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Chapter 83: The Dragon Living Among the Rabble (2)

The busybodies in the gangho loved to categorize martial artists by their strengths and create ranking lists. Although they often had disputes, they would always agree that the strongest nine people in the murim were the Nine Skies of Heaven's Summit. The names and titles of the Nine Skies were as follows:


	Demonic Claws of Scarlet Jade (紅玉魔手), Shim Mu-Wae.

	Combat Before Words (不手不言), Dam Jeok-Shim.

	Azure Dragon Sword Emperor (蒼龍劍帝), Bi Sa-Won.

	Demonic Soul Emperor (魔靈帝), Hyun Hyun-So.

	Ghost of Zhuge Liang (鬼諸葛), Seomoon Hwa.

	Undefeated Ascetic (無敵修士), Moyong Yul-Cheon.

	Scarlet Leaf Sage (赤葉眞人) of Wudang Sect.

	Buddha's Likeness (佛影神僧) of Shaolin Temple.

	Storm Harbinger (風雲旛主), Neung Gun-Hwi



Together, these nine masters held absolute dominion over the gangho. Some of them were famous for their martial strength, while others were renowned for being the leaders of the world's most powerful sects. 

Every single one of them had the qualifications to challenge the title of the World's Strongest. However, because these nine people had never fought among themselves, it was impossible to determine who the strongest martial artist was. 

Thus, the gangho paparazzi lumped them together and called them the Nine Skies. Of course, there were other martial artists who could possibly challenge these nine, including the Four Pillars of the Northern Army:


	Phantom Blade (赤手鬼劍), Yeon Cheon-Hwa.

	Fist Demon (拳魔), Jo Cheon-Woo.

	Ironblood Emperor (鐵血武帝), Jae Hyuk-Shim

	Wind Emperor (風帝), Kyung Mu-Saeng



Although the Four Pillars had branched out from the great tree that was the Northern Army, in a mere ten years, they had built factions that were no less powerful than the old sects of the Central Plains.

Of course, most people knew that there were definitely other, less well-known grandmasters hidden within the masses, or living in seclusion, but no one thought that all these people put together would number more than thirty.

Even so, if these people had been born in different times, every one of them would have been a ruler of the gangho in their own right. Fortunately for the ordinary masses, though, their existence in the same era led to a balance of power and overall peace for the people.

Still, this peace is extremely fragile, like balancing on a knife's edge.

With complicated feelings, Tang Gi-Mun looked at the middle-aged man in front of him sitting on a golden throne engraved with dragons rising up to the heavens. The man possessed a large stature that reminded one of a bear, and had an angular jaw, thick lips, a flat nose, and tiger-like eyes that seemed to see right through to a person's soul. However, contrary to dull and clumsy bears, his aura was sharp and intense enough to crush a thousand men.

He was Jo Cheon-Woo, the "Fist Demon", one of the former Four Pillars of the Northern Army, and the current head honcho of the Tyrant Fist Sect.
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And right now, that Jo Cheon-Woo wore a very grave expression on his face. The fact that the Tang Clan had been ambushed within Yunnan Province, his territory, angered him greatly.

After a long pause, Jo Cheon-Woo growled, "Those guys have crossed the line."

Tang Gi-Mun shuddered, as if he had just heard the roar of a fearsome tiger. Were the Four Northern Pillars always this strong? Of all the people I have met before, Jo Cheon-Woo has the strongest presence, as if everything in this hall is under his absolute control.

Although Tang Gi-Mun did not know martial arts, he was still a member of a martial arts clan. After meeting and talking to numerous warriors, he felt that he had developed a keen eye for people. 

If he's this powerful, I can see why he would be dissatisfied at serving another as a mere general in the Northern Army.

Those who had enough power to shake the world would never be content with playing second fiddle to another, and Jo Cheon-Woo was most certainly such a person.

"Did you manage to identify the assassins?"

"My subordinates have moved out to investigate, and it's only a matter of time before the truth comes to light," Jo Cheon-Woo replied confidently.

In the ten years since the Tyrant Fist Sect had been established in Yunnan, they had grown and developed at an extremely fast pace. In particular, Jo Cheon-Woo had placed the utmost importance on developing his information collecting department, known as the Eye of Heaven (天眼通).

After all, he'd seen with his own eyes how a lack of information had led to the destruction of the Northern Army.

Now, ten years since the creation of the Eye of Heaven, he was confident that they weren't any inferior to any information organization within the Central Plains. That was also the reason why he was assured that his agents would definitely discover the truth behind the strange incidents in the region. 

"Hopefully, we can find out who they are as soon as possible. From what I've experienced, they are very thorough when it comes to covering up their tracks."

"Hmph! As long as they are in Yunnan, they won't be able to avoid my spies forever. The moment we identify them will be the moment they breathe their last."

The killing intent in Jo Cheon-Woo's voice was obvious. Whoever was causing trouble in Yunnan had already been at it for more than six months, and with the disappearance of the merchant caravans, Yunnan's economy had been badly hit. 

Naturally, the Tyrant Fist Sect, which provided security for the caravans as their main source of income, went down along with it. Although they had indeed developed very rapidly over the last ten years, their economic foundations were still not solid enough to withstand such a drastic change.

In contrast, their neighbor in Yunnan, the long-established Diancang Sect owned ample farmland, and were self-sufficient even without the profits from trade.

In such a situation, not only was the Tyrant Fist Sect's finances in dire straits, their reputation had also been badly affected. Things were so bad, they even needed aid from Heaven's Summit's investigation team to find out the cause of the problems.

Obviously, Jo Cheon-Woo couldn't be happy in such a situation, but he didn't have a choice. Along with the Tyrant Fist Sect's recent decline, more and more doubts about his leadership ability had begun to appear, and he could no longer maintain absolute control over everything within the sect.

"Anyway, I'm glad you're all right, Pavilion Head Tang."

If Tang Gi-Mun, the Head of the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Poisons, had died in Yunnan, then the Tyrant Fist Sect would have undoubtedly found themselves in a real pinch.

"If I hadn't been lucky enough to receive help, I would most certainly have died. The enemy was so thoroughly prepared to face the Tang Clan that we were completely at their mercy."

"Well, we have the heavens to thank for that then. Also, any benefactor of the Tang Clan is also the benefactor of the Tyrant Fist Sect. Tell me your savior's name, and I'll make sure to send them my regards."

"Unfortunately, I still don't know his true identity or personal history. However, I'll definitely meet him again soon. When that happens, I'll introduce him to you, Sect Leader Jo."

"I'm looking forward to the meeting already."

"Trust me, you won't regret it."

At Tang Gi-Mun's confident assertion, Jo Cheon-Woo's eyes glittered with interest.
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Inside a room in the Peace-Loving Inn, Jin Mu-Won unpacked his luggage. The inn was very shabby, but it occupied a space in a prime location right in the middle of the city, and although he was in a single room, the room was actually large enough for three or four people.

Kwak Moon-Jung looked around the room and exclaimed with surprise, "Wow! This is a lot better than I expected, for an inn that looks like it's going to collapse anytime from the outside." 

"The chef here is supposedly pretty skilled, and the innkeeper has also allowed us to use their backyard."

"Does this mean that I'll be able to practice my martial arts there?" Kwak Moon-Jung's eyes twinkled brightly. He had never been more keenly aware of how weak he was than during the battle with the red-armored warriors. Furthermore, although he practiced his martial arts whenever he had time while they were traveling, the fact remained that he'd had hardly any free time.

"I'm going to head out alone for a few days, so in the meantime, you should focus on your own training."

"Understood!" Kwak Moon-Jung replied passionately.

Jin Mu-Won then left the highly-motivated boy behind and went downstairs. He saw a young waiter moving around between the tables and called out to him, "Kid."

"You called for me, sir?" The waiter immediately came running toward him.

"I'm trying to find someone, and I'd like to ask you if you've heard of him."

"Who are you looking for?"

"The Triune Scholar Ha…"

"Oh, him. The crazy guy!"

"Crazy guy?" Jin Mu-Won asked, puzzled.

"That's what everyone calls him around here. It was rumored that he was once a genius, but one day, he suddenly lost his mind and went crazy. Because of that, we also refer to him as the Crazy Scholar (狂書生)."

"He just suddenly went crazy one day?"

"Yeah! I don't know the details, but apparently, he just showed up one day and declared that he was crazy."

"Where can I find him?"

"About that…" The waiter's voice trailed off, as if waiting for something.

Jin Mu-Won smiled knowingly and handed the boy a coin.

The young waiter immediately burst into a large grin and continued, "If you keep heading south down the central boulevard, you'll find a slum. Right in the middle of the slum, there's a building called the West Wind Inn. You should be able to find him there."

"Is he staying at that inn?"

"The building may be called an inn, but it's actually a gambling den. I'll have to warn you beforehand that it's a pretty dangerous place though."

"Thank you, I'll make sure to be extra careful."

"Hehe!"

Jin Mu-Won waved the gleeful waiter goodbye, walked out of the inn and was about to make his way to his destination when a passing patrol squad wearing the crest of the Tyrant Fist Sect caught his attention.

His expression unconsciously stiffened. No matter how much he tried to stay calm, he just couldn't do it. The current Sect Leader of the Tyrant Fist Sect was the man he'd once dearly called uncle, and even though ten years had passed, that man's face was still clear in his mind.

He sighed softly and shook his head. He was being irrational and irritated, but now was hardly the time to lose himself in hatred.

"I need to first save Uncle Hwang," he told himself as he resumed walking toward the slum that the waiter had told him about.

Wherever a lot of people gathered, a slum would naturally form. It was a world for those who couldn't blend into society or were pushed to the periphery by their circumstances.

As such, the moment Jin Mu-Won entered the slum, he could feel a change in the atmosphere. Unlike the rest of Kunming, the slum felt cold regardless of the weather.

It was frozen by the hearts of the poor; by their hatred and despair.

As Jin Mu-Won walked through the slum, he could sense an increased wariness from the people around him. An old man sitting on his doorstep stared at him suspiciously, while the children playing in the alleys ran away the instant they saw him.

He was watched carefully every step he took, as if the whole street had come to life just to monitor his movements.

Well, that wasn't unexpected. These people were all born and raised in this slum, which cemented their solidarity. They probably knew everyone else in this area like the backs of their hands. The sudden appearance of a stranger like himself was bound to raise eyebrows.

Jin Mu-Won acted like he hadn't noticed the slum residents' gazes and smoothly strode toward his intended destination, the West Wind Inn. However, when he finally reached there, two muscular men got in the way of his entry. They scrutinized him thoroughly with intimidating looks, before one of them asked, "Why are you here? What do you want?"

"I'm here to see the Triune Scholar, Ha Jin-Wol."

The men instantly exploded into unbridled rage.

"That lying crook!"

"Fucking conman!"

"You, are you in cahoots with that swindler?"

The atmosphere tensed as many more big, burly men suddenly came charging out of the inn.


Chapter 84: The Dragon Living Among the Rabble (3)

Jin Mu-Won was surrounded by more than a dozen fierce-looking, ripped hoodlums. If a normal person were to be placed in his position, they would most certainly be intimidated, but unfortunately, Jin Mu-Won was no ordinary man.

He coolly observed the giant dao-wielding ruffians around him and asked, "Is there a problem?"

"Are you asking us that because you really don't know?"

A man who appeared to be the boss thug stepped forward and glared sharply at Jin Mu-Won. He had a large beer belly and a long scar across his face, giving him a threatening appearance.

Jin Mu-Won shrugged casually and replied, "I'm quite sure that I've never met any of you before."

"You came here to find the swindler, Ha Jin-Wol, right?"

"Is that a problem?"

"Of course it's a problem. Bring this punk to his knees!"

Before the boss had even finished giving out his orders, the thugs had already swung their blades at Jin Mu-Won.

SWOOSH!

The sight of a rain of blades falling down upon them would have scared off most people, but Jin Mu-Won was the worst possible opponent to try to scare.

He simply held out two fingers on one hand and reached out toward the incoming blades.

"Are you out of your mind?" one of the attackers laughed, but the next moment, the smile was wiped off his face.

SHATTER!

The instant Jin Mu-Won fingers touched his dao, it shattered like glass. The young man had used his Weapon-Shattering Finger (碎兵指).

After that, Jin Mu-Won continued poking the rest of the weapons, and one-by-one, they shattered into pieces and clattered onto the floor.

The beer-bellied boss's jaw dropped as he groaned, "Ooo…!!"

He couldn't believe what he was seeing. This scene defied common sense. How could a human being destroy steel weapons with their bare fingers?

"You? You're…" he mumbled.

Jin Mu-Won turned toward the boss, who suddenly lost strength in his legs and fell on his butt as he watched the two deadly fingers close in on his forehead. Around them, the other men, whose weapons had all been destroyed, could only stand as still as statues, their eyes filled with terror.

Shit! We picked on the wrong guy.

He's a master, he's a master…

Although there were many murim warriors in Kunming, over the last decade, none of them had ever visited the slums. For that reason, it didn't occur to the thugs that Jin Mu-Won was a martial artist. They even failed to notice the sword hanging on the young man's waist till after they were beaten silly.

Fuck! Why did a master come to a place like this…

Jin Mu-Won had destroyed a blade with his bare hands, no, with just the touch of a finger. That could only be the ability of a supreme master.

As the same thought crossed the thugs' minds, they couldn't help but gulp in fear.

Jin Mu-Won squatted down in front of the boss thug and asked, "Do you still have a problem with me?"

"No, no problem at all." The boss thug desperately shook his head.

"Then, is now a good time for a chat?"

"Of course! We can chat anytime. Heehee!"

"Good." Jin Mu-Won smiled.

However, to the boss thug, the young man's smile was like the grin of a devil. He was smiling, but if those diabolical fingers poked his forehead…

SHUDDER!

Just imagining it made him tremble like a leaf in the wind.

"So, why did the mere mention of Ha Jin-Wol's name trigger you guys off like that?"

"That son of a bi…" The boss thug wanted to swear, but when he saw Jin Mu-Won's face, he immediately shut his mouth. Best not to upset the man when he didn't yet understand the relationship between him and Ha Jin-Wol.

With a sigh, the boss thug told Jin Mu-Won his side of the story. His name was Ma Deung, and he was both the owner of the gambling den and the leader of the slum residents. One might think that building a gambling den in a poor slum was a bad idea, but as most government informants and constables tended to avoid the squalid slums, the gambling den's clientele ended up being mostly made up of high-ranking officials and the wealthy elite who wanted to have fun while hiding their identities. Thus, Ma Deung's profit margin was high and business was good, leading him to accumulate a significant amount of wealth, to the point where he planned to attempt expanding his business to the merchant center of Kunming.

However, his grand ambition was unexpectedly shattered by a person named Ha Jin-Wol. 

Ha Jin-Wol was a destitute-looking scholar, so when he first visited the slums with only a single silver in hand, no one had bothered him. He quickly lost that one silver, then proceeded to borrow money from the gambling den. 

That was when things quickly went downhill.

Ma Deung didn't know if Ha Jin-Wol was simply hiding his original skills or if his skills had suddenly improved, but Ha Jin-Wol's win rate started increasing at a rapid pace, until even his best dealers couldn't do anything to stop the scholar. As such, it wasn't long before Ha Jin-Wol won so much money from his best customers that it became a problem.

Naturally, Ma Deung couldn't just sit back and ignore the problem. He immediately mobilized his men to rob Ha Jin-Wol of all his money and chop of one of the scholar's arms.

"However, do you know what that guy did? He simply grinned and wiggled his fingers randomly in the air. At first, I thought he was going to do something, so I just watched and waited, but…" As if recalling a terrible memory, Ma Deung ground his teeth and his entire body shook with rage. 

"But?" Jin Mu-Won urged, his interest piqued by this memory that Ma Deung didn't seem willing to remember.

"All of a sudden, I felt really dizzy, and then…an army of beautiful fairies descended from heaven and appeared in front of me."

Numerous alluring ladies in light, fluttering robes made of skylight had appeared and stolen his heart. Their silky white skin, deep black eyes, angelic voices, and seductive moves were so mesmerizing, Ma Deung and all of his men had been bewitched and completely forgotten where they were, or what they were doing.

"It was like a dream, no, not even in my dreams had I ever thought that I would meet such gorgeous women. At that moment, I felt like something wilder than my wildest dreams had come true."

And so, Ma Deung and his men had made love with the lovely fairies…until they woke up from their sweet dreams and entered the nightmare that was reality.

The first thing Ma Deung had seen when he'd opened his eyes was the big rock in his arms. To make things worse, he was getting it on with the big rock, butt naked, in full view of everyone else in the slum.

His reputation had flown straight out the window, never to be repaired in this lawless jungle of a slum. Overnight, the feared tyrant had turned into a pitiful laughingstock.

Could it have been an illusion formation? Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes.

According to those who had witnessed Ma Deung's fall from grace, Ha Jin-Wol had remained at the scene of the event for a very long time, all the while staring unblinkingly at the thugs and mumbling to himself. His musings had apparently gone something like this: "As expected, are humans more instinctual than logical? Or are these thugs just naturally immoral? If that's the case, what makes them any different from animals?"

Jin Mu-Won tried to picture the scene in his mind, and couldn't help but burst out laughing, "Pfft, hahaha…so, what happened next?"

"While we were…indisposed, that motherfucker made off with all the money in my gambling den. He took everything! All the money I've been saving up for years! Ugggh…"

Ma Deung sobbed for a bit, then continued telling the rest of his tale. After the daylight robbery incident, he had quickly mobilized all his men to capture Ha Jin-Wol. However, although catching the scholar himself wasn't hard, Ha Jin-Wol had a tendency to escape right away like a slippery eel, which somehow made things even more frustrating than if they hadn't caught him at all…!

"Do you know where he is now?"

"He recently appeared at the cattle market at the end of Shining Street, but I can't be sure if he'll go there again."[1]

"I see." Jin Mu-Won stood up.

"Are you going to leave now?"

"Do you want me to stay?"

"No, please go ahead, and I hope you never come back."

Jin Mu-Won turned and left, shaking his head. 

Only when Ma Deung was sure that the young man was out of sight and out of earshot did he yell at his lackeys, "Oi, you guys! Bring the salt! And then sprinkle it EVERYWHERE!"[2]

[image: sep]

Tracking the man named Ha Jin-Wol turned out to be a surreal experience.

Ha Jin-Wol had first bought a dozen sturdy cows at the cattle market and shooed the cows to a nearby village. He then held a bullfighting competition, and observed the bullfighting for two days. After that, he held a feast for the villagers, gave the bulls to them for free and left for a monastery at one of the nearby hills.

There, he spent ages arguing with an old monk. It was said that their debate was so fierce and intense, it was no different from a death match between two martial artists. In the end, the monk quit the monkhood in tears and returned to normal society. Jin Mu-Won found the former monk and asked him about the contents of the debate, but the monk adamantly refused to say anything.

Judging by his actions, it seemed that Ha Jin-Wol was just as crazy as the waiter had described him. There was no pattern to his behavior and no sign of a clear goal. He simply spontaneously did whatever he felt like doing.

It was probably understandable if one gave up searching for the man at this point, but Jin Mu-Won didn't feel like it. For some reason, he kind of liked this cute lunatic. And so, he kept following the mad scholar's tracks…all the way to the Stone Forest (石林).[3]

As its name suggested, the Stone Forest was literally a forest made up of stones. All kinds of strangely shaped rocks lined up side-by-side there, making it a highly appealing tourist site since ancient times.

Even Jin Mu-Won was impressed by its grandeur and magnificence.

"There was a place like this in the world?"

There was a rock that looked like a sword and one that resembled the Buddha, but simply the fact that all these countless different rocks could come together perfectly to form an interlocking forest made one realize just how mysterious and harmonious nature could be.

Jin Mu-Won slowly strode through the Stone Forest, marveling its splendor. 

This was the last place Ha Jin-Wol had been spotted, and in order to come here, he had spent an entire day traveling without rest. He should have been extremely annoyed, but for some reason, Jin Mu-Won's expression was relaxed.

His curiosity about the strange character that Mu Jin had introduced to him far overwhelmed his annoyance. He seriously wanted to know what kind of eccentric person Ha Jin-Wol was, to go on such a wild and whimsical trip.

Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks. Puzzled, he stared at the sword-shaped rock right in front of him. He was sure he had seen this exact same rock not too long ago!

"…No way?"

Jin Mu-Won moved on past the sword-shaped rock. Previously, he had turned left at this point, but this time he chose to turn right instead. Nevertheless, after some time, he found himself back in front of the sword-shaped rock.

He was dumbfounded.

"When did I enter a formation?"

Even though his All-Encompassing Cognizance was still active, he'd walked into a formation without noticing it.

"Is this your idea of a welcome ceremony?"

He was trapped in a formation that distorted one's senses to create an illusion. It was indeed a very "dreamy" welcome. Fortunately, the formation didn't seem to have been set up with murder in mind, but if he kept walking around in circles like this, sooner or later, he would tire himself out.

Jin Mu-Won observed his surroundings for a while, then looked up at the sky beyond the towering stone trees.

BOOM!

Jin Mu-Won kicked off from the ground and leapt high up into the air. Just when he thought he would escape from the formation, everything around him turned pitch black, and he couldn't see anywhere he could safely jump to. Once again, his senses were distorted, and he had no choice but to land in the same spot where he had jumped.

"Looks like there isn't a loophole I can exploit by jumping, huh?" he said thoughtfully.

He felt that Ha Jin-Wol was testing him, and was actually watching him from somewhere close by, happily clapping while admiring the results of his masterpiece. 

"Hmm, I don't really enjoy being in situations like these…"

There were two ways to deal with highly intelligent people. One, be smarter than them, or two, just use brute force.

Jin Mu-Won decided on the latter method.

He knew very well that dancing in the palm of his opponent's hand in their field of expertise was about as dumb as dumb could get. Well, if that was how Ha Jin-Wol wanted to play it, then all he'd have to do was face the scholar using his own specialty.

He placed a hand on Snow Flower, then drew the blade in one swift movement.

SWOOSH!

Following a bright flash of light like a meteor falling from the heavens, Snow Flower's whistle as it cut through a certain scholar's welcome present rang soundly throughout the Stone Forest.

CRACK!

Like the opening of stage curtains at the start of a play, the formation split apart, revealing the man behind it.

"…Eh?"
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FoodieMonster007's Note: Ha Jin-Wol, the deuteragonist of Northern Blade, finally makes his appearance after 80+ chapters! APPLAUSE APPLAUSE

FYI if you ever plan a vacation to China, Yunnan is a great destination, much better than Beijing or Shanghai. They have great bbq, tea, and cheese, which you can enjoy while viewing the breathtaking landscapes. Although trips there do demand a ridiculous amount of hiking, at least the hiking helps work up an appetite so you can you know, have an excuse to eat some more mushrooms with pan-fried goat cheese…



Footnotes:

[1] Shining Street: The name of a random street, 광명로, Kwangmyung Street. According to google maps, it's a real street name.


[2] Salt is believed to ward off evil spirits, in case you didn't already know that, but I feel like this is one common superstition that crosses continents…


[3] Stone Forest (石林): The Shilin, or more literally the "Stone Forest" is located in Yunnan Province, about 100 km or 60 mi from the capital city of Kunming. There are several other stone forests around the world including the Tsingy de Bemaraha National Park (Madagascar) and Gunung Mulu National Park (Malaysia).



Chapter 85: The Dragon Living Among the Rabble (4)

The mysterious man's face crumpled like a piece of paper as he glared daggers at Jin Mu-Won and hollered, "OI, YOU! WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU DOING!? I spent half a day setting up that formation! Why did you have to go and destroy it?"

"……" Jin Mu-Won observed the man. He was exceptionally dainty-looking, with a wide forehead, a smooth round nose, thin lips, and extremely pale skin. If one didn't know he was a man, it was easy to mistake him for a woman. However, contrary to his delicate appearance, the man's voice was rough and hoarse.

"Did you know that I've been working non-stop since early morning just setting this up? Damn it! This is going to take forever to fix…"

"Are you Ha Jin-Wol, the Triune Scholar?"

"Huh? You know me?"

"Mu-Jin of the Kongtong Sect told me to come find you."

"Mu-Jin?" Ha Jin-Wol frowned. He was indeed the person Jin Mu-Won was looking for.

"What's your relationship with that guy?"

"What?"

"He wouldn't have sent you to me if you didn't meet his standards. Are you one of those Kongtong Sect Taoists?"

"No."

"Then?"

"I had a duel with him…"

"So who won?"

"I don't remember losing."

"Seriously?" 

Suddenly, the look in Ha Jin-Wol's eyes changed. One moment, he was looking at Jin Mu-Won like the young man was an interesting plaything, but the next, his eyes were flashing as if some dangerous ideas had crossed his mind.

"You defeated him?" 

Ha Jin-Wol observed Jin Mu-Won closely, then started circling around him like a hawk.

"Hmm… You don't look that strong from the outside, but at the same time the Mu-Jin I know never lets up on his training. I've no doubt he's good, and yet you still beat that violent bastard. That can only mean that you're above peak-level," Ha Jin-Wol muttered to himself, rubbing his chin thoughtfully.

Jin Mu-Won watched him in silence.

"So…why are you acting all humble and unassuming? Hahaha! Aren't you quite the crafty guy?"

"I just want to live a long life."

"Bingo! There are a lot of people who boast of their strength, and few of them live for very long. The only ones who live long enough to die of old age are sly people like you."

At the mention of him being "sly", Jin Mu-Won grinned slyly, but that only had the effect of further arousing Ha Jin-Wol's curiosity.

"You, stay here and don't go anywhere until I'm done with my work."

Ha Jin-Wol waited for Jin Mu-Won to nod his head in agreement, then turned around and walked toward the big rock that Jin Mu-Won had smashed when he destroyed the formation. It was the one that resembled a sword, and Ha Jin-Wol had named it the "Sword's Tip".

"How did you find out that this rock was the core of the formation?"

"By instinct…"

"INSTINCT!?" Ha Jin-Wol was stunned speechless. He felt that Jin Mu-Won was just joking with him, but little did he know that Jin Mu-Won was actually telling the truth. The young warrior had simply swung his blade at the place where he'd sensed the highest density of energy, and that place had turned out to be where the Sword's Tip was located.

"Hmph! You might have really sharp senses, but you still lucked out because my formation was incomplete. If it was finished, then the moment you struck that rock, you would have coughed up blood and died," Ha Jin-Wol declared proudly.

His confidence probably isn't unfounded. I'm not certain if his completed formation would be powerful enough to kill me, but at least, I wouldn't have been able to break it so easily.

"What kind of formation is that?" Jin Mu-Won asked.

"I've only come up with a rough concept for it right now, so I haven't named it yet. Besides, there's no point in naming an incomplete formation, that's just stupid."

Ha Jin-Wol began his work, grumbling non-stop as he moved about diligently. From Jin Mu-Won's point of view, the scholar was casually weaving his way in between the rocks while arranging them with his deft hands.

It seemed like a simple task to Ha Jin-Wol, but the way he was moving and placing rocks had an arcane feel to it. Furthermore, Jin Mu-Won could sense the energy in the stone forest being amplified every time Ha Jin-Wol did something.

He narrowed his eyes. This is…!

The energy in the formation was incomparable to when he was trapped inside it. Ha Jin-Wol wasn't boasting after all; he indeed would have found it a lot harder to escape from the completed formation.

KOOOOOOO!

As time went by, the tension in the air started to rise. Jin Mu-Won's premonition told him that something big was about to happen, so he observed unblinkingly as Ha Jin-Wol finished his work. The man was a genius, and if a genius put their all into creating a formation, it was bound to be extraordinary.

"Man stands between heaven and earth. Heaven and earth are thus in harmony because of me, and the world loses its reason for existence when I am absent. After all, the world exists only because I exist," Ha Jin-Wol chanted under his breath as he smacked the final rock into position.

The formation roared to life, blanketing the entire Stone Forest in pitch darkness.

Just what kind of formation is this…? Jin Mu-Won roughly understood the underlying principles behind formations, and could set up some simple illusion formations himself. 

However, the scale of Ha Jin-Wol's formation was so large, to set this up, one not only needed to be well-versed with formations, they also needed to be familiar with the rules of nature. To put it simply, that meant that the man named Ha Jin-Wol was knowledgeable in every discipline known to mankind.

The reverberations in the air intensified, and when they reached a peak, violent tremors started to shake the world around them.

KOOOOOOO!

At this sight, Ha Jin-Wol burst into laughter, "HAHAHA, THIS IS PERFECT! Now, if I do this…"

Ha Jin-Wol stood in front of the activating formation and raised both of his hands, causing lightning to flash in the sky…and a strong sense of foreboding in Jin Mu-Won's heart. Without delay, Jin Mu-Won sprinted toward Ha Jin-Wol at top speed.

"What are you d…?"

In a fit of panic, Ha Jin-Wol let down his guard, giving Jin Mu-Won the opportunity to quickly grab the scholar and kick off from the ground.

BOOOOOOM!

A giant thunderbolt struck the spot where Ha Jin-Wol had just been standing. Moreover, before the dumbfounded Ha Jin-Wol could say anything, the energy in the completed formation began to fluctuate unnaturally.

"Oh, fuck!"

Jin Mu-Won leapt again, still carrying Ha Jin-Wol. Right after he moved, the formation finally collapsed completely, engulfing the area in a violent windstorm.

ROAAAARRR!

Ha Jin-Wol stared blankly at the scene of destruction from within Jin Mu-Won's arms. The Stone Forest was collapsing as if someone had set off a bomb in there.

"I made absolutely sure there weren't any problems with my calculations, so what exactly was the problem? It's definitely not the math…" he muttered soullessly. He knew that his calculations were perfect, and that he had accounted for all of the variables using his vast knowledge. However, the result was still a failure.

Jin Mu-Won landed at a spot that hadn't been ravaged and placed Ha Jin-Wol down. However, even then, the scholar only sat on the ground with an empty gaze, as if life no longer held any meaning for him.

The only thing Jin Mu-Won could do was silently wait for Ha Jin-Wol to regain his senses.
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"Damn it! I failed again. Just where did I go wrong?"

"……"

"Waiter! Get me another roast duck."

Ha Jin-Wol munched on his duck in earnest, while Jin Mu-Won watched with a look of absolute disgust at the table littered with remnants of the scholar's food.

Ha Jin-Wol's depression turned out to be only temporary, as he quickly recovered and headed to a nearby inn. Then, he started binge eating as if venting his anger on food made him feel better. Furthermore, as he devoured the food, he mumbled constantly to himself, analyzing the reason why his formation blew up.

Are all geniuses like this? When he gets lost in his thoughts, he is so focused to the point that he ignores everything and everyone, including me who is sitting right next to him.

Jin Mu-Won sipped his wine quietly and decided not to pay attention to Ha Jin-Wol whose mind was off in la-la land even as his hands were busy shoving food into his mouth. To everyone else, the stark contrast between these two men sitting at the same table must have seemed awkward and ill-matched.

Hours later, Ha Jin-Wol finally looked up and said, "Yeah, the problem definitely lies with the Kan position (坎位)[1]. I failed to place a buffer between it and the Qian position (乾位), resulting in imbalance."

He stood up abruptly, eyes sparkling, then turned toward the door.

Jin Mu-Won put down his wine cup and asked, "Where are you going?"

"What do you mean 'where am I going'? I figured out the problem, so naturally, I'm heading back to the Stone Forest to set up my formation."

"Night has already fallen, and you won't be able to see well enough to set up your formation."

"…Eh?" Ha Jin-Wol looked out the window, only to find that Jin Mu-Won was right. Before he knew it, it was already dark outside.

"Damn! Just when I finally figured out the solution…" Ha Jin-Wol groaned regretfully.

Suddenly, his gaze fell upon the wine jug in front of Jin Mu-Won. With glittering eyes, he held out his own wine cup to Jin Mu-Won and said, "Hey, pour me a drink."

However, right after Jin Mu-Won wordlessly filled his cup, Ha Jin-Wol gulped down all the wine in one go and held out his cup to the young man again. Just like that, Jin Mu-Won ended up pouring three cups of wine for Ha Jin-Wol before the scholar sighed with satisfaction, "Whew! I finally feel alive again."

"Did you manage to find a solution to your problem?"

"We won't know for sure until we try, but I think I've found a clue, so I'm going to test it."

"Are you trying to seal the heavens? What kind of formation is that complicated?"

"Sealing the heavens? Hahaha! I wish I could do that. AHAHA, IF ONLY I COULD!" Ha Jin-Wol started drinking again.

Jin Mu-Won could sense that there was something going on with Ha Jin-Wol, but he didn't question the scholar about it. Everyone had some secrets that they would never tell anyone else. He resumed sipping his wine while waiting for the scholar to calm down again.

Out of the corner of his eye, Ha Jin-Wol curiously observed Jin Mu-Won. Come to think of it, he knew nothing about the Jin Mu-Won except that Mu-Jin was the one who introduced him to the young man.

"Hey, just who are you, anyway?"

"My name is Jin Mu-Won."

"I wasn't asking for your name, but for your true identity."

"What true identity?"

"Oh, so that's how you want to play it? All right then, let's forget about this. So, why did you come looking for me?"

"I'm here to find someone."

"If you're looking for a missing person, you should go to the authorities. I'm not so amazing that I can find out where everyone in the world is right now, you know?"

"The person I'm looking for went missing in Kunming six months ago."

Ha Jin-Wol, who was just about to gulp down another cup of wine, placed his cup down instead and stared at Jin Mu-Won, saying, "Six months ago, a trading caravan from the White Dragon Merchant Association showed up here in Kunming, then vanished a few days later. Is the person you're looking for part of that caravan?"

"Yes."

"Hmm!"

"Do you know anything about this?"

"Is the person you're looking for a relative of yours? Your sister?"

"No."

"Then I suggest you give up."

"No."

"Are you going to keep looking for them even if it means you might die?" Ha Jin-Wol asked sternly, all signs of his previous flippancy gone.

Jin Mu-Won resolutely replied, "Yes, because that man is a person worth risking my life for."



Translator's Note: Wait wait wait, Ha Jin-Wol was originally meant to be a pretty boy? How did I miss this the first time round? I was definitely misled by Hae-Min's art into thinking that he was a skinny elf with fangs. Also, I've been busy planning a vacation to propose to my gf lately, so the chapter was delayed.



Footnotes:

[1] Kan position (坎位): Part of the Bagua in Feng Shui, which consists of eight symbols used in Taoist cosmology to represent the fundamental principles of reality, seen as a range of eight interrelated concepts. The Kan position represents the element of water, the northward direction, and has the attribute of danger. The Qian position represents the sky element, the northwest direction, and the attribute of strength. Well, I only believe in Feng Shui when I play Animal Crossing…



Chapter 86: Unsought Attention (1)

It was raining.

A tall, bear-like man stood proudly in the pouring rain as if he owned the world. Even though rainwater was flowing down his huge frame and clattering heavily upon the green stone floor with a sound like beans being fried on an iron pan, the man emotionlessly stood as still as an immobile stone statue.

This man with an overwhelming presence could only be Jo Cheon-Woo. 

For the longest time, Jo Cheon-Woo stared silently at the night-time landscape of Kunming City. Where once stood a sleepless city that bustled with nightlife even after twilight, Kunming was now blanketed by a quiet, lonely, suffocating darkness.

The cause of all this were the series of devastating incidents that had occurred frequently over the last few months. These incidents had all but crippled Yunnan's economy, and the effects were most pronounced in Kunming, the capital of Yunnan Province.

Even his own Tyrant Fist Sect had been severely affected by the economic recession in Kunming. Their dwindling finances placed them in a state of emergency, forcing them to reduce their activities greatly in order to cut operating costs.

To the Tyrant Fist Sect, which was currently vying with the Diancang Sect over control of Yunnan, this was a fatal blow.

Suddenly, a young man braved the rain and approached Jo Cheon-Woo, saying, "Father."

Unlike the giant Fist Demon Jo Cheon-Woo, his son Jo Un-Kyung was of ordinary height, with a slender frame.

Jo Cheon-Woo coldly glanced at his son and asked, "Why are you here?"

"The heads of the White Dragon Merchant Association have dispatched an investigation team here."

"The White Dragon Merchant Association?"

"Apparently, they are searching for the caravan members who went missing here six months ago."

"And they're asking us for help?"

"…Yes."

"How many times have we gotten this type of request already?"

"If we include this, a total of six times."

"In other words, more than six trading caravans have vanished in Yunnan." Jo Cheon-Woo narrowed his eyes.

"We cannot continue ignoring this issue any longer, Father. All of our trading partners have begun to hesitate doing business with us."

"Hmph!"

"We have to at least do something to placate them."

"……"

"Father, please…"

"You take care of the matter yourself. Also…" Jo Cheon-Woo's voice trailed off.

Seeing that his father was about to say something, Jo Un-Kyung prompted, "…Yes?"

However, Jo Cheon-Woo only shook his head, replying, "It's nothing. Just go pacify those merchants."

"Understood."

"Now get lost!"

"Yes!" Jo Un-Kyung gave his father a quick bow and hurriedly scrambled away.

Jo Cheon-Woo waited for the young man to run out of earshot, then called out, "Yeop Pyung."

A red-robed middle-aged man soundlessly appeared in the rain, bowed decorously and replied, "I'm here, my lord."

Although the man was already pretty short, him bowing his head toward Jo Cheon-Woo made him appear even smaller. He was Yeop Pyung, the leader of the Tyrant Fist Sect's intelligence division, the Eye of Heaven, as well as the one and only man that Jo Cheon-Woo trusted fully.

"What's your opinion of Un-Kyung?"

"What do you mean?"

"Do you think he would make a good successor?"

"Yes, he's very good at his work."

"Really?"

"He handles his duties with aplomb and is well-respected by the other sect members. Wouldn't that be enough to make him a good successor?"

"He's too soft-hearted, though. To be a good ruler, one must always be rational and keep their emotions in check."

"Well, isn't that something he can learn with time? It's not like we're in a hurry," Yeop Pyung said, smiling. He was well aware of what Jo Cheon-Woo was worried about.

Just like their appearances, Jo Un-Kyung's personality was the complete opposite of Jo Cheon-Woo's. While the father was fiery and arrogant, the son was calm and quiet.

"Regardless, he's still my successor. I'm afraid that he won't accept the way I plan to do things."

"I'm sure he'll get over it, since he is my Lord's son. The child of a tiger must be a tiger cub, right?"

"Even so, I won't get him involved in this affair. If he knew the truth, that kid would definitely go against me."

"Understood, my lord."

"I won't be satisfied with just ruling over a small corner of Yunnan. If I was that kind of easily satisfied man, then I wouldn't have bothered betraying Jin-hyung, my former lord." 

Jo Cheon-Woo looked down at his fists. Those huge hands of his were covered in calluses, with skin as thick and tough as the paws of a bear. He wiggled his fingers, feeling the explosive strength within. This was the result of training his hands to the limits.

"Having power but not using it is a sin…" he mumbled to himself.

Yeop Pyung's smile widened. The world they lived in revolved around the strong, but when the strongest stayed dormant, rather than bringing peace, that was when the world fell into chaos.

Jo Cheon-Woo was a man with too much ambition and strength to remain satisfied with merely being one of the Four Pillars of the Northern Army. Since the end of the war with the Silent Night, he had wanted to march into the Central Plains to seize power…but was stopped by the forever unbudging "Northern Wall", Jin Kwan-Ho.

Jin Kwan-Ho was utterly faithful to the original mission of the Northern Army— to protect the Central Plains from the Silent Night's invasion. On the other hand, Jo Cheon-Woo simply couldn't understand why a man with such military power could live like a monk while resisting the allure of political dominance.

As a result, Jo Cheon-Woo abandoned Jin Kwan-Ho for Heaven's Summit, and got part of what he wanted in the form of Yunnan Province. To this day, he had never once regretted his decision.

"My Lord is right, of course, and that is also why I follow you. Please leave taking care of all the little things to me, so that my Lord can focus on the big picture."

"Thank you."

"If that is all, then I'll be on my way, my Lord."

"Are you setting off now?"

"Yes. Fortunately, we managed to finish all our preparations on time. However, we're still cutting it rather close, so we'll have to hurry."

"Make sure you finish everything before Heaven's Summit can interfere."

"Don't worry. If there's anything I'm worried about, it's that we might be seeing a lot more bloodshed that we originally thought."

"Bah! There is no success without sacrifice. If we were afraid of a little sin, we wouldn't be walking down this path."

"Still, the repercussions will likely be a lot bigger than expected. We need to minimize the backlash."

"How much worse do you think things will get?"

"At least a few hundred people, maybe even a thousand, will die."

"Well, it hasn't rained in Yunnan for quite a while. A rain of blood, that is." Jo Cheon-Woo stood proudly and looked down at the world below him as the rain continued to pour incessantly.

Yeop Pyung bowed deeply to Jo Cheon-Woo, then vanished as silently as he had appeared.
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As Jo Un-Kyung entered the main hall of the Tyrant Fist Sect, the four people waiting there— Gong Jin-Sung, Yoon Seo-In, Yong Mu-Sung, and Jongri Mu-Hwan stood up to greet him.

On behalf of the group, Yong Mu-Sung said, "I'm really sorry for barging in on you like this. I am Commander Yong Mu-Sung of the Iron Brigade, and this man is my vice-commander, Jongri Mu-Hwan. With us are Finance Director Gong Jin-Sung and Miss Yoon Seo-In of the White Dragon Merchant Association."

"It's a pleasure to meet you all. Take a seat."

"Thank you."

When Yong Mu-Sung and the rest of the group had settled down, Jo Un-Kyung sat down on his father's throne.[1]

Wow! Yong Mu-Sung couldn't help bursting into admiration at the sight of Jo Un-Kyung's arrogance. Although the young man wasn't outwardly brash like his father, his speech and mannerisms gave off an aura that he had everything under control. Was this the pedigree of the successor of a prestigious family?

"I've heard a lot about the Iron Brigade. Since you're here with people from the White Dragon Merchant Association, I assume you've accepted a mission from them?"

"Yes. Our mission is to search for the caravan members who went missing here."

"Just hearing that you're here to help makes me feel reassured." Jo Un-Kyung locked gazes with Yong Mu-Sung, who did not shy away from him.

Yong Mu-Sung gave him a similar feeling as his father, piquing his interest. Not only did the two men bear a physical resemblance in the form of a large build, they also had very bossy, dominating personalities.

Jo Un-Kyung asked, "Have you found any clues to track down the missing people?"

"That's the problem, we haven't found anything so far. We came to the Tyrant Fist Sect in hopes that you had information," Yong Mu-Sung confessed. 

The truth was, if not for the battle with the red-armored warriors, he would never have thought to visit the Tyrant Fist Sect this soon. However, if there were more enemies like that inside Yunnan, then things would undoubtedly get dangerous if they started investigating without prior knowledge.

They're only saying that because the only way for them to minimize their losses is to work together with the Tyrant Fist Sect. Unfortunately for Yong Mu-Sung, Jo Un-Kyung saw through him almost instantly. Still, getting the White Dragon Merchant Association, one of the Ten Great Companies, to owe them wasn't necessarily a bad thing for the Tyrant Fist Sect.

The problem now was the conditions for their collaboration.

Jo Un-Kyung asked, "Is information all you want? If that's the case, then I'm sorry but we can't help you."

aggAnnoy10
"No, we came here for a more important reason," Gong Jin-Sung replied. He then pointed to Yoon Seo-In, who was sitting beside him, and continued, "My Lady here is the one in charge of this search party, and she's looking for her missing elder brother, Yoon Ja-Myung. This much information should be enough for you to understand how much we're willing to give you for your help, right?"

"I see."

Jo Un-Kyung looked at Yoon Seo-In, who bowed her head slightly in acknowledgement. However, for some reason, her heart wouldn't stop pounding in his presence and she couldn't lift her head to look him straight in the eyes.

"In that case, please rest assured that our Tyrant Fist Sect will spare no effort in the search for your brother, Miss Yoon."

"T-Thank you."

Jo Un-Kyung smiled, then turned back toward Yong Mu-Sung and Jongri Mu-Hwan. Yoon Seo-In was merely a figurehead, and these two were the true negotiators that he had to deal with from now on.

"Well, we're probably in for a very long talk now, and I hope that we can decide on a win-win situation in the end."

"So do we."

"Then, shall we get started?"

The moment Jo Un-Kyung finished speaking, two men dressed in scholar's robes entered the parlor. They were the Tyrant Fist Sect's strategists, and their arrival could only mean that they were now the ones in charge of negotiations with the Iron Brigade.

That also meant that Jo Un-Kyung's job was simply to watch and observe, and he wasn't happy about it.

There is no more justice and loyalty in this shitty gangho, only a struggle for survival and authority. Now that it has come to this, I find myself rather missing life in the North…

His time in the Northern Army had undoubtedly been the happiest in his life. Back then, he enjoyed a lot more freedom than he did now.

Jo Un-Kyung looked out the window. It was still raining cats and dogs.

I feel truly sorry for you, Mu-Won. However, since I've already opened Pandora's box, there's no turning back for me, even if what awaits me are the blazing fires of hell.



Footnotes:

[1] Ancient Chinese parlors would have a raised platform with a decorated throne for the head of the house, and regular chairs placed along the sides of the room. The empty space in the middle of the room serves as a "stage" of sorts.



Chapter 87: Unsought Attention (2)

Jin Mu-Won and Ha Jin-Wol returned to Kunming together, walking side by side. When they arrived in front of the Peace-Loving Inn, Ha Jin-Wol waved Jin Mu-Won goodbye while saying, "Don't forget what I told you earlier."

"Are you sure you don't want to stay with me?"

"Huhuhu! I'm living a very comfortable life right now, so what reason do I have to go looking for trouble? It's not like that muddy business has anything to do with me."

"Aren't you afraid?"

Ha Jin-Wol frowned at Jin Mu-Won's unexpected question. 

"What would I be afraid of?" he asked.

"While I was following your tracks, I noticed that there were a lot of people after you, and most of them referred to you as a crazy swindler."

"Huh! Well, I guess I am kind of crazy. You don't seem to think that I'm crazy, though?"

Jin Mu-Won nodded and replied, "Yes, that's right. To me, you seem much more like a desperate man who has been driven into a corner."

Real lunatics were incapable of acting logically, and although the things that Ha Jin-Wol did on his journey seemed random, once Jin Mu-Won thought more deeply about it, he noticed that there was a consistent pattern to the scholar's actions. 

However, most common folk would not be able to notice that pattern, as they were Ha Jin-Wol's test subjects for his research on human psychology. By putting various pressures on people and observing how they reacted, he would hence study the relationship between natural human instinct and the wider laws of nature. 

That wasn't a feat that any lunatic could accomplish, but it also wasn't something anyone normal would willingly do. Jin Mu-Won was sure that Ha Jin-Wol's urgency and desperation were caused by some person or event.

"Don't bother trying to understand me with your common sense, you can't do it."

"Although I can't possibly know what you're thinking, I'm free to make my own guesses, right?"

"Hmph! Anyway, don't you dare ignore my prior warning! Still, if you insist on carrying on, head to Yuxi City.[1]"

"Yuxi?"

"That's all I can tell you, and I'm only letting you know this much because Mu-Jin was the one who recommended me to you."

"Thank you."

"Take care!"

Ha Jin-Wol quickly disappeared off in the rain, his body swaying from side to side as he walked. For a long time, Jin Mu-Won stared blankly in the direction where the scholar had vanished.

"Hyung!"

When Jin Mu-Won finally entered the inn, he was greeted by a very happy Kwak Moon-Jung.

"Were you bored?"

"Nah, I was so engrossed in practicing my martial arts that time just flew by. Did you manage to make any progress in the investigation?"

"I didn't manage to achieve my initial goal, but I at least got hold of some useful information."

"That's a relief."

"Also, we're heading to Yuxi first thing tomorrow morning. Be sure to finish your preparations beforehand."

"Got it."

"Have you eaten yet?"

"No, I was waiting for Hyung to come back so we could eat together."

"Okay then. I haven't had anything to eat all day, and I'm starving!"

"Let's eat!"

Jin Mu-Won summoned the waiter, ordered several simple dishes, and sat down at a table by the window.

Outside, the downpour which had started earlier in the evening was getting heavier, with no sign that the rain would stop anytime soon. As they waited for their food to be served, Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung looked at the foggy scenery of Kunming City in the thunderstorm. 

Although Jin Mu-Won said nothing, the truth was, ever since hearing about Ha Jin-Wol's opinion on the Yunnan situation, his feelings had been in complete disarray.


"There is a huge conspiracy going on here in Yunnan, and it's not just a fight to take control of the province. If you get involved in this, no matter who you are, you will be swallowed up by the threads of fate."



Jin Mu-Won was certain that Ha Jin-Wol knew something, but the scholar seemed reluctant to give him the details.

Nam Goon-Wi said something of the sort, too. However, he's just a human weapon, not the one giving orders.

The possibility that the mastermind behind the Crimson Ghost Corps was also behind all the happenings in Yunnan was extremely high.

Regretfully, I failed to capture Nam Goon-Wi back then.

"Hyung!"

Kwak Moon-Jung's voice jolted Jin Mu-Won back to his senses.

"Huh? Did something happen to you?"

"Hyung, you really gave me a scare just now."

"Me?"

"Yes!" Kwak Moon-Jung replied stiffly. 

Unbeknown to Jin Mu-Won, he had released his aura in the inn while lost in thought, creating a pressure that suffocated both Kwak Moon-Jung and the waiter.

The terrified waiter walked toward Jin Mu-Won's table, carrying several plates of food.

"S-Sir, your food is ready," the waiter stuttered, his face as pale as a sheet. He then hurriedly placed the dishes down on the table and dashed back to the kitchen as fast as his legs could carry him. 

Jin Mu-Won could only smile bitterly upon seeing this. He felt like he should apologize for what he had done by accident.

"Shall we eat?"

"Yeah."

The two young men quietly picked up their chopsticks.

Outside, the rain continued pouring like there was no tomorrow.
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The Yoo Family Clinic was famous in Kunming for being home to excellent acupuncturists. However, although Doctor Yoo was usually a very confident physician, today, cold sweat continually dripped down his back.

"Doctor-nim, please treat me first!"

"Please wait a bit. This patient comes first."

"It's urgent! I can't stand the pain anymore!"

"Okay okay, I'll be right there."

The deafening screams of more than twenty heavily wounded patients echoed around the clinic. However, unfortunately for Doctor Yoo, these weren't ordinary patients, but armed martial artists. Their wounds also weren't normal injuries; they were inflicted by various vicious weapons.

He felt like his soul had been sucked dry by their arrival. He had mobilized all of his disciples to help cope with the workload, but it was still too much. Furthermore, his disciples weren't experienced enough to treat most of these wounds.

In the end, the unending cries of pain and pleas for help turned the small clinic into a scene of pandemonium.

Damn it! If these bastards weren't backed by the White Dragon Merchant Association, I would definitely have chased them out. Why do I have to suffer like this in the wee hours of the morning!?

The people that he was currently treating were the injured escorts from the White Dragon caravan which had been assaulted by red-armored warriors on their way to Yunnan.

One of the escorts, whose name was Seo Jo-Kyung, had been slashed by a sword in the stomach, and pus was currently oozing out through the bandages wrapped around his wound. Unable to endure the agonizing pain, he screamed for Doctor Yoo, "Please hurry up, Doctor-nim! KUAAAAAAAK!"

Unfortunately for Seo Jo-Kyung, Doctor Yoo only paid him lip service and ignored his cries to treat people he felt needed to be prioritized.

Seo Jo-Kyung's face paled as he shrieked, "AHHHHH!"

"Fine, fine, I'm coming," said a doctor as he approached Seo Jo-Kyung.

Seo Jo-Kyung dimly nodded in thanks, his eyes blurry from the intense pain. 

The doctor untied the escort's bandage and examined the wound. "Hmm…your wound is infected. However, this couldn't have been done by a normal sword; you must have been hit by a greatsword or some other large weapon."

"Doctor-nim, c-can you f-fix me up?"

"Don't worry, you won't end up crippled. I think."

"What?"

"I'm sorry, what I meant was, you won't die from this. Huhuhu!"

Seo Jo-Kyung raised his head to shoot a warning look at the doctor treating him, but he was so dizzy that he couldn't focus on the man's face.

Meanwhile, the doctor muttered to himself, "No martial art of the Central Plains is this vicious. It won't be easy to fully recover from a wound like this. The martial art that did this was designed to cripple even if it failed to kill. Unbelievable, a group that uses martial arts like this still exists in the current gangho?"

"Doctor-nim, please treat me…"

"Ahh, don't worry. You're not going to die for some time."

"That's why you have to treat me…KUAAAAAK!

"You'll be fine."

"AHHHHHH!"

The doctor wrapped up Seo Jo-Kyung's stomach with clean bandages and stood up. Although the treatment was brief and simple, Seo Jo-Kyung's pain had been significantly reduced and pus had stopped oozing out from the wound. 

Seo Jo-Kyung wanted to thank the doctor who had treated him, but for some reason, he couldn't find the man anywhere. He had vanished!

A long time later, Doctor Yoo finally walked toward Seo Jo-Kyung. He unwrapped the escort's bandages, then frowned, asking, "Huh? Hey, who treated you?"

Blood had stopped flowing from Seo Jo-Kyung's ugly wound. The work wasn't quite professional, but the standard of treatment was not much worse than his own.

"Just now, there was another doctor…"

"Another…doctor?" Doctor Yoo said, puzzled. He was the only doctor in the Yoo Family Clinic, and none of his disciples were this good yet!

"Who in the world did this!?"

[image: sep]

A doctor walked out from the Yoo Family Clinic and scratched his head. In that instant, his face suddenly aged another twenty years, transforming from a middle-aged man to an elderly person.

"This is labor exploitation. Damn it! Even I need some time to rest, you know?" the old man grumbled in an indistinct voice. Unlike his appearance, though, his voice was as energetic as that of a young man.

His name was Cheong-In, and he was an elite member of the Secret Moon, a squad made up of the top thousand spies in the Black Moon spy organization.[2] Furthermore, within the Black Moon, he was known as "Ten Steps Ten Transformations", a nickname given to him for his ability to transform into ten completely different people every ten steps he took. One moment, he could be an old person, and the next, a child. He could even turn into any gender he wanted.

The only person who knew his true appearance was the leader of the Black Moon.

Not long ago, he had just finished a mission in Yueyang,[3] but he had then immediately been dispatched to Yunnan for his next mission.

Suddenly, he rubbed his left leg.

"Oww, that hurts! No matter how important the mission is, people need time to rest. Not to mention, I get paid peanuts even though I'm being worked to death. This is labor exploitation I tell you…Tsk!"

The injury he had gotten in his previous mission still stung with pain, and though it did not affect his movement, it was extremely annoying.

"They want me to not only track down the mysterious bad guys hiding in Yunnan, but also keep an eye on Jin Mu-Won at the same time? Do they think that I'm capable of making clones of myself? Fucking lunatics who have never been out on the field before always give out these ridiculous orders!"

Still, although Cheong-In liked to complain a lot, he treated all of his missions with absolute seriousness.

Over the last few days, he had traced the footsteps of the White Dragon Merchant Association from the point where they had entered Yunnan all the way to Kunming, and found that they had been ambushed by unidentified enemies not far from the Yunnan checkpost.

He had then closely examined the traces left behind at the battleground, and deduced the strength of the enemies the White Dragon caravan had faced. As it turned out, these enemies appeared far stronger than he had thought, to the point where it wasn't normal.

Nevertheless, this conclusion was based only on circumstantial speculation. He needed solid evidence, so he returned to Kunming and disguised himself as a doctor at the clinic where the injured White Dragon escorts were being treated.

His inspection of Seo Jo-Kyung's wounds confirmed his suspicions, and also told him the kind of martial arts that the attackers had used. He didn't know who would take an interest in such minor information, but as a professional spy, he understood that it was often these small bits of information that added up to reveal the big picture.

As of now, he'd failed to identify the attackers, but he had at least obtained some clues about them.

"Okay, so now I have to start observing the man named Jin Mu-Won. I wonder which face I should use?" Cheong-In's eyes lit up mischievously, a look that was completely and utterly out of place on his current old man's face.

He glanced though a window of the Peace-Loving Inn and found his target drinking wine at a table.

"Hmm…"

The corners of his mouth turned upwards in a grin.



Footnotes:

[1] Yuxi: Yuxi (玉溪) is a prefecture-level city in the central part of Yunnan province, China. The administrative center of Yuxi is Hongta District. Yuxi is approximately 90 kilometres (56 mi) south of Kunming.


[2] Black Moon, Secret Moon: See chapter 71.


[3] Yueyang (岳陽): A city between the eastern shores of the Dongting Lake and the Yangtze River in Hunan Province, China.



Chapter 88: Unsought Attention (3)

Night in Kunming was as silent as the dead. All of the lights were extinguished, and all of the people had long since gone to bed. For the last six months, the city nightlife had been non-existent.

Even the Peace-Loving Inn where Jin Mu-Won was staying at was like that. There were no lit lamps in the kitchen, and the rest of the guests were already asleep.

Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung had also retired early. Perhaps because he was exhausted from his training, Kwak Moon-Jung quickly fell into a deep sleep. 

In the darkness, Jin Mu-Won lay on his bed, listening to the even breathing sounds of the sleeping Kwak Moon-Jung. Unable to fall asleep, he finally gave up trying and sat up straight on his bed. Missing one night's sleep would not affect him much, and he didn't like wasting his time lying down doing nothing.

He opened the window to get some fresh air.

TANG TANG TING!

An exquisite tune rang out from far away, so beautiful that it tugged at one's heartstrings. Someone was playing the qin.[1]

At first, Jin Mu-Won thought that it was just good music, but his expression suddenly stiffened. The tune rocked his mind back and forth like a boat on stormy seas, and every note transformed into a dagger which stabbed repeatedly into his heart.

What the!?

