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"How can these so-called martial artists not even know how to use sword energy?"


Ch.0 - Reincarnated Into The Strange World Of Martial Arts
I'm a terminal case.
No, I was a terminal case.
I was so weak that I spent more time in the hospital than at home.

The doctors who rattled off medical terms I'd never heard before had essentially given up on treating me.
Maybe that's why? My parents, who never seemed very interested in me anyway, stopped visiting at some point.

I wondered if they'd just erased their soon-to-die child from their minds, though they still paid my hospital bills without fail.
That was something to be grateful for, at least.

Thanks to that, I suppose, I could spend my limited remaining life with some freedom.
Of course, it was a restricted freedom where I couldn't leave the hospital.

I poured what little free time I had into devouring martial arts novels.
I read them obsessively, even cutting back on sleep, imagining protagonists with extraordinary talents obtaining incredible martial arts skills, defeating villains, and flirting with beautiful women.

Every time I fell asleep with a book in hand, too tired to continue, I always had the same thought.

If I were born again, I'd want to be born in a world like that.
With a healthy body, learning martial arts while adventuring across the world.
That's the life I wanted to live.

Did God, whose existence I wasn't even sure of, grant my wish?

After ending my short terminal life, I was reincarnated into a martial arts world.
The day I turned five and realized this, I let out a cheer.

"Woohoo!!"

Now I could learn supreme martial arts, fly around with lightness skills, and shoot sword qi, right?

"Lightness Skill? What nonsense is that?"
"Huh?"

"Sword Qi? Sword Force? Hahaha! You actually believe in that rubbish?"
"Hey, don't be so harsh. He's just a child, isn't he?"
"...What?"

This... this isn't right.

Ch.1 - From Third-Rate To Peerless
It's been ten years since I first talked to a passing messenger about lightness skills and sword qi, only to be laughed at.
During those long ten years, I, Gun Ja-seong, the youngest son of the Gun Family Estate, obtained a miraculous opportunity and became a peerless master who could split the heavens and shake the earth... yeah right.

"Ha! Ha! Hyah!"

Instead, I was reduced to practicing basic strikes with a wooden sword at the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy, the only martial arts school in our village.

"Ho ho ho, working hard again today. Well, that's only natural for the proud Head Disciple of our Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy."

I turned my head toward the familiar voice in the distance.
There stood Master Bae Wang-sam, the Head of the School and my martial arts teacher.

According to him, he was once a renowned master in the martial arts world, but honestly, I found that hard to believe.
I mean, his name alone was suspicious. Wang-sam? Really?

That's a name better suited for some extra like an inn keeper or a waiter, not someone claiming to be a master.
With such little faith in my master, it was only natural that my attitude was disrespectful.

"You're here?"
"Hmm, still speaking with that insolent tone today. No matter how much I beat you, it never improves."
"Don't you think there's something wrong with an adult beating a child in the first place?"
"Not at all. Ill-mannered brats need to be taught manners, even if it takes a beating."
"Master, don't you find it strange how our little one looks at her Senior Brother like he's her mortal enemy?"

I looked at the smaller of the two little ones following behind my master.

It was Chu Ha-ryeong, the youngest disciple of Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy and my Junior Sister.
This little kid, not even ten years old, had been glaring at me since she first started talking with the master, and now she was full-on scowling at me.

Though it only made her look cute.
When I grinned and waved at her, she turned her head away with a whoosh.
Hmm, cute kid.

"What are you suggesting I do with that child? Beat her like I beat you?"
"......"

I stared at my master like I was looking at garbage.

"What's with that look in your eyes?"
"What look?"
"That's not how you look at your master—it's like you're looking at disgusting maggots."
"No way. How could a disciple look at his master like that?"

Quite perceptive, aren't you?
When it comes to perception, you truly are a peerless master.

*

After my individual training with the wooden sword ended, what followed was abuse disguised as sparring.

"Gwaack!"
"I hear the squealing of a pig somewhere!"

I couldn't dodge the thrust aimed straight at my throat and took the hit directly.
As I crouched down, choking and coughing, a follow-up attack came without a moment's hesitation.

"Whaaa?!"

Side roll.
Commonly known as "lazy donkey rolling," a technique martial artists supposedly avoid using because it damages their dignity—I barely managed to dodge the attack with it.

"Hahaha! Quick as a rat!"
"Why are you calling your disciple a rat?!"

I got up while protesting loudly and launched a counterattack.

In my second year at the academy, I had finally formed a dantian through the third-rate mind method of this third-rate school.
I channeled some of the energy stored in that dantian to my feet and released it in a short, powerful burst.

"Oho!"

My master's eyes lit up as I flew toward him like a spring and swung my wooden sword at close range.
I thrust my wooden sword at the center of his throat, seeking revenge for earlier, but my decisive strike missed pathetically.

-Thwack!

"Ow!"

And then came an intense pain in my head.
I immediately grabbed my crown and collapsed to the ground.

"Nggghh...!"

As tears involuntarily welled up from the pain, a merciless beating targeting my entire body began.

"Ow! Oww! W-wait! Stop! Hey, you son of a—!"
"How dare you curse at your master who is like heaven to you!"

While my master usually laughed off my disrespectful tone, he apparently couldn't tolerate actual cursing.
The wooden sword felt stronger and faster than usual, and I had no choice but to curl up and endure the beating for quite some time.

In the end, today's sparring also ended in my defeat.

"Owww...!"

After the abuse disguised as sparring finally ended, I lay sprawled on the training ground, groaning in pain.

"Damn, how can someone beat a child so mercilessly? Is he even human?"

My entire body had been thoroughly beaten, and there wasn't a spot that didn't hurt.

If I turned to this side, the other side hurt.
If I turned to that side, this side hurt.

But the strange thing was that after the pain subsided, my body would feel oddly refreshed.
Could this be the legendary acupressure technique I'd only heard about?

"...Nah, no way."

There's no way a third-rate martial arts school master in the countryside would know such a high-level technique.
I chuckled at the absurd thought, then groaned as the pain returned.

"Ughhhh..."

Since it hurt no matter how I moved, I just lay still, staring at the sky.
The sky had already turned red with the sunset.

Though I'd been watching the same sunset for fifteen years now, it felt new every time.
In my previous life, I never had the leisure to properly appreciate sunsets, thinking it was a waste of time.

So I never knew how beautiful these colors could be.

"You didn't quit today either, I see."

As I was lost in contemplation while watching the sunset, a cold voice struck my ears.
Groaning, I raised my head to see an expressionless girl standing at my head.

It was Jang Seol-ran, the second disciple of Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy and my Junior Sister.
Though I'd been seeing her face for several years now, I still get startled every time I see this little one's pale, adorable face.

Her future appearance is something to look forward to, I'd say.
Of course, right now she's just an impudent little kid.

"Little one, stop nagging and go away. Your Senior Brother is exhausted."
"Who's your Junior Sister? I cannot acknowledge you as my Senior Brother."
"What if you don't acknowledge me? Master has recognized me as the Head Disciple."
"What kind of disciple treats their master that way?"
"Me."
"If you're going to act like that, leave the academy right now."

All that talk about my attitude toward the master is just an excuse.
She's been desperate to kick me out since the day I first entered the academy.

She probably just really dislikes me.
Well, what are you going to do if you don't like me? Kick me out?

My tuition fee is the only income this academy has.
Without it, they'd probably starve from tomorrow.
In other words:

"Nope, you can't do anything about it."
"What's with that tone..."

Cracks appeared in her expressionless face.
I didn't miss the moment and continued to provoke Seol-ran.

"You're angry, aren't you? Super mad, right? Want to kill me, don't you?"
"......"
"Hmm? Can't kill me? That makes you even madder, right?"
"...grr."
"Can't do anything, can you? Can't do anything, right?"

-Wham!

I backed away greatly, avoiding the little one's foot as she tried to stomp on my head.

"Kyahaha~! Just angry, aren't you? Nyah nyah nyah~"
"...Stop right there!"

Having completely lost her composure, the little one exploded with rage as I climbed up onto the academy wall.
It was at least twice my height, but with a little internal energy, this was easy.

"You...!"

But unlike me, our little one was small and hadn't even formed her dantian yet.
In other words, she had no way to catch me.

"Hmm? Can't do anything, can you? Kyahaha-!"

With an annoying laugh even I found irritating, I jumped over the wall.
Then came the little one's scream from inside the academy:

-Aaaagh!

"Pfft...!"

Ah, today was fun too.
That's what she gets for making such a cold expression when she's just a fourteen-year-old kid.
It just makes me want to keep ruining that expression.

*

"Aaaagh!"

Inside the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy.
Bae Wang-sam, the Head of the School, was shaking his head alongside his third disciple, Chu Ha-ryeong, as they watched the second disciple, Jang Seol-ran, who was beside herself with anger.

"To think I'd see Seol-ran like this. Well, you live and learn."
"Even I would be upset by what just happened."

Unlike her master who took it lightly, Ha-ryeong wore a complicated expression.
She thoroughly disapproved of Ja-seong's disrespect toward their master and his teasing of Seol-ran.
But on the other hand, she also felt somewhat guilty.

"...How long are you going to let that person attend the academy? This is a peaceful countryside village with no connection to the martial arts world, so why let someone completely unrelated..."

Ha-ryeong, not even ten years old, wore an expression too gloomy for a child her age as she said something cryptic to Wang-sam.
Looking down at her, Wang-sam's face turned bitter.

"You know well, don't you? They are large and powerful. We cannot let our guard down for even a moment. That's why we're disguised as a countryside martial arts school master and disciples—it's less conspicuous. Besides, having that boy, the son of the county's landowner, join the academy has made our cover even more convincing."

Wang-sam and his two disciples had personal circumstances.
These circumstances were quite dangerous and violent, forcing them to disguise themselves as a third-rate countryside martial arts school and go into hiding.
So when Ja-seong first knocked on the academy door, Wang-sam thought it was fortunate.

Though he felt uneasy about using someone who knew nothing, it made their disguise more convincing.

"...But you're not even teaching him proper martial arts. Just basic Three Essentials Qi Art."
"So what would you have me do? Teach him my exclusive martial arts? That would risk exposing us to them."
"......"
"Besides, he came knowing he would only learn third-rate martial arts."

Ha-ryeong fell silent at Wang-sam's words.

As mentioned earlier, Wang-sam accepted Ja-seong as a disciple solely to make their disguise more convincing.
In this situation, if Wang-sam were to teach Ja-seong his exclusive martial arts, and someone recognized those techniques?

That would be disastrous.
Not just the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy, but the entire village might be caught in a bloodbath.
That's why Wang-sam taught Ja-seong third-rate martial arts commonly found everywhere, instead of his own techniques.

Though he justified it by saying Ja-seong had agreed to the terms, Wang-sam's face showed regret when he thought about the boy.

"What a waste. That talent, forming a dantian in just two years with a third-rate mind method. With proper training, he could become an exceptional martial artist..."

Normally, it takes at least four years to form a dantian using a third-rate mind method.

Yet Ja-seong had done it in half that time—just two years.
Even with Wang-sam helping improve his meridian circulation through disguised beatings, it would be impossible without natural talent.

And then there was the movement he showed during their sparring earlier.
The way he suddenly accelerated and closed the distance in an instant was truly amazing.
And how about jumping over a wall twice his height just now?

Since he hadn't taught him that, Ja-seong must have developed it himself.
A young boy barely in his teens creating a new movement technique?
At least Wang-sam had never heard of such a thing.

"What a waste, such a waste..."

That's why it was even more regrettable.
Both the reality that he couldn't teach Ja-seong proper martial arts,
And that a boy with such remarkable talent was lost in empty fantasies about lightness skills and sword qi.

Ch.2 - From Third-Rate To Peerless
After leaving the martial arts academy, I didn't head straight home.

When I was almost home, I veered off to my personal training ground on the hill behind our house.
Though calling it a "personal training ground" is generous—it's just a clearing in front of a small cave.

The surroundings had grown completely dark, so I lit the torches I had set up around the clearing with flint.

Then I recalled today's sparring session with my Master.
That moment of assault disguised as training.

"Ugh, seriously. Just thinking about it makes me hurt again."

I grimaced at the unpleasant feeling of pain that had barely subsided now returning.
Why can't I ever beat that man?

It's been five years since I begged my parents to let me attend the newly established Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy.
For five years, I've abandoned my dream of waiting for a supreme master to pass through our village before I turned ten. Five years since I learned the harsh truth that life isn't so accommodating... ah, enough!

What's the point of dwelling on it? It only makes me irritated.
Anyway, I've been practicing martial arts for five years now.

Yet I still couldn't defeat Master Wang Sam, who was obviously destined to be just some third-rate martial artist.
My ambitious plan to surpass my teacher within three years had long since crumbled.

"Clearly, this isn't working."

Having freshly acknowledged this pathetic reality, I made a resolution.

This can't continue.
With third-rate mind techniques and third-rate sword techniques that could be found lying around on any street, I wouldn't be able to use Sword Qi or Sword Force, let alone Lightness Skill.

Even now, I can accelerate by releasing internal energy through my feet, or jump to heights twice my own.
I do believe those abilities prove my five years of training haven't been completely wasted.

But what I truly desire is far beyond that.
To fly dozens of paces in a single step, to unleash Sword Force extending over three zhang, sweeping through everything around me with such style...!

"Hnng...!"

My heart pounds just thinking about it.
But my excited heart quickly sank as unpleasant memories surfaced.

-Lightness Skill? What nonsense.
-Sword Qi? Sword Force? Hahaha! Do you actually believe such rubbish?

"...Just you wait."

I've memorized your face.
Let's see if you can still say such things when I'm unleashing Sword Force right in front of you.

"Sigh..."

Anyway, back to the point—as I said earlier, at this rate, reaching the level I desire seemed impossible.

Third-rate martial arts won't do. I need supreme techniques.
But supreme techniques won't just fall from the sky, and the opportunity I waited for until I was ten won't suddenly appear out of nowhere.

So there's only one answer.

"I'll create it myself."

If anyone heard me, they'd laugh hysterically at the madman with his futile delusions.
Let them laugh. It is a delusion.
For now.

But the end result will be no delusion at all.
They say small beginnings lead to great endings!

With renewed determination, I considered what I needed to do to create supreme techniques.

I had two ingredients:
The "Three Essentials Qi Art" I learned from Master Wang Sam,
And my imagination based on countless martial arts novels I read in my previous life.
How I combined these ingredients depended entirely on my ability.

I entered the cave, sat cross-legged, and closed my eyes.
Just as I was about to begin circulating my qi,

"Ja-seong! What are you doing here again!?"
"Gah...!"

The sudden shout assaulting my ears forced me to open my eyes with a cough before I could even begin.
Seeing the woman standing at the cave entrance with fury in her eyes, I smiled awkwardly.

"Ah, haha. Sis, were you looking for me?"
"I knew you'd be here again. When training at the academy ends, you should come straight home, not hang around here doing who knows what."
"Ahem. A true martial artist naturally devotes himself to training regardless of day or night..."
"Do you want to die?"
"...I'm sorry."

I flinched at the cold words from Gun Su-ae, my eldest sister and third in our family hierarchy.
Annoyed at having to come find me, she dragged me home by my ear the entire way.

"Owww...!"

I rubbed my tingling ear while moaning in pain.
Damn. Is my ear still intact? It feels like it's half torn off and dangling.

Fortunately, feeling it with my fingertips confirmed it wasn't that bad.
As I rubbed my ear and gave my sister a resentful look, she completely ignored me and went inside.

I didn't have the guts to try escaping again, so I obediently crossed the main gate and soon the magnificent estate came into view.

This is the Gun Family Estate.
We're a fairly traditional and respected family in Gungang County.
We're also the financial lifeline for Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy, which has a grand total of three disciples.

-Grumble

A loud sound emerged from my stomach as soon as I entered the house.
Hmm, come to think of it, I hadn't had dinner yet.

"Everyone else has already finished eating. I'll have them bring food to your room in the separate quarters, but first go see Mother."
"Ahem. A martial artist in training should abstain from rich food. I'm fine with just fasting pills..."
"Do you really want to die?"
"...I'll gratefully eat well."

My eldest sister clicked her tongue as she watched me back down again.

"You little brat, you need to eat well, not talk nonsense about fasting pills."

Her tone was sharp and fierce, but underneath lay affection for me.
Knowing that is precisely why I push her buttons.

After bowing to my sister, I headed to Mother's room.
I quietly announced my presence outside the lit room.

"Mother, I'm here."
"Ah, Seong-ah has arrived. Come in."

I carefully opened the door and entered, and Mother smiled at me.

"Did you go to the academy again today and come back this late?"
"Ah... I did some personal training after finishing there. Haha..."

She shook her head as if I were hopeless while I laughed awkwardly and scratched the back of my head.

"It's been five years since you started going to that academy to learn martial arts or whatever, don't you ever get tired of it?"
"Tired? Not at all. I enjoy it every day."

Learning martial arts is what I enjoy.
Not getting beaten up by Master Wang Sam.

That wretched master, third-rate as he is, must have some experience in the martial world because he always hits where the bruises won't show.
Thanks to that, no one in my family knows I get beaten up by my master every day.

Of course, I have no intention of telling them first.
A man has his pride—I can't just go around saying I got beaten up.

Besides, someday when I become a master, I plan to thoroughly thrash that third-rate martial artist.
The corners of my mouth turned up as I imagined Master Wang Sam being trampled by me, begging for mercy.

"Look at you, enjoying it that much?"
"...Huh? Oh, yes! Of course."

Mother gave a bitter smile, misinterpreting my grin.
After that came the usual loving nagging. Don't be late for meals. Don't show off your martial arts recklessly. And so on...

By the time I left Mother's room, half a double-hour had passed since I entered.

"Whew..."

Having devoured the surprisingly abundant meal prepared for me, I clutched my full stomach and collapsed onto my bed.

Checking the time, I saw there was still time before the Hour of the Rat ended.

"I shouldn't forget to practice qi circulation before sleeping."

I'd like to work on developing martial arts techniques with the remaining time, but that would be pushing it.
This third-rate martial art I learned from Master Wang Sam, the Three Essentials Qi Art, was true to its third-rate nature with its painfully slow circulation speed.
One complete cycle takes at least two double-hours, seriously.

But I can't skip it either.
I swear I'll create supreme techniques out of sheer frustration.

After my brief lament, I sat cross-legged on the bed and began circulating qi.

The small circulation: internal energy released from the dantian travels up the governing vessel to the crown of the head, then down the conception vessel back to the dantian.

When I opened my eyes after feeling my sluggish internal energy—moving like a tortoise on land—return to my dantian along with the tiny bit of energy gathered through breathing, it was already past the Hour of the Rat and approaching the Hour of the Ox.

"Ugh, seriously."

While I wanted to circulate qi all night, my body was complaining about the fatigue from remaining motionless for two double-hours.

"Wasn't qi circulation supposed to relieve fatigue and eliminate the need for sleep?"

I actually tried circulating qi all night once, but instead of relieving fatigue, I nearly died from drowsiness.
Thanks to that, I spent the entire next day in a daze and got thoroughly beaten by Master Wang Sam.

Is this because the mind technique is garbage, or was it an error in the martial arts novels?
Pondering this still unanswerable question, I collapsed onto my bed.

"At this rate, when will I ever create martial arts techniques and unleash Sword Qi?"

I hope it doesn't take another five years to reach ten years total.
No way. I believe in my genius.
At most... maybe 3 years? That should be enough.

...There was a time when I thought like that.

As they say, assumptions can be fatal—I never dreamed it would actually take five whole years.

Ch.3 - 5 Years Later
Five years passed by in the blink of an eye.
My age, which had been sixteen, was now suddenly twenty. I'd become a proper adult.

Before I knew it, I'd been at Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy for ten years, dedicating myself tirelessly to martial arts for enough time for mountains and rivers to change.
If someone asked whether I'd achieved results worth all that time, honestly, I wasn't sure.

"Haap!"
"Oh ho, not bad!"

I still hadn't beaten Master once, not even once.
It was truly humiliating that I hadn't secured a single victory in over ten years, but that didn't change reality.

At least I wasn't losing as easily anymore, which was some small consolation.
Seriously, even though he was fighting "without properly using his internal energy," how could I not win even once?

"Hreup!"

My feet kicked off the ground as I lunged forward.
I swung my wooden sword down toward Master's head, but his wooden sword blocked it.

I'd expected that much.
I immediately twisted my wrist to deflect his wooden sword and thrust toward his neck.

Master twisted his upper body, narrowly avoiding the thrust.
So close! If I'd been just a bit faster...!

Hiding my disappointment, I created distance between us and readjusted my stance.
Then Master began his counterattack.

Just like I had done, he stomped hard on the ground and approached, swinging his wooden sword.
In the blink of an eye, Master closed in and thrust his wooden sword at my shoulder.

When I swung my wooden sword to deflect the thrust, Master's left hand—his empty hand not holding the sword—swung toward my abdomen.

Seeing this, I raised my knee to block his fist.

—Bang!

"Kuk...!"

When a knee and fist collide, naturally the fist will hurt.
As Master frowned and retreated, I realized a golden opportunity had arrived and smiled with satisfaction.

Today I'll finally wash away all my frustrations and stomp all over that damned Master...!

I kicked off the ground once more and dove into Master's space.
Master's eyes widened in surprise at my speed as I instantly closed the distance.
Confirming his bewilderment, I silently rejoiced as I swung my wooden sword with all my might toward his abdomen.

"Haaap!"

Finally, finally...!

But my joy was short-lived.
Just before my wooden sword made contact, Master suddenly created distance with a strange movement.
As a result, my decisive strike only managed to cut a small piece of the front of Master's martial arts uniform.

"Arrrgh!"

Failed again! I could have really landed a hit this time!
I glared at Master with intense eyes.

"...Master, what was that just now?"
"Huh? W-what? That was just the Three Essentials Step I've been teaching you all along."

I pointed accusingly at Master, who was stammering with a strangely stiff expression.

"Stop lying! How is that the Three Essentials Step? Who are you trying to fool—!"
"A-ahem! How dare you doubt the words of your master who is like heaven to you? This is definitely the Three Essentials Step! I just applied it a little differently."

Master continued to spout nonsense.
I snorted in response.

"Do you think I'll believe that at this point? You're hiding your martial arts skills too?"
"A-ahem! W-what nonsense are you talking about...!"

Master continued to feign ignorance until the end.
But he couldn't fool my energy perception.

I could clearly feel it even now.
An energy far greater than those of the traveling martial artists who occasionally visited the village.

Gathering such internal energy with the Three Essentials Qi Art?
There are only two possibilities for that.
Either Master is one of those legendary absolute masters who has reversed aging, or he's consumed an obscene amount of medicinal elixirs.

Either way, it's absolutely impossible for a third-rate martial artist with third-rate martial arts.

"...Hmph."

I rested my wooden sword on my shoulder and looked at Master with a skeptical gaze.

"A-ahem. Come to think of it, it's about time for Ran and Ryeong to prepare lunch..."

Seemingly uncomfortable under my gaze, he avoided eye contact and hastily left.
Ah, that sly old snake.

*

"What a monster...!"

Wang Sam, who had fled the training ground in a hurry, let out a hollow laugh as he looked at the cleanly cut front of his martial arts uniform.

And then he realized the reality of the situation again.
He had just used his true martial arts to avoid an attack from a youngster who had only practiced third-rate martial arts for ten years.

The situation was so absurd that he pinched his cheek to see if he was dreaming, but his cheek only hurt—he didn't wake up from any dream.

"...Could there have been some special opportunity?"

Logically speaking, it was hard to comprehend how someone could improve so dramatically with just the Three Essentials Qi Art and Three Essentials Sword Technique.
It would be more believable if he had encountered some special opportunity.

But Wang Sam immediately shook his head.

"No. He wouldn't have had time for that."

It had been ten years since he had hidden in Gungang County.
When you live in the same village for ten years, no matter how quietly you try to live, you learn things.

The Gun Family Estate, the wealthiest and most influential family in Gungang County.
And Gun Ja-seong, the youngest son of that family.

The family pampered their youngest so much that not long ago, when he hadn't returned home past curfew, they mobilized all their servants to turn the village upside down.

"Even though he's already twenty, isn't it too much to turn the village upside down like that?"

Wang Sam couldn't understand such a fuss.

Moreover, the conclusion of that incident was ridiculous.
There were rumors about kidnapping by bandits or being attacked, but in reality, he had been learning acupuncture from the village doctor.

The eccentricities of the youngest master of the Gun family were already famous throughout the village, but acupuncture out of nowhere?
Curious about the reason, Wang Sam had once asked why he was learning acupuncture.

The answer he received was incomprehensible.

—Oh, that? I was studying acupoints.

Acupoints? He had already taught him about the twelve meridians and the eight extraordinary vessels while teaching martial arts, so why would he need to study acupoints separately?
He kept asking, but all he got was a vague answer that there was something to it.

Recalling that day, Wang Sam suddenly paused.

"...Could it have been just an excuse?"

Could that doctor possibly have been a supreme master hiding his identity?
Perhaps he recognized Ja-seong's talent and secretly taught him martial arts...

"What nonsense am I thinking..."

Wang Sam shook his head.
Having experienced something so unbelievable, his thoughts kept wandering in strange directions.

"Sigh..."

As he sighed softly and walked on, his eyes caught two girls just entering the academy.
They were his two disciples, Seol Ran and Ha Ryeong.

They seemed to be returning from the market, as their baskets were full of ingredients.

"Ah, Master!"

Ha Ryeong, his youngest disciple, brightened upon seeing Wang Sam and trotted over.
Looking at Ha Ryeong, now fourteen and ready to bloom like a flower bud, Wang Sam nodded with satisfaction.

"Were you coming back from the market?"
"Yes, Senior Sister helped me."

At Ha Ryeong's words, Wang Sam looked at Seol Ran who was approaching behind her.
Now nineteen years old, unlike Ha Ryeong, Seol Ran was already in full bloom.

The harmony of her straight nose, flowing facial lines, and sculptured features created a bewitching beauty that made everyone, regardless of age or gender, turn to look.

Rumors of Seol Ran's beauty had spread even to neighboring counties.
Because of this, Wang Sam became even more vigilant about potential pursuers.

However, due to the icy aura that covered her beauty, no one dared to approach Seol Ran casually.
Of course, this didn't apply to Wang Sam, who had been her master for ten years.

"So, was everything alright?"
"Yes."

After saying just one word, Seol Ran closed her mouth and tried to pass by Wang Sam to enter the kitchen.
But at that moment, her eyes met with Ja-seong, who was coming out of the training ground.

"Hello, Junior Sister?"
"......"

Seol Ran turned her head away from Ja-seong, who was greeting her energetically with a raised hand.
As she tried to ignore him and hurry into the kitchen, Ja-seong quickly blocked her path.

"Hey now, it's not right to just walk away when your Senior Brother greets you first."
"...Hello. Happy now?"

A greeting without even making eye contact.
When Seol Ran, who was clearly avoiding Ja-seong, tried to pass by him, Ja-seong suddenly dropped a bombshell.

"What? Are you still upset?"

—She froze

Seol Ran stopped at the question of whether she was upset.
Ja-seong spoke to her back with a voice full of amusement.

"You know, for a martial artist, sometimes you win and sometimes you lose in sparring. Why are you holding onto it like a petty person?"

It had happened just two days ago.
Ja-seong and Seol Ran had a sparring match on Wang Sam's instructions.

The result was surprisingly Ja-seong's victory.
Ja-seong, who had only learned the most basic Three Essentials Sword, had knocked away Seol Ran's wooden sword.

Everyone at the academy was surprised by the result that no one except Ja-seong had expected.
Now Ja-seong was calling Seol Ran petty while mentioning that incident.

Of course, this wasn't Ja-seong's true feeling.

They had known each other for ten years already.
He knew Seol Ran wasn't the type to hold onto such things.
Simply put, Ja-seong was just teasing Seol Ran right now.

Teasing that she had experienced hundreds of times before.
Determined not to fall for it again, Seol Ran opened her mouth.

"...Who's being petty? I don't particularly care..."
"You're angry, aren't you?"
"......"
"Hmm~ Too weak to do anything about it? Super mad, aren't you?"

—Tremble

Despite her earlier determination, Seol Ran's whole body trembled.
Looking at her about to explode, Ja-seong delivered the final blow.

"But you can't do anything~ Because you're weaker than me. Kyahaha!"
"Shut up!"

Finally exploding at Ja-seong's annoying laughter, Seol Ran threw down all the ingredients and lunged at him.
Seeing Seol Ran's contorted face as she fell for his provocation, Ja-seong laughed even louder and fled like an arrow.

Seol Ran chased after him.
In the end, only Ha Ryeong and Wang Sam remained at the academy.
Ha Ryeong sighed as she looked at the ingredients scattered in the kitchen.

"...Looks like I'll have to prepare lunch alone again today."

It was just another ordinary day at Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy.

Ch.4 - 5 Years Later
"Pfft, hehehe..."

Ah, today was fun too.

I chuckled as I headed toward my private training ground on the hill behind us.
Honestly, saying things like "can't kill me" and "so annoying" at the age of twenty is a bit awkward, but my Junior Sister's reactions are just too satisfying.

"I simply can't stop myself."

Seeing that cold, seemingly immovable face lose its composure and contort—it's always hilarious.

As I entered the clearing, still snickering at the memory, I sensed a familiar presence. I looked in that direction with a smirk.

"Since I've already noticed you, why don't you stop hiding and come out?"
"...You have good instincts."

I looked at the person who appeared before me with that cold, beautiful voice.
Junior Sister, who had lost her composure and chased after me earlier, had already regained her cool and returned to her usual icy expression.

After observing her face for a moment, I lowered my gaze. She was holding a real sword in each hand.

"Gasp! D-don't tell me you're holding a grudge..."

At my pretend fear, those elegant eyebrows—as if drawn by a skilled artist—furrowed slightly.
Seeing that, I giggled.

"Are you that upset about losing to me, Junior Sister?"
"...As I said before, I'm not that petty. I clearly lost the match. I admit it."

Junior Sister's face was deadly serious as she stood there holding real swords.
Hmm, this makes me want to tease her more.

"You mad 'cause you lost?"
"Argh! That way of talking...!"

I chuckled again as I watched her brow furrow, and then heard a long sigh.

A sigh that revealed her inner turmoil.
If I push any further, she'll really get upset.

I should stop here for today.
With that thought, I spoke again.

"You say you accept your loss, yet you come to my private training ground with real swords... how should I take this?"
"...Well."
"Ah, let me guess? You want a rematch? This time using your real martial arts."
"...!"

Just as I had noticed that Master was hiding his skills, I'd known all along that both Junior Sisters were concealing their true abilities.
Unlike me, who had paid money to learn third-rate martial arts, they had probably properly inherited Master Wang Sam's exclusive techniques.

"You lost without being able to use your real skills, so now you want a proper match?"

It happened just two days ago.
I was supposed to have my usual morning practice with Master when he suddenly suggested I spar with Junior Sister instead.

"Huh? Why so suddenly?"

When I asked why he had changed his mind after firmly refusing my previous requests, Master Wang Sam cleared his throat and said:

"Ahem! There are things one can learn from sparring with a superior opponent like this master, and things one can learn from sparring with peers of similar skill. I've been preventing it because I was worried about your physical development, but now that you've come of age..."
"You mean now that I'm grown up, you want us to spar with each other? Why say it in such a complicated way?"
"......"

For that reason, for the first time since joining the academy, I had a match with someone other than Master—and with Junior Sister, no less.
The result? As you've probably guessed, I won.

"Was my victory that shocking? Seeing you show up with real swords asking for a rematch."
"...Yes. Very much so."

Junior Sister's brief answer was accompanied by an expression that suggested she had much more to say.
I wonder what she's been holding back?

If I win this match too, will she tell me?
The atmosphere suggests she might, so I definitely need to accept.
Having decided this internally, I still pretended to test Junior Sister.

"What if I get hurt during a match with real swords? What if I cry and tell on you at home? You'd lose your only source of income."
"As you've probably already noticed, we don't really need income. The martial arts academy is just a cover."

So I was right.
Nodding, I smiled slightly.

"A cover, huh? Should I report this to the county office?"
"You won't. Love us or hate us, we've known each other for ten years. I know you're not that type of person."
"Hmm. You know too much about me. I'll have to kill you now."
"I'm sorry, but I can't die for you. I still have things to do."

I tried to joke with a cold tone, but her response was too serious to be funny.
As I stared at her with cold eyes, she suddenly bowed to me.

"Gun Ja-seong of the Gun Family Estate. I formally request a duel."
"...What's this? Why so serious? You're starting to scare me."
"As I mentioned earlier, our identities as a rural martial arts academy master and his disciples are false."
"......"

I closed my mouth at Junior Sister's excessive honesty.
After a moment, I shrugged.

"I suspected as much. Master claimed he only practiced the 'Three Essentials Qi Art,' but lately he's been using footwork I've never seen before during our matches."
"...It must have become difficult for him to hide his skills and handle you anymore."
Junior Sister looked at me with an even more serious gaze.

"If you noticed that, why did you keep coming to our academy?"
"Because Master was the only one around who could teach me martial arts."
"You've already learned all of the 'Three Essentials Qi Art.'"
"Martial arts don't end with just learning, right? I needed to gain experience through sparring, and also..."
"That's not it, is it? Weren't you curious about our circumstances?"

...So I wasn't the only one who noticed.
As Junior Sister said, the main reason I kept visiting the academy was because I was curious about their situation.

Martial artists hiding their identities, retreating to this rural area, and running a martial arts academy.
It obviously smells suspicious, doesn't it? The scent of a grand adventure!

"I admit it. I was curious about Master and your circumstances. So? Does this conversation mean you're willing to tell me about those curious circumstances?"

In response to my question, Junior Sister threw a sword at me.
Catching the sheathed sword with a snap, I immediately understood her intention.

"If I win the duel, you'll tell me about those circumstances?"
"Yes. If I lose again, I'll tell you everything without hiding anything. Our circumstances."

*

Just win the duel and she'll tell me everything I've been curious about.
I smiled with satisfaction at the expected answer.

And from the atmosphere, it seems she plans to fight with her real martial arts this time.

Not the "Three Essentials Sword Technique" she used in our previous match to hide her true skills, but her actual martial arts.
My heart began to race at the thought of finally seeing something other than the "Three Essentials Sword Technique."

Besides, I wasn't fighting at full strength either.
This was the perfect opportunity to test how useful the martial arts I had created through all kinds of trial and error over the past five years really were.

"Alright. Let's do this."

I drew the sword from its scabbard.
The sword emerged with a clear sound.
Looking at the smooth blade, I immediately realized it wasn't something commonly sold in street forges.

"What's this sword? It looks extraordinary."
"It's my spare sword. I'll give it to you as a reward for indulging my selfishness."

This doesn't seem like something you'd keep as a spare...
So she was aware it was selfish.
With a slight smile, I put down the scabbard and lightly gripped the sword handle, extending it forward.

It was the basic stance of the "Three Essentials Sword Technique."
Seeing my stance, Junior Sister hesitated for a moment before asking.

"I'm asking just in case, but are you really planning to face me with the 'Three Essentials Sword Technique'?"
"What else? The 'Three Essentials Sword Technique' is all I know."
"......"

A strange doubt appeared on her cold face.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly.

"I can guess what you're thinking, but I've never learned any other martial arts. You know I never had the opportunity."

Until I was ten, I foolishly just waited for a fateful encounter.
Like protagonists in stories who luckily find such encounters and train in supreme martial arts, I also had that groundless belief.

But such an encounter never came.
All I could learn was the third-rate "Three Essentials Qi Art" that could be bought for a few coins in the market.

So I created something new.

I thoroughly deconstructed the "Three Essentials Qi Art," the only martial art I had learned.
Then I rebuilt it, incorporating inspiration from countless martial arts novels I had read in my previous life and the imaginative flights of the many authors who wrote them.

Thanks to that, my "Three Essentials Qi Art" became quite different from the original.
But in the end, it was still the "Three Essentials Qi Art."

So, the martial art I've mastered is still just the "Three Essentials Qi Art."
After hearing my answer, Junior Sister looked at my face for a moment and then nodded.

"I see. But you're still hiding something, aren't you?"
"Oh, you noticed?"
"Yes. When you were watching me, I was also watching you."

I was slightly surprised by her rather peculiar answer.
It was the kind of response that made one imagine strange things... What am I thinking? Get a grip.

As I shook my head to clear away these thoughts, Junior Sister's resolute voice reached me.

"Show me everything you've been hiding. Today, I'll also give it my all."

With those words, Junior Sister drew her sword and took her stance.
She lowered her upper body and pulled back the sword in her right hand—a stance I had never seen before—and an intense aura rose from her.
The true energy within her body was responding to her will.

I unconsciously gulped at that sharp aura.
Feeling a pleasant tension flow through my body, I raised the corners of my mouth in a grin.

It was just bravado to hide that I was being overwhelmed by her aura, but thanks to it, my slightly stiffened body was gradually loosening up.

That's how strongly Junior Sister's current aura was pressing against me.

"...Phew."

I had to admit what needed to be admitted.
At least in terms of internal energy, the difference between Junior Sister and me was like heaven and earth.
She couldn't be a master who had reversed aging, so she must have consumed a ton of beneficial elixirs.

Come to think of it, the academy was occasionally closed for several days when I was young.
Were they secretly taking elixirs and increasing their internal energy then?

Thinking this was a fairly reasonable suspicion, I sharpened all my senses and focused on Junior Sister.
Her stance gradually lowered as her knees bent.

The moment her knees bent to their maximum,

*BOOM!*

With an explosive sound, Junior Sister kicked off the ground and rushed toward me like an arrow.

Ch.5 - 5 Years Later
"Swish!"

The blade accelerated as it was pulled back and flew toward my neck with lightning speed.
I quickly ducked, caught off guard by the attack's unexpected swiftness.

My junior sister's sword narrowly missed my head, slicing off a few strands of hair. I watched them flutter to the ground as I suddenly realized I was facing a real blade meant to cut human flesh for the first time in my life. I swung my sword horizontally at her lower body.

The second form of the Three Essentials Sword Technique, "Sweeping Away a Thousand Soldiers." Despite its impressive name suggesting sweeping away a thousand troops, it was essentially just a simple horizontal slash.

My junior sister leaped high to avoid my attack, then aimed a downward strike at the crown of my head. The fierce energy behind her strike seemed impossible to have come from such delicate hands. I didn't even attempt to block it, instead dodging to the side.

"Boom!"

My decision not to block was correct. When her sword missed its target and struck the ground, it created a powerful explosion.

"..."

If I had tried to block that, both my sword and head would have been shattered.

It was hard to believe such power came from her slender arms. I expected her to have substantial internal energy, but this was far beyond my expectations.

"Um, junior sister? This is just a sparring match, right? Or is this actually a duel to the death that I misunderstood?"

"It's sparring. But we never agreed to limit our internal energy, did we?"

"Well... what if we make that rule now...?"

"Swish!"

My cautious question was answered with another sharp sword strike.
Ah, so talking is useless!

I circulated the meager internal energy from my dantian throughout my body and clashed swords with her.

"Clang! Clang!"

Red sparks flew each time our identical swords collided. Despite swinging with all my might, my sword kept getting deflected upon impact.

Just as I feared. The enormous difference in our internal energy reserves meant that direct clashes only put me at a disadvantage.

For the same reason, I couldn't drag this into a prolonged battle either. My internal energy would be depleted quickly.

There was only one answer: end this quickly.

I retreated a good distance to avoid her sword, took a deep breath, and pointed my sword at her while pulling it back.

The sharp tip aimed at my opponent in a thrusting stance—the preparation position for "Immortal Pointing the Way," the third form of the Three Essentials Sword Technique.

"...Even now, you still refuse to reveal what you've been hiding?"

Junior Sister asked with a strangely deflated voice when she saw my stance. Her eyes showed subtle disappointment, which made me smile slightly.

"Well, who knows?"

When my usual teasing tone emerged, her gaze sharpened. Her aura became even fiercer, making me feel as if the air itself was pricking my skin.

Her determination to make me reveal whatever I was hiding was clearly evident.

Hmm, if she's going that far, I can't just stand still, can I?
I bent my legs, which were spread wide front and back.

In response, Junior Sister assumed the same stance she had at the beginning of our match. With her sword pulled back and upper body lowered, she looked like a predator ready to pounce on its prey.

I recalled her attack from the start of our match—a high-speed approach followed by an accelerated slash aimed at the neck.

An ordinary martial artist would have lost their head in one stroke. The problem was that it probably wasn't even her full speed. I could sense she had been holding back.

But not this time. She's definitely coming at full force now.
While I'm sure she doesn't actually intend to kill me, my instincts warned that I could be seriously injured if I made a mistake.

Geez, isn't this too intense for just sparring?
As I grumbled internally, Junior Sister spoke as if offering one last chance.

"As you've probably noticed, this is the fastest attack I can use. Show what you've been hiding now. Otherwise..."

I didn't need to hear the rest.
She was probably saying it would hurt a lot.
But my answer was already decided.

"I will never use what I'm hiding against you."

"...Why not?"

"Because if I did, Seollan, you would die."

My voice came out surprisingly cold, enough to make even Junior Sister flinch.

"...Well, I can still show you a taste of it."

Junior Sister nodded at my awkward addition.

"Then show me that taste."

With those words, the air between us grew tense again.
We stared at each other, concentrating all our senses.

A profound silence filled the training ground.
How much time passed?
Suddenly, a leaf fell between us.

The moment that fluttering leaf touched the ground, we rushed at each other simultaneously.

"Boom!"

And the outcome was immediately decided.

"..."

"My victory. What do you think? Want to continue?"

It was my victory.
Before Junior Sister could swing her pulled-back sword, mine had already grazed her neck.

She must have seen it—how I twisted my wrist at the last moment to make the sword miss her.

"...No. I accept my defeat."

I withdrew my sword at her straightforward admission of defeat.
Whew, that's a relief. My internal energy was running dangerously low—if she had insisted on continuing, I would have definitely lost.

Anyway, since I won our match, it's time to claim my reward.

"Junior Sister, will you finally tell me? About the situation with you and Master."

*

Zheng Seollan, the second disciple of Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy's Head Bae Wang-sam, looked at her nominal senior brother Gun Ja-seong, who was gazing at her with anticipation.

Ja-seong, caught up in his expectations, failed to notice that Seollan's inner thoughts were incredibly complicated.

"...I lost."

The previous sparring match had the excuse that she hadn't used her true martial arts. But this time was different. It was a clear defeat with no room for excuses. This first-ever defeat naturally troubled her mind.

"Your skill has reached an unparalleled level among your peers. If the lord had seen you like this, he would undoubtedly have been pleased."

The praise she had received from her master Wang-sam just a few months ago now seemed hollow. She felt ashamed of her past self who had secretly felt proud of those words.

"...The reason for my defeat?"

After self-reflection, the next step was analyzing the cause of her defeat. In truth, there wasn't much to analyze.

Simply put, Ja-seong was faster than her. That was all.

They had clearly rushed at each other simultaneously, yet his thrust had reached her neck before she could even swing her sword. It was truly a speed that could be described as the speed of light.

"Was that really 'Immortal Pointing the Way'?"

The "Immortal Pointing the Way" that Seollan knew was just a simple thrust—so basic that it was almost embarrassing to call it a form of martial arts.

But Ja-seong's version was different. The stance might have been identical, but that was all.

Judging by the energy and speed behind his sword, it could be considered an entirely different martial art.

"A completely different martial art?"

Seollan suddenly realized something and shuddered.

Ja-seong's claim that he had only learned the Three Essentials Sword Technique was probably not a lie. Yet his "Immortal Pointing the Way" had transformed into something entirely new. That could only mean one thing.

"He created a new version of the Three Essentials Sword Technique?"

Anyone who heard this would scoff. The idea that a young man barely twenty years old had created a new martial art would be laughable nonsense.

"But if it's true..."

If he had truly recreated the Three Essentials Sword Technique, then Gun Ja-seong, the youngest son of a rural landlord, would be beyond merely talented—he would be an anomaly.

What twist of fate had entangled her with such a being in the village where she was hiding?

"...Still, thanks to this, I now have justification."

With Ja-seong possessing this level of power, neither Wang-sam nor anyone else would object. She could make Ja-seong her own.

"Then I won't have to leave him...ah!"

Her heart began racing with excitement. Feeling her face flush, Seollan quickly turned away. She heard Ja-seong's puzzled voice behind her.

"Junior Sister? What's wrong?"

As his footsteps approached, she hastily called out:

"I'll tell you about our situation as promised. Please come to the academy tonight. Now, I must go."

Then she fled the training ground.

"...What was that about?"

A hollow wind blew past the bewildered Ja-seong.

*

On the night I won the sparring match against Junior Sister, I opened my eyes wide in the dead of night when everyone else was asleep.

I carefully got up from my bed, changed into my martial arts uniform, and grabbed the sword Junior Sister had given me.

After completing all preparations, I took a deep breath and opened the door.

"Creeeeak"

Oops, I forgot to ask Mr. Kang to oil the hinges.
I was startled by the loud noise and quickly looked around outside.

It was already past midnight, approaching 3 AM.
The estate was quiet as everyone in the household was still asleep.

After stepping outside, I carefully closed the door to avoid making noise. Then, watching my surroundings, I approached the wall and leaped over it.

"Hup!"

Having successfully escaped the estate, I continued to move cautiously until I was a good distance away. Only then did I sigh softly and grumble:

"She said she'd tell me if I came to the academy tonight—couldn't she have just told me earlier?"

That's right.
The reason I was sneaking out like a thief in the middle of the night was because Junior Sister had fled right after our match, leaving only the instruction to visit the academy tonight.

Hmph, if this turns out to be something trivial after making me lose sleep...
I continued grumbling internally as I made my way to the academy.

I ran along the dark path and entered the town. The streets, which I usually traversed in the mornings and evenings, were filled with an appropriate midnight silence.

Breaking through that silence, I ran along the path I'd been walking for ten years and arrived at the academy. The moment I opened the door and stepped inside, my energy sense detected the presence of people other than Master and Junior Sister.

What's this? Visitors at this late hour?
As I tilted my head in confusion and headed toward the main hall—

"Swish!"

One of the unfamiliar energies rushed straight toward me.

Ch.6 - Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy
A white light sliced through the darkness of night.
I immediately drew the sword in my hand and struck it away.

*Clang!*

The deflected light embedded itself into the ground with a thud.
Narrowing my eyes to see what it was, I found a thin metal needle.

It's too thick to be used for medical purposes.
And it was deliberately aimed at me.

"...an assassin?"

Could it be that this wasn't a guest but an attacker?
As I raised my internal energy and expanded my sense, I could feel the hidden opponent more clearly.

Their entire body was wrapped in tight-fitting black clothes, and their face was covered with a mask.
But those curves—a woman?

While I was momentarily surprised that my opponent was female, more needles came flying.

Three white lights approaching simultaneously.
I enhanced my vision and swung my sword widely, deflecting two at once.

Before the last one could pierce my shoulder, I blocked it with my scabbard.
The eyes visible above the mask widened, seemingly surprised that all her attacks had been blocked.

I don't know who she is, but I'm not foolish enough to just stand there while being attacked.
Taking a forward thrust stance, I was about to charge at the female assassin before more needles could fly...

"Wait a moment!"

...but I couldn't.
Suddenly, the door to the main hall opened and our youngest Junior Sister Cho stepped between me and the assassin.

"Junior Sister? Why are you stopping me... do you know her?"
"Yes. I'll apologize on behalf of the rudeness committed against Young Master Gun. Please lower your sword."

...How strange. Junior Sister's manner of speech was unfamiliar.
She never liked calling me Senior Brother, but suddenly addressing me as "Young Master" creates quite a distance between us.

"...Is that so? I thought some assassin had infiltrated to attack us."
"She's my bodyguard. I also apologize for my subordinate's rudeness."

A third voice I'd never heard before.
Turning my head, I saw an unfamiliar middle-aged man looking down at me through the wide-open main hall doors.

"Who are you?"
"Pardon my rudeness at our first meeting. I am Bang Jin-myeong, running a small trading company called Changcheon."
"...You're a merchant?"
"That's right."

Who are you trying to fool?
The aura I sensed through my qi perception wasn't as strong as Master Wang Sam, but it surpassed both Junior Sister and even that female assassin.

A trading company leader with weaker bodyguards than himself... hmm, interesting.
Hiding my excitement, I clasped my hands and introduced myself.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Gun Ja-seong of the Gun Family Estate."
"I've already heard about you from the Young Lady. They say you're quite talented."
"You overestimate me. I've barely taken my first steps."

At my response, my master and junior sisters all made incredulous expressions.
What? Did I say something wrong?

It's only been a year since I completely reworked and relearned the "Three Essentials Qi Art."
By any measure, that means I've just taken my first steps.

And what about my internal energy?
I have the least internal power of anyone here.
Even less than the fourteen-year-old Junior Sister!

Is it normal for a fourteen-year-old to have more internal energy than me? She must be secretly taking elixirs!
Every time I see Junior Sister Cho, I really want some elixirs too...

While I was seriously considering begging my parents for elixirs, I heard Merchant Bang Jin-myeong laughing.

"Hahaha! Excessive modesty is worse than none at all. I've already heard that the Young Lady challenged you to a duel and was defeated."
"Merchant Bang...."
"Oh, I apologize, Young Lady. My mouth ran away with me."

The merchant awkwardly scratched his head as Junior Sister frowned slightly at him.
It felt like watching an uncle who didn't know how to handle his upset niece.

But that form of address was unusual. "Young Lady"? As in a small mistress?

"...My questions about Junior Sister keep deepening. Will I get answers today?"
"Yes. I'll tell you everything, Young Master."

Junior Sister, who slowly nodded, guided me inside.
As soon as I stepped into the main hall, Junior Sister Cho quietly closed the door behind me.

"Hmm? Is that assassin going to keep waiting outside?"
"What? Oh, yes. She needs to watch for possible intruders."

Junior Sister Cho answered with a surprised look, as if she hadn't expected me to ask about that.

Hmm, is that so?
The night breeze has gotten quite chilly lately. She must be having a hard time.

I shrugged my shoulders, sensing the assassin's qi as she moved to the roof.

As we continued walking inside, I noticed a table that had been prepared in advance.
Five chairs were placed around the round table, but one chair was noticeably separated from the others.

From the atmosphere, it seemed I should sit in the isolated chair.
I sat down quietly, having figured it out.

Fortunately, this was indeed my seat, as the others sat down in the chairs opposite me without comment.

What was strange, however, was that Junior Sister sat in the central seat—the seat of honor—ignoring the presence of elders like Master Wang Sam and Merchant Bang.

"I sensed something was unusual when the merchant called you 'Young Lady' earlier. It seems our Junior Sister's identity is quite extraordinary?"
"Right now, I'm just a martial artist like any other."

"Right now," she says.
Implying that in the past, she was something else?

"Young Master Gun. Let me introduce myself properly. My real name is Ju Hwa-ryeon. My father is the great hero Ju Cheon-mu, the 'Hegemon Sword,' who was the Lord of Paecheon Fortress."
"......"

I kept my mouth shut.
Seeing my reaction and perhaps thinking I was shocked, Master Wang Sam spoke up.

"I apologize for hiding our identity all this time. However, we had no choice."
"......"

As I continued to remain silent, Merchant Bang took his turn.

"Young Master Gun. From the moment you heard 'Paecheon Fortress,' you probably already guessed that we're currently in hiding from those damnable traitors. While it was wrong of us to deceive you, please understand that we had no choice but to—"
"Wait, wait!"

Unable to let this conversation continue any further, I raised both hands to interrupt.
The merchant fell silent.

Four gazes, eight eyeballs focused on me.
Receiving those stares, I let out a long sigh.

*Gulp.*

Hearing someone (probably Junior Sister Cho) swallow, I slowly opened my mouth.
I said what I absolutely needed to say right now.

"So, what is Paecheon Fortress?"

Silence.
Then a distant thud.
The sound of something heavy falling.

"Is the assassin lady outside okay? Did she fall off the roof?"
"......"
"......"

Despite my question, only a chilling silence filled the room.



*



Paecheon Fortress.
Apparently, it's the single largest martial arts faction that has effectively ruled the Central Plains martial arts world for decades.
The reason it's called Paecheon Fortress is because their base isn't just a manor, but literally an entire fortress.

"Under my father, the great hero Ju Cheon-mu, Paecheon Fortress developed continuously, growing into the largest martial arts faction, surpassing the traditional Nine Schools and One Sect or the Five Great Families."

At Junior Sister—no, Ju Hwa-ryeon's explanation, which came after she recovered from being dumbfounded by my question, I let out an impressed "Oh!"

"Nine Schools and One Sect, Five Great Families...!"

Aren't those phrases that make your heart race just hearing them?
Ju Hwa-ryeon's gaze turned crooked as she watched me repeating those words with excitement.

"...Why is your interest focused there?"
"Huh? Well, when you say martial arts world, you think of the Nine Schools and One Sect, Five Great Families. When you say Nine Schools and One Sect, Five Great Families, you think of the martial arts world. It's obvious, isn't it?"

When I casually answered her oddly sullen question, her gaze went from crooked to cold.

A gaze filled with accusation—why don't we know what they know?
But I had something to say too.

"Junior Sister. No, Ju Hwa-rye... Miss Ju? What should I call you? Anyway, you tend to overestimate me. You need to look at people more objectively."
"...Objectively?"
"Yes, objectively. Look at me. What do I look like to you?"

When I pointed at myself with both index fingers, she thought for a moment before hesitantly answering.

"...A somewhat handsome youngest son of a rural landlord?"

Her answer included a slightly unexpected description.
When both adults simultaneously gave her strange looks, Ju Hwa-ryeon cleared her throat softly with a slightly reddened face.

"...Well, thanks for the compliment. Anyway, my handsome face isn't important—it's what comes after."
"After... you mean being the youngest son of a rural landlord?"

I nodded at her follow-up question.

"Yes, the youngest son of a rural landlord. What does that mean? Hm? It means I'm just a country bumpkin who only knows his own village and doesn't understand the ways of the world. How would someone like me know about Paecheon Fortress, an organization with a history of just a few decades?"
"...Ah."

Finally understanding my point, Ju Hwa-ryeon let out a short exclamation.

This place, Gungang County, had no connection to the martial arts world—there wasn't even a martial arts academy here until Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy arrived.
As a result, I've hardly heard any stories or news about the martial arts world, except for what I read in martial arts novels in my previous life.

At most, I might hear old tales from storytellers at the village inn.

There were occasionally representatives from merchant groups passing through the village, but most just quietly stayed for a night.
Most villagers were wary of outsiders, so they rarely engaged in conversation.

The first and last time I interacted with them was when I was five and asked a representative about lightness skills, only to be laughed at.
Ah, thinking about that representative still makes me angry.
Anyway,

"Most villagers don't even care what the martial arts world is, right? Isn't that why Master Wang Sam came to hide here?"
"Ahem."

Master Wang Sam cleared his throat softly in affirmation.
But the way he looked at me was strange.
As if asking: if you're such a country bumpkin, how do you know so much about the martial arts world?

Well, that's because I was an avid reader of martial arts novels.
I even memorized the names of each sect's martial arts techniques.
Of course, the martial arts world in this world seems quite different from the one I knew.

Anyway, having understood why I didn't know about Paecheon Fortress, Ju Hwa-ryeon sighed softly and continued her explanation.

Ch.7 - Assault
"As I said before, Paecheon Fortress has reigned as the strongest faction in the martial world for decades."

This was partly due to the personal capabilities of Lord Ju Cheon-mu and his excellent subordinates, but there was another major reason.

"It's because we are of the Ju family."

Ju Hwa-ryeon looked at me as if I should have known this already.
I told her not to overestimate me, but when did I say to underestimate me? Did she think I wouldn't know even this?

"You mean you're royalty. Well, even so, you'd be distant relatives with diluted bloodlines."
"...That's right. How did you know we're distant relatives?"
"It's obvious. The imperial family wouldn't stick their direct descendants, those with true dragon blood, in this backwater for ten years."

This was an easy deduction for me, but the others looked at me with surprised eyes.

What's so surprising? Do I look that stupid?

When I frowned, Ju Hwa-ryeon quickly collected herself and continued her explanation.

"Ahem, as you said, Paecheon Fortress was originally created to monitor and control the Central Plains martial world."

That's why there were many Ju family members in the leadership of Paecheon Fortress. They placed people with imperial blood, however distant, as heads of the organization that monitored the troublesome Central Plains martial world.

After hearing that much, I figured out the general situation.

"I get it now. The Emperor uses his distant relatives to monitor the martial world, and those relatives take prominent positions to prove their loyalty and avoid purges. Right?"
"...You understand very quickly."

Ju Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened, and her mouth opened slightly.
That's her version of being shocked beyond surprise, but is it really that amazing?

It's not that impressive.
You'd understand too if you sat in a hospital room all day.
Though I suppose you'd need the condition of sharing the room with a grandpa who's addicted to historical dramas, with the TV playing them all day long.

*

*What exactly is his identity?*

Bang Jin-myeong, the head of Changcheon Trading Company and former head of Cheonmang Hall, Paecheon Fortress's intelligence organization, couldn't hide his surprise as he looked at the young man before him.

When he first heard about Gun Ja-seong from the Young Lord, his impression was merely that of a talented youth wasting away in the countryside. But in less than an hour, that impression had already changed twice.

The first time was when Ja-seong blocked the attack from his bodyguard, Seo Hui.
In truth, Seo Hui hadn't been unaware of Ja-seong; she had tested him on Jin-myeong's orders.

He simply couldn't believe that someone had defeated the Young Lord in combat, as the Young Lord's martial arts were unmatched among peers. So he had secretly instructed Seo Hui to test him, without Hwa-ryeon or the others knowing.

The result was surprising. Ja-seong had easily blocked Seo Hui's ambush from the darkness, then cleanly deflected her follow-up attacks.

Of course, it was only a test, so Seo Hui hadn't attacked with lethal intent. Even so, these weren't attacks that a mere twenty-year-old martial artist could block so easily.

This was when Jin-myeong raised his evaluation of Ja-seong. At least now he understood that the Young Lord's desire to recruit him wasn't simply due to a decade of friendship.

And this evaluation changed once more when he saw how Ja-seong deduced the general situation with just a few exchanges.

Just from hearing that the Young Lord's surname was Ju, he figured out they were imperial relatives, and after learning about Paecheon Fortress's purpose, he immediately grasped the political situation of the imperial relatives.

*Could someone like this really be the son of a rural landlord?*

He was suspicious enough to wonder if Ja-seong might be a spy planted by rebels. But Jin-myeong soon shook his head.

*That's impossible.*

He was far too conspicuous to be a spy.

Besides, they had already thoroughly investigated Gun Ja-seong and the Gun Family Estate. According to their findings, the Gun Family Estate was just a wealthy landlord family like any other in rural villages.

They were well-respected in the area, known for generations as generous landlords who didn't exploit their tenant farmers with excessive rents. That was all.

And the young man before him was the beloved youngest son of that landlord family. Though he had various eccentricities, he was unpretentiously warm-hearted unlike typical landlord sons, earning good opinions from the villagers.

To think such sharpness was hidden beneath the face of that young master.
Did the Young Lord know about this?

*It seems not.*

Seeing Hwa-ryeon's face showing as much surprise as his own, that didn't seem to be the case. So did the Young Lord want him solely for his martial arts skills?

*Just how good is he?*

While blocking Seo Hui's ambush was impressive, he hadn't seen him fight properly, so it was hard to judge. Though blocking that ambush so easily already proved he was an exceptional talent.

*I'd like to see it once.*

Just as Jin-myeong was thinking he'd like to see Ja-seong fight, Ja-seong suddenly stood up and turned his gaze outside.

"Young Hero?"
"What's wrong?"

As others called out to him in confusion, instead of answering, Ja-seong asked a question.

"Are there more people coming?"
"Hmm? Ah, no, there shouldn't be..."

Before he could finish answering, a commotion erupted outside.

"Aaaagh!"

A human scream.
Everyone's faces hardened at the sound.

"So this time it's a real attack, huh?"

With a strangely excited voice, Ja-seong immediately rushed outside.

*

As I expanded my qi sense to check if anyone else was hiding nearby, I detected a group approaching the academy.

At first I thought more people were coming, but instead of entering through the gate, they jumped over the wall. Then came the screams.

The female warrior on the roof had launched a preemptive attack.
Wow, is this finally a real attack?

Feeling my heart race at the thought of witnessing a scene straight out of a martial arts novel, I rushed outside.

*Clang! Kang!*

As soon as I opened the door and went outside, the intense sound of clashing steel assaulted my ears.
Outside, the female warrior who had attacked me earlier had drawn the sword from her back and was surrounded by about five people.

Behind those five stood a middle-aged man with his arms crossed, striking a pose.

"Hmm?"

He tilted his head as he saw me emerge through the door.

"I haven't heard about a young man being here. Who might you be?"
"I'm the Head Disciple of this Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy, but who are you? It doesn't seem like you're here with good intentions."

I've introduced myself, now it's your turn. Who are you and where are you from?
But when I asked for his introduction, this middle-aged man suddenly put on a pitying expression.

"Ah, you must be the youngest son of the local landlord. What a pity for such a promising young man. How unfortunate that you got involved with these traitors..."
"...Traitors?"

That means rebels, doesn't it? What's he talking about out of nowhere?
As I frowned, unable to follow the conversation, a shout erupted from behind me.

"You bastard, Neung Baek-seo! How dare you come here...!"

It was Head Manager Bang Jin-myeong.
His face, which until just moments ago had been friendly and genial, was now twisted with rage as he glared at the middle-aged man. I thought sparks might fly from his eyes.

Wait, they know each other?

At the Head Manager's shout, the middle-aged man called Neung Baek-seo smiled coldly.

"Well, who do we have here? The Head of Cheonmang Hall? It's been a while. I wondered where you'd been and what you'd been doing for over ten years, and now I find you've become some merchant? How fitting!"
"You filthy traitor...! How dare you come here of all places!"

Two men calling each other traitors.
Caught between them, I could only stand there silently.

Come on, can someone explain what's going on here?

As I was smacking my lips in frustration, Neung Baek-seo's gaze shifted to Junior Sister Jang... no, Ju Hwa-ryeon behind me.
Ah, after calling her Junior Sister Jang for ten years, it's hard to adjust to calling her differently.

Anyway, when Neung Baek-seo saw Ju Hwa-ryeon, his eyes widened dramatically, and he broke into a creepy smile.

"Could it be the Young Lord? Hmm, ten years is indeed a long time. The little child has grown into such a beauty. I wonder if her flesh has ripened as well."

Despite addressing her as Young Lord, his tone was as lewd as if he were propositioning a courtesan.

At those obscene words, my facial muscles began to twitch involuntarily.
For a moment, I felt the urge to tear that mouth apart.

Of course, I wasn't the only one who reacted this way.
Ju Hwa-ryeon herself froze with a cold expression, and Junior Sister Chu's aura turned menacing.
Finally, Master Wang Sam's face contorted as he roared loud enough to echo throughout the area.

"You son of a bitch! How dare you speak such filthy words to the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress! Do you wish to die?"

As if responding to Master's emotions, a powerful aura spread in all directions.
As expected of Master. His colorful curses stick in my ears.

Neung Baek-seo's face briefly hardened at Master's threatening aura, but soon his lips curled up again.

"Heh, heh heh...! Master Yeo. I thought you'd be attached to the Young Lord."
"And yet you dare act this way in front of me?"
"Well, that's because I have something to rely on, don't I?"

*Snap!*

Neung Baek-seo snapped his fingers loudly.
Suddenly, the academy's main gate was completely destroyed.

*Crash!*

A cloud of dust obscured our vision, and a black silhouette walked through it.
As the dust settled and the figure's identity was revealed, Master's face hardened.

"You...!"

Ch.8 - Assault
"It's been a while, Senior Yeo."

A middle-aged man with a massive build appeared after breaking down the gate.
He wore a long robe with roughly torn sleeves, clearly revealing the bulging muscles of both arms.

Moreover, what he held in those thick hands was a gigantic hammer that looked like it was made of solid metal.
Seemingly acquainted with this muscular middle-aged man, Master addressed him with a grave expression.

"Je-gon...!"

Wait a minute, didn't that man just call Master "Senior Yeo"?
I think Neung Baek-seo also called him Guard Yeo.
Master's surname is Bae, isn't it? Why Yeo?

"Je-gon, how could you...!"
"I'm just following the times. Paecheon Fortress has completely fallen into Lord Ju Do-han's hands. No matter how much you struggle, Senior Yeo, the Young Lord cannot return."

The muscular middle-aged man spoke with a seemingly regretful expression.
At those words, Master's arms trembled and his face contorted.

"Master..."

Junior Sister Chu looked at Master Wang-sam with concern.
She quietly approached me and asked in a low voice.

"...Junior Sister Chu. Does Master Wang-sam also have a different real name?"

Junior Sister Chu turned her head sharply at my question.
I brazenly met her incredulous look that seemed to ask if that was really what I was curious about right now.
Well, the situation might be urgent, but curiosity is curiosity.

"...Haah."

Junior Sister Chu sighed softly at my reaction and nodded.

"Master's real name is Yeo Dae-un. And my real name is Yu Seol."
"I knew it...! Honestly, Wang-sam sounded too much like an extra's name."
"What? Ex, exsutora?"
"No, not exsutora, but ex—"

As I tried to explain to the confused Junior Sister Chu, I felt a strange tingling on the side of my head.
When I turned, everyone was staring at me with incredulous looks.

The exact same look Junior Sister Chu had given me moments ago.
Eyes that asked if that was really what I was curious about right now.

Come on, is it so wrong to be curious? Why is everyone looking at me like that?
Even Master was looking at me that way.
Unable to hold back, I shouted at Master.

"Master, you shouldn't look at me like that! This is all because you chose such a ridiculous fake name in the first place!"
"Wh-what?"
"Seriously, what kind of name is Bae Wang-sam? It shows absolutely no effort!"

Master's face turned red and blue at my words.
He was about to shout something back when someone's loud laughter interrupted him.

"Puhahaha-!"

It was Neung Baek-seo, who had been putting on airs.
Clutching his stomach as if he'd never seen such a ridiculous scene in his life, Neung Baek-seo finally calmed his laughter and said:

"Well, what an amusing fellow. It's quite funny to see him chattering away, not knowing he's about to die."

Huh? What's he talking about?

"Me? I'm going to die? Why? I don't have any terminal illness."

I already experienced a terminal illness in my previous life.
It won't happen in this life too.
Twice would be crossing the line.

At my question, Neung Baek-seo's lips twitched again.
He seemed to think I was joking. But I wasn't.

After barely suppressing the twitching of his lips, Neung Baek-seo turned his gaze to Ju Hwa-ryeon.

"Young Lord, have you been keeping this dim-witted fellow as your Senior Brother all this time? It must have been difficult."
"Not really? My treatment of him has been a bit harsh to call him my Senior Brother."

My casual response seemed to have taken the fun out of it for him.
Neung Baek-seo's face fell slightly.

"A man with a quick tongue who doesn't understand the situation."
"That's exactly it. I don't understand what's going on at all. Could someone explain?"

At my request for an explanation, a smile returned to Neung Baek-seo's face.
But this smile wasn't the cheerful one from before—it was clearly a sneer.

Along with that sneer, an answer I could hardly take lightly came from Neung Baek-seo's mouth.

"Keheheh... There's only one thing you need to know. Because you were so eager to learn martial arts, your entire family is about to die."

At those words, my pounding heart sank coldly.
I heard Master's shocked voice in my ears.

"What...? Don't tell me at the Gun Family Estate?"

Excited by the expected reaction, Neung Baek-seo gleefully exclaimed:

"It's the Lord's order! To kill the treacherous rebel and everyone associated with him...."

Before he could finish, I moved first.

"...Kuk!?"

I rushed to Neung Baek-seo like lightning, grabbed his throat, and slammed him against the wall.

-Bang!

"Ke, keugh..!?"
"What did you just say?"

His face turned red from being choked, filled with shock.
In his own way, still acting like a warrior, he tried to draw the sword in his hand.

-Crack!

"Kuuugh-!"

I twisted the wrist of his right hand reaching for his sword.
Neung Baek-seo screamed in pain as his wrist twisted in a direction it shouldn't normally bend.

Who told him to keep screaming? I asked for an answer.

Oh, right. He can't answer with his throat being squeezed.
I grabbed his collar instead of his neck and asked again.

"What did you just say? What about my family?"
"Y-you bastard...!"
"Tsk, wrong answer."

-Crack!

"Arrrgh!"

I stomped on his shin.
I clearly felt something hard breaking.
Why are his bones so weak? Osteoporosis?

Glancing at the broken shin, I asked again.

"What did you mean by—"

-Whoosh!

But I couldn't finish my question.
A giant hammer flew toward the top of my head, tearing through the air.

I let go of Neung Baek-seo and stepped back, and the hammer, having lost its target, struck where I had been standing.

-Kwaaang!

With a sound like a shell dropping, the ground was deeply gouged.
The muscular middle-aged man lifted the hammer embedded at the center.

"You're more skilled than you look. Even I missed your movement for a moment."
"Kuh, kugh...! S-Shin Master!"

The muscular middle-aged man clicked his tongue at Neung Baek-seo calling him.

"Tsk, tsk, even as the leader of the Dark Heaven Unit, an assassination squad, haven't you been too negligent in your martial arts training?"
"...Kugh."

The muscular middle-aged man looked at Neung Baek-seo, who could only groan without saying anything, with contemptuous eyes, then turned his gaze back to me.
From his way of speaking, it seems this muscle man outranks the other one.

"Why don't you tell me instead? What did that guy mean just now?"

After looking at me with a strange gaze for a moment, the muscular man shrugged and answered.

"It's simple. Other Dark Heaven Unit members are heading to your home right now."
"......"

The Dark Heaven Unit is heading there.
He clearly said earlier that the Dark Heaven Unit was an assassination squad.

An assassination squad is going to my home.
Even a three-year-old child would know they're not going there with good intentions.

In other words, this is no time to waste here.
I immediately headed for the broken gate.

-Thud!

The muscular man blocked my path again.

"...Move aside?"
"I'm sorry, but I can't do that. As Master Neung said earlier, we came to kill all the rebels and those associated with them."
"Je-gon! How dare you try to cover the sky with your palm!? How can you, who knows all the truth, point a weapon at the Young Lord!?"

Master shouted in rage at the muscular man's words, but the man reacted as if a dog was barking.

"Senior Yeo, the tide has already turned. Most of the vassal families who doubted and checked the Lord have been destroyed, and the imperial court has recognized the Lord's succession."
"Wh-what...? The imperial court?"

Master turned to Guild Leader Bang in confusion.
His eyes asked if those words were true.
The guild leader, with a grave expression, nodded heavily.

"...That's right. The imperial court has recognized that villain's succession. I should have told you earlier...."
"Ah...!"

Senior Sister Jang's face turned pale at those words.
Junior Sister Chu caught her as she staggered in shock.
Seeing this, the muscular man smiled triumphantly.

"Do you understand now? There is no more hope for the Young Lord."

And as if being considerate, he made an offer to Master.

"Senior Yeo, it's not too late. I'll put in a good word for you, so how about joining our side now—"
"Hey."

I cut him off, unable to hold back.
The muscular man's eye twitched, apparently displeased that I interrupted him.

"I don't care about imperial recognition or whatever. Move aside."
"...Hmph. I told you, didn't I? Everyone associated with the rebel dies tonight. That includes you. There's only one way for you to leave here—as a corpse."

The muscular man laughed coldly and released his aura.
The intense energy I had felt through my energy sense spread in all directions.

"Ugh, this is...!"

Master was shocked by the aura.
Seeing this, the muscular man burst into laughter.

"Kahaha-! Senior Yeo, do you feel it? The Lord gave me a drop of Azure Essence Oil to kill the Young Lord. Thanks to that, my internal energy has increased dramatically."

Master's dismay was evident.
Of course it would be.
In this strange martial arts world without lightness skills, sword qi, or sword force, the difference in internal energy generally determines victory or defeat.

Indeed, the muscular man's internal energy, as felt through my energy sense, was a level above Master's.
At least, no one here could defeat him with internal energy alone.

With a triumphant expression, he turned to me and asked:

"Now, what will you do? If you quietly offer your neck, I'll let you go without pain. If you go to the afterlife first, your family will soon follow."
"Hah, what bullshit."

A curse slipped out before I knew it.
But to the man already intoxicated with the sense of victory, even that curse seemed like an amusing joke.
He kept laughing.

"Keheheh... Whatever you do, the result won't change—you'll die here. What can you possibly do?"
"Just one thing, actually."

I drew my sword from its scabbard.

"Kill you."

Ch.9 - Assault
Gun Ja-seong's words left Shin Je-gon dumbfounded.

*Did that bastard just say what I think he did?*

Kill? Who? Me?
How dare this brat who's barely come of age threaten me, Shin Je-gon, one of the four elite guards of the Lord of Paecheon Fortress?

He was so flabbergasted he couldn't even laugh properly.

He'd heard vague mentions from Neung Baek-seo about this youngest son from a landowner family who had been frequenting the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy for ten years.
Apparently, he had spent those ten long years practicing only the "Three Essentials Qi Art."

*The Three Essentials Qi Art? Really?*

It was almost pitiful how foolish someone would have to be to spend ten years practicing a third-rate martial art that could be bought for pennies at any street bookstore.

In that time, he could have paid tribute to join one of the Nine Major Sects, even if they were shadows of their former selves, and learned somewhat decent martial arts.
Upon reaching this conclusion, Je-gon realized why Ja-seong had made such an absurd claim about killing him.

The boy's level was so low he couldn't even sense Je-gon's overwhelming internal energy.

Having made this determination, Je-gon shook his head.

*This naked fledgling doesn't even know his place.*

Naturally, Je-gon's assessment of Ja-seong couldn't help but become harsher.

"I'll give you one chance. Step aside, and I won't kill you."

But this guy's words were becoming more and more ridiculous.

"Huh, haha. You're going to kill me? You?"
"..."

Ja-seong responded to Je-gon's question with silence and a cold stare.
Instead of his answer, what followed were sounds of mockery from those around them.

"Kuh, kuhuhuh...!"
"Pfft."
"Kekeke..."

Everyone—from Baek-seo who had been thoroughly beaten by Ja-seong, to the black-clad men surrounding Seo Hui, Bang Jin-myeong's guard—laughed at Ja-seong's words.

After the laughter echoing through the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy subsided, Neung Baek-seo spoke.

"Kehihihi... You're truly out of your mind. Do you know who stands before you? This is the leader of the four elite guards of Paecheon Fortress, the great Heavenly Mace Shin Je-gon! You think a mere brat like you can kill one of the top masters in Paecheon Fortress? Do you really think that's possible?"
"Well, I think it is possible."

Ja-seong replied in a cold tone, as if he hadn't heard the mocking laughter around him.

Je-gon glanced at the Young Lord's group, wondering if Ja-seong might have some hidden trick up his sleeve.
But their reactions were no different from his own.
They were all looking at Ja-seong with expressions of disbelief and bewilderment.

Convinced that his assessment was correct, Je-gon burst into laughter.

"Hahaha! They say ignorance breeds courage, and that's exactly right. A fool who can't even sense my internal energy, what nonsense."
"I can sense it just fine. You've got a disgusting amount. I'd have no complaints if I had as much internal energy as you."

*He can sense my internal energy?*

So despite sensing this overwhelming difference in internal energy, he still spouted such nonsense?
As Je-gon tilted his head in confusion, his face hardened at Ja-seong's next words.

"But what good is having so much when you're an idiot who doesn't know how to use it properly? Isn't this what they call 'iron shoes on a dog's feet'?"
"What did you say?"

It was truly absurd.
How dare this brat who had never even stepped into the martial world call him an idiot?

"Your arrogance is excessive. You, a mere youngster who hasn't even experienced real combat, dare to tell me I don't know how to use my internal energy?"
"It's the truth."

After his brief reply, Ja-seong looked around at everyone and continued.

"It's not just you. That Neung whatever guy over there, that assassin sister, even my master. To me, you're all idiots. Building up all that internal energy and not knowing how to use it properly."

Even the Young Lord's group looked dumbfounded as Ja-seong insulted everyone, including his own allies.

-Woong!

Je-gon raised his mace with a hardened expression.
No more words were necessary. He just needed to kill this lunatic in one blow.
That was all.

Je-gon stepped forward to stand before Ja-seong.
Ja-seong also drew his sword and took his stance.

Right foot forward, sword held at his left side with his right hand.
It was the stance for the horizontal slash attack "Sweeping Heavenly Army" from the Three Essentials Sword Technique.

Seeing that stance, Je-gon smirked.
Just the Sweeping Heavenly Army? You're going to kill me with such a basic move?

Judging by how he had subdued Neung Baek-seo in one go earlier, he seemed to have confidence in his speed, but—

*That won't work on me.*

Rather than letting him approach, I'll crush him in one blow.
Je-gon's aura intensified, becoming even more powerful.

As his energy completely dominated the surroundings, the faces of Ju Hwa-ryeon and the others grew serious.
Yet Ja-seong's expression remained unchanged, completely calm.

"You have some nerve. But this martial world is a place where the strong devour the weak. Mere courage alone won't keep you alive!"

As soon as he finished speaking, Je-gon swung his beloved weapon, the Dragon-Breaking Mace, with all his might.

At the same time, Ja-seong charged at Je-gon.
Indeed, his speed was extraordinary, reaching Je-gon's vicinity in an instant.

*Hmm!*

And it wasn't just his feet that were fast.
The sword, swung in the orthodox Sweeping Heavenly Army stance, targeted Je-gon's neck in the blink of an eye.

At this rate, Ja-seong's sword would reach Je-gon's body first.

A critical moment where his head could be severed.
But instead of turning pale with fear, Je-gon's face bore a sinister smile.

He sensed that Ja-seong had struck too early, and the tip of his sword wouldn't reach his neck.

*This fool can't even gauge the length of his own sword.*

Ja-seong's sword would cut through nothing but air, and in that moment, his Dragon-Breaking Mace would crush Ja-seong's upper body.
That's what Je-gon thought.

Until he saw the faint haze rising from the tip of Ja-seong's sword.

*What is that?*

What could that haze be...?
While Je-gon pondered this question, the haze from the sword tip swept across his neck.

In that moment, Je-gon's mace-swinging motion stopped.
Thanks to this, Ja-seong passed by Je-gon without a scratch.

And so, Ja-seong and Je-gon crossed paths and switched positions.

"......"
"......"

Confusion appeared on the faces of everyone watching the two.
What? What just happened?

Despite the quiet murmuring around them, neither man moved.
Then one of them finally began to move.

-Swoosh

It was Ja-seong.
As he silently sheathed his sword, Je-gon's voice reached his ears.

"What, what is this?"
"What else? It's the reason you're an idiot."
"...Huh, haha."

A hollow laugh escaped Je-gon's lips at Ja-seong's scathing reply.

"You're right... I, we all were idiots... All these years, what have we been—"

His words of lamentation were cut short.
A long line appeared on Je-gon's nape, and red blood poured out like a waterfall.

"Cough!"

-Thud!

With a cough and a spray of blood, the Dragon-Breaking Mace fell from Je-gon's hand.
Je-gon himself could no longer stand and collapsed onto his beloved weapon.
He moved no more.

He was dead.

The renowned master Heavenly Mace Shin Je-gon had fallen at the hands of a rural landowner's youngest son.

"......"
"......"

Everyone was left speechless at the unbelievable sight.





*





*My God.*

Wang Sam—no, Yeo Dae-un, the former Lightning Flash Sword and leader of the four elite guards of Paecheon Fortress—alternated his gaze between Ja-seong and the deceased Je-gon, his mouth agape.

When Ja-seong had declared he would kill Je-gon, Dae-un had thought the boy was simply failing to recognize his limits after his victory over the Young Lord.

No matter how he had defeated the Young Lord, Je-gon was a master incomparable to the still-young lord.
It was common sense that Ja-seong, who had only learned third-rate martial arts, couldn't possibly win.

Amid all this, Dae-un was also dumbfounded by Ja-seong's audacity to call Je-gon, himself, and all the surrounding martial artists idiots.
He had even wondered if the boy had truly gone mad.

But look at the result.
Ja-seong stood there without a scratch, while Je-gon had met his end in a way that made his reputation seem almost ironic.

Could he have defeated Je-gon so overwhelmingly if he had fought him?

*No, absolutely impossible.*

As soon as he had that thought, Dae-un realized another fact.

*He's been holding back during our sparring all this time.*

He had clearly seen how Je-gon died.
The haze that rose from the tip of Ja-seong's sword had severed his neck.

Though he didn't know what it was, Dae-un had never seen anything like it during his sparring sessions with Ja-seong.
In other words, Ja-seong had been hiding his true abilities during their matches.

"...Huh, that guy."

Calling him a monster no longer sufficed.
He was, by definition, a monster incarnate.

"Im-impossible!"

While Dae-un was staring at Ja-seong with eyes that beheld something incomprehensible, a scream-like shout was heard.
Baek-seo, with his twisted wrist and broken leg, was howling with a pale face.

"How could one of Paecheon Fortress's top masters, the great Shin... You bastard! What kind of black magic did you use?!"

Ignoring Baek-seo, who was glaring at him with murderous intent, Ja-seong turned to Dae-un.

"Should I take care of the rest of them too?"
"What?"

Seeing Ja-seong glance around, Dae-un understood what he meant and shook his head.

"No. Leave this to me now. You should head to the Gun Family Estate."
"Alright then."

Nodding, Ja-seong immediately rushed out through the academy's main gate.

Ch.10 - Assault
I stepped out through the broken main gate of the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy and immediately ran toward home. With each step, I released short bursts of internal energy through the Yongcheon acupoint in my feet, propelling myself forward.

My speed was incomparable to that of ordinary humans, yet my heart was filled with urgency.

I'd wasted too much time dealing with that Je-gon or whatever his name was. His internal energy was extraordinary, so I had to keep talking to make him lower his guard.

Had the Dark Heaven Unit already arrived? Could they have harmed someone in my family? No, I shouldn't think negatively.

Shaking my head, I pushed myself to move faster. The Gun Family Estate was a bit removed from town, but it was still part of the same village. It wouldn't take long.

At most, it would take one-quarter of an hour...

"That's too long!"

If only I had more internal energy, I could have cut the time in half! I'd lost half my internal energy just from releasing a bit of sword qi while facing that guy earlier.

Even if I exhausted all my remaining internal energy to get there, I wouldn't have enough left to defeat the Dark Heaven Unit members.

Cursing my past self for never begging my parents to buy me medicinal elixirs, I gritted my teeth and continued running toward home.

*

"W-who are you people? What are you doing?"

Gun Won-pyeong, the current head of the Gun Family Estate and a respected landowner in Gungang County, tried to shield his trembling wife and children behind him as he glared at the mysterious intruders.

Several household servants had already been killed by these people. Determined to prevent any more deaths, he stepped forward to confront the intruders.

But all he received in response was a low snicker.

"Heheh. Master Gun, who we are isn't important. What matters is that this household is connected to traitors."

"T-traitors...! That's impossible! I've lived my entire life in this village. How could we possibly be involved in any treason?"

In response to Won-pyeong's confident denial, Im Mu-hong, the vice commander of the Dark Heaven Unit, gave a sinister smile.

"Do you know about the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy?"

"Ch-Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy...? That's...!"

He couldn't possibly be unaware of the martial arts school his beloved youngest son had been attending for ten years. But why mention that academy? Could it be...?

Seeing Won-pyeong's face turn pale, Mu-hong nodded.

"That's right. We've received intelligence that this academy has been teaching demonic arts from that vicious cult."

"D-demonic cult...!"

As soon as the words left Mu-hong's mouth, Won-pyeong's face turned white as paper.

The demonic cult.

Originally called the Ming Cult, they had helped Emperor Hongwu establish the Ming Dynasty but were later purged when their cruel practices came to light.

Even after hundreds of years and numerous purges by the Imperial Guard, they stubbornly survived, continuing to disrupt the nation from the shadows. That was the demonic cult.

Most villagers wouldn't even recognize the word "demonic," but as a major landowner, Won-pyeong had heard stories.

So he knew.

Anyone associated with the demonic cult would be executed immediately, regardless of status.
Especially if Ja-seong had truly been practicing demonic arts...

*The Gun family is finished.*

As this terrible future flashed through his mind, Mu-hong suddenly pulled something from his robe and tossed it to Won-pyeong, who caught it reflexively.

"...A book?"

Indeed, what Mu-hong had thrown was an old book. But the title written on its cover was disturbing.

"Blood... Explosion... Art?"

An art that explodes blood? What could this be...?

Just as he was about to ask, Mu-hong spoke first.

"Oh my! Now I see it wasn't the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy but the Gun family who were the main culprits! How dare you possess demonic arts manuals!"

"W-wait, what are you saying? This is what you just—!"

Before Won-pyeong could protest, Mu-hong cut him off again.

"How dare you betray the Emperor's grace by consorting with the demonic cult! Such a crime must be paid for with death!"

Won-pyeong's face darkened as he finally understood Mu-hong's intentions.

It was a conspiracy.

From the beginning, they had planned to kill everyone in the Gun family by any means necessary.

*I should have at least helped the children escape first...*

But such regrets were useless now. Judging by how swiftly they had killed the servants, these people were clearly martial artists.

His family members, who had never learned martial arts, would be caught immediately if they tried to flee now. His head spun as this sudden crisis of family extinction loomed before him.

*At least you're not here, Ja-seong. That's one blessing.*

His only consolation was that his youngest son, who had mysteriously disappeared in the middle of the night, might survive. As he watched the black-clad figures slowly approaching, Won-pyeong closed his eyes.

BANG!

A loud noise suddenly rang out. Startled, Won-pyeong opened his eyes again. And there, he saw his missing youngest son.

*No, this can't be...*

Despair washed over Won-pyeong's face.

*

"Huff... huff...!"

Breathing heavily, I burst through the estate's main gate only to witness the very scene I had dreaded.

"...Uncle Kang. Nanny."

The servants of the Gun family lay dead, bleeding.

"Brother Jin-il, Granny Dal."

Seeing people I had lived with for twenty years so brutally murdered made my heart turn cold as ice while a fire ignited in my mind.

"H-how...!"

Looking up from the servants' bodies, I saw my parents, brother, sister, and the surviving servants surrounded by the Dark Heaven Unit in the distance.

"Why did you come back? At least you should have survived!" my father shouted, his face contorted.

It was strange seeing him like this—a man who usually just laughed heartily.

Behind him, my mother and older sister were hiding. My sister, normally so outspoken, was looking at me with large eyes brimming with tears.

The fear my family must have felt fueled the fire burning in my mind.

And one more thing.

"Are you this family's youngest son? Oh ho, I see you've learned some martial arts, however shallow. You must be the one practicing demonic arts!"

The black-clad man who immediately started spouting nonsense upon seeing me—this must be the vice commander, since that Neung fellow had mentioned a commander earlier.

SNAP!

As the vice commander snapped his fingers, four men who had been waiting behind the five surrounding my family moved to encircle me.

"Ja-seong!"

My mother called my name desperately at the sight.

Seeing her tear-stained face, I could no longer hold back.

SHING

As I drew my sword, the black-clad men looked at each other briefly before their lips curled into sneers and they began mocking me.

"Oh my, little children shouldn't play with dangerous things. Come on, give it to uncle now?"

"Hey now, that's not how you take things from someone. Here, take this and buy yourself some candy. Hahaha!"

One of them held out a copper coin while laughing uproariously.

I circulated what internal energy I had left and rushed toward him, piercing his throat in an instant.

THUNK!

"Guh...?"

With the sword still lodged in his throat, I kicked his chest to pull my blade free. Blood fountained from his neck.

"Huh?"

The remaining three men stared blankly, their expressions showing they couldn't comprehend what had just happened.

I had no patience to wait for them to come to their senses, so I immediately charged at the one beside me.

SQUELCH!

As I rushed him, he finally snapped out of it and tried to do something, but it was too late. My sword had already pierced his heart.

That made two.

"You bastard!"

Only after watching two comrades die before their eyes did the remaining two finally regain their senses and charge at me simultaneously. Like twins, they raised their swords above their heads in unison.

Before their swords could fall, I sliced through both their necks at once.

"Gak!"
"Gurk?!"

The two dropped their swords and clutched their throats as they collapsed.
Even as they tried desperately to stop the bleeding, blood spurted between their fingers.

These were fatal wounds. They would die slowly.

In an instant, I had sent all four men who surrounded me to their deaths.

"..."

Silence fell over the estate.

Both the Dark Heaven Unit members and my family stared at me with disbelieving eyes.

"W-what is this...!"

The vice commander in particular stammered, his eyes showing he couldn't believe what he was seeing.

I slowly approached him.

"T-this...! Stop him! Stop him now!"

As I advanced, the vice commander retreated step by step while frantically issuing orders. Following their superior's command, the remaining five men abandoned their positions around my family and rushed toward me.

What a fool. If he wanted to stop me, he should have taken my family hostage.
Though I would have killed them all before they could.

I charged toward the five men approaching me.

"Hyaah!"

I ducked under the sword of the man in front and slipped past him. The man right behind him hadn't expected me to bypass the first one and come straight for him, so his face showed complete shock.

I immediately thrust my sword into his abdomen and ripped it out through his side.

"Aaaagh!"

As blood and entrails poured from his side, he screamed like a child.
Ha, aren't you supposed to be an assassination unit? Is this what assassins are like?

I had certain expectations based on what I'd seen and heard, though I wasn't expecting Silent Step techniques or anything.
But shouldn't assassins at least pretend to suppress their screams?

These so-called assassins have no professional pride.
Well, it doesn't matter now.

They'll all die by my hand anyway.

Ch.11 - Assault
"Haaah!"
"Aaaagh-!"

With a battle cry, swords thrust at me from both sides.
I stepped back, ignoring the screaming attacker.

Two swords crossed in an X-shape before my eyes.
I brought my sword down heavily on their intersection point with the first form of the "Three Essentials Sword Technique," Mountain Pressing.

-Clang!

"Ugh!"
"Guh...!"

The two men lost their grip on their swords from the impact.
I quickly swung my sword twice, cutting them down in one breath.

"Kuh!"
"Gak!"

And so two more bodies fell on top of the one still groaning.

In an instant, three out of five were dead.
The remaining two backed away with pale faces and eyes trembling with fear.

I approached them slowly, directly.

"U-uwaaaaah-!"
"H-hey!?"

One of them let out a strange cry as if having a breakdown and swung his sword wildly.

A sword swung without form or technique, just like a child flailing about.
Did he think I would let myself get hit by such reckless swinging?

I cut off his right wrist that held the sword.
The tendons severed and the sword fell from his hand, but he continued flailing his right arm, not realizing what had happened.

He finally stopped moving after my sword pierced his chest.

"Gurgle..."

Stepping over the fourth man who was convulsing with bloody foam in his mouth, I approached the last one.

"Huff... huff..."

Though he trembled while gripping his sword with both hands, his eyes remained sharp.
Pretty fierce for a bastard who killed innocent people.

Well, still a bastard nonetheless.

I passed by the fifth man.
Like the others who had surrounded me earlier, he clutched his throat and collapsed.

After confirming his death with a sidelong glance, I walked over to stand before the unit deputy commander who had been running his mouth.

"W-who are you? What are you?!"

The deputy commander screamed with a terrified face.
Why ask about my identity now? You already know.

"The youngest son of this household. Have you forgotten already?"

"D-don't be ridiculous! We've already completed our investigation! The youngest son of this house is an idiot who's only practiced the Three Essentials Qi Art for ten years! Not a monster like you!"

His frantic shouting made me laugh.

"It's true I've only practiced the Three Essentials Qi Art for ten years, but an idiot? What does that make all of you who died to this idiot? Morons... ah, you were already morons, right."

These guys were no different from the others.
Morons who had no idea how to use internal energy.

Each one possessed vastly more internal energy than I could compare to, yet they died helplessly at my hands because they didn't know how to use it.

And this deputy commander would be no different.

"Y-you...! Uwaaaaah-!"

The deputy commander, trembling with humiliation, charged at me with a strange cry.
I rushed forward like an arrow, slashing his side as I passed.

"Kuhuk...!"

He clutched his deeply cut side.
His left hand, desperately trying to stop the bleeding, quickly turned red with blood.

"W-what is that martial art? A sword so fast I can barely see it, what kind of technique...!"

"Three Essentials Sword Technique, Horizontal Sweeping Heaven Army."

At my answer, the deputy commander, who had been grimacing in pain, made an even more vicious expression.

"That's Horizontal Sweeping Heaven Army? Nonsense. How could such a third-rate martial art..."

The Three Essentials Sword Technique.
A basic technique with only three forms, consisting of just vertical cuts, horizontal cuts, and thrusts.

But because it's so fundamental, like a blank canvas, it can become anything.

The reason I can move faster and swing my sword more quickly than these morons is because I've incorporated the principles of the Swift Sword into this basic technique.

They don't understand even that much, which is why they say such things.

The people in this strange martial arts world only use internal energy to enhance their physical abilities.
No, saying they "use" internal energy isn't quite right.

They merely circulate qi through their blood vessels.

Perhaps that's why.
In this world, concepts like Swift Sword or Heavy Sword don't exist.

I still remember how confused I was when I casually asked my Master about it and he looked at me strangely, asking what nonsense I was talking about.

"Whether you believe it or not doesn't matter. You're going to die anyway."

"W-wait..! Wait!"

The deputy commander desperately tried to stop me as I was about to swing my sword again.
Curious about what he wanted to say, I lowered my sword for a moment.

He continued, letting out a sigh of relief.

"I-if you stop here, I'll just leave."

"...What?"

When I looked at him incredulously, he began spitting out words like a machine gun.

"D-do you know who I am?! I am Im Mu-hong, the 'Dark Night Flash Sword,' deputy commander of the Dark Heaven Unit, one of the fifteen units of Paecheon Fortress! I-if you kill me, thousands of warriors from Paecheon Fortress will turn Gungang County into a wasteland!"

"Th-thousands...!"

My father muttered with a trembling voice at Im Mu-hong's boastful words.
But I just shrugged and raised my sword again.

"D-don't you understand what I'm saying!? If you kill me, Paecheon Fortress will come after you!"

"Well, I wonder about that? Would an entire fortress really come to avenge some rats who snuck in during the night? That's a bit hard to believe."

"I-it's not a lie! Paecheon Fortress will definitely... Why do you keep coming closer?!"

I kept advancing while Im Mu-hong kept retreating.
This game of tag ended quickly when his back hit the wall.

His eyes trembled like an earthquake as he watched me continue to approach him with nowhere left to run.

"I-if you kill me..."

"Ah, shut up. Whether you're a warrior from Paecheon Fortress or royalty, you're going to die here today."

Hearing me mention royalty, despair washed over Im Mu-hong's face as he realized he couldn't escape death.




*




"W-why...? Aren't you afraid of Paecheon Fortress and the imperial court behind it?"

Mu-hong trembled as he looked at the young man standing before him like the grim reaper.

*How did it come to this?*

It wasn't supposed to be a difficult mission.

The mission was simply to kill the daughter of the former Lord of the Castle who had luckily escaped and hidden for over ten years, along with everyone around her.

The Lord of the Castle himself had promised a great reward if they succeeded, saying that once the girl who was the center of these traitors died, the rest would naturally fall apart.
Plus, they had the support of the "Heavenly Mace" master, one of the greatest experts of Paecheon Fortress.

An easy job with an excellent reward.
No one in their right mind would refuse.

So they came to Gungang County.
Seeing the rural village full of ignorant people who knew little about the martial arts world, his confidence in success grew even stronger.

The commander and the Heavenly Mace master must have felt the same way, as they decided to carry out the mission tonight after only basic reconnaissance.

The commander and the Heavenly Mace master personally took charge of the martial arts academy where the Lord's daughter was staying.
Meanwhile, his team was tasked with framing and exterminating the Gun family, a rural landlord family, as cult followers.

All because the youngest son of this family had been visiting the martial arts academy where the former Lord's daughter was hiding for ten years.

*Tsk tsk. Because of one youngest son who got interested in martial arts, the whole family is ruined.*

Despite clicking his tongue, he moved without hesitation following orders.
Sweeping through the estate of ignorant country folk was too simple and familiar for them.

Just moments ago, he had been snickering with his subordinates who suggested having some fun with the pretty daughter of the house before killing her.

In that brief moment, what should have been a simple mission turned into the worst possible outcome.
All his subordinates were already dead, and he was the only one left.

Moreover, this monster who had slaughtered all his men clearly had no intention of letting him live either.

"..."

The monster remained silent with cold eyes despite his outburst asking if he wasn't afraid of Paecheon Fortress and the imperial court.
With his mind paralyzed by fear, Mu-hong blurted out whatever came to mind.

"W-why! Why are you trying to kill me?! Didn't I say I would pretend none of this ever happened?!"

Of course, it could never truly be forgotten.
It was just nonsense thrown out to escape the current situation.
But the monster showed a strange reaction to this particular point.

"...You're asking why I'm trying to kill you?"

Those eyes, sunk with contempt and anger, as if asking if he really didn't know.
Despite feeling humiliated by that look from a mere youth, Mu-hong nodded frantically with desperate hope.

"Y-yes...! Killing me won't get you anything. I-if you let me go now, I promise never to come back here...!"

It was a lie.
If he could somehow escape from here, he planned to immediately seek help from Je-gon.

*The Heavenly Mace master would be able to handle even this monster!*

This was a delusion he could have only because he didn't know Je-gon had already died at Ja-seong's hands.

As Ja-seong remained silent at his words, Mu-hong's spark of hope grew.
Ja-seong raised his left hand and pointed somewhere.

Mu-hong's gaze reflexively followed Ja-seong's left hand.
At the end of it were the servants of the Gun family they had killed as examples.

*W-what does that have to do with anything?*

Mu-hong couldn't understand why he was suddenly pointing at the dead servants.
Seeing his confused look, Ja-seong let out a short snort and spoke.

"The nanny raised me since I was little. Mr. Kang always checked my bedding. I used to sneak into the kitchen with Brother Jin-il to steal rice cakes, and Old Lady Dal would always put snacks in my hand whenever she saw me."

"What... what are you saying...?"

Mu-hong still didn't understand Ja-seong's words.
Ja-seong, as if he hadn't expected him to understand anyway, immediately gave the answer.

"Those people are my family."

"...!"

"You killed my family, you bastard. Would you spare someone who did that?"

"...Guh!"

-Crack!

Mu-hong couldn't say anything more.
Ja-seong's sword had been thrust into his mouth.

Mu-hong died with his eyes rolled back.
Looking down at his face, Ja-seong pulled out his sword and muttered quietly.

"At least I have no intention of doing so."

And so the sudden enemy attack ended, leaving irreversible damage behind.

Ch.12 - Departure
A week had passed since the attack.
The funerals for the four people killed in the Dark Heaven Unit's assault were held simply.

Since they had spent their entire lives at the Gun Family Estate, not only the other household members but I too had many memories with them.
After three days of funeral rites to pour out our grief, and four days since we bid farewell to them through tears.

It was time to think about what came next.

So I headed to the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy early in the morning.
Fortunately, I heard that after I rushed home, Master and Manager Bang had handled the remaining attackers well, and no one was injured.

"The assassin sister is safe too, I see?"
"......"

When I greeted the female assassin sitting on the roof despite the early hour, she silently bowed her head.

She showed much more professional dedication than those Dark Heaven Unit people or whatever they were called.
I waved my hand at her to acknowledge her hard work before going inside.

Inside, everyone was already waiting for me, seated at the same table as a few days ago.

"Am I too late?"
"No, you arrived right on time."

Everyone stood up as soon as they noticed my arrival.
Following Hwa-ryeon's guidance, I sat in the empty seat, and only then did they sit back down.

They were treating me with such formality, as if welcoming someone extremely important, but I, the person in question, felt quite awkward.
What's this? Why are they suddenly acting like this?

"Young hero, first I would like to express both gratitude and apology. Thank you for saving us from danger a week ago, and I apologize for unintentionally putting your family in danger."

Ju Hwa-ryeon bowed her head respectfully.
Feeling somewhat uncomfortable, I immediately waved my hands dismissively.

"It's fine. We were both attacked, so there's no need. I don't blame you, so don't worry about it."

The deaths of my nanny, Mr. Kang, Brother Jin-il, and Old Lady Dal were certainly sad.
But those who killed them were the scoundrels from the Dark Heaven Unit, not Hwa-ryeon.
I'm not childish enough to take out my frustrations on the wrong person.

At my response, Master and Manager Bang looked surprised.
Their surprised expressions actually annoyed me a bit.
Did they think I would throw a fit or something?

While grumbling internally, I reminded myself why I had come here.

"I came here early this morning because I wanted to hear the rest of your story that was interrupted by the sudden attack. After all, it's no longer someone else's business."
"...Yes."

Nodding heavily, Hwa-ryeon continued the story she couldn't finish before.

"I already mentioned that many imperial relatives are in the leadership of Paecheon Fortress."
"Yes, we were cut off there."
"My father was quite respected among the imperial relatives. At least most of the Ju family members in Paecheon Fortress followed him."

Most, not all.
Apparently there were exceptions.

"But there was one person who, far from respecting my father, envied and was jealous of him."
"Then that person...?"
"Yes. That person is the current Lord of Paecheon Fortress, Ju Do-han."

The moment she spoke the name Ju Do-han, Hwa-ryeon's energy wavered and a flash of killing intent crossed her eyes.
As she tightly closed her eyes, unable to control her emotions momentarily, Master spoke up instead.

"That despicable man took advantage when the Lord was off guard, killed him through ambush and joint attack, and seized control of Paecheon Fortress. It happened so suddenly that the best I could do was flee with my disciple Seol and the Young Lord."

Manager Bang added his piece after Master.

"I too, immediately afterward, left the fortress with most of my subordinates, leaving only a few behind for future needs. Those remaining have been informing us of the situation inside the fortress."

To summarize the story:

Ju Do-han, the current Lord of Paecheon Fortress, staged a rebellion, killed the former Lord, and usurped his position.
Master escaped with Young Lord Hwa-ryeon and his disciple Seol, hiding here in Gungang County for ten years.
That's how it could be summarized.

"But why did they suddenly attack now, after ten years?"
"It wasn't sudden. They simply didn't have the resources until now."

I tilted my head at the manager's words.

"They didn't have... resources?"
"Yes. The sudden death of the Lord caused six vassal families to express doubt and refuse to follow Ju Do-han."

Vassal families raising suspicions about the former Lord's death and opposing the new Lord, and a new Lord who would never tolerate such opposition.
The clash between these two forces was inevitable, and a civil war lasting ten years began.

And that long-running war had recently tilted decisively.

In favor of Paecheon Fortress.

"It was an unfavorable fight from the beginning. Most of the skilled martial artists from the vassal families were purged by the Lord while in Paecheon Fortress, and the only masters left in the families were elderly retired ones."

"It's remarkable they held out for ten years," the manager concluded.
By then, Hwa-ryeon seemed to have composed herself and spoke again.

"Originally, we weren't supposed to stay in Gungang County for ten years. We planned to report Ju Do-han's rebellion to the imperial court and seek help from the Imperial Guards."
"Wow, the Imperial Guards."

There's something I should clarify here.
In typical martial arts novels, there's a saying about non-interference between officials and martial artists.
It means government officials and martial artists don't interfere with each other.

Yeah, that's complete nonsense.

In countless martial arts novels I've read, this non-interference was a given, but in this world, it's laughable.

The current imperial family absolutely does not tolerate martial artists arbitrarily oppressing and killing the people.
I heard that in the early days of the dynasty, there were martial artist groups like those evil sects in novels, sucking the lifeblood of the people and committing various crimes.

But now such people can't be found anywhere.
Why?
Because whenever they appeared, the Imperial Guards killed them all and burned everything down.

The imperial family greatly despises martial artists abusing their power—simply put, showing off—and whenever someone does that, they immediately send the Imperial Guards to exterminate their entire clan.

This is possible because the Emperor himself, the direct imperial bloodline, and all hundred thousand Imperial Guards practice martial arts.

An army of a hundred thousand martial artists.
Who in this land would dare oppose them?

For this reason, evil sects have long been completely wiped out.
The righteous sects survived only because they helped maintain public order.

But even those righteous sects started to become troublesome, so they established Paecheon Fortress to monitor and control them.
Ironically, Paecheon Fortress itself has been too busy with internal fighting for the past decade to properly do its job.

"So why haven't you been able to request help until now?"
"...While it was a sudden rebellion from Paecheon Fortress's perspective, from Ju Do-han's standpoint, it was a plot prepared over many years."

I immediately understood what she meant.

"They blocked all routes to contact the imperial court."

Hwa-ryeon bit her lip and nodded at my words.
Hmm, all methods to contact the imperial court were blocked, they couldn't do anything for ten years, the vassal families that could have helped were crushed, and the imperial court has already recognized Ju Do-han as the legitimate Lord...

To conclude:

"It's over then? There's no solution."
"......"
"......"

The atmosphere became extremely heavy when I bluntly stated it was the end.
Their mood seemed to have sunk through the floor and into the ground.
But I hadn't finished speaking.

"What I want to know is, what happens to my family, the Gun Family Estate now? The imperial army won't come storming into Gungang County, right?"
"No. That won't happen."

Hwa-ryeon, trying to compose herself, shook her head firmly.
She seemed quite confident in her judgment.

"Why do you think that?"

The answer came not from Hwa-ryeon but from someone else.
It was Manager Bang.

"Ju Do-han sending the Dark Heaven Unit to kill the Young Lord was likely his personal decision. The imperial court believes the Young Lord is already dead."
"So the imperial court doesn't know that Hwa-ryeon is alive or hiding in Gungang County?"
"Yes. That's certain."

Manager Bang nodded confidently and added one more thing.

"Besides, they seemed so confident in the assassination's success that they didn't even report back properly."
"Is that information from Mr. Neung?"

What I got in response was the manager's cold smile.
Well, that man had even taunted Hwa-ryeon, thinking he had already won.
He's probably already dead from torture, or if alive, barely so.

Dismissing Mr. Neung from my mind, I fell into thought.

According to the manager, there's no reason for the imperial army to come to Gungang County.
But at this point, Ju Do-han knows that Hwa-ryeon's group is in Gungang County.
In other words, whether Hwa-ryeon leaves or not, he's likely to send people again.

These were people who tried to exterminate the Gun Family Estate just because I attended the academy.
The next ones who come probably can't be sent away peacefully either.

So, what should I do?
Can I protect the Gun Family Estate and its members alone?

I immediately shook my head.
The first couple of times might be possible.
But what if later an overwhelming number comes that I can't handle?

Even though the martial artists of this world are all supposedly fools, there's no fighting against numbers.
With my tiny bit of internal energy, there was a limit to how many I could face.

So is there any force I could rely on?

I shook my head again.
The Gun Family Estate was just a rural landlord family with no connections to the martial arts world.

Our connections were limited to other landlord families in nearby counties.
The Middle Heaven Trading Company, where my second sister married into, briefly came to mind.

But even though Middle Heaven is a fairly large trading company, Paecheon Fortress is the largest faction in the martial arts world.
If I asked for help, there was a high chance my second sister would get caught up in it unnecessarily.

Ch.13 - Departure
Hah, what should I do?

I sighed and clutched my head as no good solution came to mind. That's when Hwa-ryeon spoke to me.

"Young Master Gun."
"Huh? Oh, sorry. My mind was just a bit cluttered for a moment."
"I understand. Because of us, even your family has been dragged into this problem..."
"That's why I'm saying, stop blaming yourself. You're making me feel like the bad guy here."

Despite my words, Hwa-ryeon's expression didn't brighten much.
After a few more words of comfort, the shadow finally lifted from her face.

"...Thank you. I should be the one saying that..."

Her large eyes gazed at me deeply.
As I scratched my cheek, feeling somewhat awkward, the merchant guild leader carefully addressed me.

"Excuse me, young master. If you don't mind, may I say something?"
"Yes? Oh, yes. What is it?"
"You must be most worried about your family's safety. Isn't that what's troubling you right now?"
"...Yes. Naturally."

After hearing my answer, the guild leader said something surprising.

"You don't need to worry about that."
"...Pardon? What do you mean?"
"Exactly what I said. As I mentioned earlier, those men were so confident they wouldn't fail that they didn't even bother to report their progress properly."

According to the interrogation results, the Dark Heaven Unit men had pieced together rumors from nearby villages and discovered that Hwa-ryeon was hiding in Gungang County.
But blinded by the desire to earn merit, they hadn't even reported their findings about Gungang County to Paecheon Fortress.

Their most recent report only mentioned entering Hwangcheon County. That's saying something.
Hwangcheon County? That's a village more than 100 li away from here.

After hearing this much, I understood what he meant by not needing to worry.

"You manipulated the situation?"
"You catch on quickly."

The guild leader nodded with an impressed look.
Wait, why has he been speaking so formally and deferentially to me this whole time? It's making me uncomfortable.

"We've already moved the bodies to a field near Hwangcheon County using our guild members. And just yesterday, we confirmed that Paecheon Fortress retrieved the bodies."
"Will they be fooled by that?"
"We thoroughly manipulated the condition of the bodies. They'll likely conclude they were killed by nearby bandits."
"...Bandits?"

I tilted my head in confusion.
I may have killed him with a single strike, but wasn't that Shin Je-gon guy supposed to be a renowned expert from Paecheon Fortress?

Would it make sense for someone like that to be killed by bandits?
The guild leader smiled slightly at my doubt.

"Normally, it wouldn't make sense. But this case is different."
"How so?"
"Near Hwangcheon County, there's a bandit hideout called Gwangsan Stronghold. Its leader is a man named Im Chun-il, who's quite famous for his incredible strength and ruthless fighting style. He's already killed several experts from Paecheon Fortress."
"And the Imperial Guards just let such a person roam free?"

When I asked, Hwa-ryeon answered.

"Paecheon Fortress prevents the Imperial Guards from intervening. Paecheon Fortress was created to manage the martial arts world in place of the Imperial Guards, so if they fail and make the Imperial Guards step in, it would greatly damage their reputation."

My master added to her explanation.

"Besides, this Im Chun-il fellow doesn't harm ordinary citizens. For whatever reason, he only kills martial artists from Paecheon Fortress. Even if the Imperial Guards knew, they wouldn't have grounds to intervene."
"Hooo..."

A bandit leader who only kills martial artists?
I was quite curious, but what mattered now was that they had framed him, and thanks to that, my family's safety was secured.

"Of course, that Ju Do-han won't give up on killing the Young Lord of the Castle just because of this, but you don't need to worry for now."

After hearing the guild leader's assurance, I immediately expressed my gratitude to Hwa-ryeon.

"Thank you. I feel much better now."
"No need. I only did what I had to do. Besides, compared to what you've done for us, this is nothing."

Hwa-ryeon shook her head.
But considering their own difficult situation, going this far for us is definitely something to be grateful for.

Having realized I didn't need to worry about my family's safety for now, my heart felt much lighter.
Then I heard my master's lament.

"Still, an assassination unit... In just ten years, that Ju Do-han has corrupted Paecheon Fortress."

At these words, Junior Sister Chu... I mean, Seol, agreed with my master.

"Trying to exterminate an entire family just because their youngest son attended a martial arts academy—that's the kind of evil deed only a demonic cult would do."

Huh? Demonic cult?

"Right, the demonic cult!"

Seol's words reminded me of something I'd forgotten.
Damn. How could I forget what I put in my pocket?

"Hmm? What's wrong?"
"Just a moment..."

I reached into my pocket and pulled out an old book.
The title on the cover read "Blood Explosion Art."

When I showed it to my master, his eyes widened to the point of almost tearing.

"W-why do you have this?!"
"I got it from my father last night. The Dark Heaven Unit deputy commander was trying to frame him by claiming he was in league with the demonic cult using this. Is this really a demonic martial art?"

At the mention of demonic martial arts, everyone's gaze turned to the book in my master's hand.
After slowly opening the book and checking its contents, my master's face froze with a grim expression.

"Yes, this is the evil martial art of the demonic cult. Undoubtedly the secret manual of the Blood Explosion Art."
"...Why would the Dark Heaven Unit deputy commander have this?"
"......"

My master remained silent.
It wasn't that he didn't know the answer to my question; rather, he seemed too shocked to even hear me.

"My goodness, the Blood Explosion Art? How could a demonic martial art that disappeared decades ago be in Paecheon Fortress...!"

The guild leader, who checked the book's contents after my master, also turned pale with shock.
Seeing the adults' alarming reactions, both Hwa-ryeon and Seol's faces tensed up.

"M-Master, what exactly is this Blood Explosion Art that's causing such a reaction?"

My master, having barely recovered from the shock, answered Seol's question.

"...Do you remember what I told you about the demonic cult's rampage thirty years ago?"
"Yes. You said that tens of thousands of Imperial Guards died horribly in the war against the demonic cult."
"Indeed. What drove the Imperial Guards to the brink of annihilation was this very Blood Explosion Art."
"...!"

Hwa-ryeon and Seol's eyes widened.
Meanwhile, mine narrowed.

A clash between the demonic cult and the imperial court? This is something new.
I'd never seen this development in any of the numerous martial arts novels I'd read.
Well, the Imperial Guards crushing the evil sects already deviated quite a bit from the standard plot.

While I was lost in these random thoughts, my master continued his explanation.

"This Blood Explosion Art is an internal energy cultivation method that allows one to gather energy faster than any other martial art. Compared to basic martial arts, its efficiency is several times higher."
"That's... amazing. No other supreme technique would show such efficiency."

Hwa-ryeon was impressed.
But my master shook his head with a serious face.

"In exchange, the Blood Explosion Art has a terrible side effect. It turns its practitioners into blood-crazed madmen."

The higher one's level in the Blood Explosion Art, the more one becomes consumed by bloodlust, and in the end, they completely lose their minds and become monsters that drink human blood.

"Once they go mad for blood, they don't even care about their own bodies and just try to drink blood."

Back then, citizens who fell for the demonic cult's temptation became cult members and practiced this Blood Explosion Art, which soon turned into a wave of tens of thousands of frenzied attackers that overwhelmed the Imperial Guards.

"They were barely defeated, but the Imperial Guards suffered heavy casualties. As you know, they were almost completely wiped out."

Because of this, they let the cult leader and the core members escape—the very people they absolutely needed to kill.

"Since the cult leader and the core members escaped, it was practically certain that the demonic cult would rise again someday."

Feeling the gravity of the situation, the Emperor realized the need for a new organization to manage the martial arts world and monitor the demonic cult's activities. He proposed this task to the imperial family's branch members whom he had been planning to purge.

"That was the beginning of Paecheon Fortress."

After digesting my master's words, I glanced at the Blood Explosion Art manual on the table.

"In other words, a deputy commander of an organization created to monitor the demonic cult was in possession of a demonic martial art."
"......"

Faced with this absurd situation, my master couldn't say anything.
In his place, the guild leader spoke up.

"Even for Paecheon Fortress, exterminating a landowner family with no connection to the martial arts world would be burdensome. But if it's a family in league with the demonic cult, that's a different story."

I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.
There was nothing more to hear.

Simply put,

"So this thin manual is Paecheon Fortress's get-out-of-jail-free card for anything they do."

The perfect justification for an organization created by the imperial court to monitor the demonic cult.

With this manual, Paecheon Fortress can do anything.
If they burn down a village and then pretend to discover this manual there, that village becomes a demonic cult base. If they wipe out a martial arts sect and claim to find the manual there, that sect becomes a demonic cult affiliate.

Everyone's face turned pale as they realized this truth.
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"...There's no way a mere unit commander would secretly possess something like this. The Lord of the Castle must have prepared it."

When Hwa-ryeon spoke with conviction, Master also nodded in agreement.

"I don't know how he obtained this vicious object, but it's clear what he intends to use it for. He's planning to use it as justification to purge those who defy him."

The head of the merchant group, his face grave, continued Master's words.

"Seeing that he brought it here, he must have intended to frame us as pawns of the Demonic Cult as well."

After those words, the room fell into silence.

Everyone was confused, at a loss in this hopeless situation, unable to say anything, when—

*Bang!*

Hwa-ryeon shot up from her seat.

All eyes focused on her.

"We can't just sit here doing nothing."

"Young Lord? What do you mean..."

"Paecheon Fortress is an organization my father spent half his life building. Created to control martial artists who wield power and monitor the Demonic Cult's activities."

Hwa-ryeon looked at everyone.

And finally, her gaze turned to me.

"In other words, it was created to maintain peace. I absolutely cannot tolerate someone using Paecheon Fortress for their own selfish greed."

"...Young Lord. I understand your feelings, but we have no means to oppose Paecheon Fortress. What exactly do you intend to do?"

To the merchant group head's words, Hwa-ryeon answered resolutely.

"If we don't have the means, we must create them. The means to stop Paecheon Fortress."

"How? Most of the vassal families have already been swept away, and we need to leave this village as quickly as possible."

Master stepped forward to remind her of reality.

But Hwa-ryeon's momentum didn't waver.

"There are still those who remain. Those who dislike Paecheon Fortress and feel frustrated with the current system."

"Y-Young Lord...! You don't mean?"

Realizing Hwa-ryeon's intention, Master rose from his seat with a shocked expression.

And Hwa-ryeon nodded as if Master's guess was correct.

"Yes. The Nine Sects, One Alliance, and Five Great Families. I intend to borrow their strength."

At Hwa-ryeon's words, everyone in the room, including me, was shocked.

To think she would suggest borrowing the power of those fifteen factions.

The merchant group head immediately objected.

"That's absurd! They despise the Lord of the Castle as much as Ju Do-han does. They'll never help us."

"We have a common enemy. So at the very least, we can cooperate as much as the people of Wu and Yue in the same boat."

*Wu and Yue in the same boat.*

It means that if interests align, even bitter enemies can cooperate with each other.

Right now, Hwa-ryeon was saying she would cooperate with the Nine Sects, One Alliance, and Five Great Families to fight against the 'enemy' called Paecheon Fortress.

Master, who couldn't be unaware of this, asked cautiously.

"...Will you be alright? No matter how much it's fallen into Ju Do-han's hands, Paecheon Fortress was built by the Lord of the Castle..."

"If Father saw what Paecheon Fortress has become, he wouldn't have stopped me."

Having said that much, Hwa-ryeon looked at the manual of the Explosive Blood Art placed on the table with disgusted eyes.

"A Paecheon Fortress that uses such vile methods to oppress the innocent would be better off gone."

"Young Lord..."

Hwa-ryeon looked at those seated again.

"I know well what you want to say. It's certainly reckless, rash, and dangerous. But I won't run away or hide anymore."

An infinitely firm gaze.

The eyes of someone who had made a great decision that would change their life.

"If I turn away from this situation just to preserve my life, I won't be able to face Father after I die. That—I'd rather die than do that."

"Hmm..."

"I won't force you to follow me. If you wish, you may leave. I'll do this alone if I must."

After Hwa-ryeon's words ended, the room was engulfed in silence again.

However, that silence didn't last long.

*Thud!*

Seol was first.

"I'll follow you, Miss. As you said, I absolutely cannot tolerate a Paecheon Fortress that commits such acts!"

Seol, her eyes blazing, turned to Master.

"Master will join us too, right?"

"...This girl."

Master, who had been looking at Seol with an exasperated expression for a moment, rose from his seat.

"Well, where would I go at this point? I don't want to be a pathetic master who turns away when both disciples are walking a thorny path."

Following that, Merchant Group Head Bang also stood up.

"From the day the Lord of the Castle saved my life, I vowed to dedicate my life to his family. That oath will remain unchanged until I die. I will follow you to the end, Young Lord. No, my lord."

"...Thank you."

Hwa-ryeon quietly expressed her gratitude.

As she did, she wrinkled her nose as if choked up.

Since she usually didn't show emotions well, it stood out particularly.

No, that's not it.

My senses were receiving every scene in this room more intensely.

I placed my hand on my chest, which had begun pounding wildly on its own.

*Thump thump*

A corrupt and decayed great power, and people who had resolved to stop it.

Wasn't this the very scene of a grand epic beginning?

I had to struggle tremendously to manage my expression against the surging waves of emotion in my heart.

I was putting all my strength into my facial muscles when I heard Hwa-ryeon's voice calling me.

"Young Hero Gun."

"Uh, huh?"

When I raised my head, everyone's gaze was focused on me.

Th-this atmosphere, could it be?

"M-me too?"

"I know well that Young Hero has no reason to join us. However, I dare to ask. Won't you join us?"

An infinitely serious, infinitely heavy request.

But it was also a request that set fire to my chest.

I wanted to accept immediately and say let's go together.

The martial arts novels that were my one and only pleasure in my past life's hospital room—the beginning of the adventures unfolded within them had boldly revealed itself before me.

How could I refuse this?

I would naturally say let's go together...

"I...!"

...I couldn't.

"...Sorry, but could you give me some time?"

"......"

The atmosphere turned cold.

Perhaps they had truly hoped I would accept, as Hwa-ryeon, Master, and the merchant group head all looked at me with regretful eyes.

Judging by their reactions, it seemed as if I had flatly refused.

No, I haven't refused yet...

In Seol's case, her disappointment was blatantly displayed on her face.

I'm sorry, Seol. But I have circumstances I absolutely cannot ignore...!

"...May I know why?"

"Well, that's...there's a trial I must go through before I can leave the village."

"...A trial?"

Naturally not understanding what I was talking about, Hwa-ryeon tilted her head.

Looking at that elegant face, I let out a deep sigh.

If I said I wanted to venture into the martial world, a lion's roar would surely burst forth and echo throughout the house.

---

*

---

"Nooooo—!!"

"...Ow, my ears."

My prediction wasn't wrong.

At the dinner table after returning from the martial arts academy.

As soon as I mentioned venturing into the martial world after the meal ended, a lion's roar burst out right next to me.

W-wow...even though I protected myself with internal energy, it pierced right through.

Did you actually learn a real lion's roar somewhere?

I clutched my ears while deliberately avoiding the gaze of my older sister sitting right next to me, glaring at me fiercely.

Then my older sister turned her gaze to our parents.

"No way. Venturing into the martial world! After what happened just days ago, absolutely not. No matter what."

My older sister cried out in fierce opposition.

Our parents didn't seem too keen on it either.

Especially Father.

"I agree with your sister. Thinking about how our family nearly faced annihilation because of those martial artists or whatever they are..."

Unable to continue, Father shook his head.

But Mother's reaction was somewhat different.

"Seong-ah."

"...Yes, Mother."

"May I ask? Why do you want to go out into the martial world?"

At Mother's words, Father and my older sister simultaneously looked at Mother.

"M-Mother?"

"Dear?"

But Mother paid no attention to their gazes and looked only at me.

I recalled the words I had prepared in advance, responding to Mother's words that seemed like a ray of hope.

Things like how we should attack first since we don't know when Paecheon Fortress might strike again, or how I couldn't just stand by and watch the martial arts academy people I'd trained with for ten years walk into danger—I had prepared quite dramatic lines.

But just as I was about to speak, my eyes met Mother's.

Meeting those transparent eyes that seemed to see right through my heart, the prepared lines flew out of my head.

In the end, what came out of my mouth was only my unadorned true feelings.

"...I've always wanted to travel. I want to see a wider world. I don't want to spend my whole life confined to Gungang County."

Words that might sound like something an immature child would say.

But this answer was my true feelings without a shred of falsehood.

Though it was my true feelings, it was also far from sufficient to persuade my family.

See, Father and my older sister are looking at me with completely dumbfounded expressions.

"...Alright, I understand."

Mother said nothing more beyond those words.

In the end, dinner ended like that.

And as soon as I entered the estate courtyard, I discovered clear eyes watching me from beyond the wall.

"...Hwa-ryeon?"

"......"

Even at my call, the owner of those clear eyes, Hwa-ryeon, said nothing and only looked at me.

What? How long has she been there?

C-could it be?

"...Did you hear?"

That lion's roar? I really hope not.

But what came back was Hwa-ryeon nodding her head up and down.

...Is there a mouse hole anywhere?
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I walked along the forest path with Ju Hwa-ryeon, heading to my personal training ground behind the house.

"......"
"......"

It was hard to speak first after being caught in such an embarrassing situation. It felt like having a sister catch you watching adult videos... well, maybe not quite that bad.

Anyway, an indescribably awkward atmosphere hung between us. Hwa-ryeon was the one who finally found the courage to break it.

"So your... trial was about your family."
"Huh? Oh... yeah. Especially my older sister, you know how protective she is. Remember about six years ago? When she showed up late at night with a group of people and stormed the academy?"
"Of course. I could never forget that. Not in my position."
"Hmm? Your position? ...Oh."

Right, she was hiding and on the run back then.
Suddenly having people storm in like that...

"...I'm sorry. Late, but I apologize."
"No. We're not in a position to receive your apology. If anything, we should be the ones apologizing."
"What do you mean by that?"

As I tilted my head in confusion, Hwa-ryeon looked at me intently before breaking into a small chuckle.

"Ahaha... You keep making me feel embarrassed."
"Shouldn't I be the embarrassed one right now?"

I grumbled quietly while scratching my head.
Then Hwa-ryeon's subdued voice reached my ears.

"I'm sorry."
"...For what? I need to know what you're apologizing for before I can accept it or not."
"For using you all this time."
"......"

Using me, huh?
She must be talking about that.
Teaching me only the third-rate "Three Essentials Qi Art" for the past ten years.
They probably disguised themselves as a third-rate martial arts school to divert attention from the Paecheon Fortress people who were chasing them.

She seems to think I'd feel betrayed after learning this, but...

"I don't particularly feel betrayed. I don't think it's something to feel betrayed about."
"...Why not?"

Hwa-ryeon clearly couldn't understand my reaction.
But from my perspective, she was making too big a deal out of it.

"I already knew Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy was a mediocre school that only taught third-rate martial arts. I knew that and still went there to learn even those third-rate skills."

At ten years old, I was feeling desperate.
After waiting aimlessly for years, no opportunity had come my way, and ten was already a precarious age to begin martial arts training.

It's in every martial arts novel, right? That it's too late to start training.

Of course, protagonists in novels overcome such disadvantages and become absolute masters, but I was starting to realize I wasn't a novel protagonist.
Once I snapped out of that self-delusion, I couldn't help feeling anxious.

So I looked around me.
To Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy, the only martial arts school in Gungang County.

I admit I had some fanciful thoughts at first.
Like wondering if Master Wang Sam, the head of Cheonpung Academy, might be some legendary master in disguise.

But when I heard they only taught the "Three Essentials Qi Art," those fantasies shattered.
I was a bit disappointed, thinking "figures."

Looking back now, my imagination wasn't entirely wrong, was it?

While he wasn't in disguise, Master was indeed somewhat famous in the martial arts world.
Though he was a fake master who didn't even know how to use internal energy properly.

Anyway,

"I decided to learn the Three Essentials Qi Art and paid for it, and Master taught me martial arts worth what I paid. Is there anything to feel betrayed about?"
"...So you're saying you never had any expectations to begin with, so you don't feel betrayed."

Hwa-ryeon seemed slightly dejected.
Glancing at her profile, I casually added:

"Besides... I could tell you guys didn't want to use me."
"...What?"

Hwa-ryeon looked at me with slightly widened eyes.
Meeting her clear gaze, I continued:

"Neither you nor Yu Seol ever treated me like a senior brother and were desperate to drive me away. Always asking if I was going to quit, playing pranks like putting tons of salt in my food."
"T-that was really an accident...!"

Hwa-ryeon's face turned red as she hurriedly explained.
I chuckled at her cute reaction, which made her look annoyed.

She normally has a face that doesn't show much emotion, but after spending ten years together, I could notice subtle changes in her expression.

Hmm, looking now, her eye corners aren't twitching?

"You're not lying. Alright, I believe you."
"...It really wasn't a lie, but how can you be so sure?"
"Your face gives you away when you lie."
"......"

Her expression said this was complete nonsense.
That reaction is a bit unfair!

"It's true! Your expressions are subtle, but when you lie, it shows clearly!"
"...If you say so."

She doesn't believe me?
Despite my best efforts to convince her, Hwa-ryeon refused to believe me.

I finally gave up. Figuring she'd realize it someday, I returned to the main topic.

"Anyway, that's how you were. And Yu Seol was even worse. Or rather than worse, should I say she was more dedicated to tormenting me?"

Several incidents come to mind immediately.
Bringing me hot water when I was sweaty from training under the summer sun, hiding my wooden sword so I couldn't practice.

Hmm, thinking about it again, maybe she didn't want to drive me away but just didn't like me...?

Hwa-ryeon flatly denied this thought.

"You're partly to blame for that. Do you know how much you tormented Seol?"
"Tormented? I just thought she was cute! I took such good care of her. I gave her piggyback rides, bought her sweets..."
"You'd poke her cheeks, mess up her hair pretending to pat it, and throw her around claiming you were playing with her."
"......"

I was speechless at Hwa-ryeon's cold response.
Wait, didn't Seol like that? I thought she did?

"She'd scream 'kyaaak!' whenever I threw her up..."
"Most people wouldn't consider that enjoyment."
"...I'm sorry."

I apologized meekly.
When Hwa-ryeon told me to apologize to Seol later too, I quietly nodded.

We had arrived at my personal training ground (or more accurately, a forest clearing).
And then a belated thought occurred to me:

"What were we talking about again?"
"......"

I'm pretty sure we started with Hwa-ryeon apologizing for using me, which was quite a serious atmosphere, but somehow I ended up being scolded for tormenting Seol.

Hwa-ryeon seemed to realize this too, looking slightly dumbfounded.
Seeing her expression, I grinned and said:

"Forgot, didn'tcha?"
"Kyaaak! That way of speaking, seriously...!"

I burst into laughter seeing Hwa-ryeon's reflexive outburst.

*

"Puhehe...!"

Hwa-ryeon sighed deeply as she watched the man holding his stomach with laughter.
Why did she always lose her composure and get dragged along whenever she was with this man?

"That 'cha' thing again. Can't you stop doing that?"
"Sorry. I just couldn't help myself. The impact is too satisfying."

What did he mean by "impact"?
That he enjoyed teasing her?

Hwa-ryeon glared at him with cold eyes.
He tried to suppress his smile, but his lips kept twitching.
Finding this even more infuriating, she sighed again.

*He's like an immature child at times like this.*

She couldn't understand Gun Ja-seong at all.
Sometimes he acted younger than his twenty years, playful and immature.

Especially that "~cha? ~cha?" habit that irritated her every time she heard it.

But other times, he showed a maturity that seemed impossible for someone just one year older than her.

*Like earlier.*

To react so calmly and considerately toward someone who had exploited him for ten years without teaching proper martial arts...

At the very least, if she had been in his position, she wouldn't have reacted like that.
She would have grabbed the person by the collar and punched them in the face.

Honestly, when she came to the Gun Family Estate alone, she had somewhat prepared herself to get hit...

*...No, that's not true.*

Hwa-ryeon shook her head.
It was a lie that she had prepared to get hit.
In truth, she already knew what kind of person Ja-seong was.

It was because he was this kind of person that she wanted him to join her.
Someone who could sometimes help her forget the harsh reality, someone she could lean on emotionally...

"...Hup."

No, don't think about it.
If I think about it, then again...!

She felt her face heating up.
As she hurriedly tried to turn away before it became obvious,

"What's wrong? Are you okay?"
"Kya, kyak!?"

Ja-seong's face was right in front of her.
She let out a short scream and pushed his face away.

D-did he notice?

"W-why are you so close?!"
"Well, you suddenly went quiet and just stood there...!"

She turned away from Ja-seong, who was muttering as if wronged, and started taking deep breaths to cool her flushed face.

*Thump thump*

But her heart was beating so fast and hard that her face wouldn't calm down no matter how still she remained.

Ch.16 - Departure
I turned my head and tilted it curiously as I looked at Ju Hwa-ryeon, who remained still with her back to me.
She had pushed me away with a terrified expression, and now she was continuing to avoid me with her body turned.

"What's wrong? Are you really sick? Look at me."
"N-no, don't...!"
"Don't what? Let me see."

I grabbed Hwa-ryeon's shoulder as she kept avoiding me and examined her face.
Her usually snow-white, flawless face was flushed red, and I could feel heat radiating from it.

When I placed my hand on her forehead, the heat felt even more intense.
Somehow, her face seemed to be getting redder by the moment.

Only then did I realize my mistake.
It was early autumn and the weather was getting chilly, but I thoughtlessly brought her to this cold forest path.

"This won't do. Let's continue our conversation tomorrow and head back to the academy first."

I immediately took off my outer robe and draped it over Hwa-ryeon.

"W-wait... Young Master?!"
"Just wear this for now. Are you feeling dizzy or shivering at all?"
"That's not it...."
"You should have told me if you weren't feeling well. We should have talked in your room instead."
"R-room?!"

I grabbed Hwa-ryeon's hand as she flustered and headed back the way we came.
After mumbling something for a moment, Hwa-ryeon soon obediently followed my steps.

"Is walking difficult? Should I carry you on my back?"
"N-no! I'm fine."

Hwa-ryeon shook her head firmly.
Since she was the type who desperately tried to hide when she was sick since childhood, I couldn't really trust her.

"Are you sure? I still remember the viper incident from five years ago. And the drinking incident from eight years ago."
"...Please forget about those."

When I mentioned those embarrassing memories she'd rather erase, Hwa-ryeon covered her face with her free left hand.
Geez, is she really okay?

While tilting my head in doubt, I walked diligently and exited the forest path.
Since the forest entrance was right in front of the Gun Family Estate, the walls of the house appeared before us.

But I noticed a dark figure standing in front of those walls.
As I approached to see who it was, surprisingly, it was the head of the Gun family—my father.

"Father?"
"Hm? Seong-ah, why are you out so late at night...oh?"

My father, who had been surprised to see me, shifted his gaze to Hwa-ryeon standing beside me and widened his eyes.

"Who is this young lady...?"
"Ah, I guess this is your first time meeting her? This is my junior sister, Jang Seol-ran from Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy."

At my introduction, Hwa-ryeon released my hand, stepped forward, and greeted him.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Jang Seol-ran from Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy."
"Ah, I've heard of you. They say the fish in Simhan River hide underwater because of Miss Jang."

Chim-eo—a reference to fish hiding underwater out of shame.
In simple terms, he was complimenting Hwa-ryeon's beauty.
For reference, Simhan River flows right next to Gungang County.

Hwa-ryeon lowered her head humbly at my father's compliment.

"You flatter me too much."
"Haha, no. I can see today that those words were no exaggeration."

Though my father laughed, his expression was somehow complicated.
I had already explained the situation at Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy to my family members to some extent.

From the perspective of someone whose family nearly faced extinction, even if unintentionally, it would be difficult to view things positively.
Knowing this, Hwa-ryeon kept her head lowered in front of my father.

Not wanting to create an uncomfortable situation when she wasn't feeling well, I decided to leave quickly.

"Father, Junior Sister Jang isn't feeling well. I'll escort her back to the academy."
"Hmm? Ah... I see. But, have you two been in the forest until now?"
"Yes? ...Yes, why?"
"......"

At my answer, my father's eyes grew even wider than before.
And his pupils began darting back and forth.

He looked at our faces once.
At our joined hands once.
At my outer robe that Hwa-ryeon was wearing once.

"Ah...!"

My father exclaimed as if he had realized something.
What? What did he suddenly realize?

"I see. I was wondering why you suddenly said you wanted to leave home."
"Father?"
"Well, you're already twenty, so I suppose you're at that age."
"...Excuse me?"
"Indeed, I understand."
"What do you understand? No, what have you been realizing and understanding on your own?"
"Hehehe, our Seong-ah has already...."
"Father, are you listening to me?"

My father, who had reached some conclusion in his own world, placed his hand on my shoulder and said:

"Don't worry. I'll somehow persuade your mother and Su-ae."
"...What?"

Despite my question, my father didn't say anything more.
He just patted my shoulder and went back into the estate.

"Uh...."

I wasn't sure what thought process had occurred in my father's mind, but one thing was certain.

"At least you won't need to sneak out by climbing over the wall, right?"
"......"

I turned to look at Hwa-ryeon, but her condition seemed concerning.
Her entire face had turned as red as a radish—something I hadn't seen once in the past ten years.

Is her condition getting worse this quickly?
Did she eat something bad?

"This won't do. Get on my back."

I went in front of Hwa-ryeon and bent down. Then I suddenly noticed our house, the Gun Family Estate.
I thought it might be better to let her stay overnight at our place rather than making her walk in the cold air when she wasn't feeling well.

"Hey, why don't you stay in our guest room for the night...huh?"

I turned my upper body to look at Hwa-ryeon behind me.
But all I saw was my shadow reflected in the moonlight.

What? Where did she go?

I straightened up and looked around, only to see Hwa-ryeon's back figure running toward town in the distance.

"...When did she get all the way over there?"

She's quite fast, even though she can't use lightness skills.
Admiring Hwa-ryeon's unusual speed, I immediately chased after her.

With a few big leaps, I quickly caught up to her.

"Where do you think you're going when you're sick?"
"Eek?!"

Hwa-ryeon screamed as if startled when I spoke right next to her.
Her reaction was more intense than I expected, which surprised me more.

I chuckled at her face with eyes as big as marbles and mouth wide open.

"You're showing a lot of new expressions today, aren't you?"
"W-what? When did you get here?"

Hwa-ryeon clutched her chest, apparently truly startled.
After taking several deep breaths, her breathing finally stabilized.
Her face, which had been bright red, returned to its original pale color.

Looking at her now, she seems fine again.
She got worse quickly, but she also recovered just as fast.

"Haah...."
"Are you okay?"

To this question I'd already asked several times, Hwa-ryeon silently nodded.

"I'm fine. I'm not sick or anything, so you can go back now."

Judging by her expression, she didn't seem to be lying.
I nodded but didn't turn back.

"I'll walk you to the academy."
"I said I'm fine."

Ah, here we go again. This stubborn girl.

"I'm not fine with it. How can I leave a woman alone in the middle of the road at night?"
"......"

She opened and closed her mouth slightly as if surprised by my words.
In the end, having nothing to say, she walked quietly beside me.

"...Why are you suddenly being so kind?"

No, I guess she did have something to say after all.
She opened her mouth again right away.

"Suddenly kind? When was I ever rude? I think I've been mostly kind except when I was joking around."
"That's not what I mean...! Why are you suddenly escorting me at night...?"
"It's not that I'm suddenly escorting you; it's just that this is the first time you and I have met at night."
"...Oh."

She let out a small exclamation as if she had just realized that fact.
I shrugged my shoulders.

"I've always been like this. If there was a woman visiting the Gun Family Estate at night, I would walk her home. It's only natural."
"...Who?"
"Hm? What?"
"Who did you walk home?"

Suddenly, Hwa-ryeon's voice turned cold.
Looking at her face, she seemed quite upset.
What's this? Why is she suddenly in a bad mood? There was no reason for it.

"Answer me quickly."

As I glanced around, Hwa-ryeon pressed me for an answer.
Though I wondered why she was asking, I answered honestly.

"Like little Cui-ah from the candy shop, or the auntie from the skewer stall."

For reference, Cui-ah from the candy shop is a ten-year-old child, and the auntie from the skewer stall will turn fifty next year.

"......"

At my answer, Hwa-ryeon fell silent and continued walking.
For some reason, her mood seemed to have improved again.

*

After walking for a while, we finally saw Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy.

"Ah, we're here."
"Yes."

Seeing light seeping from inside the building, it seemed that Master or Yu Seol hadn't gone to sleep yet.
Arriving at the main gate, I faced Hwa-ryeon.

"Well, go on in."
"...Yes."

Hwa-ryeon opened the gate and took one step into the academy before pausing.
Then she turned to look at me.

"Hm? What is it?"
"...Young Master. Could you come back to the academy tomorrow?"
"We already agreed on that. But what else do you want to talk about?"
"I want to express our gratitude for helping us, and also make a proposal."

Gratitude and... a proposal?

"What is it?"
"That... I'll tell you when you come tomorrow."

What? Later again?
It's not like a commercial break, but it's such a tease.

"That habit of not telling me right away is veeeery bad. You should fix that."
"...Heh. See you tomorrow."

Hwa-ryeon smiled slightly, bowed, and then entered the academy.
Watching the gate close slowly, I shrugged and turned to head back home.

By the way, a token of gratitude...? What could she be planning to give me?
I started to let my imagination run wild.

What could she give me?
Typically, it would be money....

But I soon shook my head.
Our family is already the wealthiest in this village, so it probably wouldn't be money.

But if not money... a weapon?
Could she be planning to give me some hidden divine sword?

I imagined a brilliant, magnificent sword, but that didn't seem right either.

"Then what's left? Hmm...."

After pondering for a moment, I stopped in my tracks as a thought crossed my mind.

"Could it be... an elixir?"

That seemed quite plausible.
Seeing how Hwa-ryeon and Yu Seol's internal energy had grown rapidly, they must have been consuming elixirs.

If they still had some elixirs left and were planning to give them to me...?

"P-please! Please let it be an elixir. Buddha, please...!"

With my hands clasped together, I prayed to Buddha, whom I didn't even believe in.
I really hope it's an elixir. I'd love to do something about my pathetic internal energy.
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The next morning.
Unable to contain my excitement, I barely slept and hurriedly finished breakfast before rushing straight to the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy.

When I opened the main gate and entered, the assassin sister who had been sitting on the roof until yesterday was nowhere to be seen.

"Huh? Where did she go?"
"If you're talking about Jin-myeong, she's already left. Being the leader of a merchant group, she couldn't stay here indefinitely."

The one who answered my muttering was my Master, who appeared as the door opened.
I greeted him.

"Good morning, Master. Did you sleep well last night?"
"Tsk. Cheeky brat. You already know everything, yet you can still call me 'Master' so easily?"
"Well, it's not like the martial arts I learned from you were fake, right?"
"You've got some nerve."
"Why not say I have great potential instead?"

When I responded with a grin, he stopped commenting and led me inside.
Following Master, I found Hwa-ryeon sitting and waiting for me, with two extraordinary boxes placed in front of her.

"...No way?"

Really? Is she really going to give me spirit pills?
I mean, I was hoping for it, but I tried to keep my expectations in check to avoid disappointment...!

Seeing me unable to control my facial muscles, Hwa-ryeon smiled slightly.

"I see you were expecting this?"
"I want to run around the village screaming with joy right now."
"...I absolutely hate that idea."
"Yes, understood."

I playfully responded to Hwa-ryeon's cold reaction and immediately sat down across from her.

But two boxes?

Surely she's not giving me both... that's impossible.
Then, is this related to the proposal she mentioned yesterday?

"As you expected, these two boxes contain spirit pills."
"I'm guessing you're not giving me both, so let's hear about this proposal you mentioned yesterday?"
"Indeed, you're quick-witted. But first, let me explain about the spirit pills."

Hwa-ryeon nodded and opened the box on the right.

As soon as she opened it, a refreshing fragrance seeped into my nostrils.
Wow, it's a cliché expression, but I can't describe it any other way. It truly is a refreshing scent.

As I stared with my mouth agape, Hwa-ryeon explained about this spirit pill.

"This is the Lesser Rejuvenation Pill. It's made at Shaolin."
"Lesser Rejuvenation Pill...!"

Is this the famous Lesser Rejuvenation Pill?
The one supposedly made from the remnants of the Greater Pill?

While "remnants" or "leftovers" might not sound appealing, even this is an incredible spirit pill that can provide massive Internal Energy.

"If you take this Lesser Rejuvenation Pill and circulate your energy, your Internal Energy will increase by at least ten years' worth."
"Ten years...!"

My current Internal Energy is equivalent to ten years' worth.

After first forming my Dantian at twelve, I cultivated continuously for three years to gather three years' worth of Internal Energy, then used the improved version of the Three Essentials Qi Art to gather seven more years' worth over five years.

So I could double my ten years' worth of Internal Energy.
That alone is truly amazing. Really incredible...

"...And this one?"

My gaze naturally turned to the box on the left.
More ornate than the one on the right, it seemed to claim it contained something extraordinary.

What could possibly be inside?

"What's in this one is something more special."

In response to my question, Hwa-ryeon reached for the left box.
Her slender fingers unlocked it and slowly opened the box.

*Whoosh*

As soon as she opened it, I widened my eyes at the intoxicating fragrance.

A much richer scent than the Lesser Rejuvenation Pill shown earlier.
What appeared was a pill with a subtle golden glow.

More surprisingly, there was an auspicious aura surrounding the pill.

What is this? Is there something wrong with my eyes?
How can a spirit pill have an aura... is this description accurate?

For a moment, I wondered if I had taken opium, as the sight was so unbelievable.
While I was blinking in confusion, Hwa-ryeon explained about the spirit pill as expected.

"This is called the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill."
"Golden Dragon Spirit Pill...!"

...What's that? I've never heard of it before.

*

Yeo Dae-un, the Lightning Flash Sword and Head of the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy, recalled yesterday's memory as he watched Hwa-ryeon open the left box and show Ja-seong the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.

Last night.
When Hwa-ryeon returned to the academy and suddenly declared she would give the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill to Ja-seong, Dae-un was greatly surprised.

"Golden Dragon Spirit Pill...! Do you know what that is? It's something the Lord received directly from the Emperor, and something he left for you."
"I know that better than anyone."

Hearing Hwa-ryeon's calm response, Dae-un realized that the young mistress had already made up her mind.

"...Have you already decided?"
"Yes."

Hwa-ryeon's eyes shone clearly.
A stubborn and firm gaze that never backed down from decisions she had made.

Hwa-ryeon, who had grown to resemble her beautiful mother.

"But that gaze is just like our Lord's."

Caught in a strange sentiment, Dae-un closed his mouth and eventually nodded.

"...Very well. If that is the Young Mistress's wish, I shall follow it."
"Thank you, Uncle."

Hwa-ryeon bowed respectfully.
But Dae-un wasn't finished.

"But if you want to enhance Ja-seong's Internal Energy, we still have a few Lesser Rejuvenation Pills left, don't we? The Internal Energy gained would be roughly similar if you gave him that instead of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill, so why the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill?"
"Because the Lesser Rejuvenation Pills are more beneficial for other purposes."

As Hwa-ryeon said, while the Lesser Rejuvenation Pill from Shaolin could provide ten years' worth of Internal Energy, it was more famous for another use.

"There's nothing better than the Lesser Rejuvenation Pill for healing internal injuries. The spiritual energy in the pill helps protect and restore the meridians."
"So you believe we'll need to use the Lesser Rejuvenation Pills as healing pills in the future?"
"...Yes."

A response filled with strong conviction.
Even to Dae-un, it sounded quite persuasive.

"May I ask one last question?"
"Go ahead."
"You gave 'that sword' to Ja-seong."

Hwa-ryeon flinched momentarily at Dae-un's words.
Her cheeks visibly reddened.

"W-what about it...?"
"Is your intention to give him the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill related to that?"

A question implying whether she had lost her reason due to her "feelings" for Ja-seong.
Hwa-ryeon immediately composed herself and shook her head.

"No. This is a result of cold calculation. Currently, Young Master Gun is a force we absolutely cannot lose. I'm giving a dragon pearl to a serpent to secure that power."
"A dragon pearl to a serpent..."

Dae-un eventually burst into laughter.

"Haha. Hearing it that way, I am curious about what will happen when he takes the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill."

Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.
The golden dragon in its name symbolizes the Emperor.
As can be guessed from the fact that it contains the name of the divine beast said to be another form of the Emperor, this spirit pill was created for the Emperor's consumption.

It was made by imperial alchemists who spent years researching and refining all kinds of spiritual ingredients and medicines like Polygonum multiflorum, gathered from all corners of the continent and presented to the Emperor.

Its efficacy is truly extraordinary—even if a non-martial artist consumes it, they would never worry about illness for the rest of their life, and it makes them immune to a thousand poisons.
And if a martial artist consumes it, in addition to the above benefits, it provides an increase in Internal Energy equivalent to sixty years—truly the finest spirit pill in existence.

Sixty years.
An immense amount of vital energy that would take sixty years of cultivation to obtain.
The value of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill was immeasurable just for the fact that one could gain such Internal Energy simply by consuming it.

It was a treasure bestowed by the Emperor to the Lord in recognition of his achievements when Paecheon Fortress established itself as the top faction in the martial world and gained some control over it.

"He has no idea what an extraordinary treasure is right in front of him."

Dae-un smiled bitterly as he looked at Ja-seong, who wore a puzzled expression.

"So, what's this proposal?"

Turning to look at Ja-seong, Dae-un saw that he had already taken his eyes off the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill and was facing Hwa-ryeon.

"...Most martial artists wouldn't be able to look away so easily."

For a martial artist—someone who refines nature's energy into Internal Energy—it would be impossible to remain so calm in front of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.
Especially for someone like Ja-seong who craves more Internal Energy.

If anything, such behavior seemed to prove that Hwa-ryeon's decision to give the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill to Ja-seong was correct.
As Dae-un smiled slightly, Hwa-ryeon began her explanation.

"First, let me say this. Even if you don't accept my proposal, I will still give you this Lesser Rejuvenation Pill. It's an apology for the past and a token of gratitude for saving my life."
"And if I accept the proposal, you'll give me the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill instead?"

Hwa-ryeon nodded.
Ja-seong grinned at this.

"Would you mind telling me what this proposal is now? I'm dying of curiosity."
"...During the attack last time, you said something. That we were all fools."
"...Ah."

Ja-seong's face froze awkwardly at Hwa-ryeon's words.
Dae-un also recalled that moment.

"It's not just you. That Neung-whatever guy, that assassin sister, even my Master. To me, you're all fools. You've accumulated so much Internal Energy, yet you don't know how to use it properly."

Truly absurd and outrageous words.
At that moment, everyone thought Ja-seong had gone mad.

But then,

"You're right... I, we all were fools... What have we been doing all these years..."

Ja-seong proved his words were true through his actions.
By defeating Shin Je-gon, the Heavenly Mace, in a single exchange.

For the same reason Je-gon lamented in his final moment, Dae-un couldn't be angry with Ja-seong.

Because he had proven that his statement—that they were all fools—was true.

While thinking this, Dae-un felt a strange gaze.
Turning his eyes, he saw Ja-seong glancing at him nervously.
Wondering why, Dae-un heard a rather urgent excuse from Ja-seong's mouth.

"So at that time, I was kind of in a hurry, or maybe I lost my reason? You know how people say all sorts of things when they lose their composure. Simply put, I got heated..."
"Wait, Young Master. What are you talking about?"

Hwa-ryeon stopped Ja-seong's rambling.
Closing his mouth, Ja-seong carefully replied.

"I mean... I'm sorry. My words were a bit harsh."

Seeing this almost timid apology, Hwa-ryeon and Dae-un stared blankly at Ja-seong for a moment before simultaneously breaking into smiles.

Because the cold, composed expert who had instantly killed the master Shin Je-gon had disappeared, replaced by the kind youngest son of the Gun family, beloved by everyone in Gungang County.
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Hwa-ryeon shook her head at Ja-seong's apology.

"It's fine, young hero. What you said was true."
"You proved your words were true by killing Heavenly Mace Shin Je-gon in one exchange. So there's no need to apologize to us."

Since it was the truth, and she was willing to accept his criticism, Ja-seong awkwardly scratched his cheek.

"No, still. To say it so bluntly..."

As Ja-seong continued to hesitate, Hwa-ryeon raised a hand to stop him.

"Let's drop it. That's not what's important right now. Can we get back to the main topic?"
"...Yes."

Faced with her firm attitude that would accept no objection, Ja-seong nodded obediently.
Seeing this, Hwa-ryeon cleared her throat once before returning to the main subject.

"Anyway, that heat haze you created when you killed Heavenly Mace Shin Je-gon... the method to use that..."
"Sword Qi."
"...Pardon?"
"It's called Sword Qi, that heat haze."

Ja-seong answered calmly to Hwa-ryeon's question.
Wondering if she had misheard, she asked again.

"...Sword Qi? Surely you don't mean the Sword Qi from storybooks?"

When Ja-seong silently nodded, Hwa-ryeon and Dae-un wore strange expressions.
Come to think of it, since he first entered the academy as a child, Ja-seong had always talked about lightness skills, Sword Qi, and such things.

The art of running faster than speech, coating weapons with materialized energy.
Fiction that should only exist in stories.

Now Ja-seong was claiming he had made this fiction, this illusion, a reality.
The problem was, his claim seemed to be true.

Hwa-ryeon had also read such novels when she was young.
The description there was certainly...

-As he concentrated, a heat haze rose from the tip of his sword.

Yes, a heat haze.
What killed Shin Je-gon was also a heat haze that rose from the tip of Ja-seong's sword.

"So, that was Sword Qi?"
"That's right. The Sword Qi that every martial artist in this world dismisses as fiction or nonsense. I've proven it's not nonsense."

As he answered, a bright smile spread across Ja-seong's face.

*

I couldn't help but smile as I watched Hwa-ryeon and Master trying to hide their surprise at my answer.

-Lightness Skill? What nonsense is that?
-Sword Qi? Sword Force? Hahaha! I can't believe someone actually believes such nonsense!

I remembered the instructor who had mocked me when I asked about martial arts with my heart pounding.
He said lightness skills, Sword Qi, and Sword Force were all nonsense, that such things didn't exist in this world.

At that time, I couldn't refute him.

Because for me too, they were still just illusions.
Products of imagination created by countless wuxia novel authors.

I had heard there were martial arts, martial artists, and the martial world, but I hadn't experienced any of it firsthand.
So I couldn't say anything back.

But now it's different.

I learned martial arts myself and created new ones.
After countless trials and errors over ten long years, I finally manifested Sword Qi on my own.

If I ever meet that instructor again, I can now tell him with certainty.

That my words weren't nonsense.
That through my efforts, the illusion finally gained substance.

"...Amazing."

Hwa-ryeon, who had been speechless for a moment, finally uttered a word.
And I had already guessed what her proposal would be.

"You want me to teach you Sword Qi, right?"
"...Yes."

After rolling her eyes around for a moment, Hwa-ryeon slowly nodded.

"Of course, I know how shameless it is to ask a martial artist to teach their life's work so casually. That's why I'm offering the most valuable thing I have in return."
"..."
"If this isn't enough, I'll also offer my martial art, the Dragon Response Sword Technique. It's the supreme sword technique that brought my father, Hegemon Sword Ju Cheon-mu, to the ranks of the Ten Great Masters of the world, so surely..."
"Wait, wait."

I stopped Hwa-ryeon as she began to pour out words.
She closed her mouth and stared at me intently.

Though it looked like she was just staring, I could tell from the subtle changes in her face that Hwa-ryeon was extremely desperate right now.

"Hmm."

I took a moment to assess the situation.

Hwa-ryeon wants to learn the Internal Energy method to use Sword Qi from me.
For that, she's offering an incredible elixir called the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.

Conclusion.

"This is sweet!"
"What? What does that..."
"Ah, nothing. Nothing at all. Ahem, ahem!"

It slipped out of my mouth before I knew it.
I desperately suppressed the corners of my mouth that were twitching upward while clearing my throat and changing the subject.

Teaching Sword Qi.
Just for that, she'd give me sixty years' worth of Internal Energy? That's too sweet!

From the beginning, I had planned to teach Sword Qi to Master, Hwa-ryeon, and Seol for "my goal" anyway.
And now this unexpected windfall.

I think she said something else afterward, but it probably wasn't that important.

More importantly, the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.
An elixir that grants sixty years' worth of Internal Energy.
If I take it, my Internal Energy will increase sevenfold.

There's no reason to refuse. I'd be a fool to refuse.
I nodded readily.

"Alright. I'll teach you how to use Sword Qi."
"Ah...!"

Hwa-ryeon and Master's faces brightened at my acceptance.
Though not as much as mine, of course.
Just for teaching how to use Sword Qi, I get sixty years' worth of Internal Energy!

Ha, this is how I escape my Internal Energy deficiency.

Farewell, sorrowful days.
I'll cast off all the shackles and constraints of this world and set off to find my happiness... wait, that's not it.

All sorts of thoughts flooded my mind as I became excited by this unexpected fortune.
As I tried hard not to show it outwardly, Hwa-ryeon held out the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.

"There's no need to delay taking it. Master Yeo and I will protect you, so please take it with ease."
"Oh, then I'll take you up on that offer."

Unable to hide my excitement until the end, I grinned as I picked up the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill and examined it closely.

This thing, it's even more fascinating up close.
How on earth do you make a pill emit vapor like this?

"Well, that's not important."

I quickly dismissed my unimportant curiosity and swallowed the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.

And just like the descriptions in countless wuxia novels, the pill melted in my mouth and began to circulate throughout my body with my blood.

I immediately sat cross-legged and operated my Internal Energy method, the improved version of the Three Essentials Qi Art.
The Internal Energy rising from my Dantian penetrated the meridians and channels to consume the energy of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.

It absorbed the energy flowing through the blood vessels and devoured the energy hidden in the blood.
As it did so, my energy grew stronger and faster, racing through the meridians.

This intense energy I was feeling for the first time.
I felt like I could open all the meridians in my body if I wanted to.

But I pulled back the reins on my rushing Internal Energy.
I also stopped consuming the energy of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.

Not yet.

There's a saying that excess is as bad as deficiency.
It was a saying that fit my current situation.

There's no way my Dantian, which had only held ten years' worth of Internal Energy, could withstand sixty years' worth.
If I tried to absorb all the energy of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill right now, my Dantian would be damaged beyond repair.

That would be the end.
My dream of recreating numerous martial arts from wuxia novels would fly away.

That's enough for today.
I sent the energy back to my Dantian.
What I've absorbed right now is about twenty years' worth of Internal Energy.
Even with just this, my Internal Energy has tripled.

If I continue to train my meridians and Dantian through cultivation and gradually absorb the remaining energy, the forty years' worth of energy still scattered throughout my blood vessels will also become mine.

Yes, there's no need to rush.
My dream is just beginning.

Having finished my cultivation, I opened my eyes wide.

*

The priceless treasure, the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill, disappeared into Ja-seong's mouth.
Watching this, Dae-un and Hwa-ryeon widened their eyes at the energy suddenly swirling around Ja-seong.

"My goodness...!"
"Wow..."

Indeed, this was the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill, made with ten years of dedication by the imperial alchemists, the best in the continent.
The energy was so vivid it could be felt as a tangible sensation.

But it was too early to be surprised.
What happened next was even more astonishing.
Fierce energy rose from Ja-seong's Dantian and began to devour the energy of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill indiscriminately.

The expression "Internal Energy devouring the elixir's energy" might sound a bit awkward, but from what Dae-un felt directly, there was no more appropriate expression than "devouring."

Like a sleeping serpent in the Dantian ravenously tearing at its prey, it swallowed the energy indiscriminately.
And its ferocity was growing stronger by the moment.

"That, that...!"

Seeing this, Dae-un's face hardened.
He instinctively sensed that if Ja-seong continued to absorb energy like this, he might self-destruct.

He wanted to stop him immediately, but touching someone during cultivation could cause them to go mad.
So even though he wanted to stop it, there was no way to do so.

"Come to think of it, this must be his first time taking an elixir. I should have warned him beforehand...!"

Worried about what might happen to Ja-seong, Dae-un forgot his age and dignity and stamped his feet anxiously.

"..."

But Hwa-ryeon remained silent, just watching Ja-seong.
From her experience with him so far, though he was playful and sometimes irritated people with his strange way of speaking, at his core, Ja-seong was cool-headed and calm.

So she was confident and believed that Ja-seong wouldn't make an irreversible mistake by getting intoxicated with absorbing energy.
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"Miss, what should we do?"
"Don't worry too much. The young master will be fine."

Dae-un, who had been pacing anxiously, suddenly became aware of his undignified behavior compared to Hwa-ryeon's calm demeanor, despite her being younger than him.

"Ah, ahem..."

He finally stopped stomping his feet with a forced cough, but it was too late to regain his dignity. And the way his legs were still trembling made him look quite ridiculous.

*Master...*

Yu Seol, who was secretly watching from outside, stared at her master with cold eyes, but Dae-un was too preoccupied to notice her gaze.

Time continued to pass amid Hwa-ryeon's composure, Dae-un's worry, and Seol's sighs.

One hour, two hours...

As time passed, Ja-seong's energy grew increasingly violent. Seol, who had been secretly watching from outside, had at some point come in to stand guard and was anxiously glancing at Ja-seong.

After three hours had passed...

"...Hmm!"

Ja-seong's energy gradually began to calm down. Fortunately, it seemed he hadn't lost his reason and absorbed more energy than his limit.

"Phew..."

Dae-un finally let out a sigh of relief. Seeing her master's reaction, Seol's face brightened as she realized Ja-seong would be alright.

And soon after, Ja-seong's eyes snapped open. Seeing the clear light in his eyes, Hwa-ryeon smiled slightly.

"Congratulations. I thought as much, but fortunately you didn't get greedy, did you?"
"I'm not that naive. I've been practicing martial arts for ten years, after all."

Hwa-ryeon gave a bitter smile as she watched Ja-seong grin.

If everyone with ten years of martial arts experience could exercise such self-restraint, Dae-un wouldn't have been so anxious. Nor would senior masters from various sects need to stick close to disciples who had taken medicinal elixirs to guide their energy.

"For now, I've only absorbed about a third. I'll have to slowly dissolve the rest later."

At Ja-seong's words, Hwa-ryeon recalled the energy she had felt from him earlier. The intense energy that had swirled like a fierce serpent.

The serpent that had continuously circulated through Ja-seong's body as if trying to devour all energy had returned to its original place after absorbing only about a third.

As she recalled this, a story she had heard as a child came to Hwa-ryeon's mind.

An ancient tale from the Eastern tribes. It was about a greedy serpent who possessed three wish-granting pearls needed to become a dragon, but thanks to a goddess's advice, it gave up two pearls and was able to become a dragon.

Ja-seong's fierce energy had felt just like the serpent from that story.

*So, will Gun young master harbor a dragon in his dantian?*

While Hwa-ryeon inwardly smiled at this amusing thought, Ja-seong was clenching and unclenching his fist, examining his body. Perhaps due to the lingering energy of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill, his entire body was brimming with strength.

After checking the internal energy filling his dantian, Ja-seong couldn't stop his lips from curling upward. The best he could do was try to cover it with one hand.

"...Are you that happy?"

*

I heard Hwa-ryeon's question and thought about it. Am I happy?
Of course I am. How could I not be?

"I'm extremely happy. After ten years, my internal energy imp—"

I reflexively stopped myself from saying "impotence." It didn't seem right to say something like that in front of a young woman.

But Hwa-ryeon tilted her head curiously, trying to figure out what I was about to say.

"Imp—what?"
"Well, imp..."

Think! Something other than "impotence." Something natural that won't earn me contemptuous looks!

"Imp-ossibly difficult situation is finally over. Yeah, that's it. Hmm."
"...Internal energy isn't food, to be hungry for it."

Thankfully, Hwa-ryeon didn't react much to my words and moved on.
Good, that was natural.

"Hmm, so you managed to safely absorb the energy. I was worried you might waste the precious elixir."

After Hwa-ryeon, it was my master's turn.
Master was stroking his beard with a solemn expression, while Hwa-ryeon and Seol looked at him with slightly incredulous expressions.

What's going on? Why are they looking at him like that?
Unlike me, the troublesome disciple, those two had always treated Master with respect.

Did something happen while I was cultivating?

Tilting my head in confusion at this unfamiliar scene, I responded to Master's gruff words.

"That couldn't happen. It's a first-grade elixir. You've never even had one of these, have you, Master?"

Though I could only roughly estimate based on the energy emanating from his body, I could sense that Master's internal energy was slightly less than first-grade.

"Wow, the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill is really amazing. I can't even describe it."
"You little...!"

When I teased Master with a playful smile, his face contorted menacingly. I fled home, avoiding Master who had rushed at me with a wooden sword from the training ground.

When I arrived home, still elated at the thought of having consumed the elixir I'd dreamed of, I was greeted by:

-HUNGER STRIKE

This sign was hanging on my eldest sister's door.

"..."
"Su-ae, child. Please open the door."
"Oh dear..."

I stared in bewilderment at the firmly closed door and my parents who were anxiously standing in front of it. After a moment, I shook my head to clear my thoughts and approached my father.

"Father, what's going on here?"
"Well, you see..."

The whole story flowed from my father's mouth as he scratched his head in embarrassment.

*

The incident began right after breakfast this morning. After Ja-seong had rushed to the academy, unable to contain his excitement about the elixir, Won-pyeong had called for Su-ae, his eldest daughter.

"Why did you call me? I already told you, I have no intention of getting married."

Her expression and tone clearly showed her annoyance. She had undoubtedly assumed it was another nagging session about when she would get married.

Momentarily irritated by her attitude, Won-pyeong almost blurted out:

*So you're saying you'll grow old and die alone?!*

But he barely managed to restrain himself and had Su-ae sit down in front of him. Only then did Su-ae notice that her parents' reactions were slightly different from usual, and she began to cautiously observe them.

"Su-ae. About Ja-seong..."

As soon as Won-pyeong began, her expression immediately soured.

"Absolutely not."
"Now, listen first..."
"I don't need to. It's obvious what you're going to say! You want to let Ja-seong leave, don't you? Absolutely not. Definitely not. Have you already forgotten about Ja-seong's nanny and Uncle Kang dying?"

Won-pyeong fell silent at Su-ae's rapid-fire words. How could he forget? The sight of household members who had worked at the Gun estate their entire lives becoming cold corpses overnight.

As he remained silent like a mute who had swallowed honey, Il-lyeong, who was sitting beside him, spoke instead.

"Su-ae."
"Mom, you're on my side, right? You're not thinking of sending Ja-seong away like Dad, are you?"

Unlike with Won-pyeong, Su-ae believed her mother would agree with her, but what she got in return was her mother shaking her head. She looked shocked at this unexpected betrayal(?).

"M-Mom..."
"Su-ae, Ja-seong is already twenty. He's a grown adult. We can't keep him sheltered forever."

Normally, Il-lyeong would have agreed with Su-ae's thoughts.

What changed her mind was the bloody incident a week ago. More precisely, the sight of Ja-seong killing all the villains who had brutally murdered their household members with just one sword was quite shocking to Il-lyeong.

Her youngest child, who she thought would always seek comfort in her arms, had grown into a proper man who protected his family. Seeing that, she realized that keeping him sheltered any longer would become a constraint.

"Ja-seong will be fine. You saw it too, Su-ae. How he took down ten men in an instant."
"..."

This time it was Su-ae who fell silent. The image of Ja-seong, with an ice-cold face she had never seen before, cutting down the men in black, was branded in her mind like a hot iron.

Even though Su-ae had lived a life unconnected to the martial world, she could feel that this was no ordinary feat. Perhaps, as her mother said, there was no need to worry.

But understanding something intellectually and accepting it emotionally were clearly different matters.

"I don't care! Just know that I absolutely won't allow it!"

In the end, she shouted and stormed out, then posted the hunger strike sign on her door and hadn't come out of her room even by dinner time.

*

In the end, my eldest sister didn't come out for dinner either.

"Wait, Su-ae is refusing food? Did the sun rise from the west today...? No, it didn't."

My brother, unaware of the details, made such carefree remarks until he received a glare from our mother. Sweating profusely, he finished his meal with difficulty and was tasked by our mother to bring food to our eldest sister.

"Get out, you traitor!"
"Ugh!"

He returned with a miserable appearance, covered in the food he had taken, accompanied by our sister's lioness roar.

"What did you say to get another roar from her?"
When I asked from the kitchen where I had been waiting, my brother replied dejectedly.

"I told her that someone who's about to turn twenty-two can't get married because she acts like a child..."
"...Well, you deserved that."

Clicking my tongue, I sent my brother to the bathroom and then asked the kitchen to prepare beef noodles, my sister's favorite, and went to her door.

"...Sister. I brought your favorite beef noodles."

-...

There was no response despite my words as I looked at the pitiful sight of the hunger strike paper barely hanging on one side of the door. Wow, my eldest sister would normally wake up even from sleep for beef noodles. She's really resisting?

Well, I didn't want to do this, but I have no choice.

I carefully placed the beef noodles in front of the door. Steam was still rising from the freshly made dish. I placed my palm right in front of the noodles and carefully released energy to push the aroma into the room.

-*gulp*

Soon, I could hear the sound of swallowing.

"Sister, the noodles are getting soggy. Are you really not going to eat?"

And after waiting a while...

-*creak*

The firmly closed door opened cautiously. Silently grinning, I picked up the bowl of beef noodles and entered my eldest sister's room.

Ch.20 - Dream
When I entered my older sister's room, she had pulled the blanket all the way over her head.

I carefully placed a bowl of beef noodles on the table, then sat lightly on the edge of the bed and gently tugged at the blanket.

"Sis, I brought beef noodles. Are you going to stay like that?"
"...Ugh!"

After squirming under the blanket for a moment, my sister kicked it off and glared at me with furious eyes.

I smoothly rose from the bed and sat in the chair opposite where I'd placed the noodles. My sister, still glaring at me, soon followed suit, getting up from the bed and sitting across from me, aggressively devouring the beef noodles.

*Slurp! Slurrrp!*

"Eat slowly. You'll choke."

Perhaps my words were prophetic. After slurping down noodles without properly chewing them, my older sister soon began pounding her chest as if something was stuck in her throat.

"That's why I told you to eat slowly."

I poured her some of the still-warm tea I'd brought along, which she gulped down immediately.

"Haaah!"

After emptying the cup in one go, she stuffed more noodles into her mouth. Thanks to her appetite, the rather substantial portion of beef noodles quickly revealed the bottom of the bowl.

After drinking every last drop of the remaining broth, my older sister let out a satisfied sigh.

"Whew..."

Then she immediately narrowed her eyes and glared at me. Oh, is it starting already? Since we just finished eating, it wouldn't be bad to wait a little longer.

But contrary to my wishes, my older sister seemed to have no intention of waiting.

"Seong-ah, what are you going to do?"
"What do you mean?"
"Are you really leaving?!"
"......"

I closed my mouth at my sister's direct outburst. Even without my answer, she seemed to realize what my response would be, and her face began to contort.

"Why? What's missing here? Why would you leave a wealthy landowner's family where you're well-fed and comfortable to go to some dangerous place called the martial world or whatever...!"
"......"

Looking at my older sister whose eyes were already reddening, I reconsidered my reasons for wanting to enter the martial world.

My older sister, who loved eating and playing more than anything in the world, had even gone on a hunger strike for a while. If she wanted to stop me that badly, I felt I should at least reconsider my decision.

I looked deep into my heart.
The reason I wanted to enter the martial world. What was at its core?

I kept going deeper into my mind.
At the end was a stark white hospital room.

"Your Majesty~ Please understand~"
"Please understand~"

A two-person hospital room with two beds.
My grandfather silently watching a historical drama on TV with his lips tightly shut.
On the opposite bed, I was sitting.

Books were piled up like mountains beside me, all of them martial arts novels.
With hair completely fallen out from long-term treatment side effects, and a body so thin and weak that it seemed like I might die if someone just tapped me.

The young terminal patient, abandoned even by doctors, eagerly turned the pages with bony, thin fingers.

Each page showed a fantasy.
A world created by the author's imagination, set in the past of a neighboring country that didn't seem like a neighboring country.

I was deeply fascinated by that world.
When awake, I constantly devoured novels, and when asleep, I dreamed of living in that world.

In a life full of only pain, that was my only joy.
And after my painful life ended, as if receiving compensation for my long suffering, I was reincarnated into this martial arts world.

Here was everything I had wished for.

Martial arts.
A healthy body.
...Even a family that treated me warmly.

Most people would be satisfied with this.
But I couldn't be satisfied here.

"Can't we just keep living together as a family like we have been?"
"Big sis."

I looked at my sister, who was looking at me pleadingly, and smiled slightly.

"Sis, you know, I'm very greedy."
"...Huh?"

I smiled more deeply at her expression that seemed to ask what nonsense I was suddenly talking about.

"There's so much I want to see, so much I want to experience firsthand."
"No, what are you saying..."
"I want to climb all Five Sacred Mountains, travel along the Yangtze River by boat, and visit Dongting Lake."

In countless martial arts novels, descriptions of these places always appear.

Is Dongting Lake really so vast that it feels like an ocean?
Is there really a Yangtze River Waterway Guild on the Yangtze?
Do plum blossoms really bloom year-round on Mount Hua?
Does the Plum Blossom Sword Technique really emit the scent of plum blossoms?

These and many other curiosities had been dormant within me for years.

"......"
"All of those things, I can't satisfy them here."

My older sister kept her mouth shut for a long time after hearing my words.

*

Su-ae stared blankly at Ja-seong as he talked about the world outside Gungang County.

Since childhood, Ja-seong had been a kind and adorable younger brother. Sometimes he did silly things like many children do, and other times he was surprisingly mature for a child.

Until he asked to learn martial arts, he had never thrown a tantrum about wanting something, nor had he ever shown such intense longing for anything.

And now, for the first time, that same Ja-seong was speaking with a face full of intense yearning, asking to be sent out into the world, to be allowed to see the world with his own eyes.

Su-ae realized that no matter how stubborn she was, she could never stop Ja-seong. And that she shouldn't stop him.

Gungang County was too small for Ja-seong. The child who had been curled up for many years was now grown and trying to take flight. If she blocked this, could she really call herself his sister?

"...Haah."

Su-ae sighed deeply, lowering her head. Then, gathering her resolve, she raised her head again.

"Seong-ah."
"Yes, big sis?"
"Make just one promise with me."

Realizing that Su-ae had given in, Ja-seong's eyes widened. He promptly asked about the promise.

"What is it?"
"Promise you won't get hurt."

Ja-seong smiled awkwardly at her unreasonable request.

"Uh, well. Sis? I'm not just going on a trip..."

I know.
Where my youngest brother is heading is a place full of vicious people who killed members of the Gun family without hesitation. I know how ridiculous it is to ask him not to get hurt while heading to such a place.

"Promise me."

But Su-ae insisted anyway. Even if it was just words, she was asking him to reassure her.

After briefly meeting Su-ae's eyes, Ja-seong slowly nodded.

"I promise. I won't get hurt."
"...You promised, right? If you get hurt, you'll answer to me, understand?"
"Ahaha..."

Ja-seong let out an awkward laugh. Seeing him, she thought of one more promise to ask for.

"And one more thing."
"Sis? You said just one..."
"Shhh!"
"...I await your command."

Looking at Ja-seong who was now listening attentively, Su-ae said:

"Don't forget. That your home, a home that will always welcome you, is here in Gungang County. Whenever you feel like coming back, just return. Dad, Mom, and I will be waiting for you."
"...Of course. I wouldn't want any other home either."

Ja-seong and Su-ae looked at each other and smiled brightly. Their smiles were so alike that anyone could tell they were siblings.

"Sis."
"Yes?"
"But it seems like someone's missing. Isn't brother Dan-sang waiting for me?"
"When would he have time to wait for you? He's busy working hard to make money."
"......"

Su-ae was as fond of her youngest brother Ja-seong as she was merciless to her other brother Dan-sang.

*

Four days passed after that.
With my oldest sister's permission finally granted, the Gun Family Estate became busy preparing for my journey.

"Since this isn't a trip you'll return from in a day or two, we need to prepare thoroughly. You'll definitely need a carriage, right?"
"Of course, I'll be sleeping outdoors often."
"Huh? No, that's not really necessary..."

An incredible carriage, built with lavish materials accumulated over many years, was completed in just three days.

"You can't go hungry on the streets, so we need to prepare plenty of dried provisions, right?"
"You'll get tired of just eating jerky, so you'll need dried fruits too."
"What? I can just buy those along the way..."

Dried provisions weighing 100 geun (60kg) took up one corner of the carriage.

"You always need emergency funds. Hey, Mr. Gu, did you make the secret compartment in the carriage floor properly?"
"Yes, I made it very sturdy."
"How much should we put in? I think we should fill it with gold currency..."
"That would be too difficult to use...!"

I barely managed to prevent them from filling the solid metal safe under the carriage floor with gold currency that had been piling up in the storehouse for years.

After all the eventful preparations were finally complete, I left the Gun Family Estate with tearful goodbyes and arrived in front of the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy with my carriage.

There, I met three people, each carrying a bundle.

"......"
"......"
"......"
"......"

We briefly stared at each other with indescribable expressions, keeping our mouths shut. What should I say in this situation?

"...Hey, want to get in?"

Is that right?

"What kind of greeting is that?"

Ah, it seems to have worked on Hwa-ryeon.
Hwa-ryeon got into the carriage with a small smile, followed by Yu Seol and Master.

After confirming everyone was seated, I gently pulled the reins.

"Giddyup."

The two horses moved forward slowly.
The carriage, ordinary-looking on the outside but lavishly appointed inside, crossed through downtown Gungang County.

"Oh, Young Master! I heard you're going on a martial arts journey?"
"Yes, I'm leaving now."
"Take this with you to eat on the way."

The mother from the candy shop packed a lot of sweets for me.

"Oh my, you didn't have to."
"This too..."
"And this..."

Thanks to many Gungang County residents giving me various things, the carriage was soon filled with food.
Wow, that's enough to eat for at least four days.

"Thank you! I'll be back!"

I waved my hands vigorously in farewell as I passed through downtown and completely left Gungang County. As the road leading out of the county appeared after the people disappeared, my heart pounded pleasantly.

Well, finally my adventure begins...

"Excuse me, do you know where we're going?"

*Yank*
*Neeeigh!*

The horses let out a long cry and stopped when I suddenly pulled the reins. I turned my gaze into the carriage.

"...Come to think of it, where are we going?"

For a moment, three pairs of eyes stared at me with contempt. Then, representing the three, Hwa-ryeon opened her mouth with a sigh.

"Our first destination is the Namgung Family in Hefei, Anhui Province."

Ch.21 - The Reason For Absence Of Sword Qi
Gun Ja-seong was humming a tune as he drove the carriage along the road. His master, sitting beside him, gave him a disapproving look.

"Are you that pleased?"

"Of course! The beginning of an adventure is always exciting. And our first destination is the Namgung Family! Just thinking about seeing the 'Boundless Sky Sword Technique' and the 'Sovereign Sword Form' in person really...!"

The Namgung Family. A clan that appears so frequently in martial arts novels that they're rarely left out. Simply put, they're one of the most well-known families. They're typically described as the head of the Five Great Families, but that's not important.

What matters is that the Namgung Family is renowned for their swordsmanship.

Among their most representative martial arts are the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" and the "Sovereign Sword Form."

I also remember others like the Flash Lightning Thirteen Thunder Sword or the Great Extension Sword Technique, but those two are definitely the most famous.

The Sovereign Sword Form is commonly described as:

"With a single strike, the sky seemed to rage, thundering as it fell upon the forces of evil."

"As the sword was raised, the heavens resonated, creating a suffocating pressure that pinned down everyone around."

And the Boundless Sky Sword Technique:

"Leaping toward the blue sky like an eagle snatching its prey, targeting the opponent's vital points."

"A free-flowing sword resembling the endless, vast sky—that is the Boundless Sky Sword Technique."

"Mmm..."

A sovereign's sword that subdues all with a single strike!
A free-flowing sword technique resembling the sky!

Just thinking about it made my heart race.
In just a few days, I would see such martial arts in person...!

"...What nonsense are you talking about? Boundless Sky? Sovereign Sword Form? This is the first I've heard of such martial arts in the Namgung Family."

"...What?"

What was he saying? I couldn't hide my confusion as I looked at my master.
Was he just trying to tease me because I was too excited?

I looked at my master with suspicion, but what I saw was his bewildered face.

...He really doesn't seem to have heard of them.

"Ah, come on~ You probably just don't know, Master. You're not from the Namgung Family, so how could you know all their martial arts?"

I tried to deny it, but the response I got was far more serious than I expected.

"Do you know why we're heading to the Namgung Family first?"

"Um, because it's the closest?"

Indeed, Gungang County was near the border between Henan and Anhui provinces.
Hefei was closer than Kaifeng or Luoyang in Henan.

"That's part of it, but there's someone at the Namgung Family who's like a brother to me. We're close enough to know each other's martial arts. And among the Namgung Family's martial arts, there's nothing like what you mentioned."

*Thud!*

It felt like a huge boulder had dropped on my chest.
The Namgung Family doesn't have the Sovereign Sword Form?

"Besides, 'Sovereign Sword Form'? While it's just the name of a martial art, do you think the imperial court would simply allow someone to claim the title of 'sovereign's sword'?"

"......"

I was too shocked to say anything for a while.

Ch.22 - The Reason For Absence Of Sword Qi
That night.

As expected, we decided to eat the food we'd received earlier in the day since we were now sleeping on the streets.

Unlike dried rations, this food would spoil if kept too long.

Since we'd received so much, everyone began eating quite aggressively to avoid wasting most of it.

Everyone except me.

"Sigh..."

I let out a deep sigh that seemed to sink into the ground.

I could feel the others glancing at me as they ate, but I had no energy to care about that right now.

"Siiigh..."

To think that neither the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" nor the "Sovereign Sword Form" existed here.

I was already aware that this world differed greatly from what I knew.

I was aware, but seriously, how could the Namgung Family not have the Sovereign Sword Form? That's just too much!

A Namgung Family without the Sovereign Sword Form is like beef noodles without beef, or mapo tofu without tofu!

I screamed internally, but no amount of mental anguish would make the non-existent Sovereign Sword Form suddenly appear.

So I sighed again.

"Siiiigh..."

"Are you going to keep sighing and ruining everyone's appetite?!"

My Master finally snapped at me after enduring my continuous sighing.

I looked at him resentfully.

"If you hadn't shattered my dreams and hopes, I wouldn't be like this, you know?"

"What? You brat...! Is it my fault the Namgung Family doesn't have your sovereign whatever?!"

"...When you put it that way, I have nothing to say."

Unable to argue against such logic, I relaxed my expression and resumed eating.

"Munch munch..."

I took a big bite of the dumpling we'd received from the dumpling shop earlier and thought to myself.

Why weren't there the Boundless Sky Sword Technique or the Sovereign Sword Form?

Those two martial arts techniques were always the symbol and ultimate move of the Namgung Family in countless martial arts novels.

The Sovereign Sword Form was the finishing move that the head of the Namgung Family, often bearing the title "Sword King," would reveal in moments of crisis.

It would intimidate opponents into immobility, then annihilate them without a trace using a sword wrapped in storms and thunder—truly the sword of an emperor!

"......"

After briefly recalling the descriptions of the Sovereign Sword Form, I became depressed as reality set in.

And that depression quickly turned to resignation.

Yeah, maybe I expected too much.

This is a world without lightness skills, where sword qi and sword force are treated as nonsense.

The Sovereign Sword Form, if we're being honest, is just a product of imagination created by countless martial arts novel authors.

From the beginning, it was my fault for one-sidedly assuming such martial arts must exist.

Realizing this, I let go of my lingering attachment.

Right, what can I do about something that doesn't exist?

It's not like I can lie down in the Namgung Family training ground and beg them to create a new martial art. That's not an option.

I should give up cleanly and focus on what needs to be done now.

Taking a deep breath to blow away all my lingering attachments, I raised my head.

Then I looked at the three people watching me and spoke.

"Well then. Shall we start the sword qi training?"

It was time to fulfill my end of the bargain for receiving the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.

First, I went to a nearby tree and picked three or four suitably long and flexible branches.

"What's that? Are we practicing with those?"

When Hwa-ryeon asked me this, I shook my head.

"No, I want to explain things before we start the actual training. I think it's going to take quite a while, according to my plan."

"...Aren't you underestimating us too much?"

"That's not it at all. You'll understand once you hear the explanation."

As Hwa-ryeon complained, it might have sounded like I was underestimating their skills.

But I absolutely wasn't looking down on my companions.

This was less about talent and more about... how should I put it? Habit? Custom? Something like that.

"First, I'll properly show you what sword qi is. Instructor Hwa-ryeon, come forward with your sword."

"...When did I become an instructor?"

"Just now. Come forward."

With an exasperated expression, Hwa-ryeon stepped forward.

I stood facing her, holding just one branch.

"Let's have a quick match. Come at me."

"...What did you say?"

Hwa-ryeon's expression became even more incredulous.

Her dark eyes looked back and forth between my face and the branch in my hand, filling with intense anger.

"...Don't regret this."

No matter how much I said I wasn't underestimating her, she clearly wasn't going to listen.

Well, she'd understand once we clashed.

I wiggled the branch, and Hwa-ryeon drew her sword, rushing at me with a fierce aura.

Her mighty sword flew at me as if about to split me in two, and I swung my branch to meet it.

"...!"

"That's dangerous!"

Perhaps she hadn't expected me to actually block with the branch, as Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened and the force behind her sword diminished.

Smirking at Seol's scream that hit my ears, I struck Hwa-ryeon's sword with my branch.

-Clang!

"Huh?"

"What...?!"

A sound that shouldn't occur when a branch meets a sword rang out, and Hwa-ryeon lost her grip on her weapon.

The metallic sound of the sword rolling on the ground was quite melancholic, but none of my companions paid attention to the sword.

Their gazes were fixed on the branch that remained perfectly intact despite clashing with a sharp sword.

Hwa-ryeon, looking at the branch in my hand with a surprised face, narrowed her eyes.

She must have seen the faint shimmer surrounding the branch.

Meanwhile, Master muttered with a blank expression.

"...Surely that branch isn't the legendary Adamantine Wood?"

"Of course not. It's just an ordinary branch."

I broke the branch in my hand in front of Master.

-Snap Snap

While Master and Seol blankly watched the branch break into four pieces and fall to the ground, Hwa-ryeon, who had retrieved her sword, spoke up.

"...Did you generate sword qi with the branch?"

"Correct."

I picked up a new branch instead of the broken one and infused it with energy more strongly than before.

A more distinct shimmer rose from the branch wrapped in my energy, and everyone's attention focused on it.

"This is sword qi. I sent the internal energy accumulated in my body outward to wrap around the branch. Thanks to that, it wasn't cut by the sharp sword but rather deflected it."

"Internal energy... sent outward?"

Master muttered with a confused expression.

I could understand his confusion.

For someone who had spent his entire life using internal energy only to enhance physical abilities, the concept of sending internal energy outside the body was completely foreign.

However, compared to Master, Hwa-ryeon and Seol seemed to accept it more easily.

Simply put, Master was too old and set in his ways...

"You brat, I feel like you're thinking something disrespectful."

"No way. Look at my pure and innocent eyes."

Master was truly a supreme master when it came to intuition.

When I smiled broadly and blinked repeatedly, he turned away as if he'd seen something he shouldn't have.

"So? How do you send internal energy outside your body?" Hwa-ryeon urged me, after I had defeated Master with my eye attack.

"Well, you send internal energy out through each acupoint in your body... Wait, wait!"

I hurriedly stopped Seol and Hwa-ryeon, who were about to move their internal energy.

"Why?"

"Come on, you should listen to the end. You can send it out through the acupoints, but you need to control the intensity."

"...Control the intensity?"

This time, both Hwa-ryeon and Seol wore expressions of incomprehension.

Seeing their faces, I realized that if I had let them release their internal energy right away, it would have caused serious problems.

My concerns were becoming more and more justified.

There was only one way to properly confirm this.

After hesitating slightly, I struggled to speak.

"...Could you perhaps tell me your internal energy circulation methods?"

"What? What are you...?!"

"......"

Seol was shocked, and Hwa-ryeon remained silent.

Even I understood their reactions.

Asking about internal energy circulation methods was essentially like asking someone to reveal their weaknesses.

It was a rude request that couldn't be made casually, even between close friends.

I knew better than anyone how absurd my request was, but I absolutely needed to know for teaching internal energy projection.

Just as I was about to explain the detailed circumstances, Hwa-ryeon spoke first.

"You just need to know our circulation methods?"

"Actually, the circulation method... Wait, what?"

"Young lady?!"

Hwa-ryeon's words surprised not only me but also Master and Seol.

By the way, those two call Hwa-ryeon "young lady," I just realized.

No, no! That's not what's important right now!

"...Are you sure?"

"Why wouldn't I be? We also asked you to teach us your techniques."

"Ah..."

Hearing Hwa-ryeon's words, Seol belatedly realized this and made an embarrassed expression, glancing at Master.

Master clicked his tongue softly at his disciple and nodded.

With Master's permission, Seol also followed Hwa-ryeon's lead and told me her circulation method.

After hearing both of their methods, I couldn't help but let out a pained groan.

I had feared this might happen, and my fears were confirmed.

There was absolutely no way I could teach them internal energy projection as things stood.

"Hmm..."

"What's wrong? Is there a problem?"

"There is. A very big problem."

My companions wore puzzled expressions at my answer.

And then I dropped the bombshell on them.

"As I thought, we'll need to change your circulation methods."

Ch.23 - The Reason For Absence Of Sword Qi
"What?"
"What nonsense are you talking about?"

The group reacted with fierce opposition.
But this was truly an unavoidable problem.

To be honest, the circulation methods used by Hwa-ryeon, Seol, and Master were really nothing special.

Just fast. Constantly fast.

It was a simple, brute-force circulation method that clearly focused solely on enhancing physical abilities.

Yes, that simplicity was precisely the problem.
When you circulate energy quickly and crudely, the force of that energy naturally becomes more powerful.

The problem is that moving energy with such powerful force dramatically increases the amount of internal energy released outside the body.

Simply put, it's like pouring water into a small cup until it overflows.
With such tremendous waste of internal energy, the dantian would quickly be emptied.

And when the dantian empties? Immediate defeat. Death, basically.

Moreover, there's another problem before that.
Could one's meridians withstand the release of such overwhelmingly powerful internal energy?

Normally, internal energy is released through the meridians.

For example, when you need jumping power to leap over a high wall, you release internal energy through the Yongchun acupoint in your foot, but this release requires delicate control.
When I was younger, I thoughtlessly released my full power and smashed my head into the ceiling... that's a dark history that should remain only in my memories.

Plus, the Yongchun acupoint was shocked by the sudden full-power release, causing me to limp around for quite a while.

Anyway, to get to the point, releasing internal energy requires delicate control.
Could people who have never controlled the strength of their energy circulation in their entire lives suddenly accomplish this overnight?

Absolutely impossible.

"Besides, we're not trying to learn how to use sword qi just because it's interesting or fun. We're learning it to use while performing martial arts."
"B-but changing our circulation method...!"

Hwa-ryeon rarely stammered after hearing my explanation.
She must have realized the difficult path ahead of them.

Changing a circulation method isn't just about changing that alone.
Why do sects and families in martial arts novels typically learn internal energy methods and martial arts that complement each other?
Because the way internal energy circulates supports the martial arts and maximizes their power.

So what happens when the circulation method changes?
The power naturally decreases.

Therefore, changing the circulation method meant they would need to completely revise their sword techniques as well.
"Revise" is a nice way of putting it—they essentially needed to reestablish their sword techniques from scratch.

"......"
"......"
"......"

Everyone in the group stared at me with dumbfounded expressions.

"Looking at me like that won't help. I wish I was joking too."

It took me four years to modify the third-rate Three Essentials Qi Art, so how long would it take them?

I had to improve my internal energy method but didn't need to make major changes to my sword technique.
After all, it was just basic swordsmanship with only three moves.

But the group didn't need to touch their internal energy method itself; instead, they needed to reestablish their sword techniques to match the changed circulation method.

"Heh, hehehe..."

Master finally let out a hollow laugh, and Hwa-ryeon grabbed her forehead.
As for Seol...

"Heh, this is a dream. I need to wake up..."

She was completely denying reality.

*

The next morning.

"Yaaawn~"

I yawned widely while driving the carriage toward Hefei.
I hadn't slept at all last night, my mouth sore from explaining energy circulation control.

"...I'm sorry. You must be very tired."
"It's fine. You must be just as tired."

Hwa-ryeon was sitting beside me instead of Master.
Master was inside the carriage with Seol, both diligently researching their martial arts.

After keeping me up all night with their relentless questions, they're certainly working hard.

"At least no one's giving up, which is good."
"We paid a high price—we can't give up before even starting."

Hwa-ryeon's resolute answer pleased me.
She didn't seem like someone who would easily give up halfway.

"Yes, please successfully manifest sword qi and spread it widely throughout the world."
"...You really want other martial artists to be able to use sword qi too?"

I flinched momentarily at her suspicious question.
Seeing my reaction, Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened slightly.

"Wait... are you serious?"
"Y-yes?"

Hwa-ryeon couldn't hide her surprise at my answer.
She's the one who asked, yet she's more shocked than I am.

I chuckled at her expression.
Regardless of my laughter, Hwa-ryeon hurriedly spoke.

"W-why? Sword qi is your signature skill. Why would you want to share such a technique with others...?"

Hwa-ryeon, who had been speaking rapidly, suddenly seemed to realize something and widened her eyes.

"...You intended to teach us sword qi from the beginning, didn't you?"
"Correct."

When I answered with a playful smile, Hwa-ryeon, who had been opening and closing her mouth without words, let out a deep sigh.

"Why? Do you feel cheated?"
"No. I'm just glad we paid the price in advance. If it had been later, we would have had to pay an even higher price."

After adjusting her posture and speaking primly, Hwa-ryeon glanced at me and asked quietly.

"Why do you really think that way?"
"Well, because I want the world to be like that."

Hwa-ryeon wore an expression of incomprehension at my answer.

That's understandable.
In a world where no one can use sword qi, what does it mean for me alone to be able to use it?
Though it sounds a bit embarrassing, couldn't I claim to be the greatest under heaven?

"But that's not what I want."

Yes, what I want isn't that.

What I want isn't weaklings being swept away by a single sword qi attack like autumn leaves, but worthy opponents I can face as equals.
What I want isn't mediocre battles with fighters stuck on the ground swinging swords, but a spectacle of martial artists flying through the sky displaying sword qi.
What I want is to make real what has existed only in people's imaginations.

Yes, that's what I want.

A world where romance thrives, the dream of every reader who has loved martial arts novels like me.
I hope the butterfly effect of my actions now and in the future will create a storm of romance.

Hearing my answer, Hwa-ryeon made a slightly disgusted face.

"...You're such a strange person. You've been like that since you were young. Lightness skills and whatnot, never caring what others think."
"I'd prefer if you used a more positive expression, like 'extraordinary.'"

Hwa-ryeon shook her head at my joke.
As I giggled at her reaction, something suddenly occurred to me.

"Speaking of being strange, I just remembered something from back then."
"Back when?"
"That time. When you challenged me to a duel with real swords, why did you set such strange conditions?"

Even now, I think those were really odd conditions.
Conditions that would make me learn about Hwa-ryeon's circumstances whether I won or lost.

"Ah..."

Recalling the conditions she had set, Hwa-ryeon gave a bitter smile.

"Actually, I wanted you to join us. And I was confident that if you knew our circumstances, you would definitely join us."

"And here you are beside me now," she said with a small smile.
But I still couldn't understand how she had been so confident I would join them.

"How were you so confident?"
"I told you before. We've known each other for ten years, for better or worse. Just as you can read my expressions, I know your heart to some extent. Especially that you've been craving adventure for a very long time."

Hwa-ryeon's words left me slightly dazed.
It was like suddenly becoming aware of something I hadn't realized before.

Just as I had been watching Hwa-ryeon for ten years, she had been watching me too.

Realizing this, I felt a part of my chest gradually warming.
Somehow, it became difficult to look directly at Hwa-ryeon's face.
The atmosphere had become strangely soft.

I tried to change the mood by asking a playful question.

"S-so you made that strange proposal to... to seduce me?"
"S-seduce? Why put it so bluntly...!"

Just as I was about to take advantage of Hwa-ryeon's flustered state to launch my next attack, something caught my senses.

-Clang! Clash!
-Aaagh!

"...!"
"What, what's wrong?"

The sound of metal striking metal.
High and low screams of people.

A fairly intense battle was taking place up ahead.

"Whoa, whoa."

I immediately stopped the carriage and jumped down.
My sudden action caused not only Hwa-ryeon but also Master and Seol inside the carriage to poke their heads out.

"Young master?"
"What's happening?"
"Someone seems to be under attack up ahead. I'll go check it out first."
"What, what?"

There was no time for lengthy explanations.
I quickly wrapped my energy around my body and sprinted at full speed along the road.

-Boom!

The energy released from the Yongchun acupoint in my foot propelled me forward, making me pass the trees along the road even faster.

*

"What... what was that?"

Dae-un stared wide-eyed at Ja-seong's rapidly disappearing back, moving at an unbelievable speed.
In terms of speed alone, it was as if he wasn't running on two legs but riding a horse.

How could a human possibly move at such a speed?

As Dae-un marveled, he suddenly recalled what Ja-seong had said when he was a first-year student at the academy.
Specifically, what he had retorted when Dae-un had scolded him for talking nonsense about lightness skills.

-Someday I'll create a lightness skill and surprise everyone, so get ready to be amazed when that happens!

"...Huh."

Lightness skill.
A fictional martial art from novels that supposedly makes the body light enough to travel a hundred li in a single day.
Dae-un let out a hollow laugh as he witnessed, after sword qi, another fantasy becoming reality.

Ch.24 - Seol Yak-bing
I ran along the path.
I rushed forward, not even glancing at the trees flashing by, focusing solely on the source of the commotion ahead.

-Clang! Clash!
-Aaaagh!

The distant sounds grew clearer as I approached, and soon I could see two groups locked in combat.

"Are those... bandits?"

Their clothing made from animal hides and the axes in their hands—anyone would identify them as bandits. A group with this unmistakable appearance was attacking a carriage.

Meanwhile, people who appeared to be escorts from a transport company surrounded the carriage, defending it.

"Hold them off! We must hold them off at all costs!"
"Yes, sir!"

The escorts responded with vigor to the shout from a middle-aged man who seemed to be the Head Manager, bravely facing the bandits.

The problem was that the bandits outnumbered the escorts by at least twice.

"Aaagh!"
"Gaaah!"

The screams echoing from all directions belonged to the escorts, and with each cry, their numbers visibly dwindled. Naturally, the Head Manager's face grew increasingly grim.

That's when I arrived at the scene, after running at full speed.

"Huh? Who are you?"

Two bandits who spotted my sudden appearance approached me. When I got a closer look at their faces, I couldn't help but tilt my head in confusion.

Something felt off. They were clearly dressed like bandits and carried axes like bandits, but something about them felt distinctly out of place.

Typically, bandits should have bushy beards and fierce expressions. These two didn't give off that impression.

They did have bushy beards and somewhat fierce faces, but something was awkward about them.

The way they held their axes, the way they kept fidgeting in their clothes as if uncomfortable—simply put, they didn't seem like bandits but rather people pretending to be bandits.

"This bastard isn't answering. I asked who the hell you are!"

-Aaaagh!

The bandit's curse overlapped with a scream from the distance. I shook my head to clear my thoughts.

Whether they were real bandits or just pretending, the fact remained that they were attacking the transport company. I immediately drew my sword.

-Shing

As I drew my sword, the two bandits looked at each other with wide eyes before bursting into laughter.

"Hahaha! Well, look at this—a young hero!"
"Oh my, how frightening. Have you ever stabbed someone with that sword?"

The two bandits openly mocked me. I had no intention of wasting time. I stomped on the ground and slashed at both of them simultaneously before heading toward the besieged escorts.

"Eh?"
"Huh?"

Confused sounds as my form suddenly disappeared from their sight. Behind me came the sound of flesh being cut, blood spraying, and two bodies collapsing as I rushed toward the other bandits.

"W-what the?!"

The bandits who had been attacking the escorts were startled when they saw me approaching.

Their attention turned to me, and some noticed their fallen comrades behind me.

"Yong-chil! Deok-sam!"

Yong-chil, Deok-sam... people in this era really put no effort into naming their children. Feeling newly grateful to my parents for giving me the rather nice name of Ja-seong, I swung my sword.

"Aaaagh!"

Two more bandits fell as my quick slash cut across their sides and chests.

"Get that bastard!"

Only after seeing this did the bandits seem to realize I was an enemy. They charged at me with twisted faces. Of course, their rush was useless. These fools who couldn't even properly use what little internal energy they had couldn't touch even the hem of my clothes.

"Gaaah!"

But that wasn't all. These guys were terribly awkward with their axes.

Despite holding weapons with long handles and weight concentrated in the head, their swinging posture was too unnatural. It was as if people who normally used swords or knives were forced to wield axes.

Seriously, what's with these guys?

With a swift pass, I slashed the side of another bandit, and with that, most of the bandits were lying on the ground.

"Ugh..."
"Urk..."

I hadn't cut them deeply enough to be life-threatening, but they wouldn't be moving around for a while. I stepped past the fallen bandits and the stunned escorts toward a large man standing in the back. He was probably the leader.

"...Who are you?"
"Just a passerby."

The bandit leader's face contorted as he looked at me—someone who had suddenly appeared and taken down all his men. His already fierce expression grew even more hideous after hearing my answer.

"If you're just passing by, you should have kept going! Why interfere with our business?!"
"What, should I have just watched bandits attack a transport company?"
"Hah...!"

The bandit leader let out a frustrated groan. Rather than being angry at my interference, he seemed frustrated with the entire situation.

Seeing this, I was certain. These men weren't bandits. They were disguised as bandits for some other purpose.

What could their goal be? Were they after the goods being transported, as one might expect?

Various questions arose, but I had to set them aside for now. The bandit leader grabbed the axe from his back.

His grip was different from the other fake bandits. The bandit leader growled as he firmly grasped the axe handle.

"Today, you die for your meddling."

As soon as he finished speaking, the bandit leader brought down his axe like lightning. I stepped sideways to avoid it, and the axe that missed its target embedded itself in the ground.

-Boom!

He struck with such force that most of the axe head disappeared into the earth. Seeing this, I narrowed my eyes. Not only was his grip different, but he also put proper strength and weight into his swing.

This one actually knows how to use an axe.

Moreover, I sensed a faint energy rising as he drew upon his internal energy. It wasn't as much as I currently possessed, but far more than what I had before taking the spirit pill.

"Hrrgh!"

The bandit leader circulated his internal energy throughout his body and forcefully pulled the axe from the ground.

"What a shame. You could have gone quickly and painlessly."
"If you want to send me somewhere, your axe swings need to be faster."
"Arrogant bastard."

The bandit leader grinned fiercely and swung his axe again.

-Whoosh! Whoosh!

Each time his arms—with veins prominently bulging—moved, the axe flew at me with a sound of air being torn.

But it still couldn't reach me. His movements weren't bad—he seemed to have some form of technique—but they were too slow to touch me.

"You little rat!"

The bandit leader's face twisted like a demon's, clearly displeased with how easily I was avoiding his attacks.

"Uaaaah!"

With a roar that echoed in all directions, his axe swings became more violent and full of openings.

The moment I'd been waiting for arrived. After a wide swing, the bandit leader momentarily lost his balance, exposing his right shoulder. I immediately raised my sword with both hands.

Three Essentials Sword Technique, First Form: Mount Tai Pressing Down.

Despite the grand name suggesting pressing down a mountain, it was a simple downward strike. And a simple downward strike wouldn't do much damage to someone twice my size.

So I put my entire body weight behind the descending sword. I shifted my center of gravity to the sword, striking with full force.

This is the essence of the heavy sword technique. Adding this principle to an ordinary downward strike created pressure strong enough to crush the bandit leader's shoulder—not enough to press down a mountain, but incomparably stronger than a normal strike.

"Guhurk?!"

Unable to withstand the weight of the heavy sword, the bandit leader slammed face-first into the ground with a thunderous sound.

-Crash!

The bandit leader remained motionless with his face planted in the ground. He even dropped the axe he had been gripping so tightly, suggesting he had lost consciousness from that single attack.

His shoulder, where my sword had struck, was already beginning to swell. If I hadn't hit him with the flat of the blade, his shoulder would have been severed.

"U-uaah... the, the boss taken down with one hit...!"

A terrified voice came from behind me. When I turned around, I saw the bandits I had cut earlier looking at me with fear-filled eyes while clutching their wounds.

I shrugged at them and quietly sheathed my sword. Realizing I had no intention of finishing them off, they quickly got to their feet, ready to flee.

"Hey."
"...!"

I called out to them as they were about to run away without hesitation. They flinched and stopped, turning to look at me with anxious faces.

I nodded toward the bandit leader collapsed in front of me.

"Take your boss with you."
"......"

The bandits seemed confused by my words for a moment. When I stepped aside, they cautiously approached, watching me carefully, then supported their leader and fled.

As I watched them leave, someone approached me. It was the Head Manager who had been encouraging the escorts earlier. He came up to me and gave a formal salute.

"Thank you for saving our lives, young hero. I am Mak Pyeong-sam, Head Manager of the Dae-an Transport Company."
"Ah, yes. I'm Gun Ja-seong."

I returned his greeting with the same salute and introduced myself, which brought a smile to his face.

"So you're Young Master Gun. Heaven truly helped us today. I thought we were all going to die, but then a young expert suddenly appeared and saved us—it's like something out of a marketplace novel! Hahaha!"

I stared at Head Manager Mak as he laughed heartily. Noticing my gaze, he stopped laughing and looked slightly embarrassed.

"Why are you looking at me like that...?"
"You're not asking me why I let them go."
"...Pardon?"
"Normally, people would ask about that, or get angry."

Fortunately, it seemed none of the escorts had died, and it didn't look like the bandits had intended to kill anyone. Still, they had been suddenly attacked by bandits. If I had let those bandits go without killing them, most people would ask why. Someone with a quick temper might even get angry first.

At the very least, one might ask why I didn't take them to the authorities for the bounty that would surely be on bandits' heads.
But Head Manager Mak didn't ask anything—he just thanked me.

There was only one conclusion I could draw from these circumstances.

"You knew, didn't you? That they weren't real bandits."
"......"

Head Manager Mak couldn't say anything, looking like I had caught him off guard. It seemed my guess was correct.

"Well, I have no reason to get involved unnecessarily, but I am curious. What exactly is going on here?"
"That... because it concerns the person we're escorting, I can't speak freely..."
"Escorting?"

I had thought they were transporting goods, but it seems this was an escort mission. Indeed. I hadn't noticed earlier, but the carriage wasn't for carrying cargo but for passengers.

Just then, someone pulled back the curtain and stepped out of the carriage.

Ch.25 - Seol Yak-bing
A woman stepped out of the carriage.
She was such a stunning beauty that everyone, regardless of age or gender, would turn to look at her as she passed by.

Her every step was modest and elegant, as if she had received proper etiquette training.

The woman approached me and thanked me, just as the Police Chief had done moments ago.

"Thank you for your help, young hero. My name is Seol Yak-bing."

I was about to introduce myself to Miss Seol after she revealed her name, but she silently shook her head.

"I heard what you just told Police Chief Mak."
"Oh, you must have trained in martial arts?"

The carriage and our current position were quite far apart.
The fact that she could hear our conversation from that distance was as good as admitting she had martial arts training.
Miss Seol smiled gently at my comment.

"It's at an embarrassing level to reveal in front of such an impressive young master."
"Come now, 'impressive young master'? You're laying it on too thick."

I scratched my head in embarrassment.
Geez. I shouldn't be called a master when I can't even use Sword Force yet.
Ah, I really can't hold back my smile.

Miss Seol smiled more deeply as she watched me trying to manage my expression, then asked me:

"By the way, I heard you tell Police Chief Mak that you were curious about my situation?"
"Huh? Oh, well... a little?"

I felt a slight sense of anticipation.
The fact that she was asking separately like this meant she might be willing to tell me about her situation, right?

But contrary to my expectations, Miss Seol slowly shook her head.

"I'm sorry, but it's a sensitive matter that I can't freely share. I'd hate to burden you unnecessarily."
"Oh, is that so?"

I was slightly disappointed, but quickly understood.
Even if I was her benefactor, it would be difficult to share personal matters with a complete stranger she had just met.

However, when Miss Seol responded this way, Police Chief Mak stepped forward, looking flustered.

"Um, Miss Seol. What if we explain the situation to him and ask for his help?"
"Police Chief Mak?"

Miss Seol was taken aback by the suggestion.
Police Chief Mak turned his head with an apologetic expression.
His eyes, as the leader responsible for the escort, moved toward the injured guards lying around.

"...As you can see, our opponent's forces are too strong. We were lucky to drive them off with Gun young master's help this time, but next time... it might be difficult."
"......"

Miss Seol's face sank into deep contemplation at the Police Chief's words.
Police Chief Mak bowed his head apologetically and looked at me.

"If you wouldn't mind, would you help escort us? If you do, we'll give you half of the commission fee Miss Seol paid—twenty silver taels."
"...Half?"

It wasn't that I was particularly tempted by ten silver taels.
We had much more money in the secret safe under our carriage.

What surprised me was Police Chief Mak's decision to offer half of the escort fee.

"Police Chief Mak, you're not the Head Manager or the Sect Leader, can you make such a decision on your own?"

To my question, Police Chief Mak shook his head.

"Normally, I shouldn't. But our escort mission is in danger of failing. A failed escort means the escort agency loses credibility. Taking a loss is far better than that happening."
"I see..."

I was impressed inwardly.
He was willing to take an immediate loss for the future—quite bold, wasn't it?

It's a difficult decision for an escort leader to make.
He could easily end up taking all the blame, but he made the offer without a moment's hesitation, which showed his character.

Though we hadn't known each other long, I rather liked this Mak Pyeong-sam.
I felt the urge to help him, but I had my own companions and destination.
Regretfully, I had to decline.

"I'm sorry, but my group also has a destination, so I can't accept your offer."

Police Chief Mak tried to hide his disappointment at my refusal.

"...I see. May I ask where you're headed?"
"We're going to Hefei. We have business there..."

At my answer, Police Chief Mak's expression suddenly brightened.
Uh... could it be?

Just as Police Chief Mak was about to say something with a bright face, I heard a commotion behind me.

"Eek, eeeek!?"

"...? What's that?"

When I turned to look, I saw something rapidly approaching from the distance.
Enhancing my vision, I realized it was our carriage.

On the driver's seat, Hwa-ryeon was completely frozen while holding the reins, and Seol was poking her head out, screaming frantically.
What? What happened?

The unexpected situation was confusing, but I needed to stop the carriage first.
I ran toward the carriage that was heading straight for us.

"G-Gun young master!"

Hwa-ryeon, who had been completely frozen, looked relieved when she saw me.
I jumped up onto the driver's seat, grabbed her hands holding the reins, and pulled hard.

"Neeeigh!"

"Whoa, whoa!"

The horse that had been running wildly gradually calmed down and began to slow.
The carriage finally came to a complete stop at the edge of the escort group.
Phew, that was close.

"Are you okay?"
"Yes, I'm fine...?"

Hwa-ryeon turned her head and saw my face right in front of her, widening her eyes and gasping.
At her reaction, I too became aware of our current posture.

In my rush to stop the carriage, I had ended up embracing Hwa-ryeon from behind, with my hands overlapping hers.
It wasn't a position that grown men and women should casually take.

I wasn't imagining the subtle change in Police Chief Mak and Miss Seol's expressions as they watched us.

"S-sorry."
"N-no. It couldn't be helped..."

We hurriedly separated and exchanged apologies.
Meanwhile, Master emerged from the carriage.

"So, what happened here?"

"Ah, well..."

As I was about to briefly summarize what had happened, Miss Seol suddenly interrupted.

"C-could it be...! Are you Master Yeo Dae-un?"
"Huh?"

Everyone's gaze turned to Miss Seol.
And then back to Master.

What's going on? How does Miss Seol know Master?

I looked at Master for an answer to this question.
But Master himself seemed confused, as if he didn't recognize Miss Seol.
At this, Miss Seol introduced herself again.

"I'm Seol Yak-bing from the Seol family. Don't you recognize me?"
"W-what!? You're that Seol kid?"

Master's eyes widened in surprise.
Miss Seol smiled as Master finally recognized her.

"Yes, I'm that kid. It's been fifteen years, Master Yeo."

It was an unexpected connection, an unexpected meeting.




*




At an inn in Anhui Province's Luan. A loud voice erupted from a separate building of the inn.

"Augh, you idiot!"

An empty cup flew through the air.
The cup, flying quite fast, brushed past a giant man with his right shoulder wrapped in bandages before hitting the wall and shattering.

The subordinates kneeling behind the giant man—the ones who had disguised themselves as bandits and attacked the Daean Escort Agency's convoy—flinched at the sound of the breaking cup.

Unlike his subordinates, the giant man silently endured the criticism.
The person who had thrown the cup at him was a man of average build compared to the giant.
Unable to contain his anger, the man kicked his chair and stood up, fuming.

His name was Wi Cheon-kyeong.

The Wanderer Band, the largest organization of wandering martial artists in the martial world.
He was the leader who commanded over a hundred wanderers belonging to that band.

Wi Cheon-kyeong glared at the giant man, Im Chun-i, one of the three unit leaders directly under him and the leader of the third unit.

"It was a simple job to bring back one woman. How did you fail such a simple task?"

It had been a rare high-paying job that came in after a long time.
Moreover, it was truly a simple job—just bringing back a woman escorted by the Daean Escort Agency, an escort agency he had never heard of before.

A job that paid well but was easy to do.
There was no reason not to accept it, so he immediately agreed and mobilized his subordinates.

Especially when that Chun-i confidently volunteered to handle it with his unit, he gladly sent him.
And now, he had returned with his third unit in shambles, including himself, reporting that they had failed the job.

"...Sigh."

Cheon-kyeong took a deep breath, trying to calm himself down.
Then he sat back down and asked for details in a more composed tone than before.

"So, what exactly happened? Were there too many guards? Or were they exceptionally skilled? What went wrong that made you fail?"

Chun-i's formidable strength from his massive build and his mysterious footwork technique made even skilled masters reluctant to underestimate him.
For such a Chun-i to fail to handle a single escort mission from an escort agency was unthinkable.

"...It started smoothly at first."

Chun-i, who had been keeping his mouth shut, slowly began to speak.
Detailed circumstances flowed from his large, thick lips, and after hearing everything, Cheon-kyeong let out a hollow laugh.

"You're saying that over thirty members of the third unit were defeated in an instant, and you were taken down with one hit? By a mere youngster who looked barely twenty?"
"...Yes."

At Chun-i's answer, Cheon-kyeong hardened his expression and slammed the table.

*Bang!*

"Are you telling me to believe that? Hey, even street novels would get criticized for writing something so unbelievable!"
"It is the undeniable truth."
"...Ha!"

Cheon-kyeong's gaze shifted beyond Chun-i to the members of the third unit.

"If you guys have mouths, speak up. Is this true?"

Despite hesitating under Cheon-kyeong's burning gaze, the unit members confirmed that Chun-i's account was accurate.

They also mentioned that they were alive thanks to the young master's mercy, and that he had struck with the flat of his sword rather than the edge, which was why Chun-i hadn't lost his arm.

Cheon-kyeong was so dumbfounded he could barely speak.
A young man barely in his twenties who subdued over thirty members of the third unit in an instant and defeated Chun-i, who was swinging his axe with full force, in a single exchange.

It was truly hard to believe, but Chun-i himself admitted it, and the unit members confirmed it.
They even said the other side had shown mercy.
It meant there was an overwhelming difference in skill.

Cheon-kyeong's mind became increasingly complicated.

Ch.26 - Seol Yak-bing
"What should I do about this?"

The Wanderer Band had never failed a mission before.
Yet they had somehow failed to deal with a single small escort party?

It was only a matter of time before rumors spread in their surprisingly small world.
Soon enough, they'd have to deal with the annoyance of people looking down on the Wanderer Band and picking fights with them.

"No, that's not the issue."

It wasn't about future inconveniences.

This was a matter of pride.

As the largest and greatest wanderer organization in the martial world, they absolutely could not fail a mission once accepted.
Especially not because of some unheard-of young expert!

"So he joined the escort party?"
"What?"
"I'm asking if that young expert joined the escort party!"
"Yes, yes! Some members of the Third Unit are following them. They seem to be heading to Hefei together."
"...Tsk."

Of all things, he had to join the escort party.
This meant another confrontation with that young expert was inevitable.

"How should I deal with someone who subdued the Third Unit of the Wanderer Band without a scratch?"

After pondering briefly, Cheon-gyeong stopped thinking about it.
In truth, there was no need to overthink.
If thirty men weren't enough, use fifty; if fifty weren't enough, use a hundred.

"We'll mobilize the entire Wanderer Band."
"...The entire Wanderer Band, you say?"

Chun-i, who had been quiet until now, asked in surprise.
Cheon-gyeong nodded irritably.

"We only have one chance left anyway. By tomorrow, they'll enter Hefei. Hefei is Paecheon Fortress territory, and after that, we can't do anything."

At those words, Chun-i and the Third Unit members could only nod.
Their hearts grew heavy.

Because of their failure, the Wanderer Band had to mobilize all their forces against a mere small escort party.
Even if they avoided the disgrace of failing the mission, they couldn't escape the ridicule of their peers.
They couldn't help feeling guilty.

"What are you all doing?"
"Pardon?"

Cheon-gyeong looked down at them with a crooked gaze.
Seeing them frozen and unable to properly answer his question, he barked an order.

"I said the entire Wanderer Band is moving! That obviously includes you lot!"
"Yes!"

At his thunderous shout, Chun-i and the Third Unit jumped to their feet.

"I hope there aren't any weaklings who can't follow because their wounds hurt too much?"
"No, sir!"
"Good. Move out!"

At his firm command, the Third Unit rushed out of the room.
Watching them leave, Cheon-gyeong clicked his tongue briefly.
As he prepared to depart himself, he thought again about the young expert the Third Unit had mentioned.

"Single-handedly defeated the Third Unit..."

"Could I do that?"

The answer came quickly. Impossible.
If it were just regular members, well, maybe he could manage somehow.

But if Chun-i were involved, that would be a different story.
Defeating thirty wanderers and then subduing Chun-i without killing him, while exhausted?

He couldn't even imagine how much internal energy that would require.

"Is this some noble sect young master playing hero?"

Did those people being pressured by Paecheon Fortress even have such resources to spare?

"Surely he's not from Paecheon Fortress?"

The thought crossed his mind momentarily, but he quickly shook his head.
Those distasteful people wouldn't be playing hero.

"They must be busy enough dealing with the Namgung Family."

Come to think of it, wasn't Hefei where the target was heading?
Thinking of the Namgung Family's current situation, Cheon-gyeong clicked his tongue.

"They say glory is fleeting. Who would have thought the mighty Namgung Family would end up like this."

*

"To think that small, cute child would grow into such a beautiful woman. The passage of time is truly remarkable."
"I'm the one who's surprised. The last news I heard ten years ago was that you had gone missing, so I'm relieved to see you alive and well."

Inside our carriage, which had joined the Dae-an Escort Agency's convoy.
In addition to my master and Seol-i who were already there, Miss Seol had now joined us.

"How about a disguise to prepare for their attack? We'll have Miss Seol ride in our carriage, while the escorts continue to guard an empty carriage."

The escort leader had readily accepted my suggestion.
Thanks to this, I could hear in detail about the connection between Miss Seol and my master from outside the carriage.

Surprisingly, Miss Seol was the fiancée of the son of someone who was on brotherly terms with my master. In other words, she was the fiancée of someone who was like a nephew to my master.
Moreover, our destination was Hefei, specifically the Namgung Family.

But that wasn't all.

"What? You're saying Seon-u has become the head of the Namgung Family?"
"Yes, the previous family head passed away suddenly without children, so your sworn brother Namgung Seon-u has succeeded him."

From what I gathered, someone named Namgung Seon-u, my master's sworn brother, had recently become the head of the Namgung Family.
In other words, Miss Seol was to be the wife of the Young Master of the Namgung Family. She would eventually become the mistress of the Namgung Family.

Wow, can things work out this well?
I'm not particularly superstitious, but seeing everything fall into place so neatly made me feel good.
I glanced at Hwa-ryeon sitting beside me and said:

"This is fortunate. We were going to ask for a difficult favor, but now we might earn some goodwill in advance."
"...Yes, that's true."

But Hwa-ryeon didn't seem pleased.
More precisely, she looked like something was bothering her.
I had a pretty good idea what she was thinking, so I asked quietly in a low voice:

"It is strange, isn't it? That the fiancée of the Namgung Family's Young Master would face kidnapping threats during an escort journey."
"...Yes. And I also wonder why the esteemed daughter of the Seol Family would request such a modest escort to Hefei. Normally, she would travel with warriors from her family."

From what I'd heard, the Seol Family was a prestigious and powerful martial arts family near Mount Cheonju.
For a daughter of such a family to travel to Hefei with such a modest escort...
It was a highly suspicious situation by anyone's standards.

"But why are you going to Hefei? Surely you're not going to hold the wedding with such a modest escort?"

Just then, my master conveniently asked the question we were curious about.
And Miss Seol, who had been happily chatting with my master, suddenly stiffened and fell silent.

Seeing her close her mouth, forgetting her joy at meeting my master, we exchanged glances.

So there really is something going on?

"Child, what's the matter—"
"Halt!"

Just as my master was about to ask for details, the escort party ahead of us stopped.
Looking up, I saw the sunset had already painted the sky red.

As soon as the escort stopped, the escort leader approached us from up ahead.

"We plan to camp here for the night. Is that acceptable?"
"...Yes, that's fine."

It seemed we would have to postpone hearing Miss Seol's circumstances.
Following the escort party, we moved to a fairly spacious clearing by the roadside and prepared to camp.

*rustle*

While preparing to build a fire, something caught my martial senses.
Raising my head and enhancing my vision, I saw a figure hiding in the distance, watching us.

I had taken off the uncomfortable leather clothes, but I could immediately recognize who it was.
After all, I had seen that face earlier today.

"We've got a tail."
"What?"
"What do you mean?"

The companions helping with the camp preparations turned their heads at my words.

"One of those bandit impersonators from earlier is watching us."
"W-where?"
"Over there. In the forest about a hundred paces away."

My companions looked at me with disbelief.

"Don't be ridiculous. You're saying you can see someone a hundred paces away in this darkness?"
"Yeah, you'll be able to do it too when you get better at using your internal energy."

When I teased Seol-i who was scolding me, she turned her head away with an annoyed expression.

Oh my, she's sulking.
As I chuckled, Hwa-ryeon spoke in a serious tone:

"If they really are following us..."
"It means they haven't given up on Miss Seol yet. If they have any sense, they'll bring more forces."

Seeing me speak so casually, Hwa-ryeon looked frustrated.

"Then we shouldn't just be sitting here. We should catch that tail or—"
"It wouldn't help. Even if we dealt with that tail, they know we're heading to Hefei. If all else fails, they'll just wait for us along the road to Hefei."

The road we and the escort were taking led straight to Hefei.
Taking this road itself meant we were going to Hefei.

At my words, Hwa-ryeon fell silent for a moment before suggesting a new alternative.

"If we resume the escort now and move quickly..."
"Then they'll move even faster. We might end up fighting in the middle of the night, which I'd rather avoid."
"...So what's your plan?"

Finally giving up, Hwa-ryeon asked what my approach would be.
But my approach wasn't anything special to explain.

"Nothing much. We'll just keep Miss Seol in our carriage to deceive them, and I'll handle the opponents myself."
"...Are you sure? You just said they'll bring more forces."

Seeing Hwa-ryeon's worried expression, I shrugged and replied:

"Don't worry. Even if a hundred of them come at me, they won't be a match for me."
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The next morning.
As soon as day broke, the escort convoy resumed its journey toward Hefei.

From the rear of the convoy, I slowly drove the carriage following them and spoke to Miss Seol inside.

"As I mentioned before, those would-be kidnappers will definitely make their move before we enter Hefei. Of course, they don't know you're in this carriage."

To avoid detection until the end, Miss Seol's movements would have to be restricted until we reached Hefei.

"I'm sorry, but please refrain from leaving the carriage until we enter Hefei."
"Yes, don't worry about it. I'm grateful for all your help."

Miss Seol expressed her thanks from behind the carriage curtain.
I glanced sideways at her, only able to make out her silhouette through the curtain.

We still hadn't heard about Miss Seol's circumstances.

I tried asking casually last night, but she was particularly hesitant to talk about her situation and avoided the conversation.
So rather than making her uncomfortable with persistent questions, we decided to wait until she was ready to talk.

We'd probably learn about her circumstances once we reached the Namgung Family.

I pushed down my curiosity and continued forward.
After traveling without incident for a while, as the sun gradually reached its zenith,
my prediction became reality.

"Stop!"

Just as the city presumed to be Hefei came into distant view, a group of mounted men blocked the escort convoy's path.

Even at a glance, there were over fifty men—a large force that caused the escort guards to show visible anxiety and confusion.

And that wasn't all.
My martial sense detected groups secretly approaching from the forests on both sides of the road.

I immediately guessed their strategy.
They planned to hold me up from the front while others rushed in from both sides to extract Miss Seol?

Miss Seol wasn't actually in that carriage, but if left alone, they would clash with the injured escort guards.
I couldn't let that happen.

Besides, I had no intention of missing the opportunity to defeat the scattered enemy forces one by one.

They had made a poor move.
They would have been better off attacking all at once.

"Gun Young Master? What's wrong?"

Hwa-ryeon looked at me curiously as I smiled slightly.
I briefly explained the situation to her.
After hearing the explanation, Hwa-ryeon frowned slightly and asked:

"So, what are you going to do?"
"I'll quickly slip away and take care of the hidden ones first. Please look after Miss Seol for a moment."

Hwa-ryeon nodded with a stiff face at my answer.
Seeing her entire body tense with nervousness, I threw in a joke:

"And don't mess with the reins again. We might have a major accident this time."
"T-that was an accident, I told you...!"

After giving the flustered Hwa-ryeon a slight smile, I silently jumped off the carriage.
Then I immediately dashed into the forest on the right.

*

The members of the Third Division of the Wanderer Band, the largest wanderer organization in the Central Plains, had split into two groups according to their leader's plan and were slowly approaching from both sides of the escort convoy, circling through the forest.

"Got it? My group and the First and Second Divisions will keep that young monster busy. Meanwhile, you grab the girl and get away quickly."

The Third Division members, keeping their leader's orders fresh in their minds, slowly approached the escort convoy.

After walking for some time, they began to see the escort guards in the distance.

"Shh, we wait here from now on."

At the vice-captain's words, everyone stopped and waited.
The plan was to wait here and then quickly snatch the girl from the carriage while their leader and the First and Second Divisions engaged that monster in battle.

Though it was a simple task, anxiety was evident on the faces of the Third Division members, including their vice-captain.

"W-will the leader really be able to hold his own against that monster?"

Having witnessed Ja-seong's martial prowess firsthand, they were convinced that not even their leader could defeat him. The First and Second Divisions were with him, of course, but they didn't seem likely to be much help.

The vice-captain recalled Ja-seong's movements.
Flashing here and there like a ghost or phantom.
No matter how he thought about it, those weren't movements a human could make.

It was bad enough that they had started wondering among themselves if he was actually a ghost.
All they could see when Ja-seong moved was a blurry shadow.

-Whoosh-

"Right, just like that shadow... Wait, what?"

The vice-captain was muttering to himself about the black shadow that had just passed right in front of him when he suddenly came to his senses.

It's him.
Somehow they'd been discovered, and that monster had come to deal with them.

"Th-the enemy—!"

-Thud! Thud!

Just as he tried to warn his comrades, he felt something poke his neck and the back of his head.
Immediately afterward, the vice-captain collapsed, his entire body stiffening.

"W-what is this...!?"

No matter how much he tried to move his lips, no words came out.
The vice-captain's mind went blank with this strange and terrifying experience, unlike anything he'd ever encountered.

All he could do was lie on the ground, rolling his eyes while looking at the trees and sky.
How long had he been like this?

"Why is it so quiet?"

The surroundings were unnaturally silent.
He couldn't have been the only one who saw the monster appear, so what were the other members doing?

"Could it be that everyone was taken down? In such a short time? Without even making a sound?"

He wanted to turn his head to check the situation, but that wasn't possible with his paralyzed body.
As the vice-captain lay there motionless in the dreadful silence, the monster appeared in his field of vision again.

"Hii-eek...!"

The vice-captain was terrified to see Ja-seong crouching right next to his head.
Ja-seong's voice reached his ears:

"Hmm, roughly... one hour? The paralysis should wear off by then. So don't worry too much."

Ja-seong smiled reassuringly, but this only made the vice-captain more afraid of him.

To paralyze someone's body at will without using poison?
Was this man really a ghost?

"Well, I need to take care of the other side too, so I'll be going now."

Ja-seong stood up again and instantly vanished from his sight.

The vice-captain realized that the captain and other members hiding in the forest on the opposite side would meet the same fate as them.
And that Ja-seong hadn't even been fighting at full strength during their previous encounter.

"It seems we're doomed, Leader..."

Thinking of their leader who had no idea about this situation, the vice-captain squeezed his eyes shut.

*

While Ja-seong was busy dealing with the Wanderer Band's Third Division,
Wi Cheon-kyeong, the Wanderer Band's leader, along with the First and Second Divisions, had blocked the escort convoy and was demanding Seol Yak-bing's identity.

"Hand over the girl quietly and no blood will be shed!"

Unlike the Third Division, who had disguised themselves as bandits to hide their identity, Cheon-kyeong showed his face without any hesitation.
Thanks to this, Escort Chief Mak, who realized the identity of those targeting them, shouted angrily:

"How can people of the Wanderer Band's standing commit such a dishonorable act!"
"Dishonorable act?"
"If kidnapping a woman isn't dishonorable, then what is it!"

Hearing Escort Chief Mak's outcry, Cheon-kyeong looked puzzled before his expression changed to one of understanding, and he began to laugh.

"Puh, puhahaha...!"

The laughter spread until the entire Wanderer Band was laughing.

-Hahahahaha-!

"...What's so funny!"

Escort Chief Mak frowned at the obvious mockery and asked for an explanation.
Cheon-kyeong, who had stopped laughing, replied with cold eyes:

"Do you think our Wanderer Band would stoop to something like kidnapping?"
"...What?"

Escort Chief Mak was dumbfounded by this contradictory statement.
Was this really coming from the same people who had attacked the convoy yesterday?

"Are you saying you're not planning to kidnap Miss Seol and demand money from the Seol Family?"
"Of course not. It was the head of the Seol Family himself who asked us to bring that girl back."
"What!? What nonsense is this...!"

What on earth was he talking about?
The head of the Seol Family would be the First Sword Of Cheonju, Seol Se-ung, Yak-bing's own father.

In other words, Cheon-kyeong was claiming that her own father had ordered them to forcibly bring his daughter back.

"Do you expect me to believe that? Why would a father do that to his own daughter...!"

Suddenly, Escort Chief Mak's words trailed off.
He remembered what Yak-bing had said before the convoy departed:

-No one must know that I'm going to Hefei. Please make sure everyone keeps quiet about it.

"Come to think of it, why would she make such a request...?"

At the time, he hadn't thought much of it.
But after hearing Cheon-kyeong's words, things started to seem strange.

"Looks like something's dawning on you."

Cheon-kyeong smirked at the speechless Escort Chief Mak.
With that smile, Escort Chief Mak asked with a serious face:

"Then tell me. Why would a father order his daughter to be brought back?"
"Yes, I'm quite curious about that too. What could the reason be?"
"....!"

A third voice interjected.
Both Escort Chief Mak and Cheon-kyeong looked in the direction of the voice, and soon Ja-seong emerged from the forest.

"Young Master...!"

The two men had completely opposite reactions to Ja-seong's appearance from the forest.

Escort Chief Mak's face brightened with relief, while Cheon-kyeong's face hardened at the sight of Ja-seong coming from the forest.

"Why is he coming from the forest? Could it be..."

With an ominous premonition, Cheon-kyeong instantly realized Ja-seong's identity.

"...So it's you. The young expert they talked about."
"Hmm, being called an expert feels good, but it's a bit awkward. In my opinion, I'm not quite at that level yet."

Ja-seong replied with a slight smile to Cheon-kyeong's words.
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"...so you're saying he's not even good enough to be called a master?"

Wi Cheon-kyeong couldn't believe what Ja-seong was saying.
If someone who single-handedly wiped out the third unit of the Wanderer Band wasn't good enough to be called a master, then what level did one need to reach?

From Cheon-kyeong's perspective, it sounded like Ja-seong was dismissing the Wanderer Band entirely.
It seemed he wasn't the only one who felt this way, as the first and second units of the Wanderer Band standing behind him simultaneously began to emit a threatening aura.

Dozens of martial artists who had cultivated internal energy.
The energy waves created by their intense emotions interacting with their internal energy spread in all directions.

"Hmm..."

Police Chief Mak and his officers turned pale at the terrifying pressure.
Yet Ja-seong, seemingly unaffected by the Wanderer Band's intimidating aura, spoke with complete composure.

"So, why did her father ask you to bring his daughter back?"
"...Sigh."

Cheon-kyeong let out a small sigh as he observed Ja-seong, whose expression hadn't changed at all.

"It's simple. His daughter, who's about to get married, ran away from home."
"...Huh?"

Ja-seong's face twisted into a strange expression at that answer.

*

...What is he talking about?
These would-be kidnappers—the Police Chief called them the Wanderer Band earlier, right?
Anyway, the explanation from the man who appeared to be their leader was difficult to understand.

A daughter about to be married ran away?
So he's saying Miss Seol ran away?

Usually when someone runs away before marriage, it's because they don't want to get married, right?
But Miss Seol hired an escort service to take her to the Namgung Family, where her fiancé is.

No matter how I think about it, this doesn't add up.
How am I supposed to make sense of this?

Unable to understand, I asked another question.

"...So you're saying Miss Seol ran away because she wanted to break off her engagement with the Namgung Family?"

But the answer I received was something I never expected.

"Who said anything about marrying into the Namgung Family? That engagement was broken off ages ago."
"...!?"

The engagement was broken off?
I widened my eyes at this news. Miss Seol never mentioned this!

The leader smirked as he saw me tilting my head in confusion.

"I guess that woman didn't tell you? Well, considering she left home and came all the way to Hefei where her ex-fiancé is, she must not be accepting the broken engagement."

From his words, I could roughly guess Miss Seol's situation.

A broken engagement.
This explained everything about Miss Seol's circumstances.

Why she was traveling to Hefei without her family's guards and hired an escort service instead, and why her father, the family head, went so far as to hire this Wanderer Band to bring her back.

Wow, she came all the way to Hefei because she refused to accept the broken engagement.
She was much braver than she appeared.

As I silently admired Miss Seol, the leader grinned for some reason.

"Now you understand, right? We're not trying to kidnap her—we're just trying to return a runaway young lady to her home. Now that you know, hand her over."
"I don't want to."
"...What?"

The leader looked dumbfounded at my brief response.

"Wait, did you even listen to what I said? We're here on her father's request!"
"I heard you. So what?"

The Wanderer Band members were visibly perplexed.
I couldn't understand why they were so confused.

"Her father asked us to forcibly bring his daughter back, so hand her over? You expect me to say, 'Oh, yes, of course. I'll hand her over right away'? Sorry, but I have no intention of doing that."

The leader licked his lips before speaking again.

"...You still don't seem to grasp the situation. This isn't something to take lightly. You'll be making enemies not just of our Wanderer Band, but also the Seol Family. No matter how strong you are, do you think you can handle a major martial arts family on your own?"

I chuckled at his threat.

"You talk too much. Did you bring all these people just to stand around talking?"
"Ha..."

Perhaps realizing I would never hand over Miss Seol, the leader sighed briefly and dismounted.
Following his lead, dozens of Wanderer Band members also got off their horses and stepped forward.

"If you refuse the cup of friendship and choose the cup of punishment instead, we have no choice."

Oh, "cup of friendship" and "cup of punishment."
Isn't that a line often used in martial arts novels?
Hearing it with my own ears made me feel strangely delighted despite the situation.

The dozens of Wanderer Band members who stepped forward all drew their weapons, apparently displeased by my giggling.
Most carried crude sabers, though some wielded strange exotic weapons.

"M-Mr. Gun..."

Police Chief Mak called out to me with a tense voice.
I smiled reassuringly at his worried face.

"Don't worry too much. Please step back."
"...I'm sorry. I wish you good fortune in battle."

As Police Chief Mak retreated with his officers, I glanced at him briefly before taking my position in the middle of the road, facing the Wanderer Band.
The leader frowned at me.

"...Arrogant bastard. You think you can take all of us on by yourself?"
"Isn't it obvious? There's no need for others to get involved when dealing with shameless kidnappers like you."
"We are not kidnappers!"

What else would you call yourselves?

"Don't you know what kidnapping means? It's forcibly taking someone against their will. Are you proud of being so ignorant?"
"...Attack!"

"Waaah!"

With a face that had clearly snapped at my words, the leader gave the order, and dozens of Wanderer Band members charged at me with a battle cry.
I drew my sword and rushed to meet the horde advancing toward me.

*

"W-what should we do?"

Seol Yak-bing, who was peeking at the situation from under the carriage curtain, didn't know what to do as she watched Ja-seong facing dozens of Wanderer Band members alone.

*I never imagined things would escalate like this...!*

No matter how much her father wanted to bring her back, she never dreamed he would hire the infamous Wanderer Band.

*...Father. Do you really have to go this far?*

Yak-bing thought of her father, Seol Se-ung, the head of the Seol Family.
She had known since childhood how ambitious he was.

Wasn't it for the sake of using the Namgung Family's reputation that he had engaged his daughter, not yet ten years old, to them?
And when crisis struck the Namgung Family, he immediately cut ties and unilaterally announced the termination of the engagement just two weeks ago.

*...Fiancé.*

Yak-bing thought of her fiancé, Namgung Hyeon.
The young man who was always gentle, yet had an extraordinary passion for swordsmanship.

How did he feel when he received the notice of the broken engagement?
What would he say when he saw her coming to the Namgung Family in person?
Would he condemn her? Call her a shameless woman?

"...Attack!"
"Waaah!"

A loud battle cry reached Yak-bing's ears as her mind was tangled in various thoughts.
Snapping back to reality, she saw Ja-seong charging toward dozens of Wanderer Band members.

"T-that's reckless! No matter how skilled he is, that many opponents...!"

Even at a glance, there were more than twice the number of attackers compared to yesterday.
Having been inside the carriage, Yak-bing hadn't properly seen Ja-seong fighting, so his actions seemed incredibly reckless to her.

"I-I should help him now...!"

As Yak-bing grabbed her sword and was about to exit the carriage, she noticed her companions sitting perfectly still.
While their fellow traveler was in danger, they were sitting calmly as if nothing was happening.

Anyone would think they weren't companions at all, but complete strangers.

"Miss Seol, please don't worry too much."

Ju Hwa-ryeon, sitting in the driver's seat, spoke to Yak-bing as she looked at the others in bewilderment.

"H-how can I not worry? Because of me, he's in such a dangerous situation... Huh?"

As Yak-bing turned her gaze back to Ja-seong, she suddenly doubted her own eyes.
And for good reason—what she was seeing was impossible.

"Argh!"
"Gah!"

In the midst of the swarming Wanderer Band members, Ja-seong was rampaging like a divine warrior.

He leaped here and there, dodging the swords swung by the Wanderer Band members, and in the blink of an eye, he moved from east to west, taking them down.
His movements were so mysterious that he seemed more like a ghost than a human.

"Wow..."
"See? Didn't I tell you?"

Yak-bing stared with her mouth hanging open.
She nodded with a dazed expression when Hwa-ryeon asked.

Then, finally coming to her senses, she asked Hwa-ryeon a question.

"Um, miss. Who exactly is Mr. Gun? Is he perhaps a disciple of one of the Nine Major Sects...?"
"......"

Hwa-ryeon remained silent at Yak-bing's question.
One of the Nine Major Sects? No way.
Ja-seong was a country bumpkin who didn't even know what Paecheon Fortress was until she told him.

Moreover, he had no special connections or master.
All he had learned was the "Three Essentials Qi Art" taught by Uncle Yeo.

When teaching Ja-seong, Uncle Yeo had highly praised his talent.
He had greatly regretted that he could only teach the Three Essentials Qi Art, as he knew no other martial arts besides his family's secret techniques.

But Ja-seong didn't need any extraordinary martial arts.
With just the third-rate Three Essentials Qi Art, he had achieved such movement and power.

"...There are people in this world who can't be understood by conventional wisdom. People whose way of thinking and talent are extraordinary."

There's a term for such people.

Genius.

Literally one born with ghostly talent.
One who can gain power on their own, even without proper training.
One born with the destiny to change the world.

That was Ja-seong.

"Arghhhh!"

The last of the dozens of Wanderer Band members who had been one-sidedly toyed with by Ja-seong collapsed to the ground.
Standing alone in the middle of dozens of groaning, fallen Wanderer Band members, Ja-seong grinned and said:

"Now, who's next?"

Ch.29 - Wanderer Band
"What the hell...!"

Cheon-kyeong couldn't hide his shock as he saw Ja-seong standing calmly among his groaning subordinates who were sprawled across the ground.

Sixty-three.
A full sixty-three men.
That monster had faced that many wanderers alone and hadn't shed a single drop of blood.

No, was that all? Ja-seong had literally toyed with all sixty-three wanderers.
He moved in a way that seemed inhuman, one-sidedly sweeping through all of Cheon-kyeong's men.

Moreover, seeing the fallen men writhing and groaning on the ground, it seemed he hadn't killed a single person, just like yesterday.

It was truly an unbelievable sight.

Gwak Jang-hyeon, the captain of the first unit, gulped and whispered to Cheon-kyeong.

"What should we do? Even if the three of us rush at a monster like him, we don't stand a chance."

Though it was infuriating that the captain was cowering without even trying to fight, Cheon-kyeong had to agree.
He had thought they'd barely defeated the third unit, but he had completely misjudged Ja-seong's abilities.

*That bastard Chun-i... He should have explained properly!*

Though Cheon-kyeong himself hadn't really bothered to listen properly either, such trivial matters had long vanished from his mind.
His thoughts were filled only with the dilemma of what to do now.

*What should I do? What's the right move?*

Should he just run away?
If they fled, that monster probably wouldn't chase them.
He'd likely let the fallen men go too.

The mission would fail, but that would be the best outcome in this situation.
However—

*Crack!*

"...Damn it."

He couldn't do it. No, he didn't want to.
Though wanderers were looked down upon, he was still a martial artist.
As a martial artist, he had his pride—how could he flee without even fighting?
Besides, as the leader, he couldn't abandon his men.

"Sigh. You two, fall back."
"Chief?"

Having made up his mind, Cheon-kyeong stepped forward alone.
The two captains hesitated behind him, unable to stop their leader.

"...Oh?"

Seeing Cheon-kyeong approaching alone, Ja-seong's eyes lit up.
He too stepped forward, past the fallen wanderers, until the two martial artists stood face to face.

"...Ha, up close you really are just a kid. Hey, how old are you?"

Cheon-kyeong's tone had subtly changed.
It was different from earlier when he had tried to maintain his dignity as a leader.
Ja-seong chuckled at his street thug-like tone and answered candidly.

"Just turned twenty this year."
"...Damn, you're a complete rookie. Our Wanderer Band got completely destroyed by a single rookie?"

Cheon-kyeong's gaze suddenly shifted behind Ja-seong.
Though quite some time had passed since Ja-seong had stepped forward, there was no sign of the men who should have appeared.

"...So you already dealt with the third unit too?"
"If you mean those bandit impersonators from yesterday, yes. I didn't kill them, so don't worry."

Cheon-kyeong's face grew complicated at Ja-seong's answer.
It was a mix of embarrassment at having his trick exposed and frustration at being completely defeated.

But those emotions didn't last long.
After all, feeling embarrassed or dejected wasn't what he needed to do right now.

*Shing*

Cheon-kyeong drew his sword and took his stance.

"I'm Wi Cheon-kyeong, leader of the Wanderer Band."
"Gun Ja-seong. No affiliation."
"No affiliation? Where did you learn martial arts?"
"I do have one—Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy."
"You've got to be kidding...!"

Not from a major sect, but from some unknown martial arts academy?

*How much more are you going to destroy my pride...!*

Suppressing his boiling emotions, Cheon-kyeong continued.

"Let's fight one-on-one. If I lose, we'll stop interfering with the escort and withdraw quietly."
"Now? After all your men have already been defeated..."

Seeing Ja-seong's coldly dismissive expression, Cheon-kyeong's simmering emotions finally exploded.

"Save that talk for after you beat me!"

Cheon-kyeong felt his internal energy coursing through his body, giving him vigor as he charged at Ja-seong.

*

I smiled slightly as I watched Wi Cheon-kyeong charging at me with his drawn sword.
How should I put it? He's quite brazen, but somehow not unlikable.

I was slightly impressed that he came out to fight me one-on-one despite having no chance of winning.
Perhaps it was the competitive spirit of a martial artist?
It would have been better if he had stepped up before all his men were defeated, though.

"Haaah!"

Cheon-kyeong's sword flew toward my crown.
I stepped aside slightly to avoid the attack, then swung my sword at his neck.

Seeing my sword, Cheon-kyeong quickly bent his knees and pulled his head back, narrowly avoiding my blade.
Then, from his kneeling position, he flipped his body and swung his sword at the back of my knees.

"Oh?"

Impressed by his unpredictable, unorthodox movement, I jumped high and did a backflip to avoid his sword.

"Tch...!"

Cheon-kyeong clicked his tongue in disappointment as he quickly rose to his feet.
It must have been his best move.

"Are you human or ghost? What exactly are you?"
"I'm human, you know? I'm just using internal energy properly."
"Using internal energy... properly?"

Cheon-kyeong wore an expression that showed he couldn't understand what I meant.
Well, seeing is believing.
Let him watch carefully.

This time, I charged first.
I kicked off the ground and instantly closed the distance, swinging my sword at Cheon-kyeong's side as he panicked at my sudden approach.

*Clang!*

"Ugh...!"

Cheon-kyeong raised his sword to block my attack.
However, with less internal energy than me, he couldn't withstand my strike.
So he twisted his sword, letting mine slide along it as he lunged toward me.

"Ha!"

I twisted my waist to avoid the sword flying toward my side, and I was impressed.
Every one of Cheon-kyeong's movements was practical and unpredictable.
He must have had far more real combat experience than me.

Thanks to that, fighting him was quite enjoyable.

If I attack like this, how will he defend?
How will he block that?
Wow, he responds like that?
Then try blocking this too.

Dozens of exchanges followed, and Cheon-kyeong continuously impressed me.
Especially when he let go of the sword in his right hand, only to catch it with his left as it fell and swing—I almost received a serious wound.

To be able to push me this hard with technique alone, despite not properly utilizing internal energy.
A thrill I hadn't felt in my previous fights against dozens of men ran down my spine.

"...Damn it! Are you not fighting seriously?!"

But my demeanor must have looked quite annoying from Cheon-kyeong's perspective.
Suddenly, his face contorted with rage.
I asked in confusion.

"What? Why are you upset?"
"Why? You ask why? Is it fun to toy with people while grinning like that?!"
"I wasn't really toying with you... Aren't you having fun?"

At my question, Cheon-kyeong looked at me with disbelief.
Indeed, there was no joy of martial contest in his eyes. Only humiliation and anger.

I finally realized that Cheon-kyeong hadn't stepped up out of a martial artist's competitive spirit.
He had only done so for the sake of his face as a leader, as the chief of the Wanderer Band.

As soon as I realized this, my excitement rapidly cooled.

"...I see. I apologize. I'll face you properly."
"Huh?"

I took the stance of the Three Essentials Sword Technique's form, the Horizontal Sweeping Heaven Army.

"W-wait...!"

I had crushed the bandit chief impersonator earlier with the Mountain Pressing technique, which embodied the mysteries of the middle sword.

This was different.
Firmly supporting my body with my lower half, I channeled the strength from my waist through my shoulders, elbows, and wrists into a single form.

My target was Cheon-kyeong's neck.
I swung my sword with all my might along the fastest straight line from my blade to his neck.

This was the mystery of the swift sword.
Cheon-kyeong couldn't even register the swinging blade.
In the blink of an eye, he could only gasp as he saw the blade touching his neck.

"...I admit defeat."

Looking alternately at the sword at his neck and my face, Cheon-kyeong closed his eyes tightly and relaxed his sword hand.

"As promised, take your men and disappear."
"...I will."

I removed my sword from Cheon-kyeong's neck and quietly sheathed it.
Turning toward the escort party, I saw the wanderers I had fought earlier getting up, clutching their various wounds.

As I approached, they flinched and parted to create a path.
What is this, the martial arts version of Moses's miracle?

I walked through the gap, inwardly joking.
Passing by eyes too filled with fear to look at me properly, I was greeted by eyes full of reverence.

"Thank you for your hard work, Young Master Gun. Are you injured anywhere...?"
"No, I'm fine. Thank you for your concern."
"Ah, yes."

Past the unusually submissive escort leader and guards, I finally returned to our carriage.

"Good work."

Hwa-ryeon welcomed me with a single phrase, and Seol sat inside the carriage curtain with her eyes wide open.
Remembering the circumstances she had been hiding, a sense of amusement seeped into my slightly dampened mood.

"Now, would you mind explaining your situation in your own words, Miss Runaway?"

At my words, Seol's face instantly turned bright red.

Ch.30 - Namgung Family
The Wanderer Band and Wi Cheon-kyeong kept their promise.
They stepped aside on the road and let the escort party pass.
Of course, they did briefly try to stop us when we moved to follow.

"Hey. Gun Ja-seong."
"Hmm?"

I turned my head at the voice calling me.
Wi Cheon-kyeong was looking up at me, his battered subordinates behind him.

"What, do you still have something to say?"
"I have a question."

He has a question...?

"What is it?"
"Using internal energy properly—what exactly does that mean?"

I looked into Wi Cheon-kyeong's eyes.
In those eyes, I could see a tiny spark.
A spark so small and weak that it seemed like it might go out at any moment.

Was his question related to that spark?

Perhaps it was a yearning for martial arts?
After seeing my movements and hearing they were the result of properly using internal energy, had he developed a desire for the true martial arts he didn't know?

The spark in his eyes was too small to properly identify.
Maybe it was just simple curiosity. He might forget my answer right away.

But if there was even a 10% chance, I would answer.
I couldn't give up the possibility of another butterfly flapping its wings.

"Internal energy isn't just for enhancing physical abilities. Depending on how you use it, many things become possible."
"......"

Wi Cheon-kyeong fell silent, lost in thought.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly and pulled the horse's reins again.

-Neeeigh!

The carriage moved forward with a short whinny.
Hwa-ryeon, sitting beside me, asked in a low voice.

"Was answering that question also a butterfly's wing flap?"
"Hmm, something like that."
"...If it is, just say it is. What do you mean 'something like that'?"

I shrugged at Hwa-ryeon's quiet grumbling and increased our speed to catch up with the escort party that had gone far ahead.

Seriously. No matter how quickly they want to escape, aren't they going too fast when their charge is right here?

After grumbling to myself briefly, I asked the bold young lady who was cooling her flushed face inside the carriage curtains.

"Can you stop avoiding it and tell me now? I heard you ran away from home, but I haven't heard the details yet..."
"T-that...! Please stop talking about me running away..."

I glanced at Miss Yu who was covering her face with both hands and giggled, when Master's voice came through.

"Yes, tell us. What exactly happened? Is it true that the Yu Family unilaterally broke off the engagement?"
"...Yes."

Miss Yu, who had finally calmed down, nodded.
Then with a deep sigh, she explained the situation.

"My father, the head of the Yu Family, originally arranged my engagement to Namgung's heir to gain the backing of the Namgung Family."

There was careful calculation behind that decision.
The previous head of the Namgung Family, Sword Lord Namgung Seon-hwi who passed away recently, had no children.

So when he died, his only brother, Master's sworn brother Namgung Seon-u, was likely to succeed as family head.

And naturally, his son would become the young master of the house, making her daughter the future mistress of the Namgung Family.
The engagement was arranged with this calculation in mind.

Master objected to Miss Yu's explanation.

"That's not particularly strange of the Yu Family head. That's how marriages between families typically work."

With very special exceptions, alliances formed solely for family benefit—that's what marriages between families are.

"The Namgung Family probably accepted the engagement after their own cost-benefit analysis. The Yu Family has significant influence in southern Anhui Province."
"Yes, I suppose so."

Miss Yu nodded without particular objection.
At her response, Master carefully continued with the next question.

"But why would the Yu Family...?"

He was asking, albeit carefully, how the Yu Family could think of breaking off the engagement with the Namgung Family.
Understanding this, Miss Yu gave a bitter smile and answered.

"...The Namgung Family's current situation isn't very good."
"What do you mean? What's happening with the Namgung Family...?"
"......"

Miss Yu closed her mouth again.
At that moment, one of the escorts up front shouted loudly.

-We've reached Hefei!

The escort party had already arrived at the outskirts of Hefei.
In front of Hefei's city walls was a line of carriages and people, ending at a checkpoint.

But the clothing of the people conducting the inspection caught my eye.
More precisely, the characters embroidered on their martial uniforms.

-Paecheon (覇天)

Those characters on their uniforms meant...

"Paecheon Fortress?"

Why are Paecheon Fortress warriors conducting inspections in Hefei?

"What did you say?"

Hwa-ryeon was startled by my words.
She tilted her head to check the uniforms of the inspectors and hurriedly hid inside the carriage.

"W-why is Paecheon Fortress...?"
"Hmm, I'd like to know that too."

I looked at the person who probably knew the answer.
When everyone in the carriage, including myself, turned their gaze to her, Miss Yu sighed and opened her mouth again.

"Currently, Hefei can no longer be considered Namgung Family territory. They're about to lose everything to Paecheon Fortress."
"...What?"

Master's shock echoed inside the carriage.
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Fortunately, our party was able to enter Hefei safely.
It was thanks to the escort leader who had properly greased the palms—that is, bribed—the Paecheon Fortress warriors.

"Thank you for taking care of this."
"Not at all. This is nothing compared to what you did for us, young master."

Escort Leader Mak waved off my thanks.
Then suddenly he exclaimed and pulled out a pouch from his chest.

"Here are the ten silver taels I promised you."

I stared at the pouch for a moment before smiling and quietly declining.

"Why...?"
"Thanks to you, we entered Hefei without any problems. I'd feel bad if you took all the blame for this incident."

When I added that I wasn't short on money anyway, Escort Leader Mak looked deeply moved.

"...I will never forget this kindness. Please visit our Daean Escort Agency sometime in the future. I'll help you with anything I can."

After Escort Leader Mak's respectful salute, we parted ways with the escorts.
And headed straight for the Namgung Family estate.

Miss Yu, who had taken Hwa-ryeon's place on the driver's seat, gave me directions, pointing this way and that.
But as we followed the road, people's gazes began to focus strangely on our carriage.

More precisely, on Miss Yu's face.

"It seems you need to cover your face. You don't happen to have a veil, do you?"
"Ah, no. I left in such a hurry..."

Fortunately, there was a fabric shop on our way, so I bought two veils and handed one to Miss Yu and the other to Hwa-ryeon.

"Thank you."

Miss Yu put on the veil respectfully, and finally people's gazes fell away.
But then another problem arose.

"Why, why didn't you buy one for me?"

Our little one suddenly stuck her head out from behind the curtain and demanded to know why I hadn't bought her a veil.

"Huh? What would a kid like you need a veil for? You're still far too young."
"No I'm not! I'll be starting formal education next year, and by then young men will be gawking..."

I cut off Seol-i's words and said firmly.

"That shouldn't happen, but if any guy does that, you need to tell this big brother right away. How dare they, to a fifteen-year-old..."
"What big brother..."

Seol-i grumbled as she pulled her head back in.
Seeing this, Miss Yu chuckled.

"You two get along well."
"Not really. She's always grumbling."

I shrugged and joked, making her chuckle again.
Just as the atmosphere was becoming lighter compared to earlier, Master's words made it tense again.

"By the way, this is serious. I can't believe such a thing is happening to the Namgung Family."
"......"

Miss Yu lowered her head deeply, erasing her smile.
Seriously. Looking at it, Master really has no tact.
With a small sigh, I reluctantly agreed with his statement.

"Something does smell fishy. Internal corruption, failed escort missions, warehouse fires—all in just a few days. It doesn't make sense for events that might happen once a year to occur consecutively like this. Someone must be pulling strings behind the scenes."
"Based on what Miss Yu said and the current situation in Hefei, it's obvious who's behind it."

Hwa-ryeon lifted the curtain slightly to check outside.
Just then, warriors with "Paecheon" written on their uniforms were walking beside our carriage, snickering.

"Paecheon Fortress is openly showing its ambition. They've dealt with most of the disloyal vassal families, so they have nothing holding them back now."
"Hmph, that Ju Do-han..."

Master briefly lamented at Hwa-ryeon's confident words.
Meanwhile, we finally arrived at our destination, the Namgung Family estate.
Getting off the carriage and looking at the estate, I could only gape in amazement.

"...Wow."

This is the Namgung Family estate?
The compound was so much larger than the Gun Family estate that its walls extended so far they were almost out of sight.

Above the main gate hung a large plaque with powerful, elegant calligraphy.
The characters on that plaque:

-Namgung Family

The famous sword family that never fails to appear in martial arts novels was right before my eyes.

Ch.31 - Namgung Family
"...It's been a while."

Master muttered in a voice filled with emotion.
Well, it's understandable to feel nostalgic when visiting a place after at least ten years.

"But where are the guards?"

I looked around searching for sentries.
Don't martial arts sects and families usually post guards at their main gates?

Just as I was about to reach for the elegant lacquered gate, it suddenly opened, and a young man appeared.

The man flinched when he saw me standing right in front of him, then asked with a slightly wary voice.

"...Who are you?"
"Ah, I'm... well..."

While I was struggling to answer the gentle-looking man's question, I heard Miss Seol's voice from behind me.

"Namgung Family...!"

At that voice, the man's eyes widened dramatically as he looked past me at Miss Seol, who had removed her face veil.

"Bing-mae...?"

Hmm, this must be her betrothed.
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Following Namgung Hyeon, Miss Seol's betrothed, we were guided into the estate.
Even from the inside, it was impressively vast, and we were led to the guest quarters.

"It feels like a dream. To think that Uncle, who was reported missing, is sitting right in front of me, perfectly fine."

Namgung Hyeon smiled at Master while holding Miss Seol's hand tightly as she sat beside him.
He gripped her hand firmly as if he would never let go, regardless of how red her face was turning.

Master, who had been watching them with satisfaction, finally collected himself, cleared his throat, and spoke.

"Ahem, I'm sorry. I had personal reasons that required me to hide for a while. I only recently learned about Sword Lord's passing. Had I known earlier, I would have visited sooner."
"Just having you here now is something to be grateful for. Father will be delighted."
"Speaking of which, how is Brother Namgung...?"

At Master's question, Namgung Hyeon's expression darkened.

"Father... has gone to see the Regional Lord on family business."
"...The Regional Lord?"

The Regional Lord refers to the highest authority in Hefei's Yuzhou Prefecture.
It means he's such an important figure that even the head of the Namgung Family couldn't meet him casually.

In other words, the head of the Namgung Family was summoned to the government office by the Regional Lord... and it probably wasn't for a good reason.

I wasn't the only one who noticed this, as the atmosphere in the room became noticeably tense.
Namgung Hyeon, seemingly trying to lighten the mood, changed the subject.

"So, how did you all end up coming here with Bing-mae?"
"Ah, well..."

I explained to Namgung Hyeon about our journey here, Miss Seol's running away from home, and the attack by the wanderers disguised as bandits.
After hearing this, Namgung Hyeon looked at Miss Seol with an emotional expression.

"Bing-mae, you went that far...!"
"Gaga..."

They gazed at each other with tender affection.
It seems the arranged marriage between these two families wasn't purely political after all.

As someone who hasn't experienced romance for a full twenty years, I felt quite uncomfortable and cleared my throat to signal them.

"Ahem!"
"Ah...! I-I'm sorry."

The two came to their senses at my throat-clearing and blushed.
Namgung Hyeon awkwardly cleared his throat and thanked me.

"I owe you a great debt, Young Master Gun. Thank you for bringing Bing-mae here safely. I will definitely repay this kindness."
"No need for that. It was just something that happened along the way. At first, I thought the bandits were after the valuables...?"

As I was speaking, a question suddenly occurred to me.

"Come to think of it, why did they disguise themselves as bandits?"
"What? What do you mean...?"

Seeing Hwa-ryeon tilt her head in confusion, I explained.

"I mean, during the second attack, they didn't even try to hide their identities. There seems to be no reason to disguise themselves as bandits, right?"
"...Ah."

Hwa-ryeon let out a small exclamation as if she just realized something.
While the others were still puzzled, Miss Seol looked troubled.

"Miss Seol? Do you have any idea?"
"What? Oh, no... it's nothing much, but I was thinking they might have been trying to take me away secretly."
"...Secretly?"

According to Miss Seol, right before she ran away from home, the atmosphere in her household had become unusually busy.

"The number of people watching my room doubled. It made running... away much harder than I expected."

Miss Seol still seemed embarrassed about running away, blushing as she awkwardly paused mid-sentence.
Hmm, she said it was busy?

-My daughter who was about to get married ran away.

Wi Cheon-kyeong's words came to mind.
Didn't he say she was about to get married?

"Could it be that a new fiancé was coming? Do you know who this new fiancé might be?"
"No, not in detail... They just said he was the best possible match."

The best possible match? Who could that be?
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Southern Anhui Province, Anqing.
There was a martial arts family with significant influence in southern Anhui.

The Cheonju Seol Family.
Seol Yak-bing's original home.

In the family head's office of the Seol Family.
The family head, First Sword Of Cheonju Seol Se-ung, was secretly sweating as he watched the man sitting across from him.

Instant Spear Cho Un-yeop.
One of the four elite guards of the Lord of Paecheon Fortress and one of the top martial artists in Paecheon.

Why was he at the Seol Family estate?
He had come here accompanying the person he was assigned to protect.
Given that he was one of the four elite guards of the fortress lord, was the Paecheon Fortress Lord himself here?

The answer was 'no.'
Paecheon Fortress Lord Ju Do-han had entrusted him with guarding his only son, Young Lord Of The Castle Ju Ho-jeong.
Unlike the other elite guards, Un-yeop had served Do-han loyally for quite a long time, which is why Do-han trusted him to guard his only son.

Following his lord's orders, Un-yeop had been guarding the notorious good-for-nothing for five years now.

This time, they had come all the way to Anqing to meet his betrothed, Seol Yak-bing, who was known as the most beautiful woman in Anhui.
However, the bride had yet to make an appearance even once.

"Is Miss Seol still ill?"
"Yes, I apologize. She suddenly fell ill..."
"...I see."

Despite having announced the Young Lord's visit in advance, she suddenly fell ill?
Un-yeop found Se-ung's behavior very suspicious, but he didn't say anything more.

Se-ung, inwardly relieved, cursed the Wanderer Band from whom he had yet to hear.

*Those lowly wanderers. I paid them a hefty sum because they were said to be skilled, yet why is there still no news...!*

The excuse of illness would only work for a day or two.
It was impossible to stall any longer.

His daughter needed to return by today at the latest.
Unaware that a carrier pigeon reporting Wi Cheon-kyeong's failure was already on its way, Se-ung desperately hoped for his daughter's swift return.

Meanwhile, there was a reason Un-yeop remained silent.
He was in no position to criticize the other man.

*...Young Lord.*

The Young Lord, who hadn't seen even a strand of his betrothed's hair for days, had grown bored of waiting and headed to a pleasure house in broad daylight.
By now, he was probably drinking heavily with courtesans on either side.

*Sigh...*

Un-yeop inwardly sighed as he thought about the Young Lord's behavior, indulging in luxury and pleasure.

And so, in the Seol Family head's office, the two men continued to sigh for different reasons.
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"Kyaa~!"
"Oh my, Young Master~."

At Cheongwolru, unanimously considered the finest pleasure house in Anqing, the laughter of courtesans echoed unusually early today.

Thanks to the noble guest who had appeared without warning—as if the madam had dreamed of a dragon the night before.
This guest had announced upon entering that he would rent the entire place for the day, then went to the top floor and ordered all the courtesans of Cheongwolru to be brought to him.

He drank with dozens of courtesans, ordering every expensive liquor available.
The madam, who had already received two gold ingots, served the noble guest with the utmost care, her smile stretching from ear to ear.

The noble guest, Paecheon Fortress Young Lord Of The Castle Ju Ho-jeong, gulped down the Yeoahong wine personally brought by the madam and laughed heartily as he chewed on appetizers fed to him by a courtesan.

"Ahahahaha~ This must be paradise!"

There were already more than ten empty bottles rolling around on the floor.
A courtesan, who had been strictly instructed by the madam to take good care of him, asked with a flirtatious yet curious voice.

Money, youth, and good looks—naturally, she was curious about what kind of person he was.

"Young Master, who exactly are you?"
"Me? Who am I..."

After pondering for a moment, Ho-jeong grinned and said.

"In the future, I will be the emperor of this country~"
"......"

The atmosphere suddenly became tense.
The emperor? Was this young master saying he was royalty, even the crown prince?

Having never been to Beijing in their lives, they couldn't tell if he was joking or not.

"Hmm?"

Noticing the sudden change in atmosphere, Ho-jeong opened his bleary eyes and burst into laughter.

"Puhahaha-! It's a joke, a joke! How can you not tell jokes from truth? How do you even work as courtesans?"
"Ah, aha, ahahahaha-!"

The courtesans belatedly forced laughter and clapped their hands at Ho-jeong's words.
Seemingly excited by their laughter, Ho-jeong shouted.

"Come, bring more wine! The wine must not run dry!"

With the alcohol, the atmosphere began to heat up again.
This continued until the sun set and the moon rose.

Ch.32 - Namgung Family
After drinking continuously to the point of near unconsciousness, Ho-jeong began spilling everything on his mind.

"I came here to Anqing to meet the woman I'm supposed to marry, but this wench refuses to meet her husband, claiming she's ill! People call her the greatest beauty in Anhui, and now she's so arrogant she could pierce the heavens!"

"Y-Young Master, such words are..." One of the guards standing quietly behind Ho-jeong tried to interject in alarm, but the words had already spilled out.

"Oh my, the greatest beauty in Anhui... Are you referring to Miss Seol Yak-bing of the Seol family?"

The courtesans were startled by Ho-jeong's words. Being women who cultivated their beauty and sold their smiles for a living, they were always sensitive to talk of beautiful women.

If he meant Seol Yak-bing, the greatest beauty in Anhui, she was someone who received both envy and admiration from all women across Anhui Province, beyond just Anqing.

Someone who was to marry such a person?
The courtesans became curious once again about this handsome young master's identity.

Several courtesans, unable to contain their curiosity, tried probing with questions, but Ho-jeong deflected them with jokes and banter.

It seemed this young master didn't want to reveal his identity.
Just as they were licking their lips in disappointment, the youngest courtesan in the establishment carefully spoke up.

"Then, are you a martial artist, Young Master?"

"Hmm?"

As Ho-jeong tilted his head and looked at her, the young courtesan, who seemed smitten with his face, blushed and continued in a barely audible voice.

"I heard that the Seol family's daughter is engaged to someone from a famous martial arts family. So I thought..."

"A martial artist... Well, I suppose I am a martial artist if you think about it?"

Ho-jeong answered with a smirk.
The courtesan's face brightened, and she asked another question.

"Th-then... can you fly through the sky with Lightness Skill and emit Sword Qi?"

-Pause

"......"

Ho-jeong momentarily froze at the young courtesan's innocent question.
Then suddenly, he burst into uproarious laughter.

"Pff, HAHAHAHAHA!!"

"W-why are you laughing?"

Ho-jeong kept laughing as if he'd heard the funniest thing in the world.
Following his lead, the other courtesans began laughing too.
The senior courtesan sitting next to the youngest one patted her head affectionately, as if finding her confusion adorable.

"Hehehe... Lightness Skill, Sword Qi... I used to imagine such things when I was young too, heh."

Finally stopping his laughter, Ho-jeong downed his cup of wine in one go.
Then he looked at the youngest courtesan and answered with a smile.

"You must have read those street novels to say such things, but even martial artists can't do those impossible feats. Lightness Skill, Sword Qi—they're all just fiction."

"...Really?"

The youngest courtesan tried not to show it, but obvious disappointment was written all over her face.

Seeing that expression, Ho-jeong's face subtly darkened.
He saw his younger self overlapping with the young courtesan's face.

In his innocent childhood.
There was once a foolish boy who, absorbed in street novels, imagined himself flying through the sky and wielding Sword Qi.

"Hmph."

With a sneer at the memory of his younger self, he quickly erased it from his mind and pulled the courtesans on either side closer.

"Kyaah!"

"Let's stop with this boring talk and really start having fun! The night is still young!"

"Yes~!"

Once again, the courtesans' coquettish laughter echoed through the top floor of the Changcheon Tea House.

*

The head of the Namgung family, Namgung Seon-u, the Lightning Flash Sword, returned to the family estate not long after.
And as soon as he saw my master, his face brightened and he embraced him.

"Brother Yeo! How long has it been?"

"It's been well over ten years now."

My master returned the embrace with a smile, but quickly composed himself and introduced Hwa-ryeon.
Only then did Hwa-ryeon remove her veil and politely greet the Namgung family head.

"It's been a long time, Master Namgung. I am Ju Hwa-ryeon, daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress."

"...Brother."

The Namgung family head, more surprised than when he saw my master, turned to look at him with a slightly stiffened face.
A gaze that seemed to contain both reproach and resentment.
My master met that gaze directly.

"I can guess what you're thinking. But would you first listen to what we have to say?"

After briefly regarding my master with a complicated expression, the Namgung family head nodded with a sigh.

"...Let's go to the family head's chamber first."

So we followed the Namgung family head toward his chamber.

As we walked, I expanded my qi sense as much as possible to confirm what I'd been feeling.
There were too few people in this vast estate.
Moreover, most seemed to be servants or maids who hadn't trained in martial arts.

Where had the other Namgung family members gone?
I desperately wanted to ask, but it was difficult to speak up inappropriately.

Eventually, we reached the family head's chamber without saying anything.
We entered his office and took our seats in order on either side of the Namgung family head, who sat in the place of honor.

"First, I'd like to ask why the daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress has come here."

"Brother Namgung..."

My master called out to him when he sensed the subtle hostility in the family head's voice, but the family head focused his gaze solely on Hwa-ryeon.

Hwa-ryeon quietly endured that sharp gaze and took out an old book.
It was the Blood Explosion Art that we had recovered from the Dark Heaven Unit.

"This is...!"

The Namgung family head was so shocked that he jumped to his feet, recognizing what it was just from seeing the words "Blood Explosion Art" written on the cover.

"W-why would you bring such an abomination here? What is your intention!"

"It's a warning."

"What do you mean... a warning?"

Hwa-ryeon explained to the confused Namgung family head what had happened in Gungang County.
The assassination attempt by the Dark Heaven Unit and Shin Je-gon.
And the perfect justification that Paecheon Fortress had obtained—the Blood Explosion Art.

"T-this can't be...!"

Not only the Namgung family head but also Namgung Hyeon and Miss Seol beside him turned pale.
They were probably imagining the same terrible scenarios we had already considered.

"Family Head, Paecheon Fortress has obtained the perfect justification to suppress all martial arts sects."

"......"

"And judging by what Paecheon Fortress is doing here in Hefei, you can already guess how they'll use that justification."

"...Sigh."

The Namgung family head sank into his chair with a heavy sigh that seemed to make the ground cave in.
Even as he held his forehead as if he had a headache, Hwa-ryeon continued speaking without hesitation.

"Paecheon Fortress has lost its original banner and is running rampant. If this continues, countless martial arts sects will be falsely accused of colluding with evil cults and be trampled mercilessly."

"...So, what do you propose we do?"

When the Namgung family head, whose face seemed to have aged years in just moments, asked, Hwa-ryeon answered briefly with a word all too familiar to me.

"Martial Alliance."

At those words, the Namgung family head's eyes widened, and Namgung Hyeon murmured blankly.

"Martial... Alliance?"

"Yes. The Martial Alliance. We unite all the power of the righteous martial arts world to stand against Paecheon Fortress."

*

To cut to the conclusion, the Namgung family head rejected our proposal.

-If what Miss Ju Hwa-ryeon says is true, this would certainly be a cause worth joining. However, the Namgung family's situation is already precarious, and we cannot prepare for something that hasn't happened yet. I'm sorry, but we cannot join you.

Hwa-ryeon left the family head's chamber without any protest.
She remained silent as we headed back to the guest quarters.

"...Is she depressed because we were rejected?"

Seol-i approached me and asked quietly, looking at Hwa-ryeon's demeanor.
Depressed because of rejection?

"Not at all. She's burning with determination, can't you see?"

"...What do you mean? How can you tell?"

"How can I tell? It's obvious from her expression."

I shrugged and approached Hwa-ryeon.

"So, what are you planning to do? Start with an investigation?"

Hwa-ryeon nodded at my question.

"Yes. We need to uncover the truth about what's been happening in the Namgung family."

"Then we should start with the most recent incident. So..."

"Wait, wait a minute!"

As we were discussing our future plans, Seol-i suddenly interrupted with a loud voice.

"Huh? What's wrong?"

"What do you mean 'what's wrong'? What exactly are you planning to do? The Namgung family head rejected our request, so why are you suddenly talking about an investigation?"

Seol-i's face clearly showed that she didn't understand anything.
Come to think of it, maybe we were moving too fast for a fourteen-year-old child?

I explained it to Seol-i in simpler terms.

"So, the Namgung family head said he can't help us right now because his family is in crisis, right?"

"...Yes?"

"That means if we resolve the family's crisis, he might be able to help us, don't you think?"

"Ah...!"

Seol-i's eyes widened as she finally understood.

"So we're going to help the Namgung family. To make them accept our proposal."

I grinned at her and turned my head.
Just then, the two people who had remained in the family head's chamber—Namgung Hyeon and Miss Seol—were just coming out.

Spotting us, the two approached.
Namgung Hyeon opened his mouth with an apologetic expression.

"I'm sorry. You came all this way to inform us of such an important matter..."

"It seems too early to say such things."

"Pardon?"

Namgung Hyeon questioned with a puzzled face at my words.
I immediately expressed our desire to personally investigate the "unfortunate" incidents that had occurred in the Namgung family.
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Namgung Hyeon showed reluctance at my request.

"I'm sorry, but I can't grant such authority to an outsider who doesn't belong to our family. Besides, the investigation is already complete."

"Don't be like that. You mentioned a debt of gratitude earlier—think of this as me repaying it by helping you."

"Hmm..."

Seeing Namgung Hyeon deep in thought, I quickly drove my point home.

"Everyone already knows that Paecheon Fortress is behind this incident. There must be clues somewhere, even if they haven't been found yet."

My confident assertion finally convinced the hesitant Namgung Hyeon, who nodded.

"Very well. I've been frustrated sitting helplessly while we're being attacked. Better to try something than just take it lying down."

"I'll help too, Namgung Family," Yu Seol chimed in.

At her words, Namgung Hyeon took her hands with a warm smile.

"Thank you, sister-in-law."

Don't be jealous. Jealousy means losing.

Anyway, with the Young Master of the House's permission, we decided to reinvestigate the unfortunate incidents that had occurred at the Namgung Family.

"Strike while the iron is hot—shall we go now?"

"Where do you plan to start?"

I had already heard about the incidents at the Namgung Family before the family head returned.

"Let's start with the Head Manager's suicide case."

*

Before beginning our investigation, Hwa-ryeon suggested that it would be inefficient for the entire group to investigate together, proposing that we split up to look into different incidents.

We agreed: Namgung Hyeon and I would investigate the Head Manager's suicide, Hwa-ryeon and Yu Seol would look into the warehouse fire, and Master and Yu Seol would examine the failed escort mission.

"Is this the Head Manager's house?"

"Yes. Manager Dam wasn't a Namgung by birth, but his mother was from a branch family, so he lived near the family estate."

Namgung Hyeon and I found the Head Manager's house right next to the Namgung Family Estate.

I hadn't realized that all the houses built near the Namgung Family Estate were occupied by branch family members.

Wow, so everyone around here is from the same family?
At least we don't have to go far, but how many of them are there?

Just counting the visible houses, there must be dozens.
It's no exaggeration to say that there's practically a Namgung village within Hefei.

"Come, let's go in."

Snapping out of my thoughts at Namgung Hyeon's urging, I carefully stepped inside the house.
There, we met the Head Manager's widow, devastated by the sudden loss of her husband.

"You're reinvestigating my husband's case?"

"Yes, there are several aspects that don't quite add up."

At Namgung Hyeon's words, the Head Manager's wife choked up.

"Thank you... please uncover the truth. My lord wasn't the type to do such a thing. He would never take his own life and leave his family behind. Please..."

"Don't worry. We will definitely uncover the truth."

Namgung Hyeon nodded with a determined expression.
He had been so hesitant earlier, but now he seemed more passionate about the investigation.

While I was inwardly amused by his newfound enthusiasm, Namgung Hyeon suddenly grabbed me and said:

"I've brought this person to reinvestigate the case. He will surely uncover the truth."

...So he wasn't being passionate—he was just putting his faith in me?
Suppressing my slight exasperation, I whispered quietly to Namgung Hyeon.

"...What makes you so confident in me?"

"Sister-in-law spoke very highly of you. Said you possess remarkable abilities. Since she has an eye for people as good as her beauty, I'll trust in your abilities too."

Wait, the "remarkable abilities" she mentioned probably referred to my martial arts skills. What does that have to do with investigating a case?
And that bit about "an eye for people"... is he complimenting himself?

I wanted to question him immediately, but it didn't seem appropriate to argue in front of a recently widowed woman, so I kept quiet.
Instead, I carefully addressed the Head Manager's wife.

"I'm not yet familiar with the details of this incident. Could you please explain what happened? I know it must be painful to recall, but I'd appreciate your help."

"...Yes."

Fighting back tears, the Head Manager's wife explained what had happened.

According to her, Head Manager Dam Jin-bo was a diligent man who cared only about his work and family.
This was true even on the day he died.
He had returned home late that night, saying he had more work to do, and stayed in his room all night.

"When I went to his room the next morning, I found my lord hanging...!"

Recalling that horrific scene, the Head Manager's wife burst into tears.
After composing herself and wiping her tears with her sleeve, she continued.

"And there was his suicide note unfolded on the table."

"May I see that note?"

At my question, the Head Manager's wife rose and returned with the suicide note.
I unfolded the neatly folded paper and examined its contents.

It stated that he had been gambling for years, embezzling family funds, and that his gambling debts had grown so enormous that he couldn't bear it anymore, leading him to take his own life.

"...Gambling?"

"My lord would never do such a thing! He only ever cared about home and work...!"

The Head Manager's wife reacted almost hysterically to my muttering.
After calming her down, I turned to Namgung Hyeon.

"It says he embezzled family funds. Has this been verified?"

"Well, there's no way to verify it."

"No way to verify? Ah, could it be...?"

Namgung Hyeon nodded at my words.

"Yes. If the Head Manager was embezzling family funds, the easiest way would be to secretly take money from the warehouse..."

"And conveniently, that warehouse caught fire."

I shook my head in disbelief.
Wow, this is way too obvious.

I don't know who's behind this, but they're certainly not very clever.
Making everything so blatantly obvious that anyone could figure it out...

"...No."

I quickly corrected my thinking.
This was about ousting the Namgung Family, a local clan that had been established in Hefei for generations.

Such a sloppy job on such an important matter didn't mean the perpetrator was stupid—it meant they were confident enough to be careless, suggesting they had powerful backing.

For example, someone like the Regional Lord.

-Father has... gone to see the Regional Lord on family business.

"......"

What exactly did the Regional Lord discuss with the Namgung Family Head?
I wonder if Namgung Hyeon knows anything?

I wanted to ask immediately, but it wasn't appropriate in front of the Head Manager's wife.
I decided to ask him later and continue with the investigation.

Well, there was only one thing left to do here.

"I understand the situation now. Lastly... could we examine your husband's body?"

"...Yes. Follow me."

Namgung Hyeon and I followed the Head Manager's wife to where the body was kept.

*

The Head Manager's body had already been dressed in burial clothes.
Finding it painful to see her dead husband, the Head Manager's wife said she would wait outside without being asked.

After examining the body freely, I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh.

"Heh."

"What is it? Did you find something suspicious?"

"Yes, there's blatant evidence of murder right here."

Namgung Hyeon's eyes widened at my words.

"W-what is it?"

With a small sigh, I pointed to the ligature mark on the corpse's neck.

"Do you see this?"

"Isn't that the mark from being strangled? What about it?"

"Look carefully."

I carefully lifted the upper body of the corpse to show Namgung Hyeon the back of the neck—specifically, the ligature mark that encircled the entire neck.

"The mark goes all the way around the neck, right?"

"Yes, it does. But what's the problem with that?"

Namgung Hyeon didn't immediately understand what was wrong.
Well, it's understandable if he doesn't have knowledge in this area.
I explained in detail.

"Think about it. The Head Manager supposedly hanged himself, right?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"When someone hangs themselves, their body weight causes the rope to press against the front of the neck. So marks on the front of the neck make sense. But on the back of the neck..."

"...there shouldn't be any marks!"

Fortunately, he understood quickly after my brief explanation.
The ligature mark encircling the entire neck was clear evidence of murder—someone had strangled the Head Manager with a rope.
After hearing this, Namgung Hyeon looked at me with admiration.

"That's amazing. You immediately discovered what even the county coroner missed...!"

"And that's precisely the problem."

"...Problem? What else is there?"

I nodded at Namgung Hyeon's question.
The coroner is supposed to be an expert in examining bodies.
Yet he missed such obvious evidence of murder?

There could only be two reasons.
Either the coroner was incredibly incompetent and genuinely missed it.

Or he was pressured to give a false report.

"We need to speak with the coroner who examined the body."

"Are you suggesting we go find him directly?"

"No. We're probably being watched. I think we should summon the coroner here..."

For an excuse... we could say there was an issue with the preparation of the body?

"Young Master of the House, a moment..."

"Yes? What is it...?"

But first, let's give our Young Master a little voice coaching.
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Through the Head Manager's wife, I summoned Ojak, who had prepared Manager Dam's body, to the house.

Apparently already aware of why he'd been called back, Ojak protested as soon as he entered.

"Wh-what do you mean the body preparation was done incorrectly? That's impossible. I've been doing this work for twenty years now."

Doing the same job for twenty years means he's at least somewhat skilled in his field.
I can assume Ojak wasn't incompetent.

That leaves only one possibility: outside pressure.

Fortunately, Ojak's visit confirmed my suspicions about external interference. As I'd suspected, an unidentifiable martial artist had followed him here. Judging by the qi I sensed, this was no ordinary person.

Most likely, this martial artist was connected to Paecheon Fortress.
I brought Ojak into the room where the Head Manager's body lay, signaled him to stay quiet, and looked at Namgung Hyeon.

Swallowing nervously, Namgung Hyeon soon shouted loudly toward the window.

"Y-you! Not only do you fail to show proper respect to the deceased, but you dare prepare the body like this?!"

"Huh...?"

Ojak stared in shock at Namgung Hyeon, who was suddenly yelling at the window.
I signaled him again to stay quiet and urged Namgung Hyeon to continue.

"How dare you think you deserve payment for this! Even though the Head Manager died under unfortunate circumstances, he served our Namgung Family for many years! For his final journey...!"

Namgung Hyeon continued his tirade without pause.
It was slightly awkward but not unbearably so.

While signaling Namgung Hyeon to continue, I kept watching the martial artist from Paecheon Fortress.

As I mentioned earlier, this person's presence alone practically proved that Ojak had given a false report under external pressure.
To get Ojak to admit this directly, we needed to drive away the Paecheon Fortress martial artist.

Go away... we're only calling him about the body preparation issue. Just go... please...!

How long did I repeat this to myself? Eventually, the qi of the martial artist hiding behind the wall began to fade away.

"Phew..."

I sighed in relief.
If this hadn't worked, I would have had to secretly knock him unconscious and deal with the troublesome aftermath. Thankfully, it didn't come to that.

"You scoundrel, I'll...!"

"Young Master of the House, you can stop now."

I stopped Namgung Hyeon, who was still shouting at nothing, and turned to Ojak.
He still looked confused about what was happening.

"Now, shall we hear your story? About why you falsified the examination report."

Upon hearing my words, Ojak's face immediately turned pale. Without making any excuses, he prostrated himself on the floor.

"I've committed a terrible sin!"

After calming down Ojak, who was rambling almost incoherently, the story I heard was truly outrageous.

As soon as news of the Namgung Family Head Manager's suicide spread, the magistrate of Hefei personally visited and pressured him to report it as suicide.

As a mere Ojak, he had no choice but to absolutely obey the magistrate's orders.

"I'm sorry. I knew it was wrong, but what power does someone like me have? I could only follow what the higher-ups ordered."

"......"

Namgung Hyeon seemed too shocked to speak.
The magistrate's direct involvement meant that the government office also wanted this outcome.

"...I knew the county office viewed our family with disdain. But to do something this despicable...!"

Namgung Hyeon gritted his teeth, barely containing his anger.
However, his cultivation wasn't so poor that he'd lose his rationality to anger; he quickly regained his composure with a deep breath.

"Anyway, this is fortunate. Thanks to you, Gun Ja-seong, we now know the truth about this incident. If we report this to the Regional Lord..."

"I'm sorry, but you should hold off on that for now."

Namgung Hyeon's eyes widened at my interruption.

"W-why? We have both evidence and a witness, so why...?"

"Before I explain that..."

I turned to look at Ojak.
His eyes were constantly shifting, likely worried about his future.
Meeting his gaze, I explained the situation carefully.

"Someone was following you."

"What?"

"They probably intended to kill you without a trace if you confessed what you just told us."

Ojak's face turned pale immediately.
I reassured him there was nothing to worry about.

"Don't worry. They mistakenly thought we called you just about the improper body preparation and already left."

"Ah, so that's why..."

He finally seemed to understand why Namgung Hyeon had been shouting earlier.

"So, as far as anyone knows, you didn't tell us anything today. You were just scolded for the improper body preparation. Understand?"

"Y-yes! I understand. Thank you, thank you so much!"

Ojak, realizing I was trying to save his life, kept thanking me repeatedly.
Even as he left the room, he continued expressing his gratitude. After he was gone, Namgung Hyeon asked me:

"Why did you let him go? What if something happens to such an important witness?"

"However this situation unfolds, we won't need to present him as a witness."

"What do you mean...!"

Namgung Hyeon frowned, struggling to understand my words.
I explained the current situation to him again.

"You just heard it yourself. This isn't a conspiracy by Paecheon Fortress alone—even the magistrate of Hefei is involved."

"So?"

"If we use Ojak as a witness, whether things go well or poorly, his life will be in danger."

I still don't know exactly how Paecheon Fortress and the Hefei magistrate are connected.
But they must have had some kind of deal, with compensation significant enough for the magistrate to forget his duties and turn a blind eye to lawbreaking.

In such a situation, presenting Ojak as a witness?
No matter how things unfold, the magistrate would never forgive Ojak.
He would hold a grudge and try to kill him by any means.

"Couldn't our Namgung Family protect him?"

Namgung Hyeon looked frustrated by my explanation.
I asked him directly:

"Does the Namgung Family currently have the resources for that?"

"...!"

Namgung Hyeon fell silent at my question.
His face visibly darkened.

"From what I saw earlier, most family members seem to be absent. Where are they all?"

"...That's..."

Namgung Hyeon began revealing what he had been reluctant to discuss.
I narrowed my eyes as I listened to his story.

*

Separated from the others, Yeo Dae-un and Yu Seol were walking through the streets of Hefei.
Walking right beside Dae-un, Seol asked her master a fundamental question.

"Master, where exactly are we going?"

"You'll see when we get there."

Would it hurt to just tell me in advance?
Seol pouted when her master wasn't looking.
But Dae-un wasn't finished speaking.

"You remember what Hyeon said earlier?"

"Huh? What did he say earlier?"

"About what we're investigating now."

Among the three divided groups, Dae-un and Seol were assigned to investigate the most complicated case.
It concerned the frequent failures of escort missions by the Namgung Family over the past year.

"They said four out of ten escort missions failed in the past year."

That was an unusually high failure rate for an escort agency, especially one operated by a major family like the Namgung Family.
The strange thing was that the failure rate, which used to be less than one in ten, had suddenly increased just last year.

"I'm guessing Paecheon Fortress is behind this somehow?"

"Probably."

"But something seems off about it."

"What do you mean?"

Dae-un pretended not to know as he asked.
It was his long-standing habit to question Seol even when he already knew the answer. Something about the importance of thinking for oneself?

Seol couldn't understand why he insisted on this pointless exercise.
Nevertheless, as a dutiful disciple trying to meet her master's expectations, she spoke up.

"Why would they cause only four out of ten missions to fail? If they'd made six or even five out of ten fail, people would have stopped using the Namgung Family's escort agency altogether."

"Why do you think that is?"

Seol rubbed her chin thoughtfully.
It was somewhat amusing to see a young girl without even a hint of facial hair doing this, but Dae-un suppressed his smile and waited for her answer.

"It must be one of two things. Either they lacked the manpower to cause more failures, or they had a specific reason to maintain that particular failure rate."

"Hmm."

Hearing her master's sound of approval, Seol immediately asked:

"Which do you think it is, Master?"

"It's unlikely Paecheon Fortress lacks manpower. They've been expanding quite recklessly over the past decade, so while quality might be questionable, quantity shouldn't be an issue."

"So you think there's another reason?"

"Yes, that's what I think."

The next question naturally followed:
What could that other reason be?

"I don't have an answer to that question yet."

"Then what should we do?"

"We need to find someone who might know."

"Someone who might know?"

Seol tilted her head in confusion.
Dae-un roughly tousled his disciple's hair before stopping in front of a tea house.

While making a face and fixing her disheveled hair, Seol looked up at the sign of the tea house where Dae-un had stopped.

"Changcheon... Tea House?"

"Let's go in."

The two entered the tea house with the strangely familiar name.

Inside, they found a serene atmosphere.
Seeing several customers drinking tea in complete silence, Seol walked carefully.

Unlike her, Dae-un strode confidently toward the back of the tea house without any concern.

At the end of Dae-un's path stood a man who appeared to be the owner.
He greeted the new customers with a broad smile on his face.
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"Welcome. What kind of tea are you looking for?"
"......"

Dae-un kept his mouth firmly shut despite the teahouse owner's request for an order.
His face clearly showed his irritation.

"...Do we really have to go through this pointless charade?"
"Master?"

Yu Seol looked curiously at her master, who was speaking quite casually to the teahouse owner despite this presumably being her first visit here.
Despite Dae-un's words, the owner maintained his broad smile and continued.

"We have everything from premium West Lake Dragon Well to Gun Mountain Silver Needle. Just tell me what you'd like."
"...Sigh."

After exhaling an irritated breath, Dae-un awkwardly opened his mouth.

"...I've heard you have Jade Dew Spring produced in Mount Song. Do you have any?"
"We don't have any Jade Dew Spring produced in Mount Song."
"That can't be right. I heard it clearly. They say its taste is like the immortal tea drunk by celestial beings."

Dae-un continued with these strange words, his expression half-transcendent.
The owner, who had been silently watching him, soon shrugged and said:

"Well, since you seem to know already, I can't keep up the pretense. Please come inside."

The owner left the regular customers to an attendant and led the two of them deeper inside.
Then he opened a hidden door in the floor and descended underground.

"Wow...!"

Yu Seol exclaimed in amazement at the sight of countless pieces of information covering the walls of the underground space.
And she finally understood the meaning behind the teahouse's name, Changcheon.

"This is a secret branch of the Changcheon Trading Company, right?"
"To be precise, it's my personal safe house from my days at the Heavenly Net that I converted into a teahouse—ow!"

The owner couldn't finish his sentence.
Dae-un's fist had struck the back of his head.

"Ouch... why did you do that, Master Yeo?"
"Why? You ask why? Did we really need to go through that ridiculous exchange when you know my face, Go Heung?"

The man called Go Heung, the owner of the Changcheon Tea House, rubbed the back of his head while grumbling.

"That's all part of the protocol for an information organization. Haven't you heard the saying 'When in Rome, do as the Romans do'?"
"You and your big mouth...!"

As Dae-un clenched his fist and trembled, looking ready to strike again, Go Heung hastily changed the subject.

"Come now, the fact that you two came here in person means you have something to ask me, right? Ask me anything. I have a tight grip on everything in Hefei..."
"You talk big for someone who didn't even know the Sword Lord had passed away."

Go Heung closed his mouth at Dae-un's painful jab, then mumbled an excuse.

"W-well, that wasn't fully confirmed yet, so I couldn't report it carelessly. The Namgung Family was desperately trying to hide it... You know how enormous the news of the Sword Lord's death would be..."
"Enough excuses."

Dae-un cut off Go Heung's words mercilessly.
Go Heung, who had been grumbling internally at Dae-un, quickly hid his true feelings like the skilled information agent he was and sat down across from the two.

"So, what did you come to ask about?"
"About the Namgung Family's failed escort missions over the past year."
"Ah, that?"

Go Heung stood up again, went inside, and returned with a thick stack of papers.

"Here are the records of the escort missions from the past year."
"...You don't expect us to read all of this, do you?"
"Of course not. The top sheet summarizes everything."

Dae-un picked up the top sheet and carefully examined its contents.
Then he frowned.

"This is..."
"Ah, you noticed? As expected of Master Yeo."
"Save the flattery. Is this really true?"
"Yes. It's certain."

Yu Seol, who had been sitting quietly beside them, couldn't follow the conversation and just rolled her eyes.
Belatedly noticing his disciple's confusion, Dae-un handed her the summary.

Finally able to see the investigation results, Yu Seol slowly read through the contents.
And she couldn't help but be shocked.

"...Isn't the death toll too high, no matter how you look at it?"

Indeed.
The summary stated that over the past year—or more precisely, the past three months—more than half of the Namgung Family martial artists who had gone on escort missions had died.

"That's not all. Look carefully at the list of the deceased."
"The list of... the deceased?"

At Dae-un's words, Yu Seol checked the names of the dead again.

Heavenly Wind Sword Namgung Bang
Yeoju First Sword Namgung Seong-il
Sky Vault Sword Namgung Jong
...

Yu Seol soon discovered another commonality besides them all having the Namgung surname.

"All the deceased had honorary titles, indicating they were masters?"
"That's right."

Having an honorary title meant being recognized as a master in the martial arts world.

In this martial world, being recognized as a master with an honorary title meant achieving the feat of defeating at least fifty martial artists.

"Does that mean Gun Ja-seong also qualifies for an honorary title?"

Recalling how Ja-seong had practically toyed with sixty wanderers, Yu Seol shook her head.
A young master at such a tender age—truly unprecedented in martial arts history.

Yu Seol brought her wandering thoughts back to the main topic.
In any case, some of the Namgung Family's strongest forces had died—all during escort missions.

This could only mean one thing.

"...Does this mean they specifically targeted the Namgung Family's masters in Paecheon Fortress?"

Go Heung nodded vigorously at Yu Seol's conclusion.

"Yes. The success or failure of the escort missions wasn't actually that important... well, I suppose it was. Because the missions kept failing, the Namgung Family sent their renowned masters on the escort missions. As a result, all the masters who went on these missions were cut down, and the Namgung Family's fighting power was greatly reduced."

Paecheon Fortress's goal was to reduce the Namgung Family's fighting power.
Then their true purpose must be...!

"C-could they be planning to attack the Namgung Family...!"

Yu Seol stood up in shock.
In her mind, the only reason to eliminate the family's masters in advance was to prepare for an attack on their estate.

But both Dae-un and Go Heung shook their heads.

"That's unlikely. The Namgung Family isn't some unknown minor sect in the provinces. They wouldn't be so reckless."
"I agree. That would be too extreme."
"Then why would they do such a thing...?"

Neither Dae-un nor Go Heung could answer Yu Seol's question.
They still lacked enough information to make a judgment.

"...Were there any traces left at the attack sites that might identify the attackers?"
"As you know, they're extremely thorough in that regard. I sent some subordinates to investigate, but they found nothing special."
"What about the bodies of the dead Namgung masters? Were there any traces of specific martial arts techniques?"

Go Heung's expression darkened at Dae-un's follow-up question.

"...The bodies of the dead Namgung masters were all severely mutilated. Probably to erase any traces of martial arts techniques."

At the news that even the bodies of the dead had been desecrated, both Yu Seol and Dae-un grimaced.
Dae-un asked a few more questions, but there was nothing particularly fruitful.

"...So all we've learned is that the people of Paecheon Fortress aimed to reduce the Namgung Family's fighting power."

Dae-un muttered, sighing in frustration.
Go Heung lifted the stack of papers he had brought and said:

"I'll look into it in more detail. If I discover anything new, I'll contact you."
"I appreciate it."

With that request, Dae-un and Yu Seol left the Changcheon Tea House.

*

Around the same time, Ju Hwa-ryeon and Seol Yak-bing were at a trading company warehouse that had been completely destroyed by a sudden fire.

"This is... devastating."

Yak-bing, who had proven her identity with the Young Master's token borrowed from Namgung Hyeon, groaned as she took in the sight of the completely burned warehouse.

"Yes, yes. It was so sudden and spread so quickly that there was nothing we could do."

The man who introduced himself as the head of the Namgung trading company anxiously looked at the two beautiful women sent directly by the Young Master while making excuses.

The situation was already dire, with the family suffering enormous losses due to the warehouse burning down.
As the person responsible for the trading company, he couldn't avoid punishment in some form.

He was already losing sleep every night, and now he was worried about finding himself in even more trouble.

"Sir, we're just here to properly investigate the fire. This won't cause you any disadvantage."
"What? Oh, yes... thank you."

Yak-bing comforted the head with a benevolent smile, as if understanding his concerns.
The head's face went blank, apparently not expecting such consolation.

"Could you tell us about what happened when the fire broke out?"
"...Of course."

The head, seemingly more at ease after Yak-bing's words of comfort, began his story.

"It's been exactly seven weeks today. I finished my work as usual and went home."

But not long after, one of the trading company employees urgently came to his house with news that a fire had broken out in the warehouse.

"And it was in the largest warehouse, number one. I hurried back to the trading company."

When he returned, he saw the warehouse completely engulfed in flames.

"The fire spread so quickly that there was nothing we could do. And to make matters worse, it spread to the records warehouse right next to it..."

Hwa-ryeon and Yak-bing looked over to see a small, partially burned building next to the completely destroyed warehouse.

"So the trading company's overall records were lost?"
"...About half of them escaped the flames, but the rest were reduced to ashes."

Is it a disaster that half the records were lost, or fortunate that half were saved?
One thing was certain: the Namgung trading company had lost a great deal of trust, which is the most important thing for any trading company.

"...People have stopped coming to entrust their goods to our trading company. And countless others are either retrieving their entrusted goods or demanding compensation for damages."

The head's expression darkened as he was reminded of the enormous losses the trading company had suffered.

Ch.36 - Incident Investigation
After hearing the sect leader's story, Ju Hwa-ryeon spoke up.

"That sounds troublesome in many ways. Just the compensation alone must be quite costly."
"...Yes. And on top of that, we've recently encountered another very troublesome issue."
"Another troublesome issue...?"

Just then, a loud voice came from outside the hall.

"Either give us the money or hand over the golden Buddha statue!"

"Hmm...?"
"...Golden Buddha statue?"

Hearing this, both of them turned their heads, and the sect leader let out a deep, weary sigh.

"Perfect timing. Here comes the troublesome issue."

Ju Hwa-ryeon and Seol Yak-bing followed the sect leader toward the source of the shouting.

There, a man accompanied by rough-looking thugs was yelling at the top of his lungs.

"I'm telling you, he owes a debt from our establishment!"
"Why should the hall pay for the manager's debt?"
"I'm not saying the hall should pay! I'm saying hand over the golden Buddha statue that the manager said he stored here!"

The man, with snake-like narrow eyes and a goatee that gave him a distinctly sleazy appearance, continued shouting.

"If the golden statue is lost, then of course the hall should compensate for its value!"
"Sigh..."

The sect leader heaved another deep sigh at the goateed man's shouting.

"...What is all this about? A golden statue and debt?"
"Ah, well..."

As Seol Yak-bing tilted her head in confusion and asked the sect leader for an explanation, the goateed man spotted him.

"Ah, here's the sect leader. Let's talk this out. Am I being unreasonable here, or...?"

The goateed man's eyes widened when he belatedly noticed Seol Yak-bing and Ju Hwa-ryeon.
A sharp glint flashed in his eyes upon seeing not one but two exceptionally beautiful women together.

Unlike him, who quickly and skillfully concealed his thoughts, the thugs behind him didn't even try to hide their lecherous intentions.

"Whistle!"

"Hehehe..."

They whistled and grinned disgustingly, looking at the two women as if devouring them with their eyes.
While Ju Hwa-ryeon's eyes twitched and Seol Yak-bing concealed her emotions with an indifferent expression, the sect leader exploded in anger.

"What do you think you're doing?!"
"Oh my, I apologize. Those fellows are just uneducated brutes, you know? They tend to be quite honest with their feelings in everything they do."
"You bastard...!"

The sect leader's face turned red and blue with rage at the nonsense spewing from the man's mouth.
Seeing the sect leader's trembling fists, the goateed man pretended to be oblivious and said:

"So, instead of getting all worked up, why don't we just handle this matter according to proper procedure?"
"Procedure? What procedure? These are all just your one-sided claims!"
"One moment, Sect Leader."

Ju Hwa-ryeon stepped forward, stopping the sect leader who was shouting in anger.

The goateed man flashed a bright smile at her as she stepped forward.
Combined with his inherently sleazy appearance, it became an extremely suspicious and unpleasant smile.

"Hmm? What is it? Is our lovely lady going to pay the debt instead?"
"We are representatives from the Namgung Family, here to investigate the recent fire incident at the hall."

The goateed man's expression changed slightly at Ju Hwa-ryeon's cold response.
Coming directly from the Namgung Family headquarters meant she was either a blood relative with the Namgung surname or someone very close to them.
In other words, someone he shouldn't mess with.

"...Yes, my lady. Please continue."

The goateed man immediately adopted a subservient attitude.
Seeing his quick change in demeanor, the thugs who had been leering at the women also cleared their throats and discreetly averted their gazes.

Ignoring their reactions, Ju Hwa-ryeon asked for details.

"I don't understand what you're talking about with golden statues and debts. Could you explain?"
"Of course. If it means I can get my money back, an explanation is no trouble at all."

The goateed man immediately began his explanation.
His name was Jo Un-chil.
He ran a gambling house where someone had recently borrowed a large sum of money.

That person was Gun Jin-bo, a manager of the Namgung Family.
He claimed that Jin-bo would frequent the gambling house almost daily, spending money like water until he eventually fell into debt.

"Just how much debt are we talking about...?"
"A whopping twenty gold taels."
"...What?"

Ju Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened at the unimaginably large sum.
Twenty gold taels was enough money for an ordinary commoner to live comfortably for three generations without working.
He incurred such a massive gambling debt?

"Can you prove it?"
"Of course. Here's the promissory note."

Un-chil took out a piece of paper from his breast pocket and showed it to Ju Hwa-ryeon.
Upon inspection, setting aside the handwriting issue, the content indeed matched Un-chil's claims.

And there was one concerning phrase:

"...'The debt will be repaid with the golden Buddha statue deposited at the Namgung Hall'?"
"That manager clearly told me before he killed himself that he had left a golden Buddha statue weighing thirty gold taels at the hall, and that he would use it to pay off his debt."

Ju Hwa-ryeon and Seol Yak-bing turned their gazes toward the sect leader, who desperately shook his head and glared at Un-chil.

"That's impossible! Manager Gun would never have deposited such an item, and if something of that value had come in, I would definitely know about it!"
"How can you be so sure? I heard half the records were destroyed. Can you prove the golden statue wasn't there?"
"T-that's...!"

The sect leader was at a loss for words.
While Un-chil's claim was clearly one-sided, without records, the sect leader's denial was equally one-sided.

After hearing everything, a sharp glint briefly flashed in Ju Hwa-ryeon's eyes.

"...I understand for now. We'll discuss this internally and compensate you later, so please leave for today."
"M-my lady! What are you...!"
"Now we're talking. Can I trust your word?"

Ju Hwa-ryeon gave Un-chil a cold stare in response to his question.
Momentarily flinching at her icy gaze, Un-chil soon nodded awkwardly with a forced smile.

"W-well then, we'll take our leave with that understanding."

As Un-chil's group left the hall with gleeful expressions, the sect leader immediately confronted Ju Hwa-ryeon.

"Why did you say such a thing? That man's claims are obviously...!"
"Sect Leader."

Ju Hwa-ryeon cut off the sect leader's words and turned to face him.
The sect leader flinched momentarily at her cold beauty, which seemed as if carved from ice.

She asked him:

"Did you inform anyone outside about the loss of internal records at the hall?"
"...What? Of course not! If I had, people like him would be popping up like mushrooms after rain."

As the sect leader said, if word got out, some would seize the opportunity to demand far more than what they had originally deposited, while others would make completely false claims.

"I've also made sure the staff keep quiet about it."
"I see. Then why does that man know about the lost records?"
"What...?"

The sect leader recalled what Un-chil had said earlier.

"How can you be so sure? I heard half the records were destroyed. Can you prove the golden statue wasn't there?"

"Oh...!"

Only then did the sect leader realize that Un-chil knew information he shouldn't have known, and let out a cry of surprise.
Turning away from the confused sect leader, Ju Hwa-ryeon looked at Seol Yak-bing.

"...An unexpected gain."
"Yes, let's head back and discuss this with the others."

*

The group that had scattered for investigation gathered again.
Outside, the setting sun was casting a red glow.

I summarized the investigation results I had heard from everyone.

"To sum up, the recent escort failures were likely orchestrated by Paecheon Fortress to weaken the Namgung Family's strength. And regarding Manager Gun's suicide, those gambling house people seem suspicious. That's the summary."

Bang!

As soon as I finished speaking, Namgung Hyeon slammed his fist on the floor.
His face showed an expression of unbearable anger.

"When I think about how my uncles died because of their schemes...!"
"The Namgung Family..."

Seol Yak-bing carefully wrapped her hands around Namgung Hyeon's fist as he struggled to contain his anger.
I turned my gaze from them to Ju Hwa-ryeon.

"Let's set aside the escort issue for now. What about the gambling house? Did you find anything?"
"It seems to be the largest in Hefei. As it turns out, that Jo Un-chil character is quite notorious in those circles. He has a terrible reputation for pursuing debtors to the ends of hell to collect what they're owed."

Well, that's probably true of all gambling houses.
I thought about Jo Un-chil, the owner of the gambling house.

The man who claimed that Manager Gun Jin-bo owed him twenty gold taels, and that if he couldn't pay, he would hand over a golden Buddha statue weighing thirty gold taels that was supposedly stored at the hall.
I asked Namgung Hyeon, who had calmed down:

"What about your previous investigation? Since gambling issues came up, someone from the family must have visited the place directly, right?"
"...According to the records, there were no issues. The ledger detailed exactly how much Manager Gun spent on gambling and how much he borrowed."
"And they just showed you the ledger when you asked?"
"What? Ah, yes. There wasn't much resistance..."

They just showed the ledger when asked?
Is that right? Usually, that's not how it works.

Even ordinary shops would be reluctant to show their ledgers to others, let alone a gambling house?
Hmm. Suspicious, very suspicious.

Ch.37 - Infiltration
There was one more suspicious thing.

The guy knew about the loss of battlefield records, which had been kept strictly confidential to prevent leaks.

If the Namgung Family had been so thorough about keeping it quiet, where could he have gotten that information from?
I couldn't help but suspect the same people who likely caused the fire—Paecheon Fortress.

"...I need to dig deeper into this."

Though nothing was certain yet, if the Head Manager Tam Jin-bo's suicide and gambling problems were indeed fabricated, Jo Un-chil must know something.

"Do you know where this Jo Un-chil's gambling den is located?"
"I heard it's in northern Hefei. That area is brightly lit even at night—a bustling district—so it should be easy to spot... Wait, are you planning to go there?"

I answered Hwa-ryeon's question by standing up.
As I rose, everyone's eyes turned to me.

"I need to go into that gambling den myself. It's suspicious that he willingly showed the ledger, and even more suspicious that he knew about the lost battlefield records."
"W-wait. You're not planning to go alone, are you?"

I nodded at Namgung Hyeon's startled question.

"This kind of thing is actually easier to do alone. Even if I'm caught, I can escape more easily by myself."
"...Will you be alright?"
"I don't see why I wouldn't be."

I shrugged at Namgung Hyeon's concerned question.
My casual response seemed to reassure him somewhat, but he quickly furrowed his brow again.

"...I apologize. It feels like we're placing too much burden on you, Sir Gun."
"Don't worry about it. I don't know if I should say this, but I'm actually enjoying this in my own way."

A conspiracy to destroy a major family, and the struggle between those plotting and those trying to thwart them.
Hmm, it's like a martial arts novel come to life.

I grinned as I spoke, making Namgung Hyeon smile awkwardly.
He probably thinks I'm a strange person.

"Well then—"
"Wait."

My Master stopped me as I turned to leave the room.

"Huh? Why are you calling me, Master?"
"Do you even know the exact location of the gambling den?"
"...You said that area is bustling with lights even at night, right? It must be somewhere around there."

I could always ask someone nearby.
My Master gave me a look of obvious disdain at my casual response.
She suddenly stood up, pulled me to a secluded spot, and told me the location of a teahouse called Changcheon Tea House.

"Changcheon...? Is it related to the Changcheon Trading Company?"
"Yes, it's a secret branch of Changcheon Trading. If you give the password to the manager there, he'll provide the information you need."
"...A password!"

I covered my mouth.
A password! Secret communication through passwords!
This was like something out of a spy movie from my previous life.

And I get to experience it firsthand!
My heart started racing.

"What's wrong? Why are you so excited?"
"Why? Because passwords are romantic, of course."
"...What nonsense are you talking about?"

After giving me a strange look, my Master sighed softly and taught me the password.
Oh, "Beokrachun tea from Mount Songshan is like immortal tea." Got it, I'll remember that.

I bowed to my Master and quickly headed toward the Changcheon Tea House.

*

"Changcheon Tea House... This is it."

After running hard to reach the Changcheon Tea House, I tried to calm my racing heart as I carefully entered.

The teahouse was quiet with no customers, probably because it was almost closing time.
I walked deep inside and finally spotted a man who appeared to be the manager.

"Welcome. What kind of tea are you looking for?"

As the moment I'd been waiting for arrived, my heart felt like it would burst again.
I desperately suppressed the smile threatening to escape and lowered my voice.

"I heard you have Beokrachun tea from Mount Songshan."
"......"

The manager's eyes flashed sharply at my words.
But that sharpness lasted only a moment. He quickly continued as if nothing had happened.

"I'm afraid Mount Songshan doesn't produce Beokrachun tea."
"Is that so? I heard its taste is like the immortal tea that celestial beings drink. Are you sure you don't have any?"
"...Well now. You already knew everything. Please come inside."

The manager guided me to the back and revealed a secret door hidden in the floor.

"Wow...!"

Wow, a secret door! A secret hideout!
I looked at the manager with an expression of awe, and he smirked proudly.

Oh, he's annoying but cool...!

We descended underground.
As soon as we got down, the manager spoke to me in a friendly manner.

"You're Gun Ja-seong, right?"
"Oh, you know me?"
"Of course! The former head... Trading Company Head Bang Jin-myeong told me about you. They say you're a young master who killed Heavenly Mace with a single strike."
"Ahaha. I wouldn't go so far as to call myself a master..."

The manager made an incredulous face at my modest response.

"Young people these days don't know, but Heavenly Mace Shin Je-gon was a formidable master who once single-handedly killed fifty martial artists in his youth. If someone who killed Shin Je-gon with a single strike isn't a master, then there are no masters in this world!"
"Heh, hehe..."

Fifty people killed, huh.
Well, anyone hit by that monstrous iron mace wouldn't have had bones left to collect.

As I nodded inwardly, the manager guided me to a table in the center.
After I sat down, he introduced himself from across the table.

"Come to think of it, we haven't been properly introduced. I'm Go Heung, formerly of the Cheonmang Unit and currently the manager of Changcheon Trading Company. Well, manager is just a title. I look forward to working with you."

Go Heung winked at me.
He had a much more pleasant impression than I had expected.
Still, being the professional he was, he quickly got to the point.

"By the way, what brings you here, Sir Gun? If it's about the investigation of the tribute shipment that Master Yeo mentioned earlier today, it's still in progress."
"Ah, it's not that..."

I told him about Jo Un-chil and his gambling den.
About how Jo Un-chil knew information he shouldn't have known, and the suspicious gambling problem of the Head Manager.

"Ah, Jo Un-chil. He's quite infamous. A vicious man who would sell even the children of those who can't repay their debts, and a money demon whose eyes roll back at the sight of money."
"If he's that kind of person..."
"Would he dare to try to blackmail the Namgung Family in Hefei? Yes. He's more than capable of that. For thirty gold pieces, he'd sell his own parents. Of course, he has no parents since he's an orphan from the streets."

After Go Heung's scathing assessment of Jo Un-chil, we discussed plans to infiltrate his gambling den.

"So? What exactly are you looking to find?"
"Something that Jo Un-chil is hiding."
"Uh... that's too abstract. Can you be more specific?"

I thought for a moment as Go Heung scratched his cheek.

I knew the failed tribute shipment plot aimed to reduce the Namgung Family's power.
But I wasn't sure about the purpose behind the Head Manager's suicide and the battlefield fire.

My suspicion that Paecheon Fortress was behind those incidents was somewhat weaker.
Frankly speaking, there was a possibility that Jo Un-chil had acted alone out of greed.

However, when I mentioned this, Go Heung immediately shook his head.

"That's not possible. Neither Jo Un-chil nor any of the thugs he employs know martial arts. Even as a branch member, that Head Manager would have learned decent martial arts as part of the Namgung bloodline. To kill him so secretly that even his family didn't notice? That's absolutely impossible for those guys."
"Then it really was Paecheon Fortress?"
"Well... they're the only ones in Hefei capable of such a thing right now."

The more we discussed, the more complicated things became in my mind.
At this rate, we'd spend the whole day just talking, so I decided it was time to act.

"Whatever he's hiding, he probably hid it somewhere he knows. If necessary, we can torture him to make him talk, right?"
"Oho, that's quite a brutal thought for someone new to the martial world! But I welcome it."

Go Heung grinned, stood up, and returned with something from the back.
Upon closer inspection, they were black stealth clothes and a mask.

"If we're sneaking in, we should dress appropriately, right?"

Seeing this, I smiled back at Go Heung.
Even though we just met today, I really like this guy!

*

Fortunately, I found Go Heung sitting on a cargo cart outside after I put on the stealth clothes that roughly fit my build and loosely draped my original martial clothes over them.

"As it happens, I need to deliver tea to the northern district. I'll take you along."

Having no reason to refuse, I obediently got on the cart.
As I climbed aboard, I could definitely smell the subtle fragrance of tea.

"So the teahouse isn't just a front, I see."
"My, you don't understand, young sir. It's these precise details that make a perfect cover."
"Ohhh..."

As I nodded in admiration, Go Heung glanced at me a few times before carefully asking a question.

"Um... Sir Gun? If it's not too presumptuous, may I ask you something?"
"After all your help, I can hardly refuse. Ask away."

Despite my ready agreement, Go Heung hesitated strangely.
What could he possibly want to ask that made him hesitate so much?
As I tilted my head in confusion, Go Heung finally spoke.

"...Don't you resent them? Master Yeo and the young lady."

Ch.38 - Infiltration
It was a completely unexpected question that caught me off guard.
Resent Master and Hwa-ryeon? Why?

"Um... I'm not sure why you're asking that?"
"...You look like you haven't even thought about it. Now I'm the one who's confused."

Go Heung explained his question with an awkward smile.

"First, let me apologize. I've already heard your story from the caravan leader."
"How much of my story?"
"That Master Yeo only taught you the 'Three Essentials Qi Art' and basic martial arts knowledge, and that the Dark Heaven Unit killed your household members."
"Hmm... and?"

Go Heung cleared his throat awkwardly before continuing.

"You already know this. Master Yeo was quite a renowned expert in the martial arts world. He freely shared his exclusive martial arts techniques and medicinal pills with Miss Ju Hwa-ryeon and his disciple Miss Yu, but only taught you a third-rate martial art. I'm asking if you resent that."
"Not at all. Why would I resent him?"

My martial arts training with Master was simply a transaction—I paid money and received training in return.
From the beginning, I fully understood that at a third-rate rural martial arts academy, I would only learn third-rate martial arts.

So Master had neither reason nor obligation to provide me with his exclusive techniques or medicinal pills.
I don't understand why I should resent him for that.

"Of course, Master did present me as his head disciple to divert attention or whatever, but honestly, how much help was that really?"
"That's... true."

I shrugged at Go Heung's agreement, as if to say "See?"
But his questioning wasn't over yet.

"What about the Dark Heaven Unit's attack? Your household members who had been with you for years were killed. About that..."
"As you said, that was done by the Dark Heaven Unit, or more broadly, by Paecheon Fortress. Not by Master and Hwa-ryeon."

It was the Dark Heaven Unit—Paecheon Fortress—who killed my family.
Those ruthless bastards tried to kill not only me but my family too, simply because I learned martial arts at Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy run by Master. It wasn't Master and Hwa-ryeon's fault.

And I'm supposed to resent them for that?

"There's a saying for that—'directing anger at the wrong target.'"
"......"

After hearing my complete answer, Go Heung stared at me with a curious expression before smiling slightly.

"This is somewhat unexpected. You're different from what I imagined. Much more level-headed and broad-minded."

Having received such a decent evaluation, I smiled and asked:

"So, do I pass?"

Go Heung's smiling face froze at my meaningful question.
Then he sighed deeply.

"...You're sharp and quick-witted. When did you figure it out?"
"From the beginning. I could tell by your expression."

Go Heung's expression.
It was the expression people wear when trying to reassure someone with false comfort.

In my past life, countless people wore that expression before me.
People who tried to hide the fact that I wouldn't live long, desperately trying to give me false hope.

Of course, Go Heung wasn't trying to give me hope—he was trying to assess what kind of person I was.

"If I showed any signs of betraying Hwa-ryeon, you'd eliminate me by any means necessary... something like that?"
"...Young man, I have to ask, are you from this world? How do you know so clearly..."

Well, sir, you too could be like me if you read enough martial arts novels. People like you appear in them all the time. As minor characters, though.

While thinking these unspeakable thoughts, I chuckled, and Go Heung sighed again.

"Damn, I was considered the best spy in the Heavenly Net Division, but here I am, completely exposed by a young man barely out of his teens. I've lost my touch."
"You were praising me as a great master just a moment ago."
"That's a different matter from martial arts."

After grumbling, Go Heung cleared his throat and spoke in a low voice.

"You may not believe me, but I'm not trying to kill you. You're an important asset to Miss Hwa-ryeon."
"Then what?"
"I was hoping to ease your resentment with various compensations. Like... medicinal pills."
"Actually, I resent Master and Hwa-ryeon very, very much."
"Too late, you missed your chance."
"Tch."

As I clicked my tongue playfully, I suddenly noticed merchants closing their shops.
Despite having few items left on their display stands, they all looked gloomy.
Many were sighing heavily.

Narrowing my eyes at the sight, I heard Go Heung's voice.

"Wondering why they look so dejected?"
"Yes. Could this be...?"

When I asked about what came to mind, Go Heung nodded.

"That's right. It's not that they've sold a lot—they have nothing to sell. It's the aftermath of the Namgung Family's escort failure. When escorts fail, it's essentially the same as distribution being blocked."
"So they want to sell goods but have nothing to sell."

Go Heung followed my gaze to the merchants and wore a sympathetic expression.

"This eastern street is where merchants affiliated with trading companies and caravans gather. That's why it's worse here. They receive goods through large-scale escorts."
"I guess the Namgung Family's escort bureau had a tight grip on that sector?"
"Of course. Large-scale escorts were practically monopolized by the Namgung escort bureau. That's why the impact is being felt more severely now."

As we talked, something suddenly occurred to me.

"Paecheon Fortress knew this would happen and still went ahead with their plan, right?"
"...I suppose so. It's hard to believe that the Paecheon Fortress I once served has come to this. Their original mission of protecting the common people from the martial arts world has become meaningless."

With a bitter expression, Go Heung shook his head.

"Honestly, when I first heard about the plan to eliminate Paecheon Fortress, I wasn't sure what to think, but seeing this, it seems the young miss might be right."

Just as Go Heung finished his brief lament, the area ahead suddenly brightened.
Realizing we had arrived near the gambling house, I turned my head to look forward and couldn't help but exclaim in amazement.

"...Wow."

They say it's a city that never sleeps, and indeed, the lanterns hanging everywhere lit up the surroundings as bright as day.

Our cart slowly entered the light.
It was as if we had crossed into a completely different world—the atmosphere around us transformed.

"Hohoho~!"
"Hahaha-!"

Laughter echoed from all directions, and the deeper we went, the stronger the primary red color became.
It truly felt like an entertainment district.

Since there were no such places in Gungang County, I looked around with curiosity.
Seeing me like this, Go Heung playfully scolded:

"Could you tone down that country bumpkin act? Someone might think you just came up from the countryside."
"That's not wrong. I really did come from the countryside."

As I retorted while eagerly taking in the surroundings, I sensed a large gathering of people somewhere.

"Waaah-!"

Just then, cheers erupted, and a massive multi-story building came into view.
As I gazed at the building, Go Heung explained:

"You spotted it right away? That's the gambling house run by that bastard Jo Un-chil. It seems especially busy today."

His comment about it being busy wasn't an exaggeration—the number of people inside the building was truly enormous.
Hundreds, perhaps even over a thousand.

"How do you plan to infiltrate? Want me to help a bit?"
"No, I'm fine."

I raised my head to look at the top floor of the building.
In places like this, the most important things—whether people or objects—are typically kept at the highest level.

*

The brighter the light, the darker the shadow it casts.
What this means is that thanks to the street lanterns' brightness, shadows fell behind the gambling house, allowing me to easily climb up to the top floor through those shadows.

Go Heung, who had initially scoffed at my plan to jump onto the roof and break in, was now standing below with his mouth agape, staring up at me.

Inwardly chuckling at his expression, I slowly approached the window.
Fortunately, there seemed to be no one inside.
Reassured, I climbed through the window and entered.

As soon as I got in, I was speechless at the splendid interior.

"Wow, how much did all this cost?"

The room was packed with all kinds of luxury items.
It was immediately obvious that this was the room of Jo Un-chil, the owner.

I examined the lavishly decorated luxury items.
Porcelain coated with melted gold, accessories embedded with all sorts of dazzling jewels.
And incredibly, a golden Buddha statue weighing about thirty taels of gold sat prominently on a table.

"Why did this guy throw a tantrum at the battlefield demanding something when he has all this in his room?"

After chuckling in disbelief, I finally came to my senses.
This wasn't the time to be admiring such things.
I needed to find whatever Jo Un-chil might be hiding.

In simple terms, something like a secret safe.

I began to thoroughly search Jo Un-chil's room.
I lifted the carpet on the floor and carefully examined the table placed in the center of the room.

After spending time searching... the results weren't very promising.

"Why can't I find anything?"

Shouldn't there at least be a secret ledger hidden somewhere?
If I've searched this thoroughly and found nothing... could it be that it's not in this room?

I was perplexed by this unexpected situation.
There was only this one room on the top floor.
If it wasn't here... I might have to search the entire building.

"Just thinking about it is dreadful... huh?"

As I shuddered at the thought while absently handling the golden Buddha statue on the table, I suddenly felt something strange and looked down at it.

Ch.39 - Infiltration
"...What? It's too light?"

That was it.
The golden Buddha statue that looked quite heavy at first glance was much lighter than I expected.
As if it were hollow inside...

"...Could it be?"

I turned the golden statue over, examining it carefully.
And I found it. A tiny circular seam on the bottom.
When I inserted my fingernail into the seam and pulled, the bottom opened like a lid, revealing an empty interior.

Inside, there was a small scroll rolled up tightly.

"Found it."

With a smirk, I carefully removed the scroll.
There was no title on the outer cover, so I opened it to see the contents, and sure enough, it was a secret ledger.

This must be the gambling den's real account book.
Just to be sure, I searched for Head Manager Dam's name.

"Dam Jin-bo... Dam Jin-bo..."

I scanned through it thoroughly, but the name Dam Jin-bo was nowhere to be found.

"Hmm..."

So the gambling allegations against the Head Manager were false after all.
Finally, I have something to tell the Head Manager's wife.

But there was still an unresolved question.

"What's the reason?"

As I had discussed with Go Heung earlier, I couldn't figure out why they killed the Head Manager and burned down the warehouse.
I could understand that Jo Un-chil cooperated simply for the money, but what was Paecheon Fortress's motive?

I had hoped to find something that would reveal their motive...
Wondering if there might be something else, I looked inside the golden statue again, but it was completely empty.

"In that case... I'll have to interrogate Jo Un-chil directly?"

Go Heung was waiting outside... but it seemed like I wouldn't be able to leave quickly.
Just as I was mentally apologizing to Go Heung, I suddenly felt a commotion downstairs.

-Kyaaak-!
-Kueogh-!

"...? What's that?"

A high-pitched female scream and a heavy groan like a death rattle.
Along with the faint scent of blood.

I hardened my expression and immediately went downstairs.
As soon as I descended the stairs, a horrific scene splattered with blood everywhere greeted me.

In that brief moment, dozens of people had already collapsed on the floor, losing their warmth.
As I frowned at the sight, I heard someone's voice filled with terror.

"Uh, uhhh... w-why, why are you doing this...!"

I turned my head toward the direction of the voice, and there were dozens of people surrounded by six armed men, trembling in fear.

I looked at the uniforms worn by those who had surrounded them.
More specifically, at the two characters for "Paecheon" embroidered on the shoulder area.

"I-I did everything you told me to! I framed that Head Manager with gambling debts and went to the warehouse to demand payment! I did everything you asked, so why...!?"

Meanwhile, a middle-aged man with a goatee was confronting those who had surrounded them.
From what he was saying, he must be the man called Jo Un-chil.

"Yes. You did very well. Exactly as we wanted."
"Th-then why...?"
"Why? It's the law of hunting—you boil the hunting dog when the hunt is over. It's only natural to dispose of you when you're no longer useful."
"Y-y-you...!"

Jo Un-chil's face twisted horribly as he struggled to speak properly.
After stammering for a while, he finally managed to form words.

"You claim to protect the people from the tyranny of martial artists, yet you do this-!"

A moment of silence.
What followed was a low, mocking laugh.

"...Pfft."
"Kuk. Kuhehe."

The men who had surrounded them, the warriors of Paecheon Fortress, laughed as if they'd heard the funniest joke.

"W-what! What's so funny!"
"Puhehe... How could we not laugh? The man who causes the most trouble for the people in all of Hefei is saying such things."

On this point, I had to agree.
This Jo Un-chil was scum who would sell even children if their parents couldn't pay their gambling debts.
It was absurd to hear such garbage talk about protecting the people, even in this serious situation.

"Since you've made your final journey entertaining, I'll send you off without pain. Farewell."

The man standing in the center approached Jo Un-chil, raising the sword in his hand.
The moment that sword fell, Jo Un-chil's head would fall.

As much as I wanted to let him die, I still had business with that scum.
I revealed my presence and spoke.

"That would be a problem."
"...!? Who are you!"

The six warriors immediately reacted to my voice, turning their bodies.
I looked at the man who had just tried to kill Jo Un-chil.

Now that I could see his face properly, the man looked more refined than I expected, like a scholar.
He frowned when he saw me in my night clothes and mask.

"To approach this close without being noticed. Are you an assassin?"
"If I had to choose, I'd say I'm more of a 'gentleman of the rafters' than an assassin. Temporary employment, though."

The middle-aged man made an incredulous expression at my answer.

"If you're a thief, you should just steal something and disappear. Why are you interfering?"
"Because what I need to steal is right there."

I nodded toward Jo Un-chil.

"I have some questions for that man. So unfortunately, I can't let him die by your hand."
"...Ha."

The middle-aged man let out a hollow laugh.
The hollow laugh turned into mockery, and soon spread to the other Paecheon Fortress warriors.

"Puhehe..."
"Hahaha..."

The middle-aged man stopped laughing, shaking his head, and spoke to me.

"Listen, gentleman of the rafters. You're in no position to worry about that man's life. You should worry about your own."
"Why?"
"Because we're going to kill you now."
"Kill me... Is it for the same reason you killed these people?"

I lowered my head to look at the face of a woman collapsed right beside me.

The woman, killed by a long slash across her upper body, still had youthfulness in her fine features.
She was probably... around my age or a year or two older.

From her appearance, she seemed to be an employee working at this gambling den.
With her good looks, she was probably assigned to entertain the wealthy patrons who came up to this floor.

"Since we're on the subject, let me ask: why did you kill these people? They clearly weren't part of Jo Un-chil's gang."

The answer I received was truly outrageous.

"Why? They were simply unlucky. Having witnessed Paecheon Fortress's private business, we had no choice but to silence them."
"That seems like a lot of deaths for mere bad luck."

I hadn't counted them one by one, but roughly estimating, there were dozens.
The middle-aged man's face showed no guilt as he claimed that all these people died simply because they were unlucky.

"That's the fate of common folk. Insignificant beings trampled underfoot with the slightest step."

After spouting such nonsense, the middle-aged man looked at me and clicked his tongue as if in regret.

"I don't know what you were thinking by stepping forward, but your thoughtless action will add one more unnecessary death."

Huh, you're going to kill me too?
I thought this from the moment he started talking nonsense, but despite his appearance, he was completely rotten.

Suddenly, I lowered my head to look at the woman's corpse, at her face again.

Was it just a coincidence?
As I looked at her face, a tear that had been barely clinging to her lifeless, empty eyes rolled down.

Would it be my imagination to think that tear was asking me for something?

"......"

Well, whether it's my imagination or not, what does it matter?
I've already made up my mind.

"Earlier, did I say I was a gentleman of the rafters?"
"You did. Why do you ask?"
"Nothing much, just that I've just changed professions. To an assassin."
"...What?"

The middle-aged man made an incredulous expression.
Did he understand what I meant? Not sure, so I should explain properly.

"This young lady just commissioned me. She asked me to kill all the heartless bastards who murdered her. It's my first job since opening shop, so I must succeed, right?"
"...Just a madman after all. Kill him."
"Yes!"

The middle-aged man dismissed my declaration as the ravings of a madman and ordered his subordinates.
The five warriors who responded with discipline approached me.

A pleased smile formed on his lips.
He didn't seem to consider for a moment that they might die instead of killing me.

Well, in their eyes, I must look like a madman who suddenly confronted them without a weapon.
I hadn't expected a fight to break out, so I had left my sword with Go Heung.

Of course, that's not a problem.
What kind of martial artist would I be if I couldn't fight without a sword?

Besides, if I don't have a sword, I can just take one.
There are five right in front of me.

I rushed toward the warrior on the far right.
I expelled internal energy through the Yongcheon acupoint on the sole of my foot and reached him in an instant.
In front of him, I planted my foot firmly and pulled back my left fist.

True energy rushed along my blood vessels and gathered at the end of my fist, which I drove into the left side of the warrior's chest, right above his heart.
The true energy in my fist penetrated into the warrior's body, shocking his heart.

"Kuh, krrrk..."

The warrior coughed up bloody foam and rolled his eyes from just one punch.
Before his body collapsed, I snatched the sword from his hand.

"...Huh?"

The warrior next to him made a dull sound. He couldn't comprehend what had happened before his eyes.
I made sure he would never need to understand by beheading him in one stroke.

"Th-this madman...!?"

When two of them died in the blink of an eye, the remaining three panicked and swung their swords at me.
Hmm, their reactions are faster than those Dark Heaven Unit guys.
I'm not sure if I should praise them for that.

"Huaaap!"

A sword strike fell toward my head with a scream-like battle cry.
I dodged slightly to the left while slashing deeply across the third man's right side.

-Chwak!

"Uwaaaaak!"

Intestines spilled out through the deeply cut wound.
I passed by the third man as he screamed and tried to hold his wound, dropping his sword.

-Swaaek!

Immediately, a sword cut through the air toward me.
The fourth man had assessed the situation coolly and attacked my opening.

However, his movement without internal energy was too slow from my perspective.
I slightly tilted my head to easily avoid the surprise attack and thrust my sword forward, piercing the fourth man's heart.

"Kuhek-!"

Thus died the fourth warrior with his heart pierced.
Instead of pulling the sword from the corpse, I used it as a shield and rushed toward the fifth man.

"Kuk...!"

The fifth man's face contorted as he saw me charging with his comrade's corpse as a shield.
He swung his sword horizontally.
Perhaps intending to cut through both the corpse and me, it was quite a fierce strike.
But I sensed a moment of hesitation in his sword.

I exploited that hesitation.
I threw the corpse with the sword still embedded in it right at the fifth man.

-Pook!

"Kuhek...!?"

As a result, the fifth man ended up skewered together with the fourth.
As he struggled beneath the fourth man's corpse, I took the fourth man's sword and pierced his throat in one stroke.

The fifth man died pinned beneath his comrade's corpse.
Now only the third man remained, clutching his side wound in terror.

"P-please...! Spare me...!"

As I approached him while he begged for his life, I asked one question.

"The people here probably said the same thing. What did you answer them?"
"......"

The third man could only open and close his mouth without answering.
I cut off his head in one stroke.

And so, the five warriors of Paecheon Fortress met their deaths. In less than half a minute.

"......"

Silence enveloped the scene.
I looked at the middle-aged man whose face was filled with shock and said:

"Now only you remain?"

Ch.40 - Infiltration
"...What the hell is this?"

A middle-aged man with a scholarly appearance.
Sa Gong-chan, the commander of the Heavenly Light Unit—one of the fifteen combat units of Paecheon Fortress—known among martial artists by the alias Autumn Wind Sword, was dumbfounded by the scene unfolding before him.

Despite his twenty-plus years of experience in the martial world, what he had just witnessed with his own eyes was beyond comprehension.

*What just happened?*

To understand, Sa Gong-chan carefully recalled the events of moments ago.

Since the "plan" had progressed faster than expected, he had decided to dispose of those who had outlived their usefulness before the main phase began.

Chief among them was Jo Un-chil, the owner of this gambling den.
A greedy man who had briefly served as a faithful dog after being blinded by the massive reward Sa Gong-chan had offered.

Of course, Sa Gong-chan never intended to keep his promise to such a worthless person.
From the beginning, he had planned to kill him to silence him, and today was simply that day.

But then, unexpectedly, a masked figure appeared.
When the stranger started spouting nonsense about being a temporary righteous gentleman or whatever, Sa Gong-chan was wary despite his confusion.

The stranger's demeanor was too calm and composed to be just an ordinary thief.
However, when the masked figure began rambling about corpses making assassination requests, Sa Gong-chan realized he had been mistaken.

*He's just a madman.*

After ordering his men to deal with the masked figure, Sa Gong-chan turned his attention back to Jo Un-chil.
He was about to finish the business that had been delayed by the raving lunatic.

"Grk, grrrk..."

But a gurgling sound stopped him in his tracks.

"What...?"

When he turned his head again, the scene before him was unbelievable even to his own eyes.

The five elite soldiers he had personally trained and selected were being one-sidedly slaughtered by a single person.

With movements too fast to be human, the masked figure dodged their attacks while delivering fatal blows.
The soldiers barely managed a single exchange before four of the five met their deaths.

"P-please...! Spare me...!"

The last surviving soldier, whether by luck or not, begged pathetically for his life.
But the masked figure simply severed his neck in one swift motion.

Having killed all the soldiers Sa Gong-chan had brought to the gambling den in an instant, the masked figure turned his gaze toward him, making Sa Gong-chan flinch involuntarily.

"Only you left now?"

The casual tone, as if commenting on one last side dish remaining during a meal.
The calmness made it all the more chilling.

"...Who the hell are you?"
"If I was going to tell you that willingly, I wouldn't have bothered wearing a mask, would I?"

The masked figure approached steadily.
Sa Gong-chan retreated cautiously.

Jo Un-chil and his men, who until moments ago had been trembling in fear before him, were now looking at him with strange expressions.

*Damn it...!*

Feeling humiliated by those gazes, Sa Gong-chan's face contorted.

*How dare they look at me like that! Do they know who I am?!*

I am Sa Gong-chan, the Autumn Wind Sword, commander of the Heavenly Light Unit of Paecheon Fortress, the largest faction in the martial world.
Vermin like you have no right to look at me that way!

The anger boiling inside Sa Gong-chan brought forth reckless courage.
He stopped retreating and drew his sword with tightly pressed lips.

-Shing

He pointed his sword, gripped with both hands, at the masked figure.
The masked figure stopped, stared at Sa Gong-chan's sword for a moment, then adjusted his own sword with practiced ease.

*As I thought, that righteous gentleman nonsense was just gibberish.*

His opponent was someone properly trained in martial arts.
Certain of this, Sa Gong-chan spoke.

"Who sent you?"
"...Huh? What are you talking about now?"

The masked figure tilted his head, seemingly confused by the question.
Sa Gong-chan gritted his teeth and shouted loudly.

"Don't play dumb! I don't know how you found out, but you came to kill me while I was separated from my other men, didn't you?!"

This was the conclusion he had reached after pondering the masked figure's identity.
The initial talk about being a righteous gentleman was merely wordplay to lower his guard; this person had been sent by someone to kill him from the beginning.
And he had a suspicion about who that someone might be.

"Is it the Namgung Family? After being stupidly passive all this time, you had this card hidden up your sleeve...!"

In Sa Gong-chan's mind, the masked figure had somehow become a secret weapon that the Namgung Family had been cultivating in secret.

"...What nonsense are you spouting?"

The masked figure responded with exasperation, but Sa Gong-chan, already consumed by his own thoughts, didn't hear it.

*I need to report about this person. If I'm not careful, the plan could be ruined...!*

For the sake of the greater cause, he would have to endure a moment of humiliation.
Sa Gong-chan gritted his teeth as he glanced at the stairs leading to the lower floor.

*

"......"

I stared with disbelief at the middle-aged man who was creating his own narrative.
Seriously, nothing he's saying is accurate?
...Or is it? Was I sent by the Namgung Family? Well, I did come from there in a way.

Suddenly realizing how absurd my thoughts were, I shook my head.

"Stop talking nonsense. Are you going to fight or not? If not, just offer your neck quietly."
"......"

The middle-aged man gave no answer to my words and kept glancing to the side.
Following his gaze, I saw stairs leading downward.

This bastard... surely not?

Sure enough, the middle-aged man suddenly dashed toward the stairs.
I let out a laugh of disbelief.
Is he really trying to run away like this? Didn't he just boldly draw his sword?

As I watched his retreating figure running toward the stairs with incredulity, I channeled my internal energy through my Yongcheon acupoint and rushed forward to kick him in the back.

"Gah...!"
"Where do you think you're going?"

After being kicked in the back and rolling on the floor, the middle-aged man broke into a cold sweat as he saw me blocking the stairs.
Then, as if trying to say something, he slowly opened his mouth.

"I, I..."
"Just shut up and die."

Cutting off his words, I charged forward and swung my sword.
Startled, he raised his sword and barely blocked my attack.

-Clang!

"You dishonorable...!"
"That's rich coming from someone who just tried to run away!"

-Clang! Clang! Clang!

I unleashed a flurry of attacks.
The middle-aged man barely managed to block my sword while retreating.

"Hmm?"

For someone who had tried to flee so quickly, he was responding to my sword fairly well.
He was definitely more skilled than the Dark Heaven Unit vice-commander from earlier.
What rank would this guy be in Paecheon Fortress? Perhaps a unit commander?

...Nah, no way.
Would a unit commander have nothing better to do than handle such dirty work?

With these thoughts, I swung my sword more forcefully.

-Clang!

With a louder metallic sound, the middle-aged man's sword was knocked away.
I delivered a powerful kick to his now exposed chest.

"Gah!?"

The middle-aged man flew backward and rolled ungracefully on the floor.
Thanks to rolling around on the blood-soaked floor, his once neat appearance quickly became disheveled.

Perhaps angered by his ruined appearance, the middle-aged man roared with a reddened face.

"You bastard! How dare you humiliate me like this!"

After killing all these people for such a pathetic reason, he calls getting kicked a humiliation?
Listening to more would only make me feel worse.

I approached the middle-aged man, who still couldn't get up, and brought my sword down.
Seeing this, he desperately raised his sword.

"Ngh...!"

A sharp metallic sound mixed with the middle-aged man's groan.
Beneath the barely holding sword blade was his contorted face.

Looking at that face, I briefly lifted my crossed sword before bringing it down again with greater force, employing the principles of heavy swordsmanship, like a hammer striking an anvil.

-Crash!

"Argh!?"

A sword strike much heavier than before.
Unable to withstand it, the middle-aged man's sword broke through his left collarbone.

Though he screamed in pain, he seemed determined to hold on somehow, but with a sword embedded in his shoulder, it was impossible.
His left arm would be useless now.

I channeled internal energy into both arms and pressed down harder on the sword.
The middle-aged man's sword gradually dug deeper.
Soon, his declaration of surrender burst forth.

"Stop, stop!"

Of course, I didn't stop.
This wasn't a duel or a sparring match—why would I stop just because he asked?

"Grk, grrrgh...!"

As the blade dug deeper, his face turned red with pain and trembled.
His bloodshot eyes gradually filled with the fear of death.

When it reached that point, what he said was, well, too predictable.

"I-if you kill me, you won't get away with it. P-Paecheon Fortress will hunt you down to the ends of hell..."
"The Dark Heaven Unit vice-commander said something similar. Do they teach you all to say that?"
"...What?"

The middle-aged man wore a blank expression at my words.
Not missing the opportunity, I drove my sword down with full force.

-Crack!

"Cough-!?"

The sword reached his heart in an instant.
Still wearing that blank expression, the middle-aged man coughed up blood, alternately looking at the sword piercing his heart and my face, his mouth opening and closing, before his eyes rolled back.

As he died and collapsed lifelessly onto the wooden floor, I stared down at him for a moment before carelessly throwing away the sword in my hand.

-Clang, clang!

Ignoring the sharp metallic sound, I returned to the woman who had lost her life unjustly.
She still couldn't close her eyes, as if filled with resentment.

I crouched beside her and gently closed her eyes when I sensed someone approaching.

Ch.41 - Truth
I turned my head and immediately saw the goatee. It was Jo Un-chil, the owner of the gambling den.

Well, I thought he might thank me for saving him...

"You're insane, completely insane! Do you understand what you've just done!?"

...That's an unusual reaction.
Normally people say thank you when you save them, right?
Well, I suppose he's not exactly normal, considering he was trying to fleece the Namgung Family in Hefei...

I was blinking in disbelief when Jo Un-chil's reaction became quite the spectacle.

He frantically looked around, pulling at his hair, letting out low howls while twisting his body.

What's going on? Has he lost his mind?
Genuinely curious, I asked him why he was acting this way, and he glared at me with bulging eyes.

"Why? You're asking why? You don't know!?"
"Obviously I don't, that's why I'm asking."
"......"

Jo Un-chil's jaw dropped at my response.
Soon his face contorted like a demon as he shouted.

"Do you know who you just killed? That was Sa Gong-chan, the 'Autumn Wind Sword,' commander of the Heavenly Light Unit, one of Paecheon Fortress's combat divisions!"

Hmm, Autumn Wind Sword. Chasing the wind with his sword?
That's quite an exaggerated title considering his actual skill.

I was smirking and shrugging when I realized I'd heard something I couldn't just ignore.

"...Huh? Heavenly Light Unit? Commander?"

I looked at the middle-aged man—Sa Gong-chan, was it?—lying dead with a sword through his heart.

That guy was really a commander?
Why would a commander come all the way here?
Shouldn't he be sitting comfortably somewhere, just nodding his head and passing all the troublesome work to his subordinates?

Watching my surprise, Jo Un-chil jumped up and down like a flopping fish, shouting.

"Yes! You just killed a commander from Paecheon Fortress, right here in my establishment! How, how... how are you going to take responsibility for this!?"
"Responsibility? Why should I?"
"W-what?"

I smirked at Jo Un-chil's dumbfounded expression.
His shamelessness in not even thanking me for saving his life was... well, whatever.
It's not like I saved him with good intentions anyway.

"You know, after watching me single-handedly kill six martial artists who were trying to kill all of you, how can you be so bold? Are you certain I won't kill you too?"
"......"

Hearing my cold voice, Jo Un-chil's face instantly turned pale as he seemed to finally realize the reality of his situation.

Looks like he finally understands his position.
I smiled with satisfaction and patted Jo Un-chil's shoulder.

"Don't worry. I won't kill you."
"Just who... who are you..."

Jo Un-chil nervously gulped as he saw my smiling eyes.
Watching his reaction, I added:

"However, I'm going to have to take you with me."
"...What?"

I pressed his acupoint.
As he fell asleep standing, I hoisted him over my shoulder and walked toward the window, when I heard someone calling from behind.

"Ex-Excuse me! Sir!"
"Hmm? What is it?"

When I turned my head, I saw Jo Un-chil's subordinates fidgeting.
They certainly didn't look like they were bravely stepping up to rescue their kidnapped boss.

"What do you want?"
"Um... what should we do?"

...Why are you asking me that?
For a moment, I stared blankly at the subordinate with a dumbfounded expression.

But the subordinates' faces looked quite desperate.
They had no idea how to handle this carnage or what they should do.

They really were just Jo Un-chil's limbs and nothing more.
With this new realization, I answered lightly:

"How would I know? Figure it out yourselves."

Then I leaped out the window.
I thought I heard some cursing and rough noises behind me, but I ignored them.

Even if they were just following Jo Un-chil's orders, the fact that they participated in his evil deeds doesn't change.
There was no reason or value in saving such people.

Thinking they would probably all be killed or imprisoned by the Paecheon Fortress men, I hopped across rooftops and climbed into Go Heung's carriage, who was waiting for me with an anxious face.

"Did you wait long?"
"You're back! I was getting worried when you didn't return... Jo Un-chil?"

Go Heung's face had brightened at the sound of my voice, but then he made an incredulous expression when he recognized Jo Un-chil slung over my shoulder.

"Why did you bring him...? Weren't you just going to find some documents?"
"Well, things got complicated in an unexpected way."
"...I feel like I should ask for details, but I'm also afraid to know."
"We should leave quickly, there's likely to be a commotion soon."

And so, we unintentionally kidnapped Jo Un-chil and returned to the Changcheon Tea House.

*

"WHAT-!?"
"Ah! You startled me... why are you shouting suddenly?"

In the secret underground room of the darkened Changcheon Tea House.
After placing Jo Un-chil, still unconscious from the acupoint pressure, in a corner, I told Go Heung about what happened at the gambling den.

From how Paecheon Fortress tried to silence Jo Un-chil, to how I barged in, killed the Paecheon martial artists, and brought Jo Un-chil back.

But when I mentioned that the martial artists who came to the gambling den were from the Heavenly Light Unit and their commander Sa Gong-chan, Go Heung suddenly let out a strange cry.

"Why? Why am I shouting? Is this something we can just brush off?"
"...Is it really something to make such a fuss about?"

Go Heung made an expression of disbelief at my response.
He sighed deeply and began explaining carefully as if to a child who knows nothing.

"He was the Heavenly Light Unit commander. One of the fifteen top experts of Paecheon Fortress."
"Expert..."

Didn't someone say you need a record of winning against fifty opponents at once to be called an expert?
Was that Sa Gong-chan guy like that?
The one who tried to run away without even fighting?

Go Heung, noticing my skepticism, asked about Sa Gong-chan's physical characteristics.
Though suspicious, I described exactly what I saw, and he clenched his fist with a delighted expression.

"That's him. Wow, that bastard. He's finally dead."

His attitude suggested there couldn't be better news in the world.
I had guessed when he talked about killing and destroying evidence, even killing innocent people, but he must have been a truly terrible person.

When I asked for details, I received a scathing assessment.

"When I was at Cheonmang Palace, he was the vice commander of the Heavenly Light Unit, and he was a real pain in the ass. The bastard was basically soaked in elitism, always casually spouting nonsense about 'worthless commoners' and such."
"Ah, I heard that too."

Given how well the description matches, it seems he really was the commander.

"But does someone as high-ranking as a unit commander personally handle such dirty work?"
"That's the second reason I hate him. The disgusting bastard would take the lead, claiming he was 'setting an example.'"

...There are better ways to set examples than killing innocent people. This is just...
Shaking my head in disbelief, I turned toward Jo Un-chil, who was slumped in the corner.

"Well, that's why I had to bring him like this. He seems to know something, and if I'd left him there, he would certainly have been killed by Paecheon Fortress."
"If that's how things turned out, we had no choice. Let's wake him up and find out what he knows."
"Alright."

At Go Heung's request, I slapped Jo Un-chil's cheek to wake him.

"Huh, huuh...?"

His eyelids fluttered open slowly, and his still-dazed eyes looked around before settling on me.
Gradually, his eyes became clearer and widened.

"Huaap!?"

As soon as he regained consciousness, Jo Un-chil thrashed about and was terrified when he saw me and Go Heung looking down at him.

For reference, both Go Heung and I had our faces completely covered.
There was no benefit in showing our faces, apparently?
Well, I should follow the expert's advice in these matters.

"Awake?"
"Y-you, who are you? What do you want... and where is this!?"

Hmm, it seems our great star of Hefei's gambling world, Master Jo Un-chil, isn't fully awake yet.
I squatted in front of him, looking him straight in the eyes, and made him face reality.

"You've been kidnapped."
"...!?"

Only then did his face turn pale, as if he finally remembered his last moments before falling asleep.

"W-what do you want from me? Money?"
"If I wanted money, I would have just taken some of those shiny things decorating your room. Why would I bother bringing you all the way here?"
"T-then...?"
"Nothing much, just the reason why the Heavenly Light Unit tried to kill you. That's what I want to know."
"...!"

Jo Un-chil, startled by my words, shook his head quickly from side to side.

"N-no! Absolutely not! If I tell you that, they'll try to kill me...!"

...This guy, he must still be half-asleep.

"Wake up. Did you already forget that their commander personally came to kill you earlier?"
"T-that's...!"

Jo Un-chil was at a loss for words.
Perhaps he finally remembered the bloody scene at the gambling den.

"You understand? Paecheon Fortress has already decided to kill you and your subordinates. I managed to get you out, but I'm not sure about your men. They might all be dead by now."

After hearing my roundabout statement, Jo Un-chil lowered his head and gritted his teeth.

"Shit, shit...!"

Curses continuously flowed through his goatee.
He must be bitterly regretting his cooperation with Paecheon Fortress right now.

But it's already too late.
Living obsessed with money, siding with Paecheon Fortress—these were all choices he made himself, so who could he blame?

Go Heung and I silently watched Jo Un-chil for a while.
After keeping his head down and spewing all kinds of creative curses, Jo Un-chil seemed to finally calm down and raised his head again.

Ch.42 - Truth
"...How can I trust you? What guarantee do I have that you won't kill me after I tell you everything?"
"There isn't any, obviously."
"......"

Jo Un-chil seemed dumbfounded by my answer.
I looked at his expression and said with a smile.

"Look, I think you're misunderstanding something. You're not in a position to negotiate with us. Soon, news of the massacre at the gambling house will spread throughout Hefei, and the people from Paecheon Fortress will be searching for you with burning eyes. Do you really think you have any leverage right now?"
"......"

Jo Un-chil couldn't refute my words.
But even after I reminded him of reality, his lips still wouldn't open easily.

However, he seemed to understand that this standoff wouldn't benefit anyone, so he cautiously began to speak.

"...If I join your side, will I be able to live?"

So your life is what matters most to you, huh?
I shrugged and answered.

"At least it'll be much better than sticking with Paecheon Fortress."
"...Alright."

Jo Un-chil nodded heavily.
Finally, we might get to hear something useful.

Having made up his mind, Jo Un-chil sighed deeply and looked up at me again.

"What exactly do you want to know?"
"Paecheon Fortress's objective. Why are they harassing the Namgung Family?"

At my question, Jo Un-chil hesitated for a moment before slowly opening his mouth.

"...I don't know the details."
"I wasn't expecting you to know everything. Just tell me everything you do know. How you got involved, how deep you're in."

And so began Jo Un-chil's explanation.
According to him, he had been living diligently, working honestly (at this point, Go Heung couldn't hold back a snicker) when about a year ago, he first met Sa Gong-chan, the leader of the Heavenly Light Unit.

"He suddenly came to my gambling house and said, 'Instead of collecting small change from commoners, wouldn't you like to make some real money?'"
"And you fell for it hook, line, and sinker?"
"...Yes."

Jo Un-chil nodded uncomfortably and continued his story.

That's when the operations against the Namgung Family began.
They started attacking the courier services of Namgung Courier Bureau.

"For this purpose, I passed information about the courier services to Sa Gong-chan."
"And how were you able to get that information?"
"...Because one of the courier chiefs was a regular at our place."

Regular? More like a sucker.
He probably demanded information about the courier bureau in exchange for clearing gambling debts.

So it was Jo Un-chil who provided information about the courier services.
He was more deeply involved in this than I thought.

"That's how the attacks on the courier services began. I heard they killed all warriors with the Namgung surname and burned or destroyed the goods."

I glanced sideways at Go Heung, who nodded silently.
Meaning Jo Un-chil's words were true.

"As courier service failures continued, the Namgung Family started deploying some of their renowned experts, not realizing this was exactly what Paecheon Fortress wanted."

Neither the Namgung Family nor the experts who accompanied the courier services would have thought that the courier failures were a trap.

They wouldn't have even imagined that someone would dare plot against them.
Should I call this complacency?

It's sad, if anything.
But it was already a thing of the past.

I clicked my tongue briefly and urged Jo Un-chil to continue.

"So they achieved their goal of reducing the Namgung Family's fighting power. I already know that. The problem is what came next."

Yes, what came next.

"The assassination of the Head Manager and the warehouse fire. What was the purpose of those?"

At my question, or more precisely, when I referred to the "assassination" of the Head Manager, Jo Un-chil seemed slightly surprised.
But his surprise was brief, and he soon nodded.

"...Well, I guess you would know. Sa Gong-chan said that was his target too."
"What are you talking about? What was his target?"

When I pressed him about his meaningful mumbling, I got an utterly absurd answer.

"I once asked Sa Gong-chan why he was conducting operations so sloppily when he could have been more discreet."
"...And?"
"He said he was doing it deliberately. To show the power of Paecheon Fortress to the world and to make an example of what happens to those who don't bow their heads."

Wait... so he wasn't proceeding with confidence because he had powerful backing, but because he deliberately wanted everyone to know Paecheon Fortress was behind it?

I was dumbfounded and looked at Go Heung, who was shaking his head.
Though hidden behind his mask, we were probably making the same expression.

"...He's insane."
"I told you he was an annoying bastard."

While Go Heung and I formed a deep bond of sympathy regarding Sa Gong-chan's mental state, Jo Un-chil continued his story.

"From what I heard, the goal wasn't much different from the courier service failures. It was to reduce the Namgung Family's available resources so they couldn't replenish their forces."
"...So all these incidents were aimed at reducing the Namgung Family's fighting power?"

I couldn't understand.
Why this obsession with the Namgung Family's fighting power? For what purpose?

"...They're not actually planning to attack the Namgung Family, are they?"

At my question, Go Heung firmly shook his head.

"As I discussed with Master Yeo earlier today, that possibility is extremely low. Besides, if they wanted to directly attack the family, they wouldn't have carried out operations like attacking courier services. It would have been easier to frame someone else."

Go Heung gave me a meaningful look that Jo Un-chil wouldn't notice, and I remembered something I had forgotten.

The Blood Explosion Art.

Come to think of it, they already had an excellent immunity card that would allow them to attack the Namgung Family without consequences.
Yet they didn't use it and took a different approach?

There must be a different objective.
Not to frame and annihilate the Namgung Family, but something else.

"And about that real objective... you probably don't know."

I looked at the blank-faced Jo Un-chil with cold eyes.

"What were you thinking when you agreed to cooperate with Paecheon Fortress? No matter how money-obsessed you were, you must have known they were dangerous."

At my reproach, Jo Un-chil's expression suddenly flared up, and he raised his voice.

"You think I didn't know they were dangerous?! But if I refused, they would have killed me on the spot! When they're the kind of people who would even assassinate the Sword Lord...!"
"...Wait, what?"

For a moment, I doubted my ears.
What did he just say?

"What did you just say?"
"Huh? What did I..."
"You just said Paecheon Fortress assassinated the Sword Lord. What does that mean?"

As I pressed Jo Un-chil about his unbelievable statement, the answer came from Go Heung instead.

"Oh, that? It's just a baseless rumor, don't worry about it too much."
"...A baseless rumor?"

Go Heung nodded at my question.

"Yes. It's been confirmed recently that the Sword Lord has passed away, but there was a rumor circulating quietly before that."

The rumor was that the Sword Lord disappeared shortly after Paecheon Fortress forces entered Hefei. People wondered if Paecheon Fortress had done something to him.

"According to recent information, the timing is indeed coincidental, but it's not very credible."

Jo Un-chil strongly objected to Go Heung's response.

"It's not just a rumor! The Sword Lord, who used to go out frequently, suddenly went into seclusion, and not long after, Sa Gong-chan came looking for me! I'm telling you, they must have eliminated the Sword Lord, who would have been the biggest obstacle, before starting their operations!"

As Jo Un-chil firmly believed in the Sword Lord assassination theory, Go Heung squatted in front of him and said:

"Hey, you fool. Is 'Sword Lord' the name of some neighborhood dog? We're talking about the Sword Lord. One of the Ten Great Masters of the world, one of the Ten Lords. Unless the Lord of Paecheon Fortress, another of the Ten Lords, came personally, do you think that would be possible?"
"W-well..."

Jo Un-chil was at a loss for words at Go Heung's statement.
Standing up, Go Heung waved his hand as if the conversation wasn't worth continuing.

"Anyway, it's a completely baseless rumor, so don't worry about it too much. The Sword Lord being assassinated? I'd sooner believe the Regional Lord was assassinated."

I nodded at Go Heung's assertion, but felt something unsettling.

Honestly, in a world where someone like Sa Gong-chan is considered an expert, I couldn't begin to imagine how strong one of the Ten Great Masters of the world would be.
Since I couldn't gauge that level, I couldn't be certain about Go Heung's claim that assassination would be absolutely impossible.

Was there really no connection between those two events?





*





Hefei County Office.
The warriors of Paecheon Fortress, led by the Heavenly Light Unit, were officially dispatched at the request of the Hefei County Magistrate.
Therefore, personnel who had completed their "support duties" were staying in quarters prepared in an annex within the county office.

-BANG!

Suddenly, a loud noise erupted from one of those quarters in the annex.

"Ugh, I'm sick of this. Can't even visit women, how long do we have to keep doing this?"

A booming voice resonated throughout the room.
The owner of that voice was indeed a giant with a massive build befitting such a thunderous sound.

Tak Cheol-u, the Mighty Force Blade.

As the vice-leader of the Heavenly Light Unit, he was growing weary of the lengthy mission that was approaching its one-year mark.
Due to Sa Gong-chan's strict order to maintain proper conduct during the mission period, he couldn't even visit pleasure houses.

His frustration with this involuntary abstinence was reaching its limit... or at least, that was the pretense he had created before entering this room.

"Why are you coming to my room early in the morning to complain about this?"
"Why? Since I can't hold a woman, I should at least feast my eyes, shouldn't I? Though... if you were to willingly come into my arms, that would be even better."

The reason he had created this pretense to enter the room was because of its owner, an outsider who had somehow ended up joining this mission.

Chil-ji.
A woman with a name that didn't suit her—meaning "seventh branch" and obviously an alias.

Cheol-u looked at her beautiful face with a wary gaze while deliberately spouting lewd talk.

*She's just a pretty woman on the surface. Not even comparable to Chae-hyang.*

Cheol-u stared at her sharply while comparing her appearance to that of a courtesan he frequently visited.
In response to his seemingly hostile gaze, Chil-ji replied with an expression devoid of any emotion.

"I am not a prostitute. If you want to satisfy your lust, go to a pleasure house."
"I can't go there, that's why I'm looking at your face instead, isn't it?"

Though he was pretending to harass Chil-ji with disgusting words, deep in his eyes, he never let go of his tension.
Seeing this, Chil-ji let out a small sigh and spoke.

"Why don't you stop this act that doesn't suit you and speak honestly? You're just wary of me, aren't you?"
"......"

After a moment of silence, staring at Chil-ji, Cheol-u soon smirked and shrugged.

"I can't help but be wary. After all, you're the impressive person who killed the Sword Lord, one of the Ten Lords."

Ch.43 - Truth
The Sword Lord had been killed.
These words from Cheol-u implied several things.

That the rumors circulating secretly in Hefei about the assassination of the Sword Lord of Paecheon Fortress were true, and that the culprit was none other than Chil-ji.

Indeed.
A young woman who couldn't be more than thirty had sent one of the ten strongest people under heaven to the afterlife.

People who didn't know the details would shake their heads, calling it an unfunny joke.
But Cheol-u was one of the few who knew the details, which was why he was wary of Chil-ji.

"Wouldn't anyone be cautious around someone so capable yet with no known past or name? What do you think?"
"You of all people have no reason to be wary of me, Vice Commander of the Heavenly Light Unit."

Despite Chil-ji's indirect message that she was his ally, Cheol-u snorted dismissively.

"Hmph, is that so? I just can't trust someone who won't even reveal their real name."
"Is knowing my affiliation not enough for you?"

Chil-ji's affiliation.
She was a member of another combat unit of Paecheon Fortress, separate from the Heavenly Light Unit.

The Divine Wood Unit.
One of three combat units newly established by Ju Do-han after he became the Lord of Paecheon Fortress.

The other two, the Dark Heaven Unit and the Blood Ray Unit, had clear purposes and objectives, but uniquely, everything about the Divine Wood Unit was shrouded in mystery.

*What kind of name is that for a combat unit anyway? Divine Wood? Does it mean sacred tree or something?*

Cheol-u's instincts told him everything about the woman sitting before him was suspicious.
And his instincts were usually quite accurate.
...At least according to him.

"...Sigh."

Cheol-u was now openly displaying his intense distrust.
Chil-ji, rarely showing emotion, sighed with visible fatigue.
Then she used her trump card to drive Cheol-u out of her room.

"If you keep this up, I'll have no choice but to report to the Commander of the Heavenly Light Unit."
"......"
"You know better than anyone how much the Commander values harmony within the unit."

As Chil-ji pointed out, displaying hostility toward a colleague during a mission was one of the things Sa Gong-chan hated most.
When Chil-ji mentioned this directly, Cheol-u had no choice but to back down.

"Tch."

*Clunk!*

Clicking his tongue, Cheol-u rose roughly from his seat.
Even as he left the room, he didn't forget to leave Chil-ji with a warning.

"Watch yourself. I'll be keeping an eye on you. Especially that 'strange power' you used to kill the Sword Lord. If you dare use it on any of our unit members..."
"Why would I do that? Stop talking nonsense and please leave."

Chil-ji couldn't hide her irritation at his paranoid attitude.
As the two glared at each other in a battle of nerves, the door suddenly burst open.

"Vice Commander, so you were here...!"
"Huh? What is it?"

Cheol-u looked at the unit member who had flung open the door and wore a puzzled expression.
The member's face was a storm of emotions—confusion, anger, despair, and fear.

*What's wrong with this guy?*

His question was answered by the unit member's next words.

"Vice Commander... the Commander, the Commander...!"

*

"......"
"......"

Cheol-u and Chil-ji, the Heavenly Light Unit members behind them, and the lower-ranked warriors of Paecheon Fortress—hundreds of people had gathered, yet the government office was wrapped in terrible silence.

The cause of their silence lay before them: six corpses.
To be precise, the bodies of Heavenly Light Unit Commander Sa Gong-chan and five unit members, transported from Jo Un-chil's gambling house.

"...Commander."

Walking heavily to Sa Gong-chan's body, Cheol-u collapsed as if his legs had given out.
With trembling hands, he examined various parts of the body.

After thoroughly checking the corpse, he found evidence confirming it was indeed Sa Gong-chan.

The scar on the back of his hand from a slight cut during sword practice, and even the mark from an arrow wound he received while saving Cheol-u during a past mission.

No matter how much he wanted to deny it, he couldn't.
The corpse before him was definitely Sa Gong-chan.

"Aaaaargh!!"

Realizing this, Cheol-u threw his head back and roared to the heavens.
His intense emotions triggered his qi, sending powerful waves in all directions.

The soldiers in the office who lacked resistance to such energy waves turned pale.
Just then, the County Magistrate of Hefei, who had heard the news, came rushing in.

"My goodness, so the Heavenly Light Unit Commander really..."

Seeing Sa Gong-chan's body with his own eyes, the magistrate clutched his forehead and sighed deeply.
It was clear he was more troubled by the sudden accident than saddened by it.

"To think a commander of Paecheon Fortress could die so easily. What will happen to our plans now..."

Moreover, he tactlessly mentioned the progress of their plans in this situation.

Of course, the Hefei magistrate was merely a partner cooperating for mutual benefit.
He had no reason whatsoever to mourn Sa Gong-chan's death.

But humans are creatures with emotions, swayed by those emotions.
To Cheol-u, half-crazed with grief and anger, the magistrate's attitude was extremely irritating.

"You greedy pig of a man...!"
"W-what?!"

With his face contorted like a demon, Cheol-u hurled insults at the magistrate.
The magistrate's face, initially red with anger, quickly turned pale as he watched Cheol-u striding toward him.

"W-what are you doing? D-dare you, a mere warrior, intimidate an official of His Imperial Majesty?"

The magistrate retreated step by step.
Cheol-u closed the distance with determined strides, looking as if he might kill the man with a single blow.

"S-stop him! Quickly, stop this insolent man!"

The magistrate ordered his soldiers with a terrified face.
But the soldiers, already intimidated, hesitated to block Cheol-u's path.

Meanwhile, Cheol-u stood right in front of the magistrate.
Looking up at Cheol-u, who was a head taller than him, the magistrate's face had gone beyond pale to ashen.

"Eek...!"

Cheol-u's massive fist trembled, looking as if it might crush the magistrate's head at any moment.
What stopped it was a slender, delicate finger.

"That's enough, Vice Commander."
"......"
"Do you intend to ruin the mission?"
"...Kuk."

At Chil-ji's cold words, Cheol-u ground his teeth, roughly knocked away her hand, and returned to Sa Gong-chan's body.

The magistrate, finally free from Cheol-u's pressure, immediately began reasserting his authority.

"I-I will not let that man get away with this. I'll report to the Regional Lord and make sure that insolent fellow is punished..."
"Magistrate. The Vice Commander just lost his superior who was like a brother to him. Please understand his grief and let go of your anger."

Chil-ji interrupted the magistrate, who was speaking with spittle flying from his mouth.
The magistrate flinched momentarily at Chil-ji's gentle words, delivered with rare beauty, but quickly regained his composure.

"No! I absolutely cannot. If we allow this precedent, who knows when these warrior brutes will intimidate innocent officials again...!"
"Magistrate, would you look into my eyes?"

At Chil-ji's words, the magistrate's eyes turned to her.
And he saw it—a strange red light flickering in Chil-ji's eyes.

"Uh..."

The moment he saw that red light, the magistrate's expression went blank.
Chil-ji, observing his dazed face, whispered secretively.

"You are truly a merciful person, aren't you?"
"Uh...? Oh, yes... I've always been merciful..."
"So you'll forgive the Vice Commander's rudeness with your merciful heart, won't you?"
"Of course... I'll forgive him... because I am merciful..."
"I'm so glad you'll forgive him."

Chil-ji smiled with satisfaction at the magistrate's response, which sounded as if his soul had left his body.
As the red light disappeared from her eyes, the magistrate blinked rapidly and came to his senses.

"Um, hmm?"

After looking around in confusion for a moment, the magistrate said he would overlook Cheol-u's rudeness, just as he had discussed with Chil-ji, and turned to leave.
Of course, he didn't forget to confirm their deal before departing.

"Our deal is still valid, right?"
"Of course. The lands and assets of the Namgung Family that you desire—you'll soon have them all."

Satisfied with Chil-ji's answer, the magistrate nodded and left.
Chil-ji watched his retreating figure coldly before walking toward Cheol-u.

"What did you say, you bastard? Say it again!"
"W-well, you see...!"

Cheol-u was already intimidating O-jak, who had arrived to explain his findings from examining the bodies.
Sighing softly at the sight, Chil-ji intervened.

"What's the problem now?"
"Listen to what this guy is saying!"

At Cheol-u's incredulous reaction, Chil-ji turned to O-jak.
As O-jak explained his findings again from the beginning, Chil-ji's expression matched Cheol-u's.

"...What did you say?"

Ch.44 - Truth
"S-so... it appears he died when his own weapon was driven into his shoulder and reached his heart due to being overpowered. And judging by the evidence, it seems he was overwhelmed without even having a chance to properly fight..."

"The Head of the Heavenly Light Unit was... overwhelmed?"

Il-ji unconsciously blurted out the question in shock.
Encouraged by her reaction, Tak Cheon-u turned to berate O-jak again.

"The Head is one of the top experts in Paecheon Fortress! And you're saying he was overwhelmed? That's nonsense!"
"I-I'm just reporting what I observed...!"

O-jak trembled visibly, clearly terrified of Cheol-u's intimidating presence.

He was obviously afraid of Cheol-u.
He didn't appear to be trying to trick or mock Cheol-u at all.

"Vice Head, that's enough."

Il-ji stopped Cheol-u and dismissed O-jak.
Cheol-u glared at O-jak's retreating back as he hurriedly bowed and practically fled, then turned to Il-ji.

"Why did you let him go like that! We should have him examine the body again...!"
"Vice Head, regain your composure. What reason would O-jak have to lie? Refusing to face the truth and being stubborn won't help this situation at all."
"...Tch."

Cheol-u's face contorted, knowing Il-ji was right.

"So what? You want me to believe the Head was defeated one-sidedly and killed?"
"If that's O-jak's conclusion, then we must accept it."
"This is...!"

Cheol-u raised his fist in anger.
Il-ji stared at him with cold eyes.
Her gaze seemed to say, "Go ahead and try it."

"......"

After staring back at her with fierce eyes, Cheol-u's face twitched briefly before he slowly lowered his fist.

"Huff..."

Cheol-u took a deep breath to calm himself.
Seeing this, Il-ji also sighed briefly and turned to the Heavenly Light Unit member beside her—the one who had come to her room to inform her directly of the Head's death.

"Have you learned anything about the killer?"
"Well, we caught some thugs who worked for Jo Un-chil..."
"Jo Un-chil?"

Her tone suggested she'd never heard the name before.
The unit member hesitated momentarily before explaining about Jo Un-chil.

"He's the owner of the largest gambling house in Hefei. The Head died at his gambling house."
"I see. And?"
"What do you mean 'and'? Take us there right now. Where are those bastards?"

Cheol-u cut in.
Fortunately, he seemed to have calmed down, as his voice was much more composed than before.

Following the unit member's guidance, Cheol-u and Il-ji arrived at the prison within the government office.
The prisoners looked up at the two with eyes full of fear.

-BANG!

"Eek!?"

Cheol-u's fist smashed the prison door in one blow, nearly causing the prisoners to faint.
In the end, Il-ji pushed Cheol-u back and stepped forward.

"We want to hear the details of what happened. If you tell us the truth, I promise no harm will come to you."

Perhaps it was the contrast effect of the beast retreating and the beauty stepping forward.
Jo Un-chil's subordinates visibly calmed down and began to tell their story bit by bit.

The story took about half an hour.
After hearing everything, Cheol-u couldn't hide his disbelief.

"A masked man? The Gentleman of Yangshang? An assassin? What nonsense is this!?"
"I-it's true! Some young guy with his face covered by a mask said he was the Gentleman of Yangshang and that he'd become an assassin, and then in the blink of an eye...!"
"These bastards are talking nonsense...!"

As Cheol-u became enraged and tried to step forward again, Il-ji blocked him once more.
After forcibly pushing him back, she approached the thug who was desperately explaining.

"Huh...!"

As the beautiful woman's face came close to his, the thug blushed despite fearing for his life.
A voice as beautiful as her face reached his ears.

"That statement just now. Can you swear it's not a lie?"

A faint red gleam flashed across the pupils of the eyes the thug was staring into.
Feeling strangely dazed, the thug nodded.

"Yes, I can swear to it... it's the truth..."
"...I see. Vice Head, we've heard enough. Let's go."
"What? Hey, do you actually believe what he just said?"

Il-ji walked out of the prison without hesitation, as if she had gotten the answer she wanted.
Cheol-u glared fiercely at the thugs before grumbling something and following her.

*

"Hey, do you really believe what those guys said? Seriously?"

Outside the prison.
Cheol-u grabbed Il-ji, who seemed to be pondering something, and demanded an answer.
Looking at him as if annoyed, Il-ji nodded with a sigh.

"At the very least, they believe they're telling the truth. That much is certain."
"So you're saying the Head really was defeated by some young guy?"
"That remains unknown. It's impossible to judge someone's age by voice alone."

According to the thugs, the killer had covered his face with a mask.
It would be foolish to estimate someone's age based solely on their voice without seeing their face.
Besides, that wasn't the important issue right now.

"I'm more concerned about something else."
"Something else?"
"The fact that the Head of the Heavenly Light Unit suspected the killer came from the Namgung Family before he died."

Cheol-u frowned at Il-ji's words.

"That doesn't make sense, does it? Over the past year, our operations have caused the Namgung Family to lose most of their elite experts. The remaining ones have taken many of the family's young warriors on escort missions."

Due to Paecheon Fortress's operations, the Namgung Family had lost many experts and failed in their escort missions.
Normally, they would close their escort agency and stop the missions, but the Namgung Family couldn't make that choice.

Since the Namgung Escort Agency had practically monopolized half of Hefei's distribution, the continued failure of their escort missions immediately affected Hefei's logistics.

In the end, all the Namgung Family could do was reluctantly assign more warriors to escort duties.

Just as Paecheon Fortress had hoped.

"In that situation, would they still have an expert capable of killing the Head? And even if they did, why deploy them only now? And how would they know the Head went to the gambling house?"
"The issue is motive. Is there any other force in Hefei that would dare try to kill a Head of Paecheon Fortress besides the Namgung Family?"
"Well... there isn't."

Cheol-u couldn't refute Il-ji's sharp point.
But Il-ji wasn't finished.

"Moreover, according to O-jak's assessment, the Head of the Heavenly Light Unit was overwhelmed in a contest of strength. Since the masked person wasn't particularly large in build, we must assume the opponent possessed more internal energy than the Head."

The reality was somewhat different, but without understanding the concept of a medium sword, this was the only conclusion she could reach.
The same was true for Cheol-u.

"The Head's internal energy exceeded the first level of mastery, yet he was overwhelmed. Just how much internal energy did his opponent have?"

As Cheol-u grumbled irritably, he suddenly seemed to recall something and cautiously asked Il-ji.

"...You don't think the Sword Lord might still be alive, do you?"
"......"

Il-ji gave Cheol-u a look of disdain.
Provoked by her gaze, his voice grew louder.

"Things don't add up, that's why I'm asking! The sword pierced the Head's shoulder and cut through to his heart! To penetrate the Head's Protective Art would require immense internal energy to strongly..."
"Everyone in Paecheon Fortress knows that the Head of the Heavenly Light Unit neglected his Protective Art training while focusing on swordsmanship. And wasn't the same true for the five unit members who accompanied him?"

Cheol-u's mouth closed again.
He knew better than anyone that Sa Gong-chan had abandoned basic Protective Art training to focus solely on swordsmanship.

Moreover, the five unit members who had accompanied Sa Gong-chan to the gambling house—those he had personally trained, practically his disciples—also tended to neglect their Protective Art training, following his example.

Cheol-u's assertion that Sa Gong-chan's killer must have been the Sword Lord or someone with comparable internal energy naturally lost its strength.

"So what? Are you saying there's absolutely no way to find out the killer's identity?"
"......"

Il-ji remained silent as Cheol-u spoke while scratching his head as if it were giving him a headache.
As Cheol-u said, currently there was no way to learn about the killer.

They needed more information.

*I need to visit the scene myself.*

There might still be clues left at the gambling house.
If she moved quickly, she might find something.

Just as Il-ji was thinking this, she spotted a Heavenly Light Unit member running frantically toward them.
"V-Vice Head!"
"...Ah, shit. What now?"

Cheol-u frowned at his subordinate's urgent expression.
And after hearing the report, his face contorted beyond a frown into something truly hideous.

"What did you say!?"

*

The next morning.
I spent the night at the Changcheon Tea House and returned to the Namgung Family estate early in the morning.

I was greeted by Hwa-ryeon's strangely cold face.
Huh, why is she angry?

"...So you've finally returned."
"Uh? Um... things got a bit complicated..."

As I hurriedly tried to explain, I noticed the dark circles under Hwa-ryeon's eyes.
She also looked strangely tired...

"...Don't tell me you stayed up waiting for me?"
"......"

She pressed her lips together and turned her head away at my question.
She really did stay up waiting, didn't she?

"...I'm sorry. I didn't think you'd wait up all night."
"Hah, it's fine. As long as you're safe and unharmed."

When I immediately apologized, she let out a small sigh and turned away, walking in first.
...Is she over it? Doesn't seem like it.

As I cautiously entered the room, checking her mood, I found everyone else already gathered and waiting for me.

Ch.45 - Truth
"What on earth were you doing to be this late?"

The moment I entered, Master's sarcastic voice hit my ears.
I was already feeling awkward around Hwa-ryeon, so this was actually perfect timing. I sat down immediately and began explaining what had happened last night.

First, I showed them the ledger from the gambling house that I'd carefully kept in my possession, proving Manager Im's innocence. Namgung Hyeon seemed particularly relieved and pleased.

"That's good news. Now I have something to tell the manager's wife."
"Right? And then... here's where things get complicated..."
"What happened next? What...?"

I went on to explain about the massacre carried out by Sagong Chan, the Heavenly Light Unit leader, at the gambling house and his attempt to kill everyone and destroy evidence.
Everyone in our group was outraged when they heard this.

"How despicable...!"
"How could anyone..."
"Such people aren't martial artists! They're harmful beasts!"

Seol's final comment especially resonated with me.
Harmful beasts... that's exactly the right description.

"Don't worry. They won't hurt anyone else now."
"What? What do you mean... surely not?"

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon, whose eyes had grown wide.

"I killed them all, so they won't be doing anything like that again."

Harmful beasts should be eliminated early.

"......"
"......"

The room suddenly fell silent.
After a moment, Namgung Hyeon carefully asked a question.

"So you're saying... you defeated the Heavenly Light Unit leader?"
"Yes, and his five subordinates too. The gambling house was in such a terrible state that rumors will probably spread throughout Hefei by the end of today."
"......"

Despite my assertion, there was subtle disbelief on Namgung Hyeon's face.

Our Young Master of the House has never seen me fight, so I can understand his reaction.
The others just nodded without saying much.

"So, what happened next?"
"I kidnapped Jo Un-chil and took him with me. If I'd left him alone, he would've ended up dead in some alley. I was late because I was interrogating him."

At my words, Hwa-ryeon's face returned completely to normal.
It seems she's genuinely not angry anymore.

As I was sighing with relief internally, Namgung Hyeon's heavy voice reached my ears.

"...Would you tell us? About the interrogation."
"Ah, yes."

I shared all the information I'd obtained through the interrogation.

That the escort information had been leaked by Jo Un-chil.
That the purpose behind the magistrate's assassination and the warehouse fire was no different from causing the escort to fail.
And that I couldn't determine what the true objective was.

"Why are they so obsessed with reducing the Namgung Family's power? What do you think?"

In response to my question, Namgung Hyeon shook his head, looking even more frustrated than I was.

"...I don't know. If their goal was simply to drive us out of Hefei, they're making things unnecessarily complicated. What could they possibly be after..."
"Brother..."

Seol comforted Namgung Hyeon as he struggled with his thoughts.
While the atmosphere remained serious for a while, suddenly there was a sound.

-Growl

"...Huh?"

Everyone's eyes turned to the source of the sound.
The source was Seol's stomach.

"Ugh..."

Seol tried to cover her stomach while her face turned bright red.
Oh, so that sound came from there?
Seeing Seol so incredibly embarrassed, I couldn't help but burst into laughter.

"Pfft-hahaha..."
"Don't laugh!"
"S-sorry... *snort*."

I suppressed my laughter while turning away from Seol, who was shouting at me.
When I glanced back at her, she was glaring at me with what she probably thought was a fierce look.

Seeing that expression, I desperately turned my head away again to avoid laughing.
Don't laugh. I shouldn't laugh. If I laugh, she'll be upset for three days.

-Clap clap

Seeing the tense standoff between Seol and me, Madam Seol clapped her hands to get everyone's attention.

"I'm feeling hungry too. Why don't we continue our discussion after breakfast?"

It was a warm, mature response that subtly conveyed that Seol's stomach growling wasn't something to be embarrassed about.

Thanks to this, Seol, who had been about to explode, regained her peace of mind, and the rest of our group, who had been so serious, could enjoy breakfast with somewhat lighter hearts.

Of course, that atmosphere was quickly shattered by the arrival of an unwelcome guest.

"Young Master of the House."
"Hmm? What is it?"

Right after breakfast, Namgung Hyeon asked the maid with the urgent expression what had brought her here.
At her answer, everyone's faces hardened.

"The County Magistrate has suddenly arrived. The Family Head has requested that you come to the main hall..."

The County Magistrate.
The one who tried to cover up Manager Dam's death as suicide, and who was likely complicit in Paecheon Fortress's plot.

There was no way he had come to the Namgung Family with good intentions.
We immediately headed to the main hall.

*

Although we hurried to the main hall, only Namgung Hyeon was allowed inside.

Despite helping the Namgung Family, we were still outsiders.
It was understandable, if frustrating.

With no other choice, we waited outside the main hall for their conversation to end.

"The County Magistrate visiting the family estate in person... what could he be here for?"
"I don't know. But one thing's for certain—it can't be anything good."
"...How do you know that?"
"If I knew, would we be standing here like this?"

Our conversation didn't last long.
In less than a quarter hour, a well-built man in official robes emerged from the main hall, striding out with guards escorting him.

I suppose that must be the Hefei County Magistrate?

Just looking at him, I could see his face was plump and full of greed.
The magistrate left the estate quickly without even glancing in our direction.

Why is he leaving so soon? What did they talk about?

As I tilted my head in confusion and looked back at the main hall, Namgung Hyeon came out.

"......"

His face was dark as night.
I didn't know the details yet, but clearly the conversation hadn't gone well.

"Everyone, the Family Head wishes to meet with you."

And now the Family Head wanted to meet us directly.
This doesn't look good.

We followed Namgung Hyeon to the office in the main hall.
There sat the Namgung Family Head, looking as if he carried the weight of all the world's worries.

"Brother Namgung, what's going on?"
"Ah, Brother Yeo. You're here."

The Namgung Family Head forced a smile at my Master, then explained why the County Magistrate had visited.

"...A martial arts tournament? Did you just say a martial arts tournament?"
"...Yes. Paecheon Fortress and our Namgung Family will hold a tournament to determine who is qualified to oversee security in Hefei and the broader Yooju Prefecture."

A martial arts tournament.
The moment I heard those words, I understood everything.

So this was Paecheon Fortress's objective.

The reason they went through all the trouble of sabotaging the escort mission,
assassinating the magistrate, setting fire to the warehouse, and cutting off the Namgung Family's sources of income—it was all for this.

To officially defeat the Namgung Family, who had been the dominant power in Anhui Province for generations, in front of everyone, and completely strip away their influence in Anhui.

That was their true objective all along.

"...This is absurd."

Meanwhile, Master couldn't accept the magistrate's announcement.

"The Namgung Family has protected this land for generations. How can they arbitrarily...!"
Despite Master's words, the Namgung Family Head remained silent with a grave expression.
Seeing his brother-in-law at a loss, Master soon spoke again as if struck by an idea.

"I know. Let's speak to the Regional Lord. The Regional Lord wouldn't allow such an arbitrary situation..."
"...The Regional Lord has already approved it. When he summoned me yesterday to criticize the current situation in Hefei, it was clear his sympathies had shifted to their side."
"What...?"

Paecheon Fortress's plot, which had taken a full year to unfold, was indeed flawless.
This time Master was truly at a loss for words, and the office fell into silence.

After thinking for a moment, I asked the Namgung Family Head a question.

"Have the rules for the tournament been decided?"
"No, not yet. They told me to come to the county office later to discuss them with Paecheon Fortress."
"Hmm..."

Seeing me deep in thought after hearing the Family Head's answer, Master abruptly asked:

"Do you have something in mind?"
"Not exactly, but something seems strange."
"What do you mean?"

In response to Master's continued questioning, I voiced my thoughts.

"Who is the strongest fighter from Paecheon Fortress currently in Hefei?"
"Well, the Heavenly Light Unit leader, of course."
"But that Heavenly Light Unit leader died by my hand last night. Their strongest fighter is gone, yet they're bringing up this tournament so quickly. That doesn't make sense to me."
"Ah..."

At my words, everyone let out gasps of realization.

This tournament essentially had the Namgung Family's survival at stake.
Naturally, the Namgung Family Head, one of the few remaining fighters and certainly the strongest, would have no choice but to participate directly.

Paecheon Fortress must know this too.
If this tournament was part of their plan, then the Heavenly Light Unit leader was likely meant to be the one to face the Namgung Family Head.

But now that leader is dead.

Shouldn't they secure another fighter capable of facing the Namgung Family Head before bringing up the tournament?

"Or do they have another hidden master?"

Namgung Hyeon immediately countered my muttering.

"That can't be it. If a master of the Heavenly Light Unit leader's caliber had entered Hefei, it wouldn't be this quiet. Rumors would have spread long ago."
"Then what could it be?"

Everyone fell into contemplation.
However, there was one person who hadn't been following the conversation.

"Wait, what are you saying? The Heavenly Light Unit leader is dead?"
"...Oh."

Come to think of it, we hadn't told the Namgung Family Head anything about this yet, had we?

Ch.46 - Ready
We told the Namgung family head everything we had investigated and what had happened yesterday. When the conspiracy in Paecheon Fortress, which had only been a suspicion, was confirmed as fact through Jo Un-chil's testimony, the Namgung family head became furious anew.

"Those damned bastards...!"

And when I mentioned that I had killed Sagong Chan, the Heavenly Light Unit Commander, he naturally gave me a look full of doubt.

"...Is that true?"
"The Young Master of the House didn't seem to believe it either. The news should be spreading by now, so why don't you check?"

At my calm attitude, the Namgung family head tilted his head but followed my suggestion and sent a servant outside to gather information. Of course, it didn't take long for the servant to return.

The servant entered the office and revealed what he had learned, unable to hide his surprise.

"There's chaos everywhere with talk about the bloodshed at Wind Moon Pavilion last night. From what I've heard, the Heavenly Light Unit Commander from Paecheon Fortress was found dead along with five of his men..."
"......"

For reference, Wind Moon Pavilion is the name of Jo Un-chil's gambling house.

Setting aside unimportant details, anyway, once they realized what I said was true, the Namgung family head and Namgung Hyeon stared at me with shocked expressions. I simply shrugged in response, which prompted them to clear their throats and regain their composure.

"Ah, ahem! How remarkable. I heard that you're only about twenty years old, yet to have reached such a level at that age. Brother Yeo, you've raised your disciple well."
"I didn't raise him. He grew up on his own."
"Hey now, that's a bit harsh."
"What's harsh about it? It's not like I'm wrong."
"Still, the way you say things makes all the difference..."

*Knock knock*

"You two, save the off-topic conversation for later."

Ju Hwa-ryeon called us back as my Master and I were drifting off-topic.
Returning to the main subject, we put our heads together to discuss what those bastards might be plotting.

After about two hours, the conclusion we reached was simply "we don't know."

I stood up from my seat.

"We won't get answers just by sitting here thinking."

Hwa-ryeon tilted her head at my words.

"What are you planning to do?"
"If we don't know the answer, shouldn't we go to someone who does?"

Seeming to immediately catch my meaning, Hwa-ryeon made an odd expression.

"...You're not saying you'll go find out directly, are you?"
"Wouldn't that be the most certain way? Besides, they already told us to come to the county office to set the rules for the martial arts competition, so we have a good reason to visit."

The people who were initially surprised by my suggestion gradually began to agree as I continued speaking.

"That doesn't sound like a bad idea. When do you plan to go?"

I grinned at Namgung Hyeon's question.

"Right now."

*

"Kup, khuhuhu..."

Gu Man-deok, the magistrate of Hefei who had personally visited the Namgung family to unilaterally announce the martial arts competition, was now chuckling sinisterly inside his luxurious carriage.

"Those bewildered expressions... It's like a ten-year-old indigestion finally clearing up."

Ever since Gu Man-deok had been appointed as the magistrate of Hefei, those damnable Namgung family members had always been a thorn in his side.

'One of the Five Great Families or whatever... they're nothing more than a martial arts clan putting on airs!'

Those people who dared to hold their heads high before him, a servant of the Emperor!
Those people who owned vast lands and overflowing wealth yet showed no "sincerity" to him, the administrator of Hefei.
And despite all that, they had the Sword Lord, one of the Ten Lords, and numerous other renowned masters, making it difficult to pressure them!

'But that's all in the past now. The Sword Lord is gone, and most of their other formidable masters have died too.'

The remaining masters had been sent away on missions. All that remained at the family estate was the unremarkable new family head who had been hiding in his brother's shadow, and the seemingly weak Young Master of the House.

'It won't be long now. It's been a long year.'

One year.
The plan that had been in motion for that entire long year was finally nearing its end. If the Namgung family lost at this martial arts competition and was driven out of Hefei...

'All their land and wealth will be mine...!'

All preparations had been completed. Everything was going smoothly, making him feel like he could fly with joy.

"Umhahaha-!"

Unable to contain himself any longer, Man-deok burst into loud laughter.
Merchants who had been sighing over their poor sales turned their heads at the sound.

Recognizing Man-deok as the source, they frowned or deliberately looked away.
Since his appointment as the magistrate of Hefei, Man-deok had been openly demanding bribes from merchant associations and guilds, engaging in corruption.

He had long since lost the people's goodwill, though he personally didn't care about that at all.

"Magistrate, shall we return directly to the county office?"
"What's the rush? Let's take our time, take our time."

Thinking that he deserved some leisure after working tirelessly for the past year (others might disagree), Man-deok lay down completely in the carriage.

"Wake me when we arrive."
"...Yes."

Though the coachman and the guards escorting him grimaced, they followed his orders without daring to say anything.
Thus, the journey to the county office, which should have taken about two hours, took nearly three.

Having enjoyed a sweet nap, Man-deok entered the county office in a refreshed mood, only to be greeted first by Cheol-u's face, twisted like an evil spirit.

"What were you thinking, acting on your own like that?!"
"W-what...?"

Momentarily intimidated by Cheol-u's imposing presence—he stood a head taller than most—Man-deok quickly reddened and raised his voice.

"You! I forgave your rudeness this morning out of my generous heart, yet how dare you commit such an atrocious act again!"
"Atrocious? Should I show you what's truly atrocious?"

As Cheol-u extended his large hand as if about to wring Man-deok's neck, and as Man-deok's face turned pale at the shadow cast over him, a small, slender hand intervened.

"...That's enough, Vice Commander."

Once again, it was Chil-ji who saved Man-deok.

Man-deok's face brightened upon seeing Chil-ji who had saved him.
However, Chil-ji's face, meeting his, was nothing short of frigid.

"Magistrate, why did you announce the martial arts competition to the Namgung family without consulting us first?"
"Huh? Well... wasn't that what we decided to do long ago?"

At Man-deok's expression that suggested he saw no problem, Chil-ji tightly closed his eyes.
After heaving a deep sigh, he spoke again.

"...The situation has changed since then. Our strongest force, Commander Sagong Chan, has died. We've lost our means to deal with the Namgung family head..."
"Haha, is that all? He's just an unremarkable fellow who's been hiding in his brother's shadow. What's there to worry about?"
"......"

At Man-deok's words, so detached from reality, Chil-ji momentarily felt the urge to kill him.

An unremarkable fellow hiding in his brother's shadow?
Did he think such a person could succeed to the position of family head over other masters?

The difference between martial arts families and ordinary local clans is that direct lineage doesn't automatically guarantee succession to family leadership. In keeping with martial traditions, without proving one's martial prowess, even the family head's own brother cannot become the next head. Naturally, when the previous head was one of the Ten Great Masters of the world, the standards become even more stringent.

Yet the current head, Namgung Seon-u, succeeded to the position without any controversy. This meant that the masters of the Namgung family who were still alive at the time had acknowledged him.

To disparage such a person as "unremarkable"!

Judging from his usual behavior, it was clear that this Hefei magistrate regarded martial artists as mere thugs.

"Ah, ahem..."

Meanwhile, Magistrate Man-deok, belatedly realizing something was wrong from Chil-ji and Cheol-u's ominous reactions, cleared his throat.
Then he offered what he thought was a solution, which was equally absurd.

"W-well... can't we just call in other masters? Paecheon Fortress, being the largest faction in the martial world, surely doesn't lack for talent."

Naturally, Chil-ji and Cheol-u were dumbfounded by his words.

"The nerve of this...!"
"...What we need is someone equal to or stronger than Commander Sagong Chan, and we can't just summon such individuals at our whim."
"Uh..."

Man-deok's face finally grew serious after hearing Chil-ji's explanation.

"T-then what happens now? We've come this far; surely our plan won't fall apart?"
"......"

Chil-ji and Cheol-u remained silent.
And at that moment, an unfamiliar voice came from behind Man-deok.

"I'm here about the martial arts competition~"

Man-deok turned his head abruptly.
His eyes fell on Gun Ja-seong's smiling face as he entered the county office first.

*

Having decided to go directly to the county office to find out what those bastards were plotting, I headed there with Namgung Hyeon and Miss Seol.

Of course, I couldn't bring the others.
Since we were going to meet people from Paecheon Fortress, Hwa-ryeon and my Master might be recognized.

So the three of us arrived at the county office.

"Aren't you the Young Master of the House? What brings you here?"

A soldier guarding the main gate recognized Namgung Hyeon.

"The magistrate asked us to visit, so here we are. Is he inside?"
"Ah, yes. He just came in."

Just came in... it seems he left well before us but dawdled for quite some time before arriving.
Anyway, thanks to the soldier recognizing Namgung Hyeon, we entered the county office without any issues.

After walking for a while, we heard voices in the distance.
It sounded like an argument.

"Wait a moment."

I stopped the two and channeled my internal energy to my ears.
My hearing became extremely enhanced, allowing me to clearly hear the murmuring voices.

-Magistrate, why did you announce the martial arts competition to the Namgung family without consulting us first?
-Huh? Well... wasn't that what we decided to do long ago?

After eavesdropping for a moment, I felt the corners of my mouth involuntarily rising.

"Young Master?"

Looking at Namgung Hyeon, who was staring at me strangely, I couldn't help but keep smiling.

Would you look at these guys?

Ch.47 - Ready
I overheard a conversation between the Hefei magistrate and two martial artists who appeared to be from Paecheon Fortress.

The more I listened, the harder it was to hold back my laughter. I'd wondered if they had some grand scheme I couldn't figure out, but it turned out they simply weren't coordinating with each other.

It was a bit disappointing, but good news for our side. Such discord would create openings we could exploit to disrupt their plans.

As I nodded to myself, their conversation continued. Apparently, the magistrate had acted on his own without consulting the others. The martial arts tournament they had prepared was thrown into disarray before it even began, all because of this slippery magistrate.

I wondered what faces they'd make when we showed up to establish the tournament rules. It would certainly be entertaining to see.

Unable to contain my anticipation any longer, I urged Namgung Hyeon and Miss Seol to hurry.

"Come on, let's go."
"What? Oh... yes."

I led the two, who were giving me dubious looks, inside. There, I saw the two people standing before the Hefei magistrate.

The man was a giant, standing a head taller than most men, with his sleeves torn off to reveal his arms. The way his muscles rippled was quite impressive.

On our way here, Namgung Hyeon had briefed me on the appearances of people we should know.

This must be Tak Cheol-u, the vice commander of the Heavenly Light Unit. His title was "Great Power Hegemon," and true to his name, he had a massive blade strapped to his back, as tall as his own body.

With Sagong Chan, the Heavenly Light Unit commander, now dead, Tak Cheol-u represented Paecheon Fortress's strongest force. However, I was more concerned about the woman standing beside him.

The woman was impressive in a different way from Tak Cheol-u. She appeared delicate, like someone who couldn't properly wield an iron sword, but her aura was no less powerful than his.

No, not just equal—it seemed even stronger. And there was something about her energy that felt... ominous? The nature of her qi felt very different from typical martial artists.

What is this? Has she trained in some special martial art?

While puzzling over this internally, I put on a bright smile and spoke.

"We're here about the martial arts tournament~"

The three of them turned their gazes toward me. Their initial "who is this guy?" expressions quickly changed to dismay when they saw Namgung Hyeon entering behind me.

I stepped aside slightly, and Namgung Hyeon moved forward to stand before the magistrate.

"Y-Young Master of the House. What brings you here...?"

His face showed such panic, a stark contrast to his arrogant attitude when leaving the Namgung Family headquarters earlier. Seeing this, Namgung Hyeon's face brightened as he replied.

"You asked us to come to the county office to establish the tournament rules. I thought it would be easier to prepare if we set the rules in advance, so I came as quickly as possible."

In contrast to Namgung Hyeon's bright face, the three others' expressions crumpled miserably.

"Ahem! W-why such hurry? The Namgung Family must be quite busy these days. We can give you plenty of time to prepare..."
"Didn't you say the Regional Lord wants to confirm whether our family is still qualified to be responsible for the security of Hefei and Yeoju Prefecture? We don't want to trouble the Regional Lord any longer than necessary."
"......"

The magistrate, who had recovered relatively quickly, tried to send Namgung Hyeon away with awkward smiles and various excuses, but it was too late for that. Namgung Hyeon had apparently been harboring these feelings, as he systematically countered with the very words the magistrate had spoken when visiting early that morning.

The magistrate finally fell silent. What goes around comes around—he was getting back what he'd given.

With the magistrate defeated, the man and woman behind him stepped forward.

Tak Cheol-u and the woman with the ominous aura. The woman stepped forward and made a fist-palm salute to Namgung Hyeon.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Chil-ji from Paecheon Fortress."

Chil-ji? That's a very unusual name for a woman. An ominous aura and an unusual name—she seemed increasingly suspicious.

"...I am Namgung Hyeon of the Namgung Family."

Namgung Hyeon returned the salute, glancing briefly at Tak Cheol-u before looking back at the woman called Chil-ji. He was probably surprised that Chil-ji had stepped forward instead of Vice Commander Tak Cheol-u. I was too.

I glanced at Tak Cheol-u, but he didn't seem bothered by this. Rather, he seemed to consider it natural for Chil-ji to take the lead.

Just who is this woman?

"I've met several people from Paecheon Fortress, but I don't believe I've met you before, miss."

As my curiosity about Chil-ji grew exponentially, Namgung Hyeon asked the question first. Chil-ji responded with a small smile.

"I was dispatched to support the Heavenly Light Unit's mission. I've been so busy with paperwork that I haven't had the chance to introduce myself."

She was implying she was merely a scribe who handled documents. To me, who could sense her ominous aura, this was complete nonsense.

Namgung Hyeon didn't seem to believe it either. However, regardless of whether we believed her or not, Chil-ji's identity wasn't the most important issue right now.

"I see. But I came to discuss the tournament rules. May I ask where the Heavenly Light Unit commander is...?"
"......"

At Namgung Hyeon's feigned ignorance, Chil-ji pressed her lips tightly together. Tak Cheol-u spoke instead.

"You don't know yet, it seems. The commander fell while fighting a vicious demon head during a civilian inspection."

...By "vicious demon head," does he mean me?
I was dumbfounded and glanced at Tak Cheol-u as Namgung Hyeon lamented.

"Ah... what a tragedy. Have you found the culprit?"

Look at that—pretending not to know while knowing everything!
I had to suppress my laughter at seeing this side of Namgung Hyeon that I hadn't witnessed before. Meanwhile, Tak Cheol-u's voice, like an animal's growl, pierced my ears.

"It won't take long to find them. We've strengthened the checkpoints around Hefei, so they probably haven't escaped yet."

His face contorted with rage as he spoke.

"Once we find out who it is, I'll cut them in half with a single stroke...!"

Oh my, how frightening.
I inwardly smirked while maintaining a serious expression outwardly.

"Then... should I discuss the tournament with the vice commander?"

Regardless of Tak Cheol-u's expression, Namgung Hyeon continued to press for discussion of the tournament rules. He appeared almost shameless.

Chil-ji and Tak Cheol-u openly showed their discomfort, glaring fiercely at the magistrate.

"...Ahem."

The magistrate, guilty of something, could only clear his throat awkwardly without saying anything. Of course, Namgung Hyeon pretended not to notice their expressions and continued repeating the same request.

"...Very well. Please come inside and we'll talk."

Finally surrendering, Chil-ji and Tak Cheol-u led us inside. As we followed them toward the discussion hall, I began our planned "operation."

"Ugh, ow. Ow, my stomach...!"
"Hmm? What's wrong?"
"My stomach suddenly...! Excuse me, where is the latrine...?"

The magistrate and Tak Cheol-u gave me exasperated looks as I clutched my stomach with a pained expression. In contrast, Chil-ji narrowed her eyes at me.

Uh... was I too obvious?
For a moment, I felt nervous under her sharp gaze, wondering if she'd seen through me.

"...This person will guide you."

My worry was short-lived. Without further questioning, Chil-ji grabbed a passing low-ranking county official and assigned him to guide me. Fortunately, she didn't seem to find me too suspicious...

"When he's finished, escort him directly to the discussion hall. Personally."

...Or maybe she did. She seemed extremely suspicious, assigning not a guide but a guard.

"...Understood."

The official, who had merely been passing by, now had to wait for me outside the latrine, enduring the stench. He was visibly struggling not to show his displeasure at this cruel fate.

"Follow me, please."
"Ah, yes. Thank you..."

Continuing to feign stomach pain, I followed the official and glanced back. My eyes met with Miss Seol, who happened to be looking my way.

I nodded slightly, and she nodded back as if to say not to worry. Given how brazenly Namgung Hyeon had responded earlier, I didn't think there was much cause for concern on their side.

"Hurry up."

And on this side... no real problem either?
As we moved away from the others, the official, now openly showing his irritation, led me to a secluded corner of the county office and pointed.

"That's the latrine. I'll wait here, so finish your business and come out."

Following his finger, I indeed saw a latrine. He clearly didn't want to wait near the stench, so he'd wait here instead.

"Thank you. And since you're waiting anyway, you look tired—why don't you take a short nap?"
"What?"

I quickly pressed his acupoint. I carefully caught his collapsing body and gently placed him in a hidden corner.

Well, that takes care of my guard.
And it seems there's no one else around...

I leaped onto the roof. Now, which way to the inner hall? Oh, it must be over there!

After looking around, I soon identified my destination and quietly ran across the rooftops.

Ch.48 - Ready
From the beginning, the reason Gun Ja-seong, Namgung Hyeon, and Miss Seol went directly to the county office wasn't for the martial arts competition discussion.
Of course, they would discuss it, but there was a much more important reason.

"We need evidence."
"Evidence... proof that Paecheon Fortress is behind everything that's happened."

Rewinding a bit to when they were heading to the county office.
Inside the carriage, they discussed what needed to be done upon arrival.

"I'll excuse myself partway through, saying my stomach hurts. Then I'll sneak into the lodgings where the Paecheon people are staying or into the magistrate's private quarters to find evidence."
"...Will you be alright alone?"
"As I mentioned just last night, in cases like this, it's actually easier to move alone."

At Ja-seong's casual answer, Namgung Hyeon nodded while trying to hide his concern.
Then Miss Seol, sitting beside him, spoke up.

"What should we do?"
"You two need to discuss the martial arts competition. Remember the 'minimum conditions' I mentioned earlier?"
"Yes, but is that enough? Shouldn't we demand more favorable terms...?"
"I'll leave that to you both. Whatever works, just stall for as much time as possible."

Both of them nodded simultaneously at Ja-seong's words.

And now, back to the present.

"Is this it?"

Ja-seong carefully snuck into the magistrate's private quarters.
Fortunately, most county offices seemed to have similar layouts, so the structure looked familiar.
Thanks to that, he easily found the private quarters.

*I never thought that following my father around Gungang County's office as a child would come in handy like this.*

After confirming there was no one inside, he secretly entered the magistrate's room.
And was struck by a strange sense of déjà vu.

"Wow, I feel like I saw this exact scene yesterday."

Luxurious decorations scattered throughout the room.
It was remarkably similar to that Jo fellow's room from last night.
Do people consumed by greed all have similar taste in decorating?

Shaking his head, Ja-seong began searching around the room, just as he had done the night before.

Fortunately, while the magistrate might share tastes with Jo Un-chil, he lacked creativity in hiding things.

This meant there was no need to look for hollow golden Buddha statues or the like.
In the corner, there was a box that obviously contained important items, drawing his attention.

The only problem was that it was locked with a padlock.

"The key might be nearby... or not."

Regretting his attempt to take the easy way, he concentrated his internal energy at his fingertips and directed it into the keyhole.

Then, release.

*Crack!*

Startled by the fairly loud noise, he instinctively checked his surroundings with his energy sense.
Fortunately, the sound wasn't loud enough to be heard outside the room.

Breathing a sigh of relief, he removed the lock that appeared intact from the outside but was broken inside.

"Wow, I can't believe that actually worked."

He remembered descriptions from martial arts novels where people unlocked padlocks with internal energy, so he tried it, and it actually worked.
Plus, since it looked fine on the outside, the magistrate wouldn't immediately notice the broken lock later.

*Thank you to all the divine thieves from the countless martial arts novels I've read.*
Inwardly chuckling, he slowly opened the box.

There was no golden light radiating in all directions when he opened it, of course.
There were only neatly stacked letters.

The room was decorated with all sorts of golden ornaments, yet the most important container held only paper bundles...
Since the magistrate didn't seem to value intellectual enrichment, these papers must be worth far more than all that gold.

Ja-seong picked one letter and unfolded it.
He immediately let out a dry laugh.

"Oh, Magistrate, you're quite something, aren't you?"

The letter was from none other than Jo Un-chil.
Cutting through all the flowery language, it basically asked for permission to expand his gambling den in exchange for regular "tokens of appreciation."

The gambling den, clearly illegal by law, was operating so openly because the magistrate was backing it.

Looking through other letters revealed bribery, tax evasion reports, falsified official documents, and other colorful contents.

*You've been busy. Isn't this exhausting way to live?*

With cold eyes, Ja-seong folded the letter and picked up the final letter at the very bottom of the box, along with some kind of book.

Setting the book aside for now, he unfolded the last letter.
Reading its contents, he narrowed his eyes.

"...Found it."

Surprisingly, the letter was from Jin Mu-gun, the Head Manager of Paecheon Fortress.

The content stated that if the magistrate helped expel the Namgung Family, long-standing local powers in Anhui, all their assets would be transferred to him.
And it detailed the method.

Finally, there was a request to burn the letter without a trace after reading it.

"But he didn't burn it."

He probably worried about being discarded after the job was done.

Thanks to that, Ja-seong had found decisive evidence.
After tucking the letter into his clothes, he picked up the book.
After checking its contents and clicking his tongue briefly, he put that away too.

*Now that I've got what I wanted, it's time to head back.*

*

Around the time Ja-seong was leaving the magistrate's room, the discussion about the martial arts competition was wrapping up in the reception hall.

"Then let's proceed with that plan."
"...Yes, that works for us."

The expressions of the four people sitting to the left and right of Man-deok, who occupied the main seat, were rather peculiar.

Except for Chil-ji, they all wore bewildered expressions that seemed to say, "This isn't right."
That was because Chil-ji had accepted all of Namgung Hyeon's demands without much resistance.

Namgung Hyeon had requested the following:

- Matches would use a best-of-five system, with the first to defeat their opponent three times being the winner.
- Unless defeated, a martial artist who steps onto the arena can continue fighting consecutive matches if they wish.
- The competition would be held in fifteen days.

He had made demands that he thought the other side would reasonably accept.
But to accept them so easily?

Despite getting everything he wanted, Namgung Hyeon's face wasn't particularly bright due to confusion.

*What is she thinking?*

He couldn't read the opponent's intentions at all.
And being unable to read them made anxiety swirl in his mind.

Meanwhile, Cheol-u was equally confused.
He had stayed quiet since Chil-ji had asked him to leave the negotiations to her, but this was like giving away everything.

*What on earth is she thinking?*

He wanted to stand up right then and demand to know what she was doing.
But Cheol-u suppressed that urge.

Over the past year, Chil-ji had been a suspicious woman whose true nature was hard to grasp, but she was neither stupid nor incompetent.

She must have her own reasoning.
Realizing that he had come to trust in Chil-ji's abilities, Cheol-u inwardly clicked his tongue.

*Clunk*

Just then, the door opened and Ja-seong entered with an official.

"I'm sorry for being late. I must have eaten something bad yesterday..."

Ja-seong, awkwardly smiling and making excuses, widened his eyes upon sensing the calm atmosphere in the room.

"Uh... is it already over?"
"Yes, let's go now."

Namgung Hyeon, speaking down to Ja-seong who was nominally his attendant, rose from his seat.

"Since the discussion seems to be over, may we leave?"

In response to Namgung Hyeon's question, Chil-ji nodded without hesitation.

"Yes, I don't think there's anything more to discuss."
"Then we'll see you in fifteen days."

After making a fist-and-palm salute to the magistrate and the two from Paecheon Fortress, Namgung Hyeon was about to leave.
At that moment, Chil-ji called out to Yak-bing.

"Miss."
"Yes? What is it?"

Yak-bing turned her head at Chil-ji's voice.

"It's nothing important, but I don't believe I've heard your introduction yet."
"Ah... please excuse my rudeness. I am Seol Yak-bing of the Seol Family from Anqing."

At Yak-bing's introduction, Chil-ji covered her mouth with one hand and widened her eyes.
Was it just imagination that this gesture seemed oddly artificial?

"Seol Yak-bing of the Seol Family... aren't you the one praised as Anhui's Greatest Beauty?"
"That's too generous a title for me."

In response to Yak-bing's modest reply, Chil-ji shook her head.

"How can you say that? Even to another woman, you're so beautiful. I see, I heard you were engaged to the Young Master of the Namgung Family, so you've come to support your future husband."

At the mention of "future husband," Yak-bing's cheeks turned slightly red.
Smiling at this sight, Chil-ji turned to Namgung Hyeon and apologized.

"I'm sorry. I couldn't contain my curiosity and delayed your departure. I wish you both happiness in your future together."
"...Thank you."

Warm words of blessing.
However, they weren't appropriate coming from people trying to destroy the Namgung Family.

With a sour expression, Namgung Hyeon thanked her and finally left the reception hall.

With the unwelcome guests gone and only the four of them remaining, including the awkwardly standing official, the smile on Chil-ji's face instantly turned cold.

"W-what's going on?"

Cheol-u, who was about to immediately question Chil-ji's thoughts, flinched momentarily at her expression.
Quickly erasing her cold smile, Chil-ji spoke to Cheol-u and Man-deok, who were looking at her with wary expressions.

"It seems I've found a way."

*

The three of them immediately left the county office and boarded their carriage.
As soon as Ja-seong was the last to board, Namgung Hyeon immediately asked:

"Did you find the evidence?"

His voice was filled with tension.
In response, Ja-seong silently took out the book and letter from inside his clothes.

"Ah...!"

Namgung Hyeon's expression brightened at the sight.
When Ja-seong handed him the letter, he immediately unfolded it and read it, his eyes widening as he finished.

Ch.49 - Ready
"I-is this really true?"
"I found it in Jihyeon's room in the inner courtyard."

At my answer, clear anger settled on Namgung Hyeon's face.
Seeing this, Miss Seol's expression hardened as she took the letter and read it, her eyes widening.

"My goodness...!"

The slender hand holding the letter began to tremble.
Since our first meeting, Miss Seol had never lost her gentle demeanor, but now her face was contorting with rage.

"H-how could anyone do something so despicable...!"

It was obvious what part had angered them both.
Probably the method of transferring the Namgung Family's assets to Jihyeon.

"To fabricate land survey reports to frame them for tax evasion...!"

That's right.
The method to seize the Namgung Family's assets.
It involved falsifying land survey contents to frame the Namgung Family for attempted tax evasion.

I waved the book I had brought along, the falsified land register, and said:

"Judging by the prepared fake land register, they probably planned to put this into action right after the Namgung Family lost the martial arts competition and was expelled from Hefei."

In fact, there was still one unsolved mystery among the incidents at the Namgung Family estate.

The assassination of the Head Manager.
More precisely, why they "bothered" to kill the Head Manager.
If the intention was to frame him for embezzling gambling funds from the trading post, there was no need to kill him.

They could have targeted the head of the Namgung trading post, or even framed Bang Jin-myeong, the Police Chief of the Namgung checkpoint, for leaking information to Jo Un-chil.
That might have been more convenient with fewer repercussions.

Yet they took the risk of killing the Head Manager who oversaw all administrative affairs of the Namgung Family...

"...So there was a reason for killing Head Manager Dam."

I nodded at Miss Seol's solemn words.

"Without the Head Manager to report the land survey results to the county office during the chaos, their response would naturally be delayed. They probably planned to finish the cleanup during that window."

Namgung Hyeon objected with a look of incomprehension.

"Even if the Head Manager died, he wasn't solely responsible for all the family's administrative duties. How could this happen?"
"We'll have to find out when we return to the estate."
"What? Return to... you don't mean?"

Namgung Hyeon's face grew serious as he immediately caught my meaning.

"...You think there's a traitor within the family?"
"I hope not, but we already had a Police Chief who betrayed the family over gambling debts."
"...That's."

Namgung Hyeon tried to say something but couldn't finish his sentence.
He pressed his lips together and sank into deep thought.

He was probably praying there was no traitor.
Of course, I was skeptical about that.

These people had meticulously prepared for the Namgung Family's downfall for a year.
Would people who went so far as to falsify land registers to steal the family's assets not have created an inside traitor?

If anything, it would be stranger if there wasn't a traitor.

Though I was certain of this, I didn't voice it aloud.
I'm not tactless enough to say such things to someone already in distress.

"Young Master..."

After Miss Seol's concerned voice, silence fell over the carriage.

*

"What do you mean you've found a way? What are you talking about?"

Cheol-u was beyond puzzled by Chil-ji's sudden statement.
First she acts friendly with the woman accompanying the Young Master of the Namgung Family, and now she's found a way?

Seeing Cheol-u's bewildered stare, Chil-ji looked toward where the Namgung Young Master's party had left.

"Do you know who that woman beside the Namgung Young Master was?"
"...She introduced herself. Seol Yak-bing from the Seol Family."

And what was it, Anhui's greatest beauty?
Indeed, she was quite striking.

Among all the people he'd seen, the most beautiful was this suspicious woman before him, and Seol Yak-bing was comparable.
But why was that important now?

Chil-ji inwardly sighed at Cheol-u, who knew one thing but not another, and spoke.

"That's just her surface identity. But from our perspective in Paecheon Fortress, she has another status."
"Which is?"
"She's the Young Lord of the Castle's betrothed."
"...What?"

Seeing Cheol-u's blank expression at this shocking answer, Chil-ji shrugged.

"To be precise, she's just one among many concubine candidates."
"W-wait... what are you saying? Didn't you just say she was the Namgung Young Master's betrothed?"

Chil-ji explained the situation to the stammering Cheol-u.

After hearing that Seol Yak-bing's father, the head of the Seol Family, had unilaterally broken off the engagement with the Namgung Family, Cheol-u immediately understood and frowned.

"Tsk. Using his daughter for his own ambitions."
"Yes. It seems Miss Seol Yak-bing rejected her father's wishes and came to the Namgung Family on her own."
"That's... bold."

Cheol-u secretly admired Seol Yak-bing's actions.
At least she's more like a martial artist than a father who would use his daughter.

He nodded, then tilted his head in confusion.
Wait, what does this have to do with us?

With that thought, he looked at Chil-ji, whose lips curved into a small smile.

"The important thing is that the Young Lord of the Castle is currently in Anqing."
"What? The Young Lord?"

Seeing Cheol-u's surprise, Chil-ji nodded.

"Yes. I'm not sure what he was thinking, but he went to see Seol Yak-bing and ended up staying there. The head of the Seol Family is probably hiding the fact that his daughter ran away and buying time."

Having accurately guessed the Seol Family's situation, Chil-ji stood up.

"Fortunately, since they've asked for two weeks, we also have some time. I'll go to Anqing and bring back the Young Lord of the Castle."

He went to see Anhui's greatest beauty and stayed there—if I tell him about this, he'll surely want to come to Hefei.
That's what Chil-ji thought.

"Wait, are you planning to ask the Young Lord to participate in the martial arts competition?"
"...What nonsense are you talking about?"

Chil-ji looked at Cheol-u with disdain for asking such an absurd question.
Offended by her look, Cheol-u jumped up from his seat and demanded:

"Then why are you bringing the Young Lord here?"
"Sigh... have you forgotten who's with him?"
"With the Young Lord...?"

After pondering Chil-ji's words for a moment, Cheol-u's eyes widened.

Now he understands.
Chil-ji nodded.

"Yes. Instant Spear Cho Un-yeop, one of the Lord of the Castle's four guards. I plan to ask him to participate in the martial arts competition."

Instant Spear Cho Un-yeop was renowned as the fastest spear wielder in the current martial world.
He was clearly superior to Heavenly Light Unit Leader Sa Gong-chan.

If they could get help from such a master, all their problems would surely be solved.
However,

"How will you persuade him? He won't abandon his duty to guard the Young Lord."

Cho Un-yeop's loyalty to the Lord of the Castle was so famous that everyone in Paecheon Fortress knew about it.
It was inconceivable that he would neglect his duty to guard the Young Lord, a mission directly assigned by the Lord himself.

"I'll figure something out. Vice Chief, please keep the Heavenly Light Unit and lower-ranking martial artists from becoming restless until I return."
"...Understood."

Chil-ji didn't explain her detailed plan.
Still, seeing her determination to somehow succeed, Cheol-u nodded without further comment.

"She's a woman who accomplishes whatever she sets her mind to."

Ah, there I go thinking like this again.
Cheol-u was annoyed at himself for holding Chil-ji in such high regard.

Turning her gaze from him, Chil-ji looked past the awkwardly seated Jihyeon to the clerk standing uncomfortably.

"Excuse me, could I have a word with you?"
"Huh? Oh, yes..."

Chil-ji left the council chamber with the clerk and took him to a secluded spot.
Encountering such a beautiful woman for the first time and being led to a secluded place, the clerk couldn't collect his thoughts.

Whatever he was thinking, his face flushed with embarrassment, but soon he became dazed as he saw the red light appearing in Chil-ji's eyes.

In his dazed state, a sweet voice penetrated his ears.

"Was there anything suspicious about that man you escorted?"

The voice was so sweet that he wanted to answer any question.
The clerk responded according to his heart.

"No... there wasn't..."
"...Did he try to bribe you? Nothing like that happened?"
"Nothing like that happened..."
"..."

Chil-ji frowned at the clerk's answer.

"...Nothing happened at all?"

She had been suspicious when he suddenly complained of stomach pain, but was it really just a stomachache?

Chil-ji's intuition whispered otherwise, but reality contradicted her instinct.

A misunderstanding created by ignorance about pressure points and overconfidence in her abilities.
Unaware of this, Chil-ji reluctantly accepted reality.

"...I understand. And forget all memories of entering the council chamber earlier."
"Yes... I understand..."

The red light disappeared from Chil-ji's eyes, and she promptly left.

Even riding a horse at full speed all day, Anqing was at least a two-day journey.
And that was traveling alone at full speed.

The return journey with the Young Lord would naturally take even longer.
Considering this, two weeks wasn't such a long time.

At the place Chil-ji hurriedly left, the dazed clerk suddenly came to his senses.

"Huh, where am I? What was I...?"

As Chil-ji had commanded, the clerk had forgotten all memories of the council chamber.
He stood there bewildered, unable to remember why he was there.

Ch.50 - Ready
After returning to the family estate, the first place we headed was the Head Manager's office. Unfortunately, my suspicions became reality right before Namgung Hyeon's eyes.

"Y-Young Master of the House! I was wrong! I was temporarily out of my mind...!"

After the Head Manager's death, it was revealed that the Vice Head Manager, who had been handling most of the administrative duties within the family, had been colluding with Paecheon Fortress.

"...Vice Manager Maeng."

Namgung Hyeon looked at the Vice Manager kneeling before him with complicated emotions, desperately suppressing his anger and sense of betrayal. Honestly, I was impressed by his composure. If I were in his situation, I probably would have thrown a punch first.

Is this what they call the dignity of a Young Master of a great family?

"...Lock him in the storehouse. I'll decide his punishment later."
"Yes, understood."

The family servants grabbed the Vice Manager on both sides and dragged him away. Having never learned martial arts, the Vice Manager couldn't resist the strength of the men and was helplessly dragged off.

"Y-Young Master! I was wrong! Please, please show mercy...Young Master!"

After the Vice Manager disappeared from sight, still pathetically begging for mercy until the end, Namgung Hyeon placed his hands on the table and let out a deep sigh.

"Are you okay?"
"...Yes. I'm fine. It's just... I can't believe this situation. When we should be sticking together as family..."

Though they had different surnames, the betrayal by someone who was still considered blood-related seemed to be quite a shock to Namgung Hyeon.

"Family..."
"I'm alright, Miss Seol. I'm just momentarily drained."

Despite his shock, he forced a smile to reassure Seol Yak-bing who was looking at him with concern. Seeing this, I turned my gaze aside and asked:

"Is the Vice Manager the only traitor? Aren't these two also suspicious?"
"Eek!"

At the end of my gaze were two young men frozen in place. They were apparently assistants to the Head Manager and Vice Manager. Usually, people in such positions are likely to be accomplices, aren't they?

"W-we really didn't know! Please believe us, Young Master!"
"It's true! The Vice Manager... no, that traitor, we had no idea he would do such a thing...!"

They were desperately defending themselves, but there was no evidence to prove their innocence. Then again, there was also no evidence that they had cooperated with the Vice Manager.

In the end, the best Namgung Hyeon could do was to place them under surveillance.

"It will be uncomfortable, but please bear with it for a while. When everything is over and your innocence is proven, I will personally apologize."

The two still looked anxious, but they nodded at Namgung Hyeon's polite request. After handling the urgent matters within the family, we immediately headed to the Sect Leader's chamber.

When we entered the Sect Leader's office, everyone, including the Namgung Sect Leader, was waiting for us.

"I've returned, Father."
"Yes, how did it go?"

After acknowledging Namgung Hyeon's greeting with a nod, the Namgung Sect Leader immediately asked about the outcome. We took out the letter and the forged land registry we had found in Jihyeon's room and explained the situation in detail, including the Vice Manager's betrayal that we had confirmed before coming to the Sect Leader's chamber.

After hearing the whole story, the Namgung Sect Leader let out a hollow laugh.

"Hah, hahaha. I had my suspicions when that Jihyeon kept giving me looks, but to think he was rotten enough to do such things. And to have a traitor within the family...!"

Though his face was smiling, his fist on the table was trembling with bulging veins. The Namgung Sect Leader's anger spread his qi throughout the office.

Seol Yak-bing and Seol-i, who had relatively less internal energy, immediately turned pale.

I spread my qi barrier widely to block the Namgung Sect Leader's qi.

"Brother Namgung."
"Hmm... I've shown an unseemly side."

Regaining his senses at my Master's intervention, the Namgung Sect Leader quickly suppressed his qi. Sensing that I had blocked his qi, he glanced at me with slightly surprised eyes.

"Ahem..."

While the Namgung Sect Leader cleared his throat to hide his embarrassment, Namgung Hyeon spoke up.

"Anyway, obtaining such clear evidence is a great achievement. With this, we can prove the evil deeds they've been committing."

His words were filled with hope that the situation could be turned around. Hmm, it seems a bit too early to be so hopeful. I scratched my cheek awkwardly, and Ju Hwa-ryeon asked Namgung Hyeon:

"How do you plan to prove it?"

To that question, Namgung Hyeon answered without hesitation, as if wondering why she would ask such an obvious question.

"Of course, we should take this to the Regional Lord and report Jihyeon's corruption."
"What if the Regional Lord is also on their side?"
"...Pardon?"

Namgung Hyeon's face showed surprise. And he wasn't the only one. Everyone in the Sect Leader's chamber turned perplexed gazes toward Hwa-ryeon.

"What do you mean by the Regional Lord being on their side?"

My Master asked the question on behalf of everyone. And I answered in her place.

"Jihyeon is already on their side. Can you be certain that the Regional Lord isn't in league with Paecheon Fortress? After all, it was the Regional Lord who authorized this martial arts competition, wasn't it?"

The suspicion Hwa-ryeon raised was something I had also been thinking about.

The fact that he had directly summoned the Namgung Sect Leader to reprimand him about the current situation. The fact that he had authorized a martial arts competition aimed at expelling the Namgung Family. Based on these two examples, it wasn't entirely impossible that the Regional Lord was also in league with Paecheon Fortress.

"..."

Silence fell over the office. Especially Namgung Hyeon and the Namgung Sect Leader seemed frustrated that they couldn't freely use the decisive evidence they had obtained.

"...In Hefei and this Yeoju Prefecture, the Regional Lord's authority is truly that of the Emperor's representative. If the Regional Lord is on the enemy's side, it means these letters and documents are virtually useless."

Namgung Hyeon's words were filled with disappointment. Hmm, useless?

"Isn't it too early to say they're useless?"
"...Pardon?"

Namgung Hyeon looked at me at my words. The gazes that had been directed at Hwa-ryeon now turned to me.

"If you have any insights, I'd like to hear them, Young Master Gun."

Nodding at the Namgung Sect Leader's strangely respectful words, I began my explanation.

"Using these letters and documents as evidence to expose the evil deeds of Paecheon Fortress and Jihyeon—I don't think that's a bad approach. Actually, to be honest, it's the best method."

Namgung Hyeon responded to my words with a confused expression.

"B-but Young Master. As Miss Ju said earlier, if the Regional Lord is in league with Paecheon Fortress..."
"That's just a possibility. We can't completely rule out the possibility that the Regional Lord is being manipulated by Paecheon Fortress's schemes."

The reason I hadn't mentioned my suspicions about the Regional Lord until now, despite having harbored them since investigating the case, was because of this judgment.

"...Indeed, it's premature to conclude that the Regional Lord is in league with Paecheon Fortress."

Even Hwa-ryeon, who had first raised the suspicion, nodded in agreement with my opinion.

"...Then what method does Young Master Gun have in mind?"

To Namgung Hyeon's question, I organized my thoughts.

In a situation where we can't be certain whether the Regional Lord is on Paecheon Fortress's side or not, the best approach is already determined.

"We use a method that doesn't matter which side the Regional Lord is on."
"Is there such a method?"

I nodded at Seol Yak-bing's question and continued my explanation.

"We publicly expose them in front of the masses."
"Publicly... expose them?"

I added a few more words to the Namgung Sect Leader's murmur.

"Yes. In a place where the Regional Lord, Paecheon Fortress, Jihyeon, and all the people of Hefei are gathered. In that place, we publicly present the letters as evidence and Jo Un-yeop as a witness."
"A place where they are all gathered... could it be?"

The Namgung Sect Leader's eyes widened as if he had realized something. I smiled and said:

"Quite timely, the Paecheon Fortress side has prepared that public place for us, under the name of a martial arts competition."

Win the martial arts competition and expose the evil deeds committed by Paecheon Fortress at that venue.

This was the method I had in mind.

"The people of Hefei who will gather at the martial arts competition are those who have been directly or indirectly harmed by the continued failures of the tribute missions. If we expose what Paecheon Fortress has done in front of those people, public sentiment will explode."
"If that happens...!"
"Yes. If that happens, whether the Regional Lord is in league with Paecheon Fortress or not, he won't be able to take their side."

When I finished speaking, everyone's faces were much brighter than before.

"It's a method that kills two birds with one stone—showing the Namgung Family's strength and exposing Paecheon Fortress's villainy. It sounds good, Father."
"I think so too. It's a truly excellent plan, Young Master Gun. I've gained great insight today."
"No, it's not that impressive..."

I tried to suppress the corners of my mouth that were trying to rise on their own. Meanwhile, Seol Yak-bing's worried voice echoed through the office.

"But I'm not sure if it will be alright."
"Miss Seol, what do you mean?"

To Namgung Hyeon's question, Seol Yak-bing hesitated for a moment before answering.

"I'm concerned about the attitude of that woman called Chilji. Despite losing a master like the Heavenly Light Unit Leader, she seemed relaxed and accepted all our demands."
"Hmm, that's true..."
"Huh? Was that the case?"

This was news to me.

She seemed relaxed? When I first saw Namgung Hyeon, didn't she look dismayed?

I frowned in confusion, and Seol Yak-bing seemed to be hesitating about something.

"Miss Seol. If there's anything on your mind, please feel free to speak."

Namgung Hyeon was quick to notice, showing consideration for his betrothed. Reassured by her future husband's warm words, Seol Yak-bing shared what was on her mind.

"...It might be my imagination, but I felt like she suddenly became relaxed after seeing me."

...She regained her composure after seeing Seol Yak-bing?

Why?

We looked at each other and thought deeply, but couldn't come up with any plausible explanation.

"I'm sorry. It must have been my imagination."

In the end, the suspicion about the woman called Chilji was temporarily set aside with Seol Yak-bing's apology. And we immediately moved on to the next topic.

"So, who's going to participate in the martial arts competition?"
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In response to Hwa-ryeon's question, the head of the Namgung Family let out a groan.

"Of course someone from our family should step up..."

Given the current situation of the Namgung Family, that would be difficult. Knowing this all too well, Namgung Hyeon spoke with a sigh.

"As you know, currently only my father and I are capable of participating in the martial arts competition from our family. Though we have a fortnight to prepare, it's far from enough time for our family's warriors who are away on missions to return."

In other words, they needed one more person to compete in the martial arts competition. And right now, all the martial artists the Namgung Family could ask for help were gathered in this room.

Master and Hwa-ryeon were naturally excluded since someone from Paecheon Fortress might recognize them. Yu Seol and Miss Seol would honestly just lose if they competed. After eliminating everyone by process of elimination...

"Well, I guess I'll have to step up. Ah, what can I do? I'll have to sacrifice myself."
"Couldn't you at least hide that goofy grin while saying such things?"

At Master's rebuke, I tensed my facial muscles and made an effort to control my expression.

I absolutely never thought about not missing such an exciting event. This was purely out of genuine goodwill to help the Namgung Family in their unfortunate situation. Yes, absolutely.

"Are you sure? You've already helped us so much. To even compete in the tournament..."

Namgung Hyeon wore an apologetic expression, and I smiled lightly while shrugging my shoulders.

"Don't worry. I'm helping because I have my own interests in this anyway."

Upon hearing my words, the gazes of Namgung Hyeon and the head of the Namgung Family turned toward Hwa-ryeon.

What I wanted was obviously my own enjoyment... no, it was acceptance of the proposal Hwa-ryeon had made earlier.

That word that makes my heart flutter just hearing it—the Murim Alliance.
The Namgung Family is the first step toward forming that Murim Alliance.
We can't stumble at the very first step.

"...Very well. Considering what those vicious bastards did to our family, Paecheon Fortress is already our mortal enemy. If we overcome this hardship, our Namgung Family will actively participate in Miss Ju's plan."

The head of the Namgung Family nodded firmly, expressing his willingness to cooperate. At this, Seol's and Master's faces visibly brightened, and Hwa-ryeon's eyes sparkled.

Though conditional, we had achieved our purpose in visiting the Namgung Family. I also felt my motivation rise as I grinned.

Now that it's come to this, I'll have to crush that martial arts competition and win, right?

*

Time remaining until the martial arts competition: a fortnight.
The Paecheon Fortress side would handle all the minor preparations like selecting the venue.

So all we had to do was prepare for the competition. And how does a martial artist prepare? Through training, of course.

Well, honestly, if the opponents are at the level of that Heavenly Light Unit leader or whatever he was, I could probably sweep them all away by myself.

But it would be a mistake to be overconfident that things will go so easily. I'm also a bit concerned about what Miss Seol said—that woman Chilji suddenly regained her composure after seeing me.

For these reasons, I decided to make thorough preparations for the major event of the martial arts competition.

At the same time, I resumed the training of my companions, which had been temporarily suspended during this fortnight.
However, I discovered something new as we resumed training.

"Kyaaak!?"
"Oh my goodness..."

I quickly chased after Seol, who was flying through the air, and caught her in my arms.
Barely stopping just in front of the estate wall, I checked her condition.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"
"I-I-I'm fine!"

Seol, her face bright red, frantically escaped from my arms.
Seeing that there was nothing wrong with her movements, she really seemed fine.

I sighed in relief and inwardly marveled.

"Her meridians and energy channels are really sturdy. I was limping for quite a while."

Seol had just flown through the air because she released too much internal energy through the Yongcheon acupoint in her foot.

As I had explained on our way to Hefei, she failed to control the strength of her energy flow and went flying through the air. Considering my own embarrassing childhood memories, Seol should normally be limping for a while, unable to walk properly.

But the Seol standing before me now was completely fine, without any damage to her Yongcheon acupoint.

Ironically, this was thanks to that simple, brute-force energy circulation method.
By circulating her internal energy so quickly and powerfully, her meridians and energy channels had become wider and sturdier than mine.

I'm sure that all three—Master, Hwa-ryeon, and Seol—probably have much smoother internal energy circulation than I do.

I was truly surprised that this simple, brute-force method had such benefits.
Shaking my head at that thought, I turned my gaze from Seol to Master and Hwa-ryeon.

Unlike the still inexperienced Seol, the two of them seemed to have already succeeded in controlling their energy flow.

Master was already spinning around the courtyard, changing directions here and there, while Hwa-ryeon was moving quickly left and right, making me dizzy just watching. Seeing this, Seol took her stance again with a determined expression.

"Hey, Seol. Wait a moment..."

-BOOM!

"Kyaaak!?"
"Augh-!"

Seeing the other two ahead of her, Seol got overly enthusiastic and went flying again.
What would happen if I didn't catch her when she's being so reckless?

Still, her bold attempts seemed to be somewhat effective, as Seol's energy control improved dramatically after ten attempts.
By the twentieth try, I no longer needed to stay tense and ready to jump out at any moment.

"Still, they're progressing faster than I expected."

I nodded to myself as I watched the three of them running wild, complaining that the courtyard was too small.
It was just applying internal energy release to footwork.
Though they had only taken their first steps, it was still much faster than expected.

"Of course, there's still a long way to go."

They haven't even attempted to manifest Sword Qi yet.
Plus, they need to change their energy circulation method, and modify their sword techniques accordingly.
I can't help them with that part, so it will take a long time.

"Besides, I need to focus on my own training."

After glancing at my companions, I quietly slipped away to a place where there were no people.
Since Seol no longer needed my supervision for her footwork, I wanted to do my own training.

Or rather than training, should I call it martial arts development? Or restoration?
Shrugging my shoulders, I walked for a while and arrived at another empty courtyard.

-Swoosh

I drew my sword from its scabbard and lightly gripped it.
First, I took the starting position of the Three Essentials Sword Technique and performed its three basic moves in succession.

Mountain Pressing Down, Horizontal Sweeping Army, Immortal's Finger.

Downward strike, horizontal slash, thrust—simple and basic attacks.
Until now, these three moves had been sufficient in my battles without much difficulty.

But I think the reason I didn't face much difficulty wasn't because my modified Three Essentials Sword Technique was excellent, but because I was lucky.

From Shin Je-gon and the Dark Heaven Unit to the Wanderer Band and Heavenly Light Unit leader Sa Gong-chan.

Honestly, except for the Wanderer Band, they all lost because they underestimated me.
It would be too optimistic to think things will continue to go so well.

"I really need different martial arts."

Of course, this is partly due to my personal desire.
Honestly, as a martial artist living in the martial world, it doesn't seem right to use only the Three Essentials Sword Technique for my entire life.

And if I'm going to learn something new, I wanted to learn those martial arts that had ignited the heart of a boy waiting for death in a stark white hospital room.

For example, the Boundless Sky Sword Technique.

"...Yes, the Boundless Sky Sword Technique."

The representative martial art of the Namgung Family that I knew.
A sword technique said to contain the endlessly wide and high sky.

When I first heard that the Boundless Sky Sword Technique and Sovereign Sword Form didn't exist, I felt like the sky was falling, to put it mildly.

The feeling of having my excitement about seeing the symbolic martial arts of the Namgung Family with my own eyes crushed into the mud—you wouldn't understand unless you experienced it yourself.
For a while after that, I would automatically feel depressed whenever I thought about it.

But I soon changed my thinking.
I thought it might actually be for the better.

Come to think of it, everything I had longed for in this strange martial arts world was just an illusion.

Sword Qi, Lightness Skill—all of it.
But after years of effort, didn't I breathe life into those illusions myself?
Though the Lightness Skill is still somewhat incomplete.

"How exactly am I supposed to make my body lighter..."

I grumbled quietly as I recalled the part where I was stuck in developing the Lightness Skill, then shook my head.

Anyway, I've been continuously turning fictional concepts into reality until now.
Couldn't I do the same this time?

"If it doesn't exist, I'll create it."

After making up my mind, I recalled my memories of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique whenever I had the chance.

First, I put aside all abstract descriptions like "containing the sky."
How could I incorporate meaning when there wasn't even a form for the martial art?

I focused on the form descriptions of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique.

-A sword technique that instantly reaches and cuts down distant opponents.
-A move that thrusts the sword into vital points like an eagle snatching its prey.
-A sword of unified offense and defense, containing the mysteries of weight and speed.

By repeatedly recalling such descriptions, I formed the shapes of several moves in my mind.
And now, it was time to give substance to the illusions in my head.
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I lowered my stance and pulled the sword in my right hand close to my body.
Then I visualized the enemy I needed to face.

"Huuuuu..."

After taking a deep breath, I shot forward, releasing my internal energy through the Yongcheon acupoint in the sole of my foot.
Flying like an arrow, I reached the enemy in an instant, swinging my sword horizontally with the essence of swiftness to cut them in half with a single stroke.

-Swoosh!

But the imaginary enemy didn't disappear.
Before I could swing my sword, they jumped back and avoided my attack.

"...Tsk."

I clicked my tongue in dissatisfaction.

The technique I just used was the first form of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique," which doesn't even have a name yet.
It's a charging technique I created thinking about quickly reaching a distant opponent and the essence of swiftness.

I've only thought about it in my head; this is the first time I've actually tried it.
Is it because it's my first attempt?
I noticed several shortcomings compared to what I had imagined.

The most lacking aspect was speed.
Seeing how my imaginary enemy avoided the attack, it was clear that the actual technique was much slower than what I had envisioned.

The first form I imagined needs to be faster.
Yes, like a flash of light cutting through the sky.

"...Ah?"

At that moment, I realized I had come up with a name for the first form.

Changgungilseom (蒼穹一閃)
A flash of light cutting through the sky.

Once the technique had a name, I instinctively knew what needed to be done to perfect it.

The speed of closing in on the enemy needs to be faster.
Simply releasing internal energy isn't enough for this.

Something else was needed, something to make the charge faster.

After pondering for a while, I suddenly recalled the concept of air resistance from my previous life.

When an object moves through air, it experiences resistance, and this resistance increases exponentially with speed.

Simply put, when charging forward by releasing internal energy through the Yongcheon acupoint, I would face much more resistance than just running.

There's a limit to how much I can increase speed by releasing internal energy.
To forcibly increase speed, I would need to release more energy at once, but I don't have the robust constitution that my companions do.
If I try to release too much energy at once, my Yongcheon acupoint might get damaged again.

Besides, if I keep using up so much energy, even thirty years' worth of cultivation would be depleted quickly.

"There are limits to both my energy and my body."

What if I think about reducing air resistance instead?
If I could reduce air resistance, I could move faster with the same amount of internal energy.

While pondering methods and searching through my memories, I suddenly recalled a phrase used to describe masters of lightness skill.

-His movements were as if riding the wind.

"Riding the wind, moving..."

This was a phrase I had thought about when developing my lightness skill.
Not long after, I dismissed it thinking, "Riding the wind? What nonsense," and erased it from my mind.

But now, thinking about it again, my mind tingled strangely.
Something, something seemed about to emerge...

"Wind... wind...!"

Wind is essentially the flow of moving air.
And I can spread qi waves in all directions.
Perhaps qi waves could be thought of as winds of qi.

What if I artificially control the qi waves, projecting them sharply forward while moving? Could the qi waves reduce air resistance?
In simple terms, I might be able to charge faster by wrapping my body in wind.

"I suppose that could be considered riding the wind?"

Feeling that I had found a clue to the lightness skill that had been eluding me, I decided to experiment with this theory immediately.

-Woong

As soon as I drew up my energy, qi waves spread in all directions.
The first task is to focus these qi waves to the front.

"Huuuu..."

I took a deep breath and concentrated.
Then I gradually tried to focus the qi waves, which were spreading in all directions, into one direction.

At first, I couldn't get the hang of it and struggled for a while, but after figuring out the trick, I was finally able to focus the qi waves.

The grass in the yard swayed violently due to the concentrated qi waves.
I took my stance again, charged forward, and swung my sword.

-Swoosh!

The speed was faster than before.
But something still felt lacking.

Faster, more explosive.

I continued to execute Changgungilseom.
Once, twice, three times.

How many times did I repeat it?
Even as I noticed the sky turning red, I didn't stop thrusting off the ground and swinging my sword.

Perhaps because of this, Changgungilseom gradually changed with each execution.
The focus area of the qi waves became narrower and sharper.
Now I could focus the qi waves to feel like the sharp tip of a sword.

As a result, the charge of Changgungilseom became dramatically faster.
Adding to that the force of thrusting off the ground with true awareness,

-Swish!

I finally succeeded in cutting down the imaginary enemy as a flash of light.
Realizing that Changgungilseom was complete, I smiled brightly.

Although it was created based on the imagination of countless martial arts novel writers, the exhilaration of giving birth to a new martial art made me excited.

Well, I can't stop here. This is just the first form. I need to create the next one.

Excited, I was about to try the next form from my mental image when suddenly, I recalled another signature martial art of the Namgung Family.

The Sovereign Sword Form.

A name that can't even be spoken in this world for fear of the Emperor's displeasure.
Actually, I had some mental images about this Sovereign Sword Form as well.
Or rather, it would be more accurate to say I had imprinted it in my mind before the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique."

Honestly, in most martial arts novels, the Sovereign Sword Form was described more intensely.
So it's only natural that I'm drawn to it, right?

Anyway, having successfully completed the first form of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique," I couldn't contain my desire to test the Sovereign Sword Form from my mental image in reality.

"Ha, trying it once shouldn't be a problem, right?"

Of course, no one answered my question.
I was alone in this yard.

Anyway, no one answered,
and anyway, silence means consent.

Is it okay to do it? Is it okay to just go ahead?

I lifted my sword, trying hard to suppress the corners of my mouth that were twitching upward.

*

As the sunset was painting the sky red,
Namgung Hyeon, the Young Master of the Namgung Family, was heading to the guest room with his betrothed, Seol Yak-bing.

He had something to ask of his companions, specifically Ja-seong.

"I wonder if I'm asking too much of Master Gun. We've already been indebted to him several times."
"Well, from what I've seen, I think he'd actually enjoy it?"

Yak-bing said with a chuckle.
The Gun Ja-seong she had observed was a person with frighteningly sharp insight and intelligence.
But on the other hand, he was also like a child who only showed interest in things that amused him.

"Perhaps he's helping Lady Ju's group because he finds it interesting?"

Getting involved for fun in something that might overturn the history of martial arts world's oppression by the imperial court... should she call it bold or simple?
As Yak-bing was shaking her head and smiling inwardly, a sudden loud noise like a storm swept through the family estate.

-KWAGAGAGAANG!

"Eek!?"
"Wh-what was that?!"

Startled, Namgung Hyeon protectively embraced Yak-bing.
Equally surprised but with her face turning bright red from the intense physical contact with her betrothed, Yak-bing lowered her head.

"Lady Bing, are you alright? Are you hurt anywhere...?"
"I-I'm fine."
"I can't tell just by asking. I need to see for myself. Let me look at your face."
"I-I'm really fine, I tell you!"

Namgung Hyeon and Seol Yak-bing.
The two lovers continued their little dispute while still embracing each other.
Their quarrel only ended when Dae-un, Hwa-ryeon, and Seol, who had rushed over in alarm at the loud noise, appeared.

"A-ahem..."

After clearing his throat upon witnessing the intimate scene of the lovers, Dae-un shook his head and asked:

"Where did that sound come from?"
"Th-that... probably from over there..."

Still unable to calm the heat in her face, Yak-bing covered her face and pointed to a building.

"That's an empty guest hall...?"

Namgung Hyeon, who had regained his composure before Yak-bing, muttered with a frown.
Hearing this, Dae-un cautiously entered the guest hall ahead of the others.

"Did someone from Paecheon Fortress try to threaten the Namgung Family? They didn't throw something like a thunderbolt bomb, did they?"

Swallowing nervously, Dae-un slowly headed toward the courtyard inside the guest hall.
And then he widened his eyes at the devastated courtyard, which was different from what he had expected.

"This is...!"

The entire courtyard was a mess of sword marks, as if a storm of blades had passed through.

The walls, the ground, the stone lanterns placed here and there—everything was slashed to pieces, presenting a miserable sight.
And at the end of those sword marks stood one awkward figure.

"Ah, ahaha... Master. You see, this is... I didn't mean for this to happen..."

Ja-seong scratched the back of his head with an awkward smile.

"...What on earth did you do?"

Dae-un's incredulous voice echoed emptily across the devastated courtyard.
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"I'm sorry..."

I stood in the middle of the completely ruined courtyard, apologizing to Namgung Hyeon.
Staring at the courtyard that was damaged beyond repair with his mouth agape, Namgung Hyeon responded to my apology with an awkward smile.

"Ah, it's fine. This area wasn't being used anyway, but... how exactly did it end up like this?"
"Well, that's..."

I hesitantly explained that I had been creating a new martial art.

"...You're saying you were creating a new martial art?"
"Y-yes?"

I answered after a moment's hesitation.
It felt more like I was restoring a martial art, but in reality, I suppose I was creating one.

But everyone's reactions were quite strange.
Starting with my Master who was the first to discover this disaster, to Namgung Hyeon, Miss Seol, Hwa-ryeon, and Seol—they were all looking at me with expressions of disbelief.

"...Why are you all looking at me like that?"
"When a young man barely in his twenties claims to have created a new martial art, this is how people would normally react."

Hwa-ryeon answered my question, letting out a small sigh before looking around again.

"If it were just empty words, we'd dismiss it as ridiculous boasting..."

Following Hwa-ryeon's gaze, I also looked around.

The scene was devastating, as if hundreds of blades had slashed through randomly.
Even though I was the one who caused it, I felt dazed looking at the result.

"...But seeing this, we can't just laugh it off as boasting."
"At least it wasn't an enemy attack, so that's fortunate."
"You really startled us..."

Starting with Hwa-ryeon who shook her head, everyone made a comment before leaving the courtyard.
Wait, what? They're just leaving like that? Leaving me alone?

As I gazed longingly at their retreating figures with an outstretched hand that couldn't reach them, Namgung Hyeon's voice penetrated my ears.

"Young Master Gun."
"Ah, yes."

Feeling guilty, I immediately straightened my posture, and Namgung Hyeon smiled slightly as he faced me.

"Please don't worry too much. After all you've done for our family, I'm not shameless enough to make a fuss over just one courtyard."
"Ah, I appreciate you saying that, but..."

I scratched the back of my head, mentally calculating how much compensation I should offer.
It probably wouldn't need to be gold, maybe about ten silver taels?

While I was busy calculating the compensation amount, Namgung Hyeon made an unexpected proposal.

"If you're still concerned, would you grant me one request?"
"A request?"

Namgung Hyeon nodded at my question.

"Yes. Actually, I was on my way to ask you for a sparring match."
"Oh, a sparring match?"

That was welcome news.
Though I heard they don't have any famous martial arts, they're still the Namgung Family.
I was really curious about what martial arts they use, so I was glad he brought it up first.

Miss Seol smiled slightly seeing my obvious enthusiasm, and Namgung Hyeon also smiled with a lighter expression.

"Actually, I felt like I would be imposing too much by asking for a sparring match, but now I feel a bit better about it. If you agree to spar with me, we can forget about what happened to this courtyard. What do you say?"

Hmm. So he's suggesting we call it even with a sparring match for the mess I made of the courtyard?

"That sounds great to me. I've been very curious to see the Namgung Family's martial arts."
"Excellent. Then, how about tomorrow at noon?"

Tomorrow? Uh, that's a bit...

"Could we possibly do it a few days later?"
"Pardon? That's fine, but... may I ask why?"

I answered Namgung Hyeon's question with an embarrassed smile.

"Actually, I haven't finished creating my new martial art yet. In about three days, I think I could develop one or two more forms. How about after that?"
"Th-three days... I see."

My answer seemed to perplex Namgung Hyeon.
With a somewhat deflated, awkward expression, he nodded and left the courtyard with Miss Seol, saying we'd meet in three days.

Left alone in the courtyard again, I casually picked up my sword but then crouched down, feeling an unusual sense of powerlessness.

"Wow, that really drained my internal energy."

The "Sovereign Sword Form" that I had attempted just once consumed most of my thirty years' worth of internal energy with just a single swing.

The cause was that I couldn't control myself and recklessly poured an enormous amount of internal energy into the sword.
While the power was tremendous, it consumed so much energy that it would be completely impractical in actual combat.

"I need to find a way to reduce the internal energy consumption."

Of course, I should first complete the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique."

"Hehehe..."

Despite feeling completely drained, I couldn't help but laugh.
I was excited thinking about how to complete the next form, and what forms to include after that.

Feeling enthusiastic, I forced myself to stand up.

"Let's start with this form again, shall we?"

I swing my sword again.
Forgetting both the powerlessness from my depleted internal energy and the sky that had grown dark, I focus solely on my sword.

And so I continued swinging my sword, forgetting everything else.

*

Anqing, Anhui Province.
Today, as usual, Ju Ho-jeong, the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress, was being carried back to the Seol Family Estate by his guard after drinking himself unconscious at a pleasure house.

"Kuul..."

Ho-jeong snored softly, reeking of alcohol.
He was the very image of a typical playboy immersed in wine and women.
The people of the Seol Family who disapproved clicked their tongues openly and secretly.

-To think our young lady will be given to someone like him...
-The family head is going too far, even if it's for the family's sake...

Voices filled with negative emotions—anger, disgust, contempt—followed Ho-jeong as he was carried to his room.

Those voices disappeared as if by magic when Instant Spear Cho Un-yeop, one of the Four Great Guards of Paecheon Fortress, appeared.

"...Take him inside."

Un-yeop, who had been watching Ho-jeong being carried on the guard's back with indifferent eyes, opened the door himself and let the guard in.
The guard entered respectfully and carefully laid Ho-jeong on the bed.

"I'll take it from here. You may rest now. Thank you for your hard work."

After dismissing the guard with words of appreciation, Un-yeop firmly closed the door.
When he turned around, Ho-jeong, who had been snoring just moments ago, was now wide awake, giggling with his hands clasped behind his neck.

"From what I've heard, my reputation within the family seems to be at rock bottom. How is Seol's family head reacting?"
"He's someone who proceeded with a one-sided marriage cancellation knowing it would tarnish a woman's reputation. He probably doesn't care whether his daughter's husband is a scoundrel or prefers men."
"So no reaction, you're saying."

Ho-jeong clicked his tongue briefly, as if disappointed.
During this time, he had been frequenting pleasure houses almost daily, drinking heavily, and enthusiastically spouting nonsense about becoming the future emperor.

As a result, his reputation in Anqing had plummeted to the worst possible level.
Yet surprisingly, the family head who should have shown some reaction remained unresponsive.

"He's even more obsessed with ambition than I thought."

Ho-jeong sneered, making a rather scathing assessment of his future father-in-law.
Un-yeop looked at him and asked quietly.

"Is it really necessary to go this far? Though I haven't met her personally, from what I've heard within the family, Seol Yak-bing seems to be a flawless match."

A kind heart, proper conduct, and beauty praised as the finest in Anhui.
She was truly a first-class bride that anyone with a son would desire.

"I sincerely wish you would stop this wandering, marry, and follow the Lord's wishes."

This was Un-yeop's honest feeling.
He didn't particularly like Seol Se-ung, who was trying to sell off his daughter for the family's sake.
But the political marriage to gain the Seol Family's power was the will of his lord, Lord Ju Do-han.

He didn't want the young lord to keep damaging his reputation and going against that will.
However, despite Un-yeop's persuasion, Ho-jeong merely snorted.

"If she married me, the 'most beautiful woman in Anhui' would wither away locked in a back room for the rest of her life. Do you know how many women are now candidates to be my 'concubines'?"
"......"

Un-yeop couldn't answer Ho-jeong's question.
He had given up counting after the number of concubine candidates exceeded one hundred.

Seeming to notice the implication in that silence, Ho-jeong chuckled and continued.

"Fortunately, Seol Yak-bing herself seems to have different intentions from her father. It's been seven days since I came to the Seol Family Estate, and she still hasn't shown even a strand of her hair. She must be locked in her room, refusing to marry me."
"If you would just behave properly now..."
"It's too late when rumors of me being a scoundrel have already spread throughout the Central Plains."

As he said, the story of Ho-jeong behaving like a scoundrel with the backing of his father, the Lord of Paecheon Fortress, was widely known throughout the Central Plains.
And that was the only "rebellion" Ho-jeong could manage against his father.

*At this age, rebelling seems a bit ridiculous.*

But what could he do? His life had been caged from the beginning.

Inwardly smiling bitterly, Ho-jeong looked at Un-yeop before him.
Whether aware of his feelings or not, this rigid guard continued his loyal advice even today.

"Young Lord, please stop degrading yourself. You might truly fall out of favor with the Lord if this continues."
"Now that's welcome news. That's exactly what I desperately want."
"Young Lord..."

Un-yeop's face hardened.
His eyes held reproach, as if asking if Ho-jeong was joking at a time like this.

*I'm not joking.*

Ho-jeong sincerely wished to fall out of favor with his father, Do-han.
But such a thing would never happen, even if the sky were to fall.

"To my father, I'm just a tool to bring the martial arts world under his control. Although this tool has many flaws, he can't discard me since there's no replacement."
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"......"

After hearing Ho-jeong's words, Un-yeop closed his mouth again.
In his heart, he wanted to say a hundred times that his lord cared deeply for the Young Lord of the Castle, but somehow those words refused to leave his lips.

"Hehehe..."

Seeing Un-yeop's complicated expression, Ho-jeong laughed quite cheerfully.
The man couldn't even manage a single pleasantry.
He was truly straightforward and stubborn.
But Ho-jeong didn't dislike Un-yeop for that.

*Perhaps that's why I can be so open with him.*

Maybe his dear father had assigned Un-yeop as his bodyguard for precisely this reason.
What would he say if his father called him later and asked about his true feelings?

Imagining Un-yeop's flustered face, Ho-jeong shrugged and spoke again.

"Still, I went as far as mentioning the Emperor to cause trouble, but there hasn't been a single report of anyone informing on me."

Ho-jeong had pretended to be drunk at a pleasure house and boasted about being destined to become Emperor.
It was insane behavior that could have gotten his head chopped off for treason if it had reached the Emperor's ears, but seeing that Ho-jeong was still perfectly fine, it seemed unlikely that would ever happen.

*Instead, those who heard are keeping quiet about it.*

Even if Ho-jeong dared to say such crazy things, no one could reprimand him.
That was the extent of Paecheon Fortress's influence these days.

And while it sounded like nonsense to those who didn't know the situation, it wasn't exactly untrue for Ho-jeong.
According to his father Ju Do-han's "plan," he would indeed become Emperor someday.

*Whether I want it or not.*

"Sigh..."

Facing reality once again, Ho-jeong let out a regretful sigh as if he had never been cheerful.
In the end, all he could do was make noise by tapping on his cage with his beak.
Even knowing the cage door would never open, he still yearned for a miracle.

"I'm going to sleep. You can leave now."
"...Yes."

When Ho-jeong turned over and dismissed him in a subdued voice, Un-yeop gave a brief response, extinguished the light, and quietly left the room.

The guest room fell into silence.
Ho-jeong tried to sleep with his eyes closed, but before long, he had to sit up again.

"Young Lord of the Castle."

A woman's voice came from inside the room.
He opened his eyes wide and turned his head to see a slender figure illuminated by moonlight.

"You are..."

-BANG!

"Who goes there!"

Immediately after, the door burst open and Un-yeop rushed in, thrusting his spear toward the woman.

"Stop!"

But Un-yeop had to halt his attack.
Ho-jeong had stopped him.

"Young Lord...?"

Why on earth...?
While Un-yeop was puzzled, he saw Ho-jeong silently gesturing toward the extinguished lamp. Following his cue, Un-yeop cautiously lit the room's lamp while keeping his eyes on the mysterious intruder.

As the lamp illuminated the room brightly.
Recognizing the familiar face, Un-yeop's eyes widened as he muttered.

"Chil-ji...?"
"I apologize for startling you with my sudden visit, Master Cho. It's an urgent matter..."

The midnight intruder was indeed Chil-ji.
She had arrived in Anqing after riding for two days straight since leaving Hefei.

Knowing the intruder's identity, Un-yeop severely reprimanded her.

"What do you think you're doing! How dare a mere combat unit member sneak into the Young Lord's quarters!"

This was a serious offense that could get her killed as an assassin with no defense.
Un-yeop's anger was justified.

"I apologize again. I had to urgently seek the Young Lord's help, so I took the liberty of this rudeness."
"You still—!"
"Enough."

Ho-jeong stopped Un-yeop.
When his stern bodyguard looked at him, he cautioned in a low voice.

"Don't raise your voice too much. This isn't Paecheon Fortress."

They were currently in the Seol Family Estate.
There was nothing to gain by causing a disturbance that might alert the family members.

Following Ho-jeong's order, Un-yeop lowered his voice with an uncomfortable expression.

"...I'll remove this woman immediately."
"No, let's hear what she has to say."
"Young Lord...!"
"She snuck in knowing you were by my side. She could have been killed, so I'm curious about her reason."
"But...!"
"Wait outside. That's an order."

At the low, firm command, Un-yeop finally bowed his head and went back outside.

With just the two of them left in the room, Ho-jeong looked at Chil-ji and smiled wryly.

"It's been a while. About... half a year, I think?"
"It's been about a year."
"Has it been that long already?"

The conversation seemed quite friendly on the surface.
It certainly didn't look like an exchange between the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress and a mere unit member.

This was because Chil-ji had actually been assigned as Ho-jeong's bodyguard, just like Un-yeop, before her current mission. This was a direct order from Lord Ju Do-han, and even Ho-jeong didn't know the reason.

*The Divine Wood Unit itself is shrouded in secrecy anyway.*

The Divine Wood Unit that Chil-ji belonged to was a strange unit indeed.
Along with the Dark Heaven Unit and Blood Ray Unit, it was established after Ju Do-han became Lord of the Castle, but everything about it—how many members it had, what missions they performed—was completely secret.

Even Ho-jeong, as the Young Lord, knew only two members of the Divine Wood Unit.
And one of them was Chil-ji, standing before him.

"So? What kind of help do you need to appear after a whole year?"
"Before that, there's something I should tell you."

Chil-ji informed him that his betrothed, Seol Yak-bing, was currently in Hefei, specifically at the Namgung Family estate.

"Huh?"

Ho-jeong's exclamation was half disbelief, half surprise.
He thought she was just holed up in her room because she didn't want to marry, but she had already left the family estate?

"...Impressive. Honestly, I wasn't particularly interested, but suddenly I want to meet her."
"Then will you come to Hefei? I'll escort you."

The immediate response seemed as if she had been waiting for this.
Ho-jeong narrowed his eyes.

"I'm guessing the help you need involves me going to Hefei?"
"...I'll explain the situation."

Chil-ji revealed the unexpected events that had occurred in Hefei during her mission.
About the sudden death of the Heavenly Light Unit Commander and how it had severely complicated their mission.

"The martial arts tournament has been arranged, but we've lost the strength needed to face the Namgung Family Head. So..."
"You're not asking me to participate in the tournament myself, but you want to borrow Cho's protection, right?"
"...Yes."

Chil-ji nodded heavily.
After looking at her for a moment, Ho-jeong soon smiled faintly.

"You've been by my side for nine... almost ten years, right? You were assigned as my bodyguard right after my father became Lord of Paecheon and established the Divine Wood Unit."
"That's correct."

Ten years.
Truly a long time.

"They say mountains and rivers change in that span of time. Having watched me for so long, you must know—I'm not fond of my father's plan. No, I dislike it so much I'd rather sabotage it."
"......"
"And you're asking me to help bring down the Namgung Family, which could be considered the beginning of that plan? Why should I?"

Despite Ho-jeong's clear refusal, Chil-ji's expression remained unchanged.
She had already anticipated his rejection.
Yet she still came, which meant...

"You must have something that would pique my interest. Don't beat around the bush, just tell me. What is it?"
"...You're reading my mind."

Shaking her head slowly, Chil-ji began to speak.
She told him about something that sounded like an exaggeration she had heard while interrogating the thugs under Jo Un-chil.

"Actually, while investigating the Heavenly Light Unit Commander's death, I heard something strange."
"Something strange?"
"Yes, it was what a thug who was present when the Heavenly Light Unit Commander died said."

Was she trying to persuade him with mere words from a thug?
With a slight twitch of his eyes, Ho-jeong decided to continue listening.

"And?"
"The thugs said the masked person who killed the Heavenly Light Unit Commander and five unit members moved in a mysterious way. Like a ghost, appearing here and there in flashes."
"......"
"They said it was like something out of a street novel."

Hearing Chil-ji's words, Ho-jeong remained silent.
Unable to read his reaction, Chil-ji shrugged.

"Honestly, it sounded quite far-fetched to me. I thought perhaps their minds were playing tricks on them as they faced death."
"Then why tell me this story?"
"I thought you might have a different perspective."

Looking at Chil-ji's cryptic response, Ho-jeong inwardly clicked his tongue.
Chil-ji had said it seemed like he was reading her mind, but to him, it was the opposite.

She knew exactly what to say to make him unable to stay put.

*She hasn't changed. Neither her appearance nor her ability to see right through people.*

As mentioned earlier, he had been under Chil-ji's protection for nearly ten years.

Ten years.
In that long span of time, during which a boy lost in fantasy had become a young man who understood reality, the woman before him stood exactly as she had been then, as if defying the passage of time.
And Ho-jeong found that... deeply unsettling.

His instincts had constantly warned him. The woman before him was different somehow.
Not just in terms of martial prowess.
Something, something fundamental about her was different.

For the past nine years, it had been quite a burden to keep her close while ignoring his instincts' warnings.

*Though we're having a seemingly friendly conversation on the surface.*

"What do you think? About this story?"
"......"

And now this unsettling woman was trying to lure him out.
With a story he couldn't help but be intrigued by.

*Like a devil's whisper.*

Ho-jeong struggled internally.
The boy still remaining in his heart was urging him on.
Though the boy's strength was feeble, he felt his heart wavering like never before.

Perhaps sensing his inner conflict, Chil-ji smiled slightly and rose from her seat.

"I suppose it's too sudden. I'll give you time to think. I'll visit again at this time tomorrow."
"...Alright."

Though he was given a day's reprieve, both he and Chil-ji already knew what his answer would be.

The next night.
When Chil-ji snuck into the Seol Family Estate again, she wore a satisfied smile.
And the day after that, a luxurious carriage left Anqing, heading toward Hefei.

Ch.55 - Protective Art
After three days, the promised day of the duel arrived.

"Good morning, Young Master Gun. Are you ready?"

Namgung Hyeon appeared in martial attire as soon as the duel time came, as if he had been waiting for this match with me. I smiled at his question and answered.

"I'm fully prepared, as always."
"By the way, how is your new martial art coming along? Have you made progress?"
"Well... more or less?"

Namgung Hyeon tilted his head at my ambiguous answer.
But seeing that my expression wasn't negative, he soon nodded with a smile.

"I see. I'm looking forward to it."

I immediately followed Namgung Hyeon to the training ground within the family estate.
Behind me, my companions followed in a line.
They were probably curious about what martial art I had created.

As soon as I arrived at the Namgung Family training ground following Namgung Hyeon, an exclamation escaped my lips.

"Wow..."

The training ground was vast and magnificent, befitting a major family.
It was worlds apart from my personal training ground, which was just a small clearing with a cave behind it.

As expected of the Namgung Family.
Just looking at the state of the training ground, I could feel the power of one of the Five Great Families.

But there was already a visitor at the training ground.

"Family Head, Miss Seol."
"Welcome, Young Master Gun. I heard about this from my son Hyeon and couldn't contain my curiosity. May I watch your duel?"
"Of course. I don't mind at all."

The Namgung Family Head nodded with a hearty laugh at my answer.
Soon my companions sat in the spectator seats placed to one side, while Namgung Hyeon and I faced each other on the training ground.

"I look forward to our match."
"Likewise."

Since this was just a duel, we both took our stances holding wooden swords instead of real ones.
It felt strange to be facing a warrior of the Namgung Family while taking the stance of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" that I had created.

It felt as if my created "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" was being tested.

-Thump

Feeling my heart beating pleasantly, I sharply focused my aura in front of me.

"Hmm...!"

Namgung Hyeon's face hardened as he felt the sharp aura concentrated on him.
Seeing his face, I stepped forward heavily.

-Thud!

Internal energy released through my Yongcheon acupoint.
Using that explosive power, I rushed toward Namgung Hyeon.

"Boundless Sky Sword Technique" First Form, Sky Flash.

Wrapping the wind of aura around my body to eliminate air resistance, I reached Namgung Hyeon in the blink of an eye.
Belatedly realizing I was swinging my sword right in front of his face, Namgung Hyeon's eyes widened in shock.

Then, surprisingly, he moved toward me as if he didn't care about being cut by the sword, thrusting his own sword at me.
What? Since it's not a real sword, is he willing to take a hit to land one on me too?
Is he sacrificing flesh to gain bone?

Clicking my tongue inwardly at his unexpected weakness, I twisted my upper body.
I avoided Namgung Hyeon's thrust, but my Sky Flash also lost its original power.

-Thud

With a weak impact sound, I stepped back slightly.
To continue my attack immediately, I pointed my sword at Namgung Hyeon while pulling my right shoulder back as far as possible.

My targets were the humerus bones, shoulder blades, Adam's apple, and solar plexus—six points in total.
A swift thrust embodying the principle of quick swordsmanship aimed at these six points.

"Boundless Sky Sword Technique" Second Form, Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven.

Like its name suggesting a sword shadow piercing the sky, six thrusts leaving only afterimages struck Namgung Hyeon's upper body.

"Urgh..!?"

Namgung Hyeon was knocked backward after helplessly taking all six attacks.

I thought he would at least drop to one knee, but surprisingly, he quickly regained his posture.

It seemed the impact was less than expected, even considering that I had held back somewhat since this was a duel.
I narrowed my eyes at this oddity as I looked at Namgung Hyeon.

Even if Sky Flash didn't land properly, he took Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven head-on.
It was honestly puzzling that he seemed so unaffected.

Whether or not he knew my inner thoughts, Namgung Hyeon forced a smile with a tense face.

"Haha, that's incredible. I've never seen such a fast sword in my life."
"You seem pretty composed for someone saying that?"
"Not at all. If I hadn't activated my Protective Art beforehand, I would already be lying on the training ground floor."
"...Protective Art?"

I tilted my head at this unfamiliar term.
Protective Art? What on earth is that?

Whether or not he understood my confusion, Namgung Hyeon readjusted his grip on his sword.

"Now it's my turn!"

Namgung Hyeon charged at me with his sword pointed at me.
I was preparing to counter what I judged would be a thrust, when suddenly the sword's movement changed and he swung upward from below.

A feint?
I stepped back to avoid the rising sword, but then a thrust came after me.

-Clack!

I swung my sword to deflect the attack, and using the deflecting force, he spun his body and swung his sword from the opposite side.

The same process repeated continuously after that.

Consecutive attacks using my own strength, without pause.
Moreover, his sword technique actively used feints and irregular movements to pressure me.

It wasn't difficult to block the attacks, but I couldn't easily find an opening for a counterattack either.

Namgung Hyeon's sword was like... yes, a sword like the wind.
A sword resembling the wind that freely soars through the blue sky.

While our wooden swords clashed against each other, I asked Namgung Hyeon a question.

"This is quite tricky to deal with. What do you call this sword technique?"
"It's called the Heavenly Wind Sword Technique. You could say it's the symbol of the Namgung Family."

Heavenly Wind.
Indeed, a fitting name.

As for it being the symbol of the Namgung Family... that was a bit disappointing.

"Hup!"

With a touch of dissatisfaction, I strongly deflected his sword.
Using that deflecting force, he came in for another counterattack.
As his sword swung toward my side, I raised my sword above my head.

-Whoosh!

I brought my sword down, aiming for Namgung Hyeon's horizontally swinging wooden sword.
At that moment, Namgung Hyeon's sword slowed down.

I could see his intention to counterattack using the force of my sword.
Well, it won't be so easy this time.

-Clack!

My wooden sword and Namgung Hyeon's clashed.
Normally, his sword would have bounced off and come flying from the opposite side.

But this time was different.

"Urgh!?"

With a groan, Namgung Hyeon's sword went down.
His sword, unable to withstand the principle of heavy swordsmanship imbued in my sword, was pinned to the training ground floor under mine.

How do you prevent an opponent from using your strength to counterattack?
The answer is to overwhelm them with such crushing force that they dare not try to use it.

"Boundless Sky Sword Technique" Third Form, Heaven's Majestic Pressure.

A defensive form that cuts off the opponent's attack with a heavy sword embodying heaven's majesty.

Namgung Hyeon couldn't withstand Heaven's Majestic Pressure and lost his grip on his wooden sword.

He looked at his wooden sword that had slipped from his hand and rolled on the floor with bewildered eyes.

A swordsman losing his sword.
It was essentially no different from the match being decided.

"It's not over yet!"
"...!?"

But it seemed Namgung Hyeon wasn't ready to give up.
He charged at me with empty hands, having dropped his sword.

A powerful fist flying toward my chest.
It was clearly a proper martial art technique.
Did the Namgung Family have fist techniques too?

Even in my surprise, my mind coolly reached a conclusion.
If I just stood still, I would be hit.
And no matter how much this was just a duel, I had no intention of letting myself lose.

I will win. Even if I have to use excessive force.
If he could withstand Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven unscathed, he should be able to handle this too.
With this firm resolve, I swung my wooden sword upward, striking Namgung Hyeon's arm hard.

"Ugh?!"

The fist flying straight toward me was deflected.
My wooden sword, imbued with the principle of swift swordsmanship, tore through the sleeve of his martial outfit despite not having a sharp edge.

Namgung Hyeon's surprise attack had failed.
And my counterattack wasn't over yet.

After swinging my sword upward, I brought it down again, then swung horizontally left and right, and diagonally, continuously.

"Boundless Sky Sword Technique" Fourth Form, Dizzying Sky's Wild Storm.

A flurry of strikes at the peak of swiftness battered Namgung Hyeon's upper body.
Like a raging storm in a dizzying sky.

"Gahk!"

Finally, Namgung Hyeon fell to the training ground floor with his martial outfit torn in various places.
I placed my wooden sword at the groaning Namgung Hyeon's neck.

"Do you want to continue?"
"Urgh...!"

After glaring at my wooden sword with a frustrated face for a moment, Namgung Hyeon soon relaxed his expression and sighed.

"No, I admit defeat."

Seeing his bitter smile, I grinned and extended my hand.
Namgung Hyeon grabbed my hand and got up.

Then suddenly, I realized something strange about Namgung Hyeon's bare skin visible through his torn martial outfit.

"...Huh?"

Blue light.
Despite his seemingly fragile impression, Namgung Hyeon's well-trained body was glowing with blue light.

No, not blue light but blue lightning.
Blue lightning was flowing across Namgung Hyeon's skin.

"W-what is that?"
"Oh, you mean this?"

When I stammered and pointed at the blue lightning flowing across Namgung Hyeon's body, a nonchalant answer came back as if it was nothing special.

"This is our Namgung Family's Protective Art, the 'Heavenly Thunder Protection Art.' When activated, lightning appears on the body like this."
"...What?"

He keeps mentioning this Protective Art thing... what exactly is it?
I've never heard of such a thing before.

*

"......"
"...Wow."

While I was confused by the concept of Protective Art that I'd never heard of before, the others who had watched the duel were amazed by the new martial art I had displayed.

Especially Namgung Seon-u, the Head of the Namgung Family, who had never properly seen me use martial arts before, was even more surprised.

"Ho ho, when I heard you defeated the Head of the Heavenly Light Unit, I honestly thought you might have been lucky..."

Sagong Chan, the Head of the Heavenly Light Unit, had the nickname "Autumn Wind Sword."
Namgung Seon-u had witnessed his martial arts in the past.

*I thought his sword was impressively fast like the wind, befitting his nickname Autumn Wind Sword...*

Namgung Seon-u realized today that his impression back then had been a tremendous misconception.
That was because he had just witnessed a truly wind-like swift sword with his own eyes.

It was movement and sword strikes that were practically invisible to the eye.
Movement so ghostly it could be mistaken for the work of spirits.

Ch.56 - Protective Art
Namgung Seon-u had never seen such a spectacle in his forty-plus years of life.
It was only natural that he asked Dae-un about Ja-seong again.

"Brother Yeo, how on earth did you raise—"
"I told you already. I didn't raise him—he grew up on his own."

Having already witnessed Ja-seong's mysterious movements and learning from him, Dae-un shrugged rather nonchalantly.
But inside, he was just as astonished as Namgung Seon-u.

*He's gotten even faster.*

Especially that initial movement when he charged at Namgung Hyeon at the beginning of the duel—it happened in an instant.
So fast that not even an afterimage remained.

And what about the sword technique he displayed afterward?
After the first attack, which clearly aimed to approach the enemy, every subsequent move flowed organically.
Each technique had a clear purpose and showed remarkable perfection.

It was truly believable as a peerless sword technique developed over many years.

*And this was created in just three days?*

How was this even possible?
Did inspiration gush from that guy's mind like an endless spring?

Unaware that Ja-seong's mind contained the collective imagination of countless martial arts novelists and modern knowledge, Dae-un found him truly incomprehensible.

*Trying to understand something incomprehensible will only give me a headache.*

Dae-un shook his head with an inner sigh.

Meanwhile, Ja-seong helped the defeated Namgung Hyeon to his feet. As they approached, Namgung Seon-u patted his son's shoulder encouragingly while expressing great admiration for Ja-seong.

"Truly remarkable, Young Hero Gun. I'm not saying this because he's my son, but Hyeon's Cheonpung Sword Technique is quite formidable, yet you defeated him so completely."
"Ah, Father...!"

Namgung Hyeon's face flushed with embarrassment as he tried to stop his father.
Finding his reaction quite amusing, Namgung Seon-u laughed heartily.

"Hahaha! Experiencing defeat once in a while isn't such a bad thing. It provides more valuable nourishment than any victory. This duel will be a significant turning point for you."
"...Yes."

After awkwardly responding, Namgung Hyeon left his father's side and headed toward his fiancée.
Yak-bing blushed as she gazed at the muscles visible through Namgung Hyeon's half-tattered martial clothes, then deliberately turned her head away with a forced cough.

After watching them fondly for a moment, Namgung Seon-u turned back to Ja-seong.

"I heard that the martial art you just demonstrated is one you newly created?"
"Ah, yes. It's called the Boundless Sky Sword Technique."
"Boundless Sky Sword Technique...!"

Namgung Seon-u nodded in admiration, while Ja-seong looked at him somewhat awkwardly for some reason.

"It's truly an extraordinary sword technique. And to think it was created in just three days—I'm utterly amazed. I consider it an honor to have witnessed the first martial art created by a future grandmaster."
"Ahaha, you're gilding my face too much."

Ja-seong scratched the back of his head sheepishly.
Seeing his lips twitching as if about to break into a broad smile, Dae-un inwardly clicked his tongue.

*Tsk, being so poor at hiding his true feelings...*

No matter how excellent one's martial arts might be, one should never let their guard down in the martial world.
It's a place full of people who smile to your face while stabbing you in the back.

*I should teach him about that aspect, at least.*

He had felt uncomfortable being called "Master" when he hadn't properly taught anything, but teaching something like this would make him feel a bit better.

With these thoughts, Dae-un returned to the guest hall with the rest of the group.
And as soon as they arrived, Ja-seong asked an absurd question out of nowhere.

"Master, what's a Protective Art? I don't think I've ever heard of such a thing."
"...What?"

*...This bastard?*

Dae-un's face twisted grotesquely at the preposterous question.

*

After the duel with Namgung Hyeon, I returned to the guest hall and immediately asked my master a question.
I simply couldn't contain my curiosity.

"Master, what's a Protective Art? I don't think I've ever heard of such a thing."

Yes, the Protective Art.
Probably the reason why Namgung Hyeon could withstand the impact of the Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven and Heavenly Gale techniques without much injury.

I wanted to ask Namgung Hyeon directly what this Protective Art was when he proudly introduced his Heavenly Thunder Protection Art, but I sensed something and couldn't bring myself to ask outright.

Judging from Namgung Hyeon's reaction and attitude, this Protective Art or whatever seemed to be quite well-known.

Yet I had never once heard about Protective Arts until now.
That's why I asked my master about it as soon as we reached the guest hall.

"...What?"

But my master's reaction was strange.
His face contorted as if he'd heard something utterly absurd and outrageous.

"......"
"......"

And it wasn't just my master who was reacting strangely.
Hwa-ryeon and Seol were also looking at me with expressions of disbelief.

"Ah, um... why is everyone looking at me like that?"

When I asked again, confused, their expressions changed.

My master threw his head back with a long sigh,
Hwa-ryeon looked at me with pity,
And Seol with an expression of contempt...

"Hey, squirt! Isn't contempt going a bit too far?!"
"Not at all! How on earth could you just forget something like that?!"
"What, what?"

Forget? Me? What did I forget?

For the record, my memory is not bad. No, it's actually quite excellent.
I can recite the contents of countless martial arts novels I read in my previous life.

What could I possibly have forgotten?

"Ugh...!"

As I stared at Seol in confusion, she pounded her chest as if utterly exasperated.
Then, as if having made up her mind, she opened her tiny mouth again.

"Don't you remember when you first formed your dantian? What did you say when Master suggested learning the Protective Art right away? You said you wouldn't learn any shabby external arts!"
"...External arts?"

Wait, we were talking about Protective Arts, why are external arts suddenly being mentioned?

"...Wait. External arts?"

I clutched my head with both hands.
Something, something seemed to be coming back to me.

External arts? Ah, external arts!

-It's an external art. I won't learn any shabby external arts.

"...Huh?!"

I remembered.
Clearly, around the time I had just formed my dantian, my master suddenly told me to learn external arts...!

"But that was an external art...?"

External energy cultivation. In short, external arts.
The opposite of internal arts, which focus on internal cultivation—external arts focus on external training.

In other words, training to harden the body, which in typical martial arts novels is commonly known as a low-level skill.
It's the technique practiced by third-rate martial artists who stand helplessly before internal energy attacks or sword qi, only to be obstacles for the protagonist—that's external arts.

Usually, peerless masters don't bother with shabby things like external arts.

Seeing my protest with such thoughts behind it, Seol wore an expression of utter disbelief.

"That's. Exactly. My. Point! What on earth do you think external arts are?! You hear some strange nonsense somewhere and spout it here. I've been holding my tongue all this time, but Master said he would at least make sure you learned a proper Protective Art...!"
"What, what?"

What is she saying?
Just as I was about to question Seol further, my master suddenly interrupted.

"Seol, don't be too harsh. It's all in the past now."
"M-Master?"

Creepily enough, with a very benevolent smile.

"Uh..."

Faced with that incredibly loving expression, I couldn't think of what to say.
My mind went completely blank.

Seeing an expression he never wore even in his days as the third-rate martial artist Bae Wang-sam, I instinctively realized I had made a terrible mistake.
As I stammered, unable to speak properly, my master handed me something.

"Here you go."
"What's this...?"

What my master gave me was some kind of book.
I looked at the title written on the cover.

[Three-Layered Protection Art]

A secret manual?

"Hehe, I had prepared this for a while but am only giving it to you now. It's a shabby martial art, but take a look at it anyway. I went through quite some trouble to get it, so even though it's shabby, you might learn something. Even though it's shabby, of course."
"......"

The word "shabby" popped up three times in that short moment.

After receiving the manual in a daze, I belatedly looked for my master, but he had already disappeared.

"...Haah."
"Hmph!"

All that remained were Hwa-ryeon sighing softly and Seol turning her head away with a huff.

H-how did it come to this?

*

"Hmm..."

That night.
I sat on the floor of the guest hall, examining the Three-Layered Protection Art manual in the moonlight.

After carefully studying the manual, I realized that this world's Protective Art seemed similar to external arts but was completely different.

What I mean is, while the effect of hardening the body was indeed similar to the external arts I knew, it used internal energy to achieve this effect.

Reading about how internal energy circulates through the body to protect not only the skin and muscles, but also the bones and internal organs, I was honestly dumbfounded.

"This is..."
"Does the young hero still find the Protective Art distasteful?"

I looked up.
Standing before me was Hwa-ryeon with her usual expressionless face.
I was about to answer her question but paused for a moment, just looking at her.

"......"
"Why... are you looking at me like that?"

No, it's just that you make such a picture.
I gazed blankly at Hwa-ryeon standing in the moonlight.

Seeing how the soft, gently glowing moonlight settled on her shoulders and enveloped her, the phrase "beauty under the moon" naturally came to mind.

Ch.57 - The Real Reason For Absence Of Sword Qi
"Excuse me, are you okay?"
"Huh? Oh, yeah... I'm fine."

I shook my head to clear my dazed feeling and looked at Ju Hwa-ryeon again.

"What's up?"
"It's past midnight, but you still don't seem ready for bed."
"Ah, has it gotten that late already?"

When I first opened the secret manual, it was only around 7-9 PM, but two double-hours had already passed.
I lost track of time while studying the protective art.

"May I sit beside you for a moment?"
"Of course. Have a seat, miss."

After giving me a brief glance at my playful tone, Hwa-ryeon carefully sat down next to me.
She glanced at the Three-Layered Protection Art manual in my hand and spoke.

"If you're forcing yourself to study this because of what Seol said earlier today, you don't have to."
"Hmm? No, it's actually quite interesting. It's a concept I never considered before."

I meant it sincerely.
After witnessing the protective art with my own eyes and reading the manual, I felt ashamed of my past self who had dismissed it as worthless external martial arts.

But that reminds me...

"By the way, what did Seol mean earlier? Something about what Master did?"
"This Three-Layered Protection Art is a martial technique that Master Yeo specially acquired through the Bang trading company. Compared to the Namgung Family's Heavenly Thunder Protection Art, it provides comparable protection without any visible external features."

Her explanation was matter-of-fact.
I could tell she was leaving out several details.

"Don't hide anything. Just tell me the whole story. That way I can properly apologize to Master."
"...It was quite difficult to obtain. And quite expensive too."

After a brief silence, Hwa-ryeon revealed what she'd been hiding, and I inwardly sighed.
Had I really dismissed something so difficult to acquire as worthless and openly refused to learn it?

"...I definitely need to apologize tomorrow."
"You don't need to worry about it so much. It happened years ago."
"But you heard him. Saying 'worthless' three times. He's clearly been holding onto it. They say people get more petty as they age, you know?"

Hwa-ryeon gave me an incredulous look before letting out a small laugh.

"Hey, it's not funny. This actually has some basis... basis?"

Does it?
I feel like I heard it in my past life, but maybe not...?
After tilting my head in confusion, I shook it off.

"Anyway, I was wrong to discard something he went to such trouble to get for me. So I should apologize."

As I resolved to apologize first thing tomorrow morning, I suddenly recalled her mention of the expense.

"...By the way, when you say it cost a lot, exactly how much are we talking about?"
"I don't know the details, but at least two hundred silver taels...?"
"Gulp..."

Our family had contributed just over one hundred silver taels to the academy over the past decade, so this was considerably more.

"I'm just asking now, but you weren't actually struggling financially...?"
"Bang, the trading company head, is quite skilled. I heard him grumbling that he's making even more money than when we were in Paecheon Fortress."

And here I'd been secretly proud, thinking they were barely getting by on the money our family provided...
Another embarrassing memory to add to my collection without even realizing it.

As I twisted my upper body and groaned in embarrassment, Hwa-ryeon brought the conversation back to the main topic.

"So, I'd like to hear your thoughts on the protective art. It seemed earlier that you weren't very impressed with it."
"...Well, that's true. To be honest, I still don't feel like training in it."

There are several reasons for this.
The biggest one being:

"The internal energy issue is significant. I don't know if it's unique to the Three-Layered Protection Art, but the amount of internal energy consumed for a single activation is enormous. There's no way you could use internal energy for anything else in actual combat while using this protective art."

As I said this, I had a new realization.

I initially thought the reason I didn't have sword qi was because of my energy circulation method.
If I simply released my rapidly circulating internal energy outward, I'd end up flying around uncontrollably like Seol did a few days ago.

"Let me check something. Is this protective art something that all martial artists learn?"
"Not all, but at least those from renowned sects or families learn it as a basic skill. They often prioritize it even over sword techniques."

But that wasn't it.
Most internal energy is allocated to the protective art, leaving no energy to spare for other uses.

In other words, the protective art is the real reason why sword qi doesn't exist.
Simply put, martial arts in this world developed more defensively than I had thought.

I found this both absurd and incomprehensible.

"Why protect the body so excessively?"

Take the Three-Layered Protection Art I'm holding as an example.

As the name suggests, it's a protective art that uses not just one layer, but two or three layers of the already excessive internal energy consumption.

One layer to protect internal organs, another for bones and muscles, and the final layer for skin protection—three layers in total.
Three layers? What is this, triple-layered pork belly?

"That's nothing. The most famous protective art, Shaolin's Vajra Indestructible Body Art, supposedly reaches true indestructibility by protecting the body with nine layers."
"Hahaha..."

I laughed hollowly at Hwa-ryeon's explanation. Three layers seemed ridiculous enough, but nine?

"This seems more like an obsession."

As I muttered, the protective art indeed reflected an incredible obsession with protecting the body by any means necessary.

"...No, to be precise, it feels beyond obsession—like fear of something."

After reading the manual several times, I understood.
Beneath the excessive focus on body protection lay a foundation of fear.

As if it was created to protect against something incredibly powerful and violent...

"What could it be?"
"......"

When I asked without thinking, Hwa-ryeon closed her mouth and looked at me with a peculiar gaze.
Understanding the meaning behind that look, I turned my body completely toward her.

"What? You know?"
"...Roughly. When I was young, my father told me how protective arts came to be."

My eyes naturally intensified.
I sent her an intense gaze demanding an immediate answer.
After narrowing her eyes at me for a moment, Hwa-ryeon shrugged and began her explanation.

"Do you know about the massive extermination of evil sects during the early days of the dynasty?"
"Of course. It happened right after the Ming Cult was suppressed. The Imperial Guards exterminated three entire clans, right?"

Hearing my response, Hwa-ryeon opened her eyes wide before letting out a small laugh.

"You heard that from the storyteller, didn't you?"
"...So what?"
"You should always take the storyteller's tales with a grain of salt. He often embellishes stories to make them more dramatic."
"Embellishes? What was different in reality?"

Hwa-ryeon nodded at my question.

"Yes. While some Imperial Guards were involved in the extermination, it was primarily led by the imperial army. Most of the Imperial Guards were busy hunting down remnants of the Demonic Cult."
"...The imperial army?"

The imperial army.
Not martial artists like the Imperial Guards, but soldiers equipped with armor and war horses.

I couldn't help but be surprised that the army was mobilized to exterminate evil sects.

"Wow, they went that far?"

Mobilizing the army meant they treated the evil sects almost as rebels.
I'd heard about the extermination of three clans, but I never imagined it was so systematic...

As I was surprised, Hwa-ryeon continued her explanation.

"The imperial army used cannons from the beginning to completely obliterate the evil sects' strongholds. They say cannon fire echoed throughout the Central Plains almost every day back then."
"Cannons..."
"Before that overwhelming bombardment, there was no distinction between novices and masters. Even the notorious masters of evil sects were all swept away by the cannons."

By this point, I could understand why protective arts came into being.

Cannons.

The most powerful violence wielded by the imperial army—by the emperor.
The fear underlying protective arts was the fear of cannons.

"The power and terror of cannons must have been clearly imprinted on the righteous martial arts world too, even though they weren't the targets. At least my father was convinced that's why protective arts were born."
"Yeah, after hearing your explanation, I'm convinced too."

How could one not fear the overwhelming power that could shatter bodies just by being near the impact point?
But at this point, a question arose.

"But can protective arts really protect against cannons?"
"Who knows? It's never been verified. Cannons haven't been used against the martial arts world since then."

...So they've been pouring internal energy into martial arts without even knowing if they're effective?

I found it absurd.
Wouldn't it make more sense to quickly escape the range of cannon fire rather than trying to protect the body this way?
Why didn't lightness skills develop instead of unproven protective arts?

To my questions, Hwa-ryeon answered simply:

"Well, even if they might not work against cannons, they proved quite effective against blades."
"Blades... you mean they make one impervious to swords?"
"'Impervious to swords'? That's the first time I've heard that expression, but it's quite apt. As you said, when one masters protective arts to the extreme, they won't suffer even a single wound from ordinary blades."
"...For something like that, the guys I've faced so far seemed pretty vulnerable to my sword."

Shin Je-gon was defeated by sword qi, so that's understandable, but what about the Dark Heaven Unit or the Wanderer Band?

"The Dark Heaven Unit was an assassination unit. They had no reason for direct confrontation, so they probably didn't learn protective arts. And the Wanderer Band couldn't have learned them even if they wanted to. They're wanderers for a reason, right? They're too weak and their martial arts too inadequate to belong to any family or sect, so they can only be wanderers."

That was quite convincing.
But there was still one thing bothering me.

"Then what about the Heavenly Light Unit leader and his men? As a combat unit of Paecheon Fortress, they must have trained in protective arts."
"That's..."

Here, even Hwa-ryeon was momentarily at a loss for words.

"...Perhaps your attack was so powerful that it shattered their protective arts instantly? Or maybe the protective art they learned was the type that takes time to activate..."

She eventually offered various hypotheses, but her voice lacked conviction.
In the end, the question about the Heavenly Light Unit remained unresolved.

Ch.58 - Desire Of Ja-seong
After talking with Hwa-ryeon about the protective art, my opinion remained unchanged.

"The idea of being impervious to blades is appealing, but considering the internal energy consumption, it's not worth it."
"Even with your increased internal energy from the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill?"
"I haven't even fully absorbed it yet. Using internal energy release simultaneously would be too much."

Since taking the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill, I'd been periodically meditating to absorb the remaining medicinal energy. But with my dantian already saturated, absorbing the remaining energy took time. I didn't know how long it would take to fully absorb it all.

Compared to when I was struggling with just ten years' worth of internal energy, this was a blessing, but using the protective art was still unreasonable. Besides, the protective art had one fatal weakness.

"I don't think the protective art would be much use against sword qi anyway."
"What do you mean... Oh, are you talking about Shin Je-gon?"

Hwa-ryeon immediately thought of Shin Je-gon.
But she seemed skeptical of my conclusion and questioned me with doubt in her voice.

"Are you sure? We don't even know if Shin Je-gon had activated his protective art then. Are you just making assumptions again?"
"I wouldn't make the same mistake twice..."

Having been guilty before, I couldn't speak confidently.
But seeing my trailing response, Hwa-ryeon's gaze grew even sharper.

I hastily defended myself.

"I'm certain this time! It's not because of Shin Je-gon, but about the density of internal energy—the level of concentration."
"...Concentration?"

Hwa-ryeon tilted her head, still looking doubtful.
I had no choice. Seeing is believing. I had to show her.

"Here, watch."

I rolled up the left sleeve of my martial outfit to expose my arm.
Then, following the secret manual, I channeled my internal energy to activate the Three-Layered Protective Art on just my left arm.

Of course, I couldn't manage all three layers just from reading the manual once.
At best, I could only activate one layer on my skin, but that was enough to test the protective art's performance.

I drew my sword and slashed at my left arm in one motion.

"W-what are you doing?!"

Hwa-ryeon was startled, but then her eyes widened when she saw my left arm without even a red mark, let alone a cut.

"...Did you use the Three-Layered Protective Art?"
"Since I only protected one layer of skin, it's more like the One-Layered Protective Art."
"It's more impressive that you blocked a sword with just that..."

Hwa-ryeon muttered with a slightly disturbed voice.
I then channeled qi into my sword.

"Now, watch."

A haze began to rise around the sword.

"Sword qi is condensed energy refined within the body that envelops the sword. Compared to the protective art that spreads internal energy thinly across the skin, it's much denser. So..."

I brought the sword qi to my left arm protected by the art.
Unlike before when not even a red mark was left, my forearm was cut through with alarming ease.

Blood began to flow from the wound on my arm.
I looked up at Hwa-ryeon, having directly demonstrated how powerless the protective art was against sword qi.

"See, this is what happens..."
"What are you doing?!"

G-good grief...!
I blinked in surprise at Hwa-ryeon's loud voice—something I'd never heard before.
My eyes reflected her furious expression—also something I'd never seen before.

"W-what's wrong...?"
"What's wrong? Is that what someone who just harmed themselves should say?"
"Harmed myself? I was just showing you proof. It looks worse because of the blood, but it's not even that deep."
"Let me see."

Hwa-ryeon grabbed my left arm and examined the wound.
Anyone would think my arm had been severed.

"I'm telling you it's not that serious. This just needs some medicine..."
"Be quiet while I'm talking."
"...Yes."

I closed my mouth at Hwa-ryeon's fierce tone.
I didn't understand why, but I felt I shouldn't speak right now.

While I held my breath in inexplicable fear, Hwa-ryeon abruptly stood up.

"Haa... stay right there."

After saying that, she disappeared somewhere and returned shortly with something in hand.
It was clearly wound medicine and bandages.

"This wound doesn't need wound medicine..."
"Keep your mouth shut."
"...Yes, ma'am."

Hwa-ryeon sat beside me, carefully wiped the blood from my left arm, and began applying the wound medicine.
Her fingers on my wound gave me a strangely ticklish feeling.

"Stay still."
"I-it tickles..."

After thoroughly applying the medicine to the wound, Hwa-ryeon wrapped it with bandages.
Her skill seemed remarkably proficient.

"You're really good at this. Seems like you've done it a lot?"
"When I was young, there was a child who was always getting hurt. I got used to secretly treating their wounds."
"A child? Who?"

Was she talking about when she lived in Paecheon Fortress? Did she have a close friend?

"...It's done."

Hwa-ryeon didn't answer my question and finished by neatly tying the bandage, her lips tightly sealed.

In that strange silence, I suddenly realized my mistake.
The memories of Paecheon Fortress might be painful for Hwa-ryeon.

"Um..."
"Never do this again, understood?"

Just as I was about to say something, Hwa-ryeon brought her stern face close to mine.
The sudden proximity of her cold beauty made my mind go blank.

Additionally, an unfamiliar sensation of heat rising to my face made it difficult to look at Hwa-ryeon.

"I-I understand."

I turned my head away from Hwa-ryeon and barely managed to answer.
But even though I had turned away, her face kept lingering in my mind.

What's wrong with me? Get it together.

After shaking my head, I forced myself back to the main topic.

"S-so. As you just saw, the protective art is useless against sword qi. No matter how much internal energy you use, if the density of energy is different, it's of no use."
"...You're right. I've seen protective arts broken by continuous strikes, but I never expected it to collapse so easily."

Hwa-ryeon, who had been looking at me with disapproval, eventually nodded with a sigh.
Then she stared at the Three-Layered Protective Art manual and said:

"So in the end, that Three-Layered Protective Art was useless to you."
"Hm? No, it wasn't."
"...It wasn't?"

I nodded at the puzzled Hwa-ryeon.

"I've actually been thinking about something. I couldn't quite figure out how to start, but thanks to this, I feel like I've found a clue. If I think about it for a few days, I might come up with something useful."
"Like the Boundless Sky Sword Technique?"
"Huh?"

Hwa-ryeon's sudden question caught me off guard.
Seeing my wide-eyed surprise, Hwa-ryeon seemed amused and let out a small laugh.

"Why are you so surprised?"
"Well, you suddenly mentioned the Boundless Sky Sword Technique..."
"Before we came to Hefei, you were so excited about it being the Namgung Family's signature martial art. You were so disappointed when Master Yeo said there was no such technique, but I never dreamed you'd create it yourself."

Now that she mentioned it, we did talk about that on our way here.
I gave a bitter smile at Hwa-ryeon's words.

"Are you going to pass it on to the Namgung Family?"

Her follow-up question froze my smile.
I turned my neck stiffly, like an unoiled door, to look at Hwa-ryeon.

"...What?"
"The Boundless Sky Sword Technique—aren't you planning to pass it on to the Namgung Family? That's what I thought."
"N-no. I didn't say anything, how did you... Did you learn mind reading?"

I asked, feeling goosebumps rise all over my body, but Hwa-ryeon continued in a matter-of-fact tone.

"When you named your newly created martial art the Boundless Sky Sword Technique, I somehow knew. You want to pass on the sword technique to the Namgung Family to make them into 'the Namgung Family that Gun Ja-seong had hoped for.'"
"......"

It felt like I'd been hit on the back of the head with a hammer.
Hwa-ryeon had pierced through my innermost thoughts as if she had entered my mind.



*



'So, I was right after all.'

Hwa-ryeon thought as she faced Ja-seong, who was staring at her with his mouth agape.

After the duel with Namgung Hyeon, when she saw Ja-seong name his new martial art the Boundless Sky Sword Technique, she immediately understood his intention.
He probably planned to make some excuse to pass the Boundless Sky Sword Technique to the Namgung Family.

"I'd be absolutely thrilled to see the Boundless Sky Sword Technique and the Sovereign Sword Form in person!"

She recalled what Ja-seong had said on their way to Hefei.

The Boundless Sky Sword Technique and the Sovereign Sword Form.

Hwa-ryeon had never heard of these martial arts, yet Ja-seong had confidently called them the Namgung Family's signature techniques.
He spoke with absolute certainty, as if stating an undeniable truth.

Of course, he became terribly disappointed when he learned the reality was different.

After coming to the Namgung Family and experiencing various events, they now faced a martial arts competition that would determine the family's fate. And suddenly, he had created a new martial art.

Having observed Ja-seong for ten long years, Hwa-ryeon could clearly see his intentions.

"From your attitude toward the protective art and other things, I've long felt that the martial arts world you speak of is very different from the one I know. And I've vaguely sensed that you want to eliminate that gap."

In truth, there was nothing vague about it.
Ja-seong had never hidden his desire to transform the current martial arts world.

'The butterfly effect.'

A tiny butterfly's wing flap that would someday become a massive storm sweeping through the martial arts world.
This was Ja-seong's desire to create an era where martial artists could fly through the sky with lightness skills and fight with sword qi.

Ch.59 - Two Hearts
"......"

Before I knew it, Gun Ja-seong was listening to Ju Hwa-ryeon's words with a serious expression, his lips sealed shut.
And meeting his gaze directly, Hwa-ryeon moved in for the final push.

"To change this martial world into what you desire. That's the real reason you're joining us, isn't it?"

Hwa-ryeon's words were filled with certainty.
After hearing them, Ja-seong remained silent for a moment before bursting into laughter.

"Hahaha. When you put it that way, it sounds so grand... but yes. That's the biggest reason."

A clear affirmation without any hesitation.

"...I see."

Though she should have been satisfied with his answer, what rose in Hwa-ryeon's heart was, absurdly enough, disappointment.

*Why am I disappointed?*

There was no reason to be disappointed at all.
Whatever Ja-seong's purpose was, she would continue to work with him to achieve it.

Moreover, the Namgung Family, having gained new martial arts techniques, would feel deeply indebted to Ja-seong.
As long as he remained with them, that debt would benefit her as well.

Yes, everything was good, wasn't it?
So why did her chest feel so tight?

*What answer was I hoping for?*

"...Sigh."

Suddenly uncomfortable sitting next to Ja-seong, Hwa-ryeon stood up with a sigh.

"I have nothing particular to say about that. As long as your goals benefit us."
"...Is that so?"

Ja-seong's voice was calm and indifferent.
Unable to bear his nonchalant tone any longer, Hwa-ryeon tried to leave.

"That's all I have to say. Goodbye."

As Hwa-ryeon hurriedly tried to leave the courtyard.
But the moment she turned around, Ja-seong grabbed her hand.

*

"Wait."
"...What? Do you have something else to say?"
"Yes, I do. So sit back down."
"I'll listen standing."
"Come on, just sit down."

I forced Hwa-ryeon back into her seat.
Then I stared at her face as she avoided my gaze with a strangely sullen expression, and chuckled.

"How can you just throw a punch and walk away? You should give me a chance to counter."
"...What counter?"

Her voice had a strangely petulant quality.
Though surprised at her own tone, she was trying hard not to show it.
I could see right through her.

Thanks to that, I thought I understood why she suddenly tried to leave.
She probably thought I was joining this journey solely for my personal goals.

That's not possible.
What kind of misunderstanding is this?

After briefly considering how to clear up the misunderstanding, I decided to just be honest about my feelings.

"It seems like you think I joined this journey only for my own purposes."
"...Isn't that the case?"
"No, it's not. Why would you think something so hurtful?"

I chuckled and continued speaking, looking directly at Hwa-ryeon who was glancing sideways at me.

"I think I've mentioned this several times, but we've known each other for ten years. Ten years is a very long time."
"So?"
"Ten years is usually said to be enough time for mountains and rivers to change. But during that time, not just the landscape changes—villages change, people change too."
"...And?"

Even after I'd said this much, Hwa-ryeon still couldn't grasp what I meant.
Usually, she's quick-witted and perceptive.
Is she pretending not to understand... No, I don't think so.

With no choice, I endured a bit of embarrassment and spoke directly.

"Ten years is more than enough time for people to grow attached to each other, regardless of how they started."
"...!"

Hwa-ryeon looked dumbfounded at my words.
On that face, now fully that of a woman, I could still see traces of the girl who used to snap at me to leave the academy and chase after me angrily when I teased her.

When was it? When did her snapping stop bothering me?
When did I become able to read that cold expression so clearly?

I don't know.
All I can say is that it happened at some point, as vague an answer as that is.
But there was one thing I could answer with certainty.

"If I hadn't followed you, and if after we parted I heard news of your death, I would have been furious."

Not at anyone else, but at myself.

"I would have blamed myself, wondering what I was doing while you were dying."
"......"
"Knowing that, I decided to follow you. Saying I joined for my own purposes makes it sound like I'm just using you. Do I seem like such a cold-blooded person to you?"

After hearing me out, Hwa-ryeon stared at me blankly for a moment before quickly turning her head away.
Through her ebony-black hair, I could clearly see her bright red earlobes in the moonlight.

...Is she embarrassed right now?
Wow, I think this is the first time I've seen Hwa-ryeon's ears turn red like this.

A sense of duty welled up in me that I absolutely had to see her face right now.
I circulated my internal energy, preparing to move.
If I moved quickly enough, without giving her time to turn her head, I could see Hwa-ryeon's embarrassed face head-on...

"...too."
"Huh? What did you say?"

Just as I was about to spring from the floor, I heard Hwa-ryeon mumbling something.
When I reflexively asked her to repeat herself, I heard more clearly this time.

"I... didn't ask you to come along just because I wanted your abilities."
"...What?"
"I also didn't want to part with you... that's why I asked you to come along..."

Hwa-ryeon's half-mumbled words somehow didn't make sense to me.
Um... so this means... huh?

I suddenly felt like an idiot.
Unlike usual, my brain was creaking, not working properly.

As I tried to grasp the meaning of her words with my malfunctioning brain,

"It-it's getting late. I should go now."

Hwa-ryeon suddenly stood up and fled like an arrow.
Leaving only the empty night breeze behind.

"...Wait, you're just going to leave like this?"

I stared at the empty space where Hwa-ryeon had been sitting with a bewildered expression.

*

"...Why does your face look like that?"

The next morning.
As soon as I woke up, I went to find Master to apologize for my past mistakes, and he immediately asked me the above question.
Is it that obvious that I didn't sleep for one night?

"Well, I... didn't sleep well..."
"Tsk tsk tsk... what worries could a young man like you have that would keep you from sleeping?"

I know, right?
I never thought I'd be having these kinds of worries either.

Last night.
Even after Hwa-ryeon had fled, I sat on the porch for a long time, thinking about her words.

-I just... didn't want to part with you... that's why I asked you to come along...

So, does this mean she's saying she's grown attached to me too?

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't determine exactly what her words meant.
In the end, I lay down on my bed without reaching a conclusion, but Hwa-ryeon's words kept circling in my mind.

To be blunt, I didn't sleep a wink all night.

I kept getting up and lying down repeatedly as Hwa-ryeon's words kept coming to mind, and before I knew it, dawn was breaking.

"Haah..."
"Why are you sighing first thing in the morning?"

I looked at Master, who was responding sarcastically to my sigh.
Then suddenly, the thought occurred to me that I could consult with Master... but I immediately shoved that idea into a corner of my mind.

I realized it wasn't something I should ask a bachelor who hadn't married despite his age.

"...Something about your gaze is making my fist itch. Before this fist lands on your head, you'd better tell me why you came."

As sharp as ever.
After grumbling inwardly, I composed my expression and apologized to Master.

"I'm sorry, Master. I heard about the Three-Layered Protection Art from Hwa-ryeon. You prepared it with such effort, and I disregarded your sincerity."
"...The Young Lady said unnecessary things."

Master clicked his tongue briefly, then waved his hand dismissively.

"It's fine. It's in the past anyway. I'm not holding onto it, so you should forget it too."
"...Not holding onto it? You were clearly showing your displeasure."
"What did you just mutter?"
"Nothing at all. Indeed, Master's heart is as vast as the ocean."

I met Master's glare with a solemn gaze after he somehow heard my muttering.
After looking at me with a seemingly displeased expression, Master's face softened and he asked casually.

"So, have you changed your mind about learning the Three-Layered Protection Art?"
"No, I think that would be difficult."

I told Master about the conversation I had with Hwa-ryeon last night regarding protection arts.
After hearing everything, Master understood why it would be difficult for me to train in the Three-Layered Protection Art, but he still had a strangely regretful look in his eyes.

"But thanks to the Three-Layered Protection Art, I've found the beginnings of a new martial art. I'll show you something impressive soon."
"I'll believe it when I see it."

After giving a smile to Master, who was shaking his head, I left the room and, as if by someone's mischief, ran right into Hwa-ryeon.

"......"
"......"

We both froze upon seeing each other.
Yu Seol, who was standing next to Hwa-ryeon, looked at us strangely.

"...What's wrong with you two?"
"Hmm? Wh-what? I'm perfectly fine! Right?"
"Y-yes. Everything's fine. Nothing happened, so of course everything's fine."

Silence again.
After staying like that for a moment, I finally managed to speak.

"W-well, I'll be going now."
"Yes, me too..."

And so we parted hastily, unable to look at each other properly.

Ch.60 - Two Hearts
I parted ways with Hwa-ryeon and wandered aimlessly through the family estate.
My mind was still in turmoil, her words from last night constantly replaying in my head.

"Haah..."

After sighing for what felt like the hundredth time while continuing to walk, I heard the sound of someone practicing martial arts.

"Hap! Haap!"

"...Huh?"

When I came to my senses and looked up, I realized the surroundings were quite familiar.
That made sense—I was right in front of the training ground where I had sparred with Namgung Hyeon yesterday.
The shouts were coming from inside.

Curious about who would be training so diligently this early in the morning, I opened the gate and went in.
When I saw who was practicing, my eyes widened in surprise.

"...Young Master of the House?"

Indeed.
The person swinging a sword in the training ground was none other than Namgung Hyeon.
Miss Seol, who was usually glued to his side, was nowhere to be seen. He was practicing alone with great intensity.

"Hap! Haap!"

His entire body and worn training clothes were soaked with sweat, suggesting he'd been at it for quite some time.
He must be pushing himself hard in preparation for the upcoming tournament.

Seeing his dedication made me feel ashamed of myself.
The martial arts tournament that would determine the fate of the Namgung Family was just around the corner, yet I'd been completely distracted by thoughts of Hwa-ryeon, forgetting what was truly urgent.
I needed to focus.

*Clap clap!*

I shook my head and slapped my cheeks to regain my composure.
The sound must have been louder than I intended because Namgung Hyeon noticed my presence and stopped his practice.

He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve and waved at me cheerfully.

"Sir Gun, good morning."
"Good morning. You're working hard this early."
"Ahaha... I just couldn't calm my mind. I'm feeling... a bit anxious."

Namgung Hyeon laughed awkwardly.
I could understand how he felt.

In a few days, a tournament that would determine his family's future would be held.
And he was going to represent his family in that tournament.

In other words, the future of his family rested squarely on his shoulders.
The pressure must be enormous.

"So that's why you're swinging your sword since morning?"
"Yes. When my mind is troubled, swinging my sword helps clear away distracting thoughts."

Namgung Hyeon looked down at the sword in his hand with a determined expression.
Seeing him quietly strengthening his resolve made me feel even more embarrassed about being distracted by last night's events.

"Ahem."

I cleared my throat briefly to shake off my embarrassment, and Namgung Hyeon asked a question.

"By the way, what brings you here so early in the morning?"
"Ah... before that, may I ask you something?"
"Huh? Oh, yes. Go ahead."

Looking at Namgung Hyeon, who tilted his head curiously, I got straight to the point.

"What did you think of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique you faced yesterday? I heard Lord Namgung's assessment, but I haven't heard from you, who actually faced it directly."

At my question, Namgung Hyeon closed his eyes momentarily, as if recalling yesterday's sparring match.
After a moment, he opened his eyes again and spoke.

"It was truly an astonishing sword technique. The sword moved with unbelievable speed. For a moment, I felt as if the sword had multiplied into several blades. And that downward strike that made me drop my sword felt strangely heavy. It was almost like being entranced."

His eyes sparkled with admiration.
Fortunately, the Boundless Sky Sword Technique seemed to have left quite a good impression on Namgung Hyeon.
Thinking that things might work out more simply than expected, I immediately made a proposal.

"Then, would you like to learn it? The Boundless Sky Sword Technique."
"...Pardon?"

For a moment, Namgung Hyeon seemed not to understand my proposal.
Even after he grasped what I was saying, his expression remained incredulous.

"Are you saying you'll teach me the martial art you created, without asking for anything in return?"

Without anything in return? Hardly.
Making the Boundless Sky Sword Technique the representative sword technique of the Namgung Family was my ambition and reward! ...But I couldn't say that out loud.

Fortunately, I had already prepared a plausible explanation.

"Actually, the Boundless Sky Sword Technique is still incomplete."
"Incomplete...?"
"Yes. I originally planned to create eight forms, but I've only developed the first four so far."

This wasn't just an excuse.
The Boundless Sky Sword Technique was indeed still incomplete.

As I said, only the first four forms were complete enough to be called forms. For the latter four, I only had abstract images in my mind, without any concrete shape.

"I'd like your help in creating the remaining four forms."
"Well... I'm not sure what help I could provide..."

Namgung Hyeon seemed quite skeptical about my request.
So I explained exactly what kind of help I wanted.

"Specifically, I'd like to reference the Cheonpung Sword Technique for completing the remaining four forms."
"...!"

Namgung Hyeon's eyes widened in surprise.
Understandably so, as I was asking him to share his family's representative sword technique.

Realizing that I wasn't offering to teach the Boundless Sky Sword Technique without compensation, Namgung Hyeon's face showed signs of internal conflict.
He was probably weighing my proposal in his mind.

I wasn't worried about him rejecting the offer.
I had seen the intense gleam in his eyes when I asked if he wanted to learn the Boundless Sky Sword Technique.

And as I expected, after some deliberation, Namgung Hyeon nodded.

"...Alright. I accept your proposal. I'll speak to my father about it."

Hearing his answer, I smiled brightly.
I was happy that the Namgung Family seemed to acknowledge the Boundless Sky Sword Technique I had created, and I could envision a future where it would become their representative martial art.

And so, completely forgetting about Hwa-ryeon, I began teaching and developing the Boundless Sky Sword Technique with Namgung Hyeon.

*

At the same time Ja-seong decided to teach Namgung Hyeon the Boundless Sky Sword Technique, Hwa-ryeon was agonizing in her room at the guest quarters.

*I've gone crazy, Ju Hwa-ryeon. I've lost my mind.*

She recalled the words she had blurted out last night when her emotions suddenly intensified.

-I also didn't want to part ways with you... that's why I asked you to come with me...

*What was I thinking when I said that?!*

Those words were as if I, as if I...

*Aaaagh-!*

A silent scream lingered in Hwa-ryeon's mouth.
Her usual cool and composed demeanor had completely vanished; she was now in a state of total irrationality.

And the cause was clear.
In Hwa-ryeon's mind, the scene from last night kept replaying endlessly.

-Ten years is more than enough time for us to grow attached to each other, regardless of how we started.

"...Stop."

-If I hadn't followed you, and we had parted ways, and if I later heard that you had died, I would have been furious.

"Stop...!"

-I would have blamed myself for what I was doing while you were dying.

"STOP!"
"Eek!?"

Unable to bear the voice of Ja-seong that kept echoing in her ears, she shouted, and a scream came from beside her.
Snapping back to reality, Hwa-ryeon turned her head to see Seol staring at her with wide eyes.

"......"

Only then realizing the embarrassing display she had just shown, Hwa-ryeon tightly closed her eyes and bit her lip.
She felt so embarrassed that she wanted to hide in a hole somewhere.

"M-Miss? Are you alright?"
"...Yes. I'm fine. I'm just... a bit tired."
"It doesn't seem like that's all..."

Seol tilted her head at Hwa-ryeon's unconvincing excuse but didn't press further.
Or rather, she couldn't.

Having observed Hwa-ryeon for many years, she had never seen her like this before.
In other words, Seol was just as bewildered as Hwa-ryeon.

*What happened last night...*

Seol, who usually shared a room with Hwa-ryeon, knew that something had been off with her since she returned from somewhere last night.

*It seems like she met with Sir Gun.*

Did they have a fight? They did seem awkward with each other earlier.

Having grown up between a master who only knew martial arts and a nominal disciple who had no interest in such matters, Seol was naturally much more ignorant about relationships between men and women than her peers.

Unable to come to a definite conclusion, Seol began to agonize along with Hwa-ryeon.
Of course, no answer would magically appear just by worrying about it.

In the end, their different worries continued for several days.

*

Over the next few days, I taught the Boundless Sky Sword Technique to Namgung Hyeon.
Of course, there were things I needed to explain before teaching the sword technique itself.

One of them was the concept of projecting internal energy outside the body.

I explained how to release internal energy through blood vessels and demonstrated it directly.
Learning the secret behind movements that transcended human limitations, Namgung Hyeon was greatly amazed.

"I never imagined internal energy could be used like this...!"

...Is this really such a surprising concept?
Personally, I wanted to ask why they hadn't thought of using internal energy this way.
Inwardly smiling bitterly, I gave him a warning.

"However, this will create limitations on using your Protective Art, so you need to be careful about that."
"Ah, I see."

Namgung Hyeon nodded seriously.
It took two days for him to understand and fully grasp the concept of releasing internal energy.
Thanks to my experience helping my companions, I had developed some knack for teaching.

From the morning of the third day, we began the full-fledged transmission of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique.
Since he had quickly mastered the release of internal energy, I expected the sword technique training to progress rapidly.

However, my expectations were off from the very beginning.
Problems arose with the very first form, Boundless Sky First Flash.
Or rather, problems arose because it was the Boundless Sky First Flash.

