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Chapter 99: I Know Just the Place

(At the Azure Dragon Academy student cafeteria)

"I'm jealous," Ak Yeonho confessed.

"A temporary instructor teaching from the first semester... that's amazing," Myeong Il'oh murmured.

The two young men stopped moving their chopsticks, their gazes fixed enviously on the two people seated opposite them.

"Jealous? If you're jealous, maybe you should try harder," Baek Suryong smirked confidently.

Jaegal Soyeong, however, offered an awkward smile, seeming a bit embarrassed. That morning, the four of them had scanned the course registration lists posted around the academy, only to find that only two of them had classes assigned to teach.


	Ancient Murim History - Jaegal Soyeong

	Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts - Baek Suryong



Struggling to hide his irritation, Ak Yeonho stirred his soup and muttered, "Okay, since Miss Jaegal topped the instructors' exam, I get why she was chosen, but I was the runner-up. Why do I get no classes while Hyung-nim gets one?"

"Do you really not know why?"

"Okay, I know." Ak Yeonho clicked his tongue and nodded. By now, everyone was aware of the wager between Baek Suryong and Namgung Su over their students' entrance scores, which Baek Suryong had won.

Reflecting on yesterday's events, Myeong Il'oh said quietly, "Surprisingly, Namgung Su took his loss quite calmly."

Just the day before, all the instructors at the Azure Dragon Academy had gathered in the conference hall to allocate the semester's lectures.


"...I have something to announce. I will surrender one of my classes to Mr. Baek Suryong," Namgung Su declared.



Of course, not everyone approved.


"Hmm. That's problematic. Changing classes at your discretion, what does that say about the academy? Mr. Baek, perhaps you should reconsider..."

"I agree. We have promises to keep with the students..."

"I'm worried whether a temporary instructor can handle Mr. Namgung Su's class..."



Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo had subtly tried to challenge their bet, and Namgung Su's supporting group of instructors joined in, but Baek Suryong had his own backers at the academy too.


"...A promise between men should be honored," Mae Geuklyom said in his deep, resonant voice.

"Hoho, it sounds interesting. If both parties agree, what's the problem?" Noh Goonsang, recently in a good mood due to Gongson Su's sponsorship, nodded approvingly. Gazing at Baek Suryong fondly, he added, "Anyway, our dear Baek... I mean, Mr. Baek, which one of Mr. Namgung's classes will you take?"

"Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts."



When Baek Suryong had announced his choice of class during the meeting, everyone had given him puzzled looks. Even Namgung Su had clicked his tongue in disapproval.


"Why are you throwing away such a good opportunity?"



Ignoring Namgung Su's sarcasm, Baek Suryong stood his ground.

Known for his multitude of popular classes, Namgung Su was dubbed the "Crazy Workaholic" of the Azure Dragon Academy. While most of his classes were sought-after and held at prime times, a few weren't as appealing.

Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts, despite being taught by Namgung Su, didn't attract much student interest. It was more of an elective, chosen by students who needed extra credits, with the only appeal being Namgung Su's teaching.

"If you had picked swordsmanship, movement arts, or even external arts, it would have been far better..." Myeong Il'oh pointed out. These were all popular courses, taught by Namgung Su during prime slots. Any of them would have assured Baek Suryong a solid performance appraisal for the semester.

However, Baek Suryong simply offered a mysterious smile in response to his younger brothers' worries. "I had my reasons for choosing it."

If he had chosen swordsmanship, movement arts, or external arts, he would have been limited to teaching only those subjects. Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts, on the other hand, gave him a lot of creative freedom.

A class about understanding and countering unorthodox sects' martial arts? That gives me lots of teaching flexibility. Plus, it's an elective for all grades, and offers plenty of chances for practical lessons.

"Well, knowing Hyung-nim, I'm sure you'll excel."

"Yeah, even your most outrageous antics usually turn out well."

Baek Suryong looked bemused. "Is that a compliment or an insult?"

The two young men quickly turned away from Baek Suryong, directing their attention to Jaegal Soyeong.

"Miss Jaegal, you're truly impressive."

"To secure a class from your first semester, you really are the top newcomer."

"Hey, why are you so mean to me and so kind to her? What's with the gender bias?"

Jaegal Soyeong blushed and tucked her hair behind her ear, overwhelmed by their compliments. "Well, the previous instructor for Ancient Murim History retired this year, so I got lucky," she admitted.

"Wow..."

"Smart students always sound so modest!"

"......"

Truthfully, Ancient Murim History was the least favored subject among students. For youngsters eager to master martial arts, enduring a history lecture felt like torture.

"I'll give it my all! I'm sure there are students at the Azure Dragon Academy who love history as much as I do!"

The two men clapped, showering the enthusiastic Jaegal Soyeong with praise.

"If anyone can make it work, it's you, Miss Jaegal."

"If you need any help, just let us know!"

"Tsk, I can see right through you guys," Baek Suryong clicked his tongue.

Despite both being assigned unpopular classes, Baek Suryong and Jaegal Soyeong were still envied by Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh, who couldn't teach and were merely class assistants.

"We have about two months left, right?"

"Yes..."

"Sigh..."

The temporary instructor period lasted three months. After that, based on how well they did, some would be hired as full-time instructors, while others would leave. Thus, whether one was assigned a class significantly affected their performance appraisal.

"So, do either of you need a teaching assistant?" Myeong Il'oh asked eagerly.

Most classes at the Azure Dragon Academy had a teaching assistant due to the hands-on nature of martial arts classes, which frequently included demonstrations and sparring. It was often easier to partner with an experienced instructor than a student, so temporary instructors usually filled this role.

Ak Yeonho promptly began promoting himself, offering his meat side dish to the two and winking. "Hyung-nim, you know I despise unorthodox sects so much I'd annihilate them on sight, right? Miss Jaegal, I've always been fascinated by history. If you pick me, I'll study diligently and be a huge asset. Hehe, please enjoy this."

"Tsk, is that all you've got?" Myeong Il'oh, a year older, clicked his tongue in disapproval, reached into his pocket, and stealthily slipped two thick pouches into the teaching duo's pockets.

Then, bowing like a shady official, he whispered, "...Please accept this. It's a modest token of my sincerity."

Watching this exchange, Ak Yeonho was dumbfounded. "Hey, Myeong-hyung! Bribery is cheating! You've crossed the line!"

"Isn't your meat side dish a bribe too?"

"How can you compare that to slipping cash into someone's pocket?"

"If you're so outraged, you should have come better prepared. I was merely showing my resolve."

"Wow..."

"Uh, sorry, but I don't really need a teaching assistant..."

"Hey, can we just eat quietly?"

As the four of them chattered animatedly in the cafeteria, a new voice suddenly interrupted, "Excuse me, fellow instructors…"

Had it been just the voice, they might have ignored it, but the profound inner qi in it made them all turn their heads simultaneously. A middle-aged man with a meticulously groomed long beard stood there, hands clasped behind his back.

He was Pung Jinho, a respected instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy for nearly two decades and, more importantly, Namgung Su's most prominent supporter. 

In a warm yet firm voice, Pung Jinho scolded, "…It seems you're getting a bit too lively with so many people around. It's good to see young people having fun, but please refrain from actions that lower the dignity of the Azure Dragon Academy."


"...Do not make Pung Jinho an enemy. In some ways, he's more formidable than Namgung Su."



Recalling Mae Geuklyom's advice, Baek Suryong stood up. "Sorry for the disturbance. We'll clean up and leave soon."

Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong also stood up, their expressions tense as they apologized.

"Sorry."

"We'll be more careful."

"I-I'm sorry..."

Pung Jinho stroked his famous, voluminous beard, a well-known symbol at the Azure Dragon Academy. Seeing the nervous faces of the temporary instructors, he chuckled gently, "Hoho, do I look like I'm here to pick a fight?"

"......"

Namgung Su's faction was the largest at the Azure Dragon Academy. However, Baek Suryong had clashed with Namgung Su since the entrance exam, and the trio close to him were also gradually becoming disliked by the faction.

Why did he come over all of a sudden?

Is he looking for a reason to fault us again?

We should've kept our voices down...

Contrary to their worries, Pung Jinho extended an olive branch instead of picking a fight.

"That's not why I'm here, so relax. With the semester about to start, it's pointless for instructors to be in conflict."

"Oh, yes?"

"Ah..."

"Phew."

Everyone but Baek Suryong breathed a sigh of relief.

"If any more conflicts arise, I'll mediate, so don't worry. I came to tell you that," Pung Jinho told the group, then turned to Baek Suryong with a smile, "Mr. Baek, I have high expectations for you. Since you arrived, a fresh breeze has started blowing through the Azure Dragon Academy."

"...Thank you."

"One request, though, please avoid further clashes with Mr. Namgung. Even I find it hard to mediate those," Pung Jinho smiled brightly.

Baek Suryong responded with a polite smile, "I'll do my best."

Despite having already burned bridges with Namgung Su, he had no intention of making enemies with all the instructors, especially not someone as influential as Pung Jinho.

Avoiding him too obviously would be foolish. I should try to use him to my advantage instead.

As if reading Baek Suryong's thoughts, Pung Jinho made an unexpected offer, "I appreciate your understanding. How about a drink this evening if you're free? I have some things to discuss... oh, and of course, it's on me."

Baek Suryong's eyes sparkled at the suggestion. "I know just the place."

That evening, they met at a large establishment in town, coincidentally owned by Bok Manchun.


Chapter 100: Why Don't We…

"Ahahaha! You're quite a character! How do you manage to be so entertaining?" Pung Jinho slammed the table as he laughed uproariously, his face bright red from the alcohol.

Across from him, Baek Suryong casually tilted his glass and smiled. "Mr. Pung, your keen interest makes it all the more enjoyable."

"Yes, indeed. Hahaha," Myeong Il'oh chuckled nervously.

Pung Jinho filled Myeong Il'oh's glass to the brim, causing it to overflow. "You should drink freely like Mr. Baek. Don't worry about the bill tonight, it's all on me."

"O-Okay," Myeong Il'oh stammered, his voice tinged with hesitation.

Noticing his friend's discomfort, Baek Suryong chimed in, "Il'oh, are you really going to overlook Mr. Pung's generosity? Do you see him as a beggar or something?"

"No, Hyung-nim, it's not like that..."

"Then finish your drink and have another one. It'll brighten the mood, please Mr. Pung, and give our evening more meaning."

And also generate more sales for the brothel, Baek Suryong thought, imagining his fattening wallet.

"Mr. Baek is right, you shouldn't worry about my finances. After all, aren't we all here tonight to have a good time?"

"Thank you for your generosity. That being said, may I order more drinks and snacks?"

"You don't need to ask me, just order whatever you want."

"Then, I'll go ahead."

Baek Suryong, with a crafty grin, summoned the waiter and ordered the priciest drinks and snacks on the menu.

Slightly startled, Pung Jinho remarked, "Hoho… You're quite bold."

"Should I cancel the snacks if it's too much?"

"Nonsense. Do you think I can't afford a night of drinks for my young juniors?"

Pung Jinho continued to drink, stroking his luxuriously long beard, a source of personal pride that he'd grown over ten years and that he often bragged about to his peers.

Knowing this, Baek Suryong played along, complimenting, "Wow, your beard looks really good on you, Mr. Pung. I'm jealous because I can't grow one well."

"Hoho! Give it time."

"It's just so shiny and silky. Do you have a special beard care routine, sir? Care to share your secrets?"

"Hmm. Well, maintaining good nutrition, regular washing and drying are key, and there's an apothecary I frequent…"

As they emptied several bottles during such trivial chatter, Pung Jinho casually steered the conversation to the main point. "Do you know why I invited only you two tonight?" he asked suddenly.

There were only two temporary instructors sitting at the table: Baek Suryong and Myeong Il'oh. Pung Jinho had told Ak Yeonho and Jaegal Soyeong, who were also at the restaurant, that he would organize a separate evening out for them.

"I have no idea."

"I don't know either."

Both were clueless about their special invitation.

Pung Jinho chuckled. "I hate to say it, but you two don't come from particularly strong teaching backgrounds."

Baek Suryong stayed silent, while Myeong Il'oh frowned slightly.

Seeing Myeong Il'oh's expression, Pung Jinho quickly clarified, "Oh, I don't mean the Myeong Clan is insignificant, but it can't really compare to the Jaegal Clan or the Shandong Ak Clan, right?"

"…That's true." Myeong Il'oh nodded reluctantly, his expression softening slightly.

Pung Jinho nodded in understanding. "I'm in the same boat. Ever heard of the Shaanxi Pung Family?"

Both young men shook their heads.

"Let's have another drink." Pung Jinho filled their glasses again and poured one for himself. He took a hearty swig, then continued, "Do you know which family is most involved in martial arts instruction in the murim?"

"The Namgung Clan," Myeong Il'oh responded promptly, always keen on the dynamics within the murim and the academy business.

"Correct. Then, did you know that the Namgung Clan has over ten renowned Star Instructors?"

"…That many?" Baek Suryong blurted out, genuinely surprised.

Refilling his cup, Pung Jinho explained, "After the fall of the Blood Cult fifty years ago, the murim entered a peaceful era. The unorthodox sects weakened from internal strife, and the orthodox heroes had little trouble with villains. Even the notorious Viridian Forest Bandits quieted down. But… life always has its ironies, doesn't it?" 

A sly smile formed on Pung Jinho's lips, and his eyes gleamed ominously. "When the unorthodox lose power, so do the orthodox. Who then would protect the common people from the unorthodox sects? And what incentive would civilian merchants have to pay sects for protection? To sum it up..."

Pung Jinho shaped his fingers into a coin. "Having lost an important source of income, the famous orthodox sects and families ran into hard times. To solve their financial woes, they thus set their sights on the martial arts academy business."

"……"

"That's why the Five Great Academies were founded. The orthodox sects claim it's to train the next generation of murim warriors in case the Blood Cult revives, but why would a fallen Blood Cult rise again? It's all a sham."

"……" Baek Suryong had his opinions on the Blood Cult's revival but stayed quiet.

Pung Jinho is not drunk at all, he just seems drunk. Since the beginning of this drinking party, he's been suppressing his intoxication with inner arts, pretending to be tipsy to set the mood. Damn, he's a real master, not only in martial arts, but in many ways.

And he's fucking dangerous. 

Covertly heightening his vigilance, Baek Suryong kept his composure on the surface and asked innocently, "Really?"

"Ultimately, the establishment of the Five Great Academies was a way for the orthodox sects to make money. That's why I didn't invite Mr. Ak or Miss Jaegal tonight."

"Mr. Pung, isn't it a stretch to say it's all about money?" Myeong Il'oh suddenly interrupted.

Pung Jinho's gaze turned icy. "After seeing what the Namgung Clan is doing, do you still believe that? And the Namgung Clan is only one faction. What about the Nine Great Sects and the Five Great Clans, who are getting more and more involved in the academy business? Why do you think they're sticking their fingers in the pie?"

"I suppose… you're right."

"Money is the primary motive, and connections are secondary. Today, most talented martial artists attend academies. Traditional one-on-one martial arts training is almost extinct, replaced by systematic training. Now consider this: where do these academy graduates end up?"

Pung Jinho took another gulp before answering his own question, "They move on to higher academies or join sects through referrals. Of course, some find work in escort agencies or trading companies, but the real indicator of success is becoming a formal disciple of a major sect."

The times have changed more than I realized, Baek Suryong mused. With the decline of the Blood Cult and the resulting peace in the murim, the motivations for studying martial arts had evolved. He had always focused on teaching martial arts well without much thought for the future of his students, but now he understood that he needed a new approach.

"The academy business has become a way for the orthodox sects to enrich themselves and expand their influence. In the end… the rich just keep getting richer," Pung Jinho continued cynically.

Baek Suryong blinked in surprise. Pung Jinho's attitude was not in line with his expectations. I thought he was just the second-in-command of the Namgung Su faction… But here he is, openly antagonistic towards the Namgung Clan, which Namgung Su is a part of. Namgung Su doesn't know about this, does he?

Suddenly, Baek Suryong remembered something Mae Geuklyom had mentioned about Pung Jinho.


"They call it the Namgung Su faction, but Mr. Namgung is just a figurehead. Pung Jinho is the real authority who shapes public opinion and rallies the faculty."



Grandpa was wrong; he's more than just a ringleader, he's the mastermind.

He hadn't thought much of Pung Jinho at first, but now that he saw that icy smile and razor-sharp eyes, the man before him seemed far more cunning and ambitious.

I see. The reason he called only me and Il'oh here is… Baek Suryong roughly understood Pung Jinho's intentions.

"I believe the instructors from smaller sects should unite before it's too late," Pung Jinho declared.

"Gulp…" The sound of Myeong Il'oh swallowing was as loud as thunder.

Baek Suryong played dumb, peering into his wine cup. Ah, so this is how he's trying to bring us to his side.

"I don't quite understand. What difference would it make if we united?"

"I'm only telling you two this." Pung Jinho smiled eerily, his face no longer showing any signs of intoxication. "The Azure Dragon Academy won't last long."

"Cough, cough!"

"Mr. Myeong, what surprises you so? Surely you've heard some rumors on your way here."

"What do you mean…?"

"At a meeting of the Five Great Academies earlier this year, it was decided that the Azure Dragon Academy won't be invited to the Heavenly Martial Festival starting next year."

"……" Both men's expressions hardened at this new information. 

Why didn't Noh Goonsang or Mae Geuklyom tell me about this? Baek Suryong lamented inwardly.

"Participation in the Heavenly Martial Arts Festival alone is highly symbolic. Although the Azure Dragon Academy has been last for ten years, it has remained one of the Five Great Academies because of its inclusion in the Festival."

"…In other words, once we are no longer invited to the Heavenly Martial Festival, the Five Great Academies will become the Four Great Academies," Baek Suryong concluded.

Pung Jinho smiled. "Unless, as you declared, we win this year. Even though I admire your confidence, I'm a very pragmatic person. In my opinion, it's impossible to win the Heavenly Martial Arts Festival, so the Azure Dragon Academy won't be able to take part next year onwards. Once that happens, the Azure Dragon Academy will no longer attract the prodigies of murim. With its reputation and finances dwindling, the academy will be unable to maintain its current scale and will be forced to downsize. If my estimates are correct, it will probably be bankrupt within five years."

Myeong Il'oh immediately turned pale at the chilling revelation.

Setting his glass down, Baek Suryong asked calmly, "Why are you telling us this?"

"Because I want to work with you in the long run. For the next five years, I'll support you."

"…And after five years?" Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. Pung Jinho's response to this will reveal his true intentions.

"I plan to establish a new academy with all my connections and wealth. I'd like to recruit you then."

"……"

"……"

It was a lot to process after one evening of drinking. 

Seeing the duo's complex expressions, Pung Jinho laughed, "Ah, the mood has become too serious. We need some entertainment. Think about my proposal at your own pace."

Before anyone could object, Pung Jinho summoned the dancers.

No! I haven't gotten enough information out of this bastard yet! Before the dancers could arrive, Baek Suryong quickly asked, "What if we spread rumors about this tomorrow? What's stopping us?"

With a meaningful glint in his eye, Pung Jinho chuckled, "Would anyone believe the words of a mere temporary instructor over someone who has dedicated twenty years to the academy?"

"If you've been here for twenty years, why aren't you the Principal or Vice Principal?"

"I did have such ambitions ten years ago, but everything changed when the Azure Dragon Academy began to decline." Pung Jinho stroked his beard thoughtfully before downing another drink. "When the academy fails, someone has to take the blame. The Principal first, the Vice Principal second, and…"

Understanding his implication, Baek Suryong finished his line for him, "The Star Instructor would be next on the chopping block."

"Exactly. It's good to talk with someone who understands." Pung Jinho continued drinking, his movements as cold and calculating as a snake deliberately ingesting poison. 

Finally, wiping his mouth with his sleeve, he suggested, "So, I was thinking… Why don't we drive Namgung Su out of the Azure Dragon Academy?"



Translator's Note: Chapter 100! Woohoo!


Chapter 101: True Colors

"W-Who are you planning to drive out?" Myeong Il'oh stammered.

Pung Jinho refilled his empty cup, a mischievous smile playing on his lips. "You heard everything. Why ask again?"

"Is this a joke...?"

"I always enjoy a good joke, but I wouldn't joke about something like this. "

Dumbfounded, Myeong Il'oh's eyes widened and his hands shook. "So you really plan to oust Namgung Su...?" he whispered.

"Mr. Pung, what is your plan for getting rid of Namgung Su?" Baek Suryong asked, leaning forward as if intrigued.

"Aren't you surprised? Damn, it's no fun when a rookie reacts like that."

"Does that mean you don't like me?"

Pung Jinho topped up Baek Suryong's cup and chuckled, "Actually, I haven't liked a rookie this much in a long time."

Pung Jinho had genuinely taken a liking to Baek Suryong, whether it was his striking appearance, his confident demeanor, or his undeniable talent. This boy is a gem. He could be a future Star Instructor, he mused, drawing on his experience with many teachers after two decades of teaching. Baek Suryong has the makings of a popular instructor at any academy, so I must secure his loyalty now.

"I don't plan to kick Namgung Su out right away. Maybe next year or the year after. I'll make him leave the Azure Dragon Academy voluntarily."

Curious, Baek Suryong asked, "Why make him leave on his own?"

"Someone has to answer for the Azure Dragon Academy's failures. It looks better that way."

Baek Suryong crossed his arms. "I don't know Namgung Su well, but he doesn't strike me as someone who would flee because of a few setbacks."

"If he doesn't leave, then we'll force him out."

Pung Jinho's eyes hardened. "As I said, I despise those from the Nine Great Sects and the Five Great Clans. They are born with abundant resources and trained by the best. For them, excellence is just a matter of course."

"Life is inherently unfair, isn't it?" Baek Suryong pointed out.

Pung Jinho burst out laughing. "Exactly, I know that... but those elites? They don't get it. People start life from different places, yet those born with privilege rarely admit it. They credit their successes to their own efforts and dismiss others who haven't achieved the same as lazy and lacking talent, all while pretending they don't understand how good they have it. Well, I'm sick and tired of their hypocrisy."

As a member of a small murim family, Myeong Il'oh found himself sympathizing with Pung Jinho's passionate words.

However, Baek Suryong felt differently. I see, he's got an inferiority complex. Although his skills could qualify him as a master, he's still no match for Namgung Su, so he's convinced himself that his lack of privilege is to blame.

"Namgung Su became a Star Instructor after only five years at the Azure Dragon Academy. Is he skilled enough for the job? Yes, but there's no denying that his background in the Namgung Clan contributed to his quick promotion."

"That's true," Baek Suryong conceded, sensing the need to ease the tension. Refilling Pung Jinho's wine, he steered the conversation back to the main topic, "But I asked about your plan to drive out Namgung Su, and we've strayed from that."

"Oh, I got a bit carried away. You two, wait outside!" Pung Jinho dismissed the courtesans who were loitering by the door, then lowered his voice, "There are several ways. He could be caught embezzling, rumors might surface about an inappropriate relationship with a female student, or one of his students could suffer qi deviation."

"That's..."

"Just examples," Pung Jinho smiled at a shocked Myeong Il'oh, then took a sip from the drink Baek Suryong poured. "Here, have another," he said, refilling Baek Suryong's cup as well.

"Thank you," Baek Suryong said, carefully observing Pung Jinho. This isn't his first time trying to win over a fellow instructor. He's far too practiced, as if he's gone through this routine countless times before.

Pung Jinho grinned, "Are you sizing me up?"

"Aren't we both?" Baek Suryong replied.

The two men exchanged knowing smiles. As Baek Suryong assessed him, Pung Jinho was likewise gauging Baek Suryong, considering whether he was worth collaborating with. 

In the end, Pung Jinho took the initiative, suggesting, "This isn't a bad offer for you. You and Namgung Su are already at loggerheads, and you both share a martial arts expertise in swordsmanship. Eventually, you'll need to take over his position."

Baek Suryong nodded silently. Despite Pung Jinho misjudging his expertise, he didn't feel the need to correct him.

Pleased, Pung Jinho continued, "Except for the Heavenly Martial Academy, it's impossible for an academy to have two Star Instructors specializing the same discipline."

"Do you think I can't become a Star Instructor while Namgung Su is here?"

"Why choose the hard path when there's an easier one?"

"Good point," Baek Suryong chuckled.

[Hyung-nim, are you really considering teaming up with Pung Jinho?] Suddenly, Myeong Il'oh sent Baek Suryong a telepathic message.

Baek Suryong didn't reply, aware that Pung Jinho would sense the qi waves from any telepathic communication. After a pause, he said, "I'll think about it."

"That's enough for now," Pung Jinho said confidently, convinced that Baek Suryong would come around eventually. A guy with no real backing other than his grandfather can't refuse me.

Clearly, no one had bothered to inform him about Baek Suryong's ties to Gongson Su.

"Well then, let's drop the serious talk and enjoy ourselves. Come on in, ladies!" Pung Jinho shouted to the courtesans, who had been waiting outside.

As three women entered and approached them, Pung Jinho nonchalantly tugged one girl over to him and began massaging her shoulders.

Baek Suryong, however, ignored the courtesans. "Mr. Pung, can I ask you one more question? It's nothing big, I'm just curious."

"Go ahead."

"Why do you teach martial arts?"

"For the money," Pung Jinho answered bluntly, his gaze lingering on the courtesan's chest. "Do you think I'm materialistic?"

"Not at all. I value your candor."

"I'm not cut out to be a murim master, and I've got no other skills or talents, so this job fits me well. The pay is good, too."

Good enough for you to freely indulge in drinks and summon courtesans in a high-end brothel, Baek Suryong thought.

Finally, Pung Jinho looked away from the courtesan and turned to Baek Suryong. "What about you? Why do you teach?" he asked.

"In the beginning, it was to survive," Baek Suryong replied vaguely. In his previous life, he had damaged his qi center, which was indispensable for a martial artist, while on a mission for the Blood Cult. Since he could no longer fight on the front lines, he had to find another way to be useful in order to survive, so he started teaching martial arts.

"And now?"

"Now, I'm not sure. Money's no longer an issue, and I'm not particularly interested in fame."

"Then why continue?"

Baek Suryong pondered for a moment, then shrugged. "Because it's fun?"

Raising an eyebrow skeptically, Pung Jinho chuckled, "Indeed, that is a dilemma only those without financial worries face. You definitely have the potential to become a Star Instructor."

"I know, right?" Baek Suryong bragged.

Pung Jinho pulled the courtesan onto his lap and burst out laughing, "Hahaha! Your confidence is refreshing!"

"Master, I'm a hostess, not a prostitute..." the woman protested.

Ignoring her resistance, Pung Jinho simply stated, "I'll pay you extra." 

"That's not it..."

"Don't worry, I understand," Pung Jinho replied, brushing off her protests and proceeding to undress her.

"Please, Master, stop...!" The frightened courtesan cried, tears dripping down her cheeks.

Baek Suryong stepped in calmly, "Mr. Pung, if you continue behaving like this, this pleasant gathering might turn sour."

"Damn, now my mood is ruined. Get out!" Pung Jinho roughly shoved the courtesan away.

The courtesan wiped her tears and bowed to Baek Suryong before leaving, and the other courtesans quietly followed her.

Pung Jinho sneered and downed his wine, visibly annoyed by the courtesan's rejection. "Hmph. I'm not interested in soft bodies anyway. A body trained in martial arts is much better, wouldn't you agree?"

"Uh, what?" Myeong Il'oh blurted out thoughtlessly.

"......" Baek Suryong remained silent, waiting for Pung Jinho to continue.

Pung Jinho licked his lips. Figuring that such topics were acceptable among men, he spoke crudely, "Especially those who are trained from young, they're flexible and strong. It's one of the few pleasures of my twenty years of teaching."

"W-What are you saying...?"

"......"

"Come on. You know what I mean."

Baek Suryong stared at Pung Jinho, narrowing his eyes slightly.

Unfortunately, Pung Jinho misunderstood his expression. "I'm sure you at least understand, right, Mr. Baek? With your looks, it would be even stranger if female students didn't approach you on their own."

"Indeed, I frequently catch them stalking me," Baek Suryong smiled.

Pung Jinho's eyes immediately lit up. "Got any tips to share? How many have you been with?"

It seems he didn't catch the meaning behind my smile, Baek Suryong mused, asking, "How many do you think?"

"Hmm, probably over a hundred, I guess? Man, I envy you. If I were young and handsome like you, I'd..."

"Now you're showing your true colors," Baek Suryong interrupted sternly.

"Huh?" Pung Jinho exclaimed, startled by the sudden change in Baek Suryong's tone.

Baek Suryong shook his head and let out a deep sigh. When Pung Jinho spoke of uniting the teachers from smaller sects, he could sympathize. Even when he talked about overthrowing Namgung Su, he could understand the rationale behind it. However, Pung Jinho's view of his female students changed everything.

"You're absolute trash," he spat.

"Did you just call me trash?"

"Yes, you fucking degenerate."

"Maybe you've had too much to drink..."

Baek Suryong grabbed a bottle and smashed it over Pung Jinho's head.



Translator's Note: Season 1 of the manhwa ends here. Epub Volume 1 is also now out!


Chapter 102: This Will Be Fun

CRASH!

The wine bottle smashed to pieces on impact with Pung Jinho's head.

"Ugh!" Pung Jinho cried out as he fell backward, his forehead sliced open and bleeding profusely.

Baek Suryong rose to his feet and approached the older teacher, clutching another bottle. "Hey, how many girls have you tried to seduce?"

"You crazy bastard...!"

Pung Jinho tried to rise and strike back, but Baek Suryong was quicker, smashing the second bottle into his nose. As Pung Jinho reeled from the pain, Baek Suryong's next kick sent him slamming into the wall.

BOOM!

With a loud thud, Pung Jinho hit the wall and crumpled to the ground, screaming, "AHHH!"

Baek Suryong immediately sat on top of him and unleashed a flurry of blows.

POW! BASH! THWACK!

"Ugh! What?! Why…?"

"Do you really not know, you sex-obsessed scumbag?"

Curled up into a ball and shielding his face with his arms, Pung Jinho tried to gather his qi and defend himself. Unfortunately, Baek Suryong gave him no chance to retaliate, hitting him relentlessly with anything he could grab - bottles, bowls, plates, cups. Finally, when he ran out of things to break, he pummeled Pung Jinho with his bare fists.

"You pathetic piece of shit, who do you think you are?" Baek Suryong roared, his face twisting into a savage grin as he radiated killing intent. For the first time since he was reincarnated, he was truly livid.

Pinned to the floor, Pung Jinho didn't dare to fight back. All he could do was mumble through clenched teeth, "Do you have any idea...just who you're up against?"

"Huuuh? You still haven't had enough?"

Drenched in alcohol, food, and blood, Pung Jinho was a sorry sight, his once-neat hair disheveled and his proud beard in shambles. This was no fight between murim masters, it was a run of the mill tavern brawl.

"Hyung-nim! Stop!" Myeong Il'oh yelled, grabbing Baek Suryong by the waist.

Baek Suryong could have easily shrugged him off and continued, but he paused, his anger subsiding a bit. "Phew... consider yourself lucky," he warned Pung Jinho, brushing off his hands.

Looking as if he'd seen a ghost, Myeong Il'oh demanded, "Hyung-nim, what the hell are you doing?"

"You heard what that son of a bitch said."

"But you can't just beat up someone like this! Did you even think about how we are going to deal with the consequences?"

"Ugh..." At that moment, Pung Jinho, regaining his senses, struggled to his feet and leaned against the wall. "What kind of lunatic...?"

"A lunatic? Haven't had enough yet?"

Baek Suryong raised his fist, making Pung Jinho flinch. An instant later, however, Pung Jinho felt a rush of shame at his cowardice. He focused his qi, reminding himself, it wasn't a fair fight, I didn't lose in a true martial arts duel.

"You coward, ambushing me like a back-alley thug!" he snarled.

"Haha, what?" Baek Suryong laughed at the absurd excuse. His voice, devoid of any pretense, was as cold as a blade as he suggested, "How about we step outside and settle this properly then? Put that thing on your shoulders at stake?"

I must not fall for his childish provocation! Pung Jinho thought, suppressing the urge to retort. Trying his best to sound calm and mature, he said, "Baek Suryong, do you think you can act like this because of your grandfather?"

It was now widely known that the Headmaster, Sword Addict Mae Geuklyom, revered master of martial arts, nightmare to all naughty students and respected teacher to many graduates, was Baek Suryong's grandfather.

"What does my grandfather have to do with this?" Baek Suryong snapped.

Does he really think I don't know he's only daring to act out because of his relationship with Mae Geuklyom? No new teacher would pull such a stunt without someone to back them up. Pung Jinho sneered, "Why do you think Mae Geuklyom is still just the Headmaster despite his skills and experience? Do you think he's just waiting for the right time? Not a chance."

"Hmm... Why is that?" Baek Suryong asked innocently, deciding to listen quietly for now. Pung Jinho seemed to have misunderstood him, but curious about Mae Geuklyom's continued status as headmaster, he didn't feel compelled to correct the man yet.

"Because of his rigid and strict personality, Mae Geuklyom doesn't get along with people and has no close friends."

Disinterested in academy politics and authority, Mae Geuklyom had dedicated his life to the sword and the education of students. As a result, though, none of the instructors felt the need to get close to him, leaving him socially isolated.

"To put it simply, you've placed your trust in the wrong man." Pung Jinho's swollen face soured. "Mae Geuklyom is a person who skipped his own daughter, your mother's funeral out of pride. Do you really think he'd treat you any differently...?"

Drawing his sword and aiming it at Pung Jinho's forehead, Baek Suryong's expression turned steely. His aura surged, causing his blue robe to billow as if caught in a gust of wind, while objects nearby began to quiver. "You want to die? Then go ahead. Insult my grandfather again," he threatened.

"You... if you harm me..."

Baek Suryong took a step forward. "Something terrible will happen. Yadda yadda yadda."

Pung Jinho shuddered involuntarily. Baek Suryong's murderous intent was palpable, sowing the fear of death in his heart.

"Whatever happens to me, you will be dead by then, and it will no longer matter to you, will it?" Baek Suryong chuckled.

"Ugh..." Pung Jinho's mind raced. Just a few moments ago, he had believed that he could win a fair fight, but now his legs were shaking uncontrollably.

Ultimately, his legs gave out and he collapsed to the ground.

Baek Suryong stood over him, a smirk playing on his lips. "You're not worth keeping alive."

"W-Wait..."

Baek Suryong advanced, sword raised, when Myeong Il'oh suddenly stood in front of him, a stern expression on his face.

"Hyung-nim, that's enough. Please stop."

"Move."

"If you murder an instructor, the academy will be thrown into chaos, and never mind being fired, you'll be branded a criminal."

"......"

"I know you're angry, but could you please stop for my sake? I don't want to be punished too."

Baek Suryong looked at Myeong Il'oh for a while, then sighed and put away his sword. "I'm sorry, I didn't think about that," he apologized.

Ending Pung Jinho's miserable life was simple, but a piece of trash wasn't worth sacrificing their careers for.

"Huff... huff..." Relieved to be alive, Pung Jinho gasped, his face looking like he had aged ten years from the ordeal.

Baek Suryong looked back at him and spat, "Let me tell you something. I was never interested in your proposal to begin with."

"...Why?"

"Your premise was wrong. The Azure Dragon Academy will not collapse due to insufficient funding. In fact, its budget will double next year."

"H-How?"

Pung Jinho didn't know that Baek Suryong had managed to get the Prime Minister, Gongson Su, to sponsor the school. It seemed that the true identity of the old examinee had been kept secret from everyone except the few teachers who attended the meeting, Noh Goonsang, Kwak Cheolwoo, and Namgung Su.

"You also said the academy won't be invited to the Heavenly Martial Festival next year? That's not happening."

"...Why?" Pung Jinho looked up blankly.

With a confident grin, Baek Suryong declared mockingly, "Because the Azure Dragon Academy will win this year. If they fail to invite us next year, we'll stay the eternal champions."

"Ha, ha ha..." Pung Jinho, in his disheveled state, laughed bitterly. "You're not just confident, you're arrogantly oblivious."

"Better that than a pathetic man consumed by his inferiority complex."

"...Fine." Pung Jinho staggered to his feet, his gaze empty yet malicious. Even if he's only holding back for that guy's sake, at least he has no intention of killing me right now, he thought, glancing at Myeong Il'oh and steadying himself.

He faced Baek Suryong once more, his eyes brimming with malice and a slight, derisive smile on his pale face. "You... now I see that you're quite the master. So that's why you're so confident. But here's the thing... Even weak men have their own ways. I'm going to use every means I have to destroy you in this industry. What do you think? Will you kill me right now?"

However, Baek Suryong simply scoffed, unaffected. "Do your worst."

"...We'll see." Pung Jinho straightened his clothes, cleaned his beard, and exited the room. His face was ghostly white, but no one stopped him.

He had nearly reached the brothel's main gate when Baek Suryong suddenly appeared, blocking his path.

"Wait a moment," Baek Suryong said.

"...What now? Are you picking a fight again?"

"You need to pay for the drinks before you go."

"......"

"…And the broken bottles and dishes too." Baek Suryong turned his pockets inside out, showing they were empty. "We're just temporary instructors, so we don't earn much."

Pung Jinho's face flushed with rage, but he eventually pulled out his wallet and threw it at Baek Suryong. "Here, use this to settle the bill."

After paying, Pung Jinho turned to Baek Suryong just before leaving. "Mr. Baek, may I give you some advice?"

"By all means." Seeing the amount of money, Baek Suryong replied with a satisfied smile.

"The class you're teaching."

"...?"

"Classes with insufficient enrollment are canceled."

"......"

"Just a friendly warning. Be careful."

With a meaningful grin, Pung Jinho left the brothel.

The smile disappeared from Baek Suryong's face.
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The next morning, a new class was added to the academy's bulletin board.


	Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts - Baek Suryong

	Analysis of Unorthodox Sect Martial Arts - Pung Jinho



Both courses bore almost identical names and were set for the same day and time. A crowd of students quickly formed around the board, their excitement almost tangible.

"Wow, a new class by Mr. Pung?"

"Yeah, I wanted to sign up for it..."

"But it's at the same time as Mr. Baek's class."

"If you have to pick one, Mr. Pung's class is the way to go."

"But isn't it just an elective?"

"Don't you know? If you cross Mr. Pung..."

It was obvious: if forced to choose, they would all opt for Pung Jinho's class.

Myeong Il'oh, who had spent the previous evening with Baek Suryong, gave him a grave look and said, "Hyung-nim, this..."

"So this is how he wants to play?" Baek Suryong stared at the bulletin board, his lips curling into a brazen grin. "Damn, this will be fun."


Chapter 103: Tit for Tat (1)

By the time the sun rose the next morning, rumors were already swirling through the halls of the Azure Dragon Academy about the violent clash between Pung Jinho and Baek Suryong.

Taking a leisurely sip of tea, Mae Geuklyom scolded, "Baek Suryong. Didn't I warn you not to make an enemy of Pung Jinho?"

"I'm sorry," Baek Suryong apologized, kneeling meekly in front of his grandfather. "I thought I'd kept it under wraps, but somehow word got out... Who could have spread it?" he mumbled, his voice barely audible.

"Silence."

"Yes, sir."

Mae Geuklyom massaged his temples, hoping to ease his escalating headache. "Sigh, whose penchant for trouble did you inherit? Both, I suppose."

Covering his face with his palm, images of his daughter and son-in-law flashed through his mind. In his three decades at the academy, he'd dealt with numerous delinquents, but as the product of two particularly notorious ones, Baek Suryong was a special case.

"I suppose it's no surprise, considering your parents."

"Grandpa, I swear I'm innocent," Baek Suryong asserted, straightening his posture. "If you had heard what he said, you would've cleaved him in two yourself."

Baek Suryong was sure that Mae Geuklyom would have reacted the same way. No, he'd bet his entire fortune that Mae Geuklyom would have been even more extreme.

Mae Geuklyom clicked his tongue at his grandson's naivety. "You should avoid conflict whenever possible, not out of fear, but because it will only dirty your hands. You should have ignored him..."

"But he…"

"He what?"

"Never mind." Baek Suryong clamped his mouth shut.

He couldn't bring himself to reveal that Pung Jinho had mentioned Mae Geuklyom not attending his own daughter's funeral. Even if I'm not the real Baek Suryong... Mae Yakbing gave birth to this body. How can I possibly ignore such disrespect?

"I will not interfere in your affairs," Mae Geuklyom said firmly, taking another sip of tea. "The reason is..."

"Of course you shouldn't," Baek Suryong interjected, nodding as if it were obvious. "This petty dispute is not worth your attention. I'll prove my ability on my own."

"To prove your ability, you must first meet the enrollment threshold."

"Yes..." Baek Suryong's voice faded. Without at least five students for his Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts class, it would be canceled before it even started.

"Pung Jinho has extensive connections and is a master of academy politics, not to mention his popularity among the students. He'll use every trick in the book to undermine your class."

It pisses me off to think that such a disgusting pervert is a celebrated teacher. Baek Suryong sighed, "Sadly, personality and ability don't always match."

Mae Geuklyom narrowed his eyes and fixed Baek Suryong with a stern look. "Are you referring to yourself?"

"No..." Baek Suryong whimpered. 

The truth was, he was bewildered by his current state. He had never feared any martial arts master, not even Namgung Jaehak and Skysword, but Mae Geuklyom's presence somehow always unnerved him.

Wait, I know. This must be all Dad's fault. 

Regardless, he needed to recruit at least five students by next week.

"Getting five students won't be as easy as you think. Do you have a plan?"

"Don't worry about it."

Mae Geuklyom wanted to press further, but when he saw Baek Suryong's confident smile, he just said, "Fine."

Since he had promised not to interfere, it would be embarrassing to probe further. Mae Geuklyom quietly resumed sipping his tea.

Baek Suryong downed the rest of his drink and stood up. "Grandpa, I should get going now."

"Is it that late already?" Mae Geuklyom remarked absentmindedly as he walked him to the door. Watching his grandson put on his shoes, he hesitated before adding, "Um, if you ever need my help... ahem."

His voice trailing off awkwardly, Mae Geuklyom cleared his throat.

Baek Suryong turned around and bowed deeply. "Then, I'm off."

"Don't be late tomorrow."

Watching his grandson's shrinking silhouette, Mae Geuklyom sighed softly, "Stubborn boy. He won't ask for help even at the end."

[image: sep]

After leaving Mae Geuklyom's office, Baek Suryong headed straight to the Azure Dragon Academy's administration office.

"Five students? That's nothing. I've faced worse back in the Blood Cult."

When his qi center was damaged, none of the previous Blood Cult instructors welcomed his career shift, yet, he'd manged to climb from the bottom to the top.


"How do you plan to teach martial arts when you can't even use qi?"

"Hey, newbie, do you think being an instructor is easy?"

"I heard that you were quite the outstanding captain among the Cult Leader's personal guards? Well, don't expect any special treatment here."



He faced daily ridicule and scorn, and even his students subtly looked down on him. Determined to survive, he had dedicated himself to learning and understanding every martial arts manual he could lay his hands on, all so he could adapt his teaching to each student's physical and personality traits.


"Is this guy for real...?"

"Does he even sleep?"

"He did all this alone?"



Soon, the disdain turned into shock and admiration. Some envious instructors tried to sabotage him, but he always stayed a step ahead, ensnaring them instead.

Those were exciting times, like walking a tightrope between life and death daily.

By the time his students became renowned masters in the murim, he was acknowledged as both the best and worst instructor in the Blood Cult, a distinction that led him to eventually meet with his four masters.

"This is nothing compared to that..." Baek Suryong chuckled as he entered the administration office, his steps light. 

Let's see how many have signed up so far.

However, before he could open his mouth, the secretary preempted him, saying, "Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts? Just a moment. I'll check. Currently, you have one student."

"Did you say twenty-one?"

"No, one." The secretary emphasized with a finger.

Baek Suryong stared at her finger. Is that her middle finger…? 

"Just one? Only one student in two days?" he asked again.

"Yes. See for yourself." The secretary handed him the enrollment list.

At the top was the name Wiji Cheon, written in neat handwriting.

"Cheon..." Baek Suryong muttered, feeling a sense of pride and fulfillment. Cheon's such a good and hardworking boy. Even after joining the Azure Dragon Academy, he hasn't become arrogant and still wants to learn from me.

"Wait a minute... Where's Hyonwon Kang? How dare that punk not enroll in my class?"

The warm fuzzy feeling in Baek Suryong's heart vanished, replaced by irritation. Even though that damn brat's much weaker than Wiji Cheon, he didn't enroll? As punishment, I'll double his training today…

Baek Suryong turned to the secretary with an awkward smile. "Excuse me, how many students have enrolled in Analysis of Unorthodox Sects Martial Arts?"

"Oh..." The secretary blushed slightly at his smile and quickly found the document. "Normally, we shouldn't disclose this... but there are thirteen students."

"Ah, I see."

He hadn't expected similar numbers, but while his class had only one student, the other had managed to nab more than double the required minimum in just two days. Even for a less popular subject, a few more should have signed up just to meet their credit requirements.

Something smells fishy.

Baek Suryong said to the secretary, "Thank you."

"You're welcome. If you have more questions, come by anytime."

As the secretary playfully tucked her hair behind her ear, Baek Suryong left the office and paused for a moment to decide on his next destination.

I need to gather more information.

Luckily, he knew someone within the academy with exceptional information-gathering skills, although dealing with them required significant mental readiness.

Approaching his destination, Baek Suryong took a deep breath and muttered, "I would rather not meet that person, but... Now is the time to be picky."

He strode into the building labeled "Azure Dragon Academy Student Council."
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"They're avoiding your class because of bad rumors about you," a girl with a cold expression said, her eyes burning with a strange intensity.

Paying close attention to the girl's every move, Baek Suryong carefully asked, "Bad rumors? What kind?"

"First, give me the hair you promised. Make sure it's thick and fresh," Tang Soso demanded.

Why does she want my hair? Baek Suryong wondered, reluctantly pulling out a few strands. No, he knew the answer. He was just in denial.

"Here," he said feebly, giving her the hair.

"Hehehe..." Tang Soso cackled gleefully, wrapping the hair in a silk handkerchief and tucking it away. "There's a rumor going around that you ambushed and beat up Pung Jinho last night."

"Who spread that? I made sure all the brothel staff kept quiet..."

Tang Soso's eyes glittered like stars in the night sky. "So it's true?" she probed.

Baek Suryong smirked and replied, "I'm the one asking questions. Are there more rumors?"

"Plenty. They say you seduced girls at your previous academy, swindled rich men, and practiced sexual arts..."

"All those rumors sound very similar."

"Well, I don't believe any of it. I know you're not like that." Tang Soso smiled dangerously, her eyes filled with boundless confidence. "If you had ever done anything of the sort, I would have caught you already. After all, I track your every move..."

"Ahem! Okay, that's enough, I get it," Baek Suryong quickly changed the topic, feeling a chill run down his spine. "Anyway, you're right, it's just rumors. Are students avoiding me because of them? I didn't notice anything unusual today..."

Pung Jinho is most certainly behind all the rumors, but those alone aren't enough to explain my current situation.

"That's because you've been marked by Mr. Pung, of all people. Not only does he teach several core classes, but behind him..."

"Namgung Su?"

Tang Soso nodded solemnly. "Without Mr. Namgung's favor, it's hard to get a good performance appraisal, so Mr. Pung and the other instructors frequently suck up to him."

Licking Namgung Su's boots while plotting to oust him… I was right to call him trash. 

Baek Suryong weighed his options. He could counter the rumors with bigger ones, stir discord between Pung Jinho and Namgung Su, set a trap, sabotage Pung Jinho's class...

No, I can't act like I used to in the Blood Cult.

Regaining his composure, he looked sternly at Tang Soso. "Do you take requests?"

She beamed. "For the right price."


Chapter 104: Tit for Tat (2)

Having gathered all the necessary information, Baek Suryong stood up.

"Do you need any more information?" Tang Soso asked.

"This should be enough for now. When can I expect the requested items?"

"They'll be ready by tomorrow morning. I'll deliver them to the Discipline Committee."

"Alright. See you then." Baek Suryong turned to leave.

Tang Soso rose to see him out, mumbling, "It's a shame. If I hadn't taken Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts last semester, I'd enroll immediately..."

Baek Suryong mustered a forced smile, hiding his relief that she had already taken the class. "Don't worry, there will be other opportunities."

"Ahh, so handsome...!" Aroused by Baek Suryong's smile, Tang Soso covered her mouth, her eyes sparkling and cheeks blushing furiously as she chirped, "Feel free to come visit us any time. The Azure Dragon Academy Student Council is always open. And next time, it would be good if you plucked hair from somewhere other than your head..."

BAM!

Cold sweat trickling down his back, Baek Suryong slammed the door behind him and shook his head as if to drive off evil spirits. I'd rather face the Black Forest assassins ten times over than deal with Tang Soso…

"Hoo... I feel like I just made a deal with the devil," he sighed, shivering. "Kids these days, just what's in their heads? Stuffing hair into pillows and using it as clothing thread... Is that some kind of Tang Clan sorcery?"

He couldn't understand what the girl was thinking, but at the same time, he couldn't deny the fact that he had gotten valuable information almost for free. Yeah, I didn't lose anything important… it was just a few strands of hair…

"Mr. Baek," Dokgo Jun, the president of the Student Council, greeted Baek Suryong. As Tang Soso's friend, he could guess the ordeal Baek Suryong had just gone through, so he lowered his head in shame and said, "…I apologize on behalf of the Vice President."

"You must have it tough, huh?"

"Yes..." Dokgo Jun nodded, then straightened up and asked seriously, "Mr. Baek, what will you do about Mr. Pung Jinho?"

The conflict between the two instructors was a major concern for the Student Council. Since all students and teachers needed to rally together for the Heavenly Martial Festival, the formation of factions at the beginning of the semester could only bring trouble. Moreover, even though Tang Soso had provided useful information, the Student Council itself couldn't take sides.

"The Student Council hopes you both can reconcile. Mr. Pung has connections not only with the Student Council but also with the Club Union, the Alumni Association, and the Parent-Teacher Association."

Baek Suryong nodded. "I figured as much."

"If you're willing to reconcile, the Student Council can arrange a meeting," Dokgo Jun suggested, seeing that Baek Suryong was composed.

Baek Suryong smiled and patted Dokgo Jun's shoulder. "Thank you for your concern, but... I'm sorry, I don't think reconciliation is possible."

"…Is that so?" Dokgo Jun furrowed his brows.

It seems he hasn't yet realized that my relationship with Pung Jinho is beyond repair. Well, even if it could be mended, I don't want to smooth things over with trash like that. Making up his mind, Baek Suryong laughed, "If it were Namgung Su, I would try to settle our differences, but I must quickly remove the rotten tumors from the Azure Dragon Academy before they fester. Don't worry, it won't take long."

As Baek Suryong was gathering information from Tang Soso, he was also plotting his revenge against Pung Jinho.

Under the current circumstances, it would be difficult to gather students, so…

"I need to clear the rumors about me first, or… drown them out with even bigger rumors."

Dokgo Jun's eyes widened in confusion. "Excuse me? What do you mean..."

Baek Suryong patted Dokgo Jun's shoulder again as he walked past the boy, saying, "You should enroll in my class before it's too late. Unless you've already taken it, of course."

"......" Seeing Baek Suryong's wicked grin, Dokgo Jun had a hunch that something big was about to happen.
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Pung Jinho and a middle-aged woman with a frosty demeanor sat across the table in a tidy office, with Pung Jinho carefully explaining the events of the previous day. Although he had twenty years of teaching experience at the Azure Dragon Academy and there weren't many people he needed to be careful around, the woman before him wielded considerable authority over the school.

"...And that's what happened," he concluded after a long explanation of Baek Suryong's villainy and cunning.

"Hmph," the woman, her face half covered by a veil, frowned. Despite being in her forties, her sharp features made her look no older than her late twenties. "Baek Suryong... How disgusting. How can such a person be allowed to teach children?" she said icily.

"Madam Seo, on behalf of the instructors, I sincerely apologize for troubling you with this unfortunate incident."

"It's not your fault, Mr. Pung," the woman comforted him. 

She was the Winter Matron Seo Ri'ae, the Chairwoman of the Azure Dragon Academy Parent-Teacher Association (PTA), a martial arts expert, and the mother of last year's Student Council President Bang Baekhyun.

Clicking her tongue in disgust, she continued, "I never imagined the academy would hire such a scoundrel."

"Same. To think that he used his handsome appearance and silver tongue like that... Even I almost fell for it," Pung Jinho shook his head in dismay.

Seo Ri'ae said firmly, "It's rare to find a man who doesn't disappoint. For the sake of the children and the academy's honor, he must be fired."

"I completely agree," Pung Jinho nodded solemnly, though he was smiling deep down. Baek Suryong, this is the end for you.

Mothers in the murim were a force to be reckoned with. To ensure their children's success, they often visited the academy their children studied at and exchanged information. That was why Seo Ri'ae, as the head of this network, could mobilize all the other mothers with a single word, and even the principal wouldn't be able to ignore her.

"We will convene a parents' meeting to discuss this new instructor and present our collective opinion to the Principal."

"A wise decision."

Although called a meeting, it would follow Seo Ri'ae's lead.

Not even Mae Geuklyom or Noh Goonsang can save you now, Pung Jinho thought, planning to use all his connections to ruin Baek Suryong's career. Even with your martial arts skills, you'll end up a jobless vagabond for life.

He hid his smile behind a cup of tea.

"By the way..." Seo Ri'ae began.

"Yes?"

After a pause, Seo Ri'ae smiled proudly. "My Hyeon's grades will be good this year, right?"

"Of course. We're preparing him perfectly for the Murim Alliance Selection Exam."

For the first time since the conversation began, Seo Ri'ae's icy demeanor softened. Bang Baekhyun, a fourth-year student and last year's Student Council President, was her only son.

"That's reassuring. I trust you completely, Mr. Pung."

"Hoho, there's nothing more to teach Hyeon."

"You're too modest. He still has a long way to go. Please continue to guide him." With a mischievous smile, Seo Ri'ae pulled a silk purse from her breast pocket and slid it toward Pung Jinho. "This is just a modest gift, but it should cover a drink with the other instructors."

Although Seo Ri'ae called it modest, the wallet was bulging. Pung Jinho slipped it smoothly into his pocket with an ease that suggested he had done this many times before, even as he insisted, "Oh dear, there's no need for such courtesies between us..."

"I don't trust verbal promises. Wouldn't you agree that relationships deepen only when there are concrete exchanges?"

"...Absolutely." Pung Jinho gulped. The lengths she'll go to for her son's grades… how terrifying.

"As you know, my Hyeon will lead the Murim Alliance one day. Until he graduates and joins the Alliance, his record must remain spotless," Seo Ri'ae said firmly, her cold eyes burning with fierce ambition. She aspired for her son to become the Chairman of the Murim Alliance, the leader of all orthodox sects in the murim, a prestigious position that required not only exceptional martial skills, but also great popularity and political acumen.

"You have nothing to worry about, Ma'am."

"Please convey this to the other instructors, especially Mr. Namgung. That man has already refused my request for a meeting four times."

"...I'll speak with him."

Seo Ri'ae stood up. "I have to go now. Hyeon's tutor will arrive in an hour."

"I'll walk you to the gate," Pung Jinho offered, following her out with his head bowed.

While walking through the academy, Seo Ri'ae suddenly commented, "The training ground is dirty. It needs to be cleaned more often."

"I will see to it."

"Are the training weapons properly maintained? I saw rust in the storeroom."

"I'll check on that."

"We need to gather parents' opinions about dormitory life to address any inconveniences..."

"Understood, it will be done."

It was as if she was a lady and he was a servant. Pung Jinho humbled himself excessively, and Seo Ri'ae took it for granted. This was how he survived, by clinging to the powerful.

As they approached the main gate, they noticed a commotion. A crowd had gathered, and voices could be heard arguing in the crowd.