Jin Mu-Won quickly turned to check on Kwak Moon-Jung, only to find that the boy was still sleeping comfortably, as if he hadn't heard or felt anything.

Is that musician taunting me on purpose? I'm the only person their music is affecting!

Jin Mu-Won picked up Snow Flower and leapt out of the window. If someone was going so far to incite him…then he wouldn't simply let them succeed.

The instant he stepped outdoors, the sound of the qin became clearer, building up like the giant wave of a raging tsunami while pounding his chest with the thunder of a beating drum. Oddly enough, no one else seemed to hear the music, seeing as they had neither opened their doors nor lit up their lamps.

Jin Mu-Won activated the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows to protect his heart and arteries, and almost immediately felt a lot better.

To think that such a skilled master of the Sound Arts (音功) existed…!

It was a well-known fact that becoming a master of the sound arts was a lot harder than mastering the sword or any other weapon. People who possessed the aptitude for such arts were uncommon, resulting in very few masters to begin with, and these masters in turn could not raise many disciples. Furthermore, even if one was lucky enough to find a master, that did not mean that they would ultimately be able to reach the same level. 

Thus, although Jin Mu-Won had only entered the gangho a few months ago, it was odd that he had never heard of such a rare master of the sound arts within the murim.

Jin Mu-Won traced the source of the music to a pavilion next to a small lake in the outskirts of Kunming. The qin player was dressed in pure white robes, and his hair that was tied in a bun was covered with a silk cloth. His chiseled facial features were handsome, and his half-closed black eyes gave him a mysterious atmosphere.

He was also still playing the qin as if he hadn't noticed Jin Mu-Won's arrival.

TRALALANG!

Perhaps it was because the piece he was playing was reaching its climax, but the sound of the qin created powerful ripples on the lake surface, which quickly spread throughout the lake.

TWANG!

When the last note of the man's performance was plucked, the ripples finally subsided, as if they had never appeared to begin with. Only then did he raise his head to look at Jin Mu-Won.

A smile slowly spread out on the man's face until he was beaming with happiness, like Jin Mu-Won coming to meet him was the greatest thing in the world.

"As expected, you came to look for me," he said.

"Aren't you the one who summoned me?"

The man stood up, holding his qin. The faint moonlight seemed to flow down his loose robes, highlighting his silhouette.

Jin Mu-Won continued, "You seem to know who I am, but I don't know who you are."

"Oh my, I apologize for my rudeness. Greetings, Master Jin, my name is Geum Dan-Yeop,"[2] the man replied in a voice that was soft and low, but at the same time as clear and beautiful as the sound of his qin. He then descended from the pavilion and walked toward Jin Mu-Won.

"You are indeed as amazing as he described you to be. After all, you managed to hear and respond to my Thousand Mile Soul Music (千里靈音)."

"He? Who?"

"I'm pretty sure you two have already met, though? His name is Nam Goon-Wi…"

Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes. "Are you with him?" he asked.

"Yes, we are quite close."

Jin Mu-Won could feel his heart pounding. My instincts tell me that this is the mastermind that Nam Goon-Wi talked about.

"So it was you. You're the one behind all the happenings in Yunnan."

"Nam Goon-Wi told you that much, huh?"

Geum Dan-Yeop looked surprised for a moment, but he quickly smiled and nodded, saying, "Well, if it's you though, I guess I don't mind telling you even more. I admit I'm a little curious about the man who left Nam Goon-Wi in the sorriest state I've ever seen him."

Geum Dan-Yeop was all too familiar with Nam Goon-Wi's strength and competitiveness. The man could definitely live up to his arrogance, as the number of people in all of Yunnan Province who were even capable of just injuring him could be counted on one hand. That strength was the reason why Geum Dan-Yeop had entrusted the mission to him without worries.

However, when Nam Goon-Wi had returned after being heavily wounded by Jin Mu-Won, his master plan, which had been moving along as smoothly as oiled gears, was suddenly disrupted.

It was the advent of an unpredictable variable. He initially felt that he had already considered every possibility, and Jin Mu-Won's appearance was not part of those possibilities. He had been left with no choice but to confirm why such a person had come to Yunnan now, of all times.

"If you don't mind, could you tell me which sect you belong to?"

"I'm not a part of any sect, and the only martial arts I know are the ones that have been passed down my family."

"Your family must be quite the great martial clan, then."

"It's not that amazing. Also, it's already ruined, and no one even remembers it anymore."

"Is that so?"

Geum Dan-Yeop stared intensely at Jin Mu-Won with eyes that seemed to see right through him. It was impossible to tell lies in front of eyes like that. However, Jin Mu-Won only glared right back at him confidently, with no hesitation or anxiety.

Geum Dan-Yeop couldn't help but be impressed. Although Jin Mu-Won appeared ordinary on the surface, his eyes contained the steadfastness of a mountain that has stood for thousands of years. 

The eyes are windows into the soul, and the firmness of one's gaze represents the strength of their determination. I can definitely see Jin Mu-Won's unshakable resolution within his eyes. Men like him are basically impossible to sway or tempt.

"Since you seem unwilling to tell me which clan you come from, is it okay if I ask you why you came here instead? Are you following orders from Heaven's Summit?"

"The reason I'm here has nothing to do with Heaven's Summit."

"Then?"

"I'm looking for someone."

Geum Dan-Yeop furrowed his brows slightly, asking, "And who is that?"

"Six months ago, a caravan belonging to the White Dragon Merchant Association vanished here in Kunming. Unfortunately, one of my acquaintances was among them."

"……"

"Now it's my turn to ask questions. Are the people who went missing at that time still alive?"

"Hoo…" Geum Dan-Yeop sighed, then continued, "You were here for personal reasons?"

"You haven't answered me yet."

"They're still alive, but…"

"Please return them to me. I'll leave Yunnan right after that."

"I wish I could, but it's not as easy as it sounds…" Geum Dan-Yeop hesitated, troubled.

A blizzard seemed to cloud over Jin Mu-Won's face, and the atmosphere immediately froze like it was the dead of winter.

"So you're not going to return them to me?"

"Not right now at the very least, because then I'll be the one in deep shit instead."

"……"

"What about this? When I'm finished with my plans for Yunnan, I'll return them safely to you. I swear that on my name," Geum Dan-Yeop proposed a compromise, but Jin Mu-Won did not answer him.

He could only sigh again, saying, "Hoo…I guess giving you my word is not quite enough for you. What a dilemma." 

Geum Dan-Yeop folded his arms and frowned. Is there room for negotiation? No, there isn't. This guy absolutely won't take "no" for an answer. Even if he doesn't say anything, somehow I just know he won't agree to anything I propose.

Well, I only came here today to observe him and confirm the presence of this variable with my own eyes.

Geum Dan-Yeop seemed to be distressed, but Jin Mu-Won did not believe his act for an instant. Although at first glance, the man appeared to have a very soft and reasonable personality, however, Jin Mu-Won knew from experience that people like him were the scariest ones of them all.

"Haa…This isn't okay, and that also isn't okay… In the end, it seems like we're destined to fight. How sad. I haven't met someone I liked so much for quite a while."

Geum Dan-Yeop's last sentence was sincere. He didn't have many close friends, as there weren't many people around him at his level. Besides, although he hadn't known Jin Mu-Won for a long time, he liked the guy. They were even around the same age. Unfortunately, they were on opposing sides, and couldn't possibly become friends.

Jin Mu-Won tightened his grip on Snow Flower. The surrounding temperature, which had already been freezing, fell even lower. That was his way of conveying his intention to Geum Dan-Yeop.

It seems that Jin Mu-Won is a man who will never give up without getting his way. It's just too bad that I am the same kind of person. Geum Dan-Yeop smiled sadly. There was something he had to do no matter what. A mission that couldn't be accomplished by anyone else. He had been planning for this for a very long time, and him liking Jin Mu-Won wasn't enough of a reason for him to back down now.

Jin Mu-Won walked toward Geum Dan-Yeop, but Geum Dan-Yeop retreated away from him.

"Are you going to run away?"

"This is not where you and I will fight. Don't you agree that it would be a pity if we dueled in a shabby place like this, with no audience to watch us?" 

Geum Dan-Yeop shrugged nonchalantly, but Jin Mu-Won only leapt toward him in response. Regardless of what Geum Dan-Yeop's plans were, Jin Mu-Won wasn't about to let the man go. 

SWOOSH!

Suddenly, a hail of arrows came zooming out from the woods nearby. Just like when he had fought Nam Goon-Wi, archers once again obstructed Jin Mu-Won's movement.

Fortunately, he had already predicted that something like this would happen. Jin Mu-Won easily knocked the arrows aside with Snow Flower and accelerated, instantly narrowing the distance between him and Geum Dan-Yeop until they were basically face-to-face with each other.

However, Geum Dan-Yeop then started playing his qin again.

TRALANG!

"Kuh!" Jin Mu-Won shuddered involuntarily as the sound assaulted him like waves crashing against a cliff. He pushed his way through the wall of sound, but when he finally got out of its range, Geum Dan-Yeop had vanished.

From far in the distance, he could hear the sound of the man singing.

♫♪♫♫♪ 

Men and women, old and young, yin and yang.

The two worlds that I know of, fantasy and reality

At long last merge into one, revealing one's true desires.

The heavens dream of a silent night,

While the silent night dreams of breaking out of its shell.

You, the people who have risen from the wasteland,

Hurry up, because you don't have much time left.

♫♪♫♫♪ 

When the song came to an end, even the surrounding archers were gone, leaving only Jin Mu-Won at the scene.



Translator's Note: Sorry, I've been super busy lately, going to propose to my gf and also preparing to immigrate to another country in a month to start a new job. My current job has too much overtime and 24h shifts and I can't physically take this shit anymore at my age, even if my suffering contributes just a little bit to saving the world (welcome to environmental science).



Footnotes:

[1] Qin (琴): A plucked seven-string Chinese musical instrument, also known as the Guqin. It has been played since ancient times, and has traditionally been favored by scholars, nobles, and even royalty as an instrument of great subtlety and refinement. It is similar to the guzheng/Japanese koto/Korean geomungo, but doesn't have movable bridges under each string. Listen to it here.


[2] Geum Dan-Yeop (金單葉/燁): Dan-Yeop meaning "Lone Leaf" or "Lone Shining Flame". Random interesting fact, in the modern day, Geum Dan-Yeop would actually be pronounced Kim Dan-Yeop, as the hangul for 金 was changed from 금 (Geum) to 김 (Kim) sometime in the 1400s, but for some reason, only when used as a last name. The hanja 金 is still pronounced as Geum when referring to "Gold", it's literal meaning. Author-nim sure did his research even for something this trivial…



Chapter 89: Fortune and Misfortune (1)

Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung woke up in the wee hours of the morning, had a light breakfast, then left the inn. The streets were deserted; an indication that the city had not yet woken up from its slumber.

"Let's go. As long we maintain a good pace, we'll be at Yuxi by tomorrow evening."

"Yeah!"

Thanks to the White Dragon Merchant Association, their trip here to Kunming had been on a very comfortable wagon, but from now on, they would have to travel around on their own two feet. Jin Mu-Won would have bought a horse if he could, but none of the stables were open at this hour, and he probably could not afford one anyway.

Fortunately for the two gangho newcomers, the main road to Yuxi was very well-maintained and there was no risk of them getting lost.

As the sun rose from beyond the horizon, Kwak Moon-Jung murmured, "This place is amazing. The weather was so hot and humid when we first entered Yunnan, but here in Kunming, it's nice and cool."

"Yeah. It seems that the temperature is lower here because Kunming is situated on a plateau," Jin Mu-Won replied logically, although he was equally amazed at the wonders of nature. He'd even heard from the owner of the Peace-Loving Inn that dozens of ethnic minority tribes still lived close to Kunming, proof of how lovely an environment it was for folks to stay in.

Jin Mu-Won agreed with the inn owner. Everything was abundant here, unlike the barren North where he came from. In particular, due to the mild climate all year round, double cropping was possible, and wild fruit was abundant in the forest. As long as one was willing to put in some effort, they'd have more food than they could eat.

It's a pity that while the earth here is blessed by the gods, the native peoples are not.

The native people of Yunnan didn't appear to be particularly greedy, likely because they were used to having everything in abundance. The real problem lay in the greed and wealth of the people who had immigrated here from the Central Plains, not to mention the strength of the martial artists. The natives stood no chance against them.

I wonder which is better, the rough lives of the Northern folk, or the cushy lives of the Yunnanese? Regardless, I get the feeling that I don't belong here.

Suddenly, Kwak Moon-Jung disturbed his train of thought, asking, "What are you thinking so hard about?"

"Just this and that…"

"This place has made you reconsider a lot of things too, huh."

"You too?"

"Yeah, a lot of random ideas keep popping up in my head. Honestly, I've been feeling a little worried lately…"

Although Kwak Moon-Jung had boldly chosen to follow Jin Mu-Won, at the end of the day, he was still a thirteen-year-old boy. It was impossible for him not to feel anxious when he had no idea what lay ahead of him.

Jin Mu-Won could sympathize with the younger boy, because he felt the same way, too. Ever since he had come out into the world, he had only been facing one powerful enemy after another, as if his destiny was intertwined with a bout of terrible luck. 

He was aware that he could no longer live as freely as he used to, and the truth about the never-ending cycle of hatred within the gangho rang truer to his ears than ever before.

"I'm kind of anxious, too."

"Really? You?"

"I'm human, too. How could I possibly be free from any worries? Even so, that doesn't mean that we can back out now, can we? When one does not consider retreating as an option, then one can only advance. That is my motto."

"What does that idiom mean, Hyung?"

"When people give themselves a way out, they tend to cower in the face of danger, and I strongly believe that cowards like that can never defeat those who live day after day in desperation."

Kwak Moon-Jung bit his lip in surprise and admiration. He never expected that Jin Mu-Won, whom he thought of as super strong, would have a motto like that.

If I had that kind of mindset as well, then perhaps I could become as strong as Hyung? I'll need to live desperately, as if every day were my last…

Hyung's really amazing…

At first, Kwak Moon-Jung only liked Jin Mu-Won because he was Hwang Cheol's nephew, but the more he got to know the young man, the more he captivated his heart. Jin Mu-Won was a brother he could trust and rely on.

"Heehee!"

"What's up?"

"Nothing, heeheehee! Let's just go."

"…Okay." Jin Mu-Won nodded and matched Kwak Moon-Jung's walking speed.

The journey to Yuxi was uneventful. The main road was well-maintained, so there was no fear of getting lost, and the weather was cool and comfortable, perfect for traveling. However, since Yuxi wasn't exactly near Kunming, they had to no choice but to spend a night outdoors.

Just before sunset, the two young men decided to sleep in a clearing which was not too far from the road, had a nice even ground, and a small stream nearby that made it easy to get drinking water.

Jin Mu-Won chopped some firewood while Kwak Moon-Jung brought the drinking water. Both of them were used to camping outdoors, so the preparations were quickly finished.

Dinner was dry rations which they had prepared beforehand. Kwak Moon-Jung, who finished his meal a little earlier than Jin Mu-Won, began training with his greatsword, Crimson Fang.

SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

Perhaps because the teenager's muscles were now more developed, he swung the heavy greatsword with ease. That was a huge improvement from before. Although he was only taking one small step at a time, Kwak Moon-Jung was indeed growing steadily.

It's time. Jin Mu-Won stood up and picked up a tree branch.

Kwak Moon-Jung looked at Jin Mu-Won in confusion and asked, "Hyung?"

"Fight me with everything you've got."

For a moment, Kwak Moon-Jung simply blinked stupidly, not processing what Jin Mu-Won had just said. When the meaning finally hit him, he bit his lip in anticipation.

Finally…I've been waiting for this!

Until now, Jin Mu-Won had given him advice from time to time, but had never instructed him directly, and he hadn't dared ask him for instruction, either. He understood that the gap between them was too huge, and that there would be no point asking for it until he reached a certain level.

Kwak Moon-Jung tightened his grip on Crimson Fang. His heart was pounding wildly, and his blood pressure was rising.

Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won said, "Calm down. How are you going to train properly when you're bursting with excitement?"

"Okay!"

"Now, fight me!"

"YEAH!" Kwak Moon-Jung shouted as he dashed toward Jin Mu-Won.

SWISH!

Seeing that Kwak Moon-Jung was charging at him like a mad bull, Jin Mu-Won took a step to the side and dodged the attack with ease. He then tapped Kwak Moon-Jung's elbow lightly with his tree branch, saying, "Straighten your elbows more when you swing your sword, and you'll be able to pack more power into it."

"Kuh! Understood!"

Kwak Moon-Jung straightened his elbows as Jin Mu-Won had suggested, but this time, Jin Mu-Won's branch hit him lightly on the shoulder instead.

THWACK!

"Your reflexes will be slowed if your body is too rigid."

"Yes!"

"Don't take your eyes off your opponent."

"Yes!"

"Step firmly upon the ground."

"Gah!"

"Breathe deeply from your abdomen."

"KUACK!"

As Jin Mu-Won smacked his weak points every time he said something, Kwak Moon-Jung ended crying out in pain over and over again. The strikes seemed light, but for some reason, that slight force was enough to rattle his internal organs. 

However, although moving around while he was in pain was hard, and his body was covered in bruises from falling onto the ground, Kwak Moon-Jung did not give up. Time and time again, he desperately charged at Jin Mu-Won, but his instructor never let anything slide for any reason.

Ironing out the deficiencies in one's basics is far more important than practicing techniques. A true martial arts master does not even need techniques, because every strike of theirs is an ultimate technique. However, that doesn't mean that learning and practicing techniques aren't necessary, because one has to first achieve complete mastery of a technique to reach the level where one no longer needs techniques.

BONK!

"Keuk!"

Once again, Kwak Moon-Jung was sent flying. His clothes were in tatters, his hair was ragged, and his face was an unrecognizable mess. 

Only then did Jin Mu-Won toss his branch aside.

"I can…still…go on…" Kwak Moon-Jung clenched his teeth hard as he stood up shakily.

"I know, but there is a time to train and a time to rest. Hurry up and use the Three Origins Meditation Technique."

In the end, Kwak Moon-Jung had no choice but to give in and start meditating.

While tending to the campfire, Jin Mu-Won carefully observed Kwak Moon-Jung. As he originally intended, the boy's insides were a mess, he was having trouble breathing, his muscles were badly torn, and his joints were battered loose. 

To a normal person, these injuries would be extremely serious, but for Kwak Moon-Jung, a body that needed healing was the optimal condition for training the Three Origins Meditation Technique and making him stronger.

Personally, Jin Mu-Won didn't really like using this accelerated method of training, but if he didn't make Kwak Moon-Jung stronger soon, the boy's odds of surviving through the upcoming chaos was extremely low. It would have been better if he had helped with the boy's training since his childhood, but thinking about 'what ifs' was meaningless now.

He had to prioritize Kwak Moon-Jung's survival over everything else.

As Kwak Moon-Jung's meditation reached its peak, sweat flowed down his entire body like rain, and his skin began to turn as red as a beetroot. That was a sign that the Three Origins Meditation Technique was currently healing his wounds.

Seeing that, Jin Mu-Won added more firewood to the campfire, raising the temperature around them.

An hour later, Kwak Moon-Jung finally finished meditating. His previously pale face now appeared healthy and his body was filled with energy.  

"Great job, you've worked hard." Jin Mu-Won smiled.

"You worked a lot harder than I did, Hyung. Thank you."

Kwak Moon-Jung bowed deeply to Jin Mu-Won.

However, Jin Mu-Won's smile suddenly vanished, and his expression hardened. Before Kwak Moon-Jung could express his shock, Jin Mu-Won whispered, "Look in the direction of the main road."

Kwak Moon-Jung looked where Jin Mu-Won was pointing, but it was pitch-black and he couldn't see anything. However, he knew that Jin Mu-Won wouldn't have said something like that for no reason, so he focused his eyes carefully and tried to peer through the darkness.

CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP.

After a while, he heard the sound of a horse's hooves, and couldn't help but marvel at Jin Mu-Won's incredible eyesight.

The group that emerged from the darkness consisted of a carriage escorted by a dozen warriors. Immediately upon spotting Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung, they made a beeline toward the two young men.

Kwak Moon-Jung nervously drew Crimson Fang. For now, it was impossible to know whether these people were enemies or allies.

As the group arrived at the clearing, the two finally got a good look at these people. The warriors had bright eyes and unusually powerful auras. In addition, the character for "Tyrant (覇)" was emblazoned on their chest armor.

Martial artists from the Tyrant Fist Sect, the sect created by Jo Cheon-Woo, the traitor I once called Uncle.

Jin Mu-Won's eyes flashed briefly. His feelings toward these people were too complicated for him to express them through words.

The eldest warrior, who was also probably the leader, dismounted his horse and approached Jin Mu-Won. He appeared to be in his late forties, with rather distinctive features such as broad shoulders, thighs as thick as tree trunks, narrow eyes, and an overwhelming aura as if he wanted to crush anyone who faced him.

He shouted to Jin Mu-Won, "As expected, someone got here first. We already planned to stay here for the night, so would you mind sharing the space? We often camp here when we're traveling outdoors."

"Sure."

"Thank you."

Having obtained Jin Mu-Won's permission, the old warrior turned back toward his subordinates.

"We're camping here. Everybody start unpacking."

"Yes Sir!" The warriors loudly affirmed. They then dismounted their horses and began preparations for spending the night outdoors.

Meanwhile, Jin Mu-Won glanced at the old warrior behind his back with trembling eyes.

…Did he not recognize me?

He lowered his head and smiled bitterly.

However, his thoughts were suddenly interrupted by a familiar voice saying, "Master Jin, is that you?"



Translator's Note: I am going to propose to my gf next week. Wish me luck. 


Chapter 90: Fortune and Misfortune (2)

Jin Mu-Won looked up only to see two familiar faces, Tang Mi-Ryeo and Tang Gi-Mun, getting off the wagon. Tang Mi-Ryeo strode toward Jin Mu-Won, absolutely delighted to see him.

"What brings you here, Miss Tang?"

"We're on our way to Yuxi. I never dreamed that I would be able to meet you on our way there, Master Jin."

"Yuxi, you say?"

"Yes!" Tang Mi-Ryeo smiled. 

Meanwhile, Tang Gi-Mun walked up behind her and asked, "What about you? Weren't you staying at an inn in Kunming?"

"I also have stuff to do in Yuxi, so it seems we're headed in the same direction. By the way, where are the people from Heaven's Summit? Weren't you going to meet up with them at the Tyrant Fist Sect?"

"Heaven's Summit suddenly changed our meeting place to Yuxi instead."

"Hmm…"

"Fortunately, the warriors from the Tyrant Fist Sect agreed to escort us there."

Since Tang Gi-Mun had already been attacked en route to Kunming, the Tyrant Fist Sect had dispatched a squad of elites to guard the two Tang Clan members. He looked toward the leader of the guards and introduced, "That warrior over there is Im Soo-Kwang, the Eight-Armed Heavenly General. Apparently, he's one of the top five masters in the Tyrant Fist Sect as well as an expert in fist techniques. His battle prowess is also said to be unmatched."

Jin Mu-Won glanced at Im Soo-Kwang, a complicated expression on his face. However, it was already dark out, and no one noticed his abnormality.

"If I had known that you were also heading to Yuxi, Master Jin, I would have stuck with you since the beginning. Then again, we can just travel together from now on, right? Haha, I'd feel much more reassured with you around!" Tang Gi-Mun laughed. From his point of view, Jin Mu-Won was a much more trustworthy person than Im Soo-Kwang, who was a complete stranger to him.

"Come, let's sit down and talk," he continued, leading the group toward the campfire, where they sat down in a circle.

"Do you know what exactly transpired in Yuxi?"

"I heard some rumors, but it was so extreme, I just can't believe it."

"Could you tell me?"

"Well… I'm not sure how much I should say, since I haven't even been able to confirm the truth myself. We'll know everything once we enter the city, so would you mind being patient for now?" Tang Gi-Mun asked, a severe look on his face.

"Alright." Sensing the heavy atmosphere, Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung's faces darkened.

Suddenly, Im Soo-Kwang approached Tang Gi-Mun, saying, "Master Tang, our camping preparations are complete."

"Good work. This man here is Master Jin, my savior."

Im Soo-Kwang's eyes lit up with interest as he quickly sized up Jin Mu-Won, saying, "You may be young, but I can tell that you're already a powerful martial artist. I am Im Soo-Kwang of the Tyrant Fist Sect."

"My name is Jin Mu-Won," Jin Mu-Won greeted resignedly.

Startled, Im Soo-Kwang exclaimed, "I know someone with the exact same name as you! Would you mind telling me which sect you belong to?"

"It's just a small sect. Even if I told you, you wouldn't recognize it."

"Hmm…" Im Soo-Kwang fell silent. He felt that Jin Mu-Won was avoiding the question, but if the young man wasn't willing to say anything, it would be difficult to continue pursuing the topic. 

The Jin Mu-Won I know died seven years ago, so there's no way it could be him, right?

The events that had happened many years ago still weighed heavily upon his heart, and although he could no longer recall the face of the boy left behind in the Northern Army Fortress, he remembered his name, Jin Mu-Won. The same name as the man right in front of him now.

Back then, he'd had no choice but to go with the flow, but he always paid keen attention to any news concerning Jin Mu-Won. That was why, when he heard about Jin Mu-Won's death seven years ago, he'd become so overwhelmed with guilt that he couldn't bring himself to eat or sleep for days.

Im Soo-Kwang carefully observed Jin Mu-Won again. Come to think of it, the young man did resemble the boy in his memories. However, this Jin Mu-Won's demeanor was far too calm.

If he truly were the Jin Mu-Won I knew, he would never look at me this emotionlessly. Im Soo-Kwang sighed and sat down.

Sensing the tension in the air, Tang Mi-Ryeo pouted, not understanding what was going on. There was a lot she wanted to ask Jin Mu-Won, who was sitting next to her, but the heavy atmosphere made it hard for her to say anything.

That night, after everyone else had fallen asleep, Jin Mu-Won sat alone beside the campfire, holding Snow Flower in his arms. Next to him, Kwak Moon-Jung slept without a care in the world.

He looked up. The sea of stars glittering in the night sky reminded him of the North.

Before he was abandoned, he was always surrounded by warm and caring people. This had given him the mistaken impression that the world was a kind place.

In fact, Im Soo-Kwang had been one of those people. Every time they had met, the man would greet him with a smile and teach him a lot of things.

However, on that fateful day, Im Soo-Kwang had turned his back on his father and himself more heartlessly than anyone else. Still, Jin Mu-Won didn't resent the man very much, as he wasn't the only one who had betrayed them.

Although it was impossible to face Im Soo-Kwang without mixed feelings, Jin Mu-Won didn't want to let himself be bothered by a person like that. After all, the Central Plains were filled with people just like him. If he got angry at every single one of the traitors, he would ultimately only ruin himself.

This is yet another injustice that I have to endure, he consoled himself.

Suddenly, he remembered his meeting with Geum Dan-Yeop the night before. That mysterious man had summoned him out of the blue, said a few words, then disappeared. The only information he'd gotten out of him was that he was the mastermind behind the events in Yunnan.

Just who is he? What is his goal?

Although that was Jin Mu-Won's first time meeting Geum Dan-Yeop, he could tell that he was not a man who would do all this over a personal grudge. Therefore, he had to have some kind of motivation. Unfortunately, he had no way of finding out what his true aim was.

Still, he had a hunch that they were destined to meet again.

Jin Mu-Won tossed several branches into the dying flames of the campfire, reigniting them.

What if, he's…

His expression darkened.

[image: sep]

Nam Goon-Wi sat down, shirtless, in a pitch-black secret room. There was a frightening-looking stab wound right beneath his rib cage. He closed his eyes and concentrated on circulating his qi. 

Every time he inhaled and exhaled, white fog would flow out from his nostrils. As his meditation reached its peak, large droplets of sweat dotted his brow, and his whole body flushed red.

WHOOSH!

Suddenly, he shuddered violently, and his face grimaced with pain. The white fog that he had breathed out swirled around him, but he abruptly sucked all of it back in one gasp.

At last, he'd finished his meditation. Nam Goon-Wi opened his eyes slowly and gently touched the blade wound in his side. He then scowled, mumbling, "Cough! Wow! Even though I've been meditating all day, the wound hasn't even closed up yet."

For him, most normal wounds would close after a round of meditation, so even if they weren't completely healed yet, he'd still be able to move around without issue. However, the wounds he'd received from Jin Mu-Won were not like that at all. 

Not only did they heal very slowly, they also hurt like hell. As a result, Nam Goon-Wi had been left with no choice but to hole himself up in a secret room for several days doing nothing but treating his wounds.

He carelessly threw on some clothes and left the room. Outside, he was immediately greeted by the sight of a picturesque garden surrounded by a high fence. The large varieties of well-tended trees, flowers, and grasses showed off their most vivid colors as they gently swayed in the breeze.

Nam Goon-Wi strode through the landscape indifferently. Although the garden was clearly the result of someone's hard work, he had no interest in superficial things like that; honing one's martial arts was a much more productive use of time. However, he understood that not everyone agreed with him.

Soon, he found a man in rags pulling weeds from the garden.

"Dan-Yeop."

The man shabbily dressed like a poor farmer looked up at his call and smiled. It was Geum Dan-Yeop.

"Goon-Wi, you look much better now than before."

"Are you playing with dirt again? You always do that whenever you have too much stuff to think about."

"Haha!" Instead of replying, Geum Dan-Yeop simply grinned. Just as Nam Goon-Wi said, every time he had too much to think about, he would do some gardening.

Suddenly remembering something, Nam Goon-Wi asked, "You went to meet him?"

"Yes."

"Kekeke! So that's what happened. He's messing up your plans, isn't he?"

Nam Goon-Wi plopped down on a nearby bench, causing it to creak ominously under the strain of his weight. Seeing this, Geum Dan-Yeop smiled and sat down next to him.

"How are you feeling?"

"I'm not completely healed, but thank the gods, at least I can move now. Man, back then, I seriously thought that I was fucked…cough! Just my tough luck running into the devil himself, I guess."

"That's a relief."

"What about you?"

Nam Goon-Wi did not explicitly state who he was referring to, but Geum Dan-Yeop instantly understood him, replying, "He's thrown a wrench into my plans."

"Is it that bad? Even for you?

"He's a really unusual guy. He gives me the feeling of a huge, unmovable rock. It's a total mystery why I haven't met anyone like him until now."

Nam Goon-Wi's jaw dropped. He had never heard Geum Dan-Yeop give anyone such high praise before. The man was always highly cynical and critical of others, and the only other praise he had ever heard him give was "somewhat useful".

Even so, he felt like he could sympathize with Geum Dan-Yeop. After all, not only had he devastatingly lost one of the Iron Ghost Snipers who he had trained with all his heart, he himself had come within a hair's breadth of losing his life to Jin Mu-Won.

"There is no room for negotiation with him."

"As expected." Nam Goon-Wi lowered his head. Jin Mu-Won's gentle appearance was merely a façade. Inside, he was a man burning with passion and determination. It was impossible to negotiate with such a person once he had set his mind to something, and as a warrior who had fought the young man directly, Nam Goon-Wi believed that he could personally attest to that fact.

"So, what are we going to do? We can't be withdrawing now, can we?"

"No, we can't. He may be an unpredictable variable, but we cannot call off all of our plans just because of one man."

"Yeah!"

"Besides, we've already come too far to turn back now."

Geum Dan-Yeop looked up at the sky, prompting Nam Goon-Wi to also do so. The cloudless azure sky appeared to stretch out for a thousand miles, but Geum Dan-Yeop was looking at a place even farther than that.

"Anyway, things have gotten much more fun now. Regardless of how well we plan, it is the unexpected variables that make this boring life worth living."

"Kukuku! Is that something to laugh about? It's so depressing that no tears are coming out."

"No, it has to be like this…"

"Dan-Yeop…"

"If we wish to rouse the Silent Night from its deep slumber," Geum Dan-Yeop whispered in a low, but powerful voice.
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Chapter 91: Fortune and Misfortune (3)

Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung woke up early in the morning and prepared to leave. At the same time, as if they were in sync, the Tyrant Fist Sect Warriors also started packing up.

Since none of them had much luggage, it wasn't long before everyone was ready to go. Suddenly, Im Soo-Kwang approached Jin Mu-Won, asking, "Master Tang told me that you'll be joining us on our journey to Yuxi. Is that true?"

"Yes, however, we do not wish to impose on you, and if you find us a burden, we'll travel there ourselves."

"No, not at all! You can ride on our extra horses."

"Thank you."

"No need to thank me. Come this way. Let's grab a quick breakfast before we go."

"Alright."

Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung followed Im Soo-Kwang to the campfire, where the other Tyrant Fist Sect warriors had prepared a simple meal of porridge for breakfast. There, Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo were already seated, and were each holding a bowl of food.

"Good morning, Master Jin."

"Please take a seat."

The two greeted Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung with beaming smiles.

Im Soo-Kwang also sat down, saying, "This porridge is made from boiled rations, but it doesn't taste too bad. We always survive off this stuff whenever we're traveling."

"That's a good idea. Very efficient."

"Yeah, even back during my days in the North… No, never mind. Just…eat the food while it's still hot."

Im Soo-Kwang personally ladled out two bowls of porridge and handed them to Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung. When Jin Mu-won looked at it, he realized that it not only contained soggy flour, but bits of grain as well. The grains must have been added to the dry rations when they were being made.

This is the same stuff the Northern Army warriors ate during the war with the Silent Night. I'll have to prepare rations like these for myself soon, too.

Jin Mu-Won took a sip of the porridge and smiled. Like Im Soo-Kwang had said, it didn't taste too bad. In fact, it was good enough that even Kwak Moon-Jung was willing to slurp it down.

Just then, Tang Gi-Mun turned toward Im Soo-Kwang and asked, "How much longer until we arrive at Yuxi?"

"We'll definitely be there before sunset."

"I see!"

"Our sect owns a villa in Yuxi. You can wait for the warriors from Heaven's Summit there."

"Right, I guess I can rest until then."

"Yeah, after all, you'll have no time to rest once Heaven's Summit shows up."

"Mhmm," Tang Gi-Mun replied, helping himself to another bowl of porridge. He needed to eat well to replenish his stamina for the rest of the journey.

Next to him, Tang Mi-Ryeo looked at Jin Mu-Won, asking, "Master Jin, would you like another bowl of porridge?"

"No, but thank you for offering."

"Really?"

"I have a habit of not eating until I'm full."

"That's a good habit. When you're full, your senses and reflexes will be dulled," Im Soo-Kwang suddenly interjected. He continued, "Eating less is crucial to staying alert all the time."

"Thank you for your advice."

"Without realizing it, it seems that I have just said something very presumptuous to a master martial artist. Please pretend that you didn't hear my comment," Im Soo-Kwang immediately added as the realization that he had tried to give a master like Jin Mu-Won advice dawned on him. 

Strange, he wasn't someone who would normally preach to others like that… There was just something about Jin Mu-Won that loosened his tongue.

Do I unconsciously think of him as the same person as the Jin Mu-Won I know? Just because they have the same name? Im Soo-Kwang's expression darkened. He looked up and stared at Jin Mu-Won, but the young man had already stood up from his seat.

Jin Mu-Won.

Some time later, Jin Mu-Won's group passed by the Dian Lake.[1] Looking at the vast lake with no opposite shore in sight, Jin Mu-Won frowned in irritation.

Tang Gi-Mun, who was looking at the same scene through the carriage window, smiled and said, "This is the sixth largest lake in the Central Plains.[2] People who see it for the first time often mistake it for the sea."

"Nature is very mysterious indeed. It's unthinkable how such a large lake can exist right in the middle of these highlands."

"I agree. The Dian Lake is the lifeblood of Yunnan, as many of its people's livelihoods depend on the lake."

The sun rising above the horizon was dyeing the lake a deep red. Jin Mu-Won stared, enraptured, at the dazzling festival of light formed by the scattering of sunlight against the gentle ripples of the waters.

That's right. Even light can bend and scatter. The waters of the lake seem calm at first sight, but in truth, the currents are flowing endlessly.

The cycles of Nature are never-ending. The brighter the light, the darker the shadow. Isn't it the same for human history?

To many, this was a very ordinary realization, but for Jin Mu-Won, it was so enlightening that he felt something inside of him change.

His Shadow Qi, which had lain dormant in his qi center, suddenly flushed out and flooded his circulatory system. The breakthrough happened so unexpectedly that Jin Mu-Won panicked, although he took care not to reveal his inner unease and silently allowed his qi to rage through his body unchecked.

SNAP! POP!

His ears rang with the sounds of bursting blood vessels. However, he was the only one who could hear it. That was the sound of his Shadow Qi removing the blockages in his blood vessels for optimum flow.

Besides the optimization of his qi circulation, an unknown nerve that he had never noticed before connected to his brain, enhancing his All-Encompassing Cognizance several-fold.

Jin Mu-Won felt like a blind man seeing the world for the first time, or a deaf person who suddenly became able to hear. His senses were now far sharper than ever before, altering his perception of the world.

It was an unexpected stroke of luck. Once again, Jin Mu-Won realized that the simplest enlightenment could cause humans to change extremely drastically.

Although the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors rode by his side, thankfully, none of them noticed his unusual demeanor or the sudden change in him.

Finally, as if it had done its job, Jin Mu-Won's Shadow Qi returned back to his qi center. Only then did he let go of the breath he was holding.

"Hoo…" As he exhaled, the impurities in his body were also expelled.

"Hyung, are you okay?" Kwak Moon-Jung asked, staring at him concernedly.

"I'm fine."

"Really?" Kwak Moon-Jung, who had been with Jin Mu-Won for a long time, tilted his head in confusion. He felt that Jin Mu-Won was a little different now, but he couldn't tell exactly what had changed.

Jin Mu-Won clutched his horse's reins and activated the All-Encompassing Cognizance, expanding his senses like never before. The information obtained by his eyes, ears, and skin quickly combined in his brain, creating a highly detailed simulation of the real world inside his mind.

Jin Mu-Won instinctively realized the truth about this simulated world. It was his Domain.

When a martial artist reached a certain level of enlightenment, they would eventually form their own Domain, a space where they can exhibit their strengths to the fullest and react to any external interference instantly.

The higher the level of mastery, the larger the size of one's Domain. For martial arts experts, most battles would be a clash at the edges of each practitioner's Domain. In that situation, although having a larger Domain did not always guarantee a win, it did provide the martial artist with many advantages over their opponent.

Jin Mu-Won smiled. This unanticipated improvement would surely prove useful in the many dangerous situations he would soon face.

Suddenly, Im Soo-Kwang approached Jin Mu-Won, making him a little nervous that the change in him had been noticed. However, from the look on Im Soo-Kwang's face, that did not seem to be the case.

"We're almost at Yuxi. I don't know what's going to happen from now on, so please be sure to remain alert at all times."

"Got it."

"Also, would you mind staying close to Master Tang just in case?"

"Not at all."

After conversing with Jin Mu-Won, Im Soo-Kwang left to give orders to his subordinates, who quickly spread themselves out evenly around the carriage and warily observed their surroundings.

Even Jin Mu-Won couldn't help but admire their coordination and synergy. These men are extremely disciplined. Well, Im Soo-Kwang was always one to train his subordinates very rigorously.

Although the Im Soo-Kwang he knew was a carefree man who freely allowed his subordinates to make a ruckus, his team was also always the one with the fewest losses on the battlefield.

Jin Mu-Won kept his All-Encompassing Cognizance activated as he rode his horse. Like this, even if he wasn't looking, he could hear Kwak Moon-Jung's breathing next to him and detect the smallest movements from Tang Gi-Mun inside of the carriage.

Geum Dan-Yeop, Nam Goon-Wi, and the other people hiding in the darkness…

At first, Jin Mu-Won had considered warning Im Soo-Kwang about Geum Dan-Yeop, but in the end, he decided against it. Not only was Im Soo-Kwang a literal stranger to him, but most importantly, he simply couldn't trust anyone who sided with the former Four Northern Pillars.

"Captain! I found something…"

Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won was jerked back to reality by one of the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors who was riding at the front of the party. The warrior dismounted from his horse and started staring at something on the ground.

Jin Mu-Won also got off his horse and joined the warrior, only to gasp at the sight, "Ugh!"

Scattered on the ground were the dismembered corpses of several people, as if they had been mauled by a wild beast. The torsos and limbs lay separated, making it difficult to tell how many people they had originally belonged to, only that there were at least three dead.

"BLAARGH!" Kwak Moon-Jung, who had thoughtlessly approached the gruesome scene, hurriedly turned around and threw up.

On the other hand, Im Soo-Kwang's face hardened as he said, "…Another attack?"

Jin Mu-Won gathered a lot of information just from those two words. First, this kind of attack has happened before. Second, the Tyrant Fist Sect is aware of it. And finally, Heaven's Summit is taking this case very seriously, but why?

Jin Mu-won examined the corpses in detail to see if he could discern the reason for Heaven's Summit's interest. As a result, he noticed something odd.

Judging by the bruising on the corpses, their wounds were not caused by any weapon, but rather, bare human hands.

Tang Gi-Mun, who had approached Jin Mu-Won while he was analyzing the scene, let out a sigh and said, "These people were dismembered by a bare-handed person with monstrous strength."

All this was seriously done bare-handed!? By a human being?

Jin Mu-Won's eyes narrowed. Killing a person was not as easy as most would think, because normal people had a moral baseline, whether that be the result of familial education or through social interactions. Such people instinctively understood which line they should not cross, and would hesitate to take another's life.

Therefore, people in power would often implement various measures to remove or weaken their subordinates' inhibitions toward killing, including giving them weapons that suited their taste.

Regardless, killing someone with a weapon and tearing them apart with one's bare hands were two completely different things. Even if one had the natural instincts of a murderer, no matter how strong an ordinary person was, it was physically impossible for them to dismember another human being with their grip strength.

On the other hand, no trained martial artist would choose such an inefficient method of killing when there were much easier ways to go about it.

That leaves us with only one possible conclusion, that the murderer is a martial artist who has lost their mind. However, that defies common sense! Is the situation in Yuxi much more severe than I had originally thought?

Im Soo-Kwang shouted, "Everyone, stay in formation and be on guard! If you see someone who could be an enemy, don't hesitate to cut them down!"

"Yes Sir!" the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors answered in unison, mounting their horses.

Jin Mu-Won's eyes turned toward Yuxi as he mumbled, "It seems that misfortune tends to follow fortune, huh?"



Translator's Note: Our mc calls himself "Jin" in the manhwa, but rolls with his full name "Jin Mu-Won" in the novel, because let's face it, so many Asians have the exact same name that it's not suspicious…right?



Footnotes:

[1] Dian Lake (滇池): Dian Lake, also known as Dianchi or Kunming Lake, is a large lake located on the Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau close to Kunming, Yunnan, China. Its nickname is the "Sparkling Pearl Embedded in a Highland", but it's extremely polluted (lol).


[2] Sixth largest lake: During the Ming Dynasty, Dian Lake, which was around 500 square kilometers at the time, was the sixth largest freshwater lake, right behind the traditional Five Lakes of China (Poyang, Dongting, Tai, Hongze, Chao). Although Qinghai Lake is the biggest lake in China, it was considered an inland sea rather than a lake at the time due to being a saltwater lake. Unfortunately, due to stupid human intervention during the Great Leap Backward, the size of Lake Dian shrunk by 200 square kilometers to 300 square kilometers.



Chapter 92: Those Bound by the Cursed Threads of Fate (1)

The atmosphere in Yuxi was unexpectedly bleak. There were only a few people on the streets, and the whole city was blanketed in a macabre, gloomy atmosphere.

Im Soo-Kwang took the group to a manor known as the Clear Moon Villa, which doubled as the Tyrant Fist Sect branch in Yuxi.

As if he had already been notified of their arrival, the villa steward stood outside the gates together with the other servants. "Welcome, I've been waiting for you," he greeted.

"Steward Yeom, where are the warriors from Heaven's Summit?"

"They haven't arrived yet."

"I see! Also, please prepare accommodations for these two guests," Im Soo-Kwang said, pointing to Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung.

However, Jin Mu-Won shook his head, saying, "Thank you for your consideration, but we intend to move independently from now on."

"You've already accompanied us all the way here. Why not just accept our offer?"

"It's more convenient for us that way."

Tang Gi-Mun, who had been watching from the side, stepped forward and added, "He's here to search for his missing uncle. Staying in the villa would restrict his movements."

"I suppose that's possible." Im Soo-Kwang nodded in agreement. As guests, the two young men would have to follow the house's rules and obtain permission every time they wished to leave the villa.

"Have you found any clues as to your uncle's whereabouts yet?"

Jin Mu-Won shook his head, replying, "Nothing, except that he went missing here in Yuxi."

"Hmm! Well, it's not going to be easy. I hope you find your uncle alive and well. If you need any help from the Tyrant Fist Sect, feel free to inform Steward Yeom. As long as it's something I can do, I'll help you as much as I can."

"Thank you. Then, we'll be leaving now..." Jin Mu-Won gave Im Soo-Kwang a fist salute, turned, and left. Kwak Moon-Jung quickly did the same and hurried after Jin Mu-Won.

Tang Mi-Ryeo blankly watched Jin Mu-Won disappear into the distance, her eyes brimming with regret.

As they walked along the streets of Yuxi, Kwak Moon-Jung asked, "Hyung, have you decided where we're going next?"

"No."

"Then wouldn't it have been better to stay at the Clear Moon Villa? The Tyrant Fist Sect is offering us their help."

"That's our last resort, because I don't trust the Tyrant Fist Sect one bit."

"……" Kwak Moon-Jung fell silent at Jin Mu-Won's firm answer.

In response, Jin Mu-Won smiled at him and continued, "Still, we shouldn't be too hostile toward them. I only said that because this is the gangho, after all, where trusting anyone completely is the height of foolishness."

"Understood!"

"Moon-Jung, if you were to come to Yuxi as part of the White Dragon Merchant Association, which inn would you choose?"

"If I was with the White Dragon Merchant Association, then I would choose the largest inn, because we always travel with a large caravan. Of course, the inn stable needs to be well-equipped and it would be preferable if we could stay in a separate building of our own."

"Then, let's look around and find out if such an inn exists."

"Oh! You're trying to trace their movements, aren't you?" Kwak Moon-Jung exclaimed, only now realizing Jin Mu-Won's true intentions.

"Yes. It's impossible for no traces to have been left behind when so many people mysteriously disappeared all at once."

"Moreover, since Yuxi is much smaller than Kunming, there shouldn't be many inns that could accommodate them, right?"

"Right."

"Then, would you mind leaving this to me? I think I'm quite experienced in things like this."

"Sure."

"Heehee! Okay then, I'll be right back," Kwak Moon-Jung said, before running off.

A few minutes later, he reappeared, huffing and puffing.

"I asked the locals, and they said that there's only one large inn in Yuxi, the Jumbo Inn."

"The Jumbo Inn?"

"Yes! Every large merchant caravan that arrives here stays there."

It seemed that their destination was now set. The two young men walked toward the Jumbo Inn, which was located on the outskirts of Yuxi. The three-story wooden building was shabby, but it was definitely large enough to accommodate the bigger caravans.

They entered the inn, only to find that it was deserted save for one teenage waiter dozing off in a corner. Kwak Moon-Jung, who couldn't stand to watch this pathetic sight any longer, said, "Oi."

"Huh? Yes! Welcome!" The surprised waiter opened his eyes, nimbly sprung to his feet like a cat, and hurried toward the two.

"Do you have any rooms available?"

"What? As you can see, all we have here are empty rooms. Hehe!" the waiter exaggeratedly pointed at the empty inn, making Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung laugh at the funny sight.

"I see. It's so quiet you can hear the flies buzzing in here."

"It's been like this for the last six months. If this continues, the inn will be forced to close down."

"That serious?"

"Don't even get me started on this. Our entire customer base was cut off. There are so many rumors floating around that no one dares to stay here."

"Huh."

Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung took a seat in the inn restaurant, while the waiter laid a pot and cups on their table.

"How many days are you planning to stay?" the waiter asked.

"About three or four days. Maybe longer."

The waiter grinned and replied, "Alright. I'll give you the best room since there's no one else here anyway. Hehe!"

"Thank you."

"You're welcome. Food for you two?"

"Yes, please. We're starving after having traveled a long way, so serve us your best dishes. Bring us some wine too if you have any."

"Hehe! Okay, I'll get all that prepared right away. Please wait for a while." The waiter ran into the kitchen.

Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung looked out at the streets of Yuxi. Despite the beautiful scenery, these streets that would normally be thronging with poets and artists were deserted and as silent as the dead.

Suddenly, Kwak Moon-Jung asked, "Won't the White Dragon Merchant Association and the Iron Brigade track down this place as well?"

"You're right, they probably will, since they're also following in the previous caravan's footsteps. However, since they have to coordinate their movements with the Tyrant Fist Sect, I don't think they're going to make it here for a while."

Due to planning, organization and procedural issues, traveling and investigation was always harder for a large group compared to a small one. Although it was safer, the one- or two-day delay caused could be crucial to preventing an irreversible tragedy.

"The Iron Brigade, the White Dragon Merchant Association, the Tyrant Fist Sect, Heaven's Summit… I wonder what other factions have gotten involved in this mess?"

"Well, one thing is for sure, everything is only just beginning."

"Haa…" Kwak Moon-Jung sighed. Although he had never thought for a moment that this mission would be easy, he didn't think that so many big shots would get involved, either. If not for Jin Mu-Won's presence, just the names of these powerful factions would have made his legs wobble.

Jin Mu-Won recalled the name of the mastermind behind all this.

Geum Dan-Yeop.

They had only met once, but Jin Mu-Won could not forget that man's face.

Just what is he after? What kind of a blueprint has that man drawn for Yunnan?

Jin Mu-Won tried to think about things from Geum Dan-Yeop's standpoint, but he had far too little information on the man to conclude anything. The only things he knew about Geum Dan-Yeop was that 1) he was an extraordinary person and 2) he was a master of the sound arts. 

Furthermore, Geum Dan-Yeop had Nam Goon-Wi, a master martial artist, on his side. The grand plan they had come up with was definitely going to be impactful, but unfortunately, he had no way of finding out what that was.

Regardless, my first priority is rescuing Uncle Hwang. Everything else comes after.

Right now, to Jin Mu-Won, Hwang Cheol was the most important person. Saving him took precedence over everything, and everyone else.

As Jin Mu-Won organized his thoughts, the waiter carried plates filled with a mountain of food to their table.

"Hehe, thanks for waiting! I swear you won't be disappointed."

A steamed carp formed the centerpiece of the feast, and several other dishes were placed around it. The fragrance wafting from the food really whetted the two's appetites.

Finally, the waiter placed a jug sealed with red paper on the table, saying, "And this is the specialty of our Jumbo Inn personally brewed by my boss, the Jade Cordial."

Even sealed, the tantalizing aroma of the wine tickled their noses.

"This is good wine!"

"Have a taste. You won't regret it!"

Jin Mu-Won opened the seal, causing the scent of the wine to burst out. He quickly gulped down a cup of wine.

"Wow!" The feel of the strong wine burning down his throat was so exhilarating, Jin Mu-Won couldn't help but exclaim in surprise.

Kwak Moon-Jung, who was next to him, stared at him with sparkly puppy dog eyes.

Jin Mu-Won immediately understood what the boy wanted. "Would you like a drink?" he asked.

"No, I can't…but if you'll offer me one, I'll have just one cup. Ehehe!" Kwak Moon-Jung looked a little hesitant, but did not reject Jin Mu-Won's offer.

Jin Mu-Won smiled and poured Kwak Moon-Jung a cup of wine, bringing a smile to the young boy's face.

Although Kwak Moon-Jung was still young, he'd drunk wine together with the other members of the trading caravans before. That was because to people of the gangho, the instant one held a weapon and had the ability to protect themselves, their age was no longer important, only that they were a martial artist.

Kwak Moon-Jung carefully took a sip of the cordial. The exceptional sweetness instantly struck his fancy.

"Hehe! This is delicious." He grinned from ear to ear.

"Enjoy your meal! Call me if you need anything," the waiter left, beaming.

Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung ate and chatted. As the waiter had guaranteed, the food was excellent, and the wine exquisite. For the first time in a while, the two young men were able to enjoy a nice meal.

After eating, they retired to their room. Perhaps because they had traveled a long way, they were both oddly sleepy, and fell asleep immediately after lying down on their beds.

I suppose now should be about the right time for me to get to work?

Suddenly, someone quietly opened the room door and stuck his head inside. It was the waiter. Upon seeing the sleeping Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung, he smiled in satisfaction.

"As expected, they've fallen asleep. The 'Hundred Daydreams' is truly potent, hehe!"

Like a stray cat, he soundlessly entered the room.

He had spiked the wine given to Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung with a powerful sedative called the "Hundred Daydreams". The drug took a long time to take effect, but once the victim fell asleep, it was impossible to wake them up without giving them the antidote. 

Although the drug wasn't as potent as its name suggested, giving people a hundred daydreams, it was still strong enough to affect martial artists. Most importantly, it wasn't classified as a type of poison, so most experts would not be able to detect it.

The waiter's true identity was the master spy Cheong-In. Until now, he had only observed Jin Mu-Won from afar, but he finally decided to take the risk and disguise himself as a waiter to approach the young man.

After confirming that Jin Mu-Won was indeed asleep, Cheong-In carefully searched through his luggage.

"Something's weird. I just can't find any information on this guy. It's as if he just fell out of the sky one day."

Up until recently, Cheong-In had closely observed Jin Mu-Won in order to discern his true identity. However, the young man's martial arts, background, age etc. were complete unknowns.

The only reliable information that he had about the guy was that he was searching for a missing relative, and that he had traveled together with the White Dragon Merchant Association, but even this information was something he had obtained using the Black Moon's extensive spy network, not personally.

In the end, Cheong-In had been left with no choice but to take the risk and dig through Jin Mu-Won's luggage for clues about his identity. He quickly found the jade token that Tang Mi-Ryeo had given him, some spare clothes, and…that was it.

He sighed in disappointment, "Damn it! What kind of person only carries this stuff with him..."

There was nothing that could prove Jin Mu-Won's identity. 

Suddenly, Cheong-In's eyes fell upon Snow Flower, which lay beside Jin Mu-Won's bed.

"…Perhaps?"

As if he was possessed, once he laid eyes upon Snow Flower, he simply couldn't take his eyes off it, and unconsciously reached for it…

"GYAAAAH!"

The instant Cheong-In's fingers made contact with Snow Flower, his eyes glazed over.
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Jin Mu-Won opened his eyes at Snow Flower's cry only to find a dazed Cheong-In standing in front of him, holding Snow Flower. 

Frowning, he circulated his shadow qi to check his physical condition. After one round of meditation, he finally detected the Hundred Daydreams sedative in his bloodstream.

It seemed that the shadow qi had counteracted the effect of the sedative, causing him to wake up much earlier than he otherwise would.

"I was careless."

He'd fallen for the waiter's act and hadn't doubted him for a moment. 

I've only ventured out into the gangho for a short while, and yet I've already started getting sloppy. Am I getting conceited?

Jin Mu-Won looked closely at Cheong-In, whose eyes had glazed over as if he was mesmerized by something.

"Is it because of Snow Flower?"

Snow Flower was a cursed sword that only recognized Jin Mu-Won as its owner. Anyone else would be affected by its cursed energy, and no matter how much qi one had, cursed energy wasn't something that could be defended against.

Jin Mu-Won stared at Cheong-In thoughtfully. He didn't feel like letting this intruder go that easily, but unless he took Snow Flower away from the man, he would remain in that dazed state until he died of starvation. 

"Hypnosis is used for interrogations, and he appears to be hypnotized by Snow Flower, so why don't I try interrogating him?"

Jin Mu-Won wasn't a man who would hesitate after making a decision. He approached Cheong-In and asked, "What's your name?"
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"C-Cheong-In."

As it turned out, Jin Mu-Won's hypothesis was correct.

"Who do you work for?"

"The Secret Moon."

"Tell me about the Secret Moon."

"The Secret Moon is a top-secret subdivision of the Black Moon, specializing in spying and surveillance activities. Agents of the Secret Moon are divided into three ranks: Heaven, Earth, and Mortal, with the Heaven rank comprising of the best spies in the Secret Moon."

"What is your rank?"

"I am a Heaven-ranked agent."

In his hypnotized state, Cheong-In unconsciously blabbed everything he wasn't supposed to.

It seems that Mae Wol-Ryung meant what she said, huh?

Mae Wol-Ryung was the head of the Black Moon Sichuan Branch, and Jin Mu-Won recalled her mentioning that the Black Moon was very interested in up-and-coming gangho newcomers.[1]

However, this was bad news for Jin Mu-Won. He wasn't afraid of being exposed, but it would make getting anything done a lot harder.

Just as he was sinking into deep thought about what to do about Cheong-In, he recalled a certain event.

"Several dismembered corpses were found near Kunming. Do you know anything about the culprit?"

"That…" Despite Snow Flower's hypnosis, Cheong-In hesitated. 

That could only mean that this piece of information was extremely important. 

"Keep talking."

"Some time ago, crazy people began to randomly appear on the streets of Kunming. All of them were ordinary folks and there was no clear reason why they had gone crazy. Furthermore, not only had they lost their minds, they also had greatly enhanced physical strength. In their madness, they tore their parents and siblings apart without even recognizing them."

"All that was done by crazed ordinary people?"

"As far as we know, yes. As for the cause, both Heaven's Summit and the Tyrant Fist Sect suspect that drugs are involved. They have thus also gotten the Tang Clan involved in this."

Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes. "If drugs are truly involved, then that means that someone is intentionally spreading them. Do you know who they are?"

"We can only assume that it was the work of the same people who kidnapped the merchants."

"Tell me about those people."

"The Black Moon is currently investigating that using a variety of different methods."

"You don't actually know anything about them, do you?"

"That's...that's right."