"...What? Air resistance?"
"Well, you see..."

Namgung Hyeon, a genuine Ming Dynasty person, couldn't understand the concept of air resistance at all.
No matter how detailed my explanation was, his expression only grew more confused, and I couldn't hide my bewilderment.

Then suddenly, I recalled the contents of martial arts manuals briefly mentioned in wuxia novels.

They were all abstract and full of flowery language.
Perhaps explaining it that way would be easier for him to understand?

Thinking I had nothing to lose, I tried explaining it that way.

"...To put it simply, you wrap your body with the wind of qi force, and charge forward like an arrow being shot."
"Wrapping the body with wind...!"

Surprisingly, with just that explanation, Namgung Hyeon's movements immediately began to improve.
Wait, he couldn't understand air resistance, but he understood this abstract explanation?

...Is it because people from the past have a different sensibility?
It was a bit confusing.
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Despite my confusion, the transmission of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" proceeded relatively smoothly afterward.

"The swift sword is exactly what it sounds like—a sword wielded with speed. You need to firmly support your body with your lower half and use the strength of all your muscles from your core through your shoulders and arms to strike quickly."

The second form, Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven.
An offensive form that uses the principles of the swift sword to rapidly thrust at six points on the upper body.

"In contrast, the heavy sword is a weighty blade. You put your entire body's weight into the sword to overwhelm your opponent."

The third form, Heavenly Weight Crushing.
A defensive form that uses the heaviness of the sword to break an opponent's attack.

After completing the transmission up to the fourth form, Manifesting Heaven's Gale, the fifth form was completed not long after. At the same time, Namgung Hyeon also taught me the essence of the Cheonpung Sword Technique.

"The Cheonpung Sword Technique, as its name suggests, aims to resemble the wind that freely traverses the sky. What's important is the judgment to switch between feint and real strikes as the situation demands, along with muscle flexibility and strength."

"Switching between feints and real strikes..."

As I listened to Namgung Hyeon's explanation, the mental image in my head gradually became more concrete.

While I was developing the sixth form, the head of the Namgung Family requested to meet with me.

Though I tilted my head in confusion, not knowing the reason, I responded to the request and headed to the family head's quarters.

*What could be the reason for calling me?*

When I arrived at the family head's office, the head of the Namgung Family greeted me warmly and immediately revealed the reason.

"You want to bring Jo Un-chil to the family estate?"

"Yes. From Namgung's perspective, he deserves to die a hundred times over, but isn't he an important witness who can prove this conspiracy? Wouldn't it be better to watch over and protect him inside the family estate rather than keeping him outside?"

"Hmm..."

I fell into thought for a moment.
Since I hadn't completely closed my ears while transmitting the Boundless Sky Sword Technique these past few days, I roughly knew what was happening outside.

Currently, the martial artists of Paecheon Fortress were searching every corner of Hefei for Jo Un-chil's whereabouts.
It seemed Go Heung had hidden him well enough that he hadn't been discovered yet, but it would certainly be a burden for him to monitor Jo Un-chil alone.

Seeing that the Paecheon Fortress people didn't dare to directly attack the Namgung Family, it seemed that doing as the family head suggested wouldn't be a bad idea.
Having reached a conclusion, I nodded.

"Alright. I'll go get him now."

"Thank you, Young Master Gun. It seems I'm indebted to you in every way. And with the transmission of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique as well... I will never forget this kindness."

The head of the Namgung Family expressed his gratitude to me with sincere respect.
I smiled slightly, bowed to him, and immediately left the estate for the Changcheon Tea House.

*

When I arrived at the Changcheon Tea House, it was quite busy with customers, likely because it was midday.

"Excuse me~"
"Coming through~"

After navigating past the busy servers moving between tables, I went inside and found Go Heung bustling about just as busily as the servers.

"Ahem."

No matter how busy, I couldn't give up on our code phrase. Code phrases are romantic, after all.
I approached Go Heung and lowered my voice.

"Here, from Mount Songshan..."

"You're here? Come inside."

"..."

I briefly looked at Go Heung with disappointment for abandoning his professional spirit in the corner due to the busy tea house work, then quietly went inside.
Soon after, I felt something was off.

"...What's this?"

Even when I expanded my qi sense, I couldn't feel any presence.
Confused, I opened the secret door and went down, and as expected, the basement was empty with no sign of Jo Un-chil anywhere.

*Where did that guy go?*
As I looked around in confusion, the person who would know the answer came down to the basement.

"Whew, it's especially busy today. Young Master, what brings you here?"

"Where did Jo Un-chil go?"

"Huh? Ah... so you came to get him?"

Seeing my confused face, Go Heung quickly grasped the situation and smiled mischievously.

"This is my secret hideout, but it's not really suitable for keeping someone captive. So I left him with someone else."

"...Left him? With whom... where?"

"Well... I'm a bit busy right now, could you wait a moment? The customers should start leaving in about half an hour, and I'll guide you then."

His relaxed attitude.
No matter who he had entrusted Jo Un-chil to, I could feel that he trusted that person.

"...Alright. I'll wait."

Having no choice, I nodded and went back upstairs.
Go Heung handed me a cup of tea with a subtle fragrance.

"Here, take this and sit by the window on the second floor to enjoy the view outside. Draw in some customers with that handsome face of yours."

"That would make me wait even longer."

Despite grumbling, I obediently went up to the second floor and sat in a corner by the window.

*Sip*

"...This is pretty good?"

I took a sip of tea while looking out the window and was surprised.
I thought only the fragrance would be nice, but the taste was unexpectedly excellent.
It was not a taste one would expect from a tea house operated as a front.

Nodding that it was no wonder they had many customers, I continued to look outside through the window.
Come to think of it, this was the first time I'd spent such a leisurely moment since setting out on my journey.

"It's been a while... or not?"

Thinking about it, it hadn't even been half a month since I left Gungang County.
Huh. It feels like two or three months have passed already. Strange.

As I shrugged and took another sip of tea, a commotion erupted outside.

"Kyaaak!"

Wondering what was happening, I turned my gaze outside to see some thugs throwing items displayed on the counter of the shop across from the tea house.

*Crash! Clang!*

"P-please stop! I beg you!"

A middle-aged woman, presumably the shop owner, was clutching the pant leg of the thug who appeared to be the leader, pleading with him.

Her face was tear-stained with one cheek swollen.
That was probably the cause of the scream just now.

It was a pitiful sight that would evoke sympathy from any passerby.
However, befitting a thug leader, he seemed to have no such emotion left as he mercilessly grabbed the woman's hair.

"Aaak!"

"Hey, woman. That's why you should pay your rent on time."

"T-the goods didn't arrive on time... please wait just a few more days. I'll find a way somehow..."

"How? Are you planning to sell your body? What crazy man would desire an old woman like you? Hahaha!"

*Hahaha!*

When the leader insulted the woman and burst into laughter, his subordinates who were destroying the shop laughed along.
People around frowned at the sight but were too afraid to step forward.
They could only mutter in small voices to vent their anger.

I took out my coin purse and channeled my internal energy to my ears to enhance my hearing.

*What on earth is the Namgung Family doing...!*
*How has Hefei become a den of thugs?*

The crowd was speaking as if the Namgung Family was responsible for such incidents.
And behind them were martial artists from Paecheon Fortress.

*Sir, sirs, can't you martial artists stop this atrocity?*

Among the crowd watching the thugs' rampage were martial artists from Paecheon Fortress.
Some nearby people asked them to intervene, but they were met with indifferent expressions and refusals.

*Hefei is still Namgung Family territory. If we step in here, it would appear as if Paecheon Fortress is overstepping its authority in Namgung territory. Naturally, the Namgung Family would protest to Paecheon Fortress. I'm sorry, but as someone affiliated with Paecheon Fortress, I cannot create such an awkward situation.*

While it sounded like a legitimate argument at first glance, it subtly shifted blame to the Namgung Family.
The intention to direct people's resentment toward the Namgung Family was quite blatant.

*They're certainly busy everywhere.*

I clicked my tongue briefly and turned my gaze back to the shop.
In the meantime, the thugs had moved beyond throwing displayed items around and had started destroying the counter itself.

"In martial arts novels, it's usually the evil sect members who behave like this."

With no evil sects around, thugs run rampant instead.
Somehow, it left a bitter taste in my mouth.

A world without evil sects isn't necessarily peaceful.
Whether martial arts exist or not, the malice to trample on others doesn't disappear.

Newly aware that harsh reality exists on the opposite side of the ideal of peace, I counted the iron coins I took from my pocket.

"One, two, three, four..."

There were six thugs in total.
Preparing six iron coins to match their number, I picked one up, placed it between my fingers, and aimed out the window.

My target was the bald man at the innermost part of the shop.
His shining bald head stood out even in the shadows.

When I flicked my finger with internal energy, the iron coin flew straight and hit the back of the bald man's head.

*Thwack!*

"Gack!"

The bald man collapsed with a short shriek.
The other thugs were startled by their comrade's sudden fall.

"W-what's going on?!"

Taking advantage of their frozen surprise, I continued to fling iron coins at the backs of their heads.

"Gack!"
"Kuk!"
"Kek!"
"Kik!"

The thugs let out screams as unique as their appearances as they fell to the ground.
Suddenly left alone, the thug leader released the woman's hair he had been gripping and looked around frantically.

"W-who's there! Is it a ghost?!"

His voice trembled with fear.
In his eyes, his subordinates had suddenly collapsed, so it wouldn't be strange for him to think it was a ghost's prank.

"U-uwaaa-!"

As if his fear had reached a critical point, the thug leader screamed and tried to run away.
Where do you think you're going? Think I'll let you escape?

Before the leader could flee, I flung the last remaining iron coin.

*Thwack!*

"Uh...?"

But a problem arose.
In my haste to target the fleeing man, the trajectory of the iron coin went awry, and I unintentionally struck an unfortunate spot.

To be precise... his groin.

"Kk-krrrrr..."

The thug leader, with eyes rolled back from pain I dare not imagine, foamed at the mouth and collapsed.

*Since he was the leader, I flicked a bit harder for his extra crimes.*
*I hope nothing broke... nah, it should be fine.*

As I slightly turned my head to avoid looking at the carnage I had created, an unfamiliar voice reached my ears.

"You have quite the skill with those iron coins, don't you?"
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A shiver ran down my spine as a coquettish voice whispered right next to my ear.

I hadn't sensed anyone approaching. When did they...?

As I reflexively reached for my sword propped against the window, the voice stopped me.

"No need to be so jumpy. I just wanted to chat because I was impressed by your coin-throwing skills."

The voice that had been so close gradually moved away, and its owner came into my view. Then, quite naturally, she sat down across from me.

As soon as she took her seat, she removed the veil covering her head and placed it beside her. Now able to see her face clearly, I narrowed my eyes.

"You don't seem like someone who would visit such a modest tea house."

"My goodness! The owner would be hurt to hear that. I think this place is quite excellent."

The uninvited guest who had joined me possessed beauty that matched her flirtatious voice. Her looks were enhanced by heavy makeup, clothing embroidered with golden thread, and beautiful accessories.

But what stood out most were her eyes, shining like gold. Those golden eyes, like those of a Westerner or someone of mixed heritage, added a touch of mystery to her splendor.

She was the kind of beauty that would make a hundred out of a hundred passersby turn their heads. It was no coincidence that the gazes of nearby customers (all men) were now fixed on our table. I could feel those stares turning to envy as I asked the mysterious woman:

"Have we met before?"

"No? As I mentioned earlier, I just came for tea and got curious about your coin-throwing skills, so I decided to say hello."

As she spoke, her eyes curved into deep crescents.

"Of course, we might be seeing each other often from now on."

She covered her mouth with her sleeve as she laughed, the gesture infinitely elegant. Beyond her beauty, every single movement exuded charm. Most men would probably lower their guard before her, as if enchanted.

But I couldn't relax. The way she had approached without triggering my martial sense, and how she remained unfazed while I still gripped my sword—everything proved she was no ordinary person.

Seeing my rigid expression, she sighed softly, her smile fading.

"I just wanted to befriend a handsome young man with interesting skills, but I seem to have made a mistake. How unfortunate to be disliked from our first meeting."

Her golden eyes drooped sadly, prompting sympathetic gasps from around us. The stares directed at me grew increasingly hostile.

When my expression soured at their antagonism, she began laughing as if witnessing something incredibly amusing.

As more sighs erupted around us and my irritation grew, she spoke again.

"Ye So-ha."

"Pardon?"

"That's my name. And what might yours be?"

"I don't see why I should introduce myself to you."

My curt response only deepened her smile.

"No need to be so prickly. I just wanted to thank you for doing what I was about to do myself."

What she was about to do?

I looked out the window again. The thugs who had collapsed foaming at the mouth were now being dragged away by what appeared to be constables from the county office.

"I despise men like that. Brutes who think their petty power gives them the right to bully the weak."

As she watched the thugs being taken away, Ye So-ha's face showed unmistakable contempt. That cold expression bloomed into a bright smile the moment she turned back to me.

"And I equally admire those who use their strength properly. Like you."

"Flattery won't work on me."

"Oh my, how disappointing."

As So-ha gently touched her cheek with a small laugh, someone approached our table.

"Miss, it's time we left."

Two women with only their eyes visible, their faces covered with blue and red silk veils, bowed to So-ha. She made a regretful face, then stood and put her veil back on to cover her face.

Once again, disappointed sighs erupted around us.

"It's a shame, but I must go now. Next time we meet, please do tell me your name."

She spoke as if certain we would meet again. Seeing my uncomfortable expression, she chuckled behind her veil and left the Changcheon Tea House with elegant steps.

As soon as So-ha disappeared, Go Heung came to my table as if on cue. The lewd smile on his face told me exactly what he was about to say.

"What's this? How did you charm such a beauty in that short time? Is it your face? It must be your face, right?"

"It wasn't like that."

It felt strange—what had been an incredibly tense moment for me was just fodder for jokes to others.

"Come on, don't be like that, spill the—"

"More importantly, the customers seem to be leaving. Should we go get Jo Un-chil now?"

"Huh?"

Go Heung turned his head. What he saw was male customers flowing out like the ebbing tide. Once So-ha disappeared, they left as if their business was done.

The tea house became deserted much faster than expected. Go Heung muttered, seemingly deflated by the situation.

"...Men true to their instincts."

He sighed deeply and shrugged as if there was nothing to be done.

"Looks like no more customers will come. Alright, I'll get ready and come out. Wait just a bit."

As I followed Go Heung down the stairs to the first floor, I thought about the woman who had appeared out of nowhere.

Ye So-ha. A suspicious, unsettling woman who had approached me without triggering my martial sense. If she had harbored killing intent toward me, I might have been helpless.

Moreover, her posture and movements weren't just feminine and elegant—they were flawless.

Though the energy I sensed from her seemed ordinary, my instincts warned me that she was the most dangerous opponent I had ever encountered.

"Who is she?"

Though I hadn't met many martial artists in the month since I'd entered the martial world, she was the first opponent I wasn't confident I could defeat.

"She talked as if we'd meet again..."

Just idle words, right? I'd rather not cross paths with her again.

*

"Hehe..."

"...You seem to be in a good mood?"

Hearing So-ha's laughter as they walked, the woman with the blue silk veil, Cheong, couldn't hide her confusion. Considering the "reason" they had come to Hefei, there was no reason for So-ha to be happy.

In fact, until just before entering the tea house, So-ha had seemed quite upset. Especially after seeing those thugs intimidating an innocent woman with nonsense about seat fees.

But then she suddenly entered the tea house after seeing the thugs collapse foaming at the mouth, and ended up having a pleasant conversation with a man she'd never met before.

Cheong had never seen So-ha smile so brightly. In over ten years since So-ha was very young, she had never smiled like that.

*What was it about that man...*

"Is it because of that handsome young master from earlier?"

Unlike Cheong, who hid her complex thoughts, the woman with the red silk veil, Hong, asked So-ha directly. In contrast to the cool and composed Cheong, Hong's voice was lively and energetic. So-ha replied with amusement in her voice:

"Does it seem that way?"

"Yes, I've never seen you smile like that before, Sect Leader. Who was that young master? You didn't really just meet him for the first time, did you?"

Though So-ha had told the young man they were meeting for the first time, Hong didn't believe it. So-ha's voice had been too warm and friendly for someone she'd just met. But So-ha's answer contradicted her assumption.

"I'm sorry, but I really did just meet him for the first time."

"Huh...?"

She was in such a good mood because of a man she'd truly just met for the first time?

*Why?*

Cheong and Hong simultaneously recalled the young master who had sat with So-ha. He was quite handsome, but there were plenty of good-looking men in their sect too.

"Perhaps he's a master with extraordinary martial arts?"

Cheong suddenly remembered the sword the young man had been holding. His grip on the scabbard had seemed quite proper.

"Come on, how skilled could a young man barely twenty years old be?"

Hong rejected Cheong's idea. A young martial arts master in his early twenties was something that only appeared in street novels. It was impossible in reality—at least that's what Hong thought.

"Hehehe..."

So-ha chuckled at Hong's confident assertion. She wondered what expression Hong would make if she told her that the young man had knocked out those thugs with throwing coins.

But she had more important matters than teasing her cute attendant.

So-ha slightly rolled up her right sleeve, revealing a bracelet that looked plain compared to her other accessories.

But there was something special about this bracelet. Mysteriously, the gem embedded in its center was emitting its own light. Seeing this, a flash of ecstasy crossed So-ha's eyes.

"...I've finally found him."

The glowing bracelet was proof. Proof that the nameless young master was the person she had been searching for.

Ch.63 - Encounter
After a long wait, So-ha was greatly encouraged by the fact that the "Prophesied Warrior" had finally appeared. All those years of endurance had been worthwhile.

*First, I should find out about that young master.*

It was fortunate that she had found him in Hefei, where the "Regional Branch" was located. With the branch's intelligence network, she could probably discover his identity by the end of the day.

"It was an unpleasant journey, but to think there would be such unexpected joy."

So-ha's footsteps were exceptionally light, reflecting her mood.

However, this was only temporary. As she got closer to her destination, her steps gradually became heavier and her expression sank.

Not long after, the three women arrived at their original destination.

[Hwawol Pavilion]

Hwawol Pavilion, the highest-rated pleasure house in Hefei. This was So-ha's actual destination. And as her coldly hardened expression suggested, she wasn't visiting for pleasant reasons.

"...Let's go up."
"Yes."

Cheong and Hong nodded, straightening their posture at So-ha's chilled voice. The three women entered the pleasure house without hesitation.

-Hahaha-!
-Kyahaha-!

The interior was filled with the hearty laughter of men and the coquettish giggles of courtesans. Living up to its reputation as Hefei's finest pleasure house, Hwawol Pavilion was packed with customers even in broad daylight.

"My, it's rare to see such lovely young ladies visiting. What brings you here?"

A middle-aged woman approached the three with a smiling face. She appeared to be a retired courtesan, with traces of her former beauty still visible. Hong stepped forward and spoke in a voice surprisingly subdued compared to earlier.

"We've come after receiving the Poison Butterfly."
"...!"

The middle-aged beauty's expression changed instantly at Hong's answer. After looking around cautiously with her smile gone, she murmured in a low voice.

"The Head Of The School has been waiting. Please follow me."

The middle-aged beauty immediately guided the three to the top floor of Hwawol Pavilion. Upon reaching the Head Of The School's door, she announced the visitors.

"Head Of The School, those who received the Poison Butterfly have arrived."

-Bang clatter-!

After a brief commotion inside, the door swung open.

"You've arrived. Please come in."

The middle-aged man with a scholarly appearance, the Head of Hwawol Pavilion, personally opened the door to welcome his guests. He even offered the seat of honor to So-ha and bowed respectfully.

"Sect Leader."
"Director Seong."

So-ha accepted the respect from the Head of Hwawol Pavilion, who appeared to be at least twice her age, as if it were natural, and began speaking.

"I came as soon as I received the Poison Butterfly."

The Poison Butterfly was a kind of emergency communication method used within their sect.

When a situation arose at a regional branch that they couldn't resolve with their own power, they would send a messenger bird containing the Poison Butterfly to the sect's headquarters to request help—specifically, for martial experts from the sect.

"I never expected the Sect Leader herself would come."
"As it happens, everyone else was away. Thinking about it now, that was quite fortunate."
"Pardon?"

So-ha muttered briefly, recalling something to herself. When the Head of Hwawol Pavilion tilted his head in confusion, not knowing the details, she quickly dismissed her thoughts and returned to the main topic.

"It's nothing. Now, please explain the situation."
"Ah, yes."

The Head of Hwawol Pavilion's face immediately hardened as he began his explanation.

"Are you aware that martial artists from Paecheon Fortress have entered Hefei recently?"
"Yes. Surprisingly, they've even been inspecting people entering Hefei."

Inspecting those coming and going from Hefei was originally the duty of the county constables or the Namgung Family's warriors. After all, maintaining order in Yeozhou Prefecture, especially Hefei, was the duty the Namgung Family had received from the Great Ming Dynasty's emperor.

Yet Paecheon Fortress warriors were doing this job. This indirectly revealed the current state of the Namgung Family.

*I knew the situation wasn't good, but it's worse than I thought.*

So-ha thought that perhaps the downfall of the great family was imminent as she continued listening to the Head of Hwawol Pavilion.

"They've even taken over patrol duties. They're openly demanding bribes, squeezing blood from already struggling market merchants."

The Head's story about Paecheon Fortress continued. So-ha detected the subtle anger and sorrow in his voice and spoke up.

"Since you keep talking about Paecheon Fortress, I assume this involves their warriors."

The Head of Hwawol Pavilion nodded gravely at So-ha's words.

"...Yes. They visit almost daily, causing trouble. Hwawol Pavilion is clearly a blue-lantern establishment, yet countless men come drunk and not only harass the courtesans but attempt to violate them."

A blue-lantern establishment referred to a high-class pleasure house where the courtesans "sell art, not body" (meaning they perform arts but do not offer sexual services). Unable to tolerate the Paecheon Fortress warriors treating these women like common prostitutes, the Head had sent the Poison Butterfly.

Understanding the situation, So-ha nodded and asked again.

"Has the branch done everything it could?"
"...Yes. We tried spreading rumors to turn public opinion against Paecheon Fortress. But with Hefei's situation deteriorating so badly, even that proved ineffective."

People naturally have no time to look around when they lack personal security. The economy of Hefei had been paralyzed for half a year now due to continued transport failures blocking distribution.

People worried about their own survival had no capacity to think about others, especially courtesans who earned substantial money entertaining high officials.

"I see. We may need to resort to the final measure."

So-ha murmured coldly. The final measure she referred to meant the use of force.

As mentioned earlier, sending the Poison Butterfly was a request for martial support. However, cases where those who came actually used force were rare.

They were at the very bottom of the martial world.

If they used force recklessly, many fellow sect members could suffer undeserved consequences. Knowing this, the Head's expression naturally grew heavy.

He needed force to protect the courtesans under him. But using force could put other sect members in danger. Seeming to notice his dilemma, So-ha offered warm words of comfort.

"Don't worry too much. I'll resolve this well."
"...Yes. I leave it in your hands, Sect Leader."

So-ha nodded at the Head's earnest request. It was at that moment that the door burst open violently.

"H-Head Of The School-!"

It was the middle-aged woman who had guided the three women here, flinging the door open forcefully. The Head was about to scold her for the rudeness but widened his eyes at the urgency on her face.

"Don't tell me...now?"

The woman nodded frantically at the Head's words.

"A P-Paecheon Fortress warrior is forcing Sohye into his room...!"

The faces of So-ha, Cheong, and Hong hardened at the middle-aged woman's words.

"Show me the way."

So-ha immediately rose and followed the middle-aged woman downstairs.

-Kyaaak!

Indeed, as soon as they reached the lower floor, a woman's urgent scream could be heard from a distance. However, people who had heard the commotion had come out into the hallway, making it difficult to move forward.

"P-please make way...!"

Even as the middle-aged woman struggled helplessly, the woman's screams continued. Realizing there was no time to waste, So-ha rushed past the middle-aged woman.

"Huh...?"

The middle-aged woman exclaimed in amazement as she watched So-ha dart through the crowd filling the corridor like a ghost. Leaving that exclamation behind, So-ha continued running toward the source of the screams.

When she finally reached the problematic room, what she saw was a completely unexpected scene.

*...What is this?*

*

I followed Go Heung, who had finished preparing to go out, to the place where Jo Un-chil was supposedly being kept. After walking for a while, we arrived at our destination. When I confirmed what it was, I was left speechless.

[Hwawol Pavilion]

"...A pleasure house, and it looks extremely high-class?"
"Indeed. This Hwawol Pavilion deserves to be called the finest pleasure house in Hefei, no, in all of Yeozhou."
"You hid Jo... that guy in a place like this?"

I was about to say Jo Un-chil's name but lowered my voice when I noticed a Paecheon Fortress warrior brushing past me to enter Hwawol Pavilion.

"Isn't this too dangerous with Paecheon Fortress warriors coming and going?"
"Haven't you heard the saying 'it's darkest under the lamp'?"

So he's saying this place is actually safer because of that?
I clicked my tongue at Go Heung's boldness and followed him into Hwawol Pavilion.

"But what kind of connection do you have here that you could leave him in their care?"
"The Head here and I are close. We help each other out, you could say. He owed me a favor from before, so he gladly took him in."

A high-class pleasure house head and a mere tea house owner helping each other out?
What exactly do they help each other with?

As I tilted my head, unable to guess, someone approached us.
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"Ah, if it isn't Master Go, you've been coming often these days."

A middle-aged beauty who likely had many male admirers in her youth greeted Go Heung warmly.
Go Heung returned her greeting with equal familiarity, suggesting they knew each other well.

"Madam Ye, I came to see Head Of The School Seong. Is he inside?"
"Ah, he is here, but he's meeting with an important guest right now. I'll prepare a room for you, would you mind waiting a moment?"

Go Heung brightened at Madam Ye's suggestion.

"That would be fine with me."

This guy?
I was about to ask Go Heung if he had just come here to have fun.
But before I could, he pushed me forward into the pleasure house.

"Come on, let's go in."
"Ah, wait a moment...!"

After some stammering, I came to my senses and found myself sitting in a room at the pleasure house with Go Heung.
I couldn't help but laugh awkwardly at the situation—unintentionally becoming a playboy visiting a pleasure house in broad daylight.

Whether he understood my feelings or not, Go Heung grinned and offered me a bottle of alcohol.

"You know, I've noticed you're quite stiff sometimes. Occasionally, you need time like this. Don't be so rigid. Here, have a drink."

And I politely declined his offer.

"I'd rather not drink..."
"What? You've never had a drink at your age? Were you completely sheltered?"
"...That's not it. I just have some bad memories associated with alcohol..."

As I shook my head, recalling the Drinking Incident from my childhood, a high-pitched scream came from somewhere.

"Kyaaak!"

"...? What was that?"

A scream filled with urgency and despair.
I channeled internal energy to my ears to enhance my hearing and trace the scream.
Cutting through the numerous sounds in the pleasure house, I located the source of the scream I had just heard.

"P-please don't do this...!"
"You bitch...! Who do you think you are, playing hard to get when you're just a courtesan!"
"Aaak!"

"...Trouble keeps finding me today."

I jumped to my feet.
Go Heung looked up at me with confusion.

"Young hero? What's wrong?"
"Wait here a moment."

The situation seemed urgent, so I left the room without proper explanation.
Go Heung immediately followed, saying he'd come along.

As we headed toward the room where the screams were coming from, I saw Madam Ye rushing urgently toward us.

"Madam Ye, is something wrong...?"
"I'm sorry-!"

Without properly answering Go Heung's question, Madam Ye ran past us and up the stairs.
It seemed related to the screams we'd heard earlier.

I ran ahead, leaving behind a bewildered Go Heung.

"Stop...it-!"
"Ugh!? You bitch...!"

As soon as I arrived at the room where the commotion was happening, a slender figure burst through the door, knocking it down.

"H-help me-!"

A half-dressed courtesan shouted loudly from atop the torn paper door.

She was desperately trying to fix her clothes, which showed clear signs of someone forcibly trying to remove them.
Her face was a mess, with makeup smeared by tears she had already shed.
Additionally, one of her cheeks was swollen, suggesting she had been struck.

Her trembling eyes reflected someone getting up from inside the room.

"You damned wench...!"

A man in a gray martial uniform, staggering as if he'd been drinking heavily in broad daylight, was covered in stains.
The woman must have pushed him, causing him to spill the food and drinks on the table.

I noticed the two characters for "Paecheon" visible among the stains on his uniform.

"Know your place, you cheap wench-!"

The unnamed Paecheon Fortress warrior, who was glaring at the courtesan who had rejected him as if he wanted to kill her, actually drew his sword and approached her as if he truly intended to do so.

"H-hic...!"

Seeing tears flow again from eyes soaked in fear, I stepped forward to stand between them.

"Huh? And who are you?"

The Paecheon warrior tilted his head as he looked at me blocking his way.
Soon, he smirked at my face and pointed his sharp sword at my neck.

"Are you a kid playing hero? Don't be foolishly brave and step aside. I have business with that wench."
"Sob...!"

I felt a small hand clutching my sleeve, trembling violently.
I silently looked down at the sword pointed at my neck.

Even if he was drunk, to so easily point a blade at someone...
This didn't seem like his first time doing something like this.

If that was truly the case, he would have no right to complain if he got stabbed and died somewhere.

But if I cut his neck with one stroke, the pleasure house would be in chaos.
I'd heard that the owner here had taken care of Jo Un-chil, and that she was acquainted with Go Heung, so I couldn't cause such trouble.

I have no choice. Should I hit him a few times and lure him outside?
If he gets beaten by a "kid playing hero," he'll probably get angry enough to follow me.

Having made up my mind, I swung my sheathed sword with my left hand to deflect the warrior's blade.

*Clang!*

"Huh...?"

The warrior's sword slipped powerlessly from his hand and rolled on the floor.
As I was about to strike his face, dumbfounded at having lost his grip on the sword handle so unexpectedly, something else flew at him first.

*Thwack-!*

"Argh!?"

It was a bottle of alcohol.
The bottle flew in an arc, smashed against the warrior's head, and its contents spilled all over him.

Already dirtied by food, the warrior was now drenched in alcohol as well.
To make matters worse, the spot where the bottle hit seemed to be cut, and blood was flowing.
The warrior clutched his wound and screamed.

"Aaaah-! Who the hell did that!? Come out right now!"

No way would someone come out just because he yelled like that...

"Here I am. What are you going to do about it?"

He actually came out?

I blinked in surprise as I watched a young man step forward—I hadn't expected the bottle-thrower to actually reveal himself.
The man approached the warrior without hesitation and immediately began scolding him.

"I was enjoying a nice drink, and why are you making such a racket and ruining the mood?"
"W-what?"

The warrior, bleeding from his head after being hit with a bottle and now being scolded on top of that, wore an expression of disbelief.

The young man looked at him askance.
What was my first impression of this man?
He looked like the stereotypical rich young master, as if drawn in a picture.

The long robe and light armor he wore had elaborate embroidery that was clearly not inexpensive.
His handsome face with strong features strongly declared, "I've never experienced hardship."

He was clearly no ordinary young master.
His face was also flushed red, as if he'd been drinking since daylight.

I could hear people in the crowd whispering that some young master had stepped into a deadly situation because of alcohol.

"You bastard...!"

The Paecheon Fortress warrior, even more enraged by the young master's brazen attitude, thrust his reddened face close to the young master's.

"Do you know who I am to dare do something like this!"
"And who are you to dare raise your voice in front of me?"

The young master grinned amusedly at the warrior who was growling as if about to throw a punch.
Anyone could see he was taunting the warrior.
Finally, the warrior lost his reason and swung his fist at the young master.

"Aaaah-!"

For a martial artist, it was quite a powerful punch.
But I wasn't particularly worried.
After all, the young master was much stronger than the warrior.

*Tap*

"Huh...?"

As I expected, the warrior's fist was easily blocked by the young master's hand.
The warrior's face went blank, as if he hadn't expected his punch to be blocked.
And then the young master's slap landed on that blank face.

*Slap-!*

"Wow."

I couldn't help but admire the crisp sound that rang out clearly.
It was a perfect slap, deserving a full ten out of ten.

I wanted to applaud in appreciation, but the courtesan hiding behind me was desperately clutching my sleeve, making that impossible.

"Urrrgh...!"

The warrior clutched his slapped cheek and glared at the young master with murderous intent.
The young master responded by mercilessly kicking him.

*Thud! Thwack! Thud!*

"Try to act up again. Huh? I dare you to try."

Ruthless kicks rained down on the warrior's entire body.
It looked like a street thug beating up a debtor.

"......"
"......"

The onlookers who had been watching the commotion all wore expressions that had grown cold.

I couldn't blame them.
Until just a moment ago, he had been a splendid young master punishing an immoral martial artist, but in an instant, he had transformed into a complete thug.

But I saw something different from what the onlookers saw.
It was the young master's eyes.
While his actions appeared thuggish, his eyes remained coldly composed.

Noticing this, I could naturally sense how artificial the young master's behavior was.
Was he deliberately pretending to be a thug? Why?

"Phew... now I feel a bit better."

The young master finally stopped kicking after trampling the warrior for quite some time.
With a face still showing signs of intoxication, he wore a refreshed smile, then suddenly turned his gaze toward me.

"Ah, the young hero who stepped in before me. That was quite impressive. Especially how you didn't flinch even with a sword pointed at your neck—that was admirable even to a fellow man."
"...You're too kind?"

As I answered awkwardly, the young master, who had been grinning at me, turned his attention to the courtesan still hiding behind me.
The briefly cold eyes disappeared behind his crescent-shaped eye smile.

"You've had a rough time with that terrible man. Don't worry, I've thoroughly trampled that immoral fellow, so you can rest easy now."
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"Y-Yes... th-thank you, thank you so much."

The courtesan was still trembling violently, clearly traumatized by her near-rape experience. When the martial artist who had briefly lost consciousness from the young master's kick got back to his feet, she fearfully hid behind me.

"Urgh...!"
"Oh? You're tougher than I thought, aren't you?"

The martial artist gritted his teeth at the young master's mocking words.

"Y-You...! Do you think you'll get away with this? Aren't you afraid of the characters embroidered on this uniform?"

The martial artist pointed at the two characters for "Paecheon" embroidered on his uniform. The young master narrowed his eyes at the characters, now stained with food and soaked with alcohol, then snickered.

"Well. Those threats aren't very intimidating in your current state. Besides, who in Paecheon Fortress would dare harm me?"
"What...?"

Such an arrogant claim—that no one from Paecheon Fortress could touch him. Not just the martial artist, but even the onlookers seemed surprised.

By now, I was getting curious about this young master's identity. Clearly he was from some noble family, but which one could make him so confident that Paecheon Fortress wouldn't dare touch him?

"Make way!"

Just then, commotion erupted from one end of the corridor as a group of people approached. From their aura that I could sense, they seemed to be martial artists.

Sure enough, people wearing the same uniform as the beaten martial artist appeared.

Reinforcements? Thinking I might need to step in after all, I placed my hand on my sword hilt. But when the Paecheon Fortress martial artists saw the young master, their expressions turned to panic, and they immediately prostrated themselves before him.

"Y-Young Lord of the Castle!"
"...!"

Did they just call him the Young Lord of the Castle?
I stared at him with wide eyes. There was only one person who could be called the Young Lord by Paecheon Fortress martial artists.

The young master let out a short "ah" when he saw my surprised expression.

"Come to think of it, I haven't introduced myself to our young warrior yet."

The son of Ju Do-han—the current Lord of Paecheon Fortress and the man who killed Hwa-ryeon's father.

"I'm Ju Ho-jeong, Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress. Pleased to meet you?"

The man who would most likely become my enemy smiled at me.

*

"......"

So-ha, who had rushed over after hearing the commotion, quietly retreated when she saw the two men who had resolved the situation in her place. The proprietress of Hwawol Pavilion approached her belatedly.

"My... lady."
"This is quite an unexpected situation."
"Pardon?"

As the confused proprietress tilted her head, she heard the crisp sound of flesh striking flesh.

*Slap! Slap! Slap!*

"What's that...?"

When the proprietress peeked out to see what was happening, she witnessed a young nobleman slapping the Paecheon Fortress martial artists.

"Gasp...!"

Initially shocked that someone would dare assault Paecheon Fortress members, the proprietress's eyes widened to their limit when she recognized the young man's face.

"Th-That's Ju Ho-jeong...! The Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress, isn't it?"

When the proprietress asked in a low voice, So-ha silently nodded. Meanwhile, Ho-jeong's voice echoed through the brothel.

"I was enjoying a pleasant drink during my visit to Hefei when I witnessed a disgraceful scene—a man wearing the Paecheon Fortress uniform, drunk and attempting to rape a courtesan."

The Paecheon Fortress martial artists who had been slapped by Ho-jeong glared murderously at someone after hearing those words.

At the receiving end of those glares was the martial artist who had failed to recognize the Young Lord and spoken rudely to him. Realizing he was thoroughly screwed, the martial artist's face turned deathly pale, and he collapsed to the ground, trembling like an aspen leaf. He clearly understood his doomed future.

Regardless of the martial artist's despair, Ho-jeong continued speaking.

"As the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress, how could I stand by and watch such a scene? I decided to punish this dishonorable man myself."

Punishment? Wasn't he just enthusiastically kicking him?
Some onlookers' expressions turned awkward, but Ho-jeong didn't care in the slightest.

"However, punishing just one man isn't enough. All Paecheon Fortress martial artists in Hefei must accept punishment for failing to stop this dishonorable comrade."
"......"

The martial artists with stinging cheeks grimaced unpleasantly. Then Ho-jeong delivered his verdict.

"From today, all Paecheon Fortress martial artists in Hefei are forbidden from engaging in entertainment activities."

Entertainment ban.
The Paecheon Fortress martial artists looked as if the sky had fallen. Their only pleasure during nearly a year of tedious duty had vanished because of one idiot's stupidity.

Murderous intent filled the eyes of the martial artists as they glared at the culprit of this disaster. Exposed to this killing intent, the fool's face began turning a deathly gray.

"...I suppose there's no need to resort to the final measure after all."

So-ha, who had witnessed everything, muttered quietly, and the proprietress nodded blankly. Who would have thought the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress would appear out of nowhere and resolve everything?

The dazed proprietress collected herself and apologized to So-ha.

"I'm sorry for making you come all this way unnecessarily..."
"It wasn't unnecessary. Since your problem seems resolved, I can proceed with my business."
"What? What do you..."

So-ha whispered something into the ear of the puzzled proprietress, whose expression turned strange.

"What? That's possible, but why...?"

The confused proprietress looked back at the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress and the young man watching him with an odd expression.

"Why would that young man...?"

"Then, I'll leave it to you?"
"...Understood."

Though the order was difficult to comprehend, the proprietress nodded without further questions—the Sect Leader's orders were absolute.

*

Wow. Is this the power of authority?
I inwardly marveled as I watched the young master inflict despair upon all Paecheon Fortress martial artists in Hefei with just a few words. The martial artists would likely take out their frustration on the one who caused them to lose their only pleasure in an otherwise boring routine.

It seemed like a mild punishment for a scum who tried to forcibly rape a woman, but with the Paecheon Fortress heir having already issued punishment, there was nothing more I could do.

Oh well. I should be satisfied with having prevented something terrible from happening...

"Ah, I almost forgot your punishment."

...Huh?
Just as I was reluctantly deciding to let it go, the young master said something unexpected and stood before the would-be rapist.

"P-Punishment? But you just..."
"That was just me hitting you because I was annoyed. You need to be properly punished for tarnishing Paecheon Fortress's reputation."

With a cold smile, the young master ordered another Paecheon Fortress martial artist:

"Destroy his dantian and throw him out. As of today, this man is neither affiliated with Paecheon Fortress nor a martial artist."
"...What?!"

Both the would-be rapist and the other Paecheon Fortress martial artists were shocked by the unexpectedly harsh punishment. The would-be rapist, forgetting all dignity, grabbed the young master's pant leg and begged.

"I-I was wrong! Please, please not my dantian...!"

Destroying someone's dantian meant rendering them unable to use internal energy—essentially a death sentence for a martial artist. No wonder the would-be rapist was so desperate.

Hmm, I thought the young master was just pretending to be a ruffian, but he has a surprisingly cruel side. I was just planning to kick the bastard between his legs with all my might.

"...Huh?"

I suddenly realized I was planning something just as cruel as the young master. Death as a martial artist versus death as a man—which punishment was more severe?

While I was pondering this unanswerable question, the other Paecheon Fortress martial artists dragged away the would-be rapist who had been clutching the young master's pant leg.

"Young Lord! Please show mercy—!"

His voice, still begging for mercy as he was dragged away, gradually faded until it disappeared completely.

"Well, that seems to have taken care of things..."

The young master, wearing a satisfied smile, scratched his head as he looked around the now-quiet brothel.

"Oh dear, I've ruined the mood. What to do..."

After thinking briefly, he called over a nearby attendant. Then, to my surprise, he pulled out ten gold taels from his robe.

"As an apology, I'd like to buy a bottle of wine for every guest here. Will this be enough?"
"Oh my...!?"

The attendant, probably seeing gold taels for the first time in his life, accepted them with trembling hands. Simultaneously, cheers erupted throughout the brothel.

"Wooooo!"
"As expected of the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress! He's as generous as the rumors say!"

The guests' faces were filled with joy at the news of free alcohol, seemingly having forgotten the screams that had filled the brothel moments ago.

As I was confusedly observing how the atmosphere had completely changed over a bottle of wine, a scholarly-looking middle-aged man approached us.

"Young Lord."

The middle-aged man respectfully greeted the young master.

"Are you the proprietor of Hwawol Pavilion? You must have suffered because of my subordinates. I've treated everyone to drinks as an apology. Please put in a good word for me with the Flower Lord."

Flower Lord?
What? Who's that?
As I was tilting my head in confusion, the proprietor made an unexpected proposal.

"Thank you both for your help. As a token of gratitude, I'd like to entertain you in a special room. Would that be acceptable?"
"What? No, I..."

I only came to get that bastard Jo Un-yeop. I had no intention of accepting any hospitality and was about to politely decline when the young master suddenly put his arm around my shoulders.

"Why so reluctant? Come with me. I've finally met a friend I like, and I'd hate to part ways so soon. Let's have a drink together and build our friendship."

...We're probably meant to cross swords, not share drinks.
Unable to say this outright, I just stared at him in disbelief, but the wealthy and powerful young master paid no attention to my gaze and dragged me along behind the proprietor.
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"Here, have a drink."

*Glug*

"..."

Somehow, I found myself sitting across from Young Master Ju Ho-jeong in an especially lavish private room within the already ornate Hwawol Pavilion.

When he extended the wine bottle toward me, I reflexively raised my cup, and he filled it to the brim. After filling his own cup as well, Ju Ho-jeong raised it high.

"To our pleasant meeting today."
"..."

Ju Ho-jeong downed his drink in one go with a delighted expression.
I stared at him blankly before quietly setting my cup down.

"Hmm? Why aren't you drinking?"
"I had a bad experience when I was young, so I don't drink."
"What a shame. Not drinking alcohol means missing out on half of life's pleasures."

Though Ju Ho-jeong expressed disappointment, he didn't force me to drink. However, he seemed curious about me and asked various questions.

"Are you from Hefei?"
"No, I'm from the Henan region. I'm new to the martial world."
"Oh? You seem trained in martial arts. Which sect are you from?"
"I just trained at a village martial arts academy for a few years."
"A village academy? You don't seem like someone who learned from a street academy. What's its name?"
"It's a small academy in a rural village. You probably wouldn't know it even if I told you."

My responses were becoming increasingly stiff, which was understandable given that I was facing the son of the future enemy, the Lord of Paecheon Fortress.
Ju Ho-jeong didn't seem to appreciate my attitude.

"Come now, why so rigid? Where's that bold young hero who stood up to the villain's sword earlier?"

As Ju Ho-jeong playfully chided me, I inwardly sighed.
I had no idea how my simple task of bringing Jo Un-yeop to the family estate had escalated to this point.

But he seemed to know nothing about me.
In that case, showing excessive caution might backfire.
Alright, I'll just play along and then slip away.

I shrugged my shoulders and glanced toward the corridor door, making light of the situation.

"That young hero is busy being wary of the martial artists outside emitting sharp auras."
"Hmm?"

His puzzled eyes followed my gaze, and understanding quickly dawned on him.

"Oh my, how inconsiderate of me. All of you, withdraw."

"But Young Lord, we have a duty to protect your safety...!"

One of the two martial artists outside the private room, who had been watching me with suspicion, spoke up with alarm.
The response to the guard's request for reconsideration came in a slightly lowered voice.

"Do I need to repeat myself?"

"...Understood."

With that reply, the presence of both guards faded away.

"There, better now?"

Ju Ho-jeong's face was once again wreathed in smiles.
I stared back at him and responded.

"Aren't you being too defenseless? What if I were an assassin?"
"Surely not. You're too conspicuous to be an assassin. Besides, the moment you stepped up to protect a lady's honor, you disqualified yourself as an assassin."
"Is that so?"

Disqualified, he says.
Despite appearances, I've successfully completed every assassination mission I've taken.
Though I've only had one such mission.

As I smiled slightly at my own thoughts, Ju Ho-jeong also laughed pleasantly and poured more wine into his cup.

"I wish you could be my drinking companion, but since you don't drink, be my conversation partner instead."
"Even as a conversation partner, I don't have much to talk about."
"Come to think of it, you said you're new to the martial world? Then there must be many places you haven't visited yet. Have you been to the Five Great Mountains? Or Dongting Lake?"
"No, not yet..."

The Five Great Mountains...! Dongting Lake...!
Seeing my expression unconsciously become eager, Ju Ho-jeong laughed like a mischievous child.

"Judging by your face, it seems I'll be doing most of the talking today."

Just as Ju Ho-jeong said this, the door opened and the proprietress entered with three courtesans.
Two of the courtesans sat beside Ju Ho-jeong and me, while the last one sat in the middle, carefully set down the zither she was carrying, and began to play.

*Ting~ tiling~ tiing*

As the clear sound of the zither filled the room, the proprietress spoke softly.

"Is the wine to your liking?"
"Indeed. I heard Hwawol Pavilion is renowned as the finest pleasure house in Yeoju, and the wine truly lives up to its reputation."
"I'm glad it meets your approval. And thank you again for saving Sohye."

So the courtesan who almost got assaulted by that Paecheon Fortress warrior was named Sohye.

"I didn't get to check earlier, but is she injured anywhere?"

I asked the proprietress about the courtesan's condition, but the answer came from the courtesan sitting next to me.

"She's very frightened and scared, but not injured. It's all thanks to you saving her in time, young master. We're truly grateful."
"No, I hardly did anything..."
"No need for such modesty. If anything, I'm the one who showed up late and just vented some anger."

I'm not sure who's being modest here.
I looked incredulously at Ju Ho-jeong, who claimed he just vented some anger after he had already resolved everything.
He burst into playful laughter.

I looked at Ju Ho-jeong with renewed interest.
Honestly, he was completely different from what I had expected.
I thought the son of the Lord of Paecheon Fortress, who allegedly killed Hwa-ryeon's father through despicable means, would be a more sinister person.

"Here, have another drink."
"I could never refuse wine poured by a beauty."

Even accounting for his strange pretense of acting like a playboy, he was much more likable than I had anticipated.

"You have a drink too—oh wait, you said you don't drink. Come to think of it, why would someone who doesn't drink come to a pleasure house?"
"Ah!"

At Ju Ho-jeong's question, I belatedly remembered Go Heung.
Where did that old man go? Wasn't he supposed to follow me?

I immediately asked the proprietress about Go Heung's whereabouts.

"Excuse me, have you seen Master Go Heung from the Changcheon Tea House? I came here with him..."

When I mentioned Go Heung, the proprietress asked with a startled expression.

"Master Go came here?"

Judging by her surprised face, she really hasn't seen him.
Where on earth did he go?
Surely he hasn't gotten into some kind of trouble?

Suddenly feeling uneasy that something might have happened to Go Heung, I stood up.

"I should go look for my companion."
"What? You're just going to leave after coming all this way?"
"I apologize. I'll be your conversation partner next time."

After apologizing to Ju Ho-jeong, who was openly disappointed, I immediately left the private room to search for Go Heung.

*

"Well now..."

Ho-jeong clicked his tongue in disappointment as he stared at the door through which Ja-seong had hurriedly disappeared.

"It's been a long time since I met someone I liked..."

He had been so impressed by Ja-seong that he had abandoned his usual playboy act that he put on whenever he visited pleasure houses.

A scoundrel using the power of a major faction to commit atrocities.
A young martial artist who stepped forward to save a woman about to be trampled by that scoundrel.

It was such an impressive sight that the boy inside his heart had cheered loudly.
That's why he wanted to build a friendship, but it seemed the other party was uncomfortable with him.

"I suppose it's understandable. After all, I'm the heir to that very powerful faction."

With a bitter smile, Ho-jeong took another drink and suddenly noticed the proprietress who was still in the room.

"I've received enough thanks, so go help that young man outside. From what I heard, he seems to be an acquaintance of yours."
"Ah, yes. I'll leave this wine and go check on him."
"What's that?"

Ho-jeong looked at the wine bottle the proprietress offered him.
The bottle looked plain, as if it might contain cheap rice wine.
However, the extraordinary aroma seeping through the sealed cork suggested it was no ordinary wine.

"This is Monkey Lord Wine that I happened to acquire in the past."
"Monkey Lord Wine?"

Ho-jeong was shocked.
Monkey Lord Wine was a legendary alcohol supposedly made by monkeys gathering fruits.
His eyes trembled at the sight of this famous wine that could only be tasted by those destined for it.

"Is it really alright to give me such a treasure?"
"Of course. Not only did you save our girl, but you also prevented future problems."

The proprietress placed the wine bottle in front of Ho-jeong.
The courtesan beside him naturally took it and carefully opened the cork.
An explosive aroma immediately filled the room.

"Oh!"

Ho-jeong's face lit up with delight as he inhaled the intensely rich fruit fragrance.

"Despite his playboy act, he's definitely a wine enthusiast."

Noting that one piece of unconfirmed information had been verified, the proprietress exchanged glances with the courtesan sitting next to Ho-jeong and quietly left the private room.
After the proprietress left, the courtesan smiled gently and poured the Monkey Lord Wine into Ho-jeong's cup.

"Here, please drink."

Looking at the deep purple liquid filling his cup, Ho-jeong swallowed once and slowly drank it down.

*Gulp gulp*

Seeing Ho-jeong's Adam's apple move, the courtesan tensed and looked up at the ceiling.

Beyond the ceiling where her gaze was directed, on the top sixth floor, stood So-ha.

"..."

Although Ho-jeong's private room and So-ha's room were separated by a floor, her gleaming golden eyes pierced through it and focused precisely on Ho-jeong.

"He drank it."

So-ha murmured softly as she confirmed that Ho-jeong had drunk the wine.

The wine he drank was indeed Monkey Lord Wine.
However, it wasn't just ordinary Monkey Lord Wine, but wine that So-ha had "treated" in some way.

If there were no issues with the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress, it would simply be delicious wine, but if he was already "contaminated," his body would reject the alcohol.

"Now, let's see what happens."

So-ha watched his reaction with a face as tense as the courtesan sitting next to Ho-jeong.
Finally, after drinking all the Monkey Lord Wine, Ho-jeong...

"Ahh!"

He let out an exclamation of pleasure.
There was no sign of distress anywhere on his face.

"Phew."

Confirming this, So-ha exhaled a sigh of relief.
Just then, the proprietress of Hwawol Pavilion entered the room.

"H-how is it?"
"Fortunately, it seems the cult hasn't gotten to the Young Lord yet."

The proprietress sighed with relief at So-ha's words, then immediately apologized to her.

"I'm sorry. That young master moved too suddenly... He seems to have been brought by my acquaintance. Should I try to arrange another meeting?"
"No. There's no need to check on him specifically."
"What? Then why did you ask me to bring him along?"

The proprietress tilted her head in confusion, wondering why So-ha had asked her to invite the young master if she didn't suspect him of being contaminated.
Looking at the puzzled proprietress, So-ha gave a bitter smile.

"He's someone I need to investigate separately."

She had hoped he might reveal something if he drank a little.
In the end, she couldn't even learn his name.

"When someone plays hard to get like this, it stirs my competitive spirit."

So-ha's smile turned cold, and somewhere in the pleasure house, someone searching for his companion suddenly shuddered from an inexplicable chill.
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"W-What? Suddenly I'm getting goosebumps..."

I shivered from an inexplicable chill.
For a moment, I wondered if the brothel was cold, but there was no way an indoor space with so many people could be chilly.

"...This feels ominous."

It felt like walking into a grass thicket where a venomous snake was hiding.
I needed to find Uncle Go Heung quickly and get Jo Un-chil out of here.

I expanded my qi sense in all directions to locate the missing uncle.
I already knew Go Heung's qi signature, so as soon as I detected it...

"...Huh?"

Found him.
Go Heung was still inside the brothel.
And quite close by.

I moved toward where I sensed his qi.
After going down to the fourth floor via the stairs, I opened the door to the room directly below the VIP room and was left speechless at the sight before me.

"...What are you doing?"
"Shhh."

Go Heung had stacked various objects from the tables in the room, climbed on top of them, and was pressing his ear against the ceiling.
The scene was so bizarre I didn't know what to make of it.

After gaping for a moment, I finally asked what he was doing, and he put his finger to his lips, signaling me to be quiet.

"......."

I quietly closed the door and approached him with my mouth firmly shut. He muttered in a low voice:

"Do you know who that man you were just with is? It's Ju Ho-jeong, the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress."
"...I know. He told me himself earlier."

I shrugged as I answered, and he sighed heavily as if he had a headache before jumping down from the precariously stacked structure.

"Was there anyone nearby holding a spear? About my age, with a stupid, thoughtless expression, just standing around doing nothing?"
"...There were two guards, but neither was carrying a spear."

Hearing my answer, Go Heung muttered that fortunately they hadn't followed us to the brothel and began dismantling his structure.

The rickety construction that looked like it might collapse at any moment was quickly taken apart in Go Heung's hands and returned to its original position in no time.
He seemed quite practiced at it.
This clearly wasn't his first time eavesdropping from below like this.

"Ju Ho-jeong suddenly appearing in Hefei, how am I supposed to report this..."

Go Heung squatted down, clutching his head and sighing again.
Watching him, I voiced the possibility I'd been considering.

"...Could the Young Lord be planning to participate in the martial arts tournament?"

With the tournament just seven weeks away, could the sudden appearance of Paecheon Fortress's Young Lord in Hefei really be a coincidence?
I'd bet my Master's beard it wasn't.

"No way. What idiot combat unit would drag their Young Master into their mission? Not unless they wanted their heads chopped off by the Lord."

Go Heung responded negatively to my question.
Then he offered a different assessment.

"It's not about the Young Lord himself, but the 'chariot' beside him."

Chariot? Like the chess piece?

"...What do you mean?"

Go Heung scratched the back of his head for a moment before abruptly changing the subject.

"Did I ever tell you I worked under Ju Do-han when I was at Paecheon Fortress?"
"...What? No, you didn't."

I thought this was a strange tangent, but Go Heung's expression was quite serious, so I decided to listen.

"To be precise, the Heavenly Net Hall itself was part of the Heavenly Net Division headed by Ju Do-han."

According to Go Heung, the Heavenly Net Division consisted of the Heavenly Net Hall, which specialized in information gathering; the Dark Night Hall, which carried out assassinations; and the Blood Sea Hall, which handled destructive operations and regional annihilation.

"As you know, right after Ju Do-han's rebellion, the entire Heavenly Net Hall escaped Paecheon Fortress with the Young Lord—I mean, the young lady. Afterward, they disbanded the Heavenly Net Division and brought the remaining Dark Night Hall and Blood Sea Hall into the open as the Dark Heaven Unit and Blood Ray Unit."
"Um... why are you telling me this now..."
"The reason's coming, just keep listening."

Go Heung continued after stopping me.

"Information gathering isn't just about eavesdropping secretly or sneaking in to steal documents."

He explained that during information gathering, there were many instances when assassination or destructive operations became necessary, and they often had to collaborate with the Dark Night Hall and Blood Sea Hall.

"It was especially true for field operatives like me. That's why many people from the Dark Night Hall and Blood Sea Hall know my face. That's why I've withdrawn from the front lines and now work as a branch manager."
"Are you saying someone from that organization is with Ju Ho-jeong?"
"Correct."

After his long-winded explanation, the conversation finally reached the main point.

"Back then, there was a guy named Cho Un-yeop who was the head of the Blood Sea Hall and incredibly skilled with a spear. This guy would literally pretend to die if Ju Do-han told him to, but he was also unnecessarily powerful in martial arts, so our side always kept a close eye on him."
"Is that Cho Un-yeop with the Young Lord now?"
"...More precisely, he's been assigned as the Young Lord's bodyguard by order of the Lord. He's one of the Lord's Four Great Guards."

Go Heung nodded gravely at my words and added more explanation.
One of the Lord's Four Great Guards? So he's like Shin Je-gon?

"How does he compare to Shin Je-gon?"
"...People generally consider Shin Je-gon the strongest of the Four Great Guards, but that's only because his record is more impressive. In our assessment, Cho Un-yeop is slightly more skilled."

So this Cho Un-yeop is actually the strongest of the Four Great Guards?
Someone that powerful would naturally have high internal energy by this world's standards, but I hadn't detected anything with my qi sense.

"It doesn't seem like he came to Hwawol Pavilion though."
"...Really? That's a relief. Running into that guy would be a real headache. Let's quickly get Jo Un-chil from Madam Seong and leave."

I climbed all the way up the stairs with Go Heung to the sixth floor, the top level.
The madam we had met on the first floor was already waiting for us.

"The Madam is already waiting for you. Please come in."

The madam immediately led us to the pavilion owner's room.
As soon as the door opened, Go Heung strode in and called out cheerfully:

"Madam Seong, I'm back again~!"
"Well, if it isn't the face I never want to see showing up too often."

The Hwawol Pavilion owner responded to his greeting with a smirk and a curse.
Despite exchanging just one sentence, they seemed quite familiar with each other.

"I was surprised when I heard that young master came with you. What's your relationship? You can't be relatives."
"Hey, what's that supposed to mean?"
"It means a face like that could never come from your bloodline."
"You're crossing the line, buddy!"

The two started bickering like children.
I could hear the madam sighing heavily behind me.

Somehow, I felt my face flushing too.
I quickly separated the two and got to the point.

"Madam, we've come to take the Jo fellow that Master Go left in your care."
"...You mean Jo Un-chil?"

The pavilion owner, who had been stroking his beard thoughtfully, asked me.

"By any chance, are you the young master who requested Jo Un-chil?"
"Ah, yes... that's right."

At my answer, he made a strange expression, then eventually nodded and stood up.

"I understand. I'll bring Jo Un-chil right away."

The pavilion owner left the room with the madam, asking us to wait here for a moment.
Once I felt their qi signatures moving away, I immediately questioned Go Heung.

"You said you had a mutually beneficial relationship, but you act like decade-long friends. What kind of relationship do you really have?"
"Just mutually beneficial. We help each other, and get help in return."
"How exactly do Hefei's best brothel and a mediocre tea house help each other?"
"This guy..."

Go Heung momentarily looked annoyed at my realistic and accurate assessment of the Changcheon Tea House.
Soon his expression softened, and after a small sigh, he muttered quietly:

"It's not about the tea house. It's about the Changcheon Trading Company, the information gathering side."
"Information gathering...?"

A moment later, realizing what he meant, my eyes widened.

"Wait... so you entrusted Jo Un-chil to another information organization?"
"Well, that's part of our mutual assistance, I guess?"

I looked at Go Heung like he was insane.
Receiving my gaze, he just shrugged.

"Don't think of it as so strange. There's no information organization in the shadows that isn't connected with those guys. They've been connected with our side since the Heavenly Net Hall days."
"...Who are they?"
"Hmm, you've probably heard of them at least once. They're among the top two information organizations. They're that famous. A sect of those at the bottom of the martial world—courtesans, waiters, boatmen, porters, coachmen, and the like."

Hearing Go Heung's explanation, my eyes widened.
As an avid reader of martial arts novels, I had a guess about the name.
And as I expected, the name that came from Go Heung's mouth was all too familiar.

"The Lower Heaven Sect."

*

"Sect Leader."

After leaving the room, the Hwawol Pavilion owner immediately went to find So-ha.

"Welcome. So, did you find out anything about that young master?"

So-ha, who seemed to have been waiting for the pavilion owner, brightened up and quickly asked.
The pavilion owner's face showed a troubled expression at the more intense reaction than expected.

"It seems... it won't be easy. They refused to share any information."
"...Is that so?"

Just earlier, the pavilion owner had exchanged coded messages with Go Heung while outwardly bickering.
Asking what kind of relationship they had and using the word "relatives" was a signal asking if he could reveal the other's identity.
Responding that he was "crossing the line" meant a refusal, indicating that no reward would be enough to reveal that information.
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"It seems like they're quite an important figure over there. If we try to dig deeper, we might run into problems... what should we do?"
"Hmm..."

So-ha thought about the Changcheon Trading Company.
The successor to the Cheonmang Palace that had disappeared following Young Lord of the Castle Ju Hwa-ryeon when she fled during the Paecheon Fortress rebellion.

Even though ten years had passed, they were still the most excellent organization when it came to gathering intelligence within Paecheon Fortress.
Despite simultaneously running a trading company.

In other words, there was nothing to gain from needlessly antagonizing them and creating distance.

*I should back off for now.*

This really isn't easy.
So-ha gave a bitter smile and issued new instructions.

"Stop digging deeper. I'll find another way to get information, so Head Of The School, please return to your regular duties."
"Understood."

The Head Of The School withdrew with an apologetic expression.
But then, as if suddenly remembering something, he spoke again.

"By the way..."
"Is there something else?"
"Yes. Though this isn't confirmed information."

The Head Of The School explained about a bloodbath that had occurred at Jo Un-chil's gambling den in northern Hefei, and the circumstances that led to the missing Jo Un-chil hiding at Hwawol Pavilion.
After hearing the full explanation, So-ha wore an interested expression.

"So you're saying this young master is the masked person who killed the Heavenly Light Unit leader and kidnapped Jo Un-chil?"
"It's merely a possibility..."

The Head Of The School's voice lacked conviction, as it was, by his own admission, an uncertain judgment.
But So-ha thought it was quite a credible story.
She had already witnessed firsthand the skill of knocking out seven strong men with seven iron coins.

*I thought he was extraordinary in many ways.*

To think he was capable of killing the Heavenly Light Unit leader.
So, is this proof that the prophesied warrior is different from the very beginning?

While inwardly smiling with satisfaction, So-ha outwardly maintained a calm facade.

"I understand. You may go now."
"Yes, then."

After the Head Of The School left the room, So-ha, alone again, fell into thought.

*All I've learned is that he's from Henan... no, even that isn't certain.*

From what she had seen upstairs, he seemed quite wary of Ju Ho-jeong, so there was a possibility it wasn't true.

"Well, it could be true. Henan is a vast land."

Shrugging her shoulders, So-ha rose from her seat.
Given the situation, she would have to resort to more traditional methods, even if it was troublesome.

So-ha's golden eyes began to shine again, and in her vision, she caught Ja-seong chatting animatedly with Go Heung.

*

I became strangely excited as soon as I heard Go Heung's answer.
The Lower Heaven Sect? Isn't that one of the regular factions that appears in martial arts novels alongside the Beggar Clan?

The Beggar Clan and Lower Heaven Sect are representative intelligence organizations in martial arts novels—the Beggar Clan for the righteous factions and the Lower Heaven Sect for the evil factions.

These two factions appear so frequently that martial arts novels without them are rare.
From an author's perspective, they're probably useful as a means for the protagonist to acquire new information.

When I heard that all the evil factions had been wiped out long ago, I had assumed the Lower Heaven Sect was gone too and felt disappointed.
I immediately began bombarding Go Heung with questions about the Lower Heaven Sect.

"So is this place like the Hefei branch of the Lower Heaven Sect? And are all the courtesans and waiters here sect members?"
"...You've suddenly become quite enthusiastic?"

Looking at me with a dubious expression as I fired off questions, Go Heung soon began explaining one by one.

"You're right that this is a branch of the Lower Heaven Sect. As for sect members... truthfully, most people at the bottom of the martial world could be considered Lower Heaven Sect members. All the information they see and hear eventually finds its way to the Lower Heaven Sect. In terms of membership numbers, they far exceed even Paecheon Fortress."
"Wow..."

I nodded in admiration, when suddenly Go Heung lowered his voice.

"Based on your character, I don't think this will happen, but just in case, don't mistreat the waiters or courtesans."
"Why would you say that? What do you take me for... But why?"

Just as I asked for the reason, the door opened again and the pavilion owner returned.
However, instead of bringing Jo Un-chil as promised, he brought a courtesan.

"Um... sir? Where's Jo Un-chil...?"
"......"

The owner remained silent at my question.
But looking closely at his face, I could see the corners of his mouth twitching constantly.

As I tilted my head in confusion at his face desperately trying to hold back laughter, he stepped aside to show us the courtesan he had brought.
The courtesan kept her head bowed, seemingly out of shyness.
Examining her face, I suddenly noticed a goatee on her chin.

"No way..."

My face contorted with an ominous premonition.
But they say suspicions can kill a person.
When Madam Yeo, who had entered behind them, roughly lifted the courtesan's head, Jo Un-chil's face was revealed—chalk-white with makeup and even rouge applied.

"Ah, damn. My eyes!"
"Puhahaha-!"

I quickly covered my eyes and turned my head away from the sight that was harmful to both eye and mental health.
Go Heung's boisterous laughter reached my ears.

"Hahaha! Who do we have here? Where did the ugly middle-aged man go, and who is this peerless beauty? Kuhehe...!"
"Shut up!"

Jo Un-chil snarled with a contorted face.
Of course, that didn't change his hideous appearance as an old man in women's clothing.

Keeping my gaze averted from Jo Un-chil as much as possible, I asked the owner:

"...How did this happen?"
"Actually, quite a few of the courtesans here were forced into this profession because of Jo Un-chil. When those girls found out he was hiding in Hwawol Pavilion, they did this to him..."

Wow... they took revenge on the man who ruined their lives? And in a relatively mild way too.

I clicked my tongue, when suddenly Jo Un-chil grabbed my trouser leg.
For a moment, I almost kicked him away in shock at his hideous appearance.

"P-please get me out of here! I can't bear this humiliation anymore!"
"This is all your own doing..."

Personally, I think the courtesans showed remarkable patience and self-restraint to end it with just this.

For a moment, I considered leaving him here for a few more days, but remembering that I came to fetch him at the Namgung family head's request, I nodded with a sigh.
Jo Un-chil's face brightened... ugh.

"Hey, wash off that makeup first. I really can't stand looking at you."
"You think I wanted to do this?! Just wait, those damn women. Once this is over...!"

Really? Even after all this, he's not reflecting on what he did but thinking about getting revenge.
I was laughing in disbelief when Madam Yeo's cold voice pierced my ears.

"Consider yourself lucky. If just a few more courtesans had wanted you dead, we would have sent a Poison Flower Butterfly to the Flower Lord asking for your execution."
"......"

At these cold words from the seemingly kind Madam Yeo, Jo Un-chil's face turned deathly pale (though it was already white from the makeup).
Seeing her rather ominous expression, I asked Go Heung:

"What's a Poison Flower Butterfly?"
"That's what I was about to explain earlier. The reason why you shouldn't mistreat the courtesans or waiters."
"Seems like you've told him all about us."
"It's already common knowledge, so why make a fuss?"

The owner grumbled at Go Heung's answer.
Go Heung responded with a mischievous grin.

The owner, looking at Go Heung with cold eyes, turned to me and explained about the Poison Flower Butterfly.

"A Poison Flower Butterfly is essentially a signal. It tells the Flower Lord that someone here is harming or killing Lower Heaven Sect members and asks for their punishment."
"...Flower Lord? I think I've heard that before."

As I searched my memory, I recalled what Ju Ho-jeong had said to the owner.

-You must have had a hard time because of my subordinates. As an apology, I've treated everyone to a feast. Please put in a good word with the Flower Lord.

"Ah..."

So that's what it meant.
He was saying that since he had already administered punishment, there was no need to call the Flower Lord.

"But who is the Flower Lord?"
"The leader of our Lower Heaven Sect and the protector of all those living at the bottom of the martial world."

The owner answered with a voice full of pride.
But that explanation didn't help me understand.
Fortunately, Go Heung noticed my confusion and provided a more detailed explanation.

"The Flower Lord. Leader of the Lower Heaven Sect and one of the Ten Lords. Their identity is shrouded in secrecy. Gender, age, appearance—all unknown."

After saying that, Go Heung glanced at the owner.

"I suppose branch managers like Owner Seong among the Lower Heaven Sect members would know their identity... but you'd never tell, right?"
"Never. I would rather bite off my tongue and die than reveal the leader's identity to anyone."

The firm resolve in his voice made it clear this was no joke.
I nodded as I listened to the explanation, then suddenly a question occurred to me.

"Wait, if their identity is unknown, how is this person one of the Ten Lords? How do you know they're strong if you don't know who they are?"
"Because they killed the previous Flower Lord position holder, the Mad Lord, and took his place."

Following Go Heung's words, the owner provided a more detailed story.

In the past, someone called the Mad Lord had brutally murdered a courtesan.
The brothel where the courtesan worked sent a Poison Flower Butterfly to the Lower Heaven Sect leader, who personally confronted the Mad Lord.

"The result was the Mad Lord's defeat. His corpse was found in a terrible state. And beside the corpse lay a single monthly rose."
"That was the day the legend of the Flower Lord began. It was also the day that changed the lives of courtesans who had been trampled by immoral men."

Though it happened long ago, Madam Yeo's voice was filled with emotion, as if she remembered that day clearly.
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Even Go Heung had a high opinion of the Flower Lord.

"Back then, the Mad Lord was already mentally unstable, but his martial arts were considered among the top of the Ten Lords. When the Flower Lord brutally killed him just for murdering a courtesan, what do you think happened?"

"Everyone became terrified?" I asked.

Go Heung nodded emphatically.

"Of course. As the news spread throughout the Central Plains, all the scum of the martial world—the parasites who exploited courtesans, the thugs who beat up servants to vent their frustrations—they all started to watch their step out of fear."

"Though there are still idiots like that martial artist from Paecheon Fortress who rely on their sect's power to do whatever they want."

The Head Of The School shook her head in disgust, suggesting she'd been troubled by that would-be rapist for quite some time.

Seeing this, Go Heung shrugged and continued, "As the Head Of The School says, there are still fools who've lost their fear, but you can't deny that the Flower Lord's very existence protects countless vulnerable people in the martial world."

"Wow..."

Just existing to protect the weak... that's pretty cool.

Suddenly, I wanted to meet this person called the Flower Lord.

I couldn't meet the Sword Lord, who was the Namgung Family leader's brother, since he had already passed away, but the Flower Lord should still be alive, so maybe I could meet them?

Just how strong was this Flower Lord?

Honestly, considering my experiences so far, they might simply have an absurdly large amount of internal energy.

But maybe not?

As someone counted among the ten strongest people in the world, they must be different somehow.

Perhaps just looking at them would trigger my instincts to warn me of danger...

"...Huh?"

My train of thought stopped.

I suddenly remembered having exactly that experience today.

Ye So-ha.

That beautiful woman surrounded by an enchanting aura.

She didn't outwardly appear to be a powerful fighter, but my instincts warned me not to lower my guard around her.

Could it be...?

"...Nah."

That's impossible.

Someone at the level of the Ten Lords, regardless of gender, would most likely be an elderly person.

But Ye So-ha didn't seem much older than me.

She probably wasn't even thirty.

A woman like that being one of the Ten Lords? Ridiculous.

Erasing thoughts of Ye So-ha from my mind, I realized we'd spent too much time talking and stood up.

"I'm sorry, but I should get going now. The Young Lord Of The Castle of Paecheon Fortress said troublesome people might come if I stay here."

"Oh, right!"

Hearing my words, Go Heung smacked his forehead and hurriedly got up.

After being so cautious earlier, he'd completely forgotten about it?

When I gave him a look of disdain, he seemed quite offended.

"You're the one who kept asking all those questions!"

"...Hmm."

When he put it that way, I had no comeback.

I shrugged and turned to Jo Un-chil.

While we were talking, he had roughly wiped off his makeup and changed into worn travel clothes. Now he was urging me to hurry.

"Let's get out of here quickly. Anywhere but here would be fine."

Hmm. I wonder if he'll still say that when we arrive at the front gate of the Namgung Family.

*

"Y-you deceiving scoundrel!"

As I had predicted, Jo Un-chil, who had been following me, noticed our destination as we approached the Namgung Family estate and attempted to flee.

After barely avoiding the Paecheon Fortress guards on patrol, we had finally reached the Namgung Family estate, only to risk losing everything.

With no other choice, I pressed his acupoint to knock him unconscious, then carried him over my shoulder into the estate.

Following the Namgung Family leader's instructions, I threw him into an empty warehouse inside the compound and then woke him up.

He was dazed for a moment, but upon realizing he was inside the Namgung Family estate, he immediately shouted that I was a deceiver.

"Deceiver? Why am I a deceiver?"

"Y-you said you'd spare me! You tricked me!"

"Who said I'm going to kill you? I brought you here because it's safer."

I explained that the Paecheon Fortress martial artists were searching for him with bloodshot eyes, so hiding within the Namgung Family estate would be safer. But Jo Un-chil didn't even pretend to listen.

"T-the Namgung Family protecting me...! They would never do that! Do you take me for a fool?"

"...Good grief."

He certainly knows exactly when he's done wrong.

As I shook my head, a thunderous voice erupted from behind me.

"Did you not think there would be consequences when you dared to commit such acts against the great Namgung Family?!"

"Gasp...!"

Jo Un-chil looked behind me and became terrified.

When I turned around, I saw the Namgung Family leader and Namgung Hyeon glaring at Jo Un-chil with fearsome expressions.

Noticing how similar their glaring expressions were, confirming their father-son relationship, I tried to step aside.

*Grab*

I would have succeeded if Jo Un-chil hadn't suddenly grabbed my pant leg.

"Hey, let go!"

"S-save me! You promised to spare me!"

"Argh, I told you we're not going to kill you!"

After forcibly shaking off Jo Un-chil's hand, the Namgung Family leader stepped forward, grabbed him by the collar, and pulled him to his feet.

"Eek...!"

Jo Un-chil's face turned deathly pale.

Looking down at that face with a cold expression, the Namgung Family leader growled in a low voice.

"I'd like nothing more than to tear you to pieces right now and feed you to the wild dogs."

"Urk...!"

Jo Un-chil's face turned bright red as he struggled to breathe while being held by the collar.

The Namgung Family leader continued, ignoring his distress.

"However, we need your testimony to expose the Paecheon Fortress's conspiracy. So I'll spare your life for now."

With those words, he released the collar, causing Jo Un-chil to fall and land hard on his backside on the warehouse floor.

"Owww...!"

"Seven days from now, you will testify in detail about what you did in front of everyone. That's the only way you'll escape my sword."

Trembling under the contemptuous gaze of the Namgung Family leader while clutching his backside and trying to endure the pain, Jo Un-chil nodded frantically.

"Y-yes! I understand. I-I'll do whatever you say as long as you spare my life."

With that answer, the Namgung Family leader pressed his lips together and turned around.

As soon as we followed him out of the warehouse, two sturdy servants closed and locked the warehouse door.

"Guard him strictly. Do not open this door except to bring him meals."

"Yes, sir!"

The Namgung Family leader nodded at the two servants who stood straight and answered energetically, then left the warehouse.

As I followed behind him and Namgung Hyeon, his footsteps suddenly stopped.

Then came a trembling voice.

"...Have we done everything we could?"

It was a weak voice, completely different from the fierce one he had used moments ago.

I suddenly realized that the Namgung Family leader's face looked incomparably haggard compared to when I first met him.

"Seven days. In seven days, the fate of the Namgung Family, hanging by a thread, will be decided."

"Father..."

Namgung Hyeon looked with concern at his father, who seemed particularly burdened.

After standing awkwardly between the father and son for a moment, I scratched my cheek and carefully spoke up.

"We've done everything we can. And we'll continue to prepare thoroughly during the remaining seven days."

"...Young Master Gun."

The father and son turned to look at me.

Looking at the two of them with their similarly solemn expressions, I gave them a bright smile.

"So don't worry too much. Whether it's the martial arts competition or the Paecheon Fortress's conspiracy, we'll crush them all."

The Namgung Family leader's eyes widened at my confident words, and then he burst into hearty laughter.

"Hahaha... Well, when Young Master Gun says it like that, I really believe it will happen."

"I feel the same way."

The heavy atmosphere lifted from their faces.

Fortunately, they seemed to have regained their spirits from my words, as their expressions were much brighter than before.

Nodding inwardly at this sight, I promised Namgung Hyeon that we would resume training tomorrow and returned to the guest quarters.

Upon returning, I immediately looked for Hwa-ryeon.

I needed to tell her about meeting Ju Ho-jeong at Hwawol Pavilion.

Fortunately, Hwa-ryeon hadn't gone anywhere and was standing in the courtyard of the guest quarters.

"Hwa-ryeon."

"G-Gun Young Master!?"

Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened in surprise when she heard me call her.

"Oh, was I interrupting your meditation?"

"N-no. I was just standing here."

Strangely flustered, Hwa-ryeon cleared her throat briefly before looking me straight in the eye.

"So, what is it..."

As she approached me and began speaking, she suddenly stopped mid-sentence and started sniffing.

"W-what? What's wrong?"

"...Perfume scent."

Hwa-ryeon's expression turned ice-cold.

I involuntarily flinched at the sharp gaze that stared directly at me.

W-what? Why the angry face all of a sudden?

"...Young Master."

"Y-yes?"

"Did you perhaps visit a pleasure house?"

...How did she know? She's like a ghost!

"Well, Go Heung had left Jo Un-chil at a pleasure house called Hwawol Pavilion, so I went to get him."

"...I see."

Hwa-ryeon's intensity subsided slightly.

She took a deep breath and returned to her usual expression before asking another question.

"So, what did you want to tell me?"

"Oh, right. I met someone at Hwawol Pavilion..."

*Shiver*

A chill ran down my spine.

Shortly after, Hwa-ryeon's aura began to flare up again.

Why, why is she even angrier than before?

Ch.70 - Lower Heaven Sect
"Young Master, don't you have something to say first before that?"
"...Something to say first?"

Do I?
I tilted my head in confusion, unable to think of anything specific, when Hwa-ryeon let out a long sigh.

"Huuuuuugh..."
"......"

For a moment, that sigh sounded like a dragon's roar.
Instinctively, I realized I needed to choose my words carefully.
One wrong move and I might provoke the dragon's wrath...!

"...Gun Ja-seong."
"Yes, what is it?"
"Regarding last night, don't you have anything to say to me?"

Last night? What does she—oh.

"I don't want to part ways with you... that's why I asked you to stay with me..."

I recalled Hwa-ryeon's soft voice under the bright moonlight.
Oh no... I'd completely forgotten about it!

I looked at Hwa-ryeon with trembling eyes.
Her pupils had already lost focus.
That's the signal that she's one step away from extreme anger.

I need to say the right thing here...!
If I mess up, she might not speak to me for a whole month.
But what should I say?

Since she said she didn't want to part ways with me, should I just say I don't want to part ways either?
No, that's too insincere. She'll immediately notice I completely forgot.

Maybe I should just tell the truth and admit I forgot—no, she'd kill me for that.
Or I could pretend I don't know what she's talking about and run... that would be the worst option.

A thousand thoughts raced through my mind.
As I tried my best not to show my inner turmoil, I suddenly noticed Hwa-ryeon's face.

"......"

Now approaching her twenties, her beauty had fully blossomed, yet was clouded with worry.
The moment I saw that melancholy expression, all the thoughts in my head vanished, and words came out on their own.

"I won't leave you."
"...Pardon?"

Her eyes widened slightly.
Looking directly at her face, tinged red by the sunset, I continued.

"We won't part ways. No matter what hardships or crises come, we will never separate. I promise."

Hwa-ryeon's cold expression gradually melted.
Whether it was the sunset growing stronger or not, her face turned even redder.

"From now on, I'll always be by your side."
"......"

After finishing words I didn't know where they came from, Hwa-ryeon pressed her lips tightly together.
Then she suddenly turned away, facing her back to me.

"Um... Hwa-ryeon?"

Is she still angry? It doesn't feel that way though.
As I tilted my head, trying to gauge her reaction, I heard a tiny, almost inaudible voice.

"...Alright."

Alright? What does that mean? That she's not angry anymore?
I waited for her to say more.

But instead of speaking again, she just walked into her room.
Left staring at the space where she had been, I could only stammer.

"Y-you can't just leave like that..."

I hadn't even mentioned Ju Ho-jeong, and Hwa-ryeon had just gone to her room.

"......"

As the sunset faded away,
I was left alone in the courtyard.

-Whoosh

Like a lie, a gust of wind brushed past me.





*





"Hmm~mmm."
"...Miss?"

Yu Seol, who had just finished her daily training and entered the room, opened her eyes wide at the sight of Hwa-ryeon humming.
Humming? The Miss?

The Hwa-ryeon that Seol knew was normally cold-natured, rarely showing emotions.
Moreover, lately she seemed to have some worries, not sleeping properly and sighing frequently.

"She didn't seem to sleep at all last night either."

But suddenly humming?
She rubbed her eyes with both hands and dug her finger into her ear, but the beautiful melody continued.

"Hmm~mm? Oh, you're here?"

Belatedly noticing Seol had entered the room, Hwa-ryeon greeted her.
The pleasant humming naturally stopped. Seol felt a strange disappointment as she spoke.

"Is your worry over now?"
"Hmm? When was I ever worried?"
"......"

Yes. For the past few days, constantly.
Seol gave her an incredulous look, but Hwa-ryeon ignored it and changed the subject.

"It's almost dinner time. Go wash up."
"...Alright."

Though she didn't understand what had happened, it seemed Hwa-ryeon's worries had finally been resolved.
If they were resolved, that was good.
Thinking simply, Seol left the room and headed for the bathroom.

Once Seol left, the humming resumed.
As Hwa-ryeon started humming again, Ja-seong's last words replayed in her mind.

"From now on, I'll always be by your side."

"...Hmph."

Hwa-ryeon bit her lip desperately.
If she didn't, the muscles around her lips would move on their own and break into a smile.

Her emotions weren't under her control.
It felt like over ten years of mental discipline had gone to waste.

-Thump thump

Placing a hand on her chest, she could feel her heart beating strongly, surprising even herself.
Somehow, the beating seemed to grow stronger as time passed.

"...I don't think I'll be able to sleep properly tonight either."

No, before that, how was she supposed to face Ja-seong?
Just as his last words replayed in her mind again and she covered her face with both hands—

"Hwa-ryeon? Are you in there?"

"G-Gun Young Master?!"

W-why is he looking for me now?
It's too soon after we just parted.
Does he have more to say?

"I'll always be by your side."

C-could it be he wants to say more...!

"What could he possibly want to say...!"

For a moment, all sorts of thoughts tangled in her mind, pulling against each other like a tug-of-war.
The more they pulled, the more tangled they became.

"Um... is this a bad time? Should I come back later?"

At Ja-seong's next words, Hwa-ryeon immediately kicked those thoughts far away.

"N-no. Please come in."

She tried to calm herself as she opened the door.
Ja-seong entered with a small fake cough.

An awkward expression, eyes moving restlessly.
He clearly looked like someone with something difficult to say.

Ignoring the tangled thoughts that were struggling to crawl back, Hwa-ryeon suppressed the trembling in her voice and asked.

"So, what brings you here? Do you have more to say?"
"...Yeah. Something I couldn't say earlier..."

What could it be that he couldn't say earlier?
Hwa-ryeon waited for Ja-seong's words, feeling her heart beat even more fiercely.

After a moment of silence, Ja-seong slowly opened his mouth.
But what came out was something Hwa-ryeon hadn't expected at all.

"...What did you say?"
"I mean... Ju Ho-jeong, the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress, is here in Hefei."

Hwa-ryeon's mind went blank at Ja-seong's words.
Who did he say was here? Ju Ho-jeong?

"Goodness! How do you get hurt every single day?"
"Hehehe..."

A naive smile flashed in her memory.
In her childhood, when Paecheon Fortress was her entire world, she had one friend.

A boy who was older than her but always got scratched up everywhere, who would secretly come to her for treatment when he was hurt.

He was Hwa-ryeon's first friend despite their four-year age gap, and now he was the son of her enemy.

And that man was now in Hefei.
Hwa-ryeon's expression naturally grew complicated.





*





Around the time Ja-seong was telling Hwa-ryeon about Ju Ho-jeong,
The subject of their conversation, Ju Ho-jeong himself, was leaving Hwawol Pavilion, heavily drunk and supported by his guards.

"Hahaha. Madam, that Wonggongju... was truly the finest wine of my life. Worth every bit of a thousand gold pieces."
"I'm glad you enjoyed it, sir."

The Hwawol Pavilion madam respectfully saw Ho-jeong off.
Ho-jeong waved his hand sloppily at the madam as he left. The madam, who had been keeping her head bowed, slightly raised it to watch his retreating figure.
A woman who had appeared behind the madam asked.

"Should we follow him?"

The madam shook her head at the question.

"No, there's no need to create unnecessary trouble."

Though they had other motives, on the surface they had curried favor by offering Wonggongju as a bribe.
It was an indirect message that the Lower Heaven Sect had no intention of going against Paecheon Fortress.

It would be unwise to act suspiciously and raise the other party's guard.
The woman nodded in agreement with the madam's judgment, then continued her report.

"That man from earlier today is hiding near Hwawol Pavilion."

That man from earlier.
The madam immediately understood who the woman was referring to.
The insolent man who had tried to assault a courtesan at Hwawol Pavilion, a branch of the Lower Heaven Sect.

"...He still hasn't come to his senses."

The madam muttered coldly before asking.

"Is it confirmed that he was expelled from Paecheon Fortress?"
"Yes. I haven't confirmed if his dantian was destroyed, but his movements are different from usual."

To have reached the end of his life as a martial artist, yet still not come to his senses.

"...No. Perhaps that's precisely why he's lost his reason and is acting out."

Judging by how he tried to force himself on a courtesan, he probably thought he was something special as a martial artist of Paecheon Fortress.

But then he was ruined because of a mere courtesan, so seeking revenge would seem natural to him.
At least, that's probably how he saw it.

"Is there a possibility he might target the Young Lord?"
"Given that there have been no reports of him moving, I don't think so. He's probably after Sohye."
"...What a filthy man."

Strictly speaking, his condition was due to the Young Lord's punishment.
Yet he doesn't dare confront the Young Lord and instead targets a powerless courtesan?

That's not revenge or anything else. It's just taking out his frustrations.
Judging there wasn't even a shred of sympathy to be had, the madam turned and entered Hwawol Pavilion.

"What about the Sect Leader?"
"He's already moving. Since the man was expelled from Paecheon Fortress, there's nothing holding us back."

Ch.71 - Lower Heaven Sect
In a shadowy alley near the Hwawol Pavilion.

"Huff... huff...!"

A martial artist from Paecheon Fortress. No, a man now expelled from Paecheon Fortress glared at the Hwawol Pavilion with bloodshot eyes.

*I'll kill her. I'll definitely kill her.*

In his mind, the courtesan Sohye's impudent face appeared vividly.

How dare she reject me.
A lowly courtesan like her, thinking she could get away with humiliating me like this?
The man looked down at the sharp dagger hidden in his clothes.

*Before I kill you, I'll mutilate that impudent face of yours...!*

The man let out a sinister laugh at the thought of turning Sohye's face into a mess with his dagger.

*Ah, of course, I should slowly savor that body of hers first.*

Even as his mind was clouded by excitement and rage, the man openly revealed his base desires.
Suddenly, his face contorted in pain.

"Ugh...!"

The man clutched his lower abdomen.
He felt a dull pain in his dantian area.
However, the internal energy gathered in his body had not yet dispersed.

Surprisingly, he had not yet lost his dantian.
His former comrades at Paecheon Fortress, considering their past relationship, had merely given him a shock instead of destroying his dantian before expelling him.

Though this alone was serious enough to require days of recovery, he chose revenge over healing.

*As if I could focus on recovery while leaving that woman alone...!*

The fact that it was Ho-jeong who had punished him had long disappeared from the man's mind.
Even in his rage-induced state, he didn't dare to target Ho-jeong.

Yet he had no hesitation directing his anger at a seemingly defenseless courtesan—truly a convenient target for his rage.

The man suppressed the dull pain in his dantian with anger and slowly emerged from the alley, approaching the Hwawol Pavilion.

"It's a lovely night, isn't it?"

A beautiful voice like rolling jade reached his ears.

"...Huh?"

The man quickly turned his head at the unfamiliar voice from behind, and his eyes instantly glazed over.

A fairy stood before his eyes.

Under the moonlight that illuminated the earth after the sun had completely disappeared.
An enchanting beauty surrounded by a subtle aura, more captivating than anyone he had ever seen, was smiling seductively at him.

Could Daji, who corrupted King Zhou, have been like this?

Just facing that enchanting smile made the anger toward the courtesan melt away like snow in his mind.
All that remained was admiration and worship for the woman before him.

"M-miss, who are you? Please, at least tell me your name."
"I am Soha, Ye So-ha."

Ye So-ha.
The man muttered her name over and over.

While he continued murmuring Soha's name, she slowly walked toward him.

"...Huh!?"

Startled to find Soha suddenly smiling right in front of him, the man stepped back, tripped over his own feet, and fell on his backside.

"Oh my, are you alright?"

As Soha looked down at him with concerned eyes, the man quickly got up and laughed awkwardly.

"Ah, hahaha! I'm fine. What kind of man would I be if I couldn't endure this much pain?"
"Indeed, you truly are a real man."

Soha nodded with a mysterious smile.
Seeing the man tense up even more at her words, Soha's smile deepened.

"I have a favor to ask of a true man like yourself, would that be alright?"
"Of course! Just name it!"

The man readily agreed to grant a favor to a woman whose identity he didn't even know, despite having just met her.
To any third party, it would have seemed extremely unnatural, but he himself didn't even consider this.

To make matters worse, an extremely strange request came from Soha's lips.

"Then, would you cut off your right hand and destroy your dantian for me?"

It was strange. No, it was an absurd request.
Suddenly asking him to harm himself? What kind of insane request was this?

At such a request that made one question Soha's mental state, the man should naturally have refused angrily...

"Of course! I can certainly do that for you!"

...but he didn't.
As if it were a very simple task, without any hesitation, he drew the dagger hidden in his clothes and cut off his right hand.

-Slash

Ignoring even the pain in his dantian, he swung the blade with his internal energy, and his right hand fell off too easily.
Blood gushed from the severed surface, soaking the ground.

"Ugh..."

The man who had cut off his own right hand let out a painful groan but still forced a smile as if nothing was wrong.
Even after cutting off his right hand—second only to the dantian in importance to a martial artist—seeming impressive to Soha appeared to be his top priority.

-Stab!

Finally, he deeply stabbed the dagger into his lower abdomen, completely destroying his dantian.
The man fell to his knees, overwhelmed by the immense powerlessness that came from the dispersal of internal energy he had accumulated throughout his lifetime.

"Grrr...!"

With a face flushed red and bloodshot eyes.
He forced a smile despite looking like he might faint at any moment.

"H-how is this? I-I told you this much was easy, didn't I?"
"Indeed, you truly are a real man. Let me give you a gift for such a man."

Soha approached the man.
In her hand was a winter cherry blossom.
The winter cherry blossom with petals as red as blood was placed in the man's one remaining hand.

"Well then, I'll be going now."

After handing over the winter cherry blossom, Soha turned away without any lingering attachment.

"W-wait...! Please wait a moment! Please, please let me see your face just once more...!"

The man crawled like an insect on the ground, trying to follow Soha with his body that had no strength left.
But his struggle didn't last long.
His consciousness gradually faded due to the continued bleeding from his right wrist.

"P-please... just once... more..."

The man finally lost consciousness and collapsed.
In his left hand was a deep red winter cherry blossom.

Meanwhile, Soha, who had been walking away from the man, suddenly snapped her fingers.

-Snap!

Instantly, the subtle aura surrounding her disappeared.

"How was it? The 'Aura of Enchantment'?"
"It works well. But it's unnecessary."

As soon as the aura disappeared, Hong appeared beside Soha as if she had been waiting.
Hong, who had been full of expectations, puffed her cheeks at Soha's scathing evaluation.

"What do you mean unnecessary? You saw it yourself, Sect Leader. That trash did everything you told him to do with that stupid look on his face."
"I'll admit that. But was there really a need to do it that way? You could have just cut off his head in one go and stabbed his abdomen once—that would have been the end of it. It would have been much faster."

Soha recalled the scene of the man harming himself and made a sour expression.

"And honestly, it felt a bit uncomfortable to use. The way he acted was like he was under some black magic... what do they call it here? Soul-Snatching Art? Something like that."
"H-how dare you compare it to such a thing!?"

Hong jumped up at Soha's words.

"Soul-Snatching Art injects dark magic power into the head to forcibly make someone follow orders! This technique wraps a subtle aura of enchantment around the caster's body! The principles are clearly different!"

*It would all look the same to someone who doesn't know the difference anyway.*

Soha thought to herself but didn't voice it aloud.
She knew from long experience that saying it would only result in Hong getting upset.

"Anyway, this completely wraps up our business in Hefei."
"So what will you do now? Will you go after that young master, the 'Warrior of Prophecy'?"

Hong made a sulky expression as she mentioned Ja-seong.
She was still upset that Soha hadn't told her earlier about him being the Warrior of Prophecy she had been searching for all these years.

Soha smiled at Hong's expression, finding it cute, and stroked her head before shaking her own.

"No, let's just observe for now. I think I made him wary from our first meeting, so I'll need to take time to build a connection."

Soha thought about what happened at the tea house earlier today and smiled bitterly.
The problem was that she had been too excited after finally finding the person she had been searching for.

Wanting to surprise him playfully, she had used the technique "Silent Step" to approach him, only to make him wary.

*If I had known, I wouldn't have used the technique.*

There was no use regretting it now.
Shrugging her shoulders, Soha put on the veil Hong handed her as soon as they reached the main street where the Hwawol Pavilion was located.

Just then, Cheong appeared silently.

"I've returned."
"So, how was our warrior doing?"

Cheong had been secretly following Ja-seong on Soha's orders.
She had just returned after confirming that Ja-seong had entered the Namgung Family estate and investigating how he came to stay there.

Cheong explained in detail what she had found out to Soha.
After hearing this, Soha rubbed her chin and muttered.

"The Namgung Family... are they trying to prevent Paecheon Fortress from taking over Hefei?"

Having already heard about the internal affairs of Hefei from the owner of the Hwawol Pavilion, Soha immediately grasped Ja-seong's purpose.
But she couldn't figure out his reason.

"I apologize. It seems there's some kind of reason, but I couldn't find out what it was."

Cheong bowed her head with an apologetic expression.
Soha stroked her head to comfort her.

"It's alright. We can find out gradually. What you've learned is enough for now."

Yes. It was enough.
It was an encouraging achievement just to discover that the Warrior of Prophecy and they were facing the same enemy.

*If we continue moving in the same direction, we'll eventually cross paths.*

Looking forward to that day, Soha returned to the Hwawol Pavilion with Hong and Cheong.

And after seven days and nights,
The day of the martial arts competition that would determine the fate of the Namgung Family dawned.

Ch.72 - Martial Arts Competition Begins
The seven days and nights passed by in the blink of an eye.
During that time, which felt incredibly short, I did my best to perfect the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" with Namgung Hyeon.

Whether our efforts were meaningful will be revealed at today's martial arts tournament.

"Are you ready?"
"Of course. I see you're prepared as well, Young Master Gun."

Namgung Hyeon and I were both dressed in matching blue martial arts uniforms prepared for today.

"Thank you, Miss Seol. I didn't expect you to prepare one for me as well as for the Young Master."
"Of course I should. Whatever the reason, you're working so hard for the Namgung Family."

When I expressed my gratitude, Miss Seol shook her head as if it was nothing. Then she looked at Namgung Hyeon with a hint of concern on her face.

"...Master."
"Bing Mei, don't worry too much. We've done our best, so we'll surely bring back good results."
"Yes, I believe you."

The wistful looks they exchanged.
In an instant, the two of them fell into their own little world.

Feeling inexplicably irritated by the scene, I turned away and slipped over to where Hwa-ryeon, Seol, and Master were standing.
Looking at Master, I grinned and said:

"You must be disappointed to miss such a good show?"

It was only natural, but the three of them had decided to stay at the estate rather than attend the tournament.
There might be someone among the Paecheon Fortress martial artists who could recognize them.

"Disappointed indeed. Just don't get hurt showing off."
"Be careful."

Master worried about me in his usual gruff manner, while Seol expressed her concern more honestly.
It was nice that she worried, but the little one's face showed too much anxiety.

To ease her worry, I vigorously messed up her hair.

"Shaaak!?"

Seol hissed like a cat with her hair in disarray.
I grinned at her angry expression, then finally turned to Hwa-ryeon.

"I'll be going now."
"......"

Hwa-ryeon silently looked at me.
Actually, since the day I delivered the news that Ju Ho-jeong had come to Hefei, I hadn't had a proper conversation with Hwa-ryeon.

Whenever I tried to start a conversation, her complicated expression made me lose the will to continue.
But today, at least, her expression wasn't bad, as if she had cleared the complex thoughts from her mind.

Relieved by this, I was about to return to Namgung Hyeon when Hwa-ryeon stopped me.

"Wait a moment."
"Hm? What is it?"

Hwa-ryeon approached me and pulled something out from inside her clothes.
When I received and examined it, it was a very old charm pouch.

"I received it when I was young. They say it protects whoever carries it, so take it with you."

Looking at the worn pouch, I teased Hwa-ryeon with a playful smile.

"Come on, how could that be? I didn't know you believed in such superstitions."

-Crack

A prominent vein appeared on Hwa-ryeon's forehead.
She quickly reached for my hand holding the charm pouch.

"Give it back if you don't want it!"
"Hey now, you can't give something and then take it back."

I narrowly avoided Hwa-ryeon's hand, which had become quite fast, and quickly tucked the pouch inside my clothes.

"Since you gave it to me, I'll believe in it just for today."

I patted the safely stored charm pouch over my uniform.
Hwa-ryeon, who had been watching silently, strangely averted her gaze and stepped back.

Why is she being shy?
As I smiled at her expression, I sensed the presence of the Namgung Family Head.

When I turned my head, I saw the Namgung Family Head approaching with large strides, dressed in a clean blue martial arts uniform like Namgung Hyeon and me.
Behind him, Jo Un-chil followed hesitantly with his face covered by a veil.

"Hyeon, Young Master Gun. Are you both ready?"
"Yes."
"Of course."

The Namgung Family Head nodded firmly at our answers and turned to Master.

"Brother Yeo. Then I'll leave the estate in your care for a while."
"Don't worry and go. I'll guard it well."

Seemingly reassured by Master's confident declaration, the Namgung Family Head turned toward the main gate with a more relaxed expression.

"Let's go."
"Yes!"

And so we left the estate.
Our destination was the center of Hefei, the martial arts tournament venue prepared by Paecheon Fortress.

*

At the martial arts tournament venue set up in the center of Hefei.
The martial artists of Paecheon Fortress had already arrived and were waiting.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Cheol-u, who was warming up right in front of the arena, suddenly looked around.
Besides the Paecheon Fortress martial artists, many citizens of Hefei had taken their seats at the venue.

Well, it makes sense. Today marks the fall of the Namgung Family, who have ruled as the hegemon of Anhui for many years.
It's natural they'd want to witness it firsthand.
As he finished this thought and continued warming up, a rigid voice came from behind.

"Are you finished preparing?"

Immediately recognizing the voice's owner, Cheol-u straightened his posture and bowed respectfully.

"Master Cho. You've arrived."

Cho Un-yeop, the peerless master of Paecheon Fortress known by the title "Spear that pierces opponents in the blink of an eye," nodded while holding his beloved spear and examined the arena.

"Quite a spacious arena."
"Yes. We made it a bit wider to prevent cheap tricks like ring-outs."

At Cheol-u's boastful words implying he would crush his opponent without resorting to such tactics, Un-yeop quietly warned:

"Don't lower your guard. We still haven't identified the villain who killed the Head of the Heavenly Light Unit."
"...If he really is from the Namgung Family, he'll appear at today's tournament."

Cheol-u's face hardened as he recalled his superior who had died a violent death.
According to O-jak's observation, the villain who overwhelmingly defeated Sa Gong-chan, Head of the Heavenly Light Unit.

Though he didn't understand how it was possible, now that he knew of this existence, he wouldn't let his guard down.

"Whoever shows up, I'll crush them with full force from the start."

Cheol-u would be the first to represent Paecheon Fortress in this tournament.
Un-yeop nodded heavily at his determination.
Seeing this, Cheol-u smiled boldly.

"Since I'm going first, I'll make sure you won't need to step in, Master Cho."

Un-yeop was scheduled right after Cheol-u, as the last contestant.
The Paecheon Fortress side had prepared only two martial artists for the competition.

This was partly out of pride, believing they couldn't possibly lose to the Namgung Family, which had become a toothless tiger after losing many of its masters, and partly out of faith in the master Cho Un-yeop.

'Today, according to plan, we'll win the martial arts tournament and take Hefei.'

Feeling that the end of a year-long mission was in sight, Cheol-u clenched his fist.
And at that very moment, a commotion was heard from the entrance of the venue.

"Looks like they're here."

Following Un-yeop's murmur, Cheol-u raised his head to see their opponents for today making their appearance.
Only four people appeared.

The Family Head Namgung Seon-u and the Young Master Namgung Hyeon.
And the sleek-looking servant who resembled a pillar of support who had come with them last time, along with a small man with his face covered.

'The servant is probably just here to attend to them, but who's that guy with the covered face?'

Could he be the Namgung Family's hidden ace? Is he the one who killed the unit head?
Thinking this might be plausible, Cheol-u glared fiercely at the small man with the veil, Jo Un-chil.

'Hee, heek...!'

Of course, Un-chil cowered completely under that murderous gaze.

Anyway, as the Namgung Family entered the venue without hesitation, the attention of the citizens who had come to watch the tournament focused on them.
Of course, those gazes were not particularly friendly.

To the citizens who didn't know the details, the Namgung Family was practically the cause of their impoverished lives.
Probably many among those present were hoping for the Namgung Family's defeat.

"Indeed, they don't seem very welcoming."

Namgung Hyeon murmured bitterly.
Hearing this, Namgung Seon-u spoke with dignity:

"There's no need to be intimidated. When all the truth is revealed and our martial artists who went out to investigate return, those gazes will change."
"...Yes!"

Namgung Hyeon nodded firmly.
The group soon stood before Cheol-u and Un-yeop, who were waiting in front of the arena.

"It's been a while, Lord Namgung."
"Indeed it has, Vice Head of the Heavenly Light Unit."

Cheol-u stepped forward first and gave a fist-palm salute to Namgung Seon-u.
After returning the greeting, Seon-u turned his gaze to Un-yeop, who was holding his spear.

"...I guessed when I heard that the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress had come to Hefei, but is that the renowned 'Instant Spear' Cho Un-yeop?"
"Yes. After hearing about our Head's tragic incident, he agreed to help us. The outcome of this tournament will likely be decided by the match between you and Master Cho."
"...I see."

With a strange expression at Cheol-u's words, Namgung Seon-u looked at Un-yeop and gave a small bow.
Un-yeop also returned the greeting with a bow, and with that brief exchange of courtesies, the two sides separated and headed to their respective places.

*

Meanwhile, in the front row of the spectator seats at the edge of the venue, where the arena was clearly visible, sat a man and a woman with their faces covered by veils.
The man was surprised to see Ja-seong, who had come with the Namgung Family people, and widened his eyes.

"That's..."
"...What's wrong?"

The woman beside him, Chil-ji, gave him a puzzled look.
In response, the man, Ho-jeong, quickly composed himself.

"No, it's nothing."

Though he pretended to be nonchalant on the outside, Ho-jeong was quite shocked internally.

'I can't believe that friend was with the Namgung Family.'

Though the details were slightly different, not knowing Ja-seong's exact circumstances, he couldn't help but think that way.
Moreover, thinking this way made sense of why Ja-seong had been strangely wary of him.

'Because I'm the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress trying to crush their family.'

Ho-jeong smiled bitterly.
Somehow, he always seemed to end up in opposition to people he liked.

-Rustle

He rolled up his right sleeve and looked down at his forearm.
In the middle of his forearm was an old scar that must have been there for well over ten years.

-Goodness! What if you get hurt every day?

Looking at the scar, he felt as if he could hear a chattering girl's voice.
He could almost see the tiny fingers that had applied medicine to his wound and clumsily wrapped a bandage around it, overlapping with the scar.

'...Where are you now?'

Are you living well? Are you not sick or hurt anywhere?
Silently repeating questions that he couldn't know the answers to—and shouldn't know—Ho-jeong let out a small sigh.

Ch.73 - Martial Arts Competition Begins
I looked at the two men sitting on the opposite side of the arena.

"Judging by the lack of others, it seems only those two will be representing Paecheon Fortress."
"They're underestimating us. They're acting confident because they think we're already defeated prey."

Such an attitude would feel insulting to a major family that had dominated Anhui Province for generations.
Indeed, Namgung Hyeon immediately frowned when he heard my words.

"......."

In contrast, perhaps due to his experience as the family head? The Namgung Family leader showed no particular reaction.
But even if he didn't show it outwardly, he must have felt uncomfortable all the same.

"They'll deeply regret that confidence."
"Hmm."

The Namgung Family leader silently nodded at my bold declaration.
And after some time passed, the final guest of this tournament finally made his appearance.

"That must be the Regional Lord of Yeoju Prefecture."

A platform had been prepared near the arena.
Seats for officials from Yeoju Prefecture and Hefei County were arranged on the platform.

And at the center.
Someone approached and sat down without hesitation in the most elaborate and largest chair.
His attitude showed he had no doubt this seat belonged to him.

I observed the middle-aged man who had taken his seat.

With a stern expression that revealed nothing of his thoughts, he exuded quite a dignified atmosphere.
The Hefei County Magistrate was sticking close beside him, rubbing his palms together and flattering him, but the man didn't even glance his way.

That person is the Regional Lord.
The actual leader who received direct authority to govern Yeoju Prefecture from the Great Ming Empire's emperor.
The biggest variable in our plan.

I slightly tilted my head toward the Namgung Family leader and asked.

"Are you really sure the Regional Lord isn't involved in this matter?"

My plan was to win the martial arts tournament to prove that the Namgung Family still deserved to maintain law enforcement rights in Anhui, and to expose Paecheon Fortress's conspiracy in front of everyone.
The intention was to reveal the conspiracy before many witnesses, making it impossible for even the Regional Lord to ignore it.

But there was a small element of uncertainty.
If the Regional Lord was truly determined, he could find some way to ignore it.

For example, he could kill a few protesting citizens as an example to silence everyone else.
I didn't think the situation would deteriorate that badly, but there's a reason for the saying "assumptions can kill."

Though it was a very small possibility, the potential consequences were too fatal to simply ignore.

Because of this, I had seriously considered going to the Yeoju Prefecture's Defense Office during the past seven days and nights to investigate the Regional Lord.
The one who stopped me was the Namgung Family leader himself.

"The Regional Lord is not that kind of person. Regardless of its founding background, Paecheon Fortress is a martial arts sect. He's not someone who would tolerate collusion between officials and martial arts sects."
"Are you certain? If we make a mistake, everything could be for nothing."
"I'm certain, on my brother's honor."

At the Namgung Family leader's firm words, I shrugged with a small sigh.
Since he was so certain, there was no point in arguing further. I could only hope his confidence was justified.

"Everyone, attention-!"

While we were talking, all the seats on the platform had been filled.
The Hefei County Magistrate, who had secured the seat closest to the Regional Lord, stood up and stepped forward.

"Citizens of Hefei! Today we have gathered to determine which side—the Namgung Family or Paecheon Fortress—is more qualified to be in charge of maintaining order in Hefei and Anhui!"

Whether it was because his obesity gave him good vocal projection, his voice resonated throughout the tournament grounds.
The magistrate used that volume to briefly explain the rules of the martial arts tournament.

The tournament rules were best three out of five.
The side that wins three matches first takes the victory.
Defeat is determined by becoming incapacitated or forfeiting, and falling outside the arena counts as a loss.

"Now, let the martial arts tournament begin!"

-Waaah-!

Cheers erupted from all directions.
Namgung Hyeon took a small deep breath, perhaps nervous from the sounds coming from the packed audience.

"Are you nervous?"
"...Yes. It seems my opponent will be the Great Force Blade Lord."

The first contestant from our side was Namgung Hyeon.
I could have gone first, but he had volunteered to go first, saying that the Namgung Family's fate couldn't be left entirely to an outsider.

And from Paecheon Fortress's side, the relatively weaker one, Tak Cheol-u, the vice leader of the Heavenly Light Unit, would likely come out first.

"Tak Cheol-u is not an opponent that can be faced at the late Foundation level. He's a master who has proven his skills through numerous battles. Probably ten out of ten would be certain of my defeat."

Namgung Hyeon was speaking realistically.
An air of resignation could be felt in his voice, as if defeat was predetermined.

Losing momentum from the start like this could cost us even a winnable battle.
To boost Namgung Hyeon's spirits, I spoke of an ideal scenario.

"Then if the Young Master defeats the Great Force Blade Lord, your fame will spread throughout the entire Central Plains, right?"
"...Pardon?"
"Think about it. If you overcome a certain defeat and achieve victory, everyone will be ecstatic. Wouldn't everyone cheer for a young master who turned the impossible into possible?"

Namgung Hyeon's face momentarily went blank at my words.
And gradually, something hot began to rise in his eyes.
A flame called 'desire.'

Seeing Namgung Hyeon's face change quite pleasingly, I smiled.

Yes, this is what a martial artist should be.
Those who constantly train to become stronger, to gain power, and who desire to fight and win according to their competitive spirit to enhance their reputation.

"Go and give him a good hit. Let's show them that their nasty plan has gone wrong."
"...Yes!"

Answering with a more powerful voice than before, Namgung Hyeon suddenly burst into laughter.

"At times like this, Gun Young Master seems like an older brother to me."
"...Ahaha."

I laughed awkwardly at his words.
In truth, if I counted my previous life, it wasn't that far from the truth, but if I said that, I'd be treated like a madman.

"First contestants, please come up to the arena!"

Just then came the judge's call.
Namgung Hyeon, his face now stern, stepped forward.

"It's starting. Then, I'll go first."
"Go. Fight proudly as the Young Master of the great Namgung Family."
"Yes."

With the Namgung Family leader's encouragement behind him, Namgung Hyeon climbed onto the arena.
As we expected, the Great Force Blade Lord Tak Cheol-u followed, and the two faced each other at the center of the arena.

True to his title, Tak Cheol-u had climbed up with a massive blade slung over his shoulder as big as himself, and looked down at Namgung Hyeon, who barely reached his shoulder, with a bitter smile.
He clearly didn't consider Namgung Hyeon a worthy opponent.

"Well, looks like I'll be handing the humiliation of defeat to the Young Master of the Namgung Family."
"......."

Seeing Namgung Hyeon silently looking up at him, Tak Cheol-u clicked his tongue briefly and continued.

"I won't say anything harsh. Just forfeit. You know as well as I do that it's impossible for you to defeat me."
"...We'll see. We can't determine the outcome without fighting first."

At Namgung Hyeon's words, Tak Cheol-u raised one eyebrow, then smirked and shook his head.

"If you insist on refusing the cup of courtesy and receiving the cup of punishment instead... fine. I'll grant your wish."

With those final words, the two martial artists stepped back to their respective positions.
Seeing the two glaring at each other, the judge shouted loudly.

"Then, begin!"

It was the start of the first match.





*






As soon as the judge shouted, Namgung Hyeon and Cheol-u rushed at each other simultaneously.

"Huaaap!"

-Woong!

Cheol-u swung his massive blade with an intense battle cry.
The sound of air being torn apart was ominous.

'I can't block it. I have to dodge.'

Seeing the great blade falling toward his head, Namgung Hyeon immediately used his footwork to avoid it.

-Kwaaang!

The great blade embedded itself in the arena floor.
A cloud of dust rose with the intense explosion, obscuring vision.

Right after that, another sound of air being cut.
The great blade was swung horizontally through the dust cloud.

"...!"

Namgung Hyeon's eyes widened in surprise.
He hadn't expected someone to swing a weapon of such mass immediately after the first strike.

Indeed, the Great Force Blade Lord had tremendous physical strength befitting his title.
After briefly admiring his opponent, Namgung Hyeon quickly assessed the situation.

Cheol-u's great blade had already reached within arm's length.
It was too late to dodge.
Then the only option was to block with all his might.

Namgung Hyeon immediately employed the "Heavenly Thunder Protection Art."

Blue lightning raced across his skin.
The target was his right side where the great blade was coming.
Just as the blue lightning wrapped around Namgung Hyeon's side, Cheol-u's blade cut into it.

-Kwaaang!

"Kugh...!"

With a violent explosion, Namgung Hyeon's body was flung away.
It was a precarious situation—if he remained passive, he would fall outside the arena and lose.

Gritting his teeth, Namgung Hyeon stabbed his sword into the arena floor.

-Kakakak!

After cutting about a foot into the arena floor, the sword finally stopped his retreat. Namgung Hyeon had barely managed to stop at the very edge of the arena, just before falling out.

"Phew...."

Breathing a small sigh of relief, Namgung Hyeon walked back to the center of the arena while checking his side.
Fortunately, thanks to the "Heavenly Thunder Protection Art" doing its job, only his martial robe was torn, while his body remained intact.

'No, not entirely intact.'

His face hardened as he felt the delayed pain in his side.
He hadn't expected the impact to penetrate through the protection of the "Heavenly Thunder Protection Art."

He was freshly reminded that the person he was facing was a master of a higher level than himself.

Ch.74 - Namgung Hyeon's Fight
"That was my full-strength attack, yet not even a scratch. You're more impressive than I thought."

Cheol-u raised one corner of his mouth.
It was an expression of admiration for how well the other man was holding up, better than expected.
At the same time, it was also an expression of continued confidence in his own victory.

Seeing that expression, the sense of defeat that had subsided thanks to Ja-seong's words seemed to rise back to the surface.

*No, not yet.*

Namgung Hyeon steeled himself.
The opponent was clearly a formidable enemy.
But as the Young Master of the House of the Namgung Family, as a martial artist, he couldn't give up without properly fighting just because he was intimidated by his enemy's might.

Besides...

*I haven't shown anything yet.*

Yes, he hadn't shown anything yet.
None of the results of all his hard work.

*Even if I lose, I'll pour everything I have into this fight.*

Namgung Hyeon's eyes shone with determination.

"Hmm?"

Cheol-u's eyes twitched as he observed Namgung Hyeon emitting an intense gaze.
He thought he had demonstrated the difference in their levels, but his opponent still showed no intention of giving up.

*Is it a martial artist's spirit? Or the pride of a great family?*

Whatever it was, it would be disrespectful to continue holding back when his opponent was so determined.
The person standing before him was a dignified martial artist before being a promising later-stage disciple.

"...If that's how it is."

Cheol-u smiled slightly, then hardened his face and glared at Namgung Hyeon while raising his energy.
An aura incomparable to before spread in all directions.

"...!"

Realizing that his opponent was now serious, Namgung Hyeon also hardened his expression and adjusted his grip on his sword.
Then, an aura likewise rose from his body and began pushing back against Cheol-u's aura.

However, proving his relative lack of internal energy, Namgung Hyeon's aura couldn't properly push back Cheol-u's.

*As expected, the difference in power is unavoidable.*

Seeing this, Cheol-u couldn't help but feel disappointed.
No matter how good one's spirit might be, the difference in internal energy couldn't be overcome.
Having secretly admired Namgung Hyeon's gallantry, he felt regretful in many ways.

And then, with a sudden change, that regret flew far away.

*...What is this?*

Cheol-u tilted his head, feeling a strange sensation.
Namgung Hyeon's aura clearly couldn't match his.
That should have been the case, but...

*Then what is this pressure?*

His senses were betraying his perception.
Namgung Hyeon's aura was breaking through Cheol-u's aura and pressing against him.

It felt as if all the aura was being concentrated on him, creating an illusion.

*...No. This is no illusion.*

The aura emitted by Namgung Hyeon was definitely being concentrated on him.
Controlling the aura itself?
Cheol-u couldn't hide his surprise at the appearance of a concept he had never even considered.

And beyond that concentrated aura, Namgung Hyeon was preparing to unleash his martial arts.
Lowering his upper body and pulling his sword in his right hand toward his chest.

*...That stance?*

In the case of great families that had flourished for many years, their martial arts were quite well-known to the world.

Having attacked and faced Namgung Family martial artists who had been on patrol over the past year multiple times, Cheol-u was familiar with their forms and movements.
Therefore, he could be certain.

*That's not the Cheonpung Sword Technique.*

None of the forms in the Cheonpung Sword Technique took such a stance.
What could it be...?

Cheol-u frowned as he looked at Namgung Hyeon.
And in the moment he blinked, Namgung Hyeon disappeared from his sight.

"What...?"

At that moment, Un-yeop, who was sitting in the Paecheon Fortress section, rose from his seat with eyes wide in astonishment, and Ho-jeong, sitting in the audience, leaned his upper body forward.

It was after Cheol-u had determined Namgung Hyeon's position.

-Swish!

The sound of a sword cutting through air, so familiar to martial artists.
Following that sound, he looked down to see Namgung Hyeon burrowing into his chest and swinging his sword.

*What is this...!?*

Cheol-u's abdomen was struck by Namgung Hyeon's sword as he stood in shock.

Boundless Sky Sword Technique First Form, Sky's First Flash.

As it had been in the hearts of countless martial arts fiction writers, the sword symbolizing the endless blue sky unfolded in Namgung's hand.

"Kuhk!?"

With a cry of shock, Cheol-u's body retreated backward.
The retreat was only three steps.

Compared to Namgung Hyeon, who had been thrown completely backward earlier, it was too short a distance, but he had clearly been pushed back.

Namgung Hyeon, merely a later-stage disciple, had made a master known as the Great Force Hegemon retreat. Everyone who witnessed this amazing sight opened their eyes wide.

-The Great Force Hegemon...!
-Huh...

The audience wasn't just composed of ordinary citizens unrelated to the martial world.
Martial artists who had heard about the martial arts tournament by chance, or those who had come to see what would happen to Anhui in the future, were mixed among the spectators.

They all captured the movement Namgung Hyeon had just shown, and its result, with their eyes.

*Is this the emergence of a new dragon?*

Everyone held their breath and focused on the martial arts stage.

"...Kuk."

Meanwhile, Cheol-u hardened his face in humiliation at having been pushed back by a young later-stage disciple.
However, as a martial artist who had gone through thick and thin while carrying out missions for Paecheon Fortress, he knew how foolish it was to lose his composure during battle.

So rather than getting angry, he chose to recall the unbelievable situation he had just experienced.

*The distance between me and that guy was about two zhang.*

Two zhang wasn't a very long distance.
But it wasn't a distance that could be crossed in the blink of an eye like Namgung Hyeon had just done.

For a human, such movement shouldn't be possible.
Like a ghost... Ghost?

"...Hmm?"

Cheol-u's thoughts suddenly stopped.

*What did I just...?*

Ghost-like movement.
He had heard such a description directly not long ago.

-He, he flashed here and there right before my eyes and in an instant... It was truly ghost-like movement...!

A thug caught in the county office's prison.
The one who had witnessed the moment the Chief died had definitely said that. That the murderer's movements were like a ghost's.

The murderer who showed ghost-like movements, and Namgung Hyeon.
Sparks flew from Cheol-u's eyes.

"It was you...!"
"...?"

Namgung Hyeon was puzzled by his muttering.
Seeing this truly detestable appearance, Cheol-u's eyes became bloodshot.

Cheol-u had maintained his composure despite the humiliation of taking a hit from a youngster.
However, he couldn't maintain his composure when faced with the enemy who had killed his Chief and colleague, with whom he had shared joys and sorrows for over ten years.

"Kuheong-!"

Cheol-u charged at Namgung Hyeon like a raging bull driven by anger.
His huge body and the great blade comparable to his size closed in.

Namgung Hyeon was flustered by the clear killing intent felt from his expression and aura, but calmly stepped through his footwork to avoid the attack.
Then he asked the attacker for the reason.

"Why, why are you doing this?"
"Why? You ask why? Don't you know?!"

-Woong! Woong!

The great blade swung through the air was very threatening.
It emitted a fierce aura as if it would crush Namgung Hyeon at any moment.

"Something seems strange..."
"Hmm, his momentum is unusual."

Seeing this, Ja-seong and Namgung Seon-u wore perplexed expressions.
Ja-seong in particular even suspected that they might be trying to kill Namgung Hyeon under the pretense of a mistake.

Thinking that he might have to intervene in the match if necessary, Ja-seong looked sharply at Un-yeop sitting on the opposite side.
But wasn't Un-yeop himself looking at Cheol-u with a very confused face?

*They didn't know either? Then is Tak Cheol-u going berserk on his own?*

Why? Was he that embarrassed about taking a hit from Namgung Hyeon?

While Ja-seong, who hadn't realized he was the cause, tilted his head in confusion, Cheol-u's storm-like attacks continued.

"Uaaaa-!"
"Kuk...!"

Namgung Hyeon, who had been continuously stepping back to avoid the attacks, gritted his teeth.
If he kept retreating like this, he would truly lose by going out of bounds.

*I don't know why he's acting like this, but I can't just keep taking it.*

He needed to break the enemy's attack and turn from defense to offense.
And just then, the perfect opportunity he had been waiting for arrived.

-Kagagak-!

The great blade roughly scraped the floor of the stage as it was swung upward.
Seeing this, Namgung Hyeon's eyes flashed for a moment, then he held his sword with both hands and struck down hard against the great blade surging from below.

*Foolish bastard!*

Cheol-u smiled fiercely.
Namgung Hyeon's attempt to match him in strength was laughable.

Come to think of it, hadn't they said the Chief had been overpowered in his fight with the murderer?

"Even the Chief was weaker than me in strength-!"

-Kwang!

A thunderous sound rang out as the two blades collided.
Cheol-u had no doubt that Namgung Hyeon's sword would be deflected.

But reality didn't unfold as he thought.

"...What?"

Namgung Hyeon's sword wasn't deflected.
No, it was actually pressing down on his great blade.

"Kuk!?"

Cheol-u tried his best to shake off Namgung Hyeon's strangely heavy sword.
But despite his efforts, his great blade was eventually pushed down to the floor of the stage by Namgung Hyeon's sword.

The defensive form of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique, Heavenly Pressure, had cut off Cheol-u's offensive.

Ch.75 - Namgung Hyeon's Fight
Having successfully pinned down Cheol-u's great blade, Namgung Hyeon's eyes flashed sharply.
After breaking his opponent's offensive, it was time to counterattack.

Namgung Hyeon transitioned directly from "Heavenly Pressure" to the fourth form, "Dark Sky Gale."
Over the past fortnight, he had practiced this sequence the most—smoothly connecting these two forms.

*If you succeed in counterattacking, immediately overwhelm them like a storm. Never give your opponent the chance to regain momentum.*

Recalling Ja-seong's words from training, Namgung Hyeon swung his sword.
He channeled his full power from his waist to his shoulders, then from his shoulders to his arms as he swung.

As the essence of the Swift Sword infused his strike, the blade flew toward Cheol-u's entire body too quickly for the eye to follow.

"Kuhk...!?"

Cheol-u had no time to correct his stance before Namgung Hyeon's attack landed.
He used his Protective Art at full power to shield himself, but with attacks coming at his entire body, he couldn't concentrate his internal energy on a single point.

Moreover, Namgung Hyeon's assault didn't end with just one strike.

"Huaaap-!!"

With an intense battle cry, the sword continued to fly.
Powerful thrusts targeting six points on the upper body exploded forth.

This form of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique—Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven.
As sharp sword shadows that seemed to pierce the sky hammered at his upper body, Cheol-u's Protective Art began to waver.
It was like a storm of wild strikes pouring down on a thin, fragile barrier.

From Dark Sky Gale to Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven, then back again.

If he missed this golden opportunity, the path to victory would be cut off.
Instinctively sensing this, Namgung Hyeon gritted his teeth and unleashed attacks without pause.

Under the relentless barrage, Cheol-u's barrier grew increasingly vulnerable.

*BOOM!*

Finally, the limit was reached.

"ARGHHHH-!"

His Protective Art finally shattered.
Attacks poured through the collapsed barrier, and Cheol-u ultimately fell to his knees, blood spraying from his entire body.

*THUD!*

The sound of the giant man's knees hitting the arena floor echoed loudly, and the venue fell into profound silence.

"......"
"......"

Everyone—Ja-seong, Namgung Seon-u, Un-yeop, and all the spectators in the stands—kept their mouths firmly shut, unable to take their eyes off the arena.

*Drip, drip*

A stream of blood running down Cheol-u's arm gathered at his fingertips before falling drop by drop onto the arena floor.

"Kuuuh...!"

Trembling, Cheol-u raised his head and looked at Namgung Hyeon with eyes full of resentment.
Namgung Hyeon, receiving that gaze, couldn't understand why Cheol-u was acting this way.

"You... you...! Of all people...!"

Mistaking Namgung Hyeon for the one who killed Sa Gong-chan, Cheol-u spat out hateful words until the moment his consciousness faded and his head dropped.

At the same time, the great blade that fell from his hand clattered loudly on the arena floor.
The audience, silent as if in a collective trance, snapped back to reality at the sound.

The judge, regaining his senses along with the crowd, climbed onto the arena.
After approaching the unconscious Cheol-u and checking his condition, he raised his hand toward the Namgung Family side and shouted loudly.

"The first match goes to the Namgung Family!"

Victory for the Namgung Family—for Namgung Hyeon.
Confirming this, cheers erupted from the stands.

*WAAAAAAH-!*

Everyone gave enthusiastic cheers for the young dragon who had created a miracle.

"...Ah."

Hearing those cheers and finally realizing his victory, Namgung Hyeon let out a short exclamation.
Gradually, the corners of his mouth turned upward.

Namgung Hyeon's gaze turned toward Namgung Seon-u and Ja-seong.

Namgung Seon-u was nodding his head, as if proud of his son's achievement, while Ja-seong was giving him a thumbs-up.
He wasn't sure what it meant, but it probably meant he did well.

*

Ho-jeong, who had been watching Namgung Hyeon defeat Cheol-u, closed his eyes silently amid the endless cheers.

He kept replaying the scene he had just witnessed in his mind.
Namgung Hyeon's movements, clearly transcending human limitations.

The reason Ho-jeong had traveled all the way to Hefei, the reason the boy in his heart was still alive—he trembled at the realization that he had glimpsed a fragment of the dream he had longed for over many years.

"To be honest, I was half-doubtful, but it was just as you said. Chil-ji... Chil-ji?"

Turning his head to call for Chil-ji, Ho-jeong belatedly realized that Chil-ji, who had been sitting beside him, had disappeared without a trace.

"...Where did she go without saying anything?"

Puzzled, Ho-jeong noticed the audience's cheers had stopped and turned his attention back to the arena.
The next competitor had already climbed onto the arena, replacing Cheol-u who had been carried down.

*Instant Spear Cho Un-yeop...!*
*Can the Sword Dragon really face Cho Un-yeop?*

Hearing the spectators' chatter, Ho-jeong completely forgot about the missing Chil-ji and focused his attention back on the arena.

Around the time the second match was about to begin.
Chil-ji, who had quietly left her seat next to Ho-jeong, had exited the stands and was heading toward a medical clinic near the venue.

*Creeeeak*

Chil-ji opened the clinic door and entered.
As befitting a medical facility, the air inside was faintly scented with medicinal herbs.

Inside, the unconscious Cheol-u was lying on a treatment bed, with Heavenly Light Unit members surrounding him tightly to prevent anyone from approaching.
Because of this, an old physician who wanted to examine the patient was standing awkwardly in front of them.

"Um... if you stand like that, I cannot examine him..."
"Excuse me."

The old physician turned his head at the clear voice from behind and met two red eyes.

"Would you step outside for a moment? One quarter-hour will be enough."
"...Yes... understood."

As the physician walked out of the building with a dazed expression, Chil-ji coldly ordered the Heavenly Light Unit members.

"You lot, get out too."
"Yes."

At Chil-ji's command, the members strangely obediently left the clinic.
Thus, only the unconscious Cheol-u and Chil-ji remained inside the building.

"To think you'd lose from the start. You should be ashamed, Unit Commander."

Chil-ji looked down at Cheol-u, who was still unconscious, with a mocking expression, then reached into her garment.
When her small, slender hand emerged again, it held a small incense burner.

Chil-ji placed the incense burner at Cheol-u's bedside and lit it.
Dense purple smoke like a cloud rose from the burner and enveloped Cheol-u.

The smoke, not dispersing but circling only around Cheol-u, looked almost like a snake coiling around its prey.

"Now, wake up, Unit Commander."
"Ugh, urgh..."

Chil-ji gently stroked his cheek to wake Cheol-u.
With a groan, Cheol-u opened his eyes.

At that very moment, as if it had been waiting for this, the purple smoke invaded Cheol-u's seven apertures.

"Ugh, urk...!?"

In his half-conscious state, Cheol-u's body convulsed violently as the smoke suddenly entered him.
Chil-ji pressed down on his trembling body with both hands and clicked her tongue.

"As expected of martial artists...! Their mental barriers are unnecessarily strong. Thanks to that, I'm having quite the struggle...!"

With an irritated mutter, Chil-ji pressed down harder on Cheol-u's body.
Surprisingly, the slender woman's hands completely immobilized the body of the nearly seven-foot giant.

How much time passed after that?
Cheol-u's body, which had been constantly writhing, went limp on the bed.

"Phew... done."

Seeing Cheol-u's eyes, now lifeless and staring blankly at the ceiling, Chil-ji let out a small sigh.
After staring down at that blank expression for a moment, Chil-ji smiled slightly and began talking to herself.

"Come to think of it, you were curious about how I killed the Sword Lord, weren't you? How does it feel? To experience that method firsthand?"
"......"
"Martial artists, especially high-level ones like you, don't respond well to my... Soul-Snatching Art. That's why this preliminary work is necessary."

Chil-ji stroked the small incense burner still at Cheol-u's bedside.

"It was the same with the Sword Lord. You only took about half a quarter-hour, but that fellow, being called the Sword Lord and all, goodness, he resisted for over a full hour?"

Chil-ji shook her head as if the mere thought was exasperating.
Cheol-u continued to stare at the ceiling with a blank expression.

"But in the end, he fell under the control of my Soul-Snatching Art. After that, it was simple. I just had to order him to induce self-destruction of his mind."

Having revealed the truth about the Sword Lord's death, Chil-ji looked down at Cheol-u with cold eyes.

"To be honest, I'd like to kill you too. Your constant suspicion and interference have been so irritating."

However, with Sa Gong-chan already dead, killing Cheol-u would eliminate all the commanding officers of the Heavenly Light Unit.

*That wouldn't be good.*

It would be foolish to discard a piece that could be used in emergencies.
Feeling slightly regretful, Chil-ji activated her Soul-Snatching Art.
With eyes turned blood-red, she stared into Cheol-u's blank eyes.

"From now on, you will obey my orders completely. Understood?"
"...Yes. Understood."

Watching Cheol-u answer in a mumble, Chil-ji smiled with satisfaction.

All the work was done.
When she extinguished the fire in the small incense burner, the dense purple smoke instantly vanished.
After putting the burner back inside her garment, Chil-ji was about to leave the clinic when she suddenly turned back to Cheol-u with an expression of remembrance.

"Come to think of it, I owe you an apology."

Chil-ji approached Cheol-u again and whispered softly in his ear.

"You said it, didn't you? That if I used the power that killed the Sword Lord on your men, you wouldn't let it slide. I believe I answered... why would I do such a thing?"

Her plump, cherry-like lips curved into a smile.

"That was a lie. All your subordinates are already completely under my control."

Was it a coincidence?
At that moment, Cheol-u's body briefly shuddered.
It was as if his soul, suppressed by Chil-ji, was letting out a cry of rage.

Seeing this, Chil-ji was momentarily surprised before bursting into laughter.

"Ahaha-! Your precious unit members, and even you yourself, have all become my pawns. How does it feel? What kind of feeling is it? Ahahahaha-!"

Chil-ji laughed as if she couldn't be more delighted.
It was a truly wicked laugh, ill-fitting for such a pure-looking face.

Ch.76 - Instant Spear Cho Un-yeop
"Waaaaaah!"

I watched with a pleased expression as everyone looked at Namgung Hyeon and cheered.
How should I put it? Seeing him defeat Tak Cheol-u with the Boundless Sky Sword Technique that I taught him made me feel proud as the one who passed down the technique.

But that pride didn't last very long.

Thud!

A foot stepping onto the arena created a massive echo.
As the sound spread in all directions, the audience's cheers vanished as if they were a lie.
Everyone focused their attention on the man who had climbed onto the arena in place of Tak Cheol-u.

Cho Un-yeop, the Instant Spear.

One of the four elite guards of the Lord of Paecheon Fortress, and the strongest fighter in Paecheon Fortress.
The pressure he exuded completely overwhelmed the crowd, incomparable to Tak Cheol-u who had stepped up earlier.

It was truly the most intense aura I had ever felt.
Indeed, Go Heung's judgment that he would be stronger than Shin Je-gon didn't seem entirely wrong.

Nodding inwardly, I looked at Namgung Hyeon who was still standing in the arena.
He must have depleted a lot of internal energy in his fight with Tak Cheol-u just now, but Namgung Hyeon didn't seem to have any intention of forfeiting and coming down.

Cho Un-yeop began to say something to Namgung Hyeon.
Wondering what he was saying, I directed my internal energy to my ears to enhance my hearing.

"...Do you intend to fight me when you're not at your best?"
"I won't avoid the fight with the excuse of not being at my best. Besides, I can't miss the opportunity to receive guidance from Master Cho."

I couldn't help but let out an impressed "Whew" at Namgung Hyeon's spirited words.
I had a strong impression that he was usually a well-mannered gentleman, but looking at him now, he's quite a dignified martial artist.

Cho Un-yeop also seemed to appreciate Namgung Hyeon's attitude, slightly raising the corner of his mouth.

"You have quite the spirit. If circumstances were different, I could have taught you at a leisurely pace. It's a shame I have to treat you as an enemy rather than a junior."

After speaking with a bitter smile, Cho Un-yeop's face hardened coldly.
At the same time, his aura intensified.
The energy waves spreading in all directions swept through like a storm.

"I'm sorry, but I can't hold back. My real opponent is waiting for me."

As he said this, Cho Un-yeop's gaze was directed precisely at the head of the Namgung Family.
Seeing that look directed at him, the Namgung Family head's expression became heated.

Seeing his intensity, as if he might jump into the arena at any moment, I reminded him of our purpose once more.

"You mustn't forget our objective."
"...I know."

Though he nodded at my words, the Namgung Family head still wore a regretful expression.
Unexpectedly, the father and son share this overflowing competitive spirit.
Inwardly chuckling, I turned my attention back to the arena.

Namgung Hyeon and Cho Un-yeop, now in their respective positions, glared at each other.

"Then, begin!"

The referee announced the start of the match in a loud voice after looking at both men.
Simultaneously, Namgung Hyeon shot toward Cho Un-yeop like an arrow.

Sky Void First Flash.
Using the fastest move of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique, Namgung Hyeon reached Cho Un-yeop in an instant and swung his sword.

Clang!

"...!"

But it was blocked.
Unlike Tak Cheol-u who had been helplessly struck, Cho Un-yeop detected the attack and blocked the Sky Void First Flash.

"Indeed, your speed is impressive, but your movement is too linear. An attack where I can clearly see what you're targeting will never reach me."

Cho Un-yeop immediately deflected Namgung Hyeon's sword.
His spear spun in front of the off-balance Namgung Hyeon and thrust straight toward his chest.

Boom!

"Kuhak-!"

He barely managed to pull his sword to his chest to block the spear tip.
However, with his stance broken, he couldn't disperse the force behind the spear and was helplessly sent flying backward.

"Urgh...!"

After rolling on the arena floor, Namgung Hyeon quickly tried to rise and correct his stance.
But Cho Un-yeop was faster, rushing in and swinging his spear.

Thwack!

"Kuhak-!"

Hit in the abdomen by the spear shaft, Namgung Hyeon flew through the air and fell outside the arena.
It was an undeniable ring-out defeat.

"The second match goes to Paecheon Fortress!"

"Waaaah!"

Cheers erupted again at the referee's immediate judgment.
Namgung Hyeon, rising with a groan, looked at himself outside the arena with a dejected expression, then promptly made a respectful fist-palm salute toward Cho Un-yeop.

"A valuable lesson. Thank you."
"Mm."

Cho Un-yeop nodded and returned the salute.
The cheers grew louder at the sight of them respectfully accepting the outcome and showing mutual respect.

Namgung Hyeon returned amid the cheers.

"That's unfortunate."
"Ahaha... I have no regrets though. I did everything I could."

I welcomed him with a smile.
The Namgung Family head approached him and patted his shoulder as he smiled back at me.

"Defeating a Great Power is already remarkable. As the Young Master of the Namgung Family, you fought without an ounce of shame."

The Namgung Family head's eyes were filled with pride as he looked at his son.
As I watched this heartwarming scene, the referee's voice rang out.

"Second contestant from the Namgung Family, step forward!"
"Oh, finally my turn."

As I was about to head toward the arena with an excited flutter in my heart, the Namgung Family head's concerned voice reached me.

"Young Master Gun, are you sure about this? Your opponent is one of the four elite guards of the Lord of Paecheon Fortress. One of the peerless masters representing Paecheon Fortress. Even though you defeated the Head of the Heavenly Light Unit..."

The Namgung Family head doesn't know that one of those four elite guards has already died by my hand.
So it's natural for him to worry like this.

I shrugged slightly with a smile.

"Don't worry so much. Just watch my fight."

After confidently saying this, I turned and headed toward the arena.

*

Still seated in the audience, Ho-jeong was disappointed that Namgung Hyeon had been defeated with a ring-out so quickly.

*I wanted to see more of those movements.*

It felt like he could have figured something out if he'd seen them a few more times.
He almost resented Cho Un-yeop for defeating Namgung Hyeon so quickly.

*He could have gone easier on him.*

Of course, that resentment didn't last long.
After all, only the first contestant from the Namgung Family had competed so far.
There were still two contestants left.

*Will the second contestant from the Namgung Family be the family head?*

It was obvious that the family head would be much stronger than the young master.
Ho-jeong was already looking forward to the next match.
Around that time, Chil-ji, who had suddenly disappeared, reappeared.

Ho-jeong, who immediately noticed Chil-ji's return, asked:

"Where have you been?"
"My, it's impolite to ask such things to a lady!"

Chil-ji's glib response.
Hearing this, Ho-jeong lightly assumed she had gone to the restroom.
And with the referee's shout penetrating his ears, he focused all his attention back on the match.

"Second contestant from the Namgung Family, step forward!"

The audience at the venue was certain that the family head, Namgung Seon-u, would be the next contestant.
However, the person who climbed onto the arena after a while was someone completely unexpected.

"Huh? What's this?"
"The Namgung Family head isn't coming out, but some young guy instead...?"

The audience murmured in confusion.
Ho-jeong was equally surprised.

"...The martial artist friend?"

Why is that friend coming out? Shouldn't the Namgung Family head be stepping up now?
As Ho-jeong tilted his head in confusion, he heard Chil-ji clicking her tongue.

"The Namgung Family head is using a cheap tactic. It seems he intends to wear down Master Cho's strength even a little."

It seemed Chil-ji wasn't the only one who thought this way, as jeers soon began to erupt from the audience.

"Boooo!"
"Namgung Family head, step up! How shameless, what kind of behavior is this!"

The quickly spreading jeers echoed throughout the venue.
But despite the jeering, Namgung Seon-u didn't even flinch.

*His son, the young master, bravely participated in the match and created a miracle, yet this is disappointing.*

Ho-jeong's evaluation of Namgung Seon-u plummeted in his heart.
Regardless of his intentions, the audience's jeers were silenced by the referee's intervention, and the third match began without any change in contestants.

*

"...What kind of joke is this?"

As soon as I stepped onto the arena as the second contestant, I heard Cho Un-yeop's voice, clearly revealing his displeasure.

"A joke? That's a harsh thing to say to someone who came to fight."
"...Ha. Are you saying they sent you out against me? Seriously?"

Cho Un-yeop's voice now conveyed disappointment and contempt beyond mere displeasure.
It seems he felt that the Namgung Family head sending me out first was some kind of underhanded tactic.

"Boooo!"
"Namgung Family head, step up! How shameless, what kind of behavior is this!"

Other spectators seemed to share Cho Un-yeop's thoughts as they began to shower us with jeers.
Well, those jeers won't make any difference.

"Everyone, be quiet!"

The referee, unable to bear the continued jeering, stepped in to restrain the audience.
Then he turned to me and asked outright:

"Are you indeed the contestant for the third match?"
"Yes, I am. So let's proceed quickly."

Hearing my words, Cho Un-yeop immediately advised me to forfeit.

"You are no match for me. Quietly forfeiting would be best for both of us."
"...Sigh."

I sighed at words that reminded me of someone.

Someone once said something similar to that.
What happened to him again?
Ah, he passed on with just one slash of my sword.

They say he's one of the four elite guards too, but do they think alike?
Shaking my head, I advised Cho Un-yeop:

"Don't waste time on unnecessary thoughts. Give it your all if you don't want to be humiliated."

Though my advice was sincere, what I received in return was a look of incredulity.
Soon, a subtle anger settled in that gaze.

"Impudent brat. You'll need a severe beating to come to your senses."

We'll see.
Who will be the one getting beaten?
I smiled inwardly, and

"Begin!"

Boom!

With the referee's shout, I stepped into my fighting stance.

Ch.77 - Instant Spear Cho Un-yeop
"What an arrogant brat."

Cho Un-yeop couldn't believe Ja-seong's audacity to speak of humiliation to him.

His opponent was clearly just barely of age, even younger than Namgung Hyeon. Yet he showed such disrespect to someone old enough to be his father.

Feeling anger boil up inside him for the first time in a long while, Un-yeop gripped his spear tightly.

Seeing this, Ja-seong also drew his sword and took his stance. He pulled his sword in his right hand close to his body.

Un-yeop inwardly laughed at the stance he'd already seen twice. So this was what made the kid so cocky? That sword technique? Had he not seen how easily Un-yeop had blocked that attack earlier?

He would admit it was an impressive technique. It was faster than any sword he had ever seen or faced. But in the end, that's all it was.

*No matter how fast, an attack I can predict will never reach me.*

If the unknown brat planned to charge in with that technique, his defeat was certain. Un-yeop truly believed this.

*I'll finish him in one go.*

There was no need to teach a lesson to someone so arrogant.

Gun Ja-seong and Cho Un-yeop.
After confirming both contestants were ready, the referee nodded and announced the start of the match loudly.

"Begin!"

*BOOM!*

Ja-seong stepped forward the moment the referee shouted. His stance was identical to Namgung Hyeon's from earlier.

*Foolish brat.*

Un-yeop inwardly mocked Ja-seong as he prepared to block the attack with his spear just like before. In his mind, he was already picturing Ja-seong rolling pathetically across the arena floor.

But there was one fact he didn't know.
While Ja-seong and Namgung Hyeon practiced the same Boundless Sky Sword Technique, their proficiency levels were vastly different.

Namgung Hyeon had learned the technique from Ja-seong.
Ja-seong had created the technique himself.

There was bound to be a difference in understanding and mastery between them. Simply put, Namgung Hyeon's First Sky Strike and Ja-seong's First Sky Strike couldn't possibly be the same speed.

*SWOOSH!*

"What...?"

Before Un-yeop could swing his spear, Ja-seong's sword had already reached his abdomen.

*SLASH!*

Blood sprayed from Un-yeop's upper body with a clear cutting sound.

*

I stepped forward the moment the referee signaled the start, recalling what Cho Un-yeop had said after blocking Namgung Hyeon's First Sky Strike.

-*It's certainly an impressive speed, but the movement is too linear. An attack where I can clearly see where it's aimed will never reach me.*

An attack that's predictable because of its linear movement.
So the First Sky Strike wouldn't reach him.

Honestly... that comment irritated me.

Namgung Hyeon's First Sky Strike was still imperfect in many ways.
In other words, it was incomplete.

It was a bit annoying to hear him talk like that after blocking just one incomplete First Sky Strike.

So I decided to show him.
The true First Sky Strike.

*BOOM!*

I shot forward as I stepped. A sharp qi barrier eliminated air resistance. A straight line to the target without any interference or resistance. I crossed the arena in an instant, reaching Cho Un-yeop's vicinity in a flash.

*SWOOSH!*

Un-yeop's eyes widened slowly as he realized my attack just before the sword touched his body. In that split second, a shocked exclamation escaped his lips.

"What...?"

Didn't he say predictable linear attacks couldn't reach him?

That might be true for ordinary attacks.
But the true First Sky Strike reaches the opponent before prediction is even possible.

*SLASH!*

A clear cutting sound accompanied the sensation of cutting through something. Blood sprayed from Un-yeop's upper body.

"Guhk!"

Un-yeop stumbled backward with a scream echoing across the arena. He looked down at his chest, at the sharply cut uniform and the blood soaking it, with trembling eyes.

"Kugh...!"

His eyes, turned toward me with a groan, shook with disbelief. He couldn't believe what was happening.

But did he have the luxury to be so surprised?
I had no intention of waiting for him to recover.

*BOOM!*

I stepped forward again.

Un-yeop desperately tried to defend against my second First Sky Strike, but a streak of light had already reached him.
"Gahk!?"

This time blood sprayed from his shoulder. His painful scream echoed beyond the arena throughout the entire venue.

As I was about to continue with a follow-up attack, he managed to swing his spear despite his pain. I could have deflected it and continued attacking, but I didn't want to end things so easily, so I retreated without hesitation.

"Ugh... how on earth...?"

Thanks to this, Un-yeop gained a moment to regain his posture. A question containing multiple meanings flowed from his lips as he struggled to straighten himself.

I could guess what he wanted to ask.

How could I be this fast?
How could his protective art be broken so easily?
How could he be losing to me?

Probably things like that.

For the first question, there would be no point in answering as he wouldn't understand.

Even Namgung Hyeon, whom I taught for the past fortnight, didn't properly understand the principles of the First Sky Strike.

He only vaguely understood it as wrapping the body in qi like wind. As a result, the speed of his First Sky Strike was greatly reduced.

I didn't think Cho Un-yeop would be much different, despite being called a master. It would probably take at least a year of dedicated teaching to make him understand properly.

As for the second question, it was the same.

Un-yeop's protective art broke so easily because of sword qi, of course.

As I explained to Hwa-ryeon recently, protective arts are extremely vulnerable to sword qi. But if I used sword qi every time I faced an opponent with a protective art, my internal energy would quickly be depleted.

For the past fortnight, while teaching Namgung Hyeon the Boundless Sky Sword Technique, I had been searching for a way to reduce the internal energy consumption of sword qi. And as always, the solution was in the minds of martial arts fiction writers.

Sword Thread.
An intermediate state between sword qi and sword force that appears occasionally in older martial arts novels.

It involves condensing qi that's tangible enough to be called sword qi into a single line at the tip of the sword blade.

I attempted to condense qi in my spare moments while teaching Namgung Hyeon, even cutting back on sleep. Fortunately, those efforts paid off and I achieved meaningful results.

I glanced down at the sword in my hand. A thick line still glowed faintly at the tip of my blade.

It wasn't as thin as a thread yet, but even this significantly reduced internal energy consumption, dramatically increasing the duration I could use sword qi.

Of course, explaining this to Un-yeop would be pointless as he wouldn't understand.

Therefore, I could only answer his last question.
Why he was helplessly losing to me.

This was simple. Un-yeop himself probably already knew the answer. He just didn't want to admit it.

"Because I am stronger than you."
"......"

His face contorted miserably. I looked him straight in the eyes and said:

"I'll say it again, you should fight with all your strength. The enemy before you is one you can't guarantee victory against even if you give it your all."

*

"......"

Un-yeop couldn't say anything in response to Ja-seong's arrogant words. He wanted to shout that it was nonsense, but he couldn't.

After all, he had just experienced firsthand that those words were not nonsense.

*...What on earth is he?*

Looking again, his opponent still appeared to be just a young man barely of age. But contrary to that appearance, what was hidden inside was something incomprehensible. And humans typically define incomprehensible beings like this:

*Monster.*

Once Un-yeop recognized the enemy before him as a monster, he felt strangely at ease. Acknowledging that his opponent was a being beyond his common sense freed him from many constraints.

The humiliation of being helplessly defeated by a young martial artist.
The shame of failing to recognize his opponent's capabilities.

All those negative emotions disappeared, leaving only a martial artist's intense fighting spirit.

"...I admit I misjudged you."

Ja-seong silently stared at Un-yeop in response. Meeting that gaze head-on, Un-yeop firmly gripped his spear.

The bleeding from his shoulder and chest was concerning. This was the price he paid for being deceived by his opponent's appearance.

*I probably have about one minute to fight properly.*

After that, he would lose consciousness from excessive blood loss. So whether he liked it or not, if he didn't give his all during that minute...

*I will lose.*

Un-yeop inwardly smiled bitterly. When he was ordered by Ho-jeong to participate in the tournament, defeat wasn't even in his mind.

Yet now he was facing certain defeat because of an unheard-of young martial artist.

*No. Not just a young martial artist.*

The being before him was a monster. Each step it would take from now on would leave footprints in martial arts history. And he was just the beginning.

*But I won't go down easily.*

Un-yeop summoned all the internal energy he had been saving for his match with Namgung Seon-u. He sharpened his senses as he felt the torrent of internal energy flowing through his body.

Ja-seong seemed to sense this too, grinning as he took his stance. The two martial artists, finally serious about each other, charged simultaneously.

*BOOM!*

They collided with a thunderous sound that reverberated throughout the area.

Ch.78 - Instant Spear Cho Un-yeop
Meanwhile, the spectator stands watching Ja-seong and Un-yeop's duel had fallen into silence.

Those who had been mocking Namgung Seon-u's incompetence just moments ago became mute, and those who had been certain of Un-yeop's victory stood with their mouths agape.

The same was true for Ho-jeong and Chil-ji.

"......."
"......."

The two couldn't hide their shock at the duel unfolding before their eyes.
Ho-jeong especially.

'Good heavens...!'

He had thought Namgung Hyeon was impressive, but Ja-seong was on an entirely different level.

—Clang! Clang! Claang!

Ja-seong moved at a speed the eye couldn't follow, pressuring Un-yeop.
Un-yeop struggled to block the relentless sword strikes.

Anyone could see he was clearly on the defensive.

—Instant Spear is being pushed back?
—Who is that young martial artist? Just who could he be...?

With most of the audience silent in shock, the murmurs of a few could be heard all the more clearly.

Ho-jeong didn't share their questions.
Or rather, he couldn't.

"...Ah."

He had stopped all thought, gazing endlessly at Ja-seong on the dueling platform.

This was it.
That thing that had remained only as a faint trace in his heart, never taking solid form.
That thing branded like a mark in the boy's heart in his childhood.
That thing he had no choice but to search for through the long years, despite having no certainty.

If what Namgung Hyeon had shown was a fragment of a dream,

—Claang!

What Ja-seong was showing now was the totality of that dream itself.

The thread of lingering attachment he couldn't let go of even after the boy became a young man with the passing years.
What was tied to the end of that thread wasn't futility and emptiness, but joy and elation.

"Whew..."

While Ho-jeong's lips curved upward with the pleasant pounding of his heart,
Chil-ji, sitting beside him, twisted her lips in the opposite direction.

'How can this be...!'

This was a fight they absolutely couldn't lose.
A hundred out of a hundred would have predicted Paecheon Fortress's victory.
That's why they hadn't bothered to select a third contestant.

Instant Spear Cho Un-yeop was that excellent a card.
But what was this?
The ultimate hand they'd been confident would win even against the head of the Namgung Family was now being miserably pushed back by some youngster.

At first, she thought Un-yeop was pretending to be pushed back on Ho-jeong's orders.

—Kwaang!

But look at that scene.
Un-yeop being knocked backward with an explosive sound.
Even Chil-ji, who could be called an outsider when it came to martial arts, could tell.

'It's not that Cho Un-yeop is weak. That young bastard is strong.'

The movements she couldn't follow with her eyes, the power of each strike—these were all things she'd never seen from the breed called martial artists in this world.

Chil-ji's instincts rang a powerful alarm.

'That bastard is dangerous.'

A strong sense of crisis she'd never felt even when facing the Ten Lords, said to be the strongest under heaven, swept through her mind.

That bastard, that existence—they couldn't just leave him be.

If they left him alone, he would become an enemy who would topple the 'grand plan' itself.
She had that intuition.

"......."

But on the other hand, she felt a strong desire.
What if they could dominate that bastard?

If they could bring such a powerful bastard under their command, the grand plan might progress much faster.

'If only we could do that, "that person's" descent might come much sooner...'

Kill him or dominate him?
Severe conflict appeared on Chil-ji's face.

Regardless of her feelings, the duel between Ja-seong and Un-yeop reached its climax.

*

The sword cuts through the air.
The spear blocks it in a crossing motion.

—Claang!

The blade and spearhead collided with a sharp metallic sound.

"Haaap!"

The two weapons bounced away.
But undaunted, they rushed at each other again and again, biting fiercely.

—Clang! Claang!

The continuous clash of sword and spear.
With each collision, a thrill ran down my spine, making my lips curl upward involuntarily.

This was it. This was what I'd been waiting for.
A battle between martial artist and martial artist, clashing the martial arts we'd trained.

Regardless of each other's positions or circumstances, simply competing in martial arts with all our might for victory.
Strictly speaking, since this wasn't a life-or-death duel, we weren't using our full power, but even so, it was a fight that filled something that had been unsatisfied until now.

"Haaap!"

Cho Un-yeop's spear thrust in quickly.
Not quite like several spears flying simultaneously, but at least approaching that speed.

—Clang! Clang! Claang!

After deflecting three consecutive strikes, I thrust my sword at his upper body as if to return the favor.
Eight sword shadows, surpassing six, struck various parts of his upper body simultaneously.

—Kwang!

Since I'd stopped using sword qi, my sword couldn't pierce his upper body and merely pushed Cho Un-yeop backward.
But Un-yeop himself seemed quite dissatisfied with that.

"Why didn't you break through my protective art this time? Don't tell me you're going easy on me?"

Going easy on you?
Are you seriously asking?

"What an obvious thing to say. If I'd gone all out from the start, your head would have been separated long ago, you know?"

This was a duel where I couldn't kill my opponent from the beginning.
Using sword qi at the start was just a warning to come to your senses and use your full power.

"...Kuk."

Cho Un-yeop's face twisted miserably at my answer.
But he soon straightened his expression and continued his attack.

Hmm, as expected, he's different from that guy who lost his reason and went wild after taking one hit from Namgung Hyeon.

Convinced that Tak Cheol-u had gone berserk due to the humiliation of taking one hit, I was inwardly impressed seeing Cho Un-yeop maintain his composure unlike him.
And containing that admiration, I brought my sword down toward the spear aimed at me.

The Heavenly Crushing Pressure technique that cuts off the opponent's attack.
But this time, things didn't go so easily.

"I've already seen that technique!"

Un-yeop suddenly twisted his thrusting spear to avoid my sword, then swung it wide.
The spearhead immediately swung at my neck.

A heavy sword that puts the body's entire weight into it.
Follow-up responses inevitably slow.
It was an excellent counterattack targeting that weakness.

Did he come up with a countermeasure just from seeing it a few times?
Is this the difference experience makes?

Newly realizing my opponent was someone who'd roamed the martial world for decades, I stepped with the True Step.

—Kwang!

A loud footstep sound.
Cho Un-yeop tensed his entire body, thinking I would charge in with Boundless Sky Flash Sword again.

What to do—this time it's not Boundless Sky Flash Sword?

"Keurk!?"

With a sudden groan, Cho Un-yeop's posture crumbled.
As if crushed by something heavy, the strength left his swinging spear and he knelt on one knee.

"Wh-what is this...!?"

Cho Un-yeop, clearly startled by the sudden pressure, soon realized this was my doing and glared at me.

"What kind of sorcery did you use...!"

Oh, there it is. Sorcery.
That line denouncing the protagonist's amazing martial arts as sorcery appears in almost every martial arts novel without fail.

Keuuu, to think I'd hear that line directly.

If I could, I'd like to savor that line for about an hour, immersed in emotion, but we're still in the middle of a duel.
Let's save the emotional immersion for after the duel ends.

I looked down at Cho Un-yeop, still kneeling on one knee, and adjusted my grip on my sword.

"Keuuuuk...!"

Sensing danger from my appearance as if I'd swing my sword at any moment, Un-yeop groaned and struggled to move his body.
Then surprisingly, he straightened his kneeling knee and stood up again.

"...Impressive. I didn't expect you to move your body under this pressure."

I was currently using the qi wave generated by the True Step to pressure Cho Un-yeop's entire body.
As you might have guessed from the fact that I'm pressuring him, this was a technique used in the still-incomplete Sovereign Sword Form.

While conceiving a new technique for the Boundless Sky Sword, I suddenly thought to apply this method of pressuring opponents.

Originally radiating outward to crush and pressure many enemies, I concentrated it on a single enemy.
The intensified pressure would immobilize the enemy, and then I'd bring down a heavy sword for a killing blow.

This was the fifth technique of the Boundless Sky Sword: Heaven-Splitting Thunderbolt.

Having decided to end the duel with the strongest technique I could currently use, I looked straight at Cho Un-yeop struggling to stand under the qi wave's pressure.
Looking at me like that, he asked.

"What, what are you? Are you human? Or a ghost?"

A trembling voice.
At words that even seemed to contain fear, I answered as it was.

"A martial artist. The same as you."
"...Don't make me laugh. Your movements are impossible for a human..."
"That's why there was no progress—because you set limits like that. You people, and this world."
"What...?"
"The martial world will be different from now on. I will make it so."
"What does that...?"

The flustered Cho Un-yeop knelt again.
The spear fell powerlessly from his hand.
Seeing his trembling hands, I realized his martial robe was soaked with blood.

Excessive blood loss?
It seems I cut deeper than I thought.
I shouldn't drag this out.

"Keuuuuu...!"

Just as I raised my sword overhead to finish it, Cho Un-yeop lifted his head to look at me.
Eyes still alive, despite his body losing strength and dropping his weapon.
Those eyes demanded an answer from me.

"Wh-what do you mean? The martial world will be different...!"

Are you curious about that in a situation where you might die?
I closed my mouth briefly, then answered concisely.

"It means I cannot accept the current martial world."
"...!"

Looking down at Cho Un-yeop's widening eyes, I brought down the sword raised overhead.

—Bwoong

With a heavy sound of cutting through air, a bolt of lightning struck Cho Un-yeop's shoulder,

—Kwaaaaang!

And with an intense explosion, his body was driven into the dueling platform.

Ch.79 - Unexpected Opponent
The third match had ended.
The crowd was once again enveloped in silence.

"......."
"......."

Some people blinked in confusion, unable to comprehend what had happened, while others let out hollow laughs.
Some stared at Ja-seong with eyes full of fear.
Every reaction was negative—incomprehension, disbelief, or terror.

At the focus of their attention was a sight no one in attendance had anticipated.

Two people on the dueling platform.
One standing, the other collapsed on the ground, completely motionless.

One had won, and one had lost.

In a duel, such an outcome was only natural.
What the spectators hadn't expected was who would emerge victorious.

Cho Un-yeop, the "Instant Spear," a renowned master in the martial world, versus an unknown young warrior who had appeared from nowhere.

Everyone had been certain the former would win.
Everyone had been certain the latter would lose.

But the result before their eyes was exactly the opposite.

The spear had left its master's hand and was rolling pitifully across the platform,
while the sword remained firmly gripped in its owner's hand.

As everyone remained silent in disbelief, the referee climbed onto the platform.
After checking Un-yeop's motionless opponent and taking a few deep breaths—seemingly surprised himself—he announced the result.

"The third match... victory goes to the Namgung Family!"

Even after the referee's declaration, there were still no cheers.

The outcome was unbelievable even to those who had witnessed it with their own eyes.
Rather than praising the victor, the spectators were busy murmuring among themselves.

"What's the identity of that man?"
"He must be a warrior from the Namgung Family, since he's in the tournament."
"The Namgung Family had such a monster-like warrior? Then why have they been suffering under Paecheon Fortress all this time?"

Those who knew the history between Paecheon Fortress and the Namgung Family were confused, unable to make sense of the situation.

"Did Un-yeop suddenly collapse because of blood loss?"
"That must be it. The bleeding did look serious. His early carelessness cost him dearly."
"Tsk tsk. His carelessness brought disaster. He didn't even properly deploy his Protective Art..."

Meanwhile, the martial artists who had come to watch the tournament were analyzing the reasons for Un-yeop's defeat.

"Did you see that just now? How could a person...!"
"I saw it. Flashing east, flashing west... is that even human?"
"S-scary... is he not a person but a ghost?"

The common people of Hefei feared Ja-seong, suspecting he might be a ghost.

This reaction was quite the contrast to Namgung Hyeon's earlier match.
The Namgung father and son actually felt embarrassed by it.

*Though he stepped up for the Namgung Family, this is how people react...*

While they weren't responsible for the current situation, they couldn't help feeling awkward.

"Hmm..."

But Ja-seong himself didn't seem particularly concerned about the surrounding reactions.
Or rather, he didn't have time to be concerned.

He was busy examining the unconscious Un-yeop.

*Poke! Poke!*

After laying Un-yeop's limp body straight, Ja-seong poked various parts of his body.
He then gave instructions to the anxious Paecheon Fortress warriors nearby to carry Un-yeop away.

After Un-yeop was carried off, only Ja-seong and the referee remained on the platform.
The referee glanced briefly at the now-empty Paecheon Fortress side and shouted loudly.

"Will the third contestant from Paecheon Fortress please come forward!"

His voice echoed throughout the venue.
But no one stepped forward.
Paecheon Fortress hadn't prepared a third contestant.

They had been that confident in Cho Un-yeop's victory.
Now that confidence had turned into poison.

"Will the contestant from Paecheon Fortress please step onto the platform!"

The referee called again for a contestant.
Still, no one climbed onto the platform.

"Well, does this mean the Namgung Family will continue to hold Hefei?"
"Paecheon Fortress must have prepared for this for a long time. They must be having a headache now."

Whispers could be heard from somewhere in the audience.
Hearing this, Chil-ji felt her mood souring and let out a small snort.

*Yes, everything we worked on for a year has crumbled.*

Moreover, Paecheon Fortress had been made to look utterly foolish.
As mentioned earlier, Paecheon Fortress had spent a year significantly reducing the Namgung Family's strength.

The current Namgung Family was arguably at its weakest point in its long history.

Yet they had lost to this weakened Namgung Family.
It was as good as publicly declaring that Paecheon Fortress was even weaker than the already weakened Namgung Family.

*It's all because of that man.*

Chil-ji looked at Ja-seong, who was still standing proudly on the platform, looking toward the Regional Lord.
Thinking that everything had gone wrong because of this one man made her furious, but at the same time, her desire to control him grew stronger.

*Right now... it's difficult. I'll have to wait for another opportunity.*

As Chil-ji's thoughts increasingly solidified around controlling Ja-seong, she pondered ways to break down his mental barriers.

*Should I try using feminine charm?*

Chil-ji recalled when she controlled young members of the Heavenly Light Unit.
When she showed a glimpse of skin to those who had been secretly watching her, their mental defenses immediately crumbled.

Since he was much younger than those members, perhaps it would be even easier...?

*No, that won't work.*

He didn't seem like someone who would fall for such methods.
She tried applying several other methods she had used before, but none seemed suitable.
Sighing softly, Chil-ji decided to look for a better approach and stood up from her seat.

With the tournament ending in the worst possible outcome, there was nothing more to see here.
She should return and come up with a plan...

*Thud*

"...Young Lord of the Castle?"

Chil-ji saw Ho-jeong suddenly putting his foot on the railing.
Wait, why was he suddenly putting his foot there...?

"Here is Paecheon Fortress's contestant!"
"Y-Young Lord of the Castle?!"

*Bang!*

As Chil-ji, startled by Ho-jeong's sudden impulsive action, tried to stop him, he disappeared from her sight with a short explosion.

"Uh, uh...?"

Where did this man go?
As Chil-ji looked around searching for Ho-jeong, her gaze suddenly turned toward the dueling platform.
And in her eyes, she caught the sight of Ho-jeong flying toward the platform.

"Th-that...?"

Ho-jeong, flying in a parabolic arc toward the platform, then—

*Crash!*

"Oof!?"

—rolled ungracefully across the platform.

"......."
"......."

A cold silence flowed through the venue.
Ignoring this, Ho-jeong jumped to his feet, threw off the veil he had been wearing, and revealed his face to the audience.

"Isn't that the Young Lord of the Castle of Paecheon Fortress?"
"After the Instant Spear, even the Young Lord is entering the duel?"

"Damn it...!"

Hearing the whispers piercing her ears, Chil-ji barely managed to swallow the curse that had risen to her throat.

*

After defeating Cho Un-yeop with the Heaven-Shattering Thunder stance and receiving the victory judgment from the referee, I immediately laid the unconscious Un-yeop straight and checked his condition.
Then I clicked my tongue briefly.

"Tsk."

Because he had moved so vigorously without properly stopping the bleeding, his already serious wound had worsened.
Still, if the bleeding could be stopped, he should be fine.

I tapped various parts of Un-yeop's body to stop the bleeding, then handed him over to the hesitant Paecheon Fortress warriors to take him to a physician.

"Ahem..."

As I was watching them leave, I heard an awkward cough from behind me.
When I turned my head, the referee was looking at the empty Paecheon Fortress side and shouting loudly.

"Will the third contestant from Paecheon Fortress please come forward!"

His voice echoed throughout the entire venue.
But there was no one answering his call, nor anyone walking toward the platform.

"Hmm...."

The referee's expression worsened as he shouted again loudly.

"Will the contestant from Paecheon Fortress please step onto the platform!"

His shout carried a desperate plea—anyone, please come up.

I followed the referee's gaze, which kept looking behind him.
At the end of his gaze was the County Magistrate of Hefei, whose reddened face was contorted with anger.

Understandable. He must have been excited about the prospect of taking all the Namgung Family's assets.
Now that plan had gone awry, so of course he would be angry.

But what could he do? This wouldn't end with just losing some money.
I inwardly smiled as I recalled the letter and the forged land register I had found in the Magistrate's room, then slightly shifted my gaze.

Next to the Magistrate, at the center of the platform, sat the Regional Lord.
Unlike the flushed Magistrate, his expression seemed no different than usual.
On the surface, he really looked like someone completely unrelated to Paecheon Fortress's schemes.

Hmm, whether his inner thoughts matched his outward appearance would soon be confirmed...

"Here is Paecheon Fortress's contestant!"
"...Huh?"

Hearing a shout from behind me, I turned my head.
Then I saw someone flying through the air toward me.

A man wearing a veil, about to make a graceful landing on the platform...

*Crash!*

"Oof!?"

But he failed.
The man rolled ungracefully across the platform, which was already in disarray from the continuous duels.
After letting out a painful groan, he immediately jumped to his feet and threw off his veil.

"You...!"

Upon seeing the finally revealed face, my expression hardened.
The man who had suddenly flown in from the audience claiming to be Paecheon Fortress's contestant was none other than Ju Ho-jeong, the Young Lord of the Castle of Paecheon Fortress.

After dusting off his martial attire, which had gotten dirty from rolling across the platform, Ju Ho-jeong looked at me and smiled brightly as if pleased to see me.

Ch.80 - Unexpected Opponent
It felt like he was greeting me as if I were his long-lost friend, his face bright with joy.
I couldn't understand why he was acting so familiar with me.

*Doesn't this guy not even know my name yet?*

Despite my dubious stare, Ju Ho-jeong waved cheerfully and spoke.

"Hey there, warrior friend. It's been a while. Last time you left so suddenly—what a shame. Did you find the companions you were looking for?"
"...Thanks to you."

As I gave a heavy response to his light question, the referee interrupted.

"Y-you are...!"

The referee seemed to recognize Ju Ho-jeong, his face showing utter bewilderment.
Looking at him, the Young Lord of the Castle spoke with complete nonchalance.

"Ah, sorry for not coming out right away. This is my first formal duel, so I was quite nervous."
"...Well, that's..."

The referee, flustered by this unexpected contestant he had summoned himself, glanced uncertainly toward Ji-hyun.

Following his gaze, I saw the greedy pig's face nodding vigorously.
He couldn't contain his joy at this unexpected opportunity.
Looking at that face, I wanted to physically pinch and tear off those fat cheeks.

"Ahem! Well then, both parties, please take your positions."

Under Ji-hyun's approval, the referee immediately directed us to prepare for the duel.

I inwardly clicked my tongue.
Did they really just approve the Paecheon Fortress Young Lord of the Castle to participate in a duel himself?

Aren't they thinking about the aftermath?
...Do they not even know who Ju Ho-jeong is?

This put me in a difficult position too.
If I win against Ju Ho-jeong, the Paecheon Fortress side will likely investigate me, whether I like it or not.

That would naturally increase the chances of Hwa-ryeon and our companions' identities being exposed.
Which meant our journey ahead would become much more dangerous.

*Should I just forfeit and leave it to the Namgung Family Head?*
I considered it seriously, but eventually had to shake my head.

The problem was that I didn't know Ju Ho-jeong's exact martial arts skill—specifically, his internal energy level.

A battle between the Namgung Family Head and Ju Ho-jeong would ultimately become a contest of internal energy.
While the Namgung Family Head leads a major family, the other is the heir to the largest faction in the martial arts world.

Plus, he has the imperial family backing him.
Just hearing that much, I could imagine he'd grown up consuming all sorts of good things (like elixirs, elixirs, and more elixirs).

What if the Namgung Family Head were to lose to Ju Ho-jeong?
Our plan would instantly turn to dust.

After losing to Paecheon Fortress, even if we exposed their plot, neither the Regional Lord nor the citizens of Hefei would trust the Namgung Family again.

So it was a problem either way.
Because of that grinning fool, I was caught in a real bind.
My words naturally took on a sharp edge.

"You just saw your guards get thoroughly thrashed. Do you think you can beat me?"
"Hmm?"

Tilting his head at my response, Ho-jeong broke into a smile.

"You're asking if I think I can win? Do you think I came up here after calculating such things?"
"...What?"

I frowned at the puzzling question that came instead of an answer.
And then, his next words left me dumbfounded.

"The person standing here is neither the Young Lord of the Castle of Paecheon Fortress, nor a ruffian trying to seize Hefei. I'm just a martial artist challenging a strong opponent."
"...!"
"So let's fight. As one martial artist to another, without worrying about the circumstances."

*Thump*

I heard my heart beat loudly.

Fight as one martial artist to another.

I never expected such words—words that resonated with my heart—to come from the mouth of a potential enemy.
Realizing that my opponent stood here with the same mindset as me, my irritation melted away like snow.

What replaced that irritation was a much more intense and fiery emotion.
At Ju Ho-jeong's challenge to me as a martial artist, thoughts of forfeiting or worrying about consequences flew far away.

All that remained was a fierce fighting spirit.
Somehow wanting to burst into laughter, I headed to my position.

Ju Ho-jeong followed to his position.
And so we faced each other, ready for battle.

Soon after, the referee's short cry signaled the start of the duel.

"Begin!"

Having already drawn our swords, Ju Ho-jeong and I rushed at each other simultaneously.
And I was shocked to realize that our speeds were almost equal.

My sword clashed with Ju Ho-jeong's as he charged forward at a speed similar to mine, even though I was releasing internal energy.

*Clang!*

A distinctly clear metallic sound.
Sparks flew as the blades scraped against each other.
Beyond that, I could see Ju Ho-jeong's brightly smiling face.

"You...?"
"This is truly amazing. To be able to use internal energy like this...!"

I pushed back, deflecting Ju Ho-jeong's sword and stepping back.
He charged at me relentlessly.

*Boom!*

The sound of footsteps shook the dueling platform.
Ju Ho-jeong reached me in an instant with his footwork.
As I dodged with my own footwork, he passed right by me and—

"Whoa!?"

*Crash!*

He fell flat on the platform.

"Ow, ow, ow... So this is the problem when the opponent dodges. What should I do in this case?"

As Ju Ho-jeong got up with a groan, laughter erupted from the audience, as if watching a clown's antics.

But unlike the ignorant audience, I couldn't laugh at all.

"...How?"

The stance and movement Ju Ho-jeong just showed.

It was clearly the same as the Boundless Sky Sword Technique, releasing internal energy through the Yongcheon acupoint in the sole of the foot.
Without that, such speed would be impossible to explain.

Suddenly remembering the moment Ju Ho-jeong had appeared on the platform, I turned to look at the audience.
In the center of the audience seats, there was an empty spot next to a veiled woman.

Ju Ho-jeong must have jumped onto the platform from there.
The problem was the distance.

The distance from the audience seats to the platform was at least eight zhang.
For an ordinary person, crossing that distance in one leap would be absolutely impossible.
Yet Ju Ho-jeong had jumped from the audience to the platform in one bound.

As far as I knew, there was only one way to do this.
Internal energy release.

For a moment, I wondered if someone else had created the concept of internal energy release and taught it to Ju Ho-jeong.
But given how clumsily he had just fallen, and how awkward his movements were, that seemed unlikely.

And then there were his words during our clash:

*"This is truly amazing. To be able to use internal energy like this...!"*

He spoke as if he was using internal energy release for the first time.
Combining his words with a few other circumstances, one conclusion emerged.

He had mastered internal energy release just by watching it a few times during the previous duel.

*Shiver*

Reaching that conclusion sent chills down my spine.
He mastered internal energy release just by seeing it with his eyes?

"...Impossible."

My mind insisted it was impossible, a bad joke, but my instinct screamed that my conclusion was correct.

There was only one way to find out which was right.

"Where did you learn that internal energy release?"

Having dropped the formal speech I'd been using as a pretense, I asked Ju Ho-jeong directly.
He was busy dusting off his disheveled martial arts uniform when he heard my question, opened his eyes wide, then smiled.

"Where did I learn it... Isn't it obvious?"
"Answer me properly."
"Oh, your tone has gotten quite rough. Is this your true self?"

Ju Ho-jeong smiled playfully.
When I hardened my expression and raised my aura, he finally shrugged and answered.

"Who else would I learn such an amazing thing from? Of course I learned it by watching you and the Young Master of the House."
"......"

Realizing my instinct was correct, I was left speechless.
Hearing that he had truly mastered internal energy release just by watching it used a few times, I was too stunned to speak.

But my surprise didn't end there.

"Well then, shall we start again?"

Ju Ho-jeong charged at me once more.
He seemed more accustomed to internal energy release now, rushing like an arrow and swinging his sword at my shoulder.

*Whoosh!*

"...!?"

A strangely familiar, heavy sound cutting through the air.
I blocked the sword with narrowed eyes, feeling the considerable weight behind the strike.

Though he couldn't put his full weight into it, this was clearly...

"...Heavy sword technique."
"Oh? Is that what it's called? Heavy sword... that's a fitting name. Then, what do you call this?"

*Swish!*

Twisting his blocked sword free, Ju Ho-jeong swung it twice in quick succession.
It created the illusion of two swords attacking alternately.
Though slightly lacking in speed, it clearly contained the principles of the swift sword technique.

Stepping back to avoid the attack, I let out a hollow laugh.
Watching Ju Ho-jeong use internal energy release, heavy sword, and swift sword techniques, I had to acknowledge what kind of person he was.

One blessed by heaven, or born from its mistake.
One who gains hundreds or thousands of insights from a single clue.
One with the potential to break the existing world and create anew.

There's a word for such people.

Genius.

"...Ha."

It seems that I—my martial arts—have become the nourishment that awakened this genius.

Ch.81 - Unexpected Opponent
The duel between Namgung Hyeon and Cheol-u.
Followed by the duel between Ja-seong and Un-yeop.

While watching those battles, Ho-jeong absorbed countless pieces of information through his eyes and ears.
His brain immediately broke down and reassembled all this sensory information, fully integrating it into his own knowledge.

Just like when he had completely mastered the sword technique passed down from his father in just one day.

*This speed isn't possible just from stepping into a stance. There must be another factor.*
*I think I saw dust being pushed away near his feet for an instant.*
*Wind coming from the soles of his feet... no, that's not it. It's internal energy. He's expelling internal energy through his feet.*
*Expelling internal energy outside the body. How is that even possible?*
*...It's the acupoints! Among the six acupoints on the sole, it's... the Yongcheon point. He's releasing internal energy through the Yongcheon point.*
*The amount of internal energy that can escape through acupoints is never large. Is his internal energy insufficient?... Ah, I see. If he released internal energy as he normally would through meridians, the force would be too strong.*
*He needs to artificially weaken the flow of internal energy—change his energy circulation method.*

In less than a moment, he understood the concept of internal energy release and realized he needed to change his circulation method.

*That guy's sword is somehow different. Sometimes it's heavy, sometimes surprisingly fast. What's the difference?*
*His posture changes when he swings. Why?*
*...Center of gravity. He places the center of gravity on the sword to press down with his entire body's weight.*
*That's... he's putting his waist into the sword swing. Not just internal energy, but using all the muscle power from waist to arm to swing the sword more powerfully. That's why the sword moves faster...!*

After another moment passed, he even grasped the principles of heavy sword and swift sword techniques.

His comprehension and perception were incomparable to ordinary humans.
Ho-jeong absorbed Ja-seong's martial arts like a greedy demon.
And now, standing on the dueling platform, he couldn't help but marvel each time he executed what he had learned.

The concept of releasing internal energy outside the body, as well as the sword strikes embodying the principles of heavy and swift sword techniques, completely shattered his preconceptions about martial arts.

The martial arts Ho-jeong had known until now could be defined in one simple sentence:

-Just a matter of having abundant internal energy.

All victories and defeats, strengths and weaknesses were determined solely by the level of internal energy—such trivial study was what martial arts had been to him.

But Ja-seong's was different.

*That guy's internal energy level is probably lower than mine, and even lower than Cho's guard.*

Relatively lower internal energy meant being relatively weaker.
Until now, that had been common sense.

But Ja-seong ignored such conventional wisdom and easily defeated Un-yeop.
It was as if he was rebuking all the martial artists in this world.

That the level of internal energy wasn't important at all.
That there was something else truly important in martial arts.

Simply put,
His entire being was shouting that martial arts wasn't meant to be used that way.

*Then show me. True martial arts. True power.*

Admiration and desire rose in Ho-jeong's eyes as he looked at Ja-seong.

Admiration for one who possessed true power,
And desire to possess that power himself.

*With that power, could I too...*

Soar freely?

Until now, he had been a parrot trapped in a cage.
A bird with only a flashy appearance and the talent to mimic words, unable to leave its cage.

But that man was different.
That nameless man was a hawk.
A hawk that could easily break free from whatever bound it and soar into the vast sky.

*Give me those wings too.*

I too want to have wings like yours and soar freely.
Ho-jeong smiled brightly as he looked at Ja-seong.

*

Seeing Ju Ho-jeong gradually steal my martial arts just by watching left me feeling empty.
I never thought such a thing would be possible.

Meeting someone truly worthy of being called a genius, I felt aggrieved by his unreasonable ability.

"......."

But strangely enough,
The emotion clearly rising in my heart wasn't just emptiness and resentment.
There was an opposite emotion as well—joy.

If someone else knew this, they'd probably ask if I was crazy.
And I'd probably answer that yes, I think I am crazy.

The man before me is an enemy.
An enemy with whom I can never coexist.

Yet this enemy just became stronger because of me.
And I feel joy about it—if this isn't madness, what is?

Even while thinking myself mad, it didn't feel so bad.
Probably because I knew the reason myself.

Since I first entered the martial world, there had been one longing in my heart.
This longing, which started as a tiny speck, grew larger as I fought the Wanderer Band and the Heavenly Light Unit.

At first, I was frustrated because I couldn't identify what it was, but during my battle with Cho Un-yeop, this longing clearly revealed itself.

It was a longing for a worthy opponent.
A desire for someone who could receive everything I had to offer.

I thought this longing was somewhat satisfied while fighting Cho Un-yeop.
But soon I realized that was a tremendous misconception.
My longing wasn't something that could be satisfied by merely enjoying a brief fight.

Only a fierce battle where victory couldn't be guaranteed even with my full strength could satisfy it.
And now, someone with that potential appeared before my eyes.
How could I not be happy?

Moreover, the potential this person possessed wasn't just that one thing.
My goal—to change this strange martial world into the real martial world I know.
Ju Ho-jeong also held the potential to bring that dream one step closer.

This man, Ju Ho-jeong, is a butterfly.
Currently still in a cocoon, but someday he will break through and flutter his wings more fiercely than any other butterfly.

His wingbeats will become an overwhelming storm that sweeps through this martial world.
Knowing this, I had no other choice.

I'll break your cocoon for you.
So fly high into the sky.
With powerful wingbeats, try to overturn this strange martial world.
I grinned as I looked at Ju Ho-jeong.

Smiling at each other like that, we raised our swords and clashed again.

-Clang!

Your speed is still lacking.

-Clang!

Put your whole body into the sword.

-Clang!

Yes, like that.

Sharp metallic sounds continuously rang out across the dueling platform.

*

-Clang! Clang! Clang! Clang!

The endless ringing of metal.
Before anyone realized, all sounds except the metallic clashes had disappeared from the tournament grounds.

Those who came to observe the power struggle between the Namgung Family and Paecheon Fortress, martial artists, and ordinary citizens of Hefei.
Regardless of their purpose for coming, everyone was entranced by the sight on the dueling platform.

That's how overwhelming the scene before their eyes was.

-Boom! Clang! Clang!

Two martial artists clashing as they darted across the dueling platform like arrows.
Changing positions in an instant and crossing swords, with powerful energy waves shaking the tournament grounds with each collision.

*It's like a battle straight out of mythology.*

Everyone gathered at the tournament grounds had the same thought.
That it resembled a battle between divine generals from mythology.
Of course, there was one person with a different impression.

*...Indeed.*

The woman with her face covered by a veil, Il-ji, nodded as she watched Ho-jeong move almost on par with Ja-seong.

Indeed, he was the "vessel" they had been watching.
A talent that could be called the embodiment of unreasonableness—analyzing another's martial arts and instantly making it his own.

When Il-ji first became Ho-jeong's guard not long ago, she noticed his talent and was overjoyed.
The vessel she thought she would have to search for over many years was right in front of her.

*Perhaps nowhere else in this world could such a perfect vessel be found.*

In other words, Ho-jeong's well-being was more important to Il-ji than anything else in this world.
This also meant she couldn't allow such a fierce duel to continue.

Il-ji's gaze turned to several Heavenly Light Unit members still near the dueling platform.
They simultaneously stood at attention like puppets and looked back at her.

The members were already connected to Il-ji through a spiritual link.
She could control them just by sending her will, without having to speak.

*Rush onto the dueling platform and protect the Young Lord of the Castle. Even at the cost of your lives.*

If the members rushed onto the dueling platform, it would mean defeat in the tournament, but the Young Lord's safety was more important than such trivial matters.

The members who received Il-ji's instructions approached the dueling platform without hesitation.
When they were just two steps away from the platform and about to draw their swords, the metallic sounds suddenly ceased.

The two men who had been fiercely clashing as if trying to kill each other had abruptly stopped their attacks.

*...What's happening?*

Sensing something ominous, Il-ji momentarily halted her men.
She carefully observed Ja-seong and Ho-jeong, who had returned to a standoff.

*

-Clang!

"Haha-!"

How many exchanges had it been? A hundred? Two hundred? No, perhaps we'd passed a thousand.
I finally couldn't hold back and burst into laughter.

I never thought he would receive my attacks like this.
No, it went beyond merely receiving them.

-Clang!

A downward strike aimed at my crown.
As I raised my sword to block it, I almost lost my stance from the weight that was incomparable to before.

Seeing me like this, Ho-jeong's eyes lit up as he withdrew his sword and quickly thrust twice.

-Swish!

Two sword strikes coming almost simultaneously.
Seeing him completely master not only the heavy sword but also the swift sword, I couldn't help but curse.

"This bastard, a true genius?"

After deflecting the two sword strikes aimed at my chest, I executed the "Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven" technique in retaliation, and Ju Ho-jeong's laughter reached my ears.

"Haha-! How dare you call the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress a bastard. How rude!"
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Ju Ho-jeong laughed while saying it was rude.
He completely avoided the eight sword shadows targeting his upper body by retreating far back.

The Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven cut through empty air.
Hmm, so an opponent who uses internal energy in their footwork can be avoided this easily.
It's fine now, but later on, this will probably happen more often.

I'll need to add footwork that follows the enemy when executing techniques.

I etched this improvement for Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven in my mind and smiled slightly.
The improvements I've realized for the Boundless Sky Sword Technique through this duel with Ju Ho-jeong were already numerous.
If I apply these, the Boundless Sky Sword Technique will become even more powerful.

This was one reason I craved a duel with a worthy opponent who couldn't be easily defeated.
I gained more from this match with Ju Ho-jeong than from countless previous battles.
And along with that, I realized one thing:

I can become stronger. No, I must become stronger.

If I remain stagnant, that monster might surpass me someday.

"I can't allow that."

No matter how shocking a genius Ju Ho-jeong might be, my mind contained the imagination of countless martial arts authors.
If I fell behind that insufferable guy despite that, it would be... well, very infuriating.

"What are you thinking about during our duel!"

Ju Ho-jeong's sword came flying in again.
In that brief moment, his swift sword had become even faster.

"Tsk."

Too late to block.
As I stepped sideways using my footwork, Ju Ho-jeong's sword still managed to graze the sleeve of my martial outfit.

*Rip*

The tip of my sleeve was cut off with a sharp slicing sound.
Seeing this, Ho-jeong grinned.

"Does this mean I won a point?"

...What, dude?
Feeling suddenly irritated, I immediately charged with the Boundless Sky First Flash and cut a long tear in Ju Ho-jeong's sleeve.
Visibly much longer than the cut on mine.

Heh, I won.
With a voice full of triumph, I said to Ju Ho-jeong:

"If we're being precise, I cut much more than you did, but I could call it a tie."
"Oh?"

Ju Ho-jeong grinned as if finding it amusing.

"Haha. Shall we see who ends up in a more embarrassing state first?"
"I wouldn't recommend that. Wouldn't it be too humiliating for the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress to end up half-naked in front of all these people?"
"You have to try to know which is longer or shorter!"

And so began my sleeve-cutting competition with Ju Ho-jeong.
Even while realizing I was doing something childish and foolish, I couldn't bring myself to stop.

Am I having too much fun?
It's like I'm messing around with a close friend.

While inwardly giggling and continuing the exchange with Ju Ho-jeong, I suddenly sensed people approaching the arena.
Glancing sideways, I saw five men in the white martial outfits of the Heavenly Light Unit approaching with rather ominous auras.

They definitely weren't approaching with good intentions.
As I frowned at them, Ju Ho-jeong's sword came flying with a whooshing sound.

"An opening!"

I tried to dodge belatedly, but was slightly too slow.
My collar was cut with a long slash.
Along with it, I saw something small fall out from inside my clothes and fly through the air.

"...!"

That small something was the charm pouch Hwa-ryeon had given me.
Realizing this, I immediately ran toward the pouch and managed to catch it just before it fell onto the messy arena floor.

Phew, that was close.

As I inwardly sighed with relief, I suddenly realized the attacks had stopped.

"...That."

Turning to look at Ju Ho-jeong, I saw him staring at the pouch in my hand with trembling eyes.
He seemed to recognize the pouch, and I had a moment of realization.

Ju Ho-jeong and Hwa-ryeon are the children of the former first and second-in-command of Paecheon Fortress.
Moreover, judging by their Ju surname, it wasn't hard to guess they were both from imperial branch families.

If they had been close enough in Hwa-ryeon's childhood for him to know about this charm pouch?

If so, I had essentially exposed Hwa-ryeon's whereabouts to the Paecheon Fortress faction.

"......"

My mind went cold as if doused with icy water.
All sorts of worries stormed through my head, like a backlash after enjoying the duel too much without considering the consequences.

What should I do? What can I do?
Damn it. Why did I engage in such a stupid sleeve-cutting competition...!

As I clutched my throbbing head that was quickly becoming a mess, I heard Ju Ho-jeong's subdued voice.

"...That pouch. May I ask where you got it?"

A difficult question to answer.
Not knowing how to respond, I looked around until my gaze stopped on Ju Ho-jeong's face.
More precisely, the emotion on his face made me pause.

Longing, and a strange desperation.
It wasn't the expression of someone who would wish for Hwa-ryeon's death.
After looking at Ju Ho-jeong's face for a moment, I carefully opened my mouth.

"...I borrowed it. I was told it protects its owner, so she gave it to me."
"...I see."

Nodding heavily at my answer, Ju Ho-jeong immediately asked another question.

"Is she... doing well?"

His tone confirmed he was certain I was with Hwa-ryeon.
Half resigned to whatever would happen, I answered honestly.

"She's doing well. She probably would have scolded me terribly if the pouch got dirty. Would have scolded me even more if I got hurt."
"...Haha. She hasn't changed."

Ju Ho-jeong laughed bitterly, muttered "I see. She's been doing well," sighed, and then unexpectedly turned to the referee.

"I forfeit."
"...What?"
"What?"

Both the referee and I were dumbfounded by his sudden declaration of forfeit.

"Ah, no. Why so suddenly...?"
"I got too excited and consumed too much internal energy. Since winning seems difficult if we continue, I think forfeiting is the right choice."

...What nonsense about consuming too much energy from someone who should have plenty from eating well.

I gave him an incredulous look at his completely unconvincing excuse, but Ju Ho-jeong simply walked down from the arena.

"H-hey!"

When I called out to him as he was walking toward the exit, he paused and turned to look at me.

"The duel was enjoyable. The most enjoyable fight of my life."
"...What. No, that's not what I—!"
"Don't worry. I won't say a word about her."
"...!"

Ju Ho-jeong seemed to read my mind like some mind-reading technique.
As I opened and closed my mouth, speechless, he continued with a slight smile.

"Take good care of her. She may act cold because she's not honest with herself, but she has a warm heart."
"...I know that without you telling me."

My voice came out sharp, responding to his tone that suggested he knew Hwa-ryeon better than anyone in the world.
I was surprised by my own sudden displeasure.

Seeing me like this, Ju Ho-jeong gave a deeper but bitter smile.

"I envy you."
"What does that...?"

I asked about the meaning of his puzzling words, but Ju Ho-jeong left the arena without answering.
The five Heavenly Light Unit martial artists who had been approaching the arena followed him.

And so my final duel ended.

"Why forfeit so anticlimactically...?"
"Isn't it obvious? As always, the troublemaker of Paecheon Fortress acted on his own interests and left others to clean up. His martial arts were truly impressive, but his character doesn't match."
"Speaking of martial arts, how is such movement even possible...?"

The murmuring from the audience was louder than ever.
Everyone seemed unable to comprehend Ju Ho-jeong's forfeit.

Among them, the pig whose emotions had gone from hell to heaven and back to hell with Ju Ho-jeong's appearance was particularly upset.

"What is this...! Are you joking right now?!"

The squealing sound came from the platform.
The County Magistrate of Hefei was throwing a fit, forgetting he was in front of the Regional Lord he had been flattering.

He squealed that this was invalid, that it couldn't end like this, oblivious to the Regional Lord's increasingly displeased frown.
After looking at him with cold eyes, I turned to the referee who still hadn't made a ruling.

"Aren't you going to declare the winner?"
"W-well...."

His expression was troubled.
He seemed worried about making a ruling and offending the County Magistrate.

But the tournament was still in progress, and many eyes were watching him strangely.
There was a limit to how long the referee could remain silent, and eventually he had no choice but to make the ruling.

"T-this match goes to the Namgung Family! As the Namgung Family has achieved three victories first, I declare them the winners of this tournament!"

There was no cheer at the victory announcement.
Partly because the end of the tournament was too anticlimactic, but this uncomfortable silence had another reason.

I glanced at Namgung Hyeon with his bitter expression.
Most of the audience gathered here seemed to think the Namgung Family didn't deserve to win.
Most wouldn't know the details and still blamed the Namgung Family for Hefei's recent difficulties.

But that's over now.

Deliberately erasing Ju Ho-jeong from my mind, I turned my gaze to the head of the Namgung Family.

The Namgung Family head nodded at my glance and came up to the arena, bringing along Jo Un-chil who still had his face covered.
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"Huh? What's this? Why is the Namgung Family Head suddenly going to the arena?"
"Well, he's probably going to apologize for everything that's happened."

All eyes were focused on him.
The murmuring crowd created an atmosphere that was far from welcoming.

Yet the Namgung Family Head climbed onto the arena without the slightest hint of intimidation and shouted loudly.

"People of Hefei! And fellow martial artists! I am Namgung Seon-u, Head of the Namgung Family!"

The revelation began with the Namgung Family Head's self-introduction.

"Many people in Hefei have been suffering from poverty due to the continuous failures of our escort missions. I acknowledge that this is clearly the fault of our Namgung Family."

Upon hearing this, people in the crowd wore expressions that seemed to say, "Well, that's obvious."
How impatient they were.
One should listen to a person's story until the end.

"However! I stand here today not merely to apologize for our past mistakes! I'm here to reveal that the escort mission failures over the past year were caused by someone's malicious intent!"

"Malicious intent? What does that mean?"

A timely question erupted from the crowd.
Hearing this, the Namgung Family Head publicly disclosed everything he had investigated.

The attacks on the Namgung escort missions.
The fire at the Namgung warehouse.
The assassination of the family's Head Manager.

After explaining that all these events were designed to weaken the Namgung Family, he pulled off the collar of Jo Un-chil standing beside him.
Someone who recognized that cunning goateed face shouted loudly.

"Isn't that Jo Un-chil? I heard he died in that bloodbath at the gambling house...!"

Jo Un-chil, now exposed before everyone, had turned deathly pale, likely from fear of what was to come.
I approached him and gave him a subtle look, and he gulped before opening his mouth.

"I-I am Jo Un-chil. I run a gambling house in northern Hefei..."

With a trembling voice, he stuttered through his story.

Jo Un-chil confessed everything—how he had leaked escort mission information from the Namgung escort bureau and attempted to steal warehouse goods during the fire.
Finally, he named the organization behind all these schemes.

"A-all of this was done under the orders of Sa Gong-chan, the leader of the Heavenly Light Unit in Paecheon Fortress!"

The crowd's murmuring grew louder at Jo Un-chil's revelation.

"Paecheon Fortress...!"
"I-I was even grateful to them for patrolling our streets...!"

While some expressed outrage at being deceived by Paecheon Fortress, others were skeptical.

"That's a lie! Jo Un-chil is notorious for his villainy in Hefei! How can we believe such a man!?"

The atmosphere shifted again with this voice of suspicion toward Jo Un-chil.
In response, the Namgung Family Head pulled out letters and a book from inside his robe.
They were the letters from Jin Mu-gun, the Head Manager of Paecheon Fortress, that I had taken from the County Magistrate's room, along with the falsified land registry.

"Here is the evidence! Letters from Jin Mu-gun, Head Manager of Paecheon Fortress, asking the County Magistrate of Hefei to help destroy the Namgung Family, and the falsified land registry created by the complicit County Magistrate!"
"That's a lie!"

A sharp voice came from behind.
When I turned around, the County Magistrate was pointing at us frantically, his face pale as a sheet.

"All of it! It's all nonsense they made up! How dare you slander me, a servant of the Emperor! What are you waiting for? Kill them immediately!"

Kill us, not arrest us?
His intention was clearly to silence us first without thinking of the consequences.

The soldiers approached hesitantly at the County Magistrate's command.
They were following orders, but their attitude suggested they weren't sure if this was right.
The County Magistrate berated the soldiers even more loudly at their hesitation.

"What are you doing? Kill them now!"

I smirked at his disgraceful behavior.
Normally, he might have been able to cover things up with such forceful tactics.

But now was different.
The County Magistrate himself seemed to have forgotten that he wasn't the highest authority here at the moment.

"Stop!"

A weighty command.
It was a voice filled not with internal energy, but with the dignity of a ruler.

The County Magistrate's face instantly darkened, knowing full well who the voice belonged to.

"R-Regional Lord...!"

The County Magistrate of Hefei turned around trembling, and upon facing the Regional Lord who was glaring at him fiercely, he immediately collapsed to his knees.
The Regional Lord approached him like King Yama judging a guilty soul and asked:

"Is what I just heard true?"
"N-n-no, absolutely not. Th-these good-for-nothing thugs are t-trying to frame me...!"

As the County Magistrate stammered his excuse, the Regional Lord walked past him to the platform and looked down at us.

"If what you say is false, as the County Magistrate claims, then you have slandered an official of the Emperor, a capital offense that would lead to the execution of your entire clan. Do you still maintain your accusations against the County Magistrate?"

I looked at the Regional Lord, slightly surprised by the strange pressure I felt from him.
From what I could sense, the Regional Lord had no martial arts training.

Yet I felt intimidated by such a person?
Was I unconsciously cowering before his authority as the ruler of Yeoju Prefecture?

For a moment, I even wondered if I had always been this weak in the face of power, but I shook my head to clear my thoughts.
What am I thinking? Focus, focus.

Ignoring the strange tingling sensation in my head and returning to reality, I heard the resolute voice of the Namgung Family Head.

"Of course. These items I hold are definitive evidence of the County Magistrate's corruption."
"...Bring those to me."

After a moment of silence following the Namgung Family Head's words, the Regional Lord ordered the letters and falsified land registry to be brought to him.
The County Magistrate grew desperate.

"Wh-why bother looking at crude evidence fabricated by these martial ruffians? Regional Lord, it's not worth your attention...!"
"County Magistrate, hold your tongue."
"R-Regional Lord?"
"Did you think my eyes and ears were closed just because I said nothing? I've already heard about the tyranny you've been inflicting on Hefei."
"...!"

The County Magistrate's eyes widened in shock.
After glaring at him fiercely for a moment, the Regional Lord received the letters and land registry from the soldiers and examined them.

Then, with an even more terrifying expression, he raised his head and pointed harshly at the County Magistrate.

"Take this criminal away and confine him immediately!"
"R-Regional Lord!"

At the command of the highest authority in Yeoju Prefecture, the soldiers didn't hesitate to drag the County Magistrate away.

"I-I'm innocent! I'm innocent! Regional Lord, Regional Loooord-!"

Even as he was being dragged away, the County Magistrate continued to protest his innocence.
He looked exactly like a pig being dragged to slaughter.

After watching his retreating figure with an angry gaze for a moment, the Regional Lord came down from the platform and approached us.

"Regional Lord."

The Namgung Family Head bowed respectfully to the Regional Lord.
Standing beside him, I hastily bowed as well.

The Regional Lord silently looked at us before walking past to stand before the crowd.
With the king of Yeoju Prefecture appearing before them, no one in the audience dared to speak carelessly.

Complete silence fell over the arena.
The Regional Lord's heavy voice broke that silence.

"...Having verified it myself, the Namgung Family Head's claim that Paecheon Fortress sent letters instigating the downfall of the Namgung Family is true."

"G-good heavens...!"

One audience member gasped in shock before quickly covering their mouth.
Ignoring this, the Regional Lord continued:

"I will personally protest this matter to Paecheon Fortress. Furthermore, I am suspending Gu Man-deok, the County Magistrate of Hefei, who has been extorting bribes from merchants and committing other abuses, and temporarily assigning his duties to the Deputy Magistrate."

It was a satisfying declaration, like a decade-old indigestion finally subsiding.
Honestly, I had been anxious, but as the Namgung Family Head said, the Regional Lord seemed to be quite different from that pig of a County Magistrate.

"With this, I declare the martial arts tournament concluded!"

Everything had proceeded according to plan, and the tournament ended with the Regional Lord's declaration.
It was a victory for the Namgung Family.

*

Although the tournament ended in our victory, we couldn't immediately celebrate or cheer.
This was because the Regional Lord promptly summoned us to the government office.

Entering the office again after a fortnight, I saw the Regional Lord sitting in the seat where the County Magistrate used to sit.

"Sit down."

A brief command devoid of any particular emotion.
After giving a small bow, we sat on either side, and the conversation began.

"Now then, let me hear the details. Everything that has happened."
"Yes."

At the Regional Lord's request, the Namgung Family Head represented us and laid out the entire situation.
After hearing the whole story, the Regional Lord's expression twisted with displeasure.

"Those Paecheon Fortress bastards have gone mad. They've forgotten their reason for existing. They're supposed to keep the martial world from making people's lives miserable, yet they've contributed to the impoverishment of the people...!"

The Regional Lord's fist trembled on the armrest, but realizing he wasn't alone, he cleared his throat softly.

"Ahem... But why did you proceed this way? You could have informed me earlier for a quicker resolution."
"Well...."

The Namgung Family Head wore an awkward expression, unable to say that we had suspected the Regional Lord as well.
Fortunately, the Regional Lord didn't seem inclined to reprimand us for this and promptly moved on to the next topic.
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"I've already reported that scoundrel Gu Man-deok's other corruptions to the Ministry of Personnel. An investigator should be on his way down by now. After investigating this matter as well, Gu Man-deok's dismissal will be decided."
"...That's good news."

Next to the Namgung Family Head who answered cautiously, Namgung Hyeon let out a small sigh of relief.
Though he didn't say anything, it seems he suffered quite a bit from the County Magistrate before our group arrived.

"I'll personally deliver a letter of protest to Paecheon Fortress as well. Separately, I'll also send a report to Beijing, so those bastards will pay the appropriate price. The Namgung Family will also receive proper compensation."
"Thank you."

At the Namgung Family Head's words of gratitude, the Regional Lord showed an apologetic expression.

"No need for thanks. I should be the one apologizing."
"How could you say that..."
"I apologize for summoning and reprimanding you about the supply convoy issue last time. I never imagined something like this would happen behind the scenes."

The Regional Lord shook his head, then suddenly seemed to remember something and asked a question.

"By the way, what happened with the supply convoy that went out again? Were there any issues this time?"
"Yes, we received word recently. They should arrive in Hefei tomorrow."
"Finally, the people around Hefei can breathe easier..."

The Regional Lord sighed deeply in relief.
I looked at him with surprised eyes at his attitude that seemed to genuinely care for the people.

Judging by his words and behavior, he appeared to be a true official, unlike that pig of a County Magistrate.
I suppose I had unconsciously developed prejudice because that County Magistrate was such a terrible person.

"I understand your family has suffered greatly from Paecheon Fortress's schemes. If there's anything I can help with, please let me know anytime."
"Thank you, Regional Lord."

The atmosphere was warm and friendly.
A happy ending for everyone except Paecheon Fortress and one greedy pig...

"Ah."

Come to think of it, there's one more person who won't be happy.

*

After leaving the government office, I excused myself from the Namgung Family Head and headed straight to the prison within the county office.
I greeted the goatee beard that was barely visible through the bars.

"Hey, how are you doing? Seems a bit drafty in there."
"You, you bastard!"

Goatee Beard started cursing as soon as he saw me.
I smirked at Jo Un-chil locked up in the prison.

"Your voice sounds good, so I guess you're doing alright? I was worried, but that's a relief."
"You damn con artist! The promise was different!"
"Hmm? Promise? What promise?"

I tilted my head in confusion at his incomprehensible words, and he looked like he was about to lose his mind.

"You said I'd live if I sided with you!"
"Hmm?"

After searching my memory briefly, I soon realized what Jo Un-chil was talking about.

"Hey, you need to be precise with your words. I didn't say I'd save you, I said it would be much better than sticking with Paecheon Fortress, right?"
"That's the same thing! How is this any better?"
"It's clearly much better. Just counting the days, you've lived a whole fifteen days longer."
"......"

Jo Un-chil could only gape at my answer, speechless.

Through this incident, all the illegal activities Jo Un-chil had been involved in were revealed.
The nature of his crimes was so vile that he apparently couldn't avoid capital punishment.

"That's why you should have lived honestly. I hope you can do so in your next life. Well then, I'll be going."

I offered some words of encouragement to the man about to embark on a long journey and turned around.
Just as I was leaving the prison, a thunderous shout came from behind me.

"Hey, you son of a bitch!"
"Who's calling who a son of a bitch."

Thinking that his audacity knew no bounds, I shrugged my shoulders and walked with light steps toward the county office entrance.
The Namgung Family Head and Namgung Hyeon were waiting for me at the entrance.

"Why are you waiting? I told you to go ahead."
"How could we do that? It doesn't feel right to mistreat our family's benefactor."
"Well, I'm hardly a benefactor..."

I scratched my cheek at the embarrassing praise as we left the county office.

"Hmm. I can't say for certain, but the atmosphere in the streets seems different."

On our way back to the family estate.
I could feel that the mood in the streets had subtly changed.

Of course, it wasn't that people's faces suddenly became more lively or their eyes more spirited.
But somehow... the gloomy, negative energy seemed to have lifted?
Namgung Hyeon, walking beside me, explained the reason.

"We spread the news that the supply convoy is returning tomorrow."
"All this just because of that?"
"It's not just that. This was an unprecedented large-scale convoy organized to resolve the current situation. When it enters Hefei tomorrow, things should improve significantly."

The Namgung Family Head added to Namgung Hyeon's confident assertion.

"The Regional Lord has agreed to mobilize his soldiers to escort the convoy, so we don't need to worry about problems anymore. Even Paecheon Fortress wouldn't dare to touch the military."
"Ohh..."

I'm not sure how large the scale is that they're so confident it will immediately improve Hefei's situation, but if they're that certain, there's probably no need to worry... right?

"Won't Paecheon Fortress try something foolish again?"

This thought suddenly occurred to me.
An uneasy feeling crept over me, wondering if people who had spent a year trying to destroy a family would really back down so easily.

"Hahaha. No need to worry too much. Their plot has been exposed to the world—unless they're insane, they wouldn't try anything again."
"...I suppose so?"

I awkwardly agreed with Namgung Hyeon's amused response.
Though I verbally concurred, the uneasiness in my heart strangely refused to subside, gently scratching at my nerves.
Nothing will really happen, right?

*

After the martial arts competition, the Paecheon Fortress warriors led by the Heavenly Light Unit were immediately expelled from the county office due to the Regional Lord's anger.
It was only natural, given that their misdeeds in Hefei had been exposed to the world.

"Damn it all!"

*CRASH! SHATTER!*

Iron Ox, who had implicitly led the Paecheon Fortress warriors in Hefei since the death of the Heavenly Light Unit leader Sa Gong-chan, couldn't contain his anger and flipped over a table.
The bowls and wine bottles on the table spilled and shattered into pieces.

They were currently in a shabby inn located in a deserted corner of Hefei.
They had half-threatened the innkeeper, given him money, and driven him out to take over the place.

Only members of the Heavenly Light Unit were visible on the first floor of the inn.
The lower-ranked Paecheon Fortress warriors who had been expelled with them were nowhere to be seen.

Their whereabouts were revealed by a slender figure who entered the inn just then.

"Preparations for the lower-ranked warriors' return are complete. Now all that remains..."

Chil-ji, who had entered, frowned at the mess created by Iron Ox flipping the table.

"You've made another mess?"
"Ha, sitting still in this situation is just too frustrating."
"Anyway, since you made the mess, you clean it up. Right now."
"...Fine."

Iron Ox began cleaning up the mess without any particular resistance to Chil-ji's instructions.
It was a strange sight to see their leader obeying Chil-ji, with whom he normally had a hostile relationship.

Yet none of the Heavenly Light Unit members expressed any doubts.
In the eerily silent atmosphere, Iron Ox finished cleaning and sat back down.
Chil-ji, confirming all eyes were on her, slowly began to speak.

"As you all already know, I'll say it once more. Our year-long preparation to expel the Namgung Family from Hefei has ultimately failed. Failed miserably."
"......"

Though no one answered, the heavy atmosphere pervading the inn revealed the members' frustration and depression.

"But we can't back down just because we failed once, can we?"
"...!"

At Chil-ji's words, all the Heavenly Light Unit members raised their heads.
Representing them, Iron Ox asked Chil-ji a question.

"Do you have some method in mind?"
"Yes, of course. A final measure."

Chil-ji spoke rather calmly for describing it as a "final measure."
Shortly after, the words that came from her mouth were truly shocking.

"Tonight, we will attack the Namgung Family Estate."
"...!"

The entire Heavenly Light Unit would directly attack the Namgung Family.
Everyone who heard this widened their eyes in surprise.

"Attack the Namgung Family Estate? Are you serious?"

Despite Iron Ox's incredulous question, Chil-ji lightly nodded.

"Yes. Since our carefully laid plans have failed, all that's left is brute force, right? As it happens, the Namgung Family has lost most of their skilled fighters due to our schemes, and the remaining ones won't return until tomorrow. In other words, if not now, we won't have another chance."

Currently, only the Young Master of the House Namgung Hyeon, Family Head Namgung Seon-u, and some guests of unknown identity remained in the estate.
If all fifty-five members of the Heavenly Light Unit rushed in, they could easily handle the situation.

'If only we can deal with that man.'

Chil-ji thought of Ja-seong.
A man who displayed extraordinary martial arts she had never seen before.
If they could somehow deal with him, the rest could be handled by the Heavenly Light Unit.

'And I have the means to do so.'

Chil-ji carefully touched something hidden in her bosom.
Though it was a precious item that shouldn't be used carelessly, it would be worth using if she could bring someone of Ja-seong's caliber under her control.

Having thought that far, she suddenly felt regret.

'It would have been good if we could mobilize Cho Un-yeop too.'

Cho Un-yeop was in quite serious condition from the injuries sustained in his match with Ja-seong.
Currently, Ho-jeong was sticking close to him, which meant there was no opportunity to use the Soul-Snatching Art.

Ch.85 - Competition Ends
Chil-ji's ears caught Cheol-u's voice just as she had decided to give up cleanly on Cho Un-yeop.

"Is this really okay? Public opinion about Paecheon Fortress in Hefei is already bad, and more importantly, you've gotten on the Regional Lord's bad side. If things go wrong, this could become irreversible."

"That's right. So, everyone needs to sign this."

Chil-ji held out a scroll to Cheol-u.

When he unrolled it and checked the contents, his eyes widened.

"Th-this...!"

The scroll stated that this incident was carried out independently by the Heavenly Light Unit, and that all members would withdraw from the fortress to avoid causing trouble for Paecheon Fortress.

Ignoring Cheol-u's trembling gaze, Chil-ji continued her explanation.

"Once you sign this, you'll no longer be affiliated with Paecheon Fortress. Naturally, Paecheon Fortress won't have to take any responsibility for anything you've done."

In other words, the attack on the Namgung Family would be treated as nothing more than the Heavenly Light Unit's rampage.

Of course, Paecheon Fortress wouldn't be able to completely escape responsibility.

Whether the Heavenly Light Unit withdrew or not, the fact that they had been affiliated with the fortress wouldn't change.

It was just covering their eyes and pretending, but it would create justification to avoid direct responsibility.

*And that's good for 'us' in many ways too.*

"Now, sign it."

Though her tone was casual, as if asking them to jot down a few words, the meaning was anything but light.

Chil-ji was telling them to create justification for Paecheon Fortress to abandon them.

Any sane person would have refused or immediately hurled insults at Chil-ji.

But there were no sane people here.

"You're all acting of your own free will. Understand? So... you firmly believe that the Namgung Family must be eliminated to protect the common people's livelihood from the martial world."

Chil-ji spoke as if explaining roles in a play.

Before anyone knew it, her eyes had turned red.

Cheol-u and all the members of the Heavenly Light Unit stared blankly at those pupils.

And at some point, they thought:

They had resolved to sacrifice themselves for Paecheon Fortress's great cause, to protect the common people's livelihood from the martial world.

Even if they all died, they would definitely reduce the Namgung Family to ashes.

They couldn't understand how they'd reached such a conclusion, but their hearts were already burning with a deep sense of mission.

*Thud!*

Cheol-u stood up with a loud noise and immediately signed the scroll.

Not stopping there, he pulled out a dagger from his chest, pricked his thumb slightly, and stamped a bloody fingerprint beside it.

"At least this much should show our resolve."

Cheol-u looked at Chil-ji with intense eyes.

In his own way, it was a gaze filled with tragic determination, but from the perspective of someone manipulating even those thoughts, it was merely laughable.

"That resolve will definitely be conveyed."

Suppressing her sneer, Chil-ji nodded gravely in response.

Starting with Cheol-u, signatures and fingerprints followed one after another.

It didn't take long to fill the entire scroll.

*Now the Heavenly Light Unit is our chess piece, not Paecheon Fortress's.*

They'd probably be quite useful even after this incident ended.

Chil-ji rolled up the scroll and tucked it into her chest.

"I'll send this to the fortress with the warriors who are returning."

"...Right."

Nodding at her words, Cheol-u turned to look at his subordinates.

"Tonight, we sacrifice our lives for Paecheon Fortress's great cause. Everyone, finish what you need to do."

"Yes!"

What exactly was "Paecheon Fortress's great cause" in their minds?

Chil-ji chuckled at the question that suddenly arose, picturing the burning Namgung Family in her mind.

*You're just the beginning.*

Namgung was merely the start.

Everything called the Nine Sects and One League, the Five Great Families—they would all meet miserable ends.

*If you want to resent someone, resent your ancestors.*

Beasts without morals who clung to the imperial family and mercilessly slaughtered our brothers and family.

What expressions would they make in hell, watching their descendants fall so miserably?

"Heh, heheheh...!"

Chil-ji laughed coldly, delighted that the years of endurance had finally ended.

Her laughter spread eerily outside the inn, and—

"......"

It reached someone leaning against the wall in the alley beside the inn.

A woman with her face covered by a blue veil—it was Cheong.

As if seeing through the inn's interior, she stared intently at the wall, then finally nodded and muttered quietly.

"...Found you."

With that murmur, Cheong slipped out of the alley and disappeared into the crowd.

*

The three of us who returned to the family estate were warmly welcomed by the rest of our group.

That evening, the dinner gathering with everyone assembled started in an unusually cheerful atmosphere.

"Hahaha!"

However, perhaps the atmosphere was too cheerful—someone said that alcohol couldn't be missing on such a day, and—

"Come, come, have another cup!"

Before we knew it, a drinking party had begun.

Master and the Namgung Family Head were exchanging drinks between themselves, and Namgung Hyeon and Miss Seol were also cautiously having a cup each.

And I—

*Thud*

"Absolutely not. Don't even think about it."

I was desperately stopping Hwa-ryeon from drinking.

Hwa-ryeon's eyes naturally sharpened at the situation where everyone else was drinking but she alone couldn't.

"...One cup would be fine."

"No, it wouldn't be fine."

At my firm answer, Hwa-ryeon made a choked expression and quickly grabbed the bottle.

And that bottle immediately ended up in my grasp.

Even by my own assessment, it was quite an excellent snatch.

"...Are you really going to be like this?"

Hwa-ryeon glared at me for snatching the bottle in the blink of an eye.

Ha, glaring won't help.

For the safety of everyone here, I absolutely cannot give you alcohol.

Thus began a standoff over the bottle.

A hair-trigger moment of watching for each other's openings—cheerful laughter intruded between us.

"Haha, why go to such lengths? Not letting her have even one cup on a day like this. Are you already managing her?"

Namgung Hyeon smiled with a strangely creepy grin, thinking who knows what.

Miss Seol sitting beside him was also giggling with an amused expression.

To people who didn't know the situation, this must look entertaining.

It's not entertaining at all.

I'm protecting your safety right now.

Grumbling internally, I continued moving the bottle in my hand this way and that, dodging Hwa-ryeon's hands.

"...Hmph!"

Finally giving up, Hwa-ryeon sat back down.

She might suddenly try to snatch it—stay alert.

Carefully setting the bottle down on the opposite side from Hwa-ryeon, I kept watching her movements closely and asked Miss Seol:

"The Namgung Family's situation has somehow improved, but what about the Seol Family?"

At the rather sensitive question, Miss Seol erased the smile from her lips, thought for a moment, then shared her thoughts.

"The marriage talks with Paecheon Fortress will probably fizzle out. Father tried to cooperate with Paecheon Fortress because of his ambition for the Seol Family to become the new hegemon in Anhui after the Namgung Family disappeared."

"...And Miss Seol cooperated in crushing that ambition. Won't there be repercussions?"

No matter how much she was the Family Head's daughter, she had gone against the Family Head's own wishes.

It was hard to imagine there would be no consequences.

"Of course there will be repercussions."

Miss Seol affirmed my concern far too lightly.

Her reaction was so calm I wondered if I'd misheard.

"Uh... you don't seem very worried for something like that?"

"Why would I need to worry? I acted according to my own will and have no regrets. Even if the family expels me, I'll gladly accept it."

I was inwardly impressed by that answer.

Unlike her endlessly gentle appearance, Miss Seol was someone with a very firm interior.

What you'd call gentle on the outside, strong on the inside?

I was thinking I should learn from that when Namgung Hyeon suddenly clasped Miss Seol's hand.

"Bing-mae needn't worry. Father-in-law wouldn't dare carelessly cast out the wife of the Namgung Family's Young Master."

Calling the Seol Family Head "father-in-law" and treating his marriage to Miss Seol as certain, Namgung Hyeon then said playfully:

"Though if Bing-mae's feelings change, that might be different."

"My feelings are unchanged. I have no intention of marrying any man other than Ga-ga."

A firm response to his playful words.

As if newly moved, Namgung Hyeon looked at Miss Seol with trembling eyes.

"Bing-mae..."

"Ga-ga..."

And immediately the pair fell into their own world.

Ah, here we go again.

As I turned my head from the uncomfortable sight, I sensed Hwa-ryeon's hand reaching out again and quickly grabbed the bottle.

"Where do you think you're going!"

"Ah, seriously...!"

Hwa-ryeon frowned quite clearly and glared at me.

"Can't I just have one sip?"

"No. You know perfectly well what happens when you drink, so why do you keep asking?"

"...Th-there's a possibility I've gotten stronger with alcohol..."

"No. Absolutely not. Wake up."

At the cold answer, Hwa-ryeon finally seemed to give up cleanly and let all the strength drain from her body.

Ch.86 - Family Attack
Finally feeling at ease, I put down the wine bottle and suddenly remembered I had something to return to Hwa-ryeon.

"I almost forgot to give this back. Here."

I took out the charm pouch from inside my clothes and held it out.
While I was at it, I told her everything that had happened on the dueling platform.

"...I see. Ju Ho-jeong..."

After hearing my story, Hwa-ryeon looked quite conflicted.
Her face showed she didn't know what emotions to feel.
Seeing that expression, I felt the urge to ask for more details.

How did they know each other?
Were they close enough that she could recognize just this small pouch?
Whatever their past, they would likely become enemies now—was she okay with that?

All sorts of questions charged toward my lips only to bounce back repeatedly.

"......"

In the end, my lips remained firmly sealed.
The thought that my impulsive questions might reopen Hwa-ryeon's wounds kept my mouth shut.

Meanwhile, Hwa-ryeon wasn't taking the pouch I was offering.
After staring at it briefly, she pushed my hand away.

"...You should keep it, just in case. Seeing how you returned without any injuries, it seems to be effective."

Huh? I didn't really feel anything special about it.
I only remembered panicking when I almost dropped it while doing something stupid.

But I wasn't foolish enough to point that out.
Regardless of its effectiveness, if she was lending it out of concern for me, there was no reason to refuse.

I put the pouch back inside my clothes.
Then Hwa-ryeon's voice reached my ears.

"Aren't you going to ask? About Ju Ho-jeong."

...I didn't expect her to bring it up first.
I glanced at her cautiously before clearing my throat briefly.

"Ahem. Well, I was just being careful not to bring up painful memories."
"You don't need to be so considerate. It happened ten years ago already."

No need to pretend it doesn't matter.
I'm not fooled by her act of being fine while telling me not to worry.

Losing her parents before she was even ten years old.
That's not something that gets better after ten or twenty years.

I felt this keenly seven years ago.
The face of young Hwa-ryeon from back then overlapped with her current face.

"...? Why are you looking at me like that?"

Hwa-ryeon awkwardly turned her head away under my intense gaze.
Just as I was about to speak while looking at her expression of feigned indifference—

-Kyaaak!

"....!"

A high-pitched scream struck my ears.

"Hmm? What's wrong?"

Everyone's attention turned to me as I suddenly jumped to my feet.
Without time to answer Namgung Head's puzzled question, I expanded my qi sense.

Within my expanded senses, I could feel people's shrill screams and numerous individuals rushing in.
From what I could tell, they were all martial artists.

Martial artists coming without notice at this late hour.
They definitely weren't here with good intentions.

I looked around at everyone and said:

"We're under attack. It seems the servants are already being attacked."
"W-what did you say?"

The Namgung Head's eyes widened as if suddenly sobered.
At the same time, the others quickly rose to their feet.
With a face completely hardened, unlike someone who had been laughing and drinking just moments ago, Master asked:

"Where are they coming from?"
"From the south. It seems they've climbed over the wall."

The screams continued to reach us.
There was no time to waste.
I said I would go check first and rushed out of the room.

Running toward the source of the screams, I saw servants and maids fleeing in panic, and masked men cutting them down from behind.

"Stop!"

The masked men stopped swinging their swords at my shout.
Taking advantage of the pause, people frantically escaped.
But already, dozens of people were lying motionless on the ground.

As I frowned at the sight, a particularly large man among the masked figures stepped forward.

His build and the massive blade he carried looked quite familiar.
I didn't have to think far—I had seen them just earlier today.

"You're keeping busy despite probably being injured from the tournament. This doesn't seem fitting for someone with the title 'Great Force Blade.'"

Seeing that I recognized him, the large masked man, Tak Cheol-u, flinched briefly before removing his mask and asking in a low voice:

"...How did you know?"
"Do you think that build of yours can be hidden by a mask?"

His physique surpassed even that of Shin Je-gon, and his blade was too distinctive.
Such characteristics couldn't be common.

If you're going to wear a mask, you should at least change your weapon.
Isn't that too careless?
As I looked at him with this thought, he responded with a short, derisive snort.

"...Hmph. It doesn't matter if you recognized me. Everyone in the Namgung Family will die today anyway."

I tilted my head at his casual mention of massacre.

What is he thinking?

The tournament between the Namgung Family and Paecheon Fortress had happened just this afternoon.
As a result, the Namgung Family had thoroughly defeated Paecheon Fortress.
And now the Namgung Family is attacked that very night?

Anyone would naturally suspect Paecheon Fortress, so why do something like this?
I asked the same question I had asked Miss Seol earlier.

"Haven't you thought about the consequences?"

And the answer I received was truly absurd.

"Ha, how can one serve the greater cause while worrying about consequences! If we can save the people of the Central Plains by dirtying our hands, I won't have a single regret even at the gallows!"
"...What?"

I was so dumbfounded I momentarily lost my words.
Wait, there are too many things wrong with what he just said!
Since when did you care so much about the people that you'd become this unnecessarily dramatic?

What was especially strange was Tak Cheol-u's attitude.
Although I had only seen him briefly at the tournament and the county office, the gap between his previous demeanor and current one was too extreme.

Where was the hot-tempered, proud martial artist who couldn't stand humiliation? Instead, some kind of red revolutionary had appeared.
This extreme transformation made me wonder if he had been brainwashed or something.

...Brainwashed? What nonsense am I thinking?

I shook my head, gathered my wits, and drew my sword.

-Seureu-reung

"I don't know what's going on in your head, but I can't let you continue this nonsense."

I pointed my sword at Tak Cheol-u.
Tension appeared on his face, perhaps having heard that I had defeated Cho Un-yeop.
But soon he relaxed and raised one corner of his mouth.

"I'm sorry, but we are not your opponents."
"...What are you talking about?"

Not my opponents? What does that...?

"That's right. So would you face me instead?"

-Shiver

A voice suddenly coming from behind me sent chills down my spine.
I had expanded my senses in all directions before the battle, yet someone had approached without me detecting them?

It was exactly the same situation as when I met Ye So-ha recently.
The only difference was that this opponent was definitely my enemy.

Gritting my teeth, I turned and swung my sword behind me.
My quickly swung sword cut through the air, aiming at the enemy behind me.

-Swaaek!
-Thud

But before my sword could reach the opponent, something hard touched my chest first.
As soon as it touched my chest, I expected the burning pain of a blade cutting into flesh, but what came instead was an inexplicable numbness.

"Kuk...?"

My sword stopped just before reaching the enemy's neck.
No matter how much I struggled, my body wouldn't move.

Acupressure points? No, there was no sensation of pressure points being struck.
Then how? Could it be poison?

But it didn't feel like poison had entered my body.
If not acupressure or poison, then what?

To find the answer, I painfully lowered my gaze to look at what had touched my chest.

"This...is?"

What touched my body was a large purple bead.
Outwardly, it had no special features except for its size.

But the gloomy energy swirling inside it indicated that this was no ordinary object.
What on earth is this...!

I raised my head again to glare at the woman, Chil-ji, who had secretly approached me from behind.
She looked at me, unable to move, with a satisfied smile.

"Fufu, now your soul is mine."

With those incomprehensible words, my vision was dyed in darkness.

*

"Huhuhu...!"

Chil-ji looked at Ja-seong, who had frozen before her, with a triumphant smile.

Ja-seong had fallen defenseless to her secret weapon, the "Soul-Capturing Bead."
His eyes were completely darkened, with no distinction between whites and pupils.

'The Soul-Capturing Bead is an object that suppresses the opponent's mind.'

Naturally, someone whose mind is suppressed becomes more vulnerable to the Soul-Snatching Art.
Once affected by the Soul-Capturing Bead, Ja-seong coming under her control was a foregone conclusion.

Chil-ji's gaze briefly turned to the Soul-Capturing Bead.
Seeing the purple bead that seemed slightly more clouded than before, a fleeting regret passed through her eyes.

The Soul-Capturing Bead was a precious treasure that could only be used once.
She felt somewhat disappointed that she had used it because she wasn't confident in brainwashing Ja-seong with her abilities alone.

But soon Chil-ji composed herself.
If she could control this man before her, it was well worth the sacrifice.

After briefly taking her eyes off Ja-seong, Chil-ji looked at Cheol-u and the Heavenly Light Unit.

"Kill everyone in the estate. Don't leave a single person alive."
"Understood."

Cheol-u, who had somehow started addressing Chil-ji respectfully as a superior, led the Heavenly Light Unit deeper into the family estate and disappeared.
After glancing at their retreating figures, Chil-ji turned her attention back to Ja-seong.

"Now then, shall we have our time together?"

As the smiling Chil-ji's eyes turned red.

Ch.87 - Family Attack
Following Gun Ja-seong who had rushed out first, the rest of the group headed straight toward the southern part of the estate. Before long, they encountered servants and maids fleeing in terror.

"M-Master!"

They brightened at the sight of Namgung Seon-u, running to him and pouring out their grievances.

"M-masked men suddenly jumped over the family walls and started killing everyone!"
"Sob... Uncle Wang, Chilbok, they were all cut down by swords..."

Namgung Seon-u's face hardened as he realized Gun Ja-seong's warning had been true. Soon after, as if to prove their words, dozens of masked men appeared before the group.

Namgung Seon-u erupted in anger when he recognized the large figure at the front of the masked men.

"You bastard, Tak Cheol-u! How dare you invade the Namgung Family and commit such atrocities!"

Cheol-u's face twisted at the thunderous shout that echoed through the estate.

"Atrocities? Your very existence is the atrocity. Parasites who have sucked the blood of common people for hundreds of years. Today I'll end your tenacious lives."
"W-what nonsense...!"

Namgung Seon-u and Namgung Hyeon were beyond furious at Cheol-u, who had somehow transformed into a revolutionary fighter against oppression in the few hours since the martial arts competition.

*Shing*

Father and son drew their swords, channeling their outrage. Yeo Dae-un also drew his sword and stood beside them, glancing back at the three women.

"Miss, we'll handle this. Please help the people evacuate."
"...Understood."

Ju Hwa-ryeon nodded. Namgung Hyeon also spoke to Seol Yak-bing.

"Sister Bing, go with them."
"P-please be careful."

Yak-bing followed Hwa-ryeon with a worried face after looking at Namgung Hyeon's back. The three women headed toward the main gate in the west with the surviving servants.

"After them!"
"Where do you think you're going!"

When Cheol-u ordered some of the masked Heavenly Light Unit members to pursue them, Namgung Hyeon moved first to block their path.

"You'll have to kill me before you can advance!"

Cheol-u sneered at Namgung Hyeon's bold declaration.

"Then we'll kill all of you first, then pursue them. Attack!"

At Cheol-u's command, dozens of Heavenly Light Unit members drew their weapons and charged at the three men.

"Haaah!"

*Clang! Clash!*

Dozens against three—yet remarkably, the battle was evenly matched.

Namgung Hyeon initiated with his "Boundless Sky Flash." Stepping into a fighting stance, he lunged forward and slashed with his sword, cutting down a Heavenly Light Unit member at the front.

"Argh!?"

Three others simultaneously thrust their swords at Namgung Hyeon, ignoring their fallen comrade. He leaped high to avoid the blades.

The three pairs of eyes visible through their masks widened at his superhuman jump. Then, a sword shadow gleaming with moonlight flew at them.

His "Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven" technique, reduced to three shadows due to being executed mid-air, struck the vital points of the three unit members.

"Guhk...!"
"Kek!"
"Grrrr..."

As four comrades fell in an instant, the Heavenly Light Unit finally began to hesitate.

"Move aside!"

A massive figure pushed through the subordinates and drew a huge blade from his back.

"An immediate rematch, I see."
"Will you be alright? I don't think I can go easy on you like I did earlier today."

Namgung Hyeon responded to Cheol-u's muttering with cold provocation. Though he didn't say it, as the Young Master of the Namgung Family, he felt great anger toward Cheol-u for killing his family's people.

"Empty bravado. Do you think you're the only one who wasn't fighting at full strength? This time I'll kill you and appease my master's spirit."

Cheol-u growled fiercely. He still misunderstood that Namgung Hyeon had killed Sa Gong-chan.

The two men glared at each other with anger-filled eyes before charging at one another simultaneously.

*Boom!*

An explosive sound shook the estate as the two warriors clashed. Namgung Seon-u, realizing his only son was fighting the enemy leader, felt anxious even as he fended off attacks.

Although Namgung Hyeon had defeated Cheol-u in the martial arts competition, actual combat was fundamentally different from a tournament match. Cheol-u had extensive combat experience that Namgung Hyeon lacked.

*I need to help him...!*

His anxiety bred urgency, which dulled the sharpness of his sword strikes. It was Dae-un, fighting beside him, who steadied the wavering father.

"Brother Namgung, calm your mind."
"Brother Yeo, but...!"

Dae-un parried a sword aiming for his thigh and thrust his own blade into his opponent's chest as he continued.

"If you get hurt worrying about the Young Master, you'll be putting the cart before the horse. Focus on the enemies before us."

"Kuk...!"

As Namgung Seon-u gritted his teeth at this irrefutable logic, another sword flew at him.

*Clang!*

But the blade couldn't penetrate his skin, protected by the "Heavenly Thunder Protection Art," and bounced off.

His right arm was forced back by the repulsion, exposing his abdomen. Namgung Seon-u's sword pierced through the opening.

"Guhk...!"

As the Heavenly Light Unit member went limp, Namgung Seon-u kicked him in the chest, pulled out his sword, and shouted loudly.

"Who's next!"

His intention was to draw the enemies' attention to himself, preventing anyone from interfering with the duel between Cheol-u and Namgung Hyeon. The ploy worked quite well, as the remaining Heavenly Light Unit members began to swarm the two men.

"Hah!"

Dae-un stepped forward. Though not as fast as the "Boundless Sky Flash," he still charged at the Heavenly Light Unit members with remarkable speed. Like a tiger among sheep, he began taking them down one after another.

*Is this really my movement?*

As Dae-un wielded his sword, this thought suddenly crossed his mind.

For over half a month, he had struggled with learning the concept and techniques of internal energy release from Ja-seong, and revising his energy circulation methods, internal energy mind techniques, and sword techniques.

That time hadn't been wasted—Dae-un was now toying with the Heavenly Light Unit members using movements that would have been impossible even in his youth.

Of course, there were drawbacks too.

*Slash!*

"Ugh...!"

Dae-un frowned at the burning pain in his forearm. Unable to use the Protective Art, he was vulnerable even to wild sword strikes.

Moreover, as Ja-seong had predicted, his techniques with the modified energy circulation method weren't producing the same power as before.

*Still a long way to go.*

It was natural that disharmony would occur when energy circulation and sword techniques didn't mesh properly. But rather than feeling dismayed, Dae-un felt anticipation.

Though his skills were awkward now, what would happen when he completed the restructuring of his sword techniques and energy circulation methods?

*How strong will I become then?*

His passion for martial arts, which had been gradually cooling with age, reignited. As he swung his sword excitedly, taking down Heavenly Light Unit members, Dae-un suddenly noticed some of them trying to slip away.

"Where do you think you're going!"

His attempt to stop them with a thunderous shout was blocked by others desperately obstructing his path.

"Brother Namgung, those guys...!"

When Dae-un urgently turned to Namgung Seon-u, he found him similarly surrounded by enemies. The Heavenly Light Unit members were escaping to chase after Hwa-ryeon's group.

"Where the hell is that guy and what is he doing?!"

Dae-un searched for Ja-seong, who had rushed out first but was nowhere to be seen, but there was no way the man who had fallen victim to the Seven Branches' Soul-Caging Stone could hear his cry.

*

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Urgent, heavy breathing echoed as they ran.

"Just a little further. Keep going."

Yak-bing encouraged those falling behind, while Hwa-ryeon and Yu Seol remained vigilant for potential pursuers. The group finally reached the main gate in the west.

However, perhaps because they had been too slow, more than a dozen masked figures were already waiting for them at the gate.

"Ah...!"
"It's over..."

The people fell into despair at the sight. As the masked men approached with drawn weapons, the three women stepped forward in front of the group who sensed their impending death.

Hwa-ryeon, Yak-bing, and Seol drew their swords, showing their intent to fight. The Heavenly Light Unit members hesitated momentarily before breaking into low laughter.

"Pfuhehe...!"
"Kuhub..."

Their laughter clearly showed they were underestimating the women. Yak-bing frowned slightly in anger, while Hwa-ryeon and Seol's eyes sparkled.

*In real combat, it's good when your opponent underestimates you. It means their reactions to your attacks will be slower.*

Recalling what Ja-seong had once said during training, the two women glanced at each other, waiting for an opportunity. Meanwhile, three completely off-guard Heavenly Light Unit members stepped forward casually and spoke disgustingly.

"Oh my, what are you planning to do with those? Perform a sword dance?"
"Hehehe... That's not bad. Let's see your dancing skills."
"It would be better if you loosened your collar a bit."

Their words were filled with base desires. Their eyes, visible through their masks, scanned Hwa-ryeon and Yak-bing's bodies.

The Heavenly Light Unit, their minds partially collapsed due to the Seven Branches' Soul-Snatching Art, were particularly vulnerable to desire. To them, the enchanting figures of the two women bathed in soft moonlight were truly fatal temptations.

Ch.88 - Family Attack
Distracted by the beauty of the two women, the three men approached carelessly.
Sensing their opportunity had come, Hwa-ryeon and Seol struck simultaneously.

-Swish!

In an instant, their swords pierced through, one slicing a throat and the other stabbing a chest.

"Guh!?"
"Keurk...!?"

Two Heavenly Light Unit members died instantly.
The last one who had been snickering with them panicked at the sight, only to have his head severed by Yak-bing's belated sword strike.

"What the... are you insane?!"

The others let out shocked cries as they hastily drew their swords.
They had been entranced by Hwa-ryeon and Yak-bing's beauty, and were now scrambling to prepare themselves.

But their response came far too late.
Hwa-ryeon and Seol, who had killed two Heavenly Light Unit members with a single strike, immediately charged toward the others.

*When the enemy shows an opening, press the attack relentlessly.*

With the same thought in mind, the two women rushed at the Heavenly Light Unit so quickly that only blurry afterimages could be seen.

"Eh?"

In the blink of an eye, a beauty reminiscent of Chang'e from the Moon Palace appeared right before him.
Making a dumbfounded sound as if in a dream, the Heavenly Light Unit member felt something cut through the air, followed by a burning sensation in his neck.

Hwa-ryeon brushed past him.

*Don't... go...*

He tried to say "don't go," but his mouth wouldn't move.
His body wouldn't move either.

*What's happening...?*

With that unfinished question, his consciousness faded away.

He never understood that Hwa-ryeon's sword had sliced through his neck, bringing him death. In that sense, perhaps he was fortunate—dying without knowing anything.

"Aaaagh!?"
"You damned woman-!"
"Kek!"

Unlike his comrades who died in terror and confusion.
The remaining Heavenly Light Unit members couldn't regain their composure against the whirlwind attacks of Hwa-ryeon and Seol.

When they swung their swords to attack, the women would vanish and suddenly slash their backs.
When they lowered their stance to attack the lower body, the women would leap up and strike from above.

The Heavenly Light Unit members were shocked, having never expected such frail-looking women to be so powerful.

*My goodness...!*

Yak-bing, who had taken on the role of protecting the people behind them while Hwa-ryeon and Seol led the charge, couldn't hide her amazement at their movements.

Though not as overwhelming as what Ja-seong had shown, Hwa-ryeon and Seol's combat skills were truly remarkable.

Of course, the most surprised were Hwa-ryeon and Seol themselves.

*Is this... me?*
*My goodness...!*

Like Dae-un before them, they were astonished by their dramatically improved movements.
Their initial anxiety about facing multiple opponents was replaced by confidence and excitement.

"Haap!"
"Yah!"

Hwa-ryeon and Seol pressed the Heavenly Light Unit members even harder, and before long, all their pursuers lay on the ground.

"Whew...."

The two women caught their breath in the middle of the Heavenly Light Unit members' corpses.
They looked around with wide eyes, as if they couldn't believe what they had just done.

"You both were amazing!"

Yak-bing approached them with an exclamation.
After taking a few deep breaths, Hwa-ryeon shook the blood off her sword and said while glancing at the hesitantly approaching servants and maids:

"...Let's hurry and evacuate."
"Ah, yes."

Realizing the situation at Yak-bing's words.
They led the people out through the main gate of the estate, and...

"...Huh?"

They found themselves back at the main gate, where the Heavenly Light Unit corpses were growing cold.

"W-what is this...?"

The three women couldn't hide their confusion at this inexplicable occurrence.
They tried crossing the main gate once more, but when they regained their senses, they were back at the entrance again.

"J-just a moment...!"

This time, Seol headed toward the estate's main gate alone.
And appeared behind the group.

Finally, Hwa-ryeon tried jumping over the wall instead of using the gate.
But the result was the same. She too reappeared behind the group.

People who clearly went outside appearing from inside—a situation that defied common sense.
There was only one answer to this situation.

"...It's a formation. And quite a sophisticated one at that."

Yak-bing muttered in a grave voice.
She wasn't particularly knowledgeable about formations either.

But judging by the fact that there were no visible changes like thick fog, and that it seemed to encompass the entire vast Namgung Family estate, it was clearly a very high-level formation.

"A formation? Is there any way to break it...?"

Seol asked Yak-bing with a glimmer of hope, but she silently shook her head.

"Tampering with a formation of this level without specialized knowledge could lead to unpredictable consequences. It seems Paecheon Fortress is determined to kill everyone here..."

Suddenly, Yak-bing's words stopped.
Her eyes widened as if she'd received a great shock.

"...? Why are you—"

Hwa-ryeon and Seol turned their heads following Yak-bing's gaze.
Soon, their eyes also widened in shock.

"Th-that...!"

The Heavenly Light Unit members that Hwa-ryeon and Seol had cut down like autumn leaves.
Their corpses had vanished.

Or more precisely, in place of the corpses, perfectly alive Heavenly Light Unit members had appeared.
As if nothing had happened.

"Ignore the small fry and kill those women first!"

What was going on?
Could it be that the Heavenly Light Unit members they had defeated were just illusions?

"Th-this can't be. I definitely felt the sensation of cutting through them...!"

Seol muttered in a trembling voice.
Beside her, Yak-bing spoke with a pale face:

"...I'll correct what I said earlier. This isn't just a sophisticated formation. It's a nightmarish one."

They couldn't escape, and the enemies they defeated somehow revived perfectly.
Simply put, it was a vicious formation that forced them to fight hopelessly until death.

*Gun Ja-seong...!*

As she faced the charging Heavenly Light Unit members, Hwa-ryeon called out to Ja-seong in her heart.

*

At the same time the group was split in two fighting the Heavenly Light Unit.
Chilji had activated her Soul-Snatching Art and infiltrated Ja-seong's mind.

*Now, where can I find a weakness to exploit?*

She was searching for a gap, a mental wound, to penetrate from the surface consciousness into the deep consciousness in order to reach Ja-seong's inner mind.

Mental wounds that every human possesses. The principle of the Soul-Snatching Art is to enter the deep consciousness through these wounds and control the person's mind—their soul.

After searching for a while,
Chilji finally found a scar she could exploit.

*Good. Everything's going smoothly so far.*

With a satisfied smile, Chilji dug into the scar, and soon a memory related to it unfolded before her.
And she couldn't hide her confusion at the scene that appeared.

"W-what is this?"

What unfolded before Chilji's eyes was something completely unexpected... no, incomprehensible.

-How are the patient's vitals?
-No issues so far.

A space of infinite whiteness.
Similarly white-clad people, wearing garments that were extremely unfamiliar to Chilji, were bustling about.

-The patient is complaining of pain. Should we prescribe painkillers?
-It doesn't seem that serious... let's observe for now.

She walked among the people making incomprehensible sounds, looking at the scene before her with a confused expression.

"What is this place...?"

Chilji had lived far longer than her appearance suggested.
Throughout those long years, she had traveled to many places, including Tibet, Persia, and even across the sea to Japan.

But in all those countries, she had never seen anything like this.
It was natural for Chilji to be suspicious about Ja-seong.

"What exactly is this guy?"

She searched for Ja-seong, who would know the answer to this scene.
This was a memory within his mind.
Naturally, Ja-seong himself should be somewhere here.
But...

"Where the hell is he?"

No matter how much she searched, Chilji couldn't find Ja-seong.

"......"

Among the people bustling about, ignoring her presence,
a sickly-looking boy glanced at her.
Next to him was a large pile of books.

*

I glanced at Chilji, who stood out conspicuously among the people in doctor's coats, nurse uniforms, and patient gowns.

When I first opened my eyes in the hospital room, I wondered if I had been dreaming.

"...Surely it wasn't all just a dream?"

Hwa-ryeon and Seol, my master.
The martial arts I had trained in and developed.
The moment I first manifested Sword Qi after long efforts, and so on.

As I was feeling anxious, afraid, and confused at the thought that it might all have been a dream, that woman called Chilji appeared.
Thanks to her, my confusion and fear completely vanished.

If it had all been a dream, there's no way that woman would be here.

Ironically, thanks to the enemy's appearance, I collected myself and recalled my last memory before waking up in the hospital room.
My suddenly paralyzed body that wouldn't move.
That woman's glowing red eyes.

Having read similar developments in many martial arts novels, I could roughly guess what was happening.

"So... this is what? The world of my memories? My mental landscape?"

I must have been subjected to something like the Soul-Snatching Art, and Chilji had entered my mind.

Ha, Soul-Snatching Art.
In a world without Sword Qi or Lightness Skill, what nonsense is Soul-Snatching Art?
Isn't this a bit unreasonable?

Ch.89 - Family Attack
I grumbled inwardly as I fell into deep contemplation about how to handle this situation.

Since this was a mental realm, it was only natural, but I couldn't use my Internal Energy at all.
No, even before that, I couldn't even properly move on my own with this body.

I looked down at myself.
What I saw was a body so emaciated from prolonged illness that it was literally just skin and bones.
Any body hair I might have had was long gone.

A terminally ill body just waiting for death.
Escaping from Chinorun with this body would be absolutely impossible.
For now... I should pretend not to know?

"When a person dies from strangulation, it leaves marks called ligature marks. These marks help determine whether it was suicide or homicide..."

I listened halfheartedly to the TV in the hospital room while holding my breath.
Until I could come up with some clever plan, I needed to make sure that woman didn't notice me...

"Don't you have anything you're curious about today?"
"...Pardon?"

I raised my head at the sudden voice from in front of me.
There, I saw an old man sitting on the bed opposite mine.

The grandfather who would always answer whenever I asked about unfamiliar Chinese characters while reading martial arts novels.
Since I hadn't asked my usual questions, he seemed to be initiating the conversation.

Normally I would have been glad, but now it was the opposite.
I just wished he would be quiet since I didn't want to catch that woman's attention.

"If you have questions, I'll answer them."

But the grandfather apparently had no intention of stopping until I asked something.
No matter how many signals I sent him to be quiet, he kept talking to me.

Finally, I gave up and threw out any random question.

"I want to escape from here, but I don't know how. It's hard enough just to walk with this body."

What I heard in response was different from the few words of comfort I had expected.

"Set your will, and think."
"...What does that mean?"

I couldn't help but ask about this cryptic statement.
He then explained a bit more clearly.

"Clearly envision your goal. Then picture yourself achieving that goal in your mind."

But the answer was still puzzling.

"Goal... me achieving my goal..."

It was confusing, but for some reason I couldn't stop repeating it in my head.
Something that had been sinking in a corner of my subconscious felt like it was about to surface.

If I could just think a little more...

"Found it?"
"...!?"

At that moment, a chilling voice came from right beside me.
When I turned my head, Chinorun was staring at me with glowing red eyes and a sinister grin.

Her right hand immediately lunged for my neck.
I couldn't do anything as I dangled in the air.

"Kuhak...!"
"Strange, this is strange. This is clearly the body of someone on their deathbed, but this is that man's past?"

Chinorun muttered to herself while tilting her head, then shrugged as if it didn't matter.

"Well, once the mind control is complete, I'll naturally understand."

Despite being strangled, I managed to grin when I heard that.

"Kuk...! So, so that means the Soul-Snatching Art is still in, in progress?"
"Kyaak?!"

Chinorun's reaction to my question was truly violent.
She screamed in shock and threw me into a corner of the hospital room.

-Crash!

"Ah, oww...!"

As I clutched the back of my head in pain, I heard Chinorun's trembling voice.

"H-how...? How are you maintaining consciousness? The soul-destroying bead should have worked perfectly!"

Soul-destroying bead? Is she talking about that orb from earlier?
What a sinister name for something that makes you lose your soul.

Thinking that to myself, I struggled to get up.
Chinorun flinched and backed away fearfully.

...What's going on?
Her confident attitude from earlier had completely changed.

I could tell that my maintaining consciousness wasn't part of Chinorun's plan, but was it really enough to change her attitude so drastically?

While puzzled inside, I maintained a calm exterior.
With no Internal Energy or healthy body, the only weapon I had now was bluffing.

I dragged my body, which felt like it could collapse at any moment, toward Chinorun.
Our slow game of tag, where she retreated one step for each step I took forward, ended when her back hit the hospital wall.

"I-if you kill me, not only you but everyone in the Namgung Family will die."

She spoke with a trembling voice, seemingly realizing she had nowhere else to retreat.

If I kill her...?
Her tone suggested she was certain I could kill her at any moment.
Setting aside the parts I still didn't understand, I focused on what she said next.

"Everyone in the Namgung Family will die? That's what you came to do in the first place. Why suddenly..."
"That's not what I mean! I've set up a formation at the Namgung Family estate. No one but me can dispel it."

Seemingly desperate to avoid death at my hands, Chinorun hastily explained the formation she had deployed.

Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array.

A terrifying formation that, once deployed, prevents anyone inside from ever escaping.

"The most frightening aspect isn't even that. Anyone not spiritually connected to me, the creator, falls into terrible illusions."
"Illusions?"
"Yes. By now, the others are probably exhausted from fighting the endlessly reviving Heavenly Light Unit. Eventually, they'll die."

She smiled with a mixture of anxiety and confidence—implying I could never kill her.

I frowned and fell into thought at Chinorun's words.
If what she said was true, my companions were currently trapped in illusions of enemies that kept reviving, struggling to continue fighting.

This meant I couldn't afford to waste time here.
But how was I supposed to escape from this place?
As I remained silent in frustration, Chinorun's urgent voice reached me.

"W-what are you doing? I told you all your companions will die!"

Her face was filled with inexplicable anxiety.
She seemed worried I might not believe her and just kill her anyway.

But I was too powerless for that kind of threat.
There was a limit to how much I could bluff.
She might soon see through my act...

"...Don't tell me?"

...Damn, already?

-Grab!

Once again, my neck was seized by her slender hand, and I dangled in the air.
After staring at me with disbelieving eyes, Chinorun's face soon twisted into a fierce smile.

"I thought it was strange, but you've just maintained consciousness...? Ha!"

Seemingly furious at having been deceived even momentarily, she roughly threw my body away.
A brief sensation of floating, followed by impact.

-Thud!

"Ugh...!"

After rolling ungracefully across the hospital floor, I groaned and struggled to raise my upper body.
Ah, she's annoyingly perceptive.

"Ha, haha...! At first I thought you might have trained in Shaolin mind techniques, but you're just a peculiar constitution?"

After muttering something only she understood, Chinorun leaped on top of me, pinning me down, and began strangling me.

"Kek, kuhak!"

And before my eyes appeared two red full moons.

"If I can't completely control you, I'll destroy your mind. You'll become nothing but a puppet that follows orders, but I can't back down after using such a precious treasure...!"

Even as I was being strangled and suffocating, her words made my mind snap to attention.

If I became someone's puppet, everything would be over.
For Ju Hwa-ryeon and the others, for the people of the Namgung Family.
Above all, my dream would vanish into nothing.

That absolutely cannot happen.

I've only just taken my first step on this path.
This road is so long that the end isn't in sight, and I don't know when I'll reach it.

To end after taking just one step?
I absolutely cannot accept that.

Gritting my teeth, I desperately racked my brain.
Come on, think. There must be a way to break out of this situation.

I recalled Chinorun's attitude from earlier.

She had feared me as if I held the power of life and death over her.
Though I hadn't realized it, perhaps I really did have such means?

But what could it possibly be...!

"Set your will, and think. Picture it in your mind."

At that moment, I heard that familiar voice again.
When I rolled my eyes to look, the grandfather had turned his head and was looking straight at me.
The grandfather spoke to me.

"What you picture is the self you desire."

No, my subconscious was speaking to me.
Telling me I already knew the answer.

"...Ah."

It felt like lightning struck in my mind.
At the same time, I realized what I could do.

-Grab

"Ha, it's too late to resist now...AACK!?"

Chinorun's high-pitched scream echoed through the hospital room.
No wonder, since her wrist bones were being crushed.

"W-what's suddenly...huk!"

Chinorun, who had been struggling to free her wrist from my grip, gasped when she looked at me.
Her red eyes reflected my appearance.

The sickly patient waiting for death was no longer there.
There was only a martial artist with a healthy and powerful body.

Chinorun's eyes widened to the point of tearing when she saw that I had somehow returned to my current form as Gun Ja-seong.

"H-how...?"
"When I thought about it, it was a simple matter. This is inside my mind, right? It's only natural that everything here happens according to my will. Don't you agree?"

In an instant, the hospital room disappeared.
We were suddenly standing in a clearing in the forest.
My personal training ground in Gungang County, with a cave in one corner.

I released Chinorun's wrist and kicked her away.

-Thud!

"Kuhak!"

Chinorun flew back and rolled across the dirt.
With her crushed wrist, she couldn't even properly brace herself against the ground.

"Ugh..."

As I slowly got up, fear began to fill those red eyes again.
I slowly approached Chinorun, drawing my sword.

Ch.90 - Starlight Imbued In The Sword
*Shing*

The sword slid out of its sheath with a pleasant ring.
Chil-ji, who could barely stand, desperately backed away while shouting.

"D-didn't I make myself clear? If you kill me...!"
"The formation won't be dispelled? If you get out of here safely? You'll release it willingly?"
"Y-yes! If you let me go, I'll immediately release—"
"You think I'd believe that? Even I wouldn't do that in your position, yet you claim you'd willingly let me go."

Chil-ji seemed at a loss for words at my response, then twisted her face.

"You think. You think I'll just let myself be defeated?!"

Chil-ji charged at me with a monstrous cry.
Her slender, beautiful appearance twisted and transformed.

*Keeeeee!*

Looking at Chil-ji, who had changed into a hideous form that could hardly be called human, I frowned.

"Ugh, what is this...? A tree monster?"

Tree monster.
I couldn't think of a better description.

Her body was covered with what looked like tree bark, rapidly increasing in size—truly deserving of being called a monster.

Is this some kind of technique? An illusion?
I wasn't sure, but one thing was clear—this was my enemy to defeat.

I stepped into a fighting stance and charged toward Chil-ji, who had become a tree monster.

A streak of light cut through the sky and rushed toward Chil-ji's outer shell.

*Clang!*

It bounced right off.

"What the...?"

I unconsciously muttered, feeling the numbness in my hand.
This was inside my mind.
A world where everything should happen according to my will.

I had clearly visualized the sword strike of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" cutting through Chil-ji.
Yet my sword didn't cut her—it couldn't even scratch her outer shell before bouncing off.

As I stood bewildered by this incomprehensible situation, Chil-ji's sharp laughter reached my ears.

*Kyahahahaha!* Is this the power of that person?! To exert such strength in someone else's mind...!

A truly maniacal laugh.
Red light flickering between the tree bark glared at me.

*With this power, I'll destroy your mind and make you my puppet!*

"...Ha. Who said I'd let that happen?"

I drew up my internal energy (or was it willpower?) and concentrated it at the tip of my sword.
A sword qi thinner than what I had used at the martial arts competition.

With that thin beam of light leading the way, I charged at Chil-ji again.



*



"Haaap!"

Namgung Hyeon thrust his sword at Iron Ox with a battle cry.
He was executing the "Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven" move from the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique."

However, what should have been six sword shadows were merely two.

*Clang!*

Even those were easily blocked by Iron Ox's defense.
Iron Ox grinned in response.

"Hehehe... Running out of strength, aren't you?"

As Iron Ox said, Namgung Hyeon was exhausted.
No wonder—he had already killed Iron Ox six times.

*What kind of sorcery is this...!*

Namgung Hyeon didn't know the details, but all of this was the effect of "Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array."

The formation had planted illusions in his mind, and unaware of this, Namgung Hyeon was fighting Iron Ox for the seventh time after having "killed" him repeatedly.

*This is dangerous.*

His internal energy and physical strength were reaching their limits from the continuous battles.
Continuing to fight like this would only lead to certain defeat.

"Urgh...!"
"Hyaap!"

Dae-un and Namgung Seon-u, fighting other Heavenly Light Unit members, were in similar situations.
Having realized that no matter how many times they cut down their enemies, they would just stand up again, the two had become defensive, barely maintaining their positions.

Yet they were still holding their ground without serious injuries.
What Namgung Hyeon was actually worried about was something else.

*Bing Mae...!*

He had seen about ten Heavenly Light Unit members chasing after the evacuating people.
He knew that Yak-bing's martial arts were not weak, but their opponents were enemies who kept reviving.

Against enemies who stood up again no matter how many times they were defeated, the level of martial arts made little difference.

Just as he was thinking they should have retreated rather than evacuated, he saw the servants fleeing back, with three women fighting the Heavenly Light Unit at the rear.

"Ah...!"

Namgung Hyeon's face brightened as he confirmed his fiancée was safe.

"Where are you looking?!"

Iron Ox's great blade rushed toward the distracted Namgung Hyeon.
He couldn't even think of blocking the heavy attack and retreated significantly.

"Ugh...!"

Continuously retreating with depleted strength and overwhelmed momentum, Namgung Hyeon was finally hit by the great blade and sent flying backward.

*Crash!*

"Kuhak!"
"Gaga!"

Seeing Namgung Hyeon fall helplessly, Yak-bing cried out and rushed to him.
As he struggled to rise with her support, he groaned in pain.

His chest, directly hit by Iron Ox's blade, was stained with blood.
Yak-bing's face immediately turned pale.
Despite his pain, Namgung Hyeon forced a smile to reassure her.

"Bing Mae, I'm fine. It's not a deep cut."

Some might consider this mere bravado, but his words weren't false.
Just before Iron Ox's blade made contact, the "Heavenly Thunder Protection Art" had activated, preventing a fatal wound.

This was possible because the "Heavenly Thunder Protection Art" was among the five fastest-activating protective arts.

Still, though shallower than expected, the long cut across his upper body inevitably restricted his movement.

Already outnumbered and needing to protect the helpless servants, the injury to Namgung Hyeon—one of their strongest fighters—was particularly devastating.

The group was now surrounded by the Heavenly Light Unit, with the servants behind them.
Iron Ox declared triumphantly:

"They're like rats in a trap now! Kill them all!"
"Yes!"

The Heavenly Light Unit rushed toward the group at their commander's order.
Namgung Hyeon stepped forward, clutching his wound, and executed the "Present Heaven Gale" with all his remaining strength.

"Haaap!"

Though the technique was much slower and weaker than usual, it was enough to make five advancing Heavenly Light Unit members fall with spraying blood.

But with that final attack, Namgung Hyeon was completely exhausted.
As his legs gave out, he turned to Hwa-ryeon and asked:

"Where is Gun Ja-seong?"

Hwa-ryeon silently shook her head at Namgung Hyeon's question.

*If even Miss Ju doesn't know, where could Gun Ja-seong be...?*

After saying he would go ahead, Ja-seong had mysteriously disappeared.
The answer about his whereabouts came from none other than Iron Ox.

"Ha, are you looking for him? It's useless. By now, he's probably entranced by the young lady, unable to come to his senses."
"...Young lady?"

Hwa-ryeon's eyes twitched momentarily.
Young lady means a woman, right?
So he's saying Ja-seong is with a woman right now?

Seeing Hwa-ryeon's indescribable expression, Iron Ox laughed pleasantly.

"Kuhaha! That expression—are you his lover? How unfortunate. Soon you'll be killed by the hands of that lover..."

*Kyaaaak!*

Just then, a high-pitched scream interrupted Iron Ox's words, filling the estate.
Yu Seol shuddered at the terrible scream, like a ghost's wail rising from the netherworld.

Iron Ox's jovial expression changed to one of shock.

"This...?! Move!"

At Iron Ox's urgent command, the Heavenly Light Unit broke their encirclement and immediately retreated.

"Huh...?"

The group all wore stunned expressions as they watched the Heavenly Light Unit rush back the way they had come.

"...What's going on?"

Hearing Yu Seol's bewildered murmur, Hwa-ryeon snapped back to her senses.

"Let's follow them. Gun Ja-seong must have done something."

Leaving only those words, Hwa-ryeon immediately chased after the Heavenly Light Unit.



*



*Swish!*

A flash of light cuts through the tree bark.
Unlike before, the sword blade dug in quite deeply, causing the tree monster, Chil-ji, to scream.

*Aaaagh! You cursed thing!*

Branch-like tentacles flew toward me as if to impale me, but at that slow speed...

A few sword swings, and all the branches were cut off.
I frowned at the irritating scream that followed and stepped back.

*Uaaaah!*

Chil-ji howled in frustration.
Her appearance was utterly miserable.

Cut here and there by my sword with manifested sword qi, she had no part left unscathed.

"Tsk."

But I could only click my tongue in dissatisfaction.
We had already exchanged hundreds of blows.
Yet those hundreds of sword strikes had only cut through the tree bark, unable to reach the core.

It was clear that continuing the battle would only lead to a stalemate, and I didn't have that luxury.

*Kuheu...! I won't let you go easily...! All you'll see is a pile of your comrades' corpses!*

Perhaps sensing my inner urgency, Chil-ji taunted me through her pain.
The problem was that her words might actually become true.

I glanced down at the sword in my right hand.
A streak of light at the tip of the blade—sword qi.

It was the strongest power I could manifest now, but it wasn't enough to defeat Chil-ji.

I needed a stronger power, the next level that I hadn't yet reached.
I knew very well what that power was called and what it was.

But could I do it?

I had just managed to create sword qi.
Normally, this would be beyond my wildest dreams.
So how could I...

*Set your will and think. Visualize it in your mind.*

"......"

A voice suddenly echoed in my head.
It felt like the back of my head was tingling.

Realizing I had been making a foolish worry, a laugh escaped me.

How to do it? That was already decided.

I recalled when I first manifested sword qi.
Even then, I had doubts.

The idea that sword qi was merely fictional tormented me endlessly.
Was it truly impossible?
Would all my efforts be in vain?

Despite wavering countless times, I never stopped trying. I never broke my will.
And finally, my will brought fiction into reality.

This time would be no different.
My will would bring a new power into reality.

"Well, technically, this is inside my mind."

It would have been impossible in the real world.
My internal energy would be far too insufficient.

But in my mind, it was possible.
Here, my will was the most powerful and endless source of strength.

I closed my eyes gently and visualized.
The faint light in my heart taking residence in my sword.
The scene I had longed for.

*You...! How dare you ignore me?!*

I ignored the irritating voice in my ears.
I focused all my attention on the scene in my mind.

*Fine, if you want to die, I'll kill you...!*

Just as I heard something cutting through the air, I opened my eyes.

Numerous branches filled my vision.
Branches wrapping around me as if to crush me completely blocked out all light.

In the darkness where all light had disappeared.
In the pitch black where nothing could be seen, Chil-ji's exclamation was heard.

*Die crushed just like that!*

Well, that won't happen.

"Light has already taken residence in my sword."

I swung the sword in my hand.

*Slash*

Brilliant starlight cut through the darkness.
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"Kyaaah-!?"

Starlight shattered the darkness, followed by a piercing scream.
But right now, that was perfectly fine with me.

"...Ah."

A short exclamation escaped my lips unbidden.
I felt the mixture of awe and joy in it before anyone else could.

Though it was still only possible within my mind, something that could be dismissed as mere delusion.

"Sword Force."

Before my eyes was Sword Force.

Sword Qi Hardening Into Force.
The light of destruction that can only be freely wielded after reaching the state known as Fire Realm—I finally saw with my own eyes that starlight I had longed for over many years.
As I was momentarily lost in emotion, a trembling voice reached my ears.

"W-what... what is that light?"

I turned my head to look at the wooden monster.
Clear fear resonated in its rumbling voice.
Perhaps it instinctively realized that it was no longer in a position to be arrogant.

With a slight smile, I charged at Chilji again, leading with the starlight imbued in my sword.

I stepped into a true stance, sharply raising my qi to eliminate air resistance.
The starlight stretched out and flew forward along a straight path without any resistance.

Boundless Sky Flash executed with Sword Force.
It truly became a single beam of light that struck at Chilji.

"N-no, stay away!"

Chilji desperately tried to flee, but with its seemingly massive wooden body, it couldn't possibly dodge the Boundless Sky Flash.

*Slash*
"Kyaaack-!"

The starlight effortlessly cut through Chilji's solid body.
Compared to earlier when I could barely scratch its outer shell with my sword, the difference was like heaven and earth.

I can do this.
With this starlight, I can kill this wooden monster.

Just as I was about to swing my Sword Force to cut Chilji into pieces, a high-pitched, sharp howl struck me.

"Kieeee-!!"

"Ugh...!"

The shockwave created by the howl sent my body flying backward.
As I spun in midair and landed on both feet, I saw Chilji's form gradually fading.

You're trying to escape now?

"You think I'll let you get away!"

I stepped into another true stance and kicked off the ground toward Chilji.
However, the wooden monster's massive body had already become almost invisible.

No matter how fast the Boundless Sky Flash was, it would be impossible to reach Chilji in time.

I needed another method, an attack faster than Boundless Sky Flash.
And fortunately, I had such a means.

I planted my foot firmly on the ground to stop my charge.
With my lower body firmly anchored, I gripped my sword with both hands and concentrated qi at the sword's tip.

*Woong-woong-!*

As the sword emitted a low hum, I swung it toward Chilji.

*Chwaaak!*

Following the arc of my swing, a massive crescent-shaped Sword Force flew toward Chilji.

Boundless Sky Sword Technique Seventh Form, Heaven-Cutting Crescent Moon

A form of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique that requires at least the use of Sword Qi.
True to its name of a crescent moon cutting the sky, it's a technique where a crescent-shaped sword qi flies to cut down distant opponents.

When executed with Sword Qi, Heaven-Cutting Crescent Moon could slice through a boulder as tall as me in one go.
I dare say there's nothing that Heaven-Cutting Crescent Moon executed with Sword Force cannot cut.

"Ah...!"

The red eyes between the tree bark widened at the sight of the approaching crescent-shaped Sword Force.
The Sword Force cut through Chilji's body and passed through.

"Aaaack-!"

With a death cry, Chilji's form disappeared.
Judging by the scream, the attack must have connected, but I wasn't sure if it was dead. There was only one way to find out.

It was time to wake up from this dream.

I believe Hwa-ryeon and the others are holding up well, but believing and being anxious are two different things.

Since Chilji had fled, I could probably return immediately if I wanted to.
As I was about to return to reality, I suddenly looked at the starlight still lingering on my sword.

"......"

This Sword Force was manifested solely by my will in the mental realm.
In simple terms, it's like a product of imagination appearing in a dream?
Strictly speaking, it can't be called real Sword Force.

To create something truly worthy of being called Sword Force, I'm still lacking in many ways.
It will probably take quite some time.

But I've glimpsed that light, if only for a moment.

"...Someday, for certain."

I will hold this starlight in my hands again.
With that determination, I finally concentrated my consciousness to return to reality.

*

I opened my eyes.
I realized I was standing in the middle of the Namgung Family estate, confirming that I had returned to reality.

Good, I was able to come back right away.
As I sighed in relief internally, I heard a groan filled with pain.

"Kuuuugh...!"

The owner of the groan was none other than Chilji.
The impact of Heaven-Cutting Crescent Moon must have been greater than expected, as it was flailing on the ground, unable to even steady itself.

"Can you talk? I have many questions."
"Huuurk...! H-how did you see through my...!"

I was momentarily confused by the unfinished sentence, but soon understood its meaning.
It was asking why I wasn't caught in the illusion.

According to Chilji, the Namgung Family estate was currently under the influence of a formation called Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array.
Normally, I should have been caught in the illusion and been busy dealing with a perfectly fine Chilji.

"W-why... why doesn't anything work on you...! Whyyy-!"

Even if it screamed like that, I couldn't tell it the reason.
How could I explain when I didn't know the reason myself?

As I shrugged my shoulders, I suddenly realized that my chest felt unusually warm.

"...What's this?"

I reached into my clothes and pulled out the source of the warmth to check what it was.
Actually, there was no need to check. There was only one thing I was carrying in my chest.

"This is...."

The charm pouch Hwa-ryeon had given me.
Something inside the small pouch was glowing faintly.

"When I was young, I received this. They say it protects the person carrying it, so please take it."
"How is he maintaining consciousness? The soul-confusing bead should have worked perfectly!"

"...Could it be? Really?"

There was no evidence, but my intuition was telling me.
The reason Chilji's tricks didn't work on me was because of this charm.

Huh, I thought it was just a simple superstition, but to think it actually worked?

"Looks like my girl had some foresight."
"What are you...?"
"Ah, you don't need to know."

*Sring*

I put the charm pouch back into my clothes and drew my sword, approaching Chilji who was crawling on the ground.
Clear terror appeared on its pale face. It desperately backed away with its barely functioning body, letting out a chilling scream.

"Kyaaack!"
"Ugh...."

The ghostly wail that made me involuntarily frown echoed all around.
And not long after, my senses picked up a group rapidly approaching from that direction.

It seems that scream was some kind of call for help.
When I turned my head, I saw members of the Heavenly Light Unit running toward us.

Among them, Tak Cheol-u, who was running at the front, let out a loud battle cry and swung his large blade at me when he saw me.

"Hyaaap-!"

*Bwoong*

The large blade cut through the air with a heavy sound.
I immediately used the Heaven-Pressing form to pin the blade to the ground.

"Kugh...!"

Cheol-u struggled to pull out his blade pinned down by my sword.
I twisted my sword, sliding up along the blade's back and swung at Tak Cheol-u.

"Dodge! The formation doesn't work on him!"

Chilji's urgent cry.
Hearing this, Tak Cheol-u's eyes widened to the point of tearing.

"Uheok!?"

Startled by the sword rushing at him, Tak Cheol-u let go of his blade and retreated.
Meanwhile, other Heavenly Light Unit members who had followed him took Chilji and created some distance.

Before I knew it, I was facing the entire Heavenly Light Unit.

"K-kill him...! Kill him by any means necessary-!"

Chilji, who had barely managed to stand with the support of one of the Heavenly Light Unit members, pointed at me and screamed like a madman.
At those words, the aura of the Heavenly Light Unit members, who readjusted their weapons, grew ominous.

They showed loyalty as if Chilji were the Lord of Paecheon Fortress.
This led me to the obvious conclusion that they too had fallen victim to the Soul-Snatching Art.

So that's why they suddenly became red revolutionaries.

"Young Master Gun!"

As I was nodding internally, a familiar voice came from behind.
When I turned my head, I saw Hwa-ryeon and the others approaching.

It seemed to have been quite an intense fight, as they looked disheveled here and there.
Fortunately, none of them appeared to be seriously injured.

Namgung Hyeon's condition looked the worst with his chest stained with blood, but since he could move on his own without support, it probably wasn't a severe wound.
Hwa-ryeon, who approached me first among the group, examined my condition.

"Are you okay? I heard something strange earlier...."
"Well, I'm fine thanks to you."
"...Thanks to me?"

Hwa-ryeon tilted her head in confusion.
Looking at her face, I smiled slightly and turned to the others.

"Everyone seems to have had a hard time? Especially you, Young Master."
"Ahaha...."

Namgung Hyeon laughed awkwardly at my comment about his blood-stained upper body.
Amidst this, one sarcastic voice spoke up.

"Yet you look completely fine? What exactly were you doing?"
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"Then why do you look completely fine? What on earth were you doing?"
"Ah... how should I put this. I was engaged in a battle of willpower, I guess..."
"...What nonsense are you talking about?"

That's right.
I don't even understand what I'm saying myself.

I shrugged my shoulders and turned my attention back to the Heavenly Light Unit.
During that brief moment, the aura emanating from those fifty-some warriors had grown increasingly murderous.

"Kill them all!"

The tension that had been building like a balloon about to burst finally exploded with Chilji's sharp cry.

"Waaaaaah!"

The Heavenly Light Unit charged forward with battle cries.
The sight of more than fifty warriors rushing head-on created an intense pressure.

My companions readjusted their grips on their weapons as they watched the Heavenly Light Unit's direct assault.
However, the exhaustion was clearly visible on everyone's faces.

"Step back. I'll handle this."

Just looking at them, I could tell they were all too exhausted to fight anymore.
After confirming this, I stopped my companions and stepped forward.

"Young Master Gun, what...? You're not planning to face them alone, are you?"
"It seems I've been having fun by myself unintentionally. I should make up for it somehow, right?"
"That's reckless! They're one of Paecheon Fortress's elite units. They're nothing like ordinary wanderers. Even if it's you, Young Master Gun...!"

I turned to Hwa-ryeon, who was urgently trying to stop me, and gave her a grin.
To reassure her anxious face that met my smile, I added one more thing.

"Don't worry too much. As it happens, the final piece of the picture I've been longing for has just fallen into place."
"...What?"

When I was fighting Chilji in my mind, my subconscious, taking the form of my grandfather, said:

*You must establish your will and think.*

Establishing will and thinking.
In other words, intent (意念).

Why are martial arts called martial arts (武功), the study of martial ways?
It's because martial arts aren't simply about learning how to wield weapons.

You learn, practice, and comprehend the mental imagery and intent contained within martial arts themselves.
That's why it's called study (功夫).

For over ten years of martial arts training, I had only focused on the form, never properly considering the meaning contained within.

In other words, my martial arts had only form (形), but no intent (意).

Until now, this hadn't been a major issue.
After all, in this pseudo-martial world, the concept of imbuing intent didn't even exist.

But things must change from now on.
If I truly want to change this world, I must change myself first.

Imbuing martial arts with intent and mental imagery.
That will be the first step in my transformation.

I gained this realization during my fight with Chilji.
And that realization became the final piece of the picture I had been unable to complete.

The final piece of the picture called the Sovereign Sword Form.

As I watched the Heavenly Light Unit charging toward me, I called out to Namgung Hyeon.

"Young Master of the House."
"Yes?"

A surprised voice responded to my sudden call.
Without turning my head, I continued speaking.

"Watch carefully. I won't be able to do this twice."
"Twice? What do you mean..."

Leaving Namgung Hyeon's unfinished question behind, I walked forward.
The Heavenly Light Unit had already reached a distance of just a few steps away.

Seeing this, I took a deep breath and stomped down hard.

*BOOM!*

"Kuhek!?"

The energy wave that spread out simultaneously pressed down on dozens of Heavenly Light Unit members at once.
More than fifty warriors, unable to withstand the pressure of the energy wave, helplessly fell to their knees.

Up to this point, it was no different from what I had previously thought.
Subduing opponents by pressing down on their bodies with the pressure of an energy wave.
Until now, I had thought this was the essence of the Sovereign Sword Form.

But now I know.
That was a completely wrong idea.

Why is the Sovereign Sword Form called the Sovereign Sword Form?
It's because it is literally the sword of a sovereign, a ruler.

I recalled the appearance of the Regional Lord I had seen earlier today.
That presence which had strongly pressured me momentarily, despite him being an ordinary person who hadn't even properly learned martial arts.

How was that possible?

It was because he had not the slightest doubt that he was a ruler.
His strong conviction that he was the one who ruled became a powerful presence that overwhelmed everyone.

That was the final piece needed for the Sovereign Sword Form.

If it's the sword of a sovereign, it should naturally contain the mindset of a sovereign.
The mindset that I myself am the master and ruler of my life, my story, my destiny.
I imbue that intent into my energy wave.

"Keu, uuuugh...!"

The faces of the kneeling Heavenly Light Unit members turned pale blue.

Their bodies were pressed down by the intense energy wave flowing from my body,
and their minds were overwhelmed by the sovereign's dignity contained within the energy wave.

"This is...!"

I heard my companions' surprised voices from behind me.
And from the front, beyond the subdued Heavenly Light Unit, a sharp cry of shock erupted.

"Wh-what!? What did you do?!"

Chilji, who had recovered enough to stand unsteadily on his own, looked at me with trembling eyes.

I met those eyes quivering with anxiety and raised my sword above my head.
Then I gathered all my internal energy and wrapped it around my sword.

Energy, more clearly materialized than ever before, gathered around the sword and then exploded outward in an instant.

*KUWOONG-!*

Numerous sword energy beams soared toward the sky.
The sight of sword energy swirling at the center was literally a sword wrapped in a storm.

*KWAAAH!*

Suddenly, there was a thunderous sound as if something was breaking above my head.
At the same time, Chilji's eyes widened as if they would tear.

"Th-the formation...!?"

Chilji, looking at me with a pale face as if he couldn't believe it, suddenly came to his senses and urgently shouted to the immobilized Heavenly Light Unit.

"R-run away! Run away now!"

The Heavenly Light Unit, who had become Chilji's loyal dogs due to the Soul-Snatching Art.
But already subdued by me, they couldn't move a finger despite their master's command.

I swung my storm-wrapped sword down toward the Heavenly Light Unit, who were like criminals awaiting judgment.

*KWAGAGGANG-!*

The judgment of heaven (the sovereign) swept them all away.






*






*KWAGAGGANG-!*

Amidst the ear-splitting roar that seemed to devour space itself, Namgung Hyeon blankly stared at Ja-seong's back and the sword he had swung.

*Watch carefully. I won't be able to do this twice.*

At first, Namgung Hyeon didn't understand what Ja-seong meant.
But now, he understood what he had been told to see. He had no choice but to understand.

It meant to imprint that sword in his eyes.
The storm-like sword that seemed like heaven delivering divine punishment, sweeping away numerous enemies in one breath.

"...Ah."

It felt as if eyes that had been closed until now were suddenly wide open.

From the representative sword technique, the Cheonpung Sword Technique, to the fist technique, the Heavenly Thunder Fist, to the footwork, the Infinite Step.
Each and every martial art of the Namgung Family originated from the vast sky.

Then naturally, the strongest martial art of the Namgung Family should be a sword resembling the fury of the sky, a storm.
Ja-seong had shown him that answer directly.

'No, it's not just that.'

Namgung Hyeon recalled Ja-seong's appearance just before he swung his sword.
His appearance as he overwhelmed everyone, as if ruling over everything in the world.

Even he, who was far away, was momentarily overwhelmed by that presence.
As if to prove it wasn't just his imagination, the Heavenly Light Unit knelt in submission before Ja-seong's presence.

Like criminals awaiting judgment.
Standing proudly before them, Ja-seong, like a sovereign delivering judgment, swung his sword and judged them.

'...A sovereign, huh.'

An impudent impression that came to mind unbidden.
Namgung Hyeon tried to shake his head and erase that impression, but it was branded in his mind and wouldn't easily disappear.
No, far from disappearing, it only became clearer.

*That is the ultimate goal that Namgung should pursue.*

While he was confused by the thought that had arbitrarily arisen, the storm gradually subsided.

"Huh...!"
"Wow...."

And the revealed result.
The companions let out hollow laughs and exclamations as they faced the scene before them.

The Heavenly Light Unit.
One of the fifteen combat units of Paecheon Fortress, the largest faction in the martial world, and a military group evaluated as capable of independently facing medium to small sects.

They were rolling on the ground in a miserable state after just one sword strike.
It wasn't uncommon to see limbs severed from bodies that had been slashed by sharp blades all over.

Some lucky ones were still making small groans as if they were still alive, but it was only a matter of time before their breath stopped.
Only one person could be said to be truly alive.

"Keuuuu...!"

In the middle of the sea of blood, a giant man was kneeling and growling like a beast.
Needless to say, it was the Great Strength Tyrant Tak Cheol-u.

"...Kuluk!"

Cheol-u coughed up black, dead blood.
Clearly feeling death approaching, he painfully raised his head to look up at Ja-seong standing before him.

"Wh-what was... who on earth...?"

What was that one sword strike just now?
Who on earth are you?

Having put his questions into words in his final moment, he dropped his head without hearing the answer.
And he never moved again.

The powerful combat unit known as the Heavenly Light Unit was annihilated like that.
By the hand of a single person, with a single sword strike.

An absurdly boring, joke-like situation.
If someone who hadn't seen this directly were told about it, they would probably just be scolded for talking nonsense.

"...We survived."

The companions, each lost in their own thoughts, snapped back to reality at Seol's quiet murmur and approached Ja-seong.
But at that moment, a displeased clicking of the tongue was heard from Ja-seong's mouth.

"Tsk, he got away."

In the direction where Ja-seong was looking, Chilji, who had been there, was nowhere to be found.

Ch.93 - The Sword Imbued With Imperial Majesty
At the moment Gun Ja-seong was executing the "Sovereign Sword Form," two slender figures were lurking near the Namgung Family estate.

"Hmm, this is tricky. They've hidden the core too well. It might take some time."
"Hurry up. If we dawdle, something might happen to the Warrior."
"I know, stop nagging."

The two figures were none other than Cheong and Hong.
Why were these two, who were always with So-ha, at the Namgung Family estate?
The reason became clear through their conversation.

"But if we knew the target beforehand, couldn't we have interfered before the formation was created? That would have been easier than trying to deactivate it now."
"They were extremely cautious while preparing the formation. There was no opportunity to get close."

The two were lurking near the Namgung estate to deactivate the "Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array" that Il-ji had deployed.
Hong's golden eyes carefully scanned the area around the estate, and before long, she found her target.

"Found it—the formation's core."
"Are you sure?"
"Absolutely. No matter how well they hide it, they can't escape my eyes."

Hong spoke excitedly, forgetting her earlier uncertainty.
As always, it was Cheong's job to calm her excited partner.

"We don't have time for this. Hurry and deactivate it."
"Fine, fine."

In a narrow alley near the Namgung Family estate.
Hong carefully reached toward the core hidden in a tiny crevice that was barely visible.

Some might ask if she couldn't just grab it any way she wanted, but formations are quite—no, extremely—delicate things.

Especially when dealing with a formation's core, one had to be careful since tampering with it carelessly could cause unpredictable changes.

"Careful... careful...!"

Hong swallowed nervously as she slowly reached for the black glowing stone that was the formation's core.
And just as her small hand was about to touch the stone—

*Crack!*

"Huh?"

Suddenly, the stone split in two by itself.
Hong blinked in surprise, then felt the artificial disturbance in the atmosphere disappear.

*The formation was destroyed?*

Not deactivated, but destroyed?
To destroy such a high-level formation?

Hong picked up the stone, which had lost its black glow after splitting, and turned to look at Cheong.

"Did, did you feel that too?"
"...Yes. How could the formation be destroyed like that?"

Cheong was just as bewildered.
To destroy a formation like the "Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array," it would take something tremendous that could completely disrupt the formation's interior...!

"Do you think the Sect Leader used some high-level technique because it was urgent? But then they would notice!"
"...No, I don't think that's it."
"How would you know?"
"I can tell by looking at that."

Cheong pointed somewhere with her finger.
Following her finger, Hong's eyes fell upon an unexpected sight.

"...A storm?"

What Hong saw was, surprisingly, a storm.
A storm on a clear night with the moonlight gently illuminating the ground?

Their surprise didn't end there.
The storm that had been shooting up into the sky suddenly curved sideways and crashed into the ground.

*BOOM!*

The thunderous sound was clearly audible despite their distance from the storm.
Followed by an explosion.

Seeing one side of the estate wall completely collapse, Hong and Cheong seemed to understand why the formation had been destroyed.

"Hmm?"

Just then, Cheong's golden eyes flashed.
She spotted a shadow quickly escaping through the destroyed wall.

After confirming that the shadow was Il-ji, the mastermind behind this incident, Cheong made a strange expression when she saw the direction of her escape.

"...Of all places to flee, she chose that direction."
"What does it matter? It's good for us—we don't have to track her down. Right?"

Hong's eyes, visible above her red face veil, curved into a smile.

*

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Il-ji ran, desperately trying to keep her staggering body upright.

*I have to escape!*

She couldn't stop.
She had to flee as quickly as possible before that monster came after her.

The fear clearly visible on her pale face showed just how desperate she was.

After running for some time, having put considerable distance between herself and the Namgung Family estate, Il-ji finally stopped.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Leaning against a building wall, catching her breath, the scene she had just witnessed involuntarily flashed through her mind—the impossible sight of a human wielding a storm.

"What was that? What on earth...!"

At first, she had thought he was just an exceptional martial artist with impressive skills. She had a feeling he could be a threat to their plans.
Despite that, she had coveted his power and tried to make him her subordinate using the Soul-Caging Stone.

But facing his true nature, she realized he was far more than that.
Setting aside the mysterious light sword she had seen in his mental world, that single strike that had swept away the Heavenly Light Unit—a sword wrapped in a storm.

It shouldn't have been something a human could wield. It shouldn't have been possible.
Yet that man had done it.

In Il-ji's mind, her perception of Gun Ja-seong shifted from an exceptional martial artist to something incomprehensible.
Because of that incomprehensible being, everything she had been working on in Hefei had turned to nothing.

She would likely face severe punishment upon her return.
Though it might not lead to execution, a punishment close to it was certain.
But at the moment, that was the least of her concerns.

*That man is the greatest enemy of our cult.*

He was someone who had to be eliminated at any cost.

"I must inform the cult. We can't leave him be."

Il-ji muttered with a firm voice, and—

"Oh my, that won't do."
"...Who's there!?"

Startled by the unexpected response, Il-ji quickly looked up.

*Click, click*

Along with footsteps breaking the silence of the late-night alley, a woman approached Il-ji.

A beautiful woman adorned in elaborate clothing and accessories.
Her ornaments sparkled in the soft moonlight, but what shone brightest were her eyes.

Golden eyes that looked as if they had been inlaid with pure gold.
Meeting those eyes, Il-ji felt a strong sense of danger and an inexplicable revulsion.

*Revulsion? Why?*

She couldn't understand the reason for her revulsion, but one thing was certain.
Every part of her being rejected this woman's existence.

"...What are you?"
"You already feel it, don't you? I am your enemy."

*Shing*

After briefly answering Il-ji's question, the woman, Lower Heaven Sect Leader Ye So-ha, drew her sword.
Seeing this, Il-ji let out a scornful laugh.

"My enemy? Someone like you?"

The aura emanating from her opponent was unremarkable.
Perhaps her martial arts were mediocre, or her level was shallow.

It was truly amusing that such a person would step forward claiming to be her enemy.

"Do you think I'm easy prey because of my current state? Do you think you can defeat me even if I'm weakened?"

So-ha didn't answer her question.
She merely wore an expression of pity, as if looking at something pathetic.
This grated on Il-ji's nerves.

"How dare you!"

With a roar, Il-ji extended her sleeve toward So-ha.
From within the sleeve, a thin branch shot toward So-ha like an arrow.

Seeing the branch flying toward her as if about to pierce her, So-ha's eyes widened in surprise.

"Die."

Il-ji raised the corners of her mouth, imagining the branch piercing through that impudent woman's heart.
But her face quickly contorted in pain.

*Slash*

"Aaaagh!?"

So-ha had cut the branch while maintaining her surprised expression.
But that wasn't all.

Somehow, an unbearable pain radiated from the cut surface of the branch.

"This, this is...!"

It wasn't simply pain from being cut.
Realizing this, Il-ji saw white flames burning at the cut end of the branch.

*Whoosh!*

The white flames began to race along the branch ferociously, as if soaked in oil.

"Ugh...!"

She mustn't let those flames touch her.
Heeding her instinct's warning, Il-ji hastily tore off the branch.

"Argh!"

The branch, torn away just in time, instantly turned to ashes in the white flames.

"I thought you were just carrying a 'seed,' but it seems it's already past germination and growing?"

So-ha muttered nonchalantly at the sight.

"...What are you? And what is this white flame?"

No longer able to underestimate her, Il-ji asked with a trembling voice.
What she received in return was So-ha's bitter smile.

"Even if I told you, I doubt you people would understand. You're just fools intoxicated by the power they gave you, unaware that you're being manipulated."
"We're... being manipulated?"

In response to Il-ji's question, So-ha shrugged and answered.

"'Crimson Eye Cult'... is that what you call yourselves?"
"...!"

Il-ji's face filled with shock as So-ha accurately named the cult.

"H-how?"
"We've been investigating your kind for quite some time. We know that you're the successors of the Ming Cult, and that you worship a rotten tree that deserves to be burned as a god."

Il-ji was enraged by So-ha's insulting words.

"You...! How dare you blaspheme against Him!?"
"I'm not blaspheming, just stating facts."
"He is a god! A great deity who gave us the power to take revenge on this cursed empire!"
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"No. That's not a god. Rather, the opposite."

So-ha firmly denied Il-ji's words.
Unable to tolerate the continued blasphemy, Il-ji finally exploded.

"Kyahaak-! Then I'll show you the true power given by the divine one!"

As soon as Il-ji finished speaking, countless wooden tendrils began to wrap around her body.
In an instant, she transformed into the same giant tree monster she had become in Ja-seong's mental realm, and roared.

-Kieeeeek-!

Along with the blood-curdling screech that made one's skin crawl, dozens of wooden tendrils thrashed in all directions.

-Kwang! Kwaang!

Buildings and walls were smashed like sandcastles under Il-ji's swinging wooden limbs.

*Fortunately, this is an empty house with no people around.*

If things had gone wrong, innocent people could have been hurt or killed.
With that thought, So-ha brought her fingers to her sword.

-Hwarak!

White flames erupted from the tips of her fingers.
So-ha gently stroked the blade with her flame-covered fingers, and the fire spread across the entire sword.

So-ha pointed her now white-hot flaming sword at Il-ji.
Seeing this, Il-ji stopped thrashing and charged toward So-ha.

-Die!-

The heavy footsteps pounding toward her were quite intimidating.
But So-ha found it rather absurd.

*Did she already forget how she burned helplessly in the sacred fire just moments ago?*

To lose all reason and charge forward just because someone insulted their god.
This is why fanaticism is...

Shaking her head inwardly, So-ha also charged forward.
The massive tree monster and the slender human figure rushed toward each other.

"Hup!"

Just before collision, So-ha leapt into the air and her burning sword sliced through the wooden tendrils as she passed.

The flames spread instantly from the cut to engulf Il-ji's entire body.

-Kyaaaak-!

Il-ji thrashed wildly from the pain of her burning body.
But no matter how much she struggled, the white flames consuming her would not extinguish.

Eventually, the tree monster turned to ashes in an instant.
As So-ha watched the white embers burn the last remaining pieces of Il-ji, she turned to look behind her.

"Now that it's over, why don't you come out? Or are you trying to get revenge for startling you last time?"
"...That's not exactly it."

With those quiet words, a figure revealed himself.
A man holding a sword who had been pursuing Il-ji.
It was Ja-seong.

*

Right after annihilating the Heavenly Light Unit with the "Sovereign Sword Form," I realized Il-ji had disappeared and immediately pursued her over the collapsed wall.

However, just as I was struggling to find her trail, I heard a familiar screech in the distance.

-Kieeeeek-!

When I arrived at the source of the sound, I saw a wrecked alley and Yu Seol slicing through a wooden monster with a sword wrapped in white flames.

-Kyaaaak-!

The wooden monster, Il-ji, burned in white flames with an agonizing scream.
Hidden around a corner, I watched as Il-ji was engulfed in white flames and reduced to ashes.

To think that troublesome woman who used bizarre arts like the Soul-Snatching Art would be defeated so easily.
Moreover, that tree monster form of Il-ji was so tough that even I could barely cut through it using my Sword Force.

Yet those white flames burned Il-ji's body in an instant.
Of course, wood burning in fire is natural, but there was something fundamentally different about those flames.

I wondered if it might be something like the Sammaejinhwa created with internal energy, but it felt completely different.

It was as if she was using a completely different power, not internal energy... what could it be?
While I was lost in these thoughts I couldn't even understand myself, watching Yu Seol,

"Now that it's over, why don't you come out? Or are you trying to get revenge for startling you last time?"

Oh no, had she noticed me all along?
I thought I had concealed my presence well.

Clicking my tongue briefly, I had no choice but to turn the corner and reveal myself to Yu Seol.

"...That's not exactly it."

I kept a wary eye on her still white-hot flaming sword, maintaining my guard.

"Hmm? Oh, because of this?"

Yu Seol immediately noticed my gaze and extinguished the flames on her sword before sheathing it properly.
Judging by her attitude, she didn't seem to have any hostile intentions toward me.
Relaxing slightly, I carefully asked a question.

"Why are you here?"
"What? Why? This is an alley anyone can access, isn't it?"
"......"

I frowned at her nonchalant answer, and Yu Seol covered her mouth with her hand and chuckled.
It was an elegant smile that didn't match the chaotic alley scene destroyed by the rampaging tree monster.

"Enough joking... Well, I was waiting nearby. For that woman Il-ji to escape."
"It sounds like you knew the Namgung Family would be attacked beforehand."

Yu Seol nodded lightly at my accusation.

"Yes. One of my children was monitoring the Heavenly Light Unit's movements. Thanks to that, I was able to seize the opportunity to deal with Il-ji."

I didn't ask questions like "if you knew in advance, couldn't you have informed the Namgung Family?"
Whether she knew about the attack beforehand or not, she had neither obligation nor loyalty to inform the Namgung Family.
So I asked a different question.

"May I ask why you targeted Il-ji?"
"It's simple. Because this woman is our enemy."
"Does that mean you're hostile toward Paecheon Fortress?"
"Hmm... that's a bit difficult to answer."

Yu Seol's expression became peculiar.
It was the face of someone struggling to explain something.

Just then, I sensed people gathering around us in small groups.
They must have heard the commotion and were approaching.

"Oh dear, this isn't a good time to talk. I suppose we'll have to save the details for another opportunity."
"Another opportunity? When would that be..."
"We'll meet again soon. I'll come find you."

With those words, Yu Seol kicked off the ground and landed on a rooftop in one bound.

"Until then, take care."
"Hey, wait!"

Despite my call, Yu Seol quickly disappeared, leaping between rooftops.
She vanished so quickly, concealing her presence, and with my internal energy nearly depleted, I couldn't even think of pursuing her.

In the end, I had to return to the Namgung Family with nothing to show except confirmation of Il-ji's death.

*

Four days had passed since that night's attack.
During those four days, which could hardly be called a long time, truly many things had happened.

News that the Heavenly Light Unit had attacked the Namgung Family in the middle of the night spread throughout Hefei the next day, and soon reached the ears of the Regional Lord.

Naturally, the Regional Lord was furious and threw a fit, and his letter of protest to Paecheon Fortress grew even longer.
Meanwhile, the inspector who had come to investigate Magistrate Ji's corruption confirmed his misconduct and returned promising his dismissal.

But most importantly, the Namgung Family's tribute procession had returned.
Just as Namgung Hyeon had confidently predicted, the tribute procession returned with an impressive scale, even receiving military escorts.

The procession was so long that it took more than an hour to fully enter the city.
Well, the longer it was, the brighter the faces of Hefei's people became, so all's well that ends well.

However, there was one problem.

"I am Namgung Un-hyeon of the Namgung Family. I request a duel."
"...Again?"

The martial artists of the Namgung Family who had returned with the tribute procession heard about what had happened and, perhaps feeling competitive, came looking for me almost daily to request duels.
Humoring them once or twice is fine, but repeating it dozens of times every day was becoming extremely tiresome.

"Kuk... I admit defeat."

As the last challenger, defeated after just five exchanges, was leaving, Hwa-ryeon and Master returned to the guest hall as if taking over.

"Hard work again today."
"It's not really hard work, just tedious."

The Namgung Family martial artists might be hurt if they heard this, but honestly, there was no fun or challenge in repeatedly facing opponents who couldn't last even ten seconds.
Perhaps my thoughts showed on my face, because Hwa-ryeon gave me the news I had been waiting for.

"We've finished our negotiations with the Namgung Family. Tomorrow, we'll be leaving."
"Oh? That ended faster than I expected."
"Well, we've received quite a lot."

Received quite a lot...
Come to think of it, a lot had happened in less than a month.

Investigation of incidents, rescuing witnesses, the martial arts tournament, and defending against the family estate attack.
It felt like we'd been here for two months, not one.
And it all ends today.

"Then, shall we do one final check?"
"Check? What check?"
"There's something. To see if the butterfly has properly emerged from its cocoon."
"...?"

I gave a smile to Hwa-ryeon, who tilted her head in confusion, and immediately left the guest hall.
My destination was, of course, the training ground.

-Haap! Haap!

As I approached the training ground, I could hear familiar shouts.
When I entered, I found Namgung Hyeon in the midst of training, drenched in sweat.

Upon seeing me, his face brightened and he put down his sword.

"Ah, Young Master Gun."
"Am I interrupting?"
"Not at all. You're always welcome, Young Master Gun."

Namgung Hyeon wiped his sweat with his sleeve and approached me with a smile.
Noticing a strange hesitation in his smile, I grinned and asked:

"You want to ask, don't you? About the sword I used to wipe out the Heavenly Light Unit that time."
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Namgung Hyeon's smile became awkward as he flinched at my words.

"I see I can't fool you, Gun Ja-seong."

Watching him scratch the back of his head, I continued with my questions.

"What did you think when you saw that sword?"
"...A sword resembling a storm. That was my first thought."
"Was that all?"
"Well..."

Namgung Hyeon couldn't finish his answer.
It seemed like he clearly recognized something but couldn't bring himself to say it out loud.

Having roughly guessed the reason, I shrugged my shoulders.
He must feel uncomfortable mentioning things like "sovereign's sword" and such.

Well, that's not important right now anyway.

"I'll tell you in advance, I won't be teaching you anything."
"...Pardon?"

Confusion spread across Namgung Hyeon's face at my words.
He seemed unable to understand why I would willingly teach him the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" but refuse to teach the "Sovereign Sword Form."

Hmm, if I had to explain why, it's because of my own selfishness, I suppose?

"I want you to create that sword technique yourself."
"...Me, myself?"
"Yes."

To be precise, I didn't want to see 'my' Sovereign Sword Form, but rather the 'Namgung' Sovereign Sword Form.

It was the same reason I only taught the first four forms of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique," up to the "Present Heaven Strong Wind."
I created the first part, but I wanted the remaining forms to be filled in by Namgung's own power, with Namgung's own sword.

After hearing my explanation, Namgung Hyeon looked troubled.

"...I'm not sure if I can do it."
"I believe you can definitely accomplish it."

After staring at me for a moment upon hearing my confident answer, Namgung Hyeon nodded with a determined expression.

"...Alright. I will definitely complete it. A new martial art for the Namgung family."

Satisfied with his answer, I nodded.

"I hope I can see it the next time we meet."
"Ah...! Come to think of it, you'll be leaving soon."

Looking regretful, Namgung Hyeon smiled slightly and held out a wooden sword to me.

"Before you go, would you mind having a sparring match with me?"
"...You know, I've noticed that Namgung family members really love sparring, don't they?"

Grumbling a bit about how everything leads to sparring, I took the wooden sword and spent time with Namgung Hyeon until sunset.

*

Around the time Ja-seong and Namgung Hyeon began their sparring, Seol Yak-bing visited the guest quarters where Hwa-ryeon's group was staying.

"Excuse me, do you have a moment?"
"Of course. Please come in, Miss Seol."

Yu Seol greeted Yak-bing warmly.
In less than a month, she had become quite close with Yak-bing.

Ju Hwa-ryeon was clearly her superior and had a naturally cold personality, making her difficult to approach in many ways.
In contrast, the kind and warm Yak-bing was someone Seol could open up to more easily.

Yak-bing smiled gently at Seol who welcomed her with a bright face, then glanced sideways at Hwa-ryeon behind her.
Though she couldn't read Hwa-ryeon's expressions as well as Ja-seong could, she somehow sensed a hint of jealousy in that cold face.

*She must be feeling left out because Seol has become close with me.*

She thought it was a shame that Hwa-ryeon couldn't be more honest and warm.
Feeling slightly sorry for Hwa-ryeon's inability to be straightforward, Yak-bing sat down as Seol guided her.

As soon as she sat, Hwa-ryeon asked about the purpose of her visit.

"What brings you here?"
"I heard you'll be leaving the Namgung Family soon. I wanted to have a sincere conversation among women before you go."
"A sincere... conversation?"
"Yes. For example, about romance?"

At Yak-bing's playful yet somehow meaningful words, Hwa-ryeon flinched momentarily, while Seol showed an uninterested expression.

"If we're talking about romance, there's only the story of Miss Seol and the Young Master. I've already heard that many times."
"Oh my?"

Could she really not have noticed at all?
Yak-bing's eyes widened in surprise at Seol's unexpected obliviousness, then she smiled slightly.

*I should avoid discussing this in front of Seol.*

"You're right. Then shall we talk about something else? I was curious about something anyway."
"What are you curious about?"
"Stories from your past? How did you spend your childhood?"
"Ah..."

At Yak-bing's question, Seol glanced at Hwa-ryeon.
Her eyes asked if it was okay to share this information.
Hwa-ryeon spoke on Seol's behalf.

"Due to our circumstances, it's difficult to share that."

Despite the polite refusal, Yak-bing maintained her smile and spoke again.

"I understand your position. I'm not asking for detailed personal information. I'm just curious about how you spent your childhood."
"...If that's all."

A limited agreement.
Yak-bing's eyes sparkled as she asked what she had been most curious about.

"How did you meet Gun Ja-seong?"

So direct?
Hwa-ryeon tried to hide her surprise.
She had felt uneasy from the moment romance was mentioned, and it seemed Yak-bing had indeed come with a purpose today.

"Ah, about that..."

While Hwa-ryeon was considering how to respond, Seol jumped in and began speaking.
Before Hwa-ryeon could stop her, the story came pouring out, and Yak-bing nodded with an intrigued expression.

"Wow, I can't imagine it! Were you really on such bad terms?"
"Absolutely. They fought almost every day! Then at some point, Gun Ja-seong started teasing her with a strange way of talking like 'Ju, Ju'..."

The pattern of Yak-bing asking and Seol answering continued.
Hwa-ryeon watched anxiously from the side, worried about potential slips of the tongue, but fortunately, nothing of the sort happened.

In the end, Hwa-ryeon just kept her mouth shut and listened to their conversation.
She only spoke when Seol temporarily left to bring some refreshments.

"...Did you come because you wanted to say something to me?"
"Why do you think that?"
"......"

Hwa-ryeon closed her mouth, unable to mention the romance talk.
Seeing this, Yak-bing gave a bitter smile.

*She's not even twenty yet, is she?*

She had also heard that Hwa-ryeon had lost her parents at a young age due to someone else's malice.
Hwa-ryeon's cold attitude of hiding and concealing her emotions probably stemmed from those circumstances.

Yak-bing found it quite sad.
This was the time when a woman should be most beautifully in bloom.

It seemed too wasteful to spend moments that should be filled with heart-fluttering excitement and overwhelming love trapped in past pain.

Fortunately, she seemed to show honest moments in front of Ja-seong sometimes, but even that was only relatively so—always something seemed to be lacking.

"Actually, you're right. I did come because I had something to say."
"...What is it?"
"Why don't you try being more honest with your feelings?"
"I don't know what you're talking about."

Hwa-ryeon cut her off sharply.
Her reaction was quite intense.

*This isn't going to be easy.*

Thinking she needed to be a bit more forceful, Yak-bing continued.

"Being honest with your feelings isn't necessarily a bad thing. Rather, misunderstandings from hiding emotions can create deep rifts between people."
"That won't..."
"Can you be sure?"
"......"

Hwa-ryeon fell silent again.
Yak-bing subtly shifted her gaze toward her and lightly provoked.

"You might end up growing distant from Gun Ja-seong that way."
"...!"

Hwa-ryeon's eyes sharpened and her aura became noticeably colder.
Feeling as if the room temperature had somehow dropped, Yak-bing continued.

"Besides, Gun Ja-seong not only has exceptional martial arts but is also unusually handsome. Surely countless women will flirt with him during his travels. He might grow close to someone compatible among them...?"

As she spoke, Hwa-ryeon's expression grew not just cold but murderous.
Seeing this, Yak-bing smiled slightly and handed her a bronze mirror from the side of the room.

"Ugh..."
Hwa-ryeon flinched when she unexpectedly saw her own fierce expression, clearly revealing her jealousy.

"With a face like that, you still don't understand? How you feel about Gun Ja-seong?"
"......"

At Yak-bing's gentle words, Hwa-ryeon couldn't say anything.

-Slide

Just then, Seol entered the room with refreshments.

"...Did something happen?"

Noticing the strange atmosphere as soon as she entered, Seol asked, but Yak-bing shook her head.

"No. Nothing happened."

Yak-bing pretended nothing had happened as she welcomed Seol.
Once Seol sat down, their private conversation resumed.

"......"

Hwa-ryeon kept her mouth firmly shut again.
However, her face had lost its usual coolness and looked quite complicated.

*Hehe.*

Glancing at that expression, Yak-bing laughed inwardly.

Usually, awareness of one's feelings begins with physical reactions.
Having seen her own jealousy-filled face directly, all that remained was for her to realize it herself.

*It doesn't seem necessary to push Gun Ja-seong's side... I'm looking forward to what happens next.*

What would they look like the next time they met?
With quite pleasant thoughts, Yak-bing immersed herself in chatting with Seol.

*

The next morning.
The Namgung family members came to see off our group as we prepared to leave, boarding the carriage.

"Here, take this."

The head of the Namgung family stepped forward and handed something to Hwa-ryeon.
Glancing at it, I saw it was a well-crafted gold token engraved with a sword, along with a letter.

"This is the Namgung family's token and a letter stating that Namgung also supports your cause. Show it to the other Five Great Families and the Nine Schools, and it will help you achieve your goal."
"Thank you for your thoughtful consideration."
"We should be the ones thanking you. We will never forget the favor you've bestowed upon Namgung."

Hwa-ryeon tucked the token and letter into her clothes.
Then Namgung Hyeon and Miss Seol stepped forward.

"When we meet again, I'll definitely show you the results."
"Don't push yourself too hard though."

Namgung Hyeon and I grinned at each other.

"I'll look forward to it next time we meet."
"...I don't know what you're talking about."

The contrast was clear between Seol smiling brightly and Hwa-ryeon avoiding her gaze.
After exchanging our farewells, we boarded the carriage and left the Namgung family.

After glancing at the family members waving from a distance, I asked Hwa-ryeon about our next destination.

"So, what's our next target? Up or down?"

Going up would mean passing through Jiangsu to Shandong and Hebei, targeting the Peng family of Hebei and the Murong family of Liaoning.
But since the distance was so great, I didn't think that would be our choice.

As I expected, Hwa-ryeon decided to head down, specifically to the southwest.

"Our next target is the Zhuge family at Mount Yungjung in Hubei."
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As Ja-seong's group was about to leave Hefei, someone was secretly watching them from behind.

"...Thankfully, she looks healthy."

The man with his face covered by a veil sighed in relief as he observed Ja-seong's group, or more precisely, Hwa-ryeon's face. As the wind swept through the alley, it slightly lifted his veil, revealing his identity.

The man was none other than Ju Ho-jeong, the Young Lord of the Castle of Paecheon Fortress.

After the martial arts tournament, Ho-jeong had been lingering around the entrance of the Namgung Family compound whenever he wasn't checking on Un-yeop, who was still bedridden. Fortunately, his persistence paid off, and he was able to personally see Hwa-ryeon leaving the Namgung Family.

After staring blankly at Hwa-ryeon for a moment, Ho-jeong unconsciously muttered, "...Where are you going this time?"

He could probably find out if he used the Ten Thousand Eyes Unit, the new intelligence organization created to replace the Heaven's Net Division, most of whose members had mysteriously disappeared. They certainly had that capability.

But Ho-jeong immediately shook his head. He wasn't in a position to use the Ten Thousand Eyes Unit to track Hwa-ryeon. Rather, it was the opposite.

"I'm in a situation where I need to block ten thousand eyes myself."

If his father, Lord of the Castle Ju Do-han, discovered Hwa-ryeon's whereabouts, he would definitely not leave her alone. So Ho-jeong had to prevent that from happening.

Of course, he couldn't block it forever.

Hwa-ryeon's past, her companion—a martial artist friend who participated in the martial arts tournament and thwarted Paecheon Fortress's plans—these things clearly indicated that their actions would be hostile to Paecheon Fortress.

Naturally, news of their movements would eventually reach his father's ears. All he could do was delay it as much as possible. That was his own way of protecting Hwa-ryeon.

"...Once Cho's guard recovers, we should return to Luoyang immediately."

While Ho-jeong was thinking about his future plans, Hwa-ryeon boarded the carriage and disappeared from view. As Ja-seong, sitting in the driver's seat, pulled the reins, the carriage slowly departed from the Namgung Family compound.

Seeing Ja-seong pass by the alley where he was hiding, Ho-jeong gave a bitter smile.

*It'll be quite some time before we meet again.*

"...Martial artist friend, please take good care of her."

Shortly after Ho-jeong turned around, two young guards who had been escorting him at Hwawol Pavilion appeared in a hurry.

"Young Lord! Where have you been again? We clearly told you not to wander around carelessly since public opinion about Paecheon Fortress is not good in Hefei..."

"Ah, I'm sorry. I've been stuck beside Cho's guard for days, and I was craving some alcohol."

Putting on the mask of a good-natured rascal again, Ho-jeong chuckled as he heard the guards' obvious sighs.

"Come on, I was wrong. Let's go back now. But on our way back, can we buy some wine..."

"Absolutely not."

"How stingy..."

With that final grumble, Ho-jeong moved away from the Namgung Family compound with his guards.

Meanwhile, there was one more pair of eyes watching Ja-seong's group leave the Namgung Family.

"Is it alright to let them go like this?"

"We have no choice. Something more urgent has come up."

On the second floor of a tea house near Hefei's South Gate, Flower Lord Ye So-ha, a woman in elaborate clothing, shrugged her shoulders in response to Hong's question. In her hand were two notes she had just received.

The papers were dyed yellow and red respectively. Yellow indicated urgent information, while red indicated top-priority information.

So-ha first reviewed the contents of the red paper again.

[Blood arts traces confirmed among lower-ranked warriors of Paecheon Fortress. Presumed to be a new martial art different from the existing Explosive Blood Art.]

"A new martial art, not the Explosive Blood Art..."

There weren't any detailed descriptions. But just the fact that lower-ranked warriors of Paecheon Fortress were learning blood arts suggested that the Divine Wood Cult—no, the Crimson Eye Cult—had penetrated quite deeply into Paecheon Fortress.

The emergence of a new blood art meant that a new bloodbath would soon sweep across the martial arts world. With a hardened expression, So-ha gave orders to Cheong.

"Contact each branch and tell them to check the situation of martial arts sects in each region. Those bastards wouldn't have spread blood arts only within Paecheon Fortress."

"Yes, understood."

Cheong bowed and immediately disappeared somewhere. Hong, who remained behind, rolled her golden eyes.

"No matter how urgent the situation is, I don't understand how you can just let the warrior go like that... The warrior is more important than the affairs of 'this world,' isn't she?"

"If we just neglect it, this world will be destroyed by them just like other worlds. Would you like that?"

"Well, no, but..."

Hong lowered her head. Stroking her hair, So-ha spoke gently.

"Don't worry too much. It's not like we're sending her away without any measures in place."

"What? What do you mean...?"

So-ha smiled slightly at Hong's puzzled expression and asked, "Do you remember? The guardian stone I gave to the previous Lord of the Castle of Paecheon Fortress."

"Ah, that thing you gave him saying it was a talisman? What about it?"

"Our warrior happens to have that guardian stone."

"What? How did that happen?"

Looking at Hong's wide eyes, So-ha recalled the past.

Over ten years ago, So-ha discovered traces suspected to be from the Crimson Eye Cult within Paecheon Fortress and approached the previous Lord of the Castle, Ju Cheon-mu.

*I warned him that there might be cult agents within Paecheon Fortress, but he didn't believe me.*

In the end, she had no choice but to give him a guardian stone she had made, claiming it was a talisman. When she heard that a rebellion had broken out within Paecheon Fortress and Ju Cheon-mu had died, she thought he had simply thrown away what she had given him.

*But he gave it to his daughter, and that daughter passed it on to our warrior... What an interesting connection, isn't it?*

Nodding her head, So-ha turned to Hong and said, "Therefore, as long as the guardian stone is with our warrior, we can check her location anytime. Isn't that reassuring?"

"...For now, I guess."

Hong grumbled that So-ha should have told her earlier if she knew all along. Looking at her adorably, So-ha straightened her expression and thought about what needed to be done next.

*First, I need to prevent Paecheon Fortress from tracking our warrior's group. Should I collaborate with the Changcheon Merchant Group for this?*

They wouldn't want the previous Lord's precious daughter to be exposed to Paecheon Fortress either, so they would welcome the Lower Heaven Sect's cooperation. Besides that, she also needed to locate and investigate the new blood art, prepare for the Poison Butterfly's rise...

"Busy, busy."

There was much to do, but time was limited.

*The only fortunate thing is that there's no need to rush matters concerning our warrior.*

The Lord of the Castle was probably so furious right now that he had no leisure to pay attention to other matters.

So-ha smirked as she looked at the second, yellow note. The yellow note contained only five characters. But the impact of those five characters was enormous.

[Blood Ray Unit annihilated]

"I wonder who it could be? The magnificent person who annihilated the Blood Ray Unit, those human butchers."

*

News of the Blood Ray Unit's annihilation naturally reached Luoyang as well.

-CRASH!

"Eek!?"

A piece of blue-white porcelain, reportedly worth ten gold coins, shattered into pieces. At the sound, the maids screamed briefly and fled, while the man who had been bowing his head tightly shut his eyes.

Lord of the Castle Ju Do-han, who was glaring at Jin Mu-gun, the Head Manager of Paecheon Fortress, with terrifying eyes, asked in a voice trembling with anger, "Say it again. What happened to the Blood Ray Unit?"

"Y-yes, while attacking the rebel camp, they fell into a trap and were burned alive..."

-BANG!

This time, a table made of red sandalwood split in two. Along with it, an eerie energy flowed from Do-han's body.

"Kugh...!"

Though he held the high position of Head Manager, Mu-gun had never properly trained in martial arts or even basic horse-riding. There was no way someone like him could withstand Do-han's menacing aura.

"Keurgh...!"

Mu-gun's face turned rapidly pale as he collapsed under Do-han's pressure, trembling violently. He couldn't even breathe properly under the overwhelming pressure.

Just before Mu-gun was about to faint from continued lack of oxygen, the pressure gradually began to decrease.

"Cough! COUGH!"

As Mu-gun coughed and gasped for breath, Do-han's sinister voice reached his ears.

"...So you're saying that those who took the secret manual are still alive?"

"Cough...! P-probably so...."

"Find them."

Do-han's eyes blazed with ghostly fire as he issued his brief command.

"Find them by any means necessary. Find them, kill them all, and recover the secret manual."

"Yes! Yes! Understood!"

"You may leave."

Nodding his head frantically, Mu-gun hurriedly left the office at the dismissal order.

"Sigh...."

Left alone in the room, Do-han held his forehead and sighed deeply. Then, a woman's voice reached his ears.

"You seem troubled."

Looking up, Do-han saw a beautiful woman of indeterminate age standing before him. Despite her sudden appearance without any warning, Do-han greeted her as if he was used to it.

"Welcome, Divine Wood Unit Leader."
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Divine Wood Unit.

A combat unit shrouded in complete secrecy, created after Ju Do-han became Lord of the Castle.

This beauty was none other than Il-ji, the leader of the Divine Wood Unit.

Il-ji approached Do-han's side without hesitation and caressed his shoulder.

Do-han naturally stroked her slender willow-like waist, and just from this, one could tell their relationship was far from ordinary.

"Your shoulders are tense. Please relax."

"...The Blood Ray Unit was defeated by mere bandits. I simply can't believe it."

The Blood Ray Unit and Dark Heaven Unit had been working as Do-han's right and left hands since his days as Regional Lord of Cheonra.

But the Dark Heaven Unit had been cut in half, and the Blood Ray Unit had been completely annihilated.

*'What the hell are those damned bandits?'*

How could mere bandits inflict such massive damage on Paecheon Fortress?

They must hold a grudge against Paecheon Fortress, right?

Could they be remnants of the vassal families?

Though the actual situation was somewhat different, Do-han, who had no way of knowing this, had already transformed Gwangsan Bandits of Hwangcheon County into a threatening hidden force in his mind.

Il-ji smiled gently as she looked at Do-han's extremely serious expression.

"They're just ruffians after all. Why would you need to take them so seriously?"

Her small, seductive hand slipped inside Do-han's clothes.

Do-han let out a low groan at the soft touch against his bare skin.

A sweet voice reached his ear.

"No matter how powerful a force may be, they cannot be enemies of Paecheon Fortress, which will be reborn through the divine art. Please relax."

"...Now that you mention it, how is the distribution of the Hegemon's Deep Connection going?"

At Do-han's question, Il-ji's smile deepened.

"Most of the newly recruited lower-level martial artists are learning the divine art. And we've secretly spread the divine art to martial sects in various regions as well. Everyone must be excitedly learning it, thrilled by the divine art's effectiveness."

"I suppose so. Even I find the effectiveness of the Hegemon's Deep Connection astonishing."

Hegemon's Deep Connection.

A mind method that Il-ji had given to Do-han, worthy of being called a divine art.

An absolute divine art that any martial artist would covet, as its internal energy cultivation was incomparably faster than existing mind methods.

Having obtained such a thing, everyone would be frantically learning it with eyes rolled back.

*'Without knowing the true effectiveness of the Hegemon's Deep Connection.'*

A triumphant smile appeared on Do-han's face.

Thinking of the thrilling future ahead, his mind naturally relaxed.

"Yes, you're right. Mere bandits cannot interfere with my great cause. Yes, that's right."

Il-ji glanced sideways at Do-han's profile as he regained his composure and subtly changed the subject.

"By the way, is there still no news from Hefei?"

"Hm? Ah...now that you mention it, there's been no particular contact yet. The job should be finished by now.... Tsk, what are they dawdling about?"

"......"

Il-ji closed her mouth.

Do-han seemed confident that the Heavenly Light Unit sent to Hefei would succeed in expelling the Namgung Family, but she already knew the plan had failed.

*'The seventh has withered.'*

All members of the Divine Wood Unit had their spirits connected to their leader, Il-ji.

But the connection with Chil-ji, who had gone to Hefei with the Heavenly Light Unit, had suddenly been severed a few days ago.

This meant something had happened to her.

In other words, the expulsion of the Namgung Family had likely failed.

*'...Not a good start.'*

Il-ji clicked her tongue inwardly.

They had planned to spread the Hegemon's Deep Connection throughout the martial world while simultaneously eliminating the bothersome Nine Sects and One Gang and Five Great Families.

Who would have thought things would go wrong starting with the Namgung Family, the very first step?

What was surprising amid all this was Chil-ji's death.

*'Who on earth killed the seventh?'*

Chil-ji had received power transcending human limits from the great Divine Wood.

Harming her would be impossible unless one was at the level of the Ten Lords...

*'Could another of the Ten Lords have come to Hefei?'*

Do-han's voice reached Il-ji's ears as she was lost in thought.

"What are you thinking for the next target?"

Bringing her consciousness back to reality, she answered without hesitation.

"Shaolin."

"...Shaolin."

At Il-ji's words, Do-han made a slightly uncomfortable expression.

Shaolin Temple.

The Mount Tai and Big Dipper of the Central Plains martial world, commonly said to be the source of all martial arts under heaven.

The biggest reason Paecheon Fortress, established by the Emperor's will to keep the orthodox martial world in check, was located in Luoyang was precisely to monitor Shaolin on Mount Song.

Because it was Shaolin, Do-han was rather cautious.

"Will it be alright? It's Shaolin of all places, so carelessly touching them..."

"Don't worry. This matter will be handled secretly and quietly. Our Divine Wood Unit will move directly."

"The Divine Wood Unit?"

Do-han showed a surprised expression.

The Divine Wood Unit had only moved occasionally in the form of one or two people supporting other units.

But now they would move directly?

"Yes. Please trust and leave it to us. Before long, you won't need to worry about Shaolin anymore."

Sweet words, pleasant to hear.

And also very reassuring words.

Il-ji had never disappointed him even once.

Do-han pulled Il-ji toward him with a satisfied expression.

"Kyaa-!"

Il-ji fell into Do-han's arms with a shrill scream.

She looked around as if embarrassed.

"This is your office. Someone could come in at any time..."

"I am the lord of this castle, so should I worry about the eyes of my subordinates?"

"Oh my..."

Do-han buried his face in the neck of Il-ji, who was playfully protesting, and began undoing her clothes.

Il-ji's expression, which had been blushing as if embarrassed while embracing him, changed instantly.

A cold face unsuited to the heated atmosphere in the room.

A sneer appeared on frozen ground where not a trace of warmth could be felt.

*'Yes, struggle with your vain ambitions like that. We'll use you to achieve our revenge. Against this empire, against the Central Plains martial world.'*

Whether Do-han knew Il-ji's thoughts or not, he concentrated all his attention on devouring her.

Before long, moans of pleasure began flowing from the Lord of the Castle's office.

*

A forest path in southern Henan.

Dozens of able-bodied men were trudging along the road.

"Bandit Chief~. Let's rest a bit."

"We just rested!"

"That 'just' was two hours ago. My legs are killing me."

"These bastards are slacking off...!"

At the complaints of his subordinates following behind, the man walking in front—Im Chun-il, former chief of Gwangsan Bandits—ground his teeth.

And he smacked the back of the head of the vice bandit chief right next to him.

*-Smack!*

"Ow!? Why are you hitting me?!"

"Why am I hitting you? Why am I hitting youuu? Are you asking because you really don't know? This is all because of you!"

"...What do you mean because of me? You didn't bring a map either."

"What did you just say?!"

"Nothing at all."

When Chun-il snapped at him after he muttered, the vice bandit chief played dumb.

Chun-il ground his teeth looking at that slippery face.

Just as he was contemplating whether to beat this damned vice bandit chief half to death, Squad Leader Il, famous for his usual thick skin, intervened.

"Ah, come on. It's already past, so let's stop. Anyway, everyone survived, so isn't that enough?"

"Enough my ass! Everyone's become beggars now!"

As Chun-il said, the bandits of Gwangsan Bandits were currently penniless.

"If that vice bandit chief bastard had just prepared properly in advance, this wouldn't have happened!"

Their situation was as follows:

Chun-il and the Gwangsan Bandits held a grudge against Paecheon Fortress over past events.

They had been diligently interfering with Paecheon Fortress's activities by disguising themselves as bandits and attacking their escort missions.

Fortunately, if it could be called fortunate, their efforts paid off to the point where Paecheon Fortress martial artists received bandit suppression missions and came looking for their hideout.

Chun-il killed or drove away Paecheon Fortress martial artists with his family martial art, the Mountain-Splitting Axe.

He immediately sensed that Paecheon Fortress would soon attempt a large-scale suppression of them.

*-Prepare to abandon the hideout and flee at any time.*

Rather than fighting Paecheon Fortress and dying gloriously, Chun-il wanted to torment them for a long, long time, so he had the vice bandit chief prepare for an attack.

*-Hey, squad leaders. You heard, right? Prepare.*

The vice bandit chief, finding it bothersome, passed it on to the squad leaders.

*-Kids. Did you hear? Handle it yourselves?*

The squad leaders, also finding it bothersome, passed it on to the lowest-ranking members.

But what would the lowest ranks know?

Confused by being told to handle it themselves, they ended up only packing daily necessities and such.

Later, an unexpectedly powerful enemy called the Blood Ray Unit appeared.

Chun-il thought they must have angered Paecheon Fortress more than expected (though this was a misconception).

Judging that facing them head-on would be insane, he lured the Blood Ray Unit inside the hideout.

Then he escaped through a secret passage, blocked all the hideout's entrances, and set it on fire.

The Blood Ray Unit, trapped helplessly inside the hideout, was completely annihilated by the fire.

Chun-il and the bandits cheered loudly.

What the lowest ranks presented before them was not the treasure hidden in the hideout, but utterly useless items like bowls and spoons.

*-Th-then all the treasure we stole from those Paecheon Fortress bastards...*

The bandits looked at the hideout turned to ashes with devastated expressions.

Thus they became wanderers heading south aimlessly, having lost all their treasure.

*'If only that bastard had done his job properly...!'*

The thought that he should have taken care of such things himself didn't exist in Chun-il's mind.

Chun-il grumbled for a while about what a mess things were because of his incompetent subordinates.

The vice bandit chief, who had been listening quietly, was seriously considering whether to just ram into him out of frustration, when—

"By the way, where are we going?"

A question flew in from Squad Leader Lee, usually evaluated as realistic and level-headed.
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Gun Ja-seong flinched and stopped in his tracks.

At his reaction, everyone began to whisper.

*Could he have been just walking around without deciding where to go?*
*No way. Even for a Bandit Chief, he couldn't be that thoughtless... could he?*

The bandits' distrust of their chief had reached its peak.
Overhearing their whispers, Ja-seong's face twisted like an evil spirit.
After glaring at his nervous subordinates who were pretending not to notice, he sighed softly and revealed their destination.

"...We're going to Mount Yungjung."

His men started whispering again.

*Where's Mount Yungjung?*
*Hmm, sounds familiar somehow.*
*Mount Yungjung... Mount Yungjung...*

As the bandits tilted their heads trying to remember, one of them suddenly looked up.

"Yangyang! Mount Yungjung is near Yangyang County!"
"...Yangyang? No way!"

Everyone's gaze turned back to Ja-seong.
Feeling dozens of eyes fixed on him at once, he answered quietly.

"Yes, we're going to the Zhuge Family."

At his confirmation, everyone's expressions turned cold.
The inevitable whispers began again.

*He's going to cling to his youngest brother.*
*Isn't he embarrassed?*

Why were they suddenly talking about a youngest brother when he said they were going to the Zhuge Family?
The answer lay in the bandits' past, when they were still disciples of a sect called Byeoksan.

Byeoksan was an average mid-sized sect, except for their unique cultivation methods.
But they had one famous feature—the incredible physical strength of the sect leader's three sons, including Ja-seong.

Their ability to lift boulders their own size with bare hands was so legendary that rumors spread beyond Henan Province.

Those rumors reached the Zhuge Family in Yangyang County, Hubei.
The Zhuge Family had been trying for generations to improve their physically weak bloodline by mixing with those who had exceptional bodies.
As soon as they heard about the three brothers, they sent a marriage proposal to Byeoksan.

As a result, the youngest brother, Im Chun-sam, married the Zhuge Family leader's daughter and became their son-in-law.
Now Ja-seong was saying he wanted to go to this youngest brother.

*Isn't that a bit pathetic...?*

The subordinates looked at him with contemptuous expressions.
Some even showed open disdain.
And when Ja-seong realized the source of this mess was his Vice Bandit Chief (in his personal opinion), he finally exploded.

"This is all because of you, you bastard—!"
"Oh no, the Chief is attacking the Vice Chief!"
"Hey, hey! Stop him!"

The bandits rushed to separate the fighting chief and vice chief.
After a long struggle, Ja-seong finally calmed down and spoke with resignation.

"...You think I want to cling to my little brother? But we have no choice. The Paecheon Fortress people could track us down anytime. We need to flee as far as possible, but we don't have a single coin."

At his words, the other bandits also realized their harsh reality and looked depressed.
But in the midst of this, the Vice Bandit Chief's expression turned serious, and he suddenly changed the subject.

"What about going to the second young master?"
"Second young master? You mean Young Master Chun-i?"
"Of course, do we know any other second young master?"

The bandits murmured at the unexpected name.
Im Chun-i was the sect leader's second son.
After Byeoksan was destroyed by Paecheon Fortress's scheme, he had rebelled against his older brother Ja-seong and disappeared with some followers, not to be heard from for a long time.

"Vice Chief, do you know where the second young master is?"
"Somehow I do. A country bumpkin named Chun-i who uses an axe can't be that common, right?"
"You bastard...!"

Ja-seong briefly clenched his fist at the Vice Chief's subtle insult about his name being rustic, but eventually sighed and relaxed his hand.
Then he said stubbornly:

"I will never go to him!"
"Why? Because he said your plan to pretend to be bandits in the mountains and harass Paecheon Fortress was stupid?"
"You! Are you trying to get killed today? Why do you keep provoking me?!"

The fighting started again.
After another brief interval, when Ja-seong finally calmed down, the Vice Chief told him about Chun-i's recent situation.

"...Wanderer Band?"
"Yes. He seems to be a leader in an organization called the Wanderer Band."
"Ha! After all that ridicule when he left, he ended up in some third-rate group no one's ever heard of?"
"We're bandits who aren't even third-rate."
"......"

A vein bulged on Ja-seong's forehead again.
But he didn't have the energy to rage a third time.
With what seemed like his hundredth sigh, he asked the Vice Chief:

"Do you really think this makes sense? What are we supposed to do by going to them? I told you we need to flee as far as possible."
"How far? Are we going to cross Qinghai to Tibet? Or north to Mongolia or across the sea to Japan?"
"Hey, that's too—!"
"Unless we go that far, we can't escape Paecheon Fortress's pursuit. We've committed too great an offense."

The Vice Chief was right.
Having massacred the Blood Ray Unit, one of Paecheon Fortress's fifteen combat units, the fortress would hunt them down to the ends of the earth if only for their pride.

"Besides, the Zhuge Family is one of the Five Great Families representing the martial world. Paecheon Fortress will surely be watching them. If we go there, we might just reveal our location."
"......"

Each point was irrefutable.
After groaning for a while, Ja-seong asked:

"So what do you suggest? How is finding Chun-i any different?"
"At least Paecheon Fortress won't pay as much attention to an insignificant group of wanderers as they would to one of the Five Great Families. Joining them and lying low for a few years might be our best chance of survival."

As the Vice Chief continued, the other bandits began to lean toward his proposal.
But one person, Ja-seong, wouldn't easily be swayed.
He knew better than anyone how the Vice Chief always slipped up on important details.

"So, do you know where this Wanderer Band is? They probably don't have a permanent base, right?"
"...Ah."

A short exclamation as if he'd forgotten something.
His expression clearly showed he didn't know.

"......"
"Sigh..."

The gazes directed at the Vice Chief naturally turned cold.
Some clicked their tongues as if they'd expected this.

"...Let's go, everyone."
"Yes..."

In the end, the Gwangsan Cave bandits headed south again.
As originally planned, toward the Zhuge Family.

*

Five days after leaving Hefei.
With the Zhuge Family as our next target, we were moving southwest.

Sometimes we rested comfortably in villages, but in this vast Central Plains, the distances between villages were quite far.
Naturally, we often had to sleep outdoors, and today was no exception.

"Hya! Ha!"
"Hup, haah!"

After a simple dinner, the clearing where we had settled was filled with the sounds of battle cries and swords cutting through the air.
Of course, these sounds came from Hwa-ryeon, Seol, and Master intensifying their training.

Since our life-or-death battle during the Namgung Family raid, the three seemed to have gained some insight, as their movements had changed remarkably.

Not only had their internal energy release become more natural, but the aura from their swords was noticeably different from before.
The process of changing their energy circulation method and restructuring their sword techniques accordingly was progressing much faster than I had expected.

I had changed as well.
More precisely, I had found direction in the advice I gave the three while teaching Namgung Hyeon the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique."

"There, move more gently, like following a gentle breeze. Try reducing your internal energy output a bit more."
"L-like this?"
"Yes, much better, right?"

When I included abstract descriptions in my advice, they understood much more easily than with my original explanations, just as Namgung Hyeon had.

I still didn't understand why this worked, but what could I do? That was reality.

Anyway, the martial arts of the three were changing almost daily.
At this rate, they would soon become true martial artists who could fly through the sky and release sword energy.

Nodding with satisfaction, I also began my training, not wanting to fall behind.
I had something urgent to work on.

I sat cross-legged in front of the campfire and closed my eyes.

What I was trying to do now was expand and sharpen my energy perception—energy perception training.
The reason for this was, of course, what happened in Hefei.

Both Ye So-ha and Il-ji had somehow managed to sneak up on me without my noticing.
Especially with Il-ji, if Hwa-ryeon hadn't given me that talisman, things could have gone very badly.

So I needed a way to detect or block approaches that deceived my senses.

My perception expanded to feel the entire clearing.
The trees in the forest, the undergrowth, even the nameless insects crawling between them.
The training I had been doing for five days was already showing meaningful results.

Then a thought suddenly occurred to me, and I opened my eyes.

"...Is this the right approach?"

I had an intuition that I might be training in the wrong direction.

Thinking back to that situation several times, I realized there was nothing wrong with my perception itself.
The issue was that my opponents had some special technique to deceive the senses.

Could I detect that just by training my perception?
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I couldn't say for certain.
It seemed like it might work, but also like it might be completely useless.

What if it doesn't work?
Could I create a new martial art technique to detect enemies who've completely concealed their presence... is such a thing even possible?

While I was racking my brain, Hwa-ryeon's clear voice reached my ears.

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"

Before I knew it, she had finished her training and bathing, approaching with slightly damp hair.
I stared blankly at her face, reddened by the bonfire's glow, then shook my head slightly and moved aside to make room.

She sat in the space I'd cleared, sighed contentedly as she warmed herself by the fire, then spoke again.

"You still haven't answered my question. What are you pondering so seriously?"

"A way to detect enemies who've concealed their presence."

"Ah... that matter?"

Hwa-ryeon immediately caught on to my concern.
I had already told everyone about Ye So-ha and Chil-ji.

Everyone found it hard to believe that a martial artist from Paecheon Fortress would use dark arts like the Soul-Snatching Art, and they expressed doubts about the mysterious woman named Ye So-ha.

"I've thought about it since then, but I still don't understand. Soul-Snatching Art? And from a Paecheon Fortress martial artist?"

"You still don't believe me?"

Hwa-ryeon carefully nodded.

"I know you're not one to talk nonsense, but it's hard to believe. No, it's something I don't want to believe. Not only using dark arts as justification but actively employing them? That's as good as saying Paecheon Fortress has become a new cult."

A flash of pain crossed her elegant face.
It was the face of someone desperately hoping Paecheon Fortress hadn't fallen that far.

But having experienced it firsthand, I couldn't bring myself to tell her it wasn't so.
Unable to even offer words of comfort, I decided to change the subject.

"Come to think of it, I haven't thanked you yet. Thanks for lending me the talisman. It saved my life."

"What? Oh, yes."

Hwa-ryeon, understanding my intention, deliberately changed her expression and replied with a pretend haughty face.

"I was right, wasn't I? I told you it was a powerful talisman."

Her voice slightly raised, chin lifted.
It was Hwa-ryeon's distinctive expression when she was showing off.
I smiled at her rarely seen cute face.

"Yes, it was incredibly powerful, just like you said. How did you get it?"

"When I was young, before I left the fortress, my father gave it to me. He said it would protect me."

"...Huh?"

Wait a moment.
So that means... this talisman is a keepsake from her father?
I was extremely flustered.

I never imagined it would be something with such a heavy story behind it.

"Ah, no. Such an item...?"

"I can guess what you're thinking, but don't worry too much. Besides, you said the talisman helped you avoid danger, right?"

"Well... that's true."

I was torn between feeling I shouldn't carelessly keep such an item and knowing I'd have no answer if a similar situation arose without this talisman.
While I was wavering, I heard Hwa-ryeon's slightly hesitant voice.

"And if you're really concerned... instead of the talisman, you could protect me yourself."

"...Huh?"

Hwa-ryeon turned her head slightly, averting her gaze from me.
It wasn't my imagination that her face seemed noticeably redder than before.

"What does that mean?"

I couldn't help the smile creeping up, but I held it back and deliberately asked as if I didn't understand.
Hwa-ryeon let out a small groan before raising her voice slightly.

"W-well! In exchange for lending it, you can be my bodyguard! You know, mutual benefit?"

Flustered, incoherent words.
I leaned forward to examine her face.

Her slightly furrowed brow and fidgeting lips.
The expression she makes when thinking, "This isn't right."
I almost burst out laughing at that face.

"Ahem... Why don't you just be honest? What were you really going to say?"

"W-what? There wasn't anything else!"

After disguising my near-laughter as a cough, I pressed for details, and she stammered in apparent embarrassment.
I was tempted to tease her more, but unfortunately had to give up as Yu Seol and Master approached.

"What are you two talking about?"

"From what I gather, you were discussing that Chil-ji fellow."

"My, your hearing is sharp. You heard that?"

"Don't treat me like an old man. I'm not that far gone yet."

Before we knew it, we were all huddled around the bonfire.
I wished we could share pleasant stories before sleep, but unfortunately, our conversation was rather grim.

"Soul-Snatching Art... I knew Ju Do-han would cross that line. He's finally crossed a boundary that should never be crossed."

"Master, you believe it quite readily?"

Master snorted at my question.

"From the first time I saw the secret manual of the Blood Explosion Art, I suspected this might happen. Dark arts are like bewitching creatures that constantly tempt people."

"Blood Explosion Art and Soul-Snatching Art... We've already found traces of two forbidden dark arts. There are probably others too, right?"

"...Yes, I suppose so."

Master nodded gravely at Yu Seol's question.
I also naturally hardened my expression, lost in thought.

I nearly got badly burned just from the Soul-Snatching Art—what other outlandish dark arts might we encounter?
Would I have to rely on this small talisman each time?

Even if I'm safe thanks to the talisman, what about the others?
What if Hwa-ryeon, Master, or Yu Seol fall victim to these strange dark arts?
What then?

"...There's one more urgent problem."

I realized I needed to find a way to counter dark arts, beyond just detecting presence.
For example, that white flame Ye So-ha used in Hefei.

That power, too alien to be called martial arts, which reduced the wooden monster Chil-ji to ashes in one strike.
Could I possibly recreate that power through martial arts?

After that thought occurred to me, I tried to recreate the white flame during my qi sensing practice by recalling what I'd seen.
However, having only seen and felt it once, there were clear limitations that prevented me from even properly attempting it.

My attempts, which continued even after we passed through Anhui Province and entered Hubei, were forcibly interrupted when we arrived in Wuhan.

"Take him away!"

"Huh?"

Constables grabbed both my arms.
Then they started dragging me somewhere.

W-what on earth is happening?

*

Rewinding about half an hour earlier.
We were looking at the long line of people and carriages at the entrance to Hankou, one of Wuhan's three towns.

"Surely Paecheon Fortress men aren't conducting inspections here too?"

I stood up briefly in the carriage to check the inspection point in the distance.
Fortunately, those conducting the inspection appeared to be ordinary constables, not Paecheon Fortress martial artists.

However, the atmosphere of the inspection was quite harsh.
They were barking orders, making everyone get out of their carriages, and suddenly seizing people and dragging them away.

"...What's going on?"

Why are they randomly taking people away?
Tilting my head in confusion, we continued moving along the line until it was finally our turn.

"Hmm?"

I approached without hesitation, but as soon as they saw me, the constables began emanating a menacing aura.
Why are they acting like this?

As I stood there silently, not understanding what was happening, the man who appeared to be the chief stepped forward and shouted loudly.

"Everyone in the carriage, come out now!"

His fierce voice implied he wouldn't let it slide if we didn't comply.
Eventually, the others sitting in the carriage came out.

Yu Seol and Master came out first, and when Hwa-ryeon emerged last, the constables momentarily looked dazed.

"You fools! Pay attention!"

"S-sorry, sir!"

The chief, who seemed to have some experience, recovered first and examined our group before finally glaring at me.
And then, abruptly:

"Take him away!"

"Huh?"

He ordered the constables to take me away!
W-wait, what did I do wrong?

"W-wait...!"

I tried to protest, but the constables started dragging me away without allowing any discussion.

"What is going on here? Why are you doing this?"

"We have matters to investigate, so step back. If he's innocent, he'll be released without issue."

Our group was bewildered by this absurd situation and confronted the chief, but he only repeated such statements.

And so I found myself being dragged away by the constables.
But I wasn't the only one who had been brought here like this.

"Wow..."

I was speechless seeing the warehouse, temporarily emptied for use as a holding area, filled with people.
What was peculiar was that all those brought in were men, and every one of them had rather handsome faces.

"Get in!"

The constables roughly shoved me into the warehouse and slammed the door shut with a bang.
This made the interior quite dark.

"Ha, hahaha..."

Letting out a hollow laugh at this absurd situation, I looked around at the faces in the room and spoke.

"Does anyone know what's going on here?"

Dozens of pairs of eyes turned toward me at my question echoing through the warehouse.
Then one of them spoke up.

"I can tell just by looking at you. Is this your first time in Wuhan, brother?"

"Yes. I was just about to enter when I was caught."

"Hehehe... Of all times to come to Wuhan, you arrived when the whole place is in uproar over some pervert. You've got bad luck, my friend."

"...Pervert?"

What is he talking about?
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"...A sex fiend?"
"That's right. Right now, the entire Wuhan Triple Cities—Hangu, Hanyang, and Wuchang—are in an uproar because of that bastard."

After Ja-seong was unexpectedly dragged away by the constables, Hwa-ryeon's group entered the city in a daze. Not long after, they heard the details from others whose companions had also been taken away.

The reason the constables were randomly arresting people was to find the sex fiend who had been terrorizing Wuhan recently.

Over the past few months, countless women in the Wuhan Triple Cities had allegedly been violated by an unidentified sex fiend.

"...But why are they mobilizing soldiers to catch a sex fiend?"

Hwa-ryeon raised an eyebrow, unable to comprehend.

In truth, the appearance of sex fiends, both male and female, wasn't particularly rare in the martial world.

The Central Plains, which Ja-seong disparaged as a pseudo-martial world, determined strength by the level of internal energy.
And dual cultivation—both male-female and female-male—was one of the fastest ways to increase internal energy, aside from demonic arts like the Blood Explosion Technique.

Martial artists were beings who pursued power.
Countless people made foolish choices out of the desire to become stronger quickly, and that's how new sex fiends emerged.

The problem was that Paecheon Fortress, which should have prevented and excluded such people, had neglected them for a long time due to the war with the vassal families.

"Well, fortunately, I heard that in other regions, the local families or sects step in..."
"Couldn't they do that here too? Doesn't the Zhuge Family intervene?"

All three cities of Wuhan were under the influence of the Zhuge Family.

Some might question how this could be possible, given the considerable distance between Yangyang, where the Zhuge Family's main house was located, and Wuhan.
The answer was that the Zhuge Family's largest branch, the Wuhan branch, was located here.

The Zhuge Family, descendants of Zhuge Liang and known as the "Divine Strategist Zhuge," had been blessed with exceptional intelligence for generations.
They wouldn't make the mistake of handing over Wuhan, a city reeking of money, to other sects.

They had long since conducted behind-the-scenes negotiations with the Regional Lords of Wuchang and Hanyang to bring all of Wuhan under their influence.
In fact, Hwa-ryeon's group had come to Wuhan to first visit the Wuhan branch and express their intention to visit the main house.

"Huh, the Zhuge Family? What could they possibly do now?"
"What do you mean...?"

In response to Hwa-ryeon's question, the others either snickered or shook their heads in a peculiar way. Hwa-ryeon was perplexed, not understanding what was going on.
The people explained the situation.

"The Zhuge Family did step in, as the young lady said. People from the branch came out and proudly declared they would deal with the sex fiend."
"...And then what happened?"

The fact that they were still making a fuss about catching the sex fiend despite the Zhuge Family's intervention meant...

"They all lost. To that sex fiend."
"...What? How many people did they send...?"
"Well, I didn't see it myself, but I heard that two units of the 'Sky Tiger Unit,' the Zhuge Family's combat force, were dispatched."

The Sky Tiger Unit was the representative military force of the Zhuge Family.
And two units meant half of that military force.
But they all lost?

"How could that possibly happen...?"

In response to Hwa-ryeon's question, people just shrugged their shoulders.

"We don't know that much either. Anyway, it's true that the Zhuge Family was defeated by the sex fiend. If the family couldn't handle it, what else could they do? The government had to step in."
"That's why the constables are searching and patrolling to find the sex fiend."
"Thanks to that, it's absolute chaos every time you travel between the three cities."

The people sighed wearily.
And then Seol interjected with a fundamental question.

"But if they just need to catch the sex fiend, why are they arresting so many people? Our group is visiting Wuhan for the first time today."

At those words, the people smirked and asked:

"Is someone in your group quite handsome?"
"...What? Handsome?"

Seol thought of Ja-seong's face.
Since she had known him for so long, she hadn't thought of him that way...
But was he handsome? Yes, he was.
But why did that matter?

As she tilted her head, about to answer, Hwa-ryeon beat her to it.

"Yes, he's handsome."
"...Miss?"

Seol looked up at Hwa-ryeon with a blank expression, and Hwa-ryeon subtly avoided her gaze.
The people snickered at this.

"I see. Is he your lover?"
"...No. I mean, lover? It's not like that."

Though she denied it firmly, the trembling in her voice was quite evident.
At her reaction, some muttered, "Ah, young love," while others grinned in amusement.

Feeling like she had somehow become a spectacle, Seol felt the urge to run away. Just then, the answer to her question finally came.

"The sex fiend is known by the alias 'Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.'"
"...Jade-Faced Lustful Devil?"
"Yes, you can guess from the alias, right? They say he's disgustingly handsome. The victims, who were drugged with alcohol or sleeping potions, all remembered that his face was handsome, even in their hazy state."

However, due to their foggy consciousness, none of them could recall his exact facial features.

"If they don't know what he looks like, what can they do? The constables just drag away anyone who looks somewhat decent."
"So, when will he be released?"
"Well... it varies by city. Hey, does anyone know how long it takes to be released in Hangu?"

The middle-aged man who had been explaining turned to ask the others.

"Let me see... was it about two days?"
"No, it took four days."
"The guy from our place was held for seven days and nights!"

As people gave different answers, with the duration getting longer as they went on, the group's expressions darkened.

After parting with the people, Seol immediately spoke up.

"What should we do? If they really hold him for seven days and nights..."
"Hmm..."
"..."

Looking at Seol's anxious expression, Dae-un sighed deeply, seemingly unable to think of a good solution, while Hwa-ryeon kept her lips tightly sealed.

"...Let's go to the Zhuge Family branch."

After thinking for a while with her chin resting on her hand, Hwa-ryeon finally offered a solution in a firm voice.

"The Zhuge Family branch? What are you planning to do there...?"
"As originally planned, we'll express our intention to visit the Zhuge Family main house in Yangyang, and ask them to help release our companion."

Seol tilted her head at Hwa-ryeon's plan.

"Will that work?"
"We have the letter and token from the Namgung Family Head. They can't easily ignore us."
"Ah...!"

Seol exclaimed at Hwa-ryeon's explanation.

Wuhan was under the influence of the Zhuge Family.
If things went according to plan, they could demand Ja-seong's quick release from the constables through them.

"That sounds like a good idea."

Dae-un also nodded in agreement.

After some difficulties, the group left their carriage at a nearby inn (since no one but Ja-seong could properly drive it) and headed to the Zhuge Family branch.
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Fortunately, the Zhuge Family's Wuhan branch was located in Hangu.
The group immediately went to the branch and showed the Namgung Family token to the gatekeeper.

Surprised, the gatekeeper said, "Please wait a moment," and hurriedly ran inside.
Soon after, the group was led to the branch head's office.

"Welcome. I am Zhuge Geun-yeong, the head of the Zhuge Family's Wuhan branch."

The man who introduced himself as the branch head, Zhuge Geun-yeong, greeted the group with an awkward smile.

"I never dreamed that guests bearing the Namgung Family Head's token would suddenly arrive. And to request a visit to our main house..."

For him, the sudden appearance of the group must have been quite, no, extremely disconcerting.
Hwa-ryeon immediately apologized for this.

"I apologize for our sudden visit. Our circumstances left us with no choice."
"Hmm, I'll hear your situation."

Fortunately, he didn't seem displeased as he nodded and asked about their circumstances.
They told him about what had happened at the Hangu checkpoint.

After hearing everything, Zhuge Geun-yeong let out a sympathetic exclamation.

"Ah... I see."
"We just arrived in Wuhan. There's absolutely no possibility that our companion is the sex fiend. Could you inform the government and have our companion released?"

Hwa-ryeon had no doubt that Zhuge Geun-yeong would readily nod in agreement.
But the situation didn't unfold so easily.

"Actually, that might be difficult."
"What? Why...?"
"Well..."

With a slightly embarrassed and awkward expression, Zhuge Geun-yeong explained the situation.

"You've already heard about the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, I presume."
"Yes. I heard he's a sex fiend rampaging in Wuhan these days. That's why the constables are arresting people."
"...Then you must also know that it's because our family failed to deal with the sex fiend."
"Of course... wait, you don't mean?"

Hwa-ryeon, having realized something, looked directly at Geun-yeong, who nodded with an apologetic expression.

"Yes. Because of that incident, our family is currently on bad terms with the Regional Lords of Wuchang and Hanyang. If we intervene, it might backfire."

For Hwa-ryeon and her group, this was nothing short of a bolt from the blue.
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"...That's how it happened."
"Pff, pfuhuhuh...!"

I couldn't hold back my laughter as I watched Hwa-ryeon explain what had happened after I was captured.
She seemed to think it was a decent plan in her own way, but from my perspective, she had just taken the long way around without any real results.

"Why go through all that trouble? There's a much faster way."
"Huh? What is it?"

Hwa-ryeon tilted her head curiously from beyond the bars.
I beckoned her closer with my finger and whispered softly into her ear.

After hearing my suggestion, Hwa-ryeon looked at me with a doubtful expression.

"...Will that really work?"
"Nothing to lose by trying. Even if you're skeptical, just give it a shot."

When I shrugged, she let out a small sigh before approaching the guard as I had instructed.

She exchanged a few words with the guard and discreetly slipped him some silver.
After glancing around awkwardly, the guard cleared his throat, tucked the silver into his clothes, and promptly opened the storage room door, pointing at me.

"Hey, you there! Come out."

I walked out of the storage room, enjoying the envious gazes of the other prisoners.
Then I took the dumbfounded Hwa-ryeon and headed toward the inn where our companions were waiting.

"...I can't believe that actually worked."
"Don't you remember in Hefei? We bribed the Paecheon Fortress guards and passed through without any trouble. Sometimes... well, most of the time, greasing palms with money gets things done faster."
"Wow...."

Hwa-ryeon marveled at my words.
Then, as if suddenly remembering something, she asked another question.

"But then, couldn't we have just bribed them before you got caught?"
"That guard captain gave me bad vibes. I felt like a bribe might have made things worse rather than better."
"Ah... He did give off that impression."

Hwa-ryeon quickly understood, likely recalling the stern face of the captain.
When we arrived at the inn, Yu Seol and Master showed similar reactions upon seeing us.

"Ohhh...!"
"Hmm, I never would have thought of that approach."

These pseudo-intellectuals. What would they do without me?
While I was gloating internally, something struck me as odd.

Wait, I could understand if it were the others, but Master not knowing this trick seemed strange.
Wasn't he supposed to be an experienced martial artist who had been around the jianghu for years?

...Perhaps he was raised in some sheltered, noble environment?
When I voiced this suspicion, I received an incredulous response.

"What nonsense are you spouting? Why would I, a Paecheon Fortress official and the Lord of the Castle's confidant, need to resort to bribes?"
"Ah, that's true."

Come to think of it, Master would have been on the receiving end of bribes rather than giving them.

"I never accepted such things either!"
"Sure, whatever you say."
"You little...!"

Seeing me casually dismiss his claim, Master's fist trembled with anger.
Before his fist could fly, I quickly changed the subject.

"So, did you tell them about our plan to visit the Zhuge Family's main house?"
"Yes, but there's a problem."
"Because of that pervert?"

Hwa-ryeon nodded and explained the situation.

From what I gathered, the Heavenly Tiger Unit, the family's combat division, had already been defeated by the man known as the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
Even more shocking, they had lost in a many-against-one battle, not because they fled but because they were defeated.

In simple terms, the Zhuge Family, which prided itself as one of the Five Great Families of the martial arts world, had suffered a severe blow to their pride.

"They didn't say it outright, but it seemed like the Zhuge Family wants to capture the pervert before the county office does. They said reinforcements are coming from their main house."
"They want to restore their honor themselves."
"Thanks to that, our matter has been pushed down in their priorities."

I nodded and fell into thought.

Looking at the situation again, it was clear that the Zhuge Family was indeed in a crisis.
And we were in a position to request their cooperation.
So then...

"...What if we join them in this matter?"
"Huh? What do you mean?"

At my words, Seol blinked her eyes, while Master and Hwa-ryeon silently stared at me.
Meeting their gazes, I began to explain slowly.

In the case of the Namgung Family, we were able to reach the family head relatively easily thanks to Master's acquaintance with him.

But would it be as easy with the Zhuge Family?
I could bet Master's beard it wouldn't be.

"Why are you betting my beard?!"
"It's just a figure of speech. That's not the important part."

The Zhuge Family, known for their exceptional intelligence, often took roles as military strategists or advisors in martial arts novels.
They would certainly be calculating their gains and losses carefully.

This meant we couldn't be sure if just a letter and token from the Namgung Family Head would be enough to grant us an audience.

But what if we helped them catch the pervert first, creating a debt of gratitude?
At the very least, we wouldn't have to worry about being turned away at their door.

After hearing my explanation, my companions thought for a moment before slowly nodding.

"That's not a bad idea. Of course, that's assuming we have a way to catch the pervert."
"Do you have something in mind?"
"Before that, shall we interrogate that suspicious fellow who's been following us?"
"...What?"

I stood up and walked directly to a table in the corner of the inn.
There sat a young man who had been following us since the storage room where I was detained.

He had been glancing at our table repeatedly, and when he saw me approaching, he flinched and hurriedly tried to get up.

"Oh no, you don't."
"Huh...!?"

In an instant, I was beside him, gripping his shoulder. He looked up at me in panic.
His pale complexion made him look even younger than I had thought from a distance.

He couldn't be much older than Seol, if at all.

"Who are you?"
"I-I'm not suspicious at all!"
"Would a suspicious person walk around with 'suspicious' written on their face? Who are you?"

After stammering for a moment under my questioning, he sighed deeply and said quietly:

"My name is Jo Si-woo. I work at the Changcheon Trading Company's Wuhan branch."
"...Changcheon Trading Company?"

Surprised by the familiar name, I stared at him as he smiled awkwardly while watching my reaction.

"The branch manager asked me to escort your party. Would that be acceptable?"
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"If that was the case, you could have just approached us directly. Why follow us around suspiciously?"
"W-well... When I saw the two of you walking together, I found it strangely difficult to approach. So I kept putting it off, thinking I'd speak up in a little while, and then..."

Sitting next to Si-woo on the driver's seat of the carriage we had left behind, I couldn't help but laugh.
Why would they assign such a timid person as our guide?

My internal head-shaking didn't last long, as I quickly realized why Si-woo had been chosen for this task.

"Ah, it's better to take this side street here. If we go to the main road at this hour, there will be so many people that we'd be crawling like slugs."

Regardless of his personality, his guidance was truly skillful.
He knew the optimal routes considering the flow of people at different times of day, and I couldn't help but be impressed.

We arrived at the Changcheon Trading Company's Wuhan branch much faster than expected.
Having met Trading Company Head Bang Jin-myeong at the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy, this was my first time seeing a building owned by the Changcheon Trading Company.

"Oh, this is much more impressive than I expected."

As I admired the magnificent three-story building, Si-woo beamed at my reaction.

"Isn't it? My fath—I mean, the branch manager built it up to this point. The other uncles say it's grown almost as large as the headquarters."

He looked as pleased as if he had received the compliment himself.
But his expression immediately stiffened when a middle-aged man with a stern face emerged from the branch.

"Branch Manager. I've brought Lady Hwa-ryeon and her companions as you instructed."
"You're later than expected."
"Ah, that's...!"

Seeing his young face fall and his flustered state, I chuckled and offered an explanation on his behalf.

"I happened to get caught at a checkpoint, which caused the delay."
"...I see."

The middle-aged man nodded at my words and gave a formal salute that was as rigid as his expression.

"I am Jo Ha-pyeong, manager of the Changcheon Trading Company's Wuhan branch. I've already heard about Young Hero Gun Ja-seong through Senior Go's letter."
"Ah, yes. I'm Gun Ja-seong."

As I returned his greeting, my companions got out of the carriage.
Branch Manager Jo, who had acknowledged Master first, immediately knelt down when Hwa-ryeon alighted.

"It has been so long since I've seen you, Young Lady. To see you grown so much fills me with emotion."
"Please stand up, Branch Manager Jo. Such formality makes me uncomfortable."
"Yes. Then, please come inside."

Following Branch Manager Jo, who led the way, we headed straight to his office on the third floor.

After entering the room and taking our seats, we explained our plan to help catch the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil to create a debt with the Zhuge Family.
However, he showed a peculiar reluctance.

"I understand your intention, but I'm afraid it might be difficult."
"Does the Changcheon Trading Company also have no information?"

Branch Manager Jo nodded gravely at my question.

"We've been conducting our own investigation since the checkpoint inspections have been causing us headaches as well. However, all the victims can only repeat that it was a handsome young master. They can't remember anything about his appearance or clothing."
"That's... strange."

It was definitely odd that they couldn't remember anything, even if they had been under the influence of alcohol or some kind of drug.

When I first heard the name of the Changcheon Trading Company from Si-woo, I had hoped they might have some useful information.
I never expected them to be just as clueless.

What should we do? It seems a shame to just give up.

-Hmm... maybe?

"Hm?"

While I was pondering, I heard a small murmur from somewhere.
Expanding my spiritual sense to scan the surroundings, I detected someone hiding beyond the office window.
Huh, who's this now?
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"Excuse me for a moment."

I asked everyone for their understanding before stepping out into the hallway.
Then I opened the window in the corridor, went outside, and carefully walked across the tiled roof toward the office window.

"Hmm, but..."

There was a small child crouched there, eavesdropping on the conversation inside the office while muttering something.

"What are you doing here?"
"Eeeek!?"

When I snuck up behind and spoke, the child screamed in surprise.

"Ah, ahhh!?"

As she hastily tried to stand up, she lost her footing and flailed about, her body falling backward.
If left alone, she would have tumbled right off the roof.
Before that could happen, I quickly grabbed her tiny body.

"Th-thank you..."

I carried the child, who looked like she'd aged ten years from fright, back through the window into the building.
When she saw Manager Jo's face, which had frozen into an icy expression, she froze as well.

"D-Dad...!"

...Dad? Didn't Si-woo also call Manager Jo father?
Could this child be Si-woo's younger sister?

"...What exactly were you doing out there?"
"W-well... hehehe."

She tried to smooth things over with a cute laugh, but it didn't work at all on Manager Jo.
In the end, the little one ended up kneeling in the hallway as punishment.

"Who is this child?"

Meanwhile, the rest of our group had come out into the hallway and approached us.
When Hwa-ryeon asked about the child's identity, Manager Jo answered with an embarrassed expression.

"This is my daughter, Jo Seo-yeon. She's quite the wild filly and gives me no end of trouble."
"Hmph..."

The child Seo-yeon pouted at being called a wild filly.
But when her father's gaze returned to her, she pretended nothing had happened and raised her arm high.

I chuckled at her sly behavior and said to Manager Jo:

"Let's go easy on her. We weren't discussing anything particularly serious."
"No, this isn't the first time. If I don't correct her behavior now..."
"There's nothing wrong with a child being spirited."

I approached Seo-yeon.
Her eyes sparkled as she looked at me, her defender.
I knelt on one knee to meet her eye level and continued:

"Of course, you must promise never to do dangerous things like climbing onto the roof again."
"I'll absolutely never do it again! I promise!"

The others (even Hwa-ryeon, albeit quietly) burst into laughter at Seo-yeon's immediate high-pitched response.
In the end, Manager Jo couldn't resist the atmosphere and ended Seo-yeon's punishment with a small sigh.

Seo-yeon jumped up and excitedly ran down the stairs.

"I think we've covered everything we needed to discuss, shall we end here?"

Somehow the meeting had come to a close, and we followed her downstairs.
Manager Jo personally guided us to our rooms.

"I've prepared rooms for everyone. You must still be tired from your journey, so please rest for today."
"Thank you for your consideration."

Each of us was assigned a room on the second floor of the branch building.
While the others went straight into their rooms, I headed outside.

I was still curious about what Seo-yeon had been muttering while eavesdropping.
The fact that she'd climbed onto the roof to listen in showed impressive determination, which made me even more interested.

As I expanded my energy sense to survey the surroundings, I detected Seo-yeon's presence and headed toward the backyard.
But there wasn't just one presence.

"So-so said that. That they dragged the lady away even though she was staggering like she was sick."
"What nonsense. Are you going to keep making things up?"
"Ugh, I'm telling the truth!?"

Si-woo and Seo-yeon were arguing enthusiastically in the backyard.
Indeed, looking at them together, their similar features confirmed they were siblings.

"Oh, it's the handsome big brother!"

Seo-yeon, whose tiny face had been scrunched up in frustration, brightened when she saw me and came running over.

"Thanks for helping me earlier! I would've been kneeling in the hallway for an hour otherwise."

I smiled back at her adorable face with its wide grin, and Si-woo approached me as well.

"Did this wild filly cause trouble again? I apologize on her behalf."

Seo-yeon snorted at her brother who was bowing and apologizing for her mistake.

"Hmph, why are you apologizing for my actions?"
"Because I'm officially an adult. I should be able to shoulder my little sister's faults."

Judging by the "adult" comment, he must have just turned sixteen.
I smiled inwardly.

My brother used to show off about his coming-of-age ceremony when he reached that age too.
I remember my older sister mocking him for putting on airs.

The image of Si-woo puffing out his chest proudly and Seo-yeon looking at him with disgust overlapped with memories of my brother and sister.
I wonder how they're doing?

While I was lost in reminiscence, Seo-yeon turned her head away from Si-woo with a huff and looked at me.

"Since you helped me, I'll share important information only with you, big brother."
"Important information?"
"Yes. Very, very important information that can help catch the pervert."

I tilted my head at her confident statement, and Si-woo interrupted.

"If you're going to tell that ridiculous story again, just stop."
"What's ridiculous about it! So-so really saw it!"
"No, that's clearly a misunderstanding...!"
"Wait, let me hear what this is about."

I stopped the siblings who were starting to bicker again and asked for details.
Seo-yeon, thinking I was taking her side again, happily chattered away.

"So, I have this friend named So-so, right? She..."

Seo-yeon's story, which began with introducing her friend, was quite surprising.
This So-so friend had apparently seen victims leaning against a man, staggering into an alley at night.

"And it wasn't just once or twice. She says she's seen it five times already!"
"Come on, that doesn't make sense. How could a child that young distinguish people's faces in the dark of night?"
"Why not! She can! So-so has really good night vision!"
"Hah, even so."
"Grrrr...!"

Are real siblings destined to fight endlessly?
I stepped back from the two who were about to argue again and pondered Seo-yeon's story.

I had sought out Seo-yeon because I was worried she might get involved in something beyond her ability to handle.
I had only intended to give her a few words of caution, but I never expected to hear this kind of story.

True, as Si-woo said, it seemed unlikely that a child Seo-yeon's age could accurately identify victims' faces in the middle of the night.
But...

"...It's not like we have any other leads."

Maybe it wouldn't hurt to check it out, even if it turned out to be nothing?

If So-so's story was true, we might find an unexpected clue.
If not? Well, I'd just consider it a short walk.

"Shall we go take a look, then?"
"Really?"

And so I ended up going with Seo-yeon to find this child named So-so.

"I'm coming too. Who knows what trouble this wild filly might cause."

Along with Si-woo, who felt he needed to keep an eye on his sister.





*





So-so's house wasn't far from the Changcheon Trading Company's Wuhan branch.

When So-so first appeared at Seo-yeon's call, she was very wary of me, a strange adult.
But when I took out some candy from a pouch in my robe and offered it to her, her face immediately brightened.

"Munch munch... gulp. When asking someone for a favor, it's important to show some sincerity."

Seo-yeon said this while enjoying the candy with So-so.
It seemed more like she just wanted to eat candy herself, but I didn't point that out.

"Now, can you tell me? About those ladies you saw being taken away."
"Munch munch... gulp. Yes."

After finishing one piece of candy, So-so began explaining in more detail what I had heard from Seo-yeon earlier.
She even pointed out exactly which alley they had gone into.

"Here?"
"Yes. He took the ladies into this alley."

Looking at the alley So-so pointed to, I could see that even in broad daylight, sunlight barely penetrated it, giving it a rather eerie feeling.

The two little girls had apparently found the alley quite frightening, as they had retreated quite a distance and were busy devouring their third piece of candy.

"Do you know anything about this alley?"
"No, not really. But it's clearly not a path many people would use."

Si-woo, who had been standing a step or two behind me, answered my question.
His voice had become strangely tense, suggesting that despite trying to hide it in front of his sister, he was actually scared.

I smiled slightly, then turned my attention back to the alley.
I expanded my energy sense as much as possible to detect any presence inside, but I couldn't feel anyone.

It seems no one is there right now.
After tilting my head in thought for a moment, I told the children to wait there and walked into the alley.

"Be careful!"

I waved my hand casually at the high-pitched voice behind me and continued deeper and deeper into the alley.
Before long, I came face to face with a dead end.

"...What's this?"

I turned around and looked left and right as I headed back, but there were only high walls everywhere, with no visible passage for people to come and go.

"...Could this be one of those mechanism formations I've heard about?"

Maybe if I touch a certain part, a section will sink in and a secret door will open?
With a strange sense of anticipation, I tapped here and there, but the wall didn't give way anywhere—it was just very solid.

Thinking about it, even if there really was a mechanism formation, it wouldn't be so poorly made that it would open with random tapping.

In the end, I left the alley without finding anything.
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"U-um, how was it?"

As I came back outside, Si-woo asked in a tense voice.
I thought for a moment about what to say, but in the end, I could only shrug and answer that there was nothing.

At that, Si-woo's expression turned to one that said "I thought so" as he turned to look at the two little girls.

"See? There was nothing there."
"N-no, that's not right... Someone really did go in there!"

So-so mumbled in a trembling voice, even stopping her snack. Her eyes began to well up with tears as Si-woo and Seo-yeon stared at her accusingly.

She seemed upset that her words had been dismissed as lies.
I comforted So-so before she could break into full-blown tears.

"It was probably dark at night, so you might have mistaken someone going somewhere else..."

But my words were cut short.
Suddenly, from behind me—from the alley that had been empty—I sensed a presence.

"What...?"

Wasn't it completely empty just now?
After the initial shock, I quickly grabbed both little girls under my arms and hid behind a corner.

"W-why are you doing this...?"
"Shh."

I signaled Si-woo, who had instinctively followed me into hiding, to be quiet, and kept my eyes on that eerie alley.
Soon enough, someone emerged from the alley.

"See! I was right—mmph!"

I quickly covered So-so's mouth as she started to shout and pulled back behind the corner.
Startled by So-so's cry, whoever it was approached the corner where we were hiding.

*Thud, thud*

"......"
"......"

The footsteps drew closer.
The children and I held our breath, not daring to move.

After a while, the person stopped, seemed to consider something, then finally turned and began walking away.

"Phew..."

Si-woo let out a sigh of relief as the footsteps faded.
I removed my hand from So-so's mouth and said to Si-woo:

"I'm going to follow that person. Take So-so home and then return to the branch with Seo-yeon."
"I-I want to come too...!"
"Yes, understood."

Si-woo nodded, blocking Seo-yeon who was insisting on coming along.
With that, I parted from the children and followed the mysterious person.
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"...Found you."

Fortunately, I was able to spot the person who had emerged from the alley not long after.
I couldn't see clearly from behind the corner earlier, but now I could tell it was a man with an ordinary appearance that you could see anywhere.

But there was something strange about him beyond that.
How should I put it? He had an unusually weak presence?
It felt like I might lose sight of him if I looked away even for a moment.

This unidentified man who had suddenly appeared in an empty alley—whether he fell from the sky or rose from the ground—I wasn't sure if he had any connection to the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, but I couldn't deny he was suspicious.

I continued following him, suppressing my presence as much as possible.

After walking for some time, the man entered a fairly large, lavish tavern.

The sun was still far from setting, yet he was already going for a drink?
Trying to appear casual, I followed him inside and soon spotted him sitting alone right in front of the stage at the back of the tavern.

I sat at an empty table some distance away, ordered a simple bottle of wine, and kept my eyes on him.
He didn't touch the bottle on his table, just kept staring at the stage.

While I was wondering why he was acting like that, a female musician carrying a zither climbed onto the stage.

"Wow...! It's been so long since Ye-ryeong performed!"
"The whole district has been uneasy because of that pervert. I was worried Ye-ryeong might leave Wuhan, but thankfully she didn't."

Ye-ryeong—that must be the musician's name.
The musician in her elegant attire and subtle makeup was quite a beauty.

Come to think of it, everyone sitting in the tavern was male.
Could it be they all came to see this female musician?

She was beautiful, but was it worth all this?
Such thoughts gradually disappeared as the musician began playing her zither.

*Ting~ tiring~*

It was a sweet melody.
Even to someone like me who knew nothing about music, there was something extraordinary about her performance.

People forgot their chatter, closing their eyes or nodding along to appreciate the music.
But the man I had followed was different.

"Heh, hehehe...!"

He glared at the woman on stage with such intensity that the whites of his eyes were bloodshot.
His sinister laughter pierced through the music and into my ears.

I had been gradually falling under the spell of the music like everyone else, but this snapped me back to attention as I focused on the man again.
And so, in the tavern where everyone was immersed in the melody, a chain of gazes formed—the mysterious man staring at the woman, and me watching the mysterious man.

*Tiriling~ ting ting*

Seemingly unaware of the intense gaze fixed on her, the musician named Ye-ryeong continued her performance with a serene expression.

The sorrowful, plaintive melody gradually became more intense, reaching its climax.

*Tiring!*

And finally, the end came.
After a moment of silence, applause erupted throughout the tavern.

The musician bowed with a gentle smile and left the stage, and the man immediately stood up.

I turned slightly and confirmed that the man was disappearing behind the stage where the musician had gone, then slowly rose from my seat to follow.

But before I could get far, someone blocked my path.

"Customers are not allowed in this area."

He was clearly a guard employed by the tavern to remove troublesome patrons.
Wait, why stop me when the man who went in before wasn't stopped?

As I looked at the guard in bewilderment, his gaze was unsettling.
It was like he was looking at a criminal.

"Were you trying to follow Ye-ryeong just now?"
"N-no, that's not it..."
"I'm sorry, but please leave."

Not even asking me to return to my seat, but to leave altogether?
It was absurd, but given the urgency of the situation, I tried to explain.

"Look, I have business with another customer who just went in..."
"...Are you taking me for a fool? No one else has come this way."
"...Huh?"

What was he talking about?
The man definitely went this way!

I was about to insist that I clearly saw him go this way, but the guard spoke first.

"If you continue, I'll call the police."

Police.
At that moment, I realized the guard suspected me of being the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

If I forced my way through here, I'd undoubtedly be branded a pervert.
I had no choice but to quietly leave the tavern.

I stared blankly at the sky, which was gradually turning red as the sun began to set.
I never imagined my pursuit would end so absurdly.

"...What now?"

I couldn't just go back like this.
But if I tried to sneak into the tavern and got caught, I'd definitely be labeled a pervert.

After being unable to decide what to do, I finally concluded that I should return to the alley.

I still didn't know the man's identity, but if he really was the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil and had targeted the musician Ye-ryeong, he would likely return to the alley with her.

*

So I returned to the alley and waited in hiding for the man to reappear.

One hour, two hours.
Night had fully fallen, and the soft moonlight became the only source of light in the alley.
After a long wait, I finally sensed someone approaching.

Two shadows drawing near the alley from a distance.
Directing my qi to my eyes to enhance my vision, I could indeed see the face of the musician Ye-ryeong from the tavern.

But there was a problem with the man.
Instead of the ordinary-looking man from before, an exceptionally handsome man was holding her slender waist.

I instantly knew this was the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
As the distance closed, their figures became clearer.

"Hehehe... You're quite substantial despite appearances."

The handsome man wore a disgusting smile that didn't match his fair face as he moved his hand from her waist up to her chest, groping it roughly.

"Mmm..."

But the musician only staggered and made strange moans without resisting.
Or rather, she couldn't resist?

I observed the musician, who stared into space with dazed eyes as if drugged.
If left alone, she would undoubtedly be dragged away by this pervert and have her body ruined.

Of course, I had no intention of letting that happen.
After confirming that the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was taking the musician into the alley, I followed behind, muffling my footsteps as much as possible.

Fortunately, the pervert was so focused on groping the musician's chest that he didn't notice me following.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil continued deeper into the alley until he finally stood before the dead end.

Now, where is the hidden secret door?

Watching the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's movements without even blinking, I soon witnessed an unbelievable sight.

To get straight to the point, there was no secret door in this alley.
The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil simply kept walking toward the wall and then disappeared right through it.

W-what was that...!?

For a moment doubting my own eyes, I slowly approached the dead end.
Did he really just... pass through this wall?

It was hard to believe even though I'd seen it with my own eyes.
How could a person pass through a wall?

"...Come to think of it, I never checked this wall."

I had diligently knocked on the side walls, but never thought to touch this dead end.
I cautiously reached out toward the wall.

My fingers touched the wall directly.
But without feeling anything solid, my fingers simply sank into the wall.

"...!"

Startled, I pulled my hand back, then carefully reached out again.
My hand went straight through the wall without any resistance.

I don't know what kind of trick this was, but apparently this dead end was some kind of illusion.
The pervert and the musician must be beyond this wall.

With a short sigh and firm resolve, I pushed my body through the wall.
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As soon as I passed through the wall without any resistance, I saw a narrow alleyway continuing deeper inside.
Did they place an illusion in the middle of this long alley?

Curious about how this was done, I turned around to examine the wall I'd just passed through and discovered two talismans attached to both sides.

"...Talismans? They created an illusion with these?"

Tilting my head in confusion, I carefully removed the talismans. The wall I had passed through dissolved into nothingness, as if melting into thin air.

"Wow..."

Briefly amazed by this strange sight I'd never seen before, I turned the talismans over in my hand before tucking them into my robe and continuing forward.

Soon after, I spotted an old house at the end of the alley. The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil and the female musician were just about to enter.

Now I understood the secret of how he appeared from an empty alley.
Which meant there was nothing holding me back anymore.

*BOOM!*

I immediately kicked off the ground and lunged at the pervert.

"What...?"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil turned his head, belatedly sensing my approach.
His eyes widened gradually.
My reflection grew larger in his pupils.

In an instant, I reached right in front of him and pressed his acupoint. As soon as my finger pressed down on the point, his body should have stiffened...

"WAAAH!?"
"...Huh?"

The pervert fell backward with a scream.
I couldn't help but be bewildered by the sight.

I was certain I'd pressed his acupoint.
Normally, his body should have gone rigid.
Yet instead of stiffening, this pervert was flopping around like a freshly caught fish.

What's going on? Why isn't it working?
There's no way I could have missed the acupoint location.

"Y-you! What are you?! How did you get in here?!"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil backed away in terror.
Looking at him in astonishment, I turned my attention to the female musician lying limply beside him.

"Nngh... nngh..."

She was still moaning with a dazed look in her eyes.
Though she didn't appear to have any serious physical injuries, it would still be best to have a physician examine her.
I carefully laid her down properly, then turned my attention back to the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

"Before that, I should catch you first, right?"
"D-don't come near me!"

As he belatedly tried to get up and flee, I leaped at him and kicked him in the back.

*CRASH!*

"Ack!"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil fell forward in the middle of his escape attempt.
Watching his pathetic and powerless state, I tilted my head in confusion.

What's going on? Why is he so weak?
The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was supposed to be a fearsome master who single-handedly destroyed two units of the Zhuge Family's Sky Tiger Unit!

Yet the man sprawled before me was barely even third-rate, practically an ordinary person with no martial skills to speak of.
The situation raised more and more questions.

"I keep finding more things to ask about..."
"Y-you, who are you? Who are you to dare..."
"Shut up and surrender quietly, you pervert."
"Urgh...!"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil groaned as he looked back at me, then gritted his teeth and suddenly began muttering something in a low voice.

"ས་གཞིའི་སྟོབས་ཤུགས་བེད་་..."

A language I'd never heard before.
Though I didn't understand it, I had a strong intuition that I needed to stop him from speaking.

I reflexively reached for his acupoint but then realized my mistake.
That's right, acupoint strikes don't work on him!

Sure enough, despite pressing his acupoint, the pervert continued muttering the strange language rapidly without any hindrance.

"Tch!"

Thinking I'd need to knock him unconscious if acupoint strikes wouldn't work, I swung my fist. But before I could land the blow, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil finished his muttering, and his body began to transform.

The pervert's body melted away and disappeared, just like the wall had when I removed the talismans earlier.

"What...?"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil vanished before my eyes in the blink of an eye.
I expanded my spiritual sense to search the surroundings, but I couldn't detect his presence anywhere.
Only the female musician and I remained in the old house.

"Ha, haha..."

I let out a hollow laugh at the unbelievable reality that I had let the pervert slip away after nearly capturing him.

*

"Sigh..."

At the Changcheon Tea House's Wuhan branch.
Hwa-ryeon let out a small sigh as she paced in the courtyard.

*Why is he taking so long?*

It had been three hours since Si-woo, who had dragged Seo-yeon along, told her that Ja-seong had gone after someone suspected of being the pervert.
The sun had completely disappeared, and only the soft moonlight illuminated the ground.

Though she knew there were very few people in this world who could harm Ja-seong, she couldn't help but worry when he was this late.

Could something have happened?
Could he have gotten involved in some strange incident?

As she tried to push away the negative thoughts that kept surfacing in her mind, someone approached her.

"Miss, what are you doing out here?"

It was Jo Ha-pyeong, the branch manager of the Changcheon Tea House in Wuhan.
Having finished his work and about to retire for the night, he had noticed Hwa-ryeon pacing in the courtyard late at night and approached her.

"The autumn air is getting quite chilly at night. You should go inside."
"...Yes. I'll go in after just a little longer."

A gentle refusal.
Looking at Hwa-ryeon's face, Ha-pyeong guessed why she was outside at this hour.

"Are you waiting for Young Master Gun?"
"......"

Her silence was an unspoken confirmation.
Despite his rigid personality, Ha-pyeong had gone through quite a passionate courtship before marrying his current wife.

Though his colleagues often teased him about neglecting his duties for romance, that wasn't important right now.

In any case, because of his experience, he quickly recognized the emotion behind the worry on Hwa-ryeon's face.

*When did the young miss start feeling such affection?*

Ha-pyeong's expression became rather complicated.
He seemed relieved yet somehow emotional at the same time.

Having lost her father before she was even ten years old, she had gone from being the precious jewel of Paecheon Fortress to a fugitive.

After being forcibly thrust into the world by others' malice, Hwa-ryeon had gradually changed.
Her face grew cold instead of warm, and her emotions retreated deep into her heart.

*I wondered what would happen when she left Wuhan...*

Before hiding in Gungang County in Henan, Wuhan was where the young Hwa-ryeon had stayed the longest.
As a Cheonmang agent stationed in Wuhan at the time, he had provided safe houses for Hwa-ryeon's group.

In other words, he was one of the few people who had witnessed Hwa-ryeon's transformation firsthand.
That's why he had many concerns when she first left Wuhan.

*I worried she might close her heart forever.*

Fortunately, that fear seemed unfounded.
By some twist of fate, in Gungang County where she had hidden to survive, she had found someone who could reopen her closed heart.

Inwardly thanking Ja-seong for unlocking the bolt on Hwa-ryeon's heart, Ha-pyeong spoke again.

"I understand. But since it's cold, let me bring you something to wear."
"You really don't have to..."

Despite Hwa-ryeon's protest, Ha-pyeong turned to go back inside.
It was at that moment that Ja-seong's voice was heard.

"What are you doing out here again? The night air is getting chilly."
"Ah...!"

Ja-seong's voice sounded the same as always.
Hwa-ryeon's face brightened noticeably when she saw him entering the branch.
Then, in just a single breath, her brightened face froze cold.

At the end of this rapid and obvious emotional change was the sight of a woman in Ja-seong's arms.

*Oh, oh no...*

Ha-pyeong shivered as if the temperature had suddenly plummeted.

*

After pulling my hair out over the ridiculous situation of letting the pervert slip away, I finally accepted reality with a sigh.

Right, you can't expect to succeed on the first try.
I discovered he uses some strange techniques, and most importantly, I prevented another victim.

Let's be satisfied with that for today. Yes, let's do that.
While repeating this to myself and still feeling regretful, I searched through the house.

Most of the items I found were unidentifiable.

A container with reddish liquid (probably blood), books with strange characters, plant seeds, and so on.
At least there was a small box containing a bundle of talismans like the ones I had taken.

After packing everything into a bundle and slinging it over my back, I carried the still-dazed female musician in my arms and rushed to the Changcheon Tea House branch.

Fortunately, it wasn't far, and soon the magnificent three-story building came into view.
I entered through the main gate and saw Hwa-ryeon standing outside in the middle of the night.

Is she waiting for me again?
The night air is quite chilly...

"What are you doing out here again? The night air is getting chilly."
"Ah...!"

Hwa-ryeon's face brightened at the sound of my voice.
Then her gaze dropped slightly lower, and her expression instantly froze.

"...Who is that woman?"

...Hmm, I feel like I'm indirectly experiencing the feelings of a husband caught with his mistress.
Thinking this to myself with a slight smile, I shrugged and answered.

"Simply put, she's an attempted rape victim?"
"...What?"

After tilting her head in confusion for a moment, Hwa-ryeon eventually seemed to understand my meaning as her eyes widened.
Nodding to confirm that she had understood correctly, I was about to head inside with the female musician when I belatedly noticed Branch Manager Jo and asked him:

"Do you know a good physician nearby?"
"...As it happens, I know a physician in the area. I'll bring him right away."
"Thank you."

Branch Manager Jo headed out through the main gate, presumably to fetch the physician himself.
After glancing at his retreating figure, I carried the female musician into the building.

Inside, to my surprise, not only were Master Yu and Seol awake, but Si-woo was also still up.
Especially Si-woo, who immediately seemed to grasp something when he saw me carrying an unfamiliar woman, and his face hardened.
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"That woman...?"
"I'll explain later. Do you have an empty room?"
"Ah, yes. Follow me."

Following Si-woo's guidance to an empty room, I carefully laid the female musician down on the unoccupied bed.
She must have fallen asleep on the way to the branch office. The musician breathed rhythmically with her eyes closed.

As I was watching over her condition, Jo the Branch Director entered the room with an elderly physician.
Hearing my suspicion that she had drunk a sleeping potion, the physician examined the musician's body from various angles.
After examining her for a while, he nodded and straightened up.

"Hmm, fortunately, it doesn't seem like anything too potent was used. There's no need for an antidote. She'll probably wake up perfectly fine after a good sleep."

I nodded slightly in relief at the physician's assessment.

I didn't think there would be any serious problems, since no one had ever fallen ill or died after being assaulted by the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
Still, having direct confirmation from a physician was certainly reassuring.

After quietly leaving the room where the musician was sleeping, we gathered again in the office.
In place of the daylight, lamps brightly illuminated the room, and Ju Hwa-ryeon, seated in the place of honor, asked me:

"Now then, shall we hear what happened?"
"Before that, these first."

I unwrapped the bundle I was carrying and showed them the items I had brought from the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's hideout.

"What are these? Wait, is this blood?"
"Is this... a talisman?"

Yu Seol and Ju Hwa-ryeon just tilted their heads in confusion, apparently unable to guess what the items were.
However, my Master and Branch Director Jo reacted differently.

"This is...!"
"Where on earth did you find these items?"

It seemed the two of them had some idea about the nature of these objects.
I explained the origin of the items and their connection to the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

"Hmm! So the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was a sorcerer?"
"How could someone as skilled as a sorcerer engage in such lustful acts..."

Both of them mentioned the same word: "sorcerer."
The impatient Seol asked my Master:

"What's a sorcerer?"
"...It refers to those who deal with talismans, incantations, and other magical arts. The Moshan Sect in Jiangsu Province is famous as a sect of such sorcerers."

The Moshan Sect in Jiangsu Province...
So someone from there came all the way here to commit these lustful crimes?
Branch Director Jo shook his head at my question.

"Sorcerers don't necessarily come only from the Moshan Sect. In fact, the Moshan Sect is a very closed organization, so it's rare for their sorcerers to venture outside."
"Then the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil...?"
"Perhaps he stumbled upon some secret manual and taught himself..."
"No, that's not it."

My Master denied Branch Director Jo's suggestion.
Everyone's attention turned to my Master, whose words carried a strange certainty.

"How can you be so sure?"
"...Decades ago, during the war with the Evil Cult, I had some exchanges with a sorcerer from the Moshan Sect. At that time, I heard various stories about magical arts like illusion techniques."

According to what my Master had heard from the sorcerer, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil must have been properly trained by a genuine sorcerer.

"Of course, he wouldn't have learned deeply. Magical arts require mental discipline even more than martial arts. Someone with such strong carnal desires and instincts couldn't possibly be highly skilled. He probably only knew basic illusion techniques."

After making this assertion, my Master analyzed what I had experienced.

"You said he chanted a strange incantation and disappeared like an illusion? It wouldn't be an advanced technique like teleportation—he probably just concealed himself with an illusion."
"Concealed himself with an illusion... You mean he simply hid himself and ran away?"

If that's the case, I was just watching him escape on foot?
I grabbed my forehead, suddenly feeling deflated.

If only I had pretended to be crazy and sent sword qi flying everywhere... No, I would have died if I did that.
That would have been meaningless.
Or was there some other way... Was there really nothing I could have done?

My head throbbed with complicated thoughts.
Even so, I tried to focus on my Master's continuing words.

"But to use illusion techniques with just incantations and no talismans... He must have been properly trained in the basic methods at least. It would be absolutely impossible for a self-taught practitioner."

My Master's explanation didn't end there.
Next came an explanation of the items I had brought.

"This is blood, as Seol said—specifically, horse blood. It's used for drawing talismans. And this..."

As the explanations continued endlessly.
I found myself staring blankly at my Master, having forgotten my earlier complicated thoughts.

Wait, why does he know so much about this?
His explanations are so detailed and confident!

I wasn't the only one thinking this—the others were also looking at my Master strangely.

"And this is... Why are you all looking at me like that?"

My Master, who had been explaining everything smoothly, finally noticed the subtle change in the room's atmosphere and looked around at us.

"...You seem to know a lot about this? Someone might think you're a sorcerer yourself."
"Ah, ahem! I just picked up a few stories here and there."

When I narrowed my eyes questioningly, my Master cleared his throat awkwardly, seemingly realizing his slip.
This clearly wasn't just "picking up a few stories"!
Was that sorcerer he exchanged with particularly loose-lipped?

I wanted to press further, but I knew he would just get angry and refuse to answer.
Foreseeing this obvious outcome, I changed the subject.

"Anyway, these are all items used by sorcerers, right?"
"Hmm, that's right."

According to my Master, this was important evidence proving that the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was a sorcerer.
I'm glad I brought everything without knowing what they were.

Of course, it would have been better if I had caught the lustful devil directly.
My earlier concerns returned as I thought about my unusually knowledgeable Master.

Sigh, that damned illusion technique.
I don't understand the principle behind it, but the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's illusion made my qi sense completely useless.
It's frustrating, but I've become entangled with someone who can deceive my senses again.

Given this situation, even I couldn't help feeling a sense of crisis.
This was already the third time my qi sense had failed to function properly.

If it's happened three times, it could happen a fourth or fifth time.
And next time, I might face an even more dangerous situation.

Right now, if that lustful devil approached with a grudge while concealing himself, I would have no way of knowing.

Realizing this, I understood what I needed to do.
Simply expanding and sharpening my qi sense wouldn't be enough.

Something more novel.
I needed a new skill that could detect even enemies who deceived my senses.

*

The next morning.
As soon as I heard that the female musician named Gong Ye-ryeong had awakened, I headed to the room where she had been sleeping.

Waking up in a strange room after being kidnapped—she must be very anxious.

However, contrary to my expectation, the musician's response was surprisingly calm.

"Thank you for saving me, my benefactor."

She even seemed to know that I had rescued her!

"Do you remember everything from last night?"

The musician shook her head at my question.

"...No. My mind was hazy, so my memories are fragmented."
"Then how...?"
"Strangely, the physical sensations I felt were vivid. Especially the difference between that shameless man's hands freely groping my body and your careful touch..."

Physical sensations... So her sense of touch remained clear?

This means that if I hadn't stopped the lustful devil, the musician would have felt the pain of being violated with her entire body.
Is it too much to think this was that bastard's intention?

As I frowned at the disgusting thought that came to mind, a cold voice spoke beside me.

"Oh? Touch, you say...?"

A chilling voice that somehow made the air in the room feel colder.
The owner of that voice was, needless to say, Ju Hwa-ryeon.

With a face colder than usual, she had insisted on coming along, and now her gaze toward the musician was quite fierce.

"Hwa-ryeon."

Though I was laughing inside as I guessed the reason, I outwardly cautioned Hwa-ryeon.
It wasn't an appropriate attitude toward someone who had nearly been violated the night before.

"......"

Fortunately, she hadn't lost her reason completely, as Hwa-ryeon quickly composed herself.
Then, with a softer expression (though still expressionless), she asked:

"May I ask how you were kidnapped?"
"...Yes."

The musician, her face slightly more rigid than before, nodded and explained what had happened the previous night.

"Yesterday evening, I was on my way home after finishing a performance at the Changcheon Tea House."

On her usual way home.
As always, the musician was walking through a narrow alley that was a shortcut to her home when she suddenly heard someone calling her from behind and turned around.

What she saw was the smile of an extraordinarily handsome man she had never seen before.
However, what she felt wasn't wonder or joy, but a sense of danger and fear.

"I immediately sensed the person's true nature and ran away."

The musician ran and ran until she could no longer sense the presence of the lustful devil disguised as an extraordinarily handsome man.
But when she stopped to catch her breath, she felt someone behind her, and something covered her mouth.

"After that, my consciousness became hazy, and I was helplessly dragged away."

After hearing her story, Hwa-ryeon and I looked at each other.
The sudden appearance behind her—could it be the illusion technique my Master mentioned last night?

"Is there anything else unusual you can tell us? Anything strange?"

At Hwa-ryeon's follow-up question, the musician frowned in thought for a moment before her eyes widened.

"Come to think of it, there was one strange thing."
"What is it?"
"While being dragged away, I think we passed through a main street with many people. But no one paid any attention to me being kidnapped."

Just like when he escaped from me—he concealed himself with an illusion technique.
It's becoming increasingly clear that this lustful devil frequently uses illusion techniques.
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After hearing about last night's events from the female musician, Hwa-ryeon and I knew it was our turn to speak.

"I've heard the name Ye-ryeong mentioned..."
"Oh, that's right, we haven't been properly introduced. My name is Gong Ye-ryeong."

The musician Gong bowed politely as she introduced herself.
After hesitating briefly, I finally spoke up.

"Miss Gong. May I ask you for a difficult favor?"
"If not for your kindness, I would have lost my virtue. Ask me anything."

Despite her considerate words, my heart only grew heavier.
After all, my request would increase the risk of her abduction by the lustful devil becoming public knowledge.

In this Ming Dynasty, a woman's chastity was considered an extremely important virtue.
Regardless of circumstances, a woman who lost her virtue would be shunned by everyone.
The other victims of that lustful devil had completely stopped going outside except when cooperating with the police.

Of course, Miss Gong hadn't actually lost her virtue, but who would care about the truth in this situation?
Everyone would gossip behind her back, claiming she was pretending nothing happened.

But when I brought this up, Miss Gong let out a small laugh.

"Heh, hehehe..."
"Why... are you laughing?"
"Ah, I'm sorry. I just never expected you to worry about such things."

After stopping her laughter, Miss Gong spoke with a somehow deeper gaze than before.

"I truly appreciate your concern, but you needn't worry. Being a musician, especially a female musician... such rumors follow us anyway."
"Oh."

Her words reminded me that being a musician was considered quite a lowly profession in the Ming Dynasty.
Not that this meant she deserved to suffer from malicious rumors, of course.

"If I were to ignore your kindness for such reasons, I could never forgive my own shamelessness."

It would be wrong of me to keep hesitating after she spoke so earnestly.
Finally, I nodded and spoke.

"Would you be willing to come with us to the Zhuge Family?"
"The Zhuge Family... you say?"
"Yes. We want to cooperate with the Zhuge Family to catch the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil. That's why I'd like to ask you to testify about what happened last night."

This was what we had discussed during last night's meeting.
The items I brought from that house, and Miss Gong's testimony.
Based on these two things, we would reveal that the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was a sorcerer, and show that we had the ability to cooperate.

That was the first step in our plan to identify the lustful devil.

*

Miss Gong readily agreed to accompany us to the Zhuge Family, and we headed straight for their branch.

Unlike the others, this was my first visit to the Zhuge Family branch, and I couldn't help but marvel at its enormous size, which refused comparison with the Changcheon Trading Company.

"Wow."

Just judging by the visible exterior, it was similar in size to the Namgung Family estate in Hefei.
And this was just a branch, not even their main family compound.

"This branch was established to exert influence over the Three Towns of Wuhan. I'm not certain, but some say it's even larger than their main family compound."

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon's explanation as we headed toward the main gate.
The gatekeeper immediately recognized Hwa-ryeon when she lifted her veil and guided us inside.

The estate seemed even larger from the inside, and before I knew it, we had arrived at the branch head's office.
When we opened the door and entered, a man sitting at a desk greeted us with a faint smile.
That must be Branch Head Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"Welcome. I didn't expect to see you again so soon. How is your companion doing?"
"Fortunately, he was able to get out quickly."

When Hwa-ryeon looked back at me as she spoke, he seemed to realize I was the companion who had been captured.
Zhuge Geun-yeong gave me a respectful salute.

"I am Zhuge Geun-yeong, head of the Wuhan branch of the Zhuge Family. I had heard you were captured by the police, but you truly are a handsome young man."
"That doesn't seem to be much of a compliment in Wuhan these days, so I have mixed feelings. My name is Gun Ja-seong."

As I returned his greeting, Zhuge Geun-yeong's gaze shifted to my left, toward Miss Gong who had accompanied us.

"It's the musician Gong from Cheonhwa Tower. This is an unexpected combination. May I ask how you came to travel together?"

Oh? He recognizes her right away?
I was quite surprised, as I hadn't expected Zhuge Geun-yeong to recognize Miss Gong.

Come to think of it, there were quite a few people who came to the tavern in broad daylight to see Miss Gong's performance.
If the branch head of one of the Five Great Families recognized her... was she much more famous than I thought?

As I looked at her with newfound curiosity, Miss Gong smiled, bowed slightly, and spoke.

"It's been a while, Master Zhuge. Actually, I was in trouble last night when young Master Gun here helped me."
"...Trouble?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong's face hardened.
He seemed to immediately understand what kind of trouble she meant.
Well, given the current situation in Wuhan, if someone mentioned trouble, the lustful devil would naturally come to mind first.

"...Could I hear the details?"

After taking a seat, I showed him the items I had brought from the lustful devil's hideout and explained what had happened last night.
Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been listening to my story without a word, examined the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's belongings and let out a groan.

"Indeed, these are the kind of items sorcerers would use. You found these in the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's hideout?"
"Yes. If you wish, I can guide you to the hideout."

Stroking his chin thoughtfully, Zhuge Geun-yeong eventually tilted his head.

"But there's one thing I don't understand. If the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is truly a sorcerer, how could he single-handedly defeat two units of the Sky Tiger Unit?"

That was a question I had as well.
From my direct encounter, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's combat ability was extremely poor.

I heard the Sky Tiger Unit has just over forty members in total, so half would be about twenty.
I could bet my Master's beard that it would be absolutely impossible for the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil to face twenty martial artists.

So he probably didn't face the Sky Tiger Unit directly.

"Since he seems to favor illusion techniques, I suspect he used those... What do the Sky Tiger Unit members who were attacked by the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil say?"

According to Branch Head Jo, the two units of the Sky Tiger Unit that fought the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil had injuries but no fatalities.
While the lack of fatalities made the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's martial arts seem more impressive, it also meant we could hear directly from the Sky Tiger Unit martial artists who had fought him.

"Ah, about that..."

But Zhuge Geun-yeong made an uncomfortable expression at my question.
I tilted my head at his reaction.

What's this response?
I sense something awkward here.

"Is there some problem?"
"It's quite embarrassing, but yes. Actually, we haven't yet heard the Sky Tiger Unit members' accounts."
"Are their injuries that severe?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong silently shook his head at Hwa-ryeon's question.
Wait, if their injuries aren't severe, why haven't they heard their stories?

As I was puzzling over this inconsistency—

CRASH!

"Zhuge Geun-yeong! How dare you blabber about internal family matters—are you insane?!"

The door burst open, and a thunderous voice assaulted our ears.
Turning around, I saw a rather sturdy-built man.

At this sudden and rude intrusion, Zhuge Geun-yeong's face hardened as he rose from his seat.

"You're the one who's insane, Head of the Sky Tiger Unit. How dare you be so rude in front of guests!"

There was unmistakable anger in Zhuge Geun-yeong's voice, despite his normally polite and courteous manner.
It felt like something that had been suppressed for a long time had finally exploded.
It seemed he didn't get along well with this middle-aged man.

But Head of the Sky Tiger Unit?
Is this man the leader of the Sky Tiger Unit?

"Hmph! Guests? You must mean con artists. Suddenly showing up and claiming the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is a sorcerer? Even a passing dog would laugh."

At this blatant insult, Hwa-ryeon's face turned cold, and Miss Gong's expression hardened.
I also looked at the man with a face that seemed to ask what kind of person he was.

Regardless of what he thought, we were people welcomed by the branch head, the highest authority in this branch.
Openly disparaging us as con artists was tantamount to smearing the Zhuge Family's reputation.

Besides, no matter if he was the head of the family's martial force, speaking to the branch head with words like "are you insane" was too disrespectful.

Even as I was thinking this, the rudeness of the man called the Head of the Sky Tiger Unit continued.

"The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil couldn't be found despite our Sky Tiger Unit and the Zhuge Family's martial artists combing through the entire Three Towns of Wuhan. And you're saying some nobody almost caught him? Do you really believe that?"
"It's too early to dismiss it as nonsense when the story is quite coherent. Besides, he's offering to guide us to the villain's hideout, so if we go and investigate..."

Despite his anger, Zhuge Geun-yeong was arguing logically and systematically.
In contrast, the Head of the Sky Tiger Unit didn't even pretend to listen.

"It's all nonsense! That lustful devil will be caught by our Sky Tiger Unit. Do you think I'll stand by and watch others try to take credit?"
"Mind your words. There's an actual victim who nearly fell prey to the lustful devil."

At Zhuge Geun-yeong's words, the Head of the Sky Tiger Unit's gaze turned toward Miss Gong.
Then, twisting his lips in a vulgar manner, he asked:

"Who knows, maybe she was attacked by some random man and is just blaming the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil. Before you embarrass yourself later, wouldn't it be better to tell the truth now?"

At this excessive remark, Miss Gong's face turned pale, and her hands trembled with anger under the table.
Hah, he's finally crossing the line.

I slowly rose from my seat.

Ch.107 - First Sword Of Zhuge
"Gun, young hero...?"

Everyone's eyes turned toward me as I suddenly stood up.
Ignoring their stares, I looked straight at the Head of the Sky Tiger Unit.

"Hmm? What is it?"

The contempt and superiority in the Sky Tiger Unit Head's gaze as he looked at me.
Those base emotions made me snicker involuntarily.

"You're laughing?"

His face hardened at my laughter.
He has a quick temper and is poor at hiding his emotions.
Compared to Zhuge Geun-yeong, I'd question if they're really from the same Zhuge family.

But that actually makes him easier to deal with.
This type of opponent will charge like a mad dog with just a little provocation.

"I suppose the Head of the Sky Tiger Unit finds it hard to believe that I almost caught the lustful devil?"

As I asked with a deliberately harmless smile, the Sky Tiger Unit Head, who had been looking at me with a what-is-this-about expression, twisted his lips again.

"Hmph, that's not the only thing I can't believe. I can't trust a single word you say. The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is a sorcerer? What nonsense..."

"Then, what if I prove it to you?"

"...Prove it? How? Surely you're not suggesting we go to that hideout or whatever?"

I shook my head at the Sky Tiger Unit Head's words and spoke subtly.

"We don't need to go that far. The most important thing now is whether I can subdue the lustful devil or not, isn't it?"

"Hmm, and so?"

"It's simple. Why don't you confirm it yourself, Head of the Sky Tiger Unit?"

Everyone in the room caught the meaning behind my words.
Zhuge Geun-yeong and Musician Gong opened their eyes wide in surprise, while Hwa-ryeon made a strangely displeased face.

Finally, the Sky Tiger Unit Head burst into laughter as if he'd heard the funniest joke in the world.

"Pff, puhahahahaha!"

The laughter echoed throughout the office.
The prolonged laughter, which made even Zhuge Geun-yeong frown, suddenly stopped.
Then came the Sky Tiger Unit Head's cold voice.

"So, you want to challenge me?"

"How could I dare challenge you? I'm merely asking for your guidance."

Of course, this was a lie.
What guidance?
I was actually full of thoughts about giving him a proper lesson.
Unaware of my intentions, the Sky Tiger Unit Head chuckled and mocked me.

"A mere novice who just entered the martial world dares to request a match with me, Zhuge Cheon-sang, the First Sword of Zhuge. This is exactly what they mean by not knowing your place."

Zhuge Cheon-sang, huh? So he really is from the Zhuge family.
But his title is First Sword of Zhuge?
Does that mean he's the foremost swordsman of the Zhuge family?

The aura I sensed through my energy perception was indeed not bad.
If I had to estimate, he's slightly below the level of the Namgung Family Head?

"Very well. As a senior in the martial world, I'll personally teach you your place."

But it seems he neglected mental cultivation compared to his internal energy training.
The arrogance and stubbornness evident in every word he spoke was almost repulsive.

Zhuge Cheon-sang ordered me to come to the training ground immediately and left the office first.
As soon as he disappeared, Musician Gong and Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been looking at me with restless expressions, hurriedly approached.

"Why did you say such a thing?!"

"Well, I was annoyed at being treated like a fraud right away?"

My answer seemed to momentarily stun Zhuge Geun-yeong, who opened and closed his mouth before continuing with difficulty.

"I'll apologize on his behalf. So please, let's pretend this never happened."

"I don't think he's willing to do that?"

"I'll mediate, so please do as I say. Despite appearances, the Sky Tiger Unit Head is the Zhuge family's greatest expert, not someone you can handle."

"Please do as he says, benefactor. Don't worry about me. So please..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong's awkwardness and Musician Gong's desperation.
After looking at their faces, each clearly showing their emotions, I turned my gaze to the cold face behind them that revealed no emotion.

"What do you think?"

"......"

After staring at me strangely for a moment, Hwa-ryeon sighed softly and answered briefly.

"...Don't overdo it."

"There you have it. Where is the training ground?"

Realizing that Hwa-ryeon had no intention of stopping me, and I had no intention of backing down, Zhuge Geun-yeong sighed deeply and led the way.

"...This way."

As I followed with a grin, I felt someone grab my collar and turned my head again.

"...Are you really going to do this?"

Musician Gong looked up at me with the most pitiful expression.
While Zhuge Geun-yeong had given up on dissuading me, it seemed Musician Gong hadn't.

I carefully removed her hand and said:

"Don't worry too much. Nothing bad will happen."

I had no intention of killing Zhuge Cheon-sang.
I couldn't eliminate a relative before even visiting the Zhuge family's main house.

I just wanted to teach him that those who carelessly insult others while intoxicated by their meager power might get what they deserve.

"......"

Despite my assurance, the worry didn't leave Musician Gong's face.
She was probably imagining a completely opposite scenario in her mind.

Knowing she wouldn't believe me even if I claimed certain victory, I just shrugged and followed Zhuge Geun-yeong.

Following Zhuge Geun-yeong to the training ground.
Contrary to my expectation that we might need to walk quite far given the estate's size, the training ground wasn't that distant.

However, the problem arose elsewhere.

"Welcome, youngster."

"...What is this?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong's bewildered murmur.
The cause was the numerous spectators gathered at the training ground in less than half an hour.

It seemed he had called everyone from the family members to the servants working at the branch, filling the training ground.

I couldn't help but laugh at his blatant malice, wanting to humiliate me in front of many people.
Such a childish thought.

Despite our incredulous looks, Zhuge Cheon-sang, who had orchestrated this, felt no shame and merely smiled triumphantly.
As a result, the embarrassment fell entirely on others.

"What exactly are you doing?!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong shouted with a face flushed with embarrassment and anger.
But the response was a shameless voice asking what the problem was.

"What am I doing? I've kindly prepared this to give guidance to a novice in the martial world. Isn't it better if more people receive the lesson?"

"Huh...."

Ignoring Zhuge Geun-yeong's bewildered expression, Zhuge Cheon-sang looked at me.

"You're not going to back out now, are you?"

A pathetic provocation.
What followed was a base sneer.

"Of course, if you beg for forgiveness and crawl between my legs, I might let you off once. Kuhaha!"

Laughter echoed across the training ground.
But none of the others, not even the Sky Tiger Unit warriors in the same uniform, joined in the laughter; they chose to look away instead.

He's really at rock bottom in terms of popularity.
I silently scratched my cheek.
I had planned to just give him a light touch, but I didn't expect him to dig his own grave this deep.

Now, what should I do?
He's still the head of the Zhuge family's representative martial force. If I crush him in such a public setting, it might cause problems later.

Should I just end it with a draw?
Given his personality, even that would probably make him furious.

As I was contemplating, Hwa-ryeon, who had followed, approached and whispered something unexpected.

"Don't think about going easy on him. Crush him thoroughly."

"Huh? Is that okay? If problems arise later..."

"He insulted you first. If they raise issues about that, it just means the Zhuge family is only at that level."

A strangely sharp comment.
Realizing that Hwa-ryeon was quite—no, extremely angry, I asked in confusion:

"Why are you so angry?"

"Because that bastard told Gun young hero to crawl between his legs, such bull—!"

Hwa-ryeon suddenly stopped mid-sentence.
Her pupils trembled with embarrassment as she looked at me.

"...So you're angry because he talked nonsense to me?"

"N-no?"

"Huh? No?"

"Th-that's not it either..."

"What is it then?"

When I asked with an involuntary smile, she turned her head away abruptly.

"I-I don't know. Do whatever you want."

I ended up laughing out loud at her voice desperately suppressing embarrassment.

"Puhehe..."

"...You, what are you doing?"

An angry voice reached my ears.
Looking up, I saw Zhuge Cheon-sang's face, twisted with anger, his previous triumphant expression nowhere to be seen.

He must be irritated seeing me chatting with a peerless beauty when he was trying to humiliate an impudent fellow.

"Ah, I apologize."

After a perfunctory apology, I stood before Zhuge Cheon-sang.
And before officially starting the match, I asked about the use of real swords.

"Will we be using real swords for the match?"

"If you want proper guidance, the closer to real combat, the better."

He was saying we should use real swords.
But there was a strange sharpness hidden in his seemingly proper words.

It seems he was quite upset about me chatting with Hwa-ryeon.
Is he secretly thinking of taking one of my arms?

Well, since I have Hwa-ryeon's permission, I have nothing to hold back for.

"Then let's use real swords. How will we determine the winner? Will it be by ring-out?"

Even as I mentioned ring-out, I knew he would never accept it.
He was firmly convinced of his superiority.

"How can we properly assess skills with rules like ring-out? Let's say the first to admit defeat loses."

See? Just as I thought.
Inwardly thinking about how much he would regret this decision soon, I stepped onto the training ground.

And so the match began.
Zhuge Cheon-sang and I stood at the center of the training ground.

*Shing*

As we each drew our swords, Zhuge Geun-yeong, with a troubled expression, stepped forward as the referee.
After confirming that both sides were ready, he announced the start of the match with a deep sigh.

"Then, begin!"

Simultaneously, I stepped into a fighting stance and charged at Zhuge Cheon-sang.

Ch.108 - First Sword Of Zhuge
Gun Ja-seong and Zhuge Seon-u stepped onto the training ground.
Gong Ye-ryeong's eyes trembled with anxiety and unease as she watched them—or more specifically, as she watched Ja-seong.

First Sword of Zhuge, Zhuge Seon-u.
He was famous enough that even she knew of him, despite living outside the martial arts world. He was the greatest expert of the Zhuge Family.

Though his terrible personality always followed him like a shadow, no one could deny his martial prowess.
And now Ja-seong was about to duel such a person.

*It's all my fault that Master is...!*

It had been nothing more than the usual thoughtless nonsense from that scoundrel.
Looking back, she could have just ignored his words, but instead she had shown her anger...

"If you think this is your fault, stop it."

As Ye-ryeong squeezed her eyes shut in self-reproach, a cold voice pierced her ears.
She flinched, opened her eyes, and turned her head to find Ju Hwa-ryeon, a cold-looking woman of exceptional beauty, standing beside her.

Her extraordinary beauty was enough to intimidate even Ye-ryeong, who was considered unrivaled for her looks in Wuhan.
Combined with her consistently cold demeanor since their first meeting, it made Ye-ryeong feel even more intimidated.
She tried to shake off the feeling as she asked:

"...What do you mean?"

"Don't think Gun Young Master stepped up because he was angered by the insult to you. He would have done so regardless."

She was saying that Ja-seong's intervention had nothing to do with her feelings.
But Ye-ryeong couldn't understand why.

"Why do you think that?"

"Because that's the kind of person Young Master Gun is."

Hwa-ryeon went on to explain why Ja-seong had stepped forward.

"You came here at Young Master's request. From that moment, he felt a certain... responsibility toward you. Because you risked your reputation by accepting his request."

"...He's doing all this just for that reason? He could be humiliated or... injured if things go wrong!"

"Humiliated? Injured?"

Hwa-ryeon's lips curled up slightly at one corner.
Ye-ryeong flinched at that chilling smile despite having done nothing wrong.

"Why, why are you looking at me like that...?"

She asked with an involuntarily trembling voice, but the answer was brief.

"Just watch. You'll see soon enough."

After those curt words, Hwa-ryeon fell silent.
In the end, Ye-ryeong could only clasp her hands together and watch the training ground, unable to shake her anxiety.

Meanwhile, on the opposite side from the two women, someone else was watching the training ground with equally anxious eyes.

It was Zhuge Geun-yeong, the head of the Wuhan branch of the Zhuge Family.
If his state of mind could be described in one phrase, it would be "on the verge of losing his mind."

Had there not been countless eyes watching, he might have forgotten his dignity, screamed, and pulled at his hair.

*How did things come to this...!*

Honestly, he had expected some kind of trouble from the moment Seon-u arrived in Wuhan with orders to catch the lecher.
That's how much of an arrogant, impossible person Zhuge Seon-u was.

It was embarrassing to share the same surname with him.
If he could, he would have sent a letter to the family head demanding that Seon-u be stripped of the name and expelled from the family.

But that was impossible in reality.
Like it or not, Seon-u was the family's one and only expert with a title.

*...Though it's more of an insulting title.*

First Sword of Zhuge.
While it could be interpreted positively as the Zhuge Family's foremost sword, Geun-yeong knew better.
The title actually carried a completely different meaning.

The Zhuge Family's only sword.
It was a title created to mock one of the Five Great Families for having only one decent swordsman.

Whether Seon-u himself knew this or not, he proudly boasted about it.

*Why did you support such a person so generously...!*

Geun-yeong found himself resenting the family head who had provided full support and precious medicines to this martial talent who had appeared after years of effort and sacrifice by family members.

While Geun-yeong was resenting the Zhuge family head, Ja-seong and Seon-u stood facing each other on the training ground.

"...Sigh."

Geun-yeong sighed as he watched the two, clutching his throbbing head as he stepped onto the training ground.

"Let me confirm the rules once more. A duel with real swords, no ring-out rule, until one side acknowledges defeat or becomes unable to fight. Is that correct?"

He found the rules ridiculous even as he stated them.
Wasn't this basically an open declaration of a duel to the death?

Facing guests carrying Namgung Family tokens with this kind of behavior?
Did this man have any sense at all?

"......"

"What are you doing? Hurry up and start."

Geun-yeong looked at Seon-u with an expression that suggested he wanted to curse him out, but was met with only impatience to begin.

"Sigh..."

With yet another sigh, he turned to look at Ja-seong, his expression filled with unavoidable resentment.

Ja-seong responded with a bright smile and a shrug of his shoulders.

*This one's just as crazy.*

This young master clearly didn't know about Zhuge Seon-u's infamous reputation.
Otherwise, he wouldn't dare be so reckless.

Did they really have to go through with this duel?
Couldn't the insult to Lady Gong have been resolved with just a complaint?
And why accept real swords and no ring-out rule?
Did he think his opponent would go easy on him?

Swallowing all these unspoken questions, he studied Ja-seong's expression.

A serene face that showed no awareness of the danger he was in.
To Geun-yeong, he looked like a moth flying into a fire.

That bastard might actually try to kill Ja-seong.
And then he'd make some nonsensical excuse about it being an accident with that innocent face of his.

*...I must prevent that at all costs.*

If Ja-seong were to get hurt, it could strain relations with the Namgung Family.
He firmly resolved to prevent such an unfortunate incident, even if he had to throw himself into harm's way.

Finally, after taking a deep breath, Geun-yeong announced the start of the duel in a loud voice.

"Then, begin!"

With that shout, Ja-seong vanished.

*Huh...?*

Vanished...?

BOOM!

A powerful explosion reached Geun-yeong's ears as he searched for the suddenly disappeared Ja-seong.
Reflexively turning toward the sound, what entered his vision was...

"...Huh?"

The sight of Seon-u being thrown back from the training ground and embedded in the wall.

*

I stepped into true speed and became a streak of light, instantly reaching Zhuge Seon-u.
His eyes were still looking at where I had been standing.

Confusion slowly dawned on his face as he lost track of me.
By that moment, my sword was already touching his abdomen.

BOOM!

A perfectly executed "Boundless Sky First Flash."
Since this was a duel rather than a fight to the death, I struck with the flat of my blade.

As a result, Zhuge Seon-u was thrown back with a thunderous sound and embedded in the wall.

"......"

"......"

A profound silence enveloped the training ground.
Some widened their eyes in disbelief, while others pinched and slapped their cheeks to confirm this was reality.

"...Huh?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong in particular was so shocked that he stood with his mouth agape, alternately looking between Zhuge Seon-u embedded in the wall and me.

Hmm, judging by his grave expression earlier, he seemed ready to intervene if I found myself in danger during the duel.
But the situation turned out to be the exact opposite of what he expected.
No wonder he's surprised.

"Wh-what is this...!"

Of course, the most surprised was the one who had been knocked down.
Zhuge Seon-u realized he was embedded in the wall in the blink of an eye and wore an expression of disbelief.

Watching him, I was quite surprised too.
He looked too unharmed for someone who had just been hit by my "Boundless Sky First Flash" and thrown back.

I hadn't intended to finish him in one blow, but he shouldn't be able to get up so easily either.

Narrowing my eyes to examine Zhuge Seon-u's entire body, I noticed a faint, shimmering light on his skin.

Could that be the Zhuge Family's Protective Art?
When did he activate it?
There had been no sign of it until just before the duel.

Moreover, Zhuge Seon-u clearly hadn't noticed my attack until the very end.
So how did the Protective Art activate?

Automatic activation... seems unlikely. Could it be the type that's always active?
How? The internal energy consumption would be impossible to ignore.

I observed the faintly glowing Protective Art around Zhuge Seon-u with interest.
Seeing me, he growled:

"Ugh...! You, what trick did you pull...!"

It was natural that his facial muscles were out of control, having been thrown outside the training ground by a single strike from someone he had looked down upon.
Looking at him trembling with anger and humiliation, I said:

"It's good we excluded the ring-out rule. Otherwise, the duel might have ended in a single exchange."

After saying it, I realized my words could be easily misunderstood, but they were my honest feelings.
That's how much the Zhuge Family's Protective Art had piqued my interest.
I was particularly curious about how it could be constantly active.

"...You bastard!"

Not understanding my thoughts, Zhuge Seon-u seemed to take my words as mockery.
With bloodshot eyes, he leaped onto the training ground and immediately swung his sword.

As if forgetting this was a duel and not a fight to the death, he swung his sword with killing intent.
Though it carried a fairly fierce momentum, that was all there was to it.

CLANG!

His sword was helplessly knocked from his hand by my defensive technique "Heavenly Pressure," which embodied the principles of the middle sword, and rolled across the training ground.
With him now defenseless, I quickly thrust my sword at his upper body.
Seven sword shadows followed.

BOOM!

As the "Eight Consecutive Strikes of Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven" struck his upper body, Zhuge Seon-u was thrown back again and rolled across the training ground floor.
Seven bloodstains spread clearly across his martial uniform.

"Hmm..."

I narrowed my eyes as I looked at each place where the sword shadows had pierced.
The unknown Protective Art of the Zhuge Family had definitely blocked the first strike, but strangely enough, it was easily penetrated by the seven consecutive strikes that followed.

Why?
If it easily blocked the first attack, why did it fail against the consecutive strikes that followed?

The secret to its constant activation must lie in this aspect.
I was certain of it.
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"Arghhhh!"

Gun Ja-seong rose to his feet with a terrible scream.
He glared at me with bloodshot eyes, then grabbed his sword again and pointed it at me.
Along with this, his aura became even sharper.

It seems he's finally decided to take this seriously.
Honestly, it felt a bit late for that.

The numerous spectators Gun Ja-seong had gathered for himself had already witnessed his disgraceful behavior.
The interesting thing was that their expressions all seemed either delighted or amused.

"Heh, heheh..."

What kind of behavior had he shown normally to get such reactions?
I let out a hollow laugh in disbelief as Gun Ja-seong's fierce voice reached me.

"You bastard...! Who the hell are you?"
"Just a guest. One who was insulted by a rude fellow."

Since he kept cursing at me, I too shed the politeness that had only been a facade anyway.
Gun Ja-seong's eyebrow twitched once before he suddenly started saying strange things.

"Who sent you? It was Zhuge Geun-yeong, wasn't it?"
"...Huh?"

Ignoring my confused reaction, Gun Ja-seong had already fallen into his own world.

"Ha, I knew Zhuge Geun-yeong had it out for me. He resented that I received support from the family despite his lack of talent. That idiot, even so, to try to bring me down by recruiting an outsider?"

...Piecing together what he was saying, it seemed I had somehow become a mysterious expert that Zhuge Geun-yeong had prepared to take down Gun Ja-seong.

I wondered what mental gymnastics had led him to such a conclusion.

He was the one who had insulted the musician Gong first, and he was the one who had gathered this crowd to try to humiliate me.

"Do you think I'd fall for that so easily? I am Zhuge Seon, the First Sword Of Zhuge. The greatest warrior of the Zhuge Family!"

Just listening to him talk, you'd think he was a true warrior standing proudly against political schemes.
I shook my head with a hollow laugh.

Well, I was somewhat pleased that he wasn't willing to admit defeat.
Thanks to that, I could examine his Protective Art a bit more.

"Haaah!"

With that thought, I prepared to meet Gun Ja-seong as he charged at me with a battle cry.

Rushing straight toward me, Gun Ja-seong gripped his sword with both hands and swung it down at my head.
In response, I raised my sword to block the one falling toward my crown.

-Clang!

As the swords bit into each other, sparks flew and a sharp metallic sound rang out.

"Kuhaaah!"

Gun Ja-seong pressed down on my sword with a roar-like battle cry.
The power behind his sword strike was extraordinary.

His aura felt quite impressive; he must have consumed a lot of medicinal pills.
Confirming that I was at a disadvantage in terms of raw strength, I twisted my sword to deflect his blade.

"Kugh!?"

Gun Ja-seong momentarily lost his balance when the opposing force suddenly disappeared.
However, he quickly regained his center of gravity and continued his attack.

Just from that brief response, I could tell that Gun Ja-seong wasn't just a fool relying on internal energy, but a warrior with decent skills.
If only his character matched even half his martial prowess.

-Clang! Clang!

Metal sounds continuously echoed throughout the training ground.
I deflected his sword attacks coming at me with fierce energy, looking for openings.
I thrust and swung my sword into those gaps, experimenting with various attacks against Gun Ja-seong's Protective Art.

Wondering if he might be protecting only certain areas strongly, I stabbed again at parts already bloodied.
I also tried consecutive strikes to adjacent areas.

The result was failure to break through every time.
All my attacks were blocked by his Protective Art.

A completely different result from before.
Tilting my head in confusion, I tried attacking different parts in quick succession.

-Thunk!

"Kuhk!"

This time the result was different.
The first attack was blocked, but the second penetrated the Protective Art and created another wound.

The same result as when I had used the Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven technique earlier.
If that's the case...

"Argh! Fight properly! Are you toying with me?!"

An anguished cry assaulted my ears.
I snapped out of my thoughts and looked at Gun Ja-seong.

His martial uniform, now half reduced to bloody rags.
Stabbed and slashed by my sword as I investigated his Protective Art, he looked quite miserable.

Oh dear... I unintentionally ended up toying with him.
Just as I was starting to feel a little sorry, contemptuous voices reached my ears.

-Look at him now, after all that arrogance.
-Isn't this karma? I knew he'd end up like this someday.

Despite Gun Ja-seong's miserable state, not one spectator sympathized with him.
Beyond just looking pleased, some were even loudly mocking him.

There's no way Gun Ja-seong hadn't heard what I heard.
His face twisted completely, like some hideous demon.
The sound of his teeth grinding was particularly clear.

"...Sparring match or not, it doesn't matter anymore. I'll kill you, you damned bastard."

His aura intensified, carrying with it a sharp killing intent.
Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been watching the match absentmindedly, sensed this and called out urgently.

"Head Of The Heavenly Tiger Unit, please stop! This is just a sparring match...!"
"Shut up! After I kill this bastard, you're next!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong froze when those wild eyes turned toward him.
After silencing Zhuge Geun-yeong with a single sentence, Gun Ja-seong turned back to me.

Then he took a stance I'd never seen before.

He extended one leg forward, bent both knees, and lowered his upper body until it was almost level with his lower body, pointing his sword tip at me.

It was such a bizarre stance that I could only tilt my head in confusion.

Unlike me, who couldn't even guess what he was trying to do, Zhuge Geun-yeong seemed to recognize the stance and widened his eyes.

"Oh no...!"

Just as words of shock were about to leave his open mouth, Gun Ja-seong charged at me.
Still in that stance with his upper body lowered to the height of his lower body.

He looked like a four-legged beast with a lower height than a human charging forward.

"Kuaaah!"

Well, even his battle cry has become an animal's roar?
As I stood there dumbfounded, Gun Ja-seong rushed at me.

-Swish!

With a sound of air being cut, his sword stabbed toward my thigh.
I stepped aside to avoid it, but his sword immediately pursued me.
The speed was quite impressive.

A chase of pursuit and evasion had somehow begun.
Gun Ja-seong continuously charged at me in that beast-like low stance while I retreated and avoided his attacks.

I was slightly taken aback because I never expected a martial artist with the Zhuge surname to fight like this.

I wasn't even expecting him to fight with a writing brush or an iron flute.
But shouldn't a Zhuge Family martial artist fight with a bit more dignity?

I grumbled inwardly while blocking and avoiding his relentless attacks.
Despite his attacks repeatedly failing, his sword kept slashing and stabbing persistently.
It felt like a beast swinging its front paws.

"Kyaak!"

Though it didn't reach me, Gun Ja-seong's sword strikes were unexpectedly threatening.
While they seemed random at first glance, they strangely targeted my openings.

"Silver Lord...!"

I heard the musician Gong's voice, almost like a scream.
Did he sense danger in my continuous retreat?

That wasn't really the case.
I was a bit perplexed at first, but soon became interested in experiencing this fresh martial art technique.

But after experiencing it briefly, it seemed merely novel rather than particularly useful.
Moreover, it had a fatal weakness that couldn't be ignored.

-Boom!

I stomped down hard.
The energy wave I focused on Gun Ja-seong pressed down on his body forcefully.

"Kuhk!"

Gun Ja-seong collapsed onto the training ground floor without any resistance.
Watching him unable to rise under the pressure of the intense energy wave, I shrugged.

From what I'd observed, that strange sword technique had the characteristic of disregarding the body's center of gravity while pressuring the opponent with continuous attacks.

Simply put, it focused everything on offense?
Honestly, it was hard to consider it an excellent martial art.

It would be completely unusable in a many-against-one battle, and only somewhat effective in one-on-one combat.
Moreover, against someone like me who could control energy waves to pressure opponents, it would easily leave one defenseless as it just had.

Wondering what he was thinking using such a technique, it suddenly occurred to me that Gun Ja-seong might never have fought against a martial artist who could utilize energy waves.

"Ah."

Come to think of it, that's really true?
In this world, the only martial artists who can control energy waves so far are just me and Namgung Hyeon.

Considering that most martial artists can't even release internal energy, that strange sword technique might actually be considered a powerful ascending technique...?

"W-what is this? What is this?!"

While feeling deeply disillusioned with this shocking reality, a voice filled with astonishment struck my ears.
Returning my consciousness to reality, I approached Gun Ja-seong who was lying flat like a frog.

"The match seems decided already. If you quietly admit defeat, I'll let you go."

Gun Ja-seong, stuck flat against the training ground floor, twisted his face again at my words.

"Don't make me laugh! I am Zhuge Seon, the First Sword Of Zhuge! Do you think I would lose to the likes of you?"

From the outside, it looked like he had already lost a hundred times over?

Me without a single cut or tear in my clothes, versus Gun Ja-seong in bloody rags.
The winner was obvious.

"You damned bastard...! The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil mentioned something about a sorcerer, but it was you who was the sorcerer all along! Release this cursed sorcery right now!"

But Gun Ja-seong refused to admit defeat until the end, even spouting nonsense about me being a sorcerer.

No choice then.
If he won't admit it himself, I'll just have to win decisively.
Besides, there was one more thing I wanted to experiment with.

I gripped my sword with both hands and raised it above my head.

I had already discovered that Gun Ja-seong's Protective Art was vulnerable to the second attack.
I had my own guesses about that, but there was still one thing I didn't know.
Namely, the strength of the Protective Art.

Gun Ja-seong's Protective Art had easily blocked my first strikes so far.
So, could it withstand my most powerful strike?

Without using sword energy that could neutralize the Protective Art itself, my strongest technique was Heavenly Thunder.
It's a downward strike containing the principles of the middle sword.

Could Gun Ja-seong's Protective Art perfectly block even Heavenly Thunder?
I was quite curious about the result.

"If you can block this attack too, I'll acknowledge your victory."
"Shut up and release this, you damned bastard...!"

I brought my sword down on Gun Ja-seong who continued to curse until the end.

-Boom!

With a thunderous sound, he smashed through the training ground floor and was buried beneath it.

Ch.110 - Reaching Claws
"......"
"......"

The training ground was once again enveloped in silence.
As the dust settled, Zhuge Cheon-sang's figure became visible, embedded in the ground below the training ground.

His left shoulder, where I had struck him, was caved in, and his eyes were rolled back.
He was clearly unconscious.
This meant the duel could no longer continue.

"T-the duel goes to Young Master Gun Ja-seong."

Zhuge Geun-yeong climbed onto the training ground to check Zhuge Cheon-sang's condition and declared my victory in a trembling voice.

"Huh, to think that ruffian actually lost...!"
"Who exactly is that young warrior? Gun Ja-seong... I've never heard of the Gun family before."

After having my victory confirmed by the judge, I quietly sheathed my sword and approached Hwa-ryeon and Musician Gong.

"......"
"Well done."

I gave a small smile and shrugged at Musician Gong, who was staring at me with wide eyes, and Hwa-ryeon, who offered brief words of encouragement.
I turned to look at Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had followed us down after giving various instructions.

"We had some unexpected interference, but shall we continue our conversation?"
"Ah, yes. Let's do that."

Zhuge Geun-yeong, who somehow seemed even more respectful than before, guided us back to his office.

*

After Ja-seong's group and Geun-yeong had left the training ground, people watched as Cheon-sang was carried away on a stretcher, snickering and spitting in contempt.

"Serves him right, that dog. When I think about how much I suffered because of him, I wake up in the middle of the night."
"You think you're the only one? It feels like a decade-old indigestion has finally cleared up."

Two men bit their lips as they watched the unconscious Cheon-sang.
The reactions of others were not much different.

Everyone was either relieved or delighted by Cheon-sang's humiliating defeat.
As Cheon-sang's figure disappeared, people realized the entertaining spectacle was over and began returning to their posts.

"Hey, let's head back."
"Alright. I was annoyed when that bastard called us here, but this turned out to be quite the show."

People left the training ground in small groups.
Among them was one man.
Unlike the others with bright expressions, he was biting his lip, deep in thought.

The man possessed extraordinary good looks.
He was an unparalleled beauty that would catch anyone's eye.

Yet none of the people leaving the training ground with him paid him any attention.
They behaved as if they couldn't see him at all.

In truth, they really couldn't see him.
He was currently concealing himself with an illusion technique.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
The lecher who had made all the virgins in Wuhan too afraid to go outside for fear of losing their chastity had appeared at the Zhuge Family estate.

Why had he come to the Zhuge Family estate?
Simply put, it was mere coincidence.

Last night, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil had been forced to abandon his prey and flee in a hurry due to Ja-seong's attack.
Terrified of the unexpected attacker, he spent the night on the streets, not daring to return to his hideout.

After the sun rose and morning came, he cautiously made his way back to his hideout when he happened to see Ye-ryeong walking down the street with Ja-seong.

"What? Why are those two together?"

Could it be that last night he...?
The image of Ja-seong and Ye-ryeong passionately entangled with each other automatically appeared in his mind.
The lecher ground his teeth.

"How dare he take the prey I had my eye on...!"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil had already concluded that Ja-seong and Ye-ryeong had spent a passionate night together.
Such thinking was truly befitting of a lecher.

"Unforgivable...!"

Burning with rage toward Ja-seong for stealing his prey, he followed Ja-seong's group.

That's how he ended up at the Zhuge Family's Wuhan branch.
Following in a blind rage, he realized too late that he had walked straight into enemy territory, and his face turned pale.

"I-I need to get out of here right now...!"

Just as he regained his senses and was about to hurriedly leave the branch, he heard someone shouting.
Shortly after, a man emerged from the building.

When the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil saw the man's face, he was shocked.

"Z-Zhuge Cheon-sang?!"

The strongest warrior of the Zhuge Family and their worst ruffian in history.
Seeing the man he had been most wary of while committing his lecherous acts in Wuhan, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil froze completely.

Cheon-sang, not noticing him, walked away snickering.
Soon, everyone in the branch gathered at the training ground.
The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil found himself at the training ground as well.

Shortly after, Geun-yeong and Ja-seong's group appeared.

"What's going on here?"

Why had Zhuge Cheon-sang summoned everyone to the training ground, and why had that damned thief come here?

As the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's gaze wandered in confusion, it settled on the person beside Ja-seong.
His mind went blank, and all his questions vanished.

"...Ah."

His eyes fell upon a goddess.

Hair like ebony, a face as white as snow.
Captivating eyes and cherry-like lips.
And finally, a cold expression that made all these features even more alluring.

She was like the incarnation of a moon palace fairy.
Even for him, who had seduced countless women since being expelled by his master, Hwa-ryeon was an extraordinary beauty unlike any he had ever seen.

When he had been following them, she had been wearing a veil, so he hadn't realized such beauty was hidden beneath.

As he gazed dreamily at Hwa-ryeon's face, he saw her approach Ja-seong and whisper something.
Whatever she said made Ja-seong laugh playfully before responding, causing Hwa-ryeon to momentarily become flustered and turn her head away shyly.

They looked like affectionate lovers to anyone watching.
Sparks of jealousy flew from the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's eyes.

"That damn bastard...!"

Not only had he stolen his prey, but he also had such a beauty by his side!
While he was inwardly shedding tears of blood, Ja-seong climbed onto the training ground and faced Zhuge Cheon-sang.

"A duel? With Zhuge Cheon-sang?"

Finally understanding why Ja-seong had appeared at the training ground, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil let out a hollow laugh.

Who was Zhuge Cheon-sang?
He was known to be among the top ten masters in Hubei.

Moreover, regardless of his martial arts, his vicious personality had left countless martial artists crippled after dueling with him.

"This is going to be easy as pie."

Certain that Ja-seong would meet the same fate as the others, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil smiled maliciously.
However, it didn't take long for that smile to turn into shock.

Far from being crippled by Cheon-sang, Ja-seong was completely dominating him.
Like a ghost, he flashed here and there, battering Cheon-sang's entire body.

"Argh! Fight me properly! Are you toying with me?!"

Finally, Cheon-sang lost his composure and let out an enraged roar.
Covered in blood and with tattered clothes, he looked no different from a wounded beast.

After that, Cheon-sang fought fiercely against Ja-seong, but—

*BOOM!*

He was sent crashing through the training ground floor with a single strike from Ja-seong.
In stark contrast to the thoroughly defeated Cheon-sang, not a speck of dust had landed on Ja-seong's martial attire.

"M-monster...!"

Fear once again appeared on the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's face.
Ja-seong had overwhelmingly toyed with Zhuge Cheon-sang, a renowned master in Hubei.

Even with his illusion techniques, he didn't dare to face such an opponent.

"This won't do. I need to leave Wuhan when I have the chance..."

As he was thinking about leaving Wuhan altogether, his eyes caught sight of Hwa-ryeon greeting Ja-seong.
Seeing her beautiful figure, the desire that had been suppressed by fear raised its head again.

"I want to possess that woman."

The intense desire he had never felt for any woman before gradually consumed his reason.

"I need to flee Wuhan right now. If I'm not careful, I'm finished."
"But then I'd have to give up on that woman. Where else would I find a woman like her?"

The battle between reason and instinct that began in his mind continued even after he left the training ground and exited the branch building, ultimately ending with instinct's victory.

"Just once. Just one last time before I leave."

In the end, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil couldn't overcome his desire for Hwa-ryeon.
At that moment, he had no idea what consequences his choice would bring.

*

Not long after we returned to the office and took our seats, someone entered.

He wore the same martial attire as Zhuge Cheon-sang, who had unintentionally been toyed with by me earlier.
Probably a warrior from the Sky Tiger Unit.

"You called for me, Branch Leader."
"Yes, thank you for coming this time."

A subtly pointed remark.
The Sky Tiger Unit warrior awkwardly scratched the back of his head.

"I apologize. The Chief threatened that he wouldn't let me off if I responded to your summons."
"...I'm sure he did. I understand."

Seeing the apologetic face of the warrior, Zhuge Geun-yeong softened his expression and got to the point.

"I haven't been able to ask until now, but I need to know. The battle with the lecher last time, what exactly happened?"
"...Sigh. About that."

With a brief sigh, the warrior began his story.

When the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil began rampaging in Wuhan, two teams from the Sky Tiger Unit were deployed to track him down.
Not long after beginning their extensive search, one of the members happened to see a woman being led away by a handsome man.

The member immediately fired a signal flare to summon the other Sky Tiger Unit members, and the pursuit of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil began.

"We cornered him. We made sure he had nowhere to escape, without any gaps."
"And then? What happened?"

At Zhuge Geun-yeong's question, the warrior momentarily fell silent.
His face contorted as if recalling a painful memory, but he eventually composed himself and continued.

"That's when things started to go wrong."
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The Sky Tiger Unit warrior explained the strange incident that had occurred in as much detail as possible.

"While we were gradually tightening our encirclement, fog suddenly began to appear. It was such an abrupt change that I immediately thought something was wrong."

As befitting a warrior of the Zhuge Family, he initially suspected it was a formation technique.
But he soon realized it wasn't.

"None of the characteristics of a formation were visible. It was just... fog."

Fog that suddenly appeared despite not being a formation.
Needless to say, it must have been an illusion technique.

Zhuge Geun-yeong must have reached the same conclusion, as he nodded while meeting my eyes.

"What happened next?"
"...The lustful devil's counterattack began. When the fog thickened and we were scattered, he appeared and swung his sword at me."

The lustful devil's sword that cut through the fog was quite fierce.
At least enough that he couldn't easily win the fight.

"After battling for a full hundred seconds, I thrust my sword into his chest. At that moment, I truly thought I had defeated the lustful devil..."

But that wasn't the case.
As soon as he pulled out the sword from the chest, the lustful devil's body vanished into thin air like fog.

While he was bewildered by the surreal sight, the fog suddenly cleared.
What was revealed in his now clear vision were the bodies of his comrades, lifeless and growing cold.

"...Out of twenty-two unit members, only five survived."

Five out of twenty-two.
That means seventeen—more than half—were killed by the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
Damage that was virtually total annihilation.

The warrior's face contorted as he bit his lip, recalling the painful and devastating reality.

"......"

And I took in the sight of the warrior's trembling fists and eyes that couldn't hide his anxiety.

"...I understand the situation. It seems I made you recall painful memories. You may go now."
"...Yes."

After the warrior bowed weakly and left, silence filled the office for a moment.

Illusion technique.
A lustful devil that disappeared when stabbed to death.
Comrades found dead when the fog cleared.

These things could only mean one thing.
I turned my head to look at Zhuge Geun-yeong.

His face had hardened so severely that the gentle impression I had first seen was completely gone.
It seemed he too had figured out the "truth" about the Sky Tiger Unit's annihilation.

By the way, I had heard there were no casualties in the Sky Tiger Unit, but that wasn't true.
Did they deliberately hide it? Why?

"...I apologize, but could we end here for today?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong finally requested to end the discussion.
Well, it would be complicated to continue the conversation for various reasons.

"I understand. I'll visit again tomorrow. I'll leave these items here."
"...Thank you."

After bowing to Zhuge Geun-yeong, who lowered his head heavily, I left the office.

*

On the way back to the Changcheon Tea House after leaving the branch office.
Hwa-ryeon, who had covered her face with a veil again, spoke up.

"The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's illusion techniques seem more impressive than we expected."
"Yeah. And he's more cruel than I thought. I can't believe he made the Sky Tiger Unit kill each other."

I had heard there were no fatalities among the women who fell victim to the lustful devil, so I just thought he was only interested in women, but this was unexpected.

"...What? What do you mean by 'kill each other'?"

The musician Gong, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, expressed her confusion.
Judging by her blank expression, she hadn't realized the truth about the Sky Tiger Unit.
I explained the situation in detail.

"You heard the story just now, right? Suddenly fog appeared, and the lustful devil jumped out of the fog and fought with them."
"Yes. But didn't you say the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is just a sorcerer with terrible martial arts?"

I nodded at Musician Gong's question and continued my explanation.

"That's right. The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil I encountered personally had martial arts skills no better than an ordinary person."
"But..."

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil either hasn't learned martial arts or is terrible at them.
The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil fought with the Sky Tiger Unit warriors and annihilated them.

Musician Gong couldn't hide her confusion at these two contradictory statements.
I corrected the incorrect premise to clear her confusion.

"To put it simply, it wasn't the lustful devil who annihilated the Sky Tiger Unit."
"Not the lustful devil? Then who on earth...?"

Musician Gong's eyes gradually widened and her face turned pale as she was about to question further.
It seems she realized the answer.
I nodded gravely and said:

"Yes. The Sky Tiger Unit killed each other."

This was the truth behind the Sky Tiger Unit's annihilation.
Affected by the illusion technique and driven to confusion, they mistook each other for the lustful devil and killed one another.

"My, my goodness...!"

Musician Gong covered her mouth with both hands at this cruel truth.
Her clear eyes trembled with shock.

I recalled the Sky Tiger Unit warrior's appearance again.
Beyond the devastation of being brutally defeated by the lustful devil, he couldn't hide a sense of anxiety.

Perhaps he knew too.
What they had done.

He just couldn't admit it.

He said he couldn't report what happened that day to Zhuge Geun-yeong because of Zhuge Cheon-sang's threats, but that probably wasn't the only reason.

For reasons different from Zhuge Cheon-sang's, they probably didn't want this incident to be known either.
If Zhuge Geun-yeong realized the truth and revealed it to everyone, they would have to face a reality they didn't want to acknowledge.

And that possibility became reality.
I wonder how Zhuge Geun-yeong will handle the Sky Tiger Unit incident.
I'll find out tomorrow when I visit.

Feeling the atmosphere grow heavier, I continued walking toward the Changcheon Tea House.
As the branch office came into view, Musician Gong cautiously called out to me.

"Um, benefactor."
"Hmm? What is it?"
"...Would it be alright for me to stay with you all?"
"What?"

I tilted my head at the sudden question.
Musician Gong hesitantly continued.

"According to what you said, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is a cruel person who makes comrades kill each other with illusions. If he targets me again..."
"You're worried we might get hurt?"
"...Yes."

Musician Gong nodded with difficulty.
It seems the story about the Sky Tiger Unit killing each other had become a great burden to her.

She came with us to the Zhuge Family branch to repay a debt of gratitude, even though it might severely damage her reputation.
Perhaps for Musician Gong, having someone get hurt because of her was more painful than losing her chastity.

Even so, I couldn't accept her leaving the tea house to return home.
I spoke firmly.

"It's fine. You won't be kidnapped again, and we won't get hurt."
"But..."

As Musician Gong still couldn't be convinced, I reassured her once more.

"Neither you, my companions, the tea house people, nor anyone else will get hurt. I'll stop him. So don't worry."
"...Thank you, truly."

Musician Gong looked up at me with reddened eyes, as if moved by my words.
As I was slightly flustered by her intensely warm gaze, Hwa-ryeon intervened.

"We don't know where that lustful devil might be watching from. It's dangerous to keep standing here, so let's go inside."

Though Musician Gong was the one in most danger, it was my collar that Hwa-ryeon grabbed.
Noticing the hidden feelings behind her cold face, I smiled slightly and allowed myself to be pulled along.

After returning to the Changcheon Tea House branch.
As Musician Gong went inside first with a bitter smile, Hwa-ryeon's cold voice immediately pierced my ears.

"How admirable. Going that far for a woman you just met yesterday."

Her voice was so icy it felt like thorns digging into my flesh.
Yet if the corners of my mouth rose involuntarily at that voice, was I the strange one?

Struggling to suppress my facial muscles that wanted to move on their own, I said:

"She's helping us despite risking her reputation. So of course we should take responsibility for her safety. Don't you agree?"

Hwa-ryeon closed her mouth at this irrefutable logic.
But her face was still sulky, as if something was bothering her.

Hmm, I had a feeling.
If I didn't resolve this right now, it would probably last quite a while.

As I was contemplating how to improve Hwa-ryeon's mood, a strange question came flying at me.

"...Would you have responded the same way if I had been humiliated like that?"

For a moment I didn't understand what she meant, then realized she was referring to how Zhuge Cheon-sang had humiliated Musician Gong.

Zhuge Cheon-sang doing that to Hwa-ryeon...?
I hardened my face and answered.

"No, I would have killed him."

I wasn't just saying that.
Even imagining him saying something inappropriate to Hwa-ryeon made something boil inside me.

I probably wouldn't have ended it with just breaking one of his shoulders.
Even if he didn't die, I would have left him in a state where he could never recover.

"...That's enough then."

Hwa-ryeon's face gradually softened after hearing my answer.
When I smiled slightly, noticing her improved mood, she turned her body as if to flee in embarrassment.

I grabbed her small white hand and pulled her toward me.

"Eek-?"

Hwa-ryeon let out a small scream as she fell into my arms.
Her small face looking up at me from such close proximity began to turn bright red.

"L-let me go...!"
"Then why are you running away?"
"W-who's running away? I wasn't doing that!"

Hwa-ryeon stammered as she struggled to escape from my arms.
But since I kept holding her hand, she couldn't get away.

"...Will you please let go?"
"If I let go, you'll run away again."
"I told you I won't! I was just going to see Uncle Yeo."
"Then let's go together. We can go together."

Hwa-ryeon looked at me with an incredulous gaze.

"Why don't you just say we should spend the whole day together?"
"Hmm? Is that okay?"
"...What?"

Her eyes widened at my casual response.
I looked into her eyes that reflected my face.
Wow, even though I didn't mean it that way, saying this feels kind of embarrassing.

"So... if you're okay with it, let's stay together just for today."
"......"

After I managed to get the words out, she gave me a look like I was crazy.

"Even I get hurt when you look at me like that."
"...First, let me ask. Why?"
"Because it suddenly occurred to me that the lustful devil might target you."
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"What's that supposed to mean...?"

Faced with Hwa-ryeon's puzzled expression, I needed a moment to gather my thoughts and choose my words carefully. It was still just my intuition, so I wasn't sure how to convince her.

In truth, ever since hearing about illusion arts from my master, there had been a persistent thought nagging at the back of my mind.

The thought that this perverted bastard might be hiding nearby, watching us.

He was someone who could use illusion arts to conceal not only his body but also his presence. With no defenses against such techniques, we wouldn't know if he was right beside us, observing our every move.

Meanwhile, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil had just lost the musician Gong because of my intervention. Considering his cruelty in severely injuring the two Sky Tiger Unit teams that tried to track him down, the possibility of him harboring a grudge against me was extremely high.

And right beside me was Hwa-ryeon, a woman of unparalleled beauty who would make that pervert drool. Was it too far-fetched to think he might target her to get back at me?

After explaining my thoughts, Hwa-ryeon tilted her head skeptically.

"Aren't you being overly sensitive? Surely that couldn't be..."

"I don't think we should take this lightly. To be honest, he could be watching us from over there right now."

I pointed vaguely toward the branch office's main gate, trying to convince her, but Hwa-ryeon remained doubtful.

"I don't know much about magic arts, but can they be used so casually? Even Yeo Uncle said the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil doesn't seem particularly skilled as a sorcerer."

With only my intuition as evidence for my flimsy hypothesis, I had nothing more to say. Having failed to convince her, I had no choice but to gently release her hand.

"...Still, just to be safe, let's ask Master about it."

"Yes, that sounds like a good idea."

With that, we went inside the building together to find my master.

*

"I don't think we should take this lightly. To be honest, he could be watching us from over there right now."

*What the hell!?*

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, a supremely handsome man concealing himself with illusion arts, was startled when Ja-seong suddenly pointed in his direction.

Both the words and the finger pointing directly at him made him wonder if his illusion had been seen through.

*No, that's impossible. If that were the case, he wouldn't have let me escape last night. It's just a coincidence, a coincidence.*

Recalling how Ja-seong had panicked after losing him last night, he calmed himself down. Taking a small breath to steady his racing heart, he watched as Hwa-ryeon entered the building with Ja-seong. Immediately, his facial muscles slipped out of control, free from his earlier sense of crisis.

*Hehehe... Even her backside is absolutely perfect!*

With a lecherous grin, he watched until Hwa-ryeon's figure disappeared, then quickly regained his composure and carefully examined the Changcheon Trading Company's Wuhan branch. His eyes narrowed at the unusually heavy security for a trading company.

*What's this? Isn't this a trading company?*

For a mere trading company, the level of security was impressive enough to put many major sects to shame.

*Could it be a hideout for some underground force?*

Snorting at the ridiculous thought, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil moved around examining the interior. After thoroughly inspecting the security and building structure, he concluded that it would be difficult to kidnap Hwa-ryeon at present. More precisely, he lacked the necessary tools.

*Damn it! That bastard took all my things!*

The many items Ja-seong had taken from the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's hideout were tools he used to enhance his illusion arts.

For someone who could only use mediocre illusion arts due to his master's "seal," these items were absolutely essential, but Ja-seong had taken them all.

*If I had those, I could have taken that woman tonight!*

Trembling with regret and anger toward Ja-seong, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil soon sighed softly and left the trading company.

Going back into the Zhuge Family estate to retrieve his items would be too risky. This meant he needed to prepare new tools like talismans...

*It will take at least five days, even at the fastest.*

For someone who wanted to pounce on Hwa-ryeon right away, five days felt like torture. But what could he do? It wasn't like the items would magically appear.

*Sigh. I must be patient, I must endure.*

Patience and more patience. At the end of it all, he would have the most beautiful woman in his hands.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil comforted himself with this thought as he slipped out of the Changcheon Trading Company unnoticed, hurrying his steps to complete his preparations as quickly as possible.

Because of this, he failed to hear the conversation between Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon as they emerged from Dae-un's room.

"Why just one day? Will you have a way to block illusion arts in a day?"

"Well, I might, or I might not."

"...What does that mean?"

Looking at Hwa-ryeon's puzzled face, Ja-seong scratched his cheek and smiled awkwardly.

*

Hwa-ryeon and I went to find Master together.

"Did things go well?"

"Well..."

As I explained what happened at the Zhuge Family and what we had learned, Master's expression grew serious.

"Hmm, so he can use illusion arts at that level?"

"I'm almost certain."

After pondering for a moment, Master corrected his earlier judgment.

"I may have been wrong. I thought someone who behaves like a pervert couldn't be highly skilled in magic arts, but perhaps he's quite capable after all."

"Well, skill and character are different issues. Even that supposedly top expert of the Zhuge Family had a terrible personality, right?"

When I spoke lightly, Master shook his head.

"Magic arts are different from martial arts. Unlike martial arts that store energy in the lower dantian, magic arts open the upper dantian to receive and manipulate natural energy, requiring above all a calm and cool mind. If you damage your upper dantian by mistake, you'll end up an idiot."

"...Is that so?"

Knowing nothing about magic arts, all I could do was nod in understanding. Meanwhile, Hwa-ryeon brought up the main point.

"Is there any way to prevent or block magic arts?"

A hopeful question, thinking that Master, who was so knowledgeable about magic arts, would surely know a countermeasure. However, the answer wasn't very encouraging.

"As far as I know, there isn't. Only another sorcerer can block magic arts."

"Is there really no method at all?"

To this repeated question, Master awkwardly rubbed the back of his neck and said:

"There are talismans that can block illusion arts, but only sorcerers can make them. Besides, their effectiveness is limited to preventing the bearer from falling under illusions. They can't stop a sorcerer from concealing himself with illusion arts."

"...I see."

In the end, we had to leave Master's room without any useful information.

"Young Master Gun."

As soon as we left the room, Hwa-ryeon called out to me.

"Yes? What is it?"

"There's something I'm curious about."

"What?"

"You said earlier we should stay together for a day. Why one day? Will you have a way to block illusion arts in a day?"

It was a rather sharp question, and I hesitated slightly before answering.

"Well, I might, or I might not."

"...What does that mean?"

As Hwa-ryeon tilted her head in confusion, I scratched my cheek and smiled awkwardly.

"I can't really explain yet. I'll tell you when I'm sure."

"...Alright."

After escorting Hwa-ryeon to her room, I earnestly asked her not to go out today and to stay in her room, then returned to my own.

Fortunately, my room was directly across from Hwa-ryeon's, so I could sense her energy even from inside my room. Though I couldn't see her directly, I would know immediately if something happened to her.

"Well then, shall we begin?"

I sat cross-legged on the floor and concentrated. What I needed now was a new skill to detect those who could deceive my senses—Ye So-ha, Chil-ji, and the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

I had recognized the necessity long ago, but until this morning, I had been at a loss about where to even begin.

Then, a certain scoundrel appeared like a ray of light.

That scoundrel, Zhuge Cheon-sang, and the insight I gained from our duel about his protective art.

Zhuge Cheon-sang's protective art was interesting in many ways. It activated constantly without the user's conscious effort, and while it blocked the first attack well, it was ineffective against subsequent combo attacks.

Compared to the Namgung Family's Heavenly Thunder Protection Art, it had quite distinct characteristics. After various tests, I figured out the principle behind the Zhuge Family's protective art.

First characteristic: how it could be constantly active.
The answer was simple.

"It just uses very little internal energy for the protective art."

It uses such a tiny amount of internal energy that keeping it constantly active isn't burdensome. But this raises a question:

How can a protective art using such a minimal amount of internal energy be effective?

The answer lay in the second characteristic—its vulnerability to consecutive attacks.

When an external impact occurs, the minimal internal energy flowing throughout the body concentrates at the point of impact.

That's why it's vulnerable to combo attacks that follow almost simultaneously after the first strike with sword mastery.

"Normally dispersed, concentrating when needed..."

Having gained a clear sense of what to do, I closed my eyes and entered meditation.
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The next day.
Hwa-ryeon and I visited the Wuhan branch of the Zhuge Family again, accompanied by Musician Gong.

This was already our third visit.
By now, even the gatekeeper recognized us and let us in without question.

"...Hmm."

As I walked the now-familiar path to the office beyond the main gate, I observed the atmosphere inside.
The expressions of the clerks passing by and servants carrying heavy loads.

Every face looked peaceful, as if nothing had happened.
Occasionally, people who recognized me would send warm smiles my way, but no one showed any signs of distress.

When we entered the office, Zhuge Geun-yeong greeted us with a face more shadowed than usual.

"Ah, you're here."
"You seem to have had a troubled night."
"Ah, yes. Well..."

When I mentioned the dark circles under his eyes, Zhuge Geun-yeong awkwardly smiled while touching his eyes.

"I see you've decided to bury the matter of the Sky Tiger Unit?"
"...So you noticed that as well."

His smile stiffened, tinged with bitterness.
Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded heavily with a deep sigh.

"Yes, that's what we decided. We've been keeping the Sky Tiger Unit's casualties hidden from the public anyway. Besides, I thought it would be better for the surviving members."
"...I see."

Perhaps he's right.
These people have already lost many comrades and family members they lived and fought alongside.
That alone is tragic enough—it would be cruel to make them face the fact that their own swords killed their comrades.

It might be easier on their hearts to blame everything on the evil lustful devil and look away.
Since it wasn't my place to interfere, I simply shrugged without comment.
Then Zhuge Geun-yeong made a request.

"So, could I ask you to keep silent about the Sky Tiger Unit as well?"
"Well, we're in a position where we want to stay on the Zhuge Family's good side. That's not difficult for us."
"Hahaha, that's both gratifying and burdensome to hear."

Zhuge Geun-yeong let out a low laugh.
He had quickly understood the implication—that in exchange for our silence, he should show us equivalent goodwill.

Anyway, seated once again in the same place as yesterday, we continued our interrupted discussion.

"We've confirmed that the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is a sorcerer who uses illusion arts. This means we need a way to counter his sorcery to catch him. What does the Zhuge Family plan to do about this?"

In response to Hwa-ryeon's sharp question, a surprising answer came from Zhuge Geun-yeong's lips.

"Actually, there's a sorcerer among the retainers at our main family estate."
"A sorcerer?"
"Yes. I sent someone to the main estate yesterday, so I believe they should arrive in Hangu within five days."
"So you're planning to use this retainer's power to catch the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil?"
"That's right."

Five days...?
Who knows what that devil might do in the meantime? Are we just supposed to sit around twiddling our thumbs?
Honestly, it's a bit concerning.

However, making my concerns seem unfounded, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil completely disappeared after that.
Including the day I rescued Musician Gong, there had been no victims for a full seven days.

By the time people started claiming that the lustful devil must have fled, the sorcerer retainer of the Zhuge Family arrived in Hangu.

*

"It's been a long time, Branch Leader."
"It's been two years already. You look well, Elder."

The retainer from the Zhuge Family was a small, elderly man.
At first glance, he appeared to be an ordinary old man with nothing particularly extraordinary about him.

But the moment his gaze turned toward me, I had to revise that assessment.
Though he emitted no particular aura or pressure, the mystical energy in his eyes made it impossible to take him lightly.

It seemed I wasn't the only one who had a strong impression of the other person.

"Oh? Who is this remarkable young man?"

For some reason, the old man's eyes lit up strangely as he looked at me.
Zhuge Geun-yeong introduced me to him.

"This is Young Hero Gun Ja-seong. He's been helping us track down the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil."
"I am Gun Ja-seong."

When I made a fist-palm salute, the old man returned the gesture with a faint smile and introduced himself.

"This old man is called Gok Il. I merely live off the Zhuge Family's generosity with my various minor arts."
"E-Elder... How could you say such things..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong flustered at the old man's joke.
He clearly held the elder in high regard.

"Hoho, it's still difficult to joke with you, Branch Leader."

After smiling warmly at Zhuge Geun-yeong, Elder Gok listened to what had happened so far, then immediately requested to be taken to the lustful devil's hideout.

"But, even without resting from your journey first..."
"That won't do. I don't want to be scolded for dawdling, do I?"
"Who would dare do such a thing?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong said firmly with a hardened expression.
Well, I knew he was stiff, but now I see he really doesn't understand jokes at all.
Familiar with Zhuge Geun-yeong's reactions, Elder Gok burst into laughter.

"Hohoho, I was just joking. It's just that this old man can't contain his curiosity, please understand."
"Yes, if that's the case..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong had already visited the lustful devil's hideout several days ago.
Though his guidance alone would have been sufficient, I specifically requested to join them.

Elder Gok had brushed it off with jokes, but I sensed a strange urgency in his insistence on going to the hideout immediately upon arrival.
So Hwa-ryeon and I ended up accompanying Zhuge Geun-yeong and Elder Gok to the hideout.

As we followed Zhuge Geun-yeong, Elder Gok approached me.

"Young hero, this old man is quite curious—may I ask you a few questions?"
"Yes, I don't mind. What would you like to know?"

I nodded, wondering what he wanted to ask.
Then came a question I never expected.

"Are you perhaps a disciple of the Taoist sect?"
"What? Taoist sect...? You mean like shamans or fortune tellers?"
"Yes."
"No. I've never even set foot in such places."

Well, I do plan to in the future.

"Hmm..."

After making a curious sound at my answer, Elder Gok immediately asked his next question.

"Then where did you learn your martial arts?"
"...I trained at a small martial arts academy near my family home."

After that, Elder Gok asked who my master was and whether my master had any connection to Taoism.

I found it strange that he kept trying to connect me with Taoism, but I answered that none of it was true.
My master was clearly far from being a Taoist, and I had never learned anything related to Taoism.

"...I see."

After silently observing me for a moment, Elder Gok nodded and turned his gaze to Hwa-ryeon beside me.

"By the way, what is your relationship with this young lady?"
"What...relationship?"

At this loaded question, Hwa-ryeon flinched.
I quietly echoed his question.

In response to our reactions, Elder Gok chuckled and dropped his bombshell.

"The energy emanating from you is strangely circling around the young lady. I thought you two must certainly be lovers."
"......"
"......"

With just one sentence, Elder Gok turned us both to stone.
Looking at our frozen forms, he smiled knowingly and continued following Zhuge Geun-yeong.
...Was he deliberately trying to provoke us?

"L-let's go. We'll lose them at this rate."

I awkwardly urged Hwa-ryeon forward as Zhuge Geun-yeong and Elder Gok moved farther away.

When we caught up with them again, Hwa-ryeon's small voice penetrated my ear.

"...Is it true?"
"Huh? W-what?"
"Is what he said true?"

Her voice was surprisingly calm.
I nodded while nervously glancing at Hwa-ryeon.

"Yeah, it's true."
"......"

Silence fell again.
Feeling inexplicably restless, I tried to explain myself.

"I mean, we never know when that devil might appear, right? I know it might seem excessive, but I can't help but worry."
"I don't feel anything though?"
"Huh?"

I turned to look at Hwa-ryeon as she interrupted me.
The eyes visible through her veil showed only puzzlement.
What? I thought she'd be embarrassed or angry.

"You're supposedly covering me with your energy? I don't feel anything at all."

...I'm not sure, but thankfully she doesn't seem angry.
Inwardly relieved, I concentrated the energy I had spread around to focus more strongly around Hwa-ryeon.

"There, can you feel it now?"
"This...!"

Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened in surprise.
I smiled slightly as I dispersed the concentrated energy again.

"Amazing, isn't it?"
"...How did you do that?"
"I developed it by studying Zhuge Cheon-sang's Protective Art. I spread my energy very thinly around me to sense my surroundings more acutely."

It was a technique completely different from extending one's energy perception.
To explain simply, it was like casting a net of energy widely around me.
So that I could immediately detect any enemy approaching with concealed presence or invisible form.

Hearing my explanation, Hwa-ryeon's expression turned to one of realization.

"Could this be your method to counter illusion arts...?"
"That's right. I still need more practice controlling the energy precisely, but with this, I'll be able to detect that devil immediately even if he approaches with his appearance concealed."

Energy Web.
A net of energy that can detect surroundings.

It was a technique I had created to catch that devil, taking three days longer than expected to perfect.
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After hearing my story, Hwa-ryeon's expression showed slight disbelief.

"...Only you would create such a strange technique from a protective art."
"Hey now, what do you mean 'strange'? This is incredibly useful. I'm focusing on you right now, but if I expand the range, anyone who approaches would immediately..."

As I was expanding the range of my detection web to counter Hwa-ryeon's assessment, something got caught in it.

Behind us, someone was hiding their presence.

"What's wrong?" Hwa-ryeon asked with concern when my face suddenly hardened.

Without saying anything, I put my arm around her slender shoulders and quickened our pace.

"W-what are you doing?!" Hwa-ryeon stammered, glancing sideways at my hand on her shoulder.

I explained the situation in a voice too quiet for others to hear.

"Someone's behind us. Don't look back."
"...!"

Hwa-ryeon flinched but quickly continued walking as if nothing was wrong.

"...Are you sure? I don't sense anyone."
"They got caught in my detection web. They're probably concealing themselves with illusion arts."
"Then...!"

There was only one person in Wuhan who would be using illusion arts to hide themselves.

Damn it. I'd been hoping I was wrong, but is he really targeting Hwa-ryeon?

I gritted my teeth, feeling anger rising within me. I wanted to catch that lustful bastard and beat him half to death, but I suppressed the urge and kept walking.

"It seems they're planning to follow us, so let's lure them into an alley."
"...Alright."

Following Zhuge Geun-yeong and Old Man Gok, we arrived at a gloomy alley. Even as we approached the lustful devil's hideout at the end of the long passage, our concealed pursuer continued to follow.

"This is it. This is where Gun Young Master encountered the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil abducting a woman," Gok Il said.

"How could someone who calls himself a sorcerer..." Old Man Gok was shaking his head while examining the hideout when he suddenly noticed how close Hwa-ryeon and I were standing. He burst into laughter.

"Ho ho, you two seem to have gotten closer!"
"We've always been close, but that's not why we're standing together right now."
"Hmm?"

While Old Man Gok tilted his head in confusion, I expanded my detection web behind us.

Our pursuer was approaching carelessly, unaware that I had detected them.

One step, two steps—as they drew closer, I slowly removed my hand from Hwa-ryeon's shoulder. Then I quickly spun around and lunged at the hidden pervert.

"W-wait! Young Master, it's a misunderstanding...!" Old Man Gok's urgent voice called from behind me.

But my hand had already grabbed someone concealed by illusion arts and pushed them against the wall.

Though I was clearly holding someone, I couldn't feel anything at my fingertips.

"W-wait! I'm—!"

A panicked voice came from the seemingly empty space. Fascinating, but I didn't hesitate to swing my sheathed sword. The scabbard slammed into what I assumed was the person's abdomen.

"Gaaack!"
"...Huh?"

A moment later, I realized the voice sounded different than I expected. As I frowned, Old Man Gok rushed over, shouting:

"Stop, stop! That person is not the lustful devil!"
"...What?"

As I questioned this, the person I was holding dispelled their illusion and revealed themselves.

An elderly man about the same age as Old Man Gok was clutching his stomach, tears and snot streaming down his face.

"Oh my, I'm dying...!"

I unconsciously released his collar, and he slid down the wall, groaning.
Old Man Gok approached to check on him.

"Yeon Gaya, are you alright?"
"No, I'm not! That brutal young man struck me without mercy...! Waaah..."

Looking at the old man crying pitifully, I was at a loss for words.

"...What exactly is going on here?" Zhuge Geun-yeong asked with a bewildered expression at the chaotic situation.

*

After things calmed down, we sat facing each other in the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's hideout.

"Hmph!"
"..."

I stared coldly at the old man who was acting like the world's most wronged victim. I couldn't understand how he could be so shameless.

"Oh dear..."

Old Man Gok, who somehow ended up between me and the unnamed old man, stroked his beard with a frustrated expression. Then, as if he couldn't bear the silence, he carefully addressed his friend.

"Yeon Gaya, let it go. It's not like you're completely innocent either."
"I was minding my own business when I got hit! How is that my fault?!"

The old man raised his voice, acting as if he'd done nothing wrong despite following us with concealment illusions. I asked Old Man Gok about his identity.

"...Who exactly is this old man?"
"Ah, yes. This is Yeon Sa-gyeong, an old friend of mine. He came to help with catching the lustful devil."
"And why was he concealing himself with illusion arts?"
"He extremely dislikes interacting with people..."
"Yet he volunteered to help catch the lustful devil?"

If he hates dealing with people, how does that make sense?

Old Man Gok looked uncomfortable at my narrowed gaze and pointed question. Yeon Sa-gyeong stepped in.

"I offered to help—what's it to you?!"

Unlike Old Man Gok with his dignified manner and refined speech, Yeon Sa-gyeong seemed quite stubborn in many ways. His unrestrained behavior suggested that engaging with him would only be exhausting.

Not wanting to waste energy on pointless arguments, I sighed in resignation and bowed my head in apology.

"Well, anyway... I apologize for acting hastily."
"Hmph."

Though he snorted again, my apology seemed to soften him, as the tension in his wrinkled face gradually eased. Old Man Gok gave me a grateful nod.

"...If we're done sorting this out, can we get to the main point?" Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been left out of the conversation, awkwardly smiled as he joined in.

"Is your friend helping with the illusion arts aspect?"
"Well, about that..."

Old Man Gok hesitated strangely, repeatedly glancing toward Yeon Sa-gyeong.

His friend rolled his eyes and looked away at his friend's quiet prompting.

"...Yeon Gaya."

Finally, after Old Man Gok called him softly, he clicked his tongue briefly and turned his head, offering a shocking answer none of us expected.

"It seems that lustful devil might be my disciple."
"...What?"

D-disciple? Is he using that word the way I think he is?

"Ahem! To be precise, he's my expelled disciple."

Yeon Sa-gyeong avoided our shocked gazes, adding his excuse. For someone who had essentially caused the lustful devil crisis shaking Wuhan, his attitude was remarkably shameless.

"..."
"..."

A terrible silence filled the room. Everyone's cold stares focused on Yeon Sa-gyeong, and as time passed, the old man's small shoulders gradually shrank.

Finally, he mumbled a weak excuse.

"...How was I supposed to know this would happen? I definitely sealed his ability to use sorcery. He shouldn't be able to use advanced techniques..."

Of course, like all excuses, it wasn't particularly convincing.

"...Please explain the situation properly from the beginning."

When I demanded a more detailed explanation, Yeon Sa-gyeong sighed and began.

"Well, you see..."

The story we heard was beyond shocking, especially for Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"W-what are you saying? The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is from the Zhuge Family?!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong's loud voice, having lost all composure, echoed through the hideout. Old Man Gok spoke quietly to him with an apologetic expression.

"...Seven years ago, my friend secretly came to see me. He says he secretly took away a boy who was crying in a corner of your family estate."
"Did you just say seven years ago?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been clutching his forehead as if he had a headache, suddenly looked up and asked. His reaction suggested he'd realized something.

As he stared at Yeon Sa-gyeong with trembling eyes, the old man, who had been trying to pass the explanation to Old Man Gok, finally revealed the truth.

"...My worthless disciple goes by the name Zhuge Seon."
"Zhuge Seon...! The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is that Zhuge Seon?!"

Old Man Gok looked even more apologetic as Zhuge Geun-yeong reacted with shock.

So, Zhuge Seon. The surname confirms he's definitely from the Zhuge Family, and judging by Zhuge Geun-yeong's reaction, he at least knows who this person is.

"Yes. I took that child and taught him sorcery. I never imagined he would do such terrible things."

Yeon Sa-gyeong nodded weakly with a bitter expression.

"N-no...! How could this...?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong couldn't finish his sentence, as if he found it unbelievable. After opening and closing his mouth several times, he covered his face with both hands.

After a long silence, Zhuge Geun-yeong lowered his hands with a deep sigh and looked at Yeon Sa-gyeong.

"...So when Seon suddenly disappeared, it was because you took him?"
"That's right. I took him because I felt sorry for him, born with a hunchback and treated like an outcast in a martial arts family."
"Wait, what? A hunchback?"

I interrupted their conversation upon hearing a term I couldn't ignore.
A hunchback refers to someone born with a curved spine—a deformity.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is a hunchback?
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The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
It means a lustful devil with a face as beautiful as jade.

True to his nickname, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil I saw was indeed a strikingly handsome man who looked as if he'd stepped out of a painting. There was no trace of a hunched back or any other deformity in his appearance.

When I brought this up, the old man Yeon hesitated before answering.

"He changed his appearance with illusion arts. I... allowed him to retain that ability. Otherwise, he would have had to live with people pointing at his hunchback again."

Only then did I understand why pressure point strikes hadn't worked on the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil. Since his visible form differed from his true form, the pressure points were in different locations.

"Huh."

It had been bothering me for a while, but the answer was surprisingly simple.

After letting out a short, hollow laugh, I organized what I'd learned so far.

First, Old Man Yeon discovered the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, Zhuge Seon, at the Zhuge Family and secretly took him as a disciple. Second, he later expelled him for some reason and sealed his magical abilities, but allowed him to keep using illusion arts to hide his hunchback. Third, despite this kindness, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil used these illusion arts to assault innocent women.

Conclusion.

"So you expelled him but let your emotions get in the way, which led to this disaster?"
"..."

At my summary, Old Man Yeon fell silent with a gloomy expression. His earlier stubborn demeanor had disappeared, replaced by regret etched across his wrinkled face.

"I just felt sorry for the boy. It pained me to see him born a hunchback in a martial arts family, treated as less than human. But I discovered that unquenchable anger and resentment had already taken root in his heart."
"...Is that why you expelled him? Because you saw your disciple would use magic to do terrible things?"

Old Man Yeon nodded weakly at my question, hanging his head low.
Old Man Gok looked at his friend with sympathy and patted his shoulder.

I'd heard everything Old Man Yeon had to say.
But there was still one more person I needed to hear from.
I turned my gaze from the two old men to Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"Regional Lord? It's your turn now. Tell us what you know about Zhuge Seon."
"...Yes. I understand."

Zhuge Geun-yeong, looking troubled, nodded weakly. With a sigh, he began his story.

"As you may know, my Zhuge Family doesn't have the best reputation."

The Zhuge Family was one of the Five Great Families, but until a few decades ago, they hadn't produced a single notable martial arts master. People from even minor sects openly claimed that the Zhuge Family didn't deserve to be among the Five Great Families.

Though Zhuge Family members were all born with exceptional intelligence, they lacked innate martial talent. As a temporary solution, the family invited magicians like Old Man Gok or famous masters as guests to compensate for their lack of skilled fighters.

But a temporary solution is just that—temporary.
It didn't address the fundamental problem, and the mockery and ridicule from other sects and families continued.

Unable to endure the constant derision and contempt, the Zhuge Family eventually attempted a large-scale improvement of their bloodline.
And that method was...

"Marriage with renowned martial arts masters or those known to have exceptional divine power or martial talent."

According to Zhuge Geun-yeong, many family members sacrificed their lives for this purpose.

A branch family man forced to break off his engagement with his beloved to marry someone he didn't want.
The main family's daughter who voluntarily went to the room of a master more than ten years her senior.

Countless young people from both direct and branch families sacrificed themselves to fulfill the Zhuge Family's long-cherished wish.

The result was a new generation of children.
These were the family members of Zhuge Geun-yeong's generation.

"And the most outstanding 'product' among them was Zhuge Cheon-sang."

Zhuge Cheon-sang.
Born with exceptional physique and intelligence, he was the martial talent the entire Zhuge Family had been waiting for.

The family elders, delighted by the birth of this long-awaited talent, spared no expense in supporting him with medicinal elixirs and other resources. Thanks to this support, Zhuge Cheon-sang became a master known throughout Hubei, if not the entire world.

"Although his title was 'First Sword Of Zhuge,' a contemptuous nickname implying he was the family's only swordsman, he was still our first recognized master. Naturally, the family elders focused all their attention on him."

This resulted in Zhuge Cheon-sang becoming even more arrogant. Since the family elders protected him no matter what he did, calling him the future of the Zhuge Family, perhaps it was inevitable?

Until I crushed him, that is.

Anyway, Zhuge Cheon-sang symbolized the Zhuge Family's transformation. The family believed that starting with him, second and third martial talents would emerge, bringing glory to the family.

But bright light creates dark shadows.
If Zhuge Cheon-sang was the light, Zhuge Seon was the shadow.

"Zhuge Seon was in the opposite position from Zhuge Cheon-sang. With his deformed body, martial talent was out of the question, and he wasn't particularly intelligent either. Naturally, everyone in the family ignored him and treated him as if he didn't exist."

"Everyone" included Zhuge Seon's parents.
Shunned by his own blood relatives because of his deformity, Zhuge Seon was neglected and forgotten.

Then, about seven years ago, he suddenly disappeared from the family.
This coincided exactly with when Old Man Yeon said he took Zhuge Seon away.

"I'm ashamed to say that no one tried to find Zhuge Seon. Some were even glad that an eyesore had disappeared. And now, after all this time, he has reappeared—as an enemy of our family."

An enemy of the family.
The harsh expression reminded me that the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil had annihilated two units of the Sky Tiger Unit.

When I first heard about it, I thought he had an unexpectedly cruel side.

"Perhaps the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's motivation is personal vengeance."

Operating specifically in Wuhan, the Zhuge Family's territory.
Annihilating two units of the Sky Tiger Unit.

These actions all had one thing in common—they caused massive damage to the Zhuge Family.

"What do you think?"

I asked Old Man Yeon, who had been listening silently.
His white beard trembled weakly as he nodded.

"From the time he began learning magic from me, that child was full of resentment toward the Zhuge Family. I hoped mental cultivation would help him cut off his hatred and suppress his anger, but it didn't work as I intended. You're probably right."

With this acknowledgment from the person who likely showed Zhuge Seon the only affection and attention he ever received, the story came to an end.

Having unexpectedly learned about the entangled history between the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil and the Zhuge Family, I shook my head in disbelief.

Honestly, neither the Zhuge Family nor the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil deserved any sympathy.

First, the Zhuge Family.

They called it "improving their bloodline," but how was it different from breeding humans like animals?
And when the result wasn't satisfactory, they practically abandoned him to die.

Next, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

Of course, I acknowledge he had a miserable and desperate childhood.
I know something about being rejected by your own parents.
I could fully understand his anger toward the family that neglected him.

But there was no connection between the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's painful past and his victims. I don't know why he became a sexual predator, but once he ruined the lives of so many women, he was no longer just a pitiful victim.

Having reached this conclusion, I looked at the three people except Ju Hwa-ryeon and asked:

"Let's be clear about this first. Our goal is to track down the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil. Does everyone agree with this?"

The two old men nodded without hesitation at my words.
But Zhuge Geun-yeong, after pondering something deeply, said with a pained expression:

"...No. Our goal is to hunt down and kill the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil."
"...!"
"Regional Lord..."

Hunt down and kill.
To pursue and eliminate.

Old Man Gok and Old Man Yeon looked at Zhuge Geun-yeong with shocked expressions.
Deliberately avoiding their gaze, Zhuge Geun-yeong struggled to continue:

"If the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil reveals his identity, the Zhuge Family's authority and honor will be ruined. The people of Wuhan will turn their backs on us, and we'll be branded as the family that produced a vile sexual predator. That... that must be prevented at all costs."

Knowing his position wasn't righteous, Zhuge Geun-yeong's voice lacked strength.
But his tightly closed lips showed his determination not to take back his words.

The two old men groaned softly and fell silent, while I stared at Zhuge Geun-yeong's face before asking:

"Let's think about whether he lives or dies after we catch him. So, what's the plan? Will you two elders use some magical technique to track him?"
"Ah, that's..."
"I'll explain that."

Old Man Gok, quickly regaining his composure, spoke up.

"Young hero, do you have any knowledge of magical arts?"
"No, just a few things I've heard here and there."

Nodding at my answer, Old Man Gok immediately explained the plan in simple terms.

"Magic involves receiving natural energy through the upper Dantian, artificially manipulating it to produce various effects. Unlike martial artists who store energy, magicians draw external energy each time they use magic, which leaves traces."
"Traces?"

At my question, Old Man Gok stroked his beard, choosing his words carefully.

"Let's say, a kind of dissonance? Because natural energy has been transformed into something different from its original state, it feels out of harmony."
"Especially since he's constantly changing his appearance with illusion arts, places he frequents will have quite strong traces."

Old Man Yeon picked up where Old Man Gok left off.
So what they're saying is:

"You two elders can track the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil?"
"That's right. So Master Yeon and I will split up to follow the traces of magic."
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It was a much more intuitive and simple method than I had expected.
Honestly, I had a feeling I'd just end up suffering all day running around.

Still, it was better than doing nothing and waiting for that pervert to make a move.
I turned to Old Man Gok and asked.

"Are you going to move right now?"
"This is no time to dawdle. I'll move with the branch leader. Would it be alright to ask you to accompany my friend here?"
"Not necessary. I can go by myself."

Before I could even answer Old Man Gok's request to accompany Old Man Yeon, the refusal came out first.
Having flatly refused, Old Man Yeon left the hideout ahead of us.

"Yeon Gaya! Yeon Gaya!"

Despite his friend's calls, Old Man Yeon disappeared beyond the alley.

"Good grief..."

After staring at his retreating figure in bewilderment, Old Man Gok turned to me with an apologetic expression.

"Um, young hero..."
"Don't worry. We'll go after him."

Having roughly guessed what he was about to say, I stood up with Hwa-ryeon and left the hideout.
Leaving behind Old Man Gok's clearly grateful gaze, we exited the alley, but Old Man Yeon had already hidden himself.

Well, he was still in the palm of my hand anyway.

I expanded my qi detection network as widely as possible.
Though my control of true qi was still clumsy, leaving holes here and there in the qi net, fortunately I was able to detect Old Man Yeon's presence.

I took Hwa-ryeon and followed behind Old Man Yeon.
Despite being a sorcerer, he was an old man untrained in martial arts.
His pace was not fast at all.
Eventually, we caught up to the hidden Old Man Yeon after a short distance.

However, Old Man Yeon pretended not to notice us even though we were right behind him.
Could he really think we hadn't found him after coming this far?
I smiled slightly and spoke.

"Since you've already been discovered, why don't you stop hiding and come out?"
"...Aish!"

With an irritated sound, Old Man Yeon revealed himself from thin air and pointed accusingly at me.

"Just like before, how do you keep finding me?!"
"Trade secret. Don't bother trying to run away. You can't outpace me with your elderly gait."
"Hmph! I could use ground-contracting art. Then do you think you could dare chase me?"
"Ooh, ground-contracting art. Is that really possible?"

My eyes sparkled at the familiar term.

Ground-contracting art or method.
It's a fairly well-known magical technique that supposedly folds the earth to make long distances shorter—famous enough that even I knew about it.

In my previous life, it was known as a secret treasure passed down through generations in the Kim family of the North.
There was even a song about it: "The General uses the ground-contracting method."
Sadly, it was said to have been lost by the third generation.

"Hmph, of course. Someone of my caliber can travel from here to Yangyang in one go."

Old Man Yeon boasted at my amazement.
From Wuhan to Yangyang was a distance of over two hundred li.
Being able to travel that distance in one go was certainly impressive.

Even Hwa-ryeon's face beneath her veil showed surprise.
Noticing this, Old Man Yeon's pride seemed to swell even more.
I launched a surprise attack on him.

"So you're planning to use that ground-contracting art to escape with the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil as soon as you find him?"
"..."

Old Man Yeon froze in his boastful posture.
Then, looking at me with trembling eyes, he laughed awkwardly.

"Uh, hehehe... W-what are you talking about? W-why would I...?"
"Why? Because if that pervert stays in Wuhan, death is his only path."

When Zhuge Geun-yeong discovered the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's identity, he immediately demanded his death to hide the family's shame.

Old Man Gok, Old Man Yeon's friend, merely wore a bitter expression without opposing this.
He probably thought it would be better than capturing him alive.

"According to the Great Ming Code, rape is punishable by death. Moreover, there were over ten victims. If the government catches him, quartering is certain."
"..."
"Wouldn't it be better to die quickly by the sword than to be torn apart and die in agony?"

Either way, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil couldn't escape death.
Old Man Yeon's face contorted at my words implying this.

"You foolish boy. You complete idiot...!"

After stopping and muttering curses, Old Man Yeon suddenly grabbed my hand and pleaded desperately.

"L-look. Isn't there some way? I-I'll seal his techniques again. His illusion arts and everything—I'll make sure he never comes out into the world again. Just spare his life, please, just his life, okay?"

They say blood is thicker than water.
Despite having expelled him, Old Man Yeon still cared for his disciple of seven years and wanted to save his life, even knowing what he had done.

If I didn't make Old Man Yeon give up here, he might interfere with catching the pervert.
With that judgment, I shared the sad news I had heard just yesterday.

"Yesterday, one of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's victims died. She took her own life."
"...!"

Looking at Old Man Yeon, who was staring with wide eyes, I continued.

"And she probably won't be the last. Whether from despair over their fate or fear of the finger-pointing they'll face, more people will likely make the same choice."

In this Ming Dynasty, defiling a woman's chastity meant exactly that.
What might have been just a moment of pleasure for that pervert completely shattered the lives of the women he violated.

"You asked me to spare only the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's life? Well, if I catch him and you help him escape with your ground-contracting art, it might be possible."
"..."
"But I have no intention of doing that. No matter how painful his past was or what thoughts drove his actions, I don't care. The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil must die miserably."

For the sake of the women whose lives he ruined.

The wrinkled hand that had been holding mine fell limply.
His face, which seemed to have aged several years in just a moment, lost all expression.

Eventually, Old Man Yeon began walking away with heavy steps.
Feeling an inexplicable bitterness in my mouth, I followed behind him.

*

To put it simply, it was a complete waste of time.
Not only our group but also Zhuge Geun-yeong and Old Man Gok's group couldn't find even a trace of the pervert.

Of course, I hadn't expected great results on the first day, but I couldn't help sighing at the thought of having to wander around endlessly searching like this.

"He might have already left Wuhan for Wuchang or Hanyang."

After sunset, we gathered again at the Zhuge Family's Wuhan branch.

Zhuge Geun-yeong mentioned the other two cities of the Wuhan Three Towns, his face hardening.
His point was that if we couldn't find even a trace after searching the city all day, perhaps he wasn't in the city at all.

Honestly, it was a scenario I didn't even want to consider.
If he really had gone to another city as suggested, tracking him would become even more difficult.

How likely would we be to find the pervert if we had to repeat this process endlessly in other cities too?
Naturally, I concluded that our current method wouldn't work.

"Isn't there some other way?"

At my question, Old Man Gok stroked his beard, deep in thought, while Old Man Yeon, having shaken off his gloom, said something strange.

"Don't just ask us, tell us what you know first. Didn't those Taoist fellows teach you anything like that?"
"...Pardon?"

As I tilted my head in confusion, wondering what on earth he was talking about, Old Man Gok, sitting beside me, called out to Old Man Yeon and shook his head.
At that simple gesture, Old Man Yeon seemed to realize something, and his eyes widened like saucers.

"Huh? Really?"
"Yes. He himself stated that he has never been trained in the Taoist arts."

At Old Man Gok's answer, Old Man Yeon stared at me as if I were some fascinating exotic animal.
Frowning at his gaze, I asked.

"You did this earlier too. Why do you keep associating me with Taoism?"

To this, Old Man Gok apologized with an apologetic expression.

"I'm sorry if it offended you. To a sorcerer's eyes, your soul appears extraordinary."
"...My soul is extraordinary?"

It wasn't an unpleasant thing to hear, but it wasn't exactly a satisfying answer either.
Unlike Old Man Gok, who seemed hesitant to speak, Old Man Yeon answered my question without reservation.

"Your soul's grade is exceptional."
"Soul's grade? What's that?"
"Yeon Gaya..."

Old Man Gok called out to Old Man Yeon in a reproachful tone.
Old Man Yeon shrugged as if to say "what's the problem?"

"Isn't it better for him to know than not? With his level, there might be those who approach him with strange ideas."
"Hmm..."

After groaning and deliberating, Old Man Gok finally nodded.
Old Man Yeon opened his mouth as I stood there bewildered, not understanding what they were talking about.

"Soul grade literally means the grade of your soul."
"The grade of my soul? Is there such a thing?"
"Most souls have no difference in grade or only minimal differences. But one can raise that grade through self-cultivation. The most representative examples are those Taoist practitioners. Those Taoist fellows trying to become immortals."
"That's why we initially thought you were also a disciple of Taoism."

It was quite interesting but also slightly absurd.
First, out of nowhere came talk of magical techniques, and now Taoist cultivation?

By this point, I was starting to wonder if martial arts hadn't developed because of such magical techniques.
However, the explanation that followed made me realize my assumption was wrong.

"Sorcerers and Taoist cultivators are now extremely rare. That's why we were curious when we thought a young practitioner had appeared."

As I nodded at Old Man Gok's words, I voiced the question that still puzzled me.

"From what you're saying, it seems you're suggesting my soul grade is quite high. How did that happen?"
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The answer to my question was more disappointing than I expected.

"It's probably just coincidence."
"...Coincidence?"

Elder Gok nodded with a faint smile as he saw my bewildered expression.

"Sometimes, very rarely, such cases exist. People born with extraordinary spiritual aptitude without any apparent cause."
"And such individuals often display exceptional qualities compared to others."

Exceptional qualities... that's a compliment, right?
I tried to suppress my twitching lips and asked casually, "You mean, like having special talents or something?"

I had expected simple answers like being smart or talented, but Elder Yeon's next words made me freeze momentarily.

"It's more extraordinary than that. They might possess unusual intuition, or become aware of past lives engraved in their souls."
"...Really? Intuition is one thing, but past lives? Do such things actually exist?"

I felt a jolt inside but desperately pretended not to know anything.
Fortunately, no one seemed to notice my momentary flinch as they continued the conversation naturally.

"Of course. Among the highest-level arts, some allow one to obtain knowledge or skills from past lives engraved in the soul. Well, the success rate is incredibly low since there's so much preparation involved and it's extremely difficult."
"Oh, ohh..."

I nodded while feigning amazement.
Pleased with my response, both elders opened their mouths to continue explaining.

Surprisingly, they both seem to enjoy talking quite a bit.
Unfortunately, Zhuge Geun-yeong interrupted the two.

"The conversation has gone off track. May we return to the main topic? Finding the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is our priority right now."
"Ah... I apologize, Regional Lord."

With Elder Gok's sheepish apology, we returned to the main discussion.
However, even after getting back on topic, we made no real progress.

My original question was whether there were other ways to track the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, and the answer was that there truly weren't any other methods.

"I thoroughly taught him how to block tracking by sorcerers. There's no other way except finding traces of his art usage."

Yes, you did a wonderful job there.
I sighed while grumbling inwardly at Elder Yeon's words.

After further discussion, we concluded that we would search Hangu for one more day, and if we came up empty, we'd move on to another city.

"Then, I'll see you tomorrow."

After the meeting adjourned, Hwa-ryeon and I left the Zhuge Family branch and returned to the Changcheon Tea House.

*

In the office after Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon had left.
Unlike the others who had departed, Geun-yeong and Gok Il remained behind.
This was because Gok Il had requested a private meeting with Geun-yeong.

"Elder, what did you wish to discuss?"

After sending the tired Yeon Sa-gyeong to his guest room first, Gok Il stroked his beard.
Watching him, Geun-yeong remained inwardly tense.
He knew well how extraordinary the diminutive old man before him truly was.

"...No, perhaps I'm just assuming I know."

In truth, he didn't know much about Gok Il.

That he had been a guest of the Zhuge Family longer than anyone else.
That unlike the current family head who disliked him, the previous head often sought his counsel.

These two facts were all he knew.
Beyond that, he only knew something of his temperament.

At least he knew it was unusual for Gok Il to request a private meeting with someone like this.

"Hohoho, it seems this old man has made the Regional Lord too nervous."

Gok Il chuckled lightly seeing Geun-yeong's obvious tension.
After an awkward smile in return, Geun-yeong carefully asked again, having guessed what this might be about.

"Perhaps your words concern Young Master Gun?"
"Yes, they do. I was rather obvious, wasn't I?"

True to his words, Gok Il and Yeon Sa-gyeong had shown considerable interest in Ja-seong.
Honestly, he hadn't fully understood all the talk about spiritual aptitude, but he could tell that the two sorcerers regarded Ja-seong as special.

"Have you perhaps conducted any separate investigation into Young Master Gun?"
"I haven't done anything proper yet. I only know about his activities since arriving in Wuhan."

Geun-yeong shared everything he knew about Ja-seong, even though Gok Il hadn't specifically requested it.

Gok Il nodded and occasionally let out small exclamations as he listened.
Finally, when the story reached the part about Cheonsan and Ja-seong's entanglement, a short groan escaped from between his snow-white beard.

"Hmm, what happened next?"
"The duel began, and Cheonsan was, quite literally, defeated one-sidedly by Young Master Gun."
"I see. And the Head of the Sky Tiger Unit...?"

When asked about Cheonsan's whereabouts, Zhuge Geun-yeong shrugged and answered.

"He seems to have been deeply shocked by his defeat and has shut himself in his room, refusing to come out."

Cheonsan, who had taken numerous spirit medicines from a young age with the family's support, was unquestionably the best in Hubei when it came to internal energy.

In this world, the level of internal energy directly translates to strength.
His claim to be the second strongest after the Ten Lords was somewhat truthful.

But he met Ja-seong, a warrior disconnected from the world's common sense, and was utterly defeated.
The duel, in which he was almost one-sidedly toyed with, came as a tremendous shock to someone who had never known defeat.

In the end, even after his body recovered, Cheonsan remained secluded in his room, unable to overcome the shock.

"My... such a thing."

After hearing the situation, Gok Il let out a short exclamation and then asked quietly.

"Have you informed the main family about this?"
"No, not yet. I'm worried about how the Family Head might react..."

The Family Head considered Cheonsan the hope and light of the Zhuge Family.
It was frightening just to imagine how he might react upon learning of Cheonsan's current state.

"You did well. The Family Head is a rational person, but there's always the possibility of unforeseen circumstances."
"...Is Young Master Gun that important?"

Sensing Gok Il's desire for the Zhuge Family not to antagonize Ja-seong, Geun-yeong asked.
Making a humming sound at the question, Gok Il looked directly at Geun-yeong and slowly began to speak.

"You heard our earlier discussion about spiritual aptitude, didn't you?"
"Yes? Ah, yes. You mentioned that Young Master Gun's spiritual aptitude is extraordinary. Is it related to that?"
"Yes. Actually, there's one thing I didn't tell Young Master Gun."

What Gok Il didn't tell Ja-seong was that those with high spiritual aptitude, whether they like it or not, tend to take actions that greatly change the world.

"Over the past few thousand years, individuals like Young Master Gun have appeared several times. And without exception, they have greatly changed the world."
"Is that really true?"
"Yes, a prime example would be Shaolin's Dharma."

Dharma.
At the mention of the founding patriarch of the thousand-year-old Shaolin, said to be the origin of all martial arts, Geun-yeong's eyes widened.

"My..."
"I told Young Master Gun it was just something people are born with by chance, but I think differently. I believe he has been chosen by heaven, by fate."
"Chosen by... fate..."

Watching Geun-yeong blankly repeat his words, Gok Il quietly urged.

"I hope the Zhuge Family doesn't come into conflict with Young Master Gun. However, since the current Family Head tends to misinterpret my words, I ask that you persuade him on my behalf."
"...Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

Geun-yeong realized that Gok Il's words were advice to resolve the matter with Cheonsan amicably.
And he began to contemplate how to handle future developments.

Gok Il watched him with a pleased smile and carefully left the office, allowing Geun-yeong to remain lost in thought.

*

On the way back to the Changcheon Tea House after leaving the Zhuge Family branch.
In the dark night, Hwa-ryeon, who was holding her veil instead of wearing it, glanced sideways at Ja-seong's profile.

"Hmm? What is it?"
"Nothing. It's nothing."

When Ja-seong turned his head to look at her, having somehow sensed her gaze, she quickly averted her eyes.
Frowning at Hwa-ryeon's strange reaction, Ja-seong tilted his head but soon shrugged and walked ahead.

Following a step behind him, Hwa-ryeon gazed at his back.
In truth, since leaving the Regional Lord's office, one question had been lingering in her mind.

-It's more extraordinary than that. They might possess unusual intuition, or become aware of past lives engraved in their souls.

The moment Yeon Sa-gyeong said those words, Ja-seong's body had briefly stiffened.
For Hwa-ryeon, this was somewhat... no, very concerning.

"Why did he react that way?"

Call it a woman's intuition, but that momentary tension seemed particularly significant.
It felt like there was definitely an important reason behind it, but she found it difficult to ask outright.

So she kept glancing at him but couldn't bring herself to ask properly.
After opening and closing her mouth several times as they walked, she finally voiced a different question.

"What are we going to do now? With this haphazard search method, who knows when we'll catch him."
"Hmm, it might not take that long."
"What? Ah, you mean he might target Miss Gong again?"

Currently, Ye-ryeong was staying inside the Changcheon Tea House.
Though it might not be very effective against illusion arts, she was changing rooms daily to guard against the lustful devil's approach.

But Ja-seong turned to look at her as if she'd said something strange.

"No, I'm talking about you."
"...Don't tell me you're still pushing that absurd theory?"
"What absurd theory? The elders just said it earlier. I have high spiritual aptitude so my intuition is different. And my extraordinary intuition is telling me!"
"Haah..."

Hwa-ryeon sighed deeply but was slightly relieved.

"So that's why he reacted to the comment about unusual intuition."

The truth was slightly different, but Ja-seong, unaware of Hwa-ryeon's thoughts, couldn't correct her.
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Hwa-ryeon dismissed Ja-seong's intuition outright.

"Just today you grabbed the wrong person for no reason. Are you still going to insist on this?"

"Ugh... that couldn't be helped. In that situation, who would have thought someone else would suddenly appear?"

Ja-seong swallowed hard, remembering Yeon Sa-gyeong crying pitifully after being hit by his sword sheath. His argument naturally lost strength at Hwa-ryeon's mention of his recent mistake.

"Still, being careful wouldn't hurt..."

Ja-seong muttered with a slightly dejected voice.
Seeing him like this, Hwa-ryeon hesitated for a moment before subtly taking his hand.

"...Huh?"

Surprised by the sudden warmth in his hand, Ja-seong turned to look at Hwa-ryeon.
Hwa-ryeon took his hand first?
That had never happened before, not even once...?

Hwa-ryeon turned her head shyly away from Ja-seong's wide-eyed gaze and spoke softly.

"Even if the lustful devil targets me, you'll protect me, won't you?"

"Huh?"

Hwa-ryeon glanced at Ja-seong, who responded with a blank expression, and bit her lip slightly.
Though she could feel her cheeks burning, she forced herself to face him.

He must have already noticed her embarrassment.
Ja-seong was strangely good at reading her expressions.

"...I trust you."

In the end, Hwa-ryeon only managed those few words before turning her head away again.
She wanted to let go of his hand and run away, but she couldn't since Ja-seong was now holding hers tightly.

"Then I'll have to do my best not to betray that trust."

Hearing Ja-seong's strangely excited voice, Hwa-ryeon felt her face grow even hotter.
That flushed face didn't subside until they reached the Changcheon Tea House.

Even Seol asked with concern if she was sick because her face was so red.
Hwa-ryeon could only flee to her room without giving a proper answer.

She felt like she could hear Ja-seong's suppressed laughter behind her.
Diving straight into bed, Hwa-ryeon pulled the blanket over her head.

After some time had passed, someone knocked on her door.

"Hwa-ryeon, do you have a moment?"

"...Gun Ja-seong?"

Hwa-ryeon got up again at the familiar voice from beyond the door.

*We just parted, so why is he here again?*

She opened the door with a puzzled look to find Ja-seong smiling so broadly his teeth were showing—an uncomfortably wide grin.

Was he the type to make such expressions?
Tilting her head in confusion, Hwa-ryeon asked why he had come.

"Why are you looking for me?"
"I was hoping you could come with me. Are you free right now?"
"...Right now?"
"Yes, right now."

Since discussions about finding the lustful devil had continued until late, it was already bedtime.

*Where does he want to go at this hour?*

Though puzzled, Hwa-ryeon soon stepped outside her room.
She thought he must have his reasons.

Following behind Ja-seong, Hwa-ryeon was led outside.
Strangely, she couldn't sense anyone else in the tea house, but she assumed everyone had gone to bed as they carefully passed through the main gate.

However, after walking for what felt like over fifteen minutes, she began to think something was odd.

"Why did you ask me to follow you?"
"We're almost there. Just a little further."

True to his word, Ja-seong soon stopped in front of a pavilion in a secluded area.

"What is this place...?"

It was an extravagant pavilion.
One could clearly sense the vanity of whoever built it.

"Come on, let's go in."
"Wait. What is this place...?"
"I don't know exactly. What's certain is that the lustful devil is hiding here."
"...What?"

Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened in surprise.
The lustful devil's hiding place? Here?

"How did you find it?"
"I told you before. The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil would target you. I happened to spot him lurking near the tea house. When I followed him, he entered this pavilion. I thought I might lose him again if I confronted him alone, so I asked you to come with me."

At first glance, the story made sense.
But what was strange was why he had brought her.

*This is the same person who insisted on staying with me all day because he was worried about the lustful devil.*

Hwa-ryeon shook her head to clear her mind, remembering the strange flutter she had felt when she heard those words.

Given Ja-seong's tendency to be overprotective of her, bringing her to a place where the lustful devil was hiding made no sense at all.

"What are you doing? Hurry up and come in."

Once she started thinking something was off, several inconsistencies became apparent.

The uncomfortable, excessive smile that Ja-seong would never make.
The impatient tone in his voice.
The strangely rough behavior.

Especially the way he grabbed her arm—it sent chills through her body the moment he touched her.

It felt completely different from the gentle yet firm hand that had held hers earlier.
Her body recognized it before her mind did.

*This isn't Gun Ja-seong.*

Though he had Ja-seong's appearance, he wasn't Ja-seong.
If that was the case, the identity of the person was obvious.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
The lustful devil who had ruined the lives of innocent women was now targeting her.

*He really is after me.*

Surprised that Ja-seong's intuition had been correct, Hwa-ryeon vowed never to dismiss his intuition again as she sharpened all her senses.

This pavilion must be the devil's lair, prepared with all manner of traps.
She shouldn't carelessly step inside.

Hwa-ryeon's hand tightened on her sword.

*Can I kill him?*

She had already received an execution request from Geun-yeong, and her opponent was a disgusting lustful devil.
There was no reason to hesitate in drawing her sword.

It seemed he had only changed his appearance to look like Ja-seong, so if she launched a surprise attack, she could finish him in one strike.

"I said hurry up and come in! What if the lustful devil escapes?"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil pulled her strongly, as if trying to drag her inside.
Pretending to follow him, Hwa-ryeon stepped forward and then drew her sword to cut him down.

"Swaaack!"

The sword, swiftly cutting through the air, aimed straight for the lustful devil's neck.

*Got him.*

Instinctively certain of the lustful devil's death, Hwa-ryeon's gaze met the face of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, who was imitating Ja-seong.

*Ah....*

In that moment, the strength left her sword hand.
Even though she knew perfectly well that the person before her wasn't Ja-seong, facing that face caused her to hesitate with her sword.

And this changed the fate of the lustful devil, whose head should have been severed in a single strike.

"Hueock!?"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil fell backward with a gasp.
Due to her hesitation, Hwa-ryeon's sword merely cut through the empty air where his neck had been.

"Kuk...!"

Having missed the perfect opportunity, Hwa-ryeon's face contorted as she followed up with a second attack.

She hadn't entered the pavilion yet.
If she could strike him now, she could still kill him...!

"...What?"

Hwa-ryeon's thoughts stopped.
The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, who had fallen ungracefully, had vanished from before her eyes in an instant.

How was that possible?
He hadn't used a talisman or chanted a spell?

Bewildered by this unexpected development, Hwa-ryeon heard the lustful devil's voice, now revealing his true nature.

"Damn woman...! You're quite perceptive."

Hearing the voice right behind her, she spun around while swinging her sword.
But her sword cut through nothing but empty air.

"Tsk...."

Hwa-ryeon clicked her tongue in displeasure.
The voice of the lustful devil, who had regained his composure, grated on her nerves.

"Did you think you'd be safe as long as you didn't enter the pavilion?"

This time from the right.
She swung her sword again, but with the same result.

"I'm sorry, but you're wrong. The pavilion is just the center—this entire area is already my domain."

Overlapping voices.
Suddenly, two Jade-Faced Lustful Devils appeared before Hwa-ryeon.

"Hehehe...! Once you've set foot here, you can never escape my grasp."

A third Jade-Faced Lustful Devil appeared with a lewd laugh.
Soon a fourth and fifth appeared, and their voices began to echo from all directions.

"Now, if you don't want to suffer, come quietly into my arms. I shall bestow upon you the pleasures of heaven."

"...Ha."

Seeing the numerous Jade-Faced Lustful Devils surrounding her, Hwa-ryeon let out a derisive laugh.
Far from being afraid, she found it amusing.
The faces of dozens of Jade-Faced Lustful Devils twisted simultaneously.

Her mockery seemed to have touched something the devil had kept deeply hidden in his heart.

"You laugh? Don't you understand your situation?"

"No, I understand perfectly. I'm helplessly caught in the illusion of some filthy lustful devil."

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's face visibly contorted, apparently irritated by Hwa-ryeon's nonchalant response.

"Yet you mock me? Do you think I'll treat you preciously because I desire you? Do you need to suffer before you come to your senses?"

"I'm perfectly sane right now. And I won't be suffering."

Hwa-ryeon countered without backing down.
At this, the jade face, having discarded its imitation of Ja-seong, twisted unpleasantly.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil couldn't understand Hwa-ryeon's calm reaction.
How could she be so confident while caught in his illusion?

Grinding his teeth, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil soon changed his thinking.
After all, she was like a fish caught in a net.

No matter how composed she pretended to be, the fact remained that she would soon be beneath him.

"Kuhehe, let's see if you can remain so calm when you're underneath me."

"I'm sorry, but that won't happen."

Her voice carried a strange certainty.
By now, he was curious about the source of her confidence.

"Why do you think that?"

"Because I trust him."

"Him...?"

As the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil repeated her words, he heard the sound of something cutting through the air behind him.
As he turned his head to see what it was—

"Shwik!"

"...Huh?"

After the sound of wind, his right arm felt strangely light.
His gaze naturally went to his right arm.

But the right arm that should have been attached to his right shoulder was already rolling on the ground below.

"...Aaaaargh!?"

The delayed pain and gushing blood.
The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil clutched the stump of his severed right arm and screamed.
A cold voice pierced his ears.

"Ha, I missed. I was aiming for your waist."

"You, you are...!"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's eyes widened to the point of tearing.
Suddenly, standing protectively in front of Hwa-ryeon was the man he had been imitating—Ja-seong.

Ch.119 - Caught In The Net
"I knew this would happen. You bastard, who do you think you're glaring at?"

Gun Ja-seong muttered in a low voice like a growling beast. Fierce anger burned in his murderous gaze.
Seeing this, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil forgot his pain and mumbled blankly.

"H-how...?"

How did he get here?
How did he cut off my right arm?

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's eyes flickered with confusion and doubt.
Of course, Ja-seong had no intention of answering his questions.

"A man about to die shouldn't be so curious."

Unlike usual, Ja-seong's tone was harsh.
Despite having foreseen this situation, actually experiencing it seemed to have made his blood boil.

In fact, the aura he emitted was unprecedentedly menacing.
Even Ju Hwa-ryeon, who stood outside the range of his energy field, flinched slightly in surprise.
So how must the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil feel, being fully exposed to that pressure?

"Ugh, uuugh...!"

He could only tremble in fear, forgetting even the pain of his severed arm.
Evidence that his mind was consumed by terror immediately manifested in reality.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's illusions suddenly disappeared.
His concentration had scattered from fear of Ja-seong, making it impossible to maintain his illusion technique.

The same applied to the exceptionally handsome appearance that had earned him his nickname.
His smooth face, tall stature, and toned body dissolved as if melting into thin air.
Beneath it all, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's true form was revealed.

"...Is that your true appearance?"

No exceptionally handsome man stood before Ja-seong anymore.
There was only a hunchback with an ugly, twisted body.

"Uh, uh...?"

Zhuge Seon looked down at his hands with trembling eyes.

The smooth, long fingers that had been unusually delicate for a man were gone, replaced by twisted fingers of irregular size and length.
Just seeing this, he could tell what had happened.

His illusion had broken.
His hideously ugly true form was exposed for all to see.
And in front of others, no less!

"Ugh, aaaagh-! Don't look, don't look at me!"

Zhuge Seon collapsed to the ground, curling up and desperately trying to hide his appearance while screaming.
In his field of vision, he saw Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon looking at his ugly form without any filter.

*They're laughing at me...!*

It wasn't true.
In reality, Ja-seong was just coldly glaring at him, and Hwa-ryeon was only looking at Ja-seong's back, not even sparing him a glance.

But in his eyes, it seemed as if the two were mocking him.

*Hideous monster.*
*Beast.*

Painful childhood memories created hallucinations and auditory delusions.
Zhuge Seon screamed until he coughed blood.

"Don't... laugh at meeeee-!"

The wounds in his heart erupted as anger.
As reason flew away, so did his fear.
And what filled the space where fear had been was hatred and murderous intent toward Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon.

*I'll skin those handsome faces, cut off their limbs. I'll violate that woman to my heart's content and strangle them both to death...*

With his mind twisted, Zhuge Seon recklessly cast an illusion technique beyond his capacity, ignoring the situation.
This was an extremely dangerous action in his current state, with his upper dantian blocked from the outside world by his master Sa-gyeong's seal.

But Zhuge Seon, already half-insane, no longer had the judgment to consider such things.

"Kuaaaak!"

With a bestial howl, Zhuge Seon's form dissolved into black smoke and disappeared.
The black smoke spread in all directions, completely covering the area around the hall with darkness—the domain he had created using talismans.

"Kuh, kuheheheh...!"

In the darkness, Zhuge Seon laughed maliciously as he watched Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon looking around in apparent confusion.

Dark Night Sensory Deprivation Technique.
It was a technique bordering on the highest realm of illusion arts.

When this technique is cast, everyone within its range except the caster loses all their senses.

Sight, hearing, taste, smell, touch.
All five senses that allow humans to perceive their surroundings are completely disabled.

"In this darkness, only I can function normally. You won't even feel my attacks."

In other words, Ja-seong currently couldn't detect Zhuge Seon's attacks, nor could he feel pain.
Even if his limbs were cut off, as Zhuge Seon had vulgarly imagined earlier, he wouldn't even feel the pain.

*Would you still laugh at me like that if you became a cripple with all your limbs cut off?*

"Kuh, kuheheheh...! Ugh!"

Zhuge Seon, who had been laughing triumphantly, groaned at the pain he felt at the crown of his head.
The backlash from recklessly using such a high-level technique was beginning to manifest.

*I can't drag this out too long.*

Even with the help of talismans, using a technique like the Dark Night Sensory Deprivation while sealed was suicidal.

If he wasn't careful, he might actually become an idiot.
To minimize the backlash from using the technique, he needed to hurry.

Zhuge Seon took out a dagger from his breast pocket and, lacking his severed right hand, used his teeth to pull it from its sheath.

Looking at the sharp blue blade, he twisted the corners of his mouth into a smile, raised the dagger, and rushed at Ja-seong.

"First, your right arm!"

Thinking he would return the favor by cutting off Ja-seong's right arm just as his own had been cut, he swung the dagger.
The dagger, wielded with considerable force for someone untrained in martial arts, was aimed to sever Ja-seong's right arm in one stroke... but it failed.

*Whoosh*

Even though he shouldn't have been able to feel anything, Ja-seong casually twisted his upper body to avoid the dagger.

"...Huh?"

Zhuge Seon froze at this completely unexpected result.
Ja-seong's foot slammed into his abdomen as he stood there dumbfounded.

*Thud!*

"Kuhk!?"

Zhuge Seon screamed as he was thrown backward.
After rolling helplessly on the ground, he looked up at Ja-seong with trembling eyes.

"H-how...?"

As mentioned earlier, within the Dark Night Sensory Deprivation Technique, the target shouldn't be able to feel anything.
Let alone detecting an attack and counterattacking—that was absolutely impossible.
At least according to his common sense.

"You shouldn't be able to feel anything...!"

But that common sense was shattered before his eyes.

Faced with this unbelievable reality, Zhuge Seon, like most people, initially denied reality itself.

"...It's a coincidence. There's no way the Dark Night Sensory Deprivation Technique wouldn't work."

He convinced himself that Ja-seong had avoided the dagger by chance, and that his attack had hit Zhuge Seon by chance.
At the point where "coincidence" had happened twice, any rational person would conclude it wasn't coincidence, but Zhuge Seon had abandoned rational judgment.

Ignoring his increasingly severe headache and the impact to his abdomen, he got up and readjusted his grip on the dagger.
Just as he was about to attack Ja-seong again, this time Ja-seong attacked first.

In an instant, he approached Zhuge Seon and swung his sword, cutting a long gash across his chest.

"Kuh...huk?!"

Zhuge Seon's chest split open and blood sprayed out.
However, the wound was shallower than expected.

"Ah, I misjudged the distance. It'll take some time to get used to this."

His voice was casual, as if it were nothing.
But that casual voice pierced Zhuge Seon's mind more sharply than anything else.

"D-does the Dark Night Sensory Deprivation Technique really not work on him?"

This was the third time.
He could no longer dismiss it as coincidence.
The opponent before him was clearly perceiving him accurately and attacking.

To Zhuge Seon's eyes, Ja-seong looked nothing short of a monster.
Fear once again rose in his heart.

"Ugh, uuugh...."

Just as fear had revealed his true appearance, now it was destroying his Dark Night Sensory Deprivation Technique.
The already recklessly cast technique, once cracked, collapsed uncontrollably.

*I-I need to escape.*

With the Dark Night Sensory Deprivation Technique collapsed, there was no chance of winning.
No, there had never been any chance against that monster from the beginning.
He realized this too late.

*I should have fled earlier.*

With belated regret, Zhuge Seon attempted to flee.
Roughly stopping the bleeding from his severed right arm, he distanced himself from Ja-seong.

Soon, Zhuge Seon arrived at Hangu's entertainment district.
Looking at the crowded streets despite the late hour, he smiled with relief.

*I can hide there.*

Just as he was about to plunge into the crowd, he suddenly hesitated.
He realized he was still in the form of an unsightly hunchback.

Due to the backlash from the Dark Night Sensory Deprivation Technique, he couldn't immediately change his appearance with illusion techniques.
If he entered the crowd like this, countless people would see his ugly form.
He would once again be exposed to countless gazes of disgust and contempt.

*N-no, I can't. I don't want that...!*

His mind told him to flee into the crowd immediately, but his feet simply wouldn't move.

After hesitating for just two breaths, his feet finally moved.
But that brief hesitation sealed his fate.

*Slash*

"Kuhk!?"

With a cutting sound, his ankle burned with sharp pain.
His legs gave out involuntarily, and he rolled on the ground.

"Kuuugh...!"

Zhuge Seon groaned in pain and clutched his ankle, which was becoming soaked with blood.
A cold voice came from above his head.

"Got you, you bastard."
"Hii, hiik...!"

As soon as he looked up, he saw the face of the monster looking down at him with a cold smile.

Zhuge Seon, his face turning pale, sat back and retreated, then turned his body completely and crawled away.

"Uaaaah-!"

As he crawled away screaming, Zhuge Seon felt a stabbing sensation in the nape of his neck and lost consciousness.
Ja-seong had pressed his acupoint.

*

I looked down at the pervert who had collapsed face-first on the ground.
Having pressed his acupoint, he wouldn't wake up for a while.

"Should I kill him or let him live?"

Thinking about how he dared to say such nonsense to Hwa-ryeon about embracing her and heavenly pleasure made me want to cut his throat right there.

Honestly, it wouldn't matter if I did.
Hadn't Zhuge Geun-yeong explicitly asked me to kill him?

"...Huff."

After a moment of conflict, I sighed deeply and slung the pervert over my shoulder.
I had decided to keep him alive for now.

I could kill him anytime, after all.
Besides, spilling blood on the street didn't seem right.

As I carried the pervert back the way I came, I encountered Hwa-ryeon who had been following me.
As soon as she saw me, she approached with quick steps and examined my body.

"Are you okay?"
"I'm fine."

I shrugged nonchalantly, and she sighed with relief.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly and glanced at the pervert slung over my shoulder.

"It looks like we need to go back to the Zhuge Family branch. What do you want to do? I can take you to the inn first...."
"No, I'll go with you."

Hwa-ryeon cut me off and firmly stated she would come along.

"As you wish."

I said playfully, and headed back to the Zhuge Family branch with Hwa-ryeon.

Ch.120 - The Price That Must Be Paid
I carried the lustful devil over my shoulder as Hwa-ryeon and I returned to the Zhuge Family branch.

The gatekeeper, who looked at us with disapproval for coming back so late at night, was shocked when I told him we had captured the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil and quickly let us in.

"Y-Young Master Gun, what exactly happened?"

As soon as we arrived at the pavilion with the office, Zhuge Geun-yeong appeared in a hurry.
He must have rushed out after hearing the news from the gatekeeper, as his clothes weren't properly arranged.
His wandering eyes nearly popped out when they landed on the hunchback I was carrying.

"Is... is that really Zhuge Seon...?"

Two elderly men who appeared next, perhaps woken by the commotion, were equally surprised.
Especially Elder Yeon, who let out a cry of shock when he saw Zhuge Seon.

"Seon-ah!"

Wait, even considering the circumstances, that reaction seems too extreme... What the?!

When I glanced at Zhuge Seon, I couldn't help but be startled.

"His hair...?"

The lustful devil's long hair, which had been covering his face, had turned completely white like an elderly man's.
Wasn't it black just moments ago?
When did this happen?

Confused, I laid Zhuge Seon's body on the floor, and the two elderly sorcerers examined his condition.

"My goodness, this is...!"
"Oh no, Seon, you fool!"

Elder Gok lamented as if he'd discovered something, while Elder Yeon was practically wailing.
As I stood there awkwardly, not understanding the situation, Elder Gok approached me with a stern face.

"Young master, could you explain in detail what happened?"
"Yes. But... what about him?"

I glanced sideways at the still unconscious Jade-Faced Lustful Devil and Elder Yeon.
The lustful devil wouldn't wake up for a while since I'd pressed his acupoints.

The problem was Elder Yeon.
Honestly, judging by his reaction, I was worried he might use teleportation to escape with the lustful devil at any moment.

Elder Gok shook his head, reading my concerned expression about preventing such an escape.

"You needn't worry about that. It would be meaningless anyway."
"...What do you mean?"

Instead of answering my question, Elder Gok approached the lustful devil again, extended his hand toward him, and muttered something.

Soon, a small light emanated from his outstretched hand, enveloped the lustful devil's body, and lifted him into the air.

"Wow...!"

I almost blurted out "Void Manipulation." In martial arts novels, the ability to levitate objects is known only as Void Manipulation.

But since Elder Gok is a sorcerer, this must be some kind of sorcery rather than Void Manipulation.
Still, seeing it in person was quite fascinating.

"Let's go inside and talk."

While I was still amazed, Elder Gok headed toward the pavilion with the floating lustful devil. Seeing this, Elder Yeon hurriedly got up and called out to Elder Gok with bloodshot eyes.

"G-Gok, please...!"
"...It's already too late. You know that."

At Elder Gok's quiet words, Elder Yeon's expression crumbled as if the sky had fallen.
His body seemed to lose strength, and he nearly collapsed, but I quickly caught and supported him.

With me supporting Elder Yeon, we all entered the office. Zhuge Geun-yeong lit the lamps to drive away the darkness, and Elder Gok carefully placed the lustful devil on the table.

Somehow, we ended up sitting in a circle around the lustful devil.

"Now then, please explain what happened."

At Elder Gok's request, I explained the situation.

After returning to the trading company, I sensed Hwa-ryeon leaving with someone after she had gone to her room, so I secretly followed them.

Not long after, I saw someone who looked exactly like me walking with Hwa-ryeon. Immediately realizing the lustful devil was using illusion techniques, I suppressed my boiling anger and waited for an opportunity to subdue him.

After walking for some time, the lustful devil arrived at a deserted pavilion and tried to lure Hwa-ryeon inside. Fortunately, Hwa-ryeon noticed his true identity in time and attempted to subdue him, but failed. The devil then created illusions to pressure her.

At that point, I ambushed the lustful devil from behind and cut off his right arm. The shock of losing his arm seemed to be too much, and soon his illusion technique was dispelled, revealing his true form.

The devil, who had been ranting about not looking at him or mocking him, suddenly transformed into black smoke that spread everywhere, completely blocking out the light.

"Black smoke and loss of senses...! Is that true?"

When I mentioned the loss of my senses that followed, Elder Gok and Elder Yeon showed quite intense reactions.
They seemed to recognize the technique the lustful devil had used, so I asked about it, and Elder Gok answered in a heavy voice.