"Let me through. I need to enter the school."

"This academy is under Murim Alliance jurisdiction! Outsiders cannot enter without permission."

Frowning, Seo Ri'ae asked, "What's going on?"

"Allow me to go find out," Pung Jinho meekly answered, stepping forward and pushing through the crowd.

Soon, he spotted Mae Geuklyom in a standoff with someone.

Damn old man. His blood immediately started boiling, but he kept his composure and politely asked, "Headmaster, what's the matter?"

" Ah, Mr. Pung. Just the man I need. Hey, you. This is the man you're looking for, so I'll let you two work things out among yourselves."

"...Looking for me?" Pung Jinho turned to see who Mae Geuklyom was confronting.

A stern looking constable on horseback stared down at him. "Are you the Azure Dragon Academy instructor named Pung Jinho?"

"...Yes, I am. What's all this about?" Pung Jinho replied, even as a foreboding feeling crept up his spine.

Just then, a woman hidden behind the constable stepped forward and shouted, "That's him!"

All attention shifted to her, and the woman removed her veil.

"You..."

It was the courtesan Pung Jinho had harassed in the brothel the previous day.

"This man destroyed property and hit me!"

"You crazy woman! When did I ever hit you?" Pung Jinho yelled, startled by the sudden accusation.

However, the constable remained expressionless. "So you do know her, then."

"A-About that..." Pung Jinho began nervously, noticing that the cold stares around him were intensifying.

The constable continued coolly, "Instructor Pung Jinho, you are under arrest for assault and damage to property. You must come with us for questioning."

"This is a setup! I did no such thing!"

"Mr. Pung…?"

At the worst possible moment, a familiar voice rang out from behind the crowd. Turning around slowly, Pung Jinho saw Baek Suryong approaching with an innocent expression on his face.

"What's going on, Grandpa? Oh, I remember you! You were there that day..."

Recognizing Baek Suryong, the courtesan cried out excitedly, "Master! Do you remember? You saved me that day. If it wasn't for you..."

Baek Suryong smiled benevolently. "Of course I remember. After all, it was me who beat up the pervert who tried to rape you."

A disquieting murmur spread among the onlookers.

"Mr. Pung." Seo Ri'ae's voice cut through the crowd like a blizzard, and the atmosphere turned frigid. Her piercing eyes boring into Pung Jinho, she asked, "What is the meaning of this?"

"M-Madam Seo, this is a misunderstanding..."

Under the PTA Chairwoman's glacial scrutiny, Pung Jinho's face turned as white as a corpse.


Chapter 105: I'm Looking Forward To This

"I'm warning you, if your petty squabbles tarnish the academy's honor again, I won't forgive either of you. Do you understand?" Noh Goonsang scolded, glaring at the two instructors seated before him and radiating a commanding presence so intense that it stifled the air itself.

"......"

The recent scandal, where an Azure Dragon Academy instructor was almost arrested, had only been quelled by Noh Goonsang's timely intervention. After a long mediation, he finally persuaded the courtesan, Nan Hyang, not to press charges.

In truth, it was Baek Suryong who had secretly instructed Cheong Cheon and Nan Hyang to de-escalate the matter.

[Orabeoni~ I've repaid your favor. Come have a drink with me later. My treat.]

After playing her part to perfection, Nan Hyang had scribbled this message on a note and passed it to Baek Suryong as she left with a furtive wink.

Pung Jinho protested, "Principal, this is really unfair! This man spread false rumors in collusion with that courtesan to slander me..."

Unleashing an aura so terrifying it seemed to crush the very breath from Pung Jinho, Noh Goonsang chastised, "Mr. Pung, do you really think I'm that clueless?"

"Principal, please..." Pung Jinho desperately pleaded, trembling at the revelation.

"Enough! I've confirmed that you two were at the brothel that day, but I don't care about the specifics. What's important is that you've brought disgrace to the Azure Dragon Academy!"

Pung Jinho's face drained of color.

On the other hand, Baek Suryong, ever the picture of calm, bowed his head and murmured, "I'm sorry."

How dare he still be so smug? He deserves to be torn apart! Pung Jinho seethed silently. Despite both being embroiled in the scandal, he suffered far more. His twenty years of teaching and his painstakingly built reputation were at stake, whereas Baek Suryong was merely a newcomer with nothing to lose.

Noh Goonsang's frown deepened as he continued, "I've reviewed your lecture plans. The content is nearly identical, and the timing overlaps. What exactly is your goal? To outshine each other or to genuinely educate our students?"

"......" Both instructors could do nothing but hang their heads, unable to meet Noh Goonsang's piercing gaze.

Clicking his tongue, Noh Goonsang laid out his decision, "Here's what we'll do. I'll conduct a thorough review of your lectures over the next two weeks. Whoever scores lower will have their class canceled."

"What?"

"Principal?"

Shock registered on the faces of the two instructors, but Noh Goonsang remained unyielding, "The students from the canceled class will join the remaining one. Any objections?"

Both instructors quickly weighed the implications. Ultimately, confident in their abilities, they responded almost in unison.

"None."

"Understood."

Noh Goonsang dismissed them with a cold wave, "Good, remember my words. You can leave now."

The two quickly stood and left the principal's office.

As soon as they were outside, a chilling killing intent emanated from Pung Jinho as he turned to Baek Suryong. "Don't think this is over," he snarled.

Dropping all pretenses of civility, Baek Suryong replied with a sly grin, "Of course not. The fun is just beginning."

Since they were now officially adversaries, they could finally be honest with each other. The two men exchanged cold smiles.

"You're getting overconfident after a single hollow victory. Do you think spreading a few rumors is all it takes to ruin me?"

"Wow, such killing intent. Are you planning to hire an assassin?"

"Why bother killing you? Making you regret your existence is much more appealing."

"To think we were on the same page after all. I wasn't going to let you off easily either."

"You little..."

Their heated exchange was cut short by a new arrival.

"Gentlemen, are you finished with the principal?"

At the end of the hallway stood the PTA Chairwoman, Seo Ri'ae, waiting for them.

Pung Jinho greeted her with a bright smile, "Madam Seo, were you waiting for me? I'll explain the situation in detail..."

However, Seo Ri'ae was not interested in Pung Jinho. "Mr. Pung, I'm sorry, but I'd like to speak with Mr. Baek Suryong alone. Could you give us some privacy?" she said plainly.

"...What?" Pung Jinho's face fell, and he quickly tried to reason with her, "Madam Seo, please hear me out first..."

"I don't have time to listen to your excuses," Seo Ri'ae interrupted, cutting him off with a harsher tone than usual. Instead, she turned to Baek Suryong with a gentle smile and politely asked, "Mr. Baek Suryong, may I have a word with you?"

"Of course," Baek Suryong replied warmly, his formal tone belying his satisfaction.

This wretched woman! Anger flared in Pung Jinho. Just an hour earlier, Seo Ri'ae had been adamant about sacking Baek Suryong, yet now her demeanor had shifted completely. Is it because Baek Suryong and the courtesan revealed what happened at the brothel? No, she's not that naive.

They knew each other too well. This sudden shift was undoubtedly a calculated political move.

Does she think Baek Suryong might outdo me?

If so, it made sense. Seo Ri'ae was likely evaluating Baek Suryong's potential and at the same time sending a signal to Pung Jinho that his position was now precarious.

She's underestimating me.

Despite his fury, Pung Jinho managed to regain his composure. Losing his temper or pleading with Seo Ri'ae would be the worst possible move. He needed to withdraw quietly and prepare his counterattack.

"Madam Seo, I'll see you next time," he said, bowing formally before leaving.

Seo Ri'ae didn't even glance his way, her attention fixed on Baek Suryong. "I heard you tutored the top incoming student this year."

Wiji Cheon was now a well-known name among the members of the PTA.


"The top student, Wiji Cheon, was tutored in martial arts by the new instructor, Baek Suryong."

"Not only that, but Baek Suryong also taught a sixty-six-year-old man so well he passed the entrance exam."



The parents were already buzzing about it. Yet, despite numerous requests for tutoring, Baek Suryong had declined, stating his dedication to academy classes.

"Well, that's because Cheon is exceptionally talented. I didn't do much."

"You're too modest." Seo Ri'ae chuckled behind her fan, though her eyes remained emotionless. "And excessive modesty can come off as arrogance. Are you going to attribute the oldest student in history to talent too? I prefer honesty."

"If you insist." Baek Suryong's polite smile vanished, replaced with a confident grin teetering on the edge of arrogance. "Fine, I'll stop pretending. I am indeed quite skilled. Far beyond someone like Pung Jinho."

Seo Ri'ae appreciated his forthrightness. "Mr. Pung has twenty years of connections and decent teaching skills. What do you have, Mr. Baek?" she probed.

This was a critical moment. Baek Suryong's response would shape how the PTA saw him. Her sharp gaze seemed to challenge him, as if to say, 'Choose your words wisely.'

To her surprise, Baek Suryong didn't hesitate. 

He grinned playfully, boasting, "I'm an exceptional martial artist, have a brilliant mind, outstanding eloquence, noble character, and a handsome face that's conducive to teaching... Shall I continue?"

Seo Ri'ae laughed with a hint of sarcasm, "I admire your confidence and spirit, though it might just be bravado..."

Baek Suryong beamed. "Words are meaningless. Just watch. I'll transform the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Hmm..." Seo Ri'ae pondered his bold promise to win the Heavenly Martial Festival for the academy. I think it's unlikely, but... I can't deny the recent changes within the academy since his arrival.

After a pause, she spoke again, "My son, Hyeon, is in the fourth grade, so he probably won't be taking your classes."

"I've heard he's an exceptional student," Baek Suryong replied smoothly, having memorized the names of all the prominent students in the Azure Dragon Academy. Seo Ri'ae's son, Bang Baekhyun, was not only last year's student council president but had also upheld the academy's honor at the previous Heavenly Martial Festival.

Seo Ri'ae beamed proudly at the mention of her son. "He's destined to become the Murim Alliance Chairman. Take good care of him."

"That's an admirable goal." Baek Suryong nodded, impressed yet somewhat taken aback.

The Murim Alliance Chairman?

Traditionally, the top leader of the unorthodox sects was the Blood Demon, and the orthodox sects' equivalent was the Murim Alliance Chairman. However, unlike the unorthodox sects which believed in the law of the jungle, becoming the Chairman of the Murim Alliance wasn't determined by martial prowess alone, but also required a clean reputation, popularity, and political acumen.

In summary, becoming the leader of the orthodox was a much more difficult task than dominating the unorthodox.

This lady seriously wants her son to become the Murim Alliance Chairman?

Although he had not met Bang Baekhyun and thus could not judge the boy's ambition, Seo Ri'ae's ambition at least burned fiercely like molten lava, in stark contrast to her icy demeanor.

Seo Ri'ae smiled dreamily. "The stronger the Azure Dragon Academy graduates in the Murim Alliance are, the better my Hyeon's chances will be, don't you think?"

Her vision stretched decades into the future, envisioning all of the academy's graduates as her son's future subordinates.

Well, no need to dampen her dreams. Baek Suryong matched her smile with one of his own. "Certainly, with my dedicated guidance, the academy will soon produce many remarkable martial artists."

"Thank you. Teaching your students well is the best way to support my son," Seo Ri'ae giggled, seemingly pleased with his response. Baek Suryong is young, ambitious, skilled, and capable of standing up to Pung Jinho. He's no ordinary person.

However, she wasn't yet ready to fully side with Baek Suryong at the expense of alienating Pung Jinho.

"Regardless, the PTA won't involve itself in personal conflicts between you and Mr. Pung. I hope everything resolves amicably," she stated, declaring her neutrality.

Baek Suryong's smile flickered briefly.

…No, this is enough. The PTA, Pung Jinho's strongest connection, has now backed out. Additionally, I've developed a personal relationship with Seo Ri'ae.

Grasping the whole picture, he smiled again, saying, "Thank you for your consideration."

"We'll see each other again." Seo Ri'ae waved him goodbye and walked away with graceful steps, leaving a chill in the air.

Baek Suryong waited until she was completely out of sight before sighing softly, "Wow. She's definitely not your average woman."

Her unnaturally obsessed eyes when she spoke about her son were unforgettable, and most importantly, they reminded him of something he had seen just recently.

Her eyes are the eyes of someone consumed by their inner demons.

Of course, he couldn't be sure. It was nearly impossible to determine if a martial artist was plagued by inner demons just by their eyes. Moreover, her actions and speech showed no peculiarities other than an excessive obsession with her son.

"…Well, it's not my concern," Baek Suryong concluded, then turned away, his mind filled with more pressing tasks.

First, Pung Jinho won't dare act rashly for now.

Thanks to the courtesan Nan Hyang's revelations, all the contempt once directed at Baek Suryong was now aimed at Pung Jinho. Coupled with Noh Goonsang's stern warning, Pung Jinho would have to lie low for a while.

This meant Baek Suryong could move more freely.

"First, I need to fill my minimum class requirement."

Five students. However, he wasn't just looking to fill numbers, he intended to recruit students with the potential he sought.

Baek Suryong grinned, whispering to himself, "I'm looking forward to this."

The next morning, Baek Suryong received a list from Tang Soso containing the names and necessary information of three individuals.


Chapter 106: I'm Not a Delinquent Anymore

"So that's how it ended," Baek Suryong wrapped up his story about the meeting with the principal with his three new colleagues in the staff lounge.

Myeong Il'oh sighed, "Phew..."

"At least it turned out okay," Ak Yeonho remarked, looking visibly relieved.

"Turned out okay? I think it just got more complicated," Jaegal Soyeong retorted, blinking her big doe eyes as she challenged Ak Yeonho's overly optimistic outlook.

Scratching his head, Ak Yeonho asked perplexedly, "Isn't it enough that Baek-hyung wasn't sacked? And Pung Jinho is on the sidelines for now, no?"

"He may be lying low for now, but he's definitely plotting something nasty. Pung Jinho is not one to give up easily," Myeong Il'oh pitched in, shaking his head in disapproval.

Baek Suryong gave Myeong Il'oh a reassuring pat on the shoulder. "Thanks for your concern, but let's put that annoying stuff aside for today. Drinks are on me tonight."

The group stared at him skeptically.

"Drinks, huh? I suppose tea counts as a drink..."

Noticing the disapproving glances of some of her colleagues, Jaegal Soyeong whispered, "You know, the tension around the academy is pretty thick because of the fight between you and Pung Jinho. Even the other teachers..."

"…Have all marked us now."

The trio—Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong—were inseparable even outside of work hours, earning them a reputation as 'Baek Suryong's faction'. In other words, they weren't exactly well-liked by the other staff.

"You two really don't have anything to worry about," Myeong Il'oh murmured, fiddling with his teacup. Jaegal Soyeong was from the illustrious Jaegal Clan, and Ak Yeonho from the formidable Shandong Ak Clan. As no one dared to cross members of the Five Great Clans or their equivalents, they were safe.

But my situation is different... Myeong Il'oh, from a less prestigious family, was the most vulnerable and was often ridiculed and treated with contempt by the Namgung Su faction.

Baek Suryong patted him again, "Il'oh, don't worry. Once we get rid of Pung Jinho and the other trash, we'll secure our rightful place here."

At Baek Suryong's confident tone, a faint smile spread across Myeong Il'oh's face. "Understood. But what are those documents you're holding, Hyung-nim?"

Baek Suryong placed a thick stack of papers on the table, attracting everyone's attention. "This is information about the students I'll be teaching."

Intrigued, the newbie instructor trio leaned in to see the names.

Ak Yeonho pointed at one name. "Ya Suhyeok?"

"Remember the freshman who looks like a big black bear?"

"Oh, right. The giant kid..."

Though he had lost the duel exam to a Student Council senior, Ya Suhyeok's tenacity had made quite an impression on all the watching instructors.

"With the right guidance, especially in the external arts, he'll become a master in no time," Baek Suryong asserted confidently.

The others nodded in agreement, then shifted their attention to the two remaining names on the list.

Puzzled, Jaegal Soyeong asked, "Geo Sangwoong? Yeo Min? Who are they? I've never heard of them."

"Geo Sangwoong is a fourth year and Yeo Min is a second year. They are both members of the Remedial Class. If Hyonwon Kang is the worst delinquent in the third year, then these two are his counterparts in their respective years," Baek Suryong explained, smirking.

The Remedial Class, which had been practically defunct until recently when Baek Suryong was appointed as the homeroom teacher, consisted of the Azure Dragon Academy's problem students and misfits. The documents Tang Soso provided Baek Suryong contained detailed profiles of these problem students.

"Hyonwon Kang times two..."

"They must be quite the challenge."

Baek Suryong's colleagues shook their heads in dismay. Until now, no teacher had effectively managed the academy's delinquents, thus defeating the purpose of the Remedial Class. However, Baek Suryong was determined to change that.

"Prepare to see a lot of them. I'm planning to include them in my classes," Baek Suryong added, his mad grin undiminished.

Pity filled his friends' eyes. Good luck, kids... Just don't drop out... They'll be fine, right?

"Huh?" Jaegal Soyeong's eyes widened as she scanned the Remedial Class students' profiles. "Gambling addiction? Binge eating disorder? Kleptomania?"

Such issues were rarely associated with teenagers.

"For delinquents, this is mild." Baek Suryong nodded casually, reminiscing about the fun times he'd had dealing with Blood Cult prodigies after they'd committed heinous crimes like mass murder and arson.

His friends, however, were taken aback.

"Your idea of mild is kind of... extreme."

"Gambling and theft would get them expelled in any other school."

"Those two make Hyonwon Kang seem like a good boy."

Baek Suryong took the student profiles back, saying, "Anyway, these three will fill the minimum needed for my class."

Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts was Baek Suryong's first class, and he didn't want to just fill the class and lecture the kids—he aimed to properly educate his students.

Tang Soso's intel is unexpectedly useful. Thanks to it, I've already mapped out my recruitment strategy for each punk.

Checking the time, Baek Suryong stood. "Lunch break's over. Let's move."

"Ugh, I don't want to work..."

"I want to go home..."

"I miss my mom..."

The four packed up and left the lounge to return to their respective duties.

As they went their separate ways, Myeong Il'oh trailed behind Baek Suryong for a bit. "Hyung-nim," he suddenly called out.

"Hmm?"

"About your class... Have you chosen an assistant instructor yet?"

"Oh, that."

Lectures at the Azure Dragon Academy typically involved assistant instructors to manage the often chaotic and sometimes violent classes. These assistants were usually temporary teachers, senior students, or, on occasion, outsiders.

Myeong Il'oh offered, "If you let me help, I'll give it my all."

"I'm sorry, but I already have someone else in mind," Baek Suryong replied apologetically. Although he understood his friend's plight, he had already chosen someone else for the position.

"I see..." Myeong Il'oh's expression fell for a moment, then brightened. "It's okay. You should work with whoever you think is best for your first class."

"Thank you for being so understanding. We should go out for drinks some time."

"Sounds good." Feeling awkward, Myeong Il'oh quickly changed the subject, "So which student will you recruit first? None of the kids in the Remedial Class seem easy to deal with."

Baek Suryong grinned. "Who says there's no easy one? There's one guy whose name is not on the list, but hasn't signed up for my class yet."

"Oh, right... That name was missing." Myeong Il'oh nodded, knowing exactly who Baek Suryong was referring to.

[image: sep]

That evening, the door to the Azure Dragon Academy's administration office swung open, and two figures walked in, bickering.

"Ah, don't pull my ear! I'm coming!"

"Trying to run away, are you? Move!"

Baek Suryong entered first, pulling a kicking and screaming Hyonwon Kang by the ear.

"Ow! I said I'm going! I was just about to register for the class after this!"

Too bad Hyonwon Kang's protests were ignored.

"As if. I knew you'd try to avoid me until the registration deadline."

"Well, uh..." Caught off guard, Hyonwon Kang stumbled over his words.

"Getting tortured at the White Dragon Manor is bad enough. Why do I have to suffer at school too?" Hyonwon Kang muttered under his breath.

Baek Suryong dragged him to the registration desk. "We're here to sign this guy up for Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts," he told the secretary.

Baek Suryong then filled out most of the application form. The only thing left was for Hyonwon Kang to stamp his personal seal on it. 

Hyonwon Kang stared at the form in dismay. "Fuck my life..."

"You look like you're about to sign a contract with a loan shark. Now stamp it before I beat you up and make you stamp it anyway."

Laughter echoed from the other students in the administration office.

"You think this is funny?" Hyonwon Kang glared at them, draining the color from their faces. Then, turning back to Baek Suryong, he pleaded, "Honorable sir, I'm a third year. Can't you at least let me preserve my dignity in front of the juniors?"

BONK!

Smacking Hyonwon Kang on the back of the head, Baek Suryong sneered, "Dignity? Thugs have dignity?"

"Ugh..." Hyonwon Kang groaned, rubbing the bump on his head.

After completing the registration, the two of them left the office together.

"By the way, are you close to Geo Sangwoong?" Baek Suryong asked casually as they walked.

"We used to hang out, but not much these days."

"Why not? Aren't you both delinquents?"

"He was okay until his second year. Now he's just... weird."

Baek Suryong didn't press further, instead mentioning absentmindedly, "I went to his dorm room, but he wasn't there."

Hyonwon Kang looked up at the sky and estimated the time. "He's probably at the gambling den," he replied.

Baek Suryong recalled the notes about Geo Sangwoong's gambling addiction and binge eating habit. Even though Tang Soso's information was detailed, he preferred to judge people on his own terms.

I'll see for myself what kind of person Geo Sangwoong is.

He put his arm around Hyonwon Kang's shoulder. "Lead the way to the gambling den, delinquent."

"I'm not a delinquent anymore..."

"Then you know where it is?"

"...Yeah."

With a mixture of reluctance and familiarity, Hyonwon Kang guided Baek Suryong to the gambling den.


Chapter 107: This Must Be My Lucky Day

"Hahaha! Is that all you got?" Geo Sangwoong's hearty laugh echoed through the inn, deep and assertive.

"Ugh..." On the other side of the table, Geo Sangwoong's opponent groaned as he struggled to move Geo Sangwoong's massive finger.

Although Geo Sangwoong was arm-wrestling with just one finger, his entire hand and arm remained immobile no matter how hard his opponent pushed.

"Yawn! This is boring," Geo Sangwoong yawned as he easily pushed the man's arm down.

BANG!

The table shook violently, as if it were on the verge of breaking. 

The man, briefly flung into the air, hit the ground foaming at the mouth. "Keuk! My bones... I think they're broken..."

"Don't exaggerate. Your muscles are just in shock," Geo Sangwoong said with a dismissive wave of his hand. The onlookers, used to this sort of scene, helped the man to his feet.

Geo Sangwoong grabbed a piece of meat from the pile beside him and chewed thoughtfully while scanning the room. "Is there no one else? I'll give ten silver coins to anyone who can bend my finger," he said, wiggling a finger as thick as three normal sized ones.

"It's only one finger. Is there no real man around here? Tsk tsk," he clicked his tongue. 

A few men bristled, but didn't step forward. More than ten men had already tried and failed to defeat him.

"No one here can bend that finger."

"He beat thirty men in a row with just one finger?"

"This guy could take on a bear in an arm-wrestling match."

Staring at Geo Sangwoong, the onlookers whispered in awe. He was a giant, towering over everyone with a body that easily weighed several hundred pounds. His flesh looked soft, but anyone who touched it would find it hard as steel.

"Is there really no one else? Tsk. Waiter! Bring me more meat!" Geo Sangwoong shouted, devouring the pile of meat beside him. As he had defeated dozens of men with raw strength and no inner arts, he was still full of energy.

"Hey, Sangwoong."

"Hm? Oh, Senior Yang."

A man with a goatee who had known Geo Sangwoong for years approached and sat down across from him. "Why haven't you been to the gambling den lately? Have you been spending all your time at the inn, just eating and arm-wrestling?"

Geo Sangwoong answered, chewing, "Most bets bore me now. Sometimes, a simple game like this is more fun."

"Where's the fun in arm-wrestling when you always win? Gambling without stakes is dull."

"Who knows? Maybe someone who can beat me will come along," Geo Sangwoong waved his hand, chuckling. "Anyway, I'll swing by the gambling den when I get bored. It's just across the street. Right now though, I want to eat."

Senior Yang, who had ordered a bottle of wine, left the table with a sigh. "Stop wasting your time here. Come and play with us. Everyone complains that it's no fun without you."

"Yeah yeah. 

Now go."

With Senior Yang gone, Geo Sangwoong turned his attention back to the food piled in front of him.

"Hey."

"What now?" Geo Sangwoong looked up irritably, only to find a huge shadow looming over him.

It was a teenage boy as tall as him, but with a much more youthful face. Looking down at him, the boy said, "I heard that you're offering ten silver coins to anyone who can beat you in an arm-wrestling match."

"...Oho." Geo Sangwoong's eyes widened. "You seem to be about my size. This could be fun."

Geo Sangwoong pushed back his chair and stood up. The two massive men faced each other, filling the room with their presence.

Geo Sangwoong smiled. "I haven't seen you before. What's your name?"

"Ya Suhyeok," the boy replied, shrugging off his outer coat to reveal his muscular arms and body. His smooth, tanned skin gleamed, accentuating his impressive physique.

Geo Sangwoong laughed, "If I use just one finger against you, I'll lose."

It wasn't about saving money. He simply felt that it would be a waste to face such a worthy opponent with only one finger.

"I don't want to break my finger and become a cripple," Ya Suhyeok agreed. He sat down and placed his entire wallet on the table with a grin. "How about this? If I win, give me a hundred silver coins. I'll bet my entire fortune."

"What? Hahaha! Sounds good!" Geo Sangwoong burst out laughing and sat down.

The tension rose as the two giants faced each other across the table. When they clasped hands, the onlookers held their breath.

"...Shall we start?"

"...Let's do this."

There was no need for a third party to give the starting signal. The moment they exerted their strength, the table groaned and began to split.

"Urgh..."

"Ungh..."

Their arm muscles bulged, veins popping out as their faces flushed red from the effort. Their bodies and arms shook violently as they used every ounce of their strength. The floor shook and the table wobbled madly. Finally, the table broke apart with a loud crack, and both men released their grip simultaneously.

"Hoo... Hoo..."

"Haa... Haa..."

Looking at each other in astonishment, they panted heavily.

Geo Sangwoong spoke first. "It's a draw."

Ya Suhyeok shook his head. "I heard that you defeated dozens before I arrived. That makes it my loss."

Ya Suhyeok picked up his wallet from the floor and handed it to Geo Sangwoong. Geo Sangwoong took it, but his expression was sour.

"Those dozens barely counted," he complained.

"It doesn't matter. I feel like I lost, so I lost. Damn it!" Ya Suhyeok snapped, still fuming over his defeat. 

Geo Sangwoong found himself liking the young man's spirit, but at the same time he felt a pang of bitterness. Man, does he remind me of my younger self.

Opening the wallet, Geo Sangwoong emptied out several copper coins, barely worth a single silver. Immediately, he broke into uncontrollable laughter, "Hahaha! I thought your wallet was heavy, but it's just weight without value. Did you scam me? Hm? What's this? The Azure Dragon Emblem?"

Inside the wallet was a sparkling, brand-new Azure Dragon Academy emblem.

Chuckling, Geo Sangwoong handed the emblem back to Ya Suhyeok. "You're a junior, huh?"

"Are you also a student at the Azure Dragon Academy?"

"Would you call me Senior if I showed you my emblem?"

"I'll think about it."

Although Ya Suhyeok's expression was sullen, Geo Sangwoong patted his shoulder merrily, finding it endearing. That said, a normal person would have suffered a fractured shoulder under the force of Geo Sangwoong's pats, but Ya Suhyeok only looked slightly annoyed.

"Hey, do you like meat?"

"Of course I do."

"Then..." Geo Sangwoong was about to offer to pay, but his mouth betrayed him, "How about we bet on who can eat more meat this time?"

"I'm broke."

"Then how about the loser becomes the winner's servant for three days?" Geo Sangwoong suggested.

"You'll regret it," Ya Suhyeok replied, his competitive spirit ignited.

"Waiter! Bring us two whole roasted pigs!"

Soon, the two men sat opposite each other, each tearing into a tasty roasted pig.
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"Hahaha! I've never met a junior I can get along with so well! Why didn't you enter the school earlier?" Geo Sangwoong laughed, pounding Ya Suhyeok's back.

It was a gesture meant to help with indigestion, but his strength was enough to break an average person's back.

"Ugh... Stop it... I'm fine now..." Ya Suhyeok groaned, looking pale and nauseous.

"Damn it... I lost again."

"Haha! I'm better at eating than arm-wrestling," Geo Sangwoong bellowed, his massive belly shaking with mirth.

Although they were similar in stature, Geo Sangwoong outweighed Ya Suhyeok by several dozen pounds and was also an inch taller.

I'm still a little taller than him, but I'm sure he'll outgrow me one day. I'm a little jealous, if I could go back in time, I wonder if things could have turned out differently... No, what's the point of thinking about such things anymore... Geo Sangwoong thought bitterly. At twenty, he had already stopped growing, but Ya Suhyeok, being only seventeen, was still in the middle of his growth spurt.

Unaware of Geo Sangwoong's thoughts, Ya Suhyeok wiped his mouth. "Fine, since I lost the bet... I'll be your servant for three days."

"No need. Just go."

"What?"

"I said, just go. I had a great time today, so let's call it even. Take this too." Geo Sangwoong gave Ya Suhyeok's wallet back in a gesture of generosity.

However, Ya Suhyeok did not see it that way.

"You bastard... Are you mocking me?" Ya Suhyeok growled, his aura becoming predatory.

Geo Sangwoong was taken aback. "Mocking? When did I mock you?"

"Do I look like a beggar to you?"

"No, I just thought you could use some help..."

"You son of a...!"

Suddenly, Ya Suhyeok swung his fist, and Geo Sangwoong was barely able to dodge it.

CRASH!

His fist smashed through the inn's wall. 

Geo Sangwoong's expression hardened. "Have you lost your mind?"

While usually calm, Geo Sangwoong's temper was no joke. His fist met Ya Suhyeok's as they clashed with a sound like rocks being smashed together.

"Die!"

"You arrogant brat!"

They fought fiercely, kicking, throwing, and thrashing around. The inn's furniture was destroyed, and people fled in panic.

Bruised and bloody, they stood up and glared at each other. Remarkably, neither of them had used any inner arts, fighting purely with muscle strength.

"Hoo... Hoo..."

"Haa... Haa..."

The two paused for a moment to catch their breath, then moved simultaneously, charging at each other with full force. At that moment, they knew that one of them would be seriously injured, but it was too late to stop.

"Die!"

"You bastard!"

Suddenly, a third person stepped between them, catching their fists and stopping them effortlessly.

"Enough," the newcomer said.

"!!"

"!!"

The two burly young men stared at the person who had intercepted their blows. Though taller than average, the man looked like a skinny child compared to them.

"This must be my lucky day," Baek Suryong smirked. "Now I don't have to look for both of you separately."


Chapter 108: He's Lying

Baek Suryong sighed heavily as he surveyed the chaotic inn, "Fights between men, I can understand, but smashing the entire inn? There's no way the Academy won't hear about this. How do you plan to explain yourselves?"

"……"

"……"

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok averted their eyes, unable to meet Baek Suryong's gaze. However, as soon as they glanced at each other, the two went at it again.

"What are you looking at?"

"This guy..."

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong wasn't one to let their transgression slide.

THWACK! WHACK!

"Ugh..."

"Ow..."

As the Black Dragon Pointer swiftly struck each of their heads, the two boys grimaced and clutched their heads in pain.

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue at the pitiful sight. "If you cause a problem, you should solve it yourself. Knowing that, instead of repenting, are you planning to fight again in front of me?"

Geo Sangwoong sighed deeply, "I'm sorry. I'll call someone to clean up the mess."

"Do you think calling someone will be enough? The inn needs to be rebuilt."

"Then I'll hire a company to rebuild it."

"What?"

"Excuse me for a moment."

Geo Sangwoong asked Baek Suryong's permission to go out for a moment, and soon returned with a crew of workers who immediately began clearing away the debris and reconstructing the inn.

Gawking at the workers, Baek Suryong asked incredulously, "Geo Sangwoong, by any chance...is your family filthy rich?"

"Yes, they are," Geo Sangwoong replied curtly. Then, sensing that Baek Suryong was waiting for him to elaborate, he added, "This inn, the gambling house across the street, and most of the businesses around here belong to my father. So, even if something happens to get damaged, the Academy won't blame me for it."

"There was no such information in your profile..."

"...What profile?"

Unwilling to admit that he had asked the Student Council to investigate a student, Baek Suryong hastily changed the topic, saying, "Anyway, why did you hide such an important fact until now?"

"I didn't hide it, it just never came up." Geo Sangwoong sulked, casting a strangely hostile glance at Baek Suryong.

Why is he looking at me like that? This is our first meeting... Unable to suppress his curiosity, Baek Suryong asked, "Geo Sangwoong, do you have a problem with me?"

"...No."

Baek Suryong didn't think that Geo Sangwoong was telling the truth, but he just nodded for now and turned to the other problem child. "Ya Suhyeok, getting into a tavern brawl as soon as you pass the entrance exam? Well done."

"I'm sorry," Ya Suhyeok apologized bluntly, bowing his head.

Despite his bear-like size, he's unexpectedly docile? Baek Suryong wondered.

Of course, Ya Suhyeok had a reason for being so compliant. After hesitating for a moment, he asked, "How did you do that earlier?"

"Do what?"

"Block my punch."

Seeing Ya Suhyeok's sheepish expression, Baek Suryong chuckled, "Is blocking your punch that impressive?"

"......" Ya Suhyeok looked like he wanted to retort, but in the end he remained silent. Baek Suryong had indeed blocked their punches effortlessly.

Knowing what they were thinking, Baek Suryong continued, "You're curious about how I caught both of your fists without using any inner arts, right?"

"Yes," Ya Suhyeok nodded obediently, and Geo Sangwoong, though silent, listened intently. When Baek Suryong blocked their punches, there was no hint of inner arts. If he had used the inner arts, they would have felt it.

"Before that, let's talk about what I want." Baek Suryong smiled and pulled out two course registration forms from his sleeve pocket. "I came here today to ask you two, Ya Suhyeok and Geo Sangwoong, to sign up for my class, Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts. Stamp your personal seal here and submit it to the administration office. I've already filled out the rest of the form for you."

"……"

"……"

"Ahem." With no reaction from the two, Baek Suryong cleared his throat and offered a tempting deal, "If you take my class, I'll teach you how to use your bodies properly, without any wasted energy or movements like you are doing now."

Ya Suhyeok's eyes lit up with interest. "You'll teach me how to use my body properly?"

On the other hand, Geo Sangwoong's expression soured. "Wasted energy and movements? Hmph," he muttered under his breath.

Baek Suryong stared straight at Geo Sangwoong. Geo Sangwoong's large frame was reminiscent of an elephant, while Ya Suhyeok looked like a fierce bear rearing up to fight. 

"That's right. You two were born with the optimal build and muscle structure for external arts, but you're not using your bodies right," he said.

Maeng Ho'ak was a mountain of a man. Although he was similar in size to the two kids before him, he had a much larger presence, even in his weakened state in prison. The reason for that was his mastery of external arts.

Baek Suryong recalled a conversation he had with the Bandit King in his previous life.


"I've taught a few students, but they all ran away after some time even though all they suffered was a few broken bones..." Maeng Ho'ak complained, nonchalantly digging his nose.

"…Master Maeng, do you really have to lick the boogers off your fingers?"

"What do you expect me to do when the food's so bland? Bring some seasoning," Maeng Ho'ak snorted, then lay down and continued, "Sigh, I tried, but in the end, I never had a true disciple. When I die, my name and martial arts will be forgotten."

"If you die, but I survive and escape this place, I'll find someone worthy and teach them your martial arts."

"Do as you wish."



In the end, Master Maeng didn't escape the Blood Cult, but his martial arts remained with Baek Suryong. However, even though the Bandit King's Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest was designed to be learned by anyone, it required a big, beefy physique like those of Ya Suhyeok and Geo Sangwoong to master it.

I already knew about Ya Suhyeok, but Geo Sangwoong exceeds my expectations. If the Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak were alive, he would definitely have wanted to take these two as disciples. For others, the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest is merely a supporting martial art, but for these two, it's the world's best.

With a hint of melancholy, Baek Suryong added, "If you learn martial arts from me, you'll become many times stronger than now."

"……" Geo Sangwoong crossed his arms, staying silent.

Ya Suhyeok gave Baek Suryong an uncertain look. "Honestly, I don't believe you..."

Even though Baek Suryong was taller than average, he was nothing compared to the giant Ya Suhyeok, so if Ya Suhyeok hadn't seen him block his punch earlier, he would have dismissed his claim.

Baek Suryong chuckled, "If you don't believe me, I'll show you. Step forward, Hyonwon Kang."

Hyonwon Kang, who had been standing awkwardly in the back, pointed at himself. "...Me?"

"Yes, you."

Nodding, Baek Suryong introduced Hyonwon Kang to Ya Suhyeok, "Hyonwon Kang learned external arts from me for about a month. Now, I want you to spar with him without using any inner arts."

Baek Suryong had only taught Hyonwon Kang the basics of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. Despite this, Hyonwon Kang's physical abilities and flexibility had improved significantly.

Unaware of this, Ya Suhyeok reluctantly replied, "If we fight without inner arts, this senior will get hurt. I'll have to restrain myself, making it meaningless."

Initially, Hyonwon Kang stepped forward without thinking, but after hearing Ya Suhyeok's words, a vein bulged on his forehead. "...What did you just say, you little brat? Hey, freshman, what's your name?"

Stomping towards Ya Suhyeok, Hyonwon Kang pressed his forehead against Ya Suhyeok's chest and shot him a vicious glare.

Baek Suryong couldn't help but grin in amusement. Hyonwon Kang was perfect for the villain role. Pfft! Didn't he just say he's not a delinquent anymore? So much so for that!

Circling behind Ya Suhyeok, Hyonwon Kang tapped his junior's butt mockingly. "Oi, big baby. Did you grow so big because you never weaned off mama's milk?"

"You bastard...!" Ya Suhyeok's face flushed red with anger.

Hyonwon Kang chuckled, rolling up his sleeves to reveal taut muscles. "Why? Think you can hit me with your baby fists?"

"Die!"

Ya Suhyeok swung his massive fist at Hyonwon Kang, who dodged it easily. Undeterred, he swung again and again, but Hyonwon Kang dodged each blow effortlessly. 

This is nothing compared to the two monsters I face daily at the White Dragon Manor, Hyonwon Kang thought, even as he taunted, "Yaaaaawn. Even a mosquito is faster than you."

Ya Suhyeok grit his teeth in frustration. "Damn it! Why can't I hit you!"

Ya Suhyeok tried to punch Hyonwon Kang again, but he missed and his swing went wide. Sensing an opportunity, Hyonwon Kang darted in close, grabbed Ya Suhyeok's head, jumped and kneed him in the face. 

Ya Suhyeok staggered back, blood streaming from his nose. "Raaagh!" he roared, flailing his fists wildly.

"Little baby, throwing a tantrum isn't going to solve your problems."

With just the basics of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, Hyonwon Kang easily overpowered Ya Suhyeok using external arts. 

Moments later, Ya Suhyeok collapsed, exhausted and bruised. "Huff... huff..."

Hyonwon Kang grinned wickedly. "Teacher, what should we do with him? Should I just...finish him?"

BONK!

Whacking Hyonwon Kang's head with the Black Dragon Pointer, Baek Suryong scolded, "Stop talking like a thug."

"Oww..."

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue at Hyonwon Kang, then turned to Geo Sangwoong, whose face was stern. "What do you think? Interested in learning?"

Geo Sangwoong hesitated, then smiled and shook his head. "No, I'm not."

"Why?"

Geo Sangwoong's eyes wavered briefly. Realizing that he was doubting himself, he quickly composed himself and laughed heartily with a greasy smile, "I'm not interested in learning martial arts anymore. I want to enjoy life, eat well, and have fun."

Hearing this, Ya Suhyeok, who was still lying on the ground, lifted his head slightly and groaned, "Annoying rich kid..."

"Watch your mouth when you talk to a senior," Geo Sangwoong retorted, shaking his head. He then looked back at Baek Suryong, asking, "Is your goal to win the Heavenly Martial Festival? Is that why you're recruiting students?"

"Yes. I want to train capable individuals, and you're one of them."

For a second, Geo Sangwoong's expression froze, but he quickly waved it off and laughed, "It's good to have ambitious goals, even if they're impossible."

"Why is it impossible...?"

"I'll be on my way now." Geo Sangwoong bowed slightly and headed for the door.

"Wait."

Suddenly, Baek Suryong lunged at Geo Sangwoong and threw a punch. Geo Sangwoong reacted immediately, spinning around and blocking with his palm. 

CLANG!

The sound of metal clashing echoed as their fists and palms collided.

Geo Sangwoong glared at Baek Suryong ferociously, "What are you doing?"

Seeing the young man's expression, Baek Suryong withdrew his fist and smiled. "Nothing. You can go."

"Goodbye."

"We'll meet again."

There was no reply as Geo Sangwoong left the inn.

Hyonwon Kang sidled up to Baek Suryong and remarked, "Senior Sangwoong seems uninterested. He's gained more weight and doesn't seem to practice martial arts much..."

"He's lying."

"About what?"

Baek Suryong looked at his fist. His fist was red and throbbing. It would probably swell up soon. I hit him quite seriously...

"A guy who isn't interested in martial arts wouldn't have such tough palms." Baek Suryong said, watching Geo Sangwoong's retreating figure with a winner's smirk.


Chapter 109: I'll Pay You

Geo Sangwoong rejected Baek Suryong's proposal and left, but Ya Suhyeok stayed behind.

Baek Suryong turned to him. "Ya Suhyeok, what are you going to do?"

"......" Stunned by his defeat at the hands of Hyonwon Kang, Ya Suhyeok slowly lifted his upper body and met Hyonwon Kang's eyes.

"What are you staring at?" Hyonwon Kang snapped, scowling.

Ya Suhyeok flinched involuntarily, then realizing what he had just done, bit his lip hard, swearing in frustration, "Fuck..."

He had never lost to someone his age before, nor had he ever felt intimidated by them. Facing someone who had completely overpowered him was new territory. To make matters worse, Hyonwon Kang wasn't an honor student at Azure Dragon Academy, he was a mere delinquent.

"Fuck? Swearing in front of your senior?" Hyonwon Kang taunted, squatting in front of Ya Suhyeok, his demeanor and expression reminiscent of a street thug extorting money. "Seems you still don't get it. Hey, freshman, do you know who I..."

THWACK!

Clutching his head, Hyonwon Kang stared at Baek Suryong resentfully. "Why do you keep hitting me? I'm just trying to discipline the newbie..."

"Discipline? You? A mere student?"

Hyonwon Kang hastily explained, "If you don't set these kids straight now, they'll walk all over you later. Don't you see that defiant look in his eyes? We need to crush it now..."

"Mind your own business, dumbass," Baek Suryong scolded, smacking Hyonwon Kang's head repeatedly with the Black Dragon Pointer.

"Ouch, what the hell?!"

"Got complaints? Then dodge it, if you can!"

While none of Ya Suhyeok's attacks had landed on Hyonwon Kang, Baek Suryong's pointer hit his head again and again with unerring accuracy.

"Ouch! Stop! Stop!" Hyonwon Kang screamed, lifting both hands above his head in surrender.

Only then did Baek Suryong lower the pointer, muttering, "Not a delinquent, my ass. You're a delinquent to the core. If I catch you bullying your juniors again, you're dead meat."

"Understood..." Hyonwon Kang replied meekly.

Suddenly, Ya Suhyeok, having watched the whole scene, interjected awkwardly, clearly unused to asking for favors, "Excuse me, I'll take your class. Please teach me martial arts too."

Baek Suryong chuckled and handed Ya Suhyeok an enrollment form. "Good choice. Sign your name or stamp your personal seal here."

Ya Suhyeok hastily scrawled his signature and returned the form. "Can you please submit this for me? There's somewhere I need to go right now."

"Where?"

Instead of answering, Ya Suhyeok looked in the direction Geo Sangwoong had left, his eyes ablaze. "I have a debt to repay."

"You're going after Geo Sangwoong?"

"Yes."

At Ya Suhyeok's determined reply, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue and moved to block the boy's path. "If you're thinking of fighting him again, forget it. He went easy on you before."

"I know," Ya Suhyeok squeezed out, gritting his teeth in frustration. At first, he had thought that he and Geo Sangwoong were equals, but when Geo Sangwoong clashed with Baek Suryong, he had immediately understood that Geo Sangwoong had been holding back against him all along. This truth made Ya Suhyeok angry, but he wasn't reckless enough to challenge this senior again right away.

"Let me through. I won't fight him. I can't win yet."

"Hmm..." Baek Suryong studied Ya Suhyeok's eyes, confirming that he wasn't lying, before stepping aside. "I don't know what you're planning, but don't be late for class."

"Yes, Teacher."

With a stoic expression, Ya Suhyeok walked out of the inn.

Baek Suryong watched him leave, then turned to Hyonwon Kang. I thought he'd be useless, but isn't he surprisingly useful...? Without this punk's overwhelming display of skill, Ya Suhyeok wouldn't have agreed to sign up so easily.

Accustomed to being hit, Hyonwon Kang instinctively covered his head, asking warily, "Why are you looking at me like that? Planning to hit me again?"

Baek Suryong laughed, "No, it's nothing. Anyway, we successfully secured one student, and the other seems to need more time, so let's leave him be for now."

"Geo Sangwoong is a lost cause. He doesn't seem interested in learning martial arts."

"Want to bet?"

Hyonwon Kang hesitated. He knew Baek Suryong was the type to win any bet, even against ghosts. "…No," he finally said, shaking his head.

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue in disappointment. "Coward. Right, let's go meet the next brat."

The two left the inn, checking the list Tang Soso had given Baek Suryong.

"Let's see..."

Baek Suryong's gaze stopped at a name: Yeo Min. She was a second year, the only female student in the Azure Dragon Academy's Remedial Class, and had yet to return to the school as she had decided not to stay in the dorms starting this year.

"She's a live-in worker at the Golden Dragon Inn..."

The two headed straight to the Golden Dragon Inn, the largest inn in the city, boasting seven floors.

"Do you know Yeo Min?" Baek Suryong asked Hyonwon Kang.

Hyonwon Kang shook his head. "I've never met her. Never saw her in the Remedial Class either."

Even though the Remedial Class students frequently played hooky, Yeo Min had the worst attendance record among them.

Her grades aren't bad, but her attendance is precarious, Baek Suryong concluded, reviewing Yeo Min's profile.

Hyonwon Kang hesitated for a moment, then added, "About that girl… I've heard some rumors."

"What rumors?" Baek Suryong asked.

Hyonwon Kang scratched his neck awkwardly. "They say she'll do anything for money."

"......" Baek Suryong looked back at the word "kleptomania" in Yeo Min's profile.

"Welcome, customer!"

By evening, the Golden Dragon Inn was bustling with guests. The largest inn in Nanchang, it had seven floors, each catering to different classes of customers. The first and second floors were accessible to anyone with money. The third and fourth required proof of identity. The fifth and sixth were reserved for local officials, nobles, and renowned martial artists. The seventh floor was by invitation only.

As they approached the inn, Hyonwon Kang's face lit up with excitement, introducing, "This inn has over thirty chefs and more than a hundred waiters. They're also famous for their beautiful singers and dancers. I once made it to the third floor, and the drinks there were fucking amazing..."

"Do you enjoy getting hit?"

SMACK!

Using the sound of Hyonwon Kang's head being struck as background music, Baek Suryong entered the inn and began to climb the stairs. Soon, they were stopped on the fifth floor.

"Sorry, you can't go any higher." The martial artist who blocked their way spoke politely but firmly, his hand resting on his weapon as if ready to use force if necessary.

Baek Suryong smiled and stepped forward. "We're not here to drink. We're here to see one of our students working here."

"…A student?" The martial artist frowned.

"Yeo Min, a second year at the Azure Dragon Academy," Baek Suryong explained.

At Yeo Min's name, the martial artist's expression changed slightly. After a brief telepathic conversation, he nodded and led them through a workers' passage, a low-ceilinged corridor, to a room filled with the scent of incense.

"You're here to see me?" Yeo Min asked, expecting them. At twenty-two, she was older than the fourth-year Geo Sangwoong, and her physical maturity was evident, with her curvaceous figure accentuated by a revealing red dress, elegantly styled hair, and heavy makeup. Her skirt had a high slit on the side, emphasizing her long, shapely legs.

Seeing her attire, Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. "Working at an inn... Right…"

"Gulp... Ahem!" Hyonwon Kang coughed and quickly turned away, face flushing in embarrassment.

Sensing their thoughts, Yeo Min folded her arms and smirked. "Sorry to disappoint, but I'm a dancer. What, did you think I was selling my body? Teehee."

The Golden Dragon Inn frequently hosted performances by dancers, singers, and entertainers, and Yeo Min in particular was a highly skilled dancer who performed on the upper floors, entrancing the crowds with her martial arts-enhanced movements.

Lighting a tobacco pipe, Yeo Min puffed a cloud of smoke, filling the room with a dreamy haze. "Anyway, what do you want? I only have five minutes, so make it quick."

Baek Suryong stepped forward. "Do you know who I am?"

"Baek Suryong, the new Remedial Class teacher, right? You're not exactly a well-known martial artist, but I hear you've stirred up quite the commotion at the academy."

"Good, then this will be quick." Baek Suryong handed her a class enrollment form.

RIIIIP!

Yeo Min grabbed the form, tore it to shreds, and casually tossed the pieces aside. "I don't care," she said.

Grinning, Baek Suryong calmly pulled out another form. "No problem, I brought plenty."

"Give them all to me. I'll tear them all up."

"Why do you work as a dancer? Do you enjoy it?" Baek Suryong asked.

"It pays well," Yeo Min answered without hesitation, making a circle with her fingers and smiling coldly. "I'm only attending the Azure Dragon Academy because a diploma will help me secure a well-paying job. An inn, a trading company, or an escort agency, it doesn't matter. Do I seem materialistic?"

It was a line she had said many times, as Baek Suryong wasn't the first teacher to visit her. Many had tried, giving long speeches before leaving in frustration. Hmph, in the end, he's no different from the rest of them. Pure idealistic talk won't be enough to convince me...

However, Baek Suryong's response caught her completely off guard.

"There's nothing wrong with being materialistic. If gold is what you desire, then the answer is simple. I'll pay you," he said.

"…What?" Yeo Min was shocked speechless.

Baek Suryong's eyes gleamed with opportunity. He knew that not everyone had the same reasons for learning martial arts, and if Yeo Min's goal was money, then money he would give her.

"I don't know how much you make working as a dancer, but I'll pay you more to go back to school. However, I have one condition."

Baek Suryong's gaze shifted to Yeo Min's long legs. While Hyonwon Kang was staring at the same place out of lust, Baek Suryong was carefully observing her bone structure, joints, and muscles.

"Win the Movement Arts Contest in this year's Heavenly Martial Festival," he declared.


Chapter 110: Assembled!

"You're going to... pay me? To go to school?"

"Yes," Baek Suryong nodded firmly, fighting the urge to laugh at Yeo Min's bewildered expression.

"...Why?"

"Because I need you to help us win the Heavenly Martial Festival. You have the potential to win the movement arts competition," he said sincerely.

When it comes to movement arts, she's the most talented I've seen in this life, he mused. She isn't an all-rounded prodigy like Hyonwon Kang or Wiji Cheon, but she has the potential to become a master in a specific field. Maybe... she could even learn the Ice Moon Goddess's movement arts.

The Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin was renowned for her ice techniques that could instantly freeze vast areas, but this visually impressive feat often made people forget her status as the ultimate grandmaster of movement arts.

Hmm… She even has a similar physique... It won't be easy, but she can definitely learn Master Eun's movement arts.

Now serious about teaching Yeo Min, Baek Suryong proposed, "Quit your job as a dancer and move to the White Dragon Manor. We'll provide free room and board and train you in martial arts daily."

Yeo Min, still mind boggled, found herself struggling to keep up with the conversation. "Wait, hold on. Do you even know how much I earn?"

"No. How much do you make?" Baek Suryong asked confidently. Between Heo Cheon's finances and Gongson Su's tuition fees, there's no way I can't afford this girl. Besides, people work harder when they have a promised reward, he thought with a grin.

Seeing his confident smile, Yeo Min continued, "And what if I don't win the Heavenly Martial Festival? Will I not get any money?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. "I'll pay you a monthly base salary regardless. If you win though, I'll reward you with a bonus worth five months' salary."

Still flabbergasted, Yeo Min hesitated, "Are you really a teacher? Is it okay to lure students with money like this?"

Baek Suryong's expression turned serious. "Yeo Min, although I don't know why you're so obsessed with money, I know how desperate and pitiful a person can become without it."

"......"

Baek Suryong sighed. The documents Tang Soso handed him had only basic personal details and the word "kleptomania" in the special notes, followed by a short summary: Yeo Min has an excessive obsession with money and habitually takes communal items from the dormitory. She was suspected in several thefts at the girls' dorm last year but no evidence was found. After fighting with students, she left the dorm and has been staying at the Golden Dragon Inn since.

Yeo Min doesn't have kleptomania at all. Excessive use or taking of communal items from the dorms isn't technically stealing, and I get the feeling she was framed for the thefts since not even Grandpa or the Student Council found any evidence...

Baek Suryong looked directly into Yeo Min's eyes. She wore fancy clothes and a smile on her face, but the smile didn't reach her weary eyes. 

Hollow comfort or warm words won't work on someone with dead eyes like hers.

"Some say that one needs to let go of material desires and focus solely on martial arts to master it, but that's nonsense only the privileged can spout. I've never seen a poor person say that, especially not when their stomachs are growling," he began.

"Uhm…" Hyonwon Kang looked away, uncomfortable. Though he'd claimed not to be privileged due to the Hyonwon Clan's decline, he had never truly gone hungry in his life. His family had always ensured that he was housed, clothed, and well-fed.

"...Pfft." Yeo Min stifled a laugh, having never heard such words from a martial arts instructor before.


"Money is useless for a martial artist."

"You must abandon worldly desires to master martial arts!"

"Tsk. You have talent, but you're too greedy. Will you sell your soul for a few coins?"



Every teacher she'd had so far had taught her to stay away from money. They treated her obsession with money as a sin, and whenever she said she wanted to get rich through martial arts, they looked at her with pity. To someone who had to earn money desperately from a young age, their words were always empty echoes.

However, Baek Suryong was different.

"That's why, I'll pay you to learn martial arts from me," Baek Suryong said, pulling out a new enrollment form with a mischievous smile. "Just sign here."

"Aha… Hahahaha!" Unable to hold back, Yeo Min burst into laughter, holding her stomach and laughing so hard that tears welled up in her eyes.

After a while, she finally stopped laughing and wiped her tears with her sleeve. "I've never met such a blatantly materialistic teacher in my life. I love your proposal."

Yeo Min smiled as she looked at the enrollment form, then handed it back to Baek Suryong. "So I'm sorry to say this… but I have to decline," she said sadly.

"Why?" Baek Suryong frowned.

Sensing he wouldn't back down with a half-hearted excuse, Yeo Min decided to be honest. "I've already received a large advance from the Golden Dragon Inn. If I quit, I'd have to pay a penalty ten times the amount," she explained.

"Ten times..."

"Hongmae! It's your turn soon!" a man suddenly shouted from outside the room.

Hongmae was Yeo Min's alias as a dancer at the Golden Dragon Inn.

"Just a moment! I'll be right out after fixing my makeup!" Yeo Min yelled back. Turning back to Baek Suryong and Hyonwon Kang, she hastily whispered, "You can leave through the way you came in. Thanks for the offer, but let's pretend this conversation never happened. Please… just go."