"Hmm…" Jin Mu-Won sank into deep thought.

Every time he thought of a possibility, he would question Cheong-In about it. Hypnotized by Snow Flower, Cheong-In mindlessly answered all of Jin's questions to the best of his ability.

SHUDDER!

Suddenly, Cheong-In started shivering and drooling. That was a side effect of being hypnotized by Snow Flower, and if Jin Mu-Won let him be, it wouldn't be long before he was braindead.

Jin Mu-Won agonized over whether to take Snow Flower back for a while, but in the end, he decided to do it. 

The instant Snow Flower left Cheong-In's hands, he stopped shivering and began panting instead, going, "Kuuu! Hooo!"

Only some time later did he finally come back to his senses and looked around, mumbling, "What happened to me?"

It seemed like he had no idea he had confessed everything he knew to Jin Mu-Won. His memories only lasted up until the moment he'd grabbed onto Snow Flower.

He then looked up…only to find Jin Mu-Won calmly staring down at him.

Fuck! I've been caught! As an experienced spy, Cheong-In instinctively knew when he'd been discovered. 

I don't know what happened to me, but Jin Mu-Won woke up and found me while I was preoccupied.

For a moment, Cheong-In couldn't decide what to do next. Should I try running away? Can I defeat him if I take him by surprise?

Suddenly, in a voice as piercing as a dagger, Jin Mu-Won said, "Your name is Cheong-In, right?"

"H-How did you know that!?" Cheong-In's eyes widened, and his heart felt like it was beating out of his chest.[2] The Black Moon Leader and Mae Wol-Ryung were the only two people who were supposed to know his real name!

What the hell happened to me? I clearly remember grabbing that strange sword, and then… Ahh, if I could, I would turn back time right now and check!

Enraged, he raised his head again, but this time, he was met with Jin Mu-Won's icy cold glare, which immediately drained all the energy from his body.

"What did you do to me? What kind of evil curse…"

"Evil curse? That's rich, coming from you, the person who fed me sedatives."

"Ah…" Cheong-In was stunned speechless by Jin Mu-Won's statement. Now that I think about it, once a person takes the Hundred Daydreams, it's impossible for them to wake up until they receive the antidote. So, how the hell is this guy awake?

Jin Mu-Won had swallowed enough sedative to knock out more than two master martial artists! With that dosage, he was supposed to remain asleep for another half a day even after taking the antidote.

Even Kwak Moon-Jung, who had only taken a sip, had fallen into a deep sleep. Cheong-In just couldn't understand how Jin Mu-Won was conscious after drinking an entire jug of spiked wine.

"In any case, thank you for the information."

"Information? What information? What the hell did I say?"

Rather than answering, Jin Mu-Won simply smiled knowingly in reply.

Cheong-In's mind descended into chaos. I think I definitely said something, but I just can't remember what! It's as if someone took an iron rod and stirred my brains around.

"Keuk!"

"You can leave now. I will use the information you gave me well. Thank you again."

"W-wait, are you seriously okay with letting me go like this?"

"Didn't we already get all the information we needed from each other?"

"AHHHHH! This is driving me nuts!" Cheong-In screamed and pulled his hair out.

Jin Mu-Won grinned and enjoyed the show. After all, forgetting everything that had happened while one was wasted was probably one of the most frustrating things in the world.

KA-CHINK!

Suddenly, Cheong-In took out a dagger hidden near his chest. The crescent moon-shaped, green-glowing dagger was Cheong-In's signature weapon, the Eclipse Dagger (玄月匕).

The Secret Moon that Cheong-In belonged to was not a martial sect, but a spy organization. The most relevant skills for its members were those necessary for the collection of information, including disguise, stealth, espionage and infiltration. However, members who possessed only those skills could only belong to the Mortal rank.

In order to protect themselves and defend the Black Moon, all Heaven and Earth rank spies were required to learn martial arts. In particular, members of the Heaven rank were almost as strong as the average murim expert.

I don't know what I said, but those secrets must not leave this room! Cheong-In grit his teeth in determination. Although Jin Mu-Won was a target of special surveillance, the value of his life was incomparable to that of the Black Moon's secrets.

Sword Qi appeared on his Eclipse Dagger.

"Punk, prepare yourself! The sin of hearing the Black Moon's secrets can only be forgiven by your death!"

"You're going to regret this, you know?"

"I am a member of the Secret Moon, and we never regret our actions!"

Cheong-In's face shone with the light of desperation as he thrust his Eclipse Dagger at Jin Mu-Won.
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Kwak Moon-Jung tossed and turned in his bed as shivers ran down his spine and sent his mind reeling. When he finally opened his eyes, he saw Jin Mu-Won standing in front of him holding a a small ceramic bottle.

"Hyung?"

"You're awake? How do you feel?"

"Huh? I'm fine, but what on earth is…?" Kwak Moon-Jung looked around the room, befuddled. He was quite sure than he had fallen asleep inside a normal inn room, but right now, not only was freezing wind blowing in through a hole in the wall, there was a groaning stranger lying on the floor.

Moreover, the stranger had black panda eyes, lots of bruises on his face, and blood all over his nose and mouth.

"What happened? Who is this guy?" The smashed-up room indicated that a big fight had just occurred, and Kwak Moon-Jung simply couldn't believe that he had slept peacefully throughout the whole chaos.

Jin Mu-Won explained, "You were put to sleep using a sedative called the Hundred Daydreams. I heard that once you consume it, you won't ever wake up until you take the antidote."

"Okay, then what about that guy?"

Jin Mu-Won nodded at Cheong-In, who raised his head and shouted as if on cue, "Cough! The Secret Moon will not be humiliated! Just kill me already, damn it!"

By now, Cheong-In had realized that Jin Mu-Won was not an opponent he could take down using brute force. His chances of winning were as slim as a dust cloud rising in the middle of a thunderstorm. 

As for resisting? Hah, there was no point in him resisting unless his strength was at least on the same level as his opponent.

It was no competition. Although Cheong-In wasn't weak by murim standards, Jin Mu-Won was something else.

How could such a monster exist…? I've spied on many martial artists, but I've never seen one like Jin Mu-Won.

To make things worse, Jin Mu-Won had one-sidedly beaten Cheong-In to a pulp without so much as touching Snow Flower. Even Cheong-In's beloved poisoned weapon, the Eclipse Dagger, had shattered into pieces with one poke from Jin Mu-Won's finger.

"Just hurry up and kill me already, you demon!"

"Is there truly a need for me to personally kill you?"

"What do you mean?"

"Even if I do nothing, the Black Moon will not stand still. When they find out that you were the culprit who leaked the information, do you honestly think that they would let you off the hook?"

"Hmph! They might do that, but it doesn't matter. I'll commit suicide long before they come and get me. A spy who cannot keep secrets doesn't deserve to live. I don't know what information you pried from me, but you'll get nothing more from me once I'm dead."

Jin Mu-Won nodded at Cheong-In's grim expression and pulled over a chair, asking, "Still, do you really need to commit suicide?"

"Just what are you trying to say?"

"The Black Moon wants information about me, but I don't want information about the Black Moon."

"Huh?"

"What I want is information about the unusual events in Yunnan and the masterminds behind it all."

Cheong-In's eyes glittered. Only now did he understand what Jin Mu-Won was getting at.

"In that case…?"

"What do you say we form a temporary alliance until we both get what we want?"



Footnotes:

[1] See Chapter 70.


[2] Heart beating out of chest: 
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"KUHUHU!" The crazed man roared with laughter as he repeatedly slammed his head against the metal bars of his cell despite his already cracked and bleeding skull. His eyes were bloodshot, and drool dripped down from his mouth.

Baffled, Tang Gi-Mun exclaimed, "What the hell...?"

Tang Mi-Ryeo, who was next to him, wore a similarly befuddled expression as she mumbled, "This is the murderous lunatic?"

"Yes, and it took several of our sect's experts working together just to capture him alive." Im Soo-kwang replied. In fact, out of the five Tyrant Fist Sect masters mobilized to capture the madman, two were injured. 

Right now, the madman was still desperately trying to escape from his cell by slamming his broken body against the metal bars, and every time he struck it, they heard an ominous cracking sound. 

Tang Gi-Mun observed the madman closely, saying, "This is not a normal type of lunacy. He might have caught rabies from being bitten by a dog…"

Tang Gi-Mun paused and shook his head. Rabies wasn't a disease that could increase the strength of normal humans severalfold. 

"Regardless, I'll need to give him a physical examination. Can you put him to sleep?"

"We tried draining his blood to knock him unconscious, but it didn't work."

"Hmm! If even draining his blood doesn't calm him down, then that can only mean that there is a problem with his circulatory system. Is it caused by poison, after all?"

Since every other option had been eliminated, the only cause of the insanity left was poison.

Tang Gi-Mun took a small ceramic bottle out from his chest pocket and tossed it into the madman's cell.

CRACK!

The bottle smashed to pieces, releasing white smoke from within.

"What's that?"

"It's the poison of the Blood-Forgetting Grass, a plant that only grows in South Africa. It's not particularly lethal, but it's highly effective in reducing brain activity, hence inducing sleep."

As Im Soo-Kwang started wondering if Tang Gi-Mun was familiar with every kind of poison in existence. Tang Gi-Mun observed the madman closely to see if his poison had worked.

At first, there was no change in the madman's behavior, but suddenly, just as everyone began to think that the poison hadn't worked after all, the madman stumbled like a drunkard and collapsed to the ground.

Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo quickly opened the cell door and examined the unconscious madman. Tang Gi-Mun pulled out a wooden box from his chest pocket and opened it, revealing dozens of silver needles. He took out the longest, thickest needle and stabbed it three inches into the madman's chest, causing him to convulse.

Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo immediately tensed up, but thankfully, the madman did not wake up.

Tang Gi-Mun pulled out the silver needle and looked at it, saying, "Hmm, this is not a normal type of poison."

Most poisons would cause a silver needle to turn black, but there were some that would not, so Tang Gi-Mun decided to try some other methods of detection. He took out a folded piece of paper filled with white powder, unfolded it, then placed the paper underneath the madman's nose so that he would breathe in the powder.

Off to the side, Im Soo-Kwang looked on with interest, wondering how exactly Tang Gi-Mun, the Tang Clan's Poison Pavilion Head, was diagnosing the madman's condition. He was quite unfamiliar with poisons, as like many other martial artists, he mostly shunned people who used poisons, thinking of them as underhanded. However, the Tang Clan was an exception.

Although the Tang Clan was famous for their violent forms of justice, he rarely heard of them using poison against their enemies. That was because the usage of poison was highly regulated within the Tang Clan, such that it would not be abused.

Unfortunately, inhaling the white powder did not cause a reaction in the madman.

"No response, huh? Looks like this is not an animal-derived poison."

"How did you know that?"

"This powder is used to detect only animal poisons."

"Does that mean that different techniques are used to detect different kinds of poisons?"

"Of course. There are three main types of poison: animal poison, plant poison, and mineral poison. Each type of poison can then be further divided into subcategories, for example, animal poisons include insect venom, snake venom etc. This white powder in particular takes advantage of a common characteristic within all animal poisons to distinguish them from other types of poison."

"Wow!" Im Soo-Kwang exclaimed, awed by Tang Gi-Mun's explanation.

Tang Gi-Mun took out yet another powder packet, but this time, the powder was red. He similarly let the madman inhale the powder, but again, there was no response.

"Now for the final test."

The last type of powder that Tang Gi-Mun made the madman inhale was silver. For a while, there was no change in the madman, but just as a disappointed expression appeared on Im Soo-Kwang's face, the madman opened his eyes and began to convulse.

Im Soo-Kwang's eyes lit up as he asked, "There's a response! Does this mean that mineral poison is the cause of his madness?"

"No, something's off…" Tang Gi-Mun shook his head. In the case of mineral poisoning, the normal reaction to the silver powder was rashes, not convulsions.

"KEUAAAACK!"

Suddenly, the madman scrambled to his feet and charged at Tang Gi-Mun. Everything happened so quickly that even Im Soo-Kwang, who was standing right next to Tang Gi-Mun, had no time to react.

The madman grabbed onto Tang Gi-Mun's shoulders with such force that he felt his muscles being painfully torn apart.

CRACK!

"AHHH!" Tang Gi-Mun screamed as his shoulders were dislocated, his eyes wide open in shock.

"Fuck!" Im Soo-Kwang rushed forward to protect Tang Gi-Mun, his mind finally registering the unexpected assault.

"D-Don't kill him…!" Tang Gi-Mun shouted.

In an instant, Im Soo-Kwang adjusted his attack to disable rather than kill, sending a palm strike right into the madman's solar plexus.

BOOM!

Struck by Im Soo-Kwang's pot-lid sized palm, the madman flew backward and landed on his butt.

"Phew…" Tang Gi-Mun heaved a sigh of relief. If Im Soo-Kwang had acted any later, his arms would likely have been ripped off. As it was, they were just swollen.

"Uncle! Are you okay?" Tang Mi-Ryeo asked, quickly rushing over to check on Tang Gi-Mun.

"Fortunately, it doesn't seem to be a serious injury, but…" Tang Gi-Mun directed his gaze toward the madman.

"GRAAAAAAH!" The madman once again pounced at Tang Gi-Mun, but this time, Im Soo-Kwang stood in his way.

"Tsk, how dare you!" Im Soo-Kwang clicked his tongue.

The madman continued trying to attack Tang Gi-Mun, but couldn't get past the wall that was Im Soo-Kwang. Although he was much stronger than a normal person, there was no way he could take down a martial arts master by striking randomly without any decent techniques.

Tang Gi-Mun observed the fight carefully, frowning while muttering, "Could it really be a kind of mineral poison? No, his reaction to the testing agent was far too extreme, and he's too energetic."

Mineral poisons tended to strip a person of their vitality and slowly drain away their life. The madman's symptoms were the exact opposite of that, releasing his physical potential and driving him insane. Not even Tang Gi-Mun had heard of a mineral poison like that before.

Im Soo-Kwang swiftly suppressed the madman by sealing his meridians, causing his body to stiffen like a statue. He then smiled at Tang Gi-Mun and said, "You can relax now."

""T-That…?"" Suddenly, both Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo let out a warning cry.

Black blood spurted out of the madman's orifices, followed by intense convulsions, then stiffening.

"What the…?" Im Soo-Kwang stared confusedly at the madman's body. He was certain that all he had done was seal the madman's movements, not kill him!

Tang Gi-Mun hurriedly examined the madman, then concluded, "He's dead."

"What now?"

"Don't worry, I don't think it's your fault. He seems to have died of organ failure caused by unnatural, excessive exertion."

"Is this what mineral poison does to a person?"

"I'm not sure either," Tang Gi-Mun sighed. He had been quite confident that he knew everything there was to know about poisons, but the events this time had left him questioning himself.

"Please help me carry the corpse inside so I can take a closer look. I'll find out the cause of his madness even if I have to pull an all-nighter."

"Alright." Im Soo-Kwang summoned several servants and instructed them to move the corpse to an examination room.

Tang Mi-Ryeo nervously wondered, "What the hell is going on here?"

"I don't know, but whatever is going on, it's much more serious than any of us had ever imagined."
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Jin Mu-Won sat on the roof of the inn, looking down at the city of Yuxi. No thanks to Cheong-In, he was now fully awake and unable to fall back asleep. Night in Yuxi appeared quiet and peaceful on the surface, but Jin Mu-Won could sense that this was merely the calm before a storm.

"Hoo!"

SCREECH!

Just as Jin Mu-Won started sighing, Snow Flower cried out, causing him to tighten his grip on the sword. Although he was the one who had made it, he sometimes felt that the sword was alive, but at the same time, he simply couldn't understand why he would have such an irrational thought.

"What the hell are you, really...?"

A cursed sword that only he could touch.

Am I really okay with that?

Jin Mu-Won did not think that Cheong-In was a weak-minded person. However, even then, he'd ended up bewitched by Snow Flower into revealing things he never meant to. To make things worse, Cheong-In was an expert martial artist. Jin Mu-Won didn't even want to think about what would happen if a normal person came into contact with Snow Flower. 

Moreover, Jin Mu-Won hoped that he was just being paranoid, but Snow Flower's cursed aura seemed to have gotten stronger ever since he'd stepped foot into Yunnan.

"Is it because you're close to your home?"

A long time ago, Hwang Cheol had told him that the black rock was once worshipped by a tribe, but that tribe had already been annihilated by the Tyrant Fist Sect.

"After this, I'll need to make time to visit that tribe."

Although Jin Mu-Won could restrain Snow Flower for now, if the sword's cursed aura kept getting stronger, he didn't know if he would lose control and cause a terrible disaster.

SCREECH!

Snow Flower cried out again, as if telling him not to worry. Her voice was sweet and soothing, like the voice of a whispering lover.

Just then, the red-dyed eastern sky heralded the break of dawn, and on the streets below, several people started making their way to work.

"Merchants?"

Despite the sluggish Yuxi economy, the people still had to work in order to put food on the table.

"Ah!"

Suddenly, an idea popped up in Jin Mu-Won's mind, and he leapt down from the roof.



Translator's Note: Chapter was delayed as I was involved in a minor car accident, no injuries, thankfully…


Chapter 95: Those with Ambition Care Not for Bloodshed and Tears (1)

Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung left the inn early in the morning, with Cheong-In trailing behind them.

When they reached the market street, Jin Mu-Won paused and looked around. Although the place was rather quiet, to the point where one could even call it deserted, some of the shops were still open for business. Still, despite the large varieties of goods displayed on the shelves, few people were buying them, and the merchants appeared gloomy.

As expected, the appearance of the madmen had badly affected Yuxi's economy, but at least to Jin Mu-Won, knowing the reason for something did not mean that he could accept things as they were.

With a frown on his face, he resumed walking.

"Fuck! How did I, a Heaven-ranked agent of the Black Moon, end up like this…" Cheong-In grumbled under his breath as he followed Jin Mu-Won.

Not only had he been caught red-handed on a spying mission, he now had to accompany Jin Mu-Won. If the Black Moon ever found out about this, he would never be able to bring himself to look them in the eye.

"It's all that sword's fault. If I hadn't been bewitched by that sword…" Cheong-In's eyes drifted toward Snow Flower, which was strapped to Jin Mu-Won's waist. Even now, every time he recalled what Snow Flower had done to him, shivers would run down his spine. Never in his dreams had he thought that he would be hypnotized by a sword one day. 

Suddenly, he felt an itch on one side of his face, as if someone's eyes were focused on him. Furious, he hollered, "Do I look like a caged monkey to you? Why are you staring at me?"

Kwak Moon-Jung shrugged as he apologized, "S-Sorry, I just thought that it was amazing."

"What?"

"Is that your real face?" Kwak Moon-Jung asked. He was genuinely curious about Cheong-In's appearance. Just yesterday, they spy had worn the face of a teenage waiter, but today, he looked like a middle-aged man in his fifties. He had even grown a whole foot taller and gained a beer belly.

I just can't believe what I'm seeing, it doesn't make any sense! He can change his face by wearing a mask, but how on earth did he alter his physique that drastically?

Cheong-In snorted, "Hmph!"

In an instant, he changed his appearance again. This time, he was a healthy, striking man in his thirties.

"Woah!" Shocked speechless, Kwak Moon-Jung could only blink his big eyes in wonder.

"I sometimes even forget what my real face looks like, so you're better off not asking me that kind of question," Cheong-In smugly said. His nickname wasn't the "Ten Steps Ten Transformations (十步十變)" for nothing, as with Kwak Moon-Jung's level of martial arts, seeing through his transformation was impossible.

The real problem is that person…! Cheong-In glanced at Jin Mu-Won, who immediately sensed his gaze and sent him a look of recognition even though his appearance was completely different from a moment ago. The worst thing is, I just can't figure out how he's doing it!

Damn it! Even though I'm supposed to be a spy, I've been caught hook, line, and sinker. What kind of fucked up situation is this!?

As they walked, Cheong-In noticed that Jin Mu-Won never, ever bothered checking on him. That pissed him off even more.

"Hmph! Hmph!" He snorted over and over again. He had been quite confident in his martial arts, right up until Jin Mu-Won trashed him one-sidedly without even drawing his sword.

He narrowed his eyes, sinking into deep thought.

As Branch Manager Mae guessed, he's no ordinary warrior. In this entire murim, the only youngsters who can possibly match him all belong to the Seven Junior Skies.

Despite that, everything about Jin Mu-Won is a mystery. His origins, his martial arts, and his goals are all unknown. It's as if he just fell out of the sky one day, and not even the Black Moon can dig up any information on him.

Regardless, he's the target of our investigation now, and the way of the Black Moon is to keep going until we find out everything there is to know about Jin Mu-Won: his birthplace, family, history, personality, right down to his embarrassing moments; we'll learn them all.

"Pfft!" Jin Mu-Won failed to stifle his laughter. Cheong-In's cat-like face when he was lost in thought was just way too funny.

Jerked back to his senses, Cheong-In asked in a confused voice, "By the way, what are we doing right now?"

For some unknown reason, all they had done since early morning was randomly stroll around the streets of Yuxi. Jin Mu-Won sometimes browsed the goods on display, but he never bought anything. At first, Cheong-In thought that he simply hadn't found anything he liked, but as time passed, he realized that Jin Mu-Won was purely window shopping.

In truth, Kwak Moon-Jung was wondering the exact same thing. The Jin Mu-Won he knew was not a man who would splurge on luxury goods, and they were already well-stocked up on basic necessities. Still, he hadn't dared bring up the question, because Jin Mu-Won always acted with a purpose in mind, even if that purpose wasn't immediately apparent.

Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won paused and looked at a stall in a corner of the market district. There, an old merchant sold every kind of item imaginable, including goods that normally could only be found in the Central Plains.

As he stared closely at the merchant's wares, the merchant delightedly asked, "See anything you like?"

"This one," Jin Mu-Won said, picking up an iron sword with antique carvings on the hilt. In his eyes, this was such a well-made sword that he couldn't believe it was being sold at a street market stall. 

He pulled out the sword and took a closer look. Unlike the fancy hilt, the blade was cracked in multiple places as if someone had fought with it before. Still, as long as it was repaired, the sword could still be used for a very long time.

The merchant grinned broadly, showing his yellowed teeth, and said, "Haha! You've chosen quite the amazing item indeed! You can have it for three silvers."

"That's too expensive."

"Fine then, if you think it's too expensive, go somewhere else."

"Okay." Jin Mu-Won put the sword back.

However, this only made the merchant cry out in panic, "Hey hey hey? Are you just going to leave like that?"

"Weren't you the one who told me to go somewhere else if I thought that the sword was too expensive?"

"Argh, damn it! Two silvers. I can't go any lower than that."

"I'll give you three silvers if you answer my questions."

"Questions?" The merchant's ears perked up.

"Where did you get this sword?"

"Is that important?"

"I'm just curious."

"That..." the merchant hesitated. 

Jin Mu-Won reached into his chest pocket and took out more money, saying, "If you answer me, I'll give you three more silvers."

That added up to a total of six silvers, twice the original price of the sword. Not understanding why Jin Mu-Won was paying such an exorbitant price for a sword, Cheong-In and Kwak Moon-Jung simply watched him quietly.

For a moment, the merchant stared at the money in Jin Mu-Won's hands, but finally he caved in to his greed and answered, "Not long ago, a huge influx of goods appeared on the black market. That was where I bought this sword."

"The black market?"

"Yeah, it only opens occasionally, but recently, a lot of quality goods started being sold there. I'm not the only one buying things from there though, more than half the merchants in Yuxi are guilty of that."

"Do you know when the black market will open again?"

"I'm not sure. Could be tonight, could be a few months later."

"Then, could you tell me where it is held?" Jin Mu-Won waggled the silvers in front of the merchant, whose eyes instantly sparkled with greed.

"If you head north from here, you'll find a road called the Black Tortoise Street (玄武路). The black market takes place at the vacant lot at the end of that street."

"Thank you." Jin Mu-Won tossed six silvers to the merchant and left, iron sword in hand.

Now that the deal was done, Kwak Moon-Jung couldn't suppress his curiosity anymore, so he asked, "Hyung, how could you buy a sword like that for six whole silvers?"

Contrary to Kwak Moon-Jung's confusion, though, Cheong-In carefully observed the sword in Jin Mu-Won's hands, having discovered something of note. He muttered, "That sword...perhaps?"

"Swords like these are a rare sight in Yunnan."

The warriors of different provinces tended to prefer different weapons, and this was heavily influenced by the region's terrain and climate. For example, thick and heavy dao were a lot more common in Yunnan than elegant swords due to its extensive forests, which sometimes needed to be cut through. 

Even those who used swords in Yunnan, such as the martial artists of the Diancang Sect, chose weapons that were heavier and balanced more toward the hilt than the conventional swords of the Central Plains. This made their blades a lot more suited to slashing and cutting rather than thrusting.

However, the sword that Jin Mu-Won had just bought was clearly not a heavy sword like that.

Cheong-In borrowed the sword from Jin Mu-Won and examined it in detail, saying, "I doubt this sword was crafted in Yunnan. Swords here tend to be heavier and shorter."

"It was made in the Central Plains, probably in a region north of Hunan," Jin Mu-Won added. As an excellent blacksmith himself, he could tell what type of iron the blade was made from just by flicking it with his finger.

That was because every region had their own iron smelting method, resulting in slight differences in the final material composition and structure. Most people would never be able to distinguish the origins of a piece of metal, but to a professional-level blacksmith, the differences were as clear as day.

"As we explored the market district, I noticed many products originating from the Central Plains. Isn't that odd? Not many merchant caravans have dared to enter Yunnan lately," Jin Mu-Won explained. The discrepancy between the amount of trade goods being imported into Yunnan and the availability of items had bothered him considerably.

"You're quite astute, aren't you?" Cheong-In couldn't help but exclaim. The three of them had been walking down the same streets and seeing the same sights, but only Jin Mu-Won was perceptive enough to notice the little anomalies. It was as if they were seeing the world from completely different perspectives.

Meanwhile, Kwak Moon-Jung, who was clearly out of the loop, glanced alternately at Jin Mu-Won and Cheong-In, waiting for an explanation. However, he soon lost his patience and complained, "Hey, can you two explain all that in a way that I understand?"

Cheong-In clicked his tongue in irritation, then replied, "Tsk, is that frizzy hair of yours actually hiding a small brain? Use your head. Things that are supposed to be of limited supply in Yunnan have instead appeared in large quantities. What could that mean?"

"The stuff has to have come from somewhere, right?"

"So, where could it have come from? Next time, think before you ask such stupid questions, dumbass."

"Wait, are you trying to say that…?" Kwak Moon-Jung froze. Only now did he realize the implications of Jin Mu-Won's observation.

"It's exactly what you're thinking. The people who kidnapped the merchants sold their goods on the black market. This sword must have belonged to one of the caravan escorts."

Although many people had been mobilized to search for the missing caravans, until now, no one had found any clues on their whereabouts, not even the Black Moon. However, all it had taken Jin Mu-Won was one morning walk in order to uncover a vital clue.

To Cheong-In, that revelation came down like a bolt from the blue. He now had no choice but to see Jin Mu-Won in a new light.

It's not just his martial arts that are amazing, this guy's intuition is downright scary.

While most people simply focused on tracking the missing people's footsteps and searching for traces, Jin Mu-Won had chosen a wholly unconventional approach, and it paid off. 

Such an ability wasn't something that could be taught or trained, it was inborn.

It seems that Jin Mu-Won is a much harder person to deal with than I originally thought…

SHUDDER!

A sudden shiver ran down Cheong-In's spine, and a feeling of uneasiness settled in his heart. He doubted that it would go away very soon.

Jin Mu-Won turned toward Cheong-In and wordlessly locked gazes with him.

Cheong-In immediately understood what the young man wanted. "I'll take over from now on. Give me an hour to collect all the information available on the black market," he offered.

Now that they had a breakthrough in the investigation, the hard part was over. The rest of the information they needed could easily be obtained through the Black Moon's network.

Jin Mu-Won's gaze turned toward the north, where the Black Tortoise Street was.

Finally, I've gotten one step closer to the bottom of this.

However, unknown to him, the storm was only just beginning.


Chapter 96: Those with Ambition Care Not for Bloodshed and Tears (2)

Black markets were places where illegal goods were traded, and because of the nature of such items, there were no consistent sources of supplies and most such markets only opened sporadically. For this reason, it was safe to say that there were few ways for the general public to access the black market unless they knew of it in advance.

Furthermore, due to Yuxi's close proximity to Kunming, where most common goods could be obtained, it was very unusual for a black market to open there. However, since the trade routes had been cut off lately, many necessities must have been in short supply, forcing the merchants to seek alternative sources such as the black market.

As for the merchants themselves, well, since when had merchants cared about the origins of their wares? They were only interested in profit, not always only because of greed, but because that was their bread and butter. It wasn't like most of their customers even knew about the existence of black markets, anyway.

Late one night, a group of people suddenly appeared in the vacant lot at the end of the Black Tortoise Street, followed by around a dozen wagons. They swiftly unloaded the contents of the wagons onto the ground, and when they were done, a horde of merchants suddenly swarmed into the lot as if they had mutually agreed upon a starting time beforehand.

The merchants carefully appraised the goods on display, which included silks, ceramics, medicinal herbs, weapons etc. If there was one thing in common about all these items, it was that none of them were easy to obtain in Yunnan.

The group organizing the black market this time did not interact much with the merchants, instead choosing to stand off to the side, whispering softly to each other.

Some time later, the merchants gathered around the middle of the lot. From previous experiences, they knew that the haggling and auctioning was just about to begin.

A man who appeared to be the leader of the black market organizers stepped forward, and all eyes fell upon him as he announced, "I'm sure you lot have finished appraising everything and have concluded that nothing is defective. The prices of the goods are the same as last time. Now, come forward one at a time to finish the transaction."

The merchants immediately formed a line, causing a small commotion in the process as they jostled each other around. One particularly short merchant among them then asked the organizer, "Are you absolutely sure that these goods are not defective? What if there's a problem…"

"It's entirely up to you whether you want to buy stuff or not, because there are a lot of people lining up behind you."

"Looks like you can't guarantee anything, huh."

Tired of answering the merchant's incessant questions, the organizer instead released a powerful killing aura and threatened, "No more questions."

"I'm not asking anything very complicated, am I? We're also taking big risks here, you know."

"And I already told you, you don't have to buy anything if you don't like it."

"You're avoiding all my questions. As expected, these goods weren't acquired legally, were they?"

In an instant, the organizer's killing intent intensified, and his eyes flashed red.

"Who are you?" he demanded.

In the face of the black market organizer's intimidation, the short merchant only grinned and shot back, "I'm the one who should be asking you that question. Who are you?"

"You're no ordinary merchant."

" And neither are you."

Even in the face of the black market organizer's display of power, the short merchant remained calm. However, this only served to provoke the organizer further.

One after another, the remaining organizers rallied around their leader and released their own killing auras. Sensing that there was trouble, the other merchants quickly took several steps back, trying to retreat out of the conflict zone.

The short merchant continued grinning broadly at the leader.

SHIIING!

The organizers drew their weapons, but still, the short merchant was not intimidated, instead folding his arms and watching them with a look of amusement.

Huh? Is he… Nah, no way, thought the leader, before shouting, "Kill them all and erase all traces of our presence here today!"

"Yes Sir!"

The armed men immediately launched themselves at the merchants.

"UWAAAH!"

"HEEEELLLP!"

The merchants screamed and tried to run away, but the men chased after them and cut them down. The empty lot quickly descended into pandemonium as more and more blood was splattered. It was a scene straight out of hell, but the short merchant who provoked the black market organizers never even batted an eye.

SWISH!

"Die!" The lead organizer thrust his sword at the short merchant, who raised a hand to block it.

CLANG!

The lead organizer's eyes widened with shock, feeling the recoil from his attack. The merchant had stopped his blade with his bare hands!

"You?"

"Hahaha!" the merchant laughed, rubbing a thin film off his face and revealing a completely different appearance. His skin was so pale that it was as if it never saw the sun, his lips were as red as blood, and his eyes as cold as a snake's.

"A mask?" The lead organizer's eyes trembled, not because the merchant was in disguise, but because his true appearance was too alarming.

The pale-skinned man grinned coldly, saying, "I've finally caught you in the act, you damn slippery rats."

"Who are you?"

"Yul Gyeong-Cheon."

"You're from the Blizzard Squad!" 

The lead organizer, whose name was Yoon Moon-Cheon, shuddered and looked around hurriedly. As expected, another twenty men in white armor had appeared out of nowhere and were surrounding the black market.

The Blizzard Squad was a military organization directly serving Jo Cheon-Woo, the Sect Leader of the Tyrant Fist Sect. They were in charge of taking care of all the shady jobs, and answered only to Jo Cheon-Woo and Yeop Pyung.[1] 

Moreover, the squad consisted entirely of peak-level experts who had undergone rigorous training to improve their coordination, so much so that they could understand each other's intentions with a mere exchange of glances. However, they were also extremely cruel, and for the sake of their mission, they would murder even helpless women and children.

It was thus rumored that wherever the Blizzard Squad passed though, not even an ant would be left alive. They were an object of fear for anyone who knew of their existence.

And Yul Gyeong-Cheon, the "Heinous Squad Leader", was the captain of the Blizzard Squad as well as a merciless warrior with a slew of accomplishments.

Although Yoon Moon-Cheon was quite confident in his own abilities, he didn't think that he would be a match for Yul Gyeong-Cheon. He quickly retreated backward, shouting, "Damn it!"

However, Yul Gyeong-Cheon wasn't about to let him escape.

"What makes you think that you can get away?"

SWISH!

Yul Gyeong-Cheon's clothes flapped loudly as he charged at Yoon Moon-Cheon, catching up with him in an instant. No matter how fast one retreated backward, they would never match the speed of someone running forward. 

"Keuk!" Yoon Moon-Cheon swung his sword at Yul Gyeong-Cheon's neck in desperation.

SWOOSH!

Despite the sword darting at him like a venomous snake, Yul Gyeong-Cheon did not panic. Instead, he simply reached out with a white-gloved hand and grabbed the blade. He trusted that his gloves, which were made of Heavenly Silk, would not be damaged by a normal blade.

He then tightened his grip around the blade, snapping it in half.

"Fuck!" Yoon Moon-Cheon immediately tossed aside his broken sword and swung his fist at Yul Gyeong-Cheon, but Yul Gyeong-Cheon's next palm strike slammed into his chest before his mind even registered it.

BAM!

"Ugh!" Yoon Moon-Cheon fell to the ground, rolling. He struggled to stand up, but for some reason, he couldn't summon any strength into his arms and legs.

In a mocking tone, Yul Gyeong-Cheon said, "Don't bother trying to get up. When a person gets hit by my Void Palm (空線掌), they'll lose control of their muscles."

Yoon Moon-Cheon quickly looked around him for help, but at some point, all of his men had been subdued by the Blizzard Squad, causing the lot to fall into silence. Sigh, as expected of the infamous Blizzard Squad…

KUHEOK!

Suddenly, one of the subdued black market organizers threw up blood and collapsed onto the ground.

"He took poison! Restrain their movements!" one of the Blizzard Squad members shouted, but it was already too late. All of the organizers' faces had turned black, and they were on the verge of death. The poison they had taken was fast and lethal.

No way…? Yul Gyeong-Cheon immediately turned toward Yoon Moon-Cheon.

WHOOSH!

The sound of something piercing through the air stung Yul Gyeong-Cheon's ears and he instinctively ducked in response, narrowly dodging an arrow aimed at his head.

"Who is it?" he shouted, drawing the dao at his waist, but the only reply he got came in the form of three more arrows.

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!

He swung his dao and cut down all the arrows, but he was not happy.

"How dare you!"

Yoon Moon-Cheon was gone. Within the short time he was distracted, someone had whisked the man away. He instantly gave chase, growling through gritted teeth, "Do you think you can escape from me?"

Yul Gyeong-Cheon tore through the dark streets of Yuxi, the Blizzard Squad trailing right behind him. It was the dead of night, and these wolves were now on the hunt.

Meanwhile, the vacant lot where the black market had been fell into silence. Most of the merchants who had gotten embroiled in the fight now lay motionless on the ground, dead or dying, and every last one of the black market organizers had also committed suicide. The sight was reminiscent of a slaughterhouse, but all of the dead were human beings.

"Whoa, what a mess! It's a total massacre," a skinny man in his twenties said, shaking his head. 

The skinny man was, naturally, Cheong-In. All the way here, Kwak Moon-Jung had found himself constantly annoyed by the spy's constantly changing faces. Just how many times does he change his face in one day? he wondered.

However, the bloody scene at the lot quickly caught his and Jin Mu-Won's attention. It was a painting of hell.

Jin Mu-Won grimly surveyed their surroundings. Neither the black market organizers nor the Blizzard Squad had given the merchants' safety any consideration, but as far as he could tell, more of the merchants had actually been slain by the Blizzard Squad than the black market organizers.

Cheong-In looked at Jin Mu-Won apologetically. He felt rather guilty about the situation, as the massacre might have been prevented had he been able to obtain information on the black market faster. 

"What now? I think we're a step too late," he asked.

Instead of answering, Jin Mu-Won simply picked up one of the arrows that had been fired at Yul Gyeong-Cheon. It bore a striking similarity to the ones that had been shot at him not too long ago.

"It's the Crimson Ghost Corps."

"The Crimson Ghost Corps?" Cheong-In asked. He had never heard of such a group before.

"Hmm… Huh? Hey?!" He was just about to ask Jin Mu-Won for more details, when the young man abruptly dashed off into the darkness, leaving him and Kwak Moon-Jung no choice but to run after the young man.

"Damn it! Hey, is it so hard to explain something to us clueless folks here before we dive right into something?"



Translator's Notes: Murim authors like "cheon" in names way too much, sigh… Then again, Chinese authors like "tian" which is the same thing, all meaning "heaven/sky". Heavenly EVERYTHING! Heavenly Sword, Heavenly Alliance, Heavenly Demon, Great Sage Equal to Heaven…



Footnotes:

[1] Yeop Pyung: If you're like me, and have forgotten who this guy is… From Chapter 86: Yeop Pyung is the leader of the Tyrant Fist Sect's intelligence division, the Eye of Heaven, and the one and only man whom Jo Cheon-Woo trusts fully.



Chapter 97: Those with Ambition Care Not for Bloodshed and Tears (3)

Most religious institutions were located deep in the mountains or far away from populated cities and towns, as this made it easier for the ascetics to abstain from worldly temptations. However, the Nine Dragons Temple (九龍寺) was located in the Yuxi city center, and was famous for their grand thirteen-story stone pagoda, known as the Nine Dragons Pagoda.

If one climbed to the top of the Nine Dragons Pagoda, one would be able to take in the sights of the whole of Yuxi. For that reason, it was a must-visit tourist attraction for any new visitor to the city.

Normally, the Nine Dragons Pagoda would be crammed with traveling pilgrims and curious tourists, but right now, the usual crowds had been replaced by a large band of martial artists.

One of those martial artists stood on the roof, looking down at Yuxi. He was a short, slightly hunchbacked man with a common, unremarkable face. However, anyone who knew who he truly was would never describe him as ordinary.

He was Yeop Pyung, the commander of the Eye of Heaven and closest aide of Jo Cheon-Woo, the Sect Leader of the Tyrant Fist Sect.

The cacophony in the city constantly assaulted his ears, interspersed with the shrill shrieks of people ripping through the deathly silence of the night. The street lamps had been lit up even though it was long past bedtime, and the hunt for the people behind the black market was in full swing.

It had all begun when the Blizzard Squad tracked down Yoon Moon-Cheon. That ruthless group had then spared no effort in going after him, destroying everything that stood in their way. Unfortunately, their enemy was also not to be underestimated.

Random assassins dressed as civilians started to appear all over the city. One moment, an old lady would throw a hidden weapon, and the next, a housewife would launch a surprise attack with a kitchen knife. Unable to distinguish between normal people and assassins, the Blizzard Squad's actions became greatly hampered, and several of their members had even fallen prey to the assassins.

However, this did not stop the Blizzard Squad. They simply deemed anyone they saw as an enemy, slaughtering even innocent civilians in their heated pursuit. They smashed any building in their path, and murdered the people in their beds.

As a result, it wasn't long before the whole of Yuxi had descended into chaos.

Yeop Pyung emotionlessly watched all of that happen from the roof of the Nine Dragons Pagoda. Innocents were dying by the hundreds, but he didn't give a crap about them. Punishing the ones who had dared to scheme against the Tyrant Fist Sect was much more important.

After all, the Tyrant Fist Sect was the party that had suffered the most with the disappearance of the merchant caravans, and it wasn't simply limited to economic damage. The loss of trust and reputation among their clients were going to affect them for many years to come.

To make things worse, the ongoing situation had given Heaven's Summit an excuse to intervene in the affairs of Yunnan, the land they had received in exchange for betraying the Northern Army. Although they had indeed worked with Heaven's Summit before, the truth remained that every faction only ever operated according to its own interests, and a conflict would inevitably arise someday.

That was why thus far, Jo Cheon-Woo had done his best to prevent Heaven's Summit's interference. However, as more and more merchant caravans disappeared and he failed to produce any results on the investigation, all of his hard work turned out to be for naught.

Therefore, when he heard that Heaven's Summit was sending an investigation team to Yunnan, he immediately ordered Yeop Pyung, "Track down the culprits and eliminate them at any cost. We need to resolve this whole problem before Heaven's Summit shows up."

As Jo Cheon-Woo emphasized, he wanted the culprits caught "at any cost". In other words, as long as the deed was done, he did not care how many innocents died in the process.

Yeop Pyung immediately intensified his efforts, but searching for a hidden enemy was hardly a straightforward task, and this enemy, in particular, seemed very experienced at erasing their traces. As a result, even though he had easily identified Yuxi as the enemy's base of operations, from that point on, his investigation progress had come to a complete standstill.

To him, that could only mean one thing.

They've got a lot of accomplices in Yuxi helping them cover up their movements.

Unfortunately, not even Yeop Pyung could estimate just how many accomplices there were. It could be only a few people, or it could be hundreds. In the end, he settled on reporting his findings and conjectures to Jo Cheon-Woo and letting his master make the final decisions.

Not surprisingly, Jo Cheon-Woo was infuriated.

"Eradicate everyone involved in shady activities and their accomplices, even if you have to wipe Yuxi off the map," he said.

As ordered, Yeop Pyung began looking into all shady activities taking place within Yuxi, and like Jin Mu-Won, he soon noticed the unusually frequent black market activity. Further investigation revealed that the goods sold at the black market matched up with the ones the missing merchants were transporting.

Now that he had a lead, the hunt could finally commence. All he had left to do was punish the ones who dared challenge the authority of the Tyrant Fist Sect.

Yeop Pyung turned around to face a group of warriors dressed all in black. They were the undercover warriors that the Tyrant Fist Sect had secretly brought into Yuxi and gathered at the Nine Dragons Temple. In order to keep their existence under wraps, not even Jo Un-Kyung, the Young Master of the Tyrant Fist Sect, was informed about them.

"Let's get started."

"Yes Sir!"

The warriors split up into small teams and quickly scattered all over Yuxi.

Yeop Pyung watched them go, mumbling to himself, "All will be as my Liege wishes."

That day, a rain of blood fell over Yuxi.
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Im Soo-Kwang sat cross-legged, working on his favored weapon, the Silver-Scaled Gauntlet's regular maintenance. Like its name suggested, the Silver-Scaled Gauntlets (銀鱗殺匣) was made by forging Tempered Darksteel (百鍊墨鋼) into chainmail, resulting in durability comparable to a renowned sword while at the same time enhancing the power of his fist techniques.

Once Im Soo-Kwang had his gauntlets on, he was confident that except for Jo Cheon-Woo, few people in the Tyrant Fist Sect could defeat him. However, he also rarely wore his gauntlets, because even without them, most people were no match for him.

Normally, he was most relaxed when maintaining the Silver-Scaled Gauntlets. The work was like meditation to him; a means of communicating and improving his synergy with his weapon. Right now, though, he couldn't shake off the feeling that he'd missed something really important.

"Sigh! I just can't calm down."

When did this restlessness start? Was it when I entered Yuxi? No…it started right after I met the man named Jin Mu-Won!

"Jin Mu-Won."

That was a name deeply associated with his inner demons.

At first, Im Soo-Kwang had tried not to think too hard as "Jin Mu-Won" wasn't exactly an uncommon name. However, the harder he tried to ignore it, the more it bothered him.

"It can't be. He's dead. Even Heaven's Summit concluded that he's dead. So why…"

Why do I keep feeling this tightness in my chest?

Im Soo-Kwang recalled Jin Mu-Won's face. The young man's deep-seated eyes, pursed lips, and chiseled facial features were nothing like the boy in his memories.

Still, he wavered. The Northern Army had disbanded more than a decade ago, and his memories of the people back then had faded with the passing of time.

That made him all the more frustrated.

"Hoo…" he sighed again.

When he had first left the Northern Army for the Central Plains, he hadn't regretted his decision at all. Rather, he'd felt like he had been freed from his chains and could now chase his heroic ambitions.

However, ten years from then, that sense of freedom was long gone, replaced by a heavy weight on his conscience. Jo Cheon-Woo, the liege lord he followed, had changed a lot since then. Where once his liege had possessed a sense of justice and spirit of brotherhood, now all he wished for was authority and strength.

Im Soo-Kwang was increasingly disgusted by Jo Cheon-Woo's behavior, and that did not escape Jo Cheon-Woo's notice. As a result, Jo Cheon-Woo assigned him to an insignificant post to keep him at arm's length.

That suited Im Soo-Kwang perfectly. He'd even volunteered himself to escort Tang Gi-Mun just so he could get away from Jo Cheon-Woo for a short time. 

Im Soo-Kwang mulled over his meeting with Jin Mu-Won again, but as far as he could tell, the young man's eyes betrayed no emotion whatsoever, neither resentment nor the curiosity of a stranger. That made him all the more confused.

"Is it really him? At least, I hope it's him."

He closed his eyes in contemplation. He wanted to know the truth. The guilt and anxiety were tearing him apart and making his head hurt.

Suddenly, a familiar voice cried out from outside the room, "Elder!"

"Who is it?"

"I'm Song Kyung."

Song Kyung was a young warrior of the Tyrant Fist Sect who had been dispatched together with him.

"Did something happen?"

"Yes. Please come out now and take a look."

Sensing the urgency in Song Kyung's voice, Im Soo-Kwang rose from his seat and left his room. The moment he opened the door, he was greeted by the young warrior's panicked face.

"What's going on?" he asked.

"A big incident!"

"What kind of incident?" Im Soo-Kwang raised an eyebrow.

"Many unidentified warriors have engaged in a chase fight in the middle of the city, and they've already killed many innocent civilians."

"What do you mean, 'unidentified warriors'?" 

As far as Im Soo-Kwang knew, there were no murim factions or sects that the Tyrant Fist Sect wasn't aware of in Yuxi, which was part of their territory.

"Could it be related to the madmen? If so, we need to go take a look."

"Yes Sir!"

The two men quickly rushed out of the Clear Moon Villa[1] and onto the streets of Yuxi.

"Eh?!" Im Soo-Kwang gasped in shock and horror.

The street, which had been in pristine condition just the day before, now lay in ruins. Buildings everywhere had collapsed, and the ground was littered with dead bodies. On closer inspection, he could see that blood was still flowing from the slash wounds on the corpses, proof that they had only been killed moments before.

"Just who would do this…?"

Im Soo-Kwang's face flushed with murderous rage. He put on his Silver-Scaled Gauntlets, turned to Song Kyung, and commanded, "Protect Master Tang for me."

"What about you, Elder?"

"I'm going after the murderers. Remember, Master Tang must not meet any harm even at the cost of your own life."

"Yes Sir!" Song Kyung replied determinedly.

Im Soo-Kwang activated his foot technique and dashed after the murderers, following the traces they had left behind. As he flew past the streets, his face hardened at the sheer inhumanity and brutality of it all.

Everywhere he went, the streets were a painting of hell. Countless people lay on the ground, dead or severely injured. Although there were several armed warriors among the victims, most appeared to be innocent civilians.

"WAAAH! Mama, mama, please wake up!" screamed a child clinging onto his fallen mother.

The heart-wrenching cry pierced Im Soo-Kwang's ears like a dagger being stabbed into his heart. He immediately picked up the pace, growling, "Unforgivable. Absolutely unforgivable!"

Suddenly, he saw a warrior in black cut down another man.

"STOP!" he yelled, launching himself at the warrior in black.

Surprised, the warrior in black tried to take a step back, but he was too slow.

Im Soo-Kwang closed in on the warrior in black and unleashed the Unseen Palm of the Silver Dragon (銀龍無影掌), one of the techniques that had earned him the alias, "Eight-Armed Divine General (八臂神將)".

The warrior in black swung his blade in an attempt to block Im Soo-Kwang's palm technique, but it wasn't enough.

CRACK! CRASH!

Im Soo-Kwang shattered the warrior's sword, struck him in the abdomen, and sent him flying.

"Who are you people?" Im Soo-Kwang shouted, grabbing the still-struggling warrior by the collar.

"Keuk!" The warrior coughed up blood.

Im Soo-Kwang stared hard at the warrior's face. It was covered in blood, but the facial features were still discernable. Im Soo-Kwang's eyes slowly widened in recognition.

The warrior moaned, "Elder Im…"

"You're…Jang Oh of the Iron Spirit Squad (鐵靈隊)? What are you doing here?"

Jang Oh's face paled. "I was just obeying the Sect Leader's orders," he replied.

"The Sect Leader? Are you telling me that the Sect Leader ordered the Iron Spirit Squad to conduct a massacre?"

"Not only us. The Blizzard and Imperious Squads have also been mobilized."

Those are the three squads directly under Jo Cheon-Woo. I know several of their members, but even I am not privy to their activities, thought Im Soo-Kwang, before asking, "Why is he doing this?"

"We've confirmed that our enemies are hiding in this city, posing as civilians, so he dispatched us here to kill them all."

"Then, why are you killing innocent people as well?"

"Our top priority is killing all the enemies. To ensure that we get all of them and send them a stern warning not to mess with the Tyrant Fist Sect, the Sect Leader ordered us to slaughter everything that moves in Yuxi."

"HE'S OUT OF HIS FUCKING MIND!"

Im Soo-Kwang stiffened. More than anyone else, he understood Jo Cheon-Woo's barbaric, uncouth behavior. However, he never once thought that the man would stoop so low.

Even though he was still bleeding profusely, Jang Oh suddenly pleaded, "Elder, please don't involve yourself in this. Our Sect is risking our future for the success of this operation."

"Innocent people are dying! By your hands!"

"Everything I do is for the sake of our Sect."

"ENOUGH, YOU DAMN PUNK!" Im Soo-Kwang's deafening roar echoed through the city, causing Jang Oh's face to turn even paler.

He then looked up at the sky, lamenting, "Sect Leader, just what are you thinking? Is this really what you want?"



Footnotes:

[1] Clear Moon Villa: The Clear Moon Villa is the building name of the Tyrant Fist Sect Yuxi Branch, see chapter 92.



Chapter 98: The Master of Swords (1)

The vice-captain of the Blizzard Squad, Kang Joo-Myung, was Captain Yul Gyeong-Cheon's confidant and a martial arts master recognized by the Tyrant Fist Sect. He had a petty and cruel personality, which, combined with the twin short spears he wielded, brought terror to anyone who faced him.

"How dare you oppose the Tyrant Fist Sect!" he said, thrusting a spear through the hearts of two enemy warriors and then tossing them aside like skewered meat.

Blood splattered all over the ground. Someone screamed, but Kang Joo-Myung ignored them. He, and the rest of the Blizzard Squad, had a mission to complete – To track down and exterminate all of the Tyrant Fist Sect's enemies.

For once, he didn't have to care about how many people died in the process, or if any civilians got caught up in the fighting. It was great. There didn't exist a single martial artist who didn't suffer from the urge to show off their power and prove their strength, and he was no exception. It was a natural result of learning how to fight. 

"AHHHHH!"

Several more people died, caught in his spear technique. Some of them were enemies trying to protect Yoon Moon-Cheon, but the others were simply unfortunate civilians who happened to be nearby.

"KYAAAAA!"

A few witnesses fell to their knees and shit their pants. They had never seen such a grisly sight in their lives and could only stare blankly at Kang Joo-Myung, aghast at his violence and cruelty.

Kang Joo-Myung grinned happily at them. As expected, he was on a different level from these weaklings. The fear on their faces as they looked at him stoked his sense of superiority.

"Yes, continue looking at me like that. That look suits pathetic bugs like you perfectly. Hahaha!"

"You're crazy!" shouted one of the warriors protecting Yoon Moon-Cheon. The sight of Kang Joo-Myung going berserk made even them hesitate. Never in their wildest dreams had they imagined that the Tyrant Fist Sect would indiscriminately attack everyone, including innocent civilians, just to hunt all of them down.

The Blizzard Squad was indeed strong. However, the traits that really made them fearsome were their persistence and ruthlessness.

It wasn't hard to see why the Tyrant Fist Sect valued their continued existence. They were essential not only for killing the enemy, but for maintaining discipline within the Sect.

"Heehee! Now, shall we get things started?" Kang Joo-Myung laughed and flipped over one of his spears.

CLICK!

With the sound of metal interlocking, the two short spears combined into one long double-ended spear. Kang Joo-Myung then leapt forward, swinging his weapon like a maniac. Anyone in his path was sliced horizontally in half, splashing blood and spilling intestines all over. The agonizing screams of his victims, who hadn't died immediately, reverberated through the streets.

SWOOSH!

Suddenly, a huge sky piercer halberd tore through the air toward Kang Joo-Myung, forcing him to block the attack with his long spear.

CLANG!

"Gah!" 

The impact of the blow pushed Kang Joo-Myung backward and caused blood to trickle down from his lips. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve and glared at the new arrival, asking, "Who are you?"

"Kukuku! I'm a nutcase, same as you," Nam Goon-Wi replied, a faint smile on his face. In his hands, he held a gigantic sky piercer halberd. Perhaps because it had been repaired in a hurry, the traces of having previously been split in half by Jin Mu-Won were still visible on the shaft.

Kang Joo-Myung eyed Nam Goon-Wi cautiously. His instincts told him that Nam Goon-Wi was a dangerous man.

"I asked you who you were."

"Is that important? Heehee!"

"I see. You're right, it doesn't matter at all."

Kang Joo-Myung pointed his spear at Nam Goon-Wi. The man was right; it didn't matter where he came from, only that they were enemies, and that they were about to cross swords in a life-or-death match.

Might was right, after all, and history was written by the victors.

"YAAAAH!" Kang Joo-Myung roared, thrusting his spear forward like a needle threading through air, creating a void in its path.

"Hahaha! Good one!" Nam Goon-Wi chuckled, feeling his hands tremble from meeting the force of Kang Joo-Myung's attack.

He recalled what Geum Dan-Yeop had told him right before he left.


"Goon-Wi, please go all out and make a mess. The more gruesome the scene, the better."



Nam Goon-Wi's eyes glistened with the light of madness.

"Like you said, I will paint this city red with blood. Heeheehee!"

ROAR!

He swung his sky piercer halberd and drew a flaming dragon with his qi. That was the form of his technique, the True Blazing Halberd of the Fire Dragon (火龍眞炎戟).

This is it, the unfolding of the final battle!

BOOM! CRASH!

The fire dragon swallowed Kang Joo-Myung whole, but it didn't stop there. It went on and destroyed several buildings behind the Tyrant Fist Sect warrior.

"UGHAAAAAAH!" Kang Joo-Myung's shriek of pain rattled the city.

"Hahaha!" Nam Goon-Wi looked around laughing, his eyes still shining with excitement.

All around him, the Blizzard Squad members who had been chasing Yoon Moon-Cheon could be seen fighting with the red armored warriors of the Crimson Ghost Corps. 

The screams of people in pain rang out over and over in a cacophony that disturbed the silence of the night. Civilian housing was either burning or lay in ruins, and the commonfolk desperately ran away from the city, trying their hardest to avoid anyone who looked like a warrior.

However, even then, countless civilians were killed by stray blows from martial artists who couldn't care less about them.

It was a clash between two groups of savage lunatics.
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"How did things end up like this?" Cheong-In gasped, forcing his trembling legs to move. Although he was an experienced Black Moon agent who had traveled all over the world, this was his first time in hell. Children who had lost their parents were bawling their eyes out, and people who had been mauled by stray sword qi lay on the ground, slowly bleeding to death.

"This is too cruel," Kwak Moon-Jung whispered, tears flowing down his cheeks. He had chosen to follow Jin Mu-Won in order to grow into a strong-hearted warrior, but the determination in his adolescent heart was crumbling in the face of this appalling scene.

Something dark flickered in Jin Mu-Won's eyes. Unlike the other two, he appeared calm on the surface, but in truth, his emotions were raging unchecked.

Most of the people living in Yuxi were ordinary civilians who had never learned any martial arts. Even though their lives occasionally overlapped with gangho people, martial artists and civilians basically lived in two different worlds.

Yet now, these ordinary folk's lives were falling apart because of martial artists.

They had lost their homes, their lives, their families, and their wills to live.

Despite their lives being threatened, these people had nowhere to go besides the city they lived in. All the survivors could do was randomly wander around the remains of their homes. 

The lost looks on their faces resonated strongly with Jin Mu-Won, reminding him of a time long past. He followed the trail of the battle, but the blood on the streets felt like shackles on his feet, weighing down his every footstep.

Is this really the work of murim warriors? It's a complete violation of gangho etiquette!

Even during the war with the Silent Night where there were numerous casualties, there was an implicit agreement between both sides to avoid fighting near places where civilians lived. As a result, most of the people who died were murim warriors, and as everyone was fighting for their ideals, no one thought of these deaths as unjust. 

What was happening now was the very opposite of that.

As the three got closer to the central battleground, the extent of destruction worsened significantly. Unable to stomach the nightmarish scene, Cheong-In and Kwak Moon-Jung tried their hardest not to look around.