"...It's a technique called the Dark Night Disembodiment Art. It's one of the highest-level illusion techniques. Hmph, countless people dedicate their entire lives to sorcery without mastering it, yet at such a young age..."

Elder Gok looked at the lustful devil with surprise and shock in his eyes.
Then he turned to look at Elder Yeon.

"So that's why you took him away like a kidnapper."
"...I recognized his talent the moment I saw him. Despite being born with a deformity, he had a natural gift for sorcery."

Elder Yeon answered glumly.
So, this lustful devil was a genius in sorcery?

Hmm, the Dark Night Disembodiment Art was indeed quite dangerous.
If I hadn't had my meridian network, I wouldn't have been able to defeat him so easily.

It seemed I wasn't the only one thinking this, as Elder Gok asked me a question.

"But how did you escape from the Dark Night Disembodiment Art, young master?"

Elder Gok's face was full of doubt.
Knowing so much about the Dark Night Disembodiment Art, he couldn't understand how I was completely unharmed.

"Well, I'm not sure myself. Somehow it was dispelled quickly."

Judging that Elder Gok wouldn't understand if I explained about my meridian network, I just gave a vague answer.

Elder Gok stared at me for a moment.
He clearly wasn't satisfied with my answer.
Unlike Elder Gok, however, Elder Yeon nodded quite readily.

"I sealed his upper dantian, so he couldn't properly draw the energy needed for the technique. That's why..."

Elder Yeon couldn't continue as he looked at the lustful devil's white hair.
The two elderly sorcerers seemed to know something about the lustful devil's condition.

"It seems you two know what happened to the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil. Could you explain?"

In response to my question, Elder Gok explained the situation while Elder Yeon lowered his head with a contorted face.

"...To use sorcery, one must use the natural energy that enters through the upper dantian. However, due to this friend's seal, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil could only receive a limited amount of energy."

With a body that could only receive enough energy to use simple illusion techniques, he used the high-level Dark Night Disembodiment Art.
Then where did he draw the necessary energy from?

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is not a martial artist.
Naturally, he wouldn't have accumulated qi in his body.

Then what energy could he have drawn upon...ah.

Something suddenly occurred to me.
Looking at the lustful devil's white hair, I muttered.

"...Innate true qi."

Innate true qi, or original true qi.
The life force itself that humans are born with.
The fundamental power that shouldn't be tampered with if one doesn't want to die.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, who couldn't accumulate qi in his lower dantian or receive external energy through his upper dantian, could only draw upon his innate true qi.
As if confirming my guess, Elder Gok nodded with a grave expression.

I almost blurted out, "Is he insane?"
I had thought he wasn't in his right mind when I saw him screaming, but to use his innate true qi?

"How much did he use...?"
"...He probably won't last more than a few days. Three days at most."

In other words, he had consumed most of his innate true qi.
He literally risked his life to kill me...

Why?

Was he that upset that I interfered with his lustful activities?
Enough to risk his life to kill me?
Even mortal enemies don't usually go that far, do they?

I couldn't understand the lustful devil's actions at all.
To get answers, I'd probably have to hear directly from him.

"...I understand the situation now. It's too late today, so why don't we gather again tomorrow to interrogate him?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been quietly listening, suggested to everyone.
He also asked Hwa-ryeon and me to stay at the family estate tonight in case of any unforeseen situations.

"There are two empty rooms next to Elder Yeon's. You can stay there."

Hmm, is he asking us to keep an eye on Elder Yeon from the adjacent rooms to prevent any rash actions?
I nodded, glancing at Elder Yeon, who seemed dazed by the reality of his only disciple's impending death.

And so, Hwa-ryeon and I ended up spending the night at the Zhuge Family estate.

*

Despite Zhuge Geun-yeong's concerns, Elder Yeon didn't leave his room even after daybreak.
Around noon, news came that the lustful devil had awakened.

We gathered again and headed to the prison (why they had one, I didn't know) within the branch, where we saw the lustful devil in an even more miserable state.

"Huff... huff..."

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil lay on the prison floor, breathing laboriously.
Snow-white hair, limbs hanging limply, skin as dry and crumbly as parched sand.

He looked like a man on the verge of death.

"...Seon-ah."

His heart breaking at the sight of his disciple's terrible condition, Elder Yeon grabbed the prison bars and sank to the ground.
But he was the only one here who sympathized with the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

Elder Gok, Zhuge Geun-yeong, Hwa-ryeon who nearly became a new victim, and even I thought this was simply karma at work.

Ch.121 - The Price That Must Be Paid
"...No matter how I look at it, he's not in a state where interrogation is possible."
"Yes, his condition is deteriorating faster than expected."

The old man Gok nodded gravely as he carefully examined the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil through the prison bars, responding to Zhuge Geun-yeong's muttering.

"Looking at his current state, I doubt he'll last even an hour. This is the result of completely depleting his primordial energy."

Speaking with a bitter voice, the old man Gok shook his head with a sigh.

"I simply don't understand. Why would he do something so foolish..."

It seems the old man Gok also couldn't comprehend why the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil had recklessly used up his primordial energy.

And understanding this would be impossible going forward.
That perverted bastard will probably die without revealing his reasons.
I clicked my tongue briefly.

-Clank

"Master Yeon?!"

Meanwhile, the old man Yeon suddenly opened the prison door and went inside.
There was a lock, so how did he open...no, that's not the important thing!

I immediately followed the old man Yeon toward the inside of the cell.
I thought I needed to subdue him before he tried to escape with the perverted bastard.
But the old man Gok blocked my way.

"Young hero, it's alright."
"But...!"

Despite my protest, the old man Gok silently shook his head.
Behind him, I could see the old man Yeon carefully taking the limp hand of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

His wrinkled hand trembled as he stroked the dry back of the other's hand.
Seeing the sorrow and resignation on the old man Yeon's face, I relaxed my body.

That expression convinced me he wouldn't try to escape with the perverted bastard.
Relieved by my change in demeanor, the old man Gok turned his gaze to Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"Since interrogation seems impossible now, let's give that friend a moment."
"...Understood."

After checking the perverted bastard's condition once more, Zhuge Geun-yeong accepted the old man Gok's words without further comment.
So we left the prison, leaving the old man Yeon and the pervert behind.

The regional office's prison was quite large, so it took about half an hour of walking before we could get outside.

"...So, what will you do when the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil dies?"

As soon as we passed through the prison gate, I asked Zhuge Geun-yeong what he planned to do next.

"I'll take the body to the government office to report his death. And I'll need to inform the Regional Lords in Hanyang and Wuchang that the Zhuge Family has finally dealt with the pervert, to ease their minds."

"Though it will require quite a show of sincerity," Zhuge Geun-yeong added jokingly.
His face looked rather bright, probably due to the relief that the pervert incident would soon be resolved.

"You haven't forgotten our contribution, have you?"
"Of course not. In fact, Young Master Gun essentially solved everything for us."
"Then..."

When I deliberately trailed off, Zhuge Geun-yeong burst into laughter.

"Yes, I will definitely arrange a meeting with our Family Head. I was just about to go to the main house to report about this matter anyway."

Only then did I nod with satisfaction, and seeing this, Zhuge Geun-yeong laughed again cheerfully before looking around and speaking again.

"It seems pointless to wait here. Would you like to come to my office for some tea? I'll serve you some West Lake Dragon Well tea that I've been saving."

West Lake Dragon Well refers to premium Dragon Well tea produced only in West Lake, Hangzhou, Zhejiang Province.
It's considered the finest among Dragon Well teas and is extremely expensive.

I could tell how grateful Zhuge Geun-yeong was from his offer to serve such tea first.
However, I shook my head and declined his proposal.

"I'm sorry, but I'll have to decline."
"Why is that...? If you don't enjoy tea, how about some Golden Sovereign Clear?"
"No, that's not it... I'll just wait here."

Zhuge Geun-yeong looked at me with a puzzled expression as I insisted on waiting outside in the cold wind.

Of course, I'd prefer not to wait in the chilly wind either.
But somehow, I felt uneasy about leaving this place.

"I'm fine, so please go inside with Elder Gok. Hwa-ryeon, you go too."
"No, I'll stay here with you."

Hwa-ryeon shook her head, saying she would remain by my side.
In the end, only Zhuge Geun-yeong and the old man Gok returned to the office.

I muttered to Hwa-ryeon who stood beside me.

"You didn't have to stay."

I felt bad that she had to endure the cold wind because of me.
Hearing my words, Hwa-ryeon made a slightly sulky expression and asked me:

"Do you dislike it?"
"Huh?"
"Do you dislike me being beside you?"

Her eyes narrowed as if telling me to choose my words carefully.
Meeting her gaze, I chuckled and took her hand in mine.

"No, I like it very much."

Not stopping there, I subtly moved our joined hands to interlock our fingers.
Hwa-ryeon pressed her lips together as if slightly nervous, then interlaced her fingers with mine in return.

"......"
"......"

We didn't exchange any words.
We just looked in different directions, pretending to be distracted while feeling the warmth where our fingers touched.

I smiled, thinking foolishly that I wouldn't mind staying like this all day.
How much time passed like that?

-Shiver

Suddenly, an ominous energy flowed out from inside the prison.
It made my skin crawl, yet somehow the energy felt familiar.

I wasn't the only one who felt it; Hwa-ryeon's face also hardened.
I immediately ran to the prison door and flung it open violently.

-Bang!

I rushed into the prison and ran toward the deepest part where the perverted bastard was confined.

-Urgh!?
-Seon-ah-!

Ah, so that's why I felt uneasy!
Hearing the alarming sounds, I ran even faster and finally reached the cell where the pervert was imprisoned.
And what my eyes witnessed was,

"Kuhuk...!"
"Elder!"

The sight of an extraordinarily handsome man who had thrust his hand into the old man Yeon's chest.




*




A little while ago, inside the prison.

"Huff... huff..."

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, Zhuge Seon, clearly felt death approaching closer than anyone else.

'So it's come to this in the end.'

As death approached, his entire life flashed before his eyes.

Zhuge Seon was born into the prestigious Zhuge Family, one of the Five Great Families, but as a deformed child with no martial talent.
He suffered tremendous persecution and torment from everyone in the family.

-You hideous monster, get away!
-You animal. Just looking at you makes me sick.

The children his age in the family always despised and scorned him.
If you asked whether the adults were any different, they weren't.

-How did such an ugly creature come to be born... tsk.
-Perhaps their blood was incompatible? In any case, Ryeo-ah should take a new husband.

The adults' gazes were even more frightening and painful.
Especially the council of elders and the Family Head.
They looked at him not as a fellow human but as an object, like a defective product with absolutely no use.

-I, I have to sell my body like a whore again because of you...! It's all your fault!

Even his mother, who should have been his shield, frequently got angry and beat him whenever she saw him.
There was nowhere for him in the vast family estate.

-...I want to leave.

He wanted to escape from the family immediately, but the small and powerless boy had no opportunity to flee.
No, he couldn't even think of creating such an opportunity.

When even those of his own blood were so cruel, he feared how others in the outside world would treat him.

Then one day, as he was hiding and crying as usual.

-Why are you crying?

A ray of light shone upon him, trapped in deep darkness.

Yeon Sa-gyeong, my master.
My benefactor who rescued me from that hellish home and taught me the power of sorcery.

For some reason, his master with a face much more wrinkled than he remembered was looking down at him.

"Seon, Seon-ah. Can you see me?"

Looking at his master who seemed about to burst into tears, a clear emotion gradually rose in Zhuge Seon's eyes.
That emotion was anger.

"Heuuu...! Heuuu...!"

Yeon Sa-gyeong, my master.
My benefactor who rescued me from that hellish home and taught me the power of sorcery.

And,
The enemy who took that power away again.

-I'm expelling you from the sect.
-M-Master...!

Why did you expel me?
What did I do wrong!

-Sorcery is not something to be used frivolously. Especially not for taking lives!
-They deserved to die!
-Even so, taking life is a sin. That karma will return to you! Please let go of that anger...!

It's because of you that I feel this emotion.
Because you showed me affection, I realized how wrong their actions toward me were, and that I should rightfully be angry.

But then you spout nonsense about abandoning that anger and took away my sorcery.

"...Do you resent me?"

I resent you.
It's all because of you.

You should never have taken me away.
You should never have shown me affection.

Tears were now flowing from Zhuge Seon's eyes.
As Sa-gyeong wiped away those tears with trembling hands, he too couldn't hold back his tears.

He wept for his disciple whose heart was filled with hatred and anger until the final moment of his life.

"...Now let it all go and find peace. This life has been so painful and difficult, but your next life will surely be happy..."

Looking at Sa-gyeong who was swallowing his sobs, Zhuge Seon thought.
Let it all go?
Find peace?

'I can't do that.'

I haven't properly taken revenge on them yet.
Killing just a few young men isn't enough to satisfy me.

I've used up all my primordial energy so there's no way to survive?
Do you think I depleted my primordial energy without a plan?

While Sa-gyeong was sobbing with his head bowed, Zhuge Seon barely managed to lift his powerless hand and put it inside his clothes.

His hand grasped something hard.
When his hand emerged from his clothes, it held a small, black shining stone.

'With this...!'

A dangerous light appeared in Zhuge Seon's eyes.

Ch.122 - The Price That Must Be Paid
Zhuge Seon recalled the day he obtained this stone.

One day, while wandering aimlessly after being expelled by his Master and hiding his true appearance with illusion arts, a man suddenly appeared before him.

The man, who introduced himself as the fifth branch, O-gan, immediately handed this stone to Zhuge Seon.

"I'll give you this Soul-Caging Stone. Someday it will be of great help to you."
"Help? This thing?"
"Of course, although right now it's empty and useless. But after filling it with energy and consuming it, you can be reborn as a completely new being."

At first, he thought it was nonsense not even worth laughing at.
O-gan, seeming to have anticipated such a reaction, gave him a demonstration.

He vanished before Zhuge Seon's eyes, then reappeared with a small, dying stray dog. He fed the dog a stone slightly smaller than the one he had given to Zhuge Seon.

Amazingly, the dog's body twisted and contorted, and in an instant, its size increased several times until it was as large as a wolf, howling powerfully.

"See? Isn't it impressive?"
"W-what is this? What are you?!"

O-gan smiled casually at Zhuge Seon's shock while petting the dog.
When Zhuge Seon stepped back cautiously, thinking it dangerous, O-gan held out both palms as if to calm him.

"Relax. I'm just here to make a recruitment offer to someone who shows promise."
"Recruitment... offer?"
"Yes. Our main sect needs many talented people to dye this world beautifully red. Especially someone like you who can skillfully use magic arts would be most welcome."

O-gan's words were meant to ease his wariness, but the fact that he had seen through his illusion art only heightened Zhuge Seon's suspicion.

"Oh my, was that a slip of the tongue?"

Seeing Zhuge Seon's expression, O-gan scratched his head before shrugging and turning away.

"Well, if you're not interested, throw it away. It's useless in that state anyway."

And O-gan truly left without any hesitation.
Zhuge Seon impulsively stopped him.

"Wait!"
"Hmm? Do we have unfinished business?"

Looking at O-gan, who turned his head slightly with a raised corner of his mouth, Zhuge Seon swallowed hard before speaking.

"...Will you at least teach me how to use it? You said to fill it with energy, but exactly how do I do that?"

At his question, O-gan pulled the corners of his mouth into an even brighter smile.

"So you're interested after all? Then I'll explain."

O-gan's subsequent explanation was... honestly absurd.

"...Negative human emotions?"
"Yes! This Soul-Caging Stone absorbs negative human emotions from nearby people, for example... the fear of someone facing death, or the despair of a woman being violated."
"...In other words, kill people or rape women to fill it with energy?"
"Correct~!"

Looking at O-gan, who so casually made such outrageous statements, Zhuge Seon shook his head.
And just as he was about to throw away the Soul-Caging Stone in his hand, O-gan's low voice penetrated his ears.

"Don't you want revenge against the Zhuge Family?"
"...! H-how did you know that?"

Startled, Zhuge Seon realized that O-gan's appearance was no coincidence and raised his guard again.
Seeing this, O-gan snickered and continued.

"But the arts you learned have been sealed. With that body, all you can do is hide your ugly appearance. Can you really take revenge like that?"
"Y-you-!"

Enraged by the mention of his "ugly appearance," Zhuge Seon grabbed O-gan by the collar.
Unfazed, O-gan brought his face closer and whispered intimately.

"Can you get revenge? If you eat this Soul-Caging Stone, you can gain the power to easily destroy the Zhuge Family. Plus, the seal on your head will be instantly broken."
"......"

The hand gripping the collar lost strength involuntarily.
He had half given up on revenge, but could he really regain his magic arts?

After straightening his collar, O-gan patted the shoulder of Zhuge Seon, who was looking down at the Soul-Caging Stone in his trembling hands.

"I've told you how to use it, so good luck."

With those final words, O-gan vanished.

*

Back to the present.
Zhuge Seon looked at the Soul-Caging Stone in his hand.

*I've gathered energy by raping over ten women and killing those Sky Tiger Unit men.*

The Soul-Caging Stone now emitted a sinister light incomparable to when he first held it.
Although it seemed slightly less intense than the one O-gan had fed to the dog, now was not the time to worry about such details.

*Just by swallowing this, I can break my Master's seal and gain unprecedented power.*

Power to take revenge on those damnable Zhuge Family members!

With eyes flashing in ecstasy, Zhuge Seon brought the Soul-Caging Stone to his mouth.

"S-Seon...?"

Sa-gyeong, who had just stopped crying and raised his head, belatedly saw this, but the Soul-Caging Stone had already entered Zhuge Seon's mouth.

*Gulp*

The Soul-Caging Stone went straight down his esophagus and settled in Zhuge Seon's core.
Then the stone's energy began spreading throughout his body.

"W-what did you eat...?"
"Kuhak-!"

The change was quite immediate.
Starting with the violent cough that interrupted Sa-gyeong's words, Zhuge Seon's entire body began to twist.

"Keuuup!?"
"Seon-!"

Sinister and evil energy flowed throughout Zhuge Seon's body.
The Soul-Caging Stone's energy violently broke down and reconstructed his muscles, bones, and nerves.

The tremendous pain caused him to convulse and scream.

"KRAAAK!?"

Fortunately, the excruciating pain that made him wish for death didn't last long.
The transformation ended in less than three breaths.

The pain disappeared completely as soon as the physical transformation was complete.
And Zhuge Seon realized he had been completely reborn.

"Huh...! Huh...!"

Breathing heavily, he sat up and immediately examined his body.

It had changed.
His fingers, which had been irregularly sized and thick, were now long and slender, and his curved, bent waist was now straight.

After confirming that his legs, which had been uneven in length, had also regained balance, Zhuge Seon looked at his Master, or more precisely, at his own reflection in his Master's eyes.

In those eyes, there was no hideous hunchback.
There was only a breathtakingly handsome man who would turn heads anywhere.

"Ha, haha...!"

Laughter flowed out naturally.
Tears of joy poured from Zhuge Seon's eyes as he kept touching his body, feeling that this was no illusion.

O-gan had been right.
The ugly hunchback was nowhere to be found.
He had been reborn anew.

Moreover, the seal on his upper dantian that had always made him feel stifled after his expulsion had also disappeared without a trace.

Zhuge Seon trembled as he felt the torrent of energy flowing through his upper dantian.
In the midst of his elation, an irritating voice penetrated his ears.

"W-what is this?! What is that evil energy...!"

Zhuge Seon looked at his Master.
He saw him extending his hand, ready to use magic arts against him, with a face unable to hide his shock.

"Are you trying to stop me again, Master?"

At that cold voice, filled with hostility, Sa-gyeong flinched momentarily before gritting his teeth.

"...Yes. I will stop you. I made you this way because I couldn't bring myself to deal with you harshly due to my feelings. This time, I will set everything right."
"Set right? What do you mean? Look at me. Hasn't this hideous, twisted monster become so beautiful? This is the right appearance."
"And for that, you raped innocent women and killed the Sky Tiger Unit warriors!"

The smooth face of Zhuge Seon, who had truly become the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, hardened.

My Master is condemning me.
What right do you have to condemn me?

If you hadn't stopped my revenge, if you hadn't expelled me and sealed my magic arts, I wouldn't have done such things.
If you had told me I was right, that my revenge was justified, it wouldn't have come to this.

"It's all because of you. You made me like this."
"...Yes. I made you this way. So I must—kuk!"

*Thud!*

Sa-gyeong groaned.
Then he looked down at his chest with trembling eyes.

A strangely unfamiliar, long and smooth hand.
That hand was embedded in his chest.
Zhuge Seon had approached in an instant and ambushed him.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, who had committed the unfilial act of attacking his Master, smiled coldly.

"Yes. So you must pay the price."

At that moment, a strange phenomenon occurred that even the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil himself hadn't anticipated.
Through the hand embedded in Sa-gyeong's chest, his primordial energy began to be absorbed.

"T-this is...!"

His momentarily confused face quickly filled with ecstasy.

"Ha, haha! Amazing. So the Soul-Caging Stone has the ability to absorb others' primordial energy? Why didn't he tell me about this?"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil trembled as he felt Sa-gyeong's primordial energy flowing through his hand.
Nowhere on that smooth face was there any trace of the boy who had cried from unjust oppression.

*My disciple died long ago.*

Tears of regret flowed from Sa-gyeong's eyes.

"Kuhuk...!"

As his consciousness faded with his dying groan, even his regret began to diminish. At that moment,

"Elder!"

A voice calling for him was heard.

*

Immediately grasping the situation, I drew my sword and executed "Current Heaven Light Wind."
Breaking through the shattered bars with a storm of swift sword strikes embodying the essence of the quick sword, I thrust my blade at the pervert.

"Haap!"

Not a series of thrusts, but a single strike with all my might.
It was "Immortal's Finger," a modified version of the "Three Essentials Sword Technique."

"Kuk!?"

The pervert pulled his hand from Elder Yeon's chest and tried to respond to my attack, but my sword tip reached his chest first.

I tried to pierce through his chest in one go, but surprisingly, my sword tip couldn't penetrate his skin.

*Kwang!*

The pervert was knocked outside, breaking through the prison wall.
Instead of immediately pursuing him, I checked Elder Yeon's condition.

"Ku, kueok...!"

Blood was pouring like a waterfall from the center of his chest where the pervert's hand had been.
I first pressed the surrounding meridian points to stop the bleeding as emergency treatment.

"T-this is...!"

And I entrusted Elder Yeon to Hwa-ryeon, who had followed just in time.

"Take him to Elder Gok immediately."
"What about you, young hero?"

Looking through the broken prison wall in response to Hwa-ryeon's question, I saw the pervert getting up as if nothing had happened despite being knocked back by my attack.

"K-kuhehe. You've appeared at just the right time. Yes, I was thinking you would be next anyway."

This unfilial bastard who tried to kill his Master who cared for him until the end was grinning with satisfaction.
I looked straight at his face and answered.

"I'll make sure you pay the price."
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I felt Hwa-ryeon's presence receding as she carried the old man away on her back, and I leaped over the broken prison wall.

Then I heard a triumphant laugh.

"Kuhehe, how amusing. Make me pay? Do I still look like that hunchback with sealed magic powers, trembling pathetically before you?"

"No, you look like a treacherous wretch who tried to kill his own master."

At my response, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's face hardened as he growled.

"Master? Don't make me laugh! If it weren't for that old man, I wouldn't have ended up like this! It's all because of him!"

"Does blaming others make you feel better?"

I let out a hollow laugh at his unoriginal nonsense, causing the lustful devil to twist his now-smooth face into an ugly grimace.

But that didn't last long.
Whatever thought crossed his mind next made him start snickering again.

"Ha! Your insolence will be short-lived. As you can see, I've been reborn anew. No matter how monstrous you may be, you can no longer kill me!"

Look who's calling who a monster.
I was dumbfounded by his complete lack of objectivity, and astounded by his confidence that I couldn't kill him.
Apparently, he'd grown quite arrogant after blocking just one thrust.

"If you're overconfident because your body's become strangely durable, you might not want to rely on that too much."

"Kuhehehe... Save that talk for after you've cut me down."

"Shall I do just that, then?"

As soon as the words left my mouth, I stepped into a fighting stance and charged at him.
In less than a breath, I reached his vicinity, and his crescent moon-shaped eyes widened into full moons.

"What..."

Before the cry of shock could fully escape his parted lips, the light at the tip of my sword drew a long arc.

*Swoosh*

The body that had blocked my thrust to the acupoint wasn't sturdy enough to withstand the "Boundless Sky First Flash" imbued with sword energy.
My blade dug into the lustful devil's left side, cut across his waist, and exited through his right side.

"...Huh?"

A dazed exclamation replaced his shocked cry.
The next moment, the lustful devil's upper body separated from his lower half.

"Ugh, uwaaaaak!?"

He screamed upon seeing his own severed lower body after falling to the ground.
Of course, the scream wouldn't last long.

But I could sense through my energy field that the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's current appearance wasn't an illusion.
What could have happened in such a short time to give him a complete physical transformation?

I wouldn't get answers from a dying man, so I'd have to ask the old man later.
Come to think of it, I sent him off with Master Gok without thinking—I hope he'll be alright.

I turned around, thinking I should follow right away.
But at that moment,

"Aaaack... kuhahaha-!"

The lustful devil's scream transformed into maniacal laughter.
When I turned my head back, an unbelievable sight met my eyes.

"You...?"

I had clearly cut the lustful devil's waist in half with my "Boundless Sky First Flash."
Yet the cleanly severed upper and lower body were now reattaching before my very eyes.

Not just the outer parts, but the internal nerves and muscles must have recovered too, because he soon stood up perfectly fine on both legs.

"Hahaha...! To think even this was possible...! Truly amazing!"

Seeing him marvel at his own restored body, it seemed he hadn't expected this either.
Suppressing my shock at this impossible phenomenon, I quietly asked,

"...What exactly did you do to your body?"

In response, the lustful devil answered with an irritating smile, then swung his hand toward me.

*Whish!*

"...!"

A sharp blade of wind followed the trajectory of his hand strike.
I stepped aside to dodge it, and the wind that flew past me diagonally sliced through a stone lantern behind me.

*Thud!*

After watching the cleanly cut lantern fall to the ground with a heavy sound, I looked back at the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
All that talk about his seal being broken—it seems he can now use arts beyond illusions.

"What did I do to my body? Simple. I was reborn anew. With the power I rightfully deserve!"

"That's not the kind of answer I was looking for."

Displeased by my indifferent reaction, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil twisted his lips and shot large and small fireballs at me.

I dodged the large ones and deflected the smaller ones as I stepped into a fighting stance to charge at him again.

"Think I'll fall for the same trick twice?"

At that moment, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's form dissolved into thin air before my eyes.

Is he just hiding with illusions again?
He should know that's useless by now.

With a trace of suspicion, I expanded my energy field to locate the hidden Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
Soon enough, I detected him charging at me from directly in front.

Straight on?
He doesn't even have the decency to try ambushing from behind.

Inwardly sneering, I swung my sword.
As a result, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was silently cut in half and reappeared, only to—

*Poof!*

—vanish into smoke before my eyes.
And in its place remained a talisman split in two.

"What...?"

Immediately after, dozens of wind blades and fireballs rained down on me from behind.

*BOOM!*

*

"Master Gok!"

Hwa-ryeon, carrying Sa-gyeong's small body in her arms, rushed to the hall with the office and called anxiously for Gok Il.

Just then, Gok Il, who was leaving the hall with Geun-yeong, his face tense, was shocked to see his friend with a large hole in his chest.

"Yeon Gaya!"

As soon as Hwa-ryeon carefully laid Sa-gyeong on the floor, Gok Il examined his friend's condition closely.
He was surprised first by the wound being deeper than expected, and surprised again that blood wasn't pouring profusely from it.

"Ah, how is the blood...?"

"Gun Young Master treated it. Can you heal him?"

At the mention that Ja-seong had treated him, the question "How?" nearly burst from his throat, but instead of voicing it, Gok Il nodded and covered the wound with both hands.

Then as he muttered in an unknown language, light began to seep from his palms.

"What exactly happened?"

Geun-yeong asked for details in place of Gok Il, who was focused on healing Sa-gyeong.
Hwa-ryeon informed him of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's revival.

"The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil has revived. He's fighting with Gun Young Master right now."

"What? But he supposedly used up all his innate energy...?"

"I don't know the details either, but I saw it with my own eyes. He was using illusions perfectly well."

To be precise, it was the power of the Soul-Caging Stone reconstructing his body, but unaware of this, Hwa-ryeon simply thought he had changed his appearance with illusions.

In any case, upon hearing of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's revival, Geun-yeong's face hardened as he looked around.
Just then, he spotted the branch's head manager who had come to see what was happening after hearing Hwa-ryeon's cry, and issued orders.

"Head Manager! Tell the Sky Tiger Unit to head to the prison immediately! Tell them the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is on a rampage!"

"Ah, Regional Lord, sir...!"

The Head Manager showed reluctance at Geun-yeong's order.
Sensing something ominous from that expression, Geun-yeong spoke again.

"Where is the Sky Tiger Unit?"

"Well..."

Seeing him hesitate to answer, Geun-yeong finally exploded.

"Head Manager! Answer me now!"

"Th-they left!"

The answer that came back to his shout was truly absurd.
Geun-yeong, with an expression of disbelief, fired off questions.

"Left? Where to? On whose authority!"

"The l-lustful devil was captured, so they said they were returning to their main house... the Sky Tiger Unit Commander this morning...!"

"Oh no..."

Again, it was Zhuge Cheon-sang—that man was the problem.
Returning because the lustful devil was captured? Even a passing dog would laugh at that.
No doubt he had fled to avoid Ja-seong.

Given his usual conduct, Geun-yeong had expected him to leave without reporting to him as the Regional Lord.
But why today of all days...!

Barely suppressing the curses rising from deep within, Geun-yeong returned to his office, grabbed his sword, and set out.

"I should at least go help Gun Young Master. Miss Ju, please stay with the elders."

"What? But...!"

Without even listening to Hwa-ryeon's words, Geun-yeong rushed toward the prison.
As she stared blankly at his retreating figure, a powerful explosion suddenly struck her ears.

*BOOM!*

"...!"

A sound like an explosive shell going off, shaking heaven and earth.
Needless to say, it came from the direction of the prison.

*

The combination of wind blades and fireballs led to a powerful explosion.
If I hadn't detected the sneak attack from behind with my energy field a split second earlier, I would have been seriously injured.

As I brushed off the soot clinging to my martial robes, I looked at the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil smiling triumphantly through the black smoke.

"As expected, you can't distinguish between a physical clone and the real body. I don't know how you see through illusions, but now I know how to deal with you."

"...A clone."

Simply put, he had concealed himself with illusions, then used a clone to divert my attention while launching a sneak attack from behind.

"Thinking you can do something to me with just one clone seems too optimistic, don't you think?"

"Who said there was only one?"

With that smug voice, more clones of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil appeared from all directions.
Even at a glance, there were well over twenty.

My energy field was telling me that all these numerous Jade-Faced Lustful Devils surrounding me were physical entities.
In other words, they were all clones.

"...What are you, Sun Wukong?"

When I asked incredulously, he let out an annoying laugh.

"Kuhehehe, let's see how long you can hold out against this many opponents?"

"Seems you had a lot of talismans hidden around. I hope you didn't hide any in your lower body? I'd rather not cut those."

"...You've got quite a mouth on you."

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, displeased by my composure in the face of multiple enemies, glared at me with his smile gone.
Eventually, he and his clones concealed themselves with illusions, and a thunderous shout echoed from all directions.

"I'll tear you to shreds!"

With that cry, the clones who had hidden themselves with illusions all charged at me at once.
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Geun-yeong gripped his sword so tightly that the veins on the back of his hand stood out prominently as he ran toward the prison.

Unlike Cheongsang, he wasn't born with exceptional talent and his martial arts were unremarkable, but he couldn't leave the fight against the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil to Ja-seong alone.

*The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil is our family's—the Zhuge Family's—karma. If I pass this burden entirely to someone else, how could I ever hold my head up again?*

He owed Ja-seong for everything regarding the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil. From keeping the truth about Zhuge Seon a secret to personally capturing the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

In the midst of all this, leaving the task of stopping the resurrected Jade-Faced Lustful Devil entirely to Ja-seong seemed too shameless.

*At the very least, I should throw myself into helping Young Master Gun...!*

Finally arriving near the prison, Geun-yeong spotted Ja-seong standing behind the building.

Strangely, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was nowhere to be seen. Moreover, Ja-seong was just standing still with his eyes closed.

*Where is the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil...?*

As he approached Ja-seong while looking around, Ja-seong suddenly turned and swung his sword toward the area behind him.

With a sharp whistling sound, the sword cut through the air. Immediately after, amazingly, a bisected Jade-Faced Lustful Devil appeared from thin air.

With a puff, the bisected Jade-Faced Lustful Devil disappeared, and a cut talisman fell limply to the ground in its place.

*What is that...?*

Geun-yeong, unaware of what was happening, stared at the scene with a confused expression.
Regardless of his confusion, Ja-seong's sword began to dance through the air in earnest.

Each time the sword swung, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil would appear and disappear repeatedly.
With his eyes closed, Ja-seong's ceaseless sword movements resembled a sword dance.

"Ah...!"

At some point, Geun-yeong found himself staring blankly at the scene.

*It's as if a Sword Immortal has descended to earth.*

Ja-seong's swordsmanship was so mystical that it inspired such thoughts.

Like a streak of light, he swung his sword in the blink of an eye.
He thrust multiple times so quickly it created the illusion of the sword splitting.
From heavy downward strikes that seemed to crush opponents to storm-like wild slashes.

It made him wonder if this was even the martial art he knew.
As he gazed endlessly at Ja-seong's sword, Geun-yeong's eyes suddenly caught the tip of the blade.

The tip of the blade shone so thinly it appeared as a single line.
Seeing this, Geun-yeong's eyes gradually widened.

"That's..."

A memory from the past flashed through his mind.
A phrase from an ancient forbidden book hidden deep in the family library came to mind.

-Condensing energy at the tip of the sword's blade, this is called Sword Qi.

Could it be?

Whether or not Ja-seong knew that Geun-yeong was watching him with trembling eyes, he continued to cut down the hidden clones.
By now, torn talisman pieces were scattered all around.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, who was also hiding like his clones, frowned at the sight.

*This is impossible...!*

He already knew Ja-seong was strong.
He had personally witnessed him toying with Zhuge Cheongsang, supposedly the strongest of the Zhuge clan.

That's why he had sent more than fifty clones to attack simultaneously.
He was confident this would be enough to take down two or three Zhuge Cheongsangs.

But look at the result.
Of the more than fifty clones, barely ten remained.

Despite having his eyes closed, Ja-seong somehow sensed whenever the clones tried to use magic and instantly cut them down.
Finally, even the last clone was cut by Ja-seong's sword and returned to a talisman fragment.

*Kuk...!*

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil gritted his teeth.
He had used every talisman in his possession to ensure a kill, yet couldn't even inflict a single wound.

While unable to hide his dismay, he continued to observe Ja-seong.
Ja-seong, who had been effortlessly eliminating clones appearing east and west, hadn't made a single move against the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's main body lurking in the rear.

*No, it's not that he didn't—he couldn't.*

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil recalled his earlier ambush.
Ja-seong had failed to detect him when he circled far behind, attacking only the clone approaching from the front.

*His detection range must be about five jang.*

So if he stayed beyond five jang, that monster wouldn't be able to detect him.
Just as the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was becoming confident in this, Ja-seong opened his eyes.

Then he looked directly toward where the still-hidden Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was and raised the corner of his mouth.

A chill ran down his spine.

*He shouldn't be able to detect beyond five jang...?*

As if mocking his thoughts, Ja-seong charged straight at him and swung his sword.

*

There you are, you bastard.
I smiled slightly as I detected the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil at the edge of my expanded energy field.

They say martial arts are perfected through countless real battles.
While facing numerous invisible enemies, my energy field had unintentionally developed significantly.

It was no longer a sieve-like net full of holes, but a larger, denser net.

With a thud, I stepped firmly and charged at the pervert.
I could sense him panicking and trying to flee after realizing he was within my energy field's range. Ha, too late for that.

With a swish, the light of "Boundless Sky First Flash" once again bisected the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's waist.

"Argh! You damned...!"

As the illusion broke, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil screamed as his waist was cut in half again.
But his waist immediately began to reattach itself.
Realizing this, the pervert became smug again.

"Hahaha-! No matter how much you struggle, you can't...!"
"Shut up."

I thrust my sword into his wide-open mouth.
I quickly withdrew it, then sliced off his head, arms, and legs.

"Urgh!"

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil let out a strange noise as his head barely reattached.
Ignoring his cries, I continued to hack his body to pieces.

He can regenerate?
Let's see if he can still do that when cut into dozens or hundreds of pieces.

With a slash, "Heavenly Tempest."
The storm-like wild slashes cut through the pervert's entire body.
Blood splattered everywhere, staining the surroundings red.

But that didn't last long.
The pervert's blood wriggled like a living creature and returned to his body.

It felt like he was neither human nor anything recognizable anymore.
Clicking my tongue at this bizarre phenomenon I'd never seen before, I continued my attack. As my sword cut through the center of his body, I noticed an ominous black light seeping from the gap.

Wondering what it was, I looked closer and soon realized its identity.

"...A stone?"

There was a stone emitting black light embedded in the center of the pervert's body.
Instinctively realizing this was the cause of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's transformation, I raised my sword to shatter it.

At that moment, the black light intensified and then exploded outward.
I was helplessly thrown backward by the impact.

Spinning in mid-air, I barely managed to regain my balance and land, when I heard the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's sharp cry.

"Argh! You damned bastard, I'll never forgive you! I'll definitely kill you-!"

Looking up, I saw the pervert making strange hand gestures and muttering something.
Soon, white smoke enveloped his body and spread in all directions.

And from within that smoke,

With a roar, a huge tiger leaped out.
The tiger, tall enough that its head was higher than mine, baring its teeth as it charged—even I felt a chill.

"Shape-shifting now?!"

Sharp claws on raised forepaws descended toward my head.
With a fierce grin, I dove into the tiger's embrace instead.

The deadly paw that could have killed me with one hit barely grazed the top of my head.
I emerged from the tiger's side, using my blade to slice open its abdomen.

Blood poured out without fail.
But even in tiger form, its abnormal regenerative ability remained intact, and the wound healed immediately.

"Ha..."

I let out a hollow laugh as I stared back at the growling tiger.

So that's how you want to play?
It seems the pervert has played his trump card, so I can't just stand by.

With a powerful stomp, I planted my foot firmly.
The tiger, which was about to charge again, suddenly froze.

It growled in confusion, clearly shocked that it couldn't move freely.
I grinned and raised my sword above my head with both hands.
It was the stance of the Sovereign Sword Form.

Soon, a storm of Sword Qi spiraled up the blade.
Terrified by the howling wind that threatened to grind everything to dust, the tiger desperately tried to move.

Too bad, it must be difficult?

Using my newly created energy field as a foundation, I had added a new subtlety to the Sovereign Sword Form: condensation.

Instead of simply controlling energy waves to press down from above, I could now condense energy waves from all directions to bind the enemy more powerfully.

Thanks to this, the pervert, transformed into a house-sized tiger, couldn't move an inch.
Realizing there was no way out, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil reverted to his original form.

"W-wait...!"

Desperately raising his head while lying prone, the pervert tried to say something.
What, is he going to beg for his life?

Well, too bad, I have no intention of listening.

This situation was my fault.
It was because I foolishly kept that pervert alive and brought him here that Elder Yeon ended up in critical condition.

So I'll take responsibility and kill the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
This shameless bastard who caused pain, despair, and even death to countless people out of his own greed, and then blamed it all on Elder Yeon.

Even if he had a painful past, at this point there was no room for sympathy or hesitation.

"W-wait! P-please...!"

Ignoring his desperate cries, I brought my sword down.

With a thunderous roar, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was helplessly engulfed in the storm of Sword Qi.

Ch.125 - The Price That Must Be Paid
A person transformed into a tiger.
A person wielded a storm.

Geun-yeong stared blankly at the battle between Ja-seong and the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
His half-frozen mind refused to comprehend what was happening, merely listing the facts his eyes had witnessed.

-KWAGAGAGA-!

He finally snapped back to reality when the storm from Ja-seong's sword engulfed the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
The thunderous roar that seemed to shake heaven and earth forcibly awakened his mind.

"Huh...!"

Thanks to that, he finally regained his senses and let out a gasp of astonishment.
Perhaps the shock doubled as he belatedly understood the scene before him?

Breaking free from his stupor and barely regaining his composure, Geun-yeong managed to utter a single word amid the roaring storm of sword qi.

"...Amazing."

Though he had rushed over thinking he couldn't leave the fight to Ja-seong alone, he ended up just watching. But thoughts of that had long vanished from his mind.
What filled the void instead was awe at Ja-seong's divine might.

*The old master Gok was right.*

There's a saying: "An awl in a bag." Like an awl in a bag that cannot help but poke through, someone with exceptional ability will inevitably reveal themselves, whether they want to or not.

A person with such power would influence the world, knowingly or unknowingly. It was inevitable.

And such a person now wished to meet the head of the Zhuge Family.
Presumably, the purpose was some kind of request for cooperation.
The main party was probably...

*It must be Miss Ju.*

Geun-yeong hadn't yet heard about the group's purpose.
But as a member of the Divine Zhuge Family, he could make an educated guess.

It wasn't difficult, as the name Ju Hwa-ryeon was still remembered among the leaders of various martial arts factions.

The daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress who disappeared over ten years ago.
That daughter had reappeared in the world.

*And with the Namgung Family Head's token, no less.*

This suggested several facts.

Former enemies had met and built enough trust to exchange tokens.
And through that trust, they were now trying to contact the Zhuge Family.

*In other words, we now stand at a crossroads.*

The daughter of the fallen former fortress lord, or the flourishing Paecheon Fortress?

Common sense would dictate choosing the latter.
But after witnessing Ja-seong's power, Geun-yeong's heart leaned toward the former.
The fact that the Namgung Family had already chosen the former was another reason his heart was swayed.

Perhaps they too had witnessed and felt Ja-seong's power.

*I'll need to send someone to Hefei to investigate this thoroughly.*

Just as Geun-yeong firmed his resolve, the storm that resembled heaven's wrath subsided.
The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil had vanished without leaving even a corpse, and the surroundings were completely devastated.

Seeing Ja-seong standing at the end of it all, Geun-yeong cautiously approached him.

*

As the storm of sword qi subsided, the devastated state of the courtyard was revealed.
Of course, there was no sign of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil anywhere.

The "Sovereign Sword Form" had even half-destroyed the nearby prison.
No matter how well he could regenerate, no human body could withstand that.

After confirming the pervert's death and sheathing my sword, Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been staring blankly at the fight between me and the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, slowly approached.

"Young Master Gun, are you alright?"
"Yes, I'm fine. But what should we do? The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil..."

We looked back at where the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil had been.
Having ground him to dust without leaving even a corpse, all evidence that the Zhuge Family had dealt with him had completely disappeared.

Just as I was wondering if I'd used the "Sovereign Sword Form" unnecessarily, the surrounding landscape caught my eye anew.

The courtyard next to the prison, ground up along with the pervert in the sword qi storm, was completely devastated.
The stone slabs on the ground were all shattered, and as mentioned earlier, the prison was nearly half-destroyed.

"Uh..."

Seeing this, I realized I had wrecked a corner of someone else's family estate while trying to defeat the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

I had already forgotten about destroying a guest hall and a wall at the Namgung Family estate, and here I was causing trouble again.
I glanced sideways at Zhuge Geun-yeong, trying to gauge his reaction.

Looking at me with puzzlement, Zhuge Geun-yeong eventually seemed to understand my concern and gave a bitter smile.

"You needn't worry so much. We owe you an enormous debt, so we can hardly get upset about a single damaged building."
"Hahaha, hearing you say that puts me at ease..."

As I laughed awkwardly at the strange sense of déjà vu, something caught my qi sense.
With a hardened expression, I quickly turned and strode toward where the pervert had been.

And then I found it.
A black stone that had been embedded in the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's body, emitting an ominous energy.
Pieces of flesh wriggling and gathering around it.

"T-This is...!"

I heard Zhuge Geun-yeong's shocked voice behind me.
Flesh chunks clinging to the black stone, increasing its size.

Ha, it's still regenerating even in this state?

Suppressing my disbelief, I drew my sword again and activated my sword qi to press down on the black stone.

-CRACK!

With a sharp sound, the stone split in two.
The ominous black light gradually faded, turning ashen gray.
As the energy disappeared, the clinging flesh pieces lost their strength and scattered.

"Ugh...!"

Seeing this, Zhuge Geun-yeong frowned as if nauseated.
I felt the same disgust, but I couldn't just leave that suspicious stone alone.

I carefully approached and picked up the two stone fragments.

"W-Wait, touching it carelessly...!"
"It should be fine. The energy has dispersed and it seems completely broken."

I brushed off the stubbornly clinging flesh pieces and examined the stone fragments carefully.
Perhaps because it was broken, it looked like an ordinary stone from the outside.

But to think this small thing had turned the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil into a monster that could regenerate even after having his neck or waist cut off...

What could it be?
Would Old Master Gok know what this is?

Thinking of Old Master Gok naturally reminded me of Old Master Yeon whom I had left with Hwa-ryeon.
I turned to ask Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"Um, what about Old Master Yeon...?"
"Ah, Old Master Gok is looking after him. I don't think you need to worry too much."

At Zhuge Geun-yeong's assurance, I let out a small sigh of relief, but still wanting to check his condition myself, I headed straight for the office.

However, when we arrived at the hall, there was no sign of the two old men—only Hwa-ryeon was pacing alone.
When she spotted me approaching, the worry clearly visible on her pale face melted away like snow.

"Young Master, you're safe."
"Of course I am."

I replied with a grin, and Hwa-ryeon nodded in relief.
She then informed me of the two old men's whereabouts.

"Old Master Gok went to the guest quarters where Old Master Yeon is staying."
"How's the chest wound? Is it okay?"

At my question, Hwa-ryeon nodded vigorously and explained what she had seen.

"It was amazing. That large wound healed completely in less than fifteen minutes!"

I was quite surprised by this.
It had been somewhat accidental that I'd told them to take him to Old Master Gok, but it seems that was the right decision.

Afterward, the three of us immediately headed to Old Master Yeon's room.
Entering the room, we saw Old Master Gok examining Old Master Yeon who was lying on the bed.

"Ah, welcome. I was just wondering how things were on your end."

Old Master Gok, welcoming us—especially me—into the room, immediately expressed his gratitude.

"I'm truly grateful. Thanks to your quick judgment, this friend of mine survived."
"No, it was my fault for bringing that pervert here alive in the first place."

In response to my apologetic words, Old Master Gok shook his head.

"I know you were being considerate of my friend. It's not right to trample on and condemn good intentions just because the outcome wasn't favorable."
"......"

Unable to find a response, I kept quiet, and Old Master Gok asked about the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.

"By the way, what happened to the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil?"
"I killed him. Didn't even leave a corpse."
"A fitting end for such a villain."

A sharp response from the usually gentle Old Master Gok.
It was an understandable reaction toward the degenerate who had tried to kill his master and his friend.

"Um, but I have something to ask."
"What is it?"

I told him about the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's transformation and strange regenerative abilities.
Old Master Gok's expression became quite serious.

"Reattaching severed waists or limbs... There are records of such techniques from ancient times, but they've been lost for ages. And I've never heard of flesh reconstructing itself like that."
"Then do you know anything about this?"

I handed the stone fragments to Old Master Gok.
After carefully examining the stone while listening to my explanation that all those changes in the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil seemed to be because of this stone, Old Master Gok eventually shook his head.

"I don't know. All I can say is that it's not a treasure used by sorcerers..."

A negative answer contrary to my expectations.
Trying to hide my disappointment, I took back the stone fragments.

If Old Master Gok didn't know, then Old Master Yeon probably wouldn't know about it either.
In other words, the trail had gone completely cold.

"......"

No, maybe not?
The ominous energy the black stone emitted before it broke.
I had felt a similar energy before.

From the Seven Branches and the Soul-Caging Stone.
Their energy was very similar to that of the black stone.

Half-convinced that the black stone was related to the Seven Branches, I naturally knew who might provide clues.

Ye So-ha.
The mysterious woman who had burned the giant tree monster that the Seven Branches had transformed into with strange white flames, then disappeared.

She had clearly said we would meet again and have a more detailed conversation next time, but there had been no news of her so far.

I really hate to admit it, but I desperately wanted to see that woman again.
Where could she be now, and what might she be doing?

Ch.126 - Interlude. War In The Darkness
Northern Gangseoseong, Lake Payang.

A sudden sneeze echoed from a small boat drifting across the vast lake.

"Achoo!"
"Why are you sneezing? You can't be sick... can you?"

Soha shrugged at Hong's curious muttering beside her.

"Maybe someone's talking about me?"
"Come on, wouldn't that be quite a few people? There must be countless people across the Central Plains wondering about the identity of the Lower Heaven Sect Leader, whose age and gender remain a complete mystery."
"No, it's not that kind of feeling. More like... someone suddenly thought of me specifically?"

Soha and Hong were chatting quite leisurely.
But their pleasant time ended with Cheong's quiet voice as she rowed the boat.

"We've arrived."

The two turned their gaze forward at Cheong's words.
Beyond the mist obscuring their view, a dark shadow appeared.
As they drew closer, the shadow revealed its true form.

"There really was an island here."

Indeed.
As Hong murmured, what emerged from the mist was none other than an island.

Lake Payang was the largest lake in the Central Plains.
So vast that those unfamiliar with it might mistake it for the sea, so having a small island or two within wasn't particularly surprising.

However, the blatant evil energy surrounding the entire island was certainly not normal.

"This doesn't look good at all."

Soha muttered, her face slightly tensing as she felt the ominous energy brushing past her body.
Hong, with an equally rigid expression, asked for confirmation.

"This is where Nok's energy signature disappeared, right?"

Nok.
Like Cheong and Hong, she was one of their kind who had come to this world with Soha to find the Prophesied Warrior.

Six of their kind had followed Soha.
Unlike the two who usually moved with Soha, the other four operated separately, each carrying out their own missions.

Nok's mission was to track the covert activities of the Crimson Eye Cult.
The Crimson Eye Cult, successor to the Ming Cult, began with a false accusation but over time had truly become an excellent cult of evil.

Even now, hidden in darkness, they were deluding people across the Central Plains and drawing them into evil ways.
They would gather at specific locations to perform wicked rituals, and Nok's last report was about discovering traces of such a ritual on an island in Lake Payang.

But after that, the response from Nok's guardian stone suddenly disappeared.
Sensing something was wrong, Soha had changed course from heading to the Lower Heaven Sect headquarters and came here to Lake Payang instead.

The boat carrying the three landed on the island.
Except for the shore touching the lake, the island was densely covered with trees, and with the addition of the sinister evil energy, it gave off a chilling atmosphere.

"Ugh... I don't want to go in there just looking at it."

The three entered the forest, with Soha comforting Hong who was shivering.
But as soon as they set foot in the forest, the evil energy seemed to explode, increasing dramatically as if they had entered a completely different space.

"This is...!"
"It's a formation. It seems to be the kind that prevents internal energy from leaking outside..."

Hong's eyes widened in surprise while Cheong calmly analyzed the situation.
Hearing Cheong's words, Soha's face hardened even more.

"Let's hurry. I have a bad feeling about this."

Soha strode ahead of the two, deeper into the forest, with a cold light in her eyes.





*





After hurrying without rest, the three soon reached the center of the island and were shocked by the scene before them.

"My god..."

Blood and madness.
The scene before them could be defined by just those two words.

"Kyahaha!"
"Great Divine Tree!"

In the center of the island stood a massive altar.
And behind the altar was none other than an enormous tree, stained crimson from root to branch as if soaked in blood.

Hundreds of people were screaming and cheering around the altar and tree.
Fanatics who had stripped off all their clothes and painted their entire bodies with blood.

"Eek!"

Hong let out a shrill scream in horror at the sight.
Unlike her, Cheong coolly surveyed the surroundings, and finally spoke while looking at the tree behind the altar.

"Sect Leader, that tree, as expected..."
"Yes, it's a sapling of Rogogh."

The term "sapling" seemed ill-suited for the massive tree towering in the center of the forest.
But the three knew well how enormous the original being was, so they didn't find it particularly strange.

"Seeing a sapling of Rogogh here is really something... but where on earth is Nok?"

Hong, having calmed herself, belatedly looked around searching for their comrade.
Her eyes stopped at a certain point and gradually widened.

"There... there!"

Cheong and Soha's gazes followed Hong's.
The faces of the two twisted in disgust as they finally confirmed the appearance and condition of the one they were looking for.

"Kuk...!"
"...Good thing we came looking."

The sight of Nok captured in the three pairs of eyes was miserable.

Like the other fanatics, she had been stripped of all clothing, and her entire body was covered in blood as if she had been mutilated with sharp blades.

Nok was being dragged toward the altar, unable to stand properly with her arms bound.
Seeing her, the three simultaneously thought of the same word.

Sacrifice.
These bastards were trying to offer their comrade as a sacrifice to Rogogh's sapling.

"Those damn bastards...!"

Hong ground her teeth in rage.
Cheong, who was holding her back from rushing in, asked Soha.

"But why, was Nok, captured? There should, be very, few in, this world, who could, subdue Nok."

At Cheong's disjointed question as she restrained the struggling Hong, Soha fell into thought.

As Cheong said, those who could subdue Nok in this Central Plains could be counted on one hand.
Yet the fact that Nok had been captured in such a miserable state meant only one thing.

"I suppose it means someone capable of subduing Nok is present here."

At that very moment, a man appeared on the altar.
Though his face was hidden behind a wooden mask, he couldn't conceal the ominous demonic energy flowing from his body.

Soha instinctively knew from the demonic energy that the opponent was one of the core members of the Crimson Eye Cult.

*He must be one of the Stems, but which one?*

While she was guessing the man's identity, the masked man looked around at the crowd worshipping the tree and spread his arms wide.

"Children of the Great Divine Tree!"

At the man's shout echoing in all directions, the cheers and screams disappeared as if washed away, and silence fell.
The people, wrapped in silence, quietly but with fiercely burning eyes, looked up at the masked man.

The man, facing the devotees silently staring at him, took a deep breath and shouted loudly once more.

"A vile unbeliever who dared to steal the sacrifice for the Divine Tree and tried to burn the Divine Tree's incarnation has been captured."

With those words, Nok, who had somehow been dragged onto the altar, was forced to kneel before the man.

"Urgh...!"

Nok groaned as the pain from her mutilated wounds was roughly pressed.
Yet even in that state, she raised her head and glared fiercely at the man.

"Hmm."

Displeased with Nok's gaze, the man lifted his foot and stomped hard on her head.

*Crack!*

"Aagh!"

A scream that reached even the three.
Hong became completely enraged and struggled more violently, and even Cheong, who was restraining her, seemed angry as her eyes grew fierce.

Soha, like the two, or perhaps even more intensely, struggled to suppress her boiling anger as she observed the situation.

*There's no way someone of that level could have subdued Nok. There must be something more.*

Judging by the energy emanating from the man, he clearly seemed to have received power from them.
But even so, it wasn't enough to so thoroughly subdue Nok.

Soha pondered what could have defeated Nok.
But the situation didn't give her time to think leisurely.

"Raise her up!"
"Ugh, let go! Let me go!"

Those who had brought Nok secured her to the altar.
The masked man picked up a dagger placed beside the altar and slowly approached Nok.

"Now, I shall offer this unbeliever who defied the Great Divine Tree as a sacrifice!"

"Divine Tree!"
"Take us to a beautiful crimson world!"

The man, receiving the fanatics' cheers, raised the dagger.
It was a critical moment, with the dagger about to plunge into Nok's body.

"Sect Leader...!"

At Cheong's urgent call, Soha rose.

"You two stay behind and prepare for any contingency."

Soha's wide-open eyes emitted a golden light.
Then, a form of pure white light rose behind her.

Wings of light.
The pure white that rose from the endlessly deep and dark crimson struck the masked man directly as it crossed the sky.

*Kwang!*

"Kheok!?"

The man dropped the dagger in his hand and crashed to the ground.
When his mask fell off, the grotesquely distorted face of a leper was revealed.

The man looked at Soha, at her white wings, and twisted the corners of his mouth into a smile.

"Pu, puhahaha-! You've appeared! Just as that person predicted!"
"...That person?"

So there was indeed something more.
Clicking her tongue briefly, Soha grabbed the man by the neck and flung him down from the altar.

"Kheok!"
"Master Samgan!"

Samgan, was it?
So he was indeed one of the Stems.

According to the Lower Heaven Sect's investigations, the Crimson Eye Cult was operating divided into three organizations.

They were the Branches, Stems, and Roots.

The Seven Branches, including Chilji, had infiltrated Paecheon Fortress to blind the Emperor's eyes,
while Stems like Samgan deluded the people with evil doctrines.
And the Roots...

"S-Sect Leader...!"

Awakened from her thoughts by the weak voice, Soha approached the altar and untied Nok.

"Are you alright? I'll treat you right away..."
"R-Run away. It's a trap...!"

Just as Nok was urgently speaking,

*Shiver!*

An unprecedentedly powerful demonic energy enveloped Soha from behind.

Ch.127 - Interlude. War In The Darkness
"Ugh...!"

An intense demonic energy that couldn't possibly be ignored.
Ye So-ha frowned and slowly turned around.

A figure came into view.

"Hello?"

A man greeted her with a bright smile.
At first glance, he appeared ordinary with no distinctive features.

If anything, the irritating grin plastered across his face was the only thing that stood out.
Otherwise, he didn't seem particularly threatening.
Yes, if you only looked at his appearance.

*He's quite strong.*

So-ha wasn't fooled by his harmless exterior.
To be honest, she couldn't be fooled even if she wanted to.
The demonic energy radiating from his entire body was too blatant to ignore.

So-ha remained vigilant.
The man, seeing her—or more precisely, the pair of enormous wings on her back—made a dramatic show of surprise.

"Ohhh, amazing. Honestly, I wasn't expecting much, but you're quite the big shot, aren't you? A seventh-rank Principatus angel."
"......"

So-ha remained silent.
The man twisted his lips in amusement at her reaction.

"Pretty cold-blooded for a dove, aren't you? Or wait, maybe you don't understand the situation? Which is it?"

So-ha snorted at the casual slur and immediately shot back.

"I'm the one who's surprised. I never expected a bat like you to show yourself directly. I suspected your kind was behind the Crimson Eye Cult, but I thought you'd be hiding in some gloomy cave as usual."

The man burst into cheerful laughter at her sharp words.

"Hehehehe... Such prejudice isn't good. For every type of person, there's another type, right? Just as there were those who fought to the death to protect heaven, there were also those who ran away, not caring whether their home world perished or not."

-Grind!

The sound of So-ha's teeth grinding together escaped involuntarily.
Hearing this, the man raised both hands in mock surrender.

"Ah, did I touch a nerve? Sorry, sorry. My weakness is that I keep saying uncomfortable truths without tact."

Snickering as he apologized, the man cleared his throat and made various gestures with his hands in front of his chest.

"Hmm? Is it like this? Is this right?"

After moving his hands around awkwardly for a while, he finally managed an awkward cupped-hand salute and introduced himself.

"Nice to meet you, I'm O-gan. One of the branches of the Divine Wood. I'm dedicated to serving the beautiful red world."

So-ha wore an exasperated expression at his ridiculous introduction.

"...Ha. You seem quite deeply immersed in your religious game."
"Hey now, a game? My heart is always filled with sincere faith!"

O-gan, who had been feigning indignation, suddenly asked in a low, insinuating voice.

"And I'd like to spread our faith to you too. Would you kindly come with me?"
"That sounds like you're going to torture me for information."
"Well, our great Lord always tests us through pain, so...?"

*So he is going to torture me after all.*

With a bitter laugh, So-ha extended her right hand to the side.
Light flashed in the empty air, and a sword materialized from within.

Seeing So-ha pointing the sword at him, O-gan wore a regretful expression.

"Oh dear, it would have been nice if you'd just come along quietly. We could have avoided making things difficult for each other."
"Cut the crap, will you? You didn't really think I would agree."
"Well, that's true."

O-gan shrugged, and the corners of his mouth split wide open.
From inside his mouth, a massive plant stem burst forth, tearing his skin apart as it revealed his true form.

-Kieeek-!

O-gan's form, howling toward the sky, was truly repulsive.

Roots that writhed incessantly and a body entangled like vines.
Hundreds of tentacles protruded from the gaps, moving in all directions, and from the large flower blooming at the top, a snake-like head emerged.

-Kuheheheh, with mere angel power like yours, you can't do anything to me!

His triumphant voice echoed all around.
Hearing this, the cultists shouted in ecstasy.

-Ohhh! That is O-gan's—the Apostle's—true form!
-Ahhh...! Beautiful!

*Beautiful? Apostle?*

So-ha was dumbfounded at the sight of the giant tentacled monster.
They must all have lost their minds... yes, that must be it.

With a hollow laugh, So-ha shook her head and ran her left hand along the blade of her sword.
Following her touch, pure white holy fire ignited, wrapping around the sword and burning brightly.

-To ignite holy fire...! Not bad for a mere angel.

O-gan flicked his tongue (if that's the right expression) at the sight of the white-hot sword.
So-ha, facing O-gan with sharp eyes, called out to Cheong in a small voice.

"Cheong, can you move on your own?"
"Ugh... I can manage this much."

Cheong struggled to stand as she spoke.
But her weak voice made it clear that her words were just bravado, born from not wanting to be a burden.
Noticing this, So-ha bit her lip slightly and continued.

"...Hong and Il-ji are coming from behind. I don't care whether you kill those fanatics or not, just try to meet up with those two somehow."

Usually, she preferred not to kill innocent people, but in this situation, she had no intention of worrying about the lives of these crazed cultists.

"...Yes."

Cheong nodded heavily and descended from the altar with her battered body.

-Hey! The sacrifice is coming down!
-Catch her—Aaaagh!?

A clear slicing sound followed by screams.
Until now, Cheong had been restraining herself on So-ha's orders, but despite her injured state, mere humans were no match for her.

Ignoring the death throes of the cultist who had rushed at Cheong, So-ha pointed her sword at the enemy before her.

-Kik. This is a sight I'd like to show to those who worship your kind as divine messengers. Looking at it this way, you're no different from us.

"Shut up. Don't lump us together with you demons."

Despite So-ha's low growl, the amusement in O-gan's voice didn't fade.

-Why not be a bit more honest? Is the reason your kind meddles in saving various worlds really out of pure goodwill?

"......"

-I doubt it. It's just that you intend to use humans in your war against us, right?

So-ha, who had been tight-lipped with a hardened face at O-gan's insidious words, lifted one corner of her mouth to mock him.

"It's funny hearing that from someone who's trying to destroy everything. Even hypocrisy is good—at least it's far better than evil."

-Evil? What we're doing is salvation! Being liberated from harsh and painful lives to become nourishment for the great Logog. What could be more joyous than that?

Liberation from life.

*...He's just saying he wants to kill everyone.*

Seeing him talk like this even now, perhaps he truly believed what he was saying.

*Well, all those from that faction have lost their minds anyway.*

Shaking her head, So-ha lowered her upper body and shot toward O-gan like an arrow released from a bowstring.

-Boom!

So-ha kicked off the ground and soared like a bird with her wings spread wide.
Seeing her flying rapidly toward him, O-gan shot out the tentacles covering his entire body.

-Swoosh!

Hundreds of writhing tentacles poured toward So-ha all at once.
A sight grotesque enough to make most people's minds go blank.

But So-ha paid no heed and countered by swinging her sword wide, scattering holy fire.

Large and small white flames spread widely, and when they touched the tentacles, they spread rapidly like oil had been poured on them.

-Whoosh!

O-gan clicked his tongue briefly as the holy fire raced up his tentacles.

-Tsk! That damned fire is troublesome as always.

Then he severed all the tentacles before the flames could reach his stem.

The tentacles fell helplessly, turning to ashes.
Not missing this opportunity, So-ha charged at O-gan's stem with her sword leading the way.

Having removed his means of defense himself, O-gan allowed her approach without any protection.

*This plant-type is especially vulnerable to holy fire.*

In other words, if the holy fire just touched him, the battle would be as good as decided.
And currently, the sword wrapped in holy fire was just about to touch O-gan's vine stem.

*Got him...!*

So-ha sensed victory.
But the situation didn't unfold as she expected.
Just before the white-hot sword touched the vine stem, the entangled vines suddenly spread apart, letting her pass right through.

"What...?"

So-ha couldn't stop and charged through the gap between the vines.

-Kuhehe... Caught you!

The spread vines wrapped around her body from all directions with O-gan's sinister laugh.

"Urgh...!"

So-ha lost her sword and found herself tightly bound by the vines in an instant.
She was pulled up to face O-gan's snake-like head directly.

-You relied too much on holy fire. No matter how lethal an attack is, it's useless if it doesn't connect.

His voice was full of mockery.
But bound tightly by the vines, there was nothing So-ha could do.

O-gan's breath was right in front of her face.
Through that hot air, his persistent tongue licked her cheek.

"Ugh...!"

O-gan laughed cheerfully at So-ha, who groaned with unbearable disgust.

-Kahahaha-! What will you do? Will you continue to resist? If so, I'll have no choice but to devour you?

"...From the way you talk, it sounds like that's what you're hoping for."

O-gan didn't particularly deny So-ha's attempt at sarcasm.

-I'm something of a gourmet, you see. It would be a shame to miss the chance to taste a delicacy after so long.

Having said that, O-gan suddenly seemed to recall something and smacked his lips.

-Those martial artists who used Sword Force in the past were excellent. For humans, the power contained in their souls was quite substantial. It's still regrettable to think about it. That they were all swept away like that.

Ch.128 - Interlude. War In The Darkness
"...What are you talking about?"

Sword Force.
If Ja-seong had heard this, he would have been shocked enough for his eyes to pop out, but to Ye So-ha, who knew nothing about it, it was just meaningless words.

"It's just an old story. Meaningless now. Anyway, how should I get rid of this...?"

O-gan's thoughts, which had briefly wandered, quickly returned to how he should deal with So-ha.
Judging by the breath he was blowing in So-ha's face and his flickering tongue, the answer seemed already decided.

Despite facing O-gan who was about to devour her, So-ha's face showed only disgust, not fear or any sense of danger.

But O-gan, intoxicated by the thought of enjoying a rare delicacy after a long time, failed to notice her reaction.
To make matters worse, an unexpected intruder suddenly intervened.

"No, you can't!"

"Huh?"

O-gan turned his head.
There stood Sam-gan, who had somehow climbed back onto the altar, shouting with a hideously distorted face.

"That woman is a criminal who dared to interfere with our sacred ritual! According to our principles, she should be tied to the altar and offered to the great Divine Wood along with the sacrifice who escaped earlier. So tie up that criminal and go catch the escaped sacrifice!"

"......"

O-gan was momentarily speechless with disbelief.
He seriously questioned the mental state of this insignificant insect who dared to give him orders.

*What is he thinking?*

His question was immediately answered by Sam-gan's next words.

"O-gan! Are you daring to disobey me?"

Sam-gan (Three Stems) and O-gan (Five Stems).

*So he thinks he outranks me just because his number comes first?*

Beyond disbelief, O-gan was utterly dumbfounded.
Then he heard a low snicker.

"Heh."

It was So-ha, without a doubt.
Though still tightly bound by vines, she had a mocking smile on her lips.

"Indeed, your god is testing you."

"Ha!"

The mockery came right back at him.
O-gan burst into a savage laugh.

Sam-gan, failing to notice O-gan's ominous mood, continued to berate him.

"What are you doing! Go right n—"

CRACK!

Sam-gan couldn't finish his sentence.
One of O-gan's stems had struck him from the crown of his head downward.

The stem that crushed the small human body pierced through the altar.
Blood spread through the cracks of the collapsed altar.
It was clear that Sam-gan would never berate O-gan again.

Sam-gan's sudden death.
The moment of his death came as a great shock to the other fanatics.

"Uh, uwaaa! W-why did Lord O-gan kill Lord Sam-gan...?"

Undisguisable fear spread across the faces of the people who couldn't hide their shock.
It was the complete opposite reaction to when they had cheered as Rok, who was in tatters, was about to be killed as a human sacrifice.

"Oh my~ I've gone and done it."

Feeling the gazes of the fanatics, O-gan shook his head as if in dismay.
Then, muttering "can't be helped," he extended dozens of his stems in all directions toward the fanatics.

SWOOSH!

Just before the stems reached the fanatics, their tips opened wide and swallowed the people headfirst in one gulp.

"Aack! Aaaack!?"
"Crunch, crunch"

Screams from inside the stems, and the sound of something being chewed.

"Gulp"

Even the sound of swallowing the crushed remains.
After staring blankly at the unbelievable scene for a moment, the fanatics came to their senses and began to flee, screaming.
It was a judgment based on the human instinct for survival.

"Uwaaaaa-!"

But their running was too slow to escape alive, and O-gan had too many stems.
The fanatics were quickly caught and devoured, their numbers rapidly dwindling.

"Tsk, ordinary ones really don't taste good."

O-gan complained about the taste while devouring countless people.
Watching him, So-ha asked:

"Is it okay to cause such indiscriminate chaos? It couldn't have been easy to build a settlement of this size. Your superiors won't be pleased, will they?"

As So-ha said, it wouldn't have been easy to establish such a base on an isolated island in the middle of Lake Payang.
But O-gan responded as if her words made no sense.

"Hm? What are you talking about? It's your kind who kill the believers and wreck villages, isn't it? Fortunately, I stepped in just in time to protect the seedling."

"I see."

*You're going to pin everything on me?*
Just looking at how he acted without thinking and then called it a plan showed he wasn't someone who should be entrusted with important responsibilities.

Now she understood why this so-called demon was given the lowly title of Fifth Stem.
Shaking her head, So-ha asked again in an even lower voice:

"Is it that easy? The others aren't fools—will they really believe you just like that?"

"What else can they do? This place is completely cut off from the outside by some kind of formation barrier. If I clean up the traces thoroughly, no one will notice."

"Is that so?"

So-ha's eyes gleamed.
If he was that confident, then she had nothing to worry about either.

*Should I do it?*

While she was inwardly smiling with satisfaction, O-gan, who had been continuously chewing and swallowing fanatics with his stems, made a retching sound.

"Blech, it's a chore to eat those who taste bad in both body and soul."

Despite complaining about how difficult it was, he kept eating without pause, but that was his claim anyway.
After devouring the last remaining fanatic, O-gan finally turned his head toward the final delicacy he had been anticipating.

"Kehe, it's too late to surrender now. It's already too late."

O-gan opened his maw wide, dripping saliva.
He lunged forward to devour So-ha.

In this critical moment when her fate hung in the balance,
So-ha instead smiled deeply.

"No, this is enough."

As soon as her words ended, an intense light poured from her entire body.
The light, so bright it was blinding, began to burn O-gan's entire body right in front of her.

"Kuheogh!?"

O-gan screamed in unbearable pain and released So-ha from his restraints.

As soon as she was freed, So-ha fell toward the ground but then spread wings of light and soared upward.
O-gan, writhing in pain, saw the three pairs of wings spread from So-ha's back.

"Th-that...!"

Unlike demons, angels determined their rank by the number of wings on their backs, which also indicated their strength.
From the wingless ninth rank Angelus to the Seraphim with six pairs of wings.

And among them, three pairs of wings meant...!

"Fourth rank, Dominion?"

He had misjudged his opponent's strength.
With this chilling realization and the alarm ringing in his head,
O-gan acted quickly in response to the intense sense of danger.

He tore off all his burning stems and attempted to flee.

"Huh?"

Seeing O-gan escaping quite rapidly by moving his wriggling roots, So-ha let out a small laugh and raised one hand.

Light gathered in her palm, forming the shape of a massive spear.
Gripping the spear in reverse and raising it above her head, So-ha hurled it toward O-gan.

SWOOSH!

The spear of light cut through the air rapidly.
O-gan, who had been frantically fleeing without noticing, belatedly turned his head and saw the light descending upon him.

"Ah...!"

A short, despairing exclamation.
That was O-gan's last moment.

The spear of light pierced through O-gan, and soon a massive explosion of light illuminated the crimson forest.

FLASH!

When the light that had turned everything white for quite some time subsided, nothing remained.
After confirming O-gan's death, So-ha descended onto the altar, and her three pairs of wings promptly disappeared.

"How curious. Thanks to their formation, I avoided the risk of detection."

For an angel with power like So-ha's, just releasing that power would be detected by demons in this world.
That's why she had kept most of her power sealed, but thanks to the Crimson Eye Cult's formation, she could release it without worry of being discovered.

Feeling quite refreshed, So-ha suddenly looked around.
Unlike when she first arrived, only a dreadful silence filled the surroundings.

The people who had been captivated by the Crimson Eye Cult's whispered delusions had committed terrible acts due to their misguided beliefs and died without even leaving corpses.

After briefly wearing a bitter expression, So-ha turned her head to look at the massive tree behind the altar—the seedling of Rogog.

"Come to think of it, you're still here."

So-ha crossed over the altar, approached the seedling, and examined it closely.
Judging by its complete lack of movement, it seemed it hadn't been planted here long ago.

"That makes it easier to deal with."

She picked up the sword she had dropped earlier, which was lying next to the seedling, and ignited it with holy fire.
Then she thrust the sword into the seedling.

THUD!

White flames spread from the deeply embedded blade, climbing up and burning the entire tree.
Soon, a blood-curdling wail came from inside the tree.

"KIEEEEEK-!"

The holy fire quickly spread throughout the seedling, and a faint shadow of the tree could be seen.
The shadow visible in the blazing flames looked like an angry demon raging in the fire.

As So-ha silently watched this, she sensed three people approaching from behind and turned around.

"Sect Leader."
"Rok."

Rok, supported by Cheong, looked much better than before.
Though still exposed without proper clothes, the wounds that had covered her body were completely gone.

Thinking that Hong must have treated her well, So-ha nodded and faced Rok with a stern expression.

"First, let me ask you. How did you get captured?"

The Rok she knew wasn't careless enough to get caught like this.
The fact that she was captured meant there must have been some other reason—at least that's what So-ha thought.

"...I have something to show you. Please follow me."

With a slight groan, Rok stood up straight without Cheong's support and led the group somewhere.
They headed to the edge of the village centered around the altar, to a cave blocked by a wooden door.

"Cheong, that door..."
"Got it."

CRASH!

Cheong mercilessly smashed the door in Rok's place.
As they stepped over the door's remains and entered, they were hit by a terrible stench.

"Ugh...!"

Hong pinched her nose and grimaced, while Cheong showed no reaction as she carried a torch inside.

Fortunately, the cave wasn't very deep, and the group soon reached the end, where they widened their eyes at the sight before them.

"This is...!"

What lay before the group were children.
Dozens of children who looked as if they hadn't bathed or eaten for a long time.

So-ha was speechless as she met their unnaturally dead, gloomy eyes that were so unlike children.

"During my investigation, I discovered they were using children as human sacrifices for the seedling. When I heard these children would be offered as sacrifices, I couldn't just stand by."

"...Let's move them outside first."

Understanding why Rok had been captured, So-ha instructed them to bring the children out of the cave without further comment.

"Sob..."

Hong, who had forgotten to cover her nose due to the shocking sight of the children, had tears in her eyes as the group led the children out of the cave.

There were ten children in total.
Looking down at their helpless forms as they offered no resistance in the group's arms, So-ha asked Rok:

"Their parents?"
"They're all trafficked children. As for where their parents are..."

It meant it would be impossible to return them to their families even if they wanted to.
With a small sigh, So-ha turned to Cheong and Hong.

"We'll take these children to headquarters. First, let's wash and clothe them."
"Yes."
"Yes!"

With high and low responses, Cheong and Hong took the children somewhere.
Turning away from their retreating figures, So-ha looked at Rok again.

"Anything else to report?"
"Yes. About that Rogog seedling."

At those words, So-ha glanced at the altar where the seedling had been.
The seedling that had been burning in holy fire had now completely turned to ash and collapsed.

"Let me guess. There's more than one seedling, right?"
"...Yes. There are at least two more seedlings, it seems."
"Have you located them? Were you able to?"

At So-ha's question, Rok bowed her head as if ashamed.

"I'm sorry. I've only identified one so far."
"...At least the trail hasn't gone cold. Where is it?"

Raising her head, Rok answered with a grim expression:

"Mount Wudang."

Mount Wudang.
The very mountain where the Wudang Sect, one of the Nine Major Sects, was located.

Wudang Sect was so famous that many people visited it—what could they possibly be plotting there?

It seemed their next destination was decided.
So-ha smiled coldly.

Ch.129 - To The Zhuge Family
It had been five days since I defeated the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
During these five days, the officials in each city of the Wuhan Triple Cities had officially announced the death of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil and ended the checkpoints that had been disrupting merchant caravans.

The merchant groups that had been frustrated by the strict checkpoints rejoiced, and young women who had been trembling in fear now felt safe to go out. This also meant that Miss Gong no longer needed our protection.

"You really didn't have to escort me like this..."
"Don't worry about it. It's just a habit of mine."
"A habit?"

I was currently accompanying Miss Gong to her home.
Once the death of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was made official, Miss Gong expressed her intention to return home, and I offered to escort her.

Hearing my response, Miss Gong narrowed her eyes and made a playful expression.

"A habit? I wonder how many women you've escorted to develop such a habit?"
"It's less about the number and more about the etiquette education I received from my eldest sister since I was young."

I learned etiquette from my eldest sister at a much younger age than most. My brother played a significant role in how that came to be.

My brother was, how should I put it... popular with women?
Despite both our father and mother being strict in such matters, women always seemed to be drawn to him.

Whenever she saw this, my eldest sister would lament with the same words:

"After all the education I gave him, and he still turned out like that!"

With only a two-year age difference, I'm not sure what kind of education she claimed to have given him, but that's what she always insisted. Anyway, having tasted what she called a "disastrous educational failure" with my brother, my eldest sister was determined not to let me turn out like him and drilled etiquette into me to the point of brainwashing.

And through my eldest sister's etiquette education, I came to understand the cause of my brother's popularity with women.

"...May I ask what kind of etiquette education it was?"
"Of course. Nothing special really."

After hearing my story, Miss Gong asked about the details of my education with a curious expression, and I promptly gave her a few examples.

"Never let a woman walk alone at night, offer your hand when climbing stairs or getting in and out of carriages, and so on?"
"......"

After a moment of speechless silence, Miss Gong continued with an awkward smile.

"...I think I understand why your brother experiences woman troubles."
"Right?"

It's like the harmful effects of strangely progressive etiquette education that was ahead of its time, you could say?
The problem is that it's so forward-thinking that when an unfamiliar woman experiences it, she might misinterpret it as romantic interest.

Hearing this explanation, Miss Gong smiled slyly.

"If you know that, maybe you should restrain yourself a bit? To be honest, there were times when I had expectations and felt excited too."
"What?"

I couldn't hide my surprise at Miss Gong's sudden confession-like statement.
Seeing my reaction, Miss Gong laughed heartily, finding it amusing.

"Pfft! Did you really think you were better than your brother?"
"...You haven't seen how my brother acts. He seriously flirts with women regardless of age, I tell you."

I objected to this outrageous slander, but what came back was Miss Gong's playful, theatrical response.

"Ah, a maiden threatened by a lustful devil. A young warrior, unable to contain his sense of justice, defeats the villain and saves the maiden. The two who met by fate look at each other with passionate eyes... pfft!"

Seeing my increasingly sour expression, Miss Gong finally burst into laughter.

"...You seem to be enjoying yourself."
"Thanks to you, I could have some fun. When I think about it, the fortune teller's story really did come true, didn't it?"

The escort journey, which unintentionally became enjoyable for just one person, ended as we arrived at Miss Gong's home.

Only after arriving did Miss Gong stop laughing, clear her throat, and bow politely.

"Young warrior, I truly thank you. I will never forget how you saved my life."
"No, you don't have to go that far..."
"And thank you for turning what could have been a nightmare into a memorable experience. It was brief, but I enjoyed having my childhood fantasy become reality."

When she straightened up, Miss Gong's face bore a mischievous smile.
Seeing that face, I could only stammer for a moment before breaking into hearty laughter.

Honestly, I had been worried.
While walking around the city these past few days, I learned that rumors were quietly spreading about Gong Ye-ryeong of the Changcheon Tea House being assaulted by that lustful villain.

Even though I had anticipated this situation, I was concerned about how Miss Gong would cope, but it seems I don't need to worry too much. She appears to be much stronger than I thought.

"You said you're leaving Wuhan soon, right?"
"Yes. I'm heading to Yangyang in three days."
"That's a shame. You came all the way to Wuhan but won't get to properly see it before leaving."

I shrugged at her words of regret.

"Well, this won't be my only opportunity. I might come back someday."

After completing this journey to stop the conspiracy in Paecheon Fortress, I wanted to travel solely for the purpose of exploring the martial world. Perhaps I would return to Wuhan then?

Hearing this, Miss Gong smiled brightly and said:

"When that time comes, please visit the Changcheon Tea House. I'll make you fall helplessly for the music of Wuhan's finest musician."
"Yes, I'll definitely do that."

With that, I nodded, promising to meet again in the distant future.

*

When I returned to the merchant group after escorting Miss Gong, I found a visitor waiting for me.

"Elder Yeon? Are you alright now?"

The visitor was none other than Old Man Yeon.
Just yesterday when I visited him, he had been unconscious, but now he had come to the merchant group looking perfectly fine.

*Gulp*

Moreover, he was calmly sitting there drinking tea.
While I was staring at him with a mix of surprise and disbelief, Old Man Yeon spoke.

"Why are you standing there gaping? Someone might think you've seen a ghost."

His tone was gruff as always.
The fact that he was behaving normally suggested he was truly fine, which secretly pleased me.

"When did you wake up? Are you feeling better? Is it okay for you to be moving around like this already?"
"Ask one question at a time, you brat."

I sat down across from Old Man Yeon and bombarded him with questions.
Clicking his tongue in disapproval, Old Man Yeon cleared his throat slightly and answered.

"I regained consciousness just this morning. The Gok family specializes in this field, so there wasn't much need for recovery."
"That's a relief."

I let out a small sigh of relief.
Honestly, I couldn't shake the feeling that Old Man Yeon had nearly died because I insisted on capturing the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil alive.

Seeing my expression, Old Man Yeon awkwardly cleared his throat again and placed something on the table.

"Here."
"...A bead?"

What Old Man Yeon handed me was a transparent bead.
It was as clear as if it contained pure, clean water without a trace of impurity.

While I was absentmindedly staring at it, captivated by its strange feeling, Old Man Yeon's voice reached me.

"I heard you saved my life by acting quickly. Since you saved my life, I should give you a spare life in return to make things even."
"What exactly is this that you call it a spare life?"

His answer to my question was short and concise.

"Poison-Destroying Bead."
"Poison... Destroying Bead?"

Not Poison-Detecting Bead?
Seeing my confusion, Old Man Yeon continued his explanation.

"It's different from a Poison-Detecting Bead that merely senses poison. This is a treasure created through mystical arts. Just possessing it purifies anything harmful to the body."
"Everything?"
"Yes. There is no poison in this world that the Poison-Destroying Bead cannot neutralize. Even the most notorious deadly poisons."
"...Really?"

He was claiming some extraordinary effects, but they seemed so unbelievable that I was a bit skeptical.
Reading the doubt in my eyes, Old Man Yeon snorted and took out a small bottle from inside his robe.

"Here, watch."

As soon as he opened the lid of the small bottle, I couldn't help but frown at the distinct poisonous energy emanating from it.
Seeing my reaction, Old Man Yeon smirked.

"I see you can sense it right away. You have good instincts."
"W-what is that?"
"Poison of the Twin-Headed White Snake. A single drop can instantly kill an ox the size of a house."

Snake poison.
Having some rather unpleasant memories related to venomous snakes, I grimaced and pulled my head back as far as possible.

"Now, watch carefully."

Ignoring my reaction, Old Man Yeon unhesitatingly poured the poison onto the Poison-Destroying Bead.
Initially terrified, I soon widened my eyes at the extraordinary phenomenon unfolding before me.

"W-wow...!"

The snake poison that fell onto the Poison-Destroying Bead seeped in, turning the bead black.
But that lasted only a moment; a whirlwind formed inside the bead, and it became transparent again.

Most importantly, the complete disappearance of the poisonous energy proved that the poison had been purified.
Seeing me now leaning forward to stare at the Poison-Destroying Bead, Old Man Yeon grinned.

"Well? Impressive, isn't it?"

I could only nod in response to his boastful question.
What had just happened before my eyes was truly remarkable.

I carefully picked up the Poison-Destroying Bead and examined it from different angles, but indeed, not a trace of poison could be sensed.

"With this in your possession, you won't have to worry about being harmed by poison."
"Umm... it's amazing, but is it really okay to give me something like this?"

It was natural for me to think this way.

Think about it.
This is an item that eliminates any worry about poison just by possessing it.
If it were presented to a high official or even the emperor, it could probably fetch an enormous sum of money.

Ch.130 - To The Zhuge Family
When I spoke, the old man Yeon snorted with an uncomfortable expression.

"Hah, rather than hand it over to those damned royals, it would be better to destroy it."
"Uh, umm..."

I was startled for a moment.
The old man Yeon suddenly blurting out "damned royals" so openly.
Setting aside the fact that he committed treason, the animosity in his voice was unsettling.

"...I sense a strange resentment toward the imperial family. May I ask why? Since I'm already implicated in your treason."
"What treason...!"

The story that began with a short grumble was surprising.
Since the founding of the Ming Dynasty hundreds of years ago until now, the imperial family had been hunting down and purging sorcerers hidden throughout the central plains.

"The reason most sorcerer lineages have been cut off today is all because of those purges."
"But why? What possible justification...?"

In response to my question, the old man Yeon vented his grievances, spittle flying.

"They claim we're in league with the Demonic Cult. Those fools who don't know the first thing about sorcery can't distinguish between the evil spells of the Demonic Cult and our sorcery, so they lump all sorcerers together as Demonic Cult lackeys. Does that make any sense?"
"...Umm."

I recalled recent events.
Chilji, who had used something called the Soul-Confusing Pearl to invade my mind, and the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil who had deceived and violated women with illusions.

...Honestly, it's understandable why people might not be able to tell the difference.

"What's with that expression?"
"Nothing, nothing at all."

Noticing that I was having inappropriate thoughts, the old man Yeon's gaze sharpened, and I worked hard to manage my expression and feign innocence.
After glaring at me for a moment, the old man Yeon's expression softened with a small sigh, and I carefully asked a question.

"If sorcerers were purged to that extent... is it safe for Master Gok to stay with the Zhuge Family?"

Whether it was a false accusation or not, if the imperial family purged sorcerers like that, it meant they were practically considered traitors... and traitors usually had their entire families exterminated.
In that case, wouldn't it be difficult for the Zhuge Family to avoid trouble?

The old man Yeon's answer to my question was simple.

"Of course not. It's only because the imperial eyes are turned outward that they haven't been discovered yet. If they were caught, the Imperial Guards or Paecheon Fortress would immediately storm in and destroy everything."
"Then why are you staying with the Zhuge Family?"
"Well... tsk."

At my follow-up question, the old man Yeon opened his mouth but then closed it silently, clicking his tongue.

"That's not something I should speak about. Ask him directly."

With those words, the old man Yeon suddenly stood up.

"Anyway, I've given you what I came to give, so I'm leaving."
"What? You're leaving? Where... just like that?"

I realized that the old man Yeon wasn't saying he was returning to the Zhuge Family branch.
Wait, where could someone who just got up from a sickbed be going?

"...I have no reason to stay here anymore, so I must go. Honestly, I don't want to stay long."
"Ah..."

I was about to try to stop him, but hearing the old man Yeon's quiet voice, I remembered the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil and closed my mouth.
His disciple had taken the wrong path, committed terrible acts, and even tried to kill his own master before dying himself.

It was clear without saying that this incident had been the worst possible outcome for the old man Yeon.

Honestly, if I were him, I'd want to leave quickly too.
As I stood there unable to say anything, the old man Yeon glanced at me and spoke again.

"...Don't worry about it. I know you did your best in your own way. You had no reason to, but you saved Seoni and brought him back."
"......"

I remained silent at the old man Yeon's words.
I still regret that decision even now.

"Thank you. For letting me see Seoni one last time."

Despite nearly dying because of my wrong decision, he was thanking me instead.
I don't even know what expression I should make.

The old man Yeon smiled weakly at my confused look and headed toward the door.
And just before leaving the room, he paused and said,

"Be wary of the Zhuge Family."
"...Pardon?"

He suddenly warned me about the Zhuge Family.
I turned to look at the old man Yeon's back.

"What do you mean by that?"
"They're the kind of people who keep the Gok family as guests despite knowing the risks involved."
"...Are you saying they have reasons to take on that burden?"

In response to my question, the old man Yeon shrugged.

"Who knows? But look at their actions. The way they desperately try to change their bloodline by one-sidedly demanding sacrifices from their family members."

This was something I had been thinking about too.

The current Zhuge Family, despite being one of the Five Great Families, showed excessive obsession with improving their bloodline due to an inferiority complex about not having proper masters.
And obsession always comes with madness.

"Indeed, there's no guarantee they won't plot something worse."
"As long as you understand. Now I'm really leaving."

Having heard my acknowledgment, the old man Yeon left the room without a moment's hesitation, as if he had said all he needed to say. As soon as he disappeared from my sight, even his presence vanished.

"...Huh?"

Surprised, I followed him out of the room, but the old man Yeon was nowhere to be seen.

It felt like being bewitched by a ghost.
Only the Poison-Neutralizing Wine still on the table told me it wasn't a dream.

*

Three days quickly passed after the old man Yeon left, and the day for us to depart for Yangyang arrived.

"I feel like we're sending you off without having properly hosted you."

Branch Manager Jo, who came out to see us off with an apologetic expression, was met with Hwa-ryeon shaking her head.

"We stayed in utmost comfort, so please don't worry too much."
"...Young lady, I wish you safe travels."

Branch Manager Jo bowed respectfully to Hwa-ryeon and then looked at my master.

"Master Yeo, please take good care of the young lady."
"You don't need to tell me that. I'll protect her with my life."

Turning my gaze away from my master's rather solemn response, I looked at Seol.

Seol was saying goodbye to Branch Manager Jo's children, Si-woo and Seo-yeon.
They must have become quite close during our stay, as Seo-yeon was crying tiny tears, saying she didn't want to part.

"I'll come visit you again."
"Really? You promise?"
"Yes, I promise."

Seol, hugging little Seo-yeon's body tightly, also had slightly reddened eyes.
I smiled at the sight and turned my head.

Branch Manager Jo approached me as I was leaning against the carriage and said with a strangely stiff expression,

"If you make the young lady cry, you won't be able to sleep peacefully at night."

"B-Branch Manager Jo! What are you saying...!"

Hwa-ryeon was flustered by the sudden remark.
I looked at Branch Manager Jo with slightly widened eyes and then smiled, answering,

"Then I have nothing to worry about. I plan to sleep peacefully at night from now on."

My answer implied that such a thing would never happen, and Branch Manager Jo bowed slightly, also asking me to take good care of the young lady.

And so we left the people with whom we had briefly shared affection and headed toward the Zhuge Family's Wuhan branch with our carriage.
Shortly after arriving at the branch,

"Is it you?! The one who dared to splash mud on the future of the Zhuge Family?"

We encountered a middle-aged man who reeked like a wild beast.

*

I recalled the old man Yeon's warning to be wary of the Zhuge Family.
But what we had in mind then,

"Answer me! Are you the one who trampled Cheongsang?!"

Wasn't quite like this...
After scratching my head briefly, I asked the tiger-skin-clad man before me,

"...And who might you be?"
"Who might I be? Such an insolent bastard!"

It wasn't something I deserved to hear from someone who called me names upon first meeting.
Anyway, since the person in question didn't seem inclined to answer my question, I turned my gaze to the third party in the middle, Zhuge Geun-yeong.

With a headache-inducing expression, he noticed my gaze and introduced the man with an awkward smile.

"This is one of our family's guests, the Fierce Tiger Blade, Master Hyeok-ri Gwang."

After introducing him, he leaned closer and added quietly,

"He's Cheongsang's biological father."
"...How old is that guy anyway?"

How old must he be for his father to come making a fuss because he got beaten up?
As I looked at him with such thoughts in my eyes, he sighed with an indescribable expression and said,

"That's not it. It seems the family head has learned about the recent duel. He must be interested in you, so he asked Master Hyeok-ri to bring you to the main house."
"The head of the Zhuge Family wants to see you in person, so come along quietly!"

Oh, so he was just sent to bring me?
I thought he came to complain because his son got beaten up outside.

Of course, there probably was an instruction to use force if I refused to come along.
But since I was planning to visit the main house anyway, there was no need for that.

"Then let's go to the Zhuge Family."

So I expressed my willingness to accompany them.
But this response seemed unexpected, as Hyeok-ri Gwang was visibly confused.

"Huh? What? Why are you so compliant? That's no fun."
"...Didn't I just tell you? We were planning to visit the main house anyway."
"When did you say that?!"
"Just now..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong answered with a voice that seemed drained of energy.
It seems he doesn't get along with Hyeok-ri Gwang in many ways.

"Aish, tsk."

Meanwhile, Hyeok-ri Gwang, seemingly displeased about something, suddenly turned his gaze toward Hwa-ryeon behind me and widened his eyes.
Then, as if appraising her, he looked her up and down before approaching her and asking,

"You, how old are you this year?"
"...Why do you ask?"

Hwa-ryeon, who had been displeased since he started eyeing her body, coldly questioned back.
Hyeok-ri Gwang cleared his throat briefly and then started spouting nonsense.

"Well, with those big hips and ample breasts, you look like you'd bear children well. How about meeting my son?"
"......"
"......"

Silence.

Everyone's faces hardened, and Zhuge Geun-yeong turned pale, looking like he might faint.
And I, I just approached the beast and grabbed his shoulder covered in tiger skin.

"Huh? What? You should hurry and prepare to leave..."
"Branch Manager. Would there be any problems if I smash this person?"

I cut off Hyeok-ri Gwang's words and asked Zhuge Geun-yeong.
And a voice that sounded half-enlightened came back.

"...No. There shouldn't be any problems. Do as you wish."
"What nonsense...!"

-THWACK!

My fist landed on Hyeok-ri Gwang's face as he was speaking irritably,

-CRASH!

And he flew backward, crashing into the wall.

Ch.131 - To The Zhuge Family
Hyeok-ri Gwang fell with one punch from me, filled with deep anger.
The man regained consciousness that evening, on the way to Yangyang.

"You damn bastard! Attacking me with a cheap shot?"

As soon as he came to his senses, Hyeok-ri Gwang jumped out of the Zhuge Family carriage and approached me, fuming.

I had just finished dinner and stood face to face with Hyeok-ri Gwang, whose face was contorted with anger. Seeing no hint of remorse in his expression, I asked sarcastically:

"Would you like to get knocked out again?"
"Ha! If it hadn't been a sneak attack, do you think a greenhorn like you could have taken me down so easily?!"

I'd guessed from his rudeness at our first meeting, but he seemed just as immature as his son, not acting his age at all.

Well, does it matter?
One punch wasn't enough to satisfy my anger either.

"Then shall we have a proper match?"
"Good! I'll destroy you completely!"

And so, an impromptu duel began late that night.

*

Hyeok-ri Gwang and Gun Ja-seong faced each other in the center of the clearing.
Ju Hwa-ryeon was watching when Zhuge Geun-yeong approached her.

"Miss Ju, may I have a moment?"
"Yes. What is it?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong bowed respectfully to Hwa-ryeon, looking ashamed.

"I was too flustered earlier to properly apologize. For Hyeok-ri's disrespectful words, I offer my sincere apologies."

Commenting on a grown woman's chest and backside went far beyond mere "disrespect."

"...It's fine. I'll just think of it as a mad dog barking."

But Hwa-ryeon didn't make a big deal of it. It wasn't Zhuge Geun-yeong's fault, and she could see the sincerity in his apologetic expression.

Besides, seeing Ja-seong throw a punch with that rare angry look on his face had been quite satisfying.

"...Thank you for being so understanding."

Zhuge Geun-yeong let out a deep sigh. Noticing his strangely tired appearance, Hwa-ryeon became curious.

"Do you usually protect a family guest to this extent?"

A "guest" was literally someone who lived off the family's hospitality. Normally, if such a guest brought dishonor to the family with their behavior, they would be thrown out.

Zhuge Geun-yeong gave a bitter smile at this question.

"Usually not. However, Hyeok-ri is Cheon-sang's biological father. The family elders have such high expectations for Cheon-sang that naturally, his father's influence has grown as well."

"In simple terms, he acts however he wants because of his talented son?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong made an ambiguous expression at Hwa-ryeon's question.

"Strictly speaking, it's a bit different. Hyeok-ri has always behaved this way. You may find this hard to believe, but those earlier comments weren't meant as harassment but as his version of a compliment."

"......"

When Hwa-ryeon gave him a look of genuine disbelief, Zhuge Geun-yeong cleared his throat and changed the subject.

"Ahem! There used to be complaints about him within the family, but after Cheon-sang rose to become the family's hope, even those disappeared. The family head and elders simply chose to ignore his behavior."

"So he was running wild until he finally met his match."

Hwa-ryeon looked toward the center of the clearing. The duel between Ja-seong and Hyeok-ri Gwang was about to begin.

*

In the center of the clearing, we faced each other and drew our weapons, taking our stances.
Living up to his nickname "Fierce Tiger Blade," Hyeok-ri Gwang drew a crude saber and took a stance that was unusual yet somehow familiar to me.

He bent his waist as much as possible, positioning his upper and lower body at similar heights, with the tip of his blade pointed at his opponent.
It was the same stance Zhuge Cheon-sang had shown during our duel.

"That's..."
"This is my exclusive martial art, the Tiger Hunt Blade. I heard Cheon-sang used the Tiger Hunt Sword against you and lost? Let's see if you can do the same against me."

So, as his biological father, he had taught him a sword version of his blade technique.

Unlike Zhuge Cheon-sang, who had merely looked strange, Hyeok-ri Gwang's stance seemed more convincing somehow.

His face was fiercer than his son's, with a tiger skin draped over his shoulders and the faint musky scent emanating from it.
It really felt like facing a ferocious tiger.

He gave off the impression of a seasoned warrior who had traveled the martial world extensively.
Could this actually be worth looking forward to?

Just as I was thinking this might be an enjoyable duel, Hyeok-ri Gwang smiled, making his already fierce face look even more savage, and said:

"As your senior in the martial world, I'll let you attack first. Come at me with everything you've got."

Huh? Letting me attack first?

"Don't people usually give a three-count advantage?"

He flinched slightly at my question before suddenly shouting:

"If I say I'm letting you attack first, just take it as that! Why so many questions!"

At Hyeok-ri Gwang's outburst, the spectators' gazes grew cold. Hearing their mutters about his selfishness, I smiled slightly and slowly extended one foot.

"Then I'll accept your generosity, senior, and go first."
"Yes, come—"

*BOOM!*

Before Hyeok-ri Gwang could finish speaking, I stepped forward with full force and shot forward.
The light from the bonfires lit around the clearing reflected off my sword, creating a long streak of light.

The single beam of light cutting through the darkness struck directly at the saber Hyeok-ri Gwang had positioned in front.

*CLANG!*

A sharp metallic sound rang out.
With it, the saber flew from his hand and landed weakly on the ground.

"...Huh?"

Hyeok-ri Gwang stared blankly at his beloved weapon that had suddenly left his hand.
I pointed my sword at his neck and asked:

"I've won. Do you acknowledge it?"
"......"

After alternately looking at my sword pointed at his neck and his saber that had flown far away, Hyeok-ri Gwang's face sank heavily.

Of course, I was completely deflated.
His aura had been so intense that I'd had some hopes, but he couldn't even react to my sword.

How long will it take for this sham martial world to normalize?
As I was swallowing my lament, I heard Hyeok-ri Gwang's low voice.

"...I acknowledge it. I lost."
"That was quick, which is good. Now, you should properly apologize to Hwa-ryeon..."
"Wait!"

Interrupting me, Hyeok-ri Gwang retrieved his blade from where it had fallen and returned.

"Let's fight one more time."

He was actually demanding a rematch. The spectators all wore expressions of disbelief.

I could clearly hear them saying things like "has he no shame" and "isn't he embarrassed?"
But Hyeok-ri Gwang looked only at me, as if he couldn't hear anything.

I looked at his face, wondering what his intention was after just acknowledging defeat and then asking to fight again.

Contrary to my expectations, what I saw in his fierce, rough face wasn't stubbornness or anger.

If anything, it was... anticipation?

"I won't say presumptuous things about being your senior anymore. As one martial artist to another, let's have a proper match."

No. This was fighting spirit.

The battle aura flowing from Hyeok-ri Gwang's entire body was unusual.
It was enough to silence the spectators who had been criticizing him.

The man standing before me now was simply a martial artist seeking a proper battle.

"...Hmm."

I reassessed Hyeok-ri Gwang.
His way of speaking was infuriating, and his martial arts were below expectations, but...

His fighting spirit, at least, I somewhat admired.

"Alright. Let's do this properly this time."

I returned to my position.
The spectators, who had already seen my duels twice before, began to disperse, saying the outcome was already determined.

Honestly, I thought so too.
The result itself would certainly not change.

But would the process be the same?
A sense of anticipation that it might not be began creeping up inside me.

*BOOM!*

The duel began again.
Once more, I charged forward with full force, swinging my sword at Hyeok-ri Gwang's saber.
But this time, the result was a bit different.

*WHOOSH!*

"Ha!"

He dodged it.
My strike from "Boundless Sky First Flash" cut through empty air. At the moment my sword was about to hit his saber, he lowered his blade to avoid the attack.

He didn't dodge by sight. That wasn't possible at this speed.

Then there was only one answer.
He had predicted when my attack would land.

"I won't fall for the same trick twice!"

Hyeok-ri Gwang shouted with a grin that showed his molars.
At the same time, the saber he had lowered came swinging upward, aiming for my shoulder.

My sword had already cut through the air.
If I stayed still, I wouldn't be able to use my shoulder for a while.

Of course, I had no intention of staying still.

*THUD!*

I firmly planted my left heel on the ground.
Using this as a pivot, I spun my body around.

With added centrifugal force, my sword swung even more powerfully, striking his saber without missing this time.

*CLAAANG!*

"Ugh...!"
"Oh ho."

I was inwardly impressed as I watched Hyeok-ri Gwang do a cartwheel to the side to disperse the impact.

I hadn't expected him to withstand this attack.

In the past, at the martial arts tournament in Hefei.
There, I met an incredible prodigy named Ju Ho-jeong, and fought with my full strength for the first time.

Through that battle, I realized there were many ways to improve my Boundless Sky Sword Technique.
This attack was one of the things I created from that realization.

Boundless Sky First Flash: Returning Light.

A variation I created to overcome the weakness of the First Flash, which puts you in great danger if the first strike misses.

I designed it with the feeling of a second strike that cuts down an enemy who dodges the initial rush-like surprise attack and becomes complacent, but I didn't expect him to withstand it.
Feeling even more anticipation building up, I charged at Hyeok-ri Gwang again.

Ch.132 - Tiger-Hunting Sword, Hyeok-ri Gwang
*BANG! CLANG! CRASH!*

"Urgh!"

The duel resumed at Hyeok-ri Gwang's request.
Of course, everyone was certain the result wouldn't change.

"He's just going to lose again anyway."
"Did you see earlier? I couldn't believe my eyes. Where did this young warrior come from?"

The people gathered in the clearing had already witnessed the duel between Ja-seong and Zhuge Cheon-sang.

That's why they knew.
Ja-seong's power.
A strength so overwhelming it made one wonder if he was a ghost or deity.

In fact, even Hyeok-ri Gwang, the martial artist with the strongest skills among the Zhuge Family's retainers, had been subdued without being able to do much.

Most weren't surprised by the expected outcome.
They were simply amazed once again by Ja-seong's martial arts.

But then the overwhelmingly defeated Hyeok-ri Gwang requested another duel.
At first, everyone thought he was being stubbornly unreasonable.

But look.

*BANG!*

"Urgh!"

See how he endures, groaning painfully while continuously retreating.

*WHOOSH!*

Ja-seong struck down hard against Hyeok-ri Gwang's cleaver that was flying toward his lower body.
Unable to withstand the weight behind the sword, the cleaver became deeply embedded in the ground.

Ja-seong twisted his wrist, changing the direction of the sword blade that had pinned down the cleaver.
The sharp blade, now pointing toward Hyeok-ri Gwang's face, advanced relentlessly.

*SWISH!*

"Ugh!"

The sharp blade thrust toward his face in an instant.
Gritting his teeth, Hyeok-ri Gwang abandoned his cleaver and pulled his body backward.
Thanks to this, Ja-seong's sword only cut a few strands of his front hair.

Though he avoided the attack, his stance was broken.
He retreated to avoid being forced into a defensive position.
While doing so, he even managed to pull the handle of his ground-embedded cleaver with his toes to retrieve his weapon.

Everyone who witnessed this couldn't help but admire him.
Even from this brief moment of action and judgment, they could sense how much combat experience he had accumulated.

Whether aware of people's thoughts or not, Hyeok-ri Gwang caught his returning cleaver and created distance between himself and Ja-seong.

The two warriors faced each other again.
The spectators, who had been about to disperse, became completely absorbed in the duel, not even blinking.

"Haha!"

They heard laughter.
It was coming from Hyeok-ri Gwang's mouth.

Why was he laughing?
He was holding his own reasonably well, and there were admirable aspects to his performance, but he was still being pushed back by a young warrior who hadn't lived even half as long as him.
Normally, one would feel humiliated, not amused, in such a situation.

Despite the spectators' puzzled looks, Hyeok-ri Gwang maintained his broad smile.
In fact, his heart was filled with nothing but joy.

How could it not be?
As a martial artist, he had found someone who could receive his all, someone against whom he could unleash his long-suppressed fighting spirit and martial intent.

He felt the heaviness that had always weighed on a corner of his heart becoming as light as a feather.
Realizing he had the opportunity to pour out everything he had built up, Hyeok-ri Gwang shouted loudly.

"Everyone, move back ten paces or more!"

At his thunderous roar like that of a wild beast, everyone except Ja-seong flinched.
Unconsciously, they retreated, widening the space.

The clearing, now twice as large as before.
Confirming this, Hyeok-ri Gwang smiled fiercely and released everything he had suppressed for over twenty years.

*THUD!*

A fist striking the ground.
With that heavy impact as the turning point, Hyeok-ri Gwang's aura changed dramatically.

"Grrrr...!"

His muscles expanded, and his eyes turned red.
Sounds not of a human but of a beast flowed from his mouth.
Above all, the fierce killing intent that began to emanate from his entire body.

*Flinch*

The spectators' faces turned pale.
Some of the more timid ones even trembled.
Even Zhuge Geun-yeong and Hwa-ryeon's group couldn't hide their surprise at Hyeok-ri Gwang's sudden transformation.

"What is... this?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong's surprise was particularly profound.

Hyeok-ri Gwang had been a retainer of the family since before he was born.
Due to his peculiar temperament and behavior, everyone in the family knew him, and many were interested in his strange martial arts.

But the evaluation of his martial arts was simply that "it has thick killing intent and it's difficult to respond to attacks from unusual positions."
In fact, Zhuge Geun-yeong himself, who had seen Hyeok-ri Gwang fight before, had made the same assessment.

*Was that not all? I've never seen him like this before.*

His outward appearance hadn't changed.
His peculiar stance with lowered upper body remained the same as before.

But his temperament, his inner nature, was completely different.
What appeared before his eyes now was a beast wearing Hyeok-ri Gwang's skin.

*That's dangerous.*

Zhuge Geun-yeong swallowed hard at the ferocious killing intent that stimulated the basic survival instinct of humans.
Should they leave things as they were?

*What about Young Master Gun?*

His gaze turned to Ja-seong.
Facing the beast emitting intense killing intent, Ja-seong's eyes were strangely calm.





*





So he's finally going to get serious?

I thought this as I watched Hyeok-ri Gwang suddenly order the spectators to retreat.

Unlike the first duel where I subdued him quite simply, the second duel had gone on for quite some time.
This was because Hyeok-ri Gwang had adapted to my movements with surprising speed.

When he dodged "Boundless Sky First Flash" and blocked "Return of Light," I merely thought he was quite good.
And that feeling half-turned to shock when Hyeok-ri Gwang even managed to block "Sword Shadow Observing Heaven."

Until now, opponents I'd faced had only been able to receive "Sword Shadow Observing Heaven" with protective arts, not daring to even attempt blocking it.

Yet Hyeok-ri Gwang had done it.
What was more interesting was that all of this seemed to stem from instinctive sense rather than internal energy reinforcement.
To have such sharp senses without that...

Honestly, I was impressed, and the duel became increasingly enjoyable.

As the clash of sword and cleaver continued,
I realized something.

That Hyeok-ri Gwang wasn't using his full power.
More precisely, something important was missing from his strange blade technique.

At first, I thought there might be some important reason, but it seemed to be his own long-standing habit.
I had inadvertently awakened something he had been suppressing for a long time.

Once the spectators had retreated far away, Hyeok-ri Gwang grinned, took his stance again, and struck the ground with his fist.
Then, his aura changed instantly.

"Grrrr...!"

Along with a low, beast-like growl came an explosive burst of killing intent.
The fierce killing intent that pierced my entire body felt like facing a massive predator.

No, it was more than just a feeling.

Though his outward appearance hadn't changed, I could feel his inner nature had completely transformed.

A beast that had abandoned human heart and was consumed by the madness of combat.
The current Hyeok-ri Gwang was literally a tiger incarnate.

Only then did I realize I had misunderstood the meaning of Hyeok-ri Gwang's martial art, the Tiger Hunt Blade.

The character "Ho" for tiger and "Ryeop" for hunt.
I had definitely thought it meant hunting tigers.
But it was a martial art that embodied how a tiger hunts.

As I was thinking this, the fierce tiger began to move in earnest.

"ROAAAR!"

Hyeok-ri Gwang charged with a tremendous roar.
Both his speed and ferocity were incomparable to before.

*CLAAANG!*

Hyeok-ri Gwang's cleaver and my sword collided.
The metallic sound and sparks flying through the air were also on a different level from before.
The force pushing against my sword was extraordinary.

In terms of pure strength, he surpassed anyone I had faced until now.
Feeling myself gradually being pushed back, I twisted my sword to deflect the cleaver and retreated.

This was more intense and threatening than I had expected.
If I didn't subdue him in one go, I might be the one in trouble.

With that thought, I raised one foot. I intended to step into a true stance to execute "Heavenly Thunder."
But Hyeok-ri Gwang didn't give me that luxury.

"ROAAAR!"
"Tch...!"

A charge that disregarded defense, solely aimed at tearing apart prey.
I clicked my tongue and used footwork instead of the true stance to avoid Hyeok-ri Gwang's rush.

His leading cleaver cut through the air, and Hyeok-ri Gwang's body slid past me along the ground.
But only for a moment—with beast-like agility, he turned and charged at me again.

*BANG! CRASH! CRASH!*

The clearing became increasingly chaotic with the continuous collisions.
If the spectators hadn't retreated as Hyeok-ri Gwang had shouted, someone might have been seriously injured or killed.

That's how fiercely the tiger before me attacked, not caring about his surroundings in the slightest.
In contrast, I was only defending passively.

I was waiting for an opening to subdue the tiger that had completely lost its reason and surrendered to the frenzy of battle.

However, making my waiting meaningless, Hyeok-ri Gwang continued to charge without tiring, no matter how much time passed.
Judging that no opening would appear if I continued like this, I decided to take bold action.

I executed "Present Heaven Gale" against the oncoming Hyeok-ri Gwang.

"Grr!"

When the storm-like chaotic strikes containing the mysteries of the swift sword swept in, Hyeok-ri Gwang's face contorted like a demon's.
For the first time since abandoning his reason, he retreated.

Finally, an opportunity.
I raised my foot again to step into the true stance.

*THUD!*

As my weight shifted to the foot stepping forward, a heavy energy wave spread out.
I tried to restrain Hyeok-ri Gwang's movements with the energy wave, but my intention was thwarted.

"Huh?"

Whether he sensed something, Hyeok-ri Gwang leaped up and escaped the area affected by the energy wave.

Ch.133 - Tiger-Hunting Sword, Hyeok-ri Gwang
I was startled by my unexpected miss.
*Did he dodge it? Just by instinct?*

He was acting like a beast, having lost his reason, and it seems his danger detection abilities have risen to that of a beast as well.

"Grrraaah!"

Hyeok-ri Gwang, having evaded the restraint of my qi attack, roared and charged at me again.
Clicking my tongue at the wasted opportunity, I faced the tiger's charge.

-Clang!

A strike aimed at my side.
I raised my sword to twist its trajectory, and Hyeok-ri Gwang brushed past me.

Unable to control his momentum, he slid across the ground before turning around again.
Watching him, I pondered how to deal with this opponent.

First, I should assume that restraining him with qi attacks won't work.
If I try again, he'll just dodge around.

As I considered what to do, I suddenly recalled Hyeok-ri Gwang's behavior moments ago.

How he dodged the qi restraint using just his instincts.
How he panicked and retreated when faced with my chaotic strikes of the Current Heaven Fierce Wind.

...Thanks to his heightened senses, he could detect even the movement of qi attacks,
and those same senses made him overreact to chaotic strikes imbued with the principles of swift swordsmanship?
If so...?

With a good idea in mind, I swung my sword at the charging Hyeok-ri Gwang.

-Swish!

"Grr!"

A sword imbued with the principle of swiftness.
Hyeok-ri Gwang flinched at the chaotic strike that resembled the Current Heaven Fierce Wind.

But he didn't panic and retreat, because I twisted the trajectory of my sword before it could touch his body.

-Whoosh!

Next came a thrust.
A series of thrusts resembling the Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven technique flew toward Hyeok-ri Gwang.

He flinched again, but my sword didn't touch him this time either. I deliberately made sure it wouldn't.
Confusion appeared in Hyeok-ri Gwang's eyes as he faced threatening sword strikes that never actually touched him.

The tiger's eyes darted around, lost amid the sword strikes filling his vision but never making contact.
When his confusion reached its peak, I brought my sword down toward his crown.

An attack he could have easily dodged under normal circumstances.
But his reactions were no longer as sharp, confused by the continuous feints.

Finally, among dozens of feints, a single true strike descended on Hyeok-ri Gwang's crown like a snake in the grass.

-Thwack!

With an ominous sound, Hyeok-ri Gwang's head slammed into the ground.

That was the end.
His fierce killing intent vanished without a trace, and the unconscious Hyeok-ri Gwang lay limp on the ground.

"Phew..."

Seeing this, I let out a small sigh of relief.

*I wasn't sure if it would work, but thankfully it did.
If this hadn't worked either, we would have been fighting all night.*

The technique I just used was derived from the Cheonpung Sword Technique, the original martial art of the Namgung Family.

The sixth form of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique, Misty Haze Illusion.

A form embodying the essence of the Cheonpung Sword Technique, freely transitioning between feints and true strikes...
The problem is that this form is still incomplete.

Considering that the seventh form and ultimate technique, Transcending Heaven, is already complete, it's certainly strange that the sixth form remains incomplete.

Of course, it's not entirely incomplete.
If it were, I couldn't have defeated Hyeok-ri Gwang.

The form of Misty Haze Illusion itself is complete.
The reason it's considered incomplete lies in other external factors.

"Master Hyeok-ri!"

Meanwhile, Zhuge Geun-yeong, seeing that the duel had ended, hurried over.
He flinched when he saw Hyeok-ri Gwang lying face-down on the ground.

"D-did you kill him...?"
"Of course not. I struck him with the flat of my blade."

After his initial panic, Zhuge Geun-yeong noticed that no blood was flowing from Hyeok-ri Gwang's crown and sighed in relief.
He then directed others to place the unconscious Hyeok-ri Gwang in the carriage he had burst out from, and bowed to me.

"Thank you for showing restraint."

I nodded at Zhuge Geun-yeong's expression of gratitude.
Setting aside my personal impression that it was quite thrilling and fun, it's true that Hyeok-ri Gwang had displayed excessive killing intent for a duel.

So it's not strange that he's apologizing, but somehow I couldn't help but smile.

"Always apologizing for others, thanking on their behalf... you're always busy, aren't you?"
"Hahaha..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong laughed weakly.
The weariness of middle management was unmistakable on his face.
I shrugged and answered lightly.

"Well, it was fun enough. But may I ask you something?"
"Ask anything. I'll answer as best I can."

I smiled again at Zhuge Geun-yeong's unnecessarily solemn response, then looked at Hyeok-ri Gwang being moved into the carriage.

"The Fierce Tiger Blade's martial arts were quite unusual. Do you happen to know where he's from?"
"Ah, that... I don't know the details. I just heard in passing that he's from Yunnan..."
"Yunnan... you mean from the southern barbarian regions?"

I see, I thought his skin was a bit darker, so that's where he's from.
But the southern barbarians?

With beast-like martial arts and southern barbarian origins, one particular sect came to mind.

The Southern Barbarian Beast Palace.
Outsider martial artists who tame jungle beasts and practice martial arts modeled after them.

According to my master, the outsider martial world is currently under the emperor's suspicion of being Demonic Cult puppets and is under surveillance by the Imperial Guards.

Could Hyeok-ri Gwang be from the Beast Palace?
If so, why is he a retainer of the Zhuge Family?

Leaving these questions about Hyeok-ri Gwang in a corner of my mind, the night grew deeper.

*

Early the next morning, as we continued toward Yangyang with me driving the carriage, Hyeok-ri Gwang approached on horseback.

"Hey, good morning! And to the lady beside you too."
"......"
"......"

Both I and Hwa-ryeon, who happened to be sitting beside me, looked at Hyeok-ri Gwang with incredulous expressions.
Why is he so shameless?

"...I don't think we're on friendly enough terms to exchange pleasant morning greetings."
"Hmm? Why not?"

Hyeok-ri Gwang tilted his head, seemingly not understanding my point.
Suddenly, he looked back and forth between Hwa-ryeon and me, then made an "ah" sound as if he understood and grinned.

"Because of what happened before? Come to think of it, I haven't apologized."

Oh, surprisingly willing to apologize...?

"I'm sorry. For suggesting that a taken woman should meet another man. I was looking for a bride for my son who's of marriageable age, and seeing such a rare fine lady, I got too eager."
"...Is that all?"
"Hmm? What else is there?"

Seeing his genuinely confused expression, I burst out in a low voice:

"What about commenting on a grown woman's chest and buttocks? Aren't you sorry for that?"
"...Why should I be sorry for that? Should I apologize while complimenting?"
"...Are you serious?"
"Of course. If a woman has big buttocks, she'll likely bear children easily, and if she has a large chest, she'll produce plenty of milk for the baby. Isn't that a compliment?"

I was left speechless at Hyeok-ri Gwang's answer.

That puzzled expression—he's serious.
Those infuriating words were, in his mind, genuine compliments.

I glanced at Hwa-ryeon and saw her looking at Hyeok-ri Gwang with an astounded expression.
Then her gaze suddenly turned to me.

In her eyes, I could clearly see what she was thinking.
Her look was asking how to deal with this lunatic who considered harassment to be compliments.

Even with that look...
It's not like I have a good solution...

"Hahaha! So passionate already! With such heat, you'll surely have at least ten children later!"

...I had an idea.
Let's kill him.

If he's dead, I won't have to tolerate such nonsense.

If we just kill this one person, I'll be spared from hearing garbage, Hwa-ryeon's mood will improve, and even Zhuge Geun-yeong will have fewer sighs.

Wow, thinking about it this way, it really seems like everyone would be happier if he were gone?

I embraced the murderous impulse rising from deep within me without any resistance.
And just as I was about to grab my sword from the driver's seat,

"M-Master Hyeok-ri! Why are you here? Your body isn't fully recovered yet, please go rest in the carriage!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong, noticing the explosive situation, hurriedly approached.
He grabbed the reins of Hyeok-ri Gwang's horse and pulled him forward.

"Hey, hey!"

Hyeok-ri Gwang was bewildered as Zhuge Geun-yeong dragged him away without explanation.
He kept saying "hey" trying to stop Zhuge Geun-yeong, but Zhuge Geun-yeong didn't even pretend to listen.

The two quickly disappeared to the front of the procession.
After watching them for a moment, I put down the sword in my hand.

I turned to Hwa-ryeon sitting beside me and shrugged, receiving a small sigh in return.

"...I suddenly feel tired."
"Really? Well, I could lend you my shoulder? Or you could go inside the carriage..."

I couldn't finish my sentence.
Hwa-ryeon had taken my half-joking offer and rested her head on my shoulder.

"......"

My body stiffened at the scent that suddenly filled my nostrils.

The weight on my shoulder was pleasant to the point of being addictive.
Turning my head carefully, I saw her snow-white face with closed eyes, as if asleep.

Driving the carriage carefully so as not to disturb Hwa-ryeon, I found myself feeling a bit grateful to Hyeok-ri Gwang.

Of course, being grateful and being annoyed are separate matters.
So please don't come around again if possible.

*

"Hey! We meet again."

...Contrary to my wishes, Hyeok-ri Gwang appeared again the next night, as nonchalant as ever.

"...Coming at this hour makes me feel like you deliberately waited for my watch shift. Or am I mistaken?"
"Hmm, you got it right. That Geun-yeong fellow said you've really taken a dislike to him, so if I want to talk to you, I should find you when you're alone."

A scene automatically played in my mind.

Zhuge Geun-yeong trying desperately to dissuade Hyeok-ri Gwang.
But nothing worked on that beast of a man, so he finally compromised and told him when I would be on watch.

I felt sympathy rather than displeasure, almost hearing Zhuge Geun-yeong's sighs.

"...So? What exactly do you want to talk to me about?"
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In response to my question, Hyeok-ri Gwang replied with a look that suggested I was asking something obvious.

"What would one want to talk about when meeting a strong martial artist? Of course, I came to discuss martial arts."

Then, with an excited expression, he bombarded me with questions.

"Which sect are you from? Where did you come from? From what I glimpsed, you don't seem to use protective arts either. Perhaps you're from Yunnan like me?"
"No, wait, wait. One at a time, please, one at a time."

I raised my hand to stop Hyeok-ri Gwang and thought to myself.

Somehow, it seemed like our conversation was heading in a friendly direction, which honestly wasn't bad. I was curious about Hyeok-ri Gwang in many ways too. Besides, I wanted to hear about the current situation of the Zhuge Family from the perspective of a guest disciple.

"Rather than a sect, I learned martial arts from a martial arts academy in my hometown."
"...Huh? A martial arts academy? Could it be an academy established by some reclusive genius?"

That reaction feels familiar. I suspect I'll be hearing it often in the future. With that thought, I shook my head.

"No. What I learned at the academy was just the basics. The rest I created myself."

When a young man who just turned twenty claims to have created martial arts, people would normally take it as a joke or label him a fraud. But Hyeok-ri Gwang simply nodded with an impressed expression.

"Wow, that's amazing. I thought you were extraordinary, but now I see I'm standing before a future grandmaster."

He looked genuinely impressed without a hint of doubt. I had wondered about his rude words and tactless behavior earlier, but perhaps his mind is just more innocent than others?

"You accept that quite easily?"
"Well. To be honest, I had somewhat considered that possibility."
"...You considered it?"

Most people would immediately dismiss such a thought, wouldn't they? Does he have a unique way of thinking, or is there a reason for him to think that way?

Seeing my undisguised puzzlement, Hyeok-ri Gwang grinned.

"I've been staying with the Zhuge Family for over twenty years now. Do you know how many martial arts techniques they collect and research there?"
"The Zhuge Family... researches martial arts?"

In response to my question, Hyeok-ri Gwang nodded and began to boast about various things.

"The Zhuge Family's library truly has all kinds of martial arts, really many martial arts."

Really many martial arts?
With a hopeful thought, I was about to speak, but Hyeok-ri Gwang beat me to it.

"Ah, of course, there are no martial arts from the Five Great Families or the Nine Schools and One Faction, so don't get your hopes up."

...As expected?

I nodded, quietly setting aside my hopeful expectations. Of course, there's no way the Zhuge Family would have the secret techniques of major sects. If they did, would the major sects have left the Zhuge Family alone?

"Anyway, that library contains all sorts of extraordinary martial arts. Most guest disciples aren't allowed to enter freely, but since I'm Cheongsang's father, I had special access to the library."

He was saying he enjoyed special privileges as the father of Zhuge Cheongsang, who was treated as the hope of the Zhuge Family....

"...And?"
"What else? I searched through all those numerous martial arts but never saw anything even similar to your techniques."
"In other words, since you couldn't possibly determine its origin, you concluded that I must be the origin?"

Hyeok-ri Gwang nodded vigorously. I looked at him with a curious gaze.

At first, he seemed like someone who had wasted his years. But then he fought like a beast during the duel, and now he was showing remarkably sharp intuition.

What exactly is this man's identity?

Perhaps noticing my confusion, a serious light appeared in Hyeok-ri Gwang's eyes.

"I suppose you engaged in this conversation because you're curious about me? Why I don't use protective arts. Perhaps it's related to my origins?"
"...I guess many people have been curious about that?"
"Indeed. Everyone who has fought me has wondered."

With an even deeper smile, Hyeok-ri Gwang shrugged his shoulders. Then he provided the answer to the question that had been lingering in my mind since our duel.

"I'm from a sect called Yeopsu Sect in Kunming, Yunnan Province. As you might have guessed, I have connections with the Beast Palace. It's like a relationship between a main family and a branch."
"Main family and branch."
"Well, we've been separated for over a hundred years, so our interactions had ceased. But the Imperial Guards didn't see it that way."

The Imperial Guards.
Adding what I had heard from my master, I could somewhat guess what had happened to the Yeopsu Sect.

"I see you've figured it out. Yes, the Yeopsu Sect has been wiped out. The Beast Palace is such a massive force that it's difficult to touch carelessly, but a small sect that split off long ago wasn't so fortunate."
"That's... unfortunate."

In response to my quiet words, Hyeok-ri Gwang shook his head.

"It happened over thirty years ago. Besides, the sect leader's—my father's—attitude was problematic. The Imperial Guards had just finished their war with the Demon Cult and were quite ruthless, yet he made statements that seemed to openly support the Demon Cult."

I'd heard that the Imperial Guards had nearly been annihilated by the Demon Cult's "Blood Explosion Art" at that time. If someone made statements supporting the Demon Cult in front of such people... well, that's practically begging to be killed.

"But even so, supporting the Demon Cult... why would he do that?"
"Most people from beyond the borders would do the same. They have such strong resentment toward the Central Plains and the Empire that they support the Demon Cult for troubling them."

The enemy of my enemy is my friend?
I heard that the Imperial Guards had left the affairs of the Central Plains to Paecheon Fortress and were monitoring the areas beyond the borders, so there must have been good reason for that.

Thinking that far, a new question arose. Why is Hyeok-ri Gwang a guest disciple at the Zhuge Family?

"But why are you in the Central Plains, as a guest disciple of the Zhuge Family? If your sect was wiped out by the Imperial Guards, even if you couldn't dream of revenge, wouldn't you normally avoid the Central Plains altogether?"

When I hesitantly asked for the reason, he answered with a face that suggested it was nothing special.

"It's simple. To continue the legacy of our Yeopsu Sect."
"Continue the legacy... you mean to establish roots in the Central Plains?"
"That's right. This Ming Dynasty will continue for at least a few hundred more years. During that long period, the areas beyond the borders will continue to be oppressed. Then, wouldn't it be less likely for our legacy to be cut off if we continue it in the Central Plains rather than beyond the borders?"
"So, survival is the best revenge?"
"Oh? I hadn't thought of it that way, but that's quite a nice phrase. Survival is the best revenge...!"

Hyeok-ri Gwang repeated my words several times, seemingly quite taken with them. His appearance was slightly foolish, but within him was a rationality that felt almost cold.

Normally, after experiencing such a catastrophe, one might come to hate the Ming Dynasty itself, but Hyeok-ri Gwang had abandoned all that for his purpose. It was a way of life that I, at least, couldn't even contemplate.

But for someone claiming to continue a legacy, Zhuge Cheongsang seemed quite inadequate?
When I expressed this opinion, Hyeok-ri Gwang replied with a look that suggested I was talking nonsense.

"Of course. He only uses the Tiger Leaf Sword, which is just a modified sword technique. He's only learned the shell without the core, so he's bound to be inadequate."

Of course, even with just that, not many peers could match him—he added as an afterthought. I asked, slightly incredulous.

"Wait, isn't that a bit different from what you said earlier? You said it was to continue the legacy?"
"Who said Cheongsang would continue it? He's 'Zhuge' Cheongsang. The legacy of the Yeopsu Sect will be continued by my daughter, Hyeok-ri Eum."
"Ah, I see..."

So he has a daughter.
Seeing me nod, Hyeok-ri Gwang cleared his throat slightly and asked subtly.

"Ahem. You might not know this, but traditionally, martial arts evolve and develop over time."
"Well, isn't that true for everything in the world, not just martial arts?"

I sensed some ulterior motive in his quiet voice. Sure enough, as soon as I answered, Hyeok-ri Gwang brightened up and agreed enthusiastically.

"That's right! And for development, stimulation is necessary, isn't it? For example, mutual development through the exchange of different martial arts."

Ah. He said he wanted to talk about martial arts, but that was his real purpose?
I smiled knowingly and asked.

"So, you want to exchange martial arts with me? You know that's something that would normally get you cursed at, right?"

Any sect in the Central Plains would draw their weapons upon hearing such a suggestion.

"I've lived in the Central Plains for over twenty years. Do you think I don't know that? But you're different. You don't even use ridiculous arts like protective techniques."

From what I've been sensing, it seems Hyeok-ri Gwang has some aversion to protective arts.

"Why do you dislike protective arts so much?"
"I hate how martial artists hide behind shells like turtles."

I smiled slightly at his immediate response. Seeing me, Hyeok-ri Gwang asked impatiently.

"So, will you do it or not?"
"Hmm, I don't know? I don't particularly want to learn anything?"
"What do you mean you don't? That's because you don't know much about our Yeopsu Sect's martial arts yet! What I showed you yesterday was just a tiny fragment!"

I raised my hand to calm down Hyeok-ri Gwang, who was raising his voice, and made a different proposal.

"I'd like to make a different proposal?"
"A different proposal? What is it?"
"First, if there's something you want to learn from me, I'll teach you sincerely. In return, please grant me one favor later."

Hyeok-ri Gwang frowned upon hearing my proposal.

"...A favor? What kind of favor are you planning to..."
"I'm not sure. I'm just preparing in case, so I don't know what favor I might ask for."
"......"

Hyeok-ri Gwang was visibly contemplating my words. And I drove a strong wedge into his deliberation.

"As you mentioned earlier, my martial arts cannot be learned from others?"
"...Alright. I accept that proposal. But you must teach me properly."

I grinned at Hyeok-ri Gwang's acceptance.
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Based on my experience in our sparring match, Hyeok-ri Gwang's martial arts were vastly different from traditional Central Plains techniques. They relied heavily on instinctive movements that simply didn't suit me.

Actually, they wouldn't suit anyone from the Central Plains.
I could tell just by looking at Zhuge Cheon-sang.

Isn't it awkward how he tries to practice both the ill-fitting Zhuge family techniques and Hyeok-ri Gwang's martial arts together?
Of course, in this fake martial arts world, that's apparently enough to be treated like a decent expert.

Anyway, Hyeok-ri Gwang's martial arts aren't particularly useful to me.
That's why I asked for the right to request one favor in exchange for teaching him a few techniques.

I'm not sure what help I'll request with this right, or if I'll ever need to use it. However, from what I've indirectly heard about the Zhuge Family's current situation, things seem precarious enough that I should prepare for contingencies.

"Well then, shall we begin right away?"

An excited voice broke through my thoughts.
When I turned my head, I saw Hyeok-ri Gwang looking at me with eyes full of anticipation.

Ugh... a bearded middle-aged man making that expression doesn't make me feel good—just uncomfortable.

"...What happened to the man who called me rude when we first met?"
"Ah, come on! That was just to provoke you into a match! Don't take such trivial matters to heart!"

Seeing Hyeok-ri Gwang's obvious embarrassment, I smirked and stood up.

"I'm not taking it to heart, but I'm afraid we'll have to postpone this until tomorrow."
"Why not now?"

In response to his visibly disappointed question, I pointed to the incense clock burning beside the campfire.
It was already past the Hour of the Rabbit and entering the Hour of the Dragon.

"My watch duty is over. Good night, sir."
"..."

I turned away from the bewildered Hyeok-ri Gwang, woke the next person for watch duty, and went to bed.

*

The next day.
As promised yesterday, I added teaching Hyeok-ri Gwang to my schedule, on top of supervising the group's training in the evening.
I met with him separately while the others were doing their individual practice.

As soon as he saw me, Hyeok-ri Gwang approached with sparkling eyes like a puppy greeting its owner.
Deliberately ignoring his gaze, which was even more burdensome than yesterday, I asked:

"So, what exactly do you want to learn?"
"What else? Obviously that unbelievable speed of yours."

After briefly reminiscing about our sparring match with a vacant look, Hyeok-ri Gwang's eyes regained focus and he clenched his fist.

"I've never seen anyone faster than you. If I learn your secret, the Fierce Tiger Blade can reach new heights."
"Hmm, that alone probably won't be enough."
"What... do you mean?"

Hyeok-ri Gwang looked puzzled at my response.
Well, seeing is believing.
It's faster to let him experience it than explain with words.

I briefly explained to him the concept of internal energy projection.
At first, Hyeok-ri Gwang looked skeptical when I talked about projecting internal energy outside the body through acupoints.

But after he experimentally projected energy through his Yongcheon acupoint...

"Waaaaaah!?"

...and levitated like Seol had done before, he finally acknowledged my words weren't false.

"Th-that's amazing. Now I understand how you could move at such speed."

Hyeok-ri Gwang, who thanks to me had avoided the misfortune of headbutting a tree, muttered while calming his startled heart.
I asked him in a low voice:

"Do you understand now why I said this alone wouldn't be enough?"
"...Yes. This alone might be worse than nothing."

Hyeok-ri Gwang nodded with a rather serious expression.
Fortunately, he seemed to understand the problem right away.

Thinking back to our sparring match a few days ago.
Hyeok-ri Gwang, who transformed his inner self into a beast to fight quickly and fiercely, was quite powerful, but his movements were extremely simple.

Just charging, and more charging.
Honestly, if I hadn't been trying to subdue him without injury and had been trying to kill him instead, the match wouldn't have lasted nearly as long.

That's how simple and straightforward the Fierce Tiger Blade's charge was.
It probably hadn't been a problem until now because the martial artists in this fake martial world had no way to counter that speed.

"I imagine not many people have been able to dodge that charge."
"No one has until now. I thought someone at the Ten Lords level might be different, but I never had the chance to face one."

Nodding at Hyeok-ri Gwang's answer, I fell into thought.

The problem with the Fierce Tiger Blade was clear.
It was about body balance and speed.

A posture imitating four-legged beasts can certainly achieve explosive speed, but as humans who walk on two legs, maintaining body balance becomes extremely difficult.

That's why the techniques and movements become linear and simple.
At the very least, he needed feints to prevent opponents from reading his movements.

Hearing my opinion, Hyeok-ri Gwang showed reluctance.

"But..."
"Yes, that's impossible with your current state."

I alternately recalled Zhuge Cheon-sang's Tiger Leaf Sword and Hyeok-ri Gwang's Fierce Tiger Blade.

Zhuge Cheon-sang's Tiger Leaf Sword was significantly slower than Hyeok-ri Gwang's Fierce Tiger Blade, but his sword strikes that strangely exploited openings were quite threatening.

Of course, he was helpless against me because he couldn't escape my qi restraint, but looking just at the sword strikes, they were more threatening than the Fierce Tiger Blade in some ways.
Perhaps they were traces of efforts to improve the hollow Tiger Leaf Sword?

In contrast, the Fierce Tiger Blade was the opposite.
The speed was excellent, but the sword strikes were extremely simple.

Why did this difference occur?
The reason was, of course, the explosive speed I mentioned earlier.

I honestly shared the problems I perceived with the Fierce Tiger Blade and with Hyeok-ri Gwang.

"Master Hyeok-ri, you can't control the speed of the Fierce Tiger Blade. The proof is how you slide and can't quickly regain your posture when your charge fails. Pursuing even greater speed without addressing this is a shortcut to self-destruction."

During our sparring match, whenever Hyeok-ri Gwang's charge failed because I dodged, he would slide and belatedly turn his body to regain his posture.

If he's already like this now, what would happen if he moved even faster?
Of course, other ordinary martial artists wouldn't even dare to face him.
But against someone like me who can dodge that charge?

"You will inevitably lose."

That's what I asserted.

"..."

Your martial art is utterly powerless against a true expert.
Faced with words that a hundred out of a hundred people would find insulting, Hyeok-ri Gwang kept his mouth shut.
His expression looked contemplative rather than angry.

"Judging by your expression, you've already felt this yourself."
"...That's right. I've felt it more than anyone. But I didn't know what to do about it. After all, no matter how much a human imitates a tiger, in the end, he's still just a human."

Fierce Tiger Blade.
A blade technique modeled after a tiger hunting.

It was probably originally a martial art intended to capture the explosive speed of a tiger when hunting.
But humans and tigers are creatures with vastly different physical structures.

Humans don't walk on four legs to begin with, nor do they have paw pads to help balance their bodies.

"With internal energy, I gained speed comparable to a tiger, but my movements became extremely simple. For the past hundred years, from the founder of the Yeop-su Sect to my father and then to me, we've made various efforts to solve this."
"Perhaps, transforming your inner self into a beast is also...?"

At my question, Hyeok-ri Gwang nodded heavily.

"It's a technique called Fierce Tiger Manifestation. One of the achievements of the past hundred years. It maximizes all senses and fighting spirit by abandoning reason."

So, he avoided my qi restraint thanks to his maximized senses.
As I nodded, Hyeok-ri Gwang's words continued.

"We've searched for and tried countless methods. Actually, the reason I became a guest at the Zhuge Family was because of this. I heard they had all kinds of martial arts in their family, so I hoped to find a solution there."
"...I see."
"Of course, after luring me in, they wouldn't let me into their library until that brat Cheon-sang was born."

With a bitter smile, Hyeok-ri Gwang eventually looked at me with a serious face.

"You mentioned linear techniques and movement changes, feints. Is that really possible?"
"Yes. Fortunately, there's a good method."

At my immediate answer, Hyeok-ri Gwang opened his eyes wide, swallowed, and spoke again.

"Then show me."
"You're already seeing it."
"...What are you talking about? What am I seeing?"

Smiling at the confused Hyeok-ri Gwang, I spread both arms.

"Master, would you like to try lifting my body?"
"This isn't the time for jokes..."
"I'm not joking, so please try lifting me first."
"..."

After silently staring at me with a strange expression, Hyeok-ri Gwang grabbed my waist and tried to lift me in one go...

*Grip*

"...Huh?"

...but couldn't.
Because my body didn't budge an inch, as if glued to the ground.

"Wh-what is this...?"

Unable to hide his surprise at this incredible phenomenon, Hyeok-ri Gwang embraced my waist and began pulling with all his might.

"Nnnnnggghhhh—!"

A battle cry that sounded like a monster's roar.
But still, my body didn't move at all.

Finally giving up on lifting me, Hyeok-ri Gwang asked with trembling eyes:

"Wh-what is this?"
"It's called the Absorption Technique. I'm using internal energy emitted from the Yongcheon acupoint to prevent my feet from leaving the ground."

The Absorption Technique.
This is a method I was able to use while developing the "Boundless Sky Single Flash Return Light."

Like the Fierce Tiger Blade, "Boundless Sky Single Flash" is a charging technique.
If that strike fails, I use the Absorption Technique to maintain balance and change the direction of force to execute the Return Light.

If applied to the Fierce Tiger Blade, it would allow changing direction even during a charge.
Of course, it would require extremely intense practice.

"...Ah!"

After wearing a blank expression while listening to my explanation, Hyeok-ri Gwang belatedly exclaimed.
He realized that if he could skillfully use this Absorption Technique, the chronic problem of the Fierce Tiger Blade could be solved.

His pupils shook as if an earthquake had struck.
It was enough to tell how deeply moved he was.

With a slight smile, I explained the training schedule.

"Since smooth energy projection is necessary to use the Absorption Technique, we'll start with that first."
"...Thank you!"

With that brief expression of gratitude containing many emotions, the Absorption Technique training began.

Ch.136 - Heirs Of The Sleeping Dragon
To put it simply, Hyeok-ri Gwang surprisingly managed to master the release of his inner energy in just one day. Actually, to be precise, he succeeded in only two hours.

This was an astonishing achievement that no one had ever shown before. I couldn't help but marvel, thinking it must be due to his beast-like instincts.

"Amazing. At this rate, you'll master the 'Absorption Technique' in no time."
"I find you more impressive for figuring out this method. How did you come up with it?"

It wasn't my idea—it was thanks to the collective wisdom of countless martial arts novel writers.
I smiled slightly and shrugged. Hyeok-ri Gwang let out a low exclamation before immediately asking about the Absorption Technique.

"So? Now that I've mastered releasing inner energy, can I learn the absorption technique?"
"It's called 'Absorption Technique.' Yes, you should be ready to start now."

Though it won't be easy.
I explained the principles of the Absorption Technique in the simplest way possible for Hyeok-ri Gwang to understand.

"You need to send your inner energy to the Hamgok, Taechung, and Naejeong acupoints on the top of your foot to anchor it to the ground. If you previously accelerated by pushing energy through the Yongcheon acupoint in your sole, now you push in the opposite direction to fix your foot to the ground."
"Hmm..."

After struggling for a moment, Hyeok-ri Gwang's foot suddenly sank into the ground.

"Ugh!?"
"You released your energy too quickly and forcefully. You need to go more slowly, with a feeling of heavy pressure."

I kept explaining the causes of his failures, but this time he couldn't master it as easily.

Of course, there was no reason to be disappointed. Hyeok-ri Gwang had just learned to release his inner energy, and naturally, his control wasn't refined enough to use the Absorption Technique right away.

"Ugh, this is harder than I thought."
"This one will take time. I'll continue to help you after we arrive at the Zhuge Family tomorrow or the day after, so don't rush it."

Hyeok-ri Gwang nodded at my words, and that day's Absorption Technique training came to an end.

The next day, after a rather chilly night, I was driving the carriage following the procession as I had for the past few days when, surprisingly, Zhuge Geun-yeong came looking for me.

"Regional Lord? What brings you here?"
"Well, um..."

Seeing his hesitant attitude, I immediately guessed what he wanted to say and preemptively responded with a smile.

"If it's about Master Hyeok-ri, don't worry about it. I understand you must have had a difficult time in many ways."
"...Thank you."

The look in his eyes as he thanked me was desperately pathetic. It was the expression of someone who had found a ray of light after being pushed around in life.

Honestly, it was extremely burdensome, and I wished he would take it away immediately.

"You can go back now. You need to lead the procession from the front."
"Ah, yes. That's right..."

Yet despite my words, Zhuge Geun-yeong hesitated for a moment, noticed the empty seat beside me with a sidelong glance, and asked in a small voice.

"If you don't mind, may I ask you one question?"
"Yes, I don't mind."

After my permission, Zhuge Geun-yeong hesitated briefly before finally asking his difficult question.

"By any chance, have you and Miss Ju already promised each other a future together?"
"...Pardon?"

Faced with my bewildered look at such an unexpected question, Zhuge Geun-yeong became flustered, said "I apologize!" and quickly disappeared.

What was that about?
...Could it be that he's fallen for Hwa-ryeon?

*

That evening.
I was conducting Hyeok-ri Gwang's Absorption Technique training as I had the day before. But I couldn't concentrate because I kept thinking about Zhuge Geun-yeong's strange behavior earlier in the day.

"Oh, I think I'm getting it now, aren't I?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Really? I think I'm finally getting the hang of it."
"Yes, that's right."
"Once I complete this training, let's spar again. Martial arts are best learned through actual combat, don't you think?"
"Yes, that's right."
"......"
"Yes, that's right."
"I didn't say anything!"

I snapped back to attention at Hyeok-ri Gwang's sudden outburst and met his disapproving gaze.

"Ah, I'm sorry."
"What's wrong with you? You can't seem to concentrate at all."
"Well..."

As I was trying to brush it off because it was awkward to explain, I felt a huge hand grab my shoulder. For a moment, I thought it was a tiger's paw.

"If you have something troubling you, feel free to share it. After all, I'm your senior in life, having lived at least twice as long as you."
"Senior in life..."

Indeed, having lived much longer than me, he must have more experience in these matters. He even has children already.

He must be better than me, who has virtually no experience in either my past or current life. Thinking I had nothing to lose, I told Hyeok-ri Gwang about what happened earlier in the day.

"Pfft... HAHAHA!"

To my surprise, he burst into laughter after hearing the whole story.

"W-why are you laughing?"
"Heh, heh... Well, it's understandable that you'd be confused. Geun-yeong ran away at such a perfect moment to cause misunderstanding."

After chuckling for a while longer, Hyeok-ri Gwang finally calmed down and sighed, though the amusement hadn't completely left his face.

"Let me tell you the conclusion first: Geun-yeong wasn't particularly interested in that young lady. And even if he were, how could he compete with you?"
"...That's not really a matter of winning or losing, is it?"

Seeing me strangely lacking in confidence, Hyeok-ri Gwang gave me an incredulous look before chuckling again.

"You may be impressive in martial arts, but you're still just a youngster."
"...Will you stop teasing me?"

When I gave him a sidelong glance, Hyeok-ri Gwang raised both hands in surrender, patted my shoulder, and said firmly:

"You don't need to worry about such things at all. That young lady is already completely smitten with you. You can tell just by looking at her eyes."
"...Her eyes?"

I tilted my head in confusion. I pride myself on being able to read Hwa-ryeon's emotions better than anyone else in the world. And eyes play a crucial role in reading emotions.

But there's no way I could have missed such signs in Hwa-ryeon's eyes. Despite my protest, Hyeok-ri Gwang's answer came immediately:

"Then the answer is simple. She had already taken you into her heart before you could even read her emotions. It seems pretty clear who fell for whom first, doesn't it?"

So, Hwa-ryeon liked me first?
...That can't be right?

I recently realized that my feelings for Hwa-ryeon had developed a long time ago. Specifically, I became aware of those clumsy childhood emotions that night under the moonlight at the Namgung Family estate.

Hwa-ryeon felt that way before me...?
No, that can't be right.
...But maybe?

As my heart started feeling strangely warm and fuzzy, I became a little scared of where my thoughts might lead.

Enough, enough. Stop thinking about it.
I shook my head and forcibly changed my train of thought.

"But why did the Regional Lord say such a thing?"
"Well... he was probably trying to give you some kind of hint."
"A hint?"
"Yes. The fact that Geun-yeong tried to give you a hint means you must have made a good impression on him. He's quite picky about people, you know."

Hyeok-ri Gwang muttered as if he knew something.

"Do you know something about this?"
"Well, yes? I've been through something similar in the past."

Something he experienced in the past?
While I was trying to figure out what he meant, Hyeok-ri Gwang was examining me with a fresh gaze.

"...What's with that look?"
"Oh, it's nothing much."

After giving a vague answer, he continued to examine me before finally nodding and saying:

"You're going to have a tough time too."

What?

"No, what do you...? Why would I have a tough time?"

When I questioned him with confusion and a hint of anxiety, he started grinning while stroking his thick beard.
What's with that expression?

As my anxiety grew and I narrowed my eyes, Hyeok-ri Gwang deliberately suppressed his smile and cleared his throat.

"Ahem, you might not know this, but that family has many ties related to martial arts. That's why they sometimes arrange marriages with outsiders like me, and as I mentioned before, they also collect and research martial arts techniques."
"...I know that much. And that Zhuge Cheongsang is the result of those efforts."
"Oh, then this will be easier to explain."

I immediately caught on to what Hyeok-ri Gwang was trying to say.

"Are you saying the Zhuge Family will try to match me with one of their bloodline?"
"Absolutely. A carrier pigeon flew to their main house yesterday. By now, news that you've toyed with both Cheongsang and me will have spread throughout the family."

Already?
I was amazed at their swift action.

"That was fast."
"That's how all major families operate. Anyway, now that they know your strength and abilities, the Zhuge Family will try even harder to bind you to them. They'll use whatever means necessary to match you with a woman from their bloodline."

I frowned at his confident assertion, which sounded like an absolute truth.

"They'd do that even though I'm not their retainer?"
"Yes. If they can't keep you in the family, they'll at least try to get your seed. There have been quite a few who just spread their seed and left over the years."
"Huh."

Seeing my dumbfounded reaction, Hyeok-ri Gwang continued with a rather serious face:

"Thinking about it now, that was probably their purpose in sending me to bring you in the first place. They've probably already decided who to pair you with."

It was enough to give me a headache.
We're visiting to discuss a matter that could determine the fate of the martial arts world, and they're thinking about setting me up with someone.

As I was wondering how to handle this, Hyeok-ri Gwang looked at me as if to say, "Why worry about such a thing?"

"Why the long face? You can try them out, and if you like them, take them as concubines. If not, just leave."
"......"

When I looked at him with an expression of utter disbelief, he returned a look of incomprehension.

"What's wrong with a hero having three wives and four concubines? Why refuse a meal that's being served to you?"
"I'm the kind of person who would be ready to kill anyone who tried to take my sister as a concubine."

Even if my sister is about to become an old maid.
Hearing my answer, Hyeok-ri Gwang muttered, "Hmm, unexpectedly strait-laced," and clicked his tongue in disappointment.

"That's a shame. I was thinking of trying to push my Eum-a into your concubine chamber."
"...Excuse me?"

When I asked in disbelief, Hyeok-ri Gwang leaned in close with a somewhat lecherous face and whispered:

"I shouldn't say this, but my Eum-a is quite pretty. She takes after her mother with large breasts and sturdy hips."

I see.
So this man's daughter has large breasts and sturdy hips.
But why do I need to know this information that I never asked for?

When I looked at him with half-contemptuous eyes, he seemed to realize it wasn't working and smacked his lips. Then he shrugged and returned to the main topic without much regret.

"Well, anyway, you'd better be careful in advance. It will start as soon as we enter the family estate."
"Yes, I'll be careful."

*

...As it turned out, I had taken Hyeok-ri Gwang's words too lightly.

"Come here, young master. I'll be serving you tonight."

On the first night at the Zhuge Family estate.
A woman was lying in the guest room assigned to me, reaching out her hand to me.

Not just any woman.
She was a beautiful woman in a provocative outfit, wearing only a thin robe that revealed her fair skin.

Her smooth face, which looked about my age, wore a seductive smile, and the room was filled with a strange fragrance.

Wow, they're doing this on the first day?
This far exceeded my expectations.

It was so blatant and direct that I could only laugh in disbelief.

Ch.137 - Heirs Of The Sleeping Dragon
Turning back time to this morning.
The procession that had stretched on for five days finally reached the Zhuge Family's main estate in Yangyang County.

"This is the Zhuge Family estate."

Ju Hwa-ryeon murmured softly as she gazed at the massive estate with Mount Yungjung at its back.
I approached her side and asked in a low voice.

"Are we going straight to the Sect Leader's hall first?"
"That would be nice if possible, but the Zhuge Family's situation is different from the Namgung Family. We might have to go through some rather complicated procedures."
"Hmm..."

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon's words while looking at the main gate of the estate.
Just then, Zhuge Geun-yeong approached the gatekeepers, who immediately showed their respect upon seeing him.

"I've brought the guests invited by the Sect Leader."
"We've already received word. The banquet preparations are in full swing and quite lively. Please come in, Young Master Il."

Banquet? Young Master Il?
Using my sound-gathering technique to eavesdrop, I caught some concerning words.

Banquet preparations.
It seems they're preparing a banquet for us, which suggests they're welcoming us?
At least our efforts to capture the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil weren't in vain.

And the gatekeeper's way of addressing Zhuge Geun-yeong as "Young Master Il."
That's typically a title for the firstborn son of the direct bloodline—the Sect Leader's eldest son.

I thought he'd have a high position in the family since he manages the Wuhan branch, their biggest source of income, but he's actually from the direct bloodline.

"Young Master Gun, Miss Ju. A banquet is being prepared to welcome your party. Please leave your carriages to us and come inside."

While I was lost in thought, Zhuge Geun-yeong approached us and told Hwa-ryeon what I had just overheard.
Hwa-ryeon nodded slightly in response.

"It's reassuring to know they're welcoming us. When might we be able to meet the Sect Leader?"
"Right away if you wish. The Sect Leader is eager to meet you all as well."

Fortunately, it seems we can meet the Sect Leader immediately.
Hwa-ryeon's face brightened slightly, and we promptly got off the carriage to follow Zhuge Geun-yeong into the estate.

"Hurry, we don't have much time!"
"Yes, sir!"

As the gatekeeper had said, the inside of the estate was quite bustling.
There was a commotion as people moved things around and made preparations, with tantalizing aromas wafting through the air.

After days of dry rations, I'll finally get to fill my stomach properly.

While I was casually wondering what food would be served at the evening banquet, a large hall that appeared to be the Sect Leader's residence came into view.
As we walked directly toward the hall, someone in formal attire approached us.

"Young Master Il."
"Ah, Head Manager."

Zhuge Geun-yeong greeted the elderly man who bowed respectfully before him, then introduced him to us.

"This is Head Manager Zhuge Sun, who manages the main estate. He's like an uncle to me."
"Ho ho, Young Master Il is too kind. I am Zhuge Sun."
"Ah, yes. I'm Gun Ja-seong."

Our party introduced ourselves, starting with me.
A strange light flickered in the Head Manager's eyes when he heard Hwa-ryeon's and my master's names, but he didn't say anything particular.

"Why aren't you taking the guests to the guest quarters?"
"Ah, they wished to meet the Sect Leader right away, so I brought them here."

The Head Manager nodded at Zhuge Geun-yeong's answer.

"I see. The Sect Leader has been looking forward to meeting the guests as well. He's in his hall now, so please go right in."

After politely greeting the Head Manager, Zhuge Geun-yeong led us into the Sect Leader's hall, and soon we were facing the Zhuge Family's Sect Leader in his office.

"Welcome! Finally, we meet. I'm pleased to make your acquaintance. I am Zhuge Su-gyeong, the current Sect Leader of the Zhuge Family."

The Zhuge Sect Leader who greeted us with a bright face was surprisingly a middle-aged man with a clean appearance.
Honestly, based on the stories I'd heard about the Zhuge Family, I had imagined their Sect Leader to be a cold-blooded man who exploited his family members for the sake of the clan.

But the Zhuge Sect Leader now smiling brightly before us seemed far removed from the word "cold-blooded."

"I've already heard about what happened in Wuhan through the messenger birds. Thanks to you all, a troublesome problem for our family has been resolved. I express my gratitude on behalf of the family."

As the Zhuge Sect Leader made a respectful fist-and-palm salute, I could see Zhuge Geun-yeong's resemblance in him.
Even someone who didn't know their relationship could tell they were father and son.

"Not at all. We got involved for our own purposes, yet you welcome us so warmly. We should be the ones thanking you."
"Ha ha, purposes, you say."

The Zhuge Sect Leader let out a hearty laugh at Hwa-ryeon's words, then quickly became serious.

"That would be related to Paecheon Fortress, wouldn't it? Isn't that right, former Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress?"
"...Yes. I've come to inform you about the schemes Paecheon Fortress is currently plotting and to seek your cooperation."
"Schemes and cooperation...!"

The Zhuge Sect Leader, looking quite intrigued, guided us to our seats before taking the seat of honor.

"I'd like to hear the details first."

Hwa-ryeon immediately took out the manual for the "Blood Explosion Art" and slowly began to speak.
She explained their plan to control the martial arts world using demonic arts, and the tricks they had already played against the Namgung Family.

"My, such a thing...!"
"I had already heard about the Namgung Family incident, but to think they were hiding such a sinister plot...!"

The Zhuge Sect Leader sighed after hearing Hwa-ryeon's story.
Zhuge Geun-yeong also wore a serious expression as he looked at the Blood Explosion Art manual.

"So, this is the Blood Explosion Art? May I take a look at it briefly?"
"Yes, of course."

With Hwa-ryeon's permission, the Zhuge Sect Leader opened the manual and silently examined its contents.
A strange light flickered in his eyes as they took in the characters in the manual, then disappeared.

...What was that just now?
I tilted my head in confusion at the strange sign, just as the Zhuge Sect Leader closed the Blood Explosion Art manual.

"...It indeed appears to be the genuine Blood Explosion Art manual."

The Zhuge Sect Leader muttered in a stiff voice, then turned to Hwa-ryeon and asked.

"I understand the situation. So what kind of cooperation are you referring to?"
"We want to unite the martial arts world's strength to create a large alliance—a Martial Alliance. So that Paecheon Fortress wouldn't dare to pick a fight."
"A Martial Alliance..."

After hearing Hwa-ryeon's plan, the Zhuge Sect Leader stroked his beard, his eyes gleaming.

"That's quite a bold plan. If it goes wrong, you could be accused of treason."
"Whether we're falsely accused of being demonic cult agents or charged with treason, the result is the same. If that's the case, I believe we should fight back rather than be passive victims."
"Hmm..."

The Zhuge Sect Leader fell into thought with a soft groan.
After a brief wait, his answer was to defer the decision.

"Could you give me a few days to consider? This doesn't seem like something I should decide on my own. I think we need to discuss it through a family council."

A discussion through a council.
It seemed the Zhuge Sect Leader's authority wasn't as absolute as that of the Namgung Family's leader.

Well, at least he didn't start with an outright rejection like the Namgung Family did, so that's something positive?
Hwa-ryeon seemed to share my thoughts as she nodded and agreed.

"I understand. How long should we wait?"
"Three days should be sufficient. Thank you for your consideration. It's not much of a reward, but we're planning a welcoming banquet this evening, so please rest well and enjoy yourselves."
"Thank you for your hospitality."

After concluding our meeting with the Sect Leader, we headed to the guest quarters where we would be staying.
Instead of Zhuge Geun-yeong, who was asked to stay behind by the Sect Leader, servants guided us to our quarters, and here an unexpected situation arose.

They assigned each member of our party to a different guest quarter.

"...You're giving each of us an entire guest quarter?"
"Yes, the Sect Leader ordered us to provide special treatment for the honored guests who saved our family from crisis."

The servant spoke with a gentle smile.
It seemed odd to refuse such special treatment, so I quietly parted from my companions and headed to my assigned room.

Fortunately, the guest quarters were fairly close to each other.
If anything were to happen, we could quickly alert one another, which was reassuring.

After the servant left with the words, "Please call if you need anything," I headed straight to Hwa-ryeon's quarters once their presence was far enough away.

"Hwa-ryeon, may I come in?"

"Yes, please enter."

When I opened the door and went inside, Yu Seol and Master were already there.
Gathered around the table in the center of the room, we discussed the Zhuge Sect Leader's reaction and our future plans.

"He said he'd think about it, but his response was quite positive."

Yu Seol spoke first.
Neither Hwa-ryeon nor Master seemed to disagree, both showing signs of agreement.

"They're called the 'Divine Zhuge' for their exceptional intelligence, so they must understand what it means for Paecheon Fortress to possess the Blood Explosion Art manual. I hope things will work out easily this time."
"I agree."

Hwa-ryeon nodded and turned to me, asking for my thoughts.

"What do you think, Young Master?"
"Well, it would be nice if things work out."
"...That sounds like you don't think they will. Is something bothering you?"
"It's nothing major, just something we learned thanks to the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil."

At my words, everyone fell silent.

The Zhuge Family's resentment and their excessive obsession with martial arts because of it.
And the monster called the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil that was created as a result.

Based on what Hyeok-ri Gwang said, that obsession seems to be ongoing.

"Honestly, I can't shake the feeling that they're hiding something. I wonder if we should just leave it be."
"But that's an internal matter for the Zhuge Family. It's not something outsiders like us should interfere with."
"That's true..."

At Hwa-ryeon's words, I finally shrugged my shoulders.

"Well, it's just something that's been on my mind. Don't worry too much about it. I'd be happy if everything works out well."

Even as I said this, I was recalling the Zhuge Sect Leader's reaction when he examined the contents of the Blood Explosion Art.

That strange light that briefly flashed in his eyes.
What could it have been?

I continued to ponder this even after returning to my room, but couldn't find an answer.
And time kept flowing until it was time for the evening banquet.

Ch.138 - Heirs Of The Sleeping Dragon
The sun had set, and I hadn't just been sitting around thinking until evening.
No matter what, I couldn't attend a banquet looking disheveled after not properly washing for days.

The Zhuge Family must have realized this too, because when I returned to my assigned guest quarters, I found a group of maids waiting for me.

"Young Master, your bath is ready."

Following the maids to the bathroom inside the guest quarters, I was greeted by a large wooden tub with steam rising from it.
Delighted at the prospect of warm water after so long, I entered the bathroom, but to my surprise, the maids followed me in.

"Wait, why...?"
"We're here to assist you with your bath."

Their flushed faces and suggestive smiles made their intentions quite obvious.

I silently ushered the maids out of the bathroom.

"Y-Young Master?"
"I don't need assistance. Please leave."

The maids' bewildered faces disappeared through the door crack.
Only after firmly locking the bathroom door did I undress and enter the tub, letting out a pleased sigh as the warmth enveloped my entire body.

But perhaps I had underestimated the maids' desires.
As if deciding that if they couldn't touch me they would at least feast their eyes, I noticed them peeking through gaps in the bathroom wall.

I detected this with my expanded energy network, but I just chuckled.
Well, it wasn't the first time this had happened.

Back at home, maids my age would frequently sneak peeks at me bathing too.

After washing thoroughly for the first time in a while, I returned to my room where the maid who had guided me to the guest quarters appeared with new clothes.

"Young Master, I've prepared a change of clothes for you."
"Change of clothes...?"

Wait, how would she know my measurements? How did she prepare this?

Contrary to my doubts, the high-quality black garment the maid handed me fit my body perfectly.
Surprised, I asked how this was possible, and she responded with a confident smile.

"I can estimate measurements by eye. That's just basic skill."

Estimating measurements by eye is basic?
Do maids in martial arts families receive special training in observation?

As I admiringly examined various parts of the martial outfit, the maid let out a strange exclamation.
When I looked up, I saw her face was slightly flushed with a pleased smile.

Seeing the maid's smile, I chuckled.
She must find my appearance quite appealing.

The maid, who had been examining me from head to toe, became embarrassed when our eyes met and cleared her throat before bowing and saying she was sorry for the intrusion.

"Then, I'll return when the banquet preparations are complete."

Despite her embarrassment, the maid didn't forget what she needed to say before leaving the room.
And her presence quickly receded.
She was practically running away.

Hmm, did I make her too uncomfortable?
Or did she have some urgent business?

*

"Haah..."

The maid who hurriedly left Ja-seong's guest quarters let out a small sigh of relief.
Other maids rushed toward her.
They were all the maids who had been chased out of the bathroom when they tried to assist with his bath.

"So-so, how was it?"
"Did you see anything?"
"...Sigh."

Seeing her colleagues losing their minds over an attractive man who had appeared after so long, the maid, So-so, sighed.
Then she glared at her colleagues with narrowed eyes.

"You fools...! Have you lost your minds? Didn't you hear what Madam Cho said? She told us to be extremely careful with our behavior around these important guests!"

Madam Cho was the person who supervised all the maids in the Zhuge Family.
Usually gentle and kind, she was equally terrifying when angered, and if she had seen this behavior, she would have been furious.

"Yet here you are, secretly peeping at a guest while he bathes!"

At So-so's sharp rebuke, the maids shrank back but then mumbled excuses.

"B-but... I've never seen such a handsome young master in my life."
"Is he just handsome? What about his body? Did you see? Those broad shoulders and that muscular chest...!"

Their timidity didn't last long.
Seeing her colleagues quickly regain their spirit and engage in lewd talk, So-so put her hand to her forehead.

Despite her reaction, the conversation about Ja-seong continued, eventually reaching the rumors circulating in secret.

"But is it true? That this young master's martial arts are superior to Young Master Cheon-sang and Master Hyeok-ri Gwang?"
"Oh, I heard that too. They say he completely dominated both of them in combat?"
"Hey, do you really believe that? Does that make any sense?"

While the maids debated whether the rumors were true, So-so remained strangely silent.

The reason was simple.
She knew the truth.

So-so had learned this just earlier when she happened to overhear Great Madam speaking to Madam Cho.

"Great Madam."
"I won't say much. Tonight, Seo-hui will enter the guest quarters."
"...!"

Both Madam Cho and So-so were shocked.
Seo-hui—did she mean Zhuge Seo-hui, the youngest daughter of the Zhuge Family head?

Who was she?
The precious jewel of the Zhuge Family, praised as the most beautiful woman in Hubei.

Were they going to give the pride of the Zhuge Family, who had countless matchmakers wearing down their doorsteps, to a guest in the quarters?

"How could you say such a thing...! Does the young lady know about this?"
"She will be informed now."

Hearing that even the young lady herself didn't know yet, a look of disbelief crossed Madam Cho's face.
But Great Madam continued without concern.

"She is a woman of the Zhuge Family. It was bound to happen someday."
"But still!"
"It's the Family Head's order."

At Great Madam's stern rebuke, not only Madam Cho but also So-so, who was eavesdropping, flinched.

"...Haah."

With a sigh and resignation on her face at the mention of the Family Head's order, Madam Cho asked about the guest in the quarters, Ja-seong.

"For the Family Head to be willing to give away his beloved youngest daughter, what kind of person is he?"
"I don't know the details either. But according to the letter Geun-yeong sent, he completely defeated Cheon-sang and his father, the Fierce Tiger Blade, in combat."
"What...? That's impossible. How could a young master who barely looks of age..."

So-so nodded in agreement with Madam Cho's words.

Zhuge Cheon-sang, the First Sword of Zhuge, and Hyeok-ri Gwang, the Fierce Tiger Blade.
They were the greatest martial artists in the Zhuge Family, acknowledged by everyone.
It was common sense that a young man barely of age couldn't have overwhelmingly defeated such masters.

"I find it hard to believe too. But the writing style in the letter was definitely Geun-yeong's. Is he the type to speak nonsense?"
"Well...that's true."

Madam Cho reluctantly accepted this.
Great Madam leaned closer to her and spoke in a voice so quiet that So-so, standing right by the door, could barely hear.

"At tonight's banquet, the Family Head wishes to see this young hero's skills firsthand."
"If he wishes to see it firsthand...does that mean a duel?"

Great Madam nodded gravely at Madam Cho's question.

"Yes. So I want you to subtly leak this information to Thunder Fist, Black Wind Blade Wanderer, and Flash Spear."
"Those three..."

Madam Cho's face brightened as she immediately understood Great Madam's intention.
So-so recalled the three retainers the Great Madam had just mentioned.

Thunder Fist Jang No-gyeong.
Black Wind Blade Wanderer Gwak Rang.
Flash Spear Baek Ri-gyeong.

They were all renowned masters invited by the Zhuge Family Head to serve as retainers.
Though they differed in weapons and backgrounds, they had one thing in common—all three were pursuing Zhuge Seo-hui.

Thunder Fist wanted Zhuge Seo-hui for his only son, Black Wind Blade was a middle-aged man over forty foolishly hoping to become Zhuge Seo-hui's husband himself.
Flash Spear also wanted to marry Zhuge Seo-hui, but at least he had just turned thirty, making him better than Black Wind Blade.

All three would foam at the mouth in protest if told that Zhuge Seo-hui would be spending the night in a guest's quarters.
To subtly leak this information to them...

"Great Madam is trying to prevent this in her own way."

Those three might not be as strong as the Fierce Tiger Blade, but they were among the strongest retainers.
If they defeated the guest in combat, perhaps the Family Head would cancel his decision to send Seo-hui to the guest quarters.

"So-so!"
"Ah, yes!?"

So-so was startled out of her reminiscence by the sudden loud voice in her ear.
Finding herself surrounded by her colleagues, she cleared her throat in embarrassment and changed the subject.

"C-come on! How long are you going to stand around chatting? We're already busy with banquet preparations. Let's get moving!"

Stumbling slightly over her words, So-so hurried away.
The other maids, confused by her reaction, belatedly followed after her.

*

By now, the sun had disappeared beyond the horizon, and night had fallen.

"Young Master, I'll escort you to the banquet venue."

Following the maid who arrived right on time, I headed to the banquet venue.
Shortly after arriving, I saw a splendidly prepared banquet unlike anything I'd ever seen.

In the empty central stage, dancers were performing to the sound of zithers, and the tables surrounding them were laden with all kinds of delicacies.

"Wow..."

The scale far exceeded my expectations, leaving me slack-jawed in amazement.
...Did they really hold such a grand banquet just to welcome us?

That can't be right.
My instincts were telling me to be cautious.

There's something more.
This lavish banquet is setting the stage for something.

But what could it be?

As I frowned, unable to guess, a familiar voice came from behind me.

"You arrived before me."
"I just got here. Hwa...ryeon?"

My mind went blank for a moment as I turned my head.

Ch.139 - Martial Arts During The Banquet
The Moon Palace's Lady-in-waiting stood before me.

Hwa-ryeon was wearing an elaborately embroidered white palace dress instead of her usual light attire, glancing at me with a hesitant expression.

Her lips were redder than usual and her eyes more defined.
*Did she even put on makeup?*

One step, two steps.
As Hwa-ryeon drew closer, my heart pounded wildly, beyond my control.

*Thump-thump*

My heartbeat grew so intense I worried it might burst.
Just as I became concerned my face might be turning bright red, Hwa-ryeon spoke again.

"...How do I look?"
"Uh, what?"

Words tumbled out on their own.
Even to my own ears, I sounded completely dumbfounded.
In that brief moment, I'd become an idiot, my brain unable to process Hwa-ryeon's simple question.

*W-what did Hwa-ryeon just say?*
*How do I think she looks?*

"...I can't take my eyes off you."
"......"

At my hard-won response, Hwa-ryeon closed her mouth.
I could tell only from her even more flushed expression that she wasn't displeased.

"Tsk tsk, are you ever going to snap out of it?"

As I gazed endlessly at Hwa-ryeon, I heard someone clicking their tongue in disapproval.
Coming to my senses, I noticed Master and Yu Seol standing behind Hwa-ryeon, also dressed in new clothes.

Finally realizing I was blocking everyone's path, I turned around.
Suppressing the urge to stare at her all day, I turned to find the attendant who had been silently waiting for me, ready to continue guiding us.

*That attendant must have seen everything too...*
With a fake cough, I tried to cool my face, which was heating up for entirely different reasons now, and sat down in the indicated seat.

Our seats were quite close to the highest position where the family head would sit. Perhaps because of this, the gazes of those already seated immediately turned toward us.

*Who are those people? Wasn't this banquet supposed to be without outside guests?*
*They must be important guests? Those fools who arrived recently are sitting way at the end.*
*My, my, what an eye-opener today. Who on earth is that woman?*

People whispered among themselves while looking at us.
Their gazes held curiosity, admiration, wariness, and suspicion toward unknown entities.

And beyond that, I sensed particularly clear hostility.
Looking for its source, I spotted three men sitting close together.

Two middle-aged men approaching fifty and one young man.
I searched my memory but couldn't recall meeting them before.
Why would they direct hostility toward me?

*The Family Head is entering-!*

As I tilted my head in confusion, a shout announcing the family head's arrival echoed through the banquet hall.
Everyone in the hall stood up, and soon the Zhuge Family Head made his appearance.

Several others followed him into the hall, and since Zhuge Geun-yeong was among them, they were likely direct family members.

When a woman appeared at the very end of the direct family line, exclamations of admiration rose from various places.
Some of the annoying gazes that had been flickering toward Hwa-ryeon shifted to this woman.

*My, Seo-hui young lady is beautiful as always today.*

And with the woman's appearance, the hostility disappeared.
Glancing sideways, I saw that the people who had been glaring at me now had their eyes fixed on her.

Hmm, a woman who diverted the hostile gazes directed at me... who is she?
I think I heard someone call her Lady Seo-hui, so is she Zhuge Seo-hui?

As questions continued to pile up, the family head, standing at the highest seat, looked around with a bright smile and began to speak.

"Thank you all for gathering! As some of you already know, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil who troubled our family in Wuhan has been eliminated."

The hall grew more boisterous at the news of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's death.
Some people expressed relief that he was finally gone, while others felt satisfaction at his demise.

Naturally, no one mourned his death.
These people probably didn't know that his name was Zhuge Seon, or that the same blood flowed through their veins.

While I didn't particularly feel sympathy for him, there was a strange bitter taste in my mouth.

"Thanks to this, our troubled commerce has revived, and especially, our family has regained the trust of the Three Formations of Wuhan."

*Oh! That's fortunate.*
*We've been so worried, but now we can sleep soundly.*

The Zhuge Family Head smiled contentedly at his rejoicing relatives, then raised a hand to point at our group.

"And I've invited those who greatly helped in tracking down the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil. Young Hero Gun Ja-seong and his companions."

The Zhuge Family Head mentioned only my name, not Hwa-ryeon's.
Simply thinking about it, one might assume he was being considerate of Hwa-ryeon, protecting her from exposure to danger, but I had a strange feeling there was more to it.

And soon that intuition manifested in reality.

After the banquet officially began, how long had people been eating and drinking boisterously?

*Clap clap!*

The dancers performing in the center of the banquet hall retreated like the ebbing tide at the sound of the Zhuge Family Head's clapping.
Even the gentle sound of zither music that had filled the hall disappeared, leaving an awkward silence.

The Zhuge Family Head, who had been looking around at the people now watching him, turned his gaze toward me.

"Young hero. I heard that the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil was a sorcerer, and quite an accomplished one at that?"

After dismissing the dancers and drawing everyone's attention, he suddenly singled me out.
Naturally, everyone's eyes focused on me.
Sensing that something was about to begin, I answered quietly.

"...Yes, he was."
"I heard he used extraordinary sorcery to create dozens of clones that attacked, and even transformed into a tiger. And that you blocked him with formidable martial arts?"
"...That's right."

Strange words praising my martial arts.
By now, I had a pretty good idea of what the Zhuge Family Head wanted.

"I'm truly curious about these martial arts I've only heard described. How about a friendly match with one of our family's retainers to liven up the banquet?"

At the Family Head's words, a strange heat and excitement began to spread through the banquet hall.

They say watching a fight is more entertaining than watching a fire.
Expectant gazes were now fixed on me.

"Gun young hero...."

Only my companions, led by Hwa-ryeon, looked at me with concerned expressions, while others pressured me with their gazes as if asking why I wasn't stepping forward already.

Especially those three who had been showing hostility since earlier were fidgeting as if they wanted to stomp on me right away.
What grudge could they possibly have against me?

"Very well. It seems there are some who are particularly eager to fight me."

Twisting my lips at the sight, I accepted the Zhuge Family Head's proposal and stepped into the center of the banquet hall.

"Now then, which of our retainers will step forward?"

At the Zhuge Family Head's satisfied smile and words, three men stood up simultaneously.
After checking who had risen, the Zhuge Family Head slightly erased his smile and narrowed his eyes.

"...The Thunderfist, Black Wind Blade, and Lightning Flash Spear? What a curious combination."

His sharpened gaze shifted sideways, where a middle-aged beauty sat.
Presumably the Family Head's wife, the beauty didn't change her expression despite her husband's suspicious look.

After silently staring at his wife's face for a moment, the Zhuge Family Head soon burst into casual laughter and said:

"There's one opponent but three challengers. What will you do, young hero? Perhaps it's better if you choose yourself?"

At the Family Head's words, I shrugged and answered:

"I don't mind fighting all three gentlemen. In fact, you can all come at me at once if you'd like."

My answer plunged the crowd into a strange silence.
The three men who had stood up twisted their faces in anger, as if properly provoked, while others wore uniformly incredulous expressions.

*All three at once? Even if he defeated the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, isn't that too arrogant?*
*Tsk tsk tsk. Young men these days.*

Amid the sounds of disapproving tongue-clicking, my companions' reactions were quite amusing.

Yu Seol's eyes sparkled with anticipation for the upcoming match, while Master opened her eyes wide with an expression that said, "Why is he acting like this?"
As for Hwa-ryeon, she showed no particular change in expression as usual.

The reason I stepped forward so boldly was to make a deep impression on the Zhuge family members present.

Some of them would likely attend the family meeting the Zhuge Family Head had mentioned.
This was my own effort to show them my strength and incline their thoughts toward cooperating with us.

Of course, I won't deny that those three who kept showing hostility and getting on my nerves were extremely, very annoying.

"......"

Hwa-ryeon, who seemed to have already noticed my true intentions, glared at me with narrowed eyes.
I pretended not to see that most lethal face in the world, enhanced by makeup, and she let out a small sigh.

Is it too foolish of me to think even her worried expression looks pretty?

While inwardly thinking such thoughts and snickering, I turned my head to find the three who had stepped forward to fight me glaring with murderous faces.

*What? Did I hurt your feelings?*
*That's what you get for picking fights with strangers.*

Having no intention of showing courtesy to those who lacked manners themselves, I provoked them by jerking my chin, and their auras grew even more menacing.
Then the Zhuge Family Head's cheerful laughter echoed through the banquet hall.

"Hahaha-! Indeed, youth brings such spirit. Since he's willing, what do you three think?"
"...It's the duty of seniors to teach young juniors the fearsome nature of the martial world."

The oldest-looking middle-aged man among the three spoke as their representative. All three intended to fight me.

However, perhaps out of pride, they couldn't all attack at once, so they decided to face me in turns.

And my first opponent stepped forward.

"My name is Gwak Rang. In the martial world, people call me the Black Wind Blade. I'll fix that addled mind of yours."

As the middle-aged man with rough, abundant facial hair drew his blade, a black-painted blade was revealed.
His title was Black Wind Blade, but surely it couldn't be just because his blade was black?

Hoping it wasn't such a pathetic reason, I drew my sword.
And so the martial arts match during the banquet began.

Ch.140 - Martial Arts During The Banquet
"That impudent young brat...!"

Gwak Rang, the Black Wind Blade Wanderer, glared at Ja-seong with a low growl.
What? Face all three of them? He doesn't care if all three attack at once?

"How dare he run his mouth like that!"

Gwak Rang disliked Ja-seong.
No, honestly, beyond dislike—he hated him enough to want to behead the impudent youth right then and there.

Why would he harbor such hatred toward someone he'd never met before?

The reason lay in his conversation earlier that day with Madam Cho who had visited him.

"Tonight, Lady Seo-hui will be going to the guest's room."
"What...! What are you saying!? Why would Zhuge Seo-hui, my dear Hui, possibly...?"

Despite being over forty, Gwak Rang referred to the barely twenty-year-old Seo-hui with the ridiculous term "my dear Hui."
A vein popped on Madam Cho's forehead at his behavior, but she continued speaking, mentally reciting the character for "patience."

"The Family Head has decided. He's chosen Gun Ja-seong, who came as a guest, to be Lady Seo-hui's husband."
"Who decided that! I absolutely cannot allow it!"

Who was Zhuge Seo-hui?
She was the precious jewel of the Zhuge Family and a woman renowned as the greatest beauty in Hubei.

As one of the hundred great masters of Hubei, he believed they were a match made in heaven, a relationship ordained by fate.
But now she's going to another man's room?

"Hui is mine! No one dares covet this Gwak Rang's woman!"
"......"

Madam Cho closed her eyes tightly and pressed her lips together.
As Seo-hui's nanny, she found it extremely difficult to listen to Gwak Rang's nonsense.

"To think this decrepit old man would dare with our young lady...!"

For a moment, she even thought it might be better for Seo-hui to be paired with that guest. At least he was young and handsome, while this was just...

"...I need to calm down."

Having barely regained her composure, Madam Cho took a deep breath and continued.

"As I said before, this is the Family Head's decision."
"Ugh! Then I'll meet with the Family Head myself! I'll ask him to forget this whole matter!"
"You know better than that. The Family Head isn't one to change his mind because someone else asks."
"Urgh...!"

An undeniable truth.
As Gwak Rang ground his teeth in frustration, unable to respond, Madam Cho's quiet voice reached him.

"...There is one way."
"What...? What is it?! Tell me the way, and I'll do anything...!"

After calming the agitated Gwak Rang, Madam Cho informed him that the Zhuge Family Head would request a martial arts match between Ja-seong and the family's retainers at tonight's banquet.

"If Master Gwak defeats the guest there, the Family Head might change his mind."
"I see. He'll certainly realize who should truly be Hui's husband."

Muttering to herself that it certainly wouldn't be him, Madam Cho left Gwak Rang's quarters.
Afterward, she delivered the same message to Jang No-gyeong of the True Heaven Fist and Baek Ri-gyeong of the Instant Spear, though Gwak Rang was unaware of this.

Back to the present.
Drawing his beloved Black Wind Blade, Gwak Rang emitted a menacing aura and spoke.

"I'll kill you and reclaim my woman. No one can stop me...!"
"...What?"

While Gwak Rang was steeling his resolve in his own way,
Ja-seong, completely unaware of the circumstances, could only look at him in bewilderment.





*





...What is this man talking about?
Never mind that he can't distinguish between a friendly match and a duel to the death, but "my woman"? What is he saying?

I stared in confusion at this man called Gwak Rang who was spouting nonsense after agreeing to a martial arts match.

"What are you talking ab—"
"No need for words. Prepare yourself!"

Gwak Rang cut off my question and stomped the ground.

"Haaah!"

With a fierce battle cry, he charged forward, swinging his black-painted blade.
However, despite his impressive momentum, the attack wasn't particularly threatening.

I stepped back to avoid the blade falling toward my shoulder.
The black blade narrowly sliced through the air in front of my chest.
It did somewhat resemble a black wind passing by.

...I guess he's called the Black Wind Blade Wanderer because his actual blade is black?
As I stared at the blade with a cold expression, Gwak Rang's voice rose in apparent fury.

"You...! How dare you look at me with such an expression!"
"Huh? No, that's not what I—"
"Die!"

He cut me off again.
Why does he keep interrupting me?

It seems this man has no intention of listening to anything I have to say.

*Whoosh! Whoosh!*

He wildly swung his blade with an expression full of rage.
Still just attacks with good momentum but little substance.
They were so easy to read that I almost yawned.

"Urgh...! Stop just dodging and fight back!"

As I continued to narrowly avoid his attacks, Gwak Rang let out a howl as if he was about to die from frustration.
People watching began to mutter quite seriously.

"Isn't that too vicious?"
"My, to emit such killing intent in a friendly match..."

Despite the match being meant to liven up the banquet, Gwak Rang's murderous aura was making the atmosphere increasingly chilly.
Naturally, the expression of the Zhuge Family Head who had proposed the match was growing increasingly displeased.

Hmm. There doesn't seem to be anything more worth seeing here, so should I just end this quickly?

Dragging this out further would only hinder my plan to make a good impression.
Having made my decision, I leaped back to avoid his wild slashing.
Gwak Rang chased after me like a mad dog.

"Hyaaaah!"

As he charged at me with another beast-like battle cry, I planted my foot firmly.

*Thud!*

My form became a streak of light shooting toward Gwak Rang.

"What...?"

Gwak Rang's eyes slowly widened as he saw me diving into his embrace in the blink of an eye.
Before any words could escape his lips covered in thick beard, my sword struck his side.

*Thwack!*

"Guh?!"

Gwak Rang flew through the air and fell outside the stage.
The audience fell silent at the sight.

They all wore expressions of disbelief, having just witnessed me instantly dispatching Gwak Rang after seemingly being on the defensive.

"What just happened?"
"I'm... not sure?"

"Ugh, uuuugh...!"

Amidst the confused crowd, a pained groan emerged.
Without needing to check, it was Gwak Rang's voice.

"N-not yet...! I haven't lost yet...!"

Despite being thrown off the stage, he shamefully refused to admit defeat.
While we hadn't specifically established ring-out rules, his unsightly behavior was honestly disgraceful.

"That's enough."
"M-Master Jang...!"
"Knowing the difference in skill between yourself and your opponent is also an important virtue for a martial artist. Don't you see? He was holding back."

It seemed I wasn't the only one who thought so, as another person stepped in to stop Gwak Rang.
It was another middle-aged man who was scheduled to face me in a match.

"Urgh...!"

Gwak Rang lowered his head, unable to respond to the middle-aged man's words.

"...I... I lost."

After hesitation, he finally admitted defeat and then fled the banquet hall as if unable to bear the shame.

Somehow, the first match ended in my victory.
The middle-aged man climbed onto the stage for the next match.
The metal gauntlets covering both his hands were particularly noticeable.

"My name is Jang No-gyeong. In the martial world, I'm known as the True Heaven Fist."

The first fist fighter I'd met since entering this martial world.
I was momentarily confused by his gauntlets, but then I understood the situation in this pseudo-martial world.

Without concepts like Fist Force or Fist Wind, he would need gauntlets to protect his hands when facing bladed weapons.

"If you need to gather your energy, I can wait a moment."
"That's fine. Let's begin right away."

Jang No-gyeong offered me time to recover.
Just that one statement gave me a much better impression than the previous challenger.

"I see. Shall we begin then? Having seen your skills, I won't speak of holding back."

Jang No-gyeong nodded at my response and took his stance.
He extended his right fist and right foot forward, keeping his left fist at his side.

Is he gauging the distance with his extended right fist, planning to attack with his left?

Analyzing his stance, I pointed my sword toward him.
I could feel the banquet hall's attendees focusing their attention on us.

After facing off for a while, Jang No-gyeong made the first move.

*Boom!*

He stomped his extended right foot and rushed toward me.
As soon as he reached me, he extended his left fist from his side, just as I'd expected.

*Clang!*

Sparks flew as the sword blade and gauntlet collided.

The bright sparks obscured my vision.
Behind them, his right fist swung in succession.

Having already sensed the movement with my perception, I tilted my head to avoid the right fist.
Simultaneously, I deflected the left fist that had collided with my sword and raised my blade above my head.

*Swish!*

The blade descended toward his crown.
It was Mountain Pressing Down, embodying the essence of the middle sword technique.
But it was blocked by his crossed fists raised above his head.

*Clang!*

"Ugh...!"

Jang No-gyeong's groan was drowned out by the sharp metallic sound that echoed through the banquet hall.

But he had blocked it.
And a successful defense naturally leads to a counterattack.

*Screech! Clang!*

He twisted his crossed fists to knock my sword downward.
With my sword forced down, my upper body was left wide open.
A crisis for me, but a golden opportunity for Jang No-gyeong.

"Hah!"

His right fist, pulled back behind his shoulder, shot forward explosively.
The fist surged straight toward my chest.

A look of triumphant joy appeared on Jang No-gyeong's face.
Oh dear, it seems too early to be certain of victory.

I gripped my lowered sword firmly.
At the same time, I concentrated the energy flowing through my body into my arms.

Muscles expanded with the power of internal energy.
This translated into an upward slash filled with explosive strength.

*Swish!*

"Ugh!?"

Jang No-gyeong's fist was deflected by my sword that suddenly rose from below.
It looked like a reversal of the defensive technique Heaven's Majesty Pressure.

Reverse Heaven Force.

A variation of Heaven's Majesty Pressure that I developed after my match with Ju Ho-jeong.
Having succeeded in defense with Reverse Heaven Force just as Jang No-gyeong had done earlier, I immediately followed with a counterattack.

"Hah!"
"Guh...!"

I thrust with Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven, targeting his exposed upper body.
Jang No-gyeong managed to block three of the sword shadows despite his compromised position.

Nevertheless, four blood flowers bloomed on his martial attire.
My blade finally stopped in front of his neck.

Seeing this, the strength gradually left Jang No-gyeong's fists.

"I've lost. It was a good match."

He readily admitted defeat and gave me a respectful salute.
It was quite a straightforward attitude considering the subtle hostility he had shown me initially.

"It was a good match for me as well."

I returned his salute with proper etiquette.
This prompted exclamations of admiration from all around.

"My, to think True Heaven Fist would be defeated."
"Did you see that final move?"
"I did. It was as if his sword multiplied into dozens."
"Is that truly human martial arts? What is he?"

Surprise, excitement, and a strange wariness.
The second match ended amidst a whirlwind of emotions.

Ch.141 - Temptation
Near the end of the second match, the head of the Zhuge family sat at the highest seat, looking at Ja-seong with gleaming eyes.

"...Impressive."

The direct family members looked at the Zhuge family head with surprised expressions upon hearing his words of admiration. He was a man who rarely expressed amazement or admiration for anyone.

Though he must have felt their gazes, the Zhuge family head didn't change his expression and turned his head to the side.

"Are you disappointed? That things didn't go as planned."
"...I don't know what you're talking about."

The middle-aged beauty sitting next to him, the Great Madam, responded as if she knew nothing. The Zhuge family head snorted at her answer and turned his gaze back to the front.

By now, the third match had begun. Baek Ri-gyeong, known as Instant Spear, seemed psychologically intimidated by the defeat of the two previous retainers and was hesitant to take the offensive.

In contrast, Ja-seong was countering attacks with ease while pressuring Ri-gyeong. It was obvious which side would win.

This meant the Zhuge family head's decision would not change.

"Seo-hui, prepare yourself to meet your husband today."

A one-sided command given without even turning his head. Seo-hui, sitting right next to Geun-yeong, flinched and her mouth opened wordlessly. When no answer came, his cold voice struck her ears again.

"Why is there no answer?"
"...Yes."

Seo-hui answered with resignation to the forceful questioning. Geun-yeong looked at his youngest sister with concern, while their mother, the Great Madam, trembled with hands on her knees.

However, not everyone in the direct family was worried about Seo-hui.

"My goodness~ How lucky our Seo-hui is! Getting married to such a handsome young master."

A woman sitting in front of Seo-hui and Geun-yeong turned around with a sugary voice. A malicious smile appeared on her face, which closely resembled the siblings Geun-yeong and Seo-hui.

"Sister...!"

Geun-yeong frowned and scolded the woman. The title "sister" from his lips revealed her identity.

Zhuge Seo-ryeong. The eldest daughter of the Zhuge family head and the older sister of Geun-yeong and Seo-hui. Seo-ryeong faced Geun-yeong, who was looking at her with reproachful eyes, and spoke.

"What? Did I say something wrong? With looks like that, and martial arts skills that easily handle the Black Wind Wanderer and Jin Cheon-gwon. Isn't he the best husband material?"
"......"

Her insensitive attitude showed no consideration for her youngest sister who would have to enter a stranger's room. As Geun-yeong frowned and was about to speak, a new voice interrupted.

"D-don't fight. Both of you."

A timid, unconfident voice. Geun-yeong closed his mouth and Seo-ryeong wrinkled her face in annoyance.

The owner of the voice was a man sitting behind Geun-yeong and Seo-hui, with such a large build that he could momentarily be mistaken for a giant bear. Geun-yeong turned and apologized respectfully to the bear-like man.

"I'm sorry, brother-in-law. We've shown you an unpleasant sight."

The man's name was Im Chun-sam. He was Seo-ryeong's husband, forced upon her by the Zhuge family head's pressure in the past, and the third son of the now-destroyed Byeoksan Sect.

"You shut up and stay crumpled there!"
"S-sorry..."

Unlike Geun-yeong who apologized respectfully to his brother-in-law, Seo-ryeong raised her voice to scold Chun-sam. Despite having a build that looked capable of taking down a bull, Chun-sam hunched his shoulders and apologized. Seeing this, Seo-ryeong felt even more irritated and turned her head away sharply.

"Ah~ How nice it would have been if I had married such a handsome and wonderful man."

She openly disrespected her husband without any regard for those around her. As Geun-yeong's face hardened and he rose from his seat to say something, a hand like a pot lid grabbed his shoulder.

"Brother-in-law..."

As Chun-sam silently shook his head, Geun-yeong sighed deeply and sat back down. Seeing this, a strange anxiety appeared on Seo-hui's face.

*My sister and brother-in-law don't look happy at all.*

No, it wasn't just Seo-ryeong and Chun-sam's problem. Everyone who had been forced into marriage or spent a night together by the Zhuge family head's will was like that.

Would she be any different?

Her gaze turned toward the stage.

BANG!

"Kuhek!"

Ri-gyeong lost his spear to Ja-seong's sword. He looked at the sword tip pointed at his neck and closed his eyes tightly.

"...I concede."

The third match was decided. The result was Ja-seong's victory.

He had fought three consecutive battles and won all three. The people in the banquet hall gave enthusiastic cheers for this young master.

Ja-seong approached the Zhuge family head and respectfully made a fist-and-palm salute. The family head looked at him with satisfaction, or perhaps greed.

His desire for Ja-seong's mysterious and impressive martial arts was palpable. And her body would be used as a means to obtain those martial arts.

Like a tool.

Seo-hui lowered her eyes in depression.

*

At the moment Ja-seong defeated Instant Spear Baek Ri-gyeong and claimed victory again, there was a group watching from a corner of the banquet.

"Wow, damn. What the hell is that guy? The way he moves...!"
"Vice Chief, did you see that? Is he even human? He's not some kind of ghost, is he? I mean, it is nighttime..."

Their shabby appearance and condition stood out compared to others in the banquet hall. Anyone would think beggars had crashed the feast.

In reality, they weren't beggars but bandits.

"Vice Chief, damn it! Will you shut up? Do you need to advertise that we're bandits?"

The massive man at the center of the group growled at his subordinate who had used their bandit title openly. In response, the subordinate pouted and talked back.

"Then what should I call you? What, should I call you Manager like before? Our sect has been gone for how long now...?"
"You bastard...!"

The man's face contorted at his subordinate's retort. He was Im Chun-il, the eldest brother of Seo-ryeong's husband Chun-sam and the former young sect leader of the Byeoksan Sect.

After decimating the Blood Ray Unit, one of Paecheon Fortress's fifteen combat units, he and the Gwangsan bandits had fled in haste.

They had planned to escape far from Paecheon Fortress's pursuit, which would surely be fierce, but encountered a major obstacle.

The reality that they had no money. Due to an "error" in the command system, the order to stash away valuable loot in advance hadn't been carried out, leaving them suddenly penniless.

Facing the risk of dying on the streets, Chun-il had no choice but to swallow his pride and come to the Zhuge family.

To ask for help from his youngest brother who had married the Zhuge family head's eldest daughter. But when he arrived, he found his brother's situation was not one where he could ask for help.

"L-look at that! Look at that! She's glaring at my husband, look!"
"Yes, I see it. It seems the young master has earned his wife's displeasure."

Watching his bear-sized brother cower timidly under his wife's scolding, Chun-il beat his chest in frustration.

"Augh, that idiot. I knew he'd be like this. He was always so timid since childhood, I was worried, and I knew he'd be like this!"
"Mumble mumble... If you knew, why did you come here?"

When Chun-il turned his head with a fierce expression at the Vice Chief's needling words, he saw his subordinates stuffing something into their mouths.

"How can you eat while watching this?!"
"Why wouldn't we? We starved for five days and only had a few bowls of porridge yesterday when we arrived at the Zhuge estate."
"......"
"Aren't you hungry? We don't even have the energy to be angry."

GROWL!

As if responding to the Vice Chief's matter-of-fact words, a loud sound came from Chun-il's stomach. Belatedly realizing his hunger that had been forgotten in anger, he clutched his empty stomach. The Vice Chief silently handed him a large roasted pig's hind leg.

"...Tch!"

Though he clicked his tongue in displeasure, he snatched the leg and bit into it aggressively. But his gaze remained fixed on his hunched brother.

While Chun-il might have been exaggerating, Chun-sam's appearance truly did look pitiful. The Vice Chief glanced at Chun-il cautiously and offered some consoling words.

"At least he seems to get along well with his brother-in-law."

This wasn't just empty talk. In fact, Chun-sam was having quite a friendly conversation with Geun-yeong who sat in front of him.

Chun-sam also seemed more comfortable with Geun-yeong, nodding with a brighter face.

But from Chun-il's perspective, even this was infuriating.

"No! Why is he getting along with a man instead of his wife-!"

As Chun-il's voice grew louder, people around them began to frown and glare. The Vice Chief sighed deeply and tried to pacify him to make him shut up.

"Stop being angry. Maybe they're just going through a rough patch, or maybe your youngest brother did something wrong? Third parties shouldn't interfere in marital affairs."
"What third party?! I'm his brother, his brother! Just wait, if she's bullying my innocent brother for no reason, I'll just..."

What exactly was he planning to do? The Vice Chief looked at Chun-il with uneasy, wavering eyes.

*

The banquet ended.
After I won consecutive matches against the three retainers, the banquet naturally concluded as if its purpose had been fulfilled.

"It seems their real objective was to see my martial arts firsthand."
"Yes, I strongly felt they had prepared for this in advance."

Hwa-ryeon nodded, agreeing with my opinion.

In a way, it felt like we had been played in the palm of their hand, but I wasn't particularly upset. Probably thanks to Hwa-ryeon's graceful figure walking beside me.

"...Why do you keep looking at me?"

Perhaps I was staring too obviously, as Hwa-ryeon asked with a slightly embarrassed face.

"I'm trying to firmly imprint you in my mind. I must never forget."
"W-why are you saying such things so openly..."

As I chuckled at Hwa-ryeon's increasingly flushed face, Seol's voice came from ahead.

"What are you two doing back there? Aren't you coming?"
"...Oh, coming."

Our Seol, everything about you is great except your timing.

Though I desperately wanted to spend more time with Hwa-ryeon, I suppressed the urge and returned alone to my guest quarters. But the light was on in my room?

"...What's this?"

Did my maid come first and light it? I approached with a puzzled expression, sensing someone's presence inside.

As I slowly opened the door, I froze at the sight before me.

"Come, young master. Please come here. I will serve you tonight."

A woman. A woman was lying there, reaching out her hand to me.

Her provocative attire, wearing only a thin robe, revealed her snow-white skin. But her face seemed familiar.

She was one of the direct family members who had entered with the Zhuge family head at the banquet earlier. I believe her name was Zhuge Seo-hui?

A seductive smile on her face, which was beautifully bloomed yet still retained traces of youth. A strange fragrance rising in the room made her smile seem even more alluring.

Looking around, I noticed a censer I hadn't seen before, emitting a mysterious purple incense.

Wow, they're doing this from the first night? This far exceeded my expectations.

*You're going to have a hard time.*

Belatedly recalling Hyeok-ri Gwang's words, I stared blankly at Zhuge Seo-hui.

"Come here, please."

She raised her upper body and stretched both hands toward me. After watching her for a moment, I took off the robe I was wearing.

Ch.142 - Temptation
"H-how embarrassing...!"

Zhuge Seo-hui, a woman sitting in Gun Ja-seong's room wearing only a thin undergarment, felt like she could die from embarrassment.
Thanks to advice from her older sister and aunts who had already gone through this "task," she had managed to deliver her lines convincingly, but she simply couldn't keep her composure.

And for good reason—she was currently trying to seduce a man she had never met before, dressed in a shameless outfit. For a virgin who had never properly held a man's hand before, this was an impossibly difficult task.

She wanted nothing more than to scream and run away, but she feared the consequences of such an action.

"Tonight, you must captivate that man. Make him reveal all his secrets to you."

Remembering her father's cold voice and frightening face as he issued that ultimatum, Seo-hui composed herself. She put on an even more alluring smile and beckoned to the man, Ja-seong.

"Come here, hurry."

She raised her upper body and stretched out both hands, trying hard to forget that her thin undergarment was practically transparent, revealing her bare skin.

But Ja-seong showed no sign of approaching her.
Seo-hui tried to hide her confusion as she glanced to the side.

At the edge of her vision was an incense burner emitting purple smoke.

*The enchantment incense is definitely spreading, but...*

The purple enchantment incense filled the entire room with a subtle glow.

"The moment a man breathes in this incense, even the most virtuous gentleman will turn into a beast."

According to the maids who had helped with the preparations, any man who inhaled that smoke would be overcome with lust and lose all reason.
But why wasn't it working?

While Seo-hui was at a loss, Ja-seong finally removed his outer robe and slowly approached her.

*He was just slow to react, that's all...*

As she breathed an inward sigh of relief, she froze when she saw Ja-seong now standing right in front of her.

"Ah...!"

Her face turned pale as she looked up at his face, which was shadowed and unreadable.
Belatedly realizing this was a situation to be tense about rather than relieved, she instinctively squeezed her eyes shut.

*N-no...!*

Trembling as she imagined the man's forceful touch, what she felt on her shoulders wasn't his hands but the soft fabric of cloth.

"...Huh?"

Opening her eyes at the unexpected sensation, Seo-hui discovered Ja-seong's outer robe covering her body.

The robe's owner had disappeared from her sight. Looking around, she spotted Ja-seong's back as he was closing the lid of the incense burner.

"Does this have some effect on you too?"
"P-pardon?"

Confused by how differently things were unfolding from what she had expected, Seo-hui shook her head after understanding his question.

"N-no. It's meant to arouse a man's lust... oops."

She reflexively covered her mouth after blurting out the truth. Ja-seong chuckled at her reaction, closed the incense burner's lid, and opened the window.
Then—

*Clap!*

When Ja-seong clapped his hands once loudly, a powerful gust of wind erupted from his palms, blowing away all the smoke.

"Ah...!"

It was an astonishing sight that drew an involuntary exclamation from her. As she stared blankly at Ja-seong, he closed the window and turned back to face her.

"Ugh..."

Seeing her reflexively cover herself with the robe he had given her, Ja-seong spoke softly.

"Don't let others' demands determine your life. No one has the right to force such things on you. Not even the parents who gave birth to you."

"......"

His words pierced her heart, as if he had seen through everything.

*Does he know something?*

Seo-hui looked into his eyes.

Those unwavering eyes.
Looking into them, she suddenly felt ashamed not of her appearance, but of her own weakness, her life.

Watching Seo-hui lower her eyes dejectedly, Ja-seong, as if having nothing more to say, turned and left the room.

*

After leaving the guest quarters again, I scratched the back of my head and sighed.

"Haah..."

My mood, which had been soaring just moments ago, now plummeted to the depths.

I recalled the image of Zhuge Seo-hui from earlier.
Though her words of seduction were delivered quite skillfully, her body told a different story.
Her trembling, like an aspen leaf, clearly revealed her fear and terror that she couldn't hide.

Seeing her like that made me feel like some kind of pervert, which left me feeling utterly disgusted.
What's more chilling is that if I had come into contact with that purple smoke filling the room, I might have actually done something terrible.

Thankfully, I instinctively blocked the smoke with my Internal Energy, but if I hadn't...ugh.

"...I might never have been able to face Hwa-ryeon again."

Imagining the irreversible consequences made something boil up inside me.

How could anyone make their own daughter do such a thing?

The Zhuge Family Head's incomprehensible actions made my opinion of him plummet.
He might look decent on the outside, but inside he was truly despicable.

"Is this really the right way to seek cooperation?"

Even though I'm not in a position to be picky, this just feels wrong.
After pondering for a while, I decided to discuss this with my companions tomorrow and started walking again.

Since I couldn't go back to my room, I'd have to impose on Master's quarters tonight.

Heading toward Master's guest room, I soon ran into Master himself, trudging along.

"......"
"......"

What's this?
Why isn't Master in his room...?

At that moment, an unbelievable—no, an unwanted—hypothesis occurred to me.

Master is a renowned expert with the title "Lightning Flash Sword."
The Zhuge Family Head knows Master's identity and has a history of trying to obtain the seed of old martial arts masters.
So...?

"No way..."
"......"
"...Really?"
"Sigh..."

Master's sigh explained everything.
That crazy Zhuge Family Head had sent a woman to Master's room too.

"Is he out of his mind? Sending women to an old man who can't even get it up anymore...!"
"You little bastard...! What's that supposed to mean?!"

Enraged by my thoughtless outburst, Master grabbed my collar and shook me violently.
He insisted he was still in his prime and threatened to prove it by pulling down his pants, which I frantically stopped him from doing.

After causing a commotion for about two hours, we ended up crouched miserably in a corner.

Wondering why I was in such a situation in the middle of the night, I sighed deeply when Master's voice reached me.

"From the looks of it, you seem to have experienced something similar to me."
"Don't even mention it. They even had some kind of smoke going."
"Smoke?"

I explained in detail what had happened, omitting only the part about Zhuge Seo-hui.
After hearing my explanation, Master let out a hollow laugh and shook his head.

"Honestly, even after hearing about the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, I thought it couldn't be that bad, but this is worse than I expected."
"I know."

How many people had sacrificed their lives for the sake of their family?
As I frowned at the strange feeling of frustration, Master continued.

"It will probably get worse from here. The Zhuge Family Head seems very interested in you and your martial arts."
"I don't even want to imagine what 'worse' could mean..."

I sighed again, for what felt like the hundredth time.
Master stared at me for a moment before suddenly muttering in a low voice.

"Well, there is one definite solution..."
"A solution? What is it?"

My ears perked up at those words as I looked at Master.
What he said next made me doubt my hearing.

"It's simple. You stay in the Young Lady's room."
"...What?"

My mind went blank for a moment.
What did this man just say? What is he suggesting I do?

The Young Lady's room. That means Hwa-ryeon's room... in other words, he's suggesting...
That's what he means, right?!

"Are you cra—"
"I'm not crazy."

Master's face, as he cut off my words, was completely serious.
That made it even more disturbing and even frightening.

"Why are you suddenly saying this? I'm getting goosebumps."
"Are you trying to hide it now? After being so obvious all this time."
"...You knew?"

I thought he hadn't noticed since he never said anything.
But my response seemed rather ridiculous from Master's perspective.

"Of course. How could I not notice when two kids who used to fight like mortal enemies suddenly became docile?"
"When did we ever fight like mortal enemies... oh."

I was about to protest this nonsensical claim when I realized he was talking about when I first joined the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy as a child.

But fighting like mortal enemies? Surely it wasn't that bad...?
However, Master's memories seemed to differ from mine.

"Don't be ridiculous. You two growled at each other like sworn enemies whenever you met."
"I don't remember well."
"What do you mean you don't remember..."

Master snorted at my feigned ignorance and continued.

"Especially you. You used to growl whenever you met the Young Lady, then one day you started adding that weird 'juju' sound and grinning."
"I still do that sometimes. It just feels good."

Master clicked his tongue at my strange excuse.

"What exactly happened back then?"
"......"

I kept my mouth shut at Master's question.
It would be awkward in many ways to tell Master what happened back then.

So I hastily changed the subject.

"A-anyway, isn't it a bit much to suddenly suggest we share a room?"
"You've already received her sword, and you're saying this?"

...What is he talking about out of nowhere? Sword?
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"Is this what you're talking about?"

I lifted up the sword, the one that Hwa-ryeon had given me as a reward for going along with her whims.
I'm pretty sure she said it was a spare sword?

In reality, my sword was identical to Hwa-ryeon's in both length and shape.

Well, the only difference was the color of the hilt and the ridge—mine was red, while Hwa-ryeon's was blue.

"But what is this?"

When I looked at Master with an expression that asked what on earth she was talking about, she responded with an incredulous voice.

"Don't tell me... the Young Mistress didn't tell you anything?"
"...She said it was a spare sword she was planning to use."
"Ah...."

Master rubbed her forehead as if she had a headache.
Seeing that reaction, it seemed Hwa-ryeon had lied about this being just a spare sword.

"Then what exactly is this sword?"
"...I don't think I should be the one to tell you. Ask the Young Mistress directly later."

When I asked Master about the sword's identity, she held back and told me to ask Hwa-ryeon instead.
That kind of response only made me more curious.

Could it be some kind of legendary sword?
The only other real swords I'd used were the ones I'd briefly stolen from those Heavenly Light Unit trash, so I had no basis for comparison.

"Ahem, anyway! If you get involved in something strange and make the Young Mistress cry, you'll be in serious trouble, understand?!"
"Yes, yes, I'll keep that in mind."

After halfheartedly responding to Master's unnecessary threats, I brought up the most urgent and important problem we were facing.

"So, where are we sleeping tonight?"
"......"

Master remained silent.
I hadn't really expected an answer, and though I'd anticipated this response, I still felt deflated.

I didn't want to imagine it, but were we going to have to stay up all night here? Ugh, I didn't even want to think about it.

Not wanting to spend the night in the chilly wind, I straightened my knees and stood up.

"Just in case, let's look for an empty room."
"...Alright."

And so, in the middle of the night, we began wandering around the Zhuge Family Estate looking for an empty room.

At first, I thought it wouldn't be too difficult.
In such a large estate, there must be some vacant rooms somewhere.
But it didn't take long for reality to prove how shortsighted I was.

"...This one too?"
"Yes. At this rate, we might end up sleeping at an inn."

We searched the entire estate thoroughly but couldn't find a single empty room.
As I continued walking while grumbling under my breath,

"What are you...!"
"Br-Brother, you're hur...!"

I heard the sound of people arguing in the distance.
What were they doing up in the middle of the night?

Half curious and half puzzled, I approached, and the voices became clearer.

"What kind of wife acts like that in front of her husband?! You must be out of your mind!"
"Sh-She's my wife. Don't insult her...!"

As I passed through a side door, the two arguing people finally came into view.

"...Hm?"

Just by looking, they were clearly brothers, with similar builds and appearances.
But their appearance was strangely familiar.

"...Have I met them somewhere before?"
"Who's there?!"

As I tilted my head and muttered, one of the two large men—the one dressed in leather like a bandit—quickly turned his head toward me.
The huge axe on his back swayed, asserting its presence.

A huge build, an axe.

"Ah."

I remembered.
Im Chun-i from the Wanderer Band.

The two large men resembled Im Chun-i, the leader of the third unit of the Wanderer Band.

*

"I apologize for the unsightly display..."
"No, we're the ones who came looking around uninvited."

The man scratching the back of his head awkwardly apologized.
Introducing himself as Im Chun-sam, he had an impression of being rather timid despite his enormous build.

"What are you apologizing for? We haven't done anything wrong."

Meanwhile, the other large man standing beside him grumbled.
Leather clothes, a tiger skin draped over them, and as mentioned earlier, a huge axe on his back.

Outwardly, he looked like a typical mountain bandit.

"So, who is this person beside you...?"
"Ah, this is my eldest brother. Brother, say hello."
"...I'm Im Chun-il."

Im Chun-sam's eldest brother, Im Chun-il, barely nodded in greeting.
As I was about to return the greeting, my body suddenly froze.

Im Chun-il?
Why does that name sound so familiar?

It wasn't just because it was similar to Im Chun-i's name.
I was certain I had heard that name before.

"Near Hwangcheon County, there's a bandit hideout called the Mining Den. The leader of that Mining Den is a man named Im Chun-il, who's quite famous for his incredible strength and tyrannical fighting style. He's already killed several experts from Paecheon Fortress."

The Dark Heaven Unit that had infiltrated Gungang County and attacked us.
Wasn't Im Chun-il the bandit leader who had been framed for wiping out those men, when it was actually Merchant Leader Bang Jin-myeong?

My gaze naturally turned to Master.
I couldn't tell if she was thinking the same thing, but her expression was indescribable.

"What's this? You're ignoring someone who just greeted you?"
"Ah, no, I'm sorry. Your name just sounded familiar. I'm Gun Ja-seong."

When I hurriedly answered Im Chun-il's irritated question, he snorted briefly.

"Well, the name Chun-il is pretty common."

Y-Yeah, right?
There's no way a bandit leader from Henan would be here.

It must be someone with the same name.
Just because he's dressed like a bandit doesn't mean he is a ban—

"M-My brother has been rude. He's been living in the mountains lately, so he's forgotten his manners."
"...The mountains? Which mountains have you been staying in?"
"What, does it matter? I was at a mountain called Gwangsan near Hwangcheon County in Henan."
"......"

That confirms it.
This man is indeed the Im Chun-il we know.

Moreover, I had a strong intuition that this man from Henan suddenly being in Hubei had something to do with the false accusations we had pinned on him.

I looked at Master again.
Her eyes were trembling in a way that was uncharacteristic of her.
I probably had the same look on my face.

"What should we do?"
"...Just pretend we don't know anything. We know nothing."

We had a silent conversation with just our eyes.
It was as if we were communicating through the sound transmission technique we hadn't even dared to develop, the thought was so clear.

"What's with all this head-turning in front of people?"
"Br-Brother...!"

Im Chun-il snapped at me, apparently annoyed that I kept turning my head while standing right in front of him.
Im Chun-sam was fidgeting at his brother's words, and I awkwardly smiled and made an excuse.

"Ah, sorry. You two just look a lot like someone we know."
"Look like someone? Our names might be common, but our appearance isn't something you see every day."

Indeed, a giant who was a head taller than me, who already stood over six feet, couldn't be that common.
Under Im Chun-il's suspicious gaze, I had no choice but to mention Im Chun-i's name.

"I once met a large man who used an axe, named Im Chun-i..."
"Chun-i?!"
"Ch-Chun-i brother?!"
"...Huh?"

Their intense reaction came suddenly.
As they rushed over asking for details, the topic shifted in that direction.

After our conversation, I learned that I had somehow become entangled with three brothers who had been separated from each other without my knowledge.

Honestly, it gave me goosebumps.
What kind of connection was this?
I couldn't believe such coincidences actually happened in real life...

*

Perhaps thanks to my sharing news about Im Chun-i.
The two large men treated Master and me with a much friendlier attitude (though the eldest brother still grumbled).

Thanks to that, I was also able to ask for directions more comfortably.

"Zhuge Geun-yeong's... my brother-in-law's quarters?"
"Yes. It seems we'll need to impose on him for the night."

After searching everywhere without finding an empty room, I thought we should at least try to stay with someone we knew.
Fortunately, Im Chun-sam agreed to guide us to Zhuge Geun-yeong's quarters without much fuss.

But in the process, Im Chun-il followed us as if it were the most natural thing.
Im Chun-sam tried to stop his brother.

"Brother, please w-wait in my room. I'll guide these people and c-come right back."
"In an empty room? No need. Use that time to take me to your wife instead. I need to have a serious talk with her."
"Br-Brother...!"

Wife?
Since he called Zhuge Geun-yeong his brother-in-law earlier, Im Chun-sam must be married to his sister.
Is he not getting along with his sister's side?

Im Chun-sam noticed my puzzled look and tried to separate from his brother, but Im Chun-il wouldn't budge.
Finally, with a sigh, Im Chun-sam gave up and started walking dejectedly.

As I quietly followed behind, Im Chun-il subtly moved closer to me.
I felt uncomfortable dealing with him because of what had happened (though it wasn't my doing), but he started asking questions regardless of my discomfort.

"Do you have a moment?"
"Ah, yes. What is it?"
"Nothing much, just about that guy Chun-i. How did he look?"
"How did he... look?"

At my question, Im Chun-il hesitated, opening and closing his mouth as if considering what to say, then continued in a low voice.

"I mean, did he look unwell, or gaunt as if he hadn't eaten for days, something like that?"

His roundabout way of asking.
Noticing the concern for his brother underlying his words, I thought of him as an honest but awkward brother and answered.

"He didn't seem sick at all. And he didn't look like he was going hungry either."

Recalling the angry muscles of those arms that had wielded the huge axe, I answered, and his relief was visibly apparent.
I smiled slightly at his honest expression that contradicted his words.

"You seem relieved now."
"Ah, relieved? No way! That guy, I couldn't care less if he dies somewhere out there!"
"Brother. It's the m-middle of the night, so p-please keep it down...!"

After snapping unnecessarily and getting scolded by his younger brother, he closed his mouth.
Soon after, we arrived at Zhuge Geun-yeong's quarters.

"H-Here it is. My brother-in-law's room... huh?"
"What's wro—oh?"

Following Im Chun-sam's surprised gaze, I saw a figure in night clothes slipping out of Zhuge Geun-yeong's quarters.
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...what is that guy doing?

Having sensed through my qi detection that the man in night-travel clothes was Zhuge Geun-yeong himself, I couldn't help but tilt my head in confusion.

Suddenly going out in the middle of the night was one thing. But wearing night-travel clothes as if planning to commit theft was too suspicious to ignore.

"Th-there...! Could it be a thief in my brother-in-law's room? W-we must catch him right away...!"
"No, look carefully. That's Branch Leader Zhuge."
"What...?"

I stopped Im Chun-sam as he was about to rush forward and made him look more carefully.
Soon after confirming I was right, he muttered with a bewildered expression.

"W-why is my brother-in-law dressed like that...?"
"I'm wondering the same thing."

Could it be some strange hobby?
Am I about to witness some unspeakable secret after asking for just one night's lodging?

While I hesitated about what to do as I watched Zhuge Geun-yeong in his suspicious attire, he began to move after carefully looking around.

Where could he be going?
I was curious, but I also had a strange feeling that I shouldn't let him go alone.

What should I do?

"...Let's follow him."

Since there wasn't time for lengthy deliberation, I decided to follow Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"What? No, there's no need to go that far..."

Ignoring the flustered Im Chun-sam, I carefully began tracking Zhuge Geun-yeong.

My Master followed me without comment, and Im Chun-il, probably thinking this would be interesting, followed us with an excited expression.
Finding himself in this situation, Im Chun-sam couldn't stay behind alone and hurried to catch up with us.

And so, our midnight surveillance began with a completely unexpected group.

*

Our careful tracking of Zhuge Geun-yeong eventually led us outside the family estate.

"What, is he going to some secret night entertainment? Hehehe, even the young master of the Zhuge Family is a man after all."

Contrary to Im Chun-il's lewd laughter, Zhuge Geun-yeong's steps after leaving the estate headed in the opposite direction, toward Mount Yungjung.

"He's climbing the mountain in this dark night?"
"Oh, how bold. Wandering mountains shrouded in darkness can be dangerous."

Im Chun-il responded to my muttering and stepped forward proudly.

"From here on, I'll take the lead since I'm familiar with the mountains. Just follow me."

Though I didn't really need help since I was spreading my qi detection web around, I quietly let him take the lead, thinking there was no point in arguing.

So Im Chun-il took the lead.
But ultimately, this proved completely unnecessary.

Because Zhuge Geun-yeong wasn't heading to the mountain, but to a small forest at the foot of the mountain.

"...Ahem."

Feeling awkward about his earlier boasting, Im Chun-il cleared his throat uncomfortably as I took the lead again.

The dense forest blocked even the moonlight, our only source of light in the already dark night.
Fortunately, Zhuge Geun-yeong took out a lantern to light his way, allowing us to follow its glow into the forest.

How far had we gone?
We were keeping our distance to avoid being noticed when suddenly he stopped.

"Wait."
"W-what? Why?"

The three people following me stopped at my command.
At that moment, Zhuge Geun-yeong suddenly turned around as if he sensed something.

"Eek...!"

We hid behind trees and pressed ourselves to the ground.
Of course, he couldn't possibly see us in this darkness from that distance, but it was an instinctive reaction.

Sure enough, not seeing us, Zhuge Geun-yeong tilted his head and turned back around.
Then he spent a long time peering into the empty air, examining something.

"...What is he doing?"
"Shh."

I cautioned Im Chun-il who was muttering curiously and continued watching Zhuge Geun-yeong.

How much time passed?
Finally, Zhuge Geun-yeong started moving again.
But after just a few steps, his figure seemed to dissolve into thin air and disappeared.

"W-what the...!?"

Im Chun-il's voice rang out in surprise.
Fortunately, remembering my earlier caution, his voice wasn't too loud.

We were left in the dark forest after Zhuge Geun-yeong's sudden disappearance.
But having come this far, we couldn't just turn back.

"...Let's go to where the Branch Leader was standing."

With my eyes enhanced by internal energy, I led the group to where Zhuge Geun-yeong had vanished.
After taking a few steps, the qi detection web I had extended forward began to distort on its own.

As if the laws of nature had been warped.
I immediately realized what was causing this distortion.

"...It's a formation array."
"What, a formation array? Here in this forest? Where?"

Im Chun-il looked around frantically after hearing my muttering.
The mention of a formation array in this pitch-black darkness made him feel a sense of crisis.

After trying to calm the flustered Im Chun-il, I turned to my Master.

"What should we do?"
"Hmm, a formation array set up in such a remote place. It's probably not just a simple array designed to turn people away."
"So entering carelessly could be dangerous."

Hearing our conversation, Im Chun-sam, who had been quiet until now, cautiously spoke up.

"B-but why did my brother-in-law enter this place...? And w-wearing night-travel clothes too."
"That's..."

No one present could answer that question with certainty.
All I knew was that night-travel clothes weren't something you wore when going to a friendly place.

"Besides, judging by how he hesitated earlier, it seems like this is his first time here too. What if he's lost in the formation array right now?"

Following my cautious words, Im Chun-il said something unpleasant.
Im Chun-sam's face suddenly turned pale at his brother's words, and with a determined expression, he strode forward.

I blocked his path and asked:

"What are you trying to do?"
"...I'm going to bring my brother-in-law back. If, if he really is lost in the formation array, I need to g-get him out...!"

And he was about to enter the formation array without any plan!

"Just rushing in without any preparation will only make you... Wait, wait!"

Ignoring my warnings, Im Chun-sam took a step forward.
I grabbed his arm to forcibly stop him, but instead found myself being dragged along.

Oh come on, is this big guy worth his size?

With no choice, I circulated internal energy throughout my body to hold Im Chun-sam back.
But surprisingly, he was resisting my strength even with internal energy behind it!

Why is this man so strong?

Moreover, noticing that I was using internal energy, he seemed to start using his own, as his strength was gradually increasing.

"Just stop for a moment and listen to me...!"
"Stop right there, youngest!"

As I was being dragged again and desperately trying to speak, Im Chun-il's thunderous voice struck our ears.
Unable to ignore his eldest brother's command, Im Chun-sam flinched and stopped.
Immediately after, a pot-lid-sized palm struck the back of his head.

-SMACK!

...Did I just hear something crack? That sounded like something breaking.

Fortunately, despite the loud sound, there didn't seem to be much damage as Im Chun-sam just scratched the back of his head.
His brother glared at him with a terrifying expression and roared again.

"Hey, you fool! How can someone who doesn't even know the basics of formation arrays think they can just walk into one!"
"B-but... you said brother-in-law might be lost in the array..."

At his timid muttering, Im Chun-il flinched and bellowed again.

"That. That was just saying it might be possible!"
"Which means it could happen... What if something happens to our brother-in-law..."

Im Chun-sam was now on the verge of tears.
No joke, it seemed like he was about to burst into loud sobbing.

"Sigh..."

Deciding to leave the unmanageable giant to someone his own size, I focused back on the formation array.
But I was also a complete novice when it came to formation arrays.

I looked to my Master, who likely had the most experience with formation arrays among us.

"Do you know anything about this?"
"Well, I can definitely feel the distortion of energy, but..."

My Master trailed off, then picked up a small stone and threw it into the formation array.
Like Zhuge Geun-yeong before, the stone seemed to dissolve into thin air.

Seeing this, my Master clicked his tongue softly.

"It's a formation array that distorts space itself. If we enter carelessly, we might never be able to get out."

In the end, no satisfactory solution emerged.
What should we do? Should we just turn back after coming all this way?

Scratching the back of my head, I extended my qi detection web forward to examine the formation array.

"...Huh?"

And I discovered something strange.
Or rather, I found a ray of light?

Through the qi detection web that was being scattered and distorted by the formation array,
a path appeared in the gaps. To be precise, there was a part where the qi detection web wasn't being scattered, stretching out like a path.

Could this be...?

"...Master, please wait here."
"What? No, what are you trying to... Hey, you rascal!"

Ignoring my Master's shocked cry, I stepped into the formation array.

*

The moment I entered the formation array, my senses briefly blurred, and suddenly I found myself standing in the middle of a desert.

"...Huh?"

Just moments ago I was in a dark forest, but in the blink of an eye, I was in a desert under the scorching sun.
This was a common scenario in martial arts novels, but experiencing it firsthand was truly astonishing.

After marveling for a moment, I remembered my original purpose of following Zhuge Geun-yeong and started moving again.

Despite the completely changed environment, my qi detection web was still guiding me.
As I followed the path it showed, the surroundings changed rapidly.

It turned back into a dense forest, then I walked through the middle of a glacier, and even stood on the edge of a cliff.
Each time, I followed the direction indicated by my qi detection web.
After crossing the dense forest, climbing the glacier, and falling from the cliff's edge,

"...!"

I finally found myself back in a dark forest.
Realizing I had escaped the formation array with a properly functioning qi detection web, I let out a small laugh.

I never imagined my qi detection web would have such a capability, something even I, its creator, hadn't anticipated.
But my excitement was short-lived as I belatedly noticed a terrible stench and covered my nose.

"Ugh...! This smell...?"

Blood.
The pungent smell of blood, as if numerous livestock had been slaughtered, permeated the area.

Sensing something ominous, I ventured deeper and saw a faint light in the distance.

Whatever it was, I had a strong feeling that Zhuge Geun-yeong had headed there.
Approaching cautiously, I finally entered the area of light and discovered something other than Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"A cave...?"

What came into view was a massive cave that looked like an entrance to the abyss.

Ch.145 - Darkness Of Zhuge
I momentarily found myself distracted by the large cave entrance before finally realizing that a terrible smell of blood was flowing from inside.

"...Judging by the atmosphere, it seems Zhuge Regional Lord went in here."

What could this cave be?
What was it that required protection by a formation?
And why did Zhuge Geun-yeong come here?

Countless questions arose in my mind.
There was only one way to resolve them.

I slowly moved my feet into the eerie cave.

*

"Huff...! Huff...!"

His breathing became rapid without him realizing it.
Aware of this, Geun-yeong tried to calm himself with deep breaths.

But moving forward while relying only on the light of a small lantern in darkness where one couldn't see an inch ahead consumed more mental energy than expected.
Especially when a terrible smell of blood vibrated from beyond the darkness.

In fact, Geun-yeong's face hidden beneath the mask looked pale and gaunt, as if he might collapse at any moment.
However, he soon shook his head to gather his wits and continued walking.

*I need to focus. I can't come all this way and return with nothing.*

Even in this mentally taxing situation, he refused to retreat and adjusted the mask on his face.

Why had he come here wearing night clothes and a mask?
To understand his reason, we need to turn back time to earlier today.

Earlier today.
After Hwa-ryeon and her group met with the Zhuge Family Head, Su-gyeong,
Geun-yeong remained in the office at Su-gyeong's instruction.

Shortly after Hwa-ryeon's group left the office, Geun-yeong heard a displeased clicking of the tongue.

"Tsk. This has become troublesome."
"...Troublesome? Didn't Miss Ju bring valuable information and a proposal?"

That the Paecheon Fortress had secretly obtained the secret manual of the Blood Explosion Art.
And that they would use it to trample martial arts sects and families as they pleased.

In a way, she could be considered a benefactor who gave the Zhuge Family a chance to escape crisis.
Yet he called it troublesome?

Unable to understand his father's words, Geun-yeong looked at Su-gyeong, who gave a bitter smile.

"It's nothing, you don't need to know."

That look—as if looking at a child who knows nothing.
It was a look Geun-yeong had to face countless times over twenty years, and each time he felt frustrated.

*Though I haven't officially become the Young Master of the House, I've handled all sorts of family affairs as the eldest son of the head.*

What could I possibly not know that makes him give me such a look?
This question had troubled him for a very long time.

Once, unable to endure it, he had asked.
What exactly was being hidden from him?
But the answer was the same as just now.

"It's nothing, you don't need to know."

*A lie.*

If it truly was nothing, there would be no reason not to tell him.
But the truth hidden for decades wouldn't flow from his father's mouth now.

Realizing this, Geun-yeong had been making secret efforts for a long time to find answers to his questions.

And recently, he finally made progress, catching the edge of the truth hidden in darkness.
Of course, he had only found a clue so far, so he didn't know much.

*Two things are certain. First, for many years, father and the family elders have been obsessively focused on something. Second, they've been mobilizing family members for "long-term missions" under that pretext.*

So the "troublesome" matter was likely related to that hidden something.

*Troublesome, what's troublesome? Paecheon Fortress? Or Miss Ju?*

While pondering which of the two might be the issue, a completely different possibility arose in Geun-yeong's mind.

*The Blood Explosion Art.*

A demonic art from the past, which the Evil Cult had forced innocent people to practice, turning them into monsters endlessly craving blood.

He recalled how Su-gyeong's eyes had flashed with a strange light while examining the secret manual of the Blood Explosion Art that Hwa-ryeon had mentioned.
At that moment, a supposition he didn't want to imagine arose in his mind.

A family obsessed with martial arts and masters.
A family that collected and researched all kinds of martial arts from across the martial world.

*Could it be...?*

"Your expression doesn't look good. Are you alright?"

Su-gyeong asked with concern, noticing Geun-yeong's pale complexion after his terrible supposition.

"I-I'm fine. Perhaps I'm just a bit tired from returning to the main house after so long."
"Is that so?"

After Geun-yeong hastily answered, emerging from his thoughts, Su-gyeong simply nodded.
After briefly observing his father, Geun-yeong spoke as if nothing was wrong.

"You said you had something to tell me, what is it?"

Though outwardly maintaining calm, the worst-case scenario he had just imagined wouldn't leave his mind.

This created an urgency in Geun-yeong's heart.
He desperately wanted to return to his quarters.

*Mu-yeong should be waiting in my room by now.*

Zhuge Mu-yeong.
His younger brother who had monitored and reported on the family's internal affairs while Geun-yeong was handling the Wuhan branch's business in Wuhan.

He would already know that he had returned to the main house, so he would be waiting to report...

"Didn't I say you don't need to know?"
"...Pardon?"
"If I said you don't need to know, then you simply don't need to know. I would have told you everything when the time came."

At Su-gyeong's disjointed words, Geun-yeong stared at him blankly.

And then he met those eyes.
Cold eyes that seemed to say, "You're in the palm of my hand."

*Shiver*

A chill ran through his entire body, raising goosebumps.
Could it be, could it be that he noticed?
Suppressing the ominous feeling rising within him, he spoke.

"I-I don't understand what you're saying."
"...Is that so?"

After that brief question, his father stared at him intently.
Feeling his hands tremble and cold sweat run down his spine from extreme tension, he swallowed hard.

After carefully observing his son's reaction, Su-gyeong finally smiled faintly.

"Then that's fine. You may go now."
"...Yes."

Geun-yeong rose from his seat, inwardly sighing with relief.
But perhaps his relief came too soon.
As he was leaving the office, Su-gyeong's thunderbolt-like words reached his back.

"Ah, right. Speaking of Mu-yeong, I sent him on a 'long-term mission' because I needed him. Remember that."
"...!"

Long-term mission.
The moment he heard those two words, he felt as if all the blood had drained from his body.

His instinct screamed.
That something terrible would happen to Mu-yeong.

Soon something snapped in his mind, and when he came to his senses, his hands were already grabbing his father's collar and shouting wildly.

"What have you done?!"
"I did what needed to be done. For the family."

Su-gyeong looked coldly down at his son who had lost his reason and was raging.
Trembling with his fists and contorting his face, Geun-yeong bit his lip and asked.

"...Where is Mu-yeong?"
"I cannot tell you."
"When did he leave?"
"I cannot tell you."
"Father!"
"I cannot tell you anything right now."

Su-gyeong kept repeating the same answer.
Geun-yeong couldn't understand his father.

His father had sent his brother, his own son, on a long-term mission.
On that cursed long-term mission from which no one had returned in decades!

*Mu-yeong won't return either.*

The strength left his hands at the thought that he would never see his brother again.
Looking at his father straightening his crumpled collar, he asked dejectedly.

"What exactly is this long-term mission? What is it that makes no one return?"
"......"

After silently looking at Geun-yeong, Su-gyeong finally placed a hand on his shoulder and faced him.

"It will soon be over."
"...What?"
"It has been a truly long, incredibly long time. But thanks to our endurance during those years, we—the Zhuge Family—will move toward a bright future. And you will be at the forefront."

What on earth was he talking about now?
Geun-yeong looked at his father with bewildered and confused eyes.

Meeting that gaze directly, Su-gyeong removed his hand from his son's shoulder with another bitter smile.

"Later, you'll be able to understand me."
"...Father."
"You may go now."

At Su-gyeong's unilateral dismissal, Geun-yeong left the head's quarters without being able to say anything.

Afterward, Geun-yeong walked listlessly for a long time, as if his soul had left him.
Many people in the family greeted the First Young Master who had returned after a long time.
But Geun-yeong ignored them as if he had lost his mind.

Without even noticing the strange looks people gave him, he walked weakly until he reached his quarters.

It looked exactly the same despite not having set foot there for a year.
But such things didn't register in Geun-yeong's eyes right now.

He opened the door and entered.
He had hoped, but as expected.
Mu-yeong, who should have been waiting for him, was nowhere to be seen.

"...Sigh."

Geun-yeong collapsed into a chair and sighed.
Then he pulled at his hair as if blaming himself for his foolishness.

*I should have been more careful. I shouldn't have involved Mu-yeong.*

His father, Zhuge Su-gyeong, was a man who would readily sacrifice his children for the sake of the family.
He had seen him marry off his sister Seo-ryeong to a man she had never met, yet he forgot that.

He felt so pathetic he wanted to die.
Geun-yeong buried his face in his arms and groaned for a while before finally coming to his senses.

"...Let me think. I can't just give up here. I have to find Mu-yeong somehow."

The family's secret no longer mattered.
What mattered was finding his brother's whereabouts.

*But how?*

His brother had disappeared, and there was no way to find his whereabouts anywhere.
If only Mu-yeong had left some trace...

"...Hidden?"

At that moment, something occurred to Geun-yeong.
The clumsy secret vault that the two brothers had made in the room during their childhood.

Jumping up from his seat, Geun-yeong pushed aside the table in the center of the room.
After removing the carpet on the floor, a loose floorboard was revealed.

Traces suggesting it had been opened recently.
Feeling hope rising within him, Geun-yeong lifted the board and discovered a secret letter hidden inside.

As soon as he unfolded the letter, he saw his brother's handwriting.
Confirming this, Geun-yeong closed his eyes tightly and sighed, then slowly opened them to check the contents.

"This is...!"

The letter described the forest behind the family estate and a formation deployed within it.

"Formation, a formation..."

The deployment of a formation meant something was being hidden.
Perhaps Mu-yeong was inside.

Having obtained the only clue to his brother's whereabouts, Geun-yeong decided to check inside the formation himself.
That's how he ended up entering this ominous cave.

Back to the present.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

With only the determination to find his brother, Geun-yeong ventured deeper into the cave, and a faint light caught his eye.

"That...!"

Thinking he had finally reached his destination, his pace gradually quickened.
Eventually, he ran at full speed and emerged from the dark cave.

Three things entered his vision.
A fairly large hollow.
Numerous small caves drilled into the walls.
Bars blocking the caves.

In other words, what appeared before Geun-yeong after piercing through the long darkness was a prison inside the cave.

"What is this...?"

Dumbfounded by the sight of what looked like dozens of prison cells, Geun-yeong approached one of them.

Since no light shone inside the bars, it was difficult to see what was being confined.

One step, two steps.

As he gradually approached, two streaks of blood-red light rose from the darkness.

"KUWAAAAAK-!"
"Ugh?!"

A hand stretched out through the bars with a horrifying scream.
Startled and falling backward, Geun-yeong managed to avoid the hand and saw the figure of a man imprisoned in the cell.

Eyes emitting a chilling blood-red light.
A mouth making animal-like cries as if it had lost all reason.

Though he had never seen it firsthand, the symptoms matched what he had read in records.

"...The Blood Explosion Art."

The man before him had become a monster craving blood after learning the Blood Explosion Art.
As he stared at the man with an ashen face, realizing this fact,

"My, who could this uninvited guest be? If it isn't the First Young Master?"

A familiar voice reached Geun-yeong's ears.
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Geun-yeong turned his head in surprise at the familiar voice.
His mask, which had been half-removed when he fell backward, came loose and dropped to the ground, but Geun-yeong didn't notice.

His eyes had fallen on the face of someone he had hoped not to see here.

"...Elder Council Leader."
"Yes, it's me, Young Master Il. How did you end up here? Heh heh heh..."

The person who appeared before Geun-yeong was an elderly man.

The old man's name was Zhuge Yong-hwi.
The Elder Council consisted of retired elders of the family.
And he was the leader of that council.

"You seem quite surprised. Are you hurt anywhere? Come, stand up."

Yong-hwi approached Geun-yeong and extended his hand, looking no different from his usual self.

With his snow-white hair and full beard giving him the appearance of an immortal.
Even his kind eyes that gazed warmly at Geun-yeong.

But his presence was completely at odds with this blood-soaked cave prison.
It felt almost like a terrible nightmare.

*I need to get a grip.*

Geun-yeong shook his head.

This couldn't be a dream.
His weak heart just wished it were.

This blood-reeking cave,
The man transformed into a monster by the Blood Explosion Art,
All of it was reality that couldn't—and shouldn't—be avoided.

Reminding himself of this to regain his composure, Geun-yeong recalled his original purpose and reminded himself what was important.

He pushed aside both the shock that his worst fears were confirmed,
And the lament of meeting Yong-hwi of all people in this place.

Right now, only Mu-yeong's safety mattered.

Gritting his teeth while picturing his brother's face in his mind, Geun-yeong
Refused Yong-hwi's outstretched hand and stood up on his own, glaring directly at him.

Withdrawing his rejected hand, Yong-hwi gave a bitter smile, perhaps sensing the hostility in Geun-yeong's fierce expression.

"My, Young Master Il seems angry with this old man."
"...I won't ask what this place is or what you're doing here."
"Oh? Then what do you want to ask?"

His eyes, slightly widened in surprise, formed deep creases at Geun-yeong's subsequent question.

"Where is Mu-yeong, my brother?"
"...Heh heh heh. Did you come all this way alone to find your brother? Such brotherly affection is admirable."
"Stop deflecting and answer me directly."

Anger seeped into Geun-yeong's voice.
In response to his cold reaction, Yong-hwi wiped the smile from his face and stroked his white beard.

"Well. I don't know why you're looking for Young Master I here."
"Don't play dumb. Mu-yeong clearly wrote in his secret letter to me that he would investigate this place."
"...So that's how you found your way here."

Understanding the situation from Geun-yeong's words, Yong-hwi clicked his tongue briefly, then shrugged as if there was nothing to be done.

"Since you already know, there's no point in hiding it. Yes, Young Master I is here."
"...! Where is he? Is he safe? Is he hurt anywhere...!"
"Now, now, calm down. You'll see him soon enough."

As Geun-yeong fired off questions, Yong-hwi raised his hand to stop him and made a meaningful remark.
Right after, a group of people rushed in from behind Yong-hwi.

"Th-these people...!"

Geun-yeong's eyes widened as he recognized the group.
Actually, "recognized" isn't quite right.
They all wore black masks that concealed their faces.

The Dark Servant Unit.
Unlike the Sky Tiger Unit, they were the family's secret armed force unknown to the outside world, a direct unit under the Elder Council's command.

Their appearance now meant...

"...Are you planning to take me too?"
"If you come quietly, we will treat you with respect. After all, you are one of the pillars who will lead our family's future."

In other words, they would take him by force if he didn't comply.
And naturally, Geun-yeong had no intention of complying.

*Shing*

A sword slowly drawn from its scabbard points at Yong-hwi.
Seeing this, regret appeared on the wrinkled face.

"Oh my, are you going to make this old man commit a sin?"
"...Ha."

Geun-yeong gave a hollow laugh at the absurd statement.

His tone suggested he hadn't done anything wrong until now.
How could he be so shameless after everything Geun-yeong had seen?

"Are you saying researching the Blood Explosion Art isn't a sin? This is a capital offense that would condemn nine generations of your family!"

The man who had become a blood-craving monster, and the prison that contained him.
These two things alone made it clear what had been happening here.

Demonic arts research and human experimentation.

His father and the family elders, who had been strongly obsessed with martial arts, had crossed a line that should never be crossed.

Geun-yeong glared at Yong-hwi with a face full of anger and betrayal.
But Yong-hwi's response made him doubt his ears.

"Sin? This is dedication. All members of the Zhuge bloodline have sacrificed themselves willingly for the family's bright future."
"What nonsense... Wait, bloodline... did you say?"

Hearing a word he couldn't ignore, Geun-yeong quickly turned his head to look at the prison.

"Kuaaak!"

The man still howling and flailing his hands through the bars.

Geun-yeong examined his face carefully.
A face with an unkempt, bushy beard.

But looking more carefully, he could faintly see traces of a familiar appearance.
Geun-yeong's eyes shook violently as he realized the man's identity.

"Un-Uncle Cheon-gyeong?"

The "Uncle Cheong" Geun-yeong referred to was Zhuge Cheon-gyeong, the younger brother of his father, Su-gyeong.
The man who had left the family long ago for a "long-term mission" just like Mu-yeong, was now imprisoned as a blood-craving monster.

He looked around the cave prison again with bewildered eyes.
There were dozens of cells, at a rough estimate.

"...Are all the people imprisoned here...?"

Yong-hwi nodded at Geun-yeong's unfinished question.

"Yes, they are all our blood relatives. My own son is among them."

Insane.
That was the first thought that came to mind at Yong-hwi's answer.

It would be wrong to sacrifice innocent strangers, of course, but to use their own blood relatives as test subjects for demonic arts...!

Geun-yeong trembled at the realization that everyone who had left the family for "long-term missions" had ended up as test subjects.
Then, remembering that Mu-yeong was here too, his face turned pale.

"D-don't tell me Mu-yeong too...?"
"We happened to need a new subject. Young Master I will become the final piece of our great work."

At Yong-hwi's calm response, Geun-yeong finally exploded.

"Aaaaargh-!"

With a roar, Geun-yeong charged at Yong-hwi.
From his fingertips, the Shining Star Sword Technique he had practiced his entire life unfolded.

*Clang!*

Geun-yeong's sword struck fiercely.
But his attack was blocked by the Dark Servant Unit warriors who stepped forward to protect Yong-hwi.

"He is the future of our family. Even if you die, you must not let him be harmed."

Stepping back, Yong-hwi gave a firm order to the Dark Servant Unit warriors blocking Geun-yeong.

An unreasonable command to subdue without injuring a murderous Geun-yeong with drawn sword.
Yet the Dark Servant Unit warriors moved in perfect unison without a word of complaint.

"Get out of my way-!"

The forms of the Shining Star Sword Technique flowed from Geun-yeong's hands as he raged, half out of his mind.
Though the Shining Star Sword Technique was only slightly better than the third-rate Three Essentials Sword Technique, decades of grueling practice had made his sword tip sharper.

And the Dark Servant Unit's response to his sharp sword strikes was simple.

*Squelch!*

"What...?"

The sound of sharp metal tearing flesh.
One Dark Servant Unit member, without even drawing his weapon, threw himself defenseless onto Geun-yeong's sword and was impaled.

And it didn't end there.
He pushed the sword deeper into his own abdomen, then grabbed Geun-yeong's hand holding the sword hilt.

Unable to swing his sword, Geun-yeong was vulnerable.
The other Dark Servant Unit members seized the opportunity and rushed in.

"Ugh, let go! I said let go!"

Finally subdued helplessly, Geun-yeong was forced to kneel before Yong-hwi.

"Young Master Il. I don't want to be at odds with you."
"Shut up! To think I followed someone like you as if you were my grandfather...!"
"Can't you understand us, understand me?"
"What exactly am I supposed to understand? Researching demonic arts? Sacrificing family members? Turning my brother into a monster?"
"Understanding our desire to no longer be looked down upon!"
"...!"

Yong-hwi's voice rose in response to Geun-yeong's bitter words.
Geun-yeong flinched.

The always kindly smiling face of Yong-hwi was now horribly distorted.
The resentment hidden between the wrinkles that had grown with age revealed itself with that distortion.

"Young Master Il, you know perfectly well how other families and sects have viewed us."
"That's..."

Seeing Geun-yeong momentarily at a loss for words, Yong-hwi poured out the contemptuous words he had kept inside.

"A half-baked martial arts family without a single proper master, merchants who don't know their place, the shame of the Five Great Families. These are the words we've heard but couldn't even properly protest against."
"......"
"Is it so wrong to try not to pass this shame down to future generations?"

Geun-yeong couldn't immediately refute him.
He was reminded of his experiences while working as the Zhuge family's Wuhan branch manager.

Being in commercially active Wuhan, Geun-yeong had met more outsiders than he would have at the main house.
He knew better than anyone how others viewed the Zhuge family.

*The Zhuge family. Aren't they just nobodies who bought their Five Great Families status with money? Hahaha!*

Words of mockery and contempt.

*W-we'd like to entrust our business to another agency. We're sorry...*

Gazes filled with anxiety and suspicion.

He couldn't help but know, and it was true that he had swallowed his indignation each time, consciously or not.
So he understood well what Yong-hwi meant.

However, while he could sympathize with the humiliation, he couldn't condone their actions.

"...I have no intention of sacrificing our relatives or my brother to eliminate that contempt and suspicion. Don't give me that honeyed talk about dedication. These people were sacrificed solely for your greed."
"Oh my..."

With his words of rejection, anger and disgust rose in Geun-yeong's eyes.
Seeing those emotions clearly reflected, Yong-hwi wore a complicated expression.

What an upright child.
He knew Geun-yeong wouldn't accept it, which is why he had intended to keep it hidden until everything was finished.
But to think it would be discovered now, when the great work was nearing its end.

*Just one step remains.*

The great work was coming to an end.
Soon, an absolute master with the Zhuge surname would be born.

The strongest martial artist who would surpass even the Ten Lords, said to be the ten strongest in the world.
The world's greatest with the Zhuge surname.
One step remained until that birth.

He couldn't let that final step, awaited for over twenty years, be ruined because of one person—Geun-yeong.

"...If you cannot join us, I cannot let you leave this place."

He would probably be imprisoned for many years.
Perhaps he might never leave.

Sensing this, Geun-yeong struggled to break free from his restraints, but the Dark Servant Unit's grip was firm, and his struggles were in vain.

"Take him away."

At Yong-hwi's command, the silent Dark Servant Unit bowed their heads and moved to lift Geun-yeong.

*Swoosh!*

At that moment, a shining crescent flew in from the dark prison entrance.
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It was light.
A light that illuminated the dark, blood-soaked cave.

"What...!"

Yong-hwi tried to say something as he saw the crescent-shaped light flying in to illuminate the cave, but the light had already reached close range.

The light effortlessly sliced through the bodies of the five Dark Heaven Unit members who had been restraining Geun-yeong.

-Splat!

The Dark Heaven Unit members died instantly as their upper and lower bodies separated.
Everyone who witnessed this froze in shock.

At that moment, a blurry figure darted out from the dark passage.

-Bang!

The figure shot forward, reaching Geun-yeong's side and mercilessly cutting down the remaining Dark Heaven Unit members around him.

"D-dodge!"

Yong-hwi belatedly ordered them to evade, but his cry came too late, and the figure's sword moved too quickly.

As a result, most of the Dark Heaven Unit members fell in a spray of blood within just a few breaths.
It was a sight hard to believe even when seen with one's own eyes.

The figure who displayed such astonishing martial prowess stood before Geun-yeong.

"Can you stand up?"
"...Young Master Gun."

Ja-seong, the figure, stood with his back to Geun-yeong as if protecting him, keeping the surviving Dark Heaven Unit members and Yong-hwi at bay.
Freed from his restraints, Geun-yeong looked up at him with a dumbfounded expression, not even thinking about standing up.

How did he get here?

*

I pointed my sword at the deranged old man and the remaining masked men in black, while glancing over my shoulder at Zhuge Geun-yeong.
He was staring blankly instead of getting up quickly, making me wonder if he was injured, but fortunately, he soon rose to his feet.

With a bewildered expression, Zhuge Geun-yeong stammered uncharacteristically, "Y-Young Master Gun. How did you...?"
"Ah... That's a long story... Let's talk later."

The situation was too urgent to go into all the details.
He seemed to realize this belatedly and nodded without further comment.

He picked up his sword from the ground and stood beside me.
Unlike us, who were ready to fight, the other side was reacting quite slowly.

To be precise, the reaction of the deranged old man whom Zhuge Geun-yeong had called the Elder Sect Leader was strange.

His bulging eyes contained pupils that shook violently as if in an earthquake.
He looked like someone who had received an enormous shock.

"Th-that just now..."

The old man, who had been acting deranged in a different way until now, eventually uttered words I hadn't expected at all.

"...Sword Qi harming people."
"...What?"

What did that old man just say?
My eyes widened in surprise, but the old man shook his head, denying what he had seen.

"N-no, that's impossible. There can't be anyone left who can wield that power described in the forbidden texts...!"

The old man's gaze suddenly turned downward as he muttered.
He looked at the corpses of the masked men in black whose bodies had been separated into upper and lower halves by my Transcendent Moon Blade.
Their deaths proved that what he saw wasn't an illusion.

After a moment of confusion, the old man finally managed to ask a difficult question.

"W-was that really Sword Qi harming people?"
"......"

His voice, mixed with doubt and confusion, showed no trace of mockery.
That actually made me feel even stranger.

-Sword Qi? Sword Force? Hahaha! I can't believe someone actually believes in such nonsense!

I recalled the words of a cruel inspector who had mercilessly crushed a child's dreams long ago.
The "common sense" underlying those words was that Sword Qi was merely a fictional concept from stories.

But this old man's tone suggested he had known about the existence of Sword Qi for a long time.
With a mixture of confusion and expectation, I slowly opened my mouth.

"...What if it is?"
"Huh..."

A probing answer meant to resolve his doubts.
Hearing this, an exclamation escaped through his snow-white beard.

And that exclamation soon turned into maniacal laughter.

"Huh, hehehehe...uahahahahaha-!"

The laughter echoed throughout the cave.
As if irritated by the laughter, bestial howls erupted from between numerous prison bars.

"Kuhaaaaak!"
"Kyaak!"

The faces pressed against the narrow bars were unmistakably human.
I frowned as I directly witnessed these people who had fallen to the level of beasts while still retaining human form, and the old man's laughter abruptly stopped.

Then his gaze, filled with ecstasy, turned toward me.

"Kuh, kuhehe...! To think that someone who can use Sword Qi would appear right before our task is completed. Heaven is truly helping the Zhuge Family."
"...What nonsense are you spouting?"

A different answer than I had expected.
When I asked irritably, the old man instead bombarded me with questions.

"Who are you? Are you a disciple from a mysterious sect that has been hiding deep in the mountains all these years? What is your sect's name?"
"......"
"No, it wouldn't matter if you told me. There probably aren't any records left anyway. Otherwise, you couldn't have remained safe until now."

He's really doing all the talking and answering by himself.

I frowned at the absurdity of him asking questions and answering them himself.
But the question that followed immediately afterward made my frown turn into wide eyes.

"Do you have anything else? Like Heavenly Weight or Three Realms Flame?"

Heavenly Weight, Three Realms Flame.
These were words I never expected to hear from someone else's mouth.

How does he know about such things?
Wasn't this supposed to be a pseudo-martial world that treated Sword Qi and Lightness Skill as nonsense?

While I was too confused to say anything, the old man started rambling again.

"Just before the 'Blood Prison' is completed, the long-lost realm of martial arts appears again. This is Heaven's mandate that the Zhuge Family is destined to soar!"
"...Blood Prison?"

I narrowed my eyes at the old man upon hearing this ominous term.

"Now, hand over the secret of Sword Qi obediently. Then I will spare your life."

But the old man, already lost in his own world, was just spouting nonsense with a gleeful expression.
I let out a hollow laugh and asked.

"...So, if I give you the method to use Sword Qi, you'll let me live?"
"Normally, since an outsider has entered this place, I would have to kill and destroy all evidence, but I'm specially showing mercy because I value your ability."

The old man spoke with a triumphant expression, either unaware of or ignoring my coldly calculating gaze.

As expected of a deranged person, he seemed unable to properly grasp the reality of the situation.

"You don't seem to understand the current situation. Most of your subordinates have already fallen. Do you think you can stop me with the few men you have left?"

There were only seven masked men in black remaining.
I could take them all down in a few breaths by myself.

"Before spouting nonsense about being the world's greatest martial family or Heaven's mandate, you should worry about your own life first."

I had already heard Zhuge Geun-yeong's story through Earth Listening Technique while crossing the cave passage.
Just for using normal people—his own blood relatives—as subjects for demonic experiments, this old man deserved to die a hundred times over.

"Kuhehehehe..."

But instead of being intimidated by my threat, the old man merely laughed, then—

"Stop him. With your lives."

—ordered his subordinates to die for him and fled by himself.

"...Huh?"

I stared in disbelief at the old man's back as he ran without looking back, heading deeper into the cave in the opposite direction from where I had entered.
Immediately after, the surviving masked men blocked the passage as if to obstruct our way.

They showed complete obedience to the old man's orders.
Even when being cut down by my sword, they didn't scream once, just following orders like they weren't humans but puppets.

Of course, that didn't mean I was going to show them any mercy.

Whether they were like puppets or not, these men were just as guilty for cooperating with the deranged old man in his atrocities.
I swung my sword without a moment's hesitation, and before long, all seven surviving masked men joined their comrades on the ground.

The smell of blood had grown thicker, and the floor had become slippery with blood.
Perhaps because of this, the howls from the people imprisoned in the cells grew more intense.

"Kraaak!"
"Kyaaaaa-!"

Frowning at the echoing howls, I turned to Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"I'm going after that old man right now. What will you do, Regional Lord?"
"I'll follow. My younger sibling should be deeper inside. I can't leave my sibling behind and go back."

His resolute answer came immediately.
I nodded and ran deeper inside with Zhuge Geun-yeong, pursuing the old man.

*

Yong-hwi fled after abandoning the surviving Dark Heaven Unit members to Ja-seong.
As he ran through the dark passage, laughter escaped from his lips.

"Kuheh, kuhehe...!"

Forgetting his usual dignity, he smiled brightly like a child.
In reality, he felt as if he could fly.

'Sword Qi harming people...! The realm of martial arts that disappeared long ago has appeared again.'

The forbidden text that had been hidden in the Zhuge Family's archives for many years.
It contained secret histories that weren't passed down to the current martial world.

The ancient martial world where martial artists who could fly in the sky and unleash Sword Qi ruled supreme.
The forbidden text contained detailed accounts of the downfall of that ancient martial world.

'After the downfall, Sword Qi became nothing more than fiction in street novels.'

But that ends today.
He would obtain the secret of Sword Qi from that mysterious man and pass it on to the one who would claim the Blood Prison.

'And thus, the Zhuge Family will stand tall in this martial world as the family of the world's greatest...'

"Uahahaha-!"

The brilliant future that seemed to be right before his eyes.
Yong-hwi couldn't help but burst into laughter again.

Just as he reached the end of the passage and entered a new cavern, dozens of figures appeared before his eyes.

Ch.148 - Red Demon Corps
The strange figures that appeared before Yong-hwi had an eerie appearance.

Red eyes staring blankly into space, continuous growling sounds flowing from their mouths.
Their appearance was clearly that of those possessed by the demonic nature of the Blood Explosion Art.

However, despite having Yong-hwi as prey right before them, they neither bared their teeth and charged nor let out strange cries—they simply stood there quietly.

Their behavior contrasted sharply with those trapped in the first cavern earlier.
Like well-trained hunting dogs, perhaps?

"This wasn't how I originally intended to use them, but if I can obtain the Sword Qi Merchant, it's an acceptable loss."

As Yong-hwi twisted his lips while observing them, an unwelcome sound reached his ears.
Hearing footsteps following him from the passage behind, he clicked his tongue softly.

"Tsk, useless things. They couldn't even buy me time."

After disparaging the sacrifice of his subordinates who had remained loyal to his orders until their dying moments, Yong-hwi pulled something from his breast pocket.

What he took out was none other than a small horn.
He put the mouthpiece to his lips and blew into it with all his might.

-~!

But the horn made no sound.
Anyone who didn't know better would have thought it was broken.

The reality, however, was completely different.
This horn was designed to emit sounds inaudible to humans, used to awaken those who were no longer human.

"Grrrr...!"

The vacant red eyes regained their focus.
Beast-like howls echoed louder and more clearly.

Creatures in human form, contorting their faces and baring their teeth.
Their gazes turned toward the two people who had just entered the cavern.

*

What is this now?

What greeted us after following the deranged old man through the passage was another vast cavern filled with dozens of human figures.

All with red eyes and beast-like growls.
Like the people trapped in the first cavern, they had clearly practiced the Blood Explosion Art.

I couldn't help but frown at the thought of how many more test subjects there might be.

"This, this is...!"

Meanwhile, Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had come with me, widened his eyes upon seeing the Blood Explosion Art practitioners.

"Ho-chan...! Dae-heon...!"

He muttered some names with a bewildered expression.
Apparently, these were faces he recognized.

"Are these all people from the Zhuge Family as well?"
"...Yes. Most are familiar faces. They left the family recently on what were called long-term missions."

Regret and guilt flashed across Zhuge Geun-yeong's face.
This quickly transformed into anger at the rough, cracked voice that echoed through the cavern.

"What do you think, First Young Master? Quite different from the earlier failures, aren't they?"
"Elder Council Leader...!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong's usually composed face twisted with rage, sparks flying from his eyes.
At the end of his gaze stood the deranged old man, the Elder Council Leader.

"I've used the great technique of a destroyed clan to subdue the minds of those who lost their sanity to the Blood Explosion Art. Thanks to this, I can control these beings who are stronger and faster than ordinary martial artists according to my will."

He gleefully babbled about controlling innocent family members turned into soulless puppets.
Hah, what am I supposed to do with this hopeless bastard?

"I named them the Red Demon Unit. They were originally meant to become the family's new military force. Though plans have changed, I'm sure these children would be happy to be used to obtain the Sword Qi Merchant."
"Just how many family members have you sacrificed so far-!?"

A heartfelt cry that seemed to draw blood.
But the Elder Council Leader remained nonchalant, as if it were nothing.

"Please don't call their dedication a sacrifice. The children you saw earlier and those here all chose this of their own will."
"What nonsense...!"
"Can you really be so certain it's nonsense?"

The Elder Council Leader's cracked voice interrupted Zhuge Geun-yeong's outburst as he glared in disbelief.

"Everyone in the Zhuge Family experiences and feels it. How we're viewed in the martial world, how we're treated."
"......"
"Could these people not have felt the same indignation and sorrow that exists within you and me, First Young Master?"

They couldn't not have felt it.
In fact, being of lower rank, they likely experienced it even more severely.

Zhuge Geun-yeong fell silent at the Elder Council Leader's words.
Silence is affirmation, and the old man's hateful wrinkles deepened.

"They were the same. They couldn't bear the oppression and mockery they received from other families and sects. So when told there was a way to revitalize the family, they readily agreed."

At these words, Zhuge Geun-yeong looked at the soulless people, the Red Demon Unit, with wavering eyes.
He seemed to be getting caught in the old man's wordplay.

I couldn't help but interject.

"That's bullshit, you crazy old man."
"...Gun Young Master?"

Two pairs of eyes turned to me at my crude remark.
I met the gaze of the surprised Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"Don't get caught in the old man's sophistry, Branch Leader. It's empty talk missing all the important details."
"Empty talk? What exactly is empty talk?"

It was the Elder Council Leader who objected to my words.
On the surface, he seemed angry that I had dismissed his words as nonsense, but to my eyes, even that appeared fake.

"Are you asking when you already know? Fine, let me ask you this. According to you, these people volunteered for the family's sake, right?"
"That's correct. These children all of their own will..."
"Did they also know they would be practicing the Blood Explosion Art?"
"...Well."

The Elder Council Leader seemed momentarily at a loss for words.
Sensing I'd caught him, I slightly raised the corner of my mouth.

"I bet not. You just lured them in with talk about helping the family and tricked them into practicing the Blood Explosion Art."

Though my claim had no evidence, I was quite confident.
The way that old man played with words to Zhuge Geun-yeong clearly showed this wasn't his first time.

"...Is this true?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong also cast a suspicious glance at the Elder Council Leader after hearing my words.
Momentarily flustered by that gaze, the old man stroked his meticulously maintained white beard.

"What does that matter? What's important is that they are dedicating themselves to the family..."
"So it is true."

The Elder Council Leader revealed his hidden intentions when Zhuge Geun-yeong cut him off with a cold voice.

"First Young Master. I've been giving you opportunities. If you just agree with me and join us, everything can be fine."
"What would be fine? You'll just keep sacrificing family members!"
"It was necessary sacrifice! Thanks to it, the family's bright future has drawn much closer!"

He was practically spitting as he ranted passionately.
He looked like a fanatic lost in blind faith.

"We're almost there. Through the completion of this task, our family will stand as the greatest martial house in the world, and you, First Young Master, will succeed the Family Head and lead our glorious revival. If you just take one step back, just one step, this future can be realized!"

Now he was practically begging.
The Elder Council Leader looked at Zhuge Geun-yeong with the most desperate eyes.

But Zhuge Geun-yeong's response was cold.

"To advance toward that glorious future you speak of, you'll have to step over my corpse."

A resolute voice with a firm gaze.
It was a declaration that he and the old man would forever remain at odds.

"Hmm..."

The sigh that escaped through the white beard was filled with resignation.
The Elder Council Leader shook his head and hardened his face.

"...Scream for mercy if you want to live. Then I'll stop them."

After warning us with a menacing change in tone, the Elder Council Leader put the horn to his lips again and blew twice.

-Kyaaah!
-Kuaak!

The Red Demon Unit's howls intensified in response to the horn sound I couldn't hear.

"Go kill them."

And at the Elder Council Leader's quiet command, they charged toward us like madmen.

It seems the old man thinks he can do something to me with these so-called Red Demon Unit members.

Stronger and faster, he says?
They're still just beasts without reason.

As I slowly drew my sword and stepped forward, I heard Zhuge Geun-yeong's hesitant voice from behind.

"G-Gun Young Master...."
"Hmm?"

When I glanced back, I saw Zhuge Geun-yeong opening and closing his mouth as if wanting to say something.
But what seemed about to burst from his throat came out with an entirely different meaning.

"B-be careful."
"......"

I stared at Zhuge Geun-yeong's face as he sighed.
Perhaps what he had wanted to say was, "Please show mercy to them."

Though they had become beasts without reason, they were still his blood relatives.
Whatever the case, he probably didn't want to see them brutally slaughtered.

"Hmm..."

I looked forward again.
The Red Demon Unit had already crossed the cavern and was just a few steps away.

Wild red eyes filled with madness, mouths dripping with saliva hungry for blood.
By all appearances, they were nothing but dangerous monsters.

But their true identities were victims deceived by the Elder Council Leader's honeyed words.
Thinking this far, I sighed softly and sheathed my sword, then drew it again with the scabbard still on.

Zhuge Geun-yeong was surprised by my action.

"Gun Young Master...?"
"If I'm to subdue them without killing, I'll have to pay less attention to your side. Will that be alright?"

At my question, his face brightened, and he nodded vigorously.

"Yes!"

With that spirited shout as our signal, we clashed with the Red Demon Unit.

Ch.149 - Red Demon Corps
"Kyaaak!"

A horrifying scream echoed through the cavern.
I thrust my sword into the solar plexus of the ghost soldier charging at me with outstretched hands. Normally, it would have pierced straight through his body, but right now my sword was still in its scabbard.

*Thud!*

My attack didn't pierce through his body but merely delivered a powerful blow.

"Kuhuk...!"

Even so, the strike to his vital point must have been quite shocking, as he couldn't maintain his balance and fell weakly to his knees.
Hmm, even though their souls were subjugated, it seems physical damage can't be ignored.

Thinking this was a good start, I swung my scabbard at his chin, which had lowered to my waist level.

*Thwack!*

The ghost soldier's eyes rolled back as he collapsed from the brain-rattling impact.
Judging by how limp he went, he must have passed out.

Despite their considerable strength and agile movements, they were only this capable. Dealing with them one by one wasn't difficult.
The problem was that dozens of them were charging at me all at once.

If I used the "Sovereign Sword Form," I could sweep away all of them at once, including that annoying Elder Sect Leader watching from behind. But if I did that, all the ghost soldiers would be shredded by the sword energy storm and die.

Now, what should I do?

"Kuaaak!"

I leaped high to avoid three ghost soldiers charging at me simultaneously, then struck the middle one on the back of his head.
The two on either side completely ignored their comrade falling face-first and turned toward me, baring their teeth.

I stabbed the throat of the one on my right while simultaneously pressing a vital point on the left one.
The left one froze and collapsed, while I dodged him slightly and swung my sword at the temple of the right one who was rolling on the ground clutching his throat.

*Thwack!*

That makes four.
Without pause, I turned to face numerous ghost soldiers approaching from behind.

*Thump!*

I stomped hard toward them, trying to restrain their movements with my energy wave.
But...

"Kraaang!"
"...Hah."

They dodged it.
Before my energy wave could wrap around their bodies, they jumped back and escaped its range.

This scene gave me a strong sense of déjà vu.
Without having to search my memory, I realized it was something I had experienced during my recent duel with Hyeok-ri Gwang.

So they've become stronger and faster, and they even have decent instincts.
Moreover, their beast-like movements resembled Hyeok-ri Gwang's... resembled?

"...Could it be?"

Suddenly, I had a strange intuition.

Hyeok-ri Gwang and the ghost soldier unit.
An intuition that their resemblance wasn't coincidental.

Come to think of it, the ghost soldier unit was supposed to become the Zhuge Family's new military force.
It was also the trump card they confidently brought out to subdue me.

The new military force, the ghost soldier unit.
Hyeok-ri Gwang, said to be the strongest among the guests staying at the family estate.

Could Hyeok-ri Gwang be behind the creation of the ghost soldier unit?

It was a hard-to-believe assumption, but I was directly observing and experiencing the ghost soldiers' movements.
Their movements were clearly those of the Fierce Tiger Style.

Whether voluntary or forced, the ghost soldier unit was definitely connected to Hyeok-ri Gwang.

"Kuheoong!"

While facing another ghost soldier charging at me, I thought of Hyeok-ri Gwang.
Although we'd only met a few days ago, the Hyeok-ri Gwang I knew was a straightforward and generous man.

That's why he taught me the breathing technique to improve the "Fierce Tiger Blade."

I wanted to believe it wasn't true, but if Hyeok-ri Gwang knew about the existence of the ghost soldier unit and these horrific human experiments...

"...Next time, it won't be a duel but a fight to the death."

Muttering in a low voice, I decided to finish the task at hand first.

"Kyaak!"

The form of the Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven technique struck the ghost soldier.
A thrust targeting eight points on the upper body simultaneously shattered his sternum, collarbone, and shoulder blades, bringing him down.

"...Twenty-two."

The twenty-second ghost soldier fell.
By now, only four ghost soldiers surrounded me.

I glanced sideways at the Elder Sect Leader who had been observing all this time.
He couldn't hide his dismay at the current situation, with more than half of the ghost soldier unit now lying on the ground.

Yes, you probably didn't expect things to turn out like this.
Just wait, I'll let you taste the sword energy you're so fond of.

"Kyaaak!"

While my attention was diverted toward the Elder Sect Leader, one of the ghost soldiers stealthily approached from behind and leaped up to ambush me.
Having noticed his approach earlier, I simply stepped aside, causing him to plant his face into the ground.

*Crash!*

Ouch, that must hurt.
I involuntarily frowned at the unsettling sound, but the ghost soldier got up again as if nothing had happened.

"Kuk."

His nose was oddly bent, with blood streaming from both nostrils.
When I smirked at the sight, he charged at me with an even louder roar, seemingly enraged.

The problem was that the remaining three, including this one, charged at me simultaneously from left, right, and behind.

An attack from all four directions with no blind spot.

In this situation, even these creatures driven only by bloodlust seemed to have decided they needed to coordinate their attack.

"Gun Young Master!?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been holding his ground against other ghost soldiers with his back against the cave wall, shouted in surprise when he saw my predicament.

Worry about yourself, not me.

I stomped the ground hard with my left heel and used it as a pivot to spin my body.
The four ghost soldiers were struck by my sword as I spun like a top, and they all fell simultaneously.

Boundless Sky Flash.
Originally a follow-up form to the charging technique Boundless Sky First Flash, but it could be used like this too.

"Ah...!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong let out a sigh of relief seeing me escape the encirclement without much difficulty.

I told you to worry about yourself.

"Keuik!?"

See? That's what happens.

While Zhuge Geun-yeong was momentarily distracted by me, one of the ghost soldiers attacking him seized the opening and closed in on him.

Zhuge Geun-yeong noticed the ghost soldier approaching for his neck.
But his realization came slightly too late.
Just as the ghost soldier's wide-open mouth was about to bite his neck, he barely blocked it with his scabbard.

*Crack!*

He gritted his teeth as he held off the ghost soldier gnawing on his scabbard right in front of him, its red eyes rolling wildly. And other ghost soldiers approached him, flicking their tongues.

Thinking he would be reduced to bones in no time if left alone, I immediately stomped forward.

*Thump!*

Using Boundless Sky First Flash, I instantly reached Zhuge Geun-yeong, struck down the ghost soldiers surrounding him, and pressed their vital points.

"Ugh, uuugh...!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong groaned as he pushed away a ghost soldier that was falling toward him with its body completely stiff.
Fortunately, it seemed he hadn't been bitten anywhere.

"Are you alright?"
"...Yes. I'm fine."

He shook his head and quickly regained his composure and grip on his sword.
As I smiled slightly at his recovery, the Elder Sect Leader's irritated voice pierced my ears.

"Aish, what are you doing! Surround them and charge all at once!"

The four that had surrounded me and the six that had been attacking Zhuge Geun-yeong.
Perhaps feeling threatened now that only ten ghost soldiers remained, his voice betrayed a sense of urgency.

"Kyaaak!"

Regardless, the ghost soldiers faithfully followed orders and surrounded us in a rush.
Since Zhuge Geun-yeong had been fighting with his back to the wall, we quickly found ourselves encircled by ghost soldiers.

"...Gun Young Master, that's enough. You've already done your best by helping this much. Now it's time to draw your sword."

Seeing the situation, Zhuge Geun-yeong suggested I draw my sword, probably thinking it was impossible to subdue the ghost soldiers without killing them.

"Isn't it too disappointing to give up when we've come this far?"
"B-but...! If something happens to you because of me...!"
"Well, we'll have to see about that."

My nonchalant response was met with a confused look.

A suspicion that it might be simple stubbornness, and a glimmer of hope.

Feeling these conflicting emotions, I put my scabbard back into my waist belt.
Zhuge Geun-yeong was bewildered by this, while the ghost soldiers charged, sensing an opportunity.

I extended both hands forward with all five fingers spread out.
Then I concentrated my true energy at the five acupoints at my fingertips: Shoshō, Jōyō, Chūshō, Kanshō, and Shōshō.

"Kyaaak!"

Just as the ten howling ghost soldiers reached me, I released all the true energy concentrated at my fingertips at once.

*Boom!*

With a dull resonance, the released energy balls struck the ghost soldiers, and they all fell simultaneously.
Seeing this, Zhuge Geun-yeong's eyes widened.

"W-what martial art is this?"
"It's called the Finger Flicking Art. I hadn't properly used it in actual combat before, so I was a bit worried about controlling its power, but it seems to have worked fine."

This Finger Flicking Art was a martial art I had been conceptualizing alongside "that technique" most associated with the Zhuge Family since coming here.

Concentrating true energy at the acupoints of the fingertips and releasing it.
Honestly, it consumed a lot of internal energy and wasn't very efficient, but it proved quite useful in this special situation.

After shrugging and answering, I immediately drew my sword and swung it.
A crescent-shaped sword energy followed the trajectory of my sword and sliced through the Elder Sect Leader's calves as he was trying to sneak away.

"Kraaak!?"

The old man screamed as he suddenly lost both legs.
His once-white beard and hair became dirty as he flailed on the ground.

"Now you look more fitting."

After pressing the vital points of the ghost soldiers hit by my Finger Flicking Art, I looked down at the Elder Sect Leader clutching his severed legs.

"Now, answer my questions obediently. Then I might... spare your life?"

The Elder Sect Leader's face contorted hideously as he received back the very words he had spoken to me earlier.

Ch.150 - Greeting The Dawn
"Mu-yeong!"

After subduing the Elder Council Leader, we found the passage leading to the innermost chamber through some slightly violent persuasion. There, we finally discovered the younger brother that Zhuge Geun-yeong had been desperately searching for.

"H-hic...? B-brother?"
"Yes, it's me! Are you alright?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong's younger brother, Zhuge Mu-yeong, had been imprisoned in a small room in the deepest part of the complex. Fortunately, he didn't appear to have any visible injuries, but he was terribly emaciated, as if he hadn't eaten anything for quite some time.

"W-water, please..."
"We should give him water first."

After searching around the inner chamber, I found drinking water but only hard dried rations for food. I also discovered some rather interesting items, but those would have to wait until I could properly interrogate the Elder Council Leader.

*Gulp gulp*

With his brother's help, Zhuge Mu-yeong slowly drank the water, but his condition still didn't look good.

"I think we need to take him out and show him to a physician."
"We can't go to the family estate. There are eyes everywhere, and my father would find out immediately."

As I was pondering what to do after hearing Zhuge Geun-yeong's concerns, an unpleasant laugh broke the silence.

"Keh, keheheh...!"

Turning my head, I saw the Elder Council Leader, still bound and shoved into a corner, snickering. I walked over and stomped on his face.

*Crunch!*

"Kuhak!"

His nose broke, and his face became a mess. Hmm, just dirtying his beard earlier wasn't quite enough, but now it's perfect.

As I admired my handiwork, nodding with satisfaction, another laugh escaped him.

"Kehehehe...!"
"Don't you learn? Want me to step on you again?"
"Kehe, aren't you afraid of the consequences? You fools are trying to destroy the Zhuge Family's twenty-year aspiration."
"Aspiration? More like twenty years of nonsense."

The Elder Council Leader's face hardened at my scathing reply.

"What did you say?"
"I can understand feeling inferior about physical weakness and arranging marriages with powerful martial artists like you're breeding animals. But demonic arts? And on your own family members? That crosses the line by far too much."

Exterminating one's own clan is a grave crime, a betrayal of human principles and family morality. No matter what fancy words they used, what these people had done was a horrific sin.

They had merely rationalized it all by claiming it was for the family's sake.

"What do you know to speak so carelessly! If you knew how we've been treated in the martial arts world all this time, you wouldn't—!"
"I don't care about your thoughts or circumstances. While we're on the topic, let me ask you something. Why did you use your own family members as test subjects?"

This question had been occupying a corner of my mind ever since I learned about the demonic arts experiments.

"Don't martial arts novels usually involve kidnapping innocent orphans for human experiments?" I wondered aloud. "Isn't that what typically happens?" (Though usually it's the evil sects or demonic cults that do such things.)

"Hmph, there was indeed an elder who suggested we do that."

The Elder Council Leader nodded as if it were nothing special. His answer to my question was truly remarkable.

"It was a precaution against unforeseen circumstances. My research is solely for the benefit of the Zhuge Family. Only people of the Zhuge Family should receive its benefits. I couldn't allow some worthless nobodies to enjoy that grace."

"Oh, is that so?"

In other words, he only used family members as test subjects to prevent non-Zhuge individuals from being reborn as powerful martial artists.

Shaking my head at this absurd answer, I pulled out two items from my robe. The Elder Council Leader's eyes widened to the point of tearing.

"T-those...!"
"You hid these quite well. Must be very important, huh?"

The two items I had taken out were a blood-tinged bead and a book recording all the experiments. I had found them in a secret compartment detected by my perception network while looking for water for Zhuge Mu-yeong.

"H-how...?"

His expression showed he couldn't understand how I had found these items. I had no intention of explaining the principles of my perception network to this old man, so I got straight to the point by opening the book.

"The term 'Blood Jade' appears quite frequently in here. Is this it?"
"......"

The Elder Council Leader suddenly went silent. However, his trembling gaze fixed on the bead was answer enough.

"You recorded everything in great detail. Thanks to that, I could figure out how this was made."

The Blood Jade in my hand was, surprisingly, created inside the body of a Blood Explosion Art practitioner.

According to the records, the Blood Explosion Art could be learned simply by reciting the incantation once. From that moment, the practitioner would feel an inexplicable craving for blood, and the more blood they drank, the higher their achievement would become.

Gaining martial prowess just by drinking blood—I honestly questioned whether it could even be called martial arts.

Anyway, as they continued drinking blood and advancing their level, a small pill-like object would form inside the practitioner's body, specifically near the dantian in the qihai acupoint.

"And this Blood Jade is what you get when you extract and combine those, right?"
"......"

The Elder Council Leader remained silent, seemingly determined not to reveal anything about the Blood Jade.

You won't open your mouth till the end? I wonder if this will change your mind.

I dropped the Blood Jade in front of the Elder Council Leader's eyes. Blood-shot eyes watched the crimson bead roll on the ground, and when I began crushing it under my foot, he finally burst out in shock.

"What are you doing—!?"
"What? Did you think I'd leave something created through demonic arts untouched?"
"Ah, aah...!"

Trembling at the sight of the crushed Blood Jade, the Elder Council Leader finally exploded.

"You crazy bastard! Do you know what that is?! It's the rarest of treasures that grants unlimited internal energy just by consuming it!"

Got him.
I smiled and asked, "...Unlimited internal energy, you say?"

Realizing his mistake, he quickly shut his mouth, but it was too late.

According to what he said, the Blood Jade seemed to be a kind of elixir created through the Blood Explosion Art. It probably couldn't really grant unlimited internal energy, but something comparable to it.

"Sigh..."

That obsession with internal energy above all else is truly sickening.
Shaking my head bitterly, I turned around.

Zhuge Geun-yeong was already carrying his brother on his back. His brother seemed to have lost consciousness from the relief, slumped over his brother's shoulders.

He needs to see a physician immediately, but they can't go to the family estate...
Is there only one option left?

"My Master and your brother-in-law are waiting outside the formation. Let's find an inn and call for a physician right away."
"What? Your brother-in-law and Senior Yeo are here?"

The question "Why are they here?" was written all over Zhuge Geun-yeong's face.

"Come to think of it, I haven't heard how you came to be here, young hero..."
"I'll explain on the way. Go ahead first. I'll finish up here and follow you."

Seeming to understand what I meant by "finishing up," Zhuge Geun-yeong looked at the Elder Council Leader briefly before silently turning and heading toward the dark passage.

As I felt Zhuge Geun-yeong's presence fade away, I drew my sword. The Elder Council Leader calmly watched the blade gleam with a cold blue light.

"You're quite composed? I thought you'd start babbling about how I never said I'd spare you."
"...Don't underestimate me. I've known from the beginning that you had no intention of letting me live."

Had he given up after seeing me destroy the Blood Jade?
Pointing my sword at the Elder Council Leader's neck, I asked the final question that had been bothering me most.

"Sword Qi Merchant. You spoke as if Sword Qi actually existed in the past. What's your basis for that?"
"...What a strange question. Isn't your very existence the proof itself...?"

The Elder Council Leader, puzzled by my question, seemed to sense something as his expression changed dramatically.

"W-wait... Are you saying you didn't inherit the Sword Qi Merchant technique? That you created it yourself?"

Doubt and suspicion turned to shock and denial. And as my silence confirmed it, weariness settled on his wrinkled face.

"Heh, hehehe... Amazing. To create the Sword Qi Merchant technique from nothing. You truly have the qualities of a grandmaster. How is it that someone like you wasn't born into our Zhuge Family?"

After lamenting, the Elder Council Leader finally answered my question.

"There is a forbidden book that has been passed down since ancient times. It contains records of the old martial arts world, not the current one."
"A forbidden book?"
"Yes. Stories of a dreamlike era when martial artists flew through the sky and wielded Sword Qi are contained within it."

My heart began to race as soon as I heard the Elder Council Leader's words.
The old martial arts world? The old martial arts world?

So there was a time in this world when martial artists wielded Sword Qi?

"Ask Young Master Il for details. Young Master Il also knows about the forbidden book."

Zhuge Geun-yeong?
Having been quite excited, I was considerably surprised to learn that Zhuge Geun-yeong knew about Sword Qi.

At the same time, a streak of doubt crossed my mind. It was strange that the Elder Council Leader was answering so readily.

"You seem curious. Wondering why I'm answering so willingly."

The Elder Council Leader quickly read my thoughts, as my surprise must have shown on my face. He smirked, then began hurling curses at me with bulging eyes.

"It's because you too will perish."
"Talking nonsense as death approaches..."
"Do my words seem like mere nonsense? Like curses spewed before death? No, you're wrong. This is insight possible only because I understand human nature well."

He continued speaking, disregarding the blade at his throat.

"Just as I did, countless others will covet the Sword Qi Merchant technique. Sometimes they'll try to persuade you, sometimes threaten you, all to somehow get their hands on that power."
"And they'll end up shattered like you."
"What do you think will happen if that repeats? When they realize they can't obtain the Sword Qi Merchant technique?"
"......"
"They'll try to destroy you. If they can't have it, they'll make sure no one else can either. No matter how strong you are, you can't block thousands upon thousands of hands."

He declared with a voice full of certainty, as if stating an absolute truth.

"Because you are strong, you will ultimately perish."

The Elder Council Leader smiled brightly, as if looking forward to that moment.
After listening quietly, I couldn't help but distort my face and finally burst into laughter.

"Puhahaha—!"

My laughter echoed through the cave. The Elder Council Leader's face twisted strangely upon hearing it.

"...Have you gone mad? How can you laugh after hearing this?"
"Hahaha, ha...! Ah, sorry. You're making such a huge misunderstanding that I can't help but laugh."
"Misunderstanding...? What exactly am I misunderstanding?"

His face showed complete incomprehension. Forcing down my laughter, I looked down at the Elder Council Leader and explained carefully.

"First of all, I have no intention of monopolizing the Sword Qi Merchant technique. On the contrary, I hope it spreads throughout the Central Plains."
"...What did you say?"

As he seemed to doubt his ears, I explained more simply.

"To put it in terms you might understand better, what I desire is the revival of the old martial arts world."
"...!"
"Yes, a return to the era when martial artists soared through the skies and wielded Sword Qi."

I faced the Elder Council Leader, who couldn't hide his shock, and smiled.
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"...That's nonsense. What kind of power does the Sword Qi Merchant possess that he would spread it widely rather than monopolize it?"
"Is that so strange?"
"Of course! It's human nature to want to monopolize something precious! How, how could...!"

The Elder Sect Leader gave me a strange look.
A gaze as if looking at something incomprehensible.

Receiving that look, I shrugged my shoulders and answered.

"There's nothing to see. To me, that era is more precious than the Sword Qi Merchant himself."
"......"

After a moment of confusion, the Elder Sect Leader seemed to realize something and carefully asked.

"T-then... do you intend to pass on the Sword Qi Merchant's knowledge to the Zhuge Family as well?"
"Of course. Though I do have some issues to consider first."

Until entering this cave, I hadn't given much thought to what to do about the Zhuge Family.
There was the matter of the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil and the incident with Zhuge Seo-hui, but those were internal family affairs.
You could say there was no room for an outsider like me to interfere.

But now the situation had changed.
The Zhuge Family had crossed a line they shouldn't have in their excessive obsession with power.

They were secretly misusing the Blood Eruption Art, so they couldn't complain if they were treated as servants of an evil cult.
Getting involved with such a family carried too much risk.

So I needed to decide first.
Either cut ties or overthrow them.

Meanwhile, the Elder Sect Leader wore a blank expression after hearing my answer.
He seemed to have a lot on his mind, but what was there to think about?
Soon he wouldn't be able to think at all.

"Somehow our conversation has dragged on."

If I delayed any longer, Zhuge Geun-yeong might escape the cave first.
I raised my sword to finish off the Elder Sect Leader.

"W-wait!"
"What? Don't tell me you're begging for your life now..."
"P-please spare me."
"......"

...Really?
He's doing this at the very end?

I couldn't help but laugh, thinking he must be afraid of death now that he was truly facing it, but that didn't seem to be the case.

"I-I'll mediate the situation. If you truly pass on the Sword Qi Merchant's knowledge to the Zhuge Family, you'll be their great benefactor. There's no reason for bloodshed between us, is there?"
"......"
"We'll forget everything that happened today. I'll speak to the Family Head and make sure he grants whatever you wish."

It was a generous, excessively generous offer.
He must really covet the Sword Qi that much.
But I flatly refused.

"I'm sorry, but that doesn't appeal to me. I don't want to get involved with people who do such things to their own bloodline just because they crave power."
"Didn't you say you would pass on the Sword Qi Merchant's knowledge to the Zhuge Family?!"
"I will, to someone worthy. Giving it to the Branch Head... Zhuge Geun-yeong would still be giving it to the Zhuge Family, wouldn't it?"

The Elder Sect Leader was momentarily speechless at my words, then twisted his face in frustration.

"That's not a good idea. Even if you pass it on to the First Young Master, the outcome will be disastrous."
"Oh my, are you reading the heavenly omens now?"
"Don't take this lightly! I'm saying this for your own good!"
"Thanks, but I don't need that kind of concern."

As I raised my sword again, the Elder Sect Leader's expression grew desperate.
Just as I was about to swing my sword to behead the old man, ignoring him, I heard something I couldn't ignore.

"There's another Blood Jade!"
"...What?"

My sword stopped just before cutting the Elder Sect Leader's neck.
A bit of his dirty beard was cut off and fell limply.

But his distorted eyes looking up at me seemed to have no time to care about such things.
An expression that seemed both relieved and dismayed.
I slowly withdrew my sword and knelt on one knee to meet his eyes.

"What do you mean? Another Blood Jade?"
"...Exactly what I said. The one you destroyed was the second Blood Jade made as a backup. The first one has already been delivered to the Family Head. They should be finalizing its completion by now."

This was unexpected information.
I never imagined there was another Blood Jade.

It was certainly surprising, but what was I supposed to do about it?

"So?"
"...What? What do you mean 'so'? Have you not been listening to me?!"

The Elder Sect Leader, frustrated, shouted and explained the situation again in detail.

"The Blood Jade will soon be completed, and the Family Head will have someone prepared consume it. A supreme warrior with immense power will be born through the Blood Jade's effects."
"A supreme warrior..."

Honestly, from my perspective, I could only scoff at such words, but the old man before me seemed to sincerely believe it.

"No matter how strong you are, you'll be powerless before unlimited internal energy. You'll eventually fall before the power of the Blood Jade, and the Sword Qi Merchant will disappear with you. Is that what you want?"

If I had to choose whether I wanted that or not, I wouldn't want it, but even if I died, there would be no need to worry about the Sword Qi disappearing.

I had already passed on the essentials along with the Boundless Sky Sword Technique to Namgung Hyeon of the Namgung Family, and there was also that crazy genius Ju Ho-jeong.

The butterfly's wing flap was already turning into a gale.

"I'll handle my own affairs. You don't need to worry about my situation."

At my stubborn refusal, the Elder Sect Leader's face filled with desperation.

"Why, why choose the difficult path? I said I would help you! If, if you're holding a grudge because I tried to harm you with the Ghost Demon Unit, I apologize. So please...!"

The Elder Sect Leader was now outright pleading.
His attitude had changed so dramatically at my single statement about passing on the Sword Qi to the Zhuge Family.

Ironically, this old man's concern for the Zhuge Family seemed genuine.

He was worried that if I continued to oppose them, I might die, and the Sword Qi Merchant's knowledge would not be passed on.

At the root of his concern was an excessive obsession with power.

"My refusal to accept your offer isn't for that reason."
"T-then what is it? Didn't I say, if there's anything you want..."
"Your very existence is the problem."
"...What?"

The Elder Sect Leader wore a blank expression at my answer.
Looking into those wavering eyes, I spoke clearly.

"Those who throw away truly important things solely for power, those who have discarded their human hearts and become non-human."
"......"
"What I cannot tolerate is your kind who think nothing of sacrificing others for power."

The world I desire, the world I want to create.
That world is always defined by a single word.

Murim.

A world of those who practice chivalry through martial arts.
A world of righteous warriors worthy of wielding power and martial arts.

"In the world I will create, there is no need for your kind."
"...You!"

As the Elder Sect Leader tried to say something, I finally swung my sword at his neck.

-Slash!

His head, along with his long beard, flew into the air before hitting the ground.
It was an inglorious death for a monster who had reduced countless family members to beasts for his own greed.






*






"Due to not eating for a long time, his energy is depleted and he's weakened. I'll prepare medicine to replenish his energy. Have him rest for a while and feed him easily digestible foods like porridge. He's still young, so he'll recover quickly."
"...Thank you."

Zhuge Geun-yeong sighed in relief at the physician's words and looked at Zhuge Mu-yeong.
Meanwhile, I, my Master, Im Chun-il, and Im Chun-sam watched from one side of the room.

We were currently in a separate building of an inn in Yangyang.

After killing the Elder Sect Leader, I hurried to catch up with Zhuge Geun-yeong and explained how I had come to the cave.

I told him how I had gone to ask for a night's lodging to escape his sister's physical advances, but then secretly followed him as he left the family estate looking suspicious.

After cycling through complicated feelings, surprise, and bewilderment, Zhuge Geun-yeong soon nodded in understanding, and together we escaped the formation and joined the other three.

"Here you are."
"Oh, my. This much..."
"In return, please keep this matter strictly confidential."
"How could I not? Well then, I'll be going."

The physician, who had been dragged here in the middle of the night and was initially irritated, transformed into a Buddha-like figure after receiving a hefty money pouch. With a benevolent expression, the physician left the room, and we all sat around the table in the center.

"......"

For a moment, no one spoke, unsure of what to say, until Im Chun-il's forced laugh broke the silence.

"...Ha, hahaha. It feels like I'm having a nightmare. Evil arts? The Zhuge Family? 'That' Zhuge Family?"
"......"

Zhuge Geun-yeong's expression darkened at Im Chun-il's incredulous words.
Im Chun-sam nudged his older brother's side, giving him a look, but he retorted loudly, "What! Did I say something wrong?"

"Is this the time to be mindful of each other's feelings? We need to quickly discuss how to resolve this unprecedented situation!"

It was an utterly tactless and inconsiderate remark, but also an undeniable truth.
I turned my gaze to Zhuge Geun-yeong and spoke.

"Are you going to keep your brother here?"
"...I must. At least until the situation is resolved, I need to hide him."

Im Chun-il interrupted again at that answer.

"Resolved? What resolution? You killed the Zhuge Family's Elder Sect Leader, didn't you? Shouldn't we be running away right now?"

I shook my head at his urgent voice and explained the situation.

"According to the Elder Sect Leader's records, he occasionally returned to the main house to report progress, but conducted the experiments alone. Unless the Elder Sect Leader reports first, there's no way for them to know about the anomaly in the cave. So, we have at least a few days of leeway."
"And I have no intention of running away."

Everyone's eyes turned to Zhuge Geun-yeong at his resolute words following my explanation.

"For many years, countless family members have been sacrificed in the name of serving the family. Far more than I knew, and far more horrifically."

His eyes flashed sharply.

"Now that I know, I cannot stand by. No, I will not stand by. Even if I commit the unfilial act of staining my hands with my father's blood, I will stop this."

Zhuge Geun-yeong's words about killing his own father, the Zhuge Family Head, to right the wrongs.
The weight of those words, which could not be uttered lightly, made everyone else's expressions grow heavy as well.
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Of course, those words didn't apply to me.
I had already been contemplating what to do about the Zhuge Family after what happened in the cave.

Well, thanks to Zhuge Geun-yeong showing such determination, I was leaning more toward overthrowing them rather than cutting ties.
I stared at Zhuge Geun-yeong and asked, "You do understand that you're talking about staging a rebellion, right?"
"...I understand completely. And I know someone has to do it."

Despite his anguish, his eyes were resolute.
I had thought he was an indecisive person, but he had this side to him too.
As I nodded in admiration, I heard someone abruptly stand up.

"Sorry, but we're out. The rest of you can figure this out yourselves."

I didn't need to turn to know it was Im Chun-i.
Shaking his head in disgust, he tapped his youngest brother's shoulder.

"Hey, get up. Let's leave this crazy household behind and go with your brother."
"......"

Despite his brother's urging, Im Chun-sam showed no intention of getting up.
Im Chun-i frowned at his brother, then suddenly realized what this meant and widened his eyes.

"You... don't tell me...? You're going to stay with these people? Are you out of your mind?"
"I-I'm Seo-ryeong's hu-husband. How c-could I leave my w-wife behind?"

Though his voice was still timid, his expression and resolve were clear.
Im Chun-i grabbed the back of his neck in response to his brother's firm answer.
Soon, a roar erupted through his bushy beard.

"You idiot! You're willing to die for a woman who doesn't even treat you like a husband?"
"W-who said anything about d-dying? We w-won't know until we t-try. And d-don't call my wife n-names...!"
"Good grief, you're hopeless...! Besides, what is there to try? You're planning to overthrow the Zhuge Family with just three people! Does that make any sense?"
"They don't have that many people on their side either."
"Huh?"

He turned to me with a frown, as if asking what nonsense I was talking about.

"What do you mean?"
"This was a secret operation conducted by the Zhuge Family Head and the elders—the upper echelon of the family. Other people don't know the details."

This was evident from the fact that Zhuge Geun-yeong, the Family Head's eldest son and direct descendant, knew nothing about it.
They probably proceeded quietly with minimal personnel, knowing there would be tremendous backlash from other blood relatives.

"And given the nature of this matter, we should avoid informing the family members about the situation."

As I've mentioned several times, involvement with demonic arts is a grave crime punishable by the extermination of nine family clans.
If the authorities found out, imperial troops would round up everyone with the Zhuge surname and slaughter them.

So we can't reveal the details to the family members.
It would unnecessarily increase the risk of information leaking out.
There's a saying that walls have ears for a reason.

Im Chun-i, who was now focused on my explanation, tilted his head.

"Wait. If that's the case, wouldn't it look like a rebellion to those who don't know the truth?"
"Yes. That's why we need a justification other than experimenting with demonic arts on family members."

We needed a legitimate reason that would justify overthrowing the Family Head and the Council of Elders.
And conveniently, there was something suitable.

I opened the book containing the Elder Council Leader's records.

"It says here that they fed animal blood—from pigs or cattle—to the practitioners of the Blood Explosion Art. It also mentions that the amount increased over time. And..."
"...Livestock is usually expensive. They must have spent an enormous amount of money."

Zhuge Geun-yeong continued where I left off.
He nodded and went on.

"They probably depleted a significant portion of the family's wealth. And since it was used for demonic arts experiments, they couldn't reveal the source."
"So you're suggesting we use embezzlement as our justification?"
"Yes. We could say they spent it on gambling or squandered it on entertainment. As you said, they could never reveal the true purpose."

Zhuge Geun-yeong looked at me with admiration.

"Did you think of all this in such a short time? I'm ashamed to bear the Zhuge name."
"You flatter me."

While we were exchanging pleasantries, Im Chun-i remained skeptical.

"Having justification means nothing if you're outmatched in strength. Even if you're not facing the entire Zhuge Family, you're still up against the elders and the Family Head. They'll surely have the upper hand in combat power, so what are you going to do about that?"

Hmm, I've been thinking this mountain bandit has some surprisingly sharp insights.
It's true that we have concerns about our combat strength.

Of course, I'm confident I could take down the elders and the Zhuge Family Head by myself.
But there were a few things that worried me.

First, the retainers of the Zhuge Family.

From Hyeok-ri Gwang, who might be directly involved in the demonic arts experiments, to the numerous martial artists including the three who were thoroughly defeated by me at the banquet.

If they side with the Family Head, who constitutes the main fighting force of the Zhuge Family, the situation becomes complicated.
So I need to check on them first and take appropriate measures.
Conveniently, I also need to confront Hyeok-ri Gwang.

Next, the military units of the Zhuge Family, like the Sky Tiger Unit.

Just as those Dark Envoy Unit fellows followed the Elder Council Leader, these units might blindly obey the Family Head's orders.
Especially since Zhuge Cheon-sang was apparently very popular with them.

...Wait a minute? Come to think of it, I haven't seen Zhuge Cheon-sang since arriving at the family estate?
Wasn't he supposed to be here already?

As I wondered about Zhuge Cheon-sang's whereabouts, the Elder Council Leader's words flashed through my mind.

-The Blood Jade will soon be completed, and the Family Head will have someone prepared consume it. A supreme warrior with immense power from the Blood Jade's abilities will be born.

"...Someone prepared."

What exactly did "prepared" mean?
I racked my brain trying to figure it out.

First, loyalty to the Family Head would be a basic requirement.
And if I had to guess, exceptional talent?
They would want to give it to someone who could properly utilize the Blood Jade's powers.

For example, someone considered the "hope of the Zhuge Family."

"......"

I became strongly convinced that the "prepared one" the Elder Council Leader mentioned was Zhuge Cheon-sang.
His absence might be because he's somewhere preparing to absorb the Blood Jade.

"Gun Ja-seong? Is something wrong?"
"...No. It's nothing."

Snapped out of my thoughts by Zhuge Geun-yeong's voice, I shook my head and looked at Im Chun-i.
Then I gave the best answer I could at the moment.

"We'll have to solve those problems one by one."
"...Hah. So you're all talk and have nothing prepared."

Of course.
You seem to have forgotten that we only learned about this crazy demonic arts experiment about two hours ago.

Suppressing the urge to snap back at the constantly grumbling Im Chun-i, I smiled brightly instead.

"It'll be fine. After all, Master Im will be helping us."
"Huh? Me? Why?"

His expression was one of horror, as if I'd said something terrible.
I glanced at Im Chun-sam sitting beside him and said,

"Your brother seems intent on joining us. Surely you're not going to ignore your brother walking into danger? As his older brother?"
"You, you...!"

My words implied that, like it or not, he was already involved.
Im Chun-i, who seemed dumbfounded and even pointed his finger at me, turned to look at his brother.

But his brother's face was set with determination, showing no signs of backing down.

"...Shit."

With a quiet curse, Im Chun-i grimaced and finally sat back down.

"Well then, shall we properly discuss what to do next?"

With my words, as I shrugged at Im Chun-i, our serious discussion began and continued until the black sky gradually brightened to blue.

*

"...Somehow we ended up staying up all night."

On the way back to the family estate after leaving the inn.
I muttered bitterly while looking at the gradually brightening dawn sky.

What started as a simple search for a place to sleep had somehow turned into a massive undertaking to stop a horrific conspiracy within the family.
I couldn't help but laugh at the absurdly dramatic turn of events when my Master suddenly asked a question.

"By the way, why did you decide to help the Zhuge Family?"
"...You're asking that now? Why were you so quiet at the inn earlier?"
"It didn't seem right to ask openly in front of others."

Fair enough, my Master is different from Im Chun-i.
I looked at Im Chun-i's back as he walked ahead of us, practically dragging his brother along.

If you're wondering why we're walking so far apart despite heading to the same place, it's entirely because of that mountain bandit.

He said he didn't want to walk with us, so we should follow behind.
What is he, a child?

Shaking my head at his childishness that didn't match his appearance, I answered my Master's question.

"There are several reasons, but the most important one for us is that it involves demonic arts, specifically the Blood Explosion Art."

The reason we—Hwa-ryeon—are visiting the Nine Major Sects and Five Great Families seeking cooperation.
It's because of the suspicion that Paecheon Fortress would use the Blood Explosion Art manual to falsely accuse others of being demonic cult minions.

"But the Zhuge Family wasn't just suspected—they were actually conducting horrific experiments with the Blood Explosion Art."

If this fact becomes known, the Zhuge Family, one of the Five Great Families, would be exterminated.
The problem is that the damage wouldn't end there.

"Our allegations would lose credibility as well. They'd say, 'See, there really were demonic cult minions, weren't there?'"

The martial arts world would lose its justification to oppose Paecheon Fortress, and Paecheon would be able to exert even stronger control over the martial arts world.

"...Hmm."

After hearing my explanation, my Master looked at me with a curious expression.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"I'm just surprised. It's hard to believe you're the son of a rural landowner family with such insight."

Inwardly startled, I deliberately made a joke to needle my Master.

"That's just your prejudice. You're getting old and your thinking has become completely rigid."
"You little...!"

I laughed as I moved away from my Master, who lunged at me with an indignant expression.

I'm sorry, Master.
If you had a hospital roommate who loved historical dramas like I did, you would have understood this much easily.

As we approached the Zhuge Family's main compound, with me still receiving sharp glares from my Master, I suddenly remembered something important.

"Ah...!"

I completely forgot to ask Zhuge Geun-yeong about the forbidden book.
What should I do? Should I go back and ask... No, there's no need to go back.

"What is it?"

As my Master approached with his hands behind his back, apparently no longer intending to hit me, I found myself asking,

"Master, do you know anything about the ancient martial arts world?"
"...Ancient martial arts world? Is there a distinction between old and new in the martial arts world?"

From that response, it seems my Master knows nothing about it.
I was just asking on the off chance, but it seems I was right.

Well, I only heard about the ancient martial arts world for the first time just now myself.

The ancient martial arts world where warriors could fly through the sky and unleash sword qi.
I wonder how it fell into decline?

*

Upon returning to the Zhuge Family's main compound and entering my assigned guest quarters, I realized I was in no position to be curious about the fall of the ancient martial arts world.

"Welcome back, Young Master Gun Ja-seong. Did you enjoy Hubei's finest beauty last night?"

Ju Hwa-ryeon was glaring at me with an ice-cold expression from inside the room.
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It's cold.
A dagger flies and pierces my chest.
But don't worry.
I swear to heaven I'm innocent.

"Hwa-ryeon, it's a misunderstanding."
"A misunderstanding? So all the excited chatter from the maids was nonsense? Even the part about Hubei's Most Beautiful Woman sneaking into your quarters wearing only her undergarments?"
"That... is true... but..."
"......"

Her gaze grew even colder.
Though it was still autumn outside with pleasantly cool weather, inside the room a midwinter chill was swirling.

Feeling a shiver down my spine, I tried to quietly sit down across from Hwa-ryeon, but—

"I don't recall inviting you to sit yet."

...I stood back up.

I'm clearly innocent, so why do I feel like a criminal?
Realizing I couldn't let this continue, I gathered my thoughts and spoke again.

"Hwa-ryeon, I can explain. If you listen to my story, you'll know I'm innocent. I even have a witness. Besides, there's something much more important—"
"What could possibly be more important than this?"
"...Well, something equally important."

Watching me subtly change my words, Hwa-ryeon sighed and relaxed her gaze.

"...Fine, let's hear your story."

Seeing that she had regained her composure, I quickly sat down and told her everything that had happened with Zhuge Seo-hui last night, without omitting a single detail.

I explained how when I opened my door after the banquet, Zhuge Seo-hui was there in her undergarments, and how I only gave her a robe to wear before immediately leaving—absolutely everything.

Hwa-ryeon's face alternated between hardening and softening as the story progressed. When I mentioned the incense burning in the room, I couldn't help but shudder.

"...Yes, I've heard of it. Enchantment Incense, used to seduce men."

After explaining this, Hwa-ryeon tilted her head curiously.

"But you were fine even after breathing in the incense?"
"Yeah, because I never breathed it in. I always keep my Qi Field Network deployed, remember?"

The Qi Field Network—spreading subtle qi in all directions to sense the surrounding environment more sensitively.
Using this technique, blocking smoke or incense wasn't particularly difficult.

Of course, it can't block direct attacks.
If it could, it wouldn't be a Qi Field Network but a protective art.
...Though honestly, with a bit more research, it might actually become a protective art?

"...So? What happened next?"

Brought back from my wandering thoughts by Hwa-ryeon's question, I immediately told her about meeting my master.

"After leaving the guest quarters, I met Master."
"...Uncle? Why... could it be?"

Seeing Hwa-ryeon's wide eyes, I silently nodded.
She responded with an incredulous sigh.

"Even you think it's absurd, right? So did I."
"So your witness is Uncle."

Hwa-ryeon's intensity diminished greatly as she watched me nod emphatically.
She seemed to believe me now.

"...So, nothing happened, right?"

Her sharpness had disappeared, replaced by a softness that could almost be described as sulking.
Sensing it was time to switch from defense to offense, I smiled slightly and moved closer to her side.

"Wh-what are you...?!"

I grabbed her waist and pulled her close.
Her face turned bright red as she suddenly found herself in my arms.

"Wh-why are you doing this? If someone sees...!"
"Who's going to see? We're the only ones here."

It was true.
Whether Hwa-ryeon had intimidated them or not, there wasn't a soul near my quarters right now.

After confirming this with my extended Qi Field Network, I pulled Hwa-ryeon even closer.
Then I delivered a short, weighty statement to the flustered Hwa-ryeon.

"I'm hurt."
"Wh-what do you mean...?"

Hwa-ryeon flinched and subtly averted her gaze, so I cupped her flushed cheek with one hand and turned her face back toward me.

Her face grew even redder.
Feeling my lips twitch involuntarily at her adorable expression, I asked:

"Am I really that untrustworthy? Do I seem like the kind of man who would pounce on any woman he sees?"
"...No, not really."
"Then why?"

At my question, her eyes darted around before finally settling on my face, and she began to reveal her true feelings.

"...The maids were saying all sorts of strange things. That you spent the night together so you're practically husband and wife now, that you make a beautiful couple. So..."

So you were jealous?
I couldn't help but burst into laughter at Hwa-ryeon's whining.

"Hahaha!"
"D-don't laugh! I'm being serious...!"
"S-sorry, sorry! Pfft...!"

Though I apologized, I couldn't stop laughing, and Hwa-ryeon's face showed she was thoroughly annoyed.
Compared to when she was younger, her expressions had become so much richer.

Even as I laughed, I felt a warmth inside and nodded, when Hwa-ryeon hesitantly asked a strange question.

"So, was she pretty?"
"Hm? What?"
"...Hubei's Most Beautiful Woman. Was she pretty?"

I tilted my head at the unexpected question, then realized what she was after.
She probably wanted to hear something like "Not as pretty as you" or "To me, you're the most beautiful woman in the world."

Well, that wouldn't be difficult.
It wasn't untrue, after all.

But just as I was about to answer sincerely, a sudden urge to tease Hwa-ryeon rose in my mind.

Perhaps I felt somewhat unjustly accused by her unreasonable suspicions?
And I wanted to see her jealous face a bit longer.

So I gave an answer that would surely displease her.

"Well, yes? She is known as the most beautiful woman in Hubei, after all."
"......"

As expected.
Hwa-ryeon's mood, which had softened, instantly turned frigid again.
But having already seen her whining, I wasn't particularly scared.

Rather, I almost laughed at the words she spat out while turning her head away sharply.

"...Pretty, huh? How nice. Since rumors have already spread throughout the family, you might as well just marry her. Right?"

This was the critical moment.
If I were to say, "Really? Should I?" the situation would spiral out of control.

So that was enough teasing.
I gently soothed Hwa-ryeon.

"Come on, that's too much. Why would I marry another woman when you're the one in my arms right now?"
"Hmph, let go of me."

Hwa-ryeon snorted at my words and tried to push against my chest with her tiny fist.

"No way."

I caught her slender wrist and looked at her.
Her expression was full of annoyance.

Had I gotten too carried away with my teasing?
Seeing that face, I found myself bringing my lips to Hwa-ryeon's cheek before I knew it.

*Smooch*

The distinctly clear sound of lips touching skin.
After pressing my lips to her cheek for about one breath and pulling away, I finally realized what I had done.

D-did I just...?
Completely stunned by Hwa-ryeon's unexpected counterattack, I heard a voice that was almost a whisper:

"...I'm marking my territory, so don't you dare look elsewhere, understand?"
"...Yes."

A respectful answer escaped my lips without my realizing it.
Hwa-ryeon, seemingly unable to bear the embarrassment any longer, fled the room.
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I stared blankly at Hwa-ryeon's retreating figure as she quickly disappeared through the suddenly opened door.
Did that really just happen? Did Hwa-ryeon actually kiss me first?

Was she feeling threatened because of what happened with Zhuge Seo-hui last night?
Should I be thanking that woman for helping me make such clear progress?

Even as heat rose through my body and my thoughts were in complete disarray, the sensation of Hwa-ryeon's lips pressing against mine remained vivid.

While I was still savoring the lingering softness on my lips, I heard the hesitant voice of the maidservant.

"Um, are you ready?"

...Why does this woman keep interrupting at every crucial moment?
I glanced at her with slight irritation, only to notice her anxious face filled with worry.

I see.
The Zhuge Family Head must be getting impatient.
She wants me to hurry before he gets even angrier, right?

"Yes, fine. Let's go."

At my response, the maidservant's face finally brightened as she led the way.
We headed toward the Family Head's quarters at a brisk pace.

Thanks to our quick steps, the magnificent building soon came into view.
But then, the maidservant who had been walking ahead suddenly stopped and turned to me hesitantly.

"May I have a moment of your time?"

What's this?
Weren't we in a hurry?
Though confused by her inconsistent behavior, I nodded.

"Yes. What is it?"

"Actually, I wanted to ask you about what happened last night."

That again?
I heard the maids were gossiping excitedly about it, but it seems everyone in the family estate knows about it now.

Grumbling inwardly, I shrugged and answered.

"I'm very sorry to disappoint, but nothing happened last night. I swear to heaven I'm innocent."

The maidservant immediately nodded in agreement.

"Yes, I already know that from what the young lady told me."

"...She told you?"

I looked at the maidservant with renewed interest.
Though traces of her youthful beauty remained, she was dressed differently from the other maids, with distinctive clothing that stood out.

What's her position here?
She doesn't seem like an ordinary maid.

"I haven't introduced myself yet. I am Cho Ok-seon, who oversees the maids of the Zhuge Family. Please call me Madam Cho."

"Yes, Madam Cho. But about what you said regarding the young lady..."

"I am also her nanny, so she confides in me without reservation."

"Ah..."

I immediately understood what Madam Cho meant.
In large families like this, the nanny of a direct descendant often forms a deeper bond than the biological mother who is busy with family affairs.

And it was the same for me.
Though my relationship with my mother wasn't particularly distant, whenever I needed to confide in someone, I would seek out my nanny first.

My nanny, who would always listen to my stories with a smile whenever I sought her out.
Naturally, her final image flashed before my eyes.

The image of her killed by those bastards from the Dark Heaven Unit, unable even to close her eyes.
Though I personally avenged her, that didn't bring the dead back to life.

The person who had gently stroked my head during my childhood was no longer in this world.

"..."

"Young Master? Is something wrong?"

"...No. It's nothing."

Forcibly pushing the sorrowful memory from my mind, I shook my head and continued the conversation.

"So? You're saying you know what happened because the young lady told you?"

"No. That's not all I meant."

"What do you mean?"

At my question, she hesitated briefly before continuing in a heavy voice.

"...I was the one who dressed up the young lady and sent her to your room last night."

"..."

As I pressed my lips together without meeting her eyes properly, Madam Cho cautiously asked a question.

"If it's not too presumptuous, may I ask why... why you did what you did?"

Why, wasn't it obvious earlier?
After staring at Madam Cho for a moment, I shrugged and answered lightly.

"As you probably saw earlier, I'm already taken. Besides, I don't have a taste for forcing myself on women who are trembling in fear."

I recalled Zhuge Seo-hui's appearance at that time.
Though her words were quite skillful in seduction, her body's reactions were honest.

Her trembling hands, her pale face dreading what was about to happen.
If I had gone through with it after seeing that, how would I be any different from that perverted Jade-Faced Lustful Devil?

After hearing my answer, Madam Cho looked at me strangely for a moment before bowing politely.

"...Thank you."

There was no need to ask what she was thanking me for.
And Madam Cho's gratitude didn't end with just words.

"While you're staying at the Zhuge Family Estate, please call on me anytime you need help. I'll do my best to assist you."

"Yes, if such an occasion arises, I'll do that."

As the nanny of a direct family member, her position within the family would certainly not be low.
Considering what we were planning to do, Madam Cho's help might prove more valuable than expected.

With that thought, I responded, and Madam Cho smiled slightly before continuing to guide me to the Family Head's office.

"Family Head, I've brought him."

-Let him in.

A voice devoid of any emotion.
Rather, it was so calm that it felt unnatural.

You know how some people get?
Those who become more composed and calm when they're truly angry.

Plus, I could sense another presence inside.
Hmm, is this going to be a three-way meeting?

"...Will you be alright?"

I nodded at Madam Cho's concerned, low voice.

"Yes, I'll be fine. Don't worry."

After reassuring Madam Cho with a slight smile, I opened the office door and entered.
There, I saw the Zhuge Family Head sitting in the central seat and Zhuge Seo-hui sitting right beside him.

I first greeted the Zhuge Family Head.

"Did you sleep well last night?"

"Welcome, young hero. Unfortunately, I did not rest comfortably."

As always, his clear-featured face wore a regretful smile.
On the surface, he pretended to show only that much emotion, but if that were truly the case, he wouldn't have summoned me this early in the morning.

Moreover, with Zhuge Seo-hui called in as well...
It seems the Zhuge Family Head hasn't given up on trying to match me with Zhuge Seo-hui.

And the reason would be to obtain my martial arts.
Just like the Elder Council Leader, why do they all think exactly the same way?

Grumbling inwardly, I closed the office door and took a seat.

Now, let's hear what he has to say.
What kind of words will come out.
And what he's hiding behind them.





*





"...Sigh."

After parting with Ja-seong who had entered the office, Madam Cho left the Family Head's quarters and let out a small sigh.

Though Ja-seong himself said he was fine, his opponent was the Zhuge Family Head, known as "Cunning Zhuge."
With hundreds of snakes surely lurking inside him, would Ja-seong really be alright...?

Having developed quite a fondness for Ja-seong because of the Seo-hui incident, Madam Cho was genuinely worried that he might not escape the Family Head's clutches.

As she walked with heavy steps, lost in thought, a familiar figure approached from the opposite direction.

"Madam Cho."

"Ah, Great Madam...! I'm sorry. I was so lost in thought...."

Madam Cho hurriedly apologized after only noticing the Great Madam's presence when she called out.
Fortunately, the Great Madam didn't seem to mind and shook her head.

"It's fine. By the way, has that young master from the guest quarters already gone to the Family Head's quarters?"

"Yes, I just saw him entering the office."

"...Hmm."

The Great Madam swallowed slightly at Madam Cho's answer.
Madam Cho tilted her head at the family matriarch's curious reaction.

"Is something the matter?"

"The Family Head is meeting with him alongside Seo-hui, isn't he?"

Madam Cho answered with a slightly stiff face to the following question.

"Yes. It seems he hasn't given up yet."

Having played his prized card, Zhuge Seo-hui, he wouldn't easily give up.

'He must covet the young master's martial arts that much.'

Indeed, that wind-like movement she had witnessed at the banquet was truly extraordinary, even to her untrained eyes.

The numerous retainers gathered at the Zhuge Family Estate.
Each coming for different reasons and through different circumstances, they were certainly renowned masters in the martial world.

However, none of those masters had shown movements like Ja-seong's.

'That's why he offered Young Lady Seo-hui.'

Beauty praised as the finest in Hubei.
The bloodline of the ancient Zhuge Family.
The wealth accumulated from controlling Wuhan.

Zhuge Seo-hui was undoubtedly the best card the Zhuge Family Head could play.
The problem was that this card didn't work.

'Even with the Enchantment Fragrance prepared.'

When she first heard Seo-hui's words as she returned wearing a large robe, she was truly shocked.

A man rejected Seo-hui, even when she was under the influence of the Enchantment Fragrance?
It was something that had never happened in all her years.

The reality was slightly different, but Madam Cho, who knew nothing about the Qi Deviation Net, could only think that way.

"That young master from the guest quarters seems a bit different."

"Yes. He definitely has something that sets him apart from ordinary martial artists."

And the Great Madam felt the same.
But beyond that, she seemed to have changed her thoughts about Ja-seong.

"What do you think about the guest quarters' young master actually becoming Seo-hui's husband?"

"...Pardon?"

Madam Cho blinked her wide eyes.

The Great Madam had been the one most actively trying to prevent Ja-seong from being matched with Seo-hui.
Yet she changed her mind in just one day?

"Why... have you changed your mind?"

"Even if nothing happened this time, there's no guarantee it will be the same next time."

"..."

Madam Cho remained silent at the Great Madam's somber words.

A martial artist is one who wields power and force.
Especially those who reach the level of being called masters often become arrogant with their power and act violently.

Such men easily display that violence toward their wives or lovers.
Of course, the Zhuge Family Head didn't care about such violence if he could obtain a master's power.

This ultimately led to a branch family child, who had been matched with a master like an offering, taking her own life.

The Great Madam couldn't forget the face of that corpse.
That face, bruised and swollen all over, seeming to be in pain even after death.

"I cannot tolerate my children ending up like that. At least the guest quarters' young master has proven himself not to be such a person. If it's him, I might be able to have some peace of mind."

"Great Madam..."

Seeing not the mistress of the vast Zhuge Family, but a mother wishing for her daughter's safety and happiness, Madam Cho was left speechless.
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"Ah, did you feel that way too, Lord? I couldn't sleep at all last night either. Unintentionally, of course."

*That's because you tried to use your daughter to pull that stunt.*
I swallowed the words lingering in my mouth and simply shrugged my shoulders.

"...Is that so? I apologize then. I was trying to be attentive to an honored guest, but it seems I fell short."
"Perhaps you were being a bit too attentive, which made me uncomfortable."

The Zhuge Family Head's eye twitched slightly before he shot back with a pointed remark, which I immediately countered.

A moment of silence followed.
I glanced at the Zhuge Family Head, who kept his lips tightly sealed, trying to gauge his mood.

His expression and tone revealed nothing special.
However, the subtle aura emanating from his entire body clearly conveyed his displeasure.

He was pretending to be calm while using his aura to pressure me.
Zhuge Seo-hui, exposed to this pressure, had turned pale and couldn't utter a single word.

Seeing that she looked like she might faint at any moment, I inwardly sighed and expanded my energy network.

"Ah..."

When my energy network blocked his aura right in front of him, Zhuge Seo-hui let out a small gasp.
Her complexion recovered, and she looked puzzled.

Then suddenly, she looked at me, and seemingly remembering last night's events, she lowered her head with a face that had turned bright red.

*Come, Young Master. Please come this way. I'll attend to you tonight.*

To think that such a woman had said those lines last night.
It still feels strange to recall, and the disconnect is truly enormous.

Moreover, when I thought about what kind of pressure must have been behind it all, I even felt sorry for Zhuge Seo-hui.
If I left the Zhuge Family as it was, someone else would surely be forced to repeat the same thing later.

I really should overturn this place.

Strengthening my resolve once more, I turned my attention back to the Zhuge Family Head.

He continued to keep his mouth shut while emanating his aura.
But for someone who could block it like me, his futile effort was merely amusing.

However, I couldn't just sit here idly forever.
Sighing inwardly, I turned to the Zhuge Family Head and spoke.

"Let's stop beating around the bush. I heard you were looking for me. May I ask why?"
"...You're asking why? Do you truly not know the reason?"
"No, I do know. But I'm not sure if that's reason enough to summon me this early in the morning."
"...Hmm."

The Zhuge Family Head hummed softly at my straightforward answer.
Seeing that I wasn't intimidated by his aura, he seemed to give up on pressuring me and asked a sensitive question directly.

"You didn't take Seo-hui to your bed last night, did you?"
"...Is that really why you called me here?"

The Zhuge Family Head's eyes twitched at my indifferent response.

"...Just that? I find your tone a bit uncomfortable. You rejected my goodwill. You trampled on the respect I showed for the amazing martial arts I witnessed at last night's banquet."
"Goodwill and respect...you say?"

More like greed and avarice.

The way the Zhuge Family Head was nicely packaging his desire to sell his daughter to obtain my martial arts was beyond ridiculous—it was disgusting. I hid my contempt as I spoke.

"If you wanted to show me goodwill, wouldn't there be other better ways? As you already know."

The Zhuge Family Head narrowed his eyes, surely understanding the better way I was referring to.

"...This is unexpected. I didn't think you'd be so proactive about an alliance."
"Why do you find it unexpected?"
"Simple. Unlike the other three in your group, you have no motivation to stand against Paecheon Fortress, do you?"

Motivation.
The reason or incentive for doing something.
In other words, he was saying I had no reason to oppose Paecheon Fortress.

"You're mistaken. I have the same motivation as my companions—perhaps even stronger."
"Oh? And what might that be?"

In response to the Zhuge Family Head's question, I told him about what the Dark Heaven Unit had done at the Gun Family Estate.
Of course, I concealed and altered important details so he wouldn't discover my origins.

"They harmed my family simply because I learned martial arts from my Master. Do you still think I have no motivation?"
"My goodness..."

The Zhuge Family Head let out a short sigh after hearing my story, and Zhuge Seo-hui sitting across from me covered her mouth with her hand, as if shocked.

And I, too, became newly aware of my emotions through the words coming from my mouth.
The scene from that night still vividly comes to mind.

The dark night.
Urgent shouts, screams, and crying.
The people who had already grown cold when I burst through the main gate.

After burying those four people, I thought I had shaken off my grief.
I believed there was nothing left to resent since I had killed everyone in the Dark Heaven Unit.

But it seems I was wrong.
When I recalled those memories during my conversation with Madam Cho earlier, and now speaking about it directly to the Zhuge Family Head, I could feel something boiling inside me.

Perhaps there was one more reason behind my decision to join Hwa-ryeon.

"I see. I apologize. I spoke carelessly without knowing your circumstances."
"...It's fine."

Emotions that I myself hadn't been aware of were easily revealed.
But thanks to that, my story seemed more genuine, and the Zhuge Family Head immediately apologized.

"Anyway, I understand what you're saying."
"So, will you consider the alliance positively?"

Having composed myself, I feigned a strange impatience.
To make it appear as if I truly desperately wanted the Zhuge Family's cooperation.

Seeing me like this, a glint flashed in the Zhuge Family Head's eyes, and he began with a small cough.

"Ahem. While I'd like to agree right away, this is a major decision that could change the future of our family. How could I decide such a thing on my own?"
"...Of course. I apologize. I was just too eager..."

The Zhuge Family Head waved his hand at my tone, which deliberately conveyed disappointment.

"Not at all. I understand this proposal is for the future of our family and the martial arts world. I'll actively discuss it at our family meeting."
"Thank you."

As I bowed and expressed my gratitude, the Zhuge Family Head nodded and abruptly changed the subject.

"By the way, you said you learned martial arts from the Lightning Flash Sword master?"
"Yes."

The Zhuge Family Head made a strange expression at my answer and tilted his head.

"Hmm, I've witnessed Yeo Dae-un's martial arts in the past. But the martial arts I saw from you at yesterday's banquet were completely different from what I saw then?"
"That's right. What I learned from my Master was only basic martial arts. The rest I created myself."
"...What?"

Hearing my answer, the Zhuge Family Head wore an expression of disbelief.

"What did you just say? You created it? You're saying you invented martial arts?"
"Yes."

At my brief answer, both the Zhuge Family Head and even Zhuge Seo-hui looked like they couldn't believe it.
So I immediately added a follow-up to solidify my claim.

"You've never seen anything even similar to my martial arts before, have you? Why do you think that is?"
"......"

This one statement was enough.
Faced with evidence that couldn't be easily refuted, the office fell silent once again.

*

*...Is this even possible?*

Zhuge Su-gyeong, the head of the Zhuge Family, couldn't hide his surprise at Ja-seong's claim of creating martial arts himself.

A young man who had just come of age created martial arts?
Was martial arts something that could be created so easily?

The answer was obviously "no."
If it were possible, the Zhuge Family wouldn't have collected so many martial arts techniques over the years.

Typically, martial arts are improved and developed over long periods, passed down through generations.

The reason why the Five Great Families and Nine Major Sects enjoy greater prosperity than smaller sects is because of their long history.

*Though that history was once broken.*

Su-gyeong, like Geun-yeong and Yong-hwi, had already read the forbidden books and knew about the fall of the ancient martial arts world.

In the present day, only the names of figures like Bodhidharma and Zhang Sanfeng, who could be considered the founders of the Central Plains martial arts world, remained. Their supreme techniques had all disappeared.

And now, before him stood a young man claiming to have created new martial arts.

*Honestly, it's hard to believe.*

Ja-seong cited the fact that his martial arts differed from existing ones as evidence, but it was such an extraordinary claim that it was difficult to accept based on that alone.

But what if his words were true?
It would mean that the person sitting before him was not just a young master with amazing martial arts.

*A Great Founder.*

Long ago, Bodhidharma was the first to create martial arts, becoming the origin and founder of the ancient martial arts world.

And this young man before him was the same.
Someone who would bring a new wind to the current fallen martial arts world.

A future Great Founder was sitting right in front of him.

*This is destiny.*

Just last night, he had received the completed Blood Jade from Yong-hwi.

*That child is also ready to receive the Great Ritual.*

If Zhuge Cheon-sang, who would receive the power of the Blood Jade through the Great Ritual in two days, also gained Ja-seong's martial arts?

*Truly, the greatest martial artist in the world would be born from the Zhuge Family...!*

Unbearable joy began to surge in his mind, which was usually always calm.

How could it not?

The Blood Jade completed after years of research, the vessel that was Zhuge Cheon-sang, and now Ja-seong's amazing martial arts.

Everything was falling perfectly into place!

Su-gyeong's gaze, which had been flickering at the corners of his mouth as he looked at Ja-seong, turned toward his daughter, Seo-hui.
His gaze immediately grew cold.

*Useless thing.*

She couldn't even captivate one man, forcing him to step in.
He wanted to remove her from his sight immediately, but Su-gyeong restrained himself.

Seo-hui was currently the best card he could play.
He had no alternative but to keep her in play.

"Hmm, I understand what you're saying. My, you're a far more remarkable person than I thought."
"You flatter me."

Ja-seong responded modestly with composure.
Leaning his upper body closer, Su-gyeong asked in a low voice.

"By the way... I don't think I've heard why you rejected Seo-hui yet?"
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"....."

In the end, the topic had circled back to where it started.
No, I'd expected this would happen, but experiencing it firsthand left me utterly dumbfounded.

How was I supposed to face a father who asked why I hadn't pounced on his daughter?
Desperately hiding my confusion, I opened my mouth.

"...It would be unreasonable in many ways to spend the night with a woman I haven't even properly introduced myself to. Moreover...."

I paused briefly and quickly turned my thoughts over.
I wondered if I should say what came next.

Hmm. Master seems to have noticed already anyway, and Seol would be incredibly surprised. She's quite dense about these things.

Above all, if the Zhuge Family Head kept pushing Zhuge Seo-hui on me, Hwa-ryeon would absolutely hate it.
So, so it should be okay to just say it, right?

Having reached a conclusion in less than a single breath, I continued.

"...especially when I already have someone."
"Ah, umm...."

When the word "someone" left my mouth, the Zhuge Family Head frowned and cleared his throat.
Zhuge Seo-hui, who had been hanging her head low, looked up in surprise.

"...I see. Is it the person I'm thinking of?"
"Yes, it is."

The Zhuge Family Head's face darkened slightly upon hearing my answer.
It seemed he hadn't expected this response.

"Heh, well...."

He forced a laugh while stroking his beard, then started saying something absurd again.

"A man of your caliber will eventually establish a household, so perhaps as a second wife...?"
"That's a distant future matter that may or may not happen, and certainly not something to consider before I'm even married."

Talking about second wives.
He's basically telling me to take her as a concubine.

Suppressing my urge to curse at him, I deliberately phrased my response politely.
The Zhuge Family Head closed his mouth, seemingly realizing he'd overstepped.

Yet I inwardly sighed as I watched his eyes darting around, clearly searching for some new approach.

I couldn't believe he would say such things to someone who just stated they had a partner.
It seems my mention of creating martial arts techniques had backfired.

When I told the Zhuge Family Head about creating martial arts, I had hoped to propose offering that technique in exchange for joining the alliance.

I deliberately pretended to be desperate for the Zhuge Family's cooperation as part of this plan.
While it's not common to offer martial arts as payment, I thought he might consider it if I appeared desperate enough.

But now the Zhuge Family Head doesn't seem to be thinking along those lines at all.
As I wondered why, his voice reached my ears.

"What a shame, what a shame. I had hoped we could become family and maintain a long relationship."

Maintain a long relationship.

Hearing those words, I realized his true intentions and inwardly laughed.

If he received martial arts as payment for a deal, he would only get one technique.
But if we became family, the Zhuge Family would have access to all the martial arts I might create in the future.

His greed for martial arts is truly boundless.
It was frustrating, but I needed an "excuse to teach martial arts to someone from the Zhuge Family."

With no other choice, I decided to use the same method I'd used with the Namgung Family.

"Family Head, may I make a suggestion?"
"A suggestion? What is it?"
"Actually, I'm in the process of conceptualizing a new martial art."
"Oh? You mean you're creating another technique?"

The Zhuge Family Head exclaimed in admiration, unable to hide the greedy look in his eyes.
I forcibly turned up the corners of my mouth that wanted to drop and nodded.

"Yes. And I'd like to reference the Zhuge Family's martial arts for it."
"...Our martial arts?"

His face showed a mixture of surprise and disbelief.
Meeting his gaze, I nodded without hesitation.

"Yes. Actually, the Boundless Sky Sword Technique I demonstrated at the banquet was created with reference to the Namgung Family's martial arts."

I told him about what had happened at the Namgung Family.
When I mentioned that I had taught them the Boundless Sky Sword in exchange for the Cheonpung Sword Technique, the Zhuge Family Head's eyes flashed.

Good, he seems to have caught on right away.

"...So you're saying you'll teach us a martial art you create using our techniques as reference?"
"Yes. What do you think?"

The Zhuge Family Head stroked his chin, appearing to contemplate my proposal.
However, having already seen the greed in his eyes, I was certain of his answer.

"...Very well. If you teach us the new martial art you create, I'll provide you with the Zhuge Family's techniques."

Good, I've accomplished what I came to the Family Head's quarters for.
The Zhuge Family Head and I smiled at each other with genuine sincerity for the first time.

But the futures we each envisioned were completely different.
I'm sorry, but the future you desire won't come to pass.

Just as you made the worst choice in the past by researching demonic arts and sacrificing your blood relatives,

I too have made my choice.
To destroy everything you've done and transform the Zhuge Family into what I envision it to be.





*





...It would have been nice if things had ended there with superficial pleasantries.
I tried not to let my expression sour as I glanced sideways at Zhuge Seo-hui walking beside me.

-Seo-hui, escort Gun to the guest quarters.

The Zhuge Family Head and I had agreed to exchange martial arts techniques, though we each harbored different intentions. Despite the tense beginning, our conversation had ended on a seemingly warm note.

With the discussion concluded, I stood to leave, and he assigned Zhuge Seo-hui to escort me.

Do I look like someone who would get lost inside an estate?
Of course, I knew this wasn't about me losing my way but rather another attempt to connect us.

As I grumbled internally, a hesitant voice came from beside me.

"Um, I've been thinking about what you told me yesterday."
"Pardon?"

For a moment I wondered what she meant, then remembered what I'd said when I'd draped my outer robe over her shoulders last night.

-Don't let others' demands determine your life. No one has the right to force that on you. Not even your parents.

Ah, I did say something like that.
I scratched my cheek and spoke.

"So, have you reached a conclusion?"
"...No. I'm still not sure. I've always been told to dedicate my life to the family, so hearing something like that suddenly was confusing. But...."
"But?"
"...I felt ashamed of myself. Compared to you, I'm so weak and insignificant."

Zhuge Seo-hui murmured gloomily.
After observing her for a moment, I posed a question.

"Is that all?"
"...What?"
"I am weak and insignificant. Is that the end of it?"

Not expecting such a question, Zhuge Seo-hui looked up at me with wide eyes.
I met her blank stare directly.

"Are you saying that because you are weak and insignificant, it's natural for your life to be the same?"
"...N-no! That's not it!"

Her voice rose higher than usual.
Then, surprised by her own outburst, she covered her mouth.
She's somewhat like a small animal.

With a bitter smile, I continued.

"If you don't accept that about yourself, then there's only one answer, isn't there?"
"...That I need to change myself?"

As expected of someone from the Zhuge Family.
She immediately grasped my meaning and questioned it.

When I silently nodded, she seemed to ponder deeply for a moment before hanging her head again in dejection.

"But I don't know how to change, no matter how much I think about it...."

I understand.
From what I've heard, Zhuge Seo-hui has lived her entire life obeying the Zhuge Family Head.
Suddenly asking her to do something on her own is naturally too much.

Can't be helped.
Should I offer a few words of advice?

After considering what to say, I slowly opened my mouth.

"Being weak means lacking power. Why not start by building your own strength, Miss Zhuge?"
"Strength? If you mean martial arts, I am a woman of a martial family. Though my talent is lacking and my achievements aren't great...."

I shook my head at Zhuge Seo-hui's words.

"Strength doesn't necessarily mean physical power. Wealth, information, wisdom—these can all be forms of strength."

I looked at Zhuge Seo-hui as I spoke.

"What you choose as your strength is up to you."
"...Wealth, information, wisdom...."

As I watched Zhuge Seo-hui repeating my words, I sensed a familiar presence approaching.
When I turned my head and saw the figure before me, I couldn't help but smile.

"This is far enough for the escort. I'll be going now."
"What? W-wait a moment...!"

Ignoring Zhuge Seo-hui calling after me, I walked toward the figure.
I worried she might be angry about me coming with Zhuge Seo-hui, but fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case.

"What, did you come to get me?"
"You were taking so long."

Hwa-ryeon answered as usual, then turned her head slightly to look at the flustered Zhuge Seo-hui.

"Was she also summoned by the Zhuge Family Head?"
"Yes. Seems he wanted to match us up somehow."

As I said this, I took Hwa-ryeon's hand.
Interlocking our fingers tightly.

"I told him I'm already firmly attached to someone."
"...You did well."

I smiled slightly at Hwa-ryeon, who answered quietly with a slightly reddened face.
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Hwa-ryeon looked into Ja-seong's eyes as he gazed at her.
His usually sharp eyes had softened.
It was completely different from how he had looked when walking with Zhuge Seo-hui earlier.

Just before, worried about Ja-seong who hadn't returned for over an hour, she had come out to find him and saw him walking with Seo-hui.

For a moment, that ugly jealousy had begun to creep up again.
But it didn't last long. She had seen how Ja-seong looked at Seo-hui.

Cold, detached eyes even when beside a woman known as the Northern Hubei Beauty.
He might not realize it himself, but Ja-seong's face, which normally didn't show much emotion, had quite a cold impression due to his sharp eyes.

Yet those eyes softened when they looked at her.
As soon as she confirmed this, her jealousy melted away like snow.

What remained was a single certainty:

'I am the only woman in this man's heart.'

That certainty gave Hwa-ryeon strength.
No matter what thorny path lay ahead, she would be fine with him by her side.

"Shall we go?"
"Yes."

She thought this as she tightened her grip on their interlocked hands.

Ch.157 - Separating The Wheat From The Chaff
Returning to her quarters with Hwa-ryeon, I saw that there was someone else with my Master and Seol.

"You're here?"
"Regional Lord."

It was Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had stayed at the inn to check on his brother's condition.
Apparently, he had returned while I was being held by the Zhuge Family Head.

"Is your brother alright now?"
"He hasn't regained consciousness yet. Fortunately, there was someone who could help, so I left him in their care."
"Someone to help?"

As I tilted my head in confusion, Zhuge Geun-yeong revealed the person's identity with an odd expression.

"My sister, Zhuge Seo-ryeong."
"...Your sister? Is she the one who..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded heavily, understanding my unspoken question about whether she was the woman who wouldn't even treat Im Chun-sam as her husband.

"How did she find out about this situation?"
"...My brother-in-law apparently confessed everything when my sister demanded to know where he'd been..."
"..."

He's completely under her thumb, isn't he?
I was so dumbfounded I couldn't say anything, and Zhuge Geun-yeong looked apologetic in return.

"Ahem..."

After clearing my throat, I turned to Hwa-ryeon in an attempt to change the subject.

"You've heard everything, right?"
"...Yes. Honestly, I don't want to believe it. Of all places, for one of the Five Great Families, the Zhuge Family, to do such things..."

With a bitter expression, Hwa-ryeon shook her head and composed herself.

"What's done is done. Let's focus on the future. So, what do we need to do to resolve this situation?"
"One thing we need, two things to confirm, and lastly, one thing to prepare."

The one thing we needed was, of course, the double ledger.
They must have created a double ledger to hide the massive funds used to purchase livestock to feed the Blood Explosion Art practitioners.

"I'll take care of that. I happen to have an idea where the ledger might be."

I nodded at Zhuge Geun-yeong's words and explained the two things we needed to confirm.

"First, we need to know if Hyeok-ri Gwang knew about the Ghost Devil Unit. If he did, it means he's one of them, and we'll have to exclude him by force. If not..."
"We could bring him to our side. From his perspective, his sect's martial arts have been leaked."

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon who finished my thought, and Zhuge Geun-yeong added:

"Many of the retainers admire Master Hyeok-ri's martial arts. If we can bring him in, they might join us too."

In other words, if we could get Hyeok-ri Gwang on our side, our forces would increase significantly.

"Let's hope for the latter. I'll handle that part."

I also had one more thing to ask Hyeok-ri Gwang—the whereabouts of Zhuge Cheon-sang.

As the most likely consumer of the Blood Jade, his father Hyeok-ri Gwang might know where he went.
Hoping he would know, I moved on to the next point.

"Second, can we prevent the involvement of the military units, including the Sky Tiger Unit?"

This was to minimize the power difference between us and the Family Head's side if we were to clash.

Of course, that wasn't the only reason.
What we wanted wasn't the downfall of the Zhuge Family, but to cut out the rotten parts.

If possible, removing just the rotten parts—the elders and the Family Head—would be the best strategy.
For a martial arts family, losing their military units would lead to a weakening of their power.

With the Dark Heaven Unit already annihilated by my hand, I didn't want to add more casualties.

"...It would be better to leave persuasion as a last resort. If we make a mistake, our plans could be exposed."
"Yes. Let's try to find a way to send the military units outside the family estate."
"By the way, how many military units does the Zhuge Family have?"

Seol, who had been quietly listening, raised her hand and asked. Zhuge Geun-yeong kindly answered.

"You already know about the Sky Tiger Unit. Besides that, there's the Land Protection Unit, the People Protection Unit, and finally, the Reclining Dragon Unit, which is directly under the Family Head."

Four military units in total.
And sending all of them outside the family estate was practically impossible.

"Is it... impossible to exclude all of them?"

In response to Hwa-ryeon's hopeful question, Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded heavily.

"Yes. The Sky Tiger, Land Protection, and People Protection Units might be possible, but the Reclining Dragon Unit is always at the Family Head's side. The current captain, Zhuge Seung, is extremely loyal to the Family Head, so he wouldn't listen even if we tried to persuade him."
"If they're the Family Head's closest aides, they might already know about this situation. We should give up on them."

Hwa-ryeon seemed to accept my words and immediately asked about the last item.

"Then what's the last thing we need to prepare?"
"What else? Obviously, strengthening our forces."

To put it more simply, it meant training in new martial arts.
Everyone gave me incredulous looks when they heard this.

"...Training in martial arts? You said we only have a few days left. When are we supposed to learn new martial arts?"
"Don't worry. It's not us who will be training."
"Then who are you talking about?"

I turned my gaze to Zhuge Geun-yeong in response to the question.
Looking at me in confusion, he pointed at himself with a finger, as if guessing.

"M-me?"

I nodded silently, and he became even more flustered.

"I've already created a suitable excuse. No one will question us if we train."
"No, before that, what martial arts are you going to teach me? Surely not that sword technique...? Can that be learned in just a few days?"

I chuckled at Zhuge Geun-yeong's absurd suggestion.
Learning the Boundless Sky Sword Technique in just a few days would be impossible for anyone except Ju Ho-jeong.

Realizing he had said something ridiculous, Zhuge Geun-yeong blushed but asked again.

"Then how exactly...?"
"Well, I'll tell you that later. Let's resolve the other issues first, shall we?"

Despite his curiosity, Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded at my words.

After leaving Hwa-ryeon's quarters, we immediately began to move.
Zhuge Geun-yeong headed to the inner courtyard to find the double ledger, while our group headed in the opposite direction, toward the outer courtyard where Hyeok-ri Gwang resided.
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As I mentioned earlier, Hyeok-ri Gwang's residence was in the outer courtyard, on the outskirts of the family estate.
From what I'd heard, all the retainers stayed here.

-Hey, look over there.
-Hmm, is that... the guy from the banquet?

As soon as we entered the outer courtyard, numerous gazes fixed on us—or more precisely, on me.
It seemed that people who had witnessed the martial arts competition at the banquet had already spread stories about me.

-That kid defeated those three in a row? He's still just a youngster.
-Don't judge by appearances. At least I wouldn't be confident about defeating him.

Admiration, doubt, envy, and suspicion.
Many emotions swirled around me.

Of course, I couldn't care less.
Their feelings weren't important to me at all right now.

"But isn't Master Hyeok-ri related to the Zhuge Family by marriage? Why would they make someone like that stay in the outer courtyard?"

As we continued walking and approached Hyeok-ri Gwang's residence, Seol raised a valid question.
And the answer came from a third party.

"He could have stayed in the inner courtyard, but he refused. Said something about how we're people who could leave anytime."

Our group's attention simultaneously turned to the source of the voice.
There stood a young woman with distinctive bronze skin. She approached us with confident, unfeminine strides and examined us from head to toe.

"Hmm, I haven't seen you before. You don't look like Zhuge family members. New retainers?"
"No, we're just temporary guests. We came to see Master Hyeok-ri Gwang. Is he in his residence?"

The woman's eyes widened as she turned to Hwa-ryeon, who had answered on our behalf. Her gaze alternated between two places—specifically, Hwa-ryeon's chest and hips.

"Wow, your chest and hips are quite substantial! Similar to mine, I think?"
"..."
"..."

I think I know who this woman is.
I stepped forward with a sigh, replacing the frozen Hwa-ryeon.

"Miss Hyeok-ri Eum? Is Master Chun inside?"
"Huh? How do you know my name? Am I famous?"

The woman, Hyeok-ri Eum, tilted her head with round eyes, then shrugged and asked about our identities.

"You know my name, but I don't know anything about you. I don't want to take strangers to my father without knowing who they are."
"Ah, excuse me. I'm Gun Ja-seong, and these are—"
"You're Gun Ja-seong!?"

Good grief.
I frowned as Hyeok-ri Eum shouted and thrust her face close to mine.

Ignoring my expression, she examined my face from various angles, then nodded with an exclamation.

"I wondered what kind of man would dare reject me, so this is what you look like? Hmm, not bad looking. I guess handsome guys do live up to their faces?"

Who rejected whom?
I grumbled inwardly as my face hardened.

Having already dealt with Hyeok-ri Gwang, I knew there was no malice in her behavior, but that didn't make it any more pleasant.
My tone naturally became sharper.

"This seems to be the third time I'm asking, but please answer the question. Is Master Hyeok-ri in his residence?"
"I'm right here!"

A familiar voice.
Looking up, I saw Hyeok-ri Gwang approaching from a distance, laughing heartily.

Striding over, Hyeok-ri Gwang eventually noticed his daughter standing in front of us and opened his eyes wide.
Though they looked nothing alike, their surprised expressions were identical.

"Hey you, what are you doing here?"
"Some strangers were looking for you, so I was curious and talked to them. Dad, is this Gun Ja-seong?"

At Hyeok-ri Eum's words, Hyeok-ri Gwang's hand moved toward her face, and—

-Squish

He pinched her cheek hard.

"Ow, ow, ow, that hurts!?"

Her cheek stretched like rice cake.
Hyeok-ri Eum slapped at the thick fingers pinching her cheek and stomped her feet, but Hyeok-ri Gwang's grip only tightened.

"Who taught you to be so rude to people you've just met?"

Hwa-ryeon and I looked at Hyeok-ri Gwang in disbelief.
Well... he's not wrong, but he's hardly one to talk.

"Ow, ow, I'm sowwy. It huwts, pwease wet go..."

Hyeok-ri Eum was clearly in pain, her eyes welling with tears.

"Tsk, you little rascal. When will you ever grow up?"

With a click of his tongue, he finally released Hyeok-ri Eum, who immediately rubbed her reddened cheek.
Leaving his daughter behind, Hyeok-ri Gwang faced us and laughed heartily.

"I apologize for that. As you can see, she's grown in body but still a child at heart."
"Ah, yes..."

Again, you're hardly one to talk.

Ch.158 - Separating The Wheat From The Chaff
Following Gun Ja-seong and Hyeok-ri Eum, who was rubbing her cheek with a sullen expression, we headed toward his quarters.

"You've arrived, Senior Brother. But who are these people?"
"They're my guests. You'd better not mess with them if you know what's good for you."

As we walked to his quarters, many people approached Hyeok-ri Gwang familiarly, addressing him as Senior Brother.
Indeed, as Zhuge Geun-yeong had said, he seemed to have considerable influence among the retainers.

This meant that if we ended up fighting with Hyeok-ri Gwang, all these people might become our enemies.

I should avoid combat here if possible.

I conveyed my thoughts to Hwa-ryeon with a glance, and she silently nodded in agreement.

"Here we are. Please come in."

Hyeok-ri Gwang's quarters was a notably large building in the outer courtyard.
As soon as we entered, he turned to his daughter and said:

"Eum, go fetch some tea for our guests."
"Huh? But I don't know how to make tea."
"What's so difficult about it? Just put some tea leaves in boiling water and bring it here."

After practically shooing the grumbling Hyeok-ri Eum toward the kitchen, he led us into a room and sat down first.

"Please, sit. Now that I've sent Eum away, we can speak freely, right?"

I tensed at his response, which strangely suggested he knew why we had come.
Could he really be in on it?

"...Do you know why we're here?"
"No? It's just that your expressions seem rather suspicious. You clearly didn't come just to visit."

Hyeok-ri Gwang spoke casually.
Thinking his intuition was still good, I relaxed slightly and sat down.
Then I got straight to the point.

"Master Hyeok-ri, do you know about the Crimson Ghost Unit?"

Everyone in our group focused their attention on Hyeok-ri Gwang's lips.
As Yu Seol audibly gulped with tension, Hyeok-ri Gwang finally opened his mouth.

"Crimson Ghost Unit? Well, I've never heard of it."

His expression was puzzled.
On the surface, he genuinely seemed to know nothing.

But it was still too early to feel relieved.
I asked another question.

"Have you ever shared the techniques of the Fierce Tiger Blade with the Zhuge Family Head or the Council of Elders?"
"...What?"

His face showed utter bewilderment.
His mouth, which had started to curl up as if he'd heard a joke, dropped again after looking at our serious faces.

"...You don't seem to be talking nonsense."
"Please answer the question."

At my firm prompting, Hyeok-ri Gwang shrugged and replied.

"I don't know why you'd think that, but no. The Fierce Tiger Blade may be said to have disappeared, but it's still my family's secret technique. There are things you share with in-laws and things you don't."

There was no trace of deception in Hyeok-ri Gwang's tone or gestures.
From what I'd seen so far, he wasn't someone who could hide lies so skillfully.

I suppose this means he's truly innocent?

Just as I was feeling a small sense of relief, Hyeok-ri Gwang asked a question of his own.

"What's going on that would make you ask such absurd questions?"
"...Actually."

Now that I knew Hyeok-ri Gwang wasn't connected to the Council of Elders or the Family Head, it was time to explain the situation and seek his cooperation.
I told him about what happened last night and about the Crimson Ghost Unit.

Unsurprisingly, Hyeok-ri Gwang was flustered and agitated.

"W-wait, wait. So you're saying the Family Head and the Council of Elders conspired to experiment with demonic arts on family members? And they used the Fierce Tiger Blade to create a new military unit?"

Seeing me nod gravely, Hyeok-ri Gwang let out a hollow laugh.

I suppose it's not easy to believe.
Honestly, I wouldn't have believed it either if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes.

But I did see it.
People who had degenerated into beasts wearing human skin, and those unscrupulous individuals who justified their sins by claiming it was for the family.

"I saw it with my own eyes. The Crimson Ghost Unit was definitely using the Fierce Tiger Blade. Somehow, the technique was leaked to them."
"B-but the only ones who know about the Fierce Tiger Blade are me and..."

Hyeok-ri Gwang, who had been muttering in frustration, suddenly flinched as if struck by lightning.

"...You seem to have an idea."

Just then, I sensed someone approaching the room.
But they were lingering outside the door, not coming in.

It was obvious they were trying to eavesdrop.
Unable to leave it be, I stood up and flung the door open.

"Eeeek!?"

Hyeok-ri Eum screamed in surprise at the suddenly opened door.
As she was about to drop the tray with the teapot and cups, I quickly reached out and caught it.

"Oh, oh... you're fast?"

As Hyeok-ri Eum admired my reflexes, her face turned pale at the angry voice coming from behind me.

"Hyeok-ri Eum-!! Did you leak the Fierce Tiger Blade!?"
"...Hic."

Her speechless expression and hiccup were as good as a confession saying "I'm guilty!"

When she tried to run away, I immediately caught her and dragged her before Hyeok-ri Gwang.
Hyeok-ri Eum ended up kneeling before her father.

"You thoughtless child-! How dare you leak our secret technique!?"

Flinching at Hyeok-ri Gwang's roar that echoed throughout the room, Hyeok-ri Eum stammered out an excuse.

"N-no... I just... he kept asking..."

...Is a secret technique something you just hand over because someone asks?
Seeing the incredulous expressions on all our faces, including Hyeok-ri Gwang's, Hyeok-ri Eum snapped back.

"Why are you looking at me like that!? It's not like I told a stranger!"

Not a stranger.
That outburst immediately made the situation clear.

Hyeok-ri Gwang seemed to understand as well, his face hardening.
I met his gaze and named the culprit.

"...Zhuge Cheon-sang."

Hyeok-ri Eum had revealed the Fierce Tiger Blade to her half-brother Zhuge Cheon-sang at his request, and Zhuge Cheon-sang had passed it on to the Zhuge Family Head and the Council of Elders.

In a way, the son had deceived and betrayed his father and sister.
Sparks flew from Hyeok-ri Gwang's eyes.

"That bastard...!"

After exchanging glances with the others in our group, I carefully asked a question.

"I haven't seen Zhuge Cheon-sang since arriving at the family estate. He doesn't seem to be here. Do you know where he might have gone?"
"...I don't know either. I only heard he went on a solo mission."

Solo mission.
It wasn't strange that this reminded me of how they had used family members as test subjects under the pretext of long-term missions.

By now, it was certain that Zhuge Cheon-sang was taking the Blood Jade.
Realizing that the Hyeok-ri father and daughter were now involved, I told them everything about it.

"Blood Jade. A spirit pill created within the bodies of those who practice the Blood Eruption Art..."
"W-what...? That sounds really dangerous?"

The two wore expressions of gravity and fear respectively.
Especially Hyeok-ri Gwang, who seemed to have many thoughts running through his mind.

"...So? You're telling me all this because you want something from me, right?"

I nodded as I faced him, his face now looking years older and haggard.

"We intend to stop the rampage of the Zhuge Family Head and the Council of Elders. We're in the process of preparing for that. If possible, we'd like Master Hyeok-ri to lend us your strength."

After hearing my request, Hyeok-ri Gwang seemed to think for a moment before asking heavily:

"In other words, you're talking about rebelling against the Zhuge Family Head?"
"R-rebellion!?"

Hyeok-ri Eum, still kneeling, was startled by the seditious word and looked back and forth between her father and me.

"Yes, because we can't let the Zhuge Family be destroyed like this."
"...So the Regional Lord, Young Master Il, has agreed to move against his father. That friend who was always obedient to the Family Head."

Muttering as if both dejected and surprised, Hyeok-ri Gwang seemed to contemplate for a moment before finally nodding.

"Alright. Anyway, if it comes to light that the Zhuge Family is involved with demonic arts, I won't be able to avoid the fallout either. And I need to knock some sense into that worthless son of mine."

This was welcome news.
Seeing the brightened faces of my companions, I smiled inwardly and spoke again.

"Would it be possible to get the cooperation of other retainers as well?"
"The others? Hmm, there are those who are close to me, and quite a few who owe me favors. They'd probably agree readily if I asked, but why do you need them?"

At Hyeok-ri Gwang's question, I explained a plan that had just occurred to me, inspired by his title, Fierce Tiger Blade.

"When we move to bring down the Family Head and the Council of Elders, we want to lure the family's military units outside the estate. We'd like the retainers' help with that."
"How?"

I looked at the curious Hyeok-ri father and daughter and our companions, grinning as I continued my explanation.
As I went on, their expressions grew increasingly incredulous.

*

At the same time Gun Ja-seong's group was meeting with the Hyeok-ri father and daughter, Geun-yeong, who had entered the inner courtyard, went to none other than the manager's room.

The room's owner, Zhuge Sun, the internal manager of the family estate, was surprised but welcomed Geun-yeong warmly.

"Welcome, Young Master Il. What brings you here?"

Zhuge Sun, with a face full of smiles, was puzzled by Geun-yeong's unusually stiff expression.

"Is something important the matter? You don't look well."
"...Yes. Perhaps the most important matter in my life."
"Oh my, the most important matter in your life... Could it be a woman? Has Young Master Il finally found a woman to hold in his heart?"

Zhuge Sun's face brightened as he jumped to conclusions.
Taking Geun-yeong's continued silence as confirmation, his face filled with joy.

"Come, sit here and tell me about it. What kind of lady is she? Did you meet her at the Wuhan branch?"

As Zhuge Sun pulled out a chair and bombarded him with questions, Geun-yeong, who had been silently watching him, finally spoke with difficulty.

"...I visited the cave in the forest behind the main house."
"...!"

Ch.159 - Reason For Obsession
At Geun-yeong's words, Zhuge Seon's face turned pale in an instant.
Rising abruptly from his seat, he couldn't hide his shock.

"Young Master Il... how?"
"...So you knew. What's happening there."
"......"

Zhuge Seon closed his mouth, unable to respond to Geun-yeong's confident assertion.
Seeing this, Geun-yeong couldn't hold back and raised his voice.

"How, how could you not tell me?!"
"...I didn't want Young Master Il to know. I knew you would react this way."

As Zhuge Seon avoided his gaze shamefully, Geun-yeong sighed deeply and rubbed his face with his palm.
Then he added quietly:

"...The Elder Council Leader is dead, along with all of the Dark Envoy Unit."
"What...?!"

Zhuge Seon's eyes widened in surprise at Geun-yeong's words.

"H-how is that possible...?"
"I received help from a benefactor. And we won't stop here."

Zhuge Seon flinched at Geun-yeong's cold voice, which he had never heard before. Then, as if recalling something, his expression changed to one of disbelief.

"Surely not...? Are you defying the Sect Leader?"
"I'm saying I will set everything right."

Zhuge Seon could only gape at this resolute statement.
Looking him straight in the eye, Geun-yeong stated his purpose for coming here.

"Hand over the ledgers."
"......"
"I heard that the Blood Fury Art practitioners were fed animal blood. That must have cost a considerable sum. You would have created double ledgers to hide this."
"...You plan to use embezzlement as your justification?"

Seeing Geun-yeong nod silently, Zhuge Seon pressed his lips together before finally standing up.

"I'm sorry, but I can't do that."
"Head Manager!"
"This is something I've been committed to for twenty years. Now, at this point, I cannot give up."
"Do you realize how many family members have been sacrificed?!"
"And before that, do you know how many family members were trampled upon?"
"...!"

Zhuge Seon looked at the startled Geun-yeong and spoke with a grave expression.

"Do you know, Young Master Il? How we came to bring in retainers?"
"...No. I only know it was to strengthen the family's power."
"Of course. No one from our generation would want to speak of what happened then."

What could have happened? Geun-yeong couldn't hide his confusion.

Zhuge Seon looked at his face.
Indeed, being a close relative, traces of "her" remained in his features.

*It's been well over twenty years already.*

Enough time had passed for infants from back then to grow into adults.
Yet in his heart, the memory of that day remained an unhealed wound.

"Do you remember the name Zhuge Su-hyang?"
"Zhuge... Su-hyang? No, was there such a person?"

At Geun-yeong's question, Zhuge Seon lamented inwardly.
It saddened him that so few people remained who remembered her.

"Zhuge Su-hyang was the Sect Leader's older sister. They were only a year apart, so they grew up together from childhood."
"Then she would be my aunt...? Why have I never heard of her?"
"...Because twenty-two years ago, she took her own life."
"...?!"

Shocked by Zhuge Seon's response, Geun-yeong stammered:

"N-no... W-what could have happened for her to end her own life?"

At that question, Zhuge Seon recalled a particularly vivid, nightmarish scene.

Eyes that had lost their vitality.
A hollow expression devoid of the will to live.
And finally, a cold face with eyes closed forever.

Zhuge Seon shared a memory he would likely never forget, even in death.

"At that time, there was a sect in Nanjang County called the Bright Path Sect. Its leader, Heo Jung-su, was renowned as the greatest martial artist in Hubei."
"The Bright Path Sect...? That Bright Path Sect?"

Geun-yeong had heard of the Bright Path Sect before.
After all, it was a sect that had been completely annihilated by the Zhuge Family about ten years ago.

Over decades of expansion, the Zhuge Family had clashed with many sects, large and small.
However, the Bright Path Sect was the only one they had completely wiped out, which had always made Geun-yeong curious about the reason.

*Could the Bright Path Sect be connected to my aunt's suicide?*

Feeling an ominous premonition, Geun-yeong held his breath and focused on Zhuge Seon's next words.

"At that time, the Bright Path Sect's young master, Heo Do-gyeong, was notorious for his lechery. Women in Nanjang County were reluctant to go out on the streets."

The Bright Path Sect controlled Nanjang County by heavily bribing the corrupt magistrate, and no one could oppose them. Everyone was swallowing their resentment when it happened.

"During this time, Su-hyang went to Nanjang County on family business."
"Surely not...?"

By this point, Geun-yeong could guess what had happened.
And the answer that came was exactly as he feared.

"That damned bastard set his eyes on Su-hyang. She never dreamed that the young master of a sect like the Bright Path would do such a thing, and it happened."

A direct bloodline daughter of the Zhuge Family, the eldest daughter no less, was violated by another sect's young master.
This unprecedented crisis turned the family upside down, and everyone unanimously called for immediate retribution.

"What do you think happened?"
"...You couldn't do anything."

As mentioned earlier, the Bright Path Sect was annihilated just over ten years ago.
In other words, it took nearly ten years after the incident to exact revenge.

"Yes. The martial world is governed by the law of the jungle. Compared to the Bright Path Sect, which had numerous experts led by Heo Jung-su, all we had was an empty reputation as one of the Five Great Families, an old family name."

With such a power difference, victory couldn't be assured, and a misstep could shake the family's foundation.
Revenge was out of the question. And then,

"...Despairing over this, Su-hyang eventually took her own life."
"......"

Geun-yeong fell silent at this tragedy from the previous generation that he had never known about.
A small sigh reached his ears.

"That's when everyone realized: in this martial world, powerlessness itself is a sin. All the oppression and humiliation we had endured erupted at once because of that incident."

The Zhuge Family changed. They decided to change.
They resolved to pursue power relentlessly.

"Afterward, we gathered strength. We used the family's resources to invite experts and bring them in as retainers. Only after about ten years could we finally avenge Su-hyang. The Sect Leader personally gave Heo Do-gyeong a painful death."

"A gentleman's revenge may take ten years, but it's never too late."

"But what was the use?"

Zhuge Seon smiled bitterly.

"In the end, wasn't it revenge achieved through others' hands? It was a half-measure, accomplished by offering wealth because we lacked strength."

Geun-yeong looked at Zhuge Seon's eyes in bewilderment.
From his pupils emerged a darkness that had been hidden beneath warmth and benevolence until now.

It was darkness flowing from the cracks of a broken, damaged soul.
Who would have thought such pain existed within Zhuge Seon?

*Zhuge Su-hyang... Aunt's death was the beginning of everything.*

Though inwardly sympathetic, Geun-yeong tried to shake it off and exclaimed loudly:

"...Even so, the method is wrong! Sacrificing family members...!"
"They volunteered."
"What? What do you mean...?"

Geun-yeong couldn't close his mouth at these unexpected words.

"If you went to that cave, you must have seen the faces of those imprisoned. Did you recognize them?"
"U-Uncle Cheon-kyeong and other family elders..."

Answering reflexively, Geun-yeong asked with an incredulous expression:

"Surely, they didn't...?"
"Yes, they volunteered to become test subjects themselves."

It was shocking.
He had thought, as Ja-seong said, that the Elder Council Leader had deceived them unilaterally, but they had willingly become test subjects?

Zhuge Seon looked at the surprised Geun-yeong with a gloomy expression.

"That's how deep our anger and resentment were."

They pushed the family's girls into the retainers' rooms, sought martial arts techniques indiscriminately, and pursued power thoroughly.
Without doing so, they couldn't face Su-hyang, who had taken her own life in despair.
Zhuge Seon recalled Su-hyang's image.
The spirited child who had caused all sorts of trouble since childhood, like a wild colt.

Her clear laughter, which had made everyone in the family smile, disappeared far too early.

*I can't even remember what that laughter sounded like anymore.*

As Zhuge Seon painfully swallowed a bitter sigh, he heard Geun-yeong's words.

"Isn't the revenge already complete? You said the Bright Path Sect was annihilated and the Sect Leader personally punished the enemy. Then..."

Zhuge Seon shook his head at those words.

"We can't end it there. If we don't have power, such things will happen again someday."
"......"

Geun-yeong fell silent again.
Zhuge Seon hoped he would understand them.

*In this martial world, being powerless is a sin. We had no choice.*

But despite his hope, what came from Geun-yeong's mouth was not acceptance but rejection.

"I understand that the Sect Leader and you had your own pain. But no matter what, this is wrong. Because of a past tragedy, you're driving people living in the present into suffering."

To this rejection, Zhuge Seon desperately countered:

"It's just temporary pain. Soon, just a little longer, and everything will be fine. We're almost there."
"There are people who died unable to endure that pain. Have you forgotten A-yeong?"
"......"

Zhuge A-yeong.
Zhuge Seon's face hardened at the name he didn't want to hear.

That name belonged to a branch family child who had committed suicide a few years ago, unable to bear the abuse from a retainer she had spent the night with.

Zhuge Seon had deliberately ignored her death all this time.
A-yeong's corpse, another death, felt like it was mocking them, suggesting they were wrong.

*We are not wrong.*

No, they couldn't be wrong.
The efforts and sacrifices of the past twenty years couldn't have been in vain.

Whether aware of Zhuge Seon's inner turmoil or not, Geun-yeong continued:

"What about the Crimson Ghost Unit? Others aside, did Ho-chan, Dae-heon, and other children of our generation also willingly volunteer?"
"...That's..."

Geun-yeong looked directly at the speechless Zhuge Seon.

"And you were even going to sacrifice my brother, Mu-yeong."
"......"
"Both the Sect Leader and you have already lost your way."

Zhuge Seon's fists trembled at Geun-yeong's declaration, which sounded like an immutable truth.

Ch.160 - Reason For Obsession
In response to that resolute declaration, Zhuge Sun shook his head as if he couldn't accept it.

"...No. No. Everything is for the family and for the children of the future."
"Can't you see that you're killing that very future with your own hands!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong shouted at Zhuge Sun, who kept repeating the same words like something inside him was broken.
Hearing this, the wrinkled face twisted miserably.
Facing that ugly contortion, Geun-yeong demanded once more.

"Hand over the ledger. I will set things right."

But his demand was met with silence.
Frowning, Geun-yeong spoke with an even stronger tone.

"If you don't hand it over..."
"...What will you do? Take it by force? Do you have the strength for that?"
"...!"

Zhuge Sun lifted the corner of his mouth.
The forced smile amid his contorted expression looked grotesque.
Though smiling, with a face that seemed to be crying, Zhuge Sun continued.

"As I told you, the martial world is governed by survival of the fittest. No matter how noble your intentions, without strength, you'll simply be trampled."
"...Head Manager."
"You want the ledger? Then try to defeat me. If you can prove you have enough strength, I'll give you the ledger."

Geun-yeong lamented inwardly.
Their desire for power had already entered the realm of obsession and madness.

*Persuasion is impossible.*

If that was the case, the only option was to take it by force, just as Zhuge Sun suggested.

"...Very well."

Gripping the scabbard at his waist, Geun-yeong accepted Zhuge Sun's proposal.

*

The two headed to an empty training ground in the corner of the estate.

Standing on the empty arena, the two pointed their swords at each other,
and it didn't take long for the match to be decided.

"Gahk!"

Geun-yeong fell back with a cry.
The beloved sword in his hand rolled helplessly across the arena floor.

*Swoosh*

"It seems I've won."
"Ugh...!"

Zhuge Sun's sword was pointed at Geun-yeong's neck, whose Protective Art had been shattered after depleting all his internal energy.
Looking down at the sharp tip of the sword gleaming before him, Geun-yeong gritted his teeth.

When Geun-yeong had accepted Zhuge Sun's condition and faced the old man with a sword on the arena, he had been somewhat confident.

He had trained without missing a single day since childhood, and this hadn't changed even after going to the Wuhan branch.
When work was busy, he would reduce his sleep to practice his swordplay.

In contrast, Zhuge Sun, the Head Manager handling numerous affairs at the main house, probably hadn't held a sword for a long time.

*This isn't a fight without hope.*

But such thoughts were shattered from the very first exchange.

*Clang!*
*Ugh!?*

The sword strike was so powerful it was hard to believe it came from an old man's sword.
It definitely wasn't the sword of someone who had set aside their weapon for a long time.

Zhuge Sun raised the corner of his mouth as he faced Geun-yeong, who couldn't hide his surprise.

*Did you think I had abandoned the sword?*
*Clang-clang-clang!*

Even as he spoke, the force behind his sword grew stronger, pushing Geun-yeong back.
Zhuge Sun's cold voice filled his ears.

*That's a naive thought. How could we ever abandon the sword?*

Unable to abandon the sword.
Hearing those words, Geun-yeong immediately understood their meaning.

The sword is power.
Because they lost precious people due to lack of power, they could never abandon the sword.

*Arrrgh!*

Frowning at this late realization, Geun-yeong deflected Zhuge Sun's sword with a powerful shout.
Then came his immediate counterattack.

*I won't give him a chance to attack—I'll press forward.*

Since his opponent was more skilled than expected, there was only one way to win: not giving the opponent a chance to attack.
Believing that relentless attacks were the only method, Geun-yeong swung his sword continuously.

The forms of the Lesser Star Sword Technique that he had practiced his entire life painted the air one after another.
Seeing this, Zhuge Sun couldn't help but admire.

*Excellent. No one in the family has shown such achievement at the First Young Master's age.*
*Hup!*

Instead of responding to the praise, Geun-yeong let out a battle cry.
Though he was attacking with all his might, unable to even speak, Zhuge Sun was not only holding his ground but handling the attacks with ease.

*Clang! Clang! Clang!*

Sharp metallic sounds rang out continuously.
Geun-yeong was truly giving his all against Zhuge Sun.

But,

*...I can't reach him.*

Geun-yeong's heart gradually filled with a sense of defeat.
Despite pouring everything he had into his attacks, he couldn't even graze Zhuge Sun's clothes, making it difficult to maintain his fighting spirit.

His sword strikes gradually lost power, and the old swordsman, who had wielded a sword for more than twice as many years as Geun-yeong, didn't miss the opening.

*Clang!*
*Ugh!?*

Geun-yeong's sword was helplessly deflected by the counterattack.
Zhuge Sun's sword strikes rushed toward his exposed upper body.

*Urrrgh!?*

The sword, so much faster and stronger than his previous attacks, mercilessly tore through Geun-yeong's Protective Art.

Eventually, Geun-yeong's internal energy was completely depleted,
and this was the result.

Defeated, Geun-yeong knelt with his sword lost, while the victorious Zhuge Sun pointed his sword at his neck.

"Do you understand now? Without strength, whatever you try to do is meaningless."
"Ugh...!"

Geun-yeong's face twisted with self-loathing.

At this rate, he couldn't take the ledger.
Without the ledger, he couldn't even attempt his plan.

The thought that his weakness would ruin the plan made him feel like dying.

Looking down at him, Zhuge Sun sighed softly and withdrew his sword.

"I had some hope, but it's as expected."
"......"
"I won't mention this to the Sect Leader. Just give up and withdraw."

As Zhuge Sun sheathed his sword and urged him to give up, Geun-yeong rose with a groan.
As he slowly raised his head, his eyes still hadn't lost their light.

"...I can't do that."
"You still don't understand? No matter how many times we try, the result will be the same. You cannot defeat me with your strength, First Young Master."

No, he understood perfectly.
No one understood it better than Geun-yeong, who had just been defeated.

But he couldn't give up.

They—his fathers—had lost their reason due to past pain and were rushing toward destruction.
Because of this, many family members, their relatives, were suffering.

Men who had become beasts due to demonic arts.
Women who had to submit to men they didn't love.

Until now, he had deliberately turned a blind eye to this.
Like them, he had deceived himself, saying it was for the family.
That willful ignorance had created today's crisis.

"So I won't look away anymore."

Geun-yeong picked up his sword from the ground and pointed it at Zhuge Sun again.

Seeing this, Zhuge Sun flinched before his face hardened.
He realized that, for a moment, he had been intimidated by Geun-yeong's spirit.

*That's impossible.*

Look at him.
He's barely holding his sword with depleted internal energy.
Yet, intimidation?

*It's just my imagination.*

Dismissing his body's reaction as mere imagination, Zhuge Sun turned to face Geun-yeong again.

"...What do you think will change by picking up your sword again? What can you possibly do with a body that can't even use Protective Art?"
"I will take the ledger. To save the family, I need it."
"Ha... You're acting like a child throwing a tantrum."

Shaking his head, Zhuge Sun wore a cold sneer.

"Perhaps you think I can't kill you? Is that why you're being so stubborn? If so, I'm very disappointed."

Despite Zhuge Sun's insulting words, Geun-yeong didn't lower his sword.
Faced with that unwavering, firm gaze, Zhuge Sun couldn't help but raise his voice.

"...I said give up!"

*Shing!*

His roughly drawn sword pointed at Geun-yeong.
An intense aura erupted from the old swordsman's body, pressuring Geun-yeong.

"Ugh...!"

With a body depleted of both internal energy and stamina, it was naturally impossible to withstand that pressure.
Geun-yeong's sword trembled violently.

But, even so.

He didn't sit down.
He didn't back away.

Geun-yeong endured Zhuge Sun's pressure with sheer willpower alone.

"Urgh!"

Instead, it was Zhuge Sun who let out a pained groan.

*...Why?*

Why wouldn't he give up?
Despite being shown such a difference in power, why wouldn't he yield?

Zhuge Sun looked into Geun-yeong's eyes.
Eyes that were simply staring directly at him.

It felt as if those eyes were condemning him.
He wanted to run away from that gaze.

"......"

But instead, Zhuge Sun raised his sword.
If he didn't stop Geun-yeong here, he would never give up opposing the Sect Leader.

The Sect Leader had even tried to turn his youngest son into a demon puppet.
No matter if it was Geun-yeong, the eldest son, he wouldn't forgive anyone who opposed him.

*In that case, rather...!*

Zhuge Sun's eyes sharpened.
He had steeled his heart to at least save Geun-yeong's life.

"...I won't kill you. But you'll never hold a sword again."

His sharp gaze turned to Geun-yeong's right arm.
If he lost his sword arm, his resolve might be broken.

The old swordsman raised the sword he had carried his entire life above his head.
Lamenting that the sword he thought would only be used to protect the family was now about to destroy its future.

Finally, the sword cut through the air, aiming for Geun-yeong's right arm.
A crisis that would cost him his right arm forever.
But Geun-yeong had no strength left to avoid the strike.

"Ugh...!"

With a groan, Geun-yeong tightly closed his eyes.
Just as the sharp blade was about to touch his right arm,

*Thud!*

A powerful footstep echoed throughout the training ground.
At the same time, an overwhelming aura was felt from behind.

"Urgh!?"

Zhuge Sun's startled groan came from in front.
Geun-yeong slightly opened his eyes.
And at the sight before him, his eyes widened.

"This is...!"

Zhuge Sun's sword had stopped just an inch above his right arm that was barely holding the sword.

No, it wasn't just the sword that had stopped.
Zhuge Sun's entire body had frozen in the middle of his downward strike.

"W-what is this...!?"

From Zhuge Sun's voice, unable to hide his bewilderment, it was clear this wasn't his intention.
Geun-yeong had seen something like this before.

Hadn't the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, who had transformed into a giant tiger, suffered the same fate?
If so, this must be...!

"That's enough."

Just then, a familiar voice came from behind.
Geun-yeong turned his head and called out to the owner of the voice.

"G-Gun Ja-seong...!"
"I was wondering why I was late, but I'm glad I came."

The man who had somehow appeared on the arena was none other than Ja-seong.

Ch.161 - Untimely Counseling
I glanced at the Zhuge Head Manager who was still unable to move, then flicked my finger to knock away his sword.

*Ting!*

The sword, pathetically separated from its owner's hand with just a flick, rolled across the floor.
Along with that, I removed the energy restraint, freeing the Head Manager.

"Kuh-huk...?"

The old man, barely maintaining his balance while staggering, looked at me with trembling eyes.

"D-did you just... was that you, young hero?"
"Yes, I did it."

After answering the Head Manager's question halfheartedly, I checked on Zhuge Geun-yeong's condition.

His body, which had been desperately trying to withstand the pressure while holding his sword, had apparently reached its limit long ago. As soon as the tension released, he collapsed weakly. I put one of his arms around my shoulder to support him.

"Are you alright?"
"...Yes. I've shown a pathetic side of myself."

Supporting Zhuge Geun-yeong, who answered weakly with a bitter voice, I came down from the fighting platform.
From behind me came the old man's hoarse voice.

"...Stop."

When I turned my head, I saw the Zhuge Head Manager looking at me, having somehow retrieved his sword.
I glanced sideways at the sword in his hand.

"What, you want to fight me this time? I wouldn't recommend it. I'm not someone who has any reason to go easy on you."

After I implied that fighting me wouldn't just end in defeat, he remained silent for a moment before blurting out something strange.

"...I wondered what Young Master Il was relying on to attempt such a thing, and it was you all along."
"I'm not so sure. The Regional Lord doesn't seem like someone who would stir up trouble relying on someone's backing. Was that the kind of person you knew him to be?"

The Head Manager's eyes twitched at my question implying that he should know Zhuge Geun-yeong better than I did.
Turning my gaze away from him, I looked at Zhuge Geun-yeong and asked.

"I still don't understand the situation. How did this happen?"

As I mentioned earlier, I came here because I was worried about Zhuge Geun-yeong, who hadn't returned despite considerable time passing.

Since he hadn't told me exactly where he was going, I was searching all over the estate for him when I heard sharp metallic sounds coming from a secluded corner of the compound.

Following the sound with a strange intuition, I witnessed the Zhuge Head Manager about to cut off Zhuge Geun-yeong's arm.

It was a situation where irreversible damage would occur if I hesitated.
I immediately stepped in and restrained the Head Manager's movements.

I managed to stop it, but why were they pointing swords at each other in the first place?

"Well..."

After hearing the stammering explanation from Zhuge Geun-yeong, I let out a sigh and turned my gaze to the Head Manager.

"Take it by force... I like it, it's simple. So if I win, you'll hand over the ledger?"
"......"
"I'm joking."

I chuckled as the Head Manager frowned.
Even if I won, the Head Manager would never give up the ledger.

To get the ledger, I need to break that old man's stubbornness and show him that what they rationalize as effort and sacrifice was nothing but pointless nonsense.

And from my perspective, there's only one way to do that.

"Let me make a proposal."
"...A proposal?"

I nodded as the Head Manager questioned me with a suspicious expression.

"Yes. I'd like you to give us some time."
"Time? What kind of time?"

I raised my index finger at the Head Manager, who still looked confused.

"Just one day. I'll make the Regional Lord capable of defeating you within a day."
"......"
"......"

At my words, the Head Manager forgot to frown and instead wore an expression of disbelief.
The funny thing was that Zhuge Geun-yeong, whom I was supporting, had exactly the same expression.

Of course, I continued speaking without concern.

"If the Regional Lord wins when we duel again here tomorrow, you'll admit your foolishness and hand over the ledger. If he loses, we'll give up cleanly and back off. How about it?"
"...Do you understand what you're saying right now?"

A response that genuinely questioned my mental state.
I think I'm more sane than someone who rationalizes their pointless actions as being for the family's sake with all sorts of excuses.

"I understand perfectly well, so don't worry. So, will you accept?"
"Ha, such nonsensical..."
"You'd better accept. Otherwise, I'll step in myself."
"......"

Will you face me, or duel with Zhuge Geun-yeong again tomorrow?
It was obvious what choice the Head Manager would make.

"...Fine. I don't know what you think you can accomplish in just one day, but I'll play along. Nothing will change anyway."

That's just your opinion.
I watched the back of the Head Manager as he sheathed his sword and left the training ground, then completely hoisted Zhuge Geun-yeong onto my shoulder.

"Let's go."
"Wait, Gun hero! You don't have to do this...!"
"Do you want rumors spreading about your disheveled state?"
"......"

Zhuge Geun-yeong, belatedly realizing his mess of an appearance, closed his mouth, and we left the training ground.

While heading to Zhuge Geun-yeong's quarters, avoiding people's gazes, he asked a question while being carried quietly on my shoulder.

"...Did you mean what you said earlier?"
"What?"
"I mean, can I really defeat the Head Manager in just one day?"

A question filled with doubt.
I chuckled and answered.

"It's not about whether you can win in a day, but that you must win, isn't it? Otherwise, we'll have to give up on removing the Zhuge Family Head and everything else."
"...Hero, I'm asking seriously."

Despite saying he was asking seriously while being carried on my shoulder, it didn't sound particularly serious, but I answered sincerely.

"Everything depends on you, Regional Lord. It will vary based on how quickly you can learn what I teach you."
"So..."
"So, you're asking if you can master it in just one day? I believe it's possible. No, I'll make it possible. So don't worry."

After hearing my confident answer, Zhuge Geun-yeong finally relaxed his body.
Seeing him go limp as soon as the tension released, he was clearly exhausted.

Come to think of it, starting from last night's fight in the cave, he hadn't properly rested before fighting the Head Manager. It would be strange if he wasn't tired.

"Before we begin training, we should rest first. Both you and I."

I quickly made my way to Zhuge Geun-yeong's quarters.
However, for some reason, the place was noisy.

"So I'm saying...!"
"Brother, please...!"

...This feels oddly familiar.
Sure enough, the ones arguing in Zhuge Geun-yeong's quarters were the Im brothers, Chun-i and Chun-sam.
Why are these guys fighting again... No, it's obvious.

"What are you two doing?"
"Oh, perfect timing. You too... What?!"

Im Chun-i, who brightened at the sound of my voice, was startled when he saw Zhuge Geun-yeong hanging on my shoulder.
Im Chun-sam also belatedly noticed his brother-in-law's miserable state and hurried over.

"B-brother-in-law, why are you like this? A-are you okay...?"
"He ended up like this from a duel. Fortunately, there's no serious injury, so don't worry."
"Yes, brother-in-law. I'm fine."

The two were relieved by Zhuge Geun-yeong's clear pronunciation despite his lack of energy.

"I need to lay him down in the room to rest, so please be quiet."
"Yes..."
"Uh, yeah..."

I passed by the two bulky men who flinched as if guilty and took Zhuge Geun-yeong to his room.
Then I immediately laid him on the bed.

"Um, when do we start... training?"

I smiled at his weak voice asking when we would start training, as if he might faint at any moment.

"First, let's sleep and replenish your energy before starting. Do you have a private training ground?"
"I use the one right next to my quarters."
"Ah, that one. Then... let's meet there again in three hours."

After leaving those words, I came back outside to find the two brothers awkwardly keeping their distance from each other.
Are they sulking at each other?

"...What's the problem between you two?"
"Well, this guy...!"
"Brother started it first...!"

The brothers started bickering again at my question.
At least they quickly closed their mouths, probably mindful of Zhuge Geun-yeong inside.

Neither of them acts their age.

After looking at the two with contempt for a moment, I suddenly wondered about the fundamental question of why they were here.

"But why are you two here? What about the cave?"

While Zhuge Geun-yeong was retrieving the ledger and our group was meeting with Hyeok-ri Gwang, the two brothers had also been assigned a task.

That was to guard the entrance of the cave where the Blood Explosion Art practitioners were imprisoned.

To prepare for unexpected situations like someone coming to visit, they were supposed to be on standby in front of the cave with their bandit subordinates.
This was possible because Zhuge Geun-yeong had deactivated the formation surrounding the cave, allowing movement near it.

Won't the bandits just enter the cave and cause trouble if their chief is wandering around like this?
At my concern, Im Chun-i waved his hand as if it was an unnecessary worry.

"You don't need to worry about that. I left it to the vice chief, so he'll guard it properly. He's a slick and annoying guy, but he handles his work neatly."
"W-we also strictly instructed them not to enter the c-cave, so it should be fine."

Although I was skeptical in many ways, I decided to trust them since they were so confident.
Shrugging my shoulders, I asked the next question.

"So why are you here after dumping all the work on your subordinates?"
"It's not that we came here, but rather I came to stop this idiot."
"Stop him? What exactly are you trying to stop?"

At my question, Im Chun-i started pounding his chest as if frustrated.

"Well, this soft-hearted fool said he was worried about that woman and wanted to go to the inn!"
"Y-you keep calling my wife 'that woman' and 'this woman'...!"
"Enough, I understand, so be quiet."

The two closed their mouths again.
I couldn't help but sigh.

So, it's another wife issue?

"...Do you have to do this right now? We have so many urgent matters to attend to."

We need to examine the details of the plan to send the family's armed forces outside, and there's also the issue of Zhuge Geun-yeong's martial arts training.
In the midst of all this, do I have to worry about someone else's wife problems too?

Im Chun-i looked upset at my response.

"If you think about it, you're the one who got me involved in this mess and keeps making us clash!"
"Strictly speaking, rather than me involving you..."
"Anyway! It's not right for you to use my subordinates and then act like it's none of your business!"

...Surprisingly valid point.
In the end, I could only nod while sighing again.

"Alright. I get it. So..."

Just then, a growling sound came from my stomach.
Come to think of it, I haven't eaten anything until now.

"...Let's talk after we eat something first."

Ch.162 - Untimely Counseling
We moved to Im Chun-sam's quarters.

At our request for lunch, before long, a dazzling array of dishes piled up on the table.
Fortunately, while his wife might not treat him like a husband, it seems the family still respects him.

"...Hmph."

Im Chun-i, seemingly noticing this too, merely snorted softly without showing any other reaction.

"L-let's eat."
"Yes, thank you for the meal."

After silently filling our stomachs for about an hour, Gun Ja-seong's counseling service officially began.

...What am I even doing here?
Hiding my bewilderment, I opened my mouth.

"Though I already know, please tell me again, precisely, why you keep arguing. Starting with the older brother."
"Why? Everything's a problem. Starting with getting involved in this insane family business and everything else."

Im Chun-i began grumbling. But starting the story from there would make it endlessly long.

Under the pressure of my gaze urging him to get to the point, Im Chun-i clicked his tongue briefly, then continued with an exasperated sigh.

"But the biggest problem is this guy. This fool who takes the side of that woman who doesn't even treat him like a husband."

Veins bulged on his forehead at the thought. As if not noticing this, Im Chun-sam immediately objected to his brother's words.

"Th-that's not for you to w-worry about, brother...! It's between m-me and Seo-ryeong...!"
"See? See this! He's always taking that woman's side!"
"Enough, enough!"

As their voices started rising again, mine rose with them. This clearly wasn't working.

Realizing that keeping them together would only lead to more arguments, I sent Im Chun-sam outside. I decided to talk to each of them separately.

"Now, it's just the two of us, so speak freely."

But the man who had been talking so well when Im Chun-sam was present now hesitated and couldn't speak properly. Wondering why, I tilted my head, when I heard a deep sigh followed by self-deprecating words.

"...Actually, I know. I have no right to say these things."

The story that began with those words contained not anger or resentment, but regret and guilt.

"After our clan, Byeoksan Sect, was destroyed by those Paecheon Fortress bastards, I was so busy taking care of the surviving family members that I didn't pay any attention to my youngest brother. I just vaguely thought—he married into a good family, so he'll be fine on his own."

Regret settled on his face, half-covered by his chestnut-like beard. I quietly listened to the brother's honest feelings without interruption.

"Honestly, I didn't come here because I was worried about my brother. I came hoping to borrow some money because I ran out while fleeing from those Paecheon Fortress pursuers."
"Ah...."

An exclamation escaped me involuntarily.
Fleeing from pursuers—was it because of that false accusation?

Feeling cold sweat running down my back, I hastily changed the subject.

"S-so? You came here and found your brother's situation completely different from what you expected?"
"Yes, that's what I'm saying. He was always a bit timid for his size, but he never seemed this intimidated."

After nodding vigorously in agreement, he sighed deeply and added:

"Somehow, I feel like this is all my fault."

With those self-blaming words, my conversation with Im Chun-i ended.
Next came the story of his younger brother, Im Chun-sam.

"Actually, I d-don't want to s-speak so harshly to my b-brother."

Alternating with his brother, Im Chun-sam also stuttered as he revealed his true feelings.

"I th-thought my brother might have d-died somewhere far from home, so of c-course I was happy and g-glad when he returned alive."

Despite raising their voices and fighting whenever they faced each other, the brothers' feelings toward each other weren't bad. Yet they fought because there was something between them that neither would yield on.

That something was Im Chun-sam's wife, Zhuge Seo-ryeong.

"So? What exactly is your relationship with your wife like?"
"...Honestly, she d-doesn't really l-like me."

Im Chun-sam answered glumly.
I probed deeper into why their relationship was poor.

"Is it because it was a forced marriage against her will?"
"I d-don't think that's it. A-actually, Seo-ryeong was the one who r-requested our marriage first."
"What?"

This was news to me?

Listening carefully to Im Chun-sam's story, I learned that his original marriage partner wasn't supposed to be Zhuge Seo-ryeong from the main family line, but a daughter from a branch family of the Zhuge Family.

"Our B-Byeoksan Sect was quite i-inferior to the Zhuge Family. N-normally, marrying someone from their m-main bloodline would be unthinkable."

...Come to think of it, that's true.
Compared to the direct line of the Zhuge Family, one of the Five Great Families, a medium-sized sect like Byeoksan would indeed be outmatched.
I nodded inwardly and spoke.

"Then there must be another reason why your relationship is bad... can you think of anything?"
"W-well...."

Looking uncertain as if he couldn't think of anything, Im Chun-sam cautiously suggested one possibility.

"Could it be b-because I'm too t-timid?"
"Um... I don't think something like that would be the reason."

After that, Im Chun-sam suggested several other possibilities, but each one made me tilt my head in doubt.

"You really can't think of anything?"
"No...."
"She wouldn't have volunteered to marry someone she disliked...."
"......"

Im Chun-sam closed his mouth like a mute who'd eaten honey.
I scratched the back of my head, racking my brain, when I suddenly recalled what some drunk uncles in Gungang County were saying:

"There's no other reason a woman mistreats her husband. It's because he can't perform in bed. Just half-kill her at night, and see how the breakfast table changes the next morning!"

Hmm, could it be that...?
I glanced at Im Chun-sam.

His bear-like massive build, muscles bulging despite his timid posture.
...He doesn't seem physically incapable of bedroom activities?

Tilting my head in confusion, I carefully opened my mouth.

"Could there be a problem with... your bedroom activities?"
"What?"

At first, Im Chun-sam didn't understand what I meant, but soon realized and his face turned bright red.

"W-w-w-what are you s-saying...!?"

...What's with this reaction?

"Why are you so flustered? You must have consummated your marriage already, right?"
"......"

An awkward silence.
Suspecting the worst, I asked again.

"Don't tell me...?"
"...Yes."

Seeing him nod slightly, I let out a hollow laugh.

Wow, she volunteered to marry him but refused to consummate the marriage?
That doesn't seem right.

I was about to sympathize completely with Im Chun-i when Im Chun-sam shook his head vigorously.

"N-no, that's not it."
"What's not it? No matter what, refusing even the wedding night..."
"I-I'm telling you, th-that's not it...."

What exactly isn't it?
Not understanding, I tilted my head in confusion, when the hesitant Im Chun-sam finally revealed the situation.

"I was the one who r-refused to consummate the m-marriage."
"...What did you just say?"

...What did I just hear?
For a moment, I wondered if there was something wrong with my ears.
What did he just say?

"...Why?"

Trying hard to suppress my incredulity, I asked.
Im Chun-sam stuttered as he explained his reasoning.

"B-because I love her! I w-wanted to protect her!"
"......"

...Is he insane?
This goes beyond male chastity or whatever!

I was speechless.
Not knowing what to say, I just opened and closed my mouth before opening the door and calling Im Chun-i back in.

"What, you're done already? That was quick."

I sat down the still-unaware Im Chun-i and explained his youngest brother's situation.
After hearing everything, Im Chun-i wore the same dumbfounded expression as me, and then—

*Thwack!*

He smacked the back of his brother's head.
Then he said:

"She's offering it and you can't eat it, you idiot!?"
"That's not the important part!"

The older brother had completely missed the point too.
With no other choice, I took them both back to Hwa-ryeon's guest quarters.

"Gun, why are you so late...?"

Hwa-ryeon, who had been waiting for me in the courtyard, flinched when she saw the two bulky men following me.
Come to think of it, was this their first time meeting Hwa-ryeon?

"Hwa-ryeon, these are the Im brothers, Chun-i and Chun-sam. I already told you they'd be joining us, right?"
"Yes. But why are they here...?"

After being briefly introduced to the two men, Hwa-ryeon asked why I had brought them, and I explained the situation.

At first, Hwa-ryeon wore an incredulous expression as if wondering what on earth we were doing, but after hearing Im Chun-sam's circumstances, her face hardened coldly.

"So, you're already officially married, but you refused to consummate the marriage because you wanted to 'protect' her?"
"Y-yes...."

Despite being the elder, Im Chun-sam answered respectfully, completely intimidated.
Hwa-ryeon's face was that severe.

Looking at Im Chun-sam with an almost contemptuous gaze, Hwa-ryeon sighed softly and relaxed her expression.

"First, let me ask you. Why did you think that way?"
"I-I heard that women n-need considerable mental p-preparation for their wedding night...."

...Well, that's not entirely wrong.

"How many years have you been postponing the wedding night?"
"F-five years...."

That's enough time for the rice to rot while waiting to be cooked.

Under our cold gazes, Im Chun-sam shrank back, and seeing this, Im Chun-i stepped forward.

"Come on, he's just a bit timid! It happens, why are you all so..."
"Where's the man who was calling him a 'fool' just moments ago?"
"A-ahem...!"

Im Chun-i immediately changed his stance after learning that the marital problems were his brother's fault.
Still embarrassed, he kept clearing his throat and avoiding our gazes.

The unexpected confrontation ended with Hwa-ryeon's sigh.

"...Master Im."
"Y-yes...."

Looking directly at the startled Im Chun-sam, Hwa-ryeon explained the situation in a relatively gentle (though others might find it cold) voice.

"From what I've heard, your wife requested the marriage herself."
"Y-yes."
"I don't know her, so I can't say what her intentions were, but the result is that she chose you herself. At that point, wasn't she already mentally prepared?"
"Ah...!"

Im Chun-sam's eyes widened in surprise.
What's more surprising is that he hadn't realized this until now.

"But then her husband refused even the wedding night, which must have hurt her deeply. As a woman, her pride would be wounded, and she might think you were rejecting her."
"Th-that's absolutely not...!"
"Have you ever told your wife how you feel?"
"......"

Im Chun-sam closed his mouth.
Hwa-ryeon and I sighed simultaneously.
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It was only then that Im Chun-sam seemed to realize what an incredible mistake he had made, asking in a tearful voice.

"Wh-what should I d-do now?"

What should he do?
There was only one answer.

"Go to your wife and honestly tell her how you feel. Everything, without hiding anything."
"W-will that work?"
"Of course not. She'll probably be very angry. You'll have to work hard to appease that anger."

After hearing Ju Hwa-ryeon's words, Im Chun-sam made what appeared to be a firm decision and stood up from his seat.

"I-I understand. I'll g-go tell her right n-now."

With that, he strode out of the guest hall.
His retreating figure looked incredibly solemn.
Even though he was just going to beg forgiveness from his wife who had kicked him out.

"Hey, wait up!"

Worried about his younger brother who would very likely be cursed at, Im Chun-i hurriedly followed behind him.

And with that, Gun Ja-seong's counseling office finished its business and closed its doors.
...I hope it never opens again.

"...How did you end up giving marriage counseling of all things?"
"I know, right? What are we doing in this situation when we're talking about rebellion any day now?"

I let out a hollow laugh and shrugged my shoulders at Hwa-ryeon's bewildered voice, then rolled my stiff neck from side to side.

Ah, I need to get some sleep too.
I haven't been able to sleep at all because of those people.

As I clicked my tongue bitterly, Hwa-ryeon, who had been silently watching me, continued her questions.

"By the way, weren't you supposed to bring back the Zhuge Branch Director? Where did he go, and why did you bring those two instead?"
"Ah, about that..."

After massaging my nape a few times, I briefly explained everything that had happened since I went to find Zhuge Geun-yeong. When she heard about the proposal I had made to the Zhuge Manager, Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened in surprise.

"...In just one day? Is that possible?"

I chuckled at her round, wide eyes and shrugged.

"Well, according to my estimation? I already had some ideas in mind."
"Ideas in mind...? Are you talking about all that footwork practice you've been doing alone?"
"Yes, exactly."

I answered Hwa-ryeon's question with a mischievous grin.

"I could feel such an intense gaze on my back while I was training hard."
"...I was just curious about what you were doing, that's all."

Her response came with an adorably embarrassed glance away.
Her cuteness made it impossible for me to stop smiling.

I sidled up next to Hwa-ryeon and whispered:

"...Just curious?"
"Wh-what do you mean?"
"I was wondering if it was just curiosity. Weren't you staring because you wanted to look at me?"

At my playful question, Hwa-ryeon narrowed her eyes.

"...What kind of attitude is that, asking something you already know the answer to?"
"Hmm. The attitude of wanting to see Hwa-ryeon's embarrassed face? For someone who just advised others to be honest with their spouse, you're quite shy, aren't you?"

As I teased her with a giggle, Hwa-ryeon, who had been glaring at me, answered with feigned nonchalance.

"Yes, I was looking because I wanted to see you. Happy now?"
"...Hey, that's no fun."

Her ready admission completely deflated me.
Seeing my reaction, Hwa-ryeon snorted smugly, then wiped the smile from her face and stared at me intently.

"...What? Is there something on my face?"
"Gun Young Master. No, Ja-seong."
"...!"

I flinched involuntarily at the unfamiliar form of address.
Until now, she had only called me "Young Master," never using my name. Why suddenly...?

"Wh-what...?"
"...Well, I thought calling you 'Young Master' all the time seemed too... distant. You call me Hwa-ryeon, so I should be able to call you Ja-seong, right?"

I welcomed the change in address, as I also felt the distance she mentioned.
But one question remained:

"...So if I call you Senior Sister Ryeon, will you call me Brother Gun?"

At my question filled with ulterior motives, Hwa-ryeon's face flushed bright red.

"Th-that can come a little later..."
"Pfft, hahaha...!"

I couldn't help but burst out laughing at how quickly she lost her composure and became adorable again.
Hearing my laughter, Hwa-ryeon's expression turned annoyed, and she reached out to grab my head.

What? What is she doing...? Could it be?

For a moment, I wondered if this might be a continuation of the kiss we shared before going to meet the Zhuge Family Head.

However, Hwa-ryeon's next action was a bit different from what I expected.
She gently pulled my head down and placed it on her lap.

In other words, she offered me her lap as a pillow.

"...Um, Hwa-ryeon? What's this?"
"A lap pillow."
"No, I know what it is, but..."

I wondered what thought process had led to this outcome.
As I looked up at Hwa-ryeon with a questioning expression, she spoke in a slightly subdued voice.

"You haven't slept at all since last night, have you?"
"...Is it that obvious?"
"Very."

At her short, weighty answer, I clicked my tongue.
Hwa-ryeon looked down at me, stroking my hair as she spoke.

"In three hours... no, two hours now. You said you need to meet the Branch Director again. You should get some sleep, even if just a little."
"...You're going to give me a lap pillow for two hours? Won't that be uncomfortable?"
"I'm a martial artist too. Believe it or not, I have more internal energy than you do."

I smiled at Hwa-ryeon's slightly boastful words, which were quickly followed by a small grumble.

"I was going to do this earlier, but you kept teasing me, so it got delayed."
"So that's why you suddenly pulled me down? I was actually expecting something else."
"Th-that can come later too..."

Her voice trailed off.
She seemed to have caught on to what I was implying.

My chuckling didn't last long, as the soft sensation cradling my head quickly brought on a wave of drowsiness.

"...Then, I'll rest like this for a bit."
"Yes, see you later."

I gradually drifted off to sleep, feeling Hwa-ryeon's gentle hand stroking my hair.

*

Hwa-ryeon silently gazed down at Ja-seong, who had fallen asleep instantly.
He appeared to be sleeping so deeply that he wouldn't notice if someone carried him away.

His cold, sharp features softened considerably in sleep, making him look much gentler.
In a way, he even looked somewhat innocent.

Come to think of it, he was only twenty years old.

Though he was extraordinary in many ways, at his core, he was just a young martial artist who had recently entered the martial world. It was natural for him to look young.
With these thoughts, Hwa-ryeon continued to gaze at Ja-seong's face.

Suddenly, she felt an urge to touch his face.

"...He won't wake up, right?"

Seeing his steady breathing as he slept deeply, she thought it would be fine.
Carefully, she raised her finger and brought it to Ja-seong's face.

Hwa-ryeon's slender finger traced along his straight, thick eyebrows.
Eventually, her finger reached the bridge of his nose, traveled down his sharp nose, and finally arrived at his lips.

His lips.
The ones she had kissed this morning.

"Mmph...!"

Two red flowers bloomed on Hwa-ryeon's cheeks as she recalled that moment.
Additionally, the words she had spoken at that time echoed in her mind.

-...I'm marking my territory, so don't you dare look elsewhere, okay?

"...What was I thinking?"

To say such things without any shame...!
Afraid that Ja-seong might wake up, Hwa-ryeon remained frozen, unable to move her lower body, not knowing what to do.

After a long while, when she finally managed to calm herself down, she fanned her still-hot face and unconsciously touched her own lips.
The sensation of touching Ja-seong's lips gradually came back to her.

Stating just the facts, their lips had merely touched briefly and then separated. That was all.

But the thrilling, sweet sensation she felt in that moment was unlike anything she had ever experienced in her life.

The impact of that first experience must have been quite significant, because once the sensation returned, it became increasingly vivid.
Simultaneously, a thought arose in Hwa-ryeon's mind.

"I-I want to do it one more ti—eep!?"

Wh-what kind of shameless thought was that?
Covering her flushed face with both hands, Hwa-ryeon was engulfed in the agonizing realization that she might be more lustful than she had thought.

*

"You're already here?"
"We only have one day, after all. Now we have just nine hours left."

After enjoying a very deep sleep with a soft lap pillow, I parted ways with a strangely red-faced Hwa-ryeon and returned to Zhuge Geun-yeong's quarters.
And Zhuge Geun-yeong was already waiting for me at the training ground.

Fortunately, he seemed to have recovered his energy; unlike earlier when he had been groaning, his eyes now reflected a clear spirit.
I nodded with satisfaction, but the rather stiff Zhuge Geun-yeong spoke up.

"Now tell me. How exactly am I supposed to defeat the Manager in just one day?"

Instead of answering his question, I drew my sword.

-Shing

As the sword emerged with a low resonance and I pointed it at him, tension clearly appeared on Zhuge Geun-yeong's face.

"You want to test my skills first?"
"Yes, well. There are a few other reasons too, but let's spar first."
"...Understood."

Nodding at my words, Zhuge Geun-yeong also drew his sword.

The duel that followed ended, as expected, with my overwhelming victory.
Zhuge Geun-yeong, unable to release his internal energy, couldn't match my speed.

After just three exchanges, Zhuge Geun-yeong saw my sword pointed at his neck and sighed.

"...I've lost."

It was a duel where a different outcome was impossible, and some might consider it a waste of time.

But not for me.
Thanks to the duel, I could be certain.

Certain that Zhuge Geun-yeong would be able to master "that footwork" sufficiently.

"I've been thinking about this since before, but you really do have good eyes."

Just last night.
Watching Zhuge Geun-yeong fight against the Dark Heaven Unit, I realized that regardless of his martial arts level, he had a broad field of vision, or perhaps a keen eye for his surroundings.

Otherwise, someone of Zhuge Geun-yeong's martial arts level couldn't have held out against the rushing Dark Heaven Unit like that.
This was confirmed in our recent duel.

A brief duel that ended in just three exchanges.
But through that short clash, I could see Zhuge Geun-yeong's eyes accurately following my footwork and the trajectory of my sword.

He might not understand the principles of martial arts like Ju Ho-jeong, but there was a high possibility that he comprehended how I moved.

"Do you understand how you were defeated just now?"
"...You approached me in an instant, avoided my downward strike, then pressed down on my upward swing before pointing your sword at my neck."

As expected, he accurately understood what had happened in the brief moment of a single breath.
I nodded with a satisfied smile.

"You saw it correctly."
"B-but I still don't understand how you can move at such a fast speed. It seemed like there was some kind of wind coming from the soles of your feet..."
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Oh, you saw that far?
I looked at Zhuge Geun-yeong with a slightly surprised face and immediately explained the concept of wind rising from the soles of feet—the concept of external internal energy release.

"...You mean releasing internal energy outside the body?"

At first, Zhuge Geun-yeong couldn't accept what I was saying.
But after trying it himself (naturally, he flew around vigorously and rolled on the ground), he had no choice but to acknowledge it with a dumbfounded expression.

"I-I can't believe this is possible...!"

He stared at me with a stunned expression, then suddenly realized something and widened his eyes.

"Could that crescent moon from before also be...?"

Crescent moon...?
Ah, is he talking about the Transcendent Heavenly Slash?

I nodded lightly and answered.

"That's right. I sent out sword qi—materialized energy enveloping the sword. Remember how the Elder Sect Leader called me a Sword Qi Merchant?"
"...Sword Qi Merchant."

Zhuge Geun-yeong muttered meaningfully at my words.

His expression was strangely serious.
Somehow, I think I know what he's thinking.

After watching Zhuge Geun-yeong for a moment, I quietly asked a question.

"The Zhuge Family has books designated as forbidden, right?"
"H-how did you know that...?"

Seeing his surprised and flustered reaction, I shrugged and said:

"I heard it from the Elder Sect Leader. He said those forbidden books contain information about Sword Qi Merchants and the old martial world."

After hearing my words, Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded with a slightly stiff face.

"...Yes. It's probably the only remaining record of the martial world from before the Great Ming era."

At his heavy answer, my heart started beating rapidly without me realizing it.
If I were to probe deeper about the forbidden books now, Zhuge Geun-yeong would probably tell me everything without hiding anything.

How the old martial world collapsed.
Whether the warriors of that time really used sword qi.

But,

"...Let's postpone talking about that for later. Right now, our priority is to defeat the Zhuge Manager and get the ledger."

I suppressed my immediate desire to ask.
Inquiring about the forbidden books would come after everything else was finished.
For now, I should focus on teaching Zhuge Geun-yeong the new martial art.

After collecting myself, I immediately gave instructions to Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"Jingming, Chengqi, Sibai. Circulate your energy through the acupoints around your eyes."
"What? What's that suddenly about...?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong couldn't hide his bewilderment at my abrupt instruction.
But seeing my silent gaze, he tilted his head but circulated his energy as told.

Soon, as if he directly felt the effect, his eyes widened in shock, and he opened his mouth as if about to scream.

"T-this...!"

Unable to hide his surprise, Zhuge Geun-yeong moved his head up, down, left, and right, taking in everything around him with his eyes.

Like a child excited about receiving a new toy.
Or perhaps like someone completely intoxicated?

At this rate, he seemed ready to continue until his energy was depleted.
I stopped Zhuge Geun-yeong with a firm voice.

"Stop."
"...!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong snapped back to his senses at my voice, and his eyes turned back to me.
Seeing him still blinking in amazement, I cautioned him.

"This technique consumes quite a bit of energy, so if you keep circulating qi like that, you'll run out quickly. You should only use it briefly when necessary."
"Ah, y-yes..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been answering in a daze, suddenly came to his senses, shook his head, and bombarded me with questions.

"G-Gun Young Master, what exactly was that just now? What was it that suddenly...!"
"How did it feel?"

Instead of answering, I asked a question in return. After pondering for a moment, he carefully shared his impression.

"My vision changed... is how I'd put it? As soon as I circulated my qi, I started seeing things I normally couldn't see."

Zhuge Geun-yeong pointed somewhere with his finger.
At the end of his gesture was a weed growing in a gap under the wall.

"I could see the weeds growing in the corner of the training ground and even the insects crawling beside them. It felt like everything around me was entering my mind."
"Good. You'll get used to it quickly."

His gaze was filled with intense curiosity as he watched me nod with satisfaction.
I chuckled and gave him a detailed explanation.

"What you just experienced is called the Eye Method. It's a technique that circulates qi through the acupoints around your eyes to make them receive more information from the surroundings."
"Eye Method...!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong's eyes lit up as he nodded at my explanation.

"So I'm supposed to use this Eye Method to read the Manager's movements and gain the upper hand."

Right after saying that, he paused briefly, and a furrow formed between his brows.

"But it would be difficult to gain the upper hand just by seeing..."
"Oh..."

Impressed by his sharp intuition, I nodded.

"Yes. Based on the information obtained through the Eye Method, you need to move your body well to dodge and attack effectively. In other words..."
"It's a footwork technique. I need to add footwork to the Eye Method, right?"

Well, this is truly a talent who can understand ten things after hearing one.
With a slight smile, I nodded and explained the principles of the new footwork technique.

*

"Through the Eye Method, you gather information about your surroundings, especially all information about the opponent you must fight. Which direction they're moving, which parts of their body they're putting strength into."

After gathering information, the next step is analysis.
Breaking down the obtained information to derive the optimal movement to counter it.

"Based on the results, you move by stepping in the nine directions of the Eight Trigrams plus the center. To areas where your opponent's attacks can't reach."

After hearing my explanation that if this process is sufficiently mastered, one could theoretically avoid any enemy's attack, Geun-yeong muttered blankly.

"The nine directions..."

There was subtle admiration in his muttering voice.
In fact, he was quite amazed by the martial principles I was teaching him.

Teachings he had never heard anywhere else, never seen in any martial arts manual.
At the very least, it was clear this wasn't something to be casually shared with others.

This naturally led to suspicion.

*Why is Gun Young Master going this far?*

It seemed too... dedicated, to be simply for an alliance with the Zhuge Family?
Just teaching the new method of releasing internal energy outside the body was already a great favor, but now this mysterious footwork technique containing profound martial principles.

Continuously giving so much made the recipient wonder: what is this all about?
Moreover, a certain intuition had arisen in Geun-yeong's mind.

*This isn't just simple goodwill.*

He couldn't say for certain, but he felt there was some other reason, unknown to him, behind my generosity.
But if asked whether it was a malicious intent, that was honestly ambiguous too.

Geun-yeong looked into my eyes.

The cold pupils within sharp eyes.
At first glance, they seemed chilly, but occasionally a fierce light would flash as if about to blaze up.

A light that seemed to illuminate somewhere far, far away.

*What exactly is Gun Young Master looking at, and where?*

After briefly indulging in this strange contemplation, Geun-yeong soon shook his head and collected himself.
Whatever I was looking at, whatever purpose I had, what did it matter?

*Even if Gun Young Master has some malicious intent, I have no other path. This is the only chance to set our family right.*

If he missed this opportunity... he didn't even want to imagine what would happen afterward.

"Do you understand roughly?"
"...Yes."

Geun-yeong nodded heavily at my question after finishing the explanation of the principles.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly and rotated my ankle.

"Well, they say 'seeing once is better than hearing a hundred times,' so it's probably best to see it directly."

After saying that, I suddenly disappeared from Geun-yeong's sight.

"...!?"

Startled by my sudden disappearance—as if I had soared into the sky or sunk into the ground—Geun-yeong was shocked.

"G-Gun Young Master?"

As he looked around searching for me, he felt a tap on his shoulder.

"I'm here."

He quickly turned around at the voice from behind, but there was no one there.
Yet again, a voice came from behind.

"I said I'm here."

He turned again, but still no one was there.
After turning around a few more times, I finally revealed myself.

Understanding the situation at once, Geun-yeong asked with an internal tremor:

"...Did you predict the direction my eyes would move and stay outside my field of vision?"
"Correct."

Analyze based on information obtained through the Eye Method, predict the opponent's movements, and move along the optimal path.

Seeing and experiencing firsthand the footwork technique he had only heard described made it real to him.
This was a peerless footwork technique he had never seen anywhere else.

As I had boasted, if mastered properly, there would be no attack that couldn't be avoided.
No, beyond that, one might be able to subdue an opponent before they even began their attack.

Moreover, what was more surprising was that this technique was strangely optimized for the Zhuge bloodline.

*No one can analyze information obtained through the Eye Method and apply it in combat as quickly as the Zhuge bloodline.*

A footwork technique requiring not martial talent, but an extraordinary mind.
It was truly a technique made for the Zhuge Family, known as the Divine Strategists.

"...It's like a footwork technique created specifically for our family."

Hearing Geun-yeong's dazed mutter, I chuckled.

"Well, that's not wrong."
"...What? What do you mean...?"
"Nothing, it's nothing."

I waved my hand and glossed over Geun-yeong's puzzled question.
He looked at me strangely for a moment but soon forgot about it and concentrated on the footwork technique.

That's how captivating this technique was to him.

"...Have you named this footwork technique yet?"
"Yes. It has quite a grand name."

Realizing he still didn't know the name of the technique, Geun-yeong asked, and I nodded vigorously and answered.

"Heavenly Mechanism Bewildering Steps."
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# Heavenly Mechanism Evasion Step

The Heavenly Mechanism Evasion Step.

It's one of the few famous martial arts techniques from the Zhuge Family, who in most martial arts novels are relegated to the role of clever supporters at best.

It's commonly described as a supreme footwork technique that predicts an opponent's movements and evades them, like reading and twisting the heavenly mechanisms.

I began researching the Heavenly Mechanism Evasion Step right after leaving the Namgung Family. That was even before I developed the Energy Web. I had a feeling that the Zhuge Family might not actually have this technique, just like the Namgung Family didn't (which eventually proved true).

So began my development of the Heavenly Mechanism Evasion Step.
I set aside all the grandiose talk about reading heavenly mechanisms and focused on reading an opponent's attacks.

After all, to predict an attack, you don't really need to read heavenly mechanisms, do you?
You just need to know which direction your opponent is moving and how they're wielding their weapon.

As it happened, I was already racking my brain trying to figure out how Ye So-ha and Chilji were deceiving my senses to approach me, so I continued my research in the direction of enhancing sensory perception.

That's when I created the Eye Method.

It was a byproduct of my attempts to enhance the five senses, including earth-listening techniques. Well, I ended up developing the Energy Web thanks to Zhuge Cheon-sang shortly after, so I didn't use it much.

"Only use the Eye Method when necessary. Otherwise, your internal energy will be depleted quickly."
"But when I try to use the Eye Method, the Protective Art..."
"Forget about the Protective Art. If you can avoid getting hit, why do you need a shield?"

And so the training began in earnest.
The first priority was mastering the use of the Eye Method.

I prohibited the use of the Protective Art and focused on learning how to utilize internal energy for the Eye Method.

But a problem arose right from the start.
Unlike Namgung Hyeon, Zhuge Geun-yeong couldn't quite grasp the circulation of true energy for the Eye Method and energy projection.

Compared to others who had learned from me before—Namgung Hyeon, Hyeok-ri Gwang, and our companions—his level was clearly inferior. I never thought I'd understand so viscerally what it meant to lack talent.

"I'm sorry..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong trailed off, looking ashamed.
Looking at him, I shrugged.

"It's fine. I was planning to use a shortcut anyway."

Unlike Namgung Hyeon who had plenty of time, Zhuge Geun-yeong only had a few hours to spare.
There was no way we could make it in time using the orthodox method, so what choice did I have? I had to use a trick.

"...A shortcut?"
"Yes, please sit down first."

I had the confused Zhuge Geun-yeong sit in a cross-legged position, then sat behind him and placed my sword hilt against the acupuncture point on his back while warning him:

"Don't open your mouth, and remember this sensation well. Understand?"

Then I began circulating my true energy into Zhuge Geun-yeong's body.

"...!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong flinched at the unfamiliar sensation of someone else's energy flowing through his meridians.
Still, heeding my warning, he kept his mouth shut and focused on the flow of energy in his body.

I repeated the energy circulation several times to make sure he got a clear sense of it.
As a result, I was able to hammer in the sensation of internal energy circulation in about an hour.

Of course, I had to consume a considerable amount of the internal energy stored in my dantian.

"...Amazing. To think you can impart the sensation of energy circulation by flowing your true energy into someone else's body...!"
"How is it? Can you do it now?"

In response to my question, Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded vigorously and demonstrated.

He seemed to fumble a bit at first but soon moved quite convincingly.
It was slightly disappointing, but this should be enough to complete the basic learning.

"Now we'll begin the proper transmission of the Heavenly Mechanism Evasion Step."
"Yes!"

With Zhuge Geun-yeong's enthusiastic response, the real training began.

*

About two hours passed.
Zhuge Geun-yeong moved his feet without rest, ingraining the movements of the Heavenly Mechanism Evasion Step into his body.

Well, "ingraining" just meant moving in various directions according to the nine positions of the Nine Palaces.

While the Heavenly Mechanism Evasion Step is certainly a footwork technique, its essence lies in reading and responding to an opponent's movements.
In other words, there was a limit to what could be achieved by training alone.

"I think it's about time we moved on to practical application."
"Practical... application? How?"
"Like this."
"...Why are you drawing your sword with the scabbard still on?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong tilted his head at my words, then looked uneasy when he saw me drawing my sword still in its scabbard.
I pulled the corners of my mouth into a smile and said:

"We don't have much time, right?"
"Y-yes... I suppose so?"
"If you want to learn quickly in a short time, there's nothing better than direct confrontation and learning from failure."

As I approached him while loosening up my body, his face became indescribable.

He immediately caught my meaning.
As expected of the Genius Zhuge, he's quick-witted.

"Try to dodge well. I'll go easy on you. Of course, it'll still hurt a lot if you get hit."
"W-wait a moment. I'm not mentally prepared yet—Gun Young Master?!"

I lowered my upper body and rushed at the flustered Zhuge Geun-yeong.
Normally, I would have reached striking distance instantly with the Boundless Sky First Flash, but going all out from the start would be pointless since he wouldn't be able to respond.

As promised, I just ran quickly without using internal energy projection.
Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had been cowering and at a loss, saw that I was moving much slower than expected and gripped his sword with a determined face.

I swung my sword at him with similarly moderate speed.
From my perspective, it was a downward strike so slow it made me yawn, descending toward Zhuge Geun-yeong's crown.

*Whoosh!*

He dodged the sword strike coming down on his head by moving to the east, the Zhen (震) position.

As a result, my sword cut through empty air.
Seeing this, relief washed over Zhuge Geun-yeong's face, and the corners of his mouth turned up slightly.

Hmm, it's too early to be happy about that.
There are still countless attacks to dodge.

"Hup!"

I immediately aimed for his side with a horizontal slash.
He moved to the southeast, the Xun (巽) position, once again avoiding the attack.

But this attack wasn't over yet.

*Swish!*

"Huh?!"

I immediately pursued Zhuge Geun-yeong with a follow-up strike.
As he tried to dodge again in the Xun position, I chased after him and struck his crown.

"Argh?!"

With a scream, he clutched his head and collapsed.
I rested my sword on my shoulder and said:

"You should have dodged to the north, the Kan (坎) position. It would have been an opportunity to counterattack while avoiding the attack."
"Ugh...! Yes...!"

He answered with a groan as he struggled to get up.
I chuckled at his expression, which remained contorted with pain.

"Are you really making that face after just one hit?"
"W-well... It's my first time taking a hit without the Protective Art..."
"...Oh my goodness."

I immediately grasped the meaning behind his words and clutched my forehead.

Never taken an attack without the Protective Art?
That means he has absolutely no tolerance for pain... Was he completely sheltered?

"...We have a longer way to go than I thought. Still, if you get hit enough today, you'll develop some tolerance."
"Urk..."

Seeing his slightly nauseated expression at my words, I asked subtly:

"Don't tell me you're going to give up on your family because of a little pain?"
"...!"

Whether my pointed words made him indignant, brought him to his senses, or both—
Either way, Zhuge Geun-yeong gritted his teeth and gripped his sword again.

"...Please continue."

Satisfied with his determined appearance, I smiled and rushed at Zhuge Geun-yeong again.

Afterward, Zhuge Geun-yeong's screams continued until deep into the night.
But their frequency gradually lengthened, and eventually began to decrease,

As the dawn slowly began to break.

*

Zhuge Seon, the internal manager of the Zhuge Family, stood on the dueling platform where he had fought with Geun-yeong just yesterday.
He was standing there alone because of the promise he had made with Ja-seong yesterday.

-Just one day. I'll make the Branch Master able to defeat you within a day.

"...Nonsense."

Yes. It was nonsense.

The difference in capability between Geun-yeong and himself was clear.
The years they had spent wielding swords were different, as was their mindset.

Though Geun-yeong had trained diligently in his own way, a sword wielded out of a sense of duty could never be the same as one wielded with a desire for power.

To bridge that gap in just one day?

'Even a passing dog would laugh at such absurdity.'

That's what Zhuge Seon had concluded inwardly.
Yet, contradicting this, he felt a heavy presence in his bosom.

"...Why did I..."

He pulled out something heavy from inside his robe.
It was a fairly thick book.
Needless to say, it was the double ledger that Geun-yeong had wanted.

While believing Ja-seong's proposal was nonsense and that it was absolutely impossible for Geun-yeong to defeat him, why had he brought this ledger?

'...Could it be.'

Was he hoping that the nonsense would become reality?

As Zhuge Seon's eyes wavered in confusion, unable to understand his own heart,

*Creak*

The sound of the training hall door opening reached his ears.
Turning toward the sound, Zhuge Seon saw two figures.

"You came early and were waiting for us?"

Zhuge Seon's face hardened at Ja-seong's casual greeting, as if he were simply asking after his well-being.

On the surface, he appeared to be just a young, immature martial artist.
But Zhuge Seon hadn't forgotten how this person had immobilized him with just a stomp of his foot.

An unknown martial art? Or perhaps some kind of sorcery.
What was certain was that his opponent was a powerful figure who could easily subdue him.

As Zhuge Seon looked at him with eyes full of wariness, Ja-seong shrugged.

"You don't need to be so guarded. I'll keep my promise. You won't have to fight me today."

After saying this, Ja-seong stepped aside, and only then did Zhuge Seon take in the sight of Geun-yeong behind him.

Hair covered in dust.
Disheveled martial attire.
Bruises visible here and there.

It was an appearance that couldn't be described as pleasant by any stretch of the imagination.

"You seem to have had a difficult time during the day."
"...Yes."

Geun-yeong answered Zhuge Seon's question in a low voice.
There was a certain strength in his voice that had previously been only gentle.

Judging by his disheveled appearance, it seemed he had been doing something.

"Even so, nothing will change. The gap between me and the First Young Master is too wide to be narrowed in just one day."

Despite this blunt assertion, Geun-yeong stepped forward without hesitation, climbed onto the dueling platform, and stood facing Zhuge Seon.
Then he slowly drew his sword.

*Shing*

"......"

Seeing the sword pointed straight at him, Zhuge Seon put the ledger back inside his robe and drew his own sword.

The two martial artists stood in exactly the same positions as they had around this time yesterday.

The two faced each other in silence on the quiet dueling platform.
Eventually, without a word, they rushed at each other simultaneously.
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The two martial artists rushed at each other simultaneously.
Geun-yeong was the one who took the initiative.

"Haap!"

With a short battle cry, Geun-yeong's sword thrust toward Zhuge Seon's upper body.

Seeing this, Zhuge Seon's gaze turned cold.
The sword's aura and movement were exactly the same as yesterday.

*In the end, it was just a pointless delusion.*

Even while dismissing it as delusion, Zhuge Seon felt an inexplicable disappointment as he swung his sword upward to deflect Geun-yeong's attack.

-Clang!

"Ugh!"

Geun-yeong's sword was knocked away with a groan.
The recoil left his chest wide open.

It was a perfect opportunity when an opponent revealed a weakness.
Zhuge Seon didn't miss it and immediately launched a counterattack.

As if returning the previous attack, he twisted his sword-wielding wrist to aim at Geun-yeong's chest.
At the same time, an indifferent thought crossed Zhuge Seon's mind.

*This will end with me wearing down his Protective Art. Just like yesterday.*

In the end, there was no other path.
That was his conviction.

But reality unfolded differently from his expectations.
Surprisingly, just as Zhuge Seon thrust his sword, Geun-yeong's form vanished before his eyes.

"What...?"

He was right there just a moment ago.
Where did he go?

As his eyes moved to find the vanished Geun-yeong, a sound of air being cut struck his right ear.
Simultaneously, he felt an impact on his side.

-Thud!

"Kuk...?"

Turning his head belatedly, he saw Geun-yeong standing to his right.
He also saw the man's sword piercing his side.

Thanks to his constantly active Protective Art, it only resulted in a hole in his martial robe, but the fact remained that he had allowed Geun-yeong to land an attack.

*How...?*

A gaze of astonishment beyond surprise was directed at Geun-yeong.

"Haaap!"

Geun-yeong continued his attack, ignoring Zhuge Seon's reaction.
A diagonal slash following the thrust struck Zhuge Seon's shoulder.

"Ugh...!"

Feeling his Protective Art being greatly diminished, Zhuge Seon swung his sword belatedly.
But before he could complete the swing, he saw Geun-yeong had already retreated, causing him to let out a short, bitter laugh.

"...Indeed, something has changed about you."

It was as if Geun-yeong was reading all his attacks.
Of course, since they both practiced the same Lesser Star Sword Technique, knowing each other's moves wasn't particularly strange.

However, simply knowing and being able to read and respond were entirely different matters.
Given the vast difference in their achievements and experience, being able to read movements to this extent was certainly bizarre.

Zhuge Seon unconsciously turned to look at Ja-seong, who was watching from outside the arena.

"What kind of magic did you work?"

Just one day, just twelve double-hours.

It was hard to believe Geun-yeong's achievement in such a short time.
Such doubts were only natural.

Receiving Zhuge Seon's questioning gaze, Ja-seong smiled slightly and gestured with his chin.

"I don't see why I should tell you that. Besides, should you be getting distracted during a duel?"

-Swoosh!

As if answering Ja-seong's words, another sound of air being cut rang out.
This time, Geun-yeong's sword swung upward toward Zhuge Seon.

-Clang!

But this time it was blocked.
Instead of wearing down Zhuge Seon's Protective Art, the sword collided with his blade, creating a momentary bright spark.

Beyond that, the old swordsman's cold face was visible.

"It's impressive, but this alone won't be enough to defeat me. Did you really think I've been using my full strength until now?"

"...!"

Geun-yeong's eyes widened at the increased power.
Zhuge Seon, having decided he could no longer underestimate his opponent, had begun to use his strength in earnest.

Massive internal energy cultivated over many years circulated throughout his body, granting him strength that belied his age.

-Clang-!

"Ugh!?"

Geun-yeong was helplessly pushed back by the intensified force.
Zhuge Seon immediately pursued him.

Sword strikes flew through the air with fierce momentum.
Geun-yeong couldn't even attempt to receive these attacks and kept retreating.

Realizing he was being pushed toward the edge of the arena, Geun-yeong gritted his teeth and focused.

*I need to break free from his offensive.*

If he continued to be swept up in his opponent's momentum, defeat was all but certain.

Geun-yeong concentrated on the incoming sword, employing the eye technique he had learned from Ja-seong.
And at the moment the swords met, he twisted his wrist holding the sword handle, successfully evading the strike.

-Screech-!

A high-pitched metallic sound that seemed to scrape his eardrums.
Avoiding this, he stepped to the northwest, the direction of Qian, and slashed at Zhuge Seon's side as he passed.

"Hmm...!"

With his offensive broken and even suffering a counterattack, Zhuge Seon glanced down with displeasure.

At the end of his gaze, between the cut martial robe, his muscular body—impressive for an old man—was revealed.
Thanks to his Protective Art, his body remained clean without a single wound.

But how long could that last?
He had already allowed countless attacks, and each time, his Protective Art was greatly diminished.

In contrast, his sword hadn't touched Geun-yeong even once.

For the first time, the word "defeat" crossed Zhuge Seon's mind.

"...No. Not yet."

He couldn't hand over the ledger for something like this.
He couldn't throw away years of his life for something like this.

*I cannot deny my life for something like this!*

A fierce light flashed in Zhuge Seon's eyes.
Along with it, a sharp aura erupted from his entire body.

"...!"

Seeing this, Geun-yeong flinched and his face hardened.

He sensed that the old swordsman, who had been holding back for years, was about to show his full strength.
Geun-yeong abandoned any thought of facing him head-on.

*I need to avoid direct confrontation from now on.*

Fortunately, he was confident in his ability to dodge.
After all, what he had learned last night while getting beaten like a dog on a hot summer day was precisely how to dodge well.

"Huu...."

Taking a deep breath to ease the tension, Geun-yeong faced Zhuge Seon and heightened all his senses.
As he sharpened his five senses to guard against his opponent's movements,

-Boom!

Zhuge Seon charged forward with a powerful stomp.
The rush, enhanced by internal energy flowing through his meridians, was undeniably faster than before.

But,

*He's still not as fast as Gun Ja-seong.*

Zhuge Seon's sword swung horizontally in a wide arc.
Predicting this through his eye technique, Geun-yeong moved to the southeast, the direction of Xun, avoiding the range of the sword strike.

Zhuge Seon's sword, having drawn a large trajectory, cut through empty air.
Seeing this, Geun-yeong's eyes lit up.

*Now's the time.*

Targeting the brief moment of vulnerability after the sword passed, he returned to the center, the direction of Wu, and immediately struck down at Zhuge Seon's shoulder.
Or rather, he tried to.

"What...!?"

At that very moment, Zhuge Seon's sword abruptly changed its trajectory and flew back.
He had anticipated that Geun-yeong would try to exploit the opening after dodging his attack, and had countered with a feint.

Zhuge Seon's attack countered the prediction of the eye technique with the prediction of experience.

Seeing this, Geun-yeong hastily raised his sword in defense, but with his posture broken and unable to apply force, proper defense was impossible.

-Crash!

"Kheuk!?"

Unable to withstand the sword strike, Geun-yeong was thrown backward.
The sword he dropped flew through the air and landed in front of Ja-seong, who was outside the arena.

"Ugh...."

"...It seems I've won."

Zhuge Seon declared victory as he watched Geun-yeong rise with a groan.

Since a swordsman had lost his sword, his statement wasn't entirely wrong.
However, Geun-yeong didn't concede to those words.

"...No, not yet. I'm still standing perfectly fine."

"Do you really intend to go all the way?"

"If I was going to give up like this, I wouldn't have started in the first place."

Hearing Geun-yeong's stubborn refusal to admit defeat, Zhuge Seon turned his gaze to Ja-seong outside the arena.

"Do you share Young Master Il's opinion?"

"Well, I should respect his wishes, shouldn't I?"

Ja-seong, staring down at Geun-yeong's sword stuck in front of him, answered calmly.
From his demeanor, it seemed he had no intention of breaking his promise and intervening.

A cold light appeared in Zhuge Seon's eyes as he looked back at Geun-yeong.

"Then, today I will crush that will of yours. For the Zhuge Family."

As Zhuge Seon approached the unarmed Geun-yeong with his sword readjusted, Geun-yeong swallowed hard and suddenly recalled a conversation he had with Ja-seong the previous night.

-So, how do you plan to defeat Head Manager Zhuge?
-Huff...! Huff...! P-pardon?

While gasping for breath and dodging Ja-seong's attacks, Geun-yeong reflexively questioned the sudden inquiry.

-*gulp* W-what, huff, do you mean?

Ja-seong handed a bowl of water to Geun-yeong, who could barely speak, and continued.

-No matter how well you dodge, you can't win a duel without defeating your opponent. I'm asking if you have a strategy for that.

While Ja-seong was speaking, Geun-yeong downed a bowl of water and finally caught his breath before hesitantly answering.

-...I have something in mind, but it's a bit...
-What is it? Tell me anything, it's fine.

Urged by Ja-seong, Geun-yeong cautiously looked at him before carefully asking.

-...Gun Ja-seong, could you possibly teach me Sword Qi Hardening Into Force?
-Oh?

At Geun-yeong's sudden mention of Sword Qi Hardening Into Force, Ja-seong immediately realized that he had noticed the relationship between Sword Qi and Protective Art.

-Did you notice when I subdued the Elder Sect Leader?
-Yes. You clearly cut off both legs of the Elder Sect Leader despite his Protective Art.
-Ah, indeed.

Ja-seong nodded, recalling the situation.
But his answer wasn't very positive.

-Unfortunately, that would be difficult.
-...I thought as much.
-Don't misunderstand. It's not that I don't want to teach you, but that I can't.
-What?

Ja-seong immediately explained why transmitting Sword Qi was impossible.

-This Sword Qi involves controlling externally released energy to wrap around a sword. It requires more delicate energy manipulation than simple internal energy release. Even with the Spirit Qi Path, there's nothing I can do about this.
-I see.

In simple terms, the manifestation of Sword Qi had to be achieved solely through one's own capability, without shortcuts.
Naturally, accomplishing this in just one day was impossible, even if the world turned upside down.

Geun-yeong understood the situation.
But soon, a troubled look appeared on his face.

-Then the only way is to diligently wear down the Head Manager's Protective Art while avoiding his attacks.

Zhuge Seon was an old warrior who had cultivated martial arts for over fifty years.
He would naturally possess massive internal energy.
And massive internal energy translates to a robust Protective Art.

*Can I really wear down all of his Protective Art and achieve victory?*

Geun-yeong groaned at the daunting reality.
Looking at him, Ja-seong smirked.

-It's not a method I'd recommend. It seems like it would take an incredibly long time.
-But besides Sword Qi, there's no other way...
-Who says there's no other way?
-...Pardon?

Ja-seong shrugged at Geun-yeong's surprised face.

-There's a much simpler method. Want to try it?

Snapping out of his reminiscence that ended with Ja-seong's words about having nothing to lose, Geun-yeong found Zhuge Seon already right in front of him.

Looking up at the sword raised high, ready to strike down at any moment, Geun-yeong sensed that now was the time to gamble.

He had lost his sword, and his opponent was confident of victory.
It was a situation where even the most cautious person couldn't help but let their guard down.

The clear crisis presented an opportunity for reversal.

"I truly regret it has come to this, Young Master Il."

With those quiet words, the sword fell like a guillotine blade.
Looking directly at it, Geun-yeong immediately employed the Heaven's Energy Foresight technique with all his might.

East, the direction of Zhen, followed by northeast, the direction of Gen.
Finally, north, the direction of Kan.
He occupied three directions in succession, instantly getting behind Zhuge Seon.

A speed that was on a different level from before.
But no matter how fast he was, Zhuge Seon's body was protected by his Protective Art.
What exactly was he trying to do?

The answer lay in Geun-yeong's fingers.

Index and middle fingers.
His left hand, with these two fingers raised, aimed at Zhuge Seon's nape—specifically at the two Heavenly Pillar acupoints at the junction of the neck and head.

Geun-yeong's spirit energy concentrated at the Shangyang and Zhongchong acupoints at the tips of his index and middle fingers.

Flicking Finger Art.
This was the secret weapon Ja-seong had provided to counter Zhuge Seon.

Though not as formalized as Sword Qi, it was still a concentrated mass of spirit energy capable of penetrating the Protective Art.

The two spirit energy masses pierced through the Protective Art as Ja-seong had predicted and invaded the Heavenly Pillar acupoints.

"Kheuk-!?"

With his vital points struck, Zhuge Seon's entire body was paralyzed, and he collapsed.

"W-what is this...?"

Zhuge Seon was bewildered by his own immobility.
A blue blade was pointed at his neck.

At the end of the blade stood Geun-yeong.
He had picked up the sword Zhuge Seon had dropped when his body was paralyzed.

"...I win, Head Manager."

At this quiet declaration, which denied his entire life, Zhuge Seon closed his eyes.
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The martial contest had ended.
Surprisingly, Geun-yeong was the victor.

The loser lay collapsed on the arena floor, while the winner held a sword to his neck.

"Admit your defeat."

At Geun-yeong's words—the victor forcing his opponent to face the cruel reality—the loser, Zhuge Seon, slowly lifted his trembling eyelids.

The scene reflected in his reopened eyes was, naturally, no different from what he'd seen before closing them: his body paralyzed, sprawled face-down on the arena floor.

After confirming his miserable state once more, he finally had to acknowledge it.

*I... lost.*

He had been defeated by Geun-yeong.
A perfect defeat with no room for excuses.

The gap in their abilities was obvious, not something that could be bridged in just a day.
Yet Geun-yeong had claimed victory over him in exactly that time.

A miracle had literally occurred.

"...I admit defeat."

At this quiet admission, Geun-yeong withdrew his sword.
He carefully set down Zhuge Seon's sword and reached out to release his pressure points.

"There, you should be able to move now."
"...!"

After confirming he could move again, Zhuge Seon looked up at Geun-yeong with a surprised expression while testing his limbs.

"What exactly was...?"

Striking with fingers to paralyze the body—it was a technique he'd never heard of before.
Zhuge Seon asked Geun-yeong about it, but the answer came from someone else.

"It's called pressure point striking. A technique that neutralizes opponents by channeling internal energy into their meridian points."

The one who answered was Ja-seong, who had climbed onto the arena carrying Geun-yeong's sword.
Geun-yeong smiled back as Ja-seong returned his sword with a grin, as if congratulating him on his victory.

Zhuge Seon, looking back and forth between the two who had caused this miracle, weakly opened his mouth.

"...May I ask what happened last night?"

*

I secretly breathed a sigh of relief after Zhuge Geun-yeong's victory through all those twists and turns.

To be honest, when the sword suddenly flew and stuck into the ground before me, though I didn't show it, I briefly thought, "Is he going to lose?"

Of course, it was just for a moment. Did I say I believed in Zhuge Geun-yeong?

Anyway, after the match, the Zhuge Manager quite readily admitted defeat.
Then Zhuge Geun-yeong released his pressure points.

This must have been his first time properly using pressure point techniques, but he seemed quite skilled.
I nodded with satisfaction, pleased that I had taught him well, when the freed Zhuge Manager muttered in surprise.

"What exactly was...?"

I pulled Zhuge Geun-yeong's sword from the ground, climbed onto the arena, and answered his question.

"It's called pressure point striking. A technique that neutralizes opponents by channeling internal energy into their meridian points."

As I returned the sword to its owner, the old swordsman, looking back and forth between us, asked again with a voice like a sigh.

"...May I ask what happened last night?"

A question similar to what he'd asked during the match.
But the emotion on the old swordsman's wrinkled face was completely different.

Unlike before when it was mere doubt, now his expression showed a kind of regret and emptiness.
Looking at the face of a man whose life had been denied, I smirked.

"What could have happened? We trained, and there were results."
"Gun Young Master."

Did I tease him too much?
At Zhuge Geun-yeong's clearly reproachful call, I shrugged.

Given the things these people had done, I couldn't bring myself to say anything nice.
Well, there was no need for kind words anyway.

I extended my hand toward the Zhuge Manager.

"A promise is a promise. Hand over the ledger."
"......"

The Zhuge Manager silently pulled out a thick book from inside his robe and held it out.
I received the book and immediately handed it to Zhuge Geun-yeong.
He promptly checked its contents and nodded.

"...That's right. It contains records of livestock purchases."
"Finally, we have the double ledger."

Though I called it a double ledger, the livestock purchases were real.
Strictly speaking, this wasn't a double ledger.

But since they couldn't prove these animals were used to feed demonic martial arts practitioners, it effectively became a double ledger for embezzlement.

Simply put, it was a trump card—something you can't counter even knowing it's false.

"With this, our preparations are complete."
"...Yes."

Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded with a stern face at my words.
He seemed to be steeling himself for the final battle ahead.

Turning my gaze from him, I looked back at the Zhuge Manager.

He still couldn't bring himself to stand.
Moreover, his strangely empty face looked as if he had aged several years.

Of course, I had no intention of sympathizing with him.
I asked in a businesslike voice:

"Now that you've handed over the ledger, can I assume we're on the same side?"
"...Yes. I'll accept whatever consequences come."
"Manager..."

Unlike me, Zhuge Geun-yeong seemed to feel sorry for the Zhuge Manager.
Hearing his voice tinged with subtle sympathy, I cut him off sharply.

"Don't sympathize with him."
"...!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong was startled by my firm words.
Looking him straight in the eye, I continued.

"And don't think he's on our side just because he handed over the ledger. This man hasn't had a change of heart—he simply submitted to power."
"...!"

The old man flinched.
I glanced at him from the corner of my eye.

If the Zhuge Manager had truly had a change of heart, he would have handed over the ledger before this match.

In other words, this man had only submitted to power; nothing had changed.
He was still trash who rationalized researching demonic arts and sacrificing his clan members.

"......"

The Zhuge Manager remained silent, unable to say anything.
Zhuge Geun-yeong, looking back and forth between him and me in uncertainty, finally let out a deep sigh.

"...Shall we return to Lady Ju's guest quarters first?"
"Yes, let's do that."

I agreed without much comment.
We needed to make final adjustments to our plan before the decisive battle.

*

When we returned to the guest quarters, we were first greeted by two large men sitting in the courtyard.

"...Master Im?"

However, one of the big men was in a strange state.
He was crouched in a corner of the guest quarters, muttering, "I'm trash..."

Guessing the reason, I asked Im Chun-il, who was standing beside him just scratching his head.

"...As expected?"
"Yeah, he got cursed out and kicked out. His wife has quite the sharp tongue."

Apparently, his heartfelt confession to his wife had caused a tremendous backlash, just as Hwa-ryeon had predicted.

Im Chun-sam looked like he might burst into tears if prodded even slightly.
I patted his unusually small-looking shoulders in consolation as we entered, where the rest of our group finally greeted us.

"You're back? The result...?"
"No need to ask."

I confidently answered, pointing to the thick ledger in Zhuge Geun-yeong's hand.

The group visibly relaxed, but their faces soon hardened.
They had noticed the Zhuge Manager following behind us.

"Why is he...?"
"We have various things to ask him."

Despite looking uncomfortable at my casual response, the group nodded in agreement.
We sat in a circle with the Zhuge Manager in the middle and began the interrogation.

"First, I need to ask this. When will Zhuge Cheon-sang consume the Blood Jade?"
"...You already know everything, I see."

The Zhuge Manager muttered bitterly, shook his head, and began to explain.

"Blood Jade isn't like ordinary spirit pills that you simply swallow. A major ritual is needed to properly absorb it into the consumer's body."
"A ritual? Then when will this ritual..."
"It has already begun."
"...!"

Everyone was greatly surprised by the Zhuge Manager's words.
Zhuge Geun-yeong even half rose from his seat.

"Then is it already too late?!"

I raised my hand to calm him down as he cried out in dismay.

"Calm down, Branch Leader. He said it's started, not that it's finished."
"Y-yes, that's true..."

Seeming to realize he had jumped to conclusions too hastily, he quietly sat back down.
The Zhuge Manager nodded, confirming my words, and continued his explanation.

"Yes, the ritual doesn't end in a day or two. It continues for at least four days. And tomorrow is the fourth day."

Tomorrow.
While better than it already being over, it was still an extremely tight schedule.

"T-then shouldn't we hurry? We should move right now...!"

It was natural for Seol to ask this.
I wanted to do the same, but I had to shake my head.

"Not now. The family's armed forces are still intact."
"Ah...!"

Seol exclaimed as if she'd just realized.
And at that very moment, quite opportunely, a loud voice came from outside.

"Is Ja-seong here!?"

...When did people start calling my name so casually?
With this idle thought, I stood up and opened the door to see Hyeok-ri Gwang.

"Welcome, Master Hyeok-ri."
"Were you in a meeting?"
"Yes. We were just discussing the issue of the armed forces."

Hyeok-ri Gwang entered without hesitation and widened his eyes upon seeing the Zhuge Manager.

"Huh? Isn't that the Internal Manager? Why is he...?"
"He's defected to our side."
"Defected...?"

Saying he defected meant he was originally our enemy.
Hyeok-ri Gwang's eyes narrowed.

"...Is that safe?"
"We subdued someone obsessed with power using power, so yes, it should be fine."

After hearing my answer, Hyeok-ri Gwang nodded and sat down, immediately asking about the progress of our plan.

"How's it going?"
"Smoothly. The rumors have already spread throughout Yangyang. The county office should request cooperation from the family by the end of today."

Satisfied with this answer, I nodded, while the rest of the group showed bewildered reactions.

"Wow, this is actually working...?"

What did I tell you? I said it would work.
I smiled triumphantly at the group.

Ch.168 - Fooling The Disaster
At that moment, in downtown Yangyang.

Shocking news struck the relatively peaceful Yangyang, which had enjoyed tranquility thanks to its geographical position in front of the Zhuge Family estate, one of the Five Great Families.

"Tigers! You mean tiger attacks?"
"And not just one or two, I hear. They say a pack of tigers appeared on Mount Yungjung, if you can believe it!"
"I heard they carried off an entire family!"

Tiger attacks.
It referred to people or livestock falling victim to the ferocious predators.

Even in a world where martial artists cultivated their skills and wielded internal energy, such matters belonged strictly to the martial world. For ordinary citizens, tiger attacks were as frightening as typhoons or floods—perhaps even more terrifying.

There was a reason for Confucius's saying that cruel governance is fiercer than a tiger. The sudden appearance of tigers on Mount Yungjung was shocking enough, but casualties had already occurred.

"An entire family taken? Which household are they talking about?"
"You know, that shabby house at the western outskirts—the Seok family."

There was only one Seok family living at the western outskirts—the household of Seok Il-gwang, who had gone completely bankrupt after losing his shop in a fire a few years ago.

"Good heavens, didn't they have five children? So all seven family members were carried off?"
"That's why I'm saying it was a pack of tigers. And they completely ransacked the house while taking the family."

Someone joined the gossiping crowd after overhearing their conversation.

"I saw it with my own eyes. After hearing the news, I went to check, and the entire house was in shambles. And the blood everywhere... ugh, it was a horrifying sight that might haunt my dreams."
"Is that true?"

Those who had seen the terrible state of the house clicked their tongues in sympathy for the ill-fated Seok family.

"What misfortune. After all that suffering, to meet such an end..."

Thus, rumors spread throughout Yangyang that a pack of tigers had carried off an entire family from the outskirts.

The strangely fast-spreading rumor eventually reached the County Magistrate's ears.

"...A pack of tigers? On Mount Yungjung?"

The County Magistrate was dumbfounded by the sudden tiger attack.
Wait, tigers on Mount Yungjung?

"Why would tigers be on that tiny mountain? What would they even eat there?"
"...Perhaps because there's nothing to eat, they came down from the mountain and carried off the family?"
"..."

It was a rather convincing hypothesis.
Moreover, according to the County Magistrate, the entire town of Yangyang was already abuzz with talk of tiger attacks.

The County Magistrate couldn't just sit idle, so he clicked his tongue briefly and issued an order.

"We have no choice. Contact the garrison and request military support."
"...Will that be sufficient, sir?"
"Hmm?"

The County Magistrate raised his head with obvious annoyance at his subordinate's question.

As a typically lazy and somewhat corrupt official like many others, he didn't particularly care if a few citizens were carried off by tigers. Especially when he already had a mountain of work to handle.

The subordinate, who normally understood his superior's mindset perfectly, wouldn't usually question him, but this time he couldn't back down.

Tigers were no small matter.
Even well-trained soldiers would need hundreds to hunt tigers.

Even then, casualties couldn't be guaranteed against, and with bad luck, dozens might die. And though unusual, they were talking about a pack of tigers.

*Tigers don't usually hunt in groups.*

And if they carried off seven family members at once, that meant there were at least seven tigers in the pack.

A group hunt by seven tigers?
It was an extraordinary event the subordinate had never heard of before.

In any case, with a pack of seven tigers, the expected casualties would naturally be high. What garrison commander would willingly send troops after hearing this?

"Even if we request support from the garrison, they'll likely stall. They'll just delay sending troops, hoping the tiger problem resolves itself."
"...Yes, you're probably right."

The County Magistrate frowned as he thought of Commander Kang from the Yangyang garrison.

*That man would definitely do exactly that.*

Commander Kang was obsessed with self-preservation. He even reduced training sessions because he'd be responsible if his men got injured during excessive training.

"Commander Kang is known for caring so much about his subordinates, isn't he? He'd want to avoid losing any men."

*Caring about subordinates? He just doesn't want to get splashed with filth.*

The County Magistrate grumbled internally before sighing in response.

"...True, bringing those undisciplined men would probably be useless anyway."
"Ah, ahem..."

Seeing his subordinate clear his throat and pretend not to hear his blunt comment, the County Magistrate asked:

"So? If we don't get military support, what do you suggest?"

To this question, the subordinate promptly replied as if he'd been waiting for it.

"What about requesting cooperation from the Zhuge Family?"
"...Huh?"

The County Magistrate looked at him with an expression that said, "What nonsense are you talking about?"
What, request cooperation from whom?

"...Are you in your right mind? The Zhuge Family? Not the Wudang Sect, but those weaklings?"

His tone revealed deep distrust of the Zhuge Family.

*The County Magistrate must not have updated his information since he was stationed elsewhere.*

The subordinate smiled awkwardly and tried to persuade him.

"The Zhuge Family isn't what it used to be. They've invited famous experts as retainers and even built up their own military units."
"...Tch. Calling a bunch of martial vagabonds a military unit."

Like most officials, the County Magistrate was displeased with the idea of a family possessing strong military power. His subordinate scratched right where it itched.

"All the more reason to use them, sir. They've gained their prosperity thanks to the Emperor's grace. Isn't it only right that they shed blood to protect His Majesty's subjects?"

Hearing his subordinate's words, the County Magistrate fell into thought.
If he requested troops from the garrison only to be delayed, the resentment of Yangyang's citizens would ultimately fall on him.

If he requested support from the Zhuge Family, they would certainly respond more quickly.
Moreover, even martial artists would struggle against seven tigers.

In other words, tigers versus the Zhuge Family.
Making two irritants destroy each other?
Wasn't this the brilliant strategy of "using barbarians to control barbarians"?

"...Not bad."

No, it was actually good.
Who would have thought that this subordinate, Jo, was such a clever man?

"Very well, send a cooperation letter to the Zhuge Family."

The County Magistrate looked at his subordinate with newfound appreciation as he issued the order. The subordinate immediately drafted the letter and left the county office.

After stepping into the street, the subordinate did not head straight to the Zhuge Family estate. Instead, watching his surroundings carefully, he slipped into a nearby alley where he met a man.

The man greeted him with obvious pleasure.

"So, how did it go? You're here, so I assume it went well?"
"Whew, somehow it worked. Here's the cooperation letter."

The subordinate took out the letter from inside his robe and waved it. Seeing this, the man smiled with satisfaction and handed him a heavy money pouch.

Finding the pouch much heavier than expected, with silver gleaming brilliantly inside, the subordinate smiled with equal satisfaction and put the letter back inside his robe.

Looking at him, the man repeated his request once more.

"Don't forget to do well until the end, alright? To the family head..."
"...Strongly request that he mobilize all military units? I'm sick of hearing it, you rascal."

The man laughed good-naturedly at the subordinate's exasperated response. Looking at him, the subordinate smiled slyly.

"Anyway, you guys are cunning. Using such schemes because you're worried the Zhuge Family will neglect their retainers after building up their military units."

When first approached about this matter, the subordinate immediately understood the situation. He was being drawn into internal strife within the Zhuge Family.

Requesting the family's military units for a tiger hunt that would inevitably result in casualties? Clearly an attempt to weaken the military units so the retainers could regain influence.

"Ah, hahaha... Yes, that's right."

It was a tremendous misunderstanding, but the man didn't bother to correct it and just laughed it off. As mentioned earlier, he was one of the retainers of the Zhuge Family and a fervent follower of Hyeok-ri Gwang.

And the reason he went so far as to bribe officials to mobilize the Zhuge Family's military units for tiger hunting was not due to internal family strife, but because of my plan.

*

My plan, which I personally named "The Tiger Deception," consisted of three stages.

First, create a tiger attack commotion.

For this, I needed to find a suitable house on the outskirts.
Fortunately, one of the retainers who served as an informant told me about the Seok family living on the western outskirts.

After hearing their story and deciding they were suitable candidates, I gave them ten silver taels last night and helped them flee quickly. I assigned a couple of retainers to escort them to Wuhan, so they should be fine.

Since they were originally merchants, I asked Hwa-ryeon to write a letter of recommendation to the Changcheon Merchant Group. If they work hard, they should be able to settle in well there.

Next, of course, was creating evidence of a tiger attack. I mobilized several retainers to break things, tear things apart, and splatter animal blood everywhere to create the appearance of a massacre.

A close inspection might reveal something odd, but it only needed to be convincing enough for a short while.

By deploying people to spread rumors of tiger attacks throughout Yangyang, non-existent tigers were born through people's mouths.

Second, use the tiger attack commotion to make the Yangyang county office request support from the Zhuge Family.

Normally, local garrisons would handle tiger attacks, but I needed to make the County Magistrate mobilize the Zhuge Family first.

"I have some connections with the county subordinate. I'll talk to him."

A retainer who smelled faintly of alcohol even in broad daylight stepped forward upon hearing this. Apparently, the Yangyang county subordinate was his drinking buddy?

"If things went well, the official letter should arrive soon..."

Fortunately, news soon arrived that the county subordinate had entered the estate. And that he had delivered the letter to the family head.

"...Will it work? The rumors might have spread, but will they really mobilize all the military units...?"

Hwa-ryeon's concerned words.
To be honest, I couldn't give any guarantees on this point.

I had done my best, but the world doesn't always move according to someone's wishes.

"Well, if it doesn't work, there's nothing we can do. But with seven tigers reported, wouldn't they send at least two units?"

I comforted Hwa-ryeon by saying that even if just two out of three disappeared, it would be a blessing, but internally I was praying to deities I normally never sought out.

Please, let all three go!

Did my prayers work?
The next morning.
The three military units—Tiger Heaven, Tiger Earth, and Tiger Human—left the estate for the tiger hunt.

This marked the beginning of the third stage of the Tiger Deception and meant it was our turn to move.

Ch.169 - Fooling The Disaster
"...Haah, a tiger hunt out of nowhere."

Gun Ja-seong, the head of the Tiger Branch Unit, let out a long sigh.

Slumped shoulders.
A deeply furrowed face.
Trudging footsteps.

As the unit head's entire body screamed "I don't want to go," the morale of his subordinates began to plummet as well.

And there was one person clicking his tongue in disapproval at Gun Ja-seong and the Tiger Branch Unit's appearance.

"Tsk, and these people call themselves the family's military force... just look at how they walk."

Only one person would speak to him, the Tiger Branch Unit head, in such a confrontational manner.
Gun Ja-seong greeted him with a casual wave of his hand without even turning his head.

"Hey, you're here too? Tough luck. A neat freak like you is about to get covered in dirt on this mountain."
"You...!"

Gun Ja-seong chuckled at how the man had started the provocation but was the first to get upset. Only then did he turn to look at his opponent.

There stood a man who, like himself, had brought his subordinates along.

The man's name was Zhuge Cheong.
He was the head of the Tiger Human Unit, another military force of the family.

Gun Ja-seong shuddered at the sight of Zhuge Cheong, who as always maintained his snow-white martial uniform without a speck of dirt.

"Ugh, I could never live like that even if I died and came back to life. Isn't it exhausting to live that way?"

Zhuge Cheong fired back.

"Hmph! Someone who half-heartedly goes through training couldn't possibly live like me. Keep living like that and you won't escape the fate of dying miserably somewhere."
"Yeah, yeah. I'll handle my own life, so mind your own business."

The members of the Tiger Human Unit and Tiger Branch Unit, rather than being tense or wary of each other during their leaders' confrontation, were busy placing bets on who would win this time.

The two men growling at each other like a dog and a monkey wasn't anything new.
Besides, the Tiger Heaven Unit was coming too, so someone would soon appear to break up their fight.

"Both of you, stop it."

There it was. The peacemaker had arrived.

"Brother!"
"Brother!"

Gun Ja-seong and Zhuge Cheong both turned their heads and shouted simultaneously at the new voice.
In the direction of their gaze, the final unit, the Tiger Heaven Unit, could be seen approaching.

And at the very front of the Tiger Heaven Unit stood a man.

With a neatly trimmed beard and a stern countenance.
It was Zhuge Ho, the deputy head who was standing in for Zhuge Cheon-sang, the unit head who was absent on a secret solo mission.

Despite Zhuge Ho clearly being their subordinate in rank as a deputy head, Gun Ja-seong and Zhuge Cheong welcomed him like puppies greeting their master.

"Welcome, Brother. It's been a while since we've been on a mission together."
"How are you feeling? Have you fully recovered from your previous injury?"

The two, who had been fighting just moments ago, greeted Zhuge Ho amicably as if they'd never quarreled.
Though they were pretending they hadn't been fighting, Zhuge Ho didn't comment on it.

Setting aside personal relationships, it wouldn't look good for a mere deputy head to lecture other unit heads.

As they exchanged greetings, Gun Ja-seong looked around, peering behind Zhuge Ho.

"By the way, where is that young unit head?"

At the question about Zhuge Cheon-sang's whereabouts, Zhuge Ho shook his head.

"I only know that he's gone on a solo mission ordered by the family head. So I'll be commanding the Tiger Heaven Unit for this mission."

After hearing the explanation, both unit heads simultaneously twisted their lips.

"A solo mission, huh? What's so great about it that it has to be secret?"
"What's so special about being the family's favored hope?"

Gun Ja-seong and Zhuge Cheong didn't even try to hide their sour feelings.
Zhuge Ho reprimanded them.

"He may be young, but he's still a unit head. Watch what you say in front of your subordinates."
"Oh come on, Brother, you're really frustrating. Let's be honest, is there anyone in the Tiger Heaven Unit who genuinely follows that arrogant kid?"

Gun Ja-seong's gaze turned to the Tiger Heaven Unit standing behind Zhuge Ho.

The Tiger Heaven Unit had fewer members than other units because the personnel lost to the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil hadn't been replaced yet.

Though no one said anything out loud, their nodding and apparent agreement with Gun Ja-seong's words were obvious.
It was a scene that showed just how unpopular Zhuge Cheon-sang was.

But this didn't last long.
As soon as Zhuge Ho's sharp gaze turned toward them, they straightened up as if nothing had happened.

Ironically, this demonstrated Zhuge Ho's authority within the Tiger Heaven Unit.

*He should be the Tiger Heaven Unit head, not that annoying brat.*

It was only natural for the two unit heads who followed Zhuge Ho like an older brother to think this way.
Gun Ja-seong went a step further and muttered quietly.

"Ah, that guy. I wish he'd just die somewhere."
"Who do you wish would die?"

A sudden unfamiliar voice.
Startled, Gun Ja-seong turned his head and widened his eyes at the group approaching them.

"You people...!"

Unlike the military units with their somewhat uniform attire, this group had varied appearances and weapons.
They were the guest disciples staying in the outer courtyard.

At the front was a woman with tanned skin and bold strides, Hyeok-ri Eum.

Her sharp gaze pierced Gun Ja-seong, as if she had guessed who he had wished death upon.
Gun Ja-seong quickly averted his gaze, pretending not to notice. Zhuge Ho asked the woman who was still staring intently at Gun Ja-seong:

"What brings the guest disciples from the outer courtyard here?"
"...I heard you were going tiger hunting, so we came to help."

Zhuge Ho found Hyeok-ri Eum's answer strange, as she still hadn't taken her eyes off Gun Ja-seong.
Help with tiger hunting?

"...I appreciate the offer, but did you hear the full story? Strangely, the tigers are said to be hunting in packs."
"That's exactly why you need all the help you can get, right?"

Hyeok-ri Eum finally took her eyes off Gun Ja-seong as she spoke.
Something felt off, but there was no reason to refuse help against man-eating tigers.

"Very well, we appreciate your assistance."

And so, the Tiger Heaven Unit, Tiger Branch Unit, Tiger Human Unit, along with the guest disciples—numbering around a hundred people in total—climbed the mountain.

*

The Zhuge family's military forces that had ascended Mount Yungjung to deal with the man-eating tigers soon encountered an unexpected situation.

"What the... What is this?"
"Huh...."
"...This is strange."

Zhuge Cheong contorted his face oddly, Zhuge Ja-seong let out a peculiar exclamation, and finally, Zhuge Ho narrowed his eyes.

The three unit heads expressed their bewilderment in their own ways at the scene before them, which differed from their expectations.
Specifically... about how peaceful the mountain was.

"Wait, if tiger packs are attacking villages, shouldn't the mountain prey be depleted first? What's with all these deer over there?"
"There are even rabbits roaming around."

The mountain was too peaceful for there to be more than seven tigers reported in the area.

"Maybe the rumors got exaggerated? No matter how I look at it, this doesn't seem like a place where tigers would—"

Just then.

-GROOOOOWL-!

"...!?"

A powerful roar echoed through the mountains.
Anyone could tell it was a tiger's.
Hearing this, Zhuge Ho's face hardened.

"...Despite the abundance of prey in the mountains, it came down to the village to take humans. Perhaps it has already developed a taste for human flesh."

The others' faces turned pale as they realized the implications of his words.
A taste for human flesh meant it would continue to attack people.

If they didn't kill it today, the damage would only grow.

"...Let's go."

With a resolute face, Zhuge Ho moved forward, and the military forces followed him deeper into the mountain.

The guest disciples silently followed behind the military forces.
However, their reactions were noticeably lukewarm compared to those ahead of them.

"Kup...khup."

It was as if they were trying hard to suppress their laughter.

"...I feel bad for making them go through this pointless hardship."

Some felt sorry for the military forces,

"Wow. That roar sounded so realistic. They have reason to be confident."

While others casually evaluated the tiger's roar.
That was because the recent tiger sound had been made by one of the guest disciples who had gone up the mountain earlier to lure the military forces.

"The guys who went ahead are doing a good job, so we shouldn't mess it up, right?"

At Hyeok-ri Eum's spirited words, the other guest disciples with her grinned.

Operation Tiger Deception, part three.

Keep the military forces that left the family compound tied up on the mountain. For as long as possible.
More precisely, until they could bring down the family head and the elders.

The guest disciple who had gone up the mountain earlier making convincing tiger roars, and them joining the military forces on the climb—it was all for this purpose.

"Let's keep them tied up on the mountain at least until sunset."

Snow-white teeth, in stark contrast to her tanned skin, showed through her confident, curved lips.
With that smile as a signal, the guest disciples one by one overtook Hyeok-ri Eum and climbed the mountain.

From now on, they would lure the military forces to various parts of the mountain and scatter them.
Hyeok-ri Eum, watching the backs of the guest disciples who had already gone far ahead, wiped the smile from her face and looked back at the family compound with a slightly hardened expression.

"...Damn brother, are you okay?"

Hyeok-ri Eum thought of Zhuge Cheon-sang.
She was extremely upset that he had deceived her to steal the family's secret techniques, but right now she was more worried about her brother's safety.

Blood jade, blood eruption technique—she didn't understand half of the situation, but she knew her blood relative was involved in something enormous.

*What if something goes wrong...*

Hyeok-ri Eum quickly shook her head at the worst-case scenario that flashed through her mind.

"That can't be."

Yes, that can't be.
Above all, her father was with them too.

Her father was the strongest person in the family, so he would break that damn brother's legs and drag him back.

*Then I'll punch that smug face of his.*

They would fight, make up, and get along as always. No, they had to.
Hyeok-ri Eum climbed the mountain, deliberately suppressing the anxiety that kept surfacing.

Ch.170 - Rebellion
The Sky Tiger Unit, the Tiger Wisdom Unit, and the Tiger Human Unit.

After the three military units representing the Zhuge Family left the estate, an inexplicably cold atmosphere hung over the compound.

Was it because over a hundred people had suddenly disappeared?
Or was it because of what was about to unfold?

"Are the preparations complete?"
"Yes. All that remains is execution."

Zhuge Geun-yeong answered my question with determination.
It seemed he had firmly made up his mind overnight, as there was no trace of hesitation in his eyes.

I nodded and turned my attention to the others.

Hwa-ryeon, Master, Seol, along with Zhuge Geun-yeong's sister Zhuge Seo-ryeong, and Im Chun-sam who was carefully observing from beside her.

Im Chun-i wasn't here at the moment.
He was in the forest with his subordinates, guarding the cave in case of unexpected situations.

Then there were the retainers led by Hyeok-ri Gwang.
Though they were only a small portion of the many retainers staying in the outer courtyard, a considerable number had followed Hyeok-ri Gwang to help us.

"You're surprisingly well-respected?"
"Why the 'surprisingly'?"
"Because they came despite knowing they might not be able to continue as retainers after getting involved in this. Honestly, I didn't expect so many to come."

Hyeok-ri Gwang, who had been grumbling playfully, soon shrugged and resolved my curiosity.

"Don't worry. I was planning to end my life as a retainer soon anyway."
"What do you mean... Oh."

I recalled what Hyeok-ri Gwang had said before.
About continuing the legacy of the long-destroyed Yeop Su Sect.

When I turned around with a doubtful expression, Hyeok-ri Gwang grinned.

"Seems you've figured it out. Yes, I plan to leave the family after this is over. It's time to hang the Yeop Su Sect's signboard again."

His gaze, momentarily distant as if imagining the fulfillment of his long-held wish, curved into a smile as it turned toward me.

"This is all thanks to you. The Tiger Leaf Blade, stagnant for many years, has been perfected through the absorption technique, and I've been able to make my decision."
"Will the Zhuge Family let you go?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong answered my question first.

"We can't rely on retainers' strength forever. We've agreed to support the opening of the Yeop Su Sect in exchange for their help with this matter."
"Ah, I see."

So that's the official reason they're using.

The real reason Hyeok-ri Gwang joined this endeavor was because of the Blood Jade leak issue and his son, Zhuge Cheon-sang, who had absorbed the Blood Jade.

But since it wouldn't be good for many people to know that the Zhuge Family was researching demonic arts, they kept this secret from the retainers. So officially, they used that exchange as the reason.

I nodded and turned to Hyeok-ri Gwang, casually asking:

"By the way, what about your wife? Will she follow you?"

To my question, Hyeok-ri Gwang answered confidently.

"Well, my wife is the type who will follow if I just grab her hand and say 'Let's go!'"

"Ooooh...!"

Mischievous exclamations flowed from among the retainers.
And among them was one person staring at her husband with sharp eyes.
Im Chun-sam, the incompetent husband who had been estranged from his wife for five years, trembled at that gaze.

Well, good luck with that.

Ignoring that scene, I turned to Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"Shall we go over the plan one last time before we move?"
"...Yes."

Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded heavily and began his explanation.

"Currently, the family head and the senior members are in a meeting at the Great Heaven Pavilion in the center of the estate. We will go there and expose the family head's wrongdoings in front of everyone."

The people who heard the main objective nodded in understanding.
Seeing this, Zhuge Geun-yeong continued his explanation.

"The problem is that the Lying Dragon Unit will be guarding the Great Heaven Pavilion. Though few in number, they are the family's elite. We'll be in trouble if we underestimate them."

The number of members in the Lying Dragon Unit, the family head's closest guards, was only ten.
I knew this well after sensing their presence hidden near the family head's office last time.

Their aura was certainly extraordinary.
Even Hyeok-ri Gwang would probably find it difficult to face all of them.

But Hyeok-ri Gwang and the retainers had another task.

"We'll blockade the Council of Elders as planned. With me there, those cunning old men won't dare make any rash moves."
"Yes, I'm counting on you."

Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded and turned to us.

"Given the situation, we must deal with the Lying Dragon Unit."

So the rest of us would confront and fight the Lying Dragon Unit.
Hwa-ryeon, Master, and Seol.
Plus Zhuge Geun-yeong.

Honestly, I could step in and quickly resolve the situation, but I decided to stay back for now.

The reason was, of course, Zhuge Cheon-sang.

Blood Jade, created inside the bodies of demonic art practitioners.
I needed to be prepared for the one who might be absorbing that mysterious object somewhere.

Though merely gaining massive internal energy wouldn't be enough to defeat me, I had to be prepared for any unforeseen circumstances.

"You still haven't found Zhuge Cheon-sang's location?"
"...No. We don't even know if he's still in the estate or has left."

Zhuge Geun-yeong couldn't hide his bitterness.
I tried to comfort him.

"Finding him would have been a miracle anyway, so don't worry too much."

Of course, it would be a lie to say I wasn't disappointed.
Leaving a variable before an important task is certainly unsettling.

According to the Zhuge manager, today is when the Great Ritual ends.

If things go well, we could depose the family head and find out where the Great Ritual is taking place to stop it.
But if the Great Ritual ends before that...

I'll have to face him myself.

"I'll join you in that."
"Elder Hyeok-ri."

Hyeok-ri Gwang interjected.
Apparently, that discussion wasn't over yet.

"As I've said several times before, in the worst case, we might have to kill Zhuge Cheon-sang."

In other words, Hyeok-ri Gwang might end up helping kill his own son.
When I reminded him of this again, he answered with a stern face.

"...I understand that fully."
"And you still want to face Zhuge Cheon-sang together?"
"He's my son, isn't he?"

Hyeok-ri Gwang's answer momentarily left me speechless.
Looking at me, Hyeok-ri Gwang spoke bitterly.

"Though he bears the Zhuge surname, he's still my son. I can't say I'm not at fault for what he's become."

A forced smile appeared on Hyeok-ri Gwang's face, tinged with a hint of regret.

"Besides, if my son really must die, I want him to die as a martial artist."

Faced with a father's resolve to cut down his own son, I finally nodded.

"...Alright. If your determination is firm, I can't stop you."
"Thank you."

With that answer, we left the guest hall.
Hyeok-ri Gwang and the retainers headed straight for the Council of Elders, while the rest of us headed for the Great Heaven Pavilion at the center of the family estate.

*

"...Will you be alright?"

On the way to the Great Heaven Pavilion.
Hwa-ryeon, walking beside me, asked in a small voice.

"With what?"
"Facing Zhuge Cheon-sang."

I gave her a slight smile at her worried face.

"Why worry so much? He's already lost to me once."
"The situation is different now."

Despite my confident words, concern didn't leave her clear eyes.

"That Blood Jade, something they're absorbing through the Great Ritual, must be more than just a simple spirit pill."
"I suppose so. I am curious about how effective it will be."
"...Ja-seong."

Hwa-ryeon glared at me for my not-so-serious answer.
I glanced at her face and smiled slightly.

"Don't worry too much. He can't defeat me just by increasing his internal energy."
"......"

At my confident words, Hwa-ryeon closed her mouth.
Thinking she would continue worrying about me if left alone, I subtly changed the subject.

"To be honest, I'm more concerned about something else than Zhuge Cheon-sang."
"...You mean the Great Ritual."

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon's quick understanding.
When I heard the explanation about the Blood Jade from the Zhuge manager, the first question that came to my mind was:

How did they know that a Great Ritual was needed to absorb the Blood Jade?
And who told them about the Great Ritual itself?

The answer to these questions was truly surprising.

"I never expected Elder Gok to be the one who told them..."

Yes.
The source of the Great Ritual was none other than the alchemist Elder Gok.
Everyone, including myself, was very surprised by this unexpected source.

"...How did the Elder know about the Blood Jade?"
"I don't know..."

My first thought was that Elder Gok might have been associated with the Demonic Cult.

But I immediately shook my head.
I remembered Elder Yeon, who had considerable antipathy toward the Demonic Cult, though not as much as the imperial family.

Given the close friendship between Elder Yeon and Elder Gok, close enough to be called Yeon Gaya and Gok Gaya, it was impossible for Elder Gok to be involved with the Demonic Cult.

Then how did Elder Gok know about the Demonic Cult's Great Ritual? And why did he pass it on to the family head?

"I guess we'll have to ask him directly."

After this is over, that is.
I turned my gaze to the massive pavilion visible in the distance.

Our destination, the Great Heaven Pavilion.

*

At that very moment.
Inside the Great Heaven Pavilion, a meeting was in full swing.

The topic was, of course, how to respond to Paecheon Fortress going forward.

"Honestly, it's hard to believe. Why would a massive sect like Paecheon Fortress do something so reckless? They might even be branded as traitors."

The head of the Finance Hall, who was in charge of the family's financial affairs, was rebutted by the head of the Intelligence Hall, who was responsible for external information.

"It's not a lie that Paecheon Fortress tried to expel the Namgung Family. Stories about the martial arts competition in Hefei are already spreading."
"That's just one incident, isn't it? Besides, they didn't use demonic arts as justification, and the competition was held with the Regional Lord's permission. The guests' claims are too absurd."

The head of the Finance Hall and the head of the Intelligence Hall.
Watching the two sides firmly opposing each other, Su-gyeong inwardly sneered.

'It's tedious to keep listening to these useless conversations.'

Yes, what they were discussing was completely useless.

Soon the Great Ritual would end, and the greatest martial artist in the world would be born.
Whatever moves Paecheon Fortress made, they would have to kneel before that power.

Su-gyeong sincerely believed so.

"What is the meaning of this!?"

And it was at that moment.
When the outside became noisy.
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"...What's all this commotion?"

Displeasure settled on Zhuge Su-gyeong's face as the noise interrupted his pleasant contemplation.

While the other section heads exchanged nervous glances at their leader's hardened expression, the sounds from outside grew increasingly alarming.

-Clang! Ching! Kaang!

"This is...!?"

Though they all had different responsibilities, they were all martial artists.
They knew exactly what those sounds meant.

"What in the world is happening!?"

At Su-gyeong's thunderous shout, someone frantically burst through the door as if about to break it.
It was an assistant to the Finance Section Head who had been waiting outside the meeting room.

The assistant, with a face pale as a sheet, stammered out the shocking news.

"L-Lord! It's t-treason! Young Master Il...!"
"...!?"





*





"What do you think you're doing!?"

A voice filled with rage.
I looked at the middle-aged man whose face was contorted with fury.

Ten figures had appeared in front of the previously empty Great Heaven Pavilion, led by this man.

"Are those the Lord's personal guards, the Dragon Guard?"
"...Yes. This is my first time seeing them all together as well."

Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded heavily in response to my Master's question.
His gaze remained fixed on the middle-aged man who had shouted.

"And that man is Zhuge Seung, the Dragon Guard Commander."

Hmm, so that's him?
Indeed, his aura feels more refined than the other nine.
So he was the presence I felt closest to the office last time.

"I ask again, what do you think you're doing, Young Master Il! How dare you bring weapons to where the Lord resides!"

The Dragon Guard Commander bellowed again.
Zhuge Geun-yeong stepped forward and replied.

"It's exactly as it looks. We've come to right a wrong."
"What nonsense...!"
"Do you really not understand what I'm talking about, Commander?"
"...!"

The Commander flinched at Geun-yeong's cold question, suggesting he had some idea of what was happening.
His face hardened even more as he drew his sword.

-Shing

"...It's not too late to turn back. I cannot allow you to scatter ashes when we're on the verge of achieving our great purpose."
"Would I have come this far if I intended to turn back?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong also drew his sword.
Seeing this, the Dragon Guard Commander closed his eyes tightly, sighed, then opened them again and quietly ordered.

"...Subdue them all."
"Yes!"

The Dragon Guard responded in unison, drawing their swords.
We drew our weapons as well.

"...Will you be alright?"

I glanced sideways at Ju Hwa-ryeon, who held a sword identical to mine.
Her confident voice came in response.

"Don't worry. I'll show you that all our training wasn't for nothing."

As soon as Hwa-ryeon finished speaking, both sides rushed at each other, swords clashing.

-Clang! Ching! Kaang!

Sharp metallic sounds filled the area around the Great Heaven Pavilion.
And so the rebellion began.





*





At that same moment.
Hyeok-ri Gwang and his followers had surrounded the Council of Elders.

"Ah, what a shame. I wanted to fight those Dragon Guard bastards too."

One of the retainers grumbled beside Hyeok-ri Gwang, who stood like a statue in front of the Council's main gate.
Gwang, who had been standing silently, smirked.

"Are you confident you could win?"
"Of course! I might get thrashed by you, Master, but I'm not someone who gets beaten up just anywhere!"

A deeper smile formed at the cheeky response.
Just as Gwang was about to reply, the Council's main gate opened silently.

"W-what is the meaning of this? Why is the Lord surrounding the Council?"

An elderly man with disheveled white hair appeared between the opened gates.
Bewildered by the sudden siege, he hurried toward Hyeok-ri Gwang but was blocked by other retainers.

"L-let go! How dare you treat me like this within the Zhuge Family...!"
"Go back inside."

Hyeok-ri Gwang's voice rang out coldly.
To him, the elders were the ones who had used that evil artifact, the Blood Jade, on his son.

Naturally, he couldn't harbor good feelings toward them.
Sensing Gwang's inner feelings and the danger they posed, the elder had no choice but to return to the Council building without another word.

Other elders who had been lingering by the gate approached him.

"W-what happened? Why did he answer like that?"

When a timid-looking elder asked urgently, the disheveled elder shook his head.

"...I don't know. He just seems to harbor ill feelings toward us."
"What reason would Hyeok-ri Gwang have to dislike us?"

Having been dragged back inside without even a proper conversation, he couldn't possibly know the answer.
As the disheveled elder fell silent, another elder with a goatee spoke up.

"P-perhaps he knows something?"
"Impossible. How could he know?"

The elders fidgeted nervously, unable to understand what was happening.
Seeing this, an elder with a reddish face raised his voice.

"What are we doing, elders of the great Zhuge Family! Are we going to just stand here, imprisoned by mere retainers within our own family grounds?!"

This elder, known for his hot temper, strode purposefully toward the gate.

"Hey, what are you trying to do!?"
"What else? I'm going out there to tear them apart!"

Who? Hyeok-ri Gwang?
This fool has lost his mind with anger!

"Stop! Have you forgotten who the Mad Tiger Blade is?!"
"Let go of me!"

The other elders clung to the hot-tempered elder, trying to restrain him.
In the midst of this struggle, a new voice came from behind them.

"Stop. There's no need for that."

A voice like a cracked, withered old tree.
The door to the hall opened, revealing the owner of the voice—the Vice Head of the Council of Elders.

The hot-tempered elder, freed from the others' grasp, confronted the emaciated Vice Head who looked as if he might collapse at any moment.

"What do you mean there's no need? What are you saying?"
"Exactly what I said."

With that brief answer, he stretched his mouth into an eerie grin.
The Vice Head's bizarre expression was filled with ecstasy.

And behind him, another figure emerged.

-Thud!

Each step was filled with power, and the overwhelming aura that pressed against everything around was enough to make one's skin crawl.

"Ah...!"

Joy spread across the elders' faces as they beheld the young man who finally revealed himself.

And Hyeok-ri Gwang and his retainers outside the Council also felt the man's aura.

-Shiver

"M-Master? W-what is this?"

The previously cheeky retainer asked with a trembling voice, but Hyeok-ri Gwang silently placed his hand on the hilt of his blade.

With his animal-like senses being more acute than others, the aura he felt from within the Council was even more threatening to him.
Moreover, there was an inexplicable ominous feeling.

And soon, that ominous feeling materialized before him.

-CRASH!

Without any warning, the Council's main gate shattered.
As dust clouds obscured their vision, Hyeok-ri Gwang drew his blade.

The other retainers who had gathered around the gate followed his lead, each gripping their weapons and watching the swirling dust warily.

-Gulp

After a silence so complete that someone's swallow could be clearly heard, the dust settled, revealing the one who had destroyed the gate.
Upon confirming the identity of the person, Hyeok-ri Gwang's eyes widened.

"You...!"

The appearance of the man walking steadily out through the gate was truly alien.

Bulging veins clearly visible on his smooth face.
Snow-white hair that didn't match his young face.
Bloodshot red eyes visible between strands of hair.

Everyone held their breath at the sight that gave the impression of something half-removed from humanity.
And Hyeok-ri Gwang muttered a name as he recognized the man's face.

"...Cheon-sang?"
"M-Master? What are you saying...?"

The retainers, startled by Hyeok-ri Gwang's murmur, examined the man's face again and became bewildered.
They had found something familiar in that utterly strange face.

"......."

While everyone was too shocked to speak, a small laugh was heard.

"Kik...kik kik."

The laughter came from the white-haired man, Zhuge Cheon-sang.
The small chuckle gradually grew louder until it became a roar of laughter.

"Puhahaha-! Father, uncles, why those expressions?! Kuhehe...!"

He found it hilarious.
But Hyeok-ri Gwang and the retainers couldn't join in the laughter.

The transformed Zhuge Cheon-sang's appearance was too ominous and horrifying for that.

'...So they were conducting the great ritual in the Council.'

And it seemed that ritual had just concluded.
It was the worst situation he could have imagined.

His son, appearing in an unexpected and terrifying form.
Could his son ever return to normal?

At least one thing was clear to him now.
He had to stop his son.

"...Huu."

Hyeok-ri Gwang sighed quietly.
Seemingly unaware of his father's reaction, Zhuge Cheon-sang continued to speak casually.

"But what are you all doing? Why are you gathered here with weapons drawn?"

Instead of answering his son's question, Hyeok-ri Gwang stepped forward.

"Everyone, fall back."
"Master!"
"If anything happens to me, all of you retreat to the Great Heaven Pavilion. Understood?"

It was the first time they had heard such tension in Hyeok-ri Gwang's voice.
While the retainers held their breath, Zhuge Cheon-sang tilted his head in confusion.

"Father? Why are you acting like this?"
"...Cheon-sang. Did you take the Blood Jade?"

Caught off guard by the direct question, Zhuge Cheon-sang drew in a sharp breath but soon decided there was no point in hiding it and laughed triumphantly.

"Hahaha...you already knew. Yes, I have obtained the ultimate power."

His red eyes sparkled brightly.
Like a child seeking praise for doing something good.

But Hyeok-ri Gwang could neither praise nor smile at his son.
He could only grip his blade tightly and assume a fighting stance.

"...Father? What are you doing?"

Finally realizing that something was seriously wrong with Hyeok-ri Gwang's demeanor, Zhuge Cheon-sang questioned again, but the response was Hyeok-ri Gwang charging at him like a fierce tiger.

"Father!?"

-Kagagang!

Instinctively drawing his sword to block Hyeok-ri Gwang's attack, Zhuge Cheon-sang couldn't understand the situation.
His father had attacked him? Why?

Searching for a reason, he soon found something plausible.

"Ah, ahaha...! Is this about the Tiger County incident? No, that was... the Lord asked so earnestly...!"
"......."

Hyeok-ri Gwang continued his fierce attacks without responding to the absurd excuse.
After several more clashes between sword and blade, Zhuge Cheon-sang's veined face gradually hardened.

"Father? I understand you're angry, but isn't this going too far?"
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The power contained in the saber was extraordinary.
It was definitely not at the level of simply disciplining a son for his wrongdoings.

-Clang! Clang! Clang!

The exchange of attacks continued several more times.
As the attacks grew sharper and fiercer, Zhuge Cheon-sang, who had been frustrated, finally exploded.

"Why are you doing this?!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang swung his sword widely in rage.
It was a carelessly swung sword without proper force behind it, meant only to fend off Hyeok-ri Gwang who continued his relentless attacks.

But Hyeok-ri Gwang, who had directly clashed with that sword, couldn't withstand the tremendous force behind it and was thrown backward.

-Crash!

"Ugh...!"
"Master!"

Hyeok-ri Gwang raised his hand to stop the retainers approaching him and got up with a groan.
Then he gave a bitter smile at the tingling sensation in his hand that gripped the saber.

"So this is the power of the Blood Jade. Truly impressive."

Even at a glance, his son had merely swung his sword lightly.
Yet he himself had been thrown back, unable to withstand even that single casual swing.

"Ha, hahaha...!"

Seeing this, Zhuge Cheon-sang stared at the sword in his hand with surprised eyes, then began to laugh as if he'd lost his mind.

"Did you see that, Father? This is the power of the Blood Jade! I've obtained the strongest power now. I've truly become the greatest in the world!"

He was beside himself with joy.
Hyeok-ri Gwang swallowed the lament rising in his throat and raised his saber.

"Look at what you've lost because of that power."
"What...?"

He tilted the saber to show Zhuge Cheon-sang what he currently looked like.

"...Huh?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang saw the reflection of a man who looked like a malevolent demon in the saber's surface.
For a moment, he wondered what it was, before belatedly realizing it was his own appearance.

"How... how did this...?"

He couldn't hide his bewilderment, apparently not having anticipated his transformed appearance.
Hyeok-ri Gwang looked at his son with mixed emotions, then raised his saber again.

He lowered his upper body as much as possible, aligning it with his waist.
It was the Tiger Leaf Saber stance.

"Wait! No matter how strange I look, I'm still your son! Are you trying to kill your own son?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang shouted urgently as he saw his father preparing to unleash the Tiger Leaf Saber technique.
At those words, Hyeok-ri Gwang gritted his teeth so hard they could be heard grinding.

From the moment he first saw his son's appearance after breaking through the main gate, Hyeok-ri Gwang knew. He had to know.

That it was already too late.
His son had transformed into a non-human entity, and could never be returned to normal.
If he left him like this, using paternal love as an excuse, it would truly become irreversible.

His instinct, rather than his mind, had realized this first.

So, as his son said, he was indeed trying to kill him.

"...I won't think about anything."

He erased all emotions—regret and self-blame for failing as a father.

All that remained was the thought of what needed to be done.

"Stop him. Take him down."

Even if it meant becoming a heartless father who killed his own son,
he would not let his son die as a monster.

Having made his resolve, Hyeok-ri Gwang immediately kicked off the ground and charged.

-Boom!

Hyeok-ri Gwang's figure shot forward with explosive speed.
Zhuge Cheon-sang's face contorted as he raised his sword again.

"The Tiger Leaf Saber technique can only move in a straight line."

Zhuge Cheon-sang, who had learned the Tiger Leaf Sword, a variation of the Tiger Leaf Saber, knew the weakness of the Tiger Leaf Saber better than anyone.

"With my current power!"

He could block that attack.
If he just watched the direction of the incoming attack carefully...!

"...What?!"

But Zhuge Cheon-sang soon had to widen his eyes.

Hyeok-ri Gwang's movement.
It was different.
Completely different from what he knew.

As mentioned earlier, the Tiger Leaf Saber originally focused on charging with explosive speed like a hunting tiger.
Because of this, it had the fatal flaw of being unable to change direction mid-attack.

But look at him now.
That dynamic movement, approaching while changing direction this way and that.
He truly looked like a tiger pouncing on its prey.

Though Zhuge Cheon-sang didn't know, thanks to the internal energy release technique learned from Ja-seong and the incorporation of the Absorption Posture, the Tiger Leaf Saber had been reborn as a completely different martial art from what he knew.

The internal energy release provided even faster speed, and the Absorption Posture enabled quick direction changes.

"Ugh!?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang desperately swung his sword when he saw Hyeok-ri Gwang's saber rushing at him from close range.
But before that, Hyeok-ri Gwang's saber had already reached his body.

-Thud!

"Cough...?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang looked down in disbelief at the saber that had pierced through his left shoulder and split his heart.
With trembling eyes, he turned his gaze to his father, then coughed up blood.

"Fa... Father...."
"...I'm sorry. I'm a failure as a father."

As soon as he heard Hyeok-ri Gwang's trembling voice, Zhuge Cheon-sang's eyes rolled back and he went limp.

-Squelch

When he pulled out the saber, a massive amount of blood poured out.
Zhuge Cheon-sang fell like a puppet with cut strings.

Hyeok-ri Gwang stared with empty eyes at his motionless son lying in a pool of blood.

"M-Master... Are you alright?"

The voices of the retainers calling him sounded distant.

"Am I alright?"

How could he be?
I just killed my son.

How could a father who had plunged a blade into his child's body be alright?

"Eek...!"

Just then, a grating sound reached his ears.
Reflexively turning his head, he saw the pale faces of the elders.

A spark flashed in his empty eyes as he took them in.

It's them.
They turned my son into a monster.

His burning eyes turned toward the Council of Elders.
The elders, who had been watching Zhuge Cheon-sang's corpse in despair from inside the broken main gate, were terrified when they met Hyeok-ri Gwang's gaze.

Feeling the killing intent boiling inside him at the sight, he moved his feet.

Detestable old men.
Unforgivable.
I'll kill them all.

Hyeok-ri Gwang approached the elders with a face distorted by rage.

*

-Clang!

"Ugh...!"

Swords clashed.
The momentum was evenly matched.

But the appearances of those holding the sword hilts were as different as heaven and earth.

After all, the owners of the two swords were a middle-aged man and a young girl.

Judging by appearances alone, it would seem the middle-aged man should be instructing the girl in swordsmanship, but reality was different.
Surprisingly, the girl was evenly matched with the middle-aged man who was three times her age.

In some ways, the middle-aged man seemed to be at a disadvantage.
Unlike the man with his contorted face, the girl's expression appeared calm at a glance.

"...This can't be."

The middle-aged man, Zhuge Dang-san, a member of the Zhuge Family's elite guard unit, the Dragon Guard, couldn't believe the reality unfolding before his eyes.

Who was he?
The strongest fighting force of the great Zhuge Family.
A member of the Dragon Guard responsible for protecting the family head.

Yet he was being pushed back by a young girl who had barely reached the age of learning?

"Hyaah!"

Though he didn't want to believe it, the pressure from the sword flying at him with a shrill battle cry was all too clear.
Gritting his teeth as he parried the sword, which felt strangely heavy, he created distance between himself and the girl, Yu Seol.

What he saw next were his other comrades.

"Gah!?"
"Urgh-!"

His comrades' situations weren't much different from his own.
Three members of the Dragon Guard were struggling against a young woman who appeared to be in her twenties, while an elderly swordsman had already taken down three and was pressing the remaining two.

But most surprising was the sight of the First Young Master facing the Guard Captain.

-Clang! Ching!

"The Captain is...!"

The Guard Captain was being pushed back by the First Young Master.
No, he was being completely toyed with.

Geun-yeong's sword grazed Zhuge Seung's shoulder forcefully.
Feeling his uniform tear, Zhuge Seung's face hardened as he immediately counterattacked.

"Hyaah!"

With a shout, his sword rushed toward Geun-yeong's nape, then changed direction to target his abdomen.
A masterful feint aimed at catching him off guard.

But that attack never reached Geun-yeong.
Before the sword could even rush forward, Geun-yeong stepped aside using his footwork, then instantly appeared at Zhuge Seung's left side.

-Thud!

Geun-yeong's sword pierced into his flank.
Due to the Protective Art being activated, it felt different from the previous sensation of scraping against something hard.

Sure enough, blood seeped from the pierced area of his uniform at his side.
This meant only one thing.

"It seems your Protective Art is starting to break."
"......"

Zhuge Seung couldn't say anything, his expression showing his predicament.
Without Geun-yeong having to mention it, he was the first to feel the dull pain rising from his side.

The breaking of the Protective Art.
This meant defeat was drawing ever closer.

"My sword hasn't touched the First Young Master's body even once."

A complete defeat.
Glancing down at the blood spreading across his uniform, he asked with a grave face.

"...What exactly is that footwork technique?"

Zhuge Seung had lived as a martial artist for decades.
Though he was now the Dragon Guard Captain serving closest to the family head, in the past, he too had wandered the martial world.

Naturally, he had seen numerous martial arts, but nowhere had he seen footwork like what Geun-yeong demonstrated.

That mysterious movement, as if reading his attacks in advance.
That footwork was the main reason the fight had been so one-sided.

"This is..."
"Geun-yeong, you bastard-!"

Just as Geun-yeong was about to answer Zhuge Seung's question, the doors of the Great Heaven Hall burst open and an angry shout erupted.

The battle paused momentarily, and everyone's gaze turned in one direction.
The head of the Zhuge Family, Zhuge Su-gyeong, who now received numerous gazes, glared at his eldest son with a deeply contorted face.

"What, what kind of disgraceful scene is this!"
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Geun-yeong faced his father's intense anger head-on.
But what appeared on his face wasn't fear, but determination.

"I've come to cut out the festering wound that has plagued our family for too long."
"W-what?!"

Seeing Geun-yeong's bold declaration, Su-gyeong was momentarily overwhelmed before grinding his teeth and raising his voice again.

"What nonsense is this!"
"Can you still call it nonsense after seeing this?!"

Geun-yeong pulled out a thick book from inside his robe.
It was the ledger he had received from the Zhuge Head Manager.

"What is that...?"
"This is the secret ledger that Internal Manager Zhuge Soon kept! It contains clear records showing how you, Lord, and the elders have been embezzling the family's assets!"

A shocking revelation.
An enormous wave of shock swept over the family head and the senior members who stood behind him.

-Embezzlement...? The Lord?
-That's absurd!
-Would the First Young Master make such baseless claims?

The senior members who had been whispering among themselves eventually turned their gazes toward Su-gyeong.

Countless stares filled with various emotions pierced Su-gyeong's entire body.
But Su-gyeong couldn't give any answer.
He had no idea what Geun-yeong was talking about.

Embezzlement out of nowhere?
To cast such a filthy accusation on someone who had dedicated his entire life to the family. Why...?

Various thoughts tangled and wrestled in Su-gyeong's mind until finally, one hypothesis flashed.

It would be impossible for Geun-yeong to forcibly take the ledger from the Head Manager.
The manager must have given it to him directly.

And the manager was the only one besides himself and the elders who knew about the Blood Burst Art.
Geun-yeong must have also heard about the Blood Burst Art practitioners.

Blood Burst Art.
Embezzlement.

"...Could it be?"

Su-gyeong realized that Geun-yeong was using embezzlement as a pretext to bring him down without revealing the Blood Burst Art to the public.

*So, they purchased large quantities of livestock to feed blood to the Blood Burst Art practitioners...!*

The ledger containing records of massive livestock purchases.
He could never reveal that all those animals were used as food for the Blood Burst Art practitioners.

From that perspective, to those who didn't know the circumstances, it truly looked like evidence of embezzlement—a secret ledger.

*I've been cornered.*

He absolutely couldn't reveal anything about the Blood Burst Art, but without doing so, he couldn't clear himself of the embezzlement allegations.
Su-gyeong ground his teeth, thinking that his son had prepared an exquisite trap.

"......"
"L-Lord? Why aren't you saying anything?"

Seeing Su-gyeong unable to speak easily, uncertainty began to appear on the faces of those who had been defending him.

Could it be true?
Feeling the suspicious gazes intensifying, Su-gyeong hastily denied Geun-yeong's words to save face.

"What absurd nonsense! You're so consumed by your desire to become the family head that you'd cast such filthy accusations on your own father?!"
"...Denying it is pointless. The evidence is right here."

Su-gyeong raged while Geun-yeong remained calm.
Seeing the contrasting demeanor between father and son, the senior members were confused about which side to believe.

*Continuing this conversation will only put me at a disadvantage.*

Thinking that he shouldn't let Geun-yeong speak any further, Su-gyeong turned to Zhuge Seung.

"Dragon Rider Unit Leader! Subdue them immediately!"
"...Lord."

Until just before Su-gyeong appeared, the Dragon Rider Unit had been helplessly pushed back by the group.
It was impossible for them to subdue anyone now, even with such an order.

"Did you not hear me?! What are you—?"

While berating Zhuge Seung, Su-gyeong finally noticed the situation around him.
Some of the Dragon Rider Unit members were already unconscious on the ground, and those still standing showed clear signs of defeat.

The ones who had reduced the Zhuge family's strongest military unit to this state were none other than Gun Ja-seong and his companions.
Su-gyeong's eyes widened as he recognized them.

"What is this...! How could you all...!"

Unable to speak properly from shock, Su-gyeong watched as Ja-seong shrugged his shoulders.

"I know, right? We didn't expect to be doing this either, but given the nature of the situation..."
"...What?"

Su-gyeong flinched.
Looking at him with his mounting suspicions, Ja-seong added in a low voice:

"I can't tell you the details, but let me just say that I met with the Elder Council Leader."
"...!"

At those words, Su-gyeong's face turned pale as he realized that the family's secrets had been exposed to outsiders.

-Met the Elder Council Leader...? What does that mean?
-I'm not sure either...

As the senior members murmured again, Su-gyeong's pupils trembled.
Only one thought crossed his mind:

*I need to kill them all.*

Reasons could be fabricated later.
First, he needed to kill everyone to prevent the family's secrets from leaking out.

But looking at the situation, the Dragon Rider Unit alone couldn't handle them.
Su-gyeong sought another option.

"W-where are the rest of the military units...?"

He looked for the other three military units besides the Dragon Rider Unit, but they were no longer in the family compound.
They were probably still searching the mountains for the supposed tiger.

*Don't tell me that sudden talk about a man-eating tiger was also part of Geun-yeong's plan?*

Surprised by the thorough preparation, regret washed over him.
He should have been suspicious when the tiger story suddenly emerged...!

But regret always comes too late.
While he was contemplating how to overcome this crisis—

-ROAAAR-!

"...!?"
"This is...!"

A massive roar echoed throughout the estate.
Simultaneously, an intense and chilling aura swept past everyone.

It was an eerie aura that momentarily froze their bodies.
And it was coming from the west side of the family compound, from the Elder Council.

*

"W-wait...! Listen to what we have to say!"
"This wasn't what we intended...!"

Hyeok-ri Gwang slowly approached the old men who were spewing pathetic excuses.
The veins on the back of his hand gripping the hilt of his blade bulged, and a sharp aura emanated from his entire body, as if he would hack the elders to pieces at any moment.

Seeing Hyeok-ri Gwang, who looked ready to pounce and tear them apart, the elders retreated step by step until they reached where the Vice Council Leader stood.

"V-Vice Council Leader...! Do something, why are you just standing there?!"
"A-after all, it was your idea to have Cheon-sang absorb the Blood Jade!"

Despite their pleas and subtle attempts to shift blame, the Vice Council Leader showed no reaction and only stared at Zhuge Cheon-sang's corpse.

"...Kuh."
"Vice Council Leader?"

Then suddenly,

"Kuh, kuhahaha-!"

The Vice Council Leader burst into maniacal laughter.
Both the elders and Hyeok-ri Gwang looked at him with bewildered expressions, but the Vice Council Leader continued laughing uncontrollably.

And soon, everyone realized why.

"Kuh, urrrgh...!"
"...!"

Hyeok-ri Gwang stopped in his tracks at the bubbling groan coming from behind him.
The elders couldn't hide their shock as they looked past Hyeok-ri Gwang.

*No way, it can't be?*

When Hyeok-ri Gwang slowly turned around, an unbelievable sight met his eyes.

"Kuh, kuhurk...!?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang was coming back to life.

The blood that had pooled enough to form a puddle was being sucked back into his body as if time were reversing.
His heart and shoulder blade, which had been severed, also reattached seamlessly as if they had never been damaged.

Zhuge Cheon-sang had returned to his original state, as if he had never been cut by Hyeok-ri Gwang's blade.
Only his torn martial clothes testified to what his condition had been moments ago.

"Hu, huuuugh...!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang, who had been groaning softly, suddenly opened his eyes wide and sat up.
After blinking blankly for a moment as if trying to understand the situation, he let out a shrill scream and began feeling his body.

After touching his shoulder and heart area for a while, Zhuge Cheon-sang realized that he hadn't died—no, that he had been resurrected—and his lips curled into a smile.

"Hu, huhihi...! So the Blood Jade had such power!"

The strange smile on Zhuge Cheon-sang's face suddenly froze, and his red gaze turned toward his father who had killed him.

"...Father. You really tried to kill me."
"......"

Despite the cold words, Hyeok-ri Gwang didn't answer and merely raised his blade again to point at Zhuge Cheon-sang.

"Ha, haha...!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang let out a hollow laugh seeing his father trying to kill him again after he had just come back to life, then twisted his face into something resembling a malevolent demon.

"Do you despise me that much? Enough to try to kill me with your own hands?"

His voice was as sinister as if a demon had risen from hell.
Everyone who heard it flinched.
Hyeok-ri Gwang, the retainers, and even the elders who had performed the great ritual on Zhuge Cheon-sang.

The resurrected Zhuge Cheon-sang was now emanating an ominous aura that stimulated the innate fear in humans.

"Well, Father has always been like that. You taught Eum-a the essence of the Tiger Leaf Blade, while throwing me only the hollow Tiger Leaf Sword."

That wasn't exactly because Hyeok-ri Gwang favored Hyeok-ri Eum.
It was because Su-gyeong, who wanted to make Zhuge Cheon-sang the greatest warrior of the Zhuge family, forbade teaching him the martial arts of the Leaf Water Sect.

Even the fact that Hyeok-ri Gwang had created and passed down the Tiger Leaf Sword despite the family head's opposition showed how he truly felt about Zhuge Cheon-sang.

"......"

But Hyeok-ri Gwang didn't make excuses, saying that wasn't the case or that his son misunderstood.
He realized that such excuses wouldn't work just by looking at his son's face.

He just closed his eyes tightly with a bitter expression, then opened them again and charged at Zhuge Cheon-sang like a tiger.

"Father, you...!"

A son calling out to his father who was trying to kill him again.
He raised his sword with a distorted face that made him look even more like a demon.

Seeing this, Hyeok-ri Gwang tried to maintain his composure and thought:

*I shouldn't confront him directly. I need to exploit openings.*

Having already experienced Zhuge Cheon-sang's power, he avoided the incoming sword instead of blocking it, slipping past his side.

-Splat!

Blood burst from Zhuge Cheon-sang's side.
The gushing force seemed ominous, but only for a moment.
Soon, as if time were reversing, the blood returned to his body and the wound closed.

"...What is that thing?"

Someone among the retainers muttered in astonishment at the scene that remained shocking no matter how many times they witnessed it, but even Hyeok-ri Gwang had no answer.
He could only guess it was the power of the Blood Jade.

The problem was how to defeat Zhuge Cheon-sang, who kept regenerating through this power.

Would it end if he just kept cutting and cutting?
And would he have to continue slicing his son's body until that end came?

Biting his lip in despair, Hyeok-ri Gwang charged at Zhuge Cheon-sang again.

"Haaah!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang swung his sword with a battle cry, but once again, he couldn't match Hyeok-ri Gwang's speed.

As a result, the blade deeply cut across his upper body, and blood sprayed again.
Of course, he recovered again as if nothing had happened.

But his martial clothes didn't recover.
As his tattered clothes fell away, Zhuge Cheon-sang's upper body was fully exposed.

Like his face and hands, veins bulged grotesquely across his torso.
But there was something else noticeable.

A dark red sphere.
A dark red sphere that looked like a solidified blood clot was embedded right in the center of Zhuge Cheon-sang's chest.

"...That's!"

Seeing this, Hyeok-ri Gwang's eyes widened as he instinctively recognized it as the Blood Jade.

But why was it embedded there?
Wasn't the Blood Jade supposed to be a spirit pill that was absorbed into the body?

Various questions flooded his mind, but only one thing mattered now.

*I need to destroy that.*

If he destroyed it, the regeneration would stop.
And perhaps, just maybe, by some miracle, his son might return to his original self.

Hyeok-ri Gwang, forgetting his instinctual judgment and clinging to the rising hope, charged at his son.

His target was the Blood Jade in the chest.
Hyeok-ri Gwang's form shot forward faster than ever before, expelling vital energy from his Yongcheon acupoint.

Reaching Zhuge Cheon-sang in a mere instant, he swung his blade at the Blood Jade.

-SWISH!

An exceptionally powerful sound of air being cut.
Just as the blade was about to touch the Blood Jade, even the whites of Zhuge Cheon-sang's eyes turned red, and he let out a loud roar.

-ROAAAR-!

With the roar, a blood-colored energy burst from Zhuge Cheon-sang's entire body.

That was the last thing Hyeok-ri Gwang saw before losing consciousness.

Ch.174 - Blood Jade's Power
Gun Ja-seong heard a high-pitched ringing in his ears as his consciousness resurfaced. Frowning at the sound, he slowly opened his eyes.

His vision was strangely blurry and unfocused. Within it, something intensely red was being scattered through the air. He shook his head slowly and blinked several times as his vision gradually cleared.

Soon, he realized that the red things were droplets of blood. And they were being sprayed by one of the retainers who had accompanied him to surround the Council of Elders.

"Gaaahh-!"
"...!"

A death cry pierced his eardrums, cutting through the ringing and jolting Gun Ja-seong fully awake. At the same time, something round fell in front of him as he struggled to raise his upper body.

His eyes met with the round object.
The mouth that had always been chattering cheerfully was now hanging open blankly, and the eyes that once sparkled with mischief had lost their light.

The man who had been grumbling just moments ago about wanting to fight the Dragon Guard was now rolling on the ground, separated from his body.

*He'll never get to fight the Dragon Guard now.*

While thinking dazedly, he reached out with trembling hands to close the man's eyes. Just as the empty eyes disappeared beneath the eyelids, another scream echoed from the distance.

"Kuh, huk...!"

An arm holding a Nine-Ring Blade was severed from its body and flew far away.
A sword pierced straight through the neck of the retainer who was clutching the cut surface while trying to suppress his groans.

"Gurgle...!"

After making a choking sound, the retainer finally went limp and died.
When the sword supporting his weakened body was pulled from his neck, he collapsed to the ground.
Beyond him appeared a demon.

"...Cheon-sang."

In the brief moment Gun Ja-seong had lost consciousness, his son's appearance had become even more grotesque.

Eyes completely bloodshot, with both the whites and pupils dyed crimson.
The corners of his mouth split sideways as if he couldn't contain his joy.
Above all, the blood-colored energy enveloping his entire body.

He no longer looked like a human being.

"Kuh, kruk...!"

Another retainer was cut in half by Zhuge Cheon-sang's sword wrapped in bloody energy.
Unable to remain still amid the continuing deaths, Gun Ja-seong used his own blade as a cane and rose to his feet with a groan.

"Nnnggh-!"

At that sound, everyone's attention turned to him.
The retainers' faces brightened as they called out to him.

"Senior!"

But Gun Ja-seong kept his eyes fixed solely on Zhuge Cheon-sang, ignoring them.
Seeing his father regain consciousness, Cheon-sang began to giggle as if something was terribly amusing.

"Kee, keeheeheehee...! How are you awake already? If you'd waited a little longer, you could have seen all your uncles slaughtered."

Zhuge Cheon-sang referred to the retainers as uncles while talking about slaughtering them.
Seeing how even his mind had been corrupted by demonic energy, Gun Ja-seong's face contorted as he finally took in the devastating scene around him.

The courtyard of the Council of Elders was now covered in corpses and blood.
About half of the retainers who had come with him were already dismembered on the ground.

"...I told you to retreat. Why didn't you listen?"

While muttering in despair, he suddenly noticed bodies that weren't those of retainers.

The elders of the Council.
The corpses of those vile old men who had turned Zhuge Cheon-sang into a demon through their obsession with power were also scattered everywhere.

Noticing Gun Ja-seong's gaze toward the elders, Zhuge Cheon-sang spoke with a voice still tinged with amusement.

"Those guys? Well, they were so noisy, ordering me around. They seemed to think they were the greatest in the world, so I just cleared them away."

Gun Ja-seong looked back at his son after hearing him speak as if he had merely swept away some trash.
After silently observing his son for a moment, he began to gather his energy.

Sensing his obvious intent through the fierce energy, Zhuge Cheon-sang slightly dropped his smile and advised in a low voice.

"...You should stop. Even after seeing all this, you still think of challenging me?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang swung his sword widely as if to show the surrounding area.

"Look at what the power I've gained has created! No one, no weapon, has withstood my sword!"

That statement wasn't mere bluster.
Indeed, none of the retainers who had rushed at him had been able to withstand his sword.

His blade, wrapped in bloody energy, cut through steel swords and human bodies alike as easily as slicing through tofu.

"Father, you cannot defeat me! No one in this world can defeat me!"
"......"

Despite the cry filled with ecstasy and some inexplicable desperation, Gun Ja-seong gave no reply.
From the moment he had seen the transformed Zhuge Cheon-sang at the Council of Elders, he hadn't spoken a single word to him.

Because talking with his son would make it even harder to strike him down.

As Gun Ja-seong lowered his stance again, preparing to unleash his Tiger Leaf Blade against Zhuge Cheon-sang, his son's face contorted before quickly regaining composure.

"...So you'll deny me until the end. Fine. Then I'll no longer consider you my father either."

The ominous energy emanating from Zhuge Cheon-sang pressed down on Gun Ja-seong's aura, pouring over him.

It felt like the pressure alone would suffocate him and render him immobile.
Yet it was strangely familiar.
Where had he experienced this before?

After searching his memory, Gun Ja-seong soon realized it was similar to what he had felt during his duel with Yeo Dae-un.

No, not similar—that had been even more intense.
Back then, his body had reacted first and avoided the energy pressure.

*I'm sorry. It seems I'll have to leave the aftermath to you.*

Thinking of Yeo Dae-un with a bitter internal smile, Gun Ja-seong took a deep breath and kicked off the ground.
It was a charge made with the resolve to die.

Facing Gun Ja-seong's lightning-fast approach, Zhuge Cheon-sang swung his sword.
At a speed incomparably faster than before.

-Slash!

"...!"

Gun Ja-seong's left shoulder was deeply cut as he charged in.
Gritting his teeth against the searing pain that followed, he swung his blade at Zhuge Cheon-sang's chest, aiming for the area around the Blood Jade.

His intention was to cut out the surrounding area if he couldn't destroy the Blood Jade itself.
But,

-Clang!

"...Ha."

It was blocked.
His final strike with all his strength was stopped by the bloody energy enveloping Zhuge Cheon-sang's body.

No matter how much force he applied, his blade wouldn't advance any further.
Seeing this, Gun Ja-seong let out a hollow laugh as Zhuge Cheon-sang's sword fell toward his head.

-Swoosh!

"Senior-!"
He heard desperate voices calling him.
The surviving retainers all rushed in to save Gun Ja-seong.

But it was already too late.
He would meet his death before they could reach him.

*Just save yourselves.*

Thinking of this unreachable plea, Gun Ja-seong closed his eyes and waited for the death that was right before him.
But reality betrayed his expectations once again.

-Clang!

In a different way than when he had seen the completely transformed Zhuge Cheon-sang.

"...You were so excited about opening your sect, and now you're closing your eyes? What are you doing?"

A voice came from close by after the sharp metallic sound struck his ears.
When Gun Ja-seong opened his eyes in surprise, he saw two lights clashing before him.

A slender streak of blue light was successfully holding back the blood-colored energy that had been cutting through everything in the world.
The man wielding that light was the one who had defeated him for the first time in his life.

"You...."

Glancing sideways at Gun Ja-seong who was staring at him blankly, the man, Yeo Dae-un, smiled fiercely.

*

As soon as the massive roar echoed, I instantly knew the worst had happened.
I sensed that the ritual to make Zhuge Cheon-sang absorb the Blood Jade had been completed.

And that meant it was time for me to move.

"...Hwa-ryeon."
"Go ahead. We'll handle things here."

Ju Hwa-ryeon nodded without unnecessary words when I called her.
As I nodded back, an irritating laugh pierced my ears.

"Hahaha-! Finally, finally he's born! The strongest warrior in the history of the Zhuge Family!"

The Zhuge Family Head, who had been at a loss just moments ago, was now beside himself with joy, apparently convinced that the energy wave had come from Zhuge Cheon-sang.
Leaving that infuriating sight behind, I spoke to Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"Regional Lord, I'm heading to the Council of Elders. Please give that man a punch for me."
"...I'll do as you ask."

I ran toward the Council of Elders, passing Zhuge Geun-yeong who answered with a stiff expression.

"S-stop!"

Seeing me suddenly dash off somewhere, one of the Dragon Guards tried to block my path, but he couldn't keep up with my full-speed sprint.

Racing like an arrow toward the Council of Elders, I found the situation had already turned into complete chaos.

Dozens of people lay dismembered on the ground, and at the center of the carnage, a white-haired man emanating bloody energy was bringing his sword down on Gun Ja-seong's head.

Seeing the bloody energy wrapped not only around the white-haired man's body but also his sword, I immediately drew my own sword and manifested my sword energy.

Leading with a streak of light blooming from the tip of my blade, I rushed in and blocked the blood-colored sword that was about to split Gun Ja-seong's head.

-Clang-!

I barely withstood the tremendous force—the strongest I'd felt since entering the martial world.
The blade stopped just a paper's width above Gun Ja-seong's head.

In this critical moment, I strained to ask Gun Ja-seong, who still had his eyes closed:

"...You were so excited about opening your sect, and now you're closing your eyes? What are you doing?"

Only then did Gun Ja-seong open his eyes and stare at me with wide eyes.

"You...."

I wish he'd back away instead of just staring at me blankly.

Ch.175 - Blood Jade's Power
Fortunately, Hyeok-ri Gwang quickly assessed the situation and immediately retreated. Only then could I dodge the white-haired man's sword and create some distance.

"That was close."
"...Thanks to you, I survived."

I briefly acknowledged his quiet thanks while examining the white-haired man.
His eyes were bloodshot, with veins bulging grotesquely across his face, but it was a rather familiar countenance.
As expected, it was Zhuge Cheon-sang.

Wait, what on earth did he do with that ritual to end up with such an eye-straining appearance?

Besides his monstrous face, something else caught my attention.
A blood-red sphere embedded right in the center of his chest.
Could that be...?

I glanced sideways at Hyeok-ri Gwang standing beside me, who immediately nodded in understanding.

"I think that's the Blood Jade. When I tried to destroy it, it started emitting that blood-colored energy."
"...I see."

I had suspected something when they mentioned performing a ritual, but it seemed this Blood Jade wasn't just some ordinary spirit pill.

"You, you bastard...!"

Meanwhile, Zhuge Cheon-sang apparently recognized me immediately, twisting his face into an even more hideous grimace.
I pulled up one corner of my mouth into a smirk as I watched his eyes bulge with murderous intent.

"...My, my, our First Sword Of Zhuge. You've become quite a feral man since I last saw you?"
"Kraaagh-!"

Hearing my words, Zhuge Cheon-sang let out a beast-like howl and charged at me as if to prove his ferocity.

"Take the attendants and retreat. I'll handle this one."
"...Be careful."

After urging Hyeok-ri Gwang to retreat, I stepped through the Nine Palaces positions to avoid the sword being swung with ferocious momentum.

Zhuge Cheon-sang's sword couldn't touch me thanks to my Heaven's Mechanism Network connected to the Heaven's Mechanism Foresight.
No matter how powerful an attack, it's useless if it can't connect.

While Zhuge Cheon-sang was slicing through empty air, I could closely observe the blood-colored energy enveloping his body.

"Kraaagh! You little rat-!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang was becoming frenzied as his attacks failed to reach me.
As if responding to his fierce anger, more blood-colored energy flowed from the Blood Jade and writhed around him.

Seeing this, I narrowed my eyes.

"...As I thought."

Though I didn't want to believe it, it seemed that blood-colored energy was some kind of true energy originating from the Blood Jade.
Surprisingly, he was releasing this energy from all the meridians in his body, wrapping it around both his sword and his entire body.

In simple terms, he was using both protective energy and sword qi.

How could someone who didn't even understand the concept of internal energy projection do something like this?
Did he suddenly gain enlightenment during the ritual?

That ridiculous thought didn't last long, as I soon realized that wasn't the case.

While evading his attacks using Heaven's Mechanism Foresight, I seized an opening when Zhuge Cheon-sang's wild movements created a gap and launched a surprise attack.
Stepping into the northeast position, Gen, I sliced off his left arm.

-Slash!

"Kraaagh!?"

As a result, Zhuge Cheon-sang's left arm separated from his body far too easily.
From this, I immediately sensed that his protective energy wasn't proper at all.

If it had been real protective energy, even with my sword force manifested, it wouldn't have been cut through with so little resistance.
So then...?

As a new hypothesis was forming in my mind, an astonishing sight entered my vision.

"Keuuu...hahaha-!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang, who had been screaming in pain, suddenly burst into maniacal laughter as his severed arm reattached itself to his body.
Wow... what is that?

While I was staring at this spectacle in bewilderment, Zhuge Cheon-sang shouted triumphantly.

"Kuhehe, did you see that? My power! No matter how much you scurry around like a rat, you can't defeat me!"

...That thought process of simply calling a severed arm reattaching itself "power" is admira—actually, not admirable at all.

I made a deeply regretful expression at Zhuge Cheon-sang's seemingly deteriorated cognitive abilities, which seemed to enrage him further as he swung his sword at me again.

Blood-colored sword qi flew toward my neck.
Though I was already fairly certain after seeing the state of his protective energy, I decided to block it with my sword just to be sure.

-Kagagak-!

"...Tsk."

While frowning slightly at his still tremendous strength, I carefully examined the blood-colored sword qi enveloping his blade.

It scattered upon encountering the blue sword force blooming at the tip of my sword, unable to approach it.
The blood-colored energy was barely preventing his sword from being cut, but it seemed to be just barely managing.

In fact, the blade was being slightly cut by the sword force.
It would probably be completely severed after a few more clashes.

"Hup!"

-Kang!

"Kuk, you bastard...!"

I deflected the blood-colored sword and stepped back.
Zhuge Cheon-sang gnashed his teeth while looking at me, unable to hide his confusion.

He seemed perplexed that I wasn't being cut to pieces like others apparently had been.
Wondering what was happening, he rolled his eyes until they fell upon the sword force glowing at the tip of my blade, and he narrowed his bloodshot eyes.

"...What is that sword?"

And that was his question.
I responded with a smirk.

"Is that all you can think of? What, do you think it's some divine weapon?"

From Zhuge Cheon-sang's question, I was completely certain.
The blood-colored energy enveloping him was neither protective energy nor sword qi.

It was merely an excessive amount of true energy leaking out uncontrollably.
Rather than moving internal energy with mental focus, it was simply overflowing from his body like a vessel spilling over.

How much internal energy would one need to cause such a phenomenon?
Five cycles? Ten cycles?

It seemed the rumors about the Blood Jade providing unlimited internal energy weren't entirely false.

"It's impressive. Impressive, but... is that all you relied on to claim you're the world's greatest?"

I recalled his shouts I'd heard while approaching the Elder Council and asked.

"Kuheu... What are you talking about?"

I twisted the corner of my mouth as I watched Zhuge Cheon-sang growl at my question.

"I'm saying that having a lot of internal energy alone won't make you the world's greatest—you can't even defeat me with just that."
"...Nonsense!"

An enraged Zhuge Cheon-sang charged at me with a roar.
He moved with his upper body lowered as much as possible.
It was the Tiger Leaf Sword he had used in our previous duel.

But the momentum was incomparable to our previous match.
With the blood-colored energy enveloping his entire body making him appear larger, he truly looked like a giant beast charging forward.

"Die-!"

His sword strike came down toward my head.
I stepped through Heaven's Mechanism Foresight to dodge to the right, and his sword, missing its target, plunged into the ground.

-Kwang-!

A violent explosion raised a cloud of dust.
Zhuge Cheon-sang charged through the cloud and swung his sword again.

It must have been what he considered a surprise counterattack.
But Zhuge Cheon-sang soon let out a cry of shock.

"What!?"

Because the space where he swung his sword was already empty.
Having already moved to the opposite side using Heaven's Mechanism Foresight, I ambushed Zhuge Cheon-sang from behind.

-Swish!

Using a move from the Boundless Sky Sword Technique, I rushed in and cut the backs of both his knees with a single strike.

"Kheok!?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang fell to the ground as both legs supporting his body were suddenly severed.
As he rolled on the ground while desperately swinging his sword, I dodged and cut off both his forearms as well.