To her surprise, however, Baek Suryong didn't move. Instead, he folded his arms and asked, "How much is the penalty?"

"...I'm sorry, but I don't want to tell you that. I might love money, but I hate owing people even more."

Even if Baek Suryong offered to pay the penalty, Yeo Min planned to refuse. No matter how desperate she was for money, her pride wouldn't allow her to cross a certain line.

BAM!

Just then, the door burst open, and the guard from earlier strode in. "Hongmae! I told you to come out quickly!" he scolded, looking around the room with sharp eyes. When he spotted Baek Suryong still there, he clicked his tongue and snapped, "You're still here? You need to leave now. Hongmae needs to get ready for her performance. If you're trying to pull something, choose the right time and place..."

"Hey," Baek Suryong interrupted in a low, but firm voice.

"...What?"

"Lead me to the innkeeper of the Golden Dragon Inn. I need to see him right now."

"Are you out of your mind? Why would I do that?" The guard approached Baek Suryong intimidatingly, shaking his head in disbelief. "Listen up, pretty boy. Get the hell out of here right now, unless you want to leave in tears."

Baek Suryong sighed. "Stop talking trash and just lead me to your boss before you regret it."

"Bastard!" The guard bellowed, swinging his fist.

However, Baek Suryong moved like lightning, grabbing the guard's neck.

"K-Keuk!"

"Don't make me repeat myself. I'm not in a good mood," he warned, his eyes glowing a faint red.

The guard, meeting his gaze, started trembling in fear. "S-Spare me..."

"Lead me to your boss."

"Y-Yes. This way, please..."

The guard, his attitude completely changed, started leading the way cautiously. Baek Suryong followed, and Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min, caught off guard, quickly trailed behind him.

"Teacher! What are you doing?!" Yeo Min asked, exasperated.

Baek Suryong replied emotionlessly, "You said the penalty is ten times the amount? I don't want to pay that much. So, I'm going to negotiate."

Yeo Min felt her heart skip a beat. "Negotiate? Do you even know what kind of person the innkeeper of the Golden Dragon Inn is?"

"Well, probably a rich guy?" Baek Suryong said casually, scratching his ear.

Anxious, Yeo Min stomped her foot in frustration and pleaded, "If you make him angry, he'll call upon all the experts here, including the customers, to beat you up... You could disappear without a trace..."

Baek Suryong looked back at her. Every step she took, her colorful skirt swayed, revealing her pale legs. She dances in something like this? He sighed softly, then turned to Hyonwon Kang. "Wonkang, take off your coat," he demanded.

"What? Me?"

SMACK!

"Should I take it off for you?"

Left without a choice, Hyonwon Kang reluctantly handed over his coat, and Baek Suryong draped it over Yeo Min, lecturing, "Listen, girl. To master movement arts, you need to take good care of your legs. From now on, no more clothes or shoes like these. Understood?"

"...Yes," Yeo Min replied meekly.

Nodding, Baek Suryong grabbed the guard by the neck and said, "I'll go ahead. You two follow me at your own pace."

"What?"

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong used his movement arts, dragging the guard along. Seeing this, the guards stationed at the stairs quickly blocked his path.

"Who are you?!"

"Do you know where you are..."

However, before they could draw their weapons, Baek Suryong attacked, knocking them all unconscious in a flash and clearing the path to the seventh floor without raising a commotion.

"That's the place," the terrified guard stuttered, pointing at a door.

"Thank you," Baek Suryong said, then knocked out the guard. Approaching the door, he raised his foot and…

CRASH!

…Kicked the door down. 

"Which one of you is the innkeeper of the Golden Dragon Inn?" he demanded.

Spitting out his drink, a well-built middle-aged man looked up in shock. "Who are you?"

Baek Suryong introduced himself, saying, "I am Baek Suryong, an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy. I've come because one of my students is under your care. I heard she signed an unfair contract to work here... Hmm?"

Baek Suryong paused mid-sentence, staring blankly at the person seated next to the innkeeper.

"Geo Sangwoong?"

"Mr. Baek?"

Geo Sangwoong sat beside the innkeeper, looking as shocked as Baek Suryong.

"What are you doing here... Oh?" Before he could finish his question, Baek Suryong's gaze shifted behind Geo Sangwoong to another familiar face. "…Ya Suhyeok? You're here too?"

"Eh?" With a stupid look on his face, Ya Suhyeok, who was standing behind Geo Sangwoong like a servant, asked, "Why are you here?"

"...That's my line," Baek Suryong said.

Just then, Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min burst into the room, panting.

"Teacher! Don't leave us behind!"

"Please stop this madness..."

…Geo Sangwoong, Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Ya Suhyeok. Looking at the first to fourth-year Azure Dragon Academy delinquents gathered on the top floor of the Golden Dragon Inn, Baek Suryong laughed wryly, "Huh, looks like all the kids I came to recruit have assembled here. What a coincidence."


Chapter 111: Trust Me, I'm a Professional

The bodyguards behind the Golden Dragon Innkeeper simultaneously drew their swords and stepped forward to shield him. Doors flew open from all sides, and warriors swarmed into the room.

"Who? What? An assassin?"

"Protect the boss!"

"Intruder!"

"Get him!"

In a flash, the room filled with over twenty warriors, their killing intent palpable.

Baek Suryong, feeling the deadly glares from all directions, scratched his head and surveyed the scene. "This has gotten a bit messier than I expected..."

"...Now what?" Hyonwon Kang whispered, shaking his head in disbelief.

"What can we do? We're dead!" Yeo Min screamed, shuffling her feet anxiously and looking as if she was about to cry.

The lead bodyguard shouted to his men, "Capture them alive! We need to find out who's behind this...!"

"Put away your weapons," the innkeeper commanded, his calm voice echoing through the room. 

The bodyguards immediately flinched and sheathed their weapons. "Yes, boss!"

The Golden Dragon Innkeeper, a tall and imposing middle-aged man, rose from his seat, and the bodyguards knelt down, stepping aside to make way for their employer. Approaching Baek Suryong with a warm smile, he asked, "You said you were an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy?"

He's not only a giant in stature but also a first-rate martial artist. Considering the facial and physical resemblance between him and Geo Sangwoong, they must be father and son, Baek Suryong reasoned. Clasping his hands together, he replied respectfully, "That's right. Allow me to introduce myself, I am Baek Suryong, an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy. Are you Geo Sangwoong's father?"

"Yes, but..." The innkeeper looked at his son, then at Baek Suryong. "So, what brings you here? It doesn't seem like you came here to look for my son."

"I'm here regarding another student." Baek Suryong gestured at Yeo Min.

The innkeeper stared at Yeo Min in confusion. "This child?"

"She is Yeo Min, a second-year student at the Azure Dragon Academy. She's been working as a dancer here to cover her room and board."

"S-Sir..." Yeo Min stuttered, her face as pale as a sheet. After all, this innkeeper was no ordinary small business owner, but Nanchang's richest person and the chairman of the Golden Dragon Trading Company, one of the ten largest firms in the world. The Golden Dragon Inn was merely one of the many businesses under his vast empire.

He's a man who can move the city's most powerful and influential people with just a word... Yet Baek Suryong not only barged into his domain but is now calmly explaining the situation.

"Therefore, Yeo Min has to stop working as a dancer and concentrate on her martial arts training. However, she was deceived into signing an unethical contract, and if she breaks it, she will be fined ten times the amount. I've come to discuss this matter with you."

The innkeeper listened intently and nodded. "I see. Well, since I run many businesses, I don't keep track of everything that is going on, so I admit that I wasn't aware that such unreasonable contracts were being made. Still..."

He paused, casting a glance at Yeo Min, then slowly surveyed the room. Nervous eyes followed his every move, the air thickening with tension as everyone awaited his next words.

Baek Suryong couldn't help but marvel at the man's skill. Just by letting a single word hang in the air, he had created a strained atmosphere. Unlike martial artists who intimidated others with their qi, the innkeeper controlled the mood of the room with just his look and the tone of his voice.

Finally, the innkeeper continued, "I understand your position. However, instead of following the proper procedure for meeting with someone in my position, you ignored all protocols, damaged my property, and injured my employees."

"......"

Hands clasped behind his back, the innkeeper stepped closer to Baek Suryong, making him appear three times larger. "In addition, you have caused a commotion that has unsettled the guests here. If they spread negative reviews, it could significantly jeopardize my business. How are you going to compensate me for these losses?"

"......"

Baek Suryong seemed calm, but the pressure in the room was immense, like an invisible weight pressing down on everyone's shoulders.

Finally, Geo Sangwoong couldn't endure it any longer. "Father, there seems to be a misunderstanding. Please let me handle this and go get some rest..."

"This is none of your business," the innkeeper snapped back at his son.

"Father..."

"Be quiet."

Geo Sangwoong sighed and stepped back, unable to change his father's mind.

Baek Suryong asked politely, "Well, how would you like me to compensate you, Mr. Geo?"

"Do you think you have enough to satisfy me?" The innkeeper replied coldly, meeting Baek Suryong's eyes.

For a while, the two men stood in silence, each measuring the other's mettle.

Smiling faintly, Baek Suryong broke the silence. " You've been testing me since earlier. If you didn't want anything from me, why would you waste my time with all this drama? Just get to the point already."

The innkeeper's severity disappeared, replaced by a similar smile. He had indeed been testing Baek Suryong, trying to judge his character by how he reacted under pressure.

What an interesting man. The rumors spoke of his arrogance and bluster, but all I see is a rational and capable individual. I pride myself on my keen insight, but I can't read him at all. I wasn't expecting to run into him like this, but...well, I was planning to meet my son's new homeroom teacher soon anyway.

"Heh, I'd heard that you were a bold man, but you seem quite modest and reasonable to me," he laughed leisurely. Then, looking at his anxious son, he continued, "Shall we discuss the terms of compensation privately?"

Baek Suryong nodded and turned to his students. "You kids go back first. Hyonwon Kang, be a good senior, take care of Yeo Min and assign her a room in the White Dragon Manor. She'll be living and training with us starting today."

"What?" Hyonwon Kang shouted in surprise.

"Why are you deciding this on your own..." Yeo Min complained.

Just as the two were about to start protesting, however, they saw the innkeeper's expression and switched to whispering desperately.

"Is this really okay?"

"Isn't it dangerous for you to remain here alone?"

Baek Suryong sighed, "It's not like you guys will be of any help, so hurry up and go."

Yeo Min looked at the innkeeper, but he said nothing, implicitly allowing her to leave.

Baek Suryong turned to Ya Suhyeok, who was standing awkwardly behind Geo Sangwoong. "Ya Suhyeok, I don't know what you're up to, but come find me at the White Dragon Manor when you're done."

"Yes, sir."

Seeing this, the innkeeper instructed his son, "Sangwoong, see to it that they leave safely."

"Okay. You guys, follow me," Geo Sangwoong said resignedly, leading his juniors out of the room.

"Please leave as well," the innkeeper said to the head bodyguard.

Worried, the head bodyguard immediately clarified, "Are you sure, boss?"

"Yes. No one is to hear what me and Mr. Baek are about to discuss," the innkeeper commanded.

The head bodyguard relayed the order to his men, "Everyone, leave the room and move thirty paces away. Boss's orders."

"Yes!" The bodyguards replied, exiting the room.

Only Baek Suryong and the innkeeper were now left in the spacious room.

Pointing to a chair, the innkeeper said, "Please, sit."

"Thank you."

The two men sat across a table from each other, a subtle tension beginning to build between them.

[image: sep]

"Have a drink," the innkeeper poured Baek Suryong a full glass of wine.

Baek Suryong didn't know the name of the expensive drink, but one sip made him gasp in admiration. "This is excellent."

"If I had known that I would have a guest, I would have prepared something even better. Please be satisfied with this for now."

The unexpectedly relaxed atmosphere made Baek Suryong smile.

The innkeeper, however, seemed troubled. "I've heard a lot of rumors about you lately, Mr. Baek."

"There are always many rumors about me. May I ask what you've heard?"

The innkeeper laughed, poured another drink, and said, "I've heard them all. To exaggerate a bit, the whole city's been in an uproar since your arrival."

The innkeeper looked thoughtfully at the young man across from him. Although Baek Suryong was just a new instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, this newcomer had boldly declared that he would lead the academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival, taught the oldest successful applicant in history, raised the top student, and even won a bet against Star Instructor Namgung Su and took over one of his classes.

"And there's more. I heard that you recently humiliated Instructor Pung Jinho." The innkeeper laughed heartily, downing his drink in one swig, but his eyes remained sharp. "I also heard something very intriguing. During the entrance exams, assassins targeted... Prime Minister Gongson."

"You seem well informed." Baek Suryong nodded without denying it. It was clear that the innkeeper already knew the truth.

"A businessman must stay informed in order to make great fortunes. And it's also necessary to protect what I have. You never know when and where someone might threaten my fortune."

"Is what you want to discuss related to Elder Gongson Su?" Baek Suryong asked, guessing the direction of the conversation.

For a moment, the innkeeper contemplated doing just that. He's the person who healed Prime Minister Gongson's illness and taught him martial arts. If the Prime Minister cherishes him... 

Suddenly, he shook his head firmly, abandoning his greed. Without clear knowledge of the exact relationship between Baek Suryong and Gongson Su, testing the waters would be foolish. Moreover, even if Baek Suryong wasn't connected to Gongson Su, he wanted to be on the teacher's good side.

"I'm not bold enough to provoke the Iron-Fisted Prime Minister. I do, however, have a favor to ask of you."

"What is it?"

The innkeeper fiddled with his wine cup, a hesitant look on his face. "It's about my son," he finally said after a while.

"Geo Sangwoong?"

The innkeeper smiled bitterly, a stark contrast to his usual confident demeanor. "My son... wasn't always like this. From a young age, he often boasted that he would become the world's greatest martial artist."

Among the children born in the Golden Dragon Trading Company, Geo Sangwoong was the most talented in martial arts, possessing both a good physique, mentality, and aptitude.

"Sangwoong loved learning martial arts more than anything else. He was intelligent and brave. Some people said he was clumsy because of his large frame, but..."

The innkeeper had spared no expense to support his son, searching the whole world for martial arts as good as those of the Five Great Clans and rare elixirs. With both natural talent and his family's support, Geo Sangwoong eventually grew into such an exceptional student that he and the previous Student Council President Bang Baekhyun were known as the Azure Dragon Duo by the end of their second year.

"Two years ago, after returning from the Heavenly Martial Festival, he changed. When he came home, he locked himself in his room and refused to eat. No matter who asked him what had happened, he said nothing. Months went by like that... and then he suddenly became obsessed with gambling and binge eating. He gained weight and became what he is now."

Baek Suryong thought for a moment, then remarked, "He doesn't seem like a person tormented by his past."

"That's because he's gotten used to it. He's accepted his bloated body and the feeling of being a failure."

"......" Baek Suryong considered the Geo Sangwoong he'd met today. The boy appears relaxed and carefree, but beneath that mask…is the face of a martial artist who fell into despair after hitting an insurmountable wall.

He had seen many similar cases before, and slowly, the truth was becoming clearer to him.

"Something happened at the Heavenly Martial Festival that severely scarred him mentally," he concluded.

"I've tried scolding, punishment, counseling, even sought out reputed physicians, but nothing worked. Sangwoong just laughed and told me that living like this was easier," the innkeeper sighed.

With his keen perception, he couldn't have failed to see the truth, but despite all his efforts, he still failed to heal his son's mind. He tightened his grip on the wine cup, causing it to crack. Alcohol and blood trickled from his fingers.

"...Then this year, he suddenly announced that he would take over the family business, and would no longer practice martial arts."

CRACK!

The valuable porcelain cup shattered in the innkeeper's hand, but he only laughed as he watched the liquor and blood dripping from his fingers, then took another cup and drank some more. No one, not even his closest bodyguards had ever seen him so disheveled. 

To others, he was a great man to be envied, but for all he accomplished, he was a father. A father who loved his son deeply and was pained to see his spirit broken.

The innkeeper looked at Baek Suryong with slightly teary eyes. Despite his unkempt state, his voice and expression were more serious than ever. "I've rambled on a lot, so I'll cut to the chase. Make my son a martial artist again. If you do that, never mind just the compensation for today, I will consider you a benefactor for life."

Watching his son deteriorate day by day ate away at the innkeeper's heart. If only he could restore his son to his confident self, he was willing to grasp at straws. That was when he heard rumors about Baek Suryong, the new instructor.

If it's him, he might be able to cure Sangwoong.

It was just a hunch, but a hunch from a man who headed one of the ten largest trading companies was not something to be ignored.

The innkeeper poured another drink for Baek Suryong and bowed his head. "Please, help my son."

"You've come to the right man." Baek Suryong gulped down the offered drink and set his cup down with a bang. Wiping his mouth with his hand, he smiled broadly. "Trust me, I'm a professional in treating mental illness and rehabilitating delinquents. Still, is it okay if I train him a bit harshly?"

The innkeeper laughed heartily, "Of course!"

The next day, a bewildered Geo Sangwoong was packed up and transported to the White Dragon Manor with no idea what was awaiting him.


Chapter 112: With Those Skills?

Although the White Dragon Manor was still shrouded in the darkness before dawn, three students in black martial arts uniforms stood in a neat line on the training grounds like new recruits in the military.

"Welcome, students."

"......"

Usually, at this ungodly hour, a certain someone's screams reverberated through the grounds, but today, an uneasy silence filled the air.

Sporting a bright red headband, Baek Suryong grinned broadly and flashed his pearly whites at the students. "Starting today, you will gather here every morning at this time for training."

The trio stood in stunned silence, still mentally processing the sudden change in their lives.

"Why am I here...?" Yeo Min muttered, her eyes still glazed over from the mysterious and abrupt cancellation of her contract with the Golden Dragon Inn.

Geo Sangwoong, who had just been kicked out of the house by his father and shipped to the White Dragon Manor, squirmed uncomfortably in his tight-fitting martial arts uniform, grumbling, "Damn it, stupid Father..."

"Huh? What? Why?" Ya Suhyeok echoed, confusion written all over his face. Having spent the night with Geo Sangwoong, he had conveniently also been loaded into the same carriage and dropped off at the mansion like an afterthought.

CLAP!

Baek Suryong clapped his hands sharply, snapping the students out of their own little worlds.

"All right, kids, listen up. You'll be staying at the White Dragon Manor this semester. I've already informed the Headmaster, so don't even think about lodging a complaint with him."

When Baek Suryong had first brought up the idea of boarding school for the Remedial Class delinquents, Mae Geuklyom had been hesitant.


"Those kids? Handling them one by one is tough enough, yet you're making them live together...?"

"They're all very individualistic. Rather than the strictly managed dorms, I think a freer environment would be more conducive to their education."

Mae Geuklyom stared at Baek Suryong for a while, then nodded slowly. "I see. Fine, if you're confident, give it a try."



Confident? Of course I'm confident. Compared to the lunatics from the Blood Cult, these rebellious teens are a cakewalk. Also, since the White Dragon Manor is my property, I can get away with punishing them any way I want.

The 'freer environment' he'd mentioned to Mae Geuklyom referred to his freedom, not that of the students. Thankfully, Mae Geuklyom hadn't caught on to the ambiguity in his words.

Imagining the fun times ahead, Baek Suryong smiled cheerfully. "Let's do our best together, students."

Seeing his wicked grin, the three students' winced.

I-I'm fucked...

Was quitting dancing and coming here really the right decision?

I've never even lived in a dorm. Now I have to stay in this shabby place?

As if he could read their thoughts, Baek Suryong chuckled, "Don't be too nervous. Since you guys are new, we won't be doing intense morning training today. Let's get to know each other first."

"......"

"Unfortunately, I can't hang out with you all day. I am, after all, a man with a respectable job."

Once the semester began, Baek Suryong could only train the Remedial Class students at dawn and after work.

Thank goodness...

Phew...

However, when there was a will, there was a way. Fortunately, two students at the White Dragon Manor had been trained by Baek Suryong before the semester started.

"Let me introduce someone who will help with your training for a while. Come forward, my experienced assistant."

"Fufufu..." Wearing the same red headband as Baek Suryong, Hyonwon Kang stepped forward, laughing evilly. Licking his lips, he said, "Welcome, new recruits. This place is hell beyond your imagination. Whether you came here willingly or not, leaving is no longer an option. And if you dare to defy me..."

BONK!

Baek Suryong smacked Hyonwon Kang's head with the Black Dragon Pointer and shot him a look of utter disdain. "That's enough. You've only been in a position of authority for a few seconds, and already you're corrupted by power? Tsk tsk."

"Ugh... B-But newcomers need to be disciplined from the start," Hyonwon Kang protested, clutching his head in pain.

"And you think you're the one to do that?"

"Because I'm a senior here..."

"So you're a senior only when it's convenient, and a delinquent at all other times?"

Seeing the two of them bickering like neighborhood thugs, Wiji Cheon, who had been quietly watching, couldn't help but giggle, "Pfft!

Everyone's attention immediately turned to him.

Hunching his shoulders to make his already small self appear even smaller, Wiji Cheon stuttered meekly, "P-Pleased to m-meet you..."

Despite his overwhelming presence whenever he wielded his sword, Wiji Cheon was usually very shy.

Ya Suhyeok glared at Wiji Cheon. "Hey, Wiji Cheon."

"Y-Yes?"

Although they were both freshmen, Ya Suhyeok's size made them look like an adult and a child.

Burning with competitive spirit, Ya Suhyeok growled, "Don't get cocky because you're at the top of the class. I'll catch up soon."

"S-Sorry..."

Hyonwon Kang laughed. "What's this punk saying? You think you can catch up to Wiji Cheon? You can't even beat me."

"Stay out of this, Senior."

"And what if I don't? Want to have another go at me?"

"Do you think I won't?"

THWACK! SMACK!

Just as Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok were about to collide, the Black Dragon Pointer struck their heads.

"Argh!"

"Ouch!"

This time, the blow was even more powerful, and both of them ended up lying face down on the ground.

"If you want to fight, ask my permission first," Baek Suryong scolded, although he didn't see fierce rivalry between students as a problem.

Having rivals and goals is a good thing.

Wiji Cheon, Hyonwon Kang, and Ya Suhyeok were all exceptionally talented and dedicated. Currently, Wiji Cheon was the strongest of the three, followed by Hyonwon Kang, and then Ya Suhyeok, but by the time the Heavenly Martial Festival arrived, the order might change.

At their age, they grow at unpredictable rates.

After assessing the three, Baek Suryong turned to Yeo Min, who was shaking her head at the two collapsed students.

"I have to live with these idiots," she complained.

Without heavy makeup, Yeo Min's face looked surprisingly youthful, her long hair casually tied back in a ponytail.

As long as I dangle a huge money carrot in front of her, this girl doesn't need any extra motivation, Baek Suryong concluded, confident that she would train hard.

The real problem is that guy... Baek Suryong's eyes settled on Geo Sangwoong.

"Yaaawn..." Geo Sangwoong yawned loudly, clearly emphasizing that he was here against his will.

Of course, Baek Suryong also had plans for Geo Sangwoong. First, he wanted to push the young man to his limits.

In a lousy attempt to soothe the nervous students, Baek Suryong smiled kindly and said, "Alright, enough talk. Let's start morning training. Don't worry too much. Since today's only the first day, we'll just do a light warm-up."

"Phew..."

"Thank goodness..."

"Yaaawn..."

For the moment, the new recruits looked relieved, but it didn't take them long to realize that this was a blatant lie.
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"Huff... Huff..."

"Water, please..."

"Just kill me..."

"Fucking liar..."

"Eh? Who am I? Where am I...?"

The students lay sprawled on the ground, moaning. Their muscles were trembling so hard they couldn't stand, and the sky was spinning above them. Their black martial arts uniforms, drenched in sweat and caked with dirt, felt like they weighed a ton.

"Such wimps," Baek Suryong grumbled as he walked among the fallen students, poking their tense muscles with the Black Dragon Pointer.

"Aaah!"

"Ouch!"

At first, they cried out in pain, but soon, their faces relaxed and they lay still. After a while, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, who were used to Baek Suryong's morning training, were the first to get up.

"I'm going to wash up and head off to work. Take care of the others and show them around today," Baek Suryong said to them. Then, with a click, he retracted the Black Dragon Pointer and walked away.

Yeo Min, her face pale, asked in a low voice, "Is he... a monster?"

Baek Suryong had trained together with them for an hour, yet he looked as energetic as if he hadn't exerted himself at all.

Wiji Cheon replied wearily, "He wasn't always like this... but at some point, he stopped getting out of breath after morning training."

"It feels like he's the one who's getting stronger... but someday, I'll definitely get one over him..." Hyonwon Kang muttered, but fell silent when Baek Suryong halted and looked back at him as if he had a sixth sense for insults.

Nevertheless, to the newcomers who couldn't even move, Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon, who were already back on their feet and stretching, looked like monsters as well.

"Let's go get breakfast," Hyonwon Kang said, moving to help them all up, but a big hand pushed his hand aside.

It was Geo Sangwoong.

"You guys go ahead."

"Senior, aren't you hungry?" Hyonwon Kang said casually, despite being a year younger than Geo Sangwoong.

Luckily, Geo Sangwoong didn't mind the rudeness. Smiling, he stood up, dusting off the dirt. "I'll eat elsewhere. You guys can't afford my meals."

"Where are you going?"

"I'll be back by dinner."

"Why not eat together?"

Ignoring the voices calling out to him, Geo Sangwoong left the White Dragon Manor. 

Ya Suhyeok hesitated for a moment, then hurried after Geo Sangwoong, yelling, "Fuck... Wait for me! I'm going with you!"

"Hey, freshman! Where are you going?!" Hyonwon Kang shouted, but the two large young men ignored him and disappeared into the distance.

He clicked his tongue in annoyance. "Hmph… As expected, delinquents don't follow orders, do they?"
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"You didn't have to come with me."

"Fuck. Do you think I'm following you for fun?"

Seeing the grumpy Ya Suhyeok, Geo Sangwoong chuckled. "Is it because of the bet?"

"......"

Yesterday, they had bet on who could eat the most, with the loser serving the winner for three days. Although Geo Sangwoong won and said it wasn't necessary, Ya Suhyeok insisted on being his servant.

"Then carry this, servant."

"Damn it..."

Geo Sangwoong handed his thick wallet to Ya Suhyeok who grimaced but took it.

"Fuck. I'll beat you up when this is over."

"With those skills?"

"...After I improve."

Geo Sangwoong burst out laughing. Ya Suhyeok reminded him of his younger self. Confident and full of energy, believing that the world was his oyster. Back when he was passionate about learning martial arts and thought he could do anything. Back before... the Heavenly Martial Festival.


"With those skills?"



Even after two years, the face of that person who had mocked him still haunted him.

Geo Sangwoong smiled bitterly. "Let's just eat."


Chapter 113: Excuse Me, I Have Some Questions For You

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok stepped into a bustling inn restaurant, quickly finding a table. Wasting no time, Geo Sangwoong ordered a mountain of dishes and dove into them as soon as they hit the table.


"You think you can become the world's best martial artist? Hah!"



His appetite was insatiable today, and he shoveled food into his mouth with abandon.


"With such pathetic martial arts?"

"Hahaha! Listen to this pig pretending to be human!"



His hand holding the chopsticks trembled, probably from the grueling martial arts training he hadn't done in ages. Frustrated, he ditched the chopsticks and began stuffing food into his mouth with his bare hands.

"Senior, are you okay?" Ya Suhyeok asked, concerned.

However, Geo Sangwoong was too lost in his own thoughts to hear him.


"As a student of the inferior Azure Dragon Academy, you should know your place."

"Pathetic fool. You think way too highly of yourself."



Geo Sangwoong ate more voraciously, trying to drown out the rising tide of humiliation, disgrace, and fear threatening to swallow him.


"I'll engrave the memory of this day in your body forever."



Sweat poured from his body, and food began to churn in his stomach, but he ignored it. The fierce smile of his assailant flashed in his mind, making him convulse.

"Ugh! Uuuugh!"

Alarmed, Ya Suhyeok cried out, "Senior? Senior!!"

Geo Sangwoong forced himself to swallow his vomit, tears blurring his vision. His heart raced with overwhelming fear, and his mind went blank, fixating on one thought.

I shouldn't have learned martial arts. I shouldn't have...

Maybe it was because he had trained to exhaustion for the first time in a long while, but the terror of that day resurfaced more vividly than ever.

"Uuurgh..."

CRASH!

Eventually, Geo Sangwoong's body tilted to the side and he fell off the chair. The last thing he heard as his consciousness faded was Ya Suhyeok's desperate pleas for help, "Senior! Senior! Someone please call a physician!"

Oddly enough, the thought that he might die was actually comforting. Although he felt sorry for his father, who was constantly worrying about his useless son, he preferred death to such a wretched lifestyle.

Yet, he didn't die.

"Wake up," someone said softly.

Geo Sangwoong struggled to open his eyes. His vision was blurred, but he vaguely recognized the figure before him. "Teacher...?" he mumbled.

Baek Suryong knelt beside him, his face grave. Geo Sangwoong's shirt was torn off to allow him to breathe easier, revealing his massive upper body covered in muscle, fat, and scars that looked self-inflicted. However, it wasn't the scars that caught Baek Suryong's eye.

"Geo Sangwoong, you..." Baek Suryong started, but his voice trailed off as he hesitated to continue.

On Geo Sangwoong's left chest, over his heart, were several bluish marks resembling a Mongolian spot.

Now I understand why his personality changed so drastically. This isn't regular trauma, it's the Soul Reaping Demonic Art of the Blood Cult, Baek Suryong realized.

"Who did this to you?"
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"Sangwoong!"

The door of the physician's clinic burst open as the owner of the Golden Dragon Inn rushed in to check on his son. Having run straight here when he heard that his son had fainted, he was disheveled and drenched in sweat.

"Over here, Mr. Geo," Baek Suryong called out, sitting beside Geo Sangwoong's bed.

The innkeeper immediately walked over. When he saw Geo Sangwoong's deathly pale complexion, though, his eyes trembled with shock and dismay.

"Don't worry, he's just sleeping," Baek Suryong reassured him.

"Another seizure..."

'Another'? Baek Suryong furrowed his brows. "Has this happened before?" he asked.

"...Not in recent months, and all the physicians said that he was recovered, so I didn't mention it to you. But why now, suddenly...!" The innkeeper clenched his teeth, looking at his son with bloodshot eyes.

He knows nothing about the Soul Reaping Demonic Art, Baek Suryong concluded. Having examined Geo Sangwoong thoroughly before the innkeeper arrived, he knew why Geo Sangwoong had seizures.

Demonic energy has seeped into his heart and brain.

The Soul Reaping Demonic Art (絶魂魔功), one of the Blood Cult's two major demonic arts, was difficult to master but extremely powerful. Its insidious nature lay in its ability to stealthily infiltrate an opponent's body, gradually destroying their mind. If not for the bluish marks on Geo Sangwoong's chest, even Baek Suryong might have missed it entirely.

"When did the seizures start?"

"After the Heavenly Martial Festival, two years ago."

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. I suspected as much...

Geo Sangwoong's sudden personality change also began two years ago, right after the Heavenly Martial Festival. If the seizures started around the same time, it could only mean that he was attacked during the festival.

"Did any incident happen before or after the festival?"

"No. Don't you think I would have checked that thoroughly?"

"......"

The Heavenly Martial Festival—the largest annual event of the Five Great Academies. For an Azure Dragon Academy student to be struck down by a Blood Cult demonic art there of all places... Could a blood cultist have infiltrated the event? No, the security there is too tight. Then...

"Only a student, or an instructor..." Baek Suryong muttered to himself.

"What are you talking about?"

"Nothing."

The perpetrator was likely a student or instructor at one of the five academies.

So, the Blood Cult has infiltrated the academies, huh?

It was a plausible but upsetting scenario, especially since a practitioner of the Soul Reaping Demonic Art would hold a high rank within the Blood Cult.

Yet another reason for me to attend the Heavenly Martial Festival.

While Baek Suryong organized his thoughts, the innkeeper pressed the physician, "Why hasn't my son woken up?"

"He seems to have suffered a severe panic attack, and awakening him by force could damage his brain permanently. We need to let him rest..."

Baek Suryong placed a hand on his chin. Until now, he hadn't heard anything about the events of the Heavenly Martial Festival two years ago, and it seemed that Geo Sangwoong hadn't told his father anything about it, either.

Even when Geo Sangwoong wakes up, I doubt he'll tell me the truth easily. If he were willing to talk, he would have told his father long ago. Still, why did the attacker target Geo Sangwoong with the Soul Reaping Demonic Art? Was it just a coincidence? …No, that's unlikely. They took a significant risk to target Geo Sangwoong.

Despite the stealth of the demonic art, there was a chance that it would be discovered. As Baek Suryong pondered the reason, a sudden idea flashed through his mind as he looked at the distraught innkeeper.

Could it be...because he's the heir to the Golden Dragon Trading Company?

If that was the case, then it all made sense. The Soul Reaping Demonic Art imprinted fear into its victims, possibly allowing them to be manipulated.

If they approached Geo Sangwoong to target the Golden Dragon Trading Company...

Geo Sangwoong's increasing addiction to food and gambling might have been planned. If someone encouraged him to abandon martial arts and take over the family business...

Damn. The Blood Cult's influence might be much greater than I thought. Still, this is also a golden opportunity for me…

Baek Suryong's eyes glinted coldly. Following the assassins' deaths, he needed a new lead on the Blood Cult, and this could be it.

"Mr. Geo, could you..."

"Could I what?"

"…Never mind."

Confirming the presence of guards around the innkeeper, Baek Suryong refrained from speaking further. "I'll explain later, in private," he said.

"Mr. Baek, should I take him home for now? Forcing him to continue practicing martial arts might have been a mistake," the innkeeper sighed, blaming himself for his son's current state.

However, to Baek Suryong, this was unacceptable.

"No," he said firmly, gripping the innkeeper's shoulders and startling the man's bodyguards.

Signaling them to stand down, the innkeeper asked, "Why?"

"Please trust me. Leave Geo Sangwoong's martial arts and health entirely to me."

"But..."

"I promise today's incident won't happen again."

The innkeeper stared at Baek Suryong, then asked in a heavy voice, "…Can I really trust you?"

"Absolutely."

"...Alright. I'll trust you one last time." The innkeeper, looking years older in mere moments, nodded. 

Baek Suryong breathed a sigh of relief. Though outwardly a shrewd merchant, he knew the innkeeper would give his life to see his only son return to his former self.

The Blood Cult knows this too, so they're aiming to kill two birds with one stone. Wait, could I perhaps exploit this situation to lure them out of hiding…?

"Mr. Geo, may I ask you for a favor?" Baek Suryong suddenly requested.
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"Hoo..."

Carefully observing the long, blackened acupuncture needles embedded in the unconscious Geo Sangwoong's head, face and chest, Baek Suryong wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand.

"It was well hidden, but all the demonic qi in his body should be gone now. At the very least, he won't be suffering from any more seizures."

Baek Suryong gently patted Geo Sangwoong's chubby cheeks. Though still pale, the young man's expression was looking much more peaceful.

"......"

Geo Sangwoong likely blamed himself constantly, unaware that his detachment from martial arts, obsession with food, and gambling were due to a demonic art's influence.

He's outwardly smiling, but inwardly rotting.


"Sangwoong loved martial arts more than anything else. From a young age, he often boasted that he would become the world's greatest martial artist."



Recalling the drunken innkeeper's words, Baek Suryong removed the needles.

"You have a good father. Be filial to him," he whispered.

"......"

Overcoming this wouldn't be easy, but if Geo Sangwoong succeeded, then his spirit would be stronger than ever. 

Mentally, he'll grow strong enough to master the Bandit King's martial arts.

With the emergency treatment done, Baek Suryong exited the clinic.

"He'll wake in a few hours. Tell him to find me when he does," he informed the guards outside.

"Yes, sir."

There was much he wanted to hear from Geo Sangwoong, but first, he had somewhere to go and someone to meet.

I need to talk to the instructor in charge of the Heavenly Martial Festival two years ago.

Returning to the Azure Dragon Academy, he made a beeline for the instructors' offices. Since it was late at night, most of the instructors had left, but the person he sought definitely had a lit office.

There's just no way that workaholic would have gone home yet.

KNOCK, KNOCK.

"I'm busy, come back later," the person inside said coldly, not bothering to check who had arrived.

However, Baek Suryong wasn't deterred. "Excuse me," he said, storming into the office.

Entering, he was greeted by the impressive sight of mountains of paperwork stacked high all over the room. 

Behind them, a stern-looking man buried in work looked up and snapped irritably, "What do you want?"

Baek Suryong smirked at the man's weary face. "I have some questions for you."

"At this hour? We're not exactly close, are we?" Namgung Su said icily, closing the book he was holding with a loud thud to show his annoyance.


Chapter 114: Have I Been Misjudging Him All Along?

It feels desolate.

Baek Suryong couldn't help but notice the barrenness of Namgung Su's office. Although it was mostly buried under mountains of paperwork, the room was bare, with only the most essential furniture, and the chill in the air was more a reflection of the man before him than the lack of heating.

Feeling uncomfortable in the awkward silence, Baek Suryong began, " You have a guest here, at least offer me some tea..."

"I have no tea to offer you. State your business and leave," Namgung Su replied, his voice as icy as the room.

Baek Suryong found it weird that there was no tea in the office, but he didn't press the matter. After all, he was the one asking for a favor.

"Where's Jaegal Soyeong? I thought she worked here. Did she leave early?"

"Stop beating around the bush and get to the point," Namgung Su barked irritably.

Baek Suryong shrugged, deciding to end the small talk and cut to the chase. "Two years ago at the Heavenly Martial Festival, you were the supervisor for the sophomores, right?"

"...I don't know why you're bringing this up now, but yes," Namgung Su replied drowsily, massaging his temples.

Baek Suryong studied him for a moment, then asked bluntly, "Do you know what happened to Geo Sangwoong there?"

Namgung Su's hand froze mid-motion, and an uneasy silence settled over the room. Now fully awake, he slowly replied, "...He was broken beyond repair. Is that all you needed to know?"

"A student addicted to gambling and suffering from binge eating disorder is just 'broken' to you?" Baek Suryong said in a low voice, eyebrows twitching.

Namgung Su smiled bitterly. "You don't get it. It's not uncommon for our students to lose their morale after witnessing the overwhelming prowess of their Heavenly Martial Academy peers."

"Not uncommon?" Baek Suryong stared at Namgung Su with a mix of disbelief and dawning realization. Until now, I'd always thought of the Heavenly Martial Festival as a fun and friendly competition for orthodox prodigies, but was it actually far more brutal than I imagined?

"What exactly happened back then?" he pressed.

Namgung Su stiffened. "Why should I tell you? You're being a nuisance, so go away," he said curtly, pointing at the door.

However, Baek Suryong remained unfazed, folding his arms stubbornly. "I'll leave once you tell me what I want to know."

"...How arrogant. What makes you think you can act like this?" Namgung Su roared, releasing his aura and focusing his killing intent on Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong immediately felt the cold touch of a blade against his neck, but he merely smirked and glanced around the office, whistling softly, "Whew! If we start a fight here, all these documents will fly everywhere."

"......"

"You know, cleaning that mess up will take longer than just telling me what happened."

"...Sigh. Just where on earth did someone like you come from?" Namgung Su sighed, resigned. 

Closing his eyes in recollection, he conceded, "All right, I'll tell you what I know. Two years ago, Geo Sangwoong was an excellent student who was passionate about martial arts, proactive, and a capable leader. He was so highly regarded that he and Bang Baekhyun were known as the Azure Dragon Duo, but… even back then, he was a troublemaker, though in a different sense compared to how he is now."

Namgung Su paused for a moment, brows slightly furrowed as he considered how to phrase his next words. Then, taking a deep breath, he continued, "During the Heavenly Martial Festival, interactions between students from different academies are forbidden outside of designated times to prevent unnecessary conflicts. However..."

"There are always those who sneak out," Baek Suryong interjected.

Namgung Su nodded. Baek Suryong was right. The Geo Sangwoong of two years ago was energetic, curious, and bold, with little self-discipline.

"Most of the students who snuck out were juniors or seniors. Geo Sangwoong was the only sophomore. However, on that day, those who slipped out... got into a fight with Heavenly Martial Academy students."

The Heavenly Martial Academy... Baek Suryong bit his lip. The chances that the person who used the Soul Reaping Demonic Art on Geo Sangwoong was from the Heavenly Martial Academy had increased.

"So? They had a brawl, and Geo Sangwoong got badly beaten?" he pressed.

"No. On the contrary, it seemed that he looked fine on the outside, except for his vacant expression."

"Your choice of words is very unusual. Were you not present at the scene?"

Namgung Su nodded. "Although I was the sophomore supervisor, I had to attend a family meeting that day, so I asked another teacher to oversee them temporarily."

"Who?"

"Don't bother looking for him. He won't answer your questions, and he was reportedly out drinking that night," Namgung Su said, not bothering to hide his contempt.

"......"

"Later, I asked Geo Sangwoong what had happened, but he refused to answer me. He just kept apologizing with a blank face. That's all I know."

"Do you regret not being there?" Baek Suryong asked abruptly.

"......" Namgung Su didn't answer, but under the flickering lamplight, his face looked haggard and despondent.

Still, Baek Suryong couldn't completely trust him. After all, it was Namgung Su who tried to enroll Cho Maksaeng, a victim of Soul Alteration raised in an orphanage sponsored by the Namgung Clan, into the Azure Dragon Academy.

If the Namgung Clan is connected to the Blood Cult, then Namgung Su might be part of it too. Although my gut feeling tells me that he isn't lying, you never really know with people.

Baek Suryong scrutinized Namgung Su's speech, actions, and expressions closely, and Namgung Su stared intently back at him. This was the first time they were having such an open exchange, and each of them was trying to understand the other.

In the end, Namgung Su broke the silence, saying, "Let me give you some advice. Don't waste your time on failures. It's more efficient to teach students with potential."

"Failures…?"

"Like Geo Sangwoong."

BOOM!

This time, it was Baek Suryong who lost control of his temper and released his aura.

Feeling the prickling sensation on his skin, Namgung Su smirked. "Aren't you quite attached to those problem students in the Remedial Class?"

"......"

"I've heard you're trying to reform them, but it's a waste of time and effort. You should instead focus on more promising students like Dokgo Jun or Bang Baekhyun."

"Wanna bet?" Grinning wickedly, Baek Suryong unfastened his sword, Moon Shadow, and placed it on Namgung Su's desk. "I'll make those Remedial Class kids the stars of this year's Heavenly Martial Festival. I'll even wager my sword on it. What about you?"

"...You really don't know your place."

The two men locked eyes and began to stare each other down. Though no swords were drawn, the tension in the air felt almost tangible.

Several minutes passed.

"…Forget it. Talking to you is a waste of time," Namgung Su groaned.

It was a clear dismissal, and having gotten what he came for, Baek Suryong stood up without hesitation. Before he could leave, however, Namgung Su called out to him.

"Wait. Since I answered your questions, I want you to answer one of mine."

Baek Suryong turned around. "Go ahead." 

"Why did you choose Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts? It's a meaningless class."

For days, Namgung Su had been baffled by Baek Suryong's decision. All of his classes were popular, but for some unknown reason, Baek Suryong had chosen the least important one as a prize for winning a bet.

To his surprise, Baek Suryong's answer was simple. 

"I wanted a class where I could teach various things, not just swordsmanship or external arts, and a general class suited that better."

Namgung Su scowled. "Teaching even one thing properly is hard enough."

"Maybe that's true for you, but it's no problem for me."

"...Hah!" Stunned speechless, Namgung Su couldn't think of an immediate retort, so he muttered under his breath, "You're truly insufferable."

"Don't you get that a lot yourself?"

"......" Namgung Su fell silent. It wasn't as if he wasn't aware what others often called him behind his back—a workaholic, a perfectionist, cold-hearted, insufferable. He had always chalked it up to petty jealousy, but now he understood what it felt like to be on the other side.

It was both unpleasant and absurd.

"Haha…" He couldn't help but chuckle. Damn it, talking to Baek Suryong always throws me off my game.

"Fine, that's all I wanted to ask you. You can go now."

"Hey… about that notebook."

Suddenly, Baek Suryong's gaze shifted to the notebook Namgung Su was holding, titled "Comprehensive Evaluations of Students' Behavioral Characteristics". He had only caught a brief glimpse of its contents, but that was enough for him to conclude that the thick, heavy book was overflowing with notes on each student's martial arts skills, habits, and teaching guidelines. Most importantly, Namgung Su's ink-stained hands showed how diligently he had worked on it.

"Did you write all that yourself?"

"Of course. I only teach based on my personal evaluations of the students."

"You're quite dedicated."

"…Do you think you're the only instructor aiming for results at the Heavenly Martial Festival?"

Baek Suryong stared greedily at the thick notebook, hastily making up an excuse to look through it. "It seems unfinished. Want my help? I have a very good eye for people."

Namgung Su scoffed, hugging his notebook protectively. "You can't fool me. You just want to see this, but that's not happening. Come back when you're qualified."

"And what do I need to do to be qualified?"

Namgung Su grinned mischievously, a face he had never shown any other instructor before. "Become a Star Instructor," he replied.

"Oho?"

Within the span of this short nighttime conversation, both men had learned a lot more about each other.

"However, if you lose to someone like Pung Jinho, you can forget about ever becoming a Star Instructor," Namgung Su added, his grin vanishing as quickly as it had appeared.

"Don't count on that." Baek Suryong chuckled, turning to leave.

However, as he opened the door, Namgung Su sent him a telepathic message.

[One more thing. The instructor who took my place that day...was Pung Jinho.]

"Why didn't you just say that out loud?"

[...Sigh, I seriously can't stand you.]

Leaving the office, Baek Suryong strolled across the Azure Dragon Academy grounds. As he walked, he reflected on his conversation with Namgung Su. 

At first, I saw Namgung Su as an obstacle to becoming a Star Instructor, but...

"Have I been misjudging him all along? I guess I'll keep observing him for now…"

Eyes shining with renewed interest, Baek Suryong brushed back his wind-swept hair and headed home.


Chapter 115: Thank You!

"Ugh..." Geo Sangwoong groaned, struggling to open his eyes. His body felt like it was made of lead, his head pounded like he had a monstrous hangover, and his throat burned with thirst.

"Water..." he croaked, his voice rough and broken. 

"Yawwwn. You're awake?" a sleepy voice replied.

Ya Suhyeok, who had been dozing against the wall, crawled to his feet and approached Geo Sangwoong, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. Lifting him to a sitting position, he handed him a kettle and said, "Drink this."

Geo Sangwoong gulped down half of the water in one go, then wiped his lips with the back of his hand. Now more alert, he asked Ya Suhyeok, "Why are you here?"

"Why else? I agreed to be your servant for three days, remember? Today's the last day."

"Hahaha!" Geo Sangwoong laughed at the curt answer. "You're really stubborn. All this over a bet."

"Shut up. If it weren't for the bet, I'd have beaten you up by now."

"Why so embarrassed? Haha!"

Ya Suhyeok frowned, visibly annoyed. "When you're feeling better, go back to the White Dragon Manor," he said gruffly.

"No. I won't go back there."

Ya Suhyeok sighed and folded his heavily muscled, well-tanned arms. "You have to. Master instructed me to take you there as soon as you woke up."

"I don't want to. I'm scared of learning martial arts."

"...What?" Ya Suhyeok gasped, bewildered.

Geo Sangwoong chuckled. I've never openly admitted this to anyone before, but somehow I feel like I can say it to this junior. Maybe it's because Ya Suhyeok reminds me of my younger self, or maybe it's because I've already shown this kid my ugliest side.

With a devil-may-care attitude, Geo Sangwoong recounted his tale, "Back when I was a sophomore, I was fearless, wild, and rebellious, firmly believing that I would become the world's best pugilist.[1] The Heavenly Martial Festival? Hah. To me, it was nothing more than the perfect opportunity to show off my skills in front of others."

"......" Ya Suhyeok fell silent. Although Geo Sangwoong appeared to be cheerful and laughing, his voice rang oddly hollow.

"Since we arrived at the inn before the tournament started and were bored, we snuck out that night and prowled the dazzling streets of Hubei, eating, drinking, and causing a ruckus. Then...we picked a fight with students from the Heavenly Martial Academy."

Geo Sangwoong stretched slowly, loosening his stiff muscles from days of being in a coma. With a wry smile, he continued, "Well, to cut a long story short, we lost. There were ten of us and only two of them, but we were the ones who were wiped out."


"I guess pigs have a lot of endurance, huh."

"Hey, I heard you want to be the world's best pugilist?"

"With pathetic martial arts like that?"



Geo Sangwoong recalled the taunts from that night and laughed bitterly. As the person with the sturdiest build, he had resisted the longest but also suffered the most.

"Those two were on a different level. It was the first time since I learned martial arts that I felt the real fear of dying in a fight," he sighed despondently.

Since that night, I had nightmares every day, so I tried to drown my fear in gambling and indulgence. Still, something feels weird? How can I talk about it so casually now when I could never bring myself to mention it before?

It was thanks to Baek Suryong removing the fear-inducing demonic qi from the Soul Reaping Demonic Art from his body, but Geo Sangwoong was unaware of that. 

Feeling an inexplicable mix of emptiness and relief, Geo Sangwoong explained, "...Anyway, that's why I decided to stop practicing martial arts. Every time I trained, the fear from that time would resurface."

Geo Sangwoong looked at his thick hands. He had tried to train on his own, gritting his teeth, but each time he ended up having seizures, causing him to sink deeper and deeper into despair. Only recently, after he had completely given up martial arts, had the seizures become less frequent.

"It's been a while, but training again made me realize it. I just can't do it. Yesterday's damn incident...it'll just keep happening. Over and over again."

"......" Still, Ya Suhyeok remained silent, his sunburnt bronze face devoid of all emotion.

The awkward atmosphere made Geo Sangwoong laugh heartily. "Hahaha! Go ahead, laugh at me for being a coward. I deserve it. All I did was take a few hits and I'm scared out of my mind..."

"Senior," Ya Suhyeok interrupted bluntly. Rubbing his chin to organize his thoughts, he said with unusual seriousness, "I grew up in the mountains, so I'm not good with fancy words. Most of what my hyungs taught me were swear words or coarse language... So much so that when I decided to go to school, they told me to keep my mouth shut as much as possible and hide my uncultured ways."

Indeed, Ya Suhyeok was taciturn, blunt, tough and competitive, with a hot temper that only flared up against stronger opponents.

"...So even if you don't understand what I'm saying, could you just keep listening to the end?"

"Sure," Geo Sangwoong said with a generous smile and a nod. 

"My father was eaten by a tiger right in front of me."

"...!!" Geo Sangwoong froze, struck speechless by the sudden revelation.

Ya Suhyeok switched from rubbing his chin to scratching his head. "It happened when I was seven years old. The tiger was huge, the kind that people worship as mountain spirits. Sometimes, those monsters come down from the mountains and eat people... and it just so happened that my father, a woodcutter, got the short end of the stick that day."

"Why are you telling me this..."

"Let me finish my story."

"......"

"After the tiger ate my father, it took one look at me and walked away. Its mouth was smeared with blood and it looked satiated. Since my mother died giving birth to me, I was then orphaned, but thankfully, my hyungs, who lived in the mountains, took me in."

"......"

"After that day, even the sound of a tiger roaring made me wet myself. Every night, my crying and screaming would wake up my hyungs, haha," Ya Suhyeok chuckled, but his eyes were filled with turmoil as he looked fixedly at Geo Sangwoong.

"Do you know how I overcame my fear of that tiger?" he asked. 

Before Geo Sangwoong could answer though, he beamed proudly, showing his white teeth, and said, "I killed that tiger with my own hands last year."

"...That's incredible. Truly," Geo Sangwoong couldn't help but mutter.

"However, I didn't do it alone. My hyungs helped me a lot. They taught me how to fight, took me on tiger and bear hunts, and soothed my fears with old stories. In the end, they brought me up to be strong enough to kill that tiger myself."

Ya Suhyeok suddenly removed his shirt, revealing a deep, jagged scar from a beast's claw on his heavily muscled chest.

"This scar is from the day I killed the tiger. It's my badge of honor. Though, I did almost die because my stupid hyungs poured all kinds of strong alcohol and suspicious medicine on it..." Ya Suhyeok laughed heartily.

"……" Geo Sangwoong, watching him, remained silent.

"Anyway, I have no intention of laughing at you. Honestly, I still sometimes dream of that tiger eating my father."

"...What do you do when it appears in your dreams?"

Ya Suhyeok grinned broadly. "What do you think? I tear it apart every time."

"Ahahaha!" Geo Sangwoong burst into laughter.

Ya Suhyeok held out his hand, saying, "If I did it, then so can you. Now, let's go."

"What? This is ridiculous..."

Grabbing Geo Sangwoong's hand, Ya Suhyeok helped the startled older boy up. "Stop talking and follow me. The teacher will handle the rest."

"You mean Baek Suryong?"

"Who else?" Ya Suhyeok looked at Geo Sangwoong as if it was obvious. "That man, he kind of reminds me of my hyungs. He's not like those stuffy orthodox sect pussies, he's tough and straightforward. Honestly, if he weren't such a pretty boy, he wouldn't be out of place in the industry at all."

"…Stuffy orthodox sect pussies? And what industry at you talking about?"

"Um... don't mind the little details." Avoiding Geo Sangwoong's eyes, Ya Suhyeok kicked the clinic door open and dragged Geo Sangwoong outside. 

Stumbling, Geo Sangwoong squirmed and shouted, "Hey! Wait a minute... Guards! Guards! Somone help me!"

Unfortunately, his body was still too weak to fight Ya Suhyeok, and the guards, who had been warned by the boss not to listen to his pleas, avoided his gaze. 

Finally, Geo Sangwoong resigned himself to his fate. "...You big brute," he groaned.

"If I'm a big brute, then you're a fatass. Lose some weight. Wait, how much do you weigh anyway?"

The two young men bickered as they made their way to the White Dragon Manor. Their large figures attracted attention, but neither of them cared. They had not known each other long, but after fighting, they had become much closer. Such was the way of men in the murim.

"...That's enough, let me go. I can walk on my own now," Geo Sangwoong said feeling oddly at ease. 

This is strange. Why do I feel so calm? 

Even though Geo Sangwoong knew that he would probably have another seizure if he trained, he felt inexplicably relaxed. He looked at Ya Suhyeok's sunburned face, both admiring and respecting he younger boy for killing the tiger that ate his father.

Maybe… I should try again. 

He had never asked for help with his fears, always thinking that he had to overcome them alone, but Ya Suhyeok showed him that fears could be overcome with the help of others.

"…Just one more time," he said to himself, clenching his fists as he looked at the White Dragon Manor's plaque in the distance. 

When he finally met Baek Suryong, however, he was greeted by shocking news.

"Your qi deviation has been treated. You won't have any more seizures during martial arts training," Baek Suryong said.

"...Qi deviation?" Geo Sangwoong asked, thoroughly confused.

"Experiencing abnormal levels of mental distress during martial arts training is also a symptom of qi deviation," Baek Suryong calmly bluffed. He'd tried to sound as confident as possible, but even he felt that his explanation was rather far-fetched. Regardless, it was the best he could come up with at the moment.

Revealing that a Heavenly Martial Academy student is practicing demonic arts would cause chaos in the Murim Alliance, so I can't tell him that he was brainwashed by a demonic art. Most importantly, the Blood Cult would immediately go into hiding, and I won't be able to find them.

Well, I wasn't completely wrong though. Two years of nightmares from the Soul Reaping Demonic Art have led to accumulated fear and despair, which probably would have developed into actual qi deviation and driven Geo Sangwoong mad if it hadn't been cured.

Baek Suryong added, "The blue bruise on your chest that looks like a Mongolian spot should have disappeared. That's the proof that your qi deviation has been cured."

"!!" Geo Sangwoong hurriedly opened his shirt to confirm that the bruise was gone. "Many physicians examined me, but none said it was qi deviation..." he mumbled in disbelief.