However, they were suddenly accosted by a group of men.

"Who are you people?" one of the men asked. He and the other warriors with him belonged to the Tyrant Fist Sect, and their hands were all soaked in blood.

Jin Mu-Won examined the man's face closely and asked back, "And who are you people?"

"……"

"You're not going to answer that, huh. Then, are you the ones behind all this?"

"We're the ones asking questions here."

"Are you so ashamed of your deeds that you can't even tell me who you are?"

Jin Mu-Won's insult must have hit a nerve, because the men were livid. 

"You, how dare you insult the Tyrant Fist Sect!"

Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes and nodded, saying, "I knew it. You guys belong to the Tyrant Fist Sect."

The men flinched. Jin Mu-Won had tricked them into revealing their affiliation. Still, now that the truth was out, they needed to deal with it. They closed in on Jin Mu-Won, saying, "You know too much already."

Although these men were unarmed, the auras radiating from their bodies weren't trivial. 

Jin Mu-Won glanced at their callused hands and noticed cracks running through them like the shell of a turtle and blue-stained nails. Those were the hallmarks of the Blue Stained Sun Moon Fist (靑文日月拳), one of the martial arts belonging to the Northern Army as well as the only martial art in the world that turned one's nails blue.

The Blue Stained Sun Moon Fist was created during the height of the war with the Silent Night for the sole purpose of creating experts quickly and efficiently. To learn it, one not only needed the meditation method, but also a special medicine made up of several dozen different poisons. This medicine would be absorbed through the skin of a practitioner's hands, causing their fists to become harder than steel.

Unfortunately, although the Blue Stained Sun Moon Fist gave one immense strength on the battlefield, it possessed a fatal flaw. As time passed, the toxins absorbed into the hands would gradually diffuse into the brain, driving the practitioner insane or making them invalid. 

In the end, there were only two possible endings for practitioners of the martial art: 1) death on the battlefield, or 2) death by mental degeneration. 

Furthermore, if simply going insane wasn't bad enough, quite a number of these crazed people had even wound up indiscriminately slaughtering their own comrades. For that reason, the Northern Army had first tried to refine the Blue Stained Sun Moon Fist and remove its flaws, but they eventually gave up and deemed it a forbidden art. As such, it soon faded into obscurity.

Was there really a need to go to such lengths to satisfy your ambition, Uncle?

Jin Mu-Won knew that Jo Cheon-Woo understood full well the side effects of the Blue Stained Sun Moon Fist. However, he had still chosen to teach it to his subordinates. That could only mean that all the man cared about was making a lot of effective killing machines.

"Die, punk!"

The Tyrant Fist Sect warriors charged forward, splitting themselves up into three groups to attack Jin Mu-Won, Cheong-In and Kwak Moon-Jung.

"Damn it!" Cheong-In cursed, drawing his dagger to defend himself. Similarly, Kwak Moon-Jung pulled out his greatsword, Crimson Fang.

CLANG! BAM!

The two's steel weapons collided with the warriors' fists, sending sparks flying as if those hands were made of metal rather than flesh and blood.

At the same time, three of the warriors set Jin Mu-Won as their target.

WHOOSH!

A flurry of fists appeared in front of Jin Mu-Won, every single one of them aimed at his vitals. It was only the beginning of the fight, but the warriors were already going all out and using their most powerful techniques.

For the first time, Jin Mu-Won's eyes flashed with killing intent. No matter how hard he tried to suppress his resentment and pretended to be nonchalant, there was only so much he could do to quell the wrath and indignation that had built up over the years.

Those were the chains of hatred that he needed to break free from.

"I wonder if this is fate?"

"Are you so scared that you're talking nonsense, brat?" one of the warrior's laughed.

Jin Mu-Won tightened his grip on Snow Flower. These people have no pride or honor.

As the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors' fists crashed down upon him like a tsunami, Snow Flower drew a graceful arc in the air.

SCREEEE!

"……"

And then there was silence. 

Even the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors attacking Cheong-In and Kwak Moon-Jung had frozen in their footsteps, blinking stupidly. For some reason, they felt unsettled. 

KA-CHINK!

Jin Mu-Won sheathed Snow Flower and casually strode between the warriors who had attacked him.

THUD! THUNK! CRASH!

One by one, the warriors collapsed like flies. It was surreal. Seeing their comrades fall so easily in battle, the other Tyrant Fist Sect warriors unconsciously held their breaths in dread.

A new storm had begun to rage through the battlefield.

A storm named Jin Mu-Won.


Chapter 99: The Master of Swords (2)

Geum Dan-Yeop stood alone in a dark room lit only by the faint glow of a luminescent pearl, staring coldly at the "thing" in the opposite corner.

"Wheeze…wheeze…" The "thing" panted,[1] slamming its head against the wall over and over again.

"I'm not going to apologize for doing this to you," Geum Dan-Yeop mumbled to himself.

Suddenly, someone entered the room and kneeled down, saying, "My Liege!"

It was Yoon Moon-Cheon, the leader of the black-market organizers. After being pursued by the Blizzard Squad, he was covered in blood and sweat from head to toe.

"Hello, Administrator Yoon."

"I have returned, my Liege."

"You've had it hard. Good work."

"I don't deserve your praise, my Liege. I only did what I must." Yoon Moon-Cheon kowtowed, smacking his head against the floor until his forehead was bleeding, but he didn't mind the pain. Finally, he lifted his head and looked at Geum Dan-Yeop, his eyes brimming with reverence.

"My heart weeps for you and your men. It was cruel of me to send you to your deaths."

"Please don't apologize. We willingly chose to do what we did. Your will is our will, my Liege. You are the only one who can wake the sleeping Silent Night. We are plenty satisfied if we could contribute to your cause by sacrificing ourselves."

"Administrator Yoon…"

"My Liege, although Squad Leader Nam is currently engaging the Tyrant Fist Sect in battle, there are too many of them. Please leave this place before they arrive."

Geum Dan-Yeop smiled sadly, then replied, "I will not run away."

"My Liege!"

"In truth, I have kept something hidden from all of you. Regardless of what we do, the Silent Night will not get involved. They no longer have the motivation to do so." 

The Silent Night had long since lost its drive for domination, and Geum Dan-Yeop understood this fact more clearly than anyone else.

"But, if they knew of my Liege's plans…"

"Simply knowing is not enough. What they need is a violent wake up call. Only then will the Four Great Demon Lords, including the Witch of the White Night, take action. And the moment they do, is when the Silent Night truly reawakens."

"My Liege!"

"Now you know why I absolutely cannot run away, no matter what anyone says. As the one who came up with this plan, I am also responsible for seeing it through."

ROAR!

Suddenly, a powerful aura gushed out from Geum Dan-Yeop's body, causing even the walls to rattle. "Administrator Yoon!" he commanded.

"Yes, my Liege."

"Prepare to greet our guests."

"Understood."

"And one more thing…"

"Yes?"

"…No, it's nothing. You can go now."

"Yes, my Liege," Yoon Moon-Cheon said, before stepping out of the room.

Geum Dan-Yeop's gaze turned toward the direction of the groaning sounds.

"Jin Mu-Won…" he whispered to himself.

Although he had only met the man once, Jin Mu-Won had left a very strong impression on him. He was the one and only person who had responded to his Thousand Mile Soul Melody. Geum Dan-Yeop felt that if the two of them had met under different circumstances, they would surely have become the best of friends. Unfortunately, that was not to be.

"My role is to summon an era of chaos."

Only the devastation created by an era of chaos could wake the Silent Night. However, to start that era, a lot of people needed to die.
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"Are you sure this is the place?" Yeop Pyung asked, looking up at a signboard that read "Baek Family Manor (白家莊園)". 

The manor belonged to a retired high-ranking government official who had no ties to the gangho, and had thus escaped the Tyrant Fist Sect's notice. Until now, that was.

Yul Gyeong-Cheon, the captain of the Blizzard Squad, replied, "Yes, I am. We tracked him to this very location."

"To think that this place was the rabbits' den all along." Yeop Pyung smiled coldly. They had gone to extreme lengths and even killed hundreds of civilians just to find their enemies' hiding place, and he knew that they would soon have to pay the price for their deeds, but he couldn't care less about his own fate. "We have to finish this business before Heaven's Summit catches on, while making sure that our Liege isn't troubled by any slip-ups."

Fortunately, the warriors dispatched by Heaven's Summit hadn't arrived in Yunnan yet. If they had, the Tyrant Fist Sect wouldn't have gotten away with executing such a crazy plan in Yuxi.

Yul Gyeong-Cheon smiled in exactly the same way as his fellow warrior and said, "Of course, Commander."

"I'm looking forward to seeing what these people have prepared for us."

"Huhuhu! Regardless of how hard they worked, they won't be able to stop us."

"Let's get started."

"Yes, Sir!" Yul Gyeong-Cheon nodded in agreement.

As if that was a signal, the waiting Blizzard Squad members leapt over the Baek Family Manor fence.

"YAAAAAH!" 

CLANG! KWANG!

Shouts and the clang of metal on metal echoed throughout the manor as a massive fight broke out between the manor's defenders and the Blizzard Squad invaders.

Just like that, the second phase of the Night of Carnage begun.
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Im Soo-Kwang looked around despondently, but deep down, he wanted to close his eyes to the agonizing scenery of death and destruction all around him. To make things worse, he knew that his own sect was the cause of it all.

"I'm pathetic. I can't believe I followed such a despicable Sect Leader for so long," he muttered, wandering around in a daze. His slumped shoulders left him looking utterly wretched, and the silver gauntlets on his hands felt like lead.

Suddenly, he raised his head and looked toward the northern sky. Perhaps the rising sun would end this nightmare of his, but it was nowhere to be seen.

"My Lord…" He recalled the face of the leader he hadn't seen in a decade; a leader he had almost forgotten.

Jin Kwan-Ho, the Northern Wall. That was a man who was stronger than any other, whether physically or mentally.

"Why didn't I believe him back then? How on earth could a man like that possibly conspire with the Silent Night? You're such an idiot, Im Soo-Kwang. No, you're not just stupid, you're also deaf and blind." Im Soo-Kwang wanted to stab the ears that had been swayed by Jo Cheon-Woo's temptations of glory.

He knew the truth. Despite that, he'd turned a blind eye to it, all because he was tired of his monotonous life in the Northern Army. He took the bait that Jo Cheon-Woo had dangled in front of him.

That was his sin, a sin that he could never escape from.

"AHHHHHHH!" a girl's shrill voice rang out in the distance.

Without thinking, Im Soo-Kwang immediately sprinted in the direction of the scream. There, he found a middle-aged warrior pulling a sword out of a teenage girl's shoulder.

"What the fuck do you think you're doing, Squad Leader Mak?!" he roared.

The middle-aged warrior turned to face Im Soo-Kwang. Due to his distinctive triangular face and squinty eyes like a rat, Im Soo-Kwang had instantly recognized him as Mak Kweng, the captain of the Iron Sprit Squad, one of the three squads that Jo Cheon-Woo had sent to carry out a massacre in Yuxi.

"Why hello, Elder Im."

"I asked you what you were doing."

"Please don't misunderstand me, this girl is a martial artist and a threat to our Tyrant Fist Sect."

"Then just kill her in one strike. Why do you have to torture her so?"

"Is there a reason why I can't do that?" Mak Kweng grinned like a depraved creep.

Im Soo-Kwang frowned. There was something very wrong with the way Mak Kweng was acting. "You..." he began.

Before he could finish his line, Mak Kweng interrupted him, saying, "Do you know what your problem is, Elder Im? You're too independent thinking. The Sect Leader could never trust a man like you."

"A-Aren't you being too rude?"

"You lack loyalty to our Liege." Mak Kweng straightened his back and swung his sword. In a flash, the girl collapsed, bleeding from the neck.

Im Soo-Kwang shook with rage at the sight.

"Elder Im, do you know why the Sect Leader sent you here?"

"Why are you suddenly talking about this?"

"The truth is, the Sect Leader finds your recent behavior a little troubling."

"No way, that's ridiculous…" Im Soo-Kwang denied, but he could tell that Mak Kweng was telling the truth. As an Elder of the Tyrant Fist Sect, it made no sense for him to act as a lowly escort for Tang Gi-Mun, and yet, Jo Cheon-Woo had ordered him to do exactly that.

Mak Kweng closed in on Im Soo-Kwang, still smiling evilly. While they were talking, his subordinates had sneakily surrounded the Tyrant Fist Sect elder.

Im Soo-Kwang sighed, "The Sect Leader has truly gone past the point of no return."

"See? This is why he finds you problematic. Well, no matter. You know too much already, so…I hope you enjoy your trip to the afterlife."

SHIIING!

The warriors of the Iron Spirit Squad drew their weapons in sync.

Im Soo-Kwang closed his eyes for a moment, then reopened them and said, "It seems that I am going to die a dog's death, and I'll accept it as a natural consequence of my past actions. However, that doesn't mean that I'll go down without a fight."

Mak Kweng clicked his tongue, "Tsk! You could have died a quick and painless death, but no, you want do this the hard way, huh." 

He signaled to his men, who simultaneously pounced on Im Soo-Kwang.
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Jin Mu-Won wordlessly walked down the streets of Yuxi, with Cheong-In and Kwak Moon-Jung following quietly behind him. 

I can't believe that such a swordsman exists, Cheong-In thought, his face as white as a sheet. As horrifying as the massacre in Yuxi was, he found himself much more terrified of the young man right in front of him. He had gone on countless missions as a top agent of the Black Moon and spied on numerous powerful martial artists, but never before had he encountered a warrior such as Jin Mu-Won.

It wasn't simply a matter of the swordsman's strength, but the sheer intensity of the aura overflowing from him. It was as if Jin Mu-Won wielded not only a physical sword, but a sword of the soul that would slice his opponents' wills to shreds before they even started fighting.

Cheong-In nervously hazarded a glance at Jin Mu-Won's face and shuddered.

Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won stopped in his tracks and stared in a certain direction.

Cheong-In naturally followed Jin Mu-Won's gaze, only to find a bloodied body that had been mauled so badly it was barely recognizable as human. To his shock, that person was still breathing.

Jin Mu-Won knelt down in front of the dying man, who mustered his remaining strength to force his eyes open.

"It's…you…" he groaned.

"Master Im…" Despite the severe mutilation, Jin Mu-Won immediately recognized the man as Im Soo-Kwang.

Before falling in battle, Im Soo-Kwang had defeated over ten of the Iron Sprit Squad members, and they now lay dead at his feet. However, he regretfully failed to kill Mak Kweng, their captain. "Is…your name really Jin Mu-Won?" he whispered.

Jin Mu-Won nodded, but didn't say anything.

"Are you…the Jin Mu-Won I know?"

Jin Mu-Won's eyes twitched. The other two might not have understood what Im Soo-Kwang meant, but there was no way he wouldn't. Moreover, Im Soo-Kwang was on his deathbed, and both of them knew it. Even then, the older man desperately wanted to confirm his hunch. It was his dying wish. 

"Please…" Im Soo-Kwang begged. He hoped with all his heart that this "Jin Mu-Won" was the boy from that time.

In a hoarse voice, Jin Mu-Won replied, "Yes, I am. You often instructed me in the basics of martial arts when I was a child."

Im Soo-Kwang trembled with joy, saying, "Ahh, thank the heavens! I'm glad…you're alive. And…I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry. I…am a sinner. I have to apologize to Lord Jin when I meet him in the afterlife…" Im Soo-Kwang's voice trailed off as his consciousness faded.

To hear his last words, Jin Mu-Won bent over and leaned closer to him.

"Please…I beg you. You must stop the Sect Leader's rampage. Please put an end to this living nightmare…You are…the only one I can count on…" Im Soo-Kwang fell silent. He was dead. So deep was his grief and remorse, he couldn't even bring himself to close his eyes and die in peace.

Jin Mu-Won reached out and closed his eyes for him.
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Proofreader's Notes: That last part hit right in the 💟. Everything is not Daijobu.  



Footnotes:

[1] Wheeze: i.e. Darth Vader breathing sounds.



Chapter 100: The Master of Swords (3)

The warriors led by Yeop Pyung swiftly seized the Baek Family Manor from their enemies and uncovered a hidden underground pathway. As Yeop Pyung led the Blizzard Squad down the pathway, he commanded, "I'm sure their leaders are hiding here. Do not let a single rat escape."

"Don't worry, we've secured the perimeter of the manor. Nothing will get past us alive," Yul Gyeong-Cheon replied.

"Good." Yeop Pyung smiled in satisfaction. No one would be able to fault the Tyrant Fist Sect for what happened in Yuxi once they had identified their enemies and rescued the captured merchants. As a bonus, they would also be able to push the responsibility for all the civilian deaths onto these bastards.

Suddenly, one of the Blizzard Squad members held his torch out and said, "Commander, please take a look at this."

The object that he lit up was an iron cage with several people curled up inside.

"GRAWRRRR!" The caged humans growled with bloodshot eyes.

Yeop Pyung frowned. Yul Gyeong-Cheon observed the people for a while, then said, "I think they're the captured merchants."

"You sure?"

"Yes, I recognize the guy furthest away from us."

"Any idea why they're acting like wild beasts?"

"I think they were driven insane just like the madmen we found on the streets."

"I agree. Hm…" Yeop Pyung narrowed his eyes. Until now, the Tyrant Fist Sect still hadn't found out the cause of the madness, and if all of the kidnapped merchants were like this, then they had a major problem on their hands.

"GUWOOOOOAH!" The insane merchants slammed themselves against the bars of the cage repeatedly. Thankfully, the cage was very sturdy and held firm despite the madmen's enhanced strength.

"Anyway, we can think about how to solve this problem later. Our first priority is to capture the mastermind."

"Yes, Sir!" Yul Gyeong-Cheon replied, taking the lead in exploring the underground passage.

As they walked, Yeop Pyung frequently glanced back at the cage with the crazed merchants. I'm not sure why, but I've got a bad feeling about them… In any case, I can take my time investigating what happened to them after we're done here.

As Yeop Pyung and Yul Gyeong-Cheon moved toward the end of the corridor, they met with frequent enemy ambushes, but each time, they came out victorious. When finally they reached the end, they found their path blocked by a huge, seemingly impassable iron gate. However, Yul Gyeong-Cheon simply pulled out his sword and smashed the door to bits.

BAM!

Behind the collapsed iron gate, there was an unbelievably spacious hall, and standing in the middle of the hall, stood Geum Dan-Yeop and his men.

CRASH!

Suddenly, the iron gate on the opposite side of the hall also fell apart, revealing the warriors of the Iron Spirit and Imperious Squads.

Yeop Pyung looked toward Geum Dan-Yeop and laughed, "Hahaha! Your fates are sealed now."

Although he had never met Geum Dan-Yeop before, his instincts told him that this was the mastermind behind the whole operation.

The Tyrant Fist Sect warriors surrounded Geum Dan-Yeop's group, but instead of panicking, Geum Dan-Yeop only sneered, "I see you finally found your way here. I salute you for your hard work and enthusiasm."

"Hmph! Did you think you would be safe after doing such a thing in the Tyrant Fist Sect's territory?"

"Since when has Yunnan been the property of the Tyrant Fist Sect?"

"Since ten years ago, when we established ourselves here."

"Oh, yeah. You got Yunnan in exchange for selling out the Northern Army, right?"

Yeop Pyung's face soured. It was taboo to mention the fall of the Northern Army to any of the former Four Northern Pillars and their men. He yelled, "Shut the fuck up! Whatever your goal was, it's all over for you now! Just surrender already!"

"That would be difficult. I spent a lot of time planning this, you know?"

"You're not still dreaming of escaping, are you?"

"Huhuhu! Don't worry, I had no intention of leaving here in the first place." Geum Dan-Yeop grinned childishly. 

Shivers ran down Yeop Pyung's spine, but he suppressed them and threatened, "So you want to do this the hard way, huh?"

"I think you're misunderstanding something here. You don't have the strength or the right to demand anything of me."

"What?" Yeop Pyung was furious.

However, Geum Dan-Yeop ignored him. When he had first come up with this plan, it had left him sleepless for several days on end. He didn't want to lose his humanity, but he also didn't think he had a choice in the matter. The only way to achieve his goal was to stray from the path of a human being and become a savage beast. That was the conclusion he had come to after churning it over in his mind several hundred times.

I am simply treating these devils the same way they treated my forefathers. Besides, this is the only method to awaken the Silent Night from its slumber. Geum Dan-Yeop bit his lip and asked, "Did you see the madmen in the cage?"

"……"

"Aren't you curious? How did they go crazy? And where are the rest of the merchants and treasures?"

Yeop Pyung's eyebrow twitched. Ever since he'd seen those madmen, he'd felt something nagging at him deep down. However, he couldn't identify the cause of his anxiety.

Geum Dan-Yeop continued, "This is payback for what you did to us several decades ago."

"What the fuck are you talking about?"

"Oh, you probably don't know anything, do you? Well, I understand. You're just your master's pet dog, after all. I guess my only regret is that Jo Cheon-Woo isn't here, though that was probably just wishful thinking on my part." Geum Dan-Yeop raised his hand, and suddenly, an army of madmen rose from the darkness where they were hiding.

"GRRRRR!" The madmen growled, their red eyes glittering in the darkness. Their clothes were ragged, and they looked more like beasts than humans.

More madmen?! Yeop Pyung furrowed his brows, but before he could say anything, the madmen pounced on the Tyrant Fist Sect.

As the captain of the Blizzard Squad, Yul Gyeong-Cheon barked orders in his stead, yelling, "Kill them all!"

"B-But…" Several of the warriors hesitated. They knew that these madmen were the missing merchants they had been looking for all this time. Moreover, if the fact that the Tyrant Fist Sect had killed these merchants ever got out, they wouldn't be able to avoid criticism. 

As if that weren't bad enough, the Ten Great Companies were likely to blame them for the deaths of their merchants, making the value of these merchants' lives far above those of the ordinary Yuxi residents.

However, Yul Gyeong-Cheon insisted, "It doesn't matter who they were, they're our enemies now! Kill them all!"

As Yul Gyeong-Cheon commanded, the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors engaged the madmen and started slaughtering them. Although the madmen's physical capabilities had been enhanced to inhuman levels, they were still no match for properly trained martial artists.

"Cunning bastards!" Yeop Pyung ground his teeth, having realized that he had played right into Geum Dan-Yeop's hands. Unfortunately, he did not have the freedom of choice any longer.

Pandemonium raged in the hall as the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors clashed with the madmen. Even though the Tyrant Fist Sect had the upper hand, they were outnumbered by more than two-to-one. In those conditions, injuries were unavoidable.
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Yul Gyeong-Cheon's eyes flashed with killing intent as he cut down at least one lunatic with every ruthless swing of his sword. "Even though you're just annoying flies…" he muttered.

Finally, he fought his way through the rabble and closed in on Geum Dan-Yeop. Through a corner of his eye, he saw that Mak Kweng, the captain of the Iron Spirit Squad, had done the same. It was clear that they had laid eyes on the same target, the mastermind behind all their troubles, Geum Dan-Yeop.

This was a fight that would only end when one side was completely wiped out, as both sides had already gone into a battle frenzy. Even the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors were starting to lose their rationality as the metallic scent of blood filled their noses, accelerating their descent into madness.

Geum Dan-Yeop's eyes darkened. An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. That is the law of the gangho. I already decided to leave all my regrets and reservations behind. Those aren't emotions my current self is allowed to have.

SCREEEEEEECH!

Suddenly, all of the Tyrant Fist Sect's swords cried out at the same time, starting with quiet hums and then quickly rising to a crescendo.

"What's happening?" The warriors looked around, perplexed. Their swords were reverberating in harmony without regard for their intent, and although each blade's cry was insignificant, the combination of all the swords' cries was louder than a wolf's howl and more majestic than a dragon's roar.

"Keuak!" The madmen faltered in the face of the singing swords, and the warriors covered their ears with their hands.

Just then, a man casually strode through the crowd.

SCREECH! SCREEEEEECH!

Each time he walked past a sword, it cried out loud as if singing his praises.

Both Yeop Pyung and Geum Dan-Yeop widened their eyes in shock and disbelief.

"Y-You…?" Geum Dan-Yeop stuttered.

Finally, the man stopped between Yeop Pyung and Geum Dan-Yeop. The swords instantly fell silent, making the deafening chorus just a moment before seem like a lucid dream.

No one dared to breathe for fear of disturbing the silence. All of their gazes were inevitably drawn toward the man, as if they had been hypnotized.

Jin Mu-Won, the Master of Swords, roared, "Are you two trying to start an era of chaos? If so, you'll have to do it over my dead body."



Translator's Note: CHAPTER 100 WOOHOO! I admit that when I first started translating LNB, I didn't think I'd ever get this far…but I made it with everyone's support! Thank you and please comment more! Comments are motivation!

Proofreader's Note: 1/4th of the way to the end. Only 300 more chapters to go! 🤣


Chapter 101: The Return of the Legends (1)


The Gangho (江湖).

A place where both gratitude and resentment flow like rivers into a lake of strife.[1]

A place where those who do not struggle to stay afloat will undoubtedly sink to the bottom.



Jin Mu-Won's thunderous roar was followed by a moment of silence. Everyone stared at him with bated breaths, as if they would be instantly cut into pieces if they so much as moved a muscle or said a word. From him, they could sense the overflowing aura of a peerless swordsman with the strength of a thousand men.

Yeop Pyung and Yul Gyeong-Cheon were no exception. Despite their extensive information network, they had somehow failed to notice the presence of such a powerful martial artist in Yunnan. In particular, the Blizzard Squad Captain Yul Gyeong-Cheon was astounded that he had lost control of his sword's cry to Jin Mu-Won.

SCREECH! SCREECH!

Like a whining child, his sword continued to cry at Jin Mu-Won, ignoring his own efforts to regain control. Yul Gyeong-Cheon had never felt so betrayed by his own weapon or so frighteningly uncomfortable. 

However, Geum Dan-Yeop was the one who was most surprised by Jin Mu-Won's appearance. Although he knew that there was a possibility of Jin Mu-Won intervening in his plans, he never expected the young man to show up right at this very moment.

"YAAARGH! You're just a brat who's still wet behind the ears!" shouted Seo Chang-Yoon, the vice-captain of the Iron Spirit Squad, as he charged at Jin Mu-Won. He was a man with a fiery temper, and could not bring himself to simply stand by while Jin Mu-Won attempted to intimidate him.

A fist the size of a pot lid flew toward Jin Mu-Won, accompanied by Fist Qi as immense as a tsunami. Jin Mu-Won immediately recognized the technique as one of those that had belonged to the Northern Army, the "Thirteen Fists of the Wolf's Fang (狼牙十三拳)".

Seeing that their vice-captain had made the first move, several experts of the Iron Spirit Squad followed suit. In the face of their combined attack, Jin Mu-Won's slender frame looked like a candle in the wind.

SWOOSH!

Just as everyone expected Jin Mu-Won to die, Snow Flower split the heavens in half, then returned to its sheath. For a moment, all those watching felt like they had been sliced apart.

SPLASH!

A warm liquid splattered all over the people watching. One of the warriors touched the liquid absentmindedly and muttered, "Blood?"

The spectators' gazes moved toward Seo Chang-Yoon and the Iron Spirit Squad soldiers who had attacked Jin Mu-Won. Eerily, all of them had frozen in their tracks, but just as people were starting to look puzzled, a red line appeared on their bodies.

At first, most thought that they had just been cut, but suddenly…the bodies separated into two halves and fell to the floor.

BA-DUMP! BA-DUMP!

The large hall went so quiet that everyone's nervous heartbeats could be heard.

"CHANG-YOON!" Mak Kweng, Seo Chang-Yoon's direct superior and the captain of Iron Spirit Squad, roared. Having lost all reason at his subordinate's death, he too launched himself at Jin Mu-Won. "Damn punk! I'll never forgive you!"

Just as he dismembered and killed Im Soo-Kwang, he wanted to rip Jin Mu-Won to shreds.

BOOM!

Another flood of qi threatened to swallow Jin Mu-Won, but this time, he dived into the torrent and agilely weaved through it like a salmon climbing a waterfall. 

Mak Kweng recognized this foot technique. This was the Perfect Stride (獨步無雙), one of the techniques belonging to the Northern Army's Flowing Stream Steps (溪流步).[2] Unfortunately, by the time he registered it, it was too late.

The last thing he saw was Jin Mu-Won closing in on him and releasing a flash of light from his fingers.

SPURT!

A hole the size of a coin appeared on Mak Kweng's forehead.

CRASH!

The sound of Mak Kweng's corpse hitting the ground resounded like thunder in the hearts of the warriors present.

Yeop Pyung's eyes twitched. Although everyone was equal in death, Captain Mak Kweng of the Iron Spirit Squad wasn't a man who should have died meaninglessly without even putting up a fight.

For a long time, no one dared to move. The martial arts experts, in particular, were still stunned speechless at Jin Mu-Won's ridiculous strength that had allowed him to one-shot Mak Kweng and Seo Chang-Yoon without using any special techniques. Furthermore, never mind special techniques, in a total departure from common sense, Jin Mu-Won hadn't even used any Sword Flux or Sword Qi to dispatch them.

Jin Mu-Won looked around coolly, asking, "Who's next?"

Every warrior who Jin Mu-Won glanced at instinctively turned their heads away and avoided meeting his gaze, until one person chose to retaliate.

"Cocky punk!" yelled Gwan San-Ho, a member of the Crimson Ghost Squad and one of Nam Goon-Wi's subordinates, as he thrust his spear at Jin Mu-Won's throat.

WHIRRRR!

Gwan San-Ho spun his spear in his palm to maximize his stabbing force in a technique known as the Penetrating Flash. He was confident that he could at least destroy the young man's illusion of invincibility, even if he wasn't strong enough to kill him. We cannot allow our grand plan to be ruined by an uninvited guest! Not after Lords Geum Dan-Yeop and Nam Goon-Wi have spent countless sleepless nights and immense effort bringing it to fruition!

In response to Gwan San-Ho's attack, Jin Mu-Won held out the still-sheathed Snow Flower horizontally and pointed it at him.

Everyone felt that he was crazy not to draw his sword, and that he was only out to block Gwan San-Ho's thrust. What followed, however, exceeded all of their expectations.

CRACK!

As sword met spear, the spear was the one that was split lengthwise into two halves. The shock from the recoil even broke Gwan San-Ho's wrists, sending blood splattering everywhere.

"Keua!" Gwan San-Ho screamed, but his voice was suddenly cut off as Snow Flower punched a hole the width of its sheath in his brain. Like a felled tree, he collapsed to the ground with a loud thud.

WHOOSH~

Jin Mu-Won looked around again and repeated, "Who's next?"

"……"

No one stepped up this time. No, they couldn't step up.

There were many elite warriors present, but none dared meet Jin Mu-Won's gaze.

His presence was just too overwhelming.

Although Yeop Pyung's heart was racing just as wildly as the other warriors, he frowned with chagrin. He's an absolute master comparable to my Liege, Jo Cheon-Woo. Why would such a person suddenly appear here?! Moreover…have I seen him somewhere before? Where…?

No, I'm sure that I've never seen his face before. Even then, why do I feel like he reminds me of someone…?

Well, regardless, I have to do something.

Having made up his mind, Yeop Pyung stepped forward and said, "Who are you? You're interfering in the Tyrant Fist Sect's business. If you fall back now, I can pretend that this never happened."

"You can pretend that nothing happened, but I can't."

Yeop Pyung's eyes twitched again. Jin Mu-Won's reply was far more brazen than he'd expected, to the point where it seemed like the young man couldn't care less whether he made an enemy of the Tyrant Fist Sect or not. "How impudent. I can't believe that a person who dares to look down on the Tyrant Fist Sect like this exists," he said.

"What's so great about the Tyrant Fist Sect?"

"What?"

"What's so great about a sect that massacres innocent civilians with no ties to the gangho? Did you even count how many people you murdered in Yuxi?"

"It was a necessary sacrifice for the greater good. Besides, if it weren't for these guys, we would never have done something so extreme," Yeop Pyung said, immediately pushing all of the responsibility for the massacre onto Geum Dan-Yeop.

Geum Dan-Yeop, who had been keeping quiet until now, finally lost his patience, saying, "You're far stronger than I thought, Master Jin."

"And you are far more ruthless than I thought."

"Is that so? If you really think so, then you will never amount to anything more than a naive romantic. The law of the gangho is to do whatever it takes to achieve one's goals, because only by climbing to the top can we create proof of our existence."

"What is the point of proving your existence? How is that worth sacrificing the lives of so many people?"

"Do you really want to know?"

Jin Mu-Won nodded, and Geum Dan-Yeop beamed.

"I'll tell you after you defeat me," he added.

"You people are always repeating the same lines," Jin Mu-Won sighed. He recalled that Nam Goon-Wi had said the exact same thing.

"Haha! Isn't that only natural? He and I are the same type of person," Geum Dan-Yeop replied mirthfully. However, the smile on his face then slowly melted away, revealing a completely different, cold-blooded personality. His icy gaze shifted away from Jin Mu-Won and toward the Tyrant Fist Sect. 

Yeop Pyung and Yul Gyeong-Cheon immediately sensed his intense killing intent and deep-seated hatred for them.

Does he have a grudge against the Tyrant Fist Sect?

Back when the Tyrant Fist Sect first settled down in Yunnan Province, they had trampled on the lives and homes of many people to create the current status quo. It was obvious those people would hold a grudge against them. However, only ten years had passed since then, and that clearly wasn't enough time to gather as many resources and train as many martial arts experts as Geum Dan-Yeop had. At least, not with any ordinary means.

Geum Dan-Yeop looked down at his hands. The skin on those hands was utterly flawless and silkier than most women. However, those very same hands were also stained with the blood of an unimaginable number of people. 

He raised his head to face Jin Mu-Won and said, "I am a devil who will never stop or hesitate until I breathe my last. If you wish to put an end to this fiasco, then kill me."

"Why are you being like that...?"

"If I had to be killed by anyone, then I hope that you're the one who does it. I mean it."

The atmosphere in the underground hall tensed as Geum Dan-Yeop relit the fire that Jin Mu-Won had put out.

Suddenly, a man with a boisterous voice shouted from behind Jin Mu-Won, "Hohoho! Don't worry, Dan-Yeop, because I'll definitely die before you do. I guarantee it."

Jin Mu-Won turned around and saw a familiar giant standing at the entrance to the hall. "You're Nam Goon-Wi," he said.

"Indeed I am! Long time no see, Sword Demon!" Nam Goon-Wi cheerfully greeted, holding his signature sky-piercer halberd over his shoulder. Blood was still dripping from the halberd, evidence that he had been killing people up until a few moments ago.

"Sword Demon?"

"Heehee! Don't you think you deserve a splendid nickname like that after seriously wounding me?" Nam Goon-Wi laughed as he marched into the hall, the red-armored Crimson Ghost Squad trailing behind him. Like their leader, blood was dripping off their armor and weapons.

Yeop Pyung's eyes trembled at the sight. "Impossible…!?" he muttered.

"Huhuhu! We've dealt with the idiots you placed outside. You guys are all that's left of the Tyrant Fist Sect's forces."

Yeop Pyung knew that Nam Goon-Wi was telling the truth. There was no way his subordinates would have let Nam Goon-Wi and his troops through while they still lived, and the fresh blood the Crimson Ghost Squad was drenched in could only have belonged to his men.

Nam Goon-Wi hollered, "Kill them all!"

The Crimson Ghost Squad immediately obeyed Nam Goon-Wi's orders and charged toward the Tyrant Fist Sect. They knew that Nam Goon-Wi didn't need them to reply, and Nam Goon-Wi trusted that they would do as he said even without looking, which meant that he could ignore them and focus all of his attention on Jin Mu-Won. 

He approached Jin Mu-Won, saying, "Hey, you declared that we could only continue killing over your dead body, right? In that case, please take responsibility for your words."

Nam Goon-Wi released his killing intent, while Geum Dan-Yeop emitted a disturbing aura. Strangely, when the two forces mixed, the temperature in the hall slowly started to rise.

Meanwhile, the fight between the two groups had already begun. Blood was being splattered everywhere, and people were screaming all around him. It was a fierce battle that would only end when one side was completely annihilated.

From this, Jin Mu-Won learned something new. If one doesn't take full control of the battlefield, then madness will eventually take over.

Just as Nam Goon-Wi's sky-piercer halberd flew toward him, he finally drew Snow Flower.



Footnotes:

[1] Gangho (江湖) literally means "rivers and lakes". A bit of wordplay going on here.


[2] Flowing Stream Steps (溪流步): The martial art that Jin Mu-Won taught Seo Mu-Sang. See Chapter 47.



Chapter 102: The Return of the Legends (2)

CLANG!

The sound of metal being struck rang out along with a huge tremor caused by the killing intent contained within the vibrating sound waves.

Both Jin Mu-Won and Nam Goon-Wi were pushed back by the force of the clash, but they soon kicked off the ground again and rushed toward each other.

CLANG! THUD! CRASH!

As Snow Flower and the sky-piercer halberd collided again and again, their combined killing intent quickly sent shockwaves of death spreading out all over the battlefield. After their previous duel, each fighter fully understood how terrifying the other was.

Right at the start of the fight, Nam Goon-Wi unleashed everything he had. This was his first time giving it his all after learning the True Blazing Halberd of the Fire Dragon. He put his heart and soul into every strike and focused his senses like never before.

WHOOSH!

Like a roaring dragon, his halberd radiated its spirit in every direction, gathering the threads of energy it previously dispersed and twisting them into the distinct shape of a sky-piercer halberd. That was Halberd Flux, the enhanced version of regular halberd qi.

"Soul-Sealing Fire Dragon!" he shouted, shooting the halberd flux at Jin Mu-Won.

However, Jin Mu-Won simply took one step to the side and stretched out Snow Flower as if smacking away a minor annoyance.

THWACK!

Snow Flower hit the side of the giant qi halberd, sending it veering off toward the fighting Crimson Ghost and Blizzard Squad warriors.

BOOM!

The unlucky warriors who stood in the qi halberd's path instantly exploded like human bombs without getting even a chance to scream.

Was that Energy Redirection (借力彌氣)? That's the advanced, more energy efficient form of Force Deflection (移花椄木)![1] The attack also isn't wasted since he can control its direction rather than just deflecting it randomly! Nam Goon-Wi scowled. He wasn't surprised that Jin Mu-Won could use such a technique, however, he was exasperated at himself for letting it be used on him.

"How dare you!" He ground his teeth and leapt at Jin Mu-Won, swinging his sky-piercer halberd savagely and ominously like a bear baring its fangs. At first glance, his swings appeared wild, but in reality, they were calculated and highly precise strikes which took into account every direction in which his opponent could dodge. Until now, no one had ever successfully stood up to this chained attack.

The moment one blocked the first attack, a stronger one would follow, and if that was also blocked, then the next one would be even more forceful. It was a strategy that had always worked for Nam Goon-Wi…until now, that is. 

Unfortunately for him, Jin Mu-Won had the All-Encompassing Cognizance. He had eyes that would not miss a single minute muscular movement, ears that could accurately grasp his opponent's breathing, and skin that could detect faint air currents. Put all these together, and Jin Mu-Won could literally predict all of his opponent's attacks. Moreover, he had trained his body well to minimize the delay between his thought and reaction speed, giving him the ability to deal with every attack with pinpoint accuracy. 

The resulting exchange between the two warriors was thus so intense and rapid that if any one of them so much as made a single mistake, the battle would be over. It was such a close fight that no one dared to intervene.

In the midst of battle, Nam Goon-Wi suddenly roared, "Who the hell are you?!"

Hearing the hidden meaning in Nam Goon-Wi's question, Jin Mu-Won chose not to answer and simply concentrated on his battle with Nam Goon-Wi.

Grasp the opponent's breathing, predict their movement, and block it in advance. He repeated the same pattern over and over and, in the process, honed his swordsmanship.

CLANG! CLANG! BAM!

The sound of Nam Goon-Wi's sky-piercer halberd and Snow Flower striking against each other at blinding speed echoed throughout the hall, and even though Snow Flower's blade appeared thin and delicate compared to the halberd, Nam Goon-Wi couldn't leave any scratches on it.

The two men fought from the west side of the underground hall to the eastern end, then headed north. Every time the other warriors saw them coming, they would immediately disengage and run away from them, not wanting to die from random stray attacks.

"YAAAAARGH!"

BAM!

Whenever Nam Goon-Wi struck the floor, a large crater would form, scattering broken pieces of rock everywhere. However, Jin Mu-Won was always nowhere to be seen even though he had been standing there just a moment ago.

Still, Nam Goon-Wi did not fall into despair. He already knew that he would never be able to scratch Jin Mu-Won using ordinary techniques, because like water flowing through a winding river, Jin Mu-Won's movement constantly changed, making it unpredictable.

He clenched his teeth. Never in his life had he dreamed that he would be forced to fight with every last ounce of his strength. I won't be able to catch that guy without taking any risks. At this very moment, I will give up on being human.

CRACK!

He broke the seal within his body, and woke up the sleeping beast.
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While Jin Mu-Won and Nam Goon-Wi engaged in battle, Yeop Pyung and Yul Gyeong-Cheon approached Geum Dan-Yeop. Compared to the unimportant chaos happening all around them, subduing the leader was far more crucial to ending this battle.

Rather than avoid being surrounded, Geum Dan-Yeop smiled gently as if welcoming them. 

On the contrary, Yeop Pyung's face was frozen stiff as he threatened, "I'll ask you one last time. I know that you're not capable of doing all this without help. Where is the true mastermind?"

"You're curious too, aren't you?"

"Answer me, and I will kill you as painlessly as possible."

"Hahaha! Is that supposed to be some kind of a joke? You're funny," Geum Dan-Yeop laughed as if he were having fun.

Yeop Pyung was livid. "Don't think it's over once you're dead. I'll find your parents, your siblings, your relatives, everyone you ever cared for, and torture them to death. You can trust that our Tyrant Fist Sect absolutely has the power to do so."

"I know that. If your lord, Jo Cheon-Woo, weren't an asshole like that, he wouldn't have betrayed the Northern Army."

Geum Dan-Yeop's words hit Yeop Pyung's sore spot. Ten years had already passed, but people still hadn't forgotten about the Northern Army. Everyone knew that the Four Northern Pillars were able to expand into the Central Plains in exchange for betraying the Northern Army. They just didn't say it to their faces. 

Yeop Pyung accepted that it was their karma, and something they would have to endure for the rest of their lives. However, he did not enjoy hearing something like that from the mouth of an enemy.

He nodded at Yul Gyeong-Cheon, who stepped forward and pointed his sword at Geum Dan-Yeop.

"Don't think about dying easily, punk. I'll carve your flesh from your bones bit by bit."

"What a coincidence! I don't intend to kill you easily either."

"Hmph! Let's see how long you can stay so relaxed! CHAAAARGE!"

Yul Gyeong-Cheon and Yeop Pyung rushed at Geum Dan-Yeop in unison. Yul Gyeong-Cheon aimed for Geum Dan-Yeop's head, while Yeop Pyung circled behind his back. 

However, Geum Dan-Yeop casually sidestepped and thwarted their attack. He then smiled at them, took a silvery flute[2] out of his chest pocket, and raised it to his mouth.

Yul Gyeong-Cheon snorted at the sight, saying, "How ridiculous. What are you going to do with that toy?"

He unleashed a killing technique at Geum Dan-Yeop, but in response, the young man very calmly started playing a forlorn melody on his flute.

Yul Gyeong-Cheon and Yeop Pyung came to a grinding halt as the music sent their minds reeling.

"Keuk! Is that Sound Arts (音功)?"

HISSSSSSSS!

The tinnitus symptoms were the first to show. Yul Gyeong-Cheon and Yeop Pyung began to see double, and maintaining their balance got harder and harder. Although both of them were experts and quickly protected their hearts and minds with their inner energy, the unexpected attack still alarmed them immensely.

As Sound Arts experts were almost unheard of in the Central Plains, the last thing they expected was for Geum Dan-Yeop to be a rare master of the Sound Arts who could affect them just by playing a few notes.

Geum Dan-Yeop closed his eyes and immersed himself in his playing.

""Keuak!"" Several of the warriors nearby shrieked as their hearts exploded, having failed to defend against Geum Dan-Yeop's sound attack in time. 

When he saw his collapsing Blizzard Squad subordinates, Yul Gyeong-Cheon bathed his blade in sword qi and swung it at Geum Dan-Yeop, roaring, "Stop playing, damn it!"

The true terror of Sound Arts lay in its ability to launch an unblockable attack on a large group of targets. Since sound waves were transmitted through air, except for the few victims who were skilled enough to protect themselves with qi, most were defenseless against it.

If Geum Dan-Yeop were allowed to run free, the damage he caused would inevitably increase exponentially. Knowing this, Yul Gyeong-Cheon promptly gave up on capturing Geum Dan-Yeop and decided to kill him as quickly as he could.

SWOOSH!

He thrust his blade at Geum Dan-Yeop and prepared five kinds of follow-up techniques, thinking that the young man would block his attack with the flute, but that did not happen.

BOOM!

Yul Gyeong-Cheon's sword bounced off an invisible wall surrounding Geum Dan-Yeop.

"Gah!"

STOMP! STOMP! STOMP!

The recoil sent him three or four steps back, and in order to halt his momentum, his feet left deep footprints in the stone floor as he retreated. A stream of blood flowed down from his mouth, and his eyes trembled with shock and disbelief. "It can't be…the Intangible Sound Barrier (無形音膜)?" he muttered.

Only a master of the Sound Arts could use the Intangible Sound Barrier. Technically, it was similar to the self-defense field created by a normal martial artist, but created with sound instead of qi, which made it much harder to learn and use.

Yeop Pyung was equally startled at Geum Dan-Yeop's mastery of the Sound Arts. He's an absolute master. Are there any organizations that can hire someone like him? More importantly, the two of us are no match for him. Our liege Jo Cheon-Woo is the only person in the Tyrant Fist Sect who is qualified to face him.

Suddenly, a daring idea struck him. "W-What if…he belonged to the Silent Night?"

No matter how hard he thought about it, the Silent Night was the only place that could train such a master, and if that was true, then the news of the Silent Night's return circulating around the Northern Army ten years ago were not a hoax. Everyone simply dismissed it as a rumor because there were no new reports about their movements since then.

No, perhaps it was the other way around. No information was obtained about the Silent Night because there was no Northern Army to monitor them.

Still, after eliminating everyone else, the Silent Night was the only possible organization capable of planning and executing the Yunnan conspiracy.

Yeop Pyung looked at the smiling Geum Dan-Yeop, and a shiver ran down his spine. For some reason, the young man's scholarly appearance and graceful smile made him seem even scarier than his brutish friend.

"Have you finally realized who we are? As expected, we've been inactive for so long that we have basically faded into obscurity."

"Wait, you really are from the Silent Night?" Yeop Pyung tried to stay as calm as he could, but his trembling voice betrayed his true feelings. As a former warrior of the Northern Army, the mere mention of the Silent Night bothered him a lot.

Geum Dan-Yeop met Yeop Pyung's gaze and flatly said, "I understand how you must feel, as someone who doesn't belong to the generation that fought the Silent Night directly."

Those who have never personally felt fear always laugh at others' terrors, thinking they would fare better. As such, fears tended to diminish with the passing of time.

Similarly, the fear of the Silent Night was forgotten by the people of the Central Plains. To them, the Silent Night was a part of history, not reality.

Geum Dan-Yeop's eyes turned red as he growled, "This time, I'll make sure you guys never forget it again."

He had sacrificed everything to prepare this stage. There was no stopping him now.

He placed the flute back in his mouth.



Footnotes:

[1] Force Deflection (移花椄木): Jin Mu-Won used this technique in chapter 64 against Mu-Jin, the Kongtong Sect guy.


[2] Flute: I translated it as a flute, but Geum Dan-Yeop actually uses a Chinese end-blown flute called a Xiao (簫){:target="_blank" rel="noopener"}. The more common, side-blown Chinese flute is the Dizi (笛子).



Chapter 103: The Return of the Legends (3)

There was a good reason why Geum Dan-Yeop had chosen an enclosed space like the underground hall as the battleground, since the curved walls optimized the acoustics of the area.

Once again, he started playing the flute.

As the sound waves struck the walls and reflected off them, they were amplified to the point where they didn't even sound like a flute anymore. All of the fighting sounds in the hall were quickly drowned out.

TULULU!

"AHHHHHHHH!" everywhere, people screamed and rolled on the floor, blood flowing from their eardrums. Several of the weaker warriors' eyeballs were also affected by the sonic vibrations, causing them to turn red and eventually burst.

In a mere instant, Geum Dan-Yeop had turned the hall into a terrible sea of madness and death.

"Keuk!" Yeop Pyung, whose arteries were crushed by the attack, coughed up blood. His attempt at protecting his cardiovascular system with qi was a failure, as he had not taken into account the soundwaves directly transmitted to his brain through his eardrums.

Next to him, Yul Gyeong-Cheon was in a similar situation. He had also fought back by raising his qi as much as possible, but going by the redness of his eyes, he hadn't completely blocked the attack either.

All around them, the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors were dropping to the ground like flies. In contrast, though, the Crimson Ghost Squad seemed unaffected even though they were also caught in the attack.

Yeop Pyung's face paled. How are they unhurt even though they heard the same sounds as us? I don't understand… No, there's only one possible reason. Geum Dan-Yeop is much scarier than we originally thought. 

As Geum Dan-Yeop's solo concert reached its climax, the number of Tyrant Fist Sect warriors collapsing increased exponentially. The sounds penetrating their eardrums echoed within their skulls, turning their brains to mush. It was a slow, painful death.

Geum Dan-Yeop expressionlessly looked down upon the horror he had unleashed. The dying people were looking at him with eyes full of resentment and hatred. He could hear the curses they hadn't voiced out. This is my karma, he thought.

TULULULULULULULU!

He played his flute with even more vigor than before.

"KEUUAAAH! Please…just kill me," the warriors begged.

The Tyrant Fist Sect warriors weren't the only ones affected by Geum Dan-Yeop's unexpected sonic attack. A trickle of blood flowed down the side of Jin Mu-Won's mouth as he hurriedly protected himself with the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows and surveyed his surroundings. All around him, people lay dead and dying. 

Only now did Jin Mu-Won realize the full extent of the threat posed by Sound Arts, especially if the user was a determined master like Geum Dan-Yeop. However, he had no time to think leisurely. Nam Goon-Wi was still attacking him at full force.

"Huhuhu! Where are you looking? Don't get distracted!"

BAM!

Nam Goon-Wi's strikes were several times stronger and more violent than before. Everything that got in the way of his sky-piercer halberd was blown to smithereens.

Are they expending their life forces? Both Geum Dan-Yeop and Nam Goon-Wi are fighting recklessly, as if they have nothing left to lose. I don't know what's making them go this far, but a lot of people are dying because of them!

Then again, I'm sure I just heard them mention that they belonged to the Silent Night. Is there some sort of internal conflict going on within the Silent Night…?

Jin Mu-Won's face darkened. There was someone he could never forget within the Silent Night.

Han-Seol…

First it was Hwang Cheol, and now Eun Han-Seol. The two people he was closest to were somehow involved in this mess, and he had no intention of continuing to be dragged around like this without knowing anything.

He tightened his grip on Snow Flower until his veins could be seen popping out.

A glimmer of panic flickered in Nam Goon-Wi's eyes. His instincts were warning him that something about Jin Mu-Won had changed. He immediately squeezed out all of his energy, causing his clothes to flap around.

"Let's end this," he said, charging toward Jin Mu-Won like a mad bull while his sky-piercer halberd glowed blindingly.

ROAR!

The air itself was set alight, and a blast of flames like a dragon's breath threatened to engulf Jin Mu-Won. However, in the face of heat that would easily burn one's lungs, Jin Mu-Won did not bat an eyelid.

His gaze was not directed at the burning sky-piercer halberd, but at Nam Goon-Wi behind it. When the two warrior's eyes met, Jin Mu-Won pointed Snow Flower at Nam Goon-Wi and unleashed the fifth stance of the Shadow Blade of Destruction, "Blood Flash (閃光血)".

SCREEEECH!

Snow Flower, which was synchronized with Jin Mu-Won's will, let out a bone-chilling cry as a shining arrow of light pierced through Nam Goon-Wi with a sound like that of tearing silk.

"……" As if time had come to a complete standstill, Nam Goon-Wi stopped mid-movement, his sky-piercer halberd still raised.

Then, all of a sudden, a large crack appeared on his wide-eyed face, and his arms convulsed involuntarily. He smiled, revealing blood-stained teeth, and said, "You're indeed the Sword…Demon…"

CLANG!

The sky-piercer halberd fell to the floor and rolled away, and Nam Goon-Wi's huge body followed suit.

Jin Mu-Won wiped away the blood around his mouth with his sleeve as he stared at Nam Goon-Wi's corpse. He had sacrificed some of his qi defense to swiftly take down Nam Goon-Wi, and as a result, he'd suffered some internal damage from Geum Dan-Yeop's ongoing sound wave attack. 

However, he did not have the leisure to tend to his wounds right now. He needed to stop Geum Dan-Yeop's madness.

Jin Mu-Won shouted at Geum Dan-Yeop, "Stop! Enough!"

Contrary to stopping, though, Geum Dan-Yeop put even more effort into his playing.
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TRULULU!

Like a tiger's roar, the sound of the flute was amplified tens of hundreds of times by the acoustics of the underground hall. Yeop Pyung and Yul Gyeong-Cheon, who had already been struggling, finally reached their limits and fell to the ground.

"Cough!"

Moments later, they were dead, leaving Jin Mu-Won as Geum Dan-Yeop's only remaining target.

Jin Mu-Won felt his mind blank out momentarily as the intense sonic waves were focused on him, causing his clothes and hair to flap around like crazy even though there was no wind.

"Keuk!" He groaned as he was pushed back by an invisible force, leaving two deep furrows in the ground from digging his feet in. It was only then that a long-forgotten legend resurfaced in his mind. 

This is the Celestial Sound Demon's (天空音魔) Serenade to the Apocalypse (天崩滅絶音)! A Sound Arts technique created for the sole purpose of mass destruction!

At the height of the war between the Northern Army and the Silent Night, a sound arts master known as the Celestial Sound Demon had appeared on the battlefield. Every time he played his pipa[1], dozens of warriors would die, and throughout the whole war, the total number of lives he had taken were in the thousands.

Although he wasn't as strong in single combat as the Four Great Demon Lords, who were known as "human calamities", he was just as notorious as they were for his ability to dominate any battlefield and decimate cannon fodder far more swiftly and efficiently. Things got so bad that Heaven's Summit was forced to sacrifice the lives of countless people just to trap him, and even more to ultimately kill him.

The Serenade to the Apocalypse was the ultimate sound arts technique of that Celestial Sound Demon. It was said that whenever the Serenade started playing, a 300m radius around the Celestial Sound Demon would turn into a land of death.

Suddenly, Geum Dan-Yeop stopped playing the flute and sadly gazed down upon Nam Goon-Wi's corpse, mumbling, "Goon-Wi…"

Nam Goon-Wi had been his only friend and confidant, and it was impossible for him not to grieve for his death.

A short while later, Geum Dan-Yeop looked back up at Jin Mu-Won, saying, "Jin Mu-Won… I've heard that name before, and not just once or twice. However, until now, I just couldn't remember who it was. After all, Jin Mu-Won, the last Lord of the Northern Army, was said to have passed away ten years ago."

"Are you a descendant of the Celestial Sound Demon?"

"Yes, and I am also the current Celestial Sound Demon."

Jin Mu-Won and Geum Dan-Yeop, the descendants of the Northern Army and the Silent Night, stood facing each other just like their ancestors had many years ago. To most, the factions they belonged to had already been lost to the sands of time, but somehow, they had still wound up in the same situation.

"As expected, rumors are just rumors. Did you know? Ten years ago, when I heard the news of your death, all I felt was despair. After all, if anyone was to remember who we were, it would be you, the last heir to the Northern Army. It sucks to be forgotten, invisible, as if I never existed. I was terrified of that feeling, and it drove me insane."

"Is that why you did all this crazy bullshit? Just because you wanted the world to know you existed? Because you wanted to leave your mark in history?"

"Of course not, the world isn't that simple. My circumstances are rather more…complicated that you would think."

"Are you talking about the Silent Night's infighting?"

"Wow, you even know about that?" Geum Dan-Yeop's eyes widened in surprise.

"Are the…Four Great Demon Generals alive and well?"

"Although there were some minor problems, yes, they're still alive and kicking."

Jin Mu-Won clenched his fists tightly to hide his agitation and inwardly heaved a sigh of relief. Phew… That means that Han-Seol is safe.

Geum Dan-Yeop smiled and said, "You know, our meeting here today is truly a miraculous coincidence. Both the Silent Night and the Northern Army have pretty much been wiped out, and yet here we are, gathered in one place. I guess this is part of what makes the world so interesting." 

Unlike Geum Dan-Yeop, Jin Mu-Won could not bring himself to smile. He was not amused. He had come here to find Hwang Cheol, but the middle-aged escort was nowhere to be seen.

"Why did you kidnap the merchants and make them go berserk? And where are the rest of the missing people…?"

"To answer your first question, it was a warning, Master Jin."

"A warning?"

"Yes, a warning to Heaven's Summit."

"What in the world..."

"That's all I can tell you. Find out the rest on your own." Geum Dan-Yeop raised the flute to his mouth to continue playing the Serenade to the Apocalypse.

Sensing that Geum Dan-Yeop wasn't willing to talk further, Jin Mu-Won drew Snow Flower without hesitation.

The remaining Crimson Ghosts leapt at him in a giant wave, while Geum Dan-Yeop focused his sound attacks on him. At the same time, Snow Flower drew an arc through the air as he charged forward and dived right into the fray.