"Kraaagh!? You damned bastard-!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang ended up lying down with half of each limb gone.
I stood over him and raised my sword in reverse grip.

My target was the Blood Jade embedded in the center of his chest.
At first, I thought about just cutting off his head, but seeing the situation, it seemed like it would just reattach itself without issue.

Rather, if I destroyed this source of the blood-colored energy, the energy would naturally disappear, and he wouldn't be able to recover anymore.

"Kuk...! Get away!"

With his limbs lost and incapacitated, Zhuge Cheon-sang could only struggle helplessly.
Thinking I should finish him before his severed limbs reattached, I swung my sword down in one motion.

But,

-Kagang!

"...This is blocked?"

I couldn't penetrate it.
Even with blue sword force manifested, I couldn't pierce the Blood Jade—I barely managed to scratch its surface.

What? The one I found in the cave shattered with just one stomp?
Did its properties change somehow during the ritual absorption?

While I was surprised that my sword force couldn't pierce the Blood Jade,

-Woong

The Blood Jade's reaction was ominous.
How should I put it—it seemed like the scratch I made had sent the Blood Jade into some kind of... berserk state.

-Woong woong woong-!

The Blood Jade glowed brightly with an increasingly loud sound.
My instincts rang alarm bells fiercely, and I quickly jumped backward.

What followed was an explosion.
No, an eruption of energy like an explosion.

-Kwang-!

With a thunderous sound, energy poured out from the Blood Jade and seeped into Zhuge Cheon-sang's body.
And Zhuge Cheon-sang underwent another major transformation.

"K-Kraaaah-!!"

With an agonized scream, his skin turned red, and his severed limbs reattached instantly.
The recovery speed was incomparable to before.

"Heu, heu...!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang sprang to his feet.
Red eyes flashed threateningly among his white hair.
Now the blood-colored energy spread to cover nearly half the Elder Council's front yard.

I tensed my body at this clearly abnormal state and increasingly dangerous atmosphere when suddenly a shrill scream came from behind me.

"Kyaak-!?"
"!?"

Startled, I turned around to see a maid sitting on the ground, trembling.
And somehow her face looked familiar.

Looking closely, I realized she was the maid assigned to the guest quarters where I was staying.
Her name was... So-so, wasn't it?

I must not have noticed her approach because I had been focusing my Heaven's Mechanism Network on Zhuge Cheon-sang.
Of all times...!

"Keu... Kraaah-!"

To make matters worse, the berserk Zhuge Cheon-sang, for some reason, ignored me right in front of him and started charging toward So-so.

With a speed unlike anything he'd shown before.

"Tch...!"

I clicked my tongue and immediately chased after him.
But Zhuge Cheon-sang had already reached So-so and was swinging his sword at her.

"Kyaaak-!"

So-so screamed with her eyes tightly shut.

At this rate, I wouldn't make it.
As I desperately tried to throw my sword to block the attack,

-Kwrung-!

A bolt of lightning struck Zhuge Cheon-sang from the clear sky.

"Kraaagh!?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang was knocked away, unable to withstand it.
In his place appeared an elderly man with a small frame.

"...Elder Gok."
"It's been a while, young hero. Unfortunately, it seems we don't have the luxury for leisurely greetings."

It was none other than Elder Gok who had appeared.
Apparently, the lightning bolt just now was from his mystical arts.

Thanks to him, So-so was saved, but I couldn't lower my guard.
Wasn't Elder Gok the one who taught the ritual that turned Zhuge Cheon-sang into that state?

"Young hero? What's wrong?"

Elder Gok seemed to notice my wariness toward him and looked puzzled.
But there was no time to explain why.

"Kraaagh!"

Because Zhuge Cheon-sang was getting up as if nothing had happened, despite being struck by lightning and knocked down.
Elder Gok narrowed his eyes as he looked at him, then seemed to recognize who it was and showed surprise.

"Isn't that Cheon-sang? What on earth happened to make him emit such an ominous energy...!"
"It's because of the ritual you taught him. Zhuge Cheon-sang absorbed the Blood Jade with that ritual."
"What? What do you mean...?"

Elder Gok was bewildered as if he had no idea what I was talking about, which made me even more bewildered.

"Are you denying it? Weren't you the one who taught him the ritual to absorb the Blood Jade?"
"...What on earth are you talking about? Blood Jade? Ritual?"

His expression still showed complete ignorance.
It seemed too genuine to be just pretending.

What's going on?
The Zhuge manager clearly said it was Elder Gok who taught him...

Ch.176 - Im Chun-sam
Is the Zhuge Manager deceiving us?
No, at this point, there would be no reason for that.

My confusion didn't last long.
I had to stop thinking as Zhuge Cheon-sang charged at me again with another monstrous roar.

"KRAAAH!"

After falling into a berserk state, he seemed to have forgotten human speech and kept making these bestial sounds as he charged again.

Fortunately, this time he wasn't targeting So-so but me.
He rushed forward like a raging bull, swinging his sword at my neck.

At first glance, he appeared to be completely out of his mind and rampaging.
But his sword strikes still contained the subtle principles of the Tiger Leaf Sword, which sought to emulate a hunting tiger.

So the body remembers even when the mind is lost?

Still, it was just a straightforward charge without any internal energy projection or absorption techniques—a simple linear rush.
I didn't even need to use "Heaven's Foresight" to easily dodge it just by watching the direction of his charge.

"KRAAK!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang rushed past me as I lightly stepped aside.
Unable to control the Blood Jade power surging through his body, he crashed straight into the wall of the Elder Council building.

CRASH!

The wall shattered instantly under his tremendous charge, collapsing on top of him.
But soon he rose from the rubble as if nothing had happened.

He's truly become a monster.

"KHUAAANG!"

Far from being hurt, he seemed only more enraged, letting out a great roar as the blood-colored energy surged even more intensely.
At this rate, it would be clearly visible from outside the family compound.

"...It'll be visible even from the mountain."

I turned my head to look up at Mount Yungjung and clicked my tongue briefly.

*

"B-Brother! Over there...!"

The three military units—Ho-cheon, Ho-ji, and Ho-in—had set out to hunt the tiger that had suddenly appeared.
Zhuge Myeong, the leader of the Ho-ji unit, was the first to notice the disturbance at the family compound and raised his voice.

"...What on earth is that?"

Following him, Zhuge Cheong and Zhuge Ho frowned when they saw the blood-colored energy rising from the family compound.

"Hey, what is that?"
"How would I know? I just heard a thunderous sound and when I turned around, that's what I saw."

Zhuge Myeong answered Zhuge Cheong's question irritably, scratching his head as he turned to look at Zhuge Ho.

"Brother, what should we do?"

Everyone's eyes turned to him.
Unconsciously, all the military units were waiting for his instructions.

Having already made his decision, Zhuge Ho spoke without hesitation.

"We're going back. Checking and responding to the disturbance at the family compound takes priority over hunting a tiger we can't even see."
"Yes, sir!"

The unit members, tired of searching for a tiger they couldn't find, responded energetically.
The sudden decision to return to the compound left the retainers bewildered.

One of the retainers asked Hyeok-ri Eum, who had a grim expression:

"W-what should we do? Should we stop them?"
"...How would we stop them? On what grounds would we prevent them from returning when there seems to be a major incident at the family compound?"

Hyeok-ri Eum snapped coldly at the retainer asking the stupid question, then bit her lip before speaking again.

"Let's follow them for now. We'll see the situation and decide whether to block their entry into the compound."
"...Just us?"

Currently, there were only ten retainers who had come up the mountain with the military units.
If they had to fight the military units, they would be at a severe disadvantage, with each person having to handle ten opponents.

Hyeok-ri Eum's response to this concerned voice was cold:

"Stay here if you're scared."
"No, that's not what I meant... Hey! Wait for me!"

Leaving behind just that brief answer, Hyeok-ri Eum began following the military units.
The retainers, confused by her sharper-than-usual response, hurriedly followed her down the mountain.

*Father, brother.*

Ignoring the retainers' confusion, Hyeok-ri Eum tried to hide her growing anxiety as she moved her feet quickly.
The retainers and military units hurried their pace and quickly arrived at the front gate of the Zhuge family compound, where—

"You're back sooner than expected? What about the tiger hunt? Is it already over?"
"...Seo-ryeong?"

Zhuge Seo-ryeong was blocking their path.

The military units were bewildered to see her standing like a statue in front of the family gate.
Zhuge Ho stepped forward as their representative.

"We noticed a disturbance at the compound and hurried back. What's happening?"

Seo-ryeong glanced briefly at the blood-colored energy rising into the sky, then answered nonchalantly:

"Nothing special. So please go back and continue hunting the tiger."
"......"

Zhuge Ho's eyes twitched at Seo-ryeong's obvious attempt to hide the truth.
Sensing something suspicious, he stepped forward again.

"It doesn't look like nothing to me. I need to check what's happening, so please step aside."
"I'm sorry, but I can't allow that."

Her stubborn refusal made him even more suspicious.
Finally, Zhuge Cheong and Zhuge Myeong also stepped forward.

"If it's nothing special, why can't we enter the compound?"
"We are the Zhuge family's military unit. You don't have the right to block our entry to our own compound."
"......"

Seo-ryeong pressed her lips together, having no good response.
Though she wasn't showing it, she was quite flustered by the military units' sudden return.

*Why did they come back instead of searching for the tiger!*

Seo-ryeong was standing at the gate of the Zhuge family compound only as a precaution.

Her purpose was to check if any of the military units returned and quickly alert the others.

That was why she had been waiting there.
But instead of just a few members, the entire military force had returned.

*If I let them enter the compound like this, everything will be over.*

Especially that man Zhuge Ho—though not as loyal as the Dragon Unit Leader, he was stubbornly devoted to the Family Head's orders.
If the Family Head ordered him to capture her companions, he would obey first and ask questions later.

After making this judgment, she had no choice but to physically block the military units.

"I'm sorry, but I can't waste any more time with you. Myeong, Cheong, pull Seo-ryeong aside."
"Yes, Brother."

Following Zhuge Ho's instructions, the two unit leaders stepped forward.
Seeing them slowly approaching, Seo-ryeong drew her sword with a "whatever happens, happens" attitude.

CHING!

"W-what are you doing?!"

Zhuge Cheong and Zhuge Myeong were startled as Seo-ryeong pointed her blue blade at them.
She spoke coldly while aiming her sword at them:

"Go back. Go back and search for your tiger."

The two unit leaders were bewildered.

Though they conversed casually, Seo-ryeong was a direct descendant of the Family Head.
As branch family members, they were reluctant to confront her for various reasons.

"...Step aside."

Instead of the hesitating pair, Zhuge Ho drew his sword and stepped forward.

SHING

"B-Brother...!"
"Don't worry. I'll take full responsibility."

Speaking firmly, Zhuge Ho passed by Zhuge Myeong and Zhuge Cheong and pointed his sword at Seo-ryeong.

"Final warning. Step aside."
"...I can't."

Though Seo-ryeong was a direct descendant of the Zhuge family, she, like Seo-hui, had been raised only to bring in a talented son-in-law with exceptional martial arts skills.

She had learned basic martial arts, but only that much.
If she properly fought him, she wouldn't last even one exchange.

*She must know this too, yet she's desperately blocking the way.*

"What exactly are you plotting?"

Zhuge Ho asked, now certain that something serious was happening inside the compound, but received no answer.

*She can't answer, but she's determined to block our entry?*

Sighing softly at her behavior, Zhuge Ho finally raised his sword with a hardened expression.

"Just sleep for a while."

He swung his sword, intending to use the flat side to knock her unconscious.
Seo-ryeong closed her eyes tightly, not even thinking of resisting.

At that moment, a massive shadow leaped out from inside the gate and deflected Zhuge Ho's sword.

"Ugh...!"

Forced to step back by the unexpected ambush and surprising strength, Zhuge Ho found a huge man standing before him.

Im Chun-sam.
Seo-ryeong's husband had appeared to protect his wife.

He glared fiercely at Zhuge Ho, who had tried to attack his wife, then turned to check on her.

"A-are you okay...?"
"Y-you...!"

Seeing the giant figure before her, Seo-ryeong's eyes widened in surprise, then she slapped his back repeatedly.

"Why are you so late!"
"S-sorry...!"

The mountain-like giant man instantly shrank.
Watching this unfunny farce, Zhuge Ho rotated his sword handle to relieve the numbness in his grip.

Newly wary of Chun-sam's strength, which he was experiencing for the first time, he stepped forward again.

"Do you have no intention of taking your wife and stepping aside?"

At Zhuge Ho's question, Chun-sam straightened his shoulders as if he had never shrunk and spoke:

"I-I can't do that. I'm sorry, but p-please wait here for a while."
"...So you insist on fighting us?"
"Y-you were the one who f-first swung your sword at m-my wife."
"We're just trying to check the situation at the compound. You're the ones forcibly blocking us."
"A-anyway, I c-can't let you pass."

Back to square one.
As Zhuge Ho sighed softly, Zhuge Cheong stepped forward boldly from behind.

"Brother, I'll handle this guy. You go in first."
"Wait, Cheong."

Ignoring the warning, Zhuge Cheong stood before Chun-sam.
He snickered when he saw the weapon in Chun-sam's massive, rock-like hands.

"You carry quite a cute weapon for your size."

Chun-sam's weapon was, of course, an axe.
However, compared to the axes used by his two brothers, it was quite small—the already small axe looked absolutely tiny in Chun-sam's hands.

Moreover, it looked like something a child would use, with a blunt edge that didn't even seem properly sharpened.

"What, did your family not have enough money to buy the youngest son a proper axe?"

At Zhuge Cheong's nasty taunt, Chun-sam gripped the axe handle tightly with a hardened expression.
As the axe, made entirely of black iron including the handle, trembled, Zhuge Cheong smirked.

*At best, he's just some strong guy they brought in as a son-in-law. His martial arts level from a third-rate sect must be predictable.*

Zhuge Cheong, who took great pride in being a member of the Zhuge family, one of the Five Great Families, unconsciously looked down on the Byeoksan Sect, which had been a small sect. He completely forgot that Zhuge Ho had been forced to step back from Chun-sam's single strike.

"Don't worry, I won't kill you. I'll just teach you a lesson about knowing your place."

After speaking arrogantly, Zhuge Cheong immediately drew his sword and thrust it toward Chun-sam's shoulder.
Chun-sam raised his axe to counter the attack.

Watching this from behind, Zhuge Ho flinched and shouted loudly:

"Cheong, dodge!"

But the warning came too late.
The axe that Chun-sam swung with all his might connected with Zhuge Cheong's shoulder, and—

CRASH!

Zhuge Cheong, unable to withstand the tremendous force contained in the small, blunt axe he had mocked, was slammed into the ground with a thunderous sound.

Ch.177 - Im Chun-sam
"Vice Chief, I've been wondering about something."
"Huh? What is it?"

In front of the cave where the Blood Force cultivators were imprisoned.
Chun-il, who had been endlessly waiting for someone who might approach the cave according to the original plan, turned his head at the voice coming from beside him.

"Why was it Young Master Chun-sam?"
"...Hey, if you cut off the beginning and end, I can't understand what you're saying. What are you talking about?"

When he asked the Vice Chief sitting right next to him with an annoyed tone, the other man shook his head with an obvious sigh.

"Geez, would it kill you to understand right away?"
"This bastard, starting again?"

Just as he was about to punch him to make him speak properly, clenching his fist, the Vice Chief quickly opened his mouth again.

"I mean, why did Young Master Chun-sam become the son-in-law of the Zhuge Family?"

*This bastard, at least he's quick-witted.*

Clicking his tongue, Chun-il lowered his fist that he had raised to shoulder height and answered lightly.

"Why else? Because they wanted Chun-sam."
"And you just agreed without any discussion? Without even consulting me, the Head Manager?"
"The mighty Zhuge Family approached our small Byeoksan Sect with a marriage proposal. Father immediately accepted, saying he couldn't miss this opportunity."

What would his father say if he saw the current state of the Zhuge Family?
Chun-il glanced at the cave reeking of blood and clicked his tongue in annoyance.

But the Vice Chief's curiosity still wasn't fully satisfied.

"Why did the Zhuge Family specifically want Young Master Chun-sam? To be honest, he's not exactly husband material, is he?"

Though he put it indirectly, he was essentially asking what the Zhuge Family saw in the stuttering, naive youngest brother.

For a moment, Chun-il felt a surge of anger and was about to plant his fist in that annoying face when he hesitated.
He remembered his own foolish behavior, leaving his wife alone for five years.
In the end, he lowered his fist again and let out a deep sigh.

"Sigh..."
"Why are you just sighing? I'm asking you. Why was it Young Master Chun-sam?"
"Ah, why do you think? They wanted someone strong, so they took the strongest one!"
"Huh?"

The Vice Chief was surprised by Chun-il's answer.
He blinked repeatedly and tilted his head.

"Young Master Chun-sam was the strongest?"
"What? You didn't know?"
"This is the first I'm hearing of it! Compared to you and Young Master Chun-i who were always fighting, Young Master Chun-sam was always so gentle!"

Scratching the back of his head at that response, Chun-il remembered a good example and spoke again.

"You remember Chun-sam's axe, right?"
"...Ah, that."

The Vice Chief's face immediately soured.
For him, who once served as the Head Manager of the Byeoksan Sect, Chun-sam's axe was truly a painful and distressing memory.

"That damn axe cost us a whole year's budget... ugh, it still irritates me thinking about it. Why did even the handle have to be made of solid Hyeonchul?"

Hyeonchul (Dark Iron).
A black metal found in small quantities in meteorites that fall from the sky.

Known for its extreme hardness and difficulty to process, it commanded a very high price.

Several times more expensive than gold for the same weight.
Using such metal to make an axe in one piece, it was no wonder Chun-sam's axe was so small.

"If that cursed axe had been just a few inches longer, the Byeoksan Sect wouldn't have been wiped out by Paecheon Fortress—we would have gone bankrupt first."

Watching the Vice Chief shudder with genuine feeling, Chun-il clicked his tongue and explained the reason.

"Anything made with other materials couldn't withstand Chun-sam's grip strength."
"...What?"

At the Vice Chief's incredulous reaction, Chun-il shrugged.

"Yeah, it's ridiculous, right? I thought so too. No matter how sturdy the material we used for the handle, it would break in his hands, so what could we do?"

Wooden handles would immediately crumble, and metal ones would warp after a few swings.
That's how much Chun-sam's strength was on a different level from his two brothers.

"...Was he really that strong?"
"Well, it makes sense you wouldn't know. He's not the type to go around bragging about it."

As Chun-il snickered, an urgent voice reached his ears.

"Ch-Chief! Someone's coming! Someone's here!"
"Oh, our expected guests have arrived."

Rising from his seat at his subordinate's cry, Chun-il checked the identity of the visitors and made a strange expression.

"Who, who are you people!? Where did the formation go?"
"...Who are these old men?"

What appeared before Chun-il and his bandit subordinates were some elders who had luckily survived Zhuge Cheon-sang's attack and fled.

They had come to the cave to ask the Elder Council Head for a solution to deal with Zhuge Cheon-sang, who wasn't following their control.
Not knowing that the Elder Council Head was already dead, they were confused to find bandits instead of the formation that had been hiding the cave.

"Who the hell are you!? What are you doing here?!"

One of the hot-tempered elders shouted loudly.
Frowning at the shout that echoed through the forest, Chun-il picked his ear and raised his axe.

"Hey, you're too loud. Let's finish this quickly."
"Yes, Chief!"

At the Chief's command, all the bandits—former disciples of the Byeoksan Sect—rushed at the elders at once.

*

"...This can't be."

Zhuge Ho widened his eyes at the unbelievable sight before him.
His gaze moved between the mountain-like figure of Chun-sam and Zhuge Cheong, who was pathetically face-down on the ground.

Just one strike.
With a single blow, Zhuge Cheong, the leader of the Ho-in Unit, had been neutralized.

Judging by his complete lack of movement, he seemed to have lost consciousness.
What's more surprising was that blood was seeping from his right shoulder where Chun-sam had struck him.

"He broke through the Protective Art... with one strike?"

Ho-ji Unit Leader Zhuge Myeong muttered as if having a nightmare.

Who was Zhuge Cheong?
Though he didn't like him much, he was the leader of the Ho-in Unit, considered equal to himself.

Though he didn't engage in many outside activities, everyone agreed he had the capacity to become a renowned master.

*And yet, Zhuge Cheong with just one strike...*

This was as good as saying that he himself couldn't withstand Chun-sam's single blow either.

"Kuk...!"

At the sudden appearance of this formidable opponent, Zhuge Myeong grimaced and gritted his teeth.
Zhuge Ho was also inwardly swallowing his shock.

*...Such impossible strength.*

Having witnessed the unprecedented sight of a Protective Art being shattered in one blow, he raised his guard and seriously considered what to do.

-KWAAAAK-!

"...!?"

Just then, a blood-curdling roar was heard.
It sounded like the wailing of an evil spirit crawling out from the netherworld.

The fact that such an ominous sound was coming from inside the family estate robbed Zhuge Ho of his composure and calm.

"...All Sky Tiger Unit members, deploy the Great Star Sword Formation."
"B-Brother?"

Zhuge Myeong was startled by Zhuge Ho's order.
A commotion spread within the Sky Tiger Unit upon receiving the command.

The Great Star Sword Formation was a battle formation where unit members moved as one body.
Like all formations, this sword formation was designed to surround and subdue or kill powerful enemies.

In other words, it was as good as saying they were prepared to kill Chun-sam.

"Zhuge Ho! Are you insane!?"

Naturally, Seo-ryeong was the one who opposed this order the most.
And Zhuge Ho firmly stood against her opposition.

"If you don't want your husband to get hurt, you just need to step aside."
"T-That's..."

Step aside and the rebellion fails; don't step aside and Chun-sam gets hurt.
As conflict appeared on Seo-ryeong's face at this difficult choice, Chun-sam stepped forward.

"Seo-ryeong. S-Step back."
"W-What are you saying...! Hey, aren't you coming here?!"

Ignoring her call, Chun-sam strode forward.
Then he turned his head and gave her a bright, wide smile.

"...That idiot."

Sensing that she couldn't stop him after seeing Chun-sam's smile, Seo-ryeong's face contorted as if she might burst into tears at any moment.

Leaving Seo-ryeong behind, Chun-sam stepped forward alone.
Reading his determination not to back down from his unusually resolute expression, Zhuge Ho raised his hand with a small sigh.

It was the signal to activate the sword formation.
The Sky Tiger Unit hesitated momentarily before following the order.

But taking advantage of their hesitation, another group moved first.

"What is this now..."

Zhuge Ho was bewildered by the sight of retainers who suddenly rushed forward to surround and protect Chun-sam.
Hyeok-ri Eum, standing at their front, smiled fiercely and sneered.

"Sorry about this. We can't ignore this bear-like man."

The retainers even drew their weapons.
Seeing this, Zhuge Ho seemed to realize something and nodded.

"...I see. You were all in this together from the beginning. The tiger threat was also a false rumor you spread, am I right?"
"...W-Well?"

An awkward response.
This confirmed Zhuge Ho's suspicion that something organized was happening within the family estate.

*They've gone so far as to lure the military units outside. There's only one answer.*

Rebellion.
He didn't know who was behind it, but a disloyal group had sent them outside and was trying to depose the family head.

*Seeing how desperately they're trying to stop us, the situation must still be ongoing.*

If they hurried, they could stop the rebellion.
Growing urgent, Zhuge Ho issued orders to all military units.

"It's a rebellion! Sky Tiger Unit, deploy the Great Star Sword Formation as planned. Ho-ji Unit and Ho-in Unit, remove the retainers. We must hurry!"
"...!?"

Shocked by the word "rebellion," the military units soon moved according to instructions with grim faces.
While the Sky Tiger Unit prepared the formation from behind, the Ho-in Unit and Ho-ji Unit confronted the retainers at the front.

"Uwaaaaah-!"
"Kwaaang!"

-KAANG!

A chaotic battle broke out, starting with the metallic clash between Zhuge Myeong's sword and Hyeok-ri Eum's blade.
Initially, the retainers fought hard and held their ground, but this didn't last long.

"Kuk, these bastards...!"

The retainers, inferior in strength compared to the Ho-in and Ho-ji Units who were accustomed to coordinated attacks, were soon pushed back.

While the retainers were held back by the two military units, Chun-sam was left alone.
Seizing this opportunity, the waiting Sky Tiger Unit quickly surrounded him.

"...I'll dissolve the formation if you back down even now."

Zhuge Ho, standing at the front as the axis of the Great Star Sword Formation, gave him one last chance, but Chun-sam answered by adjusting his grip on his small Hyeonchul axe.

"Huu."

With a small sigh, Zhuge Ho soon hardened his resolve and charged at Chun-sam.

Ch.178 - Crimson-Stained Two Men
Meanwhile, in front of the Daecheon Pavilion where Ja-seong had departed, the standoff between Geun-yeong, Hwa-ryeon's group and the Dragon Guard continued.

"Just give up. It's already over."

After learning that Zhuge Cheon-sang's ritual was complete, Su-gyeong smiled triumphantly as if he had never been angry. Then, as if bestowing great mercy, he urged them to surrender.

"If you surrender now, I'll overlook what happened today. It's too nice a day to ruin with such nonsense, don't you think?"

Of course, this was a lie.
Not a single person who knew about the family's shameful secret—their research into demonic arts—could be allowed to live.

The same went for those who tried to ruin the family's prosperity.
Even if it was his capable and trustworthy eldest son, or a lifelong comrade, there would be no exceptions.

*How could he make such a foolish choice, betraying me at the very end?*

Su-gyeong inwardly clicked his tongue at Zhuge Seon's incomprehensible actions as he waited for Geun-yeong's surrender. But far from surrendering, Geun-yeong spoke even more boldly.

"Things won't go as you wish, Lord!"

Ja-seong had gone after Zhuge Cheon-sang.
He would surely defeat Zhuge Cheon-sang and set everything right.
That was Geun-yeong's firm belief.

Of course, in Su-gyeong's judgment, this was nothing but a vain delusion.
He chuckled and asked:

"You're putting your faith in that Gun Ja-seong? He is certainly an extraordinary man, but he's no match for Cheon-sang, who now possesses limitless internal energy. He'll only meet a pointless death."

"We'll see about that. You should worry about yourself, Lord."

Geun-yeong pointed his sword at Su-gyeong, his father.
There wasn't a trace of hesitation in his eyes.

*I can't leave everything to Master Gun.*

At the very least, he was determined to defeat his father, Su-gyeong.

"Hmph, such a disrespectful son."

With a small snort at his son, Su-gyeong extended his hand toward the family elders who were hesitating behind him.

"Someone give me a sword."

Though they couldn't understand the situation at all, it was the family head's order.
Finally, one of the section heads stepped forward and handed his sword to Su-gyeong.

"...Here it is, Lord."

Su-gyeong drew the sword and pointed it at his son.

Thus, father and son stood pointing swords at each other.
Seeing this, Zhuge Seung approached Su-gyeong and whispered:

"The First Young Master is using a mysterious footwork technique I've never seen before. Be careful."

"...Footwork, is it."

Recalling his conversation with Ja-seong in the office, Su-gyeong twisted his lips at Zhuge Seung's report.
It seemed the footwork technique was created with reference to the Zhuge family's martial arts.

*Did he really create a new martial art in just a few days?*

Though surprised, a streak of anticipation rose within him.
The "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" he had seen during the banquet duel was truly an impressive sword technique, and he was curious about what this footwork would be like.

*Could it possibly bridge the gap between me and that boy Geun-yeong?*

It was obvious, but there was an unbridgeable gap between Geun-yeong and Su-gyeong.
In martial accomplishment and in the amount of internal energy.

This was inevitable given the difference in their years.

But, if by some chance, this footwork technique created by Ja-seong could bridge that gap...

*It would be too wasteful to let Cheon-sang kill him.*

Su-gyeong decided to see the footwork technique for himself before deciding whether to spare or kill Ja-seong.
With a confident expression full of anticipation, he said to Geun-yeong:

"I'll give you the first move. Come at me."

"...Then, here I come."

Not refusing the offer, Geun-yeong immediately charged at Su-gyeong.

Meanwhile, Zhuge Seung, who had been anxiously watching over his lord, soon found himself facing a new opponent.

"May I have this dance?"

It was none other than Hwa-ryeon who stepped forward in Geun-yeong's place.

Zhuge Seung, glancing sideways at Dae-un who had completely neutralized five Dragon Guards and was now facing the remaining four with Seol, asked:

"Why not step back and avoid this reckless behavior? I was impressed that you handled three of my subordinates simultaneously, but that's not enough against me."

He subtly conveyed that his strength was clearly superior to three Dragon Guards, but Hwa-ryeon did not back down.

"Perfect. I was just getting bored with only three opponents."

"...Young lady, you're quite arrogant."

Zhuge Seung hardened his face and drew his sword, and soon sharp metallic sounds rang out repeatedly across the courtyard of Daecheon Pavilion.

-Clang!

Hwa-ryeon's sword with its distinctive blue hilt clashed against Zhuge Seung's dark sword.

The result was an even match.
The two faced each other with swords in hand, neither giving an inch.

"Mmm...!"

Zhuge Seung swallowed hard at the force he felt from Hwa-ryeon's sword.
He already knew she was the only daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress, but directly crossing swords with her, he felt the extraordinary power in her blade.

*Indeed, the princess of Paecheon Fortress.*

She must have consumed all sorts of medicinal elixirs and learned ascension martial arts from a young age.
The opportunities he had longed for must have been countless for her.

Zhuge Seung, thinking only what was convenient for him without considering the misfortunes Hwa-ryeon had experienced, felt rising envy toward someone born into a blessed life.
Trying hard to hide these sordid emotions, he gripped his sword firmly.

"Haaah!"

"...!"

As his strength increased with his battle cry, Hwa-ryeon, who was being pushed back, twisted her sword to deflect it.
The blade narrowly sliced through the sleeve of her martial robe.

Not shrinking back, Hwa-ryeon approached Zhuge Seung, raised her sword above her head with both hands, and brought it down forcefully.

-Crash!

"Urgh!?"

Zhuge Seung received Hwa-ryeon's sword.
However, unable to withstand the weight and pressure of the sword strike, his posture collapsed momentarily.
One knee hit the ground, and his sword, unable to hold, pressed down on his shoulder.

His protective art was being cut through helplessly.
Unable to bear the ridiculous situation of his own sword destroying his protective art, Zhuge Seung used all his strength to deflect the sword.

"Graaah!"

Hwa-ryeon retreated without much reluctance at his desperate effort.
Adjusting her grip on the sword, she reflected on her martial arts.

*Good. I've gotten used to incorporating the principles of heavy sword into my blade.*

Hwa-ryeon deliberately suppressed the satisfaction rising from her remarkably changed martial arts.

The Dragon Response Sword Technique she was learning was originally the exclusive martial art of her father, the Hegemon Sword Ju Cheon-mu.
The Dragon Response Sword Technique was so domineering that it gave Ju Cheon-mu the title of Hegemon Sword, but it didn't suit Hwa-ryeon well as a woman.

Because of this, no matter how hard she trained, she couldn't bring out its full power, and Hwa-ryeon had been solving this problem by simply putting more internal energy into it.

Naturally, this meant that even her abundant internal energy, greater than her peers', would quickly be depleted.
Hwa-ryeon had long been pondering how to solve this problem.

But look at the scene now.
Even with only half, no, a quarter of the internal energy she used to use, the power hadn't diminished at all.

This was all the result of receiving teachings from Ja-seong about internal energy manipulation and the principles of the sword.

*Now I can win...!*

The opponent before her, Zhuge Seung, was an enemy whose defeat she couldn't have easily predicted with her past self.
But through their recent clash, Hwa-ryeon was certain.

Of her victory.

Zhuge Seung was now glaring at her with bloodshot eyes.
Being pushed back not only by the First Young Master but also by a young girl was an unbearable humiliation for him.

"Ugh, uaaaah-!"

Enraged, Zhuge Seung charged at Hwa-ryeon with a cry that sounded like a beast's howl.
Fearlessly, Hwa-ryeon raised her sword to meet him.

With her sword pulled back, she exploded her true energy from the Yongcheon acupoint in her foot.

-Boom-!

Hwa-ryeon's form shot forward like an arrow.
Surprised by her speed, Zhuge Seung widened his eyes and swung his sword, but Hwa-ryeon's blade had already sliced through his side and passed by.

-Thwack-!

"Gack!?"

With a sound like a bursting drum from Zhuge Seung's side, his body was flung away and rolled on the ground.

Dragon Wing Flight
The technique that visualized the wingbeat of a responding dragon had transformed into a more powerful form at Hwa-ryeon's fingertips.

Covered in dirt, Zhuge Seung groaned and tried hard to get up, but before he could, Hwa-ryeon's sword was at his throat.

"My victory."

"......"

Hwa-ryeon's calm declaration.
She had already realized it. His protective art was broken.

Defeated without any room for excuse, Zhuge Seung twisted his face and hung his head.

Just then, the remaining four Dragon Guards also collapsed, unable to withstand the combined attack of master and disciple, Dae-un and Seol.

Only one battle remained.
The duel between Geun-yeong and Su-gyeong.

Everyone's attention turned to the father and son.

*Tsk, useless fools.*

Confirming that all the Dragon Guards had fallen, Su-gyeong frowned and clicked his tongue.
A sword strike flew at him as if challenging his leisure to look around.

-Swish!

"You...!"

Su-gyeong avoided Geun-yeong's sword that targeted his opening and made an openly irritated expression.

Having directly experienced Geun-yeong's new footwork technique, his conclusion was that it was "the most annoying footwork in the world."

When he tried to attack, Geun-yeong would move outside the sword's range, and when an opening appeared, he would instantly approach and strike the vulnerable point.

No matter how he tried to respond, Geun-yeong would dodge this way and that, making Su-gyeong feel like he was being one-sidedly pushed back.

*Gun Ja-seong, I should keep that man alive.*

Annoying as it was, objectively speaking, Geun-yeong's unnamed new footwork technique was truly remarkable.
Wasn't Geun-yeong, who had never been a match for him, now fighting on equal terms?

"Haaah!"

-Clang!

No, was it more than equal?
Su-gyeong, seeing his protective art being cut through helplessly, clicked his tongue and gripped his sword with both hands, realizing this wouldn't do.

It was a stance all too familiar to any Zhuge family martial artist who had learned the Little Star Sword Technique.

Shaking Light Pierce and Penetrate
It was the final technique of the Little Star Sword Technique.

*...Here it comes.*

Seeing this, Geun-yeong secretly lit up his eyes.
The Shaking Light Pierce and Penetrate, a single thrusting attack with full power, boasted strong power but had equally large openings.

In other words, this was the perfect opportunity.
Just like when he subdued Zhuge Seon, he would target the Heavenly Pillar acupoint with his Flicking Finger technique.

Geun-yeong sharpened not only his eye technique but all his senses.
After facing off for a while...

-Boom!

Su-gyeong powerfully kicked off the ground and flew forward.
He skillfully displayed the Little Star Sword Technique he had practiced for many years.

But that was all.
To Geun-yeong's eyes, an attack that he could never have avoided before now seemed extremely slow.

Quickly stepping through the Heavenly Energy Foreseeing Steps, Geun-yeong instantly positioned himself behind Su-gyeong and aimed at his two Heavenly Pillar acupoints while Su-gyeong's attack was still unfinished.
And at that very moment, as he was about to release his Flicking Finger technique,

"GRAAAAH-!"

With a massive roar, a deep crimson filled his vision.

Ch.179 - Crimson-Stained Two Men
"Kraaagh-!"

A blood-colored beast roaring at the sky.
I charged at Zhuge Cheon-sang, who was rampaging as if not tired at all despite the continuous battle, and swung my sword.

-Swaaak!

My sword strike cut through the air and sliced his left arm.

But ultimately, it was a completely useless attack.
With his astonishingly enhanced recovery ability, the arm reattached itself before it could even fall off.

"...Tch. I guess I have to destroy the Blood Jade after all."

I glared irritably at the Blood Jade still embedded in Zhuge Cheon-sang's chest, humming with energy.
The crimson sphere kept pouring out energy endlessly, as if it had no concept of running out of power.

It seemed like I just needed to break that thing somehow, but the problem was that my attacks weren't working.

Currently, there were dozens of scratches on the sphere's surface.
Those were all traces of my efforts to destroy the Blood Jade.

Despite attacking so diligently, they remained mere scratches—no signs of breaking or even cracking.
Feeling frustrated, I complained to old man Gok beside me.

"Elder, don't you have any good ideas? Like, sending that Blood Jade to another dimension or something?"
"...I'm sorry, but magic isn't that convenient. If it were possible, I would have done it already."

Old man Gok showed a bewildered expression at my question.

After evacuating So-so, who had unfortunately been caught up in this mess, to a safe place, he had returned and was currently facing Zhuge Cheon-sang alongside me.

The old man had made quite an impressive entrance, calling down lightning from clear skies, spewing fire, and creating whirlwinds.

I had asked just in case, but it seemed impossible after all.
With disappointment, I smacked my lips while staring intently at the Blood Jade.

In truth, I already knew how to destroy the Blood Jade.
If sword qi doesn't work, then naturally there's only one answer.

A technique superior to sword qi.
Sword Qi Hardening Into Force.

While sword qi only managed to scratch the surface, sword force should be able to destroy the Blood Jade.

But could I do it?

I had only used sword force once before.
When I fought against Chilji, inside my mental world.

Could I manifest in reality that starlight which had been close to an illusion created solely by my imagination?
At least in the hundreds of attempts I'd made so far, I hadn't succeeded even once.

"Kraaagh-!"

-Kwang!

While I was contemplating internally, Zhuge Cheon-sang let out a monstrous cry and slammed his fist into the ground.
Dirt exploded upward as if from a blast, from just a single punch.
Zhuge Cheon-sang charged at me through the rising dirt.

The sword I had been holding in my hand had broken long ago, and I had thrown it far away.
As time passed, his movements were increasingly forgetting martial arts and becoming closer to pure animal instinct.

One might think this would make him easier to deal with, but somehow, the more bestial he became, the more nimble his movements grew.

To what extent? Even his simple charges required me to use the Heavenly Qi Foresight to avoid them.

"Kuhaak!"
"Tch...!?"

I clicked my tongue and distanced myself as I watched Zhuge Cheon-sang's fingertips brush past my face.

Zhuge Cheon-sang was throwing a tantrum as he watched me continuously dodge his attacks by the narrowest margins.
But that gap was clearly getting smaller as time passed.

"...No time to hesitate."

Regenerative abilities that restored limbs before they could even fall off, and speed that kept increasing.
At this rate, I might be the one to fall.

"Huu...."

After a long sigh, I took a large step forward.

-Kung!

A wave of energy that started from my heavy footstep constricted around Zhuge Cheon-sang from all directions.

"Krheung!?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang struggled as if panicked.
I tightened the constriction even more as he squirmed around, but it wasn't very effective.

It seemed the Blood Jade's energy was interfering with my energy wave's binding.
Having no choice but to give up on tightening the constraint further, I channeled my internal energy into my sword.

The light of sword qi shining from the tip of my blade grew stronger.
Just as I was focusing all my senses on the sword, Zhuge Cheon-sang suddenly twitched and let out a monstrous cry.

"Kraaagh!"

Then the Blood Jade's energy intensified and began pushing back against my energy wave's binding.
With his range of motion widened, Zhuge Cheon-sang thrashed about wildly, trying to escape the energy binding.

"Oh no...!"

In the end, before I could even attempt to create sword force, Zhuge Cheon-sang broke free from the binding and—

"...Huh?"

—ran away.

"......"
"......"

For a moment, I was so dumbfounded that I just stared blankly at his fleeing figure, but soon I realized which direction he was heading, and my heart raced with urgency.

"Elder, I'm going ahead!"
"W-wait...!"

Leaving old man Gok behind, I chased after the blood-colored energy.
Whether by coincidence or by design, Zhuge Cheon-sang was moving precisely toward the Great Heavenly Pavilion and eventually climbed onto its roof.

"Kwaaaagh-!"

With a roar, blood-colored energy spread wide enough to almost cover the entire Great Heavenly Pavilion.
Beyond it, I could see my companions.

Hwa-ryeon holding a sword to the neck of someone who might be Zhuge Seung, and nearby, my Master and Seol.
Finally, Zhuge Geun-yeong standing behind the Zhuge Family Head, holding up two fingers of his left hand.

Zhuge Cheon-sang's attention seemed drawn to the Zhuge Family Head and Zhuge Geun-yeong, as he kicked off the shattered roof tiles and charged at them.

"Kuk...!"

Since he didn't appear to be trying to stop their fight, I urgently pursued him.

"Kuaak!"
"What in the...!?"

Sure enough, as Zhuge Cheon-sang approached, he immediately swung his hand toward Zhuge Geun-yeong.
Just before the energy rising from his hand could strike Zhuge Geun-yeong, I managed to pull him away by a hair's breadth.

-Kwang!

The stone slab where Zhuge Geun-yeong had been standing shattered into pieces and scattered.
As I landed, feeling numerous stone fragments hitting my back, Hwa-ryeon's startled voice struck my ears.

"Are you okay?!"
"Yeah, I'm fine. It's just that guy over there who's out of control."

As I reassured Hwa-ryeon who approached after releasing Zhuge Geun-yeong, a laugh filled with joy rang out.

"Puhahaha-! Amazing, such power!"

Turning my head, I saw the Zhuge Family Head approaching Zhuge Cheon-sang, who was slowly rising to his feet, with a bright smile across his face.

"W-wait. You shouldn't approach so carelessly...!"
"Cheon-sang, you are the future of Zhuge! You will make the Zhuge Family the greatest martial clan in the world!"

The Zhuge Family Head's eyes momentarily grew dreamy, as if envisioning a brilliant future.
Growling at him, Zhuge Cheon-sang swung his hand at the Zhuge Family Head without any hesitation.

-Puk-!

"...Ah?"

The blood-wrapped hand pierced through the Zhuge Family Head's body.
Red blood flowed down the penetrating arm, staining it an even deeper red.

"F-Family Head!"

The Zhuge Family elders who had participated in the meeting with the Family Head called out to him almost like a scream.
The Zhuge Family Head, who had been staring blankly at the arm piercing his body as if unable to comprehend the situation, coughed up blood with a "Kuluk-!"

"Father-!"
"Family Head!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong and Zhuge Seung cried out in anguish.
As if irritated by their cries, Zhuge Cheon-sang swung the arm that had pierced the Family Head toward us, flinging his limp body away.

The Zhuge Family Head, with a large hole in his chest, flew through the air, spraying blood.
Zhuge Seung stepped forward to catch him, but unable to withstand the force of the throw, they rolled across the ground together.

"F-Father...!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong rushed to the Family Head and laid him down properly to check his condition.

But the Family Head's condition was clearly beyond recovery even at a glance.

"Huh, huhk...! Huhk...!"

He kept coughing up blood and gasping for breath.
His hazy eyes stared blankly at the sky.

"Th-The Zhuge Family, huhk...! The greatest in the world...! No one... kuluk! Can look down on us, can't...!"

The Zhuge Family Head's breath ceased.
Without even finishing his final words, he died just like that.
It was too meaningless a death for the head of a great family.

"...Father."

Zhuge Geun-yeong tightly closed his eyes, seemingly devastated by his father's death.
Zhuge Seung's reaction beside him was much more intense.

"Uaaaah! You bastard-!"
"Hey, stop!"

Zhuge Seung, having lost his reason at the death of the Family Head to whom he had pledged loyalty, charged at Zhuge Cheon-sang.

"Uaaaap!"

With a battle cry that sounded like a scream, Zhuge Seung swung his sword.
It was quite a sharp sword strike, but the sword, which didn't even manifest sword qi, was blocked by the Blood Jade's energy before it could reach Zhuge Cheon-sang.

"Krung-!"

-Peok!

A red fist swung as if annoyed.
Zhuge Seung's head burst pathetically from that punch, and his headless body fell limply.

"Huh, huhk...!"

The elders backed away in terror at the sight.
Zhuge Cheon-sang's gaze, accompanied by a low growl, turned toward them.

*

In front of the Zhuge Family's main gate.
The battle between Chun-sam, surrounded by the Sky Tiger Unit with the Great Star Sword Formation, was gradually reaching its conclusion.

"Kh, khuk...!"

With Chun-sam's defeat.
Although he had dominated the Sky Tiger Unit with his powerful divine power from the beginning, the subsequent development was problematic.

As the Sky Tiger Unit was being pushed back mercilessly, the Tiger Wisdom Unit joined the sword formation while the Tiger Benevolence Unit was restraining the retainers.

As a result, Chun-sam, who had to deal with enemies that suddenly tripled in number, finally collapsed.

"...Truly impressive. I didn't expect you to hold out this long."

Zhuge Ho looked at Chun-sam with a disgusted expression while catching his rough breath.

Although he had been defeated, more than half—about forty—of the total sixty members were unconscious on the ground.

He had single-handedly crushed one of the family's military units.
And without killing a single person.

A truly remarkable and admirable display of martial might.
But the price was severe.

"Huu...."

The man who had been as massive as a mountain fell to his knees helplessly.
His body was stained red with blood, with swords stuck in various places.

Wounds that would have killed an ordinary person long ago.
Yet, Chun-sam's eyes still burned like a volcano.

"That, that idiot... stupid fool...!"

Seo-ryeong's face, watching his back, was wet with tears.
Her heart felt like it was being torn apart because of this fool who refused to give up and kept fighting to the end despite being told to stop many times.

"I-Ik...! Just hang in there a little longer!"
"S-Sorry. I'm at my limit now...."

By now, most of the retainers had fallen as well.
Hyeok-ri Eum and two retainers were barely holding on until the end.

*I'm at my limit.*

If this continued, someone would really die.
Although erasing the family's corruption was important, she couldn't lose that fool.

"Stop-!"

Seo-ryeong shouted with all her might one last time, as if her throat would tear.
For a moment, the metallic sounds ceased, and silence enveloped the area in front of the gate.
Everyone's gaze turned to Seo-ryeong.

"...Stop now. We'll clear the way...?"

Seo-ryeong, who had been speaking softly, widened her eyes in surprise.
And at the end of her gaze,

"Keu, keuuuu...!"

The mountain rose again.
Despite his miserable, blood-soaked appearance, he stood up as if it wasn't over yet.

"M-Monster...!"

Someone's murmur, seeing Chun-sam's appearance, rang loudly through the silence.
The fear contained in that murmur quickly spread throughout the entire military unit.

Footsteps retreating hesitantly.
At this, Zhuge Ho shouted.

"Don't retreat, any of you! Don't disrupt the sword formation!"

But his shout only made the military unit pause momentarily, with little other effect.
Seeing the sword formation gradually falling apart, Zhuge Ho's face contorted as he stepped forward with his sword.

*He's barely standing. His body is already at its limit.*

Having accurately assessed Chun-sam's condition, Zhuge Ho took a stance with his left foot forward and his sword lowered.

Heavenly Star Strike.
An upward cutting technique meant to cut down a star rising in the sky.

He was aiming for Chun-sam's chin.
He intended to knock him unconscious by striking his chin with the flat of the blade.

*I'll end it in one strike.*

Zhuge Ho charged at Chun-sam, paying respect to his great willpower and fighting spirit.

"Haap!"

Seo-ryeong cried out urgently at the sight.

"Sto—!"

A loud shout interrupted her, cutting in at the last moment.

"Who stabbed our youngest brother-!"

At the resounding voice, everyone's gaze turned to the forest to the west.
And from within, a group of men emerged in a rush.

"...Bandits?"

As Hyeok-ri Eum murmured blankly upon seeing them, they indeed looked like typical bandits, wearing leather clothes with axes slung over their shoulders.

Chun-il, the man standing at the forefront of these bandits, twisted his face like a vengeful spirit upon seeing his blood-covered youngest brother.

"I had a bad feeling about this...!"

After easily subduing the elders who had come to their forest cave, he had come looking for Chun-sam due to an ominous feeling.
And what did he find? His cute youngest brother(?) in a miserable state, half-dead!

His eyes, blazing with anger, fixed on Zhuge Ho, who was about to swing his sword.

"You're dead."

Chun-il, who had growled the words, shouted loudly.

"Boys, crush them all!"
"Yes, Chief!"

The bandits charged toward the military unit at the Bandit Chief's command.
And so the battle entered a new phase.

Ch.180 - Imperfect Starlight
-Waaah-!

The bandits charged forward with a thunderous roar.
They were just as enraged by Chun-sam's miserable state as they had been comrades sharing hardships for many years.

The Tiger Unit and Zhuge Ho, already exhausted from fighting Chun-sam, were helplessly pushed back by the axe strikes fueled by that anger.

-Kwang!

"Urgh...!"

Zhuge Ho let out a pained groan as he stumbled backward after blocking a massive axe.
Chun-il pursued him relentlessly, swinging his axe again and again.

"Why don't you try swinging that thin sword at me too! I'll smash it to pieces!"

Zhuge Ho struggled to dodge the heavy axe strikes when he caught sight of Tiger Unit members falling like autumn leaves.

To make matters worse, true to their bandit nature, they were kicking and stomping on the fallen unit members like common thugs. The disgraceful behavior nearly made him lose his composure in anger, though he couldn't have done anything about it while being pressured by Chun-il anyway.

"Heiyah! Heyaaah!"

-Bang! Kwang!

Eventually, one of Zhuge Ho's knees touched the ground.
Unwilling to let his advantage slip, Chun-il intensified his axe strikes until Zhuge Ho finally lost his grip on his sword.

Now completely defenseless, Zhuge Ho was at Chun-il's mercy. Gripping the axe handle with both hands, Chun-il swung down at Zhuge Ho's head without hesitation, clearly intending to kill him.

"Brother!"

Seeing this, Zhuge Myeong rushed between them to block the axe.
The Tiger Support Unit also joined the battle against the bandits, leaving only a few men to deal with Hyeok-ri Eum.

"Kuhek!?"
"Y-you bastards...!"

With dozens of reinforcements arriving, the situation became balanced again.
The battle between the two sides turned chaotic, and the bandits who had been so confident at first began to fall one by one.

"You damned bastards!"

Chun-il's face twisted in anger at the sight. He swung his axe widely, striking at Zhuge Myeong.

-Kwang!

"Kuh...hup!"

Zhuge Myeong was pushed back with a stifled groan.
His palm holding the sword tingled, and he clicked his tongue.

*What incredible strength.*

He couldn't help but admire how freely the man wielded that enormous axe that must have weighed dozens of pounds, even in the midst of battle.
No wonder the three brothers had such a fearsome reputation throughout Henan.

*But I'm a warrior of the Zhuge Family. I can't just helplessly lose to a bandit...!*

His usually listless, dull eyes sharpened with focus in the tense battle.
His gleaming gaze analyzed Chun-il's attacks.

*Now!*

No matter how skilled someone is, swinging a weapon of that size creates large movements, and large movements inevitably create openings.
Just as Zhuge Myeong found that opening and was about to thrust his sword into it—

-Kwoooooor...!

A massive scream echoed through the air.
Unlike the previous roars, this one was different—a dying wail that cut off weakly.

Along with it, the blood-red energy that had been covering the family estate's sky slowly began to dissipate.

"......"
"......"

Sensing the change, a silence gradually fell.
Both bandits and warriors alike felt the transformation throughout their bodies.

Something had ended inside the estate.

And soon after, a group appeared before them.

"Father!"

It was Hyeok-ri Gwang and his retainers.

Hyeok-ri Eum called out upon seeing her father appear.
But her face showed anxiety and bewilderment rather than relief or joy.

She rushed to him and urgently asked:

"W-what about my brother?"
"......"

Unable to answer his daughter's question, Hyeok-ri Gwang turned his head to look at the sky with a grave expression.
Until just moments ago, an ominous blood-red energy had been swirling there, but now only a clear blue sky remained.

That sight alone told the outcome.

"I'm sorry."
"...!?"

Hyeok-ri Eum's face turned pale at her father's weak voice—a tone she had never heard from him before—and she immediately ran into the estate.
Unable to look back at his departing daughter, Hyeok-ri Gwang approached Zhuge Ho and said with a sigh:

"Let's go in. It seems everything is over now."

*

-Screech!

After instantly killing the Zhuge Family Head and Zhuge Seung, Zhuge Cheongsang growled and approached the family's senior members.
I swung my sword widely, sending a blue crescent-shaped sword qi toward the monster.

"Krung!?"

Zhuge Cheongsang jumped back in surprise at the "Transcendent Heaven Cutter" flying toward him.
He let out an irritated growl before turning his attention back to the family's senior members.

What the hell? Is this guy for real?
I was bewildered by Zhuge Cheongsang's continued disregard for me as I stepped into a battle stance.

-Bang!

I kicked off the ground hard, rushed forward to block Zhuge Cheongsang's path, and executed "Heavenly Light Wind."
The barrage of strikes hit all over Zhuge Cheongsang's body, but as expected, he recovered almost instantly.

I hadn't really expected much anyway.
I was just trying to buy some time.
While swinging my sword, I shouted to the people behind me:

"What are you waiting for? Run away now!"
"B-but...!"
"How can we flee and leave behind the criminal who killed our Family Head!"

Who just said that?
You're still talking nonsense after seeing Zhuge Cheongsang smash Zhuge Seung's head?

"Stop talking nonsense and run! You'll only die pointlessly if you interfere!"

I shouted irritably and followed "Heavenly Light Wind" with "Heaven's Thunderbolt," striking down at Zhuge Cheongsang.

-Shwak!

My sword cut through the red energy and into the flesh beneath.
The blade entered his right shoulder and exited through his left side.

Normally, this would have severed his upper body, but his ridiculous healing ability reattached the sliding torso before it could even fall.

"Huh, huhk...!"

Seeing this, the senior members finally began to flee in all directions.

"Kruheong!"

Zhuge Cheongsang roared at the sight of them scattering and lifted one leg as if to chase them. I thrust "Sword Shadow Penetrating Heaven" into his chest, right where the Blood Jade was still humming.

I concentrated all eight thrusts—normally aimed at different points of the upper body—onto the Blood Jade.

-Kakakakang!

The concentrated strikes hammered at the Blood Jade repeatedly.
Though they only created slightly deeper scratches, with no significant damage.

"Krhaaak!"

Still, he couldn't completely ignore attacks on the source of his power. Zhuge Cheongsang's bloodshot gaze turned toward me.

-Whik

The blood-red fist in my vision suddenly grew larger.
He was trying to smash my head just like he had done to Zhuge Seung.

I barely dodged the noticeably faster attack by turning my head, then used "Heaven's Foresight Step" to get behind him and immediately stepped into a battle stance again.

-Kung!

"Krhang!"

The energy binding wrapped around his body again, but had he already grown accustomed to it after experiencing it once?
He quickly broke free of the restraint and swung his fist at me.

"Tch...!"

I clicked my tongue and retreated.
Zhuge Cheongsang pursued me relentlessly.
Two swords appeared on either side of him.

"Hrup!"
"Haap!"

It was my Master and Zhuge Geun-yeong.
Though their swords without sword qi couldn't penetrate the blood-red energy, they were still managing to hinder Zhuge Cheongsang's movements.

"Yiaaap!"

Add to that Seol's sword attack from behind.
While Zhuge Cheongsang's movements were restricted by attacks from three directions, flowing hair blocked my vision.

In a delicate hand was a blue sword hilt identical to mine.

"Hwa-ryeon."

Hwa-ryeon, who had stepped in front of me protectively, slightly turned her head at my call.

"You need to prepare something, right? We'll buy you some time."
"Are you a mind reader?"

I laughed wryly at how she had read my intentions without me saying anything, then my expression hardened as I watched the three people engaging Zhuge Cheongsang.

"I'm counting on you. Just hold him for a moment."
"Leave it to us."

With that brief reply, Hwa-ryeon rushed toward Zhuge Cheongsang.
Watching her back, I took a deep breath and focused all my attention on my sword.

The sword radiance shone brightly once more.
The blue light gathering at the tip grew larger and gradually began to split into multiple strands.

Two strands, four strands, eight strands...

"Kuk...!"

I groaned at the pain like needles piercing through my skull but continued to concentrate.
The number of sword radiance strands increased exponentially in proportion to my effort.

Finally, hundreds of strands of sword radiance fluttered around my sword.
Now all that remained was to wrap them around the blade.

But then, a problem arose.

"Kyaak!?"
"Seol!"

Unable to withstand Zhuge Cheongsang's strength, Seol was sent flying far away.

-Bang!

"Kuk...!"

Momentarily distracted by this, my Master was also slow to respond to Zhuge Cheongsang's attack and was pushed back hard.

Now only Zhuge Geun-yeong and Hwa-ryeon remained.
And Zhuge Cheongsang targeted Hwa-ryeon first.

"Kuaaak!"

With a massive roar, he swung his fists wildly at Hwa-ryeon.

"Kuk...!"

Hwa-ryeon precariously dodged his fists imbued with the Blood Jade's energy.
But when he suddenly struck the ground with a surprise attack, her stance crumbled for an instant.

"Kraaaa-!"

Seizing the perfect opportunity, Zhuge Cheongsang threw a punch aimed at Hwa-ryeon's head.

"Hwa-ryeon-!"

Just as I was about to rush forward, forgetting all about sword force—

"Haaap!"

With a rough battle cry, Zhuge Cheongsang's movement suddenly stopped.

A streak of golden auspicious energy was now surrounding his body through gaps in the Blood Jade's energy covering him.
At the end of that energy was Elder Gok, sweating profusely.

"Elder...!"
"H-hurry! The energy is too strong for the immobilization technique to last long!"

At his urgent cry, I gritted my teeth and concentrated again.

I wrapped the divided strands of sword radiance around the blade.
But they kept coming loose without properly covering it.

This is where I had always failed to form sword force.
Because my internal energy control was still insufficient.

But in the current situation, I couldn't afford to complain about my inadequacy.
Even if I couldn't do it properly, I had to force it to work.

"Hrup...!"

I poured almost all of my true energy into the sword.
The strands of sword radiance, increased in proportion to the expended energy, tangled and wrapped around the blade.

And thus, sword force was completed.
Or could this even be called complete?

Honestly, it was hard to call it proper sword force.
The light emanating from the sword was too dim to be called starlight, and having poured most of my true energy into it, I could only swing it once at most.

But it should be enough to destroy that damned Blood Jade.

"Krhaaaa-!"
"Oh no...!"

The golden auspicious energy, struggling to hold on, finally tore apart.
Zhuge Cheongsang, regaining his freedom, roared and charged at me.

Did he instinctively sense the danger?
Sorry, but it's already too late.

I rushed toward the approaching Zhuge Cheongsang.
And swung my sword containing the dim starlight.

"Krung!?"

Zhuge Cheongsang flinched at the light from my swinging sword.
But my sword never touched his body.

Because I used "Heaven's Foresight Step" to move to the opposite side before contact.

-Screech!

"Krhang!?"

Hearing the air-splitting sound behind him, Zhuge Cheongsang quickly turned his head, but I was already standing in another direction, swinging my sword again.

"Krung! Krheong!"

I stepped through nine positions surrounding him, creating false images.

The sixth form of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique," "Misty Haze Illusion."
A form that confuses the opponent's senses with numerous false images and strikes at their opening amid the confusion.

This form, which was incomplete during my duel with Hyeok-ri Gwang, was finally completed with the power of "Heaven's Foresight Step."

After creating the imperfect sword force and pouring all the remaining meager true energy from my dantian into "Heaven's Foresight Step," I found the opening.

I immediately stepped into the central position, the position of nothingness, and penetrated into Zhuge Cheongsang's embrace.

"Krheooong-!"

Zhuge Cheongsang let out a scream-like roar after belatedly realizing my position, but it was already too late.

"Haaap-!"

My target was the Blood Jade.
All I needed was a single thrust.

The third form of the "Three Essentials Sword Technique," "Immortal Pointing the Way."

One of the most basic sword techniques and the one I had practiced the longest—the thrust rushed toward the Blood Jade.

-Jjeojjeok-!

And penetrated the blood-red sphere completely.
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"Kwaaaargh...!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang let out a death wail as if his body was being torn apart.
The blood jade embedded in his chest shattered into pieces, stained black.

The crimson energy that had been soaring endlessly into the sky vanished like a lie, revealing the blue sky beyond.

Below it, Zhuge Cheon-sang, now without the blood jade...

"Huu, huuuuu...!"

He was gasping for breath with my sword still pierced through his chest.
His form, which had been raging like a wild beast moments ago, now hung limply without strength.

But that wasn't all.
His body, which had been burning red, lost its color and turned ashen gray, withering like a mummy.

It seemed the blood jade's rampage had consumed Zhuge Cheon-sang's life force as well.
Even at a glance, recovery appeared impossible.

I slowly pulled my sword from his chest and carefully laid down his skeletal body.

"Huh... huh...!"

Zhuge Cheon-sang kept opening and closing his mouth as if trying to say something.
But his body, drained of all energy, couldn't even leave final words.

Finally, without even properly closing his eyes, Zhuge Cheon-sang's breathing stopped.
His empty gaze stared blankly at the sky.
I silently reached out and closed his eyes.

"...Is it over?"
"Yes. For now."

As I answered Hwa-ryeon's question while looking down at Zhuge Cheon-sang's miserable end, I sensed someone approaching rapidly from the distance.

Turning my head, I saw Hyeok-ri Eum running frantically as if being chased.

"Oh no..."

I clicked my tongue briefly and covered Zhuge Cheon-sang's corpse.
It wasn't a pleasant sight for his sister to see.

Just then, Zhuge Geun-yeong seemed to have the same thought and grabbed Hyeok-ri Eum's arm to prevent her from coming closer.

"Eum, don't look. It's better not to see."
"Let go! I said let go!"

Hyeok-ri Eum's eyes widened as she struggled to break free from Zhuge Geun-yeong's grip.
She must have recognized whose body was lying limply behind me.

"B-brother...?"

Her legs gave way, and she collapsed with a blank expression.
For a moment, she shook her head as if unable to accept reality, then tears began to well up in her bloodshot eyes.
And then,

"Uwaaaaahhhh!"

Finally, her wailing burst forth.
Me, Hwa-ryeon, Master, Seol, and Zhuge Geun-yeong all watched Hyeok-ri Eum sobbing with bitter expressions.

Her heartbreaking cries announced the end of the rebellion.

*

"Urrrgh!"

While Hyeok-ri Eum's wailing echoed throughout the estate, someone else was struggling to suppress their screams.

"Ugh...! Damn it!"

A woman clutching her head, collapsed on the floor as if suffering from a severe headache.
It was none other than So-so.

Having survived the rampaging Zhuge Cheon-sang's attack thanks to Gok Il and evacuated, she had been hiding not far from the Great Heaven Pavilion, watching the battle unfold.
And when Ja-seong destroyed the blood jade with his incomplete sword force, she collapsed from an overwhelming headache.

How long had she been like that?
So-so finally managed to get up as if the headache had subsided.

"How the hell did that bastard destroy the blood essence...!"

She glared at Ja-seong with grinding teeth.

Blood essence.
That was the true name of the crimson orb that Elder Council Leader Zhuge Yong-hwi had named "blood jade."

And knowing that name meant she was deeply involved in the creation process of the blood essence.

For instance, secretly providing the Blood Explosion Art to Su-gyeong.
Or, disguised as Gok Il, informing the Elder Council about the grand method to absorb the blood essence.

She was the mastermind who had corrupted the Zhuge Family from behind the scenes for twenty long years.

So-so, or more accurately, the woman who had been living under the disguise of So-so, bit her lip and sighed weakly.

"...Haa. How did things get so complicated?"

Originally, she had infiltrated the Zhuge Family for two purposes.

The first was, of course, experimenting with the blood essence.

It was an experiment to see what would happen if they extracted and combined the blood essence that grew inside Blood Explosion Art practitioners who consumed blood, and then absorbed it into a body capable of handling its power.

But this experiment ultimately failed.
Perhaps they didn't want to cross certain lines despite researching demonic arts, so they fed animal blood instead of human blood to grow the blood essence.

The blood essence created this way was, predictably, not the proper article.

"It goes berserk on its own. The spiritual connection is too weak for it to properly follow my commands."

Thanks to that, her efforts to insert a spell in the grand method to control the mind of whoever absorbed the blood essence were all in vain.

"...In the end, I only managed to eliminate the family head and a few elders?"

Her second goal was to exterminate the Zhuge Family, or at least inflict comparable damage.

That was why she had inserted the spell into the grand method.
According to the original plan, she would have controlled Zhuge Cheon-sang as he wielded the blood essence's power and killed all the Zhuge Family members.

But Geun-yeong's sudden rebellion and Ja-seong's intervention caused that plan to fail as well.
Especially that final attack from Ja-seong that destroyed the blood essence.

"...How could a mere human destroy the blood essence?"

Even though it was imperfect, the blood essence was the blessed fruit bestowed by the great Divine Tree.

How could a human destroy such a miraculous creation?

Shaking her head at this incomprehensible reality, she soon returned to her room, avoiding others' gazes.

After confirming no one was around, she took something out of a small box in the corner of the room.
It was a mirror, which began to glow brightly when she infused it with energy.

As the light subsided, the mirror reflected someone else's image.
Seeing that image, she immediately prostrated herself.

"Lord I-gan."

[Is that you, Six-gan?]

At the cold male voice, she, Six-gan, trembled momentarily but tried to hide it as she answered.

"...Yes."

[It seems things didn't go as planned.]

Despite her efforts, the person in the mirror saw right through her.
Still prostrated with her eyes tightly shut, Six-gan immediately apologized.

"I'm sorry. There were unexpected variables..."

[Variables...? Explain in detail.]

Six-gan promptly explained the process of how the plan failed.
I-gan listened silently to her occasional excuses, but narrowed his eyes when she mentioned the blood essence being destroyed.

[...The blood essence by human hands? You wouldn't dare lie to me, would you?]

"Absolutely, absolutely not! His sword suddenly started glowing and then the blood essence..."

[...You say the sword glowed?]

I-gan's face hardened and his voice lowered.
Bewildered by this ominous reaction, Six-gan swallowed hard and nodded.

"Yes, yes! It was faint, but the sword definitely glowed blue."

[...I see.]

A long silence followed his brief response.
It was only after a full minute of contemplation, while Six-gan fidgeted nervously, that I-gan spoke again.

[The experiment with the blood essence is sufficient for now. It's unfortunate we couldn't wipe out the Zhuge Family, but it's not urgent at the moment.]

"...Yes? Yes?"

His tone suggested he wouldn't hold her responsible for this failure.
Relief gradually appeared on Six-gan's puzzled face.

Then came I-gan's order.

[Withdraw from the Zhuge Family and go directly to Wudang Mountain.]

"Wudang Mountain...you say?"

I-gan nodded at Six-gan's question.

[Yes, an avatar bestowed by the Divine Tree has taken root there. Its growth will soon be complete, so ensure there are no problems with its protection.]

"B-but... isn't that O-gan's job?"

Six-gan recalled the face of the detestable O-gan.
That unpleasant fellow who acted arrogantly even before I-gan, claiming he was different from the other branches, special.

'I thought he was in charge of the Divine Tree's avatar?'

In response to Six-gan's confusion came I-gan's exasperated sigh, followed by shocking news.

[O-gan is dead.]

"...What?"

[To be precise, he's missing, but circumstances suggest he's most likely dead.]

Dead? Who? That O-gan?
At this completely unexpected news, Six-gan unconsciously raised her head with wide eyes.

Soon realizing her mistake, she lowered her head again, but I-gan didn't particularly rebuke her.
He simply continued in a monotone.

[We're still investigating what happened, but I heard the base at Lake Payang was destroyed and the Divine Tree's avatar there was reduced to ashes.]

"What despicable wretch would dare...!"

Six-gan ground her teeth at the news that someone had burned the great Divine Tree's avatar.
I-gan glanced at her fist trembling with rage and issued another order.

[Three avatars remain. We cannot lose any more foundations for our sect's great cause. Other branches will protect the remaining two avatars, so you protect the one at Wudang Mountain.]

"...Understood. I'll depart immediately."

With that determined response, I-gan disappeared from the mirror.
And that night, So-so, the diligent maid of the Zhuge Family, vanished without a trace.

*

In an underground location somewhere unknown.
That's where I-gan was.

At the center of a massive formation carved into the floor, surrounded by several crystal orbs.

"...A blue light."

After his conversation with Six-gan ended and one of the crystal orbs lost its light, I-gan muttered quietly before rising and heading to the surface.

Not long after he started walking, a massive pavilion that could only be described as magnificent came into view.

I-gan entered the pavilion with its impressive golden tiles without hesitation.
The maids moving about inside seemed accustomed to him, bowing respectfully without any objection.

Passing these maids and reaching the inner part of the pavilion, I-gan spoke to the maid guarding the door.

"Announce me."
"Yes."

-No need. Come in.

"...Please enter."

Passing through the carefully opened door, he found a lavishly adorned woman sitting languidly inside.

I-gan promptly prostrated himself before her.

"I greet the First Root of the Divine Tree, our Sect Leader."

Ch.182 - Roots Of The Crimson Eye
Gun Ja-seong was surprised to discover that the leader of the Crimson Eye Cult—an organization plotting to overthrow the Central Plains and the Great Ming Empire—was a beautiful young woman.

"Welcome, I-gan," she greeted with a seductive smile.

The cult leader, Il-geun, asked teasingly, "You rarely come to the surface. What brings you to seek me out personally?"

"I have an urgent report," I-gan replied.

"Hmm? Urgent report? Let's hear it."

I-gan answered without hesitation, "The operation against the Zhuge Family has failed."

"...Tell me the details."

The cult leader's smile faded at the unpleasant news.

I-gan explained what he had heard from Yuk-gan, omitting excuses and focusing only on essential information. At the end, he mentioned a sword that had emitted light. The cult leader frowned at this.

"A sword's light... Could it be Sword Qi Hardening Into Force?"

"It destroyed the Blood Crystal with a single strike. As far as we know, only Sword Qi Hardening Into Force could produce such power."

"...This is absurd. After 'The Annihilation of the Old Martial World,' even the concept should have become nothing but a legend. And now, hundreds of years later, suddenly Sword Qi Hardening Into Force appears?"

The cult leader shook her head and immediately inquired about the user of this sword force.

"Who exactly is this person?"

"His name is Gun Ja-seong. His origins are unknown, but he's traveling with the daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress."

The cult leader's eyes widened in surprise. "The former Lord's daughter? She's still alive?"

"We only just discovered her whereabouts."

Yuk-gan, who had been stationed at the Zhuge Family for years, had eyes and ears throughout the family. This was how information about Hwa-ryeon had leaked to the cult leader.

"Hmm..."

After hearing about Hwa-ryeon, the cult leader thought for a moment before speaking.

"If she's the daughter of the Paecheon Fortress Lord, we don't need to take action ourselves."

"Yes, there's someone who wants that woman dead more than anyone else in this world."

The cult leader and I-gan both thought of the same person—a man burning with ambition beyond his station: the current Lord of Paecheon Fortress.

"I'll have Il-ji leak her whereabouts to him."

"Do so. No matter how skilled this user of Sword Qi Hardening Into Force may be, as a single individual, he'll have to kneel before numerous hands."

Having decided how to deal with Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon's group, the two felt cautious about the sword force that had appeared after hundreds of years, but believed they could handle it sufficiently.

Whether things would go as planned remained to be seen, but there was a more pressing matter at hand.

"...So, have you found out? Who is the villain who dared to burn the Divine Wood's manifestation?"

Despite the cult leader's voice growing colder and lower, I-gan answered in a monotone.

"I apologize. I-gan went to Payang Lake to investigate personally but is facing difficulties. He says there's a strange lack of traces."

"Even with I-gan personally involved?"

Surprise tinged the cult leader's voice.

I-gan, the second branch of the Crimson Eye Cult, was a master tracker who hunted down traitors and criminals of the cult.

Despite going to the Payang Lake base to investigate, he had found nothing. He would continue the investigation, but his assessment was that there would likely be no results.

"I-gan couldn't find any traces. This means someone deliberately and thoroughly erased all evidence."

I-gan's failure multiplied I-gan's vigilance.

Someone was interfering with their grand plan, and this opponent was meticulous enough to evade I-gan's tracking.

This surely wouldn't end here. It was highly likely that the other manifestations were also being targeted.

Feeling this conviction firmly embedded in his mind, I-gan shared these thoughts, and the cult leader nodded.

"I see. That's a reasonable assessment. How are we responding?"

"I've assigned Yuk-gan, whom we withdrew from the Zhuge Family, along with Chil-gan and Sa-gan, to guard each manifestation."

"Our opponent killed O-gan and Sam-gan. That won't be enough."

After tapping her armrest in contemplation, the cult leader spoke again.

"I'll provide nine Wood Spirits."

"...! Wood Spirits... did you say?"

I-gan, uncharacteristically, showed agitation with wide eyes.

Wood Spirits were the cult's secretly cultivated special forces. It was believed that just three of them could match the Ten Lords in battle.

In other words, providing nine Wood Spirits meant adding Ten Lord-level forces to each location where a manifestation was planted.

Moreover, there were only twenty Wood Spirits in total. Nine was nearly half of their forces...

"Are you certain? Once Wood Spirits are used..."

"They required enormous resources to create, so I can't say I'm not reluctant. However, the Divine Wood's manifestations are essential to our grand plan. Don't confuse the priorities."

"...Yes."

After I-gan's quiet response to the stern words, the cult leader waved her hand.

"You may withdraw now. Report immediately if anything else arises."

"Yes. I'll take my leave then."

After I-gan bowed respectfully and left the room, mysterious voices broke the momentary silence in the cult leader's chamber.

-Hmph, how pathetic. How do they handle their duties so poorly...!
-To die failing such a simple task as guarding a sapling—a disgrace to our clan.

Hearing these angry voices, the cult leader straightened her posture.

Soon, black smoke billowed in the air, forming human shapes.

Seeing the two men who appeared, the cult leader rose from her chair and bowed gently.

"You've arrived, Left Guardian, Right Guardian."

It was a truly strange sight.

A guardian typically refers to someone who protects a sect's leader, like a sect master—technically the cult leader's subordinate.

Yet the cult leader's attitude toward the two men who emerged from the smoke was as respectful as if addressing superiors.

"Ah, drop it. I'm not in the mood to receive your greetings."

"You don't need to show us excessive respect. Officially, we are your subordinates."

The man called Left Guardian, Sam-geun, sat down carelessly without hiding his irritation, while the Right Guardian, I-geun, raised the cult leader's upper body as he spoke.

Despite the Right Guardian's words, the cult leader gently shook her head.

"I cannot do that. The two Guardians are true apostles sent by the great Divine Wood. I, merely remaining within the category of humans, dare not treat such noble persons casually."

"Tsk, creepy woman."

The Left Guardian openly expressed his disgust at her words, which were infused with the peculiar madness of a fanatic.

Giving him a warning look, the Right Guardian changed the subject.

"Is it difficult to track down the villain who killed O-gan?"

"I am truly ashamed. To think that an apostle would return to the Divine Wood's embrace like this."

The cult leader bowed her head again, addressing even O-gan with honorifics.

The Right Guardian spoke as if to comfort her.

"It's not your fault. I always thought his arrogance and carelessness would cause problems someday. The price was just bigger than expected."

However, making that comfort meaningless, the Left Guardian loudly berated her.

"With one sapling gone, it will take longer to achieve our grand plan!"

"Yes, I will do my utmost to ensure we don't lose the remaining manifestations."

The cult leader nodded and answered firmly to the Left Guardian's words.

With a snort, the Left Guardian said nothing more.

"Yes, that's right. For a beautiful, crimson world."

The Right Guardian responded to her words in the Left Guardian's place.

And the cult leader raised both corners of her mouth in a bright smile.

It was a bright, radiant, and therefore eerie smile.

"Yes. For the beautiful, crimson world of the great Divine Wood."

*

Two days had passed since Hyeok-ri Eum's wailing echoed through the air.
The hastily prepared and executed rebellion ended somewhat differently than we had expected.

The Zhuge Family Head, whom we had planned to bring down on charges of embezzlement, ended up as a cold corpse, and most of the elders of the Elder Council also died.
A few elders who survived and fled into the forest were barely alive, but they were groaning in pain from the severe beating they had received.

"Ah, those old men. They were quite formidable. I had no choice but to subdue them thoroughly," Im Chun-il said nonchalantly.

I couldn't help but laugh wryly at his words.
What did he mean by "no choice"? He had stomped on them quite enthusiastically.

Shaking my head, I turned to Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"So, Branch Manager? No, should I call you Family Head now?"

"I'm not the Family Head yet. I can only succeed to the position after gaining approval at the family meeting."

We were currently in the Family Head's office.
Zhuge Geun-yeong, sitting in the seat of honor where the Zhuge Family Head used to sit, denied it, but his becoming the Family Head was already half a foregone conclusion.

"Who would oppose you now? The family's senior members all know the situation and have agreed to cooperate with you."

Right after the rebellion and its aftermath, Zhuge Geun-yeong had gathered the family's senior members and told them the truth about the rebellion.
He said that while it wasn't good for too many people to know, at least they needed to understand.

At first, they naturally couldn't easily believe Zhuge Geun-yeong's words.
But after being shown the cave where the Blood Explosion Art practitioners were confined, they had no choice but to believe us.

Fortunately, true to their Zhuge name, the senior members quickly calculated their interests and agreed to cover up matters related to the Blood Explosion Art. The Zhuge Family Head was announced to the public as having died from illness.

By that point, the senior members had essentially already decided to follow Zhuge Geun-yeong.

Ch.183 - After Rebellion
Well, I suppose it's a natural decision.
In hindsight, if it weren't for Zhuge Geun-yeong's rebellion, they would all be dead too.

While thinking about this, I suddenly recalled Zhuge Cheon-sang's strange behavior during his rampage.
In the middle of our fierce battle, he suddenly rushed toward the Great Heavenly Pavilion and immediately tried to kill the core members of the family, including Zhuge Geun-yeong.

The way he desperately tried to reach the senior members while half-ignoring my continued attacks was definitely unusual.

How should I put it? It felt like there was some kind of will behind it?
As if someone invisible was giving orders to Zhuge Cheon-sang.

"In the end, we couldn't catch the mastermind who passed the Great Method to the Council of Elders."
"...Yes. It feels like things haven't been properly resolved."

Zhuge Geun-yeong nods in agreement with my words.

Just yesterday.
After the situation had somewhat settled, we called the old man Gok and the Zhuge Head Manager for a face-to-face interrogation.

The Head Manager claimed that old man Gok had passed on the Great Method, while old man Gok insisted he knew nothing about it.
We needed to determine which one was telling the truth.

"I was there. It was definitely Sorcerer Gok who passed on the Great Method."
"What nonsense...! I know absolutely nothing about this Blood Jade item!"

As I suspected, even in front of old man Gok, the Head Manager repeated the same claim, and old man Gok responded with disbelief.

Both sides maintained contradictory positions.
And several surviving elders backed the Head Manager's statement.

Two elders who were relatively clear-headed made exactly the same claim as the Head Manager.

"H-how...!"

Just as the situation was becoming unfavorable for old man Gok, a new witness appeared.

"Ah, that night, old man Gok was at my quarters. He was looking after my sick younger brother."

A testimony came from a branch family member claiming that at the time the Great Method was supposedly passed on, old man Gok was at his quarters taking care of his sick brother.

"How is this...?"

Now the Head Manager's face also showed signs of bewilderment.
Both sides had contradicting claims, yet both had witnesses to support them—a paradoxical situation.

This led me to consider a new possibility.
That perhaps both claims were true.

"Could it be that someone disguised themselves as old man Gok?"
"Are you suggesting there's another sorcerer in the family besides me?"

When I proposed this hypothesis, having already witnessed the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil's disguise technique, old man Gok carefully responded that it wasn't an impossible idea.

And so began the search for the sorcerer.
We thoroughly investigated everyone in the family estate, including the retainers, and searched every building, but the results weren't very promising.

"We've examined everyone, but there's no one who appears to be a sorcerer. However, there is something concerning..."
"What is it?"
"Do you remember the girl named So-so? The one I rescued?"
"Ah, yes. She was the maid assigned to my guest quarters, so I'm familiar with her. But why...?"

Old man Gok replied with a suspicious expression to my question.

"She's suddenly disappeared."
"...What? What do you mean?"
"Exactly what I said. She hasn't been seen anywhere in the family estate since yesterday."

So she disappeared after we rescued her, right after the rebellion ended?
A thread of suspicion naturally arose.

Could that maid be the mastermind behind everything...?
But I soon shook my head.

That's too much of a stretch.
While her sudden disappearance was certainly suspicious, I couldn't conclude she was the mastermind based on mere suspicion without evidence.

"...Still, we should try to find out where the maid went after leaving the estate, just in case."
"Leave that to us. We're already inquiring about her whereabouts. She can't leave Yangyang without passing through it, so we'll surely find her trail."

Zhuge Geun-yeong spoke confidently, but even now, a day later, there's been no news of finding the maid's whereabouts.

It's only been a day, so we should wait a bit longer, but I had a strange certainty that we wouldn't find the maid's trail.
At the same time, my half-joking speculation that she might be the true mastermind grew stronger.

Could that maid really have been behind everything?
I couldn't help but be amazed at how thoroughly she had deceived even me, who had received her service right beside me.

Her skill was impressive—manipulating the head of the Zhuge family and the elders over decades.
While the supposedly smartest people in the Central Plains were obsessed with power and lost their minds, she expertly exploited that weakness and nearly destroyed an entire great family.

Who could the mastermind be?
Perhaps an agent of Paecheon Fortress?

Hwa-ryeon shook her head at my suggestion.

"It's not Paecheon Fortress. You're pretty certain the culprit is a sorcerer, right? If so, there's no way it could be Paecheon Fortress."
"Why would you say that... Oh."

As I was about to question her, I recalled my conversation with old man Yeon.
Didn't he say the imperial court actively persecutes sorcerers, considering them puppets of the demonic cult?

"Yes. And Paecheon Fortress has been at the forefront of persecuting sorcerers within the Central Plains. I'm sure there isn't a single sorcerer anywhere who has good feelings toward Paecheon Fortress."

If that's true, then it would be impossible for Paecheon Fortress to employ a sorcerer.

"Then who on earth could it be?"

Who would target the Zhuge family if not Paecheon Fortress?

"...Could it be the demonic cult?"
"Please don't say such things, even as a joke. It's a terrifying thought."

At Hwa-ryeon's firm response, I clicked my tongue.
It seemed plausible, but this too was just speculation without evidence.

And so the discussion about the mastermind fizzled out, and the meeting moved on to the next topic.
Or rather, it was forcibly moved on.

"So, what punishment will be given to the surviving elders and Head Manager Zhuge Sun?"

A voice tinged with subtle killing intent.
Everyone's gaze turned to the edge of the table.
There sat unfamiliar, new faces.

Zhuge Ho, Deputy Commander of the Sky Tiger Unit.
Zhuge Myeong, Commander of the Tiger Wisdom Unit.
Zhuge Cheong, Commander of the Tiger Benevolence Unit.

The commanders of each military unit, the backbone of the Zhuge family's military power.
The one who just spoke was Zhuge Cheong, the Commander of the Tiger Benevolence Unit, sitting at the very end.

Dressed in a spotless white martial uniform, he looked haggard as if he hadn't slept for days, yet his eyes still gleamed fiercely.

"Those people are criminals who nearly brought our family to the brink of extinction. They must be punished by cruel execution."

Everyone remained silent at his words, which carried a strange personal grudge.
Because they knew why he was acting this way.

When the family's senior members headed to the cave of Blood Qi practitioners, the commanders went along too.
And Zhuge Cheong discovered his older brother among the practitioners who were howling like beasts—a brother who had left the family long ago.

From what I heard, they had been close brothers since childhood, but now that brother had become a beast craving blood...
It was remarkable that he was maintaining this level of composure.

"...Don't worry, Commander of the Tiger Benevolence Unit. They will pay an appropriate price. I promise you that."

Zhuge Geun-yeong responded coolly to Zhuge Cheong's words.
Hearing this, Zhuge Cheong stared intently at Zhuge Geun-yeong for a moment before lowering his gaze.

"If you promise that, I have nothing more to ask."

With that answer, filled with numerous emotions, the meeting came to an end.

*

As soon as we left the Head Family Hall after the meeting, a family martial artist approached Zhuge Geun-yeong and me.
Surprisingly, when we asked why, it turned out that the Head Manager Zhuge was looking for us.

"What could it be?"
"I'm not sure..."

Puzzled, Zhuge Geun-yeong and I headed to the prison where the Head Manager was being held.

After the rebellion ended, the Head Manager had voluntarily requested imprisonment.
Except for when we called him for the face-to-face interrogation, he had remained silent in prison. What could he want from us now?

With these questions in mind, we arrived at the prison and soon saw the Head Manager sitting quietly on the cold prison floor.

"...You've come."

The Head Manager slowly opened his eyes, seemingly sensing our presence beyond the iron bars.
When asked why he had called for us, he uttered shocking words.

"Please let me bear all the crimes committed by the Head of the Family."
"...What?"

Wait, what is he saying?
So he's saying...

"You want to take the blame for Zhuge Head's crimes and die in his place?"
"Yes. Execute me as the main culprit who drove the family to the brink of extinction, and use that to win the hearts of the family members."

Zhuge Geun-yeong immediately objected to the Head Manager's surprising proposal.

"That's impossible! Shifting the responsibility to you and killing you..."
"Then what do you intend to do? Surely you don't mean to save me?"
"...!"

Zhuge Geun-yeong was at a loss for words.
Seeing this, I inwardly sighed.
He had hesitated strangely during the meeting earlier; it seemed he wanted to somehow save the Head Manager.

The Head Manager shook his head as he looked at the speechless Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"It won't do. Young Master, you are now going to lead the Zhuge family as its head. Carrying the burden of an unstable element like me is too great a risk. Please make a cold judgment."
"...Head Manager."

Zhuge Geun-yeong's face contorted at the Head Manager's words asking for his own death.
Though I felt sorry for him, I agreed with the Head Manager.

Even though he helped the rebellion by handing over the ledger at the end, it doesn't erase everything he had done alongside the Head of the Family and the elders until now.

Not only Zhuge Cheong, who was already openly showing his antipathy, but also several senior members who learned of the situation were raising their voices that all those involved should be executed immediately.

In such circumstances, saving the Head Manager would risk causing division in the family that had just escaped from the swamp of corruption.
Surely Zhuge Geun-yeong must know this?

"......"

A pained expression crossed Zhuge Geun-yeong's tightly closed lips.
Seeing that face, I suddenly recalled when he first introduced the Head Manager.

"This is Head Manager Zhuge Sun, who serves as the internal manager of the main family. He's like an uncle to me."
"Haha, Young Master is too kind. I am Zhuge Sun."

The eldest son of the direct line and the internal manager of the family.
But it seems there was a much deeper bond between them than I had thought.
Seeing how he's unable to accept reality.

In the end, Zhuge Geun-yeong couldn't give an immediate answer and left the prison saying only, "...I'll think about it."
As I was about to follow him out, the Head Manager called to me.

"A moment, if you please?"
"Ah, yes. Do you have something to say to me specifically?"

I stood in front of the bars again, looking at the Head Manager.
But then, the Head Manager, who had been silently looking up at me, suddenly bowed deeply to me.

"W-why are you doing this all of a sudden?"

Unable to stop him because of the bars between us, I stood there awkwardly, not knowing what to do, when the Head Manager slowly began to speak.

"I am paying my respects to the great benefactor of our family. You stopped me when I was walking the wrong path and rampaging, and you made me see the light with your brilliant radiance. How could I not express my gratitude?"

Ch.184 - After Rebellion
A brilliant... light?
At first, I wondered what on earth he was talking about, but soon realized the Zhuge Head Manager was discussing sword force.

"Did you see it?"
"Yes, I saw it clearly. The blue light that pierced through the blood-red jade. That light completely erased even the last bit of stubbornness remaining within me."

When the Zhuge Head Manager raised his head again, his face showed a mixture of regret and deep emotion.

"Only after seeing that light did I understand. That is what we—what all martial artists—should have been pursuing. I realized how foolish we were to obsess over and place too much faith in the blood jade."
"..."

I was left speechless by the Zhuge Head Manager, who looked like someone who had been enlightened and converted to a religion.
Wait, he's this moved by that half-baked thing I forced out by pouring in internal energy? That seems a bit...

Unaware of my thoughts, the Zhuge Head Manager continued his story.

"Thanks to that, I've made my decision. For all these years, I've needlessly sacrificed innocent family members, so before I fall into hell, I want to do what I can with what little time I have left."
"...Does that mean you're taking responsibility for the Zhuge Family Head's crimes as well?"

In response to my question, the Zhuge Head Manager nodded and immediately added:

"Of course, that's not the only reason."
"Then what?"
"Are you perhaps planning to place the responsibility for this Blood Explosion Art incident on the Elder Council Leader?"
"..."

I kept my mouth shut at the Zhuge Head Manager's sharp question.

I had said earlier that I explained everything to the family's senior members, but strictly speaking, that wasn't entirely true.
I had told them everything except for the 'exact attribution of responsibility.'

Simply put, I hadn't revealed who the mastermind behind this incident was.
I had evaded the question by saying it was still under investigation.
And as the Zhuge Head Manager correctly guessed, we were planning to name the now-deceased Elder Council Leader as the mastermind.

"If it were to come out that the Family Head was the mastermind, someone might object to Young Master Il inheriting the position. They might argue whether the child of a criminal should succeed as Family Head."
"...Yes. We thought the same, so we were planning to shift the blame to the Elder Council Leader... Wait."

I was answering since he seemed to have figured it all out anyway, but suddenly I realized the Zhuge Head Manager's true intention and quickly turned my head.
I finally understood the real meaning behind his words about taking all the blame for the Zhuge Family Head's crimes.

"You don't mean... you want us to place the responsibility on you as well? You're volunteering to be the mastermind behind this incident?"
"Though I hold the position of Head Manager, I've been treated quite well within the family. I've received treatment similar to the elders."
"..."
"So it wouldn't be too strange if I were said to be the mastermind who was deceived by the true villain and orchestrated this whole affair."

Looking at the Zhuge Head Manager with his transcendent smile, I carefully chose my words before finally speaking.

"...So you're saying the Branch Leader should execute the mastermind in front of everyone to secure the legitimacy of his succession as Family Head."
"You understand quickly. As expected, you're remarkable."

His nonchalant attitude left me dumbfounded.
I almost wondered if he understood what he was saying.

"Do you realize what you're suggesting?"
"Of course. How could I not?"

If he follows through with this plan, the Zhuge Head Manager will meet a miserable death.
He'll be pointed at by all family members as the villain who put the family in danger, and even his corpse might not receive a proper burial.

"...Are you willing to endure all of that?"
"It's a fitting end for a despicable criminal, don't you think?"
"I agree on that point. But what about the Branch Leader?"
"..."

For the first time, the Zhuge Head Manager, who had been speaking without hesitation, fell silent.
His expression clouded momentarily.

"You can tell just from that reaction. The Branch Leader is hesitating even to kill you. Do you think he could accept you meeting such an end?"
"...Whether he can or cannot is beside the point. He must do it. He's about to become the master of this massive family."
"But..."

I tried to object, but the Zhuge Head Manager raised his hand to stop me and continued.

"If he hesitates because of personal feelings, he will never be able to walk the thorny path ahead. If the Family Head is indecisive, the family will collapse and divide like a castle built on sand. Is that the kind of alliance you want, Sir?"

Of course not.
We helped the Zhuge Family because we wanted the power of a major family that could stand alongside the Five Great Families against Paecheon Fortress.

If the Zhuge Family truly collapsed and divided as the Head Manager suggested, they would no longer have value as allies.
This would also mean that all our efforts over the past few days would have been in vain.

"So please convince Young Master Il. This is something that must be done for the future of the family."
"..."

Unable to respond to the Zhuge Head Manager's earnest request, I left the prison.
As soon as I crossed the prison door, I turned to look at Zhuge Geun-yeong, who was standing silently beside it.

Since I had already sensed Zhuge Geun-yeong's presence, I wasn't surprised. I sighed softly and asked:

"So, what are you going to do?"

The cell where the Zhuge Head Manager was confined wasn't far from the prison entrance.
He probably heard everything the Head Manager and I discussed.

"...I..."

His face was filled with anguish.
Seeing that expression, I knew he wouldn't have an easy answer.

I shrugged and spoke:

"Think about it for now. We have plenty of other things to do anyway."

It had been only two days since the rebellion ended.
There were many matters that needed to be handled before punishment, such as funerals for those who died in the incident, so I had no intention of forcing an immediate answer from Zhuge Geun-yeong.

As I was about to leave the prison first, Zhuge Geun-yeong called out to me from behind.

"Gun Young Master."
"Hmm? Do you have something else to say?"

When I turned my head, Zhuge Geun-yeong carefully asked a question with a complicated expression.

"Why... aren't you trying to persuade me?"
"...Hmm."

Why am I not trying to persuade him...
I scratched my chin before answering.

"Because I believe this is something you need to think about and decide entirely on your own."
"..."
"Besides, I have faith that you'll make the right choice in the end."
"...!"

I gave a slight smile to Zhuge Geun-yeong, who looked surprised with wide eyes, then left the prison first.

And it was seven days and nights later when Zhuge Geun-yeong finally reached his conclusion after much deliberation.





*





As mentioned earlier, Zhuge Geun-yeong spent seven days and nights busily handling various matters, including the funerals of those who died.

Of course, my companions and I weren't involved in those affairs.
No matter how deeply we were involved in the rebellion, we were still clearly outsiders.

So does that mean we were just idling around doing nothing? Not exactly.
We had our own problems to solve.

For instance, there was the matter of helping the bandits who were now being hunted by Paecheon Fortress because we had framed them for the Dark Heaven Unit murders.

"Huh? What brings you here?"

As soon as I arrived at the bandits' quarters in the outer courtyard, Im Chun-i looked at me with round eyes.

He seemed quite surprised by my sudden visit.
But I was equally surprised by the scene before me.

"Hyah!"
"Argh!"

"What is this...?"

Since they had a large number of people, the hall where the bandits were staying was a large building with a spacious courtyard.
But now that spacious courtyard was bustling with many people.

To be precise, they were all fighting each other with axes and swords.
The ones with axes were obviously the bandits, and the ones with swords...

"Are those people from the family's armed forces?"
"Yeah. Thanks to them, it's been noisy all day lately."

When I asked about the uniformly dressed martial artists, that was the answer I received.
Why on earth were those people there?

"Seems they were embarrassed about being completely trampled by our guys last time. They suddenly showed up and started arguing that they wouldn't have lost if they had been at full strength."

Im Chun-i quickly explained, noticing my puzzled face.
So they came for revenge because they were upset about losing to mere bandits?

"Ha, what nonsense about 'full strength.' What good would it do to say that to the King of Hell after you're dead?"

While I completely agreed with that opinion, I had no intention of joining in to criticize the mental state of the armed forces.
I recalled my original purpose for coming here and carefully began to speak.

"Can we talk privately for a moment?"
"...What's with the serious face?"

Sensing something was amiss from my humorless expression, Im Chun-i's face also grew serious.
Then, as if suddenly realizing something, he grabbed both my shoulders with a gasp.

"D-did something happen to that bastard Chun-sam? Don't tell me his life force was completely drained by his wife..."
"No, what crazy nonsense are you spouting?!"

I covered Im Chun-i's mouth and snapped at him.
When I removed my hand a moment later, he laughed awkwardly and said, "R-right?"

To explain what this is all about, we need to go back three days.

During the rebellion, Im Chun-sam reportedly faced dozens of armed forces members alone.
He showed amazing martial prowess and fought valiantly, but was injured because he recklessly blocked the armed forces without sparing himself.

I heard his injuries were quite severe, so after the situation was resolved, I went to check on him, but had to turn back due to the doctor's orders for absolute rest.

A few days later.
When I finally got permission to visit him, I happened to meet Im Chun-i, who was going to see Im Chun-sam for the same reason.

"Going to visit your brother?"
"Yeah. You too?"

Somehow we ended up going to Im Chun-sam's quarters together, where we realized there was already a visitor.

"You idiot! You should have just let them through, not blocked everything until you ended up like this!"
"S-sorry..."

Just from the voices, we could tell what was happening.
I smiled slightly and turned to Im Chun-i.

"Seems like today isn't a good day."
"...Well, judging by his voice, at least he's not dead."

Im Chun-i pretended to be nonchalant while clearly showing disappointment on his face.
It was then that the sounds from inside the room took an unexpected turn.

"Anyway, you're okay now, right?"
"Y-yes. The d-doctor also p-praised how q-quickly I'm recovering."
"Good, that's great. Now take it off."
"Yes, take it off... Huh?"

Soon there was a loud crashing sound and Im Chun-sam's urgent cry.

"W-what are you doing? D-don't do this...!"
"Don't do this...! I should have done this long ago. I wasted five years waiting for nothing..."

A low, frustrated mutter.
Then Im Chun-sam's scream.

"Aaaah!?"
"Stay still!"

With the sound of fabric tearing, his screams grew louder.
Somehow the gender roles seemed reversed, but without saying anything, I turned around and patted Im Chun-i's shoulder.

"Let's go. Today really isn't the day."
"Ahem...! My sister-in-law is quite passionate."
"Stop with the nonsense and hurry up."

After dragging Im Chun-i out by the scruff of his neck, I heard that Im Chun-sam had been confined to his quarters ever since.
For a moment I wondered, "So he hasn't been able to... hasn't left the room since then?" but I stopped myself from thinking any further.

I just silently cheered for Im Chun-sam's safe return.

Ch.185 - Zhuge Geun-yeong's Choice
I entered the room with Im Chun-i, who had finally come to his senses.
As soon as we sat down at the table facing each other, he fired a question at me.

"So, why did you come looking for me?"

Instead of answering, I countered with my own question.

"Before I answer, what are your plans going forward?"
"Plans?"
"Exactly what I said. You can't stay at the Zhuge Family forever."
"...Ah."

Im Chun-i's face clouded over.
He seemed to suddenly realize the precariousness of his situation.

"...Well, since I helped with this matter, wouldn't that friend Zhuge Geun-yeong look after me a bit? With that, I could... go to the outer regions. Like Sichuan or Yunnan."
"That sounds like you have no plan at all."
"...Hey, what do you expect! When you're being hunted, do you think there's time to make detailed plans!?"

I smiled lightly as Im Chun-i shouted in frustration, and began to lay my groundwork.

"So you plan to live in the outer regions for the rest of your life?"
"Of course not! After a few years, when things quiet down, I'll return and beat the hell out of those bastards at Paecheon Fortress."
"So your determination to overthrow Paecheon Fortress won't fade?"
"Obviously!"

Im Chun-i's eyes blazed as he clenched his fist and declared his intent.
Hmm, at this rate, he might just take the bait I've brought.

Sensing he was likely to bite, I carefully posed my question.

"Then, how would you feel if we helped you and your men evade Paecheon Fortress's pursuit? Without needing to flee to the outer regions."
"Huh? What do you mean...?"

Im Chun-i looked bewildered.
I explained our identity and purpose to him.

When he heard that Hwa-ryeon was the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress's daughter, he jumped up in surprise, then sat back down with a dumbfounded expression as I continued.

"...So you're saying that young lady is the daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress, and she's also being pursued by them?"
"They haven't located Hwa-ryeon yet, but if we keep moving like this, they'll eventually notice."
"And you're trying to gather the Five Great Families of the Nine Schools to form something called the Murim Alliance?"
"To bring down Paecheon Fortress."

Having explained that much, I got straight to the point.

"So, if you're going to keep fighting Paecheon Fortress anyway, why not join us and fight together?"
"...And in return, you'll help us evade their pursuit?"
"Isn't that better than traveling all the way to the outer regions?"

After blinking blankly for a moment, Im Chun-i crossed his arms and put on a serious expression.
He kept glancing at me, and honestly, his intentions were completely transparent.

He seems to be halfway convinced already.
Well, joining us with our shared goal is a hundred times better than blindly fleeing to the outer regions.

"What do you think?"

As I pressed him again, he groaned softly in contemplation. Then his eyes suddenly sharpened, and a flash of suspicion crossed them.

"...It certainly sounds like a good offer, but isn't it too good just for us? Going to all this trouble for mere bandits?"

Ah, he's unexpectedly sharp.
Indeed, the conditions I'm offering are quite generous to the bandits.

Promising to shield them from the pursuit of the largest sect in the Central Plains just for fighting alongside us.
He's probably wondering if we're trying to deceive them and use them as meat shields.

But that's an excessive concern.
The generous terms are, in a way, born from guilt.
We're the ones who framed them and drove them to this point, so we're being extra considerate as compensation.

Plus, there was one more reason.
While exchanging letters with the Changcheon Trading Company's Wuhan branch, I learned that they weren't being hunted by Paecheon Fortress just because of the Dark Heaven Unit.

"Mere bandits? Who could belittle the very people who annihilated the Blood Ray Unit, one of Paecheon Fortress's fifteen units?"

That's right.
I just learned that the real reason the bandits were being hunted was because they had completely wiped out the Blood Ray Unit.

Apparently, they lured them to their mountain hideout and burned the entire place to the ground with everyone inside.

When we read about this in the letter we received this morning, we let out gasps mixed with admiration and disbelief.
Needless to say, thanks to that achievement, the Changcheon Trading Company viewed the recruitment of these bandits quite positively.

"...Your intelligence network is quite impressive. That happened less than a month ago."

Im Chun-i narrowed his eyes at my words.
I grinned and responded.

"Doesn't that make us more trustworthy? We can definitely shield you from Paecheon Fortress's pursuit."
"...Definitely."

After pretending to consider for a moment, Im Chun-i finally nodded.

"Alright! If you put it that way, I'd be happy to join forces!"

I firmly grasped his large hand as he grinned.
And that's how Im Chun-i and his bandits came to join the Changcheon Trading Company.

*

After giving Im Chun-i Hwa-ryeon's letter vouching for the bandits' identities, I returned to the guest hall.
Not long after, Zhuge Geun-yeong called for a family meeting.

"Young Master Il requests that the guests also come to Daecheon Pavilion to attend the family meeting. He says he will announce the punishment for the family's offenders."

After the maid delivered this message and left, Hwa-ryeon spoke softly.

"...It seems the Zhuge Branch Leader has made his decision."
"Yeah. Sooner than I expected."

With that brief exchange, we headed straight for Daecheon Pavilion.
Several people were heading in the same direction as us.

Needless to say, they were senior members of the family.
As I acknowledged their friendly greetings—I was their lifesaver, after all—I noticed some familiar faces behind them.

First, a man with an exceptionally large build compared to others.

"Master Im, Lady Zhuge."
"Oh, y-you all c-came too?"

As I approached them with a familiar greeting, Im Chun-sam and Zhuge Seo-ryeong welcomed us warmly.
Im Chun-sam's face was somehow filled with fatigue, while Zhuge Seo-ryeong's face was unusually glossy.

After looking at her face, which gleamed as if scrubbed clean of old dirt, I turned back to Im Chun-sam's haggard face.

No, haggard isn't the right word.
That's the face of someone who survived a hopeless battle.

"You survived..."
"Huh? W-what do you mean...?"

Im Chun-sam couldn't hide his confusion at my muttering.
I silently patted the shoulder of this great man.

Meanwhile, Zhuge Seo-ryeong beside him seemed to immediately catch my meaning, as she blushed and repeatedly cleared her throat.
Fortunately, her embarrassment didn't continue as new figures appeared behind us.

"Brother-in-law, Sister."

Turning around, I saw Zhuge Seo-hui and a man she was supporting.
It was Zhuge Mu-yeong, Zhuge Geun-yeong's brother who had nearly become a new Blood Eruption Art practitioner.

Zhuge Seo-ryeong quickly approached her brother, whose complexion didn't look good.

"Mu-yeong, are you sure you should be moving around already?"
"Of course. I can go by myself, but this Seo-hui is making a fuss over nothing."
"What fuss? You keep stumbling!"

As Zhuge Seo-hui said, Zhuge Mu-yeong's steps still lacked strength.
Nevertheless, he tried to walk on his own two legs with false bravado, and his gaze suddenly turned toward me.
Zhuge Mu-yeong approached me with difficulty and respectfully clasped his hands.

"You must be Gun Ja-seong? This is our first meeting. I am Zhuge Mu-yeong."

"This is our first meeting," he said.
Come to think of it, when we met in the cave, he fainted right away, so we never properly greeted each other.

"Yes, I'm Gun Ja-seong."

As I returned his greeting with clasped hands, he immediately expressed his gratitude.

"I should have visited you earlier to thank you, but I'm only doing so now. If it weren't for you, I wouldn't have made it out alive. I will definitely repay this life-saving grace."

I gently raised him by his shoulders as he bowed again in thanks.

"I only did what needed to be done, so please don't worry about it. For now, focus on recovering your health. You need to regain your strength before you can repay any debt, right?"
"...Yes!"

Zhuge Mu-yeong's eyes sparkled strangely as he looked at me.
It was slightly burdensome, but seeing him alive and well thanks to me was somewhat gratifying.

As I was secretly indulging in these thoughts, Zhuge Seo-ryeong's puzzled voice reached my ears.

"By the way, are you all heading to Daecheon Pavilion too? Did Geun-yeong invite you as well?"
"Aren't we direct blood relatives? We're practically involved parties, so of course we should attend."
"Originally only I was invited, but he insisted on coming too..."

Zhuge Seo-hui glanced sideways at Mu-yeong and shook her head as if he couldn't be helped.
Zhuge Mu-yeong messed up his younger sister's hair.

"Ah, really!"

As she angrily fixed her hair, Zhuge Seo-hui flinched at my gaze, then glared at her brother even more fiercely.

"...At this rate, we'll be the last to arrive. Shall we go now?"

Zhuge Mu-yeong, stung by his sister's murderous gaze, awkwardly smiled and urged us on.

*

Unfortunately, Zhuge Mu-yeong's premonition was right on target—by the time we arrived at Daecheon Pavilion, all the family's senior members were already seated.

"Ah, you're here. This way, please."

Zhuge Geun-yeong, seated at the highest position, brightened when he saw us and pointed to the empty seats on his left and right.
Counting the seats, it seemed he had reserved enough for all of us.

Thanks to this, we sat down, ignoring the gazes of the vice family head and his assistants who were left standing.

"Hey."

Next to me as I sat down with Hwa-ryeon was Im Chun-i, who had arrived at some point.

"When did you get here?"
"First one here. Right after you left, I met with the Zhuge young master to discuss compensation."
"You look pleased. You must have received quite a bit."
"Hehehe..."

Judging by his lewd laugh in response to my question, he must have received much more than expected.
Then, suddenly noticing his brother and sister-in-law sitting across from him, he put on a solemn expression and muttered,

"You survived...! Well done, my brother."

Damn, I had the same thought as this guy.

As I grumbled inwardly with a strange sense of displeasure, Zhuge Geun-yeong's voice rang out.

"Now that everyone is here, let's begin the meeting."

Ch.186 - Zhuge Geun-yeong's Choice
As soon as Geun-yeong finished his declaration, questions immediately flew in.

"Young Master Il, did you call this sudden meeting to punish those responsible for this incident?"
"...Yes. I intend to reveal both the punishment for the culprits and the identity of their ringleader."

"Ringleader? I thought they were still investigating..."
"So that's why he gathered us all here."

Low murmurs turned into a buzz of conversation throughout the hall.

Geun-yeong quietly listened to the senior members' chatter. Soon, an attendant approached and whispered something in his ear. After hearing this, Geun-yeong raised his voice toward the entrance of Daecheon Pavilion.

"Bring them in!"

At his command, the tightly closed doors of Daecheon Pavilion opened, and a group of people entered. It was Zhuge Seon and the surviving elders.

"......"

Bound tightly with ropes, they remained silent. Various emotions crossed the faces of those watching these once-respected elders of the family.

Some showed pity and disbelief, while others twitched their lips with barely concealed delight at their downfall. But most faces displayed anger.

Especially those who had discovered close relatives among the Blood Madness practitioners trapped in the cave glared at the elders with murderous intent.

Zhuge Seon endured their gazes while looking at Zhuge Geun-yeong.

His eyes were unreadable, hiding his thoughts completely.

*How skillfully he conceals his emotions already.*

Inwardly impressed, Seon felt reassured.

Indeed, his choice had not been wrong. Young Master Il would undoubtedly elevate the Zhuge Family to greatness.

He would surely transform them into a martial arts family truly respected by all, washing away the bitterness of past years.

*I have no worries now. This great sinner will gladly march to hell with a smile.*

He had already coordinated with the other elders. Though initially skeptical, they agreed to follow Young Master Il's wishes after hearing how he had defeated Seon himself.

All that remained was for Young Master Il to take his foolish life personally.

*Step over my corpse and ascend to the position of Family Head with everyone's support.*

"First, I wish to reveal the ringleader behind this incident."

Hearing Geun-yeong's voice, Zhuge Seon closed his eyes gently and waited for the next words.

"The ringleader is..."

*Gulp*

In the silence of Daecheon Pavilion, someone's swallowing sound was clearly audible. Then Geun-yeong's next words shocked everyone.

"My father, the late former Family Head, Zhuge Su-gyeong."

Especially Zhuge Seon.

His face, which had been calm with closed eyes, suddenly contorted as his eyes flew open.

"W-why...!"

Why make such a foolish choice...!
Out of pity for this old life that won't last much longer?
How can someone who should become the Zhuge Family Head be so emotional!

*BANG!*

Just as Zhuge Seon was about to speak, someone stood up, slamming the table forcefully.

It was Zhuge Cheong, the leader of the Tiger Unit.

"...Did you just say the former Family Head orchestrated all this? Did I hear correctly?"

With fiery eyes, he stared at Geun-yeong, who maintained his composure despite the intense gaze and nodded slowly.

"Yes, it has been confirmed that the elders began researching demonic arts under the former Family Head's direction."

This second confirmation caused the murmuring in Daecheon Pavilion to grow louder until it became as noisy as a marketplace.

Amidst the commotion, Zhuge Seon, who had been looking at Geun-yeong in confusion, turned his gaze toward Ja-seong.

Ja-seong happened to be looking at him at that moment.
Resentment naturally filled Zhuge Seon's eyes.

*Why didn't you persuade him?*

He might have listened if his benefactor Ja-seong had spoken to him!

His eyes clearly revealed his thoughts.
But Ja-seong merely shrugged silently.

"In that case, we cannot accept Young Master Il as the next Family Head! How could we follow the child of our enemy!"
"I agree!"

Meanwhile, the atmosphere in Daecheon Pavilion was heading toward catastrophe.

Following Zhuge Cheong, the heads of the Finance and Martial Training Halls rose and declared they could not acknowledge Geun-yeong.

Many senior members supported them. What they all had in common was that they had discovered blood-crazed relatives in the cave.

The Martial Training Hall head's face was particularly filled with hatred because the relative he had found was none other than his youngest son.

A late child born when he was quite old, making him all the more precious. Though not particularly talented in martial arts, he had been a kind-hearted boy with deep filial piety who always made his parents smile...!

*Such a child...!*

The father's anger, recalling the sight of his youngest son screaming with blood-red eyes, was directed at the enemy's son.

Thus, the resentment and anger of senior members who had lost relatives poured toward Geun-yeong and the direct bloodline members seated beside him.

The faces of the direct bloodline members, except for Geun-yeong, turned pale.

*This is dangerous.*

Urgency appeared on Zhuge Seon's face as he observed this.
The others' reactions were far from ordinary.
They looked ready to rush at the direct bloodline members at any moment.

Of course, with Ja-seong's group and Chun-sam present, the seniors' anger wouldn't reach Geun-yeong, but...

*At this rate, the family will split apart.*

That was the most terrible, worst-case scenario in his mind.
Setting aside his disappointment in Geun-yeong's choice, he needed to calm the heated atmosphere first.

*But how?*

He was no longer the Internal Manager of the family.
He was just a hideous criminal who had sacrificed countless family members.

Whatever he said would only backfire.
What should he do...!

*THUD!*

As Zhuge Seon was struggling with his complicated thoughts, Geun-yeong stood up with a strong stomp.

"...Did you call me the child of your enemy?"

Geun-yeong, who was usually evaluated as capable but indecisive among family members.
However, now, with a hardened face as he looked around the gathering, there was no trace of indecisiveness—only intense charisma flowed from him.

Even the Martial Training Hall head, who was about to lose his reason to anger, flinched momentarily.
After making eye contact with each person who had risen in anger, Geun-yeong spoke quietly.

"It was thanks to this enemy's child rebelling against his father that this meeting could take place. Have you forgotten that?"

Reminding them of the fact they had momentarily forgotten in their anger, the senior members' momentum weakened.
Geun-yeong seized the opportunity and pressed them further.

"If we hadn't stepped forward, you would still be unaware, following the former Family Head's words... No, you would have met your deaths at the hands of the rampaging Zhuge Cheon-sang."

"Ah, ahem...!"

Only then did they recall that Zhuge Geun-yeong and those seated around him—Ja-seong, Hwa-ryeon, and others—were the life-saving benefactors who had saved their lives.
Yet their dissatisfaction and resentment remained.

Humans are animals with emotions.
That's why sometimes the heart refuses to understand what the mind comprehends.

Seeing this with his own eyes, Geun-yeong picked up the sword he had leaned against the table and placed it on top.

*THUD!*

Everyone's attention turned to Geun-yeong's hand and the sword he was holding.
Perplexed and questioning gazes, wondering what he intended to do.
Under those gazes, Geun-yeong spoke while gripping the sword tightly.

"I understand your reluctance to acknowledge me. But I cannot allow the family to split apart during these difficult times."

"Then what do you propose to do?"

The Martial Training Hall head's words carried subtle hostility.
Looking directly at him, Geun-yeong declared firmly:

"A martial artist speaks through martial arts. If you cannot acknowledge me, step forward. I will gladly face you."



*



Come at me if you're upset.

At Zhuge Geun-yeong's dignified declaration, I burst out laughing.
This is much cooler than I expected!

I "already" knew Zhuge Geun-yeong would act like this.
Still, seeing and experiencing it firsthand, I almost gave him a thumbs up without realizing it.

Meanwhile, the senior members, dumbfounded by his declaration, soon twisted their faces and emitted an ominous aura.
The Martial Training Hall head at the forefront spoke, almost biting his lips.

"Fine. Let's settle this with swords. If I win, Young Master Il must give up succession to Family Head."
"And if I win, you will follow me without complaint."
"...Agreed."

After the Martial Training Hall head nodded, Zhuge Geun-yeong turned his gaze to the gathering and raised his voice.

"The same goes for everyone else! If you cannot acknowledge me, anyone may step forward! I will not refuse anyone who challenges me."
"Geun-yeong...?"
"Brother...!"

At his shout, the direct bloodline members looked at Zhuge Geun-yeong in even greater confusion.

Their thoughts were clearly readable: 'You're going to face all those people? Are you crazy?'
Well, is he crazy? Or is he confident?

Turning away from Geun-yeong's emotionless face, I observed the senior members' expressions.
Apart from those angry about their relatives becoming test subjects, there were some with strangely gleaming eyes.

They clearly seemed enticed by what they saw as a good opportunity.
What, are they imagining themselves becoming Family Head after defeating Zhuge Geun-yeong?

After snorting briefly, I straightened my head, feeling an intense gaze from the side.
Glancing sideways, I saw Hwa-ryeon looking at me suspiciously.

"What?"
"Nothing. You just seem strangely calm despite this unexpected situation. As if you knew this would happen."
"Well..."

As I stretched my words ambiguously, Hwa-ryeon's eyes narrowed further.
Hmm, a woman's intuition is frightening.

Just as I was about to smile and speak honestly, Zhuge Geun-yeong picked up his sword and headed outside.
People began to follow him.

"Let's follow them first. I'll tell you outside."

Ch.187 - Zhuge Geun-yeong's Choice
Following the lead of Zhuge Geun-yeong, the people came out of the Great Heavenly Pavilion.

The courtyard in front of the pavilion, once devastated by Zhuge Cheon-sang's rampage, had been completely restored. Standing in the center of the courtyard, Zhuge Geun-yeong looked around at everyone and called out.

"Who will come forward first?"

In response to his call, the Head of the Martial Training Pavilion stepped forward without hesitation. However, Zhuge Cheong, the Head of the Tiger Unit, blocked his path.

"...What are you doing?"

"Head of the Martial Training Pavilion, I apologize, but wouldn't it be better if you stepped forward later rather than now?"

"What?"

Even seeing the Head of the Martial Training Pavilion's eyes twitch with displeasure, Zhuge Cheong didn't budge and continued speaking.

"I heard that the Young Master fought the previous Family Head as an equal. If that's the case, only you have any chance of defeating the Young Master right now."

"So?"

After briefly pausing at the still displeased voice, Zhuge Cheong finally spoke as if having made up his mind.

"...So I and the others will first drain the Young Master's strength—"

*Grab!*

Zhuge Cheong couldn't finish his sentence. The Head of the Martial Training Pavilion, his face contorted like a malevolent spirit, had grabbed him by the collar.

"You dare...! Are you suggesting I do something so petty?"

Zhuge Cheong's face quickly reddened as he struggled to breathe through the tight grip on his collar. But his expression remained resolute, as if unwilling to back down from his position.

"Kugh...! It was the Young Master who said... he would face all of us first...!"

The Head of the Martial Training Pavilion, who had been growling while looking at Zhuge Cheong still speaking despite gasping for breath, finally released his grip after others intervened.

"Cough, cough-!"

The sharp gaze of the coughing Zhuge Cheong met the ominous glare of the Head of the Martial Training Pavilion.

After silently staring at each other for a moment, the Head of the Martial Training Pavilion was the first to look away and step back. Zhuge Cheong then stepped forward in front of Zhuge Geun-yeong.

*Shing*

A sword was drawn from its scabbard. Without a word, they pointed their blue blades at each other.

*Whoosh*

A rather chilly autumn wind swirled between them before gradually subsiding. The moment the wind completely disappeared...

*Boom!*

The two martial artists rushed at each other without hesitation. And they clashed.

*Clang!*

The duel began with a sharp metallic sound that assaulted the ears. Sparks flew as the blades met and separated repeatedly in an instant.

"The Head of the Tiger Unit's momentum is fierce."
"Hmm... it seems to contain personal grudge. Isn't this dangerous?"

As someone remarked, Zhuge Cheong's momentum was as fierce as if this were a duel to the death.

"Haaah!"

Zhuge Cheong's sword swung continuously with intense battle cries. At a glance, his ferocious momentum made it seem like Zhuge Geun-yeong was being pushed back.

But with a slightly broader perspective, one could see that Zhuge Geun-yeong was standing his ground against Zhuge Cheong's sword strikes without taking a single step back.

Hwa-ryeon seemed to notice this too as she carefully observed the clash between the two martial artists. Her lips parted slightly as she murmured in admiration.

"...Amazing. Without even using the 'Foresight of Heaven's Mechanism.'"

Just as she said, Zhuge Geun-yeong was calmly facing Zhuge Cheong's sword strikes in place, without using his movement technique.

His capabilities had clearly changed compared to when he fought the berserk Zhuge Cheon-sang. Moreover, he was using the Swift Sword quite skillfully.

From my perspective, it's quite a pleasing sight. Fortunately, it seems all our hard work has paid off.

As I was nodding in satisfaction, a doubtful voice came from beside me.

"...His sword technique seems quite different too, doesn't it?"

Glancing sideways, I saw Hwa-ryeon looking at me with narrowed eyes.

Her expression suggested she already knew everything and wanted me to be honest. With a slight smile, I shrugged and answered honestly.

"Well, it's nothing special. I just helped him with his sword technique for the past few days."

In truth, Zhuge Geun-yeong had decided not to accept the Administrator's wishes long before today.

"Gun Young Master, do you have a moment?"

Five days ago.
Late in the evening after the sun had set, Zhuge Geun-yeong suddenly visited my quarters.

His expression was tense and rigid. Seeing that face, I somehow felt I knew what he was going to say.

"You've made your decision?"
"...Yes. I will not accept the Administrator's proposal. Nor will I shift the responsibility to the Elder Council Head."

I stared at Zhuge Geun-yeong as he stated that he would simply tell the truth, then asked a question.

"Then, as the Administrator said, there will be opposition from the family's senior members?"
"I will endure it as I should."
"Endure it... May I ask why you're choosing such a difficult path?"

After thinking for a moment, Zhuge Geun-yeong answered quietly.

"...Honestly, I never had a choice from the beginning. Having witnessed my father's failure firsthand, I cannot choose the same path."
"...Hmm."

I let out a small exclamation as Zhuge Geun-yeong's words continued to reach my ears.

"The Blood Explosion Art, experiments using family members, Zhuge Cheon-sang being controlled by the Blood Jade's power. I believe all of this happened because my father and the elders tried to take the easy path."

The Blood Explosion Art, said to be more efficient at gathering energy than any other divine technique.
The Blood Jade, said to grant unlimited internal energy.

The Family Head and elders coveted these things because they started with the delusional idea that they could gain power without enduring hardship. After saying this, Zhuge Geun-yeong smiled bitterly.

"We've all seen the results. So I want to walk a path my father didn't take—the difficult path."

After hearing Zhuge Geun-yeong's story, I made a small "Hmm" sound. He smiled slightly at my reaction and asked.

"What do you think? Is my choice the right one?"
"That... I wouldn't know?"
"...Pardon?"

His bewildered expression was quite amusing, and I couldn't help but burst into laughter. Only after his gaze turned askew did I finally lower the corners of my mouth.

"Hahaha... I'm not Buddha or the Primordial Heavenly Lord—how would I know? Whether today's choice was right or wrong, the future results will tell."
"...I see."

Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded seriously at my words. Seeing this young Family Head whose shoulders would soon become much heavier, I belatedly added some encouraging words.

"Well, I won't deny that it's a splendid choice that I thoroughly approve of."
"......"

Zhuge Geun-yeong stared blankly at my words before breaking into hearty laughter.

"Hahahaha...! That's, quite a grateful thing to hear."

With a somewhat lighter expression, Zhuge Geun-yeong was about to leave the quarters.

"Well, it's getting late, so I'll be going now. Good ni—"
"Hold on, where do you think you're going?"

When I grabbed his shoulder, he turned to me with a puzzled face.

"Pardon? No, since our conversation is over, I was just going to return—"
"What do you mean it's over? It's just beginning. If you've decided to reveal everything to the senior members, you need to prepare for what comes next."
"...Ah."

After a long discussion with Zhuge Geun-yeong, who let out a brief exclamation, we concluded that first, as with the Administrator, there was a need to subdue them with strength.

We also agreed that the "Foresight of Heaven's Mechanism" alone might be insufficient to subdue all the opposing senior members.

So from that night until today, I helped Zhuge Geun-yeong with his sword training every night. I also helped improve his sword technique while I was at it.

"That's the current situation."
"...In other words, you've created yet another new sword technique?"

I shook my head at Hwa-ryeon's incredulous question.

"Of course not. I just modified some of the forms and sequences a bit."

Well, even with just that, it changed quite a lot. I carefully observed the duel, which had now shifted from defense to offense.

*

"Kuh, kuaaaah!"

*Clang-clang-clang!*

Zhuge Cheong's strength increased with his strange cry. The blades gnawed at each other, scattering hot sparks.

But despite such desperate efforts, Geun-yeong still didn't step back even a single pace, deflecting all attacks with his strangely fast sword. This made Zhuge Cheong's blood boil even more.

*Why!*

Why couldn't his sword reach the Young Master? He had swung his sword thousands, tens of thousands of times more than the Young Master who had been doing paperwork at the branch office!

Zhuge Cheong swung his sword while desperately denying this unbelievable reality. Of course, that didn't make his attacks reach Geun-yeong.

"Kuuugh...!"

Seeing Zhuge Cheong gradually losing his composure, Geun-yeong realized it was time to go on the offensive. The Swift Sword he had learned from Ja-seong moved beyond defense into attack.

"Hup!"

*Clang! Clang! Claaang!*

With sharper metallic sounds, Zhuge Cheong began to be pushed back. Unlike Geun-yeong who hadn't retreated at all, Zhuge Cheong kept stepping backward.

"Th-this...!"

He gritted his teeth and tried to resist, but he was helplessly pushed back by Geun-yeong's sword strikes imbued with the mysteries of the Swift Sword. Finally,

*Clatter!*

Zhuge Cheong's sword left his hand and rolled ungracefully across the stone floor. Before he knew it, the tip of Geun-yeong's sword was gleaming in the sunlight in front of his neck.

"Do you acknowledge defeat?"
"......"

Zhuge Cheong closed his eyes tightly, his clenched fist trembling. But before long, he released his fist with a regretful sigh.

"...I lost."

With the declaration of defeat, Geun-yeong withdrew his sword. Zhuge Cheong retrieved his sword and stepped back weakly.

"Hmm, the Young Master's martial arts are truly remarkable."
"It's completely different from what I saw just a few months ago."

Amid the senior members' admiration, three more challenged Geun-yeong.

The result was defeat for all of them. Like Zhuge Cheong who went first, they were all defeated without even touching Geun-yeong's clothes.

At this point, no one else stepped forward. Those who had shown interest with tempted expressions now held back, and those who had been filled with anger now lamented their powerlessness.

In the end, only one person remained.

"...Now it's my turn."

The Head of the Martial Training Pavilion.
He was the one who was implicitly evaluated as equal to or even superior to the Zhuge Family Head in achievements within the family.

He had also been Zhuge Cheon-sang's martial arts master, and many considered him the true supreme master of the family.

This Head of the Martial Training Pavilion now stood before Geun-yeong as his final opponent.

Ch.188 - Prove
"...Honestly, I'm surprised. When I saw you just a few days ago, I thought your achievements were extraordinary, but you've changed again in just these few days."

This was the first thing the Head of Wulian Pavilion said to Geun-yeong.

When Ja-seong's group and Geun-yeong were facing Zhuge Cheon-sang, unlike the others who scattered and fled, the Head of Wulian Pavilion remained at the Great Heaven Pavilion.

He was held back by a sense of responsibility that the events unfolding in the Zhuge Family couldn't be left to outsiders.

However, as it turned out, there was no need for him to step in.

Dae-un, Seol, Hwa-ryeon, Geun-yeong.
And finally, Ja-seong.

The five who stood against Zhuge Cheon-sang—who had become an incomprehensible monster—without retreating an inch, ultimately succeeded in bringing him down.
Amazed by this feat, the Head of Wulian Pavilion focused his attention on Geun-yeong.

*I can hardly believe my eyes. Could Young Master Il really...*

Geun-yeong, true to his Zhuge Family heritage, possessed an extraordinary mind and quick calculations, but his martial talent was ordinary, preventing him from being called the Young Master of the House.

However, his movements against Zhuge Cheon-sang were so different from what he had seen before that they could be described as worlds apart.
Particularly impressive was his mysterious footwork that allowed him to contend equally with Su-gyeong, the Family Head.

*That footwork...!*

Where on earth did he learn such footwork?
This question would soon find its answer.

Through Ja-seong, who delivered the final blow to Zhuge Cheon-sang.

Watching him instantly occupy multiple positions and burrow into Zhuge Cheon-sang's embrace, the Head of Wulian Pavilion immediately realized that, despite differences in proficiency, it was the same footwork as Geun-yeong's.

*Gun Ja-seong, was it?*

The Head of Wulian Pavilion recalled the cold-featured man who had been watching them from among the crowd.
His youthful appearance made it hard to believe he had achieved the feat of defeating Zhuge Cheon-sang, who had gone berserk with demonic arts.

When he first observed his martial arts at the recent banquet, he couldn't determine his school, but it was something remarkable that differed from conventional martial arts.

And now Ja-seong and Geun-yeong were using the same footwork.

This meant only one thing.
Ja-seong had taught Geun-yeong the footwork.

*Why would he pass on such advanced footwork to Young Master Il?*

It was undoubtedly something that could be called a secret technique, yet he taught it to someone who wasn't even family?

Most martial artists would refuse even if offered a fortune.
From his perspective, it was completely incomprehensible.

And now, another incomprehensible thing appeared before the Head of Wulian Pavilion.
Namely, Geun-yeong's unfamiliar sword technique that he had never seen before.

*No, "unfamiliar sword technique" isn't the right expression.*

No matter how much it had changed, it couldn't fool the eyes of the Head of Wulian Pavilion, who studied martial arts.
What Geun-yeong was using was clearly the Lesser Star Sword Technique.

Although both the forms and routines had changed significantly, the foundation remained unchanged.

*I thought he confidently stepped forward to face us because he was overconfident in that footwork.*

His prediction was wrong.
Geun-yeong overwhelmed Zhuge Cheong, the Head of the Military Unit, by demonstrating a completely transformed Lesser Star Sword Technique in just a few days.

Of course, Cheong had lost his composure due to personal grudges, and it wasn't a life-or-death technique that could break through protective arts, but still.

"Though he's just a young man who has barely passed twenty, he's not someone who would fall so easily."
"I was lucky."

Geun-yeong responded calmly to the admiring words of the Head of Wulian Pavilion.
But he couldn't help but stiffen his face at the question that followed.

"Was the improvement of the Lesser Star Sword Technique also helped by that young friend Gun Ja-seong?"
"......"

Silence.
He clearly hadn't expected to be caught off guard like this.

Looking at Geun-yeong, whose face had hardened, the Head of Wulian Pavilion snorted and said:

"Did you think you could deceive my eyes? Me, the Head of Wulian Pavilion?"
"...Sigh."

Hearing this, Geun-yeong let out a small sigh and readily admitted:

"Yes. As you said, I received help from Martial Hero Gun."

Hearing Geun-yeong's answer, the Head of Wulian Pavilion initially thought that perhaps the Lesser Star Sword Technique had been exchanged for the footwork.

But he soon shook his head.
Objectively speaking, the Lesser Star Sword Technique wasn't as valuable as that peerless footwork.

Moreover, if it had been a trade, there would be no reason to pass on the improved Lesser Star Sword Technique.
Ja-seong's actions still didn't make sense to him.
But one thing was certain:

"In other words, you carelessly leaked the family's secret techniques to an outsider?"

Leaking martial arts.
This was an absolute crime that martial arts families could never overlook.
But Geun-yeong remained dignified:

"Thanks to that, our family can become stronger. Without borrowing the power of demonic arts."
"......"

This time, it was the Head of Wulian Pavilion who fell silent.
In truth, besides the anger of losing loved ones in this demonic arts incident, he felt another emotion.

Guilt.

The feeling that if he, if his Wulian Pavilion, had achieved something, perhaps the Family Head and the elders might not have fallen into demonic arts.

*It was because of my inadequacy that they took the wrong path.*

It was useless to think about it now, but he couldn't help but have such thoughts.
Especially in a situation where he still couldn't produce proper results.

And now Geun-yeong was telling him right to his face.
That he and that young man called Gun Ja-seong had accomplished what he couldn't.

An ordinary person would deny those words out of ugly jealousy or inferiority.
But his heart was too desperate to fall into that ordinary category.

"Can you prove those words?"

Rather than trying to deny it, he decided to check if their claims were true.

"...Of course."

Geun-yeong replied firmly, adjusting his grip on his sword.
Seeing this, the Head of Wulian Pavilion closed his eyes gently.

The rage of a father who had lost his child still burned within him.
But that wasn't all that was inside him.

There was a martial artist of the Zhuge Family who had endured contemptuous and dismissive gazes for many years, and a martial arts scholar who felt guilty for failing to develop the family's martial arts.

The martial artist's resentment and the scholar's guilt soothed the father's anger, helping him regain his composure. When the Head of Wulian Pavilion opened his eyes again, he drew his beloved sword.

*Sling*

As soon as his sword pointed at Geun-yeong, an explosive aura burst forth.

"Mmm...!"

Facing the intense pressure that couldn't be underestimated, Geun-yeong heard a stern voice:

"Then prove it. To me, and to everyone."

With this cold declaration, devoid of all emotions, the Head of Wulian Pavilion charged at Geun-yeong.

*

*Clang!*

"Ugh...!"

At the first clash, a groan involuntarily escaped Geun-yeong's lips.

The strength and sharpness were on a completely different level from his previous opponents.
Gritting his teeth, Geun-yeong thought:

*As expected of the Head of Wulian Pavilion. He's certainly not inferior to Father.*

Until now, Geun-yeong had deliberately avoided using the "Heavenly Mechanism Foresight Step" to defeat his opponents.
Of course, this was to minimize internal energy consumption in preparation for battles that might continue, but there was another reason.

He wanted to show the reborn Lesser Star Sword Technique, the result of his five days of effort, to those gathered before him.

*What is that sword technique of Young Master Il? It's different from the Lesser Star Sword Technique. A much stronger and fiercer sword. Where did he learn such martial arts...*

Indeed, those watching Geun-yeong's sword technique were showing surprised reactions.
Unlike the Head of Wulian Pavilion, they didn't grasp the essence and seemed to think it was a completely different technique from the Lesser Star Sword Technique.

Anyway, he had successfully imprinted the power of the new Lesser Star Sword Technique on the senior members, so taking the risk was worth it.
But the Head of Wulian Pavilion, who was crossing swords with him now, was not an opponent against whom he could afford such luxury.

*Not using the Heavenly Mechanism Foresight Step any further would be reckless.*

Having made his decision, Geun-yeong stepped into the Nine Palaces position.

"...!"

When Geun-yeong's sword, which had instantly moved to the right, stabbed toward his side, the Head of Wulian Pavilion blocked the attack with a wide swing of his sword.

Then, the first form of the Lesser Star Sword Technique, "Heaven's Pivot Earth's Press," unfolded from his hands.

*Swish!*

The sword falling toward Geun-yeong's crown.
On the surface, it looked like a simple downward strike, and indeed it was.

The Zhuge Family's Lesser Star Sword Technique was a sword technique that engraved the image of the Big Dipper on the foundation of emphasizing basics.

It was divided into a total of seven forms, and the first form, "Heaven's Pivot Earth's Press," was the beginning of the attacks to come.

"Hup!"

Geun-yeong avoided the attack by stepping with the Heavenly Mechanism Foresight Step.
In response, the Head of Wulian Pavilion also used footwork to chase after him.

And seeing the Head of Wulian Pavilion's footwork, Geun-yeong's eyes widened.

"That's...!"

For the first time, agitation spread across his face, which had remained calm despite the successive duels.
This was because the footwork the Head of Wulian Pavilion was using was very similar to the Heavenly Mechanism Foresight Step he was using.

*Could he have mastered it in just these few days after seeing my footwork?*

The two footwork techniques looked so similar that Geun-yeong had such thoughts.

But Ja-seong, watching from a distance, came to a completely different conclusion.

*

"No. It might look similar at first glance, but it's a completely different footwork."

I shook my head as Hwa-ryeon asked in surprise about the Head of Wulian Pavilion's footwork.
The initial posture and movements chasing after Zhuge Geun-yeong certainly had similarities to the Heavenly Mechanism Foresight Step.

But to my eyes, which created the Heavenly Mechanism Foresight Step, it was clearly visible.
That the imagery and principles embedded in the footwork were different.

Without needing further explanation, this soon became evident in reality.

Unlike Zhuge Geun-yeong's Heavenly Mechanism Foresight Step, which reads and predicts the opponent's movements through eye techniques, the Head of Wulian Pavilion's footwork merely followed him, moving through various positions.

"Now that I look closely, they are definitely different."

As I continued to observe the Head of Wulian Pavilion's footwork with Hwa-ryeon, who was nodding her head, I felt something peculiar.

"What do you mean by peculiar?"
"Hmm... If I had to say, I'd say it unexpectedly shows traces of much deliberation...?"

To put it simply, I could feel that a lot of time had been invested in building up the footwork.

It was definitely not something hastily created in a day or two.
Eventually, one hypothesis formed in my mind.

Could that footwork be the original form of the Heavenly Mechanism Foresight Step?

Ch.189 - Prove
The footwork technique of the Wulian Pavilion Master was clearly very different from the "Heaven's Foreknowledge Step."
It was completely different, yet somehow I could see a thread-like connection between them.

I wondered if, given time to develop and refine, that footwork technique might become similar to the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step. No, might it actually become the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step itself?

Perhaps even if I hadn't created the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step, someday it might have been invented based on the Wulian Pavilion Master's footwork...

"...Am I overthinking this?"
"What were you thinking about that made you look like that?"

Hwa-ryeon tilted her head at my muttering.
I smiled faintly as I looked at her fair white face.

"No, it's nothing. Just a simple delusion."
"...?"

I turned my gaze away from Hwa-ryeon's puzzled expression and focused again on the battle between Zhuge Geun-yeong and the Wulian Pavilion Master.
While I had been lost in thought, their combat had become quite intense.





*





Geun-yeong was very surprised by the Wulian Pavilion Master's footwork technique, which resembled the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step.
For a moment, he even thought it might be a convincing imitation.

But that thought didn't last long.
Soon enough, he realized that the Wulian Pavilion Master's footwork was different from the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step.

-Kagagang!

After deflecting the thrust of the second form of the Lesser Star Sword Technique, "Heavenly Pivot's Bright Light," Geun-yeong retreated significantly.
The Wulian Pavilion Master pursued undeterred, but Geun-yeong had already moved beyond the sword's range.

"...What an irritating footwork technique."

Finally, the Wulian Pavilion Master stopped his attack with the same assessment that others who had faced the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step had made.
Looking at him, Geun-yeong's face showed complex emotions.
Seeing this, the Wulian Pavilion Master spoke.

"You seem quite surprised."

At these words that seemed to read his thoughts, Geun-yeong asked quietly.

"...What's going on here?"
"That's what I'd like to ask you, Young Master Il."

The Wulian Pavilion Master wore a bitter smile.

"Do you know how surprised I was when I first saw your footwork? To see my incomplete Eight Trigrams Step manifested in such an ideal form... Truly, it was the most astonishing sight in my not-so-short life."

Eight Trigrams Step.
Quite an explicit name.

"...Is that the name of that footwork technique?"
"Yes. It was created by incorporating the principles of the Eight Trigrams. As I mentioned, it's still incomplete."

The Eight Trigrams Step, embodying the principles of the Eight Trigrams.
And the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step, embodying the principles of the Nine Palaces, which adds the center to the Eight Trigrams.

"It makes sense that the two techniques would be similar."

Finally understanding the situation, Geun-yeong nodded while letting out a hollow laugh at the remarkable coincidence.

How could two techniques created by complete strangers be so similar?
Half-jokingly, he wondered if it was some kind of fate.

"Enough idle talk. Shall we continue?"

The momentarily paused battle resumed with the Wulian Pavilion Master's words.

-Kung!

The Wulian Pavilion Master stomped hard and charged at Geun-yeong.
His attack began again with the first form, Heavenly Mace's Strike.

"Hup!"

With a short battle cry, he swung and thrust his sword.
When Geun-yeong evaded using the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step, the Wulian Pavilion Master's sword relentlessly pursued him.

The third form of the Lesser Star Sword Technique, Heavenly Mechanism's Endless Flow.
The continuous sword strikes flowing like water pressured Geun-yeong.

Despite the Wulian Pavilion Master claiming his Eight Trigrams Step was incomplete, it occasionally managed to block Geun-yeong's Heaven's Foreknowledge Step.
After being blocked two or three times already, Geun-yeong inwardly clicked his tongue.

"Gun Young Master would have dodged that easily."

But for himself, not yet fully proficient in the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step, that was impossible.

Finding himself unable to dodge the attacks, he had to block them instead.
Geun-yeong deployed the fourth form of the Lesser Star Sword Technique, a defensive form called Heavenly Authority's Disaster Severance.

-Swaeek!

He forcefully pushed away the sword aiming for his neck, altering its trajectory.

"Mmm...!"

The Wulian Pavilion Master frowned at the unexpectedly strong force.
His sword only managed to cut a strand or two of Geun-yeong's hair as it passed by.

The opponent's attack had failed.
Not missing the opening, Geun-yeong immediately counterattacked.

Using the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step, he instantly occupied three positions to evade diagonally, then pointed his sword at the Wulian Pavilion Master.

The fifth form of the Lesser Star Sword Technique, Jade Handle's Secret Flash.
A surprise thrust that minimized even the sound of cutting through air.

The Wulian Pavilion Master, caught off guard by this particularly subtle attack, hastily raised his sword.

-Kagagak-!

The two swords collided right before his face.
For an instant, the sparks illuminated the surprise in the Wulian Pavilion Master's eyes.

"Experiencing it firsthand is truly incredible. So this is Jade Handle's Secret Flash?"

In fact, the Wulian Pavilion Master was astonished to the point of being dumbfounded.
Although he had seen it several times in previous battles, the Jade Handle's Secret Flash he had just barely blocked was completely different from what he knew.

Setting aside the fact that Geun-yeong had used the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step to penetrate diagonally, even he, with his senses heightened in battle, had reacted too slowly.
The sword's stealth was on a completely different level from the original Jade Handle's Secret Flash.

The dramatic changes applied to the other forms as well.
Though he consciously knew it was the same Lesser Star Sword Technique, experiencing the altered forms directly made him wonder, "Am I mistaken?" to the point of cognitive dissonance.

By now, he had to admit it.
Both the sword technique and the footwork were on a completely different level.

If they continued fighting like this, his defeat was certain.
He needed a different approach.

"Is my only advantage the total amount of internal energy?"

If so, there was only one option.
End it with a single strike using all his internal energy.

Seeing the Wulian Pavilion Master's sharp gaze after he had made his decision, Geun-yeong realized he was about to go all-in.

And the familiar stance of holding the sword with both hands signaled the final form of the Lesser Star Sword Technique was coming.

Wavering Light Piercing Through.
A single thrust with full power.

When his father, Su-gyeong, had used Wavering Light Piercing Through, Geun-yeong's Heaven's Foreknowledge Step had been able to exploit its openings.
How would the Wulian Pavilion Master compare?

"If you can block this attack, I'll acknowledge my defeat."

The Wulian Pavilion Master declared as he pulled his sword back over his shoulder, gripping it with both hands.
Geun-yeong, swallowing nervously, sharpened his senses.

The onlookers also noticed that the situation was becoming critical.
Everyone held their breath, realizing that this clash would determine the outcome.

The courtyard in front of Daecheon Pavilion fell into sudden silence.

-Kung!

The sound of the Wulian Pavilion Master's foot stomping shattered the silence.

"...!"

Geun-yeong fiercely watched the figure charging straight toward him.
He used his eye technique to its fullest to observe the Wulian Pavilion Master's movements.

"The Wulian Pavilion Master has already seen me break through my father's Wavering Light Piercing Through. He wouldn't charge in thoughtlessly."

There must be something more.
Geun-yeong's judgment was correct.
The Wulian Pavilion Master's movement suddenly changed.

-Kung! Kung! Kung!

He approached rapidly, occupying three positions.
He was using the Eight Trigrams Step while executing Wavering Light Piercing Through.

His movement had become irregular.
Geun-yeong's eye technique couldn't read the movements that changed according to the principles of the Eight Trigrams.

"Kuk...!"

The Wulian Pavilion Master was already closing in.
Dodging was impossible.

"Then I'll meet him head-on!"

Geun-yeong stepped into the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step.
Not to evade, but to attack.

"Haaap!"

He drew up all his remaining internal energy, even that allocated to his eye technique.

"How foolish."

Seeing this, the Wulian Pavilion Master inwardly clicked his tongue.
To dare to compete with him in terms of internal energy.

While feeling a touch of regret at this foolish choice, the Wulian Pavilion Master was confident in his victory. But soon, he couldn't help but widen his eyes.

"What...?"

Because he saw Geun-yeong attempting to counter his Wavering Light Piercing Through with Heavenly Mace's Strike.

"Heavenly Mace's Strike?"

Although it had changed significantly, Heavenly Mace's Strike was fundamentally just a simple downward strike.
To counter his Wavering Light Piercing Through with such a technique?
It was an unconventional choice.

"Why?"

Whether aware of his confusion or not, Geun-yeong's Heavenly Mace's Strike clashed with the Wulian Pavilion Master's sword.

-Kagagagak!

A piercing metallic sound.
But it was insufficient to block the Wulian Pavilion Master's attack.

Geun-yeong's sword was deflected helplessly.
That's when the change occurred.

Geun-yeong stepped into the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step and deployed the second form, Heavenly Pivot's Bright Light.

-Kang!

The sword strike deflected the Wulian Pavilion Master's sword.
The sword's path was slightly altered.
Next came the third form, Heavenly Mechanism's Endless Flow.

"This guy...!?"

Only then did the Wulian Pavilion Master realize Geun-yeong's intention.
He was trying to execute all seven forms of the Lesser Star Sword Technique in succession.

-Kkagagang-!

Heavenly Mechanism's Endless Flow, flowing like water, shook the Wulian Pavilion Master's sword, followed naturally by Heavenly Authority's Disaster Severance, which delivered another impact.

-Kang-!

"Kugh...!"

Seeing his sword's path greatly altered, a groan escaped the Wulian Pavilion Master's lips.
Simultaneously, consternation filled his eyes.

"How can this be...!"

The connection between each form was surprisingly smooth.
Add to that the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step, which changed attack positions by occupying various points.

In other words, every element of the combination attack was in perfect harmony.
As the Wulian Pavilion Master watched, mesmerized, a sudden realization came to him.

"So this is how it's meant to be used!"

Step into the Heaven's Foreknowledge Step and execute the Lesser Star Sword Technique forms in sequence.
This was the true power of the improved Lesser Star Sword Technique.

-Chaeng!

Even as the Wulian Pavilion Master marveled, Geun-yeong's combination attack continued.

The stealthy Jade Handle's Secret Flash targeted his sword-wielding wrist, followed by the sixth form, Open Yang's Dance, which whirled like a sword dance, finally causing the Wulian Pavilion Master to lose his grip on his sword.

The final attack approached him.

-Kwang!

Wavering Light Piercing Through.
With a loud stomp, a full-power thrust was launched,

And stopped right in front of the Wulian Pavilion Master's brow.

"......"
"Huh...! Huh...!"

The Wulian Pavilion Master was silent, while Geun-yeong panted heavily.
After catching his breath with effort, Geun-yeong asked.

"Hup... Do you acknowledge your defeat?"

There was no need to ask.
His sword had been sent flying, and having used all his internal energy, even his protective art had dissipated.
If Geun-yeong hadn't stopped his sword at the last moment, he would have died.
So, he had no choice but to acknowledge it.

"...I acknowledge it. I lost."

Ch.190 - Prove
The declaration of defeat from the Muryeon Pavilion Master.
This meant that Geun-yeong had proven himself worthy in front of everyone.

"Phew..."

Geun-yeong sighed heavily as he lowered his sword and sheathed it.

"Geun-yeong!"
"Brother!"

Once it was clear the duel had ended, Seo-ryeong rushed toward him urgently.
Chun-sam followed behind her, and Mu-yeong also approached his brother with Seo-hui supporting him.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere? Let me see."
"N-no. I'm fine. Completely unharmed."

Geun-yeong awkwardly responded as Seo-ryeong examined his body from all angles.
Only after thoroughly checking her brother's body did she sigh with relief.

Then her eyes suddenly sharpened, and she glared fiercely at Geun-yeong.
Her anger was rising anew at her brother who had done this without any prior discussion.

"We seem to have a lot to talk about, don't we?"
"What? No, I don't really..."
"I have plenty. So, let's talk later, shall we?"
"...Yes."

Geun-yeong flinched at his sister's murderous gaze.
The Muryeon Pavilion Master approached him, bringing back his sword.

"With such martial prowess, you still cower at a single word from your sister?"
"Pavilion Master."

Though still conflicted about his son, the Muryeon Pavilion Master gracefully accepted his defeat and respectfully saluted Geun-yeong with clasped hands.

"Truly remarkable martial arts. I was particularly impressed by how perfectly your footwork and sword technique harmonized."
"Thank you."

Geun-yeong returned the salute, accepting the compliment.
He smiled slightly at the Pavilion Master's next words.

"Your seven-form combination attack was also extraordinary. I never dreamed the Small Star Sword Technique could evolve like this. It seems a new name is needed for this sword technique."
"As it happens, I was just thinking it would be nice to have a new name."
"If you don't mind, may I name it?"

An unexpected proposal.
Geun-yeong looked surprised and glanced at Ja-seong who had approached belatedly.

Ja-seong smiled slightly and shrugged his shoulders.
With this silent permission, Geun-yeong also nodded.

"Yes, that would be fine. What name do you have in mind?"
"First, your footwork. What is it called?"
"It's called the Heaven-Disrupting Steps."

The Muryeon Pavilion Master pondered the name for a moment.

"Heaven-Disrupting Steps. Steps that disrupt the flow of heaven, hmm..."

He stroked his beard thoughtfully, then his eyes lit up as if a good idea had occurred to him.

"The modified Small Star Sword Technique seems to be restructured around the Heaven-Disrupting Steps. Am I correct?"
"Yes. It's designed to maximize the sword's power through the footwork."
"Then how about inserting 'Heaven' between 'Small' and 'Star' to make it the Small Heaven Star Sword Technique?"

Ja-seong, who was listening from behind, opened his eyes wide in surprise.

*

Wow... I thought it might be, but really?
I couldn't hide my surprise as I stared at the Muryeon Pavilion Master.

The Small Heaven Star Sword Technique is the signature sword technique of the Zhuge Family.
Although the Zhuge Family itself doesn't feature prominently in most martial arts novels, when people mention Zhuge's sword techniques, it's usually the Small Heaven Star Sword Technique.

Actually, I was planning to suggest changing the name to the Small Heaven Star Sword Technique myself, but to think things would turn out like this?
Is this also fate? Is it fate?

"Small Heaven Star Sword Technique...! What a wonderful name."

While I was marveling at this amazing coincidence, Zhuge Geun-yeong was also expressing admiration, though for different reasons.
He seemed to really like the new name.

Thanks to this reaction, the atmosphere in front of the Great Heaven Pavilion had become quite warm and pleasant.
If things had ended here, it would have concluded nicely, but the mood suddenly turned cold with Zhuge Geun-yeong's next words.

"Later, I will teach these martial arts to Ho-chan as well."
"......"

The Muryeon Pavilion Master's face instantly hardened.
Everyone else froze as well.

At first I wondered why they reacted this way, but the murmurs reaching my ears explained the reason.

-How could he say such a thing...! He must know the Muryeon Pavilion Master's son is in that cave....

I see. So Ho-chan is the name of the Muryeon Pavilion Master's son.

This was beyond inappropriate to say in front of a father whose son had become a blood-crazed beast...it's practically like asking to be killed on the spot.

"Why would he say something like that...?"

Hwa-ryeon muttered beside me, unable to understand.

But I wasn't particularly surprised.
I knew why Zhuge Geun-yeong was saying this.

"Young Master Il. Could it be...?"

Even the Muryeon Pavilion Master, who had initially shown anger, seemed to have caught on to Zhuge Geun-yeong's intentions, judging by his blank expression.
Zhuge Geun-yeong smiled slightly in response and walked through the crowd.

His steps led him toward the elders, including the Zhuge Head Manager.

"Ugh...!"
"Hnngh..."

Still bound, they weakly knelt as Zhuge Geun-yeong approached them.
Their aged, wrinkled faces were filled with regret, and hot tears continuously flowed from their cloudy eyes.

Zhuge Geun-yeong stood before them.
The new family head was about to determine the punishment for the criminals.

Realizing this, everyone's gaze fixed on Zhuge Geun-yeong's back.

*

"...Head Manager, Elders."
"Y-Young Master Il. Ugh...!"

The criminals bowed their heads deeply, unable to look up.
Seeing tears dripping onto the stone floor, Geun-yeong asked in a low voice.

"Did you see?"
"...Yes. We saw. We were wrong...!"

Yes, they had seen clearly.
What they should have truly pursued, without relying on demonic arts.

*What were we thinking...!*

They had turned so many family members, their own children, into miserable wretches.
What were they trying to accomplish by doing such things?

Too-late regrets poured onto the floor along with their tears.
Regrets that could neither be taken back nor serve any purpose.

Looking down at the wailing elders, Geun-yeong declared coldly.

"Then, I will now pronounce your punishment."

Hearing this declaration, Zhuge Sun and the elders struggled to compose themselves and raised their heads again.
Their tear-soaked faces showed resignation.

Having fully realized their sins, they willingly accepted the death that awaited them.
With some relief that Geun-yeong would establish the Zhuge Family firmly.

But what greeted them was not the life flashing before their eyes before death, but a powerful impact shattering the dantian in their lower abdomen.

"Guhack?!"

The criminals each vomited a bowl of blood.
Trembling from the helplessness that came with their shattered dantian, they looked up at Geun-yeong in confusion.

"W-why...?"

Weren't they going to be killed?
To their questioning gazes, Geun-yeong coldly replied.

"Did you think you could escape through death and find peace that way?"
"...!"
"You cannot die. Not until you take responsibility for what you've done."

Turning away from them, now powerless old men with destroyed dantians, Geun-yeong faced the family's core members again.
They looked just as confused as the criminals.

After looking around at everyone, Geun-yeong raised his voice.

"As you all know, these people used our family members as test subjects for demonic arts—crimes worthy of a hundred deaths. But we cannot kill them yet."
"Cannot kill them? What do you mean?"

Someone stepped forward.
It was Zhuge Cheong, the Tiger Unit Leader who had been the first to fight and lose to Geun-yeong.

His expression clearly showed dissatisfaction with the decision not to kill the criminals.
Meeting his gaze directly, Geun-yeong continued.

"Because these criminals still have work to do."
"...And what work would that be?"

The next to step forward was the Muryeon Pavilion Master.
Having already guessed Geun-yeong's intentions, he was looking at him with an indescribable expression.

And Geun-yeong's answer to the Muryeon Pavilion Master's question shocked everyone.

"I intend to task them with treating the Blood Explosion Art practitioners."

-Treatment...!?
-What on earth...?

Treat the Blood Explosion Art practitioners?
What was he talking about?

Eyes filled with shock, bewilderment, and confusion.
But despite dozens of stares, Geun-yeong's face showed not a hint of wavering.

Speaking for everyone who couldn't find words, the Muryeon Pavilion Master opened his mouth again.

"Young Master Il. Do you understand what you're saying?"
"...Yes. I understand perfectly."

After Zhuge Cheon-sang's rampage and rebellion had ended, and the aftermath was being handled,
the Blood Explosion Art practitioners were still trapped in the cave, howling.

Until now, everyone had deliberately avoided addressing their situation, but inwardly they had all reached the same conclusion.

*They must be killed.*

The very existence of the Blood Explosion Art practitioners was evidence of demonic arts research.
As long as they lived, the Zhuge Family would continue to face the risk of extermination.
For the family's safety, they needed to kill them and eliminate the evidence.

Yet now Geun-yeong was saying he would save them.

"...It cannot be. We might risk the family's extermination. How can you take such a risk?"

The Muryeon Pavilion Master's face was filled with anguish as he tried to oppose Geun-yeong's declaration.

And no wonder—he was now refusing the choice to save his own son.
How could he not be in pain?

But he couldn't push hundreds of family members into the abyss of death for the sake of dozens of Blood Explosion Art practitioners...

"Are you going to give up just like that?"
"...!"

Geun-yeong's words shattered his thoughts.
At these words, which seemed to rebuke him, the Muryeon Pavilion Master finally exploded.

"Do you think I want to give up on my son?! If I could bring him back, I would give my own life!"

But his life was of no use in saving his son.

"After the last demonic cult uprising, many people tried to save the hundreds of thousands of Blood Explosion Art practitioners. But no one could extract the demonic nature from them."

Afterward, the imperial court concluded it was impossible to restore the Blood Explosion Art practitioners and deployed the Imperial Guards to capture and kill them all.
The Muryeon Pavilion Master was the only person in the Zhuge Family who had witnessed this firsthand.

"Many extraordinary individuals from across the Central Plains came forward, but all failed. In the end, hundreds of thousands of people became cold corpses lying on the ground."
"......"
"Do you think they can accomplish what even those people couldn't?"

Ch.191 - Suspicion
Even if Zhuge Sun and the elders had been researching demonic arts for decades, it would still be impossible.

Geun-yeong nodded at the words of the Head of the Mureungak.

"Yes, saving those who practiced the Blood Explosion Art might ultimately be impossible."
"Then...!"
"But they're family, aren't they?"

Those words sounded casual, but their impact weighed heavily on everyone's hearts.

"Those suffering in the cave are our blood relatives, our family."
"...Young Master Il."
"At least I won't abandon my family without even trying something."

Geun-yeong spoke with determination.
His words plunged the assembly into silence.

Everyone's expressions were equally complicated.

How could they want to abandon the Blood Explosion Art practitioners, their own brothers and children?
But this wasn't just anything—it was demonic arts.
Demonic arts that would bring the Imperial Court and Golden Guards running in a frenzy if discovered.

Knowing this full well, they couldn't bring themselves to ask that the practitioners—their family—not be killed.
Yet Geun-yeong was saying what they couldn't.

"......"

Someone needed to speak up.
To say they couldn't force this danger on other family members who didn't understand the situation.
To tell them not to cling to false hope.

*I should say something.*

But why couldn't he open his mouth?

The same conflict appeared on everyone's faces.
The desire not to kill their family members wrestled with the knowledge they couldn't continue embracing the risk of clan extermination.

Of course, their conflict meant nothing to Geun-yeong.

"Ah, by the way, you don't have any choice in the matter."
"...Pardon?"

Bewilderment flashed across everyone's faces.
Finding this amusing, Geun-yeong smirked.

"Didn't you promise? That if I won, you would acknowledge me as the new Head of the House. I won, so just follow along quietly."
"Huh...?"

Wait, is that how it works?
Isn't this too serious a matter to decide so casually?

"Y-Young Master Il. That's..."

People began speaking haltingly, unable to hide their bewilderment.
But Geun-yeong cut them off.

"You all simply followed my orders. I will bear the consequences."
"......"

This is entirely my decision.
Therefore, it's solely my responsibility, and I won't hold you accountable.
Everyone understood the meaning behind Geun-yeong's words.

After that, no more voices of opposition were raised.
Unable to overcome Geun-yeong's stubbornness, they decided to grasp at the thread of hope, pretending to give in.

"...Thank you, Young Master Il. No, thank you, Head of the House."

Geun-yeong smiled faintly at the Mureungak Head's words, whose eyes had reddened slightly, then turned back to face the criminals.

"Did everyone hear that?"
"...Yes. We heard."

The criminals were now kneeling with straight postures.
Despite the immense pain from their destroyed dantians and the devastating loss of their martial arts, none showed it.

Rather, a faint gleam seemed to appear in their clouded eyes.
It was the look of people who, having reached the twilight of lives filled with wrong choices, had resolved to correct their mistakes.

"We will absolutely succeed. After correcting our mistakes, we will come to beg forgiveness from the Head of the House. Then, please take our lives."
"...I will do so."

With Geun-yeong's answer, the meeting concluded.
The criminals with destroyed dantians were sent to the Medical Pavilion for treatment, and the clan's officials respectfully greeted their young Head of the House before returning to their positions.

Only Ja-seong's group and direct blood relatives remained in front of the Great Heaven Pavilion.
Geun-yeong approached Ja-seong and asked with a bitter smile:

"What do you think of my choice?"
"What can I say? It's truly a stupid decision."
"I thought as much."

As mentioned earlier, the Blood Explosion Art practitioners were living evidence of demonic arts.
Yet instead of destroying that evidence, he wanted to heal them.

Moreover, there was no guarantee the treatment would work.
As Ja-seong said, it was an irrational, foolish choice.

But neither Ja-seong who criticized Geun-yeong, nor Geun-yeong who smiled bitterly, looked particularly upset.

"So, are you disappointed?"
"Not at all. If you had decided to abandon them, I would have been greatly disappointed."

Geun-yeong burst into laughter at Ja-seong's grinning response.
Hwa-ryeon, standing beside Ja-seong, addressed him:

"Do you have any regrets about that decision?"
"...No. Though I know it's a foolish choice as Gun martial hero said, I have no intention of reversing this decision."

After showing his firm stance, Geun-yeong eventually displayed an apologetic expression.

"I'm sorry to all of you. You helped us erase traces of demonic arts from our family, but I've repaid your kindness with enmity."

Geun-yeong's choice meant the Zhuge Family would continue bearing the risk of being associated with demonic arts for some time.
This meant potential complications in the alliance between his group and the Zhuge Family.

"Well, I think that might be a somewhat hasty judgment."

But Hwa-ryeon seemed to think differently.
Geun-yeong responded with a surprised face:

"Pardon?"
"While there's certainly a burden related to demonic arts, that's not reason enough for us to abandon our alliance."
"...Would that be acceptable?"

To his cautious question, Hwa-ryeon nodded lightly.

"Yes. I actually trust the Branch Head... the Head of the House's choice more now. I couldn't easily trust someone heartless enough to throw away their own family."

Right after Hwa-ryeon finished, Dae-un unexpectedly stepped forward and made a surprising statement.

"Zhuge Head of the House. We have records about the Blood Explosion Art practitioners from that time."
"...What?"
"Uncle?"

Everyone, including Geun-yeong and Hwa-ryeon, looked at Dae-un with surprised expressions.

"How is that...?"
"...I haven't mentioned this before, but I am one of the survivors who fought against the Blood Explosion Art practitioners as a Golden Guard during the demonic cult's rampage."

A story unknown even to his companions flowed from Dae-un's lips.

In his youth, as the White Tiger Commander of the Golden Guards, Dae-un fought against the demonic cult's rampage.
When the Imperial Court decided to halt treatment attempts for Blood Explosion Art practitioners, he secretly took documents that were scheduled to be discarded.

On the orders of his direct superior at the time, Ju Cheon-mu.
At the mention of her father's name, Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened.

"Father...?"
"Yes. Though it was unavoidably halted due to the imperial decree, he ordered me to keep it, saying it might be useful later. It was stored in the Cheonmang Palace afterward, and should now be at the Changcheon Trading Company headquarters."

After finishing his explanation, Dae-un turned back to Geun-yeong.

"If the Zhuge Head of the House wishes, I will send a letter to have those materials sent to the Zhuge Family."
"That would be... truly appreciated."

Though bewildered, Geun-yeong clasped his hands in gratitude to Dae-un.

"I'm grateful for Yeo martial hero's kindness. With all these favors, I don't know how to repay you..."

Seeing Geun-yeong unable to continue, Dae-un smiled bitterly.

"It's fine. They were just gathering dust anyway. I sincerely hope they recover safely."

Dae-un recalled the memories of that day, which remained as old scars.

Corpses filling the horizon.
Crows crying incessantly over an unprecedented feast.
Golden banners soaked and ruined with blood.

Too many people had already died because of the Blood Explosion Art.
He hoped no one else would die from that cursed demonic art.
Those terrible scenes should remain only in his memory.

*I hope they find a way.*

Unable to forget the mountains of corpses and seas of blood etched into his mind, he hoped the Blood Explosion Art practitioners would recover safely and leave the cave.

*

"Truly, I keep receiving favors from all of you."
"You'll pay it all back, so prepare yourself."
"Hahaha, I look forward to it."

When I responded playfully to the muttered words beside me, Zhuge Geun-yeong burst into laughter and boldly retorted.

Hmm, he seems different from when I first met him.
They say the position makes the person—is he already building experience?

I smiled at the silly thought as I continued walking.

Currently, Zhuge Geun-yeong and I were heading to Elder Gok's quarters in a secluded corner of the inner garden.

"Geun-yeong? Don't we have some things to discuss now?"
"Oh my! I just remembered I had something to ask Elder Gok!"
"Hey, stop right there!"

I had followed Zhuge Geun-yeong as he fled to Elder Gok to escape Zhuge Seo-ryeong's nagging.
I wanted to thank him for his help last time, and I also had something to ask.

"...Hmm?"

Wait, maybe I could ask this person instead?

"Branch Head... Head of the House? May I ask you one question?"
"Ah, yes. Ask me anything."
"I was wondering, why is Elder Gok staying with the Zhuge Family?"

I recalled my last conversation with Elder Yeon in Wuhan.

"If they purged the sorcerers to that extent... is it really okay for Elder Gok to stay with the Zhuge Family?"
"Of course not. It's only because the Imperial Court's eyes are focused elsewhere. If they found out, they'd immediately send the Golden Guards or Paecheon Fortress forces to destroy everything."

The Imperial Court had purged sorcerers, considering them demonic cult agents, and Elder Gok was somehow being kept at the Zhuge Family for some reason.

"It's not my place to explain. You should hear it directly from him."

Elder Yeon had been tight-lipped about the reason.
Saying I should hear it directly from him.

I thought perhaps Zhuge Geun-yeong might know, so I asked.
But the answer wasn't very helpful.

"I'm sorry. Actually, I don't know the reason either, which is why I'm going to ask."
"Hmm? Wasn't it just an excuse to escape your sister's nagging?"
"...No, it wasn't."

I chuckled at Zhuge Geun-yeong's cold stare, then tilted my head.

"Hmm, I thought the Head of the House would know."
"If I had formally inherited the position from my father, I probably would know. It's something only the Head of the House and Elder Gok know."

A reason known only to the Head of the House and him...
It seems I really have no choice but to hear it directly from him.

As I was thinking this, a small, tranquil pavilion came into view.

Ch.192 - Suspicion
As we reached the front yard of the pavilion, a familiar figure caught our eyes.

"Welcome, esteemed guests. Please, come inside."

The old man Gok, still maintaining his immortal-like appearance, greeted us warmly.

Following our smiling host, we entered the room.

"Please wait a moment. I'll bring some tea."
"No, there's really no need..."

Despite our polite refusal, the old man Gok left the room and returned with a teapot and cups, pouring tea for us.

*Trickle*

The clear sound of tea filling the cups.
At the same time, a subtle, refreshing aroma filled the room.

It seems like ordinary green tea, but such a fragrance?
Could this be some kind of magical art too?

"So, what brings you here today?"

While I was lost in thought, the old man Gok, having finished pouring tea for himself, asked about the reason for our visit.
Zhuge Geun-yeong first informed him about his succession to the family leadership.

"Ah, excellent. The Branch Leader will certainly do well."
"Thank you."
"But, did you come all this way just to tell me that?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong took a sip of tea and shook his head.

"No. Actually, I wanted to ask you something..."
"What would you like to know?"
"I was wondering if I might learn why you're staying with our family."

As Zhuge Geun-yeong asked this rather sensitive question carefully, the old man Gok stroked his beard.

"Hmm, didn't the previous family head tell you anything?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded gravely.

"No. Since my succession wasn't formal, I didn't hear the reason from my father. Would you please tell me?"
"You needn't be so cautious. It's not such a grand reason. It's because of a promise."

A promise? Just because of a promise?
Seeing us tilt our heads in confusion, the old man Gok gave a bitter smile.

"Of course, for a sorcerer, that promise carries a somewhat heavier meaning."
"Heavier?"
"Could you explain in more detail?"

In response to my and Zhuge Geun-yeong's questions, the old man Gok kindly explained his circumstances.

"In the past, I owed my life to the family head from two generations ago. At that time, recognizing me as a sorcerer, he demanded a 'blood oath' from me."
"A blood oath...?"
"Hmm, explaining in detail would take too long. Simply put, it's a promise that a sorcerer absolutely cannot break. That's what a blood oath is."

A promise that absolutely cannot be broken? What's that about?
I asked with a skeptical expression.

"What happens if you break this blood oath?"
"In severe cases, death. At the very least, one would lose the ability to use sorcery."
"...You're joking, right?"

The old man Gok smiled calmly at my retort.
However, there was no hint of mischief in the eyes behind his wrinkled eyelids.

His answer was far more brutal than I expected, making me frown involuntarily.
Wait, isn't that just a curse?

"...So, what was the content of this oath?"

To the question from Zhuge Geun-yeong, who was frowning like me, the old man Gok replied in a light tone with not-so-light content.

"It was a promise to stay with the Zhuge family and help them in every way possible."
"...That's it? That vaguely?"

Not even specifying a time period?
...Is this some kind of fraudulent slavery contract?

My impression of the family head from two generations ago, whom I'd never met, plummeted to rock bottom.
Zhuge Geun-yeong seemed to feel the same way, as he spoke with a bewildered expression.

"So, you've been bound by that promise all this time?"
"Hehehe, yes. It's been over fifty years since I came here."
"......"
"......"

The old man Gok laughed again at our dumbfounded expressions.

"I can guess what you're thinking, but it wasn't so bad. I received plenty of living expenses during that time."

...For someone who claims to have received plenty of money, his appearance is a bit questionable.
I tilted my head, looking at the old man Gok's clothes, which were clean but clearly worn and old.

"Besides, I no longer had to worry about being pursued by the Imperial Guards. That was truly a blessing."

Whether aware of my thoughts or not, the old man Gok defended the former family head and explained the situation in detail.

"At that time, I was being chased by the Imperial Guards. In my youthful rashness, I carelessly used sorcery in a public place and was caught."
"So that's when you met the family head from two generations ago?"
"Yes. He even stood before the Imperial Guards to hide me. If it weren't for him, I would have died long ago."

...And then you ended up with this fraudulent slavery contract, right?
I tilted my head slightly toward Zhuge Geun-yeong and muttered quietly.

"I suppose we should be grateful they at least didn't make him work for free?"
"I'm not sure if that's something to be grateful for..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong replied with a complicated expression.
He seemed troubled by the wrongdoings(?) of both his father and grandfather.

But soon he shook his head, composed himself, and spoke firmly.

"I'm glad you weren't uncomfortable, but as the current family head, I cannot allow such unreasonable arrangements to continue."
"Hmm? No, it's fine..."
"It's not fine with me."

The old man Gok was left speechless at Zhuge Geun-yeong's resolute statement.

His trembling pupils, like during an earthquake, revealed his surprise.
And Zhuge Geun-yeong didn't miss the opportunity to press further.

"This blood oath you mentioned, how can it be dissolved?"
"P-pardon?"
"Surely this oath wasn't activated just by a verbal promise?"
"Yes, it was, but..."

Unable to withstand the relentless assault, the old man Gok hesitantly produced a small scroll.
When unrolled, it showed the content the old man had mentioned earlier, along with what appeared to be a fingerprint made with blood.

"Here, next to my fingerprint, if a direct descendant of the family head from two generations ago puts their blood fingerprint..."

Before the old man Gok could finish, Zhuge Geun-yeong pricked his thumb, drew blood, and pressed his fingerprint onto the scroll.
Suddenly, the small scroll caught fire and burned away in an instant.

"Oh my..."

The old man Gok let out a small exclamation at the sight.
His face showed he didn't know how to handle this sudden freedom.

But Zhuge Geun-yeong's offensive wasn't over yet.

"Now, let's make a new contract."
"...A new one?"
"Yes. If you don't mind staying with our family, that is."

Of course, the old man Gok, who had no objections to staying, agreed to make a new contract, and a proper agreement with clear terms was drawn up.

"You mentioned living expenses earlier. How much exactly did you receive?"
"About five silver taels a month..."

Zhuge Geun-yeong frowned at the old man's answer and adjusted the amount upward.

"I'll give you five gold taels. Considering your abilities, that seems appropriate."
"Ah, no. Even if I receive that much, I wouldn't know where to..."
"And..."

The contract negotiation that began this way took nearly an hour to finally conclude.





*





"...I've gained a newfound respect for merchants."

The old man Gok, thoroughly exhausted from the lengthy negotiation, muttered in a weak voice.

"I apologize. But contracts must be fair."

Hearing this, Zhuge Geun-yeong offered an apology that didn't seem particularly sincere as he tucked his copy of the contract into his chest.
As expected of someone who served as a branch leader in a commercial city, he's extremely thorough in these matters.

"No, it's fine. You're being attentive to details, so I should be grateful, not complaining."
"...You seem quite tired."

The old man Gok barely managed to lift the corners of his mouth, his face having grown pale in just a short time.
Seeing this, Zhuge Geun-yeong seemed to feel a bit sorry and immediately stood up.

"We'll leave so you can rest. Gun Young Master, shall we go?"
"Ah, just a moment."

Instead of getting up, I asked for understanding and turned my attention to the old man Gok.
Actually, there was one more thing I wanted to ask.

Sensing my intention, the old man Gok spoke first.

"It seems the young master has something else to ask. What is it?"
"Oh, should I leave you two alone?"

I shook my head at Zhuge Geun-yeong's question.

"No, I think it's better if the Family Head hears this too."
"Me too?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong sat back down, puzzled.
Soon, his face hardened as he heard what I had to say.

"Actually, I wanted to consult you about the Blood Explosion Art."
"Blood Explosion Art... that demonic martial art?"

The old man Gok wore an expression that suggested he didn't know what to say.

"I'm sorry, but I'm completely ignorant about martial arts..."
"I know. That's why I'm asking. I'm not sure if the Blood Explosion Art is truly a martial art at all."
"...What do you mean?"

I explained the characteristics of the Blood Explosion Art that I had found in the Elder Sect Leader's records from the cave.

That one only needs to recite the incantation once to master it.
That achievements increase the more blood one drinks.

"Honestly, as far as I know, this makes no sense."

Basically, a mind method involves breathing according to incantations to gather natural energy in the body's dantian, then circulating it through meridians to create one's own true energy.

But this completely ignores that process—just mentally recite an incantation once and drink a ton of blood, and your achievements increase?
Can something that ignores the fundamental process even be called a martial art?

Zhuge Geun-yeong countered my thoughts.

"But the results already prove it, don't they?"
"Yes, that's true."

Despite my doubts, the Blood Explosion Art, aside from its serious side effects, was properly functioning as a mind method.
In fact, that cursed Blood Prison had given me quite a hard time with its endlessly surging energy.

"Demonic arts have always been unnatural, defying heaven's principles. Isn't it only natural that they don't make sense?"
"I wonder if we're trapped in that assumption of what's 'natural.'"
"Trapped...?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong tilted his head momentarily, then widened his eyes and looked back and forth between me and the old man Gok.

"Could it be...?"

Seems he's caught on.
I nodded and spoke.

"Yes. I suspect it goes beyond defying principles—it's fundamentally different."
"You mean..."

The old man Gok, who had been listening to our conversation, spoke up.
With all traces of fatigue now gone, he expressed with a serious expression what I was about to say.

"Young master, are you suggesting that the Blood Explosion Art is closer to sorcery than martial arts?"
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I nodded at the old man Gok's words.

"Yes. That's why I'm asking you."
"Hmm..."

He let out a small groan, then closed his eyes and fell into deep thought. After stroking his beard for quite some time, he finally spoke again.

"It seems the possibility... isn't entirely out of the question."
"R-really?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong stammered, clearly surprised.
The old man Gok nodded at him and continued.

"Yes. Looking at it from the perspective of sorcery, I can see several similarities to magical arts."

He immediately provided a more detailed explanation.

"Reciting incantations mentally to produce effects—this is similar to how sorcerers chant spells. After all, spells themselves are meant to create magical imagery in one's mind."
"Then what about drinking blood...?"
"Like talismans drawn with horse blood, the blood itself likely serves as some kind of catalyst."

He concluded with the caveat that this was all merely a hypothesis.
I immediately followed up with another question.

"So is creating blood jade in the bodies of Blood Explosion Art practitioners the original intended effect?"
"As I said, this is still just a hypothesis. It's difficult to say anything definitive without proper investigation."
"I see..."

As I tried to hide my disappointment, this time the old man Gok spoke first.

"Sect Leader, may I make a request?"
"You want to examine the Blood Explosion Art practitioners, don't you?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong immediately caught on to what the old man was about to ask.

"Yes. Now that we've confirmed the possibility, I think we should conduct a proper investigation."
"Hmm..."

After a small groan, Zhuge Geun-yeong readily agreed.

"That's actually something I would like to request of you. If there's any possibility of treating our blood clan members through this investigation, by all means."

Hearing this, I realized that during the past Dark Cult uprising, there probably hadn't been any sorcerers among the researchers studying Blood Explosion Art practitioners.

"...Come to think of it, they wouldn't have even thought to seek help from sorcerers back then."
"The Imperial Guards purged all sorcerers, treating them as Dark Cult collaborators. They couldn't very well ask for cooperation after that."

It would have been like asking for help from someone whose family you'd killed and whose life you'd threatened.
Sorcerers are people too—they naturally wouldn't have even pretended to listen.
Or perhaps they were too busy fleeing from the Imperial Guards?

"If you manage to find a treatment..."
"Ha ha, I haven't even begun a proper investigation yet. Don't put too much pressure on me."

While I smiled at the old man's exaggerated concern, I thought to myself that if he really did find a treatment, it would mean the Imperial Guards had made a colossal blunder.

*

After our conversation with the old man Gok ended, he escorted us out of the hall.

"How much longer does Young Master Gun plan to stay at our family estate?"

Just as we were about to leave the courtyard, the old man Gok asked me.

"Well, I've accomplished what I came here for, so I should be heading to my next destination soon. Probably... within three days."

Though I hadn't heard anything specific from Hwa-ryeon yet, I figured it would be around that time.
Hearing my answer, the old man Gok thought for a moment, then nodded and made an unexpected request.

"Three days... In that case, would you mind visiting me once more before you leave?"
"What? For what reason...?"
"Actually, I haven't properly thanked you yet for saving my friend Yeon Sa-gyeong."

At this, I waved my hands dismissively.

"No, I already received a valuable item from Elder Yeon. There's no need for more..."
"My gratitude is separate from his. Besides, you also saved people from the Zhuge Family, so please don't refuse."

When someone insists like that, refusing further would be impolite.
I scratched the back of my head and promised to visit again.

As we left the old man's residence and continued walking, Zhuge Geun-yeong muttered quietly.

"...Do you think the elder will be able to find a treatment?"
"It won't be easy. Even numerous talented researchers couldn't find a method."

His expression darkened at my not-so-positive response.
Glancing at him, I added:

"Still, it would be nice if he could find one."
"...Yes. I can only hope for a different outcome than in the past."

...The past?
That's right, the past!

"Gun Young Master?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong turned to look at me with a puzzled expression as I suddenly stopped walking.
Having just remembered something I'd completely forgotten, I smiled awkwardly and asked:

"Sect Leader? Are you busy after this?"
"What? Oh, no. I don't have any particular schedule. Why do you ask?"
"Actually, there was something I really needed to ask you about, and I just remembered it."
"Something to ask about?"

As he tilted his head in confusion, his expression hardened when he heard my answer.

"Yes. About the Zhuge Family's forbidden books and the old martial arts world."

*

When I asked about the forbidden books and the old martial arts world, Zhuge Geun-yeong replied "...I suppose it's alright" and guided me to the Classic Book Pavilion.

"Classic Book Pavilion... is that where the forbidden books are kept?"
"Yes. They're usually stored secretly in the inner section of the pavilion. Only the pavilion master knows their exact location."

We arrived at the Classic Book Pavilion while listening to his explanation.
Located not far from the old man Gok's residence, the pavilion lived up to its name—the musty smell of books was evident even outside the main gate.

Still, they must maintain the building well, as the oiled door opened smoothly without a sound.

"Y-Young Master Il...?"
"Ah, please don't mind me and continue with your work. By the way, where is the pavilion master...?"

As soon as we entered, a man who appeared to be a pavilion worker was startled by Zhuge Geun-yeong's appearance.
After asking for the pavilion master's whereabouts with an apologetic tone, the worker pointed inside with a dazed expression.

Following that direction, we saw the pavilion master who had attended the earlier meeting.
He jumped to his feet as soon as he saw Zhuge Geun-yeong.

"S-Sect Leader!"

His shout echoed throughout the pavilion.
Everyone's attention turned to us, and Zhuge Geun-yeong asked with an awkward smile:

"Do you have a moment?"
"Yes! Of course! Even if I didn't, I would make time!"

...Is this the true attitude of a dedicated employee?
I secretly admired the pavilion master's sharp, military-like demeanor toward his new superior as we followed him to an empty room in the pavilion.

"J-just a moment please! I'll bring some refreshments!"
"No, that's not necessary..."

Before Zhuge Geun-yeong could finish, the pavilion master vanished like the wind.
After staring blankly at the empty space where he had been, Zhuge Geun-yeong let out a small sigh.

"He's trying so hard to make a good impression. You should be a bit more considerate."
"Please don't tease me."

I chuckled at his curt response, and then the pavilion master reappeared with refreshments.

"Here, Sect Leader. Please try these. They're fresh fruits that just arrived today."
"Ah, yes..."

After the not-so-subtle insistence forced us to consume more than half of the fruits, we were finally able to get to the main point.

"What? The forbidden books?"

The pavilion master's eyes widened at Zhuge Geun-yeong's request to bring the forbidden books.
His eyes darted toward me.

"...You want to show them to your guest?"
"Yes. He wants to know about the old martial arts world."
"I won't disclose this matter to outsiders."

After groaning briefly at my words, the pavilion master nodded heavily and rose from his seat again.
Some time later, he returned to the room with an old, thin book in his hands.

"Is that the forbidden book?"
"Yes. It's the only record of the martial arts world's history before the Ming dynasty was established."

I received the book, which he handed over with slightly trembling hands.

The forbidden book, without a title on its cover, was so weathered by time that it seemed it might crumble with the slightest mishandling.

*gulp*

I swallowed nervously.
The story of the old martial arts world that I wanted to know was written in this book.

Very carefully, I slowly opened the book.
On the first page, only four large characters were written:

[武林抹殺]

"Martial Arts World... Annihilation?"

My face hardened at these ominous words, and I immediately turned to the next page, frowning involuntarily.

"...This is a mess."

The handwriting itself wasn't bad.

But it seemed the writer had been in a hurry, scribbling hastily and making it difficult to read.
Moreover, it appeared they had written down whatever came to mind without any order, and there were few proper sentences.

[We have been defeated.]
[No one survived. I will soon die too.]
[Damn those wolves.]
[The martial arts world and martial arts with their long history will all disappear.]
[If one can use Sword Qi, they are a supreme master. If they can use Sword Force, they are called a Transformation Realm expert.]

The readable sentences became increasingly stained with red as I turned the pages.
Is this... written in blood?

Each character written in blood—likely used when ink ran out—conveyed a sense of desperation.

-May this not be forgotten. May someone remember.

Feeling the earnestness engraved in each character, I reached the last page, where proper writing finally caught my eye.

[This is told by one who survived pitifully because he was not a martial artist.]

A completely different handwriting from the previous pages.
It seemed to have been written by someone else.

I read the densely written text that filled just the last page.

[The Central Plains martial arts world was defeated. By those wolves from the northern steppes. Since we were defeated, the Song will soon perish as well.]

"Song? Could it be...?"

If the Song mentioned here was the Song dynasty I knew, then I could guess who these "wolves from the north" were.
I looked up at Zhuge Geun-yeong, who nodded gravely.

"Yes. It was the Yuan dynasty, the Mongols from the steppes, who destroyed the old martial arts world through their martial arts annihilation policy."
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The Yuan Dynasty.
It refers to the period when the Mongol Empire, founded by the famous Genghis Khan, ruled over the Central Plains.

"Though it lasted for just under a hundred years, during that time, the martial arts world of the Central Plains was thoroughly violated."

They killed anyone who practiced martial arts regardless of age or gender, and burned all martial arts manuals. Families who resisted were trampled without a single foundation stone remaining, and even the largest sects and families couldn't escape this fate.

"They forced everyone to make a choice. Either face extinction or abandon martial arts."

Resistance was impossible.
Because any martial artists capable of fighting back had already been trampled under hooves.

With all their martial artists lost, sects and families had no choice but to surrender when the invaders came to burn all their books and slowly kill them off through such vicious methods.

In the end, to survive, they had to voluntarily hand over their secret martial arts manuals. These confiscated texts were burned to ashes before their very eyes, and the martial knowledge of the Central Plains vanished into nothingness.

"They completely severed the lineage of martial arts that had continued for hundreds of years."
"Because they had resisted?"

Zhuge Geun-yeong nodded at my question.

"As you'll see when you read the rest, it says that all forces in the martial world united to fight against the Yuan army at that time."

All the martial artists of the old world fought against the Yuan.
Masters who could wield Sword Qi, and even Sword Force, stood against the Mongol Empire—the largest empire in human history.

And the result was devastating.

The annihilation of the martial world.
Whether they felt threatened by the martial artists who opposed them or not, the Yuan Dynasty sought to completely eradicate martial artists from the Central Plains.

The result is what we see today.
A martial world where even Sword Qi has become nothing but a fictional legend.

"...Huh."

I couldn't even manage a proper scoff at this shocking story.
I thought something unusual must have happened, but I never imagined such circumstances.

As I shook my head in disbelief, a final sentence suddenly caught my eye.
It was particularly large and conveyed a clear emotion.

[May the devils be cursed.]

"...Devils?"

What's with this expression that doesn't fit with martial arts novels?
I turned to Zhuge Geun-yeong for an explanation, but he merely shrugged his shoulders lightly.

"I suppose they're referring to the Yuan Dynasty's atrocities. According to records from that time, they were truly vicious."
"...Is that so?"

Something felt off, but I had no grounds to argue, so I had no choice but to accept it and move on.

"I'll return the forbidden book now."

After I handed the book back to the library keeper, he carefully took it and immediately left the room.
Meanwhile, Zhuge Geun-yeong asked me a question.

"What did you think?"
"...How should I put it? It was unexpected. I never imagined the ancient martial world's downfall had such a background."

What I had vaguely imagined was something more typical of martial arts novels, like a great war between righteous and evil factions where both sides perished.

But the reality was much more tragic—all martial artists of the Central Plains were trampled under the hooves of Mongolian cavalry.

"So the old martial world was destroyed, and only after the founding of the Ming Dynasty did the martial world reappear."
"Yes. Thanks to Emperor Hongwu who drove out the Yuan with the backing of the Ming Cult."

And then he suppressed the Ming Cult, causing it to be reborn as the Evil Cult?

I couldn't help but feel strange about the Evil Cult playing such a significant role in the revival of the martial world.

How paradoxical that the creators of terrible techniques like the "Blood Explosion Art" were the main players in reviving the martial world.

*

After learning the truth about the ancient martial world, I returned to the guest quarters to find Hwa-ryeon waiting for me.

"Welcome back."
"Hey, how long have you been waiting?"
"Not long."

I sat down across from Hwa-ryeon and asked why she had come.

"Do you have something you want to talk about?"
"No, not really."

Then why did you come?
As I blinked at her, Hwa-ryeon's eyes narrowed.
Oh, that's the expression she makes when she's about to get upset.

"...Am I not allowed to visit without a reason?"

Hearing the subtle hurt in her voice, I quickly caught on and smiled.

"Of course not. You're always welcome."

I reached my hand across the table, and she pretended to be nonchalant as she tilted her head slightly and extended her own hand.

I gently interlaced my fingers with hers—those slender, snow-white fingers—and felt the warm sensation spread across my palm.

As I smiled weakly at Hwa-ryeon, she looked away, seemingly embarrassed by my gaze, and changed the subject.

"What were you doing before you came?"

Yet she subtly tightened her grip on our interlocked hands, as if not wanting to let go.
She's getting cuter by the day.

While gently stroking her thumb with mine, I told her about visiting Elder Gok and what I'd learned about the ancient martial world at the library. After hearing everything, Hwa-ryeon opened her eyes wide and murmured.

"...That's an amazing story. An ancient martial world where Sword Qi was commonplace. And the Yuan Dynasty's policy to eradicate martial arts."
"Yeah. I was shocked when I heard it too."

Hwa-ryeon rested her chin on her free hand, thinking about something, then suddenly turned her gaze to me.

"So, how do you feel?"
"Hm? About what?"
"The world Ja-seong has been seeking actually existed in the past."
"...Ah."

I thought she meant something else.
Scratching the back of my neck, I rested my chin on my hand like Hwa-ryeon and said:

"Well, I already mentioned I was surprised, but besides that... I guess I feel regret?"
"Regret?"
"Yeah. I only know that it existed, but I don't know anything about what the martial world was like back then."

The disorganized sentences on the first page of the forbidden book didn't reveal much.
Someone must have desperately tried to leave something behind, which is a shame.

"It would have been nice if more records had survived."

What I wanted to know most was about martial arts techniques.

Were the ancient martial arts the same as the ones I'm trying to restore?
If those records had survived, restoring the martial arts might have been easier.

"It can't be helped. They say that forbidden book is the only surviving record."
"The Zhuge Family might just think that. Just as outsiders don't know about the forbidden book, there might be other records hidden somewhere else."

Hearing my words, Hwa-ryeon thought for a moment, then nodded as if finding it plausible.

"You're right. Maybe there are hidden records elsewhere too."
"Right?"

As I beamed with anticipation, Hwa-ryeon smiled faintly, then seemed to remember something and opened her mouth with an "Ah—"

"Come to think of it, I haven't told Ja-seong yet. I'm planning to leave the Zhuge Family in about three days. Is that okay?"
"Oh, that's fine."

My prediction was spot on.
The only scheduled plan was to visit Elder Gok again within three days, so there was no problem.

"But about our next destination... it's Wudang, right?"
"Yes. It's about three or four days away."

After the Namgung Family and Zhuge Family, this would be the third power we visit, and the first of the Nine Major Sects.

Wudang is often called the "Mount Tai and the Big Dipper" of the righteous faction, so famous that it would be strange for it not to appear in martial arts novels.

I wonder how similar this world's Wudang is to the one I know?

"I hope nothing happens there."
"I agree. The martial arts tournament at the Namgung Family, then involvement in a rebellion at the Zhuge Family. Too many major events in such a short time."

Hwa-ryeon nodded vigorously in agreement with my words.
She must have been unknowingly tense and anxious all this time, as her face was suddenly filled with sincerity. Seeing her expression, I chuckled.

"Oh my, really? You must have been through so much."
"...What's with that tone?"
"Nothing, just saying."

Enjoying Hwa-ryeon's sulky face in response to my teasing tone, I kissed the back of our interlocked hands.

"Ugh...!"

She turned her head away, trying to hide her blushing cheeks.
Finding her reaction amusing, I kept pressing my lips against the back of her hand, until she couldn't take it anymore and tried to escape.

"Hey now, where do you think you're going?"
"L-let go..."

I pulled Hwa-ryeon, who had stood up, onto my lap.
I wrapped my arms around her from behind, holding her tightly, and she stopped struggling.

"...How long are we going to stay like this?"

After some time, Hwa-ryeon's small voice was heard.

"Who knows. All day?"
"Stop joking."
"No, really. If I could, I'd stay like this forever."

The warmth of Hwa-ryeon in my arms and the subtle fragrance lingering in my nose.
Thanks to these, all the random thoughts in my head disappeared, and my mind became peaceful.

"Well, if you don't like it, we can stop."
"...Who said I don't like it?"

Answering in a small voice, Hwa-ryeon relaxed completely and leaned her body fully against mine.
Feeling the pleasant weight on my shoulder, I turned my head to find the most beautiful face right in front of me.

Our retinas were filled with each other's faces, and seeing this, both our lips curved into smiles.

We stayed like that for a long time.
As if we were the only two people in the world.

Of course, the pleasant time came to an abrupt end thanks to Seol who suddenly visited the guest quarters.

At times like this, I resent your lack of tact, little one.

*

Wudang, the next destination for Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon's group, is called the "Mount Tai and the Big Dipper" of the righteous martial world.
And there was another "Mount Tai and the Big Dipper" with a status no less than—or perhaps even greater than—Wudang: the Shaolin Temple on Mount Song in Henan.

-KAAACK!
-KUHUCK-!

That Shaolin Temple was now burning.
Ancient temple buildings were engulfed in flames, and the death throes of monks could be heard everywhere.

"Cough! You, you wicked demonesses...!"

In Shaolin's main hall.
Grand Master Won Gil, the current abbot of Shaolin, coughed up a bowl of blood and glared at the women standing before him.

Women, each possessing a bewitching beauty.
At the very front stood none other than Il-ji, the leader of the Divine Wood Unit.
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"My goodness? The master of martial arts, the abbot of Shaolin Temple, has quite a foul mouth, doesn't he?"

At Il-ji's mocking words, Won Gil's expression grew even more fierce.

Moreover, the ongoing screams of countless Shaolin disciples were severely shaking the composure he had cultivated over decades of practice.

*I can't worry about my own safety now. For the sake of the disciples who remain, I must eliminate these demonic women.*

Even at the cost of his own life.
A resolute determination settled on Won Gil's face.

His willingness to sacrifice himself to save his disciples shone in his eyes.
Seeing this, Il-ji's face stiffened slightly.

*This old monk is putting up a futile struggle.*

It wouldn't work against them, but there was always that slim chance.
She couldn't afford to be careless and ruin everything.

Thinking she should kill him before he could try anything, she stretched her hand toward him.

-Swoosh!

Wooden tendrils shot out from inside her wide sleeve, flying toward Won Gil with deadly speed.

The force was so fierce it seemed it would pierce right through him.
Any ordinary human's flesh would be torn to shreds in an instant.

-Clang!

"...Tsk."

But the result was completely different.
The wooden tendrils Il-ji had sent didn't tear through anything, nor did they even pierce Won Gil's body.

Golden Vajra Indestructible Divine Art

The ultimate protective art that shields the user's body with nine layers had been deployed.
Seeing Won Gil's skin begin to emit a subtle glow, Il-ji clicked her tongue and smiled wickedly.

"Using your internal energy that was suppressing the poison? I guess you've given up on living?"

That was it.
Though Won Gil had appeared uninjured on the outside, he had been vomiting blood because he'd been poisoned by the Divine Wood Unit's vicious scheme.

Until now, he had been using Shaolin's pure internal energy to suppress the poison from circulating through his body, but even this had reached its limit.

Finally, he had released the suppression, prepared to die.
And the effects were immediately apparent.

"Cough-!"

Won Gil vomited another mouthful of blood.
His faintly glowing skin was gradually turning bluish.
The terrible poison began to rage violently now that the barrier was gone.

*I can probably hold out for about two minutes at most. I must defeat these demonic women within that time.*

If Il-ji had known what Won Gil was thinking, she would have been dumbfounded.

Resisting the poison for two whole minutes would be impossible, she would have said.
The poison she had used was that potent.

Golden Line Snake
A small venomous snake found only in the southern wilderness, characterized by golden lines across its body.

The snake's venom was incredibly lethal, but it had another dangerous characteristic separate from that.
It was colorless, tasteless, and odorless, making it impossible to detect until it entered the body.

That's why Won Gil hadn't noticed anything unusual when he drank his barley tea as usual.
Moreover, the person who had delivered the poison was his youngest disciple whom he had taken in late in life.

"Oh? You're still standing?"

At that moment, a new figure appeared in the main hall.
Emerging through the shadows of the flames was a beautiful woman with a languid, decadent air.

In her hand was a thin metal chain, the end of which was connected to a leather strap around the neck of a young monk.

"Huff, huff, huff!"

The young monk crawled on all fours like a dog, panting.
Won Gil's face twisted horribly at the sight.
Because this monk was Jinga, his youngest disciple—the very one who had poisoned him.

"Jinga...!"

Won Gil gritted his teeth at the sight of his youngest disciple, drooling like a dog with all human dignity gone, and glared at the woman who had brought him.

"Hmm? Glaring at me won't change reality, you know?"

The woman stared directly at Won Gil as if taunting him, kneeling down to tickle Jinga's chin.
Jinga responded by rubbing his face against her and acting coquettishly.

"Whine, whine."
"What, what have you done to that child-!"

Won Gil's thunderous voice shook the main hall.
The subtle energy of Destroying Evil and Revealing Truth in his voice made everyone from the Divine Wood Unit, including Il-ji, frown.

Especially the woman who had brought Jinga like a dog—she seemed particularly displeased as she kicked Jinga and stomped on his head.

"Kuhuk!"
"Abbot, if you keep irritating me, I might just smash your youngest disciple's head right here."
"You wench-!"

Won Gil was enraged again by the woman's words as she ground her foot into Jinga's head, but he dared not act rashly at the sound of his disciple's painful groans.

*How amusing that he still protects a disciple who betrayed him.*

The woman inwardly mocked Won Gil.
Il-ji approached her.

"I-ji, how's it outside?"
"Pretty much taken care of. We've captured and killed all the strong ones, so the puppets will handle the rest."

The "puppets" I-ji mentioned referred to masters whose souls had been subjugated by Divine Wood Unit members, like Jinga whom she had dragged in.

Currently, eight members of the Divine Wood Unit and about a hundred subjugated masters had entered Shaolin Temple.
With I-ji personally finding and killing high-level warrior monks, the remaining monks had little chance of survival.

"You wenches...!"

Won Gil's face twisted like a demon's, and despair began to fill his eyes.

*The thousand-year-old Shaolin that withstood even the Mongol invasion is collapsing in my generation. I have no face to show the ancestors.*

"Cough-!"

Won Gil vomited blood again.
Perhaps due to his disturbed state of mind, the poison ravaging his body began to rampage even more.

Realizing he truly had no time left, he slowly assumed his stance.

Lowering his lower body, he extended his left hand holding a green-glowing Buddhist staff forward, and pulled his right hand back.
Seeing him poised to charge at any moment, I-ji laughed, "Kik-!"

"Oh my, are you sure? Your precious youngest disciple's life is in my hands."
"...I don't know how you reduced Jinga to that state, but I know one thing. That child would make the same choice as me."

At his words indicating he would disregard his disciple's life, I-ji inwardly clicked her tongue and made one final attempt to test Won Gil.

"How about this? If you become my puppet instead, I'll free your disciple. Right here, right now if you wish. That's quite a generous offer, isn't it?"
"Evil demoness, hold your tongue!"
"...How boring."

I-ji's face hardened at his stern rebuke.
She threw away the metal chain in her hand and slowly began to approach Won Gil, but Il-ji stopped her.

"Master?"
"He's just an old man dying from poison anyway. There's no need for you to step in. I'll handle it."

The sight of her treating I-ji, her subordinate, as more valuable than herself was strange.
But the other Divine Wood Unit members paid no attention to this.

In reality, I-ji was far more important than all members of the Divine Wood Unit, including Il-ji.

"...Hmm. Are you sure? They say a cornered rat will bite a cat."
"A dying rat wouldn't have the strength for that."

Il-ji stepped forward after casually responding to I-ji's question.
The other Divine Wood Unit members followed to support her, while I-ji, left alone, shrugged and just watched.

"......"

Won Gil pressed his lips together as he watched the Divine Wood Unit surrounding him.
Seeing his complexion now resembling that of a corpse, Il-ji stretched out her hand again with a sneer.

"Well then, farewell."

Just as wooden tendrils were about to shoot out from her sleeve after her quiet goodbye,

"HAA!"
"Kuhuk!?"

A thunderous Buddhist shout erupted from Abbot Won Gil's mouth.
The power he had cultivated throughout his lifetime spread in all directions through that shout, striking Il-ji and the Divine Wood Unit members surrounding him.

-Boom!

With just a single shout, Il-ji and the Divine Wood Unit were helplessly thrown back, rolling across the main hall floor.

"Kieeek-!"

No, it was more than that.
Exposed to the Buddhist power, the immense energy of Destroying Evil and Revealing Truth, the Divine Wood Unit members reacted as if they had been hit with a deadly poison, struggling to regain their senses.

Some were even beginning to transform into wooden monsters, like the Seven Branch that had died at So-ha's hands.

And I-ji, who had been watching from behind, was also fully exposed to the purifying energy.

"Kahak!"

Blood spurted from her seven orifices.
Blood flowed simultaneously from her eyes, nose, ears, and mouth, creating a miserable sight.
Her face, streaming with red blood while wearing a grotesque smile, was eerie.

"Kihik, kihihihi-! Lion's Roar...! These sneaky monks?"

So you've managed to protect your martial arts from those horse-riding bastards?

Indeed, eliminating them first was the right answer.
If I had delayed a bit longer, I might have been caught 'again' like in the old days.

*How long has it been since I've bled like this?*

Finding the long-forgotten pain rather pleasant, I-ji burst into maniacal laughter.

"Kyahahahaha-!"

Meanwhile, Won Gil couldn't hide his astonishment at the sight of the transforming Divine Wood Unit members.

"What are you...!?"

The Divine Wood Unit members had transformed into hideous wooden monsters that could hardly be called human.

*What in the world are these creatures?*

Wooden tendrils wrapping around their entire bodies.
Bizarre cries erupting without pause.
The ominous aura emanating from them.

It was truly a terrifying sight that stimulated primal human fear.
If it made his spine tingle despite years of cultivation, ordinary people would have fainted immediately upon seeing it.

"Hmm...!"

After observing the wooden monsters in silence, Won Gil finally came to his senses.

What they were didn't matter.
What mattered was that they had burned the thousand-year-old Shaolin and were killing its disciples.
And that, true to their evil nature, they were vulnerable to Buddhist power.

"...I see, so that's why you attacked Shaolin...!"

Because the purifying energy was threatening to them, they had attacked Shaolin first to eliminate it.
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Furthermore, these individuals would certainly not stop after attacking Shaolin alone. They would target other Buddhist sects like the Ami Sect, Taoist sects, and perhaps even the Five Great Families!

*I must stop them.*

As the current abbot of the thousand-year-old Shaolin, a pillar of the martial arts world, this was a matter he could not ignore.

*If I use what little life I have left to send these monsters to hell, it would be worthwhile.*

"Haaap!"

With a powerful battle cry, Won Gil summoned his internal energy. He extended his right hand, which he had pulled back, and unleashed a palm strike.

-Deong-!

With a resonant bell-like sound, the energy from Won Gil's palm struck one of the Divine Wood Unit members who had transformed into a wooden monster.

-Kieeee-!

The hideous figure was helplessly thrown back and crashed into the main hall wall. Above it, the clear imprint of a giant palm was etched into the wall.

"Haap!"

As Won Gil attempted to launch another palm force attack at another Divine Wood Unit member, I-ji blocked his path.

"Kyahaha-! The Demon-Subduing Buddha Palm! I wonder what else you're hiding?!"

Won Gil's eyes widened at I-ji's exclamation.

"How...?!"

How does she know about this martial art? It had disappeared from records hundreds of years ago and was known only to a select few within Shaolin!

Despite his shock and suspicion, Won Gil directed the Buddha Palm toward I-ji.

I-ji extended her hand in response. Their palm forces collided in mid-air.

-Kwagaggang-!

An enormous boom resonated throughout Shaolin's main hall as their palm force battle began.

"Ungh...!"

Won Gil immediately sensed that I-ji's internal energy was by no means inferior to his own.

*How can someone who appears to be just a young woman possess such power...!*

Though his questions multiplied with each passing moment, he had neither the time nor luxury to find answers. Defeating the evil presence before him with all his might was the best he could do.

"Haaap!"

Won Gil summoned his internal energy again with another battle cry. The Buddha Palm's force grew even larger, causing blood to flow from I-ji's seven apertures as she was exposed to its energy.

"Ki, kihihihi-!"

Yet I-ji, who seemed to be at death's door, wasn't screaming in pain but rather laughing with delight.

"This is exciting! It's been so long since I felt this! Well, shall we play properly?!"

With her resounding shout, I-ji's energy began to grow.

Her palm force, which had been struggling against the Buddha Palm's demon-subduing power, gradually intensified until it eventually began to overwhelm the Buddha Palm.

"Th-this can't be...!"

Won Gil was shocked at the sight. She was overwhelming his Buddha Palm, which contained his ten-star power, even ignoring their natural opposition.

"Kh, khuuuk...!"
"Kyahahahaha-!"

Amidst the piercing maniacal laughter, Won Gil was helplessly pushed back and eventually engulfed by I-ji's palm force.

"Kuaaak-!"

With a scream, Won Gil crashed into a corner of the main hall. The green-glowing Buddhist staff he had been holding fell from his hand and rolled unceremoniously across the floor.

I-ji, who had become covered in blood from what poured from her seven apertures, licked the blood flowing around her mouth and muttered:

"...To fall with just this much. The level is lower than I expected. I suppose the past gap was inevitable? The taste might be a bit lacking too?"

She clicked her tongue in strange disappointment.

"I-I-ji...!"

Il-ji called out to her with difficulty. Though she hadn't transformed into a wooden monster like the other Divine Wood Unit members, she was clearly struggling.

"Ah, right."

Belatedly remembering her companions, I-ji stretched out both hands. Blood-colored energy poured from her palms and enveloped the Divine Wood Unit members lying on the main hall floor.

The blood-colored energy quickly seeped into the members' bodies. Surprisingly, the Divine Wood Unit members who had been near death stood up as if nothing had happened.

Even those who had transformed into wooden monsters returned to their original beautiful appearances as if nothing had occurred.

"Gu-ji...?"

Il-ji, who recovered first, checked on Gu-ji's condition after she had been hit by Won Gil's Buddha Palm and sent flying. But Gu-ji, who was embedded in the wall marked with a giant palm print, was already melting away.

Seeing this, I-ji shrugged and muttered:

"Ah, it's already too late."

Once the body had melted, unable to withstand the demon-subduing energy, it was impossible to revive her even if I-ji shared her energy.

Il-ji's face turned vicious after losing another comrade following Chil-ji's death not long ago, and her gaze turned toward Won Gil who was struggling to get up. However, this time I-ji blocked her.

"I'll handle this."
"I-ji...!"
"The Head or other members can't do it. You know that, right?"
"......"

Il-ji closed her mouth. Her clenched fist trembled with frustration before gradually relaxing. Seeing this, I-ji grinned and continued:

"Leave this monk to me and take care of the situation outside with the other members."
"...Alright."

The Divine Wood Unit left, leaving only I-ji behind. After glancing at her comrades' retreating figures, I-ji turned to face Won Gil.

"Cough-!"

Won Gil coughed up blood again. His hands were in terrible condition, and his face was filled with the unmistakable aura of death.

Unable to control the poison in his body and having suffered I-ji's attack, he was likely experiencing the agony of his internal organs melting. Yet his mental strength in not showing it was commendable.

"Well, that's the only thing worth praising. You're quite lacking compared to your ancestors."
"...What are you talking about?"

Won Gil questioned her incomprehensible words. I-ji didn't bother answering and instead stretched her mouth into a wide grin.

At the same time, her body began to twist with a strange sound.

-Keudeuk keudeuk

"You don't need to know. You'll be dead soon anyway."

Won Gil flinched at the sight of I-ji rapidly swelling.

"Y-you...?"

-Eujiik eujijiik

I-ji's size increased instantly. The shadow cast behind her by the blazing fire grew large enough to cover Won Gil's body.

The old monk's wrinkled face turned pale at the pair of red eyes now looking down at him from high above.

-Please entertain me, if only for a moment.

A chilling resonance that seemed to flow from the netherworld. Below the blood-red eyes, a massive mouth opened wide.

Looking into the mouth that resembled an entrance to hell, Won Gil thought:

*Please, survive.*

-Kwajik!

*

"It's over."

-Whik

I-ji, who had emerged from the main hall that was now collapsing in flames, threw something.

That something was Won Gil's head. With only his head remaining and rolling pathetically on the ground, the sight was too wretched for someone who had been the current abbot of Shaolin and one of the Ten Lords.

After coldly looking down at Won Gil's head for a moment, Il-ji raised her head and commended I-ji:

"Good work."
"Yes, but we have a problem."
"Problem?"

To the puzzled Il-ji, I-ji showed her the green-glowing Buddhist staff in her hand.

The Green Jade Buddhist Staff—the token of Shaolin's leadership and a treasure that Ju Do-han, the Lord of Paecheon Fortress, had ordered them to retrieve.
But why...?

"...What's this?"

After examining the Green Jade Buddhist Staff briefly, Il-ji soon realized it was a fake.

"It seems they just painted an ordinary staff green to disguise it."
"...Then where's the real one?"

I-ji shrugged, indicating she didn't know either. Il-ji frowned and glared at Won Gil's head again.

"This damned monk...!"

Being troublesome till the end...!

After venting her anger by stomping Won Gil's head to pieces, Il-ji ordered the Divine Wood Unit and their subordinate masters to search for the Green Jade Buddhist Staff. Some time later...

"Head!"

Ten-ji, one of the Divine Wood Unit members, urgently approached her.

"Y-you need to come see this!"

Following Ten-ji's urgent voice, Il-ji entered the Patriarch Hall where the remains and relics of past eminent monks were enshrined, and saw a hidden passage inside.

"...I was wondering why I couldn't see the young novices."

It seemed they had evacuated the young novice monks and a few escorts through here.

*One of them probably has the Green Jade Buddhist Staff.*

Clicking her tongue at the situation that had become more troublesome than expected, Il-ji ordered everyone to pursue them. As she was about to follow, I-ji stopped her.

"Ah, wait a moment. I think you should return first, Head."
"What, why?"

In her hand was a small mirror, identical to the one possessed by Six-gan who had infiltrated the Zhuge Family.

"I just received a message from One-gan. It seems the princess who escaped is still alive."
"What...?"

At first, Il-ji didn't understand I-ji's words, but soon she realized their meaning and widened her eyes.

"The previous Lord's daughter is... alive?"
"Yes. She recently appeared at the Zhuge Family. Her purpose is unknown, but it certainly can't be good for us."

Il-ji's face hardened at those words, and eventually she nodded. This news was indeed as important as eradicating Shaolin.

"I'll return to the fortress and inform the Lord of this news. Can I entrust you with leading the pursuit?"
"Yes, don't worry. I'll make sure to catch and kill them all."
"The Nine Netherworld Illusion Array? Is it working properly?"
"Of course. Check if you want."

At I-ji's confident answer, Il-ji immediately set off and left Shaolin's mountain gate.

When she suddenly turned her head, she saw the image of a "peaceful Shaolin" beyond the mountain gate. The terrible sight of buildings burning that had stood for a thousand years was nowhere to be seen.

*Fortunately, the formation seems to be working well.*

It would have been perfect if the young ones hadn't escaped. Well, since she left it to I-ji, those who escaped would probably be killed soon.

With that thought, she descended the mountain, heading to Paecheon Fortress to deliver the news that would certainly not be welcome to Do-han.
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Three days had passed.
That meant the day of our departure had arrived.

"It's a shame. It would have been nice if you could have stayed for the family succession ceremony."
"We can't afford to be that leisurely. We have so many places to visit."

I shrugged my shoulders as I responded to Zhuge Geun-yeong, who had come out to the main gate to see us off.

We needed to visit all five major families of the Nine Schools and Eight Factions, but so far we'd only been to two of them.
The journey ahead was still incredibly long.

"The estate will feel empty. So many people leaving all at once."

Meanwhile, Zhuge Seo-hui, standing beside Zhuge Geun-yeong, looked to the side with a hint of regret in her voice.
Following her gaze, I could see two other groups also preparing to depart like us.

One group was Im Chun-i and his bandits heading to Wuhan.
The other was Hyeok-ri Gwang and his retainers who followed him.

Once their preparations were complete, the leaders of both groups approached us to say farewell.

"Hey, are you guys leaving now too?"
"I didn't know we'd be departing on the same day. Maybe it's for the best? Too many goodbyes aren't pleasant."
"Yes, that's true."

I nodded in agreement with Hyeok-ri Gwang's words, then asked about his destination.

"Master Im is heading to Wuhan, but where are you going, Master Hyeok-ri?"
"Hmm. We're planning to head southwest and settle near Yichang."

Yichang.
A port city located upstream from Wuhan.
It was like a gateway for cargo transport, connecting the middle and upper reaches of the Yangtze River.

It wouldn't be easy to establish oneself in such a major city where many powers were already entrenched.
Well, I'm sure they'll manage somehow.

"Since I can't attend your opening ceremony, let me congratulate you in advance."
"Thank you. Come visit us sometime later. I owe you in many ways, and I'd like to repay you properly if I get the chance."

I smiled back at Hyeok-ri Gwang, who was smiling brightly while hiding his bitterness, then shifted my gaze to the small figure behind him.
It was Hyeok-ri Eum, Hyeok-ri Gwang's daughter and the younger sister of the deceased Zhuge Cheon-sang.

"Eum."

Hyeok-ri Gwang called his daughter, who had approached without notice, in a stern voice.
But despite her father's call, Hyeok-ri Eum's rigid gaze remained fixed solely on me.

I approached her, restraining Hyeok-ri Gwang who was about to step forward with a hardened expression.

"Do you have something to say to me?"
"......"

Hyeok-ri Eum looked up at me with a complicated expression, then lowered her head and sighed as if collecting her emotions before looking at me again.

"...I heard. The reason why you had to kill my brother."
"......"
"At first, I was so angry I wanted to kill you right away, but I've decided to accept it. Someone had to do it."
"That's..."
"But understanding and accepting are two different things."

-Whoosh!

Hyeok-ri Eum swung the broad sword she carried on her back.
Everyone around gasped, and Hwa-ryeon even half-drew her sword, but I didn't move.

There was no need to.
I was standing outside the sword's range to begin with, and Hyeok-ri Eum had no intention of cutting me down.

She merely pointed the tip of her blade at me.
Like a declaration of war.

Beyond the gleaming blue blade, Hyeok-ri Eum's voice continued.

"...Even if I attacked you now, I couldn't even touch the hem of your clothes."
"Well, that's probably true."

She glared at me, seemingly annoyed by my ready admission, then took a deep breath and quietly lowered her sword.
Then she declared:

"Later, when I'm stronger, I'll come find you. Be prepared, because I'm going to land a solid hit on that smooth face of yours."

Let's have a proper fight later.
That declaration was probably Hyeok-ri Eum's way of coming to terms with her emotions.

Honestly, I was a bit surprised.
Regardless of the reason, I killed her brother.
Yet she only wanted to land a hit on me.
Most people would vow to kill me without hesitation.

Her judgment was remarkably cool-headed compared to her usual behavior.
Indeed, perhaps she takes after her father in this way too?

"...I look forward to it."

I answered seriously, without a trace of a smile.
As a sign of respect for her choice to pursue rivalry instead of vengeance.

Hyeok-ri Eum snorted loudly and returned to the retainers without another word.

"...That kid."

Hyeok-ri Gwang clicked his tongue softly as he watched his daughter walk away.
But his face couldn't hide his satisfaction.
Seeing him like that, I raised one corner of my mouth.

"She'll grow stronger. You'll need to stay on your toes to keep ahead."
"...Yes. I suppose so."

Hyeok-ri Gwang nodded firmly and bid farewell to me and my companions.

"Well then, we'll be on our way."
"Yes, I hope you have a peaceful journey."
"You too."

After exchanging well-wishes with Hyeok-ri Gwang, I turned to Im Chun-i who was waiting behind.

"Did you say goodbye to your brother?"
"Well, sort of? That guy has become quite reliable these past few days."

I looked at Im Chun-sam, who was with Zhuge Seo-ryeong, after hearing Im Chun-i's words.

Though his face showed some fatigue, probably from being "tormented" these past three days, he looked like a completely different person from before as he had his arm around his wife's shoulders.

Im Chun-i nodded, seemingly satisfied with his brother's transformation.

"Indeed, a man needs to experience women to become an adult."
"That's rich coming from someone who isn't even married, isn't it?"
"...Ah, come on! Why do you have to be like that!"

Im Chun-i barked at my quip.
But his growling didn't last long before he looked at me with a smirk.

"You're annoying till the very end, aren't you?"
"Is that a compliment?"

After responding playfully with a giggle, we saluted each other with clasped hands.

"Well, have a safe journey. When you get to Wuhan, please give my regards to Branch Manager Jo."
"And you, don't go dying somewhere. The mission to overthrow Paecheon Fortress is just beginning."

Im Chun-i returned to his subordinates, shouting, "Let's go, everyone!"
With that, Im Chun-i and Hyeok-ri Gwang's groups left the Zhuge Family estate first, and it was our turn to depart next.

"Here, please take this."

Before we left, Zhuge Geun-yeong handed Hwa-ryeon a jade pendant engraved with a coiled dragon and a letter.

"This is the Zhuge Family's token. I'm also giving you a letter stating that our family shares your cause."
"Thank you."

Zhuge Geun-yeong shook his head at Hwa-ryeon's words of gratitude.

"We should be the ones thanking you. We will never forget what you've done for our family. If you ever need help, please call on us. We'll drop everything and come running."

Zhuge Geun-yeong bowed his head along with his words.
The family members who had come to see us off also bowed their heads in agreement with the young family head's words.

Hiding our slight embarrassment, we accepted their farewell and soon boarded our carriage. The wheels slowly carried us away from the Zhuge Family estate.
Not south like the two groups that had left before us, but west.

Our next destination was Junxian County in Hubei, where Wudang Mountain was located.




*




"...What did you just say?"

In Luoyang, in the Lord's office of Paecheon Fortress.
Seated in an ornate chair that almost resembled a throne, Ju Do-han asked with a grim expression.

At the end of his gaze stood Il-ji, the head of the Divine Wood Unit, who answered again with a deliberately solemn face.

"This is a report from the Red Eye Group of the Peace Maintenance Unit. They say the daughter of the former Lord has appeared at the Zhuge Family."
"What nonsense is this...! It's been over ten years, and after all this time with no trace of her, she suddenly appears at the Zhuge Family?"

-Bang!

Do-han slammed the armrest of his chair.
The elaborately gold-plated armrest shattered miserably.

Unconcerned about this—or rather, too preoccupied to care—Do-han gritted his teeth.

*Could she really have been alive all this time? And of all times, she appears now?*

Just when preparations to rule over the Central Plains were steadily progressing, what kind of ill-timed news was this?

But the Zhuge Family?
Had she been hiding in Yangyang all this time?

*...Whatever the case, I can't leave her be.*

Perhaps it's for the best.
Since I didn't handle it cleanly in the past, I can take care of it properly now.

Unlike himself, who held Paecheon Fortress in his grasp, she was just a young woman.
There seemed to be a few companions with her, but such insignificant people would be swept away with a single order from him.

Thinking the matter wouldn't be difficult, Do-han composed himself and looked at Il-ji.

"What was her purpose in appearing at the Zhuge Family?"
"That much isn't..."

As Il-ji trailed off, Do-han thought briefly before issuing an order.

"I'll assign you the remaining Dark Heaven Unit, Mad Wind Unit, and Blue Dragon Unit. Go and eliminate that woman yourself."
"What? But what about the Shaolin matter...?"
"Didn't you say they're mostly powerless novice monks? Leave it to another Divine Wood Unit. That woman takes priority over such matters."
"...Understood."

Il-ji answered while hiding the irritation rising within her.

-Would you entrust that task to me?

It was at that moment.
Someone's voice was heard.

Along with the sound of the door opening, Do-han and Il-ji's gazes turned.
Their eyes fell upon a young, handsome man entering the office.

Who could enter the Paecheon Lord's office so freely?
The answer came through Do-han's lips.

"Ho-jeong."

Because he was the only son of the Lord of Paecheon Fortress.
The man who entered the office was none other than Ju Ho-jeong.
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"...What's with that sudden question? You want me to handle it?"

Ju Do-han couldn't hide his suspicion at Ho-jeong's words.
After the incident in Hefei, which still made his blood boil just thinking about it, his son had returned to Luoyang and strangely confined himself to his room.

*Why the sudden change from the boy who worried me by barely leaving his room, almost like a recluse?*

Looking at his father, who was narrowing his eyes suspiciously, Ho-jeong laughed cheerfully.

"Hahaha... I was getting bored staying in my room all the time, and more importantly..."
"More importantly?"
"I've been thinking that it's time I helped with your 'great work,' Father."
"..."
"After all, everything you're doing is for my sake. I can't just keep playing around forever."

Do-han stared at Ho-jeong for a moment, then stood up and approached him.
Placing his hand on his son's shoulder, he asked carefully.

"...Do you really mean it?"
"Yes. From now on, I'll help you, Father."
"Ha, hahaha!"

At Ho-jeong's firm answer, Do-han burst into laughter, filled with joy.
So that's why he was secluding himself in his room—he was sorting out his feelings!

"Hahaha! You've finally come to your senses. That's right, that's how it should be! Everything is for you. All the glory, all the honor—I'm doing this to give it all to you!"

Just a few words.
Watching his father overjoyed by mere lip service, Ho-jeong only raised the corners of his mouth.
A shadow of melancholy lingered in his eyes.

Do-han, failing to notice his son's expression, turned to Il-ji with a smiling face.

"I'm withdrawing my earlier order. You continue with your original mission."
"...Yes, understood."

Il-ji, who had been looking at Ho-jeong with a strange gaze, quietly complied.
Whatever the Young Lord of the Castle's intentions were, it was fine with her as long as she could focus on eliminating the Shaolin remnants.

*Besides, I've already placed eyes on him.*

Il-ji's gaze briefly shifted to behind Ho-jeong.
There stood a beautiful woman with almost no presence. She was Pal-ji, the eighth branch, who had replaced the deceased Chil-ji as Ho-jeong's guard.

Noticing her gaze, Pal-ji silently nodded.
Il-ji nodded back and bowed to Do-han.

"Then, I'll return to my duties."
"Yes, do so."

After Il-ji left the office, Do-han laughed again and patted his son's shoulder.

"Hahaha, good. I knew you'd come to your senses eventually. Of course, you're my son after all."
"...Yes."

Seeing Ho-jeong's awkward smile, Do-han nodded repeatedly and got to the point.

"I don't know if you heard earlier, but I was planning to send the remaining Dark Heaven Unit, Mad Wind Unit, and Blue Dragon Unit to hunt down that woman."
"...That seems like more than enough force. Perhaps even excessive. Is the Blue Dragon Unit really necessary? The Dark Heaven and Mad Wind Units alone should..."
"No, no."

Do-han shook his head at Ho-jeong's words.

"Ten years ago, we mobilized both the Blood Sea Unit and Dark Night Unit to chase her. But as you know, we ultimately failed. The Heavenly Net Unit, those ungrateful bastards, hid her so thoroughly...!"

The Heavenly Net Unit, who had betrayed him despite being under his command.
Do-han grimaced at the thought of those detestable people, then took a deep breath to calm himself.

"I can't repeat that mistake. Even if it means deploying excessive force, we must kill her this time and leave no loose ends."
"...I don't understand why you're so concerned about her. What could she possibly do now?"

At Ho-jeong's quiet question, Do-han answered firmly.

"If you leave a source of trouble, you never know when unexpected disaster might strike."

Then, as if to emphasize his point, he gripped his son's shoulder firmly.

"Never forget this. One who stands above all must be thorough in everything. Always remember: cut the grass and remove the roots."
"...Yes."

A bitter response.
Do-han finally glimpsed a fragment of emotion on his son's face.

*This boy still...!*

He felt anger for a moment but held it back.
The boy took after his mother and had always been soft-hearted since childhood, so perhaps it was understandable.

"...I know you were quite close to that woman when you were young."
"..."
"But she's just a woman. Are you going to ruin our great work over one mere woman, of which there are countless in this world?"

Hearing Do-han's words, Ho-jeong took a deep breath to suppress his emotions.

Hide your feelings.
Just thoroughly pretend to be the son his father wanted.

Having composed himself, Ho-jeong answered with a deliberately cold face.

"How could I? As you said, she's just a woman. I won't be swayed by faint childhood memories."
"Ha, that's right!"

Pleased with Ho-jeong's satisfactory answer, Do-han smiled broadly and patted his son's shoulder hard before turning away.

"When you kill her, bring me her head. I want to confirm her death myself."

*Clench*

"Yes, I understand."

And so he didn't see it.
Ho-jeong's fist, with veins standing out, trembling.

"..."

Only Pal-ji, watching him from behind, noticed.

"It'll take a lot of preparation to go all the way to Hubei. You may go now."

Do-han, still oblivious to his son's true feelings, sat down, and Ho-jeong, unclenching his fist, approached his father.

"By the way, may I make one request?"
"A request? What is it?"
"I'd like to take a few members of the Man'an Unit with me for this pursuit."
"The Man'an Unit?"

Even as he questioned, Do-han immediately guessed the reason.
He must want to quickly receive new information during the pursuit through the intelligence unit.

"Very well. Which team should I assign you? Not the Red Eye Team, so... the White Eye Team? The Blue Eye Team?"

Finding the idea reasonable, Do-han asked which team he wanted, and Ho-jeong gave an unexpected answer.

"I'd like to select from the Black Eye Team."
"...The Black Eye Team? Why them specifically? Don't you know what kind of people they are?"

Do-han frowned at Ho-jeong's words.

The Man'an Unit consisted of four teams: the Red Eye Team, Blue Eye Team, White Eye Team, and Black Eye Team.
Among them, the Black Eye Team was special, though in a different way from the Red Eye Team.

To put it simply, they were like unwanted but hard-to-discard people.
Especially for Do-han.

"I know the Black Eye Team is made up of people you gathered to monitor former Heavenly Net Unit members."
"You know that and still make such a request?"
"I'm requesting the Black Eye Team precisely because I know that."
"...What do you mean?"

Ho-jeong began to explain with a deliberately cold smile.

"They're capable but unreliable people you've half-abandoned, aren't they?"

That was true.
They were former members of the Heavenly Net Unit who didn't leave Paecheon Fortress with their comrades.
That's what the Black Eye Team was.

They were later dragged to the enforcement department and severely tortured, but were released after maintaining their innocence. Still, they couldn't be trusted easily.

They were individually capable but too risky to use—as mentioned earlier, unwanted but hard to discard.

"So?"
"I'll take them with me this time and test them. We'll see if they can be trusted or if they'll defect like their comrades."

If they help capture Hwa-ryeon, they could be utilized in the future; if not, they could be executed immediately.
After considering Ho-jeong's words, Do-han nodded with satisfaction.

"Good. If that's what you want, go ahead and try it your way."
"Thank you."

Having achieved his goal, Ho-jeong finally left the office.





*





"Are you returning to your quarters?"
"No, I'm going to the Man'an Unit."

Responding emotionlessly to Pal-ji's question as soon as they left the office, Ho-jeong headed straight for the Man'an Unit's hall.

"Y-Young Lord of the Castle?"

The smell of ink and old paper greeted him as he entered the hall.
A man carrying a stack of papers spotted him.

"Ah, perfect timing. Do you know where the Black Eye Team is?"
"P-pardon? The Black Eye Team...?"

The man's face was full of questions about why the Young Lord would be looking for the Black Eye Team, but he quickly collected himself and answered.

"Ah, at this hour, they're probably all together at the tavern."
"The tavern? At this hour?"

Ho-jeong glanced at the sun high in the sky.
It was around noon—certainly not a time when decent people would be drinking.

"...Hmm, do you know which tavern they went to?"
"Ah, yes. It's called Juharu, in the southern part of the city."
"I see. Thank you."

Ho-jeong immediately turned and headed outside the city.
Fortunately, Juharu wasn't too far from the city.

"Wahaha!"
"Drink up, drink up!"

The noise reached him before he even entered.
Apparently, there were more indecent people in Luoyang than he'd thought.

"...I shouldn't be the one to talk."
"Pardon?"
"Nothing, let's go in."

Ho-jeong strode in with Pal-ji.

"Welcome... Gasp!?"

The attendant greeting them took one look at Ho-jeong's face and gasped in shock.
Hmm, have I become famous enough for even attendants to recognize me?

*Well, considering how many tables and chairs I've broken here...*

Recalling his past record with a bitter internal smile, Ho-jeong questioned the attendant.

"I'm looking for people from the fortress. Do you know where they are?"
"From the fortress...? Ah, those gentlemen. They're in the Plum Room on the second floor."

Nodding at the attendant's directions to the stairs, Ho-jeong moved on.
As he did, he overheard the attendant's voice.

"Master! The Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress is here!"
"What?! Is that true!?"
"Yes! If we're lucky, we might be able to replace all the tables and chairs this time!"

"..."
"..."

Stunned by the unexpected conversation, Ho-jeong froze mid-step on the stairs.
Wait, I did compensate them generously, but is that the kind of reaction it warrants?

*Don't tell me the owner's expression wasn't bad the other day when I caused trouble because...?*

Feeling cold sweat running down his back, Ho-jeong quickly climbed the stairs.
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After clearing his throat to dispel an awkward mental image, Ho-jeong finally stood before the tavern room where the Black Geese Unit was reportedly drinking.

"Puhahaha! Really?"
"Hic, that's right?"

The boisterous noise was audible even outside the door. Wondering what could be so amusing to cause such constant chatter, Ho-jeong opened the door.

*Creeeeak!*

"Again...huh?"
"What is it...?"

The scene revealed through the poorly-oiled, noisily-opening door was quite a spectacle. Empty bottles were scattered everywhere, and red-faced, seemingly unconscious men gazed at him through bleary eyes.

"Oh, Y-Young Lord of the Castle?"

One person who still had enough sense to recognize Ho-jeong hurriedly tried to stand up. However, unable to maintain his balance, he immediately collapsed again.

It was the perfect image of pathetic drunkards that would make anyone sigh.

"W-what brings you h-here, Young Lord?"

Seeing the man slurring his words while lying face down, Ho-jeong was at a loss for words.

*Is this really okay?*

The reason Ho-jeong had specifically wanted to bring the Black Geese Unit along for Hwa-ryeon's pursuit was obvious—to delay the chase and to alert her side that his presence had been exposed.

He had assumed that since the Black Geese Unit had reportedly belonged to the Cheonmang Palace in the past, they would still have connections there.

*I thought they might have deliberately stayed behind to leak information from within the fortress, but...*

They seemed too genuinely drunk for that. Was it just his misunderstanding?

A headache began to form as things seemed off from the start. He might need to find another way to get information to Hwa-ryeon's side.

While Ho-jeong was massaging his throbbing temples, Pal-ji, who had left the room briefly, returned with a bowl of cold water. She flipped over the collapsed Black Geese member and poured the water over his face.

"Blurgh, splutter!"

Startled by the cold water rushing into his eyes, nose, and mouth, the man sputtered and rose. The cold water seemed to have cleared his mind, as his previously hazy gaze became much sharper.

This time, he managed to stand up, albeit unsteadily.

"Y-Young Lord of the Castle..."
"Yes, have you come to your senses?"
"...Yes."

The Black Geese member squeezed his eyes shut in embarrassment as he looked at his sprawled colleagues, then cautiously glanced at Ho-jeong.

"Um... what brings you here?"
"...I've received a mission from the Lord of the Castle. I need you all to come with me."

After briefly regarding him with cold eyes, Ho-jeong got straight to the point. The Black Geese member blinked in confusion.

"...Us?"
"Yes, you. I thought you would be the most suitable for this, so I specifically requested you from the Lord of the Castle."
"But what kind of mission requires—"

His face showed complete bewilderment about what mission would make them the ideal candidates. Ho-jeong explained the situation.

"We've confirmed that Ju Hwa-ryeon, daughter of the former Lord of the Castle, has been spotted at the Zhuge Family in Yangyang, Hubei. We're going to investigate and track her."
"What?!"

The Black Geese member's eyes widened in shock. Ho-jeong watched him closely, hoping for a certain reaction, but what followed was disappointing.

"Do we really have to go? Even so, it's a bit..."

His reaction was merely discomfort at the thought of tracking the former Young Lord of the Castle whom they had once served. Worse, his face clearly showed how bothersome he found the task.

"...Official orders will come soon. Get ready in advance."

Having completely abandoned his expectations, Ho-jeong sighed softly and left the tavern.

"..."

Before following Ho-jeong, Pal-ji glanced sideways at the Black Geese member, but all she saw was him sitting back down and eyeing the remaining bottles of alcohol. With a small snort of derision at the pathetic sight, she too left the tavern.

"...Sigh."

After the two had left the room, the Black Geese member who had been speaking to Ho-jeong put down his bottle with a thud. As if on cue, all the other Black Geese members suddenly sat up.

"..."

The room fell into momentary silence. The Black Geese members exchanged serious glances, as if they had never been drunk at all, then moved in unison.

"We're out of alcohol!"
"Booze! Boooooze!"
"Waiter!"

While some created a commotion calling for the waiter, another quickly pulled out a brush and hastily scribbled something on a small piece of paper. He immediately handed it to the colleague who had spoken with Ho-jeong, who stuffed it into a blue money pouch.

"Yes! Did you call for me?"

Soon after, the waiter who had guided Ho-jeong to this room quickly entered. After looking around, he showed a slightly disappointed expression.

The troublemaker of Paecheon Fortress had appeared, but apparently left without causing any damage.

*There goes my dream of furniture replacement.*

Setting aside his disappointment, the professional waiter hid his thoughts and waited for the guests' orders. Finally, one of the Black Geese members made a strange request.

"Bring us one more bottle of the finest white liquor."

White liquor—a generic term for cheap, strong alcohol.

In other words, there's no such thing as "finest" white liquor. Yet strangely, the waiter's face froze at this absurd order.

"...The finest white liquor, sir?"
"Yes, damn it! The finest!"

Startled by the Black Geese member's bark, the waiter quickly composed himself and smiled awkwardly.

"Ah, the finest white liquor... I'm sorry, but that might be difficult right now."
"Huh? Why?"
"We just ran out..."
"Come on! Then go buy some! From that nearby tavern!"
"Excuse me? Tavern...? Which one do you mean...?"
"Ugh, this is frustrating! You know, Changcheon Tavern! Go buy it there!"

The Black Geese member thumped his chest in frustration and tossed the blue money pouch—the one containing the paper slip—to the waiter.

"Here, take this money and buy it."
"Yes..."

Though it wasn't a particularly busy time, the waiter forced a rotten smile at these troublesome customers sending him all the way to another tavern, then went back downstairs.

"Boss, I need to step out for a moment."
"Where are you going during work hours?!"
"The guests in the plum room are demanding the finest white liquor."

The tavern owner, who had been scolding him suspiciously, saw the blue money pouch the waiter held out and his face stiffened momentarily before he replied, pretending nothing was amiss.

"...Don't slack off and hurry back."
"Yes, yes."

After giving a perfunctory response, the waiter quickly left the tavern. His sprint finally stopped at a small tavern nearby.

"Mister, I'm here!"
"Huh? What brings you here at this hour?"

When a middle-aged man who appeared to be the owner came out in response to his call, the waiter immediately handed over the entire blue money pouch.

"Give me the finest white liquor, please."
"...Wait a moment."

The owner glanced down at the blue pouch, went back inside, and returned with a pure white bottle.

"Well then, I'll be going!"

After handing over the pouch and receiving the white liquor, the waiter returned to his tavern. The tavern owner, who had been fiddling with the pouch, went back inside and called an employee.

"Come here for a moment."
"Yes?"

The employee approached at the owner's call, noticed the blue money pouch in his hand, hesitated, then silently held out his hand.

"Hurry back."
"Yes."

After receiving the blue pouch, the employee immediately dashed off somewhere. Walking without pause, she soon stopped in front of a building.

[Changcheon Trading Company]

The employee entered through the gate bearing this sign, crossed the courtyard without hesitation, and entered the main hall. The company's employees glanced at her briefly before returning to their work, as if accustomed to her presence.

Having reached the office of the Luoyang branch manager of Changcheon Trading Company without any interference, the employee abruptly flung open the door.

*Clatter!*

Frowning at the loud noise, the man inside—Jongbaek, the Luoyang branch manager—stiffened his face at the employee's urgent expression and words.

"Heaven-class urgent!"

At the words "Heaven-class," he jumped to his feet, opened the blue pouch he had been handed, and found the crumpled piece of paper. Hurriedly unfolding it, he saw three characters written:

[Exposed]
[Pursuit]
[Immobilized]

The first character meant that Hwa-ryeon's existence had been exposed.
The second meant that a pursuit team was being organized to chase her.
The third, with a horizontal line through it, meant they couldn't move.

"Damn it! How did they handle things...!"

The young lady's existence had been exposed much faster than expected. With a grimace, Jongbaek immediately wrote several letters in code.

Soon after, numerous carrier pigeons from the Luoyang branch flew in all directions.

*

The sword comes flying.
Compared to when I first sparred as a child, the sword strike is as different as heaven and earth—much sharper.

I tried to gently deflect the blade aiming straight for my neck.

*Clang!*

But perhaps I used too much force.
Instead of being deflected, Hwa-ryeon's blade bounced away forcefully.

Did I fail again?

After countless failures, I caught Hwa-ryeon's sword again.

But even after hundreds more attempts, I couldn't achieve my goal.

"What were you trying to do anyway?"

After nearly two hours of sparring, Hwa-ryeon, who had washed off her sweat-soaked body, sat down beside me and asked.

She probably just wanted to feel the warmth of the campfire, but her still-damp hair and the subtle scent of her body were too stimulating for me. Trying hard to ignore this, I answered her question.

"Well... we'll be at Wudang in a few days. I'm just preparing before we arrive."
"Preparing? Are you trying to create another new martial art?"

Glancing at Hwa-ryeon, who seemed slightly fed up, I shook my head.

"No. It's more like... foundational work? How much do you know about the Wudang Sect?"

Finding it awkward to explain, I changed the subject. Hwa-ryeon narrowed her eyes but answered readily.

"Just what's commonly known. That they're a Taoist sect based on Wudang Mountain, the most famous and largest in the Central Plains martial arts world, and that along with Shaolin, they're called Mount Tai And The Big Dipper of the martial arts world."
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Ju Hwa-ryeon added a follow-up comment after finishing her explanation.

"I told you about Wudang's martial arts on the way here, right?"
"Yeah, you did..."

I slumped my shoulders and let my words trail off.
The reason for my reaction, as you might guess, was because once again a martial art completely different from what I expected had popped up.

"Five Elements Sword... wasn't it?"
"Yes. A sword technique embodying the principles of the Five Elements. I heard it's an unparalleled sword technique that can flexibly counter any opponent."

At Hwa-ryeon's words, I grumbled internally, *What unparalleled sword technique...*

True, I had read about Wudang priests using the Five Elements Sword in some martial arts novels. There was even a formation called the Five Elements Sword Formation.

But here's the thing.
If we're talking about signature martial arts representing the Wudang Sect, it should definitely be Taichi Fist and Taichi Graceful Sword, right?

Especially the Taichi Graceful Sword.

The pinnacle of flowing swordplay performed with the Pine Pattern Ancient Sword!
Wudang's greatest technique!
An unparalleled sword technique that deflects any attack and sometimes returns it to the attacker!

That's the Taichi Graceful Sword.

Yet in the martial arts Hwa-ryeon described, there wasn't even a mention of "Tai" from Taichi.

Taichi should be the foundation of Wudang martial arts.
Did the Yuan Dynasty's martial arts suppression policies strip away even Wudang's foundations?

If so, the possibility of finding records of the ancient martial world at Wudang would be extremely slim.

Ugh, seriously. The Yuan Dynasty, seriously.
Just as my resentment toward Genghis Khan was about to surge, Hwa-ryeon's voice penetrated my ears.

"That expression again. Something not to your liking?"
"...Is it that obvious?"
"Extremely so."

I gave a bitter smile at her blunt answer and shrugged.

"Well, the representative Wudang martial arts I know are a bit different."
"Is this another marketplace novel story?"
"Well... something like that."

Strictly speaking, they're quite different.
I've never properly read novels from this era to begin with.

But since I couldn't explain this to Hwa-ryeon, I glossed over it and returned to the original topic.

"When talking about Wudang's signature martial arts, you can't leave out Taichi Fist and Taichi Graceful Sword."

With that, I started pouring out everything I knew about the Taichi Graceful Sword.
After rambling on about how it embodied the principles of Taichi, I suddenly realized Hwa-ryeon was watching me with her chin resting on both hands, the corners of her mouth curved in a slight smile.

For Hwa-ryeon, that expression was practically a wide, delighted grin.

What's so amusing and funny?
I thought I was having a very serious conversation?

"...Why are you smiling?"
"No reason. It's nothing, please continue."

With her unsatisfying answer, I tilted my head in confusion but continued my explanation.

*

"So Taichi is fundamentally..."

Two people sitting by a campfire.
Ja-seong talking endlessly and Hwa-ryeon listening silently.

Two pairs of eyes watched them from a distance.
Needless to say, they belonged to Dae-un and Seol.

Seol in particular tilted her head in confusion as she observed Hwa-ryeon's slightly curved lips.

"...Does she find that entertaining?"

Sure, Hwa-ryeon was a martial artist and wouldn't dislike hearing about martial arts, but this was more like...

*She seems... soft.*

A soft Hwa-ryeon?
That felt extremely awkward and unfamiliar to Seol.

"Hmm..."

The same was true for Dae-un.
His gaze, which had been fixed on Hwa-ryeon and Ja-seong, shifted to a pair of swords placed amicably between the two.

Two identical swords with distinctive deep blue and crimson hilts.

Hong-il (Red Sun) and Cheong-wol (Blue Moon).

Long ago, the previous Lord of Paecheon Fortress and his master, Ju Cheon-mu, had personally commissioned them from the greatest swordsmith of the era.

Naturally, the materials used were the most precious and expensive, starting with Ten Thousand Year Cold Iron.

Excellent materials combined with supreme craftsmanship.
Those two elements created Hong-il and Cheong-wol, swords that could proudly be called masterpieces.

Moreover, these two swords weren't merely excellent weapons—they held special meaning.

*Though it seems one of the sword owners doesn't know that meaning.*

And was that all?
From the situation, it appeared Hwa-ryeon hadn't even told him the names of the swords.

*How long are you planning to keep this hidden...*

Honestly, it was frustrating to watch.
She was already looking at Ja-seong with "that face," so why be so shy?

A face that anyone would recognize as looking at someone dear to her heart.
One hundred out of one hundred people would notice...

"Do you think the young lady might be listening against her will? I should go rescue her."
"...Don't interfere. Just leave them be."

So there was someone who couldn't read the situation right beside him.
Dae-un shook his head slightly, lamenting, *Is this my fault?*

*

As our conversation (though it felt like I was the only one talking) ended and everyone was getting ready for bed...

"Haaah..."

I sat cross-legged, taking a long, deep breath as I immersed myself in energy cultivation.

The energy rising from my dantian surged through my blood vessels, gradually consuming the lingering energy of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill scattered throughout my body.
The expanded energy circulated through my meridians for a while before settling back in my dantian.

My dantian, which had grown significantly since I first took the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill, comfortably accommodated the enlarged energy.

Opening my eyes with a pleasant sense of fullness, I estimated the amount of internal energy that had become truly mine.

"...About forty years' worth, I guess?"

Ten years gained from practicing the modified Three Essentials Mind Method for five years, twenty years from consuming the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.
Finally, another ten years absorbed through occasional energy cultivation since starting our journey.

The thought that forty years' worth of internal energy filled my dantian made my facial muscles twitch uncontrollably.
Plus, there was still about thirty years' worth of energy remaining in my body.

If I could fully absorb it all, I would possess over sixty years' worth of internal energy.

"Kup, khup."

I covered my mouth to prevent my laughter from waking the others who had already gone to bed.
Sixty years' worth of internal energy was enough to make my heart race with excitement.

For good reason—that level of internal energy was typically possessed only by older masters.

Yet thanks to the extraordinary Golden Dragon Spirit Pill, I had acquired that much internal energy at just over twenty years of age.
How could I not be excited?

Moreover, thanks to the "gift" from Old Man Gok, I could now practice energy cultivation more comfortably, which would accelerate my energy absorption.

"I should thank Elder Gok properly when we meet again."

I muttered quietly to myself while looking at the small pagoda placed in the center of our camping area.

This pagoda was called the Space-Concealing Treasure Pagoda.
As I mentioned earlier, it was a gift from Old Man Gok—a treasure that completely conceals a radius of ten zhang when planted in the ground.

When I first heard its function, I couldn't believe my ears.
The Poison-Neutralizing Wine from Elder Yeon had been impressive, but this Space-Concealing Pagoda was on another level.

Just sticking it in the ground could hide a certain space from the surroundings.
Moreover, it not only concealed the area but also made any nearby creatures detour around it rather than enter.

It was essentially a portable formation.
Thanks to this, we could all sleep soundly during our outdoor stays without worrying about keeping watch.

I stood up and smiled slightly as I looked at Hwa-ryeon sleeping soundly in the carriage.
That naturally reminded me of another gift.

-Young hero, you might like this one even more.

"......"

Recalling Old Man Gok's words with their subtle hint of amusement, I reached into my robe and pulled out the second gift.

A small box, small enough to fit entirely in my palm, revealed under the soft moonlight.
After fiddling with it for a moment, I looked back and forth between Hwa-ryeon and the box.

I should have given it to her earlier, but I'd been hesitating and hadn't managed to do so yet.
Given what this was and how it looked, I felt like I couldn't just hand it over casually.

"...Later, I'm sure there will be a better time."

In the end, I put the box back inside my robe and lay down to sleep.
I spent quite a while pondering how to give it to her before drifting off.

*

The next day.
Moving diligently, we arrived at Gocheng County, located between Jun County and Yangyang where Mount Wudang was situated.

However, the atmosphere in the county was strangely chaotic.

-Is that really true?
-That's what I'm saying! Everyone's telling the same story.
-My goodness...! What in the world happened...

People gathered here and there, whispering.
Their uniformly serious expressions suggested they weren't discussing anything pleasant.

"...What could it be?"
"I don't know."

Hwa-ryeon, who had entered the town with her face veil on, also sensed the strange atmosphere and asked me, but what would I know?
The best I could do was eavesdrop on nearby conversations using my sound-focusing technique.

The murmuring sounded almost like screaming due to my enhanced hearing.
I frowned slightly while continuing to concentrate, and finally caught a meaningful conversation.

-To think such a thing happened at Mount Wudang...!
-Could it be that the Primordial Heavenly Lord is angry?
-Why would the Primordial Heavenly Lord be angry?
-That... I don't know either.

"...Mount Wudang?"
"Pardon?"

What could have happened to make people say the Primordial Heavenly Lord is angry?
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I wanted to hear more details, but their conversation was drowned out by the noisy hawking from a nearby fabric shop.

"Tsk...!"

I clicked my tongue and looked for another group to eavesdrop on. However, as if stimulated by the fabric shop's booming voice, other stores also raised their voices in unison, making it impossible to overhear any more conversations.

"Let's head to the inn first. With the whole county this lively, we'll surely hear something there."

Seeing me frown, Ju Hwa-ryeon made the suggestion, and following her advice, I drove the carriage toward a nearby inn.

"Welcome! You can park your carriage in the back. Staying overnight, right? As luck would have it, the annex is vacant—shall I put you there?"

As soon as we arrived at the inn, an energetic attendant approached and rattled off his spiel.
I might as well just ask this attendant directly.

I told him we'd take the annex, paid the fee, and then held out a few extra iron coins.

"I'd like to ask you something. Could you come to the annex a little later?"
"Yes, of course!"

The attendant's face brightened at the extra coins I gave him, and he became even more courteous, bowing deeply.
Following his guidance, we entered the annex and unpacked. Shortly after, the attendant came in.

"What would you like to know? Despite appearances, I'm quite knowledgeable about local affairs. Ask me anything!"

I smiled slightly at the attendant, whose confidence had grown thanks to the power of money, and asked my question.

"I was wondering why the county seems so bustling. I overheard something about Wudang Mountain."
"Um... where are you from, if I may ask?"
"We're just arriving from Yangyang County."
"I see the rumors haven't spread there yet. These days, there's all sorts of talk about bad omens and such."

The attendant explained in detail with exaggerated gestures, and after hearing his story, we couldn't help but frown.

"...A red sky?"
"Yes! They say the sky over Wudang Mountain turned as red as if soaked in blood! Some say the Primordial Heavenly Lord is angry, others that something terrible has happened at Wudang. There are many rumors."

The sky turned red as if soaked in blood.
The attendant's description immediately made me think of Zhuge Cheon-sang.

More specifically, the scene when he went berserk with the power of the Blood Jade, spewing bloody energy in all directions.
The sky that had turned red from the crimson energy that shot high into the air.

Could there possibly be a connection between the two?

"Hmm...."

Glancing at my companions, I saw their expressions were serious, suggesting they were thinking the same thing.
The mood had become quite somber.
As a result, the attendant who had been excitedly chattering now anxiously watched our reactions.

Noticing this, I handed him a few more iron coins as compensation.

"Thanks for telling us. Here."
"Oh my! This is too much...! Thank you!"

The attendant's anxious face instantly brightened, and soon he left the annex with a loud "Rest well!"
As soon as he left, Ju Hwa-ryeon asked me:

"What do you think?"
"I'd really prefer it not to be the case, but it's concerning. A sky turning blood-red isn't exactly a common occurrence."

Hearing my answer, Yu Seol spoke with a speculative expression.

"Could it be that the maid named So-so went to Wudang Mountain?"

So-so.
The maid who had served in my guest quarters had disappeared after Zhuge Cheon-sang's rampage.

The timing of her disappearance was so suspicious that the family conducted their own search, but it failed.
Until we left, they couldn't find any trace of her.

It was as if she had vanished from this world, leaving no trail anywhere, which only strengthened our conviction.

That So-so was the shadowy figure involved in the creation of the Blood Jade.

But now she had left the Zhuge Family and gone to Wudang Mountain? Of all places?

"...It seems like a stretch, yet the situation is peculiar."

The phenomenon of the sky turning blood-red inevitably reminded me of the Blood Jade, which naturally led to thoughts of So-so, the suspected mastermind.

"Could it be that the Wudang Sect is doing something similar to what happened at the Zhuge Family?"
"Hmm...."

We all groaned at Ju Hwa-ryeon's subsequent suspicion.
We had too little information to make any hasty conclusions.

As much as I wanted to fly to Wudang Mountain immediately to see with my own eyes, that wasn't possible.

All we could do now was gather more information in Goseong County.

*

After a late lunch, we decided to split up and collect rumors circulating in the county.
I returned to the street we had passed through earlier in the carriage, but the people who had been talking enthusiastically were nowhere to be found.

With the people gone, the shops that had been loudly soliciting customers were now deserted.
For a moment, I considered asking the shop owners, but fearing they might pressure me to buy something, I decided against it.

"What should I do?"

Just as I was wondering whether to wander around aimlessly, I heard something troubling.

"Hand it over! Are you going to give it to me or not!?"
"No, please don't!"

"...What's going on?"

When I went to the source of the commotion, I found some thugs trying to extort money from a kid.
These lowlife scum?

"You little rat!"
"This—this is for my mother's medicine!"

One hand gripping the small child's collar, the other raised like a guillotine about to fall.
I instantly approached from behind and grabbed his raised wrist.

"Ugh!? What the—!"

The thugs were startled by my sudden appearance.
I gave them a wide smile before planting my fist in their faces.

A moment later.

"We're sorry, sir..."
"Get lost. If I catch you doing this again, it won't end like this."

With broken teeth and faces swollen to twice their normal size, they clutched their arms and fled in a hurry.
Having broken one of their arms along with rearranging their faces, they probably wouldn't be able to pull this kind of stunt for a while.

After watching the thugs retreat for a moment, I looked down at the child who had been caught.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"
"No, no! Thank you for helping me!"

The child looked up at me with sparkling eyes, which was rather uncomfortable.
After alternately looking at the money pouch the child had managed to protect during the scuffle and the child's face, I tried to say goodbye.

"Well then, I'll be going..."

*grab*

"You saved my life! I can't just let you leave like this!"
"...It's fine. And it's 'saved my life,' not whatever you said."

I tried to remove the child's hand from my clothes, but they were gripping so tightly that it wouldn't come off.

"Really, it's okay. Could you let go?"
"My mom says that when someone does you a favor, you must repay it!"
"Your mother gave you excellent advice, but I'm telling you it's fine."

Despite my repeated refusals, the child clung to my leg and wouldn't listen.
Finally,

"...Alright, alright. I won't go anywhere, so could you please let go?"

After sighing deeply and standing still, the child finally let go with a grin.

"Ask me anything! Whatever you want, I'll do it for you!"
"I think you mean 'benefactor'..."

After correcting the child's clumsy speech, I scratched the back of my head and asked on the off chance:

"Well, do you know any of the rumors going around lately?"

I was just making conversation.
But the answer I received far exceeded my expectations.

"Of course! I've got my finger on the pulse of this area! You mean the rumors about the red sky over Wudang Mountain, right?"
"...Huh? Oh, yeah."

I stared in amazement as the child puffed out their chest proudly.

"I'll just buy medicine for my mom, deliver it, and then call my friends to tell you everything."
"...You will?"

And so I ended up following this child, who couldn't have been even ten years old, watching them buy medicine, and then trailing along to their home.

"Mom~! I brought your medicine!"

The child's home appeared quite impoverished from the outside.
Yet the child's clothes, though worn, showed no signs of neglect, indicating how carefully their parent must have looked after them.

"You're back? Why are you so late?"

The half-collapsed door of the house opened, and an emaciated middle-aged woman appeared.
The woman noticed me standing behind the child and the sword at my waist, and asked with a startled, wary voice:

"Who—who are you?"
"Mom, it's okay! He's my benefactor!"

It's "benefactor," I keep telling you...

*

"I'm so sorry. I didn't realize you were my child's savior..."
"No, I understand. It's natural to be cautious when a stranger with a sword suddenly appears."

After hearing the situation from the child, the middle-aged woman bowed her head in apology.
Insisting that she couldn't just send away someone who had saved her child, she invited me in and, despite her obvious illness, insisted on brewing tea for me.

As a result, I was the one who felt uncomfortable.
Wasn't I making an already sick person—so ill she had to send her young child to buy medicine—work even more?

As soon as the child handed the medicine to their mother, they disappeared, saying they would bring friends who knew all about the rumors, leaving me alone.

So there I sat alone in the room, looking around awkwardly, when I noticed a loom in the corner.

It seemed she had been weaving until we arrived, as thin threads were interwoven on it.

As I absently observed the warp threads running vertically and the weft threads running horizontally tightly woven together, the child's mother brought a teapot and cups.

"Our circumstances are humble, so I can't offer much hospitality."
"No, no. This is more than enough."

I accepted the cup of steaming tea.
As I felt the warmth fill my palm, the child's mother bowed her head once more.
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"Thank you again. I've been worried about sending my child out lately because the area has been suspicious, but I never imagined something like this would happen..."
"No, it was just what anyone would do."

Even as I put down my teacup and waved off her thanks, the little one's mother ignored my protests and held out a rolled piece of cloth.

"I don't have much to offer as thanks, but please take this..."
"No, really, it's fine. It wasn't anything deserving payment, and your son agreed to help me anyway."

Looking at the loom in the room and their apparent poverty, I realized she probably made and sold cloth to survive despite her poor health.

The thought that this mother and child might go hungry for a day because of the cloth she was offering me made it impossible to accept.

After my continued refusals, the middle-aged woman finally bowed her head again. An uncomfortable silence filled the room for a moment.

With nothing particular to say, I kept sipping my tea, and my gaze drifted back to the loom.

"Um... you make cloth on that loom to sell, right?"
"Ah, yes..."
"If it's not too much trouble, could I watch you weave for a bit?"
"Pardon?"

Her face couldn't hide her confusion at my strange request, which made me feel embarrassed, but I didn't withdraw it. Even I didn't understand why, but I felt compelled to watch her work.

"Yes, if you'd like..."
"Thank you."

Fortunately, though puzzled, the boy's mother willingly sat at the loom and demonstrated her weaving.

*Creaking, clunking*

As she wove the weft threads through the fixed warp threads to create a flawless cloth, I watched with a slightly dazed feeling, my mind tingling with inspiration.

Instead of just wrapping threads around haphazardly and letting them tangle, if I wove them tightly like this...!

Just as my concentration reached its peak—

*BANG!*

"I'm back!"
"..."

The little boy's cheerful voice as he flung open the door instantly broke my concentration.
...Ah, if only he'd come back a little later.

I managed my expression and greeted him.

"You're back? Where are your friends?"
"They're waiting outside!"

His proud "I did well, didn't I?" expression made me smile.
Figuring I wouldn't have any more revelations from watching the weaving, I said goodbye to the boy's mother.

"Well then, I should be going now."
"...Yes. Thank you again."

I glanced at the middle-aged woman as she rose from the loom and bowed once more, then headed outside.
There I saw children of various sizes.

Though they differed in height and build, they all seemed about the same age as the little boy.

"These are our village's best informants."
"Ahem!"
"We're the best in the business!"

At the boy's introduction, the children all puffed up proudly.
Finding their posturing both amusing and cute, I bit my lip and pretended to ask earnestly:

"I'm heading toward Wudang Mountain tomorrow, but I've heard some bad rumors about the area. Do you know anything about it?"
"Hmph, of course we do. But we can't give away such premium information for free, can we?"

Premium, not "grading," kids.

I suppressed my laughter. The atmosphere was serious in its own way, and I didn't want to upset them by ruining it.

"Of course not. I'm not that inconsiderate. Here you go."

I placed a coin in each child's hand.
Their eyes widened in surprise—they clearly hadn't expected one coin per person.

Soon they were chattering happily, competing to share their information.

"The sky over Wudang Mountain turned red seven days ago."
"Even the adults are scared and won't even look toward the mountain. Total cowards!"
"The Wudang Sect Taoists haven't come down to the village since then."
"The villagers decided to make offerings to Yuanshi... Taizong?"
"Yuanshi Tianzun."
"Oh, right. They decided to make offerings to Yuanshi Tianzun."
"Really?"

Better information than I expected.
True to their nature as children, they must have been running around eavesdropping on adults' conversations.

From what the children said, I could gather:

The sky over Wudang Mountain began turning red about seven days ago.
Afterward, the Wudang Sect Taoists disappeared, and no one has entered or left the mountain.

That's what I could piece together. Information passed through multiple people isn't highly reliable, but this was already more than I'd hoped for.

"Thank you, this has been very helpful."
"Yay!"

I playfully thanked them and gave each child another coin. As I watched them happily chattering about buying sweets, a rough voice called out from a distance.

"S-Senior Brother! That's him!"

Looking up, I saw the thugs I'd beaten earlier pointing at me. At their center stood a martial artist in combat attire with a sword at his waist.

What's this about?

*

As the only martial arts sect in Goseong County, Jeongmu Sect wielded almost royal authority within the county's borders.

Jang Han-su, the Head Disciple of Jeongmu Sect, was shocked when his disciples appeared before him in terrible condition.

"Senior Brother...!"
"What in the world...! What happened to you?!"

Han-su couldn't hide his anger at the sight of his disciples who clearly had been beaten by someone.

As he contorted his face with rage, the thugs who had been beaten by Gun Ja-seong told him everything that had happened—with some added seasoning.

Somehow, the thugs had transformed into victims who were merely trying to discipline a naughty child stealing someone's purse when they were unilaterally beaten by a stranger.

"To dare do this to my disciples who work for the peace of Goseong County...! Unforgivable! Lead the way! I'll punish him myself!"
"Yes, Senior Brother! We happen to know where that kid lives. The man is probably with him, so come with us."

Snickering inwardly, the thugs, nursing their injured arms, led Han-su to the boy's house, where they spotted Ja-seong right outside.

"S-Senior Brother! That's him!"

One of the thugs pointed at Ja-seong with his uninjured hand, and Han-su stepped forward with a malicious twist of his lips.

"Are you the insolent fool who dared to oppress my disciples?"
"...Oppress? Insolent?"

Ja-seong hid the frightened children behind him, his expression one of disbelief.
From what he could see, those thugs had brought some idiot for revenge.

"One broken arm wasn't enough, I guess."

Ja-seong laughed hollowly in exasperation.
Misinterpreting this as fear, Han-su berated him with even more confidence.

"You scoundrel! The crime of oppressing my disciples who work for Goseong County deserves death a hundred times over!"
"...Huh. So what are you going to do? Kill me a hundred times?"

Ja-seong asked, deciding to hear what nonsense the man had to say.
Han-su cleared his throat dramatically and began spouting garbage.

"Ahem! As much as I'd like to, as the dignified Head Disciple of Jeongmu Sect, I'll give you one chance."
"...What chance?"
"Cut off one of your arms! If you sacrifice an arm, I'll show you mercy."
"...Huh."

Ja-seong let out a hollow laugh.
At first, he thought the man was just a fool deceived by sweet talk. But seeing such a vicious demand, he realized this man was an even worse piece of trash than the thugs.

The problem was that this trash had come here personally.

Whether the thugs had told him or not, he now knew where the boy lived.
After Ja-seong left, the mother and child might suffer at their hands.

"So, what should I do?"

How should he deal with them to prevent such misfortune?
While he was considering this, an unexpected situation arose.

Unlike his friends hiding behind Ja-seong, the little boy suddenly threw a rock the size of his fist at Han-su.

*Whoosh!*

The rock flew through the air straight toward Han-su's head.
But the sword at his waist wasn't just for show—he immediately drew it and deflected the rock.

*Clang!*

Seeing the rock bounce off and lodge in a corner, Han-su's face twisted in anger.

"You little brat, how dare you...!"

A stone thrown at him, the Head Disciple of the great Jeongmu Sect!
Han-su's fierce glare fixed on the little boy.

But the boy, seemingly having lost all fear, glared back at the martial artist's murderous gaze.

"Hey, you bad man! Give my dad back!"

His incomprehensible shout surprised Ja-seong, who turned to look at the boy with a shocked expression. Meanwhile, Han-su strode toward the boy with his drawn sword.

"You've lost your mind, kid. Fine, if you want it, I'll start with you...!"

Han-su's words went no further.
In an instant, Ja-seong vanished and reappeared in front of him, kicking him hard in the stomach.

*BOOM!*

With a violent sound, Han-su flew backward and crashed into a wall.
He went limp, seemingly unconscious, and the sword fell limply from his hand.

"...Huh?"

The thugs, who had been anticipating revenge against the man who had humiliated them, stood dumbfounded, unable to comprehend what had just happened.

What's going on?
What just happened?
Why is Senior Brother crumpled over there?

As they failed to grasp the reality before them, a cold voice pierced their ears.

"I let you live once, and you came back like this. I assume you're prepared for the consequences?"
"...Couldn't you let us off one more time?"

The thugs begged, finally realizing they had messed with the wrong person.
In response, Ja-seong smiled brightly and proceeded to break their remaining arm and both legs.

"Ungh...!"
"Argh!"

The thugs writhed with all four limbs broken.
Coldly ignoring them, Ja-seong approached the now-alone little boy and asked:

"About what you just said—can you tell me more?"
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"Yes!"

When the kid nodded in response to my question, I was dumbfounded by the detailed story that came out of his mouth.

"So, this martial arts sect called Jeongmu Sect took your father as a laborer to build their new estate?"
"They didn't just take my dad! They took all the big brothers and uncles from the village too!"

At the kid's words, I recalled when I first entered the county.
Come to think of it, it seemed like the only men among those whispering people were merchants from outside...?

"Wait, even if they're the only martial arts sect in the county, they're just mobilizing citizens like that? Does the county office just let this happen?"
"Uh, huh?"

The kid was at a loss for words at my question.
I guess being a child, he doesn't understand talk about county offices and such.
Well then, I should ask someone who might know about this.

Making my earlier farewell seem pointless, I re-entered the kid's house.
His mother blinked in confusion at seeing me again.

"Oh, why are you back...?"
"Well, I need to explain the situation and ask you something."
"Situation...?"
"Mom!"

The kid who followed me into the house ran to his blinking mother and hugged her tightly.

"Eungon beat up all the bad guys! They're all crawling on the ground!"

It's not Eungon, but... ah, never mind.

"...What is he talking about?"

I explained what had just happened to the confused woman.
That some thugs came here with someone claiming to be the head disciple of Jeongmu Sect, and I had beaten them all.

"W-what?!"

After hearing my story, she let out a shocked cry and hurriedly went outside.
And there she saw it.
The thugs crawling on the ground and the head disciple thrown far away.

"Ah...!"
"Mom!"

The kid rushed to his mother who had collapsed to the ground as if her legs had given out.
As she embraced her son who burrowed into her arms, the middle-aged woman muttered in panic.

"What... what do we do now...!"

Her reaction was as if the world had ended.
I carefully approached her side and asked.

"Are you alright?"

In response to my question, a faint resentment flickered in her eyes before subsiding, only to rise again.
Turning her head to hide this, the middle-aged woman spoke softly.

"...I'm fine. But you should leave this village quickly, benefactor."

A one-sided request to leave immediately.
It seems what I've done is quite troublesome.

Most likely, the problem is that head disciple guy who's been thrown into the corner.

"I heard from your son. That a sect called Jeongmu Sect took your husband away. Are you afraid they might harm you?"
"...This isn't something you should get involved in. I'm worried you might get hurt, so please leave quickly."
"Isn't it too late for that? Come on, please tell me what's going on."

When I refused to back down, the middle-aged woman raised her voice.

"Please, just go without asking anything...!"
"Ugh...!"

Just then, with a groan, the head disciple's body twitched.
His eyelids trembled, then slowly opened.

His gaze immediately turned toward us, and when he saw the kid's mother, his eyes widened.

"Ah...!"

At that reaction, the middle-aged woman's face instantly turned pale.
Her eyes filled with fear and her hands trembled.

I frowned at this unsettling reaction as the head disciple got up and spouted nonsense.

"You...! Did that woman put you up to attacking me and my disciples?!"
"...What nonsense is this?"

As I tilted my head in confusion, the head disciple looked at the middle-aged woman and spat out words as if grinding his teeth.

"You, forgetting our warning and pulling this stunt again."
"N-no! This person just...!"
"Shut up!"

The head disciple dismissed her desperate cry, and a disgusting smile appeared on his face.

"I won't let your husband off. I'll bring him in and cut off his head right away...!"
"Hey."

I stepped forward and instantly appeared in front of the head disciple.
Startled by my sudden appearance right in his face, he pressed himself against the wall.

"Y-you...! You dare touch me and think you'll get away with it?! I am Jang Han-su, head disciple of the great Jeongmu Sect!"
"Whether you're from Jeongmu Sect or a head disciple, what good is that if your head flies off?"

The head disciple flinched at my nonchalant words.
Fear appeared on his face, probably taking it as a threat to kill him right away.

Typical bully behavior—strong against the weak, weak against the strong.
I snorted briefly and then struck his chin.

*THWACK!*

"Kuh...!"

With that one hit, his eyes rolled back and he collapsed pathetically.

"Huh."

Another laugh escaped me at the pitiful sight.
I could excuse his earlier defeat as a surprise attack, but this time he had time to respond. He should have at least had time to use a protective art, yet he went down so easily?

I stared in disbelief at this man who had been posing as a martial artist, but then it made sense.

As soon as he regained consciousness, instead of picking up the sword he'd dropped, he tried to intimidate with his sect's name.
He only knows how to oppress the weak with force; he's probably never experienced real combat.

I dragged the unconscious man back to the mother and son.
Of course, I didn't forget to step on each of the thugs still crawling on the ground.

"Gack-!"

Ignoring the thug making strange noises under my foot, I stood before the mother and son.
The kid looked up at me with sparkling eyes, while his mother seemed bewildered by this turn of events.

"Now, I think I need to hear the real story."
"...Yes."

The kid's mother nodded blankly as she looked at me and the head disciple I was dragging.

*

"...It was three months ago. Disciples from Jeongmu Sect came and announced we had to participate in building their estate."

After throwing the unsightly thugs far away and placing the head disciple in the yard with his acupoints pressed, I returned inside the house. The kid's mother began her story with a sigh.

"At first, everyone welcomed it. Some were even delighted, thinking this Jeongmu Sect would surely pay handsomely."

But that turned out to be a misconception, revealed not long after.
The Jeongmu Sect people brazenly announced in front of everyone that they would make them work without pay.

People who heard this absurdity naturally turned to leave.
What should have ended as a simple farce escalated to the worst when Jeongmu Sect disciples appeared again the next day.

"They came with drawn swords and took away not just carpenters and stonemasons, but all able-bodied men."

Those who were taken had no choice but to work on the construction, swallowing their tears.
They didn't dare complain about not receiving proper compensation to those holding sharp swords.

"But my husband couldn't just stand by and watch."

The woman's husband, Go San, who served as the leader of stonemasons in Goseong County, secretly escaped from the construction site and reported Jeongmu Sect's outrage directly to the county office.

"...And the situation didn't change?"
"It got worse. The county office didn't intervene, and instead, the head disciple of Jeongmu Sect came to our house with his fellow disciples."

The woman looked at the unconscious head disciple visible through the open door with eyes full of hatred.

"That man dragged our family into the yard and had his fellow disciples beat my husband one-sidedly."

Though her husband was quite sturdy as befitting a stonemason, he was still an ordinary person.
He was helpless against multiple martial artists who had trained in martial arts.

"All I could do was cover my child's eyes and ears."

Tears finally flowed as she seemed to recall the humiliation of that time.
The kid, who had been poking the head disciple with a stick in the yard, was startled by this sight and ran over.

"Mom, why are you crying? Don't cry..."

The kid started to whimper at the sight of his mother's tears.
After watching the crying mother and son for a moment, I went outside.

Then I approached the head disciple, released his acupoints, and kicked him hard.

*THWACK!*

"Kuhurk...!"

With a painful groan, the head disciple opened his eyes, saw me looking down at him, and backed away with a terrified "Heek?!"

But that didn't last long.
Soon he was blocked by the wall and couldn't retreat any further, ending up trapped between me and the wall.

"W-what...! What do you want?!"
"Shut up, you."

I kicked the side of the man who was raising his voice in terror.

"Urk!"

I squatted in front of him as he clutched his side, groaning.

"From now on, answer my questions without any lies. Got it?"
"Ugh, what are you...?"

*SHING*

"I said, got it?"

As I slightly drew my sword and lowered my voice, he immediately became frightened and nodded his head frantically.

"Now, tell me everything about the new estate construction, without leaving anything out."
"Y-yes...!"

The story that the intimidated head disciple stuttered out was almost the same as what I'd heard from the kid's mother.

"...You're saying this quite proudly? Don't people usually add some seasoning to their words when they feel guilty?"
"W-why shouldn't I be proud? Our Jeongmu Sect has protected Goseong County for decades. We have every right to make such demands. That's why the county office didn't intervene."

For a moment, I thought the head disciple had gone mad with the nonsense he was spouting.
But judging by his expression, he seemed to sincerely believe it.

That made it even more absurd, but I decided to verify the facts first.

"Is it true that Jeongmu Sect has protected Goseong County?"
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The mother of the little boy had already come out to the yard and slowly nodded.

"In the past, when the previous Sect Leader was alive, it was certainly that way."

According to her, the previous Righteous Martial Sect Leader had been an excellent person who never hesitated to extend a helping hand to those in difficult situations. It said a lot that the county's people relied more on the Righteous Martial Sect Leader than on the county magistrate.

Furthermore, the disciples he led also risked their lives fighting against bandits who terrorized the area to protect the county's people.

"But that's not the case now, is it?"
"No. Hong Sa-min, the current Sect Leader, was notorious for being a good-for-nothing even when he was the Young Sect Leader, but after becoming Sect Leader, his cruelty reached its peak."

That wasn't the only problem. After Hong Sa-min became Sect Leader, the Righteous Martial Sect experienced an unusual number of tragedies.

"Disciples would suddenly die, or be expelled with their limbs and meridians severed on charges of raping women."

The strange thing was that these victims were all disciples who had followed the previous Sect Leader. In this way, the Righteous Martial Sect was purged of all the previous Sect Leader's disciples who had protected the county, and their positions were filled with the current Sect Leader's disciples.

"Because of this, rumors spread that the current Sect Leader was killing or driving out the previous Sect Leader's disciples through underhanded methods."

At those words, the Head Disciple forgot his own predicament and violently lashed out.

"You wench! How dare you spread such nonsensical lies...!"
"Shut up."

*CRACK!*

I stepped on his face to silence him and fell into thought for a moment.
From what I'd heard, the Righteous Martial Sect of the past seemed to have been a dignified righteous sect that lived up to its name.

But now, it was doing the exact opposite—oppressing the county's people.

They were forcing innocent people into labor to build their new estate and suppressing anyone who opposed them with violence and threats.

This wasn't the behavior of a righteous sect, but an evil one.

"...In a world without evil sects, do righteous sects turn evil?"

After muttering bitterly, I removed my foot from the Head Disciple, grabbed him by the collar to pull him up, and made him lead the way.

"Now, guide me."
"...Pardon? Guide you where?"
"Where else? Your construction site. Let's see just how grand this building must be to require dragging away all the able-bodied men."

At my answer, anxiety settled on the Head Disciple's face.
His expression clearly showed he wanted to ask what I intended to do there.

"Well, you don't really think I'm just going for sightseeing, do you?"

When I said this with a smirk, urgency flooded the Head Disciple's face.

"Are, are you really planning to make enemies of our Righteous Martial Sect? Aren't you afraid of the consequences...?"
"Consequences? What are you supposed to be?"

Just because they've been throwing their weight around in one small county, they think they're actually something.
As I kicked the Head Disciple's backside to force him forward, the little boy's mother called out to me from behind.

"W-wait! What are you...! Are you saying you're going to fight the Righteous Martial Sect?"

Her voice was filled with panic, as if she hadn't expected me to take such action.
I answered nonchalantly.

"That depends on how they respond. I'd prefer to settle things peacefully, but if they want a fight, I won't back down."
"Wow! Is Eun-gon going to punish the bad guys?"

Unlike his son who was jumping up and down excitedly at my words, the mother shook her head and tried to dissuade me.

"That's reckless! Even if you, our benefactor, defeated the Head Disciple, the Righteous Martial Sect has over dozens of disciples. Facing them alone is madness!"

Well, judging by the Head Disciple's level, it doesn't seem like it would be difficult at all.
I smiled slightly at the worried look on the little boy's mother's face.

"Don't worry too much. Wait here with your son. I'll bring back good news."

Leaving those words behind, I once again pushed the Head Disciple forward and started walking.
But before I had taken more than a few steps, a child's shrill voice called out from behind.

"Eun-gon~! Please punish the bad guys and bring back my daddy~!"

I chuckled at the innocent child's cry, casually waved my hand, and headed toward the construction site.

*

The path to the construction site was quite long.
The new estate grounds were located on the outskirts of Goseong County.

They must have been planning to build something grand while exploiting unpaid laborers, as the construction site was so vast it caught the eye even from a distance.

Moreover, as we got closer, I could see laborers working strenuously and supervisors in martial attire whipping them.

"Huh, what a sight."

Seeing these so-called martial artists wielding whips and abusing laborers stirred the sense of justice dormant within me.

Just then, the oblivious Head Disciple cautiously opened his mouth.

"...S-since we've arrived, can I go now? Then, goodbye."
"Where do you think you're going?"

*Tap*

I pressed on his acupoint as he tried to sneak away without waiting for my answer.

"Ugh!?"

The Head Disciple, who had been about to spring away, froze stiff in that awkward position and rolled his eyes in shock.

"There's one more place you need to guide me to, so wait here."
"W-wait a moment...!"

Ignoring the desperate voice calling from behind, I entered the construction site.

*Groan!*
*Heave-ho!*
*Move faster, faster!*
*CRACK!*
*ARGH!*

The grunts of men carrying heavy materials.
The barking of supervising martial artists and the sound of whips cutting through air.
Screams from the merciless whipping.

Amidst the swirl of noises, someone approached me.

"Hey, who are you?"

Turning my head, I saw one of the martial artists supervising the construction.
A few drops of blood were dripping from the whip in his hand.

The construction had been going on for nearly three months, hadn't it?
How much blood had that whip tasted during that time?

"Are you deaf? I asked who you are!"

...Should I just kill him?
That thought crossed my mind the moment I saw the fierce martial artist's face.

Is there any reason to spare these kinds of people who whip innocent people without a shred of guilt?
As I fingered the scabbard at my waist, I eventually changed my mind.

I was already facing a formidable enemy in Paecheon Fortress, so I should avoid causing unnecessary commotion.

Besides, the people who had been suffering deserved a chance for retribution.
Having made my decision, I turned to the growling martial artist.

"You're lucky. Or maybe unlucky?"
"What?"

I struck the confused martial artist's jaw with my scabbard.

*CRACK!*

The sound of his jawbone shattering rang out clearly, and everyone nearby—both laborers and martial artists—turned to look at me.

"Il-gwang!"
"You bastard, who the hell are you!?"

Amid the dumbfounded laborers, enraged martial artists came rushing toward me.
Seeing this, I grinned and moved before they could surround me.

*THUD!*

Stepping firmly, I shot toward the nearest martial artist before he could even notice my position and struck his chest hard.

*THWACK!*

"Urgh!?"

The tip of my scabbard dug deep into his solar plexus.
The martial artist, who hadn't even drawn his weapon, fell backward clutching his chest and groaning.

"This bastard!"

Only then did the other martial artists seem to understand the situation wasn't normal, as they belatedly drew their swords.

Of course, their blades would never reach me.

"Ugh!"
"Gak!"
"Keh!"

Martial artists fell like autumn leaves with short groans.
Their attacks were so simple it made me yawn, and their stiff movements couldn't even graze my clothes.

After experiencing the Head Disciple, I had my suspicions, but it was as I thought.
These men weren't real martial artists.

They had never experienced real combat and were just half-baked practitioners who swung their swords in the air as instructed.

"Guk!"

With the last one rolling his eyes after I struck the top of his head, all twenty martial artists lay on the ground.
The laborers were dumbfounded by the scene that had unfolded in less than half a moment.

And before their eyes, I proceeded to thoroughly destroy each martial artist's dantian.

"ARGH!?"

As the death throes reached a count of ten and approached twenty,

"Stop!"

With a thunderous shout, a middle-aged man with a drawn sword came running.
Just from his gait, I could feel a different presence—a somewhat proper martial artist had arrived.

Of course, I paid no attention and continued destroying dantians.

*THUD!*

"URGH-!"
"You bastard!"

As another disciple's dantian was shattered, the middle-aged man's face contorted like a demon's, and he immediately swung his sword at me.

*SWOOSH! SWISH!*

A series of consecutive strikes.
I avoided the attacks by slightly turning my upper body left and right, then thrust toward the center of his throat.

The middle-aged man's eyes widened at my thrust, which was incomparably faster than his sword strikes, and he twisted his neck to avoid my attack.

Was that an instinctive dodge?

For his body to react to threats before his mind—he seems to have more combat experience than I thought.

After briefly retreating to reassess the man before me, I destroyed the dantian of the last remaining martial artist.

"AAAGH!"
"Kuk...!"

The middle-aged man ground his teeth but didn't rashly charge forward.
It seems he realized after seeing my attack that I wasn't an opponent to be confronted carelessly.

*

"...Who on earth is this man?"

Jeok Pyeong-mun, an elder of the Righteous Martial Sect who was serving as the chief supervisor of the sect's new estate construction, looked at the young martial artist, Ja-seong, with suspicious eyes.

When he first heard that some martial artist was causing a disturbance, he hadn't thought much of it.

Just a hot-blooded young man playing hero.
That was all. He thought his disciples would handle it.

But when he received the report that all twenty disciples had been defeated and rushed over, he found this man striking down the disciples' vital points.

The disciples' screams that followed clearly indicated their dantians were being shattered.

"Stop!"

He urgently drew his sword and shouted, but Ja-seong didn't even pretend to listen and shattered another disciple's dantian.

"You bastard!"

Finally enraged, Pyeong-mun swung his sword. However, Ja-seong dodged his sword strikes with remarkable ease.

Moreover, he didn't stop there but counterattacked, thrusting his sheathed sword at Pyeong-mun's throat.

*SWISH!*

The scabbard reached Pyeong-mun's throat in the blink of an eye.
In his haste, Pyeong-mun hadn't deployed his protective art, but fortunately, he instinctively twisted his neck to avoid the attack.

"That was dangerous...!"

If he hadn't dodged, that thrust would have incapacitated him instantly.

Only then did Pyeong-mun realize his opponent was a master who shouldn't be underestimated, and he could only watch as the last disciple's dantian was destroyed.
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"...Who are you?"

The man's eyes were filled with wariness as he questioned Gun Ja-seong's identity, his mind incredibly complex.

*At such a young age, to have achieved so much. Could he be a disciple from a major sect? Perhaps Wudang?*

For a moment, the man thought Ja-seong might be a Wudang Taoist, but then shook his head.
There were too many inconsistencies for him to be a Wudang disciple.

First, he wasn't using a Pine Pattern Ancient Sword, and the thrust he had just witnessed bore no resemblance to the Five Elements Sword technique he had seen before.
Besides, hadn't Wudang suffered a calamity that caused all its Taoists to disappear?

*Then who on earth is he?*

With no clues to gauge the stranger's identity, the man could only wait for Ja-seong's answer.
And the response that came from Ja-seong's lips was far from what he expected.

"Just a passing warrior."
"..."

Not a title, not a name, just... a passing warrior?
The man's face contorted again as he growled.

"You...! Are you mocking me?"
"Why would you think I'm mocking you? I am a warrior, aren't I? Look at what I just did. I punished a villain who was whipping innocent workers."

As Ja-seong casually nudged the unconscious disciple whose dantian had been destroyed, the man finally exploded.

"You bastaaaard!"

BOOM!

The man kicked off the ground and charged at Ja-seong.
A powerful sword strike rushed toward Ja-seong, who appeared defenseless.

CLANG!

But Ja-seong blocked the attack with just a simple raising of his sword.

"Hyah! Ha! Aaaah!"

The man continued shouting battle cries as he unleashed sword techniques he had trained his entire life.
But his sword was blocked every time, never reaching Ja-seong.
Unlike before, Ja-seong was only defending without counterattacking.

"You! Fight properly!"

The man roared in displeasure, feeling that Ja-seong was looking down on him.

*Insolent bastard!*

The man had always been quick-tempered.
Regardless of his opponent's skill, he couldn't stand being disrespected.

*A passing warrior? And calling my disciples villains?*

Ja-seong's words also grated on his nerves.
How dare he insult the disciples of the great Jeongmu Sect.

*This ignorant fool running his mouth...*

For years, under the banner of righteousness, the Jeongmu Sect had sacrificed much to protect the people of Goseong County.

Many martial brothers had been injured or killed protecting the county's people and fighting against bandits and demonic cults.
But all they received in return was momentary gratitude.

*We deserve better treatment, compensation for our sacrifices.*

The man had always argued this, but his martial brothers wouldn't even pretend to listen, and his former master, the previous Sect Leader, had scolded him instead.

-How can you call it righteousness if you expect something in return!

Despite his master's rebuke, the man's thoughts never changed.
That's why, as soon as his master died, he sided with Sa-min, the Young Sect Leader, to eliminate the martial brothers who were acting so stubbornly.

*Look. See how those you risked your lives to protect betray you for a few coins.*

Watching a martial brother's miserable downfall after being falsely accused of rape through a woman's testimony—bought with money—the man became convinced.

Righteousness meant nothing.
The county's people should repay their sacrifices.

"We're just collecting what we were never given! What right do you have to interfere?"
"Even nonsense stops being entertaining when it's this creative."

The man thrust his sword with bloodshot eyes at Ja-seong's dismissive words.
But anger wouldn't help his sword reach where it hadn't before.

Moreover, as the sword clash continued, the battle's dynamics began to change noticeably.

"Kugh...?!"

The man's sword, which had been repeatedly deflected by Ja-seong's, was no longer bouncing back.
Instead, his sword path began to twist and turn against Ja-seong's seemingly slow-moving blade.

It felt as if he had become a puppet moving according to his opponent's will.

"What kind of trick are you pulling?!"

The man cried out in bewilderment at this unprecedented experience.
Ja-seong smiled slightly and uttered something incomprehensible.

"Real combat really is the best. Thanks to you, I'm starting to get the hang of it."

*

A sword thrust with a murderous aura.
At the end of its path was my chest, my heart.

If swung all the way through without interference, that sword would pierce my body and lead me to death.

But that didn't happen.

-Swoosh

I gently pushed the thrusting sword, twisting its path.
As a result, the middle-aged martial artist's sword missed my chest entirely, passing over my shoulder.

"Eek...!"

Frustrated that his sword kept deviating from his will, the martial artist gritted his teeth and swung with even greater force.

Not realizing that was actually helping me.

A sword strike with more power behind it wavered greatly with just a slight application of force,
and the martial artist's sword twisted dramatically and stuck into the ground.

"What...?"

Eyes widening in shock.
He must feel like he's been bewitched.

This is the Soft Sword technique.
A sword that overcomes strength with softness.

With minimal movement, deflect the opponent's attack, create an opening, and penetrate.
Just like now.

As the sword path twisted uncontrollably toward the ground, the middle-aged martial artist's stance completely collapsed.
In his wide-open eyes, my sword, still in its scabbard, rapidly grew in size,

-THWACK!

And struck his crown, driving his body into the ground.

-BOOM!

"Kuh, kughh!"

With quite a loud noise, the fallen martial artist immediately tried to get up.

Surprisingly, he seemed relatively unharmed.
There was a strange resistance when my scabbard touched his crown—he must have activated his Protective Art.

"Hyaah!"

As he half-rose and swung his sword wildly, I dodged slightly and kicked him in the abdomen.

-THUD!

"Kuhak!"

A painful scream followed his figure as it flew backward.
The tip of my foot, wrapped in a faint qi, had penetrated his Protective Art and delivered the impact directly to his body.

"H-how?!"

The middle-aged martial artist, staggering to his feet, was shocked that the impact had penetrated his Protective Art.
Before he could continue his astonishment, I approached, and he struggled to raise his body and point his sword.

"Kuk...!"

But unlike his fierce offensive earlier, his sword merely trembled in the air, barely moving.

"Standing still won't change the outcome, you know?"

You will be defeated, and your dantian will be destroyed, losing your martial arts.

Noticing the implied meaning in my words, a clear emotion appeared on the martial artist's face.
It was fear.

The fear of possibly losing everything he had built up until now.
That fear revealed his true nature.

Not that of a martial artist, but of a vile human who only cared about his own greed and safety.

"W-wait!"
"Hmm?"
"I-I'll do as you say. I'll stop the construction and dismiss the workers. Will that do?"
"...Will it?"

I snorted incredulously and resumed my steps, which I had momentarily paused.
The middle-aged martial artist retreated step by step as I approached.

A pathetic display with no trace of a martial artist's dignity.
Seeing his fighting spirit completely broken, I sighed softly and used a rapid movement technique to approach instantly.

"Huup!?"

The middle-aged martial artist gasped at my sudden appearance before his eyes, then let out a painful scream as I struck his qi sea acupoint.

"Ah, aah...!"

What followed was a trembling moan.
A moan of despair as the internal energy he had accumulated throughout his life scattered like sand.

"No...! No!"

Collapsed on the ground as if drained of strength, the middle-aged martial artist's face, which seemed to have aged several years in just a moment, filled with hatred and resentment.

"Why, why are you doing this?! What did we do wrong?!"

A sorrowful cry that might make people who didn't know the situation misunderstand that I was the villain.
I chuckled and squatted in front of the middle-aged martial artist.

"Maybe look around before saying things like that?"

At my words, he reflexively looked around, and what entered his sight were workers holding tools like hammers and saws, glaring at him.

Though their cheeks were sunken, perhaps from poor meals over the past three months, their eyes were fierce.
The eyes of wolves unwilling to miss an unexpected opportunity for revenge.

Meeting those eyes, the middle-aged martial artist—no, the middle-aged man who was no longer a martial artist—turned pale, and I kindly told him:

"You must pay the price for oppressing innocent people while relying on your meager power."

Hearing my words, the man opened and closed his mouth before contorting his face.

"Price? Did you say price? We're the ones who should be compensated! For decades, we've shed blood protecting them! They all owe us their lives!"

The Jeongmu Sect, which had protected the county's people from marauding demonic cults and bandits in the past.
At that time, there must have been righteousness and goodwill in their hearts.

But the current Jeongmu Sect and the man before me had tarnished that dedication by oppressing the county's people and justifying it as payment for a life debt.

Now it was time to face the consequences of those actions.

Thinking further conversation would be a waste of time, I stood up and turned around.
The workers passed by me, approaching the man.

"W-what? You, you dare repay kindness with enmity... S-stop. Don't come, I said don't come—!"

-THUD! CRACK!

Leaving behind the cacophony of flesh tearing, bones breaking, and the man's death throes, I walked away and spoke to a stonemason standing awkwardly.

"Excuse me, do you have a moment?"
"Huh? Oh, yes! W-what can I do for you?"

I asked the stonemason, who had a strangely tense expression, if he knew someone named Go San.

"Go San... Do you mean Brother Go? How does a warrior like you know about him...?"
"Oh, I made a promise with his son. Said I'd bring his father back."

Hearing my words, the stonemason's expression suddenly became emotional, and he prostrated himself before me.
Wait, why is this person suddenly acting like this?

Momentarily bewildered, I stiffened my face at the stonemason's next words.

"Sir, please! Save Brother Go!"
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"...and asking me to find the stonemason, what are you talking about? He's not here right now?"

Having assumed that the kid's father was also being overworked at the construction site, I couldn't help but be confused by the stonemason's words.
The stonemason explained the situation to me.

After directly reporting the Jeongmu Sect to the county office, Stonemason Go had been severely beaten in front of his wife and son.
However, known for his unwavering integrity, even after being dragged back to the construction site, he never stopped defying the Jeongmu Sect.

"Eventually that bastard Elder Jeok couldn't take it anymore and dragged Brother Go to the Jeongmu Sect around the hour of Snake. I'm begging you, please help Brother Go...!"

I looked up at the sky.
The sun had already passed its zenith and was falling toward the west.

That meant more than two hours had passed since the kid's father had been taken.
More than enough time to kill someone.

"...Alright. Leave it to me."
"Thank you, thank you so much!"

After receiving the stonemason's thanks, I turned my head slightly to glance behind me.

"Die! Die, you miserable bastard!"
"Aaaagh-!"

I could see the workers venting their pent-up frustrations by wildly swinging hammers and shovels at the disciples and Elder Jeok who had been tormenting them.

Seeing that the victims were now just twitching without even being able to scream, I asked the stonemason:

"Could you stop those workers? Venting is fine, but they might actually kill them at this rate."
"Ah, yes! Hey, take it easy! Do you want to end up in prison!?"

As the stonemason rushed toward the workers, I turned and ran outside the construction site.

I came here to rescue the kid's father, but to think he was taken to the Jeongmu Sect.
I need to hurry.

Once outside the construction site, I released the acupoint I had sealed on the Head Disciple and immediately ordered:

"Take me to the Jeongmu Sect, now."
"Y-yes? But what are you planning to...?"

*Shing*

I immediately drew my sword and pointed it at his throat.

"Hii-eek!?"
"Hurry."

At my cold command, the Head Disciple nodded frantically and immediately ran off somewhere, with me following close behind.





*





"Haa...! Haa...!"

Having returned as quickly as possible from the outskirts to the center of the county, I looked up at the signboard of the large estate while listening to the Head Disciple's panting.

[正武門]

Jeong (Righteous) Mu (Martial) Gate.
I clicked my tongue briefly at the name that sounded so righteous, then kicked the main gate without hesitation.

*CRASH!*

"Huh...!"

Seeing the gate shatter with just one kick from me, the Head Disciple gasped as I dragged him by the nape of his neck into the compound.
Inside was an empty outer courtyard.

"What's this...?"

Could they have known and fled already?

"You bastards...!"
"No more...!"

Fortunately, my suspicion was unfounded.
When I extended my senses, I could hear quite a commotion coming from inside.

Are they all gathered in the inner courtyard?
Perfect. I can sweep them all away at once.

"W-wait. This is...!"

Ignoring the Head Disciple who was flailing in my grip, I strode toward the inner courtyard.

"You ungrateful bastards!"
"The Sect Leader has no right to say such things to us! How dare you be so shameless after tarnishing the Jeongmu Sect's honor!"

As I walked, the shouts from inside grew louder and clearer.
When I entered the inner courtyard, I saw Jeongmu Sect martial artists divided into two factions facing off against each other.

And in the center was a bound man with a sturdy build.
Noticing traces of the kid in the man's eyebrows and around his mouth, I realized he was Go San, the kid's father.

They seemed to be in a standoff with Stonemason Go in the middle... could it be?

"Who are you!"

As I narrowed my eyes to assess the situation, someone shouted upon seeing me, a third party appearing in the middle of their confrontation.

All eyes naturally turned to me.
As if he'd been waiting for this moment, the captured Head Disciple raised his head and shouted with veins bulging in his neck:

"S-Sect Leader! This bastard killed all the disciples and Elder Jeok at the construction site!"

Well, well, you could see that even with your acupoint sealed?
But get your facts straight. I didn't kill them, I just destroyed their dantians.

...Though I doubt they're in good shape right now.

I recalled the middle-aged martial artist, this Elder Jeok or whatever, whom I had glimpsed before leaving the construction site.

With his dantian already shattered and then beaten like that, he likely ended up crippled.
The others probably met a similar fate.

Well, it's their own fault, so I don't feel particularly sorry for them.
But I did feel a little sorry for this Head Disciple's brain.

"Shouldn't you have waited until after you escaped my grasp before making such a fuss?"

Of course, I never intended to let him go in the first place.

"W-what do you—guhk!?"
"Hansu-!"

I lifted the Head Disciple's body and kicked him with full force in the lower abdomen, targeting the Gihae acupoint.
With a short scream, he flew into the middle of the courtyard and rolled across the stone pavement, immediately losing consciousness from the shock of his dantian being destroyed.

A man in elaborate robes standing at the back of one faction rushed through the crowd toward him.
Just by looking, I could tell this was the despicable Jeongmu Sect Leader.

"Hansu, Hansu!"

The Sect Leader kept calling his disciple's name while holding him.
My, for someone who committed such atrocities, he sure seems attached to his disciple.

Snorting, I walked toward the center of the courtyard, toward Stonemason Go, the kid's father.

"Stop!"

The Sect Leader's faction blocked my path.
They tried to stop me by pointing their swords, and when I didn't stop, they swung them at me.

"Hyap!"

A sword strike aimed at my left shoulder.
I slightly twisted my upper body to avoid it and struck the attacker's temple with my scabbard.

"Ugh...!"

As that figure fell to the side, two more rushed at me simultaneously.
Sword strikes aimed at my head and lower body came at the same time.

*Shing*

Smiling slightly at their exquisite coordinated attack, I drew my sword.
I stomped hard on the sword aiming for my lower body with my left foot while using the Reverse Heaven Energy technique to strike upward at the sword aiming for my head.

*BOOM!*
*CLANG!*

The sword blade under my foot broke, and the sword that received my Reverse Heaven Energy couldn't withstand the force and left its owner's hand.

Two martial artists suddenly without weapons.
I rushed at them, stabbing one in the solar plexus with the scabbard in my left hand and striking the other's chin with the bridge of my nose.

"Kuhk!"
"Kwaak!?"

Seeing three martial artists neutralized in an instant, the others hesitated momentarily before exchanging glances.
Eventually, seven martial artists swarmed around me, surrounding me from all directions with seven swords pointed at me.

Then I heard the sound of air being cut behind me.

*Swooosh!*

A sword thrust without even a battle cry, probably attempting a sneak attack.

But with my qi field already deployed, I might as well have eyes on the back of my head—sneak attacks were meaningless.
They only provided fodder for my counterattack.

I took a slight step to the right to avoid the sword.
At the same time, I raised my sword to gently push away another sword that was grazing my left shoulder.

With that small force, the sword's path was greatly distorted, now pointing toward the attacker's own comrade.

"Ugh!?"

The two martial artists, suddenly finding themselves stabbing each other, tried to withdraw their swords in panic, but it was too late.
Their swords sliced through each other's neck and side, sending streams of blood flying.

"ARGH!"

Overlapping screams.
The other martial artists looked as if possessed by ghosts as they watched the two collapse, bleeding profusely.

They couldn't understand what had just happened before their eyes.
Not knowing the subtleties of sword manipulation, they would never understand, even for the rest of their lives.

I didn't miss the opportunity presented by these dumbfounded enemies and stepped into a true stance.

*THUD!*

"What!?"

The qi wave from my stance bound the bodies of the remaining five, and while they were confused, I quickly cut them down one by one.

With five consecutive screams, the martial artists collapsed, spraying blood.
They wouldn't die, but they couldn't continue fighting without treatment.

Only after I had neutralized about ten martial artists did the Sect Leader's faction retreat with fearful eyes.

The opposing faction was watching the situation with bewildered expressions, so no one else blocked my way.
The path to Stonemason Go was clear, and I approached him without hesitation.

But that didn't last long.
Soon, a new obstacle stopped me in my tracks.

"Stop!"

It was the Jeongmu Sect Leader himself.
Leaving his still unconscious Head Disciple behind, he was pointing his drawn sword at Stonemason Go's neck.

Yet Stonemason Go showed no fear despite having a cold blade at his throat.
Thinking that his courage was indeed remarkable as I'd heard, I turned my attention to the Sect Leader.

"Who are you? Who dares to harm my disciple and disrupt the Jeongmu Sect's affairs?"
"You don't need to know. Put down your sword. I'm here to take that man."

At my words, the Sect Leader brought his sword even closer to Stonemason Go's neck.
His attitude suggested he would behead him at any moment.

"You'd better stop. I'm faster than you can draw that blade."

It was sincere advice, but the Sect Leader sneered at me with one corner of his mouth raised.

"Hmph. Stop talking nonsense and drop your sword. Otherwise, this man's life is forfeit."

The sharp blade touched Stonemason Go's neck, and a trickle of blood flowed down the blade.
Seeing this, my face hardened.

"Put away your sword now. I'm saying this for your own good."
"Don't make me laugh! You dare to run your mouth after what you did to my disciple!"
"I'm being serious here."

I glared coldly at the Sect Leader as I continued:

"So far, I haven't killed anyone from the Jeongmu Sect. Even though they're trash, I didn't kill innocent people—that was my own way of showing mercy."
"What...?"

The Sect Leader made an incredulous expression at my words.
Ignoring his reaction, I continued:

"But if you kill Stonemason Go, an innocent man, I'll have no reason to hold back anymore. What do you think will happen then?"

If you kill him, you die too.
This warning of mine had the opposite effect of what I intended.
The Sect Leader's face turned bright red as he gripped his sword tighter and shouted:

"Fine, just try and kill me!"

The blade moved to slash Stonemason Go's throat.
Seeing this, I immediately stepped into a true stance and executed the "Boundless Sky Flash."

The first form of the Boundless Sky Sword Technique and its fastest thrust technique, I reached the Sect Leader in an instant and cut off his right arm holding the sword.

*Swish*

The blade that was about to cut the throat left only another small wound on Stonemason Go's neck before falling along with the arm that held it.

"...Huh?"

The Sect Leader made a dazed sound as he belatedly realized his arm had been severed.
I turned my body and raised my sword while muttering:

"I told you. I'd have no reason to hold back."

As soon as I finished speaking, I swung my sword toward the Sect Leader's neck.

*Slash*

With a clear sound, the Sect Leader's head flew through the air.
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The Sect Leader's head rose into the air.
His face, contorted with rage, fell onto the stone floor and rolled.

-Thud!

The headless body toppled backward with a heavy sound, and blood belatedly gushed from the severed neck, soaking the ground.

The crowd, unable to comprehend what had just happened before their eyes, was enveloped in silence.
A moment later, belated screams and gasps erupted.

"T-the Sect Leader...!"
"The Sect Leader has been murdered!"

I could feel their gazes, filled with confusion and fear, clinging to me.
Of course, I didn't care about such stares at all as I approached Stonemason Go.

"......"

Stonemason Go looked up at me with his mouth shut tight, eyes full of suspicion.
I untied his bindings while facing his expression that seemed full of questions.

"Are you Go San?"
"...Yes. But how do you know my name...?"
"It's a long story if I tell you everything, but I came at your son's request."
"At Hyeon's request?"

So the kid's name was Hyeon.

After cutting the tightly bound ropes with my sword to free Stonemason Go, I examined his physical condition.

In addition to the wound on his neck from the Jeongmu Sect Leader's blade, his entire body was covered with bruises from prolonged beatings and lacerations from whippings.

He looked quite miserable on the outside.
However, when I checked by flowing qi through his body, I found that while his external injuries were severe, his internal injuries didn't seem too serious.

True Qi Healing... probably won't be necessary.

Slightly relieved, I grabbed one of his arms and supported him.

"I'll take you home. Let's go."

Just as I was about to leave Jeongmu Sect with Stonemason Go, someone shouted.

"S-stop!"

Glancing back, I saw one of the martial artists from the Sect Leader's faction stepping forward.

He gripped the handle of the sword at his waist.
The veins on the back of his hand bulged as if he might draw it at any moment.

Wait, he just saw his Sect Leader die without even being able to resist, so what kind of guts does he have?
I tilted my head wondering if he'd lost his fear, but soon realized that wasn't the case.

The faint fear on his face, his trembling hands.
He was clearly terrified.

Puzzled by his strange behavior, I frowned, and the martial artist shouted as if having a fit.

"W-why did you kill our Sect Leader?!"
"...What have you been watching until now? Were you dozing off?"

I asked back in disbelief, and his face turned bright red.

"Answer my question! If you don't answer...!"
"What are you going to do? Rush at me and follow your beloved, respected Sect Leader?"
"T-this...!"

The martial artist clenched his teeth, unable to say anything more.
What a show-off.
I snorted and said:

"Why did I kill the Sect Leader? Simple. Because he was trash. Trash who tried to kill people."
"T-trash...! How dare you insult Jeongmu Sect?!"
"I don't see how stating facts is an insult. There's a witness right here."

I adjusted my grip on Stonemason Go's arm as I spoke, and the trembling gaze briefly turned toward him.

"T-that man dared to report our sect to the county office with ridiculous accusations! We were merely giving him proper punishment...!"

-Thud!

The martial artist's face suddenly turned pale and he stopped talking.
Or rather, I made him stop.

After using my footwork to restrain his body, I quietly asked him:

"Do I look like a fool to you? Don't you remember what the Head Disciple said earlier? He said twenty-two Jeongmu Sect disciples and an elder died by my hand at the construction site."

As I mentioned before, I had only destroyed their dantians, not killed them.
But I deliberately didn't correct that statement.

They would learn the truth soon enough, and that wasn't what mattered right now.

"I saw with my own eyes what you people were doing at the construction site. Do you think I'd believe such nonsense?"
"......"

Silence was the only response; there was no answer.
Shaking my head, I released the restraint on him.

"Huk...!"

The martial artist collapsed as if his legs had lost all strength the moment he was freed.
I looked at him and said:

"Should I be honest? I originally didn't plan to end it like this. I was going to cripple the martial arts of all Jeongmu Sect disciples and take down the sect's signboard."

At my words about intending to exterminate the sect, most of the martial artists' faces turned pale.
Among them, I turned to look at the opposing faction that had stood against the Sect Leader.

"But I found that there were those within who opposed Jeongmu Sect's current state. So I'm giving you a chance. A chance to correct your wrongdoings."
"......"
"If you don't like that, I can go with my original plan. Shall I?"
"No, that won't be necessary."

The answer to my question came from another direction.
Turning my head, I saw a new figure stepping forward through the opposing faction.

"And you are?"
"Jeongmu Sect Elder, Wi Beom-seong. I was the youngest disciple of the previous Sect Leader."

The rather young-looking martial artist respectfully clasped his hands toward me.

"I thank you for doing what we should have done ourselves."
"Elder Wi! How can you thank this murderer who killed our Sect Leader?! Are you insane?!"

The Sect Leader's faction grew noisy at this sight, but they were soon quieted by the opposing faction surrounding them.

The balance of power had collapsed because I had taken down ten martial artists from the Sect Leader's faction and killed the Sect Leader himself.

"T-this...!"

Clearly outnumbered.
In the end, the Sect Leader's faction had no choice but to drop their swords and surrender.

Watching this, I turned to Elder Wi.

"Can I leave the aftermath to you?"
"Of course. I won't waste the opportunity you've given us. It will take a long time, but we will certainly restore Jeongmu Sect to its former honorable state."

Elder Wi's gaze firmly turned to Stonemason Go whom I was supporting.

"We will also properly compensate Stonemason Go and others who were unjustly forced into construction work."
"If those words prove false, I will return."

Despite my warning, Elder Wi didn't waver.

"Don't worry. I will definitely keep my promise."

After briefly studying his face, I nodded and finally left Jeongmu Sect with Stonemason Go.

*

By the time Ja-seong brought Go San to his home, Go San's son, Go Hyeon, who had been outside, was the first to spot the two of them.

When Go Hyeon saw Ja-seong and the stonemason he was supporting, his eyes widened like saucers before he dashed toward them.

"Dad-!"

Seeing his son calling out and running toward him, Go San, as Ja-seong released his support, forgot his pain and ran to meet him.

"Hyeon!"

Go Hyeon's small hands wrapped around his father's waist as he threw himself into his father's arms.
Then came the burst of tears.

"Waaaaaah-!"

Go San embraced his son who was crying in his arms, his own eyes reddening as well.

Standing behind them, Ja-seong smiled warmly at the father and son.

"D-dear?"

Perhaps Go Hyeon's crying was too loud.
Go San's wife, who had been inside the house, also came out and saw her husband who had returned after three months.

Go San, who had been stroking his still-crying son's head, smiled brightly when he saw his wife.

"I'm home."
"...Huk!"

Unlike Go Hyeon, who was just a child and only understood that his father had returned, Go San's wife covered her mouth at the sight of her husband's miserable condition.

Seeing the tears flowing down her sickly face, Go San, still holding his son, approached and embraced his wife as well.

After the joyful reunion of the three family members, Go San belatedly remembered Ja-seong.

"Look at me. Our benefactor...huh?"

When Go San turned his head, he realized with a bewildered expression that the spot where Ja-seong had been standing was now empty.

The benefactor who had entered Jeongmu Sect, defeated the vicious Sect Leader, and saved his life had left without asking for anything in return.
Recalling that he hadn't even been able to express his gratitude, Go San bowed deeply toward the place where Ja-seong had stood.

"...Thank you. Thank you so much."

And Go Hyeon, standing beside his father, wiped his tears with his sleeve and shouted loudly:

"Benefactor-! Thank you for bringing my dad back-!"

If Ja-seong had heard, he would have quibbled, "It's not 'eungon,' it's 'eungong'." The boy's words echoed throughout the entire alley.

*

I looked up at the sky that had already grown dark.

"...Hwa-ryeon must be worried."

It was late, with the sunset already hidden behind the mountains.
I had originally planned to gather information for just a few hours and return to the annex, but I was much later than expected.

I leaped across rooftops to cross the village quickly and head straight to the inn's annex.

When I arrived at the annex, sure enough,
Hwa-ryeon was waiting for me outside in the night air.

Her face, clouded with worry, brightened when she saw me jump down into the annex courtyard.

"Ja-seong."
"Why are you outside? It's chilly. You should have waited inside."

I reached out to touch Hwa-ryeon's hands and found them quite cold, as if she had been outside for a long time.
Hwa-ryeon smiled faintly as I held her hands in mine.

"This much is fine. What does this matter to a martial artist who has trained in martial arts?"
"Well, I'm not fine with it."

Grumbling softly, I quickly brought Hwa-ryeon inside.
Even inside the room, I sat across from her at the table, still holding her small hands, when I sensed two presences approaching.

Needless to say, it was Seol and Master.
Master entered the room and gave a disapproving look at me holding Hwa-ryeon's hands, while Seol chattered and scolded me.

"What were you doing to be this late? Do you know how long we waited?"
"Sorry. I got delayed while performing a good deed."
"...What does that mean?"
"It's too long to explain everything now. I'll tell you later."

I gave a slight smile to Seol, who had a puzzled expression, then looked around at everyone and asked:

"So, did you find any good information?"

Ch.208 - Unwelcome Reunion
In response to my question, everyone shared the information they had gathered.

"After the sky over Wudang Mountain turned red, all the Wudang disciples in the vicinity disappeared. They probably returned to the Wudang Sect."
"The surrounding counties are in complete chaos. There's a lot of talk about the Primordial Heavenly Lord being angry."
"I heard they're performing rituals to appease his anger."

This was similar or nearly identical to what I'd heard from the children.
It seemed we couldn't get any more information here.

"I guess we'll have to go directly to Wudang Mountain to see for ourselves."
"Yes. Let's rest for tonight and leave early tomorrow morning. If we hurry, we can reach Gyun County by late evening."

Nodding at Ju Hwa-ryeon's suggestion, we suppressed our disappointment and dispersed to our respective rooms.

The next morning.
As planned, we left the inn early. By the time we reached the eastern outskirts of Goseong County, we witnessed quite a brutal spectacle.

"...What's that?"
"Well, if I had to describe it, I'd call it a group beating."

*Thwack! Thud!*

In the middle of the wide road, a large crowd was mercilessly beating a group of people.
The problem was that those being beaten were already severely injured, with splints on their limbs.

"Sh-shouldn't we stop them?"

Yu Seol peeked her head out of the carriage at the commotion and asked urgently, but I didn't bother to intervene.
I recognized one of the faces among those being beaten.

The Red Elder of Jeongmu Gate.
The man who had justified abducting and abusing the county's young men with his self-righteousness had now fallen to being abused himself.

"Urgh! Kak!"

The Red Elder, who had been continuously groaning and screaming, spotted me passing by in the carriage and widened his eyes.

"You, you...!"

Meeting his bloodshot eyes filled with resentment and hatred, I gave him a broad smile before pulling on the reins to increase our speed.
Soon after, an enraged howl came from behind us.

"Aaaaargh!"
"Oh my, he's going to get beaten even more at this rate. Does he want to be beaten to death?"

That's what you get for not living a kinder life.
As I chuckled and muttered to myself, Hwa-ryeon, who was sitting beside me, tilted her head.

"...What is it?"
"I'll tell you later. We're about to go at full speed, so get inside."

After sending Hwa-ryeon inside, I vigorously whipped the reins to increase our speed as soon as we left Goseong County.

"Ha!"

*Neeeigh!*

The two horses, seemingly excited by their first full-speed run since pulling our carriage, began to gallop madly.

"Eeeek?!"

I heard Seol's scream from inside the carriage.
Imagining our little one's terrified expression, I smiled and increased the speed even more.

*

After racing at full speed without rest, we finally saw another village in the distance.
It was Gyun County, located north of Wudang Mountain.

"Ugh, urgh...!"

As I gradually slowed the carriage, I heard retching sounds from inside.
When I peeked in to check, I saw Seol's face, half-corpse-like in complexion.

"Are you okay?"
"N-no, I'm not okay..."

Seeing that she could still answer well despite her half-dying voice, I figured she was fine and shrugged before turning to Hwa-ryeon.

Fortunately, Hwa-ryeon didn't seem to suffer from motion sickness as badly as Seol, maintaining a calm expression.
As for Master, there was no need to even mention it.

After confirming everyone was safe, I stopped the carriage briefly and spoke like a tour guide.

"Now, everyone, look at the sky outside. You'll see an amazing sight."

As I said, when my companions turned their gaze outside the carriage, they widened their eyes at the scene before them.

"My goodness...!"
"...I can't believe what I'm seeing, even with my own eyes."

The sky was dyed blood-red.
But that description terribly understates the actual scene before us.

If I were to properly describe the sight, I'd say:

-Wudang Mountain is vomiting blood.

An ominous blood-colored energy continuously shot up into the sky from deep within the mountain.
It was a sight that could only be described as a mountain spewing blood.

Moreover, the blood-colored energy soaring into the sky tore through the clouds above as if drilling a hole in the heavens.

We stood there for a moment, speechless, staring blankly at the sky in a scene that looked like the end of the world.

How long we remained like that, I'm not sure.
Hwa-ryeon, who regained her senses first, urged us on.

"Let's hurry. We need to go to the village and find out more details."
"Yes, as you command."

Following Hwa-ryeon's instructions, the carriage started moving again and soon entered the village.
The atmosphere in Gyun County could not be described as good, even as a polite lie.

"...It's like an abandoned village."

Seol was right.
The interior of Gyun County, which we had finally reached, was enveloped in silence without a single person in sight.

It was still daytime, before sunset.
The shops that should have been vigorously calling out to attract customers were all closed, and there wasn't a single person walking on the streets.

"...They're not hiding. I can't sense any human presence at all."

After expanding my senses to scan the surroundings, I informed my companions that there was absolutely no one nearby.
Naturally, everyone's faces grew serious.

"Could they all have evacuated because of that red sky?"
"I don't think so. We didn't encounter any processions of people on our way here."

Hearing my words, Hwa-ryeon fell into thought for a moment before raising her head as if something had occurred to her.

"Let's go to the front of Wudang Mountain first. They said they were performing rituals for the Primordial Heavenly Lord, so people might have gathered there."

It was a plausible suggestion, so I immediately drove the carriage toward Wudang Mountain.
When we finally reached the front of Wudang Mountain, I could see that Hwa-ryeon's guess was correct.

-We beseech you. We beseech you.
-Primordial Heavenly Lord, please quell your anger...

It seemed as if everyone from Gyun County had gathered at the entrance to Wudang Mountain, creating an enormous crowd.
We got out of the carriage, as the crowd was too dense to drive through.

"Wow... I've never seen so many people gathered like this before."

Seeing Seol standing with her mouth agape, overwhelmed by the sight, I asked with a smile.

"Can you even see anything? Want me to give you a piggyback ride?"
"...No thanks."

I chuckled as Seol turned her head away, seemingly offended. Then I noticed an altar set up on a platform in the distance, with a figure jumping up and down in front of it.

Though he was wearing Taoist robes, the way he was flailing his arms and legs made him look more like a drunk person making a scene.

Originally, all proper Taoists in this area would belong to the Wudang Sect, but according to rumors, they had all returned to Wudang Mountain.
In other words, this person was very likely a fraud.

"Tsk, what good will come from having a fraud perform rituals?"
"That's how rituals work. It's not about actual effectiveness, but about gaining peace of mind from believing things will be okay after performing the ritual."

As I was nodding at Hwa-ryeon's words, something triggered the energy net I had spread around us.

Someone was carefully approaching from behind.

My senses told me there was nothing behind me, yet the energy net alerted me to someone's approach.

I quietly placed my right hand on my sword hilt, and as the unknown person entered my striking range, I immediately turned and drew my sword.

*Ching!*

With a sharp sound, my drawn sword pointed at the person.
Whoever had been sneaking up behind me blinked in surprise.

"Oh...? How was I detected?"

A rather calm reaction for someone who had approached stealthily like an assassin.
My companions, startled by my sudden sword draw, turned to look at this person.

"Who...?"

None of my companions recognized the person.
In fact, that was natural.
I was the only one among us who had met this woman before.

I narrowed my eyes as I saw the distinctive golden pupils in the center of her wide, surprised eyes.

"...Ye So-ha."
"You still remember my name? I'm glad to see you again too."

Ye So-ha, the mysterious woman who had defeated Il-ji with an unknown power and escaped during the Namgung Family attack, smiled at me.

To an uninformed observer, it might have seemed like just a charming smile from a delicate beauty, but I remained vigilant and adjusted my grip on my sword.

Seeing my reaction, Ye So-ha pretended to be hurt.

"Hmm, you're so cautious. Was our relationship only this much? I was just trying to surprise you a little."

What relationship do we have?
Looking at Ye So-ha spouting nonsense, I asked coldly.

"Didn't you think you might get cut by my sword doing that?"
"Come on, you don't think I could dodge that?"

Her nonchalant attitude was, how should I put it, quite irritating.

"Excuse me, but may I ask who you are?"

Hwa-ryeon tried to interject between Ye So-ha and me as we faced off.
I grabbed Hwa-ryeon's hand as she tried to step forward and pulled her back.

"Don't approach carelessly. She's a woman we can't let our guard down around."
"That's too harsh. I'm not even armed right now, you know?"

She raised both hands to show she was unarmed, looking sulky as if hurt by my cautious reaction.
Indeed, she didn't seem to have any proper weapons, but that alone wasn't enough for me to lower my guard.

-What's going on...?
-Hey, he's holding a sword?

Some people at the edge of the crowd had noticed us and started murmuring.
Glancing at them, Ye So-ha shrugged.

"Well. It seems we're attracting attention. Shall we move somewhere else before continuing our reunion greetings?"
"......"
"You're not planning to stand like that all day, are you?"

Ye So-ha turned away with a faint smile, as if telling us to follow her.
Watching her retreating figure, I sighed softly and sheathed my sword.

"...Who exactly is that woman that you're acting like this?"

Hwa-ryeon asked cautiously, seemingly finding my behavior unusual.
I turned my head to look at my companions.

"For now, let's follow her. She's a suspicious woman, but there are things we need to hear from her."

Ch.209 - Hearing The Answer
When we turned our carriage around and followed Ye So-ha, we arrived at none other than a pleasure house.

Despite everyone in the county rushing to Mount Wudang, the place was still doing brisk business, with lively sounds coming from inside. At the entrance stood a woman wearing a blue veil whom I recognized, waiting for us.

"Please leave your carriage to me and go inside."

According to my memory, she was a maid who served Ye So-ha. Though she was equally suspicious, I didn't want to waste time arguing in front of a pleasure house, so I quietly got out of the carriage.

After entrusting the carriage to the veiled woman, we entered the pleasure house. Immediately, the courtesans standing near the entrance lit up.

"My, my~! What brings such a handsome young master here? Welcome to Cheonhyang House."

One of the courtesans chirped as she approached, trying to grab my arm. Before I could dodge, a stick came down on her head.

*Thwack!*

"Ouch!"

With that clear sound, the courtesan clutched her head. A middle-aged beauty had appeared behind her, holding the stick and clicking her tongue.

"You impulsive girl, rushing in where you shouldn't again."

"Hmph!"

The courtesan glared at the woman with tears in her eyes, but she quickly shrank back when met with a fierce glare in return.

After intimidating the courtesan with just a look, the middle-aged beauty bowed politely to us and said, "The young lady is already waiting for you on the top floor. Please go up."

The courtesans looked surprised to see the middle-aged beauty bowing to us.

She was likely the madam of this pleasure house or someone of similar standing. Yet she was treating us with such respect.

It must be because of Ye So-ha—just what was that woman's identity?

Hoping to finally get answers to my questions, I stepped onto the stairs.

After climbing up to the top floor, we entered an ornate room that was clearly the madam's quarters.

"Welcome. I thought this would be a suitable place for our conversation. Is that alright?"

Ye So-ha, sitting at the head of a large round table, greeted us with a subtle smile.

After giving her a skeptical look, I sat at the spot closest to the entrance, furthest from her. Naturally, my companions sat beside me, resulting in another confrontational arrangement like before.

Seeing this, Ye So-ha complained, "Excuse me? I have no intention of eating you all alive. I don't understand why you're so wary."

"We've been getting involved with too many suspicious people lately. I can't easily trust someone who's only revealed their name."

At my pointed remark, Ye So-ha gave me an incredulous look.

"Is that something someone who hasn't even shared their name should say?"

"I'd say it's someone's own doing."

It wasn't me who had sneaked up from behind and left a terrible first impression.

"Tch."

Ye So-ha clicked her tongue briefly, shrugged her shoulders, and then said, "Well, let me introduce myself again. I'm Ye So-ha, leader of the Lower Heaven Sect. This is our branch in Gungang County."

She dropped an incredible bombshell.

"...What?"

I couldn't help but look dumbfounded. What did she just say? The leader of the Lower Heaven Sect?

"The leader of the Lower Heaven Sect...! You?"

My companions were equally surprised by Ye So-ha's statement. Hwa-ryeon, in particular, displayed rare and clear shock on her face.

Ye So-ha seemed pleased with our reaction, nodding with a delighted smile.

"Yes. I am the leader of the Lower Heaven Sect. The Flower Lord among the Ten Lords and the slayer of the Mad Lord. The protector of those living at the bottom of the martial world."

After hearing her lengthy self-introduction, I suppressed my confusion and asked, "So you're saying you're THE leader of the Lower Heaven Sect? The one whose gender, age, and name are all unknown?"

"Yes. And you already know two out of those three things about me. Oh, I can't tell you my age though—it's a secret that preserves a woman's charm."

As Ye So-ha winked playfully, I looked at her with an indescribable expression and spoke again.

"Can you prove that you're the leader of the Lower Heaven Sect?"

"Proof, hm? Information would be best, I suppose."

Quite confidently, Ye So-ha began recounting our activities since Hefei.

Though she seemed unaware of some specific details, she knew everything else as if she had been traveling with us the whole time.

She even knew about what I had done against the Jeongmu Gate in Goseong County just before.

"...That happened?"

"Uh... I was going to tell you later, but things got rushed..."

I scratched my cheek awkwardly and glared at Ye So-ha. There was no need to bring that up.

Whether aware of my thoughts or not, Ye So-ha continued with a bright smile.

"And of course, you came here to seek cooperation from the Wudang Sect. But you're troubled by that blood-red sky."

"......"

"Well? Is that enough proof?"

It was truly chilling information and remarkable insight. After hearing all that, I couldn't help but believe she was the leader of the Lower Heaven Sect.

"...I'll believe you for now."

"I should thank you, I suppose? Now, let's get to the main point..."

"Before that, I'd like an answer to the question I asked before."

I recalled our conversation in the alley where Chilji died in Hefei.

*"May I ask why you targeted Chilji?"*
*"It's simple. This woman is our enemy."*
*"Does that mean you're hostile toward Paecheon Fortress?"*
*"Hmm... that's a bit difficult to answer."*

At that time, Ye So-ha had left without giving a proper answer, saying she'd explain next time.

Now that the next opportunity had arrived, it was time for her to answer. At my request, Ye So-ha smiled deeply.

"You don't need to remind me. That is precisely the main point."

"...!"

My eyes tensed at Ye So-ha's words. My gaze naturally moved to her curved lips, waiting for them to open again.

When they did, her answer was quite different from what I expected.

"To answer your question from back then, I could say 'yes and no.'"

"...Are you joking?"

At my suddenly cold voice, Ye So-ha raised both hands to calm me down.

"Now, now, calm down. I'll explain in detail right away."

...Looking at it, she seems to enjoy teasing me.

I glared at her with narrowed eyes, and she finally wiped the smile off her face and began her proper explanation.

"What our Lower Heaven Sect is hostile toward isn't so much Paecheon Fortress itself, but rather those operating behind the scenes."

"Behind the scenes?"

She nodded emphatically at my question and continued her explanation.

"Yes. To put it bluntly, the 'Demonic Cult.'"

"...!"

*Thud!*

As soon as she mentioned the Demonic Cult, Master abruptly stood up. With the most terrifying expression I'd ever seen on her, she coldly asked Ye So-ha:

"Can you take responsibility for those words?"

"Yes. We've been fighting them in the shadows for a very long time. The force behind Paecheon Fortress is definitely the Demonic Cult."

"That can't be...!"

After answering decisively, Ye So-ha glanced at the surprised Hwa-ryeon and quietly added:

"Of course, the current Demonic Cult is quite different from what you experienced, Senior Yeo."

Having set the tone, Ye So-ha continued her explanation.

"In the past, they were called the Bright Cult, but now they're the Crimson Eye Cult—though they call themselves the Divine Wood Cult. They've become a heretical group that worships something they call the 'Divine Wood.'"

The Crimson Eye Cult.
Cultists who worship something called the Divine Wood.

Divine Wood... the tree of god? Why would anyone worship a tree... Oh.

Suddenly, I recalled what I had seen in Hefei.
The image of Chilji, who had transformed into a giant tree monster to attack Ye So-ha before being burned to death by white flames.

"...What exactly is this Divine Wood? It's not just a fictional entity, is it?"

"No. As you've seen, it grants its worshippers bizarre yet powerful abilities in exchange for abandoning their human form."

Chilji had transformed into a hideous form like a giant moving tree.
Though she was pathetically burned to ashes by Ye So-ha's white flames, her form had definitely been threatening.

An ordinary martial artist probably wouldn't even dare to face her.
In other words, the fact that Chilji transformed like that meant...

"So, Chilji, who was supposedly affiliated with Paecheon Fortress, was actually a member of the Crimson Eye Cult?"

"Yes. More precisely, the entire Divine Wood Unit is a front for the Crimson Eye Cult."

Divine Wood Unit and Crimson Eye (Divine Wood) Cult.
Hearing it like this, the naming is too obvious.

As I inwardly snorted at the absurdity, Hwa-ryeon, who was sitting beside me, spoke up.

"...Divine Wood Unit. I've heard of it. It's a military unit newly established after Ju Do-han became the Lord of the Castle."

"Yes. And there are rumors that its leader, Il-ji, has an intimate relationship with the Lord of the Castle."

*Clench*

Hwa-ryeon tightly clenched her fist as Ye So-ha casually added that detail.

"...Truly, truly, that Ju Do-han dared to... ally with the Demonic Cult?"

Ch.210 - Hearing The Answer
Sensing the unusual emotion in Hwa-ryeon's voice, Ye So-ha spoke with a somewhat serious expression.

"To be honest, I don't know for certain. Whether Ju Do-han knowingly allied with the demonic cult, or if he's simply being used. Even Hao Sect's intelligence network isn't perfect."

"..."

"But I can tell you one thing with certainty. The Crimson Eye Cult was definitely involved in the assassination of your father, Hegemon Sword Ju Cheon-mu."

After hearing Ye So-ha's words, Hwa-ryeon trembled and bit her lip.
Seeing her struggling to contain her anger, I quietly reached under the table and grasped her fist.

"Hwa-ryeon."

She turned her head toward me at my call.

The vivid anger in her eyes gradually faded as she looked at me, and her trembling body slowly calmed down.
Eventually, she closed her eyes tightly and took several deep breaths before regaining her composure.

"...I'm fine now."

I felt relieved as Hwa-ryeon returned to her usual self, and I let go of her hand.

"Hmm?"

At that curious sound, I turned my head back to find Ye So-ha watching us with an interested gaze.
Feeling somehow exposed, I spoke with a more guarded voice.

"I understand the situation now. But how did the Lower Heaven Sect come to know about the Crimson Eye Cult and become their enemy?"

"Why do you think? Obviously because our sect members were sacrificed by those bastards."

The Lower Heaven Sect, a faction living in the underworld of the martial arts world.
Long ago, a portion of their members, who were said to rival even Paecheon Fortress in numbers, were kidnapped by the Crimson Eye Cult and used for human experiments.

"Those Crimson Eye bastards forced our captured members to learn the Blood Explosion Art. You know what that is, right?"

"...I know it all too well, unfortunately."

At Ye So-ha's words, we exchanged glances.

Blood Explosion Art, human experiments.

To think that the same things we experienced at the Zhuge Family had been happening before.
Certainly, that would be more than enough reason for enmity, but...

"Is that the only reason?"

"Of course? What other reason would be needed?"

Ye So-ha spoke with apparent nonchalance.
But I couldn't shake the feeling that she was hiding something.

It felt like she might have an even greater reason to be hostile toward the Crimson Eye Cult.

"Anyway, that's why we and the Crimson Eye Cult cannot exist under the same sky—we're mortal enemies."

Pausing briefly with a "but," Ye So-ha glanced sideways at Hwa-ryeon before continuing.

"With Paecheon Fortress, it's a bit ambiguous. We still don't know if they're cooperating with each other or if they're being unilaterally used. Does that answer your question?"

"...Yes."

I decided not to press further about Ye So-ha's circumstances.
She would likely dodge the questions like a slippery snake anyway, and more importantly, I had other questions.

"But why did you come here?"

"Why? Obviously to meet you. We promised to see each other again, didn't we?"

"...Stop talking nonsense."

In response to her playful, blatant remark, I looked at Ye So-ha with cold eyes while glancing at Hwa-ryeon.
Given my tone, I was worried it might sound like we had arranged a secret meeting.

To be blunt, I was anxious that Hwa-ryeon might get jealous again.
But surprisingly, there was no change in Hwa-ryeon's expression.

Is she too preoccupied with her father's matter to care?
Normally, she would have glared at me intensely.

Though inwardly puzzled, I didn't show it and instead pressured Ye So-ha with a stern look.

"Why don't you just be honest?"

"Ah, you're no fun..."

Grumbling quietly, Ye So-ha seemed to have no intention of hiding anything and readily explained.

"My reason for coming here is similar to yours. To investigate that blood-colored energy and check on the situation at Wudang Sect. Then I heard you had arrived and came looking for you."

"By investigation, do you mean the mountain's...?"

Before I could finish, Ye So-ha nodded.

"Yes. That energy rising from Wudang Mountain is definitely related to the Crimson Eye Cult. I saw something similar at their secret base in Lake Paoyang recently. I'm certain of it."

After saying this, Ye So-ha suddenly narrowed her eyes and continued.

"I suspect you might have seen something similar in Yangyang, haven't you?"

"...I wonder. I don't know what you mean."

"Playing dumb won't help. The story of the Zhuge Family's sky turning blood-red has already spread all the way to Gun County."

Faced with Ye So-ha's words that suggested she already knew everything, I clicked my tongue briefly and nodded with a sigh.

"...Well, I won't deny it. Though I can't explain in detail."

What happened at the Zhuge Family was a sensitive matter that could be linked to treason, so I couldn't carelessly reveal it to Ye So-ha.
She smirked at my response.

"Don't worry. I'm not particularly interested in the details."

Fortunately, she didn't seem intent on probing deeper.
Relieved by her reaction, I organized the information I had gathered so far into a syllogism in my mind.

The blood-colored energy at Wudang Mountain is related to the Crimson Eye Cult.
The blood-colored energy is very similar to the energy from the blood jade absorbed by Zhuge Cheon-sang.
Therefore, So-so, who manipulated the events at the Zhuge Family from behind, is a member of the Crimson Eye Cult.

"...Huh."

A laugh escaped me without realizing it.
So, for the past several decades, there really had been a demonic cult agent in the Zhuge Family.

Moreover, the anomaly at Wudang Mountain occurred after So-so fled from the Zhuge Family.
It wasn't just my imagination that she was connected to all of this.

My conviction that her footsteps had led to Wudang grew stronger.

And I had many more questions I wanted to ask her.
For that, I would need to enter Wudang Mountain, which was now spewing blood.

"You're planning to enter Wudang Mountain now, aren't you?"

As if reading my mind, Ye So-ha asked, and I nodded.

"Yes. We need to visit the Wudang Sect."

"Then, to cut to the chase, how about we cooperate?"

"Cooperate..."

I murmured quietly, lost in thought.
I could roughly guess what Ye So-ha was suggesting.

We wanted an alliance with the Wudang Sect.
Ye So-ha and the Lower Heaven Sect wanted to investigate the blood-colored energy, evidence of the Crimson Eye Cult.

Though our purposes differed, what we needed to do to achieve them was the same:
Resolve the anomaly currently happening at Wudang Mountain.

The Wudang Sect would prioritize solving the problem at their mountain, so we would naturally become involved in this matter.

If our destination was the same whether we went straight or took a detour, there was no reason to go separately.
I turned to look at Hwa-ryeon.

"What do you think? It doesn't sound like a bad proposal to me."

At my words, Hwa-ryeon nodded without hesitation.

"I agree. We accept your cooperation proposal."

"Great! Then, I'll be in your care for a while."

Ye So-ha clapped her hands at Hwa-ryeon's acceptance, beaming with a bright smile, and then said in a subtle tone.

"Actually, I've already sent one of my subordinates to Wudang Mountain for reconnaissance."

"One person? You sent someone alone?"

We didn't even know what was happening inside Wudang Mountain yet, and she sent someone alone?

"Isn't that too dangerous?"

"It's fine. It's just simple reconnaissance, and she's someone who can extract herself from any situation."

Just as Ye So-ha was answering nonchalantly, we heard someone hurriedly climbing the stairs.

"Ah, it seems she's returned just in time."

"Madam, it's Cheong."

"Come in."

With permission granted, the door swung open, and the blue-veiled woman who had taken our carriage at the entrance of the pleasure house entered the room.

But her light armor was covered in bright red blood all over.
Seeing this, Ye So-ha's expression stiffened slightly.

"...What happened?"

"Hong has returned. She brought someone who appears to be a Wudang Sect Taoist, but his injuries are severe."

Everyone jumped to their feet upon hearing the report.

*

"Ugh, ungh...!"

Following the blue-veiled woman called Cheong, we saw a young Taoist in a pine-patterned robe soaked in blood, with a red-veiled woman carefully removing his robe.

"Hong."

"Ah, Sect Leader."

The red-veiled woman named Hong, who was also covered in blood like the Taoist, brightened upon seeing Ye So-ha.
Judging by her reaction, she herself didn't seem to be injured.

"What happened?"

"Well, I happened to find him being attacked on Wudang Mountain. His condition looked so serious that I brought him out quickly."

As Hong said, the Taoist's condition was indeed very serious once his upper garment was removed.

Three gash wounds crossed his torso as if slashed by a giant bear's claws, with blood continuously gushing out.
Especially from the lowest wound across his abdomen, his intestines were threatening to spill out.

After examining the Taoist's condition, Ye So-ha said with a grim face:

"We can't treat him like this. We need to stop the bleeding first."

"B-but he's already lost too much blood. If we waste time..."

Indeed, his complexion was pale, suggesting significant blood loss.
Thinking he would die if left alone, I stepped forward.

"Just a moment."

"Young hero, this isn't the time to—huh?"

Ye So-ha tried to stop me from reaching for the Taoist but was left dumbfounded when she saw the bleeding stop as soon as I pressed his acupoints.

"Is this sufficient?"

"What? Oh, yes!"

Regaining her composure at my question, Ye So-ha nodded and placed her hand on the Taoist's wound.

And then an amazing sight unfolded.
A green light emanated from Ye So-ha's fingertips, and when she placed them on the wound, the flesh began to heal at a visible rate.

*Is this... sorcery?*
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"Was it a sorcerer?"

"Well... something like that. Could you please be quiet? I need to concentrate. I'm not very skilled at healing."

Ye So-ha brushed off my question and focused on the treatment. Her fingers crossed the Taoist's upper body three times, and the wounds disappeared without a trace, as if they had never existed.

For someone who claims not to be skilled, that was impressively clean work.

Though the lost blood hadn't returned, judging by his still-pale complexion. Still, his face visibly looked more at ease.

Seeing this, Ye So-ha stood up.

"This should do it. He'll recover quickly if he rests for a few days."

"Ah, thank goodness," Hong sighed in relief.

Ye So-ha patted her shoulder and gave instructions to Cheong and Hong.

"Cheong, you'll be in charge of nursing the master. Hong, change your clothes and meet me at the top floor."

"Yes."

"Understood."

After hearing the two maids' responses, Ye So-ha turned to us.

"Shall we go back up? Since we've agreed to cooperate, let's hear the reconnaissance report together."

Having no reason to refuse, we immediately agreed and returned to the master's room on the top floor. Shortly after, a cleaned-up Hong entered the room.

"I apologize for keeping you waiting."

"Don't worry about it. I saw what state you were in earlier."

Ye So-ha waved her hand dismissively as Hong bowed her head. Then, with her hands clasped on the table, she asked seriously:

"Now, will you tell us? What happened on Wudang Mountain?"

"...Yes."

With a slightly stiff face, Hong nodded and began to tell us about her experiences on Wudang Mountain. As we listened, all our expressions grew increasingly serious.

*

By the time Hong finished her story, the sky had turned the color of sunset.

"...The sunset makes it look even more ominous."

"Indeed. It seems to be spreading wider."

Just as Yu Seol observed as she looked up at the sky, the sunset-reddened heavens seemed even more foreboding due to the blood-colored energy emanating from Wudang Mountain.

It felt as if the blood-red might cover the entire world at any moment. Perhaps I felt this way because of the story we'd just heard.

As I stared at the sky with a complicated expression, loud laughter reached my ears.

-Hahaha!
-Kyahaha!

"...Those people over there don't seem to care what the sky looks like."

I couldn't help but smile bitterly at the carefree attitude of the people drinking with courtesans on the first floor of the Changcheon Tea House.

We were currently in the annex of the Changcheon Tea House. Since there were no guests using it anyway, we'd accepted Ye So-ha's offer to stay here for the night.

"Was it a mistake to stay here? How are we supposed to sleep with all this noise?"

"Just bear with it. It's not like we'll be here forever. Probably... two days at most."

I patted Yu Seol's head as she grumbled while glaring at the main building.

"Ah, stop that!"

I chuckled at her amusing reaction, like a cat hissing, when Ju Hwa-ryeon and Ye So-ha appeared at the annex. They had stayed behind to talk privately, and it seemed they had finished their conversation.

"You're back? What were you talking about?"

"...Nothing important. We just had some connection from the past."

"Connection? What kind of connection?"

"...Just something."

When Hwa-ryeon awkwardly averted her gaze at my question, I tilted my head in confusion, wondering why she was acting this way. Then Ye So-ha jumped in with an excited face.

"Want to know? Well, what happened was..."

"L-Lower Heaven Sect Leader...!"

Despite her answer, it clearly wasn't "nothing important" as Hwa-ryeon urgently tried to stop Ye So-ha. Ye So-ha looked at her with an understanding, benevolent smile and patted her shoulder.

"I understand you're embarrassed, but this isn't something to keep secret. In fact, it should be shared."

"Ah, fine. I'll tell him myself later, but for now, please...!"

"Oh, what a shame."

Though clearly disappointed, Ye So-ha obediently closed her mouth.

"Well, that's that. You'll have to hear it directly from her later."

"Sure, let's do that."

I answered reflexively while giving Hwa-ryeon a puzzled sidelong glance.

"...I'll go in first."

Unable to bear my gaze, she quickly escaped into the room. As I stared blankly at her retreating figure, I heard suppressed laughter.

"Hehehe... Her first impression was completely that of an ice princess, but she's actually quite shy and cute."

"I'm not thrilled that you've discovered Hwa-ryeon's charm that only I knew about."

Ye So-ha sighed softly at my sarcastic response.

"Are you still upset? I only want to make a good impression on you. Since we've agreed to cooperate, couldn't you open up a little?"

"I'm not upset...!"

I almost snapped back but held myself in check, letting out a small sigh before asking:

"...Let me ask you something. Why do you want to make a good impression on me?"

"Well, because I want to be friends with the world's strongest person?"

I was taken aback by her casual delivery of such an outrageous statement.

"What? No, what are you...?"

"Why are you so surprised? Surely you've sensed it yourself. That there's no one in this world who can match you."

"......"

I closed my mouth at her words. Being confronted directly with something I'd been trying to ignore made my feelings suddenly complicated.

Seeing my expression, Ye So-ha smiled slightly and continued.

"Judging by your face, you don't like that idea? Do you perhaps enjoy fighting?"

Her analytical tone made me respond sharply.

"Aren't you putting too much faith in your information? Even the Lower Heaven Sect doesn't know everything in this world. There might be someone stronger that you don't know about."

The martial arts world of Central Plains is incredibly vast. And the outer martial world beyond it is even vaster.

It was hard to believe—or rather, I didn't want to believe—that in this vast world, there wasn't a single person as strong as me.

Surely somewhere, there must be martial arts that survived the Yuan Dynasty's purge, and naturally, someone who mastered those techniques...

"I doubt it. I don't think there is."

But Ye So-ha firmly denied my hope.

"...Why do you think that?"

"Because I'm one of the Ten Lords, supposedly among the strongest in the world."

Ye So-ha pointed at her own face. As she said, she was the Flower Lord among the Ten Lords, one who had killed the previous Mad Lord and taken his place.

"When I received the Poison Flower Butterfly and faced the Mad Lord, my first thought was, 'This guy is insane.' I instinctively felt I didn't want to get close to him."

Ye So-ha shook her head in disgust and suddenly asked me a question.

"Guess what I thought next?"

"...I don't know?"

"That he was nothing special."

"What?"

"I thought he was nothing special. I had expectations since he was supposedly one of the ten strongest in the world, but honestly, I was disappointed. And the other Ten Lords were no different."

Ye So-ha explained that she had opportunities to meet other Ten Lords due to her extensive travels.

"Thanks to that, I realized that none of the current Ten Lords are a match for me."

"That's..."

"This includes Master Won Gil, who is said to be the strongest among the current Ten Lords, the Martial Lord."

I had heard the name Won Gil in passing before. I believe he was the current abbot of Shaolin. And Ye So-ha was looking down even on someone like him.

It was truly an outrageous statement, but Ye So-ha's tone was matter-of-fact, without any trace of bluster. If anything, that made it more convincing.

"But you're different. Just from seeing your movements at the Hefei tournament, I could tell. You're an opponent I couldn't confidently defeat."

"......"

I was surprised to hear she had seen the tournament, but what followed concerned me more. A woman who looked down on even the current Shaolin abbot was speaking humbly about me.

I'd prefer it to be simple flattery, but her matter-of-fact tone suggested she was being sincere.

"...Do you still feel that way?"

"I felt that way then, and even more so now. I don't even dare to try measuring up against you."

After saying that, Ye So-ha lowered her voice subtly and asked:

"Speaking of which, how did you notice me approaching earlier today? It was supposed to be my secret technique."

...Did this woman use her secret technique just to play a prank? I looked at her with disbelief and answered with a sigh:

"It's a technique I developed after our meeting in Hefei."

"So you created a new martial art because of me?"

"You were the catalyst. It was quite a shock when someone managed to deceive my senses and approach me."

Ye So-ha looked at me with a face half-filled with disbelief and half with surprise. Eventually, an inexplicable joy bloomed on her face.

"As I thought..."

"...? What is it?"

"Nothing, nothing at all... for now."

With a slight twitch of her lips, Ye So-ha made a cryptic statement and then stood directly in front of me. What now?

"Well then, can I finally hear your introduction? Surprisingly, I still don't know your name."

"Haven't you already heard it from Hwa-ryeon?"

"I deliberately didn't ask. I wanted to hear it directly from you."

She's strangely stubborn about this. As I squinted at her with one eye, she introduced herself again as if to prompt me.

"I'm Ye So-ha. My title is the Flower Lord, and I'm the leader of the Lower Heaven Sect."

...Sigh, I give up. I surrendered inwardly and revealed the name she was so eager to know.

"My name is Gun Ja-seong. I don't have a title yet."

"Hmm, that won't do. The world's strongest person without a proper title? Shall I come up with a magnificent one for you?"

"No thanks."

When I flatly refused, Ye So-ha responded with an "Aw" as if deflated. On the surface, she seemed quite cheerful and lively, but I could instinctively sense it.

She was still hiding something important beneath that smiling face.

Although we had agreed to cooperate on this Wudang Mountain matter, I shouldn't let my guard down carelessly. Just as I was thinking this, I heard someone running urgently from the main building.

Turning my head, I saw Hong rushing toward us in a hurry.

"Miss! The master has woken up, but...!"

Just from her voice, I could tell something had happened. With grim faces, Ye So-ha and I immediately followed Hong to the main building.
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Following Hong, I went to where the Wudang Taoist was lying, and the situation was a complete mess.

"...Master, please calm down. This is Cheonhyang Pavilion, a pleasure house in Gun County. You've already come down from the mountain."
"S-silence! You evil demon...! How dare you try to bewitch a Wudang disciple!"

The Taoist, pale-faced and sweating profusely, was wildly swinging his drawn sword while staggering as if he might collapse at any moment.

Cheong stood before him, showing her palms in an attempt to calm him down, but there was no way her voice could reach the ears of the highly agitated Taoist. If anything, it seemed to be making things worse.

I asked Hong what was going on.

"...What happened?"

"Well, the Master regained consciousness earlier, but then he started screaming and going berserk."

Even as I listened to Hong's brief explanation, the Wudang Taoist continued to babble incomprehensibly while swinging his sword wildly.

"Where is Senior Brother Hyeon-un? Where are the disciples? Where have you taken my brothers and sisters?!"

...This isn't good. He's completely lost his mind.
Deciding I needed to subdue him by force, I stepped forward.

"Step back."
"...Yes."

At my instruction, Cheong retreated without argument, leaving me face to face with the Wudang Taoist.

"Y-you! Who are you? Bring my brothers and sisters! Senior Brother Hyeon-un! Junior Brother Hyeon-seong! Where are you?!"

As I took a step toward him while he continued calling for his fellow disciples, he raised his sword defensively.

"D-don't come any closer!"

But his hand was trembling, unable to grip the sword properly. In that state, he wouldn't be able to swing it effectively.

Confirming my opponent's weakness, I approached boldly, and he swung his sword at me in a fit.

"Aaaah-!"

I easily dodged the powerless sword and moved in close enough to press his acupoint.

-Thud!

The Taoist collapsed with his eyes rolling back. I quickly caught him before his head hit the floor and laid him on the bed.

"Wow...! How did you do that just now? It doesn't seem like magic or..."

As I stood up, Hong asked with wide eyes and a high-pitched voice. Cheong and Ye So-ha also showed clear signs of surprise, even though they didn't say anything.

"Well, you could call it my secret technique."

After giving a vague answer, I glanced at the sleeping Wudang Taoist and asked Ye So-ha:

"It seems he suffered severe mental trauma. Can't you use some magic to help him recover?"
"Um... w-well..."
"I guess not."
"...I told you before. I'm not good at this sort of thing."

Ye So-ha mumbled her answer, slightly deflated. I looked hopefully at Cheong and Hong, but they both shook their heads simultaneously, followed by a flimsy excuse.

"We do have someone who specializes in that, but she's far away on other business right now."
"So basically, there's no solution at the moment."

I shrugged my shoulders and looked down at the soundly sleeping Taoist.

"He'll sleep soundly until tomorrow morning, so let's think about it again then."

I had many questions for this Taoist.

What had he experienced on Wudang Mountain?
And why was he looking for his fellow disciples?

"...What if he goes berserk again when he wakes up in the morning?"
"Then I'll have to rough him up a bit and interrogate him."

When I casually answered Hong's question, three pairs of eyes looked at me in disbelief, as if asking if I was serious.

"Well, do we have any other options?"
"...You're more aggressive than you look, aren't you?"

I shrugged at Ye So-ha's comment and left the room first.

*

By the time I returned to the annex, the sky had completely darkened, with only moonlight illuminating the world. Just then, Hwa-ryeon was in the courtyard, gazing up at the moon.

"Hwa-ryeon."
"Ah...! Y-you're back?"

Startled by my call, Hwa-ryeon stammered. Fortunately, she didn't run away like before.

I approached her side and looked up at the moon in the night sky when she asked cautiously:

"...What happened?"
"Hmm? Oh, the Wudang Taoist that Hong rescued was causing a commotion."

After I explained what had just happened, she immediately fell into deep thought with a serious expression.

"Looking for his brothers and sisters... Perhaps they got separated while climbing Wudang Mountain? If what that maid Hong said is true, then they might still be in the middle of the mountain..."

As she furrowed her brow and muttered seriously, I gently took her hand.

"Ah...?"

With a small gasp, Hwa-ryeon's consciousness returned to reality, to me.

"We won't know for sure until we hear it from the Taoist himself, so shall we talk about something else?"
"Something else... ah!"

Her face suddenly flushed red as she remembered something, and she quickly turned away from me. I took a step to stand in front of her, looking down at her profile.

After staying like that for a while, she cautiously glanced at me and turned to face me again. Looking at her warm, flushed face, I carefully asked:

"Are you okay?"
"Huh? Okay...? About what?"

Her voice was clearly flustered. Apparently, my question was completely different from what she had expected.

"No, I mean about your father... the former Lord of the Castle. I thought you might be shocked."
"...Ah."

After hearing my explanation, she let out a small exclamation of understanding, then smiled lightly.

"I'm fine."
"...Really?"
"Yes, really. Of course, I'd be lying if I said I wasn't angry, but at least I won't throw away my reason in rage."
"Oh, ohh."

Seeing me gaping blankly, Hwa-ryeon chuckled.

"What's with that expression? What kind of answer were you expecting?"
"Well, I thought you might say something about getting revenge, if not going as far as killing them all."

At my hesitant words, Hwa-ryeon nodded.

"Of course I want revenge. But I don't intend to throw away my life for it. For my father's sake too, who worried about me until the end."

She added:

"Besides, our journey wasn't originally about revenge. It was to stop the rampaging Paecheon Fortress under Ju Do-han."

In other words, our fight was not to achieve revenge, but to stand against injustice.

"So revenge is just a secondary matter."
"Wow..."

I was inwardly impressed by Hwa-ryeon's composed response. It was fundamentally different from Hyeok-ri Gwang's coldness that I had seen before.

While Hyeok-ri Gwang's decision was based on a thorough calculation of profit and loss, devoid of personal emotion, Hwa-ryeon's decision came from fully accepting and reflecting on her own feelings.

It was clear which was more admirable without having to say it. Noticing my admiration, Hwa-ryeon smiled a bit shyly and said:

"I thought about it for a long time. Thanks to a single remark someone made."
"Oh, what was it?"
"......"

Suddenly the air grew chilly. Or more precisely, Hwa-ryeon's gaze turned cold.

The warmth I had felt just a breath ago vanished like a blown-out candle, making me flinch involuntarily. What's going on?

"Why, why are you like that?"
"Nothing? It's nothing."

...It's definitely not nothing.
Faced with her clearly upset expression, I found myself checking her reaction and opening and closing my mouth, when Hwa-ryeon abruptly turned around.

"I'll be going in now. Good night."

Though she said good night, her cold demeanor warned me to spend the night figuring out what the problem was. She strode into her room.

"...Tsk, how could you forget that."

Only her small, annoyed mutter reached my ears before disappearing.

"...What is it?"

In contrast, my voice, left alone in the annex courtyard, merely scattered emptily.

*

"Welcome... What's wrong with your face? Didn't sleep well?"

The next morning.
When I went to the room where the Wudang Taoist was staying, Ye So-ha was already there. But when she saw my face, she paused and asked that question outright.

"...Is it that obvious?"
"Yes. You look like you're carrying the weight of the world's worries."
"......"

I closed my mouth at Ye So-ha's answer. Last night, I couldn't sleep at all thinking about Hwa-ryeon, who had suddenly gotten upset and gone to her room.

Judging by her small grumble, it seemed that I was the "someone" who had made that remark, but...

...When did I?
What did I say, where and how?

I wracked my brain all night, but nothing specific came to mind. In the end, I hadn't found an answer by the time the rising sun brightened the room at dawn, so I came here almost like I was running away.

"I don't know what's going on, but right now we need to hear from this Master first. You know that, right?"
"I know. I'm not so unprofessional that I can't separate personal and work matters."

I shook my head and forcibly cleared the thoughts filling my mind. As Ye So-ha said, hearing the Taoist's story came first now.

"Ugh, mmm..."

Just then, the Wudang Taoist's eyelids trembled, and he slowly opened his eyes. After taking in the room's surroundings, he looked in our direction and widened his eyes.

"Y-you people-!"

He jumped up and scanned the room, then made a dismayed face when he saw his sword in Cheong's hand. Unlike last night, he wasn't staggering, suggesting he had recovered his strength considerably after a good night's sleep.

"You evil demons-!"

But while his body seemed better, his mental state still appeared to be in disarray. I sighed softly and stepped forward.
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"Ugh, you...!"

The Wudang Taoist was clearly wary of me as I approached, remembering how easily I had subdued him last night.
I let out a small snort at the way he treated me like some kind of monster.

"Are you still going on about demons or whatever nonsense?"
"What...!"
"If we really were demons or whatever, don't you think you'd be dead by now?"
"......"

The Taoist was struck speechless by my words and began examining the people who had entered the room.
Seeing his anger gradually turning to doubt, I explained the situation again.

"This is a room in a pleasure house called Cheonhyangru, and Hong here rescued you when you were dying on Wudang Mountain."

Even after my explanation, the Wudang Taoist remained confused and only accepted that he had truly escaped the mountain after much persuasion.

"I apologize."

As soon as he understood the situation, the Wudang Taoist immediately bowed and offered words of apology.
He seemed especially sorry toward Cheong and me, apparently feeling guilty for having drawn his sword against those who had saved his life.

"I truly have no face to—"
"Enough. We don't want apologies; we want to hear what happened. What occurred on Wudang Mountain, and why were you looking for your fellow disciples?"
"Ah!"

Only after hearing my words did his expression become urgent, as if suddenly remembering his fellow disciples.

"Y-yes. What about my fellow disciples? Did you not see Senior Brother Hyeonun or Junior Sister Hyeonseong? Or any of the other disciples? They must have been nearby...!"
"No, you were the only Taoist I found."

Hong shook her head, and despair flashed across the Taoist's face.

"Then my fellow disciples are still in that mountain...?"

The Taoist looked at Wudang Mountain visible through the window, with its ominous energy flowing around it, and eventually stood up with a determined expression.

"I'm sorry, but I must return to Wudang Mountain. I will definitely repay you for saving my life someday..."
"In your current condition, going alone would just get you killed for nothing."
"But...!"

I raised a hand to calm the protesting Taoist.

"First, please calm down and tell us what happened. Then we can decide how to help you."
"...Alright."

The Wudang Taoist sat back down weakly after hearing my words.

"...Come to think of it, I haven't introduced myself yet. I am Hyeonjin, a second-generation disciple of the Wudang Sect."

And so his story began.
Taoist Hyeonjin explained that about ten days ago, he and his fellow disciples had descended the mountain to eliminate bandits that had been appearing in the vicinity.

"The bandit elimination itself was no problem. It was smaller in scale than we thought, so we finished much faster than expected."

The problem came after the elimination, when Wudang Mountain suddenly transformed.
They received news that ominous bloody energy had suddenly begun rising from deep in the mountain toward the sky.

His group of disciples had hurriedly returned to Gunhyeon three days ago after hearing such news.

"Concerned about the situation at our sect, we climbed the mountain without delay. And then..."

Taoist Hyeonjin's face turned pale as he stopped speaking.

His fists trembled, seemingly recalling the fear of that moment.
Only after several deep breaths did Taoist Hyeonjin speak again.

"...Before we could climb very far, the surrounding environment changed, and a demonic realm unfolded before us."

Demonic realm.
Hearing that word, I unconsciously glanced sideways at Hong beside me.

-Wudang Mountain has already transformed into a demonic realm. If ordinary people enter carelessly, or even most martial artists, they'll all die.

Hong had said something similar yesterday in the Madam's room.
She had given a detailed explanation afterward, but it was still hard to believe such a fantastical story.

"The trees and rocks on the mountain, even the animals, all twisted and changed grotesquely. And all of them attacked us with killing intent."

Trees, rocks, and other inanimate objects came alive and tried to kill the Wudang Taoists, while once-docile animals became ferocious, howling and baring their teeth and claws.
It was as if the entire mountain was rushing to kill them.

"...It was hell on earth."
"......"

After hearing his story, I closed my mouth and fell into thought.
Taoist Hyeonjin's story was very similar to what Hong had explained yesterday.

With two people telling such similar stories, I had no choice but to believe it, however fantastical it seemed.
And if what they said was true, the path to the Wudang Sect would be far more difficult than we had anticipated.

Well, it seems this matter won't be easy either.
I swallowed the sigh that was about to escape and stood up.

"...I understand for now. Taoist, please focus on recovering your strength as much as possible."
"B-but my fellow disciples...!"
"That's why I'm telling you to focus on recovery. We'll need to climb the mountain again soon."
"...Thank you!"

Seeming to understand the meaning behind my words, Taoist Hyeonjin bowed his head with an emotional expression.
I turned my gaze from him and nodded to Ye So-ha.

"Just a moment."
"Yes. Would you two bring some food for the Taoist?"
"Understood."
"Yes."

As Hong and Cheong went down to the first floor ahead of me, I slowly followed them and spoke.

"Is your intention to enter Wudang Mountain still unchanged?"
"I should be asking you that question."

Ye So-ha, who had walked a step ahead, turned around to face me.
I naturally stopped walking and asked back.

"What do you mean?"
"You heard about the situation on Wudang Mountain. Shouldn't we at least reconsider our original plan?"

Ye So-ha continued in a rather serious tone.

"A second-generation disciple of Wudang Mountain is someone who can't be taken lightly anywhere in the martial world. Yet such a person barely escaped with his life."
"Are you saying we might end up the same way?"
"Of course not. I'm not worried about us, but about the Wudang Sect."
"......"
"The sky over Wudang Mountain turned blood-red eight days ago. Could the Wudang Sect really have remained unharmed until now? In the worst case, they might have already been completely annihilated."

It was a hypothesis I couldn't easily dismiss.
Perhaps we would climb up with great difficulty only to find the corpses of the Taoists.

But,

"We're going up. We won't back down out of fear for something that isn't even certain. At least Hwa-ryeon will think that way."
"You seem quite confident. May I ask why?"
"Because her stubborn, unyielding nature is part of Hwa-ryeon's charm."

Ye So-ha momentarily made an incredulous expression at my nonchalant answer.

"If you don't believe me, we can make a bet."

I shrugged and went down the stairs first.





*






"We're going to the Wudang Sect. We have no intention of giving up without even trying just because something might have happened."

The group gathered again in the Madam's room.

When I relayed Taoist Hyeonjin's story and subtly asked Hwa-ryeon, she responded exactly as I had expected.
Master and Yu Seol also nodded in agreement.

Seeing this, I gave Ye So-ha a look that said "Didn't I tell you?" She raised both hands in surrender and stood up from her seat.

"I understand your intentions. But if you plan to climb the mountain as originally planned, when do you intend to depart?"
"After hearing from both your maid and Taoist Hyeonjin, it seems we shouldn't waste time. I'd like to head to the Wudang Sect today, if that's alright?"

Ye So-ha nodded readily at Hwa-ryeon's words.

"Yes. We don't want to waste time either. We've made some basic preparations, so we can leave right away if you say so."
"That's good."

Thus, the decision to depart for the Wudang Sect today was quickly reached.

"Then before we depart, let me tell you what additional information I've gathered."

Everyone nodded at Hong's words, who had appeared suddenly.
She cleared her throat softly and began her explanation.

"First, the sudden environmental changes while climbing the mountain are probably due to the Nine Abyss Dream Illusion Array that the Crimson Eye Cult members often use. It seems they've deployed this formation on a massive scale, centered around the depths of Wudang Mountain."
"Nine Abyss... Dream Illusion Array?"

As we expressed confusion at this unfamiliar formation name, Ye So-ha provided a simple explanation.

"Simply put, it's a formation that conceals environmental changes within the formation using illusions. For example, even if a large forest fire broke out on Wudang Mountain, people outside wouldn't know about it."
"Wow... huh?"

Yu Seol, who had been impressed by the explanation, suddenly tilted her head.

"Then isn't that strange? If the Nine Abyss Dream Illusion Array is active, why is that bloody energy visible from outside?"

Yu Seol was right.
If this Nine Abyss Dream Illusion Array was functioning properly, it should have perfectly concealed the bloody energy rising from deep within Wudang Mountain.

What was going on?

Everyone's gaze turned to Ye So-ha, and she, uncharacteristically, answered with a troubled sigh.

"The answer is simple. The formation itself has been distorted by the enormous energy emitted by something inside it."
"Something inside the formation... what is it?"
"A tree."
"...What?"

Enormous energy.
So the culprit behind that bloody energy Wudang Mountain was spewing was just... a tree?

Seeing our confusion, Ye So-ha explained in more detail.

"Of course, it's not just an ordinary tree. It's a sapling, an avatar of the Blood Tree that the Crimson Eye Cult worships."
"A sapling... of the Blood Tree."
"Yes. The sapling is currently our Lower Heaven Sect's top priority. I came here because I eliminated one sapling at Lake Payang and received information that another sapling was at Wudang Mountain."

The Blood Tree that turned Chilji into a giant tree monster.
And its sapling...

"So you're saying this sapling is the cause of the current situation?"

Ch.214 - Sapling Of Crimson Eye
In response to my question, Ye So-ha nodded in agreement.

"Yes. If we eliminate the seedling, everything will return to normal. That's why I came here, and why I sought your help—because of the seedling."

So the seedling was our ultimate goal.

I was nodding when Hwa-ryeon cut in.

"I understand what you're saying. But heading to Wudang Mountain comes first. I won't compromise on this."

Surprisingly, Ye So-ha accepted Hwa-ryeon's insistence that our business took priority without much resistance.

"I'm not going to insist that the seedling comes first. We want to check on Wudang's situation too."

...And yet she had just asked if we shouldn't reconsider our plans.

When I gave her a skeptical look, Ye So-ha responded with a bright smile.

I clicked my tongue softly and turned away, annoyed by her suspicious attitude.

"Now that we've settled that, shall we bring in the Head Of The School?"

Following Ye So-ha's suggestion, Cheong left the room and brought Master Hyeonjin from downstairs to the innkeeper's room.

We briefly explained our current situation and objectives to him, who seemed quite tense.

"...Therefore, we plan to enter Wudang Mountain today. What about you, Head Of The School...?"

"I'll go. Please allow me to join you."

His answer was immediate and resolute.

Ye So-ha added a caveat: "I'm sorry, Head Of The School, but finding your fellow disciples is only a secondary objective. Our primary goal is heading to Wudang Sect."

"...I understand. I'm equally worried about my sect. Whatever decision you make, I won't hold it against you."

Master Hyeonjin's voice was filled with sorrow that he was trying hard to contain.

Though she had drawn a clear line, I sincerely hoped we would find something for his sake.

*

After finishing our meeting, I went downstairs to find that, as Ye So-ha had said, the basic preparations were already complete.

"We've packed enough dried rations for at least a week, plus plenty of supplies for camping."

"...That looks like more than enough—it seems excessive."

In a corner of the first floor was a storage room.

I laughed in disbelief at the enormous bundle placed in the middle of the room, large enough to cover my entire upper body.

Well, I suppose over-preparing isn't a bad thing since we don't know what might happen on Wudang Mountain, which has supposedly turned into a demonic realm. But how are we going to carry this?

Am I supposed to carry this on my back?

"Ahem, you don't need to worry about that."

When I voiced my concern, Hong smiled mischievously and pulled something out from her bosom.

"...A pouch?"

It was indeed a small pouch. Looking at it, I couldn't see anything special about it.

I was wondering what she planned to do with it when something amazing happened. Hong opened the pouch wide toward the bundle, and the bundle—easily dozens of times larger than the pouch—was sucked right into it.

"Huh...?"

"What do you think? Amazing, right?"

With a smug expression and twitching lips, Hong immediately explained about the pouch.

"This is called a Storage Pouch. As you can see, it can easily hold objects much larger than itself."

As expected of a sorceress?

She was using quite a useful treasure.

Seeing my undisguised amazement, Hong continued with even more enthusiasm.

"Items stored in the Storage Pouch don't rot or rust no matter how much time passes. Food stays warm as if freshly made even after ten years, and weapons don't lose their edge."

"Oh, that's impressive."

"Right? Here."

"...Huh?"

I stared at Hong in bewilderment as she suddenly held out the Storage Pouch to me.

What is this...?

"Take it. Since we've agreed to cooperate, I'll give it to you as a gift."

"...Suddenly? For that reason?"

She's giving me such a valuable treasure just because we agreed to cooperate?

Is this some kind of new scam?

Despite my confused expression, Hong placed the Storage Pouch in my hand and turned away with an inexplicably satisfied look.

"Well then, I'll go get the young lady and Cheong."

Then she went upstairs and disappeared.

I was left on the first floor with only the Storage Pouch in my hand.

"What are you doing?"

I turned my head at the voice that reached my ears, and saw Hwa-ryeon approaching me.

Looking alternately at her puzzled expression and the Storage Pouch in my hand, I asked quietly:

"What do you think someone is thinking when they give you a valuable gift out of nowhere?"

"...What are you talking about?"

That's what I'd like to know.

I don't understand what I'm saying either.

In the end, all I could do was give Hwa-ryeon an awkward smile.

*

Meanwhile, Hong, who had unilaterally given the Storage Pouch to Ja-seong, clenched her fist and went up to the innkeeper's room.

There, So-ha and Cheong were also preparing to leave.

Hong approached the two with quick steps and grinned.

"Sect Leader~! I just scored major points with the warrior!"

"What are you talking about?"

Hong told the puzzled So-ha about giving the Storage Pouch to Ja-seong.

After hearing this, So-ha looked dubious.

"...Just for that? Dimensional storage devices are a dime a dozen—can you really say you scored points with that?"

"Come on, you don't get it at all. They might be common for us, but in this world, they're priceless treasures! The warrior actually looked really moved."

It wasn't emotion but a mixture of bewilderment and wariness, but Hong had decided it was emotion.

"He wouldn't be moved by such a random gift. I doubt it..."

Cheong sharply pointed this out, but Hong didn't hear her.

"Heh, see? It's not like you can get close to someone just by smiling all the time like you do, Sect Leader. Material exchanges are what build relationships!"

"This child doesn't know what she's talking about. There's a saying that you can't spit on a smiling face. Good relationships start with a smile. Plus, I flattered him by calling him the world's greatest warrior, so our emotional distance has definitely decreased."

So-ha declared confidently.

But in reality, Ja-seong was only wary of her, considering her suspicious and irritating, and their emotional distance hadn't decreased at all.

"Hasn't it increased instead? The warrior seemed more annoyed than anything..."

Cheong carefully pointed this out, but So-ha didn't hear her.

"So what are you going to do now?"

"Now that we've gotten this close, I need to help with something more intimate."

"Something intimate?"

Seeing Hong's confusion, So-ha smiled triumphantly.

"I noticed earlier that the atmosphere between our warrior and the former Lord Of The Castle's daughter seemed unusual."

"You mean...!"

Hong's eyes widened.

So-ha clenched her fist.

"In other words, if we help their relationship progress, we can build even more goodwill!"

"Ohhh!"

They reacted as if they'd discovered an amazing opportunity.

Unlike the two who were getting excited, Cheong's expression was sour.

"...They seem to be doing fine on their own. We'll probably just end up interfering..."

Of course, Cheong's observation went unheard by the two again.

"Then if we do this...!"

"No, it would be better to...!"

"...Sigh."

Cheong let out a small sigh as she anxiously watched So-ha and Hong, who were excitedly sharing various ideas.

*

After a while, the three from Lower Heaven Sect came down to the first floor, and together with Master Hyeonjin, we headed for the entrance to Wudang Mountain.

"We beseech you. We beseech you."

"Great Original Heavenly Lord..."

Just like yesterday, people continued to hold ceremonies and offer prayers.

Seeing the dense crowd packed all the way to the entrance of Wudang Mountain made me feel overwhelmed again.

"Getting through this crowd will be a challenge."

"Fortunately, you don't need to worry about that. Hong?"

At Ye So-ha's call after hearing my muttering, Hong stepped to the front.

She mumbled something quietly, and a subtle energy that was barely visible enveloped our entire group.

"There, that should do it. Other people won't notice our presence now."

"With just this?"

I was quite skeptical, but as we started pushing through the crowd, I couldn't help but be amazed.

Even as we forced our way through, pushing past people, truly no one noticed our presence.

They didn't even seem to notice their bodies being moved aside.

"Amazing. So this is what sorcery is...!"

Master Hyeonjin looked around in admiration at the people who didn't even glance at us.

It's understandable that he's amazed.

Even we, who had experienced sorcery a few times before, were impressed.

In any case, thanks to Hong's sorcery, we passed through the crowd more easily than expected and finally stood at the entrance to Wudang Mountain.

*Gulp*

The sound of someone nervously swallowing.

The source of that sound was, of course, Master Hyeonjin.

"Are you alright?"

"...Yes. I'm fine."

Though he claimed to be fine, his pale complexion betrayed his words.

It's understandable.

He had climbed the mountain out of concern for his sect, only to end up fighting for his life, and his fellow disciples were still missing.

On top of that, his physical condition wasn't at its best.

"You don't need to force yourself to come with us. We'll look for your fellow disciples..."

"No. I can't do that. I, I must go."

I tried one last time to persuade him to stay behind, but Master Hyeonjin stubbornly refused.

"Whew...!"

He took a deep breath while gripping the hilt of the Songmun Ancient Sword at his waist, then stepped forward.

"...Let's go."

Master Hyeonjin began climbing the mountain with determined strides, as if he wouldn't hesitate any longer.

We followed behind him and began our ascent of Wudang Mountain.

Ch.215 - Monsters Of The Demon Realm
After hearing all those disturbing stories, I climbed the mountain with an inwardly tense heart.
But Mount Wudang, which we were currently ascending via its stairway, looked peaceful on the surface.

"We're still outside the formation. Once we enter the domain of Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array, the surrounding scenery will change in an instant."

No sooner had Ye So-ha, who stood at the front with Taoist Hyeonjin, finished speaking than her words became reality.

"Hmm!"
"This is...!"

Just as Ye So-ha had said, it happened in an instant.

The once-green vegetation had lost its vitality and died, and the trees that had been colorful with autumn leaves were now withered and twisted. Above all, the blood-red sky added an ominous atmosphere to everything.

This place perfectly matched the description of a demonic realm.

"...Seeing it in person is quite shocking."

Hwa-ryeon murmured in a trembling voice as she lightly touched some vegetation that crumbled at her fingertips. Though they didn't speak, Yu Seol and Master also wore solemn expressions, clearly thinking the same thing.

Unlike us, however, Ye So-ha and Hong had rather bright expressions.

"It hasn't progressed much yet. At this rate, we should have more time than expected."
"I know. Honestly, I thought it would be worse. Thank goodness."

As I looked at them with disbelief after hearing their conversation, Cheong gave a warning.

"That doesn't mean we can afford to be complacent. Besides, eight days in this environment must have been extremely harsh for the Wudang people. Let's hurry."

Hearing Cheong's words, I naturally nodded in agreement. Compared to the suspiciously relaxed So-ha and Hong, Cheong's serious and attentive demeanor made her feel more humanly likable.

Feeling somehow closer to Cheong psychologically, I directed a question to Taoist Hyeonjin, who was leading the way.

"Taoist Hyeonjin, do you know the path to your sect's gate?"
"...Yes. Though the scenery has changed, the terrain remains the same. When I climbed with my fellow disciples, we were also using these stairs, so if we continue this way, we should definitely find traces."

Taoist Hyeonjin climbed the stairs while repeatedly reassuring himself that we would find something. Following behind him, things remained relatively peaceful for a while despite the ominous surroundings.

But that didn't last long.
Not much further, the attacks began.

*Swoosh!*

"...!"

The sound of something cutting through the air came from behind.
Something long like a whip flew toward Yu Seol, who was at the rear of our group.

"Haap!"

*Screech!*

Fortunately, before I could step in, Master, who was in front of Yu Seol, moved forward and cut down whatever it was.
Yu Seol, whose response had been delayed, looked down with astonishment at the severed piece of the object.

"...It's a tree branch."

As she said, what had fallen onto the stairs was clearly a tree branch.
The problem was that this branch was wriggling like an insect, ignoring the common sense that trees cannot move.

Moreover, the real attack was just beginning.

"...They're coming. Everyone be careful."

Hundreds of branches slowly surrounded us like wolves waiting for the right moment to strike their prey.
In response, we drew our swords and stood back-to-back.

Soon, one or two branches shot toward us as if testing our defenses.

*Swish! Swoosh!*

"Haap!"

*Slice*

The sound of cutting followed short battle cries.
Not only our party but also the three people from the Lower Heaven Sect and Taoist Hyeonjin easily blocked the attacks.

The problem was that the number of flying branches increased exponentially as time passed.
Soon, severed branches wriggling on the ground were piling up all around us.

Despite their bodies being continuously cut apart, the branches' assault didn't weaken—it only grew more fierce.

"This isn't working. Any good ideas?"

I asked Ye So-ha while cutting down another branch that was aiming for my head.

By now, she was wielding a sword wrapped in white flames, burning every branch it touched.
Just like with the Seven Branches before, white flames ran across the branches as if they were coated in oil.

However, whenever this happened, other branches would cut off the burning parts. Seeming to have anticipated this, Ye So-ha called out to Cheong in a rather relaxed voice.

"Cheong, is it ready yet?"

Responding to her call, Cheong, who had been continuously muttering something, clapped her hands together.

*Clap!*

With a loud sound, white energy spread from Cheong's hands.
The energy that instantly engulfed us formed a hemispherical barrier that blocked the branches' attacks.

"Wow..."

As I marveled at the barrier that didn't budge despite hundreds of branches striking it, Ye So-ha looked around and said:

"There must be a main body—a mutated tree—nearby. We need to strike it directly."
"I've already found it. Twenty paces to the northeast."

No sooner had Ye So-ha finished speaking than Hong specified the location of the main body.
Following her words, I concentrated my vision to the northeast and indeed saw an abnormally large tree with countless branches wriggling disgustingly.

Not just the branches but even the roots were squirming and moving in a creepy manner.

*So that cursed tree is the main body?
I'll split it in two nicely.*

"Then I'll..."
"Save your strength. I'll handle this one."

Just as I was about to step outside the barrier to approach the tree, Ye So-ha stopped me.

Wondering what she was doing, I turned my head to see white flames blooming at the tip of Ye So-ha's left index finger as she sheathed her sword.
When the flame, about the size of an adult man's fist, illuminated the surroundings, the branches striking the barrier seemed to shrink back.

Taking advantage of this opening, Ye So-ha grabbed the white flame with her right fingers and aimed at the mutated tree to the northeast, drawing it back like a bowstring.

*Whoosh*

The white flame, stretched along her right fingers, shot toward the mutated tree as soon as Ye So-ha released it.

*Screech!*

The flame cut through the air.
The white light streaking through the void struck the tree directly, instantly engulfing it completely.

*Keeeeee!*

With a ghastly wail that could be heard even from twenty paces away, hundreds of branches were also wrapped in white flames.

Soon the branches turned to white ash and disappeared.
The main tree body in the distance also collapsed, its form disintegrating as it ceased to move.

"...Wow."

Unlike me, the others who had never seen such a sight before quietly marveled as they looked at Ye So-ha.
Feeling their gazes, Ye So-ha lifted her chin proudly and smiled brightly at me.

*...Are you showing off at a time like this?*

While I returned her look with one of incredulity, Cheong confirmed it was safe and removed the barrier.

Hmm, her quiet and flawless handling of her duties really contrasts with someone else.
I nodded approvingly at Cheong and inwardly clicked my tongue at Ye So-ha.

"Well, let's continue. More bizarre creatures will appear more frequently from now on, so don't let your guard down."

Despite my annoyance, I took Ye So-ha's warning to heart and expanded my senses and energy network to their maximum.

Our journey up the mountain resumed.
But our pace was bound to slow down.
Not long after dealing with the mutated tree, a new entity attacked us.

*Wooooo!*

A giant boulder let out a roar as it swung down what appeared to be a fist.

*Crash!*

The well-maintained stairs were devastatingly shattered by the boulder's fist with its overwhelming mass.
The boulder, which had targeted Hwa-ryeon who had been standing there, began pounding the ground furiously after its target escaped.

*Thud! Thud! Thud!*

"Ugh...!"

The ground shook like an earthquake from the boulder's punches, causing Yu Seol to lose her balance and stagger.
I grabbed her thin arm to prevent her from falling and channeled internal energy into my sword.

"There should be a spot where energy is concentrated somewhere in that boulder. That's where..."
"I've confirmed it."

I cut off Ye So-ha's explanation and raised my sword.
My target was the lower right section of the boulder monster, which was as big as a house.

I swung my sword at the energy concentration point I had detected with my energy network.
A crescent-shaped sword qi followed the trajectory of my sword and rushed toward the boulder monster, slicing through its hard body as easily as cutting tofu.

*Slash!*

A faint blood-red energy dispersed from between the cut surfaces, and then the boulder collapsed as if it had never moved.

*Crash!*

After the dust raised by the loud noise settled, Ye So-ha's voice, filled with admiration, was heard.

"As expected, you're amazing. I never thought you'd take it down in one strike."

The surprise on her face was quite evident, showing her admiration wasn't just lip service.
The same was true for Cheong and Hong.
And Taoist Hyeonjin looked at me with not just surprise but outright shock.

"H-how did you cut the boulder without even touching it with your sword...and so cleanly at that...!"

*Come to think of it, Taoist Hyeonjin doesn't know anything about this, yet I just casually used sword qi in front of him?*

Taoist Hyeonjin blinked repeatedly as if doubting his own eyesight, staring blankly at the boulder's remains.
As I scratched the back of my head, wondering what to say, my expression hardened.

My maximally expanded senses had detected something else approaching.
And it was moving quite fast.

"Something else is coming."

At my words, everyone readjusted their grip on their swords and watched vigilantly in the direction I was looking.
Soon, the identity of the rapidly approaching entity was revealed, and gasps and groans erupted sporadically from various places.

That's how revolting the thing that appeared before our eyes was.

Four legs of different sizes, twisted and swollen in various ways.
A body similarly twisted in all directions, with its balance completely destroyed by asymmetry.
Distorted facial features that made it impossible to guess its original appearance.

*Kieeeee!*

The grotesque creature, whose appearance was nightmare-inducing, let out a strange cry.

Meanwhile, the shape of the antlers protruding from its head looked somehow familiar, making me mutter involuntarily.

"...Could that be a deer?"
"Eck!? N-no way!"

Yu Seol cried out in shock at my words.
As if responding to her cry, the creature opened its mouth wide, revealing twisted teeth.

"Block it!"

Ye So-ha shouted urgently, and I reflexively shot toward the deer monster.

*Thud!*

The moment I rushed to the monster's vicinity with a powerful step, the deer monster let out another strange cry.

*Kieeeeek!*

"Ugh...!"

Wincing at the ear-splitting roar so close to me, I immediately beheaded the creature with the "Boundless Sky First Sword."

*Splash!*

The severed head flew through the air, and blood gushed like a waterfall from the cross-section.
The body of the monster collapsed lifelessly after losing its head.

But the roar the deer monster had let out was already echoing throughout Mount Wudang.

"Oh no...!"

Ye So-ha's face contorted as if in dismay.
Before I could ask why she reacted that way, my senses provided the answer.

*Kieeee!*
*Kiiiii!*

"Ah, shit...!"

More roars responding from all directions.
And not just one or two.
The faces of the others, who had already assessed the situation, turned pale in an instant.

"...We're doomed if we get surrounded in such an open area. Run!"

Following Ye So-ha's cry, we sprinted up the stairs at full speed.
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Deep in the Wudang Mountain.
More precisely, the source of the blood-red energy soaring into the sky.

The roars of the "sacred beasts" reached the ears of So-so, one of the branches of the Crimson Eye Cult called Six-gan.

"...Hmm?"

Six-gan tilted her head at the eerie sound echoing throughout the mountain.
Then, the voice of I-gan reached her ears.

[Is there a problem?]

"No, it's nothing. The sacred beasts are just acting strangely... I think some herb gatherers have wandered in without knowing better."

[I see. Stay vigilant just in case.]

"Yes, understood."

Six-gan answered with a stern face to I-gan's caution from within the mirror.
However, her inner thoughts were quite relaxed.

*With such overwhelming forces gathered here, who would dare to attempt anything against this place?*

She and the sacred beasts blessed by the power of the Divine Tree alone had enough strength to easily wipe out a sect or two.

*Plus, there are those things too.*

Six-gan's eyes turned toward beyond the mirror.
At the end of her gaze were three human-shaped figures, but a closer look revealed they weren't human at all.

This was because ordinary humans weren't covered entirely in tree bark with no facial features.

They looked like dolls carved from large trees and plastered with tree bark.
Though their appearance wasn't particularly impressive, Six-gan knew their true capabilities well.

Wood Spirits.
The secret weapon created through the cult's secret arts to counter special forces like the Ten Lords.
The ritual masters who created the Wood Spirits were confident that three of them could kill one Ten Lord.

And now, three such Wood Spirits were by her side.
This was equivalent to having the power of a Ten Lord at her disposal.

*No one would dare reach this place, no matter who comes.*

As she was feeling confident, the memory of a terrible failure from not long ago suddenly flashed through her mind.
A sigh escaped between her lips.

"...Hmm."

Why was she thinking of that damned man now, of all times?

Six-gan recalled the owner of the faint blue light that had destroyed the Blood Crystal, Ja-seong, but then shook her head.

*There's no way he could come here.*

She had erased her tracks thoroughly, almost excessively, while escaping from the Zhuge Family.
Unless he had some kind of clairvoyance, there was no way he could track her here.

*Yes, that's impossible.*

While Six-gan was trying to push away her anxiety, I-gan in the mirror examined the enormous tree visible behind Six-gan.

[Fortunately, the avatar seems to be growing without any issues.]

Hearing those words, Six-gan nodded vigorously.

"Yes. It's growing rapidly while absorbing the mountain's energy."

Ecstasy now filled the space where anxiety had disappeared.
She gazed at the massive blood-red tree standing tall behind her with dreamy eyes.

The great divine tree that had responded to their sorrow and anger.
Contributing to the growth of its avatar was truly an honor for her.

[Since the avatar has begun to emit divine energy in earnest, its growth will be complete soon.]

When the growth is complete, it will spread divine energy beyond Wudang Mountain to the entire world.
Following that, the saplings planted in other regions will also spread divine energy, dyeing the whole world in beautiful red.

[It will be a great step toward the beautiful red world we dream of.]

Hearing I-gan's words, Six-gan clenched her fist.

"I will definitely fulfill my mission."

[I trust you will.]

After saying that, I-gan's image disappeared from the mirror.
Six-gan put the now-darkened mirror into her bosom and looked up at the avatar with a face full of determination.

"...I will, I will protect it no matter what."

Perhaps responding to her solitary pledge, part of the energy emitted by the avatar flowed toward her.

"Ah...!"

Instantly enveloped in blood-red energy, Six-gan trembled as the force penetrated her inner being.

-Crunch! Crunch!

Her shadow kept writhing and expanding, then returning to human form repeatedly.

*

-Kieeeee-!

"So persistent, really...!"

I clicked my tongue and turned around at the strange cry coming from behind me.
A monster with twisted legs somehow managed to hop along in pursuit, entering my sight.

Oversized ears dragging on the ground.
From its shape, it seemed to be a rabbit.

"A giant rabbit with shark teeth? What kind of terrible hybrid is this!"

-Kieeeee-!

I swung my sword down in annoyance as I saw the teeth protruding from its wide-open mouth.

-Swoosh!

My sword, wrapped in sword qi, split the rabbit monster in half with a single strike. The monster's corpse separated and tumbled to either side.

Though I had cut down the monster that had been chasing me to my chin, my expression could only sour further. Beyond the rolling rabbit corpse, dozens more monsters were still rushing toward us.

"Ugh...!"

A helpless sigh escaped involuntarily.
I had cut down more than ten monsters while fleeing, yet there were still this many left.

"Don't just stand there! Hurry up!"
"...Yes, coming."

I answered the voice calling me from ahead and hurried after my companions.

Currently, our group had left the stairs leading to the Wudang Sect and was crossing through the mountain forest.

Originally, we had tried to escape before other monsters responded to the deer monster's cry, but we ended up being chased by monsters emerging from all directions.

The pursuit continued afterward.
We kept running while dealing with monsters that closed in, but the persistent horde showed no signs of giving up.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Moreover, Hyeonjin Taoist on our side was reaching his limit.
Seeing him gasping for breath as if he might stop breathing at any moment, I called out to Ye So-ha who was ahead.

"We can't keep running like this! Wouldn't it be better to fight with our backs against a cliff?"

It's not that I couldn't sweep away all those creatures. I just didn't want to get caught in the encirclement closing in from all directions.

If I could just secure safety from behind, I was confident I could handle everything myself without the others needing to step in.

"...Let's find a suitable spot! Just wait a moment!"

Seeming to understand my intention, my companions immediately surveyed the surrounding terrain.
Soon, Seol, who was being carried on Master's shoulders, pointed somewhere.

"There, there!"

I turned my head in the direction her small, thin finger was pointing, and saw the perfect terrain.

At the bottom of a fairly high cliff was a large pit, not quite a cave.
I could put the rest of the party inside while I became the Zhang Fei of Changban.

Of course, what I held in my hand wasn't Zhang Fei's halberd but Hwa-ryeon's spare sword.

"Well done, squirt!"
"Who are you calling a squirt...!"

Ignoring Seol's reflexive protest, I guided the party toward the cliff bottom.

But an unexpected situation occurred during this process.

"Kuhak-!"
"Master!"

While I was occupied with two monsters that had appeared ahead, a small shadow darted past me and lunged at Hyeonjin Taoist, biting his right arm.

"Hap!"

I sliced the two creatures into dozens of pieces with "Heavenly Thunderstorm" and rushed to Hyeonjin Taoist, cutting apart the small monster gnawing on his forearm.

-Splat!

Thanks to that, Hyeonjin Taoist was covered in the monster's blood.

"Are you alright?"
"I-I'm fine... Kuk!"

After removing the monster's head, which was still biting Hyeonjin Taoist's arm despite being severed from its body, I hoisted him onto my shoulder.

"I'm sorry..."
"I'm going to run fast, so keep your mouth closed so you don't bite your tongue."

-Boom!

I stomped on the ground while expelling qi from my Yongcheon acupoint.
Instantly closing the distance that had opened between us and the others, I reached the pit and handed Hyeonjin Taoist to Ye So-ha.

"His arm was bitten by a small one, please take a look."
"I keep having to do clumsy work...!"

After confirming that Ye So-ha was carefully examining Hyeonjin Taoist's wound, I turned around and stood with my back to the pit.

Just as I was about to properly imitate Zhang Fei, Master and Hwa-ryeon took positions on either side of me.

"...I can handle this alone, you know?"
"Stop talking nonsense and focus on the enemy."
"We can't leave everything to Ja-seong."

It was obvious they wouldn't listen even if I tried to push them away.
I shrugged and pointed my sword forward.

-Kaek!
-Kiiii-!

A horde of monsters was approaching with blood-curdling cries.

*

"Urgh...!"
"Please bear with it a little longer."

So-ha took out a clean cloth from her bosom to stop the bleeding from Hyeonjin's wound, which was deep enough to expose bone.

If someone were to ask why she needed to stop the bleeding when she could heal wounds instantly with a touch, the answer would be that her healing magic was at a regrettably basic level. Without stopping the bleeding first, its effectiveness would be greatly reduced.

*If I had known this would happen, I should have learned healing magic from Hwang.*

Thinking of another subordinate who wasn't present, So-ha inwardly clicked her tongue. Once the bleeding finally stopped, she carefully treated the wound.

As the green light gathering at her fingertips touched the wound, new flesh grew and the wound healed as if time were being reversed.
This was an amazing sight that Hyeonjin, who had been unconscious when she treated wounds at the gisaeng house, had never seen before.

However, he had no leisure to be amazed by this.

*...How pathetic.*

He had insisted on coming along out of a desire to save his martial brothers, yet here he was holding everyone back.

Hyeonjin bit his lip as he watched the backs of the three people who had stepped forward to protect them.
He felt even more ashamed of himself as he saw their dignified stance against the horde of disgusting monsters approaching with malice and killing intent.

-Kieeek!

The monsters didn't immediately rush at the three people standing with their backs to the pit, but instead surrounded them.
They were wary after many of their kind had been slaughtered during the pursuit.

-Grrrr...!
-Kiaak!

Seeing the monsters making a racket without daring to approach, Ja-seong raised one corner of his mouth to mock them.

"Kik, where's that mad dog rush from before? Do you think standing still like that will save you?"

-Keeek!

As if understanding his mockery, the monsters' aura grew more menacing.
Ignoring this, Ja-seong swung his sword widely.

A crescent-shaped sword qi followed the sword's trajectory and rushed toward the monster horde.

-Swoosh!

Instantly, four monsters' bodies were split open and blood gushed out.
The horde shrank back at the sight of their comrades meeting instant death.
Some began to retreat step by step.

*At this rate, we might just be able to drive them away.*

Just as Ja-seong was inwardly chuckling at the sight,

-Thud!

A heavy footstep echoed through the mountain.
Then a massive shadow approached from behind the monster horde.

"...!"

Ja-seong's face hardened as he gauged the figure with his spiritual perception.
Seeing his unusual reaction, Hwa-ryeon and Dae-un's expressions also tensed, and then their eyes widened at the massive shadow that revealed itself.

-Grrrr...

A tiger.
The massive shadow was none other than a tiger.

Of course, a tiger that made these hideously transformed monsters clear a path couldn't be an ordinary tiger.

A height comparable to a decent-sized boulder.
A massive build to match.
Fur dyed red as if soaked in blood.

These features alone were sufficiently intimidating, but that wasn't all.

Its exceptionally sharp and massive claws looked capable of slicing a human in half with a single swipe, and where whiskers should have been, sharp blades protruded instead.

Finally, a horn rising from the middle of its forehead with a human head impaled on its tip.
The three people frowned at the sight of the head stuck there like some kind of ornament, when a loud cry came from behind them.

"Ah, ahhh-!"
"...Master Hyeonjin?"

Turning their heads, they saw Hyeonjin looking at the impaled head with a face twisted in despair.

"Could it be...?"

Ja-seong muttered involuntarily with an ominous premonition.
And Hyeonjin's cry, as if vomiting blood, confirmed that his premonition was correct.

"Senior Brother Hyeon-un-!"

The head impaled on the tiger monster's horn belonged to Hyeonjin's martial brother, Hyeon-un.
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"Aaaaargh!"

I gritted my teeth as I heard Taoist Hyeonjin's anguished scream echoing all around.

Honestly, it would be a lie to say I hadn't expected this outcome.
From everything I'd heard and experienced so far, it was clear that the situation Taoist Hyeonjin's sworn brothers faced couldn't be good.

But reality was even more tragic than I'd imagined.
He had pushed himself to come all this way hoping his sworn brothers would be safe, and this was the result.

My hand trembled on my sword hilt at the horrific scene, when I heard something that grated on my nerves.

-Grr, grrr, grrrr

The tiger was laughing.

Right behind me, it was baring its teeth in apparent delight while watching Taoist Hyeonjin wailing. To make matters worse, it was proudly shaking its horn with Taoist Hyeonun's head impaled on it.

My teeth clenched involuntarily at this blatant mockery.

"...This bastard is laughing?"

-Thud!

I muttered coldly and kicked off the ground to charge at the beast.
Let's see if it can still snicker after its head is separated from its body.

Using "Boundless Sky Flash," I dove close to the tiger monster and swung my sword at its neck.

-Swish!

My sword strike rushed forward with a brief sound of cutting air.
The tiger monster reacted to my attack faster than expected, immediately turning its head to block my sword with its whisker blades.

Of course, that should have been useless.
Those whiskers might look sharp and sturdy, but they couldn't possibly stop a sword infused with sword qi.

-Clang!

"What...?"

But my assumption was instantly shattered.

Surprisingly, the beast's whisker blades not only withstood my sword qi but easily blocked it. Could those dangling whiskers really have the hardness of blood jade?
I couldn't hide my shock at this unexpected development.

-Roaaar!

"Ja-seong!"

A massive paw swung at me, exploiting my momentary confusion.
Hearing Hwa-ryeon's sharp cry, I snapped back to attention, detected the razor-sharp claws tearing through the air, and deployed "Heaven's Foresight."

-Slash

The claws barely grazed me, cutting through the air just inches away.
The tiger monster growled in disappointment.

"Are you okay?"
"...Yeah. I'm fine."

I answered Hwa-ryeon's concerned question while carefully examining the beast.

Those whiskers that blocked my sword infused with sword qi.
The sharpened claws were probably just as strong, if not stronger.

Could its hide be just as tough?
The thought crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it.
If that were true, it wouldn't have bothered turning its head to block my attack with its whiskers.

So to defeat this annoying cat, I needed to avoid its claws and whiskers and strike its body directly.

-Roaaar-!

While I was analyzing the tiger monster, it made the first move.
It lowered its body and then sprang at me like a coiled spring.

Sharp teeth gleamed between its wide-open jaws, ready to tear me apart.
In response, I used "Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven" to target its hide.

My sword aimed for its neck, followed by seven sword shadows targeting its front legs and shoulders.

-Grrrr!?

Seeing this, the tiger monster's blood-red eyes widened in surprise, and it hastily retreated.

-Thud! Thud!

With agility that belied its size, it dodged most of my sword shadows, which cut through empty air. A few grazed its front paw and bridge of nose, but only enough to draw a little blood.

-Roaaar!

The tiger monster let out a loud roar, seemingly angered rather than hurt.
The piercing sound penetrated my ears, making me conflicted.

Should I use the Sovereign Sword Form?
Now that I knew its hide wasn't as tough as its whiskers or claws, the Sovereign Sword Form could potentially slice through the beast in one go.

The problem was that I'd already used up quite a bit of internal energy while fighting off monsters during our escape.
If I used the Sovereign Sword Form now, my dantian would be completely drained.

That would mean leaving the remaining monsters to Hwa-ryeon and the others.
Of course, the other monsters might flee in fear after their leader's death, but what if they didn't?

"...Tch."

I decided against using the Sovereign Sword Form for now.
It wasn't certain that I couldn't defeat it without the Sovereign Sword Form, and I didn't want to unnecessarily put the others at risk.

Having made up my mind, I charged at the tiger monster again.

-Roaaar!

It roared loudly and charged back at me.
Unlike before, it didn't open its mouth wide but swung its whisker blades by moving its head.

-Clang!

A sharp metallic sound rang out as its whiskers clashed with my sword blade.

And so began our power struggle.
We were evenly matched, neither giving an inch, when Hwa-ryeon and Master tried to join the fight from behind me.

-Grrrr-!

Seeing this, the tiger monster let out a low growl.
Two fairly large monsters from the watching group sprang forward at the sound and pounced on the two of them.

"Ugh...!"
"You monster!"

The tiger's eyes curved into a satisfied smile when it saw Hwa-ryeon and Master occupied with the monsters.

Despite being annoyed by its smug attitude, I was quite surprised.
I'd noticed it since it was mocking Taoist Hyeonjin, but it showed remarkable intelligence for a beast.

Did its intelligence increase when it transformed into a monster?
Looking at it, you'd think the opposite would be true.

A random thought that popped into my head.
I immediately dismissed it.
Whether its intelligence increased or decreased, what did it matter?

"You're going to die by my hand anyway, aren't you?"

I raised one corner of my mouth while staring directly into the tiger monster's smiling eyes.
It flinched at my expression, and I deflected its whiskers with a burst of energy from within.

"Haap!"

-Clang!

With a sharp ring, the whiskers were knocked back.
The tiger monster's head jerked backward.
Of course, it paid no mind to this and charged again, swinging its whisker blades.

The blades rushed toward me, seemingly about to slice through my upper body.
I countered their sharp momentum with heaviness.

-Boom!
-Grrrr!?

The whisker blades, unable to withstand the heaviness of "Heaven's Weighty Pressure," were slammed into the ground.
Just as the tiger monster showed clear signs of panic, a scream mixed with a battle cry was heard.

"Aaaaargh-!"

It was Taoist Hyeonjin.
With eyes red as if he'd lost his mind, he charged at the tiger monster's horn where his sworn brother's head was still impaled.

A reckless charge that would normally have been a hindrance.
But Hyeonjin's recklessness, coming at just the right moment, created a perfect opportunity for me.

-Grrrr?

Just for an instant.
Just a brief moment when its eyes turned toward Taoist Hyeonjin.

I didn't miss that opportunity.
I twisted my sword that had been pinning down the whisker blades and swung it hard at the striped face.

-Slash!
-Roaaar-!

With a painful howl, blood sprayed into the air.
My sword had deeply cut across the tiger monster's right eye.

-Roaaar!

The tiger monster went berserk, spraying blood everywhere from where its eye had been.
Taoist Hyeonjin, already beyond reason, paid no attention to this and continued charging at the beast.

"Die-!"
"Stop."

I grabbed Taoist Hyeonjin by the collar and forcibly stopped him.

"Let me go! That beast killed Senior Brother Hyeonun...!"
"I appreciate your help just now, but get a grip. In your current condition, the outcome is obvious if you charge in."
"Kugh...!"

Taoist Hyeonjin's face contorted with grief.
The strength gradually left his body as he struggled to break free from my grip.

While he calmed down, the tiger monster, which had been howling and thrashing about, finally regained its composure.

-Grrrr...!

It glared at me with murderous intent from its one remaining eye.
I pointed my sword at it and waved it back and forth.

"Come on, I'll gouge out the other one too."

Its face twisted hideously as it realized I was taunting it, showing it was indeed intelligent.
Unlike before, it didn't approach recklessly.

Well, are you testing me now because you realize I won't be easy to kill?

-Shriek-!
-Screech!

Meanwhile, the death cries of the monsters that had been holding Hwa-ryeon and Master rang out.
The two of them, having easily defeated their opponents without significant injuries, joined me.

The situation had become four against one.
The tiger monster realized the situation had become even more unfavorable and began to hesitate.

Seeing their leader's behavior, the monster group also started to retreat slowly after eyeing each other.
Looking at them, it was clear they would run for their lives the moment the tiger died.

That meant there was no need to hold back anymore.

-Thud!

I stomped hard on the ground.

-Roaaar!?

The tiger monster panicked as the energy wave from my stomp constricted its body.
It struggled desperately to move as I raised my sword.

-Whoosh-!

A storm of sword qi swirled around my sword and shot up into the sky.
Seeing this, the beast's eye widened in terror, and it struggled even more violently.

But it was already too late.

With a satisfied smile, I brought my sword down toward it.
Just as the storm was about to crash down on the massive tiger monster, something unbelievable happened.

-Roaaar-!

"!?"

With an unprecedentedly powerful roar, the beast broke free from the energy's constraint.
Then it quickly escaped outside the range of the Sovereign Sword Form.

-Boom-!

The sword qi storm, having lost its target, swept through part of the monster group that hadn't managed to escape.

"...Damn it."

By the time the storm had completely subsided, only the corpses of a few monsters remained—the tiger and the rest of the monsters had all disappeared.
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"I apologize, Master. I let it escape."

I bowed my head to Master Hyeonjin who stood there with a stern expression.
In response, he shook his head as if to say it was nonsense.

"...Young hero, you have nothing to apologize for. Rather, I should be thanking you. Thanks to you... thanks to you, I was able to recover at least part of my senior brother."

Master Hyeonjin's voice choked with emotion as he finished his sentence.
In his arms, he held his senior brother's head that had just fallen from the tiger monster's horn.

"Huk...huk...!"

Master Hyeonjin hugged the cold head tightly and hung his head low.
His body trembled as tears fell to the ground one by one.

Unable to say anything in the face of his devastating grief, I remained silent until Ye So-ha approached us.

"...I don't think we can move any further today. We should spend the night here."

I looked up at the sky in response to Ye So-ha's words.

The sky had already turned crimson.
Being in the mountains, it would soon be too dark to see anything in front of us.

With unknown monsters potentially lurking about, moving recklessly in the dark would be tantamount to suicide.

"Yes. I think we should."

With my agreement, we quickly prepared our camp.
We took out camping supplies from our storage bags and lit a campfire in the center.

Finally, after I drove the "Gong-eun Tower" into the ground, we were able to rest.

-Grumble-

A loud stomach growl suddenly echoed.
When everyone's eyes turned toward the source, Seol's face turned bright red.

"...Now that the tension is gone, I suddenly got hungry..."

I almost chuckled at her embarrassed mumbling as she lowered her head to hide her face, but I held back after glancing at Master Hyeonjin.

*

"...Phew."

I slowly opened my eyes after finishing my breathing exercise, feeling a pleasant fullness in my previously empty dantian. As I unfolded my legs and stood up, Hwa-ryeon, who had been standing guard, approached me.

"You worked hard."
"It wasn't just me who worked hard."

I smiled slightly at her warm words of encouragement and looked around.

My master sat cross-legged holding his sword, seemingly lost in thought, perhaps having gained some insight from our recent battle with the monster.
Nearby, Seol was nodding off.

On the other side, the three women from the Lower Heaven Sect were whispering with serious expressions.
Narrowing my eyes at that sight, I finally turned my attention to Master Hyeonjin.

"......"

He was still holding his senior brother's head in his arms.
It was painful to see him staring blankly at the campfire with a half-dazed expression.

"Has he been like that the whole time?"
"Yes. He barely touched his dinner. I'm worried about him."

Hearing Hwa-ryeon's answer, I sighed heavily and carefully approached him.

"Master, may I have a moment?"
"......."
"Master?"
"...Ah! Oh, yes. What is it?"

This is worse than I thought.

I clicked my tongue inwardly at Master Hyeonjin's delayed responses. Then I took out a small cloth from my storage bag and handed it to him.

"How long are you going to keep Master Hyeonun's remains like that? Here."
"Thank... thank you."

Master Hyeonjin stammered his thanks as he took the cloth and carefully wrapped his senior brother's head.
But soon after, he broke down sobbing again.

"Huk...! Senior Brother Hyeonun...!"

With tears blurring his vision, he barely managed to tie the cloth before pulling the wrapped head close again.
Sighing at the thought that he might remain like this for hours, I pressed him.

"I understand how you feel, but please pull yourself together now. How do you plan to find your other fellow disciples?"

At the mention of his fellow disciples, Master Hyeonjin slowly raised his head.

"...Do you think my junior brothers and sisters are safe?"
"......."

A question I couldn't answer with any certainty.
Master Hyeonjin didn't seem to expect an answer either, as he continued his lament.

"My senior brother was such an exceptional warrior that he could face all of us disciples together with a smile. And now he's like this...."

His words ended with a sigh full of despair.
After racking my brain for something to say, I offered some difficult words of comfort.

"But we still don't know for sure, do we? Don't give up hope based on assumptions...."
"No, no. My fellow disciples must already be...!"
"That's not necessarily true."

A third voice interrupted.
Having already sensed the approaching footsteps, I turned to Ye So-ha without surprise.

"What do you mean, 'not necessarily true'?"
"Exactly what I said. Master Hyeonjin's fellow disciples are probably not being digested inside those monsters."

Despite frowning at her blunt words that showed not a trace of consideration, I decided to hear her out.

"We've encountered such mutated monsters before."

Ye So-ha casually sat down beside us and methodically explained her reasoning.

"So I know that when creatures mutate like that, they no longer need to feed."
"Feed... you mean they don't need to eat?"

Ye So-ha nodded lightly at my question.
Not easily convinced, I pressed further.

"No matter how you look at it, how can they function without eating?"
"To be precise, it's not that they don't eat, but that they don't need to. They get all the energy they need for biological activity from the Crimson Eye."

The Crimson Eye she's referring to must be the sapling planted deep in Mount Wudang.
The source that turned Mount Wudang into a demonic realm.
And now it's even supplying energy to these monsters.

"B-but...! If they don't need to eat, why did those monsters attack us?"

Master Hyeonjin, who had been focused on Ye So-ha's explanation, asked.
Her answer was as light as before, but more cynical.

"It's simple. Malice."
"Ma...lice?"
"Yes. Malice. Malice toward humans... no, toward all life. That's why they move."

Master Hyeonjin looked bewildered by this unexpected answer, while Ye So-ha bit her lip watching him.
Her cold demeanor was completely different from what I'd seen of her before.
For a moment, I almost thought she was a different person.

Regardless, her answer made perfect sense to me.

The tiger monster I fought earlier.
It laughed with apparent pleasure at the sight of Master Hyeonjin wailing over his senior brother's head adorning its horn.

Using a human corpse as decoration and mocking someone who had lost their mind to grief.
The word "malice" fit disturbingly well.

"So, they probably didn't eat your fellow disciples. They likely tore them to pieces and scattered them everywhere."
"......."

I stared at Ye So-ha in disbelief.
Seriously? Is that something you say to someone's face?

Despite my sharp gaze conveying these thoughts, Ye So-ha maintained her nonchalant expression.
Just as I was about to laugh bitterly in complete exasperation, Cheong hurriedly intervened from behind.

"What she means is that through your senior brother's head... part of his remains, we can help you find the other parts!"
"...Really? Is that really possible?"

Master Hyeonjin jumped to his feet and asked eagerly.
Cheong nodded firmly twice.

"Yes. We have just the right technique for it."
"Cheong, we don't have time to—"
"My lady! Though she doesn't show it, my lady is very concerned about Master's situation. That's why she wants to help recover the remains."

Cheong elbowed Ye So-ha in the side to stop her from speaking as she looked confused.
While she didn't appear particularly concerned to me, Master Hyeonjin was deeply moved.

"To think you would go so far...! Thank you so much."
"...It's nothing. Just what anyone would do."

Ye So-ha awkwardly replied while glancing at Cheong who kept giving her pointed looks, and I clicked my tongue inwardly at the sight.

See that? Look how forced her response is.
I really don't like her attitude.
I wish she were half as decent as Cheong.

*

In a cave far from where Ja-seong's group was camping.
Inside, the tiger monster—once a spiritual beast known as the Mountain King to the Wudang Sect people—was groaning in pain and anger.

-Grrrr...!

The Mountain King growled lowly and raised its massive front paw to touch its right eye.
The cut was so deep that even after considerable time, it had not healed.

And that wasn't all.
The wounds on its front paws and snout weren't healing either.
This was incomprehensible to the Mountain King.

Since the sky turned red, the Mountain King's body had undergone major changes.

Its already massive body had doubled in size, its whiskers had sharpened, and horns had sprouted from its forehead.
Moreover, its recovery ability had become truly remarkable, with most wounds disappearing without a trace in less than half an hour.

So why wouldn't the wounds inflicted by that human heal?
Perhaps the right eye would never return, even if the wound healed.

To think it would suffer such injuries from a mere human again.
The Mountain King let out a rage-filled cry.

-GRAAAAH-!

The Mountain King's roar.
The howl that made all beasts in the mountains tremble with fear echoed throughout.

After venting its anger for a long while, what followed was none other than fear.
The terrifying scene of a mere human wielding a storm flashed in the Mountain King's mind.

The sharp wind that had whirled before its eyes.
The sight of an unstoppable natural disaster controlled by a human's hand.

How could this be?
How could a human without strong claws or sharp teeth wield such power?

The questions filling its mind were soon crushed by fear again.

Death, impossible to resist, had been right before it.

If it hadn't escaped before the storm hit, it would have vanished without leaving even a corpse.
As it trembled at the memory of that terror, a voice spoke in its mind.

-Kill all life. Hate all life in this world.

The voice that had dominated its mind since the day its body changed.
That voice erased fear and filled it with hatred.

-Grrrr-!

As the Mountain King let out a hate-filled growl following the voice's command, it suddenly buried its head in the ground.
An unbearable pain surged from its crown, joining the agony in its right eye.

The cause of this new pain was something protruding just behind the Mountain King's horn.

That something was none other than a sword hilt.
A sword hilt with pine tree patterns engraved on the handle.

A pine-patterned sword used exclusively by Wudang Sect martial artists was embedded in its crown.

This was the fatal mark left by a human who had dared to fight it days ago.
With one arm severed and covered in blood, the dying man had taken advantage of its carelessness to drive the broken sword into its crown.

In return, it had torn the man's corpse to shreds.
But unable to remove the sword since then, it had been suffering periodic pain.

And that pain fueled the Mountain King's rage toward humans even more.

-GRAAAAH-!

Mere roaring could no longer release its anger.

Blood, human blood was needed.

The Mountain King's red gaze turned toward the summit of Mount Wudang in the distance.
Toward the main hall of the Wudang Sect, where many humans gathered.
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The next morning.

As darkness gradually faded from the sky and a blood-red hue became increasingly vivid.
We left the cliff where we had stayed overnight and began moving again.

"This way. Please follow me."

The one guiding our group was Cheong, who had received Master Hyeon-un's head from Master Hyeon-jin.

Last night, Cheong's suggestion to recover Master Hyeon-un's body was accepted by the others without much resistance.

Everyone understood Master Hyeon-jin's feelings, so they agreed to help recover the body and search for the other disciples, even if it took some time.

Of course, during all this, Ye So-ha said something tactlessly and got jabbed in the ribs by Cheong again.

"Fortunately, it's not too far. At this rate, we should arrive before noon."

Cheong, holding Master Hyeon-un's head in her arms, turned back and spoke. Her golden eyes were shining much brighter than usual, likely due to the effect of using her mystical arts.

"...Everyone. Thank you again. For going this far for us."

As we followed behind Cheong, who walked confidently ahead, Master Hyeon-jin expressed his gratitude to us once more.

"You don't need to be so formal. We're doing this because we want to. Besides, we understand how you feel."
"...Thank you."

Master Hyeon-jin thanked us again in a low voice.

By the time the sun, which felt ominous due to the blood-red sky, approached its zenith, we arrived at another cliff base—a wide clearing filled with fallen trees.

"...Senior Brother."

There, we found Master Hyeon-un's body.
Or more precisely, scattered pieces of his body.

Flesh torn into shreds as if in a fit of rage, scattered throughout the clearing.
Seeing this more horrific sight than expected, we discreetly glanced at Master Hyeon-jin.

"...I'll gather the remains."

But Master Hyeon-jin, who must have been deeply shocked, began collecting the body parts with a hardened expression instead of crying out.

Soon the rest of us joined him in gathering the scattered pieces, and we were able to collect most of them fairly quickly.
Next to step forward was Cheong again.

"I'll restore the body."
"N-no. I'll do it..."
"With those hands, you couldn't do it even if you spent the whole day."

At Cheong's words, Master Hyeon-jin belatedly realized his hands were trembling like aspen leaves.
In the end, Cheong took full responsibility for reassembling the torn body.

"Let's look for the others."

At Hwa-ryeon's suggestion, the rest of us spread out to search the area.
And I examined the clearing more carefully.

Withered but thick tree trunks that must have lived for decades were snapped like twigs.
Along with deep claw marks on the trunk surfaces—likely the work of that cat-like creature.

The battle must have been quite fierce for trees to be broken in all directions.
Yet strangely, the trees near one side—the cliff side—were unusually intact.

As if someone had protected that area, preventing any approach toward the cliff...?

"Could it be?"

Suddenly, a strange intuition struck the back of my head.
I immediately rushed toward the cliff.

"Young Master Gun? What...?"

Ignoring the voice calling from behind, I crossed through the lifeless trees and reached the cliff.
After briefly glancing at the steep cliff before me, I expanded my senses and perception network as much as possible.

If my intuition was correct, somewhere there would be...

-Huff... huff...

"...!"

Found it.
Faint, intermittent breathing.

I moved following the sound of breathing and eventually stood before a huge boulder embedded in one corner of the cliff.

Lowering my head, I noticed traces where the boulder had been dragged.
Plus the breathing sound coming from beyond the boulder.

They're in there.
Certain now, I went to the side of the boulder and circulated my internal energy throughout my body.

Then, exhaling deeply, I pushed the boulder with my shoulder.

"Nngh, nnnngh-!"

With a suppressed grunt of effort, I applied force and the boulder began to move little by little.
After gritting my teeth and pushing the boulder completely aside with several attempts,

"Huff... huff..."
"W-who...?"

Three Taoist practitioners appeared before my eyes.

"......"

Even though I had already sensed their presence, seeing them directly left me momentarily speechless.
These must be Master Hyeon-jin's fellow disciples.

All with haggard complexions.
Of the three people lying side by side in the small cave, only the youngest one was conscious, while the other two showed no movement, as if unconscious.

Moreover, the torn cloth wrapped around the two unconscious people was stained red with blood.
They were undeniably in terrible condition.

Nevertheless, they were alive.
They had survived.
Relieved at this fact, I recalled the surrounding scene again.

The cave where the three Taoists had hidden, the boulder cleverly concealing the entrance, the traces in the clearing.
Just seeing this made it clear what had happened.

Hyeon-un.
He had protected his disciples.
As the senior disciple, giving his life.

"W-who are you...?"

Snapping back to attention at the weak question repeated, I briefly introduced myself as part of Master Hyeon-jin's group and pulled the three people out of the cave.

"M-Master Hyeon-jin? Is Senior Brother alive?"

The young Taoist brightened at my introduction.
He appeared to be around my age.

Thinking it would be better for him to see directly than for me to explain in detail, I raised my head and called out loudly.

"Here! I found them here!"

My voice must have reached them, as I heard the sound of people rushing over.
Master Hyeon-jin was at the front.

"...Disciple Hyeon-seong."
"S-Senior Brother Hyeon-jin...!"

Disciple Hyeon-seong choked up with emotion at seeing his senior brother after several days.
Of course, Master Hyeon-jin felt the same.

The two brothers soon embraced each other and wept loudly.

"Uwaaaaah-!"
"Huuung!"

If they had enough strength to cry like that, there was probably no need to worry.
The problem was the two unconscious people.

I took their wrists and checked their pulses.
Fortunately, there didn't seem to be any serious internal injuries, but as mentioned earlier, their external wounds were concerning.

Lifting the blood-soaked cloth slightly, I could see the wounds beginning to fester due to lack of proper treatment.
To make matters worse, they had grown weak from not eating properly.

Thinking we shouldn't waste time unnecessarily, I turned to Ye So-ha.

"Miss Ye."
"Yes, yes. I know."

Perhaps because we'd been through this several times already, she immediately began treating the wounds.
After leaving the two Taoists' external injuries to her, I questioned Disciple Hyeon-seong.

"How long were you in that cave?"

Having finally calmed down after crying for a while, Disciple Hyeon-seong answered, stuttering slightly.

"A-after separating from Senior Brother Hyeon-jin, we were a-attacked by m-monsters. So at the very least..."
"You were trapped in there for four days."
"It's been that long already...!"

Surprised to learn they had been hiding in the cave for four days, Disciple Hyeon-seong suddenly remembered to ask about Master Hyeon-un.

"Senior Brother Hyeon-jin, haven't you seen the Great Senior Brother? He hid us in the cave and said he would lead the monsters away..."
"...Disciple."

Master Hyeon-jin, his throat visibly constricting, opened and closed his mouth several times before finally continuing.

"...Not far from here, we are... we are recovering Senior Brother's body."
"...What? No, what are you saying...? You're joking, right?"

Disciple Hyeon-seong asked with an awkward smile.
But none of us responded with a bright smile saying it was a joke.

Finally, the smile disappeared from Disciple Hyeon-seong's face.
Even the hopeful look in his eyes faded at his senior brother's grave expression.

"Ah, aah...!"

Belatedly realizing the truth, Disciple Hyeon-seong's legs gave out and he collapsed.
Soon, hot tears began to pour from his eyes again.

"Sob...! I-it's my fault. Because I held the senior brothers back...!"
"No. How could that be your fault?"

Master Hyeon-jin's consolation to his disciple soon turned to self-blame.

"It's not your fault, but mine. Because I got separated, I placed the burden on Senior Brother. If only I hadn't been separated..."

Master Hyeon-jin muttered gloomily.
Thinking he might dig himself all the way to the Earth's inner core if left alone like this, I changed the subject.

"You can blame yourselves later. The treatment seems to be finished, so let's head back to the clearing."

Glancing back, I saw that Ye So-ha had finished the treatment and was getting up.
After confirming that the wounds that had been bleeding were completely healed without a trace, my master and I each carried one person and returned to the clearing.

*

"You found the others. I'm so glad they're alive."
"You finished the restoration already?"

When we returned to the clearing, Cheong had already completed restoring the body and was wrapping it tightly in a large cloth.

"Great Senior Brother...!"

Disciple Hyeon-seong, walking with Master Hyeon-jin's support, approached the body after seeing Master Hyeon-un's face still visible through the cloth.

Seeing his Great Senior Brother's body with his own eyes, Disciple Hyeon-seong couldn't hide his grief.
While he clutched the cloth covering his Great Senior Brother and wept, I examined the two unconscious Taoists once more.

The wounds that had been festering were now cleanly healed without a trace.
They would regain consciousness soon once their depleted energy was replenished.

"We should head to Wudang Mountain as quickly as possible, if only to help them recover their strength."

As if reading my thoughts, Ye So-ha spoke, and I nodded in agreement as we discussed how to proceed with the others.

As a result, my master and I would carry the two unconscious Taoists, while Master Hyeon-jin and Disciple Hyeon-seong would transport Master Hyeon-un's body.

"Will you be alright? You're still not well..."
"...I'll be fine. Please let me do at least this much."

Disciple Hyeon-seong insisted on helping despite barely being able to walk on his own.
The others shook their heads at his stubbornness, refusing to listen even to his senior brother.

So we began climbing the mountain again.
More precisely, we first looked for the stairway leading to Wudang Mountain.

After walking a short distance, we were able to reunite with the well-paved stone steps after just one day, and we climbed them without incident.

As we passed the middle of the mountain and gradually approached the peak, a belated question occurred to me.

"...Why is it so peaceful?"

Indeed, it was too peaceful.

Just yesterday, we had been attacked by living trees and rocks at the foot of Wudang Mountain, and had engaged in a tense chase with twisted monsters.

Yet today, there was not only no attack, but not even an ant approached us.

Just to be sure, I expanded my senses to their limit again, but still detected no movement.

What could this mean?
As I tilted my head in confusion, Ye So-ha casually remarked:

"Maybe they're scared?"
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"Fear? What are you afraid of?"
"What else? The storm that young master wielded yesterday."
"Storm...? Ah."

For a moment I didn't understand, but then realized she was talking about the Sovereign Sword Form.
Ye So-ha continued, making no effort to hide her admiration.

"I saw it from a distance in Hefei, but seeing it up close again was truly incredible. It was truly a sight worthy of being called divine power."
"Haha...."

I laughed awkwardly at her words.
I felt uncomfortable hearing Ye So-ha's praise.

If you asked why I felt uncomfortable, I'd say it was because I realized I had made a tremendous misconception during yesterday's battle.

The misconception that I had perfected the Sovereign Sword Form.

Back in Hefei, when I swept away all those Heavenly Light Unit bastards with the Sovereign Sword Form, I thought I had completely mastered it.

But I was wrong.
The Sovereign Sword Form I created was still incomplete, and that became painfully clear in yesterday's battle.

-GROOOWL-!

The tiger monster's roar still echoes in my ears.

At that time, the beast had been caught in the restraint of my qi field, but it broke free with a powerful roar.
In the end, I pathetically lost the creature I thought I had captured.

When I was heading to the Zhuge Family, Hyeok-ri Gwang had managed to avoid the qi field's restraint.
But until now, not a single person had ever broken free after being bound by the qi field.

That's why I couldn't escape from my misconception for so long.

Because it had been enough.
Because no one had ever broken through the qi field's restraint.

Last night, after going to bed, I lay awake for a long time thinking about the Sovereign Sword Form.

-The sword of the sovereign that dominates space itself.

I kept repeating the essence of the Sovereign Sword Form in my mind and asked myself:

Can I really say I'm dominating space just by restraining opponents with a qi field?

The qi field imbued with a sovereign's mindset and will certainly overwhelmed the Heavenly Light Unit.
But Hyeok-ri Gwang avoided it, and the tiger monster completely overcame it.

Was it because the monster defied natural principles, so it couldn't be helped?
That was just an excuse.

A true sovereign's sword should be able to overwhelm any opponent.

But my Sovereign Sword Form couldn't do that.
In other words, the sovereign's sword was still incomplete.

Something was wrong,
Or something was lacking.

These thoughts that began last night still swirled in my mind, and I responded to Ye So-ha absent-mindedly while continuing my contemplation.

As we continued climbing the stairs, my senses caught an ominous sound.

-GACK!?
-KIEEEE-!

"...!"

Human screams and monster roars.
I quickly looked up toward the end of the stairs, toward Cheonju Peak.

The panorama of Wudang Sect came into view.
Numerous monstrous cries were coming from within.

"I need to go ahead. Please take care of this person."
"What? W-wait...!?"

I unceremoniously dumped the disciple I'd been carrying on my back onto the bewildered Ye So-ha and sprinted up the stairs at full speed.

Leaping four or five steps at a time, I quickly passed through the gate with the Wudang Sect sign and entered the compound.

"ARGH!"
"Block them!"

A scene of chaos entered my vision.
Numerous monsters were already rampaging inside the Wudang Sect, and many people lay as cold corpses on the ground.

-Crunch

Gritting my teeth at the sight, I immediately drew my sword and charged at the nearest monster.

-Kiee...?

The monster, which was about to devour the head of a young female Taoist pinned beneath it, made a confused sound when I suddenly appeared.

Its eyeball rolled in its bloodshot white sclera, gradually widening as it registered my presence.
I swung my sword and severed the monster's neck in one stroke.

-SLASH!

"Ugh, uaah...?"

The monster's head flew off, separated from its body.
The female Taoist, drenched in blood gushing from the severed neck, spat out the blood that had entered her mouth.

Ignoring that sound, I quickly cut down the other nearby monsters.

-KIEEEE-!

With sharp death cries, the monsters fell one by one.
After clearing the immediate area, I approached the female Taoist who was still trapped under the monster's body.
I kicked away the monster's corpse to free her and extended my hand.

"Are you alright?"
"Huh? Oh, yes... but who...?"
"What exactly happened here?"

Instead of answering her question, I changed the subject.
Perhaps because I had saved her from certain death, the female Taoist answered my question without hesitation.

"A huge red tiger led monsters into our sect just a while ago. All the disciples fought back, but there were too many..."

A huge red tiger.
Immediately guessing its identity, I frowned and asked about its whereabouts.

"That tiger, where did it go?"
"Toward Shangqing Palace..."

Her finger pointed to a spacious Taoist hall at the center of the sect.
I thanked her and immediately headed in that direction.

*

-CRUNCH!

"AAAAGH!"
"Hyeon-so!"

Sharp teeth clamped around a young Taoist's upper body as the creature entered Shangqing Palace.
The owner of those teeth was an enormous tiger.

With whiskers sharp as blades, a horn protruding from its forehead, and a right eye ruined by a sharp sword—the Taoist disciples swallowed hard at the intense pressure emanating from this beast that would make ordinary people weak at the knees.

Once the mighty tiger king of Mount Wudang, now made even more powerful by the Crimson Eye's power, Mountain King surveyed its surroundings haughtily, with numerous monsters following behind.

The air was tense with fear and anxiety.
Mountain King's remaining eye took in the humans' fear.

Feeling pleased as if the pain in his right eye was fading, Mountain King clenched his jaw.
This caused the young Taoist caught in his teeth—Hyeon-so, a second-generation disciple like Hyeon-jin—to scream again in agony.

"AAAGH-!"
"You beast! Release Hyeon-so at once!"

As the harsh voice struck his ears, Mountain King's gaze turned to its owner.

At the center of the crowd surrounding the monsters pouring into Shangqing Palace stood an elderly Taoist.

"Vile demon! Do you think you'll escape unharmed after harming a Wudang disciple?"

Mountain King was a tiger.
No matter how spiritually advanced he might be, he was still a beast and couldn't understand human language.

However, he could instinctively sense that the old Taoist was scolding him.

How dare a mere human be so impudent.

Irritated, Mountain King clenched his jaw with great force.
His strength, enhanced by his increased size, instantly severed Hyeon-so's waist and neck, and Mountain King proceeded to chew and swallow his upper body.

-CRUNCH!

The head and legs fell limply, separated from the upper body.
Seeing this, the old Taoist's face contorted with rage.

"YOU MONSTEEEER-!"

The death of a disciple who had trained at Wudang for many years.
The roar of Wu Heo-ja, the head instructor and sect leader of Wudang, reverberated throughout Shangqing Palace as he faced the empty eyes he had failed to protect.

Hearing the cry full of anger and grief, the giant tiger Mountain King growled with intense pleasure.

Humans—powerless and insignificant prey beneath my teeth and claws.
He was the predator who devoured such humans.

Mountain King growled contentedly as the terrible memory from yesterday faded at this sight.
But he was not yet satisfied.

More, a bit more.
More despair and death for the humans.

-GROOOWL-!

Mountain King's roar echoed throughout the Wudang Sect.
Hearing it, the monsters screeched and began attacking the Wudang Taoists.

-KIEEEE-!

The Taoists' faces turned pale as they saw the monsters charging at them.
Then Wu Heo-ja's shout reached their ears.

"Wudang disciples, form the Five Elements Sword Formation!"

The shout infused with qi energy suppressed the wavering in the Taoists' hearts, and they all drew their swords at once.
They divided into groups of five and began surrounding the monsters.

-Kiek?

The monsters were bewildered to see humans surrounding them instead of fleeing in fear.
Soon, their confusion turned to pain as sword strikes came flying at them.

-HAP!
-KIEEEE-!

Monsters fell, spraying blood under the attacks of the surrounding humans.
In contrast, the monsters' attacks rarely reached the Taoists.

This was, in fact, to be expected.
The Taoists currently in Shangqing Palace were either first-generation disciples or elders of higher rank.

They were accomplished martial artists with extensive combat experience.
No matter how powerful the monsters were, they weren't opponents that could be easily overwhelmed.

Seeing the monsters fall without landing proper attacks while surrounded, Mountain King bared his teeth in displeasure and began to move.
Wu Heo-ja blocked his path.

"Beast, I am your opponent!"

Seeing Wu Heo-ja holding what looked like a sword embedded in the back of his horn on his crown, Mountain King roared loudly and swung his front paw.

-GROOOWL!

As the beast's paw tore through the air with its sharp claws, Wu Heo-ja countered with the fifth form of the Five Elements Sword, the Water Sword.

The Five Elements Sword Technique changes greatly according to the principles of the five elements, even with the same basic movements.

Among them, the Water Sword was a technique that flowed like water to penetrate the opponent's openings.

-SWISH!

Even against Mountain King's front paw charging with intense momentum, Wu Heo-ja calmly thrust his sword without losing his composure.
The tip of his sword aimed for the gap between the sharp claws.

-STAB!
-KYUNG-!?

Mountain King howled loudly at the burning pain in his front paw and stepped back, only to charge again.

This time, Mountain King's claws targeted not Wu Heo-ja but his Pine Pattern Ancient Sword.
He had decided to break the sword first to prevent any resistance.

"Hup!"

Noticing this, Wu Heo-ja met Mountain King's claws with the third form of the Five Elements Sword, the Earth Sword.
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The Earth Sword emphasized stability and balance like solid ground, focusing on defense by maintaining a firm center of gravity to block or evade attacks.

With a heavy whooshing sound, the claws came slashing down. The ferocity that threatened to destroy his body sent chills down the spine of the elderly martial artist Mu Heo-ja.

*I shouldn't block it directly. I need to redirect the attack.*

If he tried to meet the Mountain King's powerful claws head-on, his sword would snap like a twig. Mu Heo-ja sharpened his senses and focused entirely on the Mountain King.

As the claws rapidly closed in, he stepped back to create distance and prepared to meet the savage malice.

"Hup!"

Feeling the pressure from the massive paw, Mu Heo-ja let out a suppressed battle cry. Just before the claws made contact with his sword, he twisted the hilt.

The sword tilted to follow the trajectory of the claws. The force that could tear through steel harmlessly slid across the blade's surface.

The Mountain King's paw cut through empty air. Looking bewildered with its round eyes, the beast contorted its face and roared.

"Ugh...!"

Mu Heo-ja swallowed hard as the monster's roar blasted him from point-blank range, and another attack immediately followed.

But the result was the same each time. The beast only managed to force him back a few steps, while both Mu Heo-ja and his sword remained unharmed.

Even the most powerful attack is useless if it doesn't connect. Though he appeared as precarious as a candle in the wind, Mu Heo-ja was countering the monster's strength with skills honed over a lifetime.

Frustrated by its ineffective swipes, the Mountain King grew enraged and pressed its attack with even greater ferocity.

The relentless swinging of claws and sharp whisker blades forced Mu Heo-ja to continuously retreat until his back hit a wall.

With nowhere left to retreat, the Mountain King opened its jaws wide and lunged with its teeth.

"Senior Brother!"
"Head Of The School!"

As the Wudang Taoists' cries rang out like screams, Mu Heo-ja's eyes flashed. Instead of retreating, he advanced forward, unleashing the second form of the Five Elements Sword—the Fire Sword.

The left sleeve of his robe was torn away by a whisker, blood spattering. Ignoring the searing pain from what seemed a deep cut, Mu Heo-ja aimed his sword directly at the Mountain King's neck.

Unlike the Earth Sword, the Fire Sword was purely offensive and destructive. Disregarding defense completely, it was a decisive strike willing to sacrifice flesh to claim bone, and it struck the Mountain King with lethal intent.

The sharp blade penetrated the red fur. The Mountain King's agonized howl echoed throughout Wudang Mountain.

The beast flailed its front paw wildly, trying to shake off Mu Heo-ja who had inflicted the mortal wound.

"Hnngh!"

Mu Heo-ja pulled his deeply embedded sword downward, with only the hilt visible.

The blade tore through the neck, blood gushing from the wound like a waterfall.

The paw that had been aiming for Mu Heo-ja fell powerlessly, and the staggering body collapsed with a loud thud. Though still breathing heavily, it would soon draw its last breath.

Certain of victory, Mu Heo-ja turned his back on the Mountain King, wincing at the growing pain in his left arm.

"Senior Brother, are you alright?"

His disciple and Wudang elder, Mu Song-ja, approached with a worried face to check on him. Mu Heo-ja patted his disciple's shoulder to indicate he was fine and looked around.

Fortunately, the other monsters were falling one by one to the combined efforts of the Wudang Taoists.

*This should be wrapped up soon.*

Nodding to himself, Mu Heo-ja's thoughts turned to the second-generation disciples who were outside the Shangqing Palace.

"Disciple, I'm worried about the second-generation disciples. Take the remaining disciples and—"

A low growl interrupted them. Chills ran down their spines as both Mu Heo-ja and Mu Song-ja turned their heads simultaneously.

There they saw the Mountain King rising to its feet, as if it had never lost blood at all.

"H-how is this possible...?"

He had clearly cut halfway through its neck. No monster, no matter how powerful, should survive having its neck half-severed.

Mu Heo-ja was stunned by this defiance of common sense. But the situation didn't allow him time to remain dazed.

With a blood-curdling roar, the Mountain King charged—targeting Mu Song-ja.

Not everyone in the renowned Wudang sect devoted their lives to martial arts. Some chose the path of spiritual cultivation over combat training. Mu Song-ja was one such person.

In other words, Mu Song-ja was helpless before the tiger's sharp claws. The Mountain King had cunningly noticed this and targeted the disciple instead of Mu Heo-ja.

"No... Disciple, dodge!"

Mu Heo-ja grabbed Mu Song-ja by the collar and threw him backward. Then, trying to intercept the Mountain King's attack, he realized he was too late.

His Songmun Ancient Sword, which had been with him since his childhood at Wudang, was shredded like paper by the tiger's claws. Before he could even feel dismay at the destruction of his lifelong companion, the Mountain King's paw struck his chest.

The incredible force shattered Mu Heo-ja's protective art and crushed his ribcage.

"Kuhurk!?"
"Senior Brother!"

The Wudang Taoists turned reflexively at Mu Song-ja's anguished cry, only to see Mu Heo-ja collapsed with a caved-in chest, coughing blood.

"Ah...!"
"The Head Of The School...!"

The defeat of Mu Heo-ja, Wudang's greatest master known as the Wudang Sword Immortal, greatly shook the Taoists, immediately affecting the battle.

The mental disturbance disrupted the perfect harmony needed for the Five Elements Sword Formation, and casualties began to mount.

The Mountain King bared its teeth with satisfaction and approached Mu Heo-ja, who lay groaning on the ground, intending to finish off the human who had nearly killed it.

"You fiend! Stand back, you evil beast!"

Mu Song-ja stood between the Mountain King and his fallen senior brother, holding the broken Songmun Ancient Sword. His stance was awkward, having not held a sword for decades, and the blade was torn, shorter than a dagger.

The Mountain King's eyes gleamed with mockery at the sight. It was truly pathetic—this human was only hastening his own death.

The Mountain King raised its paw to tear apart the fragile human who dared stand before it.

"D-disciple...! *cough*! R-run...!"

Mu Heo-ja sputtered blood as he gasped out his plea. But despite his desperate cry, Mu Song-ja didn't retreat.

Brothers who had spent their lives together couldn't bear to ignore each other's deaths.

Though trembling before the Mountain King's aura, Mu Song-ja stood his ground, while Mu Heo-ja desperately tried to rise.

But reality doesn't bend to one's will.

"Hyaah!"

With a shrill battle cry, Mu Song-ja swung the shortened sword, only to lose his grip on the hilt and fall when the Mountain King casually swatted at him. Mu Heo-ja, trying to stand, collapsed again.

"Head Of The School!"
"Protect the Elder!"

Meanwhile, first-generation disciples who had defeated other monsters rushed over, but none could withstand the Mountain King's strikes.

"Aaaagh!"
"Brother Jinyu!"

Seeing another disciple fall, Mu Heo-ja wept tears of blood inwardly.

*Primordial Heavenly Lord...*

Have you abandoned us?

Just as even the Wudang Sword Immortal was about to sink into despair before this unstoppable calamity—

A heavy thud struck his ears. His gaze turned automatically.

There stood a martial artist who had thrown open the main gate of Shangqing Palace.

*W-who...?*

The appearance of a young martial artist who seemed about the same age as the second-generation disciples raised countless questions in his increasingly foggy consciousness.

Who was this person? How did he get here?

The chain of questions was broken by the howl of the monster tiger that had ravaged Wudang.

Turning his head again, Mu Heo-ja witnessed an unbelievable sight.

The monster tiger was backing away. The Mountain King was retreating cautiously, as if it had encountered an unstoppable disaster, completely devoid of its previous intimidating presence.

As the Wudang Taoists who had been helpless against the Mountain King's attacks stared in bewilderment—

With a heavy footstep, a beam of light shot toward the Mountain King.

*

I had originally planned to go straight after the tiger beast, but the screams coming from all directions forced me to change my plan.

Monsters that had clearly followed the tiger beast were rampaging throughout the Wudang sect.

Unable to stand by while they gleefully killed and devoured the Taoists, I circled through the compound, hunting down and killing these creatures one by one. As a result, I entered the central hall, Shangqing Palace, much later than expected.

I threw open the main gate with enough force to nearly break it and entered the hall. Taoists were fighting monsters with sword formations everywhere.

And there, in the center, was the beast.

Blood dripped from its mouth, having clearly tasted human flesh multiple times. As I gritted my teeth at the sight, the creature spotted me, widened its eyes, and began to back away cautiously.

It looked ready to flee at any moment. Did it think it could just have its fun and leave?

"That won't do. Why should you have all the fun alone?"

I stomped forward and shot toward the beast. Seeing me suddenly appear before it, the tiger beast was startled as I swung my sword.

The downward strike that was meant to split its muzzle in half only grazed its nose. Howling in pain from its split nose, the tiger monster turned to flee.

"Where do you think you're going?"

I raised my qi-infused sword above my head and brought it down. A crescent-shaped sword qi followed the trajectory of the blade. The "Transcending Heaven" technique quickly caught up to the fleeing tiger beast.

Just as I was about to smile with certainty that I would cut the beast in two, a surprising sight caught my eye.

The other monsters that the Taoists had been fighting moved in unison to protect the tiger beast. Because of this, my sword qi didn't reach the tiger beast, and it disappeared over the wall.

"...What just happened?"

Did they sacrifice themselves to protect the tiger? Wait, something about their movement seemed unnatural...

"Head Of The School!"

As I stood there bewildered by the unexpected turn of events, an urgent cry rang out. Turning my head, I saw Taoists gathered around an unconscious elderly Taoist.

His lower face was stained red as if he had vomited a basin of blood, and his chest was caved in. The situation was clearly dire, and as I wondered what to do, familiar figures caught my eye at the main gate.

"...Do I need to step in again?"

Ye So-ha, who stood at the front of the group, asked with an awkward expression, and I nodded emphatically.
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When Ja-seong appeared at Sangcheong Palace, it wasn't just the Mountain King who was shocked and terrified.

"H-how did that bastard...!"

Deep within Wudang Mountain, far from Mount Cheonju where the Wudang Sect was located.
Hyeok-ri Eum, who was staying where the Divine Wood's avatar was growing, stammered with a pale face as she watched the scene through the "eye" she had planted in the Wudang Sect.
Ja-seong's appearance at the Wudang Sect was that shocking to her.

"Impossible... this can't be happening."

Hyeok-ri Eum muttered with a dazed expression.
But her eyes cruelly continued to show Ja-seong at Sangcheong Palace with perfect clarity.

*Could what I'm seeing be real? Is it really him?*

It was purely by chance that Hyeok-ri Eum spotted Ja-seong at the Wudang Sect.

Some of the sacred beasts blessed by the Divine Wood suddenly started moving toward the Wudang Sect at Mount Cheonju, so she awakened the eye she had planted near the sect to see what was happening.

And through that eye, she saw him—the face of the man she never wanted to meet again.

"C-could he be tracking me? How? I'm certain I left no traces...!"

Though she tried not to show it, the humiliating failure at the Zhuge Family had left a deep impression on Hyeok-ri Eum's mind.

Now the cause of that failure had appeared at Wudang Mountain as if pursuing her—how could she not be shaken?
In reality, it was merely coincidence, but from her perspective, it was natural to think otherwise.

"I-I need to report this. I must inform Lord I-gan and ask for help...!"

As Hyeok-ri Eum fumbled in panic, hastily pulling out a mirror from her bosom, a brief statement from I-gan flashed through her mind.

[I trust you.]

She froze.

"......"

"I trust you."
Those three simple words made Hyeok-ri Eum stop in her tracks.

Her pupils trembled as if in an earthquake.
She bit her lip, feeling the violent collision of reason and emotion.

*Lord I-gan said he trusts me...!*

Although she had been given this mission because of O-gan's death, Lord I-gan had still trusted her with an important mission.

Would it be right to show fear and beg for help?
Might he be greatly disappointed in her?

*Besides, Lord I-gan has already sent excessive forces.*

Hyeok-ri Eum's gaze turned to the wooden puppets standing in a row—the Wood Spirits.

Three Wood Spirits comparable to the Ten Lords.
Plus herself, who had gained even greater power from the Divine Wood's energy and the blessing of numerous sacred beasts.

This was an overwhelming force that couldn't even be compared to the rampaging Zhuge Cheon-sang.
Realizing this, Hyeok-ri Eum quickly regained her composure.

*Yes, no matter how skilled he is, he can't overcome this power difference.*

This might even be the perfect opportunity to make him pay for ruining her previous mission.
Feeling the abundant energy of the Divine Wood flowing through her body, Hyeok-ri Eum quickly erased her fear of Ja-seong.

Just then, she saw the Mountain King desperately fleeing from Ja-seong's attack, with Ja-seong launching a crescent-shaped sword qi at him.

"Oh no...!"

The Mountain King was a sacred beast particularly blessed within Wudang Mountain, worthy of being called a divine beast.
She couldn't let it be lost so easily.

Hyeok-ri Eum used the eye she had sent to the Wudang Sect as a medium to control other sacred beasts.
The beasts blessed by the Divine Wood followed the will of their superior who shared the same energy, sacrificing themselves to block Ja-seong's attack.

Thanks to this, the Mountain King escaped safely from the Wudang Sect.

"Phew..."

After confirming this, Hyeok-ri Eum let out a small sigh of relief and fell into deep thought.

Whatever reason the sacred beasts had for attacking the Wudang Sect was no longer important.
What mattered was that Ja-seong had appeared at Wudang Mountain seemingly in pursuit of her, and she needed to prevent him from approaching the Divine Wood's avatar and herself.

"...The best option is to keep him trapped within the Wudang Sect, isn't it?"

Hyeok-ri Eum muttered after pondering for a while.
Despite the overwhelming power difference, Ja-seong was an enemy she couldn't afford to underestimate.

*Especially that glowing sword.*

The faint light, the sword force that had destroyed the Blood Crystal—a fruit of the Divine Wood's blessing.
Hyeok-ri Eum instinctively sensed the danger of that sword force and remained wary of it.

*If he were to point that glowing sword at the Divine Wood's avatar...!*

Shuddering at the unimaginable consequences, she firmed her resolve.
As she had muttered earlier, the best strategy was to prevent Ja-seong from even approaching the avatar.

And she had just thought of a suitable method for this.

"...He alone might be surprisingly strong, but the others aren't."

Hyeok-ri Eum recalled the scene she had just witnessed.
The Wudang Sect in chaos from the sacred beasts' attack.

The second-generation disciples of Wudang couldn't properly counter the sacred beasts, and even the first-generation disciples, the sect's main force, needed five people to handle a single beast.

What would happen if sacred beasts attacked the Wudang Sect on a scale incomparable to today's?

"The Wudang Sect would be annihilated."

The annihilation of the Wudang Sect.
What a sweet sound that was.

How enjoyable would it be to see all of Wudang's Taoist halls burning in a sea of blood and fire?

*But that can't happen right now.*

Hyeok-ri Eum clicked her tongue in regret.
Her current task wasn't to annihilate the Wudang Sect.

She needed to push them just enough that they could barely hold on, just enough that a strong fighter like Ja-seong could protect them.
That way, she could keep Ja-seong tied to the Wudang Sect as long as possible.
Until the avatar fully matured.

Hyeok-ri Eum looked up.
At the end of her gaze was the avatar, emanating an even greater energy than yesterday.

Looking at the avatar wrapped in beautiful blood-red energy, Hyeok-ri Eum estimated when its growth would be complete.

"...Six days, exactly six days. By then, the avatar will have completed its growth."

Once the avatar fully matured, neither the glowing sword nor anything else would be of any use.
Before a fully grown avatar, mere humans would be powerless.

*Buying time. That's all I need to do.*

Having finished her deliberation, Hyeok-ri Eum took a deep breath and closed her eyes.
Soon, bumps began to swell all over her body, then burst through her skin.

What emerged were eyeballs.
Eyeballs with tiny wings attached.

When the number of eyeballs that continuously emerged from Hyeok-ri Eum's body reached several hundred, they all flew off in different directions.
To gather the sacred beasts scattered throughout Wudang Mountain—an army of beasts.

*

"Ugh, uuugh..."

Ye So-ha, who entered the room first, groaned and slumped her upper body onto the large round table.
Seeing her noticeably gaunt face, I realized just how tremendous her efforts had been.

She really did work hard.
Starting with the Sect Leader, she treated everyone in serious condition.

Having watched her efforts while stopping blood by pressing acupuncture points, I couldn't be dismissive and quietly offered words of encouragement.

"...Good work."
"Yes, I worked very hard."

As Ye So-ha answered with just a wave of her hand, her face still buried on the table, Ju Hwa-ryeon greeted me as I smiled wryly.

"Ja-seong worked hard too. So, how is the Sect Leader?"
"The wounds themselves have been treated. He should be able to get up in a day or two."
"That's a relief."

After gently patting Hwa-ryeon's head as she sighed in relief, I sat down in a chair, and soon the rest of our companions gathered around the table.

"So, what's the exact extent of the damage?"

Hwa-ryeon was the first to speak up.
I answered with a sigh.

"The second-generation disciples suffered the worst. Out of fifty-four, twenty were killed."

During the monster attack.
Unlike the first-generation disciples and elders gathered at Sangcheong Palace, the second-generation disciples scattered throughout the sect were suddenly attacked by monsters.

As a result, they died without being able to properly respond, and twenty casualties occurred, including Taoist Hyeon-un, the senior brother of the second-generation disciples.

"...The damage is more severe than I thought."

Hwa-ryeon's face hardened.
The others also looked grave at the greater-than-expected casualties, and the atmosphere in the room instantly grew heavy.

Then Ye So-ha made matters worse with one statement.

"The problem is that this isn't the end."
"...What do you mean it's not the end?"

In response to my question, Ye So-ha raised herself with a groan and said while rotating her neck.

"I mean exactly that. There's a very high probability that the mutants... the monsters will attack again."

Despite her nonchalant tone, the serious content made everyone's faces harden.

"...Why do you think that?"
"I was just about to explain."

Ye So-ha straightened her posture and looked around at everyone before continuing.

"First, there are mainly two possibilities for why they attacked the Wudang Sect. If we distinguish them, let's call them personal and official reasons."
"Official... reasons?"
"Yes. I've already told you that a sapling of the Crimson Eye is growing somewhere on Wudang Mountain, right?"

According to Ye So-ha's explanation, whoever is currently guarding the sapling on Wudang Mountain has likely already planted a watchful eye on the Wudang Sect.

"The Wudang Sect would certainly respond to any disturbance on Wudang Mountain. They would have wanted to prepare for any situation."
"So after leaving them alone all this time, they decided to get rid of them because they became annoying?"
"You heard earlier, didn't you? Since this incident, they've been constantly searching the surroundings and expanding their range."

Nodding as I recalled what the Wudang Taoists had been discussing, I then asked what the personal reason might be.
To this, Ye So-ha responded as if it were obvious.

"What else? Obviously the tiger's tantrum."
"...Tantrum?"

Despite my inwardly incredulous reaction, Ye So-ha stood firm in her assertion.

"I told you, the monsters' goal is malice toward humans. But it had to flee pathetically after its life was threatened by Gun's Storm Sword."

I was quite irritated that she called the "Sovereign Sword Form" the Storm Sword, but since it wasn't important, I decided to let it pass for now.

"So you're saying that because it was scared and ran away, it was angry but couldn't do anything about it directly, so it took out its frustration on the Wudang Sect? The tiger did?"
"Not just any tiger. A tiger intelligent enough to control other monsters and even use human heads as decorations while mocking them."

Ye So-ha concluded her explanation with the speculation that it might have been a spirit beast even before its mutation.
And her conclusion:

"Whatever the real reason, the monsters will attack again. Perhaps as soon as tomorrow."
"...I hope that prediction is wrong."

Yu Seol muttered with a shudder of disgust.
But contrary to her wish, Ye So-ha's words became reality.

The next morning, a horde of monsters invaded the Wudang Sect again.
And on a scale that seemed twice as large as yesterday.

Ch.223 - Attacked Wudang
"Hup!"

With a slash, the rabbit monster with oversized ears split in half as blood poured out following my low battle cry.

Red blood seeping between the floor boards.
Hmm, it's going to be a pain getting rid of that smell.

"Keeek!"
"Kyaaak!"

A discordant symphony of spine-chilling howls assaulted my ears.
I quickly erased these unnecessary thoughts and searched for the next enemy.

"P-please spare me!"

A desperate cry reached me.
Turning my head, I saw a Daoist priest dangling in midair, his legs entangled in a monster's tentacles.

Below him waited a grotesquely deformed monster with its mouth wide open, anticipating its snack(?).

With a thud, I reached the monster in an instant using the "Boundless Sky Flash" technique and sliced through its lower jaw.

"Slash!"
"Kieeeee!"

The monster, now unable to chew anything, let out an agonized scream.
At the same time, it released the Daoist priest from its tentacles.

"Waaaah!?"

I caught the falling priest's body before he could hit head-first, set him upright, and finished off the monster by driving my sword into its head.

"Kiiii..."

The massive body collapsed with a low moan.
The priest, who had been staring blankly at the scene, finally offered his thanks.

"Th-thank you."
"If it gets too difficult, fall back."

At my words, the priest snapped to attention and shook his head.

"I-I cannot do that. As a disciple of Wudang, I cannot turn my back on these demons invading our sect...!"
"It's fine, they seem to be turning their backs first."
"P-pardon?"

I gestured with my chin toward the rear, directing the confused priest to look behind him. Understanding my meaning, he let out a small gasp.

"Ah..."

The monsters were retreating.

More than half of their group had been killed.
Perhaps realizing they had no chance of winning, they were fleeing rapidly like an ebbing tide.

"W-we survived..."

Realizing the battle was over, the priest's legs gave out and he collapsed to the ground.
For someone who had just firmly declared he wouldn't flee, his reaction was rather awkward.

I chuckled and patted his shoulder before heading toward Ju Hwa-ryeon.

Since I had kept her within my sensory range in case of emergency, I didn't need to search for her.

"Phew..."
"Are you okay?"

I approached Hwa-ryeon as she caught her breath among the numerous monster corpses. She nodded slowly while sheathing her sword.

"Is Ja-seong unharmed?"
"Me? I'm perfectly fine. Just feeling a bit gross from all the blood."

I lowered my head slightly to examine myself.
After dashing around slaughtering monsters, I was covered in blood from head to toe.

And Hwa-ryeon was in the same state.
No, hers was even worse.

Judging by the monsters lying dead around her, she must have handled them all herself, leaving her completely drenched in blood.
As a result, her martial uniform clung to her body, clearly revealing her curves...

"Hmm, serious in another sense too."

I quickly covered Hwa-ryeon's body with the robe I was wearing.
Yet she reacted as if I was making a fuss over nothing.

"Everyone's too exhausted to pay attention to others anyway. Besides, they're all Daoist priests."
"No. They're still young men full of vigor. Who knows what they might think seeing you like this."

I spoke with complete seriousness and determination, but Hwa-ryeon narrowed her eyes.

"I wonder what thoughts went through the mind of a certain vigorous young master who just said that?"
"..."

Caught off guard by her sudden attack, I was momentarily speechless.
Blinking repeatedly in confusion, I finally managed to speak.

"N-no. I-I didn't think anything special."
"Why are you stuttering?"
"I-I've always been like this!"
"Yeah, right."

Hwa-ryeon burst into laughter at my ridiculous response.
Even I knew I was talking nonsense, so I had nothing to say.
In the end, I joined her in meaningless laughter when someone approached us.

"Young Hero Gun, Young Lady Ju. Thank you for your hard work. We've caused too much trouble for our guests."

A middle-aged Daoist priest with graying hair that testified to his approaching old age.
Wasn't his title Mujinja, according to Doho?

The Wudang elder with stern eyes that suggested a strong temperament bowed respectfully with an apologetic expression.

"First with the Head Disciple's matter, and now this. I'm truly grateful. I shudder to think what might have happened without all of you."

His subservient attitude seemed unusual for someone of his senior rank.
Though, to be fair, I understood why.

"How bad are the casualties?"
"Fortunately, not too severe. Thanks especially to your group's efforts, we only have a few minor injuries and no serious ones."

This morning.
After spending a restless night in Wudang's guest quarters, we had just stepped out when the clamorous sound of bells assaulted our ears.
Followed by urgent shouts.

"We're under attack!"

Attack.
There was no need to ask who was attacking.
At this point, there was only one group that would attack Wudang.

"I was right, wasn't I? Shall we hurry?"

Ye So-ha, who had predicted this situation, spoke as she passed by our dumbfounded group.
Snapping back to our senses, we followed and participated in the battle, achieving remarkable results.

And I'm not just saying that.
Our group took down more than half of the fallen monsters.

The Mujinja before us had defeated five monsters himself, but I alone had killed dozens.
The numbers were on completely different scales.

Thanks to us, none of his disciples were seriously injured. From Wudang's perspective, we were benefactors beyond compare.

"That's good news. Should we ask Miss Ye to look at the minor injuries, just in case?"
"N-no. Our medical hall can treat those sufficiently. We've already received more help than we can repay; we couldn't possibly impose further."

I didn't press the matter after Mujinja's firm refusal.

"Miss, are you alright?"

At that moment, Master and Yu Seol approached us, both as blood-soaked as we were.
I clicked my tongue at Seol's blood-covered face and asked:

"So you ended up fighting alongside Master after all?"
"I'm a martial artist too. Stop treating me like a child."

Seol lit up with anger at my implied criticism that she hadn't listened when told to stay back.
Seeing her, Mujinja muttered in surprise:

"This young Daoist doesn't seem to have reached adulthood yet, but she joined the battle?"
"Ugh..."

Seol groaned briefly at Mujinja's startled reaction.
See? Even the Wudang elder reacts this way...

"Impressive. Such a young Daoist already standing proudly as a martial artist. I wish our third-generation disciples would learn from this."
"...What?"

I was taken aback by Mujinja's unexpected response.
No, why are you praising her? That will just...

"H-hmph!"

See? Look at how smug she's getting.

As Seol raised her shoulders and lifted her nose proudly, I sighed and looked away. Then I heard Mujinja mutter quietly:

"...I wish that bastard would learn from this too."

That... bastard?
Who is he talking about?

Though it disappeared quickly, his momentarily crumpled expression suggested someone he had very negative feelings toward.

As I was looking at Mujinja with puzzled eyes, he seemed to notice our miserable state and lightly struck his palm with his fist as if he'd forgotten something.

"What am I thinking? I've kept you hardworking folks too long. Please go rest now. I'll tell my disciples to prepare baths and fresh clothes in the guest quarters."
"Thank you for your consideration."

Hwa-ryeon immediately brightened at the mention of bathing.
When I glanced at her, she subtly turned her head away.

So you were actually uncomfortable in those blood-soaked clothes, weren't you?

I chuckled and gathered the others to return to the guest quarters.

*

"Ah, now I feel alive again."

After soaking in the bath to wash off the blood caked all over my body, I changed into the clean Daoist robes they provided.

The blood-soaked martial uniform I had discarded was gone, presumably taken away for washing.
I placed the treasures I had set aside before undressing back into my inner pocket and held the small box in my hand.

"Come to think of it, I still haven't given this to her."

I had actually intended to give it to her secretly at the Cheonhyang Pavilion annex last time.

"I've been thinking about it for a long time. Thanks to something someone said."

When I responded poorly to that statement, the atmosphere suddenly turned cold, and I couldn't give it to her.

"Sigh..."

I couldn't help but sigh as I recalled Hwa-ryeon's words.
I seemed to be the one who had said something...

"But I don't even remember what it was."

I had searched my memories thoroughly several times since then, but nothing came to mind.

I wanted to ask if she might have misunderstood something, but I was afraid she would really get upset, so I couldn't bring myself to ask.

In the end, all I could do was try to deduce the approximate time.

She said she had been thinking about it for a long time, so it must have been quite a while ago, probably when I had just started attending Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy.

Maybe after a year or two?
At that time, Hwa-ryeon and I...

"...We weren't exactly on advising terms, were we?"

I recalled my conversation with Master after fleeing from Zhuge Seo-hui's physical attack(?) at the Zhuge Family estate not long ago.

Though I had subtly denied Master's words then, we truly were at each other's throats whenever we met back then.

"Life in the martial world isn't child's play. Give up while I'm asking nicely."
"Who are you to tell me to give up!"

Hwa-ryeon, who disapproved of my learning martial arts, and I, who was irritated by her attitude, constantly fought, hurling sharp words at each other.

You could call it a relationship of mutual hatred.

Ch.224 - So-ha's Counseling
If I told my past self about our current relationship, I definitely wouldn't believe it. I'd probably shudder and tell myself not to say such horrible things.

Chuckling to myself as I followed the flow of memories, I naturally recalled the most memorable incident from that time.

Hwa-ryeon's drunken rampage.
Also known as the Drinking Incident.

There was a time when Hwa-ryeon drank the premium liquor my father had gifted to Master without knowing what it was. Barely over ten years old at the time, Hwa-ryeon got completely drunk after just one sip.

"Crash! Shatter!"
"Hey, hey! Are you crazy!? Get a hold of yourself!"

"...It was quite the spectacle."

That was the day I discovered Hwa-ryeon's dangerous... new side beneath her cold, old-soul exterior. Though she occasionally caused major incidents whenever she drank afterward, none were as shocking as that day.

"Sob, hic, waaah—!"

Well... it was shocking in a different way too.

Those teardrops rolling down her bright red cheeks.
That pitiful face I'll never forget is still vivid in my mind.

In both my past and present lives, I'd never been so flustered.
I tried everything to stop her crying, saying all sorts of things...

"I heard this somewhere..."

"...Huh?"

Wait, I feel like I'm about to remember something...

"Ja-seong, you're all cleaned up too?"

Just then, a freshly washed Hwa-ryeon entered the room.
The memory that was about to surface suddenly vanished as her mature face overlapped with the image of that young, tearful face from the past.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"...It's nothing."

My wistful gaze was met with a puzzled question.
I forced a smile and shook my head as if it were nothing.

Hwa-ryeon tilted her head curiously, then her gaze shifted downward before asking another question.

"By the way, what's that?"
"...Huh?"

Following her gaze, I realized I was still holding a small box in my hand.

"Oh, it's nothing."
"...Hmm?"

I hastily tucked the box into my chest and feigned ignorance.
Even I knew how awkward my reaction was.
Hwa-ryeon's eyes naturally narrowed.

I deliberately avoided her sharp gaze while inwardly breaking into a cold sweat.
Fortunately, she didn't seem interested in pressing the issue and soon relaxed her gaze with a shrug.

I naturally changed the subject.

"So, what do you think about this attack?"

As I asked casually while secretly feeling relieved, Hwa-ryeon countered with a question.

"What do you think, Ja-seong?"
"...It's strange. Irrational in many ways? Though I suppose it's silly to expect rationality from monsters."
"Yes. I think the same."

Hwa-ryeon nodded at my response.

This wasn't just idle conversation to change the subject—the monsters' movements today were strange in many ways.

"The biggest issue is that they attacked during the day when the Wudang people were awake. Even if they became monsters through the power of the Crimson Eye seedling, they're fundamentally beasts with good night vision."

As she said, being beasts with good night vision, they could have chosen to attack at night.
If they had launched a surprise attack when most people were asleep with only minimal guards, they wouldn't have retreated without killing anyone.

Some might ask if beasts could make such tactical judgments.
But...

"They retreated without hesitation as soon as the tide turned against them. Whether it's the cat or So-so, someone is controlling them from behind. I'm certain of it."

Someone with enough judgment to assess the odds and the flow of battle is behind this.
After today's battle, I could be sure of at least that much.

"But I still can't figure out who it might be."
"If that tiger had shown up, we'd know for sure, but it wasn't anywhere to be seen."

As we grumbled and sighed, I sensed several people approaching the room.
Soon the door opened, and the three women of the Lower Heaven Sect, led by Ye So-ha, entered.

"Ah, it feels so refreshing to wash after so long. People really should live cleanly, you know?"

Ye So-ha, speaking with a pleased expression, suddenly paused when she saw us, then smiled awkwardly.

"Um... are we interrupting something?"
"No. I was just about to leave anyway."

It was a problem we couldn't solve by just the two of us thinking about it.
Besides, it felt a bit awkward being among women whose hair was still wet.

"I'll go look around the Wudang compound for a bit. Let's discuss what we were talking about again when everyone's gathered."
"...Alright. Take care."

With Hwa-ryeon's slightly hesitant farewell, I left the guest hall.

*

After Ja-seong left, an awkward silence filled the room.
More precisely, Hwa-ryeon felt awkward around the three women from the Lower Heaven Sect.

*This is uncomfortable.*

Though he seemed less wary now, when they first met in Gyun County, Ja-seong had been extremely cautious of So-ha.

Being with someone like that was already uncomfortable enough, but...

"Hmm? Is there something you want to ask me?"
"...No. Nothing."

For some reason, So-ha kept addressing her with sparkling eyes and a bright smile.

Honestly, it was quite uncomfortable.

"I'm sure you must be curious about something...? Feel free to ask me anything!"
"......"

To make matters worse, one of So-ha's two attendants, Hong, was eagerly supporting her from the side.
At least Cheong was looking at So-ha and Hong with a complicated expression, hesitating, but she couldn't intervene as she was outnumbered.

Finally,

"...I'll step out for a moment too."
"Oh, you will?"

Hwa-ryeon, unable to bear it any longer, announced her escape.
Contrary to expectations, So-ha let her go without protest.
However, just as she was about to open the door, another question flew at her.

"But really, isn't there anything you want to ask?"
"...What exactly am I supposed to want to ask about?"

In response to Hwa-ryeon's irritated counter-question after the repeatedly annoying inquiries, So-ha's smile took on a mischievous quality.

"Well, to be direct... how to capture a man's heart?"
"Ugh...!"

A surprise attack.
So-ha's smile deepened as she read the shock on Hwa-ryeon's face.

"W-why would I be c-curious about something like that?"
"Come on, it's just us here. No need to hide it. I already know everything."

Though Hwa-ryeon tried to deny it belatedly, So-ha looked at her with an unnecessarily maternal gaze, as if she knew everything.
Then she began in a subtle tone.

"You see, men are like that. Once they think a woman is in their grasp, they quickly lose interest. Like losing interest in a fish that's already caught."
"Ja-seong isn't like that!"
"My goodness? I never specifically mentioned Gun Ja-seong."

She'd been drawn in.
A look of dismay crossed Hwa-ryeon's face as she realized this, but she quickly composed herself and retorted.

"You already said you noticed everything, didn't you? Stop trying to tease me and get to the point."
"...Aw, the fun's over."

While outwardly expressing disappointment, So-ha inwardly smiled with satisfaction.
Hwa-ryeon was already continuing the conversation instead of running away, so she had achieved her goal.

*Now, Ye So-ha's love counseling office is open for business.*

With that silly thought, So-ha spoke in a rather serious tone.

"Actually, it's nothing special. Looking from the outside, it's obvious you two are crazy about each other, but how should I put it? It's a bit frustrating?"
"...Frustrating?"

Hwa-ryeon flinched.
This was actually something she felt as well.

Since that day when she impulsively kissed him out of jealousy toward Zhuge Seo-hui at the Zhuge family estate, there hadn't been any notable progress between her and Ja-seong.

*No, it feels like we've even regressed...*

Additionally, after the incident at Changhyang Tower, things had become quite awkward between them.
While they conversed normally on the surface, they were subtly putting up walls between each other.

"It seems like you two had a fight or something...?"
"...!"

So-ha snapped her fingers at Hwa-ryeon's wide-eyed reaction.

"I'm right. You did fight."
"...Strictly speaking, we didn't fight."
"Okay, let's say you didn't. But what's the reason?"

The reason.
They both knew it all too well.

A single statement.

The issue was that one statement which had been permanently etched into Hwa-ryeon's memory but had completely vanished from Ja-seong's.

Objectively speaking, it wasn't anything special.

A young girl, drunk on a single cup of alcohol, letting out the sorrow and anger she had been suppressing deep inside.

"I'll get revenge! I'll get revenge on those who did that to my father! Waaah, Father—!"

And the words a boy of the same age had blurted out, repeating something he'd heard somewhere without understanding.

*Honestly, it's understandable that he doesn't remember.*

At the time, Ja-seong had been so flustered by her crying that he'd said all sorts of things.
So it would be perfectly understandable if Ja-seong didn't remember...

*No! I don't understand. I won't!*

Something welled up inside her, and her thoughts flipped in an instant.
Her head might understand, but her heart refused to.

While it might be an ordinary statement to others, it was special to her.
To slightly exaggerate, it might have even changed her life.

So she wanted Ja-seong to remember it too.
Was that too much to ask?

"Judging by your expression, it seems you've already realized the problem yourself?"
"...Yes."

Hwa-ryeon responded glumly to So-ha's question.
Seeing this, So-ha approached her, took her hand, and led her to the table.

Hwa-ryeon followed listlessly, sitting in the chair as guided by So-ha, who took a seat opposite her.

"Now, since you've recognized the problem, you should try to solve it, right?"
"...How?"
"Well, first, could you explain the situation briefly? Just a general outline of what happened and how it led to this."

At So-ha's words, Hwa-ryeon hesitantly gave a brief explanation of the situation.
Upon hearing this, So-ha's eyes lit up with interest.

"Hmm, so there was a tender memory between you two long ago, but Gun Ja-seong doesn't remember it?"

*Nod, nod*

So-ha looked at Hwa-ryeon, who was silently nodding, as if finding her cute, then spoke slowly.

"Hmm, I have a good method. Would you like to hear it?"
"...!"

So-ha whispered softly to Hwa-ryeon, who had suddenly looked up, as if imparting some great secret.
After hearing it, Hwa-ryeon wore a dubious expression.

"...Do I really have to do that?"
"This isn't the best solution, but a second-best one. It's to avoid the worst outcome. If things get desperate, try it then."

So-ha's advice was completely devoid of her usual playfulness.
Hwa-ryeon took it quite seriously, while Hong wore an intrigued expression beside them.

And a short distance away, Cheong was watching the three with a cold expression.

*...You do realize we're in the middle of enemy territory, right?*

Love counseling right after a battle that resembled a war.
And what's even funnier was...

*...Why does it actually sound reasonable?*

So-ha's advice sounded quite good even to her ears.
It made Cheong's initial uneasiness when So-ha said she would help Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon's romance seem unfounded.

But whether that was a good thing, she wasn't sure.
Cheong quietly sighed, making sure the others couldn't hear.

Ch.225 - Wudang's Legacy
After leaving the guest quarters, I wandered around the Wudang Sect as I said I would.
To be precise, I mainly explored the outskirts to check if there were other paths the monsters could use to attack.

After my inspection, I concluded that those creatures could come from anywhere.

The Cheonju Peak where the Wudang Sect is located is the highest peak of Wudang Mountain.
It's obvious, but the slopes are extremely steep.

So steep that martial artists of this world who can't use Lightness Skill would never be able to climb up without using the stairs leading to the sect gate.

"But that wouldn't matter to beasts."

And it matters even less to those twisted, mutated creatures that have become powerful monsters.
While this might be considered a natural fortress when facing human opponents, it's an incredibly disadvantageous terrain against those creatures.

I suddenly realized how tricky it is to deal with hordes of monsters.
And naturally, one question followed.

Given that they could climb up from anywhere, why did they rush through the front gate?

This contradicted the tentative conclusion I'd reached while talking with Hwa-ryeon—that someone was tactically controlling these monsters.

"Did they decide it wasn't necessary? Or perhaps they didn't think that far..."

Unable to come to a definite conclusion, I eventually sighed and stopped thinking about it.

I should discuss this with the others too.

Just as I was thinking about returning to the guest quarters, an angry shout from somewhere reached my ears.

"You call yourself an elder of Wudang?!"

"...What's that?"

Despite coming from quite a distance, the anger in the voice was clear.
Curious, I walked toward the source of the voice.

By then, the shouting had turned into an argument.

"I'm doing my best for Wudang!"
"The sect is in grave danger! Even a young girl who hasn't reached adulthood bravely joined the fight, yet you, an elder..."

Somehow, I felt like I knew who the angry voice belonged to.

Quickening my pace, I eventually arrived at a cave.
I passed through the entrance, which showed clear signs of being artificially created, and went inside.

After walking a short distance, I reached the end of the cave and was left speechless by what I saw.

*

"You call yourself an elder of Wudang?!"

The middle-aged Taoist's angry shout echoed throughout the cave.
The other middle-aged Taoist standing before him frowned at the noise but responded without backing down.

"I'm doing my best for Wudang!"

The angry middle-aged Taoist, Mujinja, was so dumbfounded by this response that he was momentarily speechless.

Best? He calls this his best?
What kind of "best" involves hiding in a cave and doing nothing while the sect faces a crisis!

"The sect is in grave danger! Even a young girl who hasn't reached adulthood bravely joined the fight, yet you, an elder..."

Speaking it aloud made his anger rise even further.
Mujinja decided that today he would finally drag this damned man out of the cave.

*Ching!*

Mujinja drew his Pine Pattern Ancient Sword and turned his gaze toward the cave wall.

Seeing this, the other middle-aged Taoist's eyes trembled.

"Se-Senior Brother? What are you thinking? Stop it. This is a legacy left by our Wudang ancestors!"

"No legacy is more important than the sect's survival. Today, I'll drag you out of here by any means necessary."

With a face full of determination, Mujinja moved toward the cave wall.
But he soon had to stop when he noticed a third person who had entered the cave.

"Who are you... Young Hero Gun?"

Recognizing him, Mujinja's face showed bewilderment.

Gun Ja-seong.
A great benefactor who had saved the Wudang Sect Master and his Senior Brother, a young martial artist with astonishing skills.
Embarrassed that such a person had witnessed Wudang's internal strife, Mujinja cleared his throat, approached Ja-seong, and began to explain.

"Ahem, I apologize for this unseemly display. This is my disciple..."

Ja-seong wasn't listening to Mujinja's words.
Or rather, he couldn't. He was overwhelmed by what he saw before him.

The interior of the cave was strange.
What made it strange were the marks covering the walls of the small cavern.

They looked like claw marks made by a beast trapped inside, frantically scratching at the walls.
But Ja-seong knew better. He knew immediately upon seeing them.

These weren't mere claw marks.
They were far more significant.

"...These are."

"Y-Young Hero Gun?"

Ja-seong walked past the confused Mujinja and slowly looked around the cave before approaching one of the walls.

"Stop! You mustn't touch that carelessly!"

The middle-aged Taoist stepped in front of Ja-seong to stop him, but in an instant, Ja-seong vanished from his sight.

"What...?"

Startled, he was shocked to hear footsteps behind him.

"What in the...!"

The person was a young man who seemed to have lived less than half his own years.
Yet this young man had somehow gotten behind him in the blink of an eye.

The middle-aged Taoist stared blankly at Ja-seong's back as he walked toward the cave wall, forgetting his attempt to stop him.
He turned to Mujinja and asked:

"...Senior Brother, who is he? I've never seen someone like him among the disciples of this generation. Did you accept a secular disciple as a mountain disciple?"

The middle-aged Taoist had assumed Ja-seong was a Wudang disciple.
He must have mistaken him for one because Ja-seong was wearing Taoist robes instead of his martial clothes, which had been ruined by monster blood.

Mujinja corrected his disciple's assumption.

"He is not a Wudang disciple. He's a benefactor who protected Wudang in place of the First Sword of Wudang, who shut himself in this cave and ignored the sect's crisis."

The middle-aged Taoist scratched the back of his head as his senior brother gave him a disapproving look.

First Sword of Wudang?
Wasn't the Sect Master, Muhuja, the strongest in Wudang?

While Muhuja was publicly known as Wudang's strongest, the reality was slightly different.
The middle-aged Taoist standing before Mujinja was actually Wudang's true strongest martial artist.

Muyeopja.

The youngest of the current elders' generation, he had been raised from childhood as Wudang's guardian, hailed as a once-in-a-millennium talent.

He was Wudang's trump card, raised to protect the sect in case of an unprecedented crisis.
That was who he was.

'And yet this so-called trump card is hiding in a cave, ignoring the sect's crisis...!'

Just thinking about it made Mujinja's anger rise again.

Muyeopja flinched at the sight of his senior brother's reddening face and trembling body, and subtly increased the distance between them.
Then he heard Ja-seong's quiet murmur.

"...Sword marks."

"H-How...?!"

Muyeopja was startled once again.
How did he recognize those marks as sword marks?

'Did Senior Brother tell him?'

He looked at Mujinja with suspicious eyes, but his senior brother seemed just as shocked.

'If Senior Brother didn't tell him...?'

Then there was only one answer.
This young martial artist had recognized the marks covering the cave as sword marks just by looking at them.

Muyeopja's body trembled as he realized this almost unbelievable fact.

*

Amazing.

I couldn't stop marveling at the countless sword marks covering the cave walls.
Despite centuries of weathering, each mark still retained its clarity.

A sharpness that couldn't be achieved by any existing famous sword.

I know what this is.
I can't help but know, since I'm still barely grasping its edge with my fingertips, unable to fully grasp it in my hand.

Sword Qi Hardening Into Force.

All these numerous sword marks were created with Sword Force.
And that wasn't all.

"...The depth of each sword mark is different. They get progressively deeper."

I could tell this not just by looking, but by sensing the entire cave with my qi perception.

Sword marks that start faint and thin at the front, continuing without breaking and gradually deepening.

The sword marks formed a spiral.
An infinitely smooth yet increasingly intense, unbroken sword.

"...Ah."

At that thought, I realized what was displayed before my eyes.
This is, this is...!

"Y-You noticed that too?!"

At that moment, a shout echoed through the cavern.
The fog in my mind, which had been entranced by the sword marks, cleared, and I snapped back to reality.

When I turned my head, I saw the shock on the unfamiliar middle-aged Taoist's face and Mujinja's bewilderment.
Only then did I realize I had been ignoring the two men, absorbed in the sword marks, and offered an apology.

"Ah, I'm sorry. I was so captivated by the sword marks on the wall that I unconsciously..."

"N-No. It's fine, don't worry about it..."

"Y-You! How did you know?"

The middle-aged Taoist interrupted Mujinja and suddenly approached me.
He thrust his face close to mine, making me recoil in surprise.
Noticing he had been too excited, he cleared his throat and stepped back.

"Ahem, I apologize. I got too excited."

"N-No, it's fine. But who are you...?"

In response to my question, Mujinja answered instead of the middle-aged Taoist himself.

"I apologize, Young Hero. This ill-mannered fool is my youngest disciple, Muyeop. He's a very ill-bred fellow who ignores the sect's crisis despite being called an elder."

"Ah, Senior Brother..."

"What, you brat."

I couldn't help but smile at their bickering, forgetting their age and acting like real brothers.
The argument I'd heard before entering the cave didn't seem that serious after all.

"A-Anyway, let's get back to the point. How did you know?"

"About those sword marks?"

"Yes!"

His face showed impatience for an immediate answer, but instead of responding right away, I asked a question.

"Before that, may I ask what those are? They seem to be... traces of a sword technique."

"Hmm..."

At my cautious question, the two Taoists glanced at each other with hesitation before nodding.

"There's no point in hiding it since you've already figured it out. You're right. Those are traces of a sword technique."

"And it's a sword technique that's no longer passed down in Wudang, lost long ago."

A sword technique lost long ago.

I felt my heart beating rapidly as my eyes lit up.

"We don't know when or why this technique was lost. There are no remaining records."

"All that remains are just two characters."

Two remaining characters.
Somehow, I felt like I knew what those two characters were.

"Taichi."

Ch.226 - Wudang's Legacy
Taiji.
A concept symbolizing the harmony of yin and yang, and the foundation of Wudang martial arts.

When I heard that word from Mu-yeop's lips, I looked at the sword marks engraved on the cave wall with fresh eyes.

Gentle, yet intense.

Two qualities felt in the sword marks.
Those contrasting qualities coexisted in harmony.
Indeed, it was a sword that embodied the harmony of yin and yang—Taiji.

Yes.
The supreme sword technique of Wudang, containing the profound principles of Taiji.

Taiji Wisdom Sword.

I couldn't help feeling moved by those four characters that made my heart flutter just thinking about them.
In truth, after hearing Hwa-ryeon's story about the Wudang Sect, I had half given up inside.

After all, what happened to Taiji Fist and Taiji Wisdom Sword? Instead, some Five Elements Sword was firmly occupying the position of their representative martial art.
I had no choice but to conclude that the Wudang Sect had completely lost their ancient martial arts.

But look.
This sight pleasantly betrayed my expectations.

As I engraved each sword mark in my mind once more, Mu-yeop's words continued to reach my ears.

"The day I first came to this cave with my Senior Brother and saw those sword marks, I realized it. The ancestors of Wudang left us an incredible legacy."

Legacy.
Just as he said, the ancestors of Wudang left their most precious possession here.

Their martial arts.
Not in writing, but through the sword.

This must have been both a desperate measure to avoid the Yuan Dynasty's martial arts purge and a prayer that the essence of Wudang would not disappear.

"From that day on, I resolved to restore this legacy no matter what. I decided I would do anything for that purpose."

Mu-yeop spoke with a face full of firm determination.
Unconsciously impressed by the solemn atmosphere, I was going "ooh" when I heard someone clicking their tongue.

"Well done. So you don't care if the sect perishes as long as you succeed in restoring the martial arts?"
"Ah, Senior Brother..."

...Wow, Mu-yeop, who had looked so cool until just now, suddenly started to look like a pathetic good-for-nothing.

I admired Mu-jin, who was looking at Mu-yeop as if he were contemptible.
That person seems like he'd be a straightforward warrior on the outside, but surprisingly has a sharp-tongued side.

"A-Anyway! You! Won't you help me?"
"Y-You fool! What nonsense are you spouting now!"

Shaking his head as if he didn't even want to hear his senior brother's words, Mu-yeop suddenly asked me for help.
My eyes widened at the unexpected request, and Mu-jin's angry voice erupted.

It was a natural reaction, if anything.
Suddenly talking about leaking the sect's legacy to an outsider, who would calmly accept such a—

"We already owe this young hero too great a debt. Yet instead of repaying him, you try to drag him into your vain ambitions!?"
"...Huh?"

What's this? The reaction seems a bit different from what I expected?
While I tilted my head in confusion, the two brothers resumed their argument.

"Senior Brother, you just saw it too! If this Taoist helps us, we might really, truly be able to restore this sword technique!"
"This fool still hasn't come to his senses...! Do you live without looking at the sky? The heavens are stained with blood and evil beasts are invading our sect. Yet you, who call yourself a guardian of Wudang...!"
"Wait, both of you, please calm down..."

Their voices grew louder and louder.
I tried to stop their argument, but it had no effect whatsoever.

"That's exactly why we need to restore this sword technique! We need new strength for our Wudang to overcome this crisis!"
"When will you have time to restore it and when will you have time to master it!?"
"...Ugh."

Their voices echoed through the cave, giving me a headache.

The angry atmosphere showed no signs of subsiding.
Feeling this couldn't continue, I looked for a way to calm them down and turned my gaze back to the sword marks on the cave wall.

The cause of their fight was ultimately those sword marks of the Taiji Wisdom Sword.
In that case...?

I slowly drew my sword from my waist and stood in the center of the cave.

"Haaah..."

Taking a deep breath to concentrate, I spread my qi network more densely than usual.
The fine mesh of qi read the sword marks on the wall more precisely.

Then I connected the sword marks one by one.
From the thinnest part to the deepest part.
Slowly, like carefully piecing together broken fragments.

Thus, all the sword marks were connected to form an unbroken spiral.

*Swoosh*

I moved my sword along the completed spiral.
A sword that was infinitely gentle and slow, yet unbroken as it traced a circle.

One circle, two circles.

Before I knew it, the trajectory of the sword, which had gone over ten circles, gradually gained intensity.

Gentleness followed by intensity.
Intensity followed by gentleness.

The two opposing qualities chased each other's tails, revolving infinitely.
But not just revolving—growing larger as they rotated.

That's why it was a spiral.

I struggled to maintain the gentleness without losing it in the rotation that was gaining ever more intense energy, trying to harmonize the two qualities.

Gentleness and intensity.
The harmony of two different qualities, yin and yang—that is Taiji.

I concentrated with all my mind and continued to draw the spiral.
But the collapse of harmony came too easily, too quickly.

As I repeated the rotation and drew the spiral, the intensity naturally strengthened while the gentleness lost power.
Feeling this, I inwardly clicked my tongue.

I thought it wouldn't be easy, but to fail so miserably...

I continued to focus all my attention on maintaining the balance between the two qualities while drawing the spiral.
But as I kept drawing the spiral and the sword's energy increased exponentially, maintaining balance became proportionally more difficult.

Before I knew it, the spiral I was drawing had lost its gentleness and was fiercely swirling around.
There's no way this could be called the Taiji Wisdom Sword.

I lowered my sword with a sigh.
Newly realizing that the Taiji Wisdom Sword was much more complex than expected, I turned my head and—

"......"
"......"

Met the eyes of the two Taoists with faces full of astonishment.

"...Ah."

Come to think of it, I was trying to get their attention to stop their argument... but I got too focused?

*

By the time the blood-red sun had disappeared behind the mountain peak.
I was returning to the guest hall with Mu-jin.

He said he wanted to escort me back, but I'm not some toddler.
He probably just wanted to talk with me privately.

"Young hero, I don't know how many times I've said the same thing, but I'll say it again. Thank you, thanks to you I was able to pull my foolish disciple out of that cave."

The two Taoists were shocked to see my poor imitation of the Taiji Wisdom Sword.
Among them, Mu-yeop, who recovered faster, burst into laughter and grabbed my hand.

-Hahaha! Did you see, Senior Brother? This young Taoist is truly amazing!
-Hmm, well...

Mu-jin grumbled with a sour expression at his disciple's joyful laughter.
Ignoring his senior brother's mood, Mu-yeop shook my hand like an excited child, his eyes sparkling.

-The energy in your sword was truly remarkable. And the way it grew more powerful with each rotation...! Though I saw it with my own eyes, it was truly a spine-tingling sight.
-Ah, yes.

It was just a crude imitation that couldn't be called the Taiji Wisdom Sword anywhere, but Mu-yeop, who didn't know what the real Taiji Wisdom Sword looked like, was beside himself with joy.
In contrast, Mu-jin held his forehead as if he had a headache.

As I looked back and forth between their contrasting faces, Mu-yeop, still holding my hand, continued in an excited voice.

-So, demonstrating the sword technique means you're willing to help me, right?
-Well, yes, I suppose so...

After all, I also want to see the Taiji Wisdom Sword restored.
There was no reason to refuse Mu-yeop's request for help.

At my answer, Mu-jin's expression crumbled miserably.
Glancing at his face, I belatedly added a condition.

-But I have one condition.
-A condition? What is it? I'll do anything I can.

Feeling an odd hint of madness in his answer, I awkwardly raised the corners of my mouth before composing myself and stating my condition.

-Don't neglect your sect, and help prepare for the attacks.

"I never expected you to say that. Seeing that bastard Mu-yeop's contorted face made me feel like a decade of indigestion was cleared away."
"I couldn't miss the chance to gain the First Sword of Wudang's help."
"Indeed, we need to put him to work as hard as he's been slacking off."

Seeing Mu-jin's eyes curve happily, I casually asked the question I'd been curious about.

"But are you really okay with this? Me helping restore the sword technique means your sect's legacy will be leaked."

Although it was lost, the Taiji Wisdom Sword must be one of the Wudang Sect's most secret techniques.
I demonstrated the sword technique earlier because his reaction seemed fine, but I found it very strange that he had so little resistance to the idea.

And to my question, Mu-jin responded as if it were no big deal.

"It's a legacy that was forgotten long ago and couldn't be properly restored. From the beginning, Mu-yeop was just being stubborn; nothing was ever properly progressing."
"Ah, is that so...?"
"That's right. So we should be grateful to you for helping with the restoration. Don't worry unnecessarily. The Head of the School will be thankful too."

I felt a small sense of relief at Mu-jin's words, when I heard a sigh mixed with lamentation.

"Anyway, judging by the lack of attack reports so far, it seems they won't attack anymore today... but I'm worried about tomorrow."

At those words, my face hardened as well.

"Yes. Since they failed in today's attack and retreated, they'll probably come in greater numbers tomorrow."

Both of us tacitly agreed that the monster attacks were not over.
We managed to fend them off without major damage today, but there was no guarantee for tomorrow.

While on the subject, I shared the conclusion I had reached earlier while looking around the Wudang Sect.
When I said there was no guarantee the creatures would always come through the main gate, he nodded vigorously.

"I agree with that. Though they've changed strangely, their essence is that of beasts. The entire mountain is like their front yard. It will be hard on the disciples, but we must strengthen our vigilance."

And so, throughout the night, our group and the Wudang disciples took turns guarding the outskirts of the Wudang Sect.

But despite all our vigilance, the monster horde invaded the Wudang Sect through the mountain gate again.
And in almost the same numbers as yesterday.

Ch.227 - Heart Demon
...Why?

Everything I had been so certain about had gone completely wrong.
Though I was inwardly bewildered by this unexpected turn of events, I decided to focus first on fighting against the attacking monsters.

"Hup!"

*Slash!*

I cut a small, drooling monster in half with a single strike.
Leaving behind the creature that died without even a proper scream, I looked for my next target when I noticed something I hadn't seen yesterday.

"Haah!"

Wudang Sword Immortal Mu Yeop-ja.
The true master of Wudang and its guardian was indeed worthy of his reputation.

He sharply penetrated a deer monster's weak spot, thrusting his sword into its neck to instantly cut off its breath, then immediately stabbed deep into the eyes of a rabbit monster nearby.

*Keeee...!*

The rabbit monster collapsed, losing all strength with a death cry.
I couldn't help but be impressed watching him take down two monsters in an instant.

His movements had no wasted motion as he quickly dispatched his enemies.
Observing him, I could tell just how skilled a swordsman he was.

*Keeee-!*

"They're retreating!"

With the powerful reinforcement of the First Sword of Wudang joining us, we cleared out the monsters faster than yesterday, and the monster horde retreated earlier as well.

"Phew...."

I sighed, releasing the tension from my body after the battle ended.
Then I suddenly noticed my borrowed robe was covered in blood, which made me sigh again in dismay.

Given the circumstances, no one would complain, but still, I'd made a complete mess of borrowed clothes.

As I was feeling guilty and clicking my tongue, Mu Yeop-ja, who couldn't possibly know what I was thinking, excitedly approached me.

"Well, now that those monsters have retreated, they probably won't come back today! Let's go, I have so much to discuss with you."

Despite being probably twice my age, Mu Yeop-ja was acting like an excited child.
He was probably desperate to restore the Taiji Wisdom Sword as soon as possible, but honestly, seeing a bearded old man act this way just made me uncomfortable.

"Ah, yes... let's do that."

As I was forcing a smile and responding,

*Thud!*

I heard an ominous sound.
A strangely chilling and heavy reverberation.
The problem was that it didn't stop after just once.

*Thud! Thud! Thwack!*

...Not only did it not stop, but it was getting faster. What's going on?

*Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!*

"Excuse me for a moment."
"Wait, where are you going?"

After asking Mu Yeop-ja to bear with me, I walked toward the source of the sound.
Because it was so loud, many people were already gathering there.

Amidst the crowd, I heard a shrill cry.

"Senior Brother! Please stop!"

A strangely familiar voice.
As I hurried my steps, I soon discovered who the voice belonged to.

"...Master Hyeon-seong?"
"M-Master Gun! You're here! Please stop my Senior Brother."

Master Hyeon-seong, who turned his head at my call, brightened upon seeing me and pointed somewhere.
Following the direction of his finger, I frowned at the horrific sight before me.

"Heu! Heup! Huaap!"

*Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!*

"...Master Hyeon-jin."

The person I saw was none other than Master Hyeon-jin.
Like the others, he seemed to have fought a fierce battle, as he was covered in blood, but now he was viciously hacking at a monster's corpse with his sword.

His face was completely distorted, his eyes burning with rage.
He gripped his sword with both hands, swinging it wildly.
Above all, the intense killing intent flowing from his entire body.

He looked less like a master and more like some kind of butcher.

"Die...! Die...! Die!"

I looked at the monster he was striking.
Though quite distorted from its original form, the black stripes visible across its body were clearly those of a tiger.

It seems there were tiger monsters besides that damn cat.
And Master Hyeon-jin was taking out his anger on this creature.

*W-why is he acting like that?*
*How would I know? But shouldn't someone stop him?*

I could hear the other Second Generation disciples muttering among themselves.
Everyone knew they should stop Master Hyeon-jin, but none dared approach him.

"Sigh...."

With a small sigh, I strode toward Master Hyeon-jin.

*Thwack! Thud!*

"Master, that's enough."
"Die...! Die!"
"Master Hyeon-jin!"

As if he couldn't hear me, he continued to hack at the monster's corpse with a face twisted like a demon.

The corpse was now so brutally mutilated that it had lost its original form.
Seeing that even the hilt of the Pine Pattern Sword in Master Hyeon-jin's hand was now stained with blood, I forcibly pulled him away from the corpse.

"Let go...! Let go of me!"

Master Hyeon-jin struggled, his bloodshot eyes still fixed on the monster's corpse.
But he couldn't overcome my strength and was dragged away.

"I said... let go!"

So enraged at being prevented from venting further, he suddenly swung his sword at me.
In response, I drew my sword with my left hand in reverse grip and blocked his attack.

*Clang!*

A sharp metallic sound rang out.
The sound seemed to bring Master Hyeon-jin back to his senses, as the tension left his distorted face and his unfocused eyes regained clarity.

"M-Master Gun?"

Recognizing me as if he'd regained his reason, Master Hyeon-jin's eyes widened.
Soon realizing he had attacked me, he dropped his sword in horror.

*Splash!*

The Pine Pattern Sword, released from its owner's hand, fell into a puddle of blood.
As I looked down at the pine pattern on the hilt submerged in blood, Master Hyeon-jin hurriedly apologized.

"I-I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking straight...! I didn't mean to...!"
"I'm fine...."
"Hyeon-jin, you foooool!"

A thunderous voice cut off my response.
Another familiar voice.

Sure enough, when I turned my head, Mu Jin-ja was approaching with fiery eyes and heavy steps.

"How dare you lose your senses, go berserk, and then swing your sword at our sect's benefactor! Can you still call yourself a disciple of Wudang?!"
"...I have no excuse."

Master Hyeon-jin lowered his head, trying to hide his guilt-ridden face.
Mu Jin-ja glared at the top of his head with sharp eyes and barked again.

"I can't stand the sight of you! Return to your room immediately!"
"...Yes."

Completely cowed, Master Hyeon-jin trudged away with heavy steps.
As I watched his retreating figure, Mu Jin-ja offered me an apology.

"I apologize for this. Are you hurt anywhere?"
"No, I'm fine."

Relieved by my answer, Mu Jin-ja clicked his tongue while watching Master Hyeon-jin's back.

"He wasn't originally like that, but it seems Hyeon-un's death has affected him greatly."
"Is that so?"

Nodding at my response, Mu Jin-ja explained Master Hyeon-jin's circumstances.

"Originally, he and Hyeon-un lived in the same village before joining our sect together. Though not related by blood, I heard he looked up to Hyeon-un like an older brother since childhood."
"I see there was such a connection."
"And now that Hyeon-un is dead and he's become the new Head Disciple of the Second Generation, he must be feeling tremendous pressure in many ways."

Mu Jin-ja seemed to feel quite sorry for Master Hyeon-jin despite having just scolded him harshly.
But someone objected to his words.

"I don't think it's something that can be described as mere pressure."
"What do you mean by that?"

Mu Yeop-ja, who had approached from the side, made Mu Jin-ja's eyes twitch at his comment.
Ignoring his senior's reaction, Mu Yeop-ja glanced at the mutilated monster corpse and spoke in a serious tone.

"Senior, you must have felt his unusual killing intent just now."
"...Well."

Seeing Mu Jin-ja at a loss for words, Mu Yeop-ja spoke firmly.

"Don't try to deny it. He's clearly fallen into heart demon."

Heart demon.
The darkness of the mind that, if left unchecked, leads to the infamous deviation of qi.
That was what heart demon meant.

And to hear that Master Hyeon-jin had fallen into heart demon.
As I was inwardly lamenting this shocking revelation from Mu Yeop-ja, my eyes fell on Master Hyeon-jin's Pine Pattern Sword still submerged in the puddle of blood.

I bent down to retrieve the sword and looked at the pine pattern engraved on the hilt.

The pine tree, now stained dark red with dried blood.

It seemed to embody Master Hyeon-jin's bloodthirsty heart.

"He must be made to meditate in seclusion until he can control his heart demon."
"Mu Yeop, but right now we need every fighter we can..."
"Senior, you know how dangerous a martial artist who has fallen to heart demon can be, don't you?"
"......"

Mu Jin-ja fell silent at Mu Yeop-ja's words.
After frowning for a long while as if conflicted, he finally nodded with a sigh.

"...You're right. I was so focused on the immediate threat that I was willing to ignore Hyeon-jin's wounds. I'll have him enter seclusion immediately...."
"Wait a moment."

I interrupted Mu Jin-ja's words.
Meeting the two pairs of eyes that turned to me, I carefully asked:

"Before you make your decision, may I speak with Master Hyeon-jin myself?"
"...You?"

Mu Jin-ja raised an eyebrow as if surprised, then seemed to consider something before granting permission without further comment.

"Come to think of it, you were the one who recovered Hyeon-un's body. And you're about the same age too... Very well. Do as you wish."
"Thank you."

As I was expressing my gratitude to Mu Jin-ja, Mu Yeop-ja suddenly interjected.

"Wait, wait! What about restoring the sword technique?!"
"Didn't you just say how dangerous a martial artist fallen to heart demon is?"
"......"
"It won't take long. Please wait a little."

Leaving Mu Yeop-ja trapped by his own words, I followed one of the Second Generation disciples who guided me to Master Hyeon-jin's room.

As I walked, I looked down at the Pine Pattern Sword in my hand.

The pine tree pattern still stained red.
I rubbed it vigorously with a clean part of my robe.

The dried blood covering the pine pattern fell away, revealing its original color.
Confirming this, I quickened my pace.

Ch.228 - Heart Demon
"I believe so."

Following the guidance of an unnamed Wudang disciple, I arrived at Taoist Hyeonjin's door.
The disciple who had guided me tactfully excused himself, saying he would head back now, leaving me alone.

Standing alone before the door, I took a small deep breath and called out to Taoist Hyeonjin.

"Master Hyeonjin, are you in there? It's Gun Ja-seong."

"...Young Master Gun?"

I sensed movement inside as an immediate response came.
Soon there was a clattering sound from beyond the door, and then it opened cautiously.

Through the slightly opened door, I could see Taoist Hyeonjin still wearing his blood-soaked uniform.
Seeing him like that, I smiled wryly and asked.

"May I come in for a moment?"

"...Yes. Please enter."

After a slight hesitation, he granted permission, and I followed him into the room.

The room was quite neatly organized.
The only thing out of place was a chair awkwardly lying on the floor.
That must have been the source of the clattering sound earlier.

"Please sit."

Noticing my gaze, Taoist Hyeonjin righted the chair and offered me the seat across from him.
We sat down with a small round table between us.

First, I placed the Songmun Ancient Sword on the table, having roughly wiped off the blood.

"Here's your sword, Master. You left it behind in the commotion."

"Ah... thank you."

Taoist Hyeonjin offered a quiet word of thanks as he sheathed the sword.

"......"

"......"

An awkward silence filled the room afterward.
Taoist Hyeonjin kept his head down, unable to meet my eyes, while I was contemplating how to begin the conversation.

After organizing my thoughts for a moment, just as I was about to speak—

"Well..."

"I'm sorry!"

His loud apology cut off my words.
As I blinked in surprise, Taoist Hyeonjin continued while watching my reaction.

"What happened earlier... was entirely my fault. When I saw that tiger that looked similar to the one that killed my senior brother, I lost my senses without realizing it."

The explanation was not much different from what I had expected.
Taoist Hyeonjin's face was filled with guilt toward me.

But there was one curious thing.
Beneath the guilt, I could sense something like impatience.

Impatience, is it...?

While secretly observing his reaction, I spoke.

"I'm fine. I wasn't hurt, so there's no need to feel so sorry."

"...Thank you for saying that."

Taoist Hyeonjin let out a deep sigh.
His expression brightened a bit, perhaps because his guilt had somewhat diminished.

However, I wasn't finished speaking.

"But there's a problem."

"...A problem?"

"Yes. It seems the elders aren't willing to let your actions slide."

"If they won't let it slide...?"

To his anxious question, I told him exactly how things stood.

"Elder Mujinja and Elder Muyeopja want to send you into secluded meditation..."

"That cannot happen!"

*CRASH!*

Taoist Hyeonjin rose from his seat, knocking over the chair again with a loud noise.
His contorted face revealed both shock and anger.

"Master Hyeonjin."

"Secluded meditation? That's absolutely impossible. That tiger, that beast must be nearby. If I enter seclusion..."

"You won't be able to avenge your senior brother?"

"...!"

Taoist Hyeonjin flinched at my words.
For a moment, his eyes wavered as if caught off guard.

But only for a moment.
Soon his eyes hardened, and his tightly clenched fists trembled.

"...Yes. That's right. I must have my revenge. I need to kill that damned tiger that murdered Senior Brother Hyeonun and desecrated his body, to put his spirit to rest."

*Grind*

Just thinking about the tiger seemed to fill him with rage as he ground his teeth violently.
An unusual killing intent began to emanate from his body again.
Narrowing my eyes, I slowly spoke.

"Do you think that's possible? That tiger is no easy opponent."

"Do you think I don't know that? If it were, Senior Brother Hyeonun wouldn't have died so pitifully."

As he recalled Hyeonun's death, the whites of Taoist Hyeonjin's eyes turned red.
He squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath, trying to control his overwhelming emotions, then continued.

"That beast is the enemy of Wudang, my enemy. I cannot run away from this blood feud that cannot exist under the same sky. If necessary, even if I must sacrifice my life...!"

"Huh."

I snorted briefly at his declaration that he would even sacrifice his life to avenge his enemy.
Seeing my reaction, Taoist Hyeonjin's face hardened.

"...What's so funny?"

"Nothing, I just thought Master Hyeonun would be pleased. His disciple is willing to sacrifice his life to avenge him—such brotherly devotion is truly admirable."

Both of us knew I wasn't saying this because I genuinely thought it was admirable.
Shrugging off Taoist Hyeonjin's increasingly hostile aura at my sarcastic remark, I shrugged my shoulders.

"Let's set aside the fact that you couldn't kill that tiger even if you risked your life. But do you think Master Hyeonun would praise you for such revenge?"

"...Young Master Gun."

"Of course not. He sacrificed himself to protect his disciples. If his disciple throws away his life to avenge him, he would be furious instead."

Struck by my words hitting the mark, Taoist Hyeonjin finally exploded.

"Then what am I supposed to do?! The beast that killed Senior Brother Hyeonun and desecrated his body is out there, and you want me to ignore it and go into secluded meditation? Do you think that's possible?"

"......"

"Even now, my chest feels like it's about to burst from frustration. I want to rush out and tear that beast to pieces right now, but I can't, and it's driving me crazy. Is that wrong?"

This time, I kept my mouth shut.

It's not wrong.
At least, that's what I think.

If I were in Hyeonjin's position, I would have wanted to avenge my senior brother too.

In fact, I did take revenge.
Remembering my nanny and household members who were killed by the Dark Heaven Unit, I unconsciously clenched my fists.

Some say the greatest revenge is forgetting, or that forgiveness is the best revenge.
Some even say revenge is ultimately empty, but honestly, to someone who has experienced it firsthand, those are just empty words.

When my precious people were unjustly sacrificed to someone's malice and injustice, how could I think of forgiveness?

So I don't deny revenge.
However, there was one thing to remember.
And that is...

"Even if you take revenge, that frustration and anger won't disappear. The dead cannot return, and that won't change whether you kill that tiger or not."

"So you're telling me to give up on revenge? Just forget about it?"

"If you'd listen to me until I—"

"No! I will have my revenge! I will personally kill the beast that murdered my senior brother!"

*I'll have my revenge! I'll get revenge on those who did that to my father!*

"...Ah."

Hearing Taoist Hyeonjin's cry, my eyes widened.
It wasn't that his words were particularly shocking.

It was because I remembered someone who had said something similar long ago.
Along with the last words I had said to her after hearing that.

...Ha, to think that what I couldn't remember despite racking my brains would come to me now.
Inwardly laughing bitterly, I looked straight at the fuming Taoist Hyeonjin and opened my mouth.

And I said it.
The words I had spoken to the young Hwa-ryeon when she was in tears.

"It's fine to seek revenge. If nothing changes either way, taking revenge might be a bit more satisfying."

"...Then."

"But you shouldn't sacrifice your life for revenge. You need to think about what comes after revenge. For the sake of those who cared for you, and those you care about."

"...!"

Hearing my words, Taoist Hyeonjin looked as if he'd been struck on the back of the head.

*I heard this somewhere—to take revenge, you need to take perfect revenge.*
*Sniff... Perfect revenge? What's that?*
*It's living happily for the rest of your life after completing your revenge. For your father who loved you.*

That was what I had told Hwa-ryeon after she had finally calmed down from crying for a long time.

If you're going to take revenge, take perfect revenge.

I don't even remember where I heard it, and it's not particularly special.
But that one sentence had moved Hwa-ryeon's heart and helped her let go of her obsession with revenge.

I wonder, how would Taoist Hyeonjin react?

I said nothing more and silently watched him.
After briefly wearing a dumbfounded expression, his face contorted and relaxed repeatedly.

With a complex expression from the swirling emotions, he clenched his fists tightly, then finally let out a long sigh as he released all tension from his body.

"Haah..."

And as he tried to sit down again—

"Ugh!?"

*CRASH!*

He fell backward.

"...Seems you forgot the chair was knocked over."

"D-did I...?"

With a face reddened from embarrassment, Taoist Hyeonjin righted the chair and sat down.
Was it my imagination, or did he look much better than before?

After hesitating for a moment, Taoist Hyeonjin sighed again and spoke in a calmer tone.

"...Even if you tell me to think about what comes after revenge, I am powerless. As you said, the possibility of me killing that tiger is infinitesimally small, even if I risk my life."

"I won't deny that."

The tiger, aside from its massive size, has whiskers and claws strong enough to block sword qi and sword techniques.
For Taoist Hyeonjin, who can't even emit sword qi, let alone internal energy, he would die without inflicting a single wound on it.

Has he regained enough composure to make such a judgment?

Honestly, I didn't expect much, but it seems my words have once again succeeded in changing something within Taoist Hyeonjin.

If that's the case, I should take responsibility for changing that something and lend a hand in his perfect revenge.
I stood up from my seat.

"Master, would you follow me for a moment?"

"Pardon? Where to...?"

"Well, you'll see when we get there."

Seeing me answer with a slight smile, the puzzled Taoist Hyeonjin followed me out of the room.

Ch.229 - Because I Will Not Back Down
I headed to the cave with the sword marks of the Taiji Graceful Sword, bringing Taoist Hyeonjin with me.
When we arrived, I found Mu-yeop already waiting, his legs trembling with anticipation.

"Elder."
"Oh, you're finally here! I've been waiting so desperately...?"

Mu-yeop turned his head at my call, initially pleased, but then frowned when he saw Taoist Hyeonjin awkwardly following behind me.

"What's the meaning of this? Surely not...?"
"Yes. Your guess is probably correct."
"W-what?"

Taoist Hyeonjin was confused, unable to follow the conversation between Mu-yeop and me.
Perhaps noticing something in his demeanor, Mu-yeop asked with surprise.

"...His killing intent has noticeably decreased. What did you do?"
"Just had a little chat with him."
"Huh, a conversation that overcomes the heart demon? I'd really like to hear what that was about."
"Let's save that for later. Don't we have more urgent matters now?"

Mu-yeop looked back and forth between Taoist Hyeonjin and me, then nodded with a sigh.

"He's overcome the heart demon and is now the senior brother of the Second Generation disciples, so I have no grounds to stop him. Fine, you can join us too."
"...What exactly are you talking about?"

Taoist Hyeonjin asked in bewilderment, still unable to follow the conversation.
I shrugged and briefly explained the current situation to him.

About the sword marks on the cave wall and Mu-yeop's collection... or rather, his aspiration.

"So, these marks engraved here are from a lost sword technique of Wudang, and you're trying to restore it now?"
"You catch on quick. Let's get started then."

Mu-yeop nodded at Taoist Hyeonjin's words and rushed to proceed.
I smiled wryly, thinking he must be quite eager, when Taoist Hyeonjin carefully asked:

"B-but I don't understand why I'm being included. I don't think I'll be of much help."
"That's fine. I didn't bring you here for help."

My answer made Taoist Hyeonjin look even more confused.

"Then why did you bring me...?"
"You need power to get revenge on that tiger, right? I brought you here to give you that power."
"...!"

Taoist Hyeonjin's eyes widened in surprise.
Seeing his face, I smiled slightly, then stepped back a bit to face him and drew my sword.

"Well, since 'one person' hasn't arrived yet, let's use this time to experience firsthand what you need to learn."
"......"

Taoist Hyeonjin silently watched me rotate my wrist with the sword, then asked in a low voice:

"...If I gain this power, will I be able to kill that tiger?"
"Would you prefer a hopeful answer or a realistic one?"
"Please give me the realistic answer."
"It'll be difficult. Unless a miracle happens, it will be hard."
"......"

Taoist Hyeonjin lowered his head with a gloomy expression at my answer.
After watching him for a moment, I casually added:

"Well, still..."
"...?"
"If you learn what I teach you, you won't die easily. If you do well, you might be able to hold out tenaciously until a miracle comes along."

Upon hearing this, Taoist Hyeonjin immediately raised his head and answered by drawing his sword.

"...I'll be in your care."
"Let's begin."

As we pointed our swords at each other, Mu-yeop, who had awkwardly ended up in the middle, scratched the back of his head.

"So, am I supposed to referee this duel?"
"No, you don't need to. Just watch carefully, Elder. You need to learn this too."
"Huh...?"

Mu-yeop made an incredulous expression at the suggestion that he needed to learn something from me.
Slightly amused at how his reaction might change soon, I turned my attention to Taoist Hyeonjin before me.

He was emanating a rather sharp aura as he pointed his sword at me, then charged with a powerful battle cry.

"Hyaaaaaap!"

Taoist Hyeonjin's shout echoed through the cave as he rushed at me.
As soon as he reached striking distance, he thrust his sword forcefully.

*Swish!*

A thrust aimed at my right shoulder.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly and gently pushed his sword's flat side with the tip of my blade.

"Wh-what?!"

As a result, the trajectory of his sword twisted uncontrollably, and the Songmun Ancient Sword flew off in a completely wrong direction.

*Thud!*

Having lost his balance due to the unexpected twist in trajectory, Taoist Hyeonjin helplessly rolled across the cave floor.

"W-what just happened...?"

Sitting on the floor with a dumbfounded expression, Taoist Hyeonjin stared in disbelief.
I extended my left hand, which wasn't holding the sword, and helped him up.

"Gun Young Master, what was that...?"
"How was it? Quite surpris—"
"Y-you! What did you just do there?"

Mu-yeop cut off my words and interjected, spraying spittle in his excitement.

Pulling my head back to avoid the flying droplets, I pushed Mu-yeop's face away and explained the principles of the Soft Sword.
After hearing my explanation, Mu-yeop stroked his beard in amazement.

"The Soft Sword, a flexible sword...! Indeed, that explains why I sensed two different qualities in those sword marks!"

His gaze turned to the sword marks engraved on the cave wall.

"Softness and intensity. A sword embodying two qualities...! Truly remarkable. What kind of martial arts did our ancestors possess?"

Mu-yeop's admiration soon turned to lamentation.

"And why did those martial arts vanish without a trace?"
"......"

I remained silent upon hearing Mu-yeop's mournful murmur.
During the Yuan Dynasty's rule, for nearly a hundred years, there was a systematic eradication of the martial arts world.

In an era where the average lifespan was around fifty, and martial artists in the mountain forests rarely even reached that age before dying violently, a hundred years meant several generations had passed.

It was enough time for even the memory of losing martial arts accumulated over generations to be forgotten under Yuan rule.

"Sigh..."

Mu-yeop's regretful sigh echoed through the cave.
The atmosphere had naturally grown heavy.
As if trying to lighten the mood, Taoist Hyeonjin, who had been listening alongside us, smiled awkwardly and said:

"The Soft Sword, I'm truly amazed. So that's why you let me attack first."
"Oh, you noticed?"

I also joined in, smiling playfully at Taoist Hyeonjin.

As he said, I had pretended to be considerate by letting him attack first, but strictly speaking, I had no choice but to yield the first move.

The Soft Sword is a defensive sword.
It's a sword of counterattack, subduing the opponent by responding to their moves.

"From now on, both of you need to learn the principles of this Soft Sword."

The Taiji Graceful Sword is the pinnacle of the Soft Sword, emphasizing flexibility.
In other words, if you can't embody the principles of the Soft Sword, you can't even begin to learn it.

Mu-yeop, who had recovered from his lamentation, frowned at my words.

"Just from seeing it briefly, it doesn't seem easy to master. It might take months."

Hearing this, I firmly shook my head.

"That won't do. We don't have time. Both of you must completely master the principles of the Soft Sword by the end of today."
"In just one day...? Do you think that's possible?"

An incredulous question.
It was indeed an outrageous demand.

Anyone would react this way if suddenly told they had to master the Soft Sword in a day, especially when they'd lived their whole lives without even knowing concepts like the Swift Sword or Heavy Sword.

But,

"There is no other way. We don't have time."

A voice that belonged to neither me, Taoist Hyeonjin, nor Mu-yeop echoed through the cave.
Our gazes turned automatically.
At the end of our line of sight, in the dark cave, was a pair of distinctly shining golden eyes.

"Isn't that Miss Ye? What do you mean we don't have time...?"

In response to Mu-yeop's question, Ye So-ha immediately uttered shocking words that would stun the two men.

"Four days from now. If we don't resolve this situation within that time, Wudang Sect is finished."





*





Last night.
Ye So-ha had gathered everyone at a late hour when they should have been going to bed.

"What's this about at such a late hour? Couldn't it wait until tomorrow morning?"

My Master glanced sideways at Seol, who was nodding off beside him, as Ye So-ha offered a polite apology.

"I'm sorry. The matter is so urgent that I thought it best to inform you as soon as possible."
"What urgent matter are you talking about?"

In response to Hwa-ryeon's question, Ye So-ha spoke with an uncharacteristically rigid expression.

"First, I must apologize again. Our prediction was wrong."
"Your prediction was wrong?"
"Yes. We thought we had more time, but that wasn't the case. We were deceived by the Blood Eye Cult."

She went on to explain in detail.
The three from the Lower Heaven Sect who had surveyed the landscape of Wudang Mountain, now transformed into a demonic realm, had estimated they had at least ten days before the Blood Eye saplings fully matured.

"We made a hasty judgment based solely on the degree of environmental contamination. We never dreamed they were deliberately slowing the progression of the contamination."

Hong spoke incomprehensibly while bowing her head in shame.
Though she didn't show it outwardly, Cheong seemed equally dejected.

"So, exactly how much time do we have left?"

In response to my question, Ye So-ha hesitated slightly before answering with difficulty.

"Five days from now. No, it's four days now."
"...Huh."

From ten days suddenly down to four.
I could only laugh hollowly at the time that had suddenly been cut in half.

The trio flinched at my reaction, watching me nervously.

"But what happens when the saplings fully mature? I've heard that the saplings are responsible for turning Wudang Mountain into this state, but I don't think I've heard what happens when they fully grow."

A natural question.
Everyone's gaze turned to Ye So-ha.

"Um, well..."

Ye So-ha deliberately avoided their gaze.
Her usual cryptic responses and relaxed smile were nowhere to be seen.

It seemed something truly terrible would happen when the saplings fully matured.

"You don't have the option of not telling us. Just spill it."
"...Yes."

The story we heard was truly shocking.

"What did you just say...?"
"We'll become like those monsters?!"

Exclamations of horror.
Seol's eyes, now completely awake, grew as big as saucers.

According to what Ye So-ha finally revealed, once the saplings fully matured, not only animals but also sentient beings would become twisted and mutated. In other words, all humans in Wudang Sect would turn into monsters.

A tremendous shock swept through everyone in the group.
Watching our reactions carefully, Ye So-ha added:

"...And that's not the end of it."
"What else is there?"
"Well, when the saplings fully mature, their territory expands explosively."

Territory expansion.
Immediately grasping the meaning of those words, I opened my eyes wide.

"Don't tell me...!"
"...Yes. Gyun County to the north of Wudang Mountain will fall within the Blood Eye's territory in just one day. That means everyone living there will also..."
"...How many people live in Gyun County?"
"Just under a hundred thousand, I believe."

A hundred thousand humans would transform into a hundred thousand monsters in four days.

Everyone was left speechless at this surreal revelation.

Ch.230 - Because I Will Not Back Down
Four days from now, not only Mount Wudang but even Gungang County will transform into a demonic realm. And all the humans living there will become twisted monsters.

Even summarizing it again, it sounded like a terrible joke. I wished Ye So-ha would suddenly say, "Ta-da! Just kidding. Were you all surprised?" and laugh.

But the faces of the three women from the Lower Heaven Sect, including Ye So-ha, were nothing but serious. Even a three-year-old child could tell they weren't joking.

In the naturally heavy atmosphere, Ye So-ha spoke.

"So, what do you think about leaving the mountain now?"
"Are you telling us to run away?"
"Not running away, just getting out of danger first. If things go wrong, you might also..."

I didn't need to hear the rest to understand.

You'll all become hideous monsters too. And if that happens, everything will be over.

"..."

Hwa-ryeon remained silent after hearing Ye So-ha's suggestion. Of course, Seol and Master did the same.

It was too devastating to argue about abandoning Wudang at this point, considering the terrible consequences if things went wrong.

While no one could speak up,

"We will not run away."

Hwa-ryeon firmly refused. Master and Seol turned to her with surprised faces.

"W-wait a moment, miss...!"
"Young Mistress, this doesn't seem like something to decide so hastily."

Though their words differed slightly, both were clearly objecting to Hwa-ryeon's decision. Hwa-ryeon ignored their reactions and looked straight at Ye So-ha.

Ye So-ha tried to reason with her in a gentle tone.

"Why don't you discuss it with your companions first? There's no need to decide so hastily..."
"No. I've already decided."
"..."

Ye So-ha closed her mouth at Hwa-ryeon's sharp response. Then Hwa-ryeon began her barrage of questions.

"If we run away, what happens to the people of Wudang and Gungang County?"
"Miss Ju, I understand what you're thinking, but don't worry. I haven't given up on removing the seedling. After you all go to a safe area, the three of us will remove it."
"Can the three of you do it alone? Weren't you seeking our help—Ja-seong's help?"
"That's..."

Ye So-ha tried to speak, but Hwa-ryeon cut her off.

"So success isn't certain. Even if we help, you can't guarantee that the people of Wudang and Gungang County won't turn into monsters."
"...Sigh."

Faced with Hwa-ryeon's confident assertion, Ye So-ha finally sighed deeply and nodded.

"There's no use lying. You're right. Due to the time constraints, our preparations are insufficient. We can no longer guarantee absolute success."
"And yet you're telling us to leave?"
"Don't you have something you absolutely must do? I was just trying to be considerate."

She was right.
We—Hwa-ryeon—had something that absolutely needed to be done.

Overthrowing Paecheon Fortress.
Breaking the ambitions of Ju Do-han, the Lord of Paecheon Fortress, who sought to grasp the martial arts world in his hands.

For this, wasn't she trying to gather the strength of the Nine Major Sects and Five Great Families? And Wudang was one of those Nine Major Sects.

"We need Wudang's strength for that. And I have no intention of standing by while a hundred thousand people in Gungang County turn into monsters."
"...So you won't leave?"
"I won't back down."

Ye So-ha frowned at Hwa-ryeon's stubborn words. I shrugged and urged her to give up.

"You might as well give up. Even I can't break Hwa-ryeon's stubbornness."
"...I can see that. And you don't seem to think differently, Mr. Gun."

Ye So-ha, looking displeased as she glanced between me and Hwa-ryeon, turned her gaze to Master and Seol.

"What about you two who were objecting?"
"If the Young Mistress won't go, how could I leave?"
"I won't run off alone."

Though reluctant, they both said they would follow Hwa-ryeon's will. Ye So-ha finally relaxed her expression and sighed.

"...I understand your intentions. Should I thank you for fighting alongside us?"
"That won't be necessary. We're not doing this for the Lower Heaven Sect."

Ye So-ha gave a bitter smile at Hwa-ryeon's cold words. Then, composing herself, she spoke.

"Then we'll have to scrap the original plan and think about what to do next."

And so, having decided to stay and fight rather than retreat, we began discussing our future course of action.

"When we realized our prediction was wrong, we naturally understood why monsters attack Wudang every day."
"To tie us down?"

Ye So-ha nodded vigorously at Hwa-ryeon's words.

"Yes. With the seedling's complete growth so close, they're trying to control the only variable."
"In fact, we've found numerous watching eyes all over Mount Wudang."
"Watching... eyes?"

Cheong, who continued the explanation after Ye So-ha, thought briefly before answering my question.

"Simply put, it's like clairvoyance. They've been monitoring all over Mount Wudang with something like a spell. They've probably been watching you all fight too."
"...They've been watching us? Since when exactly...?"
"Hmm... probably since we entered the mountain, I think."

I clicked my tongue softly at Cheong's answer.

There were two candidates likely directing the monster attacks: the cat creature and So-so.

And Cheong's words just eliminated the cat from the list of suspects. No matter how smart it might be for an animal, it couldn't possibly use something like spells.

So the only remaining candidate was So-so. Which meant our presence had been exposed to that woman from the beginning.

"...No point in hiding it anymore then."
"What? What do you mean?"

I turned from Ye So-ha, who tilted her head at my muttering, to look at Hwa-ryeon. She nodded silently, seeming to have already grasped the situation.

I then turned back to Ye So-ha and told her about what had happened at the Zhuge Family estate, which I had been deliberately concealing.

"Actually..."

At first, the three from the Lower Heaven Sect looked confused by my words, but by the time I finished my story, their eyes were wide open and their mouths agape.

"My goodness, you destroyed a Blood Crystal? With a sword?"
"Not a Blood Crystal, but a Blood Prison..."
"That's just a name the Zhuge Family made up. The official name used by the Crimson Eye Cult is Blood Crystal. It's the essence of blood energy created in the bodies of Blood Explosion Art practitioners who have consumed plenty of blood."
"They combine these Blood Crystals and implant them in a human body that can handle it? So they haven't abandoned the Blood Explosion Art after all?"

The three had drifted into their own worlds, muttering seriously. Seeing no sign of them returning, I snapped my fingers in front of their eyes to forcibly bring them back from their thoughts.

"Let's focus, shall we? Isn't time running short?"
"Ah, ahem. Sorry."

Ye So-ha, embarrassed, cleared her throat and summarized what she had heard from me as if to dispel her awkwardness.

"...Anyway, you're saying the mastermind controlling the monsters has met you all before, and they directly saw Gun destroy the Blood Crystal?"
"Yes. That's highly likely."

At my answer, Ye So-ha fell into thought again. Finally, she reached a conclusion.

"If Gun destroyed the Blood Crystal and this woman So-so witnessed it, she must be most wary of Gun. Being able to destroy a Blood Crystal means he could destroy the seedling too."

It can't be destroyed without Sword Force? Just how hard is this tree?

"Perhaps the monsters are being used to tie down not Wudang, but Gun specifically."

Hearing this, I immediately raised my hand and offered a suggestion.

"Then what if I lure the monsters? If this So-so is so focused on me, her surveillance will naturally shift toward me, and during that time, the rest of you can move to eliminate the seedling."

Well, even if hundreds of those monsters came, they'd be no match for me.

I thought it was a good idea, but the response was quite ambiguous.

"Um... I don't think that will work."
"Why?"

When I asked again after Cheong's uncharacteristically hesitant answer, Ye So-ha intervened.