Of course not, they couldn't even detect the demonic qi, Baek Suryong thought. The demonic qi from the Soul Reaping Demonic Art blended naturally with the victim's inner qi, making it hard for even famous physicians to detect. 

Baek Suryong smiled. "I'm a professional in treating qi deviation, so don't worry, you won't have any more seizures during training."

Geo Sangwoong gasped, almost in rapture, "How could it be treated so easily? I can't believe it..."

"Trust me, you'll believe it when you start training," Baek Suryong replied, handing him a stack of class registration papers. 

Still, Geo Sangwoong just stared at them blankly for a while.

"Are you still uninterested in martial arts?"

"......"

Geo Sangwoong looked back at Ya Suhyeok, who was standing in front of him with folded arms. When their eyes met, Ya Suhyeok nodded. Geo Sangwoong turned back to Baek Suryong.

Finding courage wasn't as hard as he thought.

"No, I want to learn. Please teach me."

Grinning, Baek Suryong nodded. "Okay, brace yourself. I won't go easy on you."

"Yes, teacher!"

That night, Geo Sangwoong received one-on-one training from Baek Suryong. Even after exhausting himself, he did not have any seizures for hours, nor the next day, nor the day after that. 

Just like that, Geo Sangwoong was convinced that his qi deviation had been completely cured.

"Mr. Baek..." he sobbed, tears streaming down his noticeably slimmer face. "Thank you! Thank you so much. I've rediscovered the joy of martial arts training."

Seeing the sweat and tear-soaked Geo Sangwoong, Baek Suryong smiled warmly. "You're two years behind, so you'll have to work harder. Also, you need lose more weight."

"Yes!"

Baek Suryong looked proudly at the enthusiastic Geo Sangwoong. "So, how did you get into gambling and binge eating?" he asked casually.

Geo Sangwoong hesitated for a moment, then replied, "I needed something to distract me since I couldn't practice martial arts..."

Baek Suryong smiled gently, "Don't worry, I'm not scolding you, I'm just curious. There must have been a reason. Like someone taking you to a gambling den..."

"Well, actually, a senior I know..."

"A senior?"

Baek Suryong's eyes narrowed instantly.



Footnotes:

[1] Pugilist: Master of hand-to-hand combat. Because it sounds better than boxer (too modern) or brawler.
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The next day, a guest arrived at White Dragon Manor.

"Sangwoong!"

Geo Sangwoong, who was immersed in his martial arts practice, looked up at the mention of his name. When he saw the visitor, his face lit up as he exclaimed, "Senior Yang! You're here?"

At the sight of Geo Sangwoong's expression, which was the brightest he'd seen in years, Yang Jin, whom Geo Sangwoong usually addressed as Senior Yang, flinched and took a step back, bewildered.

"I heard you had a seizure at the inn... Are you okay?" Yang Jin asked hesitantly.

Patting his slightly smaller paunch, Geo Sangwoong burst out laughing, "Hahaha! That was a few days ago. I'm fine now. You needn't have bothered coming all this way to see me."

"...How could I not? I came running as soon as your father told me what happened to you. Here, take this," Yang Jin handed over a get-well gift, smiling awkwardly.

It was a snack that Geo Sangwoong usually enjoyed. This time, however, Geo Sangwoong didn't even look at it. "Never mind. Come in. I'll show you to the lounge." He said, beckoning Yang Jin to follow him.

"Huh? Oh, okay."

Shortly after, they sat facing each other in the lounge.

Still dumbstruck, Yang Jin stared closely at Geo Sangwoong. The young man's once flabby cheeks were now a bit slimmer, and he wore a well-fitted black martial arts uniform instead of his usual baggy clothes. Most notably, his demeanor had changed. The person who always wore a fake, sly smile was now genuinely happy and talkative.

This guy... how has he changed so much in only a few days? he wondered.

Sensing Yang Jin's discomfort, Geo Sangwoong started the conversation, asking, "How have you been, Senior Yang? Still hooked on gambling?"

"...Yeah, I guess so," Yang Jin replied sheepishly, catching a glimpse of his own reflection in a mirror. Compared to the vibrant and dapper Geo Sangwoong before him, his scruffy goatee and hunched shoulders made him look shabby.

Damn it... Yang Jin gritted his teeth inwardly, upset that for a brief moment, he seriously felt that he was inferior to Geo Sangwoong. However, he didn't show it, instead pretending to be concerned.

"I saw you training earlier. Are you sure that's okay? You might have another seizure..."

"I'm fully recovered."

"...What?"

"Hahaha! I said I'm fully recovered!"

Yang Jin's face turned pale, as if he had seen a ghost. Although he'd graduated now, two years ago, he was one of the students who had snuck out with Geo Sangwoong and gotten thrashed by the Heavenly Martial Academy.

"What do you mean, fully recovered? You don't have nightmares anymore?" he pressed.

"Yup. Not only do I no longer have nightmares, I also don't feel the urge to binge eat or gamble anymore."

"How...?" Yang Jin's jaw dropped. No, this can't be happening!

Geo Sangwoong smiled warmly. "It's all thanks to Master Baek Suryong."

"Who?" Yang Jin blabbed involuntarily. He wasn't asking about Baek Suryong because he didn't know of him, he just hadn't expected that person to be mentioned out of the blue.

Baek Suryong cured Geo Sangwoong's seizures? That's impossible!

Baek Suryong was the most talked about person in the city lately, and even the organization Yang Jin belonged to had discussed whether there was a need to eliminate him several times...

"I heard we have a guest?" someone suddenly asked.

Both men immediately turned toward the lounge door. The voice had come from outside.

Geo Sangwoong quickly stood up and opened the door. "Please come in, Mr. Baek," he greeted.

Standing at the doorway, Baek Suryong peeked into the lounge and met Yang Jin's gaze briefly before entering. Turning back to Geo Sangwoong, he asked, "Is he a friend of yours?"

"Yes! He is an alumnus of the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Is that so?"

Following Geo Sangwoong's lead, Yang Jin stood up and clasped his hands in greeting. "Hello, Mr. Baek. My name is Yang Jin. I've heard a lot about you from Sangwoong."

"......" Baek Suryong looked at Yang Jin for a moment, then smiled faintly. 

Suddenly, Yang Jin felt completely exposed. He swallowed dryly, trying his best not to crumble beneath the pressure of Baek Suryong's gaze.

"Feel free to stay and relax. You're also welcome to join us for dinner," Baek Suryong said casually.

"...Thank you, but I have to leave soon. I have another appointment..."

"What appointment? You're always at the gambling den," Geo Sangwoong interjected.

"…I really have something urgent to do today," Yang Jin replied anxiously, feeling cold sweat running down his back.

Baek Suryong chuckled and patted him on the shoulder. "My apologies, I seem to have interrupted your get-together. Go ahead and enjoy your time together."

"Yes, thank you."

Baek Suryong turned and walked away. 

Even after he left, the two continued to chat about various things, but Yang Jin no longer heard what Geo Sangwoong was saying.

"...I should get going," he said absentmindedly.

"So soon? At least stay for dinner."

"I really am pressed for time," Yang Jin insisted, standing up to leave.

Geo Sangwoong looked at him with disappointment. "Well, if you must... Anyway, I'll be staying here for a while, so visit me whenever you can."

"...What about the gambling den?"

"I won't be going there anymore."

Yang Jin's expression hardened. 

Seeing this, Geo Sangwoong smiled bitterly. "Senior, it's thanks to Mr. Baek that I am able to practice martial arts again. It feels like I'm finally alive again. According to Mr. Baek... I've been suffering from qi deviation all this time."

What nonsense! You never had qi deviation! Yang Jin wanted to shout, but he knew better. 

Seeing Yang Jin's obvious panic, Geo Sangwoong looked at him worriedly. "Senior, are you still having nightmares? If necessary, you should get yourself examined by Mr. Baek. I can set up a time for you."

"No, no, I'm fine. My symptoms aren't as severe as yours. I've forgotten all about what happened back then," Yang Jin replied, shaking his head vigorously.

Two years ago, both he and Geo Sangwoong had been victims of the same incident at the Heavenly Martial Academy. However, their paths diverged drastically afterward. 

While Geo Sangwoong struggled to overcome the trauma, Yang Jin quickly accepted his fate. That's why, when the organization extended a hand, he didn't hesitate. He felt no guilt when they gave him orders.


"Ruin Geo Sangwoong. Gambling, drinking, whatever it takes. Break his spirit."



The plan had been proceeding smoothly until now...

"Senior?"

Geo Sangwoong's voice brought Yang Jin back to reality.

"...I really have to go. Let's meet again soon."

Having said that, Yang Jin hurriedly left the White Dragon Manor, biting his lip in distress.

This is going horribly wrong. Geo Sangwoong has been cured!

Yang Jin shivered nervously as he made his way to his regular gambling den. However, he wasn't going there to gamble. He had to report to his organization, the Blood Cult, at once.

A short while later, Baek Suryong quietly appeared where Yang Jin had stood.

"So, it was him."

A cold smile formed on Baek Suryong's lips.
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A short, stout man frowned. "Geo Sangwoong is practicing martial arts again? Is that true?" he asked.

The man's tone was polite, yet Yang Jin, kneeling before him, trembled like prey before a predator. To most, this man was merely the owner of the shabby inn that transformed into a gambling den at night. However, he had another, more sinister identity—he was the captain of the Ghost Blood Unit, one of the Blood Cult's scouting squads.

Most importantly, he was the Smiling Grim Reaper, a mass murderer renowned for always killing people with a joyful smile on his face.

Yang Jin stammered, "Y-Yes, it definitely seems that Geo Sangwoong has overcome his fears. He looked healthy and even refused the food I brought."

"That's odd. This doesn't make any sense," the Smiling Grim Reaper muttered. "As far as I know, Geo Sangwoong's condition isn't curable."

"I was under the same impression," another man sitting opposite the Smiling Grim Reaper agreed.

Unlike Yang Jin, who only had a rough idea, these two knew exactly what Geo Sangwoong had been subjected to.

Those affected by the Soul Reaping Demonic Art ultimately lose their sanity. It's just a matter of when, not if. Geo Sangwoong had lasted longer than expected...but he was supposed to become a complete wreck within a year or two.

The plan was to turn Geo Sangwoong into a puppet after his mind broke down, allowing the Blood Cult to take over the Golden Dragon Trading Company. 

"Haha… Didn't you say the plan was going smoothly until recently?"

The idea that years of meticulous planning could be ruined in just a few days brought a smile to the Smiling Reaper's lips. True to his nickname, the more his bloodlust grew, the wider his smile became, and once it did, he wouldn't stop killing until he was drenched in blood.

Terrified, Yang Jin repeatedly banged his head on the floor, begging for mercy. "I'm sorry! I really am! Please spare my life!"

"Apology accepted. Now, tell me everything in detail."

Trembling, Yang Jin reported what he had seen. "Baek Suryong, an instructor at Azure Dragon Academy, is responsible for all of this! Earlier, I found Geo Sangwoong practicing martial arts at his place, and the boy told me that Baek Suryong cured his qi deviation..."

"...Baek Suryong. That name has been coming up often lately. Haven't I already warned you before that he's no ordinary man?" the man opposite the Smiling Grim Reaper remarked, sipping his tea.

"......" The Smiling Grim Reaper fell silent, deep in thought. Baek Suryong, a new instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, had been causing quite a stir. While his name hadn't reached the Blood Cult's main headquarters yet, the Nanchang branch at least was beginning to take notice of him.

The Smiling Grim Reaper looked at the cunning man across from him.

I intended to stay out of this, but if Baek Suryong is involved with Geo Sangwoong, the situation changes.

Geo Sangwoong, or rather the Golden Dragon Trading Company, was a crucial target for the Blood Cult's grand plan. They had spent two years breaking down Geo Sangwoong's spirit and recruiting those around him. The plan was to have Geo Sangwoong become the legitimate heir of the Golden Dragon Trading Company, then eliminate the current master and use Geo Sangwoong as a puppet.

But now a new instructor shows up and ruins everything? Unacceptable.

The Smiling Grim Reaper made his decision. "If Baek Suryong becomes an obstacle to our Cult's activities...we must eliminate him soon," he declared.

"Wise choice, Captain. Let me pour you a drink," the man said, filling the Smiling Reaper's glass with a fine, aromatic wine that felt out of place in the shabby inn. Then, after taking another sip from his cup, he continued, "Captain, may I make one request?"

"Speak."

The man, Pung Jinho, emptied his glass in one gulp and smiled wickedly, his eyes glinting like a snake's. "Please allow me to ruin Baek Suryong before you kill him. No... please allow me to kill him personally as well."
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"Well then, until we meet again." Pung Jinho rose from his seat, hands clasped in a farewell gesture, before turning to leave the inn.

The Smiling Grim Reaper watched him go, his thoughts churning as he studied Pung Jinho's retreating figure.

What a blood-sucking bat...

The Smiling Grim Reaper had never fully trusted Pung Jinho. The man was like a shadow, changing sides as it suited him, his loyalties rooted only in self-interest. Their alliance was born of necessity, not mutual respect.

When Pung Jinho was finally out of earshot, the Smiling Grim Reaper sighed, "It's too bad we need his cooperation to take control of the Azure Dragon Academy..."

The Blood Cult had a vested interest in the murim's Five Great Academies, and Pung Jinho was their chosen spy in the Azure Dragon Academy. He wasn't of noble birth, but he held a respectable position, and more importantly, he was a man driven by greed.

"…But at least he's someone we can dispose of without much consequence after we're done."

A soft chuckle escaped the Smiling Grim Reaper's lips. He turned his gaze to Yang Jin, who still lay flat on the floor.

"Yang Jin."

At the mention of his name, Yang Jin lifted his head slightly, but when he met his superior's eyes, he quickly pressed his forehead back to the ground, stammering, "Y-Yes, sir?"

"Our plan cannot be derailed. The Golden Dragon Trading Company controls the economic lifeline of the Jiangxi region. In order to realize our Cult's grand vision, we absolutely must seize it."

For two years, they had meticulously groomed Geo Sangwoong, the son of the Golden Dragon Chairman. Every step of their plan had been carefully calculated, from orchestrating Geo Sangwoong's escape from his lodgings at the Heavenly Martial Festival to luring him into the clutches of the Blood Dragon, their foremost expert in the Soul Reaping Demonic Art.

Now that I think of it, that was the moment we first joined hands with Pung Jinho.

In the second phase of their plan, Geo Sangwoong would return home to recuperate, only to succumb to the dark influence of the Soul Reaping Demonic Art, drowning in the clutches of gambling, gluttony and despair.

All we had to do was make sure he quickly took over the family business after graduation...

Once Geo Sangwoong was confirmed as the successor of the Golden Dragon Trading Company, they would arrange for the Golden Dragon Chairman to die under mysterious circumstances. At that time, the Blood Dragon, who had injected Geo Sangwoong with demonic qi, would reappear and brainwash him into obedience. Just like that, the Golden Dragon Trading Company would fall into the hands of the Blood Cult.

Everything was going perfectly... until Baek Suryong showed up.

Turning toward his men, he commanded, "Gather all the information you can on Baek Suryong."

"Yes, sir!" the Ghost Blood Unit warriors acknowledged, before fading into the shadows and disappearing as if they had never been there.

"Hmm…?" Suddenly, the Smiling Grim Reaper sensed a presence above him. 

"Who's there?" he shouted, even as he moved with lightning speed, flinging his chopsticks at the ceiling as if they were deadly projectiles.

THUNK!

The chopsticks pierced through the wooden ceiling boards, and blood began to drip down, accompanied by a faint squeal.

"…Hmph, so it was just a rat."

A subordinate soon retrieved and handed him the rat's lifeless body, causing the Smiling Grim Reaper to shake his head in irritation.

Am I being too sensitive?

It was a tense situation, after all. If something went wrong with their plan to seize the Golden Dragon Trading Company, not even he, the Captain of the Ghost Blood Unit, would escape the wrath of the higher-ups.

I need to revise the plan, and quickly, the Smiling Grim Reaper thought, shuddering at the thought of the punishment that awaited him if he failed.

That very night, however, a bolt from the blue snapped him out of his reverie.

One of his subordinates leaped in through the window and bowed deeply before him, shouting, "Captain!"

The Smiling Grim Reaper scowled. It was early evening, and the underground gambling den was still in operation. If anyone had seen his subordinate coming or going suspiciously, it could spell trouble.

"...I told you not to use martial arts carelessly around here. The Murim Alliance has eyes and ears everywhere."

"I apologize, sir, but I have an urgent report..."

"That's for me to decide. Now, speak," the Smiling Grim Reaper interjected, though in his mind, he was already devising punishments for the man should the report turn out to be insignificant.

"The Golden Dragon Chairman has collapsed."

"...!!"

"It happened three hours ago. The news was kept top secret, so even our spies inside the Golden Dragon Manor only just learned of it."

"What was the cause?"

"I don't know. The physician said that his life may be in danger... so the Golden Dragon Manor's executives have all been summoned."

Unable to restrain himself any longer, the Smiling Grim Reaper sprang to his feet. The Golden Dragon Chairman had collapsed, and the executives had been called in, but Geo Sangwoong was not yet the official successor of the company. If things went awry, their entire plan wouldn't just be disrupted, it would be obliterated.

Grinding his teeth, the Smiling Grim Reaper spat out, "...We don't know what might happen, so close the gambling den for tonight. Also, tell the Ghost Blood Unit to come back and remain on standby."

"Yes, sir!"
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A heavy, melancholic air settled over the Golden Dragon Manor, wrapping it in an aura of solemnity. Geo Sangwoong, having rushed over from his training, nearly broke down the door as he barged into the chairman's bedroom.

"Father!" he cried out.

The room was already filled with dozens of family members and senior executives from the Golden Dragon Trading Company. At the far end of the room, the Chairman lay unconscious on his bed, his face pale as death.

Geo Sangwoong hurried to his father's side, his face a mixture of fear and desperation. "Father! I'm here! What happened to you all of a sudden...?"

The physician, who was carefully placing acupuncture needles in the Chairman's body, spoke in a grave tone, "It seems he's been under significant emotional strain recently. His breathing is unstable, and there's a buildup of impure qi in his body."

"He'll wake up soon, right? He has to."

The Golden Dragon Trading Company was rich enough to afford every miracle medicine in the world. Unfortunately, money couldn't solve everything, otherwise Geo Sangwoong wouldn't have wasted away for so long.

The physician shook his head, his voice heavy with regret. "It may be... difficult for him to wake up again."

Geo Sangwoong crumpled to the ground, his senses numbed by the shock. After a moment, he mumbled dazedly, "It's my fault. It's all my fault. I've caused Father so much pain over the years... ugh..."

Teardrops as large as chicken droppings rolled down the Geo Sangwoong's face, whose massive frame belied his vulnerable state. Laying down beside his father, the young man sobbed uncontrollably.

Many in the room sighed at the sight, still reeling from the fact that Geo Ilsan, the chairman of the Golden Dragon Trading Company—one of the ten largest trading companies in the world—and the richest man in Nanchang, had fallen unconscious. His absence, or worse, his death, would devastate the city's economy.

"You know, if the Director dies, who will inherit the company?"

"It should be his son, right?"

"Geo Sangwoong? That good-for-nothing bum who hasn't accomplished anything in years?"

As whispers filled the room, eyes shifted from the weeping Geo Sangwoong to the middle-aged man standing behind him, Geo Ilsan's only brother, Geo Yisan.

"If this is about ability, shouldn't Master Geo Yisan be the one to take over the company?"

"That seems likely..."

"The Director didn't name an heir before he collapsed, did he?"

Already, many were speculating about the future of the Golden Dragon Trading Company. To them, the death of Golden Dragon's chairman was less important than the fate of their own businesses.

"If we want to protect our firms, we have to side with the right person."

"But who should we choose...?"

As the onlookers mulled over these thoughts, Geo Yisan approached Geo Sangwoong. 

"Sangwoong."

"U-Uncle..."

"Crying won't solve anything. Now more than ever, you need to keep your wits about you."

"Yes..." Geo Sangwoong nodded weakly, his voice drained.

Geo Yisan gently patted his nephew's shoulder to offer him some comfort. "I know it's not easy to pull yourself together after such an incident, so don't worry about the company for now. Leave the management to me and stay by Hyung-nim's side."

"Yes, thank you."

With just a few words, Geo Yisan smoothly took the reins of the Golden Dragon Trading Company, a subtle transition that did not go unnoticed by the company executives.

Soon, news of Geo Yisan's takeover also reached the Smiling Grim Reaper.

"Damn it! Damn it all...!" he cursed, his face a blend of conflicting emotions. His eyebrows furrowed grotesquely, but a warped smile tugged at the corners of his lips, a clear sign that his wrath had reached its breaking point.

"Haha... I can't believe I'm about to hand over everything on a silver platter," he laughed, his hands trembling with rage.

Two years. I spent two whole years planning and meticulously making sure everything went smoothly, yet in just one single day, all my hard work fell to shambles. The Golden Dragon Chairman collapsed without naming his son as his successor, and Geo Sangwoong is too paralyzed with grief to stop his uncle. 

If only I had turned him into a puppet earlier, I could have intervened in this situation, but for that to happen, the Blood Dragon would have to come here in person.

The Blood Dragon who had implanted the demonic energy of the Soul Reaping Demonic Art into Geo Sangwoong was now in his fourth year at Heavenly Martial Academy. Hence, even if the Smiling Grim Reaper contacted him right away, as a student, he couldn't move around easily. By the time he arrived, it would be too late, and Geo Yisan would have already taken full control of the Golden Dragon Trading Company.

I don't have a choice. I'll have to act on my own judgment.

Having made his decision, the Smiling Reaper ordered his subordinates, "Geo Yisan must die before dawn. At three in the morning, I expect everyone in the Ghost Blood Unit to be present here."

"Yes, sir."

Regrettably, this was the Smiling Grim Reaper's biggest blunder of his life.
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That night, after all the visitors had left, the only people left in the chairman's room were the sleeping Golden Dragon Chairman and his brother, Geo Yisan.

"......"

Geo Yisan stood beneath the dim lamplight, his eyes fixed on the pale, bedridden Chairman. Unlike before, his expression was eerily cold as he regarded his only brother.

Suddenly, he extended a hand toward the Golden Dragon Chairman, fingers aiming for a vital acupoint, a sinister smile playing on his lips.

"I'm sorry, but... it's time for you to sleep for good," he cackled, but instead of dealing the fatal blow, he applied pressure just beside it, causing the Golden Dragon Chairman to shudder and awaken abruptly.

"Yaaawn... Ahh, I slept well," the Golden Dragon Chairman muttered as he slowly sat up, stretching and yawning lazily.

After spending a moment taking in his surroundings, he asked, "…Where's Sangwoong?"

"He cried himself to sleep, so I had him carried to his room."

"Carried? He weighs several hundred pounds... Hoho, the poor servants must have had a hard time," the Golden Dragon Chairman chuckled. His complexion was still pale, but his eyes were alert and full of life.

Geo Yisan couldn't help but admire him. "Chairman, your mastery of the Breath Concealment Technique is truly remarkable."

"A businessman often has to play dead, you know," the Golden Dragon Chairman chuckled heartily, locking gazes with his brother—or rather, the man masquerading as his brother.

"Now that it's just the two of us, why don't you take that mask off? It's a little disconcerting."

"Sure."

The man peeled off Geo Yisan's thick mask, revealing Baek Suryong's statuesque features.

The Golden Dragon Chairman smiled. "Hah, my real brother is not what anyone would call ugly, but damn, that face is really..."

With a sigh, the smile was instantly replaced by cold, deadly intent. "Anyway, the ones who tried to ruin my son and steal Golden Dragon Trading Company took the bait, right?"

In reality, the chairman's sudden collapse was all part of a scheme he and Baek Suryong had orchestrated just days earlier. 


"Mr. Geo, may I ask you for a favor?"[1]



At that time, Baek Suryong had asked the chairman for help in setting up a trap to lure out Geo Sangwoong's tormentors, who conveniently happened to also be Blood Cultists. Naturally, the chairman had agreed without a moment's hesitation.

"They'll make their move soon. They'll be aiming for me, thinking I'm Geo Yisan," Baek Suryong whispered.

The real Geo Yisan had been hidden away in a secure location for his safety. In his place, Baek Suryong, disguised as Geo Yisan, would stay in his quarters.

Although they had already agreed on the plan, Baek Suryong felt compelled to stress, "Mr. Geo, it's important that what happens tonight doesn't get out. Please leave everything in my hands, as we agreed."

"Of course. How could I sell out the man who saved my son?"

True to his merchant nature, the Golden Dragon Chairman was a man of clear debts and obligations. Because of this, Baek Suryong felt comfortable sharing at least some of the truth with him.

"Is there anything else you need?"

"Yes, I'd like you to surround my quarters with guards who can keep their mouths shut."

The Chairman nodded in understanding. "I'll find some capable men. Are you planning to strike with them?"

Baek Suryong shook his head, chuckling, "No, I just need them there to keep out innocent bystanders. I'll take care of the rest myself."



Footnotes:

[1] See chapter 113.



Chapter 118: The Blood Cult's Modus Operandi (3)

In the stillness before dawn, the Ghost Blood Unit assembled in the grimy underground gambling den run by the Smiling Grim Reaper. Thirty figures, masked and clad in all-black martial arts uniforms, stood in eerie silence, waiting for their captain to speak.

After a while, the Smiling Grim Reaper appeared, flexing the gloves on his hands, which were adorned with menacing spikes. As the room echoed with the sound of those spikes clicking together, a sly grin spread across his face.

"As you've likely heard, the situation with Golden Dragon Trading Company has escalated. Therefore, I believe it's time we adopt a more... proactive approach."

His smile widened, and a dangerous gleam flickered in his eyes. The thought of tearing through people's lives, of the blood soaking into his gloves, awakened something primal in him.

"Tonight, we kill Geo Yisan, the younger brother of the Golden Dragon Chairman. Of course, a frontal attack is out of the question."

The Golden Dragon Trading Company was one of the ten largest corporations in the jianghu. Its imposing headquarters, the Golden Dragon Hall, was home to scores of in-house trained martial arts experts, as well as many powerful mercenaries. With such immense combat power, a head-on assault would be suicidal even for the Ghost Blood Unit.

"Instead, we'll disguise ourselves as a band of thieves, intent on looting, and split into groups. Some will set fire to the granaries, others will raid the warehouses, all with the goal of drawing attention away from Geo Yisan."

It was a classic diversionary tactic. Even then, infiltrating Geo Yisan's quarters would be no small feat, but with the help of the spies they had planted in the Golden Dragon Hall over the past two years, there was a good chance they could decapitate Geo Yisan amid the chaos.

The Smiling Grim Reaper's eyes glinted coldly. He had already sent word to his superiors via carrier pigeon, requesting for reinforcements. 

First, we create chaos at Golden Dragon Trading Company, buying us time. After that, whether headquarters sends in the Blood Dragon or alters the plan, the next steps are in their hands.

The Smiling Grim Reaper licked the spikes on his gloves, the faint taste of blood as it cut his tongue stoking his bloodlust. 

"...Be careful not to get too carried away with the taste of blood. It's been a while," he told his subordinates wistfully, a reminder not only to them, but also to himself.

The Ghost Blood Unit were demons hungry for slaughter, and often wandered far and wide to satisfy their thirst for carnage. Nevertheless, it had been a long time since they had a mission of this magnitude.

"Yes, sir!" they replied, grinning with the same wicked anticipation as their leader. 

The Smiling Grim Reaper looked at them with satisfaction. They were doing their best to hold back in his presence, but their eyes burned with bloodlust. 

He checked the time and put on his mask, his eyes now glinting with killing intent behind it.

"Let's go," he commanded.

The Ghost Blood Unit slipped out of the gambling den, vanishing into the pre-dawn darkness.
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Clouds obscured the moon, enveloping the city of Nanchang in a cloak of darkness. Moving like a shadow through the night, the Smiling Grim Reaper cast a glance upward and let out a low chuckle. 

The weather favors us tonight, he mused.

He and his forces reached the Golden Dragon Hall a little ahead of schedule, but inside, his spies were already setting the wheels in motion.

"Fire!"

A shrill cry pierced through the silence of the night, followed by the unmistakable roar of flames as they consumed the granary. Lights sprang to life throughout the sprawling estate, mingled with panicked cries, desperate screams, and the hurried footsteps of those rudely awakened from their sleep.

"The granary is on fire!"

"Quick, extinguish it!"

Several people moved to douse the flames, but the fire only raged fiercer, feeding on the chaos as people scrambled in every direction. Then, as if that weren't enough, another scream rang out from the warehouse across the courtyard.

"Thieves!"

"Someone's looting the jewelry warehouse!"

"What kind of madmen would do this?!"

Hiding his presence, the Smiling Reaper watched the unfolding pandemonium from just beyond the wall. Finally, when the opportunity presented itself, he raised a hand and signaled to his men: it's time.

The Ghost Blood Unit leaped into action, vaulting over the wall in perfect synchronization. The ten most skilled in movement arts reached the top in a single bound, securing ropes and lowering them for the others. Within moments, all thirty warriors were inside the compound.

[First team, ignite more fires around the warehouses.]

[Yes, sir!]

[Second team, aid the spies in spreading confusion.]

[Yes, sir!]

Tonight, several members of the Ghost Blood Unit would fall in battle, but surrender was not an option for them. A decade of training had prepared them to take their own lives rather than be captured by their enemies.

[Third team, with me.]

[Yes, sir!]

The Smiling Grim Reaper led the ten most elite warriors straight to Geo Yisan's quarters. His memory of the layout of the estate was impeccable, and he ran at the speed of wind.

We have about five minutes. 

Soon, the authorities would arrive, the flames would be doused, and the chaos would be reined in. The martial artists of Golden Dragon Hall would then hunt them down with a vengeance. 

We must sever Geo Yisan's head and escape before that happens.

A frenzied grin played on the Smiling Grim Reaper's lips. From here on, it was a race against time. His hands itched with anticipation, eager to tear through anyone who dared to stand in his way.

The shadows scaled yet another wall.

[Halt.]

At the Smiling Grim Reaper's signal, the elite unit paused atop the wall.

The formations inside are still active, the Smiling Grim Reaper observed. This was the final obstacle before reaching Geo Yisan's quarters. Experts had embedded multiple layers of illusion formations designed to ensnare intruders, making them wander in endless circles.

However, he had already had accounted for this.

[The formations are down!] A spy reported. He was a former bodyguard of the Golden Dragon Chairman, but because he was mired in debt, they had successfully turned him to their side.

[It's safe to enter,] the spy added, waving at them.

For a moment, a slight tremor in the spy's voice caught the Smiling Grim Reaper's attention, but he quickly dismissed it as nothing more than nerves.

[We're going in.]

He and his men jumped down from the wall. As he expected, the formations were deactivated, and they slipped into Geo Yisan's quarters without spilling a single drop of blood.

Even the heavens are smiling upon us tonight.

However, luck had its limits. 

As the Smiling Grim Reaper entered Geo Yisan's quarters, he felt a prickle of unease. Where are all the guards? The servants? Isn't it too quiet?

In retrospect, everything had gone too smoothly, so much so that even his bloodthirsty subordinates were beginning to look disappointed. 

He stopped dead in his tracks. "Could it be…?" he mumbled to himself, wondering if he had walked into a trap.

Unfortunately for him, it was too late. He and his men were already deep inside the Golden Dragon Hall, within Geo Yisan's quarters.

WHOOSH!

All of a sudden, torches blazed to life all around them. The entire building was bathed in light, and to their surprise and dismay, the Smiling Grim Reaper and his Ghost Blood Unit found themselves surrounded.

"Shit, we've been had," the Smiling Grim Reaper swore, his suspicions now solidified into cold certainty.

Behind him, Golden Dragon warriors stood on the wall he had scaled, crossbows aimed and ready. There was no escape. He turned his attention back to Geo Yisan's quarters, only to see the door creak open and Geo Yisan himself emerge from within.

Only, it wasn't the real Geo Yisan, but Baek Suryong in disguise. Even now, before his cornered enemies, Baek Suryong maintained his cover.

There could be another spy hidden somewhere, and I'd also rather not reveal my true identity to the Golden Dragon warriors.

Despite the Chairman's assurances that he had taken great care in selecting trustworthy men, it was better to err on the side of caution.

The Smiling Grim Reaper ground his teeth, glaring at the man who stood before him. "Geo Yisan… You knew we were coming right from the start?"

Smirking, Baek Suryong replied, "Of course. I also know why you want me dead, what you're plotting against the Golden Dragon Trading Company, and…"

[I know you're with the Blood Cult.]

"!!" Baek Suryong's telepathic message struck the Smiling Grim Reaper like a hammer, causing his eyes to widen in shock. 

"How much do you know?" he asked, his voice quivering with disbelief.

"Everything." Baek Suryong grinned mischievously, though a terrifying killing intent poured out of him with every word he said. "I know what you want, the vile things you've done, and how many innocent lives you're willing to trample on to get it... I know much, much more than you can imagine."

GULP.

The Smiling Grim Reaper swallowed dryly.

"Why do you insist on bothering those who only want to live in peace?" Baek Suryong asked, his tone almost lazy. Though his use of bone contortion to mimic Geo Yisan's bulk affected his speed and agility, he was confident that he could overwhelm the enemies before him.

"What are you talking about…" the Smiling Grim Reaper began, but Baek Suryong cut him off.

"Enough. We both already know how this is going to end. When has your kind ever settled anything with words? The Blood Cult's modus operandi has always been to end things in blood."

"...You know too much," the Smiling Grim Reaper muttered.

Baek Suryong was right though. Blood had always been the be all and end all for the Blood Cult. 

The Smiling Grim Reaper's gaze steeled with cold determination, and he issued a telepathic command to his men, [This one is no ordinary foe. I hereby grant you permission to use demonic arts.]

"Yes, sir!"

In an instant, a sinister, perverse transformation took hold of the ten Ghost Blood Unit elites. Crimson veins bulged grotesquely across their faces, and their inner qi surged and multiplied several times over.

"Grrrr…"

"Rrrgh…"

From behind the ghastly growls, the Smiling Grim Reaper's sinister laugh echoed, "Kill him."

Ten ghouls swooped down on Baek Suryong, threatening to engulf him in a terrifying wave of violence.

""Kraaaah!""

It was a scene straight out of a nightmare, but Baek Suryong merely grimaced in disgust. "You all reek of blood," he complained, activating the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

CRACKLE, CRACKLE…

A sizzling pulse rippled through the air as a massive surge of energy erupted around him. Though his hair remained its usual color thanks to the wig he wore, his eyes glowed a deep, blood-red, and his clothes billowed wildly around him.

"Let's see if anything has changed since the old days," Baek Suryong said with a faint smile, taking a step forward.
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BOOM! CRASH! SMASH!

"Dear heavens..." The real Geo Yisan's face drained of color as he felt the violent clash of energy radiating from his own quarters. Turning anxiously to his elder brother, Geo Ilsan, the Golden Dragon Chairman, he asked, "Hyung-nim, what in the world is going on in there?"

"Don't ask," Geo Ilsan replied, his tone leaving no room for argument. Instead, he stared vehemently at the lifeless bodies of the twenty Ghost Blood Unit warriors who had attacked the warehouses, grumbling, "...Stubborn bastards. They all took their own lives the moment they were captured."

The Ghost Blood Unit had slipped into the Golden Dragon Hall to wreak havoc, but the forewarned guards inside quickly subdued them. As a result, while the initial fire caused some property damage, there was no loss of life on their end.

Geo Ilsan smiled with satisfaction. Property damage? Hah. A mere drop in the ocean compared to the wealth of the Golden Dragon Trading Company. More importantly, we've caught the bastards who harmed my son and rooted out the spies they planted in our company. All in all, the benefits far outweigh our losses.

"Hyung-nim!" Geo Yisan cried, his frustration bubbling over as he clutched his chest, pointing frantically toward his quarters. "How can you tell me not to ask anything when my house is being torn apart right now?"

WHOOSH! BAM! CRACK!

Geo Yisan's quarters were being completely demolished by the fierce battle raging within, and debris from the once magnificent building repeatedly went flying into the air.

"...I can't tell you anything because of a promise I made to our benefactor. Also, for your own peace of mind, it's better if you just act dumb," Geo Ilsan said, his expression firm as he stamped out his brother's curiosity.

"But still..."

KABOOOOOOOM!

Suddenly, a crimson aura and an ashen aura collided violently, intertwining like two dragons locked in mortal combat.

"Damn, this is terrifying..." Geo Yisan whispered meekly.

The clash in his personal quarters had grown so intense that the guards surrounding the Golden Dragon Hall strained to contain the aftermath, doing everything in their power to prevent it from spilling beyond the estate's confines.

Meanwhile, Golden Dragon Chairman Geo Ilsan couldn't help but think of his son's teacher. I knew he was a formidable martial artist, but to think he was this powerful...

Although Geo Ilsan wasn't talented enough to become a martial master himself, he had traveled the world as a merchant and witnessed countless martial artists and their techniques, even seen the brilliance of several of the Ten Great Masters in their younger days.

"He cured my son's depression, too..." Geo Ilsan muttered to himself, a determined expression settling on his face. "It seems we've welcomed a truly invaluable guest into our Golden Dragon Hall."


Chapter 119: The Blood Cult's Modus Operandi (4)

CRASH!

The first ghoul lunged at Baek Suryong, only to be sent flying backward, its nose smashed flat. A hit like that would've knocked out a regular person, but the ghoul merely twisted in mid-air and landed on its feet with an unnatural grace.

"Graaah!" it roared, charging again, undeterred. 

Baek Suryong frowned. He recognized this demonic art, especially since it hadn't been long since he had encountered something similar.

"The Black Blood Demonic Art, huh."

This was the same sinister technique that Cho Maksaeng had used before his death, a ruthless art that drained one's life force to fuel extraordinary power. However, these ghouls had mastered it to a level far beyond what Cho Maksaeng had achieved.

He even knows of the Black Blood Demonic Art? The Smiling Grim Reaper's eyes widened. Even among the thirty members of the Ghost Blood Unit, only he and the ten elite warriors present knew of the Black Blood Demonic Art.

Just who is this man? the Smiling Grim Reaper thought, cold sweat dripping down his back. 

In the blink of an eye, Geo Sangwoong and the Golden Dragon Trading Company were no longer important. On the contrary, this man, who seemed to be privy to the secrets of the Blood Cult, had the potential to completely foil their grand plan. 

The idea seems absurd, but for some reason, I can't get it out of my mind.

"Don't kill him!" the Smiling Grim Reaper barked. Despite his subordinates' transformation into ghouls, they still obeyed his orders, their minds shackled by the Black Blood Demonic Art. The only difference was that they could now only be used as tools for killing, as they were no longer capable of communication.

"Rrrgh..." The ghouls growled in acknowledgement.

"Capture him alive. I'll do the interrogating myself."

By revealing a demonic art that should never have seen the light of day, the Smiling Grim Reaper was now ensnared in a deadly game with only two possible outcomes: death or escape.

A fierce grin split his face as he commanded, "Rip off his limbs if you have to, but make sure he's breathing when you bring him back."

"Graaah!" The ghouls roared in unison. Sacrificing their own life essence, a sickly ash-gray aura that flickered like a ghostly specter erupted from their bodies as they heedlessly threw themselves at Baek Suryong.

Alarmed by the ghastly sight, the leader of the bodyguards on the wall cried out, "Sir! Do you need help?

"I'm fine. Just stop anyone who tries to run away," Baek Suryong replied with an unnervingly calm demeanor, then walked toward the charging ghouls.

WHOOSH! 

The lead ghoul swung his axe with enough force to split a boulder in half, but Baek Suryong made no attempt to meet the attack head-on. Instead, he stepped aside just enough to let the axe slice through the empty air next to him. 

Thrown off balance by its own swing, the ghoul stumbled past him.

"One," Baek Suryong whispered, drawing Moon Shadow and slashing downward, crimson sword qi dancing around his blade like flashes of lightning.

SWISH!

The ghoul crumpled to the ground, its upper and lower halves cleanly severed. Before a single drop of blood splatter could touch him though, Baek Suryong pivoted on his right foot and dodged to the side.

WHIZZ! 

A spear tip pierced the space where Baek Suryong had stood a split second earlier. Sensing an opportunity, he grabbed the spear shaft as it brushed past his shoulder and yanked it toward himself.

"Raaagh!" The ghoul at the other end tried to release the spear and attack with its claws, but it was too late. Moon Shadow had already slashed through its carotid artery.

"Two."

Grabbing the dying ghoul and using it as a shield, Baek Suryong faced the remaining enemies. The ghoul was shredded into three pieces almost immediately, but Baek Suryong successfully used the distraction to slip into their blind spot like a phantom.

"Behind you!" the Smiling Grim Reaper shouted, but he was too slow.

Baek Suryong stomped on the ground with his left foot, shattering it and throwing the two ghouls in front of him, one wielding a sword and the other a dao, completely off their feet.

"Three. Four," he said, cutting them both down in one fluid motion.

Right after, before the bodies even hit the ground, he leapt into the air and twisted, dodging a qi blast and snatching a dagger aimed at his heart. He then somersaulted, added his inner qi to the momentum, and hurled the dagger back at its owner all before landing.

THUD!

Yet another ghoul fell to the ground, a dagger buried deep in its forehead and its eyes wide with shock as if it hadn't even realized it was dead.

"Five."

"Grrrraaah!" The remaining five ghouls roared, converging on Baek Suryong simultaneously from every direction—front, back, left, right, even above. The ash-gray qi pouring out of their bodies merged, forming the monstrous silhouette of a grotesque creature as they harnessed the resonance of the Black Blood Demonic Art to amplify their collective might.

"So, you're all coming at me at once now?" Baek Suryong laughed, though inwardly, he heightened his concentration.

This... is not going to be easy, he thought as he crouched down. Narrowing his eyes to track the ghouls' movements, he stretched his senses out like a finely tuned web, reading the currents of their energy and searching for the slightest sign of weakness.

"…Found it," he suddenly mumbled, smiling faintly.

Without hesitation, Baek Suryong took a single step forward, closing the distance. For a fleeting moment, the world around him seemed to shift as time slowed, allowing him to see the ghouls' faces in vivid detail.

A ghoul seething with rage.

Another twisted in agony.

A third grinning madly, blood oozing from its eyes.

They were all damned souls, yet a small part of him felt a twinge of pity for them.

"May you find peace in your next life," Baek Suryong prayed, then kicked off the ground, soaring high into the air. 

Having lost sight of him for a split second, the ghouls looked up. However, even though they could follow Baek Suryong's movements with their eyes, their bodies strained to keep up, leaving them unable to do anything but gawk at the spectacular sight unfolding before them.

Silhouetted against the moon, Baek Suryong launched into a deadly sword dance.

The Bandit King's Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest ensured each movement was executed with inhuman perfection. 

The Ice Moon Goddess' footwork allowed him to glide effortlessly between earth and sky. 

The Crazy Demon's fierce aura crushed the spirits of the ghouls, even though they were said to know no fear. 

The Sword Saint's Unlimited Sword guided Moon Shadow's path, bestowing it with a profound sheen as if it desired to cleave the moonlight itself.

Finally, the Heaven Defying Divine Art wove all these techniques together into one seamless, lethal flow.

SLASH!

Descending like a streak of lightning, Moon Shadow sliced cleanly through a ghoul that had leapt up to intercept Baek Suryong, splitting it in two. After that, the sword paused for a moment, catching a ray of moonlight on its blade.

"Beautiful..." the bodyguards stationed on the wall gasped. Mesmerized by the deadly grace of the sword dance, they momentarily forgot their task of preventing the intruders and spies from escaping.

Baek Suryong, his expression unreadable, continued to swing his sword with unerring precision, sending two more ghoul heads flying into the air almost simultaneously. 

Desperate and cornered, the remaining two ghouls struggled to resist, drawing on every last ounce of their strength like butterflies thrashing around in a spider's web. The dark qi of the Black Blood Demonic Art erupted from their bodies, consuming everything around them. Yet, the more power they tried to summon, the more their bodies shriveled up. It was clear that they were being mummified alive by the very power they sought.

In a final, suicidal attack, the ghouls hurled themselves at Baek Suryong, burning through their last reserves.

But it was futile.

Gradually, the black mist of the Black Blood Demonic Art dissipated like a fading fog, revealing the dismembered remains of the last two ghouls.

Baek Suryong calmly sheathed Moon Shadow.

"Hoo…" Just as he began to catch his breath, though, a thought struck him. Wait…did I forget something?

WHISH!

He barely managed to tilt his head back, narrowly avoiding an ambush, but not before a chunk was torn off his face.

"You! You're not Geo Yisan! Who the hell are you?" the Smiling Grim Reaper hissed, clutching a piece of torn mask. His veins bulged as his body swelled with the energy of the Black Blood Demonic Art, and his eyes, bloodshot and pulsing with rage, fixed squarely on Baek Suryong.

"Looks like the cat's out of the bag," Baek Suryong laughed, casually tearing off the damaged Geo Yisan mask. Following the Smiling Grim Reaper's use of the Black Blood Demonic Art, a dark mist once again engulfed the surroundings, hiding his form from the Golden Dragon warriors, so he wasn't worried about revealing himself.

The Smiling Grim Reaper's eyes widened in shock. "Y-You're Baek—"

"Finish that line, and you're dead."

"!!" Stricken with a killing intent so intense that he thought his heart would stop, the Smiling Grim Reaper instinctively shut his mouth, even as he screamed inside, Baek Suryooooong!

Retreating backwards, he muttered to himself in disbelief, "How can this be…?"

Although he had never met Baek Suryong in person, he had seen his portrait before. While he was stronger than the ghouls Baek Suryong had just killed, he knew he stood little chance against this man alone.

Damn it! I had one chance to strike him when his guard was down after killing the last ghoul, but I completely blew it!

Truthfully, he had been too overwhelmed by Baek Suryong's sword dance to even dare approach.

"Damn it…" The Smiling Grim Reaper gritted his teeth in frustration. Since becoming the captain of the Ghost Blood Unit, he had never felt such humiliation and fear. 

Still, he couldn't just flee. The Blood Cult would never let him live after such a catastrophic failure.

With nothing left to lose, he shouted, "Just who the hell are you? How do you know so much about us?"

"Guess," Baek Suryong replied, walking towards him and swinging his sword nonchalantly.

BOOM!

Geo Yisan's quarters caved in, sending dust billowing into the air and temporarily shielding them from prying eyes.

"Not that I expect you to figure it out," Baek Suryong added. 

Approaching the Smiling Grim Reaper, he quickly channeled the full power of the Heaven Defying Divine Art and activated the Blood Demon Eyes.

"Let's end this quickly, I'm short on time."

Waves of crimson energy pulsed out from Baek Suryong's eyes, now glowing as red as molten lava. 

"Let's see how well a captain-level fighter measures up," he taunted, grinning wickedly.

"U-Uh…"

Suddenly, the Smiling Grim Reaper fell to his knees and bowed his head, trembling violently.

"What are you doing? Don't tell me you're begging for your life," Baek Suryong complained, frowning in confusion.

A squad captain of the Blood Cult groveling like this was unimaginable. Is this a trick? he thought. 

However, the Smiling Grim Reaper prostrated himself even further in response, his eyes half-closed in a daze as he looked up cautiously. "L-Lord…" he stammered.

"……" Baek Suryong paused for a moment, stunned speechless. 

…Is this happening because I reached intermediate mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art? Did the Blood Demon Eyes shatter his mind?

He recalled the day he had escaped from prison with the four masters. At that time, many high-ranking members of the Blood Cult, including the Demonic Strategist, had trembled at the sight of him.

The truth finally hit him. As the pinnacle of the Blood Cult's martial arts, the Heaven Defying Divine Art instilled a primal fear of the Blood Demon in those who beheld them.

Quickly, Baek Suryong created a sound barrier with his qi.

Still shivering uncontrollably, the Smiling Grim Reaper whispered, "Hail the Blood Demon, in blood shall we reign supreme…! I, the Ghost Blood Captain, greet the exalted Lord…"

"……"

It was unintentional, but it seemed that a combination of the extreme stress and fear the Smiling Reaper had been subjected to, along with the overwhelming influence of the Blood Demon Eyes, had caused him to lose his mind.

Well, whatever the reason, this actually makes things a whole lot easier for me.

Baek Suryong reached out and gripped the Smiling Grim Reaper by the throat, but despite the threat of death, the man did not even think of resisting.

"Tell me everything you know about the Blood Cult."

"By your command…"

Eyes glazed over, the Smiling Grim Reaper began to spill every secret he knew of the Blood Cult.
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"I've told you everything I know..." the Smiling Grim Reaper muttered. His face was blank, his eyes unfocused, and white froth bubbled at the corners of his mouth.

Baek Suryong watched him in silence, thoughts flickering across his mind. If I leave him like this, he'll become a vegetable. However, not a single shred of pity stirred within him.

After all, the Smiling Grim Reaper had confessed to a litany of horrors: under orders from the Blood Cult, he had kidnapped countless children and even wiped out an entire village of farmers, all in the name of collecting samples for demonic arts experiments.

It was definitely for the best that the man was now completely deranged.

Beaming, the Smiling Grim Reaper bent down, licked Baek Suryong's shoes, and babbled, "Oh Supreme Lord, let me lead your conquest of the murim. I'll gladly be your sword, slaughtering all your enemies and offering their still-beating hearts to you..."

Baek Suryong looked down at the madman's bowed head expressionlessly. The Blood Cult... Their martial skills have declined, but to quickly amass power, they're making up for it with secrecy and cruelty, recklessly reviving and spreading the once forbidden demonic arts. Damn it, their resurgence might come sooner than I anticipated.

Thinking what he'd missed, he asked, "Earlier, you mentioned that your direct superior was the Blood Dragon? The same guy who implanted the Soul Reaping Demonic Art in Geo Sangwoong and aimed to take over the Golden Dragon Trading Company?"

"Yes, that's correct…"

"Tell me more about him."

The Smiling Grim Reaper, still lost in his own madness, replied eagerly, "The Blood Dragon is a joint disciple of all the elders. He is a prodigy not only highly regarded within the cult, but is expected to become one of the top ten martial artists in the world eventually. Publicly, he's known as the Fist Tyrant, Cho Il, and is currently a fourth year student at the Heavenly Martial Academy. Last year, at the Heavenly Martial Festival, he showcased his exceptional skills and sharp mind in the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament, ranking among the best..."

The Fist Tyrant, Cho Il... Baek Suryong made a mental note of the name. Meeting the Blood Dragon immediately would be difficult, but Baek Suryong intended to confront him when the opportunity arose, likely at the next Heavenly Martial Festival.

And it wouldn't be just to talk.

"That's all I know…" the Smiling Grim Reaper muttered.

"You don't seem to know much."

"I have not been granted access to much information about the main cult..."

"Of course. Given your skills, I'm not surprised you're just a disposable pawn. In fact, it would be weirder if you knew more. This is enough."

Baek Suryong raised his hand and brought it down sharply, aiming a knifehand strike at the back of the lunatic's neck.

Watching Baek Suryong's hand descend out of the corner of his eye, the Smiling Grim Reaper grinned and screamed in twisted ecstasy, "Hail the Blood Demon! In blood shall we reign supreme...!"

THUD!

The Smiling Grim Reaper's body crumpled to the ground, lifeless.

"That's the phrase I hate the most," Baek Suryong murmured to himself, removing the qi sound barrier that had been blocking out the surrounding noise. 

Despite his aversion to being treated as the Blood Demon, he had gained valuable information about the Blood Cult. According to the Smiling Grim Reaper, there were documents in the gambling den that could serve as incriminating evidence, and he planned to retrieve them before the day was out.

"But before that…"

Seeing Golden Dragon Chairman Geo Ilsan approaching from afar, flanked by his bodyguards, Baek Suryong pulled his half torn mask back over his face. Though damaged, it was still adequate enough to conceal his identity.

"Is everything finished?" Geo Ilsan asked, his eyes gleaming with interest.

Sensing an opportunity, Baek Suryong decided that a brief conversation with the merchant was in order before he departed.
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After dismissing the guards, Geo Ilsan sat across from Baek Suryong in his private quarters. 

Wearing a serious expression on his face, he began, "By saving my son and averting disaster for my family, you've done me a favor I can never repay, not in a lifetime."

"I only did what was necessary," Baek Suryong replied calmly. Although he had indeed helped Geo Sangwoong recover from his depression and assisted the Golden Dragon Trading Company, he had also gained much in the process.

Just the information about the Blood Cult is enough to make all my efforts worthwhile.

On top of that, he had earned the favor of Geo Ilsan, the head of one of the top ten corporations in the world. After today, whenever he called, Geo Ilsan would surely come running. This was not something that just anyone could achieve.

Looking Geo Ilsan in the eye, Baek Suryong said sternly, "Chairman, I would prefer if this matter remained between us."

Geo Ilsan nodded solemnly. Baek Suryong hadn't explicitly mentioned the Blood Cult to him, but both of them knew that a man of Geo Ilsan's caliber could easily uncover the truth if he tried.

"…And I would also appreciate it if my name isn't mentioned in connection with this incident," Baek Suryong added.

"Of course, Mr. Baek. I may be a businessman, but I understand honor and integrity. I'll make sure my guards keep their mouths shut, so you needn't worry. I'll handle everything within the company."

Baek Suryong sighed in relief. With such a firm promise, there seemed to be little risk of the story leaking out. While it's inevitable that our paths will eventually cross, I intend to keep my existence a secret from the Blood Cult for as long as possible.

He decided to turn his attention to another matter. "Also, about my earlier request..."

"Here you go," Geo Ilsan replied, pulling something from his pocket and handing it to Baek Suryong. 

It was the letter that the Smiling Reaper had tied to a messenger pigeon for delivery to the Blood Cult's headquarters.

Geo Ilsan smiled proudly, saying, "I mobilized all the falconers in the city to catch the pigeon you mentioned."

The Blood Cult had always used specially trained messenger pigeons for long-distance communication. Knowing this, Baek Suryong had asked Geo Ilsan to help find and intercept the pigeon to prevent the letter intended for the Blood Dragon from ever reaching him.

"As you can see, I haven't opened it, so you needn't worry about a leak."

"Thank you. May I read it here?"

"Of course."

While Baek Suryong read the letter, Geo Ilsan calmly sipped his tea, patiently waiting for Baek Suryong to finish reading.

After a while, when Baek Suryong finally set the letter down, he said, "Mr. Baek, I am a businessman."

"I know."

"In addition to repaying my debt, I would like to make a personal investment in you in my capacity as Chairman of the Golden Dragon Trading Company."

"…A personal investment?" Baek Suryong furrowed his brow.

Geo Ilsan smiled kindly. "It's an investment based on my confidence in my ability to judge a person's character. I hope that one day, you'll become a strong ally of the Golden Dragon Trading Company."

"……"

"If there's anything you want, just ask. Wealth, elixirs, a treasured sword—anything money can buy, I will get for you."

Given the Golden Dragon Trading Company's wealth, there was little they couldn't get their hands on. It was an offer that anyone would be tempted to accept. Yet, as Baek Suryong listened, he felt surprisingly indifferent.

Right now, I'm not short of money. As for a sword, Moon Shadow will do for now, and some day that old man will forge something even greater than the Blood Demon Sword. At the moment, I don't need any elixirs either. In my current situation, what I need most urgently is...improving my martial arts.

Baek Suryong did not think about learning new techniques. He already knew five supreme martial arts, all of which were difficult to master. The problem was that although he had gained confidence in his martial arts, he had also felt a lingering sense of incompleteness while dealing with the Ghost Blood Unit's ghouls.

I need to take the next step toward mastering the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Even though he had already reached the intermediate level of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, due to his rare constitution, the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, he needed a special method for further progress, and that method required the aid of the world's best physician.

"Chairman, do you know where the Divine Physician resides?"