A rain of swords fell from above as the fourth stance of the Shadow Blade of Destruction, Storm Forest (暴雨林), was unleashed.
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Cheong-In and Kwak Moon-Jung stood outside the entrance to the underground hall, visibly baffled. Lucky for them, they were outside of Geum Dan-Yeop's attack range and hence unaffected by the Serenade to the Apocalypse, or they would be in the same state as the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors.

"OHMYGAWD! They were from the Silent Night?!"

"Hyung-nim was a descendant of the Northern Army?!"

Not one, but two long-forgotten legends were being revived right before their eyes and were already at each other's throats.

Just looking at the fight, they could tell. The era of peace was over, soon to be replaced by a new era of chaos and change.

In a trembling voice, Cheong-In whispered, "Is this the start of a war for supremacy?"



Translator's Note: I f*cked up the title. Korean doesn't distinguish singular/plural nouns.



Footnotes:

[1] Pipa (琵琶): A traditional Chinese musical instrument{:target="_blank" rel="noopener"} that looks like a guitar.



Chapter 104: Worth More than a Life (1)

"Phew!" Tang Gi-Mun sighed, straightening his back, while Tang Mi-Ryeo handed him a white towel.

"Thank you." Tang Gi-Mun took the towel from her and wiped off the sweat on his face. In front of him lay the madman's corpse. He had examined the body all night long without rest, using every technique he knew. As a result, the corpse was covered in dozens of silver needles and discolored by the various poisons that were used during the autopsy.
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"Did you find out the cause of the madness?"

"No, I still have a long way to go. Still, there are only a few possibilities left, so as long as I keep trying, I'm confident that I'll get to the bottom of this sooner or later."

"That's good news." Tang Mi-Ryeo heaved a sigh of relief.

"Are you okay? You look even more haggard than I do."

"I-It's nothing."

"No, it's not. Please tell me about it," Tang Gi-Mun insisted. He had been so absorbed in his work that he had no idea what was going on outside.

Tang Mi-Ryeo was left with no choice but to tell Tang Gi-Mun about the tragedy in Yuxi which had happened during the night. As she described the incident, the blood slowly drained from Tang Gi-Mun's face.

"Did such a thing really happen in Yuxi?"

"Yes!"

"That's insane! How could they have done such a thing right in the middle of Yuxi? Many innocent civilians must have died!" Tang Gi-Mun said, shaking his head sadly. Although both martial artists and ordinary people lived in the gangho, there was always an implicit understanding that martial artists would not involve civilians in their fights.

One of the reasons for that is that whoever harmed civilians would instantly be branded a public enemy, and not even the largest sects could stand up to the combined forces of the rest of the murim. In particular, the orthodox sects, including Heaven's Summit, would do their best to prevent open conflicts which would harm their reputations.

As it is, the Tyrant Fist Sect had blatantly ignored this unwritten rule and committed mass genocide. Although they only did it to defeat their enemy who was hiding themselves among the people, their actions had crossed the line.

"When we get back to the Tang Clan, I'm going to announce their crime to the world."

"Uncle?"

"I knew all along that Jo Cheon-Woo, the Sect Leader of the Tyrant Fist Sect, was ambitious, but I had no idea he was this ruthless. If you don't stop him now, who knows how many more innocent lives will be sacrificed?"

He's really going to publicize this. I've never seen him so angry, Tang Mi-Ryeo thought. If Tang Gi-Mun did as he said he would, the world would soon be thrown into chaos.

I wonder what he's doing right now? A certain person's face suddenly appeared in her mind. Master Jin…

Jin Mu-Won saved her and her uncle when everyone else had left them for dead. Unlike the others who talked about justice but only ever made empty gestures, he was a man who took action on his beliefs when it counted. How many people could do that, especially when they themselves might be put in danger because of it? At least, Jin Mu-Won was the first such person that Tang Mi-Ryeo had met.

Just remembering his face made her heart pound.

Just then, Song Kyung, who was guarding their residence, said, "This place is off-limits. Please leave."

However, the next thing she knew, Song Kyung seemed to have quietly discussed something with the visitor and let them pass. She could hear the sound of a man's footsteps approaching, until finally, he opened the door.

"Are you Master Tang?" the visitor asked, looking at Tang Gi-Mun. He was in his late thirties, with neatly tied hair that was wrapped with a white cloth and scholarly sky blue robes. Behind him stood a dozen warriors who were armed to the teeth and giving off threatening auras.

Tang Gi-Mun frowned as he replied, "That's right, I'm Tang Gi-Mun. Who are you?"

The scholar smiled and said, "I am Dam Ju-In from Heaven's Summit."

"Are you the emissary who was supposed to meet us here?"

"Yes, I am a member of Heaven's Summit's Scarlet Fog Association (赤霧黨)."

"The Scarlet Fog Association?"

"You've probably never heard of it. We're a small group, and even within Heaven's Summit, few people know of us," the scholar said, but as Tang Gi-Mun was still visibly confused, he laughed, took out a letter from his chest pocket, and continued, "Master Kwan, the Head Administrator of the Administrative Division, told me to deliver this letter to you."

Master Kwan? He must be talking about Kwan Dae-Seung of the Administrative Division. I've met him a few times before.

The Nine Skies did not reside within Heaven's Summit. They lived in their sects and only went there during special occasions. Thus, the daily affairs of Heaven's Summit were left to the Administrative Division, led by the Head Administrator Kwan Dae-Seung. 

Tang Gi-Mun observed the letter that Dam Ju-In handed to him and noticed Kwan Dae-Seung's seal along with a statement proving his identity.

"Fine, I'll trust in Master Kwan's recommendation," Tang Gi-Mun concluded with a nod of approval as he took a closer look at Dam Ju-In. At first glance, the emissary appeared to be a run-of-the-mill scholar, as he was unarmed and showed no signs of having practiced martial arts before. Still, Tang Gi-Mun couldn't shake off the feeling that there was something oddly repulsive about the man, though he hid his distaste as he had no reason to suspect the man.

"Now then, would you mind helping us with the investigation? I've already started the autopsy of one of the madmen's corpses, and with your aid, we'll know the cause of madness much sooner than if I did it alone."

"There's no longer any need to continue the investigation."

"Huh? Why?"

"We've already identified the cause of insanity."

Tang Gi-Mun widened his eyes in surprise. "When did you do that? Didn't you just arrive here in Yunnan…?"

"Actually, we've already been here for quite some time, and I apologize for concealing that fact from you, Master Tang."

"What? Why did you do that?" Tang Gi-Mun raised his voice, clearly upset.

However, Dam Ju-In remained expressionless as he replied, "I needed someone to distract our enemies while we conducted our investigation."

Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo blinked in confusion for a moment, but the true meaning of Dam Ju-In's statement soon sunk in.

"So you used us as bait?"

"Thanks to you, Master Tang, we of the Scarlet Fog Association could complete our investigation swiftly and without being noticed. Rest assured that Heaven's Summit will greatly reward you for your contribution to our success," Dam Ju-In laughed.

However, his mirth echoed strikingly in the otherwise silent room, which was instantly blanketed in a heavy atmosphere.
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Jin Mu-Won looked like he had taken a shower in blood. Every step he took, more corpses fell to the ground around him. He was exhausted, not physically due to his extreme training, but mentally.

"Huff! Huff!" he panted. His legs felt like they were weighed down by the souls of the dead clutching at his feet and desperately hanging on for fear of being dragged into the underworld.

He had never been surrounded by so much death before, not even ten years ago. Moreover, many of these deaths had been at his own hands. Although he understood that it was kill or be killed, the thought of taking so many lives tormented him.

The blood of countless people now stained Snow Flower, even though it seemed spotless and clean on the surface. The weight of all those lives piled up like a mountain, slowly crushing him.

He felt like he was trudging through a deep swamp, and yet, he did not stop. Geum Dan-Yeop was standing right in front of him, still playing his flute with his eyes closed as he concentrated on the climax of his piece and focused his sound on Jin Mu-Won alone.

The notes he was playing were now so high-pitched that it could not be heard by human ears. Regardless, the sound pierced Jin Mu-Won's eardrums, shaking up his innards despite the shadow qi protecting his heart and ears. 

If Jin Mu-Won had been a normal person, his body would have already exploded from the sonic waves, especially since he was Geum Dan-Yeop's only target. Even with his strength, blood still spurted out from his nose as the sound overwhelmed his defenses. Ripples appeared on his skin, and his face contorted in pain.

"Keuk!"

Not only is the Serenade to the Apocalypse more powerful than I'd imagined, its power has been amplified several times over by the acoustics of the underground hall. The longer I stall, the more disadvantageous it will be for me. I need to take him down as quickly as I can.

Once his mind was made up, Jin Mu-Won burst into action. He took his left hand off Snow Flower's hilt, holding it with only his right hand, then concentrated his qi in his left index finger and struck Snow Flower's blade.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The sound of Snow Flower's blade ringing interfered with Geum Dan-Yeop's music, breaking Geum Dan-Yeop's concentration.  Sensing the momentary opening, Jin Mu-Won immediately closed in with the Flowing Stream Steps.

Geum Dan-Yeop snorted. Jin Mu-Won's unexpected move had taken him by surprise, but it wasn't enough to interrupt his playing. He took a deep breath and blew the last note of the Serenade with all his might.

SCREEEEEEEECH!

The sound attack at a frequency beyond human hearing swallowed up Jin Mu-Won, and Geum Dan-Yeop's confidence surged. He did not doubt for a moment that he would kill Jin Mu-Won with this one move.

However, the moment the attack hit him, Jin Mu-Won kicked off the ground and leapt a dozen meters into the air, then hurtled down toward Geum Dan-Yeop. As he fell, he unleashed the Shadow Blade of Destruction, including techniques such as Meteor Soul, Dividing the Heavenly Seas, and Storm Forest, filling the hall with Snow Flower's afterimages.

WHOOSH! SWOOSH!

Dozens, no, hundreds of swords rained down on Geum Dan-Yeop who, overwhelmed by the magnificent sight, forgot that he was still playing his flute.

"So this is the Northern Army's sword technique?"

BOOM! CRACK! BANG!

The sound of fireworks exploding echoed throughout the underground hall, scattering dust and broken stone fragments in every direction. Cheong-In and Kwak Moon-Jung, who were hiding outside the entrance, hurriedly crouched down to protect themselves.

When the explosions quieted down, the two of them stuck their heads into the hall, but couldn't see anything through the dust cloud.

"Hyung?!" Kwak Moon-Jung cried out in a trembling voice, but didn't dare enter the hall.

A few minutes later, the dust finally settled, revealing the state of the two men inside. Both Jin Mu-Won and Geum Dan-Yeop were kneeling down on one knee, facing each other.

Geum Dan-Yeop asked, "Was that one of the Northern Army's ultimate techniques?"

"It's called the Shadow Blade of Destruction."

"Haha! To think that the Northern Army successfully kept everyone in the dark about such a powerful martial art. Amazing, truly amazing… Kuheok!" Suddenly, Geum Dan-Yeop coughed out blood mixed with bits and pieces of internal organs, then almost immediately after, cut wounds appeared all over his body, drenching him in blood.

In contrast, Jin Mu-Won appeared unharmed on the surface, but the Serenade to the Apocalypse was still ringing in his brain and giving him a headache like he was being hit repeatedly on the head with a hammer. His vision doubled, his lungs struggled to take in air, and nausea threatened to overcome him.

Still, Jin Mu-Won did not take his eyes off Geum Dan-Yeop. Although Geum Dan-Yeop was a descendant of the Silent Night, he could not bring himself to hate the man. Instead, he felt like he could sympathize with him, as a person who was also "forgotten by the world".

Geum Dan-Yeop slowly raised his blood-stained face and looked back at Jin Mu-Won, only to see the sad expression on the young man's face. "You don't have to…be sad about my death. I've already achieved my goal. The seeds I sowed…will wake the Silent Night from its slumber. That's why…I have no regrets."

"I know. You're not a person who would die with regrets."

"Haha! As expected, you… Ailao Mountains… Death Valley… Go there…" Geum Dan-Yeop's voice trailed off as life faded from his eyes.

Jin Mu-Won silently observed Geum Dan-Yeop's final expression. Although his face is bloodied, he seems at peace. Just why is he so desperate? What drove him to such extremes? What does he value more than his own life? I still have a lot of questions to ask him, but he will never answer me again.

"You…" Jin Mu-Won began, but he was interrupted by a sudden windstorm.
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Chapter 105: Worth More than a Life (2)

Jin Mu-Won froze. His senses told him that the instant he moved, his body would be torn apart by a mysterious killing aura.

Whose aura is this?!

The instant Geum Dan-Yeop died, an unknown person's aura had descended upon him. If he had been in peak condition, he would never have gotten caught in such a trap, but he was exhausted and his head was still spinning.

Jin Mu-Won painfully glanced behind him, but all he could see was a black wall. If not for his All-Encompassing Sense alerting him to a person's presence, he wouldn't have suspected that there was anything hidden in the darkness.

He squinted his eyes and blinked away the blood and sweat obscuring his vision. Then, he finally saw the black cloaked man standing in front of the blackened wall. The cloak was oversized and wrapped around the man like the wings of a bat, flapping around like a living thing every time the man breathed and occasionally revealing the silvery glint of a long spear hidden within.

The man had sharp facial features, and although his skin was badly wrinkled, he didn't look old. Rather, the harsh shadows cast by his wrinkles only seemed to make his appearance even more striking in the dim light as he gazed sadly upon the corpses of Nam Goon-Wi and Geum Dan-Yeop. 

For a brief moment, the man's eyes flashed with a golden light, but the glow quickly faded. 
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He probably mastered a martial art that allows him to suppress his emotions. But…I seem to vaguely recall learning of a black cloaked man with golden glowing eyes before? Who was it… Jin Mu-Won was sure that he had never seen this man before, and yet, a distant memory kept nagging at the back of his mind.

No, now's not the time to think about all this. I need to recover as much of my strength as I can. Jin Mu-Won put his doubts aside and concentrated on the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. There was a lot he wanted to ask the man, but he couldn't afford to waste any of his limited energy reserves on talking.

Fortunately, the man wasn't particularly interested in killing him right away.

Suddenly, the man sighed and grievously said, "My apologies, Dan-Yeop, I arrived too late. Even so, why did you have to go this far?" He lightly strode toward Geum Dan-Yeop's corpse, but the wind stirred mightily with his every step.

Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes. Cold sweat dripped down his back, his hair stood up on end, and warning bells went off continually in his head. The black cloaked man's aura blanketed the underground hall with a suffocating pressure so heavy that none except the strongest could remain standing inside. 

He's even stronger than a master. The last time I met a monster like this, it was in the Northern Army Fortress. The Chaos Demon Tae Mu-Kang and the Witch of the White Night… Wait, the Witch of the White Night? The Four Great Demon Lords?

A sudden revelation dawned upon Jin Mu-Won.


When the dark wings spread wide,

A divine spear glows with light. 

The final brilliant sight,

Before the dawn of endless night.



To the Silent Night, that living legend was the Divine Spear, but to the Northern Army, he was the Devil Spear.

A black cloak like a bat's wings and a silver spear… He's the Black-Winged Divine Spear (黑翼神槍)!

Jin Mu-Won bit his lip until it bled. If he was right, then his situation couldn't possibly get any worse. Even if he managed to recover some of his energy using the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, it was impossible for him to take on the Black-Winged Divine Spear after fighting Nam Goon-Wi and Geum Dan-Yeop.

The Black-Winged Divine Spear cradled Geum Dan-Yeop in his arms. "Dan-Yeop, you were always our golden child. Everyone cherished you and looked forward to your future, but you went and sacrificed yourself to force us out of hiding."

Jin Mu-Won felt his blood run cold. He's sincerely grieving over Geum Dan-Yeop's death. I can clearly hear his sorrow…and his rage.

The Black-Winged Divine Spear rose from his position, carrying Geum Dan-Yeop's body in his arms, and directed his gaze at Jin Mu-Won. "Jin Mu-Won, the little tiger of the Northern Army," he growled, baring his killing intent at the young man.

"Do you know me?"

"How can I not know you? The Northern Army is our Silent Night's nemesis."

"I see. Well, I suppose that's to be expected. I've known for a while that the Silent Night was just keeping a low profile all along."

"Yes, but now with the death of Dan-Yeop, the Silent Night will awaken from its long slumber and throw the world into chaos once again," the Black-Winged Divine Spear declared, his eyes once again lighting up with a golden glow.

Jin Mu-Won met the old man's burning gaze. He felt like his eyes were on fire, but he did not turn away.

"Dan-Yeop was a much-loved child, and all those who cared about him will do their utmost to fulfill his dying wish. For many years, that child often begged us to leave our cramped refuge for the wider world, but in our despondence and despair, we ignored his cries. In the end, for the sake of his desire, to give us a wakeup call, he gathered the few comrades who shared his beliefs and sacrificed everyone."

"In other words, the Silent Night is going to become active again, right?"

"Look forward to it." The Black-Winged Divine Spear looked up at the dark ceiling lit up by phosphorescent pearls as if it were a starlit night sky. Geum Dan-Yeop had been the Silent Night's star of hope, but his dim light was now extinguished, and as beings who lived in the darkness, they were obliged to seek out their star.

Outside the hall, Cheong-In, who was listening in on Jin Mu-Won and the Black-Winged Divine Spear's conversation, shuddered. Damn, is the Silent Night coming back to life? No, from what I can gather, they never perished.

While Cheong-In was too young to have directly experienced the terror of the Silent Night's invasion, as an expert undercover agent, he was privy to classified information about the Silent Night and understood their formidable strength much better than most. He tried his hardest to remain calm, but his body simply wouldn't stop trembling, instinctively recognizing and responding to the dangerous being that was the Black-Winged Divine Spear.

Next to him, Kwak Moon-Jung's mind went completely blank. His brain, having failed to overcome the formidable aura of the Black-Winged Divine Spear, chose to cut off all connections to external stimuli to protect itself.

Blood trickled from Jin Mu-Won's mouth. Although he had recovered a lot of his qi, it still wasn't enough to defend himself completely from the direct impact of the Black-Winged Divine Spear's killing aura. He knew that he was at a huge disadvantage, but he clenched his teeth and held on. This wasn't the time or place to show weakness, and he couldn't risk being distracted from recovering his energy.

He could only attempt to stall for time by asking, "Why did the Silent Night stay dormant all this time? Was it because of infighting?"

"Infighting? If only things were that simple. Not everything can be clearly defined as black or white."

A cut appeared on Jin Mu-Won's forehead even as he frowned in puzzlement. Just like Geum Dan-Yeop, none of the Black-Winged Divine Spear's words made any sense without context. Still, there was truth hidden in those riddles that Jin Mu-Won could not take lightly.

The golden gleam in the Black-Winged Divine Spear's eyes intensified as he increased the pressure on Jin Mu-Won.

"Keuk!" Jin Mu-Won grit his teeth even harder and tightened his grip on Snow Flower.

The Black-Winged Divine Spear looked down at Jin Mu-Won and continued, "I could kill you right now, but I won't do it. I need you to watch the Central Plains pay for their sins with your own eyes."

BA-DUMP!

Jin Mu-Won's heart missed a beat, his veins were on the verge of bursting, and his eyes became bloodshot. Every word that came out of the Black-Winged Divine Spear's mouth was infused with his firm belief and power as if he was reciting a prophecy. Even the corpses of Geum Dan-Yeop and the Crimson Ghost Squad were not spared, with multiple new wounds appearing on the bodies.

Just as Jin Mu-Won thought that his endurance had reached its limit, something suddenly changed within him. Without his conscious input, a thumbnail-sized clump of Shadow Qi gathered within his Qi Center, then dissolved into his bloodstream and spread throughout his body like water soaking into a piece of cotton wool.

To repair and revitalize his injured and exhausted body, the Shadow Qi then acted on its own accord and started absorbing energy from his surroundings, in particular, the internal qi that had once belonged to the dead warriors but had scattered upon their demise.

Interestingly, despite the Shadow Qi pulling something so drastic, the Black-Winged Divine Spear remained perfectly unaware of what was happening right in front of his eyes. This was the consequence of one of the unique properties of Shadow Chi: Being completely undetectable by those who used normal qi, regardless of their martial arts mastery.

However, the absorbed qi came with side effects. The dead warriors' hatred and murderous intent tainted their qi and influenced Jin Mu-Won, threatening to rouse his violent tendencies. Even Snow Flower was affected, crying out from within its sheath and emitting cursed energy.

Upon hearing Snow Flower's cries, the Black-Winged Divine Spear was finally alerted to the unusual phenomenon around Jin Mu-Won. This brat… I participated in the war between the Silent Night and the Northern Army from start to end, and few should understand the martial arts of the Northern Army better than I. However, I've never seen such a strange martial art… What is that cursed energy? Even my divine spear hungers for it!

HOWL!

The Black-Winged Divine Spear's treasured weapon cried out in response to Snow Flower's energy. That could only mean one thing. Jin Mu-Won wasn't an opponent he should underestimate. 

His killing aura soared in anticipation. This is the man who murdered our adorable child Geum Dan-Yeop. I should just kill him now before he becomes a bigger threat. In his current state, finishing him off is a piece of cake… No, Dan-Yeop wouldn't want that. The Black-Winged Divine Spear shook his head and dispelled his thoughts of killing Jin Mu-Won.

Still, Snow Flower detected the rise in his aura and amplified its cursed energy in response, like a volcano right before an eruption. The tension in the underground hall intensified.

Outside the hall, Cheong-In knew that with this, he had reached his limit. He grabbed Kwak Moon-Jung and immediately fled for the exit. Sure, he was extremely curious to know more about the two people in the hall, but it wasn't worth risking his life for.

Despite sensing the two's escape, Jin Mu-Won and the Black-Winged Divine Spear ignored them and continued facing off each other until suddenly, the Black-Winged Divine Spear said, "I could kill you right now, but Dan-Yeop wouldn't be happy about that, so I won't do it. Still, my pride won't allow me to let you leave this place in one piece."

He raised his hand from the black cloak, revealing a large silver spear engraved with the image of a ghost sticking out its long tongue, and threw it at Jin Mu-Won like a javelin.

Along with his throw, a dozen rays of light exploded outwards from the spear.

WHOOSH!

Jin Mu-Won clenched his teeth and swung Snow Flower with all his might.

ROAAAAARRRRR!

A storm swept through the underground hall.
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CRASH!

With a deafening crash, the Clear Sky Hall, the largest pavilion in the Baek Family Manor, collapsed, kicking up a huge cloud of dust.

"ARGHHH!" Cheong-In screamed, having narrowly escaped from being crushed underneath the falling rubble. The exit from the secret passage was under the Clear Sky Hall, and if the Hall itself had collapsed, that could only mean that the underground space beneath it had also crumbled.

Cheong-In's eyes went wide with terror. If he had delayed escaping just a moment longer, he would be dead.

"Wait, what about that guy?" he mumbled, wondering if Jin Mu-Won, who was facing off against the Black-Winged Divine Spear, had survived.

That was no ordinary battle. It was a clash between the Silent Night and the Northern Army, and a signal that heralded the resurrection of both legends. Moreover, like it or not, he would now be associated with Jin Mu-Won and dragged into the mess.

Cheong-In shuddered, and his heart sank. "All of the information that I collected before is now useless. I'll need to start over from scratch. Damn, that's harsh. I can't do this alone."

Suddenly, a tremor disturbed the wreckage of the Clear Sky Hall. Cheong-In raised his arms in defense and gathered as much qi as he could.

A hand creepily popped out of the rubble, followed by a man covered in dust from head to toe. It was Jin Mu-Won.

"You're alive!" Cheong-In exclaimed.

For the first time ever, Jin Mu-Won looked pathetic. Dust and dirt had gotten into his open wounds, and his reddish-brown martial arts outfit was torn to rags.

"Keuk!" With a groan, Jin Mu-Won fell on one knee. There was a hole the size of a coin in his side, as if a spinning drill was shoved through his body. He hurriedly applied pressure on the wound to stop the bleeding, but to no avail.

Cheong-In immediately rushed over to him, asking, "Hey, are you okay?"

"No, I'm not," Jin Mu-Won growled, taking out a wooden box from his chest pocket with trembling hands. Although the slight movement opened his wounds and intensified his bleeding, this was his last chance at survival. The box was the parting gift he had received from Tang Gi-Mun when they went their separate ways near the Tyrant Fist Sect, and contained the Red Silver Elixir (紅銀神丹).[1]

Jin Mu-Won swallowed the Red Silver Elixir and began to meditate, while Cheong-In watched him with mixed feelings.

To think that this man was the heir to the Northern Army all along... I previously wrote him off as just another wanderer or hermit who doesn't have much influence over the gangho despite his ridiculous martial arts. But if he's the successor to the Northern Army, that changes everything.

There are still many people in the gangho who support the Northern Army, and if they start gathering around Jin Mu-Won… No, Heaven's Summit would never allow that. Once his existence becomes a threat to them, they'll eliminate him.

Cheong-In's mind swirled. He could already see Jin Mu-Won altering the status quo of the gangho. He lost himself in thought for a long time, but in the end, he came to a conclusion.

Regardless of what happens in the future, we have to first cover up the fact that this man is the last heir to the Northern Army. The resurrection of the Silent Night is already enough to spread mass confusion, and throwing Jin Mu-Won into the mix would be like adding fuel to the fire.

I'll have to make up a fake past for him. I won't be able to fool Heaven's Summit forever, but it should suffice for the time being. Additionally, if I can get the Black Moon's cooperation, altering his background would be easy, but I'll have to think up a good excuse to convince them… No, as long as I tell them the truth about Jin Mu-Won's existence causing more chaos in the gangho, they'll definitely help me. 

Cheong-In's heart raced as he shot Jin Mu-Won a complicated look filled with both excitement and anxiety. The Swordsman from the North...The Northern Blade, will you be a harbinger of turbulent times or a lamp that brightens up the world?
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The winds blew outwards from Yunnan, carrying an unbelievable rumor with them: The Silent Night had returned. Their last sign of activity was ten years ago, when they had made a brief appearance at the Northern Army Fortress, but it seemed that this time, they were here to stay.

The contents of the rumor spoke of the large number of casualties caused by the fight between the Silent Night and the Tyrant Fist Sect, turning Yuxi into a city of death. This rumor, whose origin was unknown, quickly spread throughout the Central Plains like wildfire, sending the gangho into a panic.

For the first time in decades, the crippling fear that had gripped the masses in times long past was reignited, and Heaven's Summit went on high alert.

Meanwhile, stories also spread of a young swordsman from the North who appeared in the vicinity of Kongtong Sect, near the border between Gansu and Sichuan, and overpowered the first-class disciples of Kongtong as well as their First Senior Brother Mu-Jin. After that, he traveled south to Yunnan, rescued the Tang Clan warriors from the Crimson Ghost Squad along the way, and then played an instrumental role in the Battle of Yuxi.

His sword technique was unlike anything the world had ever seen before, and his strength unrivaled, among his peers. Besides the fact that his name was Jin Mu-Won, and that he hailed from the North, everything about his past was shrouded in mystery.

Thus, people started referring to him as the "Northern Blade (北劍)".

However, not everyone agreed that the Northern Blade surpassed, or was equal to the Seven Junior Skies, the best young warriors in the gangho. The Seven Junior Skies all had powerful sects and clans behind them, which meant that not only were they good at martial arts, they also wielded significant political influence. It was unfair to compare the Northern Blade, a lone wanderer, with privileged folks like that. 

Still, most people acknowledged that the Northern Blade definitely ranked among the top young martial artists in the murim and began to talk about him more, especially since he had taken part in the fight against the resurrected Silent Night.

Unknown to most, the origin of the rumor, a certain Black Moon spy named Cheong-In, was using the resources of the Black Moon to travel all over the Central Plains and announce Jin Mu-Won's existence to the world, engraving the young man into the annals of murim history. 

Said young man, however, was more concerned with other issues, such as his missing uncle Hwang Cheol.

A few days after the Battle of Yuxi, Jin Mu-Won inspected his wounds. After ingesting Tang Gi-Mun's Red Silver Elixir, his internal injuries were almost completely healed. In addition, the elixir had also boosted his qi and increased his resistance to poisons. As for his external injuries, although they weren't completely healed, they had stopped bleeding and scabbed over. In his current state, traveling should be possible.

Suddenly, Kwak Moon-Jung opened the door and entered, holding a ragged set of reddish-brown clothes. "I'm done fixing it up, Hyung," he said, unfolding the mended clothes and showing them to Jin Mu-Won.

The needlework was shoddy, and the remains of the original cloth made up less than half of the final mended robe, the rest being made up of patches. Although Kwak Moon-Jung had tried his best to fix the badly damaged clothes, he was clearly no tailor.

It's the thought that counts. Impressed, Jin Mu-Won took the outfit from the boy, put it on without hesitation, and said, "I'm truly blessed to call you my younger brother. Thank you."

"Ehehe!" Kwak Moon-Jung giggled. As Jin Mu-Won had previously told him that his clothes were a gift from Hwang Cheol, he'd taken the initiative to mend the clothes even if he had to pull an all-nighter.

Jin Mu-Won looked at Kwak Moon-Jung. Within the span of a few days, the teenager had matured remarkably. His eyes seemed more contemplative, and his face brimmed with resolve. Although the cruelty of the Tyrant Fist Sect and the Silent Night had shaken him to his core, it had also inadvertently helped him reflect on himself and his motivations. 

Besides his mental growth, Kwak Moon-Jung's martial arts had also improved noticeably. The boy's helplessness as he witnessed the brutality in Yuxi spurred him on to train furiously for the last few days, culminating in a significant breakthrough.

Jin Mu-Won gladly accepted Kwak Moon-Jung's change. There was no way he could fault the boy for earnestly pursuing the path that he had chosen.

He strapped Snow Flower to his waist and walked out of the Peace Inn, where he had been staying with Kwak Moon-Jung ever since they had first entered Yuxi. Many homes and structures were destroyed or burned down during the massacre, but fortunately, the inn was one of the few that were spared. 

As he left the building, he turned toward a strange old man sweeping the yard and said, "Thank you."

"H-Huh? Do I know you?"

Instead of answering, Jin Mu-Won simply smiled knowingly.

The old man's face instantly soured. "Ahh, I'm going to go crazy. How did you find out? My disguise is perfect!"

As it turned out, the old man was actually Cheong-In in disguise.

Kwak Moon-Jung's jaw dropped. How on earth does Hyung recognize him right away every single time? I just can't get used to his constantly changing appearance!

Opposite him, Cheong-In was no less confused. I've tested my disguises on countless people, including martial masters, but I have never been discovered before! How the hell is Jin Mu-Won immediately seeing through all of my perfect disguises?

Suddenly, a large, noisy group of martial artists disembarked from five horse wagons and entered the inn. Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung glanced at them out of curiosity and realized that they knew these people.

Similarly, the warriors also noticed them. "What a coincidence! Are you guys staying here too? It's good to see you again, huhu!" one of them said.

"It's good to see you too, Commander Yong," Jin Mu-Won said, then greeted the rest of the group, which consisted of the Iron Brigade led by Yong Mu-Sung and the White Dragon Merchant Association led by Gong Jin-Sung and Yoon Seo-In.

Contrary to their boisterous leader, Jongri Mu-Hwan and the other members of the Iron Brigade were visibly disgruntled at running into Jin Mu-Won, though they still sullenly returned the young man's greeting as if they had been forced into it.

"I've been hearing a lot about you and your accomplishments these past couple of days. You've gone and really made a name for yourself!"

"What are you talking about?"

"Wait, didn't you know? Everyone's talking about you, the new star of the gangho. They're calling you the 'Northern Blade (北劍)', seriously, the Northern Blade!"

Jin Mu-Won slowly turned to stare at Cheong-In, who hurriedly avoided his gaze and pretended to be sweeping the yard. 

"Why are there so many fallen leaves? There's no end to it. Oh my!"

Seeing Cheong-In's poor attempt to hide his culpability, Kwak Moon-Jung clapped a hand over his mouth to hide his laughter.

"Anyway, I'm glad I ran into you."

"Did you get the information you wanted from the Tyrant Fist Sect?"

Yong Mu-Sung shook his head, replying, "Don't even mention that shithole. Those bastards literally kicked us out of there."

"What happened?"

"Just as we were about to finalize our agreement with the Tyrant Fist Sect, a bunch of warriors from Heaven's Summit suddenly came charging in and blamed them for the Yuxi Massacre. Thanks to that, I doubt the Tyrant Fist Sect will be open to outsiders for a while…"

"Well, even if Heaven's Summit hadn't shown up, the public has already lost faith in the Tyrant Fist Sect. Evidence against them is being found one after another, and with the death of Yeop Pyung, the person-in-charge of the Yuxi dispatch, the Tyrant Fist Sect doesn't have a scapegoat to shove the blame on."

"Still, although the tensions between Heaven's Summit and the Tyrant Fist Sect seem to have reached a climax, I don't think they'll actually come to blows. There's definitely a huge divide between them that won't be healed for a very long time though. What a headache."

Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes. Judging from this, the seeds that Geum Dan-Yeop sowed are already starting to sprout. Is this worldwide chaos the thing you considered worth more than your own life?
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Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung left the inn, the warriors of the Iron Brigade trailing right behind them. 

Whenever Jin Mu-Won turned around to look at the Iron Brigade, Yong Mu-Sung would avoid his gaze and whistle innocuously. However, as soon as he resumed walking, Yong Mu-Sung would continue following him.

Eventually, to Yong Mu-Sung's delight, Jin Mu-Won gave up, sighed, and asked, "How long are you going to follow me?"

"Huh? Me? Following you? Nah, I just happen to be going the same way as you."

"Then, please go ahead. I do not wish to block your way."

"No! I'd rather walk behind you… Besides, don't you need someone to watch your back?"

"……" Chae Yak-Ran and Jongri Mu-Hwan's faces immediately flushed red with embarrassment at Yong Mu-Sung's barefaced lie, while the other members of the Iron Brigade burst into laughter.

In the end, Jongri Mu-Hwan stepped forward and said, "Apologies for our rudeness, Master Jin. I know it's shameless of us, but you're the only one we can count on right now."

"What do you mean?"

"Hoo…" Jongri Mu-Hwan let out a deep sigh and looked at Jin Mu-Won with mixed feelings before continuing, "Master Jin, would you mind sharing the information you have with us?"

As the Tyrant Fist Sect had come under pressure from Heaven's Summit, the negotiations between them and the Iron Brigade had quickly fallen apart. To the Iron Brigade who had been pinning their hopes on the Tyrant Fist Sect, that had been like a bolt from the blue. The time they had spent there was completely wasted.

Also, for the last several days, they hadn't obtained any new information. On the other hand, Jin Mu-Won had made much more significant progress in the investigation and even fought with the Silent Night, the culprits behind the missing person cases. As such, Jongri Mu-Hwan figured that if anyone had clues about the missing people's whereabouts, it was Jin Mu-Won.

Unfortunately, Jin Mu-Won wasn't someone they could bully or trick into talking. Although Jin Mu-Won had acted like a naive brat when he rescued the Tang Clan members who were being hunted down by the Silent Night, he was capable enough that none of the affairs he'd stuck his nose in had ended badly.

Staying calm and making the most out of a bad situation is not something a child can do. Whether I like it or not, Jin Mu-Won is an amazing warrior who can bring about even more desirable outcomes than me, a strategist. As much as I hate him, I have no choice but to acknowledge his competence as a martial artist. That's why, no matter how exasperating it is and how much it hurts my pride, I'd still rather obtain his help to complete my mission than fail it.

Besides, people never pay attention to the details of a mission, only the final results. As long as we find and rescue those missing people, the Iron Brigade's status and reputation will rise by leaps and bounds, Jongri Mu-Hwan reasoned.

Taken aback by Jongri Mu-Hwan's sudden request, Jin Mu-Won stared at him, trying to read his mind through the window of his eyes, but the strategist avoided meeting his gaze. He turned toward the other Iron Brigade members, but the result was the same. Only Yong Mu-Sung reacted differently.

"Hahaha! Isn't it better to have more people working together on this? Let's not be so harsh to each other. If you help us, the Iron Brigade will owe you a huge debt," Yong Mu-Sung laughed, placing a hand on Jin Mu-Won's shoulder as if they were friends.

Seeing Yong Mu-Sung's lousy and desperate act, Kwak Moon-Jung burst out laughing.

He's right, I stand to gain if the Iron Brigade owes me a debt, Jin Mu-Won thought. I don't really like them, but as long as I'm a part of the gangho, I may need their help someday. As the saying goes, there are no such things as eternal enemies or allies.

Jin Mu-Won nodded and said, "Fine, we'll search for the missing people together."

"Really? Hehe! That's a great idea!" Yong Mu-Sung grinned and thumped Jin Mu-Won on the shoulder.

Jongri Mu-Hwan heaved a sigh of relief. Now they could openly, shamelessly follow Jin Mu-Won's lead.

"Where are you headed, anyway?" Yong Mu-Sung asked.

"I'm going to the Ailao Mountains."[1]

""The Ailao Mountains?"" Yong Mu-Sung and the Iron Brigade warriors exclaimed in surprise.

The Ailao Mountains was a mountain range located not far from Yuxi. The mountain peaks pierced the clouds, and the cliffs were sheer and steep. Colossal trees over a hundred years old dotted the slopes, and poisonous snakes and ferocious predators called it their home. It was a magnificent mountain range that stretched for over three hundred miles.

However, it was also notorious for being so difficult to traverse that many people who had lived in Yuxi all their lives never approached the Ailao Mountains. Even so, Jin Mu-Won didn't have a choice. The Death Valley in the Ailao Mountains was the only clue he had gleaned from Geum Dan-Yeop before his death, and he had to take the risk even if it turned out to be a trap. Still, with the extra manpower from the Iron Brigade, finding the Death Valley within those peaks should be much easier and safer.

After confirming their destination, Yong Mu-Sung gave two horses to Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung. The clock was ticking, and the faster they found the missing persons, the more likely they were to be alive.

Half a day later, the group arrived at the Ailao Mountains. Now that they were here, the mountains seemed even more insurmountable than the stories.

Jin Mu-Won said to Yong Mu-Sung, "Let's split up into small groups and search for the Death Valley. Take care not to move alone as it might get dangerous."

"Got it."

Yong Mu-Sung turned to the Iron Brigade warriors and shouted, "Heard that, boys? Split yourselves up into pairs and search for the Death Valley. If you find it, whistle to signal the rest of us."

""On it!"" the warriors replied, before scattering in every direction.

Jin Mu-Won partnered with Kwak Moon-Jung and was also about to head off when Chae Yak-Ran, the Vice-Commander of the Iron Brigade, requested to join them.

"I have a feeling that you'll be the first one to find the Death Valley. Do you mind if I join you?"

"No, I'm fine with it."

"Thank you. I swear I won't become a burden to you."

With that, Chae Yak-Ran joined Jin Mu-Won's party and searched the Ailao Mountains. However, no matter where they went, they never ran into any hunters or woodcutters.

Chae Yak-Ran shook her head, saying, "The mountains feel haunted. No wonder no one comes here to gather resources." 

If even she, a martial artist, experienced it, then normal folk would only feel worse. 

Kwak Moon-Jung rubbed the goosebumps on his arms and agreed, adding, "Yeah, this place is creepy. If any bandits decided to build their base here, I'm sure not even the government would be able to do anything about them."

All mountains emanated different kinds of energies. Some had yang energy, and some had yin energy. Some were drenched in the water element, while others were enveloped by wind. Depending on the type and strength of the energy, people could either feel refreshed or uncomfortable.

In particular, yin energy dominated the Ailao Mountains, making it a place where people attracted to such energies, such as bandits and criminals, gathered and flourished.

"You know, Master Jin is a very unique person."

"Really?"

"Sometimes, he's really hardheaded and stuffy, but other times, he goes wild and does the unthinkable. We don't see a person with these two opposing qualities very often."

Kwak Moon-Jung nodded in agreement. Chae Yak-Ran's observation was on point. Jin Mu-Won was a person who was kind and generous to those in his inner circle, but treated strangers coldly and kept them at a distance. Although he was polite to everyone, it was painfully clear that he drew a line between the people he knew and those he didn't.

"It probably won't be long before you rise to fame, Master Jin. However, the more one stands out, the more they must learn to lower their head and make concessions. There is no place for a stubborn maverick in today's gangho. I know that you don't approve of Jongri Mu-Hwan's ways, but it's a fact that we've survived this long thanks to him. That's why, I hope that you can look past the surface and get along with him," Chae Yak-Ran suggested. She had chosen to join Jin Mu-Won's group just to convey this message to him, but she wasn't going to force him to accept her view of the world. It was up to Jin Mu-Won what he wanted to do.

"Thank you for your sincere advice, I will keep your words in mind," Jin Mu-Won replied.

Chae Yak-Ran let out the breath she had been holding. Phew, I'm glad that he's a man who listens to reason. If a martial artist as powerful as he stays set in his ways, then he's a danger not only to himself, but everyone else around him.

Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won stopped searching randomly and made a beeline for a deep canyon with smooth, sheer cliffs like someone had sheared it off with a blade.

Did he find something? Chae Yak-Ran diligently followed behind Jin Mu-Won.

As they entered the canyon, a fog so thick that one could barely see an inch ahead of them surrounded the group, and a ghostly ambience filled the air.

"I think we've found the Death Valley," Jin Mu-Won said.

Chae Yak-Ran's eyes widened in shock. She knew that Jin Mu-Won had good instincts, but he had found the Death Valley so effortlessly that it was uncanny. She quickly came back to her senses, however, and whistled to signal the rest of the Iron Brigade.

Her whistle echoed across the cliffs and was transmitted a long distance away to the ears of the searching warriors, who quickly made their way to where she was. Yong Mu-Sung, the first person to show up, asked, "Did you find it?"

Jin Mu-Won answered, "The feeling of death here is very strong. This should be it."

"Really? Then let's go inside right away. Do you mind taking the lead?" Like Chae Yak-Ran, Yong Mu-Sung did not doubt Jin Mu-Won judgment for a moment.

Jin Mu-Won nodded, then entered the Death Valley and unhesitatingly led the group through the thickening fog and worsening visibility, his All-Encompassing Cognizance helping him pinpoint the way forward.

What's with this aura of death? The Ailao Mountains may be known for it's dense yin energy, but this is too extreme. Feeling the humid air stuck to his skin and the increasingly oppressive feeling weighing on his heart, Yong Mu-Sung's expression hardened. He sent a telepathic message to the Iron Brigade members to remain on high alert and placed a hand on his Dragon Scale Dao, ready to draw it at any moment.

Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won stopped in his tracks.

"What's wrong?" Yong Mu-Sung asked.

Jin Mu-Won pointed toward the fog ahead of them and replied, "The fog there is unusually concentrated, to the point where it's tangible."

"You're right, it's like a wall made out of fog."

"I think that's a part of a formation."

"A formation…?" Yong Mu-Sung muttered, then immediately summoned Jongri Mu-Hwan, the foremost expert on formations in the Iron Brigade. "Can you tell what kind of formation that is?" he asked.

"I think it's a combination of an illusion formation and a maze formation. I'll need some time to break it, so please step back and wait for a while."

"Alright!"

Jin Mu-Won and Yong Mu-Sung did as Jongri Mu-Hwan requested, and Jongri Mu-Hwan stepped forward to take the lead.  As everyone watched him with bated breaths, he placed a hand on the fog wall, closed his eyes, and mumbled under his breath as he analyzed the formation.

One hour later, Jongri Mu-Hwan finally opened his eyes and concluded, "It's a combination of the Myriad Disorientation Formation (萬狀迷路陣) and the Mirrored Illusion Formation (銅鏡幻影陣)."

"Can you break it?"

"I think so. Commander and Master Jin, please stand in the Qian (North) and Kan (East) positions respectively, and prepare to strike the formation using all of your qi. As for the rest of you…"

Jongri Mu-Hwan handed out orders, organizing the Iron Brigade members into different positions to dismantle the formation. Then, when he was satisfied, he shouted, "NOW!"

At Jongri Mu-Hwan's signal, everyone attacked the formation in tandem, with Jin Mu-Won swinging Snow Flower and Yong Mu-Sung using his Dragon Scale Dao. 

RUMBLE!

The fog wall shuddered like a wounded beast for a moment before finally giving in and dispersing.



Translator's Note: Happy Lunar New Year!



Footnotes:

[1] Ailao Mountains: A mountain range in southwest Yunnan famous for its biodiversity.



Chapter 108: The Gathering Storm (2)

"What is this place?" Yong Mu-Sung and the Iron Brigade warriors exclaimed in astonishment.

The moment they broke through the fog, an incredibly beautiful landscape was revealed in front of them. Dozens of large and small pavilions dotted the valley like a painting, while a large waterfall cascaded spectacularly in the background. The picturesque view, complete with blossoming flowers blowing in the breeze, was so calm and serene that it made one wonder if this place had been built by humans.

Jin Mu-Won frowned. The scenery was certainly beautiful, but it also felt a bit desolate.

He slowly led the Iron Brigade forward while Yong Mu-Sung warned his men, "Everyone, stay on high alert. We don't know what might happen."

"Yes Sir!" The Iron Brigade warriors drew their weapons and watched their surroundings warily.

As Jin Mu-Won walked through the unfamiliar landscape, he had a strange feeling of déjà vu, as if he had been here before. He looked around in confusion. What is this place...?

He could sense signs of activity around all the pavilions. One of them seemed to be particularly crowded with living things, so he decided to go there first.

The inside of the pavilion turned out to be pitch black, but all of those present were skilled martial artists and unaffected by the darkness.

"Grr!"

Suddenly, something hidden in the darkness growled. Jin Mu-Won cautiously approached the source of the sound and without hesitation opened the door to the room it was in. There he saw a man cowering in a corner of the room.

A madman?

The man's eyes were red and bloodshot, typical of a madman. However, unlike the madman he had met in Yuxi, this person didn't jump at him right away. This could only mean that he hadn't completely lost his mind yet.

Leaving the madman behind, Jin Mu-Won checked the other rooms one by one, only to find more people in a similar state.

"What the hell is going on here?" Yong Mu-Sung muttered. 

Although they didn't say it, the other members of the Iron Brigade felt the same way. The pavilion was full of madmen with no one to watch over them. The good news was that they weren't violent, so there was no need to kill them to protect themselves. The bad news was that they hadn't found a cure for the disease yet.

It wasn't the worst possible situation, but it was still wise to be on guard.

Jin Mu-Won continued his search with his All-Encompassing Cognition. After searching the largest pavilion, he moved on to the second largest, and then the next. Finally, he found himself alone and separated from Yong Mu-Sung's group.

He entered the smallest pavilion, which was the shabbiest and most isolated of all the buildings. Feeling the unusually cold temperatures in the corridor, he unconsciously picked up his pace until he finally reached a doorway in the deepest part of the pavilion.

He took a moment to catch his breath, then opened the door and saw a man sitting cross-legged in the middle of the room. The man's bushy hair and beard made it impossible to distinguish his features, but Jin Mu-Won recognized him immediately.

"Uncle Hwang!" Jin Mu-Won shouted, his heart pounding so hard that it threatened to jump out of his chest.

Hwang Cheol was dressed in the same shabby clothes as when he left the Northern Army Fortress, and silver chains were wrapped around his emaciated wrists and ankles. The man was a shadow of his former self, but Jin Mu-Won knew who he was at a glance.

At the sound of Jin Mu-Won's voice, Hwang Cheol muttered, "Heh, since I'm hearing voices again, I must be going crazy.

"Uncle Hwang!" Jin Mu-Won called out again. 

Hwang Cheol finally realized that something was wrong and carefully opened his eyes. As if he couldn't believe what he saw, the corners of his eyes twitched. "Eh... Huh...?"

" Uncle Hwang, it's me, Mu-Won. I'm here."

"Are you really the young master?" Hwang Cheol's voice trembled, his eyes watering.

Jin Mu-Won hugged Hwang Cheol tightly. The warmth of his hug made Hwang Cheol realize that what he was seeing and feeling was not a hallucination.

"Why are you here, Young Master...?"

"To find you, of course." Jin Mu-Won's eyes teared up as well. Fortunately, unlike the other madmen, Hwang Cheol still seemed to be rational.

"Please wait a moment."

Jin Mu-Won took out Snow Flower and cut the chains binding Hwang Cheol, who was immediately overwhelmed by his newfound freedom. He hadn't expected that the chains, which were unyielding no matter how much he struggled, would break so easily.

"I never expected to see you here, Young Master. I feel like I'm dreaming."

"How could I possibly sit still when my Uncle Hwang went missing?"

"Young Master!" 

Seeing the tears welling in Hwang Cheol's eyes, Jin Mu-Won wiped them away. "What happened, Uncle Hwang? Everyone else here has gone crazy, but you alone seem fine."

"I think my condition is related to the Three Origins Meditation Technique, but I'm not sure why." Uncle Hwang shook his head.

Five months ago, the Crimson Ghost Squad kidnapped him and brought him to this place. At first, he was imprisoned with the other members of the White Dragon Merchant Association, but as time passed, more and more of them began to lose their minds.

The sight of his closest companions going insane was terrifying. No one knew who would go crazy the next day. It could be someone else, or it could be himself.

"That's when I started concentrating on the Three Origins Meditation Technique."

Fortunately for Hwang Cheol, his meridians hadn't been sealed. That meant that he could wholeheartedly devote himself to the Three Origins Meditation Technique, hence delaying the onset of madness. When the Silent Night found out about his unusual condition, however, they restrained him with iron chains and quarantined him.

Since Jin Mu-Won hadn't learned the Three Origin Meditation Technique himself, he could only guess at its effects. It seems that the Three Origins Meditation Technique, like other conventional orthodox martial arts, has the side effect of improving one's resistance to sinister energies, thereby protecting one from whatever caused the madness.

Jin Mu-Won studied Hwang Cheol closely, only to find that his uncle's eyes were more serene than they had been before, a sign that he had overcome some sort of training obstacle, though he wasn't sure exactly what that obstacle was.

"I'm so glad you're okay," he murmured to himself.

"I apologize for bothering you at this moment, Young Master, but I'm afraid I need to show you something."

"What?"

Hwang Cheol shuffled toward the back of the hall, and Jin Mu-Won followed him with a puzzled look on his face. The two men eventually ended up in the backyard, which was surprisingly bare and in disrepair in contrast to the other places in this hidden paradise.

"Why did you bring me here?" Jin Mu-Won asked.

In response, Hwang Cheol dug a hole in the ground, revealing a black box buried under the dirt. "Please take a look at this, Young Master."

Jin Mu-Won observed the box. There was a large amount of sinister energy and poisonous gas coming out of it. "What is it?"

"I don't know, but after our kidnappers buried it here, people started going crazy one by one." Hwang Cheol replied, shuddering at the memory.

Jin Mu-Won used the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows to strengthen his respiratory system and opened the box. Immediately, despite his efforts to protect himself, a poison so potent that it made him feel dizzy washed over him. Had he been an ordinary person, his nerves would have been paralyzed and he would have suffocated within seconds.

"Hmm?" As he looked into the box, he found that the source of the poison gas were several gray poison pills.

Is this the cause of the madness? Were all those madmen we saw in Yuxi... poisoned here? Jin Mu-Won crushed some of the pills and examined them. Unfortunately, there was a limit to what he, an amateur in the study of medicine and poisons, could determine. 

Although he was happy that he was able to save Hwang Cheol, he also wanted to solve the mystery behind the Yuxi Massacre, which meant that his next step would be to give the pills to an expert for a detailed analysis. He searched the pavilion for a small deerskin bag, placed the pills inside, and sealed it.

Why did Geum Dan-Yeop drive people mad with poison? He must know that even though they're strong, they're still no match for the average martial artist. Jin Mu-Won vaguely felt that Geun Dan-Yeop was trying to convey a message to him through the contradiction between the breathtaking scenery and the macabre cruelty of this place.

Suddenly, Hwang Cheol said, "This place reminds me of the stories I heard about the Silent Night's headquarters."

"What? Here?"

"Yes. I was really surprised when I was first captured and brought here. A long time ago, when I was a child, there was a prisoner of war who escaped from Silent Night, and to this day I remember his description of Silent Night's headquarters."

So this is why I had that feeling of déjà vu before! When I was a kid in the Northern Army Fortress, I used to hear stories like that too. Wait, does this mean that Geum Dan-Yeop was trying to create an imitation of the old Silent Night? Something clicked in Jin Mu-Won's mind, but he couldn't quite put his finger on it. Nevertheless, he knew that he was one step closer to the truth.

"I've finally found you," a deep voice boomed. It was Yong Mu-Sung.

Jin Mu-Won and Hwang Cheol turned around to see Yong Mu-Sung and the Iron Brigade warriors approaching them with a bound madman in tow.

"KEUAAAAAAK!" the madman shouted with bloodshot eyes.

"Third Young Master!" Hwang Cheol shouted in alarm, recognizing the madman as Yoon Ja-Myeong, the Third Young Master of White Dragon Merchant Association. Since he had been locked up in isolation shortly after being kidnapped, this was the first time he had seen Yoon Ja-Myeong in this state.

"Phew! It looks like I got the right man after all. Thank goodness he's still alive, even if he's deranged," Yong Mu Sung said with a slight frown. He was really happy to have found his rescue target, but something about all this irked him, like when one comes out of the restroom after taking a big shit without wiping one's butt.

He turned to Jin Mu-Won and continued, "Let's get out of here. We can send someone else to pick up the rest of the victims. There's something really disturbing about this place and I can't stand it any longer."

"I agree." Jin Mu-Won nodded. Although he didn't say it, the longer he stayed here, the more uncomfortable he felt. He supported Hwang Cheol with one arm and together they made their way out of Death Valley. 

However, it wasn't long before he was forced to stop.

"Hey... What the hell?" Yong Mu-Sung was about to ask Jin Mu-Won why he suddenly stopped, but he immediately realized the answer. Right in front of them was a blockade formed by numerous martial artists led by a man in his late thirties.

The man, who was wearing a light blue robe with his hair neatly tied in a white hero's bun, smiled at them gently.


Chapter 109: The Gathering Storm (3)

Jin Mu-Won stared at the man with guarded eyes, and the man stared back at him without saying a word. Before they could do anything else, two people pushed their way through the crowd of warriors and walked up to Jin Mu-Won.

"Thank goodness you're safe!"

"Master Jin."

They were Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo.

"Master Tang, Miss Tang, who..."

"This is Dam Ju-In, a detective from the Heaven's Summit Administration Division," Tang Gi-Mun introduced.

The man in the light blue robe, Dam Ju-In, approached Jin Mu-Won and said, "Greetings! I am Dam Ju-In from Heaven's Summit."

"Jin Mu-Won."

"It is truly an honor to meet the newest rising star of the Gangho, Master Jin." Dam Ju-In smiled and met Jin Mu-Won's gaze.

For a moment, Jin Mu-Won felt a strong sense of discomfort, for although Dam Ju-In was clearly smiling, his gaze was frighteningly cold.

"First of all, on behalf of Heaven's Summit, I would like to thank you for your hard work. Without you, we wouldn't have been able to control the scale of the Yuxi Massacre."

"A massacre is not something that can be 'controlled'."

"Still, we do our best."

"How did you find this place?"

"We've been keeping a close eye on the enemy's movements for a while, although I must say I'm surprised that you managed to find this place before us."

Despite Jin Mu-Won's sharp voice, Dam Ju-In wasn't the least bit fazed. Looking at the scholarly man's calm face, Jin Mu-Won realized that he was very used to such things.

In every organization, there are people who are in charge of cleaning up after other people's messes. This man must be one of them. He's someone who never loses his composure, who makes you believe that he can solve any problem, and who's so capable that it's hard to deal with him.

"Master Jin."

"Speak."

"You've worked hard, so why don't you take a break and let us take care of the rest? Of course, we at Heaven's Summit will always be grateful for your contributions."

Jin Mu-Won frowned. 

However, Dam Ju-In disregarded his opinion and continued, "While I know that Master Jin is a powerful martial artist, this is not a job for one person. Mercenary groups like the Iron Brigade are also hardly used to this kind of work. As representatives of Heaven's Summit, we hereby volunteer to quarantine and treat these madmen in your stead."

"You know how to cure their madness?"

"We're not sure yet, but I'm confident it won't be long before we figure it out, so please trust us, Master Jin," Dam Ju-In replied politely, though there was an undertone of intimidation in his voice. Behind him, the martial artists of the Scarlet Fog Association stood in formation and released their auras, increasing the tension in the air.

Yong Mu-Sung's eyebrows furrowed. He didn't like being threatened, but at the same time, he didn't want to act rashly. The opponent was Heaven's Summit, the ruling faction of the gangho. If he offended them, not only would the Iron Brigade lose their place in the gangho, he himself would be dragged into a lot of trouble.

Jin Mu-Won took a quick look at Yong Mu-Sung and the Iron Brigade. The looks on their faces told him that they had made their decision.

Dam Ju-In bowed to Jin Mu-Won and said, "I beg you to respect my request, Master Jin."

Now that Dam Ju-In had come this far, Jin Mu-Won realized that he had been cleverly backed into a corner. By forgoing his pride, Dam Ju-In had taken away any excuse Jin Mu-Won might have had to refuse. Only an experienced and shrewd politician could do such a thing.

Dam Ju-In… Compared to straightforward martial artists, cunning men like him are the hardest to deal with… At this point, Jin Mu-Won realized it was time for him to step down.

"I'll leave the rest of the victims to you, then."

"Thank you. I swear on the honor of Heaven's Summit that we will resolve this matter with utmost sincerity. By the way..." Dam Ju-In's gaze fell on the black box in Jin Mu-Won's hand. "That box is emitting a very powerful poison. Is that the cause of the madness?"

"……"

"Would you mind handing it over to us for analysis? Once we know the cause, it will be easier to treat the patients."

"Rather than Heaven's Summit, I think Master Tang would be more suited to the task."