"Let me explain."

She suddenly spread her palm on the table and ignited a pure white flame above it.

"Wow..."

Despite having seen it several times already, Seol's eyes widened in amazement.

"This is Holy Fire. It's complicated to explain, but simply put, it's a power that's extremely effective against the energy used by the Crimson Eye Cult."

I already knew that well from what I'd seen so far.

From the Seven Branches to the monsters of the demonic realm, anything touched by that fire couldn't resist and was instantly incinerated.

"Were you originally planning to burn the seedling with this Holy Fire?"
"Yes. But there's one problem."

According to her explanation, the seedling planted on Mount Wudang is almost at the end of its growth. Compared to the seedling in Payang Lake that Ye So-ha had dealt with before, it contains an enormous amount of energy.

"And naturally, the stronger the energy it contains, the stronger its resistance to Holy Fire. So we need to increase the Holy Fire's power to burn the seedling."
"Ah, so the insufficient preparation is...?"
"That's right. We were trying to increase the Holy Fire's power."

To increase the Holy Fire's power enough to burn the seedling, they originally needed about seven days. But that time had been reduced to four days, and they were planning to reluctantly maximize what they could and unleash about four days' worth of firepower.

"The chances of success were quite low, but fortunately, it seems we've found another way."

The three from the Lower Heaven Sect looked at me with sparkling eyes. Realizing the meaning behind those looks, I let out a hollow laugh.

"You want me to destroy it?"
"I don't know how you did it, but if you have enough power to destroy a Blood Crystal, it should definitely work on a fully grown seedling. In the current situation, it's a much more certain method than Holy Fire."

So since I had to take on the destruction of the seedling, my plan to lure the monsters was no longer viable.

Ch.231 - By The Power Of Taegeuk
As I was put in charge of destroying the saplings, another problem arose.

"That maid Soso is wary of you, right? She'll do whatever it takes to keep you from approaching the saplings. What should we do?"

At Seol's question, troubled expressions appeared on the faces of the Lower Heaven Sect trio.
Eventually, Hong carefully offered her opinion.

"Hmm, like Gun suggested earlier, what if we disguise someone else as him to lure her away?"

Hwa-ryeon shook her head at the suggestion.

"Who would we assign to do the luring? They'd certainly be chased by a force that only Ja-seong could handle."

Disguising someone as me to lure away the monster horde.

In that case, Soso would commit excessive forces to tie me down, and whoever replaced me would be surrounded by an unmanageable number of monsters.

Naturally, their survival chances would be abysmal.
They probably wouldn't last long before dying horribly.

"Besides, if the disguised person dies like that, the enemy would immediately notice something was wrong."
"...So luring won't work."

After Hwa-ryeon's rebuttal, the luring plan was scrapped.
For a while, various opinions were exchanged, but nothing particularly promising emerged.

How long had we been racking our brains for a good idea that just wouldn't come?
Exhausted, Seol flopped down on the table and grumbled.

"Sigh, if we could just disable that Thousand-Mile Eye, everything would be solved..."

At those words, the Lower Heaven Sect trio's gazes all turned to Seol at once.
Startled by the sudden attention, Seol slowly raised her upper body.

"W-what...?"

"Disabling the Thousand-Mile Eye... perhaps?"

Ye So-ha, who had been wearing a serious expression, turned to Cheong.

"Cheong, you said the 'eyes' you found appeared to be avatar bodies, right?"
"Yes. Judging by their form, they seem to be detached parts of her physical body that were transformed."
"Then...!"
"They must be connected through spiritual links...!"

There they go again, talking about things only they understand.
I looked at the Lower Heaven Sect trio with cold eyes before asking sarcastically.

"Why do you three keep talking among yourselves? Can't we know too?"
"Ah, I'm sorry. I'll explain right away."

Ye So-ha apologized with a much brighter face than before.
Apparently, Seol's grumbling had sparked some brilliant inspiration.

"The eyes scattered throughout Wudang Mountain are avatars created by the woman Soso, who guards the saplings. We believe she transformed parts of her own body to create them."
"Avatars?"

Not fully understanding what she meant, I tilted my head in confusion. Cheong took out a sheet of white paper and a brush, quickly sketching something.

As soon as we saw the completed drawing, we couldn't help but frown.

"Ugh!?"

Seol even screamed in terror.
That's how revolting the appearance of the creature Cheong had drawn on the paper was.

An eyeball that looked like it had just been plucked from its socket, with membrane wings attached to both sides.
Cheong's unnecessarily realistic drawing made it even more disgusting.

"...Is this the avatar you're talking about?"
"Yes. Ugly, isn't it? Thousands of these avatars are scattered throughout Wudang Mountain, monitoring everything. Of course, they're around this Wudang Sect area too."
"Eek...!?"

Unlike us men, Seol let out a short scream and scanned the room.
She looked like she might burst into tears at any moment.
Seeing this, Ye So-ha smiled gently to reassure her.

"There aren't any near this room. So you can relax."
"R-really?"

Seol let out a small sigh of relief at Ye So-ha's words.
But her eyeballs still rolled around nervously, suggesting some anxiety remained.

Seeing this, I expanded my qi perception network to the maximum to check our surroundings and confirmed her statement was true.

"It's true. There's not even an ant near our quarters."

Only after I also backed up Ye So-ha's words did Seol's frantically rolling eyeballs finally calm down.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly without letting it show, then hardened my expression and returned to the main topic.

"So, what exactly do you plan to do with these avatars?"
"As I mentioned, the avatars aren't separate entities but parts of that woman Soso's physical body. They're spiritually connected."
"And since they share sensations, we can use the avatars to deliver a significant shock to the main body."
"Hmm..."

After hearing the explanation, I hummed softly and fell into thought.
To briefly summarize their plan, they intended to directly strike Soso's spirit through these disgusting avatars scattered everywhere.

"If we do it right, we can neutralize all the eyes scattered throughout Wudang Mountain and deal considerable damage to the main body."

Ye So-ha added these final words to solidify the plan.

Up to this point, it sounded like an excellent plan.
But I noticed Ye So-ha's eyes trembling slightly as she spoke.

"There seems to be an issue with the plan?"
"...You're quite perceptive. Yes, there's one thing that concerns me."

At Ye So-ha's subsequent words, I narrowed my eyes.

*

Back to the present.

After hearing from Ye So-ha about the urgency of the current situation, Daoist Hyeonjin and Wu Yepja looked aghast.

"Ha, haha...! After four days, not just us but even the people of Gyunhyeon?"
"Yes. We don't have much time."

At my firm statement, Wu Yepja exploded.

"There's a limit to absurd claims! That, that nonsensical..."
"Haven't you already experienced too many 'nonsensical' situations to be saying that?"
"......"

Wu Yepja was left speechless at my words.

The sky had turned blood-red, and the mountains were withering away.
All the animals and plants that once roamed Wudang Mountain had transformed into hideous monsters intent on killing humans.

Every single thing that had happened on Wudang Mountain was already beyond comprehension.

"Sigh..."

After opening and closing his mouth several times, Wu Yepja let out a deep sigh.
Meanwhile, Daoist Hyeonjin asked with a stiff face.

"Then what is your plan? If you knew this much, you must have thought of something?"

At Daoist Hyeonjin's words, Wu Yepja also raised his head and looked at me.
Facing the two who were expecting a glimmer of hope, I nodded.

"That's right. So..."
"Master! Gun!"

Just as I was about to explain the plan we had devised last night, a shout that reverberated throughout the cave struck everyone's ears.
Soon, the figure of Wu Jinja running in breathlessly came into view.

"Senior Brother? What's the matter?"

Wu Yepja tilted his head and questioned Wu Jinja, who had a bright face.
In response came news as joyful as his bright smile.

"The, the Head Master has regained consciousness!"
"What?! Is, is that true?!"

Wu Yepja smiled as brightly as his senior brother at the news of the sect leader's recovery.
Ye So-ha, Daoist Hyeonjin, and I also nodded at each other or smiled.

Meanwhile, Wu Jinja approached Ye So-ha and respectfully clasped his hands.

"Miss Ye, thank you so much! At first, I thought all that talk of arts and spells was useless nonsense, but I was wrong. I will never forget this kindness."
"...Thank you?"

Ye So-ha awkwardly responded to words that were hard to tell whether they were insults or thanks.

The excited atmosphere enveloped the cave only briefly.
Turning his gaze to me, Wu Jinja muttered with a look of sudden realization.

"Oh my...! This isn't the time for me to be distracted."
"Pardon? What do you...?"

Wu Jinja grinned at my puzzled expression.

"Gun, Miss Ye. Please follow me. The Head Master is asking for you."

*

Ye So-ha and I followed behind Wu Jinja.
Behind us were Wu Yepja, who insisted on seeing his senior master, and Daoist Hyeonjin, who had somehow ended up joining us.

Wu Yepja was understandable, but was it okay for Daoist Hyeonjin to come along?
With this minor question in mind, we arrived at Shangqing Palace, the heart of the Wudang Sect.

"Head Master, I've brought them."
"Thank you, disciple."

A familiar back view was visible as soon as we entered.
It seemed the others had arrived before us.

Looks like we're the last ones.

"You're here? Over here."

Hwa-ryeon turned her head to greet me as she sensed my presence.
Sitting down beside her, I finally faced the elderly Daoist seated before us.

So this person is...

"Welcome. Young Master Gun Ja-seong, Miss Ye So-ha."

The white-haired elderly Daoist with a kind smile—Wu Heoja, the current head and leader of Wudang—greeted us.

"I apologize for asking you to come. I should have visited you myself, but I'm still unwell and couldn't do so."
"Please don't worry about us. We're just glad you've regained consciousness."

As he said, his voice lacked strength, likely because he was still ill.
Nevertheless, the spiritual energy in his eyes was truly extraordinary, befitting the leader of Wudang.

Setting aside these impressions, the conversation began with Wu Heoja's sincere words of gratitude.

"First, I must say this. Thank you very much. I heard that not only did you save my life, but you've also made great sacrifices for the Wudang Sect and my disciples. Please accept my humble gratitude."

With those words, Wu Heoja bowed.
We were slightly flustered by the elderly Daoist's excessive courtesy and hurriedly responded.

"Such formality is unnecessary. Please raise your head."
"You are great benefactors to both the sect and me personally. How could this be excessive?"

His attitude was remarkably unpretentious for the leader of the massive Wudang Sect.
Thanks to this, the conversation continued in a more comfortable atmosphere... or it would have, if not for the gravity of the topic.

"What did you say... a demonic cult?"
"Yes. Behind the anomalies in Paecheon Fortress and currently on Wudang Mountain is a demonic cult, the Crimson Eye Cult."

Demonic cult.
At these two words that would terrify any martial artist living in the jianghu, the faces of Wu Heoja and Wu Jinja hardened.

When we further revealed that they were behind the atrocities committed by Paecheon Fortress and the strange phenomena on Wudang Mountain, Wu Jinja's face twisted like a malevolent spirit.

"Those demonic vermin have reappeared without dying and are killing Wudang disciples...!"
"You're in the presence of the Head Master. Please restrain yourself, Senior Brother Jinja."

At Wu Yepja's words, Wu Jinja took a deep breath to calm himself.
Meanwhile, Wu Heoja sighed with downcast eyes.

"How could I not have considered the demonic cult? Twisting innocent lives into beings full of evil—that's precisely what they excel at."

The atmosphere grew solemn at his self-reproaching words.
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Looking up at the ceiling of Sangcheong Palace, Muheo-ja, who had been lost in sighs, finally noticed the somber atmosphere and put on an apologetic expression.

"Oh dear, I've made the mood unpleasant. I apologize."

I shook my head at his apology.

"It's fine. Besides, the rest of the story isn't exactly going to brighten the mood either."

Muheo-ja blinked at my response.

"The rest of the story...? Are you saying there's more bad news?"

I nodded to his question and proceeded to explain the current situation at Wudang Mountain.

That the Crimson Eye Cult's sapling planted somewhere on Wudang Mountain was the root cause of all this trouble.
And that the sapling's growth would be complete soon.

"If we don't eliminate the sapling planted by the Crimson Eye Cult within four days, not only us but also the hundred thousand people living in Gun County will all transform into hideous monsters."
"...It sounds absurd, but after everything we've experienced, I can't dismiss it."

Muheo-ja's face hardened at my words.
Meanwhile, Muyeop-ja, who had been visibly impatient, cut in.

"So, you were about to tell us something earlier. You mentioned having a good plan? What exactly do you intend to do?"

In response to Muyeop-ja's question, Ye So-ha stepped forward.

"I'll explain that part."

Ye So-ha explained the same details she had shared with us earlier, and after hearing this, Muheo-ja asked with a skeptical voice:

"It doesn't seem like something that can be resolved so easily?"
"...Yes. There's one issue I need to discuss with everyone."

Ye So-ha continued her explanation with a slightly tense expression.
As the conversation progressed, the faces of the Wudang Sect members grew increasingly rigid.

"If we directly attack the minds of the Crimson Eye Cult members guarding the sapling, we can destroy all their surveillance. However, one problem arises."
"What's that?"
"The hordes of monsters that have been attacking the Wudang Sect almost daily are also mentally connected to them."
"Mentally connected... you don't mean...?"

Ye So-ha nodded at Muheo-ja's murmur, as if he had caught on to something.

"Yes. If we attack the Crimson Eye cultist's mind, there's a very high probability that the monsters will break free from control and go berserk. And they'll primarily target the closest human settlement."

The closest human settlement.
Everyone present knew this meant the Wudang Sect.

"So you're saying the moment we attack the cultist's mind, the Wudang Sect will also be attacked?"
"On a scale incomparable to what we've seen so far."

As I heard Ye So-ha's answer, Cheong's words from last night flashed through my mind.

-I've confirmed that a massive horde of monsters has already surrounded the Wudang Sect. Their numbers appear to be around a thousand.

A monster horde numbering in the four digits.
The number of monsters that had attacked Wudang in the past few days was about three hundred.

With roughly a hundred attacking each day, this meant ten times that number would simultaneously breach Wudang's walls.

"Oh, Primordial Heavenly Lord..."

Hearing this, Muheo-ja let out a quiet lament.
Taking advantage of the moment, Muyeop-ja confronted Ye So-ha.

"And you call this a good idea? A thousand monsters? If they all pour in at once, Wudang is finished!"

Mujin-ja, standing beside Muyeop-ja, looked at him with an incredulous expression.
As if wondering why he was suddenly saying such things.

Pretending not to notice that look, I spoke up.

"Yes. That's why we need to prepare for a large-scale monster attack over the next three days."

This time, Muyeop-ja's eyes filled with disbelief.

"What can we possibly do in just three days?"
"We'll continue what we've been doing."
"Continue what we've been doing?"

As Muyeop-ja repeated my words, he soon realized their meaning and widened his eyes.

"You don't mean... using the restored Taiji to fend off the monsters?"
"That's not all, but yes, that's right."

Muyeop-ja stared blankly at me as I calmly nodded, then nervously glanced at his senior brothers.
Mujin-ja responded with an awkward smile.

"Ha, haha... Gun Young Master. Why are you saying this? How much help could a martial art that hasn't even been restored yet provide?"
"What if it has been restored?"
"...What?"

At Mujin-ja's question, I repeated myself.

"If the martial art has already been restored, then what?"
"Is, is that true?!"

Surprisingly, the most intense reaction came not from Muyeop-ja but from Muheo-ja.
He widened his eyes as if they might tear and even jumped to his feet.

Of course, being ill, he couldn't stand for long and soon collapsed back down.

"Oh no, Senior Brother. Please calm down...!"

Mujin-ja supported his senior brother's body and half-pleaded, but his voice didn't seem to reach Muheo-ja's ears as he just stared at me intently.

"Answer me. Did you truly, truly restore the Taiji?"

Bewildered by his unusual reaction, I nodded.

"Yes. If you wish, I can show you—"

-BANG!

"E-Elder!"

Just then, with a loud noise, the doors of Sangcheong Palace burst open and a Taoist rushed in.
Upon seeing Muheo-ja sitting at the head seat, his eyes widened.

"S-Sect Leader...! You've regained consciousness..."
"What's all this commotion about?"

Mujin-ja questioned the flustered Taoist.
Snapping back to his senses, the Taoist urgently exclaimed:

"We're under attack! The monsters have breached the mountain gate of the Wudang Sect again!"
"...!"



*



"Two attacks in one day—this is the first time that's happened...!"
"I suppose since we handled this morning's attack quite easily, they felt the need to increase the pressure."

As we rushed toward the entrance of the Wudang Sect after hearing about the monster attack—without even properly greeting the Sect Leader—Ye So-ha responded emotionlessly to Seol's muttering.

"How considerate of them to match our level. I'd like to find them and kill them right now."

After grumbling irritably, we soon arrived at the entrance.

-Kieeeee-!

"Aaaagh!"

The cacophony of monster shrieks and Wudang Taoists' screams created an unpleasant dissonance that pierced my ears.

The battle had begun unexpectedly and suddenly.
Perhaps because our group and the main forces including Muyeop-ja were absent, several Taoists had already become cold corpses.

"Jinso! Jinhwa...! You bastards!"

-Clang!

Recognizing the faces of some of the dead Taoists, Muyeop-ja drew his sword in fury.
We followed suit, drawing our weapons and charging at the monster horde.

We each rescued Wudang Taoists in peril while taking their places to fight against the monsters.

-Kyaaak!

A small rabbit-like monster opened its mouth wide, seemingly trying to devour a Taoist's head as it lunged forward.

"Uh, uwaaa?!"

Unfortunately, the Taoist had dropped his sword while facing another monster and fell to his knees screaming. In that gap, I sliced through the rabbit monster.

-Splash!

The monster flew back, spraying blood.

"Th-thank you...!"

I thought I heard a grateful voice from behind, but the situation was too urgent to acknowledge it, so I continued cutting down other monsters.

We managed to save as many injured and nearly-killed Wudang Taoists as possible, but there was another problem.

"Aren't there way more than usual?!"

Indeed.
As Seol shouted, the number of monsters breaching Wudang's mountain gate was noticeably higher than usual.

About twice the normal number.
These roughly two hundred monsters began targeting the Wudang Taoists who had retreated behind us, looking for openings.

-Kieeek!
-Slash!

Using "Cheongi Miribo," I jumped around slicing down such monsters and surveyed the battlefield.

Despite the valiant efforts of our group and Muyeop-ja, monsters were slipping through the gaps and the number of injured was increasing.

Realizing that more deaths could occur if this continued, I hardened my expression and jumped right into the middle of the monster horde.

"J-Ja-seong!?"

I heard Hwa-ryeon's shocked voice seeing my action.
She must have been startled by my jumping into the monster horde as if I had a death wish.

As if I would do such a thing.

-Thud!

As I landed heavily in the center of the horde, all the surrounding monsters turned their attention to me.
Looking at their gleaming eyes that seemed to say "what a windfall," I twisted my lips.

Last night.
After hearing from Ye So-ha that we only had four days left, instead of going to bed, I headed to the cave with the sword marks of the "Taiji Hyegum."

I entered the cave and spent the entire night absorbing the sword marks with my eyes, trying to follow them with my sword.

But the contrasting qualities of softness and intensity still wouldn't harmonize and remained separate. By the time the outside of the cave grew bright, I had made no progress.

-Sigh...

After letting out a frustrated sigh, I remembered that a monster attack was imminent and had no choice but to leave the cave.
As I was about to depart, I turned around one last time to look at the sword marks.

At first glance, they appeared unclear and chaotic.
To someone who knew nothing, it would look like someone had just randomly slashed at the cave wall with a sword.

At that moment, a question arose.

Why were the sword marks carved so chaotically?

To hide the traces of the martial art?
Was that really why they were carved so incomprehensibly that even Muyeop-ja couldn't grasp the form after years of research?

Without my "Gijeonmang," I probably wouldn't have mastered the form so easily either.
What's the point of leaving behind a martial art if it's so complex that no one can learn it?

There must be another reason for carving the sword marks like that.
With that intuition, I stared at the marks for a long time.

But nothing specific came to mind as I bit my lip, when suddenly I recalled descriptions of Wudang martial arts from martial arts novels I had read.
Particularly the descriptions of the Taiji Sword and Taiji Hyegum.

-...Ah.

Comparing the description of the Taiji Hyegum with the sword marks before me, I immediately understood why they appeared so chaotic.

And now,

-Kuaaak!
-Kieee-!

The monsters, with their utterly unoriginal shrieks, all charged at me at once.
At a glance, it seemed like a desperate situation.

"Ja-seong!"

In the distance, I could see Hwa-ryeon rushing toward me urgently.
Oh dear, I seem to have worried her too much.

I smiled reassuringly at Hwa-ryeon's pale face, then swung my sword in a large circle.

The world around me distorted, and

-Kehek!?
-Kieek!

The claws and teeth of the monsters attacking me became embedded in each other's bodies.
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"...What am I looking at right now?"

In the midst of the urgent battle, Mu Yeop-ja blinked blankly.
The scene before his eyes was truly bizarre beyond measure.

Of course, for the past few days, it had been harder to find something that wasn't bizarre, but this was especially strange.

And for good reason.

"Kieeek!"
"Kyaaak!"

The monsters that had been baring their claws and teeth at the Wudang disciples just moments ago were now clawing and biting each other, letting out agonized death cries.

And at the center of it all was Ja-seong.

*Wheeek*

Ja-seong's sword traced another circle.
With each movement of his sword—which seemed almost frustratingly slow at first glance—the monsters' attacks twisted in strange directions and hit other monsters instead.

*Splat!*
"Kiiii!"

Another instance of monsters killing each other.
Before long, Ja-seong was surrounded by the corpses of monsters that had attacked him only to end up killing each other.

Given the situation, even the monsters hesitated, reluctant to approach Ja-seong recklessly.

They instinctively realized that approaching him carelessly would mean certain death.

"...Hmm."

The monsters kept their distance, growling warily, reluctant to charge in.
After looking around at them, Ja-seong simply shrugged.

"Well, if they won't come to me, I'll go to them."

As soon as his quiet mutter ended, Ja-seong vanished from everyone's sight.
Then he appeared beside one monster and instantly pierced its throat.

*Splat!*

The blade went in so deep it was invisible to the naked eye.
When Ja-seong lifted the sword handle, the blade reappeared, tearing through the monster's neck.

*Puhwak!*

Blood gushed high into the air from the gaping wound before pouring down to the ground.

The sky was already stained crimson.
It was as if blood rain was falling from the heavens.

Ja-seong dashed through the red rain below.
As his body became increasingly stained with red, he swung his sword at the next prey.

"Kieeek!"

As Ja-seong thrust his sword, seven sword shadows followed, each targeting a different monster.

An invisible storm of chaotic strikes cut a monster into dozens, hundreds of pieces.

A sword struck down with the force of lightning, as if to split the sky in two, smashing a monster's head and driving it into the ground.

The haze gathered at the sword's tip followed its trajectory, becoming a crescent-shaped sword energy that flew through multiple monsters, cutting them as it passed.

Ja-seong unleashed a massacre, freely displaying the forms of the restored Taiji Sword followed by the Boundless Sky Sword Technique.
Whenever monsters tried to flee his sword strikes, he would use the "Heaven's Foresight Step" to block their path and cut them down.

As this pattern repeated, the monster horde had no choice but to charge at Ja-seong again.
Facing the enemies who switched to offense, Ja-seong began to unfold the Taiji Sword once more.

If they didn't charge, he attacked with the Boundless Sky Sword Technique.
If they charged, he twisted their attacks with the Taiji Sword, making them kill each other.

It was truly a deadly dilemma.

The monsters met their deaths helplessly, and

"Kieeee!"

With the final monster's mournful death cry, all the monsters lay on the ground.
Only Ja-seong remained standing, alone.

Seeing this, the crowd was enveloped in profound silence.

Those who had been fighting monsters,
Those who had retreated due to injuries,
All silently gazed at Ja-seong standing alone, with eyes full of awe.

"...Huh, huh huh."

Finally, someone's laughter broke the silence.
The Wudang Taoists turned their heads toward the source, their eyes widening in shock.

At the end of their gaze was the sect leader, Mu Heo-ja, who had collapsed earlier after being severely injured by a tiger monster.

Though he was barely supporting himself, almost leaning on Mu Jin-ja for support, the Wudang Taoists' faces brightened at the mere fact that their sect leader had regained consciousness.

And the same was true for Mu Heo-ja himself.

He smiled brightly, so very brightly, at Ja-seong, as if a long-cherished dream had finally come true before his eyes.

"Huh huh...!"

Indeed, Mu Heo-ja's heart was filled with joy.

How could it not be?
The knot that had been lodged in his heart for decades had finally been untied.

Long ago, on the day he inherited the position of sect leader from his master, the previous sect leader Baek Mok Jin-in, his master had taken him to a cave marked with sword traces.

"Now, look."
"...What is this?"
"What does it look like to you?"
"It just... looks like sword marks to me."

Marks that appeared to be nothing more than random sword traces.
At Mu Heo-ja's answer, Baek Mok Jin-in gave a bitter smile.

"I see. That's how it looks to me too."
"...Pardon?"

Seeing his disciple's undisguised confusion, Baek Mok Jin-in spoke softly.

"I don't know exactly when it began. It's just a 'legacy' passed down through generations of Wudang sect leaders, along with the two characters 'Taiji'."
"A legacy... you say?"

What could those sword marks possibly be to deserve such a grand term as "legacy"?
Seeing Mu Heo-ja's puzzlement, Baek Mok Jin-in smiled faintly.

"I truly hope the secret of this legacy will be solved in your generation."

A smile that contained both slight regret and a strange sense of relief.
Thus, Baek Mok Jin-in entrusted his disciple with a task he himself had failed to accomplish.

But contrary to his wishes, the secret of the legacy remained unsolved even after ten years had passed and Baek Mok Jin-in had retired from the frontlines and ascended.

"...What on earth is the secret of these sword marks?"

Even after his master's ascension, Mu Heo-ja visited the cave whenever he could to unravel the secret of the legacy.
But after several more years without any progress, he made a major decision.

He broke the unwritten rule that the secret should only be passed down to the sect leader and revealed it to his martial brothers.
Thanks to that decision, his youngest martial brother, Mu Yeop-ja, discovered that the sword marks on the cave wall were traces of a martial art.

Delighted at the thought of getting one step closer to the legacy left by Wudang's ancestors, Mu Heo-ja entrusted the research of the legacy entirely to Mu Yeop-ja.

After that, more time passed.
Contrary to his expectations, Mu Yeop-ja's research had been stagnant for years, and he hadn't even managed to restore the form of the martial art.

"What if someone has already restored the martial art?"

But just a little while ago, Mu Heo-ja heard from a young martial artist, for the first time in his life, that the ancestral legacy had been revived.

Wanting to confirm this with his own eyes, he followed the group facing the monster attack, uncharacteristically insisting to Mu Jin-ja.

And he saw it. The reality of the legacy unfolding in Ja-seong's hands.
A sword that was infinitely gentle and slow, yet never broken, flowing continuously.

That was Taiji.
The great legacy of Wudang, finally revived after crossing a long span of time.

"Hahahahaha!"

Seeing this, Mu Heo-ja burst into hearty laughter, as if forgetting his age.

*

"Holy... shit!"

Deep within Wudang Mountain.
In front of the Blood Eye sapling that was growing closer to maturity and emitting an increasingly strong bloody aura.

Yuk-gan collapsed on the ground with a quiet curse, shocked by Ja-seong's divine prowess she had witnessed through her eyes scattered around the Wudang Sect.

This morning.
As usual, she had sent about a hundred sacred beasts, but when the humans of the Wudang Sect repelled the attack too easily, she realized additional measures were needed.

"By now, they should have suffered major casualties to be more intimidated."

So in the afternoon, she sent an additional two hundred sacred beasts for another attack.
The Wudang Taoists, unprepared for a second attack that hadn't occurred in the past two days, died helplessly.

Watching this with satisfaction, Yuk-gan twisted one corner of her mouth when she saw Ja-seong's group appear.

"A full two hundred sacred beasts. I wonder if they can survive without a scratch like before?"

In her heart, Yuk-gan desperately hoped that the damned man would be seriously injured or killed.
But the smile on her face disappeared as soon as Ja-seong drew his sword.

After cutting down a few sacred beasts that were attacking a Wudang Taoist, Ja-seong suddenly jumped into the midst of the sacred beasts.
Then an unbelievable one-sided massacre began.

Somehow, through some strange art, the sacred beasts began killing each other in a frenzy.

"What...? What the hell is that?!"

In an instant, dozens of sacred beasts met their deaths, and what followed was even more outrageous.

The sacred beasts, which normally tried to kill humans on sight, feared Ja-seong and were slaughtered miserably as they tried to flee without putting up proper resistance.

The horrific sight made her legs go weak.

Before long, all the sacred beasts became cold corpses littering the ground.
Staring blankly at the scene, Yuk-gan bit her lip mercilessly.

"...Two hundred sacred beasts. That's enough power to wipe out an entire martial arts sect in one night...!"

Yet what kind of being was he to crush such a force single-handedly?
A sense of unease suddenly washed over her at the sight of Ja-seong, who seemed much stronger than when he killed Zhuge Cheon-sang.

She had used a total of three hundred sacred beasts today, leaving about seven hundred.
The time remaining until the sapling's growth was complete was roughly four days.

In other words, she had to tie down Ja-seong with the remaining seven hundred sacred beasts over the next four days.

"...Is that even possible?"

He was already handling two hundred beasts alone.
If she sent more beasts tomorrow, he would just sweep them away again, and the number of sacred beasts would continue to decrease.

"If the number of sacred beasts decreases any further, there will be problems with the encirclement...!"

After pulling at her hair and grinding her teeth for a while, Yuk-gan...

"...Right. In that case, I might as well...!"

Her eyes gleamed dangerously as she muttered something incomprehensible.
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After the thunderous laughter of Mu Heo-ja echoed throughout the Wudang Mountain gate filled with monster corpses, events progressed quickly.

"I'll follow your plan completely, young hero. Just tell me whatever you need."

Mu Heo-ja actively supported our group—or more precisely, me.
His burst of laughter right after the battle and the way I slaughtered those monsters must have impressed him greatly.

And so began our preparations for battle against the monster horde.
The first thing we did was—

*Thud! Thud!*

Dig holes.

Not just our group, but everyone from Wudang—first, second, and third generations alike—was mobilized to dig holes at regular intervals around the main building of the Wudang Sect.

After digging, we placed stones that Ye So-ha had given us and covered them with soil.

"So, what exactly does this do?"
"We're preparing for a large-scale spell. It's similar to placing talismans."

Hearing Cheong's answer as she buried stones just like me, I looked at the stone in my hand with renewed interest.

To the naked eye, it looked like nothing more than a colorful pebble, yet it supposedly functioned as a talisman.

"...That's fascinating."
"We need to hurry. The monsters might attack again."

A cold voice reached my ears.
I flinched and glanced at Ju Hwa-ryeon.

She was focused on burying stones without even turning her head toward me.
But the chilly aura emanating from her entire body made it clear that Hwa-ryeon was thoroughly angry.

"...It's because of me, right?"
"You're asking something too obvious. If I were her, I would have hit you."

Cheong's blunt response made me sigh involuntarily.

During the second attack, Hwa-ryeon had called out my name with a pale face when I jumped into the midst of monsters.
After the battle, when I went to check on her out of concern, all I got was:

"It was an unavoidable situation. Don't worry about it."

The problem was that Hwa-ryeon's icy tone was making an entirely different argument.

As I continued digging, I muttered excuses to Cheong that I couldn't voice in front of Hwa-ryeon.

"Come on, it was an urgent situation. When lives are at stake, what else could I do? I couldn't exactly report that I was going to jump into a monster horde."
"Emotions don't work that way—analyzing circumstances rationally. That's not how the heart functions."

Unable to refute this truth, I finally closed my mouth.
I could only wonder how to make amends with Hwa-ryeon.

"You don't need to do anything right now. Just give Miss Ju some time."

As if reading my thoughts, Cheong suddenly offered this advice.

"...What do you mean?"
"As you said, it was an unavoidable situation. She's acting this way because of the shock, but she'll calm down and forgive you soon."
"You think so?"
"Yes. Besides, don't we have more pressing matters for the battle four days from now?"

Cheong was right.
In just four days, we would wage war against the monster horde and destroy the seedling.
Even this work of burying stones was part of those preparations.

"You're right. This isn't the time to worry about appeasing Hwa-ryeon."

Taking Cheong's advice to put Hwa-ryeon's issue aside, I headed to Mu Yeop-ja's private training ground with Ye So-ha and Daoist Hyeon-jin as soon as we finished burying the stones.

"Finally, finally we're starting!"

Mu Yeop-ja, who was already waiting there, exclaimed while clenching his fist.
Though he hadn't mentioned it, he seemed annoyed that the transmission of the Taiji Sword had been delayed due to various incidents.

I smiled slightly at Mu Yeop-ja's expectant expression, when Daoist Hyeon-jin asked a question beside me.

"Is it just us? I thought you were going to teach Taiji to all the Wudang disciples."

I nodded at his words.

"That's the plan. But there are some preparations we need to make first."
"Preparations...?"
"Whatever it is, let's get started quickly! What should we do first?"

Daoist Hyeon-jin clearly didn't understand what I meant, while Mu Yeop-ja didn't seem to care what it was.
Seeing them both, Ye So-ha stepped forward with a wry smile.

"Please stay still for a moment."
"Huh? What are you trying to...?"

Mu Yeop-ja was confused as Ye So-ha brought her index finger to his forehead.
When the white light emanating from her fingertip penetrated his forehead, his body trembled.

"W-what did you do? This feels strange..."
"I'll explain soon, please wait a moment."

Next, the white light penetrated the foreheads of Daoist Hyeon-jin and myself.
The sensation was indeed strange, just as Mu Yeop-ja had said.

How should I describe it?
It felt as if my body had split into multiple parts.
I couldn't help but grimace at the strange foreign sensation throughout my body.

When I shared this impression with Ye So-ha, she nodded with satisfaction.

"Fortunately, the connection seems to be working well."
"So what exactly is this?"

Mu Yeop-ja asked impatiently.
Ye So-ha began her explanation.

"Although Gun has successfully restored the Taiji martial art faster than expected, we only have four days."

Four days.
An impossibly short time to learn a new martial art.

To maximize efficiency in this brief period, Ye So-ha's solution was "sensation sharing."

"Sensation sharing? What on earth is that?"
"As the name suggests, I've used a spell to make everyone here share sensations."
"Ah...! So that's why it feels like..."

Daoist Hyeon-jin, who had been twitching uncomfortably from the foreign sensation, exclaimed in understanding.
Mu Yeop-ja followed with his own questions.

"Sharing sensations... that's impressive, but how exactly does it help?"
"Rather than explaining with words, it's better to experience it firsthand."

At Ye So-ha's glance toward me, I immediately drew my sword.

"Daoist Hyeon-jin, let's spar again."
"Oh? Ah, yes..."

After awkwardly clenching and unclenching his fists, Daoist Hyeon-jin drew his sword and faced me.

"Here I come!"

With a strong shout, Daoist Hyeon-jin charged at me.
As his sword swung toward my side, I countered with the Taiji Sword.

Slowly and smoothly, I pushed away Daoist Hyeon-jin's Song Family Ancient Sword, and—

"Oh...?"

A strange sensation swept through my body.

It felt as if the direction of the sword in my hand was twisting on its own.
Without a doubt, this was the sensation Daoist Hyeon-jin felt when subjected to the Taiji Sword.

"This is...!"
"Mmm...!"

Daoist Hyeon-jin, standing awkwardly, also let out an exclamation of shock.
Even Mu Yeop-ja groaned softly.

Seeing our reactions, Ye So-ha asked with a faint smile.

"How does it feel?"
"...I clearly felt the sensation of my sword being pushed away. It was as if I was facing myself."
"I felt the same. I was standing still, but it felt like my body was split in two and fighting... I don't even know what I'm saying."

After hearing Daoist Hyeon-jin and Mu Yeop-ja's impressions, Ye So-ha looked at me with an expression that seemed to ask, "What do you think?"

Her smile was strangely triumphant.
Normally, I would have looked away from such an expression, but this time I couldn't help but smile back.

"With this, it should be possible."
"Heh, I told you it would work, didn't I?"

Last night.
Ye So-ha's proposed method for mastering the Taiji Sword within the tight four-day timeframe was accelerated training using sensation sharing.

"By sharing sensations, swinging a sword once gives you the experience of swinging it ten or twenty times."

Right now, with just the three of us sharing, the efficiency was only tripled. But later, when all the Wudang disciples shared sensations, the efficiency would increase exponentially.

"Hmm? But why are only the three of us sharing instead of everyone from the start?"

Mu Yeop-ja, who had been listening to Ye So-ha's explanation with amazement, voiced his sudden question.

"To prevent side effects, the limit is about fifty people."

Currently, the number of surviving Wudang disciples, including elders and the sect leader, was one hundred and thirty-seven.
To transmit the Taiji Sword to all of them through sensation sharing, they needed to be divided into three groups.

"Since we can't share sensations with all the Wudang disciples at once, first you two will master the Taiji Sword, then we'll continue training in three groups centered around the three of you, including Gun."

Mu Yeop-ja and Daoist Hyeon-jin nodded at Ye So-ha's explanation, unable to hide their admiration.

"I never imagined such a method existed. Truly remarkable."
"When I first heard about it, I wondered what you were planning, but this is impressive."

Ye So-ha's lips curved into a deep smile at their praise.
But her moment of pride was brief; she soon hardened her expression to explain the precautions.

"As I told Gun last night, this sensation sharing can't be maintained for long. If sensations are shared for too long, there's a risk of damaging your original sensations after the connection is severed."
"Yes, I remember. Maximum of two hours, right?"
"That's the absolute maximum. I'd recommend maintaining it for only about one hour if possible."

One hour.
Unlike usual, it felt incredibly short. I immediately turned to Daoist Hyeon-jin and Mu Yeop-ja.

"We don't have much time. Let's begin right away."

The two nodded at my words.
Soon Mu Yeop-ja also drew his sword, and I once again drew a circle with my sword to face the two charging at me.

*

"Huff...! Huff...!"

An hour and a half later.
After insisting to Ye So-ha and swinging our swords continuously for half an hour longer than originally planned, Daoist Hyeon-jin finally collapsed from exhaustion.

Because sensation sharing also shared the exhausted sensations, even Mu Yeop-ja and I, who still had energy left, felt our bodies go limp.

"...This seems to be our limit for today. Let's stop here."

Seeing this, Ye So-ha unilaterally cut off the sensation sharing.
The foreign sensation in my body that I had just gotten used to disappeared, leaving behind an inexplicable emptiness and awkwardness.

"...This is definitely a method that shouldn't be abused carelessly. My body's sensations feel strange."
"That's because the sensation sharing was just released. You'll feel better in a moment."

Mu Yeop-ja slowly nodded at Ye So-ha's words and headed toward the large water container placed in the corner of the training ground.

As I watched him fill a cup with water and gulp it down, I extended my hand to Daoist Hyeon-jin, who was lying on the training ground floor catching his breath.

"Are you alright?"
"Huff... I have to be."

Daoist Hyeon-jin grabbed my hand and struggled to his feet.
He adjusted his grip on the sword hilt he hadn't let go of even while lying down, and slowly drew a circle.

Though the movement still felt disjointed in places, it was hard to believe he had only trained for about two hours.
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"How is it? Are you getting the hang of it?"
"...Yes. Fortunately, the sensation of wielding the sword itself remains clear."

As if to prove his words weren't empty, each time he traced a circle, his movements became smoother and more skillful, with fewer interruptions.
The speed of mastery was much faster than expected.

The more dangerous it is, the more effective it seems to be.
At this rate, we'll be able to complete preparations in time.

While I was nodding with satisfaction, Daoist Hyeonjin lowered his sword, caught his breath, and spoke.

"Honestly, I'm amazed. To think such martial arts exist in this world. And it was created a very long time ago, wasn't it?"

"...Yes. It must be at least several hundred years old."

As I pretended to know nothing in my response, Muyeopja, who had approached without my noticing, spoke loudly.

"Now do you understand? Why I was so obsessed with this martial art?"
"Oh, so you were aware of your obsess—ack."

I quickly shut my mouth, realizing my inner thoughts had slipped out.
But I was a bit too late, and Muyeopja's sharp gaze began piercing through my entire body.

"Ahem, ahem."

With a fake cough, I casually avoided his gaze, and Muyeopja clicked his tongue briefly before extending the cup in his hand toward me.

"Ah, thank you."

As I gulped down the clean water filling the cup, Muyeopja spoke to Daoist Hyeonjin.

"Come to think of it, I forgot to mention. After dinner, I've arranged for all of Yeo's disciples to bathe. You probably haven't washed properly for days, so don't forget to clean yourselves thoroughly."

"Bath... you say?"

Daoist Hyeonjin asked in a surprised voice.

"Is it really all right to use water so freely? The valley has dried up completely, and there's nowhere else to get water."

A wave of confusion swept through me at this unfamiliar story.

They haven't bathed for days?
Our group has been filling tubs with water and bathing all this time?

Whether or not he noticed my bewildered gaze, Muyeopja shrugged nonchalantly.

"You've already heard it yourself. Whether we succeed or fail, we'll know the result in four days, so why bother saving it?"

"Ah..."

Daoist Hyeonjin exclaimed in understanding, nodded, and drank his water contentedly.
Meanwhile, I looked at Muyeopja with suspicious eyes, and he immediately noticed what I was about to say and preemptively spoke.

"I heard that Master Mujin gave separate instructions for your group. He said that you're benefactors fighting for Wudang's disciples, and since there's no way to repay you, we should at least provide for your comfort."

"...Was that so?"

I felt guilty for having wastefully used water without thinking.
As I awkwardly scratched my cheek, Muyeopja smiled, apparently finding my reaction amusing.

"Don't make our Wudang seem so petty. Without you all, we wouldn't be in a position to worry about wasting water. Besides, we saved it because we didn't know how long we'd need to hold out, but the stored water itself is plentiful."

"Still..."

"Well, if you feel that bad about it, just teach the Taiji Sword Technique properly."

"I understand... wait, what did you say?"

What did this person just say? Taiji what?

"The Taiji Descent Sword Technique. The Taiji Descent Sword Technique."

"......"

"Heh, even I think I named it well. Doesn't it sound good?"

...I almost cursed out loud, "What nonsense, you crazy person."
Where on earth did the word "descent" suddenly come from?

"That... 'descent' means...?"

"Well, we can't just keep calling it Taiji forever. A martial art needs a proper name."

"......"

"Actually, I had several candidates. Like Supreme Taiji Sword, or Invincible Taiji Sword."

"Supreme... Invincible...?"

I could barely close my mouth, stunned by his otherworldly naming sense.
This fully grown adult had the emotional sensibility of a five-year-old child.

"But still, Taiji Descent Sword Technique sounds the best. What do you think? Don't you like it too, Hyeonjin?"

"......"

My eyes met with Daoist Hyeonjin, who was struggling to maintain his composure.

*We have to stop this. We can't let him give it such a terrible name.*
*Of course, absolutely unacceptable.*

Our minds had just connected.
I nodded gravely at Daoist Hyeonjin and stood before Muyeopja with a solemn expression.

"...Let's call the martial art the Taiji Sword Technique."

"Huh? No, that's too plain. Taiji Descent Sword Technique is much more intense..."

*THUD!*

Muyeopja's words were cut off by the sound of a heavy footstep.
It was because I had raised my aura to pressure him.

Frozen in place, unable to move an inch, Muyeopja received my bright, very bright smile.

"We'll. Call. It. The. Taiji. Sword. Technique. You don't have any objections, do you?"

He'd better be prepared if he says he does.

I shot a cold gaze through my curved eyes.
A drop of cold sweat trickled down Muyeopja's forehead and disappeared into his beard.

"Ah, I understand. We'll call it the Taiji Sword Technique."

Seeing Muyeopja finally agree, I nodded and lowered my aura.

"...But Taiji Descent Sword Technique sounds so cool..."

Ignoring the small muttering that escaped as soon as he was free from pressure, I turned away.

The training ground was now empty except for the three of us.
Ye So-ha was nowhere to be seen, having apparently left.

She must have gone to prepare what she called a large-scale spell.
Since our strange sensations were returning to normal, it was time to move on to the next stage.

"Now that we've decided on the name for the martial art, shall we resume training?"

Having directly imprinted the sensation of using the Taiji Sword Technique into their bodies through sensory sharing, it was now time to make that sensation completely their own.

"As Miss Ye explained earlier, if we're to teach the Taiji Sword to other Wudang disciples starting tomorrow, you two need to master it by the end of today."

"...Mastering a martial art in just one day. If people who didn't know the circumstances heard this, they would laugh."

I shrugged at Daoist Hyeonjin, who wore a bitter smile.

"If we don't do this, it's worse than not doing it at all. It's such a unique and complex sword technique."

"That's true."

Muyeopja, who had somehow joined the conversation, said:

"After all, it's a 'martial art without forms.'"

A martial art without forms.

As he said, the Taiji Sword Technique wasn't like other martial arts where you master one form after another.
It was a sword technique where you freely draw circles to protect yourself from attacks and subdue your opponent.

That was also why the sword marks in the cave appeared to be carved haphazardly.
The Wudang ancestor who carved those marks wanted to show his descendants that they shouldn't adhere to fixed forms.

"So just feeling the sensation of the technique isn't enough. For complete mastery, you need to fully integrate it into your body."

Integration.
It meant making the martial art completely your own.
And the best way to do this was, of course, through actual combat.

*CHING!*

I drew my sword again and pressured Daoist Hyeonjin and Muyeopja with my aura.
Their faces hardened at my ominous aura.

"We'll end the training when you two succeed in blocking my attacks."

"...You will moderate your strength, right?"

"Will I? Would that really help with training?"

Implying that I wouldn't go easy on them, I watched as they tensed up even more.
Seeing their reactions, I grinned.

"I hope you both succeed quickly. The longer it takes, the more pain you'll endure."

"...Are you trying to kill us?"

Looking at Muyeopja asking unnecessary questions, I curved my lips into a smile.

"Come to think of it, they say humans can surpass their limits when faced with death, don't they?"

"W-wait...!"

*THUD!*

Ignoring Muyeopja's urgent cry, I stomped my foot and shot toward the two of them.

*

By the time the sun had disappeared and night had fully fallen.

"Oww..."

Groaning sounds of pain came from beside me.
I slightly turned my head to look at Daoist Hyeonjin, who had left Muyeopja's training ground with me.

His robes, which he had changed not long ago, were already a mess again.
Bruises bloomed on his exposed skin, including his face.

"Are you all right?"

"No, I'm not..."

He was making a sour face and exaggerating his pain.
Hmm, if he can complain like that, he must be fine.

I twisted the corner of my mouth and patted his shoulder.

"ARGH-!?"

A shrill scream burst out, followed by a resentful gaze.
Of course, I ignored that gaze and giggled, and eventually Daoist Hyeonjin also burst into laughter while rubbing his shoulder.

"Ahaha... haa."

But it didn't last long; his laughter soon turned into a sigh.

"Why are you sighing like the world is ending?"

"...I feel strange. Four days... in just three days now, our lives might be over."

His face showed complex emotions.
Glancing at him from the corner of my eye, I said:

"Isn't that why we're going through all this trouble? To prevent that?"

"...Yes."

Daoist Hyeonjin awkwardly lifted the corners of his mouth and turned to me.

"Young Master Gun, you're truly remarkable."

"...Suddenly? In what way?"

"Don't you think so? You're barely of age, yet you're not afraid of this situation and remain calm throughout."

I gave a bitter smile at Daoist Hyeonjin's words.

"Do you really think so? That I'm not afraid?"

"What? Aren't you?"

"Of course I am. What kind of person wouldn't be afraid?"

How could I not fear failure?
Especially when the lives of those dear to me are at stake.

Suddenly, Hwa-ryeon's pale face appeared in the center of my dark vision.
If I fail, Hwa-ryeon would...

"......"

I shook my head to dispel the terrible image that had suddenly appeared.

Don't think about it.
That won't happen.
I absolutely won't allow it.

"...I'm sorry. It seems I said something unnecessary."

Daoist Hyeonjin apologized in a small voice, seeming ashamed after seeing my reaction.
I forced a smile and shook my head again.

"It's fine. And you're right that I am remarkable. I did restore the Taiji Sword Technique, after all."

As I joked deliberately, Daoist Hyeonjin awkwardly laughed and agreed.

"Yes, thanks to you, I feel like I could easily handle a hundred of those monsters."

"Oh, that's quite some confidence! Can I expect that during tomorrow's attack?"

"...On second thought, twenty might be more appropriate."

His words finally made me burst into laughter.

"Puhaha-! Alright. Twenty it is, I'll remember that."

"Hmm, thinking about it more..."

"Oh, come on."

I chuckled and scolded him as he kept trying to reduce the number.
In the end, Daoist Hyeonjin agreed to take on twenty monsters.

But ultimately, this became unnecessary.
From the next day on, the monsters didn't cross Wudang's walls.

Instead, what we saw was:

*KIEEEK-!*
*KHAANG!*
*KYAAAK!*

The sight of hundreds of terrifying monsters that had gathered right up to our doorstep, completely surrounding Wudang.
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"What is this...?"

-Kieee-!

Mu Jin-ja's bewildered voice was drowned out by the monsters' howls.
Being close enough to hear him, I managed to respond.

"...They swarmed here before dawn. By rough estimate, there are well over five hundred of them."

This morning.
At the sound of the emergency bell ringing much earlier than usual, I urgently got up from my bed along with my companions.

And as soon as we opened the door of the guest hall, this was the sight that greeted us.
A massive horde of monsters surrounding the Wudang Mountain main building, close enough that we could practically touch them.

At first, I was startled, thinking So-so had gone completely reckless, but soon I noticed something strange.
The monsters surrounding Wudang were just growling without approaching any closer.

"They've been standing in place for about two hours now, just howling."
"Hmm..."

Hearing my words, Mu Jin-ja let out a small sigh, and Ye So-ha, who was standing beside him, spoke up.

"Since small-scale attacks are no longer threatening, they're mobilizing all available forces to apply psychological pressure."

Her voice was filled with certainty, as if stating an absolute law.
Cheong added weight to her words.

"I've already checked the surroundings with my arts. It seems all monsters in the vicinity have gathered."
"...Yes, it appears so, especially considering that one is here."

Current Master Hyun responded to Cheong's words.

His eyes were fixed on a spot among the monster horde.
Following his gaze, I noticed the familiar black and red striped hide.

That's the one.
The tiger beast that killed Current Master Hyun's senior brother Hyun-un and left Mu Heo-ja at death's door.

"That beast...!"

-Gritting teeth-

Current Master Hyun glared at the creature standing prominently in the middle of the monster horde, grinding his teeth savagely.
His fist trembled with barely contained rage at the sight of the beast that had reappeared before him.

"Current Master Hyun."

When I called his name, bloodshot eyes turned toward me.

"You haven't forgotten what I said, have you?"
"......"

At my words, Current Master Hyun's face contorted before he tightly closed his eyes.
Then, taking a slow, deep breath, he released the tension from his body.

"...No. I haven't forgotten."

Current Master Hyun looked at the tiger beast with a much more composed gaze after opening his eyes.
I nodded in approval at his demeanor, and then Mu Jin-ja asked with a grave expression.

"What should we do now?"
"......"

I fell into thought for a moment.

So-so's intention was clear.
As Ye So-ha said, small-scale attacks were no longer threatening, so she was applying pressure through sheer numbers.

The problem was,

-W-will we be alright? If they suddenly rush in...!
-Don't say such unlucky things!
-B-but look at those numbers...!

That the pressure was actually having a significant effect.

This was evident from the trembling voices and wavering eyes of the Wudang disciples.

"...This isn't good."

Their morale was hitting rock bottom before we could even do anything.
We were supposed to start Taiji Sword training in earnest today, but there was no way they could train properly like this.

This won't do.
At the very least, they need to stop worrying about monster attacks.

And as far as I knew, there was only one way to do that now.
After clicking my tongue briefly, I turned to Ye So-ha.

"Miss Ye. Can you use that art you prepared?"
"...The preparation itself is complete, so it's possible anytime... but are you suggesting we use it now?"

I nodded at Ye So-ha's question.

"They're trembling with anxiety—there's no way they can train properly. We need to at least create an environment where they can concentrate on training."
"But..."
"I'm not saying we should use all of it. The 'first stage' should be enough."

After considering my persuasion for a moment, Ye So-ha finally nodded with a sigh and looked at Cheong and Hong.

"Hong, Cheong. Get ready."
"Yes."
"Understood."

The two headed toward the Upper Clarity Palace after receiving their instructions.
Seeing this, Mu Jin-ja cautiously asked.

"Will it be alright? I'm concerned it might be too burdensome for those two."
"They'll be fine. You don't need to worry. The problem... lies elsewhere."

After saying this, Ye So-ha turned to look at me.

"Young hero, you fully understand the implications of this decision, right?"
"...Yes."

I answered quietly to Ye So-ha's question.

When making this plan, I had asked Ye So-ha for two main things.

One was to prepare other means to protect Wudang, as the Taiji Sword alone would result in severe casualties.
The other was to enhance the Holy Fire's power as a contingency plan, rather than relying solely on my sword force.

"Enhancing the Holy Fire's power means accumulating sacred energy. I told you that, right?"
"Yes. I remember."
"But since we're activating the art earlier than planned, the sacred energy that Hong and Cheong accumulated, which I was supposed to receive, will have to be used to maintain the art. This means the Holy Fire's power will be reduced by two-thirds."

In other words, the contingency plan we had prepared just in case was now flying out the window.

"You won't regret this?"
"No. It's necessary."

Just as I answered firmly, fog suddenly began to completely envelop the Wudang main building.
Hong and Cheong had activated their art.

*

"Heh, hehehe. This will ensure they don't dare think of leaving Wudang."

Yuk-gan smiled triumphantly as she looked at the spirit beasts densely surrounding Wudang.

Last night.
Unable to bear further losses, Yuk-gan had moved all the spirit beasts connected to her spiritual link right to Wudang's doorstep.

Her intention was to form a thicker encirclement by reducing the perimeter while also lowering the morale of the Wudang people with growling spirit beasts right in front of them.

And her plan seemed to be working at first glance.

"Hohoho...! Look at them trembling—no different from mice cornered by a cat."

Yuk-gan gleefully observed the anxiously trembling Wudang Taoists through her eyes.

'Once their morale drops, even that man won't be able to move freely.'

After three days of this stalemate, no matter how strong he was, he would eventually become a servant of the Crimson Eye Cult.

"He was unbelievably strong, so he'll become even more powerful as a servant. When that happens, I'll keep you close and put you to work."

As Yuk-gan smiled brightly at this pleasant thought, an anomaly occurred at Wudang.

"...What's this?"

Fog suddenly rising around Wudang.
Judging by how quickly it spread and how it specifically enveloped only Wudang thickly, it was definitely not a natural phenomenon.

"A formation? Hmph, what a useless trick."

Yuk-gan sneered, raising one corner of her mouth, and didn't take Wudang's anomaly seriously.
There was no reason to interfere if they wanted to curl up and hide.

"Yes, hide yourself well. Don't even think about coming outside."

'And when my avatar's growth is complete, be reborn as servants of the Crimson Eye Cult.'

Unaware of Ja-seong's group's plan, Yuk-gan simply smiled, thinking everything was going well.

*

With Cheong and Hong activating their art, Wudang's main building was enveloped in thick fog.
At the same time, the irritating howls of the monsters disappeared.

It seemed the activated art also blocked sound, which greatly helped calm the Wudang Taoists' minds.

Moreover, since they no longer needed to worry about monster attacks, they could focus entirely on the Taiji Sword.

As planned, we divided into three groups centered around me, Current Master Hyun, and Mu Yeop-ja, and conducted training using sensation sharing.

Although there were individual differences, the Wudang disciples learned the Taiji Sword at a speed that would normally be impossible.
Despite Ye So-ha's nagging about being careful, I stubbornly insisted on swinging swords for a full two hours.

And when we cut off the sensation sharing, people everywhere collapsed and groaned.

-Ugh!?
-Wuak!

"...My goodness."

I couldn't help but chuckle seeing them sitting helplessly as if their lower bodies were paralyzed.
Ye So-ha, seeing this, started nagging again.

"I told you. The side effects are severe. You should listen when someone tells you something."
"You're right...! This is... quite severe."

I agreed with her words, barely maintaining my balance using the Absorption Posture technique.
I thought it would be fine to go for two hours based on yesterday's experience, but the aftereffects were worse than expected.

It felt like my sense of balance itself had been distorted.
In this state, I couldn't even stand up, let alone swing a sword.

"This won't continue like this, will it?"
"No. But you'll need to lie down for half an hour. It could be longer depending on the individual."

Half an hour at this angle.
I clicked my tongue, feeling the time was being wasted.

Using the full two hours wasn't bad in itself, but having to lie down for half an hour afterward was quite a setback.

Tomorrow, I should avoid being greedy and limit the sensation sharing to just one hour.

Just as I made that decision, Ye So-ha glanced around and asked in a small voice.

"Do you have a moment?"
"Why, do you have something to say?"
"Yes. Since you need to rest anyway, let's move somewhere else for a bit."

I was barely standing with the Absorption Posture technique, and she wanted me to move?

"Can't we just talk here?"
"No."

After answering firmly, Ye So-ha took the lead, and I followed her with difficulty.
Fortunately, since all the Wudang disciples were lying down, we didn't need to go far to find a secluded spot.

"So, what did you want to talk about?"

I asked her reason for calling me aside after confirming with my spiritual sense that no one was nearby.
Her response was meaningful.

"Young hero, what do you plan to do if things go wrong?"

Ch.237 - Accelerated Training
"When things... go wrong?"
"Yes."

Ye So-ha nodded gravely at my question.

"If things go wrong, you already know what the consequences will be."
"...Isn't that why we're preparing like this? To prevent things from going wrong?"
"I know. But things in this world don't always go according to plan, do they? No, they rarely do."

I closed my mouth at her undeniable words.

She was right.
Although we were currently doing our best to prepare, the chances of everything proceeding smoothly according to plan weren't very high.

That was obvious just thinking about what happened at the Zhuge Family.
Hadn't all our carefully laid plans been ruined by Zhuge Cheon-sang's blood frenzy?

"...So, what are you trying to say? Let's skip the roundabout talk and get to the point."

When I asked with a slightly tense voice, Ye So-ha silently took something out from inside her robe and held it out to me.

"Here."
"...Beads?"

In her hand were beads.
To the naked eye, they looked like nothing more than four plain white beads.

Was it a coincidence that their number matched our party, excluding the three from the Lower Heaven Sect?

"What are these?"
"They're called Space Linking Beads. Please distribute one to each member of your party."
"I'm not asking for their name."

What on earth are these used for?
After a moment of silence at my question, Ye So-ha answered straightforwardly with a small sigh.

"Space Linking Beads. As the name suggests, they're beads that connect spaces. When needed, they can teleport the owner to a designated location, but only once."

Teleport.
She meant they could transport someone somewhere.

"The designated location is the Lower Heaven Sect headquarters. It's at least several hundred li from here."
"...Miss Ye."
"If we can't destroy the seedling in time, then I'll—"
"Miss Ye."

I called out to Ye So-ha with a hardened expression.
She stopped her explanation and looked directly at me, asking:

"...Young Master Gun, is it so wrong to prepare for the worst?"
"No. I just don't like the idea of abandoning the Wudang disciples and the people of Gyunhyeon."
"...In the worst case, even if we must sacrifice all of them, your life should take priority."

For a moment, I was at a loss for words.
What is this woman saying?

"What about the people of Cheonhyangru? They're disciples of the Lower Heaven Sect. Are you planning to abandon them too?"
"If necessary, yes."
"Miss Ye!"

Ye So-ha stood her ground against my outburst.

"You need to look at your position more objectively."
"...What are you talking about?"
"Do you think this will be the last battle with the Crimson Eye Cult?"
"...Well."

It certainly won't be the last.
They're probably operating in secret all over the Central Plains, and most likely targeting the Nine Sects and Five Great Families.

The fall of the Namgung Family using Paecheon Fortress.
The horrific human experiments at the Zhuge Family.
And now the demonization of Wudang Mountain.

The Crimson Eye Cult was involved in all of these events.

"They will use even more vicious and cunning methods in the future. What's needed to counter them isn't a hundred thousand helpless commoners. It's a peerless warrior worth a thousand men."
"..."
"If we don't stop the Crimson Eye Cult, the Central Plains—this entire world—will end. In this situation, your value as one person outweighs that of a hundred thousand people in Gyunhyeon..."
"Enough."

I raised my hand to stop Ye So-ha's words.
There was no point in listening further.

As my sense of balance gradually returned, I spoke firmly.

"There will be no need for these Space Linking Beads or whatever they are. We won't fail."
"Young Master Gun."
"So drop these useless thoughts and make sure you're properly prepared to destroy the seedling."

I immediately turned away from Ye So-ha and tried to return to the training ground.
But a quiet sentence reached my ears.

"If you fail, you'll lose Miss Ju forever, you know?"

I involuntarily froze at those words.
When Ye So-ha voiced the fear I'd been trying to bury and ignore, the muscles in my face contorted beyond my control.

"You...!"

As I turned back with gritted teeth, Ye So-ha strode up to me, looked straight into my eyes, and said:

"As you said, I'll focus on the original plan. Destroying the seedling in time to prevent disaster is the best outcome. As for these Space Linking Beads... do as you wish. Distribute them to your companions or throw them away. I hope you make the right choice."

She forced the beads into my hand and walked past me.

After standing there for a moment, I tried to throw the beads away as soon as Ye So-ha disappeared from sight.

-If you fail, you'll lose Miss Ju forever, you know?

"..."

But I couldn't.
Ye So-ha's words had become like heavy chains, binding my hand.

In the end, my hand holding the beads fell limply.

What should I do?

Even after that day's training ended, I still had no answer.





*





Late at night.
I left my quarters still clutching the Space Linking Beads I couldn't bring myself to discard. While walking aimlessly with my troubled thoughts, I suddenly detected a familiar presence in my qi perception field.

"...Hwa-ryeon?"

The presence was coming from a small training ground on the outskirts.
When I entered, I saw Hwa-ryeon swinging her sword repeatedly.

-Whoosh! Whoosh!

Hwa-ryeon's sword cut through the air with heavy sounds.
Her momentum was worlds apart from when we first began our journey.

"...Ja-seong?"

Sensing my approach, she called my name and lowered her sword.

"Sorry, am I interrupting?"
"No, it's fine. I was about to finish anyway."

She wasn't just making excuses—beads of sweat were forming on her forehead.
Given the time and the chilly air at the mountain peak, she must have been training for quite a while to be sweating like that.

"Why are you staring at me like that?"

Perhaps feeling self-conscious under my gaze, Hwa-ryeon's cheeks reddened slightly as she gave me a playful glare.
I smiled at her expression.

"Seems like your anger has subsided?"
"Wh-when was I ever angry?"

Her flustered attempt to play innocent made my smile deepen.

Hwa-ryeon rolled her eyes at me, then tilted her head curiously.

"By the way, is something troubling you?"

I flinched at her sharp, unexpected question, then replied with an awkward smile.

"No? I'm just thinking about how we'll break through those monster hordes to destroy the blood seedling the day after tomorrow."
"...Hmm?"

Making a curious sound at my answer, Hwa-ryeon moved closer and pressed me.

"That doesn't seem to be it. Instead of suffering alone, why don't you just be honest?"
"...You're like a mind reader."

With a bitter smile, I glanced at Hwa-ryeon's face and cautiously asked:

"Hwa-ryeon. If, hypothetically, we had a way to escape in case we failed..."
"Would I be angry?"

I was scolded as soon as I brought it up.
I grumbled quietly at her stern gaze.

"I thought you wanted me to open up..."
"...Go on, continue."

At Hwa-ryeon's prompting, I told her about the Space Linking Beads Ye So-ha had given me and our conversation.
After listening without any change in expression, Hwa-ryeon spoke as soon as I finished.

"That's not like you."
"...What isn't?"
"The Ja-seong I know wouldn't be agonizing like this or holding onto those beads. You would have immediately returned them to Miss Ye's face, saying you don't need such things."

Yes, that's what I would have done normally.

I would have said there won't be any failure, so these are useless.

And then thrown them away.

"Why didn't you?"
"..."

Why didn't I?
I couldn't easily explain the reason.

It wasn't because I didn't know the answer myself.
Rather, I knew it too well.
That's why it was harder to say.

"Ja-seong. Tell me."

Hwa-ryeon moved closer to me.
Perhaps because she had been sweating, her body scent became more pronounced.

Usually, sweat would smell unpleasant, but somehow Hwa-ryeon's body only emitted a refreshing fragrance.
Perhaps intoxicated by that scent, the feelings I wanted to hide spilled out involuntarily.

"...Because I'm afraid."
"What?"
"I said I'm afraid."

My confession seemed unexpected, as evident confusion showed on Hwa-ryeon's face.
I raised my hand to caress her cheek and continued.

"I'm confident I can crush anyone who threatens you, whether it's Paecheon Fortress or the Imperial Court. I can ensure they don't lay a finger on you."
"...Ja-seong."
"But... but this is something I can't do anything about. If by some chance we fail, I'll have to watch helplessly as you turn into a monster like those creatures outside."
"..."
"That terrifies me."





*





Hwa-ryeon stared blankly at Ja-seong's unfamiliar expression.

His downcast face and gloomy eyes.
It was an expression she had never seen before.

'...He said he's afraid.'

He had always been a man full of confidence, afraid of nothing.
A man who never showed fear in front of any enemy, but instead smiled fiercely and provoked them.

This was the first time he showed such vulnerability.
And the reason was that he feared losing her.

Ja-seong's unexpected confession was both surprising and... heartbreaking.
It made her happy to know she occupied such a large place in his heart, but it also pained her.

The various emotions swirling inside her created a powerful impulse, and Hwa-ryeon yielded to it without resistance.
She rushed into Ja-seong's arms and embraced him tightly.

"Hwa-Hwa-ryeon?"

Ja-seong looked down in confusion at Hwa-ryeon, who had entered his embrace and was hugging his upper body with all her strength.
A trembling voice reached his ear.

"It's okay."
"Wh-what is...?"
"We will never fail. So you don't need to worry."

After a moment of silence at Hwa-ryeon's words, Ja-seong embraced her in return and asked:

"...How can you be so sure?"
"Because just as you protect me, I will protect you too."
"...!"

Ja-seong's body jerked in surprise.
Feeling this throughout her body as she held him tightly, Hwa-ryeon looked up at his face.

"I won't just be protected by you. I'll fight alongside you, not behind you."

As she said this, Hwa-ryeon suddenly recalled what Ja-seong had said at the Namgung Family.

-From now on, I'll always be by your side.

Yes, that's what he had said.
Just as you said you would always be by my side, I too will always be by yours.

"So we won't lose. Because we'll fight together until the end."

At Hwa-ryeon's resolute words, Ja-seong stared blankly for a moment before breaking into laughter.

"Hahaha...! This is too much."
"Were you trying to endure it?"

At Hwa-ryeon's playful retort, Ja-seong couldn't resist kissing her cherry-like lips.

"Mmph...!"

Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened in surprise, but she soon closed them gently, enjoying the sweet sensation on her lips.

After a while, Ja-seong pulled away and said:

"Let's win. Let's destroy everything—So-so, the seedling—and save everyone from Wudang and Gyunhyeon."
"...Yes."

Hwa-ryeon answered with unwavering eyes.
Meeting her sparkling gaze, Ja-seong carefully asked:

"...May I kiss you again?"

Hearing this, Hwa-ryeon moved her arms from his torso to his neck and pulled him down.

"You don't need to ask."

Their lips met again and remained joined for a very long time, as if they were one body.

The next day.

"I'm returning these to you."
"..."

Ja-seong returned the Space Linking Beads to So-ha.
So-ha glared at him for a moment as if displeased, then clicked her tongue and snatched the beads back.

Also, through the day-long training, all the Wudang disciples succeeded in mastering the Taiji Sword technique well enough to use it in actual combat.

After confirming that all possible preparations were complete, Ja-seong instructed everyone to rest and sleep as much as possible for tomorrow.
Of course, given the situation, no one could easily rest or fall asleep.

After a night of everyone tossing and turning with tension, the day of the decisive battle finally dawned.

Ch.238 - Begin
The Day of the Final Battle

I looked up at the sky covered in mist, still maintaining the spell, then slowly lowered my head. My eyes took in the many people before me.

The Wudang Sect Taoists, led by their head Mu Heo-ja, along with all my companions, were looking at me.

After observing them briefly, I turned to Ye So-ha and asked, "What's the situation outside? What are those creatures doing?"

"The monster horde still surrounds the Wudang Sect. They've formed such a tight encirclement that the 'second' spell should work perfectly."

"That's fortunate."

I nodded and turned my gaze to Mu Heo-ja.

"What about the Wudang disciples?"

"They're all prepared. Starting with me and including all three generations of disciples. Every last person of Wudang will stand against those creatures."

Finally, I turned to Ju Hwa-ryeon standing beside me. Her eyes showed not a trace of fear, only unwavering determination.

"The preparations are complete. All that's left is to win."

Hearing Hwa-ryeon's answer, I smiled slightly and turned back to everyone. Then, with a serious expression, I declared:

"Well then, let's begin."

The battle that would determine the fate of the Wudang Sect, the hundred thousand people of Gun County, and ourselves had begun.

*

"Hmm..."

I-gan frowned as she looked through her eyes at the mist covering the Wudang Sect. The main hall of Wudang had been hidden in that thick fog for three days now.

During that time, the area around Wudang remained eerily quiet, with no unusual occurrences. At first, I-gan hadn't thought much of it, but by now she couldn't help feeling something was off.

"What are they thinking? Do they plan to just hide indefinitely?"

If she had to rationalize it, it wasn't completely incomprehensible. They probably didn't know their fate would be decided today.

But even so, just holding out like this seemed strange.

*Shouldn't they at least try to send for outside help?*

Yes, that was it. Even though she had mobilized seven hundred spirit beasts, the people inside had previously managed to handle the spirit beast hordes that had attacked Wudang.

They should have at least attempted to break through the encirclement to seek external aid. Yet they—this Gun Ja-seong—hadn't made a single move from within that mist for three days.

*I tried probing once, but...*

That attempt had ended in failure. She had sent some spirit beasts to try penetrating the mist, but passage proved impossible.

Like some impenetrable barrier, the mist firmly rejected the spirit beasts' intrusion.

After staring at the mist and racking her brain, I-gan finally gave up trying to figure it out.

"Fine. Whatever they're plotting, it's too late now."

I-gan looked up at her avatar. Its growth since first arriving at Mount Wudang was astonishing.

Moreover, the density of the blood-red energy emanating from the avatar had increased. Just breathing near it made her feel her existence growing stronger.

Just a little more time, just a little more. I-gan gazed up at the massive avatar with an ecstatic smile.

But at that very moment, the unexpected change she'd been waiting for finally occurred—not from the mist-covered Wudang Sect, but to I-gan herself.

The vision from all the eyes she had created from parts of her own flesh and scattered throughout Mount Wudang suddenly turned white.

"What...?"

Just as she was bewildered by this sudden occurrence, an immense pain shook her soul.

"AAAAGH!?"

As if her soul was being torn to shreds, I-gan pressed her head against the ground, rolling and convulsing in agony.

*It hurts, it hurts, IT HURTS—!*

Pain without explanation. As if her very existence was being destroyed, I-gan twisted her body and screamed until her throat felt like it would tear.

She wasn't the only one who began to rampage uncontrollably. The spirit beasts, whose minds she had connected to maintain control, were also affected by her pain and began to go berserk.

"KIEEEE—!"
"KRAAANG!"

The spirit beasts, having completely lost their reason, began tearing at each other. The area around the Wudang Sect instantly became a scene of chaos.

And as if it had been waiting for this moment, the mist that had been concealing the Wudang Sect rapidly spread to engulf the monsters' encirclement.

In the thick fog where nothing was visible, the monsters became even more violent, slaughtering each other.

Taking advantage of this opening, a group quickly slipped through the encirclement using the mist as cover.

*

The operation began with my declaration.
The first step was to attack So-so's spirit through her eyes.

"Where are the eyes you said you brought secretly?"
"Right here."

In response to my question, Ye So-ha took out So-so's eye from the pouch in her hand. Everyone who saw the eye in her hand either frowned or shuddered in disgust.

"Ugh...!"

Just as Cheong had drawn before, the eye with wings attached was as repulsive as it had appeared in the drawing—no, even more so.

After briefly clicking my tongue at the eye in Ye So-ha's grasp, I turned to my companions to reconfirm the operation plan.

"To avoid getting surrounded by monsters, we need to move without delay at the right moment."

"Attack her spirit, then immediately activate the second spell to escape through the encirclement while the monsters outside are confused. Right? This is the third time you've said it."

A chattering voice interrupted me. I looked down at Yu Seol's tiny head that barely reached my chest and clicked my tongue.

I had originally planned to leave Seol at the Wudang Sect for this operation. I was worried about bringing this little one along when we didn't know what threats we might face.

But this plan was thwarted by her stubborn refusal. She insisted on coming along no matter what.

"...I'm not sure taking you is the right decision."

"Ugh, not this again!"

As I grabbed the head of the little one who was swinging her fist at me and looked down at her with reluctance, Master intervened.

"You needn't worry. Though young in age, she is already a martial artist who has been through numerous real battles. She'll do her part."

"That may be true, Master, but..."

"Besides, there's no guarantee she'd be safe here either. This place will become a battlefield too."

Master's eyes seemed to ask if I didn't already know this. In the end, I could only nod with a sigh.

As our conversation ended, Ye So-ha spoke up as if she'd been waiting.

"Shall we end the small talk and get moving? From now on, it's a race against time, so we need to hurry."

We followed Ye So-ha's urging and headed toward the mountain gate.

The mountain gate, already half-destroyed from numerous attacks, was surrounded by thick mist.

Taking a deep breath while looking into the impenetrable fog, I turned to Ye So-ha.

"...I'll begin."

With a silent nod at my signal, Ye So-ha firmly gripped the eye in her left hand and raised her right. Soon her golden pupils seemed to glow brightly, and a streak of white lightning enveloped her right hand.

*Crackle!*

Despite the threatening sound of static electricity, Ye So-ha didn't even blink as she struck the eye in her left hand with her right.

*CRACK-ZZZZT!*
*KIEEEE—!*

The eye screamed as if in convulsions the moment the lightning enveloped it, instantly turning to ash.

As the eye crumbled to dust and scattered, Ye So-ha turned her head toward Sangcheong Palace, where Hong and Cheong were.

For a moment, her golden eyes flashed brightly, and the mist covering the Wudang Sect began to spread outward.

As the mist that had completely concealed the Wudang Sect dispersed, the monsters' howls pierced our ears through the gaps.

*KIEEEE—!*
*KRAAANG!*

"Now!"

At Ye So-ha's signal, we immediately leaped over the mountain gate and rushed forward.

"I'll lead as planned. Follow me!"

Though the mist had spread out and thinned somewhat, it still obscured our vision. We followed in a line behind Ye So-ha as she fearlessly plunged into the mist.

I followed at the very back, extending my spiritual sense forward to prevent anyone from getting separated.

*KIEEK!*
*CRUNCH!*
*KRHUUUNG!*

The roars of monsters, sounds of tearing flesh, and agonized screams echoed through the mist. The cacophony from all directions made it clear we were in the midst of chaos.

"Ugh...!"

Perhaps frightened by the noise, Yu Seol, who was running right in front of me, hesitated for a moment.

"Should have stayed at the Wudang Sect after all, huh?"

"...No way!?"

When I tapped her tense shoulders and smirked, she shouted loudly and increased her speed as if she'd never been afraid. I smiled slightly at her retreating figure and refocused on my spiritual sense.

Fortunately, apart from Seol's momentary hesitation, everyone was following Ye So-ha well. And Ye So-ha at the front was skillfully navigating through the gaps between monsters.

Without any unexpected incidents, we escaped the monsters' encirclement, and soon our vision cleared. We had emerged from the spell-created mist.

After three long days, we saw the landscape of Mount Wudang again. The sky was still blood-red, and all the trees and grass were withered and blighted.

And beyond that desolate landscape, a pillar of blood-red energy came into view.

"...Is the seedling down there?"

"Yes. Judging by the tremendous energy surging up, it seems to be nearing maturity."

Hearing Ye So-ha's answer, I glanced back. Thick mist still surrounded the Wudang Sect, and ferocious howls continued to emanate from within.

"...I wish they'd just annihilate each other in there."

Ye So-ha shook her head at my muttering, as if it were impossible.

"Their numbers will be reduced significantly, but don't expect that much. Although we've dealt a heavy blow to her spirit through the eyes, if that woman was near the seedling, she'll recover quickly. She'll probably stop the rampage soon and advance on the Wudang Sect."

This meant the Wudang Sect couldn't avoid battle with the monsters. Having trained with the Taiji Sword through the shortcut of shared perception, I didn't think they would fall easily, but...

Why did I feel so uneasy?

"If the seedling disappears, those monsters will die soon like fish out of water. So the best we can do is destroy the seedling as quickly as possible."

"...Understood. Let's hurry."

Convinced by Ye So-ha, who kept trying to stop me from looking back, I finally nodded and hastened my steps toward the seedling.
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After Ja-seong's group left Wudang Mountain to destroy the seedlings, the remaining Wudang disciples swallowed nervously at the sharp howls continuously echoing through the mist.

For the past two days, they had been training relentlessly in a new martial art called the Taiji Sword. Even the disciples themselves felt this technique was on an entirely different level from the Five Elements Sword they had previously learned—truly a peerless martial art.

Thanks to this training, they had gained confidence in their significantly improved strength. However, maintaining composure in the face of those eerie howls that triggered primal fear was still difficult.

"...Huff."

This was equally true for Wu Song-ja, a Wudang elder and senior figure.

Guarding the western side of the Wudang headquarters alongside his fellow disciple Wu Yeop-ja, he repeatedly adjusted the sword at his waist while steadying his breathing. Anyone could see he was extremely tense.

Wu Yeop-ja approached him and grinned.

"Senior Brother Wu Song, are you nervous? Your face is quite pale."

"...Unlike you and the other senior brothers, this is my first real battle. I can't even remember the last time I drew my sword..."

Wu Song-ja was a Taoist cultivator who had spent decades pursuing spiritual cultivation rather than martial arts. Though he had trained with a sword alongside his fellow disciples in his youth, that was ancient history now.

Unable to ignore the crisis facing his sect, he had picked up his dust-covered sword again, but objectively speaking, he was only half a martial artist.

This reality remained unchanged even after the strange and remarkable training where they had shared sensations.

*If I could contribute even a fraction of what's needed, that would be something. If I can save even one young disciple with my life...!*

If that were possible, he would gladly give his life.

Whether aware of Wu Song-ja's grave determination or not, Wu Yeop-ja responded with deliberate nonchalance.

"You needn't worry so much. I'm right beside you, aren't I? I'll handle everything before you even need to step in."

Wu Song-ja burst into hearty laughter at his junior's confidence.

"Hahaha. That's reassuring to hear."

"No, I'm not just showing off. There's actually some basis to what I'm saying."

Wu Yeop-ja then shared everything he had heard from Ye So-ha.

"Those monsters are tearing each other apart, aren't they? About half of them will probably die in that fog."

"...Is that true?"

Half of seven hundred—roughly three hundred and fifty.

Still a large number, but reducing it by half was quite encouraging.
Wu Yeop-ja nodded emphatically at Wu Song-ja's question.

"Of course. The cult member controlling those monsters will need some time to recover, so by then..."

—GRRRROOOAAAR!

Just as Wu Yeop-ja was confidently reassuring Wu Song-ja, a thunderous roar that could freeze one's body echoed through the air. And then the monsters' cries rapidly diminished.

Wu Yeop-ja's face momentarily hardened at this unexpected development.

He wasn't the only one who noticed the change. Wu Jin-ja guarding the east and Wu Heo-ja guarding the south also tensed their faces and sharpened their senses.

A terrible silence suddenly enveloped the Wudang Sect. In the quiet reminiscent of the calm before a storm, someone's gulp was clearly audible.

—Gulp.

And as if in response, another roar echoed.

—GRRRROAAAR!

Hyeon-jin, who had figured out who was making those sounds, ground his teeth.

It's him.
He's controlling the monsters.
And what he planned to do with them was all too obvious.

"...Sect Leader."

"Yes, it seems this will be a more difficult battle than we anticipated."

Wu Heo-ja with his grave expression glared into the mist. Vague shadows began to appear one by one beyond the impenetrable fog.

As those shadows became clearer and their numbers increased, finally—

—GRAAAAH!

With the third roar, they burst out from the mist.

—SCREECH!
—KYAAA!

A horde of monsters charging toward the Wudang Sect all at once. Contrary to their earlier expectations, there didn't seem to be many that had fought among themselves.

Roughly five hundred in number. The Wudang disciples' faces turned pale at the sight of these vicious monsters surging forward like a wave.

—SHING!

"Disciples of the Great Wudang! Draw your swords! Do not let these hideous demons invade our sect! The Primordial Heavenly Lord will protect us!"

Wu Heo-ja's powerful shout, surprisingly vigorous for someone nearing old age, spread throughout the Wudang Sect, and a strong light kindled in the eyes of the wavering disciples.

—SHING! SHING!

Pine Pattern Ancient Swords being drawn in unison.
Monsters climbing over the walls all at once.

—SCREECH!

"AAAAH!"

Wudang disciples and monsters—the two sides charged at each other and clashed.

*

Hong and Cheong in the Upper Clarity Palace also detected the unexpected situation.

"...The frenzy is subsiding faster than expected. Looks like that special specimen is behind this."

"This is getting troublesome."

Hong clicked her tongue in annoyance at Cheong's words, her eyes emitting a golden light.

Currently, Hong was maintaining the second grand spell after Cheong had activated the first grand spell, "Mist of Demon Breaking."

"Does this mean there's no reason to maintain the grand spell anymore?"

Originally, the second grand spell, "Mist of Self-Forgetting," was meant to maximize the damage among the monsters frenzied by So-ha's spiritual attack.

But if the Mountain King had calmed the monster horde, there was no longer any reason to maintain it.

After pondering Hong's words for a moment, Cheong seemed to have a good idea and looked up at Hong.

"Let's cancel the second spell. And... prepare a new grand spell."

"Huh? A new grand spell?"

Hong was taken aback by Cheong's suggestion. She had thought they would cancel the spell and join the Wudang Taoists, but Cheong had made a completely unexpected proposal.

"What are you planning?"

"Even if we join now, we'd only add two more combatants. That won't significantly change the tide of battle."

"So?"

"Then while the catalysts buried in the ground still have power, with 'Heaven's Majestic Light'..."

"You want to weaken the monsters! That's a great idea!"

Hong, finishing Cheong's sentence, immediately canceled the Mist of Self-Forgetting. The fog surrounding the Wudang Sect quickly dissipated.

"How long until activation?"

"Well, since we didn't prepare it in advance, it'll take some time... I'll try to do it within one quarter-hour!"

Nodding at Hong's answer, Cheong immediately left the Upper Clarity Palace and leaped onto the roof.

From there, she could see the entire situation within the Wudang Sect. Wudang Taoists were engaged in fierce battles with monsters from the east, west, and south.

—Whoosh

Cheong ignited a white flame on her left index finger. Like So-ha had done, she grabbed the flame with her right hand and drew it back like a bowstring, scanning the Wudang Sect that had become a battlefield.

Before long, she spotted a monster pouncing on a young Taoist whose stance had collapsed.

Sharp teeth and claws with an elongated snout—it appeared to be a mutated wolf.

—GRAAAR!
—AAAACK!?

The wolf monster opened its long snout wide, about to devour the Taoist's head. Cheong quickly aimed at the creature's head and released her right hand. The white flame flew like a beam of light.

—BOOM!
—GRRRR! KYEENG!

The flame hit the wolf monster's head precisely and instantly spread throughout its body. The monster rolled frantically on the ground trying to extinguish the fire.

But the sacred flame that burned away evil wouldn't be extinguished so easily.

—G-grrr...

Finally, the wolf monster uttered a faint death cry before turning to ashes. The Taoist who had nearly lost his life looked around in confusion before grabbing his sword and rejoining the battle at another Taoist's call.

"......"

Silently watching this, Cheong turned her gaze to find others in danger and shot sacred flames to save them.

The battle between the Wudang Sect and the monsters had only just begun.

*

—Ugh... ungh...!

Yuk-gan regained consciousness with a faint groan. Opening her eyes with difficulty, she realized she had returned to her baptized form. The immense pain had forced her back to her original appearance.

—What on earth happened...!

Yuk-gan, who had transformed into a giant tree monster, recalled her memories before losing consciousness as she returned to human form.

The Wudang Sect shrouded in mist.
Her vision turning completely white.
And then the overwhelming pain.

"Could it be...!"

Sensing something ominous was happening, Yuk-gan urgently created a new eye and sent it flying toward the Wudang Sect.

The first thing her anxious eyes caught was the sight of sacred beasts clashing with the Wudang people. While she was unconscious, the beasts had broken free of control and started rampaging.

"...No. Something's different?"

Yuk-gan's gaze fell on a particularly noticeable giant tiger among the sacred beasts—the Mountain King.

—GRRRROAR!

The roar of the king who had ruled over all beasts of Wudang Mountain even before the blessing. Seeing the sacred beasts attacking the Wudang Sect more fiercely in response, Yuk-gan nodded in understanding.

Not long ago, Yuk-gan had sacrificed other sacred beasts to save the Mountain King from Ja-seong's attack. Seeing the Mountain King's potential, she had brought him to the Divine Tree's avatar and infused him with more energy.

As a result, the Mountain King had withstood an immense amount of energy without his body collapsing—far more than any other sacred beast could handle.

Thanks to this, the now more powerful king of Wudang Mountain was performing his role beyond expectations. The problem was that there was one monster-like figure on the Wudang side.
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"...Where is that bastard?"

After turning her gaze away from the Mountain King, Yuk-gan searched for Ja-seong, the source of her anxiety, only to realize he was no longer within the Wudang Sect.

"Damn it all!"

Cursing, Yuk-gan immediately deployed more eyes in all directions to locate Ja-seong.

And it didn't take long to find him.
She spotted him rushing toward her Divine Clone with a group of people.

-Grind!

The worst possible scenario she had desperately hoped would never happen.
The sound of teeth grinding savagely echoed inside Yuk-gan's mouth.

Her tightly clenched fists turned red from fingernails digging into flesh, and a tear of blood rolled down her cheek from a burst blood vessel in her eye—that's how much force she was exerting.

But she had no time to worry about such things.

He was coming.
That monster who had shattered her plans and single-handedly slaughtered over two hundred sacred beasts.

Somehow, he had managed to destroy the eyes she had scattered and used that opportunity to escape from the Wudang Sect.

His purpose was clear.
To kill her and harm her Divine Clone's sacred body.

"...Fine. It couldn't be that easy to finish you off."

Yuk-gan muttered coldly, turning to look at the motionless wooden puppets. As she extended her hand, crimson energy flowed from her fingertips into the wooden bark.

-Woooong

With a deep resonance, all three wooden puppets began to move simultaneously.

The wooden puppets walked up to Yuk-gan and stood at attention, as if waiting for instructions. She gave her orders in a low voice.

"Go. Kill anyone who tries to approach the Divine Clone."

At her command, the three wooden puppets acted without hesitation. They turned and quickly traversed through the forest as Yuk-gan bit her lip watching their retreating figures.

These wooden puppets were said to be capable of killing even a Tenth Lord. Logically, they should be more than enough to kill Ja-seong.

But her opponent defied logic.
Yuk-gan couldn't confidently predict victory for her three wooden puppets.
What if they fell?

"...Then I'll have to stop him with my life."

The Divine Clone's maturation was not far off.
Just a few more hours. In just a few more hours, it would become the Great Divine Tree itself.

Sacrificing one's life to protect a great deity would be martyrdom.
And Yuk-gan was always ready to become a martyr.

"If my life can serve as fertilizer to dye this world beautiful and crimson...!"

If that were possible, she would gladly embrace death.
Yuk-gan made this pledge to herself.

*

After escaping the monsters' encirclement, we ran straight toward the crimson pillar shooting into the sky.

During our sprint, my energy detection network caught small objects flying toward us one by one.

Round spheres with membrane wings.
Recognizing what they were, I frowned.

"Looks like So-so has already recovered? Eyes are gathering around us."

"...Indeed. The situation at the Wudang Sect must be more difficult than we expected."

"What should we do? Will the others be okay?"

After Ye So-ha responded in a low voice, Yu Seol asked anxiously.
Ye So-ha smiled faintly to reassure her.

"There's no need to worry. We've made preparations, and with Hong and Cheong there, they'll handle things appropriately."

"You seem to trust them quite a bit."

When I expressed curiosity at her confidence in Hong and Cheong, Ye So-ha nodded without hesitation.

"Of course. They're my closest aides."

Despite being under So-so's surveillance, we were chatting rather leisurely.
Master muttered about the strangely minimal resistance.

"I wondered, but there's no real resistance. Was that encirclement really all that maid had?"

Hearing this, Ye So-ha responded:

"I'm not sure. It's too early to jump to conclusions. Above all, So-so herself will be guarding the sapling."

"But she's just a Crimson Eye Cult lackey. She didn't act directly at the Zhuge Family, and she's not acting directly now either. Doesn't that mean her personal combat ability isn't much?"

When Yu Seol raised this doubt, Ye So-ha firmly shook her head.

"If she was directly involved in those experiments at the Zhuge Family, she's at least a high-ranking member, one of the Branches. We shouldn't let our guard down."

A high-ranking member, one of the Branches... meaning she outranks the Seven Branches?
I recalled how Seven Branches had transformed into a wooden monster back in Hefei.

Someone who outranks Seven Branches...
That would mean...

"Are you saying So-so isn't human either?"

"Almost certainly."

At Ye So-ha's answer, I clicked my tongue and explained to everyone in detail how Seven Branches had transformed.
Naturally, everyone wore astonished expressions after hearing my story.

"A human becoming like a living tree... if I hadn't seen what I've seen since coming here, I would never have believed it."

"That's why I didn't explain in detail before."

As I shrugged at Ju Hwa-ryeon's murmured words, I sensed something approaching from the distance.

Three presences.
Soon, human-like figures became visible to the naked eye.

Expanding my vision with my eye technique, I examined the three closely and frowned at their bizarre appearance.

At first glance, they clearly had human forms, but they lacked facial features and were completely covered in tree bark.

They looked less like humans and more like human-sized wooden puppets.
I instinctively sensed these must be another of So-so's tactics.

"...Seems there was something more after all."

"What?"

As Yu Seol tilted her head at my muttering, the wooden puppets spotted us and immediately changed direction toward us.
Then their movement speed explosively increased.

"...!"

The wooden puppets charged at us with such speed that even I was startled, reaching right in front of us and swinging their arms at me, Hwa-ryeon, and Ye So-ha who were leading the group.

"Be careful!"

I drew my sword and cut down an arm that stretched out like a whip, then tried to slice through the one attacking Hwa-ryeon.

But this proved unnecessary.
Before I could swing my sword, Hwa-ryeon's blade had already deeply cut through the wooden puppet's side.

-Crack!

"...Wow."

I couldn't help but exclaim when I saw Hwa-ryeon's sword strike roughly tear away the wooden puppet's side.

-Whoosh!

Meanwhile, Ye So-ha's sacred fire engulfed one wooden puppet, and Hwa-ryeon struck down from behind, smashing its head to pieces.

Realizing I had fallen behind, I dove into the last wooden puppet's embrace and split its upper body in one strike.

The wooden puppet's upper body fell lifelessly to the ground.
The remaining lower half collapsed on top of it.

"...That was too easy."

The three wooden puppets had approached quite threateningly but were defeated with disappointing ease.
Unable to hide my confusion, I turned to Ye So-ha.

"Do you know what these are?"

"...No. This is my first time seeing something like this too."

Ye So-ha looked down at the wooden puppet burning in white flames with a dubious expression.

The Lower Heaven Sect doesn't know either...?
Was this not one of So-so's hidden forces?
Just trees mutated by the demonic energy?

As I tilted my head, feeling uneasy that my intuition might be wrong, Yu Seol's voice reached me.

"Anyway, we've dealt with them, so let's hurry. We need to move quickly, right?"

"...Right."

Nodding and pushing the uneasiness from my mind, I turned away from the wooden puppets.

*

"......."

Through her eyes, Yuk-gan silently watched as Ja-seong's group dispatched her wooden puppets with ridiculous ease.

The wooden puppets had fallen without putting up any resistance at all.
Yet Yuk-gan's face remained serene as she watched them.

"Kuh, kuheheheh...!"

No, she even burst into laughter as if amused.
Anyone who saw her might think she had gone mad, but she wasn't insane.

She simply found it amusing that Ja-seong's group had turned away, prematurely assuming victory.

"The true terror of the wooden puppets is only beginning."

Just as Yuk-gan finished speaking, as if they had heard her words, the motionless wooden puppets began to move again.

The shattered heads regenerated,
The separated upper and lower bodies reattached,
And the mysterious white flames extinguished.

The wooden puppets were instantly restored to their original state.
But the changes didn't end there.

Intensely crimson spheres emerged from their chests, and crimson energy began to swirl throughout their bodies.
Sensing the transformation of the wooden puppets, Ja-seong turned back to look and his eyes widened.

Well, it would be surprising.
He was witnessing again what he had seen at the Zhuge Family not long ago.

"This is different from Zhuge Cheon-sang's time. Not one, but three. I wonder if that shining sword of yours can defeat them?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang.
With that name mentioned, it became clear what the red spheres in the wooden puppets' chests were.

Blood Essence.

The source of limitless power that could only be destroyed by Sword Force, the essence of blood consumed by Blood Explosion Art practitioners.
That demonic object was the source of the wooden puppets.

"The power source for these wooden puppets is different from the defective one implanted in Zhuge Cheon-sang's body. This is the true blessing of the deity, created from human blood."

Zhuge Cheon-sang's Blood Essence had been made from animal blood, making it unstable and inconsistent in output.

But what was embedded in the wooden puppets' chests was different.
It was true Blood Essence, made solely from human blood.

Three wooden puppets powered by that Blood Essence.
The crimson wooden puppets charged at Ja-seong's group all at once.
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I turned away from the wooden puppet that lay motionless and terribly damaged, then continued forward. The situation was too urgent to hesitate even for a single breath because of an uneasy feeling.

As I hurried my steps, I suddenly felt movement behind me from the puppets.

"What...?"

I turned my head in surprise and witnessed a shocking sight. The puppets that had been burned, smashed, and cut apart by our hands were returning to normal as if nothing had happened.

And that wasn't all. Familiar red spheres emerged from their chests, emitting bloody energy that enveloped their entire bodies.

My eyes widened at the familiar sight. Could it be...?

My facial muscles tensed involuntarily at the scene that was very similar—no, identical—to what I had seen at the Zhuge Family not long ago.

Ye So-ha's muttering confirmed my suspicions.

"Blood Essence...?"

...Ah, so it was true?
I had hoped it wasn't, but it seems those objects embedded in the wooden puppets' chests were indeed the same Blood Essence we saw at the Zhuge Family.

The Blood Essence implanted in Zhuge Cheon-sang's body through So-so's scheme had continuously emitted blood energy to pressure us.

And now there were three of those infuriating Blood Essences.

Thoughts crossed my mind that my intuition was correct, but also that this was too much to handle.

Immediately after, the blood energy enveloping the wooden puppets exploded outward.

-KWAAANG-!

"Ungh...!"

An intense wave of energy spread in all directions. Exposed to the powerful shockwave, I couldn't help but groan.

I firmly planted my feet on the ground using a breathing technique and shielded my face with my arms to withstand the energy wave. As the wave gradually subsided, I lowered my arms.

"...Ha. This is quite a familiar sight again."

Blood energy was spreading throughout the world as if trying to devour everything. It looked exactly like what happened with Zhuge Cheon-sang.

The only difference was that with three Blood Essences, the intensity had tripled.

"Heh heh...."

A hollow laugh escaped me.

Three Blood Essences that couldn't be destroyed without Sword Force. This situation was no different from facing three berserk Zhuge Cheon-sangs at once.

"...No, is it even worse?"

Zhuge Cheon-sang had rampaged like a beast, wildly releasing energy. In contrast, these wooden puppets' energy was quite stable, which made them even more concerning.

Between being controlled by power and perfectly controlling power, it was clear which was more threatening.

Glancing around, I saw that the others also looked troubled. Meanwhile, Ye So-ha, who had never fought Zhuge Cheon-sang, was carefully examining the puppets with sharp eyes.

"Hmm.... It seems they're using Blood Essence energy to move bodies crafted with inscribed spells. Creating unmanned weapons like this is quite impressive."

"I appreciate the analysis, but I'm worried about how to deal with them right n—ugh!?"

While I was grumbling to Ye So-ha, the puppets suddenly launched an attack. Three of them pounced on me simultaneously.

Arms stretched like whips flew at me from three directions almost simultaneously, with blood energy trailing behind them.

Shadows and crimson filled my vision. This couldn't be avoided. If I couldn't avoid it, I had to block it.

Drawing my sword again, I manifested sword qi and drew a large circle. The puppets' arms and blood energy trajectories that seemed slow at first glance became distorted by my sword, colliding with each other and breaking apart.

-KWAJIK! PUEONG!

The puppets hesitated momentarily, seemingly surprised by the unexpected situation.

Seizing the opportunity, my companions moved. Without needing words, Hwa-ryeon, Master, and Seol each took on one puppet to keep them in check.

"Ja-seong, prepare while we have this chance!"

Hearing Hwa-ryeon's shout, I immediately sent more internal energy to my sword.

The sword qi strands quickly multiplied into dozens, hundreds. Thanks to my diligent internal energy training, the speed had improved dramatically. Now I just needed to wrap the sword qi around the blade...

"Kyaak!"

Just as I was concentrating to manifest Sword Force, a sound completely broke my focus. Looking up, I saw Seol falling backward.

And I saw the puppet pursuing her to finish her off.

"Seol!"

My Master's cry was urgent. He seemed to want to rush to Seol immediately, but he couldn't withdraw while facing the other puppets alongside Hwa-ryeon.

If left alone, Seol could get hurt, or worse.

So what else could I do but move?

Abandoning my Sword Force manifestation, I blocked the puppet that was lunging at Seol. Seeing me, the puppet immediately changed its target and swung its limbs and blood energy at me.

I twisted its attacks with my sword qi strands and dove into the puppet's embrace. In the momentary gap created when its diverted attack flew into empty space, I used "Heavenly River Gale" to cut the puppet into small pieces.

Even if it regenerated, doing this much damage would at least buy us some time.

After cutting the puppet to pieces and kicking the remaining Blood Essence far away, I turned to check on Seol's condition.

"Are you okay?"

"Ugh, ungh...!"

Her right hand clutched her left shoulder, with blood seeping between her fingers at an alarming rate.

"Let me see."

I carefully moved her right hand away to examine the wound.

As expected, her shoulder was deeply cut. Just a little deeper and her left arm would have been severed. I immediately performed emergency treatment by pressing acupoints around the wound to stop the bleeding.

"Ah...!"

Seol's eyes widened in surprise. She stared blankly at her shoulder that was no longer bleeding, seemingly amazed at experiencing this firsthand.

"I've stopped the bleeding for now, but the wound itself is quite deep. You should fall back..."

"N-no, I can still fight!"

Seol cried out urgently before I could finish. I frowned at her stubborn insistence, then suddenly noticed her tiny face.

Her expression mixed anxiety and urgency. Her trembling eyes kept glancing behind me.

Following her gaze, I turned my head and saw an amazing sight.

"Haap!"
"Heuip!"

Master and Hwa-ryeon, having confirmed that I had saved Seol, were now fully focused on their opponents. With sharp battle cries, they swung their swords, fighting the puppets without giving an inch.

-KWAJIK!
-KWANG!

No, they weren't just matching the puppets—they were pushing them back.

Just like with Zhuge Cheon-sang, blood energy enveloped the puppets' bodies for protection. But unlike then, when we couldn't inflict damage, the swords of these two were cutting through the puppets effortlessly.

The reason was the shimmer rising from Hwa-ryeon and Master's swords.

They easily penetrated the blood energy surrounding the puppets' bodies and sliced through them like cutting tofu. Without a doubt, it was Sword Qi.

"When did they..."

As I admired the two who had manifested Sword Qi without my knowledge, I suddenly looked at Seol.

"......"

She was biting her lip silently, looking at Master and Hwa-ryeon with complicated eyes.
This kid, could she be...?

"Let me take a look."

Just as I was guessing the cause of Seol's urgency and anxiety, Ye So-ha approached and examined her wound. Seol let out a painful groan as hands touched her injury.

"Ungh...!"
"The wound is quite deep. It will take some time to treat."
"There's no time for—"
"Of course, you'll need to stay back during that time."

Ye So-ha quickly diagnosed and cut off Seol's protests. I smiled slightly and said to Seol:

"You heard her? Don't be stubborn and get treated quietly."
"But...!"

I poked the persistent Seol's forehead with my finger and asked:

"You tiny thing, why are you in such a hurry?"
"...!"

Leaving the speechless little one, I turned to face forward.

Despite having kicked it away forcefully, the Blood Essence had somehow returned, and the wooden puppet was rapidly regenerating around it. It seemed we couldn't defeat it unless we destroyed the Blood Essence itself.

I asked Ye So-ha, who was treating Seol behind me:

"Miss Ye, can you destroy that Blood Essence using sacred fire?"

Ye So-ha rolled her eyes slightly at my question, then nodded slightly.

"Yes. If I use all the sacred power I've gathered, destroying those puppets' Blood Essences wouldn't be difficult. However..."
"You won't be able to prepare for what comes after."

Hearing her answer, I fell into contemplation. My Sword Force was still in the realm of imperfection, and I still needed time to manifest it.

It was impossible to manifest Sword Force while having to take on one of the puppets in place of the injured Seol. Yet I was also reluctant to let Ye So-ha deplete her sacred power without considering future consequences.

...I have no choice. Should I try that?

The puppet, having completed its regeneration and wrapped itself in blood energy again, turned its head toward me and charged without room for discussion.

...Or is it slightly different? Maybe it can't discuss in the first place since it has no mouth?

"Huu...."

With that frivolous thought, I exhaled deeply. Raising my sword against the puppet rushing at me, I recalled the sword marks of the Taichi Wisdom Sword that had been engraved in the cave.

While studying those sword marks, I had discovered three characteristics:

From the seemingly chaotic appearance, I learned that martial arts has no fixed form.
From the continuously connected traces, I understood that one must draw endless circles to respond to an opponent's attacks.
From the sword marks themselves, I saw that seemingly opposite qualities—softness and intensity—coexisted harmoniously.

A truly complex sword technique that embodied these three characteristics—that was the Taichi Wisdom Sword.

Of course, it was impossible to restore it in just one night. With limited time, I had focused on the principle of flowing sword to restore the Taichi Sword Technique with just two of the characteristics.

Later, while teaching the restored Taichi Sword Technique to the Wudang Taoists, I tried to incorporate the final characteristic—the harmony of different qualities—into the sword.
Now was the moment to confirm the results.
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*Whoosh!*

The heavy sound of air being torn apart filled the air as the puppet's blood energy flew toward me and enveloped me.
In response, my sword, now emanating sword qi, drew another circle.

My sword, imbued with the mysteries of flowing sword techniques, gently pushed away the energy, causing the trajectory of the blood energy to twist in an unexpected direction.

If this had been the Taiji Sword, it would have ended with just deflecting the attack.
But the Taiji Grace Sword doesn't stop there.

The blood energy, already greatly twisted from its original path, twisted once more.
Or more precisely, it was caught in the circle drawn by my sword.

The intense blood energy followed the circle as if chasing the unbroken flow of sword qi, then was naturally absorbed into my sword qi without any resistance.

Taiji is fundamentally a concept representing the origin of all things in the universe.

Before the Taiji Grace Sword, which embodies this truth, even the blood energy of the Blood Essence was merely part of the origin.
Rather than repelling each other, they naturally merged—as they were originally one.

The puppet, unaware of this principle, continued to pour out energy relentlessly.
Naturally, each time it did, the blood energy was completely absorbed into my sword qi, and my sword qi, which had been like a heat haze before, rapidly grew in presence.

*Woong!*

My sword, now wrapped in a crimson light far brighter than the incomplete sword force, let out a cry.

Only then did the wooden puppet seem to realize something was wrong, belatedly stopping its attack and trying to dodge.

Sorry, but it's already too late for that.

I snorted briefly and unleashed all the crimson sword qi at the puppet.

*Kwaaang!*

A thunderous explosion echoed all around.
The crimson sword qi, containing enormous energy, struck the puppet's entire body.

The wooden puppet fell back, receiving the full force of its own blood energy returned to it.
I stared at the fallen puppet while holding my sword, which had lost its light after expending all its energy.

The puppet's condition after being hit by the crimson sword qi was truly miserable.
It looked as if it had been mauled by a pack of wolves, with pieces torn off everywhere.

It tried to get up, but its regeneration speed had noticeably slowed, causing it to keep collapsing.
Seeing its pitiful state, I raised the corner of my mouth and sneered.

"You're quite a sight now, aren't you?"

As I slowly approached the still-struggling puppet, I noticed the Blood Essence in its chest.

The Blood Essence, which was impossible to break without sword force, now had a large crack in it.

A deep, large crack that looked like it would shatter at the slightest touch.
Seeing that split, one corner of my mouth rose involuntarily.

Creating a crack in the Blood Essence meant that the power of the Taiji Grace Sword, which absorbed the opponent's energy, rivaled that of sword force and represented a new means to destroy Blood Essences or Seedlings.

In other words, these puppets were no longer troublesome opponents for me.
Confident in victory, I pointed my sword at the puppet with a satisfied smile.

It still couldn't regenerate properly, likely due to the damaged Blood Essence.
Moreover, the Blood Essence itself seemed so unstable that a single thrust of my sword would shatter it.

No need to drag this out in such a state.
I stepped forward to finish off the damaged puppet.

*Thud!*

Releasing true qi from my Yongcheon acupoint, I rushed toward the wooden puppet like lightning.

Changgung-ilseom.
Like a streak of light cutting through the sky, I charged toward the puppet and swung my sword.

But my sword never reached the damaged Blood Essence.

*Kwang!*

"Ja-seong, be careful!"

The other wooden puppets that Master and Hwa-ryeon were fighting intervened, perhaps responding to their kind's crisis.

Two puppets blocked my path, having taken Hwa-ryeon and Master's sword strikes head-on, their bodies damaged all over.

"What, you think you can win by ganging up on me?"

While asking a question that expected no answer, I prepared to execute the Taiji Grace Sword again.
I planned to absorb and return their blood energy as soon as they released it.

But the two puppets did something I never expected.

*Crack!*

"What...?"

Instead of attacking me, they thrust their hands into the body of the damaged puppet.

*

Wood Spirit.
The Blood Eye Cult's secret weapon, created by combining Blood Essences formed inside Blood Eruption Art practitioners with wooden puppets inscribed with all sorts of spells by the cult's sorcerers.

Using unlimited blood energy through their Blood Essences and being tireless because they weren't human, they were certainly threatening beings.

Ordinary martial artists would likely fall helplessly before them.
Among the current martial world's fighters, perhaps only the Ten Lords could face them.

And the Blood Eye Cult's sorcerers were confident that with three Wood Spirits, they could kill even a Ten Lord.

Why three, not two?
The answer to that question was right before Ja-seong's eyes.

"What is... this?"

Ja-seong couldn't hide his bewilderment.
The scene unfolding before his eyes was that shocking.

When the two Wood Spirits thrust their hands into the body of the one with the damaged Blood Essence, their bodies began to mix together.

Tangling like formless creatures, the Wood Spirits eventually took on a new shape.

A giant several times larger than the original Wood Spirits.
The giant, with three Blood Essences protruding from its chest, opened its mouth wide and let out a thunderous roar.

*Wooaargh!!*

"Huh. It grew a mouth?"

A shadow fell across Ja-seong's face as he let out a hollow laugh at the giant's appearance.
The giant, after letting out a satisfying roar, immediately brought its fist down toward his head.

Ja-seong quickly evaded using the Heaven's Qi Foresight Step, and the giant's fist struck where he had been standing.

*Kwaaang!*

The sound was so loud it created the illusion of an earthquake.
While Ja-seong was cleaning his ringing ears with his finger, Hwa-ryeon and Dae-un approached him.

"...I didn't anticipate this situation."
"Who could have anticipated something like this?"

Ja-seong chuckled at Hwa-ryeon's flustered words, then Dae-un asked him:

"What do you plan to do?"
"Well, it depends on how our opponent moves..."

Before Ja-seong could finish, the giant opened its mouth wide toward the three people.
Soon, an enormous amount of blood energy began to pour out from the three Blood Essences in its chest and gather in its mouth.

Seeing this, Ja-seong immediately instructed the other two:

"Hwa-ryeon, Master. Step back."
"You're not planning to face it alone, are you? That's reckless!"

Ja-seong smiled confidently at Hwa-ryeon's concerned voice.

"Don't worry. I'll end this in one go."

*

Blood energy condensing in the wooden giant's mouth.
Feeling that massive energy, I hardened my expression and focused all my senses.

There was no need to explain what it was trying to do.
It was obviously going to release all that condensed blood energy at once.

Even after seeing me absorb its blood energy with the Taiji Grace Sword and return it in full, it made this choice.
It must have judged that it could overwhelm me with three times the output of blood energy.

Well, we'll see about that.

*Keeeing!*

At that moment, the condensed blood energy in the wooden giant's mouth exploded toward me.

A crimson spectacle filling my vision.
Against this bewitching light trying to mesmerize me, my faint sword qi drew a circle.

The soft overcomes the hard.

My faint sword qi moved gently to counter the mighty blood energy.
The blood energy, which seemed to overwhelm my sword qi at first, slowly began to rotate following the movement of my circling sword.

Then the blood energy began to be absorbed into my sword qi.
The amount of energy absorbed in one rotation was incomparably greater than before.

*Woong!*

An enormous amount of energy gathered in an instant, making my sword cry out.
I frowned as I gripped the handle of the trembling sword tightly.

The internal energy consumption for executing the Taiji Grace Sword far exceeded the usual amount.
It seemed that the stronger the energy absorbed, the more internal force was needed.

If I dragged this out too long, I would be the one to collapse.
I grabbed the sword with both hands and charged at the giant.

*Flinch*

The giant twitched as if alive.
Seeing the enormous crimson sword qi wrapped around my sword, it seemed to finally realize its mistake and hastily retreated.

But it's already too late.

I swung my sword widely toward the giant.
My target was the three Blood Essences embedded in its chest.
If I could destroy those, the giant would surely perish.

"Haaap!"

With a shout, I swung my sword, and crimson sword qi poured out, engulfing the giant.

*Kwaaang!*

Through the sword qi penetrating the giant's upper body, three spheres rose up.

*Crack!*

With a distinctly clear sound, one Blood Essence shattered.
Soon after, the other two Blood Essences couldn't withstand the sword qi either and shattered, disappearing into the crimson light.

The giant stopped moving with a hole blown through its chest.
But that lasted only a moment.

Cracks immediately spread throughout its body, and it collapsed.

*Kwoong!*

A cloud of dust rose with the thunderous sound.

"...Did you defeat it?"

Hwa-ryeon asked blankly, staring at the scene.
I turned to face her blank expression and grinned.

"I told you I'd end it in one go, didn't I?"

Hwa-ryeon let out a small laugh at my boastful words.
Meanwhile, as the dust settled, the pile of debris from the collapsed wooden giant was revealed.

Just to be sure, I kicked at the debris, but only dust flew up with no sign of revival.

This time, I had definitely defeated it.
With that certainty, I turned my gaze elsewhere and muttered:

"What a shame. My secret move is ruined."

My gaze turned toward a withered branch nearby.
More precisely, toward a winged eye sitting on the branch.
I stared directly at whoever might be watching through that eye and smiled coldly.

As if to warn: You're next.

*

"...Amazing."

So-ha, who was treating Seol, couldn't help but admire the sight of the giant, formed from the merged Wood Spirits, collapsing.

The blood energy the giant had just spewed out.
It was so powerful that even she wouldn't dare try to block it without bringing out her "true form."

Yet he blocked it with a human body.
No, he even turned it into his own power and counterattacked.

As a result, the giant using Rogog's energy collapsed under its own power, and Ja-seong stood tall on the ground as the victor.

*Indeed, he's the warrior of prophecy. That power will surely be a great help in the coming war.*

To receive his help in the great war approaching in the near future, she needed to significantly increase his favorable impression of her.

*The best method would be a gift offensive, I suppose?*

Hong already gave him the Treasure Pouch, so what else should she give?

Even after finishing Seol's treatment, So-ha's concerns only deepened.
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"......."

A cold silence hung over the depths of Mount Wudang where the Blood Eye's avatar had been planted.

The avatar was nearly mature.
Sitting in its shadow, I-gan stared blankly, unable to say a word.

After remaining motionless for a long while, the corners of her mouth slowly began to twitch.

"Ha, hahaha...."

Laughter that seemed both deranged and hollow spread through the air.
But it didn't last long. I-gan's face twisted into a fierce scowl as if she had never laughed at all.

Her retinas held the image of the collapsed Tree Spirit.

"What now? My trump card has been destroyed?"

And then Gun Ja-seong's words grated on her nerves.
His eyes, declaring her schemes had failed, stared directly at the eye she had sent to watch him.

It seemed he had known he was being watched all along.
Well, that's why he had thought to neutralize the eyes she had scattered throughout Mount Wudang.

Thinking this, I-gan ground her teeth.

"That damned bastard...!"

Trembling with the urge to tear that face to shreds, she eventually let out a troubled sigh.

"Haaah...."

She had already considered the possibility of the Tree Spirit's defeat.
But when it actually happened, despite her mental preparation, the shock was overwhelming.

Finally emerging from her stupor, I-gan voiced the reality she wished to deny but couldn't.

"The Tree Spirit was defeated."

What was the Tree Spirit?
A secret weapon created by the cult with tremendous resources and effort, born to counter the powerful force known as the Ten Lords.

And this Tree Spirit had been helplessly defeated by a young—no, practically adolescent—martial artist.
Without inflicting a single critical wound, it had been completely one-sided!

Moreover, the method used to defeat the Tree Spirit was bizarrely unique.

"He twisted the blood energy the Tree Spirit unleashed and turned it back against it. How is that even possible?"

I-gan had seen it clearly through her eye.
The moment the Tree Spirit's blood energy touched Ja-seong's sword, it followed the trajectory of his blade.

It was different from what she had seen before, when he twisted attack trajectories to make opponents harm each other.
This time, he had returned the Tree Spirit's blood energy directly back to its source.

"Is it some new martial art? Or a magical technique?"

There was no certainty in I-gan's muttered voice.
As far as she knew, no such martial art or magical technique existed in this world.

"Just what, what the hell is that cursed man's identity?"

What kind of person was he, interfering with the cult's activities at every turn with extraordinary abilities unknown even to someone like her who had lived for so many years?

Once again grinding her teeth at the repeated questions and frustrations, I-gan realized she had no time to merely be annoyed.

"...He's coming. Here."

Contrary to her expectations, the Tree Spirit had been defeated too quickly, too easily.
It hadn't even managed to buy the minimum time needed.

The avatar still needed time to mature.
At this rate, Ja-seong would reach this place first.

Even if she fought with the resolve to sacrifice herself, how long could she hold out against someone who had so easily defeated the Tree Spirit?

She needed something to slow them down.
And she had only one option left.

"...I have no choice. I'll have to call the Holy Beasts back here...huh?"

As she murmured quietly and turned her gaze toward the Wudang Sect, I-gan couldn't help but widen her eyes.

"What...is that?"

In her eye watching the Wudang Sect, yet another unbelievable scene was unfolding.

*

The Wudang Sect after Ja-seong's group had departed.

The plan of the three people from the Lower Heaven Sect to use their prepared grand spell to make the monster horde destroy each other had been foiled by the Mountain King.

The monsters' frenzy quickly calmed at the mighty tiger's roar, and soon after, the horde emerged from the mist and poured over the walls into the Wudang Sect grounds.

Seeing the monsters flooding in at an unprecedented scale, fear appeared on the faces of the Wudang Taoists.

The Wudang Sect is finished.
We will all be devoured by these monsters.

As such despair consumed everyone, the Wudang Sect Leader, Wu Xu-zi, rallied them.

"Disciples of the Great Wudang! Take up your swords! Do not let these vile demons invade our sect! The Primordial Heavenly Lord will protect us!"

Snapped to attention by the thunderous cry of the elderly Taoist who seemed to have forgotten his age, the Taoists all drew their swords and faced the monsters.

And then,

"Keeek!"
"Kyaaaak!"

The death cries of monsters continuously echoed throughout the Wudang Sect.
Bewilderment appeared on the faces of the Taoists who had been trembling with fear just moments ago.

"W-what?"
"Were they always this easy to defeat?"

The second-generation disciples were especially surprised.

Until just recently, whenever monsters attacked, they had to form the Five Elements Sword Formation, with at least five people surrounding each monster.

But now? Those same disciples were facing monsters one-on-one.

To think such a change had occurred in just a few days.
It felt so unreal that they wondered if they were dreaming.

And Hyeon-seong, the youngest of the second-generation disciples, felt the same way.

"Kraaang!"

"Huup...!"

A wolf monster lunged at Hyeon-seong with sharp claws that seemed capable of tearing through anything.
His face paled with fear for a moment as he hastily raised his sword.

When the monster's claws met Hyeon-seong's sword, his blade slowly drew a circle following the sensation engraved in his body.

"Krheung!?"

The claws that had been aimed at Hyeon-seong's shoulder slashed at empty air instead.
The monster lost its balance as it flailed at nothing.

Seizing the opening, Hyeon-seong's blade pierced the monster's neck.

"Thunk!"
"Krheuung...."

The wolf monster, its neck impaled by the blade, collapsed with a mournful death cry.
Hyeon-seong pulled his deeply embedded sword out with effort and breathed heavily.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

The tension drained from his body after facing the monster's attack.
He forced strength into his trembling legs that seemed about to give way and looked down at the monster's corpse.

"I, I defeated this monster by myself...!"

Hyeon-seong felt both dazed and strangely elated at the fact that he had taken down a monster alone.

His capabilities had changed as dramatically as heaven and earth compared to just three days ago.
Of course, it was thanks to the newly learned Taichi Sword Technique and the sensations from Ja-seong engraved in his body through sensation sharing, but he couldn't help feeling excited.

"I don't have to run and hide anymore...! I too, I too can fight!"

Memories from a few days ago surfaced in Hyeon-seong's mind.

Senior Brothers Hyeon-cheong and Hyeon-ho losing consciousness from injuries while being chased by a tiger monster.
His eldest senior brother had pushed him into a pit along with them and covered the entrance to hide them.

"E-eldest Senior Brother...."
"I'll lure it away and come back, so stay hidden here until then. Understand?"

Those were the last words he heard from his eldest senior brother as light gradually faded in the darkness.

But contrary to his words, the eldest senior brother never returned.
He was killed by the tiger monster that had been relentlessly pursuing them, his body horribly mutilated.

While Eldest Senior Brother Hyeon-un faced the tiger monster alone, he could do nothing but tremble in the pit.

"Now, now I can fight too. I won't hide cowardly anymore, but together...!"

Muttering resolutely as he gripped his sword, Hyeon-seong charged at another monster.

"Uaaaah!"

As Hyeon-seong bravely faced the monster with a loud battle cry, a white light flashed above his head.

The pure white light that flew from the roof of the Upper Clarity Palace struck a monster's forehead, instantly engulfing its body in white flames.

"Keng! Keng!"

The monster collapsed, screaming and flailing.
Seeing this, Cheong immediately sought her next target.
The sacred fire she shot hit the monsters with perfect accuracy, saving the lives of many Wudang Taoists.

As Cheong quickly dispatched several more monsters, an ominous sound came from above her.

"Kyaaaa-!"

"That's...!"

Cheong's face hardened as she identified the black shadows flying through the sky.

Unnaturally large wings, sharp teeth protruding from beaks, oversized talons.
The shadows were none other than twisted, mutated birds.

These were monsters of a kind she had never seen before, flying through the skies above the Wudang Sect.

'And their purpose is only one.'

"Piyoooo-!"

"Kuk!"

Seeing some of the mutated birds diving toward the Wudang disciples on the ground, she urgently aimed at them.

Though she continuously shot sacred fire to snipe the monstrous birds, there were too many for Cheong to handle alone.

Eventually, one by one, Wudang Taoists were caught in their talons and lifted into the sky.

"U-uaaaa!?"

The Wudang Taoists screamed and struggled as they were lifted away from the ground.
Dozens of monstrous birds swarmed them, thrusting their toothed beaks forward.

"Aak!? No, don't...! S-save me-!"

Against the numerous beaks that continuously bit and pecked, protective arts were meaningless.
Before long, the Wudang Taoists caught by the birds were dismembered in mid-air, their pieces scattered on the ground below.

"Aah...!"

The morale of the Taoists plummeted as they watched their brothers-in-arms, who had been fighting alongside them moments ago, reduced to pieces of flesh raining down.
Seizing this opportunity, the monsters on the ground lunged at the Taoists with teeth and claws.

Cheong tried to stop this, but the monstrous birds had noticed her presence and were now hindering her, making even that difficult.

'At this rate...!'

As Cheong gritted her teeth and contorted her face,

"Hwaaak!"

A golden light rose from the ground, brightly illuminating the surroundings.
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A radiance rose from the ground to the sky.
The light that emerged from the edge of the Wudang Sect's main building bathed Mount Cheonju in a golden glow.

"Ah...!"

Cheong's face brightened at the sight.
The third major spell she had requested from Hong earlier had finally activated.

And the spell's effect was immediate.

"Kieeek!?"

The monstrous birds plummeted to the ground as if crushed by some invisible force.
As they accelerated downward, unable to flap their wings, they finally—

"Thud!"

The sound of something bursting upon impact with the ground echoed.
The ominous reverberation suggested they had all perished.

Thanks to this, Cheong caught her breath and looked around.

"Kiiiii..."
"Khuuu..."

Like the birds in the sky, the monsters on the ground were staggering, unable to exert their strength properly.
Smaller creatures had their heads buried in the ground, completely immobilized, while even the larger ones struggled to move.

"What is this...?"

The bewilderment at seeing the monsters so weakened lasted only a moment.
Recognizing the golden opportunity, the Wudang Taoists raised their swords and charged at the monsters.

"Yaaah!"
"Haah!"

With powerful battle cries, the blades of the Pine Gate Ancient Swords slashed through the monsters' bodies.

One by one, the monsters fell.
With the tide of battle suddenly reversed, confidence in victory filled the hearts of everyone in the Wudang Sect.

But that confidence was soon shattered.

"GROOOOOWL!"

A roar that shook the entire Wudang Sect and froze everyone in place.
Hyeonjin, who was just pulling his sword from a deer monster's neck, recognized the source of the roar and his face hardened.

Soon, a massive figure sauntered through the shattered mountain gate of Wudang.
Seeing the enormous horn on its forehead, Hyeonjin gritted his teeth.

"You...!"

The tiger monster called Mountain King—the beast that had invaded Wudang to harm the sect leader, and worse, had killed his senior brother Hyeonun and desecrated his corpse.
Flames sparked in Hyeonjin's eyes at the sight of the creature.

Perhaps sensing the murderous gaze upon it, the Mountain King turned its head to look directly at Hyeonjin.
Then, one corner of its mouth curled upward.

Hyeonjin's face contorted with rage at that mocking, contemptuous smile.
Unable to contain himself, he gripped his sword tightly and was about to charge at the Mountain King when a figure blocked his path.

It was the Wudang Sect Leader, Muheo-ja.

"Sect Leader...!"
"Do not act rashly. This is not an opponent you can face alone."
"...Understood."

At Muheo-ja's cold words, Hyeonjin's face twisted in frustration.
His sword hand trembled, but eventually he calmed his aura in apparent acquiescence.

*He seems to have overcome the heart demon well, fortunately.*

Seeing Hyeonjin control his emotions with deep breaths, Muheo-ja nodded inwardly before turning to face the enemy before them.

"Grrrr..."

The Mountain King growled lowly as it surveyed the Wudang disciples pointing their swords at it.
Despite its seemingly relaxed demeanor, its eyes darted around busily.

Its nostrils also flared repeatedly.
It seemed to be searching for something.

Observing this, Muheo-ja realized the Mountain King was looking for Gun Ja-seong.
It probably planned to flee immediately if it encountered someone it couldn't handle.

But Ja-seong wasn't currently in the Wudang Sect.
He had gone to the depths of Wudang Mountain with his companions to destroy the evil cult's schemes.

"GROOOOWL!"

Eventually realizing Ja-seong wasn't present, the Mountain King roared powerfully again.
It wasn't just imagination that an expression of smug satisfaction could be seen on that face covered with black stripes.

"It's coming! Everyone be alert!"

No sooner had Muheo-ja warned his disciples than the Mountain King charged nimbly.
The major spell that had incapacitated the other monsters seemed ineffective against it.

"You beast!"

A first-rank disciple bravely stepped forward to block the Mountain King's path.
Looking at him with contempt, the tiger bared its teeth and swung its front paw.

Facing the tiger's paw coming at him with a heavy sound of splitting air, the first-rank disciple moved his sword.

Like everyone else over the past three days, he had internalized Ja-seong's techniques.
His sword slowly traced an arc, twisting the trajectory of the incoming paw.

"Krung!?"

The Mountain King's eyes widened as its paw smashed into the floor instead of the disciple's upper body.
It was bewildered to see another human using the technique of the man it feared.

Taking advantage of the Mountain King's confusion, a second-rank disciple's sword deeply cut into its paw.

"KHAANG!"

Howling in pain, the Mountain King opened its jaws wide to bite the second-rank disciple who had dared to wound it.
It intended to kill him instantly by tearing off his head.

But the attempt failed.
Before the Mountain King's teeth could reach the second-rank disciple, the first-rank disciple's sword traced another arc.

The sword blade gently pushed away the snapping jaws with their gleaming sharp teeth, and the Mountain King ended up biting empty air.
Then came another sword strike.

"Swaaak!"
"KHUUNG!"

Blood poured from a deep cut in its flank.
Though the Mountain King thrashed about in blind rage, the same pattern repeated several times.

A Wudang Taoist at the center would deflect the Mountain King's attack, while others behind would seize the opportunity to strike.

The Mountain King realized it was now surrounded by dozens of Wudang disciples.
They pressed in from five directions, clustered around a central person.

No matter which direction it attacked, its strikes were deflected and immediately countered.
The Mountain King was nearly driven mad with rage as it flailed at empty air while swords slashed its body.

"KUAAAK!"

Seeing this, Muheo-ja nodded with satisfaction.

*Fortunately, the sword formation is working properly...!*

The formation the Wudang disciples were using was none other than the Five Elements Sword Formation.
However, it differed in many ways from the traditional formation because it had been modified to incorporate the recently practiced Taiji Sword Technique.

"But what about that red tiger? Without Young Master Gun, we have no proper way to deal with it."

This question was raised by Mujin-ja when they began practicing the Taiji Sword Technique.
Everyone swallowed hard at this problem they hadn't considered.

If Ja-seong left Wudang to destroy the Crimson Eye Cult's seedling, there would be no one to face the Mountain King.

Even with Taiji Sword Technique training, Wudang disciples who couldn't even use Sword Qi would struggle against such a foe.
They needed to devise another strategy.

Hearing this, Muyeop-ja proposed:

"I'll create a sword formation capable of facing it. Then we can defeat that cursed tiger."
"Create a sword formation? Is that so easily done?"

They had only two days left.
Moreover, they needed to spend that time practicing the Taiji Sword Technique—how could they possibly create a sword formation?

In response to Mujin-ja's incredulous reaction, Muyeop-ja smiled confidently.

"It won't take long. We just need to slightly modify the Five Elements Sword Formation."
"I see you have something in mind. Very well. Give it a try."

Tasked with modifying the Five Elements Sword Formation, Muyeop-ja actually succeeded in just two days.
Furthermore, since it wasn't drastically different from the existing formation, it was easy for the disciples to learn.

Muyeop-ja named this formation the Taiji Five Elements Sword Formation.
It represented the unity of past and present martial arts standing against Wudang's enemies.

*Of course, there are still some concerns...*

As Muheo-ja was relieved to see the smooth exchange of offense and defense, a second-rank disciple moved a beat too slow and nearly got caught—

"Hey, you fool! Pay attention!"

A thunderous shout assaulted Muheo-ja's ears.
Turning his head, he saw that Muyeop-ja and Musong-ja had somehow appeared beside him from the western side.

"How many times do I have to tell you that only the five at the center should use the Taiji Sword? The rest of you should maintain the regular Five Elements Formation! You idiots, focus!"

Muheo-ja inwardly sighed at the crude language that seemed unbefitting of a Taoist.

*I've neglected Muyeop's character development while focusing on Wudang's protection.*

Exchanging awkward smiles with Musong-ja beside him, Muheo-ja resolved to make Muyeop-ja study the classics once this was over.
By now, Mujin-ja, who had been stationed in the east, had also joined them.

"Are you alright, Sect Leader?"
"I'm fine. I see you've finished on your side as well."

The three elders who had been assigned to the west and east had come to the south.
This meant they had eliminated all the monsters that had attacked from those directions.

Looking around again, he saw that all other monsters in the south had been defeated as well.

Only the Mountain King remained.

"Once we defeat that beast, it will be over."

Mujin-ja glared at the Mountain King with a hardened expression, perhaps thinking of the Wudang disciples who had died because of it.
Muheo-ja shared the same sentiment.

"Let's end this. With our own hands."
"...Yes."

Mujin-ja nodded heavily at Muheo-ja's solemn words.
But why were these elders, the oldest and most skilled in the current Wudang Sect, standing back while letting other disciples handle the Mountain King?

The answer came with the arrival of the final figure.

"It seems I'm the last to arrive."

Muheo-ja turned at the voice behind him.
His eyes fell upon a woman in blue gauze—Cheong.
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After hearing Cheong's words, Muheo-ja shook his head.

"No. You arrived just in time. What do we need to do now?"
"Would you bring your three swords together?"

Cheong made her polite request to Muyeop-ja.
Muheo-ja and the two elders nodded and raised the swords in their hands.

Cheong looked down at the three sword blades crossing before her and opened her palm.

-Whoosh!

Sacred fire bloomed above her hand.
Her hand, holding pure white flames without the slightest blur, swept down the sword blades, and the sacred fire enveloped the swords.

She had bestowed upon their swords the same magic that So-ha had once used in Hefei to grasp the Seven-Branched Sword.
Muheo-ja let out an exclamation of amazement at the wondrous sight.

"Wow...! Seeing it like this is truly astonishing."
"With swords wrapped in this sacred fire, you should be able to inflict fatal wounds on that tiger."

This was precisely why they had been holding back.

No matter how much they pressed the Mountain King with the Taiji Five Elements Sword Formation, if they couldn't kill it, it would merely be buying time.

That's why the three had waited for Cheong's arrival.
To receive the power to kill the Mountain King.

"The effect won't last long. You need to finish quickly."

After hearing Cheong's final instruction, the three nodded and joined the Taiji Five Elements Sword Formation.

-Grrraaah!

Seeing this, the Mountain King felt a strong sense of danger.

It must not touch that white flame.
If it did, something irreversible would happen.

It had instinctively realized the danger of the sacred fire.
But even so, there wasn't much it could do.

Already surrounded by the sword formation.
There was nowhere for it to escape.

Finally,

-Thunk!
-Graaaah!

Unable to hold out for long, Mujin-ja's sword, burning bright white, plunged deep into the Mountain King's chest.

With the Mountain King's scream, the pure white flames spread throughout its entire body and began to completely incinerate it.

'We did it!'

Every Wudang disciple in the formation thought the same thing simultaneously.
Relief that the battle was finally over, joy of victory, and sorrow for those forever lost.

Everyone who witnessed the Mountain King burning white-hot wore the same expression.
Except for one person.

'...What's this?'

Cheong, who had imbued the sacred fire into Muheo-ja and the two elders' swords, frowned as she watched the Mountain King burning vigorously.

'The battle ended too easily.'

This creature had ignored even the great magic of Heavenly Majesty.
How could such a being be defeated by a single strike, even from a sword imbued with sacred fire?

Something was wrong.

As if answering Cheong's thoughts, the Mountain King's condition suddenly changed.

Weren't the white flames covering its massive body turning blood-red in an instant?
Seeing this, Cheong shouted urgently.

"Everyone, fall back-!"

The Wudang Taoists, startled by the sudden shout, moved reflexively.
But both Cheong's warning and their movements came too late.

-Kuhaaaaah-!

With a roar that seemed to shake heaven and earth, blood energy erupted from the Mountain King's body.

An infinitely massive and overwhelming wave of blood energy spread in all directions, engulfing the Wudang Taoists.

*

"Ugh, ungh...!"

A groan escaped from tightly closed lips.
Along with it, trembling eyelids slowly opened, revealing unfocused eyes.

Eventually, as his focus sharpened, Hyeon-jin blinked several times and looked around.

'What happened?'

He tried to recall his last memory.

Surely that tiger, which wouldn't die even if ground up and drunk, had been covered in white flames.
Just when everyone was certain of victory, suddenly the white flames began turning blood-red, then came a shrill cry, and...

"No way...!"

Finally remembering the wave of blood energy that had spread in all directions, Hyeon-jin abruptly sat up.

Then he saw the horrific scene before his eyes.

The mountain gate was more than half-destroyed—it had vanished without a trace, and the surrounding walls had all collapsed and disappeared completely.
The stone slabs covering the ground had all been overturned and shattered, scattered everywhere.

But most serious of all were the Wudang disciples groaning and fallen all over.

-Urrrgh...!
-Ack!

Painful groans and screams came from everywhere.
His blood-covered martial brothers and sisters lay fallen here and there.
Some didn't even move, covered in blood and seemingly unconscious.

"...This can't be."

It was as if a bomb had dropped in the middle of Wudang.

The only fortunate thing was that not many people had lost consciousness.
The Protective Art had done its job against the wave of blood energy that had engulfed everyone.

'It was a blessing that we had the third-generation disciples retreat.'

Thanks to having evacuated the third-generation disciples to a nearby Taoist hall during the sudden monster attack, none of them were among the fallen disciples.
If the third-generation disciples, whose Protective Art was still undeveloped, had been here, they surely wouldn't have survived.

"Phew...."

Just as he let out a small sigh of relief, a low growling sound penetrated Hyeon-jin's ears.
Startled, he slowly turned his head to see a massive shadow gradually approaching from the distance.

-Thud, thud

The heavy footsteps became increasingly clear.
Eventually, the shadow's identity was revealed to be none other than the Mountain King.

As if it had never been burning, the fully recovered great tiger was baring its teeth and growling with rage.

You pathetic humans who dared to harm me.
I will kill you all.

The Mountain King openly displayed such intent.

"...I can't tolerate you either."

Biting his lip, Hyeon-jin rose to his feet.
Firmly gripping the Songmun Ancient Sword he had held onto despite the wave of blood energy, he pointed its tip at the Mountain King.

The enemy who had wrecked Wudang and killed Senior Brother Hyeon-un.
He was determined to bring it down.

As Hyeon-jin steeled his resolve,

Their fierce gazes crossed in midair, and

-Grrraaah!

The Mountain King charged ferociously toward Hyeon-jin.
With agility that belied its size, it closed the distance in an instant and swung its front paw at Hyeon-jin's head.

Without dodging, Hyeon-jin stared directly at it and deflected the attack with the Taiji Sword.

So far, the development was no different from before.
But there was something Hyeon-jin had overlooked.

It was the blood energy that had destroyed the Taiji Five Elements Sword Formation.
The blood energy, making the already red fur even redder, rose up and targeted Hyeon-jin instead of the deflected front paw.

"What...?"

Hyeon-jin's eyes widened at the unexpected situation.
He belatedly raised his sword to deflect the attack again, but there was no way a sword without qi could block blood energy.

-Crack!

The blood energy, which had mercilessly slashed through the blade of the Songmun Ancient Sword, flew straight toward his face.
A critical moment where his head would be smashed in an instant.

At that moment, a pure white light flew in from somewhere.

"Hyah!"

With a shrill battle cry, the pure white light deflected the blood energy that had rushed to within inches of Hyeon-jin's face.
At the end of that pure white light was Cheong.

She too had been caught in the wave of blood energy, it seemed, as she was in tatters with even the blue veil covering her face blown away.
Nevertheless, with a sword glowing pure white in her hand, she stood unwavering against the blood energy.

-Grrrr!

The Mountain King took a step back, seemingly wary of Cheong, or more precisely, the sword in her hand.

"Are you alright?"

Pointing her sword at the Mountain King, Cheong asked about his well-being, and Hyeon-jin quickly came to his senses and thanked her.

"Th-thank you for saving me. But what is that blood-colored energy...?"
"It's complicated to explain. For now, just remember that you must never touch the energy. Don't even think about blocking it with your sword."
"That, I understand without being told."

Hyeon-jin looked down at the sword in his hand.
The center of the blade had been torn away like paper, leaving an ugly gash.
A few more swings and it would break completely.

Just from the blood-colored energy brushing past the blade, the steel Songmun Ancient Sword had ended up in this state.
Thinking about what would have happened if the blood energy had touched his body sent chills down his spine.

The next thought was how to deal with that monstrous tiger wielding such power.
Hyeon-jin looked at Cheong, who he thought might know the answer, and asked:

"Then what should we do?"
"...A sword imbued with sacred fire should be able to counter that energy. But...."

Cheong couldn't finish her sentence.
The Mountain King, which had been wary of her sword, leaped up and charged at them.

-Graaaah!

"Ugh!?"

Cheong met the incoming front paw that tore through the air with her sword.
Seeing this, Hyeon-jin exclaimed in shock:

"You shouldn't face that creature's strength head-on!"

But despite his warning, Cheong confronted the Mountain King's front paw directly.
And then an amazing sight unfolded before his eyes.

"What...?"

Cheong was blocking the Mountain King's front paw.
Though her face was contorted with effort and she was sweating profusely, she neither flew backward nor was crushed by the Mountain King's strength.

It was truly remarkable power from someone who outwardly appeared to be a delicate woman with no connection to martial arts.

After briefly staring in amazement at Cheong confronting the Mountain King, Hyeon-jin also moved to help her.
He intended to attack from the side while the two were locked in their test of strength.

"No! Ordinary swords no longer work against this creature!"

But Cheong stopped him.
And her words confused Hyeon-jin.

If ordinary swords didn't work, then what was he supposed to do?
As he stood there at a loss, a thunderous voice struck his ears.

"Then my sword should still work!"

A figure swiftly passed by his side.
Hyeon-jin's face brightened at the familiar back.

"Elder!"
"Hyaah!"

Answering the call with a heavy battle cry, Muyeop-ja plunged his still white-burning sword into the Mountain King's flank.
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"Khaang!"

The sword sliced through his side, leaving a long gash.
Just as he was about to continue his attack, the sacred flame covering the blade extinguished. Seeing this, Mu-yeop stepped back with a click of his tongue.

The Mountain King, caught completely off guard by the sudden ambush, hastily broke off his power struggle with Cheong and quickly put distance between them.
Mu-yeop sneered at the sight of blood pouring like a waterfall from the beast's side.

"Hmph, serves you right."

Hyun-jin breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that the Mountain King was still standing straight, apparently without serious injury.
Cheong, who had received his help, expressed her gratitude.

"Thank you for your assistance. But what about the other two...?"

Quickly understanding whom she was referring to, Mu-yeop shook his head with a bitter expression.

"My two senior brothers won't be able to continue fighting. They were injured right in front of that beast, and their wounds are quite severe. They won't be able to move for a while."
"...I see."

Cheong and Hyun-jin's expressions visibly darkened.
Most of the Wudang disciples had already fallen, and now Mu-heo and Mu-jin were down as well.

"It seems only the three of us remain," Mu-yeop muttered bitterly.
The overwhelming disadvantage they faced suddenly felt more real than ever.
With just the three of them, forming a sword formation would be impossible, let alone defeating that monster.

"Not three."
"...!"

Just then, a third voice contradicted Mu-yeop's words.
Turning their heads, they saw several shadows approaching.

As they drew closer, familiar faces came into view one by one.
Hyun-jin's eyes widened at the sight.

"You guys...!"

Hyun-cheong, Hyun-ho, and Hyun-seong.
As if by some twist of fate, the three disciples whom Hyun-un had sacrificed his life to save now stood before him.

"...We too have a score to settle with that beast."

At Hyun-cheong's quiet words, the other two disciples nodded.
Their expressions showed their determination to help avenge their senior brother.

Hyun-jin was momentarily speechless as he faced them.

Honestly, when he had briefly fallen into a dark state of mind earlier, he had harbored resentment toward these three.

What were you doing while Senior Brother Hyun-un was dying?
Why aren't you angry about Senior Brother Hyun-un's death?

It was an irrational and unfair resentment born from frustration and anger.
The bitterness that had built up inside him had been directed at them.
But now...

*It was my misunderstanding.*

He could tell just by their expressions.
Inside them was as much—no, perhaps even more—anger, sadness, and guilt than he felt.

And he had been so caught up in his own emotions that he hadn't noticed.
Suddenly, he felt ashamed.

"Senior Brother Hyun-jin. Let's fight together. This time, let's avenge Senior Brother Hyun-un. All of us together."

Hyun-jin nodded heavily at the words of Hyun-seong, the youngest disciple whom he had always thought of as just a kid.

And so, a total of five Wudang Taoists gathered.
They were the five-man suicide squad that would face that monstrous tiger to the end.

After looking them over, Mu-yeop asked Cheong:

"Miss, could you possibly infuse all our swords with that sacred flame?"
"...I'm sorry. I don't have much strength left, so it would be difficult to do them all."
"I see."

As Mu-yeop clicked his tongue in disappointment, a shrill voice reached their ears.

"I can do that!"
"Hong?"

Cheong's eyes widened as she saw Hong running from the direction of Sangcheong Palace.
She noticed that the golden light that had surrounded the area was now completely gone.

Had she stopped the grand spell? Why?

"There's only that one beast left anyway. Direct support is a hundred times better than a spell that doesn't even work properly. Am I wrong?"
"...Honestly."

Cheong sighed softly as Hong seemed to read her thoughts and blurted them out.

"Come on, everyone gather around."

Ignoring Cheong's reaction, Hong called the suicide squad together and lit sacred flames, infusing them into everyone's swords.
With their blades now burning bright white, the suicide squad faced their final enemy.

The Mountain King, whose gushing wound had somehow stopped bleeding, let out an angry roar when he saw all their swords glowing white.

"Khueoong!"

However, having already suffered badly from the sacred flame, he remained cautious and didn't approach recklessly.
Taking advantage of this, Cheong gave some advice to the suicide squad.

"That tiger's energy isn't unlimited. Plus, he just expended a massive amount of energy, so he probably doesn't have much left."
"So if we make him use up all his energy, we can finish him off for good."
"Yes. But don't let your guard down. Judging by his behavior, he's quite cunning."

Nodding at Cheong's warning, Mu-yeop turned to the suicide squad and said:

"We'll form the Five Elements Sword Formation again. Since we don't have enough people to surround him from five directions, I'll take the front alone. Understand?"
"Yes."

In simple terms, he would use the Taiji Sword to block the Mountain King's attacks, and they should use him as a shield to look for openings and counterattack from the sides.

The suicide squad nodded with grim faces at Mu-yeop's words.
And so they threw themselves into what might be their final battle.

"Kheung!"

With a vicious cry, the Mountain King charged, his whisker blades rushing toward Mu-yeop at the front.

"Hup!"

Mu-yeop deflected the attack with his Taiji Sword.
The Mountain King's head twisted strangely, and Hyun-jin and his fellow disciples seized the opportunity to move.

The four of them emerged from behind Mu-yeop and rushed straight at the Mountain King.
Blood energy was shot at them without fail.

But unlike before, Hyun-jin and his fellow disciples' swords were infused with sacred flame, which enabled them to block the blood energy.

Moreover, Cheong and Hong were supporting them from behind by shooting sacred flames.
Thanks to this, the four easily penetrated the Mountain King's flank and raised their swords.

"Chwaaak! Puk!"
"Khueoong!"

Four swords slashed and stabbed the Mountain King's body without restraint.
The Mountain King let out continuous cries of pain.

Yet despite his apparent agony, he showed no sign of unleashing a wave of blood energy.

*Could he really be running out of energy?*

Mu-yeop watched the Mountain King with suspicious eyes for a moment.
But seeing how the beast didn't release any blood energy even after suffering a deep cut to his neck, he had to admit it.

*It seems that massive energy wave was his last resort.*

Though Mu-yeop nodded inwardly, he remained vigilant and continued to make the Mountain King expend his blood energy.

"Kuhaaak!"

The blood energy that had poured out with each roar of anger from the Mountain King visibly diminished as time passed.

Finally, when even the slightest trace of blood energy ceased to emerge, Mu-yeop sensed that the opportunity they had been waiting for had arrived and shouted loudly:

"Now! Press the attack!"

At that cry, the entire suicide squad rushed at the Mountain King at once.

"Haaap!"
"Huup!"

With heavy battle cries, sword strikes rained down from all directions.
Before the white-hot burning blades, the Mountain King's death seemed certain.

Until he revealed one of his fangs in a smile.

*Shiver*

A chill ran down their spines as warning bells rang in their heads.
Just as Mu-yeop realized something was wrong and tried to make the suicide squad retreat, dozens of blood energy projectiles shot out from the Mountain King's body.

*That beast... was hiding his remaining strength?*

Cheong and Hong couldn't hide their shock at the sight.

Even with his neck more than half severed—a fatal wound—he had concealed his remaining strength.
It was a boldness and cunning that seemed impossible for a mere beast.

"Puk! Puuk!"

The blood energy projectiles targeted the suicide squad, including Mu-yeop and Hyun-jin.
The attacks concentrated on Mu-yeop, who could be considered the most dangerous opponent.

"Kheuk!"

Mu-yeop cried out and fell as blood energy pierced various parts of his body.
Following him, Hyun-ho and Hyun-cheong were also thrown back, coughing blood.

Only two remained.
Hyun-jin, who had minimized his injuries by moving instinctively thanks to his long-maintained sensory connection with Ja-seong, and Hyun-seong, who was lucky enough to have only his right shoulder pierced.

"Kreung!?"

The Mountain King's eyes widened in surprise, as if he hadn't expected his trump card to fail against some opponents.
Seeing this, Hyun-jin sensed that the beast truly had no blood energy left this time.

The crisis had become an opportunity.
Hyun-jin swung his sword with a sharp battle cry.

*I'll cut off your head right here!*

Surely it couldn't recover from having its head severed.
Just as he thought he could finally avenge his senior brother, the Mountain King turned its head and swung its whisker blades.

Directly at Hyun-seong, who stood right in front of him.

"Ah...!"

With his right shoulder pierced, Hyun-seong couldn't properly grip his sword and could do nothing as the sharp blade approached him.

In that moment, the world before Hyun-jin's eyes seemed to slow down.

It felt like watching his life flash before his eyes.
He instinctively realized he stood at a crossroads.

If he continued to cut off the Mountain King's head, he could avenge Senior Brother Hyun-un.
But then Disciple Hyun-seong would die.

Yet if he tried to save Hyun-seong, he would miss this golden opportunity.

An unavoidable choice between two options.
As he hesitated in the slowly flowing world, he recalled something Ja-seong had once told him:

*"You shouldn't give up your life for revenge. You need to think about what comes after revenge. For the sake of the school, and for the people you care about."*

Think about what comes after revenge.
Don't give up your life.

Why did those words come to mind now?

"......"

No, actually he knew why.
Because the answer to what choice he should make was contained in those words.

You shouldn't give up your life for revenge.

The one in danger of dying at the hands of that tiger was none other than his disciple, Hyun-seong.
Someone who had been part of his life for a very long time, a brother whom Senior Brother Hyun-un had sacrificed his life to protect.

To abandon him for revenge would mean giving up a part of his life and betraying Senior Brother Hyun-un's last wishes.

*That is absolutely unacceptable.*

So his choice was already made.
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Hyunjin rushed toward Hyunseong, not the Mountain King.
He chose to protect his fellow disciple rather than seek revenge against his enemy.

"Senior Disciple Hyunseong!"

He pushed back the defenseless Hyunseong who was exposed to the Mountain King's beard-blade and drew a circle with his sword.

The pinnacle of flowing sword technique, the Taichi Sword Method, pushed away the blade.
Or rather, it tried to.

-Clang!

"...!"

At that very moment, Hyunjin's Songmun Ancient Sword, which had already been partially damaged from the blood energy, snapped with a crack.
Due to the sudden breaking of his sword, Hyunjin couldn't properly twist the trajectory of the blade.

-Slash!

The Mountain King's beard-blade sliced across his chest.

"Kuh... hack!"
"Senior Brother-!"
"Master Hyunjin!"

Hyunjin collapsed as blood sprayed from his chest.
Screams of despair reached his ears, and white flames flickered before his eyes.

It seemed Cheong and Hong had jumped in to save him.

But Hyunjin wasn't focused on his surroundings.

Blood droplets in the air and white flames.
Beyond them, something fluttering behind the Mountain King's horn caught his attention.

"That's...!"

The familiar blue color visible behind the massive horn.
He reached out toward the distinct blue tassel standing out against the red fur, but contrary to his will, his body only drifted further away.

-Thud!

Finally lying on the ground, Hyunjin was approached urgently by Hyunseong.

"Se-Senior Brother...! Are you alright?"
"Huh, huhh..."

Unable to properly answer his junior disciple's question, Hyunjin gasped for breath while painfully feeling his chest.

The searing pain that came with the touch of his fingers.
Gritting his teeth against the agony, he examined the wound and found it wasn't as deep as he'd feared.

Though his sword had broken, it seemed he had managed to deflect the attack somewhat.
With that thought, Hyunjin struggled to rise.

The wound was shallower than expected, and he could still move.
If so, he had to get up and fight again.

"Grr... rrgh...!"

Hyunjin rose again, gritting his teeth.
By now his chest was soaked with blood, but ignoring this, he looked ahead.

Cheong and Hong were fighting the Mountain King in place of the fallen suicide squad.
As before, they were withstanding the great tiger's attacks with surprising strength, but they looked precarious, as if they might collapse bleeding at any moment.

"Senior Brother, you shouldn't move carelessly like that. The wound will open..."
"Junior Disciple."
"Y-yes?"

Hyunseong stammered in surprise as Hyunjin cut him off.
Hyunjin lowered his head and whispered something quietly into his ear.

Hyunseong couldn't hide his bewilderment after hearing the whisper.

"What? What do you mean...?"
"Please. It will only take a moment. Tell the Elder and the other disciples."

Faced with Hyunjin's strangely solemn tone, Hyunseong stared at him with an indescribable expression before finally nodding.
Then he moved to relay the message to the others.

After briefly watching Hyunseong's retreating figure, Hyunjin turned back to look at the Mountain King fighting Cheong and Hong.
More precisely, at the pine-patterned sword hilt deeply embedded behind the beast's horn.

He knew what that was. How could he not?

"...Senior Brother."

It was Hyunun's sword hilt.
He could recognize it immediately thanks to the blue tassel tied to it.

It was the only item Senior Brother Hyunun had received from his mother when he left his parents to climb Wudang Mountain as a child.

Although he had severed worldly ties upon receiving his Taoist name, his senior brother had always cherished that blue tassel, keeping it tied to the end of his sword hilt.

When they had recovered the body, they had only found part of the broken blade and couldn't locate the rest—who would have thought it would be embedded in the beast's head?

While surprised, thinking about how Hyunun must have fought against the Mountain King until his very last moment made something well up inside him.

"...Huff."

Hyunjin closed his eyes tightly and took a deep breath to compose himself, then slowly opened his eyes again to look at Hyunun's sword hilt.

The hilt was embedded precisely in the crown of the Mountain King's head.
The sword hilt stuck in the middle of the head—a spot that would be fatal for any living creature—felt like Hyunun's guidance.

This is it.
This is the beast's weakness.

Hyunun's voice seemed to echo in his ears.
Hearing this, Hyunjin slowly began walking toward the Mountain King.

One step, two steps.
His initially narrow stride gradually widened, his pace quickened, until finally he was sprinting with all his might.

Blood sprayed from the wound on his chest, bringing tremendous pain, but he gritted his teeth and endured, continuing forward.

"Master Hyunjin?"
"Wh-what the?!"

Cheong and Hong, in the midst of fighting the Mountain King, were momentarily dumbfounded as Hyunjin rushed past them.
To their eyes, not knowing his intentions, he must have seemed to have lost his mind.

Of course, Hyunjin wasn't crazy.
Nor did he have a death wish.

He was trying to seize an opportunity.
An opportunity left by Hyunun to protect Wudang and his fellow disciples.

-Grrrr-!

Meanwhile, the Mountain King laughed mockingly as he watched Hyunjin charging toward him.
What could he possibly do with his weapon already broken?

To the Mountain King, unaware of Hyunjin's intentions, he looked like nothing more than a moth drawn to flame.

-Roaaar!

As Hyunjin approached within reach, the Mountain King opened his jaws wide to bite off his head—at that moment, Hyunjin leaped high into the air.

-Boom!

Much higher than the tiger's height.
An impossible height for an ordinary human.

"That's Gun Young Master's...?"

Seeing this, Cheong and Hong muttered in astonishment.
That was the superhuman movement they had seen from Jaseong and his companions while climbing the mountain.

"When did he...?"

While two pairs of questioning eyes were fixed on Hyunjin, memories of the previous night flashed through his mind.

-No.

A flat refusal.
Despite Jaseong's firm rejection, Hyunjin didn't back down.

-Please. I desperately need that power.
-This isn't something you can master in just one day. Just focus on the Taichi Sword.
-If you just tell me the method, I'll figure out the rest somehow.

Jaseong frowned in frustration at Hyunjin's stubborn persistence.

-...You've barely grasped the concept of projecting internal energy outside your body. It's like trying to run before you can even walk properly.

Jaseong, who had agreed to help Hyunjin's revenge, was teaching him the Taichi Sword while also instructing him on projecting internal energy.

But the results weren't very promising.
Unlike Hyeok-ri Gwang, who had mastered energy projection in just two hours, Hyunjin struggled to get the hang of it.

Of course, that was because Hyeok-ri Gwang was unusually talented, so Hyunjin couldn't really be blamed.

-I know it's an unreasonable request.
-And yet?

At Jaseong's retort, Hyunjin fell silent for a moment before carefully speaking again.

-...Tomorrow's battle will be extremely difficult. So difficult that the fate of Wudang will be determined by its outcome.
-Yes. That's why we're preparing as best we can.

Jaseong nodded at those words.
But Hyunjin wasn't finished.

-And that tiger will be our final enemy.
-...I suppose so.

The target of his revenge and the most threatening enemy.
Hyunjin's fist clenched involuntarily at the thought of the beast.

-It will be a greater threat than hundreds of other monsters.

The beast had already reduced even the Wudang Sword Immortal to a near-death state.
Master Muyeop was preparing by modifying the Five Elements Sword Formation and making other preparations, but that alone wasn't reassuring.

-To defeat it, I might have to be prepared to die...
-Master Hyunjin.

At Jaseong's reproachful tone, Hyunjin immediately shook his head.

-Of course, I'm not seeking death. As you said, if I'm to have revenge, it should be perfect revenge. But things don't always go as planned.
-...
-I need a hidden card for any contingency. A way to protect Wudang and my fellow disciples, even if I face death.

Jaseong silently stared at him.
In eyes that had been full of unstable anger and resentment just days ago, he now saw firm resolve.

He's definitely not going to give up on this.
Clicking his tongue inwardly, he sighed deeply, scratched his head, and spoke quietly.

-...Promise me one thing. That you'll only use it as a last resort.
-Ah...!

Seeing Hyunjin's brightened face, Jaseong issued a stern warning.

-Remember. You're forcibly using power beyond what you can handle, so the side effects will be tremendous.

"I'm already prepared for that...!"

Awakening from his reminiscence, Hyunjin became aware of his current situation.

The sensation of falling while suspended in the air through energy projection.
Being unfamiliar with energy projection, he had jumped unnecessarily high.

Below, the Mountain King was aiming its horn at him, mocking him.
If he did nothing, he would be impaled on that horn.

Gritting his teeth, Hyunjin projected energy from his Yongcheon point once more with a do-or-die attitude.
This accelerated his falling speed and slightly altered his direction.

Thanks to this, Hyunjin narrowly avoided the Mountain King's horn.
Landing on top of the tiger, he reached for Hyunun's sword hilt behind the horn.

-Flinch

The Mountain King froze momentarily upon sensing this.
Realizing Hyunjin's intention and feeling intense danger, it immediately tried to flip over to throw him off.

But at that moment, four figures rushed at it from all directions.

"Uaaaah!"

Master Muyeop, Hyuncheong, Hyunho.
And Hyunseong as well.

The four members of the suicide squad simultaneously stabbed their swords into the Mountain King's four paws.

-Thunk!
-Roaaar!

The four drove their swords deep into the ground, restraining the Mountain King's body, and hung onto the tiger's legs.

This was what Hyunjin had asked Hyunseong to do.
To somehow bind the beast's movements with the other suicide squad members while he killed the Mountain King.

"Ugh...! We can't hold much longer! Hurry!"

Master Muyeop, who had become a blood-soaked figure from the wounds all over his body, shouted with difficulty.
Already having lost much blood, his complexion was pale as he held onto the great tiger's front paw with all his might.

"Grrrr...!"

On top of the Mountain King, which was desperately trying to move, Hyunjin crawled frantically until his hand finally reached Hyunun's sword hilt.

-Kuhaaaaak!

A scream immediately erupted.
The Mountain King's struggles intensified with the mind-numbing pain.

"Urrrgh!"

Just as the suicide squad reached their limit, glowing chains flew in from somewhere and wrapped around the Mountain King's entire body.

"Whatever you're trying to do, hurry!"

It was Cheong and Hong.
Belatedly realizing Hyunjin was attempting something, they supported him with their magic.

While the Mountain King was bound by the glowing chains and unable to move, Hyunjin's hands firmly grasped the sword hilt.

Then he drew up all the remaining energy in his dantian and channeled it through his hands into the sword.

"Grrrr...!"

Tremendous pain spread from his wrists throughout his palms.
His blood vessels screamed in protest as he crudely forced energy through without proper internal energy control.

But Hyunjin ignored this.

Now wasn't the time to worry about such things.
Now he had to focus everything on bringing down this tiger.

For the dead Hyunun.
For everyone at Wudang who still lived.

"Uaaaaaaah-!"

A powerful cry that momentarily drowned out the Mountain King's roar.
Along with it, a faint haze rose from Hyunun's sword hilt.

-Kuhak-!

With a brief death cry, the Mountain King's head flew through the air.
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The Mountain King's head, which had shot up into the air, eventually plunged into the ground following the law of gravity.
The headless giant body slumped down powerlessly, still bound.

-Thud!

A cloud of dust rose with the heavy sound.
The strike team, now covered in that dust, stared blankly at the Mountain King's head rolling on the ground.

Unfocused, empty eyes and a limp, drooping tongue.
Blood gushing from the roughly severed surface.

The result was undeniable.
The monster that had threatened the very existence of the Wudang Sect was dead.

As they gradually came to terms with this reality, a low chuckle broke the silence.

"Heh, hehehehe...!"

The laughter came from none other than Master Mu Yep.
The laughter escaping from the corner of his upturned mouth soon turned into a full-blown roar.

"Bwahahahaha-! Serves you right, you damn tiger!"

Spewing curses unbefitting a Taoist master, Mu Yep seemed to forget his severe injuries as he struck the Mountain King's corpse hard with his clenched fist.

-Thwack!

The giant body shook with the heavy blow.
Hyun-jin, who had been sitting on top of it, fell off powerlessly.

"Dojang!"
"Senior Brother!"
"Hey, you fool!?"

Everyone rushed over in alarm, laying the collapsed Hyun-jin flat and checking his condition.
He had been staring blankly at the blood-red sky, but slowly raised his right hand gripping the sword hilt.

Hyun-jin looked at Hyun-un's sword with its blue tassel, its blade now broken off.
Suddenly, beyond it, he saw a familiar face.

'Ah.'

I must be hallucinating.
Seeing Hyun-un's face that suddenly appeared in his fading consciousness, Hyun-jin smiled faintly.

Senior Brother, it's all over now.
We'll be alright.

As if those unspoken words had been conveyed, Hyun-un, who had been looking down at him expressionlessly, also broke into a bright smile.

-Well done, Hyun-jin.

With those brief words echoing in his mind, Hyun-jin's consciousness sank into deep darkness.





*





"...Ha."

Watching the Mountain King's head rolling pathetically on the ground, Yuk-gan let out a hollow laugh.
She should have been angry, but the situation was so absurd that she couldn't help but laugh.

First, that bastard Ja-seong had shattered her trump card, Mok-ryeong, and now the Wudang fools had slaughtered all the sacred beasts.
Even the Mountain King, who could be called a divine beast.

'This can't be happening. This shouldn't be possible.'

Yuk-gan truly couldn't understand.

The Mountain King, a spiritual beast that had ruled over all creatures on Mount Wudang from the beginning, had endured the Avatar's blessing and gained even more powerful strength.
It shouldn't have been defeated by mere Wudang Sect Taoists, let alone Ja-seong.

That should have been the case, but the result before her eyes was different.
The Mountain King had been beheaded and died, while the Wudang Sect members had survived.

It felt like a terrible nightmare.
All the preparations she had made to protect the Divine Wood Avatar were gone, and now only Yuk-gan herself remained.

"...How did it come to this?"

Everything had been going smoothly.
The Divine Wood Avatar had been growing without any issues, and neither the Wudang Sect members nor the nearby humans could handle the sacred beasts.

There had been no room for the tide to turn.
Yet the situation had completely reversed overnight.

Yuk-gan's arms hung limply in the absurd and empty situation.
But soon, as someone's face came to mind, her fists clenched involuntarily.

"Gun Ja-seong...!"

The man who had appeared out of nowhere like he'd fallen from the sky and completely ruined her plans—a man she could never forgive.
He was the root cause of all these failures.

"You, at least, no matter what it takes...!"

As Yuk-gan muttered with hatred and rage, the Divine Wood Avatar responded to her venomous voice.

-Wooong!

An intense wave of energy spread in all directions from the Avatar.
The Avatar, emitting an overwhelming power that made one tremble, extended its branches toward Yuk-gan and wrapped around her body.

"A-Avatar? Why...?"

Yuk-gan couldn't hide her surprise.
Soon, she gasped at the enormous energy that began pouring into her body.

"Huk-!?"

Yuk-gan, who had already reverted to her wooden monster form, felt the massive blood energy penetrating every corner of her body, tearing apart and reconstructing her flesh.

-Aaaaargh-!
-Crack! Crackle!

The pain was like having every nerve in her body torn to shreds.
Yuk-gan screamed in agony and twisted her body wildly.

-Crunch! Crunch!

After some time had passed, she regained consciousness from her half-fainted state and trembled with a mysterious sensation.

An intense exhilaration that blew away all the previous frustration and anger.
A sense of omnipotence, as if looking down on the entire world.

-Th-this is...?

Yuk-gan instinctively realized.
That she had become one with the Divine Wood Avatar.
Not just physically connected, but their very existences had unified.

As Yuk-gan struggled to comprehend this unexpected honor, the Avatar's will was transmitted to her.
The will to eliminate two threatening beings approaching it.

-Two beings...?

One must be Gun Ja-seong, but the other...?

Yuk-gan couldn't quite grasp it.
The Avatar showed her the two beings directly through their connected minds.
The first was Gun Ja-seong as she expected, and the second was the girl with peculiar golden eyes.

'This girl doesn't seem particularly special?'

Wasn't she just a somewhat unusual sorceress who handled white flames?
Yuk-gan had seen the girl fight but hadn't felt anything particularly threatening about her.

After briefly wondering, Yuk-gan quickly erased the question from her mind.

The divine Avatar had spoken directly.
There must be a reason she didn't understand.

With the power gained through unification with the Avatar, she would simply strike down the enemies of the divine.

-Aah...!

Yuk-gan let out an exclamation as the sense of unity grew stronger with time.

The ecstasy of transcending the limits of a created being and becoming one with a god, and the superiority of feeling like she could do anything in the world.
Yuk-gan couldn't help but burst into laughter.

-Kyahahahaha-!

The anger and sense of crisis from earlier were completely gone.
Before this power, no one would dare not kneel.

-And you will be no different.

Yuk-gan saw Ja-seong's group approaching her.
She no longer needed surveillance eyes.
Thanks to becoming one with the Avatar, she could see everything within Mount Wudang at a glance.

-Come, then. And kneel before the power of the great divine...! Kyahahahaha-!

Yuk-gan's maniacal laughter filled the entirety of Mount Wudang.





*





After defeating the wooden puppets and expending quite a bit of internal energy, we decided to meditate first to recover our depleted strength.

"As I've said several times, I can't give you much time because we're in a hurry. This is the maximum."
"This much time..."

Even half a quarter-hour focused on meditation would allow for decent recovery.
Though disappointed, I couldn't afford to waste even that time feeling sorry, so I immediately began meditating.

I took deep breaths to draw qi into my body, operating the modified version of the "Three Essentials Qi Art" to fill my dantian.
Concentrating on meditation, the allotted time passed in an instant.

When I finally finished and opened my eyes, I found myself face to face with golden eyes staring intently at me.

"...What are you doing?"
"Just watching because it's fascinating."
"What's so fascinating?"
"The way you take in external energy and transform it into your own power. It's not my first time seeing it, but it amazes me every time."
"...Is Miss Ye's method different?"

As far as I knew, sorcerers also drew in natural energy through the upper dantian at the Baihui acupoint to use their sorcery, right?
Faced with my questioning gaze, Ye So-ha rolled her eyes and shrugged.

"Well, sorcery branches into many different paths. So the methods and systems are completely different."

When she puts it that way, an outsider like me has nothing to say.
But why does something keep bothering me?

I narrowed my eyes and pressed Ye So-ha further.

"Then how do you accumulate this 'sacred power' you mentioned?"
"Um, well. Even if I explained, you wouldn't understand. Besides, we don't have time for that now. Shall we get moving?"

Seeing that Hwa-ryeon and Master had finished their meditation and opened their eyes, Ye So-ha hastily got to her feet.

She's definitely running away from the question, isn't she?
I'm grateful for her help, but when she acts like this, I really can't trust her.

After grumbling briefly to myself, our group began moving toward the Blood Eye sapling again.
As we advanced straight toward the reddish pillar that had grown closer, Seol muttered:

"It's strangely quiet. I thought we'd be attacked again for sure."

Ye So-ha smirked at Seol, who was looking around with wary eyes.

"We already faced three puppets wielding Blood Essence power. I doubt they have anything stronger than that."

I agreed with that assessment.
So-so probably didn't expect us to defeat those wooden puppets either.

As I nodded and continued forward, I suddenly realized that the surveillance eyes watching us had disappeared.

"...What's this?"
"What's wrong?"

Hwa-ryeon asked, noticing my reaction.
Just as I was about to answer, a powerful maniacal laugh assaulted our ears.

-Kyahahahaha-!

"...!"

It was laughter that made our skin crawl instantly, stimulating the fear deep within human instinct.

"Hik...?"

Everyone in our group froze at the ominous sound, and Seol's face turned pale with fear.
While Hwa-ryeon patted Seol's shoulder to calm her down, Ye So-ha muttered with a stiff expression:

"...Something doesn't seem right. We'd better hurry."

Nodding at her words, we quickened our pace.
Before long, we finally laid eyes on what was called the Blood Eye sapling.

-Kihihi! You've come, insignificant moths.

Along with a wooden monster blocking the path between us and the sapling.

Ch.249 - Face-To-Face
"...That's."
"Hmm...."

When Ju Hwa-ryeon and Master saw the enormous Blood Tree sapling—larger than any tree around—and the hideous wooden monster blocking their path, they both swallowed hard.

It looked like a tree awkwardly imitating a human form. The way its branches and roots writhed like tentacles filled me with disgust.

This creature was even larger and more repulsive than the Seven-Branched one I'd seen in Hefei before. If I was grimacing at the sight despite having experienced something similar, the shock must be even greater for these two who had never seen the Seven-Branched's true form.

"Ugh...!"

Yu Seol went a step further, dry heaving.

While our group suffered this devastating visual assault from the start, the wooden monster kept giggling as if thoroughly amused.

"Kihihi, kihihik! You've happily come to your own deathplace without even knowing it."

"...I'm neither particularly happy nor planning to die, but let me ask one thing first. You're So-so, right?"

"...What?"

"Is that really important right now?"

The wooden monster's incredulous question and Hwa-ryeon's reproachful comment.
Finding myself criticized from both sides, I licked my lips and explained myself.

"Well, look at that appearance. I can't even tell if it's So-so or not."
"So at this point, does that really matter...?"

"Wait! You, are you saying you didn't come to Mount Wudang chasing after me?"

I answered So-so's (presumably) startled cry that had interrupted Hwa-ryeon.

"Uh... no? I didn't come chasing after you."

Our original purpose was always to form an alliance with the Wudang Sect.
We only became certain that So-so had come to Wudang a few days ago.

"To be precise, I should say we came to Wudang Mountain and happened to find you here."

"......"

So-so remained silent, her branches just writhing.
She seemed dumbfounded by an answer that differed from her expectations.

And that was exactly the situation I'd been hoping for.

Taking advantage of So-so's distraction, I signaled with my eyes.
Seeing this, Ye So-ha nodded slightly and ignited her sacred fire while keeping her right hand hidden behind her back.

*Whoosh*

Before taking action today, we had already decided exactly how to deal with So-so and the sapling.

Ye So-ha would quickly eliminate So-so with a surprise attack, and I would destroy the sapling.

Although we judged that even if we lacked sufficient sacred power to directly destroy the sapling, we could easily defeat So-so just as we had reduced the Seven-Branched to ashes.

And according to plan, Ye So-ha, who had been waiting for the right moment, moved swiftly.

Her blurry figure kicked off the ground and rushed toward So-so.
Her speed was so fast it was hard to believe she was a spiritualist rather than a martial artist.

So Ye So-ha dashed straight toward So-so to unleash the sacred fire in her hand...

"Kihit."

"Ugh!?"

...but failed.
I thought So-so had been distracted and let her guard down, but it seems she had deliberately created an opening.

She quickly extended her branches to bind Ye So-ha and lift her up.
Looking at Ye So-ha, who suddenly found herself dangling in midair, So-so laughed spitefully.

"Kihihi, did you think I wouldn't know your pathetic little scheme?"

As soon as the surprise attack failed, everyone in our group rushed toward So-so to rescue Ye So-ha.

Suddenly, the ground before us heaved upward, and dozens of tree roots shot out to block our path.
I immediately drew my sword and quickly cut through the roots, but soon an even greater number of roots—far more than I had cut down—erupted from the ground.

In an instant, the roots numbered in the hundreds.
Unable to withstand this pressure, we were forced to retreat.

"Tch...!"

"Didn't I tell you this would be your deathplace!"

With So-so's shout, hundreds of roots surged toward us all at once.
Facing this onslaught that filled my entire field of vision, I repeatedly executed "Transcendent Heaven Cutting," sending crescent-shaped sword qi to counter the attack.

*BOOM!*

A massive explosion occurred as my sword qi collided with the roots.
The resulting blast and smoke obscured my vision.

Through my qi perception network, I detected a small gap forming in the smoke, and surviving roots quickly moving to fill it.

"I'll be right back."

Without time for explanations, I dashed straight toward the gap.
Sending internal energy to the Yongcheon acupoint in my feet, I shot forward like a beam of light and barely managed to pass through the narrow opening.

As soon as I emerged from the smoke, I saw So-so and Ye So-ha.
Surprisingly, Ye So-ha had somehow freed herself from her restraints and was confronting So-so.

"You...!"

Ye So-ha turned at So-so's sharp reaction, saw me, and smiled faintly.

"You came faster than expected."
"And you seem rather relaxed, Miss Ye. Makes me feel like I rushed for nothing."
"My, what a disappointing thing to say."

Seeing us casually conversing, So-so angrily struck the ground with her branches.

*BOOM!*
"Kihihi...!"

...Or maybe she wasn't angry?
With only bark and no face to speak of, it was impossible to gauge her emotions.

"This works out even better. I'll kill both you vermin at once!"

With So-so's ear-splitting cry, dozens of branch clusters rained down on us.
Without hesitation, Ye So-ha and I split left and right to avoid the branches.

The branches also split into two groups, closely pursuing us.
To make matters worse, more roots erupted from the ground to block our path.

Roots in front, branches behind.
It felt like being driven into a trap during a hunt.

Frowning with displeasure, just before being surrounded by roots and branches, I stomped my foot into the ground using the Absorption Stance and sharply changed direction to charge at So-so's main body.

I was worried about Hwa-ryeon and the others I'd left behind, but decided to target the main body directly rather than waste time.

"Hmph!"

As if she had read my intentions, So-so snorted briefly and welcomed me defensively.

So full of confidence.
If she's willing to take a hit, I won't hold back.

"Haap!"

With a heavy battle cry, I unleashed "Present Heaven Gale."
The relentless storm of strikes hit the giant wooden monster's entire body.

Of course, the effect was disappointingly minimal compared to the intensity.
Just as with the Seven-Branched before, my sword, even with sword qi activated, only scraped the outer bark without penetrating deeply.

"Kihihihi."

Looking down at me with mockery, So-so extended all her branches and then swung them behind herself.

Caught off guard by this sudden attack, Ye So-ha, who had been secretly approaching from behind, couldn't defend herself and was sent flying with a yelp.

Another failed surprise attack.
It was as if she could perceive everything around her without looking, similar to my qi perception network.

"...Could it be."

Was she actually perceiving everything?

Her quick response to Ye So-ha's initial surprise attack, and now this too.
Unless she had some method like a qi perception network to detect all surrounding information, it couldn't be explained.

"Are you alright?"
"Yes. Fortunately."

I approached Ye So-ha while dodging the renewed coordinated attacks of branches and roots.

Just as I confirmed she looked remarkably unharmed for someone who'd been struck by a full-force branch attack, more roots shot up from the ground.

As I retreated to avoid them, I racked my brain.

The opponent has an ability similar to the qi perception network.
How can I land an effective hit against such an opponent?

The answer was simpler than expected.
I needed to use an attack that couldn't be avoided even if detected.

And fortunately, I had just the right method.
The problem was how to deliver the effective blow...

First, "Sword Qi Hardening Into Force" was out of the question.
There was no way I could generate sword force while constantly dodging these relentless attacks.

"Taiji Beneficent Sword" was also impossible.
Perhaps noticing from the previous battle with the wooden puppet, So-so was strictly sticking to physical attacks without using blood energy.

Without energy to absorb, the Taiji Beneficent Sword couldn't deliver a proper strike.

After eliminating options one by one, only one remained.

Ye So-ha's white flame, the sacred fire.
That power, which had instantly reduced the wooden monster Seven-Branched to ashes, would surely be fatal to So-so as well.
But as we'd seen twice already, Ye So-ha's attacks couldn't reach So-so.

I had no power effective against So-so,
and Ye So-ha had no way to attack So-so.

So then...?

On a hunch, I shouted to Ye So-ha, who was busy dodging attacks:

"Is it possible for someone else to use that sacred fire?"
"What?"

Ye So-ha, seemingly not understanding my question at first, ducked her body.
A branch with a fierce aura swept past her head.

After narrowly avoiding the attack, she nodded and answered:

"I can imbue someone else's weapon with sacred fire. Then..."
"Do it right now!"

I shouted without even hearing her full explanation and rushed toward her.
Though she frowned in confusion, she followed my request and ignited her sacred fire.

"Ha, I don't know what you're plotting, but it's useless! Die quietly!"

After dodging So-so's attacks that came with that cold cry, I finally reached Ye So-ha.
As soon as I arrived, she ran her slender fingers, wrapped in white flames, along the flat of my sword.

The blade became enveloped in white flames following her touch.
Seeing this, I smiled with satisfaction.

"The sacred fire will last for about one quarter-hour."
"I won't need even that long."

Responding confidently to Ye So-ha's words, I stepped into the "Heaven's Mechanism Foresight Step" with my white-burning sword leading the way.

Just as I reached So-so's vicinity, occupying the nine positions of the Nine Palaces, and raised my sword, roots shot up from directly beneath me to impale me.
Seeing this, So-so showed a triumphant reaction, but realized a moment too late that she had impaled only my afterimage.

"What...?!"

But her shock was brief.
She immediately detected me behind her, having moved there with the Heaven's Mechanism Foresight Step, and swung her branches again.
Of course, this time too, So-so's attack only cut through my afterimage.

"W-what is this?!"

A voice unable to hide its confusion.
Hearing that voice, I inwardly smiled with satisfaction.

The martial art I was using now was "Boundless Dreamlike."
The sixth form of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" and one that reached completion alongside the Heaven's Mechanism Foresight Step.

Originally, "Boundless Dreamlike" was meant to create openings by confusing the opponent's senses with numerous false images created through the Heaven's Mechanism Foresight Step. After consistent practice, I had reached a level where it produced what could be called "form displacement."

That's why no matter how well So-so detected and attacked me, she only cut through illusions.

Ch.250 - Trapped
"Die!"

Once again, So-so swung a branch at me.
But this time too, her attack pierced through my afterimage instead of me.

This was already the third time her attack had missed.
During that time, I gradually closed the distance between us.

"You...! What, what kind of trick are you using!?"

After piercing through my fourth afterimage, So-so finally exploded in rage and screamed.
Of course, I had no intention of kindly explaining anything to her, so I ignored her screams and continued executing the "Heaven's Foresight" technique.

"Shwaaack!"

Finally, after two more afterimages were pierced, I succeeded in cutting through the wooden monster's body.

"Whoosh!"
"Kyaaak!?"

White flames spread instantly from the cut made by my sword, quickly engulfing her entire body.

So-so, who had become massive kindling to maintain the holy fire's power, screamed in agony.
In the white light, her thrashing body looked like she was performing some kind of frenzied dance.

The hundreds of roots that had been blocking my companions also caught fire and instantly turned to ashes.

With a cracking sound, the collapsing roots turned to ash and scattered in the air.

"Ja-seong, are you okay?"

Three people appeared through the swirling ashes.
I answered the question from Hwa-ryeon, who approached first, with a shrug of my shoulders.

After confirming I was fine, Hwa-ryeon's face showed relief, but then hardened when she saw the giant burning log, So-so, behind me.

"...Is it over?"
"Well, I think so? After taking that fire, she should soon be reduced to ashes..."

Suddenly, a chill ran down my spine.

So-so continued to burn silently, her screams now gone.

Yes, she kept burning.
Despite all the roots that had sprung from the ground turning to ashes, she still maintained her form without collapsing.

Ye So-ha's face, who was watching alongside me, also began to harden quickly.

An instinctive feeling that something was wrong.
As if to prove that feeling correct, the pure white flames before our eyes lost their purity and began turning red.

Then, a maniacal laugh full of ecstasy assaulted our ears.

"Kyahahahaha!"

After shaking off the holy fire that had completely lost its power after turning blood-red, So-so revealed herself.
The hideously burned outer shell regenerated rapidly before our eyes.

"This is, this is the power of the Divine Wood! Truly amazing. Ahahaha!"

After laughing continuously for quite some time, So-so suddenly turned her body to face us.
Of course, since she had no facial features, I couldn't be certain, but that's how it felt to me.

"Now, how does it feel to witness a divine miracle? Are you in despair? Are you afraid, facing a being you cannot resist?"

I don't know what kind of answer she expected with such a question, but I had only one thing to say.

"You've gotten quite arrogant after being roasted once. Let's see if you can still talk like that after taking this."

"What...?"

For a moment, So-so, who was questioning without understanding my words, flinched.
She had been so caught up in her own excitement that she only now noticed it.

The faint starlight enveloping my sword.

"I understand you're happy about being revived when you were almost dead, but you laughed for way too long."

"Sword Qi Hardening Into Force."
With So-so distracted by her excited laughter, I charged at her, raising my imperfectly formed starlight.

*

Gun Ja-seong approached So-so without hesitation, holding the faint starlight in his hand.
So-ha, watching his back, suddenly turned her gaze toward the Crimson Eye Cult's sapling beyond.

Its growth was incomparable to what she had seen at Lake Payang.
Though not yet fully mature, it already appeared capable of fulfilling its "original function" as an avatar.

"Is that the result?"

She narrowed her eyes as she looked at So-so, who was now facing off against Ja-seong.

That hideous half-thing had just survived the holy fire's flames.
Not only that, it had regenerated completely right after.

Either way, it was incomprehensible by her common sense.

"Just looking at that appearance, it's clearly already half-demonized."

Holy power, the force wielded by So-ha and her fellow angels.
And holy fire, its condensed form, is like a deadly poison to demons.

They are the ultimate counters to each other.
In other words, the more demon-like a being is, the more vulnerable it becomes to holy fire.

The wooden monster So-so was exactly such a being.
Yet despite this, she had endured and survived the holy fire's flames. There was only one answer.

"A powerful demon's magic power, blood energy, overwhelmed my holy power."

Considering what So-so was guarding, the identity of this powerful demon was obvious.

"Hah..."

Must be quite bored, I suppose?
Well, while the other demons are busy stirring up trouble everywhere, this one alone delegates to underlings.

Even so, to give such immense power to a half-demon like that.

A momentary amusement?
Or is there some other reason?

As various hypotheses rose and fell in So-ha's mind, something she hadn't noticed before caught her eye.

"What's that?"

Dozens of faint threads connecting the wooden monster to the sapling.
Of course, these weren't simple threads.

They were channels representing a spiritual connection with the sapling.
Realizing this, shock appeared in So-ha's eyes.

So-so wasn't simply receiving power from the sapling.
She had directly unified with the sapling, becoming its avatar.

"A half-demon like that as an avatar?"

A conclusion that made her doubt if there was something wrong with her eyes.
But there was nothing wrong with the angel's golden eyes, which could see what ordinary humans could not.

"Why?"

The first question that naturally arose.
But So-ha immediately erased that question from her mind.

The deed was already done.
So-so had spiritually connected with the sapling—or more precisely, with the Crimson Eye Cult that was trying to exert influence on this world through the sapling—and had become its avatar.

The question of "why" was useless at this point.

"For what purpose?"

The second question that followed.
Yes, this was the important question.

Why choose a mere half-thing as an avatar?

An avatar representing such a transcendent being should have a vessel of appropriate caliber and dignity.

Of course, So-so—a crazed fanatic and half-demon—had more than one disqualifying factor for being such a vessel.

Using an unqualified person as an avatar would be an enormous burden on the Crimson Eye Cult itself.
Yet the cult had made her its avatar.

What was the reason?

Instinct rang alarm bells in her mind.

She needed to figure out the reason as quickly as possible.
So-ha was racking her brain, unable to ignore the overwhelming sense of unease.

"Kyaaak!"

While biting her lip in urgency, a sharp scream suddenly reached her ears.
Snapped out of her thoughts, she saw Ja-seong cutting through So-so with his faintly glowing sword.

Split in two like she'd been struck by lightning, the wooden monster let out a howl full of rage and hatred, wildly swinging her branches.

So-so seemed wary of the martial arts he had demonstrated earlier against the wooden puppet, as she stubbornly stuck to physical means like branches and roots rather than drawing on the endless blood energy from the sapling.

But those physical means were helplessly cut down before the glowing sword.
Of course, So-so's transformed body diligently regenerated each time it was cut, but Ja-seong's sword strikes chopped her body into pieces at an incomparably faster rate.

Eventually, So-so became dozens of wooden pieces rolling on the ground.
Nevertheless, the pieces continued to wriggle and regenerate without stopping.

Seeing this, Ja-seong frowned and muttered irritably.

"...Regenerating even in this state, it's ridiculous."

His tone suggested he was completely fed up with So-so, who kept regenerating no matter how many times he cut her.
His face showed perplexity, as if wondering how to defeat an opponent that simply wouldn't die.

Eventually, Ja-seong's gaze naturally turned to So-ha.
He judged that she would know the answer to resolve this situation.

And his judgment was correct.
So-ha told Ja-seong the information she had just discovered.

"Currently, that Crimson Eye cultist is spiritually connected to the sapling. As long as the sapling remains intact, she'll continuously receive power and regenerate."

This meant that unless the sapling was destroyed or the Crimson Eye Cult severed its unification with her, So-so could never be killed.
After hearing the explanation, Ja-seong glared at the sapling with sharp eyes.

"In other words, if we just destroy that thing, it's all over."
"That's true, but..."

There was no confidence in So-ha's voice.
Clearly, looking at the situation, what he said was correct, but something felt off.

So-so, who had been defeated too easily for someone who had become the Crimson Eye Cult's avatar, was one concern. The cult's lack of reaction to its avatar being in danger of destruction was another.

"Mr. Gun, please wait a moment."

Unable to ignore the uneasy feeling, So-ha stopped Ja-seong as he was striding forward and approached him.

And the moment she stepped onto the widely scattered remains of So-so—

"Woooong!"

A powerful energy wave erupted from the sapling.
Simultaneously, tremendous energy emanated from So-so's scattered pieces, which began to grow rapidly.

"Oh no...!"

It was a trap.

She quickly assessed the situation and tried to retreat, but before she could, the fragments of So-so, now massive tree trunks, swiftly surrounded her.

"Kuk!"
"Miss Ye!"

Ja-seong rushed to save So-ha, scanning the surroundings with his energy perception.
So-so's remains were expanding and growing at an unnatural speed, already spreading around them.

Staying here was dangerous.

Quickly coming to this conclusion, he urgently called out to the others.

"Master, take Hwa-ryeon and Seol and get out of here!"

Without saying anything in response, Dae-un nodded, grabbed Hwa-ryeon and Seol by the waist, and retreated.

"Ja-seong!"

Ignoring Hwa-ryeon's desperate call, Ja-seong reached So-ha's side.
He tried to take her and escape, but massive tree trunks had already surrounded them on all sides without any gaps.

Clicking his tongue briefly, he swung his sword containing the faint starlight to cut through the tree trunks.

"Thunk!"

"What...?"

But surprisingly, Ja-seong's sword force failed to properly cut through the tree trunk.

Though he cut quite deeply, that was all.
It was far from enough to create an exit, and in the meantime, the tree trunks twisted and intertwined, filling in all the gaps.

In an instant, the light illuminating their surroundings disappeared, leaving Ja-seong and So-ha in darkness.
The two found themselves trapped inside the tree trunks.

Ch.251 - Trapped
"Uncle...! Let me go, Ja-seong is over there...!"

After seeing Ja-seong and So-ha disappear between the massive tree trunks, Hwa-ryeon struggled in Dae-un's arms, half out of her mind.

Dae-un, who had barely managed to bring the frantic Hwa-ryeon to safety, grabbed her shoulders and shook her firmly.

"Get a hold of yourself, Young Mistress!"
"...!"

Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened at Dae-un's loud voice, something she'd never heard before.
She stared blankly at Dae-un's stern gaze before her beautiful face contorted.

Her body gradually lost strength.
With her head bowed and slender shoulders trembling, a glimpse of the fear of loss was visible.

Seeing this unfamiliar vulnerable side of Hwa-ryeon, Dae-un sighed softly and turned his head toward the direction they had fled from.

The center of the wide clearing where the sapling (though calling it that was seriously understating its enormous size) had been planted was now filled with massive intertwined tree trunks shooting upward.

Moreover, the way they continued to writhe made them look like a giant snake coiling itself.

Ja-seong and So-ha were trapped inside.
For whatever reason, they hadn't escaped in time and were now imprisoned.

*No.*

Would being trapped be the end of it?
Unwelcome thoughts began to form in his mind.

The tree trunks continued to twist and contort.
How much safe space could remain for humans inside?

Even trying to be optimistic, it didn't seem like there would be more than a few feet of space.
And even that would be shrinking by the second.

When that space completely closed up, the two would...!

Turning away from the horrific vision before his eyes, Dae-un swallowed hard.

*...That's impossible. He wouldn't die so easily.*

A thought without any basis.
But Dae-un was certain of it.

Ja-seong wasn't someone who would die so pathetically.
He had seen it all along—the boy was special.

From his talent as a martial prodigy who could create peerless martial arts at the drop of a hat, to his determination to change the martial world.

So he would be fine.
He had to be.

"...That Ja-seong fellow will be safe."

Dae-un muttered, deliberately hiding his true feelings.
Hearing this, Hwa-ryeon flinched and slowly raised her head.

Her eyes wavered like duckweed floating on water.
Avoiding her gaze, Dae-un spoke once more, with certainty.

"If it's him, he'll be fine. Don't you know, Young Mistress? He'll probably smash through those tree trunks and appear unharmed any moment now."
"......"

Hwa-ryeon silently stared at Dae-un.

Not meeting someone's eyes.
This was Dae-un's old habit when he didn't want others to see his true feelings.

In other words, he was hiding his true thoughts. No, he was deceiving himself.

That despite the extraordinary situation of being trapped inside massive tree trunks, Ja-seong would somehow be fine.

*That can't be true.*

Dae-un had turned away from her completely, staring only at the writhing tree trunks.
Turning her gaze from his back, Hwa-ryeon looked at Seol beside her.

Unlike her master Dae-un, Seol's reaction was more honest.

"Hic, hiccup...!"

The girl had collapsed to the ground as if her legs had given out, with tiny tears streaming down her face.
Her expression was filled with despair, as if everything was already over.

Hwa-ryeon looked back and forth between Seol's face and the back of Dae-un's head.
Though she was seeing different parts of them—a face and the back of a head—the emotion emanating from both was the same.

Fear.

Realizing this, Hwa-ryeon felt her mind growing strangely clear.

In truth, their reactions were natural.

The blood-red sky.
Wudang Mountain transformed into a demonic realm and monsters that had mutated into bizarre forms.
The future where they too might turn into monsters.

Not one thing was normal, not one thing wasn't terrifying.
Ordinary people would have fled immediately, or in extreme cases, gone mad and taken their own lives.

But they hadn't done that.
Rather, they had fought well until now.

There was only one reason they had been able to do so.

*Ja-seong.*

The existence of just one person had erased the fear from their hearts.

His attitude of being annoyed rather than afraid of the mutated monsters, and his strength to slaughter hundreds of monsters without a scratch had given hope not only to them but also to the Taoist priests of Wudang.

And the moment he disappeared, hope instantly turned to despair.

*...How pathetic.*

Hwa-ryeon couldn't stand how pathetic she felt.

She had clearly promised Ja-seong.
That she wouldn't hide behind him, but fight alongside him.

Yet what was this?
The moment Ja-seong disappeared from sight, she was just trembling helplessly.

If the situation were reversed, it would be different.
Ja-seong would have done everything possible to save her.

Then she would do the same.

The anger toward herself had transformed into a powerful will that filled her being.
Her eyes, which had wavered like duckweed, grew calm, and her fists clenched tightly.

Hwa-ryeon was no longer afraid of the enemy.
Just as Ja-seong feared losing himself, she feared losing Ja-seong more than any unknown enemy.

"Seol, get up. Uncle, pull yourself together."
"...My lady."
"Young Mistress."

Looking directly at the two people still consumed by despair and fear, Hwa-ryeon spoke firmly.

"Nothing is over yet. So let's move. We're going to rescue Ja-seong and Miss Ye."

*

In the darkness without a single point of light.
Though it was pitch black with nothing visible ahead, it wasn't difficult to sense the surroundings thanks to my qi perception network.

I checked on Ye So-ha who was right beside me.

"Miss Ye, are you alright?"
"Yes. Thanks to you."

I involuntarily paused when I heard her answer.
There was a deep irritation beyond mere displeasure in Ye So-ha's voice.

"...Miss Ye?"
"Ha, I wondered why they chose a half-baked avatar, but to think they'd use it as a trap and discard it. I really fell for it."
"Um...."
"They weren't just targeting me. No, I was actually a secondary target. Could they have noticed? No, but...."

Listening to these incomprehensible words in the darkness where nothing was visible was not just awkward but slightly unpleasant.
Finally unable to bear it, I grabbed Ye So-ha's wrist to forcibly snap her out of her thoughts.

"Huh?"
"Are you thinking clearly now? You know we're trapped between twisted tree trunks, right?"
"Ah...! Of course. I'm sorry, I was just organizing my thoughts...."

Ye So-ha exclaimed with surprise before making her excuse.

*Clap!*

Immediately after, she clapped her hands, and suddenly our surroundings brightened.
Whether through some technique, a glowing white orb appeared above our heads.

After glancing at the orb floating in midair, I used it as a light source to examine our surroundings.
After carefully looking around, I couldn't help but ask Ye So-ha another question.

"...We're definitely trapped between twisted tree trunks, right?"
"Unless we've unconsciously altered our memories due to extreme psychological shock, yes. That's correct."

With Ye So-ha's unnecessarily detailed answer, I briefly wondered if my unconscious had indeed altered my memories.

Because,

"I don't see any tree trunks anywhere."

Front, back, left, right, up, and down.
I looked in all six directions but couldn't see any rough tree bark anywhere.

No, more than that, there was nothing visible at all.

We were standing on a vast, dark plain that extended beyond sight.
Only the orb created by Ye So-ha provided any light, and beyond its range was nothing but pitch darkness.

Just to be sure, I expanded my qi perception network as far as possible, but still nothing registered.

The clearing where the sapling had been planted was quite large, but not this expansive.

I could only tilt my head in confusion at this incomprehensible situation.
Everything that had happened since climbing Wudang Mountain was bizarre, but this situation was even more so.

Suddenly, So-so's shattered remains had expanded and rapidly grown, instantly trapping me and Ye So-ha, and when we came to our senses, we had somehow fallen into this vast space with no visible end.

As I frowned at this clearly abnormal situation, Ye So-ha explained calmly.

"We are indeed trapped between coiled tree trunks. It's just that the Crimson Eye has distorted space-time, changing the internal environment."
"The Crimson Eye... distorted space-time?"

I asked incredulously at this outrageous claim, and Ye So-ha nodded seriously.
Judging by her reaction, she wasn't joking.

But distorting space-time?
No matter how much that cursed tree might be an object of worship for the Crimson Eye Cult, wasn't that going too far?

"I don't want to admit it either, but it's an obvious fact. The Crimson Eye is a being beyond human comprehension, and this is possible because this place is partially within its 'domain.'"

Ye So-ha continued her explanation, noticing the doubt in my eyes.
Even so, I barely understood half of it, but decided to move on.

That wasn't what was important right now.

"So, how do we get out of here?"

Ch.252 - Trapped
Ye So-ha's answer to my question was simple.

"Since we're trapped between tree trunks, we need to break through them to get out."
"......."

It was so simple that I wanted to smack her.

Seriously, who doesn't know that?
I'm asking because I can't see any tree trunks right now.

As I shot daggers with my eyes instead of voicing the curses on the tip of my tongue, Ye So-ha avoided my gaze and confessed.

"...Honestly, I can't give you a definite answer about what to do right now. First, we should look around and try to find a way..."

So she didn't know either.
I let out a sigh filled with all sorts of emotions.
Eventually, we started walking aimlessly to find a solution.

Meanwhile, Ye So-ha shared what information she knew.

"As I mentioned earlier, we're definitely in a space between tree trunks. Though space-time is completely distorted, we can get out if we break through the tree trunks separating the inside from the outside."
"Where are these tree trunks? This place is just an empty wasteland."
"That's why distorted space-time is such a headache. Everything—shapes, locations—gets all mixed up, making it hard to point to anything specific."

She went on to share some examples from her past experiences.

Jumping off a cliff to escape, or leaping into a pit of fire.
None of these methods seemed normal, and I couldn't help but laugh bitterly.

But what she said next was even more ridiculous.

"Sometimes escaping like that can still be problematic. The time axis between inside and outside can be completely twisted, so what feels like a moment to us might mean hundreds of years have passed outside. Of course, the opposite can happen too."
"......."

Seeing my cold stare, Ye So-ha quickly added:

"I'm not saying that's definitely going to happen now. Even though this is Crimson Eye's domain, it's implemented through a sapling that's just a degraded copy, so it can't be that unpredictable."
"...Could you explain that in a way I can understand?"
"Simply put, it's flawed. It can't distort the time axis that much, and there will definitely be unstable areas. If we look carefully, we'll find something that seems off."

Following her advice, we continued moving, searching for anything strange or unusual.
But no matter how far we walked, all we saw was pitch darkness.

Walking through this empty darkness made me lose track of time, and more than anything, I worried about our companions outside.

Are Hwa-ryeon, Master, and Seol okay?
I saw Master taking the two of them away at the end—they should be safe, right?

As I tried to reassure myself, I realized the problem didn't end there.
While we were wasting time here, the sapling would continue absorbing Wudang Mountain's energy and growing.

What would happen if it completed its growth before we escaped?
Then the Wudang Sect Taoists, the people of Gyunhyeon, Hwa-ryeon, and our companions would all turn into hideous monsters...

-Grind

My teeth clenched involuntarily at the thought of an outcome I didn't even want to imagine.
At the same time, something gloomy and sticky called regret began to fill me.

If I had known this would happen, I should have forced Hwa-ryeon to go down the mountain.

Then I wouldn't have to feel this regret.
Then I wouldn't have to be this afraid.
Then...

"Young Master Gun."

As I was sinking into a swamp of negative emotions that had filled my mind, I felt a warmth grabbing my arm.

I quickly turned my head and met golden eyes that seemed to see right through me.

"...I know I shouldn't say this since I was the one who suggested it, but what's done is done. Besides, nothing's over yet, so it's too early to despair. Pull yourself together."

She really did see right through me.
After staring blankly at Ye So-ha for a moment, I sighed and slapped both my cheeks hard.

-Slap!

...I think I hit myself a bit too hard.
The pain was worse than I expected.

"Pfft."

Ye So-ha burst into laughter at my grimacing face.
I glared at her for a moment, and she cleared her throat, composed herself, and changed the subject.

"Ahem... Come to think of it, there's another issue just as important as escaping."
"Another issue as important as escaping... Oh."

In the middle of speaking, I realized what she was talking about.
Looking at me, Ye So-ha continued in a serious tone.

"Just before we were trapped in the tree trunk, your glowing sword couldn't completely cut through it."
"......."

I kept my mouth shut at Ye So-ha's words.
She was right—my Sword Force hadn't been able to cut through the tree trunk that tried to trap us.

Taking my silence as confirmation, Ye So-ha continued.

"And that means our assumption was wrong. It means your glowing sword won't be able to destroy the Crimson Eye's sapling."

My Sword Force can destroy the sapling.

That was the core premise of our plan.
If that was wrong, then naturally our plan was doomed to fail.

But I still had room for objection.

"My Sword Qi Hardening Into Force is still incomplete. If it were complete, surely...!"
"Then complete it. Right now."

Ye So-ha's firm words left me momentarily speechless.
Sword Qi Hardening Into Force isn't child's play—how could I possibly complete it on demand?

I was about to snap back that she was speaking too carelessly about something she knew nothing about, but Ye So-ha beat me to it.

"Make the impossible possible. Without that, everything is over. Even if we get out of here, if we can't destroy the sapling, the outcome is predetermined. Your fears will become reality."
"......."

Ye So-ha was right.
Even if we managed to escape, it would be meaningless if I couldn't destroy the sapling.

So before getting out, I needed to complete my Sword Qi Hardening Into Force.
By any means necessary.

"Haaah...."

Watching me take a deep breath, Ye So-ha said:

"I'll look for a way out. You focus on completing your Sword Qi... Song-gang? Whatever it's called."
"...Just call it Sword Force."

At my response, Ye So-ha cleared her throat in slight embarrassment and created another orb of light.
Leaving one above my head, she walked away with the second orb.

I watched her retreating figure and then sat cross-legged.

I forgot all my anxieties about the situation outside and the urgency of running out of time.

I focused all my consciousness on my inner self.
Drawing on memories from my past life of reading countless martial arts novels, and my current life's experience of learning and creating martial arts, I searched for a way to complete my Sword Force.

I continued, losing track of time itself.





*






Encouraging Dae-un and Seol, Hwa-ryeon approached the tree trunk again and stared at it without blinking.

Despite coming within just a few steps, it showed no reaction while continuing to writhe endlessly.
After observing it briefly, Hwa-ryeon adjusted the grip on her sword and concentrated.

The internal energy gathered in her dantian flowed out toward her right arm, and the qi that emerged through the blood vessels in her right hand enveloped the blade.

A faint haze gradually became visible.

On the day Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy was attacked.
The power that had allowed Ja-seong to kill Shin Je-gon with a single strike—Sword Qi.

With the Sword Qi that Ja-seong had diligently acquired during their journey, Hwa-ryeon charged at the tree trunk.

"Ah, Miss!"
"Young Lady!"

The two who had followed her, unable to let her go alone but still immersed in despair, cried out in surprise at her sudden action.
Ignoring them, Hwa-ryeon's sword strike hit the tree trunk.

-Kwang!

A powerful sound assaulted their ears.
But despite the intensity of the noise, the result was unimpressive.

Just a small scratch.
The sword strike that Hwa-ryeon had delivered with all her might had only left a tiny mark that would be invisible unless examined closely.

The massive writhing tree trunk showed no reaction, making it clear how futile her attack was.

But,

"Haap!"

Hwa-ryeon didn't stop attacking.
She kept swinging her sword at the small scratch.
With each strike, the scratch grew a little deeper.

"...Young Lady."

Dae-un watched Hwa-ryeon's effort—no, her desperate struggle—with a pained expression.

Dust accumulates to form a mountain.
But that requires an immense amount of time.

And they didn't have that time.
No one knew when the Crimson Eye's sapling would complete its growth, and once it did, they would lose their minds and become rampaging monsters.

In the end, no matter how desperately Hwa-ryeon struggled, she would fail.
Just as Dae-un was thinking he should stop her, Seol spoke up first.

"Stop it, Miss!"

Hwa-ryeon paused at the young girl's shrill cry.
She turned to face Seol, whose eyes were swollen from crying.

"If Young Master Gun were alive, he would have come out by now. If he hasn't appeared until now, then...!"

The young girl couldn't finish her sentence and lowered her head.
Despite having shed so many tears already, droplets still fell from beneath her bowed head.

"...You might be right."

After watching her for a moment, Hwa-ryeon surprisingly agreed.
This shocked both Dae-un and Seol.

They had thought she was struggling because she couldn't accept Ja-seong's death.
But that wasn't it.

'Then why...?'

Meeting the two pairs of questioning eyes, Hwa-ryeon continued:

"As you both think, Ja-seong might already be dead. This desperate struggle of mine might be futile, meaningless."
"Then...."
"But that's no reason for us to despair and do nothing."
"...!"

Dae-un and Seol's eyes widened at Hwa-ryeon's words.
Looking at them both in turn, Hwa-ryeon spoke firmly:

"I told you, nothing is over yet. My will, my actions, even my fate are still mine."
"......."
"So as long as I'm alive, I'll keep fighting."

With those final words, Hwa-ryeon began swinging her sword again.

-Kwang! Kwang!

The thunderous sound echoed once more.
Listening to this, Dae-un realized he had clenched his fists tightly.

'How shameful.'

Though he called her Young Lady and followed her, Hwa-ryeon was a young woman who hadn't lived even half as long as he had.
Yet she was bravely facing the fear of loss again, while he had given up based on mere assumptions.

'And I dared to call myself a master.'

He thought that if that fellow Ja-seong were here, he would rightfully mock him.
With this in mind, Dae-un drew his sword from his waist.

-Sreung

As the blade emerged slowly with a low resonance, Seol looked at Dae-un with her tear-stained face.
Dae-un also looked at Seol.

"......."
"......."

Though their lips spoke no words, their eyes had a lengthy conversation.
Eventually, Seol also drew her sword and stood beside Hwa-ryeon with Dae-un.

And silently, they swung their swords.

-Kwang! Kwang! Kwang!

The sound created by the three people echoed even more loudly in all directions.

Ch.253 - True Starlight
"Hmm..."

Inside the tree trunk.

Ye So-ha swallowed hard as she searched for a way out alone after parting with Ja-seong, who had gone into his sword force training.
After several hours of searching, she still had nothing to show for it.

"I thought I'd find it quickly, but it's not appearing at all."

She had expected to easily find a weakness in such a hastily created domain, but judging by the situation so far, her judgment had been wrong.

"...So, what should I do now?"

So-ha brushed her hair back with one hand, muttering in a meaningful tone.
In truth, a conflict had arisen within her.

Should she continue searching for an unstable gap?
Or should she perform a partial manifestation?

Here, "partial manifestation" meant revealing only her wings from her "true form," like when she defeated O-gan at Lake Payang.

If she manifested her wings and released some of her restricted power, creating a forced opening wouldn't be difficult.
The problem was that doing so would openly announce to her enemies that a high-ranking angel had appeared in this world.

"...Blood Eye already knows I'm an angel. That's why they captured me along with him."

However, from the way things were going, they didn't seem to consider her a high-ranking angel.
If they had known, they wouldn't have just imprisoned her like this.

Perhaps they thought she was a defeated soldier in hiding, a lower angel? After all, during the last great war, quite a few of her compatriots had scattered to different worlds to survive the collapse of Heaven.

'Purple was one such case.'

Recalling her last subordinate, So-ha stroked her lips as she continued her thoughts.
At any rate, if Blood Eye had made that mistake, there was some value in having concealed her power until now.

'And if I perform a partial manifestation here, that value disappears.'

For the demons behind the Blood Eye Cult, there was a vast difference between lower angels like Cheong or Hong and a Dominion, a fourth-rank high angel like herself.

If they discovered her existence, things would become extremely troublesome.
They would likely abandon all their plans to hunt her down and kill her.

Should she take on all that burden to extract Ja-seong?
Of course, the answer was already decided.

"Of course I should."

Ja-seong was the very reason she had come to this world.
Even if it meant being hunted to death by those demon bastards, she had to protect him.

For the future of countless worlds and her compatriots.

Having firmed her resolve, So-ha turned back to return to Ja-seong.
As she did, she wondered how he would react if she performed a partial manifestation.

"...He'll be angry, won't he?"

Her lie about needing to accumulate holy power would be exposed, so of course he'd be furious.
The thought made her sigh involuntarily.

"That's why I was planning to reveal it after finishing my charm offensive."

This was all because of those damned demons.
Just as So-ha was quietly grumbling,

-BOOM! CRASH! BANG!

An ominous sound came from somewhere.
A thunderous noise like someone striking something solid with full force.

"What's this...?"

Responding sensitively to this unprecedented anomaly, So-ha traced the source of the sound.

And she found it.
The gap she had been searching for so desperately.

The one unexpected thing was that it wasn't a structural weakness in the domain, but a gap created by external impact.

Hwa-ryeon, Dae-un, Seol.

The seemingly futile struggle of these three people had created a tiny gap in Blood Eye's domain.

"Ha...."

So-ha couldn't help but marvel at the decisive help from the three people she hadn't expected at all.

-WHOOSH-!

And as if responding to the three people's efforts, a blue light suddenly illuminated the previously dark domain.

"...The timing is perfect."

So-ha turned her head toward the source of the blue light, where Ja-seong was, and smiled brightly.

*

After parting with Ye So-ha.
I sat cross-legged, observing my inner self, searching for what I lacked to complete the "Sword Qi Hardening Into Force."

As a result, I found two elements.

First, my sword force manifestation process was crude.

Creating hundreds of sword threads and wrapping them haphazardly around the blade prevented proper sword force from forming.

Instead of randomly wrapping the sword threads, I needed to weave them tightly like fabric.
Fortunately, something came to mind regarding this.

And second was the speed of my internal energy circulation.

Currently, it took me too long to manifest sword force.
I couldn't even attempt it unless others bought me time.

What was the reason for this?
The answer came immediately.

Blood vessel penetration.

My entire body's energy pathways—the eight extraordinary meridians, twelve regular meridians, and all blood vessels—weren't fully opened.

I still had quite a few blood points clogged with impurities, and most importantly, my Conception and Governing Vessels weren't sufficiently trained.

That's why my circulation speed was slow, and it took time to manifest sword force.

To solve this, I needed to widen and train the paths that were still too narrow for internal energy to circulate quickly, turning them into well-paved official roads.

Now that I knew what to do, it was time to act.
To accomplish all this in just a few hours seemed absurd even to me, but what choice did I have? I had to risk my life trying.

"Hoo...."

I closed my eyes to concentrate after letting out a tense sigh.
Then I moved the internal energy seated in my dantian.

First, the Governing Vessel.
Using some of the internal energy that traveled from my dantian to the perineum point, I gently wrapped the meridian itself for protection while beginning the major project of expanding the narrow path.

-THUD!

Along with a noise that sounded particularly loud because it came from within me, I felt intense pain.

Forcibly suppressing the groans that threatened to escape, I continued expanding the Governing Vessel and opening the blood points.
I desperately held back the pain that grew increasingly intense as the work continued.

If I stopped midway, it would be irreversible.
I had to finish it in one go.

With that mindset, the expansion work finally reached the end of the Governing Vessel, the baihui point.
Standing before what is commonly called the gate between life and death, I hesitated momentarily before sharpening my energy and charging straight at it.

-THUD!

My shoulders involuntarily shuddered at the pain that defied comparison to anything I'd felt before.
Moreover, the life-death gate didn't budge an inch despite the impact.

With the mindset that if once wasn't enough, I'd try twice or thrice, I kept pounding at the gate, but it remained immovable.

Desperately racking my brain as this clearly wasn't working, I soon recalled the energy from the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill I hadn't fully absorbed yet.

What if I added the twenty years' worth of Golden Dragon Spirit Pill energy to the fifty years' worth of power that had fully become mine?
In no position to hesitate, I decided to try immediately.

I forcibly pulled the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill energy scattered throughout my meridians to the baihui point.

A total of seventy years' worth of power, exceeding one jiazi.
All the internal energy within me charged toward the life-death gate.

-BOOM!

Another thunderous noise from within.
The pain returned, amplified in proportion to the sound's volume.

My body trembled involuntarily.
Experiencing the penetration of the life-death gate that often appeared in martial arts novels, I found the pain beyond imagination.

I felt like I could now endure cancer treatment with a smile compared to this.

Dismissing the stray thought that surfaced momentarily, I pounded on the life-death gate again.

And finally, a change appeared.
A tiny crack formed in the gate.

Sensing this, I intensified my attack, and eventually.

-BOOM!

The life-death gate was breached.

The thin but solid wall blocking the Conception and Governing Vessels collapsed, connecting the two energy channels.

After that, it was smooth sailing.
Following the Governing Vessel, I successfully trained the Conception Vessel and opened its blood points, then removed impurities from all the body's blood points before returning the energy to my dantian.

Thus, I succeeded in penetrating the Conception and Governing Vessels and the life-death gate.

One regret was that I had greatly depleted the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill energy I hadn't yet absorbed for the life-death gate penetration.
Roughly half seemed to have been used up, meaning that even if I absorbed the remaining energy, my total internal energy would be reduced to sixty years' worth, one jiazi.

While losing ten years' worth of energy was regrettable, I decided not to dwell on it.

Having penetrated the life-death gate to enable continuous energy circulation, restoring ten years' worth of internal energy wouldn't take too long.

"Hoo...."

I opened my mouth to exhale a breath full of impurities and slowly opened my eyes.
Then I stood up and drew my sword.

-Shing

The blade gleamed, reflecting the light from the orb floating above my head.
Soon, the tip of the sword was tinged with blue light, and in an instant, hundreds of glowing sword threads rippled.

"...Nice."

My lips curled up involuntarily at the circulation and manifestation speed that defied comparison to before.

After smiling weakly for a moment, I belatedly became aware of my surroundings and looked around.
Ye So-ha showed no signs of returning yet.

Where could she have gone?
Or rather, how much time had passed?

In the pitch-black space, I couldn't even tell the flow of time.

Having no choice, I decided to finish what I needed to do. I looked at the hundreds of blue sword threads rippling in various directions.

Having solved the circulation speed problem, I now needed to address the remaining issue.
Concentrating again, I recalled a memory from the past that would serve as the foundation for complete sword force.

Before arriving in Gyunhyeon County, in Goseong County, I remembered a boy's mother and her loom.
The cloth she wove by crossing the weft threads under and over the fixed warp threads.

That's exactly what I needed to create.

Without delay, I prepared to weave the sword threads.
Taking half of the hundreds of sword threads as warp and the other half as weft, I meticulously interwove them.

It required concentration and time at first.
After a few attempts, I'd surely get used to it.

Anyway, exerting a high level of concentration, I finally succeeded in completely weaving the sword threads.

A fabric of energy unfolded before my eyes.
Its soft blue glow reminded me of the Milky Way.

After staring blankly at the Milky Way for a moment, I wrapped it around the blade.
As I wrapped the Milky Way around it several times, the blade emitted an increasingly bright light.

Finally, when the Milky Way was completely wrapped around it, brilliant starlight illuminated the pitch-black space.

True starlight had at last come into my hands.

Ch.254 - True Starlight
"Hiyah!"

Boom! Boom! Crash!

With fierce battle cries, a barrage of sword strikes rained down on the tree trunk. The combined attacks of Ju Hwa-ryeon, Yeo Dae-un, and Yu Seol continuously carved away at the surface of the trunk.

Thanks to their efforts, the tree trunk had been gouged quite deeply in a short time. However, as if unwilling to tolerate their assault any longer, the trunk began to resist.

Whoosh!

"Ah...!"
"Seol!"

One of the tree branches that had only been twitching suddenly lashed out and attacked Yu Seol.

The massive, elongated body fell toward Seol's small frame as if trying to crush her. Fortunately, Dae-un grabbed her by the waist and pulled her away before it hit, causing the branch to crash onto the empty ground.

Boom!

The impact produced a deafening sound that threatened to rupture their eardrums. Hwa-ryeon slightly furrowed her brow, not even blinking as she stared at the dust cloud rising from the impact.

Soon, another branch came flying through the dust, scattering it like an explosion. The sight of it tearing up the ground as it approached resembled the charge of thousands of cavalry.

"Everyone dodge!"

Hwa-ryeon shouted urgently as she stomped her foot. Internal energy burst from her dantian, flowing down to her feet and exploding from her yongcheon acupoint.

Hwa-ryeon and Dae-un leaped high into the air. The branches that had been rushing toward them passed narrowly beneath them.

After barely avoiding the charging branches, Dae-un landed on the flattened ground and set down Seol, whom he had been carrying at his waist, before shouting loudly.

"We can't keep dodging like this. Let's retreat for now!"

Hwa-ryeon gritted her teeth at his words. The fact that the previously motionless branches had begun to resist meant their attacks weren't futile. Though she didn't understand the details, something was changing.

*If we just keep going a little longer, something might happen!*

But as Dae-un said, there was a limit to how long they could keep dodging.

"...Yes, let's do that."

Finally, Hwa-ryeon concealed her disappointment and retreated from the tree branches as Dae-un suggested. She thought they should withdraw beyond the branches' attack range and observe the situation.

However, the tree branches didn't seem willing to let them escape so easily.

Rumble!

"Ugh...!?"

Another branch moved to block their path, just as they were trying to retreat from the one they had been cutting. To make matters worse, the original branches that had been attacking them were now rushing in from behind.

"Jump up again!"

Hwa-ryeon urgently stomped her foot and looked up. Her eyes caught sight of a third branch plunging down from the sky toward the ground.

"Ah."

There was no escape. Her fate would end here.

With that brief exclamation came a feeling of despair. Everything seemed to move in slow motion.

Soon, memories of her past life flashed before her eyes.

*Is this what they call your life flashing before your eyes?*

Faced with inescapable death, Hwa-ryeon found herself reflecting on her past life.

Her carefree childhood. The rebellion that followed and her father's death. The long life on the run before settling in Gungang County, where she met that irritating boy who got on her nerves at every turn.

*Ja-seong.*

How strange that in her final moment, it wasn't her parents' faces that came to mind, but his.

*I must have fallen pretty hard for him.*

Hwa-ryeon smiled wryly to herself as she stared blankly at Ja-seong's face that had appeared in her mind.

Is he still alive? He would be sad if he knew I died first.

Thinking about how his confident, curved lips and sharp eyes that always softened when looking at her would contort in grief made her heart ache.

Just once more, just once more she wanted to see Ja-seong's face. She wanted to tell him not to be sad.

With that impossible wish buried in her heart, Hwa-ryeon closed her eyes. She waited for death, for eternal darkness to come.

But,

Whoosh!

What came to her wasn't darkness, but light so bright it shone through her closed eyelids.

"Huh?"

Hwa-ryeon opened her eyes involuntarily. Blue light overflowed before her eyes.

The strangely familiar light spread in all directions, dyeing the blood-red world with blue starlight.

The tree branches that had been trying to kill them stopped moving, trembling as if in pain as they were enveloped by the starlight. Thanks to this, the bewildered gazes of the survivors simultaneously turned toward the source of the starlight.

At the center of the coiled, writhing tree branches. The starlight that had been seeping through the gaps as if finding the enclosed space stifling finally burst out explosively.

The tree branches disintegrated into powder and disappeared in the brilliant light. It was a truly surreal sight, considering that even their sword strikes enhanced with sword qi had only managed to make small scratches.

Soon, they saw two figures walking through the starlight.

"...Ah."

Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened as she recognized the larger of the two figures. Before she knew it, she was already running madly toward that figure.

The figure hesitated upon seeing Hwa-ryeon running toward them, but she paid no heed and threw herself into their arms.

Such a familiar sensation.

"Hwa-ryeon?"

Such a familiar voice.

Finally looking up, she faced the person she had most wanted to see.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"

As she faced Ja-seong, who was looking at her with a worried expression, uncontrollable tears flowed from Hwa-ryeon's eyes.

*

"Sob...! Hic...!"

I was at a loss seeing Hwa-ryeon trembling with her face buried in my chest. She wasn't even drunk, yet she was showing such intense emotion.

After being frozen in shock for a while, I finally raised my left hand and stroked her trembling back. In response, the arms embracing me tightened, pulling me closer.

"My, the young lady must have been quite shocked," said Ye So-ha, who had approached from the side with a bitter smile.

I frowned and asked in a low voice, "...Didn't you say not much time would have passed outside?"

"It doesn't seem like much time has passed, does it? Look, the young lady and your other companions haven't turned into monsters."

"That's not what I—!"

Just as I was about to snap at her nonchalant response, Hwa-ryeon lifted her head from my chest. My heart sank when I saw her face, completely disheveled and soaked with tears.

"...Are you really okay?"

"Yeah, yeah. Look. Not a scratch on me."

Only then did Hwa-ryeon pull away from my embrace and examine my body. After checking and touching various parts, she finally seemed relieved and let out a small sigh.

I gently caressed Hwa-ryeon's still-wet face and carefully asked, "Were you worried?"

"...I thought you'd come out soon, but you didn't, and I felt pathetic just waiting, so I tried to rescue you..."

Her rambling, disjointed sentences. This manner of speech so unlike Hwa-ryeon made me truly realize how she must have felt.

"...I'm sorry. I should have come out sooner."

This time, I pulled Hwa-ryeon into an embrace. Over her head as she buried her face in my chest again, I could see Master and Seol approaching.

As they got closer, I realized that Hwa-ryeon wasn't the only one who had been worried.

"Seol, have you been crying?"

Seol's eyes were so swollen, it was clear she had been crying a lot. But apparently she wasn't done, because upon seeing me, she started crying again.

"Sob, why did you take so long to come out! Idiot! Dummy! Waaah—!"

"Uh, s-sorry..."

I found myself apologizing at Seol's loud wailing, so unlike her usual chattering self. As she cried like a child with her mouth wide open, I awkwardly shifted my gaze to Master standing beside her.

"Sniff, ahem!"

Master had turned his head away and kept sniffling. Was I imagining things? His eyes looked red at a glance.

No way... is Master crying too? No, that can't be right?

Whoosh!

As I was scrutinizing Master's face with suspicion, a powerful wave of energy suddenly erupted from behind me.

I frowned and turned around to see the seedling tree emanating an ominous aura.

"...Hah. Come to think of it, that thing is still here."

I gently detached Hwa-ryeon, who was looking at me pitifully, and gave her a reassuring smile before turning to face the seedling.

The seedling tree came fully into my view. The sight of the black tree wrapped in blood-red energy immediately brought the word "ominous" to mind.

The feeling was so foreboding that I couldn't help but smile. In response, the energy waves intensified as if in anger.

I stepped forward and declared, "Everyone, step back. I'll handle this."

"Ja-seong...!"

As I walked toward the seedling, I heard someone calling me from behind. I stopped and slightly turned my head to look at Hwa-ryeon.

Her expression was full of worry. I gave her a confident smile.

"I'll be right back. Don't worry, I'll smash this damn tree to pieces in no time."

"...Be careful."

In response to Hwa-ryeon's soft words, I silently raised my sword, showing the starlight of "Sword Qi Hardening Into Force."

Internal energy flowed freely within my body, and my sword was imbued with starlight capable of destroying everything in the world.

Honestly, I'm not lacking confidence. Lacking confidence in losing, that is.

Inwardly making a joke to myself, I charged toward the seedling.

Whoosh!

As I rapidly approached, the seedling released a burst of energy as if roaring. Soon, the blood-red energy that had been shooting skyward poured back down to the ground—specifically, toward me—and simultaneously, the branches and roots of the seedling flew at me.

Faced with countless attacks filling my vision, I firmly gripped my sword and executed the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique."

With sword force added to the storm-like wild strikes embodying the essence of swift swordsmanship, it looked like a shower of countless stars.

At a glance, it was an infinitely beautiful light. However, that light harbored a ferocity that destroyed everything it touched.

Everything vanished. The blood energy pouring from the sky, the branches and roots of the blood tree, all of it.

Everything touched by my sword strikes disappeared without a trace. Erasing everything before me, I took one step, then another toward the seedling.

Perhaps sensing the danger as I drew closer, the attacks became more intense. But none of them could overcome the blue starlight.

If things continued like this, I could easily destroy the seedling. Just as I was inwardly optimistic about this, the seedling's aura began to change.
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*Whoosh!*

Once again, a heavy wave of energy burst forth, abruptly halting the barrage of attacks that had been pouring down fiercely.

Could it be that it's given up?
For a moment, that thought crossed my mind, but I immediately shook my head.
The aura I sensed was too ominous to believe it had surrendered.

I don't know what trick it's trying to pull, but I'll end this before it can.

I raised my sword, gleaming with starlight, above my head and brought it down toward the seedling.

*Swish!*

A crescent-shaped force followed the trajectory of my sword and flew toward the seedling.
The Transcendent Crescent created with force rather than sword qi truly resembled a crescent moon at first glance.

This First Moon that appeared on the ground rushed toward the seedling with enough power to cut through anything.
No matter how sturdy that seedling might be, it couldn't withstand the crescent of force and would be split in two.

Good, if this continues...!

Just as I was certain of victory, something unexpected happened.
The Transcendent Crescent stopped advancing and froze in midair.

"...!?"

The crescent moon dissipated right there in the air.
I widened my eyes at the sight that defied understanding despite witnessing it directly, and then I realized I had my own problem.

My body suddenly felt unnaturally heavy.
Even simple movements like raising my arm met resistance, as if I were trapped in a deep swamp.

Wondering what was happening, I looked around and noticed crimson particles filling the space around me.

Curious about what they were, I activated my Eye Technique for a closer look. Between the clearly visible red particles, faint traces of blood energy filled the gaps.

In other words, the space around the seedling was completely filled with blood energy.
This blood energy didn't wound me, but as I mentioned, it restricted my movements as if I were stuck in a swamp.

Is this the seedling's doing?
When did it manage to pull this off?

How did it spread this blood energy without triggering my energy detection net? While searching my memory, I recalled the energy waves the seedling had been emitting.

Could it be that it spread blood energy through those waves?

Though it was an unverified hypothesis, I had a gut feeling it was correct.
What I thought were mere pressure waves had actually been setting up this situation.

This was truly a case of being deceived right before my eyes.
I couldn't help but let out a bitter laugh while frantically searching for a way out.

First, I objectively assessed my current condition.
I was floundering in a crimson swamp made of blood energy, but I wasn't completely immobilized.

Thanks to the energy detection net I always maintained around me blocking some of the blood energy, I still had minimal freedom of movement.

Of course, my body felt as heavy as a thousand pounds, making even a single step difficult.
Using movement techniques was out of the question in this state.

"Hngh...!"

Still, I can move.
With a suppressed groan, I took one step forward. The seedling's aura rippled momentarily as if startled, and then the attacks resumed.

*Boom!*

Roots erupted from the ground and branches shot out from all directions, targeting me once again.
Gritting my teeth, I raised my heavy sword and drew a large circle, gently deflecting the attacks.

I took another step forward through the gaps between the branches and roots sent flying in random directions by my Taiji Sword.
Through those gaps, sharp blood energy now poured toward me.

This time, my Taiji Wisdom Sword absorbed all the blood energy and sent it back toward the seedling.

But even that counterattack was blocked.
Just like the Transcendent Crescent had stopped in midair, the strike I absorbed with the Taiji Wisdom Sword scattered before reaching the seedling.

Long-range attacks were completely ineffective.
That meant I needed to attack directly at close range.

Gritting my teeth, I advanced one step, then another.
As I did, the seedling's resistance grew stronger and more numerous. Narrowly avoiding and pushing back these attacks, I finally reached right in front of the tree.

"Got you...!"

Just as I raised my sword to strike the seedling with Heaven-Splitting Thunder,

*Screech!*

A horrific cry erupted from the seedling.
Blood energy shot toward me just before my blade could touch the tree's surface.

The ambush came while I was executing the Boundless Sky Sword Technique.
I couldn't switch to the Taiji Wisdom Sword in time.

Instead of evading the attack, I blocked the blood energy with the flat of my blade.
However, I couldn't withstand the tremendous force contained in the blood energy and was thrown backward.

"Tsk...!"

As I barely managed to get up, I realized I had been pushed all the way back to my original position and clicked my tongue in frustration.
The seedling, as if unwilling to give me even that moment, unleashed another barrage of attacks.

I deployed the Taiji Sword to evade the attacks while my mind raced through various thoughts.

Continuing like this would only result in a war of attrition.
In a battle of endurance against that seedling with its endless blood energy, I had no way to win.

Moreover, neither close-range nor long-range attacks were working well.
I needed to find another approach.

I narrowed my eyes and maximized my Eye Technique.

*

"...Isn't this dangerous?" Seol murmured softly.

Hearing this, So-ha also watched the situation with a hardened expression.

Due to the blood energy particles of various sizes filling the area around the seedling and moving according to its will, Ja-seong couldn't utilize his strength in swift movement at all.

He had managed to approach the seedling with great difficulty by deflecting attacks with his Taiji Sword, only to be pathetically repelled by the creature's desperate attack. Ja-seong, who withstood the subsequent barrage of attacks, certainly looked precarious.

*Should I step in now?* So-ha bit her lip, trying to hide her anxiety.

Originally, she hadn't expected subduing the seedling to be this difficult.
With Gun Ja-seong's power of Sword Qi Hardening Into Force, which had broken through the Crimson Eye Cult's domain despite its flaws, he should have been able to destroy the seedling easily.

The problem lay with the seedling itself.

*It's using every means at its disposal to fight Gun Ja-seong.*

So-ha looked up at the sky.
The previously blood-red sky now showed patches of its original blue color.

This was because the seedling had given up its domain that covered the entire Wudang Mountain to reclaim its power.
It was pouring all that reclaimed power into fighting Ja-seong.

Moreover...

*There are cracks in the seedling!*

Her golden eyes could clearly see it.
The distortion occurring inside the massive seedling.

Because it was forcibly reclaiming power that should have been absorbed from the ground and spread around to maintain its domain, and using it to attack Ja-seong instead, the seedling itself was being strained.

At this rate, even if it succeeded in killing Ja-seong, the seedling would also be destroyed.
Such behavior, such desperation to kill Ja-seong at all costs, was clearly abnormal.

It was as if nothing mattered as long as it could kill Ja-seong.

No matter how powerful he might be, he was still just a human.
There was no reason for the seedling, or more precisely, the Crimson Eye Cult behind it, to be this obsessed with Ja-seong...

"...Could it be?"

Suddenly, an ominous hypothesis formed in So-ha's mind.

Could they have learned about the prophecy?
Is that why they're trying to kill Ja-seong, the warrior of prophecy?

It was an utterly implausible hypothesis, but there was no other reason for the Crimson Eye Cult to go this far.

*If, if this absurd hypothesis is true...!*

She could no longer stand by and watch.

"...This won't do. I'll join the fight as well."

After saying this to the others, So-ha strode toward Ja-seong.
Someone blocked her path.

"Miss?"

It was Hwa-ryeon.
Looking at her while keeping her gaze fixed on Ja-seong, So-ha spoke coldly.

"...Would you please move aside?"
"I'm sorry, but I can't do that."

Can't? What do you mean, can't?
Are you unable to grasp the situation?

After staring at Hwa-ryeon in disbelief for a moment, So-ha continued in a deliberately calm tone.

"Can't you see what's happening? Gun Ja-seong is being overwhelmed. He needs help right now."
"No. That's not the case."

Seeing Hwa-ryeon's firm rebuttal, So-ha grew irritated and sneered openly.

"Your husband is in danger, and you're going to do nothing?"
"Does it look like a crisis to you, Miss Ye?"
"...What?"

If that's not a crisis, then what is?
Glancing sideways at the bewildered So-ha, Hwa-ryeon stated firmly.

"I know my husband better than anyone. So just watch quietly."
"......"

So-ha flinched momentarily at the words filled with a strange charisma.

*...To think I'd be momentarily suppressed by the presence of a mere human.*

Hiding her oddly wounded pride, she decided to back down for now.
She thought that if the situation truly worsened, she would ignore Hwa-ryeon and intervene immediately.

Behind the two women who had ended their battle of nerves,

"Eh? Husband? Eh? EHHH?!"

Seol let out a cry of shock.
Having completely failed to notice the relationship between Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon until now, she couldn't help but be stunned by the unexpected title she suddenly heard.

Dae-un sighed softly at his disciple's reaction.

*Whoosh!*

Just then, another powerful wave of energy spread out.
Everyone turned their attention back and realized something was different this time.

The source of this energy wave wasn't the seedling.

"Ja-seong...!"

*Whoosh!*

Another burst of energy.
An intense resonance emanating from none other than Ja-seong's sword spread in all directions.

And then,

Blue starlight began to gradually spread through the blood-red world.
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"Hup!"

I swung my sword wide at the thick branch falling straight for the top of my head.
The blade, tinged with starlight, silently sliced through the branch, revealing a clean cross-section as it fell away.

Following it, a strand of blood energy flew toward me, flicking its tongue as it aimed for my neck.
I gently pushed it away with the flat of my blade, causing it to pierce through a root that had been trying to burrow into my side instead of my neck, its original target.

Attacks poured down without pause.
After blocking wave after wave of attacks without even a proper chance to breathe, I finally managed to take one deep breath.

"Whew...!"

My breathing had become considerably more labored than before.
But before I could catch my breath, another wave of attacks followed.

-Swish!

This time, branches flew at me in sequence, targeting my head, shoulders, and abdomen.
With my restricted movement in this state, it was impossible to dodge all three trajectories.

"Hup!"

So instead of the Taiji Sword, I deployed "Heavenly Pressure."
When the only defensive form of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" was enhanced with force energy, a single sword stroke made all the branches disappear without a trace.

But the sapling's attack didn't end there.
It had hidden small thorns of blood energy in the shadows of the branches.

"...!"

As the crimson thorns flew toward me at high speed, I hardened my expression and continued with a variation of Heavenly Pressure, the "Counter-Heaven Momentum."
An upward slash imbued with momentum that defied the heavens erased the blood energy thorns.

-Woong!

The sapling, seemingly furious that its carefully planned move had been thwarted, released another energy wave.
As movement became even more difficult and I felt my energy draining madly, I slightly furrowed my brow.

Indeed, maintaining "Sword Qi Hardening Into Force" continuously was terribly inefficient.
For now, I had no choice but to maintain it since its activation speed was slow, but I would definitely need to train for faster transitions later.

"Of course, resolving the current situation comes first...!"

The sapling's attacks poured down again.
While I struggled to endure with small groans, I also didn't stop observing the crimson energy filling the space.

As a result, I was able to roughly understand the principle behind how the sapling was restricting my movement.

The crimson particles floating abundantly around the sapling.
It was spreading subtle blood energy throughout the space, using those densely condensed particles as focal points.

By doing so, it dominated the space itself to block my movements... wait, dominate?

"Huh?"

Suddenly, it felt like lightning struck in my mind.

Dominating space.
Controlling space.

This is, that means...!

-Swish!

Taking advantage of my momentary distraction, a tree root tried to wrap around my leg.
After narrowly blocking it by cutting the root, I laughed wryly at the solution I had belatedly discovered.

To think I only realized it now after experiencing it for so long.

Blood energy filling the space to restrict my movement.
Wasn't this precisely the art of dominating space?

In simple terms, it was the final piece to complete the "Sovereign Sword Form."

I understood the principle.
What remained was figuring out how to spread the particles with energy waves.
I wished I could see the energy wave being released once more.

-Woong!

At that very moment, quite opportunely, the sapling released another energy wave.
It was a wave filled with ominous energy, perhaps displeased by my smile.

At this chance that came sooner than expected, I clenched my fist and observed it with my mind technique at full capacity.
Without even blinking, I focused all my senses on the energy wave.

The energy wave bursting from the sapling.
The pre-prepared crimson particles rode that wave, spreading out and then spraying blood energy in all directions to fill the space without gaps.

After observing the process of dominating space without missing a single detail, I smiled with satisfaction despite the increased pressure.

I knew the method now.
All that remained was to master it myself.

Gripping my starlight-wrapped sword more firmly, I concentrated.
A swordsman uses threads of energy to meticulously weave sword force, but this time, I would scatter it.

Very slightly, little by little.
Then, blue particles began to rise above the starlight-tinged blade.

Next was the energy wave.
Originally, I would have stomped to create an energy wave.
Now, I would create it with just the sword.

-Woong!

A powerful sword cry resonated in all directions.
For an instant, the starlight blade seemed to expand, and then a powerful energy wave spread in all directions.

Blue particles, tiny stars riding the wave of energy, pushed away the crimson particles.
At the same time, the weight that had been pressing on me disappeared, and I regained freedom of movement after a long time.

But that was just the beginning.
I had barely regained control of my body.

So, once more.

-Woong!

An even more intense energy wave and more stars spread in all directions, filling the surroundings with blue light.

I had partially taken control of the space from the sapling.
And I wasn't satisfied with just a partial victory.

Again.

-Woong!

With another burst of energy wave, blue starlight erased the crimson light and rapidly expanded its range.
In response, the sapling hurriedly released its own energy wave and extended its branches and roots.

However, despite outnumbering the blue stars, the crimson light was helplessly pushed back by the advancing blue starlight.

Of course it would be.
How could simple condensed energy compare to starlight imbued with the will of a sovereign?

-Woong!

With one more energy wave, the starlight drove away all the crimson particles and completely surrounded the sapling.

The crimson particles vanished without a trace, and starlight filled my vision.
Even though I had created it myself, I couldn't help but admire the sight.

"...It's magnificent."

Feeling as if I were walking among the Milky Way, I smiled and moved toward the sapling.

Despite approaching defenseless with lighter steps than before, the sapling couldn't resist at all.
Even the branches and roots that had been flying at me remained frozen in mid-air, unable to move.

At this moment, I was the ruler of this space, and without my permission, the sapling could do nothing more.

Having reached right in front of the sapling, I smiled slightly and said:

"I don't know if you can understand, but thank you. Thanks to you, I've finally completed it."

And in return, I'll present you with my strongest strike.

Standing before the sapling, I slowly raised my sword.
Then, the starlight wrapping the blade exploded upward toward the sky.

-Kuwoong-!

The swirling blue starlight dyed the crimson sky blue.
I glanced up at the clear blue sky, which I hadn't seen for a very long time.

Yes, this is how the sky should be.
Not a gloomy crimson, but a clear blue is the color that suits the sky.

Lowering my head again, I swung my sword down at the sapling, the source of the crimson sky.

-Kwagaggang-!

Starlight poured down along the trajectory of my sword and struck the sapling.
The true judgment of a sovereign erased all traces of everything the light touched.

Nearby withered trees, soil on the ground, and even small and large stones disappeared as if their very existence was erased.
The sapling, at least, was holding out until the end due to its size, but even this was just a matter of time.

-Kieeek-!

An ear-splitting screech came from the sapling, now just a faint shadow enveloped in blue light.
Eventually, even that faint shadow completely disappeared into the light.

After the blue starlight also vanished, I couldn't help but exclaim at the sight revealed.

"Wow...."

The spot where the sapling had been was cleanly gone.
It looked as if a giant blade had precisely cut out just that part.

Did I really create this scene?
As I was marveling at the tremendous power, I heard a voice calling me from behind.

"Ja-seong!"

When I turned my head, I saw Hwa-ryeon and the others running toward me with bright faces.
Hwa-ryeon, who was at the front, even jumped straight into my arms.

"Ahaha...."

I burst into laughter at the warm feeling against my chest, when suddenly I felt an intense gaze.
The owner of that gaze was none other than Seol.

She was staring with her mouth wide open in shock at Hwa-ryeon, who was hugging me tightly.

Oh my, she just realized?
She figured it out quite quickly.

I chuckled for a different reason than before, and Hwa-ryeon raised her head from my chest to look at me.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"
"Not at all. Except for my completely empty dantian, I'm perfectly fine."

At my answer, Hwa-ryeon buried her face in my chest again and sighed with relief.

"You told us to just watch quietly earlier, but it seems you were quite worried after all?"

Ye So-ha, who had approached by now, looked at Hwa-ryeon with a slightly incredulous gaze.
Hwa-ryeon didn't respond to the teasing and just hugged me tighter.

So-ha snorted briefly, shrugged, and then turned her gaze to me.

"Anyway, you did well. I was nervous, but to think you really handled the sapling alone...."

-Crack!

Just then, the sound of something breaking came from behind me.
At the same time, an inexplicable chill and ominous feeling wrapped around my body.

Following that, a terrible sulfur smell assaulted my nose, and So-ha's face instantly turned pale.

"No way, to this extent...!"

Her gaze was directed behind me.
Unconsciously, I followed her gaze and turned my head,

And crimson was etched into my retinas.

A massive hole in the void, as if space had been forcibly torn apart.

Insidewasahugeandredbloodeyestaring atme.
Theendlesslyominousandterrifyingandoverwhelminggaze mademetremble uncontrollably
Myinstinctratherthanreasonrecognizedit
Thateyebelongedtoanabsolutebeingwhichcouldnotbedefied
Ishouldnolongerlookatthisbeing
NoIshouldrathertearoutmyeyes....

"Young hero, calm your mind."
"Ugh...!"

As a clear voice penetrated my ears, my runaway thoughts stopped, and I suddenly came to my senses.
Before me, Ye So-ha was now standing, looking straight at me.
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Those golden eyes, still shining brilliantly despite her pale complexion.
For some reason, looking into those eyes seemed to slowly untangle my chaotic thoughts.

"Calm your mind and take slow, deep breaths."

Following her instructions, I took several deep breaths before raising my head again.
And once more, I faced the massive blood-red eye that was still glaring at me.

When I saw it, a piercing headache struck as if someone had driven an awl into my brain. I directed what little internal energy I had left to my Baihui acupoint to maintain my focus.
Fortunately, it seemed to work—my thoughts weren't spiraling out of control like before.

Seeing me like this, Ye So-ha let out a surprised chuckle.

"You're adapting already? Impressive. An ordinary human would have suffered complete mental collapse."
"Mental... collapse."

I nodded unconsciously, repeating her words.
Hadn't I just been consumed by fear and confusion, my thoughts running wild, and even briefly attempting to harm myself?

Mental collapse.
It was the perfect description.

But what was that eye?
What could possibly shatter a person's mind just by being seen?

While pondering these intense questions, I suddenly felt a heavy weight in my arms.

"Hwa-ryeon...?"

Looking down, I saw Hwa-ryeon, who had been in my embrace, now limp and unconscious.
Not only her, but Master and Seol were also collapsed on the ground.

"D-don't tell me...!"

Had the others seen that eye too? And so...!

"Don't worry. They're just asleep."
"...Asleep? Did you do this?"
"Yes. I told you, didn't I? Ordinary humans would suffer mental collapse upon seeing it. Isn't it better to put them to sleep instead?"

Ye So-ha shrugged and turned toward the massive eye in the hole.

Her complexion had returned to normal, and she even wore a triumphant expression.
She raised one corner of her mouth, taunting the eye.

"Why don't you just leave now? You must be getting tired, right? Or should I force you out?"

Her tone suggested she was familiar with the eye.
Hearing this, the eye's pupil contracted as if angered, and immediately after, an intense wave of blood energy poured through the hole toward Ye So-ha.

This was a power of an entirely different dimension than what Myo-mok had wielded.
I immediately kicked off the ground and dodged sideways to avoid the wave of blood energy rushing toward Ye So-ha and me behind her.

"Miss Ye?!"

But unlike me, Ye So-ha remained standing in place without moving an inch.

"Danger...!"

As I urgently tried to warn her, my eyes widened at the unbelievable sight unfolding before me.

*Whoosh!*

Behind her slender back, pure white wings unfurled.

Three pairs of massive wings filled my vision, and a warm energy spread in all directions.
I wasn't the only one surprised—the giant eye in the hole showed signs of shock.

*Whirring*

Ye So-ha, the owner of the wings, stretched both hands forward and gathered the tips of her three pairs of wings together.
Pure white energy rapidly gathered in her palms.

Without question, it was sacred energy.

An enormous amount of sacred energy was condensing in the palms of Ye So-ha, who had claimed she lacked enough sacred energy to deal with Myo-mok.

"Haaah!"

Ye So-ha fired the condensed sacred energy toward the approaching massive blood energy.
The white light shot from her hands, completely devouring the blood energy before flying toward the giant eye.

The white flash struck the eye directly as its pupil contracted to its limit in shock and rage.

*KEEEEEEE-!*

A horrific scream echoed throughout heaven and earth.

"Ugh...!"

I gritted my teeth against the scream that seemed to shake my brain.

Fortunately, the scream didn't last long.
Whatever Ye So-ha had done, the hole in the air began to close gradually.

Through the rapidly narrowing hole, I could see the eye was severely damaged.
Even as it continued to glare at me fiercely, it eventually disappeared completely from sight.

"......"

As I stood there dazed, feeling like I'd just awakened from a terrible nightmare, a shrill cheer assaulted my ears.

"Kyahaha-! Yes, I got him good! And he won't be able to interfere with this world for a while. Serves him right!"

Ye So-ha, with an extremely excited expression, raised her middle finger toward where the eye had appeared.

In my previous life, this was commonly known as the "eat this" gesture, a finger insult originating from the West.
In other words, something that people of this era absolutely would not know.

"......"
"...Oh."

Belatedly realizing I was watching, Ye So-ha lowered her hand discreetly.

But it was already too late.
Besides, her wings were still spread out.

"......"

I couldn't bring myself to speak carelessly.
It felt like countless sentences were fighting to spill out but got caught in my throat.

After fumbling with my lips for a while, I finally managed to ask one question.

"...What exactly are you?"

With her massive pure white wings now vanished, Ye So-ha looked like an ordinary person.
Of course, that didn't erase what I had seen.

Receiving my gaze that demanded the truth, Ye So-ha smiled awkwardly before asking in a light tone:

"Hahaha... Hmm, want to guess? What do you think I am?"

Answering that question wasn't difficult.
Honestly, after seeing those pure white wings, there was only one answer that came to mind.

"...An angel?"
"Ding dong! That's correct!"
"......"
"Correct, but...."

As the atmosphere grew heavier rather than lighter, Ye So-ha quickly lost her smile.
I could hear her muttering things like, "This is why I wanted to reveal it later," and "It's all ruined, all because of those bastards."

Ye So-ha claiming to be an angel.
Over her face, which was now just rolling her eyes, I superimposed the image of her enthusiastically raising her middle finger.

An angel giving the finger.

I shook my head at the thought that made me want to laugh despite myself.

"An angel? So I suppose there are demons too..."

As I tried to deny Ye So-ha's claim, I couldn't even finish a single sentence as my words caught in my throat.
The word "demon" triggered a memory in my mind.

-May the demons be cursed.

The forbidden book I had seen at the Zhuge Family.
Its final sentence.

When I first saw it, I thought it was just a strange expression that didn't fit the martial arts world.
Something that felt off but could be ignored without issue.

But now, after witnessing something abnormal with my own eyes, my thoughts changed somewhat.
Was that word "demon" really just an expression condemning the Yuan Dynasty's tyranny, or...

"I understand. Of course you're confused."

Ye So-ha, who had approached me without my noticing, subtly observed my reaction as she continued.

"I get how you feel, but instead of standing around here, shouldn't we return to Wudang Mountain first? And wake up the others too."
"......"
"You don't have to look at me like that. Since everything's been exposed anyway, I won't hide anything anymore and will tell you everything."
"...Is that a promise?"

In response to my question, Ye So-ha silently nodded.
After staring at her for a moment, I let out a quiet sigh and woke up Hwa-ryeon in my arms and the other companions.

When the awakened companions initially wondered why they had lost consciousness, they soon nodded in agreement after Ye So-ha offered a plausible explanation.

"So, we won, right? There's no more problem now, right?"
"Yes. There are still some issues to deal with, but we won. The people of Gyunhyeon, the Wudang Taoist priests, and all of us will be safe."

Seol's face brightened at Ye So-ha's confirmation, and Master nodded with satisfaction.

"You worked hard."

Hwa-ryeon also smiled faintly at me.
I smiled back, but my inner thoughts were somewhat—no, considerably—complicated.

The massive blood-red eye that appeared through the torn space after we destroyed Myo-mok, and Ye So-ha who claimed to be an angel.
Following the demonized Wudang Mountain and the mutated monsters, yet more beings disconnected from the martial arts world had appeared.

They were telling me something.

That this martial arts world was far more twisted than I knew.

Hiding my unsettled feelings, I returned to Wudang with my companions.





*





*Crack!*

I-gan, sitting on a massive formation surrounded by numerous crystal balls, looked down at the shattered remains of one crystal ball with a rigid expression.

"...This was connected to Yuk-gan's communication mirror."

The mirror that Yuk-gan possessed, the Thousand-Li Communication Mirror and the Thousand-Li Communication Ball, were paired treasures with the characteristic that if one broke, the other would break as well.

In other words, the broken crystal ball meant that Yuk-gan's mirror had been destroyed.
Which meant that something had happened to Yuk-gan.

'If Yuk-gan is dead, then the avatar he was guarding...!'

Realizing the seriousness of the situation, I-gan immediately closed his eyes and concentrated.
The formation engraved on the floor began to glow softly.

The Heavenly Eye Observation Formation.
The effect of this formation, which could be considered the culmination of the many spells passed down through generations in the Crimson Eye Cult, could be explained in one simple term.

Thousand-Li Vision.

Through this Heavenly Eye Observation Formation, which had the amazing utility of allowing one to view distant places without leaving their seat, I-gan had been able to freely observe various parts of the Central Plains.

Now his Thousand-Li Vision turned toward Wudang Mountain in Hubei.
Soon after came a groan.

"No...!"

The sky over Wudang Mountain, which had been dyed red with the blood energy poured out by the Divine Wood's avatar.
However, what appeared through I-gan's Thousand-Li Vision now was only an infinitely clear and blue sky.

'How could this happen...!'

He hadn't received any reports from Yuk-gan for a while.
The last one, just a few days ago, had stated that there were no problems.

"What in the world happened during that time!"

I-gan shouted, unable to contain himself.
His angry voice echoed throughout the underground space.

Grinding his teeth and trembling, I-gan soon slumped his shoulders and rose from his seat.

Although the Heavenly Eye Observation Formation had limitations that prevented him from examining the situation in detail, the destruction of the avatar was almost certain.

Letting out a deep sigh at the tremendous mistake of losing an avatar that was on the verge of maturity, I-gan headed to the surface.

He had no choice but to report this to Il-geun, the cult leader.
As he walked toward the hall with its impressive golden tiles, his steps somehow lacking their usual strength...

*AAAAARGH-!*

A piercing scream erupted from inside the hall at just that moment.

Ch.258 - An Unsatisfying Victory
"Master!?"

Recognizing that the shout came from Il-geun, the cult leader, I-gan rushed into the hall.

Hurrying at full speed to Il-geun's room, he noticed there were no maids guarding the door and immediately grabbed the handle.

As soon as he opened the door, something round flew past, barely missing his head.

-CRASH!

The sound of something shattering violently.
Turning to see what it was, he discovered it was a white porcelain vase that had been decorating one side of the room.

I-gan turned away from the sight of the shattered premium white porcelain—something that would cost dozens of gold pieces to acquire—and what he saw inside the room was truly a spectacle.

The room had been elegantly decorated and perfectly maintained by the maids without a single thing out of place. But now, it was being completely destroyed by its owner who was screaming and rampaging.

"Aaaagh! This can't be, this can't be happening—!"
"M-my lady. Please calm yourself...!"

Il-geun's hair was disheveled as she smashed and threw objects around. The maids surrounded her, helplessly trying to stop her.

"Hey, you crazy woman! Get a hold of yourself!?"
"Master, please calm down!"

Even the cult's left and right guardians, I-geun and Sam-geun, were desperately trying to calm Il-geun down. But despite their efforts, her rampage continued.

"This cannot be! How, how can there be no response at all!? Are you truly abandoning us—?!"

Il-geun looked up at the ceiling, desperately pleading. Everyone—I-gan, the maids—was left speechless at the sight of the cult's leader and spiritual pillar in such a state.

*What in the world is happening...!*

As I-gan stood there confused, a firm command reached his ears.

"Everyone else, get out!"

At I-geun's order, the maids were the first to hurriedly leave the room. But I-gan, who had come to report an urgent matter, couldn't withdraw so easily, and Sam-geun forcibly dragged him out.

-THUD!

Sam-geun closed the door with a loud noise. Turning around, he warned the maids with a terrifying expression.

"Don't you dare speak about what you just saw. If you do, I'll personally tear you limb from limb."
"Y-yes, sir!"

The maids, faces pale from the deadly threat, nodded frantically and retreated like they were fleeing. After watching them leave, Sam-geun clicked his tongue briefly and frowned at I-gan who was still standing there.

"You're the Master's eyes. What are you doing up here when you should be buried underground?"
"W-well...."

I-gan hesitated, glancing at the firmly closed door. Guessing the situation, Sam-geun grabbed him by the collar and dragged him to a nearby empty room.

"Urgh...!"

I-gan gasped for breath, choking from Sam-geun's rough grip on his collar. Once inside the empty room, Sam-geun released him, and he finally caught his breath with a cough.

"Hack-!"

Then, a cold voice pierced his ears.

"Speak. What happened?"
"B-but what happened to the Master...?"

Sam-geun raised an eyebrow, displeased that I-gan answered his question with another question. Yet surprisingly, he answered I-gan's question, and his answer was truly shocking.

"...The connection between the Master and the Divine Tree was suddenly severed."
"What? How could that...!"

I-gan's face showed shock at this completely unexpected news. The reason Il-geun was the first root of the cult and the leader of the Divine Tree Cult was because she was spiritually connected to the Divine Tree, the object of worship, making her the deity's agent.

The Divine Tree conveyed its will to the followers through Il-geun, and the followers likewise conveyed their worship to the Divine Tree through her.

But suddenly the connection with the Divine Tree was severed? The potential consequences if this became known were too frightening to contemplate.

"How did this happen?"
"That's the problem—we don't know. It's not time yet, so we haven't opened the 'gate,' yet somehow this happened...."

Sam-geun scratched his head in irritation, then suddenly frowned and glared at I-gan.

"But this bastard isn't answering my question...! Why did you come up here!?"
"There's an urgent matter I needed to report directly to the Master...."

Seeing I-gan's reluctance to answer, Sam-geun gave a small snort.

"Hmph, once the Master knows, we'll naturally know too. Don't you understand that yet?"
"......"
"Stop being cheeky and spit it out before I rip that mouth of yours wide open."

Sam-geun growled lowly. Finally, I-gan revealed why he had come to see the Master.

"Actually...."

And Sam-geun's explosion upon hearing this was, in a way, inevitable.

"W-what!? The sapling was destroyed AGAIN!? How are you handling things—!"

With a roar that could be heard outside the hall, Sam-geun grabbed I-gan's collar and lifted him up in one motion. I-gan's face instantly turned red as he dangled from the hands of the giant who was at least two heads taller than an average person.

"Urgh...! Gak!"

I-gan struggled in the air, letting out a suppressed groan as he choked. Sam-geun, who had been glaring at him fiercely, suddenly seemed to realize something and loosened his grip.

-THUD!

"Ugh...!"

I-gan fell to the floor with a painful groan. Ignoring this, Sam-geun grabbed his shoulder and pressed him.

"When was it!?"
"P-pardon?"
"When was the sapling destroyed!?"
"Ah, yes. I'm not certain, but approximately around this time...."

After hearing I-gan's answer, Sam-geun seemed to think for a moment, then grabbed his collar again and dragged him into Il-geun's room.

I-gan gasped for breath, having been grabbed by the collar three times already. Sam-geun, who didn't care about his condition at all, threw him in front of the still-deranged Master.

"I think I found the reason why the connection with the Divine Tree was severed!"
"...What?"

Il-geun, who had been staring blankly into space, immediately responded to Sam-geun's shout. Her empty, lusterless eyes turned to Sam-geun, then to I-gan who was prostrated on the floor.

"I-gan? What is this about?"
"W-well...."

I-gan repeated exactly what he had told Sam-geun earlier, word for word. Hearing this, I-geun muttered with a serious expression.

"The sapling on Wudang Mountain was destroyed? Didn't we send three wood spirits on the Master's orders? And still this happened?"
"I-it seems so."
"That's not what's important right now! What matters is that the timing of the severed connection with the Divine Tree and the destruction of the sapling almost coincide!"

Light returned to Il-geun's eyes at Sam-geun's exclamation.

"Then... you believe there's a connection between the two events?"

Sam-geun nodded at Il-geun, who had somehow returned to her normal self.

"The sapling on Wudang Mountain was nearing maturity. It was probably deeply connected to the Divine Tree. If for some reason the sapling was broken and the true body of the Divine Tree was damaged...."
"Then the severed connection wasn't the Divine Tree's intention...!"

Il-geun's face was complex as she finished Sam-geun's sentence. It was a face mixed with relief that the Divine Tree hadn't abandoned her, and anger and sorrow that the object of her faith had been damaged.

"But what could have happened to cause damage to the true body?"
"That's what we need to find out!"

Meanwhile, Sam-geun, who had been talking with I-geun, turned to look at I-gan who was still prostrated on the floor.

"Hey, don't you have a dog with a good nose working under you?"
"...You mean I-gan?"
"Yes, him! Send him to Wudang Mountain immediately. Have him find out what happened there."

I-gan glanced at Il-geun in response to Sam-geun's unilateral instruction. She nodded silently.

"I will obey your command."

With this silent permission, I-gan immediately left the room.

After the commotion had subsided and the room fell quiet, I-geun suddenly asked Sam-geun:

"By the way, what did you do about the maids who witnessed the disturbance just now?"
"Huh? What do you mean what did I do? I threatened to destroy them if they dared to talk."
"...Is that all?"

At I-geun's reproachful gaze, Sam-geun burst out:

"What else should I have done!? Call in sorcerers to erase their memories?"
"Why go through such trouble? Just kill them."
"......"

Sam-geun was left speechless at I-geun's words. Kill them just for seeing Il-geun going crazy?

"...In case you forgot, I'm asking—you do know those girls are technically part of the imperial palace staff, right?"
"Do you think I don't know that?"
"Then you must also know that if palace maids start dying, things will get very troublesome?"

To Sam-geun's implied question of whether he was expected to deal with that trouble, I-geun answered firmly.

"Would you risk shaking the foundations of our cult because of some inconvenience? Regardless of the circumstances, the connection between the Master and the Divine Tree has been severed. In this already precarious situation with another sapling destroyed and our great work in jeopardy, what if rumors spread among the followers? Can you handle the consequences...?"
"Alright, alright! I get it!"

Sam-geun shouted in irritation at I-geun's barrage of words and left the room. Of course, he was going to find and kill the maids he had just threatened.

Il-geun's opinion on his departing figure was simple.

"It's a shame, but those children going to the deity's side first is a joyous thing. Moreover, since an apostle will personally collect their souls, they will safely rest in the embrace of the great Divine Tree."
"Indeed. Their souls will become nourishment for the Divine Tree's recovery."

It was behavior that others would find appalling, but Il-geun remained composed. And I-geun went even further.

"We don't know how serious the Divine Tree's condition is, but we may need to offer many more souls for a quick recovery."
"Yes. I will prepare for that."

The two spoke of not only taking the lives of the maids but killing many more.

They were in Beijing.
More specifically, in Zhushou Palace, one of the Western Six Palaces within the imperial palace.

The leaders of the Divine Tree Cult, who aimed to overthrow the Great Ming Empire and create the Divine Tree's red world, were secretly operating at the very heart of Ming.

Their conversation, which had already created countless tragedies, foretold even more terrible events to come.

Ch.259 - Recovering Wudang Mountain
Five days had passed since we destroyed the Crimson Eye Cult's seedling.

During that time, we had no choice but to remain at Wudang Mountain, partly by choice and partly by circumstance. The main reason was that Master Mu Heo, with whom we needed to discuss the alliance, had fallen ill again.

From what I'd heard, he had been severely injured while trying to protect his disciples from the waves of blood energy released by that tiger monster during the battle.

"And they say it was none other than Master Hyeon-jin who finished off that tiger monster?"
"Ahaha..."

Master Hyeon-jin laughed awkwardly at my playful remark.
Yet his wooden sword continued to trace faithful circles in the air.

I thrust my wooden sword at his abdomen, which he gently deflected, twisting its trajectory before immediately launching a counterattack.
I stepped back as his sword strike descended toward my crown.

"Hup!"

With a suppressed battle cry, I thrust my sword again.
My blade shot toward Master Hyeon-jin's shoulder, followed by sword shadows.

Since it seemed unfair to go all-out against someone who hadn't fully recovered from his injuries, I deliberately limited it to about three shadows.

"Ugh...!"

Confirming my judgment was correct, Master Hyeon-jin groaned as he barely managed to deflect four consecutive strikes.
And because he was so focused on those sword strikes, he responded too late to my follow-up attack coming from the side.

-Swish!

My wooden sword sliced through the air diagonally, stopping just before touching his nape.
Feeling this, he sighed softly and acknowledged his defeat.

"I've lost. It's certainly not easy."
"It shouldn't be easy against someone who's only been training for ten days."

I shrugged lightly and examined Master Hyeon-jin's body.

He was still wrapped in white bandages here and there.
Those bandages covered the external wounds he'd suffered in the battle with the tiger monster.

"Your injuries haven't even healed yet. Did you really need to insist on sparring?"
"I apologize. After lying in bed for days, I was getting restless. The other disciples kept refusing and running away, so you were the only one I could ask."

Master Hyeon-jin apologized with a smile at my scolding.
Perhaps because he had completed his revenge, his face looked bright without a trace of shadow.

Seeing his cheerful face, I couldn't help but smile too. After finishing our sparring session, we returned the wooden swords to their original places.
I strapped my sword back to my waist and looked around.

"It seems the owner of the training ground isn't coming today either."

We were currently in Master Mu Yeop's personal training ground.
But the owner himself was nowhere to be seen.

He was busy handling the aftermath of the incident alone, since the other elders, including the sect leader Master Mu Heo, were all bedridden with injuries.

"And he's seriously injured himself, isn't he? I heard he had holes all over his body?"
"Yes. Seeing him walking around normally despite that... it's truly remarkable."

Master Hyeon-jin answered with a bitter smile.
As he talked about Master Mu Yeop's amazing resilience, he strapped the Song Moon Ancient Sword back to his waist.

Hearing a strange rattling sound from the scabbard, I asked a question.

"Is that the sword? Master Hyeon-un's?"
"Yes. Fortunately, I received permission to use it after repairs."

The sword hilt had an unfamiliar blue tassel hanging from it.
From what I'd heard, it was the sword that Master Hyeon-un had driven into the tiger monster's crown.

Apparently, Master Hyeon-jin, who had lost his own sword during the battle with the monster tiger, discovered this sword deeply embedded behind the beast's horn and used it to behead the creature.

It was an increasingly amazing story.

"To be honest, I didn't think you'd actually get to avenge him with your own hands."
"It was all thanks to you. I was able to behead that monster because of the sword qi technique you taught me."
"And severely damaged the meridians in both your arms as a result?"
"......"

Master Hyeon-jin fell silent, having nothing to say.
I gave him a deliberately sharp look.

"I know it's not my place to say this as the one who taught you, but you know how dangerous that was, right?"
"It was such a desperate situation... I'm sorry."

Master Hyeon-jin apologized in a low mumble.
He clenched and unclenched his hands, slightly wincing.
Now I could see he was still in pain.

I noticed his sword strikes had been a bit shaky during our sparring.
Inwardly, I clicked my tongue at the sight.

As I mentioned earlier, Master Hyeon-jin had forcibly expended his internal energy to create a weak sword qi in order to defeat the tiger monster.

The excessive release of internal energy in an unprepared state naturally led to side effects, and as a result, the severely damaged meridians in both arms were still recovering.
It would take at least a few months until complete recovery.

"That's unfortunate. I was planning to properly teach you about internal energy release since we finally had some free time."
"You're already teaching my disciples instead. While I was lying in the medical hall, my disciples visited almost daily and excitedly told me all about it."

As Master Hyeon-jin said, I had been teaching his disciples—the Hyeon-ja group—about the concept of internal energy release over the past few days.

If I taught them, the concept would spread to the third-generation disciples below them, the first-generation disciples above, and even to the elders.

Well, the efforts to normalize the martial arts world continued unabated at Wudang Mountain, following the Namgung Family and Zhuge Family.

"You saved our sect while helping with my personal revenge, and even taught us martial arts. We've received nothing but help from you and your companions. I'm worried about how to repay this debt."
"You don't need to worry about that. We'll be the ones needing a lot of help from now on."
"What?"

Master Hyeon-jin tilted his head in confusion at my answer, which I delivered with a slight smile.
I patted his shoulder and left the training ground first.





*






I returned directly to the guest quarters where our group was staying and expanded my qi perception to search for the three women from the Lower Heaven Sect.
But I couldn't sense their presence anywhere.

Looks like they still haven't returned.
I clicked my tongue briefly.

Several days had passed since our encounter with that massive blood-red eye that tore through space, but I still hadn't been able to have a proper conversation with Ye So-ha.

Was she avoiding talking to me? No.
The problem was simply that the three of them were too busy.

"Now that the seedling is destroyed, we need to deactivate Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array."
"Before that, we need to restore the mountain's energy, which has been severely depleted."
"...This isn't the end, but the beginning."

That was the exchange between Cheong, Hong, and Ye So-ha, who had a look of enlightenment on her face, immediately after we returned to Wudang Mountain.
Since then, the three of them had spent all their time traveling around various parts of Wudang Mountain.

One might think they had run away, but that wasn't the case.
Occasionally, Cheong or Hong would return to update us, and more importantly, the mountain landscape visible from our guest quarters was changing almost daily.

Seeing the barren Wudang Mountain, which had been devoid of even a single blade of grass, now completely transformed into a vibrant green, I didn't feel the need to seek them out and press them.

Yes, let's wait just a few more days.
It seems Wudang Mountain will soon regain its original appearance, so they'll probably return soon.

I was nodding to myself with a small sigh when I sensed a familiar presence approaching.
Turning my head toward the main gate of the guest quarters, I saw a small figure enter my view.
It was our little one, Seol.

"Found you...!"

Seol, who had been looking around as if searching for something, saw me and approached with determined steps, her eyes blazing.
It seemed I was the one she was looking for.

"What's the matter?"
"What do you mean 'what's the matter'?!"

Why is she suddenly so agitated?
As I was looking down at her with confusion while she fumed by herself, she suddenly grabbed my arm and pulled.

"Just follow me first!"

Curious about what was happening, I followed her obediently as she led me to her room.

-Thud!

"Are you trying to break the door?"

I commented on the loud noise as she slammed the door shut, and she returned a demonic expression.
Hmm, I'd better not tease her further or she might explode. Let's restrain myself.

"Sit down."

Following her authoritative instruction, I sat down, and she took a seat opposite me.
Then, abruptly:

"Since when?"

She asked.

"...I can't understand what you're talking about when you cut off the beginning and end like that. Can you explain properly?"
"I mean! Since when have you and the young lady been in that kind of relationship?!"
"...Ah."

So that's what this is about.
I smiled slightly, which made Seol's expression sour again, so I quickly suppressed my facial muscles.

"Ahem."
"Answer me quickly."

In response to Seol's urging, I scratched my head before answering.

"If I had to say, I suppose it would be since Hefei?"
"H-Hefei...!"

She muttered with a small groan, then immediately fired her next question.

"T-then, when did these feelings develop between you two?"
"I obviously don't know when Hwa-ryeon started feeling that way. And as for me..."

I paused briefly and fell into thought.

Since when?
When exactly did Hwa-ryeon enter my heart?

Until recently, I had thought it just "happened somehow, before I knew it."
That it had developed naturally after spending many years together.

But recently, while talking with Master Hyeon-jin who was in a trance, I recalled the Drinking Incident and my thoughts changed.

"Sob, hic, waaah-!"

A young woman with a flushed face from alcohol, crying out for revenge for her father.
Her face looked so pitiful that I couldn't help but feel heartache.

What had happened to this girl?
What had happened to make her weep with such an expression?

The heartache carefully gave rise to curiosity, and the curiosity eventually became a powerful attraction.
So if asked when Hwa-ryeon entered my heart, I should answer that it was that very day.

But what came out of my mouth was a completely different answer.

"...It's a secret."
"What kind of answer is that?!"

Seol erupted in anger at my answer after the silence.
Of course, I had no intention of telling her no matter how angry she got.

This was a memory that belonged only to Hwa-ryeon and me.
It was something I could never share with anyone else.

"Hmph."

I got up from my seat with a slight smile, and Seol urgently grabbed me.

"W-where are you going! The interrogation isn't over...!"
"Interrogation? Come on, little one, be reasonable. This is between me and Hwa-ryeon. Third parties should stay out of it."
"Ugh...!"

Unable to refute my logical point, she could only groan as I turned to leave the room. But a question flew at me belatedly.

"T-then just answer this one thing!"
"...Sigh, just one thing?"

I reluctantly turned my head to see a face filled with strange tension and anxiety.
Finally, her last question came:

"...No matter what happens, you'll protect the young lady, right?"
"......"

A question I couldn't take lightly.
I stiffened my face, turned around to face Seol directly, and answered:

"...With my life, without fail."
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Whether it's the Lord of Paecheon Fortress, the Crimson Eye Cult, or even the Emperor himself.
Whoever tries to harm Hwa-ryeon should be prepared to lose everything.

Perhaps my resolve was conveyed to her.
Yu Seol's face gradually brightened, and she nodded.

"...That's good enough."

I couldn't help but chuckle at how readily she accepted my answer.

"My goodness, was that bothering you so much?"
"How could it not? We used to fight almost every day when we were young, and suddenly while I wasn't paying attention, you've become someone she calls her husband."

...Huh? Husband?

"Don't tell me... Hwa-ryeon calls me her husband?"

My imagination ran wild, and I couldn't control the corners of my mouth twitching upward.
Just imagining Hwa-ryeon calling me her husband made my face split into a silly grin.

"...Stop smiling like that. It's unpleasant."
"Ah-ahem! Ahem!"

Seol frowned, clearly disgusted by my expression.
I cleared my throat loudly to hide my widening smile.

So Hwa-ryeon called me her husband?
Ha, I absolutely need to hear this directly from her.

"Then we're done talking, right? I'll be going now."

Determined to hear the word "husband" from Hwa-ryeon's own lips, I gave Seol an abrupt farewell and left the room.

I heard Seol calling from behind, "Wait... I still have more to say!" but I casually ignored her and headed straight for the right corner.

When I peeked around the corner, I saw a pale face.

"What are you doing here?"
"...You knew I was here all along, so why ask?"

Hwa-ryeon was leaning against the wall around the corner as if hiding. I shrugged at her grumbling.

"And what about you? Why were you hiding when you knew I'd notice you?"
"......"

Silence was her only response.
Well, her slightly reddened cheeks were answer enough.

I had sensed Hwa-ryeon's presence outside the door while talking with Seol, and it seemed she had heard everything.

"Since you heard, would you please tell me directly? Is what Seol said true? Did you really call me by a title that starts with 'hus' and ends with 'band'?"

When I asked playfully with an excited expression, Hwa-ryeon gave me a gentle glare.
She sighed softly, pushed herself away from the wall, and stood directly in front of me.

"Ja-seong, I have something to tell you."

A strangely solemn declaration.
Yet for such a serious statement, her eyes couldn't stay still, rolling around continuously.

This was a rare reaction from the usually rigid and cold Hwa-ryeon.
Seeing this, I smiled.

"What a coincidence. I have something to tell you too."

As soon as she heard my response, Hwa-ryeon's eyes froze, filling with tension.
I wonder what she thinks I'm going to say to give her such a look.

"Shall we move somewhere else? I know just the right place."

*

*Sigh...*

Hwa-ryeon accepted Ja-seong's suggestion to move elsewhere and was now walking alongside him to some unknown destination.
She glanced at his profile as they walked side by side, inwardly sighing with tension.

What she wanted to say was actually an apology for getting angry at him at the Cheongyang Tower.

After thinking deeply during the past five days, she had concluded that she had been too harsh.
So-ha's advice had also played a part in this.
She had said to choose the second-best option, not the best.

-Don't wait for the other person to understand first. Tell them yourself. Tell them what happened then. Tell them how happy it made you.

In other words, she advised being completely honest, which Hwa-ryeon had briefly considered before deciding to do so.

Yes, there's no need to drag this out. I should just say it. I don't want us to keep putting up walls between us.

Having reached this conclusion, she was returning to her room when she overheard Seol and Ja-seong talking in Seol's room.

-...No matter what happens, will you protect the young lady?
-...With my life, absolutely.

"Ugh..."

Her face flushed as she recalled Ja-seong's serious and resolute voice.
Although she had vowed to fight alongside him rather than be protected from behind, that one statement made her heart tremble uncontrollably.

Then another exchange came to mind.

-S-so when did these feelings develop between you two?
-I obviously don't know when Hwa-ryeon started feeling that way. And as for me... that's a secret.

"Since when..."

When exactly had Ja-seong entered her heart?
The answer was quite simple.

A young Hwa-ryeon, face flushed with alcohol, crying out for revenge for her father.
One statement that shook her heart.

-After you complete your revenge, you should live the rest of your life happily. For your father who loved you.

The idea that happiness should follow revenge—that was the beginning.

The boy whose flowery thoughts had irritated her began to appear different, and she realized his seemingly trivial actions contained a maturity beyond his years.
That realization naturally led to a powerful attraction.

So if asked when Ja-seong entered her heart, the answer would be that very day.

"What are you thinking about so intently? We're here."
"Huh?"

Hwa-ryeon snapped back to reality at the sound of his voice.
When she looked up, an astonishing landscape unfolded before her eyes.

"Ah...!"

A clear stream flowing through the center and countless flowers spread out on both sides.
It was a breathtaking scene that drew an exclamation from her.

"How is this...?"

This isn't the season for flowers to bloom like this?
Ja-seong quickly noticed her unspoken question and shrugged as he answered.

"I stumbled upon it by chance. It might be a side effect of the cleanup those three were doing—these flowers bloomed out of season. It's absurd, but the scenery is quite nice, isn't it?"

Hwa-ryeon nodded blankly at his words as Ja-seong gently took her hand and led her to the center of the flower field.
Eventually, she let go of his hand, crouched down, and admired the colorful flowers.

Ja-seong, watching her from behind, casually spoke up.

"Was that statement about living happily after completing your revenge really so impressive?"
"...!"

Hwa-ryeon turned her head in surprise.
She stammered involuntarily.

"Y-you, you re-remember?"
"Yes. Somehow."

Hwa-ryeon's heart softened as she watched Ja-seong answer with a bitter smile.
She had been inwardly giving up, but the fact that he recalled that memory made her unbearably happy.

However, the ice mask that had covered her face for many years uttered a complaint instead of joy.

"...Why didn't you remember right away?"

In response to Hwa-ryeon's grumbling, Ja-seong crouched down beside her.
Looking at her as she hid her true feelings behind her ice mask, he expressed his honest thoughts.

"I fell so hard for the pitiful little girl crying about avenging her father that all my other memories flew away."
"Ugh...!"

Hwa-ryeon let out a small groan as her face turned red.

It had always been like this.
Ja-seong's words and actions always instantly melted her hard ice mask and revealed her true feelings.

"...You're so glib."

After the last remnants of her ice mask left only a brief complaint before disappearing, Hwa-ryeon silently leaned against Ja-seong's shoulder.

A subtle smile bloomed on her lips.
Hwa-ryeon's ice mask had the characteristic of self-restoration, so it would soon cover that smile again.

But for now, he could fully face her true feelings.

In other words, this was the rare opportunity he had been waiting for.
Gently stroking Hwa-ryeon's head, Ja-seong spoke softly.

"I have more to say. May I?"

*

"What is it?"

Hwa-ryeon looked up at me while leaning her head against my shoulder.
My gaze, which had been meeting her eyes, naturally drifted to her red lips.

For a moment, I was seized by the urge to kiss those lips, but I suppressed it firmly.

Not yet.
A little later.

Deliberately turning my gaze away from her lips, I took Hwa-ryeon's hand and stood up.
As she rose with me and looked up with a puzzled expression, I suddenly felt a surge of tension.

Ah, why am I getting nervous over this... Well, it is a big deal.
Trying to hide my nervousness, I cleared my throat briefly and began the speech I had prepared.

"Um, you know, when I was trapped inside that tree trunk."

...What are you doing, seriously?
Is this the best you can come up with?
You speak just fine normally, but you stumble right when it matters most?

As I inwardly cursed my increasingly tangled tongue, Hwa-ryeon stiffened her face and responded.

"Yes, that time?"
"Y-yeah. Actually, I regretted something briefly then."
"Regretted...?"
"Yes. Given the situation, I couldn't help thinking that I should have forced you to leave, no matter what."

G-good. I've set it up well.
Now I just need to get to the main point.

—Or so I thought, when an unexpected response came flying at me.

"Me too."
"...Huh?"
"I felt the same way. After you disappeared into the tree trunk, I briefly regretted it. I thought I should have just left the Wudang Sect or the people of Gyunhyeon County alone. If I had, you wouldn't have vanished before my eyes."
"Uh..."
"I just... had those thoughts without realizing it. After insisting we should save the people of Gyunhyeon County, isn't that ridiculous?"

Hwa-ryeon laughed bitterly.
The atmosphere had become incredibly heavy, and I couldn't hide my confusion.

Wait, this isn't the mood I was trying to create!
I just threw out a few lines as setup, so why did it turn out like this?

Despite my bewilderment, words poured out of me as I tried to comfort the dejected Hwa-ryeon.

"W-what's ridiculous about that! In that situation, it's unavoidable! A hundred out of a hundred people would have thought the same!"
"......"
"So there's no need to worry about it. Besides, we succeeded in destroying that cursed seedling, right? We saved everyone safely, so there's even less reason to worry."
"...Pfft."
"Even if you regretted it momentarily, it doesn't diminish your resolve to save everyone at all..."
"Bwahaha!"

Her sudden burst of laughter cut me off.
I was dumbfounded as I watched Hwa-ryeon laughing with her mouth wide open.

What am I seeing right now?

Hwa-ryeon is laughing like that?
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"Ahaha...!"

Hwa-ryeon's explosive laughter continued for quite a while after that.

Whatever was so funny, she laughed until tears trickled down, finally calming down with great effort before wiping her tears with her fingers and apologizing.

"Aha... I'm sorry. I just couldn't hold it in."

"N-no. It's fine... but what was so funny?"

What part of what I just said was so hilarious that it made her burst into laughter I hadn't seen once in the past ten-plus years?

To my question full of doubt, Hwa-ryeon, having barely suppressed her laughter, answered.

"It's just that the way Ja-seong was pouring out words just now was exactly like when you were little. So I couldn't help myself. Puhup."

...I see.

She laughed because I looked exactly like I did as a child.

Hmm, why is that funny?

After staring at Hwa-ryeon with confused eyes for a moment, I covered my face with one hand in dismay.

"...This isn't what I wanted."

This wasn't the atmosphere I was trying to create.

I wanted something more heated and heart-fluttering.

A sigh escaped naturally.

Seeing me like this, Hwa-ryeon seemed to realize something had gone wrong and tilted her head.

"What exactly were you trying to say?"

"...Well."

Even though I opened my mouth, the words wouldn't come out easily.

Watching me just opening and closing my mouth repeatedly, Hwa-ryeon smiled slightly and said.

"I heard from someone that instead of hoping the other person will understand, there's also the method of speaking first."

"U-um..."

"It's not the best method, but it's the second-best."

So stop stalling and just say it.

Catching the implied meaning, I sighed again and honestly confessed my plan.

"I just... wanted to say there was one more thing I regretted a little back then."

"Something you... regretted a little?"

Seeing Hwa-ryeon completely unable to guess, I reached into my clothes and pulled out a small box.

"This is... just an empty box, isn't it?"

You still remember saying that?

I smiled bitterly and shook my head.

"Actually, it's not just nothing."

As I opened the lid of the box, the contents inside revealed themselves.

"...!"

Seeing this, Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened and she held her breath.

After a brief silence, a trembling voice finally flowed from between her red lips.

"This is..."

"Right before leaving the Zhuge Family, I received this from Elder Gok."

What was in the small box—

It was a pair of bracelets.

One white and one black, bracelets that anyone could see were meant to be a matching pair.

Suddenly, I recalled the conversation I had with Old Man Gok when he gave these to me.

—*These are called the Black and White Twin Rings.*

—*Black and White Twin Rings?*

—*Yes. They're not particularly outstanding treasures, but their purpose is quite unique.*

—*Unique purpose...?*

Hearing my question, a smile spread across his wrinkled face as he continued his explanation.

—*First, as you've probably guessed, these bracelets form a pair. Once worn, they can never be removed without the wearer's will, and they have the effect of allowing two people who wear them separately to know each other's location whenever they wish.*

Hearing about the bracelets' effects, I blinked blankly before belatedly opening my mouth.

—*So what you're saying is...*

—*I don't need to explain what they're for, do I?*

At Old Man Gok's peculiarly mischievous smile, as if he knew everything, I didn't know where to look for a moment before quickly taking the bracelets.

And now, I was presenting them to Hwa-ryeon.

"...What, what does this mean...?"

The smile on Hwa-ryeon's face disappeared without a trace.

What remained was only a face strangely flushed and eyes tense with excitement.

The atmosphere that had been endlessly light just moments ago heated up in an instant.

*Creating the atmosphere wasn't what was important.*

*If there are feelings, the atmosphere follows naturally.*

With this newfound realization, my tension gradually eased and my heart beat pleasantly in my chest.

I smiled slightly and answered.

"It's probably the meaning you're thinking of, right? That's what this thing is for in the first place."

The Black and White Twin Rings.

Old Man Gok hadn't explained their purpose in detail beyond their effects, but even without saying it, I could understand well enough.

This was a love token.

An object that lovers share to express their affection for each other.

And it was also an object meant to clarify our relationship, which had been somewhat ambiguous until now.

"......"

Hwa-ryeon, who couldn't possibly not know this, looked at the two bracelets with trembling eyes.

Her hands, now gathered over her chest, clasped each other while trembling faintly.

Glancing at that sight, I raised my gaze again and faced Hwa-ryeon's deeply flushed face.

—*Gulp*

I swallowed rather loudly and uttered a single phrase, short but filled with sincerity.

"I like you."

"...!"

At my words, Hwa-ryeon froze completely, even her faint trembling disappearing.

"Kup...!"

Even in the midst of this, seeing her face grow redder and redder, laughter burst out of me without realizing it.

*Ah, why am I laughing?*

*This isn't a funny situation at all.*

Wondering if this was how Hwa-ryeon felt earlier, I heard a voice stuttering uncharacteristically.

"Su-su-su-suddenly what, what are you sa-saying...?"

"No, well..."

I spoke while desperately holding back laughter.

"Thinking about it, I said all sorts of things like I'd stay by your side forever and that what I'm holding is you, but I never once said the most important thing."

That was right.

Until now, I had only said indirect things to Hwa-ryeon, but never once directly conveyed my true feelings.

"So I'm saying it now. Though it's... very late."

After finishing my explanation, I clearly conveyed my feelings once more.

"I like you, Hwa-ryeon. Very much."

"U-uu..."

Hwa-ryeon, her face ripened as if about to burst, bowed her head deeply as if to hide it.

Even so, her thoroughly flushed ears were still clearly visible to my eyes.

How long had she been like that?

Hwa-ryeon, who kept making groaning sounds and couldn't lift her head, suddenly raised it with a *whoosh*.

Her face, still flushed like a beet, looked strangely resolute.

With her mouth firmly closed, she looked straight at me and suddenly thrust her left arm forward.

Immediately understanding the meaning of that action, I burst into laughter again and picked up the black ring from the two bracelets.

I brought it to Hwa-ryeon's left arm and stopped just before fastening it.

"...Why, why are you doing that?"

"No, it's just that I even confessed but got no answer."

"Eh?"

Hwa-ryeon, whose eyes widened, soon seemed to notice the mischief on my face and glared.

"You're doing this when you already know?"

"Even if I know, I want to hear it directly."

Hearing my words, Hwa-ryeon rolled only her eyes before soon muttering in a voice that crawled in.

"...I do."

"Hm? What?"

"...I said I like you."

"It's too quiet, I can't hear."

"Ugh...!"

Hwa-ryeon, seemingly indignant and lighting up, grabbed my wrist holding the black ring, fastened the bracelet, and shouted loudly.

"I like you too! I liked Ja-seong first, you know?"

"Puhah!"

At her spirited confession, I ended up bursting out laughing again.

Whether I did or not, Hwa-ryeon picked up the remaining white ring from the box, grabbed my left arm, and fastened it right away.

Then came a grumbling voice.

"You were complaining earlier about me ruining the atmosphere, and now you're the one ruining it?"

"Puhehe. I didn't mean to, sorry."

Giggling, I pulled Hwa-ryeon, who was glaring, toward me.

Despite her expression, her slender body came into my embrace without much resistance.

Feeling the warmth of my woman, who used to be about the same size as me when we were young but now fit snugly in my arms, I gently closed my eyes.

After holding each other for a long while, we finally separated.

With our foreheads touching, we each raised our left hands wearing the bracelets and cupped each other's faces.

As if she'd never been angry, a smile rose on her face full of blush as my hand touched it.

Seeing this, I smiled back at her as well.

Soon, my gaze, which had been looking into Hwa-ryeon's eyes, turned to the bracelets hanging on our wrists.

The Black and White Twin Rings, which had already adjusted their size to fit our wrist thickness.

I suppose treasures have this kind of function too.

After looking at the bracelets for a moment, I looked at Hwa-ryeon again and declared firmly.

"You can't back out now. You're completely caught by me. I'm never letting go, so you'd better prepare yourself."

"That's wrong."

"Hm? What is?"

*What could be wrong?*

I asked in puzzlement, and Hwa-ryeon stroked my sword hilt while saying something incomprehensible.

"Before Ja-seong caught me, I caught Ja-seong first. So we've bound each other."

"...What are you talking about?"

I pressed further since I didn't understand at all, but Hwa-ryeon wouldn't give me a clear answer.

"Later, I'll tell you later."

She only kept repeating those words.

Finally giving up on getting an answer, I pulled Hwa-ryeon into my arms with a slightly petulant heart and threw our bodies onto the flower field.

"Kyaak!?"

Hwa-ryeon, startled and letting out a shrill scream, squeezed her eyes shut.

But when the pain that should have come didn't arrive, she slowly opened her eyes and looked with surprised eyes at the blue starlight that had spread behind her back to protect her.

"This is...!"

"Let's call it an application of Sword Qi Hardening Into Force. The details are my secret too."

Seeing me grin as if in revenge, Hwa-ryeon burst into hearty laughter.

Soon the blue starlight disappeared and we lay together gently on the flower field.

I stroked the hair of Hwa-ryeon, who rested her head on my chest, and looked up at the sky.

A clear blue sky without a single cloud.

It was hard to believe that just a few days ago, that sky had been stained blood-red.

"Hwa-ryeon."

"Yes?"

"You said earlier that you regretted it a little. Do you still feel that way?"

"Hmm..."

After seeming to think for a moment upon hearing the question, Hwa-ryeon looked up at the sky just like me, then shook her head with a faint smile.

"Looking at that sky, I can't possibly say that."

"I thought so too."

At the satisfying answer, I chuckled and kissed Hwa-ryeon's forehead.

At this, Hwa-ryeon raised her head and went even further, kissing my lips directly.

—*Smack!*

The sound of the stuck membranes separating rang out particularly loudly.

I muttered in a low growl.

"...If you do this, it's hard to hold back."

"There's no one here telling you to hold back, is there?"

Eyes deliberately radiating a seductive light and a voice that felt coquettish.

*Is this a provocation? What is she trying to do?*

"...Let's see if you can still say that after a little while."

"What... Mmph?!"

This time I kissed Hwa-ryeon.

A kiss imbued with a ferocity clearly different from before.

As soon as Hwa-ryeon's teeth, which had been closed as if suffocating, opened, a pink invader rampaged through the interior.

After being helplessly conquered like that, Hwa-ryeon finally caught her breath.

Of course, I had no intention of giving her time to catch her breath.

"Wa-wait... Mmph!"

At the re-invasion that began again after just one breath, Hwa-ryeon, who collapsed helplessly, melted right there in my arms.

Very slowly, until the blue sky was dyed not blood-red but the red of sunset.
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With the sunset at their backs, they made their way back to the Wudang Sect.
Beside me, Ju Hwa-ryeon touched her swollen lips and glared at me.

"...Beast."
"That's unfair. I think you share some responsibility for tempting me so seductively."

When I casually countered her brief accusation, Hwa-ryeon's gaze sharpened.
But soon, perhaps feeling sorry for my lips that were as swollen as hers, she carefully caressed them with her slender fingers.

"Does it hurt?"
"It does. It hurts, but... I want to do it again."

That was the honest truth without a hint of deception.
That's how addictive kissing Hwa-ryeon was.

The feeling of her tongue entwining with mine as it invaded her mouth.
Remembering that passionate, thrilling sensation made me want to push Hwa-ryeon against a nearby tree and press my lips against hers again.

Ah, no. Get a grip, focus.

Just before reaching out to Hwa-ryeon, dominated by desire, I barely managed to grasp a thread of reason and suppress the impulse.
Otherwise, I might end up doing something inappropriate again.

The memory of what happened earlier flashed through my mind.
While rolling around in the flower bed, exploring each other's tongues, I unconsciously reached for the ties of Hwa-ryeon's clothes.

If I hadn't regained my senses at the last moment, I might have attempted something in broad daylight, in an open outdoor space.

As I shook my head at the dizzying thought, Hwa-ryeon stopped walking.
Wondering what was happening, I turned to see her eyes filled with a subtle heat.

"......"

A strange silence, broken by Hwa-ryeon's words.

"...Then, shall we do it once more?"

A careful question revealing she felt the same way.
At that, I finally threw reason and restraint to the wind.

I pushed Hwa-ryeon's delicate body against a nearby tree and pressed my lips against hers.
Ignoring the stinging sensation from our already swollen lips, we clung to each other persistently until the sun disappeared behind the mountain peaks.

"...We really should go now."
"Haa, yes...."

I released Hwa-ryeon, who was breathing heavily, and we finally crossed the mountain gate of the Wudang Sect, which was under repair.
Night had fallen, and taking advantage of the deserted path, we entered the guest quarters holding hands.

Immediately after, a familiar voice reached us.

"Oh my, you two seem to be in quite a good mood?"
"Ye So-ha?"

After five long days, Ye So-ha and her two maids appeared before me again.
She approached with a slightly tired face, waving her hand in greeting, but when she saw our swollen lips, her eyes widened.

Then, quickly understanding the situation, she smiled mischievously and elbowed my side.

"Seems like you two had a great time while we were working our tails off?"
"Uh, ahem."

Unable to refute, I cleared my throat awkwardly, which made Ye So-ha smile even more deeply.
Cheong and Hong, the two maids, also looked at us with quite interested expressions.

Hwa-ryeon hid her face behind my back in embarrassment, which only delighted the three women from the Lower Heaven Sect more.

"So, is the cleanup all finished?" I asked hastily, changing the subject.

After letting out a brief hum, Ye So-ha shrugged and answered lightly.

"Yes. As you've seen, we did everything we could. The rest will have to heal naturally with time."
"We just need to dismantle Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array tomorrow, and then we're done," Hong added.

I nodded and stared intently at Ye So-ha.

The cleanup being complete meant one thing.
It was finally time to hear the truth.

"Wow, such an intense stare. Don't tell me you're after me now, after the young lady?"
"Let's stop the nonsense there."
"Tsk. I don't deserve to be treated like this."

After my sharp retort, Ye So-ha playfully grumbled, then shrugged and composed her expression.

"I'll come to your room a little later. We'll talk then."

*

Ye So-ha visited my room with her two maids after a slightly late dinner, when night had fully fallen.

"Oh, surprisingly neat and tidy in here? Did you clean up specially?"
"Stop with the unnecessary comments and sit down."

When I briefly scolded her for looking around and chattering as she entered, she pouted but obediently sat across from me.
Cheong and Hong naturally stood behind her.

I examined the three of them briefly, took a short deep breath, and asked.

"So, you're angels?"
"Yes. Me, the two behind me, and the other subordinates who aren't here—we're all angels."

An affirmation without a moment's hesitation.
I let out a hollow laugh.

"Even so, don't angels seem out of place in the martial arts world?"
"Such stereotypes aren't good, you know? These days, diversity is important. Angels can exist not only in martial arts worlds but also in cyberpunk or dark fantasy worlds."
"......"

Cyberpunk, dark fantasy...
She doesn't even seem to be trying to hide it anymore.

I narrowed my eyes at her, and Ye So-ha continued with a small smile.

"I told you, didn't I? That I would tell you everything without hiding anything. You don't need to test me like that, so feel free to ask."
"...Then let me ask. If there are angels in this world, are there demons too?"

My question deepened Ye So-ha's smile.

"Yes, there are. There are even groups that worship and idolize them. As you already know."

Worship.
From the moment this word came up, it was clear which group she meant.

"You mean the Crimson Eye Cult?"
"Yes. The descendants of the Ming Cult who survived Emperor Zhu Yuanzhang's persecution and sought power for revenge. Well, it seems their desire for revenge has become twisted now."

The Crimson Eye Cult, worshipping the strange entity called the Crimson Eye.
Everything I had seen so far flashed through my mind.

Chilji and So-so, who transformed into wooden monsters.
The Blood Explosion Art, a martial art that defied natural principles.
The Crimson Eye saplings that turned Wudang Mountain into a demonic realm and mutated plants and animals.

Could I now get answers to what had been mysteries until now?
Perhaps due to my nervousness, I felt my heart pounding loudly as I continued my questions.

"Did Chilji and So-so turn into wooden monsters because they were demons?"
"No. They had the 'seeds' of the Crimson Eye planted in their bodies. As the seeds grew and sprouted inside their bodies, they became half-human entities."
"Seeds..."

Then were the saplings the result of such seeds growing?
To this question, Ye So-ha shook her head with a slightly hardened face.

"The saplings... are a bit different."

The disgust and contempt that appeared explicitly on her face.
Confused by this unfamiliar reaction, Cheong answered instead.

"They plant seeds in newborn babies' bodies and use their souls as nutrients to grow. That's what a sapling is."
"...!"

My face automatically hardened at the shocking answer.
Newborn babies? Newborn babies?

"These sick bastards...!"

I unconsciously spat out a curse and stood up.

How could they do such a thing?
Even the most evil deeds have limits...!

"Please calm down. Getting upset won't change anything."

At Cheong's cold words, I clenched my fists but soon relaxed and sat back down.

According to the explanation that followed, creating saplings using newborns had a low success rate.
They estimated that even after sacrificing hundreds of babies, fewer than ten saplings had been created.

"Estimated? You don't know exactly?"
"Unfortunately, even we don't know everything about the internal situation of the Crimson Eye Cult. We only learned about this Wudang Mountain incident by chance while eliminating another sapling."
"But we're mobilizing all Lower Heaven Sect members to search throughout the Central Plains, so we should find the remaining ones soon," Hong added in an intentionally hopeful tone.

Ye So-ha answered with a bitter expression, while Hong spoke in a deliberately hopeful tone.
So, incidents like the one at Wudang Mountain would happen again.

Seeing my expression darken as I realized the situation was more serious than I thought, Cheong added a comment.

"You don't need to worry too much. We happened to receive your help this time, but we can handle the saplings on our own."
"I'm sure you can. I saw how full of holy power you were last time."
"Ah, ahem! You must still have many questions. Please ask away."

When I made a sarcastic remark about her previous lie about lacking holy power, she cleared her throat loudly and changed the subject.
I narrowed my eyes at Ye So-ha for a moment, then shrugged and asked my next question.

"Then what exactly is the Blood Explosion Art? Is it really a martial art?"
"Of course not. It's just named that way, but it's not a martial art."

Ye So-ha, relieved that I let the matter drop, flatly denied it.

"Have you read the contents of the Blood Explosion Art?"
"Yes, just once. But it didn't seem like martial arts instructions—more like some kind of prayer."
"You observed correctly. It's a prayer. A pledge to dedicate oneself to the Crimson Eye."

...A prayer?
As if this Crimson Eye were actually a god or something.

I recalled the giant eyeball that appeared, tearing through space after the sapling was destroyed.
That eyeball that could drive people insane just by looking at it.

That must be the Crimson Eye.

"...What exactly is the Crimson Eye? What is it that makes the Crimson Eye Cult worship it, and how can it drive people mad just by being seen?"

At my question about the Crimson Eye's true nature, Cheong and Hong's bodies stiffened, and Ye So-ha straightened her back.
Holding my breath at their unusual reaction, I heard a low voice.

"...It has many names. The Black Oak, the First World Tree, the Demonic Tree Qliphoth, the Bearer of the Bloody Chalice. Here it's called the Crimson Eye. But my kin and I call it this."

Ye So-ha paused for a beat before uttering the name.

"The Demon King, Logos."
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"....."

I was momentarily speechless when I heard the word "Demon King."

A Demon King out of nowhere.
I had no idea what expression to make, so I just kept my mouth shut. Ye So-ha laughed like air escaping from a balloon.

"I can tell what you're thinking just by your expression. It sounds absurd when the term 'Demon King' comes up out of nowhere, doesn't it?"
"...Is this Demon King the one you're talking about? The one who lives in a demon castle and gets defeated by heroes?"
"No."

Ye So-ha firmly denied my cautious question.

"Demon King, literally the king of demons. One of the seven kings with transcendent power from Pernoia, the first world—Hell. Though called kings, they're essentially godlike beings."

She added, "Of course, I would never acknowledge such creatures as gods."
Naturally, I barely understood half of what she said.

"...What on earth are you talking about?"

When I asked with a blank expression, the three women looked at each other and shrugged.
Then began a lengthy explanation of their worldview.

The first world, Pernoia.
The second world that came after, Malach.

The inhabitants of these two worlds—demons and angels—originally had no reason to know of each other's existence or meet.

"It's generally not supposed to happen—inhabitants of different worlds meeting."

But the two beings did meet.
Through a one-sided invasion by the demons of Pernoia.

"It was an incredibly sudden invasion. We fought back as best we could, but ultimately we were defeated."

The result of that defeat was nothing less than the annihilation of Malach, the Heavenly Realm.
More precisely, the world itself was absorbed into Hell.

"Only after things reached that point did we understand why they suddenly invaded the Heavenly Realm."

Up to that point, I thought it would be for typical reasons like simple pleasure or innate evil.
However, what I heard from Ye So-ha was a much more desperate reason than I expected.

Survival.

"The first world, Pernoia, was facing extinction. Everything that has a beginning has an end. Being the first world born, it was only natural that death would come to it first."

And of course, the demons didn't simply accept their approaching doom.
They desperately searched for a way to prevent it, and eventually found one.

"That was the invasion of other dimensions. Invading other worlds, destroying them, and absorbing those worlds into Hell."

The first sacrifice was the Heavenly Realm, home of the angels.
But the demons' invasion didn't end there.

"Absorbing one world only postponed their extinction; it couldn't prevent it. So the demons turned their eyes elsewhere—to new prey, other worlds, countless universes."

If one wasn't enough, then two.
If that wasn't enough, they would invade and absorb ten, a hundred, a thousand worlds.

"It was the beginning of a long dimensional war."

When the explanation finally ended, I held my complicated head, overwhelmed by this sudden story of cosmic scale.
After taking time to organize my thoughts, I reached a conclusion.

"So both angels and demons are beings from other worlds, and these demons who have invaded and destroyed countless worlds are now targeting this world?"

The three women nodded simultaneously.
Looking at their faces, I opened and closed my mouth a few times before letting out a small sigh.

"...If others heard this talk of other worlds, they'd think you were insane."
"But you can't say that, can you, Young Master Gun? Because you yourself are proof of the existence of other worlds."
"....."

So Ye So-ha does know that I'm aware of my past life, my existence in another world.
But how?

"I can see you wondering how I know that. There are several reasons, but the most intuitive one is that I can see it plainly."
"...What do you mean, you can see it?"

I reflexively looked into Ye So-ha's eyes.
Her pupils shone brilliantly, like molten gold.

"We angels have what's called spiritual eyes that can see things ordinary people cannot. For example, the quality of souls?"
"Quality of...souls."

I definitely heard something similar before.
From Old Man Yeon and Old Man Gok.

-I apologize if I offended you. Through a shaman's eyes, your soul appears extraordinary.
-Your soul quality is far from ordinary.

The two shamans had said the high quality of my soul was mere coincidence.
Hearing me mention this, Ye So-ha smirked.

"To be able to sense the quality of a soul is quite impressive. Though judging by how they dismissed it as coincidence, they must not be very skilled."
"...Huh."

For a moment, I almost blurted out how rude that was.
I gave her a cold stare, but she continued her explanation regardless.

"Your soul quality is high because your soul endured inter-dimensional travel."
"Endured inter-dimensional travel? That's the only reason?"

In response to my immediate objection, Ye So-ha wiggled her finger as if I knew nothing.

"Souls are inherently very fragile and typically cannot withstand the pressure of dimensional travel on their own. Eight out of ten are torn apart and cease to exist."

The annihilation of a soul.
I frowned at the unsettling expression. It meant I could have ended up like that too if something had gone wrong.

"No. That wouldn't have happened to you. Your destiny wouldn't have allowed it."
"Destiny... are you a fatalist?"

Her attitude suggested my safe reincarnation into this world was predetermined.
A typical fatalist mindset.

Ye So-ha found my question amusing.

"Fatalist... that sounds rather pessimistic, doesn't it? Although we do act according to prophecy, it's our struggle to change the future."
"Huh, now prophecies are coming into this."

When I looked at her with disbelief, Ye So-ha's expression suddenly turned serious.

"Speaking of which, now that we've roughly finished explaining the worldview, shall we get to the main point?"
"...That wasn't the main point yet?"

Ignoring my lament, Ye So-ha took a small breath and dropped a bombshell.

"If left alone, this world will be destroyed. Just like the Heavenly Realm was, and countless worlds before it."

The world will be destroyed.

People who don't know the situation would laugh it off as the ravings of a lunatic.
But having experienced the seedling incident, I couldn't dismiss it.

Mount Wudang losing its vitality.
Animals and plants twisted and mutated.

If we hadn't stopped it in time, we would have met the same fate.

"If the seedling had completed its growth, things would have become unmanageable. As I mentioned before, everyone in Gun County at the foot of the mountain would have turned into monsters, and the demonic territory would have rapidly expanded by absorbing the earth's energy. Eventually..."
"Are you saying all of the Central Plains would have become demonic territory?"
"No way. The entire world, this universe itself would have become demonic territory."
"....."

While I was speechless at the scale far beyond my expectations, Ye So-ha mercilessly pointed out the reality.

"Logog and the Crimson Eye Cult following him will never stop. As they say, 'for a beautiful red world,' they'll continue doing things like this."
"...And you're saying you'll stop this?"
"That depends on your answer."

What does she mean by that?
It depends on my answer?

Ye So-ha's expression remained deadly serious despite my confused reaction.

"I told you earlier, didn't I? That we're moving according to prophecy."
"Yes, you did. By the way, what is this prophecy about?"

After taking a moment to gather her thoughts, Ye So-ha answered quietly.

"...Warriors."
"What?"
"It's about warriors. Seven warriors from seven worlds will rise and end the war with demons forever."
"Uh, umm...."

Seven warriors from seven worlds.
It sounded like something straight out of a comic book.

But I decided to keep listening without comment. After all, the current situation with world destruction and all was already like a comic book.

"Would you like to see this?"

Ye So-ha rolled up her right sleeve to show her wrist.

There was a plain bracelet with no remarkable features at first glance.
But the bracelet had one characteristic that made it impossible to look away—it was emitting light.

And not just any light—it was bright enough to illuminate the entire room like daylight.
It was completely different from the subtle glow of a night pearl.

"This is called a 'Seraph Fragment.' It contains a soul fragment of Archangel Gabriel, who prophesied the appearance of the seven warriors. As you can see, it glows brightly when it finds a warrior of prophecy."

Following Ye So-ha's explanation, setting aside the familiar name Gabriel that came up, if what she said was true...

"...Are you saying I'm a warrior of prophecy?"
"Yes. When we first met in Hefei, I knew you were the one we were looking for when the fragment began to glow."

Ye So-ha covered the bracelet with her sleeve again and spoke with deliberate coolness.

"Our main purpose was to find the prophesied warrior—you, Young Master Gun. Fighting the Crimson Eye Cult was just something that happened along the way."
"Just along the way... So now that you've found me, you're going to stop fighting the Crimson Eye Cult?"

When I asked with a frown, Ye So-ha suddenly changed the subject.

"After the destruction of the Heavenly Realm, we wandered through various worlds for a long time."
"What are you trying to say now?"
"Then we settled in one world. Can you guess where?"
"How would I know that?"

Since she kept asking questions instead of answering mine, my response naturally came out grumpy.
To this, Ye So-ha added in a suggestive voice:

"Think about it. It's a world you know well."
"The only world I know well is this one and..."

I suddenly stopped mid-sentence.
A world I know well.
Besides this martial arts world, there was only one world I knew.

I looked at Ye So-ha with wide, surprised eyes, and she nodded as if confirming my guess.

"Yes. The place where you lived your first life—your previous life—is where my people and I settled. And we want to take you back to that world."
"......"
"Honestly, just looking at the development of civilization, it's much better than here, isn't it? You're no longer terminally ill, so you could live a proper life there."

She even knows that I died young from a terminal illness.

"If you wish, we can arrange for the young lady or your other companions to come along. You won't need to fight Paecheon Fortress or worry about the Crimson Eye Cult anymore."
"......"
"Everything depends on your choice."
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Everything depends on my choice.
When I heard those words, my face hardened.

"You say it depends on my choice, but from the way you're talking, it sounds like you're just telling me to flee to your world."
"Well... honestly, that would be more convenient for us, wouldn't it? We wouldn't have to fight for a world that has nothing to do with us."

Such a blunt and cold answer.
I frowned and asked accusingly.

"You said the Lower Heaven Sect came into conflict with the Crimson Eye Cult because your disciples were sacrificed by them. Was that a lie too?"
"No? That's true. Survival of the fittest is the truth of the martial world, isn't it? Naturally, the Lower Heaven Sect disciples at the very bottom were good prey for the Crimson Eye Cult to use whenever they wanted."

Her voice was infinitely light, as if talking about a stray dog dying in the neighborhood.
But the content was not light at all.

"The estimated number of disciples sacrificed to them exceeds several thousand."
"And yet you can say such things?"

I asked in disbelief, and Ye So-ha shrugged as if to say, why not?

"I've already dedicated more than I received from them, haven't I? I revived the Lower Heaven Sect that had disappeared in the past and volunteered to be the protector of those at the bottom of the martial world."
"Revived...?"

The Lower Heaven Sect was revived? What is she talking about?
I opened my eyes wide in surprise at this unexpected statement.
Whether she knew my inner thoughts or not, Ye So-ha continued listing her achievements without pause.

"Afterward, whenever the Poison Butterfly flew, I personally stepped forward to eliminate the target, and even executed the Mad Lord, one of the Ten Lords."
"That's..."
"Thanks to that, thugs who used to mistreat and kill courtesans at will became cautious. Isn't that enough already?"
"......"

I was strangely irritated, but there was no room for rebuttal.
As she said, the Lower Heaven Sect Leader, Flower Lord Ye So-ha, had killed the Mad Lord and the targets of the Poison Butterfly to protect courtesans.

As a result, the Flower Lord was regarded as a guardian deity by courtesans.
Her very existence had become a kind of deterrent preventing the innocent sacrifice of courtesans.

"And it's not just courtesans, you know? Errand boys, coachmen, boatmen all over the Central Plains are under my protection."

If what she says is true, quite a number of common people have avoided unjust deaths thanks to Ye So-ha.
How can I criticize someone's inner thoughts when they've already achieved definite results through their actions?

Noticing my inner struggle, Ye So-ha smirked as if she had won.

"I'm right, aren't I? So—AAAACK!"

An unexpected scream.
Cheong, who had been standing behind Ye So-ha, suddenly jabbed her in the side.

*THUD!*

Showing an intense reaction to the unexpected attack, Ye So-ha fell off her chair and landed on her backside.
Hong, who was standing next to Cheong, hurriedly rushed to support her.

"Ah, ow...!"
"Sect Leader, are you alright?"

While I was dumbfounded by the sudden change in atmosphere, Cheong sighed softly and spoke.

"Don't you know there's a difference between what you say and how you say it? You could have spoken more kindly, why do you have to talk like that?"
"Ugh...! Well! Did I say anything wrong?"

Ye So-ha grumbled as she got up from the floor.
Just like when she gave the middle finger to the Crimson Eye Cult before, this behavior was completely contrary to her mysterious and enchanting first impression.

Could it be that everything until now was just pretense?

As I looked at Ye So-ha with cold eyes while she rubbed her backside with a pitiful expression, Cheong bowed to me.

"I apologize for the somewhat direct expression. We don't particularly view the Lower Heaven Sect as merely an object of use or a useful tool. We certainly don't wish for this world's destruction."

But—Cheong added.

"For us, our own people are most important. We cannot prioritize this world and its residents over them. Please understand this part."
"......"

Compared to Ye So-ha's words, the expression was so softened that it couldn't be considered the same content.
Thanks to this, the anger that had been slowly rising inside me quickly subsided.

Seeing that my expression had improved, Cheong continued in a more comfortable tone.

"We have no intention of forcing your choice. As the Sect Leader said, we want to make a good impression on you."
"A person who wants to make a good impression talks like that...?"
"She lacks tact because she's never had to bow to anyone in her life. Please understand."

Seeing Cheong apologize with such a humble attitude as if she were Ye So-ha's mother, I found it difficult to speak harshly.

"...Well, it's fine. It's not like I need an apology."
"Thank you for understanding."

While Cheong was bowing again to express her gratitude, Ye So-ha, who had sat back in her chair, cleared her throat softly and tried to speak.
But Cheong's sharp gaze turned toward her.

Flinching, Ye So-ha cleared her throat again and spoke carefully.

"Ahem, as Cheong said, we have no intention of forcing your choice. Whatever choice you make, we will cooperate with you as much as possible."
"If you decide to go to another world, we will escort you along with your companions and other acquaintances. Of course, if you decide not to go, we will do our best to help you defeat the Crimson Eye Cult and save this world."

After hearing everything from Ye So-ha and Cheong, I immediately opened my mouth.

Between my past life's world and my current life's world.
There was no need to think long about which one to choose.

"I..."

*

The next morning.
Our group headed to Sangcheong Palace early.
We had received news that Wuhezu, who had been unconscious due to his injuries, had finally regained consciousness.

As we hurried into Sangcheong Palace, Elder Taoist's kind smile greeted us.

"Welcome."

Just like a few days ago, we sat facing each other.
And once again, the conversation began with Wuhezu's words of gratitude.

"I don't know how many times I've said this already, but I must say it once more. Thank you. Thanks to you, Wudang has survived, and Mount Wudang has survived."

The Elder Taoist bowed deeply again.
Seeing this, I could only repeat what I had said before.

"Your courtesy is burdensome. We didn't help without expecting anything in return, so please raise your head."
"Come to think of it, I haven't properly heard why you came to Wudang."

At Wuhezu's words, I turned my gaze to Hwa-ryeon beside me.
Stepping slightly forward, Hwa-ryeon looked around at the Wudang elders sitting across from us and began to speak.

"You have already seen and experienced it yourselves. What the Crimson Eye Cult is capable of."
"Hmm...!"

The story began with a groan.
Paecheon Fortress backed by the Crimson Eye Cult.
When we informed them about what they were doing against the martial world, Wuyezu, who was sitting at the far right, burst out in anger.

"How dare they engage in such despicable acts! Their banner should have been the eradication of evil cults, but those bastards have forgotten their very reason for existence!"
"...Disciple."

Wuyezu, who had been venting his frustration with curses, flinched at the ominous voice calling him.
His neck turned stiffly like an unoiled door, only to meet Wuhezu's stern gaze.

"...When this matter is settled, you will study the teachings of the Primordial Heavenly Lord with me again. It seems I have been too negligent in cultivating your character."
"M-Master..."
"I will not accept any objections."

Having thus silenced Wuyezu, Wuhezu turned back to Hwa-ryeon.

"Now, please continue."
"...Yes."

Glancing at the dazed Wuyezu, Hwa-ryeon continued her story.

"Paecheon Fortress and the Crimson Eye Cult are already operating secretly throughout the martial world. So instead of just being victimized, we must fight back against them."

She concluded by saying that for this purpose, the entire martial world must unite under the name of the Martial Alliance, centered around the Nine Major Sects and Five Great Families.

"Hmm... An alliance of the entire martial world, the Martial Alliance...!"

Wuhezu stroked his long white beard, deep in thought.
Looking at him with his eyes closed, Hwa-ryeon continued her persuasion.

"I understand that it is not an easy decision for the Taoist Wudang Sect to get involved in worldly affairs. But this is not just a matter for the martial world; it concerns the fate of the entire Great Ming Empire. Please make a bold decision."

Wuhezu, who had been contemplating for a long time even after hearing Hwa-ryeon's persuasion.
Finally, he opened his eyes again and nodded heavily.

"...Having already experienced such a nightmare, it would be truly foolish to stand by under the pretext of being a Taoist sect. Very well, our Wudang will join your plan."
"Thank you...!"

Hwa-ryeon, who must have been anxious inside, expressed her gratitude with a visibly brightened face.
The other companions also looked at each other with brighter expressions.

That makes three.
Though we still have a long way to go, we were steadily moving forward.

"You said you were visiting the Nine Major Sects and Five Great Families? Then perhaps you know about the Great Martial Assembly?"

In the midst of these thoughts, Wuhezu brought up a very surprising topic.

"The Great Martial Assembly?"
"Yes, it's literally a great assembly where representatives of sects that protect various regions of the Central Plains, led by the Nine Major Sects and Five Great Families, gather to discuss the future of the martial world."

After briefly explaining about the Great Martial Assembly, Wuhezu turned to my Master.

"The Lightning Flash Sword Hero probably already knows about this."
"Ah, yes. But are you saying the Great Martial Assembly is being convened? It hasn't been held even once since the rise of the evil cults decades ago..."

In response to my Master's bewildered words, Wuhezu nodded firmly.

"Whether by coincidence or not, just before this incident occurred, a letter came from Shaolin. They said they wanted to convene the Great Martial Assembly to discuss an important matter with the martial world's leaders."
"From Shaolin...?"

My eyes widened involuntarily at the mention of Shaolin.
An important matter that one of the major sects, along with Wudang, known as Mount Tai and the Big Dipper of the Central Plains martial world, wanted to announce to the entire martial world.

"What is this important matter...?"

To my question, Wuhezu shook his head.

"The letter didn't specify. It only stated that it would be held at Mount Hua on the fourth day of the third month next year."
"Mount Hua? Not at Shaolin?"

Yu Seol wore an expression of incomprehension.
The other companions seemed to share the same thought, even if they didn't say it.

Why would they choose Mount Hua when they were the ones requesting the meeting?
Why such a choice?

While we were wondering, Wuhezu continued.

"I don't understand that part either, so I sent a reply asking about it. But given the situation, I haven't received an answer yet."

In the end, we couldn't know the detailed circumstances.

"Hmm..."

Hwa-ryeon was lost in thought.
Seeing her like that, I smiled slightly and said.

"Well, the convening of the Great Martial Assembly isn't bad for us, is it?"

No, it was closer to being good.
After all, it meant that all the powerful sects in the Central Plains martial world, including the Nine Major Sects and Five Great Families, would gather.

If we play our cards right, we might be able to gain the cooperation of powerful sects without having to travel all over the Central Plains martial world.
Though I'm a bit disappointed.

"...That's right. The implementation of our plan will be dramatically accelerated."

Hwa-ryeon nodded in response to my words.
Yu Seol and Master also nodded, showing positive reactions.

The Great Martial Assembly.
This was truly a golden opportunity for us.
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In the eastern part of Henan Province, on an unknown forest path.
A group was rushing urgently along the road.

They all had pale shaved heads and wore disheveled monk robes that hadn't been properly arranged.
They were monks who had escaped from the Shaolin Temple, which had been burned down in an attack by the Divine Wood Unit.

Most were young novice monks who hadn't even reached adulthood, with several warrior monks running alongside them, protectively surrounding them on all sides.

But there was something strange about the way they ran.
Their speed was unnaturally fast.

They moved so lightly, as if their bodies were made of feathers, creating the illusion that they were almost flying through the air.

"Huff...! Huff...! Huff...!"
"Endure it! We must shake off their pursuit!"

An elderly monk running at the very back encouraged the novices who were gasping for breath as if they might collapse at any moment.
At his shout, the young monks gritted their teeth and continued their desperate sprint.

"Hmm...!"

The elderly monk watching from behind, Won-jeong, who was the disciple of Shaolin Abbot Won Gil and the Head of the Scripture Hall, grimaced as he sensed the ominous energy behind them.
Taking advantage of the novices' slowing pace, the evil demonesses who had burned down Shaolin were gradually closing the gap.

*At this rate, they'll catch up.*

"Hyeon-ga."
"Yes, Uncle Master."

Won-jeong called to his martial nephew who was running beside him.

Hyeon-ga.
As the eldest disciple of Master Won Gil and the next Shaolin Abbot, he possessed a truly imposing physique.

Of course, it wasn't just his size that was impressive.

After the fall of Yuan and the establishment of Ming, the Seventy-Two Shaolin Arts had been restored over several hundred years.

Hyeon-ga had memorized all of them and mastered half—he was, without question, Shaolin's last hope.

*I must ensure Hyeon-ga and the young disciples survive at all costs.*

He was prepared to pay any price for that. With his resolve firm, Won-jeong slowly spoke.

"You understand why these demonesses are pursuing us."
"......"

Hyeon-ga kept his mouth tightly shut at Won-jeong's words.

The sudden poisoning of the sect's elders.
The attack by unknown assailants that began as if they had been waiting for the right moment.

The final moments of his uncle masters who died pathetically without a chance to fight properly due to the poison, and the image of his master coughing blood.

-Run away. You must survive.
-Master, let me stay with you...!
-Do you want all these young ones to die too?
-......
-Go, I will hold off these demonesses.

The demonesses his master had promised to hold back were now chasing them.
This could only mean one thing.

The death of his master, the Shaolin Abbot.

Hyeon-ga clenched his fist tightly, suppressing the rage boiling inside him with his imperturbable mind.
Seeing this, Won-jeong sighed softly and said:

"It seems it's my turn now."
"Uncle Master...!"

At Won-jeong's words indicating his intention to sacrifice himself, Hyeon-ga's composure finally cracked.

"You can't do that. I should be the one to stay behind...!"
"You are Shaolin's last hope. Besides, didn't the Abbot entrust you with a task?"

The task entrusted by Won Gil.
Recalling this, Hyeon-ga's face twisted in anguish.

"Are you telling me to use you as a sacrificial stone? To flee all the way to Mount Wudang?"
"If necessary, that's exactly what you must do."
"Uncle Master!"

Hyeon-ga finally exploded.
Despite his composure—gained through years of mental cultivation—completely shattering, Won-jeong remained resolute.

"Steel your heart. For the future of the martial world and Shaolin, you must reach Mount Wudang."

At these words, the warrior monks surrounding the novices—Hyeon-ga's disciples and martial nephews—also contorted their faces in distress.
Only the young novices, not understanding Won-jeong's words, looked at him with anxious expressions.

After taking one last look at their faces, Won-jeong stopped walking.
When the group hesitated following his lead, his voice thundered out:

"Don't stop! Go!"

A cry filled with desperate resolve.
Hyeon-ga, his eyes bloodshot, twisted his face and shouted:

"...Let's go!"

At Hyeon-ga's command, they accelerated again.
Watching their figures quickly disappear from sight, Won-jeong took a deep breath and turned around.

Soon, five women appeared before him.
They were members of the Divine Wood Unit who had been pursuing Won-jeong's group.

Seeing Won-jeong blocking their path, they stopped.
Realizing why he had stayed behind, they all wore mocking smiles.

"Old monk, did you stay behind alone while sending the young ones away? Don't tell me you think you can stop us by yourself?"
"......"

Won-jeong gave no answer.
He merely clenched his fists and took his stance.

"Hmph, you must be desperate to die."

The Divine Wood Unit members' faces turned vicious, and Sip-ji stepped forward from among them.

"I'll handle this monk. The rest of you should pursue the others."
"Will you be alright alone?"
"I'm more than enough for an old man like him. If we let them escape, our early arrival will have been for nothing."

The reason they had come ahead with just five people to chase Won-jeong's group was because his party was using lightness skills to escape.

The warriors controlled by the Divine Wood Unit might have made names for themselves, but they were modern martial artists who considered lightness skills to be fiction.
Naturally, they could never catch up to Won-jeong's group with their normal pace.

That's why the Divine Wood Unit members, except for I-ji, had gone ahead as an advance party.

*Even in this brief moment we're stopped, they're increasing their distance.*

They couldn't afford to be held up by a mere old monk who wasn't even the Shaolin Abbot.

Sip-ji's companions nodded in agreement with her words.
They tried to pass by Won-jeong, but—

"Where do you think you're going!"

Won-jeong had no intention of letting them pass.
A light suddenly flashed from his tightly clenched fist, and a magnificent, pure fist energy shot toward the Divine Wood Unit members.

"Kyaak!?"

The fist energy, launched from at least several dozen paces away, struck Sam-ji who was moving ahead.
As she fell with a scream, the other Divine Wood Unit members froze.

"As long as I stand, no one shall pass."

Won-jeong declared coldly.
Realizing he wasn't the easy opponent they had expected, the Divine Wood Unit members abandoned their dismissive attitude and raised their guard.

"Urgh...!"

Meanwhile, Sam-ji, who had been knocked down by Won-jeong's fist energy, rose with a groan.

"Sam-ji, are you alright?"

Checking her condition by touching the area where she was hit, Sam-ji forced a smile in response to the concern.

"...Impressive, but not as good as your master."

Seeing that Sam-ji hadn't taken much damage, Won-jeong's face grew solemn.

*As expected, it's beyond my ability to defeat these people.*

His position at Shaolin was Head of the Scripture Hall.
He was responsible for managing the Scripture Hall where various secret manuals and Buddhist scriptures were stored.

Managing the enormous collection of scriptures in Shaolin's thousand-year history naturally meant he had gradually neglected his martial arts training, which was evident in the result just now.

But there was no time to regret neglecting his martial arts.

*If I can't defeat them, I'll at least hold them back as long as possible.*

Having already resigned himself to death, there was no reason to hesitate fighting a battle with an obvious outcome.

"Let's end this quickly. Everyone attack at once!"

At Sam-ji's cry, all five charged at Won-jeong.
He met their attack:

"Namu Amitabha!"

Chanting what would be his final Buddhist prayer, he clashed with the Divine Wood Unit.

*BOOM!*

His fist shone brighter than at any other moment in his life.

*

About three hours later.

"...Sigh."

Sam-ji looked down at Won-jeong's body, horribly mutilated into pieces, and exhaled an irritated sigh.

They had been held up for three whole hours by an old man with unremarkable martial arts.

*The rest of them must have gone far away by now.*

Even if they tried to pursue now, they wouldn't be able to find where they had gone.

"Aaaagh!"

Sam-ji screamed, unable to contain her frustration.
Around her, the other Divine Wood Unit members were hurriedly returning to human form from their tree monster appearances.

They had been forced to transform to deal with Won-jeong, who had fought with desperate ferocity, burning the last flame of his life.

"So, what do we do now?"

At O-ji's question, who was the first to return to human form, Sam-ji exhaled a deep sigh from within.

Without needing to think, her answer was already decided.

"...Let's return to I-ji."

Having failed the pursuit due to lost time, they needed to report back quickly.
After traveling for another two hours, they rejoined the second group that had been following behind.

I-ji, who was in command while Il-ji was temporarily away, looked at Sam-ji reporting their failure with disbelief and asked:

"You're telling me you let them escape because one monk held you up?"
"...I have no excuse."

Sam-ji bowed her head in shame.
As the other Divine Wood Unit members bowed their heads behind her, I-ji let out a small sigh and scratched her head.

"Ha, those lecherous monks really fought desperately? It's truly touching, so touching."

Of course, not a single tear fell from I-ji's eyes as she said this.

Meanwhile, Sam-ji, who had expected severe criticism or punishment, cautiously observed I-ji's seemingly unconcerned reaction and asked:

"S-so what should we do now? We've lost them."
"What else? We go ahead and wait for them."
"Pardon?"

Go ahead and wait? How would they know where to go?
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I-ji smiled wryly at the three-fingered disciple who was staring at her with wide eyes.

"Come to think of it, you don't know yet? The reason we hurried to crush Shaolin."
"The reason...? Wasn't it because their martial arts were lethal to us, so we eliminated them preemptively?"
"That's part of it, but there's a more direct reason."

A more direct reason? What could that be?

As I-ji smiled enigmatically at the disciples who were obviously curious, an answer came from elsewhere.

"It's because they noticed our sect's activities."
"Great Madam."

When they turned their heads, they saw Il-lyeong had returned.
The other Divine Wood Unit members immediately bowed to their leader, and I-ji also greeted her warmly.

"Welcome back. You're earlier than expected—I guess the Lord of the Castle didn't give you any unnecessary orders?"
"He did. Fortunately, the Young Lord of the Castle volunteered to handle it instead."
"Oh? The Young Lord?"

I-ji blinked in surprise.
What wind had blown to change that man who always pretended to cause trouble while drinking?

"That's really unexpected."
"I was surprised too. Well, it worked out in my favor."

Whatever his intentions were, thanks to him they could focus on pursuing the Shaolin survivors.

Il-lyeong shrugged as if accepting the good fortune, and Sip-ji cautiously addressed her.

"Great Madam, what do you mean by Shaolin noticing our sect's activities...?"
"Exactly what I said. One of Shaolin's monks witnessed our sect's ceremony and reported it to Won Gil."

After briefly explaining the situation, Il-lyeong soon wore a sneering smile.

"Well, they didn't seem to notice the connection between us who attacked them and our sect."

She recalled Won Gil who had concluded they attacked simply because Buddhist energy was threatening. He could have made the connection, but he didn't.

Apparently, the disciples blessed by the Divine Wood had made quite an impact.

"Anyway, after noticing our sect's revival, the overly concerned Shaolin abbot personally called for a Martial Arts Grand Council."
"A Martial Arts Grand Council...!"

Sip-ji's eyes widened at Il-lyeong's words.
The other Divine Wood Unit members reacted similarly.

What was the Martial Arts Grand Council?
It was the biggest reason their sect's grand plan failed thirty years ago, along with the Imperial Guards.

"That damned Martial Arts Grand Council led to the formation of a martial alliance that cooperated with the Imperial Guards to ruin our carefully planned uprising."

The advance of hundreds of thousands of Blood Explosion Art practitioners had been blocked by the joint attack of those two forces.

"We can't repeat the same mistake, can we? That's why we crushed Shaolin first to prevent another Martial Arts Grand Council from proceeding."

Sip-ji nodded in understanding at Il-lyeong's explanation, then lowered her eyes as if feeling even more guilty.

"I'm sorry, because we let them escape..."
"Don't worry. Like I-ji said, we just need to go ahead and wait for them."
"Where exactly are we waiting?" asked Gu-ji, who was standing next to Sip-ji.

Il-lyeong raised one corner of her mouth.

"We captured one of the Shaolin monks who was delivering the news to other sects. Thanks to him, we learned where they're planning to hold this council. It's Mount Hua."
"Mount Hua?"
"Yes, they probably informed everyone there about the situation."

This meant their next target would be Mount Hua.
Of course, they would need to deal with the Shaolin survivors first.

"Then..."
"The Iron Armor Unit is already guarding all routes to Shaanxi. Those monks will never reach Shaanxi."

The five women's faces brightened at the mention of the Iron Armor Unit.

The Iron Armor Unit was the largest combat unit in Paecheon Fortress.
In reality, they were essentially a small army that Paecheon Fortress could operate with imperial permission.

Moreover, the Iron Armor Unit's leader was already deeply infatuated with Il-lyeong.
Even if just to spend one passionate night with her, he would ruthlessly behead those monks and present their heads.

The five women sighed in relief at the thought of redeeming their failure.
Il-lyeong smiled at her subordinates' reactions, then hardened her expression.

"Still, you must take responsibility for your failure."
"...! Yes!"

As her subordinates straightened their posture and responded promptly, she issued her next order.

"Go to Huayin County immediately. Prepare for any contingency and monitor Mount Hua's movements."

Huayin County was in Shaanxi, right where Mount Hua was located.
Il-lyeong's order meant they should prepare for any possible failure of the Iron Armor Unit and prevent the Mount Hua sect from acting rashly.

"Nine Leaf and Eight Leaf are already monitoring the Mount Hua sect in Huayin County."
"The Leaves, you say?"

Sip-ji was surprised at the mention of another executive branch of the Divine Wood Cult.
The Leaves, composed entirely of sorcerers, rarely left the sect's holy ground.

They were in Huayin County?

"Yes. I personally contacted Lord One Leaf to request it. After all, using sorcerers is better than deploying many personnel to monitor Mount Hua."
"Ah, I see..."

Still looking somewhat dazed, Sip-ji collected herself and nodded.

"Understood. We'll head to Huayin County immediately."

After the Divine Wood Unit members departed, I-ji, watching their retreating figures, turned to Il-lyeong.

"So we'll join the Iron Armor Unit first?"
"Yes. Honestly, I'm not confident in the Iron Armor Unit alone."

Her words contradicted the confidence she had shown to the other Divine Wood Unit members earlier.
But it couldn't be helped.

Although most of their opponents were young novice monks, they had learned martial arts from ancient times.
Even with the Iron Armor Unit's thousand men, she couldn't be certain they could definitively stop them.

Il-lyeong and I-ji headed toward Yingbao County, where the Iron Armor Unit's main force was stationed, bringing along the masters whose souls they controlled.
On the way, I-ji suddenly asked a question as if she had just remembered something.

"By the way, if the Young Lord stepped in, does that mean he's leading the assassination squad targeting the former Lord's daughter?"
"Yes, he's probably preparing to depart right now."

*

Luoyang, the main gate of Paecheon Fortress.
In front of the massive gate, a group of people were lined up on horseback.

At the very front was Ju Ho-jeong, the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress.

Sitting on his horse and silently gazing forward, Ho-jeong looked so dignified that it was hard to imagine his nickname as the troublemaker of Paecheon Fortress.

Ju Do-han, the Lord of Paecheon Fortress, watched his son with a satisfied and proud expression, nodding repeatedly.

"Well then, Lord, I'll be going."
"Yes. How do you plan to track that woman?"

Ho-jeong answered Do-han's question.

"I plan to divide our forces and head toward both Yangyang and Xi'an."
"I understand Yangyang, but Xi'an? You're heading to Shaanxi?"

Ho-jeong continued without hesitation in response to his father's puzzled question.

"I've received information that Ju Hwa-ryeon has already left Yangyang and is moving northeast. However, since we don't know her whereabouts after that, one group will pursue from Yangyang, while the rest will start from Xi'an and move south."
"Hmm..."

Do-han finally understood and nodded. Eventually, he approached his son with a faint smile and stroked the platinum-colored fur of the horse Ho-jeong was riding.

"It's been ten years since I gave you this one when he was just a foal."
"...Yes."

Ho-jeong's horse, Baekgwang, was a famous Han Blood Horse that had passed its prime but still boasted exceptional stamina and endurance.

"By the time you return, a gift even more valuable than this one will be waiting for you."
"...Yes."

Genuine fatherly affection.
Ho-jeong barely managed to respond to that overwhelmingly heavy emotion.

"I'll depart now."
"Yes, go ahead."

His father—always binding him, yet someone he couldn't dare think of shaking off.
Ho-jeong and the assassination squad he led left Luoyang as if escaping from him.

"Then, we'll head south to Yangyang."
"Do so."

As Ho-jeong had mentioned earlier, the assassination squad was divided in two.
Ho-jeong nodded at the words of Gong Son-un, the leader of the Dragon Unit who would lead one group.

Afterward, the Dragon Unit and the remaining Dark Heaven Unit headed south, while Ho-jeong led the Wind Unit eastward.

"...So they've finally departed."
"What about Jongbaek? Did he properly relay the situation to the young lady?"
"Don't worry. He sent an urgent message. The young lady's side will know soon."

At the rear of the Wind Unit, Black Eye Jo from the former Thousand Eyes Hall's Man'an Unit was following, disguised as a drunkard with a wine bottle at his side and reeking of alcohol, his sharp gaze concealed.

Black Eye Jo would follow Ho-jeong and act as a spy, reporting the assassination squad's movements to Hwa-ryeon's side.
And this was exactly what Ho-jeong wanted.

The pursuit began with everyone's thoughts and intentions swirling together.

*

"Do-u, do you have a moment?"

As we were leaving Shangqing Palace after finishing our discussion about the alliance, Mu Yeop-ja stopped me as I was exiting last.

"What is it?"

After gesturing to the others to go ahead, I turned around to see Mu Yeop-ja grinning as he handed me a small box.

"Here, take this."
"What is it?"
"Hehe, see for yourself. You'll be quite surprised."

I tilted my head curiously at his lewd smile and opened the lid of the box. A refreshing fragrance penetrated my nostrils.
Inside was a small blue pill.

"This is...?"
"As a martial artist, you must have heard of it. It's the Taiqing Pill."

The Taiqing Pill.
It was a famous elixir representing Wudang that often appeared in martial arts novels.

My heart trembled involuntarily as I saw with my own eyes the elixir I had only read about.

"But why are you giving this to me...?"
"Why? After all you've done for our Wudang."

A trace of regret flowed across Mu Yeop-ja's face as he grinned.

"I'd like to give one to all your companions, but this is the only one left. Still, I'm giving it to you since you contributed the most."

He continued rambling on.

"This was actually my share that I'm giving up for you. If I didn't give you at least this much, the weight on my conscience would be too heavy, you know? So don't worry too much and just accept it."
"...Hmm?"

Something seemed suspicious about his excessive talking.
While he was saying not to worry, it seemed like he actually wanted me to be concerned?
I narrowed my eyes and asked.

"Be honest. What do you want?"
"...Ahem! Rather than wanting something, I'd like to ask a favor...?"

I knew it.
For someone who was surprisingly materialistic for a Taoist, there was no way he would give up his share of an elixir without wanting something in return.

"So, what is this favor?"

Ch.267 - Holding Hands Again
"Actually, I was hoping you could spar with me for a few days before you leave."
"Spar... you mean you want me to fight you?"

Mu Yeop-ja quickly nodded at my question.

"That's right. I've been thinking about something related to the Taiji you restored for me. But my senior brothers are still injured, and I don't really want to ask the juniors..."

...Aren't you still injured yourself?

I gave him an incredulous look, eyeing the bandages visible beneath his training clothes.
*Just how tough is this guy?*

"Besides, I'd like to get some advice from you too. So? Will you do it?"

His eyes sparkled brightly.
I avoided his pressuring gaze while considering his proposal.

Simply put, he was asking me to be his sparring partner since I was the only one currently capable of matching him...

"That's not much to ask considering you gave me a Heavenly Clarity Pill."
"Well, half of that was genuinely a reward. Thanks to you, my long-cherished wish was fulfilled."

Mu Yeop-ja said with a broad smile. His mischievous grin, which belied his age and beard, made me chuckle.
I decided to tease him a bit.

"But will you have time to spar with me? The Head Of The School was just saying he wanted to make you study the classics."

Mu Yeop-ja's face immediately crumpled at my words.
He shuddered with an expression that seemed to carry all the world's worries.

"...That won't happen until the Head Senior Brother's injuries are healed. So, can I take that as a yes?"

The compensation was good, and I was curious about what he was planning.
Having no reason to refuse, I nodded readily.

Mu Yeop-ja, his face brightening, told me to meet him at his training ground tomorrow morning before leaving the Upper Clarity Palace.
Watching him walk away, I slipped the box containing the Heavenly Clarity Pill into my robe and smiled.

"I lost ten years of the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill's energy, but gained a new spirit medicine."

Now that I'd opened my Yimdok-yangmaek and Life-Death Mysterious Gate, I could absorb the spirit medicine's energy much faster than when I took the Golden Dragon Spirit Pill.
With a spring in my step from this unexpected windfall, I headed toward the guest quarters.

As soon as I arrived, I ran into Ye So-ha and her two maids, who had left Wudang Mountain early that morning.

"You're back earlier than I expected. Did you finish cleaning up?"
"Yes. Though the area was large, neutralizing the formation wasn't particularly difficult."
"Whew, finally this exhausting work is over."
"Yes, you worked hard too."

Ye So-ha patted Hong's head as she clung to her side, complaining. Then she turned to me.

"Could we talk for a moment?"
"Well, sure."

I nodded, having a pretty good idea what she wanted to discuss.
As we were about to move, Cheong grabbed Ye So-ha.

"...What?"
"Watch what you say."
"..."
"Always be careful with your words. 'One word is worth a thousand pieces of gold,' 'The mouth is the gate of misfortune.' Remember that."
"I got it."
"Just in case..."
"I said I got it!"

Ye So-ha pushed Cheong away in exasperation and quickly walked past me.
Cheong gave me a small bow as if asking me to take care of her, and I shrugged before following.

We arrived at a small training ground near the guest quarters.
Ye So-ha sat down casually on the central platform and patted the spot beside her.

"..."

I silently sat down a bit further away from her, which made her pout with slight displeasure.
Soon, her voice came with a hint of sarcasm.

"So, you don't regret it? Deciding to stay in this world?"
"You seem disappointed. Sorry, but I don't regret it at all. I don't have particularly good memories of the other world, and I don't like the feeling of running away."

That was true.
Last night, I had chosen to remain in this world without much hesitation when Ye So-ha made her proposal.

What I said was part of the reason, but there was a bigger one.

"I have something I need to do."
"Ah, what was it again? Normalizing the martial arts world?"

I just shrugged at her question.
She let out a small sigh.

"If that really happens, it would be good to have another powerful force in the fight against the Crimson Eye Cult. But is it really possible? Do you really think you alone can change the world?"

Her voice carried a subtle disbelief.
That was only natural.

Changing the world alone?
It sounded like a child's fantasy or a madman's delusion.
I thought so too.

"It's impossible. There's no way that could happen."
"...What?"

Ye So-ha's reaction was one of bewilderment.
I smiled wryly.

"You seem to think I'm trying to change the world by myself."
"Aren't you?"

I shook my head at her question.

"What I'm trying to do is simpler. Let's say, I'm just giving a push."
"A push?"
"Yes. For example, let's assume I did nothing. I didn't teach martial arts to anyone else and kept all the Sword Qi and Sword Force to myself. What would have happened then?"

Ye So-ha thought for a moment before carefully answering.

"I suppose everyone would have submitted to your power."
"Maybe at first. But they would soon start investigating my power."

Why is he so strong?
How is that even possible?

Starting with these questions, martial artists would begin their research, and eventually discover the concept of releasing internal energy on their own.
After that, they would use this knowledge to develop skills like Sword Qi and Lightness Skill.

"Martial artists fundamentally seek and crave power."

The craving for power.

This is what drives martial artists to continue their painful and arduous training.
Without it, the martial arts world would never have revived after its destruction by the Yuan Dynasty long ago.

"...So you're saying you're just a catalyst, a trigger?"

I chuckled at her expression.

"That's somewhat accurate, since I'm accelerating the development of martial arts that would have taken place over a long time."
"Somewhat? So it's not exactly right."

Her eyes urged me to continue.
I carefully chose my next words.

"Well... I have a clear image in my mind of what the martial arts world should be. A kind of absolute standard of what a true martial arts world should look like."

The Namgung Family's strongest technique must be the Sovereign Sword Form.
The Zhuge Family's footwork must be the Heaven's Secrets Foresight.
Wudang's signature martial art must be the Taiji Sword.

The image of the martial arts world created by countless wuxia authors through even more numerous novels.
This had become my standard as a reader.

"And I'm trying to shape this martial arts world according to that standard."

Even if it couldn't be exactly the same as what I had in mind, I wanted to make it as similar as possible.

This was the best I could do with the influence of "Gun Ja-seong" as an individual.
Fortunately, things seemed to be moving in the direction I wanted so far.

"It's a bigger role than just being a catalyst."
"That's already impressive enough..."

Ye So-ha muttered in disbelief, then repeated her earlier question.

"So, do you think you can actually accomplish this?"

Even that alone is an extremely difficult path.
Can you really succeed?
Do you really think things will continue to go as you wish?

I answered her question lightly.

"I don't know, of course."

I might succeed.
But objectively speaking, the possibility of failure was higher.

Reality contains countless variables, and those variables might hold me back and prevent me from reaching my goal.

However,

"I'm not going to stop halfway just because I might fail."

My dream, or desire.
Having been reincarnated into this pseudo-martial arts world and embraced this goal, I had to see it through to the end, for better or worse.

"...Haah."

After hearing my answer, Ye So-ha let out a long sigh and stood up.

"Fine. Since you're so determined, I won't say anything more."

Then she turned to face me.

"As I said yesterday, there are two massive barriers standing in your way."
"Yes. Paecheon Fortress and the Crimson Eye Cult."

Paecheon Fortress, which had revealed its ambition to control the current martial arts world.
And the Crimson Eye Cult, which sought to absorb this world into hell.

"More precisely, the demons behind them are your true enemies."
"Yes. Since they manipulated the Yuan Dynasty to destroy the old martial arts world, they wouldn't look kindly on my movements if they knew about them."

As I said this, I recalled our conversation from the previous night.

After finishing our general discussion, I had asked about something in Ye So-ha's words that had bothered me.

-By the way, what did you mean when you said you revived the Lower Heaven Sect?
-Hmm? Ah, I haven't told you about that yet.

What followed was truly astonishing.

-...Demons were involved in the destruction of the old martial arts world?
-Yes. In fact, demons have been targeting this world for hundreds of years already.

Hundreds of years ago.
In other words, before the martial arts world was annihilated by the Yuan Dynasty.

-The demons, who wanted to use the Central Plains with its large human population as a bridgehead for invasion, initially underestimated the existence of martial artists.

But that arrogant assumption led to a tremendous outcome.

-The martial artists of the old world. Their power was not something the demons could afford to dismiss. The supreme masters who could fly through the sky and unleash Sword Qi utterly defeated the demons.
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"Wow..."

"I bet it was a tremendous shock even from the demons' perspective. They couldn't have imagined suffering that kind of blow in a world that wasn't particularly advanced in terms of civilization or technology."

An unexpectedly devastating result.
In the end, the demons swallowed their pride and chose a different approach instead of fighting head-on.

The method commonly known as "using barbarians to control barbarians."

"The targets they chose to exploit were the Yuan Dynasty, the Mongol Empire. They tried to crush the minority of powerful martial artists with overwhelming military might."

The Yuan Dynasty, which had conquered the Southern Song and seized all of Central Plains.
Behind them, knowingly or unknowingly, were demons pulling the strings.

Afterward, they used the hooves of powerful cavalry to thoroughly trample the old martial arts world.

"Of course, it also helped that they operated from the shadows, eliminating threatening masters through schemes."

Even absolute masters capable of facing overwhelming numbers fell under carefully laid plots, causing the martial arts world to collapse helplessly.
The demons went further by eliminating all martial arts to prevent any threatening martial artists from ever appearing again.

As a result, powerful martial arts families lost their peerless techniques, and smaller sects disappeared into the annals of history.

"The Lower Heaven Sect also vanished that way, I heard. After hearing that story, I wanted to revive the Lower Heaven Sect to use—I mean, help the many lower-class people of the martial arts world."

Ye So-ha hastily changed her words when Cheong shot her a sharp glare.
Hearing this secret history of the old martial arts world's destruction through her, I recalled once more the final sentence written in the Zhuge Family's forbidden book.

[May the demons be cursed.]

"...It wasn't a metaphor but literally meant what it said."

With that newfound realization, I emerged from my reminiscence.
Thanks to the flashback, I asked a question I hadn't thought to ask at the time.

"Last night's story about the old martial arts world. Did you see it yourself, Miss Ye?"
"No. I only came to this world about ten years ago."

That meant it wasn't something she experienced firsthand but a story she heard from someone else.
But who could possibly know about events from hundreds of years ago and tell her about them?

When I asked about this, Ye So-ha answered with an irritated expression.

"There is someone. An insolent, arrogant little beggar who never listens."
"Beggar...?"

As soon as I heard the word "beggar," something obvious came to mind, but before I could speak, Ye So-ha beat me to it.

"Anyway, as we discussed last night, we'll help you take down Paecheon Fortress and the Crimson Eye Cult. In return, when everything is finished, you'll come with us to our original world. Understood?"
"Let me be precise. I'm not going permanently, just temporarily to help, and then I'll return."
"Don't worry about that. When the time comes, we'll send you back even if you don't want to go."

After reconfirming the terms of our deal, Ye So-ha extended her hand to me.

"Just know it won't be fun if you break your promise."

I grasped her hand while she made her threat.
And so, we formed an alliance once more to take down Paecheon Fortress and the Crimson Eye Cult.

"Don't worry about that. Just look forward to it. You'll soon realize what our cooperation means."
"Coming from someone who's good at lying and hiding things, that's really not reassuring."
"......"

...A slightly uneasy alliance.

*

The next morning.
As promised, I headed to Wudang Elder's training ground.

"You're here! I've been waiting!"
"You arrived early."

I had come early thinking I would wait for him, but the Wudang Elder was already there waiting for me.
He seemed quite fired up already.

"So, what did you want to do?"

Getting straight to the point, I heard a rather familiar term from the Wudang Elder's mouth.

"...Tai Chi?"
"Yes! As soon as I learned about the principles of flowing sword from you, I had a thought. What if we applied it to unarmed combat?"
"That's quite... an innovative idea."

One might wonder what's so innovative about that, but in this pseudo-martial arts world, it truly was innovative.

Whether due to the development of protective arts, or because the concept of internal energy projection hadn't become widespread, or perhaps both, the current martial arts world had all but abandoned bare-handed combat techniques like boxing and striking.

At most, they were learned merely for basic physical training and conditioning, nothing more.

It was something I found quite disappointing.
When I was younger, I briefly harbored ambitious dreams of becoming a master of unarmed combat.

But since even the master teaching me martial arts was completely ignorant in that area, I had to give up my dream of becoming a boxing king.
Who would have thought I'd get such an opportunity now?

While my heart was secretly racing, an unavoidable reality came to mind.

"But what about protective arts? Even a Tai Chi-based boxing technique is useless if it can't penetrate protective arts."
"That's precisely the issue. That's why I need your advice. I thought someone like you, who knows innovative techniques like internal energy projection, might have some solution."
"Hmm...."

At the Wudang Elder's words, I fell into deep thought.

In truth, it wasn't really a problem that needed much consideration.
If you wrap internal energy around your fist to manifest boxing energy when striking, protective arts become ineffective.

The question was whether the Wudang Elder could manifest boxing energy....

Figuring I had nothing to lose, I taught him how to manifest boxing energy.

"Wrap the released energy around my fist?"

The Wudang Elder kept repeating my words while trying various approaches.

But the results weren't very promising.
Despite several attempts and my direct demonstration, he still couldn't manifest boxing energy.

"It's not easy. To manipulate energy with such precision would require focusing solely on internal energy control for at least a few years. Is there perhaps another method?"

Unlike me, who hadn't expected much from the start, the Wudang Elder was visibly disappointed and asked if there was another way.
Scratching my head at his eager gaze, something naturally came to mind.

"Silk-reeling energy."
"Huh? What energy?"

Ignoring the Wudang Elder's question, I concentrated on my thoughts.

Energy that starts from the feet and rotates from internal to external and back again as it travels through the waist and arms, finally being released.
That's silk-reeling energy.

It's essentially the core technique of Tai Chi, a striking method.
When I explained this to the Wudang Elder, his eyes immediately lit up with interest.

"Silk-reeling energy... silk-reeling energy? How exactly is it done?"
"Well, actually, I only know the theory...."
"Theory? So you also heard it from someone else?"
"Well, I suppose so?"

The Wudang Elder sighed with disappointment at my vague answer, but soon changed his mind and smiled again.

"Creating a new martial art isn't something to be taken lightly. This actually ignites my desire to challenge myself!"

Well, strictly speaking, it's probably not a new martial art.

Given that the sword paths of Tai Chi Graceful Sword were engraved on walls, it's highly likely that Tai Chi boxing existed in the old martial arts world.

But I held my tongue.
I didn't want to dampen the Wudang Elder's burning passion.

Instead, I devoted myself to reconstructing Tai Chi boxing.
We spent all day creating basic Tai Chi movements and researching silk-reeling energy at the Wudang Elder's training ground.

Perhaps it was our passion for Tai Chi that bore fruit.
By the third day, we were able to achieve visible results.

*Boom!*

With an intense sound, energy swirled and poured into the air.
It came from my palm, and I widened my eyes at the powerful sensation.

"This, this is...!"

The Wudang Elder was equally surprised.
Although we had only struck the air, not breaking or penetrating anything, the unusual energy wave alone was enough to show it was no ordinary strike.

Once we had created something worthy of being called silk-reeling energy, the Wudang Elder immediately wanted to test its practical effectiveness.

In simple terms, he wanted me to attack him with Tai Chi boxing infused with silk-reeling energy while he used his protective art.

"Will you be alright?"
"Heh, don't worry. Our Wudang's Flowing Cloud Protective Art is no pushover."

The Wudang Elder spoke confidently.
A faint energy was already flowing from his body.

"Surprised? When you master Flowing Cloud Protective Art to the extreme, it wraps your body in this faint energy."

Indeed, so that's why it's called "Flowing Cloud."
Judging by the well-chosen name, whoever developed this protective art had better naming sense than certain others.

"Hmm? Are you thinking something irrelevant?"
"Of course not."

Inwardly startled, I answered firmly and immediately assumed the Tai Chi stance.
Thanks to what I had learned from the Wudang Elder over the past three days, my posture wasn't bad.

"Well then, here I come!"

The Wudang Elder smiled at me as I finished my preparations, then charged with his wooden sword.
It was the second form of the Five Elements Sword Technique that I had become familiar with during my two-week stay at Wudang—the Fire Sword.

With a powerful step, his figure shot forward.
The wooden sword in his hand thrust straight for my neck.

In response, I crossed my hands and slowly drew a circle.
My palms moved gently, simply pushing the wooden sword's flat side away.

"Despite your movement, the power of your sword strike hasn't changed at all?"
"It's not easy to change one's energy circulation method. This is my limit for now, so don't complain."

The Wudang Elder continued his attack while grumbling slightly.
I kept deflecting his attacks while looking for an opening.

As I searched for a gap that could momentarily incapacitate him, something finally caught my eye.

The wooden sword swung high, aiming for my chin.
As I pushed the sword away again, twisting its trajectory, the Wudang Elder's stance momentarily faltered.

The opportunity had finally come.
I sent my internal energy straight from my dantian to my foot.

I twisted my ankle inward, then outward at the knee and hip.
It turned inward again as it rose from waist to chest, then outward once more as it passed through the shoulder to the arm.
All this happened in a single breath.

Thus, the rapidly rotating energy following my body poured through my palm and struck the Wudang Elder's chest.
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"Guhuk!?"

With a loud scream, the martial artist flew backward. After briefly hovering in the air, he crashed down with a thud, sprawling out on the training ground floor.

"Elder? Are you alright?"

Seeing him lying there in a daze, I worried his condition might be serious and approached to check on him. Soon, I heard a low chuckle.

"Heh, heheheh..."

The laughter gradually grew louder until it became a hearty roar echoing throughout the training ground.

"Hahaha!"

...This old man must have lost his mind.
The deafening laughter right next to me forced me to cover my ears with my fingers, but the martial artist suddenly sat up and grabbed both my hands.

"That was excellent! You broke through my "Cloud Protection Art" at full power and landed a hit. It even reopened my healing wound!"
"Ah, that's great... wait, what?"

Your wound reopened?
Come to think of it, wasn't this guy still a patient?

I suddenly remembered this forgotten fact and hurriedly examined the chest I had just struck. Sure enough, the white bandages wrapped around his body were turning red.

"Oh shit...!"
"Hm? It's nothing. Just need to apply some medicine and it'll heal. More importantly..."
"What nonsense is that!"

I quickly pressed his acupoints to stop the bleeding and dragged him straight to the medical hall.
The problem was that Master Muheo happened to be there at that exact moment.

Having been caught red-handed practicing martial arts and sparring with someone still recovering from injuries, we both had to kneel and endure a lecture that lasted a full hour.

Naturally, a ban on martial arts training followed.
Of course, the martial artist wasn't deterred.

"The Head Disciple will probably come to my training ground to monitor me for a while. So from tomorrow, let's continue in the cave."
"..."

This man is truly remarkable in many ways.
I looked at him with a mixture of disbelief and admiration.

Despite his enthusiasm, we eventually had to stop working on creating the Taichi Fist.

It was because of an unexpected visitor who came to see our group—or more specifically, Hwa-ryeon—in the evening.

*

"...Manager Jo?"

I widened my eyes at the unexpected visitor who appeared as the sky was turning the color of sunset. It was none other than Jo Ha-pyeong, the branch manager of Changcheon Trading Company in Wuhan.

Naturally, I was surprised to see him here on Mount Wudang when he should have been in Wuhan.

"It's been a while, Young Master Gun."
"Ah, yes. But how did you end up here...?"
"That... may I speak directly with the young lady?"

His stiff expression and tense demeanor suggested this wasn't a casual matter, so I nodded without further questions and led him to the guest hall.

As soon as we entered the building, I headed straight for Hwa-ryeon's room.

"Hwa-ryeon, can I come in?"

"Ah, yes. That's fine."

Her voice sounded strangely cheerful.
I could guess what she was expecting, which made me feel a bit sorry.

Sorry, Hwa-ryeon.
It's not what you're hoping for.

"Manager Jo?"

Hwa-ryeon, who had greeted me with a faint smile as I opened the door, widened her eyes in surprise when she saw Manager Jo following behind me.
But the real shock came next.

"I apologize, Young Lady."

Manager Jo immediately prostrated himself on the floor before Hwa-ryeon.
Both of us were taken aback by this sudden action.

"Why, why are you doing this? Please get up."
"I am deeply ashamed. Please forgive us for failing to properly serve you."

What on earth is he talking about?
Hwa-ryeon and I exchanged bewildered glances.

"...What's going on here?"

My Master and Seol appeared at the doorway, having heard the commotion, their expressions no different from ours.

After a brief struggle, we all gathered in Hwa-ryeon's room.
Sitting around a circular table, everyone's gaze fixed on Manager Jo.

"So, what exactly is happening? What matter could be so serious that you, who should be in Wuhan, came all the way here and prostrated yourself like that?"

In response to my Master's question on everyone's behalf, Manager Jo sighed deeply and explained the situation.
After hearing the full story, all our faces hardened.

"...You're saying Hwa-ryeon's identity has been exposed to Paecheon Fortress?"
"Yes. We don't even know how information about the Young Lady was leaked."

Manager Jo hung his head low.
Seeing this, my Master pressed him with frustration.

"What do you mean you don't know how it was leaked? Surely there must have been some warning signs?"
"That's just it—there were none. We cross-checked information with members of each branch, but we simply cannot determine how information about the Young Lady reached the Manan Unit."
"...Manan Unit?"

At the unfamiliar unit name, I glanced at Hwa-ryeon, who provided a brief explanation.

"It's the intelligence organization that succeeded the Cheonmang Palace, which escaped with me from Paecheon Fortress. Some Cheonmang Palace members who remained in the fortress joined the Manan Unit and have been providing internal information."
"Thanks to them informing our Luoyang branch, we were able to learn about this before it was too late."

As I nodded at Manager Jo's additional explanation, my Master grew agitated again.

"What do you mean you don't know how it was leaked? Is there perhaps a traitor within Changcheon Trading Company?"
"That's impossible. Only those who were part of Cheonmang Palace, including myself, have access to core information. Why would anyone betray us now?"
"Isn't reality already proving otherwise!"
"Uncle, please stop."

Hwa-ryeon intervened as my Master's voice grew louder.

"But Soju...!"
"I don't believe there would be traitors at this point either. If someone wanted to betray us, they would have had plenty of opportunities over the past ten years."
"Young Lady...!"

Manager Jo's face brightened, clearly moved by Hwa-ryeon's show of trust.
With Hwa-ryeon defending them, my Master could say nothing more and, after a brief groan, asked another question.

"...Fine, so the Young Lady's existence has been exposed. What is Paecheon Fortress doing about it?"

Manager Jo's face hardened again as he answered my Master's question in a low voice.

"They've already formed an assassination unit to eliminate the Young Lady. They've probably left Luoyang by now."

Assassination unit.
I couldn't help but frown at the news that a unit had been mobilized to kill Hwa-ryeon.
But what came next made me widen my eyes in surprise.

"And the one leading this assassination unit is none other than Young Lord Ju Ho-jeong."

Ju Ho-jeong.
The butterfly who would cause a storm—whom I met in Hefei and fought at the martial arts tournament.

I knew we would eventually face each other as enemies, but it seems that time has come sooner than expected.

"..."

Hwa-ryeon's face noticeably hardened at the mention of that name.
I could see her thoughts becoming increasingly complex and tangled.

Whether aware of Hwa-ryeon's reaction or not, Manager Jo continued his explanation.

"The assassination unit consists of three combat units: the Gwangpung Unit, the Changryong Unit, and the remaining forces of the Amcheon Unit. All of them have been loyal to Ju Do-han since before the rebellion."

At the mention of the Amcheon Unit, my gaze shifted from Hwa-ryeon back to Manager Jo.
The remnants of those who killed my household members and whose sinful lives I ended with my own hands.

They're probably no different from those who died.
With one corner of my mouth curling up, I spoke coldly.

"Tell them all to come. I'll kill every last one of them."

It's a bit of a shame about the butterfly who would cause a storm, but if he's trying to kill Hwa-ryeon, I have no intention of sparing him.
However, Manager Jo showed reluctance at my words.

"Well, I'm afraid it's not that simple."
"What do you mean?"
"Just before I left Wuhan, another piece of information came in. The Iron Armor Unit has set up camp in eastern Henan, near the border with Shaanxi."
"The Iron Armor Unit...!"

My Master and Hwa-ryeon were startled.
Wondering what this Iron Armor Unit was, I tilted my head in confusion, and sure enough, an explanation followed.

"It's the largest combat unit in Paecheon Fortress. They have over a thousand members."
"And judging by their operation methods and command structure, they're more like a small army than a combat unit. They don't move carelessly, so for them to be mobilized..."

My Master finished Hwa-ryeon's explanation, his gaze turning to Manager Jo.

"Don't tell me the Iron Armor Unit is supporting the assassination unit?"
"We don't have that information yet, but it seems there's another reason. However, if Ju Ho-jeong, who leads the assassination unit, requests support..."
"They could move quickly at any time. An army of over a thousand."

Manager Jo nodded gravely at Hwa-ryeon's solemn words.

The conversation continued in the suddenly heavy atmosphere.
Currently, the assassination unit has split into two groups, planning to enter Yangyang in Hubei and Xi'an in Shaanxi to tighten their encirclement.

"Fortunately, the Black Eye Birds and our people within the Manan Unit are moving together. Thanks to them, we should be able to easily track the assassination unit's movements."

Here, "easily track" means finding out about the assassination unit's whereabouts a day or two later.
In this era without telephones or radios, that's incredibly fast.

But still,

"I guess we won't be able to go to Shaanxi for a while."
"...That's right. It would be like walking straight into a tiger's den."

Hwa-ryeon nodded in agreement with my conclusion.

Currently, our enemies are tightening their encirclement from Henan to Shaanxi and Hubei.
In this situation, heading to Shaanxi, especially Mount Hua near Henan, would be like begging to be caught.

"Then, what should we do? We need to go to Mount Hua for the Murim Assembly, don't we?"
"There's no need to worry yet. It's only October now. We still have plenty of time until March next year."

As I was reassuring the anxious Seol, Manager Jo spoke up.

"What do you mean? The Murim Assembly?"

Ah, I guess Manager Jo doesn't know about this yet.

"We heard from Master Muheo. Shaolin has called for a Murim Assembly, and they've set Mount Hua as the venue."

Hwa-ryeon briefly explained the situation.
But Manager Jo looked even more puzzled at her words.

"Shaolin...? That shouldn't be possible right now..."
"What do you mean? Why wouldn't it be possible?"

Something seemed off about his reaction.
To our bewildered group, Manager Jo revealed another surprising piece of information.

"Shaolin has closed its doors?"
"Yes. It's news that spread just recently. Currently, Shaolin is not receiving any guests regardless of status, and they've even forbidden anyone from climbing Mount Song. This information has already spread throughout the Central Plains, but you didn't know?"

Shaolin closing its doors.

In some ways, this was even more serious news than the revelation of Hwa-ryeon's existence.

Ch.270 - Towards The Sichuan Tang Family
After sharing several surprising pieces of news with us, Manager Jo said he needed to hurry back to Wuhan and chose to descend the mountain despite the darkness of night.

"Will you be alright?" I asked.

"Yes. Fortunately, I've heard there haven't been any predators spotted in the area these past few days, so you needn't worry."

...Right.
Because all the wild beasts had turned into monsters and died.

Ju Hwa-ryeon seemed to realize this too, as she awkwardly bid Manager Jo farewell.
As he passed through the mountain gate, which was still under repair, he turned back one last time and smiled at us.

"I was extremely worried when I heard you were heading to Wudang Mountain as the sky turned blood-red, but I'm relieved to see everyone safe. I should hurry to share this good news with the other branches."

Manager Jo didn't ask for details about what had happened on Wudang Mountain.
Despite seeing the destroyed and collapsed state of the Wudang Sect, he simply withdrew, seemingly satisfied that Hwa-ryeon was safe.

"...Thank you," Hwa-ryeon said quietly.

Manager Jo bowed his head silently in response before disappearing into the dark mountain forest.
After watching his retreating figure for a moment, we returned to the guest hall.

Back in Hwa-ryeon's room, we sat down as before and discussed our future plans.

"First, as mentioned earlier, we'll have to abandon our plan to go directly to Shaanxi," she said.

"And we need to leave Wudang Mountain as soon as possible. Gyun County is only three days away from Yangyang," my Master added.

The pursuit team from Luoyang heading to Yangyang would certainly be traveling at full speed and would likely arrive in Yangyang within days.
Having been stuck at Wudang Mountain for quite some time, we didn't have much leeway.

Hwa-ryeon nodded at Master's words.

"Tomorrow morning, I'll meet with Muheo-ja and then we'll descend the mountain immediately."

So much for creating Taichi.
Though I was disappointed, I nodded, accepting the situation cleanly.

With our descent quickly decided, the only question remaining was where to go afterward.

"Well, if we just need to avoid the pursuit team for a while, we could cross the Yangtze River and go down to Hunan. We could even visit Dongting Lake for some relaxation."

"That's just somewhere you want to go," Hwa-ryeon said coldly.

"Hmm, you caught me," I replied.

Hwa-ryeon glanced at me with disapproval as I shrugged nonchalantly in response to her icy rebuke. Eventually, she took a deep breath and composed herself.

Seeing her expression, I smiled slightly and asked, "From your face, it seems you've already decided where we're going?"

"Yes. Actually, I never intended to go straight to Shaanxi. Before that, I wanted to confirm the alliance's intentions at a certain place."

"Oh? Where?"

Master answered my question instead of Hwa-ryeon.

"The Tang Family, I presume."

"...Yes."

"The Tang Family..."

I quietly repeated Master's answer.

The Tang Family, or the Sichuan Tang Family.
A martial arts family renowned for their poisons and assassination techniques—one that always made me wonder "Why are they considered righteous?" whenever I read martial arts novels.

"But why the Tang Family?"

"The Tang Family's situation is quite different from other families. Even if we tell them about Paecheon Fortress's conspiracy, they won't take it too seriously."

That statement implied they wouldn't be concerned about Paecheon Fortress's ambition to control the martial arts world...

"Why not?"

The Sichuan Tang Family was undeniably part of the martial arts world.
No, more than just a part—they were one of the Five Great Families, among the leading representatives of the martial arts world.

So what made them so different that they wouldn't take Paecheon Fortress's conspiracy seriously?
As I tilted my head in confusion, Hwa-ryeon explained:

"It's because of their war with the Five Poisons Sect in Yunnan."

The Five Poisons Sect.
A sect commonly described as unorthodox or outside the martial arts world.

As the name suggests, they were a sect that used poisons like the Tang Family, which is why many martial arts novels portrayed the two forces as rivals.

"You already know that the Imperial Guards are currently monitoring the unorthodox martial arts world, considering them puppets of the Demon Cult, right?"

"Master told me before. But weren't they just monitoring?"

Master answered my question.

"Other places might just be under surveillance, but the situation in Yunnan is different."

According to Master, the Five Poisons Sect in Yunnan was currently engaged in repeated small-scale local conflicts with the Imperial Guards and the imperial army.
I couldn't help but question this absurd statement.

"A single sect is waging war against the imperial army and Imperial Guards?"

"The current Five Poisons Sect is not just a simple sect. They rapidly expanded their influence while the Beast Palace suspended its external activities. At present, it's fair to say that the entire southern Yunnan is under their influence."

The Beast Palace and the Five Poisons Sect—two forces that had previously divided southern Yunnan between them.
But ten years ago, the Beast Palace suddenly ceased all external activities and shut themselves in their stronghold.

The Five Poisons Sect was bewildered by the Beast Palace's unexpected withdrawal but didn't miss this golden opportunity.

They immediately began expanding their power, and within just a few years, southern Yunnan fell under their control.

"After taking southern Yunnan, the Five Poisons Sect turned their attention to the imperial army that had been monitoring and suppressing them," Hwa-ryeon explained.

"Growing to control nearly half a province, the imperial army and Imperial Guards naturally became displeased. There must have been plenty of bad blood between them already," Master added.

The conflict between the Five Poisons Sect and the imperial army continues to this day.
Though the imperial army's scale was overwhelming, the problem lay in southern Yunnan's environment and the Five Poisons Sect's unique tactics.

"Southern Yunnan, covered entirely in jungle, is an environment where the imperial army can't utilize its strengths. The Imperial Guards are equally unfamiliar with such terrain."

"As the name suggests, the Five Poisons Sect uses poisons. This means that once a local battle occurs, the subsequent damage is inevitably severe."

Unfavorable environment, dirty and tricky enemy tactics.
After hearing this much, I finally understood the Tang Family's current situation.

"So the Tang Family is treating the imperial soldiers and Imperial Guards who were poisoned fighting the Five Poisons Sect?"

"Yes. The Tang Family also specializes in poison arts. Being skilled in poisons means they're also knowledgeable about antidotes."

The Tang Family responded very actively to the imperial army's request for help.
They sent their family members directly to Yunnan to detoxify the poisoned victims.

"They probably intended to put the imperial army and Imperial Guards in their debt."

And that plan worked perfectly.

Among those whose lives were saved by the Tang Family's detoxification were numerous high-ranking officials of the Imperial Guards and the imperial army.
Just by earning the gratitude of these people, they gained more than they invested.

"His Majesty was so pleased that he arranged a marriage between a woman from the Tang Family and a prince. Currently, that woman serves as the primary consort in the Jing Prince's mansion in Sichuan."

"That's... impressive."

They accepted a woman from the martial arts world into the imperial family?

The emperor, who seemed to be tacitly approving Paecheon Fortress's current behavior.
The fact that this same emperor went to such lengths meant that his thoughts about the Tang Family were definitely different from other martial arts forces.

Indeed, it made sense that Hwa-ryeon would be concerned about this.

Seeing me nod in understanding, Hwa-ryeon smiled faintly before her expression hardened again.

"Our next destination is Tang Family Tower in Kai County, Sichuan. Please prepare accordingly."



*



The next morning.
Muheo-ja couldn't hide his surprise when we announced our departure as soon as the sun rose.

"What, so suddenly? I haven't even properly thanked my benefactors due to the chaotic situation..."

"The situation is developing more urgently than expected. I think it's better for us to leave quickly rather than burden Wudang unnecessarily."

Realizing that Hwa-ryeon wouldn't change her mind despite her gentle but firm words, Muheo-ja nodded with a small sigh.

"If that's the case, I can't stop you. I understand. I'll inform the others, so don't worry about it and be on your way."

"Thank you."

After returning to the guest hall to pack our belongings and stepping outside, we found Ye So-ha and her two handmaidens waiting for us.

"So you're leaving now."

Unlike us who were descending the mountain today, the three women from the Lower Heaven Sect had decided to stay at Wudang Mountain a bit longer.
Well, from what I heard, they were waiting for someone?

"You remember what I said yesterday, right?"

"How could I forget already? But are you really not going to tell me who that subordinate is?"

Last night, after deciding to leave Wudang and head to Kai County in Sichuan, we informed the three people sharing our guest hall about our plans.

"Hmm, is that so? Sichuan, and the Tang Family at that..."

After appearing to consider something, Ye So-ha clapped her hands as if pleased.

"As it happens, one of my other subordinates is planning to go to the Tang Family. I'll tell them to help strengthen the alliance between you and the Tang Family."

"Wait, who is this person that can offer such help?"

Looking at me, who was wondering if this was some great martial arts figure, Ye So-ha smiled mischievously.

"Hehehe, you'll have to find out when you meet them in person. You'll probably be quite surprised."

"You'll see when you meet them~."

Seeing that she still had no intention of answering, I sighed softly and bid her farewell.

"I wish you safety until we meet again."

"You too. And remember, if anything happens, use the jade token, okay?"

"Yes, yes."

The jade token.
The treasure that Ye So-ha had given us when trying to help us escape from Wudang Mountain was now back in my possession.

I decided to keep it just in case, as she insisted we might need it in an emergency.
Things had worked out well in the fight against Myomok, but there was no guarantee that would always be the case.

Having witnessed the overwhelming existence of Crimson Eye with my own eyes, I couldn't carelessly overestimate my strength.
Whether I was the world's greatest or not, I needed to become even stronger.

To sweep away all those who tried to spread the filth of "fusion" in this martial arts world.

Fusion is a heretical path.
Only the orthodox deserves to survive.

Recalling the firm resolution I had made after realizing the true nature of the Crimson Eye Cult, I followed my companions through Wudang's mountain gate.

Ch.271 - Towards The Sichuan Tang Family
As I was about to descend the mountain with firm resolve, a familiar voice called out from behind me.

"Just where do you think you're going?!"

When I turned around, sure enough, a group led by Master Mu-yeop was rushing toward me. With his robes in complete disarray and all dignity thrown to the wind, Master Mu-yeop grabbed my shoulders with both hands.

"Uh... Elder."
"Are you in your right mind? This is such a critical time! I'm just one step away from realizing my ambition of starting a new era of fist techniques with Taichi!"

...Did a Taoist priest just use the word "ambition"? Is that right?

As I stared coldly at Master Mu-yeop who was frantically shaking my shoulders, a sharp, thunderous voice rang out from behind his distressed face.

"Mu-yeop, you fool! What kind of disgraceful behavior is this for an elder of Wudang?"

The owner of that thunderous voice was none other than Master Mu-jin.
The crowd following him parted to the left and right as he approached with his face contorted like a vengeful spirit.

Master Mu-jin walked up majestically, immediately grabbed his disciple by the scruff of his neck, and pulled him close.

"Instead of focusing on recovering from your injuries, you're out here doing nonsense...! Fine, before you study the scriptures with the Head Disciple, I'll personally give you some preliminary lessons!"
"S-Senior Brother! Please, anything but that—!"

Master Mu-yeop was being dragged away like a pig to slaughter.
As Master Mu-jin pulled his disciple away, he suddenly turned his head toward us, gave a silent bow, and continued dragging Master Mu-yeop.

"Nooo!"

As I was silently praying for Master Mu-yeop's well-being (?) while watching this scene, the group that had been following him approached us.
It was Master Hyeon-jin, his disciples, and the Wudang disciples from Hyeon-ja's group.

"I'm disappointed, Young Master Gun. Were you planning to leave without saying goodbye?"
"Haha... I'm sorry, Master. The situation suddenly became urgent."

When I apologized with an awkward smile, Master Hyeon-jin gave a slight smile as if to say it couldn't be helped, then straightened his expression and gave a respectful salute.
The other disciples followed suit.

"Young Master Gun Ja-seong and everyone else, what you have done for the Wudang Sect is something we will never forget, even after death. We will all remember this with gratitude carved into our bones. If you ever need our help, please call upon us. No matter where, we will come without hesitation."

The sight of so many Taoist priests saluting in unison was truly magnificent.
Feeling my face flush in proportion, I forced a smile and returned the salute.

"When you put it that way, it seems I've found people I can rely on for a long time to come."
"Pfft...!"

Some of the priests burst into laughter at my joke.
Hearing their laughter, I chuckled and looked at Master Hyeon-jin.

"I suppose we'll meet again next year at Mount Huashan."
"I've heard about it. The Murim Grand Council—truly a major event after such a long time. Though, considering past history, it might not be such a good thing."

Master Hyeon-jin's face stiffened slightly.
I shrugged and smiled.

"That's precisely when we'll need Master Hyeon-jin's help. So take care of yourself until then."
"Yes. The next time we meet, I will surely show you my perfected Taichi Sword."
"I'll look forward to it."

With Master Hyeon-jin's spirited words, we finally descended the mountain.

*

After coming down from Mount Wudang and returning to Gungang County, we immediately went to Changcheon Tea House to retrieve the horses and carriage we had left there.

The two horses that had been pulling the carriage seemed to have eaten and played well despite the chaos in Gungang County caused by the blood-red sky—they had grown quite plump.

"You've had a good rest, so now it's time to work hard again."

*Snort!*

Their rough protest seemed like they were complaining that they wanted to play more, but I ignored them and pulled them out of the stable to harness them to the carriage.

"We're back."

While I was preparing the carriage, the rest of the group returned from buying supplies at the county market.
Yu Seol, who approached first with quick steps, hurriedly blurted out:

"Have you heard about it?"
"Heard what?"
"About the Cheongung Priest."
"Cheongung... Priest?"

What's that?
Confused by Yu Seol's inexplicably angry reaction, I looked at Master and Ju Hwa-ryeon who were approaching behind her.

The two of them smiled bitterly and explained the situation.

"While we were fighting on Mount Wudang, they were holding rituals here in Gungang County every day. Cheongung is the title of the priest who conducted these rituals."
"Didn't you see him when we first arrived in the county?"
"The one who conducted rituals... ah, that person."

I recalled the fake priest who was flailing his arms and legs wildly when we first arrived before climbing Mount Wudang, and roughly understood the situation.

The county must have continued holding rituals even at the moment we destroyed the seedling.
Somehow, that fraud had accidentally become known as the skilled priest who restored the blood-red sky to normal.

I burst into laughter at how amusingly things had turned out, but Yu Seol pounded her chest in frustration.

"Is this really something to laugh about? That con artist has stolen all our credit!"
"Then what do you want to do? Should we grab the fake priest and kill him for daring to steal our glory?"
"N-no, that's not what I mean...! But we should at least expose him as a fraud!"
"Even if we tell them, they won't believe us."

Most people in Gungang County would have seen the Cheongung priest performing rituals, and they would have witnessed the blood-red sky returning to blue during those rituals.

If strangers they've never seen before suddenly appear and claim "that man is a fraud," would they believe it? People tend to believe only what they want to believe.

"Grr...!"

Yu Seol couldn't contain her frustration despite my explanation.
I chuckled at the sight of her puffed-up cheeks and ruffled her hair.

"Stop it!"
"Anyway, things like this don't last long. He got lucky this time, but there's no guarantee it'll happen again."

*Pause*

Yu Seol's protests stopped.
She cautiously asked:

"...Really?"
"Of course. He'll probably be exposed as a fraud soon. After that, he'll be beaten by people who've awakened from their delusion and end up needing a doctor."

Just seeing how he rushed to perform rituals during the Mount Wudang incident without knowing the cause, I could clearly foresee the outcome.

He'll try to capitalize on this lucky coincidence, but eventually be exposed as a fraud and disgraced.

Well, unless another coincidence comes his way.
Despite being undervalued compared to miracles, coincidences don't come easily either.

Thinking this, I shrugged my shoulders and smiled at Yu Seol, whose anger seemed to be subsiding gradually.

"Are you that upset about it?"
"...Of course I am. We did all the hard work. I can accept not being recognized, but I can't stand someone else taking credit."

After helping the grumbling little one into the carriage, I quietly asked Ju Hwa-ryeon:

"So, what do you think?"
"...I don't think he'll be exposed as easily as Ja-seong says. From what I saw earlier, he's quite skilled with his tongue."
"Hmm, is that so?"

I was a bit surprised by her unexpected assessment.
And as we were driving the carriage out of the county, I got to see this Cheongung Priest myself.

"Trust me and follow me! If you stay with me! With the power of your faith, I will keep this sky blue forever!"

The Cheongung Priest, no longer in his childishly colorful clothes but now wearing what appeared to be expensive blue Taoist robes.
Around him, numerous people had gathered, prostrating themselves in worship before him as he stood on a platform.

"We believe in you!"

"Wow..."

Is this what mass hysteria looks like?
I chuckled at the sight, and my gaze suddenly turned to the Cheongung Priest's face.

"Long live Cheongung!"

"Heh..."

His face was beaming with excitement, grinning from ear to ear.
Given the situation, he looked extremely annoying.
Looking at him, I could somewhat understand Yu Seol's feelings.

"Grrrr...!"

Sure enough, Yu Seol had poked her tiny head out of the carriage and was growling with a contorted face.
If I left her like this, she'd clearly be in a bad mood all day even after we left the county.

I guess I have no choice.
Should I teach him a small lesson?

This is entirely for Yu Seol's sake.
It's definitely not because I'm irritated myself.
Yes, absolutely.

I pointed my finger at the Cheongung Priest, who was still excitedly babbling away.
A flick of energy shot from my fingertip and struck the fake priest's entire body.

"Ugh?!"

The Cheongung Priest froze in the middle of waving his arms.
As people began to murmur, wondering why their priest had suddenly stopped moving, he toppled backward from that position.

*Thud!*

"Oh no, Priest!"

People rushed to the priest who had fallen from the platform.
But since I had struck his acupoints, he wouldn't be able to move for several days.

"Hmm?"

Seeing this, Yu Seol's eyes widened in surprise, and she turned to look at me.

"What? Why are you looking at me?"
"..."

After silently staring at me for a moment, the little one said it was nothing and quickly ducked back into the carriage.
Is she a person or a cat?

Shaking my head, I pulled the reins to increase the carriage's speed, and we quickly left Gungang County.

"Gae County... I suppose we should head south first?"
"Yes, it would be easier to follow the Yangtze River."

Agreeing with Ju Hwa-ryeon's suggestion, I directed the carriage southward.
Our next destination was Yichang, a port city on the Yangtze River.

Ch.272 - Reunion At Yichang
The journey to Yichang was quite urgent.

There were several counties between Gungang County and Yichang, but we mostly passed through them or only took care of necessary business before quickly moving on.

"It's a three-day journey from Gungang to Yangyang County, and another three days from Yangyang to Yichang."
"So we can't afford to move leisurely."

We traveled south with minimal rest, which quickly returned our two horses to their original shape after they had grown plump.

Our haste paid off, and on the afternoon of the second day—faster than the expected three days—we could see Yichang and the distant spectacular view of the Three Gorges of the Yangtze River.

"Wow..."

I couldn't hide my amazement at finally seeing the famous Three Gorges, even from a distance. The gorge, dyed in the brilliant colors of late autumn, truly showcased nature's grandeur.

Wow, I'm not usually one to get lost in admiration like this. But this view is mesmerizing.

However, Master seemed to think even this brief moment of appreciation was a waste of time and began urging me on.

"We don't have time for sightseeing now. We need to get out of Hubei quickly. Actually, why don't we just head straight to Sichuan? There's no real need to enter Yichang, is there?"
"Ah... I'd like that too, if possible..."

My gaze shifted to the two horses pulling our carriage.

*Wheeze... wheeeeze...*

The horses were panting as if they might collapse at any moment.
No wonder. They'd been running at full speed except for brief rests at night.

If we continued to push them like this, they'd likely collapse in the middle of the road to Kaihsien.

"I think we should let them rest for at least a day."
"Hmm..."

Master swallowed and nodded reluctantly, so we joined the line of people entering Yichang. Soon after, I was hit with a strong sense of déjà vu.

"...What's this?"

The line into the city was moving at a snail's pace. Forceful shouts could be heard from ahead.

Was I being paranoid, or did this remind me of Wuhan? I used my listening technique to hear what was being discussed up ahead.

"They're looking for wanted criminals."
"If that's the case, they should only check people leaving, not those coming in..."
"Shh, keep your voice down. Don't act difficult and get on their bad side."

...Wanted criminals.
Surely it couldn't be another pervert situation?

By sorting through the many voices entering my ears, I gathered several important facts:

The criminals were wanted for human trafficking.
They had recently arrived in Yichang.
And they were likely martial artists.

"Martial artists... involved in human trafficking?"

What is this, some new-age evil sect? Or is it like Goseong County, where a righteous sect evolved into a dark one?

Nothing else would explain martial artists being involved in human trafficking. While I was still processing this unexpected information, it was our turn to be inspected.

"Everyone in the carriage, get out!"

We all obediently exited the carriage at the soldier's threatening command. After carefully examining our group, the soldier finally fixed his gaze on Hwa-ryeon, who was wearing a face veil.

"Remove your veil and show your face."
"......"

This is troublesome. The rest of us exchanged glances.

Hwa-ryeon's existence had already been exposed in Paecheon Fortress. We needed to avoid showing her face, especially to a soldier affiliated with the county office...

"What are you waiting for? Remove your veil now!"

The soldier raised his voice when she didn't immediately comply with his order.

What should I do? Should I secretly make him faint? If I press the right acupoint, he'll collapse immediately.

While I was internally conflicted, another soldier approached.

"What's going on?"
"Ah, this person refuses to show their face..."

The soldier who had been barking at us immediately adopted a submissive attitude. Judging by the obvious annoyance on the other's face, he must be a senior soldier.

"Hmm?"

After hearing the junior soldier's explanation, the senior soldier made a curious sound and looked Hwa-ryeon up and down. Then, after glancing at her small hands, he surprisingly told the junior to let us pass.

The junior soldier was more shocked than we were.

"B-but we need to properly verify her face..."
"Hey, you idiot. Can't you tell by looking at her hands? The color is different. We're busy, let them through quickly."
"...Yes, sir."

The junior soldier finally acquiesced to his irritated senior and let us pass.

But what did he mean by "the color is different"? Was he talking about skin color? Is that important?

Feeling puzzled, we got back into the carriage and finally entered Yichang, where a large crowd greeted us.

"It's not as busy as Wuhan, but there are still quite a lot of people in this city."
"Well, it is a port city after all."

I nodded in agreement with Hwa-ryeon's observation as she sat beside me instead of entering the carriage.

"Now, for an inn..."

I slowly pulled the reins, looking for a suitable inn where we could leave our carriage. Fortunately, we soon spotted a fairly large one.

"Welcome! How many guests?"
"Four people. Is the private wing available?"

The attendant's face brightened at my request for the expensive private wing, and he became even more polite.

"Yes, of course. Our inn is famous in Yichang for its luxurious private accommodations."

I smiled wryly at the attendant's nonchalant boast. After handing over the carriage, I was about to enter the inn when a notice on the wall caught my eye.

It was a wanted poster with simple facial descriptions and a bounty listed at the bottom.

"Ah, are you also interested in those human traffickers, sir?"

The attendant who had taken our carriage noticed where I was looking and subtly inquired, while glancing at the sword at my waist. He must have already realized I was a martial artist.

"We just went through a strict inspection at the gate. Are these people the cause?"
"Oh, don't even mention it. Because of those despicable criminals, women and children in the city can't go outside."
"Ah, so that's why..."

I had thought it strange that there were so few children visible despite the crowds.

"They deserve to be beaten to death. Who kidnaps children when there are plenty of other things to do?"

I nodded at the attendant's tongue-clicking condemnation and examined the wanted poster more carefully.

It showed a middle-aged man and a young woman, their faces lightly inked to indicate dark skin.

"...Huh?"

Why do these faces look familiar? I squinted and rolled my eyes to read the content below.

[Name: Hyeok-ri Gwang] [Name: Hyeok-ri Eum]

"...Eh?"

[Crime: Human trafficking and abduction of women and children]

"Eh?"

[Bounty: Five gold taels]
[Likely trained martial artists. Moving in an organized manner, so exercise caution.]

"EHHH?!"

What, what is this?!

*

"......"
"......"

After entering the private wing, we fell into a chilling silence. The late lunch we had ordered was gradually cooling on the table, but none of us even thought about picking up our chopsticks.

The content of the wanted poster in my hand was that shocking.

I looked at it from every angle. Even after rubbing my eyes and looking again, the content remained unchanged.

[Name: Hyeok-ri Gwang] [Name: Hyeok-ri Eum]

"...Huh."

I had no choice but to accept this absurd reality.

In the short time since I'd last seen them, my acquaintances had become human traffickers.

"How is this even possible?"

It's been less than a month. How did people who left so proudly to establish their own martial arts sect end up as criminals?

Hwa-ryeon, who had been thinking about something, carefully spoke up in response to my question.

"Without more information, it's hard to say anything definitive, but couldn't this be some kind of misunderstanding? It doesn't make sense that Master Hyeok-ri would do such a thing, and above all, he has no reason to."
"That's right, isn't it?"

Just as I was about to nod in agreement with Hwa-ryeon, Yu Seol countered.

"We shouldn't be so quick to dismiss this. Two weeks is quite a long time. We don't know who they met or what they experienced during that period. Besides, the county office wouldn't issue a bounty without some evidence, would they?"
"Umm..."

Yu Seol's point was also valid. Unable to reach a definite conclusion, I was still agonizing when Master spoke in a resolute voice.

"Whatever their circumstances, we don't have the luxury to worry about them. We need to leave Yichang early tomorrow morning. You haven't forgotten that we're being pursued by the Assassination Unit, have you?"
"But Master, they're not strangers to us..."

I tried to protest against her cold words, but Master shook her head without the slightest hesitation.

"Both Master Hyeok-ri and his daughter are dignified martial artists. They should be able to handle their own affairs."

It was a cold but undeniable truth. As I finally closed my mouth, Hwa-ryeon stood up.

"Anyway, we still have time today, right?"
"Young Lady?"

Despite Master's surprised look, Hwa-ryeon continued.

"We were planning to rest today anyway, weren't we? It should be fine to do a little investigation, right?"
"No, Young Lady. That's..."

After struggling to form a proper response, Master finally let out a deep sigh.

"Sigh... So, you're just going to investigate? Only that far?"
"Yes, of course."

Master spoke firmly, and Hwa-ryeon answered brightly.

But everyone in the room knew that things wouldn't go as simply as that.

"Well then, shall we go out and investigate?"

Ignoring Master's second sigh, Yu Seol and I followed Hwa-ryeon out of the inn.
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After leaving our Master at the inn, we headed out.
Despite her bold move of leading Seol and me outside, as soon as we reached the street, Ju Hwa-ryeon slowly opened her mouth.

"So... how should we investigate?"
"..."
"..."

Then, seeing the incredulous looks from Seol and me, she turned her head away as if embarrassed.

"Wait, you dragged us out without any plan?"
"Well... I felt like if we just stayed there, we'd end up leaving Yichang without doing anything. And you don't want that either, right, Ja-seong?"

Hwa-ryeon stammered her excuse.
After staring at her in disbelief for a moment, I couldn't help but smile.

*Sigh, I'll let it slide because she's cute.*

Shrugging my shoulders, I soon led the two of them down the street.

"Where are we going?"
"To find someone who might know about this situation."
"Who would that be?"
"Well, you'll see."

I lightly flicked Seol's forehead as she kept asking questions and took the lead.

After walking for some time, I finally spotted a suitable target in my field of vision.

"Over there."
"Don't tell me you want to drink in broad daylight?"
"Really?"

Ignoring Seol's suspicious voice and Hwa-ryeon's expectant tone, I approached a small tavern.

"You two wait here."
"Why? I want to go in too."

Hwa-ryeon immediately protested my instruction.
Through her veil, I could see her eyes sparkling strangely—clearly interested only in the prospect of alcohol.

"You think I'd let you drink?"
"...Tch."
"Seol, keep a close eye on the young lady. If she takes even a sip of alcohol, she might end up destroying the innocent tavern."

After leaving Hwa-ryeon under Seol's supervision, I entered the tavern.
Inside, men in constable uniforms were downing drinks with flushed faces despite it being the middle of the day.

I approached them with a bright smile.

"Wow, you're drinking so heartily! It makes me feel good just watching."
"Huh? Who are you?"

The constables gave me wary looks at my sudden appearance.
Ignoring their suspicion, I sat down in an empty seat and called out loudly.

"One more bottle of your most expensive liquor over here!"

Then I flashed a smile at the bewildered constables.

Their expressions clearly said, "What's with this guy?"
Of course, I pretended not to notice and kept my face straight.

"Ah, no..."
"Since we've met by chance, let me treat you to a drink."

*Thud*

I placed a money pouch on the table.
At the substantial sound it made, the constables who had closed their mouths looked at each other.

But their conclusion was already predetermined, given their intoxicated and excited state.

"Well, why not! No reason to refuse free drinks."

Soon, an unimpressive-looking bottle appeared on the table.
But contrary to its appearance, when the cork was removed, an extraordinary aroma spread out—one that was far from ordinary.

"Oh my!"

The scent was enough to make the drunk constables' eyes instantly clear up.
We passed drinks back and forth, one cup, then another.

Of course, I only poured for them without taking a single sip myself.
One constable, watching me with bleary eyes, casually asked:

"So, what are you curious about?"
"Pardon? What do you mean...?"
"I've been a constable for fifteen years. I can tell what someone's thinking just by looking at their eyes. You joined us because you wanted to ask something, right?"

*He can see that even when he's completely drunk?*

I wasn't sure if the constable was telling the truth or just testing me.
But if he was going to make it easy for me, all the better.

After a brief pause, I answered with a sheepish smile.

"Well, it's not that I have something specific to ask... I'm just curious about the situation in the city."
"Isn't that the same thing! Are you drunk already? This friend can't hold his liquor!"

The constables' laughter filled the tavern.
Seeing them roar with laughter at something not particularly funny, they seemed thoroughly intoxicated.

Perhaps that earlier sharp analysis was just drunken nonsense.

"So, what is our little brother so curious about?"

Having already gained a friendly nickname, I figured they'd tell me everything they knew, so I immediately brought up the strict checkpoints and the story of Hyeok-ri Gwang and Hyeok-ri Eum, the father and daughter.

As soon as I mentioned the two names, their expressions turned grim.

"Those bastards who deserve to be ground up and drunk? Don't even mention them. Because of them, I haven't been able to go home or have a drop of alcohol for days. This is my first drink in four days!"
"The head constable of Yichang abstaining from alcohol for four days? The world must be ending!"

The constables cackled again as if they had never frowned.
After erasing the useless information that the constable's surname was Cho from my mind, I patiently waited for the next question.

"But why are you looking for those bastards?"
"As you've probably noticed, brothers, I'm somewhat skilled with a blade. When I came to Yichang, I happened to see a wanted poster with an enormous bounty. Five gold pieces, no less!"

Five gold pieces is enough for an ordinary person to live comfortably for three generations.
For such a large sum to be offered as a bounty, the county office must view the situation as extremely serious.

But even though Yichang is a port city, can they really offer that much gold as a bounty?
Just as this question crossed my mind, the constable provided an answer.

"Ah, that bounty wasn't posted by the county office."
"No? Then who...?"

I narrowed my eyes and listened carefully to the explanation that followed.

*

About two hours later.
After rewarding the constables with ten more bottles of liquor for their information, I left the tavern.

"Did you get any good information?"

Hwa-ryeon and Seol, who had been waiting patiently outside, approached and asked. I nodded.

"Let's get moving first. I'll tell you on the way."

I led the two westward and began explaining.

"First, the most important thing: it seems the county office didn't issue the wanted notice based on solid evidence."
"What? What do you mean...?"

Seol was bewildered by what sounded like nonsense at first glance.
But unlike our little one, Hwa-ryeon immediately understood my meaning.

"There's a witness, not evidence."
"Correct. And the person who put up the enormous bounty of five gold pieces is that very witness."
"...That's obviously suspicious. Who is this witness...?"
"We're heading to their house right now."

We continued walking, and by the time the midday sun began to set, we arrived at a massive estate.
Looking up at the main gate, Hwa-ryeon asked:

"So whose house is this?"
"The owner's name is Mae Yeong-seung. And his position is the head of the Sunyeon Trading Company."
"A trading company head... so he's a merchant?"
"Not just any merchant—apparently a well-known wealthy one in Yichang."

He uses the largest estate in the area as his residence.
This alone showed that he was extremely wealthy.

Well, that's probably why he could casually offer gold pieces as a bounty.

According to the constables, the Sunyeon Trading Company was a major organization with its headquarters in Yichang and a history spanning several decades.

"They say that despite being a trading company, they've done many good deeds that don't bring profit. Like distributing relief rice to the poor from their own funds. That's why they have such a good reputation in Yichang."
"So that's why the company head's words carry weight."

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon's comment and looked around.
Being somewhat removed from the city center, there weren't many people around.

"What now? Are we going to meet the company head directly?"
"No. Showing up suddenly won't make it easy to meet him, and even if we did, he probably wouldn't be honest with us."
"Then why did we come all the way here?"

I stopped scanning the surroundings and fixed my gaze on Hwa-ryeon.
Of course, I was still extending my perception to thoroughly examine the area.

"I've been thinking about a scenario. What if Hyeok-ri and his daughter were falsely accused? What if the real human traffickers are someone else?"
"That's..."

Hearing my words, Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened as she looked back at the estate.

"...According to your scenario, the real culprit would be the witness who testified against them."
"And following that scenario, Hyeok-ri would try to clear his name somehow. By finding evidence of the real culprit's crimes."

And the place most likely to contain such evidence would be the real culprit's residence—this place.

"In other words, if I'm right, someone from Hyeok-ri's group should be around here monitoring the real culprit's movements."

At that very moment, as if right on cue, a familiar presence registered in my perception.

"Found them."

With a grin, I led Hwa-ryeon and Seol to a secluded alley near the estate.
There was someone there with their face covered by a veil like Hwa-ryeon's, but the curved figure made it obvious at a glance that it was a woman.

The woman was so focused on observing Mae Yeong-seung's estate that she didn't notice our approach. I greeted her cheerfully.

"It's been a while."
"...!? Y-you...!"

Her voice clearly revealed her surprise at my sudden appearance.
After hesitating briefly, she slowly removed the veil covering her head.
Revealing distinctive tan skin.

"Miss Hyeok-ri Eum."
"...Why are you here?"

To the question from the tan-skinned beauty, Hyeok-ri Eum, I simply shrugged my shoulders.

"First, could I meet with Master Hyeok-ri?"
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After letting out a small sigh and nodding, Hyeok-ri Eum led us to a small warehouse not far from Mae Yeong-seung's estate.

"Are all your companions gathered here?" Yu Seol asked.

Hyeok-ri Eum, who had covered her face again with a face veil, shook her head.

"No. Most of our people are outside the city. I don't know the current situation well because we can't leave the city due to the checkpoints. Only my father, mother, me, and Uncle Cheol are here."

As I entered while listening to her explanation, I saw only a few wooden boxes stacked inside the warehouse with no sign of people.
Of course, I had already detected the presence of three people underground through my qi perception.

"You seem to have noticed. It's here."

Seeing my gaze directed at the floor, Hyeok-ri Eum went to the back of the warehouse and opened a hidden door in the floor.
A ladder appeared.

"You've managed to find quite the hiding place."
"Not everyone in the city is on that bastard's side."

With those meaningful words, Hyeok-ri Eum went down first.
Following her, I finally came face to face with a familiar person.

"Wh-what?! Why are you here?"
"It's been a while, Master Hyeok-ri."

After bowing to Hyeok-ri Gwang, who couldn't hide his bewilderment, I shifted my gaze beyond him.
There stood a middle-aged man with a bear-like build and a beautiful woman, both of whom I had seen at the Zhuge Family estate.

I focused my attention on the beautiful woman.
Except for her skin color, her face was almost identical to Hyeok-ri Eum's.
Thanks to this, I could immediately guess her identity.

"...This is our first direct meeting. This is my wife, Zhuge Ryeo."

Hyeok-ri Gwang introduced her with uncharacteristic hesitation.
He kept glancing at his wife nervously, but she seemed more composed than him.

"I couldn't properly greet you last time due to the circumstances. I'm Zhuge Ryeo."
"...Yes. I'm Gun Ja-seong."

Her response was surprisingly calm for someone facing the person who had killed her son.
Perhaps it was my imagination, but as the atmosphere quickly grew awkward, I immediately changed the subject.

"So, may I ask what happened? I heard you were going to establish a school in Yichang, but why did you suddenly become a human trafficker?"
"Well, it's a bit complicated..."

As his father scratched the back of his head, Hyeok-ri Eum burst out:

"What's complicated about it! Those damn bastards just...!"
"Eum-ah."

Zhuge Ryeo cut off her daughter's words in a reproachful tone.
Startled by her mother calling her name, Hyeok-ri Eum quickly corrected herself.

"I-I mean... those contemptible people framed us for kidnapping innocent women and children..."
"...So that's what happened."

It seems my guess was correct.
Then the ones who framed them must be... hmm?

Suddenly, I sensed someone's presence above ground.

"Is someone else supposed to come?"
"Hmm? Ah, it's probably the owner of this warehouse. It's about time."

Soon after, the secret door opened again, and a figure climbed down the ladder.
Upon seeing the three of us, the person paused momentarily.

"...I see unfamiliar faces. Are these the companions staying outside the city?"
"Ah... no, they're old friends. They're not enemies, so don't worry."
"If you say so..."

The newcomer was an elderly man who appeared quite advanced in age.
Though he seemed unremarkable with his small frame, there was something notably fierce about his gaze.

The old man soon introduced himself with a respectful salute.

"I am Gong Un-chu. I run a small merchant group called Mochun Trading Company."
"Ah, yes. I'm Gun Ja-seong."
"I'm Ju Hwa-ryeon."
"I'm Yu Seol."

After the brief introductions, I immediately asked a question.

"So, a small merchant group owner is hiding Master Hyeok-ri and his companions who've been falsely accused of human trafficking?"
"......"

Gong remained silent.
I looked around at everyone and said:

"Well then, shall we hear what happened?"

*

About two weeks ago.
After parting ways with us, Hyeok-ri Gwang and his group came straight to Yichang.

"With Yichang ahead of us, first my wife, Eum-ah, and Hong-sik entered the city. To establish a school, we needed an estate. And a large one that could accommodate all of us."

There was no problem with the process of purchasing an estate.
The issue arose from an unexpected source, and when I heard the story, I couldn't help but be dumbfounded.

"A pickpocket?"
"Yes. It's embarrassing, but I had the bank drafts from the Zhuge Family stolen by a pickpocket. And by a child barely over ten years old at that."

Hyeok-ri Gwang scratched his cheek sheepishly.
I was incredulous that a martial artist, especially someone of Hyeok-ri Gwang's caliber, could have his pocket picked by a child.

"How is that possible? Even if you were distracted..."
"No, I wasn't distracted at all. The kid just approached me stealthily and took the bundle of drafts from inside my robe. When I realized it, I couldn't help but shudder."

Hyeok-ri Gwang trembled as he recalled the incident.
Finding her father's account frustrating, Hyeok-ri Eum raised her voice again.

"Why are you adding so many unnecessary details! Just get to the point..."
"Eum-ah."
"P-please get to the point, Father..."
"Kup...!"

I almost burst out laughing seeing Hyeok-ri Eum shrink and become respectful whenever Zhuge Ryeo called her name.
Noticing my reaction, Hyeok-ri Eum shot me a fierce glare, and I quickly composed my expression with a cough.

"Ahem, ahem."
"Anyway, I needed to recover the stolen drafts, so I smashed through the back alley thugs until I found that little rascal, and finally caught him."

Fortunately, after recovering the lost drafts, Hyeok-ri Gwang made an offer to the young boy who was dangling by his collar in his grip.

-Would you like to become my disciple?

"Wait, what did you say? Disciple?"

Instead of scolding him, he offered to make him a disciple?
For a moment I thought I had misheard, but Hyeok-ri Gwang's expression was completely serious.

"Think about it. A kid who managed to deceive me and steal the drafts without any martial arts training. He has innate talent for movement and perception. I was certain he would excel if he learned martial arts. He would be well-suited for my 'Fierce Tiger Blade' technique."

Like me now, the others in his group had been dumbfounded at the time, but Hyeok-ri Gwang's resolve was firm.
Moreover, the boy readily nodded when promised regular meals.

After hearing this much of the story, I nodded while furrowing my brow.
What did any of this have to do with the human trafficking accusation?

"When are we getting to the main point?"
"This is the main point. Just when I thought I had gained my first disciple, another problem arose. A guy named Gang Gil, who acted as a gang leader in Yichang's back alleys, took the child away."

Hyeok-ri Gwang immediately went to find this gang leader and thoroughly trampled him, discovering that the people who had taken the boy were from none other than Sunyeon Trading Company.

"So what did you do then?"
"What else? I obviously raided the place where they took the child. But the boy wasn't there, only a few other children."
"And then, as if they had been waiting for us, the constables burst in... So we suddenly became human traffickers... You already know what happened after that... right?"

With Hyeok-ri Eum carefully watching her mother's reaction and adding "right?" at the end of her sentences, the explanation came to an end.

"So in the end, this Sunyeon Trading Company is behind everything?"
"That's right. That's why me, Eum-ah, and Hong-sik have been taking turns watching the company owner's house. To clear our names and find Myeong-ah."
"Myeong-ah?"
"That's the name of my first disciple. He's an orphan, so he just goes by Myeong without a surname. Oh my, I hope the poor child isn't trembling in fear...!"

...I doubt someone bold enough to pickpocket a martial artist carrying a blade on his back would be trembling in fear.
Looking at the overreacting Hyeok-ri Gwang with cold eyes, I shook my head and asked another question.

"From what I've heard, it seems this Gang Gil was also in on it. Did you go back to find him?"
"Of course I went back... But it was already too late..."

When they went back to find Gang Gil, he was already dead with his head cut off.

They cut off the loose end.
These people are much more cruel and meticulous than I thought.

"It's absurd that such people are respected by the city folk on the surface."
"It seems they've been doing this for quite some time. Why haven't they been caught until now?"
"I should explain that part."

In response to Hwa-ryeon and Seol's conversation, Old Man Gong spoke up.

"Sunyeon Trading Company wasn't always like this. Until about ten years ago, it was truly an admirable organization that gave much to the city's poor, just as its public reputation suggested."

The transformation of Sunyeon Trading Company began when the current head, Mae Yeong-seung, took over.

"That greedy boy from childhood stopped the company's charitable work and began to pursue profit exclusively. He drove out anyone who opposed his will, regardless of their position, and filled the company only with those who obeyed him."

Sensing something in Old Man Gong's words, I ventured a guess.

"Could it be that you were one of those driven out for opposing him?"
"...Yes, that's right. Mochun Trading Company was formed by gathering others who were expelled with me at that time."

Old Man Gong let out a deep sigh.
A sigh filled with years of resentment made the atmosphere even heavier.

Through that heavy air, the old man's distinctively cracked voice resonated:

"Suspicious kidnapping incidents began to occur in Yichang not long after that."

Ch.275 - Rob The Merchant Guild
In a bustling port city where people frequently came and went, disappearances weren't particularly unusual.

"But this time something was different. Only women and children were vanishing. And specifically those without relatives or connections."
"That's quite the observation for someone who isn't a constable."
"It wasn't my discovery."

I widened my eyes slightly at the old man's words.

"If not you, then who...?"
"As you said, it was a constable from the county office who first noticed and began investigating these disappearances."

The constable had visited the Mochun Trading Company while investigating the missing persons case.

"When the constable came to me, he was already convinced that the Sunyeon Trading Company was behind these disappearances. That bastard Mae Yeong-seung was selling women and children without connections to other cities."

When Old Man Gong first heard this, his immediate thought wasn't denial. Rather, it was affirmation—if it was Mae Yeong-seung, he was absolutely capable of such deeds.

"Even before becoming the head of the trading company, he was the type who would do anything for money."

Even his father, the previous head of the trading company, had considered Mae Yeong-seung's mindset dangerous, but he couldn't bring himself to pass the company to someone other than his only son.

"I thought what was bound to happen had finally happened. And I knew I couldn't just stand by."

Though he had left the company under unpleasant circumstances, Old Man Gong had dedicated his life to it. Unable to watch it transform into something so vile, he told the constable about warehouses where kidnapped people might be held.

"After that, the constable also disappeared. But no one at the county office seemed concerned about his disappearance."

This meant the county office had already been bought by the Sunyeon Trading Company. Hwa-ryeon and Seol's expressions grew serious at the news that they couldn't expect help from official authorities.

Meanwhile, Old Man Gong continued his story.

"Though the county office wouldn't act, I couldn't just do nothing. But I couldn't intervene directly either. So I was just keeping an eye on the Sunyeon Trading Company when I saw you two raiding one of their warehouses."
"So that's how you ended up hiding Hyeok-ri's group here."

Old Man Gong's explanation was complete.

Now that I understood the situation clearly, I looked back at Hyeok-ri Gwang.

"So, what are your plans now?"
"Well, that's..."

Hyeok-ri Gwang hesitated, glancing at his wife.
Following his gaze to Madam Zhuge, I saw her speak up in place of her husband.

"We haven't just been waiting around. If we delay too long, even the child the young master has taken a liking to will be sold off."
"You're certain they're still in the city. How can you be so sure?"

Madam Zhuge answered without hesitation.

"We haven't just been idly watching all this time. We've gathered and pieced together information to determine our next move."

The Hyeok-ri group was confident about three key pieces of information:

First, the human trafficking was conducted by boat.

"In a port city, using anything other than ships would be too conspicuous."
"The Sunyeon Trading Company owns several large merchant vessels. They must be using those ships to transport the kidnapped people out of the city to black market traders."

Second, the kidnapped people were divided among several warehouses.

"With Old Man Gong's help, we've narrowed it down to about nine potential locations. The victims are likely hidden there."
"The security is tight around the clock, making it difficult to break in without a violent confrontation."

Third, not everyone at the county office was colluding with the Sunyeon Trading Company.

"Rather, those in collusion are likely a minority. Secretly recruited by Ji Gu-han."
"Ji Gu-han?"
"He's the magistrate's assistant of Yichang. He wields power recklessly in place of the incompetent magistrate, and his infamy is well-known throughout the city."

Despite being in office for a full year, the magistrate had left everything to his assistant.
Thanks to this, the assistant was conspiring with a mere trading company, albeit a large one, to traffic humans and line his own pockets.

"On nights when constables recruited by Assistant Ji are guarding the harbor, they load the kidnapped people onto ships."
"When is that happening?"
"Tonight."

In other words, tonight was our only chance to rescue the boy named Myeong and the other victims.

"However, even if we rescue these people, without evidence that the Sunyeon Trading Company is behind this, we'll likely be framed again."
"So that's why you've been watching Mae Yeong-seung's estate, looking for evidence."
"Yes. He must be hiding a ledger of his human trafficking somewhere in his home. The security is too tight for us to have attempted entry..."

I nodded at Madam Zhuge's words and organized the situation in my head.

Simply put, to clear Hyeok-ri Gwang's group of false accusations, we needed to rescue the kidnapped people and find the human trafficking ledger. And tonight was our only chance to rescue the victims.

After pondering briefly, I smiled and said:

"Let's do both simultaneously. I'll enter the estate and find the ledger. Meanwhile, the rest of you search the warehouses for the victims."
"Does that mean... you're going to help us?"

Madam Zhuge widened her eyes in surprise at my words.
Why are you surprised now?

"Why would I have come all this way if I didn't intend to help?"
"...Thank you. I keep owing you favors."
"You can repay me generously later."

I playfully deflected Hyeok-ri Gwang's thanks and turned to Old Man Gong.

"Do you happen to have a mask or something similar?"

It's time for my side job after a long while.
The great thief Gun Ja-seong makes his appearance.

*

That night.
Taking advantage of the darkness, we left Madam Zhuge (who had no martial arts skills) behind and split into two groups.

One would go to Mae Yeong-seung's estate to find the ledger, and the other would head to the warehouses to rescue the kidnapped people.
In other words, just me and everyone else.

"Will you be alright alone?"

Just before departing, my master approached and asked.
I had returned to the inn immediately after finalizing the plan and brought him back to help.

Though my master initially seemed displeased, he sighed and agreed to come along after I convinced him we would finish everything today.
I nodded vigorously at his question.

"Of course. It's not my first time."
"Don't get careless and be careful."

I smiled at Hwa-ryeon's worried words before parting from the others and rushing toward Mae Yeong-seung's estate.

Soon, the massive estate came into view.
Torches illuminated various parts of the estate that had darkened after sunset.
Quite a number of guards were gathered around the torches, warming themselves.

Is it really that cold?
It's just pleasantly cool.

Sneaking past the strangely cold-sensitive guards, I headed deeper into the estate.

Finding Mae Yeong-seung's room wasn't difficult.
I just needed to locate the largest room in the central area.

"Kuuuul..."

Mae Yeong-seung was snoring deeply, unaware that someone had entered his room.
It was my first time seeing him in person, and surprisingly, he looked like an ordinary, clean-cut middle-aged man.

He looked more like a royal academy scholar than a merchant.
If he had appeared vile and greedy, I would have mocked him for living up to his appearance.

Putting aside my strange disappointment, I expanded my qi perception.
Dangerous items like a human trafficking ledger would surely be hidden in some secret space.

After thoroughly examining the room, I finally detected an empty space beneath the bed where Mae Yeong-seung was sleeping.

Oh, hiding it right under where you sleep?

I immediately pressed his acupoints to ensure he wouldn't wake up, then tossed him under the bed and removed the bedding.
A keyhole welcomed me.

"Ah, how annoying."

Grumbling irritably, I searched Mae Yeong-seung who had rolled under the bed.
Fortunately, I quickly found a key hanging around his neck and inserted it into the keyhole.

"...Found it."

Inside the small secret compartment was, as expected, an unnamed book.
Checking its contents confirmed it was indeed a human trafficking ledger.

The meticulous recording of gender and age showed just how many people this Mae Yeong-seung had captured and sold like animals.

"...Should I just kill him?"

Become an assassin again like in Hefei?
After briefly contemplating while looking at Mae Yeong-seung sprawled on the floor, I shook my head.

This man shouldn't die by an assassin's hand, but as a criminal in front of all the city's people.
I put the ledger inside my clothes, restored the bed to its original state, placed Mae Yeong-seung back on it, and left the room.

*

Around the time Ja-seong infiltrated Mae Yeong-seung's estate, the others were heading toward the Sunyeon Trading Company's warehouse by the river.

-Wheeee

"Ugh... it's getting cold at night."

Seol shivered as the cold wind blew from the river.
Hyeok-ri Eum, walking beside her, spoke boastfully.

"Such complaints! A martial artist should overcome this much with sheer willpower."
"What does willpower have to do with it? Cold is cold."
"What? You little...!"

Just as she was about to bicker with Seol, who was at least five years younger than her, Hwa-ryeon asked a question to the unfamiliar man walking ahead.

"How long until we reach the warehouse?"
"We'll arrive shortly. Since it's such a large trading company, all the warehouses in this area belong to the Sunyeon Trading Company."

The young man leading them was Old Man Gong's only grandson.
Unable to move quickly due to his age, the old man had entrusted him with guiding them.

"Fortunately, the warehouses where people are likely being held are clustered in a secluded area. Near the warehouse that Master Hyeok-ri raided before."
"That place, huh."

Recalling unpleasant memories, Hyeok-ri Gwang's face twisted slightly.

"This time, I'll pulverize anyone who gets in our way, be it constables or whoever."

Hyeok-ri Eum also forgot her bickering and bared her teeth with a fierce expression.
Seeing the father and daughter like this, Hwa-ryeon warned them coolly.

"As I've already mentioned, we must avoid killing or injuring constables. Attacking law enforcement will make it extremely difficult to clear your names, regardless of their collusion with the trading company."

That's why they had decided to deal with the constables before confronting the warehouse guards.
And Hwa-ryeon had been assigned to subdue the constables.

"How exactly do you plan to subdue the constables without injuring them?"
"You'll see."

The group had now reached the area where the Sunyeon Trading Company's warehouses were clustered.
They spotted constables gathered in one place, chatting and giggling instead of patrolling the docks.

"I'll be right back."

Leaving the group behind, Hwa-ryeon approached the constables.

Ch.276 - The Yoke Of Zhuge
"Ugh, it's cold. What are we even doing out here in the middle of the night..."

The other officers snickered at their colleague's grumbling as he rubbed his palms together by the bonfire.

"Look at this guy, complaining with a full belly! Hey, today's work will bring in half a year's salary. Are you saying you won't do it next time?"
"No, no! Who said I wouldn't? I just let some nonsense slip out because of the cold."

The officers cackled at their colleague's quick backpedaling.
But among them, only one person didn't join in the laughter, instead repeatedly glancing behind them toward the warehouse where the kidnapped people were being held.

"Good grief, stop looking back there. You'll wear out your neck at this rate."

Someone clicked their tongue after noticing his behavior.
The officer reluctantly turned his head away, conscious of his colleagues' eyes.

"S-sorry."

The other officers narrowed their eyes at his gloomy apology.

"You're not having second thoughts, are you?"
"...Of course not."
"Good, that's how it should be. Think about your sick mother. Without this extra income, how would you afford her expensive medicine?"

At his colleagues' words, a strong light returned to his previously dim eyes.
The other officers, finally reassured by his straightened expression and tightly closed mouth, resumed their chatter.

As they killed time with idle conversation, one officer spotted a slender figure approaching them.

"Huh...? Who's there?"

The other officers turned their heads to look at the figure.
With the moonlight obscured by clouds, only a vague silhouette was visible.

*A woman...?*

Judging by the curved figure, it seemed to be a woman.
But what was a woman doing out alone at night in these troubled times?

"Can't you hear me? I asked who you are!"

The voice grew louder.
But no answer came, and the officers finally began to grow suspicious and wary of the woman.

Meanwhile, the woman drew closer.
Just as her form was becoming clearer in the bonfire's light, she suddenly vanished from sight.

*Whoosh!*

"W-what...?"

The officers were startled by the sudden disappearance of the person before their eyes.
Then the strange events began.

*Thud!*

"H-hey, what's wrong with you!?"

Their colleagues collapsed like puppets with cut strings, without any warning.
The panicked officers looked around frantically and caught glimpses of a blurry figure flashing past them.

*A g-ghost...!?*

The woman's form that appeared and disappeared in the dark night without even moonlight.
The terrifying thought naturally arose in the officers' minds.

"G-ghost!"

These officers had turned a blind eye to things they shouldn't have because of their greed for money.

With guilty consciences, the resentful gazes of the women being dragged to the ships began to overlap with the blurry figure in their minds.

"P-please spare me. I was wrong! Please spare me!"

Suddenly finding himself the only one left standing while all his colleagues had collapsed, the officer was convinced they had been killed by the vengeful spirits of the sold women. He prostrated himself on the ground, begging for his life.

*Thunk!*

But what came back was the sensation of something piercing his body strongly, along with consciousness gradually slipping away.

*No, please...!*

And so, the officer's consciousness sank into darkness as he despaired at his own death.

*

Hwa-ryeon checked the pressure points of the officers and looked down at the unconscious men with a slightly complicated expression.

Thanks to their strange misunderstanding and terror, it had been easier to subdue them, but being mistaken for a virgin ghost while very much alive gave her much to think about.

"Wow... that was amazing!"

Unaware of her thoughts, Hyeok-ri Eum approached, giving silent applause.
She poked at the officers collapsed around the bonfire and looked at Hwa-ryeon with sparkling eyes.

"How did you do that? It looked like you just poked them with your finger."
"I just learned it myself, so I don't really understand the principles."

On their way to Yichang, Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon had spent time alone together in secret, even cutting into their sleeping hours without Seol and Dae-un knowing.

Though they spent most of that time embracing each other, sometimes Ja-seong would teach her various techniques. The pressure point technique she just used was one of them.

"Anyway, we've subdued the officers, so all that's left are the Soon-yeon Trading Company's private soldiers. Are you ready?"
"The officers were the troublesome ones. Those guys will be easy."

Hyeok-ri Gwang stepped forward confidently with a smirk.

"I'll take the lead from here. You just guide us safely from behind."
"Understood."

Gong Un-chu's grandson, who knew no martial arts, quickly nodded and stepped back.
The group then proceeded deeper into the dock, leaving behind the officers sprawled around the bonfire.

*

After easily slipping out of Mae Yeong-seung's estate, I immediately returned to the warehouse.
When I opened the secret door and went underground, Zhuge's wife, who had been sitting quietly, stood up.

"Why are you back so soon? Was there a problem...?"

Thinking I hadn't even made it into the estate, I handed her the ledger I had kept inside my clothes.
She opened her eyes wide in surprise, then took the ledger and examined its contents.

"Hmm..."

After frowning at the vile contents inside, she soon sighed softly and closed the ledger.

"This should be sufficient evidence. Well done."
"Have the people who went to the warehouse returned yet?"

Her look of disbelief at my casual question.

"...It's only been half an incense stick's time. Just because you work quickly doesn't mean others can too."
"Ah..."

Feeling slightly embarrassed, I scratched my cheek, then realized something terrible.

Does this mean I have to stay in here with Zhuge's wife until the others return?
...That would be incredibly awkward.

"W-well, rather than killing time, I should go help the others."

I immediately attempted to escape, feeling dreadful at the mere thought.
However, my attempt failed when Zhuge's wife called out to me from behind.

"Gun Ja-seong."
"...Why are you calling me?"

With the feeling that the inevitable had come, I slowly turned to face her.
Her expression was calm, showing no particular emotion on the surface.

I imagined that face contorting horribly as she hurled resentment and curses at me.
But that was only in my imagination; what came out of Zhuge's wife's mouth was completely different.

"This may be presumptuous, but if you feel indebted about my son's matter, I want to tell you there's no need."
"...Pardon?"

A mother who lost her son was comforting the person who killed him.
In this situation that was difficult to comprehend, I forgot about trying to escape and faced Zhuge's wife directly.

"...Don't you resent me?"
"How could I resent you? If there is any resentment, it's only toward myself."
"Resentment toward yourself...?"

My question was followed by her lament.

"My marriage to the lord was solely due to the family's—the patriarch's—orders. I simply obeyed the command to somehow mix the blood of the exceptional warrior Hoyeopdo into our family. Because I was taught only obedience."

Because she obeyed, she lay with Hyeok-ri Gwang; because she obeyed, she bore children.
The love for family that should naturally have been there was nowhere to be found.

"Perhaps that's why. Despite giving birth to them, I couldn't give them affection. In the end, Cheon-sang sought affection from the family elders, and Eum-a followed her father."

Even as the story continued, Zhuge's wife's face remained strangely serene.
It was as if she wasn't permitted to show any expression other than that calm one.

"I just watched from afar. I only observed as Cheon-sang fell into arrogance and dogmatism, and as Eum-a neglected to learn proper feminine conduct and behaved like a boy."

Because she couldn't give love, because she thought she wasn't qualified, she only watched.
And what was the result?

"My son died. And he died as a monster, driven by the madness of the family elders."
"That's..."
"I heard that if you hadn't stopped him, more family members would have died."
"..."
"The one who made him that way was none other than me. If I, if I had been a proper mother..."

The deep regret in her voice.
Yet her serene face remained, making it somewhat grotesque.

Looking at her, I thought of the previous Zhuge family patriarch.
That insane madman who tried to use even his own children as tools for the family.

What would he have done to the women of branch families when he did such things to his own daughter?

May he be completely annihilated, soul and all, in hell.

After silently cursing the former patriarch, I sighed softly as I looked at the silent Zhuge's wife.
Since she had opened up honestly, I should do the same.

"Madam, to be honest, I don't particularly feel indebted. Not to Hyeok-ri, nor to Miss Hyeok-ri, nor to you."
"What...?"
"I don't regret killing Zhuge Cheon-sang at all."

While Zhuge's wife blamed herself as a parent for that death, Zhuge Cheon-sang's death was self-inflicted from any perspective.

He himself craved power and accepted the method of implanting the Blood Jade in his body.

"Zhuge Cheon-sang was an adult capable of thinking and judging for himself, and even his death was the result of his own choices. While you may grieve, I don't think you should blame yourself."
"No. I didn't love my son..."
"If you didn't love him, you wouldn't feel regret or sadness."
"...!"

Zhuge's wife's eyes widened dramatically.
Looking directly into those eyes, I continued.

"And I don't think Miss Hyeok-ri or Zhuge Cheon-sang were unaware of your affection."

Zhuge's wife said she couldn't give her children love, but was that really true?

"Children are much more sensitive to affection than parents realize. Even without conscious awareness, they know instinctively."

I recalled a moment from my previous life.

When my previous parents finally gave up on me.
When I received the terminal diagnosis.

The affection that had been maintained with difficulty was finally severed, and my parents coldly turned away from their hopeless child.

I remember the look in their eyes.
That gaze that grew cold with emptiness.

I carefully examined Zhuge's wife's eyes.
Despite her expression being erased by years of suppression, her eyes were saying so much.

"Although it may not have translated into actions, there is maternal love in your eyes. That's why Miss Hyeok-ri tries to follow your teachings."
"...Ah."

Zhuge's wife let out a small exclamation, perhaps recalling how Hyeok-ri Eum would flinch and correct her behavior at her call.
A single tear rolled down from her eyes.

That was the beginning.
Like a dam breaking, tears began to pour out ceaselessly.

Zhuge's wife was finally releasing what she had suppressed for so many years.

It seemed she needed time alone.

I quietly left the warehouse, leaving behind Zhuge's wife who was trembling with her head bowed.

Ch.277 - Deliver Retribution
Thanks to Hwa-ryeon's efforts, Hyeok-ri Gwang's group easily dealt with the officers and soon found themselves facing the private soldiers of the Sunyeon Trading Company.

"Ha, these southern barbarians still haven't learned their lesson and came to cause trouble again."

To be precise, they were facing soldiers numbering in the three digits.

Compared to the enemy force that clearly exceeded one hundred men, their side had only seven people. And one of them was merely a guide who knew nothing about martial arts.

"Ugh...!"

The grandson's face immediately turned pale, seemingly not having expected soldiers of this scale. He retreated one step at a time, looking like he wanted to run away right then and there.

"You should step back for a moment. Watch, and if it looks like we're losing, you can leave."
"Y-yes, I understand..."

At Hyeok-ri Gwang's words that scratched his itch, the grandson retreated with a brightened expression.

"Good, good, now that the baggage is gone, let's have a proper fight."

Hyeok-ri Eum smiled fiercely as she drew the blade from her back. Hyeok-ri Gwang also gripped his blade while lowering his upper body as much as possible.

The others followed the two tigers who looked ready to charge at any moment and drew their weapons. Of course, from the Sunyeon Trading Company's perspective, such behavior seemed like insane recklessness.

"To charge in despite seeing these numbers, you must be out of your minds."

The commander of the soldiers sneered and shouted loudly.

"Kill them all!"

-Waaah-!

A thunderous battle cry erupted at his command. The simultaneous shout from hundreds of soldiers was certainly intimidating.

Of course, none in the group feared them.

"Kyaaaah-!"

Starting with Hyeok-ri Eum, who roared back as if excited and determined not to lose, everyone charged at the soldiers without hesitation.

*These fools!*

At that moment, all the Sunyeon Trading Company soldiers thought the same thing.

Although they hadn't been trained at prestigious martial arts sects, they had practiced martial arts for many years. No matter how powerful the martial arts these people claimed to have, how could they overcome the violence of numbers?

They would pay for their recklessness with death. None of the soldiers doubted this.

But that thought was overturned at the first clash.

"Kyahang!"

Hyeok-ri Eum's blade, accompanied by a beast-like howl, deeply slashed the side of the soldier commander and passed through. Blood and entrails began pouring from his split side.

"Aaaagh!?"

As he screamed shrilly while clutching his spilling entrails, Hwa-ryeon's sword swept past his neck.

A breath later, a crimson line appeared on his neck before his head separated from his body and rolled on the ground.

"Huh...?"

The soldiers' eyes were blank as they witnessed their commander's futile death.

These soldiers had been gathered from various places based solely on their martial arts abilities. For someone to be treated as their commander meant he was the strongest among them.

Yet that strongest fighter had become a headless corpse in the blink of an eye.

*Something's wrong.*

Once again, the same thought crossed everyone's mind. Of course, it was a realization that came too late.

"Gaaah!?"
"Aaah!"

Soldiers fell like autumn leaves. Very few withstood the group's first strikes, and even those fell with spurting blood at the next attack.

"Kuheoong!"
"Kyahang!"

The two tigers charging at the front rushed into the mass of soldiers and scattered them with their sharp blades. The others following behind mercilessly cut down the scattered soldiers.

The enemies before them were trash who had kidnapped innocent people and trafficked them. How many innocent people had been wrongfully sold because of them? How many of those were still alive?

There was no need for mercy toward those who had committed such unimaginably horrible acts.

As the soldiers died instantly under the group's swords, the grandson of Gong Un-chu, hiding at a distance, watched the scene with his jaw dropped.

*My God...!*

In truth, he had been somewhat skeptical about this mission. Though not as much as his grandfather, he too had worked for the Songyeon Trading Company for several years and knew the scale of their soldier force.

He couldn't help but think what six people could possibly accomplish. But now those six were showing him just how wrong his thinking had been.

"Kuheoong!"
"Kyahang!"

Among the six in battle, Hyeok-ri Gwang and Hyeok-ri Eum stood out like wild beasts, but the others were showing truly extraordinary movements as well.

"Hmmph!"

Dae-un, with his fairly long beard fluttering, swept through the soldiers. Whenever he passed, soldiers in his path fell with spurting blood.

"Haaap!"

And what about Hwa-ryeon, who kept her face covered with a veil even in the middle of the night? Her sword strikes exuded an intense energy that seemed impossible from such a slender woman's body.

None of the soldiers could withstand even one of her sword strikes.

"Eeyaap!"

Most surprising of all was Seol. Not yet an adult, she used her small and slight frame to full advantage, calmly targeting the lower body's vulnerabilities instead of the difficult upper body, taking down one person at a time.

By now, roughly over a hundred bodies lay on the ground. With morale completely crushed, the soldiers finally put down their weapons and knelt.

"Surrender, we surrender!"

The group stopped their attack as the soldiers raised their empty hands in surrender.

"Ah, how boring."

Only Hyeok-ri Eum clicked her tongue in disappointment while glaring at those who had surrendered. The soldiers trembled, avoiding the fierce gaze of those covered in blood.

The once arrogant men who had relied on their numbers were nowhere to be seen.

"Dad, there aren't many left anyway, can't we just kill them all?"

As his daughter poked various parts of the surrendered soldiers' bodies with her blade, Hyeok-ri Gwang shook his head.

"We need to keep a few alive so they can confess what they've done."
"That...!"

The soldiers raised their heads at the mention of confessing their crimes. If they publicly admitted to human trafficking, they were finished.

"Please, anything but that...! Please spare us just this once."
"Impossible. You must have known that the Great Ming law strictly prohibits human trafficking. Didn't you expect this outcome?"

At those cold, merciless words, one soldier who realized they were doomed if they stayed put looked around and tried to run away.

-Swaaack!

"Kuhuk...!"

Of course, he didn't even make it a few steps before Dae-un's sword pierced his heart, killing him instantly.

"Don't think about running away. It will only shorten your sinful life."

Dae-un's cold voice as he pulled his sword from the soldier's body and shook off the blood. The remaining eight survivors bowed their heads in despair.

"The situation seems to be wrapped up... Hey! You can come back now."

Hyeok-ri Gwang turned his head and called the grandson who had retreated. The grandson smiled awkwardly at the call.

*...He wants me to walk through there?*

The path the group had taken was, with slight exaggeration, like a sea of blood and corpses. The sight was enough to make one vomit just by looking.

For someone who had lived a life unrelated to the martial world, it was too shocking. The grandson just wanted to go home.

*

When I arrived at the warehouse by the dock, the situation had already been resolved. The officers were curled up asleep near the burnt-out bonfire, and beyond them, numerous bodies were half-submerged in a sea of blood.

"It's already over?"

As I stepped over the sea of blood, I saw the group leading people out of the warehouse. Getting closer, I noticed Hwa-ryeon supporting a woman who looked emaciated, as if she hadn't eaten anything for quite some time.

"Hwa-ryeon."
"Ja-seong? Why are you here?"
"Well, my work finished early, so I came to help, but it seems you didn't need it?"

The surviving soldiers were tied up with their heads bowed, and the kidnapped people had been safely rescued. All that remained was to take them to the county office tomorrow morning...

"Hmm?"

Just then, I sensed a group approaching from behind.

Turning my head, I saw dozens of figures rushing straight toward us.

That direction is... the harbor? Are they coming from there?

Soon, a middle-aged man at the front of the approaching group shouted loudly.

"Who are you people!?"

The group had already drawn their weapons. After taking in the sleeping officers, the brutally slaughtered trading company soldiers, and finally the people being released from the warehouse, his face contorted as he seemed to grasp the situation.

"You...! How dare you interfere with our sect's operation! Were you not afraid of the wrath of our Doryong Sect?"
"Salamander?"
"Doryong Sect!"

Even if he corrected me, I'd never heard of the Doryong Sect. I turned to look at Hyeok-ri Gwang who had approached, but he just shook his head, indicating he didn't know either.

The answer came from the old man Gong's grandson who had hesitantly approached.

"They're the largest martial arts sect in Yichang. From what he's saying about their sect's operation, it seems they're also involved in this matter."
"...Hmm, is that so?"

In other words, they were accomplices with the Sunyeon Trading Company. I twisted one corner of my mouth and started cracking my fingers.

"It seems I have work to do after all."
"W-what...?"

The middle-aged man from the Doryong Sect flustered at my muttering. I immediately stepped toward him with a martial stance.

Ch.278 - Deliver Retribution
I stepped forward with a precise stance and shot straight toward the middle-aged man, reaching his face in an instant, but I didn't draw my sword.

Terrified by my sudden proximity, the middle-aged man's expression twisted when he saw I hadn't even drawn my weapon.

"You...! How dare you mock me! Me, Sim Eung the Lightning Blade!?"
"Lightning Blade? That's quite a grandiose title for someone who just traffics humans."

Sim Eung flinched at my pointed remark, then twisted his face into a vicious snarl and drew his weapon.

"Die!"

A single-edged straight blade rushed toward me as soon as it left its sheath.
For someone calling himself Lightning Blade, his attack was slow enough to make me yawn.

Still not even touching my sword hilt, I stepped forward and deliberately moved into the path of Sim Eung's blade.

"Ha! Are you insane?"

His face lit up with delight, thinking he could easily take me down.
It seems this guy doesn't have the brains to wonder why an opponent would behave this way.

Well, that works in my favor.
Thanks to him, I can test my incomplete Taichi in actual combat.

I hadn't finished developing my Taichi skills because I had to hurry down the mountain. I continued my research on the way to Yichang whenever I had time alone, but with limited success.

...Of course, if someone asked if I really tried my best, I'd have nothing to say.
I was too busy snuggling with Hwa-ryeon every night.

Still, proper combat experience might give me some inspiration.

-SWISH!

The sound of air being cut brought my consciousness back to reality.

The straight blade came into view.
The edge sliced through the air, aiming for my neck.
Glancing at it, I gently pushed the side of the blade away with my hand.

"Ugh!?"

With a movement embodying the principle of using softness to overcome hardness, the trajectory of the blade was greatly altered, causing Sim Eung to lose his balance.

Taking advantage of the opening, I stepped forward to close the distance even more.
I grabbed his wrist and shoulder with my outstretched hands and gently pushed in a circular motion.

A slight force applied to an already unstable center of gravity.
Yet that small force greatly disrupted his balance, and Sim Eung tumbled ungracefully to the ground.

-CRASH!

"Urgh...?"

Sprawled on the ground, Sim Eung blinked in confusion, not understanding what had just happened to him.
Then, belatedly realizing his situation, he rose with a reddened face.

"Y-you...! What kind of dark magic did you use!?"
"Hmm, I wonder?"

I shrugged nonchalantly, which brought another angry shout.

"How shameless can you be, using such underhanded magic as a martial artist!"

My goodness, what am I hearing right now?

"Underhanded? Shameless? I think you've got the roles reversed. Shouldn't a human trafficker refrain from such accusations?"
"Y-you...!"

Once again at a loss for words, Sim Eung ground his teeth before charging at me with a roar.
I disrupted his center of gravity again and flipped him over, sending him tumbling toward his group.

"Ugh-!"
"M-Master!"

He was even a sect leader?
The head of a martial sect personally engaging in human trafficking.
I shook my head in disbelief as Sim Eung's rage-filled roar reached my ears.

"Aaaaargh-! What are you doing! Everyone attack! All of you attack and kill this bastard!"
"Y-yes!"

Following their master's order, the Doryong Sect disciples rushed at me.

"Hyaah!"

The disciple at the front swung his straight blade.
Naturally, his attack was much slower than Sim Eung's.

I simply flipped him backward, and he fell face-first.
Then I faced the next two who charged at me.
As my hands drew large circles, the trajectories of their swords twisted toward each other.

"Gah!"
"Aagh!"

The two collapsed with screams, spraying blood.
Another disciple watching from behind ground his teeth and shouted.

"You dishonorable bastard! Stop using dark magic and fight fair!"

Fair, he says.
It seems shamelessness is a characteristic of the Doryong Sect.
With a short snort, I applied more force and sent the shouting disciple flying.

"Aaaah-!"

The disciple flailed in the air, quite high up.
Eventually, he fell back to earth with a shrill scream.

-CRACK!

...That sound was concerning, but I focused on the blades coming at me.

With half the disciples already sprawled around, the remaining ones attacked more desperately, sensing the danger.

So much for fighting fair—they were now targeting my feet, thighs, and even my groin.

Not there, you fools. I have many things to do with that in the future.

I stepped back to avoid the blades threatening my future, then slowly twisted my ankle as the Doryong Sect disciples charged again.

Ankle, knee, waist, followed by shoulders and elbows.
Internal energy rotated through my joints as they alternated between internal and external rotation.

-SWISH!

I extended my palm toward the dozens of blades coming at me with a sharp cutting sound, pouring internal energy from my center.

-BOOM!

"Gaaah!?"

The surging energy poured onto the Doryong Sect disciples, and the blades aimed at me got caught in the rotating energy wave, cutting each other.

The disciples collapsed with death-like screams.

"Ugh... ugh..."

Most remained conscious but had completely lost the will to resist me.

I walked past them as they looked up at me with terrified eyes before quickly turning away.
At the end stood Doryong Sect Leader Sim Eung, completely dumbfounded.

"H-how is this...!"

After gaping at the sight of dozens of his disciples subdued by me alone, he finally twisted his face and pointed his blade at me.

"You...! Yooou!"
"What, did you learn some sound technique? Am I supposed to collapse coughing blood when you shout like that?"

Hearing my mockery, blood vessels bulged in Sim Eung's eyes, and he charged at me with a roar.
His straight blade swung wildly, having completely lost his reason.

I easily avoided his now simplistic attacks and tripped one of his legs.

-THUD!

"Ugh! You bastard...!"

As Sim Eung fell and ended up on his hands and knees, I immediately pressed his acupoints with my finger.

"T-this...!"

His body stiffened while still in that position, and panic was evident on his face.
I sat on his back and looked around.

The Doryong Sect disciples still couldn't bring themselves to meet my eyes.
After watching them for a moment, I asked a question.

"So, why did you come from the harbor area?"
"......"

-SHING

"Answer me."

I drew the sword at my waist and pointed it at Sim Eung's neck.
But even with their master's life in danger, no answer came.

I rolled my eyes to look at Sim Eung and saw him glaring fiercely at his disciples.

-If you say a word, I won't let you live.

That was the clear intent in his eyes.
Hah, they're still more afraid of their master than of me.

I channeled internal energy from my dantian into my sword.
Thanks to the Taecheong Pill, my vastly increased energy flowed smoothly through my meridians.

Eventually, the condensed energy became hundreds of threads, and these threads wove together to form a brilliant starlight-filled silk that wrapped around my sword.

Everyone's attention focused on the starlight-wrapped sword.

*

In the harbor warehouse permeated with the scent of blood.
Everyone there saw it.

The brilliant starlight wrapping Ja-seong's sword.

"What... what is that?"

Hyeok-ri Gwang asked with a trembling voice.
Beside him, Hyeok-ri Eum also seemed to sense something, flinching as she stared at Ja-seong's glowing sword.

Hwa-ryeon, glancing sideways at the father and daughter, answered quietly.

"Ja-seong calls it 'Sword Qi Hardening Into Force.'"
"Sword Qi... Hardening Into Force."

Hyeok-ri Gwang repeated blankly after hearing Hwa-ryeon's answer.

Right after, the anomaly began.
Small particles of light spread in all directions from the glowing blue blade.

The light particles, now filling the surroundings, looked like tiny stars.

Friend and foe alike seemed entranced by the beautiful sight, their eyes filled with admiration.

But this didn't last long.
The Doryong Sect disciples surrounded by stars soon turned pale from the tremendous pressure emanating from those stars.

"Kuh... hack!"
"Grrrr..."

The disciples gasped for breath or foamed at the mouth, unable to move.
At the center, Ja-seong looked down at them coldly.

Finally, his lips slowly opened.

"It seems you still don't understand your position. Right now, you should be paying attention to me. Not this trash."
"Urgh... p-please... spare..."
"You expect mercy after doing something like this? Do you think that's possible?"

If you won't spare us, just kill us.
The disciples, struggling to breathe under the pressure from the small stars, pleaded with their eyes to the ruler and emperor of this place.

Ja-seong stared back at those eyes for a moment.
Gradually, the light from the blade and stars faded and disappeared, and he slowly sheathed his sword.

"Now you seem ready to answer. Tell me. What was your role in all this?"

Though the disciples' bodies were freed from the pressure, their souls had already completely submitted to Ja-seong.
Finally, they slowly began to speak.

"...Impressive. How much stronger has he become in such a short time."

Hyeok-ri Gwang, who had witnessed everything, muttered quietly before turning to his daughter.

"So, do you think you can land a hit on him?"

-Later, when I'm stronger, I'll come find you. Be prepared for a proper hit to that smooth face of yours.

The declaration she had made just before parting at the Zhuge Family estate.
Recalling those words that had come from her own mouth, Hyeok-ri Eum frowned.

"...Shut up."

Ch.279 - March
Gun Ja-seong and his companions had taken on the task of escorting goods for their sect. When the goods didn't arrive as scheduled, they went to check the warehouse.

Unlike earlier, the answer came out readily now. My intimidation using the "Sovereign Sword Form" had paid off.

Shim Eung, who was serving as my chair, had completely lost his spirit and hung his head low.

"Not escorting, but monitoring. And then what?"
"At the warehouse, soldiers were dragging people out. Some of us were supposed to load them onto ships and take them to the buyers."
"Buyers? Where are these buyers located?"
"In Nanjing."

Nanjing?
Contrasting with Beijing in the north, Nanjing was the southern capital located in Jiangsu Province.

Even traveling downriver, the round trip would take nearly a month. They were going all that way to sell people?

"W-we don't know the details, but they pay double the average price. If we can make more money, we'd go all the way to Beijing if necessary."
"Oh really? Working so hard to make money, you maggots."

The Doryong sect member fell silent at my cold insult.
With a short snort, I got up from Shim Eung's back and approached my companions.

"Subduing them all without even drawing your sword—you never cease to amaze me."
"I'll have to keep working hard to surprise you in the future too."

I smiled in response to Hyeok-ri Gwang's admiring question, and Hyeok-ri Eum standing nearby muttered quietly.

"...Take it easy."
"What did you say?"
"I didn't say anything!"

She answered irritably before turning away.
Wondering why she was acting that way, I looked at Hyeok-ri Gwang, who was grinning while patting the head of a small child beside him.

My gaze naturally turned to the child.

"Is this Myeong-i?"
"Yes. The little one has been remarkably composed despite everything."

Myeong-i pushed away the large hand patting his head as if annoyed.
They said he was an orphan, and indeed he looked much smaller than others his age, his body thin from apparent malnutrition.

But his clear, bright eyes didn't look like those of a child who had just been kidnapped and imprisoned.
I could see why Hyeok-ri Gwang had taken a liking to him.

Still, he was so small.

"We'll need to feed him well and help him grow."
"Heheh, don't worry. That's my specialty."

Hyeok-ri Gwang laughed slyly.
Seeing this, Myeong-i looked slightly uneasy, which made me smile before I surveyed our surroundings.

The constables still unconscious.
Over a hundred slaughtered soldiers, with only a few survivors.
The Doryong sect members who had lost the will to resist.

And finally, the rescued people.

"This will be a longer procession than expected."
"Which means we'll attract more attention. That's good for us."

I nodded slowly at Hyeok-ri Gwang's response and looked up at the sky.
It was gradually brightening.

"We should depart soon. Please watch over things here. I'll go back to the warehouse to bring the lady."
"Yes."

As I watched Hyeok-ri Gwang walk away from the dock, I thought about what would happen next.

Our next step was to march everyone here to the county office.
The townspeople would gather as they saw our procession.

Hidden among the gathered crowd, people from the Mochun Trading Company would spread rumors about human trafficking, encouraging people to follow our march to the county office.

By putting pressure on the magistrate through public attention, we would force him to punish both the county magistrate and the Sunyeon Trading Company.

But whether the magistrate would comply with our wishes remained uncertain.
According to the old man Gong, he was quite incompetent. What if he just stammered and did nothing?

Hoping that wouldn't happen, I waited for daybreak.

*

As the sun rose over the horizon and the busy morning began, the people of Yichang who came out to the streets widened their eyes at the strange sight they had never seen before.

"Isn't that the human trafficker from the wanted poster?"
"Yes, that's him!"

At the head of the long procession, Hyeok-ri Gwang and Hyeok-ri Eum were calmly walking through the streets despite being wanted criminals.

That alone was shocking, but what was more surprising were the people following behind them.

"Look, isn't that Shim Eung, the Doryong sect leader?"
"It is. Why is that scoundrel...?"

Shim Eung, the Doryong sect leader, was notorious in Yichang as a scoundrel to be avoided.
He called himself the "Lightning Blade," but others usually referred to him as "that dog."

Yet there he was, with his usually stiff tail tucked between his legs, trudging along behind Hyeok-ri Gwang.
And his followers, those little pups, were bandaged all over, looking like defeated soldiers returning from a battlefield.

How had one of Yichang's representative sects ended up following a wanted criminal?

As everyone's curiosity and imagination ran wild, the next group in the procession surprised them again.

"Why are the constables...?"

These were indeed constables.
But something seemed off about them.

Their usual swagger and self-importance were nowhere to be seen.

Their bodies kept twitching, and their eyes darted around anxiously.
One of them even suddenly screamed, "Eek!"

"...They look like they've seen a ghost."

After the constables came the soldiers of the Sunyeon Trading Company.
But as they didn't have any distinctive features, people's attention naturally shifted to those behind them.

Then came gasps of shock.

"Huh!?"
"Isn't that the daughter of Mr. Gu from the fabric shop? The one who went missing!"
"And there's the son of blacksmith Im!"

People who had been missing and presumed kidnapped by human traffickers appeared alive and well.
Hearing this news, their families rushed over to confirm their children's faces.

"Oh my! It is my daughter! It's really her! You're safe!"
"Father...!"

The woman's eyes reddened as she embraced her father, who was holding her and sobbing loudly.
But remembering what she needed to do, she looked at her father's face resolutely and said:

"Father, come with me."
"Go where? Come to think of it, that human trafficker is up ahead...!"
"Those people didn't kidnap me—they rescued me."
"What...?"

Not understanding his daughter's words, the father was pulled along to join the procession.
The onlookers who had been whispering among themselves also began to follow the procession as if entranced.

Among them, people from the Mochun Trading Company purposefully spread detailed information.

"Is it true? It wasn't them who kidnapped people, but the Sunyeon Trading Company?"
"What nonsense. Do you know what kind of company Sunyeon is?"

The people's reactions were divided.
This showed how deeply the Sunyeon Trading Company was embedded in the hearts of Yichang's people.

Once, that had been a source of great pride.
That even while doing business for profit, they never forgot human decency.

Now, facing the reality of having to bring down the Sunyeon Trading Company that had been the subject of that pride, the Mochun Trading Company people swallowed their bitterness and continued spreading the story.

"It's true! They were keeping people locked up in their warehouse! Then these heroes caught them, and all their soldiers were slaughtered."
"The dock warehouse area has become a sea of blood with the corpses of Sunyeon Trading Company soldiers."

Though they were acting as instigators, they were speaking the truth.
With people who had actually seen the soldiers' bodies at the harbor joining in and confirming the story, public opinion gradually shifted in favor of Ja-seong's group.

And finally, the procession arrived at the county office.

*

When we arrived at the county office, we were naturally greeted by the spears and swords of the soldiers.

-Clang!

"You scoundrel! How dare you appear before the county office after breaking imperial law!"

Six rather imposing soldiers surrounded Hyeok-ri and his daughter, as well as the rest of us.
But far from being intimidating, they were merely amusing.

What should I do?
Perhaps it would be best to subdue them with pressure point strikes?

"What are you doing?"

Just as I was gathering internal energy at my fingertips, someone who appeared to be a superior officer, likely the Police Chief, appeared behind the soldiers.
As soon as he came out of the county office, the Police Chief's eyes moved rapidly, and then he clicked his tongue.

"Stand down."
"Y-yes? B-but..."
"Do these martial artists look like neighborhood thugs to you?"
"......"
"Let's only do what we can. Only what we can. That's how we survive longer."

At those words, the soldiers exchanged glances before lowering their weapons and stepping back.
After moving his subordinates back, the Police Chief came forward and faced Hyeok-ri Gwang.

"Well, you don't seem to be here to cause trouble. What brings you so boldly to the county office?"
"I've come to announce that the charges against me are false accusations, to proclaim my innocence."
"Hmm...."

The Police Chief turned his head to look at the back of the procession.
His eyes widened slightly, perhaps as he confirmed the identities of the formerly missing people at the end of the line.
Finally, he said:

"...Wait here a moment."

And went back into the county office.

"Fortunately, there's someone here who isn't completely stubborn."
"The problem is the magistrate. If he ignores our accusations of the county magistrate's corruption, things will get complicated."

As if our words were prophetic, the situation began to unfold contrary to our expectations.
Not long after, a weasel-like man with a sly appearance rushed out.

Ch.280 - The End Of Greed
"Arrest those criminals immediately!"

The weasel-faced man barked at the soldiers, urging them on. Startled, the soldiers began to surround us again.

"...That man seems to be the stubborn County Magistrate, don't you think?"
"That's how it looks to me too. He's really putting up a fight."

While we conversed in hushed voices, County Magistrate Ji continued shouting.

"What are you all doing? Disperse immediately! Do you want to be punished?"

Despite his neurotic scolding, the people refused to scatter. It seemed the informants from the Mochun Trading Company had already spread word about County Magistrate Ji's corruption, as the gazes directed at him were ice-cold.

"How, how dare you...!"

As he gritted his teeth and was about to shout something else at the soldiers—

"Wh-what is happening here?"

A new figure emerged from the county office, leading numerous soldiers outside. Despite his imposing bearing, he had a rather short stature and a face plastered with timidity.

Ah... could that be...?

"L-Lord Ji, this isn't something you need to concern yourself with. We mustn't risk your precious health, so please go back inside."
"Uh, um?"

Just as I suspected.
County Magistrate Ji's confirming words made me inwardly grimace.

I'd heard he was incompetent, but to see him being pushed around by his subordinate like this...

Just as I was wondering what to do next, an unexpected variable appeared.

"Lord Ji!"

It was the constables we had brought along. Those who had been so obedient until now suddenly rushed forward and prostrated themselves before Lord Ji.

I watched in confusion as they abandoned their backers to bow before him, but what happened next was even more surprising.

"Lord Ji, we've done wrong! Sob! Please execute us!"
"Wh-why are you doing this...?"

Lord Ji couldn't hide his bewilderment and floundered. Ignoring his confusion, the constables confessed their sins in detail.

How they had turned a blind eye to the Sunyeon Trading Company's kidnapping and human trafficking.
How they had received substantial bribes in return.
And finally, that County Magistrate Ji Guhan was behind it all.

They confessed their crimes without a hint of deception, to the point where I wondered why they were doing this. County Magistrate Ji's reaction was fierce.

"These are false accusations! They've lost their minds and are spouting nonsense! What are you waiting for? Arrest them all immediately!"

County Magistrate Ji denied his crimes and ordered the constables to be imprisoned. It was suspicious to anyone watching, and the gazes directed at him grew even colder.

Then Madam Zhuge delivered the final blow.

"This is the ledger hidden in the Sunyeon Trading Company. It contains records of substantial monthly payments to County Magistrate Ji Guhan."

Boldly ignoring the soldiers' spears and swords, Madam Zhuge approached Lord Ji and handed him the ledger.

The soldiers, distracted by County Magistrate Ji's criminal allegations, belatedly tried to point their weapons at Madam Zhuge.

"S-stop. That's enough..."

Lord Ji stopped the soldiers with a trembling voice. Shorter than even Madam Zhuge, who wasn't particularly tall for a woman, he hesitated briefly before accepting the ledger.

Seeing this, County Magistrate Ji's eyes widened in shock, and he rushed toward Lord Ji in a frenzy.

"Y-you mustn't look at that!"

Well, I can't let that happen.
I casually walked forward and, pretending to stumble, rammed my shoulder into County Magistrate Ji.

"Oh my!"
"Gwaak!"

Following my exaggerated cry came a sound like a pig's squeal. I had pushed him with enough force that County Magistrate Ji's body flew through the air and fell some distance away.

"Oh dear, I'm sorry. I tripped. Are you alright?"
"Y-you bastaaaard! Do you know who I am...!"

Who are you?

"...County Magistrate Ji. Is, is this really true...?"

The soon-to-be former County Magistrate who's about to be imprisoned.

*

"This, this cannot be happening...!"

Ji Guhan, County Magistrate of Yichang, inwardly gnashed his teeth as he watched Lord Ji waiting for his answer with trembling eyes.

He desperately racked his brain, ignoring the cold, sharp gazes directed at him from all sides. Then suddenly, a sense of injustice washed over him.

"How did this happen? How could this be...!"

This life-or-death crisis had come without warning, so suddenly. Just last night, he had gone to sleep happily thinking about the silver ingots piling up in his storehouse.

"Mae Yeong-seung, you idiot! How could you mess this up so badly...!"

Guhan recalled Mae Yeong-seung, the root cause of this disaster. The head of the Sunyeon Trading Company had approached Guhan shortly after the previous head had died.

At first, he thought Yeong-seung was just like his predecessor—stiff-necked despite being a mere merchant.

But that impression didn't last long. Upon seeing the box Yeong-seung brought to their first meeting and the golden toad inside it, Guhan had to admit he had misjudged Yeong-seung.

"This is my token of gratitude for your tireless efforts on behalf of Yichang, County Magistrate."
"Ah, ahem. You didn't have to..."

After revising his opinion—that unlike his father, Yeong-seung knew his place and was quite perceptive—Guhan began associating with him frequently.

Then one day, Yeong-seung invited Guhan to his estate and made a rather shocking proposal.

"Bringing in people with no connections and selling them... Are you insane!? You're talking about human trafficking?"
"Now, now, please hear me out."

After calming the initially horrified Guhan, Yeong-seung slowly explained his plan.

"I'm not suggesting we take just anyone. I'm talking about orphans hiding in filthy alleys stealing, or thugs committing robbery. They'd be executed if caught anyway, so we might as well remove them elsewhere and make money in the process."
"Hmm...!"

Guhan swallowed hard at Yeong-seung's explanation. Noticing that Guhan's heart was already beginning to sway, Yeong-seung inwardly smiled with satisfaction.

"We make money, and the city's security improves. Isn't that killing two birds with one stone?"
"...You're sure there won't be any problems?"
"Trust me. We'll have only one buyer, so as long as you keep the constables from sniffing around, nothing will leak out."

And so the human trafficking began.
At first, it was just as Yeong-seung had said.

With troublemaking thugs and orphans disappearing, the city's security noticeably improved, and Yeong-seung delivered an enormous amount of silver to Guhan every month.

Earning hundreds of silver ingots just by tossing a few coins to some constables, Guhan couldn't help but row with the tide.

But selling off thugs didn't last even a year.

"I'm sorry, County Magistrate. There are no more thugs to sell."
"Th-then what happens? Huh? What happens now?"

Having properly tasted money, Guhan pressed Yeong-seung, worried that the money might stop coming in.

Pretending to be troubled while gauging Guhan's reaction, Yeong-seung glanced at the money-crazed Guhan and cleared his throat briefly.

"Actually, I think there might be a way..."
"R-really? What is it? Tell me quickly."

Yeong-seung's proposal was none other than kidnapping ordinary people to replace the dried-up supply of criminals.

"You want to kidnap ordinary citizens instead of criminals? That's...! Unthinkable. There's no way we could get away with it."

While the constables didn't mind criminals disappearing—it meant less trouble for them—ordinary citizens were a different matter. If people suddenly disappeared for no reason, the constables would have to act.

"What if there was a reason for them to disappear?"
"What do you mean by that?"

At Guhan's question, Yeong-seung's lips curled upward.

"As it happens, I've recently started a loan-sharking business."

Yeong-seung's plan was simple.

Lend money at high interest rates, deliberately make it impossible for people to repay, and saddle them with huge debts. Then kidnap them, making it look like they fled in the night to escape their debts.

"And one more thing. I plan to leave behind the debtors' children or elderly parents."
"Their families? Why bother?"
"For parents to abandon their children, or children to abandon their elderly parents—that's truly despicable. No matter what kind of life they led in the city, public opinion of them will be extremely negative."
"...Then the constables won't investigate too deeply either!"

It was a truly wicked plan. Any normal person would be appalled and outraged, but Guhan's mind, already twisted by greed, was filled only with desire for more silver.

As he marveled at the plan, a new question arose in Guhan's mind.

"But what about those left behind? The elderly might be fine, but the children will starve to death if left alone."
"There's a man called Gang-gil. I put him in charge of managing the back alleys after the thugs disappeared. I'll leave them to him. Later, depending on the situation, we can sell the children too."

Guhan nodded at the thorough explanation. Seeing this, Yeong-seung's voice grew insinuating.

"So I'll be counting on your continued support. I'm putting all my trust in you, County Magistrate."
"Ahem, don't worry. But in return..."
"I'll make sure to show my 'appreciation' properly. And even if things go wrong, no harm will come to you, County Magistrate."

"And yet...!"

You wrote my name in the ledger?
Guhan's face contorted with indignation.

"County Magistrate Ji. Why, why aren't you answering?"

Lord Ji timidly urged him. A flash of irritation crossed Guhan's eyes.

"This fool can't do anything without me!"

Though it was truly laughable to see this incompetent, timid coward making a fuss, now was not a good time. Rising to his feet, Guhan approached Lord Ji with a smiling face.

"Ah, hahaha! Lord Ji, as I said before, this is all a misunderstanding. These ignorant people are slandering me."
"...This, this ledger shows in detail how much you re-received and when. H-how do you ex-explain this?"

"This stupid bastard acting out of character...!"

Guhan's mask nearly cracked for a moment, but he took another step closer to Lord Ji and spoke in a hushed tone.

"I, I can explain everything. It's not appropriate to discuss here, so let's go inside for a moment."

Guhan looked at Lord Ji with a desperate expression, adopting a submissive attitude.

Lord Ji hesitated at his gaze.

Ch.281 - The End Of Greed
"That's enough. This should be sufficient to make him back down."

Having been the one who handled most of the work in place of the incompetent Ji-hyeon until now, Gu-han was confident. Ji-hyeon wouldn't dare dismiss him.

"N-no. Speak here. In front of e-everyone, make it clear."
"...Pardon?"

But that confidence crumbled immediately at Ji-hyeon's words. Though still timid, his meaning was clear.

When the reality he never doubted collapsed, Gu-han's mask didn't just crack—it shattered completely. His face twisted hideously, despite standing before his superior Ji-hyeon.

Seeing this, Ji-hyeon's face turned pale. Gu-han lunged forward, trying to grab his shoulders.

*THWACK!*

"My, where do you think you're going?"

But his attempt failed. Ja-seong, who had pretended to stumble and pushed him away earlier, now openly restrained him.

With one arm twisted behind his back and his face pressed to the ground, Gu-han struggled desperately and shouted at Ji-hyeon.

"Ji-hyeon! I am Ji Gu-han! I've served you faithfully for the past year since you were appointed to Yichang! How can you believe those people over me?!"

Ji-hyeon remained silent at Gu-han's emotional appeal—his last desperate attempt. Eventually, he asked Ja-seong to release him.

"Y-young hero, would you release County Magistrate Ji?"
"...Are you sure?"
"Y-yes, it's fine."

Though his expression and demeanor suggested it was anything but fine, Ja-seong couldn't ignore Ji-hyeon's words in front of everyone, so he reluctantly let Gu-han go.

*This is concerning. Will it be okay?*

He concealed his anxiety that everything might fall apart.

Freed from Ja-seong, Gu-han stood before Ji-hyeon.

"J-Ji-hyeon! I believed... I believed you would trust me over those nobodies..."
"O-officers, a-arrest County Magistrate Ji Gu-han."

The words struck Gu-han like a bolt from the blue.

"W-what...?"

Momentarily stunned, Gu-han stood dumbfounded as officers rushed to restrain him. Bound helplessly, he again protested his innocence.

"This is unjust! It's all their false accusation...!"
"W-we have testimony from b-bribed officers, and l-ledgers as evidence. Y-your words have no credibility."

Ji-hyeon spoke with a trembling voice. Realizing his emotional appeal had failed, Gu-han began thrashing wildly.

"Ji-hyeon-!"
"Ugh...!"

Ji-hyeon stepped back fearfully at the sight of Gu-han thrashing like a wounded beast. Seeing this, Gu-han struggled even more violently.

"Don't you know what will happen if you abandon me? You can't even handle your own duties properly—what will you do starting tomorrow?!"

Ji-hyeon's face reddened with embarrassment as Gu-han openly pointed out his incompetence in front of everyone. Nevertheless, he didn't flee.

"...I-indeed, I am incompetent. I'm already d-dreading how to handle my d-duties without you."
"Then release me. I can fix everything. If you just leave it to me, everything can go back to how it was..."

Despite Gu-han's persuasion, Ji-hyeon shook his head firmly.

"I c-can't do that. The c-crimes are too clear, and I c-can't ignore the suffering of so many people."

His voice trembled and his face was pale as if he might collapse from hyperventilation at any moment. Yet his gaze remained unwavering.

Finally, his trembling voice made a resolute declaration.

"I m-may be incompetent, but I w-won't be a coward."
"..."
"T-take him away."
"Yes, sir!"

Gu-han slumped, realizing it was all over, while Ji-hyeon gave orders in his feeble voice. The officers responded energetically and dragged away Gu-han along with the officers who had confessed their crimes.

As they were taken inside the county office, the police chief came out, looking at Ji-hyeon as if awaiting orders.

"P-Police Chief Jeong, go to S-Sunyeon Trading Company right now and a-arrest Company Head Mae Yeong-seung and his a-accomplices."
"Yes, sir."

The police chief left immediately with his subordinates.

Silence fell in front of the county office. Ji-hyeon nervously shifted his eyes under the gaze of hundreds of people, then swallowed hard and carefully spoke.

"T-the corruption of County Magistrate Ji and the h-horrible human trafficking... my f-failure to investigate properly is entirely my r-responsibility. Though it's too l-late, I will now set everything r-right."
"..."
"S-so... please t-trust me just this once."

His plea for trust, delivered while trembling before so many people, wasn't particularly reassuring, but everyone could feel its sincerity.

Because of that, no one mocked Ji-hyeon, and no one took his words lightly.

"...Thank you."
"Thank you...!"

Instead, they expressed deep gratitude. The sincere words from Ji-hyeon, the city's highest authority, moved the people's hearts.

Cheers erupted.

*WAAAAAAH-!*

"U-ugh...!"

Startled by the cheers, Ji-hyeon collapsed where he stood, but no one seemed to notice.

"M-my legs... c-can someone help me up...?"

Perhaps someone should have paid attention after all.

*

Events progressed quickly afterward. Following Ji-hyeon's orders, officers swiftly captured Mae Yeong-seung and the executives of Sunyeon Trading Company, who were imprisoned before they could offer any excuses.

Meanwhile, we moved to Ji-hyeon's office with him.

"F-first... I want to e-express my sincere apologies for the f-false accusations you suffered."

Seated in the place of honor, Ji-hyeon bowed to Hyeok-ri Gwang and Hyeok-ri Eum. The father and daughter scratched their heads and cheeks awkwardly, seemingly embarrassed to receive such a formal apology from the county's highest authority.

Madam Zhuge spoke on behalf of the father-daughter pair who shared the same expression.

"I hope you don't intend to settle this matter with just an apology, County Magistrate?"
"O-of course not. I will c-confiscate Sunyeon Trading Company's assets to p-provide sufficient compensation to the v-victims of this incident. That includes b-both of you."

The Hyeok-ri father and daughter grinned at each other at the mention of money. Unlike her husband and daughter, Madam Zhuge made a different request.

"I'd like to receive something other than material compensation, if that's acceptable?"
"Something else...? W-what do you mean...?"
"I want Company Head Mae Yeong-seung's estate."

Madam Zhuge boldly requested Mae Yeong-seung's estate as compensation. Hmm, an estate of that size could certainly accommodate all of Hyeok-ri Gwang's subordinates who were still waiting outside.

I nodded inwardly, but Ji-hyeon looked a bit troubled by the request.

"The e-estate? That's a bit..."
"It would certainly be unreasonable to ask for it as free compensation. We're not asking for it without offering something in return. We'll pay an appropriate price."

The price Madam Zhuge mentioned was human resources for the newly established Yeopsumun.

"Aren't there several martial arts sects in Yichang besides Doryongmun?"
"Y-yes, that's correct, but..."
"I've learned that they too have been causing various problems, though not as severe as Doryongmun's involvement in human trafficking. For example, extorting money under the guise of protection fees."

Hmm, extortion, huh? It seems Yichang has no shortage of evil sects masquerading as righteous ones. And bringing this up now probably means...

"So... you're o-offering to help stop the e-existing martial arts sects' abuses?"

Ji-hyeon blinked blankly before carefully asking.

"If you would do us the 'favor' of transferring Mae Yeong-seung's estate to us."

Ji-hyeon pondered Madam Zhuge's answer deeply. His expression was quite positive. Eventually, he slowly nodded.

"Wow...!"

Hyeok-ri Eum, who was about to cheer excitedly, belatedly covered her mouth. Then she carefully glanced at her mother.

Instead of calling out her daughter's name to caution her as usual, Madam Zhuge carefully took her hand.

"M-mom...?"

Hyeok-ri Eum blinked in confusion at this unfamiliar behavior. Madam Zhuge faced her daughter and her lips twitched slightly.

Her lips quivered subtly, but ultimately failed to form a smile before losing strength.

I secretly smiled inside at the sight. Even attempting such a gesture was already a big step forward for Madam Zhuge. Someday, she too would be able to smile properly.

"Sigh..."

As I was feeling pleased inside, I heard a sigh that seemed to carry the weight of all the world's worries.

The sigh came from Ji-hyeon. His timid face was full of anxiety and concern.

"You seem worried about what's to come?"
"Huh? Oh... yes. I'm c-concerned about how to h-handle my duties starting t-tomorrow..."
"But you've been in office for a year now, haven't you? Surely you must know most of what needs to be done?"
"Well, about that..."

The explanation I heard was absurd. Since he first took office as the magistrate of Yichang, County Magistrate Ji had supposedly been "considerate" by handling everything except the simplest tasks.

"For an entire year? Even so, didn't you feel something was wrong?"
"...H-hard as it may be to b-believe, I truly thought there were n-no problems in the city. Even when I went out for i-inspections occasionally, everything s-seemed fine."

The city appeared peaceful, and people's expressions showed no signs of worry—at least to Ji-hyeon's eyes.

"N-now that I think about it, that t-too must have been part of County Magistrate Ji's s-scheme."

In simple terms, County Magistrate Ji had thoroughly attempted to make the naive Ji-hyeon his puppet.
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On the surface, Ji-hyeon appears endlessly timid and spineless. To make matters worse, his constant stuttering only emphasizes his apparent timidity.

Given his demeanor, they probably thought they could easily manipulate him. Of course, contrary to their expectations, beneath that timid exterior was a fairly solid determination.

"Don't worry, Magistrate. I'm here, along with Chief Po and Chief Sa. Until now, we had to watch the magistrate's outrageous behavior, but now that you've stood up yourself, we'll do our best to help you."
"U-um. Th-thank you. I'll do my best too."

Ji-hyeon nodded with as much strength as he could muster at the Police Chief's words.

Despite sighing that the future looked bleak, he showed no intention of running from his responsibilities. Though he called himself incompetent, with such determination, that wouldn't last long.

Honestly, if his resolve hadn't become a variable, this matter couldn't have been resolved so easily. Well, I do feel somewhat presumptuous, like I just added the final touch to a meal already prepared.

...Ah, speaking of variables, there was one more, wasn't there?
I turned my head and asked the Police Chief sitting across from me.

"Those officers who turned themselves in earlier. Did you interrogate them?"
"Hmm? Ah, of course. But they just spouted nonsense."
"Nonsense?"

The Police Chief frowned and scratched his head at my question.

"Well, they said things like vengeful ghosts were trying to kill them, and if they didn't surrender, these ghosts would harm their families..."

...Ghosts? What's that about?
As I tilted my head in confusion, suddenly Hyeok-ri Eum burst into laughter.

"Pfft...!"

And wasn't she looking at Ju Hwa-ryeon with crescent-shaped eyes?

I instinctively followed her gaze toward Hwa-ryeon.
Though her expression was hidden behind her face covering, her aura was strangely melancholic.

"What? What happened?"
"...I don't want to talk about it."

...What is it?
As I slightly furrowed my brow at her oddly dejected voice, Ji-hyeon looked at Hwa-ryeon and asked.

"B-but why are you covering your face, miss...?"

There was no displeasure in Ji-hyeon's voice.
It seemed to be a question born of simple curiosity.

But this was something he had every right to be displeased about.
Entering the magistrate's office and not showing one's face to the owner of the room was generally quite rude.

In fact, the Police Chief seemed bothered by Hwa-ryeon hiding her face, repeatedly glancing in her direction with twitching eyes.

Still, we couldn't reveal Hwa-ryeon's face.
Currently, our situation was that Hwa-ryeon's existence had been exposed to the Paecheon Fortress side.

Naturally, there was a very high possibility that they knew Hwa-ryeon's face.
To delay pursuit even a little, we needed to keep her face hidden in public.

Since we couldn't explain all these circumstances to outsiders, I had to make up another reason.

"Ah, this is out of consideration for the magistrate."
"C-consideration...you say?"

Ji-hyeon tilted his head, wondering how hiding one's face could be considered thoughtful, but soon he seemed to misunderstand something and put on an apologetic expression.

"I-I'm sorry. I didn't realize you might have a s-scar on your face..."
"A scar?"
"Huh? Is that not it?"

A scar?
What is he talking about?

"It's actually the opposite. To prevent the magistrate from falling lovesick after seeing the world's most beautiful face—oof."

I barely blocked Hwa-ryeon's elbow that suddenly jabbed at my side.
Soon, incredulous gazes focused on me.

"What? It's true."
"...Sigh."

My perfectly reasonable statement was met with an exasperated sigh.

What's with that reaction?
Did I say something wrong?
I don't understand.

*

After discussing a few more things, we left the office.

"Hwa-ryeon, why are you in such a hurry?"
"...Because I'm embarrassed, so hurry up."

As I followed Hwa-ryeon, who was walking strangely fast while holding my hand, I suddenly remembered something and stopped to look back at the Police Chief who had also left the office.

"Excuse me, may I ask a favor?"
"Hmm...? What favor?"
"Well, could I possibly speak with Mae Yeong-seung?"

The Police Chief frowned curiously at my request and asked back.

"With Mae Yeong-seung...? Why?"
"Actually, I'm concerned about this trader he kept dealing with."

A trader who paid twice the market price to take people away.
From what I heard, it seems he had been continuously handing people over to the same person, but what could they possibly be using all those people for?

Normally, one would think they're just selling them through black markets to buyers, but for some reason, I kept feeling that wasn't the case.

"Hmm, I was actually concerned about that part too. But from now on, this is the government's jurisdiction. While I deeply appreciate the efforts of you and your companions, I cannot allow outsiders to further involve themselves in official business."
"I'm quite busy myself, so I have no leisure to get further involved. Just let me talk to him briefly."
"Hmm...."

After pondering for a moment, the Police Chief nodded.
I thanked him and turned to Hwa-ryeon.

"I'll stop by the prison briefly before coming. Go ahead first."
"...Alright."
"Don't take too long. As planned, we'll leave Yichang today."
"Yes, it won't take long."

After answering my master's words, I parted from my companions and followed the Police Chief.

Soon, the prison gate appeared before me.
The guards at the front opened the door, and as I entered, the prison, which couldn't even be called large as a courtesy, was filled with people.

Moreover, the loud voices echoing through the prison made me involuntarily furrow my brow.

"You bastard, you stabbed me in the back...!"
"You're the one who messed up the job...!"

"It's noisy in here."

At my brief comment, the Police Chief clicked his tongue.

"The Sunyeon Trading Company was the largest in Yichang. Even with just the executives brought in, there's no empty space in the jail. Plus, with the Doryong Sect members, the magistrate's recruits, and the corrupted officers..."

Grumbling that the prison had never been this full before, the Police Chief guided me inside.
The shouting grew louder with each step.

Passing by Doryong Sect disciples and soldiers who wore iron handcuffs due to their martial arts training, we arrived at the innermost part.
Through the wooden bars, I saw two men growling at each other as if they would kill one another.

Needless to say, they were Mae Yeong-seung and Ji Gu-han.

"You lowly merchant, how dare you try to entrap me!?"
"You boasted that the magistrate was in your palm, you useless bastard!"

Yesterday's comrades have become today's enemies.
As I watched with a wry smile, the Police Chief let out a thunderous shout.

"Quiet!"

A sudden silence fell.
Everyone's attention focused on the Police Chief, and the two men who had been cursing each other to death just moments ago clung to the bars and spoke in desperate tones.

"H-hey, Chief Gwon! Please grant me one favor. Just let me meet Ji-hyeon once. I'll never forget your kindness for the rest of my life."
"No! Let me see him first. The magistrate must have misunderstood something! If I can convey my sincere concern for Yichang, surely...!"

Even nonsense this creative doesn't make me laugh.
Chief Gwon seemed to feel the same way, as he turned to me with an irritated expression, ignoring their desperate gazes.

"Don't stay too long. Just ask what you need to quickly and leave."
"Yes, thank you."
"H-hey!"

Despite the two men's desperate calls, Chief Gwon left the prison without hesitation.
Left alone in the prison, vicious curses flew at me.

"You dog-like bastard! Do you think you'll be safe after putting me in this state? Just wait. Once I get out..."
"Ah, shut up."

I flicked a finger at Ji Gu-han's acupoint as he denied the already-concluded reality.

"...!"

Turning my back on Ji Gu-han, who could only open and close his mouth without making a sound, I stood in front of Mae Yeong-seung's cell.

"Wh-who are you?"

Suspicion appeared on his still seemingly clean face.
Of course, while I recognized Mae Yeong-seung from seeing his sleeping face, he naturally wouldn't know mine.
I revealed my identity with a smirk.

"Someone who moonlights as a gentleman thief."
"What does that...?"
"To put it more simply, I'm the one who stole the human trafficking ledger from under your bed last night."
"...!?"

His eyes widened in shock, then exploded with anger.

"You, you bastard-!"

With his eyes half-rolled back, Mae Yeong-seung reached for me through the bars.
I stepped back, making him grasp at empty air.

"I told you not to sleep so deeply. You didn't even stir when I threw something under your bed or took the key from around your neck—yet you blame others?"

Of course, that was because I had pressed his acupoints, but I pretended to know nothing about it, which made him so frustrated he didn't know what to do.

"Y-you...!"

Sensing he might faint before I could ask anything if I teased him further, I got straight to the point.

"Who's the trader you dealt with for the people you captured?"
"...Hmph! Do you think I'd tell you that?"

Mae Yeong-seung started acting tough, failing to read the situation.
This guy really has no sense.

"It would be better to confess while we're still talking."
"Hmph! You're just a martial artist—are you saying you'd spill blood inside a government office?"
"Of course not."

I shrugged and quickly grabbed Mae Yeong-seung's arm that was still sticking out through the bars.

*Grip*

"Wh-what...!"
"So, let me ask again? Who is the trader you dealt with?"
"Your father, you...!"

*Crack!*

"Aaaagh-!"

A scream echoed through the prison.
I released the pinky finger that had been bent in a direction it shouldn't go, and grabbed the ring finger.

"Who's the trader?"
"Ugh, uuugh...."

*Crack!*

"Aaaaaaah-!"

I grabbed the middle finger.

"The trader."
"S-stop-! I'll talk! I'll tell you!"

The man who had caused so much suffering to countless people couldn't endure the pain of two broken fingers.
Still holding his third finger, I asked again.

"Who is the trader you're meeting in Nanking?"
"A-actually, even I don't know the details...."

*Crack!*

"Aaaagh! Really, really! It's the truth! I just traded with them because they offered a lot of money!"
"......"

I was so dumbfounded that I momentarily forgot what to say.
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The funny thing was that all the other executives of the Sunyeon Trading Company had the same expression.

To think they sold people just because they were offered a lot of money, without even knowing the identity of those who dared to engage in human trafficking in the Great Ming Empire. They seemed to be feeling a sense of emptiness at the fact that they had served such an idiot as their leader.

Could this guy be spouting nonsense to hide the identity of the buyer?

I briefly had such suspicions, but...

"Ah, ahhhhh...! My, my finger...!"

Seeing him clutching his broken finger while tears and snot streamed down his face, I felt foolish for even doubting him.

"Haah...."

In the end, I left the prison with nothing but a deep sigh. Police Chief Gwon was waiting for me outside.

"I heard screams from inside. Did you learn anything?"

There was no accusation in his voice, only hopeful expectation.

But I could only shake my head.

"No. All I learned was that this Mae Yeong-seung fellow is even more hopeless and stupid than I thought."
"...I see."

Police Chief Gwon, trying to hide his disappointment, insisted on escorting me all the way to the county office gate.

"You don't have to do this."
"Don't refuse. This is my way of showing gratitude and respect."
"Gratitude? Respect?"
"You were the one who led this operation, weren't you?"

It was an unexpected question. It should have been difficult for him to know that I was the one who led this mission.

"Why do you think that?"
"Let's just call it intuition. When you do this job long enough, you can feel the flow of the air, the atmosphere. That sort of thing."

The flow of the air? The atmosphere?
It didn't seem to be about martial arts.

As I tilted my head in confusion, Police Chief Gwon raised one corner of his mouth.

"Simply put, I could feel everyone was conscious of you. From those Doryong Sect thugs to the rescued people."
"...Hmm."

I suppose the Doryong Sect guys were overwhelmed by the "Sovereign Sword Form," and as for the kidnapped people... ah, was it because of that star formation?

Indeed, it's quite a spectacular sight just to look at.
And the one who created it—me—must have seemed extraordinary.

Seeing me smirk, Police Chief Gwon respectfully clasped his hands.

"For this matter, as a citizen of Yichang, I sincerely thank you. Thanks to you, many lives have been saved. Everyone will remember you and your companions as heroes of the city."
"Heroes is a bit much..."

As I scratched my cheek at the embarrassing praise, I heard a commotion outside the gate.

-P-please, look into it!
-Ah, really...!

"What's going on...?"

When I stepped outside to see what was happening, I saw a group of people clutching the clothes of the soldiers guarding the gate, pleading with them.

"What's the matter?"
"Ah, well..."

At Police Chief Gwon's question, the group that had been holding onto the soldier rushed toward us.

"P-Police Chief! Please help us find our daughter! She's been missing for half a year after owing a large debt to the Sunyeon Trading Company. From what we've heard, she wasn't running away but was kidnapped!"
"......"

Police Chief Gwon's face grew solemn as he listened to the middle-aged woman at the front of the group. I turned my gaze to examine the crowd.

They were all older people. Each one was someone's parent, people who had lost their children to the Sunyeon Trading Company's scheme.

"...I don't think I can escort you any further. I'll handle things here, so you should go now."
"...Yes."

There was nothing I could do here. I nodded heavily and left the county office, returning to the inn.

When I entered the annex, I saw Ju Hwa-ryeon loading things onto a carriage with the others.

"You're back?"
"Yeah. Are the preparations done?"
"Just finished. We can leave right away."

Hwa-ryeon seemed to notice the bitterness on my face and carefully asked.

"Did something not go well?"
"Well..."

I told her about Mae Yeong-seung's hopelessness and stupidity, and about the parents who had come looking for their children after learning the truth too late. After hearing the situation, Hwa-ryeon lowered her eyes thoughtfully.

"So we still don't know the identity of the traffickers or their motives. And the people who've already been sold..."
"All we know is that they were traded in Nanking... it's going to be difficult to find those who've already been sold."

Being sold to another province in this vast Central Plains means they might never return. I'd known this all along, but seeing the sorrow of the families left behind made it especially bitter.

And somehow, it bothered me more than usual. I kept thinking that I needed to look into what happened to those who were sold.

"Then we should look into it."
"There's no way, no way to do that."
"...But there is a way."
"Huh?"

There is? Where?
Hwa-ryeon looked at me with slight disbelief before sighing and saying:

"Did you forget? One of the best intelligence organizations in the Central Plains agreed to help us."
"...Ah."

A belated realization.
Come to think of it, Ye So-ha, the leader of the Lower Heaven Sect, had agreed to help me.

"You forgot that?"
"Yeah, why did I forget?"

Could I have been unconsciously excluding it? Maybe I was refusing help because of my personal dislike for that woman.

"...I should reflect on this."

Even if I personally don't like her, we're still in a cooperative relationship. I should use every available resource.

As I was making a mental note not to forget this in the future, Hwa-ryeon spoke up.

"There's a place called Danyang Pavilion, the largest pleasure house nearby. It should be fine if you just go for a short while."
"...Then I'll be back soon."

I nodded and left the annex again, recalling Ye So-ha's confident words.

-You'll soon realize what it means to have our cooperation.

Well, let's see if it's as useful as she claims.

*

Finding the pleasure house called Danyang Pavilion wasn't difficult. Successful establishments naturally have large, tall buildings to accommodate many guests.

I headed toward the tall building that was visible even from the annex and saw it was already crowded. The sign hanging above read "Danyang Pavilion."

"Good, I found the right place."

As I entered along with the idle men visiting the pleasure house in broad daylight, elaborately dressed courtesans greeted us.

"Welcome, sir. You didn't forget to visit us today."
"Haha, how could I forget you, my Maehyang? Come, let's have some fun today!"
"Oh my..."

As I watched the back of a man walking up the stairs with a courtesan who was pretending to be shy in his arms, I turned my head at the sense of someone approaching.

"Welcome to Danyang Pavilion, young master."

She was exceptionally beautiful, but with an inexplicable air of experience. When the courtesan bowed politely to me, everyone around—both guests and courtesans—looked surprised.

Seeing their reactions, I could guess her identity.

"Are you the madam of Danyang Pavilion?"
"Yes. I already know why you've come. Please follow me, I'll guide you."

A guest personally greeted by the madam herself. I deliberately ignored the many stares focused on me as I followed her.

After climbing a long flight of stairs, we reached the madam's room on the top floor. The madam, who had courteously guided me here, even tried to offer me the seat of honor.

"No, it's fine."
"But..."
"I just came because there's some information I want to know. Excessive hospitality makes me uncomfortable."
"If you insist, I understand."

After a brief exchange, the madam and I sat facing each other. I got straight to the point.

"How much do you know about this human trafficking case?"
"Most of it."

Most of it.
That means she also knew innocent people were being kidnapped and taken away.

Of course, I don't intend to blame them. Even if they knew such facts, there wasn't much they could have done.

They are the Lower Heaven Sect—powerless observers at the bottom of the Central Plains hierarchy, who can only see and hear.

"Since you know, let me ask. Do you have any information about the buyer who conducted human trafficking with the Sunyeon Trading Company?"

The question was tinged with inevitable hope. But what I got in return was the madam shaking her head.

"I'm sorry. Our Nanking branch is investigating, but even we don't know their identity yet."
"...I see."

As my only real hope crumbled, I tried to hide my disappointment. But the madam wasn't finished speaking.

"However, we have learned two things."
"What are they?"

At my eager question, the madam answered in a grave voice.

"One is that the kidnapped people weren't sold in Nanking's black market. The other is that people from places other than Yichang are also being sold to Nanking."
"...!"

I frowned upon hearing the madam's words.

The fact that people weren't sold in Nanking's black market meant that Nanking was merely a transit point.

"They're trying to cover their tracks."
"Yes. It also means they didn't buy people for money."

And the fact that people from many places were being sold to Nanking...

"How many people in total?"
"We couldn't determine the exact number, but we know it's at least in the thousands."

Thousands.
This meant that Mae Yeong-seung's buyer was part of an organization large enough to handle such numbers.

"...Is it just my paranoia to think of the Crimson Eye Cult here?"
"Our leader had the same suspicion. That's why she personally ordered an investigation."

That investigation probably began before I met her. I was newly impressed by how the Lower Heaven Sect's eyes and ears were truly everywhere in the Central Plains.

-You'll soon realize what it means to have our cooperation.

Indeed, she had good reason to be so confident.
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"I understand. I'll let you know if there's any new information later."

"Of course. Our Sect Leader personally ordered us to cooperate with you fully, so I'll do my best to help."

"...Thank you."

His dedication was almost burdensome.
Hiding my discomfort, I thanked him and left Danyang Pavilion to return to the inn.

Just as I was about to leave with the carriage, Hyeok-ri Gwang's family came looking for us.

"What's this? Were you going to leave without saying goodbye?"

Not only his words but his genuinely disappointed expression made me smile awkwardly and apologize.

"I'm sorry. We're actually already running behind..."

"I heard about your situation. You're being pursued, aren't you?"

Seeing me respond with only a bitter smile, Hyeok-ri Gwang's face filled with regret.

"I wanted to properly thank you for your help... and you didn't even take the reward that Jihyeon offered."

"Consider that a gift for your sect's founding anniversary."

"Well now..."

Hyeok-ri Gwang clicked his tongue with a brief sigh.
He seemed to realize he couldn't stop us from leaving.

His wife, Lady Zhuge, bowed slightly behind him.
Since there wasn't much else to say, I simply bowed my head in return, then looked at Hyeok-ri Eum.

"...Well, I'll say thanks for now. Thanks to you, things wrapped up quickly."

Seeing her grumbling out of embarrassment, I smiled and spoke.

"Next time we meet, you'll get your revenge match, right? I'll look forward to it."

"...So annoying."

Hyeok-ri Eum turned her head away in a huff at my clearly teasing words.
Chuckling, I said my farewells.

"Well then, we'll be going now. Please give my regards to the others."

"I will. Next time, I'll give you a proper reception."

"I'll look forward to that too."

After parting with Hyeok-ri Gwang's group, we immediately left Yichang and headed west toward Sichuan.

*

Hubei, Gyun County.
After Ja-seong's group departed, a famous attraction appeared here.

The Azure Sky Taoist.
A taoist with remarkable supernatural powers who had restored the blood-red sky of Wudang Mountain back to blue.

"Do you believe in me!"

"We believe!"

The Azure Sky Taoist with his remarkable supernatural powers was busy with his missionary work today as well.
According to the taoist himself, he needed the faith and devotion of the county's people to maintain his powers.

After gathering faith since morning, the Azure Sky Taoist spent the afternoon receiving earnest offerings from people who flocked to the residence provided by the county's wealthy patrons.

"Taoist Master, it's not much, but here..."

"My, such a precious thing. With your devotion, the Primordial Heavenly Lord will surely be moved."

The Azure Sky Taoist smiled solemnly at the man offering a clearly valuable piece of pottery.
The man's eyes reddened with emotion at the taoist's flattering words.

After sending off the last believer, the Azure Sky Taoist caressed the surface of the pottery and then—

"Puhehehehe!"

He burst into frivolous laughter, making his previous solemnity seem like an illusion.

Seeing this, the taoist's servant clicked his tongue as if this was a regular occurrence.

"Brother, please be careful. If someone happens to see you..."

"Ah, there you go nagging again. Fine!"

The Azure Sky Taoist tried to suppress his laughter at his servant's scolding.
However, it wasn't long before laughter escaped through his twitching lips again.

"Khuhuhu...!"

The servant, who was about to scold him again, ended up bursting into laughter himself.

"Puhehehehe!"

"Hahaha!"

After laughing for quite some time, they looked at the pile of treasures in the room with deeply satisfied expressions.

"I guess people never really die when they're supposed to. How did the sky just happen to turn blue right then?"

"I know, right? Kihihihi."

The Azure Sky Taoist and his servant—or more accurately, two con artists impersonating a taoist—felt like they were living in a dream.

It seemed like just yesterday they had fled by boat after getting caught running scams in Hanzhong, Shaanxi Province. Now they were surrounded by countless valuable treasures.

'Life truly is unpredictable.'

While lost in this strange sentiment, he heard his sworn brother's voice.

"Brother choosing to play the role of a taoist was truly a brilliant move."

"Ahem. It was nothing special."

Despite his modest words, the Azure Sky Taoist's expression was clearly smug.
His usually annoying expression looked beautiful with all those treasures as a backdrop.

The servant, who had been grinning, suddenly asked with a worried face.

"But are you really okay now?"

"Of course! Look, I'm perfectly fine, aren't I?"

The Azure Sky Taoist put down the pottery, stood up, and began dancing energetically.
Relieved at the sight, the servant soon tilted his head in confusion.

"If you're this fine now, why did that happen back then?"

The servant recalled what had happened a few days ago.

Right after the sky had turned blue again, when faith in the Azure Sky Taoist was exploding, the taoist suddenly froze up and collapsed from the altar.

This sudden calamity befalling the county's benefactor caused all the county's physicians to examine him, but none could find the cause, only shaking their heads.

Afterward, the servant stepped in and made excuses about the taoist's supernatural powers being greatly damaged, but at the time, the situation had seemed truly hopeless.

The Azure Sky Taoist had lain in bed for days.
Then yesterday, he had suddenly gotten up as if nothing had happened.

"How would I know? Let's just be thankful that I'm better now."

The taoist himself had also been terrified at the thought of possibly spending the rest of his life bedridden.
Shuddering at the memory, he tried to push it out of his mind.

"Let's forget about the past and think about what's next."

"What's next? Aren't we just going to keep fleecing the people of Gyun County?"

"Do you want to be chased by those Wudang bastards this time?"

The Azure Sky Taoist shook his head at his servant's confused question.

"How many days has it been since the sky returned to normal? The Wudang bastards will be coming down from the mountain soon. Then we're finished."

They needed to gather their treasures and leave the county before that happened.
The servant nodded firmly at the taoist's words.

"If you understand, get ready right away."

"Yes, I will."

"*Sniff*. Excuse me, may I ask a few questions first?"

"Why do you keep asking questions? We need to prepare to leave right n—what?"

The Azure Sky Taoist, who had been responding irritably, suddenly realized the voice was unfamiliar.
He turned toward the voice and saw a stranger standing there, though no one knew when he had entered.

"*Sniff*. You seem busy. But please spare me just a moment. *Sniff*. Just a very brief moment."

The man kept sniffing as if he had a cold.
His unusually large nose somehow resembled a dog's snout.

"Um... who are you?"

"*Sniff*. I'm sorry, but I'll be the one asking questions. You two just need to answer."

At this one-sided demand, the servant, who was much larger than the stranger, stepped forward with a scowl.

"Hey, mister. It's already absurd that you barged into someone else's room, but that attitude..."

The servant, who was trying to intimidate the man with his size, couldn't finish his sentence.
His sworn brother had suddenly grabbed him.

"Brother?"

"S-stay still, you idiot...!"

The Azure Sky Taoist, who had silenced his sworn brother, forced a smile while sweating profusely.

"W-well... what would you like to know? I'll answer anything."

"*Sniff*. The taoist is quite reasonable. *Sniff*. Truly supernatural indeed."

"Y-you flatter me."

The Azure Sky Taoist smiled foolishly even at the obvious mockery.
However, his mind was working more intensely than ever.

'I didn't sense any presence at all, yet he suddenly appeared. He must be a trained martial artist from the martial world.'

Which meant his sworn brother's unusual size and strength would be of no help at all.

'I absolutely must not offend him. Otherwise...!'

This could be the last day for the sworn brothers.

Fortunately, the man seemed pleased with the Azure Sky Taoist's submissive attitude and got straight to the point.

"*Sniff*. Then, my first question. Do you know why the sky over Wudang Mountain turned blue again?"

"N-no. I have no idea. We were just pretending to be taoists and got lucky."

"*Sniff*."

After sniffing again, the man moved on to his next question.

"*Sniff*! Second. Do you know anything about the Wudang Sect?"

"N-not in detail. I've heard that their gate was destroyed and many disciples died. I've heard rumors, but I haven't confirmed anything myself."

The man narrowed his eyes at the Azure Sky Taoist, who was answering straightforwardly without hesitation.
He seemed to be judging whether the answers were true or false.

Under that gaze, the Azure Sky Taoist forcibly pushed his sworn brother's head to the floor and prostrated himself.

"...*Sniff*."

Watching the Azure Sky Taoist's trembling body, the man sniffed and fell into thought.

'Should I kill them?'

The man typically never left witnesses alive, but this time he shook his head.

'It would draw too much attention.'

Though they were just con artists who got lucky, to the people of Gyun County, they were taoists with remarkable supernatural powers.
If such a taoist were found dead, it could cause unnecessary complications.

Of course, he could make them disappear without a trace, but he didn't have time for cleanup when an urgent investigation was needed.

"*Sniff*. You two are very fortunate."

"Th-thank you..."

Realizing that the man wasn't going to kill them, the Azure Sky Taoist sighed deeply in relief and expressed his gratitude.

But there was no response.
When he cautiously raised his head to check, the man had already vanished without a trace.
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"I-I'm alive...!"

Only then did the Cheongung Daoist take a deep breath and slump to the floor. Ignoring his disciple's concerned glances, he remained sprawled out for a while, completely drained of energy.

But that didn't last long.
Soon, as if suddenly coming to his senses, he rose from his spot and hurriedly began gathering only the smallest and lightest of his valuables.

"B-Brother? What are you doing?"
"What do you think? We need to flee immediately! Come quickly and grab only what you can carry!"
"What are you talking about? Are you saying we should leave all of this behind?"

The room was filled with expensive items, starting with the porcelain they had just received and other heavy, valuable objects.

"Do you know how much all this is worth? How can we just leave it..."
"Hey, you stupid fool!"

The servant flinched at his master's unusually loud voice, his large frame shrinking back.
The Cheongung Daoist grabbed his shoulders firmly and spoke with determination.

"Don't you realize we just narrowly escaped death? I don't know why that bastard came looking for us, but we're only alive because of luck, just as he said!"

The Cheongung Daoist had been sensitive to his surroundings since childhood.
The intuition that had saved him from danger numerous times was now screaming at him.

He needed to leave Gyun County immediately.
Otherwise, this time he might truly die.

"Get ready now!"
"...Fine."

Though clearly dissatisfied, he couldn't disobey the intuition that had benefited them so many times before.
In the end, the Cheongung Daoist, his lips protruding in frustration, secretly fled Gyun County that night with only what they could carry.

The next day, when the people of Gyun County discovered the Daoist had disappeared, they found all his valuables still intact in his residence.

"How strange, where could he have gone leaving all these treasures behind?"
"I-I don't know...?"

As people searched for the Daoist's whereabouts, someone clicked their tongue.

"Tsk, tsk, tsk..."
"Elder?"

The source of that sound was the oldest man in the county, Go.
Despite being well past seventy, he was still vigorous and respected as the county's great elder.

"You won't find him anywhere, no matter how hard you look."
"What do you mean we won't find him? Do you know where the Daoist went?"

In response to someone's question, Elder Go replied irritably, as if the answer was obvious.

"Ah, isn't it clear! He has ascended to immortality!"
"W-what?!"

Ascension to immortality.
In simple terms, it meant he had become an immortal.

But how could someone who had been earnestly preaching just yesterday suddenly become an immortal?

As people reacted with bewilderment, Elder Go cleared his throat loudly and spoke again.

"He possessed such remarkable mystical powers that he could restore the sky to its original state. Having recovered his immense powers through our faith and devotion, he has now rightfully gone where he belongs."
"Ah...!"

Exclamations erupted from all around.
Heads slowly nodded in agreement.

Before long, the atmosphere shifted toward accepting Elder Go's explanation that the Cheongung Daoist had ascended to immortality.
Then came another question.

"B-but what about all these treasures...?"
"My good man, that's obvious. Only our hearts matter; material possessions were never important."
"Oh...!"

The interpretation was more fantastic than the actual events.
It was an explanation that would make both Ja-seong's group and the Cheongung Daoist himself laugh in disbelief.

But the people were already completely convinced by Elder Go's words, and eventually there was even talk of using the remaining treasures to build a memorial for the Cheongung Daoist.

A butterfly effect caused by the mysterious man.
And the person who had triggered this butterfly effect was currently climbing Mount Wudang.

*

"Sniff."

Mount Wudang.
The man who had disappeared without killing the Cheongung Daoist was now at the foot of the mountain, looking up at its peak.

*I couldn't get any useful information from Gyun County. Everyone just kept saying that the con artist restored the sky to normal.*

Having decided that investigating in the village was a waste of time, he chose to climb the mountain directly.

"...As expected, the Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array is gone. Sniff! Probably the work of those who destroyed the Divine Wood's manifestation."

The man sniffed strongly, showing his displeasure. The terms he used made it clear that he was a member of the Crimson Eye Cult.

The man's identity was I-gan, who had been ordered by Il-gan to investigate the circumstances surrounding the destruction of the Divine Wood's manifestation.

Originally specializing in tracking and reconnaissance, he had made a firm resolution after his first failure at Lake Payang.

*This time, I will definitely find traces of the criminals.*

With renewed determination, I-gan began climbing Mount Wudang.

His first destination was the Wudang Sect.
His ancient enemies who would have been gone by now if the manifestation had grown according to plan.

Climbing up the stairs that showed signs of damage everywhere, he finally arrived at the Wudang Sect, which was clearly in shambles.

The main gate was completely destroyed and being rebuilt.
Beyond it, he could see people clearing away stone slabs that looked as if the ground had been turned inside out.

Plus, there were blood-splattered halls everywhere.

It was a scene that made it obvious to anyone that something extraordinary had happened.

*There was definitely a battle inside the Wudang Sect. And it seems there were quite a few casualties.*

"Hmm!"

His extraordinary sense of smell, blessed by the great Divine Wood, detected a strong incense scent.
They were probably holding memorial services for the dead disciples inside.

*I should find out who died.*

Being self-proclaimed righteous sects, they wouldn't have just sent young disciples to the front lines of battle.

*I don't expect the sect leader to have died. But if even one of the elders died...!*

As I-gan headed toward the inner sanctum of Wudang, concealing both his presence and his expectations, someone approached him.

"Hmm? You seem to be a new face. What brings you to Wudang?"

*...Tsk.*

How annoying.
Inwardly clicking his tongue in irritation, I-gan's eyes widened slightly as he took in the person's appearance.

The first thing that caught his eye was the vibrant palace attire, rarely seen within Daoist gates.
Each ornament adorning the outfit appeared expensive, enhancing its splendor.

As his gaze moved upward, he saw a beautiful face that perfectly matched that splendor.
And golden eyes like molten gold as the finishing touch.

*...She's a rare beauty.*

I-gan narrowed his eyes at the beauty that could arguably be called the finest in the world.
While surprised by her appearance, he couldn't determine who she was.

With such beauty, she should have been renowned throughout Hubei Province, but I-gan had never heard of her.

*She's not Zhuge Seo-hui. She lacks the youthful appearance for someone her age. Then who could she be?*

"Excuse me? Can you not hear me?"

The jade-like voice interrupted I-gan's thoughts as he tried to determine her identity.
Belatedly making a fist-palm salute in apology, I-gan said:

"Sniff! I apologize. Seeing such a beautiful person, I couldn't help but..."
"Hoho. That's something I hear quite often."

Though she claimed to hear it often, she didn't seem displeased as she smiled faintly.
I-gan subtly observed her expression and asked:

"Sniff. You don't seem to be a female disciple of Wudang. If it's not rude, may I ask who you are?"

To his careful question, the woman answered nonchalantly.

"My name is Ye So-ha. I'm temporarily staying at the Wudang Sect."

A guest at the Wudang Sect.
Hearing her answer, I-gan narrowed his eyes slightly.

"Sniff! Is that so? Looking at the current state of the Wudang Sect, it doesn't seem like they would have room for new guests. Sniff."
"Well, I'm not a new guest. I've been here since the sky over Mount Wudang turned red, so it's been quite a while."
"...I see."

This meant that the woman called Ye So-ha might know about the battle that took place within the Wudang Sect, and possibly even about the circumstances surrounding the destruction of the manifestation.

While secretly lighting up his eyes, I-gan skillfully concealed his emotions and asked casually:

"Then you must know what happened at the Wudang Sect during that time."
"Of course. It was a disaster like no other. Especially that hideous monster...ugh, it's terrifying just thinking about it."

So-ha shuddered as if it was truly horrifying.
The "hideous monster" she referred to was probably the sacred beast blessed by the manifestation.

Those not blessed by the divine cannot understand the beauty and excellence of those who are blessed.

Thinking this way and dismissing So-ha's unpleasant evaluation, I-gan listened to the various stories she volunteered, gathering information about the situation at the Wudang Sect.

*All the elders survived, it seems.*

Of course, the information he learned wasn't particularly good news.
Inwardly clicking his tongue, I-gan eventually asked the most important question.

"Sniff! By the way, do you know how the sky over Mount Wudang returned to normal?"
"Well, I'm not really sure about that either... Perhaps the Daoists performed some ritual to the heavens?"

So-ha tilted her head as if she didn't know well.
Seeing her innocent appearance, I-gan didn't harbor any particular suspicion.

She was extraordinarily beautiful, but she seemed to be an ordinary woman with a loose tongue and no particular power.
That was his assessment.

*Thanks to her, I've learned quite a bit.*

"Sniff! Thank you for sharing your stories. I should head down the mountain now."
"Is that so? I'm sorry, I must have kept a busy person for too long."
"Sniff. Not at all. I learned a lot thanks to you."

Turning away from the apologetic So-ha, I-gan immediately left the Wudang Sect.
Having obtained all the information he could get here, he intended to search for traces of the culprits at the place where the manifestation had taken root.

Watching his retreating figure, So-ha's face showed indifference and disappointment.

"Ah, what a shame. I was hoping for someone more important to come."

After muttering quietly, she eventually followed I-gan out of the Wudang Sect.

Ch.286 - I-gan
After leaving the Wudang Sect, I-gan headed straight for the depths of Wudang Mountain, to where the sapling had been.

*According to what Il-gan said, the severed connection between the Sect Leader and Divine Wood is likely related to the destruction of the sapling.*

How shocked he had been when he first heard those words.

To have the connection with the divine severed.
For the followers, the children of the divine, there was nothing more terrifying.

So he had to find the culprit and discover why the connection to Divine Wood had been cut.

Repeating these thoughts to himself, I-gan arrived at the heart of the mountain.
What he saw was truly an astonishing sight.

"Sniff, this is...!"

A strange trace, as if space itself had been erased.
The cross-section was so clean, it looked as if it had been carved out by a massive blade.

How could someone leave such a trace?
What kind of person could possibly leave such a mark?

Unconsciously swallowing hard, I-gan carefully approached the trace.
Standing right in front of it, he immediately stuck out his large nose and began sniffing.

"Sniff, sniff sniff."

As he kept sniffing like a dog, I-gan's body slowly began to transform.

-Crack, crackle

His body grew increasingly massive, his skeleton transforming with loud noises.
His nose and muzzle elongated, changing from human to beast.

Now on all fours with his palms on the ground like a quadruped, I-gan continued sniffing.

-Sniff. Sniff sniff.

What he was detecting now wasn't just ordinary scent.

It was the "memory" engraved in this land.
I-gan had the ability to read memories left in a place in the form of scents.

Of course, there was the drawback that his transformation would unravel whenever he used this ability.

Nevertheless, thanks to this power, he had been able to track down and eliminate all the cult's enemies without exception, serving as its hunting dog.

The only exception was the incident at Lake Payang.

*I cannot fail a second time.*

Failing a mission with the power received from the great Divine Wood would be a disgrace to his faith.

-Sniff, gr...huh?

After sniffing around for a while, I-gan suddenly widened his eyes.

-Th-this...!

His voice trembled, losing composure.
He appeared greatly disturbed, as if he had seen some unbelievable memory.

What could he have seen?

-Grr! I-I can't see anything...!

That was it.
I-gan was shocked not because he had seen something incredible, but because he couldn't see anything at all.

No matter how hard he sniffed, no memories emerged.
Even on remote mountain paths, he could read memories of passing animals, but here, he couldn't read any memories at all.

And I-gan had experienced something similar very recently.
At Lake Payang, no less.

The destruction of the sapling.
Unreadable memories.

These two commonalities from different locations suggested one fact.

-Grrrr! The same culprits must have been behind both Lake Payang and Wudang Mountain.

Growling with bared fangs, I-gan eventually returned to human form and turned around without hesitation.

Though he couldn't tell what method these unforgivable criminals had used, if he couldn't read the land's memories, there was no reason to stay longer.

For now, he needed to report quickly.

"Sniff. The criminals are targeting Divine Wood's saplings. Judging by their elusive nature, they could appear before another sapling at any moment. We must inform others and strengthen our defenses immediately."
"I'm sorry, but that won't be possible."
"...!"

As I-gan muttered while biting his lip, a strange voice suddenly rang out.
Simultaneously, golden chains shot out from somewhere like snakes, wrapping around his body.

"Gah!?"

Completely enveloped by the chains, I-gan lost his balance and collapsed to the ground.

"Wh-what is this...?"

I-gan twisted his body, trying desperately to break free from the chains.

They appeared to be merely thin golden chains.
Chains that looked like they would break easily with just a little force.

But they wouldn't break.
No matter how much strength he applied, instead of loosening, they constricted him even more tightly.

*...It's not just their strength. They're somehow draining my power.*

As I-gan struggled with this unprecedented situation, two figures appeared before him.

Two women with their faces covered by red and blue veils—Cheong and Hong.
Seeing the golden chains in their hands, I-gan glared at them with intense eyes.

However, ignoring his fierce gaze, Hong approached him, examined him closely, then sighed in disappointment.

"Ah, after all that waiting, we just caught a minnow. I wish we'd caught a root instead."
"......"

She mentioned the root.
She knew about the cult's hierarchy system, something outsiders shouldn't know.

*How is this possible? Could there still be a traitor within the cult?*

I-gan's duty was to find and eliminate criminals who interfered with the cult's activities or traitors who betrayed the cult.

As mentioned earlier, until the Lake Payang incident, he had never failed.
In other words, every criminal, traitor, and even their associates that he discovered had died.

Yet here was an outsider mentioning the cult's hierarchy system.

*Could there still be a living traitor? Are these people connected to them?*

Even while completely immobilized, I-gan analyzed the situation coolly.
He figured that since he was subdued, his enemies might speak more freely.

Whether aware of I-gan's thoughts or not, Cheong spoke up, contradicting Hong's words.

"Calling him a minnow seems a bit harsh, don't you think? It's obvious he came to investigate why the sapling was destroyed. He's probably I-gan, the hunting dog who moves on Il-gan's orders."

Hearing Cheong accurately guess his identity, I-gan realized they knew more about the cult's internal affairs than he'd thought.
This strengthened his conviction that they were connected to a traitor within the cult.

*I must escape. Escape and find the traitor.*

Gritting his teeth, I-gan glanced down at the golden chains still binding him.

"I know what you're thinking, but you can't escape. Once modified by Crimson Eye's power, you can't resist these chains."
"...Sniff. Is that so?"

When Hong taunted him after noticing his glance, I-gan retorted defiantly.
As Hong frowned and was about to say something, I-gan's eyes began to turn red.

"What...?"
"Hong, get back!"

Cheong, who noticed the change first, grabbed Hong and leaped away.
Immediately after, a powerful roar erupted behind her.

-Awoooo-!

A howl that echoed throughout the mountains.
Making Hong's confidence look foolish, the golden chains shattered helplessly.

"How...!"

The two women couldn't hide their shock at what they witnessed.

No matter how demonized he had become, or rather, precisely because of that, he shouldn't have been able to resist those "Chains of Judgment."
Yet he broke them so easily.

And the astonishing sight didn't end there.

-Crack, crackle

I-gan transformed into a beast form.
But unlike before, he didn't stop at merely taking on an animal shape.

-Wooooo-!

With a wolf's distinctive howl, blue fur rapidly covered his entire body, and his already massive frame swelled even larger.

His height now far exceeded that of the two women.

"Th-this...! This isn't demonic power...?"

The two women were bewildered by the sight, or more precisely, by the alien power they sensed from I-gan.
While Cheong and Hong stood frozen in confusion, I-gan, now a massive blue wolf, charged at them.

-Kyaooo-!

"Kuk!"

Despite their shock, the two women gritted their teeth and prepared to fight against the beast's threatening charge.
But ultimately, this proved unnecessary.

The giant blue wolf didn't attack them—it simply leaped over them.

In other words, it fled.

"What...?"

For a moment, Hong could only gape in disbelief.
Then Cheong's shout pierced her ears.

"What are you doing? We need to chase him!"
"Huh? Oh, right!"

Though Hong had dismissed him as a minnow, I-gan was clearly one of the Crimson Eye Cult's executives.
He likely possessed information they wanted.

For instance, the locations of other saplings.
That's why they had remained at Wudang even after Ja-seong left.

Moreover, I-gan now knew Cheong and Hong's identities.
The consequences of letting him escape were too terrible to contemplate.

The two women desperately chased after the blue wolf.
But contrary to their wishes, the distance between them only grew wider.

*At this rate...!*

Just as they realized they could never catch up to I-gan,

-Kwagagang!

A massive sword fell from the sky, impaling the blue wolf's body.

-Kyaooo-!

With a death cry, the blue wolf was pinned to the ground.
As blood spewed from its long muzzle with a "kehek" sound, someone walked up to it.

"Hmm, I heard beast sounds that shouldn't be here, and what do I find?"

A familiar voice.
I-gan painfully rolled his eyes to see the face of the person standing before him, and his eyes widened in shock.

-Y-you...?

"Hello, half-demon bastard?"

The woman who cursed at I-gan as their eyes met, So-ha, suddenly tilted her head.

"No, not even half? There's something strange mixed in there. What are you?"

Her expression showed interest rather than tension, despite facing a massive monster.
I-gan immediately grasped the situation.

-Grr...so you're all working together...!

"Sect Leader."
"That was a close call, wasn't it?"

Cheong and Hong, who had just arrived, bowed their heads shamefully at So-ha's words.
Seeing this, I-gan realized So-ha outranked the two women and growled lowly.

-Crunch!

Seeing the wolf's contorted face, So-ha raised one foot and stomped on him hard.
Then, with one corner of her mouth lifted, she said:

"I have so many things I want to hear from you."

-Grrrr! I have nothing to say to you.

"Don't worry about that. There are many ways to get you to talk. Regardless of your will."

Responding as if I-gan's reaction was cute, So-ha reached out toward him.
Soon, a beam of light from her palm penetrated his forehead, and I-gan lost consciousness with his eyes rolled back.

Ch.287 - The Warrior Woman Of Plateau
After confirming that the blue wolf had completely lost consciousness, So-ha dispelled the giant sword she had created with her magic.

Cheong and Hong, who had been watching her closely, immediately moved to treat the wounds as soon as the sword disappeared.

"Step aside for a moment."
"Lady Sect Leader?"

But So-ha stepped in front of them and suddenly began using healing magic on I-gan.
The two were shocked by this unexpected action, and then doubly surprised to see the wounds rapidly healing.

"How is this possible?"

Holy power used on demons through sacred magic should be like deadly poison.
The wounds should be worsening rather than healing.

But in reality, the healing magic was working perfectly, making the wounds close and heal.

"I wondered if it would work, and it actually does!"

So-ha nodded her head with an expression of amazement and curiosity.
Of course, Cheong and Hong shared the same reaction.

"...How is this happening?"

In response to Hong's question full of doubt, she shrugged her shoulders.

"I have no idea. But considering how the healing magic is working properly, and the fact that it's in the form of a beast rather than a tree... It seems like the demonic part of this creature isn't very significant."

That would also explain why it broke the chains so easily.

The Chains of Judgment are magic specifically designed to bind demons.
Their binding power is greatly reduced against non-demonic beings.

"What could it really be?"
"That's what we need to find out. I think I have quite a lot to ask."

With those words, So-ha smiled a rather un-angelic, sinister smile.
It was a smile that suggested the captured I-gan's future didn't look bright.

*

Northern Central Plains.
More specifically, the vast plateau north of the Great Ming Empire's border.
There, Mongolian people lived in tribal units following the collapse of the Northern Yuan.

People who once ruled the Central Plains now scattered about as nomads, the glory of their great empire a distant memory.

The Wolf Tribe was one of these groups.

"Grandmother, you called for me?"

Chinorun, a young female warrior of the Wolf Tribe, entered through the ger's tent flap to see her grandmother Tyeuhma, who was also the tribe's shaman.

"Come here."

Tyeuhma, her face full of wrinkles characteristic of the elderly, looked at her granddaughter and gestured for her to come closer.
Chinorun strode over and sat down across from her with her legs spread wide in a casual posture.

"Why did you call me? I was planning to go hunting sheep today."

Chinorun's attitude subtly urged her grandmother to get to the point.
After silently observing her granddaughter for a moment, Tyeuhma abruptly stated:

"You need to go to the Central Plains."
"Huh? Central Plains? What's that about all of a sudden?"

Chinorun looked bewildered at her grandmother's blunt statement.
But her expression hardened at what Tyeuhma said next.

"I felt the power of the Blue Wolf. In the Central Plains."
"...You mean the demon bastards are in the Central Plains?"

Tyeuhma nodded gravely at Chinorun's question.

"Yes. The enemies who tore apart our ancestor, the great Blue Wolf of the steppes, and manipulated our great empire like puppets are in the Central Plains."

At Tyeuhma's solemn answer, Chinorun clenched her fist and exclaimed:

"So you're saying it's time for me to get married!"
"..."

The word "marriage" came out of nowhere during such a serious conversation.
After a moment of stunned silence, Tyeuhma exploded in anger:

"You shameless girl! Is getting married more important than fulfilling the steppe's ancient wish?!"
"Of course it is! Sarma! Tsetseg! Nadam! They're all married and living happily with their husbands, but what about me? This is all because of that cursed prophecy, isn't it?!"
"You little...!"

The grandmother and granddaughter began bickering, forgetting their age difference.
After arguing loudly for quite some time, they finally reached a lull.

Catching her breath, Chinorun spoke in a slightly subdued voice:

"...Didn't you prophesy it yourself? That when the Blue Wolf of the steppes returns, the Golden Clan will prosper again and unite the steppes."
"That's right! We must recover the pieces of the Blue Wolf that were torn apart by the seeds of evil and resurrect our ancestor."

If the Blue Wolf of the steppes returns, the scattered brothers would gather under it once more.
Then the tragedy of kinsmen with the same wolf blood raiding and killing each other would end.

"The resurrection of the Blue Wolf is our only hope. If we continue to raid and kill each other, the end will only be self-destruction."

After saying this, Tyeuhma pointed at Chinorun's left arm.

"You are the only one who can prevent this—the last of the Golden Clan, with the 'left arm' of the Blue Wolf dwelling in your body."

Tyeuhma's finger pointed to the blue tattoo that covered Chinorun's left arm.
Chinorun stared down at the tattoo covering her entire left arm and said:

"So you're saying I can get married after I kill all those demon bastards and recover our ancestor!"
"...That marriage again."

Tyeuhma massaged her throbbing forehead while Chinorun grumbled:

"Doesn't the Golden Clan need children to prosper? And to have children, I need a husband. Or is grandmother planning to remarry? Can you still have children?"
"You, you crazy girl!"

After thumping her chest at her granddaughter's nonsense, Tyeuhma eventually let out a deep sigh.

"...Do you want to get married that badly?"
"Yes! I want to meet a handsome, strong man and work hard at breaking beds."

...Did she understand what she was saying?
Sighing again at her crude granddaughter, Tyeuhma shook her head and returned to the main topic.

"You know where the merchant group currently in our tribe is from, right?"
"They're from Liaoning, aren't they? Definitely Mo... Mo..."
"The Moyong Family."
"Right, that's it."

Tyeuhma and Chinorun's Wolf Tribe had been staying near Liaoning Province for quite some time.
As a result, they naturally traded with merchant groups crossing the empire's border, and the Moyong Family's merchants visited particularly frequently.

"That's all because they slash the prices for hides. They're excited about buying for half price what could sell for double."
"Stop talking nonsense. I've already asked them for a favor. If you travel with their merchant group, you should be able to enter the empire without trouble."

Chinorun, who had been grumbling about the Moyong Family merchants, made a dismayed expression at her grandmother's words.

"Wait, you want me to go with those guys? Don't you know that the Young Master of the House who always comes with them keeps bothering me?"
"Thanks to him, you've learned the empire's language quite well. Besides, he's good-looking with a nice body—don't you like him as husband material?"
"No! I don't like the look in his eyes!"

Unnecessarily picky girl.
Grumbling quietly to herself, Tyeuhma spoke firmly:

"Whatever you think, it's already decided, so prepare to leave. Otgon will go with you, just so you know."
"Otgon? That kid?"
"He's already fifteen this year. He's not young enough to be called a kid anymore."

As Tyeuhma said, Otgon had recently completed his coming-of-age ceremony and was recognized as an adult and warrior.
Moreover, compared to others his age, he was exceptionally intelligent and perceptive, which is why she was sending him with Chinorun.

'With Otgon there, he should be able to prevent that girl from doing anything stupid.'

"Are you thinking something strange right now?"

Unnecessarily perceptive girl.
Looking at her granddaughter's suspicious gaze, Tyeuhma raised her voice unnecessarily:

"Anyway, that's how it is, so leave tomorrow! Get out now!"
"Just kicking me out because you have nothing more to say..."

Chinorun grumbled as she left the ger.
Watching her retreating figure, Tyeuhma let out a deep sigh.

"...I wonder if she'll be alright."

Despite her gruff manner, Chinorun was her only granddaughter.
How could she not worry about her embarking on such a long journey?

But in her mind, there was no option to defy the prophecy.
In the end, all Tyeuhma could do was pray to their ancestral spirit.

"Blue Wolf of the steppes. Please guide that child's path..."

The day after the old shaman's prayer echoed through the ger,
two warriors of the Wolf Tribe headed toward Liaoning Province with the Moyong Family's merchant group.

*

After leaving Yichang, our group finally set foot in Kai County of Sichuan Province after five days of forced marching.

"...I want to bathe in warm water."

Yu Seol muttered in a trembling voice from inside the carriage.
Just from hearing her, I could tell she was suffering from the cold, so I tilted my head in confusion.

"Seol, were you always this sensitive to cold? You weren't like this in Gungang County."

In my memory, Seol was a child who would only get a slightly red nose even in the dead of winter, toughing it out bravely.
She wasn't the type to shiver from weather like this.

But at my response, Seol looked at me in disbelief, her eyes wide, and stuck her head out of the carriage.

"How can you say that in this cold? This is incomparable to winter in Gungang County! Aren't you cold, Young Master?"
"No, why would I be cold? It's just pleasantly cool, isn't it?"
"Pleasantly cool...?"

Her reaction suggested she found my response absurd.
Through the curtain, I could glimpse Master and Hwa-ryeon with similar expressions to Seol's.

"...Could I be the strange one here?"

At this point, I had to consider the possibility that the problem was with me, not my companions.
Then four characters came to mind:

Han-seo-bul-chim (寒暑不侵)

A state where neither heat nor cold can invade the body.
Could I have achieved han-seo-bul-chim? Suddenly?

"...Ah."

It wasn't sudden at all.
I instinctively realized that breaking through the Life-Death Barrier was the cause.

With the Ren and Du meridians connected, allowing qi to circulate continuously through my body, cold and heat could no longer penetrate.

Thanks to this, I had been completely unaffected by the cold weather, while my companions had been shivering... hmm.

"...Let's buy some winter clothes first."

At my words, everyone nodded simultaneously.

Ch.288 - Faction Conflict
After stopping by the fabric shop to purchase high-quality winter clothes lined with fur, we headed to the inn at Seol's request.

"Ahh... I feel alive again."

In the annex of the inn.
Seol, who had bathed in hot water brought by the attendant, entered the room with a relaxed expression and fluffy, clean hair.

Hwa-ryeon, who followed behind her, didn't show it much, but she also seemed pleased with her first proper bath in a while.

Well, we hadn't been able to wash properly during our recent forced march.
Given the season, it would only get colder from now on, and unless we stayed at inns like this, bathing would become increasingly difficult.

Hmm, not being able to bathe regularly is quite disappointing for me too. I wonder if there's a good solution?
While I was pondering various methods, my Master's voice broke into my thoughts.

"So, are you planning to visit the Gun Family tomorrow, Young Master?"
"No. First, I want to send word of our intention to visit. Since they're unlikely to welcome us, I want to approach as respectfully as possible."

The moment I heard the words "Gun Family," I snapped out of my thoughts.

Hwa-ryeon, whose face had relaxed slightly, immediately tensed up again.