"The Divine Physician…" Geo Ilsan, who had been brimming with confidence moments before, sank into deep thought. After a long pause, he said vaguely, "He's an elusive figure, so I'm not aware of his whereabouts. I doubt even the Beggars' Gang or the Rogues' Guild knows."

"I see." Baek Suryong nodded his head. As he had received a similar response when he asked Gongson Su before, he wasn't disappointed by Geo Ilsan's answer.


"The Divine Physician, you say? I was treated by him purely by chance. His Majesty the Emperor had to almost beg him to examine me."



Gongson Su admitted that even he had no way of locating the Divine Physician, who was, after all, among the top ten martial artists in the world.

Geo Ilsan spoke with a somber expression, "I'll mobilize all my connections to find him. As soon as I hear anything, I'll inform you. But beyond that, I'm afraid I can't offer much help…"

"That's more than enough."

Even if the Divine Physician were found, there was no guarantee he would help.

I can overcome the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians on my own, but...it's risky and time-consuming. Since the Blood Cult might resurrect any day now, I doubt I have that kind of time.

In other words, that meant the Divine Physician's help was indispensable for cementing his path to complete mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

"Is there anything else you need?"

"Nothing specific…" Baek Suryong began, about to decline, when something suddenly came to mind. "Chairman, have you heard of the White Dragon Conglomerate?"

Geo Ilsan thought for a moment, but shook his head. "I can't say that I have."

Well, I guess the White Dragon Conglomerate isn't well-known yet, Baek Suryong mused, then explained, "It's a newly established company. Currently, they only manage inns, restaurants, and a few brothels, but they plan to expand into commerce and set up an escort agency soon."

While Baek Suryong had been working as an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, Bok Manchun had been busy growing his wealth.

Receiving money from people is nice, but building my own fortune is better. If the Golden Dragon Trading Company were to support the White Dragon Conglomerate, I would be able to expand it much faster.

"The White Dragon Conglomerate is a company I've personally invested in. Would it be possible for you to prioritize outsourcing any surplus work from the Golden Dragon Trading Company to them?"

A trading company as large as the Golden Dragon couldn't handle all of its tasks internally. Instead, it often outsourced its work to smaller companies, and ensuring that its contracts were given priority would be a huge boon to the newly formed White Dragon Conglomerate.

Geo Ilsan readily agreed, "That's not a difficult request. I'll do that."

"Thank you."

Baek Suryong smiled, imagining how delighted Bok Manchun would be when he heard the news.
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That same day, in the dead of night, Baek Suryong arrived at the Smiling Grim Reaper's gambling den.

"Who's there…?"

SWOOSH! THUD! CRASH!

One by one, the martial artists of the Ghost Blood Unit who stayed behind to guard the den fell, never even catching a glimpse of their attacker. If even the elite ghouls of the Ghost Blood Unit were no match for Baek Suryong, the guards left at the gambling den definitely stood no chance against him.

"S-Spare me, my lord!" Yang Jin cried.

He was one of those left behind, and Baek Suryong had deliberately spared him.

Having abandoned all resistance, Yang Jin knelt before Baek Suryong, pleading, "I'll do anything if you spare me. Please…"

As Baek Suryong was wearing a mask, Yang Jin hadn't recognized him.

In a distorted voice, Baek Suryong commanded, "Go to the Golden Dragon Trading Company. They'll assign you work there. If you try to escape… I don't need to say more, do I?"

"Y-Yes! Thank you for sparing me."

"Wait…"

Baek Suryong struck Yang Jin's chest with the palm of his hand, instantly dispersing the demonic qi of the Soul Reaping Demonic Art in his body.

"Now go."

Yang Jin screamed and fled, and Baek Suryong watched his retreating figure for a moment. With the escort assigned by the Golden Dragon Trading Company following him, even if Yang Jin tried to escape, he would eventually be caught and dragged to the company.

I'll let him live for now, but since he's done nothing good, I'll use him as bait for the Blood Cult, particularly the Blood Dragon. As the cult's only remaining link to Nanchang, I'm sure he'll be the first one they'll contact.

Baek Suryong had already instructed Geo Ilsan to keep a close watch on Yang Jin. Two years ago, along with Geo Sangwoong, Yang Jin had fallen prey to the Soul Reaping Demonic Art, ruining his life and making him a pawn of the Blood Cult. However, since he was nothing like the bloodthirsty Ghost Blood Unit, it was fine to keep him alive and use him for now.

When Yang Jin disappeared over the horizon, Baek Suryong took off his mask and surveyed the gambling den closely.

"The place where the ledger is hidden…"

Soon, he noticed a section of the wall that was misaligned, and his eyes lit up with excitement.

"Found it."

Feeling around the crack, Baek Suryong discovered a small hole in the wall. He then scoured the room for a sharp tool, inserted it into the hole, and yanked it sideways like a lever.

CREAK...

The wall slid open, revealing a hidden vault.

Baek Suryong grinned. "Good work, me."

Although he wasn't as skilled as Jaegal Soyeong, an expert in formations and traps, he was quite knowledgeable about mechanical devices.

Inside the vault, documents and ledgers belonging to the Blood Cult were arranged in neat stacks.

"Let's see…"

Baek Suryong quickly scanned through a thick ledger that contained the names of the Blood Cult's spies.

"Wow, how did they plant so many moles in the Murim Alliance, clans, trading companies, martial arts academies, and all these other places?"

Clicking his tongue, Baek Suryong's gaze suddenly fell upon a certain familiar name.

A smile slowly crept across his lips.

"I knew it."

There, written in bold characters, was the name: Pung Jinho.


Chapter 121: The Blood Cult's Modus Operandi (6)

Early the next morning, Pung Jinho savored the delicate aroma of his tea, poured by a servant with a practiced hand, while his eyes roamed the lush greenery of the garden. A hint of a smile curled on his lips.

"Not bad," he murmured to himself, satisfaction evident in his tone.

Gazing out at the garden was a ritual he never skipped, a small luxury before diving into the demands of his day. It was a quiet moment to bask in the fruits of his success, standing in a home that could rival the grandest estates of the great clans.

"Eyy, my lord... You're full of energy this morning, aren't you?"

The playful lilt of the servant's voice, coupled with her flirtatious smile, only added to his contentment.

"Fufu, you sly little thing. Come here!"

They indulged in a bit of banter, the kind that blurred the lines between master and servant. Nearly an hour passed in this carefree manner before a steward, who had been waiting at a respectful distance, approached.

"My lord, it's time for your bath."

"I'll be there shortly."

With an air of lazy arrogance, Pung Jinho adjusted his pajamas, made his way to the bathhouse, and, as usual, took his time soaking in the warm water. This resulted in him always being fashionably late to work, arriving almost an hour after the other instructors, but no one at Azure Dragon Academy had ever dared to criticize him for it.

On the rare occasions when Mae Geuklyom frowned and suggested that punctuality might be appreciated, Pung Jinho would simply chuckle and offer the same tired excuse: "Haha, the heavy workload keeps me late into the night, so please forgive me if I'm a little late."

In truth, it had been more than a decade since Pung Jinho had done any real overtime at the academy. His so-called "overtime" was instead spent hosting lavish drinking parties with local landlords, influential figures, and wealthy patrons—all for the sake of expanding his web of connections.

Connections are money.

The wealth he had amassed through these connections, and by whatever means necessary, far surpassed the earnings of a mere instructor.

After his bath, a luxurious feast awaited him. As he bit into a piece of pork, however, he frowned slightly and glanced at the anxious head chef hovering nearby.

"The meat's a bit tough today."

"I apologize, sir. I'll prepare a replacement immediately."

"No need, I'll just eat this today. You can leave now."

Ordinarily, he would have berated the chef, but he had been in an unusually good mood since the previous night, so he decided to be lenient. 

As he continued his meal, his thoughts drifted to the day's agenda. Come to think of it, today's the last day for course registration.


	
Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts - Baek Suryong



	
Analysis of Unorthodox Sect Martial Arts - Pung Jinho





Even though he and Baek Suryong were competing for students with their overlapping courses, he wasn't worried in the slightest. In light of the connections he had cultivated and the sway he held over the academy, his victory was inevitable.

A smirk crept across Pung Jinho's face.

There isn't a single student at the Azure Dragon Academy who dares to cross me. Well, aside from a handful of delinquents who don't care about their grades. 

While pondering over the academy's list of delinquents, suddenly, the figure of Baek Suryong, the Remedial Class homeroom teacher, popped up in his mind.

"That arrogant bastard..." Pung Jinho muttered. 

His brow furrowed for a moment, but it was quickly replaced with a smug grin. 

"He should have known his limits. He crossed a line he shouldn't have and sealed his own fate."

Soon enough, Baek Suryong would bring about his own downfall without any interference from Pung Jinho. The fool had gotten tangled up with Geo Sangwoong, a move that led him straight into conflict with the Blood Cult.

At the thought of Geo Sangwoong, Pung Jinho scoffed. Foolish kid. If you had just helped me build a relationship with your father, things wouldn't have turned out this way.

Although Geo Sangwoong had never openly admitted that the Golden Dragon Chairman was his father, Pung Jinho had known the truth since the day the boy enrolled in the academy, thanks to his network of informants. As such, he had worked tirelessly to get close to Geo Sangwoong, offering him all sorts of favors and carefully guiding him in martial arts, all in the hope of meeting the Golden Dragon Chairman.

In this city, merchants would offer half their fortunes just for a dinner with the Golden Dragon Chairman.

However, Geo Sangwoong was stubborn. He avoided Pung Jinho's every attempt to win him over, until his repeated refusals finally provoked the instructor's ire. Around this time, as if on cue, the Blood Cult approached Pung Jinho with a proposition.

"Heh, in the end, things worked out for the best."

Two years ago, Pung Jinho had orchestrated a fateful meeting between Geo Sangwoong and the Blood Dragon. With connections, information, and wealth bolstered by the Blood Cult's backing, Pung Jinho feared nothing.

Sipping the wine that complemented his feast, he chuckled, "Geo Sangwoong. Baek Suryong. You two fools make a perfect pair."

Now that the terrifying Smiling Grim Reaper was involved, Pung Jinho was confident that Baek Suryong's days were numbered. Stil, he had no intention of letting his prey die so easily.

"First, I'll destroy your life. Then, I'll end it."

His smile warped into something wicked, eyes narrowing into slits like a serpent's, giving him an appearance more menacing than most unorthodox sect criminals.

"My lord!"

"Hm?"

Suddenly, his servant's voice, more urgent than usual, interrupted his dark musings, causing Pung Jinho to tilt his head in confusion. He still had an hour before he needed to leave for the academy.

The servant rushed in, breathless. "My lord, someone has come to see you."

"...At this hour?"

"He says he's a fellow instructor. He wants to have breakfast with you and go to work together... I told him you don't like to be disturbed, but he insisted," the servant explained, bowing deeply.

"A fellow instructor?"

There were several instructors at the Azure Dragon Academy who could be considered his equals, but none who would show up uninvited at this hour. As for the rest, they at least knew Pung Jinho well enough to leave him to his morning solitude.

It can't be the Principal or Vice Principal. Namgung Su? Nah, that's impossible. Then who...?

Pung Jinho didn't have to wonder for long.

BANG!

The door swung open with such force it nearly came off its hinges, and Baek Suryong strode in, radiating an ominous aura. Without waiting for Pung Jinho's permission, he sank into the seat opposite him, his eyes sweeping over the lavish spread before him.

"Wow! To think that while I was running around all night, you were stuffing yourself with all this good shit."

The crudeness of his tone, more suited to a street thug, left Pung Jinho momentarily speechless. A faint smell of blood clung to Baek Suryong, making Pung Jinho wince inwardly.

"...What do you think you're doing, Baek Suryong?"

"Who knows? What does it look like I'm doing? Oh, this is delicious."

Completely ignoring any pretense of manners, Baek Suryong grabbed a fistful of food with his bare hands. He then looked at the servant, who stood awkwardly beside him, and grinned.

"I'm about to say something that could get you into trouble, so you'd better step outside."

"Y-Yes, of course."

With a face as pale as a sheet, the servant quickly retreated, leaving the two instructors alone in the room.

Alarmed by Baek Suryong's bizarre behavior, Pung Jinho couldn't help but feel a growing sense of unease. "I don't know where you found the nerve to be so insolent. You didn't really come here this morning with the intention of harming me, did you? The principal would never allow it..."

"Do you really think that?" Baek Suryong interrupted coldly, a sinister killing intent flickering in his eyes.

Startled, Pung Jinho jumped to his feet and stepped backward instinctively. Memories of the last time Baek Suryong humiliated him at a brothel flashed through his mind, draining the color from his face.

"Sure, I'll admit that your martial arts skills surpass mine, but the world doesn't revolve around martial arts alone. If you dare lay a hand on me..." Pung Jinho began, but his voice trailed off as he suddenly flinched.

Baek Suryong's eyes blazed with a subtle but deadly threat, as if he was barely holding back the urge to kill. Looking Pung Jinho in the eyes, he said softly,  "Then tell me, how does the world work? I'm really curious."

Fearing for his life, Pung Jinho shouted desperately, "Connections! Power! Money! I have it all! If you kill me, you won't survive either! The authorities and the Murim Alliance will come after you!"

Truth be told, Pung Jinho had only met the local governor once, and while he hadn't crossed paths with the Golden Dragon Chairman, he had shared drinks three times with the Chairman's fifth cousin.

"Wow, that's impressive... It would be a real disaster if someone killed you just like that," Baek Suryong replied, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

Unfortunately, in his panic, Pung Jinho missed the irony in Baek Suryong's words.

Trying his best to compose himself, he smiled faintly and said, "At last, you see reason. Now, let's end this nonsense. Leave and I'll forget this ever happened."

Amused by the situation, Baek Suryong chuckled to himself. Hah, he's completely underestimating me. Not that it's surprising. How could he know that Gongson Su, the Iron-Fisted Prime Minister, learned martial arts from me? Or that the Golden Dragon Chairman vowed to consider me a lifelong benefactor? 

"What's the point in killing garbage like you? I'm here for something else today," he laughed.

"What..."

Baek Suryong reached into his pocket and pulled out a small piece of paper, holding it up for Pung Jinho to see. 

It was a contract signed by Pung Jinho when he swore allegiance to the Blood Cult two years ago. Known as the Blood Seal, it had his fingerprints, personal seal, and handwriting unmistakably imprinted on it.

Pung Jinho's eyes widened in shock, even as he lunged forward to grab the Blood Seal. "Guh! Y-You bastard!"

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong had already predicted what he would do. Snatching the seal away at the last second, waved it tauntingly in front of Pung Jinho. "What do you think will happen if I hand this over to the Murim Alliance? Do you think your connections, power, and money will protect you then?" he sneered wickedly.

"You... YOU...!"

The Murim Alliance still hunted the remnants of the Blood Cult with fervor, even though they had been extinct for decades. If Pung Jinho's Blood Seal fell into their hands, they wouldn't just capture him, they would destroy his qi center, sever his limbs, and torture him until he divulged every last secret he knew.

"How did you... How did you get that..."

"Does that really matter right now? What matters is that it's in my hands, and the Blood Cult can't protect you anymore."

The color drained from Pung Jinho's face, and the lavish feast he had just consumed threatened to come right back up again. Frantic, he searched for some excuse, any excuse that would get him out of this.

"T-That's a fake!" he stammered, grasping at straws.

"A fake?"

Pung Jinho forced a faint smile. Calm down. There's no way Baek Suryong can prove that the Blood Seal is real. Not even the Murim Alliance is capable of doing that easily.

In a slightly steadier voice, he explained, "The Blood Cult disbanded ages ago. How could you possibly prove that's their property? Do you think the Murim Alliance investigators are fools?"

"Hmm…" Baek Suryong nodded thoughtfully, as if considering the point. "You're right. It's possible that someone is scheming to falsely accuse you of being a spy for the Blood Cult."

"Exactly. Now that you understand..."

However, Baek Suryong wasn't done yet.

"That's why I prepared a witness."

"W-Witness? What witness?"

"Why are you so surprised?"

Baek Suryong leaned forward, causing Pung Jinho to instinctively shrink back. In a hushed tone, as if he was telling a secret, he whispered, "Yang Jin, one of the Azure Dragon Academy alumni whom you sabotaged at the Heavenly Martial Festival two years ago, has agreed to testify against you. He's also prepared to reveal the truth about all the terrible things that Geo Sangwoong went through."

"Hic!" Pung Jinho hiccuped involuntarily, quickly clapping a hand over his mouth as confusion clouded his mind. How did he find out about that...? Only the Smiling Grim Reaper knew I was involved in that incident! Did something happen to him?

Baek Suryong leaned in even closer, looming over Pung Jinho like a demon from hell. "The Murim Alliance might take their time investigating you, but do you think the Golden Dragon Chairman would be so patient?"

"D-Don't come any closer..."

"If the Chairman finds out that you were an accomplice in the crippling of his son, he won't just kill you, he'll grant you a fate worse than death."

CRASH!

"Ugh!" Pung Jinho, who had been trying to back away, stumbled over his chair and fell to the ground.

Baek Suryong stared down at him icily. Pathetic. How dare he call himself a martial arts instructor with such a bloated belly and tender, callus-free hands? Though… as much as I'd love to kill this trash right now, I'll restrain myself. Even trash can be useful if handled properly.

"Pung Jinho," Baek Suryong said softly, crouching down in front of Pung Jinho and sealing his acupoints.

"Ugh, ugh!" Pung Jinho panicked, trying to struggle, but the sealed acupoints rendered him immobile.

Prying Pung Jinho's mouth open, Baek Suryong forced him to swallow a small, black centipede. "This is the parasitic worm that the Blood Cult intended to feed to Geo Sangwoong. I found it in the underground vault of the gambling den," he remarked nonchalantly.

As the parasite wriggled down his throat, the agonizing pain brought tears to Pung Jinho's face. "Ugh! Ugh!"

Baek Suryong watched Pung Jinho, his face devoid of pity, before releasing his sealed acupoints.

The parasitic worm he had just fed to Pung Jinho became subservient to the owner of the first blood they tasted, so he had given it a drop of his own blood beforehand. Thus, now that the parasite was implanted in Pung Jinho's body, he could force the man to do his bidding and take complete control of his life.

"I can kill you anytime I want now. I'm sure you understand what that means," he declared coldly.

With a look of absolute horror in his eyes, Pung Jinho looked up at Baek Suryong. "You... You…"

"You? Get your honorifics right," Baek Suryong chuckled menacingly.

"M-My liege... How would you like me to serve you?" Pung Jinho stammered, quickly correcting himself.

Baek Suryong smirked with devilish satisfaction.


Chapter 122: Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts (1)

"...You want to change the class you're teaching?"

"Yes, I'd like to overhaul the entire curriculum."

Noh Goonsang stared at Pung Jinho, bewildered. Is this really the same Pung Jinho I've known for so long? He looks like he's had a brush with death itself!

Gone was the shiny, rosy complexion of yesterday. Pung Jinho's face was now ghostly pale, drained of all color, with lips that had turned a disturbing shade of blue. While he had never been a particularly likable figure—either as a martial artist or a teacher—his current state was so pitiful that it would elicit sympathy from just about anyone.

Feeling slightly worried, Noh Goonsang asked, "Are you feeling alright?"

"…What? Oh, yes, I'm fine," Pung Jinho said absentmindedly, even though his head was bobbing around in disorientation and cold sweat was beading on his brow.

"But you're sweating like crazy."

"No, really, I'm fine..." Pung Jinho insisted, though the memory of the parasite writhing inside him was still fresh and sickening, and the lingering terror gnawing at him was hard to hide.

Obviously concerned now, Noh Goonsang pressed, "Did you eat something that didn't agree with you this morning?"

"Uugh...!"

Suddenly, Pung Jinho clapped a hand over his mouth, barely managing to choke back the urge to vomit.

"For heaven's sake! You're definitely not alright! If you're going to throw up, pray step outside!" Noh Goonsang recoiled, his voice tinged with both shock and disgust.

"Haa... Haa..." Pung Jinho panted, forcing himself to take deep, steady breaths to calm his churning stomach. Within moments, he felt completely drained, and tears of exhaustion and fear blurred his vision.

Damn it… My life is now in that bastard Baek Suryong's hands.

Earlier that morning, Baek Suryong had made Pung Jinho swallow a parasite—a cursed creature born of the Blood Cult's dark arts. If that wasn't bad enough, the excruciating pain that Baek Suryong had inflicted upon him over the next hour was so intense that even now, the mere memory of it sent violent shivers coursing through his body.


"Hmm, I'm not sure if this parasite will obey my commands. How about a little experiment?"

"Keuaaah, aaah! S-Stop!"



Noh Goonsang looked at Pung Jinho with a grave expression. "If something's troubling you, why don't you tell me about it? I might be able to help," he offered sincerely.

Pung Jinho squeezed out a strained smile and shook his head weakly. "Thank you for the offer, but... it's just a minor health issue."

How could he possibly explain anything about the Blood Cult to Noh Goonsang? He had no choice but to bow to Baek Suryong's will until the day he died.

Pushing his dread aside, Pung Jinho returned to the matter at hand. "Anyway… Principal, may I please change the subject of the course I'm teaching?"

"Well..."

Changing an entire course on the last day of registration was practically unheard of. However, as the principal of the Azure Dragon Academy, Noh Goonsang had the authority to approve such a request.

Observing Pung Jinho with renewed curiosity, Noh Goonsang probed, "I can approve the change...but are you doing this because of Mr. Baek? I heard that you two arrived at school together this morning."

"......"

Just a few days prior, Noh Goonsang had summoned Baek Suryong and Pung Jinho to his office and reprimanded them harshly.


"Enough! I've confirmed that you two were at the brothel that day, but I don't care about the specifics. What's important is that you've brought disgrace to the Azure Dragon Academy!"

"Here's what we'll do. I'll conduct a thorough review of your lectures over the next two weeks. Whoever scores lower will have their class canceled."



Since then, the rivalry between the two had become the talk of the academy, with some instructors speculating that one of them would be forced to resign.

Most people bet that Mr. Baek would be the one to go, but...

This morning, the two men who had been at each other's throats had shown up together. That alone was surprising, but now here was Pung Jinho, asking for permission to change his class curriculum.

Noh Goonsang mulled over this new development. How should I interpret this? Did Pung Jinho back down first?

Given the circumstances, that seemed the most likely explanation, yet it was hard to believe. Pung Jinho had over twenty years of teaching under his belt and wielded considerable influence, both within and beyond the academy.

Even I hesitate to offend him... yet this year's rookie instructor Baek Suryong managed to reduce him to this? I knew that there was more to Mr. Baek than meets the eye, but still...

Noh Goonsang couldn't help but be impressed. This was more than just martial skill at work. For example, Pung Jinho was no match for him in terms of martial prowess, but within the academy, the man's political clout far outweighed his own.

How on earth did Mr. Baek do it? Something must have happened between them...

Noh Goonsang examined Pung Jinho, looking for clues, but not even a master could detect a parasite writhing in someone else's stomach. In the end, convinced that some significant event had taken place, he decided to play ignorant for the time being.

Forcing a smile, Pung Jinho said, "I've... come to an understanding with Mr. Baek."

"Is that so?"

"I apologize for worrying you, Principal. I wasn't thinking clearly. There's no point in picking a fight with a new instructor."

"Hoho..."

"Now is the time for all of us instructors to unite and work together toward a common goal. For the sake of achieving good results at the Heavenly Martial Festival... I plan to cooperate fully," Pung Jinho recited, the words Baek Suryong had drilled into him tumbling out mechanically.

"...Impressive," Noh Goonsang gasped in amazement.

This isn't just a victory... it wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that Baek Suryong has completely subdued Pung Jinho! Hmm, Mr. Baek must have known I'd figure this out. Maybe that's why they arrived together in the first place.

Pung Jinho stared down at the floor, his gaze distant and unfocused. Noh Goonsang is just the start. I'm sure the more astute instructors will also start seeing Baek Suryong in a new light as well.

Noh Goonsang continued, "Hoho, I'm glad to hear you say that, Mr. Pung. Indeed, this is a time when we must all unite and strive toward a common goal."

"...Yes," Pung Jinho murmured weakly.

For a fleeting moment, Noh Goonsang felt a pang of pity for Pung Jinho, but it vanished as quickly as it came. He knew all too well the kind of man Pung Jinho was.

He's a rotten apple that needs to be tossed out for the academy's sake.

However, given Pung Jinho's connections and influence, it was beyond Noh Goonsang's power to sack him. The fact that a newcomer had managed to do so was both astonishing and, frankly, humiliating.

Noh Goonsang let out a hearty laugh, "Isn't Mr. Baek's arrival the biggest blessing the Azure Dragon Academy has seen in years? Don't you agree?"

"...Yes."

"Hoho, I knew it the moment I first saw him at the instructors' interview."

Noh Goonsang went on and on, endlessly praising Baek Suryong, until finally he noticed how much paler Pung Jinho's face was becoming. Mercifully, he shifted the conversation back to business.

"Alright, let's return to what we were discussing earlier. Tell me, what kind of class are you planning on teaching?"

"...I'm thinking of introducing a new course that gives opportunities to the new instructors," Pung Jinho said, his tone flat and lifeless. Of course, that was because it wasn't Pung Jinho's idea, but Baek Suryong's, and Pung Jinho was just parroting the lines he'd been fed.

Noh Goonsang leaned forward, intrigued. "Opportunities for the new instructors? What do you mean?" he asked.

"What if we let the new instructors take turns teaching a class? As you already know, the new instructors we hired this year are all exceptionally talented. From Miss Jaegal Soyeong, who was the top recruit, to Mr. Ak Yeonho of the Shandong Ak Clan, Mr. Myeong Il'oh of the Myeong Clan, and Mr. Jin Euihyeop… they're all very skilled."

"Mmhmm."

Though overshadowed by Baek Suryong, the new instructors this year were indeed highly skilled and dedicated. Yet, until yesterday, Pung Jinho had barely paid them any mind.

"However, they currently have little to no teaching experience. Thus, to help them gain experience quickly, I wondered if we could let them teach a class jointly..."

"That's wonderful! As expected, youngsters are just so creative!"

"...Youngster?" Pung Jinho echoed, the word slipping out before he could stop himself. He was well past middle age and certainly didn't think of himself as young.

Noh Goonsang burst into hearty laughter, waving off his own slip of the tongue. "You're younger than me, aren't you? That makes you a youngster."

"...Okay. Anyway, I propose we give the new instructors a chance to take turns teaching a class."

Usually, as the current faculty was more than capable of covering the regular curriculum on their own, new instructors only got to teach if a senior instructor was unable to or if they had a rare specialization, like Jaegal Soyeong. 

"...As for the course name, how about 'Overview of Martial Arts'? The course will be listed under my name, but the new instructors will teach the class on a rotating basis."

In other words, Pung Jinho will only act as the face of the course to attract students. What a clever idea. Wait, doesn't this mean Mr. Baek will end up teaching two classes in his first semester? Noh Goonsang mused. It was clear that this had been part of Baek Suryong's plan all along.

Just as Noh Goonsang thought he'd heard it all, though, Pung Jinho dropped another bombshell.

"Also, I was thinking of asking Mr. Ak Yeonho and Mr. Myeong Il'oh to be my assistant instructors."

"Huh!"

The mention of Baek Suryong's closest allies caught Noh Goonsang off guard, and he couldn't help but click his tongue in surprise.

This guy! He's planning to take over the entire Azure Dragon Academy!

Nevertheless, instead of feeling resentment, Noh Goonsang marveled at the move. Unlike the man before him, he understood that Baek Suryong's motives for gaining influence at the academy were completely different. 

The young instructor's sole objective was to win the Heavenly Martial Festival, and that was something Noh Goonsang could respect.

He smiled, nodding in approval. "Alright, go ahead with it."

"...Thank you." Pung Jinho bowed his head, feeling a pang of self-loathing for having been reduced to a mere puppet of Baek Suryong.
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"Hyung-nim! Hyung-nim!"

"Hyung-nim!"

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue as he saw his two younger brothers racing toward him, panting. "Why are you two making such a fuss?" he asked.

"Listen! We just came from the Principal's office, and guess what, Mr. Pung..."

"We've been assigned as assistant instructors for his new class!"

"Calm down and explain one thing at a time."

"So, the thing is..."

As he listened to their excited, jumbled explanations, Baek Suryong couldn't help but chuckle.

Hehe, everything's going according to plan.

Instead of killing Pung Jinho, he'd decided to use the man's influence to secure as many advantages as possible, starting with setting up this new course.

I can't teach all the students by myself, so we need to train more good instructors.

Fortunately, Noh Goonsang seemed to grasp his intentions perfectly.

"By the way, Hyung-nim, where are you headed?" Ak Yeonho asked, noticing that Baek Suryong had put more effort into his appearance than usual.

Baek Suryong grinned. "I'm off to teach a class."

"...Oh right, today's your first Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts class..."

"You won't teach the students anything too strange, will you...?"

"If it's unorthodox martial arts, does that mean you'll cover things like assassination techniques, pickpocketing, and... bedroom techniques...?"

"Do you have a death wish?"

The three of them bantered as they walked together.

"See you later, then."

"Good luck with your first class."

"Don't go too hard on the students."

After parting ways with the two, Baek Suryong headed straight to the classroom. As he entered, he was met with a mix of familiar and unfamiliar faces.

Hyonwon Kang. Yeo Min. Geo Sangwoong. Ya Suhyeok. The four most notorious delinquents of the Azure Dragon Academy were sitting quietly in the front row. Any other instructor would have been shocked to see this lineup, but here they were.

Next to them, looking like he'd stumbled into the wrong room, Wiji Cheon sat with his shoulders hunched, clearly out of place.

And behind them... huh, to think that those two are here too.

Baek Suryong noticed the infamous twin enforcers from the Student Council, the Azure Dragon Twins, seated together in the middle of the room. It seemed that beside the ones he'd recruited, a few other students had signed up out of curiosity too.

Finally, his gaze fell on Dokgo Jun, who was sitting at the very back with crossed arms, keeping his distance from the others.

With a smile, Baek Suryong greeted the class, "Nice to meet you all. I'm Baek Suryong, and I'll be teaching Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts this semester."

Standing at the front, he made eye contact with each student and exchanged a gentle, friendly smile with them.

However, the words that followed were anything but friendly.

"For our first lesson, I'm going to beat you all within an inch of your lives," he declared happily.

"What?"

"Excuse me?"

Baek Suryong didn't give the students any time to think. In an instant, he filled the room with a suffocating wave of killing intent and warned, "If you don't want to get hurt, you'd better give it your all."

With that, he leapt right into the fray.

His first target? Dokgo Jun.


Chapter 123: Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts (2)

Baek Suryong tore through the classroom like a gust of wind, closing in on Dokgo Jun with lightning speed. With a quick flick of his wrist, the Black Dragon Pointer appeared in his grasp, and he swung downward with enough force to split Dokgo Jun's skull in two.

CLANG!

Just in time, Dokgo Jun unsheathed his sword and blocked the strike. Looking at Baek Suryong with a mixture of shock and anger, he groaned, "...Fighting outside the dueling arena is against Academy rules."

"You're seriously talking about school rules right now?" Baek Suryong spat, withdrawing the Black Dragon Pointer and thrusting his left palm straight at Dokgo Jun's chest.

Dokgo Jun reacted instantly, meeting the sudden attack with his own palm strike.

BOOM!

The impact reverberated through the room like a thunderclap. Dokgo Jun stumbled back, struggling to regain his balance, but Baek Suryong pressed on relentlessly, his Black Dragon Pointer whistling through the air while his left hand, shaped like a hawk's talon, shot toward Dokgo Jun's eyes.

"Coward!" Dokgo Jun shouted, his voice thick with righteous fury. Going for the eyes was a big taboo in the orthodox sects. 

Disgusted, he summoned his inner qi. Immediately, his martial arts uniform whipped around him and his wavering stance stabilized. His sword swings became sharper and more purposeful.

So that's the Nine Swords of Dokgo… Baek Suryong noted, recognizing the fearsome sword technique of the Dokgo Clan, known for its brutal and heavy strikes.

As Dokgo Jun channeled his intent into his blade, a storm of wind swirled around them, whipping their hair into wild tangles.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

As Baek Suryong met the Nine Swords of Dokgo head-on, he analyzed Dokgo Jun's form in his mind. His foundations are solid... and his physical fitness and martial arts skills are definitely worthy of the Azure Dragon Academy's finest. However, martial arts prowess isn't just about the basics.

Without warning, Baek Suryong aimed a kick at Dokgo Jun's groin.

"What the—!" Dokgo Jun yelped, recoiling just in time to avoid the strike.

Seeing Dokgo Jun's upper body falter, Baek Suryong seized the moment and grabbed a handful of Dokgo Jun's hair.

"Argh!" Dokgo Jun cried out, caught off guard by the sudden unexpected move.

Baek Suryong yanked hard, slamming Dokgo Jun's head onto a nearby desk. The impact left Dokgo Jun dazed, his vision swimming.

Baek Suryong towered over him, clicking his tongue in disapproval. "Is this all you've got? Hmm? Mr. Student Council President?"

"Damn..." Dokgo Jun growled, wiping the blood from his nose with the back of his hand. His pride stung, and his eyes blazed with fury. Eye gouging, groin kicks, hair pulling... these were without a doubt the dirtiest, most dishonorable tactics Dokgo Jun had ever faced.

"How can you act so smug after fighting dirty like this?" he snapped.

Baek Suryong chuckled, "Isn't this class called Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts?"

"That doesn't justify your actions…"

"Then what did you expect? A dull lecture on the history of the unorthodox sects, their crimes, and martial arts? Or maybe a discussion on the side effects of demonic arts?"

Of course, Baek Suryong could talk about such things, but that wasn't what he wanted to teach in his class.

He hardened his expression, his voice firm and commanding. "Listen up, kids. I'm here to teach you how those unorthodox bastards really fight—dirty, sneaky, and underhanded—and more importantly, how to fight back. That's what this whole course is about."

What he said didn't only apply to Dokgo Jun. After watching the brutal spectacle, all of the other students were now directing their attention at him.

Baek Suryong's gaze swept over them. "If you don't have the stomach for this, leave now. I'll give you one minute. Don't come back crying later."

Then, turning back to Dokgo Jun, he said, "Now, where were we? Shall we continue?"

"Mr. Baek, please refrain from further damaging school property," a voice suddenly interrupted.

Baek Suryong paused, turning to see who had spoken. It was the infamous twin enforcers of the Student Council, the Azure Dragon Twins. One wielded a six-sided baton, the other a restraining rope, both ready to strike.

Baek Suryong scratched his chin as he sized them up. "Let me guess, the one with the baton is the older brother, and the one with the rope is the younger, right? Sorry, but you two are so forgettable I couldn't bother learning your names."

"……" The twins remained silent, but their tightened grips and the shift in their stance made it clear they were furious.

Baek Suryong spun his Black Dragon Pointer provocatively, taunting both Dokgo Jun and the Azure Dragon Twins, "Come on, then, Student Council geeks."

Dokgo Jun charged from the front while the twins attacked from behind. The four of them clashed in the center of the classroom.

Despite facing three opponents at once, Baek Suryong moved with ease, weaving through the classroom like he was playing a game. 

"…As for the rest of you, don't just stand there gawking. Join in if you don't want to regret it later," he warned. After all, he wasn't doing this because he wanted to show off his martial arts, but because this was a class, and he had more to teach.

"Ptooey!"

"You spat on my face! And you call yourself a martial artist?!" Dokgo Jun yelled, his usual calm demeanor completely shattered.

"Y-You touched me inappropriately…"

"I'm reporting you to the academy."

The Azure Dragon Twins' faces turned beet red, feeling humiliated after being smacked on the rear by Baek Suryong.

Unfortunately, this was just the beginning. Baek Suryong unleashed a barrage of vulgar taunts, deceitful tricks, lies, and even tossed sand at the students—tactics that would make all but the worst of the unorthodox sects cringe.

"Coward!"

"That's dirty!"

"Don't you have any honor?"

Without resorting to any sophisticated martial arts, Baek Suryong left the students dazed and confused, both mentally and physically. In a matter of moments, every student who had challenged him, not only Dokgo Jun and the Azure Dragon Twins, but also the others who had signed up out of curiosity, lay scattered around him, moaning in pain after being beaten and bruised.

"Hey, you orthodox sect brats. Is this really all you've got? I'm getting bored," he scoffed, before turning to face the students from the White Dragon Manor, who had been lurking on the sidelines this whole time.

Seeing their eyes gleaming like predators waiting for the right moment to strike though, he remarked, "Hey... Why aren't you guys attacking? It's like you're plotting something sneaky."

Hyonwon Kang grinned as he drew his dao and released his aura. In a tone that could only have belonged to a juvenile delinquent, he explained, "We wanted to let the weaklings tire you out first. Also, there's only so many of us that can gang up on you at once."

"I've been throwing hidden weapons at you the whole time, but you dodged every single one," Yeo Min grumbled.

Geo Sangwoong chuckled, shaking his head, "No, you stopped throwing them after a while because you kept hitting the others."

"I was just warming up while watching you fight," Ya Suhyeok added, busy stretching and getting ready to face Baek Suryong's antics.

To Baek Suryong's surprise, the problem students from the Remedial Class formed a circle around him and began closing in from different directions.

"Wow, look at this. You even set up a formation? I didn't even tell you what we were going to do in today's lesson!"

"It's obvious. There's no fucking way you'd let us off easy without some kind of practical training," Hyonwon Kang replied, slinging his blade over his shoulder and swaggering forward. 

Then, launching himself at Baek Suryong, he shouted, "Now! Get that motherfucker!"

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue in disdain. "Seriously? How can you call yourself the son of a prestigious orthodox clan when you talk like a street thug?"

"Kill him! We have to kill that man!"

"Only then can we escape this hell!"

"Wooaahh!"

Following Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, Geo Sangwoong, and Ya Suhyeok joined in shouting their war cries, their killing intent almost tangible. It seemed that they had all built up quite a bit of resentment during their time at White Dragon Manor.

"Tsk tsk," Baek Suryong shook his head. These problem children, filled with murderous intent just because I pushed them a little... At least, little Wiji Cheon is still somewhat sane...

However, when Baek Suryong turned to look at Wiji Cheon, he immediately changed his mind.

"Hehe..." Wiji Cheon giggled sinisterly, hiding behind Hyonwon Kang like an assassin, his eyes glittering darkly.

…Has he lost his mind too? Baek Suryong gulped and adjusted his stance. Although he couldn't possibly lose, with these five coming at him with full force, he couldn't risk getting careless. 

If anything, their determination delighted him. "You think you can take me down? You're a thousand years too early, you orthodox sect brats," he laughed.

Before long, the six found themselves embroiled in a chaotic melee. Weapons clashed fiercely, blows were aimed recklessly at vital points, and the classroom was filled with flying debris as the battle raged on. The intensity of the brawl reached a new level, forcing the students who had already lost to Baek Suryong to back up against the walls, terrified out of their wits.

"What kind of fight is this...?" Dokgo Jun muttered in a daze.
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"Ugh..."

"Please... spare me..."

Groans of pain echoed from all sides as the five students who had brazenly ganged up on Baek Suryong now lay on the ground, utterly defeated and covered in bruises.

"Phew, that was refreshing!" Baek Suryong exclaimed energetically, almost as if he'd just finished a light workout.

Monster... Even after fighting all of us, he hasn't broken a sweat…

Why does it feel like he keeps getting stronger?

How did no one land a single hit on him?

The students were shocked speechless. More than ten of them had attacked Baek Suryong, but not a single one of them had managed to land a blow. They were completely outmatched.

Baek Suryong calmly explained, "As you saw, I didn't use any proper techniques, only basic swordplay and the sort of moves you'd expect from a street thug. Eye gouging, groin kicking, hair pulling, crude barbs, spitting and sand throwing—all these are tactics that you orthodox kids consider dirty and underhanded."

And yet he toyed with us… the students thought, despair settling in.

Looking around at the fallen students, Baek Suryong added in a serious tone, "So what if it's unscrupulous? You got flustered by simple tricks like these and exposed a ridiculous number of openings. If you'd handled them properly, you might've at least landed a hit."

Stung by the comment, one of the students couldn't help but argue, "Isn't that because your fundamentals are solid, Mr. Baek? Unorthodox martial artists are lazy and don't train as hard as you do."

A few others nodded in agreement.

"What?" Baek Suryong burst out laughing, incredulous at the students' naivety. Where did these kids get such ridiculous ideas? Unorthodox martial artists are lazy and don't train? Then what, are they supposed to just drink alcohol and rob people all day? Do they seriously believe the masters from the unorthodox sects only got strong because they practiced demonic arts?

"I said, they don't train as hard..." the student's voice faded away, only now recognizing the absurdity of what he had just claimed.

"If you want to fight unorthodox sect members, you need to understand them. If you pampered little garden flowers step into the real murim, you'll be cut down by someone far beneath you in no time."

"......" None of the students could muster a response. Even though they felt a surge of defiance, they couldn't deny the truth in Baek Suryong's words.

I guess that's enough lecturing for now. Baek Suryong glanced around at the deflated students. He already had a plan to turn these fragile flowers into tough weeds.

"We still have some class time left, so let me introduce you to the assistant instructor who will be helping me teach you about the unorthodox sects."

"...Assistant instructor?"

True enough, the students now sensed someone waiting outside the door.

Baek Suryong called out, "Come in."

The classroom door swung open, revealing a man in a neatly pressed official uniform. His expression was stern and unreadable as he scanned the room before bowing formally. "I am Constable Cheong Cheon. At Baek Suryong's request, I'll be assisting with your classes for the semester."

"...Huh?"

"A constable?"

The students looked bewildered at the sudden appearance of a government official, but what Cheong Cheon said next left them even more stunned.

"Starting today, you will all be appointed as honorary constables, and we will be patrolling areas prone to violent crime on a weekly basis," Cheong Cheon continued, his monotonous tone unwavering.

""What?!""

Baek Suryong smirked. Balancing classroom instruction with real-world experience was the best teaching method he knew.


Chapter 124: Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts (3)

Dokgo Jun instantly protested, "Suddenly being asked to work with the constables… Can we even get involved in government affairs?"

Although Dokgo Jun was a disheveled mess as a result of the beating he had received from Baek Suryong, he straightened his posture and greeted Cheong Cheon with the respectful manner one would expect from a member of a prestigious orthodox sect.

"Greetings Constable, I am Dokgo Jun, the President of the Azure Dragon Academy Student Council. Could I ask a few questions about what you just said?"

"Of course," Cheong Cheon replied, his expression unreadable. His gaze, however, was sharp enough that even the students who had dismissed him as just another run-of-the-mill government official found themselves gulping nervously.

What kind of constable has an aura more intimidating than most martial arts masters…? they wondered.

Choosing his words carefully, Dokgo Jun asked, "...As you know, we are murim martial artists. You may not like hearing this, but given your role in the government, it's not appropriate for us to work with you, as that would violate the principle of non-interference."

The principle of non-interference between the government and the murim was an ancient tradition, and the very reason the murim had been allowed to exist freely for so many generations.

"I'm concerned that there might be conflicts between the authorities and the Azure Dragon Academy students."

As martial artists were unruly by nature, many often disregarded the authorities and acted as they saw fit. In particular, among the proud, ardent young students of the Azure Dragon Academy, there were bound to be some who balked at the idea of following the orders of government officials.

I doubt Baek Suryong would let that happen, but still... he won't be able to supervise all of us if we split up to patrol the city. While I understand the meaning behind this lesson, in practice, it seems fraught with potential problems.

Dokgo Jun couldn't deny Baek Suryong's criticism that he and his fellow students were like pampered garden flowers, sheltered from the real world. After all, he had spent his entire childhood training first at his family's estate, then at the Azure Dragon Academy. Even during his travels, he rode in a carriage so heavily guarded by formidable escorts that no bandit would dare approach. As a result, he had never encountered an unorthodox martial artist before.

It's not that I'm uninterested in taking on unorthodox martial artists… but I can't help but worry.

Cheong Cheon's proposed mission was simply to patrol the back alleys of the city. Any unorthodox warriors they encountered would probably be nothing more than low-level thugs with rudimentary martial arts skills, too weak to even pose a challenge to them.

I don't see how this would benefit my training at all. Wouldn't my time be better spent swinging a sword just one more time?

Of course, Dokgo Jun couldn't say that out loud. Instead, he politely declined, "I'm not sure if we, as young and inexperienced students, could be of any real help to you, Constable. We'd be fortunate if we didn't cause more problems."

As the Student Council President, his words carried weight with the other students, who, seemingly swayed by his logic, began to nod in agreement.

"He's right. We don't need to patrol the back alleys…"

"Wouldn't it be better for you to train us, Mr. Baek?"

"I'm not comfortable hanging around with constables."

"I had no idea this was a practical class. Maybe I should drop out…"

Except for the five students staying at White Dragon Manor, all the others reacted negatively to Cheong Cheon's suggestion that they become honorary constables.

"These orthodox sect brats are seriously hopeless…" Baek Suryong muttered, preparing to persuade the students.

However, before he could continue, Cheong Cheon cut in.

"Is it okay if I call you Student Dokgo Jun?" Cheong Cheon asked, meeting Dokgo Jun's gaze.

"Yes, feel free to do so."

Cheong Cheon nodded curtly. "How much do you know about this city?"

"...Excuse me?" Dokgo Jun tilted his head, puzzled by the question.

Without waiting for a reply, Cheong Cheon asked again, "Nanchang is a big city, but would I be correct in saying that the only parts of it you are familiar with are the shopping districts and the entertainment areas around the Azure Dragon Academy?"

Dokgo Jun nodded. The vastness and prosperity of Nanchang provided him and his fellow students with little reason to venture beyond the safety of their comfort zone.

As the capital of Jiangxi Province, Nanchang thrived on fertile land that produced abundant rice, cotton, tobacco, and tea. With its wealth of natural resources, the city attracted merchants from across the Central Plains, transforming it into a bustling commercial hub. Such prosperous and strategically important cities were rare in the Central Plains, and it's prominence was further underscored by the presence of the Jiangxi Branch of the Murim Alliance and the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Where there is light, there is also shadow. Recently, there has been a spike in violent incidents and murders within Nanchang's slums. Several murim sects have established themselves there, and their conflicts have led to constant unrest. Several constables have even been seriously injured after getting involved in one of those fights," Cheong Cheon said monotonously, though his choice of words made him seem oddly charismatic.

"That's terrible…" Dokgo Jun murmured under his breath.

Beside him, the Azure Dragon Twins, their expressions serious, asked Cheong Cheon in their usual split-sentence manner.

"Have you contacted…"

"…The Jiangxi Murim Alliance?"

Cheong Cheon, unfazed by their unusual habit, answered without hesitation, "We've requested assistance from the Jiangxi Murim Alliance several times, but their support has been repeatedly delayed."

"Is there a…"

"…Reason for that?"

"With so many critical issues going on in the murim, they probably don't have the capacity to deal with what they consider a minor complaint."

It was a subtle jab at the Murim Alliance's incompetence, and Dokgo Jun couldn't help but clear his throat in discomfort. Until a few moments ago, he had dismissed these incidents as nothing more than petty squabbles between low-level thugs.

Cheong Cheon continued calmly, "We've warned the sects in the slums many times, but they wield the principle of non-interference like a sword, insisting that their territorial disputes belong to the domain of internal murim affairs."

"......"

"The fear among the civilians in the slums is growing. These are people who struggle every day just to survive, and yet now they live in constant fear, never knowing when a stray blade might come their way."

"......"

"Although we do our best to protect them, most constables aren't well versed in martial arts. Unlike you guys, they not only started learning martial arts late in life, but they also haven't had the chance to learn advanced techniques."

Cheong Cheon paused, letting out a tired sigh. His face bore the exhaustion of someone who had seen too much. 

After rubbing his eyes, he spoke again, "It is difficult for us to cope with this situation by ourselves, so I felt really grateful to Instructor Baek Suryong when he suggested that I ask you students for help."

"We had no idea such terrible things were happening so close to us…" Dokgo Jun's voice faded, guilt washing over him. After all, he had been the one to reject Cheong Cheon without fully understanding or considering the constable's stance.

"If my earlier words were too forceful or unpleasant, I apologize. The truth is, I was prepared to head out alone if no other constables volunteered, but if the prodigies of the Azure Dragon Academy were to support me, it would be like gaining a thousand soldiers. That's why, I will ask you this once again: Will you help me? I'll never forget your kindness if you do." 

Cheong Cheon concluded his speech with a respectful gesture, his tone polite but not servile, then stepped aside. 

This dignified demeanor earned him considerable favor from the students.

Baek Suryong stepped forward to take Cheong Cheon's place. With a serious expression, he addressed everyone, "Let me ask you one thing. If you choose to do nothing after hearing all this, can you still call yourselves martial artists of the Orthodox?"

"……" Overcome with shame, everyone lowered their heads. The story that Cheong Cheon shared, coupled with Baek Suryong's sharp remarks, made the students who had been inclined to reject the proposal out of sheer inconvenience feel deeply ashamed.

One by one, they began to speak up.

"…We didn't know there was such a story behind this."

"Can we help?"

"Please, let us help. We'll drive out those despicable unorthodox sect bastards!"

Though young and self-centered, the Azure Dragon Academy students were also empathetic and easily swayed by their emotions. Moreover, Cheong Cheon's story reignited their childhood dreams of becoming heroes of justice.

Even Dokgo Jun was no exception. As he listened to Cheong Cheon's tale, the Student Council President, who had been deeply reflecting, clenched his fist and said, "…I apologize, I was short-sighted. If I only practice martial arts to become stronger and ignore the injustices around me, how would I be any different from those unorthodox thugs? I will help you, Constable, and so will the rest of the Student Council."

"…Thank you."

And so, with unanimous consent, it was confirmed that the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts students would be assisting the constabulary.

It was a satisfying conclusion, but Baek Suryong scratched his head sheepishly. I didn't really do much, he thought. In the first class, he had only beaten up the students, and then left the rest of the work to Cheong Cheon. Still, he decided to be satisfied with the result, thinking that sometimes one needs days to just chill out and loll about.

[image: sep]

"When did you become so good at giving speeches? You could be the teacher instead of me," Baek Suryong remarked. 

"That's just nonsense," Cheong Cheon chuckled, shaking his head. He wasn't naturally eloquent, and his story had only worked because it was sincere. "You said the actual practical class starts in a few days?"

"Yeah. We need to prepare a few things on our side, so today, I'm just going to scout out the location."

"Want me to be your guide?"

"That would be great. We also have a lot of catching up to do."

After class ended, Baek Suryong and Cheong Cheon changed into civilian clothes and went on a reconnaissance tour of the slums.

Observing how smoothly Cheong Cheon made his way around the area, Baek Suryong asked, "How many times have you come here to know your way around like this? I bet you could navigate these streets with your eyes closed."

"I've been here often enough... since this is where I grew up."

"This is the first time I'm hearing this."

"There's not much to tell, really. I lived here with my mother. We were poor."

As they walked through the slums, they took in the surroundings and the people. The streets were filthy, and an unpleasant stench lingered in the air. The residents' faces were all haggard, sickly, and weary from the hardships they'd endured.

As they passed a woman with a sickly complexion holding a child's hand, Baek Suryong's brief gaze seemed to startle her. Quickly pulling the child close to her, she hurried away as fast as she could.

"She must have thought we were thugs from the unorthodox sects," Cheong Cheon remarked, as if he was accustomed to such occurrences. "Currently, the unorthodox sects active in this area are the Scarlet Tiger Gang, the Great Bear Gang, and the Ironhead Sect. Over the years, the names of the sects and their leaders have changed, but the things they do remain the same."

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. By murim standards, these thugs were merely second- or third-rate warriors, not even worthy of being called unorthodox sect martial artists.

"But to people who don't know martial arts, even those scumbags seem like unparalleled masters," Cheong Cheon added.

"That's true."

These thugs terrorized the slum dwellers, extorted merchants, and committed all kinds of crimes. Still, although the scale and might of these back alley gangsters may be insignificant relative to the great murim sects, to the people who suffered at their hands, could such evil truly be considered trivial?

Cheong Cheon, having witnessed countless crimes while growing up in this place, certainly did not think so.

"As a child, I dreamed of becoming a constable so I could get rid of scum like them, but when I finally did, I found out that it's not so easy."

"Those cockroach-like bastards are tenacious. No matter how many you kill, more just crawl out."

Cheong Cheon nodded. Baek Suryong was right. These lowly thugs were everywhere, and they were so numerous that even the Murim Alliance didn't bother to pay them any attention. They were pests that could not be eradicated, and so the poorest civilians, who had no means of protection, ended up being the ones who suffered most under their tyranny.

"I want to make these streets… safe for people to walk through," Cheong Cheon declared.

It wasn't a grand ambition. All he wanted was a street where people could walk safely. Yet, achieving that modest goal was almost impossible…

"Seems worth doing. Especially if it's just that."

"…What?"

Baek Suryong looked around the slum, carefully observing the people, the streets, and the shabby signs of the unorthodox sects in the distance. He hadn't proposed the idea of working with Cheong Cheon just on a whim. Although he wanted the students to gain real experience, he did have other reasons as well.

"Cheong Cheon, let me ask you something. If you resolve the conflict here, would you get promoted to chief inspector?"

Cheong Cheon stopped in his tracks. "A promotion? I'm not really all that interested, but… if we succeed at cleaning up this mess, it's definitely possible."

The violence and murders caused by the plethora of third-rate unorthodox sects in the slums had plagued the city for decades, leading to a deterioration in public safety. Unfortunately, the Murim Alliance wasn't willing to interfere, and the government lacked the ability and commitment to address the problem. However, if a constable managed to resolve it, a huge promotion was certainly in the cards.

"Is that so? Good to know."

"You're up to something again, aren't you?" Cheong Cheon let out a long sigh, but when he saw Baek Suryong's mischievous grin, he couldn't help but laugh. It was troubling, but somehow reassuring at the same time. "What's the plan?" he asked.

"Educate the kids, clean up the trash, and maybe even develop some business opportunities."

"Business opportunities?"

Baek Suryong looked around. "The White Dragon Conglomerate has been looking to expand into new markets lately."

As a major trade hub, Nanchang's markets were already dominated by large trading companies, making it difficult for the up-and-coming White Dragon Conglomerate to expand. Therefore, their only opportunity lay in an untapped market. The slums, for example, were shabby and dirty now, but there was no guarantee that they would stay that way forever.

A few days ago, when Golden Dragon Chairman Geo Ilsan had heard about Baek Suryong's ambitions, he had given him some advice.


"Mr. Baek, have you ever thought about developing a new district?"

"Is there really an undeveloped district in this city?"

"It has to be cleaned up first... but there's one place that shows a lot of promise."



Just as the Golden Dragon chairman had said, after seeing it with his own eyes, Baek Suryong realized that the slums had the potential to become a thriving new marketplace.

"And as a bonus, I'll get you promoted."

"Heh..."

Well, if Cheong Cheon becomes the chief inspector, I would also benefit greatly from his increased authority, Baek Suryong thought.

Playfully throwing an arm around Cheong Cheon's shoulder, he said, "Let's give it a shot. Starting with cleaning up the trash."


Chapter 125: Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts (4)

"This place has been my go-to since I was a kid," Cheong Cheon remarked as he pushed open the creaking door of a rundown inn that looked like it could crumble at any moment.

Entering, Baek Suryong saw that the inn was run by an elderly woman, so hunched over that it looked like her frail body might snap in two any moment. 

"Grandma! I'm here!" Cheong Cheon hollered, his voice echoing throughout the inn. When he saw Baek Suryong's shocked expression, though, he sheepishly explained that he had only yelled because the old lady was both mute and almost deaf.

The old woman slowly, almost painfully, turned her head toward the pair and fixed her weary eyes on them. Deep wrinkles forming around her eyes, she slowly rose to her feet and hobbled toward the kitchen.

Unable to hide his impatience, Baek Suryong asked, "Where's she going without even taking our order?"