"Of course, we will invite Master Tang to take part in the study of the poison. Until then, please rest assured that it will be safe in my hands." Dam Ju-In extended a hand to Jin Mu-Won.

Jin Mu-Won looked at Tang Gi-Mun, who sighed and nodded in resignation.

He handed the black box to Dam Ju-In, saying, "I sincerely hope you can find a cure for the madness."

"Don't worry, Master Jin. We are Heaven's Summit."

"I see. Then..."

As Jin Mu-Won made to leave, Dam Ju-In suddenly added, "Please stop by Heaven's Summit sometime in the future, Master Jin. I'm sure the people at the top would be delighted to meet you. I'll leave a message with the guards at the outer courtyard, so feel free to come whenever you feel like it."

"I'll think about it."

"The gates of Heaven's Summit are always open, Master Jin," Dam Ju-In deliberately remarked, before turning around and returning to his work.

Jin Mu-Won watched him go for a while before also leaving, Tang Gi-Mun and the Iron Brigade trailing after him.

As soon as Jin Mu-Won was out of earshot, the polite smile on Dam Ju-In's face vanished. He coldly looked in the direction where Jin Mu-Won had disappeared and asked, "Jin Mu-Won, was it? I've definitely heard the name before somewhere, but is he really the last survivor of the now defunct Iron Sword Sect?"

"Yes. I've confirmed it with the Black Moon, so it must be true," one of Dam Ju-In's henchmen replied. Whether it was Heaven's Summit or Dam Ju-In personally, the Black Moon was one of their most trusted sources of information.

The Iron Sword Sect was a small sect that had operated for several decades in Jinchang City, Gansu Province. Unfortunately, the area was so inhospitable that they couldn't take on many disciples and fell into decline, before finally dissolving and becoming forgotten. The only notable thing about them was their swordsmanship, which was rumored to be so great that before the sect's lineage was cut off, few sects within Gansu could rival them.

"If he is indeed the heir to the Iron Sword Sect, then the fact that he traveled south with the White Dragon Merchant Association makes sense, but somehow, I have a feeling there's more to it."

"If it bothers you, we can get rid of him right away..."

"It's not that easy, especially now that he's no longer an unknown nobody. We should focus on our own mission and leave him to the rest of the Administration Division. What happened here must not be allowed to leak out."

"Yes sir!" 

"Take care not to leave the slightest trace of our involvement."

"Yes sir, I'll start right away," the henchman replied grimly, then left to organize the Scarlet Fog Association warriors.

Finally alone, Dam Ju-In squeezed the black box in his grip until it shattered. "The Silent Night… Well done. Thanks to you, I'm going to have a huge headache cleaning up this bullshit," he mumbled.

[image: sep]

A solitary figure walked alone across a barren wasteland with not a blade of grass or tree in sight, leaving deep footprints in his wake as he dragged a heavy black coffin behind him. As far as the eye could see, there was nothing but reddish-brown earth. The strong wind rattled his bones, and the sky was the color of ash, as if a storm were about to strike.

Judging by the man's loose black robe and the shiny silver spear on his back, he could only be the Silent Night's Black-Winged Divine Spear.

He paused and let out a sigh. His legs felt abnormally heavy. As a practitioner of demonic arts, his qi was heavily contaminated and could not be used for prolonged periods of time. Furthermore, more than the weight of the coffin he was dragging, it was the weight of the karma crushing his chest that slowed his progress.

"Hoo..." He steadied his ragged breathing and continued walking.

Half a day later, he finally saw his destination: a small village nestled at the base of a large cliff. A river of ochre-colored water flowed in front of the village, and only a long rope connected the cliffside village to the outside world.

The Black-Winged Divine Spear regarded the village for a moment. Even though the village at the base of the cliffs consisted mostly of simple grass huts, the streets were spotless, and the trees planted throughout the village were well cared for. He tied the coffin to his back, grabbed the rope and quickly rappelled down the cliff. Interestingly, the thin rope did not snap or fray despite the extra weight.

As soon as the Black-Winged Divine Spear appeared on the street, the doors and windows of the houses opened one by one, and the townspeople came out to greet him. However, when they noticed the black coffin on his back, the joy on their faces was instantly replaced by horror.

The grim look on the Black-Winged Divine Spear's face was contagious. The village quickly fell silent, and not a single person dared to speak to him.

He walked through the village and knocked on the door of the grass hut in the middle of the village. A moment later, an elderly bard who appeared to be in his late fifties opened the door.

"Welcome ba... No, it can't be?!" The bard was about to greet the Black-Winged Divine Spear when he saw the black coffin.

"I'm sorry."

The Black-Winged Divine Spear only apologized, but the old bard instinctively understood what had happened. "I knew...it would end like this. Come in," he said, his voice shaking.

The Black-Winged Divine Spear sighed inwardly and entered the old bard's home, which was even more austere than it appeared from the outside. There was not a single piece of furniture inside, except for a few musical instruments like a pipa and a qin. He carefully placed the black coffin on the floor. 

With trembling hands, the old bard opened the coffin, revealing Geum Dan-Yeop's corpse. He reached out and slowly caressed the young man's face. The icy feeling on his fingertips brought tears to his eyes.

"Dan-Yeop."

Geum Dan-Yeop had been his favorite disciple. He had raised the child ever since he was a baby and even changed his diapers personally. In turn, the child had loved him like his own parent and soaked in everything he'd taught him like a sponge.

Occasionally, he had been concerned that Geum Dan-Yeop was too bright for his own good, but the boy had always been independent and cautious, so he'd dismissed his worries as irrational. He hoped that his student would quietly live a normal life, but Geum Dan-Yeop was never a bird that he could keep caged.

Thus, he wasn't suprised that when he had matured both as an adult and as a martial artist, Geum Dan-Yeop had urged them all to go outside. The young people eagerly agreed with him, but the older ones strongly opposed the idea. Unable to fulfill his desire, he took his young followers with him and went out into the world.

Now he has finally returned, but as a cold corpse. Looking at his lifeless disciple, the old bard felt like his heart was being torn to shreds. He mourned for a while, then looked up at the Black-Winged Divine Spear with bloodshot eyes and demanded, "Who was it? Who did this to my child?"

"A boy named Jin Mu-Won. The last heir of the Northern Army."

"Jin Mu-Won of the Northern Army. To think that our bad karma has been passed on to the next generation!" The old bard stood up, a tremendous aura radiating from him. He was the former Celestial Sound Demon (天空音魔), Yoon Cheon-Hak, and he was furious.

Sensing the old bard's killing intent, the Black-Winged Divine Spear narrowed his eyes.

"As an elder of the Silent Night, I hereby formally request a grand assembly. I want all Four Great Demon Lords present, not a single one missing!"

"You..."

"This child may have fallen, but I will not let his dreams die with him."

The Black-Winged Divine Spear looked at Geum Dan-Yeop's body. In the end, you got what you wanted. Are you satisfied, Dan-Yeop? Now that Yoon Cheon-Hak has called for a grand assembly, every warrior of the Silent Night will come out of hiding and the world will fall into chaos once again.

"Hoo..." The Black-Winged Divine Spear sighed softly, unheard by anyone else. He moved a hand to his shoulder, flinching at the sudden sting of pain when he touched it.

The Northern Blade.

The wound Jin Mu-Won had inflicted on him was not healing.


Chapter 110: Old Dragons Fall as Young Dragons Rise (1)

Jo Cheon-Woo's eyes appeared more placid than ever, but there was a fury in them that he couldn't hide. A fat man in his early forties sat before him, his narrow fox eyes almost hidden by his flesh, while the fat creases of his skin protruded through his chair.

"Oh my, it's kind of hot here." The man joked, wiping the sweat from his brow with a handkerchief. 

In response, Jo Cheon-Woo's eyes grew even colder. 

The fatty continued to wipe the sweat off his forehead, unperturbed, even though a normal person would be shivering and unable to breathe at this point.

Finally, Jo Cheon-Woo said, "Let me guess, Heaven's Summit sent you here to officially force me to accede to their demands."

"Not at all, we just hope that you would restrain yourself a little until the whole Yunnan saga settles down…Ugh, it's so hot here!"

"As expected of Heaven's Summit." Jo Cheon-Woo clenched his fists tightly. A tremendous surge of power exploded out of him, causing the guards outside the room to tremble in fear. 

However, the fat man was unfazed. He was the "Golden Armored Divine Lord" Heo Dong-Cheon, one of the ten elders of Heaven's Summit and a master of the Golden Turtle Divine Art (金龜神功), a martial art that maximizes defense by concentrating internal energy in the flesh, making one impervious to most attacks and able to counterattack with recoil. His unusually rotund appearance and layers of blubber were actually evidence of this mastery, which is why, despite his unattractive appearance, he was often sent to disputed areas as a messenger of Heaven's Summit.

"The civilian casualties in Yuxi number in the tens of thousands. You've gone too far, and it's affected public opinion. The people are outraged."

"Didn't that cause the Silent Night to come out of hiding? Just that one great accomplishment should be sufficient to offset any punishment." 

"Well, those above...don't agree."

"By 'above', do you mean the Nine Skies?" Jo Cheon-Woo's brow twitched. 

Heo Dong-Cheon knew that Jo Cheon-Woo was offended by his words, but he didn't care. "Who could it be but them?" he said.

"I'm not afraid of them."

"I know that, which is why you've done such a ridiculous thing."

"How dare you!"

"Now is the time for self-restraint. I know you're ambitious, but shouldn't that kind of behavior be saved for when the Tyrant Fist Sect is in charge?"

Jo Cheon-Woo grimaced and his shoulders trembled with rage and humiliation. He felt like smashing in Heo Dong-Cheon's face right there and then, but if he did that, he would automatically turn Heaven's Summit against him, and that was the last thing he wanted to do for now.

All of the martial artists he had sent to Yuxi were dead. Decades of training and investment, wasted in one fell swoop. The Tyrant Fist Sect's power was halved, which meant that they now had to compete with the Diancang Sect for supremacy in Yunnan. It was humiliating.

Fuck you, Yeop Pyung, even though you sounded so confident… Jo Cheon-Woo gritted his teeth as he thought of Yeop Pyung, who was found dead in Yuxi. With the man's death, he had lost his scapegoat and ended up becoming the one at fault instead. Rather than mourning his former subordinate, he was furious at his incompetence.

Across from him, Heo Dong-Cheon's smirk widened as he gained the upper hand. Right from the beginning, he knew that Jo Cheon-Woo never had any choice but to accept his offer. This is good news for Heaven's Summit, as we now have an excuse to restrict and control one of the lawless Northern Pillars.

"We can take our time dealing with the Silent Night. Even though they revealed themselves, they'll still need quite a bit of time to reorganize their armies. On the other hand, Heaven's Summit has already made all the preparations to face them immediately."

Jo Cheon-Woo took a deep breath to calm himself down. "So, what does Heaven's Summit want me to do?"

"Please lock your sect's gates for the time being."

"You want us to isolate ourselves from the world?"

"Sooner or later, the Silent Night will reappear. When that happens, you can come out of isolation and gain military achievements. If you do that, no blame will fall on the Tyrant Fist Sect."

"Hmph!" Jo Cheon-Woo scowled as memories of the past resurfaced.

In a patronizing voice, Heo Dong-Cheon continued, "Leave it to us to clear up the aftermath of the Yuxi Tragedy. Don't worry, we've already dispatched the best person for the job."

"Fine… I will do as you suggested."

"An excellent decision," Heo Dong-Cheon laughed. 

In stark contrast, Jo Cheon-Woo ground his teeth.

Heo Dong-Cheon got up to leave, but before that, he suddenly added, "By the way, if you get a chance, send your son to Heaven's Summit."

"You mean to take my son as a hostage?"

"Haha! Don't get me wrong. Heaven's Summit is planning to assemble a squadron of talented young warriors to deal with the Silent Night, called the Demon Hunters (斥魔隊). Rather than being held hostage, your son will instead be given unthinkable authority."

"……"

"Young heroes from all over the Central Plains will be gathered together, and those who stand out will become the future leaders of the Central Plains."

The corners of Jo Cheon-Woo's eyes twitched. He didn't want to listen to Heo Dong-Cheon's pathetic excuses. It didn't matter what the fat man said, the real goal of Heaven's Summit was to hold his son hostage.

This is all that punk's fault.

Jin Mu-Won. The young martial artist who had risen to prominence in the wake of the Yuxi Tragedy had ruined all of Jo Cheon-Woo's plans and caused him to suffer this humiliation.

No, what bothers me more is his name.

Heaven's Summit had claimed that Jin Mu-Won had no connection to the Northern Army, but his intuition told him otherwise.

You'll pay for this even if it costs me everything I have.
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When Hwang Cheol and Yoon Ja-Myeong returned to the inn, Yoon Seo-In and Gong Jin-Sung, who had been waiting there, cheered. Unfortunately, their happiness was short-lived. The moment they heard that Yoon Ja-Myeong had gone mad, their faces fell.

Their only consolation was that Tang Gi-Mun, the authority on poisons in the gangho, would stay behind and attempt to cure Yoon Ja-Myeong. Tang Gi-Mun wasn't a person they could hire even with ten thousand gold coins, so they were infinitely grateful that he was willing to offer his help. They had even reserved the entire inn to make it more convenient for Tang Gi-Mun to work in peace.

At this point, Jin Mu-Won wanted to part ways with the White Dragon Merchant Association, but Hwang Cheol insisted that he wanted to take care of Yoon Ja-Myeong and prevented him from doing so. Exasperated, Jin Mu-Won had no choice but to give in to Hwang Cheol's demands.

Unlike Jin Mu-Won, Hwang Cheol's life depended on the White Dragon Merchant Association, and he was racked with guilt for not being able to protect Yoon Ja-Myeong properly. As such, he felt that it was his duty to stand by the Third Young Master's side until he was cured.

While Tang Gi-Mun was busy, Jin Mu-Won, Hwang Cheol, and Kwak Moon-Jung gathered in the inn backyard. Ever since Hwang Cheol's return, the grin on Kwak Moon-Jung's face hadn't vanished for even a moment.

"Heehee!"

"If you keep laughing like that, brat, a fly will enter your mouth. Are you that happy?"

"Yeah! I just can't stop smiling seeing you safe and sound like this."

"I'm glad that you're safe, too."

Hwang Cheol patted Kwak Moon-Jung's head. The boy could feel that his uncle's hands were much bonier than before, evidence of the hardships he had been through.

"Your martial arts have improved a lot."

"How did you know that?" Kwak Moon-Jung opened his eyes wide in surprise.

"I'm not sure. I just got the feeling that it was like that."

"Uncle Hwang, your qi has gotten a lot stronger. I think you must have overcome some training obstacle while counteracting the poison."

"Is that so? I'm not really sure what happened myself." Hwang Cheol scratched his head. 

Jin Mu-Won smiled at Hwang Cheol's clueless face and explained, "From your qi, I can tell that you're almost at the pinnacle of the Peak Realm. I doubt there are many people out there who can overwhelm you purely on the basis of internal qi anymore, Uncle Hwang."

"Oh dear! How is that possible? I couldn't even break the chains binding me, you know?"

"That's probably because you couldn't release all of your qi while you were busy focusing on protecting yourself from the poison."

"Yes, but…"

"How about you try swinging your sword while using the Three Origins Meditation Technique and see the difference for yourself?"

"Eh, but… "

"It'll be okay, just try it."

"…Alright." Hwang Cheol gave in to Jin Mu-Won's nagging. He picked up his sword, walked to the center of the backyard, took a few deep breaths to steady himself, and then started practicing.

ROAR! WHOOSH!

With every move, a majestic and domineering aura radiated out in all directions, causing a large tremor that spread to all the buildings in the compound. The dense qi unique to the inner arts of the Taoist schools was refreshing to behold. Hwang Cheol had even reached a level of qi intensity that few elders in the Taoist Sects, including the Wudang Sect and the Mount Hwa Sect, could reach.

Kwak Moon-Jung's eyes widened with disbelief as he mumbled, "Am I really seeing this…?!"

"Yes, this is what happens when the Three Origins Meditation Technique is mastered."

Every time Hwang Cheol swung his blade, a blue light would flash for a moment before converging to form a blurred illusion of a sword.

"Is that Sword Flux?" Kwak Moon-Jung involuntarily clenched his fist.

"No, that is not a complete Sword Flux."

"Eh?"

"It looks that way because of Uncle Hwang's powerful qi, but it's missing the essence of a true Sword Flux. Sword Flux is only achieved by combining a deep understanding of the sword with a correspondingly powerful qi, and Uncle Hwang has not quite yet met the first condition. His goal now is to work harder at perfecting his swordsmanship. The path of the sword is never ending."

"I see", Kwak Moon-Jung said, shaking his head at the thought of the arduous path that lay before him.

Jin Mu-Won smiled faintly. Despite his criticism, he was delighted that Hwang Cheol had taken his first step toward achieving Sword Flux, which was the hallmark of a Supreme Peak martial artist. He had already overcome the qi barrier, the first and hardest step toward it, and hard work and time would take care of the rest.

The more Hwang Cheol wielded his sword and got used to focusing his qi, the more precise his movements became, and the more the blurry Sword Flux increased in clarity.

It was around then that Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo entered the backyard.

"Wow!"

As they approached Jin Mu-Won, they let out an exclamation of admiration at the spectacle that was Hwang Cheol's martial arts, and Jin Mu-Won explained what had happened to the puzzled pair.

"Well, as the saying goes, every cloud has a silver lining. By the way, I had no idea that the Three Origins Meditation Technique…was this amazing," Tang Gi-Mun praised, his eyes glittering. Even in prestigious families with a long history like the Tang Clan, martial experts who could use Sword Flux were hard to come by. That made such people highly sought after everywhere.

Hoh! To think that an escort could step into the Supreme Peak realm… If news of this gets out, there will be an upheaval in the gangho.

Finally, Hwang Cheol finished his sword dance and walked over to Jin Mu-Won and Tang Gi-Mun.

"How do you feel?" Jin Mu-Won asked.

"I still feel weird, as if my body doesn't belong to me. It's a difficult feeling to describe," Hwang Cheol replied, smiling wryly.

"That's probably because your swordsmanship hasn't caught up with your inner qi yet. Once those two are in harmony, that awkward feeling will disappear."

"Congratulations on joining the ranks of the Supreme Peak, Master Hwang."

"Oh my! I really don't deserve to be called 'Master'…"

Hwang Cheol nervously clasped his hands together to thank Tang Gi-Mun for the compliment. It was obvious that he wasn't used to being treated like this. 

Tang Gi-Mun smiled. He liked Hwang Cheol's honesty and purity.

Jin Mu-Won turned toward Tang Gi-Mun and asked, "How is Mister Yoon's treatment going?"

"Unfortunately, I have had little success. For now, the best I can do is prevent his condition from worsening while we wait for the summons from Heaven's Summit. I need to analyze the poison they took away in order to find a cure," Tang Gi-Mun sighed.

Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won remembered something he'd almost forgotten. He put his hand into his chest pocket and took out a deerskin pouch.

"What's that?"

"I didn't give all of the poison to Heaven's Summit."

Tang Gi-Mun's eyes instantly lit up and his face glowed with excitement. "Really?" he exclaimed, hastily taking the pouch from Jin Mu-Won and opening it. Immediately, noxious poison fumes wafted out of the opening. "If I analyze this, I'm sure I can find a way to cure the malady. Thank you," he added.

Next to him, Tang Mi-Ryeo also smiled broadly as she said, "Thank you so much, Master Jin."


Chapter 111: Old Dragons Fall as Young Dragons Rise (2)

As the saying goes: There is Heaven above, and Su-Hang on Earth (上有天堂, 下有蘇杭).[1] 

Suzhou and Hangzhou were widely considered the most picturesque and comfortable places to live in the Central Plains. Due to their proximity to the sea, food was plentiful and greenery was lush. Every prominent merchant in the Central Plains owned a mansion in either Suzhou or Hangzhou. People were drawn to the beautiful scenery, and wherever people gathered, trade flourished.

The faces of the people on the streets shone with health and happiness, while the poets and writers who dined in the many famous restaurants left behind countless masterpieces. As a result, the people of Suzhou took great pride in their hometown.

The Cloud Administrator's Garden (雲政園)[2] was a beautiful garden located in the West Lake District of Suzhou. The waters of the West Lake[3] were diverted into the garden to create a large lotus pond, with an artificial hill and a magnificent pavilion built right next to it. The garden blossomed in spring and turned red in autumn, creating a stunning landscape.

The name of the pavilion was the Cloud's Fragrance Villa (雲香閣),[4] and it was usually off-limits to the public. However, for the first time in months, several people entered it.

The first was a handsome man who appeared to be in his mid to late twenties. His features were unusually sharp and his skin was pale, making his red lips and piercing eyes stand out even more. He naturally exuded a sense of authority, which matched his arrogant expression very well. 

He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, looking relaxed and uninterested as he admired the view of the mountain and pond. For the longest time, he stared blankly without moving, as if he were a stone statue. 

Suddenly, a middle-aged man who appeared to be a servant jogged to the foot of the pavilion, bowed his head and politely said, "Young Master, one of your guests has arrived."

"Show them here."

"Yes, Young Master!" the middle-aged servant replied, then scurried off. 

A moment later, the man heard the sound of another's footsteps. He unclasped his hands and turned around to greet the new arrival.

A woman as charming as a water lily at the break of dawn climbed up the steps to the pavilion. Her eyes were mysteriously moist, as if they contained all the wisdom in the world.

The man broke into a smile upon seeing her. "Long time no see," he said.

"It's been two years, Mister Shim," the woman replied, smiling back at him.

The man's name was Shim Won-Yi, and he was the Young Master of Judgement Heaven as well as a member of the Seven Junior Skies. With his prominent background and strength, he was considered one of the rising stars of the current generation.

The woman was Seomoon Hye-Ryung, one of the world's most brilliant minds and a fellow member of the Seven Junior Skies.

"Where are the others?" Shim Won-Yi asked.

"They should be here soon."

"Is that so?"

The Cloud's Fragrance Villa belonged to Judgment Heaven and was used by Shim Won-Yi as a vacation home. He had never let anyone else inside before, so the fact that he was hosting guests there proved the importance of the day's event: the meeting of the Azure Dragon Society (蒼龍會), a group of young martial artists that he and Seomoon Hye-Ryung had recruited over the years.

"Is Soo-Cheon coming today?"

"No, he hasn't finished his closed-door training yet."

"Still?"

"He said that he had a revelation and won't come out until he gets what he wants."

"I'm looking forward to his growth."

As the only man who could unite all the young martial artists of the murim with his charisma alone, Dam Soo-Cheon was the undisputed Chairman of the Azure Dragon Society. Despite being one of the founding executives, Shim Won-Yi simply did not have enough recognition to replace him.

That was why, the stronger Dam Soo-Cheon was, the more powerful and influential the Azure Dragon Society would be, and the closer Shim Won-Yi would get to fulfilling his dream.

"I'm sure he will become terrifyingly strong. His obsession with martial arts sends shivers down my spine," Seomoon Hye-Ryung lamented.

"That incident seven years ago had a great impact on him, after all."

Seomoon Hye-Ryung smiled bitterly. Seven years ago, they had all made a desperate escape from the Northern Army Fortress after being utterly humiliated. Since then, Dam Soo-Cheon's life had been consumed by martial arts, even ignoring his best friends Seomoon Hye-Ryung and Shim Won-Yi.

Seeing the expression on Seomoon Hye-Ryung's face, Shim Won-Yi remarked, "Him growing stronger is good news for us. The stronger our leader, the more we can accomplish."

"What ambition. I expected no less from you, Mister Shim."

"The world order is about to be turned on its head, and while the changes so far have been small, time is definitely on our side."

"Are you referring to the Yuxi Massacre and the return of the Silent Night? Certainly, these events have increased the likelihood that our plans will be accelerated."

"You were aware of it too? As expected of Miss Seomoon, one of the brightest minds in the universe."

"I'm flattered," Seomoon Hye-Ryung replied, smiling knowingly.

"The return of the Silent Night will plunge the world into chaos, and ambitious people who have been holding back because of Heaven's Summit will rise up one by one. Isn't that exactly what we've been waiting for?"

"Many people will die, though."

"The sacrifice of a few for the greater good is inevitable, and in this regard, I am grateful to those who died in the Yuxi Massacre, for their sacrifice marks the beginning of the end."

The Chaotic Era had always marked the end of an established order and the beginning of a new one. Taking advantage of the chaos to become the rulers of the new era was the goal of Shim Won-Yi and the Azure Dragon Society.

"By the way, did you hear the rumors about 'him'?" Seomoon Hye-Ryung suddenly asked.

"Who are you talking about?"

"The man who put an end to the Yuxi Massacre. The Northern Blade."

"Oh, the Northern Blade."

Although Shim Won-Yi pretended to know the name, in reality, he hadn't paid much attention to the "Northern Blade". Rumors were always exaggerated, and he didn't think this one would be any different.

Seomoon Hye-Ryung sighed inwardly. She could tell that her friend was being flippant, as he often looked down on those who did not meet his exacting standards.

"His name is Jin Mu-Won."

"Jin Mu-Won?"

"Doesn't it ring a bell?"

"Does it?" Shim Won-Yi thought the name felt vaguely familiar, but he couldn't remember where he'd heard it.

"Seven years ago, at the Northern Army Fortress."

"Ah! Jin Mu-Won was the name of the heir to the Northern Army!" Shim Won-Yi exclaimed, his memory refreshed. "So, is this Northern Blade the same Jin Mu-Won as the one from the Northern Army?" he continued.

"According to our sources, it's another person with the same name. However, I can't help but feel a little uneasy…"

"Another person with the same name… I guess it's possible, since it's not an uncommon name. Why do you let it bother you so much? Didn't the investigation conducted by Heaven's Summit conclude that he was dead?"

The events of seven years ago had shaken Heaven's Summit to the core. They had mobilized an unimaginable amount of manpower to investigate the incident, and in the end, they concluded that Jin Mu-Won, the last Lord of the Northern Army, was dead. 

"I know that, but…"

"Now is the time to focus on the future, not fixate on ghosts of the past."

Despite Shim Won-Yi's words, Seomoon Hye-Ryung did not relax. No, she couldn't. Like tiny thorns under her fingernails, a foreboding feeling tugged at her nerves, but she didn't insist on the matter. She knew all too well that such talk would fall on deaf ears at this moment.

Even so, I should confirm it personally. Mister Shim seems confident, but if that person is really alive, then the rightful heir of the Northern Army is not someone I can just ignore.

"Young Master, your other guests have arrived," a servant suddenly announced, interrupting the conversation.

As soon as he finished speaking, a dozen young martial artists noisily barged into the pavilion. Their powerful auras, perfectly controlled movements, and bright eyes were a testament to their superiority over their peers.

"Mister Shim."

"Long time no see, Miss Seomoon."

The youths quickly greeted Shim Won-Yi and Seomoon Hye-Ryung. Although Dam Soo-Cheon was the Chairman of the Azure Dragon Society, the two of them were the ones who actually ran things, so the young martial artists treated them with deference.

"Long time no see, how has everyone been?"

"Haha! I was so excited about the meeting that I got a little jumpy and was scolded for it," one of the youths said. His name was Jwa Moon-Ho, and he was the successor to Shandong Province's famed Three Rings Sword Sect (三環劍門).

In fact, there wasn't a single person in the pavilion who wasn't a disciple of a prestigious faction or hadn't been called a genius at some point in their lives. Because of this, they all exuded an aura of confidence and self-assurance. 

After a brief exchange of greetings, the meeting began. The main topic of conversation was the soon-to-be-formed Demon Hunters.

Seomoon Hye-Ryung began, "The members of the Demon Hunters will be given great authority, even though they are few in number. They'll have the power to convene, command, and oversee entire sects, especially during times of conflict. It's a golden opportunity for the Azure Dragon Society to rise to power, and we must take full advantage of it."

The fact that the Demon Hunters could command the sects placed them in a unique position within the gangho. If the Azure Dragon Society could make good use of this power, even the leaders of the great sects would envy them.

"The Demon Hunters… I didn't expect those old fogeys to relinquish some of their authority in this fashion."

"That either means they're afraid of the Silent Night, or they want to minimize their own losses while bleeding the younger generation dry. As for why they're targeting us, it's probably because there are no easier pawns than rash youngsters blinded by their desire for glory."

"Indeed…"

"Still, we have no choice but to seize this opportunity. If we miss it now, the Azure Dragon Society might never have another chance as good as this," Seomoon Hye-Ryung concluded.

For a moment, there was silence as everyone frowned slightly at their lack of choices.

"The Demon Hunter selection exam will be held soon. Until then, all of you should do your best to prepare yourselves, and if you find anyone trustworthy and promising, scout them."

"Agreed!"

Finally, Seomoon Hye-Ryung turned toward Shim Won-Yi.  "Mister Shim, I need you to personally meet and recruit a certain person," she requested.

"Me?" Shim Won-Yi's eyes burned with curiosity. If he had to go out of his way to scout someone, it meant they were important.

"Who is it?"

"The Triune Scholar, Ha Jin-Wol."

"I've never heard of him before."

"He's from Yunnan, so you may not know him, but we absolutely must recruit him."

"Why?"

"He's the only person in the world with intelligence comparable to mine."

Shim Won-Yi's eyes lit up. Although Seomoon Hye-Ryung appeared humble on the surface, she was a very proud person. Yet, here she was admitting that someone was her equal.

"Unfortunately, during our meeting five years ago, he was so shocked that he became traumatized."

Seomoon Hye-Ryung recalled her first encounter with Ha Jin-Wol. It was at the sixtieth birthday party of Seok Dae, a famous scholar. The two of them had coincidentally sat down at the same table and debated about everything from astronomy to politics and even war strategies. However, their personalities were polar opposites, and their views of people and philosophies differed greatly.

The only thing they recognized was each other's genius. In particular, Seomoon Hye-Ryung realized that if she left Ha Jin-Wol alone, there was a good chance that he would soon threaten her position in the gangho.

Thus, she had showed him her family's ultimate formation, the Nine Continents Myriad Patterns Formation (九州萬形大陣), a masterpiece that her family had developed and improved over hundreds of years. Overwhelmed by the immense knowledge contained within, Ha Jin-Wol had immediately become traumatized.

"If he really is a genius though, he might have overcome his trauma by now."

"Now I really want to meet him. What should I do if he refuses to join us?"

"Eliminate him. A precious pearl like that should only belong to the Azure Dragon. We cannot allow it to wind up in the hands of another dragon."



Translator's Note: Yet another geography lesson and more work for me googling all this stuff up…



Footnotes:

[1] There is Heaven above, and Su-Hang on Earth (上有天堂, 下有蘇杭): This chinese proverb implies that the beauty of Suzhou and Hangzhou is comparable to heaven. Suzhou is known as the "Venice of the East" for it's waterways surrounded by colorful gardens, and Hangzhou is famous for its clear, mirror-like lakes.


[2] Cloud Administrator's Garden (雲政園): Based on the real life Humble Administrator's Garden (拙政園), a scenic garden in Suzhou. The Humble Administrator's Garden is a UNESCO World Heritage Site and one of the most famous of the gardens of Suzhou. It is anything but humble.


[3] West Lake: The real West Lake is in Hangzhou, not Suzhou. The West Lake here refers to the Yangcheng West Lake in the northeast of Suzhou.


[4] Cloud's Fragrance Villa (雲香閣): Based on the real Yuanxiang Hall (Distant Fragrance Hall, 遠香堂) located in the middle of the Humble Administrator's Garden.



Chapter 112: Old Dragons Fall as Young Dragons Rise (3)

Jin Mu-Won left the Peace Inn and wandered alone through the streets of Yuxi. He had nothing to do until Tang Gi-Mun figured out how to cure Yoon Ja-Myeong, so he had started enjoying frequent walks.

For the local people, the shock of the massacre had not yet subsided, leaving the streets so deserted that Yuxi looked like an abandoned city. Everywhere he went, he could see evidence of that fateful day. Walls were gouged by weapons, and the ground was stained with blood that hadn't been washed away. The few passersby who saw Jin Mu-Won carrying Snow Flower shied away from him, a new fear of martial artists having taken root in their hearts.

Back at the inn, Hwang Cheol was passing on some of his enlightenment to Kwak Moon-Jung, whom he hadn't seen in a long time. As teaching others was a good way for one to improve, the arrangement benefited both teacher and student. Jin Mu-Won, who learned a different martial art, tried to stay out of the way if he could.

While walking aimlessly, Jin Mu-Won suddenly felt a cold breeze caress his face. He looked ahead only to discover that he was approaching a vast lake. Without realizing it, he had reached a lake near Yuxi.

"Huh?"

A very strange sight greeted him. Several small boats were floating on the lake, and whenever a man on the largest one waved a flag, they moved into a different formation.

"Isn't that person…?"

He recognized the man waving the flag. It was Ha Jin-Wol, the Triune Scholar. For some unknown reason, the sight of Ha Jin-Wol wildly screaming at the top of his lungs brought a smile to his face.

He stood by the lake and watched Ha Jin-Wol do his thing. The scholar seemed to be working on an experiment involving the coordinated movement of boats, but from the frown on his face, he wasn't too happy with the results.

Suddenly, he threw away his flag, plopped down on the deck, and stared blankly into the water for a long time. The sailors and Jin Mu-Won waited for him with bated breath. It looked like he was about to make a breakthrough.

…How long have I been here? Jin Mu-Won wondered.

"AAHHHHHHHHH! Fuck! I don't get it!"

CRASH!

Ha Jin-Wol let out a shriek, toppled onto his back, and lay there staring at the sky for the longest time. 

Suddenly, a shadow loomed over him. "Eh?" he blurted.

"You're the same as ever," Jin Mu-Won remarked.

"It's you? Why haven't you left Yuxi yet?" Ha Jin-Wol pushed himself up and sat down cross-legged. 

Jin Mu-Won sat down opposite him, only for Ha Jin-Wol to fold his arms and glare at him. There was no malice in Ha Jin-Wol's gaze, so he did not avert his eyes.

"You do realize that you're the reason I've had to talk so much lately, right?"

"Oh?"

"I heard you were called the Northern Blade? Such a presumptuous title."

"I'm not the one who came up with that title."

"Well, I guess it's normal for the main character to be unaware of his own story." Ha Jin-Wol shook his head and gave Jin Mu-Won a pitying look, then shouted at the boatman, "Bring me my wine table and drinks, I'm thirsty!"

"On it!" The boatman replied.

"You brought a wine table?"

"Hmph! Isn't a wine table a must on a boat trip?"

"You don't look like you're on a trip."

"Did you see what I was doing just now?"

"Yes."

"Haha!" Ha Jin-Wol laughed and pointed at the water's surface.

Jin Mu-Won's eyes went wide in shock. A large school of fish swarmed beneath the surface, circling around one spot as if caught in an invisible fishing net.
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"Is this…a formation?" he asked in a trembling voice. Although he could set up several advanced formations and understood the basic principles, he had never heard of anyone trapping fish below the surface with only a few small boats. It was a large-scale yet subtle maneuver.

"So what if it is? It's useless." Ha Jin-Wol snorted and waved his hand at the other boats. At his signal, the boats left their positions and returned to the shore. Immediately, the gathered fish scattered in all directions with a loud splash, symbolizing the disintegration of the formation.

What a waste of a good catch! Jin Mu-Won felt a pang of regret for Ha Jin-Wol's wastefulness.

Just then, the boatman returned and placed the wine table between them. Ha Jin-Wol reached out and poured two cups of wine for Jin Mu-Won and himself.

"Cheers!"

Jin Mu-Won didn't refuse the offer and took a swig. The strong liquor burned its way down his throat and quickly made him tipsy. It was a cheap liquor that he couldn't imagine a man of Ha Jin-Wol's stature drinking.

He finished his wine, then refilled both his and Ha Jin-Wol's empty cups.

"Heheheh! It's nice to have a drinking partner, although it'd be better if it was a pretty girl instead of a man."

"I agree."

"Hahaha!"

The two men drank and drank, the boatman bringing out another bottle as soon as the previous one was empty. Their faces quickly reddened from intoxication.

"I suppose you're going to the Central Plains soon?"

"Yeah."

"Hmm…" Ha Jin-Wol stared at Jin Mu-Won.

Jin Mu-Won felt a little uncomfortable, but he didn't look away.

"Damn, this is so interesting," Ha Jin-Wol eventually concluded.

"What is?"

"You. How is it that a guy like you just shows up out of the blue?"

While ordinary freelance martial artists would run away from a fight between the Silent Night and the Tyrant Fist Sect, Jin Mu-Won had not only intervened, but also single-handedly ended the fight between the two sides with "overwhelming strength".

Ha Jin-Wol recalled all the martial artists he knew of, but couldn't match Jin Mu-Won with anyone in the existing sects. That was odd. A talent of Jin Mu-Won's caliber should have been famous since childhood, like the Seven Junior Skies. However, he wasn't, which made Jin Mu-Won a very intriguing outlier.

Suddenly, Ha Jin-Wol asked, "Hey buddy, have you ever dreamed of taking over the world?"

"Taking over the world?" 

Jin Mu-Won remained silent for a long time. He had never considered such a thing before. 

Across from him, Ha Jin-Wol patiently waited for his reply.

Finally, Jin Mu-Won said, "No, and I don't know if I will ever think about it. I only know one thing for sure."

"What is that?"

"I will never betray the voice of my heart."

"The what?"

"I go where my heart leads me, and I won't do what it tells me is wrong."

"You're a romanticist."

"Maybe, but…that's how I want to live."

"A life following the voice of your heart, huh?" 

Jin Mu-Won's words unexpectedly resonated with Ha Jin-Wol. What is the voice of my heart? What is it I desire? Will I ever betray my own ideals and beliefs? He suddenly felt a tightness in his chest. Jin Mu-Won's answer had brought up questions he hadn't thought of, so he closed his eyes and reflected deeply on it.

Jin Mu-Won quietly watched him.

After a long time, Ha Jin-Wol opened his eyes. For a moment, Jin Mu-Won felt as if the fog that had been there had now cleared.

Ha Jin-Wol grinned. "Buddy, you should go to Heaven's Summit."

"Heaven's Summit?"

"Something very interesting is going to happen there."

"I don't really want to go there."

"No, you absolutely have to go."

"Why?"

"Heheh! Because I'm going, and I need an escort."

"What on earth…?" Jin Mu-Won was speechless.

On the other hand, Ha Jin-Wol looked confident that Jin Mu-Won would accept his unreasonable request.

"Why are you going to Heaven's Summit?"

"I need to settle a debt with a certain girl there."

"A girl?"

"That's all you need to know for now. I'll introduce her to you when we meet, so don't ask me anything about her till then."

Jin Mu-Won frowned. He had been so focused on saving Hwang Cheol that he hadn't paid attention to Heaven's Summit for a while. Heaven's Summit… It's the place where the people responsible for the destruction of the Northern Army have gathered. The place ruled by the monsters known as the Nine Skies. The microcosm of the gangho. The place that many young martial artists dream of entering. The place I have to go to eventually whether I like it or not, since they're the only ones with information on the Silent Night.

"Hoo…" Jin Mu-Won sighed.

As if he knew this was coming, Ha Jin-Wol chuckled, "Heheh! Looks like I was right."

"When do you plan to leave?"

"At the same time as you."

"That might take a while."

"Doesn't matter. As you can see, I'm very good at alleviating my boredom."

"Okay, I'll give you a heads up before I leave."

"No need to contact me, I'll be there."

"Also…"

"Hmm?"

"Can you stop calling me 'Buddy'? I have a name…"

"I like you, so that makes you my buddy. I'll come up with a new name for you when you're a little more famous."

"…Haah." Jin Mu-Won let out a sigh. Strangely enough, he didn't find Ha Jin-Wol's tone annoying or unpleasant. If being irritating without pissing people off could be called a talent, then Ha Jin-Wol was a genius.

Jin Mu-Won poured the rest of the wine down his throat, and Ha Jin-Wol did the same. They finished all the wine they had, and Jin Mu-Won stood up.

"I need to go. My companions are probably starting to worry about me."

"Heheh! Who would worry about someone as strong as you are?"

"……"

"Fine, it's getting late, go ahead. I won't see you off."

"You won't be able to, anyway." Jin Mu-Won said, before leaping off the boat and running across the water to the shore. Although it was a powerful jump, the boat that Ha Jin-Wol rode on didn't sway in the slightest.

Jin Mu-Won's figure quickly disappeared from sight.

Ha Jin-Wol lay down on the deck and looked up at the night sky, the sea of stars reflected in his retinas. The stars always moved in fixed orbits. However, that order had now been disturbed, and new paths created. 

"The destiny dictated by the heavens has changed with his appearance," he mumbled. 

Not many people can change fate on their first appearance in the gangho. Will he be a hero who moves the times, or a trailblazer who opposes the heavens? I wonder…

He smiled. After meeting Jin Mu-Won, the constant anxiety that had plagued him for years was gone.

"HAHAHAHAHA!"

Ha Jin-Wol's roaring laughter echoed across the lake.


Chapter 113: Birds of a Feather Flock Together (1)

Jin Mu-Won took a stroll around the backyard of the Peace Inn. A gentle breeze ruffled his hair, and he closed his eyes in pleasure, thinking, Han-Seol, if only you could feel this nice breeze too…

Suddenly, a voice interrupted his reverie.

"Hello, Master Jin," Tang Mi-Ryeo greeted, carrying a basin of water.

"Hello, Miss Tang."

"My uncle told me that you're going to Heaven's Summit. Is that true?"

"Yes."

"Can I go with you? Please take good care of me on the trip."

"I'm the one who will be taken care of. Are you on your way to treat Young Master Yoon?"

"Yes, my uncle told me to bring him fresh water."

"Would you mind if I joined you?"

"Of course not." Tang Mi-Ryeo blushed. Fortunately, it was still dark outside. It would have been very awkward if Jin Mu-Won had seen her.

Jin Mu-Won walked side by side with Tang Mi-Ryeo, keeping pace with her. From time to time, she would steal a glance at him. She wished that this walk would last longer, but alas, they soon arrived at the outbuilding where Yoon Ja-Myeong was being treated.

Yoon Seo-In and Gong Jin-Sung, who were watching over the patient, stood up and greeted them.

"Greetings, Master Jin."

"Thank you for coming."

Their attitude towards him had changed a great deal. Previously, they had only been polite to him out of respect for his strength, but he was now the famous Northern Blade as well as Yoon Ja-Myeong's savior.

Jin Mu-Won returned their greeting and asked, "How is Young Master Yoon's condition?"

"He hasn't improved much. For now, we're just thankful that Master Tang has managed to prevent his madness from worsening," Gong Jin-Sung replied, looking crestfallen. In spite of Tang Gi-Mun's best efforts, there hadn't been much progress. Nevertheless, the Tang Clan's poison master was their only hope.

"Where's Master Tang?"

"He went out for a bit and said that he'd be back shortly, but I haven't heard from him yet," Yoon Seo-In said anxiously. Yoon Ja-Myeong was her favorite brother. She loved how upbeat and positive he usually was, so her grief was multiplied.

Suddenly, the door opened and Tang Gi-Mun walked in. The four rose to greet him, but Tang Gi-Mun held out his hand to stop them.

"All of you, please take a seat," he said, joy written all over his face.

Jin Mu-Won asked, "Have you figured out a cure?"

"I'm not sure if my new approach will work yet, but I think it's worth a try."

Gong Jin-Sung and Yoon Seo-In immediately jumped to their feet. ""Really?"" they asked.

"Yes. Don't get your hopes up though, I'm still in the theory stage," Tang Gi-Mun stressed. In his right hand, he held the deerskin pouch that Jin Mu-Won had given him, and in his left hand, he held a small purple rock.

"I spent the last few days analyzing the poison you provided, but unfortunately, I was unable to determine its composition. However…" He gestured with the purple rock and asked, "Do you know what this is?"

Jin Mu-Won shook his head.

"This is a mineral called magnetite. It has an uncanny ability to attract iron, but it's not easy to find, so most people have never even heard of what magnetite is," Tang Gi-Mun explained, smiling even though the past few days had been an absolute nightmare for him. Faced with an unknown poison that defied all common sense, he realized how helpless he was. He tried everything he could think of and ran all kinds of tests, but to no avail. In fact, the moment he let his guard down, he would have been poisoned himself.

The creator of this poison was either a genius or a monster. Finally, in a fit of rage, he threw the poison pouch against the wall, where it landed next to a piece of magnetite. It was only then that he noticed something strange.

"The poison did not react to any of my other tests, but it was attracted to the magnetite. That can only mean one thing: the poison is a type of metal. Now, this type of poison can't be detoxified, but it can be flushed out from the body. That's why, a few days ago, I got a famous craftsman in Yuxi to make these for me," Tang Gi-Mun reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a wooden box filled with acupuncture needles. Interestingly, the needles were purple instead of silver.

"Are those made of magnetite?"

"Yes, I'll be using these to attract and remove the magnetic poison. It's my first time trying something like this and I need your help, so stay vigilant."

"Thank you, Master Tang," Gong Jin-Sung said.

"We'll do our best to help you," Yoon Seo-In added.

Tang Gi-Mun looked to Jin Mu-Won for confirmation, as he trusted the young man more than the two of them. Jin Mu-Won nodded, and Tang Gi-Mun sat down looking relieved.

"Mi-Ryeo."

"Yes, Uncle."

"I'm going to perform the Forbidden Crystal Activation Acupuncture Technique (禁靈活晶針術). You'll be my assistant."

"Understood."

A glimmer of nervousness appeared on Tang Mi-Ryeo's face. The Forbidden Crystal Activation Acupuncture Technique that Tang Gi-Mun was talking about was an advanced form of acupuncture that required the cooperation of at least two people. Acupuncture needles first had to be inserted at different speeds and depths into the thirty-six major acupuncture points of the body in one go. This was followed by the injection of the Tang Clan's unique qi to draw out the poisonous qi in the body.

"Let's begin."

Tang Gi-Mun leaned over Yoon Ja-Myeong and inserted the acupuncture needles while Tang Mi-Ryeo injected her qi and separated the poison from the blood. Yoon Seo-In and Gong Jin-Sung watched nervously. When the two Tang Clan members finished their individual roles, they synchronized their breathing and drew out all the poison at once.

"KEUAAAK!"

Yoon Ja-Myeong's reaction was immediate. His body started to convulse as if he was having a seizure.

"Quick, subdue him! Before he hurts himself!" Tang Gi-Mun shouted.

Jin Mu-Won and Gong Jin-Sung sprang into action, strengthening themselves with qi to pin down Yoon Ja-Myeong. At the same time, Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo sped up their work, thick beads of sweat pouring down their faces like rain. Even though the process looked simple, it required a great deal of control. Not to mention, Yoon Ja-Myeong was so heavily poisoned that the procedure drained a great deal of their qi.

At first, their efforts seemed to have no effect. Then, suddenly, blackened blood vessels popped out of his skin.

POP! POP!

Seeing the black protruding blood vessels, Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo gave one last push. Finally, the black blood slowly inched toward the purple acupuncture needles.

It worked… Tang Gi-Mun's face lit up with joy. As he predicted, magnetite needles were effective at attracting the poisonous mineral.

DRIP, DRIP, DRIP.

Black droplets trickled up the magnetite needles and leaked out through microscopic holes too small to see with the naked eye.

"Miss Yoon, please wipe off the poison on the needles with a wet towel, and be careful not to touch it."

"Yes!" Yoon Seo-In did as Tang Gi-Mun instructed.

"KEUAK!" As the poison drained from his body, Yoon Ja-Myeong's pain seemed to intensify. However, he could only groan and howl due to Jin Mu-Won and Gong Jin-Sung restraining him.

The sun set and then rose again. Yoon Seo-In changed the water and towel used to collect the poison for the umpteenth time, while Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo repeated yet another cycle of poison extraction. All of them were exhausted to the bone, their faces pale from the exertion. The good news was, Yoon Ja-Myeong's pitch black blood was now a dark red. 

Another two hours passed.

SQUELCH!

Finally, the last drop of poison was drained from Yoon Ja-Myeong's body.

"Huff, huff…" Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo relaxed their tensed muscles and sank to the floor, totally spent.

Tang Gi-Mun leaned against a wall for support and said tiredly, "Please help me do a final check. I suspect there may be some poison left."

"Sure," Jin Mu-Won replied, then placed his palm against Yoon Ja-Myeong's Gate of Life Acupoint.[1] He let his Shadow Qi stealthily flow through Yoon Ja-Myeong's veins, searching for traces of poison.

There! In the Qi Sea Acupoint![2] Tang Gi-Mun's guess was correct. A tiny bit of poison remained hidden in Yoon Ja-Myeong's body, waiting for its chance to strike.

Jin Mu-Won encapsulated the poison with his Shadow Qi, but the poison struggled desperately as if it were making a last stand. To counter this, Jin Mu-Won used the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows to analyze the poison and evolve his Shadow Qi into a form that could perfectly neutralize it, just as he had done for the Chaos Demon Tae Mu-Kwang ten years earlier.

SPURT!

When the last of the poison was expelled from Yoon Ja-Myeong's body, Tang Gi-Mun pulled out all the magnetite needles and sighed in relief, "Phew!"

Yoon Seo-In nervously asked, "Is my brother cured now?"

"Please wait while I examine him," Tang Gi-Mun said, placing his finger on Yoon Ja-Myeong's wrist and checking his condition. After what seemed like a long time, he smiled. "All the poison has been eliminated, but your brother's body has been severely damaged by the poison and he'll need a lot of nourishment to recover."

"Please tell me what he needs. I'll get it immediately, no matter the cost or rarity."

Tang Gi-Mun wrote down a prescription and handed it to Yoon Seo-In. Most of the medicinal herbs on it were worth thousands of gold, but with the financial power of the White Dragon Merchant Association, it wasn't too hard to get hold of them.

""Thank you. We really appreciate your help."" Yoon Seo-In and Gong Jin-Sung said, bowing their heads to Tang Gi-Mun in gratitude.

Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo smiled back at them, and Jin Mu-Won laughed. Like the White Dragon merchants, they too felt as if a huge weight had been lifted from their hearts.



Translator's Note: Magnetic nanomaterials in the brain do cause neurodegenerative diseases, Author-nim did his research. And if you live in an urban area, there are probably some nanomagnetite particles in your brain from air pollution…



Footnotes:

[1] Gate of Life Acupoint (命門穴): An acupoint located at the lower back, opposite the belly button.


[2] Qi Sea Acupoint (氣海穴): An acupoint slightly below the belly button, also known as the Lower Dantian.



Chapter 114: Birds of a Feather Flock Together (2)

It was a turbulent time for the gangho. Following the news of the Silent Night's return, a new rumor spread throughout the land.

Heaven's Summit was creating a new organization made up of young martial artists. They would be deployed to conflict zones and conferred the authority to command and manage the other martial artists nearby.

The impact of the rumor was tremendous. Not only the young martial artists of the small and medium-sized sects, but even those of the Nine Great Sects began to stir.

The Central Plains murim was dominated by Heaven's Summit, the Nine Great Sects, and the Four Northern Pillars. The rulers of each region were obvious, with Heaven's Summit having the furthest outreach. That left no place for the small and medium-sized sects. Their statuses depended more on what faction they belonged to than their ability or strength. It was a stagnant world in which no form of social mobility existed unless one belonged to Heaven's Summit or the Nine Great Sects.

For young martial artists living in such a stagnant world, the rumor about Heaven's Summit creating a powerful youth organization was very welcome news.

It wasn't long before promising young martial artists began to mobilize from every region. They had no idea whether the rumors were true or not, but they were determined to get to Heaven's Summit before anyone else.

The rumor also reached Jin Mu-Won's ears through his best informant, Cheong-In.

Jin Mu-Won, Cheong-In, Kwak Moon-Jung, Hwang Cheol, and Tang Gi-Mun gathered in a meeting room.

"Heehee! What do you think? Isn't it interesting?"

"It certainly is."

"It's a stroke of genius. Whoever came up with the idea is amazing." Cheong-In nodded in admiration.

Kwak Moon-Jung, on the other hand, had a bored look on his face. "What's so great about that? What's the big deal about a youth organization?"

"Please use your brain, kiddo." Cheong-In knocked on Kwak Moon-Jung's head.

Kwak Moon-Jung shrank away exaggeratedly and leaned backwards. "If you keep hitting me like that, I will get stupider."

"Your intelligence is already at rock bottom. Do you even have anything more to lose?"

"Ugh!"

Tang Gi-Mun smiled at the heartwarming scene, then said, "Heaven's Summit gains three things from these rumors. First, it draws people's attention away from Yunnan, where they made a big mess with the Yuxi Massacre. Second, it motivates and distracts the hot-blooded youth. Third, they can use these young people as pawns against Silent Night."

"Ah!" Kwak Moon-Jung let out an exclamation as the realization finally hit him.

Cheong-In looked at him and continued the explanation, "I don't know who came up with this idea, but it's really smart. Not only is it perfectly timed, it is also in line with the tide of public opinion."

"There's a reason why Heaven's Summit stands at the peak of the gangho. If we use a tree as an analogy, the tree of Heaven's Summit would be so huge that there's nowhere it doesn't have roots and nowhere its branches don't reach," Tang Gi-Mun lamented, sighing. As a member of the Tang Clan, a pillar that supported Heaven's Summit and one of the enforcers of the stagnant order, he felt partly responsible for the gangho's air of despondency.

"Whether Heaven's Summit intended it or not, the wave of change has begun. Soon, a great wind will blow through the gangho." Cheong-In's gaze fell on Jin Mu-Won, who sat at the head of the table.

He knew that Jin Mu-Won was the trigger of the chaos and the eye of the storm, whether it was intentional or not. The mere fact that he is the last Lord of the Northern Army is enough to rock the world.

For now, he did his best to keep the truth about Jin Mu-Won's background from leaking out, but he knew he couldn't hide it forever. Someday, the cat would be out of the bag, and the ensuing uproar was something Cheong-In could not anticipate.

I just have to do what I can now and worry about the rest when it happens. Cheong-In felt a headache coming on and rubbed his temples with his thumbs.

Tang Gi-Mun asked Jin Mu-Won, "What are you going to do after this?"

"I'm planning to go to Heaven's Summit. Even if it's a trap, I can't just sit here and do nothing." Jin Mu-Won looked to the north. In truth, he was hiding something from the others. He would go to Heaven's Summit eventually, so he wasn't lying per se, but there was one place he had to stop at first.

I have to visit Jo Cheon-Woo, the mastermind of the Yuxi Massacre, at the Tyrant Fist Sect. However, I cannot afford to put Uncle Hwang in danger again, so I'll send him out of Yunnan first.

I'm sorry, Uncle Jo, but it looks like we can never reconcile. I can accept that you betrayed the Northern Army for your own ambitions, but I will never let you off for orchestrating the murder of innocents.

"I'm also going there. Shall we travel together?" Tang Gi-Mun asked.

"Is there something you need to do there?"

Tang Gi-Mun gathered up his resolve. As a person of the orthodox sects and a master of the Tang Clan, he couldn't turn a blind eye to injustice. That was his pride and identity. "I have to publicize the truth about the Yuxi Massacre. I will take this matter to court and have the perpetrators brought to justice," he declared. 

"Are you sure about that? Your actions will affect the future of the Tang Clan."

"I'm sure the Clan Head will approve of my decision. The Tang Clan has always adhered to the Chivalric Creed,[1] which dictates that those who practice martial arts must hold themselves to a high code of conduct, for force without justice is tyrannical."

Cheong-In marveled at Tang Gi-Mun's conviction. I expected nothing less of the Chivalrous Tang Clan's Poison Pavilion Master! He's a man who sticks to his beliefs till the very end.

"I'm going with you, too," Cheong-In blurted out loud without realizing it. 

All eyes immediately focused on him, and his face flushed with embarrassment at his slip-up.

"Ahem, I've always wanted to visit Heaven's Summit," he explained.

"I see," Jin Mu-Won nodded, aware of what Cheong-In's real job was. He turned to Hwang Cheol, who had remained silent during the entire meeting. "What about you, Uncle Hwang?"

"I would very much like to follow you, Young Master, but I'm afraid that I would only be a burden to you," Hwang Cheol replied. 

He knew that while the unexpected turn of events had helped him make a huge breakthrough in his martial arts, it was woefully incomplete. Until he improved his swordsmanship enough to balance his overflowing qi, he could not use his new skills in real combat.

"I will return to Lanzhou with thWhite Dragon Merchant Association, meditate on my new insights, and truly make them my own."

"That's a good idea."

"I'll also take this opportunity to teach Mun-Jung, so I will be taking him with me. If you'll give me some time, this Hwang Cheol will definitely become a great help to you, Young Master." Hwang Cheol's eyes shone with a determined light.

Jin Mu-Won smiled. "I'm sure you will, Uncle Hwang."

"I won't let you down, Young Master."

"I-I'll do my best, too!" Kwak Moon-Jung clenched his fists. His time with Jin Mu-Won had taught him many things, the most important of which was that a martial artist had to be strong. Justice without force is powerless.[2] If I ever want to enforce my own justice, I will have to train hard.
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After the poison was removed, Yoon Ja-Myeong's condition improved rapidly. He woke up within two days and was able to sit up on his own within another two days. When that happened, he called Jin Mu-Won, Hwang Cheol and Tang Gi-Mun to his room.

"I really don't know how to thank you. I am so, so grateful to all of you. You saved my life."

"We are also glad that you have recovered. However, please continue to take the medicine I prescribed for another three months. It will help restore some of your vitality."

"Yes, I will definitely do so," Yoon Ja-Myeong replied to Tang Gi-Mun, before turning his attention to Jin Mu-Won.

"Thank you, Jin Mu-Won. Seo-In told me what you did, and I will definitely repay you for your kindness."

"Please return the favor to others who have suffered more than I have."

Yoon Ja-Myeong smiled. The others had already informed him about Jin Mu-Wo's personality. "Don't worry, I will. Even then, I'm not one to forget a favor, and I will definitely repay you in some way. If you ever need anything, please don't hesitate to contact the White Dragon Merchant Association. If there is anything I can do to help, I will do my best, no matter what it is."