"They probably won't respond positively. The Gun Family is already related to the Prince by marriage. Their position is different from other martial arts factions."
"Yes. We can't rule out the possibility of being turned away at the gate, so your judgment seems correct, Young Master."

So we'd come all the way to the Gun Family's doorstep only to send a messenger first—a rather amusing situation.

The problem was, the result wasn't amusing at all.

"...They say they won't receive us."

The next day, at noon.

The reply to our messenger, sent early in the morning, arrived quickly, perhaps because the message was so brief.

"Denied."

A short answer stating they couldn't permit our visit.
Even my Master, who had mentioned the possibility of being turned away, was left speechless by this letter that didn't even provide a reason.

Naturally, I wasn't pleased either.

"What's with this arrogant reply? Do they think they're special just because they're related to the Prince? Should we just go there and turn the place upside down?"
"...Please be patient."

Hwa-ryeon, who restrained me with a calm voice, lowered her eyes in thought.

But soon she let out a sigh.
It seemed she couldn't come up with any good ideas despite her contemplation.

My Master, who also appeared deep in thought, spoke up.

"...It's strange that they would refuse to meet the Young Master without even seeing him first, regardless of who they are."
"I think so too. The problem is we don't know what's behind this."
"Could they have some internal issues they can't talk about?"
"I'm not sure..."

The atmosphere was one of cautious speculation that there might be some internal matter within the Gun Family.
I added my own thoughts.

"Well, should we try gathering information by wandering around as usual? We might find something."

Hwa-ryeon shook her head at my question.

"That probably won't be easy. In the already closed-off Sichuan, outsiders asking questions about the effective ruler of the county? We'd only raise suspicions."
"Then what should we do?"
"......"

As our concerns deepened in silence, a commotion erupted outside.

—BANG!

Followed by the sound of a door being roughly opened.
When I turned my head, Seol rushed in with an urgent expression.

Before we could ask what was happening, the words that burst from her small mouth made our faces stiffen.

"R-right now, Gun Family warriors are fighting in the main hall!"
"Fighting? With whom?"
"Not with anyone else—they're fighting among themselves!"
"...What?"

*

When we rushed to the main hall after hearing Seol's words, the situation was already chaotic.

"Hyaah!"
"Eeyaah!"

The inn was deserted—the owner, attendants, and guests had all fled.
Only six warriors in green martial uniforms remained, striking and fighting each other.

Silent flying needles, barely visible to the eye.
Then, as if in retaliation, small beads flew back and exploded, spreading green smoke.

I expanded my energy field to prevent the poisonous gas from reaching my companions, then turned to Seol while observing the chaotic scene.

"Do you know why they're fighting?"
"No. They were just talking among themselves when suddenly they jumped up and started fighting."

As I examined the Gun Family warriors again based on her words, I noticed something peculiar.

"One side is only using hidden weapons, while the other is only using poisons."

The group on our right kept reaching into their wide sleeves to throw hidden weapons, while those on the left pulled out poison pellets and powders from their waists with gloved hands.

And the occasional shouts that could be heard:

—Look! Hidden weapons are the true foundation of the Gun Family!
—Are you willing to throw away our reputation for poison mastery?!

"...Don't tell me?"

Are they actually fighting over whether hidden weapons or poisons are superior?

I was momentarily dumbfounded, but the situation grew increasingly serious.
The restraint they had shown as members of the same clan was gradually disappearing, and their movements became more violent and deadly.

"ARGH!"

Finally, one of the Gun Family warriors fell with a scream after being hit in the face by a flying needle.
At this point, the poison users' eyes filled with killing intent, and they began throwing increasingly potent poisons that could be felt through their energy.

"...Shouldn't we stop them?"

Seol murmured anxiously at the sight.
Inwardly agreeing with her, I turned my head to look at a shabby old man who had somehow seated himself at an empty table nearby.

"What do you think we should do about this?"
"Uh, hmm?"

The white-haired beggar, who had been sipping from what was probably someone else's abandoned wine cup, looked at me with a slightly surprised expression.
My companions also noticed his presence belatedly and showed surprised expressions.

"What? You knew I was here? Since when?"
"Since you snuck into the inn a little while ago."
"Ah, ahem. If you knew, you could have at least pretended not to..."

The old beggar cleared his throat awkwardly. My companions, who had been wary of him, noticed the nine-knot cord tied around his waist and widened their eyes.

"Could you be...!"

The old beggar grinned at their belated recognition of his identity and looked at me.

"So, are you going to keep standing there? It looks like someone might die at this rate."
"......"

So he's just going to watch while telling me to stop them?
Silently shrugging my shoulders, I strengthened my energy field.

The poisonous gas that had filled the inn from their enthusiastic poison-throwing was pushed back by my energy field and concentrated in the center of the inn.

"Oh ho...!"

Leaving the old beggar's exclamation behind, I stepped forward.

The battle cries and shouts that had been filling the inn suddenly ceased.
The Gun Family warriors who had been fighting fiercely now looked warily at the concentrated poison in the center of the inn and at me approaching from beyond it.

One of them stepped forward as a representative and spoke.

"Who are you?"
"I'm a guest staying at this inn. You've fought enough to vent your frustrations, so why not stop now? I don't think you want to ruin a perfectly good inn."

While I had prevented the poison gas from seeping everywhere, hidden weapons like flying needles, daggers, and throwing stars were still embedded in the walls throughout the inn.
They seemed to be stuck so deeply that they would be difficult to remove.

And as I expected, such considerations were far from their minds.

"Hmph, that can be fixed with a bit of money."
"I don't think a 'bit of money' will be enough. Besides, if rumors spread about poison being scattered everywhere, customers will stop coming. What will you do about that?"

The Gun Family warriors frowned at my question as if they'd heard something absurd, then burst into laughter.

"Hahaha!"

Their laughter echoed through the inn.
When it subsided, a cold response followed.

"Why should we care about such things? The mere fact that they're allowed to do business in the front yard of the great Gun Family of Sichuan is already a great favor."
"...What an outrageous answer."

I had expected the Gun Family to be formidable as relatives of the Prince, but this was beyond imagination.
Or were these guys just jerks?

Either way, there was no need to hold back against people who behaved like this.
I was already annoyed by their arrogant reply earlier, and now they'd given me the perfect excuse.

Without another word, I drew my sword still in its scabbard, and the Gun Family warriors, forgetting how they had been fighting each other moments ago, immediately united and took their stances.

Of course, they didn't forget to threaten me verbally as well.

"Do you dare to raise your hand against Gun Family warriors in Gae County?"
"Where are the warriors? All I see are thugs."

Their faces contorted at my response, which didn't even acknowledge them as martial artists, and they simultaneously drew their weapons.

"Die...!"

—THUD!

But they couldn't even complete their draw.
My scabbard, which had already reached them with the speed of "Boundless Sky Flash," struck the throat of the one who had been shouting in front.

—WHACK!

"Gack!"

With a short cry, the Gun Family warrior was sent flying into the wall.
Seeing this, the other warriors' faces filled with confusion.

The enemy's confusion was my opportunity.
I swung my scabbard again, this time hitting another warrior on the back of his head.

—CRACK!

With an ominous sound, he collapsed face-first onto the inn floor and went limp.

The remaining warriors, hesitating after seeing two of their comrades fall, hastily drew their weapons.

"Hyaah!"

Poison and hidden weapons flew at me simultaneously.
I deflected and scattered them all with the wild strikes of "Heavenly Light Wind."

"H-how can this be...?"
"He's no ordinary man! Keep your distance!"

The warriors panicked when their attacks were blocked.
At someone's shout, they quickly began to retreat, but I was faster, diving into their midst.

"Huk...!"

With a gasp, I became a tiger leaping among sheep, sweeping them away one-sidedly.

One took a hit to the stomach.
Another was struck in the knee and collapsed.
A third was knocked unconscious by a blow to the chin.

None could withstand my single strikes, and soon only one remained.
He wore noticeably more elaborate clothing than the others and had been the most vocal—clearly marking himself as the leader.

This man, whose entire demeanor screamed "I'm in charge here," shouted:

"Y-you! Aren't you afraid of the consequences?!"
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"If you were afraid, you wouldn't have stepped up in the first place, would you?"

Seeing his face turn pale as he realized his empty threats wouldn't work on me was quite a sight. After hesitating for a moment, what finally came out of his mouth was even more ridiculous.

"Do-do you know who I am?! I am Tang Han-seo! The current head of the Sichuan Tang Family is my uncle!"
"...Not his son, but his nephew?"

At my incredulous voice, his previously pale face turned bright red.

"Y-you...!"

A sharp glint flashed in his eyes as he reached deep into his wide sleeve.

Does he have some kind of secret weapon?

My suspicion proved correct. In Tang Han-seo's hand was a cylindrical object I'd never seen before. The metal cylinder had some kind of string attached to it, and Tang Han-seo pointed the opening at me while gripping the string.

"Die!"

-Bang!

With the string pulled tightly, a loud explosion erupted, and hundreds of flying needles filled the space in front of me.

This wasn't an attack of points or lines, but of an entire plane.
Setting aside the obvious use of gunpowder, I needed to act quickly or the people behind me would get hurt.

I narrowed my eyes sharply and stretched out my hand. Hundreds of blue threads emerged from the center of my palm, crossing each other to create a fabric of blue starlight.

The force that normally wrapped around my sword blade spread wide to protect my front.

Protective Art.
The technique I'd only used to tease Hwa-ryeon was finally serving its proper purpose.

The tightly woven fabric of blue starlight blocked every single one of the incoming needles without fail.

"Wow...!"
"I-impossible...!"

Exclamations burst out simultaneously from front and back.
One was from Seol, and the other, needless to say, was from Tang Han-seo.

As I withdrew my Protective Art, the needles, now powerless, dropped to the ground with a flutter. Tang Han-seo also collapsed, his legs giving way, and stared at me blankly.

His eyes, which had been gleaming with base pleasure moments ago, were now filled with despair and fear of the unknown.

Judging that the battle was over as he had completely lost his will to fight, I quietly sheathed my sword and turned to my companions.

"Is anyone hurt?"
"Thanks to you. But just now..."

Hwa-ryeon's expression had hardened unusually.
Guessing what she was about to say, I nodded without waiting to hear it.
And before us, the old beggar approached Tang Han-seo.

"Hmm, I'm witnessing something unexpected in an unexpected place. Young man, don't you know that the Great Ming law strictly prohibits civilians from using gunpowder?"
"Wh-what? You filthy beggar, how dare you speak to..."

Tang Han-seo, who had regained his senses at the old beggar's words and was glaring fiercely, finally noticed the nine knots tied at the beggar's waist.

"...Ah."

His eyes widened in shock.
His complexion turned ashen as he seemed to realize who he was facing.

Twisting one corner of his mouth at that face, the old beggar solemnly revealed his identity.

"Fortunately, you seem to have the eyes to recognize the nine knots. Yes, I am Hong Ja-gong."
"The-the Divine Dragon Opener...!"

Tang Han-seo's expression suggested he might faint at any moment.
I slightly bowed my head to Hwa-ryeon and asked.

"I had a rough idea, but is he really...?"
"Yes. That's the Dragon Head Chief of the Beggar Sect's Ten Thousand Branches and one of the Ten Lords, the Mad Lord. The great hero Hong Ja-gong, the Divine Dragon Opener."

Beggar Sect Chief.
One of the Ten Lords.

Truly one of the great elders of the current martial world, a famous figure known to almost everyone.
And having been caught using gunpowder by such a person, Tang Han-seo wouldn't dare attempt To Kill And Destroy Evidence.

"I must have a serious talk with the Tang Family Head about this matter. Lead the way."
"I-I'm sorry! Please, anything but that...!"

Abandoning his previous arrogance, he prostrated himself with his head to the ground.
His whole body trembled like an aspen leaf, revealing his fear of the storm to come.

Of course, his pleas would have no effect on Hong Ja-gong.

"Nonsense. Though you may live as a martial artist in the Mountain and Forest of Swords, you cannot deny that you are a subject of the Great Ming Empire. Having violated Ming law, you must rightfully pay the price."
"Ah, aah..."

A despairing sigh.
In Ming law, civilian use of gunpowder or firearms was an enormous crime.
With good luck, one might be exiled; otherwise, it was hanging or beheading.

Of course, this applied to ordinary citizens.
When a martial organization committed such an act, the situation became simpler.

Simply put, Paecheon Fortress would mobilize.
The military forces of Paecheon Fortress, backed by clear justification, would rush to Gai County and destroy everything the Tang Family had.

The Tang Family must know this, so why did they dabble with gunpowder?

As mentioned earlier, using gunpowder is a serious crime.
Even their background as relatives of a prince would be of little use, and sacrificing a few as scapegoats wouldn't work either.

Judging from Paecheon Fortress's past behavior, they wouldn't miss this opportunity to completely annihilate the Tang Family.

"......"

Hwa-ryeon seemed to have reached the same conclusion, as she was pressing her lips together with a solemn expression.
I slowly approached and placed my hand on her shoulder.

"...Ja-seong?"

As she looked up at me with clear eyes, I shrugged and approached Tang Han-seo and Hong Ja-gong.

"That's enough scaring him, Great Hero Hong."
"Hmm?"

Hearing my words, Hong Ja-gong frowned as if he'd heard something strange.

"Scaring? Am I making empty threats?"
"Are you really going to call Paecheon Fortress to Gai County and annihilate the Tang Family? One of the Five Great Families?"
"...Hmph. Of course not."

A short snort accompanied his answer.
Tang Han-seo seemed to see a glimmer of hope at that response and raised his head.

-Thwack!

"Ack!"

The black staff in Hong Ja-gong's hand swung toward that face, and with an unnecessarily clear sound, Tang Han-seo clutched his forehead and collapsed.

"How could I wish for the Tang Family's annihilation? But I cannot let this thundering fool go unpunished. Besides, I need to know why the Tang Family is handling gunpowder. Cheol-min isn't such a thoughtless man..."

Cheol-min must refer to the current head of the Tang Family, Dark Sky Dagger Tang Cheol-min.
I already knew the family head's name from what Hwa-ryeon had told me earlier.

But to call him Cheol-min so casually...
If he could use the family head's name so informally, he likely had considerable friendship with the Tang Family.

This could be helpful.

-I do. A stubborn, arrogant beggar brat.
-As it happens, one of my other subordinates is planning to go to the Tang Family. I'll tell him to lend his strength to the alliance between the Tang Family and your group.

I recalled Ye So-ha's puzzling words.
I didn't understand at the time, but seeing the identity of the subordinate she mentioned right before my eyes, it all made sense.

I had suspected from her calling him a "beggar brat" that the other subordinate might be from the Beggar Sect.
But I never imagined his identity would be the Beggar Sect Chief himself.

-Hehehe, you'll have to meet him in person to find out. You'll be quite surprised.

Just as Ye So-ha had said in my memory, it was indeed a surprising identity.

The Beggar Sect Chief being a subordinate of the Lower Heaven Sect Leader.
This essentially meant that the two major intelligence organizations of the Central Plains were under Ye So-ha's command.

"...She was more formidable than I thought."
"Indeed. A truly infuriating woman."

Hong Ja-gong agreed with my words.
I wondered who he thought I was talking about.

Perhaps my thoughts showed on my face, because Hong Ja-gong twisted his lips and continued.

"Since you seem to have figured it out, I won't hide it. At the request of that damned woman, Ye So-ha, I came to help you all while I was at it. Just in case, don't call me 'Zi' like that woman does. I really hate that name."
"...I'll keep that in mind, Great Hero Hong."

Pleased with my response, Hong Ja-gong smiled more brightly and lifted Tang Han-seo, who was still rolling on the inn floor.

"Would you help me wake these fellows up and tie them? They've caused quite a commotion, so they deserve some humiliation."
"Now that's a proposal I can get behind."

Smiling back at him, we tied up the Tang Family warriors in a line like prisoners and headed toward the Tang Family compound.

*

The Tang Family compound.
Simply put, it's just a village of people with the Tang surname.

The difference, if any, is that this clan village occupies a quarter of an entire county.

At the eastern edge of Gai County.
In the middle of a high wall that seemed to claim that the inside and outside were different worlds, there was a fairly large gate.

Two men in green martial uniforms guarded that gate.

"...Huh?"

One of them spotted us approaching from a distance and frowned, craning his neck.
Soon after, he seemed to notice the Tang Family warriors being dragged like prisoners, as he urgently tapped his companion's shoulder and headed inside the gate.

Meanwhile, the remaining guard stood in our way.

"How dare you mess with the Tang Family in Gai County? Aren't you afraid of the consequences...?"
"Get lost, fool."

His brave stand was rewarded with a kick from Hong Ja-gong that sent him flying.
He flew screaming all the way to the gate.

Quite timely, a group of people opening the gate appeared and became furious at the sight.

"How dare you touch a blood relative of the Tang Family in front of the Tang compound...!"
"Shut up, fool."

-Thwack!

"Argh!"

The black staff struck the head of the man who had stepped forward.
Clutching his crown in pain, he glared at Hong Ja-gong with a fierce expression, but then,

"What are you looking at?"
"Nothing, sir. Welcome, Chief. The young ones seem to have made a mistake out of ignorance."

He immediately backed down.
The other angry men also realized that the Beggar Sect Chief had visited and promptly retreated.
Only the man leading them cautiously asked while looking at Tang Han-seo's group being dragged like defeated soldiers.

"Um, but why are they...?"
"I'll speak directly to the Tang Family Head about them. Stop asking questions and guide us in."
"Y-yes...!"

The man's sharp gaze pierced Tang Han-seo.
A look that demanded to know what he had done.

Having been utterly humiliated under the gaze of the citizens of Gai County all the way here, the captives wore half-resigned expressions as if they'd rather be killed cleanly.
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"Let's go."

Of course, Hong Ja-gong paid no attention and moved deeper into the Tang family compound.

"W-wait a moment, please. Our troublemakers aside, who are these other people?"

Ah, so they were already considered troublemakers within their own family?
As I inwardly chuckled, Hong Ja-gong's curt reply reached my ears.

"These people are my companions. I have important matters to discuss with your family head."
"What? But what kind of—"
"I said I have matters to discuss with your family head! Shut up and guide us!"

Startled by Hong Ja-gong's outburst, the man shrank back slightly and led us into the Tang family compound.

What unfolded before me as we entered was... just a village.
For something surrounded by high walls, it didn't look much different from any ordinary village outside.

Just as my expectations were about to crumble—I'd thought a place grand enough to be called the Tang family compound would be somehow different—I had to reconsider based on what I sensed through my qi perception network.

"...They're watching us."
"Of course they are. They might know me, but unknown people have entered their headquarters."

Blind spots everywhere, invisible to our eyes.
In each of those blind spots, people were hiding, concealing their presence.

They were even controlling their breathing as they hid—without my qi perception network, I wouldn't have noticed them at all.
Realizing this, I saw the village in a new light.

People who appeared to be going about their business while secretly watching us.
Buildings structured to create perfect hiding spots everywhere.

If we were to draw our swords here, daggers and poison darts would immediately fly at us.

The Tang family compound wasn't just a village.
It was a battlefield in the form of a town, meticulously designed so that every resident could engage in combat if necessary.

Wow, scary.
It feels like we've walked into a tiger's den.

I awkwardly lifted the corners of my mouth while expanding my qi perception network to its maximum to stay alert.
After a tense journey that seemed endless, we finally arrived at an enormous estate in the center of the village.

Needless to say, it was the main house of the Sichuan Tang family.

"Head of the Beggar Sect, the great hero Hong Ja-gong has arrived with his companions."

Just like at the compound entrance, two warriors guarded the main gate of the house.

Of course, the aura they projected was completely different.
Unlike the guy who'd been knocked down by Hong Ja-gong's kick, these men exuded a sense of experience.

"...Welcome. We will notify the family head immediately."
"Good."

The guard who had greeted Hong Ja-gong with discipline let us in without further comment.

"This is as far as I go. I'll take my leave now."

The man who had guided us until now bowed slightly before departing, and one of the guards from the main house took over escorting us inside.

After this process, we finally arrived at the family head's quarters.

"The family head will be here shortly. Please wait a moment."

The guard who had led us to what appeared to be the family head's office also bowed respectfully before leaving.

"Now, sit."

Hong Ja-gong forced the six warriors he'd dragged along to kneel on the floor, then casually sat down anywhere, and the rest of us followed suit.

"This feels surreal. Until just now, I never dreamed we'd get in this easily."
"I know, right?"

I agreed with Hwa-ryeon's comment.
Thanks to Hong Ja-gong's authority, we'd made it this far without any trouble.
The remaining question was how to secure the Tang family's cooperation...

I asked Hwa-ryeon in a voice barely audible to her.

"Have you thought about how to persuade the Tang family head?"
"...Yes. First, I plan to convince him that the imperial court will eventually abandon the Tang family."
"Ah, that."

Just before leaving Wudang Mountain, we had heard news about Hefei from Ye So-ha.

Or more precisely, news about the Lower Heaven Sect?
Apparently, the Regional Lord of the Lower Heaven Sect's protest regarding the Paecheon Fortress's operation in Hefei had been unilaterally dismissed.

And only one person could make that possible—the Emperor.
This was clear evidence that the Emperor had approved Paecheon Fortress's actions, which had clearly crossed a line.

"It's certain that His Majesty harbors hostility toward the martial arts world. So no matter that they're the in-laws of a prince, or rather, precisely because they are in-laws, the Tang family will definitely be discarded once they've served their purpose."

For now, they're being treated well because they're useful in conflicts with the Five Poison Sect, but once their usefulness ends, the Tang family will be abandoned.
Based on everything we'd experienced so far, this was a highly plausible theory.

But from across from me came a low chuckle.
It was none other than Hong Ja-gong.

"Heh heh, do you think the Tang family doesn't already know that?"
"...What?"

I frowned at Hong Ja-gong's sudden interruption.

The Tang family already knows?
Is he saying they're already aware of all this?

Looking at Hong Ja-gong with questioning eyes, I quietly asked:

"What do you mean by that?"
"Hmm."

Instead of answering my question directly, Hong Ja-gong snapped his fingers.

With a sharp sound, an invisible barrier unfolded, blocking the expansion of my qi perception network and enveloping us.
I opened my eyes wide in surprise.

"T-this is...!"
"First time seeing a qi barrier? Well, these days there aren't many who can use something like this."

A qi barrier.
Literally, a barrier created by projecting one's qi outward.

In typical martial arts novels, it's often used to prevent eavesdropping in the middle of noisy taverns.

Naturally, no one in the pseudo-martial arts world used this technique.
Yet here he was, using it so casually.

"With this, those fools won't be able to hear our conversation."
"...Amazing. I never thought anyone besides Ja-seong could use such a technique..."

My companions looked on in amazement as their voices echoed off the qi barrier.
Their gazes alternated between me and Hong Ja-gong.

But I had no time to notice their stares.
I immediately understood what this technique signified.

It was proof.
Proof that he lived in a different realm from the current declining martial arts world.
And regarding the old martial arts world...

"......"

No, not now.

I had to set aside my personal curiosity for the moment.
Right now, the Tang family matter took priority.

"Anyway, please continue. What do you mean by saying the Tang family must already know?"
"Hmph."

With a mysterious look in his eyes, Hong Ja-gong shrugged and continued.

"It means exactly what I said. The Tang family must already know about the situation you're describing."
"...Are you saying the Tang family has already anticipated the possibility of being discarded?"

Hong Ja-gong nodded without hesitation at Hwa-ryeon's question, her face slightly stiff.

"From the beginning, becoming in-laws with the prince and supporting the war against the Five Poison Sect was likely done to forge connections with the imperial court and government to probe their intentions. Though in the latter case, they probably also wanted to research the Five Poison Sect's poisons."

Seol interjected at this explanation.

"If they're already thinking about it, doesn't that mean they're more likely to cooperate with us?"
"Well, it won't be that simple."

The response to Seol's hopeful comment wasn't particularly positive.
He seemed to think our persuasion wouldn't work, though he didn't say so explicitly.

"Why do you think that?"
"Objectively speaking, you're still just dreamers spouting armchair theories."

His assessment continued without mercy.

"Three of the Nine Sects and Five Great Families. No, is it four now? Anyway, gaining their cooperation is commendable. But you've merely formed alliances to fight together—nothing has actually been done yet, has it?"
"...Hmm."

I swallowed hard.
As he said, we had secured promises of cooperation from the Namgung Family, the Zhuge Family, and the Wudang Sect, but we hadn't actually started any work toward bringing down Paecheon Fortress.

"The Tang family is extremely pragmatic. Unless you offer more concrete benefits or show a clear path to victory, they will never join you."
"Concrete benefits..."

Hwa-ryeon muttered quietly, lost in thought.
She seemed troubled about what to offer.

I tapped her shoulder lightly to get her attention.

"Ja-seong?"
"Don't worry. I think that's something we don't need to worry about."
"What? What do you mean...?"

I turned away from the puzzled Hwa-ryeon to look at Hong Ja-gong.
If he was saying such things despite agreeing to help us on Ye So-ha's orders, there could only be one reason.

"You mean you have that 'something concrete,' don't you?"

In response to my question, the corners of his mouth stretched into a wide grin.

"Hehehe. You should consider yourselves lucky. Thanks to me, things will become much easier."

As he confidently smiled and removed the qi barrier, my qi perception network spread out again in all directions, and I sensed someone approaching the office.
Then the door opened.

"I apologize for the delay."
"No need for apologies. It's partly my fault for visiting suddenly, so don't worry about it."

The person who entered the office was a middle-aged man with a scholarly appearance.

His eyes were so narrow they appeared almost closed.
The glint that secretly flashed between those barely-open eyes was so striking it reminded me of a snake.

Moreover, he concealed his aura like a snake hiding in the grass.
Is this person the head of the Sichuan Tang family?

"My name is Tang Cheol-min. I currently serve as the head of the Tang family."

After politely introducing himself, the Tang family head looked over our group.

"I was told you are Hong Ja-gong's companions, but may I ask your names?"

Hwa-ryeon stood up first and made a fist-palm salute in response to his question.

"My name is Ju Hwa-ryeon. I sent a letter this morning requesting a visit, though I'm not sure if you remember."
"...You're the daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress. As for the letter... there seems to have been some misunderstanding."
"I see. You must be very busy. I understand."

Hmph, after sending back that arrogant reply with just two words—"not permitted"—he's now pretending not to know.
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While I was inwardly grumbling about his suspicious attitude, the Tang Family Head's gaze shifted toward Tang Han-seo's group kneeling on the floor.
The eyes that appeared through his narrowed slits made them flinch and tremble.

"Hmm. It seems our children have made quite a serious mistake."
"They started a brawl in a crowded inn, throwing hidden weapons and poison around. It's pure luck that innocent county civilians weren't injured. The inn, however, is completely wrecked."
"...That's most regrettable. Our family will fully compensate the inn. Of course, these fools will receive appropriate punishment."

He put particular emphasis on "appropriate punishment."
At least he didn't seem inclined to make excuses or cover things up.

At the Family Head's words, Tang Han-seo's group's faces froze with obvious fear.
If they're already this scared, what will happen when the real punishment begins?

"And they even used this at the end."

Hong Ja-gong pulled out a cylindrical firearm from inside his robe.
Seeing this, the Tang Family Head's eyes flew open, and immediately afterward, he directed terrifying killing intent toward Tang Han-seo.

"...You fool."
"I-I'm sorry! We were just trying to demonstrate the power of our new hidden weapons to those Yongdok Faction bastards, and somehow things got out of hand...!"

His pathetic excuse only intensified the Family Head's killing intent.

"Kuh, kuhruk...!"

Finally, fully exposed to that murderous aura, Tang Han-seo rolled his eyes back and collapsed, foaming at the mouth.
The others had already passed out long before.

As the Tang Family Head continued emanating killing intent even after Tang Han-seo's entire group had fainted, Hong Ja-gong stepped forward.

"Come now, you can decide whether to kill those idiots or spare them later. First, I need an explanation. What were you thinking, creating something like this?"

When Hong Ja-gong pressed him, the Tang Family Head withdrew his aura and tried to subtly avoid answering.

"...I apologize, but this is family confidential information that cannot be disclosed to outsiders. Even if you are the Branch Leader..."
"My companions and I were attacked with this weapon, Family Head."
"......"
"You're not going to claim you don't understand how dangerous what the Tang Family has done is, are you?"
"...Well."

The Tang Family Head couldn't continue speaking.
With an obviously embarrassed expression, he glanced sideways at us.

"As I said, my companions were directly attacked as well. We have every right to hear the explanation, so don't bother being evasive."
"...Haah."

Finally, with a deep sigh, the Tang Family Head nodded and reluctantly began his story.

"...It happened a year ago. We discovered an ancient record in the family archives, so old we couldn't even determine which era it was from."

Ancient records.
I instinctively knew it was about the old martial arts world.

As I thought, something had remained in the Tang Family too.
I wonder what exactly had survived?

Trying hard to hide my excitement, I waited for his next words.

"The record contained information about one type of hidden weapon and one type of poison, both lost arts. According to what was written, they were truly extraordinary—nothing in our current family arsenal could compare."

Hidden weapons and poison? What about martial arts?
Were there no records about martial arts techniques?

Though slightly disappointed that it wasn't what I'd expected, I carefully maintained my expression and continued listening.

"After much deliberation, we decided to try reconstructing the hidden weapon described in the records. What you're holding is a prototype created during that process. It was never supposed to leave the family compound...."

Before finishing his sentence, the Tang Family Head glared at Tang Han-seo's still unconscious group.
I see, so that fool secretly took something that wasn't supposed to leave the compound?

"Lost hidden weapon...? What is it?"

Meanwhile, Hong Ja-gong tilted his head curiously at the Tang Family Head's explanation, who then replied:

"Its name is 'Manchen Huawu' (Sky-Filling Flower Rain)."

It was an answer I never expected.

"...What?"

I couldn't help but blurt out.
I felt everyone's eyes turn to me, but I was too shocked to care.

Manchen Huawu as a hidden weapon?
While some martial arts novels did have such settings, it was usually portrayed as the Tang Family's secret supreme martial art, not a weapon.

Could it be that in this world, Manchen Huawu isn't a martial art but a hidden weapon?
No, that can't be right...

Unaware of my complicated thoughts, the Tang Family Head looked at me and continued as if he understood my reaction.

"I understand. 'Sky-Filling Flower Rain' is quite a grand name for a hidden weapon."
"No, that's not what I—"
"But if the records we found are true, its power certainly lives up to the name. That's why we tried to reconstruct it..."
"Wait."

Hong Ja-gong cut off the Tang Family Head.
I looked at him with my last hope.

If my thinking was correct, Hong Ja-gong should know the truth about Manchen Huawu.
Please, please tell me I'm wrong...!

Meeting my desperate gaze with a sour expression, Hong Ja-gong hesitated for a moment before asking the Tang Family Head:

"First, let me ask you this. Why do you think Manchen Huawu is a hidden weapon?"
"...Pardon?"

The Tang Family Head seemed confused by the question itself.
Though bewildered, he answered readily.

"Well, according to the records, Manchen Huawu releases hundreds or thousands of hidden weapons all at once. It's described as literally raining flowers from the sky. How could that possibly be achieved with martial arts alone?"
"......"

Hearing the Tang Family Head's answer, I was left speechless.
Now I understood the situation.

The Tang Family, like others, had forgotten the true use of internal energy after the Yuan Dynasty's purge of the martial arts world.
That's why they concluded Manchen Huawu was a special hidden weapon rather than a martial art.

Because using Manchen Huawu would be absolutely impossible with current internal energy cultivation methods.

Moreover, according to his further explanation, they determined that gunpowder was essential to achieve the power described in the records, so they even took the risk of secretly using explosives in their research.

"...Heh, hehehe."

Hong Ja-gong's hollow laughter echoed through the office.

But only briefly.

"Well... this is quite timely, in a way. Thanks to me, you won't have to continue with these dangerous experiments."

At Hong Ja-gong's cryptic words, not just us but the Tang Family Head looked puzzled.

"What... do you mean by that?"
"Before I explain, let's first hear what my companions have to say."

After saying this, Hong Ja-gong looked at Hwa-ryeon.
Quickly understanding his meaning, Hwa-ryeon turned to the Tang Family Head and began speaking.

About Paecheon Fortress's conspiracy and the Emperor behind it.
The same story we'd been telling—that the martial arts world needed to unite around the Nine Sects and Five Great Families to survive.

After listening silently, the Tang Family Head pretended ignorance and said:

"Hmm, that's quite an interesting story, but why should we join you? Our Tang Family actively cooperates with the imperial court, and we're relatives of the Prince. Even in the worst situation, the Prince's protection would..."
"I already know your true thoughts, so drop the pointless act."
"......"

The Tang Family Head looked at Hong Ja-gong with an expression that suggested he had much to say.
I imagined all sorts of curses must be swirling inside that tightly closed mouth.

Fortunately, with the patience befitting the head of a major family, he swallowed his curses and instead countered with a probing question.

"...From the situation, it seems the Beggar Sect has already decided to join Miss Ju's cause?"

Everyone's eyes naturally turned to Hong Ja-gong.
I already knew he would join us because he was Ye So-ha's subordinate, but the others hadn't received a clear answer yet.

"Hmph. Well... you could say that."
"Waa...! Hup!"

Though it was obvious he was only joining because of Ye So-ha, Seol couldn't help but cheer at Hong Ja-gong's confirmation that he would work with us.
Then, belatedly covering her mouth and looking around sheepishly, she made me smile despite myself.

*

While Ja-seong's group brightened at Hong Ja-gong's declaration, the Tang Family Head, Tang Cheol-min, seemed deep in thought.

'The Beggar Sect is cooperating with the former Paecheon Lord's daughter.'

This was not something to be taken lightly.

The famous Beggar Sect with its hundred thousand paths. Though they had ceded the position of largest single faction in Paecheon Fortress to others because most of their members weren't martial artists, their sheer scale remained undeniably impressive.

The information gathered by tens of thousands of beggars scattered throughout the Central Plains was the Beggar Sect's greatest strength.
And now, Ja-gong was saying that strength would be with Hwa-ryeon.

But then came another bombshell announcement that made him doubt his ears.

"Oh, and the Lower Heaven Sect is also on our side, just so you know."
"...You're joking, right?"
"Does it look like I'm joking?"

Looking at Ja-gong's face and realizing it wasn't a joke, Cheol-min slightly opened his narrowed eyes and turned to look at Hwa-ryeon.

'This young woman managed to bring the Lower Heaven Sect to her side as well?'

It was hard to believe, even after hearing Ja-gong's words, that the two major intelligence organizations of the Central Plains had come to aid one person.

'Why would the Lower Heaven Sect...?'

Moreover, the support of the Beggar Sect and the Lower Heaven Sect carried somewhat different implications.
While both factions had few members trained in martial arts, the Lower Heaven Sect was even more extreme in this regard.

This was because the Lower Heaven Sect had very little martial strength to speak of, except for the Flower Lord and a few others.

Of course, the Flower Lord was undeniably one of the strongest figures in the martial world, but even so, two hands couldn't block ten.

If their cooperation with Hwa-ryeon was discovered and they fell out of favor with Paecheon Fortress, their powerless members would likely suffer heavy casualties.
The Flower Lord wasn't foolish enough not to realize this.

Yet they had decided to oppose Paecheon Fortress?

'In other words, they're confident this woman won't lose... they're certain she'll win?'

Based on what?

Cheol-min examined Hwa-ryeon carefully.
On the surface, she appeared to be just a woman with extraordinary beauty but nothing particularly special otherwise.

Had Ja-gong and the Flower Lord seen something he couldn't?
Feeling frustrated at not knowing what it was, Cheol-min eventually calmed himself.

'Whatever it is, it doesn't matter. What's important is whether this benefits us or not.'

Now it was time to hear what that benefit might be.
Cheol-min turned his attention to Ja-gong.

"So, will you tell me now? What is this favor you mentioned?"

Ch.292 - Old Tales Of The Martial Arts World
"I won't just tell you, I'll show you directly."

With a confident smile, Hong Ja-gong pulled out a book from inside his robe.

The cover was tattered, suggesting an immense passage of time, and the title was none other than:

[Myriad Flower Rain]

"T-This is...!"

The four characters made Cheol-min's eyes widen again.
Just as Cheol-min's hand unconsciously reached out toward the old book, Ja-gong made a disapproving sound and tucked it back into his robe.

Irritated by this childish teasing, Cheol-min glared at Ja-gong with fierce eyes.

"Hey now, look at this fellow. Are you going to hit me?"
"...Sigh."

Though he really wanted to throw a punch, Cheol-min restrained himself since he knew he couldn't win, and asked about the situation instead.

"...What exactly is going on here?"
"What's going on is that Myriad Flower Rain wasn't an assassination technique but a martial art, and this is its secret manual."

At Ja-gong's words, Ja-seong clenched his fist and quietly muttered "Yes!" but Cheol-min didn't catch it.

"Myriad Flower Rain is... a martial art? B-But according to the records...!"
"Tsk tsk tsk, for someone who calls himself a martial artist, you're quite trapped by common sense. Isn't martial arts precisely the study that allows humans to transcend their limitations?"
"...!"

Looking as if he'd been struck from behind, Cheol-min eventually leaned back in his chair with a hollow exclamation. Ja-gong pulled out the Myriad Flower Rain manual again and waved it in front of him.

"Now, you've probably figured out what I'm getting at. If the Tang family agrees to cooperate with us, I'll hand over this manual. What will you do?"
"...Could you give me some time to think?"

Though he asked for time verbally, Cheol-min's wide eyes were burning with desire.

Seeing this, everyone realized he would never refuse. After all, whether using poison or assassination techniques, he too was a martial artist pursuing power.

*

After leaving the office, we followed the maid assigned by the Tang family head toward the guest rooms. Unlike the Zhuge Family and Namgung Family, there wasn't a separate guest house, so we arrived at our rooms quickly.

"Please rest well."

As soon as the maid who had shown us to our respective rooms bowed politely and left, we all headed straight to Hong Ja-gong's room without any prior discussion.

"Thank you for your help, Master Hong. Things have become much easier thanks to you."
"Hehe, didn't I tell you? Consider yourself lucky."

Hong Ja-gong smiled triumphantly at Hwa-ryeon's words of gratitude. I asked him the question I'd been wanting to ask.

"But how did the Tang family's secret manual end up in your hands, Master Hong?"
"Hmm? Oh, it's nothing special. I was digging up some things I had buried long ago and happened to find it."
"...Buried?"

As he explained, unlike other factions or families with permanent bases, the Beggar's Sect buries important items in specific locations. He had found the Myriad Flower Rain manual while digging up such items.

"When I realized it was the Tang family's martial art, I came to return it, and coincidentally received a message from Ye So-ha. So I decided to use this manual to help."
"...What a remarkable coincidence."

Hwa-ryeon replied with a slightly dubious expression. Though she said "coincidence," she seemed to sense something suspicious.

And I felt the same way. Knowing Hong Ja-gong's true identity, it was difficult for me to believe this was mere coincidence.

But I couldn't question him directly in front of the others. Perhaps noticing my suspicion, Hong Ja-gong glanced at me and moved his lips slightly.

Then a voice resonated in my ear.

[You probably have many questions for me.]

"...!"

A voice echoing directly in my ear, not from his moving lips. I immediately recognized what this was and shuddered.

Sound Transmission Technique—the art of secretly transmitting one's voice to someone else without others hearing.

Despite my extensive research, I hadn't even found a starting point for this technique, yet Hong Ja-gong used it so skillfully.

[You've probably heard various things from Ye So-ha, so you already know I'm not human? And that I've lived far longer than ordinary humans.]

"......"

Taking my silence as confirmation, Hong Ja-gong continued his sound transmission.

[As you suspect, I lived in the ancient martial world. I'm also the founding leader of the Beggar's Sect.]

"...!"

I opened my eyes wide upon hearing this. I had guessed he was from the ancient martial world, but the founding leader of the Beggar's Sect?

Surprised by this revelation, I kept my mouth shut and stared directly at Hong Ja-gong. Seeing my intense gaze, he smiled slightly and sent one final sound transmission.

[Would you like to meet separately tonight? I'm curious about you too, so let's talk about various things.]

This was exactly what I wanted. I nodded slightly to agree to Hong Ja-gong's proposal.

*

That night.
I secretly visited Hong Ja-gong's room again without the others knowing.

When I entered, the room was filled with incense, and several wine bottles were scattered beside Hong Ja-gong.

"...You called me here just to drink?"
"The Tang family has many delicious wines. Since I'm here, I couldn't just pass them up."

Despite having drunk quite a bit, he showed no signs of intoxication. Relieved that it wouldn't interfere with our conversation, I shrugged and sat across from him.

"Would you like a drink too?"
"No, thank you. I don't drink."
"Hmm, you're missing out on half of life's pleasures."

Hearing my answer, he poured wine only into his cup and drank it heartily.

"Ahh~! That's the stuff."
"I can see the wine is good, but can we start our conversation?"
"You seem quite eager? Alright, you ask first. I'll answer everything I can."

Not refusing the opportunity Hong Ja-gong offered, I immediately asked my question.

"The ancient martial world. I'd like to hear about it in detail."
"Hmm? Didn't you already hear everything from that woman?"
"I heard about how it was destroyed. But what I want to know is different. Things like the martial arts of that time, what it was like."

Before starting our conversation in earnest, I felt I should explain my purpose, so I told him about my circumstances.

About dying in another dimension and being reincarnated in this world.
About rejoicing when I discovered this was a world with martial arts, only to realize something was off.
And finally, about spreading genuine qi manipulation techniques like external energy projection and restoring martial arts to normalize this pseudo-martial world.

"Restore? What have you restored?"
"To be precise, I've created imitations based on various martial arts novels..."

When I listed the martial arts I had restored, Hong Ja-gong showed an amused expression.

"Boundless Sky Sword Technique, Sovereign Sword Form, Heaven's Foresight, Supreme Wisdom Sword... interesting. I'll get to see them later, right?"
"Of course. When there's an opportunity."
"Looking forward to it. Now, let's see, about what it was like back then..."

The story that followed wasn't much different from what I had imagined.

People crossing rivers using lightness skills, wielding sword qi and sword force to compete with each other's martial arts.
Those who used martial arts solely for their desires and the heroes who opposed them.

It might be considered clichéd, but that's why I liked it more.

But as the story continued, it progressed toward its predetermined conclusion.

"Then one day, they appeared."

The sudden emergence of demonic forces.
Fortunately, the entire Central Plains martial world united to drive them away, but the damage was far from trivial.

"More than half of those considered the strongest in the martial world at that time died. Consequently, the power of various sects and families weakened. It would have taken decades to recover."
"So then..."
"Yes. That's why we couldn't withstand the next attack."

The Yuan Dynasty's attack.
The Central Plains martial world was thoroughly trampled by powerful cavalry.

"Of course, it wasn't just because we were outnumbered. It was because of the strange power they used."
"Strange... power?"
"Yes. I don't know the details, but they called it the 'Blessing of the Blue Wolf.' When they used that power, both the soldier and the horse they rode became stronger."

The Blessing of the Blue Wolf...?
What could that be?

As I pondered this question, the story continued.

"After wiping out the martial world using the Yuan Dynasty, they systematically erased martial arts over the next hundred years. But then suddenly, they disappeared."
"They disappeared? Why...?"

Hong Ja-gong shook his head at my question.

"I don't know the reason. But thanks to that, Zhu Yuanzhang drove out the Yuan Dynasty, and the Great Ming Empire came to rule the Central Plains martial world. You know what happened after that, right?"
"...The demons infiltrated the Ming Cult, which was being oppressed by Zhu Yuanzhang, and transformed it into the Crimson Eye Cult."

And they're using them to try to collapse the empire.
If we let them move according to their plans, this world itself would be destroyed.

As I inwardly lamented the process that led to the current situation and its bitter outcome, I voiced a question that suddenly occurred to me.

"But Master Hong, have you just been watching all this time without doing anything?"
"Do you think so? I struggled in my own way to do something. The Myriad Flower Rain manual... is one result of that."
"Don't tell me, you were the one who hid the manual?"
"Yes. Tang Cheol-jo, who was the Tang family head at that time, entrusted it to me. He said I could learn it if I wanted, but to return it to the Tang family someday."

Hong Ja-gong poured wine into his cup again and stared at it for a moment.
In his eyes reflected in the wine, I could glimpse a longing for times past.

After a moment, he downed the wine in one gulp as if shaking off his thoughts, then waved his hand dismissively.

"That should be enough, right? It's getting late, so you should head back now. By tomorrow, Cheol-min will accept the proposal, and we'll be able to leave immediately, avoiding the assassination squad."
"Yes, let's do that."

The conversation I wanted to have and the story I wanted to hear were roughly finished.
As Hong Ja-gong said, if we just hand over the Myriad Flower Rain manual to the Tang family head tomorrow, we should be able to leave Gae-hyeon.

Where should we go next?
The Martial Arts Grand Assembly is next spring, so it's still far off. It would be nice if we could stop by Chengdu for a while.

With these leisurely thoughts, I returned to my room and, feeling the fatigue belatedly, fell asleep.

And the next day.
A completely unexpected answer came back.
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"I'm sorry, but I must decline your proposal."
"What?"

Hong Ja-gong stared at the old man sitting across from him with an incredulous look.

The old man was so emaciated that it wouldn't be strange if he died at any moment. Yet, the gleam in his eyes, visible through his narrowed lids, was remarkably sharp, just like the Tang Family Head's. Peculiarly, both his hands were stained pitch black.

Poison Lord Tang Hyeong-geon.

As his title suggested, he was one of the Ten Lords, just like Hong Ja-gong. Moreover, he was the former head of the Tang Family and the father of the current head, Tang Cheol-min.

Yet this man, who had already passed his position to his son and stepped back, suddenly came forward to put on the brakes. Thanks to him, the Tang Family Head who was present could only wear a troubled expression without saying a word.

"Aren't you ashamed, meddling like some old man who should be keeping to the back room?"
"That's rich coming from you, Branch Leader Hong. Weren't you already a branch leader when I first became family head? Just how long do you plan to keep at it?"

Tang Hyeong-geon shot back at Hong Ja-gong, who had mocked him with a vein popping on his forehead.
Hong Ja-gong glared at him with an expression that suggested he wanted to beat the old man's head with the ink brush in his hand. Eventually, he let out a deep sigh and asked, "Let me at least hear your reason. Why exactly are you refusing?"
"It's simple. Because it's a chicken rib."
"...A chicken rib?"

As everyone tilted their heads at the puzzling expression, Tang Hyeong-geon began his explanation.

"It's certainly surprising that the Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain, which was long determined to be a hidden weapon after much discussion within the family, turned out to be a martial art. And obtaining that secret manual is certainly tempting."
"Then..."
"But what comes next? What should we do after that?"

Next?
Well, of course, learn the Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain... Ah.

I finally understood what Tang Hyeong-geon was talking about.
Hong Ja-gong seemed to realize it too, as he snorted briefly and said, "So you're saying it's a chicken rib because you can't immediately learn it even if you have the manual?"

That was exactly it.
The Tang Family had lost the ancient martial world's qi manipulation methods.
In that situation, it would be impossible to immediately learn the Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain even if they obtained the manual.

Of course, I could help them research it, but after receiving such an impertinent reply, I didn't feel like doing so.

"That's certainly one reason. But there's another important reason."
"...Another reason? You have another reason besides that?"

As Hong Ja-gong frowned, Tang Hyeong-geon quietly uttered an unfamiliar word.

"Myeol-ak."

Myeol...ak?
What's that?

Unlike me, who could only tilt my head in confusion, Hong Ja-gong seemed to know something, as his eyebrows twitched.
And Tang Hyeong-geon didn't miss that reaction.

"I see you know about it. You wouldn't happen to have the formula for Myeol-ak as well, would you?"
"...Hmph. All I found was the manual for the Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain."
"Well, there's no point in pressing you since you won't give a proper answer anyway, so let's leave it at that."

Having heard that much, I couldn't help but interject.

"Wait a minute. Stop talking about things only you two understand and explain it to us. What is Myeol-ak?"

Tang Hyeong-geon looked at me with an expression that seemed to ask what kind of person I was.
In place of his father, the Tang Family Head provided an explanation.

"I mentioned it to you yesterday, didn't I? That we found records of one hidden weapon and one poison in our family archives."
"Yes, you did."

The identity of the hidden weapon was none other than the Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain.
But why was this being brought up here?

"Could it be...?"
"Yes. Myeol-ak is the name of the poison that was recorded alongside the Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain. According to the records, it's a terrifying poison made by mixing the family's eight great poisons in the optimal ratio. As its name suggests, it's powerful enough to destroy all evil."

All... evil?
I unconsciously glanced at Hong Ja-gong from the corner of my eye.

He was frowning as if he didn't like the situation.
I wanted to ask about this Myeol-ak poison right away, but I forced myself to hold back.

"Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain and Myeol-ak. The two elements must be combined to achieve their true power. So having just the Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain is incomplete. We can't stake our family's future on something like that."

Tang Hyeong-geon finished the explanation that the Tang Family Head had started.
A subtle gaze revealed between the wrinkles of his face.
After hearing that much and figuring out the other party's intentions, a hollow laugh escaped my lips.

This damn old man?

"So, you're saying that to get your cooperation, we need to hand over not just the Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain but also Myeol-ak?"

My companions looked perplexed at my words, and the Tang Family Head showed signs of discomfort.
And the shameless old man snorted.

"Hmph, who said anything about handing over Myeol-ak? They say 'showing off one's axe-handling skills before Lu Ban,' but do you really think someone like you could create Myeol-ak when our Tang Family is renowned for poison manipulation?"
"Then what exactly do you want? Let's be honest here."
"Ah, ahem..."

The old man cleared his throat loudly and avoided my gaze.
Once again, his son stepped in for him.

"Actually, Myeol-ak is already close to completion. No, it would be fair to say it's already complete."
"Then what's the problem?"
"Well, after completing it, we encountered an issue."

When I heard about the problem the Tang Family Head mentioned, I couldn't hide my astonishment.

"What? The hidden weapons... dissolve?"
"...Yes. The poison is so strong that our existing hidden weapons dissolve as soon as they come into contact with Myeol-ak."

A poison that dissolves metal.
At that level, it's not a poison but sulfuric acid, isn't it?

I subtly looked at Hong Ja-gong.
As a living witness who had lived in the ancient martial world and had been entrusted with the manual of the Myriad Heavenly Flower Rain by the Tang Family Head of that time, he should know about Myeol-ak as well.

"...I see. So that's why you suddenly started meddling."

Hong Ja-gong, who had been just listening, twisted the corner of his mouth.

"You want us to help solve that problem?"
"That's right."

Despite the Tang Family Head's straightforward acknowledgment, we still couldn't understand.

"No matter how I think about it, this doesn't seem like something we can help with. How can we, who are completely ignorant about poisons, let alone metallurgy, help with this?"

At Ju Hwa-ryeon's question, the father and son glanced at each other briefly.
Soon after, the Tang Family Head spoke.

"Actually, we already know how to solve the problem."

The hidden weapons can't withstand the poison?
Then make the hidden weapons with a metal that can withstand that poison.

"There's only one metal that can do that. It's Eternal Cold Iron."
"Eternal Cold Iron...!"

Eternal Cold Iron.
As the name suggests, it's a precious metal that has been cold for ten thousand years and is often used as the raw material for powerful divine weapons.

Hearing that name, I frowned and asked, "Are you asking us to find Eternal Cold Iron...?"
"No, that's not it. Fortunately, we were able to obtain Eternal Cold Iron recently."
"...Then what exactly is the problem?"

They know the method, and they have the materials.
Moreover, isn't the Tang Family known for their excellent craftsmen, not just for poisons and hidden weapons?

Tang Hyeong-geon answered my question irritably.

"If it were about making a sword with Eternal Cold Iron, we could certainly do it. But what we need to make is a hidden weapon. Just having excellent craftsmen isn't enough. We need the best craftsman."
"And to find that best craftsman, we need your help, Miss Ju."
"...Me?"

Ju Hwa-ryeon couldn't understand why she was needed.
The same was true for me and Yu Seol.
But the two elders in our group, Hong Ja-gong and Master, seemed to have realized something.

Especially Master, who let out a strange groan, and seeing that, Tang Hyeong-geon smiled coldly.

"Well, it seems like you're reminiscing about the old days, Lightning Flash Sword. Because of you people, our family lost the best craftsman."
"...Have you also forgotten that it was the Tang Family who tried to kill that best craftsman?"

As Master retorted, Tang Hyeong-geon's face hardened, and he emitted a sharp aura.
As if he had been waiting for this moment, the ink brush tapped the old man's head.

-Thwack!

"Ow!"
"How dare you show your temper in front of me?"

As Hong Ja-gong spoke with a grin as if he had been waiting for this moment, Tang Hyeong-geon seemed to flare up and moved his hand to his waist, but the Tang Family Head stopped him.

"Father, please calm down."
"Y-you...!"
"Yes, calm down. Aren't you ashamed in front of the young ones?"
"Branch Leader Hong, please stop as well."

They're no different from children.
I looked at the two elders fighting like children with cold eyes, then turned my gaze to the Tang Family Head.

"So, what does that mean? About Master stealing the best craftsman, and the Tang Family trying to kill him."
"...It's quite a long story."

The story that began was surprising in many ways.

First of all, the identity of the best craftsman that the Tang Family lost and tried to kill was none other than the former family head Tang Hyeong-geon's younger brother, Tang Hyeong-gon.

"Wait, so he tried to kill his own brother?"
"Nonsense! I was only trying to secretly get my brother out!"

Tang Hyeong-geon jumped up and denied my question.
He said that since he was only the Young Master of the House at the time, not the family head, he had no choice but to follow his father's orders.

...So it's true that the father ordered the son to kill his son.
Wow, that's harsh.

Even if it was to prevent the leakage of technology, trying to kill your own son...
I thought that such a poisonous heart was indeed characteristic of the Tang Family.

"So, how did your brother end up in a situation where his life was threatened by the Tang Family?"
"Hmph, that fool lost his mind."

Decades ago, Tang Hyeong-gon was a young genius craftsman of great renown.
His fame was so great that it spread throughout all of Sichuan, and many martial artists sought him out.

But among them were those who came with intentions other than weapons.

"That was Ha-hu Ryeong, the only daughter of the Ha-hu Family Head at the time."

Tang Hyeong-gon fell helplessly for her, who was known for her exceptional beauty, and, bewitched by her seduction, betrayed his family and went to the Ha-hu Family...

"Wait! Don't distort the facts. They were simply attracted to each other when he followed the Ha-hu Family Head at the time!"
"What do you mean attracted to each other! That seductress bewitched my brother!"
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Tang Hyeong-geon interrupted his own explanation to argue with the Master, immediately becoming confrontational.

It took everyone's combined efforts to calm the two elders down before they could continue the conversation.

According to the story that followed, the two people who fell in love at first sight continued to meet frequently afterward, making various excuses to see each other.

Eventually, trouble arose when the Head of the Hahou Family caught them during a secret meeting.

"I'm sure he was secretly pleased. He could bring the best craftsman in Sichuan, no, in all of Central Plains, into his family."

"That, I won't deny."

For the first time, the Master agreed instead of arguing back.

This encouraged Tang Hyeong-geon to talk even more excitedly.

"So those guys...!"

His long-winded explanation was mostly filled with unnecessary details and personal grudges.

Extracting only the essential parts, the story could be summarized in just two sentences: Tang Hyeong-gon decided to flee from the Tang Family due to family opposition. He was helped by Master and Ju Hwa-ryeon's father, Ju Cheon-mu, who was a retainer of the Hahou Family at the time.

"Uncle Yeo and my father?"

Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened in surprise, as if hearing this for the first time. Her questioning gaze turned toward the Master, who looked uncomfortable as he explained.

"At that time, we had left the Imperial Guards under imperial orders and were traveling throughout the Central Plains to observe the martial arts world. That's when we received a request from Hahou Gwang, the Hahou Family Head at the time, known as the Force Blade."

"So you helped them elope."

Hwa-ryeon spoke in a monotone voice, but her sparkling eyes revealed how fascinating she found the story.

The Master, seemingly embarrassed by her gaze, kept making excuses.

"It was more like... an investment for the future? After all, that incident led to the Hahou Family becoming a vassal family of Paecheon Fortress."

Vassal family.
The light disappeared from Hwa-ryeon's eyes at those words.

A gloomy expression crossed her face, perhaps feeling guilty about the six families who had rebelled against Ju Do-han, the current Lord of Paecheon Fortress, waged war, and were utterly defeated.

"Now you understand why I need Miss Ju's help."

The Tang Family Head spoke as soon as the Master finished his explanation, looking directly at Hwa-ryeon.

"Uncle Hyeong-gon is likely still with the people of the Hahou Family. They may be hiding from Paecheon Fortress's search parties, but they wouldn't ignore a call from Miss Ju, the daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress."

So he wants to use Hwa-ryeon as bait to contact the Hahou Family survivors.
As I listened to the story, I raised my hand with a question.

"Excuse me, may I ask something?"

"Yes, what is it?"

Everyone's attention turned to me as I interrupted.

"I'm sorry, but do you have any proof that he's still alive?"

The Hahou Family suffered such severe damage that it was described as "defeated." Isn't it too optimistic to believe Tang Hyeong-gon survived?

"Hmph."

In response to my question, Tang Hyeong-geon snorted briefly and pulled out a folded paper from inside his robe.

"This is a letter I received from him recently. The handwriting has already been verified. It's definitely my foolish brother's writing."

The letter's content was simple. He was safe, so don't worry, and don't do anything foolish to antagonize Paecheon Fortress.

"Foolish man. Who's worried about whom..."

Tang Hyeong-geon grumbled, but the concern for his brother was evident in his eyes despite his wrinkled face. Their relationship seemed good despite what had happened.

Meanwhile, Hwa-ryeon was clearly troubled after hearing the story. Her downcast eyes revealed a mix of worry and guilt, suggesting she was conflicted about how to respond to the proposal.

But Tang Hyeong-geon and the Tang Family Head became visibly anxious at Hwa-ryeon's hesitation.

"If you bring my brother back, the Tang Family will fully cooperate with you. We'll provide whatever support you need."

"I, as the Family Head, guarantee it. If you want, we can even put it in writing."

...What's this? Why are they being so subservient?
There's something oddly urgent about their reaction. As I narrowed my eyes at their desperate behavior, Hong Ja-gong stepped in.

"You ungrateful wretches! Returning the 'Ten Thousand Flowers Rain' should be enough for you to be eternally grateful, but what? You want us to bring back the craftsman too? And you call yourselves one of the Five Great Families? Forget it! We don't need your help, so go ahead and live well on your own!"

After making this threat and turning away from the Tang father and son, Hong Ja-gong winked at us repeatedly. Catching his intention, I grabbed Hwa-ryeon's shoulder and stood up.

"Ja-seong...?"

"I think that's best. It's obvious that working with such greedy people will only cause conflict, don't you think?"

Hwa-ryeon seemed to catch on to my awkward tone and was about to follow me out of the office when—

"Wait—!"

A shout echoed through the room.
When we turned around, Tang Hyeong-geon was trembling with frustration.

Finally, he let out a deep sigh.

"...I'll tell you everything without hiding anything. Please sit down again."

Hong Ja-gong smiled triumphantly at this weak surrender.

"That's more like it, kid."

He sat back down with an air of superiority, and we followed suit. The Tang Family Head glared at us resentfully, but none of us, including Yu Seol, even blinked at his gaze.

"Drop that look from your eyes, boy. Should we leave again?"

Hong Ja-gong even barked at him, and Tang Hyeong-geon, with an expression that suggested he had much to say, twitched his facial muscles before speaking.

"...Currently, our family is divided into two factions."

"Divided...?"

Tang Hyeong-geon nodded at my question, and the Tang Family Head explained the situation.

"It started with the 'Ten Thousand Flowers Rain' and the records of 'Destruction of Evil' that I mentioned earlier."

A minor dispute over two items—one recorded as the Tang Family's strongest hidden weapon and the other as the Tang Family's greatest poison—was the root cause.

-The Tang Family is known for poison. Naturally, research on "Destruction of Evil" should come first.
-Nonsense! Hidden weapons are the foundation of the Tang Family! "Ten Thousand Flowers Rain" takes priority!

Poison versus hidden weapons.
The argument over which was more important quickly escalated beyond what could be called a minor dispute.

"At first, I wasn't particularly worried. I was even pleased to see family members divided into two groups, each dedicated to their research."

But the situation grew increasingly hostile, contrary to expectations. They began raising their voices everywhere, insisting they were right, and eventually resorted to physical confrontation.

They even formally split into the Poison Faction and the Hidden Weapon Faction, intensifying their opposition.

"You've already witnessed the children of our family clashing."

We immediately recalled the incident at the inn—Tang Han-seo and his group fighting, throwing hidden weapons and poison at each other.

"In truth, the reason we sent a reply refusing Miss Ju's visit was because we couldn't bear to show you this disgraceful state. Though it's late, I apologize now."

The Tang Family Head bowed his head with an apologetic expression. I hadn't noticed earlier, but dark circles shadowed his narrowed eyes.

Meanwhile, Tang Hyeong-geon, who had been listening to the Family Head's explanation, pounded his chest in frustration.

"Pathetic fools. Asking which is more important—isn't it obvious that both are? This is all because these youngsters neglect their martial arts training. If they had learned both hidden weapon techniques and poison arts together, this wouldn't have happened! Kids these days...!"

Uh... such an old-fashioned complaint here?
As I blinked in surprise, Tang Hyeong-geon's old-man rant continued.

"In my day! We didn't need elders telling us what to do! We'd take fasting pills and seclude ourselves for training! We studied everything—hidden weapons, poisons—trying to learn more, study more, even cutting back on sleep to train!"

He seemed determined to vent all his frustrations, and surprisingly, someone agreed with him—none other than Hong Ja-gong.

"You're right about that! Young people these days have no perseverance. They just wait for some miraculous opportunity to fall from the sky. No effort, just complaining about how hard things are!"

"That's exactly what I'm saying. It wasn't like that in the old days!"
"......"
"......"

As the two elders found common ground and continued their back-and-forth, I turned quietly to look at the Master.

"Master, I'm so fortunate that you're my Master."
"...What?"
"Nothing, just saying."

I felt deeply relieved as I looked at the Master (not an old fogey) making a strange expression.

"And you know what... in my day...!"
"These young people nowadays...!"

The two old fogeys' ranting finally ended after nearly half an hour.

*

After the old fogeys finished their tirade, Hwa-ryeon asked for time to think and gave a "pending" answer. We then returned to our rooms.

She shut herself in her room and sat motionless. Sensing this through my qi perception, I went to check on her out of concern.

"Hwa-ryeon, do you have a moment?"

-Yes. Come in.

When I carefully opened the door, Hwa-ryeon greeted me. With her mask removed, I could see the complex emotions on her pale face, so I smiled slightly and asked:

"You seem troubled?"
"...I suppose so. I have a lot to think about regarding the vassal families."
"Why? Because you feel sorry?"
"...Yes."

As I sat beside her, she leaned her head gently on my shoulder and began to talk.

"Ever since I was in Gungang County, I kept hearing about the vassal families. When I heard they were opposing Ju Do-han, I felt grateful, and when news came that Paecheon Fortress had started a war against them, my heart sank."

Her bangs fell forward as she let out a small sigh. I used my left hand to brush them aside.

"And when I heard they were devastated by Paecheon Fortress's attack, I felt sorry. It felt like they were sacrificed in my place while I, the daughter of my father, did nothing."

I recalled how Hwa-ryeon had staggered in shock at the words of that fool Shin-whatever who had attacked the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy. At the time, I thought she was shocked by the imperial family's abandonment, but it seems she was more concerned about the vassal families.
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"So? What do you honestly want to do?"

When I asked, Ju Hwa-ryeon hesitated before carefully answering.

"Honestly, I want to help them. Regardless of the Gun family's cooperation, I want to repay those who fought for my father, even if just a little."
"If that's what you want, why not just do it?"

Hwa-ryeon fell silent at my question.
Eventually, she pulled me into her arms and buried her face against my chest.
As I embraced her warmth, I whispered in her ear.

"What's bothering you?"
"I'm just... a little scared. What if they blame me? What if they resent me?"

Her voice trembled against my chest.
I gently stroked her ebony hair and asked.

"Why would you think that?"
"Because I'm partly responsible for their downfall."

While the vassal families fought and bled against Ju Do-han's Paecheon Fortress, she did nothing.
No, rather, she took advantage of the distraction to hide her traces and conceal herself in Gungang County.

Hwa-ryeon said it was natural for the vassal families to resent her.
Of course, I disagreed.

"Listen, Miss Hwa-ryeon. Don't tell me you've forgotten that you've only just turned twenty this year?"
"Age isn't important..."
"Yes, it is. You were nine when you fled Paecheon Fortress. Regardless of your status, what could a nine-year-old possibly do in a conflict between factions?"

At an age when she should have been cherished in her parents' arms, she unfairly lost them and had to flee.
In such circumstances, caring about others besides herself? That would have been impossible.

To blame Hwa-ryeon for that now would be absurd.

"If that were the case, I'd deserve to be beaten to death without complaint."
"Ja-seong."
"I'm just saying, that's all."

I immediately surrendered to Hwa-ryeon's reproach.
Then I wrapped my arms firmly around her slender shoulders.

"You don't need to be afraid of anything. I'm by your side. If there's something you want to do, just do it."
"...Thank you."

With a soft expression of gratitude, Hwa-ryeon nestled deeper into my embrace.
Feeling her soft lips and warm breath against my neck, we held each other for a long time.

*

That evening.

"I accept your proposal."

After dinner, when we met with Tang Xingqian and the Gun family head again, their faces brightened at Hwa-ryeon's words of acceptance.

"Thank you. Then...!"
"But not without compensation."

Their expressions immediately darkened at my interruption.

"What do you mean, not without compensation?"

I continued as Tang Xingqian frowned and questioned me.

"Originally, we discussed receiving the Gun family's cooperation in exchange for the secret manual of the Ten Thousand Flowers Rain."
"...That's right."
"But then you additionally requested we bring a craftsman who can make secret weapons from Eternal Iron. For balance, shouldn't the Gun family put something more on the scale?"
"Ugh...."

Unable to refute my point, Tang Xingqian groaned, and the Gun family head stepped in to ask a question.

"What exactly are you demanding?"
"Nothing much. Just one promise."
"...And what promise is that?"

The Gun family head narrowed his eyes slightly as he asked, and I answered briefly.

"It's simple. In the future, when we fight against Paecheon Fortress, the Gun family will lead the vanguard."

At my words about a distant but inevitable war against Paecheon Fortress, the Gun family head's eyes widened.

"That's...!"
"If the Ten Thousand Flowers Rain and the Devil Destroyer are truly as powerful as recorded, wouldn't they be a great help in gaining the upper hand?"
"Even so...!"
"Considering the current situation in Zhongqing, I don't think it's an unreasonable request."
"Uh, umm...."

The Gun family head swallowed hard after hearing my words.

Earlier, after leaving Hwa-ryeon's room before dinner, I immediately went to Hong Zigong's room.
Of course, it was to ask about the Devil Destroyer that I couldn't ask about earlier.

-Hmph, you're late. Were you flirting with that Ju girl?
-It wasn't like that.
-Sure it wasn't.

Ignoring his lecherous smile that suggested he knew everything, I got to the point.

-Is this Devil Destroyer what I think it is?

Hong Zigong nodded readily at my question.

-That's right. It's a deadly poison created to kill demons. That's why it's named Devil Destroyer. Even now, I remember the satisfying sight of demon hordes melting away when hit by the Ten Thousand Flowers Rain laced with Devil Destroyer.

After reminiscing with a nostalgic gaze, Hong Zigong eventually looked at me with half-closed eyes.

-So? What did the Ju girl decide?
-She seems to be accepting.
-Hmm, she'll have quite a struggle ahead, won't she?
-What do you mean by that?

In response to my question, Hong Zigong told me about the current situation in Zhongqing, where the Hahou family had been based.

"I hear that the Annihilation Squad, Paecheon Fortress's combat unit, is still there pursuing the Hahou family survivors."

The Hahou family survivors who went into hiding after losing the war against Paecheon Fortress.
To finish them off, one of the combat units, the Annihilation Squad, remains in Zhongqing continuing the pursuit.

"In other words, we'll inevitably clash with the Annihilation Squad. Don't you think it's a fair request considering that level of risk?"
"But Master Hong is with you. With Master Hong..."
"Hmm? I'm not going."
"...Pardon?"

The Gun family head's startled gaze turned to Hong Zigong who had suddenly interjected.

"You're... not going? But why...?"
"I need to stay here and teach you and your father the Ten Thousand Flowers Rain, don't I? Can't just toss you the manual and expect things to go well."

The Gun family head, already surprised by Hong Zigong's offer to personally teach the technique, was shocked again as he realized what this meant.

"So only the four of you will go to Zhongqing?"
"Well, I guess so?"

Left speechless by the casual answer, the Gun family head eventually shook his head.

"Do you know what kind of people the Annihilation Squad are? They're human weapons who, on the Lord of Paecheon Fortress's orders, kill without hesitation—be it infants or the elderly. Without Master Hong, it's too risky for just the four of you. It's more likely that your uncle's safety will be compromised."

The Gun family head asserted that it would be impossible for just the four of us to face the Annihilation Squad.
From a common sense perspective, it was a natural reaction.

However, surprisingly, his father seemed to have a slightly different opinion.

"Good. I accept the proposal."
"Father!"
"I'm not deaf yet."

Tang Xingqian casually dismissed his son's shocked cry and looked directly at me.

"If you safely bring back my brother, we will lead the vanguard in the future war as you wish."
"You promise?"
"I promise on the name of the Gun family."

Seeing his father even stake the family name, the Gun family head looked like he might faint.

"This isn't a decision to make so easily...!"
"What's not easy about it? These are all favorable conditions for us."
"...Pardon?"

Tang Xingqian laughed fiercely at his son who looked bewildered.

"They're returning our family's strongest martial art and even preparing a stage for us to shine later. If this isn't a good deal, what is?"

...That's how he interprets it?
I had reasonable doubts about whether the old man had lost his mind.

And regardless of my inner thoughts, Tang Xingqian laughed triumphantly.

"Hehehe...! Imagine the arrogant Paecheon Fortress people helplessly crumbling before the Ten Thousand Flowers Rain laced with Devil Destroyer, and other martial artists fearing us. After a long time, we can firmly remind the Central Plains martial world of their fear of the Gun family."

Then he burst into loud laughter.
Seeing Tang Xingqian like this, Hong Zigong briefly said.

"Crazy bastard."

Who was it that had been enthusiastically chatting with this crazy bastard earlier?
After briefly looking at Hong Zigong with cold eyes, I turned my gaze to the Gun family head.

"So, what will you do?"
"...How about we discuss this again after you bring back my uncle?"

I sensed his intention to try persuading his father while we were in Zhongqing.
But I accepted without comment.

Seeing his father's behavior, I was convinced that persuasion would be absolutely impossible.

Anyway, our journey to Zhongqing was thus decided.

*

The next morning.
We headed to Zhongqing, leaving behind Hong Zigong who was excited at the thought of beating Tang Xingqian and the Gun family head under the pretext of teaching them the Ten Thousand Flowers Rain.

As we drove the carriage south, Hwa-ryeon, sitting beside me, explained about the Annihilation Squad.

"The Annihilation Squad is the most loyal unit among all of Paecheon Fortress's combat units. They're known for thoroughly carrying out orders from the Lord of the Castle."
"Is what the Gun family head said true? That they kill everyone from infants to the elderly?"
"I don't know exactly what missions they've carried out, but they probably wouldn't hesitate if given such orders."

A combat unit that follows orders without question, carrying out missions without emotion.
Charitably put, they're perfect at their job; less charitably, they're just mindless followers without any will of their own.

"Seems like we'll end up clashing with them one way or another."
"...Yes."

Hwa-ryeon nodded with a grim face.
After glancing at her face briefly, I soon whipped the reins to increase our speed.

As we hurried south, we could sense the increasingly devastated atmosphere whenever we passed through counties large and small.

"They say they procured military supplies locally while moving to fight the vassal families. How tragic."
"By local procurement, you mean..."

In response to my question, Master frowned and answered.

"It's procurement in name only; it was probably no different from plunder."
"Didn't the officials try to stop it?"
"Most turned a blind eye, or even took the lead in requisitioning. That's how most local officials are. Someone like the Yichang County Magistrate is extremely rare."

Feeling bitter at Master's words, we continued south and arrived at Ba County, where the Hahou family was located, three days after leaving Kai County.

And we were left speechless at the sight of the city.
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"This is...!"
"My goodness...!"

A gloomy atmosphere hung over the entire county.

Completely burned buildings reduced to ashes were visible everywhere, and countless people lay helplessly on the ground.

Slow, labored breathing.
They were clearly alive, but their eyes were hollow, devoid of any will to live.

This wasn't a city.
It was merely ruins swept by the flames of war.

"How could this...! What was that so-called Regional Lord doing while things got this bad...?"

Pahyeon was a place with a Central Bureau office separate from the county office.
As my Master lamented, what had the Regional Lord, who was essentially the king of the Central Bureau, been doing while his own front yard turned into this?

We were able to hear the circumstances at an inn that was somehow still doing business.

"The Regional Lord, imprisoned?"
"That's right! While he was leading soldiers to confront the Paecheon Fortress forces and prevent them from entering the county, the Deputy Magistrate reported his embezzlement to the Imperial Inspector. Apparently, the inspector happened to be in the county at the time."

An Imperial Inspector is a surveillance official belonging to the Censorate.
Though low in rank, they directly serve the Emperor and travel around the provinces on his behalf to investigate and impeach corrupt officials.

The Regional Lord was immediately arrested after being reported to these officials, and the soldiers returned to the bureau under the Deputy Magistrate's orders.
The Paecheon Fortress forces entered without bloodshed and, with the bureau's tacit approval, destroyed the Hahou Family while reducing the town to this state.

"Thank you!"

After giving a few iron coins to the inn servant who provided this quite useful information, I turned to my companions.

"Well, this is blatantly suspicious."
"It was probably arranged by the Paecheon Fortress. The timing is suspicious, and so is the fact that the Deputy Magistrate personally reported him."

The Deputy Magistrate is the Regional Lord's closest official.
He can even act on behalf of his superior during absences or business trips.

In other words, with the Regional Lord imprisoned, he's now effectively the king of this Central Bureau.

"Perhaps leaving the county in this state is also part of a scheme to make the Regional Lord's crimes appear more severe."

I silently agreed with Hwa-ryeon's words as I looked around the interior of the inn.
Even the inside of the inn, which should normally be bustling, was subdued, affected by the atmosphere outside.

Moreover...

"Did you notice?"
"Yes, they're watching us."

Among the people silently drinking or eating, I could feel several sharp gazes.
Since they didn't register on my qi sense, they seemed to be ordinary people without martial arts training.

"I suppose they're on edge given the situation."
"This will make our search even more difficult..."

I clicked my tongue, thinking about how troublesome this would be.
Meanwhile, the servant, who had become even more helpful after receiving the iron coins, brought our ordered meal.

After finishing our simple meal, we split into two groups as planned before entering the county.

Master and Seol would gather information in places where people gathered, while Hwa-ryeon and I would go to the Hahou Family estate.

On the way to the Hahou estate after parting with the other two, I interlaced my fingers with Hwa-ryeon's, who was unusually quiet.

"You're strangely quiet. Still worried?"
"...No. It's not that, it's just the state of the city..."

Hwa-ryeon trailed off, unable to finish her sentence.
I turned my head, following her gaze beyond her veil.

People who had lost their homes, their shops, and even their will to live.
As she took in each sight, a melancholic light grew in her eyes.

I squeezed her hand to draw her attention back to me.

"Don't take everything to heart. You'll be crushed by things that aren't your fault."
"But..."
"We'll set things right. I have no intention of letting people who do this kind of thing get away with it."

We had already confirmed the strict checkpoints when entering the city.
To take away the craftsman Tang Xingkun, a confrontation with Paecheon Fortress was inevitable.

"They need to be taught. What happens when they commit such atrocities while claiming they're just following orders."
"...Yes."

Hwa-ryeon nodded heavily at my words.
Soon after, when we arrived at the Hahou Family estate, we found ourselves looking at a haunted house that seemed like ghosts could jump out at any moment.

"...It's much worse than I expected."
"The bloodstains have dried just as they were. Looks like it's been left untouched since the attack."

As I brushed away the blackened bloodstains on the rattling main gate, I sensed a group of people coming out of the estate.

Wondering if someone had returned in the meantime, I turned my gaze toward the gate, but what I saw was the opposite of what I had hoped.

Crimson uniforms that marked them as part of the same organization.
The two characters for "Paecheon" embroidered on their shoulders.

"...Are those the Annihilation Unit?"
"Yes. Without a doubt."

They seemed to be waiting inside in case any Hahou Family survivors returned.
They were enemies we would have to fight soon, but there was no need for a confrontation just yet.

We were about to leave the Hahou estate. Or at least, we tried to.

"Tsk."
"Ja-seong?"
"We're surrounded."

Groups suddenly began to gather from outside my qi sense's detection range.
There were dozens of them.

Moreover, those who were inside the estate were also rushing out as if they had been waiting for this moment.
Seeing this, Hwa-ryeon murmured in surprise.

"How...?"

Yeah, I'm curious about that too.
If there had been any sign of a signal being sent, my qi sense would have detected it immediately.
But nothing special had registered.

How did they send a signal?
While I was pondering various possibilities, the group that had rushed over revealed themselves before us.

They were undoubtedly martial artists from Paecheon Fortress.
However, not all dozens were from the Annihilation Unit.

Most were insignificant pawns except for a few who stepped forward, all wearing gray uniforms.
I had seen people wearing such uniforms patrolling in Hefei as well.

They must be the Guard Unit, right?
As my gaze carefully surveyed the surroundings, one member of the Annihilation Unit in a crimson uniform stepped forward.

"Let me ask you. Who are you?"
"...Just travelers passing by. We heard the Hahou Family was properly ruined, so we came to take a look, but I don't understand what's happening."

Since they didn't seem to have specifically targeted us, I casually made up an excuse with a joking tone.
Some of the Guard Unit members snickered in response.

However, unlike them, none of the Annihilation Unit members even twitched their lips.
Seems like they don't appreciate jokes.

"Came to see a fallen family... Your intentions are suspicious. We'll need to investigate thoroughly, so come with us quietly."
"...Is that really necessary? We'll be leaving the county tomorrow."
"Then all the more reason to investigate."

The Annihilation Unit member wouldn't back down easily.
I asked Hwa-ryeon in a low voice.

"...Should we just kill them all? If news spreads that dozens of Paecheon Fortress martial artists were slaughtered, the Hahou Family people might reveal themselves."
"That's..."

As Hwa-ryeon was conflicted about my suggestion, I sensed someone approaching rapidly from outside the encirclement.
Soon, a man with his face covered by a long cloth appeared.

Standing in the middle of the now-deserted street, the man shouted loudly.

"Hey, Ju Do-han's lackeys!"

...What did he just say?
L-lackeys?

"Kup...!"

I almost burst out laughing.
While I barely managed to hold back by biting my lip, the enraged Paecheon Fortress men shouted.

"What crazy bastard...!"

The man who had drawn the attention of dozens of Paecheon martial artists with just one sentence unwrapped the cloth covering his face.

And so the man's bare face was revealed.
As his strong, handsome features came into view, the Paecheon martial artists all shouted at once.

"It's Hahou Hyeok! The Young Master of the Hahou Family!"
"Catch him!"

Watching the dozens of people drawing their weapons and charging, the man, Hahou Hyeok, smiled confidently.

"Go ahead, catch me if you can!"

Then he immediately turned and ran away.

"......"
"......"

Suddenly, only the two of us remained in front of the Hahou estate.
I snapped back to reality a moment later.

"This is no time to stand around! We need to follow them!"
"Ja-seong!?"

I quickly lifted Hwa-ryeon into my arms and leaped onto the roof of a building.
Then I spotted the dust cloud created by the dozens of people on the move.

"Ja-seong...! You don't have to do this...!"
"We need to move quickly. Hold on tight."
"What? Kyaak!?"

With a burst of internal energy from my Yongcheon acupoint, my speed increased dramatically.
I felt Hwa-ryeon's small hands tightly gripping my body and the veil covering her face as I dashed toward the group.

*

While Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon began chasing after the suddenly appeared Hahou Hyeok, Dae-un and Seol were busy gathering information.

They listened to stories for small change from gossips, and asked about the county's situation while buying goods from shops that were still open.

But the results were disappointing compared to their efforts.

"Everyone seems reluctant to talk about the Hahou Family."
"That's understandable. They fear Paecheon Fortress, which reduced the county to this state."

As Dae-un was stroking his disciple's head while sighing deeply, a small shadow approached him.

"Are you the old man asking about the Hahou Family everywhere?"
"Hmm?"

Dae-un blinked as he discovered a small beggar girl.

"Child, are you asking me?"
"Maybe? Take it or leave it."

The girl turned away without hesitation, as if she didn't care.
Dae-un found himself stopping her.

"Wait."
"What?"
"Yes, I am indeed the one asking about the Hahou Family. But why do you ask?"

Hearing his answer, the beggar girl flashed a mischievous smile and held out her palm.

"Payment in advance."

Dae-un let out a chuckle at her natural audacity and placed a few iron coins on the girl's palm.

"Eh? Just five iron coins? Spend a little more. Just a little more. As you've probably experienced, you won't hear anything about the Hahou Family anywhere else but from me."

She negotiated with a skill beyond her years.
Dae-un narrowed his eyes as he examined the girl's palm.

Calluses in specific areas of her small hand.
She seemed to have tried to hide them with soot, but she couldn't fool the eyes of an experienced martial artist like Dae-un.

The girl before him had proper martial arts training.
However, there was no distinctive knot of the Beggar Sect, so she wasn't from there.

'Could it be...'

Following some inexplicable intuition, Dae-un immediately poured dozens of iron coins onto the girl's palm.

Seeing this, the beggar girl broke into a broad smile and cheerfully gestured for them to follow.

"...Is this a scam?"
"Stay alert."

As they followed the girl who moved with light footsteps, Seol asked cautiously.
Dae-un briefly warned his disciple and continued following.
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The beggar girl moved boldly toward a deserted, secluded alley.
And quite predictably, the master and disciple found themselves surrounded by numerous men both in front and behind.

"...I knew this would happen."

Yu Seol glared at the beggar girl who was smiling coldly with icy eyes.
Unlike his disciple, the master's senses were reading much more from the situation.

On the surface, they appeared to be typical beggars in tattered clothes, or perhaps street thugs.
But their stance, the way they moved, and the calluses visible on their palms indicated that they, like the girl, were proper martial artists.

And in this county, there were only a handful of people who fit that description.

"I hear you've been asking around about the whereabouts of the Ha Family?"

They each gripped cheap machetes, creating a threatening atmosphere.

*...No, those aren't cheap machetes.*

Though they seemed to have smudged something like soot on the flat of the blades to hide their true quality, the sharp aura emanating from them betrayed that effort.

Signs of proper martial arts training, weapons clearly made by a master craftsman.
This was almost conclusive evidence.

"You people are from the Ha Family, aren't you?"

-Flinch.

Several of them flinched at Dae-un's confident statement.
The girl who had lured the two here stammered as she tried to deny it.

"Wh-what! No we're not!? We're just alley thugs! We're n-not from the Ha Family!? We're not!"

Her desperate denial only strengthened their conviction.
Yu Seol stared at the girl with cold eyes, which made her grind her teeth in frustration.

"Y-you...!"
"Kyung-ah, that's enough."

A large hand grabbed the shoulder of the girl who looked ready to pounce.

"Brother Min..."

A young man stepped forward after moving the girl who called him brother to the back.
Seeing how the other men stepped back, it seemed this man was their leader.

"As the elder said, we are indeed people of the Ha Family. So I ask, why have you been looking for us?"
"I'll speak frankly. My name is Yeo Dae-un. I once stayed as a guest at the Ha Family."
"Yeo Dae-un...? C-could you be the Lightning Flash Sword, Master Yeo?"

The man was startled upon hearing Dae-un's name and immediately mentioned his title.
Dae-un was even more surprised by this reaction.

"Y-yes, but how...?"

It had been over ten years since Dae-un had been active in the martial world.
It was impossible for young men like him to know about Dae-un.

Yet the man greeted Dae-un warmly, putting away his machete.

"Hahaha! I've heard many stories about you from my grand-uncle. You helped build Paecheon Fortress with the previous Lord of the Castle."
"By grand-uncle, you mean...?"
"Of course, Grand-uncle Tang Hyeong-gon. All the weapons we use were made by him."

The faces of the master and disciple brightened at his answer as he patted the machete at his waist.
Dae-un immediately made a request.

"We came to meet him. Could you possibly guide us?"
"Of course. My grand-uncle would be delighted to meet you, Master Yeo. Please follow me."

With his ready agreement, Dae-un and Seol followed the men toward the Ha Family's inner residence.

"Hmph!"
"Hmph!"

All while listening to Seol and the girl called Kyung snorting at each other as they glared at one another from behind.

*

Thanks to our lightness skill, jumping and bounding here and there, we quickly caught up with Ha Hyeok and the Paecheon Fortress group.

"Catch him!"
"Hahaha-! You're too slow to catch me!"

He was surprisingly nimble for someone with such a large build.
And he even had the composure to keep taunting them while running.

"If we just keep following them like this... no, that won't work."
"What?"
"Look over there."

Ju Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened as she looked in the direction I pointed.

"That's...!"

Men wearing the gray uniforms of Paecheon Fortress were waiting on the rooftops.
So they weren't just mindlessly chasing; they were driving him into a prepared trap.

If we left things as they were, that Ha Hyeok fellow would be captured by Paecheon Fortress.

"We should step in, right?"
"I'll handle the enemies on the roof. You take care of the pursuers."

Following Hwa-ryeon's suggestion, I landed on the rooftop of a building right next to where the ambushers were hiding and immediately threw her from my arms.

-Clang!

"Ugh!?"

She drew her sword in mid-air and ambushed the hidden men with truly elegant movements.

Wow, whose woman is she to be so beautiful?
The man who gets to take a woman like that must have saved a country in his past life... I was terminally ill in my past life, so maybe in the life before that?

I chuckled at my silly thoughts, then immediately went down to the ground to block the path of those chasing Ha Hyeok.

"Who are you...?"
"So you were in cahoots with him!"

Before I could say anything, they rushed at me.
With bulging eyes, I swung my sword and slashed across the chest of one attacker.

"Argh!"

One Paecheon Fortress warrior fell, spraying blood.
The other warriors hesitated for a moment.

I turned my head to look in the opposite direction and raised my hand in greeting to Ha Hyeok, who stood there with a bewildered expression.

"Yo."

His response was intense.

"Why did you follow me?! I made a scene specifically so you could escape!"

I shrugged at his sharp rebuke and pointed my finger toward the sky.

"Aaaagh!?"

Just then, a shadow plummeted toward the ground.
Ha Hyeok, who had looked up following my finger, stepped back in surprise as the black shadow fell right in front of him.
He flinched when he realized it was a Paecheon Fortress warrior.

"You were running straight into a trap without even knowing it, so we came to help. Should we leave?"
"...Th-thank you."

As we awkwardly exchanged thanks, Hwa-ryeon landed gracefully between us.

"I've dealt with all those hiding on the rooftops."
"These bastards...!"

One of the Annihilation Unit members lost his composure and contorted his face after hearing Hwa-ryeon's words.

"How dare you interfere with Paecheon Fortress's affairs! Aren't you afraid of the consequences?"
"If I were afraid, would I have stepped in?"

As I sneered in response, he ground his teeth and shouted.

"Capture them! Kill the two interferers except for Ha Hyeok!"
"Yes!"

The Paecheon Fortress warriors charged at us all at once.
They were all people I'd have to deal with eventually anyway.
No need to hold back.

The terrain was perfect—a long, open street.
Just as I was about to sweep them all away with "Transcendent Heaven Blade," Ha Hyeok stepped forward.

"Duck!"

Sensing something flying from behind, I bent my knees, and whatever it was flew past me and burst among the Paecheon Fortress warriors.

A reddish powder spread instantly.
The warriors who inhaled it screamed in pain.

"Cough! Cough!"
"Aaaagh!"

As I stared at the scene in bewilderment, Ha Hyeok shouted:

"Follow me!"
"Uh, okay."

I turned away from the sight of men rolling on the ground and screaming, and followed the fleeing Ha Hyeok.

"What was that? Poison?"
"Of course not. Just a mixture of pepper and chili powder."

So it was like a tear gas bomb?
It was slightly ridiculous that supposed martial artists were taken down by tear gas.

Well, what could I expect from this fake martial world?

Shaking my head, we ran for quite a while before finally stopping in a deserted back alley.

"They shouldn't follow us this far."

After catching his breath, Ha Hyeok turned to look at me and Hwa-ryeon and belatedly made a fist-and-palm salute.

"As you've probably heard, I'm Ha Hyeok of the Ha Family. I'll never forget today's kindness. But you should hurry and leave the county now. Once you're associated with me, you'll become fugitives too."
"I'm sorry, but we can't do that. We have business with the Ha Family."
"...What?"

As Ha Hyeok looked puzzled, Hwa-ryeon untied the veil covering her head, revealing her face.
Ha Hyeok's eyes widened at the sight of her snow-white face that seemed to illuminate the dark alley.

"It's been a long time, Young Master Ha. Do you recognize me?"
"Um... well, if I had seen someone like you before, I would never forget..."

Ha Hyeok mumbled absentmindedly, then suddenly stopped speaking and narrowed his eyes.
After carefully examining Hwa-ryeon's face, his eyes widened again.

"C-could it be... Young Lord of the Castle?"

When Hwa-ryeon nodded at his uncertain question, his face immediately brightened, and he grabbed both her hands.
...This bastard?

"Y-you're alive...! I, we thought you had also fallen victim to those ruthless villains...!"
"Fortunately, thanks to some kind people, I was able to leave the castle before that. I've been in hiding ever since."
"Really, really fortunate."

Ha Hyeok shook Hwa-ryeon's hands firmly, his face beaming with a bright smile.
Hwa-ryeon hesitated for a moment before speaking.

"...I heard about what happened to the family. I'm sorry. I was too busy saving my own life to be of any help."
"How can you say such things? Just knowing that you're alive brings us great joy."
"...Thank you."

Ha Hyeok smiled brightly at Hwa-ryeon's words of gratitude.
But as he continued to hold her hands tightly, I finally couldn't stand it anymore and intervened.

"Hey, how about letting go of her hands while you talk? You're manhandling another man's woman."
"...What did you say?"

His gaze immediately sharpened.
Of course, I paid no attention and removed his hands from Hwa-ryeon, pulling her into my arms.

Seeing this, a spark flashed in his eyes.

"You bastard, how dare you touch the Young Lord of the Castle...! Let go of her this instant!"
"No. Who are you to tell me what to do?"
"Why you...!"

Enraged, he grabbed the hilt of the large sword on his back, and I rotated my right wrist holding my sword.

The situation was about to explode.
However, Hwa-ryeon stepped between us, preventing a clash.

"Both of you, stop it. Young Master Ha, and Ja-seong too."
"Young Lord, how could...!"
"But he...!"
"Enough."

As both Ha Hyeok and I protested simultaneously, Hwa-ryeon held up both palms firmly.
Eventually, I sheathed my sword and Ha Hyeok let go of his sword hilt, bringing the situation to a temporary calm.

Of course, we were still glaring sharply at each other.

Seriously, this guy isn't even worth my time... Ha Family or whatever, should I just punch him once?

"Young Master Ha. We came to meet Master Tang Hyeong-gon. Could you guide us to him?"
"My grand-uncle? Yes... that's not difficult."
"Then, please."

Ha Hyeok hesitated at Hwa-ryeon's words but then led the way, saying, "This way."
But even as he did so, he kept glancing back at me with hostility, and I felt the urge to punch him rising within me.

"I really want to..."
"Stop it."
"But he keeps...!"

Just then, Hwa-ryeon interlaced her fingers with mine, gripping my hand firmly, and briefly kissed the back of my hand.

-Smooch

"Better now?"
"......"

With my anger suddenly dissipated, I quietly followed Ha Hyeok alongside Hwa-ryeon.

Ch.298 - The Beginning Of Counterattack
After following Hafu Hyeok, we soon arrived at the foothills on the eastern side.
Seeing Paecheon Fortress guards checking people at the mountain entrance in the distance, I asked Hafu Hyeok, "Are we going up the mountain? How do we get past the checkpoint?"
"Just follow me quietly."

Despite his still-surly tone, I strangely didn't feel angry.
The warmth of Hwa-ryeon's hand interlaced with mine seemed to be calming my inner rage.

All that remained was the composure of a winner.

"Hmph."
"...Grr."

When I raised our interlocked hands to show him, I heard the sweet sound of teeth grinding in fury.
Hwa-ryeon looked at me with exasperation.

"Why are you acting so childishly? It's not like you."
"Childish? He crossed the line first. How dare he."
"Good grief..."

With Hwa-ryeon's sigh mixing with the growling between me and Hafu Hyeok, we continued through the back alleys until we reached a dead end.

I was wondering what was happening when Hafu Hyeok knelt at the end of the alley and began fiddling with the ground. Suddenly, with a clattering sound, the ground opened up.
Seeing the small tunnel that appeared, I couldn't help but exclaim in amazement.

"Wow..."
"It's a mechanism array. Where does it lead?"
"It connects directly to our family's hideout."

Hafu Hyeok answered with a slightly proud face while glancing behind us.

"There's no one following us, so don't worry."
"...How would you know without even looking?"
"I know better than you who's supposedly watching."

Hafu Hyeok frowned at my response and looked at Hwa-ryeon.

"If Ja-seong says so, it should be fine."
"...Very well. Then follow me. And you, make sure to close it properly behind us."

I just shrugged at his pointedly sharp instructions.
We entered the tunnel in order—Hafu Hyeok, Hwa-ryeon, then me—and closed the door covering the tunnel, which locked firmly with a click.

A mechanism array.
This is my first time seeing one in person. I wonder how they made it?
Putting aside my small curiosity, I continued through the tunnel.

The inside of the tunnel wasn't as dark as I expected, thanks to the night-luminescent pearls embedded in the ceiling.
As we went deeper, the tunnel gradually widened and the number of pearls increased—there must have been hundreds of them.

Thinking about how much money they must have spent, we continued forward for a while.
After passing through the long tunnel, we finally reached the exit on the other side.

Unlike the entrance, the exit was an ordinary cave—it seemed they had dug out a natural cave in the mountain to create this secret passage.

After emerging from the cave, a small village appeared before our eyes.

"This is...!"
"This is the Hafu family's hideout. We evacuated our people here just before our estate was attacked."

He concluded by saying that thanks to this, the casualties in their family weren't too severe.

His words contained consideration for Hwa-ryeon, trying to ease the burden on her heart.
Without adding unnecessary comments, I followed him into the village.

The two guards standing watch at the village gate greeted Hafu Hyeok warmly when they saw him.

"Welcome back, Young Master. But who are these two...?"
"They're honored guests of our family."
"Who could they be for you to call them honored guests?"
"You'll find out with everyone else soon. You'll probably be surprised."
"Come on, can't you just tell us now?"

They conversed quite casually.
For someone who was supposedly the young master of a family, he seemed remarkably informal.

"Absolutely not. Hurry up and open the gate, you fools."
"Yes, sir..."

The guards opened the gate with disappointed expressions.

As we entered, a peaceful village came into view.
It was surprising to see how tranquil it was—these people didn't look like they were being hunted by Paecheon Fortress at all.

"This is amazing. I can't believe how peaceful it is."
"It's thanks to my uncle's foresight. Those Paecheon Fortress bastards won't dare find this place."
"What do you mean?"

In response to Hwa-ryeon's curious question, Hafu Hyeok explained that it was his grand-uncle, Tang Hyeong-gon, who had the idea for this hideout and created the secret passage.

"When some of the family elders first heard my grand-uncle's plan, they weren't pleased, but now they revere him as their savior."

Just as he finished speaking with a snicker, a building that looked like a blacksmith's forge came into view.

"My grand-uncle is in there. But wait, are those Min and Gyeong...?"

There were already visitors at the forge.
Among them, I spotted two familiar faces.

"Master, Seol."
"Hmm? Oh, you're here too."

My Master approached us when he heard my call.
As for Seol...

"Hmph!"
"Hmph!"

She was engaged in some kind of standoff with a girl her age who looked like a beggar.
What's she doing?

I looked at my Master questioningly, and with an awkward cough, he explained the situation.

"...That's what happened. They've been like that ever since."
"I see."
"Hafu Min, Hafu Gyeong!"

Before I could comment on this interesting story, Hafu Hyeok's voice thundered out.
The beggar girl's face immediately turned pale.

"B-Brother Hyeok...!"
"Didn't I tell you not to do that again? What kind of Hafu family member acts like a street urchin!"

The beggar girl flinched at Hafu Hyeok's words and immediately deflated.
Seol watched with a satisfied expression.

"Brother, don't be too hard on Gyeong. If anyone's to blame, it's me for suggesting it."
"Min, you're supposed to be her older brother...! What were you thinking?"
"Their methods are becoming more cunning."

Hafu Hyeok was momentarily speechless at the young man Hafu Min's firm response.
Taking advantage of the pause, Hafu Min continued.

"Didn't our hideout almost get discovered just three days ago? We might be fine for now, but eventually, those Paecheon Fortress bastards will reach this place. When that happens, it's all over, and you know it."
"......"
"We can't hide forever. Eventually, we'll have to fight them."

Hafu Hyeok pressed his lips together with a complicated expression.

Behind him, we exchanged glances.
Despite the peaceful atmosphere, the situation didn't seem good at all.

"What's all this commotion? Why so many guests today?"

Just then, a muscular old man who could rival any young man emerged from inside the forge.
Seeing him, the beggar girl Hafu Gyeong ran to him with a bright face.

"Grandfather!"
"Oh my, my little one. Did you come to see your old grandpa?"

The old man lifted the girl in a big hug.
Through his soot-covered, tanned skin, I could glimpse the features of Tang Hyeong-gon.

So this is Tang Hyeong-gon.
The former master craftsman of the Tang family.

"Hmm?"

Perhaps sensing my gaze, Tang Hyeong-gon's eyes suddenly turned toward me.

His gaze moved downward and narrowed when it reached my waist.
Then, after passing over Hwa-ryeon's waist and reaching my Master's face, Tang Hyeong-gon's expression brightened.

"Master Yeo? Could it be Master Yeo?"
"Indeed it is. It's been a long time."
"Hahaha! What distinguished guests we have! Please, come inside."
"Um, Grand-uncle..."

Hafu Hyeok seemed at a loss seeing Tang Hyeong-gon welcome my Master more warmly than Hwa-ryeon, who was the center of our group.
Hwa-ryeon stopped him, saying it was fine, and so we entered the forge.

*

Once inside the room at the back of the forge, Tang Hyeong-gon scratched the back of his head embarrassedly.

"My, I have such distinguished guests but nothing proper to offer you."
"It's fine, don't worry about it."
"But still..."
"Really, it's fine."

After my Master's repeated assurances, Tang Hyeong-gon finally sat down.

"I should be giving you a grand reception, but you've come at a difficult time. What brings you here?"

As his mouth, covered with coarse gray beard, opened, Hwa-ryeon answered on our behalf.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Master Tang. My name is Ju Hwa-ryeon."
"Hmm, so it is you."

Tang Hyeong-gon's gaze once again flickered to her waist.
Wondering what he was looking at, I followed his gaze and saw it was directed at Hwa-ryeon's sword.

Is he interested in the sword because he's a craftsman?
While inwardly puzzled, I focused on Hwa-ryeon's words.

"...That's why we've come. The Tang family wishes to borrow your skills."
"Hmm, a Bichim made from Eternal Iron... your elder is asking for something quite extraordinary."

With a face mixing admiration and disbelief, Tang Hyeong-gon gave his answer without much deliberation.

"I'd like to help for Master Yeo's sake, but I'm afraid it's impossible. I'm sorry."

A firm refusal.
But this was something we had already anticipated.

"Is it because of the Hafu family's current situation?"

Tang Hyeong-gon nodded heavily at Hwa-ryeon's question.

"It may not look bad on the surface, but our family's situation is like a candle in the wind. If this hideout is discovered, not only will the Paecheon Fortress men come, but that traitor they've bribed will bring provincial troops to burn this village down."

So at least until that situation is resolved, he cannot leave this place.

"In other words, if that situation is resolved, you could come with us to the Tang family, right?"
"What?"

Tang Hyeong-gon frowned and questioned my statement.
I gave him a knowing smile in response to his bewildered look.

*

That night, at the Pahyeon County Office.

"...Sigh."

County Magistrate Jo Man-san entered his bedroom, having lost count of how many times he'd sighed today.

*Life has become so dull these days.*

It wasn't like this until recently.
Countless merchants would visit the county office daily, offering bribes to curry his favor, inviting him to their homes or pleasure houses for lavish entertainment.

His eyes enjoyed the silver in the boxes they brought, his mouth enjoyed the delicious delicacies, and his hands enjoyed the firm buttocks of courtesans.

But now it was all a distant memory.
The merchants who should have been entertaining him had all gone bankrupt, and the courtesans were busy fawning over other men.

"...This is all because of those bastards."

Those Paecheon Fortress ruffians or whatever they called themselves.
How dare they take away all his pleasures!

He wanted nothing more than to request troops from the nearby garrison, but the county magistrate had to suppress that urge.

The regional lord who should have stopped their atrocities was framed and imprisoned, while the circuit inspector and patrol commissioner had colluded with them and turned a blind eye to everything.

So what could he do?
A powerless county magistrate like him had no choice but to keep quiet.

"Haah..."

Just as he sighed again, suddenly a voice rang out.
The startled magistrate turned his head to see a dark figure already sitting in a chair.

"W-w-who...? C-could it be an assassin...!"
"Ah, I do occasionally work in that field as a side job, but not today. Today, I've just come with a good proposal for the magistrate."

The man sitting in the chair, Ja-seong, spoke smoothly while shrugging his shoulders.
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"W-what do you mean by a good proposal...?"

Jihyun carefully questioned after swallowing hard at the statement that there was no intention to harm him.

"Exactly what I said. Life's been boring lately, hasn't it? No one even comes to offer bribes anymore."
"H-how do you know about that?"

How do I know?
Just a bit of eavesdropping in the marketplace reveals everything.

I looked at Jihyun with cold eyes for a moment, then shrugged and held back further explanation. I figured it would be better than explaining everything.

"D-don't tell me you've been investigating me?"

Just as I expected, Jihyun misunderstood and looked at me with increasingly fearful eyes. Having easily gained the psychological upper hand, I continued.

"It must be frustrating to restrain yourself while those martial rabble dare to turn the city you govern into a mess."
"...Well."

*Clench*

Seeing Jihyun's fists tighten, I moved to the main point with a subtle tone.

"So I'm asking, wouldn't you like to get rid of all of them?"
"...Get rid of them?"
"Yes."

Jihyun stared at me blankly before letting out a small laugh.

"You're talking nonsense. Those men currently have the Deputy Regional Lord, who's acting as the magistrate, and the Imperial Inspector backing them. How could we possibly drive them away?"

At Jihyun's words, this time I was the one who snickered.

"When did I say anything about driving them away?"
"Are you playing word games with me? If not driving them away, then...!"

Jihyun, who had been protesting, suddenly seemed to realize something and widened his eyes.

"D-don't tell me...?"

Not so slow on the uptake, it seems.
I nodded.

"Yes. I'm suggesting we kill them all."
"...You're insane. Do you really think that makes any sense?"
"Why wouldn't it? Officially, Paecheon Fortress is just a martial arts faction. It has no connection to the government. Yet they're arbitrarily inspecting people entering the county and turning it into a mess."
"That's..."
"They're no different from rioters who disrupt official government business and disturb the peace."

Hearing my words, Jihyun sighed in frustration and abruptly sat down in the chair across from me.

"You think I don't know that? It's not that simple. Sure, as you say, officially Paecheon Fortress is just a martial arts faction. But unofficially, it's the Emperor's sword. Are you telling me to offend His Majesty?"
"Yes. As you said, it's a sword. A tool to be discarded when it rusts and becomes useless."
"What...?"

I continued persuading the bewildered Jihyun.

Local officials seem to automatically cooperate with Paecheon Fortress out of fear because it's the Emperor's sword, but how much does the Emperor actually care about that sword?

"He probably doesn't cherish it as much as everyone thinks. It's just a tool to be used when needed, nothing more."

If that weren't the case, he wouldn't have kept Paecheon Fortress as merely a martial arts faction. The intention must be to use it when needed and discard it without hesitation when necessary.

"But looking at the current situation, they've clearly crossed the line."

Many counties in Zhongqing Prefecture have already been impoverished by Paecheon Fortress's unilateral requisitions. If the Emperor knew about this, how would he react?

"At the very least, he wouldn't be pleased."

How could he be comfortable when the sword he wields is cutting his own flesh? After hearing my explanation, Jihyun thought for a moment before carefully speaking.

"So you're saying that even if the Paecheon Fortress warriors die, I won't offend His Majesty?"
"As an official appointed by His Majesty, you would simply be doing your duty. You needn't worry about that."

Seemingly finding my argument plausible, Jihyun began rolling his eyes in thought. But soon he shook his head again.

"Even if your argument is correct, how would we deal with them? They're trained martial artists. Skilled killers."
"I'll handle them."

Jihyun momentarily looked blank at my response before bursting into laughter. Then he asked again to confirm.

"You're saying you'll face all of them alone?"
"For now, yes."
"Ha, hahaha...! You've lost your mind. There are hundreds of Paecheon Fortress men in Pahyeon right now. How many do you think you can handle by yourself?"

Jihyun looked at me like I was insane. Well, I can't blame him. Without seeing it with his own eyes, he wouldn't believe it.

"Don't be like that. Just give me a chance. If you give me the opportunity, I'll show you I can do it."
"A chance? What do you mean?"

After my explanation, which caused his expression to change several times in a short period, Jihyun eventually nodded and accepted my proposal. Of course, he didn't forget to add a disclaimer.

"Whatever happens to you, I know nothing about it. If things go wrong, there was never anything between us."
"Of course."

I smiled brightly, satisfied with the outcome of our negotiation.

*

At the same time, at the Hahou Family's hideout.

*Clang! Clang! Clang!*

Despite the late hour, the sound of hammering iron could be heard from Hyeonggon's forge.

"Working hard so late, Grand-uncle."

There was a visitor to his forge—none other than Hahou Hyeok, the Young Master of the House.

"There's no need to ask why you're here... You want to know about the conversation I had earlier today, right?"
"Ah, hahaha..."

Hyeonggon smiled slightly at Hyeok's awkward laugh as he scratched the back of his head, and temporarily set down his hammer to pause his work.

"Since you already know, I'll ask directly. Why did the Young Lord of the Castle come to see you?"

At Hyeok's question, Tang Hyeonggon honestly relayed what Hwa-ryeon had told him.

"The Tang family wants my help. They want me to make throwing needles from Eternal Cold Iron."
"...What?"

His reaction was one of utter disbelief. Of course, such a reaction wasn't unreasonable.

"Throwing needles from Eternal Cold Iron? What nonsense is that? Why use Eternal Cold Iron to make throwing needles, which are merely consumable weapons?"
"Wouldn't the Tang family know that? I don't know the details, but they must have a need for it."

Hyeok nodded while tilting his head at Hyeonggon's words, then carefully asked.

"...Will you go?"
"Why? Don't you want me to?"
"To be honest, I hope you will. With your family."
"......"

Under Hyeonggon's silent gaze, Hahou Hyeok let out a deep sigh.

"Honestly, Min is completely right. The family's situation is precarious, to say the least. Father, the family's strongest fighter, is bedridden with injuries, and Uncle... has passed away."

Hyeonggon's expression hardened when Hyeok mentioned his uncle. The uncle he referred to was none other than Hahou Seong, Hyeonggon's son.

His unfilial son who made his father perform his funeral rites, his beloved son who made him, a man who had never shed a tear in his life, wail in grief.

After observing Hyeonggon's expression, Hyeok continued his persuasion.

"The Tang family is related to a prince. Even Paecheon Fortress wouldn't dare touch them. So please take Grandmother, Sister-in-law, Gyeong, and Min with you."
"I can't do that."
"Grand-uncle."

In response to Hyeok's words, Hyeonggon spoke firmly.

"Just as Seong was my family, you are all my family too. Your father is my wife's nephew, and you're no different from my grandson. Are you asking me to flee and leave you behind?"
"It's not fleeing, if you could just think of it as temporary refuge..."
"And are you confident you'll survive afterward?"
"......"

Seeing Hyeok unable to respond, Hyeonggon sighed softly and admonished him in a low voice.

"Let's wait a bit first. That boy Gun Ja-seong stepped up quite confidently, saying he'd resolve the situation."

At those words, Hyeok snorted, showing obvious distaste.

"Hmph, what can that flowery young master do? He'll soon realize his place and run away crying and sniveling."
"...That's quite a biased assessment. Is it because of the Young Lord of the Castle?"

When Hyeonggon mentioned Hwa-ryeon, Hahou Hyeok's face immediately contorted. He was suddenly reminded of Hwa-ryeon and Ja-seong holding hands tightly, which infuriated him.

*The Young Lord of the Castle should be matched with someone worthy, someone who can make her happy. How dare some unknown nobody...!*

Having harbored admiration for Hwa-ryeon since childhood, Hyeok couldn't help but see Ja-seong as a thorn in his side.

Though he never dared to aspire to that position himself, he couldn't bear to see it occupied by someone who merely looked decent (in his opinion).

"Did you see it too, Grand-uncle? How he was clinging to the Young Lord? That bastard must have bewitched her to become her kept man. The shameless way he embraced the Young Lord was really...!"

While grinding his teeth in frustration and making a completely subjective assessment, Hahou Hyeok soon snorted.

"Of course, that won't last long. Soon the Young Lord will realize his true nature and drive him away."
"I wonder about that. Setting aside Gun Ja-seong's qualifications, the Young Lord's feelings seem quite firm."
"W-why do you say that?"

Hyeonggon smiled at Hyeok's shocked expression and made an incomprehensible remark as he stood up.

"Because I created those two."
"...Pardon?"

In response to Hyeok's confused question, Hyeonggon waved his hand dismissively.

"I'm busy, and it's late. You should go to bed too."
"But, Grand-uncle...!"
"Hurry."

*Clang!*

As Hyeonggon picked up his hammer and resumed working, indicating he wouldn't speak further, Hyeok finally sighed, bowed, and left the forge.

Left alone, continuously hammering away, Hyeonggon recalled a memory from the past.

*Here, please make a pair of husband and wife swords with these materials.*

One day, the previous Lord of Paecheon Fortress, Ju Cheon-mu, visited him after a long time. He handed over all sorts of expensive materials, including Eternal Cold Iron, and ordered swords.

*Husband and wife swords... Are they for the Lord and his wife?*
*No. They're for my daughter and the man she will choose in the future.*
*Hmm, using swords as tokens of affection... Interesting.*

With materials that couldn't be easily obtained and past favors, Hyeonggon had no reason or desire to refuse, so he gladly accepted.

And thus was born the greatest masterpiece of his long life as a craftsman.

Hong-il and Cheong-wol.
A pair of husband and wife swords that he could proudly claim were the finest in the world.

Hyeonggon thought of Ja-seong, the owner of Hong-il who had appeared before him. Would he have the capacity to properly use Hong-il?

*Let's wait and see.*

With a smile mixed with strange anticipation, Hyeonggon struck his hammer again.

Ch.300 - The Beginning Of Counterattack
The next morning.
The Paecheon Fortress patrol guards who resumed their checkpoint duties as usual were yawning with boredom.

"Ugh, this is getting tedious. When will it ever end?"
"You know the Extermination Unit Leader's personality. He won't stop until he's wiped out everyone with the Ha-hu surname."

The guards sighed deeply as they recalled the stern face of their leader, who was known for his perfectionist, almost obsessive approach to completing tasks.

"I knew this would happen when I applied to join the Extermination Unit. It's been months already."
"Tell me about it. I heard they even let Ha-hu Hyeok slip through yesterday. At this rate, we might be stuck here until next year."
"I hate this. Even getting entertained by the courtesans here is getting boring. They have no flavor at all."
"Not as good as Seolhyang from Seonhwa Pavilion, right?"
"Exactly. She can't be compared to Seolhyang. Especially the way she wraps around you..."

As they snickered and shared lewd stories, the guards suddenly noticed an unfamiliar sight. A group of people marching in perfect step was approaching them.

"Huh? What's that?"
"Looks like constables...?"

As someone had guessed, they were indeed constables marching in formation.
The guards tilted their heads in confusion, wondering why these constables had suddenly appeared when they hadn't shown their faces since the guards took over checkpoint duties.

While they were still puzzled, the constables continued their approach until they stood directly before the guards. The squad leader who had been leading them stepped forward and shouted:

"From today, we will resume checkpoint duties. You lot, stand down!"
"...What?"

The guards grimaced as if they'd heard something absurd, then burst into laughter.

"Bwahaha!"

Amid the echoing mockery, some constables turned red with anger, while others looked anxious. But the squad leader stood firm without changing his expression.

When the laughter died down, one guard approached the squad leader and growled:

"Are you insane? Do you know who's backing us?"

Behind the Paecheon Fortress guards was the Deputy Magistrate who was acting on behalf of the Prefect.
To the guard's implied question, the squad leader shot back:

"By principle, checkpoint duties in this county belong to the county office constables. How dare mere ruffians interfere with official duties."

Is he truly mad?
The guards stared in disbelief as the squad leader went even further, ordering his constables:

"From now on, arrest anyone who interferes with our duties! Understood?"
"Yes, sir!"

The guards let out a hollow laugh as they watched the constables shouting loudly despite their doubtful expressions.
They scratched their heads in irritation.

Though they were annoyed at these pathetic fools who didn't know their place, they couldn't simply rough them up.

As stated, checkpoint duties were originally the responsibility of the county constables.
They didn't want to deal with the consequences of causing trouble over a moment of anger.

"...Let's go."

The Paecheon Fortress guards decided to retreat for now.
Of course, they didn't leave without having the last word.

"I don't know what you're thinking, but does the County Magistrate know about this?"

The guard was certain that they were acting without the County Magistrate's knowledge.
However, the answer was completely unexpected.

"It was the County Magistrate himself who ordered this."
"What...?"

The guard's eyes widened in surprise.
But the squad leader ignored him and began the checkpoint duties.

The same situation occurred at every checkpoint in the county, and the Prefect's office was thrown into chaos when the displaced guards reported back.

"What is this...! Has Magistrate Jo gone mad?!"

In the Prefect's office within the government building.
Deputy Magistrate Jang Seong-chun, sitting in the seat meant for the Regional Lord, jumped up in fury at the unbelievable report.

However, the Police Chief who delivered the report seemed rather indifferent.

No, he actually seemed a bit pleased.
He too had been unhappy about the Paecheon Fortress guards taking over their duties.

Seeing this reaction, Deputy Magistrate Jang glared at him fiercely, but the Police Chief didn't budge.
However, he couldn't help but flinch at the chilling voice that came from behind him.

"It seems the County Magistrate was displeased with our handling of his duties."

A cold voice devoid of any emotion.
The Police Chief turned to look at a middle-aged man with a frigid expression.

Won Jeong-heung.
The Extermination Unit Leader of Paecheon Fortress and the current commander of all Paecheon Fortress guards stationed in the county.
His intimidating gaze made not only the Police Chief but even Deputy Magistrate Jang shrink back.

"Ah, hahaha...! It seems Magistrate Jo must have had some grievance with me. I'll handle this well, so please don't worry too much."

The Deputy Magistrate awkwardly laughed, trying to dispel the suddenly chilly atmosphere while gauging Jeong-heung's reaction.
Seeing the Deputy's servile behavior, the Police Chief secretly clenched his fists in frustration.

*Despite all the talk about being the Emperor's sword, they're just a military department, yet a minister of the Great Ming Empire is wagging his tail like a dog.*

As he inwardly lamented how their situation had fallen so low, Jeong-heung rose from his seat.

"There's no need for the Deputy to personally concern himself with such trivial matters."
"Uh, huh?"
"I'll send my subordinates to 'appease' the County Magistrate's heart. That would be acceptable, wouldn't it?"

Though his tone was gentle, his intent was clearly a one-sided notification rather than a request.
Deputy Magistrate Jang, his face turning deathly pale, silently nodded.

"What are you planning to do... ugh!"

The Police Chief, unable to contain himself any longer, stepped forward but let out a groan as a hand suddenly gripped his shoulder.
The force was so strong that it felt like his shoulder blade might break at any moment, forcing him to his knees.

"My, it seems the Police Chief is weakened from overwork. Please leave this matter to me and take at least today to rest properly."
"......"

The Police Chief could only bow his head in silence.
After subduing him, Jeong-heung left the office and stood before the main gate of the government building.

Already, thirty Paecheon Fortress guards were lined up in front of him.

Five from the Extermination Unit and twenty-five from the Patrol Unit.
With this many men, even the County Magistrate would surely back down out of fear.

"Go."
"Yes, sir!"

The thirty guards answered loudly and marched toward the county office.





*





News travels faster than men, and word reached the county office before the thirty guards did.
Naturally, the county office was thrown into chaos.

"Wh-what, what am I supposed to do now, huh?!"

The County Magistrate paced around his room, unable to calm down.
I was watching him with curiosity.

It was surprising to see someone who looked like they could barely walk moving around so quickly.

Maybe he usually eats well?
I suppose that's likely, given his position as County Magistrate.

"How can you just sit there so calmly! This all happened because I followed your instructions!"

The Magistrate shouted at me, apparently irritated by my relaxed demeanor.
I smiled slightly and reassured him.

"Don't worry. Everything is going according to plan."
"...Really?"
"Of course."

He finally calmed down a bit after my casual response to his suspicious gaze.
The Magistrate stopped pacing and sat across from me, asking in a hushed tone:

"So? What's the next step of the plan? Do you have allies hiding nearby?"
"Well, they're probably watching, but they won't intervene."
"Wh-what... why not?"

Seeing his confused expression, I smiled and replied:

"Because I'm enough on my own."
"What? Alone... are you saying you'll face thirty martial artists by yourself?!"
"Yes."

My casual answer had a different effect this time.
The Magistrate's face turned bright red as if about to explode, and a roar burst through his goat-like beard.

"Does that make any sense?! Handling thirty martial artists alone—do you think you're the world's greatest fighter or something?!"

Well, I have been called that before, but you wouldn't believe me if I told you, would you?
Seeing me just shrug without answering, the Magistrate began foaming at the mouth.

I giggled at the sight, but then sensed a group approaching through my energy perception.

"Oh, looks like they're here."
"Wh-what?! Already?"

His face, which had been bright red, instantly turned pale. I patted his shoulder reassuringly.

"Well, it probably won't happen, but even if I die, they won't be able to do much to you as County Magistrate. They'll just make some threats and leave. Shall we go?"
"W-wait...! I need to prepare myself mentally!"

After reassuring the Magistrate, I dragged his reluctant form outside.

The Paecheon Fortress guards had already pushed through the main gate and were standing in the courtyard, establishing their presence.

"There you are."

The martial artist at the front, dressed in a crimson uniform, strode forward.
I stepped forward to protect the Magistrate, who was making an unseemly 'Heek!' sound.

"...And who are you?"
"I suppose you could call me a bodyguard? Though it's just a temporary position."

The Extermination Unit guard frowned at my casual response as I blocked his path, then shifted his gaze to the Magistrate.

"Is what this person says true?"
"W-well, that's..."
"Hey now, where do you think you're looking?"

I blocked the guard's view of the Magistrate and declared firmly:

"The County Magistrate finds it extremely regrettable that martial artists from the jianghu world have forced their way into the county office. He's willing to overlook this if you withdraw now, but if you continue this disrespect, appropriate measures will be taken. What will you do?"
"...Huh."

The Extermination Unit guard let out a scornful laugh.
Soon, he placed his hand on his sword hilt while giving me a cold glare.

And then he said something outrageous:

"The death of a personal bodyguard should be warning enough."
"My, are you really planning to commit murder inside the county office? Don't you fear Heaven's judgment?"

My theatrical tone seemed to irritate him, and a streak of killing intent rose in his cold eyes.

"Don't blame me. It's that impudent mouth of yours that hastened your death."

-Chaeng!

With a clear sound, the blade left its scabbard and swung toward my neck.
Seeing this, I grabbed the guard's right hand, stopping the sword.

"What...?"
"You drew first?"

His eyes widened at this.
With my other hand, I grabbed his wrist, twisted it, and drove the blade into its owner's neck.

-Thunk!

"Kuk...! Kruk...!"

The Extermination Unit guard collapsed, gurgling blood with his own sword embedded in his neck.
Seeing this, the others let out cries of shock.

I heard the name of the dead man, which I couldn't care less about, before dozens of weapons were drawn at once.

Seeing this, I drew my own sword and leaped right into the middle of the group.

Ch.301 - Provoke
"Die!"

Seeing me jump into the middle, they all thrust their weapons at me at once. But except for the four Annihilation Unit members, everyone's momentum was pathetic.

Well, they did say these guys were just rear support, so this must be their limit.

I leaped high into the air, avoiding the attacks coming from all directions. Then, from mid-air, I slammed my palm, wrapped in battle qi, down toward the ground.

The spiral energy wave that poured from my palm spread widely, pinning all the gathered warriors' weapons to the ground at once.

"Kuk!?"

Most couldn't withstand the energy wave and helplessly dropped their weapons. Not missing the opportunity while the enemies were neutralized, I swung my sword quickly as soon as I landed.

"Argh!"
"Kheuk!"

The warriors collapsed, spraying blood with their death throes, unable to put up any proper resistance. Seeing this, one of the Annihilation Unit members rushed at me.

"Stop!"

With a heavy whooshing sound, a wide curved blade flew toward me. But that was all.

The curved blade was so slow it made me yawn. Before it could complete its arc, I used "Heaven's Foresight" to get behind him and pierced straight through his chest.

"Kuhuk...!"

The Annihilation Unit member wore an expression of disbelief as he stared at the blade protruding from the center of his chest. When I pulled out my sword, he collapsed forward.

Lifeless, empty eyes. Clearly dead.

"This one's not ordinary! Attack together!"
"Support Unit, fall back!"

After two of their comrades had already fallen to me, the remaining Annihilation Unit members shouted in succession, feeling the crisis. Following their instructions, the gray-uniformed warriors hastily retreated, and three Annihilation Unit members took their place.

"You...! What the hell are you? Where did someone like you come from...!"

Indignation over their comrades' deaths.
Bewilderment from the unexpected situation.
Fear of an unknown enemy.

I smirked as I looked into their eyes, which were crossing with all sorts of emotions.

"I told you already, I'm Jihyeon's personal guard."
"...Stop playing games!"

Displeased with my answer, the Annihilation Unit members charged at me with enraged faces. As sword blades flew at me from three directions, I drew a large circle with my sword.

Following the movement of my sword, the trajectory of their blades twisted, heading toward their comrades instead of their intended target.

"Urk...?!"

They tried to stop their attacks in panic, but it was already too late. The three men's swords pierced each other, killing one another.

"......"

Silence suddenly fell over the gathering. The dead said nothing, and those still alive stood dumbfounded, unable to believe the sight before them.

Of course, that didn't mean they would survive.

*Swoosh!*

"Kuhuk-!"

Immediately, one of the nearby warriors collapsed, spraying blood. Startled by this, the warriors finally came to their senses and panicked in confusion.

Meanwhile, my sword continued to cut them down, and eventually, having lost their will to fight, they ran toward the county office's main gate.

"R-run away-!"

The Paecheon Fortress warriors fled in a hurry, not even thinking about picking up their dropped weapons. I used "Heaven's Foresight" again to block their path.

"U-ugh...!"

I twisted my lips as I looked at them staring at me with terrified expressions as I stood firmly in front of the gate.

"You might as well all come at me at once. That slightly increases your chances of survival."

Well, even then, the difference would be as small as a speck of dust.

*

"...Huh."

Jo Man-san, the Magistrate of Pahyeon, stared blankly at the carnage unfolding before his eyes.

*Am I dreaming right now?*

The thought suddenly occurred to him. The scene before him was so devoid of reality that it momentarily made him think so.

But the illusion didn't last long, and the moment he realized the scene before him was real, Man-san grabbed the nearby pillar and vomited up everything he had eaten that morning.

"Uweeek-!"

Though it was perhaps unseemly behavior for the highest authority in the county office, no one could blame him. Others were vomiting just the same.

Only the Police Chief and his deputy were barely holding it in with pale complexions.

They would probably never forget the scene before them. And the person who created that scene walked through the pools of blood with an unaffected, seemingly peaceful face, approaching Man-san to ask about his well-being.

"Are you alright? Well, I suppose it's a bit shocking for ordinary people?"

*A bit? Just a bit?*

Could those words really come from someone who had just slaughtered nearly thirty people? What was even more terrifying was that he remained completely clean, without a single bloodstain.

*W-who have I joined hands with?*

Man-san now saw Ja-seong as something other than human.

He had only wanted to regain his former pleasures, but now he felt he had been too hasty in accepting the proposal. But regret was useless now—he was already riding the tiger.

"Now, I've done my part. So please do yours, Magistrate."
"W-what...?"

Man-san stammered in response. Ja-seong smiled as if finding his reaction amusing.

"We already discussed this. Have you forgotten already?"

Man-san belatedly recalled his conversation with Ja-seong.

-After I deal with them...

"C-come to think of it...."

Man-san's face turned pale again. At the time, he hadn't thought much of it, but now, considering the consequences of "that act," his head spun.

*I must prevent that.*

"A-ahem. W-well, about that...."

Man-san tried to speak diplomatically. But Ja-seong, quickly noticing this, immediately began his persuasion.

"Magistrate, it's already too late. They're all dead, and we can't undo what's happened now."
"But...."
"Besides, we have nothing to be ashamed of. These men committed serious crimes by trying to dictate government affairs with their meager martial power. The justification is on our side."
"That's, that's true...."

Man-san was gradually being persuaded. Seeing this, Ja-seong raised his voice so others could hear.

"Look at the state of the city. It's practically in ruins, isn't it? Who made this city, the center of the Middle Capital Region, look like this?"

At those words, everyone's gaze turned to the courtyard.

Those corpses sinking in pools of blood were, until recently, the ones who had oppressed them and thrown the county into chaos.

Especially the Support Unit—they were truly vicious. Using the corrupt Deputy Magistrate they had colluded with, they stole from innocent county residents, burned houses and shops if people refused, and didn't hesitate to harass women.

By now, the county officials had recovered from their shock, and a sense of satisfaction bloomed in their hearts. They began to think that the deaths were a deserved consequence for past evil deeds.

"B-but the Paecheon Fortress people are still strong. There are still over a hundred warriors...."
"I can handle them. Trust me now."

Man-san recalled the carnage in the courtyard and how Ja-seong had fought earlier. The ghostly, mysterious movements that had consistently overwhelmed—no, toyed with—nearly thirty warriors.

*He played with thirty of them like children. Couldn't he handle three times that number?*

"Next time, my companions will join me. Will that make you believe?"

The additional words seemed to read Man-san's conflicted mind. Finally, the Magistrate gave orders to the Police Chief, and Ja-seong smiled with satisfaction.

*

Night had fallen by the time I finished everything at the county office and returned to the separate wing of the inn where my group was staying.

Ha-hu Hyeok had said I could stay at the hideout (though he glared at me disapprovingly), but following Hwa-ryeon's judgment that it would be better to stay within the city, we came here.

"You're back."
"You're here?"

As I entered, Hwa-ryeon rose to greet me. But behind her, I saw some unexpected faces—the three people from the Ha-hu family: Ha-hu Hyeok, Ha-hu Min, and Ha-hu Kyung.

"Why are you here again?"

I deliberately embraced Hwa-ryeon from behind as I asked Ha-hu Hyeok. Seeing me do this, flames rose in his eyes as he spoke, grinding each word:

"...Grr, I came to see...grr...what kind of...grr...mischief you're planning."
"Are your teeth going to break? You should clench harder."

Ha-hu Hyeok's face twisted miserably. As I chuckled at this, I noticed Hwa-ryeon's exasperated expression.

"Are you having fun?"
"Yeah, totally."

I released Hwa-ryeon, who was shaking her head, and sat down.

"So, how did it go?"
"It went well. Things will get quite noisy tomorrow morning."

I grinned as I answered Master's question that came flying in. Ha-hu Hyeok snorted derisively.

"Hmph. I don't know what you did, but it's just wasted effort. Do you think we were stupid enough to just take it?"
"I don't know about stupid, but you certainly worried too much. And your martial arts skills seemed pretty mediocre too."
"What...!"

Ha-hu Hyeok was furious. Though they didn't intervene, the two siblings beside him also showed clear signs of anger.

Despite the suddenly hostile atmosphere, I provoked Ha-hu Hyeok by tilting my chin.

"How about it? Want to fight and find out?"
"...Hoo."

Though he seemed ready to accept the challenge, he surprisingly backed down, taking a deep breath.

"For now, since we're cooperating, I won't create unnecessary trouble. But you'll have to take responsibility for those words someday."

Of course, he didn't forget to add that last bit. I smiled slightly and nodded.

"Come to the county office tomorrow morning. Then you'll understand why I said this."
"Fine."

Ha-hu Hyeok glared at me with a "we'll see" expression before politely bowing to Hwa-ryeon and leaving the annex. Once only our group remained, Seol unexpectedly spoke up.

"Let's really crush their spirits tomorrow."
"...What? You're more enthusiastic than usual?"
"That little Ha-hu Kyung or whatever keeps getting on my nerves."

Little? Honestly, he seems about the same size and age as you.

"What are you thinking right now?"
"Nothing, nothing at all."

When her incredulous gaze turned into a fierce glare, I quickly looked away. For a moment, I deliberately rechecked our plan to avoid Seol's suspicious, piercing gaze.

"Alright, let's go over tomorrow's plan again. I'll be with the Magistrate, so..."

After finishing the review, we decided to go to bed early to prepare for tomorrow's battle.

And the next morning, thanks to the Magistrate doing his part well, the county was turned upside down.

Ch.302 - Direction
"....."
"Lord Commander...."

The Extermination Corps Commander of Paecheon Fortress, Won Jeong-heung, was looking up at something, his head raised.

This was in front of the county office in Pahyeon.
In a place that would normally be empty, several tall poles had been erected.

And hanging from those poles were none other than his subordinates.

There were thirty poles in total.
The number of men Jeong-heung had sent to the county office yesterday was also thirty.

All of them had become corpses, hanging from the poles on display.
Such treatment, desecrating bodies even after death, was something done to the nation's worst criminals.

"Lord Commander, please give us orders. We'll drag out all those vermin inside right now...!"
"Don't act rashly."

One of the Extermination Corps members stepped forward with a horribly contorted face, but Jeong-heung ignored him.
He had already figured out the opponent's intention.

*This is provocation.*

Already, many of the county's citizens had gathered in front of the county office to look at the displayed corpses.

Most of the citizens, who had suffered under Paecheon Fortress's tyranny, showed reactions suggesting the hanging bodies got what they deserved.

If they were to attack the county office in front of all these citizens, they would truly become criminals.

In the end, Jeong-heung had only one choice.

"...We retreat."
"Commander!"

Jeong-heung shot an icy glare at the protesting cry.

"This is an order."
"...Yes."

Just as he was about to turn around after the grudging response, the doors of the county office opened.
And the magistrate revealed himself.

"Well, who do we have here? Isn't it the Extermination Corps Commander?"
"...Magistrate Jo."

Jeong-heung narrowed his eyes at the relaxed demeanor of Mansan, who until recently couldn't even hold his ground before him.

Mansan, who inwardly flinched at that cold gaze, glanced at Ja-seong standing beside him and continued speaking.

"These must all be familiar faces, right? None other than the Extermination Corps Commander's subordinates."
"...Why are you subjecting them to such humiliation?"

Jeong-heung reluctantly asked about the situation, and received a scathing reply.

"Well, these fellows dared to invade the county office and tried to intimidate me! Saying they would take back the checkpoint duties themselves!"

His voice grew louder.
It was loud enough for all the citizens surrounding the county office to hear.

-They dared to intimidate the magistrate?
-They must be crazy....

"So I made an example! To show what happens to lowlifes who dare to disrespect the government!"

At his dignified and authoritative shout, cries of "That's right!" erupted from various parts of the crowd.
Of course, they quickly died down under the angry glares of the Paecheon Fortress warriors.

"So I ask you. Did you know nothing about these men's crimes?"
"...What do you mean?"
"They're your subordinates. I wonder if they committed such atrocious acts on 'someone's' orders..."

Are you saying I ordered this?
At such a blatant accusation, Jeong-heung remained silent.

He couldn't affirm that question here.
It could harm not only himself and his subordinates behind him, but possibly even Paecheon Fortress.

*I'm cornered.*

To be so one-sidedly played by this greedy, incompetent magistrate.
As he clenched his fist at this indignation he hadn't felt in a long time, a loud shout came from beyond the crowd.

-Make way!

The crowd parted like the ebbing tide, revealing a palanquin carried by eight men.
A man in luxurious official robes emerged after the curtain of the palanquin was lifted.

The robed official frowned as soon as he saw the corpses displayed in front of the county office.

"What is the meaning of this?!"

Seeing him, Mansan immediately bowed in respect.

"I greet the Royal Inspector."
"Skip the greetings! What on earth is going on here?!"

The Sunan Royal Inspector was furious at the sight of thirty corpses hanging in such a miserable state.
At this intense reaction, the magistrate tilted his head innocently.

"What do you mean by...?"
"Are you mocking me? These corpses!"
"Ah, you mean these criminals?"
"Cri-criminals?"

After briefly glancing at Jeong-heung, the Sunan Royal Inspector asked for details.

"They look like Paecheon Fortress warriors to me. What wrong did they commit to be called criminals? What could they have possibly done so wrong to have their corpses desecrated like this?"
"They interfered with government duties and disrupted the county's order."
"Wh-what?"

The Sunan Royal Inspector flinched at Mansan's answer.
As he detailed their crimes, the inspector was left speechless.

"I simply handled matters according to principle. They stormed into the county office with weapons, and unfortunately died during the process of subduing them. Afterward, I had them displayed like this as a warning against rebellion and riots."

Though there were some questionable points, everything he said could be justified if true.

First, it was the Paecheon Fortress side that stormed the county office with weapons, so deaths during subduing were unavoidable.
Moreover, hanging corpses as a warning was within acceptable bounds.

"I just sent someone to the prefectural office to submit a post-incident report, but it seems we crossed paths."

If he even filed a post-incident report, there was nothing more to say.
The Sunan Royal Inspector finally nodded with a forced cough.

"Ah-ahem. If that's the case, then there's no problem..."

After glancing at Jeong-heung one more time, the Royal Inspector looked away.
Given how things had unfolded, Jeong-heung's response was predetermined.

"...I apologize that my subordinates committed such atrocious acts. I'm sorry for failing to properly manage my men."
"Commander!"

Someone called out to him, unable to hold back, but Jeong-heung didn't turn around.
Seeing him bow his head, Mansan felt a decade-old indigestion clear up as he burst into laughter.

"Hahaha! What is there to apologize for? The Commander is being disgraced because of his deranged subordinates, hahaha-!"

At his gleeful laughter, eyes from both the County Guard and Extermination Corps bloodshot with anger.
Under those murderous gazes, Mansan's laughter quickly diminished, and Jeong-heung turned around.

"...We're leaving."

Seeing this, Ja-seong narrowed his eyes.

*That won't do.*

He poked Mansan in the side where no one could see.
Snapping back to attention, Mansan immediately spoke up.

"Hmm, I've been thinking, having them in front of the county office isn't good in many ways. Only a limited number of people can see them."
"What...?"

Just as Jeong-heung turned his head at these ominous words, Mansan loudly ordered the county officers.

"Listen up! Move the criminals' bodies to the marketplace! Place them in the center so everyone in the county can see them!"
"Yes, sir!"

Several Paecheon Fortress warriors trembled from head to toe upon hearing the order.

"However, there's not enough time to move all thirty corpses."
"Hmm, is that so? Can't be helped then. Just behead the criminals and hang their heads! Don't forget to put up signs listing their crimes!"

At the declaration that even the heads would be cut off, some finally exploded.

"Aaaaargh-!"
"Stop!"

Despite Jeong-heung's command, warriors with crazed eyes charged at Mansan.

"Eeeek!?"

A shadow stepped in front of the terrified Mansan to meet the warriors.

"Die!"

As attacks poured down, the shadow, Ja-seong, twisted his lips and swung his sword horizontally.
The blue light at the tip of his blade traced a beautiful arc, resulting in a horrific outcome.

-Splat!

The warriors charging at Mansan were split in half along with their weapons.
The warriors collapsed instantly.

The county citizens screamed and fled at the gruesome sight.

"...Who are you?"

Jeong-heung asked warily, eyeing Ja-seong who had suddenly appeared and slaughtered his men.
Ja-seong answered lightly.

"The magistrate's personal guard."
"...Personal guard? Judging by your movements, you seem trained in martial arts. Is a martial artist interfering in government affairs?"
"Are you one to talk?"

Ja-seong let out a hollow laugh at this hypocritical statement and approached the Paecheon Fortress warriors after shaking his sword once.

"You dare oppose Paecheon Fortress as a martial artist?"
"Isn't it too late? Thirty-five men have already died by my hand..."

Thirty-five.
Hearing this, Jeong-heung realized that Ja-seong was the one who killed his hanging subordinates.

And he also knew his men wouldn't be able to hold back.

"You bastard!"

If they had been killed by government troops, it would be different, but they could act if killed by another martial artist.
That was their judgment.

Completely forgetting that this man claimed to have killed thirty warriors by himself!

"Stop...!"

Though he tried to stop them urgently, his subordinates, already boiling with resentment, didn't hear his call.

And so, dozens of Paecheon Fortress warriors charged at the leisurely smiling Ja-seong.

*

From the beginning, my target wasn't the Extermination Corps Commander but his subordinates.
I figured that even if the commander himself suppressed his anger at this whole situation, his subordinates wouldn't be able to.

Think about it.
Would these men, who swaggered around as Paecheon Fortress warriors with even the Sunan Royal Inspector backing them, have expected to face something like this?

People who never needed to endure insults suddenly being told they must—how could that possibly go well?
For this purpose, I had met with the magistrate early this morning to discuss how to provoke them step by step.

And fortunately, they exploded at the final stage—beheading and displaying in the marketplace.
If this hadn't worked, I would have had to wait for another opportunity, so it's quite fortunate.

"Aaaaargh-!"

A warrior charged with a battle cry like a monster's howl.
While crossing swords with him, I rolled my eyes to look at the Sunan Royal Inspector still standing beside the palanquin.

His expression showed he didn't know what to do in this sudden situation.
It was the Paecheon Fortress men causing trouble in Pahyeon, but it was that man who had backed them.

This wouldn't end simply by sweeping away the Paecheon Fortress men.
To restore Pahyeon to its original state, the Sunan Royal Inspector had to be driven out.

For that, I first needed to instill fear.
Fear of an incomprehensible, unfathomable being.

In other words, I needed a flashy and cruel performance.

I focused my mind and manifested my sword energy.
As blue light formed at the tip of my blade, the opponent's sword was sliced like tofu.

"What...?"

The blue light that cut through the sword continued through the arm holding it.
Blood poured as the right arm fell.

The man screamed in delayed agony, wildly swinging his right arm and spraying blood everywhere.
I deliberately let some hit me before beheading him.

Then I stepped with "Heaven's Foresight" and stabbed the back of the warrior behind him.

"Kuhuk!"

A suppressed groan.
Instead of pulling out the sword as usual, I drew it out through his side.
The warrior collapsed with his abdomen more than half severed, intestines spilling out.

"Hik...?"

Another warrior who saw this horrific sight briefly gasped in terror as he looked at me.

A gaze filled with clear fear.
I smiled brightly, showing my teeth, and immediately charged at him.

"Aaaah!"
"Khuuk!"

The slaughter began.
As I deliberately bathed in the blood of my enemies and cruelly massacred them, their anger gradually began to be consumed by fear.

"U-uaaaah-!"

Finally, someone appeared who screamed and showed his back.
I immediately picked up a fallen sword and threw it at him.

-Thunk!

He collapsed with the sword embedded in the back of his head.
And coincidentally, he fell right in front of where the Sunan Royal Inspector was standing.

"Hee, heek...!"

The inspector fell ungracefully at the sight of the dead warrior.
When his trembling gaze suddenly turned toward me, I smiled brightly.

Like an asura who enjoys slaughter.

Ch.303 - Direction
As his face turned pale as if he was about to wet himself, a fun idea suddenly occurred to me.

Instead of covering my surroundings, I created a long, thin cylindrical energy barrier connecting the inspector's ear to my mouth.

It was the secret sound transmission technique I had stolen from watching Hong Ja-gong use it before.

[Those who commit crimes shall all die such miserable deaths.]

"Ugh!? W-what was that!?"

The inspector was startled by the cold voice suddenly whispering in his ear. Meanwhile, I managed to maintain my focus, dodging the attacks of the martial artist while sending another sound transmission.

[Those who persecute the innocent. All shall meet a terrible end.]

"Aaaargh!"
"Inspector, what's wrong?"

The palanquin bearers beside him asked, but the inspector, completely overcome with terror, was too busy screaming.

This is working better than expected.
I don't know what consequences this will lead to, but at least this moment will be strongly imprinted in his mind.

He probably thinks I'm something inhuman by now.

"B-back to the magistrate's office!"
"Sir? Sir!"

Seeing him run away on his own feet, forgetting even to ride his palanquin.
I watched the inspector and the palanquin bearers following him, then turned my attention back to the Paecheon Fortress martial artists.

"Ugh, uuugh..."
"G-ghost. It's a ghost...!"

They were just as frightened now.
Of course, I had no intention of sparing them just because they'd lost their will to fight.

Not to mention Pahyeon County, but also the devastated counties I visited before coming here.
I'm sure there were countless people who shed tears of blood because of these bastards' atrocities.

So I need to teach them about karma. And the tuition fee will be paid with their lives.

I slowly walked toward them.
All their earlier aggression had vanished as they backed away hesitantly, not one brave enough to charge at me.

If you won't come to me, I'll come to you.

-Thud!

I stomped hard and shot forward.
A Destruction Unit martial artist in crimson uniform saw me suddenly appear right in front of him and muttered blankly.

"Huh?"

That became his last word and final testament.
The next moment, my sword took his head.

"Han So-ya! Aaaaargh-!"

One martial artist charged at me in rage, shouting the name of his dead comrade that I had no interest in knowing.

"Die! Die! Diiiiie-!"

He wildly swung his single-edged straight sword with both hands, screaming like a madman.

It was not martial arts, just frenzied attacks driven by emotion and lost composure.
Such attacks had no chance of touching me.

Soon enough, another head flew through the air.

-Swoosh!

Immediately after, I heard the sound of an attack coming from behind.
Having already sensed the approach with my energy perception, I stepped to the side using the "Heavenly Anticipation" footwork.

A rather sharp thrust passed right by me.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly and spoke.

"Finally stepping up? I was wondering if you'd wait until all your subordinates died."
"...Who exactly are you?"

The Destruction Unit leader, Won Jeong-heung, looked at me with a cold expression after his surprise attack failed.
I shrugged at his question.

"Is there any need to tell someone who's about to die?"
"...Insolent bastard."

With that cold mutter, he took his stance and charged again.
The sword blade flew at me as he kicked off the ground.

His triple thrust targeting my head, chest, and lower abdomen was quite fierce.
As expected of a unit leader?

I smiled slightly and brought down my raised sword.
The "Heavenly Pressure" strike, the only defensive technique of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique," cut through his fierce momentum, causing his flying sword to lose power and plunge into the ground.

-Crash!

"Kuk!"

Following with "Sword Shadow Piercing Heaven."
The tip of my sword aimed at the center of his chest, while seven sword shadows flew toward his entire body.

His eyes widened in shock, and without hesitation, he abandoned his sword and retreated greatly.

"Oh?"

I never expected him to discard his weapon and retreat in that situation.
It was a choice that could only be made by someone who could judge coldly for survival.

While I was surprised, Won Jeong-heung picked up one of his subordinates' swords from the ground and took his stance again to charge.

This pattern of charging and retreating repeated several times.
However, Won Jeong-heung never managed to land a single effective hit on me and had to retreat each time feeling the threat of death.

His expression had visibly darkened.
He seemed to have realized the unbridgeable gap between us.

Having realized he couldn't win, Won Jeong-heung finally spoke slowly.

"Why did you do this?"
"I don't know what you're talking about."
"Don't play dumb. That Jo Man-san fellow doesn't have the guts or capability to lead things to this point. Wasn't it you who created this situation?"

I chuckled at his suddenly respectful tone and slightly moved the sword in my hand.

"Seems like you have nothing more to show? If you're just going to spout nonsense, shall I just kill you now?"

The only reason you're still alive is because I've been going easy on you.

Words that thoroughly crushed his pride as a martial artist.
It was truly admirable how he endured this with just a twitch of his eyebrow.

If he hadn't used that cold rationality to oppress innocent people, I might have honestly praised him.

"You bastard!"
"This son of a...!"

Meanwhile, some Paecheon Fortress martial artists raised their voices in anger at my words, more outraged than the insulted man himself.
It seems they've regained some courage despite trembling in fear of me just moments ago.

"Silence!"

Won Jeong-heung raised his voice at his subordinates for the first time.
With that short command, everyone became as quiet as mutes.

The area in front of the county office fell into silence.
The sound of Won Jeong-heung's sigh echoed clearly.

What he said next made me raise an eyebrow.

"...Will you not stop here?"
"What?"
"I'll overlook everything that has happened so far, so won't you stop?"

Essentially a declaration of surrender.
Again, his subordinates reacted first.

"Unit Leader, what are you...!"
"You can't do that!"
"I told you to be quiet."

Won Jeong-heung blocked his subordinates' objections with a cold voice and turned back to me.

"Honestly, I don't know why you've done this. But we are Paecheon Fortress. The largest martial faction in the Central Plains."
"And?"
"Remaining hostile to us is equivalent to seeking death. No matter how strong you are, it's impossible to face all of Paecheon Fortress's forces."
"So you're saying we should stop here and reconcile?"

Won Jeong-heung nodded heavily.
Thinking that he was begging for his life in quite a dignified manner, I swung my sword widely.

A crescent-shaped sword energy followed the trajectory of my sword tip and flew toward the Paecheon Fortress group.

-Slash!

With a clear cutting sound, they all collapsed at once.
Ten martial artists struck by "Transcendent Heaven Slash" perished that way.

"......"

Won Jeong-heung watched in silence.
Though his expression remained unchanged, his trembling sword revealed his emotions.

"...So you insist on drinking the punishment wine?"
"It seems you were hoping to at least save your subordinates, but you know your words make no sense, right?"

Is this a situation that can be covered up by a mere unit leader?
The Paecheon Fortress martial artists have already become criminals, with their corpses displayed for the people to see.

As they say, news travels a thousand miles. The Lord of Paecheon Fortress will hear about this within a few months at most.
Then he'll be furious and order my death.

"It's already far too late."
"...You did all this knowing that? Why?"
"Well, perhaps some of my family members were among those you trampled."

At my answer, Won Jeong-heung fell silent with a heavy face, then readjusted his grip on his sword and pointed it at me.
Then he shouted loudly.

"Destruction Unit! And all members of the Hound Unit! Leave Pahyeon County immediately and return to Paecheon Fortress!"
"U-Unit Leader?"
"What are you saying!?"

His subordinates were confused and resistant to the order to flee.
He twisted his cold expression and roared at their objections.

"Can't you hear the order! Right now...!"
"You're trying hard, very hard."
"...!"

Seeing me suddenly appear right before him using the charging technique "Boundless Sky Flash," his eyes widened in shock.
I swung my sword toward those eyes.

He tried to block with his sword, but an ordinary iron sword couldn't stop my blade infused with sword energy.
My sword cut through his weapon and swept across his eyes.

"Kuhuk...!"
"Unit Leader!"

Seeing their leader fall back with tears of blood, several Destruction Unit members rushed at me to save him.

"No, don't...! Don't come!"

The unit leader himself waved his broken sword and shouted for them not to come, but his loyal subordinates ignored the order and charged at me.

Of course, they didn't get far before they all lay on the ground.

"Ah, aah...!"

Could he sense his subordinates' deaths despite being unable to see?
His voice of lamentation, like a wail, and his face streaming with bloody tears embodied sheer desperation.

"Run awaaaaay! I said run!"

His cold rationality had collapsed.
All that remained was desperate determination to save his surviving subordinates.

That desperation unknowingly softened my heart and I let his subordinates... as if I would.
I left Won Jeong-heung, who couldn't even find his direction after losing his eyes, and turned to the remaining Paecheon Fortress martial artists.

Quite a few had died already, with only about forty remaining.
And it didn't take long for all forty to fall to the ground, spilling their blood.

"......"

Won Jeong-heung, left alone after losing all his subordinates, fell silent.
He no longer shouted for them to run away or wildly waved his sword; he just stood still.

-Splash, splash

As I stepped on the ground soaked with blood and stood before him, a hoarse voice came through his trembling lips.

"...Did you kill them all?"
"Yes."

His lips trembled more at my straightforward admission.
Eventually, the trembling spread throughout his body, and he shouted as if having a seizure.

"Why, why did you commit such a horrible act! What did we do so wrong!"

It was an absurd question.
Especially for me, who had witnessed their atrocities with my own eyes.

"You ruined the lives of the people in Junggyeongbu, and you ask what you did wrong?"
"It was all for the greater good! To control martial artists who run wild with their power, and to achieve a golden age under the Emperor's reign."

Greater good.
Is the "greater good" coming from his mouth the same concept I know?

"A greater good achieved by trampling the weak. How impressive."
"Every achievement in the world requires sacrifice! For peace lasting thousands of years, some sacrifice is inevitable..."

-Swoosh!

Unable to listen to this nonsense any longer, I swung my sword.
My blade swept across Won Jeong-heung's neck, and soon the head that had been spouting nonsense fell helplessly to the ground.

The contorted head landed with a splash on the muddy ground.
It was an ugly death, far from the dignity of a martial artist.

"You lived like a fool, and died like a fool."

After briefly evaluating Won Jeong-heung's life, I turned away.

Ch.304 - During The Waiting Time
"Ha, hahaha! Truly impressive. What magnificent martial prowess! One man against a hundred, indeed!"

I approached the County Magistrate, leaving behind the field of corpses I had created.

The magistrate kept trembling anxiously despite his awkward smile and flattery. Clear fear was visible in the eyes of the other officials as well.

Hmm, it seems my performance had quite the effect on them too.
I smiled slightly (at which moment, everyone's faces turned pale) and pointed at the corpses of the Paecheon Fortress men with my thumb.

"They dared to try assassinating the County Magistrate, so shouldn't you make an example of them?"
"Ah-ah, right! How dare those martial nobodies try to kill me... I-I wasn't talking about you, you know?"
"Of course."

I gave him a reassuring grin, but he flinched and kept watching me nervously.
I wondered why until I became aware of my current appearance.

Come to think of it, I was covered in blood after deliberately creating a terrifying atmosphere.
No wonder my smile only made things scarier.

"Well then, I'll leave the rest to you. I should be going now."
"A-already? I was planning to reward you handsomely."
"I'll just accept your gratitude."

While he expressed regret with his words, his face showed relief. I inwardly smirked as I left the county office.

Then I headed toward my companions who were waiting nearby.
...Ah, I just realized that originally we had planned to wipe out the Paecheon Fortress men together.

"Somehow I ended up handling everything myself?"
"Indeed. We didn't even have a chance to step in. Are you hurt anywhere?"
"Getting injured fighting guys like that would hurt my pride."

I shrugged in response to Ju Hwa-ryeon's concern, then glanced at the three people standing behind our group, especially Ha-hu Hyeok in the center.

"......"

His gaze was filled with clear astonishment.
He must be incredibly surprised to see someone he'd treated as a kept man taking down a hundred enemies at once.

I grinned and asked him.

"Scared?"
"Kuk, what nonsense! If I wanted to, I could also..."

He shouted indignantly but trailed off.
His hesitation suggested his conscience prevented him from finishing the sentence.

Seeing him like that, I laughed triumphantly with a "hmm-hahaha," while Hwa-ryeon shook her head as if I was hopeless.

"Let's return to the inn first. You can't walk around looking like that."
"Ah, this look has its benefits, but cleanup is a problem."

I clicked my tongue and nodded.

*

While Ja-seong went to the inn to fix his disheveled appearance, Ha-hu Gyeong and Ha-hu Min returned to their hideout first to find their grandfather.

Especially Ha-hu Gyeong, who rushed straight into her grandfather's workshop and excitedly poured out the story.

"Is that true? He took them all out by himself?"
"Yes. It was really amazing! Every time he swung his sword, the Paecheon Fortress men fell like autumn leaves. It was such a satisfying sight!"

Hearing his granddaughter's excited chatter, Hyeong-gon glanced at Ha-hu Min.

He needed to filter out the typical childish exaggeration, so he looked to his grandson for a more accurate account.

But Ha-hu Min's story wasn't much different.

"Gyeong is right. Gun Ja-seong single-handedly wiped out the Paecheon Fortress men. Their bodies should still be scattered in front of the county office."

A hundred corpses.
It would take all the police officers and soldiers working all day to remove them all.

"...Hmm."

Hyeong-gon made a sound that could have been either a sigh or admiration in response to his grandson's words.
A thought he had during his recent conversation with Ha-hu Hyeok crossed his mind.

'Didn't I say I would see if he had the capacity to use my greatest masterpiece?'

From what he heard, it seemed the young man's qualifications already exceeded expectations.

One against a hundred.
It's a boast young martial artists often make when drunk, but in the martial world, those who actually achieve this can be counted on one's fingers.

Yes, just ten.
The ten most revered martial artists in the world, the Ten Lords.

That young man, the owner of Hong-il, had proven today that he stood shoulder to shoulder with them.

And that wasn't all.

"How old is that friend again?"
"I heard he's exactly twenty this year."

Twenty years old.
None of the current Ten Lords had achieved such a feat at that age.

"...Perhaps."

Could he be contributing to the birth of a new legend?

Though fanciful, the thought made his heart race strangely, and he smiled bitterly. Just then, there was a commotion outside.

"They must be here."
"Then I'll go meet the family head first."
"Fortunately, the family head has just regained consciousness."

Hyeong-gon nodded at Ha-hu Min's words and turned to look at the largest building in the family's hideout.

*

After returning to our inn (the attendant nearly fainted at my appearance), washing up, and changing clothes, my group and I returned to the Ha-hu family hideout.

"This way."

Following Ha-hu Hyeok's guidance, we headed not to Tang Hyeong-gon's forge but to a fairly large estate at the center of the hideout.
This was where the Ha-hu family head, who had been bedridden after being injured in the war with Paecheon Fortress, was staying.

When we had come before, he was unconscious so we couldn't meet him, but apparently he had regained consciousness just this morning, quite timely.

Entering a large room deep in the estate, we saw a middle-aged man lying on a bed, being supported by someone.

"Fath... Family Head. The Young Lord of the Castle has arrived."

Ha-hu Hyeok changed his form of address, considering this a formal occasion.
The middle-aged man on the bed rejected the support with a groan upon hearing those words.

Then, seeing Hwa-ryeon, he exclaimed in surprise.

"Oh...! Is it really the Young Lord of the Castle?"
"It's been a while, Ha-hu Family Head."

Hwa-ryeon's voice was unusually welcoming.
Hearing her voice, the Ha-hu Family Head's eyes trembled with emotion.

"You're, you're safe. I'm truly, truly relieved."
"You too. I'm so glad you've regained consciousness."

At those words, he seemed to recall what had happened before he lost consciousness, and he gritted his teeth.

"Ju Do-han...! To be defeated by that man. What has become of our family?"
"...It's not good. Many elders have died, and about half of the Goengcheon Unit has perished as well. To put it kindly, our family's fighting power has been cut in half."
"Keuheuum!"

The Ha-hu Family Head let out a pained groan at Hyeok's report.
However, he showed a different reaction to what followed.

"But just now, the Paecheon Fortress men, including the Annihilation Unit that was hunting down our family members, have all been wiped out. Thanks to that, we can breathe a little easier."
"They were... wiped out? By whom?"

Seeing the Ha-hu Family Head's puzzled reaction, Ha-hu Hyeok hesitated for a moment before turning to me.

"Well, Gun Ja-seong did it."
"What? This young martial artist?"

The Ha-hu Family Head, who couldn't believe it at first, eventually heard a detailed explanation and let out a dazed exclamation.

"Huh, huh. For such a young martial artist to show such divine prowess. Truly remarkable."
"Well, it was nothing."
"If those men were nothing, then our family that had to hide from them is the same. No need for such modesty."

Hmm, well, when you put it that way.
I nodded and changed my tune with a grin.

"Then I'll say I'm very impressive."
"...Ja-seong."
"What?"

I shrugged nonchalantly at Hwa-ryeon, who was giving me a reproachful look.
Seeing the two of us, the Ha-hu Family Head laughed heartily.

"Hohoho! It's good to see such a fine young couple like this."

Wow, what a wonderful compliment?
He's completely different from his son who was hitting on another man's woman.

Seeing Ha-hu Hyeok's face contort miserably, my opinion of the Ha-hu Family Head soared, and the atmosphere became even more cordial.

After chatting for a while, Hwa-ryeon finally seemed ready to get to the main point, as she slowly opened her mouth with a slightly subdued look.

"Family Head, I'm going to bring down Paecheon Fortress."
"...Young Lord."
"That title no longer suits me."

With a small bitter smile, Hwa-ryeon explained why we had come this far.
After hearing everything, the Ha-hu Family Head let out a deep sigh.

"Even during the war, I heard that they were forcibly requisitioning supplies from the county's people. As you say, Paecheon Fortress has completely fallen into corruption. How will I face the Lord of the Castle in the afterlife..."
"The situation is not your responsibility, Family Head."
"And of course, it's not yours either."

I added, holding her hand beside her.
Seeing me, Hwa-ryeon gave a faint smile before continuing with a resolute expression.

"However, as the one carrying on my father's, the former Lord of the Castle's will, I cannot leave Paecheon Fortress as it is."
"So, you're trying to unite the martial forces we've been keeping in check?"
"Yes."

The Ha-hu Family Head stared at Hwa-ryeon as she nodded gravely, then he exhaled loudly and said:

"Of course, there's a place for our Ha-hu family in this alliance?"
"Family Head, that..."
"As you already know, we too have become enemies of Paecheon Fortress. Many of our family members have been killed by them. I believe we're qualified to join you?"

The Ha-hu Family Head spoke of revenge.
But the look in his eyes reflected not such sticky, dark emotions, but something closer to a sense of duty.

What was reflected in those duty-bound eyes was the only daughter of his former lord.
The Ha-hu Family Head was offering to personally lend a hand for Hwa-ryeon, and no one else.

Even the usually cool-headed Hwa-ryeon seemed moved by this, her eyes reddening slightly.

"...Thank you."

In the end, she just bowed her head after a brief word of thanks.
Seeing this, the Ha-hu Family Head laughed heartily, belying his status as a patient.

"Uhohoho-! Ugh!"

Of course, this reopened his wound.

"Ah, Father!"
"Damn it...!"

He seemed more annoyed than pained at the sight of blood seeping through his bandages.
Wow, what a manly man.

I approached him with a smirk and pressed his acupoint.
As the bleeding stopped immediately, two pairs of surprised eyes looked at me.

"Th-this is...?"
"I just stopped the bleeding temporarily, so you should get proper treatment right away."
"My, what a talented friend."

The Ha-hu Family Head marveled, looking down at his wound that was no longer bleeding.

Afterward, we left the estate after entrusting him to the family's physician.

*

After leaving the estate, the group was about to head straight to the forge where Tang Hyeong-gon was.

"Wait."

I stopped my companions.

"What is it, Ja-seong?"
"Well, I don't really need to go with you, right? And neither does this guy."
"What?"

Hwa-ryeon questioned my words as I pointed at Ha-hu Hyeok, but soon realized what I meant and nodded.

"Yes. We'll be fine on our own."
"You heard her? Come with me."
"What?"

I beckoned to the bewildered Ha-hu Hyeok and took the lead.

"But, Young Lord. What is this...?"
"It's a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Hurry and go."

Hwa-ryeon urged Ha-hu Hyeok, who was confused and dumbfounded.
After hesitating for a moment, he followed me.

"What is this about? What's going on...?"
"By the way, is there a training ground around here?"

I grinned at Ha-hu Hyeok.

Ch.305 - During The Waiting Time
Following Gun Ja-seong's instruction to lead him to the training ground, Hyeok-ri Gwang grumbled but complied. As I followed him, I spotted a fairly spacious clearing on one side of the hideout.

There was no training platform in the center as one might expect—it seemed they simply used the empty space as their training ground.

But there were visitors already in the training ground.

"Young Master Of The House? Who is that person?"

A group of warriors emanating well-honed energy stood there. Seeing the character "Hong" (宏) embroidered on their martial uniforms, I realized they were the Hong Heaven Unit mentioned earlier.

There appeared to be about fifty of them. If half had died as reported, they must have originally been a large force of around a hundred.

"He's a guest from the main family. You don't need to worry about—"

"Like hell. Who decided that?"

Hyeok-ri Gwang frowned at my interruption of his words. The expressions of the Hong Heaven Unit immediately soured as well. They seemed to think I was an insolent person who dared to speak rudely to their Young Master.

I met their sharp gazes with a smile and picked up a wooden practice sword from the corner.

"What are you trying to do now?"

"What else? Let's have a sparring match."

"...All of a sudden?"

Hyeok-ri Gwang couldn't hide his bewilderment at my sudden suggestion to spar. Nevertheless, he obediently picked up a wooden sword and stood facing me.

"What are you thinking?"

"In any era, in any form, there's one truth that runs through the martial world. Survival of the fittest."

The weak are eaten or dominated by the strong. Perhaps this is a truth that runs through not just the martial world, but all life.

When I spoke these words, Hyeok-ri Gwang's face hardened.

"...Why are you saying this now?"

"The head of the Hyeok-ri family has thankfully agreed to join our cause."

It was certainly appreciated that he offered to join us despite his family's difficult situation. It was definitely appreciated, but...

"Honestly, I don't think you'll be much help."

You are weak and won't be of much assistance.

Their forces had been cut in half, and with those diminished forces, they could only hide from the Paecheon Fortress people whom I had single-handedly wiped out.

"Kuk...!"

Hearing my words, Hyeok-ri Gwang gritted his teeth, unable to deny it. Having seen me fight firsthand, he had nothing to say.

Of course, those who hadn't seen me fight immediately protested.

"You! How dare you speak such nonsense!"

The Hong Heaven Unit, who had heard my words clearly since I hadn't lowered my voice, bared their teeth at my dismissive remarks.

Like puppies not knowing to fear a tiger, it was quite cute... actually, not cute at all.

As I smiled slightly at their fierce reaction, a good idea occurred to me.

These people clearly wouldn't listen well. It might not be bad to crush their spirit first before starting.

"Hey, forget the wooden sword and take up your weapon."

"...What?"

"And have everyone from the Hong Heaven Unit or whatever come at me together. I think it's better to show you the difference in our abilities first."

The Hong Heaven Unit growled at my increasingly outrageous words, looking like they wanted to beat me to death. Insults erupted—saying I was an arrogant youngster, that I'd lost my mind, and all sorts of curses. Some even stepped forward, saying they would teach me a lesson themselves.

Hyeok-ri Gwang's angry shout stopped them.

"Everyone, silence!"

"Y-Young Master...?"

His cry echoed through the training ground. The Hong Heaven Unit couldn't hide their shock, apparently not expecting Hyeok-ri Gwang to react this way.

After looking at them for a moment, Hyeok-ri Gwang threw away the wooden sword in his hand and gripped the handle of the massive blade strapped to his back.

"Young Master! What are you doing? Surely you're not asking all of us to attack one person? How could we do something so petty...!"

"Forget such thoughts and use your full strength. This opponent single-handedly slaughtered a hundred warriors from Paecheon Fortress."

"What...?"

The Hong Heaven Unit all wore expressions as if they couldn't believe their ears. Hyeok-ri Gwang turned his back to them, firmly gripped his great blade with both hands, and stood before me.

Then he quietly asked me, who was still holding the wooden sword.

"...Shouldn't you at least draw a real sword?"

"Worry about yourself instead of me. Shouldn't you at least touch the edge of my clothes?"

Hearing this, his face turned red as if his warrior's pride had been properly scratched.

"You're being too dismissive."

"Because I can be? If you can inflict even a small wound on me, I'll call you 'big brother.'"

"...Don't forget those words!"

With a sharp cry, Hyeok-ri Gwang charged at me. His blade fell toward my crown with a heavy sound that split the air.

-Kang!

I pulled my left foot to the right to step out of the blade's trajectory, then strongly jabbed the side of the falling blade with the tip of my sword.

"Kheuk!?"

The great blade's path twisted from my strike. Hyeok-ri Gwang momentarily lost his balance.

I took advantage of the opening to strike the back of his knee. He helplessly fell to his knees.

I immediately swung the wooden sword at his head, but he barely blocked it with the end of his sword handle.

"Hyaaap!"

With an intense battle cry, he deflected the wooden sword and followed with a flurry of blade strikes. I didn't dodge but raised my wooden sword to meet the blade head-on.

-Buwoong!

The great blade flew at me with a heavy sound. A fierce smile was briefly visible beyond the sharp blade. But that smile didn't last long.

-Kang!

"What the...?"

His bewildered gaze turned to the wooden sword that was withstanding the weight and sharpness of steel without breaking.

He lost his composure at the unnatural sight of a wooden sword withstanding steel. Not missing the opportunity, I smiled slightly, deflected the great blade, and went on the offensive.

-Kang! Kaang! Kang!

Attacks came without pause. Even in his confusion, he instinctively defended, so I raised the wooden sword above my head and brought it down.

It was a technique of "Heavenly Thunderbolt" incorporating the principles of the heavy sword.

-Kuwoong!

"Kheuk!?"

Hyeok-ri Gwang's posture collapsed, unable to withstand the weight behind the wooden sword. His neck was pinned down by the back of his own blade.

"Keu, eueuk!"

"Young Master!"

"You bastard, stop!"

The Hong Heaven Unit rushed in, unable to watch Hyeok-ri Gwang struggle for breath.

Well, finally they moved their heavy behinds.

I released Hyeok-ri Gwang and turned to face the charging Hong Heaven Unit.

About half an hour later...

"Kueu..."

"Ughk..."

The training ground was filled with painful groans. I was the only one standing. Of course, no one had managed to even touch the edge of my clothes, let alone wound me.

I approached Hyeok-ri Gwang, who was sitting with only his upper body raised.

"Well, it seems I won't be calling you 'big brother' after all."

"..."

After remaining silent at my taunt, Hyeok-ri Gwang soon asked in a low voice.

"What's the point of all this? Do you feel superior seeing us defeated so pathetically?"

"If you really think that, you're taking me for too petty a person."

I smiled slightly and asked again.

"How did it feel facing me?"

"...It felt like all the common sense I've known throughout my life was being denied. A wooden sword withstanding a steel blade, suddenly becoming unbearably heavy..."

I nodded as I listened to his complaints, then continued what I had been saying before the match.

"As I said earlier, I don't think you'll be much help. Not as you are now."

The Hyeok-ri family, greatly weakened after losing many skilled fighters. Honestly, they seemed unable to even take care of themselves in this state.

"So what do you want us to do? Just accept our place and find our own way to survive?"

"If I told you to do that, would you?"

At my counter-question, Hyeok-ri Gwang rose with a suppressed groan. Then he declared firmly:

"No! No matter how strong you are, you have no right to dictate my life! Even if we exhaust our strength and fall along the way, we will follow the path we must take!"

Perhaps the Young Master's cry moved their hearts. The fallen warriors of the Hong Heaven Unit began to rise one by one.

Their eyes once again emitted sharp light. Their faces showed a firmness that they would never back down.

"Good. At least you have spirit. This much should be enough to follow along."

"Follow along... what do you mean?"

I gave a simple answer to the puzzled Hyeok-ri Gwang.

"From today, I'm going to train you all."

"...!"

"And I'll firmly imprint in your minds the possibilities of the power called internal energy."

I grinned as I watched them murmur in disbelief.

*

And so the training began. But there were a few problems.

"We can't stay here for long. We're still being hunted."

First was the lack of time. In a situation where assassination teams targeting Ju Hwa-ryeon were gradually approaching, I couldn't stay here indefinitely to train them.

Understanding this, I nodded in agreement.

"Don't worry. I don't plan to teach for that long. Just until there's a reaction from the government office. Only until then."

After I wiped out all the Paecheon Fortress warriors including the extermination team, Ji-hyeon had, as promised, beheaded them and displayed their heads in the middle of the market.

They were only displayed for one day, but the common people who had suffered at their hands spat on them whenever they passed by, leaving them covered in saliva.

The inspector who had fled on foot, forgetting even his palanquin, had since shut himself away. According to rumors, he was holed up in his room and refusing to come out.

Using sound transmission as an improvisation had been a brilliant move. He couldn't stay locked in his room forever, so he would show some reaction within a few days.

"Once the situation here is clearly resolved, Elder Tang can also return with peace of mind."

"Yes."

Hwa-ryeon nodded at my words. Then Yu Seol cut in.

"But how are you going to do this in just a few days? We can't use shortcuts like we did at Wudang Mountain."

When we were at Wudang Mountain, we had the help of the three women from the Lower Heaven Sect to quickly transmit the Taiji Sword Technique to the Taoists.

But this time, we couldn't use such shortcuts.

"Actually, there's no need. I'm only teaching the basics."

"You're not creating new martial arts this time?"

"No."

"Why not?"

Why? Because I don't have a clear picture in my head.

The Hyeok-ri family wasn't a faction that appeared frequently in martial arts novels. To be frank, they hardly appeared at all.

Unlike the Nine Schools and Five Great Families, there was no established template for what kind of martial arts they should have, so I couldn't envision what would be appropriate.

So what could I do? Just teach them some basics and refine their existing martial arts.

"Well, I don't think there's a particular need this time. It seems sufficient to just slightly refine their existing martial arts."

It wasn't just an excuse. The Hyeok-ri family's martial arts actually had some interesting aspects.

Ch.306 - Knowing The Name Of The Sword
I had already heard about the Hahou Family's martial arts from Hahou Hyeok.

The Vast Sky Blade Technique and the Wind Edge Blade Technique.
These two blade techniques were the Hahou Family's main martial arts.

First, the Vast Sky Blade Technique was like Hahou Hyeok's—a technique that used a large, broad blade to pressure the space around by swinging it widely, specialized for one-against-many situations.

Then there was the Wind Edge Blade Technique.
This was performed with the short blade that Hahou Gyeong and Hahou Min wore at their sides, specialized for keeping opponents at bay and quick hit-and-run tactics.

Two blade techniques with completely different characteristics.
Yet as I observed how they strangely interlocked with each other, I became increasingly convinced.

"This looks like it was originally one blade technique that was split into two."
"Huff...! Huff! What?"

The next morning.
After spending all of yesterday teaching them the new energy circulation method and demonstrating it personally, today I began to properly train Hahou Hyeok and the Vast Sky Unit.

I paired up members of the Vast Sky Unit to practice the new energy method by sparring with each other, while I focused intensively on drilling Hahou Hyeok.

After watching his demonstration of the two blade techniques just a few times yesterday and learning them (which left Hahou Hyeok, who witnessed this in real-time, utterly shocked), I performed them myself and reached a conclusion that made him look at me as if I was talking nonsense.

"Whew, what are you saying?"
"The Vast Sky Blade Technique and the Wind Edge Blade Technique. I think they were originally one technique."
"...What basis do you have for saying that?"
"Look."

I stood in front of Hahou Hyeok holding two wooden practice swords.

"Let's say the one in my right hand is the large blade, and the one in my left is the short blade."

First, I swung the large blade in my right hand widely in a horizontal arc.

It was the first form of the Vast Sky Blade Technique, Single Sweep Annihilation.
Though it was simply a horizontal swing, the heaviness and size characteristic of the large blade made it a significant threat.

But its weakness was that the large movement left many openings.

Right then, I took a big step forward with my left foot and quickly swung the short blade in my left hand three times in succession.
This was the first form of the Wind Edge Blade Technique, Triple Lightning Strike.

Unlike the previous Single Sweep Annihilation, it lacked weight but its sharpness and speed made it difficult to approach recklessly.

Yet the forward advance that disregarded defense created another opening.
This time, the second form of the Vast Sky Blade Technique, Rotating Wall—a widely rotating large blade—defended that opening.

Then came the second form of the Wind Edge Blade Technique, Floating Wind Slash.
Sword strikes that spun with the body as an axis whirled around.

It continued like this afterward.
The two techniques with completely different natures interlocked and created movements that complemented each other.

"Huh...?"

Seeing this, Hahou Hyeok's eyes widened.
Being a martial artist, unless his eyes were knotholes, he couldn't help but notice something.

As proof, the martial artists of the Vast Sky Unit were now staring at my movements with blank expressions.

"H-how is this possible?"
"Why are you asking me? It's your family's martial art."

While scolding Hahou Hyeok, I casually asked:

"Are there any old records or anything like that?"
"...Records from before the Great Ming Empire were all lost long ago."

But the answer was disappointing.
It seemed the Hahou Family hadn't preserved any records from the old martial arts world.

...Maybe Hong Ja-gong would know something?

Thinking I should ask him when I returned to Gaehyeon, I urged the Vast Sky Unit and Hahou Hyeok, who had stopped moving.

"Come on, we don't have time for this. Today might be the last day I can supervise you."

At least one or two people needed to master the new energy circulation method before I left.
Especially Hahou Hyeok, since he was the Young Master of the House.

With that in mind, I pushed him even harder, and as the final stage of training, I nearly made him pass out with ten consecutive sparring matches.

*

In the evening after sunset.
I was at Tang Hyeong-gon's forge after dinner.
He had unexpectedly offered to look at my sword.

"I'm here."

As soon as I entered the forge, Tang Hyeong-gon silently extended his hand.
I drew the sword from my side and handed it to him, and he began carefully examining the blade.

"Hmm, it's in surprisingly good condition. No damage to the blade."
"Well, I've been taking good care of it."

Satisfied with my answer, Tang Hyeong-gon nodded and then began disassembling the sword and oiling the blade.

As I watched to see how Sichuan's greatest craftsman maintained a sword, I suddenly noticed an identical blade placed beside mine.

"Did Hwa-ryeon leave hers too?"
"Yes. Cheongwol is in pretty good condition as well."
"Cheongwol? What's that?"
"...What?"

Tang Hyeong-gon stopped oiling the sword and looked at me with an incredulous expression, then asked with a suspicious look:

"Don't tell me you don't know your sword's name?"
"...My sword has a name?"

We exchanged bewildered glances.
After a moment of just staring at each other, I learned about my and Hwa-ryeon's swords from Tang Hyeong-gon.

The swords were named Hongil and Cheongwol, and he told me why they were made.

"Why doesn't the owner even know his sword's name?"
"Well..."

Trailing off, I recalled when Hwa-ryeon had given me the sword.

-It's my spare sword. I'll give it to you as thanks for indulging me.

And when I realized Hwa-ryeon's true intentions, I couldn't help but burst out laughing.

"Pfft!"
"W-what?"
"Kuhuhuh...!"

Even though I tried to cover my mouth, I couldn't control my laughter.
I bowed my head under Tang Hyeong-gon's bewildered gaze.

Ah, Ju Hwa-ryeon.
This bewitching woman.

-Before Ja-seong could string me along, I strung him along first. So we've ensnared each other.

I finally understood what she meant on Wudang Mountain.

So she did that and then pretended nothing happened?
My body burned with the desire to run to Hwa-ryeon immediately, and I urged Tang Hyeong-gon:

"W-when will it be done? Cheongwol is finished, right? It'll be done today, right?"
"...Wait a little."

Tang Hyeong-gon stared at my face for a moment, then continued his work without saying anything.

He finished oiling the blade and reassembled the disassembled sword.
He completed the work by putting white powder inside the scabbard that had been warming near the forge, then handed me both swords, Hongil and Cheongwol.

"Here. Take Cheongwol to her as well."
"Thank you!"

As soon as I received the swords, I bowed deeply in gratitude and headed straight for Hwa-ryeon.
When I arrived at the guest quarters in the Hahou Family Head's estate, Hwa-ryeon happened to be out in the courtyard.

"Ja-seong?"

Seeing me, Hwa-ryeon brightened, and I showed her Cheongwol in my hand.
I approached and handed her the sword, and she immediately drew it and held it up to the moonlight.

"He did a clean job. As expected, a master craftsman's touch is different, isn't it?"
"Indeed. Doesn't the name Cheongwol do it justice?"
"It certainly does..."

Hwa-ryeon, who had been agreeing with me, suddenly froze.

Her eyes trembled as if an earthquake had struck as she looked at me, and I approached with a slight smile.

"I heard from Master Tang. These two were made by him?"
"Really? For real?"
"What, you didn't know?"

In response to my question, Hwa-ryeon nodded in bewilderment.

"No. Father never told me who made them. He just..."
"Told you to give it to your husband?"
"......"

Tightly sealed lips.
A face that instantly turned red.

Finally, I burst out laughing again and wrapped my arm around Hwa-ryeon's waist.
Trapping her in my embrace, I whispered in her ear:

"I didn't understand what you were saying on Wudang Mountain. But when I heard these two are husband-and-wife swords, I understood immediately."
"Ugh..."
"Slipping me such an item under the pretense of it being a spare, then pretending not to know. I see you have quite a devious side?"

After my playful scolding, Hwa-ryeon briefly made a sulky expression before hugging me back and asking:

"So, do you dislike devious women?"
"I dislike devious women, but I like devious Ju Hwa-ryeon."

-Smooch

I lightly kissed Hwa-ryeon's forehead and held her even tighter.
Grinning like a fool at the warmth filling my arms.

We stayed like that for a long time, embracing each other under the moonlight.

*

Two days had passed before I knew it.
Thanks to the intensive training I put him through, Hahou Hyeok successfully mastered the new energy circulation method.

To be fair, he would have had no excuse if he hadn't learned it.
I had even performed the True Energy Guidance to teach him.
After doing it a few times, it became increasingly familiar and easier.

"To inject one's own energy into another's body and guide the flow of true energy, how is this..."

Of course, Hahou Hyeok's reaction went beyond shock to dejection.
Anyway, thanks to this progress, the nature of our sparring changed somewhat.

"Haaaah!"

A large blade swung with a battle cry.
A strike much heavier than just a few days ago came crashing down.

I stepped aside slightly using footwork, and the large blade struck the ground.

-KWANG!

A powerful sound echoed all the way outside the training ground.
A dust cloud rose higher than my head, and a sharp blade emerged through it.

But,

"Ugh!?"

The blade was aimed in a completely wrong direction.
Moreover, his energy control faltered, and he flew along with his weapon, rolling ungracefully on the ground.

Seeing his pathetic appearance covered in dust, I clicked my tongue.

"How many times do I have to tell you that the energy released through the meridians must be precisely controlled?"
"And how many times have I answered that it's not that easy?"

Grumbling as he got up, Hahou Hyeok firmly gripped his sword handle again and took his stance.
I was about to continue our sparring with an amused smile when,

"Young Master Gun! Brother Hyeok!"

A voice as loud as the earlier boom.
It was Hahou Gyeong, Tang Hyeong-gon's granddaughter.

The tomboy who burst into the training ground spotted us and charged like a wild boar.

Perhaps because of her behavior that was a million years removed from the word "lady,"
Hahou Hyeok sighed softly and opened his mouth.

"What is it?"
"News from the city! That damn Inspector Sun ran away like he was fleeing!"

Was this finally the news we'd been waiting for?
Reflexively looking at each other, Hahou Hyeok and I immediately headed for the estate.

"I-I'm coming too!"

With Hahou Gyeong following behind, we arrived at the inner part of the estate where the Family Head was staying, and found that the others had already arrived.
The Hahou Family Head, whose condition had improved significantly since a few days ago, greeted us.

"Welcome, Young Master Gun. We've been waiting."
"I heard the news, but what exactly happened?"

The detailed story was truly absurd.
Inspector Sun had dismissed the embezzlement charges against the Prefect due to insufficient evidence and fled.

"So he didn't report to his superiors until things got this bad?"
"Yes. It seems he was planning to quietly clear the Prefect of charges after eliminating the Hahou Family. He didn't have the guts to involve the Ministry of Justice's Three Offices."

In the end, only that collaborator ended up in a miserable situation.
Having falsely accused the Prefect and then being released, he could be executed for false accusation and have no grounds for complaint.

"Hmm, I heard the collaborator has already been imprisoned."

Just as expected.
Well, he brought it upon himself.

Ch.307 - Attract
"Anyway, now that the situation is over, we can return to Gaehyeon County."

Hearing my words, Ju Hwa-ryeon and the others nodded.
This time, it was the Ha Family Head who expressed his regret.

"I feel bad that I could only receive your help without properly hosting you. Would you consider staying a few more days? I would throw a grand feast in your honor."
"I appreciate the thought, but I must decline. We're not in a position to delay any further."

We had already wasted enough time waiting until now.

According to what we heard yesterday at the Lower Heaven Sect branch in Pahyeon, the two divided assassination units had reunited in Yichang.

When I first heard this news, I considered staying at the Ha Family Estate a bit longer, but Hwa-ryeon opposed the idea.

"If the assassination unit enters Sichuan, they'll eventually learn what happened here. The news of the extermination unit's annihilation might draw their attention to us."

If they decided to come to Pahyeon, the situation would become awkward.

Since it was a reasonable opinion, we decided to return to the Tang Family as quickly as possible.
After I explained this, the Ha Family Head's face contorted with anger, veins bulging on his forehead.

"That bastard Ju Do-han! Not content with killing the Lord of the Castle, he even went after the Young Lord...!"

Grinding his teeth, he spat out violent threats about tearing him limb from limb and feeding him to the dogs. Eventually, he turned to Hwa-ryeon.

"Young Lord, when the time you mentioned comes, please call upon us. We will rush to your side without delay."
"...Thank you."

Hwa-ryeon quietly expressed her gratitude for his unwavering commitment.
With that, we departed from the hideout along with Tang Hyeong-gon, who had finished his preparations.

However, Ha Hu-hyeok, who escorted us to the northern gate of the city, pulled me aside just before parting and spouted nonsense.

"I acknowledge it."
"What? Acknowledge what?"
"...That I can entrust the Young Lord to you."

I made a strange face at this unexpected statement, and he continued while oddly avoiding eye contact.

"For the breathing technique you taught me, and the harmony between the Thunder Sky Blade Method and Wind Leaf Blade Method... I thank you. I owe you a lifelong debt."
"...Are you actually being shy right now? Hey, stop it. It's creepy."
"I'm trying to have a serious conversation here...!"

Ha Hu-hyeok sighed deeply at my reaction as I snickered at him.
Then he quickly returned to his usual fierce smile and declared:

"Next time we meet, you'd better be prepared. I'll be much stronger than I am now."
"Well, try your best. Not that it'll be enough against me."
"...Annoying bastard."

I chuckled at Ha Hu-hyeok's thoroughly soured expression as we and our companions left Pahyeon.

We headed north quickly and arrived at Gaehyeon County, only to discover:

"Have you seen this face before?"

The assassination unit had already entered Gaehyeon.

*

Martial artists in nondescript uniforms were moving in groups, showing facial sketches to everyone they encountered.
Using my eye technique to check the sketch, I could clearly see Hwa-ryeon's face drawn on it.

Meanwhile, the civilians, intimidated by the martial artists' aggressive manner, kept nervously examining the sketches before shaking their heads.

"Are you sure? Look properly!"
"Y-yes, I'm sure. If I had seen such a face, I would never have forgotten it."

After the terrified middle-aged man replied with a trembling voice, the martial artist clicked his tongue and immediately showed the sketch to someone else.

Seeing this, I clicked my tongue briefly and changed the direction of our carriage.
Inside the carriage, Seol began to make a fuss.

"H-how are they already here?! Weren't we supposed to have at least a day or two?"

According to information from the Lower Heaven Sect branch near Gaehyeon County, the assassination unit had left Yichang two days ago.
We thought we'd have enough time to enter the Tang Family Estate comfortably.

"Look at their clothes. They've entered without revealing their Paecheon Fortress affiliation. They must have split from the main assassination unit and come ahead."

They were being somewhat clever.

Still, there was no need to worry.
We were going to enter the Tang Family Estate directly anyway.
No matter how hard those guys searched outside, it would be useless.

...There was a time when even I believed that.

"What insolence is this!"
"Just let us check inside. It won't take long, open the gate!"

Until I saw those men standing firmly in front of the Tang Family Estate's main gate.

Unlike the men who had been showing Hwa-ryeon's sketch around town, these wore dark blue uniforms revealing their Paecheon Fortress affiliation.
It was impressive how they all carried spears as tall as me.

"That's the Dragon Spear Unit. A military unit composed entirely of spear users."
"And they're blocking our way."

From what I gathered, they were demanding to enter the Tang Family Estate to search for Hwa-ryeon.
Naturally, the Tang Family was refusing such an unreasonable request.

"Then we have no choice but to blockade the Tang Family Estate!"
"This is outrageous...!"

The Tang Family martial artist's face turned red with anger, trembling with fury.
Thus began a standoff that wouldn't end until one side yielded, and we found ourselves unable to enter the Tang Family Estate.

"...We can't just stand in the middle of the street like this. Should we go to an inn for now?"
"That doesn't seem like a good idea, does it?"

I turned my head at the sudden interruption.
There I saw a beggar sitting on a straw mat, asking for alms.

When our eyes met, the beggar grinned and showed me a knot tied at his waist.

A triple knot, the proof of the Triknot.
He appeared to be the branch leader of the Beggar Sect in this county.

"You must be Gun Ja-seong. I've heard about you. I'm Jang So, the branch leader of this Gaehyeon branch."
"Ah, yes. But what did you mean just now?"

The branch leader shrugged at my question.

"Right now, those Paecheon Fortress bastards are searching every inn and building for Lady Ju. An inn won't be a safe hiding place."
"Then what should we do?"
"Follow me."

The branch leader Jang hoisted his straw mat onto his back and headed somewhere.
I drove the carriage and followed him.

We arrived at an old civilian house located fairly close to the Tang Family Estate.

"This is the Gaehyeon branch of the Beggar Sect. Let's take shelter here for now."

After getting down from the carriage and entering, we indeed found several beggars gathered inside. Unlike the dilapidated exterior that looked ready to collapse at any moment, the interior was completely different, filled with stacks of paper bundles everywhere.

While we looked around, Branch Leader Jang scratched the back of his head apologetically.

"I should offer something to such distinguished guests, but since we're beggars..."
"You've already given us shelter in your branch, we can't ask for more. But will we really be safe from Paecheon Fortress's search here?"

Branch Leader Jang grinned at my question.

"No need to worry. They won't come here. The Lower Heaven Sect is already working on it."

*

At the same time Ja-seong's group entered the branch,
the disguised Paecheon Fortress martial artists—specifically, the remaining Dark Heaven Unit members—continued searching everywhere with Hwa-ryeon's sketch in hand.

"Have you seen this woman?"
"N-no, I haven't seen her."
"Look properly and answer again!"
"R-really, I haven't...!"

The Dark Heaven Unit member clicked his tongue in annoyance and dismissed the middle-aged man with a sigh.

"Damn, what a waste of time."

Who were they? The Dark Heaven Unit.
That infamous Dark Heaven Unit that handled all the dirty work for Paecheon Fortress and was feared by all.

But that was ancient history now.
After their leader and main forces were defeated by some unheard-of mountain bandits, they had become outcasts even within Paecheon Fortress.

Even now, they were doing pointless work with just a facial sketch.

'How are we supposed to catch this woman like this?'

The Dark Heaven Unit member suddenly looked down at the face drawn on the sketch in his hand.

"Damn, she really is beautiful."

He licked his lips at her exceptional beauty, superior to any woman he had played with before killing.

'Didn't they say to kill her immediately when caught?'

"I wish I could have some fun with her first."

If Ja-seong had heard this, he would have gone berserk and chopped him into pieces. Just as he was about to resume his search while making such comments, another Dark Heaven Unit member shouted urgently:

"H-hey! I found her!"
"What?"

Found her?
He hurried over to his comrade, not having expected any results.

But what awaited him wasn't Hwa-ryeon, but some old coachman.

"...You idiot. Do this face and that face look the same to you?"
"What nonsense... just listen first."

His fellow unit member unfolded his sketch and showed it to the coachman.

"Now, look. Is this really the woman you saw?"
"...Yes. It's definitely her. I remember clearly."

So he had found a witness.
Feeling embarrassed for his misunderstanding, the unit member focused on the conversation.

"Where did you see her?"
"Well... I can't quite remember where I saw her..."

The coachman trailed off, subtly looking around.
Understanding his intention, the unit member clicked his tongue and tossed him a small money pouch.

*Clink!*

"Oh my, you didn't have to..."
"Do you remember now?"
"Yes, of course. I remember perfectly."

The coachman, grinning broadly as he tucked the pouch into his clothes, lowered his voice and said:

"Actually, I just returned from Pahyeon today. Have you heard about the tragedy that occurred there?"
"What the hell...! I asked about the woman, not some nonsense!"

The coachman, suddenly grabbed by the collar and lifted up, struggled and blurted out:

"T-that's what I'm saying! I saw her there! At the place where the Paecheon Fortress martial artists were massacred!"
"...What?"

Shocked by this news, his grip loosened involuntarily, and the coachman fell to the ground.
Landing hard on his backside and crying out in pain, the coachman was grabbed by the collar again and interrogated.

"What are you talking about? Paecheon Fortress martial artists were massacred?"

Intimidated by the Dark Heaven Unit members' menacing aura, the stuttering coachman explained the situation.

Of course, he didn't know the details either.
He only conveyed that about a hundred Paecheon Fortress martial artists who had been in conflict with the county office were slaughtered by a single person.

"One person? That's impossible! Was it one of the Ten Lords or something?"
"A-aigo. How would I know? I just saw the Paecheon Fortress martial artists hanging with their heads cut off."

The unit member roughly released the coachman's collar at his pitiful voice.
Then he interrogated him with a menacing tone:

"Can you take responsibility for your words?"
"A-anyone who's been to Pahyeon would know. The rumors have already spread all over the southern regions."

Leaving the coachman groaning on the ground, the Dark Heaven Unit members looked at each other with serious expressions.

"What should we do? If what he's saying is true..."
"...Let's ask others first."

As the two hurried off to find others who had come from Pahyeon, the coachman who had been groaning "aigo" secretly grinned at their retreating backs.

Ch.308 - Overreaching Dragon
After joining with other Dark Heaven Unit members, the two split up again to gather information around Pahyeon, confirming what the coachman had said.

"Pahyeon means the Hahou Family... Did the Extermination Unit receive orders to hunt them down?"
"They did."
"So you're saying those unlucky bastards are all dead... Are you sure? They were all taken down by just one person?"

Though the Extermination Unit was despised by the Dark Heaven Unit for acting as if they were on some noble mission, their strength was undeniably real.

It was hard to believe that the top fighting force of Paecheon Fortress had been wiped out by a single person.

"But the stories from everyone are too consistent to ignore. At least it seems certain they're dead."

After pondering briefly, the Dark Heaven Unit realized there was no point in just sitting around.

"There's no use discussing this among ourselves. Let's join up with the Azure Dragon Unit and report."

When they reached the Azure Dragon Unit, who were in a standoff at the Tang Family Estate's gate, their news threw the Azure Dragon Unit into complete chaos.

"Is that really true?"
"Yes, we cross-verified multiple times, and it appears to be fact."

Gong Son-un, the Azure Dragon Unit leader, swallowed hard at this unbelievable report.

*The Extermination Unit leader is dead?*

Though he was a rigid, humorless fellow, he wasn't someone who would fall easily. The fact that he and his subordinates were all killed seemed like an absurdly anticlimactic end considering his martial prowess.

"...What will you do?" asked the deputy leader who had heard the report alongside him.

Gong Son-un looked at the Tang Family Estate's gate, still firmly closed with Tang Family warriors blocking their way. Though they could break through with force, what came after would be problematic.

*That place is a demon's den. Entering without preparation would lead to disaster.*

Additionally, they had already received reports of witnesses spotting the former castle lord's daughter in Pahyeon.

After some deliberation, Gong Son-un decided to withdraw.

"For now, we'll retreat and wait for the main force to join us. Dark Heaven Unit, send someone immediately to report this to the Young Lord of the Castle."
"Yes."

*He's ordering us around like we're his own subordinates,* thought the Dark Heaven Unit members, swallowing their complaints as they withdrew.

Gong Son-un then approached the Tang Family warriors.

"Since you won't permit us entry, we'll withdraw for now."
"What...?"

The Tang Family warriors were bewildered. First these people came and blockaded them, and now they were leaving on their own?

Their faces reddened with anger.

"Does Paecheon Fortress consider our Tang Family so insignificant?"
"Please calm yourself. That's not it at all. I acted rudely due to urgent duties from the fortress. I apologize, though it's late."

Gong Son-un's insincere apology was accompanied by a look that said: Do you dare challenge us?

Though the Tang Family was a troublesome opponent for the Azure Dragon Unit, the reverse was also true. If they fought, even if the Tang Family won, they would suffer massive casualties.

And if the Azure Dragon Unit was annihilated, would Paecheon Fortress just sit idly by afterward?

So the Tang Family warriors could only grind their teeth without pressing further.

"It seems you have nothing more to say. Then, farewell."

The Azure Dragon Unit withdrew from the Tang Family Estate's gate after this one-sided announcement.

A beggar who had been watching from the street slipped into a nearby dilapidated house.

*

"The Azure Dragon Unit has left the Tang Family Estate. It seems the Lower Heaven Sect people succeeded."

Hearing the report from a scout who entered the branch, the branch leader nodded.

"With news of the Extermination Unit's annihilation mixed with false sighting reports, those hunting dogs will have no choice but to head to Central Province."
"But won't this cause trouble for the Hahou Family?" asked Seol-i.

The branch leader gave a sinister smile.

"No need to worry about that. They won't even be able to enter Central Province and will be stuck there. The Regional Lord who has returned to his duties won't stand for their presence."
"Ah, I see."

Seol-i nodded in understanding.

As the branch leader said, the province had suffered greatly from Paecheon Fortress's tyranny, with many counties reduced to ruins and the governor himself imprisoned.

"Well, you should be safe for a while now. You'll be entering the Tang Family Estate right away, correct?"
"Yes. Thank you for your help. I should also thank Chief Hong."
"Ah... you don't know yet."

I tilted my head at this strange response, and was soon surprised by unexpected news.

"Chief Hong has left?"
"Yes. Something urgent came up. The Chief was disappointed about not being able to beat up the Tang people more."

I chuckled, remembering how he had pounded Tang Hyeong-geon's head with his wooden club, then asked:

"So where did he go?"
"To Shaanxi Province."

Shaanxi? Out of nowhere?

"Did he mention why he went?"
"He's always darting here and there. But he did seem to be in quite a hurry."

That meant he didn't know.
But why would Hong Ja-gong leave in such a hurry?

"Could it be because of the Martial Arts Assembly in Shaanxi?" suggested Seol-i.
"That's still far off, why would he go so early?"
"Or maybe..."
"Perhaps..."

Everyone offered various opinions, but nothing convincing emerged. The branch leader urged us to move on.

"Come now, worry about the Chief later. First, let's get you into the Tang Family Estate. The Azure Dragon Unit might change their minds and return."
"You're right. We'll be going now. Thank you again for your help."

After expressing our gratitude once more, we headed straight to the Tang Family Estate and were guided inside by the warriors guarding the gate.

"It's been so long. After all these years, this place hasn't changed much," Tang Hyeong-gon murmured quietly as he looked around while heading to the main house.

Though he had left long ago, this was still his childhood home, so he felt nostalgic.

Soon, his brother appeared before him, waiting for us at the main house's entrance.

"You've finally come, you worthless fool."

Tang Hyeong-geon cursed his brother as soon as he saw him after decades apart.

Tang Hyeong-gon looked at his brother with bewilderment, not from guilt or remorse toward his brother.

"What happened to your face?"

The reason was that his brother's face looked terrible.

Bruises blooming like flowers across his wrinkled face and swollen eyes.
Anyone could see he had been severely beaten.

"W-welcome, Uncle."
"...You must be the Tang Family head. But why are you also...?"

The Tang Family head who appeared next looked no better than his father.
Seeing this, I lowered my head and whispered to Hwa-ryeon:

"Chief Hong really did a number on them."
"...Indeed."

Hwa-ryeon nodded, unable to hide her astonishment.

After this awkward reunion, we parted from the brothers who wanted to catch up after so long, and entered the family head's office.

"Thank you for bringing my uncle back safely. Thanks to you, we can properly use the Destruction Evil."
"No need for thanks. This was merely a transaction," Hwa-ryeon emphasized.

The Tang Family head gave a bitter smile.

"You needn't be so formal. I won't go back on my promise. We will join your cause. Of course, we will take the vanguard in the coming war."
"...You're accepting this quite readily."

This was completely different from before we left for the Hahou Family.
I clearly remember him strongly opposing his father's arbitrary decision then.
What had changed his mind?

Seeing our questioning looks, the Tang Family head shrugged.

"Let's say getting beaten to a pulp by Chief Hong was worth it. It gave me confidence. With the Ten Thousand Flowers and Rain and the Destruction Evil, no one, no force, will dare look down on us."

A rather confident declaration.
And what he added next was even more impressive.

"So when the time comes, leave those disrespectful Azure Dragon Unit bastards to us. We'll give them their just deserts."

Hearing the Tang Family head's cold voice, I could almost see the Azure Dragon Unit's dark future.
They've made themselves a bleak future with their arrogance.

After silently praying for the Azure Dragon Unit's future, I asked about Hong Ja-gong.

"I heard Chief Hong left in a hurry. Did you hear anything about that?"
"No, not really... hmm? Come to think of it..."

The Tang Family head, who initially said he didn't know, seemed to recall something.

"Did you remember something?"
"Ah, yes. It's nothing much, but Chief Hong said something strange when he left. What was it... something about novice monks being in danger?"
"Novice monks?"

What's that supposed to mean?

*

At the border between Shaanxi and Henan.
A group mostly consisting of young novice monks was fleeing desperately.

They were the survivors of Shaolin Temple.
Having nearly reached Shaanxi thanks to Won-jeong's sacrifice, they once again found themselves fleeing from pursuers.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

The novice monks breathed heavily.
Their bodies drenched in sweat, they looked like they might collapse at any moment.

"Everyone, keep going! Just a little further!"

Despite the encouragement from Hyeon-ga, the young warrior monk leading them, the disciples could barely keep moving, gritting their teeth.
Seeing his disciples pushing beyond their limits, Hyeon-ga's face grew grave.

*They've all exceeded their limits.*

They had even stopped using lightness skills as their internal energy was completely depleted.
As a result, their escape speed had noticeably slowed.

If only they could rest somewhere, even briefly, but their situation didn't allow even a moment's respite.

"This way! They're over here!"
"Charge!"

Suddenly, sharp shouts and the roar of dozens of men rang out.
Soldiers in armor rushed toward them.

It was the Iron Armor Unit, Paecheon Fortress's largest military force.

"No...!"

The survivors were instantly surrounded.
With no choice but to prepare for battle, Hyeon-ga was blocked by two figures.

His disciples, Heo-ga and Myeong-ga.

"Heo-ga! Myeong-ga! What are you doing?"
"Senior Brother, we'll open a path. Take the junior disciples and go ahead."
"How can I let you...! I should be the one!"
"There's no time to argue. Just look forward now."

As Hyeon-ga was about to be silenced by Heo-ga's serious and resolute words, Myeong-ga's cheerful voice followed:

"You know our skills, don't you? We'll just buy some time and catch up soon. So go ahead without worry."

It was bravado.
The disciples were also at their energy limits.
In their condition, breaking through that military force was impossible.

He had to stop them.
If he didn't, his two disciples would die.

Yet somehow, he couldn't bring himself to speak.

*You are Shaolin's last hope. Besides, didn't Senior Brother Won-jeong entrust you with a mission?*

Won-jeong's final words echoed in his mind.
Those words felt like an absolution, permitting him to sacrifice his disciples.

As his face contorted with self-loathing, the enemy attack began.

"Kill them all!"

At their superior's command, the Iron Armor Unit warriors charged from all directions.
Unusually for martial artists, they were armed with shields and swords, pressing in from all sides with shields forward.

Ch.309 - Overreaching Dragon
"Senior Brother, there's no time to hesitate. Go!"
"Heoga...!"

Before anyone could stop them, Heoga and Myeongga rushed forward.

Their figures shot toward the Iron Armor Unit approaching with shields raised, taking powerful strides.

"Haaap!"

As Heoga and Myeongga's feet kicked the shields without hesitation, a powerful shockwave erupted.

*KWANG!*

"Argh!?"

The Iron Armor Unit soldiers fell helplessly.
Heoga and Myeongga shouted simultaneously.

"Senior Brother—!"
"Go now!"

The disciples were telling him to abandon them.
But there was no time for conflict.

"...Let's go!"

The group passed by the two disciples and escaped the encirclement.
Some young novice monks turned their heads to look back at Heoga and Myeongga left behind.

"Don't slow down! We must keep going!"

He urged the disciples forward while continuing to run.
Fighting back tears that threatened to fall at any moment.

After running for some time,
The group finally managed to escape the mountain path.

This meant they had crossed into Shaanxi.
The faces of the young novice monks visibly brightened.

But that relief didn't last long.

*WAAAAA—!*

A battle cry that shook heaven and earth.
At the end of it stood hundreds of soldiers blocking their path.

The Iron Armor Unit appeared as if they had been waiting for them.
In an instant, they surrounded the group, forming multiple layers of tight encirclement.

Seeing this, the disciples quietly called out to Hyeonga.

"...Fourth Uncle."

Their voices were filled with dismay.
But Hyeonga didn't answer their call.
He only calmly assessed the number of enemies.

*Roughly three hundred, at a glance.*

If he had been at full strength, he might have been able to do something.

But he had only a handful of internal energy left, and his disciples and grand-disciples were already in a state where collapse would not be surprising.

Meeting the eyes of his companions who were all looking to him, Hyeonga realized it was truly time for him to step forward.

"Ojang, take this."

He handed the bundle on his back, the Green Jade Buddha Staff, to Ojang, the eldest among his disciples.
Receiving the sect's sacred item so suddenly, Ojang realized its meaning and looked at his uncle with wide eyes.

"Fourth Uncle, surely not...!"
"I'll open a path. You wait for the right moment, and don't miss the opportunity to escape."
"No. Have you forgotten Head Abbot Janggyeong's words? You must..."
"Are you saying I should let all of you die while I survive alone?"

Ojang seemed at a loss for words, his mouth opening and closing.
Looking at his disciple, Hyeonga gave a bitter smile.

"Don't shame me any further. What meaning would there be in rebuilding Shaolin while sacrificing all these young ones?"
"......"
"Martial arts aren't everything Shaolin is about. If the spirit of Shaolin continues, the martial arts can be restored anytime."

*THUD! THUD!*

With heavy sounds, the encirclement tightened.
Seeing this, Hyeonga steeled his resolve and stepped forward.

"It's the Little Divine Monk of Shaolin! Everyone be on guard!"

The captains of the Iron Armor Unit called out Hyeonga's title to alert their men.
The soldiers raised their vigilance, adjusting their shields and swords.

Watching them, Hyeonga gathered the handful of internal energy he had been saving.
Then, with eyes wide open, he charged toward the encirclement in front.

"Haaap!"

His hands moved with mysterious grace.
Following his seemingly slow-moving hands, hand shadows bloomed like flowers.

Two, four, eight, sixteen, thirty-two...

The numerous blue palms that multiplied exponentially poured toward the encirclement.

*KWAGAGAGAANG—!*

"Argh!?"

Amid the thunderous noise came screams.
The power of the "Guanyin Blue Steel Hands" technique, unleashed with every last bit of his remaining internal energy, was truly tremendous.

The triple-layered encirclement.
Dozens of Iron Armor Unit soldiers forming it were shattered in an instant.

"This is insane...!"

The captains couldn't hide their shock at seeing their encirclement destroyed in a single move.

*Is this truly human power?*

It was on a completely different level from the martial arts they had seen and trained in all their lives—overwhelming destructive power.
Just watching it was enough to make their skin crawl.

Fortunately, none of those hit by the Little Divine Monk's attack seemed to have died, though they struggled to get up.

*We should avoid facing the Little Divine Monk directly.*

Without any discussion, all the Iron Armor Unit captains made the same judgment with one mind.

*To hunt a beast, you must first completely drain its strength.*

So their job was to make the beast rampage without restraint.
Fortunately, the best means for this was right beside them.

"Iron Armor Unit! Break the encirclement and target the novice monks!"

The Iron Armor Unit moved in unison at the captains' orders.
Hyeonga was dismayed to see the enemy ignoring him and targeting his disciples and grand-disciples.

"No, this...!"

Just as he urgently tried to return to his companions, a group blocked his path.
It was the captains of the Iron Armor Unit.

They had left the command of the unit to one captain while they personally joined the attack.

"Get out of my way!"

Hyeonga roared and activated the Guanyin Blue Steel Hands again.
But having consumed most of his remaining energy in the previous strike, both the hand shadows and power were greatly reduced.

"Hmph, it seems that was your trump card. Has your internal energy completely bottomed out?"

The impact fell far short of expectations.
The captains, who had been tense, immediately noticed the situation and twisted their lips into smiles.

Of course, they weren't foolish enough to lower their guard.

"We mustn't be careless. The title of Little Divine Monk isn't given lightly."

Despite their confidence, they showed veteran caution by not approaching recklessly.
Trapped by this, Hyeonga gritted his teeth and went on the offensive.

Tiger Form Fist, Dragon Claw Hand, Formless Stance.

He pressured the captains with Shaolin's seventy-two arts, but martial arts without internal energy backing them had clear limitations.

Moreover, the captains focused only on avoiding or blocking his attacks to buy time, making Hyeonga increasingly anxious.

In the midst of this came a heart-stopping scream.

*AAAAGH!*

"Ojang!"

Ojang, who had been fighting to protect the novices, fell with a spray of blood.
With one person falling when they had barely been holding on, everything collapsed in an instant.

Soon other disciples also fell with sprays of blood, and seeing the young novices trembling in fear, Hyeonga's eyes filled with bloodshot.

"GAAAAH—!"
"Urgh!?"

An intense sound wave spread in all directions.
The Lion's Roar that Won Gil had used to suppress the Divine Wood Unit burst from Hyeonga's throat.

The Lion's Roar was originally a sound technique most effective against evil beings.
Naturally, its effectiveness was reduced against humans like the Iron Armor Unit.
But the tremendous sound wave alone was enough to make the captains cover their ears and falter.

Hyeonga rushed toward the novice monks, taking advantage of the captains' momentary hesitation.
Seeing the Iron Armor Unit soldiers blocking him, he shouted again.

"GET OUT OF MY WAY—!"
"Ugh...!"

The Iron Armor Unit soldiers unconsciously stepped back in the face of Hyeonga's desperate determination.
It was at that moment.

"Throw it!"

With a shout from somewhere, something blurry enveloped Hyeonga.

"Urgh!"

What instantly wrapped around his body was a chain net.
Covered by the net made of thick iron chains, Hyeonga tried to throw it off, but before he could, a heavy impact came flying.

It was a weapon called a flail—a metal weight attached to the end of a long handle.

*THWACK! THUD!*

"Kuh-hack!"

Hyeonga let out a painful groan as the heavy metal struck his body mercilessly.

In his current state, unable to deploy even the Golden Buddha Indestructible Body Art, the best protective technique, he couldn't resist the impact.

"Don't stop! Beat him to death!"

His consciousness grew dimmer under the relentless blows to his body.
Faintly, he heard voices calling him from far away.

*Master!*
*Fourth Uncle!*

*I need to go... I shouldn't be like this...*

Even as he barely clung to consciousness, he worried about his disciples and grand-disciples, but there was nothing he could do.

*Master, Fourth Uncle, Heoga, Myeongga, I'm sorry to all of you.*

As he slowly closed his eyes, thinking of those who had departed before him to protect them,

*STOP—!*

A powerful shout jolted Hyeonga's mind awake.

Then someone's scream rang out, the attacks on his body stopped, and the chain net covering him was removed.

"Ugh, ungh...!"
"Senior Brother!"

As he trembled and tried to rise, a familiar voice reached him.
Surprised, he looked up to see disciples he thought were dead standing before him.

"Jin...ga? Myeongga?"
"A-are you alright?"
"Urgh, Senior Brother...!"

Heoga looked uncharacteristically flustered, and Myeongga's face was contorted as if he might burst into tears at any moment.

Hyeonga touched the shoulders of the two disciples supporting him from both sides.

They're alive.
They're alive.

Fighting back tears that threatened to fall, he asked what had happened.

"What, what happened? How did you...?"
"We were fighting them until our internal energy ran out, and just when we thought all was lost, that person appeared and saved us."

At Myeongga's explanation, Hyeonga raised his head to look ahead.
What he saw was an astonishing sight.

"Argh!?"
"Uwak!"

The Iron Armor Unit that had attacked them was being defeated by a single person.
Despite their sturdy armor and shields, the enemies couldn't withstand even a single blow before being knocked away.

The one who was one-sidedly dominating an entire army was a masked person wearing old, worn clothes.

*BANG!*

"Kuhack!"

After sending the last nearby Iron Armor Unit soldier flying with a palm strike to the chest, the masked person approached Hyeonga, who was being supported.
Looking at his physical condition, the masked person clicked their tongue.

"Tsk tsk tsk, you really got beaten badly."
"S-senior, are you...?"

Instead of answering Hyeonga's question, the masked person examined his condition and then, seemingly satisfied, nodded and slapped his shoulder hard.

*SLAP!*

"Ugh!?"
"For someone who took such a beating, you're not badly injured. That Won Gil trained you well."

The masked person referred to Hyeonga's master, one of the Ten Lords, the Martial Lord, as if speaking of a child.
Just as Hyeonga grew more curious about their identity, the Iron Armor Unit rushed toward the group again.

"You! What's your identity?"

When one of the captains leading them asked in a loud voice, the masked person snorted.

"Hmph, you fool. If I was going to tell you that, why would I be wearing this mask?"
"...How dare you interfere with Paecheon Fortress's operation. Are you prepared for the consequences?"
"Ah, you keep making me repeat myself? If I was, why would I wear a mask!"

The captain, who had been looking at the masked person with bewilderment as they shouted back, soon twisted his face and yelled.

"Subdue them!"

*WAAAAA!*

The Iron Armor Unit charged with a battle cry.
Seeing the army approaching, the masked person snorted and moved toward the foremost Iron Armor Unit soldier.

But their gait was truly bizarre.

Moving unsteadily like a drunk.
The Iron Armor Unit soldier, inwardly bewildered, suddenly realized the masked person had reached right in front of him.

"Huh!?"

The masked person's hand grabbed the armor of the startled soldier.
With just one hand, they lifted the weight of about 150 geun including the armor, then threw him at his comrades.

"AAAAGH—!"

Unable to cut down their comrade flying at them, the Iron Armor Unit soldiers caught him with their bodies and collapsed in a tangle.

After repeating this action a few times, dozens of Iron Armor Unit soldiers were neutralized in an instant.
But right after,

"Throw it!"

Another chain net flew through the air.
Seeing the attack that had rendered him helpless, Hyeonga shouted urgently.

"Dodge it!"
"Hmph."

Making Hyeonga's urgency look foolish, the masked person lightly jumped up, caught the chain net, and threw it right back.
As a result, the Iron Armor Unit soldiers who were just getting up sat back down, entangled in the net.

Seeing the enemy helplessly sitting on the ground, the masked person stood firmly on the earth and inhaled.

With bent legs and palms pressed together as if in prayer, a vortex of energy rose from the ground and swirled around them.

Then, spreading their hands left and right, they thrust both palms forward toward the Iron Armor Unit.

*WOOOONG—!*

With a low dragon's roar, the palm force pouring from both hands struck the Iron Armor Unit.

"ARGH!"

Dozens of Iron Armor Unit soldiers were sent flying helplessly.
The palm force that swept away the opponents was immediately withdrawn.

Seeing what looked like a dragon exhaling deeply, Hyeonga's eyes widened.

"Soaring Dragon Has Regrets...!"

The strongest move of the Beggar's Sect's true method, the Subduing Dragon Eighteen Palms.
Using this meant...!

As Hyeonga realized the masked person's identity with wide eyes, a buzzing voice reached his ears.

[If you go southwest, you'll reach a village called Danpyeong County. A beggar named Chogu will be waiting there. Follow him.]

After a moment of silence at the voice transmitted through sound transmission, Hyeonga bowed his head to the masked person.

"...Thank you."
"Tsk, instead of wasting time, get out of here quickly."

After sending Hyeonga's group away with a gruff tone, the masked person, Hong Jagong, was left alone surrounded by enemies.
Moreover, reinforcements seemed to be rushing from behind.

Nevertheless, Hong Jagong smiled under his mask.

"With bastards to beat all around me, today is truly a feast day."

No one better at beating dogs than this guy.
Drawing the Dog Beating Staff, the sacred item of the Beggar's Sect, from his waist, he faced the hundreds of Iron Armor Unit soldiers charging at him.

Ch.310 - Misunderstandings Pile Up
Meanwhile, at that moment.
At a military encampment set up in a wide clearing on the border between Henan and Shanxi Province.

In the center, Iron Armor Unit Leader Ma Se-chung was groping the smooth female body in his arms with a lecherous smile.

"You still have an incredible figure. No wonder the Lord of the Castle desires you."

The disgusting touch caressed her firm buttocks.
Yet Divine Wood Unit Leader Il-ji merely responded with a seductive smile while stroking his hairy chest.

"Is that why you desire me too? For the thrill of embracing your lord's woman?"
"Hehehe, that's right."

Recalling past days when he'd indulged in the perverse pleasure of violating his lord's woman, Se-chung's touch became more explicit.
His left hand squeezed her buttocks more firmly, while his idle right hand moved toward Il-ji's waistband.

*Rustle*

The sash came undone smoothly.
Revealing snow-white skin beneath.

*She truly is a beauty.*

From her facial features to her body proportions.
There wasn't a single aspect of her that wasn't beautiful.

He thought it was worth ordering his subordinates to kill those dying Chinese men if it meant he could embrace this woman again.

"Hehehe..."

Just as he removed her upper garment with a sinister laugh and was about to explore her pale skin, an uninvited guest burst into the tent.

"Unit Leader, urgent news...!"

The Iron Armor Unit Vice Leader, Seo Dae-gwan, who had been shouting urgently, saw Il-ji's half-naked form and quickly turned away.

"I-I apologize for the intrusion!"

His ears instantly turned bright red.
Seeing this, Il-ji let out an amused "Heh-" as if finding him cute, while Se-chung asked irritably:

"What is it?"

"W-well...! We received word from Shanxi that they failed in the pursuit."
"What?!"

Se-chung jumped up at the unexpected news.
Il-ji also hardened her previously languid expression and climbed off his lap to fix her appearance.

"You're telling me that five hundred men couldn't capture a few monks and let them escape? How incompetent can you be!"
"I-I'm deeply sorry."

After confirming that Il-ji had adjusted her clothing, the officer turned around and delivered even more shocking news.

"But there's an even bigger problem...! The five units that went in pursuit were completely annihilated."
"Annihilated...?"

What did annihilation mean?
It meant completely destroyed and scattered.

*What nonsense is this fool spouting?*

Annihilated? Five units of the Iron Armor Unit?
Se-chung, belatedly understanding the meaning, erupted in anger.

"That's impossible!"
"...The report clearly stated so."

The officer handed over the letter, which Se-chung snatched and examined.
After confirming that its contents matched the Vice Leader's report, he tore the letter to shreds in uncontrollable rage.

"AAAAARGH!"

His howl echoed throughout the tent.
After growling with bulging eyes for a while, he finally calmed down.

"...Survivors?"
"...About a hundred. Twenty of them are fully conscious, they say."

Upon hearing this, Se-chung immediately left the tent.

"I need to see for myself. I need to hear with my own ears what happened."

And so Se-chung headed toward the place where five hundred Iron Armor Unit members had been annihilated.
The encampment in the clearing was dismantled as the remaining Iron Armor Unit prepared to move.

Il-ji stood apart from them.
Casually ignoring the frequent glances from the Iron Armor Unit members, she heard a familiar voice from behind.

"My, my~ I wonder what happened? They were clearly dying men."
"I-ji."

I-ji, who had briefly stepped aside to give the Iron Armor Unit Leader some private time(?), wore a very intrigued expression.

"They were gasping with depleted internal energy, so I thought there was no need to intervene and left it to the Iron Armor Unit. Now I regret being lazy—things have gotten complicated."
"...What could have happened?"

As Il-ji sank into serious thought, I-ji offered her opinion.

"Well, the most likely possibility is that a third party helped them, right?"
"...A force capable of annihilating five hundred Iron Armor Unit members just happened to appear there by coincidence?"

I-ji shrugged at Il-ji's look that suggested this was too contrived.

"I'm just stating the most likely possibility. We'll have to go see what actually happened."

When the two women arrived at the site of the annihilation with the prepared Iron Armor Unit, what they heard was truly unbelievable.

"...One? You're saying one person did all this?"
"That's what they're saying."

At I-ji's words, Il-ji stared blankly at the carnage before her.

At the foot of the mountain, across the field.
Hundreds of Iron Armor Unit corpses were scattered everywhere.

Each body was covered in bruises from head to toe.
It was evident just from looking that someone had beaten them with great care.

Could one person really have faced hundreds like this, methodically destroying each one?
Just one person?

"...Hmm?"

While Il-ji was speechless with disbelief, I-ji carefully examined one of the nearby corpses.

Setting aside the armor that was shattered like paper, the impact marks all over the body seemed quite familiar.
Yes, these marks resembling those made when tenderizing dog meat on a hot summer day...

"...Cudgel Technique?"

I-ji burst into laughter at the martial art name she had unconsciously muttered.

First it was lecherous monks, and now smelly beggars?
They really were dealing with all sorts, she thought as she shared her discovery with Il-ji.

Il-ji frowned as if getting a headache.

"The Beggar Clan... Of all people, we've got these troublesome ones involved. So was it the Beggar Lord who defeated the Iron Armor Unit?"
"Probably? Judging by the marks, they've properly mastered the Cudgel Technique. Those beggars have managed to preserve their martial arts well."

Not knowing Hong Ja-gong's true identity, I-ji could only conclude that the Beggar Clan had preserved and passed down their ancient martial arts intact.
Hearing her explanation, Il-ji fell into thought before letting out a quiet sigh.

"...Don't tell the Iron Armor Unit about this."
"Of course not. If that idiot who only thinks with his lower half found out, who knows what he'd do."

Both women looked in the same direction.
At the end of their gaze, Se-chung was yelling at one of the injured survivors who had barely regained consciousness.

-Just one? You're saying the Iron Armor Unit was reduced to this by just one person!
-Y-yes...
-Grrrr...!

He looked like he might go berserk at any moment, unable to contain his rage.
If they told him about the Beggar Clan's involvement, he would certainly lose his mind and start indiscriminately capturing, torturing, and killing beggars.

*We must avoid antagonizing the Beggar Clan at all costs.*

The Beggar Clan had eyes and ears throughout the Central Plains.
If they carelessly made enemies of them, Paecheon Fortress's activities would become incomparably more difficult than they were now.

The eyes of the Manan Unit would be blocked before long.

"The assassination attempt has failed. We'll have to wait for them at Hwaeumhyeon."

It was fortunate that they had made backup plans.
Though she wasn't sure if this should be considered good news.

"What will you do? Are you going straight to Hwaeumhyeon now?"
"No."

Il-ji looked at Se-chung, who was still raging.
If she left that fool to his own devices, there was no telling what he might do.

"You go ahead and join the other members. I'll calm him down and follow later."
"Wouldn't it be better to just use the Soul-Snatching Art and turn him into a puppet?"

She suggested this out of concern that the Unit Leader would suffer all night at the hands of that beast, but Il-ji shook her head.

"He's an emotional and impulsive idiot, but not someone easily controlled. If we try and fail, it'll become troublesome. As annoying as it is, this is the right approach."
"You have it tough. Well then, I'll go ahead."

I-ji patted Il-ji's shoulder encouragingly before leaving the Iron Armor Unit and heading toward Hwaeumhyeon.

Afterward, Il-ji approached Se-chung with a sigh.
Thinking that, as I-ji had said, she would have to endure tonight.

*

Meanwhile, Hong Ja-gong, the very person who had annihilated the five hundred Iron Armor Unit members, was just entering Danpyeonghyeon, where he had sent Hyeon's group ahead.

"Oh my aching body. It's been so long since I've exerted myself like that..."

Groaning as his body protested in pain, he entered the town and confidently navigated through the alleys.
Eventually, he entered an old civilian house where a middle-aged beggar crouching in the courtyard greeted him warmly.

"You've arrived, Sect Leader."
"Yes. What about the Shaolin children?"

The middle-aged beggar, Cho-gu, grinned as Ja-gong crouched beside him.

"I already had the kids send them to the safe house. They're probably passed out by now."
"Well done."

Cho-gu bombarded the nodding Sect Leader with questions.

"So what happened with those Iron Armor Unit bastards? You weren't followed, were you?"
"Hmph, followed? They wouldn't have had the chance. I completely destroyed them."

When Ja-gong revealed that he had wiped out five hundred Iron Armor Unit members, Cho-gu was horrified.

"WHAT?! Why did you kill them all? You know that madman Ma Se-chung is obsessively protective of his men!"

You're just a third-rank beggar, yet you dare yell at the Sect Leader?
Ja-gong's fist trembled at this completely disrespectful behavior.

Seeing this, Cho-gu flinched momentarily but quickly regained his composure and continued.

"If he finds out you were involved, he'll definitely round up and kill all the beggars in the nearby villages. Why would someone who should know better do such a thing?"
"......"

Ja-gong kept his mouth shut.

Five hundred was too many.
He'd felt slightly overwhelmed and hadn't had the luxury to think about the consequences.

His pride wouldn't allow him to admit this.
Instead, he went on about how evil the Iron Armor Unit members were.

"You think I destroyed them without reason? They deserved it!"
"Is this the first time Paecheon Fortress has done something like this? ...What did they do?"

In response to Cho-gu's question, Ja-gong launched into a lengthy speech.
He described how they had hunted young novice monks like animals and even tried to kill them, adding plenty of embellishments.

The result was explosive.

"Those fucking bastards-!"

Hearing the Sect Leader's words, Cho-gu forgot his earlier criticism and burst into profanity.
Inwardly smiling with satisfaction at the expected reaction, Ja-gong nodded in agreement.

"Right? Even you can see they're complete dogs!"
"Those damned bastards have nothing better to do than harm children! You did well! A hundred, a thousand times well done!"

Pleased with this complete reversal in attitude, Ja-gong added with a satisfied smile:

"Besides, I wore a mask—how would they know it was me? They'll never figure it out."

The Cudgel Technique and the Eighteen Dragon-Subduing Palms had been known to the world for well over a hundred years.
It was reasonable to assume that people of this era wouldn't recognize his martial arts.

"Oh! So you even used disguise techniques to avoid being identified?"
"That's right, my friend. That's how thorough your Sect Leader is."

Ja-gong grinned triumphantly at the admiring Cho-gu.
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Ja-gong, who had been boasting by exaggerating his achievements as much as possible, slowly got to his feet.

"I should head back to the safe house now. Some of the guys weren't in good shape, and I need to check on them."

Even though they were part of the Beggar Sect, they were still just beggars. No doubt they wouldn't have thought to see a doctor.
Besides, they couldn't show their safe house to anyone outside the sect.

Just as he was about to leave the branch, Cho-gu grabbed him firmly.

"What is it?"
"We didn't take them to a doctor, but I did feed them. Their stomachs were making such loud noises."
"...And?"
"It means the branch's emergency funds are completely wiped out."

He extended his palm forward.
After staring at that palm with a conflicted expression, Ja-gong squeezed his eyes shut and pulled out a worn money pouch from inside his robe.

His hand trembled like an aspen leaf.
Cho-gu quickly tried to snatch the shaking pouch, but Ja-gong raised his hand faster to avoid him.

"Come on, stop playing around."
"Ugh...!"

He handed over the pouch as if he were cutting off a piece of his own flesh.
Even then, he held onto the pouch's string, refusing to let go, resulting in a brief tug-of-war.

In the end, the money pouch ended up in Cho-gu's hands.

Having obtained the Sect Leader's pouch with great difficulty, Cho-gu gleefully opened it to check inside, but his expression immediately soured.

"Huh? Is this all?"
"...Are you trying to extort me? If you're going to talk like that, give it back."

Cho-gu quickly tucked the pouch into his clothes, avoiding Ja-gong's approaching hand.
He belatedly made excuses to the Sect Leader, who was clicking his tongue in disappointment.

"No, no. I heard you came from the Tang family. Since you came from a wealthy household, I thought you'd have made a more generous donation."
"I left in a hurry so I couldn't get much... Come to think of it, I even trained you guys and didn't receive a single coin?"

Ja-gong, making a mental note to go back and extort a large sum later, tried once more to leave the branch.
But Cho-gu grabbed him again.

"Sect Leader."
"What now! I told you, that's really all I have. There's nothing more!"
"No, that's not it. How did you know? That Monk Shin's group was coming this way?"

There are dozens of mountain paths leading from Henan to Shanxi.
How on earth did he know that Hyeon-ga and the young monks would come this way?

At least not through the Beggar Sect's information network. No, it would be difficult to know through any information network.

*Unless he planted a spy in Paecheon Fortress...*

"You don't need to know."

Dismissing Cho-gu's curiosity with a brief response, Ja-gong finally left the branch for real.

Though he was truly irritated by the comments about being stingy coming from behind him, he endured it and hurried his steps toward the safe house.

Just then, a small bird landed on his shoulder.

[How did it go?]

And then it opened its beak and suddenly spoke in human language?
In a situation where others might faint from shock, Ja-gong simply responded indifferently.

"How did it go? What do you mean? I rescued them successfully."

[The mission went well, but your voice sounds terrible. What's bothering you now?]

"...Is everything alright on your end?"

[My goodness? I see you're worried about me?]

"Worried my ass."

At Ja-gong's blunt response, the small bird covered its beak with its wing and chuckled.

[You don't need to worry about me. Even the Crimson Eye Cult wouldn't think to suspect me.]

"...Still, contact me in case of emergency. I owe you a debt, so I'll help you once, Hwang."

[To think the Dragon Head Sect Leader of the Beggar Sect would come rescue me personally—what an honor.]

The bird responded with a voice still tinged with amusement.
More precisely, it was one of Ye So-ha's subordinates, Hwang, communicating through a divine animal under his control.

[Oh, and just so you know, it seems the Crimson Eye Cult has figured out this was the Beggar Sect's doing.]

"What?"

[They found traces of the Striking Beggar's Staff technique on the corpses? Apparently that disgusting demon was at the scene too.]

It seemed that his deliberate use of only the Striking Beggar's Staff technique to hide his identity had backfired.

Ja-gong clicked his tongue, and Hwang tried to reassure him.

[But you shouldn't worry too much. The Crimson Eye Cult won't dare to provoke the Beggar Sect right away.]

"That's only temporary. Haven't you found the remaining seedlings yet?"

Their highest priority target was still the Blood Eye seedlings.

It was an encouraging achievement that So-ha had destroyed one at Lake Paoyang and Ja-seong had destroyed another at Wudang Mountain, but at least two more seedlings were still growing somewhere in the Central Plains.

"If even one seedling fully matures, they'll start running wild without caring about anyone else."

[I know. And actually, we've had some progress.]

"Progress?"

[Yes. It seems one of the seedlings is somewhere in Liaoning Province.]

"Liaoning..."

As this land at the northeastern edge of the vast Central Plains was mentioned, Ja-gong scratched the back of his head in frustration.

"Even so, the area is too large. Can't you narrow it down more?"

[This was hard enough to discover. For now, Nok-i has headed there to investigate.]

"Nok-i? I thought his injuries were serious."

[He said he was too restless to just sit around. Lady So-ha tried to stop him, but he was stubborn.]

He should focus on recovering first instead of being so stubborn.
Ja-gong shook his head as if he couldn't help it.

But Hwang, reading the subtle concern in his eyes, asked quietly:

[So. Won't you return to Eden with us after all? If it's about fleeing during the war, given the circumstances, it would certainly be overlooked. Besides, if you taught martial arts to your compatriots, you might even...]

"Forget it. I'm no longer an angel or anything else."

Ja-gong coldly cut off Hwang's suggestion.
Sensing that further discussion would be futile, Hwang hid his disappointment and changed the subject.

[Come to think of it, there was something I needed to ask you.]

"What is it?"

At Ja-gong's question, Hwang asked again in a slightly subdued voice.

[Do you know about the Monument of Remembrance?]





*





Sichuan, Gai County.
Two days after the Lower Heaven Sect spread false information that Ju Hwa-ryeon was in Pa County of the Jingfu region through the Dark Heaven Unit's operation, the main force of the Pursuit and Execution Squad finally entered Gai County.

Leading them was, of course, Ju Ho-jeong, the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress.
Mounted on a red-blooded demon horse with a beautiful golden mane, his appearance immediately suggested an extraordinary status.

He arrived at Manbok Pavilion, the largest inn in Gai County, which was currently being unilaterally occupied by the Azure Dragon Unit.

"Welcome, Young Lord!"

The Azure Dragon Unit and Dark Heaven Unit, who had rushed out upon hearing of the Young Lord's arrival, knelt before him.

"Don't dirty your clothes on the dirt ground. Get up."

Waving his hand dismissively, Ho-jeong dismounted from his horse and took in the empty interior of the inn.

"...There are no guests in the inn."
"Yes. We drove them all out to ensure there wouldn't be any rats eavesdropping."

*And I'm sure you didn't compensate them at all.*

Ho-jeong sighed inwardly but showed no outward reaction as he headed toward the private quarters in the back.

"No one is to enter or leave the private quarters until we give instructions! Understood!"

Suddenly, a harsh voice rang out.
Turning his head, Ho-jeong saw what appeared to be the inn's proprietor couple with terrified expressions.

Between them stood a child who, understanding nothing, only watched their parents' reactions.

For a moment, his eyes met the child's.
Somehow, his own reflection in those innocent eyes made him feel incredibly ashamed, and he turned away.

Thus, almost fleeing into the room in the private quarters, he immediately began the meeting.

The meeting consisted of Hwa Mu-gwang and Gong Son-un, the leaders of the Gale Unit and Azure Dragon Unit that made up the Pursuit and Execution Squad.
Additionally, there was a man named Uk-gwang, the temporary representative of the Dark Heaven Unit, and Jeon Gong-so, the representative of the Black-Eyed Bird Unit—five people in total.

"I've already heard the situation from the Dark Heaven Unit that joined the main force. So Ju Hwa-ryeon is in Pa County?"
"Yes. We've investigated several times to be certain. That woman is definitely in Pa County."

A confident answer.
After gathering more detailed information using the Dark Heaven Unit over the past two days, Gong Son-un was convinced that Hwa-ryeon was in Pa County.

Of course, this was the result of being deceived by the Lower Heaven Sect's meticulous operation, but he had no way of knowing.

"Moreover, though I'm not sure exactly how, she appears to be involved in the annihilation of the Extermination Unit."

At this follow-up report, Uk-gwang's expression became strange.
The only information he had discovered was that Hwa-ryeon had been spotted at the scene where the Extermination Unit was wiped out.

He hadn't received any information confirming her direct involvement in the massacre, so what was this about?

"Are you certain?"
"Almost certainly. What other reason would that woman have for appearing at the scene?"

*So it's just speculation.*

Though he was dumbfounded by this arbitrary assumption, he feared the consequences of arguing in front of the Young Lord.
In the end, Uk-gwang kept his mouth shut.

Ho-jeong glanced at him from the corner of his eye and then shifted his gaze to the person beside him.

"...I see. Does the Tranquility Unit share the same opinion?"
"Uh? Well... we didn't dispatch any Tranquility Unit members to Pa County, so..."

As he awkwardly explained with an uncomfortable smile that he didn't know, the leaders of the two military units clicked their tongues in displeasure.

"Not helpful in any way."
"Why did you even come along..."
"I-I apologize."

Seeing him slump his shoulders dejectedly, Ho-jeong felt bitter inside.

*Is he really not connected to that child?*

Throughout the journey to Gai County, he had secretly observed the Black-Eyed Bird Unit but couldn't find anything unusual.
He hadn't even seen them sneaking away from the procession.

*I'll have to give up on using the Black-Eyed Bird Unit.*

Having inwardly reached this conclusion, Ho-jeong decided to change his plan.
Under the pretext of comforting the Pursuit and Execution Squad for their hard work, he would buy as much time as possible for Hwa-ryeon to escape.

In simple terms:

"Come to think of it, you've been marching hard all this time. Since we've taken over the entire inn, I should comfort the Pursuit and Execution Squad with food and drink."

He was suggesting they party.

"Excuse me?"

Now? When they've just discovered Ju Hwa-ryeon's whereabouts?

Ignoring the bewildered looks from everyone in the room, Ho-jeong immediately returned to the inn and handed five gold taels to the proprietor couple.

"Here, use this to buy wine and meat for three hundred people. You can keep whatever's left."
"Oh, no. This is too much...!"

The proprietor couple, seeing gold taels for the first time in their lives, beamed with joy and bowed deeply. Ho-jeong looked at the Pursuit and Execution Squad members gathered in the inn and shouted loudly:

"Today is my treat, so eat and enjoy without any burden!"

The unit leaders who followed Ho-jeong back to the main hall sighed as they watched him shout, "Bring courtesans from the nearby pleasure houses too!"

"...He's at it again."
"For a Young Lord, he held out quite long."

Since Ho-jeong had reverted to being the wastrel of Paecheon Fortress, they would have to act separately.
With this thought, the Gale Unit leader, Mu-gwang, quietly asked Gong Son-un:

"...Did you send anyone ahead?"
"Of course. A team including the vice-leader and a few from the Dark Heaven Unit left yesterday. If that woman Ju Hwa-ryeon is really in Pa County, they should be able to capture her."

Satisfied with the answer, Mu-gwang nodded.
Meanwhile, Ho-jeong, who was excitedly making a commotion, glanced at them.

*They probably sent someone ahead to capture that child.*

Ho-jeong had already noticed what Gong Son-un had done on his own.

Yet he took no countermeasures.
There was no need.

*Because that man is by her side.*

No matter whom they sent, as long as that man, Ja-seong, was there, they wouldn't be able to do anything to Hwa-ryeon.
Convinced of this, Ho-jeong pretended to be extremely excited and shouted even louder:

"Come on, let's drink until we drop today!"
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It was the third day since the Assassination Squad had entered Gae County.
We were still staying at the Tang Family Inn, unable to leave.

"...Why aren't they leaving yet?"

The reason was that the Assassination Squad members, who should have gone to Pa County long ago, were still sitting around here in Gae County.

*Shouldn't they be moving immediately after getting eyewitness information?
Why are they dawdling around?*

"Exactly. I don't understand either. We've set the table for them, even put the spoon in their hands, and yet they're still like this."

Of course, the table was prepared with rotten ingredients.
Bang Jin-myeong agreed with me, grumbling.

Currently, we were sitting in a tea house across from Manbok Pavilion where the Assassination Squad was staying, watching them through the window.

"Kyaaang!"
"Hahaha!"

The coquettish laughter of courtesans and the boisterous laughter of men continued without pause.
Anyone would mistake it for a brothel rather than an inn.

"It's been three days already, right?"
"Yes. I'm starting to wonder if they've caught on to something."

*Are we going to end up fighting them here in Gae County?*
As I rested my chin on my palm thinking this, Bang Jin-myeong dismissed my concern with an indifferent expression.

"I doubt it. Besides, I heard some of the Dragon Unit and Dark Heaven Unit left through the south gate a few days ago. They probably sent an advance team to assess the situation in more detail."
"Hmm..."

*Is that really all there is to it?*
Hearing my dubious groan, he offered another possibility.

"They might also think that force is enough to capture Miss Ju."
"Even after hearing that the Extermination Unit was completely wiped out?"

Over a hundred of their allies had been annihilated.
Knowing that, I couldn't understand how they could think a few advance scouts could capture Hwa-ryeon.

Seeing my reaction, Bang Jin-myeong nodded as if he understood.

"Most people would think that way. But the Dragon Unit is a somewhat special force."
"Special?"
"Yes. Their nature is quite different from their appearance."

He went on to explain in detail.

"While they're commonly known as a spear unit specializing in frontal assaults, the Dragon Unit actually specializes in guerrilla warfare. Simply put, they're good at hit-and-run tactics."

He explained that they were accustomed to facing larger forces with smaller numbers and were also skilled in various operations like assassinations.

"...That's quite unexpected."
"The common theory within our Association is that they deliberately use spears as their main weapon to create that misconception."

After finishing his explanation, Bang Jin-myeong took a sip of his now lukewarm tea and stood up from his seat.

"Well, there's not much point in sitting around here any longer. Gun Young Master, let's head back. They can't stay like this forever, so they'll probably make a move in the next few days."
"Just waiting until then doesn't sit right with me... isn't there something we can do?"

After pondering my question briefly, Bang Jin-myeong made an unexpected suggestion.

"If you insist, we could have our side leak some information to the Black Eye Birds."

The Black Eye Birds.
I'd heard they were former Heavenly Net agents now working for Paecheon Fortress's Manan Unit, and they had been providing internal information to the Changcheon Trading Company.
I was sure they had come along with the Assassination Squad...

"Can you contact the Black Eye Birds separately?"
"Of course. Our Association, the Lower Heaven Sect, and the Heavenly Net—or rather, the Changcheon Trading Company—have agreed to cooperate. We're already in the process of integrating our information networks."

This was surprising news.
The three intelligence organizations seemed to be cooperating much more closely than I had thought.

The idea that this unified intelligence would soon become our strength made me feel somewhat reassured.

"Then, may I ask for your help with that?"
"Yes, certainly. I'll arrange a meeting today. But don't expect too much, alright? We don't want to put our valuable internal informants at risk."

After casually accepting my request, Bang Jin-myeong said he would let us know if they detected any special movements, then left the tea house first.

"...Hmm."

Left alone, I sipped the remaining tea and thought about Ju Ho-jeong.

*"I'm counting on you. He might act cold because he's not honest with himself, but he has a warm heart inside."*

The martial arts competition in Hefei flashed through my mind.

Ju Ho-jeong, who had suddenly intruded onto the arena, had clearly asked me to take good care of Hwa-ryeon.
He even said he envied me.

Despite being enemies with Hwa-ryeon, his words and actions suggested he didn't want to be hostile toward her.
Yet now he was leading the Assassination Squad coming to kill her.

Had something changed his mind in that short time?
No, he didn't seem like the type of man who would change his thoughts so easily.

"...Could it be?"

I connected Ju Ho-jeong's behavior so far with the current situation—knowing Hwa-ryeon's whereabouts but not moving.
One conclusion emerged.

"Is he deliberately not going?"

Is he buying time, waiting on purpose to let Hwa-ryeon escape?

He believes the false information leaked through the Lower Heaven Sect that Hwa-ryeon is in Pa County, so he's deliberately not moving.
This hypothesis was much more credible than the idea that he suddenly changed and wanted to kill Hwa-ryeon.

If that's really the case...

"...He's only hindering us while trying to help."

We can't move because he's stubbornly staying put.
A misunderstanding of the situation had created a negative synergy, making me involuntarily press my forehead in frustration.

"Heh, heheh..."

I paid for the tea and left the tea house with a hollow laugh.
I could feel the server looking at me strangely as I laughed dejectedly, but I didn't care.

I just silently stared at Manbok Pavilion and at Ju Ho-jeong who would be inside.

I wanted to storm into Manbok Pavilion right then, grab Ju Ho-jeong by the collar, and shake him violently.
The urge to shout "That's not it, you idiot!" welled up inside me.

"...Sigh."

Of course, I couldn't actually do that.

With a deep sigh, I shook my head to suppress the impulse and turned away, returning to the Tang Family Inn almost like I was fleeing.

*

That night.
Even after sunset, Manbok Pavilion was still bustling.
No, it had actually become more lively as night fell.

"Hehehe! Come here!"
"Aiing!"

The Assassination Squad members were either slipping their hands into the clothes of courtesans they fancied, kneading them like rice cakes, or chewing on meat that never seemed to diminish while downing alcohol.

After their continued forced march, the rest that Ho-jeong had prepared for them felt all the more sweet.

*'The rogue of Paecheon Fortress isn't so bad after all.'*

Their evaluation of Ho-jeong, who usually tarnished Paecheon Fortress's honor, had completely reversed.
And what was the protagonist, who was gaining the Assassination Squad's favor in real-time, doing?

"Come on, drink up!"

What else? He was already properly drunk in the middle of the inn.

With a flushed red face, Ho-jeong kept bursting into laughter, finding something incredibly amusing.
After several days of continuous feasting, even the unit commanders Gong Son-un and Hwa Mu-gwang were now tilting their cups beside him.

"Come on, what kind of real men are you, just sipping at your cups? Here, here, you should down it in one go, understand?"

The wine bottle in his hand tilted, filling both men's cups to the brim.

When the two commanders, who had been maintaining their dignity by saying they shouldn't get too drunk, emptied their cups after exchanging glances, Ho-jeong burst into loud laughter, finding it immensely pleasing.

"Puhahaha! That's it!"

As the night of feasting deepened, there was one group strangely isolated in a corner of the inn.
Needless to say, it was the Black Eye Birds.

Already ostracized for being former Heavenly Net agents and traitors' comrades, they were now receiving disapproving glances from other units due to their apparent incompetence during this pursuit.

Of course, all of this was meticulously orchestrated by them.

Look at them now.
Gathered together, continuously downing drinks, they appeared to be nothing more than incompetent idlers.

Because of this, no one paid attention to the fact that their sleeves and fronts were gradually getting wet.

"So I was saying..."
"Puhaha! Really?"

While the Black Eye Birds were pretending to have fun among themselves, a courtesan approached them with a smile.

"What story are you sharing that's so amusing?"

With a coquettish voice, she naturally sat on the lap of one of the Black Eye Birds.
For an instant, all the Black Eye Birds' eyes sharpened before curving into smiles again.

"Hahaha, curious about our story? Well, it goes like this..."

Just as he was about to speak casually, the courtesan ran her finger down the Black Eye Bird member's chest.

He flinched, not from the courtesan's soft touch, but from the rough paper texture he felt at the end of it.

Glancing at the courtesan's eyes, she winked seductively.

"If you ever feel lonely at night, call for this Ae-hyang. I'm sure you'll be satisfied."

On the surface, it seemed like just words to seduce a man.
But with the feel of paper that had slipped into his clothes, it felt completely different.

The Black Eye Bird member quickly grinned broadly and wrapped his arm around the waist of the courtesan named Ae-hyang.

"I have been feeling quite lonely at night lately..."
"You bastard, that's unfair!"

The other Black Eye Birds raised their voices and jeered at the sight.
After fooling around with Ae-hyang in his arms for a while, the Black Eye Bird member sent her away and left the main hall, using the excuse that he needed to relieve himself.

"......"

As soon as he stepped outside, his expression changed completely. He took out the piece of paper the courtesan had given him and unfolded it.
There were only two words written on it.

[Phoenix][Tang Family Inn]

Phoenix meant Hwa-ryeon.
And with Tang Family Inn...!

*'So the young lady is at the Tang Family Inn!'*

He had roughly guessed it, but it seemed the information that she was in Pa County was indeed false.
And to think she was right under their noses!

*'I need to get the Assassination Squad to leave Gae County as quickly as possible.'*

He swallowed the piece of paper whole, gulping it down his throat, then went back inside and sat down as if nothing had happened.

Then, using their own code language, he informed his comrades about Hwa-ryeon's whereabouts and began discussing their next steps.

The Black Eye Birds made various plans while pretending to chat happily on the surface.
However, ultimately, those plans became useless.

The next morning, unbelievable news reached the Assassination Squad.

"The advance team sent to Pa County has been imprisoned?"

With the news that the advance team had been imprisoned by the Pa County magistrate, the joyful feast came to an abrupt end.

*

The next morning.
The news that Bang Jin-myeong brought personally was surprising.

"Arrested?"
"Yes, the Pa County magistrate mobilized even the garrison troops to capture the Dragon Unit that entered Pa County. It seems he had been holding quite a grudge."

Bang Jin-myeong spoke with an amused smile, as if he found it quite entertaining, while our group wore strange expressions.

Indeed, the magistrate had suffered the humiliation of being imprisoned under false charges orchestrated by Paecheon Fortress.

It seemed his resentment was far more tremendous than expected.
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"But what exactly are the charges for the arrest?"
"Officially, it's for disturbing public order, but I suspect they're being framed for the Extermination Unit's actions."

Hwa-ryeon asked, and the inn manager shrugged as he answered.
Then came my Master's question.

"What about those who remained in Gae County?"
"What do you think? They're hurriedly preparing to go to Zhongqing Prefecture."

It was an unprecedented situation—their comrades and members of Paecheon Fortress had been arrested by officials.
They couldn't possibly remain idle after hearing such news.

"That's good news for us. The Pursuit Unit will be tied up there for a while. We should use this opportunity to put some distance between us."
"We can finally move again."
"Hmm, but I'm a bit sad. I've been enjoying daily warm baths and comfortable living these past few days."

Despite claiming to be sad, Seol looked quite cheerful.
Apparently, I wasn't the only one getting restless staying at the Tang family estate.

As we celebrated our impending departure, Master brought us back to reality.

"But have you decided where to go after leaving Gae County?"
"...Oh."

Seol let out a small sound as she belatedly realized.
She seemed eager to leave but hadn't thought about our destination.

I... did have something in mind.
I was about to make a suggestion when I realized our situation and closed my mouth.

Even though we had gained some breathing room, we were still being hunted by the Pursuit Unit. I shouldn't determine our next destination based on my personal wishes.

Meanwhile, the others exchanged various opinions.

"What about going all the way to Kunlun? Surely the Pursuit Unit would give up chasing us that far?"
"That's too impractical. It would take too long to return to Shaanxi from Qinghai."
"Then what's your thought, Uncle?"

Master firmly rejected Seol's suggestion.
Hwa-ryeon then asked for Master's opinion.

"Hmm, what about taking a boat from here back to Hubei? They wouldn't expect us to return the way we came—we could catch them off guard."
"Hmm..."

After considering Master's suggestion, Hwa-ryeon nodded and looked at me.

"What about you, Ja-seong?"
"Well, about that..."

As I was about to hide my true thoughts and agree with Master, I sensed a familiar presence.

Huh, this guy.
He suddenly left, and now he's suddenly back?

When I stopped mid-sentence and looked toward the door, everyone else's gaze naturally followed.

—Clunk!

The door opened roughly.
Everyone's eyes widened in surprise when they saw who appeared.

"Lord Hong?"
"Lord!"

Hong Ja-gong, who had hurriedly left saying something about a young monk, had returned.

"I see you arrived safely without incident."

He sat down in an empty spot as casually as if he'd just returned from a stroll, and I asked why he had left so suddenly.
After thinking for a moment, Hong Ja-gong muttered, "Right, you should know too," and delivered unbelievable news.

"Shaolin was... annihilated?"
"Yes. The Head of the Sect, Won Gil, and all the elder monks are presumed dead."

We were all speechless at this shocking revelation.

What was Shaolin?
Known as the birthplace of martial arts under heaven, it was one of the most influential sects among the Nine Schools and One Faction.

It was such a major sect that it would be difficult to find a martial arts novel that didn't mention it—and now it was annihilated!

"I thought something was strange when I heard they had closed their gates, but what happened?"
"The Divine Wood Unit of Paecheon Fortress attacked Shaolin. From what I've heard, they used a young disciple to poison the sect's elders."

Divine Wood Unit.
That was definitely one of Paecheon Fortress's combat units, the one Chilji belonged to.
And Chilji was a member of the Crimson Eye Cult.

"...The Crimson Eye Cult must be involved."
"They're vulnerable to Buddhist energy. That's probably why they targeted Shaolin first."

Hong Ja-gong nodded in agreement with my words and continued his explanation.

"They seem to have used the Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array—the same one they used at Wudang Mountain—to conceal Shaolin's destruction. That's why the outside world hasn't noticed anything unusual."

The Mara's Labyrinthine Illusion Array was definitely the formation that had been set up at Wudang Mountain to conceal the energy emitted by the Crimson Eye's seedling.
By the time we arrived there, it had become almost ineffective because the energy had grown too powerful.

Anyway, with that formation in place, no one outside would be able to tell what had happened at Shaolin.

"But we're talking about Shaolin! Surely they have many secular disciples around Mount Song—has no one tried to climb the mountain?"
"I heard that soldiers from Henan Prefecture have been mobilized to thoroughly block anyone from ascending the mountain."

Soldiers were mobilized to clean up after the Divine Wood Unit's operation.
I immediately understood the situation.

"Paecheon Fortress must have pulled some strings."
"Which means Ju Do-han himself condoned the annihilation of Shaolin."

After orchestrating a plot against the Namgung Family in Hefei, now he had annihilated the massive Shaolin Sect.

"...It seems we've gained another card to use in persuading the major sects."

Considering that Shaolin's future Head of the Sect, So-shin, could testify directly, this was truly a powerful card.

They say crisis is opportunity.
The shock of Shaolin's destruction would unite the martial arts world of the Central Plains more strongly.

"Where are the Shaolin survivors now?"
"Currently hiding in a Beggar Sect safe house. I told them to stay hidden there and recover for now, since the Crimson Eye Cult has spread surveillance throughout Huiyin County."

Then the survivors' safety should be assured for now.
While I was nodding in agreement, Hong Ja-gong looked around the room.

"By the way, I didn't expect you'd still be here. I heard that rascal was still living it up extravagantly."
"Yes, but we can no longer do that."

The inn manager, who had been quietly listening to our conversation, explained the situation to Hong Ja-gong, who let out a dry laugh when he heard that part of the Pursuit Unit had been arrested by the Wei County Magistrate.

"The Zhongqing Prefect must be truly furious. He might have already reported Paecheon Fortress to the Ministry of Justice or the Censorate."

In simple terms, this meant the Pursuit Unit might be tied up in Zhongqing longer than expected.

This was nothing but good news for us.
But in the middle of the conversation, a question suddenly occurred to me.

"If you didn't expect us to be here, why did you come?"
"Why else?"

Hong Ja-gong proudly pulled something out from inside his robe.

"A money pouch...?"

What he produced was a money pouch.
And quite a heavy one at that.

"I personally trained him in martial arts, but I never received compensation for my efforts."
"..."
"As the head beggar of this area, I may accept free meals, but I cannot work without payment."

I see.
So he came all the way back from Shaanxi to collect his unpaid fee.

I stared at him with a cold expression, and Hong Ja-gong shrugged.

"Of course, that's not the only reason I returned. I was about to look for you again."
"For us? Why...?"

Hong Ja-gong looked at me quite seriously as I tilted my head in confusion.

"Could you help me out for a while?"

*

The next day.
After confirming that the Pursuit Unit had left through the south gate, we departed from the Tang family estate.

The Tang family head and the brothers Tang Hyeong-geon and Tang Hyeong-gon saw us off, though Hyeong-geon wore a distinctly displeased expression.
Mainly because of Hong Ja-gong.

"What are you looking at? I returned your martial arts, trained you, and all I took was a small fee for my trouble. Why so bitter?"

...The money pouch was made of quite fine silk, so it must have been Tang Hyeong-geon's personal property.

"...No. But don't set foot around here for a while. I might feel the urge to unleash the 'Ten Thousand Flowers Rain' technique on you."
"Ha! You think a novice like you could do anything to me? Not a chance, boy."
"Grr...!"

As his father gritted his teeth and glared at Hong Ja-gong, the Tang family head awkwardly smiled and said:

"I heard you're heading to Chengdu."
"Yes. Somehow it turned out that way."

Indeed.
Hong Ja-gong, who had suddenly barged in yesterday asking for our help, said we needed to go to Chengdu first.

-I know you're being hunted by the Pursuit Unit. I won't burden you unnecessarily.
-Chengdu? That means...
-But didn't things work out more easily here thanks to me?
-...
-No, I'm not trying to pressure you. Feel free to refuse if you want.
-Well, I...
-But now that I think about it, it's a shame. With just one "Ten Thousand Flowers Rain" technique, I could have uprooted one of the Tang family's pillars.
-...We'll help you.

An admirable disconnect between words and actions.
Hwa-ryeon succumbed to the old beggar's cunning tongue and agreed to help, and thus our journey to Chengdu was decided.

Well, I was fine with it.

"Take this token. Our Tang family has a branch in Chengdu—show this and you'll receive any help you need."
"Thank you."

Hwa-ryeon put the gold-decorated token that the Tang family head handed her into her robe and got into the carriage. Hong Ja-gong, who had been teasing Tang Hyeong-geon until the last moment, also boarded.

"If your sword gets damaged, come back anytime. I'll take responsibility for fixing it."
"I should use it well so that doesn't happen."
"Nothing would be better."

Tang Hyeong-gon, who had made one last comment, smiled with satisfaction at my answer.
With that final image, I led the carriage through the west gate and safely left Gae County.

"Now will you tell us? What exactly do you need our help with?"
"It's quite a long story. Is that alright?"

Hong Ja-gong stuck his head out of the carriage and asked in response to the question I posed as soon as we left the city.

"Well, how long is it?"
"To tell this story, we need to go back to before the founding of the Great Ming Empire..."
"...Let's talk when we reach the next village."

With the intuition that this would be no ordinary long story, I stopped Hong Ja-gong and increased the carriage's speed.

*

"As I said when we first departed, the story goes back to before the founding of the Great Ming Empire."

We finally heard the story after reaching the next village at dusk.
Hwa-ryeon's eyes sparkled at the introduction.

"So it's a tale from the old martial arts world."
"More precisely, the twilight of the old martial arts world—when the Yuan Dynasty's martial arts extermination was in full swing."

Hong Ja-gong nodded at Hwa-ryeon's words.
The others' eyes also lit up at the mention of the old martial arts world.

"Although most attempts ultimately failed, there were desperate efforts everywhere to preserve martial arts techniques."

This was only natural.
For each sect, family, and even small dojos in the countryside, their martial arts represented history built up over long years.

No one would have allowed all of that to disappear into ashes.

Ch.314 - Unforgotten Grave
I nodded my head, when suddenly Yu Seol raised her hand.

"Excuse me, may I ask something?"

As everyone's gaze turned toward her, she carefully voiced her question.

"I heard about the ancient martial arts world before, but honestly, it's hard to believe. Even hundreds of years ago, there must have been countless martial artists across this vast Central Plains. How could martial arts traditions have been completely lost?"

That was something I wondered about too.
In the ancient martial arts era, to exaggerate slightly, there were countless martial artists and nearly as many martial arts techniques.

Yet except for major sects and families like Wudang, the Zhuge Family, and the Tang Family, I'd never heard of anyone preserving ancient martial arts.

Well, that's probably why sword qi and sword force were treated as fiction.
How was this even possible?

Facing our questioning looks, Master Hong answered simply.

"While there are many reasons, the main cause would be the Yuan Dynasty's elite warriors, the 'Blue Wolf Unit.'"
"Blue Wolf Unit..."

It was the first time I'd heard the term, but I could guess what it meant just from the name.
Of course, unlike me, Yu Seol had no idea and asked again.

"What's that?"
"They were warriors who wielded a strange power called the blessing of the blue wolf."
"Blessing of the blue wolf? Is that some kind of metaphor?"

In response to Ju Hwa-ryeon's question, Master Hong shook his head.

"I don't know the details either. I once went to the Mongolian steppes to learn more about it, but ultimately discovered nothing."

Most people either didn't know about it, or if they seemed to know, they kept their mouths shut to him as an outsider.
Of course, it's not that important now.

"So, what did this Blue Wolf Unit do?"
"They hunted down martial artists. I don't know how it was possible, but they could remarkably detect the presence of internal energy in someone's dantian."

Detecting internal energy in the dantian.
In other words, they could distinguish between those who practiced mind methods and those who didn't.

"Because of that, even if you hid and pretended not to be a martial artist to escape their pursuit, you'd be discovered immediately. I don't need to tell you what happened next, do I?"

...They were killed.
None of the martial artists from any sect or family survived.
Only those who hadn't learned martial arts remained alive.

With secret manuals burned and martial artists who could pass down techniques orally killed off, the severance of martial arts traditions was inevitable.

"Wow..."

Yu Seol let out a quiet exclamation.
Her expression showed disgust at the Yuan Dynasty's ruthlessness.
Though they didn't express it, Ju Hwa-ryeon and Master seemed to share the same thought.

"We've gone off on a tangent. Anyway, as I said, there were several attempts to preserve martial arts, and one of them was the Bulmangchong."
"Bulmangchong? You mean the 'Unforgotten Tomb'?"

Master Hong nodded at my question and provided a detailed explanation.

Bulmangchong.
The plan was simple.

Create an underground tomb that Yuan Dynasty forces couldn't possibly invade, and store martial arts secret manuals inside.

"An impenetrable underground tomb... you mean something protected by mechanical traps and formation arrays?"
"Yes, probably something like that."

Ancient martial arts hidden in a tomb filled with traps.
Quite typical, isn't it?

A tomb rumored to contain supreme martial arts techniques, with martial artists fighting over it.
Isn't that a common plot in many martial arts novels?

"So, does this Bulmangchong actually exist?"
"I only know the names of a few masters who were interested in Bulmangchong, not much else. I don't know if it was actually created or what martial arts might be stored there."

It seems even the person who brought it up doesn't know much.
Then why did he suddenly become interested in Bulmangchong?

Master Hong soon explained his reason.

"You probably didn't know this, but among Ye So-ha's subordinates in the Lower Heaven Sect, there's a woman named Hong."
"Hong?"
"Yes. And that woman is currently working as a spy within the Crimson Eye Cult."
"...!"

A spy providing information from within the Crimson Eye Cult.
Surprised by this news, I quickly grasped the situation.

"Did Hong tell you about Bulmangchong?"
"That's right. Apparently, the Crimson Eye Cult is planning something using this Bulmangchong. That's why we're heading to Chengdu now."

So, this Bulmangchong is near Chengdu?
Without realizing it, I urgently asked:

"Has something already happened in Chengdu? No, right?"

Master Hong seemed a bit taken aback by my reaction and asked why I was suddenly so concerned.
For a moment, I was at a loss for words.
Then Ju Hwa-ryeon, who was beside me, answered on my behalf.

"Gun Ja-seong's elder sister lives in Chengdu."

I turned to look at her pale face in surprise.
Oh, you knew?

"Elder sister?"
"She married the eldest son of the Zhongchuan Trading Company, which is based in Chengdu."

Stroking his beard, Master Hong responded to Ju Hwa-ryeon's explanation.

"Zhongchuan Trading Company is the largest trading company in Sichuan. You're saying your sister is the future mistress of that company? Were you from a wealthy family?"

...He started with formal speech but now he's speaking so casually.
After briefly giving Master Hong a cold look, I shrugged.

"Well, I never had to worry about money, but we're quite ordinary compared to them."

While the Gun Family Estate was quite old and wealthy, it couldn't compare to a massive trading company like Zhongchuan.
Hearing my explanation, Master Hong frowned as if he didn't understand.

"Then how did such a family manage to marry their eldest son to your sister?"
"It was a marriage after a passionate romance."
"Oh?"

His eyes sparkled with interest.
The others also looked intrigued, though they didn't express it openly.

Feeling pressured by their gazes urging me to explain in detail, I smiled wryly and recalled the first meeting between my brother-in-law, the eldest son of Zhongchuan Trading Company, and my sister.

Four years ago, in summer.
A Zhongchuan Trading Company caravan passing through Gungang County on its way to Kaifeng visited the Gun Family Estate.

"All the inns are full. Could we stay just for one night? We'll compensate you generously."

Since all the inns in the county were full, they came to us, and my father gladly welcomed them as guests.

That evening, he invited the caravan's representative, Zhongchuan Trading Company's eldest son Jang Jin-san, to dinner.

"That's where he saw my elder sister. The moment he laid eyes on her, it was like sparks flew."

It was obvious he fell in love at first sight.
Of course, nothing special happened during that first meeting.

My brother-in-law just couldn't take his eyes off my sister, and she felt awkward under his gaze, that's all.
Since the caravan had to hurry, my brother-in-law had to leave the village early the next morning.

"What? That's how it ended?"
"For that day, yes. The issue started afterward."

After that, my brother-in-law frequently went on business trips and found all sorts of excuses to visit the Gun Family Estate.
He even went out of his way to visit Gungang County to see my sister, even when it meant taking a detour from his caravan's destination.

Moreover, each time he visited, he brought rare treasures from all over the Central Plains as gifts.

Perhaps because of this, my sister, who was initially uncomfortable, gradually began to open her heart to him.

"As things progressed that way, the Zhongchuan Trading Company inevitably learned about my sister."

I don't know what happened to my brother-in-law.
Seeing that he didn't visit Gungang County for a while, I could only assume he faced strong opposition.

A year passed like that.

"For a while, Ja-seong went around with a deep frown. Saying things like he'd beat him up or wouldn't let him get away with it."
"Come to think of it, he did."

I chuckled in agreement with Ju Hwa-ryeon's words.

Think about it.
Wasn't he the one who fell in love at first sight and pursued my sister who had been minding her own business?

Yet he left her hanging for a year without even a letter, so of course I was annoyed.

I had even vowed to never let him off the hook, thinking he had been playing with my sister's feelings.

"Of course, I later realized that wasn't the case."

As I found out later, my brother-in-law was fiercely fighting against his parents' extreme opposition to marry my sister.

I don't know the details, but he apparently used every means at his disposal.
Despite this, his heart didn't change, and eventually his parents surrendered.

"So two years ago, he reappeared in Gungang County with lavish gifts and a palanquin to carry my sister."
"Ah, so that's what that was..."

Yu Seol nodded as if belatedly recalling the scene.
Well, it was such a big event that the entire county was abuzz.

"That's quite a rare story these days. Anyway, I understand the situation. I'll tell our agents in Chengdu to keep a close eye on the Zhongchuan Trading Company."
"I'd appreciate that."

After expressing my gratitude to Master Hong, Ju Hwa-ryeon dismissed everyone, suggesting we depart early tomorrow morning.

Seeing that I was worried about my sister, she was being considerate so we could hurry.
Grateful, I secretly kissed her cheek, causing her cold face to quickly flush.

As I was about to leave the room following the others, a hand gently caught my sleeve.

"......"

Her face was still red, but with a strange hint of dissatisfaction.
Noticing her true feelings, I smiled slightly and kissed her lips instead of her cheek.

*smooch*

"Sleep well."
"...You too, Ja-seong."

Leaving a brief farewell, I walked out of the room, moving away from her satisfied, faint smile.

*

Thanks to Ju Hwa-ryeon's consideration, our group moved quickly and arrived in Chengdu a day earlier than expected.
Passing through the east gate and entering the city, we were greeted by the sight of peaceful, bustling streets.

"Fortunately, it seems nothing unusual has happened so far."
"Indeed."

I agreed, feeling the tension that had built up during our journey finally easing.

"Hmph."

As we slowly drove the carriage through the pedestrians, Master Hong jumped off the moving carriage and looked up at me.

"I'll go to the branch office to check on the situation in the city. Are you heading straight to the Zhongchuan Trading Company headquarters?"
"No. First, we'll go to the Changcheon Trading Company branch."

Chengdu was a large city, the center of Sichuan.
Naturally, Changcheon Trading Company had a branch there.

So the plan was to first go to the branch to drop off our companions and then visit the Zhongchuan Trading Company.

"Then I'll find you there later."

Leaving just those brief words, Master Hong disappeared into the crowd.
After parting with him, we eventually arrived at the Changcheon Trading Company's Chengdu branch.

"It's not as big as the Wuhan branch, but still quite substantial."

As I looked up at the fairly large two-story building in admiration, people came rushing out from inside the branch.

Ch.315 - Reunion
"Welcome, miss!"

The middle-aged man who greeted Hwa-ryeon at the front could be described as having a good build if one was being kind, or corpulent if one wasn't.

He folded his ample belly—so large I worried Seol might get completely buried in it—as he introduced himself.

"I am Dam Geuk-so. I'm the branch manager of this Chengdu branch. I've already heard news of your arrival. Please, come inside."

"Thank you for your hospitality."

"Not at all. It's only what I should do."

Branch Manager Dam waved his hands dramatically at Hwa-ryeon's thanks.
How should I put it? He seemed like a person whose actions were lighter than his build would suggest.
Yet he didn't seem fake, perhaps because of his clear eyes that resembled those of a child, unsuited to his age.

Anyway, we followed him to an office on the upper floor.
After naturally offering the seat of honor to Hwa-ryeon, Branch Manager Dam sat down and immediately opened his mouth with a rather serious expression.

"I've heard the story. That the Crimson Eye Cult is behind Paecheon Fortress, and that cult is plotting something here in Chengdu."

"Have you noticed anything unusual?"

Branch Manager Dam shook his head at my question.

"Nothing like that yet. Currently, it's peaceful—the very definition of peace. If anything, it seems even more peaceful than usual."

Perhaps because he'd heard about the Bulmang Unit?
It sounded like he was describing the calm before the storm.

Hwa-ryeon must have had the same thought as me, as she repeatedly asked him to look into it more carefully.

"Understood. If it's your request, I'll certainly comply."

Branch Manager Dam, with a broad smile, rose from his seat saying he would implement it right away.
As we followed him out of the office, Hwa-ryeon asked:

"Are we going to the Jungcheon Trading Company now?"

"That's the plan. You should rest here and—"

"I want to go with you."

"...Huh?"

Go together? Suddenly?
I could only blink blankly at Hwa-ryeon's unexpected declaration before she said to wait a moment and dashed off somewhere.

I stared at the spot where she had disappeared, scratching the back of my head.
I didn't understand why she suddenly wanted to come along, but I had no choice.

I decided to wait patiently for Hwa-ryeon's return.

I waited.

And waited.

Kept waiting.

Waited until the end...

"Why isn't she coming back?"

Half an hour had already passed.
If we had left earlier, we would have reached the Jungcheon Trading Company headquarters by now. What could she be doing?

Just as I was grumbling to myself about this inexplicable situation, I finally heard Hwa-ryeon's voice.

"Sorry, did you wait long?"

"What took you so—"

I turned my head as I spoke but stopped abruptly.

"How do I look?"

Hwa-ryeon's appearance had completely transformed.

She wore an elegant yet subtly stylish palace dress with light makeup.
She was all dressed up, like at that Zhuge Family banquet some time ago.

Of course, it wasn't exactly the same.
Unlike then, when she had been adorned in splendor, now she had a more elegant, refined appearance.

Both then and now, she looked extremely beautiful, which made me unconsciously curl the corners of my mouth as I slowly approached her.

"...Why aren't you answering? Do I look strange?"

"No way. That's impossible."

My facial muscles finally escaped my control.
Unable to hold back, I broke into a bright smile, and seeing my expression, Hwa-ryeon seemed relieved and gave a faint smile as well.

"Is that why you were late? Getting dressed up?"

"We're going to meet Ja-seong's family, aren't we?"

"Hmm? It's not like you're meeting my younger sister for the first time."

Hwa-ryeon had lived as Jang Seol-ran, a disciple of the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy, for a full ten years.
No matter how distant their relationship might have been, she must have met the family of the Head Disciple of the academy.

But Hwa-ryeon made a sulky face at my response.

"That was then, this is now."

"What's different?"

"...There just is."

She avoided the question and changed the subject.
Seeing this, I brought my lips to her slightly reddened ear.

"You mean it's different because you're Ju Hwa-ryeon who promised a future together, not Jang Seol-ran, the fellow disciple?"

"...Acting like you don't know when you clearly do is really annoying, you know?"

I surrendered, raising both hands in response to her fierce glare.

"Sorry. But what can I do when your embarrassed expression is so cute?"

"...Really. You always know what to say."

Hwa-ryeon grumbled as she took the lead.
I followed beside her with a grin, interlocking our fingers.

"Let's go. The Jungcheon Trading Company is this way."

*

As I had expected, it took us about half an hour to reach the headquarters of the Jungcheon Trading Company.
And as soon as we laid eyes on the headquarters, we couldn't help but marvel at its enormity.

"It's incredible."

"Wow, beyond what I imagined."

I dare say I had never seen a larger or more spacious estate than this before.

"They must have spent a truly enormous... amount of money."

I almost accidentally said "an enormous shit-ton of money."
Gathering my wits to avoid any careless slips, I immediately approached the guard at the main gate.

"Excuse me."

"Yes. How may I help you?"

The guard, who had been standing perfectly straight without the slightest gap in his posture, showed a strange reaction when I mentioned my younger sister's name.

"You're the younger brother of the Young Madam?"

"Yes? Yes. I sent word of my visit earlier..."

His eyes widened and his body tensed noticeably.
He was clearly very nervous.

What's going on?
As I tilted my head in confusion, the guard immediately bent at a right angle.

"Welcome! We heard you were coming! Please, come inside!"

I entered, feeling bewildered by his extremely courteous guidance.

Once inside, the estate looked even more spacious than it had appeared from the outside.
As I stood still, looking around, an elderly man approached us.

"Welcome, Young Master Gun. I am Yu Mun-yeok, the Head Manager of this Jungcheon Trading Company."

"Ah, yes. I'm Gun Ja-seong."

I bowed in response to the respectful bow from the elderly man who appeared to be at least three times my age.

"I'll guide you to the Young Madam. This way."

Head Manager Yu smiled gently at my flustered state and turned to lead the way.
Following behind him, I whispered to Hwa-ryeon beside me.

"Doesn't it feel like we're being treated extremely well?"

"Yes. I get the feeling that Ja-seong's sister must have considerable influence—like she's a power player here."

My sister? A power player?
At Hwa-ryeon's words, I tried to imagine my sister as a powerful figure in the trading company.

Sitting in an elaborately decorated chair with a sharp expression, giving curt orders to subordinates with just a jerk of her chin.

Hmm... that seems off.

My younger sister, Gun Dan-ae, unlike my older sister Gun Su-ae, was an infinitely kind and warm person.
That's why countless young men in Gungang County secretly or openly harbored feelings for her.

It was so bad that the day after my sister left in a palanquin to get married, numerous men were sprawled on the dirt, completely drunk.

There's no way Dan-ae would be like that.
So what could it be?
Are they just treating her well because she's the future mistress of the trading company?

My questions continued to pile up.
But soon enough, I would be able to resolve these doubts.

"Here we are."

Following Head Manager Yu's guidance, we finally arrived at the building where my younger sister was staying.

The building was noticeably larger compared to others around it.
I wasn't sure if my sister was a power player, but it was clear she was being treated quite well within the trading company.

"She's waiting inside. Please go in. I'll take my leave now."

"Ah, yes. Thank you for guiding us."

After seeing off Head Manager Yu, we were guided inside by a maid assigned to the building.
And finally, we met my younger sister.

"Uh..."

"Welcome, my brother. Come, Woon-cheon? Say hello to your uncle."

"Abu, abubu!"

With an unexpectedly tiny new family member.

*

It had already been two years since my younger sister and brother-in-law got married.
So it wasn't really surprising that my sister had given birth to a child in that time.

"Oh..."

While I clearly understood this logically, my heart couldn't quite recover from the shock.
My younger sister burst into laughter, finding my reaction amusing.

"Really, were you that shocked?"

"...How could I not be? I had no idea."

I sat down on a chair next to Hwa-ryeon, still feeling slightly dazed.
Of course, throughout all this, my eyes remained fixed on the small baby.

"He was born just recently. I sent a letter home right after the birth, but seeing you here, I guess you didn't see it."

"...I guess not."

Seeing my consistently delayed responses, my younger sister slowly approached and held out the baby in her arms to me.

"Would you like to hold him?"

"Huh? Is that... okay?"

With a bit of instruction and help from my sister, I was able to hold the baby—my nephew—in my arms.

"Abuu. Buu."

The small creature babbled and wriggled endlessly in my arms.
Afraid something might go wrong, I didn't dare apply any pressure as I continued to hold him.

Round eyes and plump cheeks.
A small mouth babbling and drooling.

Without thinking, I wiped his mouth with the edge of the swaddling cloth, and he reached out his hand to me.

Those tiny hands fumbled around before grabbing my finger.
Then, finding something amusing, he smiled broadly.

"Kyaa-!"

A rather loud laugh.
I realized I was smiling along without even knowing it.

"Wow..."

An exclamation came from beside me.
When I turned my head, I saw Hwa-ryeon, who had removed her outer robe, also focusing intently on the baby.

Seeing her like that, I glanced at my sister.
She nodded silently.

With this wordless permission, I handed the baby to Hwa-ryeon as well.
Like me, she held him awkwardly, mouth agape for a while before carefully saying:

"...Hello?"

"Kyaa-!"

His laugh was much louder than when I had held him, making me chuckle.
Is the little one already recognizing beauty?

With that silly thought, I took the baby back and, hiding my reluctance, returned him to his mother's arms.

"Would you wait a moment? It's about time for his nap."

"Sure. That's fine. We'll wait."

"I'm sorry, miss."

"No, it's fine."

My younger sister left with the baby, apologizing.
With just the two of us left in the room, a strange awkwardness filled the air.

We kept glancing at each other in this atmosphere that was different from usual.
Without saying anything, we could tell we were thinking the same thing.

Someday, when all the fighting ends and peace comes, we'll get married too.
Then, will we also have such a cute and lovable child?

"..."

My face burned hot at the unbidden imagination.
It was the same for Hwa-ryeon.

With a face as red as if she had a fever, she kept stealing glances at me.

And so, until my sister returned, we didn't say a word, just watching each other cautiously.

*

"By the way, I was surprised. You, on a tour of the Central Plains?"

"Well, I've always wanted to travel around the Central Plains at least once."

After my sister returned, we finally composed ourselves and talked about recent events.

Of course, the truth was too shocking to tell directly, so I just vaguely said we were on a tour of the Central Plains.

"Traveling with just four people and no escort? Isn't that too dangerous?"

"Don't worry. I can definitely protect myself. I've been at the martial arts academy for over ten years."

I raised my arm, showing off my solid muscles as I spoke, but my sister's worries didn't cease.

"In these Central Plains, there are plenty of people who have practiced martial arts for decades. You must always be careful not to act recklessly, or you'll face great harm, understand?"
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Well.
It would be nice if those people who supposedly trained in martial arts for decades could even take one of my moves.

I laughed inwardly at the thought, but eventually surrendered to my junior sister's worried gaze.

"Alright. I'll be careful, always. And I won't act recklessly."

Only then did her face relax with relief as she turned to Hwa-ryeon with a faint smile.

"So? Who is this beautiful young lady who came with you?"
"Hmm? Don't you recognize her?"

At my question, my junior sister tilted her head, examining Hwa-ryeon carefully before her eyes widened.

"Oh, could it be...?"
"That's right, my junior sister Jang Seol-ran."
"Ah, hello. This is the first time I'm properly introducing myself. I'm Ju Hwa-ryeon."
"Jang Seol-ran? Ju Hwa-ryeon?"

Confused by the different names, my junior sister looked perplexed.
Hwa-ryeon hastily explained.

"Ju Hwa-ryeon is my real name. I changed my name due to certain circumstances."
"...Ah, I see. I don't think I've properly introduced myself either. I'm Gun Dan-ae."

A momentary bewilderment crossed my junior sister's face, but she quickly composed herself and smiled.
After gently accepting Hwa-ryeon's greeting, she looked at me with a curious gaze.

"I might be making a fuss over nothing, but when you say you came together, does that mean what I think it means?"

I glanced to the side for a moment.
Hwa-ryeon's face flushed red again at my gaze.

Looking at the red flower blooming on pure white snow, I chuckled and nodded.

"Yes. That meaning. She's the woman I'm going to marry. You're the first family member I'm telling."

At my answer, the red flower completely covered the white ground.
I couldn't help but smile at the sight, which I found endearing no matter how many times I saw it, and my junior sister expressed her surprise.

"If I remember correctly, you two didn't get along very well when you were younger?"
"That's right. If someone had told me back then that we'd end up like this, I would never have believed it."

My honest answer made my sister finally crack a smile.

"So the hatred turned to love?"
"It's more like we were slow to recognize our feelings."

As we held hands with interlocked fingers and made eye contact with Hwa-ryeon, the brightest smile returned to her face.

"My goodness. I'm getting hot just watching you two. I had a long-distance relationship, so that was difficult."

My lips curled up at my sister's playful grumbling about how envious she was.
As I was grinning, I sensed someone approaching amid the commotion outside.

Eventually, the door swung open to reveal a man with strong, handsome features.
It was my brother-in-law, Jang Jin-san, whom I hadn't seen in a very long time.

"My brother-in-law is here?"

From the looks of it, he had rushed over as soon as he heard I had arrived.
He's still a man of action rather than words.

I smiled and greeted my brother-in-law.

"It's been a while, brother-in-law. Have you been well?"
"I've been great with my wife by my side! But look at you—you've become quite the man in the time I haven't seen you! Women must be lining up for you."

I shrugged at his words as he patted both my shoulders in admiration.

"I don't think women should be lining up. I'm already taken."
"Hmm?"

My brother-in-law tilted his head, then turned his gaze to Hwa-ryeon standing beside me.
After getting an explanation of the situation from my sister, he burst into hearty laughter, genuinely delighted.

"Hahaha! I never expected my brother-in-law to bring a bride-to-be so soon. And such a beautiful one at that."

His voice resonated throughout the room.
Come to think of it, he was like this when he took my sister away in a palanquin too.

"Having made our hundred-year vow, I will make her happy for the rest of her life!"

I was recalling his thunderous declaration that nearly shook the entire neighborhood when my sister smacked his shoulder.

"Please be quiet. Un-cheon just fell asleep."
"Oh, really? Then, can I go see our son?"
"Don't you see him regularly?"

I asked, puzzled by his eager response.
His voice immediately dropped as he replied dejectedly.

"He always cries when he sees me..."
"Ah."

With his strong features and robust physique, he could certainly appear frightening to a baby.

Seeing my reaction, my brother-in-law looked shocked, exclaiming, "Even my brother-in-law...!"
Just then, I sensed someone else approaching with determined steps.

"Sister-in-law, it's Jin-hae. Is that hopeless brother of mine here?"

"Ugh...!"
"Yes, he's here."

My brother-in-law turned to look at my sister with a betrayed expression.
As my junior sister gave her husband an apologetic smile, the door swung open to reveal a man with sharp features.

"You suddenly ran off in the middle of work. What are you doing here? There's a mountain of tasks waiting."
"Well, you see, my brother-in-law came..."

My brother-in-law stammered out a feeble excuse as the man fired off harsh words immediately upon entering.
It's my first time seeing him like this.

Meanwhile, the man turned his gaze to me and respectfully clasped his hands in greeting.

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Jang Jin-hae, the second son of the Jungcheon Trading Company."
"Ah, yes. I'm Gun Ja-seong."

As I returned his greeting, his sharp eyes quickly scanned the surroundings.

He glanced once at Hwa-ryeon and her attire, once at how we were seated across from my sister and her husband, then let out a small sigh.

"...It seems I've interrupted an important occasion."

He must have figured out the situation at a glance.
To understand just by looking around a few times—he's quite perceptive.

While I was inwardly impressed, Jang Jin-hae continued speaking.

"As much as I'd like to withdraw, there's urgent business at the trading company. I'm truly sorry, but may I take my brother with me?"
"Of course. Honestly, how could you abandon your work and just leave like that?"
"D-darling..."

My brother-in-law made a pitiful face.
But having received permission, Jang Jin-hae's hand showed no mercy.

*Grab*

"Let's go. No leaving work until all of today's tasks are finished."
"You devil! Is this how I raised you?!"
"When did you ever raise me?"

The sight of him being dragged away by the scruff of his neck by his younger brother...
Like livestock being led to slaughter.

Yet my junior sister didn't bat an eye at this scene and even waved goodbye.

"Take care~."
"...Sister, you've changed somehow."

I commented dryly, noting how she seemed to have gained a certain composure or maturity.
She chuckled in response.

"Do you think it's easy becoming the daughter-in-law of a massive trading company? I've worked incredibly hard!"

She playfully complained while saying that.

She talked about feeling intimidated at first when no one welcomed her, being afraid of her parents-in-law's gaze, and slightly regretting her impulsive decision to follow her husband.

Though her tone was light, the words couldn't be taken lightly, so I listened attentively to my junior sister.
And before long, she revealed the secret to overcoming all those hardships.

"I tried to be like you."
"Me?"
"Yes, just like how you listened to the wet nurse and Mr. Kang's situations and helped them, I listened to everyone at the trading company and helped them too."

She said she started with simple things.

In summer, she made shade shelters for porters working under the scorching sun, and in winter, she prepared warm cotton clothes for them.

As things progressed, she even lent money without interest when needed and looked after the families of those who went on trading expeditions.

"Most people were grateful for that. Of course, there were some who weren't."

There are always those who try to take advantage of kindness rather than appreciate it.
And at the Jungcheon Trading Company, such people didn't last long before being driven out.

Those who were grateful to my sister wouldn't tolerate them.
Thus, only honest and trustworthy people remained at the Jungcheon Trading Company.

"It was unexpected, but Father really liked this approach."

Being in a position as the owner of a large trading company, he must understand the importance of the people working under him.

My junior sister might have just wanted to win the hearts of the trading company's people, but the fact that it helped weed out untrustworthy individuals was quite encouraging.

"After that, people's gazes and attitudes toward me changed noticeably."

I smiled back at my junior sister, who couldn't hide her satisfaction.
But my face immediately hardened at her casual follow-up question.

"Speaking of which, how are the wet nurse and Mr. Kang doing? I sometimes think about how the wet nurse cried when I left."
"......"

How should I say this?
What should I say?

It was truly awkward to deliver news of death to someone asking about the well-being of people who were no longer alive.

But the answer was clear.
Hiding it now would only delay the inevitable.
Perhaps the news was already written in a letter on its way back to her.

Finally, with a deep sigh, I informed her of the deaths of our household members.

"...A few months ago, something bad happened."
"Something... bad?"

Perhaps sensing something ominous from my expression, the warmth gradually drained from my sister's face.

"Some men who concealed their identities attacked the Gun Family Estate."
"A-attacked...?"

As I announced the deaths of four people, unable to face her increasingly pale face, tears finally poured from my sister's eyes.

"W-what happened? Why our home...! Did we do something wrong?"

No, no one did anything wrong.
It was just someone's greed and malice that slashed through the Gun Family Estate.

The culprit touched our home without any awareness,
and they will pay the price by my hand.

Looking at my junior sister covering her mouth with both hands as she cried, I made the vow once again.

*

After finally calming down and collecting herself, my junior sister stopped us as we were about to leave the trading company.

"You came all this way, and you're just going to leave? You should at least stay for one night."
"Ah, no. There's no need for that..."

I tried to politely decline, but my sister was adamant.
Eventually, we agreed to follow her wishes and spend the night in the rooms prepared for us.

"Surely my brother isn't the kind of scoundrel who would try to take advantage of a woman before marriage?"
"O-of course not. Definitely not."

Though not as strict as my older sister, my junior sister was firm on such matters, so I obediently went to my room.

And that night.
Just as I was about to go to bed, my junior sister came to my room.

"Seong-ah, do you have a moment?"

"Oh, sure."

At this point, I had a strange certainty.
That my sister had come to dig into the matters I was trying to hide.

Sure enough, as soon as the door opened, my sister's unfamiliar expression greeted me.
And on top of that, she was bringing a tray with alcohol.

It was so formal that I unconsciously gulped.

"You're just of age now, but can you drink?"
"Ah, no. I don't drink."
"That's something your brother-in-law should learn from you."

*Clank!*

My sister set the tray down loudly on the table and sat across from me.
When she was about to pour herself a drink, I quickly took the bottle and poured it for her instead.

After downing the full cup of alcohol in one go, my sister slowly began to speak with a deep sigh.
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"...Do you think the attack on our home might be related to that girl?"
"......"

A heavy question flew at me without any preamble.

I kept my mouth shut and just rolled my eyes at the delicate question, and my little sister stared at me silently.

That wordless gaze pressed on me more heavily than any harsh words could.
Finally, I sighed and answered her question honestly.

"If you're asking whether there's a connection or not, then yes. Those bastards came to Gungang County targeting Hwa-ryeon."
"...Can you explain in detail?"

There's no point in hiding anything anymore.
I laid out the whole situation without a single lie.

Hwa-ryeon's identity and why she had gone into hiding in Gungang County.
The attack that happened this summer and how it led to my journey.

"The daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress? My goodness...!"

She couldn't hide her shock, apparently finding Hwa-ryeon's identity far more shocking than expected.
She opened and closed her mouth several times before taking a deep breath to compose herself.

"...Whew."

Having finally calmed down, she looked at me directly and said,

"Do the rest of the family know about what you're involved in?"
"...I didn't explain it clearly, but they probably have a rough idea."

Hearing my words, my little sister shook her head firmly.

"No, they don't really know. If they did, they wouldn't have let you out into the martial world like this. Do you even know what kind of organization Paecheon Fortress is?"
"I know. Probably in much more detail than you think."

From the Dark Heaven Unit that attacked Gungang County to the Heavenly Light Unit and the Extermination Unit.
I've already wiped out three of Paecheon Fortress's main military forces.

Of course, I didn't mention that in detail.
Even if I did, my little sister wouldn't believe me anyway.

"You know? If you really knew, how could you be so calm about it? Even this Jungcheon Trading Company would be ruined overnight if they got on Paecheon Fortress's bad side. That's the kind of organization you're going up against."

Thinking I didn't understand the gravity of the situation based on my calm reaction, my little sister pressed me with a frustrated expression.
Then she asked in a cautious tone,

"Can't you just... just break up with that girl and return to Gungang County? If you lay low for a few years, maybe things will quiet down..."
"That's not going to happen, absolutely not."

My little sister flinched when I cut her off mid-sentence, and I made my declaration clear.

"I have no intention of turning a blind eye to what they've done. It's not just about the deaths of our people. I personally cannot tolerate them."

Apart from avenging the deaths of my family members, both Paecheon Fortress, which aims to trample and rule the martial world of the Central Plains, and the Crimson Eye Cult, which seeks to destroy the world itself, are obstacles to my goal of normalizing the martial world.

So I must remove them.
For the realization of my desires.

"So you're going to keep opposing Paecheon Fortress? Are you saying you'll die fighting a futile battle with that girl?"

I shook my head again at my little sister's sharp words and shrugged my shoulders.

"It's not a futile battle, and we won't die together. I plan to spend the rest of my life with Hwa-ryeon."
"You really...!"

My little sister started to tear up at my consistently nonchalant response.
My heart softened at the sight, and just as I was about to comfort her, I sensed people moving urgently through my qi detection network.

Wondering what was happening, I expanded my hearing with my spirit listening technique and heard alarming sounds.

-We're under attack! The Third Young Master has been taken hostage...!
-Quickly inform the Company Leader! And the First and Second Young Masters too!

"...It seems we have uninvited guests."
"What?"
"Take the child and stay with Hwa-ryeon."

With no time for lengthy explanations, I left instructions to stay with Hwa-ryeon and immediately rushed out of the room.

Expanding my qi detection network to its maximum, I could sense people gathering amid the commotion.

Not too far away.
I immediately ran toward that location.

*

"W-what is this about? An attack?!"

Jin-san, who had been wrestling with paperwork until late at night, trapped by his demon-like younger brother, rushed out of his office upon hearing the sudden news of an attack.

"W-we don't know what's happening either."
"Who's attacking? What's going on?!"

Pressed by his questioning, the panting manager stammered an explanation of the situation.

"A group of unidentified people with masked faces appeared. Th-they've taken the Third Young Master hostage..."
"Jin-ha? Where is he?!"

Upon hearing that his youngest brother and the company's troublemaker, Jang Jin-ha, had been taken hostage, Jin-san shouted with bulging eyes.
The manager, who started hiccupping at the fierce intensity, pointed somewhere with his finger.

Just as he was about to rush blindly in the direction indicated, something flew at him from behind.
When he instinctively turned his head and caught it, it was his sword that had been hanging in the office.

"Please fix that habit of rushing ahead without thinking. We're under attack, and you were going to go unarmed?"
"...Thanks!"

After throwing the sword to his brother and securing his own at his waist, Jin-hae admonished him, to which Jin-san left a brief thanks before running off.
Watching his brother's retreating back, Jin-hae shook his head and gave instructions to the manager who was standing awkwardly.

"You, immediately call the company's guard forces to the scene. Has the Company Leader been informed?"
"Yes! Someone else went, so he should know by now."
"Good, go."

After briefly glancing at the manager who scurried away following his instructions, Jin-hae also followed his brother.

When they arrived at the scene:

"If you don't want to see the Third Young Master's head roll, everyone back off!"
"Urgh...!"

The situation was far from ordinary.
Seven masked individuals were surrounded by the trading company's people.

But with a sharp blade at Jin-ha's throat, no one could do anything but swallow their groans.

"You bastards...!"

The same was true for Jin-san, who had rushed ahead.
Seeing him grinding his teeth while gripping his sword hilt, Jin-hae stepped forward to face the masked individuals.

"What are your demands?"
"Second Young Master!"
"Little brother...!"

The company people and Jin-ha brightened at Jin-hae's appearance.
At the same time, the masked person holding Jin-ha laughed triumphantly.

"Kuhehe, finally someone who can talk sense appears."
"Cut the nonsense and state what you want. Is it money?"

At Jin-hae's cold words, the masked person snorted briefly.

"Hmph, if we wanted money, we wouldn't be staging this little drama."
"Then what do you want?"

Despite racking his brain for a moment, he couldn't think of anything besides money.
What else could they demand while holding the son of the leader of Sichuan's largest trading company hostage?

As he frowned and waited for the masked person's answer, an unexpected response came shortly.

"What we want is the treasure map that this Third Young Master has obtained!"
"Treasure... map?"

A treasure map out of nowhere—what was this all about?
Everyone's questioning gaze turned to Jin-ha.

"W-well, you see...!"

Jin-ha stammered out the circumstances while nervously glancing at the blade at his throat.

Not long ago, he had bought a treasure map from someone unidentified at a black market in the city.

The price they asked was just one silver tael.
For a young master of the Jungcheon Trading Company, it was a pittance, not even pocket money.

So he bought it partly out of curiosity, but the problem came afterward.

"I-I showed it to an appraiser. H-he said it seemed genuine..."

This unexpectedly good news came suddenly.
Overjoyed, Jin-ha had secretly tried to investigate the location indicated by the treasure map.

But somehow the information had leaked, and the masked individuals had come after the treasure map just one day after the appraisal.

"......"
"......"

After hearing the story, Jin-san and Jin-hae couldn't hide their bewilderment.

*Isn't it fake?*

The whole process of obtaining the treasure map seemed too contrived.
What fool would sell a genuine treasure map for the pittance of one silver tael?

Even if, by some chance, the seller truly didn't know the value of the treasure map.
Does it make sense that someone would learn about the treasure map and attack within just one day?

The situation reeked of suspicion from all angles.
The two brothers instinctively realized they had been entangled in something strange.

"Now, you've heard it? Quietly hand over the treasure map this guy has!"

Whether aware of their suspicions or not, the masked person demanded the treasure map imperiously.
Seeing the blade still at his brother's throat, Jin-hae decided to comply with the demand for now.

"Jin-ha, where is the treasure map?"
"L-little brother. Are you really going to hand over the treasure map—ugh!"

The blade drew closer, finally cutting Jin-ha's neck.

"Hey, don't you know it's not fun when you talk nonsense?"

Hearing the menacing whisper in his ear, Jin-ha's face turned deathly pale.
Seeing this, Jin-hae also urgently pressed his brother.

"Even with a thousand gold, it's useless if you're dead. So tell me, where is the treasure map?"
"I-I hid it under the bed in my room..."

Persuaded by his brother, Jin-ha finally revealed the location of the treasure map.
Hearing this, Jin-hae instructed the servants to bring the treasure map.

Fortunately, Jin-ha's quarters weren't far away, and the servants quickly brought an envelope containing the treasure map.

"Here it is. Now release my brother."
"That's not possible. We haven't even verified its authenticity yet."

The masked person beckoned to Jin-hae.

"Throw the treasure map. If it's confirmed to be genuine, we'll release him."
"......"

Is it really okay to hand over the treasure map like this?
As Jin-hae hesitated briefly, the masked person again pressed the sword against Jin-ha's throat.

"Urgh...!"
"Is this really the time to be leisurely thinking?"

Seeing another wound appear on his brother's neck, Jin-hae abandoned his hesitation.
As they said, the other side currently held all the cards.

"Here, take it."

When he threw the envelope toward the masked individuals, another masked person who had been silent until now immediately caught it.
Then, after taking out the treasure map from the envelope and examining it, the person's visible eyes contorted.

*What's going on?*

Just as he had a premonition that something was wrong, an angry shout erupted.

"The treasure map is torn! Where's the rest of it?!"
"What...?"

Turning his gaze to Jin-ha in confusion, he saw a face even more bewildered than his own.

"T-torn? I don't know anything about that. It was in that condition from when I bought it."
"Don't lie!"
"I-I'm telling the truth!"

The atmosphere turned ominous in an instant.
The masked person grabbed Jin-ha by the collar and growled.

"Tell me where the rest is right now!"
"I-I don't know. I really don't know!"

The brother screaming in terror and the masked person raising his sword as if to behead him at any moment.

Jin-san and Jin-hae gritted their teeth.
Whatever was happening, resolving the situation peacefully had become difficult.

The only way to save their brother now was to watch for an opening and rush in.

*If we fail, Jin-ha dies.*

As they tightened the strings of tension at the crisis of possibly losing a family member, at that moment:

"Hey, that's enough, isn't it? He said he doesn't know."

A surprisingly light voice compared to the surrounding air was heard.
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At the same time, someone pushed through the servants and stepped forward.
When Jin-hae saw his face, his eyes widened.

*Gun Young Master?*

The person was none other than Gun Ja-seong, the young man who had visited the merchant group today and was the younger brother of Dan-ae, Jin-hae's sister-in-law.

Why is he suddenly here?
What gives him the confidence to step forward like that?

"Br-brother-in-law! What are you doing? Quickly step back!"

Like Jin-hae, Jin-san was shocked to see Ja-seong and tried to stop him, but Ja-seong merely waved his hand dismissively as if everything was fine.

Even the masked men seemed bewildered by the seemingly reckless behavior of this young man who had barely reached adulthood.

"Who are you?"
"As you just heard, I'm the brother-in-law of the merchant group's young master."

His answer was surprisingly calm, showing no understanding of the gravity of the situation.
While everyone around, friend or foe, couldn't hide their bewilderment, Ja-seong spoke again.

"You just said it yourself. You'd let him go once you confirmed the map was real. It seems confirmed now, so let him go."

The masked man burst into mocking laughter.

"...Ha, you think we'll just say 'yes, of course' and back down because you said so? This treasure map is incomplete! It's useless by itself!"

The masked man shouted in a booming voice and tightened his grip on Jin-ha's collar.

"He must have hidden the other pieces somewhere. Tell us now. Where are the other pieces of the treasure map hidden?"
"Ugh...! I-I don't know...! Really, what I bought, that's all...there is!"

Jin-ha answered while gasping for breath.
But the man, blinded by greed for the treasure map, wouldn't believe him.

"Hmph, if you insist on denying it, I have no choice."

The masked man raised his sword arm.
The blade pointed directly at Jin-ha's left shoulder.

"Let's see if you can still deny it after losing an arm?"
"J-Jin-ha! No, you bastard!"

Jin-san roared.
Following that, another inappropriately calm voice was heard.

"You'd better not do that."
"This insolent bastard keeps...!"

The masked man, who had been growling with displeasure at Ja-seong's words, suddenly flinched.

Ja-seong's eyes had become intensely focused.
Seeing this, the masked man's body involuntarily stiffened.

*What... what is this?*

Could I really be intimidated by just a look?
From a mere youngster like him?

*That's impossible.*

The masked man's eyes gleamed dangerously as he shook his head to dismiss such absurd thoughts.

"No matter how much you talk, nothing will change. I'll keep cutting this man until I get the complete treasure map. After the left arm, the right arm, and then the legs!"
"Hik...!"

Jin-ha's face turned ashen at the declaration that all his limbs would be cut off.
Seeing this, a vile delight flashed in the masked man's eyes.

"Kuhehe...! Even the young master of Sacheon's greatest merchant group fears such a fate? You're no different from us after all!"

The masked man seemed to have some resentment toward the privileged, taking pleasure in Jin-ha's fear.

Soon, his delight fueled the flames of greed even more intensely.

"If you don't want to live as a cripple for the rest of your life, speak. Where are the remaining pieces of the treasure map?"
"I-I don't know! I really don't-!"
"Huh, still denying it? I have no choice then."

Jin-ha was almost sobbing.
But the masked man, still not believing him, raised his sword again.

And at that moment, Ja-seong said something strangely out of place.

"I'm getting déjà vu."
"...What?"

Déjà vu?
Wondering what nonsense he was talking about, the masked man heard something truly absurd.

"If you release the third young master now, I'll let you go. No one seems to be hurt yet."
"...Huh?"
"But if you bring that sword down, you'll have to face the consequences yourself."

The masked man looked at Ja-seong with bewildered eyes.

Does this guy not understand the current situation despite seeing it with his own eyes?

Right now, he was the one holding the sword.
So only he could make demands.

"Hmph, I wondered what you were talking about, but you're just insane."
"Think carefully. Don't regret it later for showing off needlessly."

Ja-seong's eyes remained intensely focused.
Feeling intimidated again and rebelling against the feeling, the masked man shouted almost hysterically.

"There's only one outcome! This man will become one-armed, and I will get the treasure map!"

And his sword fell toward Jin-ha's left shoulder.

"No."

At that very moment, with that brief denial, Ja-seong vanished and reappeared right in front of the masked man in the blink of an eye.

Startled, the masked man tried to change the trajectory of his sword, when he suddenly realized his right shoulder felt empty.
And that Ja-seong was now holding his sword.

*When did he take my sword...?*

His gaze, fixed on the blade gleaming faintly in the moonlight, shifted to his right side.

His shoulder was empty, as if it had never existed.
And beyond it, he saw his own arm lying helplessly on the ground.

At the same time, a chilling voice penetrated his ears.

"Only your arm gets cut off. Like this."

As Ja-seong spoke, the masked man finally realized what had happened, and unbearable pain and loss washed over him.

"AAAAARGH!?"

The masked man who had tried to cut off Jin-ha's arm but lost his own instead screamed, clutching the severed stump.
Ja-seong used the opportunity to grab the freed Jin-ha and throw him to Jin-san.

"Jin-ha!"
"B-brother...!"

Jin-san caught his youngest brother who had been rescued in the confusion and sighed in relief after confirming he was unharmed.
Then he raised his head to look at Ja-seong's back.

*Brother-in-law....*

Honestly, Jin-san didn't know much about him.
He had only met him a few times during business trips with his wife Dan-ae, spending brief moments together.

He had only vaguely heard from Dan-ae that Ja-seong attended a local martial arts academy.

But look at those movements.
The way he rushed to the masked man in a split second, cut off his arm, and rescued Jin-ha was truly extraordinary.

It was definitely not something one could learn at a small-town martial arts academy.
Plus, the boldness to cut someone without any hesitation.

"Kill him-!"
"UAAAGH!"

While Jin-san was staring blankly at Ja-seong, the battle between the masked men and Ja-seong began.

*

"Boss-!"

The masked man screamed as he belatedly saw the blood pouring from his severed shoulder.
Seeing this, the other masked men rushed over.

So, boss, huh.
It seems these masked men aren't part of some organization but rather personally connected.

"You! How dare you cut off the boss's arm...!"
"I warned you. You have to face the consequences yourself."

He probably never imagined his own arm would be cut off when he was trying to cut off an innocent person's arm.

As I snorted briefly, the masked man clutching his bleeding shoulder glared at me with bloodshot eyes and shouted.

"Kill him-!"
"UAAAGH!"

Following the boss's order, the largest masked man at the front charged with a roar.

In his hand was a mace larger than most grown men.
It was much bigger than the one that guy named Shin Je-gon had used before.

-Woong!

I slightly dodged the hammer head that came crashing down toward my crown with a heavy sound, and approached the large masked man.
I was about to slash his side, but quickly changed my mind and struck him with the flat of my blade instead.

I have many questions for these guys.
For cross-verification, it's better to keep them alive for now.

"Kuhuk...!"

The big man fell, letting out a suppressed groan as the flat of my blade dug into his abdomen.
As he rolled ungracefully on the ground, two other masked men took his place.

The two with similar slender builds also used identical weapons—short spears.

Holding short spears in one hand, they approached me and began thrusting wildly, one aiming for my upper body, the other for my lower body.

It was a decent combined attack that pressured my entire body simultaneously.
But the level was so crude that it wasn't particularly threatening.

"HAAAP!"

After dodging the spearheads thrusting here and there, I raised my leg and stomped on the spear aiming for my calf.

-Kwajik!

The spear broke helplessly.
I immediately kicked the masked man in the face as he momentarily hesitated after losing his weapon.

"KAAK!"

Despite his comrade being knocked down, the other masked man thrust his spear without hesitation.

-Teok

When I caught the spear with my left hand, his visible eyes widened.
I threw the masked man, spear and all, at his fallen comrade.

"KYAAK!?"

With a shrill scream, he flew and collided with his comrade who had just managed to get up, and they both fell in a tangled heap.

"UAAAGH-!"

Meanwhile, the big man who had fallen first got up and charged at me again, seemingly unfazed.
I had struck him hard enough to knock him out, but as it appeared, he was quite tough.

-Woong!

The mace he hadn't let go of even as he was knocked down now swung horizontally.
As I ducked to avoid the hammer head, a small, diminutive masked figure darted out from between the big man's legs.

Of course, having sensed their presence with my energy detection network, I remained unfazed and met the opponent.

In their hands were small willow leaf daggers.
They held three in each hand, six in total.

-Whik!

As the small masked figure swung both hands, all six willow leaf daggers flew at me simultaneously.

Beyond them, I could see eyes curved like crescent moons, as if saying "Got you!"
But when I deflected all the flying daggers, those crescent moons instantly became full moons.

"What...!"

They couldn't hide their surprise, clearly not expecting their sneak attack to be blocked.

Indeed, it's not common to dart out from between someone's legs to attack.
At least, it's unimaginable in reputable orthodox sects that value appearances.

Sensing that I was gradually figuring out their identity, I slammed the small masked figure's head straight into the ground.

-Kwang!

"KYAAK!"
"Y-Young Miss!"

The big man, enraged by his comrade's shrill scream, tried to swing his mace again.
I jumped up and struck his chin.

"Kheuk...!"

He staggered as if his brain had been rattled from the blow to his chin.
Not missing the opening, I struck the back of his head, and he fell forward helplessly.

Leaving the two unconscious masked figures, large and small, I turned to the others.

The spear-wielding masked men who had been rolling on the ground together were joined by another using a baton.

Thus began a three-person combined attack.
The two with spears pressured from both sides, while the one with the baton delivered rather fierce attacks.

But that was all.
The two with spears were quickly knocked down, leaving only the masked man with the baton.

"HAP!"

Even though he was alone, he didn't retreat and desperately swung his baton.

He seemed to have practiced his technique for a long time, as the baton drew clean trajectories without wavering, but his straightforward attacks without distinction between real and feint strikes were predictable.

Eventually, I penetrated his opening and pressed his acupoint, immediately neutralizing him.
With all the masked men subdued, only the one-armed "boss" remained.

"...Who on earth are you?"

The question came out dazed, as if he couldn't believe his comrades had all been defeated by me alone.
Of course, I had no intention of answering that question.

"From now on, I'll be asking the questions. You'd better answer well. I'm the one holding the sword now."

The masked man's expression twisted miserably at the suddenly reversed situation.

Ch.319 - Hostage Situation
The midnight hostage situation had ended.
All six masked men, including the one whose arm I had severed, were restrained and dragged away by the trading company's servants.

Afterward, three people approached me.

"Brother-in-law, thank you so much. Thanks to you, this foolish boy is safe."
"I'm grateful too, Young Master Gun. I'm deeply indebted to you."
"Th-thank you..."

I shrugged as the three Jang brothers expressed their gratitude one after another.

"It was nothing, so there's no need for such formality."
"Hmm..."

While Jang Jin-hae let out a curious exclamation, I noticed a piece of leather lying on the floor.

It was the map fragment that had caused this whole hostage situation.
The masked man called "Big Brother" must have dropped it when he screamed.

I picked up the map and examined it. The leather was worn in several places, clearly made a very long time ago.

I unfolded the map and narrowed my eyes when I saw the characters written at the top.

"Ja-seong."

Just then, a familiar voice called out. I looked up to see Hwa-ryeon approaching with my younger sister.

My sister was holding Uncheon protectively in her arms, as if shielding her own child. My brother-in-law brightened at the sight of his wife and son and approached them.

"Darling."
"I heard what happened. Is everyone alright? What about the youngest young master?"
"Everyone's fine. Thanks to my brother-in-law, no one was hurt."
"...What? What do you mean?"

As my brother-in-law exaggerated my exploits to my puzzled sister, including how I single-handedly subdued all the masked hostage-takers, my sister's eyes widened and she glanced at me.

But perhaps my brother-in-law's voice was too loud.
The sleeping Uncheon frowned and finally woke up, bursting into tears.

"Waaah!"
"Oh, dear..."

My brother-in-law, belatedly realizing his mistake, tried to soothe the child, but this only made him cry louder.
As I watched the scene with an awkward smile, Hwa-ryeon approached me.

"That was a sudden disaster."
"No, I think it was a scheduled disaster."
"Pardon?"

I showed the map fragment to Hwa-ryeon, who tilted her head in confusion.
Specifically, I showed her the two faded characters at the top.

[不忘] (Never Forget)

"This is...!"

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon's furrowed brow.

"It seems the peace was only on the surface, and something has been happening beneath it all."
"...I'll inform the Changcheon Trading Company right away. And Master Hong too."
"Ah, I'll..."

Just as I was about to say I'd go with her, someone approached me.
It was Yu Mun-yeok, the head manager of the Jungcheon Trading Company.

"Young Master Gun, the company head is asking for you. Could you come with me?"

A summons from the head of the Jungcheon Trading Company.
I inwardly clicked my tongue at being called by the head of Sichuan's greatest trading company.

"I'll go to the Changcheon Trading Company alone. You should go."
"...Alright. See you later."

At Hwa-ryeon's urging, I finally agreed and followed Manager Yu toward the inner part of the trading company.
Soon we reached the central hall, the largest building in the compound.

"Master, I've brought Young Master Gun."

"Tell him to come in."

A deep voice came from inside.
As the door opened, I saw a spacious hall with a long table in the center.
A middle-aged man sat at the head of the table.

"Welcome."

My first thought upon seeing him was, "My brother-in-law will look like that when he gets older."
The middle-aged man's face resembled my brother-in-law's that much.

"Please, sit here."
"Yes."

After I sat down as directed, the middle-aged man introduced himself.

"You and I are meeting for the first time, aren't we? I am Jang Il-gang, the head of this Jungcheon Trading Company."
"I'm Gun Ja-seong."

Hearing my answer, Master Jang nodded.

"I've heard that name from my daughter before. If I remember correctly, you were learning martial arts at some local academy?"
"That's right. I trained for about ten years at a place called the Cheonpung Martial Arts Academy."
"...Heh. But what you accomplished just now doesn't sound like something learned at a local academy."

He had already heard about the hostage situation in that short time?
I was inwardly surprised but just shrugged my shoulders.

"Well, there are many kinds of academies."
"I see."

Master Jang seemed to understand my brief comment and bowed his head to me.

"Thank you. Thanks to you, my foolish son is safe. I will certainly repay this debt."

Hearing words quite similar to what I'd heard earlier, I smiled slightly and said:

"You even speak like my brother-in-law. As I said before, it was nothing, so please don't worry about it."

Actually, it's not nothing anymore, is it?

"Thanks to you, we also found what we were looking for."
"What you were looking for? Were you also after that map?"
"I suppose so. Though not for the reasons you might think."

Master Jang's expression darkened at my cryptic words.

"...Could I hear more details?"

For a moment, I wondered if I should share our situation.
But thinking about it again, the Jungcheon Trading Company was already involved in this matter.

Feeling they had a right to know, I slowly began to speak.
After listening quietly to my entire story, Master Jang immediately gave his brief assessment.

"That sounds insane."
"Yes. Suddenly talking about evil cults and such must be hard to believe."

As I answered nonchalantly, Master Jang stared at me for a while before finally sighing.

"It's too far-fetched. And yet, that's precisely why it might be true."

While Sichuan's greatest merchant was wavering between believing my story or not, the door opened again and my brother-in-law and Jang Jin-hae appeared.

"Father. My brother-in-law is here too."
"How did it go?"

At Master Jang's question, my brother-in-law immediately reported:

"We didn't need to investigate the masked men's identities. They're quite notorious."
"Notorious?"
"Yes. You've probably heard of them at least once. They're called the Six Freaks of Sichuan."

The Six Freaks of Sichuan.
Just the name containing the character for "freak" made it clear they weren't people with good reputations.

"Hmm, yes. I've heard of them. They forcibly attach themselves to trading caravans as guards and then demand excessive compensation, don't they?"
"Yes. They tried something similar with us before but were driven away by our security forces."

Hearing Master Jang's explanation, I inwardly laughed.

Extorting trading companies?
That was quite petty behavior considering their not-so-bad skills.

"It was easy to identify them, but they're not talking easily."

My brother-in-law explained that they wouldn't reveal how they knew about the map or how they knew it was in Jin-ha's possession.
Hearing this report, Master Jang narrowed his eyes.

"Are you sure you interrogated them properly? Did you check if they're using a Protective Art?"

He probably meant to ask if torture wasn't working because they had activated some protective martial art.
My brother-in-law shook his head in response.

"Six Freaks or not, they're just wanderers. They couldn't possibly have learned martial arts like the Protective Art."

Hearing that wanderers couldn't learn the Protective Art made me think of the Wanderer Band I met when I first started my journey.

Those guys, composed entirely of wanderers as their name suggested, hadn't learned the Protective Art either.
Or rather, they never had the opportunity to learn it.

I remember mentioning something about releasing internal energy in passing. I wonder what they're doing now?

As my thoughts wandered, Jang Jin-hae spoke up after his older brother.

"I heard the details from Jin-ha. He doesn't know anything about who sold him the map."

The seller had completely covered his face with a pitch-black wind-blocking robe, making it impossible to identify them.

"...He said the voice sounded male."

Master Jang frowned at this embarrassed addition.

"Pathetic boy. Frequenting black markets and causing this mess."

Rubbing his forehead in thought, he eventually asked another question.

"What about the appraiser who authenticated the map?"
"We got a rough location from Jin-ha and sent people there. They'll bring him soon."

Master Jang nodded at his second son's answer, then turned his gaze back to me.

"If what you say is true, then that appraiser is likely an agent of the evil cult."
"So if your men return empty-handed, you'll be more inclined to believe me."
"Hmm."

A short hum was his only response.
Meanwhile, the two brothers, unaware of the situation, looked puzzled.

"Wait, what are you talking about? Evil cult?"

I explained once more why I had come to Chengdu.
The reaction of the two after hearing my explanation was much more negative than Master Jang's earlier response.

"Evil cult? That's absurd...! Brother-in-law, are you serious?"
"A conspiracy by an evil cult that disappeared decades ago? This sounds like something from a street novel."

Though they were trying to be polite, they clearly didn't believe me.
I wasn't surprised by their reaction since I had expected it.

Besides, someone with much more credibility than me seemed to have just arrived.

*Crash!*

"M-Master...!"

Manager Yu burst through the door with a loud noise.
His face was full of panic and his movements were flustered.

Master Jang frowned at this sight and asked:

"What's the matter? You're uncharacteristically agitated."
"Th-there's... a g-guest!"
"...A guest? At this hour?"

It was already past midnight, far too late for normal visitors.

"Who could it be?"

I answered that question instead of Manager Yu.

"It's my companion. Someone who can confirm that my story is true."
"Your companion?"

After hearing my answer, Master Jang looked at me for a moment before allowing the night visitor in.
When he realized the identity of the guest who entered the hall, he couldn't hide his shock.

"Y-you are...!"
"Oh? You know me? That's fortunate. This will make our conversation quicker than expected."

The beggar-like old man in tattered clothes, tapping his shoulder with the ink brush in his hand, Hong Ja-gong, grinned widely.

*

Shocked by the appearance of the Dragon Head Chief of the Beggar Sect, Master Jang eventually stood up and tried to offer him the seat of honor.
Of course, Hong Ja-gong flatly refused.

"No need. How could I, as a guest, sit in a more honored position than the host?"
"B-but..."
"I said it's fine."

Hong Ja-gong promptly sat down next to Jang Jin-hae.
Hwa-ryeon, my master, and Seol followed him and sat down beside me one by one.

With the situation as it was, Master Jang, who had been standing awkwardly, had no choice but to sit back in his place.

"Um, Father. This person is...?"

Unlike their father, the Jang brothers, who didn't recognize the identity of the beggar-like old man who had suddenly barged in, glanced at him with curious eyes.
When Hong Ja-gong introduced himself, they jumped from their seats.

"The Divine Dragon Beggar!"
"The Beggar Lord!"

Hong Ja-gong grinned amusedly at their shocked reactions to his titles.
Then, composing himself, he looked at Master Jang.

"I've heard the story. Your youngest son got involved with those evil cult bastards?"

Ch.320 - Mastermind Behind The Sichuan Six Monsters
Hong Ja-gong's question caused the faces of the Zhang family members to change drastically.
Not only Zhang Danzhu who had been half-doubting my words, but even his son and Zhang Jin-hae couldn't hide their agitation.

The words of a young martial artist barely twenty years old carried far less weight than those of the Dragon Head Chief who commanded a hundred thousand members of the Beggar Clan.

"A conspiracy by the Demon Cult... is what Young Master Gun saying really true?"

When Zhang Danzhu cautiously questioned him again, Hong Ja-gong nodded firmly.

"I can guarantee it on my name. They have returned and are operating in secret throughout the Central Plains. This time, they're causing trouble here in Sichuan."
"Hmm...."

A sigh filled with many emotions.
Both his son and Zhang Jin-hae closed their eyes tightly as if struck by dizziness.

Just then, the door opened again and Manager Yu entered.

"The men who went to fetch the appraiser that the Third Young Master mentioned have returned. However...."
"They couldn't find him?"

Manager Yu nodded heavily at Zhang Danzhu's somber question.

The appraiser who had confirmed the treasure map was genuine had disappeared.
This all but confirmed that the Third Young Master had been manipulated by the Demon Cult's schemes.

Zhang Danzhu swallowed hard before looking at Hong Ja-gong.

"...Chief, what do you plan to do now?"
"Before that."

Hong Ja-gong turned to me and held out his hand.

"Let me see that treasure map. I'd like to take a look."
"Ah, yes. Here it is."

I hastily handed over the treasure map piece I had tucked away, and he nodded while feeling the edge of the cloth.

"Hmm, this certainly appears to be hundreds of years old."

He unfolded the map and spread it out on the center of the table.

To be honest, there wasn't much to see.

It was covered with jagged peaks representing numerous mountains, with only the faint characters for "Bulmang" visible in the upper right corner.

As Hong Ja-gong examined it carefully, his eyes sharpened.

"Hmm. I can clearly see where it's been torn. From the shape, it seems it was ripped into four pieces."
"It was intentionally divided, wasn't it?"
"I would think so. Though I'm not sure what the intention was."

After answering my question, Hong Ja-gong thought for a moment before turning to the Zhang family.

"Those hostage-takers. Where are they now? I'd like to see them."

*

At Hong Ja-gong's request to personally interrogate the hostage-takers, everyone in the room headed toward the warehouse where the Sichuan Six Demons were being held.

"It's over there."

His son, who was guiding us at the front, pointed to an isolated warehouse in a remote corner.
More than ten men were guarding the warehouse like an iron wall. Judging by the swords at their waists and their auras, they seemed to be trained in martial arts.

Are these the merchant group's security forces?

"Young Master. The Chief has arrived as well."
"Two Dazhu."

As we approached the warehouse, a middle-aged man with the most intense aura among the guards came toward us.
His son, who had called him "Two Dazhu," asked about the condition of the Sichuan Six Demons.

"Have they confessed anything?"
"I'm sorry. We haven't learned anything significant yet."

-THUD!
-Urgh...!

No sooner had Two Dazhu finished speaking than heavy impact sounds and screams came from inside the warehouse.
Hearing this, Hong Ja-gong clicked his tongue briefly.

"Tell them to stop. If they were going to talk from being beaten, they would have done so already."
"......"

Two Dazhu looked at Hong Ja-gong with a puzzled expression.
His eyes clearly said: who is this beggar old man to be giving orders?

Seeing this not-so-friendly gaze, his son hurriedly approached and whispered in his ear.

-Watch your attitude. That's the Chief of the Beggar Clan.
-What...? You mean that's the "Beggar Immortal"?

Of course, I could hear it all clearly.
But "Beggar Immortal" (Geolseon)? Not "Beggar Lord" (Geoljon)?

When this unfamiliar title was mentioned, I felt a twinge of envy.

When will I get a title of my own?
I'd prefer something that sounds cool.

After imagining various impressive titles in my head, I soon smiled bitterly and shook my head.

I'd forgotten because of all I'd been through, but it hadn't even been a year since I entered the martial world.

Wanting a cool title after just one year—that's a bit shameless, isn't it?

While I was hiding my disappointment, Two Dazhu, now aware of Hong Ja-gong's identity, guided us into the warehouse with noticeably more respectful behavior.

-THUD! THWACK!

"Urgh...!"

The groans became clearer as the warehouse door opened.
Once I crossed the threshold, I could finally get a proper look at the Sichuan Six Demons.

Three men, three women.
The six people with their perfectly balanced gender ratio all had distinctive appearances.

First, the one-armed man who had lost his arm to me appeared to be the oldest among them, as his title "Big Brother" suggested.
With his rat-like face and goat beard, he had quite a cunning impression.

"That one is Mo In-su, the first of the Sichuan Six Demons."

Zhang Jin-hae, standing beside me, noticed my gaze and introduced each person.

"That man is the second, Wi Do-han. And the twins are Baek-a and Baek-hyeon."

Wi Do-han, who had swung the blade at me, was a man with a deep scar crossing his cold face.
The twins who had used spears had impressively healthy tan skin, and despite the bruises all over their faces, their beauty was still evident.

"And the large man who uses a hammer and the small woman who uses a flying dagger are U Ryeok-san and Chae-yeong."
"Hmm...."

After confirming the somewhat slow-looking big man and the small woman who looked like a young girl, I nodded in understanding.

"Urgh...!"

Meanwhile, the Sichuan Six Demons, who clearly showed signs of having been beaten, were glaring at us—especially me—as if they wanted to kill us.

When I smiled at their expressions, which were like those of mortal enemies, their faces contorted horribly.
But that didn't last long.

"I'll take over interrogating them. Would you have the others leave?"
"Yes, understood."

As the men who had been beating the Sichuan Six Demons left the warehouse, six pairs of eyes focused on Hong Ja-gong as he stepped forward.

"What's this now? What are you trying to do by bringing out an old beggar?"

Big Brother Mo In-su spat blood-mixed saliva onto the warehouse floor and sneered.
Seeing his sharp attitude, Hong Ja-gong gave a light smile and introduced himself briefly.

"I am Hong Ja-gong."

The reaction was immediate.

"Beggar Lord?"
"Beggar Immortal!"

Six pairs of eyes widened instantly as Hong Ja-gong's title echoed through the warehouse.
At the same time, intense fear colored the faces of the Sichuan Six Demons.

Their reaction seemed too extreme to be just because the Chief of the Beggar Clan was standing before them.
Hong Ja-gong, unconcerned, asked his question.

"How did you learn about the treasure map?"
"......"

The six remained silent, sweating coldly instead of making insolent remarks like before.
They seemed afraid of the old beggar before them but also unable to confess freely.

Seeing this, Hong Ja-gong nodded slightly.

"Hmm. Well, fine. With the stubbornness you've shown so far, it would be hard to believe if you confessed too easily."

Muttering lightly, Hong Ja-gong approached Mo In-su.
As the distance closed, the cunning face grew increasingly pale.

Hong Ja-gong reached out to him and tapped several acupoints across his body.
A painful scream immediately erupted.

"AAAAARGH!?"

-Crack, crackle

Even amid the screams, the sound of something twisting and crushing was clear.
Mo In-su fell to the ground, buried his face in the floor, and began thrashing about wildly.

"That's...!"

Seeing this, my eyes widened.
I instinctively understood what technique Hong Ja-gong was using.

Bone-Twisting Torture!
It was the representative torture method from martial arts novels, using acupoint strikes to twist muscles and bones to inflict pain.

I hadn't been able to practice it freely, so my development of the technique had stalled, but now a perfect example appeared before me.

What a windfall.

I made sure to remember the acupoint locations and sequence.
I'll try it out next time I have the chance.

While thinking this, I found myself smiling bitterly without realizing it.
I suddenly realized how much I had learned from Hong Ja-gong.

The history of the old martial world, secret techniques, sound transmission, and now bone-twisting torture.
I've learned so much that I might as well take him as my second master.

"AAAAH-!"

While I was lost in thought, Mo In-su continued to scream and roll on the warehouse floor.
Seeing this, Two Dazhu exclaimed in admiration.

"To create such an effect just by tapping different parts of the body. No wonder he's called the immortal who refuses to ascend."
"Indeed."

His son agreed.
To people who didn't know the details, the bone-twisting torture must have looked like some kind of supernatural power.

I wonder how they would react if they saw me performing the same technique someday?

"Urk...! Gurgle...."

Mo In-su, who had been rolling on the floor, began to foam at the mouth.
His muscles continued to twist throughout his body.

If this continued, he would suffer permanent disability.
Fortunately, one of the twins, unable to bear the sight of her Big Brother's critical condition, finally spoke up.

"Stop! Please stop! I'll tell you everything!"
"Baek-a!"
"Sister!"

Despite the shocked cries of her sworn siblings, Baek-a looked up at Hong Ja-gong with desperate eyes.
After meeting her gaze briefly, Hong Ja-gong finally pressed Mo In-su's acupoints in reverse order.

"Huk... ugh...."

Mo In-su stopped convulsing and lay limp, breathing heavily.

"Haah...."
"Phew...."

The Sichuan Six Demons sighed in relief when their Big Brother's screams stopped.
But their relief was premature.

"Now, tell me. How did you learn about the treasure map?"

At this repeated question, Baek-a hesitated briefly, but when Hong Ja-gong reached toward Mo In-su again, she cried out urgently.

"Manlim Merchant Group told us!"

At Baek-a's cry, Hong Ja-gong stopped moving, and Zhang Danzhu's eyes widened.

"Manlim Merchant Group? Surely you don't mean the Manlim Merchant Group I know?"
"...There's only one merchant group named Manlim operating in Sichuan."

At his second son Zhang Jin-hae's answer, Zhang Danzhu swallowed hard.
Not knowing what Manlim Merchant Group was, I shot his son a questioning look.

"Manlim Merchant Group is a merchant group with its headquarters in Chengdu, just like ours. Until just a few years ago, they were just an average mid-sized merchant group, but suddenly they began to rapidly expand their influence."
"And their methods were truly malicious and despicable."

Zhang Jin-hae followed his brother's words with a detailed explanation.

Ch.321 - Mastermind Behind The Sichuan Six Monsters
"Manrim Trading Company is a bit unusual for a trading company. Particularly in that commerce isn't their main business."
"If commerce isn't their main business, then what is?"

I asked, and Jang Jin-myeong answered with a slightly tense voice.

"They provide funds to other trading companies at high interest rates. Simply put, they're loan sharks."

Lending money in exchange for collateral when a company needs to expand their business scale or when they urgently need funds, then collecting interest for that period—that's exactly what loan sharks do.

But rapidly growing their influence through loan sharking...?

"It sounds like many trading companies that received funds from them couldn't repay on time."
"You're exactly right. Most trading companies that borrowed money from Manrim have strangely suffered unexpected accidents."

Suddenly being attacked by bandits, or merchant ships sinking while traveling along rivers. There were even cases where caravans were caught in landslides.

For various reasons like these, when trading companies couldn't repay their loans on time, Manrim would absorb those companies, growing their influence that way.

After hearing this, I narrowed my eyes.

"That's extremely suspicious."
"Our side thought so too and has been conducting our own investigation. But we haven't been able to find any evidence so far."

Jang Jin-myeong shook his head regretfully, then turned his gaze toward the Six Ghosts of Sichuan.

Manrim Trading Company, suspected of sabotaging the trading companies they lent money to.

And the Six Ghosts claimed they were acting on Manrim's orders to target the map.
Of all people, it had to be those notorious for extorting trading companies.

Could this really be a coincidence?

Though no one said it aloud, everyone in the warehouse probably had similar suspicions.
And as if to prove this, Hong Ja-gong pressed Baek-a for answers.

"Were your usual activities also directed by Manrim Trading Company?"
"..."

Baek-a's lips remained sealed at Hong Ja-gong's question.
But with just another reach of his hand, Baek-a's closed mouth easily opened.

"Y-yes. We extorted money from trading caravans to hide our true purpose."
"What was your true purpose? Explain everything from beginning to end."
"...Yes."

Squeezing his eyes shut and letting out a sigh, Baek-a began to explain what they had been doing all this time.

"We started working with Manrim Trading Company about three years ago."
"...That's when Manrim began to grow significantly. Now that I think about it, that's exactly when the Six Ghosts of Sichuan started gaining their notoriety."

I kept Jang Jin-myeong's muttering in mind while continuing to focus on Baek-a's story.

"At first, we went to them after hearing they needed help with their business. Since they were known for loan sharking, we thought they would ask us to collect debts."

But that wasn't it.
What Manrim wanted was far more dangerous and vicious than they had imagined.

"So you were sabotaging the trading operations of companies they had lent money to."
"...Yes."

As Baek-a hesitated slightly before nodding, Jang Jin-myeong spoke again.

"Are you saying you were involved in all those disasters? That's impossible. I can accept bandit attacks or ships sinking. But how do you explain natural disasters like landslides?"

Landslides, typhoons, floods.
The reason we call these natural disasters is because they can neither be caused nor prevented by human will.

In other words, it wasn't something the Six Ghosts could possibly do.
Baek-a immediately agreed with this.

"Yes. We also don't understand how it was possible."
"...Are you playing word games now?"

The Guild Master Jang frowned at the contradictory statement.
Baek-a, afraid that Hong Ja-gong might reach out his hand again, hastily continued.

"No. We truly know nothing about that. We simply followed orders to guide trading caravans along specific routes, and then landslides occurred or typhoons struck."
"You expect us to believe that?"
"It's the truth!"

Despite Baek-a's frustrated cry, the Jang father and sons remained skeptical.
Unlike them, however, I had a pretty good idea of what was going on.

"It's sorcery."

All eyes turned to me at my words.
Hong Ja-gong nodded in agreement.

"If one could prepare ritual formations in advance, it wouldn't be impossible to cause such phenomena within a limited area."
"Sorcery...! You mean the evil dark arts used by cult minions?"

Guild Master Jang asked with a serious voice.
Seeing how he immediately labeled it as evil upon hearing the word sorcery, I could tell how poorly such arts were viewed by the general public.

"Sorcery isn't limited to cult magic, but this is certainly suspicious."

Stroking his beard while muttering seriously, Hong Ja-gong eventually looked up at Baek-a.

"I understand what you've been doing all this time. But that's not what I want to know."
"...You mean about the map."
"Yes. Why did Manrim Trading Company order you to bring them the map?"

Hong Ja-gong's cold question was met with a disappointingly uninformative answer.

"...I don't know. We simply followed orders."
"You went so far as to take the son of Sichuan's top trading company hostage, and you don't even know why?"
"We... were satisfied just getting paid."

The looks directed at the Six Ghosts changed from bewilderment to contempt.

Blinded by greed for wealth, they had ruined the lives of countless trading companies and innocent people who were just working hard to make a living.
They probably didn't feel any guilt even now.

"...Trash."
"Eek!"

In response to my brother-in-law's brief but scathing insult, they didn't show shame but rather indignation, which made their nature all too clear.

"I think we've heard everything we need to. Let's go back."

Hong Ja-gong turned away from the Six Ghosts.
Guild Master Jang asked him a question.

"Can we dispose of these fellows now?"

The five conscious members of the Six Ghosts flinched at Guild Master Jang's cold question about whether they could be killed now that their usefulness was over.
After glancing at them briefly, I interjected.

"Let's leave them be for now. We might need to ask them something else later."

The Six Ghosts' expressions became strange upon hearing my words.
They seemed to have mixed feelings about me—the one who had put them in this state—now saving their lives.

Meanwhile, Guild Master Jang silently observed me for a moment before instructing the two unit leaders.

"Make sure they don't escape. Watch them closely."
"Yes, Guild Master."

Leaving the two unit leaders who bowed respectfully, we left the warehouse and returned to the main hall.

"So, what are you thinking?"

As soon as we sat down in the same seats as before, Hong Ja-gong's question flew at me.
When I turned to look at him, I could see a mischievous smile beneath his gray beard.

"You must have had some idea when you suggested keeping those fellows alive. Tell us what it is."

...Was it that obvious?
While I was inwardly clicking my tongue at how accurately he had read my intentions, everyone's attention turned to me.

After briefly looking at each of them, I casually dropped my bombshell suggestion.

"Let's release them."
"W-what?"
"That's absurd!"

My brother-in-law was dumbfounded and Jang Jin-myeong strongly objected to my proposal.
Unlike his sons, Guild Master Jang, who had remained silent, asked in a low voice.

"Would you explain why you're making such a suggestion?"
"Father?"

The two brothers were perplexed to see their father not strongly opposing like they were.
After glancing at them briefly, I slowly began my explanation.

"The Third Young Master obtaining the map, confirming it's genuine, and subsequently facing life-threatening danger—this entire sequence of events is the cult's doing. I think we can all agree on that."

Everyone nodded in agreement to my question.

"And at this point, with the map broken into pieces, we can roughly guess what they'll do next."
"They'll distribute the other map fragments."

Hong Ja-gong, who had interjected, had a gleam in his eyes.

"So you're suggesting we go along with their intentions for now?"
"Whether we like it or not, we need the remaining pieces of the map just as much as they do."

I shrugged my shoulders and voiced a hypothesis that was still in the realm of speculation.

"I think this whole process—the Six Ghosts threatening the Third Young Master and trying to recover the map—was itself a kind of advertisement."
"Advertisement?"
"Yes. The Six Ghosts are known for extorting small and medium-sized trading companies."

Yet these pathetic fellows dared to target the youngest son of Sichuan's top trading company.

Why? For what reason would they do something so insane?

Rumors about the map will spread among curious people.

The Six Ghosts tried to get the map by targeting Chungtian Trading Company.
Really? If they went that far, the map must be genuine, right?
Who knows? But they must have had a reason for doing something so crazy.

"Rumors about the map pointing to the location of the Immortality Sutra and the supreme martial art hidden within will spread in no time, and soon reach the ears of hunters."

Small and medium-sized martial arts sects from nearby counties and cities, or wanderers staying in the area.
Those who crave stronger martial arts will gather in Chengdu.

"That's when the bloody hunt for the map will begin in Chengdu. So I'm suggesting we release the Six Ghosts and step back from the chaos."

We'll observe the situation as people desperate for the map kill each other, then take it from the final victor.

The people who heard my plan seemed impressed, their eyes gleaming.

"An excellent plan. I especially like that we don't have to shed blood ourselves."

Guild Master Jang in particular wore a satisfied smile.
Thanks to this, my plan was quickly adopted, and I immediately explained the precautions.

"First, the Six Ghosts need to escape the trading company safely. And needless to say, they must have a piece of the map in their possession."
"So we're staging a situation. But how do we do it?"
"I think I can handle that."

It was Jang Jin-myeong who answered Ju Hwa-ryeon's question.
With sharp eyes flashing with intelligence, he explained the escape plan he had just devised.

"...Good. Let's go with that."

Thinking it was quite a decent plan, I nodded and we immediately adjusted the details.
And as the sky began to turn bluish, the Six Ghosts' escape plan was set in motion.

Ch.322 - Staged Escape
As the sky slowly turned blue at dawn, the six individuals known in the world as the Four Provinces Six Fiends were still under strict surveillance, unable to move.

"What should we do? Even if we've bought some time, we're still as good as dead if we just stay here."
"Escaping under this surveillance is impossible. Let's wait for now. A gap will appear soon."

Baekhyeon, the twin sister, muttered while Baeka tried to reassure her. On her lap rested the head of Insu, who had barely regained consciousness.

Looking up at Baeka with a silent gaze, he spoke with deliberate gruffness.

"I did something foolish. To think I confessed everything just to save myself."
"..."
"Big Brother, why would you say that? Even if you had held out until something happened to you, it would have been another brother's turn next. We would have ended up confessing everything anyway."

Dohan rebuked Insu in a heavy voice. Insu couldn't respond and simply closed his eyes.

As an uncomfortable silence filled the warehouse, suddenly there was a commotion outside.

"Something terrible has happened!"
"What is it?"
"The... the Third Young Master...!"
"What!?"

Alarming shouts. As they strained their ears wondering what was happening, another loud voice echoed.

"Everyone move! We need to find the Third Young Master quickly!"
"But what about the prisoners in here...?"
"They're tied up securely anyway! Hurry!"

Suddenly, the guards rushed away, saying they needed to find Jinha. Soon, the silence inside the warehouse spread outside.

"Are they gone?"

Ryeoksan, the fifth brother, muttered with a dumbfounded expression at the sudden change in situation. Chaeyeong, the youngest who had been quiet until now, immediately threw herself forward upon hearing this and began twisting her body.

"Nngh...!"

In her hands, which had been tied behind her back with thick rope, there was now a small dagger. As if she had done this many times before, she skillfully cut the rope and then freed all her sworn siblings.

"Now's our chance. Let's escape quickly."
"Wait, isn't something strange?"
"What do you mean?"

Dohan questioned in response to the words of the eldest brother, who was being supported by Baeka.

"This situation. The surveillance suddenly disappearing like this?"

The situation had changed too abruptly. His instinct, honed by over ten years in the martial arts world, was screaming that something was suspicious.

But the other sworn siblings dismissed his instinct as paranoia.

"Are you saying they set a trap? Why would they do that? They could just kill us and be done with it."
"Well, that's true."

One might set a trap for prey before catching it, but there's no reason to set a trap for prey already caught.

While Insu fell silent at this irrefutable logic, the other sworn siblings picked up their weapons that were lying in the corner of the warehouse and flung the door wide open.

"Even if it is a trap, we need to leave now. We can't just wait here and die."

At Dohan's words, Insu finally nodded and left the warehouse with Baeka's support. Just as they were about to flee from the trading company, Chaeyeong put on the brakes.

"But what about the Treasure Map? Are we just going to leave it behind?"
"You're talking about the Treasure Map in this situation?"

As she flinched momentarily at Dohan's accusatory gaze, she muttered timidly.

"But they said the Treasure Map is worth a hundred gold pieces..."
"..."

A hundred gold pieces. An enormous sum that ordinary citizens and even medium-sized martial arts sects couldn't dream of.

When Chaeyeong mentioned the reward for the Treasure Map, all six of the Four Provinces Six Fiends hesitated for a moment.

They had been hired by the Manlim Trading Company to ruin numerous other trading companies, plunging the lives of countless people into the mud.

Though they knew it wasn't right, they continued doing it for one reason: money.
Money that had caused their parents to sell them when they were children.
Money that had prevented their sick younger sister from receiving proper treatment, leading to her death.
Money that had made them live under the oppression and persecution of the wealthy.

The enormous sum placed before these people who had banded together over their shared resentment of money in their past lives. Not just ten gold pieces, but a hundred.

Even someone without greed for wealth would be tempted, let alone the Four Provinces Six Fiends.

"Let's go."

Thus, their deliberation was brief, and the six headed not outside the trading company, but deeper inside.

*

The Four Provinces Six Fiends, unable to overcome their greed for money, decided to go after the Treasure Map.

But there was one problem. They didn't know where the important Treasure Map was.

"Big Brother, did you see who took the Treasure Map?"

Except for Insu, the rest had all been unconscious, so they didn't know the whereabouts of the Treasure Map. The answer to this question was the worst possible.

"It was him. I saw that monster pick up the Treasure Map."

Five faces contorted simultaneously. They recalled the young man, Gun Ja-seong, who had subdued them without effort.

No, from their thoroughly defeated position, they couldn't even call him a young man.

Although the Four Provinces Six Fiends were branded as despicable and insignificant for extorting money from merchants, they had their own pride in their martial arts skills.

But that meager pride was completely shattered by one young martial artist.

"Even thinking about it now, I can't imagine us winning."

Despite attacking in pairs or threes, they couldn't even graze Gun Ja-seong's clothes. Even if all six attacked simultaneously, the result probably wouldn't change.

"At that age, with such martial prowess, who could he be?"
"It's obvious. He must be a disciple of a major sect connected to the Jungcheon Trading Company. Maybe a male disciple of Ami, or a disciple of Cheongseong."

In response to Dohan mentioning the two major sects nearby, Baekhyeon shook her head.

"Ami's male disciples use spears or the Method Convenience Shovel. And his posture and sword movements were too different to be a Cheongseong disciple."

At her words, known for her keen eye, the others tilted their heads in confusion.

If not Cheongseong or Ami, where did that guy come from? Could he be from the Tang family? No, they use hidden weapons.

While the sworn siblings were lost in thought, Insu, finally free from Baeka's support, looked around.

"It's too quiet."

Did everyone go somewhere because of the commotion about the Third Young Master? Or was it indeed a trap?

"Let's stop this."

He shook his head at the irrelevant thoughts that came to mind again. As Dohan said, there's no reason to cast a net for fish already caught.

So instead of being overly sensitive, he should find a way to recover the Treasure Map...

"Hmm?"

As Insu was trying to compose himself, he suddenly heard footsteps. They were too light to be those of a grown man, but just to be safe, he hurriedly hid himself and the sworn siblings behind a corner.

Soon, the owner of the footsteps revealed themselves.

"A girl?"

A girl with a prim impression that somehow reminded him of a cat was walking toward where they were hiding.

Her steps were hesitant, as if she wasn't familiar with the interior of the Jungcheon Trading Company. Who is she? A new maid?

Even as he tried to gauge the girl's identity, the distance between them was closing. At this rate, they would be discovered.

"We need to hide quickly..."

Just then, Dohan made a sudden move. Far from hiding, he came out from behind the corner and pounced on the girl.

"Kya, kyaa-!?"

He covered her mouth, from which a strangely awkward scream erupted, and held a dagger to her throat. Seeing this, Ryeoksan jumped out as if having a fit and roared.

"Fourth Brother, what are you doing!"
"Be quiet."

Despite Ryeoksan's rare display of anger, Dohan coldly retorted and said to the girl, who was staring with wide eyes.

"If you scream recklessly, I'll cut your throat. Nod if you understand."

The small head immediately bobbed up and down. Still pointing the dagger at her throat, he removed his hand from her mouth, and the girl spoke in a monotone voice.

"Who are you people?"
"You don't need to know. Just answer my question. What's happening in the trading company right now?"

The sudden commotion and the disappearance of the guards with a fuss. If there was such a big commotion, even a new maid would know something.

"Ah, that..."

Dohan's guess was correct, and the Four Provinces Six Fiends soon learned the reason for the commotion in the trading company. And they couldn't hide their astonishment.

"The Third Young Master left a suicide note and disappeared?"
"Yes. He left only a letter in his room saying he would take responsibility for the burden he placed on the trading company with his life. By now, most of the trading company's personnel are probably searching the city thoroughly."

Her tone was flat and awkward, as if reading from a book. But the six, engulfed in astonishment, didn't even notice the tone.

"Ha, to talk about taking his life over something so trivial. It must have been an enormous shock to the precious young master."

Insu's reaction was particularly sharp. After thoroughly mocking the trembling Jinha during the hostage situation, he now openly displayed contempt.

His attitude seemed as if he had a personal grudge against Jinha.

But the other sworn siblings knew. Insu's resentment wasn't directed at "Jang Jinha" as an individual, but at the "haves" who had never worried about money in their lives.

After glancing at the growling eldest brother, Dohan turned back to the girl.

"Anyway, most of the personnel in the trading company are currently outside?"
"Yes."

That explains why the interior of the trading company is so quiet. Nodding, Dohan realized that this moment was the perfect opportunity to steal the Treasure Map and escape safely.

When he explained this to the others, Baeka raised an objection.

"We still don't know where the Treasure Map is. If that monster-like guy still has it, there's no way."
"That's..."

As Dohan was at a loss for words, the girl's murmur suddenly penetrated his ears.

"Treasure Map. Could it be that old piece of cloth?"
"What did you just say?"

At Dohan's questioning, the girl answered readily.

"Actually, I saw a piece of cloth with something drawn on it on the table in the main hall. Is that the Treasure Map?"

Her tone was still awkward, as if reading a book. But the six, distracted by the content, once again failed to notice the awkwardness.

"The main hall? The Treasure Map is in the main hall?"

At Chaeyeong's dazed murmur, the Four Provinces Six Fiends rolled their eyes to look at each other.

Having spent several years together, they understood each other without words.

Soon, Dohan removed the dagger from the girl's neck and issued a cold command.

"Guide us there. And I warn you, it would be best not to think about escaping..."
"That's enough. Can't you see she's trembling with fear?"

Ryeoksan, who had been looking displeased since earlier, finally couldn't hold back and stepped forward to interrupt Dohan's threat. With his towering figure, a head taller than the others, he protectively embraced the girl and gently stroked her head.

"I'm sorry for scaring you. You just need to guide us to the main hall. Then there won't be any problems."
"...Yes."

The girl's face contorted as if the hand stroking her head was unpleasant. There wasn't a trace of fear in her expression, but Ryeoksan arbitrarily concluded that she was just tense.

And so, the Four Provinces Six Fiends headed toward the main hall where the Treasure Map was said to be, with the girl leading the way.

Ch.323 - Staged Escape
The girl led the Six Demons of Sichuan to the main hall at the center of the trading company after a short walk.

Like everywhere else, the massive hall was shrouded in silence.
After confirming there was no sign of anyone around, they cautiously entered the hall.

Soon, they discovered a piece of the Jangbodo sword sitting alone on a long table in the center.

"Ha, they just left it here like this?"
"The young master volunteered to disappear in this situation. They must have been distracted."

In response to Insu's incredulous remark, Dohan picked up the Jangbodo piece, unfolded it, and frowned.

"It's still just the torn piece. I don't see anything else."
"So we have to find the rest of it?"

Hearing Chaeyoung's obvious displeasure, Baek-a, who had been thinking quietly, spoke up.

"...Perhaps they really only purchased the torn piece from the beginning."
"No, does that make any sense? Anyone with eyes wouldn't have missed that it was torn, right?"
"They said they bought it cheaply out of curiosity in the first place. Would they have even looked at it properly?"
"Huh...."

A bewildered sigh escaped involuntarily.
Insu's expression in particular was not good.

He had threatened the third young master thinking there must be other parts of the Jangbodo, and even lost an arm in the process, but to think it was never there from the beginning.

He stared at the Jangbodo piece with eyes mixed with indignation, anger, and regret, then sighed and tucked it into his robe.

"Big brother?"
"...Let's take it with us for now. The Jangbodo itself is genuine after all. It might be worth a few gold pieces at least."

As he tried to hide his dejection, the five others' gazes turned toward his missing right arm.
After looking at him with sympathetic eyes for a moment, they eventually nodded and prepared to escape from the trading company.

"By the way, what should we do with this maid?"

Just as they were about to leave the hall, Dohan pointed at the girl standing blankly and asked. Ryeoksan immediately answered.

"We can just tie her up here for now. Someone will come back later and untie her."

His sharp gaze didn't match his dull appearance.
It was clear he wouldn't stand by quietly if they tried to kill her to silence her.

*That guy always gets like this when he sees girls around his sister's age.*

Perhaps it was because of his younger sister who died of illness at a young age.
Ryeoksan was particularly weak when it came to young girls.

"...Alright, let's do that."

Not wanting to argue needlessly, Dohan agreed without protest. He tied the girl's hands and feet with rope that Chaeyoung handed him, and stuffed a piece of cloth in her mouth as a gag.

"I'm sorry. Just hang on a bit, people will come soon."

He was trying to reassure the girl in his own way, but it wasn't funny at all.
Dohan shook his head as he watched Ryeoksan patting the girl's head from behind.

"If you're done, let's go. We don't know when they might return."

At Baek-a's urging, Ryeoksan turned around, and the Six Demons of Sichuan left the hall, leaving only the bound girl behind.

"...Mmph."

As the girl glared sharply at their retreating figures and mumbled something, two shadows appeared in the hall.

"Fortunately, there were no problems. I was a bit worried."
"Me too."

The two shadows were none other than Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon.

"Seol, good job."

While Hwa-ryeon comforted the girl, Seol, Ja-seong approached and removed her gag and restraints.
Then he watched with an odd look as she rubbed her wrists and ankles, his lips twitching.

Seeing this, Seol's eyes narrowed sharply.

"Don't."
"Hmm? Don't what? I didn't say anything."
"Whatever you were going to say, don't say it."

Her fierce attitude made it clear she wouldn't let it slide.
But far from being intimidated, Ja-seong started grinning as if he'd caught an opportunity.

"No, what would I say? You think I'd tell a fifteen-year-old that your acting was too stiff, that I thought you were reading from a book or something...?"
"Kyaaak-!"

Seol lunged at him with her nails out.
Of course, there was no way Ja-seong would let himself get caught so easily.

Instead, he giggled teasingly while patting her head this way and that, which only made her snarl and thrash even more.

"...Are you two just going to play around?"
"Ah, right. We need to follow them."

Ja-seong came to his senses at Hwa-ryeon's exasperated words.
He handed the struggling Seol over to Hwa-ryeon and headed out of the hall.

Of course, he didn't forget to leave one last comment for Seol.

"I'll come back and pat your head some more. Brush your hair nicely and wait for me."
"Just disappear forever!"

Ja-seong cackled at Seol's outburst as he went after the Six Demons of Sichuan.

*

"Good. They got out safely."

I nodded as I watched the Six Demons of Sichuan escaping from the Jungcheon Trading Company without incident from a distance.
I had been slightly worried that Seol's regrettable acting skills might derail the plan, but fortunately it seemed to have gone over without any problems.

"...I never thought our little one would step up herself."

The original plan that Jang Jin-hae had made was for him to pretend to be captured by them and have the Jangbodo stolen.
But his brother-in-law and the trading company head strongly opposed it because his life couldn't be guaranteed afterward.

And that's when Seol stepped forward.

-"What about me?"

She argued that even those scumbags wouldn't harm a girl who hadn't yet reached adulthood.

I instinctively wanted to object, but I couldn't deny that her survival chances were much higher than Jang Jin-hae's.
Moreover, she was so adamant about doing it that I couldn't just keep opposing her.

In the end, I agreed on the condition that Hwa-ryeon and I would monitor the situation nearby and intervene if it seemed dangerous.

Fortunately, we didn't need to step in, but...

"...Is she still being impatient?"

I recalled Seol's behavior at Wudang Mountain.
That tiny thing kept stubbornly trying to step forward without considering her own capabilities.

I thought she had improved for a while, but I guess I was mistaken.

I decided I should have a serious talk with Seol when we got back, as I continued following the Six Demons.

The six of them were running through the dawn streets without hesitation, as if they had a clear destination.
I silently tracked them from the rooftops, eliminating my footsteps with lightness skills.

After jumping across rooftops for a while, I suddenly detected a new presence in my qi detection field.

"...What's this?"

Someone hiding at a corner of a narrow alley was watching the main road like a spy. After confirming the Six Demons' appearance, they hurriedly ran off somewhere.

Their behavior was so suspicious that I frowned, and soon after, a group of people appeared within my qi detection range.

The spy joined them, and before long, the group split into two and began moving toward the Six Demons.

It was still a bit early for people to be out, yet here were dozens moving together.
Moreover, all dozens were armed martial artists, moving as if to surround the Six Demons running down the main road.

They reminded me of hunters pursuing prey.
Hmm, this is happening much faster than expected.

"Stop right there!"

Sure enough, with a loud shout, one group blocked the Six Demons' path, while the others sealed off their retreat.

Finding themselves surrounded in the middle of Chengdu's main road, the Six Demons looked around in confusion.
Then Mo Insu, whose arm I had cut off, stepped forward and shouted.

"Gwak In-heung, what is the meaning of this?!"

Apparently they knew each other, as he immediately called someone by name.
In response, a man with a vile appearance standing at the front of the group smiled triumphantly.

"Oh, nothing much. I just have something I need to collect from you."
"...Something?"
"What, can't you understand unless I spell it out? The Jangbodo. The one you got by raiding the Jungcheon Trading Company."

When Gwak In-heung mentioned the Jangbodo, the six people's faces hardened.

"...Who told you? Don't tell me the trading company head told you?"
"Kuhehe, I don't know what you're talking about."

With a sinister laugh, Gwak In-heung feigned ignorance and held out his palm.

"Hand over the Jangbodo while I'm still asking nicely. If you surrender it quietly, I won't harm a hair on your heads and will let you go peacefully."
"Kuk...."

Mo Insu's face twisted horribly.
Then, as if something occurred to him, his face suddenly turned pale, and he carefully opened his mouth.

"...I don't know what the trading company head told you, but things went wrong."
"What do you mean?"

At Gwak In-heung's question, Mo Insu took out the Jangbodo piece from his robe and showed it.

"Do you see? The Jangbodo is incomplete. That stupid third young master of the Jungcheon Trading Company had purchased only a torn piece of the Jangbodo from the beginning."
"......"

Gwak In-heung and his subordinates stared at the Jangbodo piece with blank expressions.
Eventually, a small burst of laughter broke out.

"Pfft-!"

That small laugh served as a signal, and Gwak In-heung and his subordinates all burst into laughter.

-"Hahaha-!"

"Puhahaha-! You expect me to believe that? If you're going to lie, you should have prepared a more convincing story."
"...Kuk."

His face twisted miserably again.
Watching this, I inwardly chuckled.

The situation was similar to the hostage situation earlier.
Those who didn't believe the third young master and insisted on bringing the rest of the Jangbodo were now in exactly the opposite position.

Thanks to that, I fully understood the third young master's frustration.

"Kuhehe, I didn't expect you to hand it over quietly anyway."

-Chaeng!

As soon as Gwak In-heung drew the sword from his waist, his subordinates also drew their weapons.
As dozens of blades pointed at them simultaneously, the Six Demons gritted their teeth and drew their own weapons.

"Kill the men and subdue the women. I've been coveting those wenches for a long time, and finally I can have them."

Gwak In-heung surveyed the bodies of the Baek twins and Chaeyoung with lustful, lewd eyes.
As the three women flinched at his gaze, dozens of martial artists charged at them.

-"Waaah-!"

"Break through the encirclement! Forward!"

At Mo Insu's command, as he glared sharply at the martial artists charging from front and back, the Six Demons moved in perfect unison.

They clustered together as if the six had become one body and broke through the charging martial artists head-on.

"Argh!?"

Death cries echoed through the dawn sky.
Their owners were Gwak In-heung's nameless subordinates.

To my eyes, it was an incredibly crude combined technique full of openings, but it was enough for the Six Demons to quickly break through the wall of people.

"W-what...?"

Gwak In-heung was bewildered at how easily his encirclement was broken.
He had been posturing from behind and now found himself having to face the Six Demons alone.

"S-stop them immediately!"

He frantically urged his subordinates to chase the six, but they were already close at hand.
Mo Insu, who was at the front, charged at him.

"Ha! A man who's lost his right arm charging at me fearlessly, are you insane?"

Mo Insu was holding his sword with his left hand, having lost his right hand to my blade.
Seeing this, Gwak In-heung erased the panic from his face and wore a triumphant expression.

It was a natural reaction.
For a martial artist, losing their dominant arm is fatal.

A person who has wielded a sword with their right hand all their life now has to use their left.
It's like a right-handed person trying to use chopsticks with their left hand... no, it's much more difficult than that.

So Gwak In-heung's reaction wasn't strange.

But would Mo Insu not know this?

One knows their own body's condition best.
If he still charged forward like that, he must have a hidden card up his sleeve.

-Kagagang!

"What...?"

Sure enough, Mo Insu skillfully blocked Gwak In-heung's sword.

He looked so familiar with it, as if he had been using his left hand for the sword all along.

"I'm sorry, but I'm ambidextrous. I've been training my sword techniques with my left hand as well."

Mo Insu smiled coldly at Gwak In-heung, whose eyes had widened in surprise.
At the same time, he twisted his sword, sliding up the side of the blade to aim for Gwak In-heung's neck.

"Shit...!"

One colorful curse.
That was Gwak In-heung's last words.

-Slash

With a clear cutting sound, Gwak In-heung's head flew through the air.
Seeing this, his subordinates' gazes turned frantic.

"Let's go!"

Taking advantage of the opening, the Six Demons quickly fled.
Thinking to myself that they were quite impressive, I continued to follow them.
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After beheading Gwak In-heung with a single stroke, the Six Demons of Sichuan made a swift escape.
But their ordeal was only beginning.

"Found them! The Six Demons of Sichuan!"
"You bastards! Hand over the Hegemon Sword!"

As the sky grew brighter, more groups attacked, all aiming for the Hegemon Sword.

"Urgh...!"
"Boss, if we keep fighting them one by one, we'll be surrounded again!"

Mo In-su, who had been blocking incoming sword strikes, gritted his teeth at Wi Do-han's shout. He deflected a sword and plunged his own into the throat of the wanderer who had attacked him.

"Gack!"

After retrieving his sword from the dying enemy, he called out to his fellow disciples.

"Let's split into three groups to shake them off, then meet up again at 'that place'!"
"Understood!"

Following their leader's instructions, the Six Demons of Sichuan split into pairs and scattered in three directions.
The attackers likewise divided into three groups and dispersed.

With everyone who had been causing chaos on the main road suddenly scattering in all directions, my situation became awkward.

*Which group should I follow?*
*And where is this "that place" Mo In-su mentioned?*

As I looked back and forth between the three directions, trying to decide, I sensed several people running across the rooftops behind me.
Among them was one familiar presence.

Turning my head, I saw Hong Ja-gong running alongside several beggars.
I unconsciously clenched my fist at the sight of reinforcements arriving at just the right moment.

"What's the situation?"
"They've split into three groups and are fleeing. The attackers are chasing after them."

After hearing my explanation and seeing the distant groups, Hong Ja-gong clicked his tongue briefly, then gave a silent nod to the beggars who had followed him.

Understanding immediately, the Beggar Sect members split into three groups and pursued the fleeing parties.

Only Hong Ja-gong and a middle-aged beggar remained beside me.
Judging by the three knots at his waist, he appeared to be the branch leader of Chengdu.

"Pleased to meet you, young hero Gun. I am Ha Deok-su, branch leader of Chengdu."
"Ah, yes. I'm Gun Ja-seong."

After brief introductions, I immediately asked about the current situation.

"Things seem to be progressing much faster than expected. What's going on? Did rumors about the Hegemon Sword spread in just one night?"
"No. The news hasn't spread to the public yet. Those moving now seem to have obtained information through other channels."

They obtained information through other channels.
As soon as I heard those words, something came to mind.

"Is it the Manlim Trading Company?"

I mentioned these unknown figures who had absorbed other trading companies through underhanded means and had requested the Six Demons of Sichuan to retrieve the Hegemon Sword.

When I mentioned these people, whom I had privately concluded were puppets of the Crimson Eye Cult, Branch Leader Ha nodded gravely.

"That's likely the case. Looking at those pursuing the Six Demons, they're individuals who frequently visited the Manlim Trading Company."

Frequently visited...
It seems the Six Demons weren't the only ones the Manlim Trading Company had employed to harass other trading companies.

"So they asked them to find the Hegemon Sword, then leaked that information to their other underlings."

A behavior that seemed incomprehensible at first glance.
But if their purpose was publicity, like when they attacked the Zhongchuan Trading Company, it made sense.

Already, a bloodbath had begun in Chengdu as people sought the Hegemon Sword, and rumors would soon spread beyond the city.
And hunters who heard these rumors would move even more hastily.

After hearing this explanation, Hong Ja-gong nodded heavily.

"I think the same. They're trying to attract moths to the flame so they can release another piece of the Hegemon Sword."
"It seems almost certain that the Manlim Trading Company is a puppet of the Crimson Eye Cult, right?"
"Yes. There might even be another piece of the Hegemon Sword still at the trading company. So let's leave tracking the Six Demons to those guys, and you and I will go to the Manlim Trading Company."

His intention was to steal any remaining pieces of the Hegemon Sword if they were still there.

Honestly, I was skeptical that they would leave a piece of the Hegemon Sword unprotected at the trading company, but you never know.
Besides, it wouldn't hurt to scout the headquarters of our potential enemy.

When I nodded in agreement with Hong Ja-gong's suggestion, Branch Leader Ha said he would return to his branch to monitor the flow of rumors in Chengdu.

"As you probably already know, there's likely a powerful sorcerer attached to the trading company. Please be careful."
"Heh, you think some petty sorcerer can do anything to me?"

After Hong Ja-gong's confident retort, we parted ways with the branch leader and cut across the streets toward the Manlim Trading Company.

*

The location of the Manlim Trading Company wasn't far.
Originally, both Zhongchuan and Manlim were the largest trading companies in Chengdu, and naturally, their headquarters were located in the center of the city.

Anyway, this allowed me and Hong Ja-gong to reach the Manlim Trading Company faster than expected.

"This isn't a good time for uninvited guests to sneak in."

The sky was now clearly blue, and civilians were beginning to appear on the streets one by one.
With eyes everywhere, it wouldn't be easy to climb over walls recklessly.

"I'd prefer to come back at night."
"We don't have time for that. What if they move the Hegemon Sword piece somewhere else in the meantime?"
"To be honest, I think they've already moved it long ago."
"Hmph."

Half-ignoring my response with a snort, Hong Ja-gong led me to a narrow alley behind the trading company.
Fortunately, there was no one around yet, so we were free from prying eyes as we jumped over the wall.

As soon as my feet touched the ground, I expanded my qi perception network to its maximum to scan the interior.

"For some reason, there aren't many people here. Everyone seems to be gathered in the central hall."
"Oh? You can sense that far with your qi perception?"
"Well... it's a bit different, but let's say that's close enough."

I didn't have the luxury to explain the principles of the qi perception network in detail while infiltrating an enemy stronghold.
Hong Ja-gong seemed to share this sentiment, as he merely shrugged at my vague answer.

"Then I'll look for the Hegemon Sword piece. You..."
"I'll go toward the hall and eavesdrop on their conversation."

My statement was met with a somewhat gruff question.

"Will you be alright?"
"Don't worry. Even if I'm discovered, I can at least get myself out."
"Well, if that's the case..."

Without further comment, Hong Ja-gong began searching for the Hegemon Sword, boldly opening the doors of a nearby pavilion.

Meanwhile, I moved stealthily toward the hall where people were gathered, and soon I could see the massive pavilion at the center of the estate.

"How is the situation..."
"Yes, that is..."

As I moved closer, the voices became clearer.
Just as I was about to move even closer to hear better, I detected a strange flow in my qi perception network.

I looked down at the ground around the hall.

On the surface, it appeared to be nothing special—just a floor paved with stone slabs.
But my qi perception network revealed an artificial flow of qi beneath the slabs.

*A formation? No, it's something different.*

I didn't know exactly what it was, but instinctively felt I shouldn't step on it.
Having given up on getting any closer, I strained my hearing ability to its limit to eavesdrop on the conversation.

"The Six Demons of Sichuan are... holding up well..."
"Surprising. Was their martial arts... that level?"
"We also... first time... known... would have used them more..."

Though the conversation was fragmented, fortunately it wasn't too difficult to understand the content.

From what I could gather, the Six Demons of Sichuan were achieving remarkable feats, killing their pursuers one by one even while scattered and on the run.
The people in the room expressed admiration for their martial arts skills, which exceeded expectations, while also expressing belated regret.

*Enough with the useless talk, get to the point already.*

As if my wish had been granted, the important conversation I'd been waiting for finally emerged.

"Them and others... running wild in Chengdu... rumors spreading is just a matter of time..."
"Good. But... can't stop there. We need to gather as many... as possible. Enough to make this city drenched in blood..."
"Understood... We've mobilized... spreading rumors..."

Hmm.
It seems my guess was correct—sacrificing the Six Demons of Sichuan was also part of their plan to publicize the Hegemon Sword.

They seem intent on gathering as many martial artists as possible to create a bloodbath in Chengdu.
But why?

I continued eavesdropping, but they never mentioned their true objective.

What are they plotting that makes them so cautious with their words even when gathered among themselves?
As I pondered this, I caught the words "Hegemon Sword" and stopped my train of thought.

"What about the rest of the Hegemon Sword... how...?"
"Don't worry... All arranged... placed... will appear one by one when the time..."

...As expected, it seems the remaining pieces of the Hegemon Sword are no longer here.
Although I had suspected as much, I couldn't help feeling somewhat disappointed.

If we had recovered the remaining pieces of the Hegemon Sword today, we could have minimized casualties and made things much easier.
As I clicked my tongue in disappointment, people began to emerge from the hall, suggesting the meeting had ended.

"Ah, wait a moment."

Hidden at the corner of a nearby pavilion, I observed them. The man who came out first stopped the others and began muttering something.
Then, the artificial flow of qi around the hall returned to normal.

*An incantation? Was that sorcery?*
*Is this man the sorcerer?*

I carefully examined the man's appearance.
At first glance, he looked ordinary with no particularly impressive features.

But having already encountered the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil, I strongly suspected this appearance might be false.

So I expanded my qi perception network to check, and sure enough, instead of an adult man, I detected what looked like a small child.

*What is that?*
*He seems even smaller than Seol-i. How old is he?*

As I stared at the sorcerer in bewilderment, the disguised adult man, with his hands behind his back, said:

"I have removed the Forbidden Realm Boundary, so you may pass now."

He had an arrogant, pretentious demeanor.
If he had been in his true form as a child, it might have seemed cute, but seeing a grown adult act this way made him seem quite unpleasant.

Perhaps annoyed by his attitude, a middle-aged man in luxurious attire, who appeared to be the trading company's leader, bluntly asked:

"I can't see what's different. What exactly is this Forbidden Realm Boundary? Does it really have any effect?"
"Hmm."

With twitching eyes at the skeptical response, the sorcerer chanted another incantation, and the qi in the ground changed again.

"If you find it hard to believe, why don't you experience it yourself?"
"...Hmm."

In response to the sorcerer's provocation, the middle-aged man stepped onto the ground without hesitation, and—

*THUD!*

"Gahk!?"

He collapsed face-first onto the ground.
He was pinned to the ground as if crushed by something massive and heavy, unable to move an inch.

"Ugh, nnnngh...!"
"My, what are you doing? Writhing on the ground like some insect?"
"Urgh! Y-you...!"

The middle-aged man glared at the sorcerer with bloodshot eyes.
But the sorcerer, unfazed by his gaze, openly mocked him.

"Puheheheh. Do you understand now? That it has an effect?"

The others just stood there helplessly, looking back and forth between the sorcerer and the middle-aged man.
After glancing at them from the corner of his eye, the middle-aged man, realizing he couldn't break free no matter how much he struggled, finally surrendered.

"...Alright. I understand now, so please release me."

He was visibly suppressing his anger at the humiliation.
But the sorcerer didn't seem inclined to let him go easily.

"No, no. You doubted my abilities. Did you think you could be released so easily?"
"Urgh...! Then what do I need to do for you to release me?"

In response to the middle-aged man's question, the sorcerer stroked his chin thoughtfully before grinning mischievously.

"You do have the dignity of a company leader, so I shouldn't ask for too much. Let's do this. If you properly apologize for doubting my abilities, I'll release you."
"What...?"
"Simply put, apologize and say you were wrong. With sincerity."

The sorcerer's words left the middle-aged man, the rest of the group, and even me dumbfounded.
Really? He's going to humiliate him like this just for one sarcastic comment?

What is he, a child... Oh wait, he actually is a child.

The behavior was so childish that I was momentarily taken aback, but remembering the sorcerer's true identity as a child, it suddenly made sense.

It was only natural for a child to be thoughtless and immature.
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Of course, the sorcerer's opponent seemed to have a different perspective, not knowing his true identity.

"You bastard...!"

The middle-aged man trembled violently, expressing his rage. His eyes, filled with killing intent, screamed that he wanted to kill the sorcerer right then and there.

But the sorcerer paid no attention to that gaze, simply wearing a mocking smile.

Anyone watching would think they were enemies, not allies.

"Ch-Chilyeop, sir. That's enough now. What good will come from this hostility between comrades working toward the same goal?"
"Yes, let's stop this. By now, the Chief must surely recognize your exceptional abilities, Chilyeop."

Several people from the group belatedly intervened with awkward smiles.

The sorcerer made a humming sound as if considering their words, rubbing his palms together in a show of false contemplation. The slight twitch at the corner of his mouth betrayed his satisfaction.

"Well, if you put it that way..."

After receiving ample praise from the Manrim Trading Company people, he pretended to relent and released the Chief with another spell. And then, what he said next was truly something.

"Since everyone insists, I'll let it go this time. But mind your words and actions in the future."

After spitting out these spiteful words, the sorcerer turned sharply and left the hall.

Watching his retreating figure, the Chief's face contorted with anger. He took out his frustration on his subordinates who were cautiously dusting off his dirty clothes.

"You useless fools! You just stood there watching while your superior was humiliated?"
"W-what could we do? We're mere ordinary followers who haven't received the blessing of the great Divine Tree. How could we dare challenge someone of the Leaf's status..."
"Grr...!"

As his subordinates complained of the injustice, the Chief ground his teeth and glared at where the sorcerer had disappeared, muttering under his breath.

"...I too am destined to receive the blessing. I will become a new Branch, mark my words. We'll see if you can still act so arrogantly then."

After delivering this third-rate villain dialogue, the Chief stormed off somewhere, with his subordinates hurriedly following behind.

Emerging from my hiding spot around the corner, I watched them leave and fell into thought.

The title "Chilyeop," plus talk of becoming a new Branch...

I could roughly guess what was happening, but first I needed to meet up with Hong Ja-gong to discuss this. I headed to the back of the trading company to find Hong Ja-gong, who was probably still wasting his efforts.

*

When I returned to the back of the estate, Hong Ja-gong was already sitting on a rock in the backyard with a disgruntled expression, having apparently realized there were no pieces of the Jangbodo.

"I take it you found nothing?"
"...I wouldn't say I found nothing, but there's no sign of the Jangbodo."

I shrugged at his words as he twisted the corner of his mouth in dissatisfaction.

"Yes. From what I heard, it seems they've already distributed it to various locations."
"Did you at least find out where?"

A hint of expectation showed in his manner, but it disappeared without a trace as soon as I shook my head.

"Well, I didn't come away empty-handed either."
"What do you mean?"

I explained everything I had overheard and observed to Hong Ja-gong. His response was one of disbelief.

"This Chilyeop is a kid? They put a child who isn't even fully grown in an executive position?"
"So that's what it was."

I had guessed from the name Chilyeop, meaning "Seventh Leaf," that the kid must be one of the Crimson Eye Cult's executives.

"No, wait. That's not the important part. Are you certain they called him Chilyeop?"
"Absolutely. But what exactly do these 'Leaves' do?"

I knew that the "Branches" like Chilji were active as the Divine Wood Unit in Paecheon Fortress. The "Stems" like So-so were responsible for guarding the saplings. And the "Roots" referred to the cult leader and his protectors. But what were the "Leaves" supposed to do?

"The Leaves are executives composed entirely of sorcerers. It's unclear exactly what they do, but I heard they never leave the cult's sacred grounds... Could they have started operating outside as well?"

Hong Ja-gong muttered with a serious expression.

A mysterious executive group whose purpose is unknown? It seems I now have one more reason to capture this Chilyeop kid alive.

Nodding, I voiced another question.

"Does becoming a 'new Branch' mean being selected as a new executive?"
"Probably. The Branches have had more casualties than other executive groups. We know of at least three. Plus, another one was captured by that woman at Wudang."

"That woman" probably referred to Ye So-ha. She stayed behind at Wudang Mountain saying she was waiting for someone—apparently to capture another executive.

"Anyway, there's nothing more we can gain here. Let's head back."
"Wait a moment. You said you found something too. What was it?"

At my question, Hong Ja-gong waved his hand dismissively.

"Just some ledgers I found. There's not much we can tell by looking at them here. It's better to get back to Deoksu and have him investigate."
"Since we don't know what they contain, let me take a look."

Reluctantly, Hong Ja-gong pulled out a book from inside his robe and handed it to me.

After confirming the four characters on the cover that read "Transaction Ledger," I opened the book as we climbed back over the wall.

"...For a group whose main business is supposedly usury, they sure bought a lot of different things."
"Well, I suppose even a front operation would feel awkward only doing loan-sharking."

I ignored his casual response and examined the ledger's contents more carefully.

Starting with timber, then stone, iron, and other materials—they had made bulk purchases of various categories. But I noticed something strange.

"There are records of purchases, but no sales records anywhere."
"Huh?"

Now interested, Hong Ja-gong turned his head. He snatched the ledger from me and examined it closely.

"...You're right. They keep buying all these materials without selling them? Are they trying to profit from price differences?"

At Hong Ja-gong's musing, I shook my head.

"If they were after price differences, they wouldn't need to stockpile. They could just transport and sell the goods to other regions as soon as they arrived."

The materials listed in the ledger were produced within Sichuan Province, so trading them within the province wouldn't generate proper profits. Normally, they would be transported via the Yangtze River to Hubei or Jiangnan regions to be sold at higher prices.

"...You're surprisingly knowledgeable about this?"

His gaze showed surprise at my explanation. I smiled wryly and corrected his misunderstanding.

"It's not that. I heard from my brother-in-law before that Jungcheon Trading Company's main source of income is transporting such materials. That's how I know."
"Hmm."

Hong Ja-gong nodded at my words and looked at the ledger again.

"So, buying all these materials without selling them means..."
"They must have some other purpose for them."

And whatever purpose these people who were planning to bring bloodshed to the capital had, it couldn't be anything benign.

"...I should tell the branch members to search the warehouses owned by Manrim Trading Company."
"We should also keep an eye on the Chief's movements."
"Lower Heaven Sect will help with that part. I heard he visits brothels almost daily."

It's reassuring to have cooperation from both the Beggar Clan and Lower Heaven Sect.

Inwardly satisfied, I parted ways with Hong Ja-gong, who said he would stop by the branch office, and returned to Jungcheon Trading Company.

*

As soon as I returned to Jungcheon Trading Company, I went straight to the main hall where the Jang father and son were waiting, and explained the situation.

"...To think Manrim Trading Company was really a tool of the demonic cult."
"Considering the vicious acts they've committed, it's not hard to believe."

Jang Jin-hae seemed quite shocked, while my brother-in-law nodded his head. The Trading Company Chief Jang, sitting in the highest seat, pondered something with a grave expression before turning his gaze to me.

"So, are we just going to observe the situation from now on?"
"For now, yes, but we also plan to monitor Manrim Trading Company's movements. Now that we're certain they're puppets of the demonic cult, we don't know what else they might do."

After my answer, Chief Jang fell silent again, deep in thought, before making an unexpected suggestion.

"Would it be acceptable if we stepped in on that front?"
"You mean Jungcheon Trading Company?"
"Who would be more sensitive to a trading company's movements than another trading company?"

He was right—having Jungcheon Trading Company's help would be valuable. But if they got involved, Manrim Trading Company would become aware of Jungcheon's movements.

"Are you sure that's all right?"

If Jungcheon suddenly started monitoring them while they were plotting something, Manrim would naturally react sensitively.

"Jungcheon Trading Company might end up shedding blood."

Hadn't he just this morning expressed approval of my plan because it wouldn't involve bloodshed? At my question, Chief Jang gave a bitter smile.

"Of course, I understand the risks. But upon further reflection, I don't think this is the time for us to hold back."

An underground force—and even the infamous demonic cult—was plotting something right here in the capital. Should they do nothing and just observe, waiting helplessly for our group to resolve the situation?

"I can't do that. Not as someone who has lived in this capital all my life, and as a merchant who still burns with ambition."

This could be a crisis of unprecedented proportions.

He couldn't ignore a potential crisis in his hometown. Besides, if they overcame this crisis, they might reap considerable rewards.

"To be frank, we could absorb Manrim Trading Company's influence entirely. If we consume them completely, no other trading company in Sichuan Province would dare challenge Jungcheon's dominance."

Chief Jang, using human duty as an excuse while revealing his ambition. His open display of desire was actually rather trustworthy and somewhat appealing.

"So you want to turn crisis into opportunity."
"Crisis into opportunity...! I like that expression. That's exactly it."
"Do my brother-in-law and Young Master also agree with this?"

At my question, my brother-in-law grinned confidently, while Jang Jin-hae heaved a deep sigh.

"How dare they try to use my sister and our trading company? We absolutely cannot let this slide."
"...Both my father and brother would have lost everything if they'd ever gambled."

I burst out laughing at this scathing assessment and nodded.

"I'll mention it when Chief Hong arrives. I don't think he'll object."

There was no reason to refuse their help, even if it came with risks. When I accepted the proposal, my brother-in-law jumped up from his seat in delight. Suddenly, he let out a big yawn.

"Ah~h. Now that the tension's gone, I'm getting sleepy."

Come to think of it, none of us had slept since last night. Realizing this, I suddenly felt drowsiness washing over me too.

"We should all get some rest first. Gun, you should go and rest as well."

I mentally thanked Chief Jang for his perceptive dismissal and rose from my seat, but before leaving, I asked about Hwa-ryeon, Seol, and my master.

"Do you know where my companions are?"
"They've been assigned rooms in the guest quarters. They're probably all asleep by now."

I nodded in acknowledgment and left the hall, dragging my heavy body toward my room. When I arrived, I discovered that Chief Jang's assumption was wrong.

"You're back?"

Hwa-ryeon was waiting for me in my room, not asleep at all.
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Gun Ja-seong and Ju Hwa-ryeon were alone together when she smiled softly, removing her icy mask.

"What's this? Were you waiting for me?"
"Yes. I was curious about what happened."

"Hmm, your words and expression don't match at all. Why not honestly say you were waiting because you missed me?"
"...Let's just say it was a bit of both."

Finding her pretense of indifference cute, I smiled and sat on the bed, patting the spot beside me. Hwa-ryeon gave me a sidelong glance.

"...What are you planning?"
"Planning? I'm just asking you to sit next to me."

I smiled mischievously, and she narrowed her eyes as if she could see right through me.

Of course, that only lasted a moment. Pretending reluctance, she rose from her chair and sat beside me.

Then I pounced on the butterfly that had landed in my spider's web.

With a soft thump, we fell onto the bed facing each other. Hwa-ryeon didn't even scream, as if she'd expected this.

Hmm. Has she already gotten used to this after doing it at inns a few times?

"Aren't you a bit too calm about this?"

As I lay on the bed embracing her slender body, I asked playfully. She gazed at my face for a moment before raising her hand to stroke my cheek.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"
"Of course not. I just followed them around, watched the fight, and eavesdropped on some conversations."
"Eavesdropped?"

As she blinked in confusion, I told her about my conversation with the Zhang father and son in the main hall. She listened quietly, but made a strange expression when I mentioned Chil-yeop, the young mage hiding his identity.

"A young mage... I wonder why he joined the Crimson Eye Cult?"
"I'm curious about that too. Let's ask him when we catch him."

She nodded slightly at my casual answer, then lowered her eyes heavily.

"Staining the capital with blood... What connection could that have with the Immortality Crossbow?"
"Well, I can't be certain, but from what I heard, they seem to place great importance on the process."

Dividing the Zhang Bao Sword into several pieces, causing martial artists seeking it to fight and kill each other. Perhaps the Immortality Crossbow was just an excuse, and their real goal was to make martial artists slaughter each other?

I considered this simple explanation but soon shook my head.

The Immortality Crossbow was too valuable a card to use for such a purpose. If their only goal was to make martial artists kill each other, there could have been plenty of alternatives.

There must be some other purpose. But what could it be?

As I was lost in thought with a hardened expression, my gaze suddenly turned to Hwa-ryeon's face.

"By the way."
"Yes?"
"Isn't it a bit odd to be lying in bed together discussing things like this?"
"...Ah."

A short exclamation. Awkward smiles appeared on both our faces simultaneously.

Embracing each other on a bed while talking about bloody matters. As lovers, we should be having sweeter conversations...

"Ah~hh."

At that moment, I couldn't suppress a yawn. The drowsiness that had been persistently following me since I left the main hall was trying to overcome me. Seeing this, Hwa-ryeon raised her upper body.

"I'm sorry. You must be tired, and I'm keeping you from resting. I'll go now..."

As she was about to leave, I grabbed her arm and pulled her back. Her slender body fell back onto the bed with a thump, and I wrapped my arms around her, restraining her.

"Ja-seong?"
"Don't go. Stay a little longer, just until I fall asleep."

Hwa-ryeon hesitated with a troubled expression at my words.

"What if someone comes in...?"
"Who would come to my room? And even if they did, what of it?"

Young people who've promised a future together can lie in bed together, can't they?

"...Just for a little while then?"

After looking at me in disbelief at my shameless words, she soon snuggled into my arms with a resigned expression.

Feeling her warm presence with my whole body, I slightly curled my lips upward and tightened my arms around her slender form.

Then, surprisingly quickly, my consciousness sank below the surface of sleep.

With a comfort that soothed even my soul.

*

As the sun that had risen high in the sky began to set behind the mountains like any other evening, Gun Su-ae approached Ja-seong's room with a complicated expression.

Her husband Jin-san's words from the previous night kept circling in her mind.

"Your brother single-handedly defeated those guys and rescued Jin-ha! He subdued all six in the blink of an eye—it was truly amazing."

Her husband's claim that her brother had subdued hostage-takers wielding dangerous weapons by himself. Moreover, these hostage-takers were the infamous Sichuan Six Monsters.

He said her brother had cut off one's arm and subdued the other five without a scratch, but Su-ae found it hard to believe.

The Gun Ja-seong she knew was a kind, considerate brother, mature for his age. The thought that such a brother would swing a sword at someone and inflict wounds created a disconnect between her perception and reality.

After spending the entire day unable to do anything but think about her brother, she finally came to his room.

"Seong, it's your sister. May I come in?"

She carefully asked for permission at the door, but there was no answer.

Could he not be in his room? She hadn't heard that he'd left the guest hall.

Tilting her head in confusion, Su-ae carefully opened the door and froze at the sight that greeted her upon entering.

"W-w-what is this?!"

Ja-seong was lying on the bed, breathing evenly as if in deep sleep. But he wasn't alone.

Hwa-ryeon was sleeping beside him, her back against his chest, lying sideways. Their posture was no different from that of lovers—no, a married couple.

"H-how...! Men and women should be separate...!"

These unmarried youngsters showing such shameless behavior! She should wake them up immediately and separate them!

Su-ae approached with determined steps, but at that moment, Ja-seong frowned and pulled Hwa-ryeon even closer into his embrace.

"T-this...!"

Just as she was about to let out a lion's roar, Su-ae's gaze fell on the overlapping left wrists of the two.

More precisely, on the pair of black and white bracelets worn on those wrists.

"......"

Seeing the bracelets—the Black and White Twin Rings—that could only be seen as matching tokens of affection, Su-ae closed her mouth.

"She's the woman I'm going to marry. You're the first in the family I'm telling."

Yesterday afternoon. Ja-seong had suddenly visited and introduced Hwa-ryeon as the woman he would marry.

She could understand intellectually that they must be quite close for him to openly mention marriage. But seeing them exchanging tokens like this made her heart finally understand.

These two had already become indispensable to each other.

"...Haah."

Finally sighing, Su-ae looked down at the two for a moment before silently turning and leaving the room.

The door closed as carefully as when she had entered, leaving only the sound of the two's even breathing in the room. At that moment, one of Ja-seong's closed eyes slightly opened.
Soon, a sigh of relief escaped between his lips.

"...Phew."

Thankfully, she left without saying anything.

Ja-seong had awakened from sleep due to someone opening the door and approaching, and he panicked when he realized it was Su-ae and became aware of their current position.

It seemed they had both fallen asleep while he was just holding her until he fell asleep. And to make matters worse, his older sister had caught them in the act.

Su-ae's appearance clearly showed she was angry.

Sensing that opening his eyes would lead to an unbearable situation, he desperately pretended to be asleep.

"Small Sister may be gentle usually, but she's terrifying when angry."

Even Su-ae, who usually had the loudest voice in the family, would back down when Su-ae was angry. The saying that kind people are scarier when angry perfectly described her.

While he was tense with his eyes tightly shut, Su-ae sighed and quietly left the room.

"I was worried she might explode and cause a scene."

Fortunately, it seemed she decided to let it go.

Ja-seong sighed in relief again. But when his breath touched Hwa-ryeon's earlobe, her delicate body twitched with a small moan.

Holding her body, Ja-seong felt the tremor throughout his body and realized that Hwa-ryeon had also awakened.

"What, you're awake?"
"...Yes."

Her voice was barely audible. The redness of her earlobe wasn't due to the sunset.

After looking at this for a moment, Ja-seong smiled slightly and casually embraced Hwa-ryeon deeply.

"J-Ja-seong?"
"We've already been caught, so what's the point in worrying? Let's just sleep more. I'm still tired."

Forgetting his recent tension, he closed his eyes with a glib response.

He's going back to sleep like this?
Hwa-ryeon blinked in confusion, trapped in Ja-seong's arms.

But that didn't last long. She was also tired from staying up all night. Eventually, Hwa-ryeon's eyes also closed, and the two fell back asleep.

They woke up again after the sun had completely disappeared behind the mountains. They opened their eyes at the sound of a maid bringing Ja-seong's dinner.

Seeing the two rising from the bed with disheveled appearances from just waking up, the maid blushed and hurriedly left the room, saying only, "Excuse me!"

"Well, the rumors will spread by tonight."

Ja-seong's casual prediction was accurate. The maid must have had a very loose tongue, because by the next morning, the story of the two had spread throughout the entire Jungcheon Trading Company.

*

"Heh heh heh..."
"...Are you going to keep laughing like that?"

On the way to the main hall, I asked sarcastically to my brother-in-law who had come to my room to fetch me (for obvious reasons). He pretended innocence while continuing his lewd laughter.

"Ho ho, how I laugh is my business, isn't it? Or is there something that's bothering your conscience?"
"Ugh, I should just stop talking."

As I shook my head, he giggled but soon erased his smile and muttered with a regretful expression.

"I would have loved to tease my brother-in-law all day long, but the situation doesn't allow it."
"That's fortunate. I'm almost grateful to those cult bastards."

By the time I finished my response with a shrug, the main hall came into view. Climbing the stairs and entering, I saw Hwa-ryeon and the others already seated.

Without hesitation, I sat next to Hwa-ryeon, and a maid immediately brought tea I hadn't even requested, giving us a strange look.

She glanced at us with a strangely red face before fleeing the hall. Seeing this, my brother-in-law once again wore his lewd smile, while Yu Seol and Master looked at me with cold eyes.

Finally, there was Hwa-ryeon, wearing her usual ice mask, though her earlobes were noticeably flushed.

As I was trying to ignore the uncomfortable atmosphere by sipping my tea, Zhang Danzhu and Hong Zigong entered the main hall.
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"Have you arrived?"
"What's this all about, suddenly?"

Hong Ja-gong made a sour face as I greeted him more warmly than ever before.
I casually played it off.

"I've been anxiously waiting for the news you'd bring, Head Of The School."
"...Hmm."

Hong Ja-gong stared at me with narrowed eyes, suspicious, but eventually shrugged and took a seat.
As the Bandit Chief sat down at the head seat, he got straight to the point.

"To start with the conclusion, we couldn't find the materials they purchased in any of the warehouses owned by Mallim Trading Company."
"You couldn't find them? You didn't discover anything at all?"

Hong Ja-gong nodded at Ju Hwa-ryeon's question.

"That's right. With Jungcheon Trading Company's help, we searched every warehouse owned by Mallim, but all of them were completely empty."

I hadn't thoroughly examined the ledgers Hong Ja-gong had brought yesterday, but even a quick glance showed that the trading company had purchased a substantial amount of materials.
Yet not a single piece of those materials was in the warehouses?

"Then where did all that stuff go? It's too much to store at their headquarters."
"I don't know. We're not even sure if it's still within the city or if it's been moved elsewhere."

I let out a small sigh at Hong Ja-gong's answer that he knew nothing.

I'd hoped that knowing where the materials were would give us a clue about their intentions.
Is this the end of our lead?

As I tried to hide my disappointment, the Bandit Chief spoke up.

"There might still be a way to find them."

Everyone's attention turned to the Bandit Chief at those words, which offered a glimmer of hope.

"What kind of way...?"
"There's a Police Chief named Jo Gang. We've been close since childhood, and we still meet occasionally for drinks. Through him, we might be able to check Mallim Trading Company's gate entry and exit records."

That meant we could at least find out whether the materials had left the city.
The faces of everyone seated brightened a little.

"Bandit Chief, could I ask this of you?"
"Of course. My friend the Police Chief has been keeping an eye on Mallim Trading Company anyway, so he'll be happy to help."

And so, Jungcheon Trading Company took full responsibility for tracking the materials.
Thanks to this, we could focus on tracking Jang Bo-do.

I turned to Hong Ja-gong and asked:

"How is the tracking of Jang Bo-do going currently?"
"What we had is still in the hands of the Sacheon Six Ghosts. After they scattered in three directions yesterday, they seem to be hiding together at their hideout now."

I nodded as he mentioned that the Beggar Clan also had people taking turns watching their hideout.

"They won't be able to move for a while, right?"
"Their leader Mo In-su suffered a severe injury with his arm cut off, so they'll stay hidden for some time."

With the Sacheon Six Ghosts in hiding, the hunters who had been chasing Jang Bo-do were left like dogs who had lost the chickens they were chasing.
If this situation continued, it might reach a stalemate and the hunt for Jang Bo-do could fizzle out.

Of course, Mallim Trading Company wouldn't just leave things as they were.

"New pieces will start appearing soon."

Just as I had muttered quietly, a few days later, a new Jang Bo-do piece appeared in the city.

And it was in the hands of people we never expected.



*



When I first heard from Ju Hwa-ryeon about the whereabouts of the second Jang Bo-do piece, I doubted my ears for a moment.

"...Who did you say?"
"The Wanderer Band. Remember? We got involved with them when they attacked Miss Yu when we were heading to Hefei."

Of course I remembered.
I had even briefly wondered what they might be doing now just recently.

But to think those guys would appear in the city and get their hands on another Jang Bo-do piece.
Seeing me unable to hide my bewilderment, Ju Hwa-ryeon asked:

"What are you going to do?"
"...We can't just ignore this. Im Chun-i is with them."

That's right.
Im Chun-i, the younger brother of Im Chun-il who had joined our side after the incident with the Zhuge Family, was a unit leader in the Wanderer Band.

Although the brothers didn't seem to be on good terms, they were still blood relatives and family.
I couldn't just stand by when a colleague's family was involved.

Having made my decision, I immediately stood up.

"Are you going to see them?"
"Yes. It'll be faster if I go myself."

I turned my head to look around the main hall.

The hall, which had been clean and spacious just a few days ago, had turned into a marketplace with piles of paper everywhere and beggars, laborers, and courtesans moving about.
This was because, thanks to the Bandit Chief's consideration, we were using Jungcheon Trading Company as our intelligence headquarters.

"The Dragon Cloud Group just entered the city."
"Ha, those guys who operate in Yeoju have come from far away."
"The Swift Blade Bandit is dead. Judging by the state of the corpse, he seems to have been attacked by multiple martial artists."
"Huh? But he never had Jang Bo-do, did he?"
"Probably personal grudges. His atrocities were well-known."

Numerous martial artists' aliases were being written down and erased repeatedly.
Even at a glance, the names of nearly a hundred martial artists had been erased in the past few days.

Of course, I felt no sympathy.
Why should I pity those who, blinded by greed without considering their own capabilities, came looking for death?

"But why did Wi Cheon-kyeong come here anyway...?"

Although our meeting was brief, he didn't seem like the kind of fool who would stick his head into this kind of chaos.

After briefly pondering about the Head Of The Wanderer Band, Wi Cheon-kyeong, I shook my head.
Thinking it would be better to quickly meet and ask him directly rather than speculating alone, I immediately approached Hong Ja-gong who was in the center of the crowd.

"Head Of The School Hong."
"Hmm? What is it?"

I briefly explained to him about my connection with the Wanderer Band and asked for his understanding.

"...So I want to meet Wi Cheon-kyeong in person, would that be alright?"
"I don't mind. We've only just discovered the second piece anyway. But I'm not sure if you'll be able to meet Wi Cheon-kyeong."
"What? What do you mean...?"

In response to my puzzled question, Hong Ja-gong soon revealed surprising information.

"Wi Cheon-kyeong isn't with the Wanderer Band?"
"Well, the Wanderer Band is a fairly large group with a wide range of activities. So their leadership is quite well-known even within the Beggar Clan. I'm certain. Wi Cheon-kyeong is not among the Wanderer Band members who have entered the city."

The Wanderer Band has entered the city, but Wi Cheon-kyeong is nowhere to be seen.
What could this mean?

He wouldn't have cowardly sent only his subordinates into danger... No, he's not that kind of person.
I guess I'll have to ask the Wanderer Band directly about this too.

"Then, I'll go meet them, if that's alright."
"Don't forget. If you're thinking of saving the Wanderer Band, they need to throw the Jang Bo-do they have to others."
"I understand."

After nodding at Hong Ja-gong's reminder, I left Jungcheon Trading Company with Ju Hwa-ryeon seeing me off.



*



At the very moment Ja-seong had just left Jungcheon Trading Company.
The Wanderer Band, which had entered the city, was already suffering from attacks by hunters after Jang Bo-do.

*Boom! Crash!*

"Ungh...!"

The giant man blocked the relentless strikes from red staffs in both hands with the side of his large axe, then let out a thunderous roar that shook heaven and earth as he deflected the attack.

"Uaaaaaaah-!"
"Kuk?!"

Overwhelming his opponent with both his internal energy and innate strength, the giant swung his axe with all his might over his shoulder.

*Swoosh!*

A head flew into the air with an intense sound of cutting through air.
The headless body dropped the staffs from both hands and collapsed lifelessly.

"U-uaaah...! To think the Red Light Twin Staffs would fall in one strike...!"

The martial artists watching couldn't hide their shock.
Red Light Twin Staffs was quite a renowned expert in Sichuan.

He had achieved the feat of single-handedly entering a bandit camp with over thirty bandits and beating them all to death, yet he was defeated by just one person.

Fear gradually crept into the eyes of the martial artists who had been blinded by rumors of Jang Bo-do, and they began to retreat step by step.

Thanks to this, the Wanderer Band, which had been entangled in battle with enemies, gathered in one place again to regroup.
The giant man, glancing at them from the corner of his eye, asked a man holding a chain sickle:

"Any casualties?"
"None yet. There are a few injured, but they're minor wounds, so they can still fight."

The giant nodded at the man's words and adjusted his axe handle, while three men stepped forward through the martial artists surrounding the Wanderer Band who had been hesitant to attack.

"It's the Iron Claw Three Ghosts!"

Everyone, friend and foe alike, murmured at someone's shout identifying the three men.

Iron Claw Three Ghosts.
As their alias suggested, the three men used claws as their main weapons, and they were infamous for the cruelty of their methods.

"Hehehe, that big fellow's axe skills are quite impressive. I've seen you before. Your name was... Im Chun-i, wasn't it?"
"......"

In response to the question thrown by Gil Hyo-gwang, the eldest of the Iron Claw Three Ghosts, with a sinister laugh, the giant, Chun-i, answered by pointing his axe at him.

Unlike others, seeing no fear in the eyes looking back at them, Hyo-gwang twisted his lips in displeasure.
As if reflecting their master's feelings, the claws on both his hands flashed with sharp energy.

After showing off the six blades, three on each hand, in front of them, Hyo-gwang revealed his teeth in a grin and made what he considered a truly merciful offer.

"I'll give you one first and last chance. If you quietly hand over Jang Bo-do and disappear, I won't take your lives."

At Hyo-gwang's words, Chun-i looked around with a serious expression.

The Iron Claw Three Ghosts alone were not enemies to be taken lightly, but the other martial artists surrounding them were also eyeing them like wolves before prey.

They were probably looking for an opening to snatch Jang Bo-do.

Looking at the crowd of demons blinded by desire, Chun-i was conflicted.

*No matter how much stronger we've become than before, we can't guarantee victory against so many opponents.*

Perhaps they might face total annihilation if they were too greedy.
Should they hand over Jang Bo-do and prioritize survival for now?

As he bit his lip and struggled with the decision, the voice of Na Il-seok, the second unit leader of the Wanderer Band who used a chain sickle, reached him.

"Chun-i, don't forget why we came this far."
"...!"
"If we return with nothing to show for it, there will be no way to save our leader."

Facing Il-seok's grave voice and determined eyes, Chun-i looked at the other members.

Each one showed firm resolve.
It seemed he was the only one shamefully wavering.

"Ha...."

With a bitter smile, Chun-i quickly composed himself and steeled his heart like his comrades.

"...Hmph, if you insist on drinking the punishment wine, I'll grant your wish."

Seeing the look in their eyes conveying rejection without words, Hyo-gwang's eyes gleamed savagely, and he rushed at Chun-i in a surprise attack.

*Swish!*

Seeing the fierce triple blades aiming for his side, Chun-i blocked the surprise attack by tilting the axe head.

*I expected this much.*

Hyo-gwang, who had already gauged Chun-i's capabilities by closely observing his earlier battle with Red Light Twin Staffs, continued his attack with the opposite hand instead of being flustered.

But his attacks repeatedly failed.
He dodged the right claw aiming for his shoulder by twisting his upper body, and blocked the left claw targeting his neck by swinging his axe.

*...He's more manageable than I thought?*

Chun-i was quite surprised at himself for successfully blocking the opponent's attacks.
As he had felt when facing Red Light Twin Staffs earlier, he realized his martial arts had improved remarkably.

Experiencing the effects of the leader's "training," Chun-i attacked Hyo-gwang more aggressively.

"Haaah!"
"Kugh...!"

Faced with the fiercely swinging axe, Hyo-gwang retreated step by step with a frustrated expression.

*I can win...!*

Was it competitive spirit rising unconsciously?
Thinking he had a chance of winning, he pressed his opponent even more fiercely.

Finally, Hyo-gwang's right arm was thrown back significantly.

*I've won!*

Just as Chun-i's heart filled with elation at the sense of victory, his instincts rang a loud warning bell.
He had detected cunning in the eyes set in that frustrated face.

Chun-i belatedly realized that Hyo-gwang had lured him into a trap.
But it was too late to withdraw.

"Kyahaha-!"

No Eung-myeong, the youngest of the Iron Claw Three Ghosts, had sprung off the wall like lightning and was now pouncing on him from above.
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Six blades plunged down from the sky toward the ground.
Seeing this, Chun-i's eyes widened.

*If I just stand here, I'm done for...!*

But it was too late to dodge.
Those sharp claws would dig into his body before he could even move his feet.

"Kuk...!"

A life-or-death crisis like never before.
Chun-i desperately racked his brain and soon found a way to survive.

But what appeared on his face wasn't relief or joy, but perplexity.

*...Can I do it?*

The survival method he thought of was the "small achievement" he had gained from the captain's strange training.
But while it sounded nice to call it an achievement, he had repeatedly failed during training and had never succeeded with certainty even once.

Which meant his chances of pulling it off now were infinitesimally small.

But with death approaching right before his eyes, his hesitation was brief. Thinking it was now or never, Chun-i's eyes flashed sharply.

*This time I'll do it. If I can't, I'll die!*

Following his firm resolve, the internal energy flowing through his entire body surged up to his upper body.

The six steel claws were aiming for none other than his neck.
Judging by the direction of the swing, they seemed intended to pierce through his neck from both sides and end his life.

So it was about choice and focus.

The only thing he needed to protect was his neck.
If he could protect his neck, he could survive.

Having made his judgment faster than ever before, Chun-i released his internal energy through the meridians around his neck, and the released energy intertwined to form a faint halo of light.

"Die-!"

Immediately after, with a cry full of murderous joy, the six steel claws stabbed at Chun-i's neck.
Seeing this, screams erupted from the mouths of the other Wanderer Band members.

"Third Captain-!"

At the anguished cry, Eungmyeong's mouth stretched into a pleased grin.
But his smile quickly returned to its original position.
He couldn't feel the sensation of piercing through flesh.

"What...?"

Startled, Eungmyeong looked down and saw that his six blades were blocked by the faint halo of light wrapped around Chun-i's neck.

*What is that light?*

If Ja-seong had seen it, he might have called it protective energy rather than starlight, since it protected the body but couldn't be called starlight.

But from his perspective, it was something unknown that he couldn't even begin to guess.
Facing this incomprehensible phenomenon, Eungmyeong froze, and Chun-i, who had succeeded in his gamble, smiled fiercely.

"Dodge!"

Hyogwang, who had been watching from behind, urgently shouted to his disciple, but it was already too late.
Not missing the opportunity gained from overcoming the crisis, Chun-i firmly gripped the axe handle and swung it upward.

-Bwoong!

With a heavy sound cutting through the air, the axe blade that penetrated between Eungmyeong's legs split his body and emerged through the crown of his head.

Seeing his disciple, who had been with him for many years, split in two right before his eyes, Hyogwang screamed.

"Disciple-!"

Until just a moment ago, he couldn't even imagine Eungmyeong's death.
Having witnessed it with his own eyes, Hyogwang's eyes rolled back and he lunged at Chun-i.

"Uaaaah-!"

Seeing Hyogwang charging like a flying tiger, Chun-i, drenched in Eungmyeong's blood, swung his axe widely horizontally.
The axe blade carried the momentum to split him not left and right, but top and bottom.

But Chun-i's attack merely cut through empty air.
In the middle of his charge, Hyogwang had pushed off the ground hard and used the axe head as a stepping stone to leap high.

-Chwak!

"Kuk!"

After Hyogwang's body leaped over Chun-i's massive frame, blood splattered from his shoulder.
The spot where the steel claws had grazed instantly turned red.

"Tch...!"

Chun-i grimaced terribly at the burning pain in his shoulder.
He tried to protect his shoulder with protective energy again, but as if there wouldn't be a second miracle, the protective energy failed to manifest in time.

*So I still can't use it properly...!*

Luck only strikes once.
He could no longer rely on protective energy.

Having quickly made his judgment, Chun-i, though groaning in pain, turned his body and swung his axe diagonally down at Hyogwang who had landed behind him.

But once again, the axe only cut through empty air.
As soon as Hyogwang landed, he lowered his posture to avoid the attack.

Moreover, not stopping there, he rushed at Chun-i again and deeply clawed his left calf as he passed.

"Kuhh-!"

Growling like a wounded beast, Chun-i continued to swing his axe.
But what came back was fluid evasion and fierce counterattacks.

Hyogwang, though his expression was filled with anger, calmly whittled away at Chun-i, and soon the giant's body was covered with cuts everywhere.

"Huh... Huh..."

Supporting himself with his axe, Chun-i breathed roughly.
Having become a complete blood person, covered not only in Eungmyeong's blood but now his own, he glared at Hyogwang with bloodshot eyes.

*To still be standing with those wounds. Impressive.*

Despite his anger, Hyogwang couldn't help but admire how Chun-i remained standing firmly despite the blood pouring from his entire body that should have made him dizzy.

Of course, that didn't mean he intended to spare the man who had killed his disciple.

"Now die."

With those cold words, Hyogwang's foot struck the ground.

He was aiming for none other than Chun-i's neck.
Despite there being other vital points that could lead to death, he deliberately aimed for the neck.

In place of Eungmyeong, who was split in two and growing cold.

*Whatever sorcery he used to block my disciple's attack, he won't be able to block mine.*

Hyogwang's thought became certainty the moment his steel claws dug into Chun-i's neck.

With his clouded consciousness, Chun-i couldn't even attempt to manifest protective energy.
This time, it seemed the steel claws would surely pierce his neck.

-Swaaek!

If not for something suddenly flying in from the side.

"Kuk...!?"

Just before avenging his disciple, a heavy impact struck his side.
Unable to withstand the shock, Hyogwang fell sideways and groaned as he took in what had hit him.

"This is...."

The object was a small weight attached to the end of an iron chain.
Il-seok, the second captain of the Wanderer Band, had thrown the weight of his chain sickle to save Chun-i.

Glaring at Il-seok with a low groan, Hyogwang soon opened his eyes wide.
Because he saw the second of the Three Iron Claws, Jeong Gu-jung, collapsed in front of Il-seok.

"G-Gujung disciple...!"

He called his name in a bewildered tone, then met the empty, lifeless eyes.
Realizing that the second brother had also become a traveler of no return while he was distracted by the youngest's death, Hyogwang ground his teeth so hard they made a cracking sound.

Just as he was about to give in to rage again, the surrounding situation caught his eye.

"Kraaak!?"
"Kuhuk!"

The martial artists who had surrounded the Wanderer Band were being pushed back.
Despite outnumbering them by at least twice, they were falling helplessly without even killing a single regular member of the Wanderer Band.

*Are these really the same Wanderer Band?*

The Three Iron Claws first saw the Wanderer Band about four years ago.
At that time, the Wanderer Band was just a fairly large but ordinary group of wanderers.

There were a few notable individuals, including the leader Wi Cheon-kyeong, but that was about it.
This impression hadn't changed much even during their most recent encounter a year ago.

But look at them now.
Who could dismiss them as mere wanderers?

Not only had their individual capabilities developed remarkably, but their movements as a group were also perfectly synchronized like a single body.

*What on earth happened during the past year?*

As Hyogwang looked at the Wanderer Band with confused eyes, Il-seok threw the weight at him again, taking advantage of his distraction.

-Swaaek!

"Kuk!"

Hyogwang blocked the weight by crossing his six claws and let out a low groan.
And following that, a heavy sound cutting through the air hit his ears.

-Bwoong!

"Y-You...!"

Surprisingly, Chun-i had swung his axe again with his battered body.
Not expecting him to be able to move again, Hyogwang had to hurriedly roll on the ground to avoid the axe blade.

Hyogwang's face contorted uncontrollably at the humiliation of having to perform the "Lazy Donkey Roll" to preserve his life.
As much as he wanted to tear both Chun-i and Il-seok to pieces, the situation didn't allow it.

"Captain, I'll join you!"

As more and more people either fell to the Wanderer Band or fled in fear, the Wanderer Band members who had gained some leeway began to surround him.

The tide had turned.
It was clear that if he stayed, he would not only fail to avenge his disciples but would be butchered by dozens of blades.

"Kuk, we'll see. I will surely take your necks."

In the end, Hyogwang fled alone, leaving behind the bodies of his disciples.
As some Wanderer Band members tried to chase after him, Il-seok stopped them.

"Let him go. Taking care of the wounded comes first."

He was right.
Defeating martial artists who outnumbered them was certainly encouraging.

But most of the members had suffered injuries ranging from minor scratches to what appeared to be serious wounds. Chun-i's condition, in particular, was so serious that it required immediate attention.

"Find the nearest physician immediately."
"Yes!"

Il-seok ordered the members who were relatively unharmed to find a physician.
As the members who had responded vigorously were about to scatter in all directions, the voice of a new third party echoed through the street.

"I'm sorry, but I can't let you do that."
"...!"

A newly appeared group.
Il-seok's eyes widened as he saw the figure with a hero's headband embroidered with a winding river tied around his head.

"The Cheonggang Sect...!"

The Cheonggang Sect.
A martial arts sect with a fairly long history that dominated Deokyang County in the northern part of Chengdu.

Though inferior to Cheongseong or Ami, it was still a major sect whose power couldn't be taken lightly, and everyone in the Wanderer Band stiffened at their appearance.

Moreover, recognizing the middle-aged man walking proudly at the front, Il-seok's face turned pale.

"...Ha Un-gang, the Blue Moon Sword Hero. The head of the Cheonggang Sect himself has come."
"Oh? This should be our first meeting, yet you have quite a good eye."

Ha Un-gang smiled quite pleasantly at Il-seok's recognition of him.
However, Il-seok's expression wasn't so good as he faced that smile.

At the most critical moment, the unexpected appearance of a formidable enemy.
It would be strange if his expression were good.

"Judging by that expression, you seem to know what I'm going to say. Hand over the Jangbodo. Then I'll let you go."
"Kuhuk...."
"Your struggle was impressive, but in your condition, you can't fight anymore. I hope we don't have to shed blood. It's obvious which side would shed more, isn't it?"

Il-seok ground his teeth as he watched Un-gang speaking in a seemingly merciful tone.
Judging by his manner, he seemed to have been observing from behind like a jackal, waiting to take advantage of the situation.

*And they call themselves a major sect...! Despicable bastards.*

Suppressing the curses he couldn't dare utter aloud and holding onto his reason, Il-seok turned his head to look at his subordinates.

The situation was already as dire as it could be.
Fighting in their current state would obviously lead to defeat.

"Captain."

But everyone's eyes told a different story.
Despite having already reached their limits, everyone's eyes were burning fiercely.

They could still fight.
They couldn't give up here.

Even Chun-i, who had been on the verge of losing consciousness, was getting back on his feet.
Seeing this, the smile disappeared from Un-gang's face.

"...Foolish ones. As expected of wandering beasts, you don't understand words."

Throwing away even his pretentious tone and revealing his true nature, Un-gang stepped back and ordered his disciples.

"Kill them all and bring the Jangbodo."
"Yes, Head of the School!"

The disciples of the Cheonggang Sect all drew their swords at once.
Seeing this, the Wanderer Band also readjusted their weapons.

Just as the two sides were about to clash,

"Stop!"

A figure dropped between them.
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After leaving the Jungcheon Trading Company, I leaped across rooftops, using my sound-gathering technique to eavesdrop on conversations around me.

"These days, the smell of blood permeates the capital."
"And it's not just the smell. There are corpses everywhere."
"What are the police officers even doing...?"
"What can they do? They're hiding in fear. How could they handle martial artists?"

People couldn't hide their fear about the massacres happening throughout the capital for days now.
I filtered through their whispers, searching for useful information.

While sifting through the various sounds coming from all directions, I finally heard what I was waiting for.

"A huge fight broke out near the West Gate! Must be around three hundred people!"
"Who is it this time?"
"What was it again? I think I heard them shouting something about the Wanderer Band?"

"...Found them."

After confirming the location, I immediately dashed toward the West Gate visible in the distance.

Thanks to taking a direct route, I quickly reached the West Gate and found the battered Wanderer Band facing off against a group of martial artists.

The two sides were in a standoff, looking ready to clash at any moment. Sensing this wasn't a situation to merely observe, I jumped between the two groups.

"Stop!"

The martial artists hesitated upon my sudden appearance. Soon, I heard gasps of recognition from the Wanderer Band side, while scornful laughter came from the opposite group.

"Who dares interfere with Cheongang Sect's business?"

Someone from the group wearing hero's headbands shouted, but I had no time to answer. My eyes caught sight of Im Chun-i, drenched in blood and looking like he might die at any moment.

I immediately used the "Heavenly Qi Foresight" technique to appear before him.

"Huh?!"

Im Chun-i froze upon seeing me materialize right in front of him.
Ignoring his reaction, I examined his entire body.

Slash wounds like those made by sharp claws.
But they were too deep to be from wild beasts.

It was amazing he hadn't already fainted from blood loss.
It was miraculous he was still standing.

"First, emergency treatment."

I quickly pressed acupuncture points across his body to stop the bleeding.
He flinched repeatedly as my fingers pressed into his body, but when he felt the bleeding stop, his eyes widened in surprise.

"This... is...?"
"Don't move unnecessarily. Stay still."

After finishing the emergency treatment, I turned my attention to another familiar face. I didn't know his name, but he was definitely one of the Wanderer Band's leaders.

"W-what is it...?"

When my gaze turned to him, the leader flinched. I extended my hand toward him.

"Where is the Hegemon Sword?"
"......"

The leader kept his mouth shut. Seeing the defiance in his eyes, I quietly sent him a sound transmission.

[Holding onto the Hegemon Sword now won't do you any good.]

"Huh?!"

The leader looked around in surprise, then realized I had sent him a sound transmission and stared at me with trembling eyes.

[What you have is just one of the torn pieces of the Hegemon Sword. Holding onto it won't accomplish anything.]

"Is, is that really...?"

[Don't answer out loud, you look suspicious.]

The leader, who had been about to respond, covered his mouth. Seeing this, other Wanderer Band members glanced at me nervously.

From what I could tell, they seemed worried I might be doing something strange to their leader.
Finding their expressions amusing, I smiled slightly, which only deepened their anxiety.

[So, hand over the Hegemon Sword and get treatment first.]

"......"

[I don't know why you got involved in this, but if you die, it's all over.]

At my final words, the leader sighed deeply and pulled out an old cloth fragment from inside his clothes, handing it to me.

"L-leader!"
"How could you...!"

The Wanderer Band members protested at the sight. Some looked at their leader with betrayal in their eyes, while others lost their composure and rushed at me.

Of course, the latter were quickly immobilized when I struck their acupuncture points.

I walked past the stiffened Wanderer Band members toward the group wearing hero's headbands.

Dozens of eyes focused on the old cloth fragment in my hand.
I smiled slightly and extended the Hegemon Sword to a middle-aged man who appeared to be the eldest.

"Here you go. This is the Hegemon Sword."
"...Who exactly are you, young hero?"

His expression clearly said he found me suspicious.

Suddenly appearing, taking the Hegemon Sword from the Wanderer Band, and then handing it over to them.

Yes, it would definitely look suspicious.
But that wasn't a problem I needed to worry about.

"Does it matter who I am? The only thing that matters is the Hegemon Sword, right?"
"...That's true."

At his reluctant agreement, I waved the Hegemon Sword fragment in my hand, urging him.

"So take this Hegemon Sword and withdraw. I need to get my rather badly injured friend to a physician quickly."
"You thundering bastard...! How dare you give orders to us!"

However, my behavior seemed to irritate a young martial artist standing next to the middle-aged man, who stepped forward with a growl.

And then he pointed his sword at me.

"Kneel down right now and respectfully present the Hegemon Sword to our sect leader. Otherwise, your head will fly."

...What? Is he an idiot?

The young martial artist, seeing my incredulous expression, became even more agitated and stepped forward, pressing his blade to my neck.

Of course, I had no intention of quietly enduring his threat, so I used a footwork technique to move to his side.

"What...?"

Belatedly realizing I was right beside him, the martial artist reflexively tried to swing his sword.
In response, I struck his cheek with a back fist.

*THUD!*

"Kuh!"

The martial artist crashed into the wall with a loud noise.
Seeing his eyes roll back, he seemed to have passed out immediately.

"You!"

Other martial artists pointed their swords at me after seeing their comrade taken down with one hit.
Ignoring the dozens of swords that posed no real threat, I turned back to the middle-aged man.

"I'm in a hurry. Make your decision quickly. Will you take the Hegemon Sword and withdraw, or do you want to fight?"



*



Facing dozens of Cheonggang Sect disciples' swords, Ja-seong calmly offered them a choice.
Seeing this, the middle-aged man, Blue Moon Sword Hero Ha Un-gang, inwardly broke into a cold sweat.

'What kind of person is he?'

The sect's head disciple had stepped forward in anger, confronting the man who was casually waving the Hegemon Sword in front of them.
Un-gang hadn't stopped him because he too was inwardly displeased with Ja-seong.

How dare this unknown person tell the great Cheonggang Sect's leader—himself—to withdraw?

He didn't understand why the Wanderer Band had handed over the Hegemon Sword so easily, but the opponent appeared to be just a young man who had barely reached adulthood.

He seemed like an arrogant youth who didn't know how frightening the world could be, so Un-gang thought to teach him a harsh lesson.

But reality was far different from his expectations.
The boastful head disciple was knocked down with just one punch, not even a sword strike.

And there was an even more critical issue.

'...I couldn't see his movement.'

Even he, the leader and strongest fighter of the Cheonggang Sect, had missed the young man's movement.
This meant only one thing.

This arrogant young man was a master whose defeat even he couldn't guarantee.

"Ah, I said I'm in a hurry. Make your decision quickly?"

Having realized the truth, Un-gang could no longer view Ja-seong as just an impudent youth.

Once he understood that absolute confidence in victory lay behind that relaxed attitude, he had only one choice.

"Ahem. Well, if we can avoid bloodshed, nothing would be better."

When he indirectly agreed to take the Hegemon Sword and withdraw, Ja-seong unhesitatingly tossed the Hegemon Sword fragment.

After catching it, Un-gang immediately turned around.

"Pick up Do-hwan. Let's go."
"B-but, Master..."

After tucking the Hegemon Sword into his clothes, he glared sharply at the disciple who questioned his order.
Being accustomed to Un-gang's harsh training methods, the disciple immediately shrank back.

After the Cheonggang Sect departed, Ja-seong returned to the Wanderer Band.
He smiled slightly as he faced their unfriendly gazes.

"We have a lot to talk about, but let's hurry to a physician first. I don't want to clean up corpses."



*



After the hero-headband wearing martial artists withdrew, I took the Wanderer Band to find a physician.

Fortunately, near the West Gate there was a medical facility large enough to accommodate the hundred-strong Wanderer Band.

The physician, initially frightened by the sudden arrival of battered martial artists, brightened immediately when I tossed him some gold, as if he'd met Buddha himself.

With all the physicians and nurses busy applying medicine and wrapping bandages around the Wanderer Band members who had injuries everywhere, night had fallen before I realized it.

Having no injuries myself, I was left alone and sat idly passing time.

Then someone approached and sat down across from me.
It was the unnamed leader who had been with Im Chun-i.

"...First, I should thank you. You saved our lives."

As he awkwardly expressed his gratitude, he flinched when I stared at him, his eyes darting around.
Seeing he still seemed uncomfortable with me, I casually said:

"I'm Gun Ja-seong."
"...What?"

At his confused response, I shrugged.

"We haven't properly introduced ourselves yet."
"Ah... I'm Na Il-seok. I'm in charge of the second unit of the Wanderer Band. And over there..."
"I already know about him from before. That's Im Chun-i, the third unit leader, right?"
"...That's right."

He nodded with a disgruntled expression as I spoke while looking at Im Chun-i, who was sleeping covered in bandages.
Then came his question:

"Earlier, that... auditory hallucination I heard. Was that really you speaking?"
"Yes, it was."
"How did you...! No, that's not important right now. Is what you said true? That the Hegemon Sword was torn apart?"
"It's true."

I told Na Il-seok about what had happened over the past few days.
Of course, I glossed over the parts about demonic cults and such, since they would only sound like nonsense.

"...So in summary, the fragmented fighting will continue in the capital until all pieces of the Hegemon Sword are gathered?"
"Yes. Even if you had won against those... Cheonggang Sect people just now, you would have been attacked again soon and eventually lost the Hegemon Sword."

I didn't add that they would have been annihilated too.
Judging by his solemn expression, he seemed intelligent enough to understand that much.

"......"

After hearing my story, Na Il-seok looked conflicted.
Relief at having avoided a terrible future was followed by confusion about why I had helped them.

As he slowly opened his mouth, seemingly about to ask about this...

Oh no, not yet.
It's my turn now.

"I'm curious about something too. Where is Unit Leader Wi Cheon-kyeong? And it seems another unit leader is missing as well?"

His face stiffened at my question.
After what appeared to be internal conflict, he slowly opened his mouth.

"Well..."

Ch.330 - Circumstances Of The Wanderer Band
Just as Na Il-seok was about to speak, a furious voice suddenly erupted from behind me.

"It's all your fault!"
"Hmm?"

When I turned around, I saw one of the Wanderer Band members who was being treated by a female physician nearby, fuming with anger.
Brushing off his comrades' attempts to restrain him, he stomped toward me and started spouting nonsense.

"If it weren't for you, our leader would never have ended up like this!"
"...What on earth are you talking about?"

Na Il-seok, who closed his eyes tightly as if nursing a headache at my bewildered question, silently gestured to the others.

Other members rushed over and dragged away their enraged comrade.

"It's all because of you! All because of you!"
"Stop it, you fool!"

The shouting continued even after they disappeared from my sight.
Having been blamed without knowing why, I fixed my gaze on Na Il-seok.

"...This might be a rather long story."
"I'm in no hurry, so please take your time."

Seeing my determined look that demanded an explanation, he let out a deep sigh and began speaking in a low voice.

"About half a year ago, do you remember when we clashed on the way to Hefei?"
"Yes."

It was when I had just left Gungang County to begin my journey.

Seol Yak-bing, the youngest daughter of the Seol Family, was heading to Hefei with an escort from the Great Peace Escort Agency. She had secretly run away from home, heading to the Namgung Family after her father, Seol Se-ung, the head of the Seol Family, had unilaterally broken off her engagement with the Namgung Family.

Upon discovering this, Seol Se-ung hired the Wanderer Band to bring his daughter back, and they even disguised themselves as bandits to capture her.

However, my companions and I, who were also heading to Hefei, got involved in the incident. In the end, I single-handedly defeated them, forcing them to retreat.

"After that day, our leader began acting strangely."
"Acting strangely?"
"Sometimes he would just stare blankly at the sky, and other days he would spend the entire day in meditation."

The members whispered among themselves, making wild speculations about their leader's completely transformed behavior.

Some said the shock of defeat had driven him mad.
Others insisted that the ghost-like man must have placed some bizarre curse on him.

"By 'ghost-like man,' you mean me?"
"...That's right."
"What a ridiculous accusation."

I'd heard such descriptions of myself quite often, but hearing it this way made me slightly amused.
As I chuckled and responded playfully, Na Il-seok muttered, "It doesn't seem so ridiculous to me..." before clearing his throat and returning to the main topic.

"Ahem. Anyway, after behaving strangely for a month, our leader suddenly got up one day and disappeared into the mountains."

When the unit leaders below him demanded to know what he was doing, he only repeated that he would tell them later, never giving a satisfactory answer.

"And our leader didn't reappear until two whole months had passed."

Wi Cheon-kyeong returned with sunken cheeks, as if he hadn't eaten properly during that time.
He immediately gathered all the Wanderer Band members and showed them something astonishing.

"Something astonishing?"
"...Rather than explaining, it would be faster to show you. Please wait a moment."

After hesitating briefly, Na Il-seok took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and then I witnessed something truly remarkable.

His entire body gradually became enveloped in a faint, whitish aura.

"What is this...?"
"Huff... We don't have a proper name for it yet. Just consider it a new concept of Protective Art that our leader created himself."

No, this isn't a Protective Art.

It's Protective Force. Or more precisely, Protective Qi.

While mentally contradicting Na Il-seok's explanation, I felt a surge of excitement within me.

"What do you mean by 'properly using Internal Energy'?"

I recalled the question that had suddenly come from Wi Cheon-kyeong after I defeated him, just before we parted ways.

Seeing a glimmer of possibility in the spark that lit up his eyes, I had given him a brief hint.

And now I was witnessing the small bud that had blossomed from that single comment.
Since this was unexpected, I struggled to suppress the smile that threatened to spread across my face, feeling twice the joy.

"...That's impressive. To think you reached this level from just one comment I made."
"So it was indeed you who caused our leader's transformation..."

After a moment of silence to calm my emotions as much as possible, I still couldn't hide my excitement.
Na Il-seok gave me a bitter look as he observed my reaction.

Noticing his concerning expression, I quickly composed myself and asked:

"But what does all this have to do with those two people being absent?"
"It does. I'll explain now."

The new concept of Protective Art—Protective Qi—that Wi Cheon-kyeong had demonstrated was enough to instantly dispel the frustration that had been building among the Wanderer Band members for months.

What is a Protective Art, after all?
Isn't it the biggest factor that distinguishes formal sect members from street fighters like themselves?

With third-rate mind techniques available on the streets to build Internal Energy and martial arts learned through observation, Protective Arts were the one thing they could never learn.

But now their leader had created his own Protective Art.
And he even promised to teach it to all members!

Their morale, which had plummeted after being swept aside by me, soared to the heavens, and their loyalty toward their leader grew proportionally.

Thus began their training.
However, the training they received was far more peculiar and complex than they had anticipated.

"The training process isn't that important, so I won't bore you with the details."

While his mouth said he wouldn't explain, his face was clearly screaming that he didn't want to talk about it.

I was curious about what kind of training could make him wear such an expression, but as he said, it wasn't the important part, so I quietly listened to the rest of his story.

"While training us in the Protective Art, our leader didn't stop his personal training either. He never told us what he was doing, but he seemed deep in thought."

Then one day, a problem suddenly arose.
While practicing his qi circulation, Wi Cheon-kyeong suddenly coughed up blood and lost consciousness.

"In that urgent situation, we quickly found a physician, but even he couldn't suggest a proper solution."

Some impatient members even drew their weapons to threaten the physician, but his answer remained the same.

Their leader wouldn't wake up, and the physicians said there was nothing they could do.
Everyone was at a loss in this sudden, devastating situation.

Still, they couldn't just sit around and give up on their leader, so they searched for renowned physicians and looked for solutions.

"During our search, one physician suggested a possibility."
"What did he say?"
"Spirit medicine."
"Spirit medicine?"

Na Il-seok nodded at my question.

"He said that if a martial artist suddenly collapses, the problem is likely with the Internal Energy they're harboring, so consuming medicine with spiritual energy might help them recover."

Hearing Na Il-seok's answer, I finally understood why they had gotten involved in the hunt for Zhang Baodao.

"So you were planning to sell the martial arts from Zhang Baodao to buy spirit medicine."
"That's right. I don't know much about this supreme ancient martial art or whatever, but seeing all the commotion, I thought it would fetch enough to buy spirit medicine for our leader."

So they were planning to give their leader the spirit medicine they obtained this way.

Hmm, they must have realized there could be mortal danger.
In fact, if I hadn't intervened, they would have suffered near-annihilation.

Nodding in surprise at the Wanderer Band's unusual loyalty, I soon frowned as I considered Wi Cheon-kyeong's condition.

Suddenly coughing up blood during qi circulation and remaining unconscious...
This sounds like a very typical description I've often seen in martial arts novels.

"So, where is Leader Wi Cheon-kyeong now?"
"...He's staying in a place called Ongang County, west of the city, with First Unit Leader Gwak Jang-hyeon."

Ongang County.
It wasn't too far.
If I wanted to, I could make a round trip in a day.

That made my decision quick.

"May I see Leader Wi?"
"...What?"

A look of disbelief.
Immediately followed by a suspicious question.

"Do you have medical knowledge?"
"Yes. Enough to paralyze a person for about an hour."
"Ah!"

Hearing my words, he seemed to recall being subjected to my acupressure technique and let out a short exclamation.
Conflict showed on his face afterward.

"When it comes to examining a martial artist's body, I'm probably better than most physicians."

This wasn't an exaggeration.

Unlike the divine physicians often appearing in martial arts novels, the physicians in this world don't practice martial arts.

Because of this, they're ignorant about the movement of cultivated Internal Energy, which is why they make careless suggestions like "If it's an energy problem, wouldn't spirit medicine solve it?"

If my suspicion was correct, the spirit medicine for Wi Cheon-kyeong wouldn't be a life-saving remedy but a deadly poison.

But since nothing was certain yet, I kept my opinion to myself and listened to Na Il-seok's response.

"W-would you really do that for us?"

His obvious delight was apparent.
My use of the acupressure technique seemed to have raised his expectations.

"It's too late today, so let's go early tomorrow morning."
"Thank you. Not only did you save us, but now our leader too..."
"I haven't said I can do anything yet, so don't get your hopes up too much."

Saying I would return in the morning, I left the physician's place.
As soon as I exited the gate, I approached a beggar who was still begging even at this late hour and tossed him a few iron coins.

"I don't think this will happen, but if anyone attacks this physician's place, please notify the Jungcheon Trading Company immediately."

At my request, the beggar, who had been keeping his head bowed, revealed himself as a Kaifang member with two knots tied at his waist, and nodded with a grin.

"Understood, Young Master Gun."

And just as I was about to leave, he added:

"Oh, and in case you're curious, Qingjiang Sect's leader, the Azure Moon Sword Hero Ha Un-gang, is dead. Zhang Baodao was taken by the Setting Sun Sword Xuan Yuan-shou."
"I see."

The death of the middle-aged man I had just met, who had taken Zhang Baodao from me.
Moreover, many of his disciples were also killed or injured.

At the Kaifang member's comment that "The downfall of the Qingjiang Sect is half-confirmed," I shook my head inwardly.

More innocent lives lost due to excessive greed.

Just as I was about to dismiss the Qingjiang Sect from my mind after this brief reflection, it occurred to me that blood had been spilled in the city again, just as the Crimson Eye Cult wanted.

What do they really want?
They say it's to obtain Zhang Baodao, but is it okay to let this chaos continue?

To think I'm feeling uncertain about the plan I've made.
The frustration left a bitter taste in my mouth.

Just then, the Kaifang member, who had been fiddling with the iron coins I gave him, told me something that made my ears perk up.

"You should head to the Jungcheon Trading Company right away. I didn't hear the details, but it seems they've found out something about the missing materials."

Missing materials.
The moment I heard those words, I leaped onto the rooftop and immediately dashed toward the Jungcheon Trading Company.

Ch.331 - Circumstances Of The Wanderer Band
As soon as I arrived at the Middle Heaven Trading Company, I headed straight to the main hall where I was able to learn about the whereabouts of the materials from Hong Ja-gong.

"They've been moved again?"
"Yes. According to what the sect leader heard from that police chief, that's what happened."

Why would they bring the materials into the city only to take them out again?

"Which direction did they go?"
"West."
"Then, they might have simply headed to the port on the Min River, right?"

The Min River is a tributary of the Yangtze River located west of Chengdu.
Shipping routes run down the Min River to join the main Yangtze, continuing all the way to Yichang, Wuhan, and Nanjing.

Since it's essentially the economic lifeline of Chengdu, the Min River has many docks and ports. Even Ongang County, where I'm planning to go tomorrow to check on Wi Cheon-kyeong, is a village that developed around a Min River port.

Knowing this, I suggested the possibility, and Hong Ja-gong nodded in agreement.

"I thought the same thing. It's strange to go all the way to the Min River when there's the Jin River right here in Chengdu, but if they're trying to disguise their movements, it makes sense."

As he said, moving materials from Chengdu to the Min River isn't exactly normal.

Usually, there would be no reason to spend money and manpower to transport materials all the way to the Min River when the Jin River already runs through Chengdu.

"So I'm planning to send Lower Heaven Sect members to the counties near the Min River early tomorrow morning."
"The Lower Heaven Sect?"
"It would look suspicious if a bunch of beggars suddenly left the city together. But porters travel between villages all the time, so they won't attract attention."

After hearing his explanation, I agreed and told him that since I needed to go to Ongang County regarding the Wanderer Band anyway, I would take care of that area.

Hong Ja-gong permitted it without comment.
Then came a question about Wi Cheon-kyeong.

"So what's wrong with that guy? Why is he pushing his subordinates into danger while staying back himself?"
"It seems like he's suffering from qi deviation."

Qi deviation. It refers to when one's internal energy goes out of control during meditation, causing the qi to run wild throughout the body.

According to Na Il-seok's explanation, Wi Cheon-kyeong had suddenly collapsed and coughed up blood during practice, so it seemed quite possible.

"Hmm, qi deviation. It's been a long time since I heard that term. It shouldn't be easy to experience with the mind methods of this era."
"Yes, that's true."

I nodded in agreement with Hong Ja-gong's words.

As I've mentioned before, the internal energy cultivation methods in this world are quite simple and focused on circulating qi as quickly as possible.

Because of this, the meridians throughout the body are sturdy, making the possibility of qi deviation extremely low.

To put it simply, these methods have less versatility but higher stability.
It might seem like a poor trade-off, but that's how it is.

So Hong Ja-gong's surprise was understandable.

"How did it happen?"

I told him everything, including what had happened right after Wi Cheon-kyeong left the sect. When I mentioned how my single comment had led him to develop a protective technique, Hong Ja-gong's eyes sparkled.

"Oh? If that's true, then the Wanderer Band leader's martial talent must be far greater than I thought. Perhaps his potential simply hadn't blossomed due to his environment."

Oh ho, hmm, oh ho.

While stroking his beard and repeatedly making sounds of admiration, Hong Ja-gong casually asked me:

"Do you think they might be interested in joining the Beggar Sect? If they join, I could give them special treatment."

His eyes were twinkling strangely.
It seems he wants to accept the Wanderer Band as a new branch.

"I think that would be difficult. From the way they talk and act, they're not the type to welcome becoming beggars."

Not just the Wanderer Band, but most martial artists would probably feel the same way.

"Ah, that's too bad."

After hearing my response, Hong Ja-gong clicked his tongue in disappointment and asked with a sideways glance:

"So, what are you planning to do if it really is qi deviation?"
"Since I might be the cause of his condition, I want to take responsibility and treat him."

To be more precise, I wanted to prevent a potential storm from dissipating.
But hearing my answer, Hong Ja-gong smirked and asked:

"Do you have any experience treating qi deviation?"
"Well..."

No, I don't.
As I said earlier, it's extremely rare for martial artists in this world to suffer from qi deviation, so I've never had the opportunity.

Seeing me unable to continue speaking out of embarrassment, Hong Ja-gong clicked his tongue and stood up.

"Come with me for a moment."
"Where are we going? Weren't you busy?"
"It's about time to switch with Deoksu. I can't spend all day just staring at papers, can I?"

I hadn't realized it, but apparently Hong Ja-gong and the vice branch leader had been taking turns gathering and analyzing information.

After seating the vice branch leader in his place (whose expression soured visibly), Hong Ja-gong took me to his room.

"Sit down. Since we don't have much time, I'll cram everything about treating qi deviation into your head within two hours."
"You don't have to make it sound so dramatic..."

I chuckled at his solemn tone, but his reaction was much more intense than I expected.

"You brat! Are you taking qi deviation lightly? The symptoms, side effects, and even aftereffects differ for each person. It's absolutely not something to be taken lightly."
"Well... that's true."

My mouth automatically closed at his absolutely correct statement.
Seeing me rolling my eyes and trying to change the subject, Hong Ja-gong snorted and tapped the table again.

"Don't think about sending a promising martial artist to his grave. Listen carefully. I'd like to go and treat him myself, but I need to stay in Chengdu."
"Yes, I understand."

I sat down across from Hong Ja-gong, ready to receive his crash course on treating qi deviation.

However, the lecture that was originally scheduled for two hours ended up taking twice as long due to the instructor's excessive enthusiasm.

By the time I finally left Hong Ja-gong's room, the dark sky was gradually turning blue, and I only had time for a short nap before heading out from the trading company again.

*

"Welcome. I've been waiting... Did you not sleep well?"

As I entered the clinic, Na Il-seok, who had been waiting for me, brightened up but then paused.
Is it that obvious?

"...I was subjected to a saliva carpet bombing from an old beggar."
"Carpet? Bombing?"
"It's just a thing. Anyway, are you ready to go to Ongang County?"
"Ah, about that..."

Na Il-seok laughed awkwardly at my question.
A deep voice answered in his place.

"I've decided to go to Ongang County with you."

It was Im Chun-i, a giant of a man who stood a head taller than the average person.
I stared at him standing with his back straight and asked:

"...Like that?"

I looked him up and down.
He was wrapped in so many bandages that I couldn't even guess how many rolls had been used.

Noticing my gaze, Im Chun-i's eyes twitched, and he walked over to where he had been lying the night before. He roughly put on what remained of his clothes, which were now just rags.
This barely covered his bandage-wrapped body... actually, not at all.

"Is this better?"
"Does it look better?"

Does this man not have any spare clothes?

I looked at him incredulously as he pressed his lips together.
Looking at the stubbornness on his face—the only part of his body not covered in white bandages—Na Il-seok scratched the back of his head beside me.

"He insists that since he can't fight in his current condition, he should be the one to guide us."

So he wants to guide us personally while leaving his subordinates with Na Il-seok, who's in better shape?

Hearing this, I couldn't disagree with his reasoning.
After looking Im Chun-i up and down again, I decided to change my mind.

It's not like I was going to make him fight, and he seems to have recovered enough to stand on his own.
Besides, I wanted to talk to him about his brothers.

"Alright. Then we'll go with Captain Im's guidance."
"Are you sure?"
"I don't see why not."

Na Il-seok let out a small sigh of relief at my words, and Im Chun-i's stern face relaxed slightly.

With the guide decided and all treatments completed, there was no reason for us to stay any longer, so the Wanderer Band and I left the clinic.

The Wanderer Band decided to return to the inn where they had been staying, while Im Chun-i and I headed straight for the west gate.

"Il-seok, I'm counting on you."
"Don't worry about us, just take care of yourself."

With these brief words, Na Il-seok went south with the Wanderer Band.
I watched their retreating figures, looking no different from defeated soldiers, before turning away.

"Well, shall we get going?"
"......"

Im Chun-i just nodded silently, so I shrugged and pointed to the carriage parked in front of the clinic.

"Let's get in."
"...I'm sorry, but I don't know how to drive a carriage."

I blinked several times at this unexpected response, and a deflating sound escaped my lips.

"Who said you're driving? Get in the back. The driver's seat is my designated spot. I don't give it up to anyone."
"B-but..."

Seeing Im Chun-i hesitate, probably thinking he was making me work as his driver, I pushed him into the carriage and climbed onto the driver's seat.
Then we passed through the west gate and headed toward Ongang County.

*

On the way to Ongang County.
A stubborn silence clung to the carriage as it lightly ran over the flattened dirt road.

"......"
"......"

We weren't particularly well-acquainted, and especially from Im Chun-i's perspective, there was no reason for him to have good feelings toward me.

As I was wondering how to start a conversation, surprisingly, a question came from his side first.

"...Why?"

The question was so truncated that it was hard to understand.

"What do you mean?"
"I mean, why are you helping us? Both with Jang Bo-do yesterday and now going to see the leader. You have no reason to do this."

No reason? Not at all.
Wi Cheon-kyeong is the first strong wind I created after entering the martial arts world.

I absolutely couldn't accept losing a man who might soon become a great storm in such a meaningless way.

Of course, Im Chun-i wouldn't understand if I said this.
So I hid my true intentions and gave a superficial reason.

"Simply put, it's because of you. The young master of the destroyed Byeoksan Sect, Im Chun-i."
"...!"

*Thud!*

Im Chun-i suddenly sat up in the carriage.
He stared at me with wide eyes, shocked that I knew his former identity.

"H-how...?"
"Before coming to Chengdu, I stopped by Yangyang."
"Yangyang... you mean the Zhuge Family?"
"Yes."

When I mentioned Yangyang, his agitation quickly subsided.
He probably thought I had heard about him from his younger brother, Im Chun-sam, who had become a son-in-law to the Zhuge Family.

I smiled slightly and corrected his misunderstanding.

"By the way, I also met your brother, the great warrior Im Chun-il, at the Zhuge Family."
"W-what!? That idiot?"

The word "idiot" burst out immediately.
His assessment of his brother is harsher than I thought...

"Don't tell me that guy went to see Chun-sam? For what? To mooch off his younger brother? Or to borrow money? Or, oh no, did that trash try to drag our youngest brother, who's been staying out of the Paecheon Fortress incident, into something?"
"...What kind of person is Im Chun-il in your family?"

I couldn't hide my bewilderment at his perception of his brother, which wasn't just harsh but completely buried in the mud.
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"It's embarrassing to call him my brother. He's a hopeless person."

Hmm, from my personal experience, he wasn't quite that bad...?
I just rolled my eyes as I watched Im Chun-i respond coldly to my cautious question.

But his story was just beginning.

"He's reckless, letting his emotions take over and acting without thinking. Do you know what that guy said when Byeoksan Sect was annihilated at Paecheon Fortress?"
"N-no?"
"He said he'd become a bandit. That he'd become a bandit and torment the people of Paecheon Fortress. Is this, is this what someone who lost his family and had his clan unjustly taken from him should say?"

He was pouring out bitter criticism, as if his suppressed feelings about his brother had finally exploded.

"So I told him to do whatever he wanted and set out on my own. If I stayed with him, I felt I would eventually cause trouble."
"Ah, yes. You did well."

His intensity was so fierce that I couldn't offer any rebuttal and could only agree with him.

After ranting about Im Chun-il for a while, Im Chun-i finally seemed to calm down and caught his breath. After a moment of silence, he hesitantly asked:

"...So, how did he look?"
"Oh, your brother? He's doing well. His marriage is going fine too."

Actually, it's better than just "fine."
Though I'm not sure if that's really a good thing for Im Chun-sam.

He probably fought another fierce battle(?) last night.
I hope he eats well to recover his strength and survives tonight too.

As I was mentally cheering for Im Chun-sam, Im Chun-i shook his head.

"No, not him... that fool. Did he look like he was starving? How was his complexion?"

His roundabout way of asking while pretending not to care made me chuckle involuntarily.

Ah, this feels familiar.
The brothers are exactly alike in their inability to be honest.

"Well, I heard he went hungry for a few days when he first came to the Zhuge Family, but he should be fine now. He's not a bandit anymore either."

Hearing my answer, relief spread across his large face, matching his massive frame.
Noticing this, I smiled slightly.

"Feeling relieved, I see?"
"Relieved? No! I just asked because I was worried that fool might be causing trouble for our youngest!"

Even his sudden outburst resembled his brother's.
Holding back my laughter, I responded halfheartedly, which made him grimace as if he'd caught on to my thoughts.

Sensing that continuing this topic might make him sulk, I subtly changed the subject.

"By the way, if you left because you didn't like your brother's plans for Paecheon Fortress, why did you join the Wanderer Band?"

He didn't say he wouldn't act recklessly against Paecheon Fortress, but rather that he didn't like the plan.
This meant that Im Chun-i also harbored resentment against Paecheon Fortress, not much different from his brother.

So what was his reason for joining the Wanderer Band?
I asked out of curiosity while changing the topic, and suddenly all expression disappeared from Im Chun-i's face.

"...I don't see why I need to tell you that."

Hmm, it seems I've touched on something sensitive.

"Well, if you don't want to talk about it, that's fine. I'm not going to press you."

To be precise, I didn't need to press him anymore.
That unusually cold response was answer enough.

Im Chun-i wasn't in the Wanderer Band for ordinary reasons like making a living.
There was clearly something important enough to provoke such an immediate reaction.

And that was probably...

As I was thinking with narrowed eyes, I caught sight of a wide river and a village beside it.

"We've arrived."

It was Ongang County, our destination.

Hearing my words, Im Chun-i stuck his head out of the carriage and glanced at me.

His eyes revealed his impatience.
Somehow, I felt I knew what he was about to say.

"...Could you hurry a bit?"
"If that's what you want."

I whipped the reins hard to increase the carriage's speed, just as expected.

*

After hurrying into Ongang County, Im Chun-i actively guided the way, pointing with his finger.

"There, if you go that way, you'll soon see a place called Onryu Inn."

Following the direction of his thick finger, I indeed saw a weathered signboard reading "Onryu Inn."

"Welcome!"

As the carriage stopped in front of the inn, a servant shouted loudly and rushed toward us.

"Are you staying overnight? You can dine anytime. Would you like to eat right away?"
"No, we're just here to visit a guest staying at this inn."

Seeing the servant's obvious disappointment at my answer, I smiled and continued.

"But please prepare plenty of hay for the horses. We might dine here if our conversation takes long."
"Ah, I see. I'll take care of your carriage."

Leaving the carriage to the now-brightened servant, Im Chun-i and I entered the inn.

-Gasp...!
-Why are you... huh!?

As soon as we entered, the inn fell silent.
Feeling the tension spreading through the air, I glanced at Im Chun-i's appearance.

A giant man covered in bandages, wearing tattered clothes soaked in blood.
Yes, he looked suspicious and dangerous to anyone.

"I'm asking this late, but don't you have any spare clothes?"
"...I left a few sets here."

So he could change right away.
That's a relief.

I quickly pushed Im Chun-i toward the stairs so the inn's guests could resume their meals.

We went up to the second floor.
Im Chun-i walked without hesitation and soon arrived at the innermost room.

I sensed two people inside.
One was lying on the bed, and the other was sitting in a chair.

The one lying down must be Wi Cheon-kyeong.

While I was thinking this, Chun-i, who had moved ahead of me, slowly opened the door.

"Who... Chun-i?"

A man recognized Chun-i as he appeared through the door.
I remembered his face from our clash near Hefei.

So this is Gwak Jang-hyeon, the first unit leader of the Wanderer Band.

"W-what happened? Why are you in such a state...!"
"Calm down. My clothes are soaked in blood, but I've already been treated."

Im Chun-i tried to calm Gwak Jang-hyeon, who was alarmed by his unusual appearance.
But the other man ignored his words, jumped up from his seat, and began examining various parts of his massive body.

"What happened to make you look like this? Who did this...?"

When he finally noticed me behind Im Chun-i, he immediately exclaimed in shock.

"Y-you...! Chun-i, don't tell me this guy did this to you...!"
"No. Quite the opposite."

Gwak Jang-hyeon, whose feelings toward me were clearly not positive, addressed me as "you" right to my face.
Im Chun-i blocked him and explained what had happened.

"Actually, in the capital city..."
"W-what...?"

Gwak Jang-hyeon's face turned pale instantly upon hearing that they had nearly been wiped out by martial artists who attacked after they seized the Jangbodo.

Then he sighed deeply in relief when told that all Wanderer Band members were safe, and was bewildered to hear that I had saved them.

Finally, when told I had come to examine Wi Cheon-kyeong's condition, his face showed only deep confusion.

"...Why?"

The same question I'd been asked on the way here came flying again.
Not wanting to repeat myself, I left the explanation to Im Chun-i and approached Wi Cheon-kyeong, who was lying on the bed.

"Hmm."

His face was contorted as if having a nightmare.
I carefully took his wrist and channeled qi into his body.

And I felt it.
The flow of internal energy rampaging through Wi Cheon-kyeong's body like a mad bull.

It had clearly gone completely out of control, and having been left in this state for quite some time, even his blood and qi pathways were tangled.

"It's as I expected. The internal energy stored in his body is flowing backward due to excessive qi cultivation."

Gwak Jang-hyeon and Im Chun-i widened their eyes at my words as I removed my hand from his wrist.

"I-internal energy flowing backward?"

The two looked bewildered, as if they'd never heard such a thing before.
Of course, I had no intention of giving a detailed lecture on qi deviation while a serious patient was waiting.

"It's already quite advanced, and there's no benefit in wasting time. I'll begin treatment immediately. Do you know what mind method the leader practiced?"
"The Three Essentials Mind Method."

The Three Essentials Mind Method.
That's one I know very well.

Thinking the treatment would be easier than expected, I raised Wi Cheon-kyeong's upper body and folded his legs into a cross-legged position. Then I sat behind him in the same position and placed my hand on his heart meridian.

"Ah, I forgot to warn you. Don't touch us during treatment. If you do, your leader might die. This is not a joke."

The two swallowed hard and nodded silently at my grim warning.
Since they didn't seem likely to act impulsively, I felt reassured and immediately placed my palm on his heart meridian.

The internal energy circulating through my body flowed into Wi Cheon-kyeong's body through my palm.
Immediately after, my energy almost got caught up in Wi Cheon-kyeong's rampaging internal energy.

I closed my eyes, concentrated, and firmly held onto my energy to prevent it from being swept away.

What I needed to do now was simple.
I had to subdue Wi Cheon-kyeong's internal energy that was running wild instead of following its original flow, and force it back into its proper path.

Of course, I would also need to untangle his twisted blood and qi pathways along the way.
Even considering that, this treatment would be much easier than expected...

-Don't take this lightly! There's a reason it's called the terrifying name of qi deviation!

...Oh no. I shouldn't, I shouldn't.

I recalled Hong Ja-gong's scolding that I'd heard repeatedly until dawn and refocused my mind.

Stay alert and do your best.
As Hong Ja-gong said, I shouldn't ruin a promising martial artist's life carelessly.

With renewed determination, I held onto the energy I had sent into Wi Cheon-kyeong's body through his heart meridian and waited for the right moment.

His internal energy was rampaging wildly.
But because of that, there were opportunities to penetrate in various places.

Finding the weakest point, I sent my energy without hesitation to widen the gap and penetrate.

Wi Cheon-kyeong's internal energy continued to rampage despite the foreign entity suddenly invading.
Following its movements, I slowly wrapped around its flow like binding it with rope.

Focusing completely on the task, I finally succeeded in completely enveloping the rampaging energy.

Inwardly smiling with satisfaction, I immediately suppressed the rampaging energy by force.
At first, Wi Cheon-kyeong's internal energy strongly resisted, but it was already reined in.

Before long, the energy seemed to lose strength and came under my control. I began to circulate it normally according to the Three Essentials Mind Method's cultivation process.

Of course, I didn't forget to untangle his twisted blood and qi pathways during this process.
While doing this, I inwardly thanked Hong Ja-gong.

I was truly fortunate to have learned about qi deviation from him, staying up almost all night.
Without that, the treatment wouldn't have progressed so smoothly.

Finally, all the twisted blood and qi pathways were untangled, and the completely subdued internal energy began to flow naturally.

The rest was up to Wi Cheon-kyeong.
I slowly loosened the reins on his internal energy, retrieved my own energy, and removed my hand from his heart meridian.
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"Huu...."

I opened my eyes after taking a deep breath and realized that the sun had already set, and my entire body was drenched in sweat.

"W-well? Is the treatment complete?"

Im Chun-i asked anxiously as I wiped the beads of sweat from my forehead. He had changed into proper clothes, just as he'd mentioned he had spares.

*He looks somewhat decent now.*

Though I could still see bandages peeking through the gaps in his clothes, it was a hundred times better than looking like a blood-soaked murderer in tattered rags.

After catching my breath, I answered his question.

"I've done all I can. The rest depends on Commander Wi."
"What does that mean? Did it work or not?"
"...It worked. He'll regain consciousness once the energy circulation is complete."

Why was he nitpicking every detail instead of just understanding the gist?
When I answered coldly, his face immediately brightened.

He was so happy that he even shook my shoulders.

"Hahaha! Thank you, truly thank you!"
"He's... still... circulating... energy... stop... shaking... me... be... quiet..."

Only when I managed to protest despite my head being violently shaken did he realize his mistake. He covered his mouth and fell silent.

After waiting for some time, Wi Cheon-kyeong's energy finally settled, and his closed eyelids began to flutter.

His eyes slowly opened.
Seeing this, Im Chun-i's eyes reddened as if he might burst into tears.

"C-commander. Are you alright? Do you recognize me?"

After staring at Im Chun-i silently for a while, Wi Cheon-kyeong managed to utter a single word with difficulty.

"Wa... water...."
"Water? Water! H-here it is."

Im Chun-i hurriedly poured water from the teapot on the table into a cup and handed it over. Wi Cheon-kyeong gulped it down eagerly.

"Huu...."

Only after downing three cups of water in succession did Wi Cheon-kyeong exhale deeply.
He stretched his body in various directions before standing up, coming before me, and giving me the most respectful salute.

"Young Hero Gun Ja-seong, I owe you a great debt. I will certainly repay this kindness."
"...Why are you being so formal? It doesn't suit you."

When I grimaced at his uncharacteristically solemn expression of gratitude, he smiled amusedly.

"Well, when someone saves your life, shouldn't you show at least this much respect? Even though I live a vagrant's life, I know that much."
"...Ah, is that so?"

Despite my indifferent response, Wi Cheon-kyeong continued smiling as he slowly stretched his body that hadn't moved for a long time.

As I watched him extending his arms and legs to loosen his stiff muscles, I sensed someone approaching the room with my perception field.

Recognizing the familiar energy, I remained seated as the door opened and Gwak Jang-hyeon, who had disappeared earlier, appeared.

"C-commander...!"

His eyes widened at the sight of Wi Cheon-kyeong moving normally.
Eventually, he showed the same emotional expression as Im Chun-i had, and Wi Cheon-kyeong waved his hand at him before sitting down again and looking directly at the two men.

"So, tell me what happened while I was lying around like an idiot. Where are we? And where are the rest of our men?"
"......"
"......"

The atmosphere instantly grew heavy.
Gwak Jang-hyeon and Im Chun-i just looked at each other nervously, unable to speak.

Seeing his subordinates' reaction, Wi Cheon-kyeong's gaze grew increasingly sharp.

"Why can't you speak? Where are all my men, your comrades?"
"Commander, well..."
"You see..."

Their continued hesitation was frustrating even for me as a bystander.

"First of all, we're in a village called Ongang County in Sichuan, and the rest are all in Chengdu."

So I just answered for them.
At my revelation, both unit leaders grimaced simultaneously, while Wi Cheon-kyeong tilted his head in confusion.

"...We came all the way to Sichuan? And Chengdu? Why?"
"Because Chengdu is currently a bloodbath, an asura's battlefield."

At my blunt description, Wi Cheon-kyeong's face hardened as he looked at his two subordinates.

"What is the meaning of this?"
"...I'll tell you everything."

Unable to hide it any longer, Gwak Jang-hyeon explained everything that had happened, his head bowed like a criminal.

After hearing the whole story, Wi Cheon-kyeong's face became incredibly grim.

"...Zhang Baodao? Exchange for medicinal herbs? Have you all lost your minds?"

His voice was eerily level.
Though he didn't raise his voice—no, precisely because he didn't—it was all the more terrifying.

It felt like watching a bomb that could explode at any moment.

*Gulp*

The sound of someone swallowing—whether it was Im Chun-i, Gwak Jang-hyeon, or myself—was clearly audible.

Finally, Wi Cheon-kyeong let out a sigh laden with many emotions.

"Haah, right. I'm the one to blame. I started this nonsense and pushed my men into danger... but still—!"

His anger finally erupted.
Was it my imagination? Wi Cheon-kyeong's eyes seemed to be burning with rage.

"You're unit leaders, and you fell for such talk? You know nothing, yet you sent your men into danger just for some medicinal herbs?"
"It's more like we went in together rather than sending them—"
"Shut up!"

Im Chun-i tried to add something but only got scolded and shrank back.
Wi Cheon-kyeong's scolding didn't end there.

He berated them about how they should have properly led the organization when their commander couldn't give orders due to an unexpected accident, and how he couldn't trust them.

He continued to berate his two subordinates so severely that even I, sitting on the sidelines, felt awkward.
Just as he was about to calm down, he noticed Im Chun-i's bandage-covered body and widened his eyes.

"You, what happened to you?! What exactly happened? What about the others? Are they alright?"
"Th-they're fine for now."

Following Gwak Jang-hyeon, Im Chun-i explained what had happened in Chengdu.
Wi Cheon-kyeong's face turned pale at the news that they had nearly been wiped out, but he eventually sighed in relief when he heard that everyone was safe.

And when he heard that everyone survived thanks to my intervention, he looked at me and suddenly cleared his throat awkwardly.

*He clearly forgot I was here.*
Noticing Wi Cheon-kyeong's thoughts, I smirked, which made him clear his throat even more loudly.

"Ahem! Now that I think about it, we owe Young Hero Gun quite a lot. I'll have my work cut out for me repaying these debts."
"I don't know how you'll repay me, but I'll look forward to it."

Though I'd already decided how he would repay me, I pretended to be nonchalant in my response.

After hearing the full story, Wi Cheon-kyeong abruptly stood up.

"I can't just sit around here. I need to go to Chengdu right away and bring those fools back."

He wasn't just saying it—he was actually heading for the door, so I stopped him.

"Can't you see it's dark outside? Even if you go now, the city gates will be closed and you won't be able to enter. Stay here tonight and leave early tomorrow morning."
"He's right, Commander. Let's do that."
"You two keep your mouths shut."

Wi Cheon-kyeong snapped at Gwak Jang-hyeon and Im Chun-i, who had agreed with me.
Their shoulders slumped.

I was snickering at the sight of these two grown men looking dejected when a thunderous sound came from my stomach.

No, seriously, it actually sounded like thunder rumbling in my stomach.

"Pff-hahh!"

Caught off guard by the sudden attack, I couldn't hold back my laughter, causing Wi Cheon-kyeong's face to turn bright red.

"Ahem, come to think of it, you probably haven't eaten anything for quite a while. You should have a meal first."
"Y-yes. Let's do that. You've only had rice porridge until now."

When I quickly changed the subject, Gwak Jang-hyeon promptly agreed.

"I'll go down first and order the food. Take your time coming down."

I left the room first, leaving the trembling-with-embarrassment Wi Cheon-kyeong to the two men.

*

"Wahaha—! And then!"
"Come on, have another drink!"

As I descended the stairs to the first floor, a boisterous scene greeted me.

Workers who had finished their day's work were drinking at the inn, alongside dandies who were already staggering around, having consumed well beyond their limits.

I passed through them and sat down at an empty spot, whereupon the attendant who had taken care of our carriage earlier approached.

"You've been upstairs all day and only now came down."
"Have you been waiting all day? That makes me feel too guilty."

The attendant chuckled at my response and then made an "ah" sound as if remembering something.

"I've released the horses from the carriage and put them in the stable. I also gave them plenty of hay."
"Right. They're probably lying down comfortably with full bellies."
"Huh? How do you know that? Didn't you just come down?"

*Because I sensed it with my perception field.*

I smiled at the confused attendant and tossed him a silver tael, filled with apology for making him wait and gratitude for his help.

"Bring one of each type of food available here, deduct the cost of hay and other expenses, and keep the rest for yourself."
"...I'll prepare it right away!"

The attendant ran to the kitchen with an expression as joyful as if he'd heard the Buddha's teachings.
Watching his retreating figure, I smiled and leaned back in my chair, listening to the conversations around me.

"Do you know Wol-hyang from Manhwaru? She's a rare beauty in this backwater place. And those breasts and that bottom, hehehe..."
"Of course I know. I've been saving up bit by bit to have her in my arms just once."
"I heard Chengdu is in turmoil these days. Were you alright?"
"Don't even mention it. The smell of blood permeated the city, and screams echoed endlessly everywhere. I still hear those screams in my dreams. You'd better avoid Chengdu for a while if you can."

Dandies making lewd comments about courtesans, merchants discussing the current situation in Chengdu.

As I half-listened to their conversations while tilting my chair back and forth, the people I was waiting for came down to the first floor.

I raised my hand to signal them, and they approached and sat in the empty seats.

"I've ordered one of everything they have. Is there anything you don't eat?"
"No. As I said, I live a vagrant's life. I don't have the luxury of being picky about food."

Wi Cheon-kyeong answered nonchalantly, seemingly having decided to forget the embarrassing situation from earlier.
Unfortunately, at that moment, his body tactlessly sent another signal.

*Gurgle!*

"The food will be here soon, so please wait a little longer."
"...As if I can control this."

His face, which had been trying to maintain composure, crumpled miserably. I couldn't help but giggle, just as the attendant arrived with the food.

With food placed before him, Wi Cheon-kyeong could no longer maintain his dignity and immediately buried his face in the plates, inhaling the food.

Turning away from that sight to look at Im Chun-i and Gwak Jang-hyeon, I silently shrugged, and soon the three of us also began eating.

*

Thanks to Wi Cheon-kyeong's aggressive eating, the plates were quickly emptied and stacked high in the center of the table.

"Hmm, the chef's skills are quite good."

Looking at Wi Cheon-kyeong, who was patting his stomach with a satisfied expression, I casually asked:

"So, what are you going to do now?"
"What do you mean? As soon as we wake up tomorrow morning, we'll rush to Chengdu to get the guys and leave."
"Do you have somewhere to go?"
"When have we ever had a place to go in our wanderings?"

At his casual response, I made a short "hmm" sound and took a step back.
If I showed too much curiosity, it might make him uncomfortable.

It's like laying groundwork, you could say.
I'm adopting an attitude that suggests I don't really care what he does.

That usually makes the other person pay more attention to you.
Sure enough, seeing my easy withdrawal, Wi Cheon-kyeong rolled his eyes for a moment before asking a question.

"By the way, why are you here? From what I've heard, this doesn't seem like a simple tour of the Central Plains."

*Good, he took the bait.*
Inwardly grinning, I answered as casually as possible.
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"It's a secret."
"..."

Wi Cheon-kyeong, who had been staring at me in bewilderment after I flatly declared it a secret, narrowed his eyes and pressed me.

"Hey, you can't just end it like that! I told you everything!"
"Told me what? All you said was that you're leaving the city with your people."
"Ugh..."

Wi Cheon-kyeong swallowed hard, having no comeback to my retort.
Seeing his reaction, I shrugged my shoulders and continued my little game of push and pull.

"Well, I'd like to tell you, but this isn't something I can just share with outsiders. You're leaving with the Wanderer Band soon anyway, right? So don't worry about it."
"How can I not worry when I owe you my life?"

Wi Cheon-kyeong muttered quietly, glancing at me repeatedly before trying to speak again.
Noticing this, I stood up first.

"Well, since we're done eating, shall we get going?"
"Huh? What?"
"I originally planned to treat you quickly and then head straight back to the city, but it took longer than expected. I guess we'll have to stay here for the night. Innkeeper!"
"Yes!"

The innkeeper, who had received a silver tael from me earlier, came running over.

"What do you need?"
"Do you have a room available?"
"Well, the annex is empty, but..."

The innkeeper was subtly hinting that the annex was expensive.
With a smirk, I tossed him another silver tael.

"I'll show you right away!"

As I followed the innkeeper, who was now bowing at a perfect right angle after receiving the silver, I bid farewell to the three members of the Wanderer Band.

"Well then, I wish you all safe travels. Perhaps we'll meet again if fate allows."
"W-wait! You're just leaving like that?"

Wi Cheon-kyeong stood up and shouted.
I responded to his obvious bewilderment with feigned innocence.

"Is there something else? The treatment's done, so our business is finished, right?"
"..."

As Wi Cheon-kyeong stared at me with his mouth hanging open, I casually waved my hand and turned away.
The moment I turned my back on the three, the corners of my mouth curled up.

You must be dying of curiosity, right?
You must be desperate to know what's going on?

Having saved his life, he already feels indebted, and now I'm acting like I don't need anything from him, which will make him even more concerned.

He probably won't leave for the city so easily.

Of course, he could just ignore it and go to the city, but judging by his expression, that seems unlikely.

I'd say he's almost taken the bait, wouldn't you?

"Our inn's annex will definitely not disappoint you. We maintain it meticulously even when there are no guests... Why are you making that face?"

The innkeeper, who had been walking ahead explaining the condition of the annex, flinched when he saw my sinister smile.
I quickly changed my expression and patted his small head.

"No, it's nothing. If you're that confident, I should have high expectations, right?"
"Hehe, of course. This way, please."

I followed the now cheerfully smiling innkeeper to the annex.
The annex, when we arrived, was honestly just average.

Well, it didn't feel much different from any other inn's annex.
But the thought that the Wanderer Band might join as new allies transformed the mediocre room into a rather nice one.

Indeed, everything depends on one's mindset.

Engraving in my heart the truth of "all is created by the mind" like Master Wonhyo's skull water, I went to bed early.

*

The next morning.
I left the inn early and headed to the port.

As I casually walked toward the Min River, I detected three presences following me from a distance.

"Hmm."

What are these people who said they'd leave for the city early doing here?
Inwardly giggling, I continued walking, pretending not to notice the three.

When I arrived at the port, it was bustling with activity.
Numerous ships were loading cargo, sailing down the river, and workers were shouting everywhere.

After briefly surveying the scene, I spotted a middle-aged man who seemed to hold a higher position than others and approached him.

"Excuse me, may I ask you something?"
"Not there, the next one...! What, what is it?"

The middle-aged man looked at me with suspicion when I suddenly addressed him.
But when he saw my harmless smile, his face quickly crumpled.

"Can't you see I'm busy? Later, do it later. No, not that ship, the next one, you idiots!"

As he bellowed with a voice like a boiling kettle, I slipped a silver tael into his side.

"Stop bothering me... huh?"

When the middle-aged man realized that what had poked his side was a shiny silver tael, he stopped mid-sentence, and I quickly slipped the silver into his pocket.

"I'm in a bit of a hurry, so please spare me a moment."
"Ah, ahem! This person...?"

After glancing around cautiously and clearing his throat, I slipped another silver tael into his pocket.
Then, pretending to give in, he asked:

"What do you want?"

His voice was now fresh and bright, all previous wariness gone.
The power of money is truly remarkable.
With a slight smile, I got to the point.

"Nothing much, I was wondering if you've ever transported goods for the Manrim Trading Company here."
"Manrim Trading Company? Well, that name doesn't ring a bell."
"It's a fairly well-known company in the city."

At my words, the middle-aged man frowned deeply.

"Why would a company from the city come all the way here?"
"That's usually true, but... Are you sure you don't remember anything? They would have transported a massive amount of timber or iron."
"Then all the more reason it can't be. We haven't sent any large shipments from here in a while."
"...Really?"

His voice carried strong conviction.
At least he genuinely seemed to have never heard of it.

As I rubbed my chin, lost in thought, the middle-aged man waved his hand dismissively.

"Large shipments aren't that common, and I wouldn't forget something like that. If you're still suspicious, go ask the government clerk over there. He happens to be here right now."

I turned my head in the direction the middle-aged man was pointing and indeed saw an official in government attire strutting around.

"He loves money, so if you slip him a few silver taels, he'll answer willingly."

Then he resumed his work, shouting loudly again.

I approached the clerk as the middle-aged man suggested, gave him a friendly smile, and slipped him some silver.
Apparently, he was so used to bribes that one or two taels didn't impress him, and I had to give him six taels.

Wow, he casually takes half a year's salary for ordinary citizens.
I was inwardly appalled, but the money was well spent.

He even showed me the ledger he had personally written.
I honestly wondered if this was allowed, but thanks to him, I could reach a definite conclusion.

Manrim Trading Company's materials had never come here.

With that conclusion, all that remained was to return to the city.
This meant I no longer needed to pretend not to notice the three who had been following me.

"He suddenly went to the port, bribed an official... what is he doing?"
"...Boss. How long are we going to follow him? Aren't we going to the city?"
"We lost the Jangbodo, and it's not that dangerous a situation, right? Besides, aren't you curious? Looking at how things are unfolding, doesn't it seem like he's involved in something big?"
"Well... I am curious."

On my way back to the inn, listening to them chattering among themselves, I suddenly ducked into an alley.

When I suddenly disappeared, the startled three hurriedly followed, and

"I wonder what people who should be in the city by now are doing here?"
"Uh, well..."

They encountered me leaning against the alley wall with a twisted smile.

After staring for a long time at the three who couldn't meet my eyes directly, I finally burst into laughter and then shrugged, making a suggestion.

"I'm done with my business here and planning to return to the city. Well, would you like to go together?"
"...Well, I guess so?"

The three awkwardly accepted my proposal with uncomfortable smiles.
And so, I left Ongang County with the three members of the Wanderer Band.

*

The journey back to the city wasn't very entertaining.
It was quiet without even trivial chatter, thanks to Wi Cheon-kyeong who was struggling with what seemed to be an obvious dilemma, and the two unit leaders who were watching him cautiously.

Wi Cheon-kyeong, who had been lost in thought the entire way to the city, finally spoke just as we were about to part ways after entering the city.

"Cheongun Inn."
"Huh?"
"That's where my people are staying right now."
"Hmm, why are you telling me this now?"

In response to my question, which I asked while suppressing a laugh, Wi Cheon-kyeong scratched his head and answered:

"...We'll be staying in the city for a few days. If you need any help during that time, come find us."

I'm curious about his circumstances, but it would be beneath my dignity to beg him to tell me.
So please, come to me first and ask.

That's what he had been keeping to himself the entire journey back to the city.
I twitched the corner of my mouth at his proposal, which so obviously revealed his intentions, and nodded.

"I'll visit soon, so wait for me."

No need for more push and pull when he's this eager.

Wi Cheon-kyeong turned away, trying to hide his brightening face.
I turned from him to look at Gwak Jang-hyeon and Im Chun-i.

"I'll see you two again soon as well."
"Alright. We'll all be waiting..."
"Wait!"

Wi Cheon-kyeong suddenly interrupted.
And then he blurted out nonsense.

"Why do you speak casually to me but formally to them?"
"...What nonsense. They're much older than me, so of course I should speak formally."

My perfectly reasonable answer was met with three pairs of bewildered eyes.
What, why are they looking at me like that?

"Hey, then you should obviously speak formally to me too! I'm older than those guys!"
"...What are you talking about?"

Blinking at this unexpected statement, I belatedly realized that I didn't know the ages of the three men.
But why had I thought Wi Cheon-kyeong was younger than the other unit leaders?

As I carefully examined the three men, I soon realized the reason.

Face value.

Wi Cheon-kyeong looked young enough to be my age, while the other two looked relatively older.
That's why I had unconsciously assumed Wi Cheon-kyeong was younger.

"Wow, being between two older-looking guys makes you look even younger."

My inadvertent mutter caused veins to pop on the foreheads of the two unit leaders.
Deliberately ignoring the two I had unintentionally offended, I carefully asked Wi Cheon-kyeong his age.

"I'm thirty-nine this year."

My goodness, with that face he's almost forty?
Unable to hide my shock at his incredibly youthful appearance, I belatedly apologized for my rudeness.

"I'm sorry for my behavior until now, Master Wi. I'll be more careful with my words from now on."
"No, this sudden change is a bit disconcerting. You don't have to..."
"No, I can't be disrespectful to an elder who has lived more than twice as long as I have."
"...I'm not old enough to be called an elder."

Veins popped on Wi Cheon-kyeong's forehead too.
Having managed to offend all three men, I awkwardly smiled and parted ways with them, almost as if escaping.

And so I returned to the Jungcheon Trading Company.

When I immediately went to find Hong Ja-gong to report, unexpected news awaited me.
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"Civilians have gotten involved."
"...What?"

Just as I was about to report that Manrim Trading Company's supplies hadn't reached Ongang County, Hong Ja-gong's puzzling words reached my ears.

Civilians?
What does he mean by that?

The civilians I know are people who reject civilization and hole up in the mountains, living self-sufficiently... Oh.

As soon as I realized what Hong Ja-gong meant by "civilians," I asked:

"Which of the two sects are you talking about?"
"Both of them."
"...Huh."

I couldn't help but let out a hollow laugh when I heard his answer.
I understood why Hong Ja-gong's face looked so sour.

"I'm just asking to be sure, but you didn't know about this situation, right?"
"I didn't. It's clear they've jumped in after only hearing rumors about Jang Bo-do. On the surface, they claim to be here to stop the bloodshed in the capital, but who knows what their true intentions are."

After heaving a deep sigh, he dropped another bombshell.

"So I told them to bring them here right away."
"Yes, you did... Wait, what? When did you...?"

Before I could finish my question, an elderly man entered the main hall with surprisingly quick steps for his age.

"The guests have arrived."
"Bring them in here."

At Hong Ja-gong's request, Head Manager Yu left the hall again. As I watched him go, I suddenly noticed how clean the hall had become.

They must have tidied up in advance to receive guests.

"The sorting work is happening in another hall. With the uncertainty of the situation, we can't reveal our plans from the beginning."
"So, you're considering the possibility of conflict with the two sects?"

Hong Ja-gong nodded without hesitation at my question.

"We should try to avoid that, but they're both rather worldly for civilians."
"Is that so?"

I don't know much about how these two sects are perceived in this world, but if Hong Ja-gong who has dealt with them for years says so, it must be true.
As I nodded in agreement, I suddenly wondered if I should even be here.

"Should I be present for this?"
"It's not a matter of 'should'—you need to be here. I need your help, so sit down."
"...Well, if you say so."

What kind of help could I possibly provide?
Tilting my head in confusion, I obediently pulled out a chair and sat down.

After waiting for a while, I sensed dozens of people approaching the hall through my qi perception network and turned my head to observe them.

They were walking in two separate groups, side by side in ten rows.
It was immediately obvious that the two groups came from different places, as their appearances were completely different.

One group wore blue-green robes reminiscent of a forest, making them look like Taoist priests.
However, their auras were quite sharp, and they carried swords at their waists, giving them more the impression of warriors than priests.

The other group wore Buddhist robes, but they didn't look like ordinary monks and nuns.
The male monks each carried spears or crescent-bladed staffs as tall as themselves.
And the nuns, despite wearing Buddhist robes, had long black hair flowing down their backs.

After noting these distinctive features, I turned back to Hong Ja-gong.

"Are they the Cheongseong Sect and Ami Sect?"
"Yes."

Cheongseong and Ami.
The appearance of these two of the Nine Great Sects of Sichuan was different from what I had expected, leaving me perplexed.

Well, I don't know much about the Cheongseong Sect since they weren't featured prominently in the novel, so that's fine.

But what's going on with the Ami Sect? Why are there male monks?
Isn't the Ami Sect supposed to be a sect of nuns?

There were some martial arts novels where they occasionally accepted male disciples as lay practitioners, but these monks clearly looked like formal disciples who had renounced secular life.

When I voiced these doubts to Hong Ja-gong, he gave me a look of disbelief.

"Since when has Ami been a sect of only nuns? While Shaolin may prohibit women, I've never heard that Ami only has nuns."
"...What?"

Looking at me with equal bewilderment, Hong Ja-gong explained about the Ami Sect.

"The Ami Sect is an alliance of various temples centered around Bokho Temple on their main peak, Golden Peak. They have quite a variety of martial arts, among which the 'Flying Phoenix Spear Technique' is particularly famous. There's even a saying: 'Shaolin staff, Wudang sword, Ami spear.'"
"Oh, is that so?"
"Well, since the central Bokho Temple is a nunnery, the sect leader has always been a nun."
"I see."

While I was awkwardly responding to this new information, the disciples of Cheongseong and Ami entered the hall.

Without any specific instructions, they lined up on the left and right, and two people who appeared to be representatives of each sect stepped forward and respectfully clasped their hands in greeting.

"We pay our respects to the Head Of The School of Kaifang."
"Hmm. You must have had a tiring journey."

Hong Ja-gong, who had been frowning deeply, now nodded solemnly with a dignified expression.
Thinking how ill-suited this demeanor was for him, I pressed my lips together, when the Cheongseong representative spoke again.

"We were surprised to be summoned by the Head Of The School as soon as we arrived in the capital. How long have you been in the capital?"
"About seven days and nights."

At Hong Ja-gong's reply, the young Taoist priest who represented Cheongseong narrowed his eyes.

"...Seven days and nights."
"Yes. Is there a problem?"

When Hong Ja-gong questioned his ominous tone, the priest remained silent for a moment before speaking accusingly:

"Yes. Frankly, I find it hard to accept. The capital is being ravaged by the sudden appearance of Jang Bo-do, yet someone of your stature as Head Of The School has been sitting here idly."

His tone was clearly reproachful.
I inwardly admired his boldness in picking a fight so openly.

Wow, that's some nerve. One hit and he'd be done for.

At first I thought he was like a puppy that doesn't know to fear a tiger, but his serious expression suggested otherwise.

Though my judgment might have been hasty, he seemed genuinely disappointed that Hong Ja-gong wasn't taking action in this matter.

Hmm, anyway, he's thrown the first punch. I wonder how Hong Ja-gong will respond?

Glancing sideways with interest, I saw him let out a small chuckle.

"So, you've all rushed here to end the bloodshed after hearing about Jang Bo-do?"
"We heard the common people of the capital are trembling in fear. As members of the great sects that have supported the martial world for many years, how could we stand by and watch such atrocities?"

Hong Ja-gong gave a dismissive smile at the eloquent Taoist priest and turned his gaze to the person beside him.

"Well, does Ami share the same thoughts?"

A young nun with beautifully combed hair as black as ebony nodded.

"Yes. And after seeing the situation in the capital firsthand, I think we may have arrived too late. The smell of blood permeating the entire city is appalling."

Though her manner of speech was respectful, her eyes contained a clear reproach: what were you doing while things got this bad?

Wow, they're just spouting off without knowing the full situation.
Inwardly shaking my head, I waited to see how Hong Ja-gong would respond.

With that attitude, would he grab his iron staff and crack their skulls... well, probably not, but maybe teach them a lesson?

While I was waiting for a scene that would clear the air, the situation unfolded quite differently from what I expected.
Hong Ja-gong suddenly heaved a deep sigh and nodded.

"You're right. As one gets older, one becomes lazy. Rather than thinking I should stop this tragic event, I found myself reluctant to get involved."
"...Head Of The School?"

Has this man suddenly gone mad?
I stared in disbelief at Hong Ja-gong, who was feigning exhaustion, but the mouth hidden beneath his gray beard wouldn't stop.

"So I'm very grateful that you've come. As they say, 'The waves behind push the waves ahead.' Today I'm learning this truth anew. May I entrust the resolution of this matter to you?"
"......"

I was too dumbfounded to speak.
The problem was that the disciples of Cheongseong and Ami were wearing subtly smug, proud expressions after hearing this.

No, that's not the right expression.
This old beggar is manipulating you with his cunning tongue right now.

I tried desperately to signal them to be more cautious, but unfortunately, none of them received my message.

"Yes, of course. We'll take care of the capital's situation. It should all be resolved in about four days."

When the Taoist priest, who still didn't understand the situation, made such a bold claim, I felt too embarrassed to even look at him.

The Cheongseong and Ami disciples who appeared here numbered less than a hundred.
That's fewer than the Wanderer Band.

And they say four days? They'll resolve it in four days?
Do they even know how many martial artists have entered the capital?

Despite being disciples of Cheongseong and Ami, they all looked like young people barely in their twenties.

The level of martial arts at that age is predictable, so what gives them such confidence?

Their blind faith made me wonder if they might have restored some ancient martial arts techniques.

Of course, that wasn't the case.
These civilians have probably been secluded in the mountains too long and are out of touch with the world.

"I'll put my trust in you."

Yet Hong Ja-gong continued to encourage them with a benevolent smile.
The disciples of Cheongseong and Ami clasped their hands in respect again and left the hall.

Watching them leave, I turned to Hong Ja-gong in confusion.
Are you really going to let them go like this?

As the situation unfolded this way, I became increasingly anxious.
If they were sent out like this, they would inevitably be found as cold corpses in some dark alley.

No matter how rude they were, they were young disciples representing the future of two of the Nine Great Sects.
We couldn't lose these potential future allies against Paecheon Fortress like this.

"Wait...!"
"Wait a moment."

Hong Ja-gong's voice boomed through the hall, cutting off my words as I was about to stand up.
The disciples of Cheongseong and Ami, who were about to leave Chungjeon Trading Company, all turned their heads, and I, who had been awkwardly standing, discreetly sat back down.

"Head Of The School? What is it?"
"It's just this old man's concern, but I'm worried. Before you go, let me see your skills."

At Hong Ja-gong's words, the young martial artists smiled smugly again.

"There's no need for you to worry, Head Of The School. We are proud martial artists. We can certainly protect ourselves."

This is ridiculous, truly.
As I looked at these immature fools with cold eyes, Hong Ja-gong tried to reason with them kindly.

"Didn't I say it's an old man's concern? If anything happens to you, I won't be able to face the leaders of your sects."
"Hmm, I suppose we have no choice."

Seeing them shake their heads with bitter smiles, I unconsciously clenched my fists.
It was quite a talent to be so irritating just by speaking.

"So, you said you wanted to see our skills. How do you propose to do that?"

Hong Ja-gong smiled deeply at the question.
Seeing that smile, I guessed his intentions.

He probably wants to use this pretext of testing their skills to beat them soundly and bring them to their senses.
It seems he's trying to save face for these young juniors.

That's what I thought at the time.
But the words that came out of Hong Ja-gong's mouth were far from what I expected.

"It's simple. You'll spar with this child."

As he spoke, Hong Ja-gong's finger was pointing directly at me.
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"...Huh?"
"What?"

Two voices filled with bewilderment burst out simultaneously.
One was mine, and the other belonged to the representative of the Cheongseong Faction.

"Heh heh, you young fellows already have such poor hearing. I said to have a martial arts match with this child."

Hong Ja-gong's finger was still pointing at me.
Suppressing the urge to break that finger, I glared at him fiercely.

[What are you suddenly doing?]
[Didn't I tell you earlier that there would be something you needed to help with?]

His nonchalant reply came back to my sharp mental transmission.
Now I see that he had planned to assign me this role from the beginning.

Without realizing it, I had been caught up in this old beggar's cunning scheme.
While I was lamenting inwardly, the Cheongseong representative burst into laughter.

"Hahaha, a match with that young fellow? Besides being absurd, how would that prove anything about skill?"

I can feel it.
That look of utter disdain directed at me.

It's not unreasonable.
From the outside, I must look like nothing more than a novice youngster who just entered the martial arts world.

And Hong Ja-gong seems to be planning to use that perception to thoroughly humiliate these arrogant fellows.
Though I don't understand why I have to be the one to do it.

"Despite appearances, he's a talent I've been keeping my eye on. I guarantee that among his peers, there's no one who would dare challenge him."
"Hmm, is that so?"

Dozens of pairs of eyes evaluated me following Hong Ja-gong's transparent praise.
As I inwardly sighed while receiving these not particularly friendly gazes, Hong Ja-gong's mental transmission flew in again.

[Do you know what will happen if we let them go like this? These arrogant, ignorant fools will all be dead within a day.]

In normal circumstances, that would be true.
Judging by their behavior, it's doubtful they've ever experienced real combat.

But I didn't agree with Hong Ja-gong's assessment.

[To be honest, I don't think that will happen.]
[Oh? Why not?]
[It seems there are two more guests behind us.]

Hearing my words, Hong Ja-gong tilted his head, then looked beyond the hall and widened his eyes.
At the end of his gaze stood a middle-aged Taoist priest and a Buddhist nun who were looking in our direction, alongside Manager Yu who had reappeared.

I knew about them thanks to my "Qi Detection Net," and judging by their Qi and appearance being similar to the disciples before us, they must be the elders of each faction.
But even from a distance, the expressions of the two didn't look good.

No, to be frank, they looked terrible.
Their complexions were so dark they seemed like they might faint at any moment.

[It seems the faction elders secretly followed their disciples down the mountain out of concern.]
[And now they've witnessed these fellows' behavior.]

What must those two be thinking as they watched their disciples speak so disrespectfully to Hong Ja-gong, a senior who far outranks even themselves?
Their soul-drained expressions told the answer.

Hong Ja-gong, who must have also seen their expressions, twisted the corner of his mouth as if pleased with the situation.
Having roughly predicted what would unfold, I briefly looked at the disciples of the two factions with sympathetic eyes before quickly averting my gaze.

Strictly speaking, there's no need for sympathy.
They've woven their own fate.

[Hehehe, just thinking about those arrogant youngsters' faces turning pale and trembling makes me feel good already.]
[...Yes, I'm sure it does.]

As I stared at Hong Ja-gong, who was delighting like a child, with cold eyes, the Cheongseong representative's shout hit my ears.

"Very well! It's a senior's duty to provide guidance to a promising junior."

The Cheongseong representative was blathering on, unaware that his fate had already been decided.
With a small sigh, I stood up.

[Just a word of caution—don't deliberately lose or anything like that. It wouldn't be fun.]
[I wasn't planning to do anything like that, so rest assured.]

Shrugging my shoulders, I headed to the front yard of the hall with Hong Ja-gong.






*






"What rules shall we use for the match?"
"Let's say whoever declares defeat first loses."

"Finally, a chance to see this fellow's martial arts."

In the front yard of the Jungtian Trading Company's hall.
Ja-gong smiled with satisfaction as he listened to Ja-seong and the arrogant Cheongseong representative, Seo Wi, talking as they faced each other.

Ja-seong thought he had escalated the situation just to humiliate these impudent youngsters, but the truth was slightly different.

Of course, humiliation was part of the goal.
But that wasn't his only purpose.

He wanted to directly observe Ja-seong's martial arts.

He didn't deny that Ja-seong was quite powerful, based on what So-ha had told him and the reports from his men who had investigated Ja-seong's activities.

However, all those who had provided information were either ignorant of martial arts or too unskilled to properly assess what they saw.
As a result, even now, he couldn't accurately gauge just how strong Ja-seong really was.

"Good senses alone don't make one powerful."

Whether during the infiltration of the Manlim Trading Company or now, when he detected the surroundings before Ja-gong himself could—this seemed less about high attainment and more about having mastered some special perception technique.

As expected of someone who had lived in the ancient martial world.
Even without asking directly, Ja-gong had roughly figured out about the "Qi Detection Net."

"Besides, I want to see the martial arts he supposedly recreated."

"Boundless Sky Sword Technique," "Sovereign Sword Form," "Heaven's Foresight," and "Taiji Wisdom Sword"—wasn't that what they were called?

Those great divine techniques that everyone in the ancient martial world knew.
Honestly, when he first heard about it, he had inwardly scoffed, but now he felt considerable anticipation.

"I'll give you the first move. Come at me whenever you're ready."

Hearing the Cheongseong disciple still speaking impertinently without knowing his place, Ja-seong nodded.

"Yes, then I won't hold back."

Immediately after, Ja-seong took a large step forward and vanished in an instant.

"Huh...?"

A dumbfounded sound escaped from the mouths of the Cheongseong and Ami disciples who were watching the match with Ja-gong.
And when they spotted Ja-seong again, his sword was already at Seo Wi's throat.

"...Huh?"

Seo Wi wore a blank expression for a moment.

He looked at Ja-seong's face that had appeared right in front of him once.
Then at the sharp sword at his neck once, and only then did he grasp the reality.

Defeat.
He had lost pathetically without even properly swinging his sword once.

What's more, he had even said things like giving guidance and yielding the first move.
Seo Wi's face instantly turned crimson with shame.

He was shocked by Ja-seong's martial prowess, which was completely different from what he had expected, and deeply embarrassed at himself for not recognizing such an opponent and spouting nonsense while letting his guard down.

"Ugh."

But the outcome had already been decided.
If this had been real combat, his head would have long since fallen, making him a ghost who could never return.

As he trembled with humiliation and dejection, about to acknowledge his defeat—

"Hey now, Ja-seong, you rascal! That's not how you do it!"

Suddenly, Hong Ja-gong shouted at Ja-seong.
Everyone's attention, including Ja-seong's, turned to him.

Especially Ja-seong, who looked at him with obvious displeasure.

"I fought the match as you wanted. What's the problem?"
"If you win like that, I can't properly assess that boy's skills!"

Hearing Ja-gong's words, Ja-seong wore a puzzled expression.

Wait, wasn't that just the nominal reason? Weren't you trying to humiliate these people?
Completely ignoring the questioning gaze that conveyed such doubts, Ja-gong waved his hands and declared the match void.

"Do it again, again!"

Isn't this enough? How much more humiliation does he want to inflict?

As Ja-gong demanded a rematch like a child throwing a tantrum, Ja-seong returned to his position while inwardly grumbling about how unreasonable this was.

The match began again as per his wishes.
Having realized from his previous defeat that Ja-seong was by no means inferior to him, Seo Wi straightened his face and corrected his stance.

Seeing him quickly erase his shame and focus on the match, Ja-seong nodded and took his stance as well.

"This time, I won't say I'm yielding the first move."
"Alright. Come."

No sooner had Ja-seong finished his response than Seo Wi shot forward with a powerful stomp.
He rushed straight at Ja-seong and swung his sword widely.

-Clang!

Ja-seong raised Hong-il to block the sword strike, and a sharp metallic sound erupted in all directions.

The exchange that followed.
Not knowing Ja-gong's true intentions, Ja-seong fought thoroughly defensively as if to comply with what he wanted, while Seo Wi gave his all to break Ja-seong's stance.

"Aish, that damned fellow."

Is he a contrary person?
Why won't he move according to my wishes?

Watching Ja-seong's behavior, Ja-gong twisted his lips mischievously and turned his attention to Seo Wi.

"Haaah!"

With an intense battle cry, Seo Wi brought his sword down diagonally.
Ja-seong raised Hong-il to block it, but the blades didn't actually clash, instead barely grazing past each other.

Immediately after, the sword blade changed direction and thrust toward Ja-seong's abdomen.
Ja-seong's eyes widened slightly at the exquisite combination of feint and real attack.

But that was all.
He simply twisted his body by moving his right foot back, easily avoiding the thrust, and then brought down Hong-il on Seo Wi's sword.

"Ugh...!?"

Staggering from the unexpectedly heavy downward strike that instantly broke his stance, Seo Wi stumbled.
Putting the blade to his neck would have secured victory, but Ja-seong chose to take a step back instead of attacking.

"...Are you toying with me?"

Straightening his upper body and realizing that Ja-seong was going easy on him, Seo Wi asked with an angry voice.
To this, Ja-seong shook his head.

"Of course not."
"Then why did you retreat instead of counterattacking?"
"Because the purpose of this match doesn't seem to be about determining a winner."

Looking at Seo Wi, who appeared caught off guard, Ja-seong continued.

"If Hong Bangjoo isn't satisfied, we'll have to continue this match over and over. Forget about winning or losing, and focus solely on pouring out all of your martial arts."
"......"

After taking a deep breath and erasing his anger at Ja-seong's advice-like words, Seo Wi readjusted his grip on his sword with a more determined expression.

"...I'll come again."
"Please do."

Seo Wi rushed at Ja-seong once more.
Their swords clashed again, sending sparks flying.

"Hmm, quite decent, more than I expected."

Watching this, Ja-gong gave a surprised look at Seo Wi, who was actively maintaining his offensive.
He had thought him just an arrogant fellow obsessed with appearances, but surprisingly, his sword technique wasn't bad.

Especially in the way he freely switched between feints and real attacks, one could see traces of considerable years of training.

"It's the first time I've seen someone who hasn't reached twenty wielding the Cheongwoon Sword Technique so skillfully."

The Cheongwoon Sword Technique.
It was Cheongseong's representative sword technique and a remnant of the ancient martial world that Ja-gong had once passed down to Cheongseong.

This wasn't the first time he had returned martial arts to the Nine Factions or Five Great Families; the Tang Family wasn't the first.

"Of course, it wasn't the complete version."

What he had returned to Cheongseong was, as mentioned earlier, merely fragments.
A half-version where the Red Sunset (Chikha) had disappeared, leaving only the Blue Clouds (Cheongwoon).

He had mentioned that there were brief records about Chikha, but it seems they couldn't restore it.

While trying to hide his great disappointment despite his admiration, Seo Wi stopped his attack.
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"Hoo..."

He lowered his sword and caught his breath.
Seo Wi looked straight at Ja-seong with an expression that seemed somewhat dejected.

Standing calmly with his sword in one hand.
There wasn't a single wound on him, not even a tear in his collar.

"I gave it my all without holding back, yet I couldn't even graze your collar."
"That's right."

Ja-seong calmly agreed.
A bitter smile formed at his voice that acknowledged the plain truth without any particular emotion.

*He looks like a young martial artist who's barely come of age.*

His straightforward attitude, devoid of scathing mockery or base superiority, was enough to make Seo Wi ashamed of himself.

Thanks to this, Seo Wi shook off the negative emotions like envy that had been creeping up inside him, and his expression lightened.

But that didn't last long.
Soon, intense fighting spirit and competitive drive appeared on his face, emanating an extraordinary aura.

The difference in ability between them was clear.
But he couldn't simply accept defeat and back down.

Seo Wi glared fiercely at Ja-seong as he steeled his resolve and said:

"What I'm about to show you is my limit, my full strength. Will you receive it?"
"..."

There was no verbal response.
Seo Wi smiled fiercely as he watched Ja-seong answer only by raising his sword.

A brief silence swept across the courtyard.
Not only the two facing each other with swords, but also Ja-gong and the other disciples from Cheonseong and Ami held their breath.

-Gulp

Just then, the sound of someone swallowing.
That sound acted as a trigger, and Seo Wi charged at Ja-seong.

"Haaah!"

His form rushed forward with a sharp aura that almost felt like killing intent.
It was as if he wanted to kill Ja-seong.

In fact, Seo Wi was holding nothing back.
Forgetting that he was in the middle of a sparring match, he focused solely on pouring out all the martial arts he had accumulated throughout his life.

-Clang! Clang! Clang!

Sword strikes alternating between feints and real attacks, like hazy clouds spreading in the wind.
From a distance, it looked as if Seo Wi's sword would hack Ja-seong's entire body to pieces at any moment.

"Isn't that dangerous?"
"Is he, is he using a Protective Art? He must be, right?"

As murmurs spread among the disciples watching this, some turned to look at Ja-gong.

"Shouldn't we stop them?"
"Don't act rashly. Just watch quietly."

Ja-gong coldly retorted to the trembling voice and focused all his senses on the clash between the two.

What Seo Wi was displaying now was the final form of the Cheongun Sword Technique, the Cheongun Gwangyang.
It was a form where sword strikes whirled like blue clouds spreading freely on the wind.

Even from Ja-gong's perspective, who knew the original form of the Cheongun Jeokha Sword, those unpredictable movements looked quite threatening.

*Yet it doesn't seem to pose much of a threat to that guy.*

His eyes clearly saw what the disciples of the two sects couldn't see.
Though it appeared he was barely blocking the attacks, Ja-seong was skillfully identifying the transitions between feints and real attacks, responding with ease.

Seeing this, Ja-gong couldn't hide his inner disappointment.
That arrogant Seo Wi was a martial artist with considerable talent by this era's standards, but he paled in comparison to Ja-seong.

Thinking the match would end without seeing a proper technique, he immediately began looking for the next opponent.
Knowing that Ja-seong wouldn't continue accepting challenges indefinitely, Ja-gong's gaze naturally became more careful.

*Let's see, which one should I choose...*

-Clang!

Just then, a different metallic sound rang out.
When Ja-gong looked up again, he saw Seo Wi retreating significantly.

Ja-seong had cut off his attack with Yeokcheon Gise, a variation of Cheonwi Jungap.

"Ugh...!"

Seo Wi let out a groan at the powerful strike that almost made him drop his sword.
Seeing him, Ja-seong pointed his sword tip at him.

-Boom!

With a heavy footstep, Ja-seong's form shot forward quickly.
A thrust flashing with sharp light aimed for Seo Wi's neck.
Moreover, seven sword shadows followed behind it.

"Huh...?"

Seo Wi's eyes widened at the attack that seemed to thrust at eight points of his body simultaneously.

*I'm going to die.*

Despite having a Protective Art activated, an anxiety that he couldn't escape death swept through his mind.

He unconsciously squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for the impact to come.
But no matter how long he waited, he felt no impact.

When he cautiously opened his eyes, he saw the tip of Ja-seong's sword stopped right in front of his face.
The sword shadows had also vanished.

"Would you like to continue?"
"...No. I acknowledge my defeat."

He answered with a sigh to Ja-seong's quiet voice.

At his admission of defeat, Ja-seong's sword gradually moved away.
He quietly sheathed his sword and turned to look at Ja-gong.

"Are you satisfied with this?"

His expression clearly revealed his inner thoughts that they should stop here.
But it had no effect on Ja-gong.

"No! Not yet. That's just one person. We should check the skills of at least four people."

Ja-gong looked for the next opponent with an excited expression.
But the other disciples subtly avoided his gaze.

They all noticed, though they didn't say it, that the difference in skill between Ja-seong and Seo Wi was overwhelming.

"Tsk, spineless bunch."

Just as Ja-gong was about to point at someone, displeased,

-Boom!

The sound of something exploding came from far away.
Ja-seong turned his head toward the source of the sound and his face hardened when he saw a red cloud billowing in the sky.

"A red flare...!"

Both the Gaebangs and the Lower Heaven Sect who monitored the city always kept flares of various colors to send signals in case of emergency.

And among them, red meant urgent.
It meant military force was needed.

"This doesn't seem like the time for sparring. I'll go check it out."

After this one-sided announcement, Ja-seong ran toward the flare.
The disciples were left dumbfounded as he disappeared in an instant, using his lightness skill.

"What was that...?"
"Did I just see a ghost?"

The disciples of Cheonseong and Ami wore blank expressions.
Seo Wi, who was standing at the front of the courtyard, turned his head and shouted to his fellow disciples for some reason:

"Let's go too!"
"Huh?"

Ignoring the dazed responses, Seo Wi ran after Ja-seong.
Seeing their senior brother act this way, the other Cheonseong disciples followed him in confusion.

If Cheonseong was going, Ami couldn't just stand by.
Soon the monks and nuns followed as well, leaving only Ja-gong in front of the main hall.

"These, these brats...!"

A vein popped on his forehead as he watched the young ones leave on their own, and his gaze turned to Manager Yu and a middle-aged couple approaching hesitantly.

"S-senior..."
"Master..."

Ja-gong smiled coldly at the two people who didn't know what to do after witnessing the disciples' consistently disrespectful behavior.

"It seems the education of disciples' manners isn't what it used to be these days?"

The faces of the two turned pale at the sharp words of the senior.

"...I have work to attend to, so I'll be going now."

Seeing this, Manager Yu quietly greeted them and left, as if it had nothing to do with him.





*





I arrived at the scene where the flare was fired, quickly crossing the city by leaping across building rooftops.
What immediately came into view was a scene of chaos.

-Die!
-Haaah!

"...How many people are there?"

A long, straight street filled with a sea of people.
Roughly estimating, there were hundreds of martial artists slashing at each other.

While staring at the scene in bewilderment, I noticed a small child crouching in a corner, crying.

-Waaah! Mom!

The child was clutching the sleeve of a woman lying in front of him, bleeding, and calling for his mother.
Just then, I saw a sword that had slipped from someone's hand flying toward the child.

Without hesitation, I shot forward to deflect the sword, then immediately picked up the woman and child and returned to the rooftop.

"Young Master Gun!"

A voice called out to me.
When I turned my head, I saw what appeared to be a beggar from the Gaebang waving at me from outside the chaos.

I jumped down right away and approached him to ask what was happening.

"What's going on?"
"Well, we haven't figured out the cause yet. They suddenly started fighting as if they'd lost their minds."
"No grudges or anything like that?"

The Gaebang member shook his head firmly at my follow-up question.

"They operate in different areas, and various groups are mixed together. It doesn't seem to be about grudges."

After hearing this, I looked back at the chaos.
Martial artists swinging their weapons mercilessly as if facing mortal enemies.

If not grudges, why were they trying to kill each other so desperately?

"So far, there haven't been many casualties among the martial artists. But civilians caught in the fight..."
"...I understand the situation. First, take this person to a doctor."

I entrusted the bleeding woman and the still-crying child to the Gaebang member and returned to the rooftop.

"Ja-seong."
"Young Master Gun."
"What's happening here?"

Just then, Hwa-ryeon, Seol, and Master arrived at the scene, having seen the flare.
I explained the situation I'd heard to them and gave instructions.

"It seems civilians are getting caught in the martial artists' fight. For now, let's leave the martial artists alone and focus on rescuing the civilians."

My companions nodded silently at my words.
We immediately scattered in all directions to begin the rescue operation.

"Ah, ahhh... my, my finger...!"

After evacuating five people, including a man clutching his hand with only a thumb remaining, likely cut off by a sword, one of the martial artists charged at me.

"Raaaah!"

I easily dodged the bestial roar and sword swing, slipped inside his guard, and circled around.
I lightly pushed the shoulder of the martial artist who had lost his balance, and he tumbled to the ground.

"Keh...!"

As he exhaled a suppressed breath and staggered to his feet, I narrowed my eyes at his unfocused gaze.

He definitely seemed to have mental issues, but what exactly?
Before I could examine him more closely, he charged at me again with another roar.

I slightly dodged the blade aiming for my shoulder and drew Hong-il still in its sheath to strike the back of his head.

-Thud

The martial artist collapsed unconscious.
This seemed to attract attention, as several more martial artists charged at me.

Hah, I can't just kill them all.

While struggling with the urge to smash everything regardless of finding the cause, I sensed a familiar group of qi approaching.

As I struck the jaw of a deranged martial artist and turned my head, I saw the disciples of Cheonseong and Ami running toward me.

Unexpected reinforcements have arrived?

"Y-young master. What is this...?"
"For some unknown reason, they're rampaging with their minds gone. We need to subdue them all. Please help."

I briefly explained to the Taoist named Seo Wi who had run at the front, and he nodded dazedly.
After leaving the martial artists to him, I continued with the rescue operation.

Ch.338 - Flood
The rescue of injured civilians and the subduing of the berserk martial artists finally ended after three whole hours.

After quickly finishing the rescue operations and joining in to subdue the martial artists, I watched as the last rampaging fighter was dragged away unconscious and bound. Then I turned my gaze to survey the surroundings.

The street that had been filled with horrific screams, metallic clangs, and shrieks was now silent, permeated only by the stench of blood and littered with hundreds of cold corpses.

I clicked my tongue briefly as I saw the empty gaze of someone who had died with eyes still open, as if filled with resentment. As I stood there frowning, someone called out to me from behind.

"Young Hero Gun."
"Branch Leader."

When I turned around, I saw Lower Branch Leader Ha approaching.

"You've worked hard. Thanks to you, the situation was resolved quickly."
"What's the extent of the casualties?"

At my question, the Branch Leader glanced at the corpses I had just been looking at, his face showing regret.

"It's not exact yet, but at least thirty civilians were caught up and killed. The injured number several times that. As for the martial artists' deaths, well, you can see for yourself."
"..."

I couldn't say I hadn't expected it, but hearing it directly still left a bitter taste in my mouth.

"The injured have been distributed to nearby clinics. The Jungcheon Trading Company has offered to cover all treatment costs."
"That's fortunate. Have you discovered why the martial artists went berserk?"

The Branch Leader nodded at my question.

"We found out surprisingly easily. This street is packed with restaurants, after all."
"So there was a problem with the food."
"More specifically, excessive amounts of cannabis flowers and leaves were added to many dishes."

Cannabis.
I stiffened upon hearing this word, which I'd encountered a few times in unsavory contexts in my previous life.

"Then the restaurant cooks were involved?"
"It's a bit complicated. It seems the cooks themselves were unaware of the effects of cannabis."

Hearing the Branch Leader's words, I realized that cooks in this era wouldn't know about the hallucinogenic effects of cannabis.

"I'm not sure how the cannabis was introduced, but in the current situation, there's only one group who would do something like this."
"Yes."

It must have been the Manrim Trading Company's doing.
Thanks to that damned Jang Bo-do, blood was being spilled throughout the city almost daily, and apparently that still wasn't enough for them.

I thought that incidents like this might not end with just this one time. The Branch Leader nodded in agreement with my thoughts.

"I think so too. I'll have to work my men harder and strengthen our surveillance network."

Seeing his firm resolve, I couldn't help but imagine the Hongmun disciples of the city branch wailing in despair. As I silently wished them peace and well-being, at least in my heart, the Branch Leader turned slightly and spoke.

"Well, I'll be going now. If any new information comes up, I'll notify the Jungcheon Trading Company right away."
"Yes, take care."

As the Branch Leader departed, the rest of my companions approached as if they had been waiting.
I immediately checked Hwa-ryeon's condition.

"Are you hurt anywhere?"
"No."

After giving a brief answer as I looked her over, Hwa-ryeon frowned delicately at the horrific scene on the street.

"...This is terrible. I heard that cannabis was the cause?"
"Yes."

After I briefly explained the hallucinogenic effects of cannabis, everyone in our group was surprised.

"To think cannabis flowers could have such an effect—that's surprising."
"Since it would be easy for anyone to obtain, finding the source will be difficult."
"There's no need to look. It's obvious who did this."

I gave a bitter smile at my companions' successive comments when Hwa-ryeon suddenly looked somewhere else.

"I've been wondering for a while—who are those people?"

At the end of her gaze were none other than the disciples of Cheongseong and Ami.
Having subdued the berserk martial artists, they now sat listlessly in a corner, apparently exhausted from the hours of fighting.

"Disciples of Cheongseong and Ami. It seems news of what happened here reached the ears of both sects. They just arrived in the city today."

After I briefly explained what had happened at the Jungcheon Trading Company hall, everyone in our group was dumbfounded. My Master, in particular, clicked his tongue disapprovingly.

"Just hot-blooded thunderheads who can't tell front from back."
"...Well, at least they helped prevent the damage from getting worse."

Yu Seol offered a mild defense against Master's scathing criticism.

Indeed, without them, the berserk martial artists might have escaped the street and spread in all directions. The consequences of that—honestly, I don't even want to imagine.

"Hmm."

Even Master couldn't deny their contribution, so he just gave a short snort without adding anything further.

"What about the martial artists who were captured?" Yu Seol asked.

At her question, I turned my gaze away from the Cheongseong and Ami disciples to look in the opposite direction. There, the martial artists who had been rampaging until just now lay bound and scattered.

Despite their frenzy, they had managed to maintain protective arts for a while, avoiding injuries. However, once their internal energy was depleted and their protective arts dissipated, the situation deteriorated rapidly.

Without any means to protect themselves from sharp blades, casualties increased quickly. As a result, hundreds of martial artists died in an instant.

In the end, only the few dozen martial artists before us had survived.
After silently observing them for a moment, I answered quietly.

"...Well, I suppose we follow protocol."
"Protocol?"
"It seems they're coming just in time."

Sensing a group approaching with my perception, I turned my head, and soon dozens of constables appeared in view.

Their steps were weak, their eyes constantly shifting nervously. Despite their increasingly shorter strides, as if reluctant to arrive, they finally reached us and closed their eyes tightly at the scene before them.

"Ugh, blegh!"

To make matters worse, one constable with a weak stomach turned pale and started vomiting.
From among these utterly incompetent men, someone who appeared to be the Police Chief stepped forward.

After glancing around to assess the situation, he approached me and said, "It seems the situation is already over."
"...You must have been quite busy? Considering how late you've arrived."

Despite my pointed remark, the Police Chief's expression didn't change as he shrugged.

"It's martial artists killing each other. The custom is not to interfere in matters concerning martial artists."
"Huh...."

I was momentarily speechless at the absurdity.
Even setting aside the martial artists, thirty civilians had died.

Even if the constables couldn't confront martial artists, the fact that they didn't even attempt to save innocent civilians and instead spouted such nonsense filled me with disgust.

Of course, even that feeling didn't last long. What could I expect from people who hadn't shown their faces during the disasters that had occurred throughout the city over the past few days?

With a cold snort, I jerked my chin toward the bound martial artists.

"There, take those who are bound away."
"...You went to the trouble of keeping them alive and binding them. Seems like unnecessary work."

Ignoring his implication that I should have just killed them all, he sighed and ordered his constables to drag the martial artists away.

Watching them, I turned to Hwa-ryeon.

"They'll take care of the rest, so shall we go?"
"Yes. But what about those people...?"

As Hwa-ryeon glanced at the Cheongseong and Ami disciples who had stealthily approached, I smiled at them and suggested:

"You probably don't have proper accommodations yet. Why don't you Cheongseong and Ami disciples return to the Jungcheon Trading Company with us for now?"
"Sh-should we?"

Seeing Daoist Seo Wi's brightening face at my suggestion, I nodded readily.
Even the other disciples were now looking at me with favorable gazes.

Receiving those looks, I inwardly gave a bitter smile.

*No need to thank me.
I just don't want to get scolded by Hong Ja-gong for leaving you behind.*

Imagining Hong Ja-gong, who was probably holding the elders of both sects captive like caught mice by now, I silently prayed for the disciples' well-being.

I appreciate your help, but that's that and this is this.

When we all returned to the Jungcheon Trading Company together, the situation wasn't much different from what I had expected.

Standing like an immovable statue was Hong Ja-gong, and before him, the elders of both sects were kneeling.

"M-Master-Uncle?"
"Master-Uncle?"

The elders, who had their backs turned to the disciples who couldn't hide their shock at the unexpected situation, slowly rose and turned around.

Their expressions were devoid of all emotions.
Seeing the Cheongseong and Ami disciples trembling in fear at those expressions, Hong Ja-gong smiled triumphantly.

Ignoring this, I quietly led Hwa-ryeon and our companions out of the hall.
Treating the screams that came from behind us as mere auditory hallucinations.

*

"Sigh..."

With yet another sigh—I've lost count of how many—a constable throws a corpse onto a cart.
Watching the cart move away, the constable assigned to the Seongdo district office grimaced at the thought that they had only just finished transporting the bodies.

"Ugh, when will the rest of the work be done?"
"Hey, don't talk about it. It just makes me more irritated."

The constable closed his mouth at his colleague's rebuke.
But inside, a storm of unspeakable curses was raging.

*Damn martial artists. If you're looking for treasure, just look for it quietly. Why start killing each other?*

The rumors about the Immortality Talisman that had recently spread throughout the city—that was the beginning of all this trouble.

Martial artists flocking from all directions, fighting and clashing everywhere, claiming they would be the ones to possess Jang Bo-do.

Afterward, dealing with the corpses left behind was entirely the constables' responsibility.
Thanks to that, they'd been doing heavy labor they weren't used to, so it was natural for resentment toward martial artists to build up.

As he was inwardly cursing the martial artists, the Police Chief approached them.

"Is the body transport finished?"
"Yes, just now."
"Hmm."

The Police Chief nodded, then looked around the street again and tilted his head as if he'd noticed something strange.

"Did you clean the street in the meantime?"
"...Pardon?"

The constables turned their heads at the incomprehensible question and were left speechless.
As the Police Chief said, the street was too clean for a place where hundreds of people had just died.

Especially the bloodstains.
The walls of shops, broken tables, chairs, and even swords that had been embedded in someone's body—all were clean without a single trace of blood.

It was as if something had sucked up all the blood from this place.

*Wh-wh-what kind of sorcery is this?*
*H-how would I know?*

The constables trembled in fear at this unheard-of strange phenomenon.
Of course, the Police Chief, unaware of the situation, was just inwardly satisfied that his subordinates had handled things efficiently.

"The work finished faster than expected. Let's head back."
"Y-yes..."

The constables answered weakly, repeatedly looking back at the clean street as they fled back to the government office.

And when they told other constables about what had happened today:

"You're only finding out about this now?"
"What, what?"

Surprisingly, they received nonchalant responses.
Wondering what was going on, they inquired further and found out that this phenomenon had occurred at other scenes as well.

"Just accept it at this point. Martial artists are a different breed from people like us, right? I guess even the way they die is different."
"I-is that so?"

And so, the strange occurrence of all the blood disappearing from the scene was simply brushed aside and forgotten.

Ch.339 - Flood
A dark, sunless place.
The space that should have been shrouded in pitch-black darkness was glowing with an ominous blood-red light.

The source of this crimson glow was an inverted pentagram formation drawn on the floor.
The upside-down star, a symbol of evil, pulsed continuously as if it were alive, its red light flickering without pause.

"Hmm, the blood is gathering nicely."

A voice echoed through the space.
Its owner was none other than the chief of the Manrim Trading Company.

Since the day Ja-seong and Ja-gong had infiltrated the Manrim headquarters, he had disappeared from Chengdu and had been hiding in this place all along.

But what did he mean by blood gathering nicely?
The answer to this question could be found by looking around at the blood-soaked surroundings.

Liquid was slowly creeping from the ceiling, walls, and floor toward the inverted pentagram.
Though it wasn't immediately visible due to the crimson light illuminating the space, the unmistakable metallic smell revealed the liquid's true nature.

The droplets of blood moved toward the inverted pentagram and gathered around the dark red tree at its center.

As the chief watched the tree continuously absorbing blood with a satisfied, ecstatic smile, a familiar voice came from behind him.

"L-Lord I-gan."
"What is it?"
"W-well..."

The subordinate stammered awkwardly.
I-gan, the chief, turned his head and frowned when he realized his subordinate had brought someone with him.

"Do you think this sacred place is somewhere just anyone can enter?"
"I-I'm sorry. But I couldn't..."
"Save your excuses!"

As he was harshly scolding his subordinate, the person behind stepped forward and spoke.

"I'm also an executive of the cult, so it hurts to be treated like just anyone."
"...Chil-yeop."

That smooth, irritating voice that made one's teeth grind just from hearing it.
When I-gan realized the person his subordinate had brought was Chil-yeop, his face contorted with anger.

He remembered how this man had humiliated him recently.
Thinking of that day's humiliation, he wanted to tear the man to pieces a hundred, even a thousand times.

However, the situation required this sorcerer's power to accomplish their mission.
After taking a short, deep breath to barely compose himself, I-gan asked in a voice stripped of emotion:

"...What brings you here?"
"Oh, nothing much. I wanted to check if the spell formation was functioning properly, and I wanted to see this so-called divine avatar that's supposed to be so impressive."

Despite I-gan's cold voice, Chil-yeop shrugged nonchalantly and approached the dark red tree, tilting his head as he examined it from various angles.

"Y-you...!"

Seeing how Chil-yeop showed not the slightest reverence before the divine avatar, I-gan trembled with rage and stepped forward to block his path.

"Step back."
"Don't be so uptight. It's just a tree after—"
"If you continue to speak so carelessly, you'll have to be prepared for the consequences."

Those bulging eyes radiated killing intent.
The boy who had hidden his true form behind an adult's appearance flinched.

*Damn, he's so sensitive.*

Though he grumbled inwardly, Chil-yeop didn't dare to challenge I-gan.

The reason he had been able to humiliate I-gan at the trading company headquarters previously was because I-gan had foolishly stepped into the spirit realm himself.

Without proper preparations to face I-gan now, Chil-yeop could suffer greatly if I-gan decided to attack him.

"Alright, alright. I understand. Geez..."

Finally, Chil-yeop raised both hands in surrender and backed away.
Even so, the boy inside kept glancing sideways at the tree.

The dark red tree continued to absorb blood flowing in from all directions.

Though he had dismissed it as "just a tree," the young sorcerer's back was already damp with cold sweat.

*What is that thing? It looks way too dangerous.*

It wasn't just about its appearance.

The ominous energy emanating from the tree.
Its appearance stimulated primal human fear, and his instincts were screaming at him to run away.

This is supposed to be a divine avatar?
Then what kind of monstrosity is the main body?

*Did I make an irreversible mistake?*

He was beginning to doubt his decision to join the Crimson Eye Cult for "revenge."

Though the boy was gradually being consumed by fear of the tree, he forced himself to overcome it with a child's typical desire not to appear weak. Through Chil-yeop's form, he continued with a question tinged with bravado and mischief.

"To be honest, I thought I'd be overcome with religious fervor at first sight, but I don't feel anything?"
"That's because you haven't received the blessing yet."

I-gan snorted at Chil-yeop's question and replied, narrowing his eyes.

"You still don't want to receive the blessing? All you Leaves seem to refuse it."
"...You know that can't be helped, don't you? A sorcerer like me shouldn't carelessly receive the blessing."
"Hmm, now that you mention it, there was the incident with the 'previous Second Leaf.'"

Relieved that I-gan quickly agreed, Chil-yeop promptly changed the subject.

"Anyway, I drew that blood-gathering spell formation as Il-yeop instructed, but what happens next?"

Chil-yeop had been dispatched here to assist I-gan.
However, all he had done so far was draw that mysterious spell formation on the ground as taught by Il-yeop.

*I tried to research it, but I couldn't figure out the principles or concepts behind it.*

It still wounded his pride that he—praised by his master and senior brothers as a once-in-a-millennium genius—couldn't understand anything about it.

His needless humiliation of I-gan, whom he could consider a colleague, was partly due to that frustration.
As the boy frowned with rising irritation again, I-gan's voice reached him.

"As you probably already know, the divine avatar on Wudang Mountain was destroyed by irreverent people."
"I heard about that. By the way, how's the investigation going?"
"...That's become a problem too. I-gan, who went to investigate personally, has gone missing. Additional personnel will be dispatched to Wudang soon."

Chil-yeop nodded at I-gan's explanation and asked another question.

"So, what does this have to do with the Wudang Mountain incident?"
"At Wudang, we used a method of absorbing the mountain's energy for the avatar's growth. However, this had a drawback."

That drawback was that it took a relatively long time.

While absorbing only the land's energy had many advantages, such as building a solid foundation, it required a significant time investment.

"At the time, that wasn't an issue. But now that we know there are dangerous individuals targeting the divine avatar, we can't afford such leisure."

So they changed their method.
Instead of the land's energy, they would absorb the blood of living beings.

"Especially the blood of martial artists who have accumulated energy in their bodies through training—it's excellent nourishment."

That's why they had thrown out the bait of the Immortal Crossbow and the map showing its location.
As a result, those blinded by greed for the ancient supreme martial art gathered in Chengdu and began killing each other.

"Thanks to that, the avatar has grown this quickly. It will reach maturity soon."

It probably wouldn't take long.
This time, they would take a step toward the beautiful crimson world that had been delayed by those irreverent groups.

And it was my devotion that made this step possible.

"Aah...!"

Seeing I-gan becoming entranced, Chil-yeop shook his head with a disgusted expression and turned around.

"Well, I see. I understand now. I've confirmed what I needed to, so I'll be heading back."

Chil-yeop left as if he'd been waiting for this moment.
Suddenly, I-gan's eyes, which had been lost in rapture, focused on his retreating back.
Eventually, a quiet question escaped his lips.

"...You made sure he knows nothing, right?"

Looking at I-gan's suddenly cold expression, his subordinate answered promptly.

"Yes, Chil-yeop still doesn't know the details."
"Good. Until the avatar reaches maturity, he must continue to know nothing."
"I'll keep that in mind."

Hearing his subordinate's answer, I-gan recalled Il-yeop's familiar that had sought him out before Chil-yeop arrived in Chengdu.

-Keep Chil-yeop ignorant of the outcome until the work is done.
-What? What do you mean?

The incomprehensible request to keep him unaware of what would happen until the avatar reached maturity.
In response to I-gan's question, Il-yeop briefly explained the situation.

-Though I made him a Leaf because I coveted his talent, Chil-yeop doesn't yet deeply follow our cult's doctrine. He rarely listens.
-You mean...
-He won't easily accept the concept of sacrifice for the beautiful crimson world. If we're not careful, he might defect.
-You employed such a person for this important task?

When I-gan questioned this difficult-to-understand decision, an apology came readily.

-I'm sorry. But the other Leaves have their own duties, and he was the only one available.
-Hmm...
-If you just keep him in the dark, there won't be any problems. Besides, once it's over, Chil-yeop will come to accept our doctrine.

When the avatar reaches maturity, hundreds of thousands of people in Chengdu will receive the blessing and transform into sacred forms.

When Chil-yeop sees this, he'll realize what he's done.
And then we'll tell him:

You've already crossed a line you shouldn't have crossed.

Whether out of resignation or to escape guilt, he'll have no choice but to follow the cult.

"Hehehe."

Emerging from his reminiscence with pleasure at the thought of Chil-yeop losing his mind, I-gan looked at the divine tree avatar.

"Not much longer. Once you grow a bit more, you'll be able to directly absorb the energy of the humans in this land."

When that happens, growth will accelerate further, and it will complete its development within days.
Anticipating the moment of supreme joy soon to come, I-gan could no longer contain himself and ordered his subordinate:

"Hurry! Continue to spread the demon hemp throughout Chengdu, and release the next map fragment! We no longer need to distinguish between martial artists and civilians. Make more blood flow!"
"Yes!"

Watching his subordinate leave hastily after receiving the order, he couldn't help but burst into laughter.

"Hahaha!"

His joyful, booming laughter echoed through the space.
The fanatic evil hiding in Chengdu's shadows was about to completely engulf the city.

*

The day after the sudden incident of martial artists going berserk.

"Hyaah!"

With a sharp battle cry, Yu Seol's sword struck the back of a rampaging woman's head.
The woman collapsed, apparently knocked unconscious by the impact.

"Phew..."

As Seol caught her breath, a huge man charged at her from behind, howling.