"Somyeon[1] is the only dish that is served here. Just so you know, it tastes awful, but at least the portions are generous. Have a seat," Cheong Cheon said, brushing the dust off a rickety table with his sleeve before sitting down. It was obvious this wasn't his first visit to the inn.

Baek Suryong sat across from him, clicking his tongue. "You really know how to live like a pauper."

As a constable in a large city like Nanchang, Cheong Cheon's salary was nothing to sneeze at, and if he pocketed a little extra on the side, he could easily earn double or even triple his official salary.

Curious, Baek Suryong asked, "Do you take bribes?"

"No," Cheong Cheon replied flatly, shaking his head.

He's as pure as a saint, Baek Suryong thought, not surprised in the least. Just as Cheong Cheon had no interest in his biological father's considerable inheritance, he didn't seem to care about material wealth at all.

Looking closer, Baek Suryong noticed that Cheong Cheon's uniform was worn and frayed. It was probably the same one he'd received when he first joined the constabulary.

"Since you're making money, you should spend some of it on decent clothes and food. A penniless constable? The criminals must be laughing at you."

"My stern face keeps them in line," Cheong Cheon replied with a deadpan expression.

"Pfft!" Baek Suryong couldn't help but chuckle, unsure if Cheong Cheon was joking or not. "By the way, do they serve wine here?"

In a way, Cheong Cheon was the first friend Baek Suryong had made since arriving in this city, and he wanted to share a drink with him.

However, at the mention of alcohol, Cheong Cheon's face clouded over. "Alcohol..."

"If it's because you're on duty, we can have it next time..."

"The old lady has bamboo leaf wine, but it's pricey."

"I'll pay, just order it."

"I'll be right back," Cheong Cheon said, eagerly springing to his feet to fetch the wine.

As he walked off, Baek Suryong called after him, "You might as well bring several bottles, since it will take the old woman forever to get them!"

Shortly after, the old woman returned from the kitchen and placed bowls of somyeon in front of the two men.

Baek Suryong took a bite, then promptly laid down his chopsticks. "...This tastes awful."

"But the portions are generous," Cheong Cheon said with a satisfied smile, slurping down his noodles.

Baek Suryong shook his head in disbelief. It was rare to see Cheong Cheon smile like that. Pouring bamboo-leaf wine into his glass and then into Cheong Cheon's, he remarked, "You're ridiculous. Why are you smiling like you've brought me to a famous restaurant?"

For a while, the two sat in silence, passing the drinks back and forth. The old woman, mute and deaf, sat at a nearby table like a stone statue, staring out at the setting sun with clouded eyes.

Midway through his bowl, Cheong Cheon suddenly steered the conversation back to the real reason for their visit. "Like I said previously, this slum is controlled by three unorthodox sects."

"You mean the Scarlet Tiger Gang, the Great Bear Gang, and the Ironhead Sect, right?"

Cheong Cheon nodded, then began to describe the factions vying for control of the slums, "The Scarlet Tiger Gang is the largest of the three. Since their boss changed a year ago, they've expanded rapidly in an attempt to unify the slum under their rule. Most of the recent unrest around here has been caused by them."

Since the new boss took over, the Scarlet Tiger Gang had started imitating murim sects, even establishing their own code of conduct.

"They all have scarlet tiger tattoos on their arms. Although there are a lot of them, most aren't very skilled...except for the gang leader. He's a formidable fighter."

"How formidable?"

"I only saw him from a distance once...but I don't think I could beat him."

"Really?" Baek Suryong asked, visibly surprised. He knew better than anyone how skilled Cheong Cheon was.

Although he's still considered a first-rate martial artist, he'll probably reach the peak level soon, Baek Suryong thought. After learning the complete Blood Rain Demonic Art from him, Cheong Cheon had trained relentlessly, even often going to him for guidance. As a result of his efforts, he had now reached a level where he could be considered a martial arts expert.

"So, you're saying the boss of the Scarlet Tiger Gang is at least at the peak level?"

"...Probably."

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. A master of that caliber hiding out in a slum among third-rate unorthodox sects? He's probably hiding something shady.

Cheong Cheon continued, "You should warn the students not to let their tempers get the better of them and challenge the Scarlet Tiger Boss."

"Of course," Baek Suryong replied. He planned to give the Azure Dragon Academy students some real world experience against unorthodox martial artists, but if the gap between them and their opponent was too wide, then it wasn't training, but a suicide mission.

Throwing students off a cliff doesn't always make them stronger. More often than not, they die before they have a chance to grow. 

Baek Suryong had seen too many cases like that in the past.

"I'll keep that in mind. What about the other gangs?" he asked.

"The second largest is the Great Bear Gang. It's a group formed by retired freelancers."

"Freelancers?"

"Technically, it's led by three brothers who were freelancers in the past. The rest are either their subordinates or people who drifted in from elsewhere."

Three brothers, who called themselves the Mighty Bear Trio, led the Great Bear Gang. As they were all over fifty, they were too old to continue freelance work.

"I've never seen them, but I've heard that all three are at least first-rate fighters."

"So, they've ended up here after failing to secure a retirement job."

It was a common fate for aging freelancers. With little money saved, deteriorating health from years on the road, and no stable work, they often ended up leading gangs in slums or back alleys.

Bok Manchun is one of the lucky ones, Baek Suryong thought. Though a retired freelancer, Bok Manchun's circumstances were the exception rather than the norm. Once a loan shark's bodyguard, he was now the administrator of the White Dragon Conglomerate, often dining with the Golden Dragon Chairman and receiving invaluable business advice.

"The Mighty Bear Trio, huh... I guess I'll have to ask Administrator Bok to look into them."

Despite their age, the Mighty Bear Trio's experience in real combat was not easily dismissed. Rather, anyone who had survived over twenty years as a freelancer was probably more fox than bear.

"If you underestimate them, there could be casualties among the students," Cheong Cheon warned.

"That's perfect. If it's too easy, there's no point," Baek Suryong replied with a grin. He had no intention of pushing the students off a cliff, but he would push them close enough to feel the edge.

"Look at that, we're already out of wine. Grandma! Another round of drinks, please!" he shouted.

The old woman blinked dazedly for a while, then slowly rose like a sloth.

"Never mind, I'll get it," Cheong Cheon sighed in resignation. Heading to the kitchen and returning with several more bottles of bamboo leaf wine, he then continued, "Anyway, the last major gang, the Ironhead Sect is the weakest of the three."

"The Ironhead Sect? What kind of stupid name is that?" Baek Suryong scoffed. Even among unorthodox sects, most at least try to come up with names that sound somewhat respectable. But the Ironhead Sect? The name alone reeks of thick-headed numskulls.

"Well, the Ironhead Sect Leader is an idiot," Cheong Cheon said with a smirk, refilling Baek Suryong's cup.

By now, the small, shabby inn was filled with the pungent aroma of strong liquor. After a brief pause, Cheong Cheon continued, "He's also a local."

"A local? So you know him?"

"...To some extent."

As far as Cheong Cheon knew, the Ironhead Sect Leader was abandoned at birth and left to die on the side of the road. Fortunately, a beggar king found the infant, took him in, and raised him on the streets, teaching him the art of survival from an early age. The beggar king never bothered to give him a proper name, instead calling him Cheoldu (meaning ironhead), a name derived from his iron-hard skull. The nickname stuck and eventually became his real name as well as the name of his sect.

"In short, Cheoldu is a heartless man who killed the beggar king who raised him, took over as leader, and then gave up begging to found the Ironhead Sect," Cheong Cheon summarized.

He was once a beggar? Baek Suryong stroked his chin, lost in thought. "So this Cheoldu fellow... he's not tied to the Beggars' Gang, is he?"

"No, not every beggar belongs to the Beggars' Gang."

"Good point. Especially in a place like this, where the Rogues' Guild probably holds more sway than the Beggars' Gang."

The Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild were the two biggest information brokers in the Central Plains. They weren't outright enemies, but they were definitely rivals. The main difference between them? The Beggars' Gang, being an orthodox sect, was selective about who they sold their information to, while the Rogues' Guild had no such qualms, selling to anyone willing to pay the price. For this reason, the Rogues' Guild was often classified as an unorthodox cult.

"Anyway, almost all the local thugs who grew up around here have rallied around Cheoldu. As a result, the Ironhead Sect is more like a ragtag gang than a proper murim sect."

"What about their martial arts?"

"They're lacking, but many of them are born brawlers. In some ways... it's almost pitiful."

"Oh?" Baek Suryong's eyes lit up, intrigued. So, they may not be much in martial arts, but they've sharpened their fighting instincts through raw experience. Guys like that can turn into masters if given the right opportunities.

Baek Suryong made a mental note of Cheoldu and his local roots.

Well, all in all, it looks like there are plenty of opponents in this place who could teach those spoiled brats what real killing intent feels like. Of course, I'll have to work hard to keep a good balance before things get dicey, but damn it this isn't the kind of challenge I love the most!

"This will be a good experience for those little punks," Baek Suryong said, a malicious smile playing on his lips. 

Cheong Cheon stood up. "I need to head back now. Got a lot of work piling up."

"You go on ahead. I'll hang around a bit longer."

Cheong Cheon walked over to the old woman behind the counter and called out, "Grandma! The food was great. This guy'll pay for it. I'll be back soon!"

The old woman nodded slowly, a smile spreading across her wrinkled face.

After Cheong Cheon left, Baek Suryong lingered in the inn, alone with his thoughts.

"The Scarlet Tiger Gang, the Great Bear Gang, and the Ironhead Sect..."

As he pondered the situation, his expression darkened, growing more serious.

Suddenly, a shout echoed from somewhere outside. "A fight!"

Baek Suryong turned his head to the sound coming from outside the inn. Even though the source was far away, he used his inner qi to improve his vision and saw a group of men brawling in the distance.

"Hmm… I can't really see clearly from here," he muttered, before executing his movement arts and leaping onto the inn's roof in one fluid motion.

The old woman below widened her eyes in surprise, startled. Baek Suryong flashed her a grin before turning his attention back to the battle.

"Those guys with tiger tattoos must be the Scarlet Tiger Gang... and it looks like they're up against just one man."

A lone man stood surrounded by the Scarlet Tiger Gang, fighting them off.

"Ugh!" The man was short, his head marked with scars, his body as solid as a stone wall.

Huh, Baek Suryong thought, watching closely. The Scarlet Tiger Gang members brandished knives and axes, while a lone short man fought them off with his bare hands, showing not an ounce of fear. Their weapons grazed his body, drawing blood, but he remained unfazed, using the chaos of the brawl to make them stumble over each other before charging in and...

CRACK!

…Headbutting one of the gang members. As the man fell back, the lone shorty seized the opportunity, crouched down, and then surged upward, this time headbutting another gangster's jaw.

"Argh!" The Scarlet Tiger gangster screamed as his jaw shattered, sending blood and broken teeth flying everywhere. 

Blood splattered across the shorty's face, drenching him in crimson. "Come on! I'll kill you all!" he roared like a wild beast.

"Wow..." Despite the distance, Baek Suryong couldn't help but admire the man's killing intent. It was raw, ferocious, devoid of technique, but filled with such murderous determination and malice that it made Baek Suryong's skin tingle.

The kiddos at the Azure Dragon Academy could really learn something from this guy, he thought.

As he observed, the shorty continued his desperate struggle, battling the Scarlet Tiger Gang with every ounce of his being.

" Cheoldu, you crazy bastard!" one of the Scarlet Tiger gangsters yelled.

"Don't let him escape! We have to kill him today!"

However, despite their shouts, the man they called Cheoldu broke through the encirclement and fled. The gang members gave chase, but by the looks of it, it wouldn't be long before he lost them.

So that's Cheoldu, Baek Suryong thought as he watched the shorty disappear into the distance. Jumping down from the roof, he walked up to the old woman as if it was the most natural thing in the world and asked, "What do you think, Grandma?

"......"

"Between the Scarlet Tiger Gang, the Great Bear Gang, and the Ironhead Sect, which one do you think will take over this neighborhood?"

"......" With a look of puzzlement, the old woman tilted her head slightly, as if she was straining to hear him.

Still, Baek Suryong didn't mind and continued talking as if she could hear his every word. "Or how about this? What if a new power took control of the streets?"

"......"

As if sharing a secret with someone who could hear everything, Baek Suryong flashed a mysterious and meaningful grin at the old woman, chuckling, "...How long are you going to keep pretending to be deaf? What if I went outside and spread the word that this place is a branch of the Rogues' Guild? Would that make you talk?"

"How did you..." The old woman's eyes, usually dull, sharpened in an instant. Her voice, raspy from disuse, cracked as she spoke. "How did you figure it out? Not even my regulars who have been coming here for over ten years know about this."

This shabby inn, introduced by Cheong Cheon, was, in fact, a secret branch of the Rogues' Guild.



Footnotes:

[1] Somyeon (素麵): A very thin noodle made of wheat flour. You might be more familiar with the Japanese name, sōmen.



Chapter 126: The Rogues' Guild's Decision

Baek Suryong grinned smugly, saying, "The truth is, I'm the world's best detective."

In an instant, the old woman's expression changed, her once kind, wrinkled face hardening into something cold and unforgiving. This sudden transformation was enough to make anyone think twice before speaking.

"Haven't you heard the saying 'curiosity kills the cat'?" she threatened, her harsh, sharp voice like a crow's caw sending a chill through the air.

However, even though most people would recoil at the sound, Baek Suryong showed no reaction at all.

Is he much stronger than the Guild estimated, or is he just pretending to be unfazed? The old woman's mind raced as she hastily re-evaluated Baek Suryong's strength.

Although her voice was naturally unpleasant, she was also a master of Sound Arts, a highly specialized martial art. Just moments earlier, she had subtly infused her voice with inner qi to gauge Baek Suryong's skill, but in all her years, no one had ever stayed so composed after hearing its effects.

Typically, the more skilled the individual, the more sensitive they were to external forces. The moment they heard the sound arts, their bodies and qi would react instinctively, a reflex to protect them. Even the most seasoned martial artists would flinch or scowl in response. Yet, Baek Suryong seemed entirely unaffected.

Either his qi sensitivity is duller than most, or he reacted before I even initiated my sound arts...

Neither option made much sense. 

Suddenly, Baek Suryong snickered, "Was that sound arts? I've heard that it's almost a lost art nowadays due to its inefficiency. You've mastered a rare skill."

The old woman's wrinkled face remained a mask of calm, but drops of cold sweat trickled down her back as she replied, "...Impressive."

As Baek Suryong mentioned, the Sound Arts were indeed teetering on the edge of extinction. It was difficult to master and not very effective in battle, so few martial artists were inclined to learn it. However, since its subtle nature allowed it to be used covertly, the Rogues' Guild decided to keep it alive, primarily by having courtesans learn it.

Noticing the unasked question in the old woman's eyes, Baek Suryong answered, "Well, I once knew a master of sound arts. Anyway, judging by your level of mastery, you must have trained for decades. Do you usually remain silent to preserve your voice?"

"...Enough with the idle talk. Shall we get down to business?" The old woman snapped, her demeanor changing dramatically as she strode briskly to the inn's door, closed it, and pushed a table in front of it to prevent anyone from entering. 

Turning around, she asked icily, "How did you know this place was a Rogues' Guild branch? Did you come here knowing that to begin with?"

"No, I didn't realize it at first," Baek Suryong replied, glancing slowly around the interior of the inn. "It's just that... considering that this inn is run by an old woman who can barely walk, it's surprisingly clean and well maintained despite looking like it's on the verge of collapse. Something felt off."

"...Just that?"

"Of course, there was more. The moment you saw me, your pupils dilated slightly. Also, the noodles in that filthy, tasteless soup were remarkably uniform in thickness and length. It made me wonder if you've been trained in martial arts."

"......"

Still smiling leisurely, Baek Suryong continued, "An old woman who runs an inn and is both mute and deaf? That's the perfect setting to discuss secret matters without worrying about leaks. However, if said old woman has been secretly practicing martial arts, then the likelihood that she's neither mute nor deaf is very high..."

The old woman's expression hardened.

Noticing her growing concern, Baek Suryong's grin widened. "Why would an old woman pretend to be deaf and mute? To eavesdrop on private conversations, of course. In that case, there was a good chance that this place was a secret branch of the Rogues' Guild. As for confirmation, well, you've just confirmed it yourself."

"...Hah!"

In less than an hour, Baek Suryong had used his keen intuition and unparalleled powers of observation to deduce the old woman's true identity, which she had kept hidden from everyone, even her closest associates, for more than a decade.

"I feel like I've seen a ghost," she quipped.

"Here's a suggestion. If the floor is poorly constructed, it will make a suspicious sound when one walks over it," Baek Suryong said, stomping lightly with his foot and causing a hollow sound to echo from underneath the floor. 

"I'm pretty sure there's a secret passage leading to the Rogues' Guild headquarters under here. You probably want to be more careful in the future. Though, I doubt you'll run into someone like me again." Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly.

"......" The old woman's face paled, and cold sweat beaded on her forehead. There was indeed a secret passage under the inn that led to the Nanchang headquarters of the Rogues' Guild.

Although knowing about the passage doesn't mean he can reach Headquarters...I'm not so sure about this guy.

The passage was filled with traps and mechanisms designed to repel any intruders, and even the most skilled martial artists would struggle to survive if they entered recklessly. However, Baek Suryong gave her the strange feeling that he possessed many unusual skills.

Baek Suryong asked, "Anything else you're curious about?"

"......"

Now that I've perfectly outmaneuvered the Rogues' Guild, it's time to get to the point, Baek Suryong thought, saying, "I don't think there's any need for me to introduce myself, right? I seem to have become quite famous without even realizing it."

The old woman nodded weakly. "...No. You can only be Baek Suryong."

Right now, Baek Suryong was one of the most talked about names within the intelligence community. Ever since he became an instructor at Azure Dragon Academy, everything he had done had been nothing short of extraordinary. As such, the old woman had already memorized Baek Suryong's facial characteristics and recognized him the moment he entered with Cheong Cheon, though she never expected him to have such excellent insight.

"They say a hidden dragon has awakened at the Azure Dragon Academy...and it seems that was no exaggeration," she added.

Baek Suryong's lips twitched. "A hidden dragon? You mean me?"

"Yes. That's what they're calling you these days. It hasn't spread widely yet, though."

Baek Suryong winced, annoyed by the nickname others would envy. "Ugh, I hate cringey nicknames… Anyway, I want information and cooperation from the Rogues' Guild."

"...Let's hear it," the old woman said. Even though the word 'cooperation' weighed on her mind, she decided to hear Baek Suryong out first to show that she was serious about taking him as a client.

"You heard what I discussed with Cheong Cheon earlier, right? First, I need information on the Scarlet Tiger Gang, the Great Bear Gang, and the Ironhead Sect."

The old woman nodded, having expected as much. "As long as you pay the right price, I'll provide it."

However, what came next was a rather perplexing request.

"I also need information on every single person living in the slums. Courtesans, ruffians, coachmen, waiters, beggars, criminals hiding from the law—everyone."

"...What exactly are you planning?" the old woman asked, her expression grim.

Baek Suryong grinned widely. "I plan to make the entire slum my territory."

"...What?"

"I'm going to form a sect. I'll merge the Scarlet Tiger Gang, the Great Bear Gang, and the Ironhead Sect into one, and manage this place far more efficiently than it is now."

"......" After a brief silence, the old woman's eyes, which had once held a glimmer of admiration for Baek Suryong, now blazed with fierce hostility. With icy disdain, she sharply commanded, "Get out. You're just like the rest of them. Another orthodox sect hypocrite, eager to bleed the poor dry like leeches. To think they called a bastard like you a hidden dragon!"

"Wait, hold on, it's not like that..." Baek Suryong began, trying to explain.

Unfortunately, the old woman cut him off, her anger flaring as she yelled, "If you want to kill me, go ahead and try. But you'll never get what you want. Even if you storm the Rogues' Guild headquarters, it'll be the same!"

The Rogues' Guild started out as a gathering of society's outcasts. Courtesans, coachmen, waiters, the falsely accused, and laborers barely earning enough to eat joined forces to survive, sharing information and resources. Finally, when the coalition became widespread enough, the Rogues' Guild was established.

Since it was formed by those at the bottom, however, it inevitably attracted some of the rougher, more unsavory types, which led the orthodox sects to label the Rogues' Guild as unorthodox and shun them as immoral and corrupt. Despite this, the hypocrites came to the Rogues' Guild whenever they needed information covertly.

It was no surprise that the Guild had no love for them.

"People like you are the worst," the old woman spat, glaring at Baek Suryong with murderous intent. If she could, she would have killed him right then and there.

Baek Suryong looked at her with a perplexed expression. "I think there's been a misunderstanding," he said.

"Misunderstanding? Do you think this is the first time I've seen someone like you? Scoundrels who prey on those less educated and weaker than themselves! People who have thousands, even tens of thousands, of privileges, but can't rest until they've stolen everything from others! One day, divine punishment will..."

"Haa…" Baek Suryong sighed deeply and raised his hands. "That's enough. Calm down."

CLAP!

Stars exploded before the old woman's eyes. Baek Suryong had clapped his hands together right in front of her face, channeling his inner qi into the action.[1]

Startled, the old woman stumbled backward and fell on her butt, thinking she had been attacked. 

Baek Suryong moved in front of her, clicking his tongue. "Are you going to grow old waiting for some non-existent divine punishment, whining your whole life? Why not try doing something instead?"

"What?" The old woman looked up at Baek Suryong, stunned. 

His expression, which had been playful just moments ago, was now deadly serious.

"The Scarlet Tiger Gang. The Great Bear Gang. It's impossible to wipe out trash like that. No matter how many you kill, new ones will just keep popping up. This place is like that. It's only natural for rats to come out of the sewers. That's why, it's better to gather them all in one place and manage them. And that's exactly what I'm going to do."

"What kind of nonsense..."

"To you, I might look the same as those scum. But if they're the worst, then I'm the lesser evil. I'm not interested in the few pennies the poor have."

Perhaps one day, the local economy would develop and things would turn around, but that was likely many years away. Baek Suryong's real reason for wanting to take control of the unorthodox sects in the slums was something else entirely.

If a day ever comes when I have to fight the Blood Cult...

The students of the Azure Dragon Academy were, after all, just students. Each one was exceptionally talented, with a high chance of becoming great masters in the future, but that didn't mean Baek Suryong could order them around.

I need loyal subordinates who can move at my command.

Recently, he had learned a lot about the current Blood Cult through the Smiling Grim Reaper. The infiltration of the Blood Dragon into the Heavenly Martial Academy could only mean that the Cult had already amassed considerable power, so he had to prepare for an eventual clash with them.

"I'll kill those who are beyond saving and work the others to the bone. Maybe then, this place will be more peaceful than before."

"......" The old woman narrowed her eyes, scrutinizing Baek Suryong as if trying to gauge the truth behind his words. "That sounds convincing enough, but... how am I supposed to trust you?"

"Don't trust me. How could you trust someone you've just met? That's ridiculous."

"Ha! Then what the hell am I supposed to..."

"Trust Cheong Cheon instead," Baek Suryong interrupted.

"......"

"Do you think Cheong Cheon is the type to exploit the poor?"

The old woman didn't need to think twice. She shook her head, saying, "Cheong Cheon... he's a good child."

She remembered Cheong Cheon as a young boy. Despite his frail body, he studied all night, determined to become a constable. As such, he was barely able to eat properly, and became so thin that he looked malnourished. Even when she offered him free noodles, he stubbornly refused, saying he wouldn't take anything without paying for it. Yet whenever he had money, he'd eat twice as much without complaining, devouring the foul noodles with a tenacity that impressed her. 

In the end, Cheong Cheon was one of the few who had risen from the slums through sheer determination. To the old woman who had lived here for decades, he was like one of her own children.

Baek Suryong added, "If I ever tried to exploit the people here, Cheong Cheon would probably try to kill me."

"Heh. Yes, he probably would," The old woman chuckled.

Baek Suryong extended a hand to her, who was still lying on the floor. "So, what do you think? Care to consider my proposal?"

The old woman looked at Baek Suryong's hand for a long time, then she took it and let him help her to get up. "...Fine. I'll trust Cheong Cheon's judgment."

"Wise choice."

"Wait here. I'll bring the information on those sects you mentioned. The rest isn't urgent, so I'll prepare it later."

Baek Suryong tilted his head in surprise. "Don't you need to report this to your superiors? It doesn't seem like something you can decide on your own."

"Heh. Don't worry, I've got enough authority for that."

Although Baek Suryong didn't know it, the old woman was one of the top three most influential figures in the Rogues' Guild's Nanchang branch. Moreover, she was the highest authority in the slums.

A short while later, she returned with a thick stack of documents. "Here it is. Some of it's a bit outdated, so if you have any questions, just ask," she said.

Baek Suryong sat down and began reading through the materials she brought. Before long, the night grew late, and outside the inn's closed windows, a hazy moon cast its light.

With a soft thud, Baek Suryong shut the last notebook. 

"Looks like Cheoldu is the best man for the job," he concluded.



Footnotes:

[1] This is a distraction technique used in sumo wrestling called Nekodamashi, where a wrestler claps his hands in front of his opponent's face, causing him to blink.



Chapter 127: To Live Like Humans

"Damn it..." Cheoldu cursed, clenching his teeth as he smeared a thick ointment over the wounds that marred his body. 

It wasn't the sting of the cuts that made him swear. Pain had been his companion since childhood, and scars were just another part of his existence. No, the reason why Cheoldu's face warped into something monstrous was something else altogether.

"...Boss."

"Shut up and keep breathing," Cheoldu whispered gruffly, his expression stern as he replaced his subordinate Jangsam's blood-soaked bandages.

Lying on the ground with a haggard expression, Jangsam smiled weakly. "Not that it matters. I'm going to die soon anyway. Might as well tease the Boss one last time before I go."

"You damned bastard..."

Under any other circumstances, Cheoldu would have beaten Jangsam for daring to mouth off to him, the Boss, but when he saw Jangsam's pale, cracked lips, he found himself unable to lift a hand.

Lately, the Scarlet Tiger Gang had attacked them relentlessly, pushing harder and harder to take over the slums. For the Ironhead Sect, every day had become a battle for survival, every moment a fight to stay alive. Today, Cheoldu had made it through, but his friends... not all of them were so lucky.

"Fufu, getting nursed by Boss...This Jangsam's finally made it big."

"You filthy dog. Once you're better, you'll be cleaning the latrines for three years straight."

"Oof. That's just one more reason for me to die."

Even on the brink of death, Jangsam cracked jokes. Cheoldu almost struck him for real this time, but he clenched his fist and held back.

"Shit..."

Boss and subordinate, that's what they called each other, but the truth was, they were more like brothers, friends who'd grown up together under the thumb of that old beggar king. 

Jangsam's dimming eyes lingered on Cheoldu. "Boss, remember when you killed that motherfucker of a Beggar King? I was so frickin' happy that day. I thought we'd finally escaped this hell. I thought, damn, we can finally live like real humans, and strut around like we own the place. And for a few years, we did, didn't we? Fufu."

"......" Cheoldu said nothing, just stared silently at his friend, his face twisting with a pain that went beyond the physical.

Suddenly, Jangsam's eyes cleared up and his voice steadied as he said, "But... as time went on, I started feeling sorry for you, Boss. Every time someone died by your hand, every time we strutted around, breaking, killing, stomping on people, a certain question would creep into my head."

It was then that Cheoldu knew. Jangsam had reached the state that the murim commonly referred to as terminal lucidity—the last moments of clarity just before death.

Lifting his head to meet Cheoldu's gaze, Jangsam asked, "How are we any different from that Beggar King bastard?"

"…Fuck, now you're starting to sound like a stuffy scholar," Cheoldu scoffed, but the words hit home. After all, he'd been asking himself the same question for ages. "...Stop overthinking things. We're uneducated, bottom-of-the-barrel trash. This is just the shitty hand we've been dealt in life."

Jangsam nodded, but a bitter smile tugged at his lips. "All we wanted to live like humans. If we'd had the chance... maybe even we could... No, that's just an excuse. I mean, just look at Cheong Cheon hyung-nim..."

"At least that hyung-nim had a mother."

"Fufu. True, true," Jangsam chuckled weakly, but his eyes were starting to cloud over again. His voice, laced with regret, grew fainter.

"Cheoldu... Maybe it's not too late. Maybe you can still live like a human. From now on... don't commit any more sins..."

Jangsam's voice trailed off as his head slumped to the side, the words he wanted to say left unfinished forever.

"...Rest in peace. I don't want to hear you spewing nonsense anymore," Cheoldu whispered, gently closing Jangsam's eyes and covering his face with a cloth. 

After that, he stood up and left the clinic, feeling no sadness, only a simmering rage at the damn situation.

Outside, he surveyed the Ironhead Sect's old manor, their base of operations.

"...Shit."

His subordinates were scattered around, their faces weary and bodies wrapped in bandages. The air was thick with the smell of cheap ointments, as expensive medicine used by real murim martial artists was beyond their reach.

"Boss."

"...Boss."

"Boss..."

The faces that turned to him were exhausted, some as pale as death itself, blood seeping through their myriad bandages. Many familiar faces were already missing.

Seven in four days. No, now that Jangsam's dead, it's eight. 

The Ironhead Sect had barely thirty members to begin with, and now nearly a third of them were gone.

Just then, Asam, the secretary of the Ironhead Sect, approached. "Boss. We got a message from the Great Bear Gang."

Cheoldu glanced briefly at Asam's empty left sleeve. "What did they say?"

"The same as always. That they'll help us if we join them. They're telling us to give up and kneel."

"Bullshit."

The Great Bear Gang was no different from the Scarlet Tiger Gang. If anything, the old freelancers in the Great Bear Gang were even more arrogant. Bowing to them meant becoming their slaves at best, only to be discarded later.

"They're just as desperate as us, since the Scarlet Tiger Gang's started going after them too."

Despite their formidable power, the Scarlet Tiger Gang had, until now, refrained from waging an all-out war. Instead, they were methodically eliminating their rivals one by one, using guerrilla tactics to slowly weaken them, all with the aim of forcing the Great Bear Gang and Ironhead Sect to surrender voluntarily.

Nevertheless, surrender was not an option for Cheoldu.

At this rate, we're all dead. I need to find a way out. 

Cheoldu thought hard, using his brain for something other than charging into battle for once.

In the end, his conclusion was simple.

Scratching his close-cropped hair, he commanded, "Gather everyone."

[image: sep]

"Tonight. I will kill the leader of the Scarlet Tiger Gang," Cheoldu announced to all the remaining members of the Ironhead Sect.

"What?"

"Have you lost it, Boss?"

The boss of the Scarlet Tiger Gang was rumored to be a master of incredible skill. Few had seen him, but stories circulated that he'd killed the previous leader in just three exchanges.

Cheoldu snorted. "So what if he's skilled? Is his belly made of steel?"

No matter how skilled the Scarlet Tiger Boss was, he was still human. A blade to the stomach would kill him just like anyone else. It was this belief that had carried Cheoldu through his life so far, and he wasn't about to change it now... Not that he knew any other way.

Cheoldu went to his room, gathered his hatchet, dagger, and a few hidden weapons, then stepped back outside.

"Here, take this," he said, tossing a key to Asam. 

It was the key to the Ironhead Sect's treasury, containing their meager wealth. 

"If I'm not back by morning, split it up. Don't keep anything for yourself. Share it equally. After that, the Ironhead Sect is done."

"...Cheoldu, if you go, you'll die."

"Shut up. Who said I'm going to die? I'll be back by morning. If I come back and you've all run off, I'll hunt each of you down, so be ready," Cheoldu said, smirking, then quickly turned away, ignoring the voices calling out to him from all sides.

CREEEAK...

The old gate hinges groaned as he pushed the sect gates open. Stepping outside, Cheoldu soon melted into the cold night streets of the slums.

"Damn, it's cold."

Shouts, curses, and the sounds of fighting echoed from all directions, but for this neighborhood, it was a relatively quiet night. Cheoldu turned into a dark alley.

"Mind if we talk for a bit?" a voice suddenly said.

Shocked, Cheoldu spun around and hurled his hatchet in the direction of the voice. His movements were as swift as lightning, but the stranger caught his hatchet effortlessly.

Cheoldu gulped. This person wasn't just skilled, he was extremely skilled. "Who are you?" he asked.

Upon closer inspection, the man standing before him was strikingly handsome, so much so that he couldn't help but feel a pang of envy. Dressed in a long blue robe, bathed in moonlight, and wearing a mysterious smile, the man reminded him of a mythical figure from an ancient legend.

"Me? I'm here to join the Ironhead Sect," Baek Suryong said casually as he sauntered closer to Cheoldu.

Nervous, Cheoldu immediately pulled out another two hatchets and waved them around threateningly. "I've never seen your face around here before. Did the Great Bear Gang send you? Or is it the Scarlet Tiger Gang?"

"Neither," Baek Suryong replied. His eyebrows furrowed in thought, he muttered distantly, "If I had to say... Perhaps the Azure Dragon Sect? Or does the White Dragon Sect sound better?"

Cheoldu's fury flared at the man's nonchalant tone, but he held himself back, searching for an opening. "If it's neither, then what do you want with me?"

"I told you, I'm here to join the Ironhead Sect. And to do that, I need to challenge and beat the leader. That's your rule, isn't it?"

"You're crazy." Cheoldu spat thickly on the ground and tightened his grip on the hatchets.

"Anyway…" Baek Suryong's trailed off as he moved closer, carefully gauging the distance between them. "It looks like you were heading toward the Scarlet Tiger Gang. Were you planning on attacking them alone?"

"Well, actually…"

"Actually?" Baek Suryong echoed, feigning interest.

Cheoldu seized the moment, lunging forward with both hatchets swinging in a deadly arc.

"Ask the King of Hell, you bastard!" he roared, putting every ounce of his strength, every drop of his pitiful inner energy, into the strike. 

A confident grin spread across his face. This was a killing move he had crafted himself, a nameless technique. 

No one has ever survived this move at this distance!

The hatchets crossed through the air, shattering Baek Suryong's body into pieces…

…Shattering?

"Well, that was something," Baek Suryong's playful voice came from Cheoldu's left, where he suddenly reappeared.

An afterimage! Cheoldu realized, his heart sinking.

"Your form is poor, probably because you've never had proper training," Baek Suryong remarked, sounding almost amused as he casually grabbed Cheoldu's arm.

Cheoldu didn't resist the pull. Instead, he made a snap decision, ducking low and charging forward with his head, aiming to slam into Baek Suryong's chest. "Die!" he bellowed.

"Nice improvisation," Baek Suryong chuckled, releasing Cheoldu's arm and sidestepping effortlessly.

Cheoldu's head smashed into a nearby wall with a thunderous crash, cracks spider-webbing through the thick stone. Staggering, his head ringing, Cheoldu tried to regain his bearings.

Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow in surprise. "Woah… Is your head really made of iron?"

"Fufu…" Cheoldu chuckled darkly, blood streaming down his face. His eyes, now bloodshot, burned with a wild, unyielding killing intent.

Seeing this, Baek Suryong's expression grew serious. This guy… he's got the natural instincts of a killer. Though it's not to the extent of the infamous Killer Star, it's not bad.

Cheoldu wiped the blood from his forehead with the back of his hand and charged again, swinging his hatchets wildly, stabbing with a hidden dagger, and throwing every concealed weapon he had. He even scattered the poison he always carried. 

Yet, no matter how ferocious his attacks, not a single strike came close to touching Baek Suryong.

"Raaagh!" Cheoldu growled, throwing himself at Baek Suryong in a blind frenzy.

Baek Suryong calmly evaded every blow. He could have subdued Cheoldu from the start, but chose not to.

There are some things you can only learn by fighting someone directly.

He was studying Cheoldu's fighting style: his habits in battle, how his joints and muscles had developed, and how he utilized his strength. This would help him decide what kind of martial arts to teach Cheoldu.

After a while, Baek Suryong's eyes lit up. "…That one should be perfect."

Among the many martial arts techniques stored in his mind, one came to the forefront. A slight smile played on his lips as he said, "Okay, that's enough."

"DIEEEEEE!!" Cheoldu roared, but Baek Suryong was done toying with him.

"First, you need to calm down," Baek Suryong said firmly as he reached out, grabbed the enraged Cheoldu by the collar, and slammed him into the ground all in one fluid motion.

Cheoldu's world spun for a moment, and then his back hit the ground with bone-crushing force.

CRACK!

Agony shot through his body, as if his spine had snapped. Eyes wide, he choked, "Cough! Cough! Fuck…"

Baek Suryong stood over him, looking down with a calm expression. "Don't get up. Just listen to me for a bit."

His eyes bloodshot, Cheoldu scrambled away from Baek Suryong. "I'll... kill..."

"I overheard your conversation earlier. Was your friend's name Jangsam?"

"Shut… up…" Cheoldu gritted his teeth, forcing himself to his feet. He had fought for survival his whole life. No matter how strong the opponent or how close death seemed, he couldn't give up.

Baek Suryong looked at him sadly, his tone measured. "…I wanted to save him if I could, but in his state, even the Divine Physician couldn't have done anything. So, I quietly listened to your conversation instead."

"I said… shut up…!" Cheoldu fumbled on the ground until he found the hatchet he'd dropped earlier. He pushed himself to his feet, knees shaking, gasping for breath.

As he finally stood upright, Baek Suryong watched him with a faintly sorrowful expression. "I'm giving you all a chance. A change to live like humans."

"Shut… up… what?"

Did I mishear him? No. Cheoldu's head swam. The man he thought had come to kill him was offering a hand of salvation, something he never expected.

"Of course, it won't be easy to achieve that immediately. However, once the businesses in the slums take root, I'll give you all legitimate jobs. You'll be able to live without killing, without stealing, without committing crimes."

"What kind of crazy talk…" Cheoldu muttered in disbelief.

Baek Suryong smiled and extended his hand. "Join me."

"……" In that moment, Cheoldu remembered Jangsam's final words.


"Cheoldu... Maybe it's not too late. Maybe you can still live like a human. From now on... don't commit any more sins..."



As his friend's dying words echoed in his mind, tears suddenly welled up in Cheoldu's eyes and began to fall.

"What…? Why…?"

Confused and embarrassed, Cheoldu roughly wiped his eyes with the back of his hand.


Chapter 128: What Do I Need To Do?

"Fuck, did something get in my eye? Why now, of all times…?" Cheoldu grumbled, clumsily rubbing his reddened eyes with the back of his hand. 

Tears were streaming down his face, but he couldn't understand why. He hadn't even shed a tear when Jangsam died. Hell, he'd endured stabbings, burns, and every other kind of pain life threw at him, but each time he'd gritted his teeth and soldiered on.

Yet now, I'm crying over a few words from that bastard?

Cheoldu couldn't accept it. Just the thought that some pretty boy, who'd appeared out of nowhere and knocked him down, could stir up his buried emotions was infuriating.

Raising a hatchet, he pointed it threateningly at Baek Suryong's forehead.

"Bullshit," he spat, glaring fiercely at the man. "What kind of nonsense are you spouting? You think I'll believe you'll give me a job if I come under you?"

"I know it's hard to believe, but hear me out first," Baek Suryong said calmly, then recounted what he had told the old woman at the Rogues' Guild. Unfortunately, Cheoldu wasn't interested in listening to anything he had to say.

"You..." Cheoldu sneered, spitting on the ground and letting a trickle of blood escape from between his teeth. "You look like one of those spoiled brats from a good family who picked up a few martial arts tricks. What, are you planning to gather a bunch of lowlifes so you can have fun playing the leader?"

Visibly unimpressed by Cheoldu's defiance, Baek Suryong crossed his arms and sighed, "Maybe his skull is just too thick. He doesn't seem to understand human language. Perhaps some more beatings will do the trick?"

"Stop talking shit and come at me!" Cheoldu roared, charging at Baek Suryong again. Deep down, he knew he couldn't win, but running wasn't an option. With a hatchet in each hand, he charged forward like a bull, headfirst into danger.

Even if I die here today, so be it! I'll at least take a limb, no, a finger from him!

At that moment, Cheoldu's concentration reached an all-time high. Injuries be damned, he abandoned all attempts at defense and swung his hatchets with surprising speed, drawing a brilliant trajectory as they ripped through the air.

"You've got a real knack for axe arts," Baek Suryong murmured, effortlessly dodging the attack.

As if anticipating Baek Suryong's sidestep, Cheoldu threw his hatchets and lunged forward, his head shooting forward like a cannonball toward his opponent's chest. It was a reckless move, without regard for his own safety. If he missed, his head would smash into the wall behind him and split open like a ripe watermelon.

"What you need is a straightforward, powerful martial art... One that matches your killing intent... I know! The Thunderclap Axe is just right for you," Baek Suryong murmured, even as he drew a smooth circle with his hand, skillfully demonstrating a Taoist technique to effortlessly deflect Cheoldu's head to the side.

Disoriented, Cheoldu spun around in the air, feeling as if he was defying gravity for a moment, then crashed to the ground with a heavy thud.

"Ugh…" Cheoldu sat dazed on the ground, struggling to gather his senses. He stared at Baek Suryong, who had subdued him without a scratch, as if he were staring at a ghost. "Who the hell are you? Just fucking kill me already! I'm not your plaything…"

BONK!

Baek Suryong struck the crown of Cheoldu's head with the Black Dragon Pointer. "Why don't you try using that iron head of yours for something other than headbutting people?" he asked incredulously.

"…What?"

With eyes as cold as ice, Baek Suryong looked down at Cheoldu. "If I were just gathering thugs for fun, do you think I'd bother keeping you alive?"

Cheoldu glared daggers at Baek Suryong, but Baek Suryong met his gaze with a firm, unyielding stare.

Finally, Cheoldu caved in. "So… What is it you're trying to do? Why would someone like you be in a place like this…?" he asked in resignation.

"I'm going to unite the forces in the slums and form a proper sect."

"A sect?" Cheoldu's eyes widened. He'd assumed Baek Suryong was just another power-hungry thug, looking to control the slums and collect protection money.

Baek Suryong nodded. "Yes. I plan to gather thugs like you and teach them martial arts. However, I won't accept everyone. Those beyond redemption will be swept up and handed over to the authorities. Only those who can be reformed will undergo rigorous training."

A wicked smile spread across Baek Suryong's lips, already imagining the hell awaiting the new trainees.

Cheoldu blinked in confusion. "Why would you do something like that?"

"You don't need to know the details. What's important is this." 

Baek Suryong drew his sword, Moon Shadow. 

Cheoldu flinched, expecting an attack, but his gaze quickly locked onto the dazzling crimson sword qi dancing along Moon Shadow's blade. Having never seen sword qi up close before, he was completely captivated by the sight.

"If you come under me, I'll teach you real martial arts. Not the third-rate garbage sold in the streets, but techniques that'll make you a true master," Baek Suryong tempted.

Entranced, Cheoldu could only mutter, "Real martial arts…"

Baek Suryong smiled, satisfied. As long as he thirsts for power, I knew this would work.

Cheoldu had plenty of combat experience and a fearlessness that made him charge headlong into danger, but it was clear that he'd never encountered high-level martial arts before.

With his potential… If he was part of the old Blood Cult, he would've at least become a squad captain. What he needs now is a martial art that suits him perfectly, and I know just the one.

"I'll teach you how to wield those axes properly," Baek Suryong said, glancing at the hatchets Cheoldu had dropped. The Thunderclap Axe was a fiercely practical, offense-oriented technique, and he was confident that if Cheoldu learned it, he'd become a master in no time.

Cheoldu looked up at Baek Suryong, bewildered. "…Are you saying you'll teach me advanced martial arts? Why? Advanced techniques are so precious you can't even buy them with money."

Everyone knew that advanced techniques were so rare that most martial artists were willing to risk their lives to obtain them. Even between master and disciple, such skills were rarely passed down. 

However, Baek Suryong wasn't someone bound by common sense.

I know a lot of martial arts, but I can't use them all myself.

The Thunderclap Axe was one of the Blood Cult's martial arts. To be more precise, it was a technique that the Blood Cult had acquired for research, but it wasn't a demonic art, so there was no problem with him spreading it.

Although, I might have to omit some of the more brutal techniques.

Most students at the Azure Dragon Academy were already learning advanced martial arts from their families or sects, so there was generally no need to teach them new techniques. In contrast, the sect Baek Suryong planned to establish in the slums required a different approach.

I can teach some of the many martial arts I know to these people. Though they might not be as talented as the students at the Azure Dragon Academy, they more than make up for it with sheer numbers and the fact that they would be entirely under my control. Of course, all this will have to remain a closely guarded secret for now.

In this plan, Cheoldu was the person Baek Suryong had in mind to lead this new sect. He remembered what the old woman from the Rogues' Guild had said about him.


"Cheoldu, huh. He's loyal and, contrary to his appearance, he doesn't kill just anyone. He only collects half as much protection money as other gangs. Sometimes he even exempts those who are really struggling. That's why he and his people are still poor."



Despite his intimidating presence, Cheoldu was actually one of the nicer people in the slums.

Baek Suryong smiled. "I've said all I needed to say. The choice is yours now."

"……"

"I'll be waiting at that inn with the shitty noodles until morning."

With that, Baek Suryong turned and walked away without looking back.

As soon as he disappeared around the corner of the alley, Cheoldu's strength gave out, and he collapsed onto the ground with a thud, sighing, "Haa… Have I been tempted by the devil…?"

He stared blankly at the pitch-black sky, where countless stars twinkled as if they were about to fall. 

Suddenly, a shooting star streaked across the sky, leaving a long trail behind it. For a moment, Cheoldu was reminded of how he used to make wishes to shooting stars when he was very young, praying to escape his miserable life.

"Damn it. What's the point now?" Cheoldu chuckled to himself. 

His body was so drained of energy that he couldn't even lift a finger. How long he lay there, he didn't know.

A rough voice eventually roused him, saying, "You fool. You'll freeze to death like that."

"Old lady?" Cheoldu exclaimed, shocked.

It was the old woman from the inn known for its shitty noodles. She was rumored to be mute, but it wasn't her voice that surprised Cheoldu. After all, he was one of the few who knew that she wasn't really mute, and that she was a member of the Rogues' Guild. Rather, he was surprised that she approached him of her own accord.

"What brings you here, old lady?" he asked.

"The guy who beat you up, his name is Baek Suryong."

"…Is he famous?"

"He's a new instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, and he's been causing quite the stir lately."

"So, he's a big shot. Figures."

Cheoldu had heard plenty about the Azure Dragon Academy. People said that if you learned martial arts there, you could fly through the sky and smash rocks with your bare fists. To someone like Cheoldu, who had only picked up rudimentary fighting skills, it was like hearing about another world.

"Old lady, that guy… he said he'd teach me advanced martial arts."

Cheoldu had long given up on getting into the Azure Dragon Academy. The stigma of being from the slums and his troubled past, which involved run-ins with the authorities from a young age, held him back. Not only the Azure Dragon Academy, but even the countryside martial arts academies had rejected him.


"…I can't teach martial arts to someone like you."

"You? Learn martial arts? You're bound to become a demon someday."

"Get lost! Your eyes are filled with killing intent!"

"Do you know where you are? Get out of here right now!"



As he recalled these bitter memories, Cheoldu smiled wryly. "If someone like me learns advanced martial arts, I might end up becoming a public enemy of the murim."

"What nonsense are you blabbing? Get up, you fool," the old woman said, poking him with her cane until he groaned and struggled to his feet. Watching him with a steady gaze, she then asked, "What are you going to do? Will you join forces with Baek Suryong?"

"…Honestly, I don't know if I can trust him."

Seeing Cheoldu's confusion, the old woman decided to offer some advice. "That man said something interesting. He told me not to trust him, but to trust Cheong Cheon instead."

"…Cheong Cheon? The constable?"

"They seemed close."

Everyone in the slums knew Cheong Cheon. He was one of the few who had risen from these very streets to make something of himself and was always there to help when problems arose.

"So, Cheong Cheon…"

"But you know, I'd rather put my trust in Baek Suryong than Cheong Cheon."

"Why?"

The old woman chuckled at Cheoldu's uncharacteristically innocent question. "Because ever since Baek Suryong appeared, Cheong Cheon's face has brightened. Isn't that reason enough?"

"……" After thinking for a moment, Cheoldu finally said, "Old lady, I'm hungry. Can you get me something to eat?"

"Alright. I'll make you a bowl of those shitty noodles back at the inn."

The two of them headed back to the inn together.
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When they entered, they found Baek Suryong reading some documents given to him by the Rogues' Guild.

"You're here?"

"…I just came here to eat."

"Suit yourself."

Baek Suryong smirked and returned to his documents.

Meanwhile, Cheoldu forced down a bowl of the shitty noodles that the old woman had prepared for him. Only after he had stuffed himself full did he walk over to Baek Suryong and sit down across from him.

"Tell me. What do I need to do?" he asked.


Chapter 129: The Rehabilitation Sect

Baek Suryong and Cheoldu talked the night away at the inn, completely unaware that dawn was creeping up on them until the first light shone through the window.

Suddenly, Cheoldu jumped to his feet. "Oh no! I told the guys to disband if I didn't return by sunrise..."

The night before, he'd given Asam the key to the warehouse and instructed him to divide up the treasure if he didn't return by dawn. For all he knew, the Ironhead Sect's headquarters was already completely abandoned.

"You idiot! How could you forget something so important?" Baek Suryong shouted, also springing to his feet.

Cheoldu shot back, "You heard everything, didn't you? Shouldn't you have remembered it too?"

"What? Now you're trying to pin this on me?"

"Quit bickering, you fools! If you've got time to argue, you've got time to run!" The old woman barked, her voice gruff and commanding enough to jolt them both back to their senses.

Without another word, they bolted out of the inn, sprinting towards the crumbling mansion that served as the Ironhead Sect's base.

As the mansion loomed into view, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue in disgust, "What the hell...?"

Under the harsh light of day, the place looked even worse than it had in the dark. It was practically a ruin, teetering on the edge of collapse.

Shaking his head, he asked, "This place looks haunted. Where did all your tribute money go?"

Cheoldu, trailing behind him, muttered sheepishly, "We spent it all on booze, food, and medicine when the kids got hurt..."

Baek Suryong shook his head in disbelief. "So you guys live paycheck to paycheck... Anyway, lucky for you, there's still some people inside."

Baek Suryong's senses were sharp enough to detect the presences in the mansion, thanks to the Heaven Defying Divine Art. He slowed his pace and fell in step next to Cheoldu, then gave him a reassuring pat on the back, saying, "Your friends may not be the brightest, but they're definitely loyal."

Cheoldu managed a quiet smile, feeling a flicker of hope, but that was short-lived.

BOOM!

A sudden, loud noise erupted from inside the mansion, and a man shouted, "Okay, listen up, folks!"

"Asam?" Cheoldu mumbled. Asam was the Ironhead Sect's secretary and one of his closest friends along with the late Jangsam.

"If Cheoldu isn't back by now, he's either dead or captured by the Scarlet Tiger Gang! So, everything in the warehouse is ours now!"

"...What the hell is that bastard talking about?" Cheoldu's mouth twitched in disbelief.

Asam continued his speech, "But damn it, where could we even go with such a small fortune?"

"Nowhere!"

"Life at the bottom will be the same wherever we go."

"Hahaha!"

Laughter erupted from within the mansion.

"These guys... embarrassing me in front of a guest..." Cheoldu muttered. Worried that the sorry state of the Ironhead Sect might make Baek Suryong reconsider their alliance, he cast a nervous glance at him, but to his surprise, Baek Suryong was grinning impishly. 

"Cheoldu, don't you get a feeling that something is not quite right?" Baek Suryong asked.

Cheoldu blinked in confusion. "...What do you mean?"

Baek Suryong chuckled, "If they were really planning to disband, they'd just split the wealth and be done with it. Why is Asam gathering everyone and giving a speech?"

"That's..."

Finally, Cheoldu realized the strangeness of the situation. These guys were on the brink of death yesterday. Why is Asam saying those things, and why do the others sound so lively and confident?

His questions were answered right away.

"Fufufu! Who are we? We're brothers who know all of each other's secrets!"

"That's right!"

"Ooh yeah!"

"You got it!"

Asam's words were met with shouts of agreement, followed by the sound of weapons clashing. The atmosphere was electric, like soldiers preparing for battle.

Asam roared, "He wants to die alone? Cheoldu must think we're a bunch of idiots. Isn't that right?!" 

The mansion shook with a deafening cheer. Weapons clanged, people yelled, and chaos erupted.

Still trying to process what was happening, Cheoldu whispered, "Why are they..."

Before he could finish his line, Asam's voice rang out again, more serious this time.

"Let's go rescue that stubborn fool Cheoldu. Or better yet, let's die with him. Who's coming with me to piss all over the Scarlet Tiger Gang's doorstep?" 

"Uwooo!"

The Ironhead Sect members' spirits soared, and the mansion's ancient gates wobbled as if they might collapse from the sheer force of their energy.

"Gear up, boys! This is war!"

"WAR!"

Moments later, the already loose hinges on the Ironhead Sect's gate gave way with a loud crash, and about twenty men burst out, their faces etched with killing intent. 

Leading them was Asam, grinning wickedly and brandishing a scythe above his head. "Let's go! Let's save our crazy Boss... Cheoldu?" 

Asam froze in his tracks, his expression turning to one of confusion as if he'd just seen a ghost.

Cheoldu ran up to him, grinning ear to ear. "It's good to see you, you fucking bastard!"

SMACK!

"Oof!"

Asam crumpled to the ground, knocked out cold by Cheoldu's friendly headbutt.

"Sheesh, you guys sure are embarrassing," Cheoldu complained as he dusted off his hands and looked around at the men of the Ironhead Sect, who were standing around awkwardly. "As you can see, I'm back. So quit messing around and get back inside, you dumbasses."

"......" The men slowly backed into the mansion. The wind whistled through the gaping hole where the gate used to be.

"…And fix that broken gate!" Cheoldu shouted after them.
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"Ugh, if you were alive, you should've just come back sooner..." Asam groaned, clutching his still throbbing head.

In front of him stood Cheoldu, looking more intimidating than ever, with a handsome stranger by his side.

"So… who's this?" Asam asked, eyeing the newcomer warily.

Baek Suryong smiled but said nothing, leaving Cheoldu to make the introductions.

"He's the new Boss of the Ironhead Sect."

"What?"

"Excuse me?"

"No, I mean, he's our new Sect Leader..."

Cheoldu's bombshell announcement left Asam and everyone else in stunned silence. A new Boss? Sect Leader? The same guy who'd rather fight to the death than bow down to the Scarlet Tiger Gang came back in the morning with a new boss?

Looking a bit uneasy, Cheoldu continued, "He's much stronger than I am. We're changing the name of our group, and he's going to teach us advanced martial arts. Bo... Sect Leader, would you like to say a few words?"

Cheoldu scratched his head awkwardly and stepped aside.

"Nice to meet you all," Baek Suryong began, stepping forward to introduce himself.

Before he could continue though, Asam interrupted him, his eyes blazing with defiance, "What kind of nonsense is this? Cheoldu, have you lost your mind from all those headbutts? You're calling that scrawny guy our new sect leader?"

It wasn't just Asam. The other men, clearly disgruntled by the sudden change in leadership, began to grumble as well.

"This pretty boy is our new Boss?"

"Who the hell are you? Did you get in Cheoldu's pants or something?"

"Just look how dainty this guy is! He's got to be into that stuff!"

A few of them swaggered over to Baek Suryong, ready to pick a fight.

Cheoldu's face paled. Damn it, why are they tugging on the whiskers of this sleeping tiger?! 

"Y-You fucking idiots! If you don't want to die, stop!" he yelled.

However, Baek Suryong waved him off, saying, "Leave them be. I'll teach them a lesson myself."

Rolling up his sleeves, he stepped forward, his expression calm but his eyes gleaming with menace. This was no time for words; in a world like these gangsters', fists spoke louder than anything else.

Baek Suryong smirked wickedly. "Though I should warn you, it might hurt a bit."