These were heavy words that could represent the will of the White Dragon Merchant Association, as they were spoken by Yoon Ja-Myeong, the third young master.

However, Jin Mu-Won thought nothing of it. Everything he did, he did to save Hwang Cheol, not for a reward or Yoon Ja-Myeong's favor. Yoon Ja-Myeong was just lucky that he happened to be close to Hwang Cheol. 

Seeing Jin Mu-Won's nonchalant attitude, Yoon Ja-Myeong liked him even more. Moreover, even though he had only just regained consciousness, as someone who was a merchant down to his very bones, his merchant's intuition whispered to him, This man will definitely leave his mark on gangho history. Establishing a connection with him now would be of great benefit to us later, and luckily for me, I have a good relationship with not just one, but two of his close associates.

He turned toward Hwang Cheol and Kwak Moon-Jung and said, "I've caused you a lot of trouble, Escort Hwang. I'll make sure to repay you. Thank you too, Moon-Jung. I will never forget what you've done for me."

"You don't have to do that, Young Master. I was just doing my job."

"Please don't thank me, I did nothing."

Hwang Cheol and Kwak Moon-Jung downplayed their own contributions.

Yoon Ja-Myeong's smile widened. From his earlier conversations with Kwak Moon-Jung and his travels with Hwang Cheol, he knew that both Kwak Moon-Jung and Hwang Cheol were men of character. In particular, he made a vow to himself to get to know Hwang Cheol better.

"Now that your body has recovered somewhat, I think it's time we set out for the Central Plains," Tang Gi-Mun suggested.

Finally, it was time for them to leave Yunnan.



Footnotes:

[1] Chivalric Creed: Tang Gi-Mun is talking about the definition of muhyeop, or wuxia (武俠). The first word mu/wu means "martial" or "force of arms", while hyeop/xia means "heroic". Putting the two words together, it forms the Chivalric Creed of the orthodox sects: "With Power Comes Responsibility"


[2] Justice without force is powerless; force without justice is tyrannical: Tang Gi-Mun and Kwak Moon-Jung basically quoted an excerpt from the French philosopher Blaise Pascal - La justice sans la force est impuissante; la force sans la justice est tyrannique.



Chapter 115: Birds of a Feather Flock Together (3)

CRAAAAAASH!

A thunderous boom rang out across Death Valley. A huge cloud of dust appeared, obscuring the view of magnificent pavilions and beautiful trees being crushed under tons of crumbling rock.

The collapse lasted for quite a long time. When the dust finally settled, the paradise that was Death Valley was no more. There was only a large garden of rocks.

"Oh my, this is amazing!" Dam Ju-In whistled at the sight. This endeavor had cost him dozens of bombs and thousands of gold taels. The Death Valley was gone, and people would never know what happened inside. It was the perfect end result.

The hard work of the past few days had not been for nothing. Dam Ju-In turned and smiled, feeling satisfied. It was time to return to Heaven's Summit.

Suddenly, a red-robed martial artist appeared out of thin air and knelt down on one knee in front of him. "My lord," he greeted.

"Is something the matter?"

"A variable has appeared."

"A variable?" Dam Ju-In's eyes lit up with curiosity.

"Someone who was supposed to die survived and even recovered from the insanity."

"Who?"

"Yoon Ja-Myeong of the White Dragon Merchant Association."

"Really?"

"I just confirmed it. He's still struggling to walk, but he's regained his sanity and can speak normally."

Dam Ju-In's expression stiffened. If what his subordinate said was true, then his cleanup job was far from perfect. "Did they find an antidote?" he asked.

"It wasn't an antidote, but an unknown special technique that cured him."

"A special technique…?"

"We're watching him closely now, and we should be able to figure out how the poison was neutralized soon."

"Yes, we must know how it was done." Dam Ju-In smiled eerily.

A shiver ran down his subordinate's spine. Due to the nature of their work, his superior always wore a mask, but for the first time, that mask had cracked.

"Tang Gi-Mun, the Tang Clan's Poison Pavilion Master… Truly, the abilities of a great clan are nothing to sneeze at."

The knowledge that an ancient clan, especially one that had existed for hundreds of years like the Tang Clan, had accumulated over countless generations was unimaginably broad and deep.

"Also…."

"You have more surprises for me?"

"The Fist Demon has disappeared. He's supposedly in isolated training, but there's no sign of him anywhere in the Tyrant Fist Sect."

"Jo Cheon-Woo?" Dam Ju-In frowned, then continued, "Didn't Elder Heo take care of him?"

"He did, which is why Elder Heo is panicking right now."

"Hmm…" Dam Ju-In tapped his chin with a finger. He didn't have many habits, but this was the one thing he couldn't help doing whenever he was agitated.

A long time later, he finally said, "I don't have the spare time to meddle in this affair, so ask Elder Heo to take responsibility for it. The Scarlet Fog Association will focus all our efforts on finding out how Tang Gi-Mun cured Yoon Ja-Myeong."

"Understood," the subordinate replied, before abruptly vanishing the same way he had appeared.

From now on, dozens of eyes would watch Tang Gi-Mun's every move, and all the information obtained passed on to Dam Ju-In for careful analysis.

"Tsk! This isn't fun anymore."
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The White Dragon Merchant Association specially ordered a large carriage that could comfortably fit a bed for Yoon Ja-Myeong, who was not fully recovered yet. To look after him as they traveled, Yoon Seo-In, Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo also boarded the carriage. The Tang Clan members would at least keep an eye on him until the Yunnan border, where they would part.

Their retinue would be the same as before, with the Iron Brigade and their own escorts guarding them. The most glaring difference was the cheerful expressions on the faces of Yong Mu-Sung and the other members of the Iron Brigade, as they had now successfully accomplished their mission.

Jin Mu-Won, Hwang Cheol, and the others lagged at the back of the group. Yoon Ja-Myeong had shoved a large sum of money into Jin Mu-Won's reluctant arms, and thanks to this, Jin Mu-Won had become unexpectedly wealthy. However, he wasn't really aware of the value of the money he was holding, having lived in the wilderness for years.

"Let's go!" Yong Mu-Sung shouted.

Finally, the caravan began its journey north. The mood was much lighter than when they had arrived, and even the escorts wore relaxed smiles on their faces.

On the road, Hwang Cheol stuck close to Kwak Moon-Jung and continued sharing his insights about the Three Origins Meditation Technique with the boy. As a fellow practitioner of the same martial art, Kwak Moon-Jung absorbed Hwang Cheol's teachings like a sponge.

Meanwhile, Jin Mu-Won remained on high alert. Cheong-In did the same, albeit from the shadows, disguised as one of the happy escorts. Jin Mu-Won did not know which one he was, but he knew that he had no need to identify the spy; Cheong-In would appear when the time was right.

With all these people following me, I won't be able to take a small detour anymore…

"Hey, what are you thinking so hard about?" Yong Mu-Sung asked, walking to Jin Mu-Won's side.

"This and that."

"That's a lot of things to think about, heheh!" Yong Mu-Sung laughed in his usual unique way.

"Did you want to talk to me about something?"

"Have you heard the rumor?"

"Which rumor?"

"The rumor that Heaven's Summit is recruiting young martial artists."

"I've heard of that one."

"I see." The smile vanished from Yong Mu-Sung's face as he asked seriously, "So, what are you going to do?"

"For now, I'm thinking of going to Heaven's Summit."

"Are you interested in that organization?"

Jin Mu-Won shook his head. 

Yong Mu-Sung was baffled. "Then why are you going there?"

"There's something I want to investigate. It has nothing to do with Heaven's Summit recruiting people."

"I see."

"Why did you ask me about that rumor?"

"Because I'm actually thinking of going to Heaven's Summit myself."

"Is the Iron Brigade also interested in the organization they're creating?"

"It's tempting, but we're not interested in joining. I'm going there for personal reasons."

"What about the White Dragon Merchant Association?"

"I'll escort them to Lanzhou no matter what, but I'll make a beeline for Heaven's Summit after that," Yong Mu-Sung said, an unusually grave expression on his face.

Jin Mu-Won suspected it had something to do with Yong Mu-Sung's "personal reasons", but he didn't ask for more detail. "Perhaps we'll meet again in Heaven's Summit."

"Perhaps." Yong Mu-Sung shook his head.

Jongri Mu-Hwan, Chae Yak-Ran, and the other Iron Brigade warriors looked toward him. It wasn't just Yong Mu-Sung who wanted to go to Heaven's Summit, it was the entire Iron Brigade.

"Anyway, don't worry about your uncle. I'll take him to Lanzhou safely."

"Thank you."

"I'll head back to the front of the caravan." Yong Mu-Sung said, before reining in his horse and leaving. 

Jin Mu-Won watched him for a moment, then closed his eyes and rapidly sank into the world of his mind. Just as Hwang Cheol needed time to process what he had learned, so did he.

Nam Goon-Wi and Geum Dan-Yeop. He had gloriously won the battle against the two men, but they had also made him realize his shortcomings. 

That was especially true of the fight with Geum Dan-Yeop, whose Sound Arts posed a great challenge to Jin Mu-Won. Although its large area of effect was astonishing, it was in fact most frightening when focused on a single target.

Geum Dan-Yeop's Serenade to the Apocalypse had caused Jin Mu-Won a lot of internal damage. Had Geum Dan-Yeop's technique been a little more refined, he might not have won that final exchange.

Simple swordsmanship is no match for the Serenade to the Apocalypse. There's also no guarantee that I'll be able to disrupt the sound waves with my sword's cry a second time. What is the best way to effectively deal with Sound Arts?

Jin Mu-Won recalled his battle with Geum Dan-Yeop. It had taken place in an underground hall, and the reflected and amplified sound had made it much more difficult to endure and counter. 

He used the location advantage to maximize the power of his sound waves, while I struggled badly, deprived of my mobility. That means that when fighting an opponent like him, it's important to have a geographical advantage.

Compared to Hwang Cheol, this barely counted as enlightenment. However, for Jin Mu-Won, who constantly thirsted for new knowledge, it was significant. After all, big changes often started with small enlightenments.

How can I preserve my maneuverability in the underground hall while also dissipating the sound waves that are focused on me? 

Jin Mu-Won's ideas were endless, his imagination boundless. In his mind, the battle with Geum Dan-Yeop replayed over and over again, each time slightly different from the last. He imagined how Geum Dan-Yeop would react to his every move, and changed his approach accordingly.

Like this, he constantly improved himself.

Suddenly, the caravan came to a halt, and Jin Mu-Won opened his eyes. How long was I in deep contemplation? he wondered, even as he asked a nearby escort, "What's going on?"

"There's a blockade up ahead," the escort replied.

Jin Mu-Won immediately urged his horse forward, followed by Hwang Cheol and Kwak Moon-Jung. As they approached the front of the caravan, they saw a gigantic ox cart blocking the road, pulled by an abnormally dull-looking yellow ox.

A man sat on the ox cart with a large wine table in front of him. He was fanning himself with the front of his shirt wide open, and his face was red from alcohol. When he saw Jin Mu-Won, he waved.

"Heya!" he shouted.

It was Ha Jin-Wol. Jin Mu-Won immediately averted his gaze.

"Do you know him?" Kwak Moon-Jung curiously asked.

For the first time, Jin Mu-Won didn't want to admit that he knew someone. It was too embarrassing.
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Unexpectedly, Ha Jin-Wol and Tang Gi-Mun got along very well. Shortly after meeting the scholar, Tang Gi-Mun went over to the ox cart and started talking to him. The topic started with medicine, but soon moved on to astronomy, geography, and more. In the end, even Jongri Mu-Hwan joined the discussion.

Although everyone who listened to their conversation was quickly turned off by the frequent use of incomprehensible jargon, the arrival of Ha Jin-Wol livened up the atmosphere.

Unlike when they entered Yunnan, they didn't stop in Kunming, where the Tyrant Fist Sect was located. They had already rescued Yoon Ja-Myeong, and the Tyrant Fist Sect was hardly the best place to go now. Since Jin Mu-Won had agreed to travel with the group until they left Yunnan, he decided to abandon his original plans and follow Gong Jin-Sung's lead.

Before they knew it, the sun was already setting, and Gong Jin-Sung ordered the escorts to set up camp. Fortunately, there was a fairly large stream nearby, and a clearing in front of it that was large enough to comfortably accommodate them.

They built a circular barricade of wagons, started a fire, fetched water from the stream, and poured it into a large pot hung over the flames. The cook of the day threw various dried meat and vegetables into the pot, and soon a very randomly flavored mysterious gruel was ready.

The gruel was distributed to the escorts, and Jin Mu-Won took a bowl as well. He knew from experience that even if it didn't look appetizing, it usually tasted pretty decent. However, as he ate, a dark cloud hung over his face.

Hwang Cheol, who was sitting beside him, asked worriedly, "What's wrong, Young Master? Does the food taste bad?"

"No, it's not that."

"Then?"

"I have a foreboding feeling."

"What?"

"My chest feels tight, as if I've forgotten something important," Jin Mu-Won said. Throughout the journey, he had felt increasingly anxious, as if an invisible hand was tugging at his ankles. It was so bad that he couldn't meditate at all.

Hwang Cheol narrowed his eyes. The composure of a master like Jin Mu-Won was rock solid, never easily shaken or broken. If he felt out of sorts, it had to be something serious enough to affect his mental state.

Suddenly, an idea came into his mind.

"Perhaps..."

"Eh?"

"Could you be affected by that sword?"

"You mean Snow Flower?"

"Yes, the homeland of the slaughtered tribe, where I got the black rock you used to make Snow Flower, is not far from here."

"Where is it?"

"A dozen miles north of here is a mountain called Mount Darksword. The tribe's ancestral home is on the north face of Mount Darksword."

"I have to go there." Jin Mu-Won put down his bowl and stood up.

"Are you leaving right now?"

"Yes. I think it's better if I resolve this sooner rather than later."

"I'll come with you."

"You don't have to."

"The terrain around Mount Darksword is more complicated than it looks, and it's not easy to find your way around. You'll need a guide." Hwang Cheol stood up, the determination in his eyes burning so brightly that Jin Mu-Won could not refuse him.

Jin Mu-Won told the group that he was going to visit Mount Darksword and that if he was not back by sunrise, they should leave without him and he would catch up with them later.

The two men then left the group's campsite and headed for the mountain. Jin Mu-Won matched Hwang Cheol's pace, and even though Hwang Cheol wasn't very good at movement arts, they maintained a decent speed thanks to his increased internal qi.

Personally, Hwang Cheol was amazed at his own abilities. No matter how much he squandered his qi, he never seemed to run out of energy or feel tired. This was something he had never imagined could happen to him before.

Hwang Cheol glanced at Jin Mu-Won out of the corner of his eye. Jin Mu-Won's face did not turn red, nor did his breathing become ragged, despite the fact that he was running at top speed.

Young Master has already reached a level I dare not fathom. If my Lord were alive to see this, how happy would he be? At the thought of Jin Kwan-Ho, Hwang Cheol felt his tears well up. It had been ten years since Jin Kwan-Ho met his tragic end, but Hwang Cheol still felt heartbroken whenever he thought of him. 

He forced back his tears and tried to smile, walking faster so that Jin Mu-Won would not notice his expression. He did not want his emotions to affect the young man. It would be one thing if it was him, but he didn't want Jin Mu-Won to be reminded of the painful past.

ZOOOOM!

The scenery around him passed by at a rapid pace, and as he ran, a huge shadow loomed over him. In the dim moonlight, a huge mountain was barely visible. It was Mount Darksword.

"Whew!" Hwang Cheol let out a gasp as he came to a screeching halt.

Jin Mu-Won also stopped running and looked at the mountain. From the tremors next to his waist, he could tell that Snow Flower was crying, as if she was happy to be back home.

Uncle Hwang was right. Snow Flower was the cause of my uneasiness. Jin Mu-Won gently stroked Snow Flower until her intense trembling gradually subsided.

"I hope the road to the village is still visible," Hwang Cheol said a little worried.

Uninhabited villages quickly became ruins, and unused roads became overgrown with vegetation, making it difficult to find any trace of them. Since he was last here ten years ago, it was unlikely that the road was still there.

Hwang Cheol forged his way through the bushes, trying to remember the path he had taken a long time ago, while Jin Mu-Won silently followed behind him. The forest was so quiet that even the chirping of crickets was cut off by the sudden appearance of the two humans.

As Hwang Cheol had said, the terrain was very rough. Although it was nothing like the Ailao Mountains, they still had to cross dangerous valleys and steep cliffs.

Before they knew it, it was already dawn. Hwang Cheol pointed to a cliff in the shape of a roaring lion and said, "We're almost there. The village is at the plain below that cliff."

As it turned out, the plain where the village once was was covered in man-sized grass and dotted with wooden beams, probably the ruins of houses.

"This place..."

SCREEEEEECH!

Snow Flower, who had calmed down for a while, started to wail again, this time so loud that even Hwang Cheol could hear her.

"Ugh!" Hwang Cheol gasped. He felt like his chest was being squeezed. He hastily circulated his qi to counter Snow Flower's cursed energy, and the pain gradually subsided. 

"What kind of sword is this..." he muttered, glaring at Snow Flower angrily. Even though Jin Mu-Won had told him that it was a cursed sword, this was the first time he had experienced its energy.

Jin Mu-Won didn't answer. No, he couldn't answer. Snow Flower's cursed energy affected him even more than Hwang Cheol, and he had his hands full just trying to calm her down.

His heart sank and he felt tears threatening to fall. However, these were not his own emotions. They were Snow Flower's.

To make matters worse, without realizing it, he had followed Snow Flower's urging to a large cave at the back of the village. He peered into the cave and saw a shrine to the tribe's ancestors, but it had been so thoroughly destroyed that only a few traces remained.

"This is where I found the rock."

"Were there any survivors at all?"

"At least, I didn't see anyone here when I came." A shadow fell over Hwang Cheol's face as the memory of that time came back to him. The last time he had come to this place, the devastation had been terrifying. The bodies of hundreds of tribesmen littered the ground, and even their livestock had been slaughtered and was rotting away. Most of the houses had been burned or destroyed, and the streets reeked of blood and decay. 

"To this day, I don't know what it was about this place that made the martial artists destroy it..."

The area was surrounded by mountains on all sides. There was nothing of interest nearby. It wasn't exactly the kind of place that would appeal to martial artists, but for them to come in and wipe them out meant that there was something of value that he didn't know about.

After looking around for a moment, Jin Mu-Won entered the cave. However, because of the debris from a cave-in, he couldn't go very deep inside. He peered through the debris. Something behind it attracted him. As if to prove it, Snow Flower screamed even louder.

Jin Mu-Won started to move the stones. Seeing his young master at work, Hwang Cheol silently helped him, thinking that there must be a good reason for Jin Mu-Won's actions. 

Just like that, the two toiled for hours, removing the stones.

Finally, the cavern behind the rubble was revealed. Jin Mu-Won immediately bit his lip and Hwang Cheol froze in horror.

"What on earth?"

Right in front of them, countless bodies were piled like luggage around a large pit dug into the ground. Since the bodies had been in an enclosed space for the past ten years, they had mummified instead of decomposing.

"T-There were more bodies than just the ones outside?" Hwang Cheol said, his voice shaking.

There were over a hundred mummies. A foul stench emanated from them, causing the two men to feel slightly disoriented. However, Jin Mu-Won braved the stench and approached the bodies to take a closer look.

"These are all women."

"Does this mean that the killers gathered all the women separately?"

"It seems so."

"Damn it!" Hwang Cheol's face scrunched up in anger. 

"One hundred bodies, all women..." Jin Mu-Won muttered. Something about this fact bothered him, but he couldn't remember what it was.

Jin Mu-Won reached out to examine one of the mummies, but the dried flesh crumbled at the slightest touch. It was in a terrible condition, and he had to limit himself to observation. 

He thus carefully searched for similarities among the mummies, and soon noticed that they all had crisscrossed cuts on their necks and wrists.

"All the blood in their bodies was drained through these wounds. That's why they were mummified instead of decomposing."

"What kind of lunatic would drain all the blood from a corpse? That's insane."

"Are you sure that this place was wiped out by the Tyrant Fist Sect?"

"That's what I heard. Why?"

"Whether it's the bodies drained of all their blood or this giant pit, both are signs that a practitioner of demonic arts was here."

"Demonic arts?"

"Can you think of a demonic art that uses women's blood as a sacrifice?"

Hwang Cheol shook his head. In all his years of traveling around the country with the White Dragon Merchant Association, he had never heard of a demonic art that used a woman's blood.

"Do you know anything about it, Young Master?"

"When I was a child, I heard a certain horror story from the warriors of the Northern Army."

"What story...?"

"There is a demonic art that uses blood drained from living women. It is said that the power of the demonic art increases exponentially as the practitioner absorbs more and more blood."

"Are you saying that such a demonic art... actually exists?"

"It is called the Demonic Blood Cross (十字血魔功), and it was declared a forbidden martial art in the gangho long ago due to its cruelty and inhumanity." Jin Mu-Won's eyes turned icy. I wonder who the culprit was? The Demonic Blood Cross has a fatal side effect that causes one to develop a split personality...and yet they chose to learn it!

SCREEEEECH!

Snow Flower wailed.
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As the sun rose in the morning, the group packed up and set out on their journey. Jin Mu-Won still hadn't returned, but none of them were worried about him. It was foolish to worry about a man of Jin Mu-Won's strength. 

They decided not to wait for him and left marks on the ground or in the trees to help him follow them later.

Yong Mu-Sung looked at Jongri Mu-Hwan, who was lost in thought. The strategist had looked gloomy since yesterday.

"Are you worried about something?"

"Oh, no, it's not that."

"Then why are you so upset? Our mission was a great success."

"That's because…"

"Tell me."

At Yong Mu-Sung's urging, Jongri Mu-Hwan reluctantly said, "It's because of Master Jin."

"What about him?"

"To be precise, it's because of Scholar Ha, who joined us as Master Jin's guest."

"Is there any problem with him?"

"He's an amazing person. I've never met anyone as knowledgeable as him in my life."

"More than you?"

"Honestly, I don't think I can hold a finger against him."

"That bad, huh?" Yong Mu-Sung's eyes widened. He knew Jongri Mu-Hwan better than anyone else. The strategist might be a little inferior in martial arts, but he had unrivaled intelligence and vast knowledge, and he was proud of it, as evidenced by the fact that Jongri Mu-Hwan couldn't easily acknowledge Jin Mu-Won.

Yet, for the first time, he cast aside his arrogance and humbly admitted that he felt inferior to another. To Yong Mu-Sung, this was a big deal.

Yong Mu-Sung's gaze fell on a large ox cart at the very back of the caravan. Ha Jin-Wol sat on the cart, playing go against himself.

"So you admit that he's a genius?"

"I don't think genius is the right word. I've never seen anyone with such in-depth knowledge on so many different things."

At first, he'd thought that Ha Jin-Wol was similar to him, so he took a liking to him and joined him for drinks. However, the more they talked, the more he was overwhelmed by the scholar's vast knowledge, to the point where he eventually felt depressed.

"Hmm…" After hearing Jongri Mu-Hwan's explanation, Yong Mu-Sung looked at Ha Jin-Wol. Do geniuses attract geniuses? Jin Mu-Won, the martial arts genius, got another genius to follow him?

I don't know what will come out of these two working together, but I have a feeling that it's going to be big.

Yong Mu-Sung patted Jongri Mu-Hwan on the shoulder and said, "Don't worry too much. You're a genius too. To me, you're the best strategist. You don't have to beat yourself up by comparing yourself to Ha Jin-Wol."

"Hyung-nim?"

"Don't be so conscious of them. They have their path, and we have ours. We just have to be quiet and follow the path we chose."

"Yeah," Jongri Mu-Hwan replied weakly.

This is a wall he must overcome by himself, Yong Mu-Sung thought, looking ahead. Regardless of how much they had actually contributed, it was true that they had accomplished their mission. As long as they made it to Lanzhou, they would receive a huge reward from the White Dragon Merchant Association. With that money, the Iron Brigade could finally work towards achieving their shared dream.

Just wait a little longer. I'll be there soon. Yong Mu-Sung clenched his fists tightly and released a hint of killing intent. 

Sensing their leaders' intense emotions, the martial artists of the Iron Brigade gathered around them. The Iron Brigade had been together for a long time, and their bond was so strong that they could tell what each other was thinking with just a glance.

And true enough, that simple gesture was enough to calm Yong Mu-Sung and Jongri Mu-Hwan down.

Gong Jin-Sung, who was watching them, couldn't help but marvel at the sight. They are no different from biological brothers. Is there any other sect in the gangho with such strong bonds?

Although the Iron Brigade hadn't played much of a role in saving Yoon Ja-Myeong due to the emergence of the powerhouse that was Jin Mu-Won, their unity was a big part of why Gong Jin-Sung believed in them.

Although their numbers are small and they don't have much influence, people like them always have a place in the gangho. We must do our best to maintain good relations with them.

After being part of the White Dragon Merchant Association for so long, Gong Jin-Sung had become a merchant through and through. However, he didn't think it was a bad thing. 

He looked at the carriage that Yoon Ja-Myeong was riding in. The Third Young Master was in much better shape now.

I wonder how happy the Old Matriarch will be when she finds out we brought him back safe and sound?

The thought of her waiting for him at White Dragon Merchant Association brought a smile to his lips. However, his smile didn't last long. The martial artists in the front of the group suddenly reined in their horses, bringing the entire group to a halt.

"What's wrong?" Gong Jin-Sung rode to Yong Mu-Sung's side, but Yong Mu-Sung didn't answer him and only stared straight ahead, a stiff expression on his face. 

Gong Jin-Sung looked in the same direction.

"Urk!" He too stiffened.

There was a large river ahead, blocking their path. However, it wasn't the river that surprised them, it was the large rock in front of the river, or more precisely, the giant sitting on the rock.

A giant that radiated an aura of tyranny.

Gong Jin-Sung groaned. He recognized the man. Jo Cheon-Woo, the Sect Leader of the Tyrant Fist Sect and one of the Four Northern Pillars.

For some reason, Jo Cheon-Woo stood in their way. His presence was so powerful that everyone, including the Iron Brigade, remained frozen to the spot.

Yong Mu-Sung narrowed his eyes as he looked at Jo Cheon-Woo. He didn't like the fact that the man had him completely suppressed with his aura, but he was more interested in something else.

Why the hell is Jo Cheon-Woo here? Although the negotiations with the Tyrant Fist Sect went awry, we haven't formed any grudges. However, judging from Jo Cheon-Woo's intense killing intent, he didn't come here with the intention of just talking.

Regardless, I cannot just ignore him. Yong Mu-Sung stepped forward and greeted, "Greetings, Master Jo, I am Yong Mu-Sung."

"……" Jo Cheon-Woo didn't reply and simply locked gazes with Yong Mu-Sung.

Pain immediately shot through Yong Mu-Sung's eyeballs, making him feel as if they were about to burst, but he gritted his teeth and didn't avert his gaze. 

Jo Cheon-Wo's eyes glinted dangerously. "Where is Jin Mu-Won?" he asked.

"Jin Mu-Won?" Yong Mu-Sung twitched. Is this related to the Yuxi Massacre? I'd heard that the Tyrant Fist Sect had been involved, and that they'd received a stern warning from Heaven's Summit to shut their gates for a while, but I never expected Jo Cheon-Woo to ignore all that and personally make a move.

Jongri Mu-Hwan and Chae Yak-Ran's faces turned grave as they realized the gravity of the situation.

"He's not here right now."

"Hmph! Are you lying to me? I already know that he's traveling with the White Dragon Merchant Association."

"He was, but he left us last night and isn't here right now," Yong Mu-Sung explained.

Jo Cheon-Woo's eyes glowed with rage as he rose to his feet like a mountain rising from the earth, spooking the horses into rearing and throwing off their riders. He was sure that Yong Mu-Sung was lying. 

"How dare you lie to me, Jo Cheon-Woo?"

Behind Jo Cheon-Woo, more than a hundred elite martial artists of the Tyrant Fist Sect appeared and released their killing intent. They were usually stationed outside the sect, and had hence escaped Heaven's Summit's surveillance. Moreover, they had worked together with the Blizzard Squad many times, and were furious at the deaths of their comrades in Yuxi.

"What should I do to make you believe me? If you want, I'll even allow you to search the carriages."

"What makes you think I'll believe you? I'm sure that you've already made arrangements to hide him." Jo Cheon-Woo ignored Yong Mu-Sung and came up with a conclusion on his own. He then looked at his men and commanded, "Kill them all. We'll see if he still doesn't show up."

"Yes sir!"

The elites of the Tyrant Fist Sect marched threateningly toward the martial artists of the Iron Brigade and the White Dragon Merchant Association, not bothering to hide their murderous intent.

Jongri Mu-Hwan whispered to Yong Mu-Sung, "No matter what we say, they won't believe us."

"I guess not." Yong Mu-Sung gritted his teeth. He wanted to avoid fighting if he could, as it wasn't in his nature to take risks without a reward. Unfortunately, it was impossible to negotiate when Jo Cheon-Woo had no intention of doing so.

At that moment, Gong Jin-sung, who had been watching from the sidelines, stepped forward and politely asked, "Master Jo, my name is Gong Jin-Sung, and I am the Finance Head of the White Dragon Merchant Association. There seems to be a misunderstanding, so could you please calm down and listen to us first?"

"The White Dragon Merchant Association? Are you trying to intimidate me with that insignificant name?"

Jo Cheon-Woo's aura intensified, inflicting internal injuries on Gong Jin-Sung and causing his face to turn pale.

The man had no desire to talk at all.

They say that good luck and bad fortune are two sides of the same coin, and that they always come together. I suppose today is the day I fight with everything I have. Gong Jin-Sung glanced at the carriage behind him. Yoon Ja-Myeong and Yoon Seo-In were looking out of the window. For their sake, he couldn't back down.

He shouted at the top of his lungs, "Everyone, take out your weapons! Show them that the White Dragon Merchant Association are not pushovers!"

The White Dragon escorts quickly drew their weapons and gathered their qi.

"Damn it! Why does this have to happen just when I thought the worst was over?"

"Fuck!"

Some of the escorts cussed while their colleagues beside them gulped nervously. A sense of urgency like never before washed over them.

SWOOSH!

The Tyrant Fist elites pounced at the caravan members, their hands balled into fists.

Shit! They've got a hundred peak masters capable of unleashing Fist Chi! We're screwed. Where the fuck is that bastard at a time like this? Yong Mu-Sung was usually optimistic, but this time, he was the first to curse Jin Mu-Won for not being there.

As the Tyrant Fist Sect elites swooped in on the group, Jo Cheon-Woo looked at Yong Mu-Sung and grinned wickedly. "Let's have a little fun, shall we?"

"You're a motherfucking lunatic."

At the very back of the caravan, Ha Jin-Wol stood up on the cart just in time to see the martial artists tangling up ahead. The Iron Brigade warriors were doing well, but as it was impossible for ordinary escorts to defend against the Tyrant Fist Sect's elites, the overall situation was overwhelmingly unfavorable for them.

"W-Why did this happen only when he was away…" Tang Gi-Mun stammered. Jo Cheon-Woo of the Four Northern Pillars was a master who towered above supreme peak experts. No one present was a match for him.

"We're going to be wiped out at this rate. It's just bad luck that this happened right after I joined. No, it's not my bad luck, it's his bad luck. For now, I'll just have to hold out until he comes," Ha Jin-Wol mumbled to himself.

Tang Gi-Mun's eyes lit up. "Hold out? Do you have any ideas?"

"No, but I'm thinking of one right now," Ha Jin-Wol replied, grinning wickedly.
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"Oi, you," Ha Jin-Wol called out to a young escort near him.

The young man gave Ha Jin-Wol a confused look, but Ha Jin-Wol ignored him and waved him over.

A little upset, the escort said, "What's the matter, can't you see that I'm busy?"

"It's not like you're doing anything important."

"Neither are you."

"Go get rid of the spies watching us from the shadows."

"Why me?"

"Because you're from the Black Moon."

The young escort grimaced, and Ha Jin-Wol grinned.

"Mu-Won told me about you before he left."

"That person seriously…"

"If I were Heaven's Summit, I would definitely spy on either us or Jo Cheon-Woo. I'm not sure exactly where they're hiding, but please finish them off. It's very important."

"And why should I do that?"

"Because it will benefit the Black Moon."

"What…?"

"The Black Moon's greatest weapon is their monopoly on information. There's no need to share it with Heaven's Summit, is there?" Ha Jin-Wol smiled triumphantly, confident that the cat was in the bag.

Cheong-In stiffened. Ha Jin-Wol had totally read his mind. The Triune Scholar Ha Jin-Wol. The Black Moon doesn't have much information on him, but that's only because we've never considered him worthy of attention. According to the Black Moon's rules, when our own lives are threatened, we are to abandon our mission and escape immediately, but…there's something about this scholar named Ha Jin-Wol that's keeping me here…

The Iron Brigade and White Dragon escorts were completely overwhelmed. At this rate, their annihilation was only a matter of time, and yet, there was no fear on Ha Jin-Wol's face. Rather, he was smiling faintly, as if he was enjoying himself.

Cheong-In hesitated. He felt the need to see the source of Ha Jin-Wol's confidence with his own eyes.

"Ahh damn it! The boss will nag me like crazy after this."

"I guarantee you won't regret it."

"Hmm, where would I hide if I were a spy? Fuck!"

The young escort seemed to fade away and then vanish from sight, grumbling all the while. Most normal people would find his stealth technique frightening, but Ha Jin-Wol wasn't the least bit flustered.

"Moon-Jung."

"Yes!" Kwak Moon-Jung came running at Ha Jin-Wol's summon. They had only spent one night together, but he instinctively sensed that Ha Jin-Wol was no ordinary person.

"I need you to do something for me."

"Just say the word."

Ha Jin-Wol pulled out a dozen palm-sized flags from his chest pocket, handed them to Kwak Moon-Jung, and said, "Stick these flags in the ground where I tell you. There's a line on each flag that tells you how deep to plant it."

True to his word, there were lines carved into the flagpoles with a knife, each at a different position. Ha Jin-Wol leaned in close to Kwak Moon-Jung and told him where to put the flags.

"Do you remember everything?"

"Yes, just leave it to me!" Kwak Moon-Jung replied energetically, then ran off to do as he was instructed. He had no idea what was going on in Ha Jin-Wol's head, but the scholar was the only person he could trust in this situation.

Tang Gi-Mun, who was sitting next to Ha Jin-Wol, asked, "Is there anything I can do to help?"

"Why would there not be? Your help is highly welcome." Ha Jin-Wol smiled. 

His eyes were clear, deep, and so intense that they seemed to penetrate into places that Tang Gi-Mun couldn't see. They were clearly in the middle of a crisis, but somehow, Tang Gi-Mun found the scholar's presence strangely reassuring.

Despite his eccentric personality and sharp tongue, Ha Jin-Wol was a trustworthy man. For a moment, he wondered what the combination of Jin Mu-Won and Ha Jin-Wol could accomplish. …Perhaps I should just wait and see how far these two go?

Meanwhile, slightly ahead of the ox cart group, Yoon Seo-In left the carriage to protect Yoon Ja-Myeong, holding her Bamboo Blade.[1] The situation was too urgent to rely solely on the escorts.

Again and again, she unleashed the Kongtong Sect's ultimate techniques. Unfortunately, although she could use sword qi, her opponents were elites and could also do the same. To make things worse, they were far more experienced in combat, and did not hesitate to draw blood. That fact alone spelled the difference between victory and defeat.

POW!

"AAAH!" Yoon Seo-In screamed as a fist slammed into her outer thigh. The excruciating pain made her take several steps back.

"Even if you're a woman…" her opponent growled, his eyes bursting with killing intent.

The other members of the Tyrant Fist Sect were just as manic. Having lost so many of their comrades in the Yuxi disaster, their hearts were filled with nothing but rage. Right now, they couldn't bring themselves to see Yoon Seo-In as a beautiful woman; she was just another target to be eliminated.

Yoon Seo-In looked around grimly. The escorts who had been with her for months were dying one after the other. She wanted to close her ears to their groans, to close her eyes to their deaths, but she couldn't do it.

She had once thought that the gangho was a romantic place, but not anymore. This was a dangerous world where one walked a tightrope between life and death. It wasn't a place for a weak-minded person like her.

"Seo-In…" Yoon Ja-Myeong looked at Yoon Seo-In with pained eyes. His sister was in danger, but there was nothing he could do to help her.

"No!" Tears blurred his vision as he watched a Tyrant Fist Sect martial artist swinging a fist the size of a pot lid at Yoon Seo-In's slender body.

FOOM!

Suddenly, a stranger intervened in their fight. It was Gongson Chang of the Iron Brigade. With one swift strike, he slashed open the Tyrant Fist warrior's throat, killing him. However, they weren't out of the woods yet.

There are too many of them! Gongson Chang stepped in front of Yoon Seo-In and wiped the sweat from his brow. Individually, the martial artists of the Iron Brigade were stronger, but there was too much of a difference in numbers. All of them were drenched in blood, and although most of the blood belonged to their enemies, at this rate, it would only be a matter of time before they collapsed.

He looked around for Yong Mu-Sung, only to see his commander sent flying backward.

BAM!

"Keuak!" Yong Mu-Sung groaned as a trickle of blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. One punch from Jo Cheon-Woo had resulted in him sustaining internal injuries.

Jo Cheon-Woo was terrifyingly strong. His fists were harder than iron and powerful enough to crush a boulder the size of a house.

Jo Cheon-Woo looked down his nose at Yong Mu-Sung as if he were an unworthy piece of trash.

Yong Mu-Sung tensed. The outcome of this battle was all too obvious. The first to be wiped out would be the escorts, and then the Iron Brigade. Jongri Mu-Hwan was scrambling around trying to reorganize the warriors, but it was too late for him to turn the tides.

Why the fuck did this have to happen just when that punk isn't around?

For the first time, he resented Jin Mu-Won's absence.

[Hey, buy me fifteen minutes.]

Suddenly, someone contacted him using voice transmission. Yong Mu-Sung glanced behind him and was shocked to discover that it was Ha Jin-Wol. In the midst of the fierce battle, he hadn't paid the scholar any attention, but for some reason, no one had noticed his presence all this time.

I just need to hold out against Jo Cheon-Woo for fifteen minutes, right? 

Strangely enough, Yong Mu-Sung didn't question why Ha Jin-Wol wanted him to stall for time. He instinctively felt that Ha Jin-Wol would be able to do something about their current situation if he had fifteen minutes.

He tightened his grip on his Dragon Scale Dao, and Jo Cheon-Woo smiled wryly at the sight.

"Looks like you still have a trump card. Go ahead and show it to me. You won't get a second chance."

"Hmph! Don't look down on me, you old monster." Yong Mu-Sung bit his lip in indignation.

In response to Yong Mu-Sung's defiance, Jo Cheon-Woo taunted him with a beckoning gesture.

Yong Mu-Sung focused his energy on the Dragon Scale Dao, causing it to glow red in preparation for his most powerful martial art: The Demonic Dragon Scale Blade Art (龍鱗魔形刀).

SCHRIPPP!

The Dragon Scale Dao ripped through the air like an unstoppable force, and for the first time in this battle, Jo Cheon-Woo's face lit up with interest.

The intimidating pressure that made his skin crawl and the sharpness that made his nerves tingle were truly impressive. Although his anger had caused him to temporarily lose his rationality, ultimately, he was a martial artist. He couldn't help but be fascinated by a martial art he had never seen before.

He laughed, "Good, let's enjoy this to our heart's content!"

"That arrogance of yours will be your end," Yong Mu-Sung growled fiercely.

Sensing Yong Mu-Sung's killing intent, Jo Cheon-Woo nodded gleefully. "I like that look, but you can't kill with your eyes alone. Come, show me that your blade is as sharp as your eyes."

"I guarantee you won't be disappointed."

Yong Mu-Sung took a step towards Jo Cheon-Woo.

ROAR! ROAR!

The Dragon Scale Dao cried like a wild beast as Yong Mu-Sung injected more and more qi into it.

At the same time, Yong Mu-Sung's steps became faster and faster, and in an instant, he had shortened the distance between him and Jo Cheon-Woo.

"YAAAAH!"

BOOM!

Red qi blades exploded out of the Dragon Scale Dao like the claws of a beast. Using his left foot as a pivot, Jo Cheon-Woo dodged the attack, knocked the blades aside and closed in on Yong Mu-Sung.

Yong Mu-Sung immediately spun the Dragon Scale Dao around and held it in a reverse grip. He slashed out at Jo Cheon-Woo, but only nicked the giant man's clothes.

Unabated, he went on a full-scale offensive, unleashing the Demonic Soul Crushing Blade (魔劘鬼魂斬) and the Explosive Dragon Fang (龍牙爆裂魂), the two most powerful techniques of the Demonic Dragon Scale Blade Art, in rapid succession.

Lightning flashed and the wind swirled like a storm. The earth shook and rocks cracked.

Jo Cheon-Woo's composure evaporated. Yong Mu-Sung's martial arts were created for a singular purpose, to take the enemy's life at any cost. Every single technique that Yong Mu-Sung had used was meant to kill him in one strike.

The creator of this martial art must be either a bloodthirsty maniac or someone with a deep-seated grudge.

Finally realizing that Yong Mu-Sung posed a threat to him, Jo Cheon-Woo spread his arms wide and said, "It seems that you are worthy of receiving my fists."



Footnotes:

[1] Bamboo Blade: The signature sword of all Kongtong Sect disciples. Dunno why she's using this instead of her whip sword, Author-nim probably just forgot.



Chapter 119: Even So, I Have No Regrets (1)

A change was occurring on the battlefield. The martial artists of the Iron Brigade, who had been pushed back since the beginning of the battle, began to recollect themselves.

[Seo Jin-hyung, step back and let Jin Yeop-hyung take your place. Jin Hong-hyung, shoot an arrow at the one on the right and hold him back.]

Jongri Mu-Hwan's used voice transmission to send orders to the Iron Brigade Warriors, moving them into formation. However, there was no joy on his face. Ha Jin-Wol, who stood beside him, was the mastermind who had given all the instructions.

On the surface, nothing much seemed to be happening, but as time went by, the cooperation among the martial artists of the Tyrant Fist Sect began to break down. This resulted in their movements slowing down, giving the Iron Brigade a chance to solidify their defenses.

"The left flank is collapsing; send Vice-Commander Chae over there. That swordsman seems to be exhausted, so ask him to retreat for a bit and replace him with the hidden weapons wielder to balance things back out," Ha Jin-Wol said.

Jongri Mu-Hwan immediately communicated his orders to the Iron Brigade warriors. The line of defense strengthened yet again, giving the tired martial artists some breathing room.

However, Ha Jin-wol's orders just kept coming.

"Ask the wounded escorts to pull out from battle and move those wagons toward the large boulder on the right. I'll tell you how to line up the wagons there."

"Alright," Jongri Mu-Hwan replied helplessly. The overwhelming difference in ability between himself and Ha Jin-Wol had unknowingly manifested itself in his passive demeanor.

Instead of being controlled by the situation, the scholar took charge of everything and adjusted it to his liking.

Damn it, just what does he see in this mess? Goosebumps rose all over Jongri Mu-Hwan's body. He could tell that Ha Jin-Wol saw something beyond mere survival. Even in the midst of a chaotic battle where many people were dying, the scholar calmly grasped the situation and brought order to it.

Suddenly, Ha Jin-Wol asked Tang Gi-Mun, "Do you have any Qi Dispersing Poison?"

Qi Dispersing Poison made it impossible for a martial artist to gather qi for a short period of time. It had little effect on peak experts, but was very useful against ordinary martial artists.

"I do, but I don't think it will be of much use. Unless we can segregate our own warriors from the enemy, the Qi Dispersing Poison will become a double-edged sword."

"Don't worry, I'll take care of that. Please give me the poison."

"Okay…" Tang Gi-Mun took out a porcelain bottle from his chest pocket and handed it to Ha Jin-Wol, who calmly held it as he watched the battlefield unfold.

The Iron Brigade warriors gradually retreated backwards, forming a circular defensive line like a spiny hedgehog. Although this made things harder for the Tyrant Fist Sect elites, however, time was on their side and the difference in power was overwhelming. The moment the Iron Brigade warriors began to tire, their defenses would crumble and the battle would turn into a one-sided slaughter.

It was a battle that absolutely could not be won... at least not by conventional means. 

The problem is perspective. What I have to do is stall for time, not plan to win.

With Jin Mu-Won gone, they were at an absolute disadvantage. No strategy that Ha Jin-Wol could come up with would make up for the fact that they could not deal with the one martial master named Jo Cheon-Woo.

For now, Yong Mu-Sung was holding up against Jo Cheon-Woo, but the balance was precarious, like a flickering candle that could go out at any moment. Time was of the essence.

Going by the sun's position, we have about half an hour left until noon, when the Yang energy is strongest. I can only pray he manages to last at least that long…

Ha Jin-Wol's gaze shifted toward Kwak Moon-Jung, who was diligently planting flags on the outskirts of the battlefield. There were many moments when his life was at stake, but he overcame them all and planted the flag exactly where he was told to.

That boy seems dull at first glance, but to be able to have that kind of focus, especially in a crisis, is really something. He's much more talented than I gave him credit for. Ha Jin-Wol raised his initial appraisal of Kwak Moon-Jung, unaware that he was one of only a small handful of people who saw anything in the boy.

After planting the seventh flag, Kwak Moon-Jung swiftly headed toward the next point, but found himself obstructed by a heavily muscled, six-foot tall Tyrant Fist Sect warrior. Seeing the powerful Fist Qi around the man's hands, he instantly judged that his opponent was a peak-level martial artist and one of the strongest fighters among the enemies.

He was correct. The man was Yang Moon-So, a famous barehanded warrior recognized by the Tyrant Fist Sect. For a while now, Yang Moon-So had watched curiously as Kwak Moon-Jung planted flags all around the battlefield.

"Kid, what are you doing?" he asked.

Instead of answering him, Kwak Moon-Jung raised his greatsword.

Yang Moon-So chuckled in amusement. "Heh, I guess it doesn't matter whether you answer me or not. You're going to die either way."

Although Kwak Moon-Jung exuded quite a bit of strength, he was only a boy of twelve or thirteen. There was no way he could lose to a teenager who wasn't even fully grown yet.

"Take this!" Yang Moon-So shouted, throwing a punch at Kwak Moon-Jung.

Kwak Moon-Jung gritted his teeth. The punch hadn't even reached him, and he could already feel the wind from the attack. His arms trembled and his heart beat wildly. His breathing quickened and the blood in his body rushed through his veins at many times its normal speed. Yang Moon-So's killing intent pricked his skin.

It was as if he was facing the God of Death. He had felt something similar during the confrontation with the Kongtong Sect some time ago, but that was nothing compared to this. Moreover, there was no Jin Mu-Won by his side now.

He had to overcome this crisis alone.

If I fail to plant this flag, a lot of people will die.

He swung his greatsword.

Across from him, Yang Moon-So suddenly found himself unable to close the distance to the boy. The difference in their reach was too great. That left him no choice but to charge up his attacks with qi and strike from a distance. 

With each blow, Kwak Moon-Jung felt like he was being hit by a tidal wave of sheer power, but he steadied himself and calmly deflected each attack with his greatsword.

BAM! BOOM! BANG!

Every time his greatsword clashed with his opponent's fist qi, a loud explosion resulted, piercing his eardrums. With every new exchange, the impact increased, making his body tremble, and yet, he did not back down.

"Damned punk…!" Yang Moon-So cussed, enraged by the sight of Kwak Moon-Jung determinedly fending him off. He intensified his attacks, overwhelming the boy.

Soon, Kwak Moon-Jung's clothes were torn to shreds and his body covered in wounds. Still, he remained on his feet.

I won't lose! I can endure this! I have to keep defending until the enemy tires and lets his guard down.

After following Jin Mu-Won for the last few months, he realized that in order to protect what he loved, he had to fight with everything he had, even if the difference in strength between himself and his enemy was absolute. As long as he did not give up, his chances of success, no matter how low, would never be zero.

Fortunately, his greatsword was very well-made and able to withstand Yang Moon-So's qi. Moreover, the wide sword doubled as a shield and protected his entire body.

Conversely, compared to Kwak Moon-Jung's composure, the more defiance the boy showed, the angrier Yang Moon-So became. 

"How dare this little bastard…!"

The sight of Kwak Moon-Jung hanging on despite going to collapse at any moment irritated him to no end. At first, he'd wanted to save his energy, but now all he wanted was to kill the boy once and for all.

"Huff, huff!" Kwak Moon-Jung panted. Although he was still able to move and use his techniques with precision, his physical strength was almost at its limit. The only thing that kept him going was his superhuman will and his sense of responsibility to the flag planting mission that Ha Jin-Wol had given him.

He blocked Yang Moon-So's relentless attacks over and over again.

"Fuha!" Suddenly, Yang Moon-So gasped loudly as he ended one wave of attacks and gathered his qi for the next.

Kwak Moon-Jung didn't miss the opportunity.

For the first time in his life, he felt the draining sensation of all the energy in his body being sucked into his sword.

"Hmph!" Yang Moon-So snorted as he raised his arms to parry the greatsword and crush Kwak Moon-Jung's heart in one fell swoop. Having mastered the Iron Sun Technique (鐵陽氣功), he was confident that his skin was so tough it could withstand being hit by the greatsword without even a scratch.

His forearm clashed with Kwak Moon-Jung's greatsword.

SCHRIPP!

"Huh?" Yang Moon-So stared in disbelief as the greatsword sliced through his forearm and stabbed into his chest, spurting blood everywhere.

"Kuheok!" he coughed, his face contorting in pain. Kwak Moon-Jung's sword had smashed through his sternum and destroyed his lungs and heart.

THUD!

Yang Moon-So's corpse toppled over backwards like a log.

"Huff! Haah!" Kwak Moon-Jung gasped as he fell on his butt. Sweat and tears mixed on his face as the relief of being alive and the guilt of killing a human for the first time swirled in his tiny chest.

However, he knew that he could not rest right now. He still had an important mission to complete.

"Uggh!" he groaned, clambering to his feet even as tears streamed down his face.

This day, the young boy Kwak Moon-Jung finally became a warrior who lived by his sword.
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Having finished exploring the ruins of the massacred Yunnan tribe's village, Jin Mu-Won and Hwang Cheol were returning to the caravan when suddenly, Jin Mu-Won stopped in his tracks.

"What's wrong, Young Master?" Hwang Cheol asked, puzzled.

"Look here," Jin Mu-Won said grimly, pointing at the ground. There were numerous footprints in the dirt. 

"What on earth!?"

Jin Mu-Won knelt down on one knee and examined the footprints closely. "These were made by close to a hundred martial arts masters," he deduced. No ordinary person walked with such light footsteps.

"Do you think they're aiming for the White Dragon Merchant Association?"

Jin Mu-Won nodded. They weren't far from the White Dragon Merchant Association's camp. The only reason a large group of elite martial artists would gather in such a remote location was either to target the White Dragon Merchant Association or Jin Mu-Won.

The question is, who is the enemy? Jin Mu-Won considered several possibilities, but in the end, he decided that there was only one possibility.

"It's the Tyrant Fist Sect."

It was evident that Jo Cheon-Woo, the man whom he had once called his uncle, had made a move.

"He must be holding a grudge against us over the Yuxi Massacre."

Jin Mu-Won's expression darkened.

"W-We have to hurry up and catch up with them!" Hwang Cheol stammered. As a former member of the Northern Army, he knew that Jo Cheon-Woo was a vengeful man who would return even the smallest of grudges several times over.

Jin Mu-Won nodded and stood up. The situation was bad, but it wasn't hopeless. At least, there was one person he could trust to protect the White Dragon caravan while he wasn't there.

Ha Jin-Wol, the Triune Scholar.



Translator's Note: Sorry for the delays, I've been busy with new home renovation stuff lately…


Chapter 120: Even So, I Have No Regrets (2)

"Ugh!" Yong Mu-Sung groaned as he was sent flying, his clothes and Dragon Scale Blade stained red with blood. His body was shaking, his legs were weak, and his eyes were bloodshot from the immense pressure of Jo Cheon-Woo's qi.

As a master martial artist, Jo Cheon-Woo's bare fists were his most powerful weapons. He didn't even need to use techniques anymore; every normal punch of his was equivalent to a lesser warrior's strongest technique.

With a single strike, he shattered Yong Mu-Sung's Dragon Scale Blade Art and still had enough power left over to overwhelm him.

On the contrary, no matter what technique Yong Mu-Sung unleashed, Jo Cheon-Woo easily deflected it and counterattacked. 

It wasn't long before Yong Mu-Sung was covered in wounds.

"Keuk!" Yong Mu-Sung wiped the blood from his mouth with his sleeve.

So this is the strength of a warlord who aims to rule the world?

His opponent was a man who was commonly referred to as an absolute master, and for Yong Mu-Sung to have survived so far against such a person was a feat in itself. However, simply surviving was meaningless.

Hurry up and come back, damn it!

Out of the corner of his eye, he cast a glance at his men. The Iron Brigade and the White Dragon escorts had formed a defensive circle, but the Tyrant Fist Sect elites had them completely surrounded. 

Suddenly, Jo Cheon-Woo sneered, "I'm surprised you can afford to look the other way while I'm standing right in front of you."

Yong Mu-Sung bit his lip until it bled and scrambled back to his feet. "You're so old and weak that you can't even kill a fly. Is that the best you can do?"

"Pfft, are you trying to taunt me…? How uncouth," Jo Cheon-Woo coldly replied, even as his eyes glowed with rage. 

Yong Mu-Sung realized that his taunt had succeeded, because a strange air current began to flow around Jo Cheon-Woo's body, whipping around him like a whirlwind and stirring up the rocks and leaves on the ground.

SWOOSH! WHOOSH!

An instant later, the leaves and rocks were ground to dust, disappearing without a trace.

Jo Cheon-Woo was unleashing the Fist of Heavenly Domination (覇天神拳), the most powerful barehanded martial art in the history of the Northern Army. Originally, it was a martial art that could only be learned by the Lord, but when the Northern Army fell with the death of Jin Kwan-Ho over a decade ago, Jo Cheon-Woo stole the martial art manual.

Jo Cheon-Woo had always admired Jin Kwan-Ho, but he felt that if he mastered the Fist of Heavenly Domination, he would be equal to his former leader. Therefore, for the past ten years, he had focused only on mastering the Fist of Heavenly Domination, and in the end, he achieved what he wanted. He was confident that at his current level, he would be able to compete with Jin Kwan-Ho.

Shit, I must have hit a nerve. Yong Mu-Sung grimaced. Maybe he had gone too far with the provocation, because his senses were screaming at him that Jo Cheon-Woo meant business.

He pushed all of his remaining qi into the Dragon Scale Dao, and it roared in answer.

"Fuck, I only have one life to lose anyway! I should at least see how far I can go."

Dao Qi wrapped itself around his Dragon Scale Dao like a coiling dragon.
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THUD!

Kwak Moon-Jung stuck the last flag into the hard soil.

"Haa… Huff…!" he gasped. His legs were wobbly and his heart was pounding, making it difficult for him to stand, but he couldn't afford to rest. Even at this very moment, the warriors of the White Dragon caravan were fighting for their lives, and the longer he delayed, the more people would die.

He waved his hand wildly at Ha Jin-Wol, who stood in the center of the defensive circle.

Ha Jin-Wol grinned, picked up a nearby rock and threw it into the center of the flag formation.

CLACK!

A translucent fog began to swirl around the battlefield.

"W-What?"

"Fuck! It's a formation!"

The Tyrant Fist Sect warriors, who were confident of their victory until the fog appeared, started to lose their composure. One moment, they were blinded by a flash of light, and the next, they were plunged into pitch blackness. It was so dark that they couldn't even see the faces of their comrades next to them.

"This is the Dark Phantom Illusion Formation (幻靈暗黑陣). It originated in the evil sects, but that doesn't make it any less effective than any other top-notch debilitation formation," Ha Jin-Wol muttered as he watched the Tyrant Fist Sect's elite descend into chaos.

One of the most important effects of the Dark Phantom Illusion Formation was that it deprived enemies of their sight, impeding their senses and restricting their movements. For a master of Jo Cheon-Woo's caliber, such a thing wouldn't be a problem, but for ordinary martial artists, losing their vision alone was enough to make them feel extremely restless.

"Now we add this to that…" Ha Jin-Wol took out the porcelain bottle that Tang Gi-Mun had given him.

The martial artists of the Iron Brigade watched the scholar with bated breath. Not only had he reversed a situation where they were bound to be annihilated, he was now protecting them with uncanny techniques that didn't seem like they could be executed by a human being in the midst of battle.

Jongri Mu-Hwan was by far the most taken aback of them all. Although he had heard of the Dark Phantom Illusion Formation, as far as he knew, setting up the formation was an arduous endeavor that required the perfect terrain, time, and a lot of equipment and manpower. It wasn't something that could be done with only a few flags. If it were up to him, he  would need at least three days to create the Dark Phantom Illusion Formation.

How can anyone be that brilliant? Goosebumps crawled all over his skin.

This was a different kind of shock than the one Jin Mu-Won had given him, and in a way, it was much worse. Jin Mu-Won was a master martial artist, and Jongri Mu-Hwan could console himself by thinking that he was more of a strategist than a warrior.

However, Ha Jin-Wol was different. Like himself, the scholar was a strategist who relied more on tactics than martial arts, but was so skilled that he was like an unscalable wall.

Ha Jin-Wol smiled and sprayed the Qi Dispersion Poison toward the outer edge of the Dark Phantom Illusion Formation. The poison spread out on the wind and slowly swirled along with the mist.

"Keuak!"

"I-I can't use qi."