"Kyaaaah!"
"Eh...?"

Exhausted from continuous fighting, Seol's response was a moment too slow, and a shadow fell across her face.
Seeing this, I delivered a powerful kick to the giant's side as he was about to crush her small body.

*Thud!*

"Ugh!"

With a suppressed groan, the giant flew back and crashed into a wall.

"Are you okay?"
"I... I could have handled it myself..."

I smiled slightly at Seol, who was grumbling out of embarrassment, and looked around.

"Arrrgh!"
"Stop them!"

The Qingcheng and Ami disciples were struggling to contain people who were howling and running wild.
Seeing this chaos, not much different from yesterday, I could only sigh.

Unfortunately, my prediction that there would be another operation using demon hemp had come true.
Despite it being just noon, three incidents of people going berserk had already occurred.
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Thanks to them, not only our group, but also the elders and disciples of Cheongseong and Ami who had thoroughly scolded us last night, and even Hong Ja-gong himself, were all out there fighting.

"Argh!"

While I was lost in thought, the giant who had been smashed into the wall let out a roar and got to his feet.
His bloodshot eyes, now devoid of reason, glared fiercely at me, but more concerning than his gaze was his arm bent in a direction it shouldn't be.

Tsk, did I kick him too hard?

"Gaaah!"

Despite having an injury that would worry any onlooker, the giant swung his broken arm as if nothing was wrong.
It seemed the drug had numbed not only his reason but his sense of pain as well.

As he flailed his arms wildly like a wounded beast, I dodged back and forth before finding an opening to strike his pressure point.

Thud!

With a crash as massive as his body, the giant collapsed to the ground, bringing the third battle to an end.
Just as I caught my breath, Ju Hwa-ryeon approached me.

"...It's over."

Though she tried not to show it, exhaustion was evident on her face.
I wiped the beads of sweat from her pale forehead and asked, "Are you okay?"

"For now. But the others..."

Hwa-ryeon trailed off, turning her gaze away.
Following her line of sight, I saw the disciples of Cheongseong and Ami sitting on the ground, half-collapsed from exhaustion.

I can't blame them.
They had been fighting overwhelming numbers, and trying to subdue rather than kill their opponents.

And with consecutive battles on top of that.
Their Dantians must be completely empty by now.

I desperately hoped no more red flares would go up today.
As I massaged the back of my neck and prayed silently, Hwa-ryeon spoke up.

"If we're this drained after just a day and a half, what will we do tomorrow? It's only going to get worse, not better."

"..."

I remained silent instead of answering.
She was right—starting tomorrow, there would likely be even more berserkers.

We couldn't maintain the status quo with just our efforts alone.
In other words, we needed help from others.

"Don't worry. The Guild Master is already taking action."

A familiar voice reached my ears.
Turning my head, I saw Hong Ja-gong approaching, patting his shoulder.

"What do you mean the Guild Master is taking action?"

"Exactly what I said. By now, the Jungcheon Guild Master should be meeting with the city magistrate at the government office."

Guild Master Jang meeting the magistrate?
I tilted my head curiously and asked again.

"Will the magistrate, who has been observing the situation all this time, actually do something just because the Guild Master steps in?"

"He will. He went with plenty of feed for that greedy pig."

That meant he took a substantial bribe, but would that be enough to make him act?
My doubt must have shown on my face because Hong Ja-gong spoke with a firm tone.

"He will move. He can't just wash his hands after receiving that much."

"Just how much are we talking about...?"

"Enough to be quite a burden on the guild's finances, I'd imagine."

A significant burden on the finances of the city's largest merchant guild—I couldn't even begin to imagine the amount.

"The Guild Master is going to great lengths," Hwa-ryeon said with concern.

"No need to feel too sorry. Jang is a merchant. He's moving because he's judged it to be worth the cost."

Hong Ja-gong continued after responding to Hwa-ryeon.

"The Guild Master's two sons are also taking action. They're holding meetings with the heads of various merchant guilds throughout the city."

The purpose of the meetings was simple: unity.
All the merchant guilds in the city, except for Manlim Guild, were joining forces to restrict Manlim Guild's activities.

"We can't do anything about the drugs already circulating, but if the meeting succeeds, we can prevent more drugs from coming in."

"That's good news."

I nodded and looked back at the exhausted disciples of Cheongseong and Ami.
While Hong Ja-gong's news was certainly positive, it didn't help our immediate situation.

We still had to deal with the drugs already in circulation.
We would likely have to continue fighting fierce battles for several days.
Though there were no casualties today, there was no guarantee about tomorrow.

We needed additional forces that could be deployed immediately.
And I suddenly remembered some people who might help.

"...I was planning to wait a few more days because of the injuries, but..."

I guess I need to visit them today.
I sheathed my sword and turned to Hwa-ryeon.

"Go back with the others first. I need to make a quick stop somewhere."

"Where?"

"What was it called again...?"

After searching my memory briefly, I recalled a name.

"Cheongun Inn."

The name of the inn where the Wanderer Band said they would be staying for a few days.

*

I found Cheongun Inn after asking for directions from a Kaifang member who knew the city well.
As soon as I entered, I saw familiar faces.

Actually, I only saw familiar faces—no other guests were visible at all.
A strange thought suddenly crossed my mind.

"...Illegal occupation?"

"No. We just rented the entire inn."

The answer came in response to my inadvertent comment.
Glancing around, I spotted Im Chun-i with his distinctive large build.

Though we'd met just a day ago, Im Chun-i looked completely fine.
He didn't seem to have any difficulty moving, and most notably, the white bandages that should have been visible between his clothes were nowhere to be seen.

"You've removed your bandages? Did you heal that quickly?"

"It looked worse than it was. It wasn't that serious to begin with."

...Says the man who was covered in blood.
I chuckled at his nonsense while admiring his remarkable recovery.

Moreover, most of the other Wanderer Band members had also removed their bandages and looked perfectly fine.
My concern about mobilizing injured people seemed completely unfounded.

At this rate, they could join the battle immediately.
As I nodded with satisfaction, Im Chun-i spoke up.

"You said you'd visit soon, but that was quicker than expected."

"The situation suddenly became serious."

"We've heard the rumors. People suddenly going berserk, right?"

So the rumors have already spread.
That should make the conversation easier.

When I nodded, Im Chun-i simply pointed upstairs without further comment.

"The leader is upstairs. Go on up."

Following his direction, I climbed the stairs and saw Na Il-seok just coming out of a room.
That must be the leader's room.

"Ah, Martial Hero Gun!"

Na Il-seok approached me with obvious delight upon seeing me.
His excessive enthusiasm made me slightly uncomfortable.

"I've heard what happened. Thanks to you, our leader has recovered. How can we ever repay this debt...?"

"Actually, I came to talk about that. Is Leader Wi in that room?"

"Yes, he was so anxious last night, wondering about your situation..."

"Stop talking nonsense and let him in!"

A shout came through the door.
Leaving Na Il-seok with his wry smile behind, I entered the room to find Wi Cheon-kyeong sitting there.

I grinned at him.

"We meet again after just a day, Hero Wi."

"Ahem, indeed."

After clearing his throat, Wi Cheon-kyeong gestured to the seat across from him. As soon as I sat down, he bombarded me with questions.

"Is this current commotion related to your situation? You came here to ask for help, right? Are you finally ready to tell me everything?"

His eagerness made him forget all pretense of formality. I smiled awkwardly and answered each question in turn.

"Yes, it's related. And yes, I'm here to ask for help. Let me explain the situation first."

Wi Cheon-kyeong smiled broadly, finally about to satisfy his curiosity.
However, as I continued my explanation, his expression quickly turned to shock.

"W-what, the Devil Cult? I didn't mishear that, did I?"

"No, you didn't. The recent Jang Bo-do incident and these berserker outbreaks are all part of a plot by the Crimson Eye Cult, a devil cult. We've been running around trying to stop it."

"Well..."

A brief exclamation was followed by a skeptical gaze.
But seeing my serious expression without a hint of humor, he realized this was no joke and his face hardened.

"...Explain in more detail."

At Wi Cheon-kyeong's request, I briefly explained our situation.
Starting with why we began our journey, how we became entangled with the devil cult, and how we ended up here.

Though I tried to keep it concise, the story still took over half an hour to tell. Throughout my explanation, Wi Cheon-kyeong's expression kept changing.

Especially whenever I mentioned Paecheon Fortress, his reaction was particularly noticeable, which confirmed a suspicion I had harbored.

After talking so much, my throat was parched. I drained a cup of water in one go and asked Wi Cheon-kyeong directly.

"Does the Wanderer Band also have a grudge against Paecheon Fortress?"

"..."

His silence was essentially an affirmation, so I continued.

"I've told you everything about my situation. Now I'd like to hear about the Wanderer Band's circumstances, and yours."

"...Why?"

"If the end of your path leads to the downfall of Paecheon Fortress, perhaps we could walk together."

If our paths were heading in the same direction, why not help each other?

After hearing my proposal, Wi Cheon-kyeong remained silent for a while, then began his story with a deep sigh.

"...I was originally the head of a small rural martial arts academy called Manbyeong."

"That's unexpected. Are any of your disciples in the Wanderer Band?"

"No. About half are from martial arts academies, but they're my father's disciples, my martial brothers. My own disciples, who were still young, didn't survive."

His voice grew somber as he spoke of the deaths of his young disciples.
Sensing that his story was far more horrific than I had imagined, my expression grew serious.

"If not for what happened that day, I probably would have lived like my father, never leaving my hometown, teaching children until the day I died."

The story that began with this lament was indeed tragic.

A sudden, devastating attack.
With each thunderous boom, buildings collapsed and villagers' bodies were blown apart.

"I still vividly remember seeing a disciple rushing toward the academy, disappearing with only a few fingers remaining."

"..."

"Even in my dazed state amid that surreal scene, I knew we had to flee or die. I ran like mad with the few disciples who survived. At that moment, all I could think about was not wanting to die."

Whether by luck or fate, Wi Cheon-kyeong and his martial brothers managed to escape to the mountain behind the village.
Meanwhile, their hometown was reduced to ashes.

"I only found out later. It was Paecheon Fortress's doing, under the pretext that devil cult agents were hiding in our village."

"..."

"Were there really devil cult agents hiding there? Or was it just a false accusation?"

As Wi Cheon-kyeong continued his story like a lament, fire began to rise in his eyes.

"It doesn't really matter now. What matters is that I will never forget what happened that day, the deaths of my disciples, and that I will definitely make them pay in blood."

It sounded like a vow he was making to himself.
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After hearing about Wi Cheon-kyeong's past, I felt my facial muscles tense involuntarily.
The story seemed familiar.

They falsely accused a village of harboring Demonic Cult agents and wiped it out completely.

Wasn't this exactly what almost happened in Gungang County just half a year ago?
If I hadn't thwarted the Dark Heaven Unit's plot, Wi Cheon-kyeong's tragic past would have become my reality.

I felt a chill run down my spine as I sympathized with Wi Cheon-kyeong, who had faced a different outcome than mine.
Along with that came growing anger toward Paecheon Fortress.

How many people had they killed under the false accusation of being Demonic Cult agents?

When they themselves were the true servants of the Demonic Cult.

"And to think those bastards were actually the Demonic Cult's pawns all along. It's beyond infuriating—it's almost laughable."

Wi Cheon-kyeong expressed my exact thoughts with a face that was anything but amused.
Looking at his cold expression, I slowly opened my mouth.

"So you organized the Wanderer Band to get revenge on Paecheon Fortress? Is that also why Leader Im Chun-i joined?"
"That's right. Chun-i, Il-seok, and about half of those who joined later all have grudges against Paecheon Fortress."

After answering my question, Wi Cheon-kyeong began rambling about past events as if unburdening himself.

"I had vengeance in my heart, but a penniless country martial arts school master going after Paecheon Fortress would obviously end in death. That's why I became a wanderer. I spent time gathering money, people, and strength, hoping to someday build a force that could rival Paecheon Fortress and bring them down. I engraved in my heart that 'a gentleman's revenge, even after ten years, is not too late.'"

Just hearing about it, the plan seemed somewhat far-fetched, but Wi Cheon-kyeong's eyes showed his sincerity.

Well, at least it was a much better plan than becoming a bandit to harass Paecheon Fortress.
That must be why Im Chun-i had joined the Wanderer Band.

Anyway, after hearing the Wanderer Band's story and firmly making up my mind, I stood up and approached the door.

Then I suddenly flung it open, causing the three unit leaders who had been eavesdropping to tumble onto the floor.

"Gah!"
"Hey! Get up, you're heavy!"
"S-sorry."
"What are you idiots doing...?"

Wi Cheon-kyeong sighed deeply as he watched Im Chun-i's massive body crushing Na Il-seok and Gwak Jang-hyeon, who were squirming underneath.

I chuckled at the amusing sight that lightened the heavy atmosphere, then turned to the Wanderer Band's officers and said:

"Why not seek revenge together with us? If you do, we can bring down Paecheon Fortress within a year, not ten."

At my confident proposal, the officers who had been making a commotion stopped and gave me skeptical looks.

"That's quite a confident tone. Aren't you underestimating Paecheon Fortress?"
"Shouldn't I be allowed to? I've already annihilated two of Paecheon Fortress's combat units."
"...What?"

The Wanderer Band officers who had been looking at me with disbelief couldn't hide their shock when I told them that the Heavenly Light Unit and Annihilation Unit had been destroyed by my hand.

"S-so you're the mysterious master who wiped out the Annihilation Unit in Junggyeong?"
"Wow, has that news already reached here?"

Gwak Jang-hyeon, who seemed to have heard something, stammered his question and stood with his mouth agape at my indirect confirmation.

"That's not all. The Lower Heaven Sect and the Beggar Clan are also working with us."
"The Lower Heaven Sect and the Beggar Clan?"
"The two best intelligence organizations in the martial world are on our side. I don't need to tell you how far ahead we are in terms of information, right?"
"......"

The officers, who had already cast aside their doubts, now looked enticed.
Sensing they were almost convinced, I moved in for the final push.

"Finally, if you join our side, you'll receive considerable benefits. For example, something like this?"

I raised one hand.
Wi Cheon-kyeong's eyes widened as he saw the blue starlight wrapping around my hand.

"T-that's...!"
"You recognize it right away, don't you? It's called Protective Force. You could say it's an advanced version of the Protective Art that Master Wi created."

I smiled as I watched the officers staring, mesmerized by the Protective Force that now completely covered my hand.

"So, what will it be?"

Whether their goal was revenge or something else, they were martial artists.
When those who craved power saw a strength they had never witnessed before, there could only be one answer.

"We welcome your alliance."

Finally, with a satisfied smile, I welcomed them and led the entire Wanderer Band out of the inn.
Wi Cheon-kyeong came up beside me and asked:

"So, what do we do now?"
"Well, first..."

-BOOM!

Just as I was about to speak, a familiar explosion echoed from far away.
Then came the rising red smoke.

"...I guess we need to deal with that first."

That's already the fourth time today.
Grumbling inwardly, I led the Wanderer Band and rushed toward the red smoke.

*

In a deserted alley.
A small restaurant where the smell of blood, prevalent throughout the city these days, seemed particularly strong.

In the quiet establishment with no other customers, a man sitting in a chair glared at the group prostrating before him.

The man's name was Bae Gyo-son.
He was the chief manager of Manlim Trading Company and a close confidant of Sa-gan, a member of the Crimson Eye Cult.

"So, all of today's plans ended in failure?"
"...Yes."

Gyo-son's face contorted as he heard the subordinate's timid response. He kicked away the chair he was sitting on and stood up.

-CRASH!

As the chair flew backward and shattered loudly against the wall, his subordinates cowered while Gyo-son's roar erupted.

"You useless fools!"

His shout reverberated even outside the restaurant.
Then came Gyo-son's scolding.

"Don't you understand how important this is? This is to provide nourishment for the divine incarnation's growth. And yet you failed?"
"...I have no excuse."

-Drip, drip

Droplets fell beneath the subordinate's bowed head.
Seeing tears that seemed to express frustration and resentment, Gyo-son calmed down somewhat and asked for details.

And when that detestable name came from his subordinate's mouth, he frowned again.

"Jungcheon Trading Company?"
"Yes. People staying at Jungcheon Trading Company have been stopping the spread of the frenzy every time. From their attire, they appear to be disciples of Cheongseong and Ami. Moreover, the beggars in the city seem to be helping them."
"Beggars... must be the Beggar Clan."

Grinding his teeth at the news that these troublesome groups had joined forces to interfere with their mission, Gyo-son's eyes suddenly gleamed with determination.

"...We can't leave them be any longer."

If they had stayed out of it, they could have had the honor of joining the great army of the Divine Wood when the divine incarnation reached maturity.
If they want to become nourishment for the incarnation instead, so be it.

"We need to eliminate those Jungcheon people."
"Eliminate... you mean attack Jungcheon Trading Company?"

Gyo-son nodded at his subordinate, who had raised his head with a shocked expression.
The subordinate urgently tried to dissuade him.

"I-isn't that too hasty? Jungcheon Trading Company has connections everywhere, from government officials on down. Plus, with their guard unit and disciples from Cheongseong and Ami, our current numbers aren't enough to..."
"That's right. It would be impossible with our current numbers."

Gyo-son unexpectedly agreed with his subordinate's opinion.
While the subordinate was puzzled by this unexpected response, Gyo-son twisted his lips and dropped a bombshell:

"Prepare the Blood Poison."
"...!"

Gyo-son smiled maliciously at his shocked subordinate.

"No matter how many they are, they'll be helpless against the Blood Poison. We just need to kill them all as they're dying, like harvesting crops."
"...But Blood Poison has clear symptoms when administered. If we use it carelessly, we might leave a trail."
"Unnecessary worry. We'll kill everyone, burn everything, and leave no trace."

Realizing his master's determination was firm, the subordinate stopped objecting and bowed his head.

"...When do you plan to attack?"
"No reason to drag this out. Let's move tonight."
"I'll prepare everything."

As the subordinates were about to leave the restaurant, Gyo-son suddenly called out as if remembering something.

"Ah, and one more thing."
"Yes?"
"Clean those up. They'll attract bugs."
"Ah, yes. Understood."

Following Gyo-son's pointing finger toward the kitchen, several subordinates entered and dragged out the bodies of an old woman and a small boy who appeared to be her grandson, likely the original owners of the restaurant.

The two bodies, their eyes still open as if in resentment, were carelessly thrown into a corner of the alley where the restaurant was located.

Their vacant eyes, unable to close even in death, stared blankly into space.

*

-THWACK!

After knocking out a crazed man with a blow to the back of his head, I looked up at the sky.
The sunset had already painted everything red, and I couldn't help but sigh.

I ended up running around all day.

Following the fourth outbreak that happened right after leaving the inn with the Wanderer Band, a fifth one erupted immediately after, which we just finished dealing with.

This was my first time fighting all day long, and beyond physical fatigue, I felt mentally drained.

"Hmm, it's still hard to believe. All these people went crazy from eating that hemp?"

Wi Cheon-kyeong approached and asked me.
Surprisingly, unlike my exhausted state, the Wanderer Band members seemed quite composed.

When I asked about this, considering I had already fought three battles before:

"Well, we're used to this kind of thing. You don't know how frequent the conflicts between small and medium-sized sects are in the same region? Fighting for half a day is common."

In other words, they were already well-trained through similar combat experiences.

Honestly, I had recruited them because I needed all the help I could get, but they were proving far more capable than I expected, which was very satisfying.

Of course, I couldn't smile openly in the middle of a street littered with corpses.

Despite our efforts, there were still victims, and the Wanderer Band didn't seem pleased about it either.

"Bastards who deserve to die."

As I sheathed my sword while listening to Wi Cheon-kyeong's low curse, a sudden scream rang out.

"AAAAHHHH!?"
"W-what is it?"

Everyone's attention turned to where a Wanderer Band member was sitting on the ground, pointing at a corpse.

"T-t-there!"

Wondering what could cause such an alarming reaction, I looked at the corpse.

"...What's so special about it?"

To be precise, it wasn't exactly ordinary.
The corpse, dressed in martial arts attire, had been brutally mutilated with four swords piercing its body.

But that was it.
There were other corpses nearby in even worse condition, with limbs severed and entrails spilled out.

Why was he making such a fuss?
As puzzled gazes turned back to him, the Wanderer Band member stammered an explanation:

"T-the blood was moving on its own!"
"...What?"
"The blood was moving by itself! Look! Despite being stabbed like that, there's not a single drop of blood on the corpse!"

Hearing this, I turned to examine the corpse again, and indeed, it was as he said.

Despite having four swords piercing the body and being slashed all over, strangely, there was no blood on the corpse.
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There was no blood on the cross-section of the wound, nor on the sword blade piercing the body.
No matter how closely I examined it, not even a trace of blood was visible.

A corpse with wounds but no blood.
As soon as I realized this, a powerful sense of wrongness surged through my mind.

I hadn't paid close attention to the bodies of the rampage victims before, so I'd missed this abnormality.

"What about the other bodies...?"

I looked around, searching for other corpses.
The others were the same—no blood anywhere.
Even the broken furniture and walls showed no bloodstains.

The street was unnaturally clean, making it hard to believe the chaos that had just occurred.
Without exaggeration, if you removed the scattered bodies and broken furniture, everything would look completely normal.

"...What kind of sorcery is this?"

No one, including myself, could answer Wi Cheon-kyeong's bewildered question.
At that moment, as if on cue, constables arrived to handle the aftermath.

Since they'd been cleaning up these scenes, they might know something.
I immediately approached them and questioned them about the disappearing blood phenomenon.

To my surprise, they responded with confusion, saying it had always been this way.
I was so dumbfounded that I stammered.

"B-but, didn't you find that strange?"
"W-well, we just thought martial artists were somehow... different?"
"That's...!"

I barely stopped myself from shouting what nonsense that was.
Did they think martial artists were some different species rather than humans?

Swallowing the curses that rose to my throat, I glared at them, and they mumbled something about being busy before scurrying away.

After watching them for a moment, I sighed.

"...More to report, I guess."

Muttering quietly, I led the Wanderer Band toward the Jungcheon Trading Company.

On our way back to the trading company.
When Wi Cheon-kyeong heard that our current base was the Jungcheon Trading Company, he stroked his chin and said:

"Jungcheon Trading Company... I think I heard rumors that Cheongseong and Ami disciples who arrived recently were staying here?"
"Yes, they're helping us with our work. They'll probably join us in battle starting tomorrow."

My casual remark was met with sour expressions from Wi Cheon-kyeong and the Wanderer Band officers.

"...I'm not sure if that's a good idea."
"What do you mean?"

In response to my question, Wi Cheon-kyeong answered with a still-uncomfortable expression.

"Well, I've never had good experiences working with those Nine Schools people. I only remember being looked down upon for being a wanderer."

Ah, is that all.
I chuckled and reassured the Wanderer Band.

"Don't worry. They're not in a position to act that way now."
"What do you mean by that?"
"Well, you'll see when we get there."

The Wanderer Band members tilted their heads at my amused smile.
Later, when we arrived at the Jungcheon Trading Company, they were stunned to see Cheongseong and Ami disciples welcoming them with such enthusiasm that some even had tears in their eyes.

"Welcome. Thank you so much."
"Thank you, thank you...!"
"Amitabha, your good deeds will be greatly rewarded later."

Some were even shedding tears of gratitude.
Today's battle must have been truly hellish for them.

With a wry smile, I turned away from them and looked for Hwa-ryeon.
Soon, I spotted the beauty who stood out even in the crowd and approached her with a slight smile, but I noticed an unfamiliar group nearby.

While their faces were unfamiliar, their distinctive wide-sleeved attire seemed familiar.

"You're back? I see the Wanderer Band has agreed to help us."
"Yeah. But who are those people...?"

In response to my question, Hwa-ryeon let out a short "ah" and answered casually.

"They're warriors from the Tang Family's Chengdu branch."
"Don't tell me you brought them here?"
"Yes. After hearing about the Wanderer Band, I remembered the token Lord Tang gave me. So I visited the Chengdu branch."

So they sent reinforcements.
As I was nodding, a man who appeared to be the representative of the Tang warriors approached me and made a fist-and-palm salute.

"I am Tang Chu. I heard about you at the main house and wanted to meet you in person."
"Me?"
"Yes. I was curious about the young master who single-handedly annihilated a Destruction Squad."

Did the Tang Family spread the word?
No, considering what Gwak Jang-hyeon mentioned earlier, stories about me and the Destruction Squad might be spreading quite rapidly.

...At this rate, the Assassination Squad probably knows about me too.
I might need to start wearing a bamboo hat to cover my face.

While I was inwardly grumbling about the inconvenience, Tang Chu's voice reached my ears.

"Our Tang Family never forgets either grudges or favors. You have shown us kindness, so we will do our utmost to help you."
"Thank you. I look forward to working with you."

Tang Chu and I smiled at each other.
Thanks to the sudden influx of people, the interior of the Jungcheon Trading Company became quite lively, and the atmosphere was warm and friendly.

But this didn't last long.
Late that night, an ominous energy began to converge on the trading company.

*

Late at night.
Just as I was about to fall asleep, my eyes snapped open when something triggered my qi detection network.

"...What's this?"

It felt like a fog trying to envelop the entire trading company.
Frowning at this deliberate movement, I expanded my qi detection network to its maximum to block the approaching energy.

Then I got up, threw on some clothes, and headed to Hwa-ryeon's room next door.

"Hwa-ryeon, do you have a moment?"

-...Ja-seong?

Shortly after, the door opened, and Hwa-ryeon peeked her head out.
Her puzzled expression quickly hardened when she saw my serious face.

"What's wrong?"
"I'm not sure yet. For now, everyone should gather around me."
"Just a moment."

Hwa-ryeon went back inside without closing the door and soon came out wearing an outer garment like mine.
After joining up with Master and Seol, we immediately headed to the pavilion where my older sister and her husband were staying.

Meanwhile, the energy enveloping the trading company grew stronger, to the point where a faint blood-red haze was visible outside my qi network.

"What is that...?"
"I don't know, but it doesn't look healthy. Be careful."

As I responded to Seol's perplexed words, I spotted my brother-in-law and sister coming out of the pavilion.
My sister, holding her soundly sleeping nephew, brightened when she saw me.

"Seong-ah."
"Sis, brother-in-law. Are you okay?"
"We're fine. But what is that...?"

My brother-in-law's face hardened as he looked at the thick blood-red mist.

At that moment,

-Everyone gather at the main hall!

"Waaah-!"

A booming voice echoed throughout the trading company.
Startled by the shout, Woon-cheon woke up and burst into tears.

While my sister hurriedly comforted her son, I recognized the voice as Hong Ja-gong's and decided to follow his instructions to take everyone to the main hall.

"B-but that blood-red mist..."
"Don't worry, I'm blocking it."

At first, my sister and her husband didn't understand what I meant, but they were amazed when they saw the mist being pushed back by my qi network.

On our way to the main hall, we discovered a figure collapsed on the ground, groaning.

A maid's outfit covering a slender frame.
A maid from the trading company?

As I carefully approached to check her face, my sister exclaimed in surprise:

"Hyang-ah!"
"You know her?"
"Y-yes. She's a new girl who joined recently..."

Turning away from my flustered sister, I examined the maid's condition more closely.

Since my qi network hadn't reached her until now, she must have been fully exposed to the blood-red mist. At first glance, she seemed fine.

But one strange thing caught my eye.
Red spots that had appeared all over the maid's body.

"...Flowers?"

As I frowned at the flower-shaped spots, I felt a powerful wave of energy from the direction of the main hall.

"Lord Bang?"

Instinctively sensing that Hong Ja-gong had done something, I lifted the maid's body.
At that moment, I felt a strange sensation from within my arms.

"...This is."

After briefly widening my eyes in surprise, I hardened my expression and proceeded toward the main hall.

*

When we arrived at the courtyard in front of the main hall, cutting through the blood-red mist, we saw a situation far more serious than expected.

-Bring the unconscious people over here!
-Urgh...!

The people gathered in the courtyard were divided into two groups:
Those who had collapsed unconscious, and those moving them around.

The former consisted of servants, maids, and disciples from Cheongseong and Ami, while the latter were Tang Family warriors and the Wanderer Band.

And standing like a statue in their midst was an old beggar.

I could tell immediately.
He was preventing the blood-red mist from approaching the main hall.

Though his energy release seemed a bit excessive, Hong Ja-gong's internal energy was incomparably greater than mine, so there was probably no need to worry.

"Lord Bang."
"You're here."

Hong Ja-gong nodded at our group, glanced at the maid in my arms, and pointed to the left side of the courtyard.

"Seems she's been poisoned with the Demon Flower Poison. Lay her down over there for now. The Tang Family people will detoxify her."
"So it is poison?"
"Yes. It's a poison used in past wars against the Demonic Cult. It was named Demon Flower Poison because of the flower-shaped spots that bloom on the body."

I nodded at Hong Ja-gong's explanation, laid the maid down, and returned.
Meanwhile, Hwa-ryeon asked Hong Ja-gong:

"So this is indeed an attack by the Crimson Eye Cult?"
"Yes. Considering that fellow's report from earlier this evening, they probably couldn't collect enough blood because of us. They must be trying to remove the obstacles."

After saying that, Hong Ja-gong twisted his lips maliciously.

"To dare such mischief where I am present, they're truly begging for death. Bastards like that deserve to be put down."

As Hong Ja-gong laughed menacingly with his harsh words, I said:

"Lord Bang, please stay here. I'll handle the attackers."
"Hmph, nonsense. Dealing with the attackers alone won't solve the problem. We also need to purify the jars filled with the Demon Flower Poison. You don't have a way to purify poison, do you?"
"Well, I think I might."
"What?"

I shrugged at Hong Ja-gong, who was frowning with one eyebrow, and turned to Hwa-ryeon.

"Stay here. I'll be back soon after taking care of this."
"...Be careful."

I gave her a reassuring smile in response to her worried voice, then immediately left the main hall.

"Hey, you brat!"

Leaving Hong Ja-gong's shout behind, I cut through the blood-red mist in search of the attackers.

*

"How long has the Blood Poison been spreading?"
"About an hour now?"
"Good, let's start moving in."

At the main gate of the Jungcheon Trading Company.
Despite the late hour when all activity had ceased, dozens of people were gathered in front of the gate.

They were Crimson Eye Cult members, subordinates of the Cult Hand.
Following their superior's orders, they were busy spreading blood poison to kill everyone inside the Jungcheon Trading Company.

Seeing the main building completely enveloped in the blood-red poison mist after an hour, they nodded and entered without hesitation.

All that remained at their position were jars emitting the blood poison mist and the bodies of two guards who had died protecting the gate.

Ch.343 - Suspicion And Assault
The disciples of the cult entered the upper level of Chungjeon, filled with poisonous blood mist.
Despite standing in the middle of the toxic fog without any protective gear, they seemed completely unaffected.

No, quite the opposite.
They inhaled deeply as if the crimson poison mist was fragrant, wearing pleased smiles.

And it wasn't just their mood that was elevated.
As they continuously breathed in the poison mist, their bodies writhed and gradually expanded beneath their night clothes.

They walked with imposing strides, their physiques noticeably more robust than when they first entered.

*These upper level people must be dying, half-poisoned by the blood toxin. Meanwhile, we've become much stronger than usual.*

All they needed to do was find the dying victims one by one and finish them off.

"Let's split into three groups here. You search from the left, you from the right. We'll go straight through the middle."

The other disciples nodded at the temporary leader's command.
But at that moment—

"Sorry, but that won't work."
"...! Who's there!"

A third voice suddenly came from ahead.
While they were startled by the calm tone—too composed for someone poisoned by blood toxin—an even more surprising sight unfolded before their eyes.

"T-the blood poison mist...!"

The thick poison fog that had been covering the interior was being pushed away.
Simultaneously, a man appeared before the disciples.

It was Ja-seong.

"...Who are you?"

The disciples grew wary of Ja-seong, who had emerged by parting the poison mist they had spread.
Seeing their reaction, Ja-seong twisted the corner of his mouth.

"That's what I want to ask. Who are you people, spreading poison in a place like this?"

The disciples exchanged glances, their faces hardening at Ja-seong's sneering question, which he already knew the answer to.

"Haaah!"

Without any signal, they charged at Ja-seong with weapons in hand.

At first glance, they seemed to be rushing recklessly, like people ignorant of martial arts.
But their movements were strangely fast for such an impression.

Noticing this discrepancy, Ja-seong narrowed his eyes, silently drew his sword, and prepared to meet the disciples.

"Uaaah-!"

The first to attack was a particularly large man.
Though not comparable to Im Chun-i, the disciple with considerable build raised a massive mace over his head.

"Die!"

The huge mace fell, aiming for Ja-seong's crown.
After stepping aside to dodge, Ja-seong swung his sword at the hands holding the mace.

-Slash

The two hands gripping the mace fell.
After staring blankly at the smooth cross-section for a moment, the disciple let out a piercing scream.

"Aaaah-!?"

But the scream didn't last long.
Ja-seong immediately swung his sword again, severing his neck.

"You bastard!"

As the disciple fell, spurting blood from his severed wrists and neck, four more disciples rushed in from both sides.

Sword tips aimed simultaneously at his head, neck, chest, and abdomen.
Ja-seong responded by activating "Sword Shadow Observation of Heaven."

Eight consecutive strikes, including seven sword shadows, flew toward the disciples.
Four precisely deflected the disciples' sword tips, while the other four pierced through their bodies.

"Kuk!"
"Keuhk!?"

Four death cries overlapping in harmony became their final words.
With five instantly killed, the disciples who had been following hesitated.

Seeing this, the leader shouted loudly.

"This one is no ordinary opponent. Release your power!"
"Release...?"

Ja-seong muttered in confusion at the strange command, then widened his eyes.
Before him, the disciples' eyes turned red, and crimson energy rose from their bodies.

*

Following their leader's command, the transformation began simultaneously.
Seeing their reddened eyes and the crimson energy rising from their bodies, I immediately thought of the Blood Essence.

The source of limitless blood energy that had been embedded in Zhuge Cheon-sang at the Zhuge Family, and in some wooden doll at Wudang Mountain.

Could all these guys be carrying Blood Essence?
I quickly realized that wasn't the case.

The crimson energy enveloping their bodies was too weak to have originated from Blood Essence, and the aura was worlds apart.

"Khuhuhu... Surprised? This is the power of the great god. Before our lord's blessing, your meager strength..."

-Swoosh!

Losing patience, I ignored the leader's words and swung my sword widely.
A crescent-shaped sword energy followed the trajectory of my sword, cutting through more than ten bodies before they collapsed in two pieces.

"...Huh?"

Seeing over ten comrades become casualties in an instant, the leader blinked with a blank expression.
I sent another "Transcendent Single Heaven" his way to wake him up.

"D-dodge!"

The leader ducked in terror at the blue crescent flying toward him again.
Those who immediately followed his instruction barely preserved their lives, but the rest who were in the path of the sword energy met the same fate as their predecessors.

"Kuuuh...!"

The leader quickly rose to his feet and ground his teeth, seeing more than half his subordinates dead. His eyes began to roll around.

I could roughly guess what he was thinking.

He was probably considering that he couldn't win in a direct confrontation and needed another strategy.
But what strategy would work—that seemed to be his dilemma.

Through his eyeballs moving frantically across the whites of his eyes, I could glimpse his anguish.
However, with me standing before him, the leader had no luxury for lengthy deliberation and issued the worst possible command.

"Everyone scatter! Avoid him and spread out to kill as many humans as possible!"

The attackers dispersed in all directions without even responding.

It seemed they thought that while I was busy chasing and killing them one by one, the rest could complete their mission.
The problem was that while this might work on others, it wouldn't work on me.

-Woong!

The sword's cry resonated in all directions.
Small stars followed from my sword, which was now wrapped in starlight.

"...!"
"...!?"

The attackers became immobilized within the descended Milky Way.
Unable to even open their mouths, only their eyeballs moved frantically.

"If you had engaged in a rotating formation, you might have bought a little more time."

Muttering this while looking at the prey caught in the spider's web, I approached the nearest one.

His eyes widened to the point of tearing as he watched me walk effortlessly through the Milky Way while they couldn't move at all.
After briefly meeting his gaze, I thrust my sword into his neck.

-Thunk!

"Keu, keurrrr...!"

Blood foam flowed between his lips.
Soon, his trembling eyeballs stopped moving and lost their light.

A clear death.
However, the soulless body couldn't even fall to the ground.

Though the soul had departed, the body was still under my control.

What followed was a repetition of the same process.
Approach an attacker, stab with the sword to kill, then move to another and stab to kill.

With each death, reason disappeared from the eyes of those remaining.
And what replaced it was none other than fear.

The fear of approaching death that they couldn't resist caused some to roll their eyes back and faint.
Of course, that didn't mean I spared them.

After all the other attackers met their death while standing, only the leader remained.
He managed not to faint, but he didn't look in good shape.

After staring at him for a moment, I withdrew the Milky Way.

-Thud!

Dozens of corpses fell to the ground simultaneously, and the leader also collapsed as if his strength had left him.

"Heu, heu, heuuu...."

Trembling and groaning, the leader slowly raised his head to look up at me, then fled with a loud scream.

"Uaaaah-!"
"He's weaker-minded than I thought."

I shrugged as I watched him flee, stumbling and rolling on the ground in his desperate escape, then followed him out through the main gate.

And beside the gate, I discovered a jar along with the corpses of guards who had met their death leaning against the wall.

An ominous poison energy emanated from inside the jar.
This must be the jar containing the Demon Flower Poison.

"Finally, a chance to use this."

I reached into my breast pocket and pulled out a transparent bead.

This bead was the Poison Extinction Pearl.
It was a treasure given to me by Old Yeon as thanks for saving him during the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil incident, said to purify any extreme poison in an instant.

Earlier, when I lifted the maid affected by the Demon Flower Poison, this Poison Extinction Pearl in my pocket had drawn in and purified the poison in her body.

I wondered how long it would take to purify the poison in this jar.
With a hint of curiosity, I threw the Poison Extinction Pearl into the jar.

The effect was immediate.
The poisonous liquid filling the jar instantly turned into clear water.

"Huh."

Surprised by the performance, which was much better than expected, I retrieved the Poison Extinction Pearl from the water.
A crimson whirlpool swirled inside the bead, seemingly still in the process of purifying the absorbed poison.

But this too soon disappeared, and the bead regained its original transparency.

"Impressive performance."

Grinning, I put the Poison Extinction Pearl back in my pocket and confirmed that the crimson mist surrounding the trading house was rapidly thinning. Then I turned my head in the direction the leader had fled.

He was struggling to escape, flailing his limbs as if he'd completely lost his mind.
Yet there was no hesitation in his steps.

This meant he clearly had a hideout to return to.
I had let him go on purpose, and it seemed I might gain an unexpected benefit.

I followed him discreetly, maintaining my distance.

*

In a small restaurant in an alley.
Gyo-son, who was still hiding here, realized that considerable time had passed since his subordinates had left for the attack.

"They should be finishing up and returning by now...."

-Bang!

As soon as he finished speaking, the restaurant door burst open loudly.
Gyo-son was puzzled to see only one man enter when his subordinates should have returned.

"Why are you alone? Where are the others?"
"Uh, uuuh...! Uaaaauuu...."

But the returned man was in a strange state.
With a face turned deathly pale, he seemed to have forgotten how to speak, letting out strange cries while clinging to his own legs.

"What is this...!"

Gyo-son was about to burst into anger but stopped when he saw the clear terror etched on his subordinate's face.

*Terror?*

All his subordinates were devotees who had armed their minds with firm faith toward the great Divine Tree.
Under such solid belief, they should have erased even the fear of death, so how...?

As Gyo-son felt perplexed, a strange figure appeared at the restaurant door.

"This is an unexpected location for a base."
"Who are you!"

Raising his head at the casually muttering voice, Gyo-son saw a man backlit by moonlight.
Due to the backlighting, he couldn't clearly see the face, but sharp eyes flashed above it.

"I remember your face. You're from Manrim Trading House."
"...I asked who you are."
"If I tell you, would you even know?"

As the man stepped inside, his face finally became visible.
However, Gyo-son only frowned at the unfamiliar face he had never seen before.

In contrast, the man, Ja-seong, looked at him with a welcoming expression and smiled.

Ch.344 - Awakening To Reality
After that day, I had been worried sick since he disappeared from the merchant group and couldn't be found no matter how hard I looked. Was it worth deliberately letting him go and chasing after him?"

"Urrrgh! Uaaaargh-!"

Gun Ja-seong laughed triumphantly while the subordinate watching him convulsed.

-Crunch!

Noticing the situation, the cult member twisted his face and ground his teeth.

"You useless fool...!"

Not only did he fail in the ambush, but he came back with a tail?

Battling the urge to smash the idiot subordinate's head in, the cult member restrained himself and kicked the man clinging to his leg hard.

-Thud!

"Kuhak!"

The cult leader flew helplessly and crashed into the wall.
His limp form suggested he had passed out from the impact.

Seeing this, Ja-seong put on a sympathetic expression.

"Isn't that too harsh? For a subordinate who came all this way just trying to survive."
"Hmph, after you, it's his turn anyway."

The cult member threatened in a cold tone.
Ja-seong responded with an irritating smile.

"Oh, you're quite spirited? Your subordinates weren't much, so what makes you different?"

At that question, the cult member twisted his lips fiercely.

"Don't consider me on the same level as that fool. I am Bae Gyo-son, one of the closest aides to Master Sa-gan and one of the Fruit Lords!"
"...Sa-gan?"

Gyo-son had never dreamed Ja-seong would know anything about the Crimson Eye Cult, so he proudly revealed his identity.
Catching the suspicious term in his words, Ja-seong narrowed his eyes and asked with his smile gone.

"You, are you a subordinate of the Stem?"
"What...?"

Gyo-son was taken aback, not expecting such a question.
How could he immediately mention the Stem, one of the cult's executive branches, just from hearing those words?

"...You're not an ordinary person. I must kill you."

Realizing his mistake, Gyo-son's face hardened coldly.

Then the transformation began.
Red energy rose from his entire body, and his eyes turned crimson.

It was certainly a much denser energy compared to the other cult members he had encountered at the merchant group.
But it was still lacking compared to the Blood Crystal.

*This is all the same...*

"Haaah!"

Unaware of Ja-seong's dismissive thoughts, Gyo-son charged forward boldly.
A knife in his right hand, which he had drawn at some point, swung widely.

-Swish!

Glancing at the attack coming from the side, Ja-seong lightly raised his left hand and caught the blade.

"What...?"

The knife stopped, caught between Ja-seong's index and middle fingers.

"Keuuk-!"

Gyo-son struggled desperately to pull out his knife, which was stuck as if embedded in solid rock.
Watching him with cold eyes, Ja-seong drew his sword with lightning speed and swung it.

-Slash!

"Argh!"

Hong-il cut through Gyo-son's right shoulder.
He fell backward, having lost his knife along with his right arm, and groaned while clutching the bleeding stump.

"Kuuuu...!"
"Well, you don't seem that different after all."

As Ja-seong shook his left hand and tossed the knife and right arm into a corner with a mocking remark, Gyo-son charged again with his face twisted like a demon.

"Kyaaak!"

With a bestial howl, he leaped into the air.
Ja-seong dodged slightly to the side and swung his sword at the legs suspended in mid-air.

-Slash

Following his right arm, both legs parted ways with his body.
Unable to stand, Gyo-son planted his face ungracefully on the floor.

"Kuhak!"

Ja-seong casually approached him, flipped over his struggling body, and squatted in front of him.

"Now, will you answer my questions? By Sa-gan, do you mean the head of the Manrim merchant group? What exactly are you plotting with the Jangbodo?"

*

With Hong-il resting on my shoulder, I squatted in front of the man called Bae Gyo-son and waited for his answer.

Though I appeared calm and composed on the outside, my inner thoughts were much more complicated than when I first entered the restaurant.

The moment I heard that the Crimson Eye Cult executive behind this plot was from the Stem faction, an ominous intuition flashed through my mind.

"Kh, khuhuhu...!"

But instead of an answer, what came back was a snickering laugh.
I stared incredulously at him giggling despite having lost three of his limbs, then thrust my sword into the stump of one of his severed legs.

"Kyaaaak-!"
"Stop fooling around and answer the question. Then I'll give you a painless death."

After I withdrew my sword with a cold prompt, the laughter came again.

*Should I just use him as a test subject for dismemberment?*

"Huhuhu... No matter what you do, nothing will change. Eventually, all humans in this land will become the army of the great Divine Tree."

Just as I was about to poke his blood vessels with my finger to begin dismemberment, the laughter stopped and he finally started speaking properly.

I focused on his mention of "the army of the Divine Tree."
The moment I heard those words, the monsters from Mount Wudang flashed through my mind.

"What does that mean? Explain in detail."

As my ominous intuition gradually turned into certainty, I pressed Bae Gyo-son, who smiled so widely his teeth showed.

"But you won't be joining the army. You'll die right here!"

With that cry, something quickly burrowed into the realm of my perception field.
I looked up to identify it, widened my eyes, and stepped back.

-Crash!

A human-like figure struck the spot where I had been squatting.
But it had no facial features, and its entire body was made of tree bark.
Above all, there was a red sphere in its chest emitting massive bloody energy.

"...Ha."

Seeing that familiar sight, I let out a hollow laugh.
For some reason, Bae Gyo-son burst into maniacal laughter at the sight of me.

"Kuhahaha-! How do you like it? The might of the Wood Spirit, our cult's secret weapon! Before this Wood Spirit wielding unlimited power, your petty martial arts are useless!"
"...So it's called a Wood Spirit. Now I finally know its name."
"What?"

While Gyo-son questioned my muttering, the Wood Spirit leaped at me.
Its wooden arm, wrapped in blood energy, stretched like a whip and flew toward me.

-Woong!

I immediately manifested my Sword Force, cut through the blood-wrapped arm in one stroke, and leaped at the Wood Spirit.
Then I raised my sword overhead and brought it down.

The starlight that penetrated the Wood Spirit's crown split the Blood Crystal in its chest in two and exited between its legs.

Immediately after, the blood energy enveloping the Wood Spirit's body disappeared without a trace, and the puppet's body split in half.

Between the halves appeared Bae Gyo-son's blank expression.

"...No."

I heard nothing more from him.
I approached the man as he tried to say something and immediately beheaded him.

His still-blank face rolled off his neck, followed by a fountain of blood from the stump, staining it red.
After staring at that red face for a moment, I ground my teeth.

Sa-gan, one of the Stems.
The army of the Divine Tree.
The appearance of the Wood Spirit I had encountered on Mount Wudang.

All of this led to one conclusion.

"Seedling."

There was a Blood Tree seedling here in Chengdu.

Using Jangbodo to gather martial artists, making them kill each other, causing rampages with hemp—all of it must be to provide nutrients to the seedling.

I pushed aside useless questions like "Wasn't the seedling supposed to use the earth's energy as nutrients?"

What mattered was that their goal was clearly the seedling's growth, and I had been leisurely waiting for the Jangbodo pieces to gather without knowing it.

This was no time to be taking things easy...!

"...Phew."

Barely calming my boiling emotions with a deep breath, I finished off the leader who was still unconscious in the corner of the restaurant and went outside.
As I was about to leave the alley, something caught in my perception field.

Something motionless and infinitely cold.

"......"

I sheathed my sword and slowly approached it.
The something crumpled in a corner of the alley was the corpses of an old woman and a young boy.

The sweet smell rising from the clothes of the two, who appeared to be grandmother and grandson, was the same as what I had smelled in the restaurant where Bae Gyo-son had been.

"...Tsk."

Having roughly figured out the situation, I picked up the two bodies, laid them neatly on the ground, and reached out to close their lifeless eyes.

Then I asked a question to the two people slowly approaching from behind me.

"Do you have business with me?"
"Hup...!"

The two people, startled, soon swallowed hard and spoke.

"Um, um... are you Master Gun?"

Despite their unfamiliar faces, they seemed to know me precisely.
The clothes they wore, though a bit worn, weren't tattered.

Probably porters from somewhere?
If so...

"Are you from the Lower Heaven Sect?"
"Y-yes. We heard some madman was running here screaming, so we came to check quietly, but..."

The Lower Heaven Sect member, reporting with evident tension, belatedly noticed the two corpses in front of me and widened his eyes.

"Granny Yeon! Geum-dong!"

The sect member rushed to them and, after confirming their deaths, collapsed to his knees.

"Oh my god. This, this is just..."
"Did you know them?"

The sect member, unable to hide his bewilderment, didn't seem to hear my question as he mumbled blankly. The other sect member answered instead.

"That boy Geum-dong's parents were Lower Heaven Sect members. After they both died in an unfortunate incident, Granny Yeon raised him with great difficulty while running the restaurant... Those bastards. What did that poor child do wrong..."

The sect member's eyes reddened with emotion as he spoke.
I looked back at the grandmother and grandson with them.

Not martial artists who came seeking death out of greed, but ordinary people living day by day.

They didn't die because they did something terribly wrong.
It was simply because the restaurant was in a secluded alley, making it a good hiding place.

For such a trivial reason, innocent lives were trampled.
And if we remained idle, other people in Chengdu would meet a similar fate.

-Clench

I tightened my fist and asked the sect member who was wiping his tears with his sleeve.

"Who's currently commanding the Lower Heaven Sect members in Chengdu?"
"Huh? Ah, the Master of Hyeonwol Pavilion is the branch leader in Chengdu."
"Please tell him to come directly to the Jungcheon merchant group. Say it's urgent."

The sect member looked puzzled at my request, then glanced back and forth between the two corpses and me before nodding firmly.

Then he turned to his colleague who was still sitting beside the bodies.

"I'll go to Hyeonwol Pavilion for a moment. On the way, I'll ask other sect members to send a cart to move the bodies. Can you stay here until then?"
"...Yes."

After entrusting the bodies to his colleague, who nodded with difficulty, the sect member immediately ran off somewhere.

I also turned around and returned to the Jungcheon merchant group.

Jumping quickly across rooftops, I returned swiftly and immediately went to find Hong Ja-gong, who would be in the main hall.

Ch.345 - Awakening To Reality
When I entered the main hall, the situation had improved significantly since I'd left.
Most of those who had lost consciousness were now awake and back to normal thanks to the Tang family's treatment, and the flower-shaped spots on their bodies had completely disappeared.

*At this rate, those who haven't woken up yet will probably come around soon.*
Feeling relieved, I nodded to myself and approached Hong Ja-gong, who was still standing firmly in the middle of the courtyard in front of the hall.

When Hong Ja-gong noticed me approaching, he nodded with satisfaction.

"You're back? Good work. I don't know how you did it, but it seems you properly purified the Demon Flower Poison jar... Why the expression?"

Still unaware of the situation, Hong Ja-gong began offering light praise but furrowed his brow when he saw my face.
I went straight to the point without beating around the bush.

"We need to completely revise our plan. We've wasted enough time already, so we need to move quickly from now on."
"What are you talking about...?"
"I'll explain when everyone is gathered."

Though confused, Hong Ja-gong nodded after seeing how serious my expression was.

Afterward, I gave a brief heads-up to our companions and asked Yu Seol to go to the Changcheon Trading Company branch and bring back Branch Manager Dam.

Upon hearing about the seedling, the three people's faces immediately hardened, and Seol said she would return quickly as she left the hall.

As time passed, everyone who had lost consciousness woke up, and everyone including the Hyeonwol Pavilion Master and Branch Manager Dam gathered in the hall.

I looked at each person and immediately explained what I had discovered.

The seedling that the Crimson Eye Cult was nurturing and praising as a divine incarnation.
And the horrific events that would unfold once the seedling matured.

People's reactions were largely divided into two groups.

Hong Ja-gong, our companions, the Hyeonwol Pavilion Master, Branch Manager Dam, and others who had directly experienced or heard about the seedling incident at Wudang Mountain understood the severity of the current situation and turned grim.

However, the disciples of Cheongseong and Ami, the Wanderer Band, and the people from Jungcheon Trading Company wore uncertain expressions, unsure whether to believe my words.

"Um, well, Young Master Gun? I know you're not one to make up stories, but saying the people of Chengdu will turn into monsters is a bit..."
"I understand. It's hard to believe when you haven't seen it yourself. I'm not asking you to trust me completely. Just know that time is not on our side. That's all I need you to understand."

Seeing my utterly serious demeanor, the elders of the two sects, Deung Ryeon-ja and Geuma Shinni, nodded in agreement despite their confusion.

"...Alright. So what should we do now?"

In response to Geuma Shinni's respectful question, I continued my explanation.

"Our original plan was to observe the hunt for the Hegemon Sword pieces in Chengdu and collect them once they were all gathered."

However, now that we knew about the seedling's existence and that it was growing by consuming the blood spilled in Chengdu, this plan could no longer be maintained.

"Only two pieces of the Hegemon Sword have appeared so far. But we don't have time to wait. In other words, we need to find the Immortal Tomb without the Hegemon Sword."
"Without the Hegemon Sword?"
"Is that even possible?"

People began to murmur loudly at my words.
Some shook their heads as if it was absurd, while others held their foreheads as if they had a headache.

The hall was soon filled with the sound of murmuring.
What silenced it was the sound of someone striking the long table.

*BOOM!*

"Ugh!?"

The resonance was too loud to have been made by just a fist striking the table.
Everyone's frowning gazes turned to the owner of the fist, Hong Ja-gong.

Hong Ja-gong casually leaned back in his chair and looked at me.

"If you've explained that much, I assume you've already thought of a way to find it?"

All eyes turned to me again.
Amidst all those gazes, I shrugged.

"'Thought of' might be an overstatement. It's quite a crude method."

I turned to look at the map of Chengdu hanging behind me and explained my idea.

"Currently, all the blood spilled in Chengdu is seeping into the ground. Considering that the blood's destination is the seedling, the seedling must have taken root either near Chengdu or underground."
"Are you saying the Immortal Tomb is under Chengdu?"
"I think the entrance is outside, but yes, that's what I believe."

The question was how to find that entrance.
Here, I focused on another suspicion regarding the Manlim Trading Company.

"It's about the materials."
"Materials? Ah...!"

Hong Ja-gong exclaimed as if he had realized something.
I explained in detail for the benefit of others who either didn't know or didn't understand.

"Some of you may know this, but the Manlim Trading Company, a puppet of the demonic cult, has been bringing large quantities of materials into Chengdu recently. And for some reason, they sent all those materials back out through the west gate."

And the porters affiliated with the Lower Heaven Sect, including myself, went to villages with ports along the Min River to find out where these materials went.

"As a result, we discovered that the materials never arrived at any port along the Min River."
"They didn't arrive anywhere? Then where did all those materials go...?"
"That's obvious."

I glanced at the puzzled faces and drew a large circle on the map between Chengdu and the Min River.

"They must be stored somewhere around here. For repairs or renovations."
"Repairs... Could it be!"
"Ah!"

As I continued, people began to exclaim in realization one by one.
I nodded and pointed to the circle I had drawn.

"The Immortal Tomb was built hundreds of years ago. It must have deteriorated. The Manlim Trading Company purchased large quantities of materials to repair the tomb. In other words, the fact that those materials went west means the entrance to the tomb must be somewhere west of Chengdu. So we need to search this area thoroughly to find the entrance."
"You mean we have to search that entire area?"

People were aghast at my words.
While I could draw the circle with one hand on the map, the actual area was much larger.

It would probably take more than a day or two to search.
Fortunately, I could narrow down the range somewhat.

I drew a long line through the middle of the large circle, dividing it into left and right.

"As I said earlier, while the entrance to the Immortal Tomb is outside, it's likely that the tomb itself is beneath Chengdu. Naturally, the entrance wouldn't be too far from Chengdu, so we can ignore this left side."
"Oh, ohh..."

People's expressions brightened considerably as the search area was reduced by half.
For their benefit, I added a horizontal line to the circle.

"Additionally, this upper part is the area revealed by the first piece of the Hegemon Sword, so we don't need to search here either."

This significantly reduced the remaining area.
I drew a smaller circle in the lower right quadrant of the divided circle.

"So, this is the area we need to search. The entrance to the Immortal Tomb must be somewhere here."

My confident statement and the search area being reduced to just a quarter of the original size began to elicit positive responses.

"That should be manageable in a day, or two at most. I'll have my men search as thoroughly as possible."
"The Lower Heaven Sect will also mobilize as many people as possible. Leave the entrance search to us."

I nodded at Hong Ja-gong and the Hyeonwol Pavilion Master's words, then turned to the combat teams from Cheongseong, Ami, and the Wanderer Band.

"The combat teams' job remains unchanged. Continue to minimize casualties from the rampage incidents until we find the entrance to the Immortal Tomb."

The representatives of the three groups nodded at my words.

"Hmm, we'll do our best."
"None of Ami's disciples would stand by and watch as the demonic cult disrupts people's lives."
"You sure know how to work people hard."

Deung Ryeon-ja nodded stiffly, Geuma Shinni steeled her resolve, and Wi Cheon-kyeong grumbled playfully.
After looking at them and the others behind them, I nodded and turned to Guild Master Jang.

"How did your meeting with the magistrate go?"
"Don't worry. It went well. I believe tomorrow, or rather today, soldiers from the garrison will enter Chengdu. I've already informed them about you all, so they'll cooperate as much as possible."
"That's a relief. Thank you."

I was greatly relieved by Guild Master Jang's words.
I had been somewhat worried about how to deal with the martial artists hunting for the Hegemon Sword pieces in addition to stopping the rampages, but now we had excellent reinforcements joining us.

This was almost the best possible outcome given the current situation.
All that remained was how quickly we could find the entrance to the Immortal Tomb.

I dismissed everyone, fervently hoping we would find the entrance by the end of the day.

It was already well past midnight, deep into the early morning.
Things would get busy in a few hours, so it would be good to get even a short nap before then.

As I was thinking this and heading to my room, someone approached me.
It was Dam Geuk-so, the Changcheon Trading Company's Chengdu branch manager.

"Young Master Gun, do you have a moment?"
"Yes, what is it?"
"Well... I think Miss and Master Yeo should hear this too..."

The fact that Hwa-ryeon and Master needed to hear it too.
Sensing something was amiss, I brought my companions and him to my room.
As soon as we sat down, we heard rather unpleasant news.

"The Assassination Squad was released?"
"Yes. The Junggyeong magistrate personally ordered their release."

The Junggyeong magistrate, personally?
We looked at each other in shock.

The person who had suffered the humiliation of being falsely accused and imprisoned due to Paecheon Fortress's machinations had released the Assassination Squad?
Why?

What could have changed the mind of someone who had mobilized the military to capture the Changryong Unit that had secretly entered Junggyeong?

"And that's not all. Somehow, they got information, and the released Assassination Squad members are heading straight here to Chengdu."
"Are they following our trail?"

Branch Manager Dam shook his head vigorously at Master's question.

"No, that's impossible. We thoroughly erased all traces of Miss and everyone else, and even created false trails leading elsewhere. They couldn't possibly follow that."
"Then how?"
"......"

The response to the frustrated question was Branch Manager Dam's silence.
He himself seemed most frustrated, his grave expression bordering on anguish.

Seeing this, Hwa-ryeon thought for a moment and then nodded.

"I understand for now. Please continue to monitor the Assassination Squad's movements."
"...Yes."

After the branch manager left the room with his head bowed like a criminal, Seol looked at us with an anxious expression.

"What could be happening?"
"Who knows? Maybe they have a useful hunting dog by their side?"

When I responded lightly, Seol glared at me.

"Stop joking and give me a serious answer."
"That was a serious answer! The magistrate's sudden change of attitude, and their movement straight to Chengdu without wandering around. Doesn't it feel like they have a hunting dog that can control people and has a good sense of smell?"
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Everyone's expressions hardened.
A hunting dog that controls people and has a keen sense of smell.
From my description, it seems everyone had the same thought.

"...Do you think the Pursuit Unit has been infiltrated by Crimson Eye Cult agents?"
"When I saw the Pursuit Unit in Gae County, I didn't sense anything unusual, but they could have joined later, right?"

I recalled what happened in Hefei.
The remnants of the Heavenly Light Unit who followed the orders of Chilji, a Crimson Eye Cult member, as if they were slaves.

If they did the same to the Junggyeong magistrate, it would explain why his attitude flipped so suddenly.
Besides, since these people can control others' minds, tracking someone should be easy for them.

"It's just my intuition, though."

But my intuition tends to be quite accurate.

"T-then what should we do?"

In response to Yu Seol's increasingly anxious question, I shrugged lightly.

"Worrying won't help us do anything right now. We have to trust the capabilities of the Changcheon Merchant Group."
"But what if there's a problem and the Pursuit Unit captures the young lady...!"
"Then we'll kill them all. Young Lord or whoever."

Seol flinched at my cold interruption.
I gently patted the dejected kid's head.

"Hopefully that won't happen, but if by chance it does, I'll take responsibility and bring Hwa-ryeon back. Even if I have to kill them all."

Seol closed her mouth at my resolute words.
Seeing her roll her eyes and fidget with her mouth, I could barely resist the urge to tease her.

Finally giving in to the impulse, I pressed my finger against her cute little nose, and she opened her mouth wide to bite my finger.

"Snap!"

I quickly pulled my finger away, causing her teeth to click together.
Despite seeming deflated earlier, she immediately tried to bite me.
She really is like a cat.

Giggling, I turned to Hwa-ryeon and Master and said:

"So let's put aside the Pursuit Unit issue and focus on what needs to be done now. Let's block as much bloodshed as possible in the city so that damned tree starves."

The two nodded gravely, and soon Master and Seol returned to their rooms.

Hwa-ryeon remained behind instead of following them.
Seeing this, I smiled slyly and asked:

"Why is Lady Hwa-ryeon staying behind? Perhaps you want to sleep with me again tonight?"
"...No. Things have just calmed down, and I don't want to give the maids more fuel for gossip."
"Hmm, that's a shame."

Hwa-ryeon gave a bitter smile and shook her head, then stood up.
After hesitating slightly, she carefully spoke:

"...I was a bit surprised. I didn't expect Ja-seong to say he would kill the Young Lord of the Castle."
"Ah."

I immediately understood what Hwa-ryeon meant.
On the way from Wudang Mountain to the Tang family.

Every night, away from Master and Seol's eyes, we spent time together talking about various things.
From trivial childhood stories to future plans, and among those topics was my opinion of Ju Ho-jeong.

"It would certainly be a waste. I think that guy could definitely create an unprecedented storm."

Nodding in agreement with Hwa-ryeon's words, I moved behind her and embraced her slender body.
Then I whispered softly in her ear:

"But he can't be more important than you."

Hwa-ryeon flinched at my words.
Seeing her earlobe turn bright red, I smiled and buried my face in her snow-white nape.

When she raised her hand to caress my cheek, I hugged her even tighter.
After deeply inhaling Hwa-ryeon's subtle fragrance, I suddenly felt drowsiness washing over me.

I'd need to let go of Hwa-ryeon to go to bed.
But I didn't want to let her go like this...
I guess there's only one solution?

I lifted Hwa-ryeon while still embracing her.

"Eek-?"

Hearing her shrill cry, I carried her to the bed and threw both of us onto the soft bedding.

Finding herself lying on the bed in my arms, just like that recent night, Hwa-ryeon let out a resigned sigh.

"...The maids' hearts will be burning with gossip thanks to this fuel."
"So that means you're staying here tonight?"
"It's not like you'd let me go anyway, right?"

Finding her cute as she responded while completely relaxing her body in surrender, I kissed the top of her head and exhaled deeply, closing my eyes.

Though I wanted to do more, it was difficult to fight the drowsiness that had come over me.
I suppose the battles of the past few days had taken their toll.

"Good night."

Hwa-ryeon's farewell came through my fading consciousness.
Soon my awareness sank into deep slumber.

*

The next morning.

Perhaps thanks to Hwa-ryeon's warm presence, I was able to wake up refreshed despite the short sleep.

And as expected, there was the issue of a maid finding us sleeping together again in the morning, but fortunately or unfortunately, we didn't have time to worry about that.

"The third piece of the treasure map has appeared. The martial artists are going wild again."

Upon hearing news of the new treasure map piece, the combat team rushed through the city streets, and soon we could see a crowd chasing someone.

But the person being chased looked somehow familiar.
That's...

"Isn't that one of the twins?"

The identity of the person being chased was one of the twin women from the Sichuan Six Monsters.
Since they looked identical, I couldn't tell if it was Baek-a or Baek-hyeon.

But where were the others, and why was she running alone?
Ha Bunta-ju, who had accompanied the combat team, answered my question.

"You didn't know yet. The rest of the Sichuan Six Monsters all died in the last battle. Only Baek-a survived."
"Is that so?"

I'd been too busy with other matters to hear the news, but I hadn't expected this.

After hearing the details, I learned they had left their safe house when news of the second map piece emerged, only to die one by one.

Of course, I didn't particularly feel sorry for them.
I just thought, "So that's what happened."

"Anyway, Baek-a, the only survivor, is consumed by rage. All her sworn brothers died while coveting the treasure map, so it's understandable."
"Even though what's written on the map isn't treasure but a trap."

So more greedy fools met their deaths.
With a brief click of my tongue to dismiss my thoughts about the Sichuan Six Monsters, I immediately gave instructions to the combat team.

"As I said before, our goal is to minimize bloodshed among martial artists. To do this, we need to eliminate the source of the conflict."
"The source... you mean the treasure map?"

I nodded at Daoist Seo-wi's words.

"Let's get ahead and block Baek-a's escape route. Then I'll destroy the map piece in front of everyone."
"Understood."

Without objection, the combat team nodded and we rushed in the direction Baek-a was fleeing. We managed to cut her off just in time.

Baek-a, who had been running desperately, stopped when our new group suddenly appeared. When she saw me in the center, her face twisted horribly.

"You, you...!"
"Hey, long time no see?"

As I casually raised my hand in greeting, Baek-a glared at me with murderous eyes, then showed dismay when she saw the pursuers rushing in behind her.

With no escape to the left or right, and hundreds of people blocking her front and back, it was truly a desperate situation.

"...No. I can't give up like this. After everything it took to get this. After all the sacrifices..."

She clutched at her chest, muttering like someone half-insane.
Despite the grief of losing her sworn brothers, she seemed to be barely holding on by clinging to the map piece.

But what a shame.
Now I'm about to take away the object of her desperate attachment.

I approached Baek-a one step at a time.

"S-stay back! Stay away!"

She held a short spear in her right hand while her left still clutched something in her bosom.
She might as well be advertising where the map piece was.

With a short snort, I used "Heaven's Foresight Step" to appear right in front of her.

"Ugh, aaaah-!"

Seeing me suddenly appear before her, Baek-a let out a strange cry and thrust her spear.
I easily dodged the rushing spear, gently pulled her right wrist with one hand, and grabbed her head with the other, giving it a light push.

As a result, Baek-a lost her balance and tumbled to the ground.

"Kek!"

The impact of falling on her back left her sprawled on the ground, unable to get up, and an old piece of paper peeked out from her bosom.

Seeing this, I immediately snatched the paper.

"N-no!"
"Yes."

As Baek-a convulsively tried to get up, I stepped on her head and examined the paper.

There were a total of three treasure map pieces in her possession.
Huh, when did she get the second piece?

As I chuckled and shook my head, the pursuers who had been chasing Baek-a had now reached us.

"Look, it's the treasure map!"
"Hand over the map quietly!"

They became excited like beasts before prey as soon as they saw the map in my hand.
Judging by their mismatched clothing and weapons, they seemed to be a random assortment of people who had joined the chase regardless of affiliation.

If I were to hand over the map to them now, they would immediately start fighting among themselves.
And that tree somewhere underground would happily feast on the blood of the dead.

I couldn't allow that.
Narrowing my eyes at the crowd, I held up the map pieces high.

"Look, here are the treasure map pieces!"

Hundreds of pairs of eyes focused on my call.
It was quite amusing to see their greedy gazes following as I waved the map pieces back and forth.

But soon, some realized I was toying with them and shouted angrily.

"You bastard!"
"Stop fooling around and hand over the map!"
"I wonder if that would be wise."

The atmosphere grew increasingly hostile at my glib response.
If someone pretended to go crazy and charged at me, a melee would break out immediately.

Before that could happen, I quickly diverted the pursuers' attention.

"But I'm curious. If I were to hand over the map, who would take it?"
"What...?"
"Looking at all of you, it seems you belong to different groups and come from various places. I'm wondering if you've agreed on who gets the map."

Silence followed instead of an answer.
The gazes that had been fixed on the map pieces now discreetly shifted sideways.

As the pursuers were busy eyeing each other, a booming voice suddenly rang out.

"Obviously, I should be the one to take it!"
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The street echoed with a thunderous shout, drawing everyone's attention.
At the end of their gazes stood a massive figure.

He had a build that could rival the Im brothers, wearing a sleeveless outfit that showed off his rippling arm muscles.
And to complete the look, a smooth club hung on his back, perfectly matching his size.
For some reason, he reminded me of that Shin-something guy.

He'd made quite the bold entrance, but who exactly was he?

As I tilted my head wondering about the stranger, someone's shout revealed his identity.

"It's Sim Gwang, the Heaven-Shaking Club!"
"To think he would show up for this matter...!"

Quite the impressive title.
And judging by how people's expressions changed upon hearing his name...

I asked the Regional Lord Ha beside me in a low voice.

"Is he famous?"
"Yes, he's a master known to few within Sichuan Province. People say he's among the top five martial artists in Sichuan's martial world."
"Oh?"

Among the top five, huh?
That means he's at least the second most skilled after Poison Lord Tang Hyeong-geon?

Of course, he'd be no match for me, but I was curious about his actual skill level.

While I watched with interest, Sim Gwang pushed aside the crowd blocking his path and proclaimed loudly:

"In this martial world, the strong devour the weak! The strong take everything. So isn't it natural that I, the strongest here, should have it?"

An arrogant statement that completely dismissed everyone around him as weaklings.
Yet the fact that people only shot him disgruntled looks without actually protesting suggested he had proven his strength.

Taking large strides, Sim Gwang soon broke through the crowd.
I looked straight at him as he stood before me, the Map of Treasures fragment in my hand.

"Hmph, you've got some nerve for a young brat. But that's as far as you go. Hand over the Map of Treasures to me quietly."

Just as he snorted and extended his hand as if it were only natural, another voice rang out.

"To claim you're the strongest here... I cannot let such a statement pass unchallenged."
"Who the hell are you?"

Unlike Sim Gwang's rough voice, this one was calm and dignified.
Soon, a man who contrasted with Sim Gwang in many ways appeared.

He wore what looked like high-quality pure white martial attire and stood with perfect posture.
He was a refined middle-aged man with neatly trimmed beard.

Now, who might this be?

"White martial attire with a lotus emblem on the back...! It's Dan Mok-sun, the Gentleman Sword!"
"I heard rumors he left his family to become a wandering warrior, but to think he'd come all the way from Hangzhou to Chengdu..."

Oh, the Gentleman Sword Dan Mok-sun.
So he's from the Dan Mok Family?

While the Dan Mok Family might not compare to the Five Great Families, it's still one of the notable martial families.

The Dan Mok Family is based in Hangzhou, but if his name is known even here in distant Chengdu, he must have the skills to back up his confidence.

"Ahem...!"

Sure enough.
Sim Gwang, who had been so imposing just moments ago, grimaced and let out an uncomfortable groan.
The man who had looked down on others couldn't do the same with Dan Mok-sun.

"The Gentleman Sword Dan Mok-sun is rumored to become one of the Ten Lords in the future. His name is already renowned across the Central Plains, so Sim Gwang seems slightly outmatched."
"Hmm."

As I nodded at Regional Lord Ha's explanation, yet another voice echoed.

"Hmph, is this a martial arts tournament? What nonsense to claim the Map of Treasures for yourself alone."
"Indeed, brother."

What, again?

This time, two people appeared.
Both wore bamboo hats concealing their faces, with a whip at one's waist and a staff on the other's back.

So, who are these two now?

"......"
"...Hm?"

I waited for someone to shout out their titles and names, but strangely, no one did.
A duo using a whip and staff can't be that common, yet nobody recognizes them?

"Ha, who are you two? Don't tell me you're martial world novices who don't know your place?"
"If that's the case, it's truly absurd."

Despite Sim Gwang's mockery and Dan Mok-sun's head-shaking, the two silently reached for their weapons.

"These bastards...! You won't come to your senses until you see blood!"

Growling, Sim Gwang lifted the massive club from his back and strode forward.
The two bamboo-hatted figures glanced at each other before rushing toward him without hesitation.

"Haaah!"

The one with the staff moved first.
Gripping the staff with both hands, he swung it wide at Sim Gwang.

"This is nothing!"

Laughing dismissively, Sim Gwang brought his club down.
Despite the obvious difference in thickness, his club drove the staff straight into the ground.

*CRASH!*

The impact disrupted the bamboo-hatted figure's stance.
Grinning triumphantly, Sim Gwang leaped up to target the figure's head.

The bamboo hat would surely be crushed, along with the head beneath it.
But Sim Gwang's club never reached its target.

*WHOOSH!*

The other bamboo-hatted figure who had stayed back swung their whip at Sim Gwang.
Caught off-guard mid-air, he hastily swung his club wide to block the whip.

In the end, Sim Gwang landed back on the ground with nothing to show for his effort, while the staff-wielder regained his stance and retreated.

"Tch! You two work well together."

Sim Gwang clicked his tongue and swung his weapon irritably.

Meanwhile, having gauged their opponent's capabilities from that brief clash, the two bamboo-hatted figures whispered to each other.

"Tremendous strength. We'll need to use our power after all."
"But there are too many eyes to use our power carelessly."
"Heh, what does it matter? Everyone here will die anyway."

Using my sound-gathering technique to eavesdrop, I narrowed my eyes.
Their conversation was suspiciously strange.
Everyone will die? What could that mean?

I tilted my head in confusion, but soon got my answer.
Suddenly, blood-red energy began emanating from the two figures' bodies.
It was exactly the same as what the attackers had shown last night.

"What the hell? What dark arts are you using?!"

Sim Gwang shouted in surprise.
It felt like one of those lines villains use when denying the protagonist's incredible martial arts, except this time it was accurate.
Those were indeed the evil arts of a demonic cult.

"RAAAAH!"

Engulfed in red energy, the bamboo-hatted figure charged at Sim Gwang again.
The staff swung wide just like before.
Sim Gwang tried the same counter, bringing his club down to pin the staff to the ground.

*CRASH!*

"Ugh!?"

But the result was different this time.
Instead of pinning the staff, Sim Gwang's club was violently repelled.

With his upper body thrown back, he was left wide open.
The bamboo-hatted figure seized the opportunity and slammed the staff into Sim Gwang's chest.

*BOOM!*

"Gahk...!"

With an ear-splitting crash, Sim Gwang flew backward.
His chest caved in as blood spewed from his mouth.

Dan Mok-sun watched in disbelief.

"Did he really not use a protective art? What foolishness..."

Seeing Sim Gwang taken down in one hit, he assumed the man hadn't used a protective art.

But I knew better.
The blood energy had penetrated his protective art as if it weren't even there.

"Young Hero Gun, could that be...?"
"Yes, they're the same as the ones I saw. Seems they're Crimson Eye Cult's pawns."

They must have mixed in with the pursuers after I scattered the Map fragments, and when exceptional masters stepped forward, they decided to make them sacrifices.

"Cough!"

Sim Gwang continued coughing blood.
Even at a glance, his condition looked serious.

Dan Mok-sun, who had been watching in shock, frowned as he saw the bamboo-hatted figure turn toward him.

"These bastards...!"

Drawing his sword, Dan Mok-sun dodged a staff strike aimed at his head and charged at the bamboo-hatted figure.

"You think one lucky strike means you can handle me too?!"

With a fierce roar, his sword thrust toward the figure's chest.
Anyone watching would have thought Dan Mok-sun's sword would pierce right through.

*CLANG!*

"What...?"

But reality proved different.
His sword not only failed to pierce through but couldn't even penetrate the figure's body.

As Dan Mok-sun stood shocked, a whip flew toward his head.

*WHOOSH!*

Sensing the outcome the blood-infused whip would bring, I pulled out a metal dart from my robe, infused it with qi, and flicked it.

The dart flew in a straight line and deflected the whip just before it reached Dan Mok-sun's head.

The whip lost its momentum and drooped.
Everyone's eyes turned to me.

I'd planned to observe a bit longer, but seeing the Crimson Eye Cult members running wild, I couldn't just stand by.
Pushing aside my regret, I waved the Map fragment before them.

"This is too painful to watch. Great warriors of the martial world killing each other over a mere scrap of paper. Perhaps such an item is better off destroyed."
"You, what are you saying...?"

The bamboo-hatted figure flinched at my seemingly sympathetic words.
I smiled slightly and ignited the "Three Calamities Divine Fire" in the hand holding the Map fragment.

The Map instantly caught fire and began burning.

"W-what are you doing?!"
"Stop!"

People panicked at the sight.
But their cries couldn't stop the fire consuming the paper.

The Map of Treasures turned to ashes in my hand.
Everyone—the White Crane Bandit beneath my foot, Dan Mok-sun, the blood-energy-wielding bamboo-hatted figures, and the pursuers standing back—all looked utterly dejected.

And soon, that dejection turned to rage.

"That damned bastard!"
"Do you know what you've done?!"

Anger surged like a massive wave.
As murderous gazes focused on me, two people stepped forward from behind.

People from the pursuing crowd recognized them and shouted in surprise:

"It's the Enlightened One from the Azure Star Sect!"
"And the Golden Lotus Immortal too. Azure Star and Ami Sects together...!"

The pursuers, who had been fixated on the Map, only now noticed the disciples of Azure Star and Ami behind me.

As they murmured in confusion, someone suddenly shouted:

"But why are these two sects protecting the one who burned the Map? Could burning the Map have been the will of Azure Star and Ami?"

At that shout, everyone's attention shifted to the man and woman.
The Enlightened One nodded without hesitation.

"That's right! Azure Star and Ami agreed to destroy the Map of Treasures."

The reaction was immediate.
Hundreds in the crowd simultaneously erupted in criticism of the two.

"By what right did you make that decision?!"
"Even if you're pillars of the martial world as two of the Nine Schools, how dare you act so arbitrarily!"

The criticism came relentlessly.
But the Enlightened One didn't even blink, instead shouting back:

"It was none other than all of you who drove the situation to this point!"
"W-what...?"

Looking at the people staring at him in disbelief, the Enlightened One continued without restraint:

"Look around you! Corpses litter Chengdu, and the stench of blood fills the air! Common people tremble in fear as martial artists pour in daily because of the Map, spilling blood and killing each other!"
"Even ordinary civilians are now being harmed."
"U-umm..."

Following the Enlightened One's outcry, the Golden Lotus Immortal added her words, making the pursuers swallow hard.
As their momentum faltered, the Enlightened One pressed his advantage:

"Finally, the magistrate, unable to stand by any longer, has called in the military garrison!"
"M-military garrison...?"

Murmurs grew louder at the mention of military involvement.

No matter how skilled martial artists might be, conflict with the military was an entirely different matter.

"We determined we could no longer stand by and decided to burn the Map. Would you still condemn us?"

Though slightly different from the actual truth, it was a legitimate justification that no one could challenge.
The pursuers' momentum was completely broken.

Though full of discontent, they had no grounds to protest.
Just as they began to retreat, an eerie laugh reached everyone's ears.
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"Kuh, kuhuhuh...!"

The owner of that laughter was none other than one of the two bamboo hat men.
Under the bamboo hat hiding his face, a vicious smile appeared, and I stiffened as I recalled the words I had overheard.

"Heh, what does it matter? Everyone here is going to die anyway."

Everyone here will die.
There's no way he would say something like that just because he wrapped blood energy around himself and took down two masters.

In other words, there was still something else.
But what could it be?

I narrowed my eyes and carefully observed the two bamboo hat men.
Whether he knew I was watching or not, the bamboo hat man holding the wolf-tooth club burst into maniacal laughter and shouted.

"Kuhahaha-! That won't do! With such high-quality sacrifices gathered here, how could we just let them go!"

"Sa-sacrifices?"
"What is he talking about...?"

Unease appeared on some faces at the ominous words.
But most wore expressions that said, "What nonsense is he spouting?"

"Did you suddenly lose your mind? What gibberish is this?"
"Hehehe...!"

Ignoring people's reactions, the bamboo hat man let out a sinister laugh and suddenly shouted loudly.

"For the great god, prove your faith!"

"Yes!"

Responses came from within the pursuing crowd.
Soon, several pursuers wrapped themselves in red blood energy.
Seeing this, I frowned.

So that was their hidden move.
It seems they planned to have subordinates hidden among the crowd kill all the martial artists.

It wasn't a particularly innovative scheme, but it couldn't be taken lightly either.

From what happened earlier with Sim Gwang and Dan Mok-sun, I realized that conventional martial artists are utterly powerless against those who use blood energy.

Protective Arts can't block attacks infused with blood energy, and without Sword Qi, one can't penetrate the blood energy wrapping their bodies.

In other words, most martial artists here—regardless of which side they were on—would be of little help against these Blood Eye Cult members.

"Slash!"
"Argh!?"

The subordinates who received the bamboo hat man's order moved swiftly.
They began cutting down nearby martial artists without hesitation while wrapped in blood energy.

The martial artists were bewildered by the Blood Eye Cult members suddenly slashing indiscriminately around them.
Eventually, one by one, they regained their senses and tried to fight back, but the situation unfolded as I had expected.

"Argh!?"
"Kuhak!"

Swords that couldn't penetrate blood energy.
Protective Arts that were helplessly breached.

It was a one-sided assault, with people falling like autumn leaves.
Once again, blood—nutrients for the seedling—was splattered on the ground.

"Tsk."

Unable to just stand by and watch, I clicked my tongue and stepped forward.
Two figures blocked my path.

"We'll deal with you personally."
"How dare you directly oppose the will of the god? Your sin deserves a hundred deaths."

The bamboo hat men were full of confidence after easily subduing two renowned masters.
I glanced at Dan Mok-sun, who had barely survived thanks to my help, and saw him deliberately avoiding looking in my direction.

Yes, knowing your place is actually helpful.
I shrugged my shoulders and drew Hong-il.

"Kuung!"

Then I stomped down hard and shot forward.

The bamboo hat man showed a surprised expression at my sudden appearance right in front of him.
Yet, there was still composure on his face.

He probably thought the blood energy would protect him again.

But what could he do?
This time, it wouldn't work that way.

I swung my sword, wrapped in blue Sword Qi, toward the bamboo hat man's neck.
The pale blue Sword Qi seemed less impressive compared to the deep red blood energy.
However, that faint blue light effortlessly cut through the blood energy and severed the bamboo hat man's neck.

"Slash!"

The bamboo hat man's head separated from his body and floated in the air.
The face revealed as the bamboo hat fell was still smiling, unaware of its own death.

"Br-brother-!"

The bamboo hat man with the whip screamed as he watched the body collapse powerlessly, dropping the wolf-tooth club, and the head fall to the ground.
He was so shocked that his bamboo hat came off, revealing clear astonishment on his face.

Before his shock could turn to anger, I stepped through three positions in succession to get behind him.
Then I thrust my sword directly at his heart from behind.

"Stab!"

"Kuhuk...?"

The bamboo hat man uttered his death cry as he saw the blade piercing through his chest.
He looked back at me with an expression of disbelief before collapsing with a thud.

After dealing with the two ringleaders, I leaped into the crowd where screams continued to erupt.

*

"...Huh."
"No matter how many times I see it, it's impressive."

Gun Ja-seong instantly dealt with the two bamboo hat men and jumped into the crowd.
Deung Ryeon-ja and Geum A-sinni exhaled dejected sighs as they watched heads wrapped in red energy float into the air with each blink of their eyes.

Though blinded by greed for the Jangbodo, every one of those martial artists there had made a name for themselves in Sichuan.
Some had even fought the two of them to a draw before.

Yet now they were being swept away by Blood Eye Cult members wrapped in red energy without putting up proper resistance.

And then Gun Ja-seong, who had jumped in belatedly, was one-sidedly slaughtering those cult members.

A young martial artist standing at the top of the food chain.
The two elders felt deep reverence in their hearts for his divine prowess.

"To think that's a human movement."

His form flashed from east to west.
Whenever a streak of light appeared, a cult member's head inevitably rose into the air.

The two couldn't help but be deeply fascinated by this display that was on a completely different level from conventional martial arts.

The same was true for others.
The young disciples of Cheongseong and Ami, as well as the martial artists from the Wanderer Band and the Tang Family branch, were all blankly watching Ja-seong's battle.

A disapproving voice awakened them from their trance.

"Tsk, tsk, tsk, you look so out of it that you wouldn't notice if someone attacked from behind."

The people turned their heads and were startled to see Ja-gong who had appeared without notice, quickly making way for him.

"Lord Hong, you've arrived."
"Hmm."

Ja-gong nodded as Deung Ryeon-ja greeted him respectfully, then frowned at the sight of the Blood Eye Cult members wrapped in blood energy.

"...Huh."

Though it was his first time seeing the blood energy used by the Blood Eye Cult members, he immediately realized how lethal it was to the martial artists of this era.

Compared to the protective energy and sword qi used by martial artists of the old martial world, it was barely worth mentioning.
But in this era, where most of those arts had been lost and become mere fiction, very few could counter it.

"Could all those Blood Eye Cult bastards use that power?"

If so, the fight against the Blood Eye Cult would be much more arduous than he had anticipated.

As Ja-gong's expression grew increasingly serious, Ja-seong's sword beheaded the last Blood Eye Cult member.

"......."

Silence fell after the head plunged into a pool of blood with a splash.
The corpses that had already met their deaths remained silent, and the few survivors also stared blankly at Ja-seong, forgetting what to say.

Ignoring their gazes, Ja-seong looked around with a bitter expression.

Blood, corpses, blood, corpses.
Most belonged to Blood Eye Cult members, but there were quite a few ordinary martial artists too.

Besides, blood was blood, regardless of whose it was.
It was clear that the seedling somewhere underground would feast after a long time.

"...And I came here to prevent bloodshed."

Yet this was the result.
It was unavoidable, and the damage would have been greater if he hadn't intervened, but he still felt uncomfortable in many ways.

After sighing softly, Ja-seong sheathed his sword and turned around.
The pursuers stepped aside, not daring to block his path.

Even Dan Mok-sun moved aside, dragging the limp Sim Gwang.
Ja-seong glanced at him as he strode past.

"Since the Jangbodo was completely burned and they've been taught a lesson, they'll probably give up and go home quietly."

If that happened, they wouldn't need to worry about the martial artists anymore.
Additionally, if they left the rampage caused by the great hemp to Wi So-gun, they could focus entirely on searching for the Bulmang Gun.

Though the sea of blood behind him wasn't to his liking, the situation itself was progressing smoothly.
Now there was nothing left to interfere with them.

Ja-seong was convinced of this.

"Keu, keureuruk!?"

Until a strange sound suddenly came from among the pursuers.

*

Just when I thought the situation was over.
The anomaly began without any warning.

"Keu, keureuruk!?"

Suddenly, a strange groan came from behind me, along with a cracking sound as if something was twisting.

I hurriedly turned my head to look at the martial artists.
What I saw momentarily stunned me.

"Keu, keueoeo-!?"

The bodies of several martial artists were swelling up.
With sounds of bones and muscles being crushed and torn, they lost their human form and bloated up in a disgusting manner.

At the same time, blood energy began to emerge from their bodies.

Were there more Blood Eye Cult members?
But why didn't they act earlier?

Several questions flashed through my mind in a short time, but my instinct rang the alarm bell first.

Bodies that continued to swell without stopping.
Instinctively realizing the outcome, I urgently shouted to my companions.

"Everyone, get down!"

As I shouted, I realized.
Simply lying down wouldn't be enough.
We needed to block the impact.

Just as I was about to deploy my protective energy, I saw martial artists trying to flee belatedly.

If I deployed the protective energy, our group would be safe, but those people...!

A moment of conflict.
What broke that conflict was the roar of Hong Ja-gong, who rushed forward.

"Get a grip! We can't save everyone!"

Hong Ja-gong, standing beside me, immediately deployed a snow-white protective energy to create a wall.
Spurred by his shout, I also gritted my teeth and wrapped the starlight silk over the pure white.

Immediately after came a tremendous explosion.

"Kwaaang-!"

"Kuk!?"

An immense shock hammered against the protective energy.
The white and blue protective energy distorted as if it would shatter at any moment.

"Kuk...!"

Hong Ja-gong and I endured while groaning.
We held on desperately, knowing that if we collapsed, not only us but also our companions behind would be in danger.

Fortunately, the explosion subsided quickly.
Our protective energy had protected our companions.

But others weren't so lucky.

"......."

After taking a moment to compose myself, I slowly withdrew the protective energy.
And I was left speechless at the devastation before our eyes.

A large crater created by the explosion.
Blood painting it bright red.
Pieces of flesh and entrails scattered everywhere.

No human form was visible anywhere.
All had been torn and ground up in the explosion.

Dan Mok-sun, Sim Gwang, and hundreds of martial artists—all of them.
Only our group behind the protective energy and Baek-a had survived.

"Uweeek!"

The sound of retching came from behind.
When I turned my head, I saw several people vomiting everything they had eaten, unable to bear the horrific sight.
Even those who weren't vomiting had turned pale.

After watching them briefly, I turned back to the blood-red world.
Didn't they say everyone here would die?

Now I fully understood the meaning of those words.
If Hong Ja-gong and I hadn't blocked it, the rest of the people would have been caught in the explosion too.

After organizing my complicated thoughts and choosing my words carefully, I finally asked Hong Ja-gong.

"...Do you have any idea what happened?"
"No, not at all."

Hong Ja-gong answered curtly.
After looking at the devastation before him with a grave expression, he belatedly added.

"What's certain is that the time we have left has become even more urgent."
"...Indeed."

Hundreds of people's worth of blood filling our sight.
It was clear that the seedling would go beyond feasting to gorging itself.
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And it seemed that today's meal wasn't over yet.

BOOM!

I looked up at the sky upon hearing the familiar explosion.
Crimson clouds were billowing up.

It was a signal fire indicating that another rampage had begun somewhere, calling us to action.
Hong, who was looking in the same direction as me, spoke with a sigh.

"Let's go."
"...Yes."

As I followed Hong, who had already turned around, I noticed Baek-a sitting dazed on the ground.

Having lost all her sworn brothers while being chased, she was staring blankly at the traces of the pursuit team that had been hunting her.

"You got lucky."

At my blunt remark, her vacant gaze, which had been fixed on the red world created by her pursuers' blood, turned toward me.
After staring at Baek-a for a moment, I sighed and offered a piece of advice.

"If you don't want to die, leave the capital immediately and run as far away as possible. You managed to survive, so it would be a shame to die pointlessly now. Your sworn brothers wouldn't want that either."

At the mention of the rest of the Sichuan Six Ghosts who had died, a light suddenly returned to her dazed eyes.

"...After deliberately sacrificing us all, even giving up Jang Bo-do, you say such things now?"

So she knew I had deliberately let her go.
She's more perceptive than I thought.

I looked straight into Baek-a's now venomous eyes and said:

"Yes. I did deliberately use you all as bait. Honestly, even now, I wouldn't feel much either way if you lived or died."
"You...!"
"But..."

I looked back again at the traces where hundreds of lives had been extinguished in an instant.

"Too many have already died today. I don't want to add your life to that count."
"......"
"Well, it's your life, so do as you please."

I shrugged at Baek-a, who wore a dazed expression, and followed after my companions.
Not long after, I confirmed through my spiritual perception that Baek-a had gotten up and was moving somewhere.

I wonder if that one will survive?
From what I've heard, she seems to have made many enemies.

Perhaps my mercy will be wasted, and she'll face the consequences of her past actions.
She might end up being found dead in some dark alley in the capital.

But I decided not to worry about it anymore.
The lives of all the capital's citizens outweighed the life of one person.

I channeled qi through the Yongcheon acupoint in the soles of my feet and dashed toward the red smoke cloud.

*

"...Say that again. What happened?"

In the depths of Bulmang Tomb, where seedlings had taken root, Sa-gan growled as if about to explode after hearing his subordinate's report.

Faced with this intensity, the subordinate's face turned pale as he stammered and repeated what he had said.

"Th-that...! All the cult members who had mastered the True Blood Art were defeated by one man. And because of that, the spell embedded in the Slave Blood Art was activated and exploded..."
"And then!"
"B-but suddenly, a white and blue wall appeared and protected the people from the Middle Heaven Trading Company. So..."
"None of the Middle Heaven people died?"
"...Yes."

Though the explanation was long, it ultimately boiled down to this:

Failure.

Following last night's loss of Gyoson, they had failed again today to eliminate their thorns in the side.

"Grrrr...!"

Sa-gan's face turned crimson, as if about to explode with rage.
If this had been the Manlim Trading Company, he would have already exploded and killed the subordinate with one strike.

The only reason he was showing such restraint was because he couldn't act rashly in front of the divine avatar.

"Phoooo..."

Sa-gan exhaled deeply, trying to calm his emotions.
Having regained his composure with difficulty, his thoughts naturally multiplied.

'Even the plan using the Slave Blood Art has failed.'

Last night.
When subordinates urgently reported Gyoson's failure, Sa-gan was shocked beyond belief.

It was unbelievable enough that Gyoson, who had mastered the True Blood Art to perfection, had been defeated, but even the Soul-Caging Stone had been destroyed.

This meant that the opponent had a master at the level of a Ten Lord, or close to it.
In other words, the Middle Heaven Trading Company was a more threatening opponent than he had anticipated.

Realizing this, Sa-gan hastily prepared his next move.

He deliberately created a situation where a large group pursued Jang Bo-do, and ordered his subordinates who had mastered the True Blood Art.

He told them to hide among the martial artists pursuing Jang Bo-do and, when they clashed with the Middle Heaven people, to kill them all.
He thought that a master-level expert would step in to kill his subordinates.

In summary, he had induced the expert who destroyed the Soul-Caging Stone to kill his subordinates who had mastered the True Blood Art.
If someone could destroy a Soul-Caging Stone containing blood essence, the True Blood Art would be nothing to them.

Finally, with the deaths of his subordinates, the self-destruct spell engraved in the Slave Blood Art would activate, and that would be the end.
He had intended to kill both the expert who destroyed the Soul-Caging Stone and all the Middle Heaven people in a massive explosion!

'To think they could block that explosion...!'

What on earth was this white and blue wall?
Not knowing about protective qi barriers, he had no way of knowing the answer.

Finally, with a sigh, Sa-gan asked his subordinate again:

"...Did you identify who blocked the explosion?"
"Ah, yes. Just before the white and blue wall was created, there were two men. One was a young man, but the other one... seemed to be Hong Ja-gong, the Chief of the Beggar Sect."
"The Mace Lord? Are you certain?"
"I clearly saw the iron mace hanging at his waist."

So it was the Mace Lord who destroyed the Soul-Caging Stone.
Sa-gan nodded, but soon realized this was a belated realization and frowned.

With the failure of his final move, he now had no way to stop their interference.
Moreover, with both the True Blood Art and the Slave Blood Art exposed, the situation was nearly at its worst.

'I hesitated until the very end for fear of this situation.'

Now that the Slave Blood Art, which was at the center of the grand plan, had been exposed, what could he do?
Sa-gan's face was filled with worry.
What exactly was this Slave Blood Art that concerned him so much?

Decades ago, the Divine Wood Cult was defeated by the martial arts world and the Imperial Guards.
Afterward, the cult concluded that the power of the Berserker Blood Art alone was insufficient to overthrow the empire.

They determined that they needed a blood art far more powerful than simply inducing blood frenzy.
Thus, the True Blood Art for cult members and the Slave Blood Art to be implanted in enemies were created.

'If it's revealed that the Slave Blood Art is spreading throughout the Central Plains under the name "Heart-Breaking Mantra"...!'

The cult's grand plan would be finished.

*crunch*

Sa-gan clenched his fist so hard it bled as he desperately racked his brain.
He had to prevent information about the Slave Blood Art from spreading.

But how on earth should he...!

"Sa-gan, are you there?"

At that moment, an unwelcome visitor arrived.
It was Chilyeop, a man with a strangely stiff expression.

Looking at him with a displeased expression, Sa-gan suddenly widened his eyes.

"Y-yes. You're here!"
"...Pardon?"

The boy inside Chilyeop was startled when Sa-gan suddenly approached and grabbed his hand.

'W-what's wrong with this creepy old man?'

He tried to push away Sa-gan, who had approached with an expression as if he'd met a savior, but Sa-gan wouldn't let go.

"Y-you. You're a sorcerer, right?"
"...Are you asking that after what happened at the Golden Spirit Realm?"

Chilyeop responded with a look of disbelief.
Normally, he would have immediately shown displeasure, but Sa-gan's unexpectedly delighted reaction was now frightening.

"What's going on? Why are you acting like this?"
"I need your help. There are people I need you to eliminate with your sorcery."

When Sa-gan briefly explained the situation, Chilyeop immediately let out a shocked cry.

"What?! Are you in your right mind?"
"I-I know. I made a mistake. No, I was temporarily insane."

Seeing Sa-gan self-deprecate and adopt such a humble attitude, Chilyeop realized how serious the situation was.

"So you must help me. No matter how skilled someone might be in martial arts, sorcery is an entirely different realm, isn't it?"

Chilyeop rolled his eyes in conflict as Sa-gan pleaded, almost ready to kneel.
With a sudden sharp gleam in his eyes, Sa-gan delivered the decisive blow.

"If the cult's grand plan collapses, your revenge against the imperial family will be over too!"
"...!"

Startled by this outcry, Chilyeop soon narrowed his eyes.

"Did you hear this from Ilyeop?"
"Does it matter who I heard it from? You might not even be able to begin your revenge!"

Revenge.
Revenge against the imperial family.

Chilyeop recalled the scene that was still as vivid as if it had happened yesterday.

A house engulfed in flames.
The corpses of his master, senior brother, and junior brother, mutilated by sharp weapons.
Then the killers who came after him.

Over their splendid golden clothes fluttered black robes.

The Black Robe Unit of the Imperial Guards.

Unlike other Imperial Guards stationed at the borders to check foreign powers, these were the emperor's hunting dogs dedicated solely to purging sorcerers.

They had killed the boy's family and burned his home.
And behind it all was none other than the empire's supreme ruler.

That day, the boy who had lost everything swore to take revenge on the emperor, his enemy.
But since those who opposed the emperor were limited, the boy's choices were naturally limited as well.

That's how he joined the Devil Cult, the Divine Wood Cult.

-When the cult's grand plan is completed, I'll give you the chance to kill the emperor yourself.

Believing only in those words from Ilyeop, his superior and senior sorcerer.
So he couldn't let the grand plan be disrupted.

"...Alright. What do you want me to do?"
"Th-thank you! Really, thank you."

After repeatedly expressing his gratitude, Sa-gan soon informed him about the Middle Heaven Trading Company.
Chilyeop nodded and boasted:

"Don't worry. Tonight, all those Middle Heaven bastards will die."

As he turned to leave, he looked back at Sa-gan.

"Oh, I almost forgot why I came to tell you something."
"Tell me? What...?"
"There are a lot of people near the tomb entrance. They seem to be searching for the entrance."
"...!"

*

Outside the capital.
In the forest southwest of the West Gate.

Currently, many people had entered the forest and were searching everywhere.

Beggars and laborers dressed in worn, tattered clothes.
They were members of the Beggar Sect and the Lower Heaven Sect.

"Nothing here. It's empty."
"Did you search properly? You seem to have returned too early."
"I searched thoroughly with my eagle eyes, you know?"
"Eagle eyes, my foot."

The Beggar Sect member snickered and examined the map in his hand.
He then crossed out the location his fellow beggar had mentioned.

But there were still far more areas to search than areas that had been completed.

"Ugh, it's so vast. How are we supposed to find the entrance at this rate?"
"Don't complain. We've already narrowed it down to a quarter of the original area."
"Tsk..."

The Beggar Sect member, acknowledging the truth of this statement, clicked his tongue and slightly turned his head to look in the opposite direction.
There, he saw members of the Lower Heaven Sect continuing their search just like them.

They had decided to divide the area that Gun Ja-seong had narrowed down to a quarter into two parts for the search.

'But somehow it feels like they're ahead of us...?'

That can't be.
Not with the pride of the largest intelligence organization in the Central Plains at stake.

The Beggar Sect member urged his companions loudly:

"Hurry up! Let's finish it all today!"

Though it was absolutely impossible to finish in a day, the Beggar Sect member shouted even louder.
His petty pride had turned into bluster.

And the reaction from the Lower Heaven Sect members who heard this cry was intense.

"We can't lose to those beggars who only have numbers. We'll finish by evening!"

And so, a seemingly pointless yet somehow meaningful competition began.
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Beggars and laborers.
After receiving reports about the two groups competing to find the entrance to the tomb, I-gan was absolutely furious.

"Where the hell did these people come from?!"
"W-well... we're not really sure..."

After Chinorun left, he had ordered his subordinates to monitor the situation outside.
Honestly, he thought that with her childish personality, she might have been lying out of spite.

But when they checked, there really were crowds of people gathered outside.
Moreover, their movements clearly suggested they were searching for the entrance to the Immortal Tomb.

"How, how did they pinpoint this location? We haven't even scattered the final map fragment yet!"
"Y-yes, we checked that too. The fragment wasn't stolen. Besides, if they had the fragment, they wouldn't need to search so thoroughly."

The subordinate anxiously tried to convince his superior that it wasn't their fault.
Hearing this, I-gan slowly nodded.

"Right. That couldn't be it... but how did they find their way here?!"
"......"

The subordinate fell silent.
That was truly inexplicable.

"You useless fools!"
"...I apologize."

The conversation ended with blame and apology.
Nevertheless, the subordinate breathed a sigh of relief.
At least his head was still attached to his shoulders.

"Grrrr..."

Meanwhile, I-gan groaned as he tried to formulate a plan.
After pulling at his hair in agitation, he finally took a deep breath to calm himself.

*The entrance to the tomb is thoroughly concealed. They won't find it in just a day or two.*

And if Chinorun dealt with the Jungcheon Merchant Group in the meantime, it wouldn't matter whether these people found the entrance or not.

It was frustrating to be helpless and have to rely on Chinorun, but there was no alternative.
Most subordinates trained in the Blood Art had been deployed for this operation, leaving few combat-capable personnel behind.

"Surely Chinorun won't fail too, right?"

If she failed in this situation, they would truly be out of options.
I-gan turned to his subordinate and ordered:

"Send men immediately to observe the Jungcheon Merchant Group. Tell them not to enter, just confirm from outside that Chinorun completes her task properly."
"Yes, understood."

As the subordinate hurried out to follow orders, I-gan turned back to look at the seedling.
Seeing it beginning to grow again, nourished by hundreds of blood offerings, brought him some peace of mind.

"It's fine, everything will be fine. That arrogant brat may be annoying, but her abilities are real..."

I-gan kept repeating these words to himself, suppressing the anxiety that was creeping up on him.




*




After hundreds of martial artists died in the explosion, chaos erupted.
Initially, our group had to handle everything, but things changed with the second explosion.

"We'll take over from here. You all can withdraw."

The Wei garrison troops had finally entered the city.
Despite Sect Leader Jang's promise of full cooperation, their attitude was quite arrogant, but I was actually relieved.

Whether they were after credit or simply disliked martial artists, if they were assertive enough to maintain their pride, they would likely handle their duties properly.
Plus, they were flexible enough to accept our red signal flares to mark explosion locations.

Thanks to this, our group was able to return to the Jungcheon Merchant Group earlier than expected.

Upon returning, everyone dispersed to their own quarters.
I also went back to my room.

"Phew..."

As soon as I entered, I collapsed into a chair and closed my eyes.
Immediately, a red world appeared behind my eyelids, as if branded there.

Recalling the scene where hundreds of lives vanished in an instant, I couldn't sit still.
I left my room right away to find Hong Ja-gong.

"Head Manager Hong went straight to the main hall."

After checking his quarters first, I headed to the main hall based on this information, but found only Deung Ryeon-ja and Geum A-shinni there.

"You two were already here?"
"Ah, Young Master Gun."

The two elders from the Nine Sects greeted me warmly and expressed their gratitude.

"With all the commotion, I'm only saying this now. Thank you. Thanks to you and Head Manager Hong, we all survived."
"I'm grateful too. If I had lost the disciples from my sect, I wouldn't have been able to face our Sect Leader."

I returned their formal salute with one of my own and looked around the main hall.

Some records tracking martial artists' movements within the city were being moved outside.
They were probably going to burn the records since they were no longer needed.

After all, the dead won't be going anywhere.

"...Ahem."
"......"

Seeing where my gaze was directed and perhaps thinking the same thing, both elders' expressions turned bitter.
Noticing their expressions, I carefully asked:

"Did you two come here because of that explosion earlier?"
"Yes. We wanted to ask what exactly it was."
"But the Head Manager says he doesn't know either."

Just as Geum A-shinni finished speaking, a new voice came from outside the hall.

"Surprising! Even the great Head Manager of the Beggar Sect doesn't know something."

The voice belonged to none other than Wi Cheon-kyeong.
Behind him, with his hands clasped behind his head, appeared Tang Chu, along with Taoist Seo-wi and Physician Sa-tae.

Even Ju Hwa-ryeon, my master, and Yu Seol entered the hall.
Looking at everyone, I smiled wryly and said:

"I guess none of you could just rest quietly?"
"It wasn't exactly an ordinary sight to witness."

Wi Cheon-kyeong shrugged nonchalantly, but his expression was quite serious.

"People exploded right before our eyes. The force was like the cannons I've only heard about. If you and Head Manager Hong hadn't intervened, we would have been reduced to bloody mist."
"And what's also concerning is that the people who exploded didn't look like Demonic Cult members at all."

Physician Sa-tae, continuing the conversation, looked around and asked:

"Does anyone know who they were?"
"I know about one of them, at least."

Tang Chu answered the general question.
All eyes turned to him, and Taoist Seo-wi urged him to continue.

"Who was it?"
"Han Ji-gang, the leader of the Ancient Sword Sect, which has been established in the city for quite some time. I heard rumors that his martial arts skills had suddenly improved recently."
"Do you think he might have been a Demonic Cult agent?"

In response to my question, Tang Chu firmly shook his head.

"I don't think so. I heard that many of his relatives, including his father, died in the war against the Demonic Cult."
"Hmm..."

If the Demonic Cult was involved in his parents' death, the possibility of him being their agent was extremely low.
Then what was that blood energy rising from his body as it swelled?

While everyone was lost in thought, I suddenly sensed a familiar presence from the back of the hall.
Hong Ja-gong appeared and raised an eyebrow at seeing all of us gathered.

"What are you all doing here together?"
"We were exchanging opinions while waiting for you. Where have you been?"
"I was just contacting my informant."

Informant... does he mean that woman named Hong?
The other subordinate of Ye So-ha who had infiltrated the Crimson Eye Cult as a spy.

Thinking she might know something, I looked at Hong Ja-gong with hopeful eyes.
But his answer wasn't very positive.

"She doesn't know anything either. It seems this information is treated with extreme secrecy even within the Crimson Eye Cult."
"...Is that so?"

Seeing our obvious disappointment, Hong Ja-gong snorted briefly and said:

"Well, I do have some speculation."
"Really? What is it?"
"Alright, everyone sit down first."

Following his instruction, we all sat down obediently and focused our attention on him as he slowly began his explanation.

"As Deung Ryeon-ja and Geum A-shinni here know, the most devastating weapon in the war against the Demonic Cult decades ago was the Explosive Blood Art."

At the mention of the Explosive Blood Art, the two elders' faces hardened.
While others glanced at their obvious reaction, Hong Ja-gong continued:

"Countless casualties occurred as hundreds of thousands of blood-thirsty human waves surged forward."

I already knew this story.
The Imperial Guards were nearly annihilated, and the Martial Alliance suffered heavy losses.

"Nevertheless, we won and the Demonic Cult was defeated. They would naturally have thought they needed a new method, a new Blood Art."
"So what we saw was possibly a newly created Blood Art?"
"That's highly likely. In fact, traces of a new Blood Art had already been discovered at Paecheon Fortress."

According to his explanation, the Beggar Sect and Lower Heaven Sect had known about the new Blood Art for some time.

"The Beggar Sect and Lower Heaven Sect have been secretly investigating how this Blood Art has spread to various martial arts sects throughout the Central Plains."

Of course, the results weren't very promising—he said with a grimace.

"What do you mean by 'not promising'...?"
"We have suspicions but no physical evidence—no manual for the Blood Art."

They've been investigating for half a year but couldn't find a single manual?
How is that possible?
Were they not thorough enough?

Seeing everyone's confused reactions, Hong Ja-gong nodded in agreement.

"I don't understand it either. I thought they might have been careless in their investigation and reprimanded them, but that doesn't seem to be the case."

If they weren't careless, then what was going on?
As I tilted my head in confusion, Yu Seol suddenly raised her hand.

"Could they be transmitting it orally, without a manual?"

Suggesting that they might be teaching it verbally rather than through written instructions.
Hearing this, Hong Ja-gong shook his head.

"That's unlikely. There's a limit to oral transmission, especially when spreading it to multiple locations."

Various other opinions were offered afterward, but nothing conclusive emerged.
Finally,

"Anyway, since we currently lack information about this new Blood Art, minimize contact with other martial artists for a while. We need to be extremely cautious since we don't know the conditions that trigger the explosions."

Judging that there would be no further progress in the discussion, Hong Ja-gong delivered these precautions and was the first to rise from his seat.

As the meeting broke up and people began leaving the hall one by one, I remained seated, lost in thought.

After some time, Ju Hwa-ryeon, who had stayed by my side, asked:

"What are you thinking about so deeply?"
"I'm just wondering why the Blood Art manual hasn't been discovered."

Oral transmission of martial arts isn't realistic.
Yet they can't find any manuals.
What could this mean?

I felt like something was tickling the back of my mind, but I couldn't quite grasp it.

As I frowned at this feeling of playing hide-and-seek with my own thoughts, Hwa-ryeon casually remarked:

"Perhaps it's not a conventional book but a tiny booklet with the incantations written in it. Maybe they always carry it on their person, which is why it can't be found?"
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I didn't think too deeply before making that comment.
But thanks to that one remark, something flashed in my mind.

"Ja-seong?"

Hwa-ryeon looked up at me with surprised eyes as I suddenly jumped to my feet.
I turned to look at her face and asked.

"Do you know where Head Manager Ha might be?"

"Head Manager Ha went back to the branch office earlier. He should have arrived by now. Why?"

"Something just occurred to me. I'll tell you once I'm sure."

I told her I was going to the branch office and immediately left the trading company.

Unlike the Central Heaven Trading Company located in the city center, the Beggars' Sect branch office was situated in the southwestern outskirts of the city.
Running across rooftops to cross the city, I reached the outskirts and jumped down into the branch office disguised as a dilapidated abandoned house.

"W-who's... Gun Young Master?"

The sentries who had been lounging in the courtyard were startled by my sudden appearance, but relaxed when they realized it was me.

"What brings you all the way here?"

"I'm here to see the Head Manager. Is he in?"

Before I could finish speaking, Head Manager Ha appeared from inside.
Instead of his usual shabby attire, he was wearing strangely neat scholarly robes.

"Young Master Gun? What brings you here?"

Head Manager Ha widened his eyes in surprise at my sudden visit.
I stared blankly at his unfamiliar attire for a moment before collecting myself and getting straight to the point.

"Those martial artists who exploded earlier. Could I possibly learn their identities?"

"...Let's go inside first."

Though somewhat bewildered, the Head Manager led me into the abandoned house.

The ground floor wasn't much different from its exterior appearance, but after descending underground, we entered a spacious room filled with stacks of papers in every direction.

Inside, more than twenty beggars were examining and sorting papers, completely focused on their work except for occasional glances in our direction.

Passing through, we entered a small inner room where several papers were arranged in order on the central table.
Glancing at the contents, I could see they contained information about specific individuals.

"As it happens, I was just checking on this matter. Here are the identities of each individual I've confirmed."

I carefully examined each paper one by one.
The listed individuals, starting with Han Ji-gang, the Sect Leader of the High Sword Sect whom the Intelligence Unit had mentioned, all had different origins and sect affiliations.

"Among them, three have established themselves in the city."

Han Ji-gang, Sect Leader of the High Sword Sect.
Gwan Dae-rang, Young Sect Leader of the Dao Dragon Sect.
Seon No-gyeong, Family Head of the Seon Family.

I narrowed my eyes as I confirmed the identities of the three individuals selected by the Head Manager.
At first glance, there seemed to be no connections between them, no common points or distinctive characteristics.

"The only common point is that they all died from their bodies bizarrely swelling up and bursting."

"And you think this is caused by a new blood technique?"

"I see the Branch Leader has informed you. Yes, that's correct. In fact, I was just about to go investigate in person."

Ah, so that's why he was dressed like that.
His beggar's rags would be too conspicuous, and his identity as the Beggars' Sect Branch Head Manager might be discovered.

Thinking this was fortunate, I immediately asked if I could join him.
Head Manager Ha blinked in surprise.

"You want to come personally?"

"Would that be a problem?"

"Not at all... Well, that's fine. I can say you're my personal guard. Just cover your face with a bamboo hat. We have some spares here."

"Thank you."

Fortunately, Head Manager Ha granted permission with minimal conditions.
And so we left the branch office and headed into the streets.

*

"First, we'll go to the Seon Family. They have less influence compared to the other two sects, and they're closer. After that, we plan to visit the Dao Dragon Sect and then the High Sword Sect."

As we walked side by side, the Head Manager explained the plan, then asked in a low voice:

"So, what exactly is your reason for wanting to join this investigation?"

"I just heard a rather interesting hypothesis."

I told him what Hwa-ryeon had said at the main hall.

When he heard that the technique might be written in a small booklet rather than a regular book, the Head Manager gave a bitter smile.

"We've already considered that possibility. However..."

"No, the possibility I'm thinking of is different."

"A different... possibility?"

Nodding at his puzzled response, I continued:

"What if the secret manual isn't in book form? In other words, what if the manual takes an unconventional form?"

"An unconventional form...?"

After pondering for a moment, Head Manager Ha's eyes widened as if something had occurred to him.
I nodded at him.

"In fact, what matters in a secret manual is the content, not the form. As long as the technique is properly recorded, it doesn't matter whether it's in a book, a weapon, a statue, or anything else, right?"

There were occasionally such things in martial arts novels.

A legendary weapon passed down from ancient times that concealed the secret manual of a supreme martial art.
Or martial arts techniques inscribed on the surface of an incense burner.

After hearing Hwa-ryeon's words, I suddenly thought that the technique might be hidden in such a manner.
After listening to my explanation, Head Manager Ha stopped walking and pondered deeply before his eyes lit up.

"A technique inscribed on something other than a book...! That's quite plausible."

"If my thinking is correct, there should be something common in the personal spaces, the rooms of the three martial artists. That something would be..."

"The secret manual of the blood technique. Let's go check immediately."

Finishing my sentence, the Head Manager resumed walking with an impatient expression.
We continued at a brisk pace until eventually we started running.

"We don't need to hurry that much, do we?"

"If we want to visit all three places today, we need to hurry... No, I'm just too impatient to wait."

After our dash, we arrived at the Seon Family estate.
The interior of the building was quiet, suggesting that news of the Family Head's death hadn't spread yet.

A servant sweeping the courtyard spotted us and approached.

"Who are you?"

"Ah, I'm Ha Tae-so, and I have an appointment with your Family Head. Is he in?"

The Head Manager smoothly used an alias and claimed to have an appointment.
For a moment, I almost believed we really did have an appointment.

"He's out and hasn't returned yet... Besides, I haven't heard anything about visitors today."

"He probably didn't mention it specifically. You know how it is, right?"

Seeing the Head Manager's meaningful glance, the servant looked at us with cold eyes before stepping aside.

"...The Family Head's room is at the very back."

"Thank you. We'll be going then."

Following the Head Manager who entered without hesitation, I asked in a small voice:

"Why did the servant step aside so easily?"

"Seon No-gyeong, the Seon Family Head, is a severe gambling addict. He's squandered most of the family fortune and even borrowed money from various sources. So the servant thought we were debt collectors coming to demand payment."

"Ah, I see."

Now that he mentioned it, I vaguely remembered seeing the word "gambling" in Seon No-gyeong's information at the branch office.

Thanks to the Head Manager's smooth acting, we easily entered the Family Head's room and thoroughly searched the interior.

"I was hopeful, but there's no sign of a blood technique manual."

"Nothing unusual stands out either."

Perhaps because we didn't have anything to compare it with yet, nothing suspicious caught our eye.
In the end, we had to be satisfied with memorizing as many objects in the room as possible before leaving.

When we emerged after spending only a short time inside, we told the puzzled servant that something urgent had come up and we'd return later. Then the Head Manager headed straight for our next destination, the Dao Dragon Sect.

"Oh my, oh my!"

As we arrived at the Dao Dragon Sect, wailing could be heard from the entrance.

"It seems news of the Young Sect Leader's death has spread."

"That was fast. Or was the Seon Family slow to hear?"

"This is troublesome. It will be difficult to enter and investigate now."

The interior of the Dao Dragon Sect was quite chaotic due to the successor's death.
Realizing it would be difficult to access the Young Sect Leader's room under these circumstances, we looked at each other with troubled expressions.

"Should we try sneaking in?"

"Let's save that as a last resort. First..."

"Shh, wait."

As we lingered at the sect's main gate, someone approached us.
It was an elderly man with a wrinkled face and snow-white hair, dressed not as a servant but possibly as a manager.

"May I ask why you're here?"

"Ah, well..."

After hesitating and glancing at the Head Manager, I decided to make something up.

"I heard about my friend Dae-rang and came to visit. But it doesn't seem appropriate to just walk in given the atmosphere..."

"Ah, I see."

The old man nodded with sadness showing through his wrinkled face and gestured for us to follow him.

As we cautiously followed him deeper into the estate, the sounds of wailing grew louder.

"If you've heard the news, you must know. The Young Sect Leader passed away without leaving an intact body. All they found at the scene was his left hand. And even that would have gone unnoticed if not for the scar on the back of his hand."

"Ah, yes..."

After my awkward response, we soon found ourselves standing before the Dao Dragon Sect Leader and his wife.

I respectfully clasped my hands toward the middle-aged woman with swollen eyes who seemed half-unconscious from crying, and the middle-aged man supporting her.

"Manager Jeong, who are these people?"

"They claim to be acquaintances of the Young Sect Leader. They came after hearing the news."

"...I see."

The Dao Dragon Sect Leader, after entrusting his wife to the maids, returned our gesture.

"Thank you for coming. I am Gwan Yong-u, Dae-rang's father."

"Yes, I am Neung Baek-seo."

Using a name I vaguely remembered as an alias, I offered verbal condolences.
He nodded with a forced smile.

"Heh, I was always worried my son was associating with unsavory characters, but I had no idea he had a friend like you. Thank you."

The Dao Dragon Sect Leader didn't just express his gratitude in words.
He instructed the manager to guide us to a guest room.

Despite our attempts to politely decline, saying we couldn't stay long, we couldn't overcome the Sect Leader's insistence.
Eventually, we were led to a guest room by the manager.

After the manager left, saying he would send a maid with tea, I scratched my forehead.

"This looks like it's going to take longer than expected. What should we do?"

In response to my question, Head Manager Ha, who seemed to be thinking about something, asked quietly:

"Would it be alright if I left this place to you, Young Master Gun?"

"You want to go to the High Sword Sect separately?"

Having quickly caught his intention, I asked, and the Head Manager nodded.

"While you investigate the Dao Dragon Sect, I'll investigate the High Sword Sect."

"...That would be faster. Alright. I'll manage somehow here."

With my agreement, the Head Manager immediately left the room.
Left alone, I tried to find a way into the Young Sect Leader's room, but repeatedly failed due to the Sect Leader's wife who was wailing in her son's room.

Time passed relentlessly, and I was only able to enter the Young Sect Leader's room after sunset, well into the evening.
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Somehow, I ended up being treated to dinner at the Dragon Gate Sect. Thinking I couldn't delay any longer, I carefully made a request to Head Manager Jeong.

"Actually, I left something with Daerang."
"Something you left?"
"Yes. It's quite important to me, and I'd really like to get it back. Would it be possible for me to enter Daerang's room?"
"Ah, if that's the case..."

Surprisingly, the old man nodded readily and guided me.
Both the Dragon Gate Sect Leader and him seemed quite welcoming—apparently, being a friend who visited on the day the Young Master of the House died earned me considerable goodwill.

Once inside the Young Master's room, I carefully looked around.

"I'll step outside for a moment. Please be careful not to disturb anything."
"Of course."

As soon as Head Manager Jeong left the room, I began examining everything thoroughly—from the ceiling to under the bed.

Before long, I found something I'd also seen in the Seon Family Head's room.

"...A dagger?"

The item was indeed a dagger—a supplementary weapon that wouldn't be unusual for any martial artist to possess.

I drew the dagger and examined it. Though not particularly ornate in appearance, the quality of the blade was exceptional.

However, I couldn't find any Blood Art techniques inscribed anywhere.

Had I been wrong?

For a moment I doubted myself, but quickly shook my head. This dagger was identical in size and shape to the one in the Seon Family Head's room.

There was no reason for people who weren't even close to have identical daggers.

There must be something here.

Convinced, I sheathed the dagger and tucked it inside my robe. It seemed difficult to examine it properly here, so I decided to return to the branch office first.

"Did you find what you were looking for?"
"Yes, thanks to you. Thank you."

When I came out, Head Manager Jeong was waiting. I nodded and expressed my gratitude.

The old man shook his head at my thanks and abruptly asked,

"Are you planning to leave right away?"

Momentarily speechless, I rolled my eyes around.

Would I look like a materialistic person who came just to retrieve an item from a dead person if I left now? But wasting more time...

As I was contemplating how to respond, Head Manager Jeong suddenly gave me a kind smile.

"Please don't worry unnecessarily. We're already grateful enough that you came and offered words of comfort to our Sect Leader."

Was it his years of experience? His words seemed to see right through me, and I awkwardly smiled as I replied.

"...Yes. I should be going now as I have matters to attend to."
"Follow me. I'll escort you to the main gate."
"No, you really don't have to..."

Despite my polite refusal, the old man took the lead, and after scratching the back of my head, I followed him.

When we reached the main gate where I had entered, Head Manager Jeong slowly bowed to me.

"I hope that matter of yours gets resolved well."
"Ah, yes. Thank you."

After returning his bow, I turned and left the Dragon Gate Sect. The Head Manager watched me for a moment before going back inside.

It suddenly occurred to me that the old man might have known I wasn't really the Young Master's friend.

"I was always worried that my son was associating with unworthy individuals, but I never knew he had a friend like you. Thank you."

Perhaps he helped me because he was grateful I came in place of those "unworthy individuals"?
I paused briefly to look back at the Dragon Gate Sect's main gate, then hurried on my way.

*

When I returned to the branch office, Branch Chief Ha was already back. He seemed to have had the same idea as me, as he was examining an identical dagger.

"You're back. How did it go?"

In response to the Branch Chief's question, I silently took out the dagger from my robe.
He took it and compared it with the one he was holding, then nodded.

"Same blade, same sheath. Clearly made by the same blacksmith. The quality isn't bad, but it's not particularly exceptional either."
"Did you find anything?"

The Branch Chief shook his head at my question.

"Not yet. I've tried separating the sheath and even melting down the blade, but nothing has turned up."
"Melting...?"

Detecting something odd in his words, I questioned him, and the Branch Chief pointed to a lump of iron in the corner of the table.
Looking at the misshapen lump, I realized it was the dagger from the Seon Family Head.

"Did you go back to the Seon Family in the meantime?"
"On my way back, I said I had left something behind and quickly retrieved it."

The Branch Chief grinned as he replied, but soon let out a deep sigh.

"This dagger is the only item those three people had in common, but I can't find any techniques inscribed anywhere. Did we make a mistake?"
"..."

Silenced by his despairing lament, I sat across from the Branch Chief and examined the dagger with him.
We tried various methods—not just looking at it, but also infusing it with energy and even smearing blood on the blade—but naturally, no Blood Art techniques appeared.

From the beginning, those three people couldn't infuse energy, so learning Blood Arts through this method would be impossible.
After trying all sorts of methods for about two hours, I reached a conclusion.

This was just a dagger.
It wasn't some special item with hidden Blood Art techniques—just an ordinary weapon.

Thinking we had completely wasted our time, the Branch Chief and I simultaneously let out deep sighs.
And just as I was about to put the dagger back in its sheath,

"...Hmm?"

I noticed the leather sheath's surface was slightly split. Not from wear, but as if something had been wrapped around it...

"Could it be...!"
"Gun, young hero?"

Ignoring the Branch Chief calling me, I focused on the sheath.

I carefully inserted my fingernail into the tiny gap and gently pried it open, revealing it separated easily. And there were characters written inside.

I continued peeling away the sheath's surface, and finally, what we had been searching for appeared.

"This, this is...!"
"To think they wrapped leather with the techniques inscribed on it around the sheath...!"

Discovering the techniques written on the thin leather wrapping the sheath, we clenched our fists in triumph.
Even at a glance, it resembled the Explosive Blood Art techniques we had seen before.

"This is almost certain. We've finally obtained the techniques for a new Blood Art."
"What do we do now?"

In response to my question, the Branch Chief rolled up the leather with the Blood Art techniques and handed it to me.

"Take this to the Sect Leader. He oversees all investigations regarding Blood Arts, so it's best to leave it to him."

Indeed, he's letting someone else check it because it's dangerous.
Nodding at his words, I stood up to return to the Cheonjun Trading Company.

Just then, a new group of beggars noisily entered the branch office.

"Ugh, my bones ache."
"Those Lower Heaven Sect bastards are no joke."
"So you're saying we should just give up?"
"Absolutely not!"

The beggars, chattering loudly among themselves as they entered, paused when they spotted me about to leave.
Some of them recognized me and greeted me.

"Hero Gun? What brings you here?"
"I had something to discuss with the Branch Chief. And you all...?"
"We're returning from searching the tomb entrance."

It seems they haven't had any success yet.
If they had found the tomb entrance, they would have been much more excited.

Though disappointed, I didn't show it and encouraged them.

"Please bear with it a little longer. It will be over soon."
"Yes."
"Hehehe, but we've been working hard all day, so maybe..."

Seeing them rubbing their palms together, I chuckled and handed them some silver from my money pouch.
Their faces split into wide grins at the silver in their hands, and cheers erupted.

I left the branch office, leaving their cheers behind.

*

Let's turn back time to when Jaseong was captured at the Dragon Gate Sect.
Chilyeop, having escaped from Bulmang Village, stood in front of the main gate of the Cheonjun Trading Company.

"Hmm..."

The guards at the gate frowned at Chilyeop's casual observation of the surroundings.
Their faces clearly wondered who this guy was.

Despite coming to kill everyone in the Cheonjun Trading Company at Sagan's request, he had already become a target of suspicion from the start.
Nevertheless, Chilyeop's face remained relaxed.

Eventually, after finishing his observation like a sightseer, he moved away from the main gate and immediately used his "Ghost Transformation Art."
Instantly disappearing from everyone's sight, he turned back and strode toward the Cheonjun Trading Company's main gate.

The guards who had been wary of him just moments ago didn't even sense his presence as he passed right by them.
Having easily entered the Cheonjun Trading Company, he looked around and formulated his plan.

"Hmm, most of them are just ordinary people."

Seeing Sagan make such a fuss, he had expected some kind of demonic stronghold, but most of the people he saw were ordinary civilians who hadn't even learned martial arts.

However, not everyone was like that.

"The problem is what's inside."

Chilyeop headed toward the inner part of the trading company.
There, he spotted martial artists with considerable auras scattered about.

The Wanderer Band using their free time to practice protective arts.
Disciples of Cheongseong and Ami lightly sparring and comparing martial arts.

And finally,

"Ugh...!"

Chilyeop swallowed hard at the overwhelming aura that was incomparable to the others.
His eyes turned toward an old beggar sitting in the main hall.

"Beggar Lord Hong Jagong."

One of the Ten Lords.
Indeed, his reputation as one of the ten strongest in the Central Plains was well-deserved.

As a sorcerer connected to nature through the Heavenly Elixir, Chilyeop felt much stronger pressure from Jagong's aura than others would.

He tried to endure and observe a little longer, but the pressure seemed to grow stronger.
Eventually, as even his sorcery began to waver, Chilyeop fled from the main hall.

As he disappeared, Jagong, who had appeared to be quietly examining a map on the table, calmed his focused aura and raised his head.

"Hmm, some rat snuck in."
"What? There's a rat? Where?"

One of the Bangs who was sorting information nearby looked around in confusion.
Ignoring this, Jagong rose from his chair and left the hall.

"Where are you going?"
"Just going for a short walk."

Waving his hand dismissively, Jagong headed in the direction where Chilyeop had disappeared.

*

"Huff, huff..."

Having barely escaped Jagong's aura, Chilyeop sighed in relief, only to realize he had entered some unknown place without thinking.

True to its reputation as Sichuan's premier trading company, the Cheonjun Trading Company's headquarters was quite vast, leaving Chilyeop with a dismayed expression.

"To think I'd get lost while trying to do some reconnaissance."

Just as he was touching his forehead in self-reproach,

"Ah, awuuu..."

The babbling sound of a baby reached his ears.
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"Wh-what...?"

What sound did I just hear?
Confused, Chil-yeop moved into the pavilion as if entranced by the sound.

After passing through the corridor, he reached the innermost room of the pavilion and discovered a babbling baby and its mother.

"Kyaa-!"
"Hehe. What makes our young master so happy?"

Dan-ae smiled gently as she watched her son beaming with inexplicable joy.
Chil-yeop stared blankly at the heartwarming scene of mother and child.

The young boy disguised as Chil-yeop felt as if he'd been struck on the back of his head.

*A baby? There's a newborn baby?*

When he first heard from Sa-gan about eliminating the Jungcheon Trading Company people, the boy hadn't given it much thought.

They were just obstacles interfering with his revenge.
That was the extent of his perception.

But among them was a newborn baby.
In other words, I came here to kill that baby.

Realizing this, his technique wavered significantly.
Not only his concealment art, but even Chil-yeop's appearance became distorted.

Fearing the mother and child might notice him, the boy rushed out of the pavilion and collapsed in the courtyard, staring blankly in the direction of the baby's room.

"...What should I do?"

Should I just ignore it and kill them all?
B-but that baby has done nothing wrong...

-What great sins have the others committed that you're trying to kill them?

"......"

A thought suddenly echoed in his mind.
The boy raised his head and saw his past appear before his eyes.

That day, the image of himself fleeing, soaked in the blood of his master and fellow disciples.

He saw his pathetic, powerless past self, crying endlessly as he ran down mountain paths, falling, struggling to get up, and continuing to flee. The boy gritted his teeth.

Hadn't he sworn that day?
To exact revenge on them, on the Emperor.
To avenge his family's blood.

Was that oath so trivial that it would waver because of a mere newborn baby?

Killing intent rose in the boy's eyes.
Slowly rising from the ground, he re-entered the pavilion.

Then he flung open the door to the room where Dan-ae and Un-cheon were.
Startled by the boy's sudden entrance, Dan-ae's eyes widened in shock.

"Wh-who...?"

The boy waved his hand at Dan-ae.
Her eyes slowly closed as she fell backward.

He had used the Sleep Inducement Art to force her into slumber.
Perhaps due to maternal instinct, even as she collapsed onto the bed, she clutched the swaddling cloth wrapping her son.

The boy approached her and coldly glared at the baby in her arms.

"Awuu..."

Bright, innocent eyes looked up at him, seemingly unaware of his killing intent.
After silently meeting those guileless eyes, he slowly reached out his hand.

*At the very least, I'll send you painlessly.*

The boy activated his technique on Un-cheon.
Or rather, he tried to.

"......"

But the technique wouldn't activate.
For sorcerers who channel nature's energy into their lower dantian to activate techniques, their own will was paramount.

In other words, his heart was still refusing to kill the infant.

"Ugh...!"

The boy's face twisted in anguish as he realized this.
Self-loathing surged within him—that his resolve to avenge his master and fellow disciples could waver because of a mere baby.

Finally, the boy lowered his hand.
With his head bowed and shoulders slumped, droplets fell one by one beneath him.

"Hic... ugh...!"

As the boy struggled to suppress his sobs, unable to cross that line—

-Click

A distinctly clear metallic sound struck his ears.
Startled, the boy raised his tear-stained face to see a man leaning against the doorframe, releasing the red hilt of his sword. Behind him stood an old beggar, one step back.

"......"
"......"
"......"

An uncomfortable silence hung between the three.
Finally, the man, Ja-seong, sighed and spoke.

"Should I call it luck? I was planning to behead you instantly if you tried anything."
"Rather than luck, I'd say he has a good heart. Otherwise, I would have already intervened."

Shrugging at Ja-gong's response, Ja-seong approached his sister, properly laid her down, and tucked his nephew into her arms.
Then he slightly turned his head and asked the boy:

"I hope your technique doesn't mean she'll never wake up?"
"...She'll wake up in about half an hour."

A powerless answer, as if he'd given up.
Ja-seong straightened up, looked directly at the boy, and walked past him, beckoning with his finger.

"Don't bother with useless resistance and just follow me quietly."

At those words, a sharp light entered the boy's eyes.
Though he couldn't bring himself to harm the infant, he had no intention of being captured without a fight.

The boy slightly raised his head to observe Ja-seong's back.

He appeared momentarily defenseless.
If he used his concealment art to slip away now, they wouldn't be able to catch him.

Having decided this, the boy activated his concealment art and tried to pass by Ja-seong to escape.

-Grab

"I told you not to do anything useless."
"...! H-how...?"

But his attempt failed.
Despite his technique being active, Ja-seong had accurately grabbed him by the scruff of his neck.

Seeing this, Hong Ja-gong's eyes gleamed with interest.

"Oh? You don't have 'eyes' like mine, so how did you see him?"
"I didn't see him, I felt him."

The two exchanged a conversation incomprehensible to the boy.
Eventually, Ja-seong left the room, carrying the boy like a sack.

*

"L-let me go!"

I turned around with a dull expression to look at Chil-yeop struggling on my back.
He flinched and quieted down as if he'd stepped on his own foot.

Seeing the boy, young in both appearance and heart, I inwardly clicked my tongue, feeling strangely drained.

Earlier, after arriving at the Jungcheon Trading Company with the blood technique instructions hidden in the dagger sheath, I spotted Hong Ja-gong heading somewhere with suspiciously muted footsteps.

Curious, I followed him, only to find his destination was my sister and brother-in-law's pavilion.
As we approached, I sensed someone who shouldn't be there.

Thinking instantly that the sorcerer might harm my sister and nephew, I rushed past Hong Ja-gong into the pavilion.

When I reached my sister's room, I saw a small boy reaching toward Un-cheon.
I was about to draw my sword to behead him regardless of his age, when suddenly he contorted his face and started crying.

I stared in bewilderment, and Hong Ja-gong, arriving late, silently shook his head at me.
Eventually, I resheathed my sword, caught the boy as he tried to escape, and brought him here.

After bringing Chil-yeop to the main hall, I carried him past the questioning gazes of the Gaibang disciples who were sorting information, and into a small inner room.

Hong Ja-gong closed the door and turned to me.

"Put him down now."
"Hey, if I see any hint of you trying something stupid, I'll cut you down immediately. Understand?"

Before putting him down, I looked directly into the boy's eyes with a final warning.
He flinched but turned his head away defiantly.

Annoyed by his impudent response, I simply let go while he was still dangling.

-Thud!

"Ow!?"

Chil-yeop landed hard on his backside.
Clutching his buttocks, he glared at me fiercely and reached out his hand.

-Click

Sensing he was about to use a technique, I pushed the sword guard, revealing the sharp blade.
A warning that I would kill him without hesitation if he took one step further.

Meeting my cold gaze, Chil-yeop glanced sideways at Hong-il's blade, then slowly lowered his hand.
Then, a headband was placed on the boy's head.

"Wh-what!? What is this?"

Startled by the sudden foreign sensation on his head, Chil-yeop tried to throw it off.
But no matter how hard he tried, the headband stuck to his head as if glued there.

"Ugh...!"
"What are you, Sun Wukong?"

I snorted at the sight of him rolling on the floor, struggling, then turned to Hong Ja-gong.

"What is that? A tight-fitting band?"
"Technique Prohibition Band. It can't tighten around the head like the tight-fitting band, but it's a treasure that prevents the use of techniques."

Before I could respond to the explanation, Chil-yeop exclaimed in shock.

"Wh-what!? Technique Prohibition Band? How did a beggar like you get such a treasure—ack!"
"Insolent brat. Your manners are atrocious."

As soon as the word "beggar" left his mouth, Hong Ja-gong struck Chil-yeop's head with the Striking Dog Stick hanging at his waist.
The boy clutched his head and rolled on the floor, apparently in considerable pain.

Seeing him even shed a few tears, I asked:

"So, this kid is now just a simple brat who can't use techniques anymore?"
"That's right. Since he can't remove it himself, unless I take it off, he'll never be able to act as a sorcerer again for the rest of his life."

Hearing the explanation, Chil-yeop seemed to snap to attention, stopping his rolling and opening his eyes wide.
Looking at the trembling-eyed kid staring up at him, Hong Ja-gong smiled sinisterly.

"Now, shall we hear your story? For reference, every time you don't answer properly, you get ten strikes with the Striking Dog Stick. If you don't want to be beaten like a dog on a hot summer day, you'd better answer well."

*

In the depths of the Bulmang Faction.
Sa-gan, who had been waiting for news from the Jungcheon Trading Company until late at night, berated his subordinates over Chil-yeop's absence.

"Still no word from the sorcerer?"
"W-well... after he suddenly disappeared in front of the Jungcheon Trading Company, we completely lost track of him."
"Y-you useless fools-!"

Of course, subordinates who weren't sorcerers themselves had no way of tracking Chil-yeop.
But Sa-gan, pushed to his mental limits, lacked the clarity to consider this.

*Why is there still no news? Did he fail? Does Geol-jon have some means to counter sorcerers? C-could he have betrayed us?*

All sorts of thoughts, bordering on delusion, threw Sa-gan's mind into chaos.
How had the mission, which had been proceeding smoothly until recently, become so complicated?

"Ugh, uuugh...!"

Tearing at his hair in agony, Sa-gan eventually collapsed weakly.

The fear of failing the mission, self-reproach for driving the situation to this point—he felt crushed under the weight of it all.
Finally, pushed to his limit, the fanatic sought answers from his god.

"Great incarnation of the divine! Give me an answer. What should I do? How can I fulfill my mission...!"

Sa-gan desperately muttered, stretching both hands toward the crimson tree, the Divine Tree sapling.
But no answer came from the sapling.

Finally, his raised hands fell powerlessly, and his head drooped as well.

-Whoosh

How long had he been like that?
As he stared blankly at the floor, Sa-gan's vision suddenly turned red.

"...!"

Startled, he raised his head to see the sapling beginning to emit a bright blood-red energy.
Understanding the meaning better than anyone, an ecstatic exclamation escaped Sa-gan's lips.

"Ah, aah...!"

The sapling's growth had reached the next stage.

This meant it no longer needed human blood.
From now on, the sapling would absorb the vital energy of the fortress's citizens on its own to continue growing.

No matter what the Jungcheon Trading Company people did now, it was impossible to stop the sapling's growth.
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"Ahahaha, hahahaha-!"

Indeed, the gods have not abandoned me!
Rising from his seat with a joyful cackle, I-gan suddenly remembered the groups from Beggar Sect and Lower Heaven Sect searching for the tomb entrance outside.

Come to think of it, those bastards are still out there.

If they find the tomb entrance tomorrow, the Jungcheon Trading Company men will swarm in immediately.

If those who easily defeated his subordinates trained in the Blood Qi Art and even destroyed the wooden puppets arrive, everything will fall apart.

Pondering what to do, I-gan assessed the forces he could currently deploy.

All he had left were a few subordinates trained in the Blood Qi Art and two wooden puppets.
Against ordinary martial artists, this would be enough to face hundreds, but the other side had the Beggar Lord. They wouldn't even be able to stall properly against that old beggar.

*I clearly can't handle them with my current forces.*

Yet there was no way to reinforce his position.
The Crimson Eye Cult had no presence in Sichuan Province outside the Manrim Trading Company.

If he requested support, he'd need to send a letter all the way to Guizhou, but how could he do that with enemies at his doorstep?

Without the cult's support, all he had left were martial artists trained in the Blood Binding Art. But all he could do was make their bodies explode in response to the Blood Qi Art's destruction.

"A strategy that failed once won't work again..."

As I-gan muttered irritably, he suddenly stopped.
His eyes widened gradually.
His body trembled as if struck by lightning.

"Yes, if I do it that way...?"

With a smile creeping onto his face, I-gan immediately summoned a subordinate and gave orders.

"What? What on earth are you saying, sir?"

The subordinate couldn't hide his bewilderment at I-gan's command.
Usually so obedient he would nod even if I-gan called a white bird black, his reaction showed just how preposterous the order was.

I-gan openly displayed his displeasure at the subordinate's response.

"Are you questioning my orders?"
"N-no, sir. I'm just... taken aback..."

I-gan snorted at the subordinate's attempted excuse and repeated his command.

"Your feelings are irrelevant. Stop talking and do as I say."
"...Yes, sir."

After the subordinate finally nodded and left the room, I-gan gazed at the seedling emitting a red glow.

"Watch me. This opportunity you've given me. I will not waste it."

He made a solemn vow to his object of worship.

*

"...Tougher than I expected."

Hong Ja-gong muttered lowly as he twirled the iron rod in his right hand, and I agreed with him.
Before us, Chil-yeop was kneeling, clutching his head.

"Ngh...!"

His mouth remained stubbornly shut.
But tears continuously fell from his bloodshot eyes, and groans that hadn't quite become sobs escaped between his lips.

Seeing this, I sighed deeply and pleaded with the kid in front of me.

"We don't enjoy tormenting a child either, but could you please start talking? How much bigger does that bump need to get before you give up?"

A fairly large bump had formed on Chil-yeop's small head.
The mark of Hong Ja-gong's iron rod repeatedly striking the same spot.

It looked painfully swollen like something out of a cartoon, but this kid refused to open his mouth.

"Should I use the Bone-Breaking Torture technique?"
"...No matter what, he's still a child. That seems a bit much, doesn't it?"

I snorted at his question.

"Before that, isn't he one of the Crimson Eye Cult's executives? Who knows how many people he's killed? Could be hundreds or thousands."

As Hong Ja-gong was about to respond to my words, Chil-yeop finally spoke.

"Don't be ridiculous! I don't kill people!"
"Well, I suppose that's true. If you did, you wouldn't have hesitated to kill an infant."
"Ugh...!"

His eyes sharpened as he realized he'd fallen for my trap when I immediately changed my tone.
Seeing this, I smiled slightly and thought about what to say next to provoke the kid.

But just then, I sensed unexpected presences approaching.
Has it already been half an hour? Time flies.

"Seong-a, where are you?"
"Th-that way..."

And apparently they were looking for me.
As I opened the door wondering what was going on, I saw my sister striding toward me.

"Sis, what's up?"
"What were you doing in there?"
"Um... having an intense conversation?"

Faced with her sharp questioning, I answered awkwardly, and she brushed past me to open the door.
She let out a shocked cry when she saw Chil-yeop kneeling before Hong Ja-gong.

"My goodness... what have you done to this child?!"

Seeing the bump protruding from Chil-yeop's head and the iron rod in Hong Ja-gong's hand, she seemed to have guessed the situation and was thoroughly angered.

I approached my sister to explain.

"Sis, let me explain what happened..."
"Oh my, are you alright?"

Without giving me a chance, she went to Chil-yeop and gently stroked the bump on his head.
The kid's expression became indescribable as my sister treated him kindly.

After seeing Chil-yeop's swollen eyes, my sister glared at Hong Ja-gong and me.
A look of reproach asking what terrible thing we had done to such a young child.

Receiving that look, I felt both wronged and dumbfounded.
Although his attempt failed, this kid had tried to kill my sister's son and my nephew.

Getting off with just a bump was already lenient...!

"Sis, before you look at us like that, listen to our..."
"Whatever the reason, adults should never assault a child."

No, when you put it that way, you make us sound like real trash!

While I was silently screaming, my sister protectively took Chil-yeop and left the room.

"Wait, sis...!"

As I urgently tried to follow them, Hong Ja-gong's hand grabbed my shoulder.
I shook it off and demanded:

"What?!"
"Calm down, let's observe for now."

At this absurd suggestion, I shot him a look full of curses, and he continued with a small sigh.

"You heard earlier. He's filled his Spirit Reservoir, so he can't use his techniques anymore. He's no different from an ordinary kid now."
"What if he tricks my sister and escapes?"
"Do you think just anyone can remove it? You need to manipulate qi in a specific way. No one but me can do it."

Finally somewhat reassured, I asked in a slightly calmer voice:

"Why do you want to observe?"
"Have you heard the saying 'the soft overcomes the hard'?"

Yi-yu-geuk-gang.
The soft overcomes the hard.
It's Laozi's philosophy that the weak overcomes the strong.

It has the same meaning as the principle of the Taiji Sword, and for him to mention it here...

"You think my sister can get him to talk?"
"We pushed him hard and severely within reasonable limits, yet he wouldn't talk. So let's try soothing him with gentleness and warmth."

So we're the north wind, and my sister is the sun?
Recalling an Aesop's fable I'd read in my previous life, I let out a small sigh.

"...I'm still going to keep watch."
"Try not to be noticed. We don't want our efforts to be wasted."

Nodding vaguely at Hong Ja-gong's words, I belatedly headed toward my sister and brother-in-law's quarters.

*

"Now, this might be a little cold."

True to the warm voice coming from right in front of him, a cold sensation washed over him as a wet towel was placed on his head.

"My goodness, such a swollen bump. How on earth..."

The boy glanced up at Dan-ae as she muttered in disbelief.
Her face was elegant and gentle, yet with a strange firmness to her impression.

And beside her was a babbling infant.
The one the boy had just tried to kill.

"Aboo, abooo."

The boy suddenly felt an unbearable shame as the baby looked at him with innocent, unknowing eyes.

He unconsciously lowered his head, but Dan-ae gently stopped him.

"If you do that, the wet towel will fall off."

Following her guidance, the boy raised his head again and after a while of silence, carefully asked:

"...Aren't you going to ask why I was being hit?"

At that question, Dan-ae opened her mouth with a faint smile.

"Hmm, I suppose you must have done something terribly wrong? Neither our Seong-a nor Chief Hong are the type to hit a child who's done nothing wrong."

She brought him here knowing that?
Dan-ae's smile deepened as she looked at the boy's surprised face.

"Still, they only went as far as hitting you."
"...?"

Looking at the puzzled boy, Dan-ae told him about the Sichuan Six Monsters incident that had happened not long ago.

"I heard Chief Hong tortured them using the Bone-Breaking technique. I didn't see it myself, but their screams echoed all the way to this pavilion."

Hearing Dan-ae's story, the boy flinched as he recalled what Ja-seong had said earlier.

-Should I use the Bone-Breaking Torture technique?

Bone-Breaking Torture.
Separating muscles and dislocating bones.

So that chilling suggestion wasn't just a bluff?
Feeling a chill run through his entire body, the boy let out a sigh of relief.

Seeing him, Dan-ae looked at the darkening outside and asked a maid to bring food.

"You haven't eaten yet, have you? I've asked for a meal to be prepared, so wait a bit and let's eat together."
"I-I don't need it!"
"Is there any food you dislike or can't eat? You can tell me without hesitation."
"I-I'm not a child, you know?"

Dan-ae chuckled at his childish protest and asked the maid to prepare a meat-focused meal rather than vegetarian.

"......"

Despite clearly hearing the request, the boy didn't object, and Dan-ae looked at him fondly before suddenly asking a question.

"Come to think of it, I still don't know your name. Could you tell me?"
"...My name?"

A strangely dumbfounded expression.
In fact, the boy hadn't expected to be asked such a question.

Normally, he would have disguised himself as a young man and proudly answered "Chil-yeop."
But with his techniques sealed, the boy was no longer the cult executive Leaf Seven.

He was just a powerless boy from before he became Chil-yeop.
And that boy had a name.

A name given by his master and called by his martial siblings.

"...Cheong-un. Jin Cheong-un."
"That's a lovely name. May I call you Un-a?"
"No."

Dan-ae burst into laughter at his blunt answer.

*

Outside the pavilion, I heard Chil-yeop's huffing and my sister's laughter.
Fortunately, the kid didn't seem to be acting hostile, but I still couldn't let my guard down.

As I focused my senses on my sister's room, I suddenly felt a familiar presence approaching.
Turning my head, I soon saw our kid coming into view.

"What are you doing here?"
"And what brings you all the way here?"

At my counter-question, Seol hesitated oddly.

"Oh, it's nothing really. I just thought I'd take a break..."

What does taking a break have to do with coming here... oh.
Wondering about this, I suddenly had a thought and tested Seol.

"Don't tell me you came to see Un-cheon?"
"......"

Silence in return.
But his gradually reddening face told me my guess was correct.

Come to think of it, this guy really loves children despite being young himself.
He got along well with Seo-yeon whom we met in Wuhan, and often played with Dang and Ji Cui-a when we were in Gungang County.

This time it's Un-cheon, huh?

Smiling slightly, I suddenly had a thought and looked at Seol with bright eyes.
Seol flinched at my gaze and stammered:

"W-why are you looking at me like that?"
"...I was wondering if I could ask you a favor. Would you be willing to help?"
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"...A favor? What is it?"

I glanced around the hall as I explained the situation to Yu Seol, who was tilting her head curiously.
After hearing everything, Seol's expression turned deadly serious.

"Are you sure this is okay? Even if his magic is sealed...!"

"Honestly, I'm a bit worried too. That's why I want you to stay close to my sister and Il-lyeong. Keep an eye on that guy and make sure he doesn't try anything funny."

After hearing my words, Seol glanced at the hall where my sister and Il-lyeong were, then nodded with a face full of determination.

"Leave it to me. I'll protect Il-lyeong."

Her retreating figure, marching in with clenched fists, didn't look particularly... reliable, but I wasn't worried.

Despite appearances, our Seol is skilled enough to make short work of most experts.
She should be able to easily subdue a magic-sealed kid if anything happens.

I nodded to myself as I left the hall.

I'd entrusted Il-lyeong's matter to Seol, and Wi Cheon-kyeong would handle the commotion in the city.
With the Lower Heaven Sect and Kai Bang taking care of finding the entrance to Bulmang Tomb, there was nothing left for me to do.

I decided to use this opportunity to investigate the movements of the assassination squad that was reportedly following our group to the city.
If the Bulmang Tomb situation and the assassination squad's activities overlapped, things could get annoyingly complicated.

So I left the Jungtian Trading Company alone and headed for the Changcheon Trading Company branch.





*





After a late dinner prepared specially by Gun Su-ae, Il-lyeong and Cheong-un frowned at the irritating gaze fixed on them.
The owner of that gaze was a girl who appeared to be around their age—Yu Seol.

"I'm here."
"Welcome, Lady Yu. You're a bit late today?"

With Gun Su-ae's familiar welcome, she entered the room and positioned herself between Su-ae, Il-lyeong, and Cheong-un, as if to block their interaction.

From the moment she sat down, she kept glaring at Cheong-un with eyes full of contempt and wariness, which naturally irritated him.

Finally unable to bear it any longer, he asked:

"...Why are you looking at me like that?"
"How am I looking at you?"
"Like I'm some kind of insect. Even now."
"That's your imagination. My eyes are naturally like this."

After spouting this nonsense, Seol turned her head in the opposite direction and waved at Il-lyeong with a bright smile.

"Hello, Il-lyeong! Did you miss me? Woorrr~"
"Kyaa!"

Il-lyeong, nestled in Gun Su-ae's arms, laughed cheerfully at Seol's strange noises.
Seeing this, Su-ae also smiled warmly.

"Our Il-lyeong is usually quite shy, but look at that bright smile. Perhaps she already recognizes beauty?"
"Eh, hehehe..."

Seol smiled bashfully at Su-ae's words.
Seeing this, Cheong-un snorted briefly and muttered:

"Beauty? Such a tiny thing..."
"Hmph, I don't want to hear that from someone smaller than me."

A cold gaze accompanied her cutting words.
Despite claiming her eyes were naturally like that, the temperature difference between how she looked at Il-lyeong and how she looked at him was too obvious.

And what? I'm smaller than her?

Inwardly indignant, Cheong-un was about to shout something but held back his anger when he saw Il-lyeong.

*I should stay calm. If I make a scene and the child cries, I'll be in trouble.*

That old beggar might come back to pound his head if the child cried.
Touching the lump on his head that had barely subsided, Cheong-un calmed himself and asked in a low voice, still under Seol's cold gaze:

"Why are you looking at me like that?"
"What's wrong with me using my own eyes?"
"...If you have something to say, just say it."

At his words, spoken through gritted teeth, Seol's eyes flashed sharply as if she'd been waiting for this, and she unleashed a torrent of vitriol:

"Then could you stay as far away as possible? I break out in hives when bad people are nearby. Better yet, disappear from my sight completely."
"...What?"
"It's painful even breathing the same air as you. I'd appreciate it if you left the city as soon as possible. No, why not leave the Central Plains altogether and go to some island country in the east?"

In simple terms, she was telling him his very existence was disgusting. Cheong-un felt dizzy hearing such abuse to his face.

Having been taken in by his master during childhood, which he barely remembered, he had always been praised as a genius among the Ten Disciples. Even after joining the Crimson Eye Cult, he had been revered as an exceptional sorcerer.
This kind of reaction was completely foreign to him.

And after spewing all that venom, she turned her head away without even waiting for a response.
Belatedly realizing he'd been thoroughly insulted, Cheong-un gritted his teeth.

*This damn girl...!*

If only I could use my magic, I'd teach her a lesson!

"Grr!"

Grinding his teeth as if he wanted to devour her, Cheong-un soon realized his grim reality and swallowed hard.
He tried to remove the Soul-Caging Stone on his head just in case, but it didn't budge at all.

*Is there no way to remove this thing?*

Il-lyeong might know a way.
But Il-lyeong was at the cult's sacred ground, far from here.
How could he possibly get there without being able to use magic?

*...Wait. Can I even escape from here in the first place?*

Cheong-un wasn't stupid.
Even if Gun Su-ae treated him well, she wouldn't help him betray Gun Ja-seong and Gun Won-pyeong.

Even if by some luck he managed to escape, it would be impossible to evade Kai Bang's pursuit without being able to use magic.

The only possibility would be if I-gan helped him...

*Would he have the leisure to do that? Would he even go that far for me?*

Aside from losing most of his subordinates due to Cheong-un's foolishness, I-gan had been greatly humiliated in front of his men because of him.
If he still harbored that grudge, who knows what he might do to Cheong-un in his weakened state.

*If I had known this would happen, I wouldn't have humiliated him like that.*

He belatedly regretted his excessive response to what he perceived as disrespect toward his magic.

While Cheong-un was lost in thought, Seol, who had been coldly glaring at him, launched another verbal attack:

"Being in the same space as you makes me feel like my body is being contaminated. It's disgusting to breathe the same air as you, so could you hold your breath? It would be even better if you stopped breathing forever..."

At this tirade, which shocked even Gun Ja-seong, Gun Hwa-ryeon, and Yeo Dae-un, Cheong-un finally exploded:

"That's it, I've had enough—!"
"Waaaaaah!"

Cheong-un's shout echoed through the room, and Il-lyeong, startled, burst into tears.
As the loud crying filled the room, Seol and Cheong-un both looked at Il-lyeong with shocked expressions.

Seeing the tiny face turn red with sorrowful crying, guilt crept up on them.
Seol apologized to Il-lyeong with a tearful face:

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry."
"It's okay. She's just startled, so don't worry too much."

Gun Su-ae comforted Seol while soothing her son.
Seeing this, Cheong-un's expression darkened, and he left the room.

As she patted Il-lyeong's back, Gun Su-ae watched his retreating figure and said to the still tearful Seol:

"Lady Yu, would you bring Cheong-un back?"
"...No. That kind of person should just go and die somewhere."

Having heard from Gun Ja-seong what Cheong-un had tried to do, Seol flatly refused the request.
Then she looked at Il-lyeong, who had just stopped crying and was staring at her curiously.

*To think he tried to kill such a small and cute child...!*

No matter what the circumstances, it was something that no human should even attempt.
Seeing Seol's stubbornly pursed lips, Gun Su-ae asked with a faint smile:

"Why not?"
"Because...!"

Seol tried to speak but couldn't continue.
She wasn't sure if she should say anything since Gun Ja-seong hadn't mentioned it specifically.

Then Gun Su-ae's voice reached her ears:

"Because he tried to kill us?"
"...!? Oh, you knew?"

How?
No, if she knew, why did she bring him here?

Confused by Gun Su-ae's incomprehensible actions, Seol gave her a bewildered look before suddenly noticing her eyes.

Eyes that were gentle and warm, yet incredibly firm.
Those eyes looked directly at Seol.

"But in the end, he couldn't do it."
"B-but the fact that he tried to kill doesn't change!"
"The result that he didn't kill also doesn't change."
"...!"

Taking advantage of Seol's speechlessness, Gun Su-ae continued:

"I don't know why that child tried to do such a thing. But a child who was about to cross the line ultimately didn't cross it."
"..."
"So I think there's still a chance. That he can move away from that line completely."

Words filled with complete sincerity stirred Seol's heart.
Showing severe conflict on her face, she eventually stood up.

"...I'm not exactly agreeing with your opinion."
"But you're going anyway, right?"

Gun Su-ae smiled warmly.
Somehow feeling her face heat up, Seol hurriedly left the room.

Though she didn't like it, she went to find the shameless kid.





*





After leaving Gun Su-ae's room, Cheong-un didn't go far.
Afraid of what might happen if he left the hall without permission, the farthest he could go was the courtyard in front of the hall.

"Sigh..."

Sitting cross-legged on a flat rock in the courtyard, Cheong-un unconsciously let out a sigh.

*...How pathetic.*

To lose his composure over the provocation of an ignorant girl—it was behavior unbecoming of a sorcerer who deeply cultivates his mind.
A sorcerer should always be calm and collected...

"Look at the tiny thing putting on airs."

*Crack*

At the words that flew in from behind him, a vein popped on Cheong-un's forehead as he stood up with clenched fists.
Then he shot a sharp glare at Seol, who had somehow appeared in the courtyard.

"...I really don't understand why you've hated me so much from the beginning."
"Do I need a reason to hate trash? Especially a shameless bastard who tried to kill a baby."
"..."

Cheong-un closed his mouth and remained silent.
Seeing this, Seol twisted her lips mischievously.

"Don't expect me to soften because you're a kid. I've seen and experienced firsthand how despicable your kind is."

Gun Su-ae had clearly asked Seol to coax Cheong-un back.
But as soon as she saw his face, she couldn't help but start berating him again.

Having been entangled in the Crimson Eye Cult's plots several times during their journey from Hefei to here, to Seol, Cheong-un was nothing but an agent of evil who should be eliminated immediately.

"You fanatics are nothing but harmful. You should completely disappear from this world."

A resolute declaration.
But hearing those words, Cheong-un's face instantly contorted.

*For the sake of a peaceful era, you must disappear from this land.*

Words spoken long ago by a man in black robes overlapped with Seol's words.
The tone suggesting that his suffering, as well as the unjust deaths of his master and fellow disciples, was somehow justified.

The moment he recalled those words heard amidst the flames, his mind went blank.
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When Cheong-un regained his senses, he had already lost his reason and was charging at Seol.

"Aaaaargh!"
"What the—!"

But how could she possibly handle a martial artist who had trained in martial arts, even with her spells sealed? Instead, she counterattacked, sending him rolling ungracefully across the courtyard.

"Ugh...!"

Groaning in pain, Cheong-un struggled to his feet and charged again, grinding his teeth.

But the result was the same. He rolled across the ground several times, becoming battered and bruised.

Despite this, he kept getting up. Even if he couldn't tear that damned girl's mouth, he had to land at least one punch on her face. He couldn't bear it otherwise.

"Aaaah!"
"Huh...?"

Seol's face momentarily showed confusion at Cheong-un's determination.

*What's going on?*

This seemed more than just anger over insulting his faith. Something felt off. It seemed like a much more personal emotion?

But since she knew nothing about Cheong-un, she couldn't even guess what it might be. Confused, Seol continued throwing Cheong-un to the ground as he repeatedly charged at her.

How many times had this cycle repeated? Eventually, he seemed to run out of energy, lying face down and just panting. She slowly approached him.

His dirt-covered, filthy appearance. Seeing how pathetically he had rolled around, she became slightly worried about how to explain this to Dan-ae.

*Would "he was rolling around on the ground of his own accord" even be believable?*

She frowned, racking her brain for a more plausible excuse.

Cheong-un was lying face down, and Seol had completely let her guard down, assuming he was exhausted. The prone Cheong-un's eyes suddenly flashed sharply.

"Uaaaah!"
"What...!?"

Seol couldn't avoid the hand that suddenly grabbed her ankle, and she fell to the ground. Seizing the moment he'd been waiting for, Cheong-un immediately climbed on top of her.

A savage smile appeared on his dirt-stained face.

"Got you, you damned girl."
"Eek...! Get off!"

Seol threw punches at Cheong-un who was straddling her stomach. Despite getting his lip split and nose bloodied by her tiny fists, Cheong-un clung on tenaciously and yanked Seol's hair.

"Aaaack!?"

Seol's pain-filled scream echoed across the courtyard. Cheong-un, his lower face now covered in blood, bared his snow-white teeth and threw a punch at her face.

*Thud!*

But the expected scream didn't come. Despite putting all his strength into the punch, hoping to make this damned girl bleed from her nose too, not even a bruise appeared on Seol's face.

Seol had immediately activated her "Protective Art" when she felt the pain of her hair being pulled.

"Y-you...!"

Just as Cheong-un ground his teeth in frustration after noticing this, Seol's fist struck his chest.

"Kuh!"

His body flew backward helplessly. Finally free, Seol rose with a reddened face.

The shame of almost taking a hit from someone who couldn't even use spells because she'd let her guard down soon turned to anger. As she approached Cheong-un with heavy steps, about to unleash her emotions—

Suddenly, something strange happened.

"Huh...?"
"What...?"

The boy and girl froze simultaneously. Seol was shocked by the sudden feeling of her internal energy trying to escape on its own, while Cheong-un was alarmed by the massive pulling sensation he felt from deep underground.

"W-what is this...!"

Something was wrong. This shouldn't be happening.

*Waaaaaah!*
*Woon-cheon!*

Amidst their confusion, they heard Woon-cheon's crying and Dan-ae's desperate scream. Without hesitation, they both rushed back to Dan-ae's room, where they saw:

"What's wrong, baby? Baby!"

Woon-cheon was crying pitifully in Dan-ae's arms, his entire body pale.

*

"Welcome, Young Master Gun."

When I arrived at the Changcheon Trading Company's Chengdu branch, Branch Manager Dam came to the door to escort me to his office. Though slightly embarrassed by the excessive courtesy, I didn't show it and got straight to the point after sitting down.

"I came to hear about the Assassination Unit. I was wondering how far they've come since escaping from Chongqing."
"...Yes. I was just thinking I should report to you."

His expression darkened ominously. As I tensed, he sighed deeply and delivered the bad news.

"The Assassination Unit's trail suddenly disappeared?"
"Yes. We confirmed they entered Sichuan Province, but their whereabouts after that are a mystery. No trace of them has been found in any county."

This is impossible. That was my first thought upon hearing Branch Manager Dam's report.

The Assassination Unit numbers in the hundreds. Naturally, a group that size would be noticeable when moving.

They all ride horses for mobility, so how could they completely erase their tracks? It made no sense.

Even if, for argument's sake, they somehow managed to hide their tracks, what about food?

Three meals a day for hundreds of people, not to mention hay for the horses? They can't survive on grass alone.

No matter how I thought about it, it seemed impossible for the Assassination Unit to hide their tracks by any conventional means. Yes, by conventional means.

"It sounds like they're using some unconventional method."
"Yes, that's the conclusion we reached as well. We suspect they're using some evil cult magic."
"In other words, it wouldn't be strange if they suddenly appeared in Chengdu?"
"......"

His silence was as good as confirmation. I let out a small sigh.

I've managed to avoid them skillfully until now, but it seems the time for a direct confrontation has come. I had that intuition.

I wish I could resolve the Bulmangjong matter before the confrontation.

Thinking this to myself, I stood up. Branch Manager Dam also rose and said:

"Oh, are you leaving already?"
"I've heard what I needed to hear. Please let me know immediately if any trace of them is found."
"Understood."

After leaving the Changcheon Trading Company branch, I returned to the Jungcheon Trading Company and headed to my sister and brother-in-law's quarters to check on Chillyeop's status.

That's when something strange suddenly happened. The energy network I had spread around began to scatter randomly.

"What...?"

Startled by this unprecedented anomaly, I quickly grabbed hold of the scattering energy network.

*Baby!*

It was around then that I heard my sister's anguished cry. As soon as I heard her desperate voice, I rushed into the quarters and saw my sister crying helplessly with Woon-cheon in her arms.

"Waaaah!"

My nephew's condition looked serious. Until just before I visited the Changcheon branch, he had been babbling and smiling brightly, but now he was crying with a deathly pale complexion.

I immediately realized the reason. My energy network had detected life energy randomly escaping from Woon-cheon's body.

Recognizing this as what's called "innate energy," I immediately increased the density of my energy network.

"Huh?"
"This is...!"

The two kids flinched as they sensed the energy network. At the same time, Woon-cheon's crying gradually subsided.

His color slowly returned. I sat beside my sister, held my nephew's hand, channeled energy into him to examine his condition, and sighed with relief.

Fortunately, thanks to quick action, only a minimal amount of innate energy had escaped—enough to recover naturally over time.

"Ah..."

Seeing my nephew start babbling again, I looked up at my sister.

"He's okay now. Not completely fine, but he'll be alright as long as he stays near me for now."
"My baby...!"

As my sister hugged her son with relief, I turned my head.

I intended to question Chillyeop about the current situation, which was likely a scheme by the Manlim Trading Company.

But when I turned to look at Chillyeop, I was struck speechless. Distracted by Woon-cheon, I had only just noticed the disastrous state of the two kids.

After momentarily losing words and just opening and closing my mouth, I narrowed my eyes and asked:

"...What on earth were you two doing to end up looking like that?"

The state of Chillyeop and Seol was truly a sight to behold.

First, Chillyeop looked like he'd been swimming in dirt, with his clothes completely soiled. Plus, dried blood from both nostrils covered his lower face.

Seol was in better shape by comparison, but her clothes were equally dirt-covered, and her neatly tied hair was now disheveled as if someone had pulled it hard.

Could they have been fighting?

Looking at them with an incredulous gaze, they avoided my eyes, turning their heads away. When they accidentally made eye contact with each other, their expressions turned hostile and they quickly looked away.

They definitely fought. I asked her to watch him, so why did they end up brawling?

As I was looking at Seol with disbelief—

*Everyone gather at the main hall!*

A voice resonated throughout the trading company. The voice belonged to Hong Ja-gong.

It seemed he was trying to gather everyone at the main hall. I looked around at everyone in the room and said:

"For now, let's follow Master Hong's instructions."
"Yes, alright."
"Understood."

Seol and my sister nodded in agreement. Chillyeop remained silent, but the prisoner had no decision-making authority anyway.

So I headed to the main hall with my sister, nephew, and the two disheveled kids.

*

As we were leaving the quarters with the dedicated maids, I noticed my brother-in-law just entering the courtyard. His worried face relaxed upon seeing us coming out.

But only for a moment. His expression hardened again at the unusual sight of my sister.

"...What's this? What happened?"

My brother-in-law asked in a low voice, looking at the two disheveled kids and my sister with distinct tear marks.

"My lord...!"

My sister seemed overcome with emotion upon seeing her husband and began to sob again as she threw herself into his arms. My brother-in-law embraced his wife without knowing what was happening and silently asked me for an explanation with his eyes.

"It's difficult to explain here. Let's talk at the main hall first."
"...Alright. Let's go, dear."

My brother-in-law looked back and forth between my face and my sister in his arms, then nodded and led the way to the main hall. I followed behind, expanding my high-density energy network as much as possible to protect the innate energy of my sister, nephew, and the maids.

Soon after, we encountered Hwa-ryeon and Master on their way to the main hall.

"Ja-seong."
"Are you alright?"
"Yes, but what's this...?"

Hwa-ryeon nodded at my question but then widened her eyes in surprise as she detected the high-density energy network.

"Well, it's a kind of desperate measure."
"...I see."

Seeming to understand the situation from my brief answer, Hwa-ryeon nodded and joined us along with Master. The same happened with others we met afterward.

Particularly, all the martial artists who had trained in martial arts detected my energy network and couldn't hide their surprise.

"My, how fascinating. To manipulate energy in such a way."
"I wouldn't dare attempt it myself."

Half-listening to people's admiring comments, I continued walking until we reached the main hall. There, just like during the recent Mahwadok incident, Hong Ja-gong stood imposingly in the courtyard.

"Oh?"

Noticing us entering the courtyard, Hong Ja-gong seemed to detect my energy network like the other martial artists and looked at me with interest.

"So this is the secret of your extraordinary perception. Haha, circulating energy minutely both inside and outside your body... truly a divine level of energy manipulation."
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I shrugged at Hong Ja-gong's words as he immediately grasped the principles of the qi transmission network and couldn't hide his admiration.

"There's no need for such praise. Isn't this something everyone used to do back in the day?"
"...Sometimes I wonder if you have too many illusions about the old martial arts world. Honestly, even back then, I never saw anyone who could manipulate internal energy as meticulously as you."

His response was unexpected.
Well, it did make me feel a bit good.

At least it meant my skills weren't inferior compared to the old martial arts world.
But given the situation, I hardened my expression instead of smiling with satisfaction.

"You understand the situation, right?"
"Yes. It must be the power of the seedling. Instead of absorbing energy from the earth, it's drawing in people's primordial energy. It seems to have grown enough to be capable of such a thing."

After hearing Hong Ja-gong's words, I looked around.
By now, most of the people in the trading company had gathered in the main hall.

The atmosphere among them was clearly divided into two groups.
One side appeared calm as if nothing was wrong, while the other looked pale, lacking energy and strength in their movements.

The former were martial artists familiar with qi manipulation, while the latter were servants and maids who had never trained in martial arts.

Fortunately, the martial artists accustomed to handling qi were naturally blocking the outflow of their primordial energy.

The problem was ordinary people who knew nothing of martial arts.
They had neither methods nor means to prevent their energy from being drained.
They were in a position where their primordial energy was being unilaterally absorbed by the seedling.

Hong Ja-gong clicked his tongue briefly upon seeing them.

"I tried various methods while waiting for you to arrive, but they weren't very effective. It seems your technique is the only viable countermeasure at present."

Not particularly good news.
I scratched the back of my head as I spoke.

"For now, the amount of primordial energy being drained doesn't seem that significant, but..."
"That's only for now. It will likely accelerate exponentially soon."

It would be pointless to ask how much time we had left.
The absorbed primordial energy would directly strengthen the seedling, creating a vicious cycle where it could drain even more energy.

If we didn't resolve this situation as quickly as possible, it would reach an irreversible state.
I briefly imagined the streets of the city filled with corpses of its citizens, then quickly shook my head.

"...This is no time to wait for the traveler to remove his coat in the sunlight."

I turned to look at Chil-yeop, who had been quietly following behind me.
Still visibly confused, he flinched when he felt my gaze.

I slowly approached him and spoke in a low voice.

"You need to explain this situation."
"W-why should I...!"

Chil-yeop immediately protested.
That's not going to do you any good.

I narrowed my eyes, roughly grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, and dragged him before Hong Ja-gong.

"S-Seong-ah...!"

My older sister saw this and approached in alarm.
I faced her directly and spoke firmly.

"Noona, Un-cheon almost died."
"...!"
"Some people in the city have probably already died. And this guy is connected to it all. He might even have been directly orchestrating the situation."
"No!"

Chil-yeop refuted with a pale face, rambling various excuses.

"I-I didn't know this would happen! I was told that once it grew by collecting blood, it would absorb energy from the earth to reach maturity! T-this wasn't..."

His voice clearly revealed his confused state of mind.
At a glance, he didn't seem to be lying.

Of course, at this point, claiming ignorance was useless.

I threw Chil-yeop right in front of Hong Ja-gong, in the middle of the main hall.

*Thud!*

The small figure rolled ungracefully across the floor.
Everyone's attention focused on the kid.

Unable to face those stares, he lowered his head as I approached and crouched in front of him.

"You'd better tell the truth this time. It won't end with just a bump on your head like before."

Realizing this wasn't an empty threat, Chil-yeop began trembling.
Someone unaware of the situation might have found him pitifully vulnerable, but I pressed on without concern.

"Tell me everything your people are doing here in the city. Don't leave anything out."
"......"

Despite his trembling, Chil-yeop wouldn't easily open his mouth.
What difference would resistance make at this point?

With a short snort, I drew the sword at my waist, and only then did he stammer out his story.

"W-well..."

After hearing everything Chil-yeop had to say, I concluded that this guy barely knew anything.

He didn't know what would happen when the seedling fully matured, and all he'd done here was inscribe blood-gathering formation patterns around the seedling.

It was frustrating to realize he knew even less than we did.

"Sigh..."

I couldn't help but sigh upon discovering that the person we'd caught and interrogated was essentially useless.

No, not completely useless?
At least he should know where the entrance to Bulmang Cave is.

"Last question, where is the entrance to Bulmang Cave?"
"...If you go out the west gate and head southwest into the forest, there's a pointed rock. Follow the direction it points to, and you'll find the entrance."

His answer came readily, as if he'd completely given up.
Hearing this, I looked at Hong Ja-gong, who nodded gravely.

"Let's move as soon as the sun rises and the west gate opens."

I was about to agree when I thought of Un-cheon.
If I left, he would no longer be protected by the qi transmission network.
His condition would quickly deteriorate again.

What should I do...

"You stay here."
"Master Hong?"

When Hong Ja-gong suddenly told me to stay, he gestured toward my sister and Un-cheon in her arms.

"Even the slightest drain of primordial energy can be fatal to an infant. There's also the possibility they might attack here again, so leave the destruction of the seedling to me and remain at the trading company."

Hong Ja-gong's consideration.
I hesitated briefly but eventually nodded.
I couldn't prioritize the citizens of the city over my young nephew.

Meanwhile, Hong Ja-gong explained the situation to the others and divided who would enter Bulmang Cave and who would remain at the trading company.

In the end, the disciples of Cheongseong and Ami would enter Bulmang Cave, while the Wanderer Band would stay behind.
But such decisions became meaningless when shocking news struck us the next morning.

*

Having confirmed that he couldn't stop the outflow of primordial energy with his known techniques, Hong Ja-gong dismissed everyone.

-Unless they're elderly or infirm, they should be fine for a day or two.

The only people in the trading company who could be considered vulnerable were Manager Yu and Un-cheon.
Among them, Manager Yu had trained in martial arts, so there was no need to worry.

The problem was our nephew.
Since the only way to prevent Un-cheon's primordial energy from leaking was with a high-density qi transmission network, I spent the night in my sister's quarters instead of returning to my room, staying awake all night.

I had to stay conscious because I wasn't accustomed to maintaining the high-density network continuously.

And so, after staying up all night, I greeted the morning sun.
As a result, I was slightly fatigued after finishing breakfast when I had to harden my expression at the unbelievable news brought by a Kaifeng scout.

"...What did you say?"
"W-well. The Jangbodo maps have been released. Not fragments, but complete maps. And not just one. Bundles of them have been scattered throughout the city."

Despite our having burned three of the Jangbodo fragments, complete maps had been scattered throughout the city.
This meant everyone in the city now knew the location of Bulmang Cave.

"What in the...!"

My sister Dan-ae holding Un-cheon, her husband sitting beside her, Hwa-ryeon who had visited early in the morning, and even my master couldn't hide their shock.

Recovering my senses a bit faster than the others, I questioned the scout.

"What about the martial artists in the city? How are they reacting?"
"...How do you think? They're all rushing toward the west gate."

Despite the hundreds of casualties from the blood technique, martial artists who couldn't abandon their greed for martial arts had remained in the city.
Now they had obtained Jangbodo maps and were excitedly heading toward the west gate. I held my forehead with one hand as I imagined the scene.

I could picture hundreds of people gathered at the entrance to Bulmang Cave, creating a massive crowd.

With all those people blocking the way, we wouldn't even be able to enter Bulmang Cave.

At that thought, I realized Sa-gan's intention.

"...He's using the martial artists as shields."
"Shields?"

In response to Hwa-ryeon's question, I nodded and explained the situation.

"From the Jangbodo hunt to the Mahwa poison and the new blood technique—all the schemes they've been plotting have been shattered. Plus, we've captured Chil-yeop."

In other words, Sa-gan has essentially run out of options.

But the situation wasn't entirely bad for him either.
After all, the seedling seems to have grown considerably due to their efforts.

I looked at Un-cheon, who was babbling innocently in his mother's arms.

"The seedling has already started draining the primordial energy from the city's residents. They no longer need to take direct action."

Sa-gan no longer needed to drive people mad with hemp or make martial artists fight by scattering Jangbodo fragments.
That's why he switched from offense to defense.

"Currently, we're the only ones trying to stop them. So they used Jangbodo as bait to draw in martial artists—as shields to prevent us from approaching the seedling."

Suppose we were to head to Bulmang Cave right now.
Even if we reached the entrance, we'd obviously be blocked by the martial artists who had already left through the west gate.

Even if we openly discussed the conspiracy hidden in Bulmang Cave in front of them, those blinded by greed for martial arts would ignore our words or dismiss them as lies.

In the end, we were left with two options:
Wait for all the martial artists to be ground up inside Bulmang Cave, or grind them up ourselves.
Either way, we'd be helping the enemy.

"...Huh."
"So what should we do?"

My master sighed after hearing my explanation, and Hwa-ryeon asked with a serious expression, but I couldn't easily answer.

I was just as stumped by this no-win situation.
Besides, I was still tied down here.

"Awoo."

Just then, a small babbling sound.
I turned to see Un-cheon looking at me with the purest, most innocent eyes.

Nephew, what on earth should I do?

Pushing back a sigh that was about to escape my lips, I thought deeply, but no good solution came to mind.

Couldn't some unexpected variable emerge to help us?

*

Early morning in the city of Chengdu.
Normally, this would be a time when street vendors and countless city dwellers would be energetically starting their new day.

But strangely, today was different from usual.
People walking the streets and merchants preparing to open their shops all moved sluggishly, as if drained of energy.

-Goodness, why am I so tired today...?
-You too? When I woke at dawn, my body felt as heavy as lead.

People walked with slumped shoulders, as if carrying heavy burdens on their backs.

"......"

Jin Cheong-un, also known as Chil-yeop, lowered his eyes glumly as he passed by, overhearing their conversations.

Last night.
After spilling everything he knew in front of everyone gathered in the main hall, his fate was immediately discussed.

While many argued that a servant of the demonic cult should be killed immediately, someone opposed.

-I absolutely cannot allow this child to be killed.

That person was, of course, Dan-ae, and thanks to her firm attitude and resolute gaze, Ja-seong couldn't help but take her side, allowing Cheong-un to barely survive.

It didn't stop there—he was even granted partial freedom.
If one were to ask what "partial freedom" meant, the answer would be that he was still under surveillance.

Yes, that piercing gaze he felt from behind.
It was Seol.
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A fierce hostility conveyed through just a glance.
Unable to bear the constant irritating stare, I finally asked.

"Do you have something else to say?"
"..."

Yu Seol, who had been silently glaring with narrowed eyes, soon shrugged and spoke.

"I was wondering what you're thinking as you look at the city. It's partly your creation, isn't it?"
"What...!"
"Don't you think so?"
"...!"

As I tried to protest against Yu Seol's sarcastic words, a cold voice immediately silenced me.
When I couldn't say anything, Yu Seol gave a short snort and continued her offensive.

"How much primordial energy will the city's people lose before that cursed sapling finishes growing?"
"..."
"You know what primordial energy is, right? It's the life force people are born with. Losing it naturally affects their lifespan and health. And if all of it is drained..."

Yu Seol couldn't finish her sentence.
I knew exactly what she meant.

Death.

The people living in this city would gradually wither and die.
Without even knowing why they were suffering such a fate.

*Clench*

My fist tightened.
In my mind, I recalled what Il-lyeong had said before we came here.

-This fulfills our sect's secret wish, but it's also a significant step toward achieving your revenge.

The sect's secret wish.
My revenge.

I was completely taken in by those words and came all the way here.
But thinking about it now, it was strangely odd that there had been no mention of the mission details.

*Was this situation known to you? Did you know and still say nothing to me?*

Il-lyeong had met me when my heart was devastated after losing my family, sympathizing with my desire for revenge.
I had trusted her as a reliable adult who shared my pain, and now I felt betrayed.

Unaware of my crumbling mental state, Yu Seol continued to batter me with harsh words.

"Well, would your kind even care about such things? You crazy fanatics. You wouldn't care if thousands or tens of thousands die as long as it's for your god."

*Snap*

Something broke inside me.
What I had been desperately suppressing finally exploded.

"...What do you know!"

My shout echoed through the middle of the street.
Passersby all turned to look at me, but I didn't care. Or rather, I had no room to care.

Feelings of betrayal toward Il-lyeong, guilt for driving the city's people to mass death, frustration at moving further away from avenging my master and fellow disciples.

I poured all these mixed emotions onto Yu Seol.

"What do you know about me to talk like that! Who are you to judge!"

My voice roared as if I were coughing blood.
Seeing my reddened eyes, Yu Seol closed her mouth and looked at me with a strange expression.

Then suddenly, she grabbed my hand and began dragging me back the way we had come.

"Hey, let go-!"

I struggled and resisted, but Yu Seol's strength was beyond anything I could overcome.
People who saw this either laughed saying, "That girl's got spirit," or clicked their tongues saying, "Kids these days are so forward."

Completely ignoring such stares and comments, Yu Seol dragged me back to the Jungcheon Trading Company and into her room.

She forcibly sat me down in a chair, then sat in the chair opposite me.
Bewildered by this whole process, I asked with an incredulous expression.

"...What are you trying to do?"
"What else? I want you to talk."
"...What?"

Seeing my continued confusion, Yu Seol took a small breath and explained in more detail.

"You said it yourself. That I know nothing about you but talk as I please. So tell me your story. I'll listen."

I was dumbfounded.
How could she be so brazen?
Did she really think I would tell her anything?

As if reading my expression, Yu Seol spoke again.

"By the way, you don't have the option to refuse. If you don't talk here,"

*Shing*

"I'll kill you, regardless of what the madam says."
"..."
"I respect her leniency, but whether you deserve that leniency is another matter. So it's better to tell the truth without any lies."

With the cold metallic sound, a blade appeared.
Seeing this, I gulped.

Yu Seol's eyes and aura.
Everything told me that her words were not empty threats.

Though she appeared to be a young girl not yet twenty, she was a martial artist.
If she made up her mind, she would cut my throat without hesitation.

*She's just like that Gun Ja-seong guy.*

"Speak, now."

Faced with her ultimatum, I reluctantly began to share memories of my past.

"...I..."

I recalled the happiest time in my life.

A peaceful childhood.
My family—my master and fellow disciples—who cherished me.
The daily life I thought would continue forever.

"Your introduction is too long. Get to the point."
"...Damn you."

After muttering a curse under my breath, I panicked at the blade pointed at my neck and hurriedly got to the main point.

"One day, the Imperial Guards suddenly attacked."
"...The Imperial Guards?"
"Yes, the Black Robe Unit. Hunters who specialize in hunting sorcerers."

Just because they were sorcerers, these men brutally killed my master and fellow disciples, then burned down our home and tried to kill me too.

If my concealment technique had been even slightly imperfect, I would have died there.

"I barely survived by hiding with my technique, then wandered aimlessly for a while. Every day I lived in fear, not knowing when or where the Black Robe Unit might appear."

I was now telling my story fluently.
Perhaps I had wanted someone to listen to my story all along.

"Then I met Il-lyeong, an executive of the Divine Wood Sect."
"Crimson Eye Cult."
"Huh?"
"It's called the Crimson Eye Cult."

Yu Seol, recalling the ominous sapling she had seen at Wudang Mountain, glared at me.

*Divine? That demonic tree has the nerve...*

And I wasn't much different in my thinking.
The sapling I had seen in the depths of Bulmang was too ominous and eerie to be a divine incarnation.

"Right, I met Il-lyeong, an executive of the Crimson Eye Cult."

Readily correcting myself, I continued my story.

"She was at a much higher level than me, so she immediately recognized that I was a sorcerer. She also quickly noticed my situation."

Il-lyeong had asked if I wanted revenge.

I answered that of course I did.

Then Il-lyeong told me to follow her.
If I joined them, she would help me get revenge not just on the Black Robe Unit, but on my true enemy.

"True enemy...? Don't tell me?"

Yu Seol seemed to have guessed something and flinched.
I slowly nodded.

"Yes, I joined the Crimson Eye Cult to kill the Emperor—the only person who could order the Black Robe Unit to exterminate sorcerers."

Assassinating the Emperor.
Yu Seol held her breath at this blasphemy that no one living in the Middle Kingdom, in the Empire, would dare speak of carelessly.

"So I became Seventh Leaf. I came here to support the mission of the Four Eyes as an executive of the Crimson Eye Cult."

Having finished my story, I closed my mouth.
After staring at me with a strange look for a moment, Yu Seol slowly sheathed her drawn sword.

As the threatening blade disappeared from sight, I finally relaxed.
Yu Seol silently observed me for a while before speaking.

"I understand your situation. Judging by your expression, you don't seem to be lying. I apologize for calling you a fanatic."
"..."

Silence returned.
Yu Seol, undeterred, looked straight at me.

"May I ask one question?"
"...Go ahead."

With my permission, a sharp question immediately flew at me.

"Would you be okay with everyone in the capital dying for your revenge?"

My body trembled.
My eyes, which had been glaring sharply at her for a moment, gradually lost their strength.

"...Of course not."

This was my honest truth.

I desperately want revenge on the Imperial Guards' Black Robe Unit and the Emperor.
I want to avenge my master and fellow disciples.

But to drive tens of thousands of innocent civilians in the capital to death for this?
That's an entirely different matter.

If I did such a thing, I could never face those who had gone before me for the rest of my life.
Hearing my answer, Yu Seol nodded and then said something completely unexpected.

"Then help us."
"...What?"

What is this girl saying?
She wants me to help them?
To betray my sect?

Wondering if she was joking, I looked at her, but her expression was deadly serious.

I let out a hollow laugh.
I was about to say that was impossible when I hesitated.

*...If I can't betray them...*

It would mean I'm willing to stand by and watch the people of the capital die.
But if I betray the cult, my revenge against the Emperor would be completely out of reach.

Revenge, or the lives of innocent people.

As I wavered helplessly in this dilemma, Yu Seol spoke again.

"Do you really think the Crimson Eye Cult is helping you with your revenge?"
"...No. To be precise, I'm participating in their revenge. The Crimson Eye Cult harbors resentment against the current empire."

The Crimson Eye Cult is the successor to the Ming Cult, which was oppressed by Zhu Yuanzhang in the past.
Naturally, they hold great resentment against the current empire and imperial family.

So considering the whole process, I am participating in the Crimson Eye Cult's revenge.
That's what I thought.

But hearing this, Yu Seol shook her head as if I were pathetic.

"As expected, you know nothing? And you call yourself an executive..."
"What? What don't I know?"

Yu Seol revealed the true nature of the Crimson Eye Cult to the bewildered me.

"The Crimson Eye Cult's goal isn't revenge. They want to turn this world into a den of monsters."
"Monsters? What are you talking about?"
"Do you even know what happens when the sapling fully grows?"

At Yu Seol's question, I closed my mouth.
As she said, I didn't exactly know what would happen when the sapling's growth was complete.

According to the Four Eyes, it would be a step toward a beautiful red world, but what nonsense was that?

*Come to think of it, I really don't know anything about the Crimson Eye Cult.*

I only saw them as a group that would help me with my revenge, without trying to properly understand them.
Realizing how ignorant I had been left a bitter taste in my mouth.

When I couldn't answer, Yu Seol snorted as if she had expected it and continued.

"I know. I saw firsthand what happened at Wudang Mountain."
"...Wudang Mountain?"

Confused by the sudden mention of Wudang Mountain, I widened my eyes.

"Don't tell me, you're the ones who destroyed the incarnation at Wudang Mountain?"
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In response to Cheong's question, Seol nodded in agreement.

"That's right. To be precise, Young Master Gun made it disappear without a trace."
"Huh..."

A dejected sigh escaped involuntarily.
To think that an infidel whom the Crimson Eye Cult was grinding their teeth to capture and drink alive was standing right before his eyes.

Seeing his shocked expression, Seol twisted one corner of her mouth.

"This is information the Crimson Eye Cult should never know, but you've found out? The reasons to kill you just keep piling up."
"......"

Cheong's eyes grew cold.
Seol shrugged, saying it was just a joke.

"Getting back to the main point, until recently, Wudang Mountain was literal hell."
"...Hell?"

As Cheong narrowed his eyes in question, Seol nodded and explained in detail what she had experienced.

A sky stained blood-red.
The strangely twisted and mutated beasts and trees of Wudang Mountain.
The Wudang Sect Taoists who were barely holding on inside.

And then there was the wooden puppet—whose name she only learned after coming here—and the terrifying power of the seedling's main body that had tried to kill them.

"If we—if Young Master Gun hadn't destroyed the seedling, tens of thousands of people living nearby would have turned into hideous monsters."
"...What nonsense."

Cheong couldn't easily believe Seol's words.

Monsters out of nowhere?
It sounded like nothing more than a crude joke meant to fool a child.

For a moment, he wondered if the girl before him was looking down on him, trying to trick him. Yet her gaze was nothing but serious.

"Haven't you seen the seedling inside the Lower Heaven Sect? After seeing that, do you still think I'm talking nonsense?"

At that question, Cheong recalled the seedling that I-gan had been guarding.

That ominously sinister energy that stimulated primal human fear.
That eerie tree that instinctively made one feel something was terribly wrong.

"...No way."

Really?

Seol silently observed Cheong as he wore an expression of half-belief.

Though she didn't show it outwardly, she was internally very surprised after hearing about his personal history.

She had thought something was wrong based on his intense reaction yesterday. But she never imagined he had such a tragic past.

The death of his master and fellow disciples.
Seol suddenly imagined a scene where Dae-un, Hwa-ryeon, and Ja-seong died, leaving her alone.

...It was slightly difficult to imagine since there was one person who seemed like they would never die no matter what, but just thinking about it briefly was horrifying enough to make her shudder.
This was what that boy had actually experienced.

"And he's even younger than me."

Having thought something that would have earned her a harsh rebuke had Cheong known, Seol genuinely felt sorry for him.
That's why she hoped he would accept her persuasion.

If he continued to stay with the Crimson Eye Cult, he would meet the worst possible end, let alone achieve revenge.
That's why she mentioned the Wudang Mountain incident to persuade Cheong.

"I can promise you one thing. If you continue with the Crimson Eye Cult, you'll deeply regret it. They're going to commit far more terrible acts than what they're doing here in Chengdu, and whether you like it or not, you'll have to cooperate."
"......"

Cheong closed his mouth with a complicated expression.
Seeing that look, Seol quietly stood up.

"You probably need some time to think? I'll give you space. When you've made up your mind, come find me at Madam Gun's quarters."

As Seol left the room, her footsteps gradually faded away.

Left alone, Cheong closed his eyes tightly, deep in thought.

*

With a complete lockdown spread throughout Chengdu, the situation was becoming troublesome.
Since I couldn't just sit alone worrying in my sister's quarters, I headed to the main hall with Hwa-ryeon and Master.

Of course, Woon-cheon and my sister's husband were with us too.
I needed to keep my sister and Woon-cheon, who hadn't learned martial arts, within the range of my qi detection network.

When we arrived at the main hall, a heated argument was already in progress.

"We must disperse those people immediately."
"How? By forcefully suppressing them?"
"If that's what it takes, then yes."
"Is that even possible? There are over a thousand of them at least. And they're not ordinary civilians but martial artists who've trained in martial arts."

From what I could gather, they were divided between those who thought we should sweep away the martial artists heading to the Lower Heaven Sect, and those who believed we should move cautiously.

The former were the Tang family martial artists who had visited the merchant group early in the morning, while the latter were disciples of Cheongseong and Ami.

The Wanderer Band seemed to have decided to stay neutral for now, as they had taken a step back.

"If necessary, we'll use all the poison in our Chengdu branch warehouse. If we do it right, we can poison everyone gathered at the Lower Heaven Sect."
"The damage could spiral out of control. Besides, how do you plan to handle the grudges that would arise from such actions?"

In response to Golden Ami Priestess's persuasive voice, Tang Chu snorted.

"Do you think our Tang family fears such things? Anyone who dares harbor resentment against us and tries something foolish will regret it bitterly."

At this truly Tang family-like behavior, Golden Ami Priestess could only sigh softly, unable to say anything more.
Seeing her reaction, Tang Chu spoke first this time.

"Besides, don't we have the moral high ground? We're struggling to save this city and its people from the evil machinations of a demonic cult."

Moral high ground.
The pretext of saving innocent civilians and the city from the vicious plots of a demonic cult.

"In contrast, they're just moths drawn to a flame, blinded by their own greed. Blinded by ancient martial arts, they've become the demonic cult's hunting dogs. If they had any shame, would they dare talk about grudges?"
"Human hearts aren't that rational, are they?"

Tang Chu was volunteering to take the blame, while the two elders were trying to dissuade him.
Finding this a curious sight, I entered the hall.

Instantly, numerous gazes turned toward me.

"Oh, Young Master Gun. You've arrived? We were just discussing how to respond to the situation."

Tang Chu and the two elders brightened at the sight of me.
Feeling awkward at how both sides seemed to want me to take their side, I quickly changed the subject.

"By the way, I don't see Chief Hong. Where did he go?"

The one who answered my question was Sub-Chief Ha, who had been watching cautiously between the two factions.

"He went to see the Prefect of Chengdu with Chief Jang. It seems they're trying to mobilize the garrison troops once more."
"The Prefect... with Chief Hong?"

I understood why Chief Jang would go, but I couldn't quite grasp why Hong Ja-gong would join him.
From the Prefect's perspective, wouldn't the Beggar Sect's Dragon Head Chief just be another filthy beggar?

Noticing my confusion, Sub-Chief Ha smiled bitterly and explained further.

"He washed up properly for once and changed into clean clothes. Since the Prefect's condition is bound to be terrible, he's posing as a physician that Chief Jang had difficulty inviting."
"Ah."

So he went as a bribe.
As I nodded in understanding, Tang Chu addressed me.

"By the way, you must have heard our discussion outside? What do you think, Young Master Gun?"
"Do you believe we should take strong action, Master Tang?"

Instead of answering, I countered with a question, to which he nodded firmly.

"Yes. Although they may not have intended it, they've become hunting dogs for the demonic cult. I see no reason to show mercy to such people."

There was a strange personal resentment in his voice.
I recalled that it was Tang Chu who had told me about how Sword Lord Han Ji-gang had lost family members to the demonic cult.

Perhaps he too had lost loved ones because of the cult?
That might explain his hardline stance.

I smiled bitterly as I replied.

"I too would like nothing more than to sweep away all these nuisances..."

Tang Chu and the two elders reacted with alternating hope and disappointment.
But their reactions reversed with my next words.

"But we shouldn't act rashly. We'd end up doing exactly what they want."
"Then what should we do...!"

I raised both hands to calm Tang Chu, whose voice was rising.

"Let's wait until the Chief returns. If we can truly mobilize the garrison troops, we might be able to make the martial artists retreat without bloodshed."
"Hmm..."

Tang Chu let out a dissatisfied groan but eventually nodded and sat down.
The two elders also sighed in relief.

Not long after, an elderly scholar with a dignified, learned appearance appeared alongside Chief Jang.
I asked with a serious face.

"Chief Jang, who is this scholar?"
"You damned brat!"

Instead of an answer, a bamboo staff flew at me.
I dodged it slightly while giggling.

"You look so different dressed like that. Why don't you dress this way all the time?"
"No need. Would the King of Beggars want to be called senile?"

Grumbling, the elderly scholar—Hong Ja-gong—roughly pushed aside his flowing robes and delivered the bad news with a small sigh.

"We can't mobilize the garrison troops. Even though I personally infused energy into that groaning fellow, the damn Prefect has fled the city with the garrison troops to save his own skin."
"...Isn't that grounds for dismissal?"
"He left under the pretext of comforting the garrison soldiers, so unfortunately, that won't be possible."

Everyone in the hall was dumbfounded.
Eventually, Tang Chu stood up from his chair again.

"In that case, we have no other option! We must immediately...!"
"Where do you get the nerve to raise your voice, boy!"

*Thwack!*

The bamboo staff struck Tang Chu's crown.
Seeing him collapse while clutching his head in pain, Hong Ja-gong slumped into a nearby chair.

"Sigh..."

A sigh laden with many emotions.
Tang Chu, who had barely managed to get up while groaning, spoke in a much smaller voice, watching his step.

"Since we can't get help from the garrison troops, our only option is to force our way through. We can't just waste time doing nothing, can we?"
"......"
"We need to make a decision. The lives of hundreds of thousands of Chengdu citizens are at stake."

Neither Hong Ja-gong nor I, nor even the two elders who had been opposing Tang Chu's proposal, could say anything.
Because no other solution came to mind.

If only I could go to the Lower Heaven Sect myself.

It was at that moment.
Two small figures appeared in the main hall.

"Seol? And you..."

One was Seol, and the other was none other than Chil-yeop.
Though he appeared to be a small boy, he was an executive of the demonic cult that had created the current situation.

Naturally, people's gazes were not friendly.

"What's this? Have you come to ask us to end your sinful life?"

Tang Chu's reaction was particularly sharp.
Emitting an aura that could definitely be classified as killing intent, Chil-yeop momentarily flinched, then gulped and stood before Hong Ja-gong.

And quietly made his request.

"...Release the alcohol restriction."

For his freedom.
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The people who heard those words naturally reacted with disbelief.

"You've lost your mind. Why would we release a servant of the demonic cult? Who knows what he'll do!"

Tang Chu burst out in anger.
The others didn't add anything, but their expressions as they looked at Chil-yeop showed they shared the same opinion.

However, the kid just stared at Hong Ja-gong with clenched fists, despite all those hostile gazes.
Hong Ja-gong also looked at the kid with an interested expression.

"Hmm, let me ask you first. Why should I release you? I don't see what I would gain from it."
"...If you release me, I'll cooperate with you."

Cooperation.
Someone snorted at those words, while another shook their head in disbelief.
Then Tang Chu said,

"Ha! I was wondering what nonsense you'd spout. As if we'd believe your sweet talk..."
"Shut up, you fool! Can't you see I'm talking right now!"
"...Yes, I apologize."

After speaking up loudly, he was scolded by Hong Ja-gong.
I had to force myself not to laugh at his deflated appearance as I kept my focus on the two of them.

"Ahem, cooperation? How exactly could you help us?"
"...I heard you. You're having trouble with the martial artists blocking the entrance to Bulmang, right?"
"And?"
"If I use my magic, you can sneak in without confrontation. Of course, I can't cast it on too many people."

That sounded quite tempting.
Some people seemed interested as they began to focus on Chil-yeop's words.

"And I can also place a barrier around this merchant group. With that, at least the people inside won't have to worry about their primordial energy leaking out."

This was beyond tempting—it was surprising.
If what he said was true, I wouldn't need to stay by Woon-cheon and my sister's side anymore.

As he mentioned solutions to many pressing problems, the hostile gazes noticeably softened.
Of course, some still objected.

"How can we trust you? What guarantee do we have that you're not just saying this to trap us?"
"......"

About half the people in the hall, including Tang Chu, still seemed unwilling to trust Chil-yeop.
Well, I'm still half-skeptical myself.

But Chil-yeop's response to these people was quite amusing.

"...I don't particularly care whether you believe me or not."
"What did you say?"

His tone suggested that their opinions didn't matter.
Tang Chu's face contorted with anger, and Chil-yeop simply turned his head away, ignoring him.
Then he looked back at Hong Ja-gong and declared in a rather loud voice:

"I just want to fix my mistake. If things continue like this, countless people in the city will die, and that's not what I want."
"Oh? You want to fix your mistake? Now? Why didn't you think about stopping before you started all this?"

After Hong Ja-gong's consecutive questions, Chil-yeop was silent for a moment before lowering his eyes sadly.

"...I didn't know things would turn out like this. No, I didn't want to know. I just thought I needed to achieve my goal, so I didn't even care about anything else."
"Then why have you changed your mind now?"

*Clench*

Chil-yeop tightened his fist visibly and answered with an unyielding, firm gaze.

"If I don't fix this situation, I won't be able to face my people later. That's why I'm offering to help."

The old beggar and the little sorcerer stared directly at each other.
They locked eyes as if trying to see through each other's intentions, and eventually, Hong Ja-gong reached for the headband on Chil-yeop's small head and removed it.

"L-Leader!"
"Be quiet."

Hong Ja-gong dismissed the startled voice calling him and pointed his beggar's staff at Chil-yeop, making a show of threatening him.

"If you try any tricks, I won't let you off easily. Understand?"
"Don't worry. That won't happen—ow!?"

The beggar's staff suddenly struck Chil-yeop on the crown of his head.
Looking down at the kid who was now clutching his head and crouching, Hong Ja-gong said:

"You little brat. Don't you know how to speak respectfully to adults?"
"Ugh..."
"Be prepared if you speak carelessly again."
"Ah, I got it... I understand."

Hong Ja-gong snorted at Chil-yeop, who was on the verge of tears, then promptly urged the kid to move.

"Come on, we don't have time. Let's start with the barrier for the merchant group."
"...Damn old man."
"What did you say?"
"Nothing. Nothing at all."

Chil-yeop left the hall while trying hard to manage his expression.
I watched as Seol immediately followed after him, and then my sister approached me and asked:

"Can we follow them too?"
"Hmm? Well... I don't see why not."

She seemed concerned about Chil-yeop.
I shrugged and, after asking permission from the others, followed Chil-yeop with my sister.

"Now then, let's discuss what we should do in the meantime. Any suggestions?"
"Leader, what is there to discuss? Rather than trusting someone like him, we should...!"
"Will you shut up, you fool!"

As we left the hall, I could hear Hong Ja-gong scolding Tang Chu behind us.

*

"This is the corner of the estate, right?"
"Yes."

After my sister nodded, Chil-yeop attached what looked like a pre-prepared talisman to the wall.

He was muttering something quietly, so I used my listening technique to hear better, but it was completely unintelligible.

Eventually, Chil-yeop stopped muttering and asked to be guided to the next corner.
Apparently, he would activate the barrier using the talismans attached to the four corners as medium points.

Honestly, I was completely ignorant about this field and couldn't understand what he was talking about.

"So, this Suan barrier? What exactly happens when you set up this barrier?"
"It completely blocks harmful elements from outside—in this case, the power of the seedlings that absorb primordial energy. By the way, it has no effect against physical intrusion."

Chil-yeop explained briefly as he strode forward.
His explanation flowed smoothly, but I wasn't sure if it was really safe to let him proceed.

My concerns must have shown on my face because Seol, who was walking beside me, tried to reassure me.

"It'll be fine. He won't try anything at this point."

Speaking as if representing Chil-yeop, I asked Seol in a low voice so Chil-yeop couldn't hear:

"Did you persuade him?"
"Yes. After hearing his circumstances, he didn't seem particularly fanatical, and more importantly, he seemed to feel quite guilty about the situation. So I told him that if that was the case, he should help us instead."
"...Even after you two fought so fiercely yesterday?"
"Ugh... that's separate from this."

My sister chuckled at Seol's embarrassed response to my question.

"Thank you, Lady Yu. For your concern."
"I-It's not particularly because of what you said, ma'am."

As Seol's face turned even redder and she hid behind me, my sister smiled as if finding her cute and took more energetic steps.

After attaching talismans to the four corners of the Jungcheon Merchant Group's main building, Chil-yeop finally placed talismans on both sides of the main gate.

He raised his index and middle fingers in front of his chest and chanted the final spell, causing some kind of energy flow to spread from him and surround the building.

"...It's done now. You don't need to worry about primordial energy leaking anymore."

Hearing this, I looked at my sister and Woon-cheon, who was quietly nestled in her arms, and carefully lowered the density of my energy network.

I watched the two with slight tension, but unlike before, I couldn't feel any energy leaking out.
Our little nephew also seemed fine.

"...It's true. The barrier is working properly."
"Wow...!"
"Hmph."

My sister and Seol's faces brightened at my words, while Chil-yeop gave a short snort.
That arrogant attitude was quite irritating.
If it weren't for the barrier, I would have hit him.

As I was having these petty thoughts and expanding my energy network, I detected a strange commotion outside.

*Kyaaak!*
*S-Save me!*

"...What's that?"

When I turned my head to look outside through the main gate, I could see people in the distance fleeing from something.
They were bleeding all over and had urgent, desperate expressions.

Could it be that another rampage had broken out because the Wei garrison had withdrawn?
I soon realized the situation was much more serious than that.

*Kieeee-!*

A grotesquely twisted form that I couldn't even imagine what it once looked like.
A hideous four-legged beast was chasing after people.

"That's from Mount Wudang...!"
"Waaaah-!"

Hearing Seol's shocked exclamation, I saw Woon-cheon burst into tears and my sister's face turn pale, so I said:

"Seol, take my sister and Woon-cheon to the hall. Explain the situation when you get there."
"Y-Yes!"

She immediately nodded and took my sister's hand, heading inside.
After watching them for a moment, I kicked off the ground and rushed toward the people being chased.

"Aaaah-!"

The monster had apparently already feasted plenty, as its mangled teeth were covered in blood.
Yet still unsatisfied, it was seeking new prey, so I thrust my sword between those teeth.

*Shunk!*
*Kyaaaa-!*

A painful howl.
The sound was so unpleasant it made me grimace as I drove the sword lodged in its throat upward.

*Slash!*

The blade that split the monster's head gleamed in the sunlight, and with that light, I stabbed downward again.
The monster, its head split in two, lay lifelessly on the ground.

As I was looking at the monster sinking into a pool of blood, I heard someone calling me from afar.

"Young Hero Gun!"

Looking up, I saw a beggar who appeared to be from the Beggar Sect running toward me in a hurry.
When he finally reached me, he flinched at the sight of the limp monster before looking at me with an urgent gaze.

Somehow, I could guess what he was about to say.

"M-Monsters have suddenly appeared all over the city and are eating people. We've already had casualties among our people and the Lower Heaven Sect."

As I narrowed my eyes listening to the beggar's report, Chil-yeop approached from behind and asked in a dazed voice:

"...Are these the monsters from Mount Wudang?"
"You know about them? Did Seol tell you?"
"Yeah. To be honest, I was half-skeptical, but..."

He trailed off without finishing his answer, seemingly in considerable shock.
As I was looking at Chil-yeop's bewildered face, another monstrous howl assaulted my ears.

*Kieeee-!*
*Kyaaak-!*

"Ugh...!"

The beggar's face turned pale at the overlapping howls, clearly at a loss. I pointed my thumb toward the Jungcheon Merchant Group.

"I'll handle things here, so get inside for now."
"Th-Then, excuse my rudeness...!"

After watching the beggar hurriedly enter the compound, I turned to Chil-yeop.

"I'm going to fight the monsters now, so you should go inside too. Don't get in the way."

Chil-yeop frowned at my words as if offended and spread both his palms.
Flames appeared above his hands.

"...Now that the magic restraints are off, I can fight perfectly well, you know?"
"Oh really?"

I smirked at his rather bold declaration and looked around.

Several monsters had already entered my field of vision.
As they were clearly targeting us, Chil-yeop and I stood back-to-back.

"So can I leave that side to you?"
"You could just watch from behind, you know?"

What a cheeky kid, seriously.
With a twisted smile, I charged toward the monsters that were rushing at us with howls.
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"Kieee-!"

With a sharp, eerie screech, a monster lunged at me with its twisted maw wide open.
I slightly twisted my upper body to avoid the attack and swung my sword upward.

The glowing blue blade smoothly penetrated the monster's neck, separating its head from its body in one stroke.
The ugly head soared into the air while the body collapsed, spraying a fountain of blood from the severed surface.

That makes five.

I'd dealt with all the monsters that came my way.
Now all that remained were the ones the cheeky brat was handling.

Just as I was thinking this, an explosion sounded from behind me.
When I turned my head, I saw three monsters that Chilyeop had been fighting, all writhing while engulfed in flames.

"Kieeee!"

The monsters, screaming in agony, desperately tried to extinguish the flames by rolling on the ground, but despite their efforts, the fire showed no signs of dying down.

Finally, with one last death cry, their bodies went limp.

After confirming the monsters' deaths, Chilyeop extinguished the fire in his hand and waved once.
Immediately, the flames that had been stubbornly consuming even the corpses died down.

Seeing this, I was inwardly impressed.
He's more skilled at fighting than I expected.

Though the hideous monsters probably caused less resistance to killing, even considering that, he showed no hesitation in taking lives.

I don't know the details, but it seems his past years entangled with the Crimson Eye Cult weren't exactly peaceful.
Or perhaps if they had been peaceful, he wouldn't have gotten involved with the Crimson Eye Cult at all?

As I approached Chilyeop with these thoughts, the previously closed main gate of the trading company opened, and Hong Ja-gong along with others poured out.
They all turned pale at the sight of the monster corpses surrounding us.

"My... my goodness! By the Original Heavenly Lord."
"Amitabha...!"
"Shit, what is this...?"

Everyone expressed their shock in their own way.
I approached them and said:

"As you've probably heard, monsters are rampaging inside the city. It seems the cult members thought that using human shields at the Bulmangchong entrance wasn't enough."

They're probably pets or livestock from within the city that have mutated.
Because of this, we can't focus all our efforts on Bulmangchong.

If we don't stop these monsters immediately, especially now that the Wei troops have withdrawn, the damage will increase exponentially.
I made sure everyone understood this fact.

"We can't expect help from others. The Wei troops have left, and all the martial artists in the city have headed to Bulmangchong. We must stop these monsters ourselves."

At my words, everyone nodded with grim faces, followed by harsh condemnations of the Crimson Eye Cult.

"Those damn bastards. To torment innocent citizens like this...!"
"They don't deserve the Buddha's mercy, those scum."

The voices belonged to none other than Deung Ryeon-ja and Geum A-shinni.
The disciples of Cheongseong and Ami looked surprised to see these usually composed elders contorting their faces and spewing curses.

As much as I'd like to join in, we couldn't afford to waste even a moment cursing them right now.

"We'll split into two groups. One will proceed as planned to enter Bulmangchong and destroy the seedling, while the rest will spread throughout the city to deal with the monsters."
"How will we divide our forces?"

In response to Hong Ja-gong's question, I announced my selection without hesitation.

"The disciples of Cheongseong and Ami, along with the Wanderer Band and the Tang family martial artists, will handle the monster extermination. Chief, please lend your strength to this group as well."
"...What did you say?"

People immediately gave me incredulous looks.
Understandable, since I was allocating most of our forces to monster extermination.

But no matter how many times I thought about it, this was the right decision.

"Even as we speak, innocent people are dying. To minimize casualties, we need to concentrate our forces here."
"But then who's going into Bulmangchong?"

In response to Wi Cheon-kyeong's question, I grabbed Chilyeop by the scruff of his neck and lifted him up.

"This kid and I will go."

My statement surprised Hong Ja-gong, the dangling Chilyeop, and everyone else.
Soon came the strong opposition I expected.

"Absolutely not!"

The objection came from Tang Chu, as expected.
He stepped forward and pointed accusingly at Chilyeop with a fierce glare.

"Even if he helped us just now, it could be a disguise! What if he reveals his true colors once we're inside Bulmangchong...!"
"Then I'll personally cut off his head."

I silenced Tang Chu with my resolute answer.
As I said before, people were dying, and I didn't want to waste time on pointless arguments.

"Chief."
"I understand."

Seeming to sense my urgency, Hong Ja-gong nodded without further discussion and grabbed Tang Chu by the nape of his neck, then shouted loudly.

"Gack! Ch-Chief...!"
"Everyone move quickly! Cheongseong, Ami, Tang family, Wanderer Band—each advance in the four cardinal directions, then sweep through the entire city clockwise to exterminate the monsters!"

After his concise instructions, my master stepped forward to explain the dangers of the monsters.

"These creatures are much faster and stronger than they appear. Even if they seem small, it's best to avoid their attacks whenever possible. They may also attack in unexpected ways, so never let your guard down."

While my master quickly explained about the monsters he had personally encountered at Wudang Mountain, Hwa-ryeon approached me.

"Hwa-ryeon..."
"I know. You want me to take care of the trading company, right?"

I smiled slightly at her response, which showed she had read my mind without me even speaking.

"Can I ask that of you?"
"Leave it to me. I'll make sure Gun Madam and Un-cheon don't get hurt."

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon's reliable assurance, then turned around with Chilyeop slung over my shoulder.
The kid immediately began to struggle.

"W-wait! How long are you planning to carry me? I can walk on my own!"
"At your pace? We need to move as fast as possible, so keep your mouth shut. You might bite your tongue."
"What? Whoa!?"

I kicked off the ground and leaped onto the rooftops, crossing the city while listening to Chilyeop's terrified screams.

"Aaah, aaaah!?"

The screams kept coming from behind me.
Just as I was thinking it was a miracle his tongue was still intact, other sounds penetrated my ears.

"Kieek!"
"Aaaagh!"

Chilling monster cries and screams of terror.
As I headed straight for the west gate, I clicked my tongue at the sounds coming from all directions.

"P-please save me!"

Amid all this, I spotted someone being chased by a monster directly in my path.

A woman desperately fleeing while clutching a child who looked about three years old, with a monster in pursuit.
Seeing this, I drew Hong-il from my waist and sent a crescent-shaped sword qi toward the monster.

*Slash!*
"Keeeek!"

The monster slid across the ground, its body split in half.
I continued toward the west gate, dispatching several more monsters that caught my eye along the way.

By then, the kid who had been making a racket on my back had gone quiet.
He was hanging limply, completely different from when he had proudly taken down monsters earlier.

Glancing sideways, I saw his incredibly gloomy face.
According to Seol-i, he felt considerable guilt about the current situation—was that why?

Since I had nothing particular to say, I kept my mouth shut and moved my legs quickly.

Thanks to our direct route, we soon passed through the west gate and headed toward the forest in the southwest.

*

At the same time Gun Ja-seong and Cheong-un were passing through the west gate, a group was entering the city through the east gate on the opposite side.

They all wore bamboo hats and black cloaks, looking conspicuously suspicious as they strode toward the east gate.

Yet something was strange.
Despite being so obviously suspicious that they should have caught everyone's attention, no one around them gave them a second glance.

It was as if the group was completely invisible to their eyes.
Thanks to this, a low voice could be heard from among the group as they quickly passed through the crowd.

"This is amazing no matter how many times I experience it. It feels like being a ghost."

Though he had intended to whisper so only those beside him could hear, the bamboo-hatted figure at the front caught the sound with remarkable sensitivity.

"Didn't I say to keep quiet until we enter the city because maintaining this art is difficult? Could you shut up?"
"S-sorry."

A thin, high-pitched voice.
The speaker seemed particularly small compared to the others—apparently a woman.

At any rate, after the woman's rebuke, the bamboo-hatted figure apologized and fell silent, and the silence continued until the group passed through the east gate.

Like everyone else, the guards at the east gate couldn't see the group, so they were able to enter the city without any resistance.

Soon after, the group followed the woman's guidance into a secluded alley near the east gate.

After confirming they were all in a place without people, the woman sighed and removed her bamboo hat.

"That's it. You can all take them off now."

The face revealed was one of rare beauty.
The woman was none other than Pal-ji.
Following her, those who removed their bamboo hats were members of the Dark Heaven Unit and the Blue Dragon Unit.

Part of the Assassination Unit that had escaped the Changcheon Trading Company's surveillance network had appeared in the city.
And Gong Son-un, the leader of the Blue Dragon Unit who had led them here secretly, gave proper thanks to Pal-ji.

"Thanks to you, we've come this far undetected. Thank you."
"If you're grateful, make sure you capture that woman securely. The Lord has been greatly displeased because there's been no news of mission success from the Assassination Unit for so long."

This was precisely why she had joined the Assassination Unit belatedly.

Do-han had expected his only son to return with Ju Hwa-ryeon's head before long.
However, contrary to his expectations, when there was no news for a long time, he sent her to join the Assassination Unit with a mix of worry and impatience.

"I know. This time, I will definitely complete the mission."

Pal-ji nodded at Gong Son-un's determined expression.
Perhaps annoyed by her attitude, Na Gil-seon, the vice-leader, asked in a crooked tone:

"But are you sure that woman is really here? How did you find out information that even the Intelligence Unit couldn't discover?"

At his suspicious voice, Pal-ji raised one corner of her mouth.

"Well, let's just say I have my own information network."
"Why are you so confident? If such a network exists, shouldn't it be shared with the Intelligence Unit?"
"If that were necessary, the Lord would have ordered it himself, wouldn't he?"

Don't question what Do-han has approved.
Understanding the meaning behind Pal-ji's words, Gil-seon could only frown and back down.

Snorting at him, Pal-ji turned to Gong Son-un.

"I'll wait nearby. After you secure Ju Hwa-ryeon, come here and we'll leave the city together."
"Understood."

After nodding at Gong Son-un, Pal-ji walked down the alley but stopped momentarily.

"Oh, I almost forgot to mention. If you don't want to be attacked, don't take off your black cloaks."
"...What do you mean by that?"

When questioned about her cryptic statement, a seductive smile appeared on Pal-ji's face.

"It seems the sacred beasts have begun their hunt."

After uttering these still incomprehensible words, Pal-ji vanished.
Shaking his head at her disappearance, which was like that of a phantom, Gong Son-un turned and ordered the Blue Dragon and Dark Heaven Units:

"Let's go to the Jungcheon Trading Company."
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I left the city through the west gate, still carrying Chilyeop on my back as I used my lightness skill.

Suddenly, Chilyeop, who had been sulking until just now, started squirming.

"W-wait...!"
"What is it? I'm in a hurry."

Wondering what was wrong, I turned my head to see his face had gone pale, as if he was about to throw up.

"S-slow down a bit...!"

With no choice, I stopped and set the kid down. His complexion gradually improved as color returned to his face.

"Are you okay?"
"H-how can you run so fast? It doesn't seem like you're using teleportation..."

I blinked at Chilyeop's words, which came out in a nearly dying voice.

"What? You can use teleportation? Then we could have just used that. It would have been much faster."

Teleportation, or space compression technique.
It's a famous art that folds space to make long distances shorter—even I know about it despite being unfamiliar with that field.

I learned about it from a song title I happened to hear in my previous life.

-Flashing east, flashing west~ Controlling the world at will~

When I first heard it, I thought it was definitely a song made to make people laugh, but when I heard it wasn't, I was so dumbfounded.

...My thoughts wandered off for a moment.
Erasing the stray thoughts, I looked at Chilyeop with expectant eyes.

I had been suspecting that the old man Yeon in Wuhan used this teleportation technique to instantly escape from the range of my Mind Perception Network.
If we could use it well, we might be able to reach the entrance of Bulmangchong in an instant.

"......"

But his response was quite ambiguous.
He was hesitating and avoiding my eyes in a strange way....

"Don't tell me you can't use it?"
"...I never said I could."

Ah, so much for that.
Clicking my tongue, I picked up Chilyeop again.

This time, instead of carrying him on my back, I tucked him under my arm.

"This should be better. We'll be there soon, so bear with it for a moment."
"W-wait...!"

Ignoring Chilyeop's protests, I deployed my lightness skill again.
Thanks to my diligent running, it wasn't long before I spotted a large crowd gathered in the middle of the forest.

"Urgh...!"

When I set Chilyeop down a short distance from them, he grabbed a nearby tree and started retching.

As I patted his small back while surveying the crowd, Chilyeop wiped his mouth with his sleeve and pointed in the direction I was looking.

"The entrance is just beyond there. But why isn't anyone going in?"
"I was wondering the same thing."

Beyond the noisy crowd, quite a commotion could be sensed near the tomb entrance.
Using my sound perception technique to listen in detail, I found the situation ridiculous.

-So you're saying the Cheondo Sect wants to enter first!
-Hmph! Considering both history and power, it's only natural that we go in first!
-What does sect history have to do with family status!

"...Are they seriously fighting over who gets to enter first?"

While monsters are rampaging through the city killing people, these fools are playing right into the Crimson Eye Cult's hands without even realizing it.

I felt a sudden surge of murderous intent.

"I really want to kill them all, honestly."
"...You're not actually going to do that, right?"
"Of course not. It's just a figure of speech."

Chilyeop glanced at me nervously as I muttered through gritted teeth.
In response, I ruffled his hair vigorously while asking:

"Ugh... hey, seriously!"
"So, what do we do now?"

After irritably fixing his disheveled hair, Chilyeop handed me a talisman.

"Keep this inside your clothes. I'll activate the technique using this talisman as a medium."

Following his instructions, I folded the talisman roughly and tucked it inside my clothes. Immediately, he began muttering an incantation in a small voice.
The change was instantaneous.

I felt as if a cool cloth had covered my body, and the colors of the surrounding landscape became blurry.

The lush greenery turned grayish-green, and people's faces changed to an ashen color—a fascinating sight.
As I let out a small exclamation of surprise, Chilyeop warned me in a low voice.

"The Concealment Art hides your appearance and presence, but it's not a very powerful technique. It can easily break if you make even a small mistake, so be careful."
"For example?"
"Don't do anything that draws attention. Like shouting loudly or bumping hard into other people."

Hmm, in other words, avoid deliberately revealing the hidden presence.
Nodding, I started walking toward the crowd.

Chilyeop also used the technique on himself to hide his appearance and followed me.

"How long are they going to keep this up...!"
"If they'd just held a duel to decide, we could have gone in ages ago."

I pushed through the crowd, passing by irritated and grumbling people.
Since they had been engaged in this standoff for quite some time, many were sitting or sprawled around, making it easy for me to move forward.

"We'll go in first, so everyone stand back!"
"As if we would allow that!"

Finally reaching the entrance of Bulmangchong, I looked coldly at the men still arguing.

Ah, truly useless bunch.
I'd like to sweep them all away with the Sovereign Sword Form.

Suppressing the murderous intent rising within me, I passed by the martial artists and stood at the entrance of Bulmangchong.

From the outside, the entrance looked like just a small hole where the ground had caved in.
But inside, I could sense a spacious cave large enough for three or four grown men to enter at once.

I only know this because of my Mind Perception Network—ordinary people would probably come this far and leave without knowing what it was.

Indeed, it was so cleverly hidden that no one could find it.

Inwardly admiring the designer of Bulmangchong, I tucked Chilyeop under my arm again as he approached.
As warned earlier, the colors around us became vivid again, but I leaped into the hole before anyone could notice.

*

At that same time, inside the city.

"Haaah!"

-Thwack!

A sharp blade pierced the side of a monster's neck—a creature as tall as a grown man.
Following this, a figure leaped onto the monster's back, and a sharp spear was driven into the nape of its neck.

-Keeaak!

After struggling with its neck pierced from two directions, the monster soon lost strength and collapsed to the ground with a thud.

"Phew...!"

Confirming the monster's death, Uijeong pulled out her deeply embedded sword and sighed with relief, thanking the monk who had mounted the monster.

"Thank you, Uigak. Thanks to you, we handled it smoothly."
"Not at all, Senior Sister."

Uigak briefly replied as he pulled out his spear and shook off the blood.
Turning her gaze away from him, Uijeong looked around.

The southern direction was assigned to Geuma Shinni and her Ami Sect disciples.
Starting from the Jungcheon Trading Company in the city center, they had headed straight south, dealing with all monsters along the way until they reached the south gate.

And the path the Ami disciples had traveled was smeared with blood, entrails, pain, and screams.

'Just look at this place.'

With the last creature killed by her hand, all seven monsters that had been rampaging nearby were now cold corpses.
The problem was that a far greater number of people were also lying dead.

A middle-aged woman staring vacantly at the sky with her intestines spilling from her abdomen.
A young man who lay motionless, his body separated into upper and lower halves.
Even a young boy whose small body was gone, leaving only his head.

Uijeong's face contorted terribly at the sight of the head of a boy who appeared to be less than ten years old.

"These inhuman bastards. What did this child do wrong...!"

The tragic death of a child who was probably playing innocently with his peers just yesterday.
Uijeong's sword trembled at this tragedy that would rightfully enrage any human being.

Over the years, since joining the Ami Sect, learning martial arts and Buddha's teachings, she had always held great compassion in her heart.
The desire to bring joy to all beings and eliminate their suffering seemed to be drifting further away from her heart.

'Do these monsters even deserve Buddha's mercy!'

As her mind grew turbulent and the anger within her gradually approached what they called the realm of heart demons, a large hand gripped Uijeong's shoulder.
Turning her head, she saw Uigak looking at her with a solemn gaze.

"Senior Sister, please calm your mind."
"...Sigh."

At Uigak's heavy voice, Uijeong closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
Only after several breaths did she regain her composure and apologize to her fellow disciple.

"I'm sorry. I should be setting an example, yet I was the first to waver. I've shown a shameful side."
"Not at all. I'm just as angry."

Uijeong had thought his expression hadn't changed, but she soon realized that wasn't the case.
Only his expression remained unchanged—she noticed the prominent vein on his forehead pulsing continuously.

"I'm sure all our fellow disciples feel the same way."

At Uigak's words, Uijeong looked around at the disciples.
As he said, though varying in degree, strong anger was evident on everyone's faces.

Even Geuma Shinni herself.

"However, now is the time to suppress our anger and focus on the dying lives. Please don't forget this."
"I will keep it in mind, Uigak."

As Uigak nodded at Uijeong's solemn response,

-Kyaaah-!

Once again, a monster's howl assaulted their ears.
The sound came from the right—precisely the direction the Ami Sect was responsible for.

"Everyone, hurry!"
"Yes!"

Following Geuma Shinni's command, the Ami disciples headed toward the source of the sound.
Running at the forefront, Uijeong spotted more monsters.

Two creatures with muzzles soaked in blood, as if they had already feasted well, were charging toward people dressed in black blood-colored robes.

"No!"

Rushing forward to prevent innocent casualties, Uijeong witnessed something completely unexpected.

"What...?"

The monsters, which had been indiscriminately attacking everyone around, simply passed by the people in blood-colored robes.
As if judging them not as prey but as their own kind.

Though stunned by this astonishing sight, she had no time to dwell on it.
Having run hard to reach behind the group in blood-colored robes, both monsters simultaneously charged at her.

"Senior Sister!"

Just as she sensed danger, Uigak timely stepped forward and thrust his spear.
The spear repeatedly stabbed the torso of the monster charging from the right.

It was a move from the Flying Phoenix Spear Technique, the Phoenix Beak Strike.

-Keeaak!

Seeing one creature fall with a spray of blood, Uijeong also swung her sword to confront the charging monster.

"Haah!"

A sword strike that leaped up and slashed down on the monster's crown.
The sharp blow from the Storm-Splitting Sword Technique sank deep into its head.

-Kieeee-!

As the Wind-Cutting Slash technique split its head halfway, the monster let out a painful scream.
As Uijeong frowned at the unpleasant howl right in front of her, a slender shadow flew in from behind the monster's body.
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"...!"

Feeling a sense of danger from the sharp sound of air being cut, Ui-jeong pulled her sword out of the monster's head and stepped back.

A thin shadow rushed after her.
She swung her sword, cutting through something unidentifiable.

*Slash!*

Something was helplessly severed by her sharp horizontal sword strike and fell to the ground.
Thanks to this, she could now identify what it was—a slick tentacle.

Even after being severed from the body, it continued to crawl and writhe disgustingly on the ground.
Ui-jeong grimaced at the movement that was physiologically difficult to accept.

As if rebelling against her reaction, new tentacles flew at her.
This time, there were three of them.

Facing attacks coming simultaneously from three directions, Ui-jeong executed the "Spiral Sweep" technique.

Her sword whirled around as she spun in place like a dancer.
The three tentacles couldn't reach her and followed the fate of the previously severed one.

After all its tentacles were cut off, the monster howled in apparent anger and charged forward.
Ui-jeong was dumbfounded to see it moving even more violently despite having half its head cut off.

*Even though I stabbed deeply into its head...!*

For any living animal, the head is the most vital part.
Normally, if that part is split in two, instant death would be expected.

But the monster before her, far from dying instantly, was unleashing increasingly fierce attacks.

*Could it be that wasn't actually its head?*

She had thought it was the head because dozens of sharp teeth protruded from it, but perhaps she was wrong.
With this thought, Ui-jeong continued swinging her sword until she had cut off all the tentacles, then lowered her stance.

She extended her left foot forward, bent her knees as much as possible, and leaned her upper body forward.
Gripping her sword with both hands, she pushed off her left foot with all her strength and shot forward.

*Boom!*

Rushing toward the monster that was charging straight at her, Ui-jeong slightly twisted her body just before collision, narrowly brushing past it.

The person and monster crossed paths.
Then the monster's body split open, and blood fountained upward.

*Keeeeee-!*

Intestines spilled from its deeply cut side.
Unable to move properly in such a state, it lay down on the ground.

Yet it still wasn't dead.
Seeing this, Ui-jeong shook her head in disbelief.

"...Your tenacity truly makes you worthy of being called a monster."

As she slowly approached to finish it off, the monster tried to swing its severed tentacles in a last act of resistance, but they only flopped limply on the ground.

Approaching without any interference, Ui-jeong thrust her sword into the monster's body.

*Squelch!*
*Kieeek-!*

With a final death cry, its body went limp.
Almost simultaneously, Ui-gak's spear pierced another monster's neck, finishing it off.

"Well done, both of you."
"Elder."

After briefly commending the two who had taken down the monsters, Golden Eyebrow Divine Nun turned to Ami's disciples and said:

"It seems we'll have to split up from here. Move in groups of three. These creatures cannot be taken lightly, so never face them alone. Remember that."
"Yes!"

Hearing her fellow disciples' resounding response, Ui-jeong turned her head.
The group wearing Blood Wind Robes who had been standing here moments ago had completely vanished.

They must have hidden themselves to avoid the rampaging monsters.

*But just now...*

It clearly seemed like the two monsters had ignored the Blood Wind Robe group and passed by them. Was that just her imagination? Was she seeing things because of her anxious state of mind?

"Great Disciple, what's wrong?"
"...Nothing, it's nothing."

This wasn't the time to be caught up in idle thoughts.
Shaking her head, Ui-jeong moved with Ui-gak and Golden Eyebrow Divine Nun to find other monsters.

*

"My, my goodness. What is this...!"

The group wearing Blood Wind Robes—the ones Ui-jeong had tried to put out of her mind.
The Azure Dragon Unit and Dark Heaven Unit were confused about whether what they were witnessing was actually real.

Horrific monsters roaming the city, attacking and devouring people.
Seeing such nightmarish scenes with their own eyes made it difficult to distinguish reality from illusion.

"Everyone, pull yourselves together."

Gong Son-un scolded his subordinates.
The Azure Dragon Unit looked with amazement at their leader, whose expression hadn't changed despite the chaos.

"Chief, are you not affected by these sights at all?"

To this question—essentially asking why he was so unnaturally calm—Gong Son-un replied in a cold tone:

"Are you going to abandon the mission just because monsters are running wild?"
"N-no, that's not it."
"Then what's the problem?"

You're accepting this situation just like that?

Ignoring his subordinates' bewildered gazes, Gong Son-un said as his Blood Wind Robe fluttered:

"Besides, thanks to these Blood Wind Robes, the monsters aren't attacking us, so there's even less reason to worry."

At those words, the Assassination Unit recalled what Palji had said earlier.

*The sacred beasts seem to have started hunting.*

Sacred beasts? Those things?
The term "sacred" seemed completely at odds with the twisted, mutated, horrific appearance of these monsters.

Moreover, the fact that wearing these Blood Wind Robes that Palji had given them prevented monster attacks—what was one supposed to make of that?

*Could that woman have created these monsters too?*
*Is such a thing even possible with sorcery?*

The Azure Dragon Unit had started whispering among themselves.

"Instead of chattering uselessly, get moving."

Gong Son-un rebuked his subordinates for their idle talk and quickened his pace.
Yet despite his instruction, someone else raised another question.

"Um, but is this really okay?"
"What now?"

Turning his head with an irritated response, he saw it was a rookie who had just been added to the Assassination Unit before this mission. The rookie hesitated before gathering courage to continue.

"Sh-shouldn't we help fight these monsters too?"
"...Huh?"

All eyes in the Assassination Unit turned to the rookie making such an absurd suggestion.
Though his face grew increasingly pale under their stares, he pressed on.

"I-isn't the reason Paecheon Fortress monitors the martial arts world ultimately to protect the empire's citizens?"
"..."

Some people's gazes changed at the rookie's words.
Encouraged by this, he raised his voice even more.

"Right now, those citizens are being attacked and killed by unknown monsters. If we ignore this...!"
"Enough."

His voice was cut off by Gong Son-un's coldness.
After silencing the naive rookie with that short, firm word, he eventually let out a small sigh.

"I understand how you feel. But we have a more urgent mission. What if our target escapes while we're distracted trying to kill monsters?"
"B-but..."

Is capturing one criminal more important than the deaths of countless citizens?
Sensing the rookie's unspoken thoughts, Gong Son-un answered quietly:

"You'll understand once you gain more experience. Sometimes you need to act with the distant future in mind, rather than just responding to the immediate situation."
"..."
"We continue the mission. Let's go."

Though the rookie clearly wasn't convinced, Gong Son-un enforced his order and moved forward, with the rest of the Azure Dragon Unit immediately following his command.

"Hee hee..."
"Kuhup."

The rookie clenched his fists as members of the Dark Heaven Unit passed by, openly snickering.
But in the end, he unclenched his fists and weakly followed the Assassination Unit.

*

After following Jang Bo-do and passing by the martial artists (or rather, idiots) who had arrived at Bulmang Tomb, I jumped inside and immediately encountered a corridor wide enough for three or four people to pass through at once.

However, as soon as I put Chil-yeop down, he ignored the corridor and moved to the side, starting to feel along the wall.

"What are you doing?"
"The main corridor is full of traps. If we're in a hurry, we should take the secret passage."

Chil-yeop continued feeling the wall, saying he always used this route, and eventually his face brightened as if he'd found the opening mechanism. He pressed firmly on the wall.

A section of the wall sank inward.
Now the wall should rumble open to reveal a secret passage... but it didn't.

"What's going on? Why isn't it working?"

Confused by the non-appearing secret passage, Chil-yeop pressed the wall again.
But no matter how many times he tried, no secret passage appeared.

"Looks like they've blocked this route in advance."

It wasn't hard to understand why.
Though I'd been making a fuss outside about going in first, there was still a large number of people right on our heels.

"Damn it all...!"

With a contorted face, Chil-yeop cursed and then furtively glanced at me.
Seeing his expression, I smiled wryly.

"So we have to go through that trap-filled corridor after all, right?"
"...To be honest, I don't know what traps are there. The guys below brought in materials and built them themselves."

Hearing Chil-yeop's timid voice, I shrugged and tucked him under my arm again.

"No need to worry about that. I can see everything clearly."

I have my Qi Network.
This web of qi that could examine even areas beyond my direct sight was clearly showing me not only the locations of traps but also the mechanisms that triggered them.

"What are you talking about?"
"Well, just watch and see."

Responding lightly to Chil-yeop's puzzled question, I entered the corridor without hesitation.

"Hey, hey! You can't just recklessly—huh?"

Chil-yeop, who had been alarmed by my actions, was left with a blank expression when he saw me pass through the corridor without triggering any traps.

"W-wait, how did you...?"
"See that?"

I spoke in a boastful tone to the surprised kid while looking around.

After passing through the fairly long corridor, we entered a large cavern.
At first glance, it appeared to be an empty space with nothing in it, but my Qi Network revealed the presence of jars filling the ceiling of the cavern.

And that smell—oil.
Probably a trap where oil would pour from the ceiling and ignite if something was triggered incorrectly.

They'd prepared quite thoroughly for visitors.
Nodding to myself, I suddenly looked down at Chil-yeop tucked under my arm.

Should I keep bringing him along?
Honestly, I was confident I could easily avoid whatever traps lay ahead, but the real problem was Myo-mok waiting at the end.

Though his growth process seemed somewhat different, the fact that he could absorb Primordial Qi suggested he might be as mature as, or even more mature than, the one from Mount Wudang.

Like what happened with So-so back then, he might give Sa-gan immense power or attack by enlarging his roots.
Of course, such things weren't a threat to me anymore, but the problem was that we'd be fighting in a tomb.

Could I protect this kid while fighting in a space with limited room for evasion?

No matter how I thought about it, it didn't seem feasible.
So I asked the kid:

"Would you consider waiting here?"
"What? What are you talking about?"

I explained the situation in simple terms to Chil-yeop, who looked bewildered.
But the kid immediately shook his head.

"I can protect myself."
"No, that's not..."

It's not as easy as you make it sound.
As I tried to say a few more words, Chil-yeop spoke in a heavy tone:

"...I need to ask Sa-gan if he knew things would turn out this way. And if Il-yeop sent me knowing everything too."

The determination in his voice was clear.
Realizing persuasion wouldn't work, I let out a small sigh.

"...Fine then. But in an emergency, you'll have to protect yourself."
"Don't worry. Even if you leave me to die, I won't blame you."

I simply shrugged at Chil-yeop's bold declaration and continued moving toward the deepest part of Bulmang Tomb.
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After that, I was greeted by several more traps prepared in the Bulmang Tomb.
Following the fire trap came one where the floor opened to drop me into deep water, then another with sharp spears shooting up and arrows firing from the walls.

But thanks to my Mechanical Eye, I avoided all those traps and advanced quickly.
While I was mentally offering half-hearted condolences to whoever had put so much effort into preparing these traps, I had to stop at the next obstacle.

"So there wasn't just one. Well, there were three at Wudang Mountain too, weren't there?"

This chamber had no special traps prepared.
There were just two wooden puppets—Wooden Spirits—standing in the middle of the chamber.

As I stared at the motionless Wooden Spirits, Seven Leaf, tucked against my side, spoke in a tense voice.

"Be careful. Those are Wooden Spirits, secret weapons created by the upper Leaves, including First Leaf, who personally inscribed spells into them. There were originally three, but I heard one was destroyed by the Ghost Lord."
"Who told you that? Master Bang destroyed it?"
"Isn't that obvious? The Wooden Spirits were originally created to fight the Ten Lords. Only someone of that caliber could even..."

At that moment, the previously motionless Wooden Spirits began to move.
Seeing this, Seven Leaf struggled to get down.

"Just hold on for one moment. I can sever the connection between the Wooden Spirits and the Blood Crystals so they can't move...!"
"Don't waste your effort. Just watch."
"What?"

I flashed a grin at Seven Leaf's questioning look and drew my sword.
Then I infused the blade with blue starlight and swung it in a wide arc.

Transcendent Heaven Slash, executed with Sword Qi Hardening Into Force.
The blue crescent of sword force sliced through the upper bodies of both approaching Wooden Spirits simultaneously.

"...Huh?"

And that was it.
Both Wooden Spirits collapsed without even getting to do anything, and the Blood Crystals embedded in their chests split in two, rolled on the floor, and crumbled to dust.

Seven Leaf stared at the scene with a stupidly gaping mouth.
I shook his body to snap him out of it.

"Don't space out. I think we're approaching the innermost chamber now."
"Uh, yeah."

Still looking dazed, the kid nodded and bombarded me with questions as I continued deeper inside.

"W-what did you just do? How did you defeat two Wooden Spirits so easily... Wait, was it you who dealt with the other Wooden Spirit too?"
"Yes. And explaining how I did it would take too long, and you wouldn't understand anyway. You haven't trained in martial arts."
"...That was martial arts? That can't be... The martial arts I know of involve gathering qi in the body and using that stored qi to enhance physical abilities. That's all. Manipulating qi so directly..."

As Seven Leaf continued rambling in amazement, I said:

"You can contemplate martial arts later. I think we've arrived."

While the kid was busy talking, we passed through the chamber where the Wooden Spirits had been and faced an enormous gate that was clearly the final barrier.
Along with several people guarding it.

The men, who appeared to be Sa-gan's subordinates, shouted in surprise when they saw us.

"Who are you? How did you get this far?"
"The Wooden Spirits were placed ahead of here, but... impossible! Did the two of you defeat the Wooden Spirits?!"

They cried out in disbelief and shock.
I shrugged and set Seven Leaf down.

"Wait here and organize your list of questions. I'll clean this up quickly."

The subordinates' faces contorted with rage at my dismissive attitude, and they raised crimson blood energy around their bodies.

"You insolent bastard...! Die!"
"Stop them at all costs! We cannot let unbelievers reach the divine avatar!"

As all the subordinates charged at once—about ten of them—they seemed to think they might stand a chance by attacking together.

Such a lack of self-awareness.
I shook my head and charged to meet them.

*

Inside the massive gate that Gun Ja-seong had seen with his own eyes,
Sa-gan was anxiously biting his lip as he stood beside the sapling that was radiating blood energy in all directions.

"W-what's happening? None of the traps were triggered, yet somehow the Wooden Spirits were destroyed and someone's made it all the way here...!"

Until just moments ago, he had been optimistic about the situation.

'Fools blinded by greed.'

The fools he referred to were the martial artists fighting among themselves at the entrance to the Bulmang Tomb, each insisting on entering first.

The meat shields he had brought by spreading complete Jang Bo-do to block the Jungcheon Trading Company—these ignorant men who had eagerly rushed in were serving as excellent shields, just as planned. No, even better than planned.

After all, they were still fighting among themselves at the entrance, not even making it into the tomb yet, buying him precious time.

When his subordinates reported this, Sa-gan had burst into delighted laughter.

'With those fools here, the Jungcheon Trading Company must be busy dealing with the Sacred Beasts in the city.'

Right after spreading the Jang Bo-do, Sa-gan had released the blood energy from the sapling into the ground, blessing the animals and plants in the city.

The resulting Sacred Beasts would rampage and attack the citizens, keeping the Jungcheon Trading Company trapped in the city.
This was his calculation, since all the martial artists who could fight the Sacred Beasts were here.

Sa-gan had been thoroughly satisfied with his triple and quadruple layers of interference.

Even if they defeated all the Sacred Beasts and arrived here, they would still have to get past those fools.
And if they somehow broke through, numerous traps awaited them inside the Bulmang Tomb.

Finally, if they made it through the traps, they would face the Wooden Spirits guarding the sapling.
Even with the Ghost Lord among them, it would be impossible to reach this place before the sapling matured.

Sa-gan had been certain of this.

But that certainty was completely overturned just moments ago.

"Aaaaargh!"
"Guhk!"
"BOOM!"

The sudden disconnection from the Wooden Spirits, his subordinates' screams from outside, and an unknown thunderous noise.

All of these told Sa-gan one thing:
The enemy had reached his doorstep.

"The G-Ghost Lord... that damned beggar has finally made it here...!"

Only the Ghost Lord could destroy the Wooden Spirits.
Trapped in this fixed mindset, Sa-gan was convinced that Hong Ja-gong was the one who had arrived outside the gate.

How did he defeat the Sacred Beasts?
How did he break through the meat shields?
How could he avoid triggering even a single trap?

'How... how can I stop him?'

Though many questions flashed through his mind in that short time, he couldn't think of a good solution.

If Ja-seong had known what Sa-gan was thinking, he would have tilted his head in confusion.
Wondering why Sa-gan wasn't attempting to fight using the sapling's power, as he had done at Wudang Mountain.

But reality wasn't so simple.
The sapling at Wudang Mountain had been able to exert such power because it had absorbed the mountain's immense energy, and So-so and Six Gan had become avatars after reaching transcendence.

In contrast, this sapling had grown rapidly by absorbing only human blood.
Having failed to build a solid foundation, it couldn't afford to share its energy freely.

Recently, it had begun absorbing primordial energy, slightly improving the situation, but still at a minimal level.
Moreover, unlike Six Gan, Sa-gan hadn't achieved complete transcendence, making it impossible for him to transform into a god-like form.

In short, he had no good way to deal with the enemy at his doorstep.

"Damn it all...!"

While Sa-gan was panicking at the sudden crisis, he suddenly realized that his subordinates' screams had stopped.
Then came a blue light hammering at the gate.

"BOOM!"

"...Huk!"

With a thunderous noise, the massive gate shattered into pieces, and two figures—one large and one small—stepped through the settling dust cloud.
As the dust cleared and Sa-gan saw who had entered, he momentarily wore a blank expression.

"...You're not the Ghost Lord?"

The ones who had destroyed the gate and entered weren't Hong Ja-gong.
Seeing an unknown young man and an even younger boy, Sa-gan blinked in confusion, experiencing cognitive dissonance.

What are these creatures?
Where is the Ghost Lord, and why are these young brats standing before me?

As Sa-gan wore an indescribable expression, the young man—Ja-seong—twisted one corner of his mouth and spoke.

"This is our first face-to-face meeting, right? Nice to meet you, Sa-gan."
"...Who the hell are you people?"
"What good would knowing do you? You'll be on a long journey soon."

Having indirectly stated "you're dead," Ja-seong slightly raised his gaze to look at the sapling behind Sa-gan that was radiating blood energy, and frowned.

"That thing disgusts me no matter how many times I see it. It makes me want to smash it to pieces."
"You...! How dare your filthy mouth speak so carelessly!"

Sa-gan erupted in fury at Ja-seong's open contempt toward the great divine avatar.
Then the young boy, Cheong-un, stepped forward and shouted.

"Sa-gan! I have questions for you!"
"...And who are you supposed to be?!"

Since Sa-gan had only seen Cheong-un disguised as Seven Leaf, he naturally didn't recognize him, so Cheong-un belatedly overlaid Seven Leaf's appearance onto himself.
Sa-gan's eyes widened in surprise.

"Seven Leaf...! So you survived. But why are you standing with..."

Before finishing his sentence, Sa-gan's face contorted with rage.

"You...! You dare betray our sect? You've forsaken the great divine tree?!"

Cheong-un, who had now discarded Seven Leaf's appearance, stood his ground against Sa-gan's fury, which was incomparably more intense than before.

"Did you know about everything happening in the city? Did you plan for things to turn out this way?!"

In response to Cheong-un's accusations, Sa-gan forced himself to compose his expression and sneered.

"First Leaf was right. He said you didn't truly follow our teachings and might betray us if you knew the mission details. Seeing your behavior now, it's clear why he ordered us to tell you nothing."
"...So you did know. Even First Leaf."

Cheong-un lowered his head, his face twisted in anguish.
His clenched fists trembled with betrayal and anger.

Seeing this, Sa-gan snorted.

"Hmph! I have nothing more to say to a traitor. You'll pay the appropriate price."

Sa-gan, who had been trembling with fear just moments ago, was strangely confident now.
After all, what he had feared was Hong Ja-gong, not some unknown youngsters.

With a triumphant smile, Sa-gan approached Ja-seong.

"Kuhehe, I won't kill you right away. I need hostages to stop the Ghost Lord who must be following you."

The Wooden Spirits had clearly been defeated since their connection was severed.
Only Hong Ja-gong could defeat the Wooden Spirits.
Yet what appeared before him now were Ja-seong and Cheong-un, not Ja-gong.

Mixing these premises, his conclusion was: "While the Ghost Lord was dealing with the Wooden Spirits, these two rushed ahead."

They had some skill, enough to defeat his subordinates outside, and now they were foolishly challenging him out of misplaced ambition.

To Sa-gan, this was the most reasonable conclusion.
Completely erasing from his mind the blue light that had shattered the massive gate, he extended his right hand toward Ja-seong.

Thick wooden branches shot out from his sleeve.
His intention was to bind and restrain Ja-seong with these branches.

Of course, Ja-seong wouldn't fall for such an attack.
He immediately stomped his foot and shot toward Sa-gan, narrowly avoiding the rushing branches while swinging his sword.

The branches were cut multiple times in an instant.
Sa-gan wore a blank expression as he blinked and found Ja-seong right in front of him.

"What...?"

Ignoring Sa-gan's attempt to speak, the sharp blade of Hong-il slashed across his upper body.
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"Kuh-heuk?"

With a short groan, Sa-gan's upper body was sliced diagonally and fell to the ground.
In the blink of an eye, his vision flipped, and he found himself staring blankly at the ceiling.

*What just happened?*

His mind couldn't keep up with the sudden turn of events.
Desperately trying to understand the situation, he used all his senses to assess his surroundings.

Himself, suddenly collapsed.
A strange emptiness below.
And that lower body standing alone without its upper half—whose could it be...?

When his thoughts reached that point, Sa-gan finally realized.
His body had been mercilessly cut in half by Ja-seong's strike.

"Wh-what nonsense is this... cough!"

Sa-gan coughed up blood as he lowered his trembling gaze.
His severed lower body finally collapsed with a thud.
Beyond it stood Ja-seong, sword in hand.

Meeting that cold gaze, an unseemly shriek escaped his lips before he could stop himself.

Just moments ago, he had treated this man like a mere youngster, but that contempt had completely vanished.
All that remained was fear of an overwhelming superior.

"It, it wasn't the Ghost Lord who came. Y-you, you did all this...!"

Belatedly recalling the blue light that had sliced through the gate, Sa-gan instinctively realized.

The one who had shattered all his schemes, including the blood poison spread by Gyo-son.
The one who had passed through the tomb's traps without a scratch.
The one who had defeated the corpse spirits.

It was all Ja-seong's doing.

*Where did someone like him come from?!*

At least a Ten Lord level.
Perhaps even higher.
Truly astonishing compared to his youthful appearance.

Sa-gan felt an intense sense of crisis that information about such a powerful figure had never reached the main sect.

*I must inform Lord Il-gan!*

Sa-gan thought coldly.
He had been defeated, and there was no way left to protect the sapling.

Their plan in the capital had failed.
Suppressing the emptiness of seeing all his efforts come to nothing, he desperately crawled along the ground, flailing his one remaining right arm.

"Keuugh...!"

Regardless of how pathetic he looked, Sa-gan tried to crawl toward the sapling.
Of course, Ja-seong had no intention of leaving him be.

—Kwajik!

"Kheuk!"

Ja-seong stomped on the back of Sa-gan, who was crawling with one hand.
He pointed the tip of Hong-il at his head.

"Where do you think you're going? Whatever you're planning, did you think I'd let you have your way?"

Ja-seong had already encountered the sapling and its guardian, Yuk-gan, on Wudang Mountain.
He knew not to let his guard down.

If he gave him time, the worst-case scenario might unfold—like that giant red eye appearing again, which would be unmanageable.

*Ye So-ha said it wouldn't appear for a while, but you never know.*

With that thought, Ja-seong swung his sword toward Sa-gan.
At the brink of death, Sa-gan desperately called out to the object of his faith.

"Divine Wood—!!"

—Woong—!

The sapling answered his call.

The blood energy that had been scattered in all directions gathered and poured toward Ja-seong at once.

"Tch...!"

Ja-seong immediately retreated backward.
He moved back rather than to the side because Cheong-un was in the path of the oncoming blood energy.

"Whoa!?"

Grabbing the boy who couldn't react to the sudden attack, Ja-seong used "Heavenly Energy Foresight" to narrowly avoid the blood energy.

—Kwaaang—!

The blood energy, having lost its target, struck the innocent wall, penetrating deeply and exploding with a thunderous sound.

It was like an expansion project had been done on one corner of the room.
Seeing this terrifying sight, Cheong-un's jaw dropped before he stammered out his thanks.

"Th-thank you...."
"Stay alert. It seems the second round is about to begin."

This was why he had wanted to finish quickly.
Clicking his tongue briefly, Ja-seong looked at the sapling rooted in the center of the spacious room and Sa-gan, who was now floating in front of it.

"Heuheuheu, hueoeoeo—!"

He made strange noises as he floated in the air.
Somehow, his severed lower body had reattached, and the blood energy emitted by the sapling was gathering around him.

Sa-gan was in agony from the overwhelmingly powerful force that his vessel couldn't contain.
The sapling's will penetrated his mind.

A resolute will that would not tolerate the being before them, Ja-seong, even if it meant its own destruction.
A desperate cry that his sacrifice was needed for this purpose.

Even in his pain, Sa-gan felt ecstasy at the voice of the divine avatar etched into his soul.

The great deity needs me.
It desires my martyrdom.
As a believer, how could I refuse this honor?

"I will follow your will! I shall never let him escape alive! Even if I must sacrifice my entire body and soul!"

The sapling responded to Sa-gan's sincere answer.
And having completely abandoned even its own survival, it poured all its energy into him.

"Keu, keuoeoeoeo—!"

With an expression of ecstasy, Sa-gan's body began to multiply as he screamed in agony.

*

The blood energy that had been scattered everywhere was now concentrating on Sa-gan alone.
As he struggled to accept the massive blood energy, Sa-gan suddenly shouted loudly.

"I will follow your will! I shall never let him escape alive! Even if I must sacrifice my entire body and soul!"

Then the transformation began.
Sa-gan's body started to swell and multiply uncontrollably.

"Ugh...!"

Seeing the creepy, disgusting mass of flesh squirming and spreading, Chil-yeop grimaced and ignited flames in both hands.
He then swung his hands, sending large and small flames flying toward the multiplying flesh.

—Hwararuk!

The flames caught and began burning the multiplying flesh.
However, the flesh was multiplying much faster than the flames could burn it.

A step behind, I also tried cutting the flesh with "Transcendent Heaven Blade," but it just reattached itself.
Eventually, the flesh filled the room and surrounded us.

And that wasn't the only problem.

The appearance of that flesh mass.
Was it just my oversensitivity that made me think of martial artists who had died from blood attacks, seeing that disgusting sight of flesh losing its original form, multiplying and swelling indiscriminately?

As if to prove my ominous intuition correct, Sa-gan's maniacal laughter rang out.

"Kuhahaha—! When all this blood energy explodes at once, you're finished! Even that mysterious power of yours won't be able to stop it!"

Confirmed explosion, then.
Moreover, the increasingly massive flesh mass was claiming that its explosive power would be extraordinary.

"N-no...!"

Chil-yeop's face turned pale at those words.
He tried to summon even larger flames to burn the flesh, but it was still futile.

"W-we have to do something...! This innermost part is right below the capital! If this massive flesh mass explodes all at once...!"
"...The city will collapse. Tens of thousands will die."

Above all, Hwa-ryeon and her group, my sister and her husband, and Un-cheon wouldn't survive either.

I can't let that happen.
I spoke to Chil-yeop, who was fidgeting anxiously.

"Get down."
"What?"
"I said get down. Don't get caught up in this."

Perhaps sensing some hope in my words?
Chil-yeop immediately flattened himself on the floor.

Then I raised my sword force.
Sa-gan, with only his head protruding from the center of the flesh mass, mocked me.

"Kuhehe, whatever you do now, you can't stop the explosion. You'll all die here without leaving a single corpse!"
"Well, we'll see about that."

My nonchalant response made him flinch, which was amusing.
I twisted one corner of my mouth and declared:

"I'll show you the final form of the 'Boundless Sky Sword Technique.'"

Then I swung my sword, scattering starlight in all directions.

*

*...What is that?*

Sa-gan blankly stared at the blue light that had appeared in the center of his vision.

After receiving massive blood energy from the sapling that his body couldn't handle, the blood energy began to rampage.
In response, his body repeated multiplication and expansion.

The process was identical to that of the Blood Explosion Art.
However, unlike the weak blood energy in those who mastered the Blood Explosion Art, this was a massive amount contained by the divine avatar.

Therefore, Sa-gan's body quickly filled the room that couldn't even be called spacious, and tremendous power writhed within.

No one could survive the power of this much blood energy exploding at once.
Although the explosion might cause the capital city above to collapse, that was insignificant compared to eliminating the formidable enemy before him.

As he rejoiced at the thought that his martyrdom would remove this threatening enemy, suddenly the enemy was enveloped in blue light and disappeared.

*Is it that protective barrier again?*

So he's relying on that mysterious power after all.
Sa-gan mocked Ja-seong's choice.

He might have survived the Blood Explosion Art's explosion thanks to that power, but this time would be different.
As he was certain of his enemy's absolute death, he suddenly noticed something strange.

The blue light surrounding Ja-seong was gradually expanding.
The blue light was slowly filling the space not yet invaded by Sa-gan's multiplying flesh.

And that wasn't the only strange thing.

*The surroundings...?*

Everything around him was moving slowly.

The pulsating, writhing flesh mass.
The rampaging blood energy within it.
Even his own moving eyeballs.

Everything was moving sluggishly, as if time had slowed to a crawl.

*What kind of sorcery is this?*

Making time flow slowly?
Could that man possibly have such an incredible ability?

For a moment Sa-gan thought that, but soon realized it wasn't the case.

The problem was himself.
Sa-gan himself was perceiving the world infinitely slowly.

*Why?*

Why was this happening now?
Even as he couldn't understand what was happening, the blue light continued to expand.

In this slow-motion world, how fast must it be spreading to move at that speed?
Not long after having that thought, Sa-gan realized that the blue light wasn't just light.

That light was blades.
Infinitely brilliant and infinitely sharp blades.

Hundreds, thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of blades were flying in all directions, toward him.

*Ah.*

Sa-gan understood.
Why everything around him appeared to be moving slowly.

His brain, knowing death was approaching, was making its final struggle to find a way to survive.
Normally, memories of the past would flash before his eyes.

But that wasn't happening because his heart knew.

His absolute death was certain.
There was no way to escape it in any memory.

Upon this realization, the world rapidly returned to its normal speed, and

—Kagagaga—!!

The light blades, now moving just as fast, ground everything in the room to dust.
Not only the pulsating flesh mass but even the sapling, which had used up all its power, turned to powder in an instant.

Moreover, the rampaging blood energy was also swept away by the light blades, losing its power and dispersing.

Seeing the opportunity created by the sacrifice of himself and the divine avatar disappear so futilely, Sa-gan opened his eyes wide in shock before crying out:

"What are you! What are you?!"

Soon even that cry was swept away by the light blades, and

—Kwaang—!

Everything disappeared into the blue light.

"Boundless Sky Sword Technique" Eighth Form: "Infinite Azure Sky."
The sword containing the free sky dyed the dark underground with blue sky.
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# Boundless Sky

I began conceptualizing the final form of the "Boundless Sky Sword Technique" right after I descended from Wudang Mountain.

After hearing about the Assassination Unit and contemplating what might unfold in the future, I suddenly imagined being surrounded by enemies in the middle of an open field.

What would I do in such a situation?
How could I ensure everyone survives unharmed?

Surviving alone wouldn't be difficult.
But if I failed to respond to an unexpected blade, Hwa-ryeon, Master, or Seol might get seriously injured.

How could I prevent that?
After days of contemplation, I reached a conclusion: "Just sweep away all enemies approaching from all directions at once."

The power of the Boundless Sky technique that emerged from this conclusion was incredible, even to me who performed it.

"...Huh?"

Chil-yeop, who had been lying face-down, slowly got up and made a strange noise.
Looking around in all directions, he blinked and stared at me with bewildered eyes.

"H-how did you? What?"

I simply shrugged at his questioning gaze demanding an explanation for the scene before us.

The disgusting flesh masses that had filled the room moments ago had completely vanished, leaving only countless blade marks etched into the walls.

Looking at the room that now seemed much more spacious, the kid let out a sigh filled with many emotions.

"...I thought we might die here just a moment ago."
"Aren't you too quick to give up on life for someone so young?"

I chuckled while scolding him and looked around.
The room, shredded by the Boundless Sky blades, had nothing left except for where the two of us had been standing.

The Crimson Eye Cult's seedling was gone, and even I-gan had disappeared without a trace...

"Hng... hnnngg...!"
"Hmm?"

Hearing a strange groan, I approached the source and widened my eyes.

There was I-gan, or more precisely, I-gan's head.

With everything below the neck completely gone, he couldn't even speak properly.
Yet he was still alive and squirming, which was absurd.

"Aren't you a bit too tenacious?"

As I shook my head with a hollow laugh, I noticed I-gan's facial muscles moving.

His zygomatic muscles twitched and rose, pulling up the corners of his mouth.
In other words, he was smiling at me.

You can smile in this situation?
Has he lost his mind in this hopeless reality?

While I was thinking this in bewilderment, blood suddenly seeped from the ground behind I-gan's head.

A final struggle?

Just as I instinctively reached for my sword, a blood-red sphere floated up through the ground.
I hesitated when I saw the blood energy gradually dispersing.

When the last of the blood energy completely disappeared, what it had been protecting was revealed.

"...A mirror?"

The object protected by the blood energy was none other than a mirror.
It had a somewhat antique feel, but otherwise seemed unremarkable.
What was so special about it?

As I tilted my head in confusion, Chil-yeop's urgent cry came from behind me.

"Destroy it now!"
"What?"

When I turned to look at the kid, intense alarm was written all over his young face.
What was this thing that made him react like that?

Though confused, I immediately swung my sword toward the mirror.
At that moment, light burst from the mirror, and instead of my face, it reflected a cold-faced man I'd never seen before.

For just a fraction of a second, the man in the mirror and I saw each other's faces.
The mirror was immediately destroyed by my attack, so no words were exchanged, but I instinctively understood.

This was why I-gan had protected the mirror until the end.
He had used his final strength to protect the mirror so that man could see me.

"Hnng! Hnggggh!"

As proof, the moment the mirror was destroyed, I-gan's remaining head turned to dust and vanished.
With a triumphant smile until the very end.

As I stared at the spot where I-gan had disappeared, Chil-yeop rushed over anxiously.

"W-what happened? Did you see him?"
"...Yeah. Just briefly. Do you know who it was?"

Hearing my answer, Chil-yeop squeezed his eyes shut, sighed, and then answered quietly.

"...Il-gan. The First Branch, who oversees all Crimson Eye Cult affairs on behalf of Il-geun, the cult leader."
"Hmm, so basically the enemy's commander-in-chief?"

I nodded in appreciation at this unexpected encounter with one of the previously unseen leaders. Meanwhile, Chil-yeop pounded his chest in frustration.

"Don't take it so casually! Your existence has been exposed to the enemy! Il-gan already knows the seedling was destroyed. And since he saw you there, he'll obviously know you're the one who destroyed it!"
"Well, I suppose so."

Seeing that my attitude remained unchanged despite his words, Chil-yeop began pulling at his hair.
I smiled at the sight and spoke.

"What's done is done, right?"

Before the kid could have another outburst at my nonchalant response, I covered his mouth and continued.

"Besides, he's not the only one who saw the other."

Just as Il-gan saw me,
I also saw him.

And I had the two major intelligence organizations of the Lower Heaven Sect and the Beggar's Sect at my disposal.
With their help, I could eventually find him no matter where he was hiding.

"That day will be the day he dies."

Chil-yeop looked at me with a strange expression after hearing my words.
It was a look that couldn't decide whether to consider my statement absurd or bold.

I ruffled his hair thoroughly, picked him up, and tucked him under my arm again.

"Now that we're done here, shall we leave?"

The seedling and I-gan who guarded it had vanished without a trace.
By the time we returned, the monsters rampaging in the city would probably be dealt with too.

With a smile at the thought that everything was finally over, I quickly left the Bulbang Tower.

But when I returned to the Jungcheon Trading Company, I realized something had gone terribly wrong.

"...What is this?"

I couldn't answer Chil-yeop's bewildered question as he saw the interior of the trading company.

Blood splattered everywhere.
People groaning in pain.

Groaning at the scene that clearly indicated an attack, I looked around.
Examining the wounds of the injured, I realized that the trading company had been attacked by people, not monsters.

An attack at a time like this—who could it be?
As I was thinking this, I suddenly recalled a conversation I'd had with Branch Manager Dam recently.

-The Assassination Unit's movements suddenly stopped?
-Yes. We confirmed they entered Sichuan Province, but their whereabouts after that are unknown. No trace of them has been found in any county.

Could it be...?
As I felt my facial muscles tensing, a familiar voice called out to me.

"Y-Young Master Gun...!"

Seeing Seol calling me with a tearful voice I'd never heard before, and Cheong-wol in her arms, I clenched my fist.

*

About an hour earlier.

When most of the fighting force, including Ja-seong and Ja-gong, was away, unexpected visitors appeared at the front gate of the Jungcheon Trading Company.

"Huh? What are those?"

The guard at the gate frowned as he saw a group rushing toward them.

The group, numbering several dozen, had a peculiar appearance—all were covered in black windbreaker robes.
Their appearance was quite threatening, like a black wave rolling in.

The black wave approached the trading company's gate without hesitation and stopped just in front.
The guard swallowed nervously and asked loudly.

"Do you have business with the Jungcheon Trading Company?"
"...So this is indeed the Jungcheon Trading Company."

Instead of answering the guard's question, the leader of the group, Dragon Unit Commander Gong Son-un, muttered quietly before ordering his subordinates.

"Clear them."
"Yes!"

With that crisp response, two figures leaped forward.
The startled guard drew his sword too late—the spear tips emerging from beneath the windbreaker robes were faster.

-Thunk!

"Arghhhh!"

With sharp screams, the guards were impaled by spears.
The Dragon Unit members pulled out their spears without hesitation, and the guards collapsed, spraying blood.

Leaving the fallen guards at the gate, the Dragon Unit entered.

As the group stormed into the trading company, the servants inside shouted urgently.

"A-attack! We're under attack!"

Soon after, a sharp bell rang in response to the shout.

"Hmm, quite a quick response for a mere trading company."

Gong Son-un nodded without stopping, and Gil-seon beside him asked.

"Should we kill them all?"
"No need. We'd waste time, and Ju Hwa-ryeon might escape, which would be troublesome."

Following the commander's instructions, the Dragon Unit ignored the servants and maids who were running away and causing commotion, and continued deeper inside.

But before long, a group blocked their path.
The trading company's guard unit had assembled after hearing the bell rung by one of the household members.

The guard captain at the front shouted loudly.

"Who are you people! How dare you enter the courtyard of the Jungcheon Trading Company..."
"Deal with them quickly."

Having no intention of arguing, Gong Son-un gave a brief order, and the Dragon Unit immediately charged at the guards.

Seeing this, the guard captain gritted his teeth and shouted.

"Attack!"

The battle that began seemed somewhat evenly matched at first, as both sides had similar numbers.

However, before long, the flow of battle began to shift one-sidedly.

"Arghh!"
"Guhk-!"

The guards fell, spraying blood.
In an instant, more than half of them were lying on the ground, while the Dragon Unit's only damage was slightly torn windbreaker hems.

There was that much difference between the military unit representing Paecheon Fortress, considered the greatest power in the Central Plains, and the guards of a trading company, albeit the best in Sichuan.

Soon all the guards were down.
Even the guard captain, who had fought desperately until the end, couldn't withstand Gong Son-un's strike and lost consciousness.

"Casualties?"
"None. It seems there are no fatalities on their side either."

Due to the vast difference in strength, there weren't even any fatalities among the fallen.
After easily dealing with those who blocked their path, the Dragon Unit finally entered the main hall and encountered their target.

"It's been a while."
"......"

Hwa-ryeon responded with silence to Gong Son-un's calm greeting.
She had already drawn Cheong-wol, and Dae-un and Seol had also drawn their swords.

And on the stairs behind them stood Jin-san, the heir to the trading company.
Showing bewilderment and anger on his face, he shouted loudly at the Dragon Unit.

"Who are you people! Who are you to oppress our trading company like this!"

Having found their target, there was no need to rush anymore.
Gong Son-un announced his identity loudly enough for everyone in the hall to hear.

"I am Gong Son-un, Dragon Unit Commander of Paecheon Fortress! I have come to capture the criminal, Ju Hwa-ryeon! The Jungcheon Trading Company must cooperate! Otherwise, you will all face severe consequences!"
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"If you don't cooperate, death is your only option."

At this blatant threat, Jin-san's face hardened, and Dae-un erupted with fierce anger.

"Gongson Un, you bastard! How dare you call our Young Lady a criminal? Have you no shame?"

His thunderous voice echoed throughout the hall.
But Gongson Un responded with an expression that suggested he was hearing nothing more than a dog barking.

"What should I be ashamed of? I'm merely following orders."
"If you were human, you wouldn't dare treat our Young Lady this way! Have you forgotten the kindness our Lord showed when he took you in?"

To Dae-un's anguished cry, Gongson Un shrugged his shoulders and replied.

"Ah, of course I haven't forgotten. If the previous Lord of the Castle hadn't helped me when I was dying, I wouldn't be standing here."
"Then...!"
"But does that mean I should sacrifice my life for his daughter?"
"..."

Dae-un was left speechless with disbelief.
Seeing him, Gongson Un smirked.

"I believe I've already repaid my life debt by serving as Paecheon Fortress's sword all these years."
"Y-you bastard...!"

Dae-un trembled with rage, looking ready to charge at any moment.
It was Hwa-ryeon, with her cold expression, who held him back.

"Uncle, that's enough. If they were going to back down after a few words, they wouldn't have come this far."
"Young Lady...!"

Gongson Un narrowed his eyes at Hwa-ryeon's cool response.
In truth, his only memory of her was from when she was very young, just a small child.

A little girl who grew up like a precious princess in her father's arms.

*That little girl has grown into this.*

Seeing Hwa-ryeon standing before him not as a princess but as a dignified martial artist, Gongson Un suddenly felt the passage of time. After briefly indulging in nostalgia, he shook his head.

None of that mattered anymore.
What mattered was that his current lord, the Lord of Paecheon Fortress, wanted this woman's head.

"This is my first and final notice. Come with us quietly. If you do, no one else will get hurt."
"Shut your mouth, you scoundrel!"

Dae-un erupted again.
In contrast, Hwa-ryeon maintained her silence.

She merely adjusted her grip on her sword.
A gesture that chose resistance over submission.

*She won't come quietly.*

Gongson Un clicked his tongue.
For reasons unknown, his orders were to bring the Young Lord, Ho-jeong, back alive and unharmed.

For the perfect completion of his mission, he'd prefer to avoid pointing his spear at Hwa-ryeon if possible.
But she herself showed no intention of surrendering....

*Perhaps I should try another angle?*

Gongson Un looked up at Jin-san standing on the stairs.

"You must be Jang Jin-san? The eldest son of the Jungheon Trading Company's leader."
"...That's right."
"Didn't I just say? If you don't properly cooperate with the arrest of this criminal, you'll pay a severe price."

If you don't help capture Hwa-ryeon, you'll regret it.
At this blatant threat, Jin-san's face contorted.

"You barge in suddenly, harass the people of our trading company, and then have the audacity to demand cooperation!"
"If you don't cooperate, harassment will be the least of your worries."

After his cold retort, Gongson Un finally flicked his tongue like a viper.

"Refusing to cooperate with Paecheon Fortress is tantamount to saying you'll interfere with those who protect the Central Plains. Do you truly not know what happens to those who obstruct us out of personal or collective greed?"
"..."
"The elderly will all be killed, and the children abandoned in the fields. The able-bodied men will be sold as slaves, and the women thrown into brothels to sell their bodies to men."

As the story continued, Jin-san trembled more and more.
Seeing this, Gongson Un's eyes curved into a smile.

"Whether the greatest trading company in Sichuan falls or continues to prosper depends on your choice right now. So, what will it be?"

Even as he posed the question, Gongson Un was already certain.
He didn't know why the Jungheon Trading Company had received Hwa-ryeon's party as guests.

But how could a guest be more important than blood?
Just like all the others before him, this man would eventually...

"Ha."
"Hmm?"
"Hahahahaha!"

Jin-san suddenly burst into laughter.
Despite Gongson Un's frown of displeasure, he laughed even louder.

"...What's so funny?"

To this question tinged with displeasure, Jin-san stopped laughing and replied with a sneer.

"Isn't it obviously funny? Men who claim to protect the Central Plains, resorting to such base threats. From barging in suddenly and attacking our people to your current behavior. Who would consider you just? To anyone watching, you're nothing but a band of heretics!"

Heretics.
It was a deeply insulting term to use for the largest martial faction in the Central Plains.

With a hardened face, Gongson Un said:

"...Your mouth has become your trading company's calamity."

Having abandoned the idea of seeking cooperation from someone who dared insult him, Gongson Un ordered his subordinates:

"Capture Ju Hwa-ryeon. Kill the others, and especially that Jang Jin-san—cut out his tongue and bring him before me."
"Yes!"

As the Dragon Spear Unit members stepped forward at their leader's command, Hwa-ryeon, Dae-un, and Seol also stepped forward.

Dozens against three.

Despite the clearly disadvantageous situation, the group stepped forward without showing any fear.
Seeing this, the Dragon Spear Unit members slightly sneered.

The Lightning Flash Sword Yeo Dae-un, who had been the previous Lord's bodyguard, was certainly an enemy not to be underestimated.
But the other two hardly seemed threatening.

After all, one was a slender woman of remarkable beauty, and the other was a young girl not even of age.

Focusing more on their appearances than the swords in their hands, they presumed that dealing with the two wouldn't be difficult.

And Jin-san felt the same way.

*...Will they be alright?*

As he watched the three approach the Dragon Spear Unit without hesitation, his eyes reflected a strange anxiety.

In fact, it was understandable.
While he had already witnessed and experienced Ja-seong's remarkable martial prowess, he had never seen these three fight directly.

But his anxiety didn't last long.

"Hehehe..."

One Dragon Spear Unit member approached Hwa-ryeon, grinning as he looked at her face.
Seeing his obviously careless demeanor, Hwa-ryeon's eyes flashed sharply.

*Thud!*

With a heavy stomp, Hwa-ryeon's form rushed toward him.
The Dragon Spear Unit member, who had been letting his guard down, widened his eyes as Hwa-ryeon suddenly appeared right in front of him.

The next moment, he felt a burning pain.
Hwa-ryeon's sword, Cheongwol, had traced a clean arc and deeply cut across his chest.

"Argh!"

With a resounding scream, the one-sided massacre began.

As the Dragon Spear Unit member fell backward with his chest slashed, Hwa-ryeon stepped on his body and leaped high.

Like a hawk soaring, she rose into the air, gripping Cheongwol with both hands, and struck down with a sharp battle cry.

"Haap!"

Amazingly, three streams of sword qi burst from Cheongwol's blade.
The sword qi, carrying a heavy wave of energy, flew out and severely slashed three Dragon Spear Unit members.

"Argh!"

Like their comrade before them, they screamed and rolled on the ground.
Everyone widened their eyes as they saw four men instantly incapacitated by Hwa-ryeon's hand.

Immediately after, Gongson Un's angry roar erupted.

"What are you doing? Even if you were careless, did you not even use your protective arts?"

His subordinates, unable to withstand even Hwa-ryeon's first strike, had fallen.
Logically, this shouldn't happen if they had their protective arts deployed.

Therefore, from Gongson Un's perspective, it seemed his subordinates had been so careless they hadn't even used their protective arts.
But the unit's vice-captain, Gil-seon, denied this assumption.

"N-no, that's not it. Everyone definitely had their protective arts up."
"What?"

If that was the case, how should he interpret this situation?

"Gah!"

Once again, another unit member fell to Hwa-ryeon's sword.
Cheongwol, now enveloped in sword qi more vivid than during their fight at Wudang, mercilessly shattered the Dragon Spear Unit's protective arts.

As a result, no one could withstand Hwa-ryeon's strikes, and no one could block her path.

And that wasn't all.

"Die!"
"Hmph."

Dae-un snorted at a Dragon Spear Unit member who charged at him with a loud cry, then instantly crossed past him, slashing his body.

"Guh...!"

The figure collapsed, spraying blood.
The Dragon Spear Unit members' screams continuously echoed as they faced Dae-un's lightning-fast movements, befitting his title of Lightning Flash Sword.

Lastly, Seol's performance was truly remarkable.

"Haap!"

The young girl faced her opponent without retreating an inch.
Using her small, not yet fully grown frame, she slipped right into her opponent's embrace and raised her sword upward in a slash.

The technique of the Lightning Spirit Sword, "Rising Thunder Roaring Heaven," a unique martial art of Lightning Flash Sword Yeo Dae-un, cut the opponent lengthwise.

As the enemy fell, spraying blood, Seol briefly looked down at him before staring blankly at her own sword.

Though still infinitely weak, there was a clear shimmer of energy rising—unmistakable evidence of sword qi. With a slight twitch of her lips at this, Seol immediately rushed toward her next opponent.

It was truly a one-sided battle.
In stark contrast to how they had overwhelmed the escort team just moments ago, the Dragon Spear Unit was now being dominated by just three people.

Gongson Un's expression twisted horribly at this sight he had never imagined.

The unbelievable situation where more than half his men had already fallen.
As he gritted his teeth, Gil-seon said to him:

"Captain. At this rate, we will be defeated."

To the vice-captain suggesting they needed another solution, Gongson Un muttered quietly:

"...Don't worry. They should be moving too."

No sooner had he finished speaking than screams were heard from inside the hall.

*Kyaaak!*

"What... Madam!"

Recognizing the shrill scream as that of his wife Dan-ae, Jin-san hurriedly tried to enter the hall.

"Oh no, you shouldn't act rashly."

Numerous swords blocked Jin-san's path.
Another group wearing black wind robes had emerged one by one from the hall.

And at their center were none other than Dan-ae and Un-cheon in her arms.
Jin-san's eyes bulged at the sharp blades pointed at them.

"Madam! Un-cheon!"
"...!"

At Jin-san's desperate cry, Hwa-ryeon and her companions also turned their heads in surprise, taking in the sight of the Dark Heaven Unit that had gathered in front of the hall, and Dan-ae and Un-cheon held hostage in their midst.

"Oh no...!"

Without anyone saying anything, the battle ceased.
Hwa-ryeon's group retreated, clearly dismayed, while the Dragon Spear Unit tended to their fallen comrades.

Looking at everyone with a triumphant smile, a man named Uk-gwang shouted:

"Surrender quietly. If you don't, this woman and child will die."
"Waaaah!"

Un-cheon burst into tears, frightened by the menacing situation.
At his son's crying, Jin-san's face twisted like a demon's.

"If you do anything to my wife and son...!"
"Then what? What do you think you can do?"

With a sneering smile, Uk-gwang's gaze shifted from Jin-san to Hwa-ryeon.

"I won't repeat myself twice. Choose—your safety or their lives?"
"..."

Hwa-ryeon's face froze coldly.
Her gaze turned to Dan-ae and Un-cheon, who had become hostages.

*Leave it to me. I'll make sure Madam Gun and Un-cheon don't get hurt.*

She had clearly told Ja-seong she would ensure the two wouldn't be in danger.
Even as Hwa-ryeon's face twisted with self-blame, Un-cheon's crying grew louder and louder.

Loud enough to make Uk-gwang and the Dark Heaven Unit members beside him grimace.

"Ah, that brat is so noisy!"

After shouting in irritation, a wicked smile suddenly appeared on Uk-gwang's face.

"Come to think of it, we don't really need two hostages, do we?"
"...!"

Dan-ae's face turned pale as she heard him muttering while looking at her son.
Uk-gwang enjoyed watching fear appear on her elegant face and coldly ordered:

"He's annoying. Kill the child."

Just as the sword pointed at Un-cheon began to move,

"Stop!"

Hwa-ryeon shouted loudly.
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At that shout, the sword poised to harm Uncheon stopped.
All eyes—from the Dark Heaven Unit and Dragon Spear Unit to Dae-un, Seol, and Jinsan—turned toward Hwa-ryeon.

Standing at the center of countless gazes, Hwa-ryeon squeezed her eyes shut and took a deep breath.
Then she opened her eyes again and looked at Gongsun Un.

"...If I go quietly, will you guarantee the safety of the others?"
"Young Lady!"

Despite Dae-un's shocked cry, Hwa-ryeon didn't even turn her gaze, staring straight at Gongsun Un.
Meeting her unwavering gaze, Gongsun Un remained silent for a moment before nodding.

"I shall. There's no reason for further bloodshed if I can complete my mission."

Gongsun Un answered calmly on the surface.
But inside, he was breathing a deep sigh of relief.

It was hard to believe even after experiencing it firsthand, but it had become clear that the Dragon Spear Unit alone couldn't subdue Hwa-ryeon, Dae-un, and Seol.

Fortunately, the Dark Heaven Unit that had infiltrated secretly had taken hostages and turned the situation around, but they were still walking on a knife's edge.
If Hwa-ryeon's side had considered the hostages worthless, it could have backfired.

"Fortunately, it seems their relationship with the Jungcheon Merchant Group is deeper than I thought."

This was an issue he could address after completing his mission, along with punishing Jinsan who had dared to insult him and Paecheon Fortress.
For now, securing Hwa-ryeon was the priority, so he decided to let it go.

"First, release the hostages."
"That I cannot do. First disarm yourself and submit to restraints. Then I will release the hostages."

After a moment of apparent conflict, Hwa-ryeon quietly slid Cheongwol back into its scabbard and placed it on the ground.
Then she looked at Dae-un, who wore a devastated expression.

"Uncle."
"...Yes, Young Lady."
"If they don't free those two as promised, don't worry about my safety—cut them all down."
"...Understood."

Dae-un nodded painfully and glared at the Dark Heaven Unit with fierce eyes.
The Dark Heaven Unit members turned pale at the murderous intent radiating from his body.

"Don't worry. If you don't resist, those two will be released safely."
"......"

At Gongsun Un's words, Hwa-ryeon pressed her lips together and approached him defensively.
Soon, Dragon Spear Unit members bound her and tried to put a hood over her head.

"You'll regret this."

A quiet murmur before the hood covered her face.
Thinking nothing of it, Gongsun Un covered Hwa-ryeon's face completely.

"Let's go."

The Dragon Spear Unit turned to leave, looking like a defeated army with more than half of them bleeding.
The Dark Heaven Unit, holding Danae and Uncheon hostage, slowly followed behind.

Finally, Dae-un and Jinsan followed at a distance.

As they slowly retraced their steps back to the main gate of the merchant group and crossed outside,

"Kyaak-!?"
"My wife!"

The Dark Heaven Unit roughly pushed Danae away.
As Jinsan rushed forward to catch his wife and son, some of them threw something on the ground.

-Bang!

A thick smoke spread in all directions as it burst upon hitting the ground.
Dae-un hurriedly jumped into the smoke, but the Dragon Spear Unit and Dark Heaven Unit had already disappeared in that brief moment.

*

"S-so... the Young Lady was taken by those bastards..."
"......"

I silently listened as Seol finished her story, sniffling continuously.

We were currently in the main hall of the Jungcheon Merchant Group.
The other members hadn't returned yet, perhaps still dealing with the monsters that had appeared in the city.

So the only people in the hall were Chief Jang, my sister and her husband, Master, Seol, myself, and Chilyeop.

"Seonga, I'm sorry. Because I got captured, Young Lady Ju..."
"I have no face to show my brother-in-law. I should have protected my wife and son."

My sister apologized with an expression that looked ready to burst into tears at any moment, while my brother-in-law hung his head in shame.
Chief Jang and Jang Jinhae didn't speak, but their self-blame was evident.

After looking at their faces in turn, I slowly rose from my seat.
My Master, looking as if he wanted to die right then, asked me weakly.

"What are you planning to do?"

I gave the obvious answer to the obvious question.

"What else? I have to bring her back. And kill all those bastards."

Several people flinched at my savage voice.
Meanwhile, Master continued his questioning.

"Do you even know where she is?"
"I can find out wherever she is."

Master's face showed disappointment at my truthful answer.
He seemed to think I was just talking big.

As I was about to explain that wasn't the case, Chilyeop cut in.

"Do you have something she used? Anything will do."
"I do, but why?"

At Seol's question, Chilyeop explained briefly.

"There's something called the Soul-Tracking Art. As the name suggests, it's a technique for tracking someone, and the accuracy increases with items they frequently use. With that, we could locate that woman..."
"No, there's no need for that."

Chilyeop frowned when I interrupted him.

"What's with this strange stubbornness? Are you and that woman soulmates or something?"
"I'd like to claim that, but that's not why I said it's unnecessary."
"Then?"

I rolled up my sleeve to show Chilyeop my left wrist—specifically, the white bracelet clinging tightly to it.
At first, he looked confused, but his eyes gradually widened.

"Is this... the White Ring? The Black and White Twin Rings?"
"You recognize it? Then you understand why I said it's unnecessary?"

Chilyeop nodded blankly.
Unlike him, Seol, who couldn't follow the conversation, asked:

"W-what is that bracelet?"
"The Black and White Twin Rings. A treasure that allows those wearing the pair to know each other's location."

Everyone's faces brightened as they understood the situation from this brief explanation.
Hope also appeared on Master's face as he realized my earlier words weren't empty.

"I'll bring her back soon. Don't worry and wait here."
"I'll come with you. I can't just sit and wait..."
"I'm sorry, but it'll be faster if I go alone."

I firmly stopped Master as he rose from his seat.
Fortunately, understanding my words, Master frowned but sat back down.

"Well then, I'll be going."

I bowed to everyone and left the hall.
Not long after, I heard someone calling me from behind.

"Young Master Gun, wait a moment!"

Turning my head, I saw Seol running up to me in a hurry, holding out Cheongwol, the sword from her bosom.

"Here, please return this to the Young Lady."
"...Alright. I will."

I looked at Seol's face as I received the female sword that perfectly matched the male sword at my waist.

Her eyes were swollen from crying.
Seeing tears still falling drop by drop despite that, I gently patted her head.

"I told you before. If the Pursuit and Execution Unit took Hwa-ryeon, I'd take responsibility and get her back. So don't worry. I always keep my word."

Seol looked up at me with bloodshot eyes.
I wanted to smile reassuringly, but I couldn't.

It was already taking all my effort to suppress the emotions boiling inside me.

"...I'll be waiting."

Perhaps sensing my inner turmoil.
With those brief words, she pressed her lips together and turned away.

After glancing at her back as she tried to appear brave, I left the merchant group.
Then I infused qi into the White Ring.

-Woong

The bracelet, which began to emit a soft light, soon revealed the location of its pair.

South.
Hwa-ryeon was in the south.

After confirming the direction, I stomped my foot hard, unleashing the emotions I had been suppressing.

-Kwaaang!

With a thunderous sound, I kicked off from the ground.
I unleashed my killing intent as I used my lightness skill at full power for the first time in my life.

I'll kill them.
I'll crush and kill every last one of those insects who dared to take Hwa-ryeon from me.

With this vow on my soul, I rushed at full speed.

Toward the south.
Toward Hwa-ryeon.

*

How long had she been moving with her hands and feet bound and her face covered?
Hwa-ryeon, who had been quietly restrained and transported on a cart, suddenly felt the cart stop.

"Get down."

Obediently getting off the cart at the command in her ear, rough hands grabbed her arms and dragged her somewhere.

With each step, she felt numerous presences drawing closer.
When she finally reached them, the hands that had dragged her forced her to kneel.

Soon her hood was removed, and her vision cleared.
After frowning briefly, Hwa-ryeon slowly looked around.

It seemed they had left the city, as the scenery was filled with only trees and grass.
They were probably in a clearing in the middle of a forest.

And in that clearing, many people had gathered to look at her.

"Hmm, it seems you've captured the right person. I can still see traces of her childhood face."

A deep voice suddenly reached her ears.
Turning her head, she saw a familiar face.

"...Great Gale Lord."
"Oh my, you remember me? It's been at least ten years since you last saw me."

The middle-aged warrior wearing red martial arts robes, Great Gale Lord Hwa Mu-gwang, muttered with a bitter smile.

Unlike Gongsun Un, who had no particular feelings toward Hwa-ryeon, his expression was not pleasant, suggesting he wasn't happy with the current situation.
Of course, that didn't mean he would help her.

Turning her gaze from Mu-gwang to examine the others, Hwa-ryeon eventually fixed her eyes on one person.

A man who remained a boy in her memories but had now become a young man.

"......"
"......"

Hwa-ryeon and Ho-jeong stared at each other in silence for a moment.
Gongsun Un broke that silence.

"As you instructed, we captured her without injury, but what will you do? Will you behead her yourself?"

Ho-jeong, whose eyes had momentarily sharpened at the question about beheading Hwa-ryeon, relaxed and stood up.

"I'll speak with her privately for a moment. Bring her to the carriage."
"...Yes, sir."

What conversation could he have with a woman he was about to kill?
Though questions arose in Gongsun Un's eyes, he followed orders and took Hwa-ryeon to the carriage.

Thus, the two faced each other alone.
After hesitating briefly, Ho-jeong carefully opened his mouth.

"...It's been a long time."
"Yes, it has. It would have been better if we never met again."

Words that stated mere facts, devoid of negative emotions like hatred or resentment.
Those words tore at Ho-jeong's heart all the more.

"What did I want to hear?"

Would his heart have been a little easier if she had cursed and sworn at him?
If she had shouted that his father had killed her father, and that she would kill him to make his father feel the same pain—would that have lessened this agony?

As he struggled with the guilt ravaging his heart, Hwa-ryeon spoke again.

"I'll tell you this once and only once. Release me and run away."
"...What? What are you saying?"
"If you want to live, run away."

It was Hwa-ryeon who had been captured and faced death.
Yet her tone, inappropriate for the situation, suggested she was offering a final mercy, causing Ho-jeong's face to harden.

"...You think he will come?"
"I don't think he will come—I know he will. Without fail."

Her voice was resolute, as if stating an absolute law.
At this, Ho-jeong's face contorted.

"You shouldn't have been brought here in the first place."

A faint resentment lingered in his sharp words.
In truth, Ho-jeong was inwardly disappointed in Ja-seong.

He had thought that as long as Ja-seong was by her side, Hwa-ryeon would never be dragged before him.

"What on earth was he doing and where...!"

Hwa-ryeon's expression sharpened as she noticed his resentment.
Seeing this, Ho-jeong's face twisted fiercely before he let out a dejected sigh.

The surge of resistance at realizing she was showing emotion for the first time because of Ja-seong.
That resistance made him aware of his own ugly feelings.

It was envy.
Though he had tried to ignore and deny it, Ho-jeong was jealous of Ja-seong.

Jealous of the man who stood in the place he had once desired—a place he could no longer dare to hope for.
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"...Huff."

Ho-jeong took a deep breath with his head lowered so Hwa-ryeon wouldn't notice his emotions.
Then, composing himself, he rose from his seat.

"This may be disappointing news for you, but they probably won't find us easily. We've left no traces to follow, and even if they do pursue us, we're using magic to conceal ourselves."
"......"

Hwa-ryeon kept her mouth shut.
She wanted to try persuading him more, but seeing his expression, she instinctively knew it would be pointless.

"...Security around the carriage is tight, so abandon any thoughts of escape. Unless you want to suffer unnecessarily."

With that, Ho-jeong left the carriage.
Left alone in the empty carriage, Hwa-ryeon let out a small sigh.

Meeting him again after so long felt strange.

Objectively speaking, he was the child of the enemy who killed her father.
Normally, she should be hurling hatred and curses at him.

But she couldn't.
Not only did she know that what happened wasn't Ho-jeong's fault, but how could she when he wore such a guilt-ridden expression?

"Haah."

Sighing again, Hwa-ryeon leaned against the carriage wall.
The black ring on her left wrist emitted a soft glow.

It was calling to its pair.
Telling it: I'm here.

And when the owner of that pair arrived, none of the Assassination Unit would survive.

*Maybe I should escape before Ja-seong arrives?*

That might be the only way the Assassination Unit could survive.

Of course, she didn't care what happened to them.
Especially those Dark Heaven Unit bastards who tried to kill Un-cheon, that small, fragile baby—she'd rather kill them herself.

But Ho-jeong, at least.
At the very least, she didn't want him to die by Ja-seong's hand.

For that to happen, she needed to act.
Hwa-ryeon began devising an escape plan inside the carriage.

*

When Ho-jeong exited the carriage, Mu-gwang and Gong-son Un, who had been waiting outside, approached him.

"Young Lord Of The Castle."
"Ju Hwa-ryeon will be transported to Paecheon Fortress as is. Make sure everyone knows that."
"What?"

Gong-son Un was bewildered by the incomprehensible order.
In contrast, Mu-gwang wore a bitter expression, as if understanding Ho-jeong's feelings.

*He must find it difficult to kill her himself.*

Just as Hwa-ryeon remembered Mu-gwang, he too remembered the children from their youth.
Knowing how the two innocent children used to run around the fortress together, he could understand Ho-jeong's decision.

But Gong-son Un was different.

"Why? Lord Of The Castle ordered us to bring back Ju Hwa-ryeon's head. What reason is there to keep her alive and bring her back?"

He could understand initially keeping her alive to confirm her identity.

But bringing her alive all the way to the fortress?
That was a different matter.

"There are still forces loyal to Ju Hwa-ryeon, including those from Cheonmang Palace. If they discover our movements, they'll pursue us relentlessly, risking everything."

Gong-son Un met Ho-jeong's steady gaze and continued in a grave tone.

"In the worst case, we could suffer heavy losses and have the woman taken from us."
"......"

Instead of saying that was exactly what he wanted, Ho-jeong chose silence.
Though he had warned Hwa-ryeon not to think of escaping, he secretly planned to create an opportunity for her to flee soon.

If he did that, that man—Ja-seong—would be able to rescue Hwa-ryeon.

Despite his disappointment in recent events, he understood that only Ja-seong could protect Hwa-ryeon now, which informed his decision.

"It would be best to behead her immediately and just take the head, Young Lord Of The Castle."

But he couldn't tell this to Gong-son Un directly.
So Ho-jeong used his authority as Young Lord Of The Castle to shut him down.

With anger at the persistent demands to kill Hwa-ryeon, he growled:

"Are you daring to question my orders?"
"...Young Lord Of The Castle?"

As Ho-jeong approached the protesting Gong-son Un with a growl, the latter was taken aback by the fierce reaction.
Ho-jeong grabbed him by the collar without hesitation.

"Who stands before you right now?"
"...The Young Lord Of The Castle of Paecheon Fortress."
"That's right, I am the Young Lord Of The Castle. Your small master! Yet you dare question your master's orders?"
"......"
"You just need to follow my commands. Bark when I say bark, bite when I say bite!"

As his voice rose, people began to gather around.
Some members of the Dragon Unit in particular looked offended by the insulting remarks toward their leader.

Noticing this from the corner of his eye, Ho-jeong roughly released Gong-son Un's collar.

"Ju Hwa-ryeon will be transported to Paecheon Fortress as is. If you oppose my orders again, be prepared to face the consequences."
"...Understood."

As Ho-jeong walked away after Gong-son Un's reluctant agreement, whispers could be heard from all around.

-Why is he suddenly acting like that? I've never seen him so angry before.
-From what I can tell, it seems the Dragon Unit leader disobeyed an order...
-The Dragon Unit leader? No way.

Hearing the idle chatter, Mu-gwang stepped forward and shouted:

"What are you all gawking at? I assume you've finished preparing the camp before starting to gossip!"

The Assassination Unit dispersed and resumed their camp preparations.
Clicking his tongue at the sight, Mu-gwang returned to Gong-son Un and tried to comfort him.

"Don't take it to heart. The Young Lord Of The Castle is just conflicted inside. The two of them were like family since they were very young..."
"I'm fine. It was my fault for opposing the Young Lord Of The Castle's orders. But may I ask you for a favor?"
"Hmm?"

Mu-gwang tilted his head at Gong-son Un's words.
Fortunately, his expression didn't seem bad, but a favor?

"What is it?"
"Nothing much, but I'd like the Dragon Unit to take charge of guarding the carriage holding Ju Hwa-ryeon."

Mu-gwang's face hardened at those words.

"You're not... thinking of going against the Young Lord Of The Castle's orders, are you?"
"No. Don't worry. I value my life too much for that."
"Then?"
"Let's just say it's because I'm anxious."

After considering the cryptic response for a moment, Mu-gwang nodded.

"Alright. It's not a difficult task anyway."
"Thank you."

After expressing his gratitude, Gong-son Un gazed at the carriage where Hwa-ryeon was imprisoned with a somber expression before turning away.

*

Some time later, as the sunset painted the sky red.
Uk-gwang, sitting near a campfire after finishing camp preparations, heaved a deep sigh.

"Finally going back home. This mission took much longer than expected."

Being pushed around by the Dragon Unit and the Gale Unit.
Remembering how he was bullied because of his temporary position as the Dark Heaven Unit leader, he ground his teeth.

He had felt such satisfaction when the Dragon Unit was swept away like autumn leaves by Hwa-ryeon's group of three at the Middle Heaven Trading Company.

*Maybe I should have waited a bit longer to step in?*

Then he might have seen that annoying Dragon Unit leader injured and groaning in pain.
As he secretly nursed his regret, several presences approached him.

Turning his head, he saw they were none other than his subordinates.
The bastards who had forcibly dumped the temporary leader position on him.

"What do you want, you jerks?"

Naturally, no kind words came out for these disloyal bastards who had pretended not to notice when he was being bullied.

The Dark Heaven Unit members laughed awkwardly and tried to butter him up.

"Come on, leader. Why so harsh? You know we had no choice. How could mere unit members talk back to the leader?"
"My head understands, but my heart refuses to."

Seeing Uk-gwang's continued hostility, the Dark Heaven Unit members' smiles grew more suggestive.

"What if we offer you compensation? Would your heart understand then?"
"Compensation? Did you save up a few coins or something?"

The response to his snickering retort was completely unexpected.

"We don't have money, but we do have a woman. An incredibly amazing one at that."

An amazing woman.
As soon as he heard those words, Uk-gwang's gaze shifted to the carriage placed in the corner of the campsite.

Ju Hwa-ryeon.
The daughter of the former Lord Of The Castle of Paecheon and, though from a branch line, a noble with imperial dragon blood.
Moreover, a breathtaking beauty whose appearance alone made men swallow hard.

"...Are you serious?"

When he asked in a tense voice, the Dark Heaven Unit members' faces twisted maliciously.

"She's going to die with her head cut off anyway, right? Who's going to complain if we have some fun with her first?"
"But..."
"Think about it. Will we ever have another chance with a woman like that in our remaining lives?"

No, they wouldn't.
He could state that with certainty.

Beautiful looks and noble bloodline.
A woman full of elements that stimulated a man's desire to conquer would never be found before or after.

Uk-gwang's heart was already rapidly tilting in their favor.
Meanwhile, he thoroughly assessed the surrounding conditions.

"But what about the Dragon Unit? I heard the Dragon Unit leader ordered them to guard her tightly."
"That's already been taken care of. They agreed to step aside while we do our business. Some even seemed to welcome it."
"Those guys?"

It was an unexpected answer.
The Dragon Unit leader, who prioritized duty over desire, had recruited subordinates with similar tendencies, even going so far as to teach them his exclusive martial arts.

Those guys approved of this deviation?
Uk-gwang tilted his head in confusion, but soon understood from his subordinates' explanation.

"Several Dragon Unit members were beaten by that woman today, right? Two of them just died a little while ago."
"Ah, so?"
"Even if they're unpleasant bastards, they still feel vengeful over their comrades' deaths. They just asked us to make it as painful as possible."

That was their specialty and pleasure.
The screams born from the pain and despair of being violated were the best spice to heighten excitement.

Just imagining it made his lower body tense with anticipation, and Uk-gwang smiled lewdly.
The subordinates he had just been calling bastards now looked so lovable.

"When do we start?"
"Right after dinner ends. As our leader who's suffered so much, you should go first."

They're even giving him first turn?
Such adorable fellows.

Uk-gwang's face split into a wide grin at the promise that he would be the first to violate Hwa-ryeon.

Later that night.
As planned, Uk-gwang approached the carriage with his subordinates and encountered the Dragon Unit members guarding the area.

"......"

The Dragon Unit members glanced at them and left without a word.
Normally, he would have cursed these unpleasant bastards and spat at them, but his mind, excited by the pleasure to come, didn't even think of it.

Finally, the carriage door slowly opened, revealing the breathtaking beauty leaning against one wall.

"......"

Hwa-ryeon remained silent as she saw the Dark Heaven Unit suddenly opening the carriage door.
Her face hardened coldly, as if she had already guessed their intentions.

"Hehehe...! Let's see how long you can maintain that haughty expression."

He couldn't wait any longer, imagining how that cold face would contort in pain.
Just as he was about to lunge at Hwa-ryeon with a lustful smile to tear off her clothes—

-Thwack!

"Kuh...?"

A sharp blade pierced through Uk-gwang's chest.

Ch.370 - Reverse Scale
"W-What is this suddenly...!?"

The burning pain in his chest.
A rough hand covered Ukgwang's mouth as he flailed and tried to scream.

Soon, the sword that had pierced through his body was roughly pulled out, only to plunge into his abdomen.

It was pulled out again and stabbed into his chest.
Then it pierced through his abdomen again.

As Ukgwang felt the pain of holes being repeatedly made in his body, his consciousness gradually faded.
As he sank into eternal darkness, his final thought was, "Who could it be?"

Weren't those behind him just his subordinates who had come to join in the fun?
They had no reason to kill him, did they?
Then whose sword was this, repeatedly making holes in his body?

As Ukgwang pondered this question that would never be answered, his gaze turned forward.

Hwa-ryeon, with her eyes wide open, seemingly shocked by the sudden attack.
Even that surprised expression was devastatingly beautiful.

"Ah, what a w-waste...!"

With the filthy final thought of regret at not being able to violate that beauty, Ukgwang met his death.

His body went limp, losing all strength.
The person who held his body and silently laid it down was none other than Jeon Gong-so, the leader of the Black Eye Unit of the Man'an Unit.

"Miss, are you alright?"
"...Yes. I'm fine."

As Hwa-ryeon nodded, still dazed, Gong-so belatedly realized she wouldn't know who he was and briefly introduced himself.

"I'm Jeon Gong-so, leader of the Black Eye Unit."
"Ah, I'm from Cheonmang Palace..."
"Yes, and these men behind me are also from the Black Eye Unit."

He turned slightly to show her the back, where other Black Eye Unit members were quietly laying down the bodies of the Dark Heaven Unit they had dispatched.

Even though the Dark Heaven Unit was considered weaker in martial arts compared to other military units, it was still surprising how quietly and quickly they had been dealt with.
Moreover, how did they know about these men's vile plans and take action?
Noticing Hwa-ryeon's wide-eyed confusion, Gong-so offered a simple explanation.

"We overheard their conversation earlier. How could we stand by when they dared to plan such a despicable act against you?"

From the moment Hwa-ryeon was captured by the Pursuit Unit, the Black Eye Unit had moved swiftly and secretly.
They stealthily approached each unit, eavesdropping and gathering information.

That's when they heard the Dark Heaven Unit men talking about raping Hwa-ryeon.

"These damn bastards!"

The Black Eye Unit erupted in anger upon hearing that someone dared to lay filthy hands on the young lady.
Yet they also realized that the villains' plan could provide the perfect opportunity, and decided to use it.

"Thanks to their scheme, all the guards nearby have been withdrawn. Let's escape while we can. I'll remove your restraints..."

Gong-so reached out to untie Hwa-ryeon but was shocked when she stood up on her own.

He could only gape as the supposedly unbreakable steel handcuffs shattered and fell to the ground in pieces. Hwa-ryeon offered a brief explanation:

"...I was also looking for a chance to escape."
"Ah, hahaha..."

Gong-so tossed away the key he had painstakingly stolen and exited the carriage with Hwa-ryeon.

"Miss."

The other Black Eye Unit members greeted her with relieved expressions, glad to see she was unharmed.
Looking at them, Gong-so spoke in a low voice:

"The deaths of the Dark Heaven Unit men will be discovered soon. We need to get away as quickly as possible before then."

The Black Eye Unit nodded silently.
Just as they were about to leave the clearing with her, a chilling voice cut through the air.

"As I suspected, you were never to be trusted."
"...!"

Gong-so whipped his head around and widened his eyes.
The area was now perfectly surrounded by a group of warriors—none other than the men of the Blue Dragon Unit and Fierce Wind Unit.

"How...?"

He had moved with thorough caution.
They had eliminated the Dark Heaven Unit without making a sound.

Yet how could they respond so quickly?

"Curious? About how we moved so fast?"

Reading the bewilderment on Gong-so's face, Gong Son-un twisted one corner of his mouth and answered:

"It's simple. I never trusted you from the beginning. I was certain you would make a move somehow once Ju Hwa-ryeon was captured."

That's why he assigned his Blue Dragon Unit to watch the carriage.
So they could report to him immediately if anything happened.

Soon enough, his subordinates reported the "deviation" of the Dark Heaven Unit, and Gong Son-un was certain.

That would be the moment the Black Eye Unit would make their move.

"What I didn't anticipate was your level of martial arts. I never expected the Dark Heaven Unit to fall so easily."

Gong Son-un glanced at the bodies of the Dark Heaven Unit.
He had felt somewhat indebted due to what happened earlier today, but now any way to ease that burden of conscience was completely gone.

"The least I could do is avenge them."

Gong Son-un raised his spear, pointing it at the Black Eye Unit.

"Today I will execute all you ungrateful traitors who have defied the Lord's orders and acted as spies for years."

At this cold declaration, the Black Eye Unit drew their weapons again.
Seeing their blades gleaming sharply despite belonging to men who had been drinking all day, it was no wonder the Dark Heaven Unit had fallen.

"...So you've been deceiving everyone for a long time."

Mu Gwang, who had been watching in disbelief, finally hardened his expression.

"Fierce Wind Unit, eliminate the enemy."
"Yes!"

The Black Eye Unit now faced a combined attack from both the Fierce Wind Unit and the Blue Dragon Unit.
Gong-so, clearly in a predicament, eventually spoke to Hwa-ryeon with determination in his eyes:

"Miss, we'll buy you time. Please escape while you can."

The Black Eye Unit was prepared to sacrifice their lives to ensure Hwa-ryeon's escape.

However, her response was unexpected.

"No. I don't think that will be necessary."
"What? What do you mean...?"

Confused, Gong-so turned to Hwa-ryeon and saw her looking down at her left wrist.
On her slender yet firm wrist was a black bracelet that fit perfectly, and surprisingly, it was emitting an intense black light on its own.

Looking down at it, Hwa-ryeon muttered with a slight bitterness:

"It's too late to stop it now."

What could she possibly mean by that?
Gong-so and the Black Eye Unit were bewildered.
Meanwhile, Gong Son-un addressed Hwa-ryeon:

"If you don't want to witness something unpleasant, you'd better get back inside the carriage. Even if you try to escape as they suggest, you won't be able to pass through the barrier surrounding this clearing..."

CRASH!

A thunderous sound interrupted Gong Son-un's words.
Everyone, friend and foe alike, looked around in surprise.

"What was that?"
"What just happened...?"

Despite the loud noise, there was no visible change.
Everyone was confused about what had happened.

They couldn't know that the barrier concealing this clearing had just been shattered by someone's rage.

Soon, that someone stepped into the clearing.

"...Ja-seong."

Hwa-ryeon was naturally the first to spot him.
She gazed at her man walking slowly toward them.

A warm sense of relief gradually blossomed in her chest.
The fear she had deliberately hidden deep in her heart while maintaining a composed facade vanished completely.

"Who is that...?"

Following her gaze, Gong Son-un also spotted Gun Ja-seong.
He was confused—hadn't they set up a barrier? How did this man get in?
More importantly, who was he?

By now, everyone in the clearing was staring at Ja-seong.
Ignoring their gazes, Ja-seong continued walking slowly and suddenly tossed the blue-hilted sword he was carrying.

The sword, Cheongwol, spun through the air and landed perfectly in its owner's hand.
Seeing this, Gong Son-un realized that Ja-seong was Hwa-ryeon's comrade who had come to rescue her, and he looked around.

"Everyone, be on guard. He probably didn't come alone."

Following their leader's instructions, dozens of pairs of eyes scanned the surroundings.
But there was no sign of anyone else.

All they could see was the lone figure before them.

"Chief, I don't sense any other presence."
"...He came alone?"

Gong Son-un looked at Ja-seong with disbelief, suddenly recalling what had happened earlier that day.

His subordinates had been utterly defeated by just three people.
Though he couldn't understand what technique they had used, the Blue Dragon Unit had been helplessly overwhelmed by attacks that ignored their protective arts.

"This guy can probably ignore protective arts too."

That must be why he approached so confidently.
Thinking that without protective arts, they were nothing.

Gong Son-un lamented and simultaneously raged at the situation where his military unit, the pride of Paecheon Fortress, was being so disrespected.

"I'll have to show him that breaking through protective arts isn't everything."

Having already devised and memorized countermeasures, he was certain this arrogant man would soon die a miserable death filled with regret.

"He'll likely be able to penetrate protective arts with his attacks. Keep that in mind when facing him."
"Yes!"

Several Blue Dragon Unit members broke from the encirclement to approach Ja-seong.
As they approached, Ja-seong's right arm seemed to disappear, followed by a flash of blue light.

SPLAT!

Deep red created by the blue light.
The Blue Dragon Unit members approaching Ja-seong vanished, replaced by a shower of blood and small pieces of flesh.

"......"

A terrible silence fell over the gathering.
Everyone stared blankly at the inexplicable carnage that had unfolded before their eyes.

It happened so suddenly that even though they had witnessed it directly, their minds refused to comprehend it.

Normal thought processes stopped, and everyone was stunned.
What jolted them back to awareness was the ferocious killing intent emanating from Ja-seong's body.

"Huk...?!"

Ja-seong appeared calm and collected on the surface.
But what radiated from his body was a destructive aura that seemed capable of crushing everything in sight.

"W-who is that man...?"

Even the Black Eye Unit, outside the direct range of the killing intent, turned pale.
How much worse must it be for those directly facing that pressure?

"Kuk...kuuk...!"

Most couldn't even breathe properly, and some had even wet themselves in fear.
After overwhelming everyone without saying a word, Ja-seong's figure suddenly disappeared.

"W-where did he...?"

Gong Son-un, barely clinging to his reason, saw more of his subordinates' bodies exploding.

Hundreds of blue trajectories passed through their bodies, instantly slicing them into blood and flesh fragments.

"Uwa, uwaaaaa-!"

A Blue Dragon Unit member, splattered with the blood of his comrade who had been standing right next to him, screamed like a child and tried to flee, only to meet the same fate.

With each blink, someone lost their human form.
Before he knew it, all of the Blue Dragon Unit, his subordinates, had been reduced to bloody traces.

Having witnessed the pathetically futile end of his men, Gong Son-un involuntarily turned to look at Hwa-ryeon.

"You'll regret it."

He recalled her words just before she was taken away.
Those words, which had seemed empty and weightless then, now felt unbearably heavy.

Soon, the ferocious killing intent focused on him.
Realizing it was his turn, Gong Son-un suddenly saw a vision.

A vision of an enraged divine dragon opening its jaws to devour him.

Seeing this, he thought:

"I've touched the reverse scale."

Filling his final moments with regret, Gong Son-un met the same fate as his subordinates, engulfed in blue light and reduced to blood.

Ch.371 - The Second Confrontation
With the death of Gong Son-un, who had turned into a puddle of blood, the Changryong Unit was completely annihilated.
One of Paecheon Fortress's representative military units had been wiped out.

And by just one person, in such a futile manner.
It was a shocking sight that made one want to deny reality.

Seeing this, Mu-gwang suddenly realized that his entire body was trembling.

*I'm trembling? Me?*

For years, he had thrown himself into countless missions for the peace of the Central Plains.
Naturally, he had faced death countless times during those missions.

But he had never trembled in fear before any crisis.

A warrior's life is like walking through a forest of swords and blades.
How could one fear death while treading such a thorny path?

With that creed, he had overcome crises with hearty laughter.
But now, the creed he had lived by his entire life was utterly shattered.

In the face of an overwhelming terror that could not be resisted.
Due to inexplicable, monstrous powers beyond rational explanation.

Mu-gwang looked at the young man who had reappeared.
The incomprehensible being who had single-handedly slaughtered the Changryong Unit.

*...Just what is this man's identity?*

When Ja-seong first appeared, none of the Chusal Unit considered him a threat.

Even the Changryong Unit, who had experienced attacks that ignored their Protective Art, were only cautious for a moment. When they realized he had come alone, their attitude changed.
They even mocked him for his seemingly foolish bravado.

Even Mu-gwang himself had no doubt that Ja-seong would die miserably.
But all those certainties and thoughts were shattered the moment Ja-seong revealed his anger.

Enormous, ferocious killing intent poured out like a torrent, followed by blue trajectories that turned the Changryong Unit members' bodies into puddles of blood and pieces of flesh.

None of them could dodge or block Ja-seong's attacks.
That's how the Changryong Unit and Gong Son-un were one-sidedly slaughtered.

*Now it's our turn.*

His body knew before his mind did.

Death, which he thought was still far away, was now right in front of him, and escaping it was impossible.

There was only one thing Mu-gwang could do.
Beg for his subordinates' lives with his own.

"Wait a moment."
"C-Commander?"

Suppressing his trembling body with all his might, he spoke.
His subordinates behind him called out to him with fear-filled voices, but he ignored them and kept his eyes on Ja-seong.

"......"

That man, the walking embodiment of monstrous power, still said nothing.
But the killing intent pouring out seemed to weaken slightly.

Was he allowing him to speak?
It might be a mere whim, but for Mu-gwang, it was an opportunity he couldn't miss.

He immediately knelt before Ja-seong.

"C-Commander!"

Ignoring his subordinates who called out to him in surprise, Mu-gwang spoke softly.

"I'll give you my life. In exchange, please spare my subordinates."
"...N-no! What are you saying!"

The Gwangpung Unit members, realizing Mu-gwang's intention to sacrifice himself for everyone, strongly objected.
To this, Mu-gwang shouted loudly.

"Silence!"
"...!"

The unit members reflexively closed their mouths.
After silencing his subordinates, Mu-gwang prostrated himself before Ja-seong and bowed his head.

"I apologize like this for what we've done. Please show mercy."
"Kugh...!"

The Gwangpung Unit was moved by the sight of their commander enduring humiliation to save only them.
The next moment, a blue trajectory swept past their bodies.

"...Ah."

That was the end.
The bodies of the Gwangpung Unit, swept up in the blue trajectory, were cut into pieces and fell all at once.

Unlike the Changryong Unit, they weren't completely shredded, so their forms were somewhat recognizable, but this was no consolation to Mu-gwang.

"......"

Unlike his slaughtered subordinates, Mu-gwang was completely unharmed.

He had avoided the blue trajectory by prostrating himself while begging Ja-seong for mercy.
That's why he alone survived while all his subordinates died.

Realizing this, Mu-gwang let out a scream-filled roar.

"You bastaaaaard! You devil!"

Having completely lost his reason, Mu-gwang shouted as if spitting blood and glared at Ja-seong with bloodshot eyes.

"My subordinates were just following my orders! That's why I begged! I pleaded! I said I would give my life! Yet why did you commit such an atrocious act-!"

The death of those he had been with for well over a decade, those he secretly regarded as family, as children.
In the face of this tragedy, Mu-gwang's once-solid heart was completely shattered.

"Don't you have any sense of guilt-!"

In response to Mu-gwang's cry, Ja-seong spoke for the first time.

"Do you feel guilt when you step on and kill a pest?"
"You bastaaaaard!"

At Ja-seong's words, which didn't even treat them as humans, Mu-gwang finally lost his grip on reason and drew his blade, rushing at him.

He swung the single-edged blade in his right hand, aiming for Ja-seong's neck.
In response, Ja-seong brought his sword not to Mu-gwang, but to his blade.

The clash between the blade filled with momentum that seemed capable of cutting anything in its path and the sword that was merely slightly raised.

The result was astonishing.
In an instant, the blue-glowing sword blade smoothly cut through Mu-gwang's blade.

Despite seeing his beloved weapon—crafted by Paecheon Fortress's finest blacksmiths after he became the Gwangpung Unit Commander—being destroyed so easily, Mu-gwang didn't stop his assault.

"Uaaaah-!"

Throwing away his broken weapon, he swung his left fist at Ja-seong.
In response, Ja-seong raised his sword and cut.

-Chwaaak!

Mu-gwang's left arm flew through the air.
Then his right fist came flying.

Just as he was about to cut off the remaining right arm as well, a new presence arrived.

A speed that was on a completely different level from the men he had faced so far.
Recognizing the identity of this new presence, Ja-seong kicked Mu-gwang away and met the newcomer.

-Kaaang!

A sharp metallic sound.
Ja-seong glanced at the sword that wasn't being cut despite his Sword Qi, a sword he had seen before, and looked at its owner.

"...I thought it might be you, and here you really are, my swordsman friend."

Ho-jeong, the owner of the remarkable sword that withstood the Sword Qi, looked at Ja-seong with a hardened face.
Meeting his gaze directly, Ja-seong put strength into his sword and repelled him.

The two men now stood at a distance from each other.
Ho-jeong's gaze swept over Ja-seong's surroundings.

The open space was filled with blood and pieces of flesh, large and small.
Add to that the corpses of the Dark Heaven Unit scattered around the carriage.
It was a scene that explained the terrible smell of blood that assaulted his nose.

"...It feels like I'm having a nightmare."

In the brief moment he had looked away, the Chusal Unit, his subordinates, had been completely wiped out.
It seemed like a terribly unfunny joke, but it was an undeniable reality.

*I was... wrong.*

Ho-jeong realized that he had greatly misunderstood Ja-seong.
Even after meeting him for the first time in Hefei, crossing swords with him, and receiving various teachings, he hadn't properly gauged Ja-seong's martial arts.

Who would have thought he had the skill to single-handedly annihilate two of Paecheon Fortress's military units?
Moreover, despite having done such an incredible feat, he showed no signs of fatigue.

This meant he had been one-sidedly overwhelmed.

"You never cease to amaze me."
"Don't worry. Soon you won't be able to be surprised even if you want to."

The killing intent emanating from Ja-seong's body focused on Ho-jeong.
Though his face turned pale, Ho-jeong adjusted his grip on his sword and said:

"Are you angry with me? I have a lot I want to say to you too."

Why did you make Hwa-ryeon be brought here?
What have you been doing and where?
I believed you wouldn't create such a situation.

As various accusations against Ja-seong swirled in his mouth, a cold voice was heard.

"I don't think you're in any position to say anything. After all, you're the one who came to kill Hwa-ryeon."
"That's wrong. I...!"
"If you truly cared about Hwa-ryeon, you should have somehow prevented the Chusal Unit from being formed in the first place."
"...!"

Looking at Ho-jeong, who was momentarily speechless, Ja-seong narrowed his eyes.

"This is the result of your indecisiveness, unable to take a clear stance. All the men you brought are dead, and now it's your turn."

Though he had never told anyone, Ja-seong quite liked Ho-jeong and his talent.
He thought Ho-jeong would become the storm that would overturn this ridiculous pseudo-martial arts world.

Objectively speaking, even though he knew they would become enemies in the future and that Ho-jeong would be a major threat, he hadn't taken any measures against him for that reason.

But the story changes when that butterfly approaches Hwa-ryeon with poison.

"No matter how much I value your talent, how could it be more important than my woman?"
"...Your woman."

The expression that twisted Ho-jeong's mood made his face harden.
Strength entered his hand gripping the sword, and his gaze became fierce.

Ja-seong's attitude, which disparaged his past efforts and blatantly claimed Hwa-ryeon as his own, gradually made Ho-jeong's heart boil.

Rationally thinking, this was a situation where defeat was certain.
His head was screaming at him to flee immediately.

But Ho-jeong followed his heart's command to face this formidable enemy.
If he didn't, he would truly become a pathetic and indecisive person.

"Haaaap!"

As Ho-jeong rushed towards him, Ja-seong also swung his sword to meet him.

It was their second confrontation following the Hefei Martial Arts Tournament.

*

-Kaak! Kang!

Sword strikes came without pause.
After deflecting the attacks, which had become fiercer compared to their previous encounter, Ja-seong strongly parried one.

"Heuup!"

Ju Ho-jeong's sword was knocked far away.
As a result, his chest was completely exposed.

It was a perfect opportunity to finish him off.
But I couldn't seize that opportunity.

Using the repulsive force from the parried sword, he rotated his body and continued his attack from the opposite direction.
I pulled my upper body back slightly to dodge, and immediately he extended his left palm, which wasn't holding the sword, towards me.

Could it be...?

With wide eyes, I soon saw the palm force pouring out.
He was really using palm techniques?

Even in my surprise, I swung my sword with Sword Qi to disperse the palm force, but it felt like I'd been hit hard on the back of the head.

Palm techniques.
In this pseudo-martial arts world where bare-handed combat was merely for training, it was an attack I had never experienced.

"Surprised?"

Looking at Ju Ho-jeong, who seemed to have noticed my inner thoughts, I saw him looking at me with a slightly smug expression.

"It's an application of what I learned from our fight in Hefei. If qi can be released through the Yongcheon acupoint in the sole of the foot, wouldn't it be possible through the Nogung acupoint in the palm as well?"

In other words, he created his own palm technique from that simple skill?
Realizing anew how truly tremendous his talent was, a laugh escaped me despite the heat rising to my head.

Looking at me, Ju Ho-jeong declared:

"Killing me won't be so easy. I'll use everything I learned from you to fight back."

As soon as he finished speaking, he stomped his foot hard and rushed at me.

Ch.372 - The Second Confrontation
In the middle of an open space filled with the thick scent of blood, two men were fighting.

-Clang! Clang! Clang!

Sharp metallic sounds repeatedly assaulted the ears.
Each time their swords clashed, extraordinary waves of energy burst forth.

"Urgh...!"

The energy waves were so powerful that the Black Eye Unit members could barely keep their eyes open.
Unlike the others who covered their faces with their arms, Hwa-ryeon watched the scene with intense concentration.

"......"

The two men swung their swords at each other as if trying to kill one another.
She clasped her hands in front of her chest, unable to suppress her anxiety.

How could she not be anxious?
The very scene she had desperately wanted to avoid was now unfolding before her eyes.

She wanted to stop the fight.
At this rate, Ho-jeong would die at Ja-seong's hands.

Even now, he was fighting without using his "Sword Qi Hardening Into Force" technique, seemingly holding back...

*Is he really holding back?*

Suddenly struck by the oddity of this thought, Hwa-ryeon's eyes widened.
Ja-seong, who until moments ago had been slaughtering the Pursuit Unit with unprecedented fury, was holding back against Ho-jeong?

Had he never intended to kill Ho-jeong from the start?
No, that couldn't be right—the sword he wielded against Ho-jeong was too vicious.

*Then why?*

Hwa-ryeon pondered.
What reason could he have for not using his full strength against an opponent he intended to kill?

And then she realized the answer.

*When there's another opponent to be wary of...!*

"Die-!"

Just as she reached this conclusion, a sharp cry rang out.
Mu-gwang, who had been kicked away by Ja-seong earlier, launched a surprise attack from behind.

He charged forward, having drawn a sword from one of his intact subordinates to replace his broken one.
But Ja-seong seemed to have anticipated this, glancing back briefly before drawing a gentle circle with his sword.

The sword paths of Ho-jeong and Mu-gwang, attacking from front and back, twisted unnaturally and redirected toward each other.
The marvel of the Taiji sword technique, deflecting opponents' attacks.

"What...!"
"No, don't!"

Ho-jeong and Mu-gwang, unaware of this principle, gasped in horror as they desperately tried to alter their swords' trajectories.

But it was too late.
Gritting his teeth, Ho-jeong had no choice but to swing his palm toward Mu-gwang.

-Whoosh!

The force from his palm sent Mu-gwang flying backward.
Though startled by the invisible energy that had suddenly struck him, Mu-gwang felt relieved that he hadn't harmed the Young Lord of the Castle.

But that relief came too soon.

-Squelch!

"Kuhak...!?"

A sharp blade protruded from Mu-gwang's chest as he flew backward.
Seeing this, Ho-jeong cried out in shock.

"Mad Wind Unit Leader-!"

Despite Ho-jeong's anguished cry, the blade that had pierced Mu-gwang continued through, tearing out through his side.
Intestines spilled from the gash that had split half his torso.

Unable to even think about stemming the flow, Mu-gwang fell to his knees and muttered with hatred toward Ja-seong behind him.

"I'll... I'll curse you e-even in death..."
"Nothing is as empty as the words of a dead man."

Ja-seong coldly retorted before slicing off Mu-gwang's head.

-Slash!

Mu-gwang's head flew into the air before landing in the blood-soaked mud.
Seeing that face, unable to close its eyes even in death, Ho-jeong's sword trembled.

"...Did you have to go this far?"

Ja-seong snorted at Ho-jeong's words as he struggled to suppress his emotions.

"I'm actually regretting not doing this sooner."
"...I see."

With that brief response, Ho-jeong charged again.
Ja-seong met his charge, and they clashed once more.

-Clang!

The energy wave intensified.
Ja-seong still showed no intention of using his "Sword Qi Hardening Into Force," while Ho-jeong's sword, though chipped in places, somehow continued to withstand the swordplay.

Despite having killed the opponent he needed to be wary of, Ja-seong still wasn't using his full strength.
Seeing this, Hwa-ryeon realized:

*The one Ja-seong was wary of wasn't the Mad Wind Unit Leader.*

Then who could it be...?
At that moment, the surroundings suddenly brightened.
Almost simultaneously came the sound of lightning striking.

-Crash!

The white flash of lightning aimed directly at them.
As the Black Eye Unit members including Gong-so and even Hwa-ryeon stood helpless, Ja-seong appeared out of nowhere to block the white lightning.

"Danger...!"

Before Hwa-ryeon's alarmed eyes, a blue starlight silk spread wide, and the white lightning dissipated, unable to penetrate Ja-seong's protective energy.

After withdrawing his protective energy, Ja-seong muttered with a fierce smile.

"There you are."

He swung Hong-il wide toward the direction the lightning had come from.
A crescent-shaped sword energy followed the trajectory and flew toward one corner of the open space.
A sharp scream followed.

"Aaaagh-!"

With the scream, the empty air blurred, and the figure of a slender woman appeared.

A woman of mysterious age with her right arm and right leg severed.
Her identity was none other than Pal-ji.

*

So she was here after all.
I smiled coldly at the woman who had appeared from thin air.

In truth, since entering the clearing where the Pursuit Unit members were, I had been most concerned about the sorcerer who had cast the barrier.

Since magic arts are still an unknown realm to me, I thought I might be caught off guard if I wasn't careful.

So even while killing the Pursuit Unit members, I expanded my energy detection network to scan the surroundings.

But strangely, I couldn't detect anyone resembling a sorcerer anywhere.
At first, I thought the sorcerer might have noticed the barrier breaking and fled somewhere.

But when Ju Ho-jeong appeared before me, that thought changed.
Whatever the sorcerer's identity, if they were moving with the Pursuit Unit, they must be cooperating with Paecheon Fortress.

Would they flee and leave Ju Ho-jeong, the only heir, in danger?
The aftermath would be too severe; they couldn't do that.

So there was only one answer.
They must be hiding somewhere in the clearing, waiting for an opportunity.

And to reverse this situation, they would naturally target Hwa-ryeon.
Though my energy detection network somehow failed to detect the sorcerer, I was certain of this.

So instead of using my full strength to kill Ju Ho-jeong right away, I waited for the sorcerer to make a move while testing the waters. Sure enough.
Suddenly, a flash of white lightning poured down toward Hwa-ryeon from empty space.

I immediately used the "Heavenly Qi Foresight Step" to block its path and deployed my protective energy to shield against it.
Then I sent "Transcendent Single Heaven" flying in the direction the lightning had come from.

"Grrrrr...!"

The woman, having lost two of her limbs, sat slumped on the ground.
Though not quite as beautiful as Hwa-ryeon, she was still quite striking, glaring at me with venomous eyes.

Hmm, is it just my imagination that she reminds me of Chil-ji?
As I thought this, I noticed tree branches creeping out from between her severed limbs.

"Not my imagination after all? Which branch are you? Six-ji? Five-ji?"
"...! H-how?"

When I spoke as if I knew about them, shock appeared on the woman's face.
Followed by a sense of crisis and wariness.

"You're definitely someone who must die."
"Why? I'm from the Crimson Eye—"
"Haap!"

-Swish!

She bared her teeth as soon as I mentioned the Crimson Eye Cult.
The woman, whether Six-ji or Five-ji, stretched her hand toward me, and sharply carved rock fragments flew from the ground.

Though there were dozens of them, their trajectories were linear, making it not too difficult to deflect them all.
Following that came the sound of air being torn.

Tree branches extended from the woman's sleeve like whips.
Just before the fiercely flying branches could tear my skin, I struck down with my sword to block their movement.

"You!"

I grabbed the branches and ignited the "Three Fires Flame," causing the fire to spread rapidly.

"Kyaaak!?"

The woman screamed in pain and hurriedly tore off the branches as she saw the flames rushing toward her.

"Grrrr-!"

A painful groan.
Seeing blood flowing from the roughly torn cross-section, it seemed she wasn't just exaggerating the pain.

I stomped hard on the ground, taking advantage of the opening to finish her off.

Using the form of "Boundless Sky First Flash," I shot toward the woman like a beam of light.
But just before reaching her, another figure blocked my path.

Needless to say, it was Ju Ho-jeong.

"Weren't we in the middle of a fight? Why not focus on me?"

-Clang!

Instead of slicing through the woman's body, I found myself crossing swords with Ju Ho-jeong again. Frowning, I asked:

"You didn't see that woman attack Hwa-ryeon?"
"...Pal-ji, attacks on Ju Hwa-ryeon are forbidden."

Ju Ho-jeong immediately issued an order to the woman behind him.
To this, the woman quietly answered, "Understood."

So she was Pal-ji?
If Chil-ji wasn't the last, how many more of these are there?

I clicked my tongue in annoyance and roughly deflected Ju Ho-jeong's sword.
More tree branches poured out from behind him, and I stepped back to unleash a barrage of "Present Heaven Gale Wind."

"Kyaaak!"

The tree branches shrank back, spraying blood once more.
In the brief opening, Ju Ho-jeong thrust his sword at me.

Ah, this is really annoying.

I wrapped blue starlight around Hong-il's blade.
Ju Ho-jeong's eyes widened at the sight of the "Sword Qi Hardening Into Force" emitting brilliant light.

"Huh...!"

And those eyes filled with dismay as he saw his own sword cut in half with a single strike.

Sorry, but there's no reason to keep testing the waters anymore.
Just die now.

I thrust my sword energy into the weaponless Ju Ho-jeong.

"Stop!"

It was at that moment.
Suddenly, I sensed a new presence.

-Clang!

A spear tip stabbed at my sword from the side.
The spear, which I had seen somewhere before, pushed my sword away and twisted my attack path.

Having swung my sword at empty air, I turned my head to look in the direction the spear had come from.
There stood a warrior who had once been defeated by me.

Cho Un-yeop.
One of Paecheon Fortress's Four Guards and Ju Ho-jeong's bodyguard.

When we last parted, he was in terrible shape from his injuries, but he seems to have fully recovered.
I didn't expect him to suddenly appear here.

Did Pal-ji cast a spell to hide him?
What, did he think he could save his little master by stepping in himself?

I should let him know.
That's an enormous misconception.

I immediately swung my sword energy, now extended over a meter, at Ju Ho-jeong.

"No-!"

Cho Un-yeop thrust his spear at me, trying to make me abandon my attack.
I aimed at his forehead with my left hand and sent him flying backward with a "Flicking Earth Skill."

As Cho Un-yeop fell helplessly and Ju Ho-jeong couldn't even attempt to block the sword energy,
just as I was certain of his death:

-You think I'll let that happen!

Hundreds of tree branches wrapped around Ju Ho-jeong.
Pal-ji had revealed her true form as a tree monster, sacrificing her body to protect Ju Ho-jeong.

-Kyaaaa-!

The blue starlight mercilessly cut through the tree branches.
Despite her screams, Pal-ji stubbornly continued to protect Ju Ho-jeong.

What touching devotion.
Even though it only delays his death for a moment.

Taking Pal-ji's resistance lightly, I ignored her screams and tightened my grip on the sword handle.

But ultimately, that resistance produced quite meaningful results.

Ch.373 - The Second Confrontation
"Aaaaargh!"

Cho Un-yeop, who had been knocked down by my palm strike, charged at me again.
His brain must be rattled and his vision blurry, yet he still swung his spear at me with unfocused eyes.

Though our weapons differed, a series of attacks imbued with the essence of speed came rushing toward me.
Indeed, it seems he taught his subordinates something useful after all.

Thanks to that, my options narrowed to two.
Dodge or block.

Either way, finishing him off was impossible.
In the end, I clicked my tongue and stepped back to avoid his attack.

Three survivors remained after desperate struggle upon desperate struggle.
Palji collected the tree trunk that had been cut more than halfway through while groaning, and Ju Ho-jeong stared at my Sword Qi Hardening Into Force as if mesmerized.

Finally, Cho Un-yeop stepped forward as if to protect them.
He shook his head quickly, and with eyes that had barely regained focus, he glared at me and said quietly:

"Palji, take the Young Lord Of The Castle and run."
"W-what...!"

Ju Ho-jeong turned with a start.
Understanding immediately what his guard meant, his face turned pale.

And Palji wrapped around Ju Ho-jeong's body without saying much.

"Palji, what is this...! Let go! That's an order!"

-I'm sorry, but I must disobey.

Unlike before, the wooden monster chose defiance over obedience and began to leave the clearing with Ju Ho-jeong wrapped in its grasp.
Huh, as if I'd let them go so easily...

"Haaaap!"

Just as I was about to use the Sovereign Sword Form to stop their movement, Cho Un-yeop charged at me with an intense battle cry.
His momentum was remarkably different from before—much more ferocious.

His face had turned bright red as he thrust his spear at me, and the sound of air being torn was alarming.
Unable to take him lightly, I twisted my upper body to dodge, and the energy wave pouring from his spear tip tore through the air in front of me.

Spear qi?
No, slightly different.

This was closer to the wild release of energy that Zhuge Cheon-sang had done before.
But Cho Un-yeop shouldn't have blood essence, so where was this powerful energy coming from?

While puzzled, I soon found the answer.

"...Are you drawing on your innate life force?"
"Haaaap!"

Instead of answering, his spear flew at me.
I narrowly avoided the energy wave pouring from the spear tip and used the Heavenly Qi Foresight to approach from the side, bringing my sword down on his spear.

My finely woven sword force penetrated his wildly emanating energy and cut off the spear tip.

His weapon had suddenly lost its sharp blade and become a mere staff.
Yet Cho Un-yeop continued his attack without a moment's hesitation.

As if there would be no more chances after this moment.

Though I received no answer, I instinctively knew my guess was correct.
His rapidly draining face confirmed it.

Innate life force is the vitality humans are born with.
If you use it all up, death awaits at the end.
Despite surely knowing this, Cho Un-yeop was recklessly drawing out his innate life force.

The determination to stop me even at the cost of his own life.
Facing such firm resolve, I spoke quietly:

"No matter how much you're willing to sacrifice your life, you can't do anything against me."

Even if he recklessly released massive amounts of energy by tapping into his innate life force, it couldn't defeat a handful of refined energy.
The difference in our levels couldn't be bridged by mere determination to risk one's life.

Hearing my words, Cho Un-yeop, who seemed to have aged ten years in an instant, answered for the first time.

"...I know. No matter how long I hold out, this moment is my limit."
"......"
"But it should be enough for the Young Lord Of The Castle to escape from your grasp."

That's all he needed.
That was enough for him.

"Huaaaaa!"

The man who had decided to burn his entire life here roared and charged at me, as if words were no longer necessary.
I too, choosing to respect his resolve, raised my sword to face him head-on.

-Swish!

The staff flew through the air toward my face.
I turned my head to the side to avoid it, then, as if mimicking his action, thrust the tip of my sword toward Cho Un-yeop's face.

He retreated greatly to escape the sword's range.
Seeing this, I extended the length of my sword force from my thrusting position.

"Kugh!"

Cho Un-yeop barely avoided the stretching sword force.
His bangs fluttered and disappeared without a trace when they touched the starlight. Seeing this, his eyes widened, and he rolled on the ground to avoid the sword force coming down.

A roll—a humiliating move for a martial artist.
But in his current state, he had no time to think about humiliation.

"Kuuugh...!"

His left shoulder was gone.
Clutching the cross-section, Cho Un-yeop groaned and looked at me with intense eyes.

I looked back at him and said:

"You said this moment? You won't last even one moment."

At my matter-of-fact statement, devoid of mockery or contempt, Cho Un-yeop closed his eyes tightly and slowly rose from his position.
He had even dropped his weapon.

An attitude as if he had given up everything.
Seeing this, I relaxed my shoulders, but then noticed him taking something out from inside his clothes with his remaining right hand.

"Hmm?"

When I identified the object, I frowned.

A small, black-glowing stone.
The stone, emanating an ominous aura just by looking at it, somehow felt familiar.

Where have I seen that before?
As I searched my memory, I finally remembered.

The Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
It was the black stone embedded in the center of that constantly regenerating creature's body when I fought it.

Where did he get that...?
While bewildered, I looked at Cho Un-yeop's face and felt a chill down my spine.

The sharp glint in his eyes.
That wasn't the look of someone who had given up.

It was the look of someone willing to sacrifice everything for one thing.

"If my life isn't enough, I'll have to borrow the power of the demonic path."

I must stop him.
With that thought, I pushed off the ground and shot toward Cho Un-yeop.

I became a streak of light and reached him in an instant, but before I could swing my sword, the black stone disappeared into his mouth.
Gritting my teeth, I swung my sword force to behead him.

I intended to cut off his head with the black stone still going down his throat.

But as the blue starlight penetrated his neck, a sinister energy burst out and pushed me back.

"Kuk...!"

Barely regaining my balance, I raised my head to see an astonishing sight.

"K-kuooooo!"

Cho Un-yeop's body was transforming.
His severed left arm reattached itself, and his weakening body became robust and enormous.

After completing his transformation, Cho Un-yeop examined his body.
Looking at his strengthened physique through his torn clothes, he then turned to me.

"With this, I should be able to hold out for this moment."
"...Not your call."

After muttering quietly, I immediately unleashed a crescent-shaped sword force.

-Slash!

The starlight cut through Cho Un-yeop's body without resistance.
But despite being cut, his body reattached itself.

It was the same regeneration as the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil.
After confirming his newly transformed body, Cho Un-yeop declared firmly:

"You can't chase after the Young Lord Of The Castle until you kill me. And it will take you a very long time to kill me."
"...Ha."

In the end, his declaration became true.

It took me half a double-hour to finally defeat Cho Un-yeop.

"...Cough!"

I looked down at Cho Un-yeop, who was lying on the ground coughing up blood.

His face had lost all color and vitality, becoming like an old dead tree, and his hair had turned completely white.
Even setting aside how he had aged decades in moments, his appearance was utterly miserable.

His body was half-severed.
It was the trace of my efforts to find the black stone somewhere inside his body.

"Huu, huuu..."

Cho Un-yeop took what would be his final breaths.
After quietly watching him, I turned my head to look in the direction Ju Ho-jeong and Palji had fled.

Half a double-hour.
Twice as long as Cho Un-yeop himself had originally expected.
It was enough time for those two to escape far beyond my ability to pursue.

"Haa."

With a small sigh, I looked down again at the man who had burned his entire life.

"I don't know if it was worth it, but you won. The Young Lord Of The Castle escaped safely. I can't chase after him now."
"Hu, huuu..."

Hearing my words, the corners of Cho Un-yeop's mouth twitched.
He smiled with relief that his life hadn't been wasted, that his death had meaning.

And then his faint breathing stopped.

The light in his eyes, which had remained dimly, disappeared, and his heartbeat, which had been incredibly slow, finally ceased.

After silently taking in the sight, I knelt beside him for a moment and reached out to close his eyes.

"...Ja-seong."

In my ear came the voice I had feared I might never hear again.
When I looked up, Hwa-ryeon had approached and was looking at me with subdued eyes.

I stood up and placed my hand on her cheek.

"Are you okay? Are you hurt anywhere?"

As I felt reassured by the warmth filling my palm, Hwa-ryeon wrapped her hand around mine and rubbed her cheek against it.

"I'm fine. What about you?"
"I'm fine, of course."

I raised the corner of my mouth slightly and shrugged, then looked past Hwa-ryeon.
There was a group of people who had apparently been protecting her, and they were now wide-eyed or whispering as they watched us.

-Hey, what's with that atmosphere?
-Wow, when did the young lady...?
-These damn merchant group people, they kept their mouths shut and didn't tell us anything!

"They're from the Manan Group's Black Eye Unit."
"Ah, the ones who move with the Assassination Unit..."

Nodding, I approached them.
They tensed up as I got closer.

From what I saw earlier, they had been protecting Hwa-ryeon against the Assassination Unit, so I should properly thank them.

"Thank you. For protecting Hwa-ryeon until I arrived."
"Ah, no. It was what we had to do."

The middle-aged man who appeared to be the leader of the Black Eye Unit responded with an awkward smile.
He kept looking back and forth between Hwa-ryeon and me with an expression that suggested he had many things he wanted to say.

But this wasn't the place for leisurely conversation.
I turned to Hwa-ryeon and said:

"Let's go back. Everyone is waiting."
"...Yes."

Hwa-ryeon nodded.
I suggested to the Black Eye Unit members that they come with us.

"You should come with us too. You can't go back to Paecheon Fortress anyway, right?"
"Ah, yes. That's true... now that you mention it, that's really true!"
"We need to contact Luoyang quickly. Before that branch gets destroyed too."
"There's also a branch in the capital, right? We should stop there first..."

As the Black Eye Unit started making a fuss and talking loudly after realizing their situation, we returned to the capital together.

*

"...At this distance, they won't chase us anymore."
"......"

On a road far from the capital.
Hearing Palji, who had returned to human form, Ho-jeong remained silent before turning around.

"Where are you planning to go?"
"...I'm going back. I need to bring Cho's body."
"Why don't you let someone else retrieve the corpse?"

Ho-jeong's face contorted momentarily at her words that assumed Un-yeop's death, and he glared at her.
But Palji merely shrugged at his gaze.

"Surely you're not going to say he might still be alive? You know better than anyone that's impossible."
"...Kuk."

It was true.
No matter how much he tried to deny it, he couldn't fool himself.
Ho-jeong knew better than anyone that his guard wouldn't have survived.

The back of Un-yeop as he told him to run was that of a man prepared for death.
And that nameless person would have shown no mercy to anyone who stood in his way.

Everyone had died.
The Dragon Unit, the Wind Unit, and even the guards who had been by his side for many years.

Trembling at the cruel reality, he muttered quietly:

"Is this... my fault?"

A dazed murmur, not expecting an answer.
Hearing this, Palji was about to ignore it but then sighed and replied:

"...I can't say it's the Young Lord Of The Castle's fault. No one could have imagined that such a monster would be by that woman's side."

This was her honest opinion.
After capturing Ju Hwa-ryeon, the target of the Assassination Unit, she had deployed a barrier called Trace Erasing Realm to erase the unit's existence.

This barrier was a high-level technique that distorted external detection and recognition once deployed, usable only by those born with talent among sorcerers.

It was a secret technique she had learned from Il-yeop, when she was just one leaf rather than a branch.
That's why she couldn't hide her shock when the Trace Erasing Realm was shattered by an external impact.

'How?'

To recognize and destroy the Trace Erasing Realm—who could possibly do such a thing?
Even Il-yeop, the greatest sorcerer she knew, would need time and effort to accomplish this.

While still unable to process this unbelievable reality, more shocking situations continued to unfold.

The Dragon Unit and Wind Unit being one-sidedly massacred.
Someone blocking the White Thunder aimed at Hwa-ryeon and the Black Eye Unit, and even counterattacking.

And then there was that mysterious light sword that unhesitatingly cut down her when she revealed her god-like form.
If Cho Un-yeop hadn't stepped in, Ho-jeong would have died on the spot.

'We almost ruined everything.'

Fortunately, there was no pursuit, perhaps thanks to giving Un-yeop the Soul-Caging Stone to use in emergencies, but her hands were still trembling.
It was absurd that such a monster had been outside the Divine Wood Cult's notice until now.

While Palji was shaking her head, Ho-jeong, who had heard her answer, suddenly burst into hollow laughter.

"...Ha, hahaha."
"Young Lord Of The Castle?"
"Hahahaha!"

Despite the increasingly loud laughter, he couldn't hide his despair.
Palji's answer he had just heard—that no one could have known such a monster was attached to her—pierced his heart like a sharp dagger.

'I knew.'

Ho-jeong knew.
That Ja-seong was no ordinary being.

Although he hadn't noticed the true power being concealed, he knew that if the Assassination Unit confronted him directly, they would suffer great damage.

Yet he couldn't prevent Hwa-ryeon's abduction.
He didn't try to prevent it.

-This is the result of being indecisive, unable to choose either path.

Just as Ja-seong had said.
He couldn't refuse his father's orders, nor could he resolutely push Hwa-ryeon away. He had just vaguely hoped everything would work out well.

In other words, the responsibility for all this tragedy lay with him.

"Hahahaha..."

Ho-jeong's laughter, which somehow sounded as sorrowful as crying, continued for a long time afterward.

Ch.374 - Change And Variable
Beijing.
In the underground of the imperial palace at the heart of the empire's capital.

I-gan returned to the Heavenly Eye Observation Array with a deep sigh after briefly visiting the Lower Palace to pay respects to the Sect Leader.

The failure of his long-planned scheme using the Immortality Grass.
Naturally, harsh criticism followed the destruction of the seedling in Chengdu.

"You useless bastards! Can't you get your act together!? Should I just kill all of you right here!?"

The hot-tempered Third Root had even growled that he should kill all the Branches, including himself, and recruit new ones.

If the Sect Leader, who had regained his composure, hadn't stopped him, they truly would have faced death.
I-gan sat at the center of the array with a small sigh of relief.

*Even so, it wasn't a complete failure.*

I-gan recalled the face of the man he had seen when Sa-gan's Thousand-Li Viewing Mirror shattered.
A young man who appeared to have just come of age.

*There's a high probability that he's the one who destroyed the seedling.*

He hadn't expected the culprit to be an unfamiliar man rather than one of the Ten Lords, but identifying the culprit's face was a significant achievement.

He had already ordered a sketch of the man's appearance to determine his identity, so they should discover who he was in a few months.

With that thought, I-gan suddenly felt dissatisfied with his own abilities.

*If I could properly utilize the Heavenly Eye Observation Array, I could have found him myself.*

The Heavenly Eye Observation Array, the culmination of the Crimson Eye Cult's sorcery, grants its user the remarkable power of the Thousand-Li Eye.

However, individual differences exist—some can only observe the entire Central Plains from above, while others can even see the faces of the people living within it.

And his ability was closer to the former than the latter.
I-gan found this truly regrettable.

Though his heart was full of desire to dedicate himself further to the great Divine Wood, his own abilities couldn't keep up.

"Huu..."

After letting out a quiet sigh, I-gan composed himself and prepared to activate the array again.

But at that very moment.

*Crack!*

A sharp sound that made his heart sink reached his ears.
Unfortunately, a sound he had heard too often lately.

He quickly turned his head and, sure enough.
Another Thousand-Li Viewing Tube had been shattered.
Knowing whose Thousand-Li Viewing Mirror was connected to it, I-gan felt his mind reeling.

"Chil-gan... you too?"

The last surviving Branch excluding I-gan, who had lost contact on Mount Wudang.
And the guardian protecting the final seedling rooted on Phoenix Mountain.

Understanding what his death meant, I-gan finally lost his composure and erupted in anger.

"Who is it...! Who keeps ruining our grand plan-!"

A roar more beast than human echoed through the underground chamber.

*

At the same time I-gan was roaring in Beijing, deep within Phoenix Mountain in Liaoning.
Cheong was bewildered as she looked at the suddenly clear sky over Phoenix Mountain.

"The blood energy, disappeared...!"

The disappearance of the blood energy that had been staining the sky red.
This meant that the source emitting the energy—the seedling—had been destroyed.

*Who could it be?*

She had heard that So-ha was at the Lower Heaven Sect headquarters, and Gun Ja-seong's group and Ja-gong were in Chengdu on the opposite side of the Central Plains.
Could there be another group hostile to the Crimson Eye Cult besides themselves?

In a way, this could be considered good news, but Cheong's expression wasn't particularly bright.
Whatever their intentions, this was an opponent who had evaded their information network until now.

Naturally, she couldn't let her guard down.

"...Still, I should check it out."

The blood energy had disappeared just moments ago.
Whoever destroyed the seedling must still be nearby.

Cheong hurried toward the heart of the mountain where the blood-red energy had been surging, despite her not fully healed injuries.

Phoenix Mountain had become barren, having lost all vitality just like Mount Wudang had before.
Trees and undergrowth had withered and twisted, and the emaciated corpses of animals were visible among them.

*Did they absorb the vitality of the animals without mutating them?*

I thought they created an army of monsters on Mount Wudang?
As Cheong tilted her head in confusion, she soon realized the reason.

There was no martial arts sect like the Wudang Sect on Phoenix Mountain.
So there was no need to create monsters to guard against attacks.

*Thanks to that, the mysterious attacker must have reached the seedling quite easily.*

Nodding to herself, Cheong soon arrived at the deepest part of the mountain and beheld the destroyed seedling.

"...This can't be."

The seedling that had been rapidly growing by absorbing the earth energy of Phoenix Mountain and the vitality of all living things in the forest.
That seedling was now completely shattered before her eyes.

As Cheong stared blankly at the seedling that had been torn apart as if slashed by the claws of a massive beast, she soon noticed a slender figure standing firmly beneath it.

"Hmm! This one had the 'right leg.' Not long after entering the Central Plains and already reaping rewards—this is a very good start."

The woman, dressed in animal hide clothing different from those of the Central Plains, had lifted her right trouser leg to reveal her bare leg.

On that exposed right leg was a blue tattoo, seemingly depicting the leg of a beast.

*What is that? It seems to have some strange power...*

As Cheong wondered about the tattoo, a sharp blade was suddenly pressed against her neck.

"Don't move."

*When did...?*

As she was shocked that someone had approached from directly behind her without her noticing their presence, the woman who had been standing in front of the seedling spoke.

"That's enough, Otgon. Put away your blade."
"Princess, this person appeared right after we killed that sinister monster. There must be some connection..."
"I doubt it. The smell is completely different."

The woman defended Cheong for the incomprehensible reason that her "smell was different."
Surprisingly, the blade was withdrawn at those words.

"Haah..."

Cheong turned her head with a sigh of relief and was surprised to see the face of the man who had threatened her.
He was much younger than she had expected.

Fifteen at most?
The strange thing was that even as she looked at him directly, his presence remained incredibly faint.

*Is he using some kind of technique?*

As Cheong observed the boy with a mixture of wariness and curiosity, the woman's voice reached her ears again.

"So? Who are you?"

When she turned around again, the woman had already reached her.
Seeing the woman up close again, a word suddenly came to Cheong's mind.

*Wolf.*

Was it because of her hair roughly tied back, or the wolf hide draped over her shoulders?
Either way, she was an impressive beauty with a wild aura.

"...I'm Cheong. I belong to an organization called the Lower Heaven Sect. Who are you?"

The unfamiliar clothing and the title "Princess" that the boy had used.
Could she be royalty from another country?

Meeting Cheong's questioning gaze, the woman grinned and answered confidently.

"My name is Chinorun! The last descendant of the great blue wolf of the steppes, Borte Chino, and a member of the Golden Clan that will reunite the steppes."

Chinorun of the Wolf Tribe.
Having entered the Central Plains with the Mo Yong Family's caravan, she had sensed her ancestor's presence not far away to the south and arrived at Phoenix Mountain with only Otgon accompanying her.

She had killed Chil-gan, who had Borte's right leg embedded in his body, and destroyed the seedling emitting evil energy.

A variable completely unexpected by both the heavenly messenger faction led by Ja-seong and So-ha, and the demonic faction manipulating the Crimson Eye Cult.

What results this variable would produce, no one could yet know.

*

Two weeks after the annihilation of Ja-seong's pursuit squad, in Luoyang.
Paecheon Fortress at the center of this massive city was thrown into chaos by the return of the Young Lord of the Castle, who had come back half-crippled.

"Ho-jeong-!"

Forgetting all dignity, Ju Do-han rushed to the main gate in one breath and was left speechless at the sight of his son being dragged along, leaning on Pal-ji.

When he left, his son had been the most proud and impressive person in the world.
The image of him departing gallantly, mounted on a Blood Demon Horse and leading the pursuit squad, was still vivid in his mind.

But the son who returned was completely different.

A defeated soldier.
Someone who had lost everything and barely escaped with his life could not be called impressive, even as a polite lie.

Nevertheless, Do-han embraced Ho-jeong, his only son, without hesitation.

"It's alright. You're alive, that's what matters."
"...Father."
"You don't need to say anything. You don't have to explain."

Do-han's eyes reddened.
Seeing his father's weakness for the first time in his life, Ho-jeong felt guilty.

For once thinking his father treated him as a mere tool.
For deliberately sabotaging the pursuit squad's mission.
For ultimately failing miserably and returning having lost everything.

And for still being unable to let go of Hwa-ryeon.

With an overwhelming sense of guilt, he finally lowered his head and returned to his room without saying a word.

After immediately sending the fortress physician to follow him, Do-han turned to Pal-ji, the only other survivor.

Rage fueled by his paternal instinct, which had been torn to shreds by the sight of his son's miserable state.
Feeling the flames burning in those hardened eyes, Pal-ji couldn't meet his gaze and lowered her head.

"...Follow me."
"Yes."

Pal-ji obediently followed Do-han to his office.
Soon, a sharp interrogation struck her ears.

"What happened?"
"...I will tell you only the facts, exactly as they occurred."

Pal-ji explained everything in order, starting from when she joined the pursuit squad.

They had used sorcery to reach Chengdu stealthily without being detected by the enemy's information network, and the Dragon Unit and Dark Heaven Unit had infiltrated Chengdu, successfully kidnapping Hwa-ryeon from the Jungcheon Trading Company and bringing her to a clearing in the forest.

"Kidnapping? Not execution?"
"...According to the Dragon Unit, they couldn't attempt an execution in that situation. I heard that the woman's martial arts, as well as those of her companions, were extraordinary."

Despite Pal-ji's attempt to explain, Do-han immediately understood the situation.

*...He still couldn't let go of his feelings for that woman.*

I dismissed it as merely a childhood encounter and told him he needed to cut it off for his own sake.
Was the emotion so deep that he couldn't discard it?

With a sigh of lament, Do-han gestured for Pal-ji to continue.

"Then, when night fell, suddenly the barrier I had cast was broken."

She then explained the massacre that followed.
The unknown man, what happened each time Ja-seong's sword was swung, and was met with a doubtful voice.

"With each swing of his sword, a Dragon Unit member turned to blood, and the Storm Unit was dismembered? You expect me to believe that?"
"It is the truth without a shred of falsehood. If it's a lie, you may take my head."
"..."

Her attitude was too serious to be dismissed as a madwoman's ravings.
As Do-han fell silent, Pal-ji quickly concluded her report with the betrayal of the Black Hawk Unit, the death of Mu-gwang, and Un-yeop's sacrifice.

"...If what you say is true, where did such a man come from?"
"I don't know. The only thing certain is that the devil with that sword will be a great threat to us."

If Pal-ji's report was true, this was a master who had single-handedly slaughtered two of Paecheon Fortress's military units.
Setting aside vengeance, such a being could not be ignored.

After pondering briefly, Do-han asked quietly.

"...Can you sketch his appearance?"
"Yes, but I only know his face, nothing else..."

As Pal-ji trailed off apologetically, Do-han gave a cold snort.

"That doesn't matter. As long as he doesn't leave the Central Plains, he can never escape our eyes."

But we need a name to refer to him until we discover his identity.
After thinking for a moment, Do-han recalled what Pal-ji had said earlier.

*'The devil with that sword.'*

"...Sword Demon. That's perfect."

Appropriately threatening, appropriately ominous.
And with a substantial reward, everyone would come running.

*No matter how strong he is, one hand cannot block ten hands.*

And when ten hands become a hundred, a thousand, he will eventually be overwhelmed.

Nodding to himself, Do-han immediately summoned Jin Mu-gun, the Head Manager, and gave his orders.

"Take Pal-ji and have her sketch his appearance. Refer to him as the Sword Demon, post a bounty, and announce that whoever brings his head will receive one hundred taels of gold."

Following the Crimson Eye Cult's declaration of hunt, now Paecheon Fortress had issued one as well.
This heralded that Ja-seong's path forward would be a bloody one.

Ch.375 - Teach
A month had already passed since Hwa-ryeon's kidnapping and rescue.

During that time, our group had continued to stay at the Jungcheon Trading Company instead of leaving.

Winter was approaching quickly, and unlike the relatively warm area near the capital, other places would become bitterly cold. The Jungcheon Trading Company had suggested we spend the winter here.

After careful consideration, we accepted their proposal.

Even if we headed to Shaanxi right away, there was still plenty of time before the Murim Conference. There was no need to rush off and suffer in the cold.

Besides, we decided to stay for a while to monitor the situation, as Paecheon Fortress might try to harm the Jungcheon Trading Company for wiping out their assassination squad.

"From what I heard from Hwang, the atmosphere within the Crimson Eye Cult is at its worst right now. They probably won't make any moves for the time being due to internal discipline issues, so take some rest. I'll contact you if any problems arise."

That's what Hong Ja-gong had said before leaving to check on the Shaolin monks hiding at the Gaibang headquarters.

Somehow, we ended up staying, and now the new year was just around the corner. Whether it was to forget the tragedy from a month ago or if it had always been this way, the streets outside were buzzing with festive energy.

And inside the trading company, a different kind of energy was burning intensely.

"Hap! Haah!"
"Hap! Huaap!"

Disciplined shouts echoed continuously. I leaned against the railing, watching people practicing martial arts.

Compared to when I first saw them, their movements now contained considerably more powerful energy. It wasn't entirely to my satisfaction, but it was passable.

"They've improved quite a bit in such a short time."
"Quite a bit? Just 'quite a bit'? To me, it's like night and day!"

Wi Cheon-kyeong, the leader of the Wanderer Band who had been standing beside me with a satisfied smile, now wore an expression of disbelief.

Of course, his reaction didn't change my assessment. Compared to the people I had experienced and briefly taught before, there was still much to be desired.

"From my perspective, they've just reached the starting line. I didn't expect it would take a whole month to fully master internal energy projection."
"...Don't you think your standards might be too high?"

I chuckled at Wi Cheon-kyeong's grumbling, who had mastered internal energy projection just three days before his subordinates.

After successfully rescuing Hwa-ryeon and concluding all our business in the capital, I began helping the Wanderer Band with their martial arts as promised.

I did so through a systematic process based on my now considerable experience.

First, I explained the concept of internal energy projection and modified their energy circulation methods to match their respective mind techniques.

I even injected my true energy into each of their bodies to create energy pathways, and had them practice energy circulation for a week straight, only stopping to eat and sleep, to get them accustomed to the new methods.

With this preliminary process, there were noticeably fewer instances of people flying all over the place when they practiced internal energy projection.

In simple terms, I'd developed my own knack for teaching.
Unfortunately, differences in martial talent couldn't be helped, and it took the entire Wanderer Band a full month to become familiar with internal energy projection.

"Even this level of improvement is remarkable. Compared to before, they're nearly twice as strong. There are probably only a handful of fighting forces in the Central Plains that could overwhelm us now."
"Surely you're not satisfied with just this? A martial artist should always seek improvement. Since we've come this far, let's aim to completely crush the Paecheon Fortress forces."

Wi Cheon-kyeong asked with a dubious expression after hearing my words.

"Just to be clear, you remember that thing about Sword Qi Hardening Into Force? Remember how Master Hong declared that no one else could even imitate it?"

Before Hong Ja-gong left for the headquarters, he had demonstrated "Sword Qi Hardening Into Force" to the Wanderer Band. It started with a question from one of the members.

"What was that blue and white light that stopped the explosion?"

The protective force that had blocked the blood explosion must have been quite impressive, as everyone's eyes lit up at the question. Seeing their intense curiosity, I casually demonstrated the process of manifesting sword force step by step.

The shimmering air wrapped around the blade—sword qi.
A single beam of light concentrated at the tip—sword aura.
And finally, the silk of starlight woven from hundreds of sword aura strands—sword force.

People were amazed watching this process. But then a voice of astonishment broke in.

"What in the...? Who creates Sword Qi Hardening Into Force like that?"

The voice belonged to Hong Ja-gong. Looking genuinely shocked and bewildered, he declared before everyone:

"There's probably only one person in this world who can create sword force like that. Don't even try to imitate it, not even as a joke. It's like the story of imitating the Handan walk—foolishly trying to imitate others beyond your capability. You might lose all your martial arts trying to copy it."

Only then did I realize that my method of Sword Qi Hardening Into Force was somewhat different from the old Murim way.

According to Hong Ja-gong, normal force requires a certain level of enlightenment, but is created through the simple process of condensing massive internal energy.

"Well, the strength of the force itself must be incomparable. No one at the same level could ever defeat you."

There aren't many people at that level anyway.
Recalling Hong Ja-gong's final assessment, I shook my head and snapped out of my thoughts.

"Even if not to that extent, they should at least master the basics, right?"

I pointed my finger somewhere. There stood Im Chun-i, who unlike the other Wanderer Band members, was standing still while faint shimmers repeatedly appeared and disappeared around his massive body.

Having mastered internal energy projection right after Wi Cheon-kyeong, he was now practicing protective energy. Seeing this, Wi Cheon-kyeong wore a bitter expression.

"...That guy has already caught up to me."
"If that bothers you, instead of standing here, you should be training alongside him."

I chuckled, straightened up from the railing, and faced him.

"We can start focusing on protective energy training tomorrow. Make sure to regulate the training intensity—too much can cause problems."
"Understood. So we're moving on to that now?"
"Yes, otherwise she'll be nagging about why I'm not coming."

With a wry smile and a nod, I left the pavilion where the Wanderer Band was staying and headed toward the training ground.

"Heuup!"
"Haaat!"

The battle cries grew clearer and louder as I approached the training ground. Stepping inside, I saw a Taoist from the Azure Star sect and a monk from the Ami sect engaged in a sparring match on the central platform.

"Hap!"

The monk swung his twin bladed fans low, targeting the lower body. The Taoist jumped high, his sword aiming for the monk's crown below.

"Huaap!"

The monk responded with a powerful shout, thrusting his bladed fans upward.

The power of their techniques was clearly different from before, though the monk's energy seemed slightly stronger.

KAANG!

A metal sound pierced my eardrums. The Taoist, unable to deflect the energy in the bladed fans, lost his balance and barely managed to land. Immediately, a metal blade was pointed at his neck. The Taoist sighed, conceding defeat.

"I've lost. You're truly impressive."
"Amitabha, it's only because you held back."

The two praised and showed humility to each other. Master Seo Wi, who had been nodding approvingly at the sight, belatedly noticed me and brightened.

"You're here, Young Hero Gun. We've been waiting for you."

At his rather loud exclamation, others—disciples of Azure Star and Ami—focused their attention on me.

All of them had sparkling eyes. They quickly gathered around me and bombarded me with questions.

"What did you think of the sparring just now?"
"It's truly amazing. Such transformation in martial arts with just a few teachings...!"
"May I ask what you think was the cause of Master Seo's defeat? I think..."
"Uh, wait a moment..."

I felt like I was watching baby birds chirping for food from their mother. Instinctively, I looked for Deung Ryeon-ja and Geuma Shinni to calm them down, but then remembered that both had temporarily returned to their respective sects.

"I need to inform the sect leader about what happened in the capital and the cult's plot as quickly as possible."
"Would you mind looking after my disciples for a while?"

That's right...!
Finally, surrounded by numerous "enemies" with no one to help me, I managed to catch my breath after quite a struggle.

"I apologize. Everyone seems excited because their martial arts are changing day by day."
"No, I understand."

I responded to Master Seo Wi, who was scratching the back of his head apologetically, and watched as they began sparring again.

After I started teaching the Wanderer Band, this news naturally spread throughout the trading company within a day. I hadn't heard the details, but apparently there were rumors about me transmitting divine techniques or something.

Anyway, after hearing these stories, the two elders who are currently absent came to me directly and asked me to look after their disciples' martial arts.

But if I'm being honest, I wasn't teaching them properly.

"Is it still difficult to change the energy circulation methods?"
"Yes... we can't modify or leak our sect's secret techniques without permission."

Changing energy circulation methods essentially means modifying mind techniques. Understandably, as disciples of major sects, they couldn't make such decisions on their own.

At minimum, such decisions required the sect leader or family head's direct approval, which is why these disciples still couldn't properly learn internal energy projection. They were only making minor modifications to a few techniques.

The regret was evident on his face. Seeing this, Euijeong Sa-tae comforted Master Seo Wi.

"Master, please calm your mind. I'm sure the sect leader will grant permission once he understands the situation. Didn't the elder also say he would help persuade him?"
"Yes, he did. But I'm not sure if it will work. Our sect leader is somewhat... rigid."

Though he spoke indirectly, he meant the sect leader was stubborn and inflexible.

Somehow, I could imagine it—an old Taoist with a face like a guardian deity statue, sternly rebuking with phrases like "How dare you" and "Our sect's traditions."

My smile and Euijeong Sa-tae's became awkward, while Master Seo Wi let out another deep sigh.

*

After helping the Wanderer Band and the disciples of Azure Star and Ami with their martial arts, my work wasn't done. There was still one more person I needed to help.

"Busy, so busy."

Hong Ja-gong had clearly told me to rest, so why did I feel busier than before? Massaging my neck, I arrived at the inner pavilion and was greeted by an energetic salutation.

"You've arrived, Master!"
"...As I've said many times, you don't need to call me Master. I'm just helping with martial arts, and more importantly, we haven't even performed the discipleship ceremony."
"If you command it, I could do it right now—!"
"No, that's enough."

I stopped the young man who was about to prostrate himself on the ground and faced him. His face still had youthful features and strongly resembled his older brother.

Indeed, the last person I needed to guide was Jang Jin-ha, the youngest brother of Jang Jin-san.

Ch.376 - Teach
Jang Jin-ha.
The troublemaker of the Chungjeon Trading Company who, without knowing anything, bought Jang Bo-do's Unforgetful Spear and ended up becoming a hostage of the Four Demons of Sacheon. A thundering naked baby.

To explain why I ended up teaching martial arts to this guy, I need to go back about three weeks.

Just when the Wanderer Band was getting used to the new energy technique, and I was reviewing the forms of the Cheongseong and Ami disciples, he suddenly came looking for me.

"What brings you here?"

After the previous hostage incident, someone with whom I had no particular connection suddenly sought me out.
As I asked about the purpose of his visit in bewilderment, an astonishing scene unfolded.

"Please accept me as your disciple!"
"...Huh?"

When a guy not much younger than me asked to be taken as a disciple, I was naturally taken aback.
After gaping for a moment, I finally managed to ask a question.

"What do you mean by asking me to accept you as a disciple?"
"Exactly what I said. I want to learn martial arts from you, Master."

I was dumbfounded by him calling me "Master" before I'd even agreed to anything. I looked past Jang Jin-ha to his brother-in-law and Jang Jin-hae, who seemed to have followed him, giving them a look that asked what was going on.

"Ah, hahaha..."
"...Sigh."

An awkward laugh and a deep sigh.
The situation I later heard from my brother-in-law was this:

Jang Jin-ha, who had nearly died and brought crisis to the trading company by making a fuss about obtaining the extraordinary Jang Bo-do, was feeling self-loathing about his own pathetic behavior.
It was so bad that the guy who used to go out to play almost every day had been confining himself to his room for a while.

His brother-in-law, unable to bear seeing the dejected youngest brother, personally visited his room to comfort him, but it had little effect.
Finally, the second brother, Jang Jin-hae, barged into his brother's room almost like an attack and confronted him.

"If you've brought shame to the family and the company, you should think about making up for it somehow, not just showing this pathetic face forever!"
"B-but I can't do anything..."

Seeing his brother respond in a shrinking voice to his criticism, Jang Jin-hae spoke with frustration.

"If you can't do something, you should think about learning! Whether it's learning about the company's business, or other skills or martial arts!"
"...Martial arts?"

Jang Jin-ha showed an interested expression. Finally seeing some hopeful response, Jang Jin-hae brightened and nodded.

"Yes, you've always liked learning martial arts, haven't you? I'll spend my own money to bring you the best teacher. So..."
"Hmm... it seems the best teacher is already here."
"...Huh?"

Hearing that much, I caught on to the situation and gave a hollow laugh.
It seems this thundering naked baby had also heard rumors about me teaching divine techniques and whatnot.

Seeing my reaction, Jang Jin-hae, uncharacteristically, started making excuses.

"I tried to tell him I'd find someone else, but he seems to have made up his mind... I'm sorry."
"Please, brother-in-law. You can just beat him like a dog while teaching him."

At my brother-in-law's earnest request, I finally sighed and agreed conditionally.

And that condition was...

"This isn't a master-disciple relationship where I teach you martial arts, but just temporary martial arts guidance. You haven't forgotten, have you?"

At my words, Jang Jin-ha nodded but wore an expression of incomprehension.

"I remember, but haven't you given me far too much teaching for it to be just temporary guidance?"

It's just internal energy release and protective techniques.

I muttered inwardly as I recalled the past three weeks.

Since the guidance had started almost forcibly, I initially had no particular enthusiasm.
I even briefly considered actually beating him like a dog as my brother-in-law suggested, to make him give up.

But in the end, I never ended up thrashing this guy.
Surprisingly, the fool I thought he was absorbed all my teachings without hindrance.

The fact that he could skillfully use the protective technique that even the Wanderer Band hadn't mastered yet said it all.

"Look, now I can cover my entire body with an energy armor."

The haze surrounding Jang Jin-ha's entire body.
Clear evidence of the protective technique.

I was dumbfounded even as I saw it with my own eyes.
Is this what they call the difference between business sense and study sense?

Having never expected this troublemaker to have martial talent, I hid my inner admiration and hardened my expression sternly.
Then I drew my sword like lightning and swung it at Jang Jin-ha.

*KWANG!*

"GWAAK!?"

After falling down with a sound like a pig being slaughtered, he immediately jumped up and examined his struck abdomen.

"My belly. My belly!"

After feeling his abdomen for a while, Jang Jin-ha finally sighed in relief and glared at me with angry eyes.

"Isn't it too much to ambush me suddenly? I thought for a moment that Master was trying to kill me."

Ah, that "Master" title again.
Half giving up on correcting this persistent form of address, I replied.

"Do you think an enemy in a real battle will kindly explain before attacking? If you intend to live as a martial artist, you must never let your guard down anywhere. Have you been practicing your energy sensing properly?"
"...I've been doing it every day as you instructed."

Looking at Jang Jin-ha grumbling his answer, I twisted my lips.

"Then, shall we check if you've done it properly?"
"What? WAAAH!?"

I moved thoroughly outside of Jang Jin-ha's field of vision.
I adjusted my speed and strength so he could detect my presence and movements with his energy sense, not his eyes.

But Jang Jin-ha struggled to respond to my movements, and as a consequence, I thoroughly pummeled his entire body.

Initially, the protective technique covering his body protected him, but that was only temporary.
As his internal energy ran out and he could no longer maintain the energy armor, he immediately surrendered.

"My goodness, died without even putting up a fight?"

Looking down at Jang Jin-ha who had collapsed powerlessly, with my sword pointed at his neck, I sneered, and he glared back at me with his swollen face.

"How could I possibly beat you, Master?"
"Even if you can't win, you should be able to struggle. What's the use of being able to move quickly and cover yourself with energy like armor? You died without even properly swinging your sword. Tell me honestly. You didn't practice energy sensing properly, did you?"
"......"

Seeing the immature response of him subtly turning his head away, I sheathed my sword and said.

"What did you say when you first started learning martial arts from me? Didn't you say that if you couldn't help your older brothers, you would at least learn martial arts to protect the trading company?"
"...I did."
"Then what should you do?"

Glancing at me nervously, Jang Jin-ha answered in a low voice.

"I won't neglect energy sensing practice again."
"And?"
"I'll learn to quickly manifest the protective technique only where needed. To reduce energy consumption."
"And."
"I'll internalize the forms so I can react quickly to an opponent's movements."

What a talent for understanding ten things from hearing one.
Letting out a small laugh, I picked up a wooden sword from the corner.

"Still, we can't skip today's sparring, right?"
"...Yes!"

Jang Jin-ha, now with a bright expression, brought his wooden sword and took a stance.
As I took my stance opposite him, he charged at me with a fierce battle cry.

"YAAAP-!"

*TTAK!*

Hearing the sound of wooden swords clashing, I thought.
It seems that guiding this guy has somehow become a much more enjoyable task than I had expected.

*

The pleasant feeling I had until the end of my sparring with Jang Jin-ha.
However, that feeling didn't last long.

"...Sword Demon?"
"Yes. Currently, they've put a bounty on Gun Ja-seong in Paecheon Fortress, calling him the Sword Demon. The reward is as much as 100 gold taels, so I heard all the wanderers who got the news have their eyes turned inside out."

Hearing the story from Branch Manager Dam who visited my room with his group, I frowned.
Around that time came the sound of someone clicking their tongue in disapproval.

"Sword Demon... They deliberately attached such a title to you. Because names have the power to change a person's impression."

Meaning that with the title of a demon wielding a sword, people who don't know the circumstances will consider me evil.

But this part wasn't that serious.
If they fear me and call me Sword Demon, I'll ignore it, and if they try to harm me, I'll make them pay the appropriate price.

The problem was the people who could be harmed because of it, in other words, our family.

"...Has the wanted notice already gone to Gungang County?"
"With the help of the Beggar Sect and Lower Heaven Sect, we're blocking it as much as possible. However, as they say, 'words fly a thousand miles,' we can't block all the rumors."

Especially since Gungang County is in Henan, it will be even harder to block.
Thinking about how my family at home would worry, I unconsciously let out a sigh.

But hearing that sigh, Branch Manager Dam flinched, then stood up and immediately prostrated himself.

"This is all because we couldn't do anything while the young lady was kidnapped! Please kill me!"
"No, I've explained many times that it was unavoidable because of the magic."
"I won't make cowardly excuses! Please cut off my head!"

He seemed ready to commit suicide if left alone, so everyone had to rush to stop him.

Branch Manager Dam, after learning that he had been unaware while Hwa-ryeon was kidnapped and rescued, occasionally showed these fits of hysteria.

If he does this randomly at the Changcheon Trading Company branch, I thought the branch staff would have a hard time for a while.

"I think we need to dispatch combat forces to the Gun Family Estate."

Hwa-ryeon, after calming Branch Manager Dam, turned to me and said.

"Now that Paecheon Fortress knows about Ja-seong, the possibility of the Gun Family Estate being exposed has also increased. We need people to protect the Gun Family Estate members in case of any situation."

At those words, Master made a troubled expression.

"I agree with that, but do we have enough forces for that?"

From what I'd heard before, the Changcheon Trading Company was raising a military force called the Changcheon Unit.

But they are forces that need to protect the trading company.
I couldn't demand that the Changcheon Trading Company risk danger for my family.

Then what's left is... just one option.
I looked around at everyone and said.

"I think we need to get help from the former bandits."
"Bandits...? Ah!"

Seol, who had initially tilted her head with an expression asking what I was talking about, belatedly exclaimed.
Hwa-ryeon also nodded as if it was a good idea.

"The bandits of the Mining Bandit Group. They seem like appropriate candidates. Are they still at the Wuhan branch?"
"No. I heard they stayed for a few days and then went to the main group in Kaifeng."

Kaifeng is about three or four days' journey from Gungang County.
That means they can arrive quickly if they receive our message.

Seeing me inwardly relieved, Branch Manager Dam immediately stood up.

"I'll go back right away and send a carrier pigeon."
"Wait a moment."

Hwa-ryeon, stopping the branch manager who was hurrying to return to the branch, handed him a letter.

"This is...?"
"Would you deliver this together when you contact the main group?"
"Yes, I understand."

After nodding and carefully putting the received letter in his bosom, Branch Manager Dam left, and the other companions also left my room.

And finally, Hwa-ryeon, who was about to leave, suddenly turned to me.

"Ja-seong, do you have a moment?"
"Hm? Why?"
"I feel this isn't the right time to make such a request, but I think if not now, there won't be another chance."

What kind of request is she making such a grand introduction for?
Wondering, I soon heard Hwa-ryeon's request and nodded in bewilderment.

"Well, I'm fine with it."
"That's good. Then I'll see you tomorrow."

With a gentle smile, Hwa-ryeon left my room.

Ch.377 - Festival, And....
The next day.
I told the people I was instructing that we would take a break today.

"It's New Year's Day, isn't it? Training is good, but we should have at least one day off."
"Y-yes, that's true..."

Though they understood my reasoning, everyone showed visible disappointment.

These martial arts fanatics.
They act like they'll grow thorns in their mouths if they don't train for even a single day.

I completely understand their feelings, but I can't break my promise with Im.
With a slight smile, I ignored their yearning gazes and headed toward the main entrance after making all necessary preparations.

When I reached the main gate, I saw people constantly coming and going through the trading company's entrance.

Wow, they're still at it?

Indeed, this scene had been repeating itself for fifteen days straight.
It's getting to the point where I'm sick of it.

"It's been fifteen days, and people are still coming and going like this?"
"Ah, Young Master Gun."

The guard who spotted me showed his delight and nodded vigorously, making no effort to hide his excitement.

"Of course. How many people's lives were saved that day? Probably hundreds. I expect people will continue visiting for at least another month."
"No way. More like two months."

The two guards couldn't hide their excitement.
They seemed pleased by how much the Jungcheon Trading Company's reputation had improved.

A month ago.
I entered the Bulmang Tower and destroyed the seedling, while the disciples of Cheongseong and Ami successfully eliminated all the monsters in the city.

Simply put, we saved the city.
But what remained wasn't the cheers of the city's people.

"Mommy!"
"Urgh..."

Numerous corpses of those who had fallen to the monsters in a short time.
The wails of people who witnessed their loved ones die.

We all did our best, but still, undeniable damage occurred.
And it was the Jungcheon Trading Company that stepped up to repair that damage.

They covered all funeral expenses for the dead, cared for orphaned children, and spared no support to help the city's people continue their lives.

The martial artists who should have protected the city together but abandoned their posts, blinded by the illusion of supreme martial arts inside Bulmang Tower.
The magistrate and garrison commander who not only failed to protect the people but ran away.

Everyone was grateful to the Jungcheon Trading Company for their actions, which stood in stark contrast to these two groups.
Additionally, when news spread that disciples of Cheongseong and Ami, who had stepped up to protect the city, were staying as guests at the trading company, people's gratitude deepened.

"Only the Jungcheon Trading Company protected us. We will definitely repay this kindness."

It's not unreasonable for people to think this way.

As a result, once the situation calmed down somewhat, people began visiting the trading company with various gifts to express their gratitude.

And so, for fifteen days, people had been coming and going so frequently that the threshold was wearing down.
It was a scene that proved the Jungcheon Trading Company had definitely won the hearts of the city's people.

I never expected so many people would still be flocking here even on New Year's Day.
As I watched the procession with a mix of disbelief and admiration, I sensed a familiar presence approaching from behind.

"Have you been waiting long?"
"No, I just got here too."

When I turned around, I saw Ju Hwa-ryeon approaching, wearing light makeup that looked both deliberate and natural.
I don't need to mention that her appearance was heart-flutteringly beautiful.

"Shall we go?"
"Yes."

After briefly gazing at each other, we walked side by side past the guards with their mischievous smiles and exited through the main gate.

To enjoy the festival together for the day, as Hwa-ryeon had requested.




*




"Skewers for sale! Skewers!"
"Waaah!"

Merchants loudly soliciting customers.
Children huddled together in a corner, watching street performances and cheering.

Countless people were densely packed in the streets.

"Wow, the crowd here is nothing like Gungang County."
"A rural area versus a major city. Of course they're different."

Hwa-ryeon calmly responded to my surprise.
It suddenly occurred to me that before coming to Gungang County, Hwa-ryeon must have lived in Luoyang.

"Have you ever seen the New Year's festival in Luoyang?"
"With my parents. I was young, so I don't remember the details clearly, but I do remember it was very enjoyable."
"Come to think of it, I've never heard about your mother."

Of course, I don't know much about her father either.
Just that he was the previous Lord of Paecheon Fortress and met his end during Ju Do-han's rebellion.

Hearing my question, Hwa-ryeon briefly lowered her eyes with a bitter smile before speaking.

"My mother was a very frail person. She would become bedridden after even slight exertion, so she spent most of her time in bed."

Because of this, everyone around her, including her personal physician and Hwa-ryeon's father, had the intuition that his wife wouldn't last long.

"She passed away when I was eight years old."
"...I'm sorry. I feel like I've brought up a painful topic."

When she asked to go to the festival together, she probably expected a more cheerful atmosphere, but I unintentionally made things heavy.

Seeing me awkwardly apologize, Hwa-ryeon smiled faintly and shook her head.

"It's okay. It happened more than ten years ago."

Even if she said it was fine, I didn't feel right.
We came out today to forget all complicated thoughts and just enjoy ourselves, but what good is a festival if we're like this?

This won't do. I need to change the subject somehow...!

While desperately rolling my eyes in thought, I witnessed an unexpected sight.

Among the many people walking through the streets, a small figure was scurrying along.
And behind that figure was an even smaller one following.

"...Is that Seol?"
"Yes. And I think that's Cheong-un behind her."

Her voice showed genuine surprise, as if she hadn't known about this at all.
I turned to face Hwa-ryeon.

"I think we're having the same thought right now."
"What a coincidence. I was just thinking the same thing."

Having already forgotten our purpose of enjoying the festival, we immediately began following the two little ones.




*




Unaware that Ja-seong and Hwa-ryeon were following them, Yu Seol scolded Cheong-un, who was trailing behind her.

"Don't get distracted and follow me closely."
"Y-yeah. Got it."

Despite his prompt response, Cheong-un's attention was immediately drawn elsewhere.
He looked like nothing more than an ignorant country bumpkin.

Finding even her companion embarrassing, Seol irritably grabbed Cheong-un's hand and dragged him along.
As she did so, she thought:

"Why am I even...!"

The circumstances that led her to take Cheong-un to the festival were as follows:

Cheong-un, who had helped Ja-seong enter Bulmang Tower and destroy the seedling, received what was called "special consideration" for his contribution.

Instead of losing his head, he was allowed to stay at the trading company as a retainer.
And Dan-ae frequently visited and took care of him.

As they interacted more and naturally engaged in various conversations, Dan-ae was shocked to hear that Cheong-un had never experienced a festival before.

"That won't do! Festivals are so much fun!"

Immediately showing concern, Dan-ae wanted to personally show him around a festival.
However, with a two-year-old son, it was difficult for her.

Eventually, Dan-ae asked the idle Seol for help.

"Would Yu Seol mind guiding him through the festival?"
"I-I don't really care for festivals..."
"If you do me this favor, I'll let you hold Un-cheon all day long."

Initially showing obvious distaste, Seol's eyes lit up at Dan-ae's subsequent words.

"Soft, warm, and cuddly. All day long!"

In the end, blinded by the reward, she agreed to guide Cheong-un through the festival.

Recalling the reward she would earn for this labor, Seol steeled herself and dragged Cheong-un along more vigorously.

"I just need to walk around the streets a bit with this kid."

As she smiled cunningly, planning to fulfill the request half-heartedly and claim the sweet reward, a giant lion face suddenly appeared before her.

"Kyaaak!?"

Startled, Seol belatedly realized what she saw wasn't a real lion but a lion mask.

"H-how embarrassing!"

Momentarily embarrassed by her involuntary scream, she soon found herself captivated by the dancing lion mask.

In truth, Seol had never properly experienced a festival either.
She didn't realize that Dan-ae had deliberately arranged this under the pretext of a favor, so that both Cheong-un and Seol could enjoy the festival together.

Before she knew it, Seol was far more engrossed in the festival than Cheong-un, who had been blankly looking around.
Cheong-un also wore the same expression as he busily watched the lion dance.

After watching the masked dance for quite some time, a sweet smell invaded their nostrils.
Turning their heads, they saw lamb skewers being grilled appetizingly at a food stall.

"...Gulp."

The boy and girl swallowed their saliva and glanced at each other.

Fortunately, they had received a generous amount of pocket money from Dan-ae.
There was no need to be stingy about eating a lamb skewer.

"Sh-should we try one each?"
"Y-yeah, let's do that."

After communicating with their eyes, they immediately went to the stall, bought lamb skewers, and put them in their mouths.
And right there, they devoured six lamb skewers in an instant.

Just as they turned around, somewhat satisfied, a new smell caught their attention.
Their next target was the dumplings at the stall across the street.

Looking at each other and slowly nodding, the two immediately dashed toward the dumplings.




*




"They sure eat well."

I chuckled as I watched the two little ones buying dumplings and stuffing their cheeks full.
At first, I wondered what was going on, but it seems they simply came to enjoy the festival.

It was an unexpected combination, but that actually reassured me.
Considering how they used to growl at each other whenever they met, there's no need to worry... Huh?

"Or is it the opposite? Maybe it's the other way around?"

The saying "love and hate are two sides of the same coin" exists for a reason.
In a way, Hwa-ryeon and I are living proof of that saying.

C-could it be that those two might eventually become... you know...?

"...I'll need to keep an eye on this."
"What do you need to keep an eye on?"

Hearing Hwa-ryeon's voice from behind, I turned to see her already holding skewers that the two kids had devoured three each of.

"When did you buy those?"
"Just now. So, what were you saying?"

Taking a skewer from Hwa-ryeon, I lowered my voice while watching the two kids amicably munching on dumplings.

"Those kids. The signs are suspicious. I'm worried they might end up falling for each other."
"...Seol is only fifteen years old."

She gave me a dumbfounded look, but I immediately countered:

"She's already fifteen. There's only a five or six-year age gap between you and me."
"That's... true."

Seeing Hwa-ryeon readily agree with my argument, I made a firm resolution.

"Whoever wants to marry Seol will need my permission first. If he's not a decent person, I'll just..."
"Anyone would think you're Seol's real brother."
"I practically am her brother. We've known each other for so long."
"Yes, yes."

Responding with an amused voice, Hwa-ryeon gently took my arm.

"I don't think we need to worry about those two anymore. Could you focus on me now? We came to the festival together, after all."

Realizing that I'd been making heavy comments and wasting time monitoring the kids when we were supposed to be having fun, I smiled awkwardly.
Then, with a small cough, I interlaced my fingers with Hwa-ryeon's.

"Ahem, from now on, we'll just have fun. Look forward to it. I'll make this a day you'll never forget."

After making this bold declaration, I plunged into the crowd, firmly holding the warm touch in my hand.

Ch.378 - Festival, And....
After that, we dashed around the streets here and there.

Forgetting about Paecheon Fortress and the Crimson Eye Cult, we simply enjoyed the festival like ordinary lovers, laughing without a care in the world.

That happy time passed quickly as always, and before we knew it, the sun had set and night had fallen.

The streets that would normally be shrouded in darkness were shining brightly, unlike usual. This was because countless lanterns hanging everywhere illuminated the streets as if telling the festival not to stop.

"This is quite a spectacular sight, isn't it?"

I sat on the roof of a three-story building with Hwa-ryeon, gazing at the street scenery.

The colorful lights decorating the streets in place of the soft moonlight were incredibly beautiful, even to someone like me who lacks sensitivity in such matters.

"You're right. It's very beautiful."

Hwa-ryeon was nestled in my arms, her head resting against my chest. The fragrant scent emanating from her slender body that fit perfectly in my embrace tickled my nose.

Suppressing the urge to turn Hwa-ryeon's face toward me and kiss her right then and there, I carefully asked:

"...The promised day is almost over, so can I ask now? Did you really just want to enjoy the festival?"

"Why would you ask such a question?"

Hwa-ryeon asked back in a playful yet not light tone. I carefully chose my words.

"I just had that feeling, I suppose. It seemed like you were trying to calm an anxious heart after making some important decision."

Perhaps it was simply a misunderstanding. Maybe she just created this time to comfort me when I started worrying about my family's safety.

But my intuition told me that wasn't all there was to it.

"As expected, I can't fool Ja-seong."

Hwa-ryeon sat up from where she'd been leaning and turned to look at me with a bitter smile.

"But don't misunderstand, okay? It's true that I wanted to enjoy the festival after a long time. And it's also true that I wanted to spend time with Ja-seong."

"I won't misunderstand that. But now it seems like it's time for the word 'however' to appear?"

Hearing my words, Hwa-ryeon smiled even more deeply and said:

"However, yes. The rest is as you thought, Ja-seong."

An important decision. Something immediately came to mind.

"The letter you sent with the Regional Lord earlier?"

"Yes."

"Can I ask what was in it?"

"No, not yet."

...Not just "no," but "not yet"?

As I tilted my head in confusion, a strange quality entered Hwa-ryeon's smile.

"The day isn't over yet. Besides, the most important thing is still left."

"The most... important thing?"

In response to my question, Hwa-ryeon answered with action instead of words. She smoothly climbed onto my body like a snake slithering over a wall.

And with both hands gently embracing my neck, she looked down at me with an alluring gaze.

"Ja-seong, do you know something?"

"Wh-what...?"

Startled by her suddenly aggressive behavior that made me wonder if she was a different person, I stammered. She slowly brought her face to my ear and whispered low:

"I'm twenty years old now."

"...Uh-huh. Why's that?"

My voice sounded incredibly stupid even to my own ears. Hearing this, Hwa-ryeon puffed out her cheeks as if slightly upset.

"See? I'm the only one remembering again."

"What did I... say?"

"Don't you remember? When you gave me the black bracelet at Wudang Mountain."

I blinked repeatedly, searching my memory.

When I gave her the black bracelet at Wudang Mountain...? I gave her the bracelet and confessed to Hwa-ryeon, and we kissed for the first time.

And, and...?

*—...We can't go any further than this.*

"Ah."

"You remember now?"

The hand that had unconsciously reached for Hwa-ryeon's clothing ties as we rolled around on the flower field, kissing repeatedly. The words that had burst out on their own as I desperately held back the instinct to untie the knot.

"You said you couldn't cross the line with a woman who wasn't twenty yet, didn't you? Something about your personal moral code?"

"...I did."

According to the Great Ming Code, nineteen was also considered an adult. So there would be nothing to worry about even if we crossed the line.

However, remembering my past life and modern moral concepts, I somehow felt like I'd be committing a sin. Thanks to that, I'd been desperately suppressing my boiling impulses.

But now the shackles that had bound my instincts until now were released. Realizing that fact, my body trembled as if struck by lightning.

"Hwa-ryeon, um...?"

Just as I was grasping at a thread of reason and trying to say something, an ecstatic sensation covered my lips. Soon an invader entered, parting my lips.

As if taking revenge for that first invasion long ago, I felt her roughly pushing in, and I immediately counterattacked.

*—Slurp, sluuurp.*

An explicitly wet sound echoed as our two tongues intertwined like coiling snakes. Though I'd experienced it hundreds of times already, it was always a new and thrilling sensation.

Forgetting the beautiful scenery spread before us and the fact that we were sitting on a rooftop, we smacked our lips together for a long while before finally separating.

"Haah, haah..."

Hwa-ryeon gasped for breath. Eyes blazing with a fire called lust drew closer again, then brushed past my side.

A touch wrapping around my neck and a breathless voice tickling my ear.

"...Shall we head back now?"

I didn't ask the pointless questions of where or why we were going back. I took Hwa-ryeon in my arms, leaped over the rooftop, and immediately flew toward the Jungcheon Trading Company.

---

*

---

When we left, we went through the main gate, but when we returned, we just jumped over the wall. Even the time to acknowledge the guards felt too precious.

My room, where we returned like that. As soon as I urgently closed the door and entered, we embraced each other tightly.

I looked down at Hwa-ryeon, who clung to me without a gap as if we'd been one body from the beginning, looking up at me.

Eyes shining clear and brilliant as if containing stars, a straight nose bridge, and lips that looked especially red. Unable to resist the desperate gaze that appeared on the face deeply engraved in my heart, I pressed my lips to hers again.

Sucking on her upper lip, gently biting her lower lip, and wrapping around the tongue between them.

The more I did so, the more my reason gradually shattered and disappeared. In the end, growling like a beast, I roughly pushed the female body in my arms against the wall.

*—Thud!*

A collision sound struck my eardrums. But I, captivated by instinct, ignored even that sound and reached out to grab Hwa-ryeon's thigh.

Elasticity and softness felt even through the fabric. As I slowly, gradually stroked upward, I could feel her rapidly expanding buttocks and her surprisingly thin waist in comparison.

And finally arriving at the destination—the clothing ties wrapped around her waist. Last time, reason had become a huge barrier blocking the way, but now that reason was shattered to pieces, who knew when it would recover.

Thanks to that, instinct unhesitatingly untied the clothing ties. The sash flowed down next, and as I tried to remove the loosened outer garment, this time Hwa-ryeon pushed me away.

*—Bang! Thump!*

As my back hit the shelf, another loud sound inevitably rang out, followed by the sound of something falling. It seemed books stacked on the shelf had fallen.

But with Hwa-ryeon's lips immediately pressing against mine and her hand gently slipping inside my robe, the books fallen on the floor disappeared to the back of my mind.

After continued back-and-forth from then on, having peeled off the layers of clothing wrapping our bodies one by one, I lifted Hwa-ryeon's body and laid her down on the bed.

"......"

Only then did her pure white naked body and flushed face fully enter my vision.

*Ice-smooth skin and jade bones, beauty that makes fish sink and geese fall, beauty that makes the moon hide and flowers feel ashamed, beauty that topples nations.*

Countless flowery phrases describing peerless beauties rose and fell repeatedly in my mind.

I was becoming one with a woman more beautiful than anyone I'd seen in both my past and present lives. With that thought, part of my pulverized reason slowly recovered.

"...Are you okay with this?"

Though it wasn't a situation where I could back down even if she said she wasn't okay, I still had to ask.

Then a faint smile returned to the red face that had been stiffly frozen with tension, and she raised one hand to stroke my cheek.

"Isn't it too late to ask such a question?"

"Won't you regret it?"

At the following question, Hwa-ryeon answered firmly:

"I'll absolutely never regret it. No, I can't regret it."

What did she mean by "can't regret it"? As I sent her a puzzled look, Hwa-ryeon slowly opened her mouth.

"Gun Ja-seong."

"Huh?"

"The youngest son of a country landlord in Gungang County who happened to hide there. A boy who constantly got on people's nerves."

"...Hwa-ryeon?"

"The youth who threw out one phrase that changed my life. A senior brother who played strange pranks all the time. A martial arts genius who saved me from danger time and again."

At first wondering what she was talking about, I realized Hwa-ryeon was referring to me through numerous phrases.

"A cunning snake who toys with people's hearts. A man who, for all that, confessed his feelings rather shyly. My beloved who rushed alone into what was essentially enemy territory to save me."

Hwa-ryeon smiled again. As if embarrassed, as if happy, and in a way, as if dumbfounded.

"Could there possibly be another person so jaggedly and deeply entangled in my life?"

"...There couldn't be."

Just as you are such a person to me, I am such a person to you too. Someone so terribly entangled by fate and connection that even if you tried to tear them away, you couldn't.

"I don't have any choice. How could I love someone else at this point?"

"Hwa-ryeon..."

"The person I love is you, Ja-seong, only you. It was that way before, and it will be that way in the future."

Her pure white naked body coiled around my body like a snake. The soft and stirring sensation felt throughout my body drove a nail into the center of my barely recovered reason.

"So don't hesitate. I'll give myself entirely to you, so give yourself to me."

No more words were needed. Having heard the loving confession of the woman I loved, as a man I would naturally respond in kind.

I pulled Hwa-ryeon close and kissed her roughly. As my hands once again stroked here and there over her ecstatic curves, a thin moan flowed out.

"Ah..."

An addictive feeling where softness and elasticity coexisted. Each time I ceaselessly caressed her body, suppressed cries of pleasure flowed out.

Hwa-ryeon's flushed expression, helplessly succumbing to my touch and not knowing what to do, set fire to my heart.

As if no more foreplay was necessary, I embraced her willow-thin waist amid gasping breaths and strongly thrust my hips forward.

"Ah!"

A short cry burst out as slender hands wrapped around my back. Perhaps moved that we'd finally become one even amid the pain, tears that flowed down Hwa-ryeon's cheeks formed droplets at the ends of her curved lips.

Starting with licking away the gathered tears, a storm of pleasure swept through the room. The hot heat that warmed the room continued for a very long time afterward, accompanied by rough breathing.

---

*

---

Luoyang, Paecheon Fortress. Ju Ho-jeong's room deep within.

The room's owner, who had returned in a haggard state just about two weeks ago, had been shut in his room for several days now.

"......"

Ho-jeong sat on the bed with a completely soulless expression, as if he'd lost all will to live.

Just how long had he been like this? One day? Two days? Perhaps even longer than that.

But such things didn't matter to Ho-jeong at all. Though his body had come here, his heart still remained in that forest clearing.

Memories of that day ceaselessly rising in his mind.

Hwa-ryeon dragged before him. Ja-seong's fury that appeared immediately after. The Pursuit Squad unilaterally massacred. Finally, Cho Un-yeop who sacrificed himself to protect him.

While he continued to be captivated by memories of that day, the outside became noisy, and soon the door opened roughly.

As he frowned at the sunlight illuminating his vision for the first time in a while, he heard the sound of someone clicking their tongue in displeasure.

"How long are you going to stay like that?"

"...Father."

The shadow that appeared after opening the door was none other than Do-han.





Ch.379 - Hwa-ryeon's Decision
Looking displeased, Ju Do-han entered the room with a frown, personally pulling back the curtains and opening the windows.

Unable to remain hidden in darkness any longer, Ju Ho-jeong asked, "...What brings you here?"

"What brings me here? When my only son is holed up in his room with no intention of coming out, what father wouldn't come to check on him?"

"..."

Hearing Do-han's response, Ho-jeong's noticeably haggard face darkened further.
Seeing his son's condition, Do-han opened his mouth to say something, but all that came out was a deep sigh.

"Haaah..."

After bringing a chair over to sit facing Ho-jeong, Do-han remained silent for a moment before abruptly saying, "Have you heard about the bounty placed on the Sword Devil?"

"...Yes."

No matter how much Ho-jeong secluded himself in his room, he was still the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress. Naturally, dozens of people attended to him, and just as many voices reached his ears.

Among them was news about the bounty on the Sword Devil, Gun Ja-seong.

"I heard it's a hundred gold pieces. That must be quite a burden even for our Paecheon Fortress."

"He annihilated two—no, three of our military units. Others have accepted this. Some are even eager to avenge our fallen comrades."

The Muguk Unit was a prime example. They often trained and sparred with the Gwangpung Unit, and were more outraged than anyone when they heard about the Gwangpung Unit's annihilation.

"The Muguk Unit leader has already sent a message saying he'll track down the Sword Devil as soon as he finishes off the remaining members of the Jongri Family."

The Jongri Family that Do-han mentioned was originally one of the six vassal families of Paecheon Fortress. However, all the vassal families opposed Do-han's succession as Lord of the Castle, and after a decade-long civil war, they were utterly defeated.

Most of their martial artists died in that defeat and their family fortunes greatly declined, but Do-han showed no mercy to those who had defied him.

He ordered the six military units, including the Muguk Unit, to hunt down and kill the remaining members of the vassal families.

Recently, there had been progress in this mission, with the Tangma Unit and Byeokryeok Unit completely wiping out the Seomun Family and Dam Family respectively.
The remaining four would soon finish exterminating the remnants and return...

*No, that's not right. Did the Hafu Family mission fail?*

The Myeolsa Unit, unexpectedly entangled with government officials, had been annihilated.
When he first heard the news, he couldn't believe it.

How dare a mere local government office interfere with Paecheon Fortress's affairs?
They even went so far as to hinder Ho-jeong and the extermination unit as supposed retaliation.

*Though I'll spare them for now, after I take the imperial throne, I'll have everyone involved executed.*

As Do-han was inwardly grinding his teeth, Ho-jeong's low voice penetrated his ears.

"...They'll all die anyway."

A pessimistic and cynical response.
Ho-jeong had witnessed Ja-seong sweep away the Changryong Unit and Gwangpung Unit as easily as stepping on ants.
That's why he was certain.

No matter which military unit of Paecheon Fortress went after him, none could defeat Ja-seong.

*...To handle him, we might need to commit all of Paecheon Fortress's forces.*

Whether or not Do-han knew his son was thinking this, he surprisingly didn't seem displeased.
Instead, he nodded in agreement.

"That would be true if only the Muguk Unit went. Based on what you and Palji have told me, I wonder if he's even human. That's why I put such a large bounty on him. To mobilize even those tempted by wealth to go after him."

"Why...?"

Why go to such lengths?
Though the question didn't fully leave his lips, Do-han noticed and answered firmly.

"It's simple. Because it must be done."

Even at great sacrifice, the Sword Devil must be eliminated.
Looking at his father, who seemed to have already made up his mind, Ho-jeong cautiously asked,

"No matter how powerful they are, he and his companions are few in number. Is there really a need to rush—"

"No, we must hurry. As you said, they are currently few in number. That's precisely why we need to use every means available to eradicate them now. While he still doesn't have any significant forces."

Do-han continued, his eyes gleaming sharply.

"The Sword Devil is undoubtedly a formidable master. Even I couldn't one-sidedly devastate the Changryong Unit and Gwangpung Unit like he did. So he must be ranked above the Ten Lords. But there's one thing the Sword Devil lacks compared to me or the other Ten Lords. Do you know what it is?"

Immediately catching on, Ho-jeong murmured his answer.

"...Forces?"

"Yes, forces. All he has are that woman Ju Hwa-ryeon, Yeo Dae-un, and those Cheonmang Palace people. Compared to our Paecheon Fortress or other martial world powers, they're nothing but dust."

At the mention of Hwa-ryeon's name, Ho-jeong flinched involuntarily.
Do-han saw this but continued without acknowledging it.

"But how long will that last? Great power creates followers, and when followers gather, they become a force. That's the unchanging principle of the martial world."

"...So you're saying we need to deal with him before that happens?"

"Yes, and I want you to be the one to do it."

Kill Ja-seong.
Before he grows too powerful.
While we can still handle him.

Ho-jeong's face hardened at Do-han's words.
Setting aside whether it was possible, Ja-seong's death meant that Hwa-ryeon would once again lose someone precious to her.

He could make excuses about the previous Lord of the Castle's death—that it happened when he was young, that he didn't know about it.
But directly killing Ja-seong with his own hands left no room for excuses.

Ho-jeong recalled the forest clearing again.

Ja-seong rushing alone into enemy territory in anger, and the look in Hwa-ryeon's eyes as she watched him.

The unmistakable tenderness and concern they had for each other.
That scene had confirmed what he had only suspected about their relationship.

A pain like a nail being driven into the center of his chest struck him at the memory.

"...Sigh."

Seeing his son's contorted face, Do-han sighed softly and said in a low voice,

"I can see clearly now that you still harbor feelings for that woman."

"...!"

Ho-jeong stared at Do-han with wide, startled eyes.
He was flustered by his father's perception of his inner feelings.

"F-Father...! I, I..."

He needed to make some excuse, but words kept failing him.
Seeing his son's half-dazed state, Do-han placed both hands on Ho-jeong's shoulders.

Then he said something completely unexpected.

"I won't force your heart anymore. Do as you wish."

"...What?"

Not force his heart?
Does that mean...?

"What parent can truly overcome their child's desires? If you wish, you may take Ju Hwa-ryeon as your wife."

*...What on earth is he saying?*

Hwa-ryeon as my wife?
The future he had dreamed of since childhood, but had come to believe was impossible.

And now the very person who had made it impossible was saying this?
After his mind went blank for a moment, Ho-jeong slowly opened his mouth.

"...Father. That's impossible, isn't it? I..."

"Is it because I killed Ju Cheon-mu, her father?"

"..."

Ho-jeong was dumbfounded by how brazenly his father spoke.
But what followed shook him to his core.

"If you truly want that girl, such matters are irrelevant. What's most important is your heart, not public opinion or her resentment."

"..."

Ho-jeong remained silent.
Do-han's words made various thoughts swirl in his head, leaving him confused.

But one thought cut through the center of it all.

*...I could be with Hwa-ryeon?*

After Do-han's rebellion succeeded and the previous Lord died, he hadn't dared to even imagine it.

Picturing Hwa-ryeon standing beside him instead of Ja-seong, a flame ignited deep in his heart.
The flame of "desire" that he had extinguished through self-deprecation was rekindling from the ashes.

"I see you've found your motivation."

Do-han twisted his lips in satisfaction as he watched Ho-jeong's eyes slowly but surely begin to burn.
Though he didn't like keeping the dangerous element that was Ju Hwa-ryeon alive, it was worth it if his son regained his motivation.

*Besides, when I think about it, their union might not be such a bad choice.*

Do-han recalled the current situation of the imperial family.

The current Emperor had rebelled against his older brother, the Crown Prince, to seize the throne.
Moreover, he had purged not only the Crown Prince but also his siblings who could threaten his position, bloodying the path to the throne.

Naturally, he viewed distant imperial relatives with suspicion, fearing threats to his position.

If he and Ju Cheon-mu hadn't prostrated themselves early on, they would have been purged long ago.

But killing off all the royal bloodlines had predictably led to the noble lineage dying out.

The Emperor himself was aware of this and had tried diligently to sow his seed, but all had either been stillborn or died young.
All that remained was a young prince not yet three years old.

An unprecedented crisis for the direct bloodline.
Thanks to this, Do-han too could dream.
A dream of seizing the throne with his own power, just as the previous Emperor had done.

*And my son will become the new founder of the dynasty.*

However, there was one concerning issue: legitimacy.

If the current Emperor and his only prince died, the direct bloodline would be completely severed.
With no alternative, people might not say anything openly, but behind closed doors, they would certainly talk about him being from a branch family.

At such times, having Hwa-ryeon—who, though from a branch family, still carried royal blood—as the Empress could help suppress such talk to some extent, if not completely.

*Indeed, not a bad idea at all.*

As Do-han nodded in satisfaction to himself, Ho-jeong's desire was spreading uncontrollably.

*Hwa-ryeon will be mine.*

What would he do to grasp that future, which was ecstatic just to imagine?

*Anything.*

If it meant having Hwa-ryeon by his side, he could do anything.
Ho-jeong truly believed this.

The father and son sat facing each other, each burning with their own desires.
Though the room had been bright with light since Do-han opened the windows wide, somehow it seemed to be sinking into darkness.

*

Consciousness gradually rose to the surface.
Along with it came a warm, soft sensation in my arms.

"Mmm..."

I slowly opened my eyes with a soft moan.
The familiar ceiling came into view.

Looking down, I saw Hwa-ryeon's face, asleep with her head resting on my chest.

Memories of last night's passion flashed through my mind.
Recalling how we had endlessly explored each other, my lower body tensed involuntarily.

Hwa-ryeon's closed eyelids twitched, then slowly opened.
Seeing focus return to her previously dazed eyes, I said softly,

"Did you sleep well?"

"No. My whole body aches."

As Hwa-ryeon mumbled and squirmed, my lower half grew even more excited.
Before long, she seemed to notice this, her eyes widening before narrowing playfully.

"Beast."

"That's unfair."

Hwa-ryeon giggled at my brief protest, then climbed on top of me with a groan.
Seeing this, I asked in surprise,

"Are you okay? Didn't you say your whole body aches?"

"It does, but how could I ignore my husband's suffering?"

With a coquettish voice, Hwa-ryeon called me her husband as she slowly pressed her body against mine, and I embraced her in return.

In the end, we didn't leave the room until about half an hour later.
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When I stepped outside, it was dawn, the sky still tinged with blue before sunrise.

It was early enough that others would still be sleeping.
Thinking this was perfect, I immediately lifted Hwa-ryeon into my arms.

"W-what are you doing, Ja-seong?"
"It's hard for you to move, isn't it? I'll carry you."
"That's really not necessary."

Not necessary? Yeah, right.
I could clearly see she was struggling just to stand.

"Then let's say I'm doing it because I want to. Can't I do this much for my wife?"

Hwa-ryeon's cheeks flushed at the word "wife."
Chuckling at her adorable reaction, I kissed her warm cheek and headed toward her room.

A few servants who started their day earlier than others occasionally appeared, but we skillfully avoided them and safely reached her room.

"Here we are."

I gently set her down, and she thanked me with a kiss on my cheek.
Then she began removing her clothes, which had become quite disheveled from last night's activities.

"...Are you just going to stand there watching?"

She turned her head to ask while revealing her snow-white shoulders, and I snickered.

"Are you being shy with me now? After I've already seen everything?"
"That's not it. Can you really just stand there watching?"

At her retort, I briefly considered what might happen next.

The sight of Hwa-ryeon's bare back.
That fantastic figure... could I really just stand there watching? No, definitely not.

"...I'll turn around."

Even finishing our second round at dawn in just half a time-unit showed considerable restraint. I didn't have the confidence for a third round.
I obediently turned around, listening to the rustling sounds of her changing clothes, when I suddenly remembered what we'd discussed yesterday.

"So, can you tell me now? What was in that letter?"

Hwa-ryeon hesitated briefly at my question, then told me I could turn around, and answered.

"Remember what Hong, the Bandit Chief, said at the Tang family? That we're nothing but dreamers engaging in empty talk?"
"You're still bothered by that cranky old beggar's words?"
"I admit he was cranky, but I can't deny that he hit the nail on the head."

Hwa-ryeon sat in a chair and tried to comb her tangled hair.
I gently took the comb from her and began doing it myself.

"So you took his words to heart and decided to speed things up?"
"Yes. And with the Martial Arts Conference coming up, it seemed like the right time."

Speeding things up.
There was no need to specify what "things" meant.

Hwa-ryeon's goal was to establish the Martial Alliance, an organization to stand against Paecheon Fortress's tyranny.

With the foundation about to be laid, all that remained was land for the organization to settle—the construction of the Martial Alliance headquarters.

"Location? Have you decided already?"
"I've purchased land around the Changcheon Trading Company headquarters. Construction will begin as soon as the letter arrives."

The Changcheon Trading Company headquarters was in Kaifeng.
Just a two-day ride from Luoyang, where Paecheon Fortress was located.

Setting up right under the enemy's nose? Bold.
I liked that fiery approach, but something bothered me.

"I'm not sure the magistrate of Kaifeng will be happy about a massive armed organization being built in his city. Will that be okay?"
"Bang, the Chief, took care of that part. Fortunately, the current magistrate doesn't care much about city affairs as long as his pockets are lined."
"Huh."

I let out a short laugh as I neatly arranged her jet-black hair.
Hwa-ryeon skillfully twisted half of it up and secured it with a hairpin.

Looking fresh and neat, she smiled softly at me before her expression turned serious.

"Actually, I requested a meeting with Chief Jang about this matter."

My eyes widened slightly at her words.
In the current situation, requesting a separate meeting with the Trading Company Chief could only mean one thing.

"You want Jungcheon Trading Company to join us?"

Hwa-ryeon hesitated briefly before nodding at my question.

"Whether they like it or not, Jungcheon Trading Company has fallen out of favor with Paecheon Fortress because of this incident. Given their size, they can't do anything immediately, but they'll certainly seek revenge. Ju Do-han never forgets past grievances."

So she wanted to propose that they cooperate with us to overcome this crisis together.

The intention itself wasn't bad, but it somewhat felt like we were exploiting Jungcheon Trading Company's crisis.
Perhaps that's why Hwa-ryeon's voice sounded uncomfortable.

I smiled reassuringly.

"Don't worry too much. Chief Jang and my brother-in-law aren't people who can be easily manipulated. If anything, we might end up at a disadvantage if we're not careful."
"...You're right. I should be on guard."

Hwa-ryeon replied with a slightly more relaxed voice and stood up to face me.

"After hearing what you said, I'm feeling nervous about going alone. You'll come with me, right?"
"Ha! Were you planning to go alone, my dear wife? I'm hurt!"

She giggled at my playful words and gently nestled into my arms.
As I kissed the top of her head resting against my chest and held her slender body, a question that had been lingering in the back of my mind surfaced.

My body tensed slightly.
Feeling this, Hwa-ryeon looked up at me.

"Ja-seong?"

After looking at her face for a moment, I carefully spoke.

"...Do you have any other concerns you're keeping to yourself?"
"Other concerns?"
"For example... about Ju Ho-jeong."

At the mention of Ju Ho-jeong's name, her expression stiffened slightly.
Then, with a faint sigh, Hwa-ryeon said:

"...If I said I hadn't been troubled about him during the past month, that would be a lie."

So she had been thinking about it.

A month ago in that forest clearing.
I saw the complex look in Hwa-ryeon's eyes as she gazed at Ju Ho-jeong.

At the very least, it wasn't the look one gives to an enemy's child.
Perhaps Hwa-ryeon didn't hate Ju Ho-jeong that much.

However, in reality, we and Ju Ho-jeong stood on opposite sides.
The chasm dividing us was too wide and deep to bridge.

I felt that keenly that day.
That's why I had resolved to kill that genius.

"At the end of the path we're taking stands Ju Do-han. And Ju Ho-jeong is his son."

Regardless of what Ju Ho-jeong himself thought or intended to do, we would never forgive Ju Do-han.

This meant that unless Ju Ho-jeong committed the unfilial act of overthrowing his own father, he would naturally be our enemy.

"I don't like the idea of killing Ju Ho-jeong either. His talent was truly extraordinary."

Perhaps I had unconsciously hoped for a miracle—a future where we could be friends instead of enemies and change the martial world together.
Forgetting that miracles are called miracles because they rarely happen.

A bitter smile formed on my face.
Seeing my expression, Hwa-ryeon spoke softly.

"I also wish he wouldn't die."
"..."
"But you and he will fight again someday. And when that time comes, it will be a situation where a final decision must be made."

A life-or-death battle that would inevitably come, one that couldn't end without one side dying.

"In that situation, the person I'll choose is already decided."

Hwa-ryeon buried her face in my chest again and held me tightly.

So you've made up your mind too.

Thinking about how Hwa-ryeon must have been agonizing over this for the past month filled me with sadness.
I took a deep breath, embracing the warmth in my arms.

How long had we been like that?
My energy perception detected someone approaching the room.

From the movement, it seemed to be a maid, but what business would she have this early in the morning...?

Suddenly looking at the window, I noticed the bright sunlight streaming in.
I belatedly realized it was no longer dawn as the room was filled with daylight.

Realizing the maid was bringing water for washing up, I gently released Hwa-ryeon's hands and faced her.

"If I'm caught in your room right now, word about last night will spread everywhere, don't you think?"

Hwa-ryeon's face turned bright red as she immediately understood the situation.

"Oh no! Where can I hide...!"

Seeing her flustered state, I chuckled, quietly opened the window, and sat on the railing.

"I'll come get you after breakfast. Then we'll go see the Chief together."
"...Okay."

I laughed at the sight of Hwa-ryeon fanning her flushed face, then leaped out the window and stealthily returned to my room.

*

As promised, after breakfast, I arrived at the main hall with Hwa-ryeon.
Entering the chamber, I noticed how much cleaner it looked compared to during the Bulmang Weed incident.

Chief Jang sat at the head of the long table in the center, with my brother-in-law and Jang Jin-hae seated on either side.

Meeting with his two sons who handled the company's practical affairs.
It seemed he had some idea of what Hwa-ryeon wanted to discuss.

He really is formidable.

I inwardly clicked my tongue while carefully maintaining a neutral expression.

"Welcome, Lady Ju. Young Master Gun. Please, have a seat."

Chief Jang greeted us with a bright smile.
It probably wasn't a forced expression.
Given the current state of Jungcheon Trading Company, he had every reason to be in a good mood.

The citizens of the city were favoring his company, and they had bought out the now-leaderless Manrim Trading Company at a bargain price.

As a result, they had made enormous profits that more than covered their recent expenses, so it was natural for him to be in high spirits.
And it made sense for him to be favorable toward us, the main contributors to this success.

But I couldn't let my guard down.
This man was the owner of a trading company recognized as the best in the province.
He wasn't someone who would be swayed by mere goodwill.

"So, what did you want to see me about? Your voice and tone seemed serious, so I called both my sons as well."
"...I'll get straight to the point."

Hwa-ryeon explained our goal as we had discussed in her room—establishing the Martial Alliance and wanting Jungcheon Trading Company's help with it.

"Ho ho! The Martial Alliance, you say...!"

Chief Jang's eyes sparkled with interest.
My brother-in-law also stroked his chin thoughtfully, while Jang Jin-hae bombarded Hwa-ryeon with questions.

"How much preparation has been done exactly? You mentioned wanting our help—is it for procuring construction materials?"
"I've already sent a letter instructing the construction of the headquarters, so work will begin soon. And what I want to ask of Jungcheon Trading Company isn't just about materials. I want to receive all necessary supplies for the Martial Alliance through your company."

After staring intently at Hwa-ryeon, who answered without hesitation, Jang Jin-hae took out a small booklet from inside his robe and began writing something.

Then Chief Jang spoke up.

"In simple terms, you want us to be the exclusive supplier for all your needs... What benefit would we gain from such an arrangement?"
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When a merchant caravan is asked a question, they naturally have to ask in return.
To this, Hwa-ryeon gave a completely unexpected answer.

"None. Not right now."
"...None?"

Ja-seong, who had been lost in thought, raised his head, and Jang Jin-hae, who had been writing something, stopped his brush.
The caravan leader Jang also looked at Hwa-ryeon with a somber gaze, his smile gone.

"Did I hear you correctly? You're demanding an enormous amount of supplies, but you won't pay the price?"
"I'll pay an appropriate sum. However, I can't promise any other benefits right now. We don't even have a proper base yet."

You'll definitely become enemies with Paecheon Fortress, the largest power in the Central Plains, but all you can get is money.

The caravan leader Jang let out a hollow laugh at Hwa-ryeon's attitude, which seemed almost brazen, then narrowed his eyes sharply.

"Then what benefits can we gain later, if not now?"
"This is only if everything ends well, but would that be acceptable?"
"It doesn't matter. Show me the picture you're painting in your mind."

At the caravan leader's words, Hwa-ryeon lowered her eyes briefly, then raised her gaze to look at the three people from the Jungcheon Caravan.

"As merchants, you must know about the Mangeum Caravan."
"...Indeed. There's not a merchant in the Central Plains who doesn't know about the Mangeum Caravan."

The caravan leader Jang made an openly disgruntled expression at the mention of the Mangeum Caravan.
Ja-seong and Jang Jin-hae wore the same expression.

In fact, their expressions were so identical that it was clear they were father and son, and I almost burst out laughing.

Mangeum Caravan?
Actually, I've heard that name quite a bit.

Of course, they're undisputedly the number one caravan in the Central Plains.
Probably only infants like Uncheon wouldn't know that name in the Central Plains.

That's how impressive the Mangeum Caravan's momentum and status were.

However, despite their status as the best in the Central Plains, public opinion of them wasn't very good.
They say they'll use any means necessary for their own profit?

Although it was just rumors, I'd heard more than once that caravans competing with the Mangeum Caravan suspiciously often suffered disasters.

"Actually, when the Manrim Caravan first appeared, I suspected the Mangeum Caravan might be behind it."
"Because the names are similar?"

The caravan leader Jang gave a bitter smile at Hwa-ryeon's question.

"That was part of it, but our Jungcheon is also one of the few caravans that hasn't completely bowed down to them yet. I figured they'd bare their teeth at us eventually."
"It's fair to say that the Mangeum Caravan hasn't extended its reach to Sichuan yet entirely because of our Jungcheon Caravan. Naturally, from their perspective, we're a thorn in their side."

Jang Jin-hae, who had added these words in a cold tone, narrowed his eyes.

"But why bring up the Mangeum Caravan suddenly?"
"Do you know the reason they were able to achieve their current position?"
"...Reason?"

The Jang family members looked perplexed by this unexpected question.
I was equally puzzled.

Hwa-ryeon's words sounded as if there was a special reason the Mangeum Caravan became number one in the Central Plains.
And her subsequent explanation turned that thought into certainty.

"The Mangeum Caravan began to rise about ten years ago, after Ju Do-han became the Lord of Paecheon Fortress."
"...!"
"W-wait. Then...?"

Shock beyond surprise passed through everyone, including me, and Hwa-ryeon nodded gravely.

"Yes. The Mangeum Caravan is connected to Ju Do-han, currently with Paecheon Fortress. In exchange for utilizing their funds, they provide protection and help eliminate competitors using their forces. They're essentially bound by the same fate."

The Dark Heaven Unit and Blood Ray Unit, which had been loyal to Ju Do-han from before, were mainly deployed to support the Mangeum Caravan.
Thanks to their behind-the-scenes operations, the Mangeum Caravan could easily eliminate competitors or step over them.

"But now that those two military units have been annihilated, the Mangeum Caravan probably can't extend its claws toward you."
"My goodness...!"
"To think their continuous success had such a secret...!"

The caravan leader Jang sighed after hearing Hwa-ryeon's explanation.
Ja-seong also shook his head in disbelief.

Meanwhile, Jang Jin-hae pondered something deeply before asking Hwa-ryeon in a low voice.

"...You still haven't explained why you mentioned the Mangeum Caravan."

All eyes turned to her again.
Hwa-ryeon met their gazes calmly and slowly opened her mouth.

"If Paecheon Fortress falls, the Murim Alliance will rise as the new center of the Central Plains martial arts world."

If Paecheon Fortress falls.
Then the Mangeum Caravan, bound by the same fate, would fall with it.

If the Murim Alliance takes Paecheon Fortress's place afterward, then the vacant position of the Mangeum Caravan...

"...Are you saying our Jungcheon Caravan could take that place? That we could establish the same relationship with the Murim Alliance as Paecheon Fortress had with the Mangeum Caravan?"
"No. It should be a more public and honorable relationship. We can't become a second Paecheon Fortress or Mangeum Caravan."

She means they won't provide behind-the-scenes support as Paecheon Fortress did.

Nevertheless, handling all the Murim Alliance's supplies would bring enormous profits to the Jungcheon Caravan.
Naturally, they would become known as the next number one caravan in the Central Plains.

Simply put:

"It's a gamble. If successful, you can soar to the heavens, but if you fail, you lose everything."
"...Yes."

After Hwa-ryeon's heavy answer, silence enveloped the hall.
Then Hwa-ryeon stood up.

"I shouldn't force an immediate answer. I'll give you time to think. Whatever choice you make, I'll respect it, so please don't feel pressured."
"Thank you."

Hwa-ryeon quietly bowed at the caravan leader's thanks, and I followed suit before leaving the hall.
And before going outside, I glanced at someone who had been hiding in a corner of the hall.

A figure that had been peeking at me quickly hid when our eyes met.

Not bad at hiding your presence? That's not amateur skill.
You'd be good at learning stealth techniques if I taught you.

With that idle thought, I shrugged and returned to my room.





*





After Hwa-ryeon and Ja-seong left, the three members of the Jang family fell into deep contemplation.

"Success means becoming number one in the Central Plains, failure means ruin. It's truly a life-or-death gamble."

The first to speak was Jin-san.
The eldest son, leaning back in his chair, spoke casually despite the gravity of his words.

Thanks to this, Il-gang immediately noticed his true feelings.

'He's already made up his mind.'

Of course, it wouldn't be a decision based on simple emotion.
If he were the type to decide the future of the caravan so lightly, he wouldn't have been designated as the successor, even as the eldest son.

Would it be acceptance or rejection?
What would be the reason?

Suppressing the urge to ask immediately, Il-gang first turned to his second son, Jin-hae.

"What do you think?"
"...To be honest, I think we should refuse."

After thinking for a moment, Jin-hae carefully expressed his intention to refuse.
It was an answer that matched his usual character, preferring safety over excessive risk.

Il-gang understood but still asked for his reasoning.

"Why? If successful, we would gain enormous profits."
"As you said, father, if successful, our caravan would truly be like 'adding wings to a tiger.' We could stand tall as number one in the Central Plains. But that path is too dangerous."

First, he was concerned about becoming definite enemies with Paecheon Fortress.
From their perspective, the Murim Alliance was a threat to their position.

Naturally, they would view those supporting the Murim Alliance as troublesome.
To the point of wanting to wipe them out with their military forces.

"We've become enemies with the Changryong Unit that attacked us unilaterally last time, but we might still be able to make amends."
"They harmed members of our caravan. Are you saying we should bow our heads to them?"
"The lives of other survivors are at stake."

Jin-hae replied coldly.
But just then, a loud voice suddenly rang out from inside.

"How can you say such things!?"
"Huh?"
"This voice...?"

The three turned in surprise to see none other than the youngest, Jang Jin-ha.
All three couldn't hide their bewilderment at the youngest's sudden appearance.

"Wait, since when were you...?"
"I-is that important right now?"

Jin-ha flinched and changed the subject.
In truth, he had been secretly hiding and eavesdropping since early morning when he heard his father and two brothers had gathered in the hall.

Ja-seong had noticed his presence early on but chose not to interfere.
He was a bit annoyed that Jin-ha wasn't focusing on training, but then remembered he had done the same thing at the Gun Family Estate.

Feeling an unexpected kinship with the youngest, he pretended not to notice, but his efforts were wasted when Jin-ha burst out after hearing Jin-hae's words.

"How can you say such things, Second Brother? Have you forgotten the debt our caravan owes to Master and his companions? When one receives kindness, it's only human nature to repay it. How can you speak so coldly?"

Jin-hae sighed deeply at his younger brother's indignant criticism.

Looking at his immature, impulsive youngest brother, he thought it would be difficult to entrust caravan business to him in the future.

'This kid is only a year older than Young Master Gun.'

He could only sigh when comparing him to Ja-seong, who had been sitting solemnly beside Hwa-ryeon earlier.
Unaware of his brother's thoughts, Jin-ha looked at Il-gang and Jin-san and asked:

"Father and Big Brother feel the same way as I do, right? Right?"
"Does this seem like a matter to be taken so lightly?"

Just as Jin-hae's voice was about to rise in frustration, Il-gang raised his hand to stop him.
Then he asked his youngest son:

"Then what do you think should be done?"
"Father?"

Jin-hae looked at him with a perplexed expression, but Il-gang ignored his gaze and stared directly at Jin-ha.

Perceiving this as support for his opinion, Jin-ha spoke in an excited tone.

"Of course we should stand with Master and the others!"
"Why? Just because we need to repay their kindness?"
"That's part of it, but there's another reason."

Another reason?
At this unexpectedly different answer, even Jin-hae listened attentively.

"What's that reason?"
"It's simple. Because Master is the strongest!"
"......"
"......"
"......"

The three fell silent at this truly simple answer.
Jin-ha's blazing enthusiasm quickly subsided at their strangely cold response.

"I mean... isn't it true? Didn't Master single-handedly destroy those Paecheon Fortress assassins? And he came back without a scratch. Who else in the current martial arts world could accomplish such a feat?"

His voice grew increasingly mumbled.
Hearing this, Jin-hae sighed.
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"Do you think that's something to be taken so lightly? Do you know who's behind Paecheon Fortress? The imperial family. They are the Emperor's sword, the supreme ruler of this empire, and opposing them is no different from standing against the Emperor himself."

Jin-hae's cold words made Jin-ha shrink back slightly.
But he soon countered in a small, mumbling voice.

"...They took sister-in-law hostage and tried to kill Un-cheon too."
"That's..."

Jin-hae was momentarily at a loss for words.
Jin-san and Il-gang's faces visibly hardened as they recalled what had happened.

"I don't want to bow my head to someone who tried to kill our family. I don't think we should."

Not a flimsy excuse, but Jin-ha's sincere feelings.
Even though they disagreed, his father and brothers remained silent for a moment, fully empathizing with his sentiment.

"Ahem, so Jin-san, what do you think?"

Il-gang cleared his throat and redirected the conversation.
Jin-san answered without hesitation.

"I think we should accept."
"Big brother...!"

Jin-ha's face immediately brightened at that answer.

*My goodness, what a simple-minded fellow.*
Clicking his tongue inwardly, Jin-hae asked Jin-san:

"Why do you think so?"

It couldn't have been a decision based purely on personal feelings.
Jin-hae was certain of that.

Though Jin-hae's daily routine involved dragging his brother back whenever he tried to slack off, his internal assessment of his older brother was actually quite high.

While he might not seem reliable in ordinary situations, at critical moments of decision, he displayed remarkable intuition and insight.
As expected, the reason that came from Jin-san's mouth was quite plausible...

"It's simple. Our brother-in-law is the strongest!"
"..."
"..."
"...Huh?"

Seeing his father and second brother looking dumbfounded, and his youngest brother bewildered, Jin-san burst into laughter.
Jin-hae glared at him with narrowed eyes.

"Stop joking around and talk properly."
"Sorry, sorry. The atmosphere was too tense. But I'm not completely joking?"
"What?"

After chuckling, Jin-san turned to his father.

"You must have heard from the branch head about what happened to the Assassination Unit?"
"...Yes. I heard it was utter devastation."

After Ja-seong rescued the kidnapped Hwa-ryeon, Dang-chu sent his subordinates to the forest clearing to check the situation.

The scene they found was, as Il-gang said, complete devastation.

Blood and flesh so mangled that their original forms were unrecognizable.
Dismembered corpses scattered everywhere.

Only the Dark Heaven Unit members who died around the carriage maintained some human form.
Reportedly, many of Dang-chu's subordinates couldn't help but vomit at the sight.

"But as we all know, our brother-in-law returned without a scratch."

How surprised they had been!
Everyone was bewildered by Ja-seong's perfectly fine appearance, as if he'd just gone out for a stroll.

That's why they were even more shocked after hearing Dang-chu's account.

"The Dark Heaven Unit, Dragon Creation Unit, and Wild Wind Unit were all finished by our brother-in-law's hand. And that's not all."

The Annihilation Unit and Heavenly Light Unit were also wiped out by Ja-seong, while the Blood Ray Unit was burned to death by some bandits.

Of the fifteen military units of Paecheon Fortress, six had already been annihilated, five of them by Ja-seong.
Everyone was unable to hide their astonishment at this news.

"Is that true?"
"Yes. I asked our brother-in-law separately, and he readily admitted it."
"Well..."
"As expected of Master...!"

Il-gang let out an exclamation while Jin-ha clenched his fist.

*I thought he was extraordinary when I first heard he subdued the Six Monsters of Sichuan alone, but...*

He never imagined such an impressive record.
Il-gang continued to press for more explanation while marveling.

"So? What are you getting at?"
"For years, Paecheon Fortress has been, as Jin-hae said, the Emperor's excellent sword. Along with the Golden Robes Guard, they were a fine blade that kept watch over the potential resurgence of the Demon Cult and suppressed the martial artists who were thorns in their side."

But what about Paecheon Fortress now?

With the sudden rebellion causing a change in leadership, and the internal war with opposing vassal families, they've neglected their duties.
On top of that, their strength has been greatly reduced with six of their military units wiped out.

"Jin-hae, what would you do? Would you keep a sword that has lost its usefulness, or would you seek a new one?"

Obviously the latter.
There's no reason to cling to an old, chipped sword that might break at any moment.

"...Are you saying His Majesty will abandon Paecheon Fortress and choose the Martial Alliance as his new sword?"

When Jin-hae asked, understanding the implication, Jin-san nodded.

"Just now, Miss Ju said that if Paecheon Fortress falls, the Martial Alliance will become the new center. In other words, the Martial Alliance will become His Majesty's new sword."

At the very least, Hwa-ryeon herself certainly desired this.
And judging by how things were unfolding, the possibility of her wish becoming reality was not at all low.

"Besides, you seem to think we can still salvage our relationship with Paecheon Fortress, but I disagree."
"Why is that?"
"Look at what Castle Lord Ju Do-han is doing. He ruined six vassal families, once powerful allies of Paecheon Fortress, just because they opposed him. He can't tolerate any opposition. How do you think he'll react when a mere trading company crosses him?"

He'd simply crush them to death.
Everyone in the hall had the same thought.

"We never had a choice from the beginning. The fact that Miss Ju didn't force this on us was her own form of consideration."
"...I was naive."

Jin-hae readily admitted his shortsightedness.

Unless they fled beyond Central Plains, they had to cooperate with Hwa-ryeon.
As everyone realized this, the conversation began to move toward accepting Hwa-ryeon's proposal.

But that wasn't the end of it.
Jin-san proposed taking one step further.

"Let's provide all the supplies they're requesting free of charge."
"...Free of charge, you say?"
"Huh, is that really okay?"

Jin-san glanced at his two bewildered brothers before turning his gaze to his father.
Il-gang immediately caught his eldest son's intention and twisted the corner of his mouth.

"So you want to cooperate properly, is that it?"
"The more we give now, the more we can demand later."

At his eldest son's confident words, Il-gang finally burst into laughter.

"Hahaha, good! Go ahead and do as you wish!"

A merchant should always think of maximum profit in any situation.
Pleased with his eldest son's attitude, Il-gang continued laughing for quite some time.

*

Beijing.
In the Jesu Palace within the imperial palace.

Il-geun, the Imperial Noble Consort who enjoyed the current Emperor's favor, looked coldly at Il-gan who was prostrating before her.

"...So you failed to discover who destroyed the Phoenix Mountain branch?"
"I have no excuse even with a hundred mouths. Please kill me."

As Il-gan repeatedly knocked his forehead against the ground, Sam-geun, who stood beside Il-geun, raised his voice.

"Kill you? Certainly, I'll tear your limbs apart and devour your soul."

Sam-geun strode toward Il-gan.
It was I-geun, standing on the opposite side, who stopped him.

"That's enough."
"What do you mean enough! Is this something we can just talk about and be done with? Four branches have been destroyed! All we know is the face of the man who destroyed the Chengdu branch! How incompetent must these stem bastards be...!"

Il-gan kept his head bowed, unable to say anything in response to the condemnation.
Even if he wanted to object, everything said was true.

All the stems under Sam-gan had been killed, and I-gan, who went to investigate Mount Wudang, had disappeared without a trace.
Currently, he was the only stem left alive.

Including himself, none of them had fulfilled their duties, so he had nothing to say even if he were torn apart and killed here.

"Is it solely the stems' fault? We were just as helpless. Rather than blaming the stems for incompetence, it's more accurate to say our unknown enemies were unexpectedly strong."

At I-geun's words, Sam-geun growled lowly.

"So, you're saying we should just let him live?"
"Then, are you going to kill him according to your temper? Who will handle Il-gan's duties? Will you do it?"
"..."

Sam-geun immediately became silent.
He objectively recognized that he had no talent for using his brain.
Therefore, he didn't even dare to bluster that he could do it himself.

Seeing Sam-geun deflate at his words, I-geun snorted and turned to Il-geun.

"Cult Leader, now is the time to think about the future rather than punishing past mistakes."
"...You're referring to the last seedling."

Nodding with a quiet sigh, Il-geun looked at Il-gan and said:

"Stand up."
"..."
"Do you want me to repeat myself?"

Reluctantly rising, Il-gan couldn't bring himself to lift his head out of guilt.
Seeing him like this, Il-geun let out a small sigh and spoke softly.

"If you truly wish to atone for your sins, devote yourself completely to your duty. Dedicate everything you have for a beautiful, red world. Understand?"
"...Yes. I understand."

Il-gan barely managed to answer in a choked voice.
Only then did he raise his face. Il-geun nodded and asked:

"Of the five branches, four have been destroyed, and only one remains. Where should we plant the final branch? How can we prevent it from being destroyed like the others?"
"...It must be planted where those sinners deserving heaven's wrath cannot find it, and the strongest guardian must protect it."

At Il-gan's theoretical answer, Sam-geun, who had been sulking, grumbled:

"How am I supposed to understand that? Where is this place they can never find, and who is this strongest guardian?"

Unlike Sam-geun, who openly admitted he didn't understand, the other two seemed to grasp the meaning as their faces hardened.

"You're suggesting we plant it in our sacred ground?"
"Yes. They will never find it there."
"And with the strongest guardian protecting it, it will be even safer."

Seeing them continue the conversation without him, Sam-geun shouted:

"Don't just talk among yourselves! So who is this strongest guardian?!"
"Who else but you?"
"...Huh?"

Sam-geun was momentarily dumbfounded by the casual remark.
Il-geun and I-geun poured sweet words into his ears one after another.

"If the Left Tiger Law himself guards the branch, we can rest easy."
"Who else could we call the strongest guardian if not you, the cult's greatest fighting force?"
"Ah, well...ahem. That's true."

Being simple-minded, Sam-geun's mood quickly improved, his lips twitching into a smile, and he ended up agreeing to guard the branch.

"I have no choice. Since there's no one else reliable, I'll have to step up!"
"We're counting on you, Left Tiger Law."
"I trust only you."

The two roots responded enthusiastically to Sam-geun's bold declaration.
Only Il-gan remained silent, looking at him with a strange gaze.

He knew that since the cult's sacred ground was away from the earth's veins, it would take a long time for the branch to grow.
Naturally, this meant someone would need to stay beside the branch during that time, but judging by the atmosphere, it seemed unwise to mention this.

In the end, Il-gan decided to keep quiet and avoided looking at Sam-geun's smug expression.

Ch.383 - Decision Of The Zhongcheon Merchant Guild
Contrary to my expectation that it would take at least a day to reach a decision, the Chief of the Jang Family sent word of his acceptance that very evening.
And it wasn't just a simple acceptance.

"All the necessary supplies, free of charge?"
"That's right. I owe you and Miss Ju quite a lot, don't I? So I pulled some strings."

Hmm, I see.
So you deliberately pulled some strings.

I smirked at my brother-in-law who was saying something even a passing dog wouldn't believe.

The heir to Sichuan's greatest merchant group offering supplies worth hundreds of gold coins for free out of pure goodwill?
I'd sooner believe a story about Ju Do-han feeling remorse and committing suicide.

After sending my brother-in-law off with a smile plastered across my face, I asked Hwa-ryeon.

"What do you think?"
"It's an offer I'd very much like to refuse for fear of what comes after."

She shook her head, apparently thinking the same as me.

"So we refuse?"
"I'd like to, but the Changcheon Trading Company doesn't have abundant funds. I think we'll have to accept the offer for now."

I took her hand as she let out a small sigh.

"Don't worry too much. I've already made it clear that certain lines shouldn't be crossed, and my brother-in-law isn't the type to make such demands."

He might demand exclusive supply rights, perhaps?
Whether that would be for ten years or twenty, I couldn't say.

Hwa-ryeon smiled, seemingly a bit relieved by my words.
Afterward, we met with Master and Seol to explain the situation.

"...I understand what you're saying. But isn't it already too late? There are only about three months left until the Murim Conference. It seems impossible to complete construction in time when we haven't even broken ground yet."

This was something I'd been thinking about too.
Building even a small estate typically takes at least a few months.

But according to Hwa-ryeon, the Murim Alliance headquarters to be built in Kaifeng would be a massive estate capable of accommodating over a thousand people.

Even if we gathered a large workforce, it would take years. How were we going to manage this?
As everyone's eyes turned to her, Hwa-ryeon gave a wry smile.

"I was worried about that too, but fortunately, I was told it's entirely possible."
"Hmm? By whom?"
"By the Head of the Lower Heaven Sect."

Ye So-ha?
Why is that woman suddenly involved in this?

Seeing my puzzled expression, Hwa-ryeon explained the situation.

Right after deciding to expedite the construction of the Murim Alliance headquarters, Hwa-ryeon had immediately contacted the Lower Heaven Sect about workforce issues.

"I thought the Lower Heaven Sect might be able to find skilled workers who could shorten the construction time."
"Hmm, and then?"
"The situation became a little—no, considerably bigger than I expected."

She had only intended to find workers to help with the Murim Alliance construction, but the news went straight to the Head of the Lower Heaven Sect. I shrugged at this.

"She's probably getting reports about everything related to us anyway."
"Anyway, not long after that, I received a letter from the Head of the Lower Heaven Sect."

The contents of the letter were surprising.
It claimed that construction could be completed in just one day if the materials were ready, let alone three months.

"...That sounds completely impossible, but somehow I feel like that woman could make it happen."

I thought our great angel would be capable of showing such a miracle.
Hwa-ryeon seemed to understand Ye So-ha's claim for a different reason.

"I think she intends to use the power of treasures. I don't know the details, but the Lower Heaven Sect seems to possess several valuable treasures."
"...Whether it's treasures or whatever else, it's good news for us."

The others nodded at my words.
With the construction time issue resolved, it seemed there would be no more problems.

Now I just need to spend time teaching others until the weather improves and wait for the Murim Conference.

It looks like I'll be able to enjoy some leisurely time for the first time since entering the martial world.
Still, it would be a shame to just idle away the time. Maybe I should try to win over the Wanderer Band in the meantime?

Their martial arts skills are somewhat lacking, but that's just a matter of rigorous training.
Considering their goals, it might not be bad for them to shed their wanderer status and become our people, like the bandits of Gwangsan.

How about I seriously try to persuade them?
With two months of time, I might be able to make something happen.

I grinned as I pondered various schemes.
But my smile didn't last even a full day.

"Is it you! The scoundrel who dared to fill the disciples of our sect with nonsense!"

Because of the sudden angry shout from an elderly Taoist priest.

*

The next day.
After a short rest, I headed to the quarters where the Wanderer Band was staying early in the morning and finally began teaching them the protective art.

"You need to firmly hold the internal energy that flows out through the acupoints without letting it scatter, then wrap it around your entire body."

I repeated the instructions for what felt like the umpteenth time, but the Wanderer Band members still couldn't properly form an energy armor.

Most of them just recklessly poured out their energy and lost balance, falling over. Even the few who showed promise quickly had their energy scattered.

The two Wanderer Band officers, excluding Im Chun-i and Wi Cheon-kyeong, were struggling just the same.

After observing them carefully for about half an hour, I concluded that I needed to break down the process further and proceed more slowly.

"Alright, let's start by wrapping the protective energy around just your right arm. Send your energy through the Chize and Sohai acupoints..."

Starting with covering just a part of the body instead of the entire body at once, they clearly made better progress than before.

After about two hours of continuous training, some people began to run out of energy.

Of course, without vital energy, protective art training is impossible.
Seeing that the sun was high in the sky, I decided it was time for a lunch break.

"Whew...!"

The Wanderer Band members sat on the ground, catching their breath.
Seeing them all drenched in sweat, I nodded inwardly with approval.

They all had good perseverance.
Or should I say they had a certain desperation?
They possessed a tenacious spirit that wasn't present in the disciples of Jang Jin-ha, Cheongseong, or Ami.

When I mentioned this to Wi Cheon-kyeong, he snorted as if I was stating the obvious.

"Of course we have to be tenacious. How often do people like us get an opportunity to learn like this?"

It was a once-in-a-lifetime chance to receive teachings from a peerless master (this part honestly made me feel awkward).
He claimed there wasn't a single fool in the Wanderer Band who would throw away such an opportunity.

"Hmm..."

Hearing Wi Cheon-kyeong's words, I felt a flash of inspiration.
If I played this angle right, I might be able to catch a big fish.

Just as I was about to casually sound out Wi Cheon-kyeong, thinking there was no need to waste time,

"Excuse me, is Young Master Gun here?"

I heard a voice calling for me.
Turning my head to see what it was about, I saw a young Taoist in Cheongseong Sect robes looking at me with an uneasy expression.

If I remember correctly, his Taoist name was Seoryeong?
I'd heard he was the youngest of the illegitimate line.

"Taoist Seoryeong, what brings you here?"
"Ah, here you are."

His initial delight at seeing me quickly faded.
His expression darkened in an instant.

Wondering what was going on, I asked why he had come, and he informed me that Deung Ryeonja had returned.

Isn't it good news if he returned safely? Why the gloomy face?
When I asked about this, he hesitated with a deadpan expression before finally answering.

"W-well... he didn't return alone. He came with another elder."
"Another elder?"
"Yes, Elder Deung Hyeonja came with him, and he's urgently looking for you, Young Master Gun."

A Cheongseong elder whom I've never met is looking for me?
Given Seoryeong's expression, I had a feeling this wasn't about something good.

Well, it's not like I can avoid it anyway.

"I see. I'll be back shortly."
"Take your time. It's almost lunchtime anyway. Hey, you lot! Don't just lie there, get up!"

After glancing at Wi Cheon-kyeong who was waving his hand dismissively while barking at his subordinates, I followed Taoist Seoryeong.

Even as we walked toward the Cheongseong Taoists' quarters, he continued to fidget nervously.
Unable to contain myself, I spoke up.

"Is Elder Deung Hyeonja very angry?"
"Y-yes?! H-how did you...?"

How did I know? My friend, anyone would think the same seeing you trembling like a puppy that needs to pee.

"I think I understand the situation. The person who most strongly opposed the modification of the Cheongwoon Sword Technique has arrived, right?"
"...D-do you possess some kind of supernatural power?"

I responded to his bewildered look—as if he was seeing something inhuman—with a faint smile.
Then I walked past him toward the Cheongseong Taoists' quarters, with him hurriedly following behind, calling for me to wait.

"Why is he taking so long...!"
"Senior Brother, please calm down..."

As we approached our destination, I could hear commotion from beyond the wall.
Entering, I saw Deung Ryeonja, whom I hadn't seen in a while, arguing with an elderly Taoist I'd never met before.

"Deceived by sweet talk! Not just me, but all the disciples saw that divine presence with their own eyes. Do you think we would all suggest modifying our sect's martial arts based on mere words?"
"Bah, enough! When is that fellow going to arrive!"
"I'm here."
"Huh?"

The elderly Taoist turned his head at my words.
His stubborn face, which seemed to proclaim his inflexibility, contorted with malice upon seeing me.

"Is it you! The scoundrel who dared to fill the disciples of our sect with nonsense!"
"No, it's not."
"W-what?"

The elderly Taoist was taken aback by my denial.
I explained calmly.

"First of all, I'm not a scoundrel, and I've never filled the Cheongseong Taoists with nonsense."
"...You dare mock your elders!?"

Despite my kind explanation, I seemed to have only fueled his anger.
As I wondered what to do, Deung Ryeonja stepped forward to defend me.

"Senior Brother, even setting aside the Cheongwoon Sword Technique, your words are too harsh for a hero who thwarted the Evil Cult's plot and saved the people of Chengdu!"
"Hmph! Whether this fellow thwarted a plot or was just lucky is something that needs proper investigation!"

Deung Ryeonja looked frustrated at his senior brother who refused to believe him.
Seeing this, I asked Deung Hyeonja directly.

"Then what would it take for you to believe me?"
"Young Master Gun?"
"We don't need to look far."

With a satisfied smile like a predator looking at trapped prey, Deung Hyeonja declared loudly.

"Duel with me. I'll cross swords with you directly to discern your true nature."
"......"
"......"

Silence fell over the gathering.
The Cheongseong people, including Deung Ryeonja, looked at each other with dismay.

They seemed conflicted about whether to intervene or not.
They didn't dare to stand against an elder of their sect, but they also knew the outcome was obvious if they didn't.

After glancing at their transparent faces, I twisted the corner of my mouth and said,

"I'll do as you wish. Shall we go to the training ground then?"

Ch.384 - Azurecloud Crimsonblade
"Insolent brat!"

Deung Hyeon-ja, a disciple of Deung Yang-ja, the current head of the Cheongseong Sect, and famous for being just as stubborn as the sect leader, glared at Ja-seong with a terrifying look as he led the way to the training ground.

When he should be on his knees begging forgiveness, where did this confidence come from?

*Hmph, it's just meaningless bravado. I'll soon reveal your true nature.*

As Deung Hyeon-ja reaffirmed the resolution he had repeated several times on his way here, the events of the past few months flashed through his mind like a kaleidoscope.

About two months ago.
News suddenly reached Cheongseong that some Jang Bo-do had appeared in the capital city.

Upon hearing this, Deung Yang-ja worried, as he had before, that innocent civilians would be sacrificed to the greed of martial artists.

"As one of the pillars supporting the martial arts world, how can I just stand by and watch the predicted bloodshed!"

The sect leader's bold declaration.
The disciples, proud of the name Cheongseong, all responded enthusiastically, and under the banner of protecting the common people, they decided to send the second-generation disciples down the mountain.

Of course, this decision wasn't made solely for the noble cause of protecting civilians.

It was also based on the thought that this would be an opportunity for the second-generation disciples, who hadn't experienced real combat for a while, to gain experience, and to gather more public support through this incident.

"Go and bring glory to the name of Cheongseong!"
"Yes!"

The second-generation disciples descended the mountain with a resounding cry.
Thinking they would do well, but preparing for any unforeseen circumstances, Deung Ryeon-ja, the youngest elder, secretly followed behind them.

And as time passed, Deung Ryeon-ja returned to Cheongseong alone.
With truly astonishing news.

"W-what?! The Demonic Cult?!"

Even the sect leader, who usually maintained a dignified composure, jumped at the truly earth-shattering news that the Jang Bo-do incident in the capital was actually a plot by the Demonic Cult.

Moreover, the fact that Deung Ryeon-ja had returned alone made everyone imagine the worst.

"W-what about the second-generation disciples? What happened to them?"
"Don't worry. They're all safe."
"...Safe? All of them?"

How could that be possible?

The Deung disciples.
The current sect leader and the elder generation had directly experienced the previous war with the Demonic Cult.

This meant they had witnessed their master and fellow disciples being brutally murdered with their own eyes.
From their perspective, the news that all the second-generation disciples were safe despite being caught in the Demonic Cult's plot was more puzzling than joyful.

"Well, you see..."

Deung Ryeon-ja's explanation followed immediately.

Hong Ja-gong and the Beggar's Sect, who were already opposing the Demonic Cult's plot in the capital.
The alliance of the Jungcheon Trading Company, the Tang Family, and the Lower Heaven Sect.
And finally, joining the alliance a bit late with the disciples of the Ami Sect.

"Oh my, Lord Geol...! It was truly heaven's fortune."
"Everyone united against the Demonic Cult, so it's a natural outcome!"

Deung Ryeon-ja had always been talented at telling interesting stories to the younger disciples.

Everyone held their breath and occasionally burst into exclamations as they focused on his flavorful narrative.
By the end, when he said they had completely crushed the Demonic Cult's plot, everyone clapped in unison.

Even Deung Yang-ja, who had been trying to maintain his composure, wore a satisfied smile.

"You've worked hard. You led the second-generation disciples admirably."
"Not at all. The children did well on their own. I hardly did anything."

The sect leader's smile deepened at his youngest disciple's modesty.
Deung Ryeon-ja, glancing at his eldest brother's good mood, immediately moved on to the next step: creating a sense of crisis about the Demonic Cult.

"Although we were able to thwart this plot safely, those Demonic Cult bastards won't back down so easily."
"Indeed. Now that those vicious creatures have returned, the entire martial arts world must unite once again."
"Perhaps Shaolin had already noticed the Demonic Cult's activities? Is that why they called for the martial arts conference?"

Everyone nodded in agreement at one elder's words, finding it plausible.
And Deung Ryeon-ja added one more thing.

"Perhaps simply joining forces won't be enough."
"Hmm? What do you mean?"

In response to Deung Yang-ja's question, Deung Ryeon-ja mentioned the monsters that had rampaged through the capital streets.
Everyone's faces hardened at the mention of monsters created by the Demonic Cult's evil sorcery indiscriminately slaughtering the capital's citizens.

"...Is this true?"
"Yes. We did our best, but in the end, we couldn't prevent the sacrifice of many civilians."
"These heaven-defying bastards!"

His senior brothers openly erupted in anger.
Deung Ryeon-ja occasionally observed their reactions as he continued to emphasize the need to strengthen their forces.

Seeing him like this, Deung Yang-ja narrowed his eyes and asked.

"So what are you suggesting? That we feed the spirit pills stored in the medicine hall to the disciples?"
"No, Head Of The School. Internal energy isn't important. That's not what matters."

A statement that denied the conventional wisdom of the martial arts world.
Everyone looked at him with puzzled expressions.

"What on earth are you talking about?"
"Exactly what I said. No matter how many soldiers you have, without a brave general to command them, they're just a disorganized rabble. The same goes for internal energy. No matter how much energy you possess, if you can't use it properly, it's of no use."

Still confused looks.
Despite the now distant gazes, unlike before, Deung Ryeon-ja continued undeterred.

"I was able to realize this, albeit belatedly, thanks to a young martial artist I met in the capital."
"...Who is that?"

To Deung Yang-ja's subdued question, Deung Ryeon-ja nervously began to talk about Gun Ja-seong.

The operation of internal energy that differed from the conventional path and the divine power revealed through it.
Thanks to that, he and the disciples had been able to save their lives several times. At these words, Deung Yang-ja fell silent.

"...Is what you're saying true?"
"If it's a lie, you may revoke my martial arts."

A resolute statement that put his lifelong martial arts training on the line.
Everyone was surprised but still wore expressions of disbelief.

His story sounded so fantastical and irrational.
If they weren't fellow disciples who had trained together for many years, they would have dismissed it as nonsense.

*'Our youngest brother isn't one to talk nonsense...'*
*'A young master comparable to Lord Geol, who was rated as one of the Ten Lords alongside Lord Mu? Is this even possible?'*

As confusion arose in everyone's minds, Deung Ryeon-ja threw another bombshell.
He expressed his desire to ask Gun Ja-seong to modify the sect's martial arts, specifically the mind method Daera Divine Art and the Cheongwoon Sword Technique.

"What madness is this-!"

An immediate outburst.
The voice belonged to none other than Deung Hyeon-ja.

"How dare you suggest leaking our sect's secret techniques to an outsider?! Are you in your right mind?!"

Deung Hyeon-ja glared at his youngest brother with eyes that seemed to be having a seizure.
Deung Yang-ja, who had also risen from his seat, shot a fiery gaze.
Facing these fierce gazes, Deung Ryeon-ja swallowed hard and spoke again.

"If Gun Ja-seong helps us, our martial arts will become much more powerful. We absolutely cannot miss this opportunity..."
"I don't want to hear it! How can you entrust our sect's martial arts, passed down for ages, to an outsider!"

Deung Yang-ja, who had flatly rejected Deung Ryeon-ja's plea, was about to leave the room.
He would have, had he not seen his youngest disciple draw his sword and point it at his own neck with a stern face.

"D-disciple!"
"Eighth Elder, what are you doing?!"
"...If I stake my life on this, would you reconsider?"

At Deung Ryeon-ja's gaze, which was almost chilling, both Deung Hyeon-ja, who was about to shout, and Deung Yang-ja were left speechless.

*'Why would he go this far...?'*

For a moment, Deung Yang-ja suspected that his youngest disciple might have fallen victim to the Demonic Cult's Soul-Snatching Art, but then he hardened his expression.

"...Are you in your right mind? You'd stake your life to leak our sect's secret techniques to an outsider?"
"That's how confident I am. That this is necessary for Cheongseong."

At his confident voice, Deung Hyeon-ja exploded again.

"Deung Ryeon, you bastard!"
"Have my senior brothers forgotten what the last war with the Demonic Cult took from us?!"

Deung Ryeon-ja raised his voice in response.
Everyone's eyes widened at the unfamiliar sight of the youngest disciple, who had never raised his voice in his life.

Deung Ryeon-ja looked at his senior brothers with bloodshot eyes.

"Master died with his entire body torn apart, and our senior and junior uncles were trampled by numerous Blood Void practitioners. Is that all? Of the dozens of fellow disciples, only nine of us survived."
"......"

The room had fallen into silence.
Everyone's faces grew solemn as they recalled the people they had lost in the last war.
To this, Deung Ryeon-ja continued in a low voice.

"We may be facing a situation where the tragedy we had to endure could be repeated. An opportunity to prevent this has arisen, and you're asking me to give up without even trying? No, I can't do that."
"...Sigh."

Seeing his youngest disciple declaring that he would never back down, Deung Yang-ja sighed.

He realized that no matter what method he used, whether shouting or persuasion, he couldn't break his stubbornness.
However, he couldn't allow the sect's secret techniques to be leaked either.

Finally, Deung Yang-ja took a step back and made a proposal to Deung Ryeon-ja.

"If you insist so much, fine. I'll give you a chance."
"When you say a chance..."

In response to the question, Deung Yang-ja turned his head to look at Deung Hyeon-ja.

"Go with the First Elder. Meet this person and convince the First Elder. If the First Elder is convinced that you're right, I'll follow your wishes without complaint."

A one-sided deal.
That's what all the elders thought upon hearing those words.

The First Elder, Deung Hyeon-ja, was in some ways even more stubborn than Deung Yang-ja.
There was no way he would be convinced to allow the sect's secret techniques to be leaked to an outsider.

"This is my maximum concession to your stubbornness. Will you accept it?"

I can't accommodate your stubbornness any further.
The other elders who heard Deung Yang-ja's words all thought Deung Ryeon-ja would give up.

Whatever he had seen, he couldn't convince Deung Hyeon-ja.
But Deung Ryeon-ja's response was different from what they expected.

"Thank you, Head Of The School."

Was he really thanking Deung Yang-ja with such a bright face?

What on earth is he thinking?
Has he forgotten the First Elder's personality?

Among the perplexed elders, Deung Hyeon-ja snorted.

*'I don't know what you're thinking, but it won't go your way. I'll go and reveal that bastard's true nature myself!'*

"We've arrived."

Awakening from his reverie after his initial resolution, Deung Hyeon-ja realized he had already arrived at the training ground.

And in front of him stood the insolent youngster with a calm expression.
Seeing the face he disliked without any reason, Deung Hyeon-ja twisted his lips and strode onto the training ground first.

"Get up here."
"Are you sure? You must still be tired from your journey."

Is this a mouse showing concern for a cat?
Deung Hyeon-ja looked at Gun Ja-seong with an incredulous gaze and exploded in anger.

"Get up here right now!"

Gun Ja-seong shrugged and stepped onto the training ground.
As they faced each other, Deung Hyeon-ja immediately drew his sword.

"I've heard things from my disciple, so I won't show any unnecessary consideration. Are you ready?"
"Yes. Anytime is fine."

At Gun Ja-seong's declaration, holding Hong-il, Deung Hyeon-ja stomped his foot without hesitation and charged at him.

Ch.385 - Azurecloud Crimsonblade
Gun Ja-seong's sharp thrust was the first attack to come flying in.

It was a sword strike that felt different from the countless sword clashes with Cheonseong disciples in the past—one that carried decades of experience and refinement.

Nevertheless, since the form itself wasn't different, I could immediately recognize it as the "Rolling Cloud Flying Advance" move from the Cheongwoon Sword Technique.

With a clang!

The sword tip rushed forward at high speed and reached right in front of my face.
I swung up my lowered Hongil sword to deflect the old Daoist's blade.

"Hmph, so you do have some skill after all?"

The old Daoist's eyes widened slightly in surprise as his attack was so easily deflected, but he quickly twisted the corner of his mouth.

He still believed he had the upper hand over me.
To pass on the martial arts I had already restored to Cheonseong, I needed to thoroughly shatter that misconception.

Simply winning wouldn't be enough.
I needed to make him realize on his own that giving up the Cheongwoon Sword Technique I had newly created by calling it some secret sect technique would be foolish.

For that...

"Are you just going to defend without doing anything? Do you think I'll go easy on you because of that!"

The old Daoist snapped coldly at me as I stood still, then charged again.
His stance was unusually low.

Is it "Accumulated Cloud Rising Smoke"?
An upward slashing technique that rises like billowing clouds.

As I expected, the old Daoist swung his sword upward as soon as he reached close range.
However, unlike the Cheonseong disciples whose upward slashes fell within ordinary parameters, the old Daoist's "Accumulated Cloud Rising Smoke" was truly unpredictable in its movement.
Like clouds piling up in irregular formations.

Despite all the talk about being a pseudo-martial arts sect, his years of experience couldn't be ignored.
I inwardly admired this while thinking to myself.

Now, what should I do?

The blade rising toward my chin.
It would be easy to strike down this attack right now.
Moreover, it wouldn't be difficult to subdue him instantly.

Since he couldn't even use Sword Force, let alone Sword Qi.
But would this stubborn old Daoist accept the transmission of martial arts if I won that way?

Not likely.

It wasn't a question that required much deliberation.
To convince this old Daoist, I needed to overwhelm him thoroughly with martial arts, not one-sided techniques like Sword Qi.

Having finished my thought process, I pulled my upper body backward and narrowly avoided the blade.

"Cha-ap!"

Ignoring the failure of his attack, the old Daoist leaped high into the air.
The gleaming blade with its sharp aura indicated that his attack wasn't over yet.

With a heavy sound cutting through the air, the old Daoist's sword fell toward the crown of my head.
It was the "Dense Cloud Heavy Fall" technique, striking down like thick clouds pouring heavily.

I pulled my left foot to the right and turned my body.
The blade that fell like an executioner's axe once again narrowly brushed past my face.

"You're quite skilled at dodging like a loach—!"

Seemingly annoyed that his follow-up attack also failed, the old Daoist shouted sharply and continued his relentless assault.

A series of strikes like rain pouring from dark clouds—the "Black Cloud Rain Fall" combination.
As I dodged this way and that, he once again lowered his stance and executed "Accumulated Cloud Rising Smoke."

But unlike before, the sword's movement was slightly slower.
A feint?

Narrowing my eyes to watch the old Daoist's sword, I saw the sharp blade thrust toward my abdomen.
Pretending to execute "Accumulated Cloud Rising Smoke" but smoothly switching to "Rolling Cloud Flying Advance" instead—it was seamless and natural.

With a clang!

I swung my sword hand to deflect the attack, and he leaped into the air again.

The downward strike of "Dense Cloud Heavy Fall."
But this time, instead of targeting the crown of my head, he aimed diagonally at my shoulder.

A variation targeting the opening created when my sword was raised to block—clever.
With no good way to block, I retreated significantly.

"You bastard!"

The old Daoist roared and continued his attacks.

"Accumulated Cloud Rising Smoke" followed by "Rolling Cloud Flying Advance" and "Black Cloud Rain Fall."

As I narrowly avoided the successive attacks, I nodded inwardly.

His mastery of each technique was impressive, and the pressure applied through feints and variations was exquisite.
The flow connecting these moves was also smooth as flowing water.

There probably weren't many in the current martial world who could face this old Daoist head-on.

But that was the extent of it.
His ceaseless attacks hadn't even touched a single thread of my clothes.

"......"

The old Daoist suddenly stopped attacking and fell silent.
The expressions of mockery and rage from earlier had completely disappeared from his face.

He must have felt it while fighting directly.
The gap between him and me.

"It seems the youngest one wasn't completely out of his mind after all. How old are you this year?"
"I'm twenty-one this year."
"Huh, huh huh...! Twenty-one, you say? At that age, I was still struggling to properly learn even the first form of the Cheongwoon Sword."

After letting out a laugh that seemed dejected, the old Daoist's face hardened coldly.

"I acknowledge your martial talent reaches the heavens. However, I am an elder of the Great Cheonseong. I cannot entrust the legacy of our sect, passed down through long years, to an outsider."

A statement that he would never yield.
Which meant, in effect, that from now on he would fight with all his might.

The old Daoist immediately put his words into action.

His feet spread wide and firmly planted on the ground.
In that stance, he gripped the sword handle with both hands, twisted his upper body, and pulled the sword back.

That, that is...!
How can he use that in a friendly match rather than a life-or-death battle!

The voices of the Cheonseong disciples murmured in surprise at the extraordinary aura emanating from the old Daoist's entire body.
Seeing that a trump card was about to be unleashed, I silently adjusted my grip on my sword.

"...This time you won't be able to dodge like before."
"If I dodge, will you change your mind?"

The old Daoist completely ignored my calm question.
Then his increasingly intense aura suddenly subsided.

A calm like the eye before a storm.
Immediately after, sword strikes exploded like a tempest.

Internal energy racing through every corner of his body strengthened his muscles to their limit.
The sword swung with all that power generated a gust of wind.

Just as my clothes fluttered wildly in the sword wind spreading in all directions, countless sword strikes followed the wind and rushed in.

It looked like clouds spreading widely following the wind.
Seeing this, I realized that, as he said, dodging wouldn't be easy.

That's because numerous sword strikes filled the entire front area.
In normal circumstances, one would be caught in the sword strikes or busy retreating rather than dodging.

Yes, in normal circumstances.

Instead of retreating, I moved forward.
There were gasps from outside the training ground at the sight of me seemingly throwing myself into the sword strikes.

Even the old Daoist twitched his eyes.
But his narrowed eyes widened in shock when I disappeared from his sight in the blink of an eye.

Heaven's Qi Foresight.
By stepping on the Gen, Kan, and Gam positions of the Nine Palaces formation, I instantly escaped the range of his attack and got behind him.

The old Daoist sensed me behind him and stopped his attack.
Then he turned to look at me with trembling eyes.

"...How? How on earth?"

Eyes filled with countless questions.
After facing him briefly, I smiled slightly and asked:

"I've never seen that technique before. What's it called?"
"...It's called 'Blue Cloud Wide Scatter.'"

Blue clouds scattering widely—indeed.
It was a technique worthy of that name.

As I was nodding inwardly, I suddenly heard a deep sigh from the old Daoist.

A face filled with dejection and helplessness.
He seemed to feel miserable that even the trump card he was certain would decide the match had no effect whatsoever.

I felt somewhat bad about tormenting an elderly person, but I pushed that feeling aside and asked:

"So, has your thinking changed a bit?"

*

"So, has your thinking changed a bit?"

Facing the young martial artist before him and enduring his misery, the old Daoist thought:

'Has my thinking changed?'

Of course not.
The old Daoist, who had practiced Cheonseong's sword all his life, remained resolute.

Clearly, the young man before him was truly an exceptional master.
At first, when he was narrowly avoiding attacks, the old Daoist thought he was barely hanging on, but this was his misconception.

The young man had simply moved just enough to avoid the attacks with minimal motion.

What level of mastery would one need to achieve such movement?
It was truly an admirable skill.

But this and the leaking of martial arts techniques were different matters.
No matter how strong a martial artist might be, nowhere did they have the right to handle the sect's secret techniques as they pleased...

"I see you haven't changed your mind. I thought as much. I suppose I have no choice but to show you directly."

Had his instinctive resistance shown on his face?
Gun Ja-seong nodded without waiting for the old Daoist's answer.

And for the first time since the match began, he pointed his sword at him.
In a stance all too familiar to the old Daoist.

The old Daoist's eyes grew as big as saucers at the sight.

"Th-that...!"

The stance of "Rolling Cloud Flying Advance" from the Cheongwoon Sword Technique.
Seeing someone who wasn't a Cheonseong disciple take a Cheonseong sword stance, he immediately roared:

"Who dared to teach Cheonseong's sword to an outsider—!"

The old Daoist's flashing gaze shot toward the Cheonseong disciples around the training ground.
But the only expression on the disciples' faces was bewilderment.

'They didn't?'

Then how on earth did this man know the Cheongwoon Sword Technique...!
Is it just that the stance looks similar?

No, that couldn't be.
He couldn't possibly mistake the Cheongwoon Sword stance.

The movement of the lower body and the position of the sword—everything.
That was undoubtedly the Cheongwoon Sword.

"...What's going on here?"
"If I must answer, I'd say I observed enough and had enough time."

Observed and had time.
Hearing those words, the old Daoist immediately understood their meaning and trembled.

This man was saying he had made the sword technique completely his own just by watching it a few times.

'No matter how exceptional his talent, how could...'

"Shall I begin?"

A voice reached him as he was still caught in shock.
The old Daoist snapped back to attention to find Gun Ja-seong's sword right in front of his face.

"!?"

A presence that reached close range in the blink of an eye.
Judging by the thrusting stance, it was clearly the "Rolling Cloud Flying Advance" technique, but the sword's movement, speed, and aura were completely different.

"Kuhp!"

With a suppressed groan, he barely deflected the attack, only to face the "Accumulated Cloud Rising Smoke" technique coming at him.

A sword strike rising from below.
But due to its trajectory being more unpredictable and fluid than his own, he couldn't determine the point of impact.

'This is "Accumulated Cloud Rising Smoke"?'

Unable to even think of blocking it, the old Daoist hastily retreated.
His eyes caught Gun Ja-seong leaping high into the air.

A heavy aura pressing down on his entire body.

'I must dodge.'

With an instinctive sense of danger, the old Daoist immediately executed the defensive technique "Layered Cloud Cover."
His sword, hazy like fog clouds but not slow, confused Gun Ja-seong's vision.

However, this ultimately proved useless.
The "Dense Cloud Heavy Fall," embodying the essence of heavy sword techniques, crushed everything with the sword that obscured vision.

With a crash!

"Kuuh...!"

The old Daoist fell back with a groan.
Though he barely managed not to drop his sword, blood seeped from his torn palm.

"Huu, huu...!"

Physical shock.
And an even greater mental shock made the old Daoist breathe heavily as Gun Ja-seong's calm voice reached his ears.

"Let's get back into position. I still have much to show you."

Truly humiliating words to hear from someone half his age.
But the old Daoist, who seemed half-dazed, had no time to feel such emotions.

Gun Ja-seong, as if unwilling to give him that luxury, pressed the attack again.

Ch.386 - Azurecloud Crimsonblade
Deng Hyeonja hastily rose to his feet.
Ignoring the pain from his torn hand, he faced Ja-seong who was charging at him.

"Haap!"

With a controlled battle cry, a flurry of consecutive strikes poured forth.
The sword strikes of the Black Cloud Rain Force technique, imbued with the essence of swift swordsmanship, rained down.

Countless sword strikes filled his vision.
It was literally like being caught in a fierce downpour.

"Kuk, kuuuh...!"

He tried to counter with his own Black Cloud Rain Force, but the result was utter helplessness.

Deng Hyeonja couldn't collect himself in this situation that completely negated all his years of unceasing training.

The Blue Cloud Sword Technique newly born in Ja-seong's hands.
It wasn't that he was using tremendous internal energy, nor were his forms more practiced than Deng's own.

It was simply that the elegance of the sword technique, the completeness of the martial art itself, was different.
It looked as if this might be what the Blue Cloud Sword would evolve into after hundreds of years of development.

*I wonder what the Blue Cloud Bright Yang he's forged would look like?*

Deng Hyeonja was startled by the thought that suddenly crossed his mind.
He twisted his face in realization that he was now feeling anticipation instead of anger and displeasure.

"Huaap-!"

With a near-monstrous battle cry, he swung his sword with all his might.
He drew up all the remaining energy in his dantian to somehow compensate for his lacking momentum and speed.

Even so, attacks he couldn't block in time cut and tore at the hem of his robe.
In an instant, the robe he wore was turning to rags, yet strangely, there were no wounds on his body.

This meant only one thing.
Ja-seong was being incredibly lenient with him.

"Kuuk...!"

The old Taoist groaned at this humiliating situation.
Despite years of mental discipline, emotions were increasingly boiling inside him.

But at that moment, Ja-seong suddenly stopped his attack and stepped back.
To withdraw suddenly when clearly having the upper hand?

Ja-seong asked, looking at the bewildered Deng Hyeonja.

"How is it?"
"......"

He immediately caught the intent behind those brief words.
He was asking how he felt about experiencing the new Blue Cloud Sword he had created.

An attitude as if this were an evaluation rather than a duel.
Deng Hyeonja realized that Ja-seong had no interest whatsoever in winning or losing the match.

Seeing that his desperate struggle meant nothing to Ja-seong, he felt his strength drain away.
Feeling emptiness and self-loathing, the old Taoist replied with a sigh, looking as if he had aged ten years in an instant.

"...I'll be honest. It's excellent. I can tell it's the same martial art, but the completeness of the technique itself is incomparably superior. To contain hundreds of years of development in just a month's short time. Today I've truly learned what it means to be a Grand Master."

But.

"However, I cannot wag my tail like a dog receiving food. Even if you call it an old man's foolish stubbornness, I cannot so easily surrender the spirit of Cheongseong."

The expressions of the Cheongseong disciples, led by Deng Lyeonja, grew heavy at his words filled with complex emotions.
They found it regrettable that he was rejecting Ja-seong's new Blue Cloud Sword despite acknowledging his own stubbornness.

Unlike them, however, Ja-seong nodded as if he had expected this.

"Yes, you wouldn't be satisfied with just this."

His tone suggested he would have been disappointed if a different answer had come.
Deng Hyeonja asked with a gloomy look.

"Do you have more to show?"
"This is just the beginning."

Hearing Ja-seong's answer, the old Taoist let out a wry laugh but adjusted his grip on his sword.
Despite finding his oddly excited attitude absurd after hearing his own answer, he was curious about the reason behind it.

Facing him, Ja-seong once again took the stance of the Floating Cloud Flying Dust technique.
Seeing this, disappointment flashed in Deng Hyeonja's eyes.

*What difference would seeing the same form again make...*

In the middle of that thought, his thinking suddenly stopped.

*What is this?*

Something, something was different.
Though clearly the same stance, the quality emanating from the sword felt completely different.

-Swaaack!

The blade of Hong-il flew toward him.
Deng Hyeonja hastily raised his sword against the sword strike that was too intense and explosive to be the Floating Cloud Flying Dust technique.

-Kaang!

"Kuhup...!?"

The metallic sound reverberated throughout the training ground.
A groan involuntarily escaped him from the force behind the sword he had barely blocked.

"W-what is this?"

He unconsciously asked in bewilderment.
But what came in response was Ja-seong's fierce smile and the lowered stance of the Red Cloud Soaring Mist technique.

*I must dodge...!*

Deng Hyeonja reflexively pulled his upper body back.
Suddenly, an intense flash crossed his vision.

No, what crossed wasn't a flash but a sharp blade.
Ja-seong's sword had just barely grazed his Adam's apple.

A sword that deliberately targeted the space in front of his neck instead of the neck itself.
It would have been a fatal attack that would have decapitated him with one strike.

Deng Hyeonja felt chills down his spine at the shadow of death that had just approached his face.
At the same time, he was unbearably curious about the martial art Ja-seong was now displaying.

*What on earth is that?*

A sword that took the stance of the Blue Cloud Sword yet had a completely different quality.

If the Blue Cloud Sword captured the movement of blue clouds as its name suggested, then the sword being displayed now was...

*Sunset. A red sunset.*

Yes, it was a sword resembling the intense red sunset that dyes the world.

-W-what martial art is that? Senior Brother, have you seen it before?
-No, I'm seeing it for the first time too.

The disciples murmured in surprise at the completely different sword technique emerging from the same stance.
While their voices faded into the background, Ja-seong's attacks continued.

Explosive consecutive strikes hammered at Deng Hyeonja's sword.
Unable to withstand, his sword wavered like a reed, and a flash-like thrust penetrated through the gap.

"Heuup!"

Finally unable to endure any longer, Deng Hyeonja retreated greatly.
After catching his breath, he couldn't help but ask.

"What is this martial art? What is it that the Blue Cloud Sword and...!"
"Rather than explaining in words, it would be faster for you to experience it directly."

Experience what else?
Seeing Deng Hyeonja's confusion, Ja-seong took his stance again.

The stance of Floating Cloud Flying Dust for the third time.
Soon, a thrust with elegant movement like a feather cloud flew toward him.

A sword that seemed to fly straight in a line, yet also seemed to flutter and sway.
Even in his confusion, he couldn't help but admire its light and elegant movement.

And then his admiration turned to shock.
The quality of the sword changed too suddenly.

"What?"

Lightness turned to intensity.
Elegance turned to sharpness.

Deng Hyeonja, who had been facing blue clouds, was helpless against the sudden red sunset.

-Kang!

His sword fell from his hand and rolled across the training ground floor.
But the old Taoist had no time to worry about his beloved sword.

"Just now, that was...!"

He immediately understood what Ja-seong had done.
While performing the Blue Cloud Sword, he had switched to the completely different sword technique he had shown earlier.

Despite their contrasting qualities, the transition was remarkably harmonious.

As if it had been a single form from the beginning.
As natural as blue clouds floating in the sky and red sunset dyeing the sky.

*...It was beautiful.*

Beautiful and flawless.
That was no longer the Blue Cloud Sword. It was something far beyond it.

"Would you like to continue?"

Ja-seong's voice penetrated his ears.
As if entranced, Deng Hyeonja picked up his beloved sword and stood before Ja-seong again.

*I want to see more. I want to experience more.*

His face, which somehow looked ten years younger now, was flushed with excitement.

Seeing this, Ja-seong smiled slightly and this time took the stance of Black Cloud Rain Force.

After several more clashes, the duel ended.
The result was, of course, Ja-seong's victory.

Ja-seong stood dignified in the center of the training ground, while Deng Hyeonja knelt before him in a miserable state.

A situation where an elder of the sect had been utterly defeated.
Yet neither the Cheongseong disciples, nor Deng Lyeonja, nor even Deng Hyeonja himself cared about this at all.

They were simply reviewing Ja-seong's sword that they had just witnessed and experienced.

*A sword where elegance and sharpness, two opposing qualities, harmonized without any deficiency.*

Clouds floating in the sky.
The intense sunset shining through them.
A flawless sword that embodied the natural and inevitable principles.

"...What is its name?"

Deng Hyeonja asked Ja-seong with a changed tone.
Between his wrinkled eyes as he looked up at him from his kneeling position, a certain yearning was burning.

Looking down at him, Ja-seong answered softly.

"Blue Cloud Red Sunset Sword."
"...Blue Cloud, Red Sunset Sword."

Indeed. A perfectly fitting name.
Deng Hyeonja nodded inwardly, feeling the knot in his heart melt away like snow.

Hundreds of years. No, a thousand years of time condensed into a peerless martial art—before it, his foolish stubbornness and empty obsession shattered.
And what filled that space instead was a yearning for martial arts.

The old Taoist pleaded to the young Grand Master before him.

"Please teach me. I will properly serve you as my master and learn."
"Uh...there's no need to go as far as serving me as master...."

Looking slightly embarrassed by that response, Ja-seong smiled awkwardly and then extended his hand to help Deng Hyeonja up.
As he gratefully took that hand and stood up, his youngest disciple approached him.

"Senior Brother."
"Deng Lyeon, you were right. This is an opportunity I shouldn't give up because of delusion and face."

His gaze had become gentle, as if he had become a different person from when he had criticized him at Cheongseong.
Deng Lyeonja firmly grasped his senior brother's hand.

And Seo Wi, who was watching from outside the training ground, clenched his fist and nodded.
Seo Ryang, who was right beside him, jumped up and down excitedly.

"That's great, Senior Brother. Isn't it?"

Normally he would have scolded him for such undignified behavior, but fully empathizing with his feelings, Seo Wi nodded with a smile.

Just then, a familiar voice came from behind.

"Congratulations. It seems the issue you were worried about has been resolved."

Turning his head, he saw Ui-jeong who had somehow entered the training ground, wearing a faint smile.

"Blue Cloud Red Sunset Sword... I can tell just from the glimpse I caught—it's truly an extraordinary sword technique. I can't even imagine how strong the masters will become after learning that martial art."

Hearing her voice filled with admiration and a strange envy, Seo Wi smiled back and offered words of encouragement.

"When Golden Tooth Divine Nun returns soon, Ami's martial arts will also be newly forged. We will all gain new strength and face the upcoming Demonic Cult invasion together."
"I hope so."

Ui-jeong nodded.
But contrary to her wish, Golden Tooth Divine Nun had not returned even after seven days and nights had passed.





*





Sichuan, Mount Emei.
Originally a sacred site of Taoism, it became a Buddhist sacred site after Buddhism was introduced during the Later Han Dynasty, and was also the center of Samantabhadra Bodhisattva worship.

On the main peak of Mount Emei, Golden Summit Peak, stood Bokho Temple, which could be considered the core of the Ami Sect.

"Sigh...."

In the main hall of Bokho Temple.
The usual subtle fragrance of incense that filled the hall was nowhere to be found, and instead, a sigh filled with deep worry echoed through the vast space.

The owner of that sigh was Golden Summit Divine Nun, the current leader of the Ami Sect.
Her eyebrows, which always formed a benevolent curve, were unusually furrowed, and her triangular gaze was fixed on a middle-aged woman.

The woman, who appeared unconscious and was slumped on the hall floor, was in a truly miserable state.

Numerous temporarily treated wounds and blood-soaked clothing all over her body.
A face contorted in pain despite being unconscious.

The identity of the woman who looked to be at death's door was none other than Golden Tooth Divine Nun.
She who had gone to inform the Ami Sect about the Demonic Cult's appearance and conspiracy was now collapsed in a near-fatal condition.

Ch.387 - To Ami Mountain
"Huu..."

With a worried gaze, Golden Serenity Nun sighed again.
A woman with a slender frame approached her side.

"Master, how is Golden Ah's condition...?"
"...Not good. She's lost too much blood, and her energy is severely damaged. She needs proper treatment to recover, but we're trapped here unable to move..."

Seeing her master unable to continue speaking out of frustration, the young woman's face hardened.

Her dharma name was Myeong-hye.
She was the senior disciple among the disciples of this generation and had been designated as the next Head Of The School, the direct disciple of Golden Serenity Nun.

But what did it mean to be trapped in the main hall?
The answer came from a booming voice outside.

"Nun, it's been ten days already. How long are you going to hold out in there? My disciples are clamoring to play with you, hahaha!"

The sound of blatant mockery.
Hearing this, Myeong-hye's face twisted with rage.

"How dare that cowardly heretic...!"
"Don't be swayed by such vulgar provocation and calm yourself. As I've said many times, this will be a very long battle, so don't waste your energy on unnecessary things."
"...Yes, Master."

Myeong-hye forcibly suppressed her emotions at her master's admonition.
After watching her disciple for a moment, Golden Serenity Nun sighed again.

*I never imagined something like this would happen.*

It all began ten days ago.
It had seemed like an ordinary day.

While praying to Buddha for the safety of the disciples who had left to stop the Jang Bo-do incident in Chengdu, she suddenly heard a commotion outside.

Wondering what was happening, she went outside and witnessed a horrific scene of devotees who had come to make offerings killing each other.

"Wh-what is this...! Stop them!"

Blood being spilled in a Buddhist temple.
In this situation that should never happen, Golden Serenity Nun gave urgent orders.

But immediately afterward, a sinister energy penetrated her baihui acupoint.

"Ugh!?"

Her vision spun around.
Unable to maintain her balance, Golden Serenity Nun collapsed.

The sensation of her mind becoming jumbled and distorted was something she had experienced before.
Sensing danger, she instinctively drew upon the internal energy in her dantian.

Fortunately, as the righteous Buddhist energy surged to her baihui acupoint, the evil energy couldn't withstand it and immediately dispersed.
Having barely regained her senses, Golden Serenity Nun realized the nature of the energy and muttered in dismay.

"Th-this is from the Evil Cult...!"

She had participated in the war against the Evil Cult in the past.
Thanks to that experience, she immediately recognized that what had just invaded her mind was a spell from the Evil Cult.
And that the spell hadn't affected only her.

"Aaaagh!"
"Die!"

While Golden Serenity Nun hesitated, the mutual slaughter continued.
Unlike her, the disciples who didn't know how to resist the spell had begun pointing weapons at each other.

"N-no...!"

She couldn't let the disciples of Ami kill each other.
Golden Serenity Nun resolutely rose and drew her sword still in its scabbard.

*If I can knock them unconscious with minimal injury...!*

Just as she steeled herself to subdue her disciples, the slaughter suddenly stopped as if by magic.
And dozens of pairs of eyes turned toward her simultaneously.

It was an unnatural sight, like puppets being controlled.
This too was a familiar sight, making Golden Serenity Nun frown.

"Not just simple frenzy, but mind control."
"Correct, Golden Serenity."

A smooth voice answered her angry outcry.
Turning her head, she saw three figures approaching.

White hair and wrinkled faces.
They were old men who had entered the twilight of their lives.

But the face of the man in the middle seemed somehow familiar.
Searching her memory, Golden Serenity Nun's eyes widened as she called out his name.

"Hyeon-gok Sa...!"
"Oh? You remember me? I'm honored. But I've already abandoned that name. I'd prefer if you called me Sa-yeop now."

The old man, Sa-yeop, replied with a smug expression as he looked at Golden Serenity Nun as if licking her with his eyes.

"You've aged a lot since I last saw you, Golden Serenity. But that has its own charm."

Sa-yeop's face was a mixture of lust and hatred.
His face, which might have made women's hearts flutter in his youth, was marred by a scar that had clearly been made by a sword.

Fingering the long scar that ran from his forehead, across his nose, to his lips, he muttered as if grinding his teeth.

"I swore on the day you made my face like this. That I would give you the most humiliating death."

A maniacal smile formed on his twitching lips, and his eyes gleamed like glass beads.

"That day has finally come. Look forward to it. I'll give you pain and despair beyond anything you can imagine."

Sa-yeop raised one hand and pointed at Golden Serenity Nun.

"Go, strip that noble nun and bring her before me."

People moved toward her, following the instructions of the sorcerer who had suppressed their minds.
Seeing the devotees and disciples of Ami swarming toward her with grave expressions, Golden Serenity Nun bit her lip and leaped into the main hall.

"Hahaha! Are you running away? As the Head Of The School of Ami? What an unsightly display!"

Sa-yeop burst into laughter at the sight.
His vulgar laughter echoed throughout the temple, and the controlled people followed Golden Serenity Nun into the main hall.

She was about to be surrounded in the hall with nowhere to escape.
But at that moment, a golden light rose throughout the hall.

"Wh-what is that!?"

An auspicious energy enveloped the entire main hall.
Sa-yeop's mocking eyes widened, and he shouted urgently.

"Everyone, retreat! Quickly!"

Though he gave the order swiftly, some who had been at the forefront chasing Golden Serenity Nun had already entered the main hall and were enveloped in the golden light.
And light returned to their previously empty eyes.

"Ugh..."

Groaning and collapsing, the young nun Myeong-hye clutched her head before looking around.

"This is... the Demon-Subduing Evil-Repelling Formation?"

The Demon-Subduing Evil-Repelling Formation.
It was a formation for breaking evil that was known only to the elder-level figures of the Ami Sect.

This formation was activated using the sarira left by the past patriarchs of Ami as a medium. Once activated, it could block all evil energy invading from outside.

It was truly the last resort of the Ami Sect.

However, the formation currently activated was incomplete.
Originally, it was a massive formation that covered the entire Bokho Temple, but for complete activation, the sarira hidden throughout the temple needed to be placed in the correct positions.

But as this was impossible in the current situation, they had improvised by activating the formation only around the main hall.

Myeong-hye, who had heard about the formation when she was designated as the next Head Of The School, quickly grasped the situation.

"Have you regained your senses?"
"Master...!"

Seeing Golden Serenity Nun appear from inside the hall, she heard the story of how an evil sorcerer from the Evil Cult had appeared and controlled people, and her eyes widened.
Then, seeing the three old men outside the hall, she became furious.

"Those bastards...!"
"The cunning one reacted quickly. We could have freed more people."

Golden Serenity Nun muttered bitterly, confirming that only the few who had entered the hall first had been freed from the evil spell.

Having seen the effect of the Demon-Subduing Evil-Repelling Formation, Sa-yeop and the two sorcerers wouldn't recklessly send people into the main hall.
The problem was that they too couldn't freely go outside.

Knowing this, Sa-yeop laughed triumphantly from outside.

"Khuhu, impressive, but what can you do by hiding like that? You can't maintain a formation emitting that much energy forever!"

It was frustrating, but he was right.
The sarira left by the sect's patriarchs were treasures containing the internal energy they had cultivated throughout their lives.
While they did contain enormous energy, that energy wasn't infinite.

Eventually, when all the energy was consumed, the Demon-Subduing Evil-Repelling Formation would be dispelled, and the sorcerers controlled by Sa-yeop would rush in.

"Look forward to the day the formation is dispelled! Until then, I won't move an inch from here!"

Ignoring Sa-yeop's boastful declaration, Golden Serenity Nun completely sealed off the main hall from the outside.
Ten days had passed since then, and the doors of the hall had been opened only once.

"Of all times, why did Senior Sister have to return alone?"

Brought back to reality by the lament from beside her, Golden Serenity Nun turned to look at Golden Affection Nun who had approached.

Her expression looked as if she might burst into tears at any moment.
Having been particularly close to Golden Ah Nun, she seemed heartbroken seeing her collapsed in such a miserable state.
Wondering what words of comfort to offer, Golden Serenity Nun could only manage a brief response.

"...Indeed."

As Golden Affection Nun said, Golden Ah Nun had returned at the worst possible time.

In a situation where they had voluntarily confined themselves to the main hall and were completely cut off from outside communication.
Unaware of this fact, Golden Ah Nun had come to Bokho Temple and was immediately attacked by disciples controlled by Sa-yeop and the two sorcerers.

Fortunately or unfortunately, she too had experience dealing with the Evil Cult's spells.
Thanks to this, she avoided having her mind suppressed.

However, unable to draw her sword against the disciples of Ami, she ended up being one-sidedly attacked.

Golden Ah Nun, torn apart by dozens of sword blades.
It was half a miracle that she had managed to make it to the main hall alive.

*If it weren't for her unusually quick movements, she would have met her death right there.*

Had she gained some enlightenment in Chengdu?
Though she wanted to ask, the person who could answer had been unconscious for days.

As she suppressed her fear that she might lose her sister disciple like this, Myeong-hye spoke in a resolute tone.

"This can't continue. Someone needs to leave Ami Mountain and request help from outside."
"How can anyone escape when they're surrounding us day and night?"

At Golden Affection Nun's objection, Myeong-hye pressed her lips together for a moment before answering with a hardened face.

"...I will go. Even if I have to cut down my fellow disciples, I will break through the encirclement and request support."
"..."

The assembly held their breath at her words about cutting down the fellow disciples they had lived and trained with.
It was something someone had to say for the sake of the sect's crisis, but it was a statement no one had dared to utter until now.

At this, Golden Serenity Nun wore a complicated expression before sighing.

"...Myeong-hye, you will become a better Head Of The School than me."

Blaming herself for being unable to make a decision due to emotional attachment and passing it on to her disciple, she soon steeled her resolve.

"...We will open a path for you."

Since her disciple had made a decision for the sake of the sect, she should at least help with this.
Having made up her mind, Golden Serenity Nun looked around at everyone in the hall.

People hesitated for a moment before reluctantly nodding.
And so, they began to formulate a plan to break through the encirclement.

*

After defeating Elder Deung in the training ground, I began the full-scale transmission of the Azure Cloud Red Mist Sword.
To be precise, rather than transmitting it, we improved the martial art together.

"The Azure Cloud Red Mist Sword I demonstrated is only something I cre—made to match my mind method. It needs to be adjusted with Cheongseong's mind method."

Understanding my explanation, Elder Deung and Deung Ryeon-ja actively cooperated in improving the mind method.
They revealed everything without reservation, from the energy circulation paths to the incantations, and I thought the Azure Cloud Red Mist Sword must have been quite impressive.

When they're this cooperative, I feel good too.
While nodding inwardly with satisfaction and continuing the improvement work, there was something strangely bothering me.

That was none other than Golden Ah Nun.
No matter how much farther Ami Mountain was from Cheongseong, it was only a difference of a day or two, yet strangely, not only had she not returned, but there was no news of her.

At first, I didn't think much of it, but one day, as Ui-jeong's face grew increasingly anxious...

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"

Ha Deok-su, the head of the Kaifeng Chengdu Branch, visited the Jungcheon Trading Company.

Ch.388 - To Ami Mountain
I warmly welcomed Ha Bunta-ju.

"It's been a while. Have you been well?"
"Oh, you know, just diligently begging as always."

Ha Bunta-ju answered like the beggar he was, with a smile. But that smile seemed strangely stiff.

*This isn't good news.*

With that instinctive feeling, I guided him inside.

And at Bunta-ju's request, the Ami Sect disciples and our group gathered in the main hall.

"...Has something happened at Mount Ami?"

Perhaps sensing something was wrong from the moment they were called, Wi Cheon-kyeong asked directly. Ha Bunta-ju scratched his head.

"To be honest, I'm not quite sure yet."
"What do you mean you're not sure?"

At my question, he began his explanation. Bunta-ju first explained why they had started monitoring Mount Ami.

"We began watching the Ami Sect after we heard about Shaolin's destruction."

To be precise, Hong Ja-gong had ordered them to keep a close eye on Ami.

"Ami is a Buddhist sect like Shaolin. The Sect Leader was convinced that the Demonic Cult targeted Shaolin because of their lethal Buddhist energy cultivation. So..."
"You naturally concluded that Ami would be their next target."
"Yes."

Bunta-ju nodded at me as I finished his sentence, then immediately continued with the situation.

"After the Sect Leader gave the order, we kept a close watch on the situation around Mount Ami. But recently, things have started to get strange."
"Strange how?"
"Simply put, people who go up the mountain aren't coming back down."

The Ami Sect is both a Buddhist holy site and a spiritual pillar for people living nearby. Because of this, countless people climb up to the Ami Sect almost daily.

But recently, people have been going up but not coming down?

"By our rough estimate, over a thousand people have gone up Mount Ami and haven't come back down."
"That's impossible. No temple in the Ami Sect could accommodate that many people."

Wi Cheon-kyeong responded in a serious tone, and Bunta-ju nodded.

"Yes. That's why we thought it was strange and came to you. The Sect Leader said that in his absence, we should seek help from Young Master Gun."

...This is the first I'm hearing of this.
I was dumbfounded that he'd left such instructions without consulting me, but now wasn't the time to worry about trivial matters. We needed to discuss what to do next.

"This is clearly an unusual situation. And the timing is quite coincidental. I think we need to go to Mount Ami ourselves. What do you think?"

The first to respond to my words were, predictably, Wi Cheon-kyeong and the Ami Sect disciples.

"We'll go too. We can't just sit and wait when something might have happened to our sect."
"I don't know if Paecheon Fortress is involved this time, but we can't just ignore this."

Ju Hwa-ryeon nodded along. And so our journey to Mount Ami was quickly decided.

Additionally, Cheong-seong, who heard the news a bit late, also expressed his intention to join us.

"After fighting together all this time, I can't just turn a blind eye. We'll lend our strength as well."
"...Thank you."

In response to Deung Ryeon-ja's faint smile, Wi Cheon-kyeong expressed his gratitude with a voice full of emotion.

And the next morning.
Thanks to Jungcheon Trading Company lending us a boat after hearing our situation, we were able to quickly travel south along the river and reach Gajung County near Mount Ami in just one day.

*

As morning light slowly brightened the Gajung County dock, where Mount Ami was visible to the naked eye, Yu Seol hurriedly disembarked from the boat with a pale face.

"Ugh... urp..."
"Are you okay?"
"N-no, I'm not okay."

I hadn't realized it before since we'd only traveled by land, but it seemed Yu Seol was particularly susceptible to seasickness. As soon as she boarded the boat, her complexion turned pale, and she spent the entire day vomiting without getting proper sleep.

Even now she was staggering, barely able to stand. I thought she should lie down and rest, but Yu Seol herself strongly objected.

"I-I can't stay behind alone after coming all this way!"
"We're not climbing the mountain right away anyway. I already explained that we'd first set up in Ami County and observe the situation... but I guess you didn't hear."
"Th-then I'll at least rest in Ami County."

She's so stubborn.
With a small sigh, I finally nodded and carried her on my back. The little one panicked.

"I-I can walk by myself!"
"No, you can't. If you're going to be stubborn and come along, you'll have to put up with this much."
"Ugh..."

Yu Seol finally quieted down and let me carry her. But Cheong-un, who was following along, looked at us with a strange expression.

"Hey, think about your size. Do you think you could carry Seol up?"
"W-who said anything?"

He flinched as if feeling guilty and grumbled. I chuckled and headed toward Ami County with the rest of the group.

And after two hours passed, with the sun reaching its zenith, we arrived at Ami County, which could be considered the entrance to Mount Ami.

As soon as we entered the village, we went to an inn, rented the entire annex, and carefully laid Yu Seol on a bed.

Despite her insistence that she could walk alone, she had already fallen fast asleep. I suddenly felt the urge to flick her small nose bridge, but remembering how she had suffered on the boat without sleep, I restrained myself and left the room.

As I carefully closed the door and headed toward the room where everyone else was gathered, I noticed the second little one standing blankly in the annex courtyard, staring at Mount Ami.

"What are you doing alone?"
"...The energy at the foot of the mountain is strange."

What is he talking about?
I tilted my head in confusion at his incomprehensible words, and Cheong-un's serious eyes turned to me.

"I think someone is using large-scale sorcery."
"Sorcery? What kind?"
"...I won't know until we get closer and investigate. But it doesn't feel good."

Traces of sorcery that don't feel good.
I naturally thought it must be strongly connected to this incident.

I immediately took Cheong-un to the large room where the others were gathered and relayed what he had said. Upon hearing this, everyone wore serious expressions.

"The foot of the mountain... Are you referring to Bokho Temple?"
"If you mean the large temple, then yes. The energy there is particularly strange. Unnatural movements are clear signs of sorcery."

At the little one's words, some people didn't seem to understand and looked out the window at Mount Ami, tilting their heads.

"It doesn't look particularly unusual..."
"A sorcerer's senses differ from a martial artist's. Just as sorcerers cannot understand martial artists' energy perception, it's impossible for us to understand their senses."

It was none other than Master who countered someone's murmur.

Cheong-un looked at Master with surprised eyes. In contrast, neither Hwa-ryeon nor I showed any particular reaction.

We already knew that Master was strangely knowledgeable about sorcery from the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil incident. Of course, the reason for this remained a mystery.

Anyway, having accepted that something was amiss at Bokho Temple from Master's words, people began offering various opinions.

"If something really has happened to the Ami Sect, shouldn't we climb the mountain right away?"
"That would be like sticking your head into a tiger's mouth. We don't even know what kind of sorcery is being used. Going up without any countermeasures could lead to disaster."
"What about getting help from the little sorcerer? As a fellow sorcerer, couldn't he counter the sorcery?"

After discussing various ideas, the conclusion was that while others gathered information in the village, a few people would climb the mountain as scouts.

It was only natural that Cheong-un and I were chosen for this scouting party. However, Wi Cheon-kyeong apologized to me in a gloomy tone, as if feeling guilty.

"It's our sect's problem, yet we're burdening you, Gun Ja-seong. I'm sorry."
"It's just scouting, don't worry about it."

I waved my hand dismissively and headed toward Mount Ami with Cheong-un slung over my shoulder (he seemed to have given up fighting it by now).

*

At the same time Ja-seong and Cheong-un were heading to Mount Ami.
There was a figure running through the mountains, breathing heavily.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

The figure was none other than Myeonghye.
Having barely escaped from Bokho Temple with the help of her master, Golden Stillness Nun, and other sect elders, she was running desperately with her nun's robe covered in blood.

Dozens of shadows pursued her.

-Swish!

Just as the foremost shadow caught up to her, a sound that raised goosebumps on her neck rang out. She quickly ducked her upper body to avoid the attack aimed at her neck and swung her sword at the attacker.

-Thunk!

The sensation of a sharp blade cutting through fabric.
Myeonghye's eyes widened as she belatedly identified her attacker.

"...Jeonghye."

Her fellow disciple and lifelong companion, her junior sister. Myeonghye's sword was embedded in her abdomen.

"Cough-!"

Jeonghye coughed up blood. The sword in her hand fell limply.

Trembling as her junior sister's blood spattered her face, Myeonghye finally pulled her sword from the body.

A sinister voice reached her ears.

-Kuhehe! What a stubborn woman you are. Just how many of your fellow disciples and junior sisters have you cut down and stabbed? Five? Ten?

"......"

A mocking voice that provoked the guilt she was desperately suppressing.
As Myeonghye hesitated, more disciples and junior sisters with empty gazes rushed at her.

-Whoosh!

A heavy sound from above her head.
Following her instinctive warning, she desperately threw herself aside. Right after she dodged, a massive Buddhist staff struck heavily where she had been standing.

-Crash!

The explosive sound echoed through the mountains.
The force behind the staff was so powerful that it created a crater deep enough for a person to lie in.

Myeonghye swallowed hard as she looked at the person who had created this spectacle.

"Gwanghye...!"

A master born with divine strength who had mastered the Golden Stillness Mountain Method to its peak—the next head of the sect whom even she couldn't easily defeat. Her expression darkened at the sight of him in this already dire situation of being chased by many.

Moreover, there was another problem.
Her energy was running out due to the prolonged battle.

If she depleted all her energy, she would no longer be able to protect her Baekhoehyeol point, and then she would once again become a puppet of the evil sorcerers.

-I wonder how much energy you have left. How much longer do you think you can hold out?
-Hehe, stop struggling in vain and surrender quietly. Then I'll give you pleasures you've never experienced before, just like I did with your junior sisters and disciples.

The vile, lewd talk subtly revealing the current state of the puppeted nuns.
Finally, Myeonghye lost her composure and exploded, creating a fatal opening.

-Thunk!

"Kuk...!"

A spear lodged in her side.
Meeting the unfocused eyes of another disciple, Munhye, Myeonghye collapsed as all strength left her body.

*No, this can't be...!*

As her consciousness sank with the despair that everything was over, someone's shout was heard from far away.

-Stop-!
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I slung Cheong-un over my shoulder and quickly arrived at the entrance of Mount Ami.
The little one, who had been examining the mountain from various angles, nodded as if finally understanding something.

"Now that I see it up close, I'm certain. It's the 'Soul-Capturing Myriad Submission Art.' A powerful spell that not just anyone can use."
"Even the name sounds ominous. How is it different from the Soul-Snatching Art?"
"It's much larger in scale and more powerful. Even the most skilled martial artists would struggle to resist this spell. It requires extensive preparation, yet it's covering such a vast area."

The kid's eyes widened in amazement, mouth hanging open slightly.
Finding that expression somewhat annoying, I flicked my finger against the bridge of his nose.

"Ow! What was that for?"
"You're being noisy. You called it a spell? Is that different from a technique?"

It was a casual question, assuming there must be some difference if they had separate names.
But the response I got was surprisingly intense.

"Of course they're different! Techniques manipulate the energy of nature in wondrous ways, but spells are just garbage used by sinister people doing evil things!"

Sorting through his excited rambling, I gathered that techniques fundamentally deal with the principles of nature, while spells directly influence life—mainly the human mind.

Honestly, I thought they just seemed like different systems, but saying that would likely provoke another passionate outburst from the kid.

Deciding to quietly move past that topic, I subtly changed the subject.

"So, if this Soul-whatever is spread out here, does that mean everyone in the Ami Sect is being controlled?"
"...It's a bit strange. I feel like something inside the technique is resisting."
"I really hope that's not just your imagination."

I didn't want to directly confront an Ami Sect that had become puppets of our enemies after coming all this way.
Thinking we should hurry, I adjusted Cheong-un on my shoulder and walked quickly toward the mountain entrance.

Suddenly, someone blocked our path.

"E-excuse me. Are you planning to climb Mount Ami?"

A middle-aged man asked in a polite but perplexed voice.
His scholarly robe looked worn but well-maintained, giving the impression of someone fairly educated.

After briefly observing him, I nodded straightforwardly.

"That's right. I have some personal business there."
"...You'd be better off abandoning that idea. Haven't you heard the rumors in the village?"
"Rumors?"

Of course I hadn't heard them.
We had come straight here after arriving in Ami County, only renting a private wing at an inn.
Information gathering in the village was assigned to the other members of our group.

Well, I could guess what he was about to say, but I pretended ignorance and asked:

"What rumors are you talking about?"
"That Mount Ami is cursed. They say no one who has climbed the mountain in the past few days has returned. Did you really not hear about this?"

His subsequent explanation matched what I had expected.
It was almost identical to what Ha Bun-taju had told us.

But it was absurd to see a seemingly scholarly man speaking so seriously about curses and such.
I was inwardly chuckling when I suddenly paused.

...Come to think of it, isn't it actually cursed?

Since the Soul-whatever spell was supposedly spread around Bokho Temple, in a way, those rumors could be considered true.

Seeing my startled expression, the scholar sighed and continued.

"Now that you understand, please turn back. Many people have already fallen victim to the curse. There's no need for young people like you to join them."

It sounded like well-intentioned advice.
So I responded without any harshness.

"Thank you for your concern, but I have circumstances that require me to climb the mountain."
"No, have you been listening to anything I've—"

I tapped the Hong-il sword at my waist.
Realizing I was a martial artist, the scholar stepped back with a slightly stiffened expression.

His look changed from one of regarding an ignorant fool to one of watching a dangerous armed individual.
At least, that's how it appeared on the surface.

I shrugged and headed toward the mountain entrance without looking back.
Without turning my head, I asked Cheong-un who was still perched on my shoulder.

"That man. Am I right about him?"
"Good instincts. Most martial artists wouldn't have noticed."

So my guess was correct.
Without stopping, I focused my energy perception on the middle-aged scholar.

I sensed a faint trace of blood energy, like a phantom.
He seemed to be trying to conceal it, but there were slight flaws in his concealment.

Despite this, the weakness of the energy itself suggested he hadn't deeply cultivated blood arts.

"Most Crimson Eye Cult members give off that feeling. Usually, you can't even tell if they've learned blood arts, and since they're not actually martial artists, they don't directly engage in combat."
"Hmm."

Nodding at Cheong-un's words, I carefully examined our surroundings.

Expanding my energy perception, I noticed several people with traces of blood energy.
Some were sitting in teahouses sipping tea, while others were laughing heartily and chatting with companions.

They appeared perfectly ordinary at first glance.
But I could sense them occasionally glancing at us from the corners of their eyes.

"They've set up a perimeter at the entrance."
"They're probably trying to scare ordinary people away from climbing the mountain to avoid the hassle."

It was a plausible hypothesis.
If Cheong-un was right and the Ami Sect was still resisting despite the powerful spell, they wouldn't want to deal with clueless people climbing the mountain.

But for that purpose, the man retreated too easily once he realized I was a martial artist.

"Maybe ordinary people are just a nuisance, but martial artists could become useful pieces?"
"We'll need to be careful when coming back down. If we return unaffected by the Soul-whatever, they'll find it suspicious."
"Don't worry, I can handle that with the 'Ghost Transformation Technique.'"

I smiled at his slightly boastful tone, then stepped onto the first stair leading up the mountain.

*

Cheong-un, perched on Ja-seong's shoulder as they entered Mount Ami.
As soon as they entered the mountain, he detected an energy trying to invade his mind and immediately used the "Mind Protection Technique" to block the spell.

He was about to use the same technique on Ja-seong but quickly realized it wasn't necessary.

'The spell's energy doesn't even dare to approach him.'

He had thought Ja-seong was extraordinary from their first meeting, but his spiritual rank was clearly at a level that petty spells couldn't hope to challenge.

'What exactly is he?'

From Cheong-un's perspective, Ja-seong was truly an unfathomable being.
His soul's caliber was astonishing, like someone who had practiced the Way of Immortals for decades, but what was most surprising was his martial arts.

The scene from a month ago in the depths of Bulmang Tower was still vivid in his mind.

Grotesque flesh masses closing in from all directions.
A desperate situation where not only they, but even the city above ground might collapse.

Just when it seemed all was lost, a quiet command was heard.

-Get down.

After following that brief instruction and pressing themselves to the ground, a blue sky illuminated the darkness-filled underground.
The flesh masses that had been about to crush them vanished without a trace under the bright sky.

That's how they survived.
The city remained intact as well.

All of it was the achievement of a single person, a single martial artist.

This incident had somewhat changed Cheong-un's perception of martial artists.

Until then, he had secretly despised and dismissed martial artists.
He thought they were just thugs who relied on their ability to manipulate qi, bullying the weak and cowering before the strong.

But could he apply the same standard to this man?

'Of course not.'

The power that had overwhelmingly dominated the Crimson Eye Cult's avatar and the Four Evils, the will that showed no fear of the Hegemon Sword, the Emperor's blade—these were fundamentally different from the martial artists he despised.

That's why he had accepted the man's proposal to join them.

-Hey, how about joining our side?

Cheong-un recalled the conversation he'd had when Ja-seong called him aside recently.

-...Your side?
-From the looks of things, we'll probably end up fighting against sorcerers in the future. I'd like to have someone who can counter magic arts on our side for those times. You don't have anywhere else to go anyway, right?

We'll need a sorcerer, so join us.
Cheong-un hesitated at the oddly lukewarm recruitment offer.

-I, I have something I need to do...
-Revenge against the Emperor?
-...!

Ja-seong had accurately named his purpose.
It was clear who had informed him of his circumstances.

'That damn girl.'

Inwardly grumbling, Cheong-un answered proudly.

-Yes. I need to avenge my family. That's why I joined hands with the Crimson Eye Cult.
-But you cut ties with them because you couldn't accept innocent victims, right?
-C-cut ties...?
-Betrayed them, I mean.

Momentarily confused by the unfamiliar expression, Cheong-un nodded.
Ja-seong looked at him and snorted briefly.

-You want revenge but don't want to dirty your hands? Aren't you seeing the world too simply? Do you think the supreme ruler of the empire is so easy to kill while doing whatever you please?
-...

He had no response to that. He was self-aware enough to know he was being willful.

But what could he do? It just wasn't possible.

If he hadn't turned his back on the Crimson Eye Cult, if those horrific scenes had become reality, he wouldn't have been able to face the memory of his already deceased family.

It was fortunate that hadn't happened, but as a result, the path to revenge had become distant.

Cheong-un hung his head at the depressing thought.
But just then, Ja-seong said something completely unexpected.

-We'll help you with that revenge.
-...What?

Help with his revenge?
Did that mean opposing the Emperor?

Ja-seong smirked at Cheong-un's questioning gaze.

-Just to be clear, I'm not saying we'll kill the Emperor for you. Who knows what might happen later, but not right now.
-...How can you help with revenge without killing the Emperor?
-Hmm, maybe shortening his life through stress?

Frowning at the incomprehensible statement, Cheong-un received a more detailed explanation.

-Our first goal is to take down the Hegemon Sword. We'll overthrow them and become the new center of the martial world.
-...So you're saying you'll become the Emperor's new sword?
-It's a bit different. Nominally, we'll be the Emperor's faithful dogs, but we intend to be hounds that even the master can't handle carelessly.

Then Ja-seong spoke of his desire, his dream.

-What I want is "well water not encroaching on river water."
-Well water not encroaching on river water?

After pondering the phrase for a moment, Cheong-un suddenly understood its meaning and widened his eyes.

-You don't mean...?
-Yes. Simply put, my dream is to create a world where the Emperor can't arbitrarily control the martial world. A world the current Emperor would certainly despise.

Wouldn't that make the Emperor quite upset?
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Looking at Gun Ja-seong with his mischievous smile, Cheong-un could only gape.

A world where neither the Emperor nor officials could arbitrarily control the martial arts world? No matter how he tried, he couldn't imagine that being a good scenario.

"B-but is that really okay? If that happens, the Central Plains..."
"You think it'll become a mess?"
"...I'd say that's highly probable."

At Cheong-un's cautious response, Ja-seong twisted the corner of his mouth.

"That's why we need the Martial Alliance. A united organization to mediate conflicts and sanction troublemakers, allowing the martial world to regulate itself."

What does he mean by "self-regulation"?
Another unfamiliar expression had popped up, but Cheong-un let it slide. Then he carefully asked:

"...Why go to such lengths?"

Just listening to him, it sounded like he wanted to exclude imperial intervention and control the martial world themselves.

But look at that expression, that gleam in his eyes.
The way they sparkled like a naive young boy talking about an impossible dream revealed that what lay beneath wasn't mere lust for power.

So he asked.
What was the reason for doing all this?
And the answer came:

"I told you already, didn't I? It's my dream. And my desire too."

Dream. Desire.
He called it a dream because it was an ideal he wanted to achieve, and a desire because he was true to his own feelings.

"And in the process, I think we could definitely make the Emperor eat dirt. What do you think?"

His tone suggested he'd handle Cheong-un's revenge along the way.
It wasn't particularly sincere, but paradoxically, that gave Cheong-un some certainty.

The certainty that at least he wasn't trying to use or deceive him.

"...Alright. I'll join you."

After brief consideration, Cheong-un accepted the proposal.
Ja-seong looked satisfied with the answer, but only momentarily. He brought his face closer with a seemingly serious expression and spoke in a low voice.

"But there's one thing you need to be careful about."
"...What is it?"

When Cheong-un asked with a slightly tense tone, Ja-seong's mouth opened slowly with the most serious expression in the world.

"Don't mess with Yu Seol."
"...What?"

Cheong-un stared at Ja-seong with a dumbfounded expression.
For a moment, he thought it might be a joke, but that expression remained dead serious.

"I mean it. If you try anything funny, you might get something cut off, got it?"
"...Got it?"

Though bewildered by what this was all about, he nodded.
Honestly, even now, he couldn't understand what Ja-seong was talking about...

"Wait, someone's being chased?"

At the sound of Ja-seong's voice beside him, Cheong-un brought his consciousness back from the past to reality.

Someone being chased in this mountain where sorcery was at work?
As he pondered those words, he raised his voice:

"We're already within the sorcery's domain. If someone's being chased here...!"
"It means they're not affected by the sorcery."

His already fast pace quickened even more.
With the scenery flashing by and the biting wind making his eyes sting, Cheong-un finally closed them.

And not long after, he heard the sharp sound of metal and a piercing battle cry.

*Clang!*

"Haap!"

The speed gradually slowed.
When he opened his eyes again, he saw a Buddhist nun surrounded by a group in the distance.

The problem was that those surrounding her were also monks.

"...It seems most of the Ami Sect have become the sorcerer's puppets."

Ja-seong clicked his tongue at the situation, which was worse than expected.
Then he witnessed a sharp spear piercing the nun's side.

*Thunk!*

"Kuh...!"

With the situation turning urgent, he clicked his tongue again before leaping right into the middle of the encirclement.

"Stop!"

He landed while kicking the temple of the monk holding the spear.
Despite appearances, the impact must have been significant, as the monk's eyes rolled back and he collapsed.

With him, the spear blade embedded in the nun's side was pulled out.

*Squelch!*

"Ugh..."

Blood gushed like a waterfall from the deeply gouged wound.
Ja-seong immediately pressed acupuncture points around the wound to stop the bleeding.

"W-what did you do?"
"Can you heal her?"

When Cheong-un asked in surprise, he received a question instead of an answer.
Realizing this wasn't the time for conversation, Cheong-un got off Ja-seong's shoulder and cast the "Recovery Art."

*Woong*

Ignoring the minor wounds elsewhere on her body, he focused the technique on the most serious injury at her side.
The wound, covered in energy, visibly began to heal.

Seeing this, the voice that had been mocking Myeonghye earlier let out an exclamation.

*Hooh, could it be a sorcerer? Quite impressive for one so young.*

"Gek."

Cheong-un made a strange noise upon hearing that voice.
Others might not know, but as a former Leaf, he immediately recognized who it was.

And for good reason—the speaker was someone he had always despised.

*That perverted old man...!*

A man obsessed with women.
Sa-yeop, as Cheong-un knew him, could be defined in that one phrase.

Whether he had some bad experience with women in the past or not, this perverted old man tormented women in every possible way, as if driven by malice, and enjoyed it.

Because of this, the Branches—all women, including Il-ji—openly despised Sa-yeop, and others at the school kept their distance from him.
Only O-yeop and Yuk-yeop frequently associated with him, but that was a case of birds of a feather.

*Did the other two come with him?*

Sa-yeop, O-yeop, Yuk-yeop.
If these three sorcerers had joined forces to cast the Soul-Binding Myriad Spell, the enormous scale made sense.

While turning these thoughts over in his mind, Cheong-un continued the healing.
However, the spear blade must have penetrated quite deeply, as recovery was slower than expected.

"...It's going to take some time."
"How long?"
"About an hour before she can move."
"Got it."

Ja-seong replied lightly and drew Hong-il without unsheathing it.
Noticing his intention, Sa-yeop asked in an incredulous voice:

*What are you trying to do? Surely you don't think you can hold out for an hour against this many?*

"......"

Ja-seong remained silent, rotating his neck as if it was too bothersome to answer.
At this, anger mixed into Sa-yeop's voice.

*You've lost your mind. There's no need to keep two men alive. Kill them.*

At Sa-yeop's command, the Ami Sect disciples who had become puppets all rushed at Ja-seong at once.

*

Fortunately, the dozens of attackers ignored Cheong-un, who was healing the nun behind me, and came only for me.