Before anyone could react, Baek Suryong vanished from sight.

POW! WHACK-SMACK-THWACK!

It took him less than a minute to make his point.

Asam, his face swollen like a bruised peach, bowed deeply at a ninety-degree angle. "Hyung-nim! Please accept my greeting!"

The rest of the Ironhead Sect thugs quickly followed suit, bowing in unison.

""Hyung-nim! Please accept our greetings!""

The crude, unrefined greeting and title were so fitting for these unorthodox sect members that Baek Suryong couldn't help but chuckle. Turning this lot into a proper sect is going to be quite the task.

With the new hierarchy firmly established, he sat down with Cheoldu and Asam for a serious discussion.

"So you're saying you're going to take over this whole area?" Asam asked.

"You could put it that way."

"Hyung-nim, what should we do? Should I tell the boys to get ready for battle?"

Asam's eyes glittered with excitement. Baek Suryong was the greatest martial artist he had ever seen. Just a few minutes ago, he had seen the handsome man disappear in a flash, and the next thing he knew, all of his comrades were knocked over everywhere like fallen autumn leaves. Baek Suryong was exactly the kind of martial master he'd only heard about in stories, and he was now the new head of the Ironhead Sect.

"Just give the order, and we'll turn the Scarlet Tiger Gang into a bloody mess..."

BONK!

Baek Suryong smacked Asam on the head, cutting him off. "For now, do nothing. Don't even think about fighting."

"...What?"

"And stay out of sight as much as possible unless you want to get caught up in something nasty."

The Scarlet Tiger Gang and the Great Bear Gang would soon be at each other's throats, but that would be handled by the Azure Dragon Academy students, who were scheduled to patrol the slums starting tomorrow. While they gained experience from the skirmishes, Baek Suryong planned to rebuild the Ironhead Sect.

"First, we need to do something about this rundown mansion. There's no point in trying to repair it, so we should just demolish it and start over."

"H-How on earth are we supposed to pay for that...?"

"I've already arranged for someone to come by this morning to give us an estimate."

"Huh? Estimate? What...?"

"Just wait quietly for now."

Not long after, a familiar face arrived, bringing good news for Baek Suryong. It was Bok Manchun, the White Dragon Conglomerate's Chief Administrator, looking more robust and plump than ever.

"Mr. Baek!"

"Administrator Bok, you're looking well."

"And you, sir, just keep getting more and more handsome. If my daughter were a little older, I'd try to arrange an engagement! It's such a shame!"

"...Isn't your daughter only five?"

"If she were ten, I'd definitely give it a try! Hahaha!"

Bok Manchun cracked a joke as soon as he arrived, his laughter echoing through the room. He still didn't know that Heo Cheon was actually Baek Suryong in disguise, and currently believed that Baek Suryong was Heo Cheon's best friend.

"By the way, Mr. Baek, have you seen Young Master lately? He's been so busy that even I haven't met him for a while..."

"He does seem to be preoccupied with work these days."

"Hoho. Indeed, he's a man who always appears and disappears like a ghost. I'd love to take you both out on a boat trip someday."

"I'm sure we'll find the time eventually."

Finished with small talk, Bok Manchun surveyed the crumbling mansion, causing the men of the Ironhead Sect to shrink back under the piercing gaze of his lone eye. After some time, he concluded, "I think it would be cheaper to just tear down this building and rebuild it than try to restore it. Also, I heard about your plan. Founding a new sect to bring order to the slums… it's a commendable goal indeed."

"It will also help open up new markets for the White Dragon Conglomerate."

"Yes, and Young Master has also ordered us to provide you with our full support."

Bok Manchun might have appeared as a friendly middle-aged man, but beneath that exterior was a shrewd operator with over twenty years of experience as a freelancer.

"Still, it's going to take some time to turn these thugs into decent men."

"Nah, it won't take as long as you think."

Bok Manchun nodded. "Well, I'll trust in your area of expertise, Mr. Baek. Anyway, as agreed, the White Dragon Conglomerate will provide all the funds, manpower, and other resources needed to establish this sect."

Cheoldu, Asam, and the other Ironhead Sect men stared at Bok Manchun in disbelief. Was this wealthy man really going to invest in their sect?

Baek Suryong was the only one who wasn't surprised. It was all his money anyway. No matter how much credit Bok Manchun tried to take, in the end, it was Baek Suryong's money funding everything.

"So, have you decided on a name for the sect?"

"A name..."

At Bok Manchun's question, Baek Suryong looked around. The young men from the slums, poor and uneducated, were all staring at him anxiously. 

If I leave them as they are, they would end up as escorts at best, bandits at worst. I can't change the sins they've already committed, but I'll make sure they live without adding to them.

In that moment, a fitting name came to him, and a wide grin spread across his face.

"How about the Rehabilitation Sect?"


Chapter 130: The Delinquent and the Student Council President (1)

"Fuck. Why'd I have to get stuck with a goody-two-shoes like you?"

"Right back at you. The last thing I wanted was to get paired with a problematic delinquent..."

Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun exchanged disgruntled looks. They were the same age and had entered the academy in the same year, but that was where their similarities ended. One was the Student Council President, the face of the entire Azure Dragon Academy. The other was a delinquent who, until recently, the academy had basically given up on. Even the way they dressed, the way they spoke, the way they carried themselves... From head to toe, they couldn't have been more different.

Nevertheless, today, they were both thinking the same thing: I don't want to be seen with this guy.

"Stubborn jerk."

"Impossibly thick-headed idiot."

Their day's troubles had started during their second Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts class that morning. At first, neither of them had any inkling why Baek Suryong kept flashing his trademark mischievous grin in their direction.

"Starting today, we'll be patrolling the crime-prone areas of Nanchang in pairs or trios. I'll announce the teams now. Team One: Dokgo Jun, Hyonwon Kang."

Their names were the first called, and when no others followed, the whole class, including the pair, blinked in disbelief.

"…Mr. Baek, could you repeat that?"

"No way! Why do I have to be paired with this guy?!"

As expected, there was a loud outcry from both parties, but Baek Suryong scoffed at them and stuck to his decision.

"Mr. Baek…" Geo Sangwoong, the only fourth-year student in the class, raised his hand hesitantly, probably worried about the impending disaster. "Wouldn't it be better to add a third person to their team? If no one else volunteers, I'll…"

Unfortunately, his attempt at chivalry was quickly shot down. 

Baek Suryong taunted, "Those guys are already third years, so two is enough. Or what, are you spoiled brats scared of the unorthodox sects in the slums? Need your teacher to hold your hand?"

His words struck a nerve, and the two boys known for their fierce pride couldn't let it slide.

"Two of us will be enough."

"What are you talking about? I can handle this patrol alone!"

…Was what they had declared confidently, but now, both of them were regretting their morning bravado.

"We should take a left here."

"What? It's obvious we should turn right."

The biggest problem was that there were only two of them, so a majority vote was out of the question. Whenever their opinions clashed, neither was willing to back down, even when it came to a simple decision like deciding whether to go left or right at a fork in the road.

"It's left."

"It's right."

"Left."

"Right."

"…Wanna settle this with a fight? Winner gets their way."

"You sure about that? You'll regret it."

They nearly came to blows more than once, but Baek Suryong's warning loomed large in their minds.


"If you fight among yourselves on patrol, I'll have you go through a repeat of our first lesson when you get back. Especially you seniors. Don't disgrace the academy outside of these walls. The Headmaster takes a great interest in this class, and if you mess up, there's a face-to-face meeting with him lined up for you."



Baek Suryong's 'lessons' were bad enough, but a one-on-one meeting with Mae Geuklyom? Even for the Student Council President and the academy's most notorious delinquent, that was a nightmare best avoided.

In the end, they spent the entire morning in a tense standoff, achieving nothing but exhausting themselves.

GRRRROOOWL…

"Cough, cough!" At the sound of his rumbling stomach, Hyonwon Kang cleared his throat, embarrassed, but Dokgo Jun pretended not to notice.

"…Oi, Dokgo. Let's just eat something," Hyonwon Kang suggested reluctantly.

"Fine," Dokgo Jun sighed, nodding. 

For the first time that day, they were in agreement.

Luckily, a small inn was just around the corner. The place was run-down, practically crumbling, but given that they were in the slums, they were thankful for even that.

As they entered, they saw an old woman, hunched over and deeply wrinkled, sitting there in a daze.

"Elder, we'd like to order. Do you have a menu?" Dokgo Jun asked politely.

The old woman pointed to her ear and shook her head.

Dokgo Jun blinked, puzzled. "Excuse me? What do you mean…"

Hyonwon Kang stepped in, shouting, "She said she's hard of hearing. HEY, GRANNY! CAN YOU HEAR ME?!"

The old woman smiled and nodded slowly.

Hyonwon Kang smirked at Dokgo Jun. "Looks like she can hear me. Let's just sit down."

"……"

Hyonwon Kang walked past Dokgo Jun and sat by the window. After a moment, Dokgo Jun followed and took a seat across from him. 

Being a shabby inn, there wasn't even a menu. The only thing written on the wall was somyeon.

Letting out a small sigh, Dokgo Jun held up two fingers. "…Two somyeon, please."

The old woman nodded at the sight of his fingers and slowly shuffled toward the table with a cleaning cloth. However, her pace was so frustratingly slow that Hyonwon Kang abruptly jumped to his feet.

"OI, GRANNY!" he bellowed.

Dokgo Jun tensed, watching him nervously. Is he really going to...? No matter how angry he is, is he planning to take it out on a helpless old woman?

If that were the case, Dokgo Jun wouldn't forgive him. He gathered his qi, ready to intervene at a moment's notice.

"Give me that!" Hyonwon Kang snapped, snatching the cleaning cloth from the old woman so swiftly that she could only blink in surprise.

"We'll clean the table ourselves, so just hurry up and bring the noodles," he added.

"……" Stunned speechless, Dokgo Jun stared blankly at Hyonwon Kang.

Hyonwon Kang returned to his seat, scrubbing the table with the cloth while grumbling, "I'm starving here, and she's taking forever to clean the table before cooking. Ahh, fuck. Why won't this stain come off?"

Infusing his qi into the cloth, Hyonwon Kang polished the table until it gleamed. Only then did he sit back down, looking satisfied.

That was when he noticed that Dokgo Jun was still staring at him in disbelief. Scowling, he barked, "What? What's your problem?"

"…You're a weird one. A really weird one."

"Eh? You picking a fight now?" Hyonwon Kang's frown deepened.

Dokgo Jun chuckled, shaking his head. "No, it's nothing."

He and Hyonwon Kang were like oil and water, completely incompatible. Even though they both came from prestigious families, Dokgo Jun was a prodigy who shouldered his family's expectations, while Hyonwon Kang was a rogue from a fallen noble house. Naturally, he had never once considered the possibility of getting along with that guy. As a matter of fact, today was the first time that he was having a proper conversation with Hyonwon Kang.

Not long after, the old woman returned with two enormous bowls of somyeon.

"Wow, this looks amazing!" Hyonwon Kang exclaimed. Clearly famished, he immediately began shoveling the noodles into his mouth.

On the contrary, Dokgo Jun took a few bites of the somyeon before setting his chopsticks down, less than impressed with the taste. With nothing else to do, he carefully observed Hyonwon Kang.

The thug from the Hyonwon Clan.

For the past three years, that's what everyone called him instead of his name.

Whenever Dokgo Jun heard that Hyonwon Kang was causing trouble, he would always click his tongue or sigh, thinking how pathetic the guy was. The day he heard that Hyonwon Kang had fought with Peng Sahyuk, he'd assumed that the boy would either be expelled or drop out from school.

But neither happened. Instead, this guy changed.

Hyonwon Kang was devouring the crappy noodles like a starving man. He was crude, rude, arrogant, and completely oblivious to those around him.

I used to think I could easily beat him in a fight... but if we fought now? I don't think I'd lose, but I'm not sure I'd win easily, either. Damn… this is absurd.

Dokgo Jun found it ridiculous that he was even thinking this way. He, the strongest of the Azure Dragon Academy students, couldn't be sure that he could defeat Hyonwon Kang easily? Just the notion was driving him crazy.

Though, he did have a guess about why Hyonwon Kang had changed, and why he had grown stronger.

"Hey, can I ask you something? Just what happened between you and Mr. Baek Suryong?" he suddenly asked.

"…Cough, cough!" Hyonwon Kang immediately choked on his noodles, coughing violently, before glaring fiercely at Dokgo Jun. "Why are you bringing up that person's name while I'm eating? If I get indigestion, it's your fault."

"…Simply hearing a person's name won't make anyone sick."

"Man, it's different when you know a punch is coming versus when you get hit out of nowhere."

"What are you even talking about…?" Dokgo Jun asked, getting increasingly bewildered by the moment.

Hyonwon Kang clicked his tongue. There was no point in trying to explain it to him. Only those who had taken Baek Suryong's lessons would understand. Sullenly, he groaned, "Anyway, what about the teacher?"

"I was just curious about his teaching methods. If you don't want to talk about it, that's fine. I'm not trying to pry…" Dokgo Jun asked cautiously, but Hyonwon Kang shrugged as if it was no big deal.

"Nothing much. He drills me hard, corrects my posture, throws in some advice now and then… Oh, and he taught me a new martial art."

"A new martial art?"

Hyonwon Kang grinned and nodded. "Yeah, a blade technique. I've only just started learning it, but it's seriously amazing."

Recently, Hyonwon Kang had been learning the Asura Blood Heaven Blade from Baek Suryong. Although it was a new technique, he had picked it up with astonishing speed, and felt as comfortable with it as if it had been made for him from the very beginning. Even Baek Suryong was shocked.

With a grin, he added, "At this year's Heavenly Martial Festival, I'm going to crush Peng Sahyuk with this technique and win the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament."

"……" Dokgo Jun fell into deep thought, seriously considering the possibility.

"What? Why are you giving me that face? Aren't you going to say something like, 'You're so damn full of yourself' or 'Stop bragging'?"

"Hahaha!" Dokgo Jun burst out laughing. "I was just surprised to hear you talking about winning the Heavenly Martial Festival."

Hyonwon Kang slurped down the remaining broth from the enormous bowl, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "Why's that so surprising? Someone's been pushing me hard, so I might as well go out there and win. It's my master's wish, after all."

"…If you can really defeat Peng Sahyuk, the Azure Dragon Academy winning the overall championship at the Heavenly Martial Festival wouldn't just be a dream."

"Is that so? Then it's settled." Hyonwon Kang grinned cockily.

Dokgo Jun shook his head helplessly. Living in the White Dragon Manor must have made him as confident as his teacher.

His expression darkened. A part of him was envious. Compared to Hyonwon Kang, who was growing stronger every day, his own martial arts seemed to be stagnating.

It's been months since I've made any progress in the Nine Swords of Dokgo.

People called Dokgo Jun the greatest prodigy of the Azure Dragon Academy, and his family praised him as the most gifted genius in decades, but Dokgo Jun was keenly aware of his own limits.

If I were at the Heavenly Martial Academy, I'd wouldn't have made it into the top tier at all.

For the longest time, he had trained relentlessly, even breaking down his day into hours and minutes to make the most of his time. Yet, for months, he had not improved at all.

At this rate…

Dokgo Jun clenched his fists under the table. This slump was the reason why he had signed up for Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts. He hoped that a change in teaching style and environment would help him achieve a breakthrough.

I mustn't get impatient. Enlightenment doesn't come easily.

Resolving to remain steadfast, he changed the subject, proposing, "I've been thinking. How about in the afternoon, we each take turns being the leader for an hour? During that time, the other person follows without question."

"Sounds good. Should've suggested that earlier," Hyonwon Kang readily agreed.

Having reached a consensus, the two stood up to resume their patrol. However, just as they approached the old woman by the door to settle the bill, the inn's door shattered, and a bloodied man tumbled inside.

CRASH!

"Guh! Gah…" Gasping for breath, the man crawled across the inn's floor.

Outside, voices jeered at him.

"What do you mean, you can't pay the protection money? You are courting death."

"Let's show him what happens when someone messes with the Scarlet Tiger Gang."

"You, block the back door. You guys, go get his wife."

Men with tiger tattoos on their arms entered the inn, laughing among themselves.

Dokgo Jun's expression hardened. Stepping forward to confront the newcomers, he warned, "Doing this in broad daylight…"

"Oi," Hyonwon Kang interrupted.

"!!" Startled by the sudden surge of killing intent beside him, Dokgo Jun turned to see Hyonwon Kang grinning savagely.

"I'm going first," Hyonwon Kang declared.

"…What?"

"Did you already forget what you just said? I'll be the leader for the first hour, so don't get in my way," Hyonwon Kang explained, then lunged at the Scarlet Tiger Gang members before Dokgo Jun could react.


Chapter 131: The Delinquent and the Student Council President (2)

Six thugs with fiery red tiger tattoos on their forearms and shoulders stood like sentinels outside the inn, their imposing presence casting a dark shadow over the scene. Several shabbily dressed individuals knelt before them, their faces pale with terror and their bodies covered in fresh bruises, evidence that they had just endured a severe beating.

A bald, hulking man, clearly the leader of the thugs, cracked his neck with a menacing grin. "Hah! You idiots must be out of your minds. Why don't you say that again? 'I can't pay the protection fees'?" 

"It's not that we can't pay… Please, just give us until next month."

"Please, my lord! My child is sick, and I need to buy  medicine."

"P-Please, spare us!"

The bald man scratched his shiny head and let out a sigh of exasperation, "Who do you think makes it possible for you to run your businesses safely in this neighborhood? It's us, the Scarlet Tiger Gang! We constantly watch over you so that no one dares to mess with you. Am I wrong?"

"N-No, you're absolutely right."

"Of course, we know that well…"

Even as they bowed their heads in submission, the merchants seethed with rage, trying their best to hold back their cries of frustration.

You think you're helping us?

Where were you when we really needed protection?

You robbed us of more than half our revenue!

Whenever the Scarlet Tiger Gang collected their so-called 'protection fees', they left the merchants with barely enough to survive. Their situation was already dire, but now the gang had announced an increase in 'taxes', pushing the poor neighborhood further into despair.

"I'm glad you understand. I was worried you didn't get it. Thanks to our patrols day and night, this neighborhood is at least somewhat livable."

"……"

"……"

The merchants, dragged here to set an example for the others, kept their heads down in silence even as passersby pretended not to notice, quickening their pace to avoid the scene.

The bald man grinned maliciously. "I heard someone snitched to that constable a while back. They only got away with it so far because we still don't know who it was. But... if we catch them, we'll chop them up and feed them to the dogs. Remember that."

The merchants shuddered at the casual threat, their fear almost tangible.

The bald man and his lackeys snickered, enjoying the sight of the merchants cowering in terror. 

"Make sure to pay the overdue protection money by tomorrow."

"B-But there's no way we can come up with it by tomorrow…"

"I don't care how you do it—sell your parents, sell your children, whatever it takes. If you don't want to die."

Suddenly, one of the merchants sprang to his feet and pointed at the bald man, shouting, "You filthy bastards! I can't pay anymore! Kill me if you want!"

Then, without waiting for a response, he turned and bolted.

"Get that bastard," the bald man barked at his lackeys.

"Catch him!"

The henchmen immediately chased after the fleeing man. Injured, he didn't get far before they caught up with him and brutally thrashed him in public.

"Argh, you scum!" the man roared, struggling his hardest even as he was being pummeled.

The other merchants looked away, unable to bear the sight, while the bald man and his cronies roared with laughter. Again and again, they toyed with the man, hitting him, letting him go, then chasing him down to hit him again.

Finally, sent flying by a powerful kick, the man crashed through the door of a dilapidated inn run by the deaf and mute old woman.

"Everyone, watch carefully. This is what happens when you defy the Scarlet Tiger Gang," the bald man declared, glancing at the remaining merchants. Then, turning to his henchmen, he ordered, "Bring that bastard to me, and fetch my sword."

When two of his men had entered the inn, the bald man looked back at the merchants around him, grinning. "Once they drag that bastard out, I'm going to cut off his arm and make an example of him…"

POW! THUD! WHAM!

Suddenly, the sound of a fight broke out inside the inn, causing the bald man to pause in mid-sentence. Assuming his men were roughing up the man before hauling him out, he sighed irritably, "You idiots! Stop messing around and just grab him! If he dies…"

"Don't worry, they're not dead yet. After all, the teacher warned us not to beat you guys to death," someone answered.

"Huh?" The bald man frowned at the unfamiliar voice.

Moments later, his lackeys tumbled out of the inn, bloodied and unconscious.

"What the hell…?" Stunned, the bald man's gaze shifted past his fallen men to a young man emerging from the inn. "Who the hell are you?"

Although the young man's fierce expression and solid build were intimidating, it was his intense killing intent that was making the bald man's skin prickle.

"Are you from the Great Bear Gang? I don't remember ever seeing you…"

"Hey, baldy. You'll be seeing a lot more of me from now on," the young man interjected.

The bald man's expression hardened. 'Baldy' was the one thing he hated being called more than anything. Even within the Scarlet Tiger Gang, mentioning his baldness was taboo.

Eyes flashing with killing intent, the bald man barked an order to his men, "Get him. Beat him half to death."

"You don't have to come to me. I'll come to you," Hyonwon Kang cackled excitedly, before darting forward like lightning and smacking the Scarlet Tiger thugs around with his sheathed blade. 

As he fought, he remembered the advice that Baek Suryong had given him before coming here.


"Even if a fight breaks out, try not to kill your opponents. Assault is a much less serious crime than murder, and you might even get away scot-free if you beat up wanted criminals and hand them over to the authorities."

"So, is it okay to just cut off their limbs?"

Baek Suryong sighed softly, "Think of the people who will have to clean up after you! Don't do it unless you're ready to deal with the mess yourself. Just crush their bones and leave it at that. Crippling them for the rest of their lives is more than enough."

"Uhh, you know… that sounds like a fate worse than death…"



Heeding Baek Suryong's words, Hyonwon Kang had deliberately left his blade sheathed so that he wouldn't draw blood, and used the flat side of his blade to bash the Scarlet Tiger thugs into the ground. 

"Thank your lucky stars! The only reason you're not dead is because of my teacher!" he yelled.

SMACK! WHACK! THWACK!

Those on the receiving end of the relentless beating, including the bald man, turned pale.

"T-This is insane…" he moaned. Only now did he realize that his young opponent was a murim expert, someone he, with only a year's worth of basic martial arts training, could never hope to defeat.

I-I have to run… he thought, starting to back away slowly.

However, Hyonwon Kang's gaze immediately locked on him. "Stand still. If you try to run and I catch you, you'll get twice the beating."

"……"

Confident that the bald man was a trapped rat, Hyonwon Kang pressed forward. However, his inexperience in the murim world made him overconfident.

"Fuck you! Who do you think you are to order me around?" the bald man bellowed, pulling out a black orb the size of a fist from his pocket and throwing it to the ground.

BOOOOM!

The orb exploded, releasing a thick, acrid smoke that quickly spread in all directions, obscuring everything in its path.

Despite being surrounded by swirling smoke, Hyonwon Kang scoffed, "Trying to pull a fast one on me? You think something like this will make me lose track of you?"

Just as he was about to chase the bald man who was trying to hide in the smoke though, Dokgo Jun, who had followed Hyonwon Kang out of the inn, shouted, "Stop, Wonkang! It's a poison bomb! Everyone, hold your breath!"

Without hesitation, Dokgo Jun dashed into the smoke, his concern for the merchants and the unconscious members of the Scarlet Tiger Gang driving him. Using his movement arts, he quickly carried the affected people out of the smoke.

Hyonwon Kang, realizing the gravity of the situation, quickly stopped his pursuit and helped out as well.

"Are you alright, Hyonwon Kang?" Dokgo Jun asked.

"Cough, cough! Yeah, other than a mild stinging sensation, I'm fine."

Thanks to their inner arts training, the crude poison didn't have much effect on the two. Unfortunately, the others weren't so lucky.

"Cough, cough!"

"Help…help me…"

"My eyes are burning! Water, I need water…"

Seeing the people suffering, Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun's expressions darkened.

"Everyone, stay still and don't move!"

"We'll expel the poison from your bodies using inner arts. Please sit in a meditation position."

They quickly began to help the poisoned people, using their inner arts to cleanse the toxins. Fortunately, the poison was weak, and no one was seriously hurt or killed, but by the time they finished treating everyone, nearly an hour had passed.

Naturally, the bald man who had set off the poison bomb was long gone.

Boiling with frustration, Hyonwon Kang muttered through clenched teeth, "That bastard..."

Ignoring the delinquent, Dokgo Jun turned to the now-recovering merchants, his voice calm and steady as he asked, "Is everyone alright?"

He expected at least a nod of gratitude, maybe a word of thanks, but what he got instead were terrified, resentful stares. Some of the merchants even glared at him and Hyonwon Kang with open hostility.

"We're all dead now..."

"They're definitely coming back for revenge."

"Why did they have to make things worse..."

Both young men exchanged baffled looks. This wasn't the reaction they had anticipated.

Hyonwon Kang's scowl deepened. "What's the problem? We went out of our way to help you..."

"Help us?" A middle-aged woman snorted, her voice tinged with resignation. "You had fun showing off your martial arts and saving people, but did you think about the consequences of your actions? Those men will be back tomorrow, and when they come, they'll be even angrier because of what you did. What will we do then? Will you be here to stop them again?"

Hyonwon Kang's eyes narrowed. "Are you saying we should've just let those thugs do whatever they wanted?"

The woman bit her lower lip. "I hate those bastards too, enough to want to kill them, but if you can't get rid of them all at once, it's better to leave them alone. Otherwise, we're the ones who'll suffer more in the end."

Silence fell, heavy and awkward, as even Hyonwon Kang found himself at a loss for words.

The woman sighed, the weight of her despair evident in her expression. "It's not that we're ungrateful, young warrior. Really, we do thank you for saving us."

"Uh, um...yeah..." Hyonwon Kang scratched his head awkwardly, his usual confidence slipping.

Dokgo Jun, however, straightened up, determination lighting up his face. "From now on, we'll come here every day. We plan to patrol these streets regularly so the Scarlet Tiger Gang can't harm you."

The woman chuckled bitterly, "And what if they decide to burn down our homes tonight? Are you going to stand guard here all night as well?"

"That's..." Dokgo Jun hesitated, his bravado faltering. As a sheltered young man who had never dealt with the realities of commoner life, he'd never faced anything like this before.

While Dokgo Jun wrestled with his thoughts, Hyonwon Kang, who had been quietly brooding, suddenly ran a hand through his hair and spoke irritably, "Man, you people sure do have a lot of complaints. So? Where's the Scarlet Tiger Gang's hideout?"

"...What?"

"I don't like leaving things unfinished. You're scared of revenge? Then I'll make sure you don't have to worry about that."

All eyes were on Hyonwon Kang now, including Dokgo Jun's, shock written all over their faces. There was only one reason why he would ask for the gang's location.

"Y-You're not actually planning to attack them, are you?" someone stammered.

Hyonwon Kang didn't answer, just offered a cryptic smile.

Dokgo Jun quickly shook his head. "Have you forgotten what Mr. Baek said? He told us to avoid direct conflict with the Scarlet Tiger Gang..."

"Ha! If I always did what I was told, would I be known as the worst delinquent in town? Ma'am, where is the Scarlet Tiger Gang's hideout?"

It was clear Hyonwon Kang wasn't joking. The woman hesitated, fear and uncertainty warring in her eyes, but she eventually caved in and pointed in the direction of the gang's hideout.

Without another word, Hyonwon Kang turned to head that way.

"...Wait!" Dokgo Jun shouted, raising his sword to block the other boy's path.

Hyonwon Kang raised an eyebrow. "Are you going to move that sword or what?" he hissed menacingly.

"I can't let you go."

A fierce aura surged from Hyonwon Kang as his fierce gaze locked onto Dokgo Jun. "Are you saying we should just let those bastards come back and take revenge on these people?"

Dokgo Jun glanced at the frightened merchants, then shook his head. If they hadn't intervened, it might've been different, but now that they had, he couldn't let anyone suffer because of their actions. "No, I have another plan," he said.

"...Another plan?" Hyonwon Kang's anger subsided slightly, his curiosity piqued by the unexpected words.

"We'll go near the Scarlet Tiger Gang's hideout, but we won't attack them directly."

"Then what?"

"We'll use guerilla tactics. Lure them out one by one and take them down."

Dokgo Jun's eyes burned with resolve. He might have been raised in a strict household, steeped in martial arts, literature, and military strategy from an early age, but his approach was methodical, unlike Hyonwon Kang's impulsiveness. Yet, the emotions driving them were strikingly similar.

"Hyonwon Kang, don't think you're the only martial artist who can't stand injustice. I can't forgive what the Scarlet Tiger Gang has done either," he added passionately, his usual calm demeanor giving way to something fiercer.

"Huh...?" Hyonwon Kang blinked in surprise. What's gotten into this model student all of a sudden? 

It never crossed his mind that his actions would ignite a competitive, justice-driven fire in Dokgo Jun. Unaware of the influence he had, Hyonwon Kang suddenly felt the need to tread more carefully around this classmate's newfound unpredictability.

"Uh, hey, Dokgo? Maybe we should think this through a bit more? At least leave a letter for the teacher..."

"No way! No teacher would ever approve of this. We have to do it ourselves."

Is that really something the Student Council President should be saying!? Hyonwon Kang wanted to shout, but Dokgo Jun didn't give him the chance.

Checking the time, Dokgo Jun's lips curled into a mischievous grin. "Looks like an hour has passed."

"What?"

Dokgo Jun's grin widened. "That means I'm the leader for the next hour, so stop complaining and just follow me."

"Wha-? Hey!"

Ignoring Hyonwon Kang's protests, Dokgo Jun strode off, his steps confident and unyielding.

Hyonwon Kang hesitated for a moment, but soon relented and chased after Dokgo Jun. 

"...Ugh, whatever. Wait for me! I'm coming too!"



Translator's Note: Dokgo Jun unconsciously yelled "Wonkang!", hahahahaha…


Chapter 132: The Delinquent and the Student Council President (3)

The old woman watched as Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun made their way toward the Scarlet Tiger Gang's hideout. 

"As expected," she murmured to herself, settling into her usual spot.

Sipping her tea, the lines on her weathered face seemed to ease just a bit. 

Finally, when a middle-aged man and woman entered the inn and took their seats across from her, she addressed them casually, "So, what do you make of those two?"

"They seem like good-hearted kids," the woman answered.

"...And they're both strong," the man added.

If Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun had caught sight of these two, their reactions would have been anything but calm.


"I hate those bastards too, enough to want to kill them, but if you can't get rid of them all at once, it's better to leave them alone. Otherwise, we're the ones who'll suffer more in the end."



The woman speaking was the one who had bitterly revealed the harsh truths of life in the slums to the students.


"You filthy bastards! I can't pay anymore! Kill me if you want!"



The man, on the other hand, was the one who had crashed into the inn, shattering the door as he fled from the Scarlet Tiger Gang.

The old woman chuckled softly, "You've both worked hard."

In truth, the pair belonged to the Rogues' Guild. They had known about Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun from the very beginning, and had deliberately lured the Scarlet Tiger Gang to them.

The woman, who held a slightly higher rank within the Guild, suddenly commended, "When Hyonwon Kang recklessly tried to charge into the Scarlet Tiger Gang, Dokgo Jun held him back and suggested a different approach. It was impressive."

The old woman nodded thoughtfully, acknowledging the observation. "Hmm... I didn't think they'd make a good team at first, but maybe they complement each other better than I imagined."

She turned her gaze to the side. "What do you think?"

In a shadowy corner, Baek Suryong was scribbling furiously on a piece of paper. "It went as expected," he said, barely glancing up from his work.

The old woman frowned at his seemingly indifferent reply. "You insisted on hearing our reports about the kids, yet you're barely paying attention... What exactly have you been writing for so long?"

"I'm listening, but I'm swamped with both my main job and side projects," Baek Suryong replied, waving the notebook he had been writing in. As the smell of fresh ink wafted from the still wet pages, he flashed a broad grin. "As for this? It's a martial arts manual for those Rehabilitation Sect punks. I don't have the time to teach them every day, so I'm writing it all down. Luckily, not all of them are illiterate."

"A martial arts manual...?"

The old woman and the two guild members exchanged incredulous looks. Normally, the old woman would have dismissed such a ridiculous claim, but she knew Baek Suryong wasn't one to joke about these things. Still, if he was telling the truth, then...

The same question crossed all three of their minds: What kind of lunatic writes a precious martial arts manual in a public place like an inn? Just what is this man thinking?

Sensing their bewilderment, Baek Suryong shrugged. "I didn't create it from scratch. I just modified an existing martial art."

To be precise, he had reworked the martial art of the Blood Wolves, the elite force of the former Blood Cult.

I removed techniques that were too focused on killing, reduced the risk of self-injury from reckless moves, and added a sequence that purifies the mind and body over time...

The result was a martial art even more advanced than what the Blood Wolves had practiced.

Baek Suryong smirked, pleased with himself. "Since it's a martial art that can rehabilitate even the worst criminals, I'm planning on calling it the Divine Rehabilitation Technique."

The old woman and the two Rogues' Guild members exchanged baffled looks.

"You didn't take long to write it all down. Only a true master could do something like that," the old woman remarked.

Baek Suryong waved her off dismissively. "It's not that impressive. Any martial arts instructor worth their salt can do this."

The old woman shook her head. Although she disagreed with Baek Suryong, arguing with him was too tiresome.

The man and woman across from her stood up.

"Ma'am, we'll be going now."

"We'll come back if there's anything else to report."

The old woman nodded, sending them off. When they were gone, she turned her attention back to Baek Suryong, who had tucked away the completed manual and was now watching her intently.

"I had those two kids make contact with the Scarlet Tiger Gang, just as you asked. Did you expect it to go this way?" she asked.

"Not exactly, but close enough," Baek Suryong replied. He knew the students well enough to predict how they would react to the gang's brutality.

Although it was surprising that Dokgo Jun, not Hyonwon Kang, took the lead in the end... The twist brought a smile to Baek Suryong's face. It was precisely what he had hoped for.

"The model student was the one who decided to confront the Scarlet Tiger Gang without even reporting to me? That's funny," he chuckled to himself.

From the beginning, he knew that Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun wouldn't get along. That was why he hoped they might positively influence each other.

The old woman narrowed her eyes, recalling the interaction between the two. "Dokgo Jun seems to have been deeply affected by Hyonwon Kang. Was that your plan?"

"Yep," Baek Suryong said with a grin. In his eyes, Dokgo Jun's biggest flaw was his overly upright nature. Growing up under the strict rules and etiquette of a prestigious family, even his martial arts had taken on that rigid character.

Tapping his fingers on the table, he continued, "He's talented, diligent, and has had his family's full support, so he's progressed quickly until now. The problem is, his overly proper nature doesn't suit his style of swordsmanship."

"The Nine Swords of Dokgo?" the old woman asked, tilting her head.

Baek Suryong nodded, then recounted the history of the Dokgo Clan.

"Dokgo Pae,[1] the founder of the Dokgo Clan, was a freelancer..." he began.

For years, Dokgo Pae had roamed the Central Plains, perfecting his swordsmanship as a freelancer before gathering followers to form the Dokgo Clan.

"There was a time when it was said that they would surpass the Namgung Clan and become the strongest murim faction in the world."

The old woman laughed, "That's news from a hundred years ago."

"……" Struck by a pang of nostalgia, Baek Suryong fell silent for a moment. To the old woman, it was a distant memory, but for him, it wasn't so long ago.

Fifty years ago, the Dokgo Clan was still considered on par with, if not above, the Five Great Clans. The Blood Cult had even ranked the Dokgo Clan as a greater threat than the Namgung Clan. However, things are completely different now.

"Once considered the strongest, the Dokgo Clan has now declined to the point where they're only respected in their own territory. Do you know why?" he suddenly asked.

"Declined is a harsh way to put it..." the old woman objected, surprised by his bluntness.

However, Baek Suryong did not mince his words. "The Nine Swords of Dokgo is a style of swordsmanship that was born on the battlefield. It's intense and powerful, each technique forged out of sheer necessity. Yet, the swordsmanship I saw from Dokgo Jun... there's no weight, no desperation in it. It's just a polished, moderately advanced technique that you can see everywhere in the murim."

Wow. If a master of the Dokgo Clan had heard these words, they would have drawn their sword and challenged him to a duel on the spot, the old woman thought.

"Are you saying that you've found issues with the technique that the Dokgo Clan masters haven't noticed? After only observing the boy a few times?" she asked.

"It's hard to see the flaws in your own technique. They might think they've refined it well, or maybe they recognize the problem but don't know how to fix it. After all, these are peaceful times..."

In such times, it would be absurd for the children of a noble family to become freelancers, wandering battlefields just to hone their swordsmanship.

"Anyway, Dokgo Jun hasn't progressed much for months. That's why I paired him with Hyonwon Kang," Baek Suryong explained.

Hyonwon Kang was the opposite of Dokgo Jun. He was unbound by rules, oblivious to others' opinions, and had a fiery personality. This strongly influenced his martial arts, which were highly adaptable and full of improvisation.

These traits could be weaknesses, but that's also why they make such a complementary pair.

Baek Suryong hoped that by spending time together, the two would help each other overcome their shortcomings and grow stronger.

Especially Dokgo Jun. He needs to become much, much stronger.

Baek Suryong's eyes gleamed with determination. Dokgo Jun wasn't just the head of the Student Council but also a prodigy representing the Azure Dragon Academy. His performance at the Heavenly Martial Festival would greatly influence the morale of the other students. That was why, for the academy to win, Dokgo Jun's growth was essential.

The third years will focus on preparing for the competition, with Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun at the center. It would have been perfect if Peng Sahyuk had stayed...

Baek Suryong shook his head, dismissing the thought of the student who had left for the Heavenly Martial Academy. There was no point in dwelling on what could have been.

"When we meet again, I'll make sure that punk regrets it," he mumbled to himself, before turning back to the old woman. "So, how goes your preparations for the next phase of the plan?" he asked.

"...Everything is ready," the old woman replied, eyeing Baek Suryong with a mix of exasperation and curiosity.

Just what kind of person is he...? I can't read him at all.

Even with the Rogues' Guild's vast information network, they had found little on Baek Suryong. His martial prowess, his meticulous strategies, and his accomplishments so far were extraordinary. It was as if he had descended from the heavens.

I have a feeling that this guy will shake up not just the Azure Dragon Academy and this city, but the entire murim. It was a good decision to ally with him quickly.

It was a feeling that bordered on paranoia, but the old woman trusted her instincts.

As if he could read her thoughts, Baek Suryong grinned. "What about the other teams?" he asked.

"They'll report in every half-hour. I've told them to use fireworks if anything dangerous happens. Cheong Cheon is also on standby."

"That's enough," Baek Suryong said with a nod. 

One never knew what variables might arise in the field. That's why he had arranged for the Rogues' Guild to monitor the students, so that they could be alerted immediately if anything went wrong.

None of the kids are the type to be easily defeated, but still...

It's always wise to be careful, even when crossing a stone bridge. For his plan to improve his students' skills through real combat to succeed, it was crucial that none of them died or sustained serious injuries—a goal that would be impossible without the Rogues' Guild's cooperation.

Just as the old woman had said, Rogues' Guild members discreetly came and went from the inn, reporting regularly.

"The second team is patrolling the western streets. Nothing unusual to report."

"The third team is about to enter the Great Bear Gang's territory."

"A bunch of swindlers approached the fourth team. What should we do?"

Thanks to the Rogues' Guild's assistance, Baek Suryong could sit in one place and oversee everything happening in the slums, giving orders as needed. It was like fighting a battle with perfect knowledge of the battlefield and constantly updated information.

"Hmm..." Closing his eyes, Baek Suryong mapped out the students' movements in his mind, along with the actions of the Scarlet Tiger Gang and the Great Bear Gang.

"With all this, it would be impossible to lose."

Sipping his tea calmly, Baek Suryong began to move the pieces in his mind.



Footnotes:

[1] Dokgo Pae: In classic wuxia author Jin Yong's "Return of the Condor Heroes", the creator of the Nine Swords of Dokgo is Dokgo Gupae (Dugu Qiubai), whose name means "loner who seeks defeat". Apparently, he lamented over his loneliness from being the greatest swordsman and badly wanted to lose.



Chapter 133: The Delinquent and the Student Council President (4)

"Hyung-nim! How many days has it been? Those brats are breaking our guys' arms and legs every time they meet them!" a bald giant bellowed, the veins on his forehead bulging with frustration as his voice reverberated through the room.

In response, a man with a thick beard, the Underboss of the Scarlet Tiger Gang, groaned irritably, "How many times do I have to tell you to call me Underboss?"

The bald giant crossed his arms and gnashed his teeth at the Underboss, despite having shared many years and tough battles with him. "Now's not the time to worry about titles! We need a plan before our boys end up crippled!"

"Fuck, where the hell did those freaks come from…"

The Scarlet Tiger Gang was locked in a brutal war with the Great Bear Gang and the Ironhead Sect, all vying for control of the slums, yet recently, they had been distracted by a group of young punks who frequently ambushed Scarlet Tiger members, leaving broken limbs in their wake.

At first, we thought that the Great Bear Gang had hired some freelancers... but it turns out they were dealing with the same problem.

Growing increasingly agitated, the Underboss stroked his beard, frustration etched in every line of his face. "Do you know who those kids are?"

The bald giant replied, "They're students from the Azure Dragon Academy. One of them is Dokgo Jun, the Student Council President, and the other is Hyonwon Kang, a notorious juvenile delinquent."

The bearded Underboss stared at his comrade in disbelief. "What? The Student Council President and a notorious delinquent? What on earth are they doing together?"

"Hell if I know. More importantly, they're playing vigilante with the martial arts that they learned in school, and it's interrupting our work."

"Damn it…"

At first, the gang had thought it was just a temporary thing. After all, every now and then, some self-righteous kids from the orthodox sects would come to the slums to play hero. Most of them gave up and left when they realized there was nothing here for them, but this time, they just kept coming back.

The Underboss sighed heavily. "There's only two of them, so tell our guys to avoid them. We've been around these parts long enough that…"

"Do you think we haven't tried that?! It's not working. They show up at every spot where our guys go to collect money, like someone's tipping them off…"

"Shit, this is driving me insane," the Underboss groaned, scratching his beard furiously. The biggest problem was the kids' martial prowess. In the Scarlet Tiger Gang, only he and the boss were strong enough to take on first-rate experts, but he had no intention of risking his neck for this.

Scanning the room, he asked, "Any of you got ideas?"

Gathered around him were the Scarlet Tiger lieutenants, a group of tough guys who may not have had much education, but who had earned their place in the gang through their accomplishments.

One of them raised his hand timidly. "How about we report them to the authorities?" he suggested.

Without a second thought, the Underboss threw a rock at the man's forehead, roaring, "You moron! What grounds do we have to report them?"

Barely ducking out of the way, the lieutenant replied gingerly, "Uh, interference with business…?"

"We're a murim sect, you idiot! We don't go crying to the authorities just because our boys got hurt! Especially after we've been beating the crap out of the Great Bear Gang and the Ironhead Sect while using the non-interference principle between murim and government as our shield! Keep talking, and I'll rip your mouth wide open."

"S-Sorry, sir."

Glaring at the huddled group, the Underboss's hopes faded. How did these dumb shits even make it to lieutenant? 

The bald giant hesitantly asked, "Hyung-nim—I mean, Underboss, sir. Where's Master?"

"Master is still in isolated training."

The Master they spoke of was the current boss of the Scarlet Tiger Gang. A year ago, this man had split the previous gang leader—a first-rate master—in half within three moves and claimed the position. His strength was beyond imagination.

The Underboss was certain. If Master got involved, those brats from the Azure Dragon Academy wouldn't stand a chance.

"Should we ask Master for help…" the bald giant started.

However, the Underboss cut him off with a chilling tone, "You want to bother him over something so trivial? He'll tear you to pieces for disturbing his training."

The giant gulped, stammering, "N-No, sir. It was just a thought. No need to trouble Master."

The Master of the Scarlet Tiger Gang was a man who would crush anyone who displeased him like an insect, even if they were his subordinates. Although none of the lieutenants in the gang were strangers to killing, at least they had reasons for doing so. The Master, on the other hand, would kill, torture, and even eat a meal in front of a dying person just because he was in a bad mood.

"We need to handle this ourselves. If Master finds out that we fucked up… some of us might not survive," the Underboss warned.

His words sent a chill through the lieutenants. No one knew which of them would die. Their lives depended on their master's mood. Even the underboss and the bald giant, who were favored enough to be taken as his disciples, were not exempt.

"These kids have learned some serious martial arts, haven't they?" the Underboss muttered to himself, absentmindedly toying with a dagger.

He, too, had once been a prodigy. Unfortunately, a single mistake had led him to kill someone he shouldn't have, forcing him into hiding. Even the beard he grew was just another way to hide his identity.

Life had taken a rotten turn, but the Scarlet Tiger Gang had provided a decent refuge… until last year.

If that monster gets upset…

Recently, the master claimed that he had gained new insights into martial arts and had begun training in isolation, but these insights required rare medicinal ingredients, so the gang had no choice but to raise the protection fees. If there were any problems with the master's medicine supply, he would summon the underboss. What would happen after that was too horrific to imagine.

In the end, the Underboss stood up, cursing under his breath, "Damn it, I didn't want to get involved, but…"

"Are you going to handle this yourself, Hyung-nim?"

The Underboss glanced around at the lieutenants and nodded roughly . "Don't worry, I'm not doing this alone. You're all coming with me."

These kids were only academy students. No matter how strong their martial arts were, they lacked experience. If the gang prepared well enough, they could definitely defeat them.

The Underboss licked his dagger with a sinister grin. "We'll set a trap and lure them in. Let's show these kids the harsh reality of the world."
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"Urgh!" The man's eyes rolled back in pain as he collapsed unconscious, the tiger tattoo on his broken arm contorted grotesquely.

Hyonwon Kang dusted off his hands and tossed the unconscious man to the ground. "That's one more down."

CRUNCH!

A sickening sound echoed from behind him.

"Guaargh!" Another Scarlet Tiger was thrown to the ground, frothing at the mouth.

Dokgo Jun confirmed that his opponent was out cold, then glanced at Hyonwon Kang. "That's five down for me," he remarked casually.

"Oh, is that how it is?" Hyonwon Kang's eyebrow twitched. Whether intentional or not, Dokgo Jun's words had stoked his competitive spirit. "Hey, Dokgo. You trying to start a contest over who can take out more trash?"

A corner of Dokgo Jun's mouth curled up, mirroring Hyonwon Kang's lopsided grin. "I wasn't really planning on it, but..."

In the past few days, more than just Dokgo Jun's expression had changed. His once neat and well-fitted clothes had loosened a bit, and his firmly tied hair had become slightly disheveled. Most importantly, the sternness in his face had softened, giving way to a more relaxed demeanor.

"If you wish to challenge me, I'll take you up on it."

"Me? Challenge you?" Hyonwon Kang's eyebrows twitched as a mischievous grin spread across his face. "Then how about this? The loser has to call the winner 'Hyung-nim' for one day. Deal?"

"Fine by me. Little brother."

"You little...!"

The two patrolled the slums, beating up anyone they encountered with a tiger tattoo on their arm.

"Twelve down!"

"Same here."

Night had already fallen. Their patrol time was over, but with no clear winner, neither young man was ready to leave.

"Let's check the area near the merchant's place one last time before we call it a night."

"Tsk, I guess we'll have to settle this next time."

As they walked side by side, chatting softly, a scream tore through the air.

"Help!"

In an instant, both boys turned in the direction of the sound and unleashed their movement arts, the scenery blurring as they whizzed past. Soon, they arrived at the source of the scream, where they found a bruised and battered woman huddled on the ground, crying.

Dokgo Jun took off his coat and draped it over her. "Are you all right?" he asked gently.

"Sob, sob... I'm so sorry. I'm really, really sorry."

"You're safe now. We're here, so don't worry..."

However, the trembling woman's next words took him by surprise.

"I-I had no choice. They said they would kill my children if I didn't cooperate..."

"What?"

"What did you say?"

As the two boys exchanged puzzled glances, the woman suddenly pulled a concealed weapon and fired, sending dozens of needles spraying out at point-blank range.

Although the two boys reacted immediately, they couldn't dodge all of the needles in the darkness.

"Ugh!"

"Ah!"

They managed to protect their vital points, but a few needles lodged themselves into their arms and legs.

"I'm really sorry! Please forgive me! You can kill me, just spare my children…"

"Fuck. Just go to sleep," Hyonwon Kang groaned, pressing an acupoint to knock the woman unconscious.

Meanwhile, Dokgo Jun drew his sword and pointed it into the darkness behind him. Breathing heavily, he spat, "Are you the ones who made her do this?"

"Heheheh."

From the shadows, the Scarlet Tiger Gang's lieutenants and thugs emerged.

Standing at the forefront, the Underboss licked his dagger with a smirk. "You're telling me these idiots are the ones who've been giving us so much trouble?"

"They're idiots, sure, but their martial arts are no joke," the bald giant added, his face showing a hint of unease.

"Idiots or not, they're just naive kids. Look at them, running headlong into trouble the moment they hear a woman scream," the Underboss sneered.

Hyonwon Kang drew his blade and pointed it at the man. "You look pretty tough. Are you the boss of the Scarlet Tiger Gang?"

"Heh… Even in this situation, you've still got guts, kid."

The Underboss signaled his men, who quickly surrounded Hyonwon Kang and Dokgo Jun. Pulling out metal nets and ropes, they then spun them menacingly in the air.

"Those needles were poisoned. The more you resist, the faster the poison will spread."

"What? Oh fuck… My body…" Hyonwon Kang staggered, trying to expel the poison with his inner arts, but this was far stronger than the cheap poison he'd encountered before.

The Underboss grinned sadistically. "We don't intend to kill you, so just surrender. Though, we do intend to collect a ransom when we return you to the Azure Dragon Academy. Since you started this fight, they'll have no choice but to pay us compensation. And then you'll be known as the prodigies who were defeated by third-rate thugs. You'll become legends at Azure Dragon Academy for the wrong reasons. Hahaha!"

He laughed, his shoulders shaking with amusement at the thought of tarnishing these prodigies' bright futures.

However, there was one thing the Underboss hadn't counted on.

Dokgo Jun pushed Hyonwon Kang aside and stepped forward, eyes blazing with intense hatred and unbridled fury like never before. 

How could they terrorize an innocent woman into helping them set a trap and then brag about it? he thought, taking a step forward. His loose clothes fluttered wildly as his inner qi surged, and his hair, once neatly tied, now stood on end. A sharp sword qi formed on the tip of his outstretched blade.

"Before that happens… I'll just kill you all," he said menacingly. 

"A peak master?" the Underboss gasped, his eyes widening in shock, but Dokgo Jun's sword was already at his throat.

SPURT!

As a fountain of blood sprayed into the air, a pair of eyes watched the scene from a distance, perched on a rooftop.

"That's right, this is the true Nine Swords of Dokgo." Baek Suryong smiled as he murmured to himself, his hands clasped behind his back.


Chapter 134: The Delinquent and the Student Council President (5)

WHOOSH!

A sharp slice of sword qi cut through the air, severing more than half of the Underboss's thick beard. Luckily, he had been on the run for so long that he never let his martial arts training slip, especially his footwork. Dodging just in time, he avoided the full force of the attack, though the razor-sharp energy grazed his neck. 

Blood trickled down, staining the remnants of his beard red.

Panicking, the Underboss staggered back, retreating with all his might. "Stop him! Throw the nets!" he roared.

Over a dozen steel nets and ropes, tied at the ends like nooses, flew toward Dokgo Jun, momentarily blotting out the sky.

"You lot... You don't deserve to live," Dokgo Jun snarled through clenched teeth. The fury in his eyes burning brighter than ever, he advanced, charging straight at the incoming nets and nooses.

Lately, while patrolling the slums, he had seen too much. The streets were filthy and smelly, and people barely survived day to day. He had always known such things existed, but to see it with his own eyes was different. It was raw, heart-wrenching.

"Why are you so eager to torment good people?"

Every time he witnessed the atrocities committed by the Scarlet Tiger Gang, every time he heard the tearful pleas of the wronged, every time he saw the blank, skyward stares of children abandoned in the streets, Dokgo Jun had to fight down the urge to kill.


"A martial artist must always remain calm."

"You are the face of our family. Carry yourself with dignity, and be cautious of anything that might tarnish your reputation."

"Never bring shame to the family name by acting recklessly!"



These teachings had been drilled into him by the elders of the Dokgo Clan. As their prodigy, Dokgo Jun was expected to be rational, discerning, and careful in both word and deed. His father, in particular, was strict on this point.


"Jun, some people look down on our clan because we were founded by freelancers. They underestimate our martial arts, thinking it's crude and simple. Never let them look down on you."

"Yes, Father."

"Good. I trust you. We may be going through some tough times now, but in your generation, we will rise again as the world's strongest clan."

"Yes, Father."

"Haha, what a fine young man you are. That puts my heart at ease!"

"……"



Dokgo Jun believed in his father and the elders. He believed in the Nine Swords of Dokgo, which they had refined and perfected. Trusting that he would one day grasp the true essence of this sword art, he had practiced diligently. Now, however, the swordsmanship he had worked so hard to master felt stifling.

This is so frustrating.

He had been playing with a sword since he could walk, but never before had he felt such frustration. He didn't want to swing his sword like this. He wanted to pour all his strength and focus into a single strike.

A fierce battle raged within him, between his impulsive thoughts and the teachings of his family. The steel nets and nooses were closing in on him.

Biting his lip, Dokgo Jun made a decision.

"I won't hold back any longer."

With a single slash, he unleashed all the pent-up anger he had been holding back.

ROAAAAR!

In a single slash, the dozens of nets that had darkened the sky were sliced in half, as if the heavens themselves had parted.

Stunned speechless, the men who had thrown the nets stood staring, their mouths hanging open.

"Ha… Haha…" Dokgo Jun laughed, staring blankly at his sword amid the chaos. "So this is… the Nine Swords of Dokgo…"

Suddenly, he felt a spark ignite in his mind, but it was only a small piece of the puzzle. 

Just a little more. If I swing my sword just a little more, I think I'll be able to understand it completely!

Fortunately, there were plenty of enemies in front of him to help with that.

"More… I need more…" he muttered to himself, charging at the terrified foes.

WHOOSH!

Two heads flew off in an instant. Without a moment's hesitation, Dokgo Jun dodged a spear thrust from the side, spun halfway around, and slashed through another thug's waist.

SPLATTER!

Blood soaked his martial arts uniform and hot droplets splashed against his cheek.

These were his first kills. Under normal circumstances, he might have been petrified with shock, but now he was in a trance. With eyes as cold as ice, he searched for his next target.

Sensing an enemy approaching from behind, Dokgo Jun spun around.

"Die!" a high-ranking lieutenant of the Scarlet Tiger Gang shouted, swinging a massive broadsword several times larger than Dokgo Jun's blade. 

Though the sheer weight behind the attack was formidable, the technique was crude. There was no need to confront it head-on. Even so, Dokgo Jun didn't want to evade or parry. Instead, he met it with a powerful strike.

CRACK!

The broadsword snapped in two. Startled, the thug dropped the broken sword and stumbled backwards.

Seizing the opportunity, Dokgo Jun closed in and drove his sword into the man's heart. Without missing a beat, he retrieved his blade and swung it at the next adversary.

SMASH! CLANG! SPLAT!

Wielding his sword as if possessed, Dokgo Jun shattered the weapons of every opponent who crossed his path.

"More… Just a little more…" he mumbled desperately, searching for more enemies to strike.

Though he had seen no progress for months, all those grueling hours of training had not been in vain. The experience allowed him to quickly internalize his newfound insights.

He rampaged like a wolf among sheep.

"What the hell? Is he really poisoned?"

"How are we supposed to fight someone like that?"

"Aaagh! My arm!"