The Tyrant Fist Sect warriors who were outside the Dark Phantom Illusion Formation hastily retreated, but some of the unfortunate souls who were slow to react fell to the ground, poisoned.

Ha Jin-Wol sat down on top of his ox cart. "I've done everything I can. All we can do now is wait for him to return."

Over time, the Qi Dispersion Poison would disperse to the winds, but until that happened, it was enough of a threat to keep the Tyrant Fist Sect at bay and prevent them from advancing forward. 

Moreover, seeing their hesitation, Ha Jin-Wol made a momentary opening in the formation for Kwak Moon-Jung to enter.

"Haa… Haa…!" Kwak Moon-Jung panted. In the short time he was exposed to the Dark Phantom Illusion Formation, he had also been poisoned by the Qi Dispersion Poison and lost the ability to control his qi.

Tang Gi-Mun patted Kwak Moon-Jung on the head. "You did great. Many people have been saved because of you."

"I-I can't gather my qi."

"That's because you've been poisoned by the Qi Dispersion Poison. Don't worry though, the effects will only last for two hours."

"O-Okay!" Kwak Moon-Jung nodded and collapsed on the ground. His entire body was screaming from the extreme muscular strain and the pain from his injuries. He badly wanted to pass out, but he couldn't. They weren't out of dire straits yet.

As he lay resting, he watched the fight between Yong Mu-Sung and Jo Cheon-Woo.

BOOOM! CRASH! BANG!

A series of eruptions exploded between the two behemoths. Although Yong Mu-Sung's Dragon Scale Dao was coated with Blade Flux, his attacks were blocked by Jo Cheon-Woo's own pitch black qi and erased each time they clashed.

Despite pushing himself to the limit, Yong Mu-Sung was still at a disadvantage.

"Commander…"

"We shouldn't just stand here watching, we need to help him!"

Suddenly, the Iron Brigade warriors tried to rush out from the protection of the Dark Phantom Illusion Formation.

However, Ha Jin-Wol refused to open a path for them. "Don't do useless things," he chided.

"Get out of the way. If you try to stop us, we'll cut you down." Gongson Chang glared furiously at Ha Jin-Wol, ready to murder the scholar if he continued being stubborn. 

In the face of Gongson Chang's threat, Ha Jin-Wol stated matter-of-factly, "Even if you join him, you won't be able to change anything."

"We still have to go. We can't leave our commander alone."

Realizing that he couldn't convince the Iron Brigade, Ha Jin-Wol asked Jongri Mu-Hwan, "What about you? Do you think the same way as these guys?"

Jongri Mu-Hwan wavered. His heart told him that he should help Yong Mu-Sung, but his mind warned him that doing so was tantamount to suicide. One look at Kwak Moon-Jung's current condition was enough to describe what they could expect if they attempted to break through the Qi Dispersion Poison. In that state, never mind helping Yong Mu-Sung; they'd become sitting ducks for their enemies.

"We…will stay here."

"V-Vice Commander?"

"Mu-Hwan!"

Gongson Chang, Im Jin-Yeop, and the other Iron Brigade members violently objected.

Jongri Mu-Hwan looked at them and narrowed his eyes. "Mister Ha is correct. If we leave the formation now, we'll only get killed meaninglessly."

"Mu-Hwan!"

The Iron Brigade warriors were stunned by Jongri Mu-Hwan's decision, even though he had done it in their interests. Even though they understood his concern in their heads, it was hard to accept it in their hearts.

Chae Yak-Ran grabbed Jongri Mu-Hwan's shoulder.

"Mu-Hwan."

"Noonim."

"Believe in our Commander. He will be fine," Chae Yak-Ran insisted, even as she tightened her grip. Of all the Iron Brigade members, she was the one who was most worried about Yong Mu-Sung.

Ha Jin-Wol looked at the two vice commanders. The Iron Brigade is a very united group. Yong Mu-Sung is a far better leader than I thought. Such camaraderie cannot be created simply by living together. It must be Yong Mu-Sung's sincerity and sensitivity in addition to his competence that earned him the unquestionable faith and support of his subordinates.

Meanwhile, outside the formation, Yong Mu-Sung felt as if his heart was going to burst and his whole body was going to fall apart. His left collarbone was shattered, his right shoulder dislocated, he had at least three or four broken ribs, and his qi center was devoid of internal energy. The blood he'd lost made him dizzy, and he couldn't think straight. 

He didn't have the strength to lift the Dragon Scale Dao anymore, but still he did not let go of the weapon. He knew that the longer he stalled Jo Cheon-Woo, the higher his chances of survival.

Damn it! I really want to lie down now. Why isn't he here yet? Or…did something also delay him? Barely holding on to his consciousness, Yong Mu-Sung mentally chastised Jin Mu-Won. 

Jo Cheon-Woo approached him. "You are one of the few people who have earned my admiration. If you had stood by my side, we could have enjoyed all the riches of the world together."

"Ptui!" Instead of answering, Yong Mu-Sung spat at Jo Cheon-Woo. 

Unfortunately, his spit was blocked by an intangible qi barrier and did not reach Jo Cheon-Woo.

"I admire your fighting spirit, but fighting spirit without skill is nothing more than recklessness."

Jo Cheon-Woo raised his fist.

He was going to end it all with one final blow.

Yong Mu-Sung closed his eyes. Fuck fuck fuck! Is this the end for me…?

CLANG!

Suddenly, the sound of iron being struck echoed across the battlefield. 

Yong Mu-Sung slowly opened his eyes, only to find Jo Cheon-Woo gazing at a nearby mountain peak. To Yong Mu-Sung, the metal sound had been very faint, but to Jo Cheon-Woo, it was as loud as a bell ringing right next to his ear, jarring his soul. 

"Are you taunting me, this great Jo Cheon-Woo…? How dare you!" Jo Cheon-Woo growled furiously at the unknown person who had dared to focus the sound waves on him before instantly forgetting about Yong Mu-Sung and charging straight in their direction.

Once he was gone, Yong Mu-Sung collapsed, but before he could black out, someone caught him and asked worriedly, "Are you okay?"

It was Hwang Cheol.


Chapter 121: Even So, I Have No Regrets (3)

Two men stood atop a small mountain overlooking a river.

Jo Cheon-Woo, an enormous man who resembled a granite boulder, glared intensely at the young man in front of him.

He was dressed in a tattered red-brown martial arts outfit, and a sword was strapped to his waist. He was not particularly handsome, but he had attractive sharp features and a manly appearance. Most importantly, his face reminded Jo Cheon-Woo of a certain person in his past.

"Jin…Kwan-Ho," he whispered to himself. The man he feared and respected the most. 

The resemblance was uncanny, and it wasn't just the young man's looks. His calming presence and his unwavering, resolute gaze made him a dead ringer for Jin Kwan-Ho.

Naturally, it was Jin Mu-Won. Upon his arrival at the scene, he had taunted Jo Cheon-Woo by flicking a finger against his sword, inspired by Geum Dan-Yeop's Thousand Mile Sound Arts; the technique used to attract his attention during their first meeting.

After staring at Jin Mu-Won for a long time, Jo Cheon-Woo finally said, "You must be…Mu-Won."

"Long time no see, Uncle." Jin Mu-Won didn't deny it.

Jo Cheon-Woo narrowed his eyes. Even though he was a man with an iron will, he could not help but be shaken by the memories of times long past.

In contrast, Jin Mu-Won stared at him unwaveringly.

It had been ten years since their last meeting, and their lingering feelings for each other were complicated at best.

"I heard that you died?"

"I'm sure you hoped that I actually died."

"……" Jo Cheon-Woo didn't answer. He couldn't. Jin Mu-Won's words were like razors. He thought that he had no regrets, but emotions he didn't even realize were buried in the depths of his heart rose to the surface and agitated him.

Shaken by the unfamiliar emotions he hadn't felt in a decade, he frowned and straightened his back to compose himself a little, then asked, "Why did you come out of seclusion? No one in this world welcomes your presence, so that's as good as inviting death. You would have been much better off hiding your identity and cutting your ties with the gangho."

Seeing Jo Cheon-Woo's distress, Jin Mu-Won looked at him with pitying eyes. "After betraying the Northern Army, all you got was a small piece of land in Yunnan? I thought you would have become something more than this, at the very least. What on earth have you been living for all this time?"

"Shut up! What do you know about me?"

"Uncle!"

"Your father was a sinner for selling out the Central Plains, and you, the son of a sinner, are also a sinner! What right do you have to stand here before me?"

"Do you really think he betrayed the Central Plains?"

"I do. I have nothing to be ashamed of!" Jo Cheon-Woo shouted, thumping his chest.

"You know, Uncle, I once looked up to you. To my young eyes, you were a man stronger and more upright than anyone else, but it seems that was just an illusion on my part. It's not like you don't know what shame is; you just don't feel it."

"Enough!"

"Uncle, pray tell me, how many innocent people in Yuxi have shed their blood to fulfill your ambition?"

"No great deed is achieved without sacrifice. History taught us this immutable law of the world."

"So was it worth it? If it was, then why are you here pathetically venting your rage?"

Jo Cheon-Woo grimaced. Jin Mu-Won's presence was a trigger for everything he wanted to forget. The boy would never understand him or sympathize with the despair of not having his strength recognized!

"What do you know… What do you know?! What's wrong with a powerful man being ambitious? The world revolves around the powerful anyway! Lor…[1] Your father Jin Kwan-Ho was a coward. He had great power and might, but he foolishly chose to stay in the backwoods that is the North. Even if us Four Northern Pillars hadn't turned our backs on him, he would have been erased by the passage of time!" 

Jo Cheon-Woo's booming voice echoed across the mountains and made the earth tremor, but to Jin Mu-Won, everything he said sounded like the flimsy excuses of a man who had fallen into despondency.

"Uncle!" He looked at Jo Cheon-Woo sadly. The uncle he had once admired no longer existed; the man before him was nothing more than a pitiful soul whose reason had been eaten away by the monster called ambition.

Jo Cheon-Woo gritted his teeth and released a black aura, causing the air to tremble. "It's true that I haven't gotten everything I wanted. Even so, I have no regrets. No matter what you say, I will go my own way. I will defeat you and prove that my path is correct."

Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes. "The Fist of Heavenly Domination…"

"By mastering the Fist of Heavenly Domination, I have become strong enough to fear nothing under the heavens. Now, with this martial art, I will send you to your grave. With that, the last ghost of the Northern Army will be eradicated, and the world will forget that it ever existed."

Jin Mu-Won closed his eyes. Countless memories flashed through his mind, many of them fond memories of the time he had spent with Jo Cheon-Woo. It finally hit him that they could never go back to that time again, that they had come too far along different paths to do so.

When he opened his eyes, the grief within was replaced by determination. "Uncle, I will take back the legacy of the Northern Army. You will smear it no longer."

"Hmph! And how exactly are you going to do that? There's nothing of value left in the Northern Army Fortress. What are you going to fight me with?"

Jin Mu-Won didn't answer. There was no need for words, as nothing he said would convince Jo Cheon-Woo. He placed a hand on Snow Flower's hilt, and it cried hysterically in reply.

On the mountaintop dominated by Jo Cheon-Woo's aura, Jin Mu-Won expanded his own domain. Though not as intense as Jo Cheon-Woo's, the strength of his presence was unmistakable.

An eerie tingle ran down Jo Cheon-Woo's spine, like he had just scratched a steel plate with his fingernails. This punk's not normal, he thought as he further raised his killing intent.

"Interesting. Fine, show me your martial arts. Take this!"

Jo Cheon-Woo made the first move, barreling toward Jin Mu-Won at a terrifying speed like a giant, unstoppable boulder. He was using the Tyrant King's Drum (覇王鼓), a body-slamming technique of the Fist of Heavenly Domination which involved using one's entire body as a drum stick to beat one's enemies.

BOOOOM!

Jin Mu-Won took a step to the side, narrowly dodging the attack, even though the hem of his sleeve was torn by the shockwave. Jo Cheon-Woo sailed past him and slammed into the ground, forming a huge crater. 

KA-CHINK!

Jin Mu-Won drew Snow Flower and pointed it at Jo Cheon-Woo's forehead, causing Jo Cheon-Woo to see an illusion of his head being pierced.

"A sword? Were there any sword techniques left in the Northern Army Fortress?" The corners of Jo Cheon-Woo's mouth turned upwards. During the coup ten years ago, he had taken all the unarmed techniques for himself, while Yeon Cheon-Hwa had made off with the sword techniques. The Four Northern Pillars had divided the martial arts among themselves based on their respective specialties, and as a result, there were no decent martial arts left in the Northern Army Fortress… or so he had thought.

Right now, he couldn't feel Jin Mu-Won's qi, but somehow, he had the feeling that he would be run through if he took a single step forward. 

He abandoned his arrogance for vigilance. From the way Jin Mu-Won held his sword, he could tell what kind of training the young man had undergone. 

The Northern Army, the place that was once everything to my young self. Just when I thought I'd trampled it underfoot, it produces yet another monster. If I don't kill him now, there will be no future for the Tyrant Fist Sect.

Having decided to get serious, Jo Cheon-Woo moved into the starting posture for the Formless Berserker (無影狂殺), yet another technique of the Fist of Heavenly Domination. Black qi gushed from the pores of his skin, creating a whirlwind of darkness that concentrated power on the basis of torque.

Jo Cheon-Woo stomped on the ground and charged toward Jin Mu-Won once more.

SWOOOSH!

The wind from the tornado around his body hit Jin Mu-Won first, causing the hem of his robe to flap wildly in the wind, but this time, instead of evading, he raised Snow Flower to receive the blow.

Just as Jo Cheon-Woo's attack was about to reach him…

SCREEECH!

Snow Flower sliced through the air with a grisly sound. Instantly, the devastating wind was torn apart and scattered as if it had never existed.

"Ugh!" Jo Cheon-Woo groaned as he bent over backward hastily. 

The next moment, Snow Flower brushed past his chest and the tip of his nose, narrowly missing him. He immediately bent his knees and attempted to leap backwards like a spring, but Jin Mu-Won would not let him retreat so easily.

STOMP!

Jin Mu-Won kicked off the ground, ready to thrust Snow Flower into Jo Cheon-Woo's throat. Desperate, Jo Cheon-Woo was forced to release his qi and use it as a shield.

BOOM!

Jo Cheon-Woo's powerful qi knocked Snow Flower aside, but like a heron circling over a lake, Jin Mu-Won changed his attack trajectory and aimed at Jo Cheon-Woo with even more precision. 

"Keuk!" Sensing the danger, Jo Cheon-Woo used a foot technique to increase the distance between them. He needed to catch his breath before launching a counterattack. 

Unfortunately, Jin Mu-Won preempted his movements, re-positioned himself, and swung Snow Flower with all his might.

Finally realizing that agility was not his strong suit, Jo Cheon-Woo concentrated his energy in both arms, coating them with a layer of Fist Qi.

The two men's attacks connected.

RUMBLE!

An explosion erupted as sword and fist clashed, destroying the mountaintop as if it had been swallowed by an earthquake. Rocks shattered and ancient trees turned to splinters.

The violent impact rattled Jin Mu-Won's and Jo Cheon-Woo's bones and organs, the flying wood chips and stone fragments cut their skin and stained their clothes red with fresh blood, but neither of them yielded.

Jo Cheon-Woo's expression hardened. Even after unleashing one Fist of Heavenly Domination technique after another, he still hadn't subdued Jin Mu-Won. On the contrary, he'd come close to being killed many times by Jin Mu-Won's bizarre swordplay that defied all martial arts logic.

Did the Northern Army have such a weird sword technique? It seems that fool Yeon Cheon-Hwa took the shell, but left the kernel behind. Too bad for him! Hahaha! He mentally mocked Yeon Cheon-Hwa for thinking that he had taken away all of the Northern Army's sword techniques, even though it was hardly the time for him to be distracted.

Seizing the brief opening formed by Jo Cheon-Woo's moment of inattention, Jin Mu-Won sliced through his side, leaving a deep cut.

Blood poured out of the new wound like a waterfall, and Jo Cheon-Woo hastily sealed his acupuncture points to staunch the bleeding. I have to settle this before he can unleash his sword techniques!

A sense of urgency flooded his brain, triggering his survival instincts. The longer he delayed, the greater his disadvantage. He had to use his most powerful technique, the Heaven Destroying Rain (天破罡雨), which, as its name suggested, was akin to a torrential downpour of heaven-destroying punches.

ROOAAAAR!!!

A terrifying power materialized in his fists and surged towards Jin Mu-Won, pouring down on the young man like rain and leaving him no room to dodge.

In response, Jin Mu-Won unleashed the second form of the Shadow Blade of Destruction, the Northern Heavenly Wall, and a huge qi sword appeared in front of him to defend against Jo Cheon-Woo's final blow.

That wasn't the end of his counter, though. The moment the Heaven Destroying Rain struck the sword wall, Jin Mu-Won smoothly transitioned into his next technique.

Dividing the Heavenly Seas (斷天海).

RRRRIIIIIP!

The spine-chilling sound of something being torn reverberated through the air.



Footnotes:

[1] "Lor…" : Jo Cheon-Woo nearly said "Lord Jin". Old habits die hard rofl.



Chapter 122: Gaze into the Abyss, and the Abyss Gazes Back (1)

Cut them down.

With that single thought in mind, Jin Mu-Won's Shadow Qi emerged from the Shadow Core hidden behind his qi center and raced through his entire circulatory system, converging into Snow Flower.

SCREEECH!

Snow Flower screamed. 

In Jo Cheon-Woo's eyes, the world suddenly became bathed in a pure white light.

"AHH!" Jo Cheon-Woo widened his eyes to see through the sudden flash blindness, only for a razor-sharp black blade to fill his vision.

The world split in two.

CHWAAK!

The raging and clashing qi that had dominated the mountaintop a moment ago vanished as if it had never been there. There was no more world-destroying rain, sword qi, or terrifying aura.

In the wake of the destruction, only Jin Mu-Won and Jo Cheon-Woo were left standing.

Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won staggered. His shirt had disappeared without a trace, revealing a scarred upper body, the most horrifying of which was a spiral-shaped wound on his left flank. Around the wound, his skin was charred and blackened, and bits of bone were jutting out.

He leaned on Snow Flower for support and struggled to stay on his feet.

"Keuak!"

With a loud cough, Jo Cheon-Woo fell to his knees, blood flowing from his mouth. A long, deep, gruesome gash split his torso nearly in two, and cracked ribs could be seen through the bloodied flesh.

Jo Cheon-Woo looked up at Jin Mu-Won. "What kind of sword technique was that…?" he asked.

"It's called the Shadow Blade of Destruction."

"Haha! What an audacious name! But…it suits you."

"Uncle…"

"Don't look at me with those eyes. I don't regret anything I did." Jo Cheon-Woo forced his broken body to stand up, causing even more blood to pour out, but he didn't care. He didn't want Jin Mu-Won to see him on his knees. He might have lost the battle, but he still had his pride.

"Uncle, why didn't you use the Demonic Cross of Blood?" Jin Mu-Won asked hesitantly. He knew that Jo Cheon-Woo and the Tyrant Fist Sect were responsible for wiping out the nearby tribes, so he had been on the lookout for Jo Cheon-Woo's possible use of the Demonic Cross of Blood throughout the battle.

"Hmph! The Fist of Heavenly Domination is enough for me. I would never… stoop so low…" Jo Cheon-Woo's voice trailed off as the light faded from his eyes forever.

"Uncle!"

Jo Cheon-Woo passed away standing upright, still staring at Jin Mu-Won like a rock, unshakable even in death.

Jin Mu-Won looked at him for a long time. Suddenly, the blood on Snow Flower and the weight of the lives it had taken felt like a mountain on his shoulders. It was said that if you gaze long enough into an abyss, the abyss will gaze back into you, and right now, his mind was trapped in the abyss.

"Hoo…" Jin Mu-Won sighed.

"Holy shit, is that guy really human? Haha…" Cheong-In laughed weakly, his mind still reeling from the unbelievable sight he had just witnessed. He was the only one who had watched the fight between Jin Mu-Won and Jo Cheon-Woo from start to finish, having run into them after eliminating the spies sent by Heaven's Summit.

He was familiar with Jo Cheon-Woo's strength. The giant was an absolute master and was always at the top of the Black Moon's list of most important people to watch out for. Not only was he a force to be reckoned with, he was also impossible to reason with, so much so that the Black Moon only monitored his movements loosely and dared not place their spies near him.

However, the living legend that seemed to be as steadfast as an iron fortress was now crumbling right before him. No, it wasn't just the fall of an old legend, it was the beginning of a new one, and he had witnessed it all.

A strange feeling of excitement filled him.

What should I do now? One of the pillars supporting the current gangho has been shattered. Once this news gets out, the world order will change. 

…I can't clean up after this guy alone anymore. I'll need to call for backup.

Never before in the history of the Black Moon had a single individual caused so much trouble.

Cheong-In looked at Jin Mu-Won with a very complicated expression.
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The Tyrant Fist Sect warriors approached Yong Mu-Sung. They couldn't do anything about the people inside the formation, so they wanted to vent their anger on him. 

However, Hwang Cheol stood in their way.

The Tyrant Fist Sect warriors released their killing intent to intimidate him into stepping aside, but the current Hwang Cheol was a master of the Three Origins Meditation Technique and was immune to their veiled threats.

Even then, deep down, Hwang Cheol was wavering. Most of the Tyrant Fist Sect martial artists standing before him were strangers that Jo Cheon-Woo had trained after settling down in Yunnan, but there were a few familiar faces among them.

They were the former warriors of the Northern Army. Back then, when they were at the height of their fame, Hwang Cheol was merely a third-rate martial artist, and they naturally would not have taken any notice of him, but what mattered now was that he knew them.

"Long time no see, Master Seo Chang-Hwe, Master Oh Geum-Ho, and Master Son Mu-Hyung."

The three men Hwang Cheol mentioned stepped forward. They were all in their early to mid-fifties and ranked among the strongest fighters in the Tyrant Fist Sect.

"You know who we are?"

"You may not remember me, but I was also a part of the Northern Army."

"Ahh!" The three of them gasped involuntarily. Over the last decade, they had followed Jo Cheon-Woo unquestioningly and lived a life completely different from their time in the Northern Army. This effort to distance themselves from the past paid off, as the connection between the Tyrant Fist Sect and the Northern Army faded until it was only a memory shared by a few founding members of the sect.

Seo Chang-Hwe observed Hwang Cheol carefully, then said, "You must be Hwang Cheol. I remember you being very dear to Lord Jin."

"Thank you for remembering me, Master Seo."

"Hah, this is the last place I expected to meet an old acquaintance." The corners of Seo Chang-Hwe's lips turned up slightly, although he couldn't show his joy openly due to the circumstances.

"What business do you have here? If possible, I hope that you can just turn around and leave quietly, as I have no wish to kill a former comrade with my own hands."

"The same goes for me, Master Seo. Could you please take your men and go?"

Even though they had never spoken to each other when they were in the Northern Army, the two men had a strange feeling that they shared a bond and were reluctant to fight.

"I can't. We must follow our master's orders," Seo Chang-Hwe replied. He served Jo Cheon-Woo now, and his current master's orders took precedence over everything else, including Jin Kwan-Ho.

Hwang Cheol looked at the trio with pity. "Don't you realize that what you're doing is wrong?"

"Still, what can we do? This is the path we have chosen." Seo Chang-Hwe smiled bitterly. 

Similar smiles appeared on the faces of the other two. They had chosen Jo Cheon-Woo ten years ago, and to go against him now was tantamount to an admission that their choice back then was wrong.

"I don't know what kind of relationship you have with these people, but please forget about them and leave. Do that, and at least you can keep your life."

"Sorry, but I won't abandon them."

"You're willing to risk your life for them?"

Hwang Cheol shook his head. "Not them, but someone else."

"Who?"

Hwang Cheol looked at Seo Chang-Hwe for a moment, then pursed his lips and sent them a message using sound transmission.

"Is that true?" The trio's faces paled.

"Yes. I can guarantee it on my life."

"""What?!""" The three men gasped in unison. 

The martial artists of the Tyrant Fist Sect looked at each other, puzzled. What on earth are they talking about… they wondered, but it was impossible to tell as none of those taking part in the conversation felt like elaborating.

The three former warriors of the Northern Army closed their eyes to let the shocking news sink in.

He's alive? Jin Mu-Won is alive…

Jin Mu-Won. A name they couldn't forget. 

From the moment they had heard the Northern Blade's name, they had prayed with all their hearts that it was someone else with the same name, so that they would not have to live with the guilt of ending the life of the child they once knew.

However, it seemed that the merciless God of Fate was forcing them to tread a path of thorns as punishment for their crimes.

Seo Chang-Hwe said, "I'm relieved that he's alive. I mean it."

"Then…"

"Still, we can't back down. That would negate everything we've done until now," Seo Chang-Hwe concluded. This was the path he and the others had chosen, even if it meant being labeled as traitors. There was no turning back now.

"……" Sadness filled Hwang Cheol's eyes, but somehow, he could understand their decision. They had come too far for a few words and Jin Mu-Won's presence to break their determination.

Seo Chang-Hwe clenched his fists. "If by chance you survive, I wish you the best of luck in your future endeavors."

"This may sound shameless of me, but let's both give this fight our all," Oh Geum-Ho added.

"…It was truly a pleasure seeing you again," Son Mu-Hyung mumbled.

Hwang Cheol bowed politely at his opponents. "It was an honor meeting the three of you as well. I, Hwang Cheol, will defeat you in the name of the Northern Army."

He drew his sword and released his qi. 

SHIIIING!

Seeing Hwang Cheol's intense aura, the three Tyrant Fist Sect elites finally understood that their enemy was not to be underestimated.

"Excellent. So this is why Lord Jin was so fond of you." A sense of relief washed over Seo Chang-Hwe. For a moment, he was worried that their past ties would affect their battle, but it seemed that Hwang Cheol was ready to set all of that aside.

This was a fight without reservations, martial artist to martial artist.

"Then let's get started."

The three of them charged at Hwang Cheol.

Just as the other Tyrant Fist Sect warriors were about to follow, the Dark Phantom Illusion Formation, which was as solid as an iron fortress, lifted, and the Iron Brigade rushed out.

WHIZZ! SWOOSH!

Dam Jin-Hong's arrow tore through the air, and despite having only one leg, the Red Leg Devil weaved through the enemy formation with such speed that it gave the illusion that they were motionless.

Behind them, Gongson Chang, Chae Yak-Ran, and the White Dragon Merchant Association escorts followed.

The sudden attack caught the Tyrant Fist Sect unawares and shattered their defenses.

Ha Jin-Wol, the mastermind behind the unexpected maneuver, grinned. Unlike everyone else who was distracted by Hwang Cheol, he never took his eyes off the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors and was always on the lookout for an opening. As soon as he saw his chance, he took action.

Under his command, the Tyrant Fist Sect warriors fell one after another. When he finally had one moment to spare, he muttered, "All the Tyrant Fist Sect martial artists who participated in today's assault must die. Only the dead tell no tales."

"Is there any need for that? Why not spare those who surrender?" Tang Gi-Mun cautiously stated his opinion. He was a man of moderation, and it pained him to see so many people die.

Ha Jin-Wol immediately refuted his argument. "Do you know what it is that one must avoid at all costs in the gangho?"

"……"

"It is the illusion of strength. It makes those in high places feel threatened, and those at the bottom feel challenged. Before one has absolute strength, they are nothing more than tempting prey for both sides, and will all too easily be deemed a public enemy." Ha Jin-Wol continued, looking at the distant horizon. 

Tang Gi-Mun couldn't imagine how far into the future the scholar was seeing.

"It is not the time to reveal ourselves yet, so we must eliminate the possibility of it happening, because in this gangho, a half-hearted acknowledgment is worse than no acknowledgment at all."



Translator's Note: Just recovered from the flu, ugh. So many people around me getting sick lately…


Chapter 123: Gaze into the Abyss, and the Abyss Gazes Back (2)

The survivors looked at the battlefield in dismay. It was a hard battle. Countless people lay scattered on the ground like garbage, dead or heavily wounded. The martial artists of the Tyrant Fist Sect, the Iron Brigade, and the White Dragon Merchant Association were all in a frenzy, especially the White Dragon escorts who had lost most of their comrades.

Three White Dragon escorts viciously ganged up on one Tyrant Fist elite. One of them held their enemy in a death grip while the other two stabbed him unhesitatingly, running their blades through their own comrade in order to kill a stronger enemy. Similarly, the Iron Brigade's warriors fervently launched themselves at the Tyrant Fist Sect, enraged by Yong Mu-Sung's defeat. The fury of people who had been driven into a corner was unthinkable. 

Half an hour later, the brutal battle finally ended.

"YEAHHHH!"

"WAAAARGH!"

The cries of the five surviving escorts echoed through the hills despite all of them being heavily wounded.

"Haa… Why did things have to end up like this…" Gong Jin-Sung sighed as he looked around in despair. All of the escorts worked directly under him and had been with him for at least a few years. He knew them so well, he clearly remembered how many siblings and even how many grandchildren each of them had. However, they were now simply cold corpses on a field.

The Iron Brigade wasn't in good condition either. All of them had survived, but they were, without exception, covered in injuries from head to toe and lay sprawled on the ground, panting.

Still, compared to the Tyrant Fist Sect, who were annihilated, at least they were alive.

Chae Yak-Ran leaned back against a rock and looked at Hwang Cheol, who was kneeling over several corpses, his shoulders trembling slightly. In front of him lay the bodies of Seo Chang-Hwe, Oh Geum-Ho, and Son Mu-Hyung. Instead of surrendering, they had chosen to fight to their deaths, but even at the end, they never blamed Hwang Cheol or cursed him.

Ironically, that was also why Hwang Cheol was left with a huge scar in his heart.

"Master Seo, Master Oh, Master Son…" With shaking hands, Hwang Cheol closed their bloodshot eyes. He had looked up to them as a young man, but instead of feeling a sense of accomplishment from defeating them, he felt only unimaginable grief.

Ha Jin-Wol also looked at him sympathetically. He couldn't fathom the depth of Hwang Cheol's loss. The precious memories from the middle-aged man's youth were shattered by none other than himself. "He destroyed his own past…" he muttered.

He tore his eyes away from the devastation and stared blankly at the sky. Although he had tried his best to hide it, he was in fact the most nervous person during the battle. The Iron Brigade and the White Dragon escorts were the ones actually fighting, but he was the one who directed them. Countless lives would have been lost if he had made a single mistake. 

He'd thought that he was ready for this when he decided to return to the gangho, but it happened much sooner than he'd expected.

Have I already been swept up by that man's fate?

He was a strategist at heart, and in that sense, Jin Mu-Won's ability to attract trouble made the young man the most ideal person those like him could dream of following.

His heart beat faster in excitement. The latent ambition in him was flickering back to life.
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Jin Mu-Won returned to the caravan right before dusk. His clothes were tattered, and he looked on the verge of fainting.

"""Young Master.""" Hwang Cheol, Kwak Moon-Jung and Ha Jin-Wol greeted.

"I'm glad you're safe, Uncle Hwang."

"Too many people died though…"

Jin Mu-Won grimly surveyed the battlefield. There were still several unrecovered corpses scattered around, and the metallic scent of blood stung his nostrils. He closed his eyes in mourning, feeling the lingering resentment of those who could not rest in peace.

Ha Jin-Wol patiently waited for Jin Mu-Won to open his eyes, then said, "Please gather everyone. We can't undo what has already happened, so we now need to think about how we should deal with the consequences."

"Consequences?"

"There's no such thing as an unsolvable dilemma. If there is, that can only mean that we lack the will and ability to solve it," Ha Jin-Wol declared confidently.

Jin Mu-Won nodded in approval and gestured for all of the weary survivors to gather around them. When everyone was assembled, Ha Jin-Wol looked at Jin Mu-Won and said, "You want him to come too, right?"

"Him?"

"The Black Moon spy."

Jin Mu-Won nodded, turned toward a seemingly empty shaded spot, and said, "Come out."

"……"

"I know you're there."

"Fuck!" An unfamiliar middle-aged man shouted profanities and grimaced as he came out of hiding and joined the group.

"How the hell did you figure out where I was?"

"I just know it."

"That's bullshit!" Cheong-In sat down, shaking his head in disbelief.

Now that everyone was gathered, Ha Jin-Wol stood in front of the group and announced, "Okay everyone, we are in deep shit."

"Since we've defeated the Tyrant Fist Sect, shouldn't we be out of danger?" Gongson Chang of the Iron Brigade asked, looking at Jongri Mu-Hwan for agreement as the strategist was the most intelligent person he knew. 

However, Jongri Mu-Hwan's expression was just as grave as Ha Jin-Wol's. He looked at Jin Mu-Won and asked, "What happened with Jo Cheon-Woo?"

"He has left for the next world."

"I knew it!" Ha Jin-Wol's eyes glittered darkly. Jo Cheon-Woo suddenly disappeared during the battle, and Jin Mu-Won appeared after it ended. Even though everyone knew what it meant, Jin Mu-Won's confirmation still left them in a state of shock and awe.

Jo Cheon-Woo is dead…

That great pillar has fallen…

Not even Yong Mu-Sung, the commander of the Iron Brigade, was exempt. As someone who had fought with Jo Cheon-Woo, he was well aware of the unsurpassable gulf between himself and the giant.

Jin Mu-Won isn't just a powerful gangho newcomer, he's already entered the realm of the absolute.

Yong Mu-Sung shuddered, realizing that he was witnessing the birth of a new legend.

Cheong-In gave Yong Mu-Sung a sympathetic look. He too had been stunned by the sight of Jin Mu-Won killing Jo Cheon-Woo, and the memory was still fresh in his mind.

With glazed eyes, Ha Jin-Wol stared at Jin Mu-Won for a long time before finally asking, "Jin Mu-Won, are you the Lord of the Northern Army?"

"……" Silence fell over the group. Everyone looked like they had been hit over the head with a hammer, especially the Iron Brigade mercenaries. Although they suspected all along that Jin Mu-Won was no ordinary wanderer, they hadn't expected him to be the current leader of the Northern Army.

"Haa…" Someone sighed, breaking the silence.

"How did you know that?" Jin Mu-Won asked.

"I couldn't be sure of it at first. After all, the Northern Army Fortress was destroyed ten years ago, and it was rumored that the last successor had died in the chaos."

Even though Ha Jin-Wol hadn't fully believed the rumor, it was enough for him to initially dismiss Jin Mu-Won's association with the Northern Army. Such was the nature of rumors; they made it near impossible to think without bias. However, once he put together the pieces of the puzzle and cleared his mind, it wasn't hard to guess Jin Mu-Won's identity.

"The problem is, if the fact that you defeated Jo Cheon-Woo gets out, I'm sure that I won't be the only one who suspects that." Ha Jin-Wol explained. 

Hwang Cheol frowned. Only now did he realize the gravity of the situation. As soon as it became known that Jin Mu-Won was the Lord of the Northern Army, Heaven's Summit would surely move to eliminate him, and even though Jin Mu-Won was just as strong as the other absolute masters, in the end, he was just one person. No matter how good he was at martial arts, it was humanly impossible to defeat the overwhelming numbers of the super-organization that ruled the Central Plains.

Suddenly, Ha Jin-Wol grinned slyly and turned toward Hwang Cheol.

Hwang Cheol's heart sank.

Ha Jin-Wol asked, "Since Mu-Won calls you Uncle Hwang, is it okay if I call you that too?"

"Y-Yes."

"Let's talk frankly."

"What?"

"You still have a lot of contacts, right?"

"What are you talking about?"

"The Northern Army."

"……" Hwang Cheol's eyebrows twitched. 

Ha Jin-Wol didn't miss it. "So it's true. No wonder the numbers don't add up."

Most people thought that the martial artists of the Northern Army were split up between the Four Northern Pillars, but according to Ha Jin-Wol's calculations, the vast majority of them actually ended up as wanderers.

"Even though the Northern Army was forcibly disbanded by Heaven's Summit and the Four Northern Pillars, there's no soldier who doesn't long for their hometown, so I'm not surprised that quite a lot of them chose to return home instead of joining another faction. Also, I guessed that they would keep in touch with each other, and it seems I was right."

Ha Jin-Wol's cold, hard logic left Hwang Cheol speechless. 

"Is he right?" Jin Mu-Won asked Hwang Cheol.

"Sigh! I'm sorry for hiding this from you, Young Master, but I'm indeed still in touch with some people."

Jin Mu-Won face lit up a little. "They haven't forgotten about the Northern Army, have they?"

"I don't think anyone can forget the Northern Army, Young Master. Later, when there's time, I'll bring them together. I'm sure they'll be happy to see you."

"Oh, save that for later. I don't need them yet. It's enough that I know they exist. Now that we've settled one problem, it's your turn…" Ha Jin-Wol's gaze shifted to the Cheong-In, who flinched under his intense gaze.

"…Are you talking about me?"

"Yes, you."

"Why?"

"I need you to get the Black Moon involved."

"Why should I?"

"Because our destinies are now intertwined, and there's no way we can let the Black Moon walk away unscathed, is there?"

Cheong-In's face crumpled like a sheet of paper. 

Ha Jin-Wol ignored him and continued, "It's not yet time for this guy's existence to go public. We have a lot more work to do before we're ready to turn the world upside down, so I need your help until then."

"Who are you to say that, when you've only been with us a few days?" Cheong-In whined.

However, Ha Jin-Wol didn't take his rudeness to heart. He glanced at Jin Mu-Won and replied confidently, "He trusts me. Isn't that enough?"

Jin Mu-Won furrowed his brows at Ha Jin-Wol's utter shamelessness, but he did not refute the scholar's claim and nodded wordlessly. As Ha Jin-Wol said, he did trust the man. There was no rationale behind why he did so, he just felt that Ha Jin-Wol could be trusted.

Cheong-In's face fell as he said exasperatedly, "What exactly is it you want? The fact that this guy killed Jo Cheon-Woo will soon be known throughout the world."

"I'm going to fish in troubled waters."

Cheong-In shook his head. "Fishing in Troubled Waters" was one of the Thirty-Six Stratagems,[1] and it involved reaping benefits from chaos and confusion. However, there was no chaos?

Ha Jin-Wol grinned. "An overabundance of information leads to mass confusion."

"What?"

"Luckily, we have a good excuse, don't we?"

"Can you stop talking in riddles?"

"The Silent Night!"

"The Silent Night?"

"Yes, the Silent Night. The conflict between the Tyrant Fist Sect and the Silent Night. What do you think? Doesn't it make a pretty picture?"

"Ah!" Everyone exclaimed in realization.

Jin Mu-Won asked, "Is it possible to do it? The opponent is Heaven's Summit, they won't believe it so easily."

"You're asking me if it's possible? Don't forget, I am the one and only Ha Jin-Wol," Ha Jin-Wol replied in a voice that oozed pride and confidence.



Translator's Note: I need to stop playing Diablo…



Footnotes:

[1] Thirty-Six Stratagems: A Chinese essay used to illustrate a series of stratagems used in politics, war, and civil interaction. Its focus on the use of cunning and deception both on the battlefield and in court have drawn comparisons to Sun Tzu's The Art of War.



Chapter 124: Gaze into the Abyss, and the Abyss Gazes Back (3)

Wuhan, the capital of Hubei Province, was located at the confluence of the Yangtze River and the Han River, making it an ideal location for a major trade hub. With a spider's web of lakes and rivers, including East Lake and Hong Lake, countless people travelled to Wuhan by boat every day. In recent years, however, one place had become even more popular than Wuhan: Hanchuan City.

Located about a hundred miles north-west of Wuhan, Hanchuan was home to the headquarters of the most famous organization in the world: Heaven's Summit. This superpower that ruled the gangho sat on a small island in the middle of a lake. The island, more than forty miles in circumference, was densely populated with dozens of buildings, large and small.

The only way to enter Heaven's Summit was by crossing a bridge leading to a heavily guarded main gate. No one was allowed in without permission or identification, not even the most famous people in the world. Even then, Heaven's Summit was always crowded with martial artists sent by the various sects, as well as martial artists who were stationed there permanently. 

Naturally, the thousands of martial artists living on an isolated island required an enormous amount of supplies, and dozens of supply wagons and hundreds of merchants traveled in and out of Heaven's Summit every day. To make transportation more convenient, a large village almost the size of a county sprouted up around the only bridge leading to Heaven's Summit.

The name of this village was Heaven's Village, and the villagers were so proud of Heaven's Summit that they called themselves the Chosen People.

However, Heaven's Village was not just an ordinary village. It was a "miniature gangho" where young martial artists seeking their fortune, spies from small and medium-sized sects, and people with various ambitions gathered.

With the gathering of people came the gathering of money, with the flow of money came the merchants and courtesans, and with the flourishing of businesses came the gathering and spreading of information. Under these circumstances, there were very few ordinary civilians living in Heaven's Village.

The Spotless Inn was a shabby inn on the outskirts of Heaven's Village. It was cheaper and more affordable than the other inns in the village, so it was a popular destination for poor young martial artists.

The restaurant on the first floor of the Spotless Inn was filled to the brim with aspiring young martial artists looking for a chance to enter Heaven's Summit. Although the inn was normally quite busy, the number of customers had more than doubled recently, following rumors of a new organization for young martial artists.

Suddenly, the doors to the Spotless Inn swung open and a young martial artist walked in. No one inside paid him any attention, as too many people went in and out of the inn every day. Rather than take note of every stranger, people were generally more interested in the latest news and rumors about Heaven's Summit.

The young martial artist looked around for a moment, then approached the innkeeper at the registration counter and whispered something to him. After hearing his words, the innkeeper discreetly pointed at the stairs.

The young martial artist climbed up the stairs to the third floor. At the end of the corridor on the third floor was a room guarded by two muscled warriors. The warriors exchanged a few words with the young man, then let him into the room.

The inside of the room was undecorated and minimalist, with only a table, a chair, and some rustic furniture. A man sat at the table, scribbling something furiously, with his back to the young martial artist.

He was an average-sized man whose back was stiff with age and experience. As if he didn't care whether the young man was there or not, he continued working without pause.

The young martial artist stared at the man's back for a long time, holding his breath to avoid disturbing him.

SWOOSH SWOOSH.

The room was so quiet, the sound of the man's brushstrokes could be heard. However, to the young man, every stroke sounded like a sword slicing through the air.

After what seemed like an eternity, the man put his brush down and flipped the document around. He then rolled it up until it was no bigger than a child's finger, inserted it into a small barrel and whistled loudly.

The young martial artist blinked at the man, puzzled, but his unspoken question was almost immediately answered as a bird flew into the window.

Is that a messenger bird?

The bird was a small eagle commonly known as a gyrfalcon. Despite its size, it was agile, fierce, and difficult to tame. However, once tamed, it could carry messages faster and more accurately than any other bird in the world.

The man tied a small barrel to the gyrfalcon's leg and sent her flying. Only when she was out of sight did he finally turn to look at the young martial artist.

He was in his late thirties, with an icy expression and piercing eyes that sent shivers down the spine of anyone he faced. A small and strange leather pouch hung around his neck like a necklace.

He looked at the young martial artist and asked, "What are you here for?"

"I have a report from Yunnan. The importance of the message is Earth-grade."

"Yunnan?" The man's eyes lit up with interest.

The young martial artist took a sealed letter out of his chest pocket and respectfully handed it to the man, who immediately unsealed it and read it.

"Jo Cheon-Woo is missing?" The man's eyes widened slightly with surprise. "Can you confirm the truth of this?"

"This letter came from the Scarlet Fog Association in Yunnan Province."

"The Scarlet Fog Association? If I remember right, their leader was a guy named Dam Ju-In?"

"That's right."

The man put down the letter and stroked his chin, while the young martial artist looked at him nervously.

This man was no ordinary man. He was part of the Inquisition, one of the many secret organizations in Heaven's Summit and one that was tasked with identifying, searching out, and monitoring potential enemies of Heaven's Summit. The information they gathered was then passed on to every intelligence organization within Heaven's Summit, including the General Administration.

In other words, to offend the Inquisition was to offend the whole of Heaven's Summit. It was no wonder that no one wanted to get on their bad side.

Still, the man was quite a bit more important and powerful than the young martial artist thought. He wasn't simply a member of the Inquisition, he was their leader, and the Spotless Inn was the headquarters of the Inquisition.

The young man didn't need to know this though, as the identity of the Chief Inquisitor and the location of the headquarters were closely guarded secrets, known by only a few of Heaven's Summit's top officials.

"So Jo Cheon-Woo really is missing?" 

The man stroked his chin and mumbled incoherently to himself for a long time, and the young martial artist watched him in silence.

"Tell your men to keep a close eye on the Scarlet Fog Association," the man finally commanded.

"Yes, sir." The young martial artist didn't question the man's unusual orders; he had absolute trust in him. His mission completed, he quickly bowed to the man and left the room. 

Meanwhile, the man lit the letter with a candle and watched as the ashes were blown away by the wind. He then took out a large, detailed, scaled map of the Central Plains from a drawer and spread it out on the table. The map clearly showed the terrain of China, including the provinces of Hubei, Yunnan, and Gansu.

Heaven's Summit had spent decades and heaps of gold on the making of such an accurate map, to the point where even within Heaven's Summit, few were allowed to use it.

The man took out several markers and placed them on the map. The white markers formed a path from Gansu Province to Yunnan via Sichuan, while the black markers were scattered all around Yunnan. 

"This is the path 'he' took, and these are the traces of the Silent Night that we are aware of."

The man stroked his chin and stared at the Central Plains map for a long time, before adding several blue markers around the heart of Yunnan.

"The Tyrant Fist Sect and Jo Cheon-Woo," the man mumbled, furrowing his brows as if the mere mention of those names irritated him. He then took out red markers and placed them at several strategic locations around Yunnan.

"The Scarlet Fog Association."

Now, the image he wanted was complete. The current situation in Yunnan was clearly visible. In the man's mind, he began to organize all the information he had.

"The last survivor of the Iron Sword Sect? Hah."

As the man recalled the name of an up-and-coming martial artist, his heart beat wildly in excitement, his shoulders trembled in anticipation, and his palms sweat with elation. 

"That's a lie. That person must be my lord."

From the moment the man had first heard the name, he knew. His lord was the only person who could cause such a stir in his emotions.

As for the identity of his lord? Well…

The man's name was Seo Mu-Sang. Although he was now the Chief Inquisitor of Heaven's Summit, seven years ago, he had been sent to the Northern Army Fortress as the vice-captain of the Third Company. Unfortunately, due to a certain incident, the Northern Army Fortress was set alight and burned down.

That was also when Seo Mu-Sang was summoned back to Heaven's Summit. As the only survivor and witness of the entire incident, he endured torture and all sorts of unspeakable hardships from those who claimed to be "information collecting experts".

However, even though their torture wore him down both physically and mentally, he never confessed that Jin Mu-Won was still alive. In fact, he was so adamant about it that Heaven's Summit had given up torturing him after a year, let him go and accepted his words as truth.

That meant that not only had he succeeded in faking Jin Mu-Won's death, he had also survived the ordeal and regained his freedom. 

However, that wasn't enough to satisfy Jin Mu-Won's First Sword. 

Seo Mu-Sang gritted his teeth and started over from scratch, re-joining Heaven's Summit as a grunt. He devoted himself exclusively to improving his martial arts, mastering Jin Mu-Won's teachings and making them his own. This enabled him to slowly work his way up the organization ladder, despite having no strings to pull. 

Also, he had deliberately avoided contacting Jin Mu-Won, aware that his every move was likely to be monitored, and he was right. Heaven's Summit's secret surveillance continued for another three years.

His innocence finally proven, Seo Mu-Sang quickly rose to prominence, securing his position at the top of the Inquisition.

As Chief Inquisitor, Seo Mu-Sang did his best. Only by consolidating his place in Heaven's Summit would he be of help to Jin Mu-Won.

And now, after many years of toiling under Heaven's Summit, he noticed the appearance of the Northern Blade, Jin Mu-Won. Right away, he was sure that this was the same Jin Mu-Won as the Jin Mu-Won of the Northern Army.

Part of him wanted to throw away everything he had worked for and run to Jin Mu-Won's side right away, but he couldn't.

"My Lord may be one of the strongest individuals, but he hasn't yet gained a footing in this world. I need to keep Heaven's Summit distracted until he can find allies and build a group of his own."

A new era of chaos would begin soon, and it wasn't just a prediction. As the leader of the Inquisition, he had enough information to know it for certain.

"Both Silent Night and Heaven's Summit are gathering their forces. When they're done, there will be all-out war."

It was a clash of giants that had been building up for decades. Seo Mu-Sang couldn't even begin to imagine the extent of the destruction that would be unleashed. All he knew was that the future of the Central Plains was bleak.

"I serve one and only one Lord. For him, I'll wait here patiently until the perfect time comes to strike back," Seo Mu-Sang whispered determinedly.


Chapter 125: Gaze into the Abyss, and the Abyss Gazes Back (4)

Jin Mu-Won, the White Dragon Merchant Association, and the Iron Brigade arrived in Dehong County, a small county located between Yunnan, Sichuan, and the Western Regions on Ha Jin-Wol's suggestion.[1] The mixture of the Central Plains and Western cultures gave the county an exotic feel.

"We can't hide from Heaven's Summit in the Central Plains, so it's better if we take the roundabout route to Gansu."

Yong Mu-Sung and the Iron Brigade agreed with Ha Jin-Wol. Most of the White Dragon Merchant Association's escorts were dead, and including the Iron Brigade, there were less than twenty people left in the caravan, barely a fifth of the forces they had when they left Yunnan.

It was impossible to respond to any emergency with so few warriors, so Yong Mu-Sung and the White Dragon Merchant Association agreed to take the long way back to Gansu, where the White Dragon headquarters were.

At a fork in the road, Yoon Ja-Myeong clasped his hands together and bowed slightly to Jin Mu-Won. "Thank you for all your help, Master Jin. I wouldn't have come this far without you."

"I didn't do it alone. It was only possible because of the sacrifices of many people. Don't forget to reward them, or their bereaved families."

"Absolutely. I'll make sure to repay those who sacrificed themselves for me."

"Your pledge is enough for me."

"If you run into any difficulties, please do not hesitate to contact the White Dragon Merchant Association. We will mobilize everything in our power to support you."

"Thank you for your kind intentions."

"I'm not just saying this for the sake of it. Thanks to you, Master Jin, I've realized what it means to stick to one's beliefs. Until now, I've been living for money, but from now on, I will live for a greater purpose. When I said I'd help you, I'm serious about it," Yoon Ja-Myeong insisted, his voice filled with a conviction that he had never had before. Through the recent series of events, he had truly undergone a change of heart.

Jin Mu-Won nodded to him, then turned to Hwang Cheol and Kwak Moon-Jung.

"Uncle Hwang."

"Don't worry about me. As soon as I master my martial arts, I will come to you."

"Mmm."

Jin Mu-Won's gaze swept over to Kwak Moon-Jung, who stood at Hwang Cheol's side. "Take good care of Uncle Hwang."

"I will, don't worry. You take care of yourself too, hyung," Kwak Moon-Jung replied, thumping his chest. However, his bloodshot eyes betrayed his true feelings.

He was agitated and upset that he couldn't be of help to Jin Mu-Won.

Still, Kwak Moon-Jung choked back his tears and smiled brightly for his hyung, who patted him on the head.

Jin Mu-Won smiled at Hwang Cheol and Kwak Moon-Jung, then turned around. Ha Jin-Wol, Cheong-In, and Tang Gi-Mun were waiting for him.

It was time to leave for Heaven's Summit.

The winds of change were blowing, and Jin Mu-Won's gaze shifted toward the North.
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It was a vast canyon with sheer cliffs as sharp as razor blades and a deep ravine with rushing waters determined to wash the world away.

Throughout the canyon, over a hundred black-robed men lurked in hiding, blending in perfectly with the landscape. They were the Green Lotus Society, a legendary group of elite assassins who had never failed a single mission over the course of more than two centuries.

A few days ago, they received their latest mission. Even though there was only one assassination target and the client had concealed his identity, the reward of over ten thousand gold, a staggering sum that was usually equivalent to ten years of the Green Lotus Society's income, was enough to tempt them into accepting the job.

To ensure their success, for the first time in the history of the Green Lotus Society, almost all of their hundred or so assassins were mobilized.

This included Baek Kyun-Su, the Sect Leader of the Green Lotus Society who had retired from active duty.

We absolutely cannot fail this mission. The future of the Green Lotus Society hangs on the balance. Baek Kyun-Su thought to himself, even as he instructed his men to eliminate the target at all costs.

The canyon was eerily quiet. Although the killing intent that the assassins' emitted was too faint to be detected by humans, the animals and insects' instincts warned them of danger and silenced their calls.

ROOOOAR! 

A sudden outburst of qi caused the hidden assassins to flinch, and the roosting birds soared into the sky in alarm.

He's here. Baek Kyun-Su immediately realized that their target had arrived.

SWISH!

The assassins began to move in earnest, blending into the landscape as they quickly approached their target. 

However, Baek Kyun-Su didn't move. He was no ordinary assassin. He was the last resort in case the others failed. He would remain hidden here until the end, waiting for the perfect time to strike.

The Green Lotus Society never lets its prey escape.

Baek Kyun-Su was confident that his turn would never come. He trusted his men. Most of them were the best of the best, each with dozens of successful kills under their belts. If he couldn't trust them, he couldn't trust anyone else.

BAAAAAAANG!

Suddenly, a thunderous explosion rang out from the north side of the canyon. The vibrations from the blow were so powerful that Baek Kyun-Su, who was hiding among the rocks far away, could feel it.

Unbelievable! I'm more than three hundred feet away from the epicenter! Is the target a master martial artist?

Baek Kyun-Su's palms dampened with sweat, but he consciously slowed his pounding heart and lowered his body temperature to constrain his emotions, as any professional assassin should. He had already successfully killed three martial arts masters. There was no way his Soundless Sword (無音殺劍) would fail him this fourth time.

BOOOOOM!

Once again, a loud blast pierced his ears. Although the sound was softer than before, oddly, the vibrations were more intense.

ROOOOOAR!

Again, the volume was lower than the second blow. However, Baek Kyun-Su's sense of foreboding grew stronger.

What's going on? Baek Kyun-Su trembled. An ominous sensation like an earthworm crawling over his skin gripped him, shivers ran down his spine, and his chest felt like it was being squeezed. He had never felt anything like this before, and it was making him panic. For the first time since becoming an assassin, he had lost control of his body.

Finally, he gave in to his fear and stood up, breaking the assassin's taboo. He had to find the source of his discomfort. 

He walked a hundred paces north, but another explosion sent something flying into a nearby bush. It was a misshapen lump of human flesh. 

Baek Kyun-Su's eyebrow twitched. A coded tag buried in the bloody mess told him that until a second ago, this had been his right-hand man, Yoo-Myeong. The man was a top-notch assassin second only to himself, but now, even his corpse had been mutilated beyond recognition.

WHOOOOOOOOSH!!!

Not far away, a powerful windstorm was brewing. Tree branches swayed frantically, and leaves fell like rain.

"Keuk!" Gritting his teeth, Baek Kyun-Su leapt onto a large tree branch to get a better view. 

What greeted his eyes was an unbelievably shocking scene.

SHWAAAAAAAAA!!!

Blades made of wind shot out from a silvery-white vortex and sliced through his assassins, leaving dismembered body parts all over the ground and blood in every direction. His men were attacking the target with all their might using hidden weapons and poisons, but it was futile.

SWISH! SMACK! THUD!

Every weapon bounced off the vortex and was immediately followed by a counterattack trailing the weapon's path.

"Keuak!"

"Ugh!"

The assassins, who had been trained to never spit out a sound under any circumstances, were screaming in terror as they died.

What the hell? Baek Kyun-Su's mind couldn't process what was happening. The battle had only just begun, but barely a dozen of his men were left. A few more seconds, and there would likely be none.

Unable to watch any longer, Baek Kyun-Su abandoned the assassins' creed of stealth and launched himself at the silvery-white vortex even as his instincts screamed that approaching the storm meant certain death, and emotions that he thought long gone threatened to swallow his senses. 

He knew all too well that if he backed down out of fear now, his chances of survival would drop to zero.

Baek Kyun-Su poured all his energy into his sword.

It was kill or be killed.

SWOOSH!!

His sword sliced through the air toward the silver-white vortex. At the same time, the other assassins also unleashed their strongest techniques.

As if surprised by their sudden ferocity, the silver-white vortex condensed into a small sphere.

The next moment, however, it exploded.

BOOOOOM!!!

Everything was cut. The assassins' swords, the assassins, and even Baek Kyun-Su were all sliced in two.

Looking at his lower body falling in the opposite direction, Baek Kyun-Su's last thought was, what on earth is that monster?

THUD!

Blood rained down on the bushes and trees as the silver-white vortex disappeared, revealing a young girl of about sixteen. Her skin was unusually pale, her eyes sharp as obsidian, and her lips red as blood.

As her blue hair fluttered gently in the wind, she exuded an overwhelming grace and mysterious aura that made it hard to believe that she had just committed a massacre. Her hair was adorned with a lifelike silver flower accessory, adding to her beauty.

Suddenly, a person wearing a black cloak that concealed their face and gender landed in front of her. Despite being surrounded by a bloody mess, their gaze remained fixed on the girl.

The black-cloaked person bowed and said, "Congratulations, Young Mistress."

In truth, they were the one responsible for hiring the Green Lotus Society as sacrifices to recognize the girl's achievement, and she knew it.

After a long silence, the girl asked, "Sa-Ryung, how long have I spent in training?"

"Seven years."

"Seven years... Time flies."

"But you haven't changed a bit, Young Mistress." The corners of Sa-Ryung's eyes twitched. The Young Mistress looked exactly the same as when she first entered this place, as if time couldn't touch her at all.

She was Eun Han-Seol, the girl who lived in frozen time.



Footnotes:

[1] Dehong County: Today, Dehong County is located on the border between Yunnan and Myanmar.
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