Seeing spears, swords, and flying daggers all mixed together coming at me, I drew a large circle with my sword.

The spiral created by the Taiji Sword Technique—the pinnacle of flowing swordplay and the marvel of grafting principles—caused the attacks to fly in random directions instead of their intended targets.

Normally, they would end up attacking the person next to them or impaling themselves with their own attacks.
However, since I couldn't kill the Ami disciples, I moderated my strength appropriately.

As a result, the attacks meant for me ended up striking empty air or the ground, and some even lost their balance and fell face-first.

*W-what...!*

The voice sounded shocked at this sight.
There's nothing particularly catching in my energy field, so how and from where is he watching this place?

It doesn't seem like he scattered winged eyes like So-so... could it be Thousand-Mile Vision?
I think I heard only someone called Il-gan could do that.

While thinking about various possibilities, I rushed toward the Ami disciples whose stances had been disrupted.

First, I struck the back of the neck of a monk who was staggering to his feet, knocking him unconscious, then pressed the acupuncture points of the nun beside him.

After subduing four more, six were neutralized in an instant.

*What are you doing! Move and fight already!*

Perhaps feeling a sense of crisis at this sight, the voice thundered through the mountain, ordering them to fight without rhyme or reason.
And the puppets faithfully followed that thoughtless command.

The Buddhist disciples, having forgotten their hearts of great compassion, straightened their stances and swung their weapons relentlessly.
Feeling sorry for their behavior, I leaped high into the air.

*Kwang!*

Spears and flying daggers struck the spot where I had been standing.
I landed lightly on the shafts of the two weapons and ran along them.

Seeing me approach in an instant, the two monks applied force to lift their weapons.
Using that force, I jumped into the air again and did a somersault.

Falling head-first toward the ground, I aimed two fingers at the monks' backs.
My target was the Cheonju acupuncture point, where the neck connects to the head.

Small energy balls shot from my fingertips struck their bodies, causing them to freeze stiff.

As soon as I confirmed this, I rotated my body and landed softly on the ground.

"Oh, ohh...!"

An exclamation came from behind me.
Glancing back, I saw Cheong-un staring at me with wide eyes.
What's with this kid?

"Aren't you concentrating?"
"I-I am!"

At my rebuke, the kid refocused on the nun.
With a snicker, I gently pushed away a sword that came slicing through the air.

The sword's trajectory naturally shifted sideways.
Following that trajectory, I tripped the nun's foot, causing her to tumble across the ground.

*Argh! How can dozens of you fail to handle just one person!*

The voice erupted in anger at the sight of the puppets struggling to exert their strength.
Tsk, he's not really in a position to be angry.

Whatever martial arts these Ami disciples have learned or whatever achievements they've made, they're probably only able to use half of their original capabilities at best.

With their minds controlled by a sorcerer who doesn't know the first thing about martial arts, they can't fight properly.

The only thing they can do is overwhelm with numbers.
Somehow that nun behind me was overcome by those numbers, but it won't work on me.

The situation remained unchanged afterward.
The mindless Ami disciples swung their weapons earnestly, but they had no chance of reaching me, and the mysterious voice was about to go crazy with frustration.

As time passed and the number of disciples I had subdued reached twenty, the news I'd been waiting for finally came.

"Done! This should be enough for her to be moved!"

Turning my head at Cheong-un's voice, I saw that the nun's gaping side wound had healed considerably.
As he said, it seemed safe enough to carry her now.

Then there's only one thing left to do.

"Let's bolt."

After sheathing Hong-il at my side again, I slung the nun over my shoulder and tucked Cheong-un under my arm.
Then, without looking back, I quickly descended the way we had come.

*W-what...! You! Where do you think you're escaping to!*

Where am I escaping to? Back to the village, of course.

The reason Cheong-un and I climbed the mountain was solely for reconnaissance.
But beyond simple reconnaissance, we even rescued a nun who might know about the Ami Sect's current situation.
And from Cheong-un's reaction, he seems to know who the voice belongs to.

In short, there's no reason to continue fighting with puppets or to climb further up the mountain.

So we need to go back down.

I stomped my foot hard and dashed toward the mountain entrance like the wind.

*Catch them right now-!*

Leaving behind the empty cries of the voice.

Ch.391 - Revealed Traces
As expected, the disciples of the Ami Sect who had become puppets couldn't even think about chasing after Gun Ja-seong, who had disappeared in an instant.

With dozens of troops being toyed with one-sidedly and even losing the nun they were trying to capture, Sa-yeop let out an enraged howl.

"Aaaaargh!"

He jumped up from where he was sitting and started throwing objects around him indiscriminately.

Antique incense burners and tables from the Ami Sect flew everywhere, and one of them hit a Buddha statue.

The statue fell from the impact and broke, its head rolling across the floor.
Only after seeing that did Sa-yeop finally stop his rampage, and a familiar voice reached his ears.

"Brother, what's the matter?"

Two elderly men appeared, their bodies covered in dark spots and extremely thin, barely covered by clothing.
They were O-yeop and Yuk-yeop, who had attacked the Ami Sect with Sa-yeop.

They had been in the middle of committing atrocities with some of the nuns who had become puppets when they heard their sworn brother's howl and came to see what was happening.

After fuming and grumbling for a while, Sa-yeop finally explained the situation.

"...The nun escaped through our encirclement."
"What? How? How could dozens of men fail to capture one woman? Did she have some hidden skill?"
"That's not it! Two strange men appeared and took her away!"

When he explained that one of the strange men was a sorcerer, and the other was a monster who single-handedly overwhelmed dozens of Ami Sect disciples, their expressions finally turned serious.

"Then what should we do? Should we run away?"
"Run away? Have you forgotten why we came all the way here from the holy ground of our cult?"

At the sharp rebuke, O-yeop answered lightly in his dry, withered voice.

"Well, to avenge our brother, isn't it?"
"Wrong! It's for the greater cause of our cult!"

Raising his voice again, Sa-yeop went on about various things.
Something about the Ami Sect being one of the Nine Major Sects, and how they must be eliminated for the sake of a beautiful, crimson world.

*He was openly excited about getting revenge on that nun Jin-jeong, and now he's making excuses...*

Though they found his transparent excuse ridiculous, the two sworn brothers decided to quietly cover up their elder brother's flaw.

"So, what should we do now? If that nun has left the mountain, won't she soon call for reinforcements? Like from Cheongseong or the Tang family?"
"...We need to stop her before that happens."

As Sa-yeop answered with a stern face, just as he was about to speak to his two curious sworn brothers, a commotion erupted outside.

"M-Master Sa-yeop, are you there?!"

"...What's this?"

Currently in the Bokho Temple, there were only puppets under his spell and those who hadn't yet become puppets.
The former couldn't speak, and the latter had no reason to address him respectfully.

So who could that voice outside belong to?
Puzzled, he opened the door and went outside to find a middle-aged scholar anxiously pacing around the temple grounds.

It was a familiar face.
A member of the Crimson Eye Cult who had hidden his identity throughout the Central Plains. In fact, he was the representative of this Ami County.

"Ah...! You're safe! Thank goodness."

The scholar's face brightened upon seeing Sa-yeop emerge.
This reaction puzzled not only Sa-yeop but also his two sworn brothers.

"What are you talking about? Safe and thankful for what?"

It sounded as if some disaster had struck.
When he asked for an explanation, he heard something completely unexpected.

"That monster-like man is the great sinner who harmed the divine incarnation?"
"When I first saw his face, I wasn't sure, but after looking at his features again, I confirmed it. It's definitely him."

A great sinner who destroyed the sacred tree, which could be called an incarnation of their god.
From the perspective of the scholar who had lived his entire life as a devout cult member, it was like failing to recognize his own parents' enemy standing right before him.

Seemingly overcome with remorse, he shed tears of regret.

"Sob, hic...! Divine Tree, please forgive this foolish one."

After watching the scholar beat his chest in distress, Sa-yeop pressed him urgently.

"So! Did you confirm where he went?"
"...Pardon? Where he... went? Confirm?"

Seeing the tear-stained face looking confused, Sa-yeop raised his voice.

"You must have seen him coming down the mountain with the nun! Didn't you check where they were going?"
"C-coming down? Wasn't he subdued by you, Master Sa-yeop?"

What nonsense was this?
He had clearly seen the man carrying the nun over his shoulder and the sorcerer at his side as they descended the mountain.

From behind the confused Sa-yeop, Yuk-yeop spoke up.

"Didn't you say there was a sorcerer with him? Since he was carrying a bloodied nun, he probably used some magic to conceal their appearance."

That's right.
The sudden appearance of the great sinner had prevented his mind from working properly.

Sa-yeop clicked his tongue in annoyance and gave orders to the now pale-faced scholar.

"Go down the mountain immediately and find him. The nun he took was in bad condition, so they're probably still in the village. Check the inns first."
"Y-yes! Understood!"

As the scholar hurriedly left the temple, Sa-yeop turned to his two sworn brothers.
O-yeop immediately spoke up.

"We must report this to Il-gan right away. This isn't just some skilled nobody—he's the one who destroyed the sacred tree!"

The destruction of the sacred tree.
This was something that even the three of them, who prided themselves on their abilities, wouldn't dare attempt.

Of course, a mere martial artist couldn't have damaged the sacred tree with physical strength alone.
There must have been some lucky circumstance.

Nevertheless, the fact remained that he had destroyed the sacred tree.
It would be foolish to underestimate him.

Acknowledging that O-yeop was absolutely right, Sa-yeop took out a mirror—a thousand-li communication mirror—from his robe.
Soon, light emanated from the mirror, and the face of a man with cold features, Il-gan, appeared.

"Sa-yeop, have you completed the extermination of the Ami Sect?"

"No, not yet."

"Not yet? Don't tell me you're delaying because you're playing with the nuns?"

O-yeop and Yuk-yeop flinched.
Unlike Sa-yeop, who was saving his strength (?) to unleash it all on his enemy Jin-jeong, they had been thoroughly enjoying themselves with the puppet nuns.

Of course, they soon lost interest, saying it felt like being with stone women.
Sa-yeop glanced at his two embarrassed sworn brothers and shook his head.

"How could that be? It's just that the Ami Sect's resistance was stronger than expected."

"Hmm."

A sound full of doubt.
For a moment, Sa-yeop felt indignant at the expression that clearly showed disbelief in his words, but even he had to admit his past record was too colorful to argue against.

Besides, that wasn't the important issue right now.
Suppressing his anger, Sa-yeop got straight to the point.

"However, an unexpected problem has arisen."

"Unexpected problem? What is it?"

"He has come here. The great sinner who destroyed the divine incarnation in Chengdu."

"...What did you say?"

Sa-yeop was surprised.
Il-gan, who normally never revealed his emotions or changed his expression, now showed clear shock on his face.

It was enough to make him realize that the man who had toyed with him was far more dangerous than he had thought.
With his face stiffening, Sa-yeop asked in a lower voice.

"What should we do?"

"......"

Silence followed.
But compared to usual, his much more dynamic facial muscles revealed Il-gan's complex inner thoughts.

Worry, conflict, resignation.
The words that finally came out were something Sa-yeop truly couldn't believe—didn't want to believe.

"...Abort the mission. Return to the holy ground immediately."

"What?"

He doubted his hearing. He wanted to doubt it.
His senses, which had remained intact despite aging into a wrinkled, ugly appearance, now seemed betraying.

"He hasn't done anything yet. The cult member in the village just reported his appearance. In just a few days, just a few days, I could wipe out the Ami Sect, and you're telling me to give that up?"

Sa-yeop deliberately concealed the fact that Gun Ja-seong had taken one of the nuns.
He hoped Il-gan might change his mind.

Even seeing his two sworn brothers' shocked faces, he knew it was wrong, but he did it anyway.

*Jin-jeong is right in front of me.*

Decades ago, she was the enemy who had ruined his face, once comparable to Song Yu or Pan An.
Every time he felt women's gazes of admiration turn to disgust, he had sworn while nursing his anger.

That he would violate her in all sorts of humiliating ways and peel off her beautiful face.
The moment he had waited decades for was right in front of him, and now he was being told to give up?

*I can't do that.*

Sa-yeop desperately hoped inside.
Please, let Il-gan change his mind. Let him achieve his revenge.

But the man in the mirror was adamant.

"Then that's fortunate. Get out immediately. Now is your chance, while he hasn't recognized you yet."

"...But he's just one man, isn't he? What are you so afraid of?"

Finally, words of defiance flowed from Sa-yeop's mouth.
O-yeop and Yuk-yeop were horrified, and Il-gan frowned.

Silence suddenly filled the surroundings.
Il-gan and Sa-yeop stared directly at each other, while the other two held their breath.

After some time, a sigh came from beyond the thousand-li mirror.

"...Well, you know nothing about him. If you did, you wouldn't speak like that."

"Is there something specific I should know? Isn't he just a great sinner who harmed the divine incarnation?"

"He's not just a great sinner. He's a calamity that threatens our very existence."

"...What do you mean?"

Sa-yeop was one of the highest-ranking officials of the cult.
He knew well that the scale of the Crimson Eye Cult was nowhere near that of its predecessor, the Ming Cult.

If all the cult members hidden throughout the Central Plains, like the scholar who had just hurriedly left, were gathered together, they would outnumber even the beggars of the Beggar Sect.

For such a large organization to have its existence threatened by just one person?
If anyone but Il-gan had said it, he would have laughed outright.

"You don't believe me, I see."

"It's not exactly that, but it feels like you're unnecessarily frightened."

He was saying he simply couldn't believe it and that Il-gan seemed overly scared.
Reading Sa-yeop's attitude, Il-gan was silent for a moment before slowly speaking.

"It's been a month since the sacred tree in Chengdu was destroyed and we identified that villain's face. That's quite a long time."

"So what?"

"It was enough time to trace his activities and understand the pattern."

After learning Gun Ja-seong's face, Il-gan immediately had sketches made and distributed to cult members throughout the Central Plains.
Then he began tracking his past activities.

Fortunately, perhaps because he had quite a distinctive appearance, it wasn't difficult to investigate his movements.

"Thanks to that, we discovered that this isn't the first time he has interfered with our affairs."

"Not the first time?"

Looking at Sa-yeop's questioning face, Il-gan recalled Gun Ja-seong's activities that he had investigated over the past month.
The web of ill-fated connections, so intricately woven that he could hardly believe it even after checking multiple times.

Ch.392 - Revealed Traces
The first sighting was in Hefei.

A scheme by Paecheon Fortress to steal the Namgung Family's wealth and influence in Anhui. But the plan that had been progressing smoothly was utterly shattered in its final stage at the martial arts tournament.

All because of one unknown young expert.

Since it was a public tournament, many eyes were watching, and many remembered the face of that unknown young expert. Thanks to that, they could quickly confirm it was the same person.

"But Hefei was merely the beginning."

Next was Yangyang, at the Zhuge Family.
The Six Branches infiltrator had been conducting blood essence experiments within the family.

It was an experiment to see how blood essence would affect humans, and also to eliminate those called the Divine Zhuge in advance.

But this too failed.
As luck would have it, a guest staying at the Zhuge Family at that time ruined everything.

He manifested "Sword Qi Hardening Into Force" and destroyed the blood essence.

"Thanks to that, I could remember his name. Gun Ja-seong."

"Gun Ja-seong..."

Wherever he went after that, incidents followed.
The avatar at Wudang Mountain was destroyed, and the military forces of Paecheon Fortress, which were little more than their puppets, were consecutively annihilated.

It wasn't difficult to guess that this monstrously powerful Gun Ja-seong was behind these events.

"Eventually, even the avatar in the capital was destroyed by his hands."

*And I suspect I-gan's disappearance is also likely related to him.*

I-gan recalled his subordinate who had gone missing while investigating the destruction of the Wudang Mountain avatar, but quickly shook his head to clear his thoughts.

Meanwhile, the three sorcerers who heard I-gan's story wore astonished expressions.

"How, how can one human interfere with our cult's affairs to such an extent? Unless it's some trick of fate...!"

"I told you. He's a calamity threatening our very existence."

Because of Ja-seong alone, all their carefully laid plans were being twisted. As much as he wanted to tear him limb from limb and burn his soul to ashes, as his numerous exploits proved, he was no easy opponent.

*If it came to a one-on-one fight, probably even our Left and Right Protectors would need to step in personally.*

The only other method that came to mind was to wear him down with numerous troops and then overwhelm him with firepower...

"Then, shouldn't we immediately send forces to deal with him? This is a golden opportunity since we know Gun Ja-seong's whereabouts, isn't it?"

Sa-yeop's panicked voice interrupted I-gan's thoughts about how to deal with Ja-seong. I-gan's brow twitched at his words, as he still didn't grasp the situation.

"What have you been listening to? Forces to deal with him? If we could send them, we would have done so already. It's impossible, which is why I'm telling you to flee."

"......"

Sa-yeop was at a loss for words.
He had never heard this unpleasant man speak so weakly before.

"...If you understand, leave immediately."

I-gan's gaze sharpened, seemingly displeased at having to speak so openly. Faced with such a piercing look, any other response was impossible.

"...Understood."

As soon as he heard the desired answer, I-gan disappeared from the mirror.
Sa-yeop lowered his head and quietly tucked the thousand-mile mirror into his robe.
O-yeop, watching his sworn brother's reaction, asked:

"Well then, we should prepare to dispel the spell and leave. I'll make the preparations..."

"No. We can't do that."

Sa-yeop's response contradicted his earlier agreement.
When he raised his head again, a dangerous light flashed in his eyes.

Seeing this, O-yeop and Yuk-yeop were immediately horrified.

"What do you mean we can't? Are you planning to defy I-gan's orders? Have you gone mad, brother? How will you face the consequences after already being on bad terms with him?"

"I have a plan..."

"Enough! I don't want to hear it."

O-yeop cut off Sa-yeop's words and spoke firmly.
Yuk-yeop, though silent, actively sided with O-yeop.

"I've quietly followed your wishes all this time, brother, but this time I cannot."

"O-yeop."

"You didn't listen either. To what that monster-like man has done. In a situation where even I-gan tells us to flee rather than fight, you still insist on revenge?"

Revenge.
At the mention of that word, sparks flew from Sa-yeop's eyes.
The emotions he had been suppressing finally overflowed, igniting the fuel of hatred that had congealed within him.

"Yes, I must have that damned revenge! Otherwise, I cannot live with myself!"

His roaring voice, as if spitting blood, echoed throughout the Bokho Temple.
O-yeop flinched and stepped back.
Sa-yeop approached him, gripping his shoulders firmly, and saw his own reflection in O-yeop's slightly frightened eyes.

The hideous scar that cut across the middle of his face.
He could easily conceal it with illusion arts, but what would be the point? The fact that he had become disfigured wouldn't change!

"For the past decades, I've waited only for this day. To make that Golden Essence, that cursed Amjung, look just like me. To return all the pain I received."

"B-brother...!"

"That moment is right in front of me, and you're telling me to run away? O-yeop, could you do it? Huh?"

What do I care?
O-yeop couldn't understand his sworn brother.

A man, and an old wrinkled one at that, making such a fuss over a facial scar?

He had become sworn brothers with Sa-yeop only about ten years ago, when they were already middle-aged men.
Therefore, he neither knew nor cared about Sa-yeop's pride in his appearance from when he was called Hyeongok-sa.

Of course, even if he had known, his current thoughts wouldn't have changed.

"Ah, let go and let's talk!"

O-yeop shook off the hands gripping his shoulders painfully.
Realizing his sworn brothers had no intention of understanding him, Sa-yeop sighed deeply and spoke quietly.

"One day."

"...?"

"Just one day. Let's stay for just one more day. If we can't get into the main hall by then, I'll follow your wishes."

One day.
A very short time compared to the decades he had dreamed of revenge.
But to O-yeop and Yuk-yeop, it felt like an eternity.

"I-gan told us to leave right now. If we stay and he comes back up..."

"Would he come back up in just one day? Even if he did, we could use the Amipha people to block him and have enough time to escape."

O-yeop's resolve weakened at Sa-yeop's persuasion.
Would one day be okay? Along with this thought, another question arose.

"...But what can you do in just one day?"

"I'll handle that. You just need to use those to keep watch."

O-yeop and Yuk-yeop, who had been at a loss, eventually nodded.
Like Sa-yeop said, they thought nothing would happen in just one day.

They couldn't even begin to imagine what consequences this seemingly insignificant choice would bring.

*

In an unknown deep forest.
In the heart of this deserted forest, where only a small path existed, there was surprisingly a fairly large estate.

An estate large enough to accommodate hundreds of people.
This was none other than the headquarters of the Lower Heaven Sect.

The headquarters of the martial world's top information organization, comparable to the Beggar's Sect, was sitting right in the middle of this nameless forest.

And in the inner hall of this headquarters, the mysterious leader of the Lower Heaven Sect was currently letting out a thunderous roar.

"Are you really going to handle things this way!?"

[No... it's not like I did it on purpose! The situation...]

"Save your excuses!"

The small bird, who had been cautiously making excuses, flinched at the sharp cry.
The bird's appearance, with its head drooping dejectedly, was cute and adorable, but Ye So-ha, the leader of the Lower Heaven Sect, had no interest in such things.

"Gun Ja-seong, our hero, has been exposed to those damn bastards! I planted you there to prevent that situation, but you couldn't even do that one thing properly...!"

So-ha continued to scold the small bird, Hwang, with blazing eyes.
Cheong, who had been standing back a step, approached to stop her.

"Sect Leader, that's enough. Hwang must have done her best to handle it somehow. Not everything in this world goes as planned."

"...This isn't something we can just let slide. Gun Ja-seong has been exposed. The sole reason and hope for all our hard work is in danger."

So-ha muttered irritably while running her hand through her hair.
Unlike usual, she couldn't regain her composure even at Cheong's words.
That's how seriously she was taking the current situation.

"Soon those damn devils will try all sorts of nonsense to kill Gun Ja-seong! This won't do. We need to kidnap him right now and take him to Eden...!"

[Um... I don't think that will happen.]

But the very person who had failed to do her job properly didn't seem to think so.
So-ha turned to look at her with wide eyes, and though hesitant, Hwang continued speaking.

[The current atmosphere within the Crimson Eye Cult isn't very good. Their saplings keep getting destroyed, all their branches except I-gan have been wiped out, and their connections to the blood tree keep getting severed. Because of this, they're too busy with internal discipline to do anything else.]

"...Are you sure?"

[I'm certain.]

Only then did So-ha breathe a sigh of relief, but immediately narrowed her eyes and questioned her.

"That's good to hear, but let me ask you. Why were you neglecting your most important mission?"

[Well, I'm not sure if this is good news or not.]

The small bird fidgeted, rubbing the tips of her wings together, and then truly surprising words flowed from her mouth.

[I've been selected as one of the new branches.]

"...What?"

For a moment, So-ha wore a blank expression, not understanding Hwang's words, but then she quickly regained her senses and pressed her.

"You, a branch? Are you sure? You're not having some strange dream?"

[I'm also bewildered, but no, it's not a dream.]

"Hmm...?"

The spy they had sent in had become one of the enemy's top executives.

Is that bad? Not at all.
They could now obtain much more intimate information than before, and learn about the schemes the enemies were secretly plotting.

The question was "why?"

"What did you do?"

[I really didn't do anything special. Really.]

Hwang then began to list everything she had done within the Crimson Eye Cult.

Pretending to diligently read the cult's scriptures every day.
Completing almost three people's worth of work by herself.
Occasionally flattering her superiors.

Hearing this, So-ha, Hong, and Cheong wore indescribable expressions.

"In other words, you constantly kept the cult's scriptures in your heart, were three times more capable than others, and even flattered your superiors well?"

Wow, even I would want to make someone like that my closest aide.

Ch.393 - Information Blockade
The small bird stroked its head with its wing in response to So-ha's blatant stare.

[Is that how it works?]

"Is that how it works? Anyway, you really don't know the meaning of moderation. I repeatedly told you not to draw attention to yourself... though I can't scold you too much since the outcome wasn't bad."

After heaving a deep sigh, So-ha composed herself and gave orders to Hwang.

"This is an opportunity we can't easily pass up. Focus on gaining Il-gan's trust for a while. We'll handle matters concerning Gun Ja-seong."

[I'm sorry. If I had done better...]

"That's enough. We can't change what's already happened, so we need to think about what comes next."

Who was it that had been scolding loudly just moments ago?

Though Cheong and Hong exchanged incredulous glances, So-ha paid them no mind.

[Then I shall take my leave.]

"Yes, good work."

Once the small bird disappeared into thin air after a respectful farewell, So-ha turned to the two.

"What do you plan to do now?"
"While it's certainly good news that Hwang has become an executive in the Crimson Eye Cult, we can't take Gun Ja-seong's exposure lightly. I think one of us should stay by his side."

Hong asked in a serious tone.

"Is there really any need to worry? Gun Ja-seong isn't someone who'd be easily defeated."

It might sound too carefree at first glance.
But Ja-seong's track record was quite—no, extremely—impressive.

Just recently in Chengdu, he practically took down Sa-gan and Myomok single-handedly.
Recalling the admiration she felt upon hearing that news, Cheong supported Hong's position.

"...This time I agree with Hong. We might unnecessarily antagonize him, and besides, doesn't he already have Ja by his side?"
"No, he doesn't! I specifically told Ja to stick close to Gun Ja-seong, but he deserted on his own!"

So-ha erupted in anger at the mention of the nickname she had forced upon Ja-gong.
From her perspective, this insolent subordinate was extremely displeasing.

*He betrayed his comrades during war!*

A deserter who abandoned his comrades fighting to protect their homeland.
That was exactly how So-ha viewed Ja-gong.

By the rules, he deserved immediate execution, but she had mercifully saved him and made him her subordinate, yet he didn't appreciate it...!

"Since when did you become such a stickler for rules?"
"Because that bastard keeps ignoring my orders!"

She went on about how he had always been rebellious and how she was the only one suffering because of it.

As So-ha clung to her and started whining, Cheong stroked her back while glancing sideways.
Immediately noticing her partner's thoughts, Hong promptly brought over a cool plum tea and handed it to So-ha.

*Gulp, gulp*

After downing the tea vigorously as if it were alcohol and exhaling loudly, So-ha narrowed her eyes with determination.

"We should definitely assign someone to him. He probably already knows we're monitoring his movements, so why worry about antagonizing him now?"

She seemed to have made up her mind.
Once she reached this point, she would never back down.

When a superior makes a decision, one must follow.
Cheong sighed softly, nodded, and asked.

"Then who do you plan to assign? Me? Or Hong?"
"You two have other tasks. I'll assign Nok."
"Nok? But Nok is..."
"She's already heading to Huayun County with that wolf girl and the Muyong family, right? She can join up with them there."

"Wolf girl" referred to Chinorun, the Mongolian female warrior whom Nok had encountered on Phoenix Mountain.

After their somewhat violent first meeting, Nok reported about her to So-ha.
Intrigued by this unexpected variable, she immediately ordered an investigation on Chinorun.

Soon they discovered that she had come from the northern steppes and was currently staying as a guest at the Muyong family's main residence.

A powerful warrior who appeared out of nowhere, capable of destroying Myomok and defeating an executive.
There was no reason not to try to bring her to their side.

With So-ha's permission regarding Chinorun, Nok went back to find her and shared their respective situations.

"Oh, the Crimson Eye Cult? So the one I killed in the mountains belonged to them?"
"Yes. He was one of their executives."
"Then the remaining pieces must be held by these executives!"

After calming down Chinorun, who was demanding to be taken to their headquarters immediately, Nok made a proposal.

"Our Lower Heaven Sect is currently fighting against the Crimson Eye Cult. Would you join forces with us?"

Their goal was to annihilate the Crimson Eye Cult.
Chinorun's goal was to recover the 'Blue Wolf Pieces' from the cult's executives.

Since they shared the same enemy, why not join forces? After briefly considering this proposal, Chinorun proudly declared:

"I'll decide after seeing your capabilities! If you're just useless chaff, there's no need to cooperate!"
"Capabilities...?"

Nok, who had been thinking about intelligence networks or organizational scale, was taken aback by Chinorun's demand.

"Bring your strongest warrior! I'll fight them myself to gauge your worth."
"Ah..."

Surprised by this unexpected request, Nok relayed it directly to her superior.
So-ha responded without much deliberation:

"Tell her to come to Huayun County. The Muyong family will be attending the Martial Arts Conference there anyway, right? She can come along with them."

Following that directive, Nok and Chinorun were currently traveling to Shaanxi with the Muyong family.
So there would be no problem having Nok join Ja-seong's group in Huayun County.

*How timely. As if she planned it from the beginning.*

Cheong asked with a suspicious look.

"Don't tell me you intended to have Gun Ja-seong face that woman from the start?"
"W-what? No way. I'm going to Huayun County myself anyway. But if Gun Ja-seong wants to do it himself, I wouldn't mind giving him the opportunity..."

So-ha glanced around nervously as she trailed off.
As Cheong's gaze grew sharper, she hastily fled.

"...Sigh."

After briefly staring at the spot where her superior had disappeared, Cheong sighed and turned to Hong.

"Well, shall we go? To Kaifeng."
"Yes."

With Hong nodding vigorously, Cheong left the headquarters and headed for Kaifeng.
To build the main complex of the Martial Alliance.

*

I returned to the inn's annex with Cheong-un, our appearances concealed by his illusion technique, and immediately laid the female monk down in an empty room.

"Ugh, mmm..."

Though still unconscious, she furrowed her brow and moaned in pain.
Cheong-un resumed his treatment.

The surrounding energy gathered in his small palm before seeping into the female monk's body.

The healing speed was somewhat slower compared to Old Man Gok's technique that I had seen before.

Well, considering the age difference and resulting skill gap, it couldn't be helped.
If anything, achieving this much proved Cheong-un's extraordinary talent.

Anyway, since it would take quite some time, should I leave it to him for now?

I quietly left the room and surveyed the annex.
There was no sign of anyone; they must have all gone outside.
They were probably gathering information in the village.

"...Then the Crimson Eye Cult members hiding in the village will hear about it."

If news of the Two Schools' disciples returning from Chengdu reached them, the sorcerers of Bokho Temple might panic and do something rash.

I can't let that happen.
I immediately channeled energy into Baek-hwan.

The bracelet began to glow softly, revealing the location of its counterpart.
Fortunately, the Beggar Sect branch didn't seem too far away.

The problem was leaving those two alone... but they should be fine, right?
I glanced back at the room where Cheong-un and the female monk were, nodded to myself, and left the annex again.

Soon I arrived at the Beggar Sect branch.
In a corner of the village, among buildings that anyone would identify as a beggar's den, stood one that still maintained some semblance of a proper house.

When I entered, the beggars sprawled randomly in the courtyard all turned to look at me, then casually returned to their original positions.

They seemed to recognize me already, so I continued inside without concern.
Just then, I heard Hwa-ryeon's voice.

"So you're saying the Beggar Sect members sent up for investigation have also lost contact?"
"Yes. We sent up some first-level beggars who don't know martial arts four days ago, but there's been no word from them. Finding it suspicious, we contacted Chengdu right away."

The middle-aged beggar who was answering seriously brightened when he saw me approaching from behind the group.
Following his gaze, Hwa-ryeon smiled gently while Yu Seol and Master looked surprised.

"You're back already?"
"It just worked out that way. Are you the branch leader here?"
"Yes. I am Ga Sun-do, the branch leader of Ami County. Pleased to meet you, Gun Ja-seong."

After exchanging formal greetings, I got straight to the point.

"Do you know anything about the middle-aged scholar hanging around the entrance to Mount Ami?"
"Middle-aged scholar... are you referring to Scholar Yang from Jinhua Academy?"
"I don't know his name..."

After thinking briefly, I described the scholar's appearance, and he nodded in confirmation.

"But why are you asking about Scholar Yang?"
"That man is a member of the Crimson Eye Cult."
"...What?"

The branch leader stared at me blankly for a moment before jumping to his feet.

"T-that can't be...! Scholar Yang is a native of this village. Moreover, he's a respected scholar here...!"
"Regardless of his public reputation, it's clear he's a member of the Crimson Eye Cult. I want to subdue his group immediately. Can you help?"

Though the branch leader still seemed incredulous, he eventually agreed to my urging and began mobilizing his beggars.

"Ja-seong, what's going on?"
"I'll explain the details when we get back. For now, return to the annex. Cheong-un is treating a female monk from the Ami Sect. Please stay with him."

Though confused by the rapidly unfolding situation, Hwa-ryeon nodded and left with the others to return to the inn.

Then I addressed the bewildered Beggar Sect members.

"The people here might not be enough. Please gather the Two Schools disciples scattered throughout the village."

When the female monk and I came down to the mountain entrance, we overheard the middle-aged scholar speaking with obvious alarm.

"I must inform them about the great criminal who just climbed the mountain. I'll go up briefly, so guard this place well."

The great criminal.
I immediately realized he was referring to me.

While it wasn't pleasant being labeled a criminal, what mattered now was that he served as a messenger to the mysterious voice, relaying news from outside.

We needed to subdue him before he could inform the voice about the arrival of the Ami and Cheongseong disciples.
I left the branch with the other Beggar Sect members.
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Fortunately, gathering the disciples of Cheong-seong and Ami didn't take long.

"Great Master, have you already finished your reconnaissance and returned? What's the rush?"

I quickly explained the situation to Deung Hyeon-ja who had addressed me with the burdensome title of "Great Master."
The faces of everyone present changed with each passing moment as they listened.

When my explanation ended, determined resolve appeared on everyone's faces.

"We must hurry."
"I want to subdue them before they can alert the sorcerers of our arrival."
"I understand. Let's move immediately."

As we headed toward the entrance of Ami Mountain, our haste seemed worthwhile. In the distance, I spotted a middle-aged scholar just coming down from the mountain entrance.

Before catching the head, I should cut off the limbs first, right?
I expanded my qi detection network to its maximum to check for other Crimson Eye Cult members nearby.

"Over there, the man in the blue uniform drinking tea on the second floor of the tea house, and those three workers chatting, and..."

After describing the cult members positioned at the mountain entrance and instructing everyone to subdue them quietly, I approached the scholar with quick steps.
He was startled when I suddenly appeared before him.

The confusion and sense of crisis in his pupils were clear.
Not very skilled at acting, are you?

"Y-you...!"
"You told me not to go up the mountain, yet here you are coming and going as you please?"

As I asked with a twisted smile, he broke into a cold sweat and fumbled through various excuses.

"Y-you ignored my advice and went up the mountain anyway. I was worried when you didn't come back down...! W-when did you return? I don't think I saw you coming down?"
"Just a little while ago. For a supposedly cursed place, nothing unusual happened."
"I-I see. It must have been a false rumor. I have urgent business, so if you'll excuse me..."

As he tried to slip past me, I blocked his path again.

"W-why are you doing this?"
"I just wanted to ask you something. Do you have time..."

"Aaagh!"

A scream echoed from the distance.
Glancing over, I saw the man in the blue uniform who had been drinking tea now being subdued by a monk while shrieking loudly.

"Glory to the Divine Wood! Glory to the Divine Woooood!"

It was truly the cry of a devoted fanatic willing to sacrifice not only his life but his soul for his object of worship.
So much for subduing them quietly.

"Kuk!"

The middle-aged scholar, having assessed the situation, contorted his face and fled.
His nimbleness was surprising for someone with such a plump physique that suggested a lifetime of avoiding exercise.

It wouldn't be difficult to catch and subdue him immediately, but according to what I'd heard, this man was a respected figure in the village.
Kidnapping him in broad daylight in front of everyone would be too conspicuous.

Besides, where would he run to in such a panic? Could he be heading to a hidden base? The thought crossed my mind.

Having quickly made my decision, I turned to Deung Ryeon-ja who was standing beside me.

"Please send the subdued cult members directly to the Beggar Clan branch and position the Cheong-seong disciples at the mountain entrance. I'll pursue this scholar with the Ami Sect people."
"Understood. Go with confidence."

After nodding to his confident assertion, I followed the scholar with the Ami Sect disciples.

As we followed at a distance, I noticed his pace gradually slowing, perhaps thinking he had lost us.
We slowed our pace accordingly, and I could hear people around us whispering.

"Aren't those Ami Sect monks? Why are they rushing like that..."
"Come to think of it, I saw Scholar Yang hurrying somewhere earlier."

The title "Scholar Yang" came from various directions.
For a respected figure, he seemed to have much higher recognition than I expected.

"Could Master Gun be mistaken? Scholar Yang being a cult member, I simply can't..."
"I feel the same. But Master Gun wouldn't act this way without reason, would he?"

Such conversations were even happening among the Ami Sect people following behind.

What if Scholar Yang had actively proselytized later on?
While the Ami Sect people might not have been swayed, the villagers might have readily accepted the cult's doctrines.

After all, if a person respected in the village for decades was preaching, wouldn't they think, "If it's good enough for him, it's good enough for us"?

One shouldn't expect discernment from common folk in ancient Ming Dynasty. Most would live their entire lives without learning a single character.

Thinking about it this way, it's hard to dismiss as mere speculation.

I wished it were just paranoia, but it seemed like a highly plausible hypothesis.
The problem was that Ami County was unlikely to be the only place in this situation.

I recalled the numerous cities and villages we had passed through.
Were Crimson Eye Cult members hiding there too?

Perhaps proselytizing was already underway beneath the surface in many places.
As these thoughts continued to trouble me, Scholar Yang entered a small estate.

My companions and I cautiously followed him inside, and...

"W-wife! Myeong-ah! Come here!"

I was speechless at the sight before me.

"Y-you accursed ones! The Divine Wood will never forgive you! He will punish you accordingly!"
"M-mom...!"
"I-it's okay. Mom is here."

Scholar Yang stood at the front, shouting angrily.
Behind him, a mother and son trembled in fear.

Anyone could see they were Scholar Yang's family.
And we appeared to be villains coming to harm them.
At least, that's how it looked on the surface.

But the truth was the opposite.
Not only Scholar Yang, but his wife and son—who appeared to be less than ten years old—all carried blood qi within them.

"This madman, he even made his own son learn blood arts that are no better than a curse?"
"Silence, criminal! How dare you disparage the blessing bestowed by the great Divine Wood! How will you atone for such sin?"

His outburst came like a seizure.
As I glared at him with incredulous eyes, he embraced his family with a face full of fear.

His attitude showed he would protect his family even at the cost of his own life.
Our fanatical Scholar Yang was, incongruously, a devoted family man.

"Heh..."
"Master Gun."

As I let out a hollow laugh, someone called me.
Turning my head, I saw Eui-jeong Sa-tae glancing nervously at the scholar and his family before asking carefully.

"What are you going to do?"
"...He's confessed with his own mouth, so he's definitely a cult member. We have to take him in."

Our plan was to root out the cult members in the village and isolate them to prevent the sorcerers at Bokho Temple from receiving any more outside information.

Even though we'd encountered an unexpected scene, the basic approach remained unchanged.

"...Is that so?"

His expression darkened at my answer.
His eyes, strangely filled with guilt, turned toward the scholar's son in his mother's arms.

Seeing this, I could guess what he was thinking.
I confronted him with an incredulous expression.

"No, we're not going to kill them. What kind of person do you think I am...?"
"What? B-but they've already learned blood arts, even his wife and child..."

Do we kill everyone who's learned blood arts?
Even a child who hasn't done anything wrong?

As I stared at him with cold eyes, he defended himself indignantly.

"Being a cult member is treason in itself. The principle is to take them to the county office and execute them without trial as soon as they're discovered. If we don't report them immediately, we might be accused of being cult sympathizers ourselves."

At the mention of treason, Scholar Yang gritted his teeth, and his wife turned deathly pale.
The wife's face in particular showed betrayal toward her husband.

It was an understandable reaction.
Treason meant the execution of the entire family.

Because of her husband's "deviation," not only they but all their relatives would be killed—truly a bolt from the blue.

Of course, I had no intention of letting that happen.
I looked at Eui-jeong Sa-tae and said:

"So, you're saying we should just let them die?"
"T-that's..."

He stammered at my retort, unable to respond.
The other Ami Sect disciples also showed clear signs of conflict.

Following principles meant condemning innocent people, but ignoring them meant future trouble.
Looking at these people who couldn't decide either way, I shrugged.

"There's nothing to worry about. Their blood arts are so rudimentary that they don't show any outward signs."

Even I wouldn't have known Scholar Yang was a cult member without my qi detection network.
Others would never notice, no matter what.

In other words, if everyone here kept quiet, no harm would come to them.

"Of course, they'll have to live under surveillance until we find a way to remove the blood arts."
"Is there such a method?"
"We're researching it diligently, so let's hope for good results."

The monks' faces brightened at my answer, which brought the Zhuge Family to mind.
Together with them, we took the Yang family to the Beggar Clan branch, keeping their faces hidden.

Perhaps understanding that we were trying to save them, the wife, son, and even Scholar Yang followed us obediently.

*

When we finally arrived at the Beggar Clan branch, we entered the old building to find the other cult members we had subdued earlier kneeling together in a corner.

"You've arrived. But who are these people...?"

After I explained the situation regarding Scholar Yang's family, sharp condemning gazes were directed at him.

Yet he stood there proudly with a hardened face, showing not a hint of shame—truly infuriating.

Glancing at his wife and son, I restrained myself and requested a separate space to isolate them.
The branch leader mentioned an abandoned warehouse where they could be kept and monitored.

This provided the conditions needed to interrogate the wicked cult member.

"Now, shall we hear about what those sorcerers are up to at Bokho Temple?"
"......"

Silence was the response.
Well, it was the expected reaction. The hoped-for reaction, even.

Fortunately, I had a secret technique I learned from Hong Ja-gong.
I hadn't found a suitable opportunity to use it until now.

First, I deployed a qi barrier to prevent sound from leaking outside, then struck various points on Scholar Yang's body.

*Crack!*

"Aaaaargh!"

The sound of bones and muscles twisting unnaturally came from his body, and a scream that shook the room erupted from his mouth.

"Aaah! Aaaaaaah!"

With his head pressed to the ground, he convulsed wildly—not a pleasant sight by any means.

As Scholar Yang writhed in agony from the pain of tearing muscles and dislocating bones, the other cult members' faces turned pale.

"Oh, this is the Clan Leader's...! When did you learn this? I tried to learn it but it wasn't easy."
"Recently in Chengdu. By the way, what has the Clan Leader been up to lately?"
"After briefly checking on Master Soshin and the Shaolin survivors, he headed straight to Nanjing, I heard."

Nanjing?
Why would he suddenly...ah.

"Could it be...?"
"You probably know already. Yes, he went to investigate the whereabouts of the people sold to Nanjing."

The large-scale human trafficking case I learned about in Yichang.
Not just in Yichang, but in other cities as well, thousands of people were being kidnapped and taken to Nanjing, where they disappeared without a trace.

I had asked the Lower Heaven Sect to inform me if they found new information, but there had been no word since.
But now Hong Ja-gong had suddenly headed to Nanjing...

"Has there been some progress?"
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I couldn't help but let anticipation seep into my voice, but the branch leader shook his head.

"No, quite the opposite. He's so frustrated with the lack of progress that he's coming in person."
"Ah..."

A soft sigh escaped me.
I could almost see Hong Ja-gong's thoroughly irritated expression.

As I was feeling sorry for the beggars of the Namgyeong Branch who would have to bear the brunt of his anger, I heard choking sounds beside me.

When I turned my head, I saw the Yang scribe with his eyes rolled back, foaming at the mouth.
Not even half an incense stick had burned, but from the looks of it, he was about to breathe his last.

Perhaps he's exaggerating... no, wait. He's an ordinary person with no martial arts training, so maybe he has no tolerance for pain?
Still, at this rate, he should be ready to confess soon.

I tapped his acupoint again to release him from the pain.

"Huff...! Huff...! Huff...!"

He was panting and drooling. I crouched in front of him and asked again.

"Let me ask you one more time. What are those sorcerers plotting at Bokho Temple?"
"T-That...!"

I was wrong. He's still hesitating.
I tapped his acupoint again, and he screamed while crawling around on the floor.

After another half incense stick, I asked again, and finally got a satisfactory answer.

"I-It's the annihilation of the Ami Sect and the death of Golden Wisdom Nun!"

With blood vessels burst in his eyes and bloody tears streaming down his face, the Yang scribe began spilling everything.

He told me the sorcerers assigned to this mission were called Four-Leaf, Five-Leaf, and Six-Leaf, and that Four-Leaf in particular seemed to harbor an immense grudge against Golden Wisdom Nun. He also mentioned that currently, Golden Wisdom Nun and a few others were holed up in the Main Buddha Hall.

"I-I've told you everything I know. Please, please stop..."

Before I could even ask more questions, he had spilled all the information and was now sobbing and begging.

Hmm. Impressive, the "Bone-Breaking Torture."
I nodded in admiration of its effectiveness.

"I think I've gotten all the information I need."

Now I should return to the annex and share this information with the others to form a plan.
Of course, I'll need to hear what the nun we rescued has to say first.

I turned to the branch leader and said:

"We'll need to keep these men here for a while. Would that be alright?"
"Don't worry. We'll watch them in shifts without a moment's rest."

I thanked him for readily accepting my request, then returned to the annex with the Ami Sect disciples.

*

As soon as we returned to the inn's annex, we were greeted with news that the rescued nun had regained consciousness.

When we entered, Disciple Ui-jeong cried out upon seeing the nun in blood-soaked, tattered robes.

"Master Myeong-hye!"
"Ui-jeong...!"

As the two nuns approached and embraced each other, I walked over to Cheong-un, who was wearing a blank expression.

"She was groaning in pain until just now. Is it really okay for her to move like that?"
"Of course it's fine. Her clothes may be in tatters, but her wounds are completely healed."
"Wow."

I expressed my genuine admiration.
What would normally have been severe injuries requiring months of recovery had been completely healed in just a day.

"Hmph."

Cheong-un put on a smug expression at my surprise.
Though his expression was quite arrogant, the results certainly warranted some pride.
So instead of flicking his nose, I vigorously ruffled his hair as a reward.

"Ah, seriously!"

He didn't seem particularly pleased with my reward.

I was chuckling as I watched Cheong-un fixing his disheveled hair when the nun called Myeong-hye approached me.

"I apologize for the delayed gratitude after you saved my life. This humble nun is Myeong-hye, first-generation disciple of Ami. Thank you so much."
"Ah, yes. I'm Gun Ja-seong. I only did what anyone would have done."

I returned her respectful Buddhist greeting with a cupped-hand salute, then asked about what had happened.

"What exactly happened at the Ami Sect?"
"...It's quite a long story."

Master Myeong-hye explained the recent events.

A sudden large-scale sorcery at Bokho Temple.
Buddhists and fellow disciples starting to harm and kill each other.

Fortunately, thanks to the Anti-Demon Array activated by Golden Wisdom Nun, she and a few others were freed from the sorcery and had been holding out ever since.

"During this time, Master Gold Tooth returned, completely unaware of the situation."

Gold Tooth Nun, like Golden Wisdom Nun, knew how to counter the sorcery.

However, this wasn't necessarily fortunate, as it made her a target for the disciples being controlled by the sorcerers.

Upon hearing this, Disciple Ui-jeong spoke urgently:

"T-Then, Master Gold Tooth...!"
"...She's currently fighting for her life. Trapped in the Main Buddha Hall, we couldn't even treat her properly, and her condition is worsening."

The second-generation Ami disciples turned pale at the news that an elder of their sect was at death's door.
My companions and I also grimaced.

"T-Then shouldn't we hurry? You said she's fighting for her life."

Cheong-un responded to Seol's urgent question:

"This isn't a problem that can be solved by rushing in. There's still sorcery spread throughout that mountain."
"But you and Gun were fine, and Master Myeong-hye can resist the sorcery too. Can't we use that method?"

Cheong-un systematically countered Seol's questions.

"I used sorcery to block it, and Gun Ja-seong... has a constitution that's immune to sorcery. And this nun probably dispersed the sorcerous energy with Buddhist power. Am I right?"
"Y-Yes..."

Master Myeong-hye nodded, somewhat bewildered by the unexpectedly mature response from someone who appeared barely over ten years old.
Ignoring her reaction, Cheong-un continued his explanation.

"In other words, it's a method that can only be used by Buddhist disciples. So are you suggesting we go up with just the Ami Sect's second-generation disciples? What can just monks do? The opponents will be the sect's main force—first-generation disciples and elders."

His words made perfect sense to me.

Of course, the Ami Sect's second-generation disciples had made remarkable progress in energy manipulation under my guidance.

But even so, how ruthlessly could they act against their own sect elders, and how would they handle being outnumbered?

It might be better for me to go alone than to take them.

"T-Then what do we do? Gold Tooth Nun is critically ill. We can't just sit here doing nothing."
"...I could try using sorcery, but I can only protect a few people at most."

As Cheong-un indirectly admitted he had no good solution to Seol's anxious question, I stepped forward with a smile.

"I think I might be able to help with that."
"...What?"

Everyone's attention turned to me as Cheong-un's surprised voice rang out.

"How?"
"Thanks to our friend Yang the scribe."

Around the time Cheong-un and I were bringing Master Myeong-hye down from the mountain, Yang was trying to climb up to report about me to the sorcerers.
And when I went back later, he had come down from the mountain unharmed as if nothing had happened.

How was this possible for Yang, who was neither versed in sorcery nor practiced in Buddhist methods of energy cultivation?

At first, I thought it might be due to the blood techniques he was learning, albeit minimally.

"That's not it. Blood techniques have no relation to sorcery."
"I soon thought the same. Then there's only one possibility left, right?"

That Yang himself had something that blocked the sorcery.

"So when I searched him, I found this."
"This is..."

I handed Cheong-un a small piece of paper from my pocket—specifically, a neatly folded talisman.

"...A simple incantation like this works as a sorcery barrier? Did they make the spell too weak by trying to cover too large an area...?"

After unfolding the talisman and examining the red writing, Cheong-un muttered something incomprehensible before delivering good news.

"A sorcery barrier talisman of this level can be mass-produced easily."
"Really? Can it be done within an incense stick's time?"
"N-No, that's too quick. At least half a double-hour..."

In any case, this meant the sorcery problem was solved.
Everyone's faces visibly brightened.

But one problem remained: how to deal with the controlled Ami Sect members.
We needed to prevent the sect from collapsing before it could become one of the pillars in the martial alliance against Paecheon Fortress.

To do that, we needed to free the controlled people without harming them.

"What if we stick those talismans on the foreheads of the controlled people? Wouldn't that free them?"
"This talisman is just a sorcery barrier. It's useless once someone is already under a spell."

It was a suggestion inspired by a movie I'd seen in my previous life, but apparently useless.
Feeling somewhat disappointed, I continued brainstorming when I suddenly remembered the Anti-Demon Array mentioned earlier.

"By the way, you said you were freed from the sorcery thanks to the Anti-Demon Array, right?"
"Ah, yes."
"Was that array originally set up only in the Main Buddha Hall?"

Master Myeong-hye shook her head at my consecutive questions.

"No. Given the situation, we only activated the array around the Main Buddha Hall. Originally, it's a massive array that covers the entire Bokho Temple."
"The entire temple? How?"
"Well..."

After hesitating briefly, Master Myeong-hye sighed and explained more about the Anti-Demon Array.

As she explained that it was activated by properly arranging the hidden sarira of past patriarchs at specific locations throughout the temple, a flash of inspiration struck me.

"What would happen if we placed the sarira at their positions now?"
"...Probably, the array would cover the entire Bokho Temple again."
"Then, if we drive the controlled people into the temple and place the sarira, could everyone be freed from the sorcery?"

Master Myeong-hye shook her head bitterly at my question.

"My master and I have considered that too, but it seems difficult."
"Why?"
"I don't know if you've experienced it, but they have eyes everywhere. I don't know how it's possible, but we'd be discovered immediately if we tried anything."

I recalled the situation when we rescued Master Myeong-hye.
Indeed, even though they hadn't scattered winged eyes like So-so, they seemed to see us clearly.

As I wondered how they did it, Cheong-un spoke up.

"They're just sharing the vision of the puppets whose minds they've subjugated. If we escape from that vision, they won't be able to see us."
"Sharing vision?"

So they can see what the controlled people see?

It was quite remarkable, but if what he said was true, there was a gap we could exploit.
Wasn't he suggesting that his illusion techniques could help us escape the sorcerers' vision?

"I-Is that really true?"
"Yes. I'm certain."

Master Myeong-hye's face gradually filled with hope, perhaps having the same thought as me.
Glancing at her face, I smiled slightly.

"It seems we have all the solutions now. Shall we start planning our strategy in earnest?"
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I spoke boldly, but honestly, the plan itself wasn't anything special.

The operation had three phases.

First, the Cheongseong Taoists and Ami monks would join forces to push the puppet-like people into Bokho Temple.
Second, during that commotion, our special unit would search for the hidden relics inside Bokho Temple and prepare to place them in position.
Third, as soon as everyone entered the temple, we would fully activate the Demon-Suppressing Array.

If all went well, we could free the controlled monks and immediately crush those three sorcerers.

"So how will the special unit be composed?"
"I think our group and Master Myeonghye should move together. What do you think?"
"What? B-but..."

Master Myeonghye was flustered by my answer.
I could guess what she was thinking and smiled slightly.

"Don't worry, I won't hold you back. Besides, don't we need sufficient forces to drive the controlled people in?"
"Well, that's true."

She nodded with a disgruntled expression.
Seeing this, I immediately gave instructions to everyone.

"Alright, Cheongwoon, start mass-producing talismans right away. Half of the Ami monks should relieve the Cheongseong Taoists guarding the mountain entrance. I need to discuss details with the two elders."
"This monk will go."

Uigak, who was holding his spear like a monk's staff, stepped forward and immediately left with half of the disciples.
Meanwhile, Cheongwoon carefully spoke up.

"Um, I'm a bit short on blood for drawing talismans. Could we possibly get some horse blood?"
"Horse blood?"
"Yeah, actually human blood works best, but..."

As the little one casually made this chilling remark while I looked at him with unease, Master stepped in.

"We can get some from the village stable. There happens to be one nearby. I'll go get it."

A strangely familiar response.
I wondered if the sorcerer Master knew in the past had made similar requests.

As I watched Master's retreating figure, I pulled my wandering thoughts back to the present and looked at the remaining people.

"Well then, let's take a look around the village in the meantime. There might still be cult members around."
"Yes, understood."

Everyone nodded at my words.
Seeing this, Master Myeonghye glanced around cautiously before speaking.

"If it's alright, may I come along as well?"
"You should..."

Looking at her battered condition, I thought it would be better for her to rest.
But when I faced her, I immediately gave up trying to persuade her.

Her face showed absolute determination.
I had the intuition that trying to break her stubbornness would be pointless.
Besides, Cheongwoon had said her wounds were already healed.

"...Alright. But first, I think you need to change your clothes."

Her robe was soaked in blood and torn in various places.
That rough appearance made her look not like an elegant nun but like an evil renegade monk.
Moreover, her pale bare skin was exposed in several places, including her side where she had been stabbed with a spear.

The situation had been so urgent and serious that no one had paid attention, but now that I looked, it was quite an embarrassing sight.

"Ah...!"

Master Myeonghye belatedly realized her unseemly appearance and blushed.
The male monks holding spears and Bangpyeonsan also turned their heads away with awkward coughs.

"Senior Sister, please come with me. I happen to have spare clothing."
"Thank you, Uijeong. Excuse me for a moment."

Several female monks led by Master Uijeong took Master Myeonghye away.
Meanwhile, I asked Cheongwoon something that had been bothering me as he placed yellow locust paper on the table.

I asked about influential figures like Magistrate Yang engaging in missionary activities.
However, the answer I received was somewhat different from what I expected.

"You don't need to worry about that. Magistrate Yang is a special case. People in such positions rarely become cult members."
"Really?"
"The risk is too great. When you have a comfortable life, why risk having your entire family killed?"
"Hmm..."

I nodded at Cheongwoon's words, but then he added something significant.

"Besides, I've heard they don't do missionary work anymore."
"Not secretly, but not at all? Why?"
"I don't know the details. I just heard they don't need to anymore."

They don't need to?
What does that mean?

I frowned at this ominous feeling, but no sudden answer came to mind.
In the end, I etched the question in a corner of my mind to remember later, just as the female monks returned.

Fortunately, they had found a robe that fit, and Master Myeonghye looked quite presentable now.
Seeing her, I nodded and said:

"Well then, shall we go now?"

And so we began our village patrol to root out Crimson Eye Cult members.

*

*Something's strange.*

Myeonghye, who had forced herself to come along despite her not fully recovered body, couldn't hide her bewilderment at the unfolding situation.

"There's another one. Over there, the bald man eating at that shop."

The disciples quickly moved to subdue the man pointed out by Ja-seong.
When the surrounding people were startled, they apologized and dragged the bald man away somewhere.

According to Uijeong, they were taking him directly to the Beggar Sect branch.
That made five people they had captured so far.

But what perplexed Myeonghye wasn't the unexpectedly large number of cult members.

"We've pretty much circled the entire village now, so I don't think there are any more."

It was Ja-seong.
That mysterious young martial artist was the cause.

He would just glance around briefly and then identify the locations of Crimson Eye Cult members to be captured. Honestly, she was skeptical whether they were really capturing cult members.

Yet the disciples were following his instructions without hesitation.
Their unquestioning obedience showed how much they trusted and followed Ja-seong.

*They weren't like this when they first came down on Master's orders.*

The second-generation disciples of Ami.
Her junior disciples, being young, had some immature aspects.

Simply put, they were somewhat arrogant.
As disciples of the long-established Ami Sect, learning martial arts passed down through ages, they had a strange sense of superiority.

Sending only second-generation disciples to handle the Jang Bo-do incident was partly for practical experience, but also to help them understand the ways of the world and abandon their arrogance.

Fortunately, their arrogance seemed to have disappeared, but now another problem had emerged.

*The disciples are too devoted to that man.*

Their trust and obedience, as if facing a respected master, was honestly ridiculous.

Unable to contain herself any longer, Myeonghye met with Uimin, the youngest of the second-generation disciples, as soon as they returned to the inn's annex after finishing their cult member hunt.

"What is it, Senior Sister?"

Seeing Uimin's puzzled expression, she carefully asked:

"May I ask about Young Master Gun? How you met him, and what happened?"
"Yes, of course!"

At that question, Uimin excitedly poured out her story.
It was somewhat disorganized and seemed quite embellished, but Myeonghye patiently listened to the end and then verified what she had heard.

"So, Young Master Gun not only saved you from the blood energy explosion but also single-handedly defeated the cult leader?"
"Well, there was a small one tagging along, but yes!"
"...And he taught you martial arts?"
"Would you like to see? You'll be amazed if you see it yourself, Senior Sister."

The more she heard, the more absurd it seemed.
It was unbelievable that children with their own sect would learn martial arts from an outsider, and even more so that Master Geuma had encouraged it?

*What was Senior Sister thinking...!*

As she tried to calm herself by silently reciting Buddha's teachings, something suddenly occurred to her.

The image of Senior Sister Geuma rushing into the main hall, covered in blood, under attacks from all directions.

She had definitely seen it.
Her senior sister moving at a speed that seemed to transcend human limitations.

*Could it be...?*

"Senior Sister, they're about to start the strategy meeting, let's hurry."

Dragged along by Uimin's urging hand, Myeonghye couldn't concentrate properly on the meeting due to her complicated thoughts.
She only regained her focus when she heard Ja-seong calling her name.

"Master Myeonghye, are you alright?"
"Yes, what?"

Myeonghye quickly looked up and met Ja-seong's eyes, which were regarding her strangely.
Realizing her inappropriate behavior, she blushed, and he shrugged.

"You seemed to have trouble focusing on the meeting. I guess you haven't fully recovered after all."
"I... I apologize."

Though the real reason was different, it seemed petty to correct him.
As Myeonghye apologized without making excuses, Ja-seong carefully asked:

"I'm not sure if you heard, but we plan to begin the operation in half an hour, once the anti-spell talismans are ready. Will you be alright? If it's too difficult, you could sit this one out..."
"No!"

Myeonghye raised her voice almost convulsively.
Immediately recognizing her overreaction, she opened and closed her mouth before letting out a weak sigh.

"...I apologize for raising my voice. But I cannot stay behind alone."

Yes, she couldn't do that.
Not after coming this far.

She had cut and stabbed her way through brothers and sisters she had spent almost her entire life with to get here.
If she backed out now, she wouldn't be able to face them even in death.

Perhaps Ja-seong sensed her feelings.
After silently observing her for a moment, he nodded.

"I understand. But, are you familiar with the operation details?"
"Well, that..."

She wasn't.
Her mind had been too jumbled with doubts about the man before her.

Seeing Myeonghye hesitate with a reddened face, Ja-seong smiled bitterly and explained the plan again.

"Simply put, you'll need to infiltrate Bokho Temple with us and help activate the Demon-Suppressing Array."

She sincerely thanked him for his consideration in providing such a concise summary.

"As mentioned earlier, we'll move in half an hour. Please rest as much as possible until then."

Following Ja-seong's advice, Myeonghye returned to her room, immediately sat cross-legged on the bed, and began circulating her energy.

Half an hour passed.

Everyone, having completed their preparations, headed to the entrance of Mount Ami and joined the other personnel who had been monitoring the area.

The sun was starting to set.
Considering they were entering the mountain, it would get dark soon.

Normally, they wouldn't choose to fight in the darkness of the mountains, but this time the circumstances were different.

"Our opponents are Ami disciples controlled by sorcerers. They're like puppets moving according to the will of those unfamiliar with direct combat, so naturally, they'll be even more hindered than us in the darkness."

Additionally, darkness would help the special unit sneak into Bokho Temple.
That's why they chose night as their battlefield.

"As planned, I'll take the vanguard."

Elder Deung Hyeon-ja stepped forward first.
Elder Deung Ryeon-ja also stood beside him.

The two highest-skilled individuals apart from Ja-seong's group appropriately stepped up as shields for the others.

"I'll be counting on you."
"Trust us, Great Master. We'll ensure no one dies."

Ja-seong nodded at Elder Deung Hyeon-ja's confident answer and looked toward Mount Ami and the Bokho Temple that would be inside.

"Let's go."

With that brief declaration, the battle to reclaim the Ami Sect began.

Ch.397 - Reclamation
As Gun Ja-seong's group and the disciples of Cheongseong and Ami were climbing the mountain, the atmosphere inside Bokho Temple was truly explosive.

This was because Saeop, who couldn't give up on revenge against Golden Pavilion Nun, had finally begun to use extreme methods.

"Will you still not come out?!"

In front of the Great Hero Hall, the central building of Ami's Bokho Temple, the third-generation disciples knelt, freed from the spell.

"Sob, hic..."
"Mommy..."

These young novice monks had not even been ordained for a full year.

Sharp blades and spears were pointed at the necks of the trembling children. Those holding the weapons were none other than the first-generation disciples and elders who had been caring for and teaching them.

The elders of their sect, who had once gently patted their heads and sometimes scolded them sternly, were now trying to kill them with emotionless faces. In this unbelievable situation, the young disciples could only tremble helplessly in fear.

This memory would surely haunt them for life.
Sensing this, Golden Pavilion Nun exploded with rage, her face truly furious.

"You monster! How can you, as a human being, commit such an atrocity?!"
"Ha, hahaha!"

Faced with Golden Pavilion Nun's intense anger, Saeop instead burst into laughter as if delighted.

The doors of the Great Hero Hall, which had seemed like they would never open over the past few days, were now wide open. And inside, his mortal enemy was bursting with anger but unable to do anything.

How could this not be delightful?
Saeop's laughter continued for a while before turning into a sneer.

"It's too early to get so angry. We haven't even properly begun yet. Look forward to it—today I will definitely see you go mad with rage. Begin!"

At his command, the puppets raised their weapons and brought them down.

Slash!

"Aaaagh!"

Five of the third-generation disciples had their backs cut. The wounds weren't deep, but the pain was unbearable for the young novices.

The five children collapsed forward and began to wail.

"Waaaaaah!"
"Hmm?"

Saeop looked at them strangely.
He had clearly ordered their throats to be cut.

Narrowing his eyes to examine the five first-generation disciples who had cut the novices, he soon noticed their arms trembling.

"...Hmph, your desperate struggle is amusing."

He had thought he'd completely suppressed their spirits, but they were actually resisting. Come to think of it, they hadn't seemed to be using their full strength when chasing after Amjung who had escaped.

Realizing that martial artists couldn't be underestimated, Saeop twisted his lips.

"Let's see how far you can resist. Keep cutting!"

The blades came down again.
With another burst of screams, the novices' backs became even more bloodied.

Tears of blood now flowed from the eyes of the first-generation disciples who were forced to do this, and tears of blood also flowed from Golden Pavilion Nun's eyes as she could only watch.

"Waaah!"
"S-Sect Leader!"
"Save us!"

The children's crying.
Their desperate gazes looking to her.
Their screams of pain.

After watching all this, Golden Pavilion Nun finally couldn't bear it anymore and tried to step outside. Many hands held her back.

"Sect Leader! Don't you see you're playing into his hands?"
"You mustn't fall for his provocation. You must endure."

Her disciples and followers were just as angry and sad as she was.
But despite their persuasion, Golden Pavilion Nun could no longer endure.

"...The future of our sect, the children who will lead Ami in the future, are suffering at the hands of this villain. How can I endure? I cannot. I cannot just watch this happen to protect my own life."

Even if it costs me my life, I will kill this villain.

With the pitiful cries of the novices, both her compassionate heart and Buddha's teachings were gradually fading away. Seeing Golden Pavilion Nun clearly falling into demonic thoughts, the others' faces grew urgent.

"Sect Leader, wait for Myeonghye. That child will surely bring help."
"Yes, if it's Sister Myeonghye, surely...!"
"It's useless. Not even a full day has passed yet. When would she possibly...?"

Just then.

"Brother! We have trouble!"
"What is it? I'm in the middle of enjoying myself."

Saeop, who had been happily watching Golden Pavilion Nun shed tears of blood, glared at Oeop with an annoyed expression for interrupting his fun. However, his expression quickly changed to shock at Oeop's urgent words.

"This is no time for such carefree talk! Martial artists are coming up the mountain! And they're completely unaffected by our spells!"
"W-What?!"

Suddenly, martial artists immune to spells? What kind of bolt from the blue was this?
Looking at his sworn brother who seemed like he'd been hit hard on the back of the head, Oeop pressed on.

"I don't see that Gun Ja-seong fellow, but there are nearly a hundred of them. What should we do?"
"Damn it...! Who the hell are they?!"
"...The ones in front looked like Taoist priests."

Taoist priests.
In Sichuan Province, there was only one proper Taoist sect.

"Cheongseong? Suddenly Cheongseong bastards are interfering?"

Saeop ground his teeth.
Unlike him, who was clearly in a predicament, the atmosphere inside the Great Hero Hall was almost festive.

"Sect Leader, it seems Myeonghye has succeeded."
"H-How in such a short time?"

It was bewildering but undeniably joyful news.
Golden Pavilion Nun and Saeop experienced contrasting emotions of joy and sorrow.

"Ugh, aaaaargh! Why! Why do obstacles keep appearing in my way?!"

Saeop let out a howl, unable to contain himself at the appearance of yet another hindrance to his revenge. Oeop urged his sworn brother.

"This is no time for that. They're coming, I tell you!"
"Grrrr!"

Saeop, his face twisted like a malevolent spirit, looked at the novices and the Ami monks pointing weapons at them, then stretched out his hand with an evil smile.

"Rise."

The novices, once again under his spell, rose blankly from their places.
Golden Pavilion Nun, who had been relieved by the unexpectedly quick support, flinched at the sight.

"You...! What are you trying to do now?!"
"Hmph. Since enemies are attacking, we naturally have to fight back. I'm simply giving these novices the honor of being at the vanguard."
"W-What...?"

He meant to use the novices as meat shields.
In other words, he would destroy Ami's future with the swords of the Cheongseong Taoists.

Her face, which had been bright with hope just moments ago, turned pale.

"D-Do you think I'll just stand by and watch?!"
"You'll have no choice but to watch."

After saying these strange words, Saeop poured something over half of the blank-faced novices.

A damp, sticky smell.
It was the oil used to light candles.

"You lot stay here and set yourselves on fire if anyone comes out."

Unlike the first-generation disciples who had desperately resisted the spell, the young third-generation disciples obeyed the order completely.

"N-No!"
"Now, if you take even one step outside, these children will all burn to death. Can you still come out?"

Golden Pavilion Nun was horrified at the sight of the children covered in oil and dangerously holding torches, while Saeop mocked her.

"Grr...!"

As Golden Pavilion Nun struggled to contain her fury, Saeop sneered and then ordered the first-generation disciples and elders to take the remaining half of the novices and go out to fight.

The monks headed toward the temple entrance according to his orders.
Watching this, Oeop asked.

"So, now we escape, right?"
"Escape? Why would we escape?"

Why?
Did he just ask why?

Unable to hide his bewilderment, Oeop finally raised his voice.

"What did you hear me say?! The Cheongseong Taoists are coming! We need to escape right now!"
"It's just Cheongseong bastards coming, not that Gun Ja-seong fellow. We can handle them easily."
"Huh...."

Oeop sighed, seemingly appalled by Saeop's words.
Yukeop, who appeared shortly after, had exactly the same reaction and then spoke resolutely.

"I'm sorry, but I can no longer go along with your revenge obsession. We're leaving now, so follow us or not, it's up to you."

They had endured enough.
Forced participation in a revenge they couldn't empathize with ends here.

What they received in response was a tingling sensation that restricted their movements.

'T-This is... the Immobilization Technique!'

While they couldn't even move their mouths due to the high-level technique that suppressed their souls and restricted their bodily movements, Saeop's cold voice reached them.

"You ungrateful bastards... Have you forgotten the favor I did by raising you to executive positions in the cult when you were nothing?"

His eyes gleamed like glass marbles.
Fear bloomed in the hearts of Oeop and Yukeop at the sight of those eyes, half-crazed with vengeance.

Saeop coldly declared to his sworn brothers:

"You think you can escape and survive alone? Impossible. If you won't help me, I'll kill you both right here."

'He's serious.'

Both men thought the same thing almost simultaneously.
They sensed that this wasn't a mere threat—he would really try to kill them.

"Now, what will you do?"

Die by my hand, or help me with my revenge until the end.

Though they wanted neither option, they had no third choice.
Finally, with pleading eyes, they signaled their agreement to cooperate, and only then were they released from the immobilization technique.

"Then go. Go and stop those Cheongseong Taoist bastards."
"...Understood."

The three were no longer sworn brothers.
Their changed manner of speech proved this, but Saeop didn't care at all.

He had always regarded them as mere obedient subordinates anyway.
Perhaps redefining their relationship like this was a better choice.

Having reached a conclusion so lightly despite their years together, Saeop turned to Golden Pavilion Nun.

"Wait there a little longer. I'll be back after sweeping away those Cheongseong bastards. That's when I'll truly plunge you into the depths of despair."

With that, Saeop left, leaving behind the novices drenched in oil and holding torches.
Golden Pavilion Nun glared murderously at his retreating back, and once he had completely disappeared, she collapsed weakly to the floor.

"Sect Leader!"

Someone barely caught her arm and supported her, but Golden Pavilion Nun couldn't bring herself to stand. She could only stare blankly at the novices holding torches that could set themselves ablaze.

"It will surely be alright. Such... terrible things you're imagining won't happen."

A voice comforting her.
Or perhaps it sounded more like self-consolation.

Trapped by Saeop's evil scheme, all they could do was reassure themselves.

*

On the path up to Bokho Temple.
We were following slowly at the very back, with the Cheongseong Taoists led by Elder Deung Hyeonja and Elder Deung Ryeonja at the front.

"Fortunately, it seems the talismans are working?"

Honestly, when the two elders first set foot on the stairs, I had felt slightly anxious. If the talismans failed to work properly, the situation would become very troublesome.

But as you can see, my anxiety was just an overreaction. None of us suddenly started attacking our comrades.

"Of course. Did you think I would do a sloppy job?"

Cheongwoon was showing off again after hearing my muttering. Then, perhaps worried that I might roughly tousle his hair, he covered his head and distanced himself.

Tsk, he's gotten quicker on the uptake.

Just as I was withdrawing my hand that had been reaching for him with disappointment, I caught a glimpse of Bokho Temple's main gate in the distance.

Ch.398 - Reclamation
"It's about time we slip away."

Soon we'd be arriving at Bokho Temple, so we needed to hide ourselves and slip away at this point.

[We'll move separately from here. We wish you good fortune.]

I sent a mental message to Elder Deung who was leading the way, and he nodded slightly while glancing back.
After confirming this, I looked at Cheong-un who also nodded and activated his illusion technique.

The surrounding scenery gradually turned monochrome.
Unlike me who had experienced this several times before, the others looked around in surprise.

"Wow..."
"Are we hidden now?"
"That's right. From now on, don't make loud noises. Be careful not to bump into anything. Basically, avoid anything that might reveal our presence."

Cheong-un, who had repeated the explanation I'd heard before, strode ahead down the stairs and into the bushes.
Even so, with his short stride, we'd catch up to him soon enough.

I snickered, shrugged my shoulders, and followed behind him.
The others followed one by one.

We distanced ourselves from the rest of the people who continued climbing the stairs and went deeper inside.

After circling around the temple for a while, I suddenly noticed a small side door.

"That's the back door of Bokho Temple. Let's sneak in through there."
"No. There's already someone watching it. If we open the door and go in, we'll be discovered immediately."
"What? How did you...?"

Madam Myeonghye, who didn't know about my qi detection network, couldn't hide her bewilderment at my words.
Well, seeing is believing.

I approached the wall near the side door and, saying "excuse me," picked up Madam Myeonghye and leaped high.

"!?!"

As I jumped high into the air, she covered her mouth in surprise, then opened her eyes wide when she saw us land gently inside the temple grounds.
Then she held her breath upon discovering the monk standing right in front of the side door.

Soon the others followed, climbing over the wall.
Cheong-un, who hadn't learned martial arts, came over in his master's arms.

Everyone's gaze turned to me after they too spotted the monk, and I pointed to a hall some distance away.

After carefully moving away from the monk without making footsteps and hiding behind the hall, Cheong-un released his illusion technique.

"Whew, you were right."

I smiled slightly at her words of relief as she sighed, and expanded my qi detection network as much as possible to examine the surroundings.

The people currently in Bokho Temple were largely divided into two groups.
One was near the main gate.
The metallic sounds coming from afar were quite intense, suggesting they were already engaged in battle.

And the other was...

"...What's this?"

In the main Buddha Hall at the center of the temple.
Several people inside and some standing blankly outside.
Judging by their size, they seemed to be children?

When I explained the situation, Madam Myeonghye's face turned pale as if she sensed something.

"C-can we check there first?"
"...I don't think we have time to wander elsewhere."

The metallic sounds had grown noticeably louder.
It was evidence that the disciples of Cheongseong and Ami, led by the two elders, were pushing back the sorcerers and their puppets.

At this rate, they would soon push into the temple.
In other words, we needed to hurry too.

"Just a moment, really just a moment is all I need. Please."

She was strangely insistent despite surely knowing this.
With an attitude suggesting she'd go alone if I didn't allow it, I had no choice but to nod.

And when we arrived in front of the main Buddha Hall, I realized it was right to follow her insistence.

The smell of oil thick enough to fill the front yard.
In the middle, novice monks dangerously holding torches.

Under the now completely darkened sky, the empty eyes of the novice monks reflected the redness of the torches.

Understanding the situation just from that, I clicked my tongue and stomped my foot hard.

-Thud!

In an instant, I reached the novice monks, snatched the torches from their hands, threw them far away, and pressed their acupoints.

Their bodies collapsed to the ground all at once.
Immediately after, I heard Madam Myeonghye's cry.

"Master!"
"Myeonghye!"

Looking up, I saw Madam Myeonghye running toward a middle-aged nun standing inside the main hall.
If she's Madam Myeonghye's master, then that person must be Geumjeong Shinni, the head of the Ami Sect?

"Reinforcements have arrived. It's alright now."
"I've already heard. You did it."

The master and disciple held each other's hands.
Meanwhile, Geumjeong Shinni's gaze kept returning to the fallen novice monks.

A worried, sorrowful gaze.
Though her expression suggested she wanted to rush over immediately, her feet seemed glued to the floor, unable to move.

"But Master, what happened here?"
"Hyeongok, that villain... told them to set themselves on fire if they took even one step..."

So they're bound by the sorcerer's words and can't move?
I was about to speak when Cheong-un beat me to it.

"They're unconscious now, so it's fine. They won't suddenly wake up and set themselves on fire."

At his confident answer, the people inside the main hall all poured out and rushed to the novice monks.
They embraced them, feeling their body warmth, with reddened eyes.

"Buddha, thank you. Thank you..."

The monks finally showed their tears.
I'd like to give them time to collect their emotions, but we really had no time left.

-Clang! Clang!
-Haaap!

"Madam Myeonghye, we need to hurry."
"Ah, yes."

At my urging, she quickly gathered her wits and explained the situation.
Geumjeong Shinni nodded, wiping away her tears, when told about fully activating the Anti-Demon Array to free the others.

"I understand. The other elders and I also know the location of the sarira, so we'll help."

I nodded at this welcome news, but Cheong-un interrupted.

"Then I'll stay here. It would be good to look after the novice monks and expedite Geuma Shinni's treatment."
"The sorcerers might come here before us, will you be alright?"

In response to my concerned words came a face with a cocky smirk.

"I can crush those three bastards by myself, you know?"

Is this confidence? Or just bravado?
As I hesitated, unable to be certain, I heard my master's voice.

"Seol and I will stay with him. Go with peace of mind."

Well, if the two of them are with him, it should be fine?
I agreed and left the front of the main Buddha Hall with Geumjeong Shinni, the elders, Madam Myeonghye, Hwa-ryeon, and several Ami Sect disciples, leaving the three people and some Ami disciples behind.





*





At that time, at the main gate of Bokho Temple.

Forced to fight against the Cheongseong and Ami alliance by Sa-yeop's coercive orders, O-yeop and Yuk-yeop couldn't believe what they were seeing.

"N-no... how can this be...?"

How could it be so one-sided?

When they first saw the people approaching the main gate, the two had felt relieved inside.
Except for the two old Taoist priests leading the way, the group was much younger than expected.

'They must be second-generation disciples who came down the mountain to gain experience.'

And behind them, monks and nuns.
Their appearance made it unmistakable that they were Ami Sect disciples.

Only the second-generation disciples of the Ami Sect had avoided their sorcery and gone outside.
So that meant...!

O-yeop and Yuk-yeop immediately realized the identity of the enemies before them.

'It's them. The ones involved in the Jang Bo-do incident with the Bulmang Sect.'

The ones who helped the great criminal who destroyed the seedling.
Their arrival meant that Gun Ja-seong, the great criminal, was likely nearby as well.

The two simultaneously contorted their faces.

"Damn it, we should have run away earlier."

No, we shouldn't have gotten involved with that bastard Sa-yeop in the first place.
They regretted the past years of casual brotherhood based on similar interests, but the situation was already a dilemma.

Somehow defeating the enemies before them and finding a chance to escape was the best option.

...That's what they thought just a moment ago.
But the situation didn't go as they hoped.

"Haaap!"

-Clang!

With a sharp metallic sound, the spear flew away.
Elder Deung's scabbard was thrust into the abdomen of the monk who was now empty-handed.

"Kuhek...!"

As he staggered back, gasping for breath, a sword strike rained down on him.
It was the technique Black Cloud Rain, resembling fierce rain pouring from dark clouds.

The puppetized Ami monks retreated hesitantly, not daring to face it.
Then, a streak of sunset light flew in where the dark clouds had cleared.

The technique One Line of Colored Clouds from the Sunset Sword strongly pierced the chest of the monk who had lost his spear.

The monk who was helplessly hit fell backward, colliding with other Ami monks behind him, causing them all to tumble and retreat.

This retreat had happened countless times already.
A few more pushes and they could be driven completely inside the temple.

'Good!'

Satisfaction appeared on the face of Elder Deung, the one responsible for this scene.

There were two reasons for this satisfaction.
First, the situation was proceeding according to plan, and second, the power of the Blue Cloud Sunset Sword was far more impressive than expected.

'Though there are still parts that need refinement.'

The Blue Cloud Sunset Sword.
This peerless martial art newly created by Ja-seong is divided into the Blue Cloud Sword and the Sunset Sword.
The Blue Cloud Sword refined from the existing six forms, and the Sunset Sword newly forged to correspond with it.

These two sword techniques, formidable even when used separately, demonstrate their true power when combined into the Blue Cloud Sunset Sword.

Just as the name suggests, like blue clouds and red sunset harmonizing together.

But a problem arose in the process of transmitting the Blue Cloud Sunset Sword.
Unlike Ja-seong who created the martial art, the Cheongseong Taoists including Elder Deung found it extremely difficult to unify the sword techniques.

Instantly switching between Blue Cloud and Sunset with a single sword failed hundreds of times without even grasping the feel of it.

This increased their reverence for the Great Master Ja-seong, but regardless of such feelings, they needed a way to solve the problem.

After days of agonizing, Elder Deung came up with an ingenious solution.

-If we can't switch between Blue Cloud and Sunset with one sword, why not use two swords from the beginning to perform each technique?

Ja-seong also judged this worth trying, and now the result was before their eyes.

'It seems that was the right answer.'

He performs the Blue Cloud Sword with the sword in his right hand and the Sunset Sword with the scabbard in his left hand.
He restrains with the Blue Cloud Sword and pushes with the Sunset Sword.

Against this dual-sword Blue Cloud Sunset technique, the puppets were helpless, inevitably suffering one-sided defeats.

"Haaap!"

Just as he was thinking this, a sharp battle cry brushed past him.

Seo Wi, with his face frozen cold.
Like Elder Deung, he wielded a sword and scabbard in both hands, pressing the puppets with the Blue Cloud Sunset Sword.

But in his footsteps and sword strikes, there was impatience and anger mixed in instead of composure, which Elder Deung sharply warned against.

"Don't advance alone! You'll get surrounded that way!"
"...Yes."

At the near-shouting command, Seo Wi barely restrained his feet from rushing forward.
Seeing his strangely contorted face, Elder Ryeon comforted him.

"Calm your mind. Losing composure during battle is no different from offering your neck to the enemy's blade."
"I know. I know, but when I think about those vile sorcerers hiding back there, I just can't...!"

His voice struggled to suppress his emotions.
Understanding his feelings, Elder Deung couldn't rebuke him as strongly as usual.

Instead, he turned to look behind them.
There, Ami Sect disciples and young novice monks were entangled in confusion.

Just before, during the first clash with the puppets.
The first to block their path were novice monks holding weapons that didn't even fit their bodies.

The intention to use children as meat shields was so blatant that the second-generation disciples, still lacking in mental cultivation, all showed anger while unable to hide their perplexity.

They couldn't bring themselves to raise hands against such fragile children.

To this, Elder Deung divided the forces into two.

"Cheongseong disciples follow me, Ami disciples subdue the novice monks!"

As he and Elder Ryeon leaped high, performing the Blue Cloud Sunset Sword to separate the novice monks from the main force behind them, other Cheongseong Taoists one by one jumped over the group of novice monks to join them.

Jumping over a width of nearly six zhang is normally impossible for humans, but the internal energy usage learned from Ja-seong made it possible.

Thanks to this, while the Cheongseong disciples pushed the main force toward Bokho Temple, the Ami disciples were able to take away the weapons from the novice monks' hands and subdue them.

'It seems the subduing is almost complete.'

Confirming that more and more novice monks were being restrained, Elder Deung turned his head again to look forward.

Beyond the puppets pushed back to the main gate of Bokho Temple, he glimpsed old men sweating profusely.

So it's you.
Inhuman beasts who committed such atrocities.

"Don't worry. Those villains will surely be judged today."

After this resolute declaration, Elder Deung once again wielded the sword and scabbard in both hands.

Ch.399 - Reclamation
"Eek...!"

Seeing the enemies' faces now clearly visible as they drew closer, Oyeop nervously asked Yukyeop.

"W-what should we do? If we continue like this...!"

We'll all die.
Hearing those words that couldn't quite leave his mouth, Yukyeop bit his lip and darted his eyes around.

*Maybe we should just flee deeper into the mountains?*

The plan would be to cut across the mountain and escape to the other side.
If they did it right, they might be able to evade pursuit and survive.

Even as he thought this, conflict was clearly visible on his face.

Crossing the treacherous Mount Ami without any preparation would be pure madness.
They'd most likely die—was that really the right choice?

*No, this isn't the time to debate right and wrong!*

Death was right in front of them.
If they didn't want to die, there was no other option.

After nervously swallowing, Yukyeop glanced sideways and began to retreat hesitantly. Just then, a stern voice struck his ears.

"What are you doing?"

He quickly turned his head to find Sayeop had approached from behind.
Feeling caught, Yukyeop stammered an excuse.

"W-well! Their momentum seems dangerous, so I was just...!"
"I'll kill you if you run. Have you already forgotten that?"

Yukyeop held his breath at the cold response that seemed to have already read his intentions.
Oyeop, standing beside him, came to his defense.

"Just look over there. Their momentum is truly extraordinary. We keep getting pushed back, especially because of those two old Taoists leading the charge."

At those words, he glanced toward the clash and indeed saw the puppets being pushed back helplessly.

"Tsk."

Every single one of them was useless.
He was displeased with both Oyeop and Yukyeop, as well as the puppet monks of Ami.

So it seemed he would have to step in himself.
Sayeop raised his right hand, bringing his thumb and middle finger together before snapping them forcefully.

-Snap!

Simultaneously, a sharp flash of lightning streaked across the cloudless sky.

-Crash!

A white bolt of lightning struck down toward the ground.
Its target was Deung Hyeonja, who had been leading the charge against the puppets.

"...!"

Sensing the energy plummeting toward his crown with the sharp instinct of a martial artist who had trained for many years, he hastily retreated.

-Boom!

The lightning, having lost its target, struck the stairs instead.
The solid stone slabs shattered, leaving a deep crater.

"Hmm...!"
"This appears to be a sorcerer's magic."

Deung Hyeonja swallowed nervously at the bone-chilling sight, while Deung Yeonja frowned.
Both old Taoists turned their gaze toward the mountain gate.

There, another figure had appeared between the two elderly sorcerers.

An old man with an ugly scar crossing the middle of his face.
As if displeased, he twisted his lips, making the scar contort and his face even uglier.

"It seems that one must be the one who called down the lightning."
"Be careful, Senior Brother. He seems to be of a different caliber than the other two..."

As Deung Yeonja was warning him, the scarred old man snapped his fingers again.

-Crash!

Lightning struck again.
The boom was much louder than before, pounding their eardrums.
But this time, the target wasn't him.

*Behind!*

Deung Hyeonja quickly turned his head to see the second-generation disciples of the Ami Sect bringing the subdued novice monks.

If that lightning struck, all the Ami Sect children would...!

There was no time to think.
Deung Hyeonja immediately took action.

"Hup!"

He threw the sword in his hand toward the descending lightning.
As a result, instead of striking the ground, the massive lightning bolt concentrated on the old Taoist's beloved sword.

For an instant, the sword wrapped in lightning glowed white-hot.

"Ugh...!"

Uijeong, who hadn't noticed the lightning falling from above, squeezed his eyes shut at the sudden brightness.

As he kept his eyes closed, he heard something fall nearby.
When he cautiously opened his eyes, he saw a glowing red-hot sword melting into the stairs.

Deung Hyeonja's sword had successfully blocked the lightning but couldn't withstand the extreme heat and was ruined.

"...Tsk."

The old Taoist, who had lost the sword that had accompanied him throughout his life, merely clicked his tongue in acceptance before glancing at his disciple and saying:

"...Can you handle things here?"
"Go without worry, Senior Brother."

After nodding gravely at Deung Yeonja, Deung Hyeonja leaped straight toward the mountain gate—toward the sorcerers.

"Wh-what?!"
"W-what is...?"

The three sorcerers were startled by the sight.
How could a human leap across such a distance?

Footwork technique?
No, this was different!

By the time Oyeop regained his senses, Deung Hyeonja was already right in front of him.
As he desperately tried to do something, he felt a powerful impact in his abdomen.

"Kuh-hack!"

Oyeop flew backward like a cannonball.
Without hesitation, Deung Hyeonja continued his attack, striking the temple of the bewildered Yukyeop beside him.

His body collapsed, eyes rolling back.

*Now for the last one!*

Against sorcerers, swift and decisive action was the only answer.
Having faced sorcerers during the past war against the Demonic Cult, just like Geumjeong Shinni, Deung Hyeonja knew this well.

However, the last one, Sayeop, wasn't as easy to deal with as the other two.

-Crash!

Another white lightning bolt fell toward his head.
Sensing that his scabbard wouldn't reach in time, Deung Hyeonja retreated without hesitation.

The lightning created another large crater, and the two men faced each other across it.

"You seem different from those weaklings."
"Hmph, don't compare me to those fools whose only talent is flattery."

After Sayeop sharply retorted to Deung Hyeonja's taunt, he immediately conjured several fireballs in the air and hurled them all at him.

Deung Hyeonja dashed sideways to avoid the approaching fireballs.

-Bang! Bang! Boom!

Feeling the heat and explosions behind him, he circled around Sayeop with heightened vigilance until he spotted a momentary opening.

Not missing that opportunity, he charged forward as more fireballs rained down.
Swiftly moving left and right, narrowly avoiding the heat and explosions, Deung Hyeonja shot forward like an arrow.

Seeing the old Taoist suddenly appear at close range, Sayeop's eyes widened in shock.
His hastily outstretched hand was too late—the scabbard struck first.

*Got him...!*

His full-force strike aimed directly at the center of Sayeop's chest.
Even delivered with a scabbard, it was a blow powerful enough to crush ribs.

Deung Hyeonja had no doubt of victory.

-Crack!

"What...?"

But that certainty was immediately betrayed.
Far from embedding itself in his opponent's chest, the scabbard he swung shattered like a fragile ornament.

What had happened?
The answer could be seen in Sayeop's skin.

His skin had transformed into something resembling rough stone.
It was the "Rock Body Technique," a magic art that protected the body from weapons.

"Keheheh, did you think you'd won?"

Sayeop mocked Deung Hyeonja, who had lost both his sword and scabbard and was now empty-handed.
He could easily crush an enemy who had lost his means of attack.
That confidence was clearly evident.

But Deung Hyeonja wouldn't be defeated so easily.

First, he retreated once to avoid Sayeop's attack while throwing something from within his robe.

-Swish!

A thin shadow flew with a sharp sound.
Instinctively sensing danger, Sayeop activated his Rock Body Technique again, and the shadow bounced off his stone-like skin.

Glancing at it, he saw it was a throwing needle.

"Ha! A Taoist using hidden weapons? How ridiculous!"
"Try being entangled with the Tang family for decades, and you'll naturally end up like this."

With that calm retort, more throwing needles flew toward him.
His skill was so impressive that even the Tang family would have admired it and offered him a position as a hidden weapons instructor.

Though normally just a difficult old man to the Cheongseong disciples, he was actually the martial artist with the most combat experience in Cheongseong.

Naturally, he was skilled at improvisation, and the hidden weapons concealed in his robes were one example.
Thanks to this, Sayeop struggled to gain the upper hand against Deung Hyeonja, who didn't even have a proper weapon.

"You slippery eel!"

As his frustration grew, his attacks became more reckless and unfocused.
Attacks that weren't hitting before had even less chance of connecting now that anger had reduced their accuracy.

This allowed Deung Hyeonja to avoid the attacks more easily while occasionally throwing needles.
The situation changed when suddenly his feet stuck to the ground, unable to move.

"Hmm?"

A cold sensation crept up from the soles of his feet.
Looking down, he saw ice crystals from the ground wrapping around both his legs.
Beyond that was Oyeop, extending his hand.

He's regained consciousness already?
Tougher than I thought.

Deung Hyeonja snorted and expelled his internal energy through the Yongcheon acupoint in his foot.

-Boom!

The ice that had been creeping up to his knees instantly shattered, and the old Taoist leaped three zhang into the air, unconsciously twitching the corner of his mouth.

He recalled a time when he had faced a similar magic technique and had to punch the ice until his fists broke.
Now it was resolved with just a stomp of his foot.

*Indeed, the Master's teachings become more impressive with each experience.*

He felt like he was reliving the passion of his childhood when he first learned martial arts.
He wondered what he would learn next.

As he was thinking this.
More fireballs flew toward him as he rose into the air and began falling back to the ground.

It was an attack targeting the moment when he couldn't maneuver in mid-air.
Twisting his lips mischievously at the enemy who gave him no time for reflection, Deung Hyeonja took out throwing needles from his robe and threw them at the fireballs.

-Bang! Bang! Boom!

When the needles hit, the fireballs exploded in mid-air, and he landed safely with only a few sparks touching him.

The problem came immediately after landing.
Vines shot up from the ground and wrapped around his limbs.

"This is..."

Green vines wrapped around his arms and legs, restraining him from moving.
Without a blade to cut them, it was difficult to respond.

"Keh, heheh. Now you can't move, can you?"

Turning his head slightly, he saw Yukyeop staggering to his feet.
He must be the cause of these suddenly sprouting vines.

He should have finished him off quickly, but he had spent too much time dealing with Sayeop.
Frowning at the situation of being concentrated on by all three sorcerers, he heard a malicious laugh.

"No more prancing around. Die quietly."

The pronouncement came with a triumphant expression.
Seeing this, Deung Hyeonja smiled slightly and replied:

"Really? I think it's too late for that."
"...What?"

Noticing that the old Taoist was looking behind him, Sayeop turned his head and widened his eyes at what he saw.

"When did...!"

The puppets that had been pushed back were now completely driven into the mountain gate.
Seizing the opportunity, Seo Wi slipped out, saw Deung Hyeonja's situation, and threw his Cloud Pattern Sword.

-Whoosh!

Remarkably catching the sword hilt that cut through the air, Deung Hyeonja immediately sliced through the vines to free himself.

"Now, shall we continue?"

Seeing him with a proper weapon in hand, Sayeop's face crumpled miserably.

Ch.400 - Turn The Table
"Urgh...!"

The puppets were being pushed back helplessly, and the enemy before them had once again gripped his weapon. To make matters worse, other figures were stealthily approaching from behind.

The tide had turned.
Sa-yeop tried to erase the thought that involuntarily surfaced in his mind and gave orders to the two who were no longer his disciples. Or rather, he tried to.

But when he looked back, O-yeop and Yuk-yeop were already fleeing toward the inner area.

"You fools, have you forgotten my warning?!"
"Fuck that! You think threats matter when we're about to die?!"

The two fled in a hurry, abandoning even the courtesy they had maintained on the surface.
As he watched their retreating figures with a mixture of bewilderment and anger, he heard Elder Deung chuckling.

"So much for loyalty. Well, it's fitting behavior for those who use young novice monks as shields."
"You...!"

Sa-yeop glared murderously at the old Taoist who was openly mocking him, then gritted his teeth as he realized that other Cheongseong Taoists had joined in to surround him.

Then the attack began.

"Haaah!"

As a sword filled with rage against injustice flew toward him, Sa-yeop hastily activated his "Dark Turtle Art" to block it.

*Clang!*

The unexpected collision with stone-like skin produced sparks instead of blood.
When the Yidae disciples, inexperienced with magic, hesitated in surprise, Elder Deung shouted:

"Don't stop attacking! That spell won't last long! It will break soon! That's when we strike!"

*That damned long-nosed bastard...!*

Sa-yeop's face contorted at Elder Deung's words, who clearly knew the weakness of the Dark Turtle Art. He frantically unleashed attacks in all directions.

Thunder struck down, fireballs flew, cold energy bound feet, and vines constrained bodies.

But all those attacks were in vain.

The thunder and fireballs were easily avoided, while the cold energy and binding vines were quickly broken and cut away.
Seeing this, Sa-yeop was beside himself with rage.

*What on earth are these people?!*

Their movements were so fast they seemed to transcend human limits.
He had encountered and directly clashed with many skilled martial artists until his old age.

But none of those renowned masters had shown movements like these people did now.
It felt like fighting ghosts rather than humans.

*Could it be an illusion?*

The most plausible hypothesis from a sorcerer's perspective came to mind, but he soon had to shake his head.

An illusion capable of deceiving his eyes?
That would be impossible even for Il-yeop, the greatest sorcerer he knew.

*Then what on earth is this?*

While Sa-yeop's mind was in chaos, Elder Deung and the Yidae disciples continued their relentless assault.

Eventually, his Dark Turtle Art broke down, and a sword flew through the gap, drawing blood.

"Kuhurk!"

Sa-yeop screamed at the burning pain in his right shoulder and ended up rolling ungracefully on the ground.

A sword strike mercilessly targeted him.
In this life-or-death moment, he barely managed to activate the Dark Turtle Art again.

*Clang!*

"Ha! How long do you think you can rely on that spell alone?!"

A scornful cry.
Sa-yeop felt rage boiling inside him, but he had no grounds to refute those words.

He would die at this rate.
He should have fled quickly, just as those two had done earlier.

Swallowing his brief regret, he frantically looked around.
While desperately searching for a way out of this crisis, he witnessed a strange sight.

The Ami puppets were relentlessly spraying deadly attacks according to his orders.
Yet the Cheongseong disciples facing them were merely striking them with scabbards, not properly engaging them.

Thanks to this, there were no casualties among the puppets.

*So they're trying to subdue them without killing them.*

This meant they would try to prevent the puppets' deaths somehow.

Sa-yeop's eyes formed a wicked curve. Then he loudly ordered the puppets:

"Kill each other now!"
"What...?"

Elder Deung flinched at those words, then widened his eyes at the unfolding situation.

*Squelch!*
*Clang!*

The Ami puppets, who had been skirmishing with the Cheongseong Taoists, suddenly began swinging their weapons at each other.

"You bastard!"

Understanding the situation immediately, Elder Deung turned to Sa-yeop with a contorted face, only to have a fireball fly at his face.

"Kuk!"

As Elder Deung pulled back his upper body and retreated, Sa-yeop seized the opportunity and fled deeper into Bokho Temple, following the two sorcerers who had escaped earlier.

Just as Elder Deung was about to chase after him, he heard Deung-ryeon's voice, almost like a scream:

"Senior Brother!"

Reflexively turning toward the voice, Elder Deung saw the puppets collapsing one by one, spraying blood.

If left alone, the damage would become uncontrollable.
In the end, Elder Deung gave up chasing Sa-yeop and joined the effort to stop the puppets from killing each other.

*Has the formation not activated yet?*

He hoped the formation would activate as soon as possible.

*

"Huff...! Huff...! Huff...!"

The two sorcerers who had fled earlier, O-yeop and Yuk-yeop, ran without stopping, gasping for breath.
But their bodies wouldn't move as fast as they wanted.

There's no fighting against age, as they say.
Unlike martial artists who constantly train their bodies, sorcerers prioritize mental cultivation, making them feel their aging bodies more acutely.

Nevertheless, the two somehow managed to reach the front of the Great Buddha Hall.
But why had they fled here?

"Huff...! Huff! If we just run away, we'll certainly be caught. We need hostages for our own safety."

That was it.
The reason they came to the Great Buddha Hall.
It was to take the novice monks as hostages to save their own lives.

*We don't need to take all of them. One or two should be enough.*

But when they arrived at the Great Buddha Hall, what they saw was completely unexpected.

"What...?"

Ami disciples had somehow come outside.
The novice monks were lying limp, apparently unconscious.

Could the novice monks have left the Great Buddha Hall prepared to die?
No, if that were the case, those young ones should all be burned to death?

While they were confused about what was happening, one of the Yidae disciples spotted them.

"You villains!"

O-yeop grimaced as the monks immediately drew their weapons and unleashed a fireball.

Though it looked smaller and clumsier compared to Sa-yeop's, it was enough to keep the Yidae disciples from approaching them.

*As I thought, those long-nosed guys were the strange ones.*

This is how it should be.
How could people jump several stories high and move like ghosts?

Realizing they didn't need to fear the Yidae disciples, O-yeop and Yuk-yeop created a large ring of fire in the air with smug expressions.

"Ugh...!"

The monks hesitated at the sight of the flames that looked ready to incinerate them.
Seeing this, Yuk-yeop smiled more deeply and declared boldly:

"Now, go back inside the Great Buddha Hall! Otherwise, I'll burn all of you to death, including those novice monks..."

That's when it happened.
The ring of fire floating in the air suddenly changed.

The perfect ring shape collapsed in an instant and was sucked into the Great Buddha Hall.

"What is this...?"

The two sorcerers couldn't hide their bewilderment.
How could the fire from their combined spell break free from their control?
That would only be possible if...

*Such low-level ones, yet you tried so hard?*

A youthful voice came from inside the Great Buddha Hall.
Soon, a small figure emerged from the shadows.

It was Cheong-un, a boy with a sullen face.
In the boy's small palm floated a tiny fireball, which the two sorcerers immediately recognized as their own fire.

Controlling another sorcerer's fire at will?
Given his young appearance, it was hard to believe, but the boy's abilities clearly surpassed their own.

"Who are you?"

A voice filled with a sense of crisis toward an opponent who couldn't be underestimated, and creeping inferiority.
Cheong-un snorted briefly in response.

"Why should you know? You'll be dead soon anyway."
"...Insolent brat!"

O-yeop, unable to recognize the former Chil-yeop due to his completely different appearance, exploded with anger at the young boy's arrogant attitude.
Yet he didn't attack recklessly, keenly aware of the gap between them.

Meanwhile, Cheong-un was inwardly pleased to see O-yeop and Yuk-yeop hesitating and watching him cautiously.

*They were annoying guys anyway.*

To be honest, he found it offensive that Sa-yeop and those two were even considered sorcerers in the same category. After all, their job at the holy site was nothing but filling the Soul-Caging Stones with energy.

The Soul-Caging Stone was an item that absorbed human despair and sorrow to grant the consumer their desired power.

Thanks to it, the Jade-Faced Lustful Devil could escape his ugly hunchbacked body, and Cho Un-yeop could gain regenerative abilities to keep his severed foot attached.

Given how remarkable these items were, the Crimson Eye Cult naturally valued the Soul-Caging Stones highly.
Even "that thing" which produced the Soul-Caging Stones was heavily guarded at the holy site.

Anyway, those three were in charge of collecting the Soul-Caging Stones and filling them with energy.

As mentioned earlier, the Soul-Caging Stones absorbed negative emotions like human despair and sorrow.
What did the three sorcerers do to create those emotions?

Rape, torture, murder.
They even committed all sorts of unspeakable acts that would make one nauseous to even mention.
And they genuinely enjoyed all of it.

Though unspoken, many within the Crimson Eye Cult probably despised the three.

Because of this, Cheong-un had absolutely no hesitation about killing those two.

"Here, I'll give it back."

With those quiet words, the small fireball floating in his hand flew toward the two sorcerers.

The fireball, which had looked like just a tiny spark, instantly grew in size and transformed into a massive fire dragon.

*Whoosh!*

Terrified by the fire dragon flying toward them with intense heat, O-yeop and Yuk-yeop released cold energy.
But their pitiful cold energy was quickly overwhelmed by the heat from the fire dragon.

"Aaaah-!"
"S-save me-!"

The two sorcerers realized they couldn't even fight back.
But that realization came too late.

Before they could escape, the fire dragon opened its jaws wide and engulfed them, and the two figures danced violently within the flames.

"Aaaah-!"

Their screams, loud enough to tear their vocal cords, continued until their dance stopped.

"Hmm."

After confirming O-yeop and Yuk-yeop's deaths, Cheong-un flicked his finger to extinguish the massive flame.
All that remained were two corpses reduced to black ashes.

"......"

The Ami disciples looked at Cheong-un with blank stares, unable to hide their surprise at witnessing the two sorcerers who had threatened them and the novice monks die in an instant.
Dae-un and Seol, who had been hiding inside the Great Buddha Hall, were equally amazed.

"Hmm, such achievement at that age. Impressive. We didn't even need to stay."
"......"

Dae-un expressed his admiration openly while Seol remained silent, fidgeting with her lips.

*He's... pretty good?*

She had never properly seen Cheong-un fight before, and now she saw him in a new light.
On the outside, he just looked like a weak kid, but...

*He looks a little... cool... Wait, what am I thinking?!*

Realizing she was having strange thoughts, Seol shook her head vigorously from side to side.
Dae-un, who had been watching her odd behavior, suddenly turned his head as he felt the energy around them changing.

The golden light that had been rising from the Great Buddha Hall was spreading in all directions.
The golden radiance instantly covered the entire Bokho Temple.

This could only mean one thing.

"It's done now."

The complete activation of the Anti-Demon Array.
By now, all the Ami disciples who had been turned into puppets should be freed.

Just when they thought all problems had been resolved...

"Is this your doing?"

An old man with a large scar on his face appeared.

Ch.401 - Turn The Table
The scarred old man, Sa-yeop, finally appeared in front of the Great Hero Hall. His already hideous face had hardened into an even more terrifying expression, and his aura was so menacing it seemed ready to explode at any moment.

While everyone's faces were etched with dangerous tension, Cheong-un responded with surprising nonchalance.

"Yeah, I did it. Those incompetent fools were getting cocky, so I taught them a lesson."

People were momentarily taken aback.
They tensed their bodies, fearing Sa-yeop might launch an attack.

But contrary to their expectations, Sa-yeop suddenly burst into laughter.

"Keheheh... You're right. Those incompetent fools were nothing but bootlickers. But you... you seem different."

Like everyone else, Sa-yeop failed to recognize Chil-yeop.
Perhaps that's why his tone was surprisingly friendly, unlike his usual cold demeanor.

"Would you consider joining me? As it happens, two useless individuals just died, so there's a vacancy among the Leaves. If you want, I can recommend you as a candidate for an executive position in the cult."

This sudden recruitment offer caught Cheong-un off guard. He looked at Sa-yeop with an expression of disbelief.

"Is this really the time for that?"

Sa-yeop's appearance clearly suggested he was on the run.
Moreover, the Anti-Demon Magistrate Formation had been fully activated.

By now, the Ami Sect monks who had been puppets would all be freed.
Logically, he should be planning his escape right now.

"Kehehehe..."

Despite Cheong-un's words, Sa-yeop merely chuckled as if amused.
Cheong-un frowned at this reaction.

*What's going on?*

Why is he so confident?
Is it just bravado? Does he really have the luxury for this?
Or... does he actually have something up his sleeve?

Just as suspicion began to creep in, Sa-yeop provided the answer to Cheong-un's doubts.

"This wouldn't normally be the situation. If you hadn't killed these two, things would be different."

He demonstrated with action.

"...!?"

Sa-yeop stretched his hand toward the ashen remains of the two sorcerers.
Seeing this, Cheong-un's eyes widened in shock.

While others might not have noticed, as a sorcerer himself, Cheong-un could clearly see the souls of O-yeop and Yuk-yeop being drawn into Sa-yeop.

The souls of the two sorcerers, now entwined with Sa-yeop, were torn and shredded before being absorbed into his soul.

It was an unfamiliar sight, but Cheong-un knew exactly what it was.

"Soul Consumption...! You dare perform an act that's practically taboo for sorcerers!"

Soul Consumption (Sik-hon).
It literally meant devouring souls.
It was a forbidden technique that involved tearing apart others' souls and claiming their spiritual power as one's own.

While it allowed for rapid power growth, the terrible side effects meant no sane person would ever attempt it...

*As if a guy like that would be sane.*

If someone who giggled while doing such things was considered sane, that would be shocking in its own way.
With a much more serious expression than before, Cheong-un glared at Sa-yeop.

"Hnnnggh...!"

The old man twisted his body while emitting strange groans.
He seemed elated by the soul power filling him, but honestly, his writhing was nauseating to watch.

Unable to bear it any longer, Cheong-un launched the first attack.

-Whoosh!

The fire dragon that had just incinerated the two sorcerers reappeared, engulfing Sa-yeop who was still caught up in his euphoria.

With a loud boom, flames wrapped around his figure.
The onlookers expected to hear screams of burning agony like before.

"Heh, hahahahaha-!"

But what emerged instead was a gleeful laugh.
Soon, they could see Sa-yeop standing completely unburned within the massive flames.

"Your fire technique is quite impressive! You don't even seem to be a full-fledged sorcerer yet, but to achieve this level is astonishing!"

"...Tch."

It was pure admiration.
But when such praise comes from an enemy you need to defeat, it's hardly pleasing.

Frowning and clicking his tongue, Cheong-un calculated his chances of victory.

*Can I defeat him?*

Against Sa-yeop and his two lackeys, it would have been entirely possible.

Unlike Sa-yeop, who despite his foolish behavior had accumulated considerable skill over the years, O-yeop and Yuk-yeop were truly incompetent fools who didn't live up to their age.

But Sa-yeop after consuming their souls was a different story.
Having absorbed their spiritual power completely, Cheong-un couldn't confidently claim victory.

In other words, he could no longer guarantee his own survival.

"Well, what will you do? Your fire technique can't penetrate my Fire Avoidance Art. Will you accept my offer now?"

His attitude suggested he was generously giving Cheong-un another chance.
Of course, Cheong-un's answer remained unchanged.

"Absolutely not."

The boy had no intention of ever joining the Crimson Eye Cult again, even if it cost him his life.
He had sensed something was wrong but still cooperated with the cult for revenge, and what had happened?

Horrifically mutilated corpses, anguished cries of those who lost loved ones, people weeping in fear.

He had no intention of repeating his sins just to save his own life.
And above all,

*I'd rather die at the hands of those Black Robe bastards than get involved with that disgusting creep.*

He absolutely refused to serve under someone he found so repulsive.

Perhaps his thoughts showed on his face.
A grotesque smile spread across Sa-yeop's face.

"Then I have no choice. I was going to spare you because you showed promise, but you're rejecting your own fortune. It's a shame, but I'll have to devour your soul as well."

...Despite claiming it was a shame, his expression looked rather pleased.

As Cheong-un inwardly grumbled, he withdrew his ineffective flames and prepared to cast a new technique. Just then, two figures emerged from behind him and stood at his side.

Needless to say, they were Dae-un and Seol.

"You seemed quite composed so I didn't step in, but this time it looks difficult. Seol and I will keep him in check while you prepare a technique that can defeat him."

"...I've been wondering about this, but you seem unusually familiar with sorcery techniques despite not being a sorcerer—ow!"

As Cheong-un responded to Dae-un's words that suggested he knew something, a sharp pain shot through his head.
Seol, standing on the other side, had smacked him on the head.

"You're not using honorifics with Master? What's wrong with you?"

"Ah, no. Is that really important right now?"

As Cheong-un expressed his bewilderment, Seol bared her teeth.
It was exactly the expression that Ja-seong often described as "snarling."

It was meant to be threatening, but it was more cute than intimidating...

*...What am I thinking?*

Shaking his head to clear his mind, Cheong-un turned back to the still-confident Sa-yeop and muttered.

"...Then I'll ask for your help. Please buy me about half a moment of time."

"Understood."

Dae-un smirked at Cheong-un, who had changed his speech pattern as Seol demanded. He drew his sword and stepped forward.
Then he addressed the Ami Sect disciples who were standing helplessly in the middle.

"Take the third-generation disciples and withdraw. We'll handle this."

"...Understood. We're sorry."

The monks retreated with contorted faces, seemingly ashamed that they were only a hindrance despite this being about protecting their sect.
Once they had withdrawn into the Great Hero Hall, Dae-un and Seol simultaneously pointed their swords at Sa-yeop.

Of course, Sa-yeop wore an expression of utter contempt.

"Keheheh, what do you two think you can do against me?"

"You'll see what we can do soon enough."

Dae-un coldly retorted as he stomped the ground.

-Boom!

His figure vanished with the powerful sound of his footstep.
Seol disappeared a moment later, causing Sa-yeop's eyes to widen slightly.

The next instant, Dae-un appeared behind him, and a stream of blood burst from Sa-yeop's left side.

"Kuk...?!"

He reflexively clutched his burning wound.
As a result, his right side was left vulnerable, and a sharp cutting sound came from that direction.

-Swoosh!

His neck was deeply cut, looking as if it might fall off at any moment.
Seol, who had attacked Sa-yeop following Dae-un, brightened at the sight.

"Got him...!"

Her exclamation suggested she believed she had finished Sa-yeop without Cheong-un needing to step in.
But immediately after, her mind went blank as she saw a wrinkled palm extending toward her.

"Seol!"

Just before flames engulfed her vision, Dae-un narrowly grabbed Seol's body.

-Boom!

Having lost its target, the flame spread across a wall and exploded with a thunderous sound.
Seeing this, Seol swallowed hard and said to her master:

"I-I'm sorry."

"You should never let your guard down against a sorcerer. I've never seen it myself, but they say truly exceptional sorcerers can even reattach severed heads."

Reattaching a severed head? Isn't that like being immortal?
While Seol was momentarily dumbfounded by Dae-un's words, she closed her mouth as she witnessed Sa-yeop's more than half-severed neck reattaching itself with a squelching sound.

"...You're fast. Incomparably better than those fools from earlier."

Perhaps alarmed by Dae-un and Seol's movements that his eyes couldn't follow, Sa-yeop's face hardened as he glared at the master and disciple, his previous composure gone.

Meeting his gaze, Dae-un put Seol down and said quietly:

"It seems we need to be even more careful from now on. Don't try to approach recklessly; focus on keeping him in check as much as possible."

"...Yes."

Seol nodded gravely at her master's instruction and readjusted her grip on her sword.

Then, Sa-yeop's attack began.

-Whoosh!

Flames starting from both his hands grew uncontrollably, transforming into two massive fire dragons.

They were similar in size to what Cheong-un had created earlier, but there was one more.
Was he trying to prove his superiority over the young sorcerer?

Thinking this might indicate a rather petty personality, Dae-un dashed across the ground.
A fire dragon lunged at him.

Facing the gaping maw of the fire dragon, he employed the Dok-mun footwork technique, "Lightning Spirit Step."

The Lightning Spirit Step, which emphasized quick direction changes and speed, had been enhanced by Ja-seong's internal energy control to become an even more exceptional technique.
Thanks to this, Dae-un could easily avoid the rampaging fire dragon's attacks by twisting his body in various directions.

*What about Seol...?*

Taking advantage of the brief respite this afforded him, he checked on his youngest disciple.

"Hup!"

She was also using the Lightning Spirit Step to avoid the other fire dragon's attacks.
Though she lacked his level of proficiency and seemed to be struggling, she was tenaciously holding on.

Perhaps because of this, Sa-yeop's face, as he controlled the fire dragons with both hands, gradually showed signs of impatience.

He glanced back and forth between Dae-un and Seol who were engaged with the fire dragons, then finally glared at Cheong-un in the middle.

He clearly wanted to quickly dispose of the two and then deal with Cheong-un, but he couldn't.
Yet attacking Cheong-un first was risky after experiencing the threatening attacks from the other two.

It was a dilemma.
And to make matters worse, a thunderous shout came from behind him.

"You scoundrel!"

The voice belonged to none other than Deung Hyeon-ja.

The Ami Sect monks, freed from being puppets by the complete activation of the Anti-Demon Magistrate Formation, had immediately pursued him.

Ch.402 - Turn The Table
Surrounded on all sides, it was a desperate situation.
Just moments ago, he had been confident after devouring the souls of Five Leaf and Six Leaf, but how had things come to this?

Regretting how he'd been intoxicated by his suddenly acquired power, he desperately searched for a solution to his current predicament.

But no matter how much he thought about it, there was only one way: "that."

The fundamental reason soul consumption was designated as forbidden magic.
A gamble that might cost him his very existence.

Originally, he had planned to "subdue" them gradually over time, but death was now staring him in the face.
If he would die either way, he might as well take the risk.

Four Leaf gritted his teeth and his eyes flashed with determination.
Then he awakened the consciousness of the two souls that had been torn apart and absorbed by him, yet not completely erased.

The consciousnesses of Five Leaf and Six Leaf awakened.
Though fragmented and incomplete, the souls of these sorcerers who had trained for decades immediately began to have an effect.

They started to erode the consciousness of Four Leaf, the one who had consumed them.

Awakening the consciousness of souls consumed through soul consumption.
This was essentially like mixing the consciousness of both the consumer and the consumed in a single vessel.

As memories and values chaotically intermingled, he risked losing himself entirely—a dangerous state to be in.

"Urgh, aaaaargh!"

Four Leaf let out a terrible scream, unable to bear the sensation of his soul and consciousness being twisted and transformed.

He struggled desperately to maintain himself against the consciousness of Five Leaf and Six Leaf, which had become like a great torrent sweeping through his mind.

"What... what's happening...?"

Yu Seol, Yeo Dae-un, and the Elderly Monk couldn't hide their bewilderment at the sight.
The two raging fire dragons had already disappeared.

To those who didn't understand the situation, it looked like Four Leaf was suddenly self-destructing.
And in reality, his actions were tantamount to self-destruction.

Awakening the consciousness of consumed souls and allowing them to erode his own consciousness.
Why would he do something so dangerous?

"Damn it...!"

Cheong-un seemed to know the reason.
Abandoning the spell he had been preparing while leaving the containment to Dae-un and Seol, he rose from his spot and shouted loudly.

"We need to kill him, right now!"

The urgency in his high-pitched, pre-pubescent voice was palpable.
Responding to that emotion, Seol and Dae-un rushed toward Four Leaf, who was clutching his head, and the Elderly Monk followed a step behind.

Swords flew from three directions.
Just as the sharp blades, accompanied by the sound of air being cut, were about to slice Four Leaf's entire body,

"Kehe."

With a short laugh, Four Leaf raised his head.
A smile of pure ecstasy spread across his face.
Along with that arc of his lips signaling the success of his final gamble, a powerful wave of energy spread in all directions.

"Ugh!?"
"Kyaaak!"

The three people who had rushed toward Four Leaf were thrown backward, and seeing this, Cheong-un gritted his teeth.

As a sorcerer, he could see it. The souls of Five Leaf and Six Leaf clinging to Four Leaf's shoulders.
The two souls and the sorcerer opened their mouths simultaneously and uttered different incantations.

-Whoosh
-Rumble
-Crack

Three different spells erupted at once.

The fire dragon reappeared and lunged at Seol, thunder struck down from the sky toward the Elderly Monk.
And ice raced across the ground to seize Dae-un's feet.

*Damn it, he succeeded in his gamble!*

The reason Four Leaf had taken a risk equivalent to self-destruction became clear.

Awakening the consciousness of absorbed souls and mixing them with his own.
This was an extremely dangerous action that could have turned him into a madman if the memories and values of the three people had clashed.

But if he could maintain his self-awareness while subduing the souls' consciousness,

"Kahahaha! Go ahead and struggle like before! I dare you! Hahaha!"

This would be the result.
Cheong-un's face hardened as he watched Four Leaf continuously unleashing different spells simultaneously.

At first glance, he appeared frozen in fear of the elderly sorcerer's might, but his small head was constantly working to find a solution.

Four Leaf, having subdued the consciousness of the two sorcerers he had consumed, could now use three types of spells simultaneously.
He seemed unstoppable as he bombarded the three martial artists with various spells, but his limitation was clear.

*His regeneration has limits. If his neck is severed or his heart destroyed, he'll die.*

If I handle one spell, and one of the three finds an opening...!

We can win.

Having finished his thought, Cheong-un immediately began to move.
Slightly moving his lips, he extended his hand toward the fire dragon attacking Seol.

The dragon, which had been charging with its jaws wide open, suddenly stopped.
Seol blinked in surprise as she saw it hastily trying to retreat, and Cheong-un shouted:

"I'll handle the fire, you attack the main body!"
"O-okay!"

Seol nodded reflexively, then hesitated as she realized she was following the instructions of a tiny child.
Something welled up inside her, but the situation was too urgent to dwell on such matters.

Thinking she would properly address this later, she dodged the immobilized fire dragon and rushed toward Four Leaf.

"Hup!"

Her small figure moved in zigzags, stepping on the "Lightning Steps," rushing forward.
Though slightly less impressive than Dae-un, she was still moving at instantaneous speeds.

As Seol disappeared from his sight, Four Leaf's face hardened.
Sensing the deadly attack coming, he narrowed his eyes, then,

"Hehe."

He smiled, baring his teeth.
As if he had been waiting for this moment.

Cheong-un, who was restraining the fire dragon, was shocked when he saw that face—or more precisely, when he saw the "third soul" that appeared behind Four Leaf.

*That bastard has another soul...?*

How is that possible?
Was this not his first soul consumption?
Whose soul did he...?

Various questions flashed through his mind in that brief moment.
But right now, what mattered more was...!

"No! Fall back!"

The premise that he could only use three types of spells simultaneously had collapsed.

In other words, the current Four Leaf had no openings.
This meant he wasn't helpless against Seol, who was rushing to behead him.

-Clang!

"Ugh!"

A dull metallic sound and Seol's short groan.
The sword she had swung with all her might to completely sever his neck was blocked by skin that had turned to stone.

The critical surprise attack had failed.
The backlash came immediately.

"Hnngh!"

A tingling energy invaded Seol's body.
The young girl's small frame became completely rigid.

*Mind control spell!*

A spell that restrains movement by subduing the soul.
Though the conditions for its use were strict, once activated, it could immobilize even the fastest and strongest opponents—a top-tier spell.

"Damn it!"
"Seol!"

Cheong-un and Dae-un's faces filled with urgency as Seol was helplessly subdued by the cunning sorcerer.
They wanted to rush to her aid, but Four Leaf's spells were relentlessly blocking their path.

Meanwhile, Four Leaf, wearing a disgusting smile, reached out to caress the frozen Seol's cheek.

"Keheheh, quite a pretty little girl. You probably don't know the taste of men yet. Shall this old man teach you what true pleasure is?"

The creepy sensation of wrinkled fingers touching her skin.
As fear welled up inside her while she couldn't move a finger, suddenly,

-Stab!

"Argh!?"

The sword in Seol's hand moved on its own and stabbed Four Leaf's arm.
Screaming in pain, he retreated, quickly realizing what had happened.

"You little brat...!"

The old sorcerer's fierce smile turned toward the young sorcerer who was reaching out toward him.

Cheong-un faced him with bloodshot eyes, refusing to back down.
But his staggering figure and the alarming amount of blood flowing from his nose indicated he was pushing himself too hard.

This was because he had blocked Four Leaf's fire dragon with fire magic while simultaneously using telekinesis to move Seol's sword.

Simultaneous use of spells.
He had single-handedly done what even Four Leaf could only do through the consciousness of consumed sorcerers.

"You keep surprising me. I should take your soul first."

Four Leaf looked at Cheong-un with greedy eyes, pulled the sword out of his arm, and reached toward him.

Having forcibly used telekinesis while handling the fire dragon, Cheong-un had no other means to resist and could only watch.

The Elderly Monk and Dae-un tried to stop Four Leaf, but they were already struggling just to avoid the lightning and ice.
As the shadow of death loomed over Cheong-un,

-Slash!

"Huh...?"

A blue crescent sliced through Four Leaf's arm and passed by.
He stared blankly at his arm that had suddenly separated from his body, then screamed as the delayed pain hit him.
A cold voice pierced his ears.

"Do you enjoy bullying children? Why not play with me instead?"

A man entered, holding Hong-il, a sword with a red hilt.
Four Leaf's face froze when he saw the man's face.

"Y-you...!"

Gun Ja-seong.
The great sinner who had destroyed the god's avatar and thwarted the Blood Eye Cult's schemes multiple times.

Four Leaf swallowed hard, forgetting even the pain of his severed arm at the appearance of his most threatening enemy.

He didn't even notice the Golden Needle Divine Nun, his mortal enemy, appearing beside Ja-seong.
The murderous aura emanating from Ja-seong's body had that kind of power.

"Urgh...!"

Four Leaf realized his body was trembling.
Despite consuming and subduing the souls of Five Leaf and Six Leaf to become stronger, he couldn't imagine defeating this man.

The situation had reversed—from predator to prey.
The old sorcerer, already defeated in his heart, desperately sought an escape route, forgetting even his original purpose of revenge against the Golden Needle Divine Nun.

Fortunately, that route wasn't far away.
Glancing at Seol, who was still bound by the mind control spell right beside him, Four Leaf immediately reached for her.

He intended to use this young girl as a hostage to escape the temple.
But before his hand could reach Seol, Ja-seong was already within arm's reach.

"Huh...?"

What? Wasn't he just over there?

As he was thinking this in a daze, he felt a powerful impact in his abdomen.
Four Leaf flew backward like a cannonball.

-Crash!

"Kh...ack!"

Smashing into the stairs leading to the main hall, he let out a suppressed groan from the pain of his entire body feeling crushed.
Half-unconscious from the intense pain, the old sorcerer was terrified as he watched Ja-seong slowly approaching.

*I'm... going to die...!*

Feeling the most intense fear of his decades-long life, Four Leaf released all other spells and focused on protecting himself.

Multiple layers of stone skin spell.
This should be enough to prevent a sword from wounding him...!

-Slice

"Aaaaargh!"

He was cut.
His body, turned to stone, was sliced like tofu.

How?
Is that sword some kind of divine weapon, the finest in the world?

Thinking this through the pain, Four Leaf instinctively chanted an incantation and reached toward Ja-seong.
Taking advantage of the moment Ja-seong stood still before him, he cast the mind control spell.

*No matter how powerful he is, once caught in the mind control spell...!*

-Slash!

"Aaaah!"

He was cut again.
Though the spell clearly hit, instead of becoming rigid, an even more powerful sword strike tore through Four Leaf's body.

What's going on?
Could it be that even spells don't work on this man?

"Uwa, uwaaaa!"

Four Leaf no longer saw Ja-seong as human.
Screaming in fear of this incomprehensibly powerful being, he instinctively waved his hand.

The red sword hilt flew out of its owner's hand and went flying backward.
Seeing this, Ja-seong raised an eyebrow, and Four Leaf's lips twisted strangely.

*I'm saved. The sword flew away. He can't kill me now!*

Misunderstanding that his stone skin had been broken solely due to the sword's power, he felt slight relief and tried to escape.

At that moment, the now empty-handed Ja-seong struck Four Leaf's chest with his palm.

The palm struck his still rock-hard body.
Naturally, Four Leaf felt no impact.

Seeing this, an awkward laugh escaped him.

"Ha, haha! I don't know what you were aiming for, but that won't..."

-Boom!

Immediately after, a violent explosion rang in his head.
Four Leaf's upper body jerked upward as if struck by lightning.

"Cough...?"

His stone skin spell dissolved on its own, and a metallic taste rose in his throat.
Unable to hold it back, he coughed up blood as numerous questions filled his mind.

What's happening?
Why did my stone skin spell break?
Why am I coughing blood?

As his consciousness faded and his vision blurred, he desperately moved his lips.

"Wh-what is... gurk... this...?"

Continuously coughing blood, Four Leaf demanded an answer.
Looking down at him coldly, Ja-seong calmly provided an answer—one that Four Leaf couldn't comprehend even if he heard it.

"Inner Palm... no, Heart-Crushing Palm."

Four Leaf couldn't ask what that meant.
His body, with its heart shattered by the force that had penetrated inside, allowed no more time.

Thus died the fourth leaf of the Blood Eye Cult.
Without even knowing how he had died.

Ch.403 - Rising Above The Wounds
I began seriously developing palm techniques when I started teaching the Azure Cloud Crimson Mist Sword to the Qingcheng Daoists.

I think I've mentioned this before, but this pseudo-martial arts world completely lacked proper palm or fist techniques. Well, there's Taichi that I created with Wuyezi, so it's not entirely absent anymore, but at least before that, it was.

The reason is simple.
The concept of wrapping qi around one's fist or projecting palm force disappeared along with the loss of martial arts knowledge.

Without these concepts, a fist fighter would have to engage in close combat against enemies wielding sharp blades with nothing but bare hands.

Even among those living in the perilous martial world, few would attempt something so dangerous.

As a result, empty-handed combat in this world was nothing more than exercise-like movements for physical training.

Given this situation, I never dreamed I'd end up facing palm techniques myself.

Even with my mind burning with rage after Hwa-ryeon's kidnapping, it was still a surprisingly fresh shock. And after a few days, when my head had cooled somewhat, my thought was "I need to reflect."

Palm and fist techniques are also part of the martial world I know, yet I'd focused solely on sword techniques while neglecting that aspect. Even the Taichi I was learning wasn't something I'd initiated but merely helped Wuyezi develop.

So while teaching the Azure Cloud Crimson Mist Sword, I decided to restore the palm techniques I knew.
Since I was teaching Qingcheng Daoists, the first technique that came to mind was Qingcheng's palm technique.

The Heart-Destroying Palm.
Along with the Azure Cloud Crimson Mist Sword, it was Qingcheng's signature martial art, a devastating palm technique that literally destroys the heart.

Just hearing the name, you might think it's something evil sect members would use, but it was legitimately a Qingcheng technique.

Anyway, since it was a martial art mentioned in various novels, I was making fairly smooth progress developing it when...

"I never expected to use it in actual combat like this."

I stared at Sayeop's corpse, slumped on the steps in front of the main hall. Except for the blood he'd vomited around his mouth, he looked surprisingly clean.

There were no visible wounds on the outside.
Only his heart inside had been shattered.

As I mentioned earlier, the Heart-Destroying Palm lives up to its name by destroying the heart. The principle is that the force contained in the palm penetrates the enemy's body, reaches the heart, and explodes from within.

That's why it leaves no external wounds.

"This is...!"

The Dengxian Master, who had approached from the side, realized what had happened and opened his eyes wide in surprise. Soon, his eyes turned to me, demanding an explanation, and I shrugged and said:

"Don't be impatient. You'll learn it soon enough."
"...!"

It's a Qingcheng martial art, so naturally I should pass it on to Qingcheng.

As I burst into laughter at the Dengxian Master's eyes sparkling like a young boy's, Hwa-ryeon approached from behind.

"Here you go."
"Ah, thanks."

As I received and sheathed Hongil, which had flown away earlier, the two kids and their master approached. I looked at Cheongun, whose lower face was soaked with blood, though not as badly as Sayeop's, and asked:

"Are you okay...?"

The amount of nosebleed was concerning.
Someone might think he had a terminal illness or something.

As I examined him with concern, he wiped under his nose with his sleeve and replied:

"I just overdid it a bit. I'll be fine after some rest."
"Th-thank goodness..."

The soft murmur came from Seol. Since it was quite audible, everyone's gaze turned to her tiny face, which immediately turned bright red.

"Ah, uh... oh..."

As I chuckled at her stammering embarrassment, she covered her face with both hands, looking like she might explode from blushing.

What an amusing reaction.
Just as I was about to open my mouth to tease her more, the Jingjing Nun approached us. Hiding my disappointment, I greeted her.

"Venerable Nun."
"Thank you so much. Not only did you save my disciples, but you also defeated the villain... Our Ami Sect has incurred a great debt to you all."

Her attitude was extremely courteous for the leader of a major sect. In response, we answered even more politely.

"We only did what needed to be done. Please don't worry about it."
"How could I not? Without all of you, our sect would have..."

The Jingjing Nun couldn't finish her sentence. I could sense her mental anguish from the way she tightly closed her eyes, as if the mere thought was unbearable.

Moreover, what happened couldn't simply be undone.

"Master. The junior sisters..."

Myeonghye Satae approached with heavy steps and lowered her voice hesitantly. But I could hear her words clearly.

Rape, bleeding, treatment.

Each word was deeply troubling.
The Jingjing Nun's fists trembled upon hearing this.

Unlike me, the rest of our group looked puzzled, not having heard Myeonghye Satae's story. Before they could ask what was happening, I spoke first:

"The situation isn't completely resolved yet, so you must have many things to attend to, Venerable Nun. Please don't mind us and go ahead."
"...Thank you."

The two female monks departed with quiet words of gratitude. Turning my gaze from their retreating figures, I looked at the Dengxian Master.

"Are the other Ami Sect disciples who became puppets alright?"
"Well, the spells have all been broken. But I can't say they're fine."

When I asked for details, it turned out that the damned Sayeop had made the Ami Sect disciples harm each other as his final act of spite.

"...I should have killed him more painfully."

I glared at Sayeop's body still sprawled on the steps, then shook my head. According to what I'd heard, now wasn't the time to be angry.

"Let's go to the injured Ami Sect disciples."

I could at least help by pressing acupoints to stop bleeding.

*

"Sigh..."

The Jingjing Nun sighed as she looked at the nuns lying side by side in the quarters. Each one of her disciples possessed uncommon beauty.

That pretty skin, utterly useless for nuns who served Buddha for life, had brought calamity upon her disciples.

Brutal rape by evil sorcerers.
The thought of them enduring that terrible pain while immobilized by spells tore at her heart.

And the problem didn't end there.
What if seeds had been planted in their wombs due to the rape?

"I am the sinner. I am the sinner."

Her very existence had drawn Sayeop, that evil cult's minion, to the sect.
Because of that, her innocent disciples suffered horribly, while she remained unharmed.

The Jingjing Nun couldn't help but blame herself. Myeonghye comforted her master from beside her.

"Don't blame yourself, Master. The sisters won't resent you."

Even if her disciples forgave her, she couldn't forgive herself. Her powerless self who had only hidden in the formation, concerned with her own safety.

Sighing again to suppress her emotions, she turned to her disciple and caught her breath.

The darkness in Myeonghye's eyes.
The clear guilt and helplessness reflected in those eyes.

The emotions she had been trying to hide finally flowed out as tears.

"Hic... hic...!"

The Jingjing Nun realized that her feelings and her disciple's were not different. No, her disciple's heart would be even more devastated.

-...I'll go. Even if I have to cut down my sisters, I'll break through the encirclement and request reinforcements.

While she had just cowered in the main hall, her disciple had cut down her fellow disciples to bring reinforcements to save the sect.

What must it have felt like to have to cut down family members she had lived with all her life? She couldn't even begin to imagine.

In the end, all she could do was embrace her disciple.

"Uhhh, waaaaaah-!"

Myeonghye wailed in her master's arms. Tears poured out like a child crying, and her screams only subsided after a very long time.

Having finally calmed herself, Myeonghye bowed her head as if embarrassed and ashamed.

"...Sorry, I'm sorry."
"It's alright. How could sorrow be a sin?"

The Jingjing Nun lifted her disciple's face and carefully wiped her tear-stained eyes. Feeling her master's warm touch, Myeonghye poured out her lamentations.

"I cut down Jeonghye and many senior brothers and sisters to go down the mountain. I rationalized it to myself, saying it was for the sect, that there was no other way."

But that wasn't true.
She simply hadn't been strong enough.

"Did you hear? None of the senior brothers, sisters, and nephews who clashed with the Qingcheng Daoists died."

Although they ended up fighting each other due to Sayeop's cunning trick at the last moment, everyone ultimately survived.

There was no other reason.
It was simply because the Qingcheng Daoists were strong enough that they didn't need to kill anyone.

"They were strong. Strong enough to save everyone."
"Myeonghye..."
"I want to become stronger. Strong enough that I won't lose anyone again."

The Jingjing Nun sympathized with Myeonghye's words.
The problem was that she didn't know how.

She recalled the battle with Sayeop in the main hall.
Jaseong overwhelming him as he wielded powerful spells and rampaged.

A divine power clearly beyond human limits.
If they could learn even a little about that amazing martial art...

'Impossible.'

The Jingjing Nun shook her head.
They had already received an immense debt from Jaseong and his group that they didn't even know how to repay.

How could she shamelessly ask for that too?

As she was thinking this, she sensed someone outside the quarters.

-Sect Leader, it's Uijeong.

"Come in."

Uijeong carefully opened the door and entered, startled by the heavy atmosphere in the room before noticing the lying disciples and becoming downcast.

"Um... how are the senior sisters?"
"They're sleeping now. What is it?"
"We've escorted the Qingcheng Daoists and Young Master Gun's group to the guest hall."
"Good work."

The Jingjing Nun nodded briefly in acknowledgment of the report. However, Uijeong seemed to have more to say, hesitating instead of leaving.

"Is there something else you want to say?"
"...I know this isn't the right time to ask, but I must. Did you hear anything from Elder Geuma?"
"From Geuma... a story?"

This was news to her.
Elder Geuma had barely survived the attack from the puppeted disciples and immediately fainted. There hadn't been any opportunity for conversation.

Myeonghye also asked with a puzzled expression:

"What do you mean by 'story'?"
"Well..."

And after hearing what Uijeong had to say, both women's eyes widened in shock.

*

The next morning.
After spending the night in the Ami Sect's guest quarters, I was informed upon waking that the Jingjing Nun was looking for our group, so I headed to the main hall.

Passing through the courtyard, which still bore traces of last night's battle and had a gloomy atmosphere, I entered the main hall where a massive Buddha statue sat.

Inside, the Jingjing Nun was already waiting, with shadows under her eyes as if she hadn't slept well.

"Venerable Nun, I heard you were looking for us."
"Yes, I apologize for summoning our sect's benefactors like this."
"Please don't worry about that. But what is the matter...?"

Though I had some idea, I pretended not to know and asked why she had called for us. The Jingjing Nun, with a stern face, slowly began to speak.
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"I heard from Ui-jeong. You taught martial arts to the second-generation disciples."
"That's not quite right. I merely showed them a few tips on how to use internal energy."

In response to my answer, Golden Stillness Nun shook her head.

"It seems too significant to be dismissed as mere tips. I saw Ui-jeong's movements with my own eyes. Compared to when she left Ami, the improvement is truly like heaven and earth."
"..."

Instead of answering, I shrugged my shoulders, and seeing this, Golden Stillness Nun spoke in a more cautious tone.

"...I also heard you want to improve Ami's martial arts."

Hmm, straight to the point.
I subtly observed the middle-aged nun sitting before me.

Cautious, yet with a strange trembling in her eyes that revealed expectation.

For me, this wasn't a bad sign. I had expected fierce opposition from the Ami leadership, just as with Cheongseong and Master Deung, but it seems that won't be the case.

And the reason is probably because of this recent incident.
It left a slightly bitter taste in my mouth, as if I were exploiting their tragedy, but I quickly composed myself and nodded.

"Yes. I know it might be uncomfortable, but with a few adjustments, it will undoubtedly become a more powerful martial art. Naturally, the overall combat strength of the Ami Sect will increase as well."

After speaking with a confident tone, I casually turned my head toward the outside.

"It seems someone who can add persuasion to my argument has also arrived."
"What? What do you mean...?"

Golden Stillness Nun was puzzled at first, but soon cleared her throat awkwardly when she saw Master Deung entering, her eyes widening in surprise.

"Master Deung, what brings you here...?"
"Ahem, I was passing by and happened to hear the Great Master's voice."
"...Great Master?"

The nun flinched at the unusual title.
Her confused gaze darted between me and Master Deung.
I smiled bitterly and spoke.

"The Elder has given me an excessive title."
"How is it excessive? You transformed Cheongseong's sword technique into a divine art. You performed a miracle, accomplishing in just one month what would normally take a thousand years. Regardless of age, it's only right to revere you as a Great Master."

After his passionate speech, the old Taoist turned to Golden Stillness Nun and said:

"Since the Head of the Sect already knows that Ami's second-generation disciples have received the Great Master's teachings, I won't elaborate further. Cheongseong has already entrusted our sect's martial arts to him completely, and we've achieved remarkable results. I sincerely hope Ami doesn't miss this opportunity."

The words of an elder from a major sect carried special weight.
Inwardly thanking Master Deung, I carefully opened my mouth.

"If it's not too presumptuous, may I demonstrate? The improved Raging Wind Sword Technique I've developed."
"...You've already completed the improvements?"
"It's not perfect yet, but it's presentable."

Was my answer too surprising?
After a momentary blank expression, Golden Stillness Nun slowly nodded.

With the sect leader's permission, I went outside the main hall, and somehow ended up facing Master Deung in front of numerous spectators.

Our group was there, of course, along with second-generation disciples from both Cheongseong and Ami surrounding us.

"If it's alright with you, shall we proceed in the form of a sparring match?"

As soon as I accepted his suggestion, which seemed like he'd been waiting to make it, the Cheongseong disciples accompanying Master Deung hurriedly ran off, apparently spreading the word.

Even some first-generation disciples and elders from Ami, who had been injured, were scattered among the crowd.

"Ho ho, I was just wanting to show the Great Master the results of my training, and now I have the opportunity."

The old Taoist, seemingly accustomed to being the center of attention, took his stance with swords in both hands, paying no mind to the numerous eyes upon him.

Facing his mischievous smile, I also grinned and drew Hong-il.
As we pointed our swords at each other, the murmuring crowd instantly fell silent.

In the middle of the courtyard, filled with a tense silence, we stared at each other before simultaneously charging forward.

*

With a powerful thud, Master Deung and Ja-seong rushed at each other.
When their swords clashed in midair, a powerful wave of energy spread in all directions.

"...!"

Golden Stillness Nun couldn't hide her surprise as she felt the energy wave pushing strongly against her body.

A mere sword collision creating such an impact?
This was an extraordinary phenomenon beyond her common sense.

Others were equally disturbed—specifically, the first-generation disciples and elders, excluding the second-generation disciples.

The second-generation disciples, seemingly familiar with this, explained something to those who appeared confused.
Ui-jeong also approached Golden Stillness Nun and began to explain.

"That's called Sword Energy Collision, where internal energy wrapped around the blade collides and releases powerful waves."
"Wrapping energy around a sword? What are you talking about?"

Her expression showed complete incomprehension.
Knowing that she herself had worn such an expression not long ago, Ui-jeong suppressed a smile.

"A detailed explanation would be lengthy. For now, just know that's what's happening."

Ui-jeong's expression was too serious to be joking.
Finally, Golden Stillness Nun nodded and refocused on the duel.

Unlike yesterday, Master Deung, with swords in both hands, was relentlessly pressing Ja-seong.

The sword in his right hand traced unpredictable trajectories.
Even watching directly, the path of the blade was impossible to follow.
Narrowing her eyes to discern the blurry movements, Golden Stillness Nun murmured softly.

"That seems to be the Blue Cloud Sword Technique..."

Her voice lacked certainty.

Ami Sect, Cheongseong Sect, and the Tang Family were the three major sects representing Sichuan.

Since Sichuan itself was quite closed to outsiders but tight-knit internally, there was frequent exchange among the three. Naturally, Golden Stillness Nun had seen the Blue Cloud Sword Technique quite often.

She had even witnessed a duel between Master Deung and one of her fellow disciples just a few months ago.

That's why she couldn't be certain.
Was what she was seeing truly the Blue Cloud Sword Technique?

It seemed to trace the same sword path, but the variations and momentum were vastly different from what she knew.

The unpredictable trajectory and strangely blurry energy.
The Blue Cloud Sword Technique unfolding before Golden Stillness Nun truly resembled clouds, just as its name suggested.

Ja-seong calmly responded to the incoming attacks.
Unlike her, he seemed to read the sword's trajectory precisely, as Master Deung's blade couldn't even graze his clothes.

Then Master Deung's left hand began to move.
Taking advantage of the pressure from the Blue Cloud Sword, a sharp thrust flew toward Ja-seong.

In contrast to the blurry and unpredictable Blue Cloud Sword, this was a sharp and clear blade.
A powerful strike that sent chills down one's spine targeted the openings in Ja-seong's defense against the Blue Cloud Sword.

Like sunset light pouring through clouds.

"Danger...!"

Golden Stillness Nun, who had been staring blankly at the unfamiliar sword strike, belatedly raised her voice in concern.
She worried something might go wrong with Ja-seong, as the attack seemed too intense for a sparring match.

But her concern proved unnecessary.
In an instant, Ja-seong's sword seemed to blur, then completely deflected both of Master Deung's swords.

"Ugh...!"

Master Deung groaned, apparently from the tremendous recoil of the sword deflection.
Though he flinched momentarily, far from retreating, he gritted his teeth and charged again.

But after several attempts, the result remained the same.
The two different types of sword attacks continued to target Ja-seong's entire body, but every attack was blocked with remarkable ease.

Though Master Deung's swords seemed unable to exert their full power, Golden Stillness Nun expressed pure admiration watching them.

"Amazing."

Clouds and sunset.
Blurriness and clarity.
Emptiness and substance.

Two martial arts at opposite extremes working in harmony.
A sword lacking nothing in any aspect.

Flawless.
This word perfectly described the extraordinary sword technique.

She asked Ui-jeong beside her:

"Do you happen to know what that sword technique is?"
"Yes, it's called the Blue Cloud Red Sunset Sword. It's a martial art that Gun created by improving the Blue Cloud Sword."
"My..."

An involuntary exclamation escaped her.
Honestly, it was hard to believe.
The original Blue Cloud Sword was already an extraordinary technique, yet he had improved it to create such a divine art?

"Even the renowned grand masters of the past couldn't have achieved such a feat at his age."

And to return these divine arts without asking for anything in return.

Did this young man have no desires at all?
Or did he have some other purpose?

While these questions complicated her feelings, excitement rose from a corner of her heart.

The anticipation of what the Raging Wind Sword Technique would look like after his improvements.

"Haaah!"

Master Deung continued his attacks without giving up.
No, it wasn't that he refused to give up—he simply never considered the thought.

Look at the vitality in that aged, wrinkled face.
It was an expression that could only come from someone truly enjoying this moment.

Indeed, thoughts of winning or losing the duel were absent from Master Deung's mind.
There was only the martial artist's exhilaration of being able to pour out everything he had.

But pleasant times are always short.

Thinking it was enough, Ja-seong began to actively defend.
He swung his sword widely, which had only moved passively to block Master Deung's attacks until now.

A sword wind enveloped his surroundings.
The fierce wind formed a wall that deflected the old Taoist's attacks.

"That's...!"

At this sight, the eyes of Golden Stillness Nun and the other Ami nuns widened enormously.

The body posture and sword movement.
How could they not recognize it?
That was the defensive form of the Raging Wind Sword Technique, Wind Cloak Rotation.

But it wasn't supposed to create sword wind to deflect enemy attacks like that?
The nuns were so focused on Ja-seong's movements that they forgot even to blink.

Meanwhile, Ja-seong himself launched a counterattack.
His sword strikes were dynamic and intense, in stark contrast to his previous stillness.

He had transformed into a veritable storm.

"Urgh...!"

Unable to find an opening to attack and barely managing to retreat, Master Deung quickly swung his swords.
Numerous sword strikes obscured Ja-seong's vision.

Layered Cloud Cover, a defensive form of the Blue Cloud Sword.
Despite the misty clouds from the sword obscuring his view, Ja-seong advanced without hesitation.

His sword came down strong and fast.
The sword wind from its trajectory instantly split the clouds blocking his vision.

And there was Master Deung's surprised face revealed in the gap.
Seeing the old Taoist's face, Ja-seong immediately stomped his foot hard and swung his sword widely.

The wind following his sword deflected both of Master Deung's swords and penetrated toward his body, stopping just before his long beard.

"Shall we stop here?"

Looking down at Hong-il that had stopped right in front of his neck, Master Deung smiled ruefully.

"Let's do that. I'm impressed anew. To think the Raging Wind Sword could be transformed like this. It's hard to believe it's the same technique."

Hearing the genuine admiration, Ja-seong sheathed Hong-il.
Though Master Deung had acknowledged him, he still needed the important recognition from Ami Sect and Golden Stillness Nun.

How did they view it?
Feeling like he was waiting for exam results, he turned his head and was immediately relieved.

The desire that rose in the eyes of the various Ami nuns.
Fortunately, they seemed to view it quite favorably.
However, Golden Stillness Nun's reaction was slightly different from the others.

"..."

While her eyes, like those of the other Ami nuns, contained the emotion of desire, there was one more emotion present.

The emotion of doubt.

"Young hero, may I ask you one thing?"
"Yes, go ahead."

I think I know what she's going to ask.
With that thought, Ja-seong heard Golden Stillness Nun's heavy voice.

"May I ask why you're bestowing such favor on our Ami Sect and the Cheongseong Sect?"

Ch.405 - Make Give In
"Why? For what reason are you improving martial arts techniques without asking for anything in return?"

A natural question, if there ever was one.
There are few people in this world who would do such a thing out of pure goodwill.

I'm also doing this for my own purposes.
But I can't reveal my true intentions, and even if I did, they probably wouldn't believe me.

So, just like before, I offered another reason.

"It's simple. Because of the Evil Cult."
"..."

I addressed everyone gathered around me.

"The Evil Cult, the Crimson Eye Cult, has been our enemy all along, hiding their claws in the darkness while spreading poison throughout the martial arts world of the Central Plains. All to weaken it enough to devour."

The faces of several Ami Sect monks darkened.

The poison spread throughout the martial arts world.
They were the ones who nearly perished because of that poison.

Of course, some didn't just "nearly" perish—they were completely destroyed.

"That poison led to the annihilation of Shaolin. Only a few young monks survived, hiding with the help of the Beggar's Sect."

Everyone here already knew this fact.
Yet their expressions remained grim at the shocking reminder.

"...I heard about it from Uijeong. But it's still hard to believe. That the mighty Shaolin could be annihilated."

Golden Pavilion Divine Nun muttered with a voice tinged with lamentation.
I looked straight at her and said:

"The Ami Sect nearly walked the same path. And the other Eight Great Sects won't be free from that threat either."
"..."
"And that's not the only problem."

I recalled the recent Immortality Pill incident.
More specifically, the martial artists who died in explosions due to the new blood technique.

They learned the mysterious martial art, the Heart-Breaking Technique, driven by their desire to become stronger.
Never dreaming that its true identity was the Crimson Eye Cult's new blood technique, the Blood Prophecy Art.

"Despite mobilizing all intelligence resources of the Beggar's Sect and Lower Heaven Sect, we still don't know how many sects and families have been infiltrated by the Blood Prophecy Art."

The only ones we can definitively say aren't affected are the major sects that don't need the Blood Prophecy Art—namely the Eight Great Sects and Five Great Families.

"That's why we must first strengthen the Eight Great Sects and Five Great Families, and unite their enhanced power."

That's the focal point. That's what the Martial Alliance is for.
After hearing my words, Golden Pavilion Divine Nun sought confirmation.

"In other words, you're saying that in exchange for making us stronger, you want us to join your Martial Alliance?"
"Yes. And I'd like you to stand with us at the upcoming Martial Arts Grand Council. Please help us persuade other families and sects who don't yet understand the situation. That's the price."

Make your sect's martial arts stronger, and in return, become our ally.
To stop the Evil Cult's conspiracy and survive.

It was the same proposal I'd made to other families and sects.
Hearing this, Golden Pavilion Divine Nun closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath.

And when she opened her eyes again, I already knew what her answer would be.

"The Ami Sect will join you. We'll stand with you to drive out the Evil Cult and to survive."
"Ahem, of course Blue Star will join as well. If the Sect Leader objects, I'll grab him by the collar and change his mind."
"Senior Brother..."

I smiled slightly at the sight of Deung Hyeon-ja casually butting in and Deung Yeon-ja reproaching him.

Blue Star and Ami had declared they would stand with us.
All that remained were the other Great Sects and Families we would meet at the Martial Arts Grand Council.

They too would make the same choice as these sects.
Even if they didn't want to, I would make sure of it.

*

Luoyang, Paecheon Fortress.

"Open up!"

As the sharp voice echoed in front of the fortress gate, it opened hastily.
A group of people immediately entered.

Their dark blue martial uniforms bearing the two characters for "Paecheon" identified them as members of the Mughuk Unit, one of Paecheon Fortress's military forces.

At the front of the Mughuk Unit strode a man whose expression was clearly displeased—Ho Cheon-gil, the Mughuk Unit Commander.

"Commander, please relax your expression. After all, we're returning on the Lord's orders, aren't we?"

Cheon-gil stopped walking at the words of Vice Commander Go Yeong, who was walking slightly behind him.
The other Mughuk Unit members also halted.

Feeling his subordinates' gazes upon him, Cheon-gil muttered through gritted teeth:

"Gwangpung Unit, Changryong Unit, Amcheon Unit."
"..."
"Our comrades died. In the most miserable way."

Ho Cheon-gil was known for his fiery temper.
To someone who valued loyalty as much as his emotional nature, the Sword Devil who had brutally killed his comrades was no different from someone who had murdered his family.

Upon hearing about the Chusal Unit's annihilation, he had angrily rushed to finish the lingering extermination of the Jongri Family remnants, intending to head to Sichuan immediately afterward.

In the midst of this came the recall order.
Cheon-gil couldn't hide his anger at the one-sided command that arrived while the despicable enemy was still alive.

"What could possibly be more important than avenging our comrades?"
"You'll find out when we see the Lord. For now, please calm down. I'm afraid you might fall out of favor."
"...Huuuuuh."

After repeated persuasion from his vice commander, Cheon-gil exhaled deeply.
He took several more deep breaths before finally calming down and resuming his walk.

They arrived at the inner fortress.
After passing through the slightly smaller gate compared to the outer fortress, a familiar face greeted them.

It was Jin Mu-gun, the Head Manager of Paecheon Fortress.

"You've arrived, Mughuk Unit Commander."
"It's been a while, Head Manager. Where is the Lord?"

Mu-gun gave a bitter smile at Cheon-gil's immediate inquiry about Ju Do-han.

"The Lord is at the Great Training Ground."
"...Great Training Ground?"

The Great Training Ground, located in a corner of the inner fortress, was a place used only for large-scale training.
It meant there was no reason for the Lord to go there.

"Why?"
"You'll understand when you get there."

When Cheon-gil asked for a reason, no proper answer came.
Though he felt something was off, he headed straight for the Great Training Ground.

Upon arriving and entering, his eyes widened in surprise.

"This is...!"

Inside the Great Training Ground, numerous people—specifically, the military units of Paecheon Fortress—were lined up.

The Cheolgi Unit and Jeonho Unit, which hadn't yet completed their mission to exterminate the vassal families.
The Divine Wood Unit, which had a separate mission.
Everyone except for the remaining military units that had been annihilated and become ghosts of the past.

"...Seeing it now, our numbers have really dwindled."

Hyeolgwang Unit, Amcheon Unit, Changryong Unit, Cheongwang Unit, Gwangpung Unit, Myeolsa Unit.

Six out of Paecheon Fortress's fifteen military units had been wiped out.
Including the Divine Wood Unit, which was practically non-existent, nearly half of their forces had disappeared.

This meant that Paecheon Fortress's dominance over the martial arts world had weakened by just as much.

*They say news of the Chusal Unit's annihilation is gradually spreading. Soon, some might start getting foolish ideas.*

How did they, the guardians of the Central Plains' order, end up in such a state?

Cheon-gil clicked his tongue in displeasure as he walked to the center of the Great Training Ground.

With the Mughuk Unit lined up alongside the other military units, Cheon-gil, standing at the front, quietly asked Gwang Mu-yeol, the Tugwi Unit Commander beside him:

"I haven't heard anything specific, but do you know why we've gathered like this?"
"No, the others and I just came when told to gather. Ah-haaaam!"

Mu-yeol yawned conspicuously, as if bored of standing still.
The other Tugwi Unit members behind him showed similar reactions.

True to their unit's name, they were crazy battle maniacs interested in nothing but combat.
They were more like beasts than humans.

Asking them anything was a mistake in itself.
Cheon-gil gave Mu-yeol a cold look before turning his head forward again.

After some time, new figures appeared at the Great Training Ground.

"Is everyone here?"
"Yes. All military units except for the Divine Wood Unit, Cheolgi Unit, and Jeonho Unit have assembled."

A young man walked in, receiving reports from a manager under Mu-gun.
The crowd's eyes widened at the sight.

"...Young Lord of the Castle?"

Indeed.
The identity of the person entering the Great Training Ground was none other than Ju Ho-jeong, the Young Lord of Paecheon Fortress.

*I heard he'd been secluding himself in his room, shocked by the Chusal Unit's annihilation....*

At least outwardly, he looked perfectly fine.
Cheon-gil narrowed his eyes and looked at the Young Lord quite disrespectfully.

Only a select few knew the detailed circumstances of the Chusal Unit's annihilation.
Cheon-gil was not among them, so for him, only the result mattered.

The Young Lord survived, while the rest of the Chusal Unit died.
This implied that he had abandoned his subordinates to die and fled alone.

*A coward who left his subordinates to die and ran away.*

Amid the curiosity, bewilderment, and disapproving glances from some like Cheon-gil, Ho-jeong stood before everyone.

After briefly surveying the crowd with an expressionless face, he slowly opened his mouth.

"Where is the Lord? We came because of his recall order."

At that moment, a shout erupted first.
The voice belonged to Cheon-gil.

"Wait, Commander...!"

Go Yeong tried to stop him in alarm, but Cheon-gil continued regardless.

"I find the current situation difficult to understand. Everything—from our comrades in the Gwangpung and Changryong Units being annihilated by the Young Devil Master's vicious scheme, to stopping the Mughuk Unit from seeking revenge. I want to hear the Lord's explanation about this. I cannot trust what the Young Lord says directly, so please bring the Lord here."

"Mughuk Unit Commander, mind your words! How dare you...!"

The manager standing beside Ho-jeong was flustered and rebuked him, but received only a snort in response.
And it seemed other unit commanders shared similar thoughts.

Even those without significant animosity toward Ho-jeong wanted an explanation of the situation.
Ho-jeong stepped forward, stopping the confused manager.

And slowly, he told the story.
About the Chusal Unit's annihilation, without a single lie.

When his story ended, what returned were incredulous chuckles and distrustful gazes.

"Are we supposed to believe that? That two military units were completely wiped out in a direct confrontation without any trap or cowardly scheme? And by a mere youth barely twenty years old?"

It was a story that defied common sense for the martial artists present.
Disappointment and contempt appeared on everyone's faces.

They all concluded that Ho-jeong was spinning a fantastic tale to downplay his own mistakes.

"You don't believe me?"

Despite the military units' sharp reactions, Ho-jeong's expression remained unchanged as he asked again.
Cheon-gil answered in a low voice:

"That's right. Frankly, it feels like the Young Lord is treating us all like fools."
"Hmm."

Ho-jeong nodded as if understanding, then uttered words no one had expected:

"I have no choice then. I'll have to prove it directly."
"...Prove it? How exactly do you plan to prove it? Don't tell me you're going to summon the Sword Devil here to spar with us?"

Cheon-gil asked with a mocking tone.
Ho-jeong faced him squarely and replied with firm determination:

"No. I said I'll prove it 'directly.'"
"...What?"

As Cheon-gil frowned at the ominous response, Ho-jeong smiled coldly.

"Come up. I'll shatter your misconceptions."
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"...Hmph."

Cheon Gil let out a hollow laugh at Ho-jeong's impudent words.
What did that brat just blabber?

Come up? Shatter my delusions?
Those words meant...

"...Are you saying you want to fight us unit commanders?"
"Didn't you say it yourself? That you don't believe me. If words won't convince you, I'll have to make you believe through action."

At Ho-jeong's retort, murmurs arose from all around.

Some clicked their tongues at his arrogance, while others went further, expressing doubt about the Young Lord's mental state.
Though reactions varied, everyone thought the same thing:

-There's no way the Young Lord could defeat the unit commanders.

There were plenty of reasons for this belief.

First, the Young Lord was known as Paecheon Fortress's troublemaker, spending his days indulging in drinking and entertainment.
Naturally, he couldn't have properly trained in martial arts.

In contrast, each unit commander trained diligently every day and risked their lives on missions to maintain order in the Central Plains.

The difference in martial arts achievement and combat experience was immense.

In other words, there was no way the Young Lord could defeat the unit commanders.

Surely that would be the case.

"What are you waiting for? Hurry up and come."

Where did that confidence come from?
With an incredulous expression, Cheon Gil ignored his vice commander's attempts to stop him and climbed onto the training platform.

The two faced each other on the platform.
Since this was a sparring match rather than a duel to the death, they held wooden swords.

Feeling the wooden sword in his hand after so long, Cheon Gil said:

"I don't know what gives you such confidence, but why not give up now? It's not pleasant to humiliate our lord's only son."
"Your tongue is long. Was it the same during all your missions?"

A cold provocation.
Cheon Gil twisted one corner of his mouth maliciously.

"If you insist on being humiliated, I have no choice."

Growling lowly, Cheon Gil raised his wooden sword and took his stance.
In contrast, Ho-jeong simply stood there, relaxed.

The unit commanders gathered around the training platform exchanged opinions.

"What do you think?"
"Is there anything to think about? There's no way that troublemaker young master can defeat the Muguk Unit Commander."

The cold response came from Ma Se-chung, the Iron Armor Unit Commander.
Tang Ma Unit Commander Seo Do-yun objected to his attitude, which suggested he was stating an immutable truth.

"You never know. The Young Lord might have a secret technique we don't know about."
"Secret technique?"
"For example, internal energy?"
"Internal energy?"

When Se-chung made a face suggesting this was nonsense, Do-yun explained patiently:

"Everyone knows the Lord loves his son dearly. With that personality, he surely made the Young Lord consume all sorts of precious medicines. Don't you think?"
"Hmm, so...?"
"At least in terms of internal energy quantity, the Young Lord must be above the Muguk Unit Commander."

A deflating laugh came from somewhere.
It belonged to Mu-yeol, the Two Ghosts Unit Commander.

"What good is having a lot of internal energy? Can a young master who hasn't properly trained in martial arts land even one effective hit?"
"Hmm..."

The other commanders, except Do-yun, nodded in agreement.
Seeing this, Mu-yeol added:

"Even if he's better than expected, Ho Cheon-gil's 'Golden Chain Binding Art' is considered the best defensive art among us. There's no way he can break through it."

There was a strange emotion in his voice.
Recalling how Mu-yeol had lost to Cheon Gil in a past sparring match because he couldn't penetrate his defensive art, Do-yun had no choice but to nod in agreement.

No matter what secret technique the Young Lord might have, he couldn't defeat the Muguk Unit Commander.

Just as they were thinking this, the sparring match finally began.

"In honor of the Young Lord's 'audacity,' I'll go all out from the start."

Cheon Gil sneered coldly.
At the same time, golden lines began to shine on various parts of his exposed skin.

This was a sign that the Golden Chain Binding Art had been activated.

"Haaap!"

With a powerful shout, Cheon Gil charged at Ho-jeong.
Perhaps intimidated by the fierce charge, Ho-jeong still held his sword limply.

'It's over.'

Not just the unit commanders, but all the military unit members were certain of Cheon Gil's victory.
And just as Cheon Gil reached Ho-jeong and swung down the sword he had raised above his head, Ho-jeong's right hand holding the wooden sword blurred.

-Kaang!

An ominous explosion.
For a moment, the unit commanders were horrified, thinking Cheon Gil had failed to control his strength and injured the Young Lord. But then they widened their eyes at the unbelievable sight before them.

"He... blocked it?"

Though somewhat controlled, the sword strike still contained considerable force.
It was clearly at a level that no one below commander rank would dare to block.

Yet it had been blocked.
So easily.

"Is this all you've got?"

Ho-jeong, who had blocked Cheon Gil's attack with a wooden sword in one hand, asked with a smirk.
His strangely mocking attitude made Cheon Gil's face contort as he applied more force to his wooden sword held in both hands.

"Nggghh...!"

But it didn't budge at all.
Ho-jeong's wooden sword was like a rock, not giving an inch.

Realizing this, Cheon Gil immediately retreated.

"...It seems you had something to rely on after all."

The strengthening of muscle power through internal energy circulation is proportional to the amount of internal energy.
He had expected the Young Lord to have substantial internal energy, but it seemed the amount exceeded his imagination.

'Even so, the outcome won't change.'

The reason his attack was blocked was because its trajectory was too straightforward.
It was because he couldn't go all out against the Young Lord and had held back.

Having convinced himself of this, Cheon Gil swung his sword with all his might this time.

"Huaaap!"

He unleashed the forms of the sword technique he had trained in all his life with full force.
A veritable storm of consecutive strikes.

But,

"Better than before, but still not impressive."

All were blocked.
Without room for excuses, even attacks delivered with full force couldn't graze even a piece of Ho-jeong's clothing.

Seeing this, everyone realized.

Paecheon Fortress's troublemaker, the immature youth indulging in drinking and entertainment while neglecting martial arts training.
All of that was merely Ho-jeong's mask.

"...Impressive. Have you been deceiving everyone all this time?"

Retreating again, Cheon Gil asked in a subdued voice, to which Ho-jeong coldly replied:

"It's too early to be surprised. This is just the beginning."
"What?"

Frowning, Cheon Gil widened his eyes as Ho-jeong's figure suddenly disappeared from before him.

'W-where...?'

As he turned his head this way and that looking for Ho-jeong, he suddenly felt an impact in his abdomen and exhaled sharply.

"Kuh-heuk!?"

Cheon Gil's body flew backward.
As he tumbled ungracefully across the training platform, he was shocked by the 'pain' in his abdomen.

Pain?
I clearly activated my defensive art, so how...?

Just to be sure, he checked, and the golden lines were still intertwined on his skin.
Proof that his defensive art was still active.

But what was this pain?

Confused and struggling to get up, Cheon Gil raised his head only to see Ho-jeong appear right in front of him, swinging his wooden sword to strike his face.

-Pueok!

"Kheuk-!"

With a short scream, he rolled across the training platform again, feeling something trickling down his cheek where the pain was.

When he put his trembling hand to his cheek, his fingertips were stained red.

Blood. It was blood.
Ho-jeong's sword had wounded him.
Him, with his defensive art activated!

This could only mean one thing.

Cheon Gil looked at Ho-jeong's wooden sword with eyes shaking as if in an earthquake.

A wooden sword casually piled in a corner of the training ground.
A faint haze was rising from that wooden sword.

"...Young Lord. What, what is that?"

Instinctively sensing that the haze had penetrated his defensive art, Cheon Gil asked.
But what came in response was the sound of the wooden sword cutting through the air.

"Kheuk!"

The wooden sword that tore through the air struck his shoulder, stabbed his chest, and hit his head.

No longer a sparring match, but a one-sided beating.
The unit commanders, who had been dumbfounded by the unexpected sight, urgently shouted upon hearing Cheon Gil's screams.

"Y-Young Lord! Stop! Hasn't the match already been decided?!"

At that cry, Ho-jeong stopped swinging his wooden sword and looked down at Cheon Gil collapsed before him.

"Keurek, keureureu..."

Covered in blood and foaming at the mouth, he looked quite miserable and seemed barely conscious.

Looking down at him with emotionless eyes, Ho-jeong grabbed Cheon Gil by the collar and flung him off the training platform.

"C-Commander!"

Go Young, the Muguk Unit Vice Commander, hurriedly caught his body and checked his condition.

The training ground had fallen silent.
Everyone, commanders and unit members alike, froze, watching Ho-jeong's reaction.

Sensing this, Ho-jeong turned to look at the unit commanders gathered to one side.

"This much probably still isn't enough to make you believe me."
"...No. It's enough to convince us."

They had seen it.
They had witnessed the Muguk Unit Commander, their equal, being overwhelmingly defeated by Ho-jeong.

Though they meekly agreed, Ho-jeong acted as if he hadn't heard.

"The rest of the commanders, come up too. If you want, you can all come at once."

An outrageous declaration to face the remaining five commanders simultaneously.
Hearing this, Mu-yeol burst into laughter and climbed onto the training platform.

"Khahaha-! How interesting. Let me experience firsthand the skill that destroyed the Muguk Unit Commander!"

'That, that madman...!'

Because Mu-yeol had stepped forward on his own, the remaining commanders couldn't back out and reluctantly climbed onto the training platform.

And the result that followed was as one-sided as the previous match.

"Kugh...!"
"Kuluk!"
"Hehehehe..."

They groaned, coughed, and laughed weakly.
The five commanders lay on the training platform in miserable states while Ho-jeong stood tall, looking down at them.

Despite five commander-level fighters attacking simultaneously, they were defeated without landing a single proper hit on Ho-jeong.

The unit members who witnessed this process with their own eyes kept rubbing their eyes and pinching their cheeks.
Even though they had seen it directly, they simply couldn't believe it.

But those who found this situation most unbelievable were none other than the commanders themselves.

'We believed that five commanders together could match even the Lord himself.'

Yet they had been defeated by the Young Lord, not the Lord.
And it was a one-sided defeat without landing a single proper hit.
Even more shocking was how easily Ho-jeong's sword strikes had neutralized their defensive arts.

"...Will you tell us now? What exactly is that haze?"

Cheon Gil, who had regained consciousness, climbed back onto the training platform and asked in a tone quite different from before.

After briefly looking over the six commanders, Ho-jeong answered quietly:

"It's Sword Qi."
"...Sword Qi?"

Hearing this, Tang Ma Unit Commander Do-yun frowned and spoke:

"Sword Qi? You mean that Sword Qi? The one from street novels?"
"Yes, that Sword Qi. And before Sword Qi, even the most excellent defensive art becomes useless."

Sword Qi, a skill that breaks through defensive arts.
What had been mere fiction in novels had materialized before them.

In this dreamlike situation, a hollow laugh escaped involuntarily, but then Cheon Gil remembered something and widened his eyes.

"Could it be that the Sword Demon also...?"
"...Yes. He too is a master who skillfully uses Sword Qi."

Not just that.
Ho-jeong recalled the brilliant starlight he had seen in the forest before fleeing that day.

A skill clearly more powerful than Sword Qi.
It wasn't difficult to recall its name.

Sword Qi Hardening Into Force.
Earthly starlight that blooms in the hands of a martial artist who has reached enlightenment.

'There's no need to mention Sword Force specifically.'

Sword Qi alone was shocking enough; mentioning Sword Force might only instill unnecessary fear.
Therefore, Ho-jeong deliberately excluded mention of Sword Force and continued:

"The Sword Demon was a master that the Changryong and Gwangpung Units couldn't even resist. Like you all now, the two commanders couldn't offer any resistance before meeting their deaths, and I too was utterly defeated by him."
"......"
"Do you understand now? Why I asked the Lord to recall you all?"

With nothing to say, Cheon Gil lowered his head.
He realized that without the recall order, they too would have followed in the Pursuit Unit's footsteps.

The other commanders also wore serious expressions.
They had reassessed the danger posed by the Sword Demon, who had defeated Ho-jeong who had overwhelmed them.

But Mu-yeol seemed to think differently.

"So, are you saying we should hide or run away from the Sword Demon instead of fighting?"

At his grumbling, dissatisfied voice, Ho-jeong shook his head.

"No, you need to grow stronger. Strong enough to win against the Sword Demon."
"...What?"

Mu-yeol, who had been making a face as if asking what nonsense Ho-jeong was talking about, suddenly seemed to realize something and jumped to his feet.
Seeing the delight blooming on his face, Ho-jeong declared in a loud voice:

"The Sword Demon is an unprecedented threat in Paecheon Fortress's history! To defeat him, we too must become stronger! I! Will give you that power! So you can fulfill your duties, I will train you myself!"

At that cry, everyone's gaze fixed on Ho-jeong.
A burning desire was already kindling in their eyes.

Before being members of Paecheon Fortress fighting for order in the Central Plains martial world, they were martial artists craving power.

Having confirmed that desire with his own eyes, Ho-jeong shouted again:

"Will you follow me!"
"Yes-!"

The shout echoed throughout the training ground.
It was a cry announcing that Paecheon Fortress's military units had submitted to Ho-jeong and pledged their allegiance to him.

Hearing that cry, Ho-jeong thought:

'I've taken the first step.'

The first step toward possessing you, Hwa-ryeon.
He clenched his fist as he recalled the face of one person branded in his mind like a fire.

There's no stopping now.
No, I won't stop.

Until my steps reach you.

Ch.407 - Pursuit In Nanjing
The city of Nanjing in Jiangsu Province.
A metropolis with over a million inhabitants, it was the second capital of the Great Ming Empire and the true center of economy and culture.

Through the massive city gates where tens of thousands passed daily, a shabby old beggar entered.

"Hmm."

The old man, Ja-gong, stroked his gray beard while looking around, then headed straight into the city's back alleys.

Leaving behind the splendor of the great city, he walked toward the shadows that stretched wide beneath it—the slums.

As he proceeded, he began to feel eyes watching him from all directions. The lowest of the Central Plains' inhabitants were wary of this new face.

Some even followed him secretly, seemingly planning to make a move against him.

But that didn't last long.
One of them spotted the nine-knot cord at Ja-gong's waist, panicked, and disappeared with his companions.

Ja-gong turned his head to watch them flee and let out a cold snort.

"Can't even do your assigned jobs properly, and you can't even manage the neighborhood security? I should crack those heads open to knock some sense into them...!"

Ja-gong tightly gripped the wooden club he'd been using as a walking stick.
Determined to unleash all the irritation that had been building up during his journey to Nanjing, he quickened his pace.

He arrived at the Geobang Nanjing branch.
Unlike other branches that operated from dilapidated abandoned houses, this one—befitting a major city—appeared relatively decent from the outside.

This only twisted his insides more. With a contorted face, Ja-gong kicked open the main gate and entered.
Then he roared loudly.

"Everyone get out here right now-!"

His thunderous shout rivaled the Shaolin Lion's Roar.
But all that returned was a chilling silence.

At first, he thought they were ignoring a summons from their Chief, but soon realized the branch was truly empty.

"...Where did they all go?"

No matter how busy they were, at least one person should have been stationed at the branch. Where on earth were they and what were they doing?

"What a complete mess, an absolute mess."

Clicking his tongue, Ja-gong had no choice but to wait inside the branch for someone to return.
Having come all this way, he found it too bothersome to go searching for his Geobang members.

After waiting for some time, fortunately, several members returned before sunset.

When they saw their Chief sitting squarely in the courtyard, they reacted with dramatic shock, as if they'd encountered a deadly plague.

"Gaaah!? Ch-Ch-Chief?!"

Their attitude resembled children caught misbehaving.
Seeing this, Ja-gong smiled menacingly.

"Abandoning the branch and going where? Surely you weren't out having fun when you haven't even completed your assigned tasks?"
"Wh-what are you saying...! Of course not! We've been running our feet ragged searching for the kidnapped people!"

Though slightly stammering, the voice was confident.
Ja-gong narrowed his eyes suspiciously, then shrugged.

"Fine, let me hear it then. It's been months since we first received the news. Have you found the location of the kidnapped people?"
"...Well, I should say we have, but also haven't yet."

Is this guy joking?
As veins popped on Ja-gong's forehead while watching the member fumble for words, a new voice spoke up.

"May I explain that part instead, Chief?"
"Hmm?"

Ja-gong turned with a displeased expression.
His eyes fell on a man entering in shabby scholar's clothes.

"Branch Chief!"

The Geobang members brightened at the sight of the man they called Branch Chief.
The scholar gestured for them to step back and respectfully saluted Ja-gong.

"It's been a while, Chief."
"Hmph, you seem to be looking better since I last saw you?"
"That's hardly possible. I haven't had proper sleep for four days straight."

The scholar, Jang Ha-seong, Branch Chief of the Geobang Nanjing branch, lightly deflected the sarcastic remark and raised a hand to guide him inside.

Pretending reluctance, Ja-gong entered and sat across from Ha-seong, immediately getting to the point.

"So, what did that fellow mean just now?"
"To put it simply, we've found where the kidnapped people are being held. The problem is that there isn't just one or two locations."

According to his explanation, those who kidnapped people from various regions (likely the Crimson Eye Cult) had distributed them in different locations to avoid detection.

"The distribution criteria vary widely. Some places hold two or three people, while warehouses near the river contain dozens of captives."

Ja-gong frowned at the news that they kept finding new captives and new detention sites, and asked:

"If they're dividing captives across multiple locations, they'd need many guards. Are there really that many Crimson Eye Cult members in Nanjing?"
"Well, it seems they've hired local thugs with money. The ruffians who used to control Nanjing's back alleys are now guarding these places."

This explained why the back alleys, once their territory, were now empty and filled with small-time crooks. Ja-gong recalled the men who had fled after recognizing his identity.

So that's what happened.

He nodded in understanding, then frowned as reality sank in.

"In other words, you still haven't found the mastermind behind all this?"
"...That's correct."

Seeing Ha-seong respond in a small voice, as if ashamed, Ja-gong heaved a deep sigh.
Then he fell into thought.

If they were truly operating as a cellular organization as described, searching for kidnapped people would never lead them to the enemy leadership.

They needed a different approach, a different perspective.
Tapping his fingers rhythmically on the table while thinking, he straightened his posture and asked:

"Those hired thugs. Who's their leader?"
"A man called Deok-chil. He doesn't know martial arts, but his size and strength are impressive enough that he acts like a king in Nanjing's back alleys."
"King my ass."

Seeing Ja-gong's sarcastic response, Ha-seong asked:

"Are you planning to work your way up through the man who hired him?"
"Yes, at least this Deok-chil must have seen the Crimson Eye Cult members directly. If we're lucky, he might even have a means of contacting them, so we should squeeze him first. Lead the way."

Ha-seong nodded obediently to the instruction and explained the situation as he led the way out of the branch.

"Currently, he's at a pleasure house called Golden Wall Pavilion, drinking heavily surrounded by courtesans. He's enthusiastically spending the money his underlings earned."

Typical behavior for a back-alley thug who doesn't think about tomorrow.

"You seem remarkably well-informed? Have you been watching him?"

Ha-seong gave a bitter smile at Ja-gong's curious question.

"Actually, I had the same idea as you. If we couldn't find anything by today, I was planning to use Deok-chil."
"...Well, a Branch Chief should at least be able to think that far."

Ha-seong secretly smiled at Ja-gong's grumbling response, then suddenly added as if he'd just remembered:

"Also, the Golden Wall Pavilion is the Nanjing branch of the Lower Heaven Sect. They've been quite actively helping with this matter."
"Hmm."

Ja-gong snorted briefly as Ha-seong led him to the Golden Wall Pavilion, heading for the back door instead of the main entrance.

Carefully opening the side door and entering,

-Munch munch
-Chomp chomp

They saw beggars in a corner of the kitchen, stuffing rice balls into their mouths as if possessed.

"......"
"......"

Ja-gong and the beggars—no, the Chief and the Geobang members—stared at each other in silence.
Apparently deeply moved by the sudden appearance of their Chief while enjoying their meal, they all began coughing violently.

"Hack-!"
"Cough cough!"
"Wa-water...!"

Seeing them clutching their throats and frantically waving their hands, the kitchen maids brought over basins full of water.

-Gulp gulp

"I'm... alive...!"

The Geobang members simultaneously dunked their heads into the basins, drinking to wash down the food stuck in their throats, then sighed with relief.

Having witnessed this unfunny farce with his own eyes, Ja-gong asked Ha-seong:

"...What are they doing here?"
"What else? They were getting a meal."

In other words, why are these beggars holed up in a pleasure house kitchen eating free food?
Aren't you beggars? Shouldn't beggars be out diligently begging for food?

Ha-seong shrugged at the look that clearly revealed these thoughts.

"We had no choice. They couldn't beg."
"Why couldn't they?"
"...Why do you think? Obviously because they were too busy searching for people."

Seeing Ha-seong answer with subtly cold eyes, Ja-gong burst out:

"You must have had emergency funds! If things got desperate, you could have used those!"
"Do you think those would still remain? It's been months since we started looking for the kidnapped people."

There was nothing to say to that.
The fact that they'd used up all the branch's emergency funds meant they had focused on the search more intensely than he'd imagined.

Ja-gong, who had thought they were slacking off, felt a creeping sense of guilt.
And that guilt made his emergency purse open quite easily.

"Here!"

Ja-gong placed something from his purse into Ha-seong's hand.
At first confused, Ha-seong soon realized what it was and his eyes widened.

His vision filled with yellow light.
Not bronze, not silver.

"G-gold...?"

No matter how much he rubbed his eyes or blinked, the golden glow in his palm didn't disappear.
As he stared blankly, the Chief's gracious voice penetrated his ears.

"Use this to feed them properly. Don't have them begging for scraps here."
"Ch-Chief...!"
"Ahem!"

With Ha-seong looking at him with a moved expression, Ja-gong squared his shoulders and spoke again.

"Anyway, where is this Deok-chil fellow?"

*

"Hahaha-!"
"Aiing~"

On the fifth floor of the Golden Wall Pavilion.
Excluding the sixth floor, which was the pavilion master's private space, this was the highest floor, and even in broad daylight, boisterous laughter and the coquettish sounds of courtesans could be heard.

The owner of that laughter, a large man who ruled Nanjing's back alleys, Deok-chil, was kneading the bodies of the courtesans clinging to both his sides as if they were dough.

"Hehehe, such springy bodies. So pleasant to touch."
"Ahng, I'm embarrassed."

One courtesan let out a moan as Deok-chil's thick fingers touched somewhere sensitive, then poured wine into his empty cup.

"Here, aang~"

Another courtesan on the opposite side picked up some food and brought it to his mouth.
He accepted it with a grin, then immediately downed the full cup of wine in one go.

Then he began kneading the courtesans' bodies again.
His rather rough handling made their already half-exposed attire even more provocative.

"Hehehe. This is truly heaven."

As he leered at the white shoulders and the upper portions of voluptuous breasts revealed beneath, reaching out with his large hand,

-Clank!

The door was roughly thrown open.

Ch.408 - Pursuit In Nanjing
"Are you Deokchil?"

The man who opened the door and entered was a middle-aged Taoist with an immortal-like bearing.
Deokchil's face twisted at the unexpected visitor who appeared during his moment of pleasure.

"Who the hell are you?"

His suspicious eyes quickly scanned the man's appearance.

A worn and tattered Taoist robe that seemed to have been worn for years.
An upright posture that hinted at an unbending personality.
And eyes that held a clear, bright light.

Instinctively realizing this was no ordinary person, he tensed inwardly and reached for the cleaver behind him.

At that moment, the Taoist spoke.

"I have something to ask you."
"Heh, whatever it is, do you think I'll just tell you—!"

A sudden darkness in his vision.
When his sight returned, the scenery had completely changed.

The Taoist with the immortal-like bearing was gone, as were the courtesans who had been fawning at his sides.
In their place were only foul-smelling beggars.

What's going on?
What just happened?

While he stood dumbfounded by the incomprehensible situation, he suddenly noticed a familiar face.

*Mumbling sounds*

"This tastes quite good. I thought a Lower Heaven Sect branch would run a shady business, but seeing the good reviews from other beggars, I guess I was mistaken."

*Crunching sounds*

"We don't know yet. They might be hiding rotten ingredients under heavy spices."
"You say that, but you're still eating like there's no tomorrow?"
"Can a beggar be picky about food?"

A scholar eating snacks voraciously alongside an old beggar.
It was undoubtedly Lang Ha-seong, the branch leader of the Beggar Sect's Namgyeong branch.

The one troublesome person that Deokchil, who ruled the back alleys, didn't even dare to provoke. A real martial artist.

Someone who could face dozens of men with his skills yet went around begging—a person whose sanity Deokchil couldn't help but question.

But why was he here?

While blinking in confusion, his eyes met Ha-seong's.

"Master, he seems to have regained consciousness."
"Ah, is that so?"

"M-Master?"

Deokchil flinched at the unusual term from Ha-seong's mouth and looked at the old beggar.
His gaze naturally moved to the knots at the beggar's waist.

One, two, four, six, nine.

Nine knots dangling there.
The meaning of that was...!

"Didn't he skip a lot of numbers just now when counting?"
"He probably doesn't know how to count properly. Impressive that he got nine right, though."
"Gasp!? Y-you're really the Beggar Sect's Master?"

Terrified by the appearance of such a prominent figure—one he might never see again in his lifetime—Deokchil backed away, not even thinking of grabbing his cleaver like before.

Gwangryong Singae, or Hong Ja-gong the Wanderer.
One of the Ten Masters and a martial arts expert who had left numerous tales across the Central Plains due to his extensive range of activities.

And the most recent tale was about how he had horribly tortured and killed bandits who were plundering nearby villages...!

"Huk...!"

Deokchil's face turned pale without him realizing it.
Looking at him, Ja-gong spoke bluntly.

"He's not worth his size. Is this really the guy who acts like a king in the back alleys?"
"He's completely ignorant about martial arts. In a way, I guess he knows his place."

Snorting at Ha-seong's reply, Ja-gong stared directly at the tense Deokchil and said:

"Answer my questions sincerely from now on. If you lie..."

Deliberately trailing off to create an intimidating atmosphere, Ja-gong watched as Deokchil immediately prostrated himself.

"I-I'll tell you everything! Just please, no torture...!"
"...Oh ho."

A much more cooperative attitude than expected.
And the specific mention of torture suggested he'd heard some rumors about Ja-gong.

This makes things easier.

Nodding with satisfaction, he immediately asked his question.

"There must be someone who assigned you to watch over the kidnapped people around the city? Who is that person? Where did you usually meet?"
"Yes, I understand. So that's... huh?"

Deokchil suddenly looked confused in the middle of his answer.
The impatient Ja-gong urged him on.

"Why are you silent? I asked who ordered you to watch the kidnapped people?"
"W-well, you see... I can't remember."

At this absurd answer, Ja-gong's face twisted, and Deokchil, terrified, began rambling incoherently.

"I-I'm telling the truth! I'm sure I remembered it until just now, but suddenly that part is just gone, like it was plucked out...! Please spare me!"

As Deokchil made a pitiful face like a lost child and prostrated himself, Ja-gong narrowed his eyes.

Judging by his attitude, he didn't seem to be lying.
Moreover, the sudden loss of a specific memory suggested something Ja-gong was familiar with.

"It's Jeonshim."
"Jeon...shim?"

Seeing Ha-seong repeat his words, he nodded and gave a brief explanation.

"It's a simple technique, barely even sorcery. It erases specific parts of the target's memory that the caster wants removed."
"...You call that simple? It sounds extremely dangerous to me."

Interfering with someone's memory could potentially change their thinking and values.
In response to Ha-seong's horrified reaction, Ja-gong immediately elaborated.

"It's not that dangerous. The memories that can be affected are limited to recent ones. Besides, look at this guy. He's aware that his memory is gone and even when it happened."
"Ah..."

Seeing Ha-seong nod in understanding, Ja-gong frowned.

"This is troublesome. It seems some sorcerer interfered in that brief moment."
"Could it be the work of a Crimson Eye Cult sorcerer?"

Ja-gong thought for a moment before shaking his head at Ha-seong's question.

"No, not the Crimson Eye Cult. If it were them, they would have just killed him rather than going through the trouble of erasing his memory."
"Hik...!"

Deokchil made an unsightly sound at the mention of being killed.
Looking at his now completely ashen face, Ja-gong asked:

"Do you remember who you met right before your memory disappeared?"
"Huh? Ah, yes! I was definitely enjoying myself with courtesans when someone came in! That is... huh?"

The exact same reaction as before.
Of course, the sorcerer wouldn't be careless enough to leave memories of himself.

Concluding there was nothing more to gain from this man, Ja-gong put one last snack in his mouth and stood up.
Immediately, Deokchil's large hand frantically grabbed his pant leg.

"W-wait a moment! You can't just leave like this!"
"What?"
"Am I safe now? I am, right?"

His expression begged for confirmation.
After coldly looking down at that face for a moment, Ja-gong violently swung his grabbed leg.

Deokchil's massive body flew backward and crashed into the wall.

*BANG!*

"Kek!"
"You knew full well that the people you were watching were kidnapped, yet you went along with it for money, and now you're concerned about your own life?"

Clutching his kicked chest and groaning, Deokchil mumbled defensively.

"Ugh... I-I wasn't the one who kidnapped them! And even though I can't remember, the feeling remains. That cold, threatening feeling. I couldn't even think of refusing."
"...That's why I'm not killing you."

Leaving only that contemptuous answer, Ja-gong left the room and said to Ha-seong who followed him out:

"Keep a close eye on that guy from now on."
"Pardon?"

To Ha-seong's puzzled expression, a rather serious answer came back:

"I kicked him hard enough to break his ribs, but he just groaned a bit. He has a naturally strong body. If he ever learns martial arts, he could become troublesome."
"He's already past thirty. Isn't it too late for him to learn martial arts now?"
"That's true, but he could still be a threat to ordinary citizens."

Ha-seong closed his mouth at that answer.
As Ja-gong said, even if one started late and learned only third-rate martial arts, that power would still be beyond what ordinary people could handle.

And it was obvious what someone like Deokchil, who was already a thug, would do if he became a martial artist.

"...I understand. I'll keep an eye on him."
"Remember, when someone like that learns martial arts, that's what creates the evil path."

At the mention of the evil martial artists who supposedly disappeared in the flames during the early empire, Ha-seong nodded gravely.

Seeing this, Ja-gong exhaled deeply and returned to the main topic.

"Well, now we need to find that sorcerer..."

How should we proceed?
Should we question the courtesans who were supposedly there?

While pondering this, he sensed a new presence approaching.
Turning his head, he saw a woman adorned with elaborate makeup bowing respectfully to him.

"You must be Master Hong? It's an honor to meet you. I am Mae So-jin, the madam of Geumbyeokru."

The madam of Geumbyeokru.
In other words, the branch leader of the Lower Heaven Sect in Namgyeong.

If such a woman came personally...

"Do you know where the sorcerer who entered that room went?"
"Currently, our disciples are monitoring where he headed. I'll assign one of our children downstairs to guide you. Shall we go?"

Her brief delivery of only the necessary information and immediate action showed she understood the urgency.
Nodding in agreement, Ja-gong immediately set off in pursuit.

*

Following the sorcerer with the disciple assigned by the madam of Geumbyeokru, Ja-gong found himself in an unexpected situation.

"Great Hero, hurry up~!"

The high-pitched voice characteristic of a child who hadn't even reached puberty.

Initially surprised that the branch leader had assigned a disciple who seemed barely over ten years old, he soon found himself with a different headache.

"Can you really appear in the east one moment and the west the next? They say you were in Sichuan yesterday, Henan today, and will be in Beijing tomorrow! Is it true you can send people flying with just a gesture? And also, also..."

The child was spewing out questions without any order.
If it had been an adult, he would have scolded them, but it was hard to reprimand a child.

"Yes, yes. I can do all that. I'll show you later, but can we hurry up a bit now?"
"Really? Hehee, don't worry. I know this neighborhood like the back of my hand. We're taking shortcuts, so just follow me."

The Lower Heaven Sect child's confidence wasn't entirely unfounded, as they fearlessly navigated through alleys and crossed main streets.

Finally, Ja-gong arrived at an estate where the sorcerer had reportedly entered.

"Do you know what this place is?"
"This is Former Magistrate Jeon's house. As you can see, he's very wealthy and famous for his generosity to the surrounding community..."

*BOOM!*

A sudden explosion interrupted the child's explanation.
Huge flames were rising from the house of the supposedly generous Former Magistrate Jeon.

Seeing this, Ja-gong crouched down to meet the child's eye level.

"Go back to Geumbyeokru immediately. I'll handle things from here."
"Ah, y-yes..."

After watching the child nod and roll their eyes, Ja-gong leaped toward the flames.

"Great Hero, good luck!"

With a slight smile at the high-pitched voice behind him, he jumped over the estate wall.
And there he saw the entire massive estate completely engulfed in flames.

"...Nothing will survive this."

He approached the flames as much as possible, but couldn't bring himself to enter any further.

Could this be the sorcerer's doing?
If so, for what reason...

As Ja-gong's thoughts grew complicated, a black shadow began to appear faintly within the bright red flames.

"...!"

The figure became clearer as it approached.
Soon, a man wearing a worn Taoist robe emerged through the flames.

"Tsk, to think they'd go this far. Is this the only thing I could salvage?"

The man, who had come through the flames without a single burn or even soot on him, clicked his tongue while looking at a book in his hand.
Then, realizing someone else was in the estate, he raised his head to see who it was.

Similarly, Ja-gong also confirmed the man's face, and both men widened their eyes simultaneously.

"You are...!"
"You are...!"
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Anyone could tell they recognized each other.
In reality, the two had known each other for quite some time.

That's why they couldn't help but ask each other the same question.

"Aren't you Bogwang? What on earth are you doing here?"
"I could ask you the same thing, Master Bang. What are you doing here?"

The two looked bewildered at this unexpected reunion.
Neither could hide their confusion and embarrassment at seeing each other.

Jagong was the first to regain his composure and explain his situation.

"I've been tracking people who've been kidnapping others from all across the Central Plains. I confirmed they were sending all the kidnapped victims to Nanking, so I've been investigating here."

The man called Bogwang let out a short exclamation and was about to say something.

But this wasn't the time for leisurely conversation.

"Fire! There's a fire at Former Regional Lord's house!"
"Oh no! What about the Regional Lord? Is he safe?"

The area outside the estate had suddenly become chaotic.
The owner must have been quite respected, judging by the concern of those nearby.

"...It seems we can't continue our conversation here. Come with me for now."
"Where to?"

To Bogwang's question, Jagong answered lightly.

"Golden Wall Tower. The place you just visited."



*



Jagong returned to Golden Wall Tower with the man called Bogwang and the Lower Heaven Sect kid who had been lingering nearby despite being told to leave.

"Ooh, darling~"
"Tee-hee!"

Hearing the flirtatious giggles of courtesans from all around, Bogwang made no effort to hide his discomfort.

"...As a Taoist priest, I'd rather not frequent places like this."
"You were just here causing trouble, and now you say that."
"What trouble? I just asked a few questions."

Ignoring the grumbling, Jagong left the kid with the kitchen staff.

"When will you show me your martial arts? Huh? Huh?"
"...Later, I'll show you later."

After finally detaching the persistent child, Jagong escaped to the top floor, to the tower owner's room.
Inside, Sojin and Haseong, whom he had met earlier, were already seated.

"Welcome, Master Bang. Is this the sorcerer beside you?"
"Yes. You probably don't know him."

Haseong stood up and offered the seat of honor, which Jagong took while introducing the sorcerer.

"Let me introduce you. This is Elder Bogwang of the Moshan Sect."
"...!"

The Moshan Sect.
Though a Taoist sect, it was a mysterious organization of sorcerers known for its extreme isolation and minimal interaction with other sects.

The location of their headquarters somewhere on Moshan Mountain was secret.
Their membership numbers were secret.
Even how they recruited disciples was secret.

Despite countless rumors, neither the Beggar's Sect nor the Lower Heaven Sect had managed to gather any meaningful information about them.

So why had such a person suddenly appeared in Nanking?
And how was he connected to the Crimson Eye Cult?
Moreover, how did Jagong know him?

"You know we've been struggling to get information about the Moshan Sect..."

If he was acquainted with someone of elder rank, he should have mentioned it earlier.

Feeling Haseong's resentful gaze, Jaseong awkwardly cleared his throat.

"Ahem! Let's skip the idle chat and get to the point. So, what brought you all the way here?"

It was an obvious attempt to change the subject, but Haseong went along with it.
Right now, hearing what the Moshan Taoist had to say was more important.

"It's quite a long story, if you don't mind."
"That's fine. We've lost our lead anyway since that Former Regional Lord's house burned down completely."
"...Just to be clear, that wasn't my doing. I was just momentarily distracted when that Former Regional Lord touched something and suddenly..."
"I get it, just tell us your long story already."

At Jagong's urging, Elder Bogwang gathered his thoughts and began.

"It was about a month ago when strange people started gathering at the foot of Moshan Mountain."

As mentioned earlier, the Moshan Sect was closed off with minimal external contact.
However, they still needed to recruit new disciples to maintain their lineage and occasionally needed items they couldn't produce themselves.

Since complete isolation was practically impossible, the Moshan Sect occasionally sent disciples down the mountain for these purposes.

"One day, one of our disciples discovered numerous people gathered at the mountain's foot."
"They weren't just gathering, I assume?"
"Correct. They were building an altar."

Materials were being transported from somewhere to construct a fairly large altar.
Up to this point, it might not have seemed like a major issue.

"But when I went to check after hearing the disciples' reports, something seemed strange."
"Strange?"
"Yes. The design wasn't for simple rituals, but for a proper large-scale sorcery operation."

Moreover, the workers themselves were suspicious.

Very few were able-bodied men.
Most were elderly, women, or children.

They were clearly vulnerable people who would be easy to kidnap, struggling under the abuse of their supervisors.

"I immediately sensed something ominous was happening."

Deciding he needed more information, Elder Bogwang used concealment sorcery to secretly infiltrate the construction site.
After exploring for a while, he discovered the situation was far more serious than he had thought.

"The ones building the altar were the Crimson Eye Cult. And their target was none other than our Moshan Sect."

More specifically, they were preparing sorcery to destroy the Shangqing Secret Concealment Formation, an ancient formation that had hidden the Moshan Sect from the outside world for centuries.

Hearing this, Jagong's face showed strong doubt.

"Is it even possible to destroy the Shangqing Formation from the outside?"

If anyone knew, it was him.
Over the years, countless external forces had tried to break that formation and crush the Moshan Sect.

Thirty years ago, it was the Demonic Cult, and hundreds of years before that, the Yuan Dynasty.
But no force had ever managed to even find traces of the Moshan Sect, let alone destroy it.

The Shangqing Secret Concealment Formation.
This ultimate formation, the pinnacle of formation techniques and sorcery, had completely hidden their traces.

"The Yuan people eventually gave up and tried to burn down the entire mountain. But even that was useless."
"I don't know about events that happened before I was born."

Shrugging his shoulders, Elder Bogwang then answered Jagong's question.

"Destroying the Shangqing Formation from outside? Impossible by normal means."
"So they're using abnormal means? What are they?"

His answer was shocking.

"Human sacrifice."
"..."
"More precisely, they plan to forcibly extract souls from living people and use them as power to neutralize all sorcery within Moshan."

Everyone in the room was speechless at Elder Bogwang's explanation.
The Crimson Eye Cult's purpose for kidnapping so many people was far more horrific than expected.

Forced labor from kidnapped people to build an altar for large-scale sorcery.
Then using them as sacrifices to destroy the Shangqing Formation.
Finally, invading the Moshan Sect when they're weakened and unable to use their sorcery.

"I never imagined they were plotting such a thing in secret."

Jagong felt chills down his spine.
Knowing the true strength of the Moshan Sect better than anyone, this was something he couldn't ignore.

"...Extracting souls from the living, what a truly horrific plan."
"Indeed. We must stop it somehow."

Haseong and Sojin, who had finally recovered from the shock, each added a comment.

In the suddenly serious atmosphere, Jagong gathered his thoughts and asked Elder Bogwang:

"What is the Moshan Sect doing now?"
"Since we know they're targeting us with such schemes, we're trying to stop them however we can. That's why I'm here."
"What about Boyeon? I can't imagine that child sitting still."

The Boyeon that Jagong mentioned was Elder Boyeon, Elder Bogwang's senior and fellow elder of the Moshan Sect.
She was quite gallant and dignified, a true woman warrior who had personally participated in the war against the Demonic Cult thirty years ago alongside Elder Bogwang and other disciples.

If she heard that the Demonic Cult was targeting the Moshan Sect, she would surely have been the first to step forward to fight...

"Unfortunately, Senior is not currently at our sect."
"She's not there? Where could she have gone in this crisis?"
"Well, she should be at Mount Hua by now."
"Mount Hua?"

Why was Mount Hua suddenly being mentioned?
Seeing Jagong's confusion, Elder Bogwang explained the details.

"We recently received a letter from Mount Hua. They said some unfortunate incidents were occurring in Huiyin County that appeared to be the work of sorcerers, so they requested our help."

So Elder Boyeon and several disciples had headed to Mount Hua.
Hearing this explanation, Jagong frowned.

"Could this also be a scheme of the Demonic Cult?"
"I'm not sure. It's true that our sect's fighting strength has been reduced due to the Mount Hua dispatch, but..."

Elder Bogwang seemed to think it might just be a coincidence.
But Jagong was half convinced.

A disturbance apparently caused by sorcerers suddenly occurring at Mount Hua, where the Martial Arts Conference was to be held.
The situation seemed too contrived.

"Anyway, our Sect Leader is personally trying to prevent the altar's completion, but it's not easy. The supervisors and security personnel are unusually formidable."
"Formidable how?"

In response to Sojin's question, Elder Bogwang gulped down the tea in front of him as if his throat was parched, then answered.

"There was a powerful sorcerer. At least equal to our Sect Leader. And I glimpsed at least hundreds of Crimson Eye Cult members using Blood Arts."

Though he couldn't determine the exact number, it was clear that the Moshan Sect, which wasn't large to begin with, was at a numerical disadvantage.

"Moreover, the cult members seemed to have learned some different Blood Art. They were clearly using blood energy, but unlike in the past, they weren't consumed by madness."

Jagong immediately understood what Elder Bogwang was talking about.

"If they can face Moshan Sect Taoists, it must be True Blood Art."

Having already heard about True Blood Art and Wild Blood Art from Cheongun, Jagong knew that only the Crimson Eye Cult's main forces mastered True Blood Art.

In other words, those currently engaging with the Moshan Sect were the cult's primary forces.

"They're deploying such forces, showing how important they consider the Moshan Sect."

If that was the case, he needed to crush their plot somehow.
Well, that had been his intention from the start.

With a determined face, Jagong said to Elder Bogwang:

"It seems our goals align, so why don't we join forces? It must be difficult for you to move around this vast city on your own."
"I would be grateful. The Beggar's Sect's intelligence network is reliable."

Elder Bogwang brightened considerably at Jagong's proposal.
Seeing this, Sojin interjected:

"The Lower Heaven Sect will also assist. We can't stay out of Crimson Eye Cult matters."
"...Pardon? Lower Heaven Sect?"

Confused by Sojin introducing herself as from the Lower Heaven Sect, Elder Bogwang belatedly looked around.

"Is this a Lower Heaven Sect branch? The Beggar's Sect and Lower Heaven Sect cooperating? Huh?"

He showed the most surprise since entering the room.
At least for him, cooperation between the Beggar's Sect and Lower Heaven Sect seemed unthinkable.

"...It seems our story will also be lengthy."

Jagong let out a small sigh.
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After that, Jagong told Bogwangja about the outside world he didn't know about.

The Blood Eye Cult's conspiracies happening everywhere and Paecheon Fortress's betrayal.
And how Ja-seong's group was preparing to establish the Murim Alliance to stop it all.

"Hmm... so many things have happened outside in such a short time."

Bogwangja sighed in bewilderment.
He seemed unsure whether what he'd heard was truth or jest.

But Jagong's face was infinitely serious and heavy, too much for a joke.
Finally accepting with difficulty that his story was true, Bogwangja let out a dejected sigh.

"So to summarize, while we were basking in peace, those cult bastards were sharpening their knives in the darkness for another invasion."
"Fortunately, thanks to that remarkable fellow, all their major plots have failed. We need to ride this momentum and finish them off completely. All of them."

Jagong's resolute declaration.
Haseong and Sojin nodded simultaneously, as if of one mind.

To think he'd see the day when a branch leader of the Beggar Sect and a regional leader of the Lower Heaven Sect would unite like this.
Thinking the situation must truly be serious, Bogwangja laughed awkwardly.

Then he asked about that remarkable person Jagong had mentioned.

"Gun Ja-seong, was it? To become such an enemy of the Blood Eye Cult... it seems like some trick of fate."

It was half said in jest.
But Jagong's response was somehow strange.

"...Perhaps you're right. Fate."

He muttered with downcast eyes.
His voice was so low that Bogwangja couldn't hear properly and asked him to repeat it, but Jagong just shook his head and brushed it off.

"Anyway, with that guy holding the line, I'm somewhat reassured."

It was a bit suspicious, but that beggar sage had always been odd.
So Bogwangja didn't think much of it.

"Since you speak so highly of him, I'd like to meet him too. I think my master would also enjoy meeting him."
"I'm sure he would. The guy absolutely despises cults."

Recalling Boyeonja's demeanor during the previous war with the cult, Jagong snickered, but then shook his head and returned to the main topic.

"But first, we need to stop the crisis facing Mount Mo Sect."

Straightening his expression, he looked directly at Bogwangja across from him and asked.

"How bad is the current situation exactly?"
"...To be honest, the altar is nearly complete. As soon as they gather enough sacrifices, they can activate the technique at any time."

The situation was far worse than expected.
The expressions of all three people automatically turned serious.

"So that's why you came here. To prevent them from gathering sacrifices."
"Yes. The situation was so urgent that I hurried here with only the information that the person in charge of transporting the kidnapped people was somewhere in Nanjing. And when I heard that thugs were guarding the kidnapped people, I sought out their leader..."

The rest was as it happened.
He got information from the thug leader, Deokchil, and went to find Former Lord Jeon, a Blood Eye Cult minion.
But while interrogating him, the man pulled some trick and burned down the entire estate, including himself.

"In the end, all I got was this book."

Bogwangja pulled out a book from inside his robe.
Noticing it was the one in his hand when he walked out of the flames, Jagong asked.

"What is that?"
"It was in Former Lord Jeon's safe. It seems to contain important information, but I don't think it will be of much use right now."

Important information that wouldn't be useful? What nonsense was this?
Seeing Jagong's bewildered expression, Bogwangja silently handed him the book.

Upon receiving and opening it, he immediately understood what the man meant.
Characters written in ink on the paper, following a completely different system from any known language.

"This is... a cipher."
"Yes. It must contain important information since it was kept safely in a safe and written in code, but we have no way to decipher it."

At Bogwangja's explanation, Jagong made a troubled expression.
Decoding a cipher without any information would take a very long time.

It would be impossible to decode it before the Blood Eye Cult sacrificed the kidnapped people.

So as Bogwangja said, it was important but useless for now.

*Is this where all our leads end?*

The situation made him resent that Taoist for acting on his own and making a mess.
When Jagong glared at him with a sharp gaze, Bogwangja flinched and deliberately avoided his eyes.

As Jagong's heavy presence pressed down on Bogwangja in the heavy silence, Sojin, who had taken the book to examine its contents, spoke up.

"I don't think we'll need to decode the cipher."
"...What?"

All three men turned to look at her simultaneously.
Leaning back slightly under their unnecessarily burdensome gazes, Sojin continued.

"We've already obtained a decoding key for this cipher at the Lower Heaven Sect. So we should be able to decode it quickly."
"A decoding key...? How on earth?"
"...Well, our capabilities extend at least this far."

Sojin vaguely brushed off Bogwangja's astonished question.
Unlike the other two who were impressed, Jagong immediately realized the source.

*It must be Hwang-i.*

If it was her, deeply infiltrated within the Blood Eye Cult, getting a decoding key would have been easy.

"...Anyway, that's good news. So you can decode it right away?"
"There's quite a lot of content, so if you could give me about a day."

A day was nothing when a ray of light had appeared in such a bleak situation.
Nodding in agreement, Jagong stood up.

"Then I'll come back tomorrow."
"Oh, you're leaving? I could offer you a special room."
"No need. What would a beggar..."

As Jagong rose, Haseong followed suit, and Bogwangja also stood up.

"Are you leaving too, Taoist?"
"I'd rather sleep on the ground than smell perfume. I'll come back tomorrow too."

The three men left the courtesan house, leaving behind the beautiful woman with a disgruntled expression.
But it took them quite a while to actually exit the establishment.

"You promised to show us martial arts."

A small hand like a fern frond grabbed his trouser leg.
Glancing down at the child's bright, eager eyes, Jagong heaved a deep sigh.

"...Is there an open space somewhere?"
"The annex is empty right now! Let's go there!"

The Lower Heaven Sect kid, extremely excited, dragged Jagong along.
Seeing this, Haseong and Bogwangja tried to sneak away.

But Jagong wasn't about to let them escape.

"Where do you think you're going? You two do something too."

Under his fierce gaze that promised retribution if they fled, the two men obediently followed.

In the end, that day the three men had to play the role of entertainers for the Lower Heaven Sect kid and the other friends he brought along.

*

The next morning.
The three men visited Golden Wall Tower early, hurrying up the stairs anxiously, worried that the kids might cling to them again.

As soon as they entered the tower mistress's room, they were greeted by Sojin's face, trying hard to suppress her laughter.

"Welcome. You all worked very hard yesterday in many ways."
"...If you were watching, you could have cut it short."
"But the children were enjoying it so much."

In response to his resentful muttering, Sojin replied nonchalantly and then placed two books on the table.

One was the book Bogwangja had entrusted for decoding yesterday, and the other was...

"Is this the decoded version?"
"Yes. After checking, I found it contains even more important information than we thought."

At her words, the three men huddled together to examine the decoded book.
When they closed it, their faces had brightened considerably.

"If this is true, it's an opportunity beyond compare."
"Yes. If we do this right, we can round up all of them in Nanjing."

The book turned out to be a ledger.
It contained detailed records of where people were kidnapped from, how many, and when and where they would be transported.

"According to this, they'll gather the kidnapped people at a hideout outside the city in three days for transport. We should move then."
"But will it be alright? That Former Lord Jeon burning down his house must have served as a warning to the others."

Bogwangja's concern was a reasonable doubt.

The sudden death of a somewhat well-known figure in the city.
That news was already spreading throughout the city like wildfire.

Even on their way to Golden Wall Tower just now, they had heard people whispering about Former Lord Jeon, so it must have reached the ears of other Blood Eye Cult members somewhere in the city.

"They might suddenly change their schedule."
"Our sect members are keeping constant watch on that front, so you needn't worry. If there's any movement, we'll be notified immediately."

Haseong reassured Bogwangja with that assertion.
Hearing this, Jagong spoke up.

"Still, their vigilance against attacks will have increased. We should make our own preparations."

Haseong promptly replied to his words.

"I'll immediately request support from sect members in nearby areas."
"Yes, tell them it's the branch leader's order, so they should run until their feet sweat."

Jagong nodded.
Then he heard something he couldn't just ignore.

"We've already sent a Poison Butterfly. It's not its original purpose, but since we're dealing with the Blood Eye Cult, I think you'll understand."
"...What?"

Poison Butterfly.
A signal requesting revenge against the Lower Heaven Sect's enemies from the Lower Heaven Sect Leader, Flower Lord.

In other words, she had contacted Ye So-ha directly, asking her to come.

"She should arrive by tomorrow, I think."
"...I suppose so."

At the thought of having to face a woman he didn't want to meet, Jagong's face twisted unpleasantly.

*

Somewhere in Nanjing.
A dark space without a single point of light.

A small lamp in the center provided the only illumination, and several people were gathered there.

They were none other than members of the Blood Eye Cult.
Specifically, they were branch leaders directly under the highest executives.

Tasked with transporting those kidnapped in Nanjing, they had urgently gathered upon hearing the sudden news of Former Lord Jeon's death just yesterday.

"Didn't Branch Leader Jeon sacrifice his life to prevent the enemy from discovering us? We should begin transport immediately!"

The exclamation came from a man dressed in luxurious clothing that testified to his wealth.
Soon, a woman's shrill voice countered his assertion.

"I understand your concern, but that's difficult. We've dispersed personnel throughout the city, so suddenly changing the schedule is impossible."
"So you're saying we should just proceed as planned? When the person who attacked our comrade could target us at any moment?"
"Aren't you overreacting? The attacker was likely caught in the flames and couldn't have survived."
"Would there be just one person? Even if the attacker died, they must have had other colleagues!"

We must begin transport immediately.
It's difficult to suddenly change the transport plan.

As the man and woman raised their voices, insisting on their own arguments, they immediately fell silent at an intervening voice.

"Enough, that's it. I've heard both your opinions."

The one who stopped their argument was a small, elderly man.
Though he appeared to be a frail old man with no particular strength, his voice, dry like an old tree, carried a power that prevented rash actions.

Perhaps because of this, the man who had been raising his voice without restraint became noticeably more cautious.

"What do you think, Elder?"
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"Hmm..."

After pondering deeply with a low hum, the old man spoke calmly.

"As Section Chief Kyung said, it's difficult to move up the schedule. We're starting the transfer in just three days, and making changes now would only create confusion."

The woman called Section Chief Kyung wore a smug expression at the old man's support.
Just as the man with a twisted expression was about to speak, the old man cut him off.

"However, Section Chief Min has a point too. The former Section Chief sacrificed his life to send us this warning. Doing nothing would be disrespectful to his memory."

Section Chief Kyung's face hardened again at these words.

"What exactly do you plan to do? Surely you're not thinking of delaying the schedule? The Three Leaf at Mount Mo won't stand for that."

The old man nodded emphatically at Section Chief Kyung's words.

"Of course, I don't want to burden the Three Leaf. Rest assured, there will be no delay in the schedule."
"...Then what exactly are you planning to do? We can't request additional troops at this point."

The Crimson Eye Cult's situation in Nanjing wasn't favorable.
They were so short on personnel to guard the sacrifices brought from across Central Plains that they'd even hired local thugs.

*We can't delay the schedule, and we can't get reinforcements.*

No matter how she thought about it, proceeding according to schedule while maintaining maximum vigilance seemed the best option.

But the old man seemed to have different thoughts.
With a hollow laugh, he suddenly said,

"No need to worry about that. We can reinforce our troops immediately."

"...Pardon?"

Section Chief Kyung blinked in confusion.
She couldn't understand what the old man meant.

"Section Chief Do, what are you saying? Reinforcements? From where?"

Section Chief Min was equally confused.
Section Chief Do chuckled at the two who wore identical expressions despite having been at each other's throats moments ago.

"Those thugs we hired to watch the sacrifices."
"...You mean those ruffians? You think they'll be effective combat forces?"

Section Chief Kyung looked incredulous.
Her expression suggested she questioned Section Chief Do's mental state.

*These young people are so impatient these days. They should listen to people's words until the end.*

With an inward bitter smile, Section Chief Do continued.

"Of course they're useless as they are now. That's why I'm thinking of giving them an extravagant gift."
"An extravagant gift... you don't mean...?"

The two widened their eyes as they realized his meaning.
Seeing this, Section Chief Do's smile deepened.

"Yes, I plan to give them the Blood Vein Art."

The Blood Vein Art.
The final chance and excessive gift bestowed by the great Divine Wood upon non-believers.
He was going to give something like that to those thugs?

"Are you sure about this? If something goes wrong after distributing the Blood Vein Art without approval from above..."

Though the Blood Vein Art was spreading throughout minor sects in Central Plains disguised as the Heart-Binding Formula, the process was strictly managed through coordination between sections.

Could they really leak the Blood Vein Art on their own?
The answer seemed obviously "no."

The two looked at the old man with concern and worry.
The old man's wrinkled eyes formed faint arcs at their gaze.

"Don't worry. Once this is over, their souls will go to the Divine Wood's side."

He meant to kill all the thugs after the transfer was complete.
But even with this assurance, the expressions of the two remained troubled.

Glancing at their faces, Section Chief Do added one more thing.

"If anything happens, I'll take full responsibility. Keep that in mind as you prepare."
"...Yes, understood."

Finally nodding at his unyielding declaration, Section Chiefs Min and Kyung turned and left the room.

As soon as they disappeared, another man who had been silent until now spoke up.

"Will giving the Blood Vein Art to mere thugs be enough?"
"There are hundreds of them. Hundreds receiving the grace of the Blood Vein Art—you think that's not enough?"
"It might not be. The fact that the former Section Chief chose self-sacrifice rather than escape suggests the opponent was formidable."
"Hmm..."

Section Chief Do stroked his beard for a moment before countering.

"Do you have a better suggestion?"
"...Before I speak, may I ask how many people are being transported to Mount Mo?"
"Six hundred and seventy-three. We decided to send more than the required five hundred, just in case."
"So there's a surplus of sacrifices, then?"

Section Chief Do narrowed his eyes at the man's repeated questioning.

"Section Chief Byeok, you're not suggesting...?"

The man, Section Chief Byeok, smiled coldly at the hint that his intentions had been guessed.

"Since you've already decided, why limit the Divine Wood's grace only to those thugs?"


*


Two days had passed since the Poison Butterfly was released at the Golden Jade Tower.
So-ha, who should have arrived long ago, still hadn't shown up.

"...I hope nothing happened to her?"

As they gathered in the Head of the School's room on the top floor of the Golden Jade Tower to prepare for the Crimson Eye Cult's movements, Ja-gong snorted at So-jin's muttering.

"Now that's welcome news. I'd have no complaints if something extremely serious kept her immobilized for a hundred years."

So-jin glared at him with wide eyes, but Ja-gong paid no attention.
Finally, she sighed and relaxed her gaze before complaining.

"I understand you two don't get along, but could you please bear with it just this once? We need to rescue the kidnapped people, don't we?"

She was saying they shouldn't jeopardize the mission with discord.
It was an undeniably sound argument.

Ja-gong, who couldn't deny this, forcibly suppressed his emotions and blurted out:

"There are few things in this world that can stop that woman. She's probably just busy with something else, so stop worrying and wait quietly."

Though his tone was gruff, he was trying to be reassuring.
So-jin's expression completely relaxed.

The problem was that someone who had just arrived at the door also heard those words.

"My, my, I never expected the Dragon Head Chief of the Beggar Clan to hold me in such high esteem. I'm honored."

A woman's voice tinged with amusement.
Ja-gong's face twisted unpleasantly at the sound, while So-jin brightened and rose from her seat.

Soon the door opened and a person entered.

A woman with her face covered by a veil.
It was, of course, So-ha.

"Welcome."

So-jin greeted So-ha with a radiant face.
Seeing her obvious relief, So-ha apologized.

"Sorry, was I too late? Something urgent came up, and I couldn't help it."
"Don't worry about it. They haven't made any moves yet, so you're not late."
"That's a relief."

So-ha's eyes formed arcs as she nodded, then looked at Ja-gong, who was frowning and avoiding her gaze.

"It's been a while, hasn't it? I'm glad to see you're still in good health."
"Hmph, spare me your insincere words."
"Hehe, was it that obvious? Actually, I was just thinking how annoying it is that you're unnecessarily healthy and running around everywhere. Especially since you completely ignored my 'request'?"

*Wow...*

It felt like sparks were flying through the air.

Ha-seong, who found himself watching the confrontation between Ja-gong and So-ha from the middle, was sweating profusely.

Fortunately, their standoff didn't last long.
So-ha was the first to back down.

"...Let's stop here. I didn't come to play around—we have important business."

Ja-gong snorted and turned his head away as So-ha shrugged and took a seat.

Though they were acting coldly toward each other, the heads of two intelligence organizations were now sitting face to face.
The Beggar Clan Branch Chief and the Lower Heaven Sect Branch Manager had mixed feelings watching this scene.

"I don't think I've heard exactly what's going on yet. Could someone explain?"
"Ah, yes."

So-jin briefly explained what had happened so far and their plans going forward.
After listening quietly, So-ha immediately asked a question when the explanation ended.

"How are you certain they'll move tomorrow?"
"According to Elder Boguangja, there's currently a prolonged war of attrition between the Mount Mo Sect and the Crimson Eye Cult on Mount Mo."

A battle dragging on with no particular results.
And naturally, the longer the battle continued, the greater the risk of exposure.
From the perspective of the Crimson Eye Cult, which was still operating in the shadows, this was an undesirable development.

"Besides, they can activate their technique as soon as they have enough sacrifices, so they'll naturally be in a hurry."
"Hmm."

So-ha nodded in understanding and continued with her next question.

"I understand you plan to rescue the kidnapped people when they're gathered together. But do you know where they'll be gathering?"

After all, they needed to know where people were gathering to rescue them.

Ha-seong, not So-jin, answered this question.

"We spent all of yesterday narrowing down some candidate locations, but ultimately concluded that 'we don't know.' There are surprisingly many spaces that can accommodate hundreds of people."
"So, you don't know, and that's it?"
"No. Instead, we've devised a way to find out."

That method was none other than tracking incense.
They had secretly applied a special scent that ordinary people couldn't detect to the bodies of the kidnapped people.

"We couldn't apply it to everyone, but we managed to mark all the people in the locations we identified. For some reason, the thugs' surveillance was a bit lax yesterday, so we handled it quickly."
"Oh, you have something like that?"

So-ha exclaimed in admiration, then casually asked Ja-gong sitting across from her.

"Your subordinates have made such thorough preparations, so now we just need to do our part well, right?"
"Don't worry about me—worry about yourself."

Ja-gong responded sarcastically, then looked behind So-ha and abruptly asked:

"Where are those two you usually bring along? Why are you alone?"
"They're in Kaifeng on business. Haven't you heard yet?"

She explained that the two were in charge of constructing the Murim Alliance headquarters, and he nodded.

"Well, those two are capable, so they'll manage."
"...That sounds like there's a hidden meaning?"

Are you saying they're capable but I'm not?
Though she was smiling, a vein bulged on So-ha's forehead, making Ja-gong smirk.

"You seem to know yourself best."
"...This guy, really."

She growled under her breath while he snickered.
As the atmosphere heated up, Ha-seong and So-jin did their best to mediate, carefully watching their superiors.

Fortunately, their efforts paid off, and no violence erupted.
However, the conflicts continued, and each time, the two had to work hard to manage their respective leaders.

And so, with Ha-seong and So-jin's sighs, a day passed,

And finally, the day of the transfer arrived.
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On the day of the transfer.
The Crimson Eye Cult began moving quickly from early morning as the sun was just rising.

"The kidnapped people are being loaded into carriages and leaving the city."
"Hmph, they must be in quite a hurry."

Ja-gong bit his lip spitefully as he heard Ha-seong's report.
But his report wasn't finished yet.

"However, there's something strange."
"Something strange?"
"Yes. The thugs are handling the transfer of the kidnapped people themselves."
"...What did you say?"

Hired thugs handling the transfer of kidnapped people?
As he frowned at this puzzling situation, So-ha cut in with a casual tone.

"It's obvious. They're planning to silence them after the job, right? They'll offer more money for help until the end, then just—"

So-ha made a slicing motion across her neck, and Ha-seong and So-jin nodded in agreement, finding her explanation plausible.
Watching them, Ja-gong stood up.

"Anyway, let's prepare to move. What about the agents?"
"They're all standing by."
"Good. We'll pursue them about an hour after they leave Namgyeong."

Following Ja-gong's instructions, everyone nodded (though one person snorted and turned away) and left the Geumbyeokru.
Bo-gwang-ja, who had been waiting right outside, joined them.

"Is this the Mosan Sect Daoist? Since I arrived, he hasn't visited once, and now I finally see that expensive face."
"...A Daoist should stay away from women and wine."
Bo-gwang-ja cleared his throat at So-ha's pointed remark and turned to Ja-gong.

"Have they started moving?"
"Yes. We'll confirm which direction they're heading, then follow right behind."

Just after Ja-gong answered, a beggar opportunely approached them in a hurry.
However, the news he brought wasn't so opportune for the group.

"They're splitting up and moving through both the east and south gates."
"...They're making things difficult."

This must be some kind of deception tactic on their part.
Ja-gong clicked his tongue briefly and asked:

"What about the tracking scent?"
"It's confirmed on both sides. It seems they've actually divided the kidnapped people into two groups."

Hearing this, Ja-gong had much to consider.
If they truly divided the people, they might keep them separated all the way to their destination.

In this situation, he had only one option.

"...We'll also split into two groups. Nam Bunta-ju, lead the agents east. I'll go south with Flower Lord and Bo-gwang-ja."

Hearing this, Ha-seong was about to ask if that would be okay but swallowed his question.

Of course it would be fine.
The two people before him were Sword Lord and Flower Lord.
They were among the ten strongest warriors in the Central Plains.

"Understood. I'll be off then."

As Ha-seong headed east with the agent who had come to report, Ja-gong turned to So-ha and Bo-gwang-ja.

"Let's move too."

The two nodded silently at his words and immediately headed south.

*

The south gate of Namgyeong.
The massive gate, always busy with people coming and going, was now laboriously disgorging dozens of carriages.

Thanks to Do Gwa-ju at the front of the procession greasing palms with silver, the carriages moved without stopping.

While the gate guard grinned at the weight in his pocket, someone else was smiling for a different reason.

"Hehehe..."

A large man leading his subordinates at the front of the procession kept laughing foolishly while repeatedly clenching and unclenching his fist.

"This is martial arts...! Truly amazing."

For the man, Deok-chil, the events of the past few days felt like a dream.
First making a fortune from a trivial job, and now learning martial arts, something he had always desired!

If his past self, who had resigned himself to living as a thug boss, had known this would happen, he would have fainted from shock.

Deok-chil looked at Do Gwa-ju riding in the carriage just ahead of him.
The mysterious old man who had suddenly approached his gang with gold coins, asking them to watch over women, children, and the elderly, claiming to be an associate of someone whose face Deok-chil couldn't even remember.

Looking at the seemingly frail old man, Deok-chil nervously recounted what had happened.

"Do you know how much trouble I got into because of you people? My memory suddenly disappeared, and then the Beggar Sect Leader showed up!"
"...Did you just say the Beggar Sect Leader?"

Do Gwa-ju's expression turned serious at the mention of the Beggar Sect Leader's visit.
Seeing this reaction, Deok-chil raised his voice even more.

"This is different from what we agreed to! I wasn't told we'd be involved with the Beggar Sect Leader! I can't continue working for you like this!"

If you want us to keep working, pay more.
Sensing the underlying message in Deok-chil's words, Do Gwa-ju apologized without hesitation.

"I've caused you great trouble. I'll add more money."
"Ah, ahem...! You seem quite reasonable!"

As he struggled to suppress his twitching lips, the old man's voice reached his ears again.

"And I'd like to make you a new proposal..."
"A new proposal? What is it?"

In response to Deok-chil's question, Do Gwa-ju briefly explained their situation.

"We'll soon be transporting these people to Mount Mo. Would you and your men be willing to escort the procession?"
"Huh? Escort?"

Asking a gang of thugs to provide escort?
As Deok-chil looked at him with a bewildered expression, Do Gwa-ju mentioned the reward.

"If you do this, I'll bestow upon you the supreme martial art called Paesimgyeol."
"...What? Martial arts?"
"Yes. If you accept the proposal, I'll teach you the martial art first."

A suspicious offer to teach martial arts to complete strangers.
What kind of person would offer martial arts as payment for something as simple as escorting a procession?

Being just a thug, Deok-chil couldn't figure out the old man's identity no matter how hard he thought.
He could only guess that he might be a human trafficker making big money.

Besides, once the words "martial arts" were mentioned, nothing else mattered.

Learning martial arts.
That thought alone was enough to make Deok-chil's eyes roll back in excitement.

"Fine! Teach me the martial arts first!"

The martial art that Do Gwa-ju taught him, Paesimgyeol, seemed truly extraordinary even to someone like Deok-chil who knew nothing about martial arts.

All Deok-chil and his men had to do to begin learning was recite the incantations that the old man taught them. That was it.

Yet just from that, they felt something drilling into their crowns, and then an unprecedented power surged throughout their bodies.

Someone with basic knowledge of martial arts would have immediately found this suspicious, but as mentioned earlier, Deok-chil and his gang were completely ignorant about martial arts.

Therefore, all they felt was the ecstasy of gaining new power, of learning martial arts.

"Hehehe...!"

Snapping out of his reverie, Deok-chil laughed again.

The power that seemed to beg to be released, the sensation of "qi" flowing through his body, pleased him immensely.

'Now I too am a martial artist.'

In Deok-chil's mind, his imagination began to soar.

He pictured himself walking down the main street with a stylish sword at his side, putting on airs.
He saw himself drinking wine at the top floor of Okwolru, Namgyeong's finest pavilion, with famous courtesans on either side.

And even defeating the current strongest martial artists, the Ten Lords (naturally, the image of the beggar old man came to mind), and claiming victory.

A life with honor, glory, and power incomparable to being a thug boss in Namgyeong's back alleys.
Just imagining it made his facial muscles twist uncontrollably.

As he grinned at the thought of such a life—one he couldn't even have dreamed of before—suddenly coming within reach, a stern warning came from beside him.
It was Do Gwa-ju, who had stuck his face out of the carriage.

"Now that we're outside the city, stay alert. We don't know when or where an attack might come."
"Ah, yes."

As he straightened his expression and bowed his head, the old man disappeared back into the carriage.
After glancing briefly at the spot, Deok-chil's face twisted with irritation.

'Attack my ass. This is peaceful as can be.'

Besides, what if an attack did come?
With the strength of him and his men, now enhanced by Paesimgyeol, they could crush anyone who came at them.

They say ignorance breeds courage.
Having only learned Paesimgyeol, but still knowing little about the martial world or martial arts, Deok-chil overestimated his newfound strength.

And it wouldn't take long for that overconfidence to be shattered.

*

Ja-gong, So-ha, and Bo-gwang-ja left through the south gate an hour later as planned and pursued the Crimson Eye Cult's carriage procession.

"Are we really following the right trail?"
"We definitely are, so stop asking. How many times is this now?"
When Ja-gong lost patience with what seemed like the hundredth time he'd heard the question, So-ha's eyes narrowed above her face veil.

"I'm asking because we've been going so long without seeing any sign of the Crimson Eye Cult. Can you actually smell that tracking scent? I don't sense anything."

Even though she hadn't learned martial arts, So-ha was still a Heavenly Messenger.
With senses and strength far beyond ordinary humans, her nose couldn't detect anything.

Naturally, this made her doubt Ja-gong's confidence.

"Hmph, if you don't know anything, just follow quietly. I can track them even if they're hundreds of li away."

Such an absurd boast made her even more skeptical.
Inwardly clicking her tongue, So-ha looked at Bo-gwang-ja beside Ja-gong.

"Aren't you worried, Daoist?"
"No, I believe the Sect Leader won't be distracted by our sect's matters."
"Why?"
"Because he owes us a lot."

Debt?
As So-ha tilted her head in confusion, Ja-gong cut in.

"What debt? What do I owe you?"
"Well, strictly speaking, it's not debt. You just took things unilaterally. By the way, are you making good use of the Spirit Suppression Treasury? Our previous sect leader still bolts upright in his sleep whenever he recalls that day, despite his advanced age."
"Ah, ahem...!"

Ja-gong cleared his throat and avoided Bo-gwang-ja's cold gaze.
Seeing this, the corners of So-ha's mouth turned up slightly.

"Why are you reacting like that? And what's this Spirit Suppression Treasury?"
"Be quiet! You're interfering with the tracking!"

As Ja-gong shouted unnecessarily, So-ha's eyes lit up and she probed even more persistently.

The story she learned was quite surprising.
In the past, Ja-gong had used underhanded methods to steal several treasures from the Mosan Sect.

"Is that true?"
"Ahem, strictly speaking, I won them in a fair bet. It's unfair to call it theft or whatever."
"Your self-justification has reached a remarkable level."

Though he tried to dress up his past actions, it couldn't work properly with an eyewitness who had seen the whole process standing right beside him.

Meanwhile, So-ha, having heard the whole story, tilted her head.

"But from what I'm hearing, aren't you actually an enemy of their sect? For that, you two don't seem to be on bad terms."
"There's no particular reason to be."
"Why?"
"Because it was our fellow disciples who helped with the theft."
"......"

Bo-gwang-ja gave a bitter smile at So-ha's blank expression as she blinked in confusion.

"During the war with the Demon Cult, they had many powerful sorcerers. In comparison, my fellow disciples and I were still novices."

To bridge the inevitable gap in years of experience, they needed powerful treasures like the Spirit Suppression Treasury that could completely block a sorcerer's spells.

But the stubborn elders of the sect absolutely refused to let precious treasures leave the sect, so they had no choice but to use forceful means.

"Thanks to that, we were able to minimize the damage from sorcerers during that war."

As Ja-gong nodded and tried to end the story, Bo-gwang-ja narrowed his eyes.

"Why are you skipping the rest of the story? You promised to return them after the matter was settled, but you've been keeping them all this time!"
"The... the Demon Cult is active again! We still need the power of those treasures!"

Ja-gong shouted and increased his speed as if fleeing.
Bo-gwang-ja shook his head at his retreating figure, and So-ha chuckled as they both picked up their pace as well.

And about two hours later, the Crimson Eye Cult groups that had split into two reunited in a large clearing in the forest.
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"...surprisingly, they're gathering again."
"Indeed. Honestly, I thought they might continue moving separately."

Boguangja responded to Jagong's muttering while examining the clearing visible in the distance.

An artificially created path and space in the middle of the forest.
It seemed large enough to accommodate over a thousand people, well beyond several hundred.

"Do you think they gathered all the kidnapped people here before sending them off?"
"Probably."
"But why? What's the point of going through the trouble of regrouping?"

Soha had a point.
It was only about a day's journey from Nanking to Mount Mo.
Why would they regroup after splitting up to avoid ambushes?

After thinking briefly, Jagong spoke.

"This place probably served as a kind of crossroads."
"Crossroads?"
"Yes, they likely divided people here before sending them to different locations."

They hadn't confirmed exact numbers, but thousands had been kidnapped and brought to Nanking.

Yet only about five hundred people were reportedly working at Mount Mo.
Even subtracting five hundred from thousands, thousands still remained unaccounted for.

"We'll have to investigate that thoroughly once this is over."

Boguangja nodded at Jagong's words.
But Soha still looked puzzled.

"Even if that's true, aren't they sending all the kidnapped people to Mount Mo this time? There's no need to divide them."
"Well..."

Just as he was about to answer, a booming voice came from the clearing.

"Everyone out!"

The voice belonged to none other than Deokchil.
Jagong grimaced at the sight of him mingling with the Crimson Eye Cult members again, unable to break his old habits.

"...I should have broken that bastard's legs."
"Seems erasing part of his memory wasn't enough."

While Boguangja frowned in agreement, people began emerging one by one from dozens of gathered carriages.

Carriages that appeared designed for four passengers disgorged eight people each—twice their capacity.
Those released from the cramped carriages looked truly pitiful.

Their faces were gaunt with sunken cheeks, their eyes unfocused, suggesting they hadn't eaten properly for days.
Despite the cold winter weather, they wore only thin single-layer clothes.
The sight of them shivering, arms wrapped around themselves, evoked instant sympathy.

"Tsk!"

As Jagong clicked his tongue in displeasure at the sight, a new figure stepped forward.
At first glance, he appeared to be just a small, unremarkable old man.

However, the three immediately sensed he was from the Crimson Eye Cult.
Soha quickly assessed his identity.

"Hmm, judging by his soul's condition, he's still fully human. So not a top executive, perhaps a mid-level branch leader?"
"That's what I think too."

Jagong and Soha could see this through their racial traits, while Boguangja could do so through his mystical arts training.
They could tell the branch leader's soul hadn't been completely corrupted.

While the three observed him, the branch leader gave instructions to Deokchil beside him.
Nodding, Deokchil shouted loudly again.

"Those over fifty, step aside!"

The sudden instruction for only the elderly to come forward.
The already frightened people hesitated, unsure what to do.

Deokchil's face twisted into a menacing grimace.

"Move quickly! Do I need to kill someone to make you move faster?!"

At this threatening shout, the elderly finally hurried forward.
There were about a hundred of them.

"...what are they planning?"

Jagong muttered quietly as he watched.
An inexplicable sense of foreboding swept through his mind.

And that foreboding soon became reality.

*THWACK!*

Hundreds of thugs led by Deokchil surrounded the elderly and began beating them with thick clubs.

"AAAGH!"
"Help! Someone help us!"

Despite their agonized screams and pleas for help, the thugs continued striking them with increasing force.

*CRACK!*

Soon an ominous sound was heard, and one of the elderly collapsed with blood flowing from his head.
Seeing this, Jagong tried to leap into the clearing without hesitation.

He couldn't, however, because a startled Soha grabbed his clothes.

"Wait...! What are you doing?"
"What do you think? I'm going to save them."

Soha was dumbfounded by his attitude, as if he'd asked something obvious.

"This is clearly a trap. They're obviously trying to lure us in. Are you really going to fall for it when it's so obvious?"
"So you're saying we should just watch these people die?"

Sparks flew in Jagong's eyes.
His intent was clear—if she answered yes, he wouldn't let it slide.

Soha couldn't understand him.

*They're not even our kind, yet he'd risk danger for them?*

Ye Soha, Head of the Lower Heaven Sect.
The Flower Lord, one of the Ten Lords, and supposed protector of those living at the bottom of the martial world.

But this was merely a fabricated image.
In reality, she cared nothing about whether some courtesan died unjustly or some waiter was assaulted by martial artists.

Everything was for her displaced compatriots wandering miserably.
Everything was for revenge against the demons who destroyed her once-flourishing homeland.

Humans were merely tools for this purpose.
Soha always emphasized this to her subordinates like Cheong and Hong.

But this troublesome man apparently thought differently.
Still holding Jagong's wrist, Soha moved closer and whispered:

"...Have you forgotten your identity after living among them too long? Have you forgotten who you are?"

You are an angel, a Malakh.
The second race created after the world's beginning, a noble child of the White Wings.

Jagong responded to Soha's reminder with a cold snort.

"That's quite delusional."
"What...?"
"Who I am, what I am—that's determined by myself, not by my birth."

Directly refuting Soha's words, Jagong firmly declared:

"I am Hong Jagong. The Head of the Beggar Clan and a proud hero."
"......"
"So I won't hesitate in the face of injustice."

*WAAAAH!*

A roar erupted just as Jagong finished speaking.
Turning their heads, they saw a group of beggars emerging from the opposite forest, charging at the thugs beating the elderly.

They were unmistakably Haseong and his Beggar Clan members.
Seeing them, Jagong grinned.

"That's my boys."

Shaking off Soha's hand from his wrist, Jagong followed the beggars into the clearing.

"Oh no...!"

What fools they were.
Like moths diving into flames.

Soha's face twisted in irritation as her sharp gaze turned to Boguangja beside her.

"Surely our Daoist master isn't planning to do something equally stupid?"
"I need to stay back and prepare for contingencies."

At least one person here was reasonable.
Just as she thought this, Boguangja spoke again.

"However, there's one thing I must correct."
"What? Correct?"

To the frowning Soha, the Daoist who had once joined the war against the demonic cult for the people's safety spoke calmly:

"The Beggar Clan Head and his members aren't doing something stupid. They're fighting for innocent people, for righteousness."
"......"
"Fighting against evil for the sake of others isn't something to be disparaged."

Ignoring Soha, who stared at him with slightly parted lips, Boguangja took out a talisman from his robe and began preparing for emergencies.

"Ha...."

Soha gave a hollow laugh seeing this, then shook her head.

She didn't like either of them, but they were fighting together now.
She couldn't just watch if they fell into a trap and suffered.

Finally, with a sigh, Soha summoned sacred fire above her right hand.
As she watched the situation with Boguangja, the battle in the clearing was quickly revealing its outcome.

*

"Sweep them all away! A mad dog needs a beating!"
"Yes!"

The Beggar Clan members responded loudly to Haseong's command and charged at the thugs with their staffs.
The thugs who had been enthusiastically beating the helpless elderly looked startled at the sudden attack.

"Huh? W-what's happening?"
"B-beggars! It's the Beggar Clan!"

The thugs paled upon seeing the knots at the beggars' waists and began retreating.
Seeing this, Deokchil's face contorted.

"You stupid fools...!"

Despite learning the Pashimjul, a martial art for enhancement, they were running away out of fear.
Though he knew street thug mentality wouldn't disappear overnight, he couldn't contain his rising anger.

"Everyone, stand aside!"

Deokchil stepped forward, berating his pathetic subordinates.
He gripped his club tighter, determined to show they were no longer mere street trash.

Haseong looked at him with disbelief.

"Deokchil, you've grown quite bold in our time apart. Just days ago, you couldn't even meet my eyes."
"Hmph! If you think I'm the same as before, you're mistaken!"

What could possibly have changed in just a few days?
Had this thug truly lost his mind?

After considering this seriously, Haseong shook his head.
As he'd said earlier, a mad dog needs a beating.

Let's see if he can remain so confident after a good thrashing.

"Hah!"

Haseong attacked without further words.
His staff fell toward Deokchil's crown like lightning.

It was the "Strike to the Head" technique of the Tagubong style.

*CRACK!*

An ominous sound echoed through the clearing.

A direct hit.
Haseong was certain Deokchil's large frame would collapse like a puppet with cut strings.

"Kuh, kuhahaha...."
"What...?"

But his certainty was immediately betrayed.
Far from collapsing, Deokchil looked down at him with a triumphant smile.

A sinister blood-red gleam flashed in his eyes.
Startled, Haseong instinctively raised his staff just as Deokchil swung his club.

*CRASH!*

"Ugh!?"

Haseong was pushed back helplessly by the unexpected force behind the club.
Fighting the urge to bend his knees, he stared in shock.

"What is this...?"

Deokchil had always ruled the back alleys of Nanking with strength befitting his size.
But that strength had only been impressive by ordinary civilian standards.

Those without martial arts training cannot defeat trained martial artists.

Deokchil himself knew this, which is why he never dared to challenge the Beggar Clan.
Yet now...!

"Heh, how about that? Do I still look like a worthless thug to you?"

Deokchil's face showed triumph and ecstasy as he tapped his shoulder with his club.
Seeing Haseong retreat, unable to withstand his blow, he was convinced he no longer had reason to fear him.

The other thugs felt the same.

"W-wow! The boss sent the Beggar Clan branch leader flying!"

At someone's shout, the thugs' morale soared.
This time, they charged at the Beggar Clan members with fierce battle cries.
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"Die, all of you!"
"Y-you bastards...!?"

The police officers couldn't hide their bewilderment as they watched the thugs charging at them with newfound confidence. They never dreamed these men would come at them like this.

And there was something else surprising—the thugs' strength and movements.

"Hahaha!"
"Hyaap!"

Clubs swung wildly through the air. Though clearly lacking any proper technique or form—just simple swinging motions—their speed and force were extraordinary.

Instinctively dodging sideways rather than blocking an attack aimed at his shoulder, one officer watched as the club hit the ground with a thunderous boom, spraying dirt everywhere.

*BOOM!*

The officers, suddenly showered with dirt, stood with dumbfounded expressions.

This clearly exceeded human limitations. Knowing what this meant made it all the more shocking.

"These guys... when did they learn martial arts...?"

Until very recently, these thugs had been completely ignorant about martial arts. How had they suddenly mastered it?

Moreover, the power behind their club strikes revealed that the energy flowing through their bodies was substantial.

Had they stumbled upon some miraculous opportunity? All these thugs at once?

*That's impossible.*

Even if they had found some opportunity, the time was far too short for such a transformation.

This defied common sense in the martial world. And with the Crimson Eye Cult's pawns nearby, there was only one answer.

"You fools...! Have you lost your minds? How dare you tamper with blood arts!"
"Heh, blood arts? This is the power of the supreme martial art called the Domination Mind Technique!"

One of the thugs boasted proudly in response to an officer's angry shout.

Ha-seong, who knew that the Domination Mind Technique was actually a blood art, felt a headache coming on despite having his suspicions confirmed.

"...Stupid fools."

Apparently, they didn't even understand what they had done. Ha-seong sighed deeply before his face hardened with cold resolve.

"You've practiced a cult's blood arts and oppressed innocent civilians. You're no different from irredeemable cult leaders."

At Ha-seong's declaration, the other officers' gazes sharpened as well, their eyes filling with unmistakable killing intent.

"Don't expect any mercy from us anymore."

With that cold pronouncement, murderous intent burst forth from all the officers. The thugs, experiencing a true martial artist's killing intent for the first time, flinched and murmured among themselves.

"W-what? Cult? What are these beggar bastards saying?"
"What nonsense...!"

Even though they knew little about the martial world, they knew what cults were—and what happened to those associated with them.

*Anyone connected to a cult, regardless of status, shall be punished as if for treason.*

They'd heard rumors: a village harboring cult members was completely destroyed; a family was exterminated when one member was discovered to be a cult follower.

As these vague memories surfaced, the thugs' pupils began to tremble. Their wandering eyes eventually settled on Deok-chil.

"B-boss, what are they talking about?"
"They're lying, right? They must be making this up, right?"

While his men demanded reassurance, Deok-chil's reaction wasn't much different from theirs.

His face had turned strangely pale, his eyes darting around wildly. He was clearly panicking.

*Cult? Did they say cult?*

Come to think of it, hadn't the Beggar Sect leader who visited Golden Wall Pavilion mentioned something about the Crimson Eye Cult?

Crimson Eye Cult, cult... They both ended with "cult," but surely they couldn't be the same thing?

*Damn it, really...?*

Deok-chil unconsciously turned to look at the provincial leader, desperately hoping he would deny these terrible accusations. But all he received was an enigmatic smile.

Seeing that smile, cold sweat poured down Deok-chil's forehead. His hands trembled at the thought that Ha-seong's claims might actually be true.

Just moments ago, he had been dreaming of a rosy future. Now, realizing that he and his men had fallen into a hellish pit, his mind reeled.

But only briefly. Shaking his head, Deok-chil gritted his teeth and shouted:

"D-do you think we'd believe such lies? You vile bastards, trying to frame innocent people as cult members?"

His shout was almost a scream. Faced with a harsh reality, he chose self-justification.

The Domination Mind Technique wasn't a cult's blood art. It was all a false accusation from these wicked beggars.

Hearing this, light gradually returned to the thugs' eyes.

"Y-yeah, that's right, isn't it? They're lying, right?"
"I-I told you so. What cult...!"

They muttered with apparent relief, though their hands still trembled.

Seeing them desperately denying reality like Deok-chil, Ha-seong almost felt pity, but it quickly vanished.

Whether they knew or not, they had chosen to monitor innocent people and assault helpless elders—choices made out of greed for wealth.

At that point, they had no excuse.

"...Attack!"

At Ha-seong's brief command, the officers charged forward.

Their aura was completely different from before. In response, the thugs howled like cornered beasts and rushed to meet them.

"Kill them all!"

The two groups clashed in the middle of the open space.

*THUD! BOOM!*
*AAAGH!*

Violent collision sounds, the noise of flesh being struck, pain-filled screams echoed everywhere as blood splattered on the ground.

Bodies began to fall one after another—most of them thugs.

"ARGH! Why can't I hit them?!"
"Die, just die! DIE!"

Clubs continued to cut through empty air while the officers' staffs gradually turned red with blood.

Though the thugs had overwhelming numbers, their attacks rarely connected with the officers, who steadily reduced their opponents' numbers.

This was, in fact, entirely predictable.

Whatever blood art they had learned, the thugs had only mastered a single mind technique.

No matter how much energy they had accumulated in their bodies, without knowing how to properly utilize it, it couldn't reach its full potential. The result was playing out before their eyes.

Of course, as with everything in life, there were exceptions.

"HYAAAP!"

*BOOM!*

A thunderous shout followed by an explosion. Immediately after, a man in worn scholar's clothes was sent flying backward.

"Ugh...!"

Groaning and dropping to one knee, Ha-seong glared at the large figure walking toward him with heavy footsteps.

"You seem quite powerless now? How will you save face in front of your men?"

Deok-chil sneered with a mocking smile. Ha-seong gritted his teeth as he met those wild eyes.

*His movements aren't any different from the other thugs.*

No technique, no form—just simple swinging. He had clearly seen it and thought he could easily dodge.

But that was a miscalculation. Even without knowing how to handle energy or martial arts, Deok-chil's natural physique compensated sufficiently.

His powerful physical strength, combined with combat instincts honed through years of back-alley fights, had created an explosive synergy with the blood art's energy.

The result was this: Ha-seong, who had spent decades in the Mountain Sword Forest, was not only failing to gain the upper hand against a thug boss but was being thoroughly overwhelmed.

"Try talking big again! Go ahead and try!"

Ha-seong barely blocked and dodged Deok-chil's attacks as he charged forward with a beast-like roar. His face grew serious.

*Remember, when guys like that learn martial arts, that's what makes them part of the evil path.*

Ja-gong's words suddenly flashed through his mind. At the time, he hadn't given them much thought, but now he realized he had underestimated Deok-chil.

*This man is no longer just a pathetic thug.*

He was a formidable opponent whom Ha-seong couldn't guarantee defeating even at full strength. Taking a deep breath, Ha-seong cleared his expression and drew up all his internal energy from his dantian.

His aura intensified accordingly. Sensing instinctively that a dangerous attack was coming, Deok-chil stomped forward with great force.

"Stop your nonsense and die!"

The club fell with enough force to smash Ha-seong's head. In response, Ha-seong twisted his upper body to the right.

*THUD!*

"Urgh...!"

The blow struck his shoulder instead of his head, its original target. Despite deploying what little protective art he could to minimize the impact, Ha-seong felt as if his shoulder bone was being crushed.

Nevertheless, he thrust the staff firmly gripped in his right hand with all his might.

"UAAAH!"
"Guh!?"

The end of the staff drove straight into the center of Deok-chil's chest.
But that wasn't the end.

Head strike, neck press, side strike, chin uppercut, back hit, buttock strike.

It was a barrage of attacks targeting the entire body, like thoroughly beating a dog on a hot summer day.

*Fierce Dog Barrage*

It was an ultimate technique that unleashed numerous forms of the Striking Dog Staff Technique at once.

"Urrrgh...!"
"HYAAAH!"

Deok-chil dropped his club and tried to protect his body while Ha-seong unleashed even more ferocious attacks.

Ha-seong's staff, infused with all his gathered internal energy, tore into Deok-chil's body, spraying blood everywhere.

In an instant, the large man's body was dyed red with blood. But Ha-seong's face wasn't particularly bright at the sight.

*Why won't he fall...!*

The Fierce Dog Barrage was an ultimate technique of the Striking Dog Staff Technique and clearly a killing move. An ordinary martial artist would have lost consciousness and collapsed long ago.

But this man was different. Though his skin was torn and bleeding, he refused to fall.

*Grind*

Ha-seong audibly ground his teeth.

This attack had contained all the internal energy from his dantian. If he couldn't defeat his opponent with this, it meant he had no other way to fight back.

In simple terms:

*I will lose.*

An unacceptable outcome for a dignified warrior and martial artist. Though he desperately continued to attack Deok-chil to avoid this fate, his ominous premonition eventually became reality.

Ha-seong's attack finally ended, and Deok-chil was still standing on both legs.

"Heh, heh, heh...!"

His arms, which had been crossed in front of him, spread to the sides, and a crescent moon smile appeared on his blood-covered face. Seeing those yellowed teeth, Ha-seong gripped his staff tighter, trying to ignore the powerlessness from his emptied dantian.

Both men knew that any further struggle would be meaningless in this clearly losing situation. That's why Ha-seong's clean face was dark, while Deok-chil's blood-covered face was bright.

"Now it's time for you to die."

Deok-chil muttered triumphantly, irritably wiping away the blood that kept flowing down and obscuring his vision with his sleeve.

When he looked at Ha-seong again, what entered his sight was a disheveled gray-haired figure that sent chills down his spine.

"Tsk, tsk, tsk, what an unsightly display?"
"...I'm ashamed."
"When this is over, I'll train you so hard you'll remember it forever."

A voice clicked its tongue and scolded. Deok-chil's body stiffened instinctively, and his mind went blank.

I'm no longer the pathetic thug who just gets beaten up. I'm Deok-chil, a martial arts master reborn through the supreme martial art called the Domination Mind Technique.

Look, even the Beggar Sect branch leader knelt before me.

What Sword Lord? What Mad Dragon Divine Dog?
Even the Ten Lords can no longer take me lightly.

Emboldened by his defeat of Ha-seong, Deok-chil suppressed his fear of Ja-gong. Following the principle of "strike first to gain control," he ambushed the man who had turned his back to him.

"UAAAH!"
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An even louder, more raucous howl than before.
Deok-chil, deciding he needed to attack rather than waste time retrieving his dropped club, immediately swung his tightly clenched fist.

A massive fist tore through the air, aiming for the back of the disheveled man's head.
The punch rushed in before Ja-gong could even react, reaching striking distance in an instant.

*Got him...!*

A triumphant smile briefly flashed across Deok-chil's face.
With his strength enhanced by the Blood Heart Technique, he was certain he could easily crush this old beggar's skull.

That was Deok-chil's conviction.

But his confidence shattered in less than a single breath.

Just as his fist was about to connect with the tangled hair, Ja-gong's upper body swayed almost languidly.
As a result, Deok-chil's attack pathetically grazed past the side of Ja-gong's head.

And that wasn't the end of it.
Without even turning his head, Ja-gong's right hand momentarily blurred before swinging backward, striking Deok-chil squarely in the chest.

Divine Dragon Tail Sweep.

In the old days of the martial world, this counter-technique from the Eighteen Dragon-Subduing Palms created the saying, "Nothing is more foolish than ambushing the Dragon Head Chief of the Beggar Sect from behind."

But no one in the current martial world remembered this saying, and naturally, Deok-chil had no way of knowing it.
The price for his ignorance was truly devastating.

"Kuhek-!"

Deok-chil was sent flying backward with tremendous pain piercing the center of his chest. He tumbled ungracefully across the ground, coughing up blood.

"Kuluk!"

Blood splattered onto the ground.
The thugs watching were struck with terror.

"B-Boss!"
"The boss went down with just one hit...!"

Their faces instantly turned pale, and their steps faltered.
Their previous arrogance seemed ridiculous now, but this was their true nature.

Typical bullies—strong against the weak, weak against the strong.
Seeing their leader so brutally defeated, their soaring morale plummeted straight to the ground.

Meanwhile, the man who had brought down their leader was narrowing his eyes at Deok-chil, who lay on the ground spitting blood.

*Well, look at this?*

Ja-gong had assessed the situation even while briefly restrained by So-ha.
Knowing that Deok-chil had unwittingly accepted the Blood Vessel Technique, he had struck without holding back.

In other words, he had hit with the intention to kill.
But Deok-chil wasn't dead.

Though he had coughed up a bowlful of blood, that was all.
Even his chest, directly struck by the Divine Dragon Tail Sweep, seemed completely intact rather than shattered.
The sensation Ja-gong felt through his palm had been weak.

*Did he instinctively pull back just before my hand connected?*

If that was true, he was truly gifted.

Not just in martial arts, but with talent for combat itself. A born fighter.
Had he learned proper martial arts at the right time, he would undoubtedly have achieved greatness.

*And he would have used that power to bully the weak and advance only himself.*

Perhaps he might have become the founder of a new evil sect threatening the peace of the martial world.
What would happen if the Crimson Eye Cult discovered this man's talent?

Even thinking about it briefly, no pleasant scenario came to mind.

*I should kill him now.*

Beyond learning the Blood Technique, Ja-gong had found another reason to kill Deok-chil. His face hardened as he approached him.

"Kuuuh...!"

Seeing Ja-gong approaching, Deok-chil painfully rose to his feet and charged at him again with another howl.

-Bwoong!

At first glance, his punches seemed desperate and wild.
Dodging them nimbly, Ja-gong detected a glint of cunning in those bloodshot eyes.

Then Deok-chil stomped hard, sending a cloud of dirt flying into Ja-gong's face.
A vile tactic befitting a thug.

Of course, such tricks wouldn't work on Ja-gong.

"Hmph."

With a short snort, he released a burst of energy forward, sending the floating dirt right back at Deok-chil.
While Deok-chil closed his eyes against his own returned tactic, a wrinkled palm drove into his solar plexus.

"Ku-hek!"

This time the strike connected properly.
Ja-gong felt the chest bone shatter through his palm, and he could see the chest cave in.

"Kruk... krururu..."

Foaming blood at his mouth, Deok-chil tried to say something but fell backward with his eyes rolling back.

His massive frame went limp.
It was clearly death.

The man who had used his innate physical power only to torment others and pursue his own interests died just like that.

"T-the boss... is dead."
"S-surrender! Please spare us!"

The thugs crumbled immediately after losing their leader.
They had been nothing but worthless men swaggering around on the strength of Deok-chil.
But the Beggar Sect members showed them no mercy.

Once tainted by the Blood Technique, one cannot return to normal.

Showing mercy would only leave trouble behind, which would lead to irreversible consequences.
Having learned this painfully during the past war with the Evil Cult, they didn't hesitate.

-Aaaagh!
-P-please... spare me!

Leaving the screams behind him, Ja-gong turned to look at the Branch Chief Do.
He was still standing there defenseless, wearing an enigmatic smile.

"Hoho, truly living up to your reputation. Should I call you the Beggar Lord?"

He even praised Ja-gong with a leisurely voice.
Seeing this, Ja-gong frowned in displeasure.

"I thought you'd at least pretend to run away, but what are you plotting now?"

"Who knows? What could I possibly plot at this point?"

Branch Chief Do shrugged as he replied.

His attitude was extremely infuriating.
Ja-gong's sharp gaze fixed on the wrinkled face of the white-haired old man.

He wanted nothing more than to kill him with a single strike, but he had to restrain himself.

*If he really is the Branch Chief, he must carry the True Blood Technique energy.*

And if someone with the True Blood Technique dies nearby, the bodies of those carrying the Blood Vessel Technique automatically explode.

Recalling the chilling memory from Chengdu, Ja-gong sent out a burst of energy to seal Branch Chief Do's acupoints.
The old man's body immediately stiffened.

"I have many questions for you. Stay put and behave."

"Ku, kuhehe..."

At these words, Branch Chief Do let out a low sneer.
Frowning at this, Ja-gong stepped on the fallen man's chest and asked:

"What's so funny?"

"Kuhe, I have no choice but to stay put. But what will you do about the others?"

"...What?"

Others?
Ja-gong's eyes widened suddenly, and he quickly looked up.

And he saw it.
Among the trembling old men, one particularly young-looking man.
The blood-red gleam in his eyes.
At the same time, the old men's eyes rolled back, showing only the whites.

*It can't be...!*

Ja-gong realized what their plan was, but it was too late.
Before he could shout for the Beggar Sect members to retreat, the old men rushed at them with movements surprisingly nimble for their appearance.

-What...?
-What's happening?

"Everyone, get back!"

The Beggar Sect members were bewildered by the old men suddenly charging at them.
Ja-gong shouted belatedly, but only a few responded immediately.

The rest were trapped by the old men and the thugs whose eyes had also rolled back.
The group began to swell and undulate ominously.

*No, this can't happen...!*

Sensing what was about to occur—that everything would be blown to pieces in an explosion—Ja-gong deployed his protective energy to somehow shield his people.

But the Beggar Sect members, thugs, and old men were too chaotically mixed together.
As grief appeared on Ja-gong's face, realizing he couldn't save his people, and as joy appeared on Branch Chief Do's face, knowing their trap had worked, at that very moment—

-Chwaraarak

Something flew in from the forest and stuck to the faces of the thugs and old men being controlled by the Blood Vessel Technique.
Suddenly, their bodies, which had been about to swell up, returned to normal as if nothing had happened.

"What...!"
"This is...!"

A completely unexpected situation.
Both Ja-gong and the two Branch Chiefs of the Crimson Eye Cult couldn't hide their shock, regardless of which side they were on.

Then they noticed the yellowish papers fluttering on the foreheads of the unconscious old men, with red writing on them.

"Talismans...?"

Talismans like those used by sorcerers.
As this thought occurred to him, Ja-gong understood the situation.

"...It seems they're effective."

Just then, Bo-gwang-ja emerged from the bushes into the clearing.
In his hand was a bundle of talismans he hadn't yet used, and seeing this, everyone realized he was the cause of what had just happened.

"...Blocking the connection between the True Blood Technique and the Blood Vessel Technique? What have you done? What are those talismans?"

Branch Chief Do asked in bewilderment.
Bo-gwang-ja replied with a cold expression:

"You can see for yourself. They're talismans that block the Blood Technique connection."

"Block the... connection?"

After pondering these words for a moment, Branch Chief Do's face contorted like a malevolent spirit.
How could there be something so blasphemous as to cut off the grace of the great Divine Tree?

"You...! You bastard!"

The fanatic couldn't hide his rage.
Meanwhile, Ja-gong was equally surprised.

"Cutting off the Blood Technique connection? When did you prepare something like this?"

"Well, naturally, I've been working on it for thirty years."

"...What?"

Bewildered looks were directed at Bo-gwang-ja, who had casually said something incredible.
Meeting those gazes, the Taoist, now middle-aged after thirty years, spoke of the most horrific memory of his life.

"That day, hundreds of thousands of Explosive Blood Technique practitioners came rushing in like a vast human sea."

"...!"

Ja-gong's face hardened as he immediately understood what Bo-gwang-ja was talking about.

How could anyone forget that day when the whole world was dyed with blood and corpses?
At that time, there was only one thing the Imperial Guards and the united martial arts sects could do against those hundreds of thousands.

Annihilation.
Before more people were sacrificed, they had to kill all the Explosive Blood Technique practitioners.

Thus, numerous righteous warriors who stepped forward to protect the Central Plains martial world stained their bodies with the blood of innocents.
Countless people later took their own lives, tormented by those memories.

The Blood Incident from thirty years ago left deep scars in everyone's hearts, including Ja-gong's.
The same was true for Bo-gwang-ja.

But it seems he had gone a step further.

"After that day, I kept thinking: Was there really no other way? If something like this happens again, must we kill everyone again?"

"......"

"Eventually, I reached a conclusion. We can't do that again. So I began my research."

Naturally, the research progressed slowly.
Since all the Explosive Blood Technique practitioners had been killed, he had to start with just a few known facts and records.

But after thirty long years, that slow research finally produced meaningful results.
That was the new sorcery technique Bo-gwang-ja had created: the Spirit Connection Blocking Art.

Hearing this, Ja-gong couldn't help but admire him.

"...Remarkable. To think you created something like this over such a long time."

At this rare reaction from him, Bo-gwang-ja awkwardly rubbed the back of his neck and said:

"It's not that impressive. In the end, it only blocks the connection while the talisman is attached. Considering the time invested, it's rather disappointing."

"No, that's not true."

Ja-gong shook his head firmly, denying Bo-gwang-ja's words.

"At the very least, today your 'unimpressive' research saved many lives. And it will save many more in the future."
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This was not just empty talk.

During the past war with the demonic cult, the allied forces had no choice but to kill all Blood Qi practitioners because they had no way to control them, no time to find a solution.

But with the Illuminator's new technique, they could create that time.

*And the Zhuge Family has reportedly made recent progress as well.*

The Zhuge bloodline members who had been sacrificed to the previous family head's madness.
The young family head was leading research on Blood Qi to save innocent family members, and I'd heard they recently achieved meaningful results.

Perhaps Blood Qi practitioners could truly be restored to normal.
As Ja-gong clenched his fist with a thrilling feeling, a groan pierced his ears.

"Ugh!"

The voice belonged to Wall Division Chief, who had been hiding among the elders.
The one who dragged him out was So-ha, the veiled woman who had appeared in the clearing.

"Since we've crushed the Blood Eye Cult's scheme and rescued the kidnapped people, is this case resolved?"
"Yes, at least we've prevented the activation of the major technique they were preparing on Mount Mo."

Ja-gong nodded at the indifferent voice.

"Heh, hehehe..."

Just then, both division chiefs burst into laughter simultaneously.
Everyone frowned at the sound as the two slowly raised their heads.

Their faces showed clear delight.
It might simply be the final struggle of those who had failed, but the Illuminator's instinct warned him not to ignore that laughter.

*Something's wrong.*

What could it be?
In this situation, what have we missed?

As the Illuminator quickly racked his brain, he seemed to realize something and turned to look at the rescued people.
Soon his expression twisted horribly.

"Damn it...!"
"What's wrong?"

Ja-gong was puzzled by his reaction.
Without answering, the Illuminator snapped his fingers toward the rescued people.

Suddenly, everyone except the elders who had been controlled by Wall Division Chief vanished like phantoms.
All five hundred people had been illusions, mere mirages.

The clearing became instantly empty.
Staring in bewilderment, Ha-seong muttered blankly:

"How... no, when?"

Clearly, from the moment they left the confinement area until now, the Beggar Sect's eyes had never lost sight of them.
So when had they become illusions?

"Hehehe, curious?"

Seeing Ha-seong rolling his eyes in confusion, Do Division Chief willingly provided the answer, causing everyone to widen their eyes in shock.

"From the beginning. You've been trapped in an illusion since we first transported the sacrifices from the confinement area."
"...! Th-then the real kidnapped people...!"
"They've probably reached the altar by now."

Everyone's faces turned pale at this triumphant answer.
They never imagined they'd been fooled to this extent.

Ja-gong's face crumpled miserably, and So-ha also furrowed her brow in displeasure.

*To think they could use illusion techniques that even deceive spirit vision.*

That would require either an exceptionally skilled sorcerer, or...
While So-ha was considering the means of the illusion, the Illuminator provided the answer.

"...I know what these bastards used."

All eyes naturally focused on him.
Then the word "Trance Incense" came from the Illuminator's lips.

"Trance Incense? That's...!"
"Yes. It was infamous during the war."

Trance Incense—an incense that induces hallucinations.
It was something the demonic cult side frequently used during the past war.

Both Ja-gong and Ha-seong knew about it.
Yet they hadn't suspected Trance Incense because it shouldn't exist anymore.

"Didn't we destroy the furnace used to make Trance Incense back then? They shouldn't have been able to produce more incense, so how...?"

That was correct.
Trance Incense, which caused severe damage to friendly forces and created escape opportunities for enemies, had been a major headache for the allied forces.

That's why they had put great effort into locating its production site and destroying everything related to it.

Above all, it was Ja-gong himself who had destroyed the treasure needed for making the incense—the Complete Incense Burner.

*After the burner's destruction, Trance Incense disappeared from the battlefield. We were certain it was impossible to make more.*

But now, after decades, that terrible Trance Incense had reappeared.

"They haven't been idle for thirty years, it seems."

Ja-gong muttered as if he had a headache.
Then So-ha interrupted:

"Whether it's Trance Incense or whatever, isn't this the wrong time to discuss that? The kidnapped people have reached the altar, haven't they?"

"...Ah!"

At her point, urgency appeared on everyone's faces as they realized what the priority was.
The Illuminator in particular was about to run toward Mount Mo.

"How long would it take to get there on your feet?"

Ja-gong stopped him and quickly gave instructions to Ha-seong:

"The Illuminator, this woman, and I will go straight to Mount Mo. You take these people to a nearby safe house and follow us."

"...Understood."

Knowing they would only slow down the three, Ha-seong immediately agreed.
However, there was one thing he needed to ask:

"What should we do with the surviving thugs?"

Among those with talismans on their foreheads were some thugs who had survived.
After glancing at them briefly, Ja-gong instructed to bring them along, then hoisted the Illuminator onto his back.

The Illuminator, initially looking slightly disgruntled, realized that if not for Ja-gong, he would have to ride on So-ha's back, so he obediently climbed on.

"If only you had learned teleportation, that would have been nice."
"...I'm not a sorcerer, so stop with the insults. Teleportation is a top-tier technique. It's not that simple."

With that quiet grumble, Ja-gong, So-ha, and the Illuminator rushed toward Mount Mo.

*

While Ja-gong and So-ha were racing forward, the foothills of Mount Mo were in the midst of chaos.

-Block them! We must protect the altar at all costs!
-Destroy the altar by any means necessary!

Two groups were engaged in fierce battle around a crudely made altar where the kidnapped people—elders, women, and children—had been placed.
They were none other than Blood Eye Cult members and Mount Mo Sect disciples.

"Hyaaah!"

A cultist's sword pierced a Taoist's abdomen, using physical abilities enhanced by Blood Qi to charge forward quickly.

"Brother! You bastard-!"

Seeing this, the Taoist's senior brother ground his teeth and created a massive fireball to throw.

-Boom!

"Aaaagh-!"

The Blood Eye cultist was engulfed in flames with a tremendous explosion.
His fanatical faith couldn't eliminate the pain of burning, and he flailed his arms wildly before collapsing to the ground.

At the edge of this battlefield where people were killing each other, Sam-yeop stood on the crude altar, looking down at the battle with displeasure.

"Annoying bastards."

The Blood Eye Cult forces were slowly but surely being pushed back by the Mount Mo Sect, who were unleashing all manner of techniques as if heaven and earth were being overturned.
It was obvious that if things continued this way, the altar would be threatened.

*I wanted to conserve my energy for the major technique, but I have no choice.*

Finally deciding to intervene directly, Sam-yeop raised both hands above his head and muttered an incantation.
Immediately the sky darkened, and with a rumbling sound, lightning began to strike.

-Crash!

A momentary flash.
As lightning was about to hit one of the Mount Mo Sect Taoists with a thunderous roar,

-Boom!

Suddenly the ground rose up and blocked the lightning.
The Taoist whose life was saved blinked with a bewildered expression before his face brightened.

In inverse proportion, Sam-yeop's face crumpled.

"You were waiting for me, I see."

-Yes. You are the variable we must be most wary of.

A voice resonating directly in his mind.
It was thought communication, used by sorcerers.

Simultaneously, a middle-aged woman slowly revealed herself from the rear of the Mount Mo Sect forces.
An iron-blooded woman staring directly at Sam-yeop from across the battlefield with a calm face amidst the killing.

She was none other than Bo Seon-ja, the current head of the Mount Mo Sect.

Exchanging glances, Sam-yeop provoked her with a smirk through thought communication:

-Will you be alright alone? I'll give you a chance—go back to your sect now and bring some old men from the back rooms.

At this clearly condescending remark, Bo Seon-ja twisted the corner of her mouth.

-I return those words to you. If you act too leisurely, you'll be severely punished. If you have something hidden, you'd better bring it out now.
-Impudent woman.

Sam-yeop smiled fiercely and muttered a small incantation, causing dozens of lightning bolts to strike simultaneously.

As the flashes flew toward her disciples, Bo Seon-ja waved her hand, and massive rocks erupted from the ground to take the lightning strikes instead.

-Crash!

The rocks shattered into pieces in mid-air.
These hundreds and thousands of stone fragments remained floating before shooting toward the Blood Eye cultists.

"Aagh!"
"Guh!"

Like projectiles, the large and small stone fragments swept through the Blood Eye Cult ranks, causing hundreds of people's bodies to burst open.

The unlucky ones died instantly, while those who managed to cling to life became cripples with severed limbs.

As Bo Seon-ja greatly reduced the enemy forces by turning their technique against them, the Mount Mo Sect disciples' morale soared with cheers.

-Waaah-!

The Taoists fought even more fiercely with renewed courage.
The cultists, pushed back, began to retreat.

With two hundred fighters instantly eliminated, the balance of power that had been even was now broken, and the cultists' casualties continued to mount.

Seeing this, Sam-yeop twisted his eyes in anger and stretched his hand toward Bo Seon-ja.
In an instant, something white gathered in his palm before transforming into white lightning that rushed quickly toward Bo Seon-ja.

"That is...!"

Bo Seon-ja recognized the technique Sam-yeop was using and widened her eyes.
She hurriedly chanted an incantation as the white lightning approached at the speed of light.

Fortunately, a transparent barrier of energy covered her body in time.
The white lightning couldn't penetrate the barrier and flowed over it, passing behind her.

A massive explosion followed shortly after.

-BOOM-!

Bo Seon-ja instinctively looked back and was left speechless.

"......"

The ground had become completely devastated.
Seeing how the path of the white lightning had been completely overturned and shattered, she felt chills down her spine.

It was too intense a scene to have been created by a single streak of white lightning.
Unconsciously swallowing, Bo Seon-ja turned to Sam-yeop and spoke:

"...I suspected as much, but it really is the White Lightning Terminator. I thought it had been lost long ago."

The White Lightning Terminator.
It was a top-tier technique like teleportation, counted among the most powerful killing techniques.

However, it had been lost for a long time, with only records remaining—yet now it had been revived before her eyes.
And by an enemy's hand.

It was beyond surprise, it was shocking.
And Sam-yeop was equally shocked.

-Amazing. To think you could deflect the White Lightning Terminator. What method did you use?

Ch.417 - Maoshan War
# Flow Avoidance Wall

This was the name of the technique that Bo Seonja had deployed.

It was her exclusive technique that spread a barrier of energy to protect her body, avoiding and deflecting all interference from outside.

While its defensive power was certainly absolute, its weaknesses were equally glaring.
During the casting of the Flow Avoidance Wall, the caster cannot move their body, and the energy consumption is at a tremendous level.

In simple terms, it could be described as a defensive barrier with poor efficiency.

This was information that would do no good if revealed to such a powerful enemy.
That's why Bo Seonja deliberately put on a provocative smile.

"Well, how did I do it?"

"Hmph, the more powerful the technique, the more enormous the energy consumption. I wonder how many more times you can block my attacks?"

Samyeop appeared to be around the same age as Bo Seonja on the surface.
However, his insightful understanding of the technique's weakness from just her suspicious attitude alone revealed that his life and years were far longer than expected.

*Perhaps what we've been fighting against wasn't even his full power.*

As Bo Seonja's expression grew grave with this thought, Samyeop extended his hand again as if to prove her right.

The same sense of crisis ran down her spine, and Bo Seonja cast the Flow Avoidance Wall again.
By a hair's breadth, she deflected the white lightning bolt that flew at her once more.

*Urgh...!*

Once, twice.
She gritted her teeth and clenched her fists as she endured the feeling of the Flow Avoidance Wall being repeatedly slashed.

As mentioned earlier, the White Lightning Technique was a top-tier technique comparable to teleportation.
No matter how powerful a sorcerer that fellow might be, he shouldn't be able to use it continuously.

BOOM! BOOOM!

Surely that should be the case...?

*H-how is he using techniques one after another like that?*

This was already the fifth time.
Normally, using top-tier techniques in such rapid succession would cause one to lose consciousness due to the rapid depletion of energy.

Yet Samyeop, far from fainting, continued to fire White Lightning Techniques with an utterly calm expression.

This was impossible by common sense.
While the Crimson Eye Cult was known for always doing nonsensical things, this situation was different.

"Ugh-!"

The seventh White Lightning Technique struck the Flow Avoidance Wall, which seemed about to shatter at any moment.
Bo Seonja let out a rough groan as she deflected the lightning with all her might.
Seeing her visibly pale complexion, Samyeop smiled with satisfaction and sneered.

"Seems you're reaching your limit. I wonder, can you block this attack too?"

With an irritating smile, white lightning gathered in his hand once again.
Just as the White Lightning Technique was about to streak through the air again, suddenly a man who appeared to be a cult member approached Samyeop.

"What is it?"
"Sir, about that..."

When the man whispered something into Samyeop's ear, a look of delight appeared on his face.
And then, surprisingly, he withdrew the White Lightning Technique that had seemed ready to be fired.

"Hehehe, it seems I no longer have time to play with you."

"Don't tell me...!"

Bo Seonja, hearing Samyeop's words, widened her eyes as she sensed something.
In the middle of battle, especially when he clearly had the upper hand, there was only one reason to suddenly withdraw.

At least in her mind, there was only one possibility.
The remaining sacrifices that he had been waiting for had finally arrived at the altar.

"Bring all the sacrifices to the altar!"

The situation was exactly as Bo Seonja had thought.

Branch Chiefs Do and Byeok, who had been moving separately to lure in enemies targeting them, and Branch Chiefs Gyeong and Min were now entering the altar area with their sacrifices.
Samyeop welcomed the two who appeared leading trembling women and children.

"Hahaha! You've arrived just in time! I knew I could count on you!"
"Lord Samyeop."

Though not their direct superior, the two branch chiefs showed proper respect to the high-ranking official.
Samyeop patted their shoulders and watched with satisfaction as other cult members pushed the sacrifices onto the altar, then shook his head.

"I will immediately begin preparations for the grand technique. Now you..."
"We understand. We will definitely block any attacks to prevent those Mosan Sect bastards from disrupting the technique."

Hearing Branch Chief Gyeong's words filled with firm resolve, Samyeop grinned and without saying anything more, followed the sacrifices toward the altar.
Branch Chief Min turned around and encouraged the cult members who had followed them in a loud voice.

"We must now prevent the Mosan Sect sorcerers from entering the altar. If we fail to stop them, all our efforts so far will be in vain. So we must block them with our lives. Understood?"
"Yes!"

The cult members answered with resounding voices.
As Branch Chief Min nodded with satisfaction, Branch Chief Gyeong stepped forward.

"There's no need to hesitate about death! Fighting for the great Divine Tree is the utmost honor, and after death, the Divine Tree will surely embrace our souls!"

The notion that their souls would be embraced by their god.
At these words that stirred the hearts of fanatics, flames of madness flickered in the cult members' eyes.
Finally, Branch Chief Gyeong threw a massive log onto their burning hearts.

"So advance without fear. For a beautiful, crimson world!"
"For a beautiful, crimson world!"

The cult members, filled with fanaticism, marched toward the battlefield without any hesitation.
With the reinforcement of hundreds of fighters, the Mosan Sect and the Crimson Eye Cult were once again evenly matched.

Bo Seonja, who had witnessed all this, felt desperate.
It seemed that reinforcements had arrived along with the sacrifices, and at this rate, they couldn't break through the enemy.

*Should I join in now?*

But she had already consumed a considerable amount of energy using the Flow Avoidance Wall to block the White Lightning Technique.
If she stepped in now, she might be able to break the enemy's momentum, but then she would truly have nothing left.

With her energy depleted, she wouldn't be able to stop Samyeop from using the grand technique, and if the grand technique activated...!

*The Mosan Sect is finished.*

She couldn't allow the lineage of her sect, which had continued for ages, to end in her generation.
But what should she do?

Should she join the fight, or should she conserve her strength?

As she wavered, not knowing what to do, she heard someone clicking their tongue disapprovingly behind her.

"Tsk, tsk, tsk. How can the head of the Mosan Sect act so indecisively?"
"M-Master?"

Startled, she turned her head to find elderly Taoist priests gathered behind her.
Among them was one who looked quite vigorous despite his snow-white hair, while another had so many wrinkles that he wouldn't look out of place in a coffin.

These were the elders of the Mosan Sect, the former sect leader and former elders.
They were those who, having grown old, had completely withdrawn from sect affairs to prepare for their ascension.

Understanding the significance of their appearance here, Bo Seonja shook her head.

"No, you can't. If the elders break their purity, even the chance of ascension..."
"Are you saying we should ignore our young disciples dying? Do you think we could do that?"

The elderly Taoist who responded gruffly was Ju Gangja, the former sect leader and Bo Seonja's master. Looking at his speechless disciple, he sighed.

"We've all already made our decision. We're giving up on ascension, which had almost no chance of success anyway, to save the children."
"B-but..."
"Hoho, these young ones have suffered enough taking care of us old folks. We can't let them go to the afterlife before us, can we?"

At the words of Ju Ryeoja, known for his good nature, the elders nodded in agreement one by one.
Seeing them, Bo Seonja unconsciously choked up, biting her lip as her eyes reddened.

Just then.
Suddenly, from behind her, beyond the Crimson Eye Cult members fighting the Mosan Sect disciples, an enormous energy surged upward.

The clear sensation of someone using a technique, and one of tremendous scale at that.
Both Bo Seonja and the elders stiffened their faces.

"This is...!"
"It seems we don't have the luxury for idle chat."

Ju Gangja, who had muttered quietly, turned to Bo Seonja and said:

"We will open the path. You must enter the altar as quickly as possible and stop the technique."
"...Yes."

After a moment of silence, she slowly nodded.
A flash of pain crossed Bo Seonja's face.

Ascension.
Commonly called "transformation and ascension," this was the state all Taoist practitioners aspired to reach.
Simply put, it meant shedding one's human body and becoming an immortal.

Whether they were martial artists honing their skills or sorcerers refining their techniques, all disciples of the Taoist path sought to cultivate the Way and ascend to the realm of immortals.

The elders were no exception.
They had withdrawn from their positions to focus solely on cultivation for ascension for over ten years.

Though they spoke as if it were nothing, what they were about to do would render decades of hardship and effort completely worthless.

How could that be nothing?
Surely they must feel as if a hollow hole had been punched through their hearts.

Even during the past war with the demonic cult, their reluctance to step forward was all to avoid ruining their Taoist cultivation.

"...Everyone, I'm sorry."

Understanding the elders' feelings to some extent, Bo Seonja could only offer sincere words of apology.
But what came back was something completely unexpected.

"Hmph, how is this your fault? This is all because of that damned beggar. Hong Jagong, that son of a..."
"......"

The blame suddenly shifted to Jagong.
Bo Seonja, feeling guilty, kept her mouth shut, while Ju Gangja, seemingly angered just by mentioning the name, contorted his face and spewed curses.

"That bastard deserves to be fried in sewage. How dare he steal our sect's treasures, the ancestors' legacy, with his unworthy tricks?"
"Ju Gang, are you still on about that? It's been thirty years already, let go of your anger."
"Let go? I won't forget even after a hundred years, a thousand years! If we had those treasures, our Mosan Sect wouldn't be pushed back by these fanatics! If I ever meet that bastard again, I'll pulverize him by any means necessary and recover our treasures!"
"It seems right that you gave up on ascension. With that temperament, how could you become an immortal?"

Ju Gangja followed the elder who walked ahead while grumbling.
Watching his back, Bo Seonja wiped the cold sweat flowing down her forehead with her sleeve.

During the past war with the demonic cult, the disciples of the Bo faction had defied the sect's strict orders and participated in the war against the demonic cult.
Of course, Bo Seonja was among them.

In other words, she was also involved in the incident of Jagong stealing the treasures.
To be more precise, Bo Seonja herself was the one who had planned the theft of the treasures.

At the time, she had intended to return the treasures and reveal the truth after the war ended, seeking forgiveness, but she couldn't even attempt this because Jagong had disappeared with the treasures.

*I'm sorry, Master.*

After silently repeating her long-overdue apology, Bo Seonja gathered her wits and focused on the current battle situation.

She was definitely not avoiding the uncomfortable reality.
Absolutely not.

Ch.418 - Maoshan War
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. I'll now provide a natural English translation that maintains the webnovel style while using the proper terminology from the glossary.

"Hmm? Who's talking about me...?"
"Well, maybe it's because you do a lot of things deserving of criticism?"

As Hong was running diligently along the forest path, scratching his ear while muttering, So-ha flinched and awkwardly responded. Hearing her words, Hong snorted.

"Deserving of criticism? I, Hong Ja-gong, pride myself on never having done anything shameful under heaven!"
"I believe I just heard you talking about stealing a treasure from the Mo Mountain Sect."
"...Everything was done for the welfare of the people."

So-ha snickered at Hong's embarrassed response. Suddenly, her golden eyes flashed, and her expression changed completely.

"...This won't work. We'll be too late at this rate."
"T-too late? Don't say such unlucky things!"

Bo-gwang, who was being carried on Hong's back, shouted with difficulty.

They were moving at a speed that literally cut through the wind, so fast that he could barely open his eyes. While he couldn't properly see, part of him was actually relieved because of it.

At this speed, they would reach Mo Mountain soon.

They wouldn't be late.
They couldn't be late.

As he clung to Hong, repeating these thoughts to reassure himself, he naturally felt displeased when So-ha suddenly made such an ominous comment.

"...Are you serious?"

However, Hong's reaction was somewhat different. Unlike Bo-gwang, who thought she was just being pessimistic, Hong asked in a rather serious tone.

"Yes, I'm certain. At this rate, we'll be late."

So-ha's eyes flashed gold again. Seeing the golden gleam in her beautiful eyes, Hong fell silent.

She was a 4th-rank Dominion.
Unlike himself, who was merely a low-ranking angel, she was clearly a high-ranking one.

Her angelic powers were incomparably superior to his own. Though he didn't know the basis for her claim, it certainly wasn't something she would say thoughtlessly.

"Then what should we do?"
"Master...?"

As Hong asked in a heavy tone, Bo-gwang painfully opened his eyes to look at him. Noticing the anxiety in his eyes, So-ha simply shrugged her shoulders.

"What do you mean what should we do? I'm saying I'll go ahead first."

Hong's eyes widened at So-ha's casual words.

She's volunteering to go first?
Wait, what's gotten into her all of a sudden?

*Is she planning some kind of trick?*

Seeing his suspicious gaze that clearly revealed his thoughts, So-ha's forehead briefly tensed with a vein before she sighed.

"Don't worry too much. I just don't want everything to fail after coming all this way."
"...If that's the case."

It was a reasonable answer. Although she didn't particularly like humans and treated them as tools to achieve her goals, her hatred for demons and the Crimson Eye Cult was certainly genuine.

It made sense that she would prefer to work harder herself rather than watch them succeed and celebrate.

While Hong was nodding in agreement, Bo-gwang, who had closed his eyes again due to the cold wind, shouted loudly.

"Go ahead? Are you saying you can move even faster than this?"

Even now, when he squinted, the surrounding scenery was changing rapidly. To move any faster, one would need wings or something similar. How could she possibly do that?

Thinking this, Bo-gwang opened his eyes again only to witness an unbelievable sight.

"...Wings?"

Three pairs of pristine white wings filled his vision. His dazed eyes moved from the fluttering wings to So-ha standing at their edge.

Between the fluttering gauze swaying in the wind, her bright red lips curved into a small smile. Then she placed a slender finger against those lips.

"Shh."

After playfully warning them, So-ha instantly overtook Hong and soon disappeared from their sight. Bo-gwang stared blankly at the space where the pure white wings had been and asked.

"...What is she? Is she even human?"
"Who knows."

Hong responded indifferently and moved his feet more diligently. Although he had let her go ahead because of the urgency, he had no intention of letting her handle everything alone.

*

At the foot of Mo Mountain.
The Mo Mountain Sect and the Crimson Eye Cult were maintaining an even battle thanks to the reinforcements who had arrived with the two Branch Chiefs.

The fierce confrontation between the two sides seemed likely to continue as a war of attrition for quite some time. However, the situation reversed when a group of elderly men suddenly joined the fray.

These elders unleashed powerful spells incomparable to those of other Mo Mountain disciples. With their help, the Crimson Eye Cult members began to be pushed back mercilessly.

"Don't retreat! We must not let them break through!"
"Give your lives for the great Divine Wood!"

The shouts of Branch Chief Min and Branch Chief Kyung, who had joined the battle alongside their followers, echoed across the battlefield, but they dissipated before reaching the ears of their disciples.

-BOOM! CRASH!

Compared to the thunderous explosions constantly reverberating across the battlefield, the voices of the two were too small and feeble.

"Urgh...!"

With each loud noise, all manner of calamities befell the cult members.

Lightning poured from the sky, flames rushed forward, and the ground erupted. Branch Chief Min's face twisted terribly at the sight, which resembled nature itself baring its teeth.

While feeling anger and hatred toward the powerful enemy, he also couldn't help but feel a certain admiration.

*The power of these sorcerers is truly remarkable.*

At first, he had wondered why they were so wary of people who were holed up in Mo Mountain with no intention of coming out, but now he understood the reason.

If they didn't deal with them here, their grand plan would be ruined. He was certain of it now.

-WHOOSH!

"Ugh!"

Flames swept past him, engulfing five cult members simultaneously.

"AAAGH!"
"GAAH, GAAAAH-!"

Branch Chief Min glanced at them as they screamed incomprehensibly and went berserk, then looked at the old man at the end of the flames.

"You seem different from the others."

The old man spoke with a fierce smile. Despite his wrinkled face, his expression and movements were remarkably vigorous.

Branch Chief Min narrowed his eyes at the old man, Ju Gang-ja, and slowly adjusted his grip on his sword. Seeing this, Ju Gang-ja also snorted and moved his lips.

A tense standoff.
Branch Chief Min was the first to move.

"HYAAH!"

With a sharp battle cry, his figure surged forward. The energy of the Blood Cultivation Art coursed through his entire body, granting him superhuman strength.

Seeing his extraordinary movement, Ju Gang-ja quickly waved his hand. Flames rose following the old man's wrinkled hand and engulfed Branch Chief Min.

Facing the blazing flames, the fanatic didn't retreat an inch but instead threw himself into them.

"...Huh?"

Throwing himself into the flames? Had the fanatic gone completely mad?
After briefly giving him a bewildered look, Ju Gang-ja soon noticed a shadow flickering within the flames and his expression hardened.

"Ugh, UAAAH-!"

With a scream meant to forget the pain, the shadow quickly became clearer and soon leaped out of the flames. It was, of course, Branch Chief Min.

Despite breaking through the hot flames, he appeared remarkably unscathed except for some slight burns here and there. Seeing this, Ju Gang-ja let out a hollow laugh.

"You're not using the Fire Protection Art, so how are you so unharmed?"
"Heh, hehehe. This is the grace of the great Divine Wood. As long as his protection flows through my body, your spells cannot kill me."
"Yet the others seem to be dying quite easily."

As Ju Gang-ja said, the other cult members, except for those of Branch Chief rank, were helplessly falling victim to the elders' spells.
So, the higher your rank, the more love you receive?

"That's a curiously materialistic faith."

Ju Gang-ja quietly voiced his impression of the Crimson Eye Cult. Hearing this, Branch Chief Min immediately erupted in anger.

"You old bastard-! How dare a mere human try to comprehend the will of a god!"
"Hmph."

The fanatic's anger was met with a brief sneer. It was contempt, confirming that they could never get along.

"Let's see just how much power that god's love can exert."

With those words, Ju Gang-ja's aura completely changed. If he had seemed half-playful until now, his intention to get serious was now blatantly obvious.

However, Branch Chief Min, consumed by rage at the insult to his object of worship, failed to notice this change, and that became his downfall.

-WHOOSH!

Flames rushing from all directions around Branch Chief Min converged to form a circle. In the blink of an eye, a whirlwind of fire surrounded him.

"Ha-! This kind of thing can't possibly-!"
"You don't think this is all, do you?"

-RUMBLE-!

An ominous sound reached him through his vision, now dyed bright red. Startled, Branch Chief Min soon realized that the ground was rising to trap him along with the fire whirlwind.

*This is dangerous.*

Instinctively sensing that he shouldn't let things go according to Ju Gang-ja's plan, Branch Chief Min immediately tried to break through the flames and escape. But Ju Gang-ja, having anticipated his move, manipulated the ground beneath him to restrict his movement.

"L-let me go-!"
"As if I'd let you go just because you ask."

Mocking Branch Chief Min's cry, Ju Gang-ja trapped him in an earthen wall. The wall was so thick that even with strength enhanced by the Blood Cultivation Art, he couldn't easily break free, and Branch Chief Min found himself completely sealed in a confined space with the fire whirlwind.

The fire whirlwind quickly consumed the oxygen inside, and Branch Chief Min soon felt his vision blurring.

"N-no...!"

If he lost consciousness now, he would never wake up again. To die in the holy war without even fighting properly for his god—that was unacceptable.

Branch Chief Min gritted his teeth and, breaking through the fire whirlwind, clung to the earthen wall.

"HYAAH! HAAH! UAAH!"

With battle cries close to screams, he swung his arms and legs, chipping away chunks of the earthen wall. But the wall was too thick to break through with mere punches and kicks.

"Huff...! Huff...!"

Feeling his strength draining as the oxygen continued to decrease, Branch Chief Min realized his predicament. Unlike the high-ranking officials who had transcended human limitations, he still remained in the human realm and couldn't survive without oxygen.

-You might not die by fire, but without air to breathe, you'll die anyway.

"N-no...!"

Hearing Ju Gang-ja's murmur through the wall, Branch Chief Min flailed about before finally collapsing face-first onto the ground.

His body went limp.
It was a clear and futile death.

"Hmm."

Confirming Branch Chief Min's death, Ju Gang-ja stroked his white beard and looked around.

The Crimson Eye Cult members were now scattered and in disarray. The other commander, Branch Chief Kyung, had also been defeated by another elder and lay with his head severed.

The path to the altar was now open. Bo-seon and other disciples rushed along that path.

Seeing cult members trying to block their way despite being scattered, Ju Gang-ja swung his hand widely.

Flames following his hand's movement blocked the cult members' advance, and in that interval, another elder flipped the ground to bury them. Bo-seon, who was leading the way, briefly turned his head to convey a grateful look, which Ju Gang-ja met with a crooked expression, waving his hand dismissively.

It was a signal to get on with the job rather than waste time on thanks. Bo-seon gave a bitter smile at this typical response, then hardened his expression and moved his feet diligently toward the altar that now loomed before him.

*The cult members are in disarray. Now only Sam-yeop remains.*

And he would be defenseless while preparing the grand spell. If they could catch Sam-yeop off guard and defeat him, victory would be theirs.

However, reality didn't unfold as Bo-seon had thought. A strange figure had already appeared in front of the altar.

Ch.419 - Maoshan War
When the two sect leaders headed to the battlefield with reinforcements, Samyeop approached the altar following the sacrifices and spoke to a figure that had suddenly appeared beside him.

"Iyeop, you'll guard this place."
"Are you worried those people aren't enough?"

The high-pitched voice and slender, curved figure revealed that the shadow was a woman.
Samyeop snorted at the woman Iyeop's question.

"Of course I'm worried. Wouldn't it be stranger to completely trust those deranged fanatics?"

Samyeop harshly criticized the cult members despite belonging to the Crimson Eye Cult himself.

In truth, it wasn't that strange.
Most of the Crimson Eye's "leaves" were like this.

Unlike other cult members who were armed with devotion to the Crimson Eye down to their bones, these sorcerers were originally recruited from outside, and their motivation was purely self-interest.

And Iyeop was no different.
This woman was merely cooperating with the Crimson Eye Cult for her own purposes.

*She'll never achieve that goal, though.*

Clinging desperately to a rotting rope without realizing it—truly pitiful.
Samyeop discreetly studied Iyeop's profile.

A young and beautiful face that couldn't be more than twenty years old.
Combined with her seductive curves, she was like a gloriously blooming flower.

The only daughter and successor of the previous Iyeop.

Despite her young age, she had become a powerful sorceress thanks to her innate talent for sorcery. Her sole purpose was to restore her father, who had horribly "transformed," back to his original state.

The current Iyeop believed that only Ilyeop could make this possible, which was why she faithfully followed his orders.

The order given to her now was to cooperate unconditionally with Samyeop.
She might question it, but she wouldn't refuse.

"...Understood. I'll make sure no one interferes with your sorcery."
"Do you have what I gave you? Without it, you'll be powerless once the spell activates."
"It's right here."

Samyeop nodded after confirming the engraved stone hanging from her slender neck, then climbed the altar steps.

And now, back to the present.

*Samyeop's prediction was right.*

Iyeop inwardly gave a bitter smile as she watched the Mosan Sect disciples rushing toward her.
The Crimson Eye Cult members had been scattered by the elder sorcerers, and taking advantage of the gap, the enemy's main force had entered the altar area.

If she couldn't stop them here, the mission would fail.
In the end, just as Samyeop had judged, she had become the last line of defense.

"Huu."

Iyeop let out a short sigh.
For someone standing alone against numerous enemies, she looked unusually relaxed.

Sensing something unusual about her demeanor, Boseonja stepped forward.

"You..."
"Let's skip the tedious conversation. I am your enemy, and you cannot proceed beyond this point unless you defeat me."

Iyeop cut off his words and briefly explained the situation.
Boseonja's eyes narrowed as she looked at her.

*What a strange woman.*

On the surface, she appeared to be a young woman not even twenty years old, and her behavior suggested her inner self matched her youthful appearance.
Yet where did that composure come from?

"You act as if you can hold your own against all of us."
"Well, why don't we find out by clashing directly?"

Her response ended with a questioning tone and her attitude remained suspicious.
Was it mere bluffing, or did she have something reliable up her sleeve?

After pondering briefly, Boseonja remembered that time was not on their side.
Soon, her lips moved as incantations flowed out, and flames arose from her fingertips, enveloping both arms.

That wasn't the end.
The flames continued to expand until they finally became a massive fiery whip.

"Haaap!"

With a shrill battle cry, the whip was swung, rushing toward Iyeop in an unpredictable trajectory.

In this situation, with intensely red and hot flames flickering like a snake's tongue, Iyeop didn't move an inch as she faced the fiery whip.

Had her body frozen from the fierce pressure?

*Was it really just bluffing to buy time?*

Just as Boseonja thought this, as if mocking her, Iyeop's figure disappeared before her eyes.

"What...?"

As the fiery whip crossed in empty air, having lost its target, Boseonja felt a strong impact in her abdomen.

"Kuk-!"

With a suppressed groan, Boseonja was thrown backward.
Seeing their leader fall, the other disciples hurriedly approached to support her.

"Head of the School!"

Rising with the support of her young disciples, Boseonja stared in astonishment at Iyeop, who was now standing calmly in the spot where she herself had been.

*How did she...?*

It had been just the time it takes to blink once or take a single breath.
Yet in that brief moment, she had traversed a considerable distance.

This wasn't simply moving quickly.
Just now, Iyeop had clearly transcended space to attack her.

"Could it be... the space-folding technique?"

Boseonja thought of the highest-level sorcery that allows one to instantly move anywhere on earth by folding space, but then shook her head. Although she hadn't yet mastered the technique herself, she had seen another sorcerer perform it before.

That's why she could be certain.
What just happened wasn't the space-folding technique.

Indeed, what Iyeop had used wasn't that technique.

*I tried to end this with one strike using the Space Contraction Technique to exploit an opening, but something blocked my attack. Seems she had a hidden card.*

The Space Contraction Technique.
It was a sorcery independently created by Iyeop's father, the previous Iyeop.
Originally, the space-folding technique, as its name suggests, is a powerful sorcery that allows instant teleportation by folding the space between two points.

Although it's an impressive technique that can traverse even thousands of miles at once, it wasn't suitable for combat.
The technique's precursors were obvious, and using it once consumed extreme amounts of energy.

The Space Contraction Technique was a reconstruction of the space-folding technique to make it more combat-appropriate.
While the possible locations for movement were limited to points within sight, it consumed less energy and had almost no precursors, allowing for surprise attacks like just now.

Iyeop had always been proud of the Space Contraction Technique created by her father and made it her specialty.
As Ilyeop's blade, she had engaged in life-or-death battles with numerous sorcerers until now.

Even the head of a sect with long traditions would suffer greatly if they underestimated Iyeop.
While Boseonja was frozen after directly experiencing this fact, her disciples stepped forward.

"You wench!"
"Try taking this!"

The elders unleashed their sorcery without hesitation.
Boseonja, who had regained her senses a moment too late, hurriedly tried to stop them.

"N-no! If you attack recklessly...!"

But her warning came too late.
Numerous spells were already pouring toward Iyeop.

"Hmm."

The young sorceress looked at the incoming spells with calm eyes, then used the Space Contraction Technique to leap over them and reach right in front of the elders.

"What...!"

The elders couldn't hide their shock, just as Boseonja had moments before.
Their intention had been to block Iyeop's movements with a joint attack, but they belatedly realized she could transcend space itself.

As a result, the elders were left defenseless after unleashing their powerful spells, and a delicate hand swung toward them.

*Swoosh*

It was just a hand slicing through the air.
But the bodies of the two elders in its path split apart and collapsed.

"Boryeong! Bohae!"

Boseonja cried out the names of her fellow disciples who fell, their upper and lower bodies separated and bleeding.
Though they weren't related by blood, the deaths of these companions who had shared joys and sorrows throughout their lives filled the eyes of Boseonja and the other elders with bloodshot rage.

They wanted nothing more than to rush in and tear that wicked woman to pieces, but rash action would only increase casualties.
The thread of reason built up over many years was barely holding their lives together when Iyeop provoked them first.

"Are you just going to watch? The great spell seems to be on the verge of activation."
"...!"

People who had momentarily forgotten about Samyeop and his spell flinched and looked up at the altar.

The massive energy shooting toward the sky was gradually increasing in intensity.
Seeing the energy pulsating as if about to explode, despair appeared on Boseonja's face.

"N-no..."

It was too late. Too late indeed.

Even if that sorcerer retreated now, they couldn't stop the spell's execution.
In the end, all the Mosan disciples would lose their sorcery and become mere mortals, then be torn to pieces by the Crimson Eye Cult's blades.

With the inevitable result appearing before their eyes, some collapsed as if their legs had given out, while others burst into hysterical laughter.

And Iyeop, who maintained outward calm, was inwardly looking at this scene with bitterness.

*I'm sorry.*

Soon they would all become cold corpses.
Simply because they might hinder the Crimson Eye Cult's path.

Though she had no right to think this way as someone aiding in this unreasonable outcome, she apologized in her heart nonetheless.

And she steeled herself.
It was necessary to save the previous Iyeop, her father.
Hadn't she sworn to do anything to save her father?

If she could restore her father to his original state, she could do even worse things.
As she repeated this determination for perhaps the thousandth time, the energy above the altar rapidly expanded.

The time has come.

The spell was finally activating.
She wouldn't need to participate in dealing with those who could no longer use sorcery.

Just as she was trying to look away from the Mosan disciples facing death,

*Shweeek!*

With a sharp sound of air being cut, a beam of light struck the altar.

*Kwang!*

A powerful explosion made everyone flinch.
Iyeop quickly looked up and saw something fluttering down before her.

She swiftly caught it and frowned delicately as she identified it.

"...A feather?"

The object was none other than a large, snow-white feather.

Ch.420 - Salvation Of Wings
"Kuhehe...! Finally, finally!"

Standing at the center of the ritual array carved into the floor of the altar, Three Leaf muttered incantations without pause before bursting into maniacal laughter, unable to contain his joy.

This outburst stemmed from the ecstasy of finally activating the ritual he had been preparing for so long. The people kneeling quietly within the array trembled as they watched him with expressions full of fear.

"Ugh... Mommy..."

Eventually, several children, unable to overcome their fear, wet their pants and began to cry. The women, anxious about possibly upsetting Three Leaf, tried to comfort the children, but their crying wouldn't easily stop.

The fortunate(?) thing was that Three Leaf didn't show any displeasure despite hearing the children's cries.

In truth, while it was annoying, he simply chose not to pay attention. After all, whether he liked it or not, they would soon stop crying anyway.

"Guh, guheok-!"

Before long, the reactions Three Leaf had been waiting for began to appear one by one. One of the women who had been anxiously trying to comfort the children suddenly rolled her eyes back and began to convulse violently.

And she wasn't the only one. Two, four, eight, sixteen.

The number of convulsing people increased exponentially in an instant, and even the children froze and stopped crying at the alarming sight. Three Leaf smiled with madness as he watched.

With his spiritual sight opened as a sorcerer, he could see it—the souls of the sacrifices gradually being sucked into the ritual array.

Right now, only their spiritual energy was being absorbed, but soon their very souls would be drawn into the array to fuel the ritual. Once all five hundred souls within the array were completely absorbed, the grand ritual would finally activate.

*And then all of Moshan Sect's techniques, treasures, and records will be mine.*

Three Leaf's smile deepened at the thought of completing his mission by slaughtering the Moshan Sect Taoists and claiming the remaining spoils. As everything was proceeding according to his plan, the crescent moon on his face rapidly waxed into a full moon.

But at that very moment, a beam of white light shot in from the distance and descended upon the altar.

-KWANG!

The altar shook with a tremendous boom. All five hundred people, including Three Leaf, staggered or fell to their knees.

"What's happening...!"

Three Leaf, barely regaining his balance, was bewildered by the sudden anomaly. Then he stared blankly at the pure white light that entered his vision.

"...Wings?"

The first thing he noticed was wings—three pairs of immaculately pure white wings. They were of a size that might belong to the legendary Peng bird.

But at the center of those wings was not a bird but a person—an incredibly beautiful woman.

"I suppose you must be the sorcerer called Three Leaf?"

So-ha, who had removed the veil covering her face as if it were cumbersome, floated before them with the appearance of a celestial fairy descended from heaven. However, most people couldn't see her as their souls were being absorbed by the ritual array.

The only one who witnessed this was Three Leaf.

"...Who are you?"

He swallowed hard and politely asked for her identity. This was quite unusual behavior for Three Leaf, who had been looking down on everything with disdain.

But examining his inner thoughts, it wasn't so strange. Three Leaf's eyes—the spiritual sight of a sorcerer—had instinctively recognized that she was a being who transcended humanity when he saw So-ha partially revealing her true form.

"Hmm? You can tell?"

Realizing this, So-ha looked down at Three Leaf with a surprised expression. To glimpse her essence just from seeing her wings...

*Indeed, his skills as a sorcerer must be impressive.*

After all, without such skill, he wouldn't have dared attempt this grand ritual that imposed his own laws on a certain area. Human sacrifice rituals require considerable skill to perform.

Inwardly nodding, So-ha recalled her purpose and swung the sword that had appeared in her hand.

-SLASH!

A cutting sound that made one's heart drop. For a moment, Three Leaf flinched, thinking she had cut him, but then blinked when he realized he felt no pain.

Soon after, he understood what she had cut and let out a horrific scream.

"Ah, AAAAGH-!?"

The ritual array's soul consumption had stopped. So-ha's sword strike had destroyed the array.

"Wh-what have you done-!"

Three Leaf raged at the realization that his months of effort and his great work had been ruined. So-ha watched him and twisted the corner of her mouth.

"What have I done? Did you think I came here to help you?"

"You, you-!"

Seeing Three Leaf abandon even polite speech and start cursing, she finally burst into laughter.

"Ahaha-!"

Her clear, pure laughter resonated through the air. It was like performing music with her voice, but the enraged Three Leaf had no leisure to appreciate it.

He could only think of using every means to kill the being before him.

"Die!"

White lightning gathered in Three Leaf's palm with a crackling sound as he stretched his hand toward So-ha. It was the highest-level sorcery, White Lightning Bell, which had pressured the Boson Master earlier.

-RUMBLE-!

The white lightning shot from Three Leaf's hand, thundering as it pierced through So-ha's body. At a glance, it seemed she had been struck without any resistance.

"I-I did it...! Hahaha! You were so arrogant, but look at you now!"

Three Leaf, who had been intimidated by her angelic presence, let out a joyful laugh as he saw So-ha fall unexpectedly easily.

Then a cold voice penetrated his ears.

"What are you laughing about?"

"What...?"

Three Leaf started and widened his eyes, looking down to see So-ha's face right in front of him. As he met her cold, emotionless eyes staring at him, he felt a chill and hastily tried to back away—but by then, her sword was already embedded in his abdomen.

"Kuhuk...! H-how?"

"Did you think your pathetic sorcery would work on me?"

It was truly an absurd thought.

She was a Dominion, a fourth-rank angel. No mere human sorcery could inflict any harm on her.

"Even if you're a fairly high-level sorcerer."

"H-how can a being like you... kuluk-! exist in this mortal world?"

Even as his consciousness faded, Three Leaf persistently demanded an answer, but what he received was the blade cutting through his flesh.

-CHWAAAK!

As she pulled the sword embedded in his abdomen upward, the blade tore through muscle and shattered bone, emerging through his shoulder. A fountain of blood spurted from his bisected torso and poured onto the broken ritual array.

"Ah, aah?"

As the hot droplets of blood that had been vigorously circulating through a human body moments ago touched their faces, the people who had been in a trance gradually came to their senses.

And they saw it—the pure white wings hovering above the death of the sorcerer who had terrified them.

That pure white light, standing in the middle of the blood spray yet remaining completely untainted, filled everyone's retinas and was eventually imprinted on their souls.

That this was the salvation that had reversed their fate.

*

*Something has gone wrong.*

Below the altar, Two Leaf, holding a feather that had fallen from So-ha's wings, sensed immediately that the situation had turned.

The sudden beam of white light, followed by the altar's energy scattering—anyone would think the same.

It seemed that the inevitable result she had thought would never change had been overturned by the irrationality of a sudden "miracle."

Two Leaf let out a hollow laugh and quickly thought.

*Can I escape with Three Leaf?*

A question to herself. The answer came quickly.

Impossible.

She didn't know who or what the owner of the feather in her hand was, but considering the speed at which they had crossed the sky and reached the altar in an instant, they were not an opponent to be taken lightly. Additionally, since the grand ritual had been disrupted, the Moshan disciples behind her would not lose their techniques.

*Literally surrounded on all sides.*

In this situation, the only way for her to survive was to flee. Her decision-making process was quick, and her execution was just as swift.

Two Leaf immediately used a space-shifting technique to quickly flee from the altar. Fortunately, the Moshan Sect disciples, stunned by the rapidly changing situation, couldn't react promptly to her sudden escape.

"Sh-she ran away?"

They could only mutter in confusion.

After some time, the Boson Master, who was the first to regain his composure, stood up on his own, refusing his disciples' support.

"...Let's go to the altar."

They needed to see with their own eyes what had happened up there. Following the sect leader's words, everyone approached the altar with tense expressions.

However, they ultimately didn't climb up to the altar. Before they could, the people who were meant to be sacrifices began slowly descending.

And at the front of them walked a veiled woman with elegant steps.

"Who are you...?"

"Are you from the Moshan Sect? You've been through a lot. I've dealt with the enemy leader, so you can rest easy now."

So-ha spoke of Three Leaf's death with a gentle smile. The Boson Master, who had fought him directly and knew he was a formidable opponent, blinked rapidly in surprise.

"Dealt with... you mean you killed him? But who are you...?"

The Boson Master's spiritual sight couldn't discern So-ha's status with her true form's wings hidden. In fact, it was surprising that Three Leaf had recognized her status just from seeing her wings—this was the normal reaction.

*In that sense, it's fortunate I dealt with him quickly. To avoid revealing my existence.*

While coldly calculating to herself, So-ha smiled kindly at the many gazes fixed on her and spoke.

"I'm with Master Hong Ja-gong. Master Hong is coming with Elder Bogwang now."

"H-Hong Ja-gong, you say?"

The Boson Master was startled by the sudden mention of Hong Ja-gong. And speak of the devil—behind them appeared Ja-gong carrying Bogwang on his back.

"Oh, is it already over?"

"Yes, I've taken care of everything."

Ja-gong looked askance at So-ha, who had responded playfully and impishly, then put Bogwang down and greeted the Boson Master.

"It's been a while. Fortunately, you don't seem badly injured."

"...Yes. But how did you end up here?"

"Ah, about that."

Just as he was about to explain the situation with an awkward smile, a tremendous roar erupted from behind Ja-gong.

"HONG JA-GONG-!"

To call out the name of one of the Ten Masters of the martial world and the leader of the hundred thousand Beggar Sect members so casually! Wondering who it could be, Ja-gong turned his head, and his face instantly turned as white as paper.

In his line of sight, the elders of the Moshan Sect, led by Master Ju Gang, were glaring at him with murderous expressions.

"You...! How dare you brazenly come here-!"

"Ah, hahaha... Have you been well, Elder Ju? Let's put aside our old grudges and have an open-hearted..."

"DIE-!"

Numerous sorcery techniques began pouring out indiscriminately. Terrified by their determination to kill him first before anything else, Hong Ja-gong quickly fled.

"Stop right there!"

The elders chased after him, even using flight techniques. By the looks of it, they had no intention of giving up easily.

"......"

"......"

The Moshan Sect Taoists wore bewildered expressions at the storm that had just passed before their eyes. Soon, a suppressed laugh emerged from among them.

"Kik, kikik..."

The owner of the laughter was none other than So-ha. She seemed genuinely amused by the sight of Ja-gong fleeing in panic.

"It looks like they'll be at it for a while. Shall we head back first?"

"...That would be best."

After thinking for a moment, the Boson Master nodded, and everyone returned to their camp, leaving behind Ja-gong and the elders.

-DIE-! RETURN OUR SECT'S TREASURE-!
-PICK ONE OR THE OTHER!

They ignored the shouts coming from behind them.
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It was quite some time later when Hong Ja-gong finally shook off the pursuit of the elders and rejoined his companions at the tent.

From his gasping words, it seemed he had nearly gone all the way back to Nanking before returning.

*I wonder if the elders chased him all the way there too?*

These were elders who could enter their coffins at any moment due to their age. Who would have thought they could display such vigor? Their accumulated resentment toward Ja-gong over the years must have been truly immense.

"Whew..."

Ja-gong wiped the cold sweat from his forehead with his sleeve and sighed, then flinched as he looked behind him. He resembled someone fearing and guarding against a fierce beast's attack.

To think that one of the ten strongest figures in the martial world would display such an unseemly appearance. Boguang and Boseon both held back bitter smiles, thinking he must have really suffered.

"You don't need to worry so much. The elders exerted themselves greatly today. I just confirmed they've returned to Mount Mo, grumbling all the way."
"R-really?"

Only after hearing this did Ja-gong truly relax, making So-ha smile with her eyes in amusement.

"This is what they call karma, isn't it? You've paid the price for your misdeeds."
"...You seem to be enjoying this."
"Oh my, how could that be?"

So-ha opened her eyes wide in denial, but unmistakable delight danced in those golden irises.

After staring at her with cold eyes for a moment, Ja-gong waved his hand dismissively.

"Fine. Let's get to the main point now."

Boseon nodded in agreement, then offered sincere thanks to Ja-gong and So-ha.

"Regardless, I sincerely thank both of you for your help. Thanks to you, the Mount Mo Sect was able to avoid disaster."

What if these two hadn't helped? What if So-ha hadn't arrived in time? If Samyeop's evil technique had succeeded, everyone in the Mount Mo Sect would have become unable to use their techniques as planned, and after that... he didn't even want to imagine.

Shaking his head, Boseon asked once more how the two had become involved in this matter. Ja-gong briefly summarized the story.

The kidnappings throughout the Central Plains.
The trail that led to Nanking.
And finally encountering Boguang while tracking the criminals in the city.

"...So that's what happened. I wondered where all those people were taken from."

Boseon's gaze naturally turned toward the outside of the tent. There, women and children who had nearly died from having their souls extracted as sacrifices for the technique were huddled together.

They looked pitifully emaciated, as if they hadn't eaten properly for days. When the disciples quickly made porridge with available ingredients and served it in bowls, they buried their faces in it and devoured it.

"...Sob!"
"Waaah!"

One by one, cries erupted. The warmth of the porridge seemed to make them realize they were truly alive, and they wept bitterly.

After watching them with sympathy for a moment, Boseon turned to Ja-gong.

"What do you plan to do with them?"
"Send them back to where they came from, of course. If that's what they want."

Most of the women would likely choose to return. The problem was the children. They were so young—would they even know where they came from? Besides, most were probably orphans from back alleys.

"Well, in that case, our Beggar's Sect will have to take them in."

Ja-gong shrugged and answered lightly. The two Taoists' faces relaxed, relieved to see he intended to take responsibility for these innocent people until the end.

But their relief was short-lived as his next words made their expressions harden again.

"The problem is the others."
"Others? Are you saying these aren't all of them?"
"According to our investigation, these are just a small number. It seems at least thousands of people have been kidnapped from all over the Central Plains."

Their faces instantly paled at the mention of a number far greater than expected. So-ha added coldly:

"In truth, it's too late to save those people. Too much time has passed."

This had been going on for months. Knowing what the kidnappers intended to do with their victims, it would be foolish to harbor false hope.

"Hmm..."

Even Ja-gong couldn't deny So-ha's words and fell silent.

The atmosphere in the tent grew heavier. After frowning in the uncomfortable silence, Ja-gong slowly spoke.

"...Still, we need to investigate their whereabouts. If they're sacrificing so many lives, it must be for something extraordinary."
"Yes. Speaking of which, would you hand over those two captives to us?"

The "two captives" referred to the Do and Byeok branch leaders who had been subdued at the clearing and taken to the safe house. Asking for them meant...

*She intends to torture them.*

Well, that would be the fastest way to get information. Besides, he had no concern for the suffering of villains who had forced innocent elders to learn the Blood Art.

Ja-gong nodded in agreement, and So-ha smiled crookedly, assuring him she would extract information as quickly as possible. Then she casually remarked to Ja-gong:

"You'll be returning to Sichuan right away, won't you? You need to attend the Martial Arts Grand Conference."

Interpreting her words, she meant: "Stop meddling and stick with Ja-seong's group as I instructed." It also implied she would personally lead the investigation into the other kidnapped people's whereabouts.

Honestly, he wanted to stay and help with the investigation, but the Martial Arts Grand Conference was equally important. With Paecheon Fortress and the Crimson Eye Cult certain to make some move, this was especially true.

Thinking coldly, leaving this to So-ha was the best option. Even if he didn't like it much.

"...I suppose I must."

So-ha smiled with satisfaction as Ja-gong nodded with a slightly sour expression. As they continued establishing their plans, Boguang asked a question.

"What about the elders and thugs who were consumed by the Blood Art?"

When the Blood Art practitioners subdued at the clearing were mentioned, Ja-gong groaned and glanced at Boguang.

The reaction seemed ominous. As he tilted his head in confusion, an unexpected answer came.

"We plan to transport them to the Zhuge Family in Yangyang."
"...The Zhuge Family?"

Why was the Zhuge Family suddenly involved? The two Taoists openly displayed their confusion, prompting Ja-gong to explain the situation again.

He avoided mentioning the Zhuge Family's circumstances but explained that they were researching methods to free Blood Art practitioners from its influence. Boguang's eyes widened.

"Is that really true?"
"Yes. And they've recently made some progress."

His lips twitched while looking dumbfounded. To learn he wasn't the only one researching how to neutralize the Blood Art—it was surprising yet joyful news.

Though the actual situation was somewhat different, Boguang was greatly pleased to find allies with the same goal. Then a rather enticing proposal came to his ears.

"So, would you like to go to the Zhuge Family?"
"To the Zhuge Family?"

Ja-gong nodded emphatically at Boguang's question.

"It would be disastrous if problems with the technique arose during transport, and as I mentioned, they've recently made progress. Though they haven't yet achieved neutralization of the Blood Art, your research could greatly help accelerate that timeline. What do you think?"

Boguang answered without a moment's hesitation to this careful inquiry.

"I'll go. It's my long-cherished wish as well. If there's a possibility, I should certainly lend my strength."

Ja-gong's face brightened at this ready acceptance. And there was one more piece of good news.

"The Martial Arts Grand Conference—could we attend as well?"
"Head of the School?"

Ja-gong blinked at Boseon's unexpected question, then answered enthusiastically.

"Of course! If you join us, I welcome you with open arms!"
"Thank you."

As Boseon smiled faintly, Boguang asked him discreetly.

"What wind has suddenly blown your way? Didn't you decide not to involve yourself in martial world affairs after the war thirty years ago?"
"That was my wish. But we're already in a situation where we have no choice but to be involved."

Boseon continued with a sigh.

"Our enemies, the Crimson Eye Cult, already view the Mount Mo Sect as a thorn in their side. They tried to annihilate us with powerful sorcerers and troops. We survived this time, but there's no guarantee we will next time."
"Ah..."
"We cannot defeat them alone. To crush the ambitions of these evil ones, we must all join forces."

The Mount Mo Sect's declaration to participate was unexpected. Ja-gong clenched his fist, his face contorting with joy.

"Ah, the elders will probably come too, so you should be careful to avoid them."
"...I understand. I'll be cautious."

Though his expression darkened slightly at this addendum.

*

At that same time, somewhere in the Central Plains.
Deep in a vast mountain range, where trees and undergrowth grew so densely that exits were impossible to find, stood a massive palace.

Though it couldn't compare to the Forbidden City, it was still an impressively large palace to find in such mountains. And here were the other people Ja-gong's group had been searching for.

"Ugh, uugh...!"
"Sob, sob...!"

Sounds of fear-filled groans. Sounds of sobbing from those overcome with terror. Truly, sounds of despair permeated the air.

Yet the faces of those standing on the platform before the kidnapped people showed not a trace of compassion. On the contrary, they smiled with satisfaction or nodded greatly.

At the center of the group, a slender figure asked a question of another figure in strange attire that completely concealed their appearance.

"How many?"
"One thousand nine hundred and ninety-one in total."

An astounding number approaching two thousand. Il-geun, the leader of the Crimson Eye Cult, nodded at this information before his expression hardened.

"The connection with the great Divine Tree has been severed for too long. No further delay can be tolerated. Proceed immediately."
"Yes, Cult Leader."

The figure bowed respectfully at Il-geun's command, then stepped forward to the platform and looked down at the kidnapped people.

They still wore expressions full of fear. After silently observing them, the figure shouted loudly.

"We have waited so long. Now, by the Cult Leader's command, we shall reconnect the severed tie with the divine."

Reconnecting the tie with the divine—these words made no sense to the people who had been forcibly kidnapped and brought here.

Of course, the figure didn't care whether they understood or not. Such things weren't important at all.

Only one thing mattered.

"Using your souls as nourishment, we shall once again achieve unity with the truth. This is truly an honor beyond what commoners deserve. You must remember this until the end and face your final moments with sincerity."

Still incomprehensible words. But instinctively, they realized one thing:

*If we stay here, we'll die.*

Perhaps courage that had been dormant awakened as death truly approached. Someone shouted as if having a fit:

"I-I don't want to die! I don't care about any Divine Tree or whatever!"
"Y-yeah! Why should we have to die?"

People shouted and struggled against their bonds. The figure trembled as if enraged by their blasphemous words, but managed to compose themselves and performed the great ritual.

"ᚦ(THURISAZ)."

Just one word. A resonance completely different from the incantations of sorcerers spread through the air, and the atmosphere instantly changed. Countless shadows suddenly surrounded the people on all sides—figures who, like the one on the platform, concealed their appearances. They repeated the same word in unison.

In response, hundreds of 'ᚦ' shapes appeared on the ground where the people had been struggling, emitting an intense light. Those who had squeezed their eyes shut at the blinding sight suddenly felt all their movements become restricted.

*W-what is this? What's happening!*

Those who found themselves unable even to open their mouths screamed silent screams, but the man paid no attention and uttered the next word.

"ᛖ(EHWAZ)."

"Kuh, kuheok-!"
"Keuaaah!"

Unlike the first change that had merely restricted everyone's movements, this transformation was far more violent and terrible. At the single word shouted simultaneously by hundreds of figures, their souls were driven from their sanctuaries and directed toward Il-geun.

*Thud!*

Nearly two thousand bodies simultaneously hit the ground head-first, and nearly two thousand souls circled around Il-geun.

"Ah, aah...!"

Il-geun closed his eyes and exclaimed as he felt the numerous souls surrounding him. Meanwhile, the great ritual entered its final stage.

"ᚨ(ANSUZ)."

The souls rotating around Il-geun spun even faster, forming a massive band. The space inside the band seemed to distort, then tore open as if the void itself had been ripped apart. Through the torn space, a massive blood-red eye appeared.

"Ah, aah...! Great Divine Tree!"

Ecstasy erupted from Il-geun's lips. As the connection with the being he worshipped was restored, his empty heart filled with boundless faith, and tears of emotion flowed freely.

I-geun, Sam-geun, and the others who had stepped back after performing the ritual prostrated themselves with expressions of infinite reverence.

Rogogu, the Demon King of the other world and the Divine Tree that was the origin of the Divine Tree Cult. His eye, which had been veiled by So-ha, began to shine upon the Central Plains once more.
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The bloodshot eye, with its visibly damaged pupil, rolled around examining beyond the torn space before turning toward its proxy, Il-geun.

"Ah, Divine Tree...!"

Her face showed a mix of joy that the deity's gaze had turned to her and sorrow at seeing damage to its sacred form.
Meeting her gaze, Rogog's eyes flashed intensely for a moment.

Then the souls forming a massive band began flying one by one through the torn space, being completely absorbed into the bloodshot eye.
What started as souls being pulled in one or two at a time quickly accelerated until all two thousand souls were instantly absorbed by Rogog.

As this happened, the damage to the bloodshot eye rapidly disappeared.

But it wasn't enough.
A "mere" two thousand souls weren't sufficient to perfectly restore the deity's sacred form.

"Quickly, bring more sacrifices!"
"Yes!"

At Il-geun's command, those who had been chanting unknown spells moved swiftly to bring more sacrifices.
The people being dragged in, faces filled with terror like those sacrificed before them, were horrified when they saw the two thousand corpses already piled inside the palace.

"Hii, hiik~!"
"P-please spare me! Please!"

But that didn't last long.
Those forcibly thrown onto the field of corpses soon had their souls extracted and absorbed into the bloodshot eye.

The bodies piled higher as time passed.
Only after what could truly be called a mountain of corpses had accumulated did the scars on the giant eye completely disappear.

The eye narrowed in satisfaction, feeling completely restored.
Seeing the deity pleased, Il-geun felt overwhelming joy filling her heart.

As the bloodshot eye looked down at her, it flashed, and a fragment of memory pierced her mind.

Deep in the mountains, an intense blue light erased a sapling that had reached maturity by absorbing the mountain's energy.
Angered that its avatar had been attacked, the deity tore through space to look beyond, and two figures appeared in its eye.

A man holding a sword and a woman with golden eyes.

After calming the man who seemed momentarily confused at seeing the deity's true form, the woman eventually smirked and dared to provoke the god.

"Why don't you just leave now? It seems like you're struggling. Or should I force you out?"

Exploding with rage at her words, the deity poured out bloodred energy to tear her very existence to shreds.
But the deity failed to achieve its purpose.

"Chwaaak!"

Behind the woman standing before the bloodred energy crashing like a massive wave, three pairs of white wings spread out, gathered together, and shot forth pure white energy.
Amazingly, the white light devoured the bloodred energy and struck the deity's eye directly.

"Keeeeeee-!"

Awakening from the memory with the full impact of Rogog's shock, dismay, anger, and pain, Il-geun's face twisted horribly.

"How dare they, HOW DARE THEY-!"

Having witnessed through memory those wicked unbelievers who hindered the deity's path, Il-geun muttered as if biting her lips.

"I will punish them. I will tear those bastards limb from limb and rip out their hearts while they still live to offer to you. I swear on my life, I will!"

A vow made on her very soul.
But the will that returned was coldly clear.

That this task could not be entrusted to them.

Faced with such resolute refusal, Il-geun couldn't hide her shock.
How could the deity who had always trusted them reject them so firmly?

"B-but why...!"

Are we not trustworthy?
Are we no longer useful?

Clear fear appeared on her face.

For someone lost in fanaticism, their deity is everything.
Being rejected by that deity is tantamount to having one's entire life negated.

"Please! Please don't abandon us! Give us a chance to make amends!"

Collapsing to her knees as if her legs had given out, she trembled and begged.
I-geun approached, ignoring the stares around them, grabbed her shoulders and helped her to her feet.

"High Priestess, calm yourself. The Divine Tree's words don't mean it's abandoning us."
"What...?"

At these words pulling her back from the edge of despair, Il-geun turned her head, and I-geun explained Rogog's true intention.
As Rogog's subordinate and vanguard for devouring this world, he understood his king's will better than anyone.

"What the Divine Tree said should be taken literally. It won't entrust the punishment of those two to us. Don't you understand what that means?"

"That's... Ah!"

After thinking for a moment, Il-geun's eyes widened as she exclaimed.
Not entrusting it to them meant the deity would punish the two bastards personally.
So they needed to hurry with preparations.

"I understand. We will complete preparations quickly. We will dye the sky beautiful red with the last remaining sapling, and prepare the avatar body for your descent to this land."

Satisfaction appeared in the bloodshot eye at Il-geun's vow.
Soon, bloodred energy flowed from the eye and settled into Il-geun and her group.

"Aah-!"

The ecstatic sensation of the deity's energy, the deity's blessing, seeping into her body.
When Il-geun regained her senses from being lost in the feeling of unity with the enormous being, the torn space had already returned to normal.

"...Haa."

Sighing with a regretful expression, Il-geun quickly composed herself.
Though she could no longer see the deity, the connection had been restored, and the blessing circulated within her body.

Taking a deep breath, Il-geun turned to face the followers who had received the blessing with her.

"Everyone, you've heard the deity's will?"
"Yes, High Priestess."

Meeting their eyes burning with sense of mission and determination, she declared firmly:

"Fulfill your duties at your posts. For the moment of the coming descent. For a beautiful, red world."
"For a beautiful, red world!"

As people dispersed after echoing Il-geun's words, thousands of soulless corpses lay cooling behind them.

And a pair of eyes watched it all.

"...This is dangerous."

The slender figure secretly observing swallowed hard.
It was difficult to understand everything just from secretly watching, but at least two things were certain.

Rogog, who had been driven away after being struck by So-ha's attack, had returned.
And the Crimson Eye Cult had already prepared an avatar body for that evil tree's descent.

This was crucial information, fortunate to have discovered even now.

"I need to report this as quickly as possible."

Just as she was about to turn away with her lips tightly pressed together, a familiar voice came from behind her.

"Hwang-ok, what are you doing there?"
"...!"

Startled, she turned her head to find one of the people who had been inside standing before her.
A middle-aged man with a puzzled expression was looking at her.

Gong Jin-do.
He was selected as a "new branch" along with Hwang-ok, but unlike her who had joined the Crimson Eye Cult recently, he had been a member for many years, making their positions worlds apart.

To be caught spying by someone like him...!
Momentarily flustered, Hwang-ok quickly gathered her thoughts and responded with a feigned look of embarrassment.

"I, I... I know it's not allowed, but I wanted so badly to see the true form of the great deity..."
"......"

Jin-do remained silent as she nervously gauged his reaction.

Was he suspicious, or had he accepted her excuse?
As she waited with a pounding heart, his lips curved into a smile.

"Hehehe, so that's what it was."

Bursting into laughter and shaking his head as if she were hopeless, he then playfully frowned and said:

"Success...!"

While maintaining an outwardly flustered expression, Hwang-ok inwardly clenched her fist in triumph as Jin-do's voice reached her ears.

"I should really scold you severely, but since I know your devotion, I'll let it slide this time. But be careful in the future, understand?"
"Yes, yes! Thank you!"

As she bowed her head deeply, Jin-do chuckled and asked:

"Why be so impatient? You're about to become one of the branches anyway. Was it that unbearable to wait?"
"I'm sorry. It was a moment I've been yearning for so much..."
"Yes, I suppose all children of the Divine Tree would feel the same."

Nodding, Jin-do continued his questioning.

"So, how did it feel to behold the deity?"
"I couldn't contain the joy rising from within. I was overwhelmed by the presence of the almighty one, yet naturally filled with reverence."

Jin-do nodded contentedly at Hwang-ok's words, which she had embellished with flowery language despite not meaning any of it.

"Yes, I felt the same. Especially when the deity's energy entered my body, I nearly burst into tears without realizing it."

His expression momentarily became dreamy as he recalled the moment, then he patted Hwang-ok's shoulder.

"Soon, on the day the Divine Tree descends to this land, you too will feel that joy. So don't be too impatient, and endure."

"Not a chance, that will never happen."

"Yes, I'll keep that in mind."

After sending Jin-do away while inwardly sneering, Hwang-ok's eyes flashed golden for an instant before the light disappeared.

*

In the empty field between Namgyeong and Mosan.
After Ja-gong's group had left for Mosan and the Gaibang members had taken the people with talismans on their foreheads to their headquarters, only corpses remained in the desolate silence.

"Grrrr..."

Breaking that silence came visitors.
A pack of wolves, drawn by the smell of blood, growled as they slowly approached the field of corpses.

Soon the pack spotted a massive corpse that seemed to have more meat than the others.
It was none other than Deok-chil.

"Grung!"

The wolves, licking their chops at the sight of the large prey, rushed toward Deok-chil with jaws wide open for a pleasant meal.
Just as their sharp teeth were about to sink into his body, red energy surged from the surrounding corpses and burrowed into Deok-chil's body.

The blood energy that was about to disappear from the cooling corpses.
Marauk Rogog's energy had been reactivated by its master's return and, as if possessing its own will, the blood energy from dozens of people concentrated on Deok-chil alone.

"Kurup...! Kururup!"

The blood energy that entered Deok-chil's body through Chil-gong spread throughout, awakening his stopped heart and brain, fitting his shattered ribcage back together, and restoring blood flow throughout his body.
After convulsing violently as if having a seizure, Deok-chil finally:

"Huuup-!"

Took a deep breath and opened his eyes again.
As he jerked his upper body upright, the wolf pack fled with their tails tucked between their legs, thoroughly frightened.

"W-what's happening...?"

Disoriented from just regaining life, Deok-chil looked down at his chest.
In his final moment, Ja-gong's palm technique had definitely shattered his chest.
But the chest he now looked down at appeared perfectly fine.

Moreover, the tremendous power he felt throughout his body.
It was incomparable to what he had before death.

"What on earth happened?"

Deok-chil, who had been used by Do Province Lord without knowing anything, couldn't make sense of it no matter how hard he thought.
While clutching his head in confusion, his eyes fell upon familiar faces.

"W-Wang-pal...! Man-su!"

His subordinates who had followed him for over ten years.
They were all lying as cold corpses scattered across the field.

Seeing his men, who despite being lowly thugs had shared a certain camaraderie, dead in such a miserable state, Deok-chil trembled with rage.
And he thought of the one responsible for this.

"Hong Ja-gong...! HONG JA-GONG-!"

The Dragon Head Chief of Gaibang, Divine Dragon Hong Ja-gong.
The enemy who had left him nearly dead and killed his men.

Burning with hatred, Deok-chil tried to stand up to tear him apart immediately but hesitated.
Suddenly he remembered Ja-gong's overwhelming power that had defeated him despite his mastery of the unparalleled Paesimgyeol technique.

"I don't know why, but the power now residing in my body is far stronger than before."

Yet he wasn't confident this power would be enough to defeat Ja-gong.
The more he thought about it, the more fear crept up.
Having just come back to life, he was afraid of dying needlessly.

After brief deliberation, Deok-chil made up his mind.
He would build his strength first, for the sake of revenge.

"I can't return to Namgyeong. They'd quickly discover I'm alive."

He needed to go elsewhere, change his name, and assume a new identity.
With his current self, it was entirely possible.

After burying his subordinates one by one, Deok-chil left the field.

"Wait for me, Hong Ja-gong. Even if it takes years, I will kill you."

With his desire for revenge against Ja-gong deeply etched in his heart.
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After the battle at Mount Emei ended, our party immediately returned to the Jungcheon Trading Company.

When I say "our party," I mean the five of us: me, Hwa-ryeon, Master, Seol, and Cheong-un.

The rest—the elders and second-generation disciples of the Qingcheng and Emei Sects—decided to either return to their respective sects or remain behind for now.

"First, I'll return to Qingcheng to inform the Sect Leader of the situation. After that, I'll select personnel to receive teachings from the Great Master and visit the trading company again."

"We at Emei will also visit the trading company after we've sorted out the internal and external chaos."

The Qingcheng side hadn't yet reported to their Sect Leader about the transmission of the Azure Cloud Crimson Glow Sword, and the Emei Sect had numerous injured, including the Golden Moth Divine Nun, due to the attack by Sa-yeop's group, not to mention the considerable number of innocent civilians who had been unjustly sacrificed.

Neither side was in a position to prioritize learning martial arts recklessly.

So, according to their respective circumstances, we parted ways with those who would remain at Emei or return to Qingcheng, and only our group returned to the Jungcheon Trading Company.

Until the moment of parting, everyone's faces clearly showed disappointment at not being able to immediately begin martial arts training. When we returned, there was one more person disappointed in a different sense.

That person was my brother-in-law, Jang Jin-san, the Young Master of the Jungcheon Trading Company.

When I heard his story, it seemed he'd gained quite a tidy profit from having disciples of the two great sects staying at the trading company.

"Within Sichuan, any trading company on a merchant journey wants to be escorted by disciples of Qingcheng and Emei. There's no escort more reassuring than disciples from prestigious, established great sects."

Because of this, when word spread that disciples from both sects were staying at the Jungcheon Trading Company, trading companies from inside and outside Chengdu came to subtly request connections.

Hearing this, I narrowed my eyes and twisted the corner of my mouth.

"Clever. It's not like you actually have deep connections with them."

"What's actually true doesn't matter. What matters is that to everyone else, it certainly looks that way."

From the Jungcheon Trading Company's perspective, they'd simply ended up providing lodging for the disciples by chance.

But to those who didn't know the details, it must have looked like the disciples had protected the trading company during the recent disturbance due to their friendship with Sichuan's premier trading company.

My brother-in-law and the trading company had skillfully exploited that misconception.

"Thanks to that, even those who were testing the waters started falling in line on their own. You could say our Jungcheon Trading Company has gotten a grip on all of Chengdu a bit faster than expected."

Watching my brother-in-law laugh sinisterly with an "Heheheh," I smiled back and asked.

"What happens when they find out there's actually no real connection?"

"We'll make sure they don't find out. Or... we'll create an actual connection in the meantime. They're going to visit the trading company again anyway, right?"

"Yes, it won't take too long. We only have about a month and a half left."

A month and a half.

After that time, the snow in other regions would start melting and the Martial Arts Tournament would be right around the corner.

It meant it was time for our party to depart for Shaanxi.

To receive the martial arts transmission, they'd need to return to Chengdu before then at the latest.

Hearing my words, my brother-in-law nodded and stood up from his seat.

"Then I'd better prepare everything in advance. Honestly, last time was too sudden, so the preparations were inadequate."

Muttering about how they're people who train in the mountains so they obviously wouldn't eat cooked food, and wondering what he should prepare, my brother-in-law kept glancing at me.

He looked like he had something else he wanted to ask separately.

"What is it?"

"Ah, ahaha... I was wondering if I could perhaps sell your name a bit..."

I immediately understood my brother-in-law's intention.

Since there were eyes to see and ears to hear, he must have long known that I was called "Great Master" by Deng Xian-zi, an elder of the Qingcheng Sect.

Simply put, he wanted to actively use the fact that he was related by marriage to someone whom a sect elder—a great senior of the sect—called "Great Master" and showed respect to, in order to build connections.

After thinking for a moment, I shrugged my shoulders.

"Well, that much is fine. Do as you wish."

He'd invested heavily in the construction of the Murim Alliance headquarters this time, so I could certainly do that much for him.

At my positive answer, my brother-in-law's face brightened considerably as he patted my shoulder firmly and left the room.

Confirming that he'd disappeared outside the range of my Qi Transmission Network with light steps, I let out a sigh of relief and approached the bed.

"He's gone. You can come out now."

"...Yes."

With a quiet answer, Hwa-ryeon peeked her head out from beyond the bed.

After confirming I was the only one in the room, she let out a sigh of relief and emerged from the gap between the bed and wall in a half-dressed state.

Her deep cleavage and snow-white thighs exposed in broad daylight.

I swallowed hard at the truly enchanting sight, but soon her form was hidden beneath her clothing.

Trying hard to hide my inner disappointment, I smiled awkwardly.

"Bad timing. Of all times..."

"...Indeed."

Hwa-ryeon answered in a small voice, her face flushed bright red, apparently extremely embarrassed now that the reason swept away by desire had returned.

If you ask what on earth this situation is about, I'd say it's the result of desire that had to be suppressed for several days running wild.

They say when a monk tastes meat, he won't even leave bedbugs in the temple.

After that dizzying and sweet first night, Hwa-ryeon and I spent our days uncontrollably craving each other.

Every day after sunset, I'd secretly slip into Hwa-ryeon's room at night and quickly slip out the next morning at dawn, and sometimes Hwa-ryeon would slip into my room.

While spending such days of endlessly welling desire, we suddenly heard of the crisis at Mount Emei.

Thanks to moving quickly, we avoided the worst outcome and were able to transmit martial arts to the Emei Sect, but during that time it was impossible to spend time alone together.

After all, it was a sacred Buddhist site—we couldn't do such things in a place like that.

Thanks to that, we were semi-forcibly made to spend time in abstinence, and our inner desires, unable to be released, only continued to expand.

Then finally, as soon as we returned to Chengdu and crossed the trading company's main gate, we couldn't hold back and exploded.

Avoiding the eyes of the other party members, we moved quickly and as soon as we entered my room, we pressed our lips together hotly and began removing each other's clothes, about to commence the deed...

"Brother-in-law, are you in there?"

Due to my brother-in-law's sudden visit, I had to hastily hide Hwa-ryeon beyond the bed.

If I hadn't noticed his visit in advance through the Qi Transmission Network, a truly embarrassing situation would have unfolded.

"Ahem..."

"......"

Having avoided an unexpected crisis, the sage's time suddenly arrived.

I'd become able to view myself somewhat objectively—someone who'd tried to tangle together from broad daylight like an animal in heat.

"...I think we need to learn to restrain ourselves a bit."

"Yeah, we have to leave again in about a month and a half, and if we're still like this then... it won't do."

Though both Hwa-ryeon and I spoke of restraint with our mouths, our faces were full of regret.

Our heads understood, but our hearts refused to follow, you could say?

I never thought my emotions would be this uncontrollable.

"Then, I'll be going back now."

"Ah, okay."

After hesitating for a long while, Hwa-ryeon got down from the bed and left the room.

Watching her back as she silently opened the door and went outside, I finally couldn't hold back and blurted out a word.

"Um...! Couldn't we start restraining ourselves from tomorrow?"

At my cautious question, Hwa-ryeon paused for a moment.

Her ears had already turned bright red.

After a brief silence, an answer came back.

"...I'll come again tonight."

Leaving only those words, I felt Hwa-ryeon's presence disappear as if fleeing, and I suddenly thought:

Can we really restrain ourselves?

Somehow it feels like it'll end up being a three-day resolution...

---

*

---

As it turned out, that thought of mine was correct.

Learning to restrain ourselves, my foot.

For a full eleven days, without missing a single day, we kept putting it off, saying "let's start tomorrow."

"Are you awake?"

Early dawn.

I slightly opened my eyes to look up at the still-dark ceiling, then raised my upper body from the bed, and a beautiful voice gently stroked my ear.

Following the voice and turning my head, I saw Hwa-ryeon wrapping her body with the blanket, looking slightly embarrassed.

Even though it was still dawn and dark, seeing her snow-white skin that seemed to brighten the surroundings made strength gather tightly in my lower body again.

"After tormenting me all night like that, you're healthy from morning?"

Noticing my state, Hwa-ryeon asked playfully, so I responded without backing down.

"I know, right. Far from restraining myself, I keep running wild as I please."

"...That's true."

Hearing my words, Hwa-ryeon's expression darkened slightly.

The past eleven days of sneaking into each other's rooms every night, wondering if we were really such desire-driven humans.

During that time, we'd almost been caught in our secret meetings several times, but we just couldn't restrain ourselves.

Even though we clung to each other every single day, somehow instead of subsiding, the flames seemed to grow stronger, which was bewildering.

"B-but from today we'll have no choice but to restrain ourselves, right? We'll be busy from now on."

"That's true."

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon's words.

What she meant by being busy from now on was that today was the day the personnel selected to receive martial arts transmission from the Qingcheng Sect were supposed to arrive.

The important thing was that among those personnel was none other than Deng Yang-zi, the Sect Leader of the Qingcheng Sect himself.

According to the letter sent earlier, after Deng Lian-zi and then Deng Xian-zi fell to me, he was coming to verify things himself.

Wait, can a Sect Leader just leave the sect like that?

I was inwardly dumbfounded, but when the person himself said he'd come, how could I stop him?

"Whew."

Letting out a sigh-like breath, I stretched my arms over my shoulders and got out of bed.

I didn't know exactly when they'd arrive, but since they said they'd come today, I should prepare in advance.

Thinking that, I picked up the clothes rolling around on the floor, when Hwa-ryeon's slender fingers intertwined with my hand.

"Hm? What is it?"

"...Is that okay?"

She asked while glancing sideways at my lower region.

Since it's natural for a healthy adult male to be like this in the morning anyway, there's nothing particularly not okay about it.

I was thinking that when my gaze went to the blanket wrapped around Hwa-ryeon's body.

Perhaps because of the season, the curves were visible even through the fairly thick blanket.

Seeing this, I thought it wasn't okay.

So I threw the clothes down again and climbed back onto the bed.

Hwa-ryeon and I emerged from the room about one hour later, after the sun had fully risen.
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Lost in our mutual desire, we only realized how much time had passed when sunlight began streaming into the room.

When I climbed back onto the bed, the sky had just been turning a pale blue, but now the sun had already risen. What was meant to be a brief encounter had lasted much longer than intended.

"The maid will be here soon...!"

I hurriedly dressed, following Ju Hwa-ryeon who had already slipped out of bed with an urgent expression. Together we erased all traces of our activities, then I carried her slender body straight to her room.

Fortunately, our haste paid off, and I managed to slip away just before the maid arrived at Hwa-ryeon's room.

"My lady, did you cough?"
"Yes, yes! I just woke up."

Hidden outside Hwa-ryeon's window, I heard the maid's voice and breathed a sigh of relief. I made my way back to my room, avoiding others' gazes just as I had when coming. But as I approached my room, I froze at the familiar presence I sensed inside.

"Ah, no... why so early in the morning...?"

Momentarily stunned, my mind went blank as I hurried to my door. Slowly opening it, I saw my older sister had entered my room during my brief absence.

Seeing me enter, she greeted me in her usual tone.

"Where have you been so early in the morning?"
"Ah, well, um... training! I was training. As a martial artist, I can't neglect my practice, right?"

Her tone was perfectly neutral, but I stammered out an excuse anyway, feeling guilty for no reason.

Well, it wasn't entirely an excuse. It was training of sorts... training to know each other better.

While I was mentally justifying myself, my sister's voice cut through my thoughts.

"Hmm... training, you say?"

There was a strange undertone to her murmur. The way she sat in the chair, watching me, seemed somehow unusual. Could she have noticed something?

I swallowed hard and quickly scanned my room. I thought I'd cleaned up before taking Hwa-ryeon back, but now I noticed obvious traces everywhere.

The disheveled bedding particularly concerned me, clearly showing evidence of our vigorous activity. I should have fixed the blankets properly!

As I inwardly broke into a cold sweat while maintaining an outward calm, my sister stared at me for a moment before giving a faint smile.

"I see. It's good to be diligent, but don't overdo it, alright?"
"Y-yes. I understand."

I nodded immediately, and her smile deepened. Increasingly convinced she knew something, I deliberately changed the subject.

"So, what brings you here so early?"
"Oh, I'm losing my mind. I should have told you this first."

At my question, she let out a short exclamation and revealed the purpose of her visit. Hearing her words, my expression immediately hardened.

"The Taoist masters from the Cheongseong Sect have arrived. They're waiting for you in the main hall."

*

"You've arrived, Great Master. I've been eagerly awaiting our reunion."

After quickly making myself presentable, I headed to the main hall where Deung Hyeon-ja greeted me with great enthusiasm. Behind him, several others regarded him with incomprehensible looks.

I respectfully clasped my hands and examined the group. While some faces were familiar, like Taoist Seo Wi and Deung Ryeon-ja, most were strangers. They seemed to be a selection of elders and disciples from various ranks within the sect.

Among them, one elderly Taoist exuded the most imposing presence. Deung Hyeon-ja promptly led me to him.

"Let me introduce you to Deung Yang-ja, the current Head of the Cheongseong Sect."

So this was the Cheongseong Sect Leader.

Up close, Deung Yang-ja gave the impression of a stubborn old man.

His posture was ramrod straight without the slightest waver, and his Taoist robes, though old, were impeccably maintained. His white hair was neatly combed back without a single strand out of place, and his wrinkled face seemed etched with obstinacy. To complete the picture, his sharp eyes glared at me with suspicion and disapproval.

He clearly harbored doubts and displeasure toward me. Honestly, I'd expected such a reaction, but seeing it directly made me worry things might get complicated.

However, my concerns proved unfounded. Before Deung Yang-ja could say anything, Deung Hyeon-ja intervened.

"Huh, Sect Leader. Are you still like this? How many times must I tell you before you'll believe?"
"...Would you believe it if you were me? That this youngster transformed the Cheongwoon Sword with such divine skill?"

His reaction wasn't particularly positive, but compared to Deung Hyeon-ja's initial reaction, it was remarkably mild.

Perhaps he's more reasonable than I thought? As I mentally upgraded my assessment of Deung Yang-ja, Deung Hyeon-ja irritably waved his hand.

"You've seen and heard everything yourself, so how long will you keep this up? If you're going to continue like this, just go back. Don't spoil the atmosphere for no reason."

Faced with this blunt rebuke, the Cheongseong Sect Leader looked at his disciple with an incredulous expression. He kept opening and closing his mouth as if he had countless things to say.

But Deung Hyeon-ja paid no attention to that look, instead turning to me with sparkling eyes.

"Let's proceed without the doubters. Everyone here is ready to receive the Cheongwoon Jeokha Sword and the Choesinmjang."
"Yes, if that's what you want."

I shrugged and was about to head toward the training ground when someone's stomach growled loudly.

-Gurgle

The rather noisy sound drew everyone's attention. The source was a young third-generation disciple who couldn't have been more than ten years old.

Seeing him clutching his stomach with a face flushed red from embarrassment, I chuckled.

"It seems we should have a meal first."
"I suppose we must..."

Deung Hyeon-ja nodded, though he seemed disappointed. At our exchange, the faces of Guild Leader Jang and my brother-in-law, who had been quietly standing to one side, brightened.

"We've made thorough preparations after hearing of your arrival. There's no need to go elsewhere; you can dine right here."
"Ahem, then we'll be in your debt."

Deung Yang-ja cleared his throat briefly and offered thanks on behalf of the group. Guild Leader Jang looked positively moved by the words from the Cheongseong Sect Leader.

He seems more pleased than I expected. It's surprising to see such a reaction from someone usually so solemn.

I discreetly approached my brother-in-law to ask why.

"Father apparently received great help from a Cheongseong Taoist when he was young. That's why he has a special regard for Cheongseong internally."
"Ohh..."

I had no idea there was such a connection. As I was nodding in understanding, the meal was quickly prepared.

For the elders and first and second-generation disciples, vegetarian dishes made with wild vegetables and mushrooms were served, carefully avoiding the "three detestable and five pungent" foods and using no fire in preparation. Surprisingly, meat dishes were placed before the young third-generation disciples.

"...Even if they're children, they're still disciples of a Taoist sect. Is it really okay to feed them meat?"

I asked my brother-in-law, but the answer came from Deung Ryeon-ja on the opposite side.

"As the Great Master said, they're still children. We feed them meat so their bodies can develop properly."

...I was genuinely surprised. While it's certainly correct from a nutritional standpoint, I never expected such thinking in medieval China.

As I blinked in surprise, a faint smile came in response.

"Long ago, we used to make third-generation disciples practice bigu fasting as well, but it caused serious problems with their jing-qi-shen balance. Since then, we've stopped making children practice bigu."

I see, so they'd already experienced the side effects. I nodded in understanding, then realized I hadn't started eating yet and hurriedly began my meal.

After breakfast and a short rest, we proceeded to the training ground as originally planned.

*

"Aish... I couldn't even properly question him because of that Deung Hyeon."
"Heh heh heh..."

On the way to the upper training ground, Deung Yang-ja, who was slowly following the disciples from behind, grumbled quietly. Beside him, Deung Ryeon-ja gave a bitter smile.

"What's that smile for? Do you also think my suspicions are nonsense?"

The Cheongseong Sect Leader, who had turned sixty this year, confronted his youngest disciple with blazing eyes. His insistence that he was right seemed childishly immature for his age, but people often become more childish as they grow older. Deung Ryeon-ja gently shook his head to placate his senior.

"No, not at all. You have every right to be suspicious. After all, the Great Master appears to be just a young martial artist who has barely entered the martial world."
"Right? I'm not being unreasonable, am I?"

His voice grew stronger, seemingly encouraged by this response. His gaze grew increasingly sharp as he watched Deung Hyeon-ja walking ahead, sticking close to Ja-seong and chatting away.

"Look at that treacherous behavior. Where did the man go who once had a fit about not revealing our sect's secret techniques to outsiders...!"

Indeed, Deung Hyeon-ja had been the first to condemn Deung Ryeon-ja when he suggested entrusting Ja-seong with improving Cheongseong martial arts. He had descended the mountain boldly, declaring that Ryeon-ja was out of his mind and that he would expose the true nature of this fraud.

But he had suddenly changed his stance and returned as obedient as a well-trained dog.

"Cheongseong must unconditionally follow the Great Master's teachings!"
"...What? Great Master? Great teacher?"

He even went so far as to revere that young man as his teacher!

Deung Yang-ja ground his teeth as he watched Deung Hyeon-ja acting however he pleased without any regard for the dignity of the sect.

Noticing the sect leader's mood, Deung Ryeon-ja casually remarked:

"Sect Leader, you know what kind of person Senior Deung Hyeon is. He's not someone who would act frivolously."
"Well... that's true."

Seeing him calm down after his momentary outburst, Deung Ryeon-ja continued with a smile.

"Senior Deung Hyeon has also accepted it. He realized we shouldn't reject the Great Master's teachings if we consider Cheongseong's future."
"Hmph, there's that 'Great Master' talk again. You're just like him."

Deung Yang-ja responded childishly, still grumbling. As Deung Ryeon-ja was about to say something, the sect leader spoke first.

"Regardless, I'll see with my own eyes and make my judgment. Whether that youngster is truly a great teacher or just a fraud with an empty title."
"Yes, of course."

The Cheongseong Sect Leader, displeased with Deung Ryeon-ja's smiling response, pressed his lips together tightly. After a short while, his steps came to a halt.

They had finally arrived at the training ground.
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When Ja-seong and the Cheongseong Taoist priests arrived at the training ground, it was a familiar space for some of them. After all, they had trained there before returning to their sect.

But today, something unfamiliar caught their eye.

"...Wooden mannequins?"

Human-sized wooden mannequins were lined up on one side of the training ground. These were typically used by third-generation disciples who had just begun training, yet here they were prominently displayed.

*Why are those here?*

Questions appeared on everyone's faces as they looked at the mannequins. Some even approached to examine them more closely.

Neung Hyeon-ja, who was also looking at the mannequins, asked Ja-seong beside him, "Master, why did you bring these wooden mannequins? Are they for us to use?"

"Yes. They're for practicing the 'Heart-Piercing Palm.'"

"Ohhh...!"

A flash of light gleamed in Neung Hyeon-ja's eyes upon hearing the answer.

The Heart-Piercing Palm. A formidable palm technique that had instantly killed that vicious sorcerer at Mount Ami. It also had the remarkable characteristic of leaving no visible traces on the outside.

*It was definitely an internal striking technique, a hidden force.*

From the concept of palm techniques to every other aspect, these were all unfamiliar concepts, and he wasn't sure if he understood them correctly. What was certain was that this ominously named "Heart-Piercing Palm" was a deadly, secretive, and peerless martial art. And now it would become Cheongseong's martial art.

Forgetting his years, Neung Hyeon-ja approached the wooden mannequins with the excitement of a young boy. He overheard other disciples who were already examining the mannequins.

"What's this metal plate for?"

"Maybe it's to prevent easy breakage?"

"But why is it only on the chest area?"

*Metal plate?*

Looking closer, indeed, there was a thick metal plate attached only to the chest area.

It was clearly an intentional reinforcement. Unlike the other disciples who couldn't guess the reason, he immediately understood Ja-seong's intention.

"So we need to strike this metal plate with our palm to destroy the mannequin's chest area, correct? Am I right?"

"That's right. And you must do it without damaging the metal plate."

At Ja-seong's nodding confirmation, all the Cheongseong Taoist priests except Neung Hyeon-ja doubted their hearing.

*Strike the metal plate with a palm to break the mannequin? Without damaging the plate?*

*What nonsense is that?*

Absurdity, bewilderment, confusion—all kinds of emotions mixed in their gazes. Seeing their looks, Ja-seong shrugged and approached one of the mannequins.

Seeing is believing. It would be much better to show them once than explain a hundred times.

Standing in front of the mannequin, Ja-seong took his stance and drew internal energy from his dantian. The vital energy that escaped from his body's center rushed through his meridians and gathered in his palm, which he had pulled to his side.

Watching this, some Cheongseong Taoist priests voiced their discontent.

"Does he really think this will work?"

"No way. It's nonsense. Striking a metal plate and only breaking the mannequin? That's impossible."

The voices belonged to none other than Cheongseong's first-generation disciples. These core members of the massive Cheongseong Sect were looking at Ja-seong with displeased expressions as he took his stance in front of the mannequin.

Though they didn't say it, the first-generation disciples couldn't accept that someone much younger than them was being treated with respect and called "Great Master" by Neung Hyeon-ja and Neung Lyeon-ja.

Or more accurately, they didn't want to accept it.

The first-generation disciples were on average between thirty and forty years old. They had decades of hard training behind them to be recognized as proper martial artists.

In their own way, they had trained diligently, shedding blood, sweat, and tears over the years. But during all that time, they had never received proper praise from Neung Hyeon-ja.

Yet here was this young man, appearing out of nowhere, being called "Great Master" and respected.

*The two elders must have lost their minds. Otherwise...*

Unable to acknowledge that their feelings were "base jealousy," the first-generation disciples disrespectfully questioned the mental state of the two elders.

It was at that moment that Ja-seong, who had been motionless in his stance, began to move.

"Hap!"

With a short shout, his hand swung toward the mannequin's chest, toward the solid metal plate. His palm advanced without hesitation and touched the mannequin's chest.

However, there was no sound of impact as one might expect. The vital energy gathered in Ja-seong's palm simply passed through the metal plate secretly and penetrated the inside of the mannequin.

As a result, to others, it seemed like nothing had happened.

"...What? Did he fail?"

"Hmph, I knew it."

The first-generation disciples whispered even more loudly. Some even raised the corners of their mouths in mockery of Ja-seong.

Just as they were arbitrarily concluding that their thoughts were correct and shamelessly revealing their ugly emotions—

BOOM!

A heavy explosion erupted from inside the wooden mannequin. Everyone's startled gaze turned toward the mannequin at once.

"W-what's happening?"

"It looks fine on the outside?"

As someone said, the mannequin looked perfectly fine on the outside. For a moment, one might think they had heard an auditory hallucination.

But they soon realized that was a big misconception.

THUD!

With a loud noise, the attached metal plate fell and rolled on the ground, revealing what was inside to everyone.

"Gasp...!"

"This can't be!"

The inside of the mannequin where the metal plate had fallen off was completely destroyed. As if a small explosive had gone off, wooden fragments were scattered everywhere, revealing the empty interior. What was amazing was that despite such an impact, there was no change to the back of the mannequin.

In other words, the force of Ja-seong's palm had turned only the inside of the mannequin into a mess. It was truly an unbelievable skill, even when seen firsthand.

"Whoa...!"

Everyone, regardless of age, opened their eyes wide in surprise and gasped. Only Neung Hyeon-ja nodded with satisfaction, as if he had expected this, his lips twitching slightly.

While people were in shock, Ja-seong picked up the fallen metal plate from the ground and showed it to everyone.

Their gazes reflexively turned to the plate, which had no cracks or even bent parts. It looked too intact compared to the shattered chest of the mannequin.

Destroy the mannequin's chest area without damaging the metal plate.

What they had thought impossible had become reality, leaving those who had doubted Ja-seong speechless. Especially the first-generation disciples who had mocked Ja-seong out of jealousy—they now looked like they wanted to hide in a mouse hole.

And there was one person who, though not as much as them, was shocked and sighed—Neung Yang-ja.

*...How is this possible?*

Unlike the first-generation disciples, he hadn't questioned the mental state of the two elders, but he had wondered if this might be some kind of trick using strange dark arts.

His eyes darted between the metal plate in Ja-seong's hand and the shattered chest of the mannequin.

Who would have thought such a feat could be performed with bare hands?

Neung Yang-ja suddenly wondered what would happen if this "Heart-Piercing Palm" were used on a person.

Of course, the answer came quickly. Instant death. Anyone hit by this palm strike would have their heart shattered, dying without even knowing how they died.

It seemed quite bloodthirsty for a Taoist sect's martial art, but its power was undeniable.

*To offer such a martial art without asking for anything in return...*

To be precise, there was a price. According to Neung Hyeon-ja, there had been a request to stand with them at the upcoming Martial Arts Council.

But in reality, it was a meaningless request. The return of the Demonic Cult was already certain after the incident in Chengdu, and suspicions were growing that Paecheon Fortress was in collusion with them and plotting against the Nine Sects and Five Great Families.

In such a situation, opposing Paecheon Fortress wasn't a choice but a necessity. Thus, the transmission of martial arts was essentially being done for free.

*Does he really not know this?*

It didn't seem likely that a Grand Master who could easily create such peerless martial arts would be unaware. Then, was there some other purpose?

Unlike Neung Hyeon-ja or Neung Lyeon-ja, as the sect leader—the one running the sect—this was an issue he couldn't take lightly.

Neung Yang-ja was having the exact same thoughts as Golden Sutra Divine Nun had at Mount Ami not long ago. If things continued this way, he would have to go through the same process of persuasion again, but fortunately, the tedious and academic situation didn't progress that far.

"The monks from the Ami Sect have arrived."

News came that the Ami Sect monks had arrived at the trading company, less than an hour after the Cheongseong Taoist priests had arrived.

*

"It's been a while, Young Hero. Almost half a month now."

"Time has flown by so quickly."

Among the personnel who came from the Ami Sect for martial arts transmission, surprisingly, the sect leader Golden Sutra Divine Nun was included.

Following Cheongseong, now Ami's representative had also personally visited the trading company. Needless to say, Ja-hyeong was beaming with joy at this.

But personally, I was a bit worried.

"Are you sure it's alright? For the sect leader to come personally?"

There had been many casualties due to the three sorcerers who had attacked the Ami Sect. Especially the innocent civilians who had just climbed the mountain, and the nuns who had suffered the most horrific acts as women.

Noticing my concern, the Divine Nun smiled serenely.

"It's fine. Geum-a and the other elders have stepped up, and fortunately, the injured children have no other issues except for their emotional wounds."

To put it bluntly, none of the nuns had become pregnant with the rapist's child. I sighed in relief inwardly and said,

"That's... a relief."

"Yes. So I've decided that strengthening our sect's power is the best way to prevent such incidents in the future."

"I understand. If that's the case, I have nothing more to say."

Nodding, and confirming the arrival of the Ami Sect personnel, I wasted no time in accelerating the martial arts transmission.

With only about a month left, there was no time to spare. We needed to push hard.
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I knew better than anyone that it wasn't just about pushing myself hard because time was short. After all, I had more responsibilities than just the Cheongseong Sect and Ami Sect.

Our companions, the Wanderer Band, and Jin-ha who somehow became my disciple. And myself on top of that.

To be honest, it felt a bit overwhelming. I worried that by trying to do everything, I might end up doing nothing properly.

But then, unexpected help arrived.

"You want to include Jin-ha in the Wanderer Band's training?"
"Yeah. You're too busy with them to spare time for us anyway, right?"
"Well, not exactly..."
"Come on, who are you trying to fool? I've lived about twice as long as you have—you think I can't see that much?"

I closed my mouth, having no response to Wi Cheon-kyeong, the leader of the Wanderer Band, and his playful rebuke. Looking at me, the man who appeared younger than his actual age (forty years old) smiled and patted my shoulder reassuringly.

"Don't worry too much. We're busy getting used to our protective arts right now, so we don't have time to learn anything new anyway."

As he continued, I learned that while I wasn't paying attention, every member of the Wanderer Band had successfully manifested their protective arts. However, their energy control was still too crude to be useful in actual combat.

"In the current state, it's just a life-saving measure at best? The guys below seem quite satisfied with that... but that's not what you're aiming for, is it?"
"No. Being satisfied with that isn't enough."

I nodded firmly at Wi Cheon-kyeong's question. Since they had agreed to fight alongside us against the Crimson Eye Cult and Paecheon Fortress, the Wanderer Band needed to become much stronger.

The protective art was merely the starting line, not the finish line.

A satisfied smile spread across Wi Cheon-kyeong's smooth face at my answer.

"Just the starting line, huh? That's both overwhelming and exciting. I wonder how strong we'll be when we reach the finish line."

The desire for power evident in his voice was unmistakably that of a martial artist. We looked at each other with the same smile.

But that moment was brief, and he quickly returned to the main topic.

"Anyway, in this situation, we'll train him in the basics while we practice getting used to our protective arts. You can't teach him anything grand right now anyway, right?"
"That's true... but how did you know that?"
"Just look at his background as the youngest son of Sacheon's number one merchant family and his reputation. The answer is obvious."

His assessment of Jin-ha as a pampered young man with no experience of hard training was both harsh and accurate.

"I think he insisted on learning martial arts from you because he was captivated by the flashy appearance."
"...Wow."

He had perfectly seen through what I had felt while briefly teaching Jin-ha. It was so accurate it gave me goosebumps. Was this the experience of someone who had roamed the martial world as a wanderer for decades?

When I gave him an admiring look, Wi Cheon-kyeong shrugged his shoulders proudly.

"Well, I've seen all kinds of people."
"Ohhh..."
"Anyway, he doesn't need to learn from you right away. We can establish his foundation. And while we're at it, we'll fix his mindset too."

He let out an evil chuckle, but to me, it looked like the benevolent smile of a savior.

"Then, I'll leave it to you."
"Leave it to me."

Thanks to Wi Cheon-kyeong's consideration, I was able to postpone training the Wanderer Band and Jin-ha for a while. Although Jin-ha looked devastated when I told him about this arrangement, I believe he'll understand eventually that it's all for his own good.

"M-Master! If I go with those people...! Save me!"
"Come here. I've been annoyed by your cockiness anyway. I'll make a real man out of you this time."
"N-Nooo-!"

...He'll understand, right?

I deliberately ignored the screams behind me.

*

As the sun that had been high in the sky turned into a sunset painting the sky red, Deung Yang-ja visited the guest quarters assigned to the Ami Sect people by the merchant company.

Geum Jeong-sinni, as the leader of another major sect representing Sichuan, personally greeted him.

"Welcome, Sect Leader. I couldn't properly greet you earlier due to the circumstances. I wonder how long it's been since we last met."
"It's been five years already. The position of sect leader makes it difficult to go out much."
"The same applies to me."

After looking at Geum Jeong-sinni, who gave a bitter smile, Deung Yang-ja got straight to the point without preamble.

"Honestly, I was surprised. I didn't expect you to come here in person."
"I should say the same. I didn't know you would come in person either."
"...This might sound like an excuse, but I had no choice but to come. My youngest son suddenly made the crazy suggestion of revealing our sect's secret techniques to outsiders. And the second son I sent to stop him lost his mind and returned as a follower of that outsider."

He couldn't help but laugh in disbelief as he spoke. Yet these absurd events weren't fantasies or dreams but clear reality.

"What do you think it was like for me? Hearing my disciples talk about accepting some young man as a great master of our sect."
"Hehe, you must have been bewildered and confused. So you came to see for yourself."
"Yes. But..."

Deung Yang-ja trailed off, recalling what he had witnessed that morning.

The mysterious skill of striking an iron plate on the chest to destroy only the inside of a mannequin. Unfamiliar concepts like palm techniques, internal weight, and hidden pathways.

These were things he had never considered in decades of practicing mind methods and wielding swords.

And seeing the power these concepts produced, he had one thought:
-If there's a chance to gain that power, I shouldn't miss it.

It was just as his disciples Deung Ryeon-ja and Deung Hyeon-ja had said.
A martial art of unfathomable depth that made them feel like frogs in a well.

If he could gain even a fragment of it, it would be worth any price.

'But what the Great Master actually requested were things that didn't even need to be asked for.'

Even as he realized he was already acknowledging Ja-seong as a great master in his heart, a streak of doubt continued to trouble him.

What did this young Grand Master really want?
Would he someday bitterly regret this moment?

As a sect leader, he couldn't help but worry about such things.

That's why he sought out Geum Jeong-sinni. Unlike himself, she had come with clear conviction, so perhaps she could answer his doubts.

"...I see."

Listening to Deung Yang-ja's candid confession, Geum Jeong-sinni nodded and studied the old Taoist's face.

A strange anxiety and frustration.
Yet an enthusiasm he couldn't let go of.

Just by his expression, she could tell what answer he was hoping for.

That it was an unnecessary concern.
That there were no sinister plots in the young Grand Master's heart.
So don't worry too much.

But...

"......"

Geum Jeong-sinni couldn't carelessly say such things. How much must he have agonized before coming to consult with the leader of the Ami Sect, which could be considered a competitor to his own massive Cheongseong Sect?

Understanding his feelings to some extent, Sinni chose deep contemplation instead of a light answer. Eventually, she opted for discussion rather than a direct answer.

"The apparent reason is to counter the plots of the evil cult and Paecheon Fortress. To create the Martial Alliance to unite everyone's strength and defeat the enemies."
"I heard that too. But that alone doesn't benefit the Great Master, does it?"

When he first heard the story, he wondered if the intention was to exert influence over the entire Central Plains martial world and seize power through the Martial Alliance.

"But after talking with him directly, it doesn't seem like that either. The plan for the Martial Alliance wasn't even created by the Great Master but by the only daughter of the former Lord of Paecheon Fortress. And she herself doesn't seem particularly ambitious about the position of Alliance Leader."

This was what he had heard directly from Hwa-ryeon earlier that day.

-What I want is the united strength to bring down the corrupted Paecheon Fortress. That's what the Martial Alliance is for. As long as we can unite the power of the Nine Sects and Five Great Families, I don't care who becomes the Alliance Leader.

There was no shadow of hypocrisy in her appearance as she spoke firmly with an upright posture. In the end, he had to accept that neither Ja-seong nor Hwa-ryeon were motivated by a desire for power.

Hearing this, Geum Jeong-sinni let out a sigh that sounded like a lament.

"So I'm your last hope, Sect Leader. Someone who can give you a satisfying answer."
"...Ahem, that's right."

An awkward cough of embarrassment.
Seeing his eyes darting around between wrinkled eyelids, Sinni shook her head.

"I'm sorry, but I don't think I can give you a definite answer either. The story I heard isn't different from what you heard."
"Ha, so you really came all this way believing that story? That there truly is no other reason?"

That can't be.
Deung Yang-ja was certain.

Both Geum Jeong-sinni and himself had gone through many ups and downs to reach their current positions. In their youth, they had faced death due to their inexperience during travels, been hurt by others' malice, and suffered.

Above all, the war against the evil cult thirty years ago.
In that battle against the demonic heretics, Deung Yang-ja had painfully realized:

"Water's depth can be known, but a person's heart is unfathomable. Haven't you experienced the battlefield where betrayal and scheming raged, Sinni?"
"...Yes. It's a memory I can't forget even now."

Recalling the terrible betrayal experienced in the past war and its consequences, Geum Jeong-sinni exhaled a sigh filled with complex emotions. Seeing this and realizing he had touched her wounds in his excitement, Deung Yang-ja blushed and apologized.

"I'm sorry, I spoke unnecessarily."
"It's alright. The memory of that day must be painful for you too."

Geum Jeong-sinni accepted his apology with a faint smile. Clearing his throat repeatedly to dispel the awkwardness, Deung Yang-ja continued in a slightly subdued voice.

"I don't think the Great Master is simply bestowing grace upon us out of kindness. Humans mostly act for their own benefit."
"Yes. I think so too."
"Then why did you come all this way?"

At this direct question, Geum Jeong-sinni recalled her memory from two weeks ago. The face of Ja-seong as he demonstrated the Storm Skin Sword Technique he had newly created with his own hands and asked them to join him.

His words spoke of alliance, but his intense gaze held a completely different emotion.
If defined, it was:

'Yearning or desire for improvement.'

I.
You.
We.

Can become better.
I will make it so.

It was that intensity that brought Geum Jeong-sinni here. A bright light that made her, who had been standing still in one place for some time, move forward again.

"You came just for that reason? That's, that's too..."
"You mean it's irresponsible as a sect leader? Perhaps it is."

Seeing Geum Jeong-sinni readily admit this, Deung Yang-ja held his breath for a moment. He witnessed an intense emotion rising on her face as she spoke.

An emotion that didn't suit the always loving and calm Sinni.

It was anger.
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After a moment of bewilderment, Master Deung Yang-ja carefully opened his mouth.

"Venerable, why...?"

"I believe you've already heard what happened to our Ami Sect," she replied.

The tragedy at the Ami Sect had occurred just half a month ago. Thanks to Master Deung Hyeon-ja who had been at the scene, he already knew the circumstances.

*The evil cultists from the demonic sect infiltrated Bokho Temple and committed atrocities.*

The story was that they killed innocent civilians who had climbed the mountain unaware of danger, and violated the nuns who fell victim to the "Soul-Snatching Art." Just hearing about it was enough to make his anger rise at the demonic sect's wickedness.

If he, a mere third party, felt this way, how devastated must Gold Lotus Venerable be as the one directly affected? Realizing the source of the anger that had just shown on the Venerable's face, Master Deung Yang-ja responded with a solemn expression.

"...I was so caught up in my own concerns that I failed to consider your feelings. Even now, I offer my deepest condolences."

"Thank you. And please don't worry about it. Those directly responsible are all dead, and the mastermind behind them will soon pay the price."

Her voice was too fierce for someone claiming not to mind. For a moment, he wondered if the Venerable had fallen into demonic madness.

"Venerable, are you truly all right?"

"You're worried I might have fallen to darkness."

Master Deung Yang-ja readily admitted it when the Venerable saw through his concerns with a bitter smile.

"There's no need to mince words at this point. Yes. The Venerable I knew was like an incarnation of compassion. But now you seem..."

Too sharp and filled with killing intent. Of course, considering what she'd been through, it was understandable, but the transformation was too dramatic.

It wasn't unreasonable for Master Deung Yang-ja to have such suspicions.

"I understand your concern, but there's no need to worry. I've simply realized something."

"Realized? What exactly?"

"That good intentions alone cannot protect anything."

Gold Lotus Venerable. The greatest martial artist of the Ami Sect and respected by all warriors in Sichuan.

Yet during Sa Yeop's attack, all she could do was hide cowardly inside the main hall.

There was nothing she could have done there. If she had rashly confronted them, she would have fallen under their spell.

These were all excuses. Simply put, she had been too weak. And too complacent in peacetime.

She had already known about the demonic sect's evil arts and the consequences they could bring.

Yet she had relied solely on the demon-warding formation without researching countermeasures against their arts, and hadn't prepared for enemies infiltrating from within. Looking back now, how could she have been so negligent?

*And I dared to accept the position of sect leader all this time.*

Gold Lotus Venerable mocked herself. Objectively speaking, her self-blame was somewhat excessive.

A sect leader represents the sect, not rules over it. While she did have the final say in the sect's operations, all decisions had always been made after discussions with the elders who headed each division.

Placing all blame on Gold Lotus Venerable alone was clearly unreasonable. But no words would reach her now as she was consumed by guilt.

Realizing this, Master Deung Yang-ja kept silent as the Venerable continued.

"When needed, what protects us is not goodwill but strength. The power to defeat enemies with ill intent and protect those we cherish."

For a very long time, she had foolishly believed she possessed such strength.

"With our current power, we cannot stop the demonic sect's plot that looms before us. To save ourselves and innocent civilians, we need greater strength. And currently, Young Master Gun's teachings are the only way to obtain such power."

"..."

"That's why I came. Rather than considering all the circumstances, I thought we should pursue power."

In the end, she was saying she had simply believed Ja-seong's words at face value. Realizing he wouldn't get a satisfactory answer from Gold Lotus Venerable either, Master Deung Yang-ja grimaced slightly and objected.

"Aren't you concerned? What if, just what if, the Master is a puppet of the demonic sect...!"

"There's no need to worry about that. The damage Young Master Gun has inflicted on the demonic sect is far too severe for this to be a mere deception."

That was true. Even excluding the stories he'd heard, the damage the demonic sect had suffered from the Jangbodo incident in Chengdu and the Ami Mountain incident was truly enormous.

Four of their top executives had died, and one had been persuaded to switch sides. Additionally, the Jangbodo incident, which seemed to have been prepared over a long period, yielded no results, and the attack on the Ami Sect had also failed.

As Gold Lotus Venerable said, it would be absurd for someone of Ja-seong's caliber to be sacrificed as a mere pawn.

"...Sigh."

Left speechless, Master Deung Yang-ja could only let out a deep sigh before standing up.

"I understand your position. Since I won't get an answer, I'll take my leave now."

"Take care. I'll see you tomorrow."

After leaving Gold Lotus Venerable's room, Master Deung Yang-ja returned to his quarters, deep in thought.

*In the end, the Venerable chose immediate preparation over worrying about future consequences.*

Perhaps this choice was possible because she had developed some trust in Ja-seong due to the life-saving debt. Then what should we, the Cheongseong Sect, do?

Should we trust the Master first, like the Venerable? Or should we remain cautious since we don't yet know his true intentions...?

"...Ha."

Lost in thought, Master Deung Yang-ja suddenly let out a small laugh. Remain cautious? Not receive Ja-seong's teachings? Was that even possible at this point?

Before being a sect leader, he too was a martial artist. He couldn't help but yearn for new power.

Even while having these concerns, he knew he wouldn't be able to refuse Ja-seong's teachings, making all this worry seem pointless.

*I wish the Venerable had given me a definitive answer.*

He had come shamelessly seeking answers, but now his questions had only deepened. Master Deung Yang-ja let out another deep sigh, thinking he wouldn't be able to sleep tonight.

*

It had been fifteen days since I began modifying and teaching martial arts to both Cheongseong and Ami sects. Although it was a short period, the martial artists of both sects had undergone dramatic changes.

First, the Cheongseong Sect. Currently, most Cheongseong Taoist priests were gathered in the courtyards of their guest quarters instead of the training ground, sitting cross-legged in meditation.

Why were they doing this? They were practicing the new mind method, "Heaven and Earth Great Luo Divine Art," which I had modified from the original "Great Luo Divine Art."

The reason I added "Heaven and Earth" to the name was because I had modified it to divide the energy accumulated through the mind method into two opposing forces. And the reason for dividing the energy was, of course, for the effective use of the Blue Cloud Red Mist Sword.

"You need to divide it into the clear, light energy of the Blue Cloud and the fierce, heavy energy of the Red Mist to bring out its proper power."

"Oh, I see. I couldn't achieve the power the Master demonstrated, so this was the reason."

"Master's mind method allows for free division and unification of internal energy? That's not usually so easy..."

"It just happened to turn out that way," I replied, brushing off Master Deung Ryeon-ja's puzzled comment.

The modified Three Essentials Mind Method I had personally created not only accumulated energy much faster than before but also gathered such pure energy that it was easy to transform it into various properties.

In contrast, the Great Luo Divine Art was a Taoist-style mind method suitable for the Cheongseong Sect, making it difficult to change the nature of its energy. That's why I had no choice but to modify it into the Heaven and Earth Great Luo Divine Art. The response to this was explosive.

"My goodness...! A mind method that can simultaneously utilize energies of different natures!"

"Somehow, it feels like energy accumulation is a bit faster too?"

Their voices rose in admiration and surprise. Proportionally, the gazes directed at me grew more intense.

Since receiving such looks from men wasn't particularly pleasing, I immediately instructed them to practice the mind method, and they soon began reciting in unison before sitting cross-legged. A natural routine developed where they practiced the mind method in the morning and the Blue Cloud Red Mist Sword in the afternoon.

As for the "Heart-Piercing Palm," after discussions with Master Deung Yang-ja and the two elders, we decided that for now, only Master Deung-ja's generation and first-tier disciples would learn it.

"Beyond its power, the martial art itself has too strong a killing intent. I wonder if teaching it to younger disciples below the second tier might be premature."

Since I was also somewhat aware of the dangers of the Heart-Piercing Palm, I immediately agreed. Thus, the first-tier disciples and elders had to practice the Heart-Piercing Palm in addition to their other training, making their days much busier than the rest of the disciples, but none of them seemed to mind.

Rather, they showed such enthusiasm that they further reduced their already limited sleeping time to train more.

And now, fifteen days had passed. Everyone had become somewhat familiar with the Heaven and Earth Great Luo Divine Art, and Masters Deung Yang-ja, Deung Hyeon-ja, and Deung Ryeon-ja could now release dark force quite smoothly.

Although the explosion range of the dark force was still too wide, completely destroying the upper body of the training dummy, the damage to the iron plate was either non-existent or minimal.

All that remained was repetitive practice for mastery. The Heart-Piercing Palm, which I had expected to be the most challenging, had been transmitted much more smoothly than anticipated.

However, a problem arose from an unexpected quarter.

"Argh-!"

While everyone was gathered at the training ground practicing the Blue Cloud Red Mist Sword, a second-tier disciple dropped his sword and collapsed with a sharp cry. Seeing him clutching his right arm that had been holding the sword, my first thought was, *Again?*

When I approached to check the second-tier disciple's condition, sure enough, the internal meridians in his arm were damaged. This was already the fifth person to be sidelined from training due to similar injuries.

It was the result of failing to properly alternate between the two different energies required for the Blue Cloud Sword and Red Mist Sword, causing collision and repulsion within the meridians.

In simple terms, it was due to lack of skill in internal energy control. The fact that injuries had been concentrated among second and third-tier disciples so far was evidence of this situation.

"I'm ashamed to face you, Master. After you created such an extraordinary divine technique for us..."

Master Deung Hyeon-ja, believing it was all due to their inadequate teaching, apologized with a flushed face, but my thoughts were somewhat different. I wondered if teaching the Blue Cloud Red Mist Sword to young disciples who hadn't even mastered the Blue Cloud Sword Technique had been too hasty.
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That afternoon, I decided to temporarily suspend sword technique training and switch to mind method training. After a night of deep contemplation, I made a suggestion to Deung Yang-ja.

"The Azure Cloud Sword and Crimson Sunset Sword. What if we teach these two sword techniques separately to the second and third generation disciples who haven't yet mastered their internal energy control?"

It was a proposal I made after concluding that teaching them the Azure Cloud Crimson Sunset Sword right away would be premature, though for different reasons than Master Choi. Fortunately, Deung Yang-ja and the two elders readily agreed.

"As it happens, we were thinking the same thing. Frequent internal injuries during training are not a matter to take lightly."
"Especially for the third generation disciples who haven't finished growing. I approve."
"I agree as well. To master such profound martial arts of the highest level requires adequate preparation."

With unanimous approval, we decided on this policy and informed the second and third generation disciples. At first, their expressions were understandably displeased, but they soon accepted it and began learning the separate Crimson Sunset Sword technique I had created.

They seemed to put even more effort into their mind method training, perhaps having realized their own shortcomings.

That summarizes the training process at the Cheongseong Sect over the past fortnight.

So how were things at the Ami Sect?
To put it simply, progress was even more sluggish than at Cheongseong.

Mostly because of me.

*

Let me clarify upfront: there was no problem with transmitting the Wild Storm Wind Sword.
Unlike the Azure Cloud Crimson Sunset Sword, it didn't cause internal injuries due to energy issues, and the nuns picked it up quite well.

Yes, the "nuns" did.
The problem was with the monks. The male clergy.

"The Flying Phoenix Spear Technique and Golden Summit Fan Technique..."
"Yes. They're Ami's representative martial arts. Almost all monks train with spears or battle fans."
"Hmm..."

That was the issue.
As mentioned, most monks trained with spears or battle fans.
The problem was that I had never used any weapon other than a sword.

Moreover, battle fans rarely appeared as primary weapons for characters in martial arts novels.
Spears showed up occasionally, but not very often...

To be frank, it was somewhat bleak.
Improving weapons and techniques I'd never used and knew little about would naturally be several times more difficult.

After a moment of awkward contemplation, I changed my mindset.
I thought it would be wrong to give up without even trying, especially in front of people who trusted me enough to reveal their sect's secret techniques.

"Let's do what we can for now."
"...Thank you, young hero."

The faces of Ui-gak and the monks brightened, having darkened along with mine when my expression turned sour.

Thus began the work of improving the spear and fan techniques, which from my perspective was quite sluggish.
Even after a fortnight, I felt there was hardly any progress to speak of.

But others seemed to have a different opinion.

"Hyup!"

With a suppressed battle cry, the spear thrust forward powerfully.
The red tassel just below the spearhead fluttered, momentarily disorienting the view.

Through this came a rapid succession of thrusts.
It was the Phoenix Destruction Strike move from the Flying Phoenix Spear Technique.

"Haap!"

Immediately withdrawing his spear, Ui-gak executed the next move.
The natural flow between moves, smooth as flowing water, revealed years of dedicated practice.

-Woong!

The spear, held longer than before, swept in a wide arc.
Fast and broad, sweeping across the front.
The wind following its trajectory resembled the wingbeat of a phoenix.

It was the Phoenix Wing Heavenly Soar move, designed to check and attack multiple opponents.

"Chaap!"

The demonstration of martial arts continued.
The finale of the flexible and versatile spear technique was a single, intense thrust.

A powerful and swift thrust, like flying fearlessly toward the bright sun.
It was White Phoenix Facing the Sun, the final move of the Flying Phoenix Spear Technique.

With this, Ui-gak concluded his demonstration, standing his spear upright and taking a deep breath.
The other monks watching began to applaud one by one.

"Amazing! To change so much in just a few days. I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen it myself."
"It's hard to believe it's the same Flying Phoenix Spear Technique."

Pure admiration filled their words, and their gazes toward me now contained newfound praise.
But what I actually felt was just one thing: 'dissatisfaction'.

Something was off.
Something was missing.

Ui-gak's spear had certainly become faster and more powerful.
Compared to just recently, the change could indeed be called dramatic.

But instinctively, I felt some kind of misalignment.
Despite being completely ignorant about spear techniques, I couldn't shake the feeling that this wasn't right.

"...Is something not to your liking?"

Ui-gak approached cautiously and asked as I frowned with my lips tightly sealed.
I opened and closed my mouth several times trying to say something, then finally sighed.

"Let's stop here for today. Thank you all for your hard work."

After declaring this somewhat unilateral end to training, I turned and went back to my room.

*

"Sigh..."

I don't know how many times I've sighed already.
Without even visiting the Cheongseong Taoists who would be training in the Crimson Sunset Sword, I stayed in my room thinking deeply, but I just couldn't find an answer.

What exactly felt wrong about the spear technique I just saw?
It was both irritating and somewhat amusing to be struggling to find a clear equation for my own intuition.

"...Haa."

Sighing once more, I got up and went outside.
Sitting still and worrying was giving me a headache, so I thought I'd swing a sword instead.

And that's when Hwa-ryeon came to my room.

"It's rare to see you looking so glum?"
"Hwa-ryeon."

I gave a bitter smile seeing Hwa-ryeon approach with a faint smile, then my eyes widened at the unfamiliar object in her slender hand.

"...A spear?"

What Hwa-ryeon held was none other than a spear.
And not just a wooden training spear, but a proper one.

Wait, what's this about?
Meeting my questioning gaze, Hwa-ryeon skillfully twirled the spear.
The way she spun it using even her fingers was surprisingly proficient, surprising me once more.

"I heard from the monks. You're struggling with improving the spear technique?"
"Uh, yeah. But why do you look so familiar with handling a spear... Wait, don't tell me?"

When I widened my eyes at a sudden possibility, she smiled somewhat shyly.

"Despite appearances, I was once the heir to the largest force in the martial world. I learned most weapons from a young age."
"...But I've never seen you train with other weapons?"
"That's because I couldn't learn spear techniques from my uncle, who's a sword master. I always trained with weapons other than swords by myself."

Hwa-ryeon said that her skill level with other weapons was certainly inferior to her sword skills, but contrary to her words, she took a stance quite proficiently.

"Still, I know enough about spear techniques to teach Ja-seong the basics."
"Teach me spear techniques?"

I blinked blankly at the unexpected statement, and she chuckled at my face, finding it amusing.

"After talking with the Ami monks, I immediately understood what was bothering you. Something feels wrong, but you can't quite figure out what it is, right?"
"...How did you know?"

Her words pierced my heart accurately, as if using some mind-reading technique.
As I asked back like a fool, Hwa-ryeon approached and gently rested her head on my chest.

"Is there anything about Ja-seong that I wouldn't know?"
"...Whereas I still seem to have things to learn about you."
"It wasn't really a secret, I'm sorry if you're upset."
"Just with words?"

I grumbled, feeling strangely defeated, and she smiled as if finding me cute and kissed my lips.
And once again, my heart completely melted at that kiss.

With my lips curling into a smile, Hwa-ryeon looked up at me and handed me the spear she was holding.

"The reason Ja-seong doesn't know the answer is because you don't know the spear as a weapon."

The spear, completely different from a sword in both form and usage.
To properly improve spear techniques, I first needed to properly understand the spear as a weapon.

It was something obvious that I hadn't thought of.
Or perhaps I had deliberately avoided thinking about it.

With only about two weeks left before departing for the martial arts conference, I was probably blinded by the urgency of when to learn the spear, when to improve the techniques, and when to transmit them.

"...I'll have to spend time on this part, no way around it."

I firmly gripped the spear handed to me with this somewhat late realization.
Watching me, Hwa-ryeon's eyes sparkled.

"Ready to learn the basics of the spear?"
"Don't be too surprised. I'll master the basics within two days."

With that bold declaration, Hwa-ryeon's spear lessons began.

*

The next morning.
Concerned about yesterday's sudden training suspension, Ui-gak skipped breakfast and went to find Ja-seong at his guest quarters.

*I'm sure it was because of my inadequate skills. He must have been disappointed and stopped the training.*

Having made a misunderstanding quite far from the truth, Ui-gak couldn't bear the worry that his brothers might lose their learning opportunity because of his shortcomings.
That's why he came looking for Ja-seong early in the morning.

The moment he entered the guest quarters, determined to kneel and apologize or cling to his trouser leg if necessary to change his mind, an unexpected figure caught his eye.

A woman whose mere back view made his heart flutter, reminding him of his still insufficient cultivation—it was Hwa-ryeon.

"Amitabha..."

Quietly invoking Buddha to compose himself, Ui-gak slowly approached Hwa-ryeon.

"Good morning, Lady Ju. What brings you here...?"
"......"

Hwa-ryeon remained silent despite his greeting.
Looking at her strangely, Ui-gak moved closer and heard a sharp sound cutting through the air.

"What's this...?"

A sound all too familiar to someone who had trained with a spear for decades.
It was the sound of a sharp spear thrust tearing through the air.
Judging by the sound alone, it seemed like a fairly accomplished spear user was training.

*Wait a minute.*

This is Gun young hero's quarters?
Who could be wielding a spear in front of someone else's room so early in the morning?

Turning his gaze in confusion, Ui-gak was left speechless.

"Haap!"

A thrust accompanied by a resonant battle cry.
The sharp sound echoed again as the force spread in all directions with a somewhat chilling intensity.

The skilled spear technique displayed would make anyone think it belonged to someone who had dedicated years to the spear.
But surprisingly, the person executing the thrust was someone who had been completely ignorant about spear techniques just yesterday.

"Oh? Monk Ui-gak? What brings you here so early?"

Indeed.
The person skillfully wielding the spear was none other than Ja-seong.

Someone who had been at a loss about spear techniques until recently had become a spear expert overnight.
Hearing Hwa-ryeon's voice full of disbelief as he stood with his mouth agape at this unbelievable reality, Ui-gak was stunned.

"Forget two days, he mastered it in one..."
"I know. Even I didn't expect to accomplish it this quickly."

The two fell silent as they watched Ja-seong respond nonchalantly with a grin.

Ch.429 - Teaching And Learning
After finishing the six forms of the Six Harmonies Spear Technique that Hwa-ryeon had taught me as the foundation of all spear techniques, I approached the two people who were making strange expressions while lowering my spear.

"...Good work. I don't think I have anything more to teach you now."

Seeing Hwa-ryeon declare the end of training with a forced laugh, I grinned and joked around.

"Who would've thought I'd get this good in just one day? Aren't you an amazing teacher?"
"I don't think good teaching alone could produce these results."

Hwa-ryeon retorted, not hiding her bewilderment.
I immediately countered.

"No, seriously. Even the most talented disciple can't properly develop without proper guidance from a master, right?"
"You realize you're subtly praising yourself, don't you?"
"Oh dear, you caught me."

I chuckled at her sidelong glance, then looked to the side where I noticed Ui-gak watching with a mixture of amazement and resignation.

"So, what brings you here so early in the morning?"
"Ah, well... I wanted to discuss some improvements to the Flying Phoenix Spear Technique..."
"Oh, you've come at just the right time."

I cut off Ui-gak's words with enthusiasm and stepped back to assume a stance.
Seeing my posture, Ui-gak's face immediately stiffened.

"That's the Flying Phoenix Spear stance."
"Yes. While learning the Six Harmonies Spear Technique, I realized why my spear technique kept feeling off."
"...Pardon?"

Ui-gak's eyes widened in surprise at this unexpected statement.
After blinking blankly a few times, he suddenly exclaimed as if having an epiphany.

"Ah, aah-!"
"Monk? What's wrong?"
"Ah, nothing. Nothing at all. Hahaha, so that's what it was."

He blushed sheepishly while rubbing his pale shaved head.

*Why is he acting like that?*
*He seems embarrassed, like he just realized he had some strange misunderstanding.*

After tilting my head at Ui-gak for a moment, I pushed aside the trivial matter and focused on the main point.

"After actually learning to use a spear, I realized I had been thinking about this all wrong."
"Thinking wrong about what?"
"Simply put, I underestimated the difference between swords and spears."

Sword and spear.
When I first started improving the Flying Phoenix Spear Technique, I thought the difference between swords and spears was merely in range and attack method.

But after actually wielding a spear, I understood.
It wasn't such a simple matter.

First, a spear's shaft is much longer than a sword.
Because of this, when thrusting with a spear, the flexibility of the long shaft can create much more dramatic changes than a sword.

Plus, you can vary the range by gripping the shaft either long or short.
And of course, there's the basic spear technique of lan-na-chal.

"The Flying Phoenix Spear Technique, true to its name, emphasizes the elegance of a soaring phoenix. The principle of speed alone can't perfectly capture that elegance."

Simply put, speed alone wasn't enough.
It needed to be combined with the principle of change—the dramatic variations I mentioned earlier.

And at the end of the unity between speed and change lies the principle of illusion.

"Illusion... you say?"

Ui-gak asked with a dubious expression.
It was clear he didn't understand what I was saying at all.

I smiled slightly and nodded toward the entrance of the hall.

"Instead of talking here, shall we go to the training ground?"

If words can't make him understand, experiencing it firsthand is the best method.

*

When Ja-seong went to the training ground with Hwa-ryeon and Ui-gak, despite the early hour, many people had already gathered there.

To the left of the entrance, he could see the first-generation disciples of Cheongseong practicing the Azure Cloud Red Mist Sword, having apparently completed their adaptation to the Heaven and Earth Great Spirit Technique.
The second and third-generation disciples were nowhere to be seen, suggesting they were still practicing the mind technique.

And on the right, the Ami Sect nuns were gathered, practicing the improved Orchid Skin Wind Sword.

Ja-seong smiled contentedly as he watched them, from Head Nun Geum-jeong to the others, sharing opinions regardless of seniority.

His gaze finally turned to one corner.
There...

"They look dejected."

Unlike the other enthusiastic groups, a cluster of monks were gathered in low spirits.
They seemed to be discussing something serious, but the worry on their faces made it clear it wasn't about martial arts.
Seeing this, Ui-gak laughed awkwardly.

"Hahaha... Actually, they've been anxious since you suddenly stopped teaching yesterday. They're worried about falling behind."

Hearing this cautious confession, Ja-seong scratched his head.
He hadn't expected them to be so anxious.

*Did they think I was giving up on improving the technique?*

That's impossible.
If he were the type to give up after hitting a small obstacle, he wouldn't have started in the first place.

"They're worrying over nothing."
"The monks don't know what kind of person you are, Ja-seong. I heard you stopped yesterday without any explanation and just left. Of course they'd be anxious."

Ja-seong, who had thought they were overreacting, suddenly recalled yesterday's events after Hwa-ryeon's rebuke.
Hmm, thinking about it now, perhaps his explanation had been lacking...

"Well, I can explain it to them now."

Brushing it off, Ja-seong approached the monks.
They had been looking downcast, but their eyes widened when they saw him coming.

"Young Master Gun...!"

Though the murmur wasn't loud, all the monks' gazes turned to Ja-seong at once.
He gave them a reassuring smile in response to their anxious looks, then turned to Ui-gak.

"Shall we begin?"
"Yes. Let's go to the training platform."

The central platform in the training ground was empty, as each group was respectfully practicing in their own areas.
As Ui-gak and Ja-seong climbed up together, several people from the Cheongseong and Ami groups glanced over with curious eyes.

Surrounded by the gazes of the monks and others who had gathered around the platform, Ja-seong and Ui-gak faced each other.

"Are you ready?"
"...Yes."

Ui-gak answered quietly, taking the Flying Phoenix Spear stance with a slightly tense expression.
Soon after, Ja-seong also pointed his spear at him, assuming the same stance.

Seeing this, the monks became noisy.

-I wondered why Young Master Gun was holding a spear, but is he really going to spar with it?
-Doesn't he know nothing about spears?
-Surely he doesn't... but look at that. His grip and stance look quite convincing.

Why is the Sword Master holding a spear?
Is he really going to compete against Ui-gak with a spear?

That's absurd.

No matter how much of a heaven-sent master this young martial artist might be, he's a complete novice when it comes to spears.
There's no way he could have mastered spear techniques in just one day.

*Is this some kind of shock therapy?*

For the monks and others who had stopped their training to approach the platform, the limit of their understanding was that he was doing something reckless for a flash of inspiration.

And before long, their assumptions were utterly shattered.

"Here I come!"

With a loud shout, Ui-gak rushed at Ja-seong.
Holding the spear lightly with both hands, he thrust it forward in a rapid series of attacks.
It was the Phoenix Beak Strike form that he had demonstrated yesterday.

Though they had seen it before, people were amazed once again.

*So that's the Phoenix Beak Strike.*

Fast and intense.
Compared to this, the original Phoenix Beak Strike was like child's play.

-It's become so amazingly powerful, what could possibly be the problem?

As someone's murmur reached their ears, the monks began to agree one by one.

To be honest, most of them didn't understand Ja-seong.
The technique had already changed and strengthened to the point where it was like comparing heaven and earth—what could he possibly be dissatisfied with?

*It doesn't seem like it could get any better than this.*

Just as everyone was sharing the same impression, Ja-seong, who had only been dodging Ui-gak's attacks, went on the offensive.

"Haap!"

With a short, intense shout, he unleashed a series of attacks.
It was the same Phoenix Beak Strike that Ui-gak had used.

Two phoenix beaks clashed, each trying to pierce through the opponent.
And then,

"What?!"

A sharp cry of shock burst out unexpectedly.
The owner of that voice was none other than Ui-gak.

As he continued to counter Ja-seong's Phoenix Beak Strike with his own, the beak in front of him multiplied into dozens.
In an instant, his vision was filled with spear flowers.

*They're afterimages. They can't all be real...!*

Instinctively realizing that the dozens of spearheads were afterimages, Ui-gak immediately tried to find the real one.
But no matter how hard he looked, he couldn't see the real spear.
This was because the spear strike, imbued with the principle of illusion, had distorted even his senses.

-Clang!

In the end, unable to do anything in the face of the massive spear flower, the spear in his hand was deflected helplessly.

Ui-gak stared blankly at the spear flower that had reached right in front of him.
One by one, the dozens of petals disappeared before his eyes until only one remained.

As he stared dumbly at the spearhead, a light voice came from beyond it.

"Well? Do you understand now?"

His focus, which had been on the sharp tip of the spear, shifted to Ja-seong's face further away.
That face, wearing a confident smile, was asking:

Do you understand what I was worried about?
Do you see what was lacking?

"...Yes, I understand. Completely."

Satisfied with the dazed response, Ja-seong nodded and withdrew his spear.

-Thud

The sound of the spear butt lightly striking the platform floor.
At that sound, the people who had been wearing blank expressions like Ui-gak snapped back to their senses.

"J-just now...!"

What just happened?
Coming to their senses, everyone recalled what they had just witnessed.

The same form.
Yet completely different in appearance.

They were certainly identical up to the point where the spear was pulled back and then thrust forward strongly.
But what happened afterward was entirely different.

The spearhead, multiplied into dozens, became a massive iron flower that pressured Ui-gak, and he—considered the most proficient in the Flying Phoenix Spear Technique among the first-generation disciples—was defeated without being able to do anything.

The monks, who had been so impressed by the spear flower Ja-seong created with the Phoenix Beak Strike that they even forgot he had become proficient with a spear in just one day.

By now, any dissatisfaction or anxiety about Ja-seong had completely vanished from their minds.
All that remained was intense desire.

Seeing that emotion in their eyes, Ja-seong grinned.

"It seems like you all lost sleep worrying needlessly. Are you sure you can learn properly? If it's too difficult, we can start tomorrow."
"No! We can start right now!"

The response was louder than ever before.
Laughing cheerfully at their answer, Ja-seong immediately began teaching the improved Flying Phoenix Spear Technique, just as the monks had hoped.

Ch.430 - Teaching And Learning
"L-like this?"
"No. As you thrust the spear forward, simultaneously twist both wrists gently. So the shaft can wobble."

I demonstrated again next to a monk who clearly wasn't getting it.
Holding the spear shaft lightly, I bent my legs slightly to stabilize my lower body, then thrust forward forcefully.
At that moment, I gently bent and twisted both wrists holding the shaft, causing it to wobble significantly and create another spear flower.

The marvelous principle of illusion created through the unity of force and change.
Exclamations erupted from all around as the illusion confused their vision.

The monk who watched my demonstration began awkwardly imitating me, thrusting his spear again.
He was terribly clumsy for now, but with enough repetition, he'd improve.

"Let's focus on the modified Phoenix Tail Strike for today. You need to get accustomed to the principle of illusion first."
"Yes, sir!"

The monks learning the spear technique answered energetically and immediately focused on their training.
Soon dozens of spears were thrust forward with sharp battle cries.

Most weren't doing it properly, but a few with good instincts were beginning to form buds of spear flowers.
Watching them, I looked down at the spear in my hand.

Who would have thought I'd apply the principle of illusion to the spear first?

I had actually been researching in that direction in preparation for my upcoming trip to Huashan in Shaanxi.
To develop the famous Plum Blossom Sword Technique that embodied the principle of illusion.

According to Hong Jagong, just like with the Wudang Sect, there was no such thing as a Plum Blossom Sword in the Huashan Sect.

"Huh? Plum Blossom Sword Technique? There was no such martial art even in the old martial world... Where did you hear such things?"

Unlike the Taiji Sword, which at least remained as sword marks in a cave, the Plum Blossom Sword Technique apparently never existed in this fake martial world.

And to make matters worse, Huashan was just a rocky mountain!
If it's called Huashan, shouldn't it be covered in blooming plum blossoms?

I couldn't accept it.
No, I refused to accept it.

I could overlook the fact that the Ami Sect wasn't a sect of female monks, but on this point I couldn't back down.
I vowed to make plum blossoms bloom all over Huashan by any means necessary.

As if the massive event called the Martial Arts Grand Conference wasn't enough to worry about, now I had to focus on other matters besides martial arts.

But this too was just another hill to climb on the way to the summit of normalizing the martial world.
Instead, I burned with passion and focused on the Illusion Sword, the foundation of the Plum Blossom Sword.

So for ten days before Cheongseong and Ami arrived, I invested all my time in developing the Illusion Sword, except for the enjoyable nights(?) with Hwa-ryeon, but the results weren't very promising.

Creating illusions with sword afterimages was making little progress and dragging on.
Moreover, after Ami and Cheongseong arrived, development was halted as I focused on teaching them martial arts, and even that slight progress disappeared.

I was worried I wouldn't complete even a single form before the Martial Arts Grand Conference ended, but the spear I learned at Hwa-ryeon's suggestion gave me new inspiration.

Elasticity.
I succeeded in modifying the Flying Phoenix Spear Technique to a satisfactory level by obtaining the final piece to complete the principle of illusion.

The problem was how to apply this to a sword rather than a spear...
While pondering this as I listened to the monks' battle cries, I heard someone calling me from behind.

"Um, Young Hero Gun."
"Hmm? What is it... oh."

Monks holding wooden staves instead of spears were standing there with awkward smiles, hesitating.
...Come to think of it, I still had to teach the Golden Summit Staff Technique, didn't I?
Matching their smiles, I spoke softly.

"...First, could someone teach me the basics of staff techniques?"

*

As it turned out, modifying and teaching the Golden Summit Staff Technique only became possible the next day.
I spent an entire day learning the basics of staff techniques.

Others seemed amazed that it took me "only" a day, but from my perspective, I was skeptical whether I could complete the training in the remaining fortnight.

After a late dinner, I shared these concerns with Hwa-ryeon while drinking tea in my room.

"Honestly, I'd like to continue teaching them while traveling to Shaanxi together."
"You know that's not possible. While the interior of Chengdu is still relatively safe, elsewhere there are countless people after the bounty on the Sword Devil."

It was true.
After I demolished Ju Ho-jeong and his Assassination Unit who had been chasing Hwa-ryeon, the Paecheon Fortress authorities put a massive bounty on my head, giving me the terrifying alias "Sword Devil."

That was already more than a month ago.
According to information from the Beggar Sect, the unprecedented bounty amount had wanderers and even smaller sects going crazy.

Well, it was a hundred gold taels.
It would be stranger if people weren't tempted by an amount that could let an ordinary family live extravagantly for three generations.

"If we travel together, Ami and Cheongseong might get caught in the crossfire."

A rumor without legs had run a thousand miles without rest, growing larger until it became a horse-headed demon.

What I mean is, my infamy had grown to the level of a public enemy of the martial world.

All I did was wipe out those who tried to lay hands on my woman, but in public rumors, the Sword Devil had become a murderous fiend who brutally killed righteous and good warriors of Paecheon Fortress.

On top of that, I was supposedly a scoundrel who harassed women on the streets, ate without paying, and enjoyed tormenting innocent civilians—the worst human being in the world.

"From the rumors, I sound like the greatest demon in the history of the Great Ming Empire."
"...Just ignore it. It's just baseless gossip for entertainment."
"I'm not bothered. But your expression looks worse than mine."

Indeed, Hwa-ryeon's expression was not good.
It was a cold, frozen expression like carved ice that I hadn't seen in a while.

Though still the most beautiful face in the world, I personally preferred her smiling face, so I grabbed both corners of her mouth and pulled them up.

The result was a face with eyes not smiling but mouth forcibly smiling.
Finding it quite funny, I giggled, which made her cold eyes narrow.

"...You want to joke around at a time like this? Not even considering how worried I am."
"Like you said, it's just baseless gossip. Isn't it more reasonable to care about my wife's feelings than to worry about what people who know nothing about me are saying?"

With the hands that had pulled up her mouth corners, I cupped her cheeks and slowly brought my face closer to kiss her.

Our tongues intertwined and we playfully bit each other's lips in a deep kiss that proved extremely effective.
Seeing warmth return to her beautiful face that had been frozen cold, I smiled deeply, causing her to bow her head as if trying to hide her flushed face.

Seeing her like that made me feel like flames were rising from the center of my chest.
Come to think of it, I'd been unintentionally practicing abstinence these past few days, busy with martial arts instruction.

Apparently things had built up considerably during that time, as I started burning with desire.
I subtly pulled Hwa-ryeon by the waist and lifted her up.

"W-wait a moment...! It's only the hour of the dog..."
"Sorry, but I can't wait another two hours."

As I carried her toward the bed with my arms supporting her buttocks, I sensed someone rushing toward us through my qi perception.

"Ah, of all times...!"

The presence was clearly heading straight for my room, almost running.
Thinking it had been quite a while since we'd been interrupted, I groaned and slowly put Hwa-ryeon down.
Just after I sat back down where I had been sitting earlier, the door burst open and the uninvited guest appeared.

"M-Master! Save me!"

The intruder was Jin-ha.
My disciple, whom I hadn't seen in quite a while, was in quite a state.

His face was bruised around one eye and his nose was bleeding.
His expensive silk clothes were torn in various places and covered in dirt as if he'd been rolling on the ground.

The youngest son of Sichuan's greatest merchant family and a notorious troublemaker, he looked completely disheveled, a far cry from his usual aristocratic appearance.
Anyone would think he'd escaped from a kidnapping.

"...What on earth happened to you?"

I asked blankly, forgetting my annoyance at having my pleasant time with Hwa-ryeon interrupted.
Hot tears began pouring down Jin-ha's face.

"Huh-huh-huuuh! Th-those beast-like people...!"
"...Beasts?"

Recalling the last day I met Jin-ha, I soon realized that by "beasts" he meant the Wanderer Band.
But what did they do to earn such a description?

As I tilted my head in confusion, I sensed people approaching who could explain the situation in place of Jin-ha, who was sobbing too much to speak properly.
Soon, a familiar voice came from outside the reception hall.

"So this is where you were, thunder brat."
"Hee, heeek-!"

Jin-ha convulsed at the sound of the voice and hid behind my back.
Soon, the owner of the voice, Wi Cheon-kyeong, stood where Jin-ha had been.

Entering with an appearance suggesting he hadn't properly bathed for days, he frowned at Jin-ha, who was barely peeking out from behind me.

"So you ran all the way here? You'd have been harder to find if you'd hidden in a brothel."
"D-don't come near me! Stay away! I'm not going back! Never going back!"
"You think that's for you to decide? Come out right now!"
"Uwaaaaah-!"

Jin-ha screamed as Wi Cheon-kyeong's hand grabbed his shoulder, and he clung to me desperately.
Having no interest in embracing another man, I tried to push him away, but he wouldn't let go.
Finally, with a sigh, I asked Wi Cheon-kyeong what was going on.

"What happened? Why do you both look like that? And why is this kid making such a fuss?"

Ch.431 - Bad News
In response to my question, Wi Cheon-kyeong casually shrugged as if it was no big deal.

"There were too many people crowding the training grounds at the trading company, so I've been eating, sleeping, and training outside the city for a while."
"...Outside the city? You mean you've been living in the forest?"

Suddenly going wild?
When I gave him a bewildered look at this unexpected revelation, Wi Cheon-kyeong continued with an unnecessarily wistful expression.

"I had to live like a wild man for a while back then. When I fled from my village that had been reduced to ashes, I had nothing but the clothes on my back."

He went on about being bitten by a venomous snake after falling asleep carelessly in the mountains, and having a life-or-death struggle with a bear.
As more of Wi Cheon-kyeong's past narrative poured out, Hwa-ryeon and I wore increasingly astonished expressions.

I'd always thought he must have suffered greatly given his extraordinary background, but this was far beyond what I'd imagined.
And he was voluntarily putting himself through this hardship?

"But there's no need for that anymore, right? Why on earth...?"
"To put it simply, it's to become stronger as a human being. This kind of hardship increases your chances of survival later on."
"...So, what doesn't kill you makes you stronger, is that it?"
"Oh, that's a great saying! Where did you hear that?"

Wi Cheon-kyeong's eyes sparkled at my words.
Come to think of it, this guy really loves quotes and sayings.
I laughed awkwardly, brushed it off, and changed the subject.

"Weren't you busy training everyone in protective arts? Why suddenly start wilderness training?"
"What era are you talking about? That training finished ages ago. There are a couple of techniques that take a bit more time, but everyone can now perfectly deploy their protective arts."
"...Really?"

I thought it would be difficult until at least Cheongseong and Ami had completed their martial arts training, but this was much faster than expected.

Wait, how did he manage that?
When I asked with curiosity,

"I pushed them a little beyond their limits. Hehe, human survival instinct is a much more powerful force than you might think."

...came his somewhat chilling answer.
What on earth did he do to my subordinates while I wasn't looking?

Though curious, it felt like peering into an abyss, so I decided not to dig deeper.

"So, while you were training in the wild again, you brought this guy along?"
"Hmm, after putting him through the paces for a few days, I found he was even more hopeless than I thought. It's only the third day, and he's already run away—that tells you everything, doesn't it?"
"Eek...!"

Jin-ha, who had been peeking out from behind me, met Wi Cheon-kyeong's fierce gaze and quickly pulled his head back in like a turtle retreating into its shell.
His pitiful appearance and cowering attitude made me feel a bit sorry for him.

Perhaps noticing my expression, Wi Cheon-kyeong spoke before I could say anything.

"Don't tell me to go easy on him or anything like that. I won't deny he has excellent talent for martial arts, but martial arts isn't just about having a quick mind, is it?"

He was right.
As the youngest member of the Sichuan First Trading Company, Jin-ha had been taking good medicinal herbs and learning basic mental cultivation since childhood, but this was only for health purposes. His physical conditioning was slightly below average.

The fact that he could now deploy protective arts showed he had an innate sense for qi, but the balance of essence, energy, and spirit—considered most important for a martial artist—was utterly lacking.

That's why I readily accepted when Wi Cheon-kyeong offered to train Jin-ha.

"M-Master...!"

As Jin-ha looked up at me pitifully, I stared at him for a moment, sighed softly, and turned to the other two.

"Could you give us some privacy? I'd like to talk to him alone for a moment."
"Hey, you're not going to..."
"I think I should at least hear what he has to say properly. It'll only take a minute."

After hearing my words, Wi Cheon-kyeong silently stared at me for a moment before shrugging.

"Well, it's no loss to me. I'll head back first then."

With those words, he turned and left the room without a moment's hesitation.
Soon after, Hwa-ryeon also said she would wait outside, leaving just Jin-ha and me in the room.

"Haah..."

Emerging from behind me and sighing in relief, he gave an awkward smile.

"Master, thank you so—"
"I didn't do this to help you. Sit down first."

Seeing me cut him off, he flinched and then sat down across from me, carefully reading my expression.
I looked at him silently for a moment, then interlaced my fingers on the table and asked:

"Let me hear your thoughts. Why do you want to learn martial arts?"
"Huh? Why...? Of course, to be of help to the trading company..."
"Not what others have told you to say. What's your real reason for wanting to learn martial arts?"

He flinched at my follow-up question.
As he hesitated and seemed reluctant to speak, I decided to speak first.

"As you probably already know, in two weeks our group will leave Chengdu for Mount Huashan in Shaanxi."
"Yes, I've heard. You'll attend the Great Martial Assembly to unite the Nine Schools and Five Great Families against Paecheon Fortress."

So he knows that much.
I briefly wondered if it was okay for him to know what should be confidential information, but news of the Great Martial Assembly was already spreading anyway.

There was no point in worrying about it now, so I nodded and continued.

"That's right. The fifteen oldest powers in the Central Plains martial world will gather to form an alliance against Paecheon Fortress—the Martial Alliance."
"That's amazing...!"

Jin-ha's eyes sparkled upon hearing my answer.
His admiration was so obvious that anyone could see it.
It was clear that in his mind, our journey wasn't much different from that of protagonists in novels.

"You'll take me with you when you leave, right? Right, Master? I want to contribute to your mission!"
"...Haah."

Well, that's a direct confirmation.
I couldn't help but sigh.

Feeling a headache coming on, I scratched my head and told Jin-ha the "reality."

"I'm sorry, but I have no intention of taking you to Mount Huashan. Not yet."
"W-why not? If my master is going, shouldn't his disciple naturally follow?"

This was clearly not the answer he expected, as he raised his voice in protest.
Though he quickly apologized for his behavior, it was obvious he couldn't accept it.
I explained why I couldn't take him.

"Standing up against the corrupt Paecheon Fortress to establish a new alliance—it might sound glorious and impressive, but the process will be extremely dangerous. Risking your life will be the norm."
"I-I'm prepared for that much. The life of a martial artist is always like standing on the edge of a sharp blade!"
"Don't just repeat phrases you've picked up somewhere. Do you really understand?"

I deliberately hardened my gaze and shot him a sharp look.
Jin-ha shrank back momentarily but didn't back down, and then suddenly stood up.

"You're displeased with a disciple who doesn't follow your instructions, aren't you? Do you think I'm too weak-willed, running away at the slightest hardship?"
"Don't get ahead of yourself. Sit down."
"No. I'll go back. I'll show you my true determination..."
"I said sit down."

When I spoke with a hint of pressure in my voice, his face instantly went pale.
He stood there stiffly for a moment before I eased my aura.
As he slumped back into his seat, I repeated my initial question.

"What's your real reason for wanting to learn martial arts?"

He hesitated again but eventually couldn't withstand my gaze and revealed his true reason.

"B-because it's cool."

So that's it.
I gave a bitter smile at his simple yet materialistic answer.
Seeing my reaction, his pupils trembled as he began pouring out all sorts of praise.

"I thought you were amazing from the first time I saw your martial arts. In the blink of an eye, you easily subdued those villains, and you moved across the city as if flying through the air, crushing the demonic cult's plot."

Behind each word of flattery and exaggerated praise was a clear anxiety.
He seemed worried that I might stop teaching him at any moment.

"And also..."
"Enough."

When I stopped him, his worry turned to despair, and his eyes began to redden.
Before I had to watch a grown man cry, I quickly continued.

"For the record, I don't think that's a bad reason to learn martial arts."
"...Pardon?"

He forgot his sad expression and asked blankly, which made me chuckle.

"Wanting to learn martial arts because it's cool. Essentially, you admire martial arts and want to learn them, right? I joined for the same reason."
"...You too, Master?"

When I nodded, his expression brightened.
But my words weren't finished yet.

"That's exactly why I want you to reconsider."
"W-why?"
"Because you and I are different."

Having ended a regret-filled life with a terminal illness and being reborn in a world where martial arts exist, I learned martial arts I had always longed for and realized this world was very different from the martial world I knew.

A world where martial artists couldn't even use sword qi?
Such a world made no sense to me, and I didn't want to accept it.

So I dreamed of changing this world into the one I knew and acted on it.

But what about this immature boy before me?
Of course, his desire to learn martial arts because it's cool was probably sincere.
But does he have the same desperation as me, a reason why he absolutely must walk this path?

"To be honest, there's no reason why you must become a martial artist, is there?"
"That's..."

Jin-ha closed his mouth.
As I said, the youngest young master of the Sichuan First Trading Company had no need to become a martial artist and take up the sword.
There were countless easier ways for him to live.

"Take this opportunity to think seriously. The life of a martial artist is much more dangerous than you think, and if you follow this path simply out of admiration, you might regret it someday."
"...What about you, Master? Don't you have any regrets?"

Jin-ha, mentioning regret, asked me in return.
I answered decisively.

"No, not at all."

I don't regret it.
If anything, I had enough regrets in my previous life.
In this miraculous second life, I will do everything I truly want to do.

"......"

After hearing my answer, Jin-ha remained silent for a while, then slowly got up and left my room.
I heard that after staying cooped up in his room for a full day, he returned to the forest where the Wanderer Band was training.

He had decided to continue on this path after thinking it through.
If that was the case, there was no reason to stop him anymore.
Of course, taking him to Mount Huashan... that would require some more thought.

But in the end, my concerns turned out to be unnecessary.

"I have bad news. Paecheon Fortress has blockaded the area around Mount Huashan."

A few days later, Hong Ja-gong returned after a long absence with news of the Mount Huashan blockade.
Dark clouds had gathered over our plans just before the Great Martial Assembly.

Ch.432 - Bad News
Gun Ja-seong returned to the trading company just five days before the scheduled departure.
When I first heard the news, I thought, *It took him quite a while.*

Someone who said he'd be back within two weeks had returned after nearly a month.
Naturally, I already knew the first words I'd say when I saw his face in the main hall.

"You're later than expected. Didn't you say you'd be back within two weeks?"
"Well. Somehow I ended up traveling all the way to Nanking."
"...What? Did I hear you correctly—Nanking?"

Nanking is almost at the eastern edge of the Central Plains, meaning it's incredibly far from Chengdu in the west.
He went all that way? Wait, is it even possible to make a round trip there in just a month?

"Ahem, despite appearances, I am a Transcendent. That level of mystical travel is simple for me."
"...You're talking nonsense."

I stared coldly at Hong Ja-gong as he tried to brush it off as a joke.
He probably used the power of a Heavenly Messenger. Since they're beings far superior to humans, perhaps they have abilities like warping or teleportation?

Having reached my own conclusion, I immediately asked why he went to Nanking, and soon heard a surprising story.

"The Mosan Sect... So they've agreed to join us as well?"
"Their very existence as a sect was threatened. Of course they agreed. I heard they already have representatives at Mount Hwa."
"That's good news."

In our previous battles, we'd already confirmed the usefulness of mystical arts as a power.
The Mosan Sect's mystics would undoubtedly become valuable assets.

As I nodded with inner satisfaction, I sensed familiar presences outside the hall.
It was our group including Ju Hwa-ryeon, along with Golden Summit Divine Nun and Ascension Master.

"Did you call for us, Sect Leader?"
"Yes, urgent news arrived while I was on my way back."

As soon as everyone took their seats, shocking words flowed from Hong Ja-gong's mouth.

"I have bad news. Paecheon Fortress has blockaded the area around Mount Hwa."

Paecheon Fortress.
Mount Hwa blockaded.

Naturally, everyone reacted intensely to this bombshell.

"A blockade...!"
"Hmph, no matter how powerful Paecheon Fortress is, how dare a martial arts faction block public passage?"

Golden Summit Divine Nun drew a sharp breath while Ascension Master let out a disbelieving laugh.
Our group's expressions also turned serious.

"I thought something like this might happen, but their response was much faster than expected. I thought Paecheon Fortress wouldn't move until at least after the Martial Arts Grand Assembly."
"Was the information control properly maintained?"

Following Ju Hwa-ryeon's monologue came my Master's question.
Hong Ja-gong scratched the back of his head as he answered.

"Of course we controlled the information tightly. But they've already destroyed Shaolin. Since the Martial Arts Grand Assembly was Won Gil's idea from the beginning, it was probably common knowledge within Shaolin."

This meant that no matter how tightly we controlled the information, they had known about it for a long time.

The atmosphere in the hall grew heavy.
While everyone sat with hardened expressions and sealed lips, a youthful voice broke the silence.

"But isn't Paecheon Fortress just a single faction? How many people did they mobilize to blockade Mount Hwa?"

The question seemed born of genuine curiosity.
Being a mystic, she probably didn't know much about Paecheon Fortress and wasn't particularly interested.
Besides, I was also curious about the number of blockading forces.

As everyone's eyes turned to him again, Hong Ja-gong replied in an even heavier tone.

"First, the entire Iron Armor Unit has been mobilized. I destroyed about half of them during my previous pursuit, but it seems they've already replenished their numbers."

The Iron Armor Unit—I'd heard of them before.
They were Paecheon Fortress's largest military unit, practically an army in their own right.

"They've also brought a considerable number from their subordinate unit, the Hound Unit."
"Then the total number is...?"
"...Four thousand."

Four thousand.
He wasn't talking about a place name—he meant there were four thousand men blockading Mount Hwa.

Four thousand martial artists.
If one martial artist is worth ten strong men, that's equivalent to a military force of forty thousand.

Hearing this explanation, Cheong-un stood with his mouth agape, unable to process the reality, while Seol beside him kept muttering "Four thousand... four thousand..." with a soul-drained expression.

"Such a large scale. They're clearly determined to prevent the Martial Arts Grand Assembly."
"Do you know the situation with the other Nine Schools or Five Great Families? The Moyong Family in Liaoning and the Peng Family in Hebei should have departed by now."
"They probably don't know the situation yet. But once they find out, they might turn back."

If even one of the Nine Schools or Five Great Families fails to attend, the significance of the Martial Arts Grand Assembly would be diminished.
Naturally, the establishment of the Martial Alliance would be delayed, giving Paecheon Fortress and the Crimson Eye Cult more time to prepare.

"So we need to break through the blockade as quickly as possible, by any means necessary."

After I drew this conclusion in a heavy voice, Golden Summit Divine Nun and Ascension Master expressed their concerns.

"Even if we break the blockade, what can we do? Controlling passage means they've already finished negotiations not just with Huayin County or Huazhou, but probably with Xi'an Prefecture as well."
"Yes, I can't even imagine how much gold they must have spread around."

Political pressure won't work.
And they're not the type to be swayed by material wealth.
That leaves only one option.

"Looks like I'll be doing some side work after a long time."
"What? What do you mean...?"
"Nothing, never mind."

I brushed off Ju Hwa-ryeon's question when she tilted her head at my muttering, and changed the subject.

"Anyway, I understand the urgency. We need to move quickly."
"What are you planning?"
"First, we need to get to Shaanxi as fast as possible. Unfortunately, we'll have to stop the martial arts transmission here."

I briefly considered pushing through for just one or two more intense days since we didn't have much left, but then shook my head.

This is a race against time, and our enemies have made thorough preparations while we've been taking our time.
Every minute, every second counts now.

"I apologize to both of you. When we were so close to finishing..."
"No, it's fine. Given the situation. But when you say you're going to Shaanxi, surely you're not planning to confront them directly?"
"That would be reckless. Even a great master like yourself can't face four thousand troops."
"Of course not. I'm very attached to my life, you know?"

I responded with a casual laugh to Golden Summit Divine Nun and Ascension Master's concerns.
Relief washed over their faces.

I won't confront them directly.
Not directly, that is.

Hiding my unspoken thoughts, I looked around at everyone.
As much as I wanted to leave immediately, both my group and I needed time to prepare...

"We'll depart early tomorrow morning. Please prepare accordingly."

Everyone nodded at my firm declaration, and thus our earlier-than-planned journey to Shaanxi was decided.

*

A suddenly determined departure.
When I came to deliver the news, my older sister naturally looked disappointed.

"I didn't expect you'd be leaving so suddenly."
"Yeah, it just turned out this way."
"Ah-oo!"

A vigorous babble interrupted our conversation.
I stared with wide eyes at my adorable nephew and burst into laughter.

When I poked his chubby cheeks with my finger, his tiny hand firmly grabbed it with surprising strength.

"This little one already shows the qualities of a warrior!"
"He's been getting heavier by the day lately. He hasn't even reached his first birthday yet, but carrying him is becoming a challenge."

Though she sounded like she was complaining, my sister's face was full of affection as she looked at her son.
Wooncheon seemed to recognize his mother's love and smiled brightly.

"Kyah-oo!"

I narrowed my eyes as if dazzled by the sight, when my sister asked in a slightly subdued voice.

"You're going to fight again, aren't you?"
"...Yes."

My sister's face, now without a smile, was filled with worry as she looked at me.
Hoping to ease her concern a little, I put on a show of bravado.

"Why are you looking at me like that? I may still be your immature little brother, but out there, I'm quite formidable."
"Sure, there are already widespread rumors in Chengdu about a ghost flying across rooftops in broad daylight."
"...That ghost talk again. Couldn't they come up with a better description?"

Seeing me grumble, my sister finally pulled up the corners of her mouth and reached out her hand.
Guessing her intention, I muttered, "I'm not a child anymore," but still obediently offered my head.

Her hand gently stroked my hair as her loving voice lingered in my ears.

"Since you say so, I won't say more. Just, be careful wherever you go. Can you promise me that?"
"Yes. I will."

After feeling my sister's touch for a while, I gave my nephew's cheek a gentle pinch and headed to the training ground.

"Hah!"
"Yah!"

Battle cries and the sounds of air being cut echoed continuously.
Today as well, monks from Ami and Taoist priests from Cheongseong were diligently training.

To be precise, representatives from both sects were engaged in sparring.
A Taoist priest from Cheongseong was demonstrating the still-unpolished "Blue Cloud Red Crane Sword," while an Ami monk responded with the newly created Golden Summit Mountain Method.

As the Taoist's sword strike, a light thrust like a feather cloud, flew in, the monk's Dharma fan rose heavily and powerfully.

It was the "Giant Rock Rising Force" move of the Golden Summit Mountain Method.

The Dharma fan, exuding a powerful presence like a great boulder, rose up and dispersed the light cloud-like sword strike.

"Ugh...!"

With a groan, the Cheongseong Taoist retreated.
The impact must have been significant, as he clutched the wrist holding his sword.

Seeing this as an opportunity, the monk immediately charged at the Taoist with the edge of his Dharma fan leading the way.

"Dragon Roar Charging to the Sky."
A full-power thrust utilizing the Dharma fan's distinctive heaviness.

The Taoist's expression hardened as the monk charged like a massive bull, and his presence suddenly changed.
His previously faint presence intensified, and his aura sharpened.

It was clear to anyone watching that he intended to meet the attack head-on.
Moreover, that stance was unmistakably that of "Single Line Red Crane."

The fastest strike among the Red Crane Sword techniques flew toward the charging monk.

This looks dangerous.

Just as I felt that if they collided, one of them might be seriously injured or killed, I immediately rushed onto the training platform.

Ch.433 - To Shaanxi
Jung-ryang, the head disciple of the Cheongseong Sect, felt a momentary threat from the charging monk Gwang-hye during their sparring match.
The heavy footsteps and the large figure charging straight at him in a direct line.
The fierce momentum combining all these elements could be defined with a single word: "overwhelming."

Is this really what they call a dragon hiding in a small pond?
Seeing it with his own eyes, he could barely hold back a bitter laugh.

In truth, Jung-ryang and Gwang-hye had been rivals testing each other's skills for many years.
They had engaged in well over a hundred sparring matches, alternating between victory and defeat, coming to know each other's capabilities better than anyone else.

That's why he could tell.
How much Gwang-hye's martial arts had improved in the past fortnight.
How much stronger this hulking monk, who still looked like he might eat meat, had become.

*It feels like I'm facing a completely different person.*

The heaviness of his swinging Buddhist staff, the intensity in each step—everything was worlds apart from before.
His reverence grew for the one who had naturally created such a miraculous, almost bizarre transformation.

Gun Ja-seong.
The young Grand Master whom the sect elders, including Sect Leader Deungyang-ja, regarded as a great teacher.
Over the past month, each small lesson he had given brought about massive changes and innovations, even transforming his longtime rival like this.

*But the same applies to me as well.*

He too had grown stronger by learning the new divine skill, the Blue Cloud Red Mist Sword.
He couldn't allow himself to be overwhelmed and defeated so easily here.

He ignited the fire of competitive spirit in his heart that had shrunk from being overwhelmed.
With a fierce smile unbecoming of a Taoist, Jung-ryang raised an indomitable spirit to face Gwang-hye.

Lowering his stance, he pointed his sword at his opponent while pulling it back as far as possible.

One Line Downward Strike.
The most lethal move of the Red Mist Sword prepared to fly toward Gwang-hye.
His surging competitive spirit made him forget this was not an appropriate technique to use in a sparring match.

"Isn't that dangerous?"
"Someone should stop him..."

The Cheongseong Taoists began to murmur as they sensed the ominous intent.
One of the other head disciples opened his mouth to stop him.

"Jung-ryang! That's too much! That technique...!"

But the warning came slightly too late.
Before the warning could finish, the Buddhist staff and sword had already crossed paths, flying toward their respective owners.

Everyone watching the match, including the two participants themselves, realized their mistake, but the arrow had already left the bowstring.

Just as horrific outcomes flashed through everyone's minds, a blurry shadow slipped between the two.
It gently altered the trajectories of the staff and sword, causing Jung-ryang and Gwang-hye to merely brush past each other.

"Ugh...!"
"Whoa!"

*Thud!*

Losing their balance from the sudden change in direction, the two stumbled awkwardly across the training ground.
Though they ended up covered in dust, the anticipated bloodshed was avoided.

Fallen on the ground and sighing with relief, Jung-ryang and Gwang-hye quickly got to their feet when they saw the man standing firmly between them.

"G-Gun Sir."
"Grand Master."

Ja-seong looked at the two obviously embarrassed and flustered men with cold eyes, then twisted one corner of his mouth.

"You seem quite absorbed in your sparring."
"......"
"......"

At his blatantly accusatory words, Jung-ryang and Gwang-hye became as silent as mutes with honey in their mouths.
After glancing at each other nervously, they offered their apologies.

"I have no excuse. I couldn't control my momentary competitive spirit..."
"Amitabha, I am equally at fault. I failed to control my brief surge of passion."

Ja-seong sighed deeply as he looked at the two bowing their heads.
The sound made everyone else watching flinch as well.

They had shown such a dangerous display despite receiving precious teachings, even if it wasn't intentional.
Naturally, they felt ashamed.

As silence fell over the training ground, Ja-seong, the focus of everyone's attention, was holding his head in his hands, deeply troubled.

He was set to leave for Shaanxi tomorrow, and now he had witnessed a major incident.
And from head disciples who supposedly had experience in the martial world, no less.

If the head disciples were like this, what about the second and third generation disciples who were younger and more hot-blooded?

Ja-seong, unaware that Jung-ryang and Gwang-hye had been rivals competing against each other for decades and thus more prone to competitive fervor, became seriously concerned about potential bloodshed after his departure.

*Is it really okay for me to leave?*
*No, what are they thinking? They're not children, yet they can't control their emotions during sparring.*
*How can they lack such self-control at their age?*

As his thoughts progressed, Ja-seong's expression grew increasingly grim, and proportionally, Jung-ryang and Gwang-hye's faces turned pale.
Just as Ja-seong was considering a temporary ban on all sparring, a helping hand reached out to the two.

"Excuse me, Grand Master. May I have a moment?"
"Hmm? Senior Taoist Seo-wi?"

It was none other than Seo-wi, the senior brother of the second-generation disciples.
Approaching with an awkward smile, he whispered the circumstances of the two into Ja-seong's ear.

"Hmm, longtime rivals..."
"Given that, I believe their emotions ran higher than usual. I understand your concerns, but such incidents are not common, so please take that into consideration."

With his logical explanation and careful request at the end, Seo-wi's intervention gave everyone, especially the two involved, a glimmer of hope as they looked at him.

"...I understand. Please ensure this doesn't happen again."
"Yes, we'll be careful."
"We apologize, Grand Master."

Fortunately, the tearful effort paid off as Ja-seong forgave the two, and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.
But this relief was short-lived as shocking news struck them like a bolt from the blue.

"L-leaving? Tomorrow?"
"Yes, that's how it turned out. The situation has developed suddenly."
"Then what about us...?"

Faced with their looks like abandoned children, Ja-seong spoke in a heavy tone.

"...For now, we'll have to temporarily suspend the martial arts instruction."

Suspension of instruction.
Everyone's faces went blank at this unexpected situation.
Though he had anticipated this reaction, seeing it in person made Ja-seong feel even more apologetic, and he added a few words.

"I'm sorry things turned out this way. But if we don't move immediately, the Martial Arts Grand Assembly might be canceled, so please understand this was an unavoidable decision."
"The Grand Assembly canceled? What on earth happened...?"
"That's something you should hear directly from the Sect Leader."

The fact remained that martial arts instruction would be suspended.
People's expressions darkened as they sensed this reality.
Yet amid this, someone still in denial cried out:

"C-can't we go with you, Grand Master? We've become really strong too, even if not as strong as you...!"

The youthful voice suggested someone not very old.
Sure enough, the voice belonged to a young boy, a third-generation disciple of Cheongseong.

"Su-gyeong, can't you be quiet? How dare you speak out of turn?"
"B-but...!"

Su-gyeong refused to yield despite being restrained by a second-generation disciple.
Ja-seong approached him with a bitter expression, kneeling to meet him at eye level.

"I'd like that too, but if we did, Cheongseong or Ami might become targets for our enemies."
"But still...!"

Su-gyeong was now almost sobbing.
For him, the past month had been like a sweet dream.

When he first joined Cheongseong as a child and began learning martial arts, Su-gyeong's heart was full of anticipation.

*Finally, I get to learn martial arts!*

When he was younger, all Su-gyeong knew about martial arts came from marketplace novels read to him by Seol Seo-in.

Yes, marketplace novels.
Sword Qi and Lightness Skill, reduced to fictional elements by demonic conspiracies, had planted dreams in the young boy, and when he entered Cheongseong, he expected those dreams to become reality.

But that expectation was shattered mercilessly before long.

Real martial arts had neither Lightness Skill nor Sword Qi.
Though he developed physical abilities incomparable to boys his age, it was far from the martial arts he had hoped for.

Naturally falling into despair, Su-gyeong couldn't focus on training and just lived each day mechanically.
Until a month ago, when he met Ja-seong.

*G-good heavens. What is that?*

Starting with the Most Inner Heart that destroyed only the inside of wooden dummies, and the internal energy projection he learned alongside the Red Mist Sword, these ignited a spark in his cold heart.

Especially the internal energy projection.
When he heard about projecting internal energy flowing through the meridians outside the body, he instinctively thought it could be used for Lightness Skill.

*E-excuse me.*
*Who's there at this hour...you?*

So he secretly sought out Ja-seong late at night.
Though worried about being ridiculed, the thought that his abandoned dream might become reality compelled him to move.

Su-gyeong, his tongue tied with tension, rambled about the above story.
Anxious about being laughed at or scolded, what he heard instead was an unexpectedly bright laugh.

*Hahaha.... So that's what you thought?*

The somewhat pleased expression made his worry about negative reception seem foolish.
Encouraged, the young Taoist went further and asked about Sword Qi.

*Is it impossible to create Sword Qi using internal energy projected outside the body?*
*Hmm, like this?*
*Yes! Like... huh?*

A thick haze rising from the blade of Hong-il, which he had drawn at some point.
Su-gyeong's eyes glazed over at the sight.

Seeing the boy's face, Ja-seong smiled slightly and approached a small rock in the corner of the courtyard, slowly piercing it with his sword.

*Squelch*

The blade penetrated the rock as if it were tofu.
It was just like the stories Seol Seo-in had read to him long ago.

The skill of a master that could cut even the sturdiest steel—Sword Qi.
Su-gyeong suddenly realized he was shedding tears.

A great flame rose in his heart where only sparks had flickered before, and from that day on, Su-gyeong devoted himself to training as if he were a changed person.

"And now...! Ending it like this is too cruel!"

Su-gyeong protested, dropping tears like chicken droppings.
Even the second and first-generation disciples who had been restraining him fell silent, watching Ja-seong's reaction.

And the recipient of those gazes was smiling as if he'd heard an amusing joke.

"Ending? Who said anything about ending?"
"...What?"

As Su-gyeong stopped crying and stared blankly at him, Ja-seong roughly tousled his hair.

"Who said I won't teach you? I said it's temporarily suspended."
"T-then...!"

Hope shone in the teardrops clinging to Su-gyeong's eyelashes.
Standing up, Ja-seong looked around at everyone and said:

"As I said, the martial arts instruction is only temporarily suspended. Once this situation is resolved—at the Martial Arts Grand Assembly—we'll continue."

A declaration that this was just a brief rest before going further.
The faces that had been gloomy brightened.

"So in the meantime, refine what I've taught you. And make sure nothing like what just happened occurs again."
"Yes!"

People responded vigorously to his admonition.
Satisfied, Ja-seong nodded and left the training ground. The next morning, he departed from Chengdu with his companions, heading northeast toward Shaanxi.

And on the fifth day after leaving Chengdu...

"Master! Your disciple has come! I'll follow you wherever you go...!"
"What the hell?"

The group was thrown into chaos by the bright and cheerful appearance of Jin-ha, who had belatedly caught up with them.

Ch.434 - To Shaanxi
On the evening of the fifth day after leaving the capital city.
We had settled in a suitable clearing and were having our meal with dried rations.

"We should be entering the blockaded area by tomorrow."
"So we've cut down our travel time by about a day? All that hard riding was worth it."

I nodded in response to Ju Hwa-ryeon's comment.
Just then, I heard a small sigh. It was Cheong.

"Haah..."
"Why the sudden gloomy sigh?"

When Yu Seol scolded him as he chewed on jerky with a half-rotten expression, he protested with an aggrieved look.

"Am I the only one sick of this? We've been chewing on dried rations and jerky for five straight days. My teeth are starting to hurt from all this tough food."

He was right.
Since departing from the capital, we had traveled over a thousand li, and for all fifteen meals—three times a day—we'd eaten nothing but dried rations and jerky.

We hadn't stayed in any villages or cities along the route to Mount Hwasan, either passing them by or going straight through.
This was partly to reach our destination as quickly as possible, but there was another unavoidable reason.

That reason was none other than me.

"What choice do we have? There are all sorts of riffraff running around trying to catch the Sword Devil... I mean, Young Master Gun."

The bounty placed on me by Paecheon Fortress.
With the unprecedented reward of one hundred gold taels, I naturally expected everyone to go crazy trying to catch me.

But reality was even worse than I had imagined.
Starting from the villages near the capital, bounty hunters had swarmed everywhere.

Inns in every village and town were filled with sword-wielding thugs flashing murderous glares, and even local sects and martial arts schools were stopping travelers under the pretext of patrolling the area.
We couldn't even rest at inns, let alone stay in a village for any length of time.

It's amazing we hadn't encountered such people in the capital.

"Well, but still..."

Cheong shrank back while cautiously watching my reaction, then glanced at the jerky in his hand before raising his voice again.

"Even so, dried rations for five straight days is too much! Couldn't we at least boil some grain powder?"
"This kid, really...!"

As Cheong started complaining about food like a child his age, Seol raised her fist with an irritated expression.
As she was about to bring it down, I gently caught her arm to stop her.
She reacted with an irritable protest.

"What?!"
"Shh."

Without saying anything, I put a finger to my lips signaling for quiet, and everyone in our group tensed up, gripping their weapons.
Cheong jumped to his feet, looking around frantically as he asked in a low voice.

"W-what? What is it?"
"...A group is approaching. They're on horseback, moving quite fast. They'll be here soon."

The clearing where we were camping was right next to the road.
With the light from our campfire, they would inevitably spot us.

Like it or not, contact was inevitable.
Hwa-ryeon, sensing the situation, said to me:

"For now, Ja-seong, hide in the carriage. We'll try to drive them away."
"...Alright."

If they were after my bounty, they'd draw their weapons as soon as they saw me.
I got up and hid in the carriage, and soon after, the sound of hoofbeats announced the arrival of a group.

"Halt!"

As expected, they must have spotted us, as a command to stop rang out, and with various shouts, they stopped their horses and slowly approached our group.
The campfire illuminated the face of the man who approached first.

A rugged face covered in scars with cold, emotionless eyes.
I had a bad feeling about this.

"Hmm..."

The scarred man quickly scanned the surroundings, finally examining the group sitting around the campfire before speaking quietly.

"I'd like to ask you something."
"What is it?"

When Master, pretending to be our group's leader, asked in return, the scarred man took out a folded paper from inside his clothes and showed it to our group.

"Have you seen this face before?"

The face drawn on the paper was, of course, mine.
And seeing this, Master replied with perfect nonchalance.

"No, I've never seen that face before. Who is it?"
"A demonic leader who has killed many people. A devil who dismembered dozens of people with a smile on his face. Are you sure you haven't seen him?"

Dismembering people with a smile on my face?
Was he just trying to scare us, or had rumors about me been that badly distorted?

Inwardly chuckling, I shook my head as Master repeated his answer.

"Even looking again, I don't recognize him. You'd better ask someone else."
"...I see."

He had asked his question and received an answer.
He should have been done, but the scarred man showed no sign of leaving.

Instead, he gave a hand signal, and the group behind him began to enter the circle of firelight.
Sensing the ominous atmosphere, Master's face hardened as he asked:

"What are you doing?"
"Actually, the information about this criminal, the Sword Devil, isn't limited to his appearance."

The wanderers had spread out, surrounding the campfire.
Hwa-ryeon and Seol grabbed their swords, while Cheong's lips trembled slightly as they prepared for battle.
Meanwhile, the scarred man continued speaking.

"According to what we've heard, the Sword Devil surprisingly has companions. An old man, a young girl, and finally, a woman of considerable beauty. Surprisingly similar to your group's composition, isn't it?"

The man looked at Master, Seol, and Hwa-ryeon in turn.
During this, several of his subordinates were eyeing Hwa-ryeon with lecherous smiles and lustful gazes that scanned her entire body.

Hwa-ryeon frowned in disgust.
Naturally, anger was also boiling in my chest.

If a fight breaks out, I'll start by tearing out those bastards' eyes.

Unlike me, who had already accepted conflict as inevitable, Master still seemed unwilling to give up hope as he tried to persuade them again.

"Strictly speaking, the composition doesn't match, does it? We also have this young man here."

Pointing to Cheong, who had newly joined our group, the scarred man simply shrugged.

"We're not so lax as to ignore the possibility over a difference of one or two people. If you truly have no connection to the Sword Devil, please cooperate quietly. Then no one will get hurt."
"Boss, can we have that woman for ourselves?"

One of the men who had been drooling over Hwa-ryeon like a dog in heat asked eagerly, and the scarred man flashed a sharp glare as he questioned:

"You haven't forgotten the additional requirements, have you?"
"Hehehe, of course not. I just want to have a little fun with her."
"...Don't let your guard down. She seems to have martial arts training."

After hearing his subordinate's answer, the scarred man gave only a brief warning without further objection.
I could guess what those "additional requirements" were.

"Hehehe...!"

The wanderer approached Hwa-ryeon with a disgusting smile.
About five others followed with the same expression.

So it's come to this.
No need to hide anymore.
I immediately emerged from the carriage.

"Huh?"

The wanderers froze when they suddenly saw me.
Their eyes, which had been blankly staring at my face, gradually widened.
Then came a scream-like shout.

"S-Sword Devil-! It's really the Sword Devil!"
"What?!"

Gone was their previous smugness as they stumbled backward in shock.
Seeing their reaction, I twisted the corner of my mouth into a fierce smile.

"Why are you all so frightened? You were looking for me, weren't you?"

Well, judging by how they were leering at Hwa-ryeon, some of them seemed more interested in other things.

Anyway, the wanderers were hesitating cautiously now that I had revealed myself.
Just then, a sharp command struck everyone's ears.

"What are you doing! Draw your weapons immediately!"

At the scarred man's order, the wanderers snapped to attention and gripped their weapons.

The menacing aura of dozens of martial artists rising simultaneously.
And in the middle of it all, the scarred man smiled coldly.

"Well, this is unexpected good fortune. Who would have thought we'd pick up a hundred gold taels in the middle of the road?"

His arrogant attitude, already assuming he'd caught me.
So I twisted the corner of my mouth and retorted:

"No, not good fortune—the worst misfortune."

Because by being difficult, you'll all lose your chance to live and end up dead right here.

*

"Well, this is unexpected good fortune. Who would have thought we'd pick up a hundred gold taels in the middle of the road?"

The scarred man's words about good fortune were completely sincere.

His group of wanderers, the Soul-Snatching Band, primarily hunted wanted criminals for bounties.
They were well-known professionals in this field, to the point that some people bypassed posting bounties and hired them directly.

And as their achievements increased, so did their price.
Recently, they had earned several hundred silver taels for completing a single request.

But even for them, a hundred gold taels was an amount that made their eyes spin.

About two months ago, a wanted notice had arrived from Paecheon Fortress.

Name unknown.
Age estimated to be around twenty.
Reason for the bounty classified.

The only details were the fearsome alias "Sword Devil" given by Paecheon Fortress and his last known location.
Plus the composition of his companions and an additional requirement that the woman must be captured alive.

In simple terms, it was a wanted notice with hardly any proper information.
Normally, unless they were desperate, no one would have paid attention to such a vague bounty.

The fact that it came from Paecheon Fortress and concealed so much was suspicious.
Who would willingly stick their head into a tiger's mouth when it reeked of trouble?

But a hundred gold taels changed everything.
It was a sum that the entire Soul-Snatching Band couldn't dream of earning in a lifetime of risking their lives.
It was an amount worth gambling their precarious existence for.

The deliberation was brief, and the Soul-Snatching Band quickly mobilized to capture the Sword Devil.
They gathered information about him and headed toward the capital where he was last seen, changing horses along the way.

And now, what luck! They had encountered the Sword Devil in the middle of the road with no other competitors in sight.
The scarred man, who had dreamed of those hundred gold taels for the past two months, narrowed his eyes.

*He's indeed young, as estimated.*

A smooth face that looked like that of a noble's son.
The scarred man felt deflated seeing no trace of the cruelty or strength needed to brutally murder dozens of people.

Given the enormous bounty, rumors must have been greatly exaggerated.
There was no way such a young man could possess the power the rumors suggested.

With that conviction and a cold sneer, he heard the Sword Devil twist his lips and retort:

"No, not good fortune—the worst misfortune."

All talk, this one.
Shaking his head, the scarred man immediately gave his order.

"Attack. Behead him, and a hundred gold taels will be ours."

At those words, the wanderers' eyes gleamed with visions of a golden future.

"Waaah!"

A thunderous battle cry echoed through the darkening forest.
The spirited Soul-Snatching Band charged at the Sword Devil's group all at once.
And then,

*Slash*

With a distinctly clear cutting sound, screams erupted.

"Aaaagh!"
"My eyes! My eyes!"

Five wanderers dropped their weapons, clutching both eyes.
Blood trickled down between their fingers as they pressed against their faces.

And with another *slash*, five bodies collapsed.
Upper and lower bodies cleanly separated, their screams silenced forever.
It was unmistakably death.

*What the...?!*

The scarred man couldn't hide his shock at the sudden turn of events.
His trembling gaze, which had been fixed on his five subordinates who had met such a futile death, now rose to look at the man standing before them.

The Sword Devil, who had drawn his red-handled sword, was emanating a chilling aura.
It felt like being prey before a predator.

As goosebumps rose all over his body, the scarred man suddenly recalled the Sword Devil's words.

*—not good fortune, but the worst misfortune.*

Simultaneously, questions that he should have considered—but had been too intoxicated by visions of gold to think about—surfaced in his mind.

*Why would Paecheon Fortress put such an enormous bounty of a hundred gold taels on a mere youth?*
*Why would Paecheon Fortress give such a youth the alias "Sword Devil"?*
*Why wouldn't Paecheon Fortress deal with such a youth themselves?*

But it was too late now to ponder these questions.
Before he could properly consider them, the Sword Devil and his companions leaped toward the Soul-Snatching Band.

Ch.435 - To Shaanxi
Naturally, the battle didn't last long and was completely one-sided.

"Die!"

The unknown wanderer's blade came down toward Master's crown.
But before the blade could even touch his gray hair, Master had already slipped past him.

"Guhk...!"

A suppressed groan.
Followed by spreading red.

Beyond the wanderer who collapsed without putting up a proper fight, Hwa-ryeon leaped high into the sky and brought her sword down heavily.
Three sword qi blasts from that single downward strike cut through three warriors simultaneously.

"Hiyaap!"

On another side, Seol used her small, not-yet-fully-grown body to weave in and out, attacking the wanderers.

"This little rat—!"

The wanderers gnashed their teeth and charged at Seol, who sprayed blood as she narrowly avoided their attacks.
But the more they unleashed their fury, the further their blades seemed to get from her.

In the end, the wanderers' attacks sliced through nothing but air, not even grazing our clothes.
Objectively speaking, their clean trajectories and the sound of air being cut indicated their experience and skill weren't bad at all.

But that was it.
No matter how many people they brought, "not bad" wasn't enough to be our match.

"Aaagh!"
"Kuhurk!"

The number of wanderers collapsing and spraying blood increased.
At first, they had been blinded by the prospect of instant wealth, but as more than half of their comrades fell, fear began to seep into their faces as they finally grasped the situation.

"Damn it...!"
"Boss, this isn't what you told us! You never said they'd be this strong!"

They cursed and directed their resentment at the scarred man who had led them here, but their fate remained unchanged.
Even as they unconsciously retreated step by step, the wanderers continued to fall. Then—

—Neeeigh!

Perhaps frightened by the smell of blood permeating the air, the horses the wanderers had ridden began to whinny and scatter in all directions.
Their final means of escape was disappearing.

Finally, the few who remained alive completely lost their will to fight and turned to run after the horses.
A fireball flew toward them.

—Whoosh!

"Aaaaargh—!"

The fireball engulfed the wanderers, wrapping their entire bodies in flames.
Screaming wildly from the pain of their burning skin, they threw themselves to the ground and rolled around desperately trying to extinguish the fire.

But this fire wasn't natural—it was created through magic.
No amount of struggling would put it out.

"S-save... save me...!"
"I, I don't want to die like this...."

Finally, with their last death throes, the wanderers went limp.
Cheong-un's flames only extinguished after confirming their deaths.

The wanderers who had been so triumphant at the thought of hunting us down met such a futile end.
Now only the leader, the scarred man, remained.

"......"

Standing alone amidst the field of his subordinates' corpses, he looked as if his soul had left his body.

No wonder.
Until just moments ago, they clearly had the numerical advantage, yet in an instant, he was the only one left.
Even the most cold-blooded person would find it difficult to maintain composure.

"How, how could this...!"

The scarred man barely opened his mouth to utter a few words before grinding his teeth.

"Damn those Paecheon Fortress bastards. Hiding the most crucial information—did they use us as sacrificial pawns?"

So he finally realized it.

Logically, those who had lost two armed units to me alone wouldn't have thought they could capture us with mere wanderers.
They probably threw out the promise of a hundred gold taels without intending to pay, thinking they wouldn't need to.

They likely used these men as disposable pieces to locate us, or at best, to pressure us with numbers or drain a bit of our energy.
These wanderers were completely used for that purpose.

Well, that didn't make me feel any sympathy for them.
Just from their words and actions earlier, they didn't seem deserving of it.
A contemptuous sneer naturally escaped me.

"How does it feel to walk into death's jaws with your own feet, blinded by greed?"

At my blatant mockery, his face twisted like a vengeful ghost.
With a voice filled with obvious anger, he muttered through gritted teeth.

"Sword Devil, they call you—truly, you are like a demon. There was a reason Paecheon Fortress gave you such a title."

Huh, talk about the pot calling the kettle black.

"That's rich coming from someone who was so skillfully threatening our peaceful group? Besides, I was actually trying to avoid conflict by hiding, you know? The one who created this mess and brought things to this point was none other than you."
"Kuk...!"

Unable to respond, he remained silent.
But his eyes were filled with hatred and resentment, as if looking at a mortal enemy.

Coming here to die and then blaming others—how ridiculous.

I shrugged my shoulders, thinking how unfunny this was.
His sword, which had been trembling with emotion, gradually steadied, and he pointed its tip at me.

Seeing him display the will to fight, I raised one eyebrow.

"Surprising? You're not running away or begging for your life."
"I know there's no salvation to be had. You evil demon. Even so, I won't die easily."

Still calling me a demon until the end.
I snorted and, unlike the scarred man, held my sword loosely.

My casual attitude, showing neither caution nor proper stance, finally made him explode as he charged at me with a roar.

"Uaaaah—!"

His sword strike aimed for my left shoulder.
I pulled my left foot to the right, turning my body.
Averting my gaze from the blade passing before my eyes, I swung Hong-il across his neck.

—Slash

With a clear cutting sound, the scarred man stopped moving.
Soon, a red line appeared in the middle of his neck, and blood began to flow.

"Kuhuk...!"

Dropping his sword, he clutched at his neck, which was now gushing blood like a waterfall.
Staggering as if all strength had left his body, he collapsed to the ground.

"Kruk... krrrr... kuluk!"

Making sounds like a dying animal, he foamed at the mouth with blood before coughing violently and spitting more blood.
Summoning the last of his life's strength, the scarred man raised his head and looked up at me with blurry eyes.

No longer having the energy to burn with hatred, his face was empty as his lips moved with difficulty.

"...We shouldn't have... pursued you. We shouldn't have gotten involved with Paecheon Fortress...!"
"You realized a bit too late. If you'd figured it out just half a moment earlier, you might have saved your life."

I crouched in front of him as I replied. Unable to continue speaking, he made only a deflating laugh before falling forward and moving no more.

After confirming the death of the last enemy, I stood up and looked around.
The clearing where we had planned to spend the night was now stained with the blood of these violent men.

Belatedly recognizing the terrible smell of blood, I slightly furrowed my brow.

"...We'll need to move elsewhere."

There was no way we could properly sleep in the middle of this field of corpses.
It was already so dark that I could barely see in front of me, but we needed to find another campsite.

Sighing quietly, I was reconnecting the horses tied to a tree in the corner to the carriage when a new presence registered in my perception field.
Like the previous wanderers, it was approaching quickly on horseback.

But this time, it was just one person.
And this familiar presence...?

"No way..."
"What is it now? What's wrong?"

Instead of answering Cheong-un's question, I stared intently into the darkness.
Soon, a small light emerged from the pitch-black darkness and began to grow larger.

Gradually, an outline became visible.
By then, I was already certain of the person's identity and stood with my mouth agape in disbelief.

"...Jin-ha?"

As soon as I called his name, Jin-ha smiled brightly and shouted loudly.

"Master, your disciple has arrived! I'll follow you wherever you go...!"
"You crazy fool?"

Why are you showing up here...?

*

Jin-ha, who had been cheerfully shouting upon discovering me, dismounted from his horse with a pale face and hesitant movements after seeing the field of corpses around us.
Slightly frightened, he approached me with small, hurried steps.

Even after closing my eyes and opening them again, even after pinching my cheek and looking again, it was indeed Jin-ha.
Confused about what to say, I opened and closed my mouth before finally managing to ask a question.

"...How on earth did you get here?"
"H-how? I followed right after you departed, Master."

He followed immediately after we left? Alone? Traveling over a thousand li continuously?
I didn't even know where to begin questioning this.

Clutching my throbbing head, I spent a while choosing my words before finally remembering what I should ask first.

"Do Sect Leader Jang or your brother know you're here?"
"......"

The silence that returned.
That wordlessness spoke volumes, drawing an involuntary sigh from me.
I immediately understood why Wi Cheon-kyeong kept calling him a troublemaker.

"B-but I did leave a proper letter! Saying I was going to follow Master and see the world."
"...Well done, indeed."

At my sarcastic retort to his ridiculous excuse, he took it as praise and smiled shyly.
I just wanted to smack him.

Hiding my trembling fist with effort, I turned to look at the others.
Every one of them wore expressions of disbelief and exasperation.

'What should we do?'
'I don't know either.'

I wanted to tell him to go back, but he probably wouldn't listen, and I was also worried about sending him back alone after he'd come all this way.
While exchanging glances and wondering what to do, Jin-ha's cautious voice reached my ears.

"By the way, what about these... corpses?"
"...Moths drawn to the flame of the bounty on my head."

At my brief explanation, he let out a small "Ah" and looked around before carefully adding:

"You're not planning to spend the night here, are you?"
"Of course not. I was just about to move and find another campsite."
"That's great!"

Jin-ha's face brightened at my answer, and he made an unexpected suggestion.

"As it happens, I know a suitable place nearby. Would you like to go there?"
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When Jin-ha first mentioned a suitable place, I thought there might be another clearing that the Middle Heaven Trading Company used during their travels.

But what was this?
Following Jin-ha's guidance, we arrived at a place that was far more proper than a mere clearing.

"A manor? In the middle of this forest?"

Surprisingly, a modest-sized manor stood right in the middle of the forest.
Although it hadn't been maintained for a long time, with cobwebs everywhere and a gloomy atmosphere, it was clearly built with considerable expense.

Naturally, everyone's gaze turned to Jin-ha, who was shrugging his shoulders.

"What is this?"
"Actually, it's a vacation home belonging to a friend who lives near Xi'an. We used to gather here often to hang out, but it's been neglected for a while, so it's a bit of a mess."

I was about to ask what kind of friend would have a vacation home of this size, but I held my tongue.

Jang Jin-ha.
The wayward youngest son of Sichuan's largest trading company—in other words, Sichuan's wealthiest family.

There's a saying that birds of a feather flock together, and that one becomes red near vermilion and black near ink.
Jin-ha's friends would likely be from wealthy families too, and they could probably afford to build a manor like this just by saving their pocket money.

"It's a bit dusty, but much better than bare ground, right? Come on in."
"It seems empty, but is it really okay to just enter your friend's vacation home like this?"

Jin-ha responded to my question with an awkward smile and a subtle tone.

"Actually, this manor was built with funds contributed by me and my friends. So I have some ownership stake in it..."

Rich young masters pooling their money to build this...

"And the purpose of building it was?"
"Uh... I'll just say it was for life's pleasures."

Yeah, right. Not pleasure, but escape.
It was obvious they built this place to have fun away from adult supervision.

Especially this guy—he traveled over a thousand li from home just to drink with his friends.
It also made sense how he could come all this way by himself.

Speaking of escape...

"You didn't do anything like opium here, did you?"

Jin-ha jumped at my narrowed-eyed question.

"What?! No, how could you... No! What kind of person do you think I am...!"
"What kind? A reckless thunderbolt of a brat."

Jin-ha flinched at my merciless assessment.
Then he asked in a slightly deflated voice.

"...You're really not happy I came, are you?"
"Did you seriously think I'd welcome you? I told you clearly before leaving. This isn't a pleasure trip, so I couldn't take you along."
"B-but thanks to me, you have a place to stay tonight..."

Well, that's true.
Looking at Jin-ha, who had somehow become meek without losing an argument, I clicked my tongue and scratched my head before tossing out a comment.

"Let's clean the manor first. We can't sleep in a dust pit."

Meanwhile, I need to figure out what to do with this guy.

*

The cleaning didn't take long.
Since we were only staying one night, just dusting off was enough.
Besides, internal energy is remarkably effective when used for cleaning.

-Whack!

When I clapped my hands forcefully with internal energy, the resulting energy wave stirred up all the dust that had accumulated in the room.

The air turned hazy.
I quickly drew large circles with both hands, gathering the dust into a clump.
Then I threw the dust ball out the window, and the cleaning was done.
In an instant, the dust-covered room became spotless.

"Wow...!"

Seol and Cheong-un, who were watching from behind, exclaimed in unison with sparkling eyes, and Master gave a small laugh.

"To think internal energy could be used like this, remarkable."
"It's not difficult once you know the trick. Would you like me to teach you?"

At my offer, not only Master but also Hwa-ryeon and Seol looked quite interested.
As I moved to another room to teach them the quick internal energy cleaning method, I thought about Jin-ha.

I should send him back, right?
From what I've heard, he used to come this way often, so he should be able to return home without any problems.

But this guy, quickly sensing my intentions, grabbed my legs and clung to me.

"Please don't tell me to go back! I made a big decision to follow you!"
"What decision! You followed us as soon as we left!"
"T-the time it takes to make a decision isn't important!"

After finally prying him off as he clung like a leech, even biting his own fist in determination, I confronted him with cold reality as a last resort.

"Then tell me. How can you be of help if you come with us?"
"Help? Well, that..."
"And don't count this manor. Providing a place to stay for just one night isn't enough."

Jin-ha pouted as if I was being unfair and grumbled.

"First, you need to tell me what you're planning to do. All I know is that you want to lift the blockade on Mount Hwa, so how can I know how I might help?"
"That's... a fair point."

I hadn't yet told the others what we were going to do.
We'd reach the vicinity of Mount Hwa tomorrow. It was about time to let them know.

Nodding, I brought everyone to my room (Cheong-un's room was cleaned by Seol), as they had already figured out how to dust off their sleeping quarters, and explained the plan.

"Simply put, I'm going to use my notoriety to destroy their morale."
"Use your notoriety?"

I nodded at Hwa-ryeon's question and continued.

"Remember when we faced the Extermination Unit in Pahyeon? When we drove away the Sungan Inspector?"
"Yes, I remember. You deliberately covered yourself in blood to instill fear... Ah!"

Seeing that she had caught on to my intention, I smiled and said.

"Right, it's an extension of that. As it happens, I'm being called the Sword-Wielding Devil, aren't I? From what I hear about me smiling while dismembering people, it seems the rumors have become much more exaggerated than reality."

Just from the reaction of the wanderers we fought earlier, I could tell that the rumors about me were terrifyingly brutal.
Jin-ha chimed in after hearing my words.

"That's right. While following Master, I overheard several tavern conversations about you—that you're an evil spirit risen from hell, that you enjoy torturing people and listening to their screams. All sorts of infamous tales are attached to you."

Enjoying screams? What am I, a psychopathic murderer?
Besides, if anything, I'm not a devil but a devil hunter.
Despite my bitter smile at these absurd rumors, I was secretly pleased.

"If that's the case, my infamy must have spread throughout the forces blockading Mount Hwa."

The leadership of Paecheon Fortress wouldn't have detailed what happened between me and the Assassination Unit.
Not only would it be shameful to admit that two proud military units were cut down by a single person, but there would also be morale issues.

So the forces blockading Mount Hwa would only know exaggerated rumors about me, not accurate information.

"As a result, among the lower ranks, I'm not perceived as a powerful martial artist but as an incomprehensible devil."
"You want to amplify their underlying fear to make their morale plummet to rock bottom."
"Correct."

I've already set the Open Faction and Lower Heaven Sect in motion through Ha Bunta.
Rumors that the Sword Devil is heading to Mount Hwa have been spread in nearby villages, so the atmosphere should be slightly tense by now.

That's when I'll make my move.
I'll secretly assassinate a commander in the middle of their camp and display the body somewhere visible.

Making it look like a devil cursed and killed him with some strange power.
So that when the Paecheon Fortress troops see it the next morning, they'll be thrown into panic.

"Once I start making moves, the effect will be immediate. If all goes well, some might even flee, unable to withstand the fear."
"But they're systematically trained forces. Will it really be that easy?"

Seol seemed a bit skeptical.
I suppose instilling fear in one Sungan Inspector is different from instilling fear in Sichuan's large-scale forces.

"Well, I have other plans in case that doesn't work, so don't worry."

I reassured Seol with a smile, then turned to Jin-ha.

"So, I've roughly explained what I'm going to do. Now tell me how you can help."
"Hmm..."

Jin-ha swallowed hard, slightly lowered his head, and fell into deep thought.
Seeing this, I secretly smiled to myself.

No matter how hard he thought, he wouldn't be able to prove his usefulness.
So now he would quietly return to Chengdu...

"How about this? As it happens, one of the friends who built this manor with me is the heir to a well-known trading company in Xi'an. Through him, couldn't we secretly infiltrate the Paecheon Fortress camp?"
"...Huh?"

I was dumbfounded by this unexpected answer.
And as I listened to his further explanation, my ears perked up.

"We're talking about Sichuan's forces. I don't know how much food they brought from Paecheon Fortress, but local supplies will definitely be necessary."
"Y-yes?"
"My friend's trading company deals primarily in grain. The Paecheon Fortress side will certainly approach them."

His idea was that once a deal was struck with Paecheon Fortress, they would transport food to each camp around Mount Hwa, and we could infiltrate by joining them.
It was a genuinely plausible idea that I never expected to hear from this thunderbolt of a brat.

Noticing that I was starting to be swayed, Jin-ha smiled and delivered the final blow.

"This deal won't happen unless I speak to my friend directly. What do you think?"
"......"

Though I remained silent for a moment, the answer was already decided, and Jin-ha broke into a bright smile.

Ch.437 - Operation To Lift The Blockade
The next morning.
Following Jin-ha's suggestion, we changed our course from Mount Hwasan and arrived in Seoan.

"Wow, it's been a while since I've been here. It must have been about three years already."
"It's amazing that you've been traveling over a thousand li since you were fifteen."

And all just to hang out with friends.
I threw out that barbed comment, but either he pretended not to notice or was genuinely oblivious as he just grinned and replied.

"What's a thousand li when it comes to friendship?"

Friendship my ass... Wait, is that not right?
I don't know what they did when they gathered at that estate, but if they were close enough to create a secret hideout together, I suppose you could call that genuine friendship.

Looking at it that way, maybe it really is true friendship?
I chuckled at the silly thought that crossed my mind and looked ahead.

The first thing that caught my eye was the high city wall.
The drawbridge that could be raised during wartime to completely block outside invasions and the deep moat strongly suggested that this city was built as a military fortress.

Perhaps because of that, the guards checking people at the city gate had an intimidating presence. While observing their movements with my Eye Technique, I noticed the papers they were holding.

A wanted poster with a familiar face drawn on it.
None other than my own.

"...Tsk, faster than I expected."

Even the government troops were looking for me now.
To be honest, I had anticipated this to some extent.

With the collusion between the Seoan magistrate and Paecheon Fortress all but confirmed, and rumors spreading that the Sword Devil was heading to Mount Hwasan, this development was entirely possible.

The problem was that their response was faster than expected.
I thought they would dawdle at least until I started making my real moves.

Seems like they have someone quite efficient among their officers, but who?
Lost in thought for a moment, I snapped back to reality as we approached the checkpoint.

If we try to leave the line with our carriage now, it would look suspicious.
But if we just continue forward, we'll definitely be caught.
What should I do...

"Master? What's wrong?"

Jin-ha asked with confusion as he saw me pulling my bamboo hat down low.
I quickly explained the situation in a voice too quiet for others to hear.

"If it comes down to it, I'll slip away and sneak in later. You said you know how to drive the carriage, right? So you can..."
"Hehehe, no need to worry. Just stay put."

Jin-ha cut off my urgent instructions with a confident smile.
I wondered why he looked so self-assured, but when our turn for inspection came, I understood why.

"Well, who do we have here? If it isn't Young Master Jang!"
"Oh my, it's been a while! Have you been well?"

Jin-ha and the guard greeted each other like old acquaintances.
The guard's sharp eyes instantly softened—anyone watching would think they were friends of ten years.

Jin-ha, who had been sitting next to me, even got down from the carriage and happily clasped hands with the guard.
If they had been any happier to see each other, they might have hugged and jumped around.
This kind of interaction couldn't possibly happen between people who had only met once or twice.

"What brings you here this time? Are you visiting the Ogok Trading Company?"
"That's right. I haven't seen my friend Myeong-do in a while. Is everything alright at the company?"

The two started chatting, completely forgetting about the inspection.
However, when the guard mentioned the Ogok Trading Company (which I assumed was where Jin-ha's friend was the heir), his face subtly darkened.

Jin-ha quickly noticed this reaction and tilted his head questioningly.

"What's wrong? Did something happen?"
"Well... something did happen, but... it's complicated."

He seemed uncomfortable talking about it.
After some prodding, he finally spoke.

"Actually, Paecheon Fortress unilaterally ordered all major trading companies in Seoan to hand over their grain at half the market price."
"...What? That's absurd!"

Jin-ha openly displayed his astonishment.
I too was dumbfounded as I sat quietly on the driver's seat with my face hidden under the bamboo hat.

Demanding goods at half the market price—even common thugs wouldn't make such a request.
The problem was that the one making this demand was the most powerful thug in the Central Plains.

"It's definitely an unreasonable demand, but what can we do? It's coming from Paecheon Fortress."
"But even so, quietly accepting such an outrageous demand would cause severe damage to the trading companies. Is everyone complying?"

At Jin-ha's question, the guard slightly lowered his head and further lowered his voice.

"Actually, there was a big fire at the Gwangyang Trading Company recently."
"Gwangyang Trading Company? Isn't that one that deals primarily in grain like Ogok? Surely not..."
"Everyone's keeping quiet about it, but rumors say that just before the fire, the company head openly refused Paecheon Fortress's demand. And right after that, this happened..."

So a fire broke out at the trading company building immediately after they refused Paecheon Fortress's demand?
The timing is too perfect. It couldn't possibly be a coincidence.

"It was such a massive fire that the company building was almost completely destroyed. Of course, all the grain stored in the warehouses turned to ashes too. As a result, the Gwangyang Trading Company is on the verge of complete bankruptcy."
"......"

Jin-ha's face grew uncharacteristically serious as he heard the story.
He came here to ask his friend for a difficult favor, but now his friend's family was facing trouble, so he must be feeling quite awkward.

"On top of that, they're throwing these wanted posters at us guards, ordering us to find the person they're after. They're completely arrogant. The county magistrate is pretending not to notice—I wonder how much money they've been fed..."

Unaware of Jin-ha's thoughts, the guard grumbled while waving my wanted poster.
Jin-ha gave an awkward smile and casually asked.

"Well, people are starting to wait behind us. Can we go in now?"
"Ah, I've kept you too long. If it's Young Master Jang's party, there's no need for inspection. Please go ahead."

The guard let us through without any further checks.
Jin-ha discreetly handed him a money pouch from inside his robe.

"You're working hard. Use this to buy drinks for everyone when you're done."
"Oh, ahem. You didn't have to..."

After saying goodbye to the guard, who had eagerly accepted the pouch with a silly grin, Jin-ha climbed back onto the driver's seat and continued to casually greet the other guards as we entered the city.

Anyone watching would think he was a local.
I asked incredulously.

"Just how often did you come here for the guards to be so friendly with you?"
"It's not about how many times, but how much money you spread around. What do you think? I'm being more helpful than you expected, right?"
"...Indeed."

I had to give credit where it was due.
Without this guy, the situation would have become quite troublesome.
Hearing my answer, Jin-ha beamed with a bright smile before his expression quickly turned serious.

"But I'm worried. I never expected something like this to happen. My friend might not be able to help us with our request."

A reasonable concern.
But I just smiled slightly.

"Well, we'll have to see when we meet him, won't we?"

*

After entering Seoan, we immediately visited the Ogok Trading Company and met Jin-ha's friend, the heir to the company, and his father, the head of Ogok Trading Company.

"It's been a while, Master Oh."
"If it isn't the troublemaker from Jungcheon Trading Company who used to cause mischief with my son. It's been a long time."

The middle-aged man immediately called Jin-ha a troublemaker.
At this, both Jin-ha and the young man sitting across from him subtly rolled their eyes.

Seeing this, the middle-aged man chuckled.
However, even through his smile, there was unmistakable worry visible on his experienced face.
Jin-ha, roughly sensing Master Oh's inner thoughts, cleared his throat to change the atmosphere and carefully asked.

"...I heard on the way here. That Paecheon Fortress is making unreasonable demands."
"You've already heard about that? Well, I suppose rumors are already widespread in Seoan."

A sigh that revealed his recent mental struggles.
Seeing his face full of anguish, Jin-ha glanced at me, still wearing my bamboo hat beside him, and spoke.

"So, are you planning to comply with Paecheon Fortress's demands?"
"If you've heard the rumors, you must have also heard about the Gwangyang Trading Company? They've already made an example by reducing one trading company to ashes. The authorities are keeping quiet and don't seem interested in protecting us, so what can we do? We need to save our lives first."

Despite his resigned words, the company head's expression clearly showed anger.
He had submitted for now, but had engraved in one corner of his heart a grudge that he would never forget.

This seems promising for my proposal.
Thinking it was at least worth bringing up, I removed my bamboo hat and revealed my face.

"Huh...?"

The company head's son tilted his head when he saw my face.
His name was Oh Myeong-do, wasn't it?
Looking uncertain, he frowned and examined my face from various angles before his eyes gradually widened and he let out a dramatic cry.

"W-what! The S-Sword Devil!?"

*CRASH!*

Oh Myeong-do fell backward with his chair as he hurriedly tried to stand up.
With a groan, he got back on his feet, his eyes filled with confusion.

"Hey, Jin-ha, you...! Father! That face...!"
"Quiet! Will you behave so frivolously in front of guests?"
"Huh?"

Oh Myeong-do made a strange sound at his father's scolding.
Ignoring his son's gaze that questioned whether he was really the one being scolded, Master Oh looked directly at me and said.

"A rather familiar face. The most famous face in Seoan these days."
"Since you already know me, I'll save the introduction. I'm Gun Ja-seong."
"Hmph, I never thought I'd be the first to hear the name that Paecheon Fortress wants to know so badly."

Master Oh laughed briefly before his eyes sharpened.

"So, what brings the infamous Sword Devil all the way here?"

Ch.438 - Operation To Lift The Blockade
O-dan's question made me smirk.

"From your expression, it seems you already have some idea."
"Well, whether my guess matches yours is something we can only determine if you speak plainly, don't you think?"

His response was direct, without the slightest change in his expression.
I had no interest in playing mind games, so I answered straightforwardly.

"I've come to make a proposal. How about we help each other against our common enemy?"
"A proposal, mutual assistance... what exactly do you mean?"
"It's simple. I'll free you all from Paecheon Fortress's tyranny. In exchange, clear a path for me to infiltrate their core."

After hearing my explanation, O-dan stroked his not-yet-long beard thoughtfully before slowly speaking.

"Clear a path... you mean to use our forced food transport convoy to sneak into Paecheon Fortress. Then you'll carry out operations from within."
"Correct. The goal is to lower their morale and ultimately dismantle the blockade itself. At the same time, we can prevent severe losses for the Seoan merchant groups."

Before entering Seoan, my plan had been to assassinate their command to instill fear and lower morale.
Now, a substantial piece had been added to that plan.

The destruction of supplies—specifically, food.
Adding the practical problem of burned food supplies to the fear of death by unknown enemies would accelerate the collapse of the blockade.

The side effects concerned me somewhat, but with Hong Ja-gong and the Beggar Sect's help, we could manage.
Plus, the Ogok merchant group and other Seoan merchants could avoid devastating losses.

"After all, no one will know the 'condition' of the food the merchants send if it's going to burn anyway."
"Hmm..."

After hearing my entire plan, O-dan leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.
After a while of twitching eyelids, he opened his eyes and spoke slowly.

"...A bold plan. If executed well, we might overcome this situation without severe losses."

A fairly positive response, if not outright praise.
But the leader wasn't finished.

"However, before we get into details, there's a critical matter to address."
"What is it?"
"You. Why should I trust your proposal?"

Why should I trust you?
How can I be sure this bold plan will succeed?

A reasonable question.

O-dan and I had just met today.
We'd only learned each other's names moments ago.

Yet my proposal, while potentially rewarding, carried enormous risk.
Success would prevent merchant losses and free them from Paecheon's pressure, but failure meant almost certain destruction.
They wouldn't spare merchant groups who dared defy them.

So he asked.
What reason did he have to gamble his merchant group's fate?

To this, I answered simply:

"You should trust my infamy."

My infamy.
The infamy of the Sword Devil.

The reason Paecheon Fortress placed an unprecedented bounty of one hundred gold pieces on my head.

"Setting aside exaggerations in rumors, it's clear that Paecheon put a massive bounty on my head. You must have wondered why they would do such a thing."
"I won't deny it. When I first heard about the Sword Devil, I was quite surprised. An unprecedented bounty of one hundred gold pieces. And the target was a young man barely of age. Moreover, all the rumors were disturbing. Even if only half were true, it would mark the emergence of the greatest killer in the history of the Great Ming."

Hearing this, I smiled and asked:

"So, what's your impression of this great killer now that you've met him in person?"
"...You seem remarkably composed for someone who supposedly committed such atrocities. You don't appear to be hiding any murderous madness either."

O-dan then asked with a voice full of certainty:

"What exactly did you do to earn Paecheon's enmity? Surely you didn't beat up the fortress lord's spoiled son?"
"Oh, how did you know?"
"...What?"

Seeing his dumbfounded expression, I chuckled as if joking (though it wasn't a joke) and shrugged.

"Does it matter what I did? What's important is that I can help you and the Seoan merchant groups."
"..."

O-dan leaned forward, placing his arms on the table.

"Give me a proper answer, not stories about beating up Paecheon's Young Lord of the Castle. Why did Paecheon put a bounty on your head?"
"It's simple. I annihilated two of their military units."

My truthful answer left O-dan speechless.
His son and heir, O-myeong-do, also looked incredulous.

Logically, it's hard to believe that two Paecheon military units—not even Tang dynasty forces—could be wiped out by me alone.
The story about beating up the Young Lord of the Castle might seem more credible.
Well, both are true.

Anyway, while my claim might sound like an outrageous boast, fortunately, my actions against Paecheon so far lent credibility to my words.

"Why else would Paecheon put such a bounty on my head?"
"...Indeed."

After a moment of silence, the two reluctantly accepted my explanation.
They still seemed half-convinced, but that was enough.
I still had another card to play: Hong Ja-gong.

"Additionally, Beggar Sect Leader Hong Ja-gong will be joining us."
"Hong Ja-gong...!? You mean Geolseon?"

O-dan was startled.
Hong Ja-gong's reputation certainly works well in these situations.

As one of the strongest warriors acknowledged by the entire Central Plains martial world, he naturally inspires more confidence than a young man like me.
I should use this advantage frequently in the future.

"Hmm... Geolseon...!"

While I was making this mental note, I heard O-dan muttering.
Outwardly he seemed conflicted, but from the glimpse of his eyes, I was certain.

He would accept my proposal.

"...Very well. I'll arrange a meeting with the other merchant group leaders. However, if Geolseon doesn't attend personally, it will be difficult to gain their support."
"Don't worry about that. He'll be here soon."

I answered with complete confidence and a grin.

*

At the same time Ja-seong finished his conversation with O Gwan-hu, the merchant group leader, Ja-gong, who had moved ahead of the others, was hidden in the forest observing the Paecheon forces blockading Mount Hwasan.

"Hmm..."
"There are disgustingly many of them. How many did you say there were in total?"
"Four thousand. There might be a difference of a few dozen, but roughly that many."

Beside him, crouching and sighing, was a beggar—none other than Gu Ung, the branch leader of the Beggar Sect's Seoan branch.

"Sniff. You said you wanted to break the blockade, but is that possible? It seems difficult even if we gathered all the beggars in the area and charged in."
"This mountain bandit is ruining my appetite with pessimism from the start."

Ja-gong scolded him for sniffing loudly and making negative comments.
Gu Ung pouted through his bushy beard and grumbled.

"Am I wrong to worry? And could you please stop calling me a mountain bandit?"
"Change your clothes first, then we'll talk."

Ja-gong called Gu Ung a mountain bandit not for any particular reason, but simply because his appearance matched that stereotype perfectly.

His unkempt, pine needle-like beard and animal hide clothing gave him a typical beggar look, but with a different character than Ha Deok-su's typical beggar appearance or Jang Ha-seong's scholarly style.

*Is this some kind of competition among branch leaders? Who can be more distinctive?*

Or perhaps only distinctive individuals catch the eye and become branch leaders?

As Ja-gong was contemplating these strange selection criteria for middle management, he noticed unusual movement in one part of the Paecheon camp.
Gu Ung spotted it first and tilted his head in confusion.

"What are they doing? Standing in a line like that..."

In a fairly large clearing at one side of the camp.
A group standing in a line at its entrance.
At first glance, they looked like they were preparing for a race.

Ja-gong used his eye technique to look more closely and realized from their medium armor that they were members of the Iron Armor Unit.

*They must be training.*

As mentioned several times before, Paecheon's Iron Armor Unit was a military force comparable to an army division.
Perhaps because of its large membership, its style and operation felt more military-like compared to other units.

This was probably some kind of military training.
Thinking this, Ja-gong was about to withdraw the true energy he had channeled into three acupoints, including the Jeongmyeong point, when he witnessed something shocking, something he couldn't ignore.

"That's...!"
"Sect Leader?"

Gu Ung's puzzled voice came from beside him.
But Ja-gong had no mind to answer.

The Iron Armor Unit members had begun running at the commander's signal from the platform.
But their speed and stride were nothing like normal martial artists'.

They were much faster, with much longer strides.
Even more impressive considering they were wearing heavy medium armor.

This couldn't be achieved simply by using true energy for strength.
There was only one explanation for this sight:

The release of inner power through acupoints.
While they had been distracted, the enemy had acquired new power.

"...Let's go back."
"What? W-wait a moment!"

With an unusually serious expression, Ja-gong stood up and turned without hesitation.
He needed to inform Ja-seong immediately about the enemy's transformation.

That his plan was falling apart from the very beginning.

Ch.439 - Changed Enemies
After receiving O Danju's hospitality and staying at the Ogok Trading Company for a night, Hong Ja-gong came to find us the next day without prior notice.

He brought rather unwelcome news.

"Those bastards have been learning a new qi manipulation technique, a method to release internal energy."
"What...?"

Hwa-ryeon, who initially didn't understand what he meant, suddenly stood up with shock written across her face.
Following that, Master asked with a serious expression.

"Do you mean all the Sacheon forces blockading Hwasan?"
"No, it seems only the Iron Armor Unit is learning the technique for now."

I wasn't sure if this counted as a blessing in disguise. It was fortunate that not all of Sacheon's forces had learned to release internal energy, but still, we were talking about nearly a thousand men learning this skill.

There was no need to explain how they had acquired this new qi manipulation technique.

"I suppose Ju Ho-jeong, the one who hid behind the mask of a ruffian, has finally decided to reveal his true face."
"...I suppose so."

I recalled the last time I saw Ju Ho-jeong.
The face of a man who regretted that we couldn't stand together, who secretly desired Hwa-ryeon.
Also, the face filled with rage and grief over the deaths and sacrifices of his subordinates.

So he's finally chosen his side.

The indecisive man who couldn't commit either way had finally become our enemy. It was inevitable.
Perhaps this outcome was predetermined from the moment I failed to kill him back then.

I glanced at Hwa-ryeon's complexion, which had turned pale with a slight shadow crossing her face.
But this lasted only briefly.
Her eyes, which had momentarily lost their light, began to shine again as she raised her head with firmly pressed lips.

Her face showed resolute determination, as if there was no more hesitation.
Seeing the look in her eyes—someone determined to move forward without being trapped in the past—I felt relieved inside.

You've already made up your mind.
Then I have no reason to hesitate anymore either.

The next time I meet Ju Ho-jeong, I'll face him with everything I have.

As I strengthened my resolve, Hong Ja-gong's voice reached my ears.

"Anyway, now that the situation has changed like this, shouldn't we alter our plans?"

Hong Ja-gong's argument seemed reasonable at first glance.

Covert infiltration into enemy territory, assassination, and operations to burn the military provisions extorted from trading companies.
These weren't simple tasks, and we needed to repeat them multiple times over several days.

Meanwhile, we'd discovered that our enemies had become much more formidable than expected.
In normal circumstances, one would naturally consider modifying or postponing the plan.

But I firmly shook my head.

"We don't have that luxury now. If we don't act immediately to lift the blockade, the Martial Arts Assembly will end before it even begins."
"I understand your urgency, but if things go wrong, we'll end up with nothing."
"Don't worry. I have a contingency plan for that case."

If all else failed, I could reveal one of my cards to the enemy—sweep through them with the "Sovereign Sword Form" or "Boundless Sky" technique and then escape.
In that case, their vigilance toward me would increase, and so would the bounty on my head, but I'd have to deal with that.

Would it be two hundred gold taels next time?
I had no intention of enjoying the increasing bounty like some aspiring pirate king, but I was curious how much higher it might go.

Bringing my wandering thoughts back to the present flow, I spoke again.

"Besides, the longer we wait, the more familiar those guys will become with releasing internal energy. That will only make them more difficult to deal with."
"Hmm, that's true. So you're saying we should just push ahead with the original plan?"
"Yes. And I need your help with that, Chief."

I briefly explained what had happened yesterday.
After hearing about Paecheon Fortress's extortion of the Xi'an trading companies and my plan to propose cooperation to these companies in crisis, Hong Ja-gong stroked his beard and said:

"So you need my reputation to persuade the trading companies."
"Well, a beggar immortal is probably more reassuring than a sword-wielding demon."

The immortal (angel) in shabby, worn clothes chuckled at my joking remark and nodded.

"Alright. When is the meeting?"
"This afternoon, three hours from now."

*

Three hours later, we arrived at the top floor of Manbang Tower, the largest pleasure house in Xi'an.
Leaving behind the laughter of courtesans echoing from various places, we entered the room to find everyone already seated except for us and O Danju.
They must have been quite anxious.

"Welcome, O Danju."
"It's been a while, everyone. I trust you've been... well, not exactly peaceful."

O Danju gave a bitter smile seeing the haggard faces of those seated, then took his place.
Immediately, a trembling voice filled with anxiety spoke up.

"S-so? What's this solution you mentioned for our current predicament?"

It came from a small middle-aged man sitting directly across from O Danju.
His constant sweating and anxious eye movements made him look almost mentally ill, but his behavior wasn't particularly strange given the circumstances.

After all, one wrong move could ruin his entire life.
If anything, the others who maintained outward composure deserved praise for their mental fortitude.

After briefly surveying the room, O Danju slowly began to speak.

"First, thank you all for coming. It seems everyone is here except for a few."
"Cut the unnecessary talk and get to the point. What exactly is this method you mentioned?"

This time it was a muscular man who spoke—unusually built for a merchant.
He looked more suited to martial arts training than business.
Indeed, his qi suggested he had some martial arts training.

Unlike other trading company heads who brought guards, he sat alone, apparently confident in his own abilities.
I smiled slightly under my bamboo hat as O Danju responded coldly.

"Huang Danju, still as impatient as ever. I understand your anxiety with your company on the brink of collapse, but perhaps you should calm down a bit?"
"What did you say...?"

-BANG!

Huang Danju jumped up angrily from his seat.
His chair clattered to the floor, and the subtle tension in the room instantly became palpable.

Huang Danju's fierce expression faced O Danju's cold gaze.
Though I didn't know the details, it was immediately clear they didn't get along well.

What's this? A breakdown right from the start?
I hid my surprise behind my bamboo hat while staring at the back of O Danju's head, when a small sigh was heard.

"...I misspoke. I apologize. It seems I was the anxious one."
"......"

Faced with O Danju's straightforward apology, Huang Danju's lips quivered as if he had much to say, but eventually he groaned, righted his chair, and sat down.
Seeing this, O Danju took a deep breath and continued.

"Before getting to the main point, I should tell you this. The solution I've brought is, frankly speaking, close to gambling."
"Gambling?"
"If we fail, it won't just mean the collapse of our trading companies. We will, almost certainly, lose our lives. Not just us, but our families as well."
"...!"

The trading company heads flinched at the mention of their families' lives.
Meeting each person's eyes, O Danju continued in a resolute tone.

"That's how dangerous this is. So I'll give you another chance to reconsider. If you leave now, you won't have to stake your families' lives."

Several company heads stood up at those words.
But then, O Danju's voice echoed through the room once more.

"Of course, you'll still have to accept the loss of the trading companies you've built over a lifetime."

The half-risen company heads froze in place.
Severe conflict appeared on their faces.

In the end, only three of the seven who had stood up left the room.
The remaining four sat back down.

"May I assume you've all made up your minds?"
"......"

Silence was the response.
A tacit pressure to stop testing them.

O Danju nodded deeply and got to the main point.

"There is only one way for us to survive Paecheon Fortress's pressure. We sell goods that match the ridiculously low prices they're offering."
"Matching the low prices...? Are you suggesting we sell rotten, inedible grain?"
"Or we could fill half the sacks with sand."

Incredulous expressions appeared on everyone's faces.
They all clearly doubted O Danju's sanity.
Huang Danju even went so far as to openly ask if he had lost his mind.

Most showed overtly negative, exasperated reactions.
However, one person responded differently.
It was the small man sitting across from us.

"Th-that can't be all, right? In the current situation, O Danju must know such a plan is absurd."

Having some trust in his competitor, the man was convinced there must be more to the plan, and the other company heads changed their expressions and waited for O Danju to continue.
Instead of speaking, however, O Danju turned to look at me.

Dozens of pairs of eyes followed his gaze.
As I removed my bamboo hat and revealed my face, everyone's reaction was predictably intense.

"Gah-! Th-the Sword Demon?!"

The company heads, initially uncertain but soon recognizing me, jumped up from their seats in alarm.
The guards assigned to protect them all drew their swords and pointed them at me.
Hmm, I shouldn't think this way, but their reactions were quite amusing.

"O-O Danju! What is the meaning of this?!"

Suppressing the urge to laugh, I listened as O Danju introduced me in a calm tone.

"You all recognize his face. This is the Sword Demon who's been heating up Xi'an, no, the entire Central Plains lately."
"Who's asking because they don't know that?! Why did you bring this demon here?!"

That's quite harsh for a first meeting.
When I gave the company head who called me a demon a blank look, his face immediately turned pale.

He looked like he might faint at any moment.
Unfortunately, I had to stop enjoying their reactions.
Stepping forward to stand beside O Danju, I raised my voice so everyone in the room could hear.

"Please calm down, everyone. I am not your enemy."
"How dare you spout such nonsense, you demon!"

...This isn't working. I'll have to force them to calm down.

I immediately filled the room with a blue cluster of stars.
Forced silence followed.

"...!...!"
"...!?"

Everyone in the room except O Danju and me was completely immobilized—unable to move or speak—with only their eyes wide open.
Even O Danju couldn't hide his surprise at the sight.

"What is this...?"

Ignoring his questioning gaze, I addressed everyone.

"If you'll quietly listen to what I have to say, I'll release you."
"......"

Naturally, there was no response.
But after waiting a bit, I could see their eyes, which had been darting around in fear, gradually calming down.

Thinking it was probably fine now, I withdrew the star cluster, and the freed people either collapsed in their seats or began checking their bodies.

"Will you please sit down now?"

At my polite request, the startled company heads looked at each other and then obediently took their seats.
The guards standing behind them slowly sheathed their swords.

Though fear still lingered in their gazes, they seemed ready to talk.
With that in mind, I slowly began to explain why I had come here.

Ch.440 - Infiltrating Enemy Lines
Gun Ja-seong and his companions prepare to infiltrate the Paecheon Fortress camp through a dangerous undercover mission.

"First, let me make one thing clear. The reason I'm here isn't to harm any of you. Rather, I'm here to help you."
"...Help us? How exactly do you plan to do that?"

A small man questioned with suspicion, bristling like a wary animal.
When I turned to look at him, he flinched but didn't avert his gaze.

Earlier, instead of simply condemning Head Manager O like the others, he had asked for reasons—showing more courage than his expression and demeanor suggested.
I gave him a slightly friendly smile, which immediately made him pale with a "Hiiik" sound.

Hmm. I was trying to improve my terrible first impression, but it seems to have backfired.

Feeling awkward, I erased my smile and cut to the chase, explaining my plan. I would infiltrate the fortress by joining the shipment of their substandard supplies, then conduct sabotage operations from within. As I spoke, the merchant guild leaders' expressions grew serious.

"So you're saying you'll sneak into Paecheon Fortress and cause havoc? And conveniently burn all our supplies in the process?"
"Yes. If everything is reduced to ashes, no one will notice what you did with the supplies. It works well for me because I can move secretly, and it works for you because you'll avoid massive losses. What do you think?"

"Hmm, that might actually work..."
"Too dangerous. If he fails, we'll bear the full brunt of Paecheon's wrath. Like Head Manager O said, they'll kill our wives and children too."
"Did you not see what just happened? He performed some strange sorcery like a real demon! With that kind of power, it might be possible..."

Sorcery? It was clearly martial arts.

While I inwardly grumbled at their ignorant babbling, I was somewhat surprised. I had expected them to laugh at my plan or call it absurd, but many were considering it positively. My demonstration of the "Sovereign Sword Form" earlier must have instilled some faith in my abilities.

Just as I was thinking Hong Ja-gong might not need to step in after all, Guild Leader Hwang slammed his fist on the table with a loud thud.

The room fell silent instantly.
With his fist still on the table and a grave expression, he took a deep breath before speaking.

"Head Manager O, I'll be frank. I don't trust this man at all."
"Guild Leader Hwang."
"Four thousand. They have four thousand troops."

People flinched at the mention of Paecheon Fortress's military strength.
Ignoring their reactions, he continued.

"I won't deny he has extraordinary abilities—I experienced them firsthand. But he's still planning to act alone, isn't he? Whether human or demon, I simply can't believe he can evade all their eyes. He'll certainly be discovered and surrounded."

These unexpectedly cool-headed words from someone who had seemed quite hot-tempered immediately tipped the scales. About half of those who had viewed my plan positively were swayed by Guild Leader Hwang's argument.

"Hmm... he does have a point."
"A gamble needs at least some chance of success to be worth taking, doesn't it?"

As the mood shifted increasingly negative, even those who had been supportive fell silent.

At this rate, I wouldn't get their cooperation.
It was time to reveal our hidden card—our "beggar immortal."

"What if I go with him?"

"What...?"

The voice from outside startled everyone.
As their gazes turned toward the door, it swung open to reveal an old man in shabby clothes.

His entrance was truly dramatic.
The guild leaders' reactions were equally so.

Guild Leader Hwang and others who immediately recognized Hong Ja-gong jumped to their feet in surprise, and those who were confused followed suit when they noticed the distinctive knot at his waist.

"The Dragon Head Chief of the Beggar Sect!"
"Lord Geolseon...!"
"The Mad Dragon Divine Beggar!"

Seemingly accustomed to such reactions, Hong Ja-gong snorted briefly as he entered. When one of the guild leaders tried to offer him a seat, he declined with a gesture and addressed Guild Leader Hwang.

"As I just said, I plan to move with this fellow. Do you still find it untrustworthy?"
"Y-you personally, Lord Geolseon?"

Guild Leader Hwang stared blankly at Hong Ja-gong before scrambling to respond.
Just moments ago he had been growling like a fierce wolf, but now he had transformed into a completely docile puppy.

It was a vivid demonstration of Hong Ja-gong's reputation as one of the Ten Lords.
The difference between his reception and mine—being called a demon—was truly like heaven and earth.
Feeling a bit envious, I clicked my tongue and nodded.

"Yes, it's better to move as a pair than alone."
"If that's the case, you should have said so from the beginning..."

Guild Leader Hwang muttered, sounding wronged.
But there was no displeasure on his face.
Rather, he seemed considerably relieved that Hong Ja-gong would be participating.

The other guild leaders felt the same, and naturally the scales tipped in the opposite direction.
The guilds promptly agreed to fully cooperate with us, and soon all the guild leaders quickly emptied a bottle of wine each.

Their faces turned bright red.
Satisfied with the sight of the guild leaders appearing thoroughly drunk, Head Manager O announced the end of the meeting with a slightly slurred voice.

After the other guild leaders left Manbangnoo with the support of their guards, only Hong Ja-gong and I remained. Soon the door opened again, and a beautiful woman appeared—Yu Cheong, the proprietress of Manbangnoo and the regional head of the Lower Heaven Sect in Xi'an.

"Congratulations, Young Master Gun. You've achieved what you wanted."
"The important work hasn't even started yet."

I thanked her as she bowed with a gentle smile.

"Thank you for lending us the top floor. It helped the guild leaders disguise this as a simple drinking gathering."
"To be honest, you don't need to thank me. According to our people's observations, there were no watchful eyes."
"Really?"

That was unexpected.
Given how quickly they had distributed my description and ordered searches, I was certain they would be monitoring each guild.

Yu Cheong carefully offered her opinion on my confusion.

"Perhaps they thought making an example of Gwangyang Guild was sufficient? The act of burning down an entire guild for simply refusing once might have been excessive, but it sent a clear warning."
"Hmm, I suppose..."

Something felt oddly inconsistent, but for now, I decided to be satisfied that there had been no surveillance. Still, it was too early to let our guard down.

"Proprietress, could I ask one more favor?"
"Anything, please ask."
"While I'm away, could you monitor the guilds?"

At my request, Yu Cheong's eyes widened in surprise, while Hong Ja-gong's narrowed.

"You suspect betrayal?"
"This was a hasty decision made after just one meeting. It wouldn't be strange if someone had second thoughts. For example, someone might think it's safer to leak our plan to Paecheon Fortress rather than take such a dangerous gamble."

My example must have seemed plausible, as both their expressions turned serious.
Yu Cheong nodded her small head.

"I understand. I'll have our sect members monitor the movements of each guild."
"Normally this would be my people's specialty, but we have 'other business' this time, so it can't be helped."
"That business is equally necessary. I'm counting on you."

After emphasizing my request to Hong Ja-gong, who was scratching the back of his head, I left Manbangnoo first.

The next day.
Disguised as a porter in the Ogok Guild's procession, I headed east from Xi'an toward the Paecheon Fortress camp.

*

Early morning.
Sacks of grain mixed with sand that had been prepared in advance were loaded onto carts in the guild warehouse.

When told that the transport preparations were complete, I turned to my companions and said:

"Well, I'm off."
"Be careful."

Ju Hwa-ryeon looked at me with concern as I wore the shabby clothes typical of a porter.
I gave her a slight smile to assure her there was nothing to worry about, then turned to the two people standing beside me.

"Are you both ready?"
"What preparation? I just need to change clothes."
"And I just need to maintain my illusion technique."

Hong Ja-gong, who had transformed into an experienced porter simply by changing clothes, and Cheong-un, who had used illusion techniques to take the form of an adult man, answered in turn.

"It's really amazing seeing it in person. It looks like a real body."

Yu Seol, fascinated by Cheong-un's transformation, poked and prodded at his adult form before warning him in a tiny voice to be careful.

"Don't mess things up by getting distracted."
"I won't! What do you take me for?"

Cheong-un grumbled at her admonishment before turning toward the procession.
Hong Ja-gong followed, and after one more glance at Hwa-ryeon's face, I joined the procession as well.

"Let's move out!"

The procession began moving toward the east gate as soon as we joined, apparently we were the last ones.
Amid the sounds of horses' hooves, various voices could be heard.

"Look at that. Ogok Guild is moving first."
"Selling all that grain at half price... Guild Leader O must be devastated."

People clicked their tongues and gave sympathetic looks.
To those unaware of the circumstances, this procession must look like the downfall of Ogok Guild.
And the same seemed true for the guild's porters.

"...I guess after this is over, we'll have to look for work at other guilds?"
"It won't be easy. Ogok isn't the only one suffering. We might not be able to work as porters anymore."

Voices filled with worry and anxiety were accompanied by constant sighs.
Seeing their heavy steps, burdened by the fear that their lives and futures might crumble in an instant, I offered silent comfort.

Don't worry.
That won't happen.

The guilds of Xi'an won't fall, and Paecheon Fortress, which has been so tyrannical, will be thoroughly dismantled.

I will make it so.
With this determination, I followed the transport procession through Xi'an's east gate, heading further east toward the Paecheon Fortress camp.

Ch.441 - Infiltrating Enemy Lines
At that moment, at the Paecheon Fortress camp blockading Mount Hwasan.
In the center of the camp, behind the largest military tent, the sound of impacts continuously echoed.

"Haap!"

*Woong-!*

A massive dark-colored spear, different in both length and thickness from ordinary weapons.
The one holding it was a giant man wrapped from head to toe in heavy armor.

The man skillfully wielded the spear—one that ordinary men would struggle to even lift, let alone swing—when suddenly he stomped hard and leaped into the air.
His form shot up nearly ten feet high. Considering his bulky frame and the added weight of his heavy armor, it was truly an astonishing sight.

"Huaaap!"

A powerful battle cry burst from the giant's mouth.
As he fell back to the ground as quickly as he had risen, he drove the reversed spear tip straight down.

*Kwaaang!*

The tremendous sound echoed beyond the massive camp that could accommodate thousands of people.
Dirt and dust scattered everywhere as if a bomb had exploded.

"C-Commander! Are you alright?!"

A group of men came running in alarm at the sudden noise.
As they rushed over, wondering if a cannonball had struck, they heard hearty laughter.

"Kuhehe, kuhahaha-!"

Before they could feel relieved that their commander was fine, the astonishing sight before them shook their consciousness.

"How is this even possible...?"

In the personal training ground of Ma Se-chung, the commander of Paecheon Fortress's Iron Armor Unit who was overseeing the blockade, a massive crater had formed.
At its center, the tip of Se-chung's beloved spear, Mukhon (Soul of Darkness), was deeply embedded in the ground, with Se-chung himself standing proudly before it.

*Could the commander have created this crater?*

How could anyone create such an enormous crater with just a spear?
Moreover, considering the situation, this crater must have been created with a single strike.

Such tremendous power in one strike.
As they trembled involuntarily, Se-chung's seemingly endless laughter finally stopped.

"What is it?"
"Ah, yes! We thought something might have happened..."
"I was merely training. Pay it no mind."
"Yes sir! We apologize!"

The Iron Armor Unit soldiers responded with crisp posture before turning and disappearing from sight.
Meanwhile, Se-chung pulled Mukhon from where it was deeply embedded in the ground and let out another satisfied laugh.

"Kuhehe... I never imagined it would change this much."

As he surveyed the deeply excavated crater that looked as if a bomb had fallen, a gleam of ecstasy beyond mere joy flashed in his eyes.

What he had just performed was the fifth form of his exclusive martial art, the Earth-Shattering Spear Technique, called "Mountain Collapse Strike."
It was a form where one jumps into the air and thrusts the spear down at an enemy on the ground, but originally it didn't have such tremendous power.

In fact, considering Se-chung's fighting style of protecting himself with armor instead of protective arts, it was difficult to use properly.
It had some power, but the movement was too large, and the weight of the armor made it nearly impossible to jump high enough.

It was like a chicken rib—present but useless.
That had been Se-chung's own assessment of Mountain Collapse Strike until now.

But look at this sight now.
The weight of the armor was no longer an issue, and the power of the technique had transformed to a level that could shake heaven and earth.
If used in actual combat, the opponent wouldn't even leave an intact corpse.

All this change came from the Young Lord's teachings.

"Hehe, I can't help but have strange thoughts."

Perhaps, just maybe.
Could my spear reach the Ten Lords?

Imagining himself defeating the existing Ten Lords—like the Spear Lord of the Ak Family, the Blade Lord of the Paeng Family, or the Immortal Lord who was called a living immortal—and taking a place among the new Ten Lords, a pleased smile spread across his face.

As he stood there grinning like a madman in the ruined training ground, he thought of the person who had helped him develop his power to this level.

*Young Lord.*

The only son of Ju Do-han, Lord of Paecheon Fortress, and heir to the fortress—a troublemaker who had made many worry about the fortress's future.
The immature young master who never cared about fortress affairs and always wandered outside indulging in drinking and entertainment had been nothing but an object of contempt for the commanders, including Se-chung.

But that day, everything changed.
Suddenly, as if a wind had blown, the Young Lord removed his troublemaker's mask and stood before everyone, forcing all members of the military force, including the commanders, to submit to his power.

Se-chung, who had been thoroughly defeated despite attacking with four other commanders, was especially shocked by that power.

Particularly the sword qi technique that rendered protective arts useless.
Its power was so impressive that it made Se-chung, who had never been interested in street novels, buy and read books about it.

And that wasn't the end.
Surprisingly, the Young Lord generously taught numerous techniques that could only be called secret arts—sword qi and more—to the commanders and their subordinate forces.

*Thanks to that, everyone present that day experienced a dramatic increase in martial power.*

And that increase wasn't over yet.
They could become even stronger.

Se-chung's face showed not just elation but ecstasy as he firmly believed this.

Though Se-chung appeared outwardly to be just a military commander, he was still a martial artist, and being attracted to greater power was a natural instinct.

The joy of growing stronger with each passing day was a greater pleasure than coveting his lord's woman.

"...What on earth have you done?"

As he was thinking this, a familiar voice entered his ears.
Turning his head, he saw a clean-looking man standing where the soldiers had been earlier.
It was Seo Dae-gwan, the vice commander of the Iron Armor Unit and his sworn brother.

His gaze at the ruined training ground was colder than usual.
Instinctively realizing that another lecture was about to begin, Se-chung clicked his tongue.

"You went through the trouble of following my unreasonable order to create a personal training ground in a temporary camp, only to destroy it in just one day? If you were going to do this, you could have just gone into a nearby forest to train. Why did you make your subordinates work so hard..."
"Alright, alright, I was wrong. I was completely wrong, so stop. By the way, any word from the Seo'an merchants?"

Unable to bear the feeling of blood coming from his ears after just a few sentences, Se-chung forcibly changed the subject.
Dae-gwan, well aware of his sworn brother's tactics, sighed deeply but answered anyway.

"Still no news."
"Tsk, those bastards still don't get it. What do you think, should we take down another merchant group?"
"What do you mean 'take down'? Are they dust to be swept away?"

Dae-gwan retorted sarcastically before starting his complaint.

"The arson was too much. And cutting the military provisions by half was also excessive. We have plenty of funds, so why did we need to save like that?"
"Look at you, getting all worked up! Hey, we need to save where we can in case something happens!"
"You just use that saved money to visit brothels, don't you!"

Despite the blatant criticism, Se-chung's expression didn't change as he offered a glib excuse.

"Hey, was I the only one who went? I sent the men in turns too. Our Iron Armor Unit is large, so we need to maintain strict discipline, but we also need to let them relax properly when it's time."

It sounded like the complaint of a flexible, true commander, but it didn't work on Dae-gwan at all.

"You've let the men loose too much, and now they don't even follow orders! I clearly told them to monitor the merchants' movements, but instead of surveillance, they're just drinking!"

The Iron Armor Unit had suffered great losses from an unknown enemy during the recent pursuit of Shaolin survivors and had been hastily reinforced with new personnel.
Before they could properly establish discipline and conduct joint training with existing members, they were sent on the mission to blockade Mount Hwasan.

As a result, discipline had become lax to the point where even the vice commander Dae-gwan's instructions weren't properly carried out.
Having no defense on this point, Se-chung clicked his tongue and tried to appease Dae-gwan.

"Hey, what could have happened just because they didn't monitor a bit? The Seo'an magistrate is already on our side, and we can control the official forces as we wish, so what could they possibly do?"
"That may be true... but there's always the possibility of something unexpected."

At Dae-gwan's timid objection, Se-chung waved his hand dismissively.

"You're overthinking. You really lack courage. This is all because you don't visit brothels. A man needs to embrace women to become bolder."
"...Why is that topic coming up here?!"

Se-chung giggled at his sworn brother's amusing reaction as his face turned red. He climbed out of the crater, rested Mukhon on his shoulder, and entered his military tent.
Dae-gwan followed, grumbling in a low voice, when he suddenly noticed a wanted poster on the table and his expression hardened.

"Still no sightings of the Sword Devil?"
"Nope. At this point, I'm thinking it might just be a false rumor."

A disturbing rumor that had begun circulating not long ago:

*The Sword Devil is coming to Mount Hwasan.*

The Sword Devil—the enemy of their comrades who had been in the Dragon Unit and Pursuit Unit, and who had even defeated the Young Lord himself.
Dae-gwan, who had heard about him several times from Ho-jeong, didn't dismiss the rumors and distributed wanted posters with the Sword Devil's appearance in nearby cities and villages.

He even mobilized officials for extensive checkpoints, so he expected sighting reports to come in from somewhere.
With absolutely no response like this, it might really be a false rumor.

Just as he was thinking this, one of the Iron Armor Unit soldiers called for Se-chung from outside.

"Commander, are you in there?"

"What is it?"

Dae-gwan asked on behalf of Se-chung, who was wiping his sweat-soaked body with a wet towel.
Soon, fairly welcome news came through the soldier's mouth.

"The Ogok Merchant Group has sent military provisions."

Ch.442 - Infiltrating Enemy Lines
After leaving the study, we arrived at the Paecheon Fortress camp after walking only a short distance.
It seemed like we'd only walked for about two hours, but I was slightly surprised by the military camp that came into view.

"They set up camp closer to Xi'an than I expected?"
"Since they're trying to procure supplies locally, they probably chose a location where transport would be easier."

Cheong-un responded to my comment while keeping an eye on the other porters walking ahead, then lowered his voice.

"We're almost there. Can we go over our assigned tasks one more time?"
"What? Did you forget already?"
"I didn't forget! I'm just... just a little nervous..."

I chuckled at Cheong-un, who had raised his voice in protest but quickly deflated, and explained again as requested.

"Your job is simple. Once we enter the camp and reach the supply warehouse, hide Hong and me from sight, just like you did before with the smoke signal."

The talismans Cheong-un had prepared were already safely tucked away in both my and Hong's robes.
As soon as we confirm the warehouse location and Cheong-un activates his technique, we can hide inside the warehouse away from others' eyes.

Then we'll scout the interior of the camp before making our move.

"The Bandit Chief and I will move separately. I'll look for important figures among the officers, while the Chief gathers information. During that time, you just need to wait in the warehouse."
"And then when it gets dark, we do the job and slip away while the Paecheon people are in chaos, right?"

I nodded as Cheong-un finished the explanation for me, and he immediately followed up with another question.

"But what if there are multiple supply warehouses?"
"For now, just focus on what we brought. The important thing is to hide the condition of the grain we sent. If any other problems arise, the Bandit Chief will join you first, so don't worry too much."

Cheong-un finally seemed reassured and nodded. I smiled at his expression.

"What, is your heart racing at the thought of a covert infiltration?"
"Wouldn't yours be? If we're caught, we could be surrounded by over a thousand martial artists! Why are you so relaxed about this?"

Just as I was about to respond to Cheong-un, who was grumbling about my composure, Hong, who was right in front of us, cautioned us.

"Quiet. We've arrived."

True to her words, I could see that the front of our procession had reached the entrance to the camp.
Seeing this, Cheong-un's face stiffened, and I too shifted my focus to carefully observe the situation.

As our procession gradually came to a halt, Paecheon martial artists in gray uniforms guarding the entrance stepped forward to stop us.

"Halt! Who are you people?"

A sharp voice and a hand gripping the sword hilt at his waist.
To me it looked like nothing more than an empty threat, but apparently the person leading our procession didn't see it that way.

"Uh, well, I..."

His face turned pale instantly, and he couldn't even open his mouth properly.
Frustrated by his stammering, I sent him a voice transmission.

[Stay calm, don't tremble, just say what we discussed earlier.]

"Eeeek-!?"

But instead of calming down, he practically shrieked when he heard my transmission.
Did he forget that I told him before departure that I would give instructions via voice transmission? How nervous is he?

Not just the three of us, but even the Paecheon martial artists looked at him—O Myeong-do, the heir to the Ogok Trading Company—with bewildered expressions.
With dozens of pairs of eyes fixed on him, he seemed to realize what a spectacle he was making and spoke in a shrinking voice.

"We... we're from Ogok Trading Company... with the supplies... you requested."
"...Wait here."

The martial artist, wearing an indescribable expression, turned and headed inside after telling us to wait.
Following instructions, O Myeong-do was left alone under everyone's gaze, hanging his head low with an expression that suggested he wanted to crawl into a hole.

About half a quarter-hour later.
As O Myeong-do's flushed face finally began to calm down, two men in medium armor approached him.
One was a giant who immediately brought the word "fierce general" to mind, while the other, in contrast, had a gentle impression that couldn't be hidden even by his armor.

They're probably high-ranking officers of the Iron Armor Unit in charge of this blockade.
Which also means they're likely to die by my hand today.

"You're from Ogok Trading Company?"
"Yes. We've come to trade grain at half the market price as requested."
"Hohoho, is that so?"

Unlike before, O Myeong-do was speaking quite calmly now.
The giant's face immediately brightened at his words, and with a delighted expression, he moved to bring the carts inside.
Just when I thought things were going smoothly from the start...

"Please wait a moment, Commander."

The man with the gentle impression suddenly interrupted.

"Huh? Why?"
"It seems a bit strange that they would so readily accept the Commander's unreasonable demand."

So they were aware it was unreasonable?
A look of astonishment briefly flashed across the faces of everyone from Ogok Trading Company, including us, before quickly disappearing.

But having apparently noticed that expression, the man called Commander barked with a face as red as O Myeong-do's had been earlier.

"Un-unreasonable? This is a perfectly reasonable request from a Paecheon martial artist risking his life for the peace and safety of the Central Plains...!"
"Save your nonsense. Let me check this."
"You bastard...! I'm the Commander! You're just the Vice Commander!"
"Yes, I'm well aware."

The man identified as the Vice Commander cut off the giant's rambling.
Though he should be subordinate to the Commander, he showed a strange lack of hesitation.
And rather than being angry at this insubordination, the Commander just grumbled, suggesting a reversed dynamic between them.
Even the others seemed used to it, showing no particular reaction.

Is the Iron Armor Unit okay like this?
Well, I'm planning to make sure they're not okay soon anyway...

While I was taken aback by the seemingly chaotic state of the Iron Armor Unit, the Vice Commander approached one of the carts piled high with sacks of grain.
He reached out to touch a sack, even lifting it slightly to gauge its weight.

Seeing this, Cheong-un asked me in an anxious voice.

"Is this okay? If we get caught here..."
"It'll be fine. Just watch for now."

Just as I was reassuring him, the Vice Commander drew his sword and stabbed one of the sacks.

"That's not...! Huh?"

Cheong-un flinched violently.
But soon an expression of confusion crossed his face.

This was because only pure white rice grains were pouring out through the small hole the Vice Commander had made.
After staring blankly at the sight for a moment, Cheong-un suddenly came to his senses and asked.

"W-what's going on?"
"The sacks on the outside really do contain grain. Master O arranged this as a precaution, thinking we'd need at least this much security—his foresight was excellent."

Thanks to this, Ogok Trading Company's losses were a bit larger than originally expected, but it was certainly worth it.
As I was secretly sighing with relief, the Vice Commander looked down at the rice grains spilling onto the ground and quietly sheathed his sword.

"Fortunately, there doesn't seem to be any problem."
"Well done. You needlessly suspected them and now good rice is wasted on the ground."

After chiding the Vice Commander, the Commander turned to O Myeong-do with a bright smile and slapped him on the back repeatedly.

"Hahaha! While other trading companies in Xi'an were still testing the waters, you moved quickly. Very commendable! Make sure you tell your company head that I won't forget Ogok Trading Company's dedication."
"Ugh...! Yes, yes. But, about the payment..."
"First move the goods to the food warehouse inside, then come to my tent and I'll give it to you. Hey, make way!"
"Yes, sir."

At the Iron Armor Commander's order, the guard unit soldiers moved aside, and we were finally able to enter the Paecheon Fortress camp.
As we headed toward the food warehouse, I discreetly observed the atmosphere inside the camp.

Martial artists standing guard at military tents erected here and there.
And beyond them, battle cries constantly rang out, suggesting they were conducting the training Hong had mentioned.

"It really does feel like a military camp, doesn't it?"
"But compared to before, discipline seems to have slackened. They must have rushed to supplement their numbers before setting out on this mission."
"That's good news for us."
"Even so, we shouldn't let our guard down. As this little one said, excluding the forces engaged in the blockade elsewhere, there must be over a thousand personnel stationed here."

Discussing various matters with Hong, we proceeded deeper inside and soon arrived in front of a tent that was larger than the others.
Then came the shout of the martial artist who had guided our procession this far.

"Alright, unload everything and stack it neatly inside!"

That shout was our signal to move.
Hong and I took Cheong-un and slipped into the inner part of the procession, away from others' sight.
Meanwhile, Cheong-un muttered an incantation to activate his technique, and with that, the three of us disappeared from everyone's view.

Before hiding in the warehouse, Cheong-un left a final reminder.

"Remember. The technique will only last about two hours, so you need to return here before then."
"I got it, just wait here quietly."

After parting with the kid with a smile, Hong and I also separated.
As I felt Hong's presence rapidly moving away, I turned my head.

"Good, good. I've definitely received the goods. Follow me and I'll pay you."
"Ah, yes! Understood..."
"..."

The Iron Armor Commander, smiling continuously as if in a good mood; O Myeong-do, constantly checking his surroundings; and finally, the Vice Commander, keeping his mouth firmly shut as if deep in thought.

As the three headed toward the center of the camp, I silently followed behind them.
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