At first, the Scarlet Tiger Gang members fought bravely, but fear soon overwhelmed them, and they began to retreat.

Hiding behind his subordinates, the Underboss shouted furiously, "He's poisoned! He can't hold out much longer, so just buy time! Anyone who runs will die by my hand!"

The Underboss wasn't entirely wrong. As time passed, Dokgo Jun's movements began to falter. He had suppressed the poison with his inner qi, but the more he exerted himself, the faster it spread. 

Suddenly, his vision became blurry, and his sword arm trembled. 

"Ugh…" he groaned, blearily raising his blade to meet his enemy's weapon.

CLANG!

…And for the first time since the battle began, he failed to break it.

Dokgo Jun frowned. "Fuck…" he started, then caught himself.

Did I just swear? Must be Hyonwon Kang's fault… How is he doing?

Worried, Dokgo Jun turned around to check on Hyonwon Kang. Since he had less inner qi, it would be much harder for the delinquent to endure the poison.

Fortunately, Hyonwon Kang was standing, unharmed, next to the unconscious woman.

Who is that with him?

A tall man stood beside Hyonwon Kang, hands clasped behind his back. Unfortunately, it was too dark, and Dokgo Jun's vision too blurred from the poison to make out the man's face.

Just then, Hyonwon Kang shouted in panic, "Idiot! Behind you!"

"So, you think you can underestimate us, huh?" a voice filled with killing intent rang out from behind Dokgo Jun.

"Ugh!!" Dokgo Jun barely managed to block the surprise attack, stumbling backward several steps from the force. This attack carried far more qi than any he had faced until now. 

The Underboss of the Scarlet Tiger Gang and a bald giant stepped forward. 

Licking his blade, the Underboss sneered, "You did this to my men? I'm going to at least take an arm off to settle the score."

"Hyung-nim, let's just kill him."

"Child, if you kneel, I won't kill you. You don't really think you can beat us in that state, do you?"

"I am not a child," Dokgo Jun said, wiping the blood from his cheek with the back of his hand. Right now, his appearance was pitiful. He was panting heavily from fighting against many foes while poisoned, and although he had no serious injuries, his body was covered with numerous cuts. 

Still, he had no intention of compromising or backing down. Retreating against thugs was not an option for someone who represented the Azure Dragon Academy.

Standing tall, Dokgo Jun raised his sword, aiming it directly at the Underboss's forehead. Despite his exhaustion, his blade did not waver as he declared, "I am the Student Council President of the Azure Dragon Academy…"

The Underboss gulped. For a moment, Dokgo Jun's slender sword seemed more massive than any broadsword. How does a dying brat have such presence?

Taking a moment to catch his breath, Dokgo Jun continued, "I am the Sword Dragon Dokgo Jun!"

The Sword Dragon's blade began to dance once more.
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"Damn it..." Hyonwon Kang stood with his mouth hanging open, watching Dokgo Jun. He desperately wanted to join the fray, but slowing the spread of the poison through his veins drained him of all his strength. Of course, he could force himself to fight, but in his condition, he knew he would only get in the way.

He didn't want to admit it, but he had to. Dokgo Jun was much stronger than him, and it wasn't just the amount of inner qi. Dokgo Jun's swordsmanship, his footwork, even his dedication to external arts training… everything was on a higher level.

I thought that I had caught up.

Hyonwon Kang clenched his fists so tightly his knuckles turned white, but his eyes, locked on Dokgo Jun's fierce battle, were not those of someone defeated or disheartened.

There will always be people stronger than me.

He had already suffered a humiliating defeat at the hands of Peng Sahyuk, endured daily beatings from Wiji Cheon, and hadn't even come close to laying a finger on his monstrous teacher, Baek Suryong. To him, Dokgo Jun was just another obstacle to overcome.

Just you wait and see. I'll beat you one day.

Strengthening his resolve, Hyonwon Kang continued to watch Dokgo Jun's battle, mentally rehearsing how to block, dodge, or counter each and every one of those overwhelming blows. Even just imagining it felt like valuable training.

Suddenly, he noticed Dokgo Jun looking over with a worried expression, even though the Underboss and the bald giant were lunging at him from behind. 

Startled, he shouted, "Idiot! Behind you!"

Luckily, Dokgo Jun barely managed to block the attack and only ended up stumbling backwards, though his movements were noticeably slower than before.

"Those cowardly bastards!" Hyonwon Kang snarled, drawing his blade. Weakened by poison, he struggled to even stay upright, but he couldn't just stand by and watch his classmate die.

Just as he was about to leap into the fray, however, a voice from behind stopped him.

"Wait a little longer."

Hyonwon Kang whipped his head around. To his surprise, Baek Suryong was standing there with his hands clasped behind his back, calmly watching Dokgo Jun.

"Mr. Baek? When did you get here?"

"I was here from the very beginning," Baek Suryong replied coolly.

Hyonwon Kang's jaw dropped in disbelief.

"Don't interfere yet. That kid can do more," Baek Suryong added, keeping his eyes glued to Dokgo Jun as the boy desperately fought off the Underboss and the bald giant.

Still, as wounds began to accumulate on Dokgo Jun's body, Hyonwon Kang's anxiety grew.

"What if he dies out there? Aren't you a teacher? This is just irresponsible..." he said, but his voice trailed off as he noticed Baek Suryong tapping the ground lightly with his toe.

Despite his relaxed posture, Baek Suryong was clearly ready to intervene at any moment if Dokgo Jun's life was truly in danger.

"Do you really think I'd let him die? A moment of enlightenment doesn't come easily. When this fight is over, Dokgo Jun's martial arts will grow significantly," Baek Suryong said.

"……"

"Watch closely. It'll be a great help to you too."

"...Yes," Hyonwon Kang mumbled quietly, reluctantly turning his attention back to Dokgo Jun.

THWACK!

"Ow! What was that for?!"

"You answered too politely. It didn't sound like you."

"What the fuck!?"

Amid Hyonwon Kang's grumbling, the student and teacher continued watching Dokgo Jun's battle together. 

However, as the fight was nearing its end, they noticed that something was very wrong with Dokgo Jun.


Chapter 135: The Delinquent and the Student Council President (6)

The Scarlet Tiger Gang's Underboss and the bald giant finally met their match in Dokgo Jun.

"How can someone so crazy exist?!"

"Is he trying to take us all down with him?!"

The boy who called himself Sword Dragon was relentless, swinging his sword like a demon unleashed. His body, poisoned and riddled with wounds, moved with reckless abandon, as if each strike was a matter of life and death.

Again and again, the Underboss and the bald giant dodged his attacks, their skin prickling with fear.

If that sword lands, we're finished!

Good thing he seems to be getting tired...

Unlike Dokgo Jun, who brandished his sword with reckless abandon as if death held no sway over him, the two of them approached the battle cautiously, with survival as their first priority. After all, who wouldn't? Even for the most seasoned of martial artists, the instinct for self-preservation was deeply ingrained.

The Underboss's face drained of color. Damn it, except for that fool Cheoldu, I've never seen anyone fight so savagely. No, Cheoldu's fighting style is like that because he has nothing but guts and a thick skull going for him. This guy, on the other hand, is an expert martial artist. Why the fuck would someone like that fight like a cornered animal? I don't get it!

"Huff... Huff... Cough!"

Eventually, Dokgo Jun's breath grew labored. Seeing his enemies retreat, he paused, spat blood onto the ground, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

It was a barbaric sight, unimaginable to anyone familiar with the usual Dokgo Jun.

"Why don't you fight me properly?" he demanded, his eyes filled with such killing intent that his opponents flinched.

A shiver ran down the Underboss's spine at the boy's raw, fierce determination. "Damn brat...!" he hissed.

"If I'm a brat, then what should we call cowards like you who are running away from this brat? Trash? Vermin?" Dokgo Jun chuckled, his hair a disheveled mess and his half-lidded eyes radiating malice. Raising his sword as if he were pronouncing a death sentence, he declared, "You will all die here. Or I will."

"......" Overwhelmed by Dokgo Jun's unyielding spirit, the Underboss made a cunning, selfish decision. Pivoting on his heel, he used movement arts to blend into the crowd of his men, commanding, "Retreat! Go back to your posts!"

"H-Hyung-nim! Wait for me!" the bald giant shouted, scrambling desperately after him.

They should be able to hold him off for a while, the Underboss thought, praying that his men could buy him enough time to escape.

"Do you think you can escape?" Dokgo Jun muttered ominously, before launching himself into the middle of the crowd.

SWOOSH!

He swung his sword in a wide arc, easily cleaving through the gang members blocking his path. Blood sprayed through the air, and severed limbs fell like rain.

"T-This is crazy!" Glancing back, the bald-headed giant widened his eyes in shock. Dokgo Jun was closing in on him, a dark desire reflected in his clear eyes.

"P-Please..." the giant begged, but his head was severed before he could finish.

Without even a glance at the falling corpse, Dokgo Jun rushed toward the Underboss.

"Damn it! Why are you chasing me so relentlessly when we're not even sworn enemies?" the Underboss howled, barely managing to parry Dokgo Jun's sword at the cost of a broken wrist.

"Because you're worthless pests who are of no use to the world."

"What makes you so superior?!"

Realizing that it was useless to try to escape, the Underboss turned around and lashed back with all his might.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Though he landed a few blows on Dokgo Jun, there was no relief on his face. I don't believe this! Despite the poison and the accumulating injuries, this kid... he's stronger than he was at the start...

CLANG!

Finally, the Underboss's blade was knocked from his hand, and he fell to his knees. "W-Wait! I was only following the Boss's orders..." he stammered.

"Take your excuses to hell."

SWISH!

The Underboss's head rolled across the ground, his face forever frozen in terror and resentment.

With his death, the remaining members of the Scarlet Tiger Gang scattered in all directions, fleeing in blind panic.

"R-Run for it!"

"Aaahhh!"

Amidst the chaos, Dokgo Jun stood, panting heavily, "Hoo...Hoo..."

His head throbbed painfully. The sensation of slicing through flesh, the solid crunch of breaking bones... he could still feel it in his hands. Blood pooled at his feet, all because of what he had done.

I... I killed people...

Watching his enemies scream and flee, the shock of his first kill hit him. His hand, still clutching his sword, began to tremble uncontrollably.

No, they're not people.

He gritted his teeth and gripped his sword tighter, struggling to suppress his overwhelming emotions.

"I did nothing wrong. They're the ones at fault," he muttered to himself, glaring at the retreating enemies with bloodshot eyes. "Yeah… If I let them live, they'll keep tormenting people."

He felt as if his body was ablaze, and the sting of poison raged within him. His vision blurred, his words slurred, yet the image of his fleeing enemies remained vivid in his mind. 

He lunged at the one closest to him, slashing at his back. Instantly, blood splattered onto his face. The pungent smell, the sticky warmth… the hot blood only served to fuel the flames inside him.

A small, twisted smile crept onto Dokgo Jun's lips. 

"Vermin like you...need to be exterminated," he muttered under his breath, moving to pursue his prey.

In that moment, Dokgo Jun's world turned blood red.
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"...Mr. Baek, isn't there something really wrong with him?" Hyonwon Kang asked worriedly.

The Underboss and the higher-ups of the Scarlet Tiger Gang were already dead. All that remained were the small fry, yet Dokgo Jun showed no mercy, cutting them down one by one.

"Keuaaah!"

"P-Please, spare me..."

Amidst the chaos of screams, pleas, and bloodshed, Hyonwon Kang stared at Dokgo Jun, confusion written across his face. "Why is he going this far...?"

Dokgo Jun's strikes were brutally excessive, his blade merciless as it hacked at bodies long since dead. He seemed to be venting his frustration, slashing over and over again.

Unable to stay silent any longer, Hyonwon Kang shouted, "Hey! Dokgo! Enough already, you bastard!"

However, Dokgo Jun continued hacking away madly, as if he couldn't hear him.

"...This might be his first time killing people," Baek Suryong said, frowning. He knew these signs, having seen it many times among the children undergoing harsh training in the Blood Cult. If even those hardened kids were shaken by their first kill, the shock for someone like Dokgo Jun, raised in a prestigious orthodox sect, had to be far worse. After all, hearing about killing and experiencing it were two entirely different things.

"What?" Hyonwon Kang asked, not fully grasping the implication.

"When his enlightenment trance ended, the guilt of killing probably hit him all at once. To forget it, he's throwing himself into his swordsmanship. Right now, he can't hear anything."

"Then... What should we do?"

"We have to stop him," Baek Suryong replied, his expression hardening as he stepped forward. Reaching a moment of enlightenment and losing oneself in the art of the sword was normally something to celebrate, but this was different. This wasn't a quest for martial arts mastery, it was escapism, an attempt to ignore the trauma of killing.

"If we leave him be, he'll keep swinging that sword until he falls unconscious. In the worst case, he could fall into qi deviation and end up a cripple."

Hyonwon Kang's eyes widened. Looking back at Dokgo Jun, he shouted again, "Hey! Dokgo! Snap out of it, you bastard!"

This time, Dokgo Jun responded. 

"Vermin..." he muttered, looking at Hyonwon Kang and Baek Suryong like dirt.

Has he already gone into qi deviation!? Hyonwon Kang shuddered. Dokgo Jun didn't seem to recognize them. It was as if he saw the entire world as evil, everyone as pests that needed to be exterminated. 

"You've completely lost it," Hyonwon Kang muttered through gritted teeth. Determined to bring Dokgo Jun back to his senses, he stepped forward. "Get a grip, stupid! You kill a few pieces of trash and lose your mind? Aren't you ashamed to call yourself the Student Council President…"

SWISH!

A few strands of Hyonwon Kang's hair fluttered to the ground, cut off by Dokgo Jun's sword as it slashed down like lightning. If Baek Suryong hadn't grabbed his shoulder and yanked him back in time, Hyonwon Kang would have lost his head.

Pulling Hyonwon Kang behind him, Baek Suryong stared at Dokgo Jun. "It seems we're past the point of talking," he concluded.

Wary of Baek Suryong, Dokgo Jun sprang back immediately, keeping his distance. Even in his crazed state, he instinctively perceived how dangerous this opponent was.

Despite being shaken, Hyonwon Kang stared at Baek Suryong with pleading eyes. "Mr. Baek, that guy..."

Noticing Hyonwon Kang's unexpected concern for his classmate, Baek Suryong smiled. "Don't worry. I'm an expert in rehabilitating problem children and treating qi deviation. I'll bring him back to normal before you know it. There's nothing to worry about."

Hyonwon Kang replied sullenly, "That's obvious. Just don't hit him too hard. He's already lost so much blood, a few more hits might kill him."

"Do you think I don't know the obvious, dumbass?" Baek Suryong clicked his tongue, before turning his focus back to Dokgo Jun.

"Grr..." Dokgo Jun growled. He crouched low to the ground like a wounded beast, eyes darting around as he searched for an opening.

Baek Suryong's blue robe fluttered in the wind as he deliberately flaunted a gap in his defenses. "Come on, show me what you've learned today," he taunted.

As if waiting for those words, Dokgo Jun lunged with a shout, "Die, vermin!"

He poured every ounce of his remaining strength into his new brand of swordsmanship, which was somewhat reminiscent of the Nine Swords of Dokgo that Baek Suryong was familiar with.

WHOOSH!

Easily dodging the first strike, Baek Suryong moved to Dokgo Jun's side and commented, "Although your form is getting worse with time, you executed the Nine Swords of Dokgo excellently today."

"Raaaah! Die!" 

Dokgo Jun swung his sword again and again, but after fighting dozens of opponents while being poisoned, using up all of his qi, and burning up so much energy that he couldn't maintain proper form and technique, it would take a miracle for him to even graze Baek Suryong.

"However, you're still inexperienced," Baek Suryong continued his impromptu lesson with a relaxed air. "Throwing everything into offense doesn't mean ignoring defense. Don't lose the insight you gained today and keep practicing. You're on the right track to mastering the Nine Swords of Dokgo."

"Graaaah! Die! Die, you vermin!" Dokgo Jun roared, swinging his sword wildly as if he couldn't hear a word.

Sighing, Baek Suryong effortlessly dodged, deflected, and analyzed Dokgo Jun's new approach to the Nine Swords of Dokgo.

Not bad, he thought with a smile. When he had first met Dokgo Jun, he hadn't expected much from the boy. Although he was the student council president and undoubtedly strong, there hadn't been anything special about him. 

Now, though, he felt a glimmer of hope for Dokgo Jun.

Out of the corner of his eye, he glanced at Hyonwon Kang, who was still watching the fight in a daze. Is it because of him? The delinquent and the Student Council President… it was a good decision to pair them up after all.

CLANG!

Baek Suryong blocked Dokgo Jun's sword, causing the boy to stumble back, then began walking toward him. It was time to end the lesson.

"Your goal is to reach the quarterfinals of the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament. You may not be a genius, but you're not without talent."

"AAARGH!" Dokgo Jun let out a wild scream and charged, squeezing out the last of his inner qi for one final strike.

Baek Suryong could have easily dodged and subdued him, but he chose not to. Rather, he met the attack head-on with a powerful sword strike in the same style as the Nine Swords of Dokgo, saying, "I believe in you. You'll definitely become one of the Dragons."[1]

BOOM!

The sound of thunder echoed as their swords collided, and Dokgo Jun's blade snapped in half.

"That...that sword...!!" For a brief moment, Dokgo Jun glimpsed what it meant to reach ultimate mastery of the Nine Swords of Dokgo, and his glazed eyes cleared.

"If you ever have questions, come find me. I'll give you advice anytime," Baek Suryong said, smiling.

"……" Dokgo Jun tried to reply, but before he could utter a word, his consciousness faded, and his legs gave way under him.

Catching the falling Dokgo Jun, Baek Suryong gently patted the boy's bloodied cheek and praised, "You did well."

Dokgo Jun couldn't hear those words, but even in that state, he held on tightly to his broken sword.

"Come on, Wonkang. Let's go," Baek Suryong said, hoisting the limp Dokgo Jun over his shoulder and turning back to face Hyonwon Kang.

"Ah, right!" Snapping back to reality, Hyonwon Kang hurriedly scurried after Baek Suryong.

For both him and Dokgo Jun, this long day was finally coming to an end.



Footnotes:

[1] The top 8 finalists of the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament are called Dragons (male) and Phoenixes (female).



Chapter 136: The Delinquent and the Student Council President (7)

"Ugh…" Dokgo Jun groaned, slowly opening his eyes. His head throbbed like it was splitting apart, and his throat felt like sandpaper.

"Finally awake, huh?" a familiar voice cut through the haze.

Dokgo Jun turned his head to face the speaker, dislodging the damp cloth that had been placed on his forehead.

"You moron. I put that there for you, and already you're messing it up."

"W-Wonkang?"

"……" Annoyed by the nickname, Hyonwon Kang snatched up the fallen cloth and slapped it in Dokgo Jun's face.

Not having any of it, Dokgo Jun swiped the cloth away and glared at the delinquent, but before he could retort, Hyonwon Kang let out a long yawn.

"Yaaawn..."

Dokgo Jun studied his classmate more closely, startled by the unusual sight. Hyonwon Kang was sitting cross-legged, looking absolutely exhausted as if he hadn't slept in days.

Concerned, Dokgo Jun immediately tried to sit up, but the old bed beneath him creaked loudly in protest. Scanning the room, he realized that it wasn't just the bed; everything in the room was old, worn and dirty.

This is definitely not a physician's clinic.

"W-Where are we?" he asked, confused.

Yawning again, Hyonwon Kang stretched lazily before answering, "We're in that run-down inn with the shitty noodles. Mr. Baek said it was better to get the poison out of you quickly, so we brought you here instead of to a physician. Since your injuries weren't too serious, I just slapped on some ointment and bandaged you up."

"......" Despite hearing the explanation, Dokgo Jun barely understood any of it. He could feel the bandages wrapped tightly around his body, but everything else was a blur…

"Wait. Mr. Baek?"

"What, you don't remember? Baek Suryong knocked you out and carried you here."

"When did... Ah!"

Dokgo Jun's memories came flooding back to him. Fighting with the underboss of the Scarlet Tiger Gang, killing him, ruthlessly cutting down the other fleeing thugs, and…

"W-What have I done?" Dokgo Jun gasped, the blood draining from his face as the image of him almost killing Hyonwon Kang flashed through his mind.

Unable to meet Hyonwon Kang's gaze, he hung his head in shame, mumbling, "I... I'm sorry."

What have I done? Haunted by my inner demons… I almost murdered a friend with my own hands. If my sword had struck Hyonwon Kang…

Just the thought alone made Dokgo Jun tremble uncontrollably.

"I-I swear, I didn't do it on purpose," he stammered. "I couldn't recognize anyone... I was blinded by something. My head felt like it was on fire. I thought… I thought I saw a way to make a breakthrough in my swordsmanship, and I tried to grasp it. But… it was my first time... killing someone. I thought, because they were evil, it was okay. But now... Damn it, no matter what I say, it's all just excuses. I'm really sorry. I'll definitely atone for this. I almost committed an unforgivable crime against you..."

"Forget it, you idiot," Hyonwon Kang interrupted, cutting through Dokgo Jun's spiraling thoughts.

Dokgo Jun looked up, eyes wide with disbelief. "F-Forget it?"

Yawning yet again, Hyonwon Kang shrugged nonchalantly. "If you're that sorry, just treat me to a feast later. No alcohol though, I quit drinking."

"I can't just let it go that easily," Dokgo Jun muttered, shaking his head. Hyonwon Kang brushed it off like it was nothing, but he couldn't just move on. "I made a terrible mistake, and I can't just gloss over it. My family taught me to always settle all my debts and grudges properly."

A broad grin spread across Hyonwon Kang's weary face. "Look at you, back to being a model student already! Remember what you yelled while swinging your sword around? 'Die, vermin!' Does that ring a bell?"

"W-What?" Dokgo Jun's face burned with embarrassment. He didn't want to remember, but Hyonwon Kang's teasing brought it all rushing back. Still, he tried to lie, saying with a stiff expression, "Did I…say that? I don't…remember."

Unfortunately, it was impossible to fool the sharp-witted Hyonwon Kang with such a clumsy act.

"Oh, please. You look like you'd rather crawl into a hole. Die, vermin! Die!" Hyonwon Kang mocked, waving his arms wildly and making ridiculous faces in a crude impersonation of Dokgo Jun.

Dokgo Jun's face flushed deeper. "S-Stop it."

"Oh? You don't remember this either? Then what about this? Die, all of you! I, the Sword Dragon, will bring justice to the murim!"

Dokgo Jun exploded, "I never said that! I swear I didn't…"

Hyonwon Kang grinned smugly. "Aha! Didn't you just claim to remember nothing?" 

"…Fuck." Realizing he'd been played, Dokgo Jun sighed in defeat. "Fine. I remember everything. Now stop."

"Vermin must dieee!"

"I said stop, you bastard!"

Fuming, Dokgo Jun hurled a pillow at Hyonwon Kang, who dodged it easily and smirked, clearly enjoying himself.

"Looks like you're feeling better, judging by that energy."

"You…" Dokgo Jun clenched his fists, but instead of getting angry again, he let out a dry laugh. How could he not see it? Hyonwon Kang was only teasing him to lighten the guilt weighing him down.

Sighing softly, Dokgo Jun muttered, "…Thanks."

"Whatever. Enough with the sappy stuff. Take your medicine. Mr. Baek personally went and bought it from the physician."

"Mr. Baek did?"

Hyonwon Kang warmed the medicine with his qi and handed it to Dokgo Jun, who quietly took it and drank it.

"Ugh… so bitter. Got any sweet snacks?" Dokgo Jun complained, grimacing.

Hyonwon Kang smirked. "How about a smack instead?"

"……"

In an effort to ignore Hyonwon Kang and distract himself from the taste of the medicine, Dokgo Jun's thoughts drifted back to the final phase of the battle right before he blacked out.

Baek Suryong… He was unbelievably strong.

Although Dokgo Jun hadn't been at his best physically or mentally, he had really tried to kill Baek Suryong.

Even though I was poisoned, that last strike was the strongest I've ever delivered. Despite that, he didn't dodge, didn't parry… He just met it head-on and even broke my sword in the process.

Dokgo Jun recalled the words Baek Suryong had spoken as his consciousness faded.


"If you ever have questions, come find me. I'll give you advice anytime."



"Where's Mr. Baek?" he asked, placing the empty medicine bowl on the bedside table.

"In another room. Busy writing a new martial arts manual or something like that."

"...He's writing a new martial arts manual?"

"Don't even try to understand him," Hyonwon Kang said with a shrug. "We'll never get what he's up to. Why are you suddenly asking about him anyway?"

"Uhh..." Dokgo Jun hesitated, weighing his words.

In the end, he decided to be honest. Something about Hyonwon Kang made it easier to speak plainly, even when the subject was difficult.

"...My martial arts has plateaued for months. No matter how hard I train, I feel like I'm not improving."

"So?" Hyonwon Kang, uninterested, lazily picked at his ear.

It was rude, but Dokgo Jun didn't mind anymore. Over the past few days, he'd learned that despite Hyonwon Kang's callous attitude, he always paid close attention to what others said.

Dokgo Jun continued, "During that fight with the Scarlet Tiger Gang, I had a breakthrough. It was just a small one, but..."

"Then that's good, right?"

Dokgo Jun frowned. "...But the enlightenment I gained doesn't suit my family's beliefs. You saw it too, right? My swordsmanship was rough, wild and simple… all things the Dokgo Clan despises."

Dokgo Jun laughed bitterly. The Dokgo Clan, founded by the strongest freelancer in history, was now a prestigious noble family more concerned with appearances than anything else.

I didn't realize it until I came here.

If he hadn't patrolled the slums, seen their harsh reality, confronted criminals, or felt that burning anger, his Nine Swords of Dokgo would've stayed unchanged.

He stared down at his hands, hardened and calloused from years of gripping a sword.

"I'm confused. Swordsmanship so raw and unrefined... That's not what I've been taught all my life. Is this really the right path?"

Doubt gnawed at him—doubt about the sword he had dedicated his life to. The shock of taking his first life had only deepened the confusion, pushing him toward the early stages of qi deviation.

"I couldn't figure it out, but Mr. Baek said..."


"Don't lose the insight you gained today and keep practicing. You're on the right track to mastering the Nine Swords of Dokgo."



Even in his foggy state of mind, those words had brought him peace.

"I want to confirm it with him again," Dokgo Jun admitted. "I need to know if I'm really on the correct path, and if so, how to move forward. I really don't want to be a nuisance, but..."

"Let's go," Hyonwon Kang said, standing up abruptly.

Dokgo Jun widened his eyes in surprise. "Right now?"

"If there's something you want to know, you should ask him right away. It's not like he's asleep."

Without giving Dokgo Jun a chance to protest, Hyonwon Kang dragged him out of bed and led him to Baek Suryong's room, where they found Baek Suryong wide awake and sitting at his desk, surrounded by piles of documents, ink and paper.

Baek Suryong glanced at them, raising an eyebrow. "What's the matter? You shouldn't be up and moving around yet, Dokgo Jun."

Despite having foreseen this, Hyonwon Kang stared at the scene incredulously. Does he ever rest? Even at the White Dragon Manor, he's always the first to wake up and the last to sleep! Most importantly, none of us have ever seen him relax or laze around!

Exasperated, Hyonwon Kang gave up thinking and nudged Dokgo Jun forward. "He's got something to ask you."

Dokgo Jun hesitated for a moment, then stammered, "I-I wanted to ask you about the sword. If you're busy, I can come back later…"

Baek Suryong closed the document he'd been reading and grinned. "Take a seat. If it's about the sword, I'm always happy to talk. What did you want to ask me about?"

Dokgo Jun sat down, a solemn expression on his face. When it came to the sword, he was more serious than anyone else. "...I want to ask about the direction of my swordsmanship," he said.

Baek Suryong nodded approvingly and leaned back in his chair. "Looks like this will be a long conversation. Let's take our time and go over everything. Remember what I said about the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament? You'll need to make it to the top eight, at least."

"Wait, what?"

Baek Suryong shot a glance at Hyonwon Kang, then turned back to Dokgo Jun. "Why? Are you not confident? Among the third years, you're the only one who can pull it off."

"...No, I'm confident."

Baek Suryong smirked, satisfied with Dokgo Jun's bold reply. 

Just then, Hyonwon Kang, who had been standing there with his arms folded, said loudly, "Yaaaawn… I'm heading out. I haven't slept in days! I need to rest."

As soon as Hyonwon Kang left, Baek Suryong leaned close to Dokgo Jun and grinned mischievously. "Did you see the look on his face just now?"

"...What?"

"Wonkang. He's not going to sleep well for days. You really fired him up."

The truth dawned on Dokgo Jun. Baek Suryong's earlier comment that he was the only contender for the Dragon and Phoenix was a deliberate act of provocation.

Bewildered, he asked, "Do you always stir up competition between students like this?"

"I'll do whatever it takes to win the Heavenly Martial Festival. Wouldn't you?"

"...As the Student Council President, I can't argue with that."

Baek Suryong's gaze sharpened. "So, what's been bothering you?" 

Dokgo Jun straightened up, and the two of them talked late into the night. 

When Dokgo Jun finally left Baek Suryong's room, fatigue was clearly visible on his face, but there was also a new sense of relief, as if a heavy weight had been lifted from his shoulders.

"The Grand Champion of the Heavenly Martial Festival, huh..." he murmured, watching the first light of dawn creep across the sky.

It was a goal he had never dared to imagine. Until now, the Student Council's biggest wish had been to avoid finishing last.

"Perhaps we can really do it."

Clenching his fist, he shuffled back to his room, already itching to pick up his sword and start training again.


Chapter 137: Bait the Hook to Catch the Fish

"After what you and your students have done, the Scarlet Tiger Boss will not sit still," the old woman said in a raspy voice.

"Hmm?" Baek Suryong glanced up from his work, briefly meeting her eyes. Lately, he had holed himself up in the inn, relying solely on it for food and shelter.

The old woman placed a fresh bowl of somyeon in front of Baek Suryong and took a seat across the table. "Overnight, the Underboss and most of the Scarlet Tiger lieutenants were slaughtered. Some of them were even disciples of the Scarlet Tiger Boss, trained by the man himself… Hey! Even if you're busy, you need to remember to eat!" she nagged.

Baek Suryong took a bite of the noodles, then quietly set his chopsticks down. "...Yuck."

The old woman's eyes narrowed, and she reached out to take the bowl away. "Yuck? Is that how you thank me after I went through the trouble of making this because I thought you'd be hungry? Hmph, if you don't like it, then don't eat it."

Baek Suryong raised a hand to stop her. "Leave it. I'll take a bite when I feel sleepy. Your somyeon's perfect for staying awake."

"You cheeky brat," the old woman grumbled, then sighed, her expression darkening. "Anyway, what are you going to do now? You've made an enemy of the Scarlet Tiger Gang. That will force the boss to come out of his seclusion training soon."

"Does he care enough about his disciples to seek revenge for their deaths right away?"

"Not quite," she said, her voice growing quieter. "But… he kills anyone who displeases him. Forces them to bow to his strength. Takes what he wants from the weak without a second thought."

"So, just another run-of-the-mill homicidal maniac?"

"R-Run-of-the-mill homicidal maniac?"

Baek Suryong nodded casually, unperturbed. He'd seen a lot of bloodthirsty lunatics during his time in the Blood Cult. No matter how savage the Scarlet Tiger Boss was, it wouldn't surprise him.

Still, I'm curious about his martial arts.

Although Cheong Cheon and the old woman had only seen the man a handful of times, it was surprising that they both agreed his martial arts skills were extraordinary.

The old woman continued, "About a year ago, he took the gang by storm, killing the previous boss in just three moves. He's been their leader ever since. Even in the unorthodox sects, something like that should've caused a lot of friction, but he silenced all dissent with sheer strength."

"Three moves?" 

Now Baek Suryong's interest was truly piqued. The Underboss whom Dokgo Jun killed was a first-rate expert. That means the former boss must've been even stronger, and yet he fell in three moves? The new boss must be one of the top-tier peak masters. Of course, one's combat prowess will vary depending on the compatibility of both parties' martial arts and the circumstances... but it's always wise to assume the worst.

"Yes, though he hasn't shown his face much since then. From what I've heard, he's obsessed with martial arts training and has no interest in women or alcohol. He even has his men extort more money from the people so that they can buy up all the elixirs in the shops," the old woman lamented.

"With that kind of dedication, I'll bet there's a story behind it. Has the Rogues' Guild dug up any info on his past?"

The old woman shook her head. "I requested a thorough investigation, but nothing came up. Either he was a hermit who came down from the mountains, or he's been wearing a disguise for the past year."

"At the very least, he's had to interact with someone, right? He's not a monk or an ascetic, surely he's been to a bar or two."

"He did, but when we dug deeper, some of our members were badly injured." The old woman's face darkened with anger. Several members of the Rogues' Guild had been crippled by the Scarlet Tiger Boss, who was as brutal as he was cunning.

Grinding her teeth, she continued, "He's smart enough not to get his hands dirty himself, too. The ones who die or get maimed are always people from the slums, the kind no one cares about. People you can kill without consequence, even if word of it reaches the authorities or the Murim Alliance."

"Hm…" Baek Suryong frowned slightly, but remained calm. Unlike the students from the Azure Dragon Academy, who would've been outraged to hear this, he kept his focus on figuring out how to exploit the situation to his advantage.

"He definitely sounds like trouble… After all, with skills like that, who in their right mind would hide out in a slum?" he asked rhetorically.

"You should warn your students not to go anywhere near the Scarlet Tiger Gang. They might get seriously hurt or even killed."

Baek Suryong nodded. "Yeah, I'll do that for now."

Since he'd allied himself with the Rogues' Guild, he wasn't about to ignore the old woman's advice, but ideas were already beginning to form in his mind.

The Scarlet Tiger Gang isn't the only one in the slums that needs to be dealt with.

"What about the Great Bear Gang?" he asked.

The old woman scoffed with disdain, all signs of her anxiety fading away. "Hmph. Ever since your Azure Dragon Academy students started showing up, those cowards have barely left their hideout. They're no bears, they're foxes and rats. Three of them, to be precise."

"Three?"

"The Mighty Bear Trio: Mighty Blade, Mighty Spear, and Mighty Staff. Ridiculous aliases for ridiculous men," she snorted. "They're just waiting for you to weaken the Scarlet Tiger Gang, and once they judge that the time is ripe, they'll swoop in and devour the scraps."

"Hmm…"

The Great Bear Gang stood apart from the Scarlet Tiger Gang and the Ironhead Sect. Comprised of retired freelancers, it boasted eight official members, each with their own small group of underlings or disciples. While the underlings managed the slum operations, the ex-freelancers spent their time in their hideout, gambling, or frequenting brothels.

The old woman said, "Ever since your students beat up a few of their lackeys, the rest have stopped showing their faces."

"No wonder the other patrol groups didn't have much to report..." Baek Suryong muttered, tapping his fingers on the table. 

Although he had focused on Dokgo Jun, he hadn't stopped monitoring his other students' exploits. The old woman's observation was indeed spot on. After the initial influx, he hadn't received any noteworthy updates at all from those patrolling the Great Bear Gang's territory.

They need real fights if they're going to grow. Cannon fodder won't cut it.

Gathering his thoughts, he asked, "So, the Mighty Bear Trio… Do they not have any plans to take over the slums?"

"Of course they do, but the Scarlet Tiger Boss's the reason they haven't made a move. They don't want to die."

If not for the Scarlet Tiger Boss, huh… Baek Suryong looked down at his now-soggy somyeon, mulling over the old woman's words.

She sighed, "You won't see them unless you go to their hideout. Those cowards won't move unless they know they're going to win."

"So they'll take action if they feel confident?"

"I'd say so."

An idea sparked in Baek Suryong's mind. "'Granny, do you think the Great Bear Gang has heard about the deaths of the Underboss and the others last night?"

"They should've by now. Rumors spread fast in the slums. Why?"

A mischievous grin spread across Baek Suryong's lips. "They're waiting for scraps to fall their way, right? Then let's bait the hook to catch the fish. Give those greedy scavengers something to pounce on."

"What are you planning?"

"To begin, we'll spread a little rumor about what happened last night."

As one of the most renowned information networks in the murim, the Rogues' Guild naturally had an edge when it came to manipulating information.

The old woman leaned in, intrigued. "Tell me more."

Baek Suryong whispered his plan into her ear. 

When he finished, the old woman gaped at him. "What?"

"You don't need me to repeat it, do you?"

"…What if things go wrong?"

Baek Suryong smirked. "We're going to turn the slums upside down anyway. Why not go all out?"

"Ugh…" The old woman thought for a moment, then sighed, "Thanks to you, I'm going to die early."

"…Is that a no?"

A playful smile creased the old woman's wrinkled face. "If I'm going to die, I might as well die having some fun. Alright, I'll make sure that rumor reaches the Mighty Bear Trio's ears by the end of the day."

[image: sep]

"Hyung-nim!"

Spotting his younger brother sprinting toward him, belly swaying comically with each step, Mighty Blade, the eldest of the Mighty Bear Trio, clicked his tongue in disapproval. "Tsk tsk, how disgraceful. A man past forty scampering about like a little boy, with not a shred of dignity."

Mighty Spear, the middle brother, nodded in agreement. "That punk just never changes, does he?"

"Hyung-nim! My dignity is the last thing you should be concerned about right now!" Mighty Staff, the youngest, gasped excitedly. Taking a moment to catch his breath, he then blurted out, "Did you hear? Last night, the underboss of the Scarlet Tiger Gang was killed!"

"We've heard. Is that what's got you in such a frenzy?"

"Pathetic. How are you always the last to know..."

"But there's more!" Mighty Staff raised his voice, silencing his brothers. Leaning in closer, he whispered, "Want to know who did it?"

The brothers who had been slouching in their seats sat bolt upright, their interest piqued by the excitement in Mighty Staff's tone. From experience, they knew that this little brother would never act like this over something trivial.

"Some self-righteous brat from the Azure Dragon Academy? Or a teacher?"

"Who else in this city can pull that off? Unless it was an outsider?"

"I heard from a trusted source..." Mighty Staff paused for dramatic effect, ensuring he had his brothers' full attention. Only when they finally started looking impatient, he continued, "…That it was a Mysterious Master."

"Nonsense."

"It's not even noon yet, and you're already drunk?"

Mighty Staff thumped his chest in frustration. "Just listen! Why do you think the Azure Dragon Academy suddenly began meddling in the slums?"

"Well..."

"Isn't poking their noses into other people's business the favorite pastime of those orthodox bastards?"

Mighty Staff sighed, exasperated. "They were acting on the orders of the Mysterious Master. It was a ploy to draw out the Scarlet Tiger Boss," he explained.

"What for?"

"To take him down, obviously. He was there that night too."

Both elder brothers stiffened. Although retired and enjoying a relaxed existence, the trio were not strangers to the undercurrents of their former life. Their expressions darkened with the weight of the news.

Mighty Blade, always the sharp one, pressed, "Are you sure?"

"Absolutely. Our informant in the Rogues' Guild confirmed it."

The mention of their informant lent weight to the claim.

Mighty Staff further elaborated, "The Mysterious Master clashed with the Scarlet Tiger Boss, but when the tables turned against him, he fled. The Scarlet Tiger Boss, too, then retreated, having sustained internal injuries."

"The Scarlet Tiger Boss is injured? That brute?"

"Yes, and I heard that the injuries are severe."

Mighty Blade pondered for a short while, weighing his options. When he came to a decision, he drew upon his deep reserves of inner qi, bellowing, "Brothers! Gather round!"

Hearing their leader's voice thunder across the estate, moments later, five former freelancers sauntered into the courtyard.

"What's the fuss?"

"We were just enjoying ourselves..."

Though their current interests lay more in leisure than combat, the intensity in their gaze was undiminished.

Surveying the group, Mighty Blade smiled wryly. "An opportunity to take over the Scarlet Tiger Gang has presented itself. I could use your help."


Chapter 138: I Am Wiji Cheon

When they heard that the Scarlet Tiger Boss had been seriously injured, and that there might be a chance for them to seize control of the Scarlet Tiger Gang, the freelancers couldn't hide their excitement.

"The Scarlet Tiger Boss is hurt, eh? Fufu. Finally, a chance to take him down," a man with a chain-sickle coiled around his waist and a sickly yellow orb in place of one eye said, licking his lips.

Mighty Blade chuckled, "Still nursing a grudge, eh, Death Sickle? Does that missing eye he took from you still bother you?"

"Don't even ask," Death Sickle grumbled. "It hurts like hell every single night."

The incident had occurred not long after the Scarlet Tiger Boss had claimed leadership. Death Sickle, drunk and reckless in a bar one night, had made the mistake of picking a fight with the man. In his drunken stupor, he'd raised a glass in a mock toast to congratulate the new boss. 

And the Scarlet Tiger Boss's response? He'd gouged out Death Sickle's eye without a second thought.


"Keuaaah! My eye! My eyyyyyee!" Death Sickle screamed.

The Scarlet Tiger Boss, unfazed, casually dropped the gouged eyeball into the very drink Death Sickle had offered him and swallowed it with a smile, chewing thoughtfully. "Not bad with a little booze."

"Keuaaah! You crazy bastard!"



Fortunately, some nearby constables had intervened before the fight could escalate. Still, from that moment on, Death Sickle vowed to kill the Scarlet Tiger Boss. The man had become his mortal enemy.

"I'll kill him with my bare hands," Death Sickle swore, eyes burning with fury. "First, I'll rip out both his eyes, chop off his legs, and watch him crawl like a worm. Then, I'll skin him alive and salt the wounds until he begs me to kill him."

Mighty Blade clapped him on the shoulder, smirking. "He's all yours, Death Sickle. I won't get in the way of your sweet revenge." 

He turned to the other ex-freelancers, whose faces mirrored Death Sickle's eagerness for bloodshed.

"Fufu, looks like you've all been itching for a fight," he laughed.

Freelancers, by their very nature, weren't the kind to stay put for long. Normally, they'd blow off steam on the road, but the meddling kids from Azure Dragon Academy had kept them holed up in the estate for weeks, and tensions were running high.

As such, sensing a fight on the horizon, they were practically frothing at the mouth like dogs catching the scent of prey.

"Drinking and gambling can only keep you busy for so long," one ex-freelancer muttered, tapping the hilt of his sword.

"Fufu, I think my blade's starting to rust. It's about time I polished it with some blood."

"So, when are we doing this?"

"You're bringing your disciples along, right? You'll need the help in your old age," another teased, earning a few chuckles from the group.

Mighty Spear, the second of the Mighty Bear Trio and the most cautious among them, raised an eyebrow. "Hyung-nim, what about the Azure Dragon Academy brats? They've been patrolling night and day. They aren't blind, there's no way they're not watching us."

Mighty Blade paused, surveying the estate. Counting the ex-freelancers and their lackeys, the Great Bear Gang numbered around fifty in total. 

I'll need at least half of them to raid the Scarlet Tigers.

Ideally, he would've preferred a quick and silent night raid with just the ex-freelancers, but with the risk of traps and the need to cover their escape if things went south, they needed more bodies.

"Boss! Take us with you!"

"We'll be the first to cut down those Scarlet Tiger bastards!"

"We'll bring glory to the Great Bears with the martial arts you taught us!"

A pack of eager disciples rushed over, their faces glowing with excitement. 

Seeing them, Mighty Blade almost laughed aloud. These so-called 'disciples' were little more than pawns, lured in with promises of martial arts training. None of the freelancers viewed them as anything but expendable.

"Of course," he said, suppressing his amusement. "Be ready. We move at dawn, quietly."

"Yes, Boss!"

The disciples scattered with newfound purpose, and the ex-freelancers snickered as they watched them go.

"Fools. Half of them will be dead by morning."

"We can always find new recruits."

Once the disciples were gone, Mighty Blade turned back to his second brother, Mighty Spear. "If the Azure Dragon Academy kids come after us, it'll be a pain. To avoid provoking them, we'll split into small groups and move separately."

Moving in a large group would make them an easy target. Moving in small groups, on the other hand, gave them a better chance of slipping by unnoticed.

Mighty Blade unfolded a map of Nanchang and smoothed it out on a table. "We'll move in pairs. First, take your disciples and head to the bars and inns. Keep a low profile, and don't cause any trouble tonight—those orthodox sects never initiate a fight without reason. Second and Third Bro, you'll go here. Death Sickle and Lone Wolf, over there. Buster Sword and Ironfist, you'll hold down this spot."

Mighty Blade's long experience as a freelancer was apparent as he quickly assigned tasks to his comrades. Right in the middle of their planned routes, was the Scarlet Tiger Gang's territory.

"Get drunk, pass out early, act the fool. Then, at 3 a.m., sneak out of the bars through the windows and meet up here. Move discreetly. Understood?"

The ex-freelancers grinned, exchanging nods.

"As if it's our first job."

"Better get to bed early if we're waking up before dawn."

"Fufu, this takes me back."

No more needed to be said. After all, these eight had survived decades of dangerous freelance work.

Mighty Blade let out a fierce laugh, "By dawn, we'll have the Scarlet Tiger Gang in our hands. Let's show those bastards. If anyone stands in our way, we'll kill them all!"

The ex-freelancers' eyes glinted with anticipation, their thoughts consumed by blood and conquest.
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When the clock struck three, Mighty Blade leapt over a wall and landed with barely a sound. 

Behind him, his disciples followed, though not as gracefully. With a loud thud, the sound of their clumsy landing echoed through the stillness of the night.

"S-Sorry, Boss!" they stammered, quickly dropping to their knees in apology.

Mighty Blade shot them a glare filled with enough killing intent to make their stomachs churn. Fucking idiots...

He hadn't exactly taught them real martial arts, but still, they should have been able to do a simple wall jump. The fact that they couldn't was a glaring reminder of how little effort they had put into their training.

With trash like this, it's no wonder they're only good for running errands.

Clicking his tongue in irritation, Mighty Blade waved the disciples forward. "Hurry up."

"Yes, Master!"

"...And if any of you make that much noise again, I'll snap your necks."

"S-Sorry..."

Fortunately, the slums were eerily quiet tonight. Even the usual patrols from the Azure Dragon Academy were absent.

Is it because of the fight yesterday? After such a big clash, those kids are probably too scared to act.

Mighty Blade smirked, weaving his way through the maze of darkened alleys. After a short walk, they reached the rendezvous point.

"No one's here yet," one disciple remarked.

"We were the closest, so it makes sense we're the first to arrive," another said.

Mighty Blade ignored the painfully obvious observation and drew his sword, letting the cold moonlight catch the rough surface of the blade, dusted with charcoal to prevent any reflections from drawing attention. Sure, it dulled the sharpness a little, but his style of fighting wasn't about precision—it was about breaking bones and crushing bodies.

It's been a while...

The thought of spilling blood again brought a faint smile to his lips. After two decades of killing, he'd retired, but the hunger for violence never truly left him.

"I hope someone puts up a fight tonight," he muttered, licking his lips in anticipation.

One of his disciples hesitated, then asked, "Boss, after we deal with the Scarlet Tiger Gang, what do we do about the Ironhead Sect?"

"The Ironhead Sect?"

Mighty Blade frowned, picturing Cheoldu, the Ironhead leader. Cheoldu... now there's someone with potential. If I ever took a real disciple, it'd be someone like him—tough, fearless, and born with a killer's instinct.

He had tried recruiting Cheoldu multiple times, but the man always refused.

He said he'd rather die than serve under anyone. How dare he?

Mighty Blade considered the question a moment longer, before answering, "We'll take care of the Ironhead Sect on our way back. Might as well wipe them out while we're at it."

"A-Are we going to kill them all?"

Mighty Blade grinned. "Of course. If they won't follow me, then they're a threat. Better to eliminate them."

The only reason the Ironhead Sect was left alone was because they kept the Scarlet Tiger Gang in check, making things easier for the Great Bear Gang. Once the Scarlet Tigers were gone, though, they would no longer have any use for the Ironhead Sect.

Soon, this whole district will be mine, he thought, the idea of becoming king of the slums filling him with satisfaction. Such a thing might not have meant much to the bigger murim sects, but to him, it was everything.

Glancing around impatiently, he muttered, "Where's everyone? It's been a while..."

One of his disciples shuffled nervously. "Do you think they're still asleep?"

"Have some patience," Mighty Blade snapped. "You think it's easy moving through deserted alleys unnoticed?"

"Y-Yes, Boss. Sorry..."

Still, even after waiting a bit longer, none of the freelancers arrived.

Something's not right...

A chill ran down Mighty Blade's spine, and his instincts screamed at him. He turned to his disciples, voice low and urgent, "We're heading back. Now."

Unfortunately, as they made their retreat, they were intercepted.

"Going somewhere?"

"Who's there?!"

A mocking voice from the shadows made them freeze. They immediately drew their weapons, but figures soon stepped out of the darkness and surrounded them. 

It was Cheoldu and the Ironhead Sect.

Mighty Blade's eyes narrowed in surprise. "You bastard! How did you know we'd be here?"

Twirling a hatchet in each hand, Cheoldu sneered, "Been a while, hasn't it, fat pig of the Great Bear Gang? Wait, haven't you gotten even rounder? You pregnant or something?"

Mighty Blade's face twisted with rage, waves of killing intent radiating off him. "Heh... You'll regret saying that. Tonight, I'm going to split that thick skull of yours in two."

The tension thickened, and a big fight was just about to begin when…

"Wait!" A young voice called out from behind Cheoldu's men.

Mighty Blade turned, his eyes narrowing in confusion as a boy no older than fifteen squeezed his way through from the back of the crowd.

"What the hell?" Mighty Blade muttered, taking in the kid's delicate, almost frail appearance. A short stature, big eyes, nervous expression, and a sword at his side that looked more decorative than functional.

The boy bowed politely. "Uh, h-hello. I am Wiji Cheon, a freshman at the Azure Dragon Academy."

"What?" Mighty Blade stared at the boy, dumbfounded.

Still bowing, Wiji Cheon began, "As part of our Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts class..."

He paused, drawing his sword with a surprising fluidity.

"!!" Mighty Blade instinctively took a step back, his body tensing. The moment the boy unsheathed his sword, gone was the timid child, replaced by something dangerous, something terrifying.

This kid isn't normal, he realized, a feeling of foreboding rising in his chest.

"...I challenge you to a duel," Wiji Cheon finished, his eyes locked on Mighty Blade with a calm, deadly focus.



Translator's Note: These are some cringey nicknames…


Chapter 139: I Won't Kill Him

Mighty Blade struggled to maintain his composure. His gaze locked onto Wiji Cheon in front of him, but his eyes flicked back to Cheoldu behind him as he demanded, "Who's behind this? Cheoldu, why do you and that kid from the Azure Dragon Academy look like you're on the same side? No matter how I think about it, this doesn't make any sense."

Before him stood an improbable alliance—a ragtag group from the Ironhead Sect, the lowest of the low, alongside a student from the renowned Azure Dragon Academy, one of the murim's Five Great Academies. It was a baffling combination, and Mighty Blade could hardly believe his eyes.

"Even if we fight, you owe me an explanation. I'm so curious that I don't think I could die peacefully without knowing," he taunted, his mocking grin shifting from Cheoldu to Wiji Cheon, though his eyes glinted with lethal intent. 

"Did the Azure Dragon Academy come up with this plan? There's no way this came from your thick skull, Cheoldu. And those rumors about the Scarlet Tiger Gang? They were lies, weren't they? This was a setup from the start, wasn't it?"

"......"

"Answer me, you fucking bastards!" Mighty Blade yelled, releasing a burst of killing intent that made even his own disciples shiver.

Cheoldu stepped forward, positioning himself beside Wiji Cheon. "Hey, fat pig," he said, unfazed by the oppressive atmosphere. "Let me set the record straight. We're not the Ironhead Sect anymore."

"No way... You joined the Scarlet Tiger Gang? That's impossible. You wouldn't bow that stubborn head of yours to anyone…"

"We now go by the name 'Rehabilitation Sect'," Cheoldu declared seriously.

Mighty Blade and his followers blinked in shock. 

"The Rehabilitation… Sect? What kind of ridiculous joke is that? Are you making fun of me?" Mighty Blade snarled.

Cheoldu proudly puffed out his chest. "We've sworn to clean up our act. No more extortion, no more senseless fights. We're gonna train the right way and become real martial artists."

This was the first time Cheoldu had publicly declared the name 'Rehabilitation Sect'. In effect, he was announcing the birth of a new sect.

Even though the real Sect Leader isn't here…

Baek Suryong was the true Sect Leader, but the world would soon recognize Cheoldu as its face.

"Haha. What a pile of crap," Mighty Blade chuckled, looking at Cheoldu with pity. "The Rehabilitation Sect? Cheoldu, do you know what happens when a rat from the sewers tries to crawl into a clean place? It gets stomped to death for being dirty. Whoever's been filling your head with nonsense, stop listening. Know your place."

Mighty Blade then turned to Wiji Cheon. "Boy, if I had gotten married, I'd have five kids your age by now. You seem pretty confident in your martial arts, but arrogance like that will get you killed before you can even grow up."

The tension in the air heightened. Mighty Blade's coat flapped wildly, and a dark aura began to ripple along the edge of his dao.

Cheoldu gulped nervously, watching the scene unfold. What the hell? Was Mighty Blade always this strong?

Mighty Blade, the eldest of the Mighty Bear Trio and undisputed leader of the Great Bear Gang, had always been seen as weaker than the Scarlet Tiger Boss. Now, though, it dawned on Cheoldu that Mighty Blade had been concealing his true power all this time so that his enemies would drastically underestimate him.

Maybe he's not so different from the Scarlet Tiger Boss after all...

Cheoldu tightened his grip on his twin hatchets, feeling a surge of trepidation wash over him.

Mighty Blade, his eyes gleaming with killing intent, growled, "This is my final warning. Get out of my way now, and I'll let you live. I need to check on my idiot brothers. Something's happened, and I need to make sure they're alright. Well? Scram!"

He took a step forward, but Wiji Cheon and Cheoldu stood firm, blocking his path.

"That's not happening."

"You're going to die here today."

"Haha, are you serious? Do you think the two of you can stop me?" Mighty Blade laughed, even as he stomped his foot and launched himself forward with the force of a cannonball. His massive dao, far too heavy for most men to lift, spun effortlessly in his hands, and as he brought it down in a wide arc, the sheer force seemed to rip the air apart. 

BOOM!

Wiji Cheon and Cheoldu barely leaped aside, nearly losing their balance as the ground shook from the impact of the dao, sending up a cloud of dust that obscured their view.

"Hmph! Rats," Mighty Blade sneered. He swung his blade at Cheoldu, planning to eliminate the weaker opponent first.

Seeing the huge dao slicing through the dust, Cheoldu gritted his teeth, knowing he couldn't dodge. He crossed his hatchets to block the attack, but the force still sent him tumbling ten meters across the ground.

"Ugh…" Cheoldu groaned. It was only a single blow, but his hatchets were cracked and he could feel that his arms were fractured.

Still, Cheoldu wasn't the one most surprised.

"You blocked that? When did you learn martial arts?" Mighty Blade asked incredulously.

"......" His energy drained, Cheoldu could not respond. Sweat dripped down his face as he struggled to stand.

If it weren't for the martial arts the Sect Leader taught me… I'd be dead, he thought, relieved. Even though he had only been learning the Thunderclap Axe from Baek Suryong for a few days, the technique had just saved his life.

Mighty Blade scowled, frustrated that his attack had been blocked. He marched toward Cheoldu, threatening, "If you refuse to die cleanly, I'll just turn you into minced meat."

Before he could strike again, however, a frigid voice sounded from behind him.

"I think you've got it backwards. You're the one who's going to die."

Mighty Blade spun around, swinging his dao instinctively. Sparks flew as it clashed with a sword. He pushed to drive his opponent back, but the sword slithered along the dao's surface like a snake, darting toward him in a sudden flash.

Although Mighty Blade jerked his head aside just in time, the sword still grazed his cheek, drawing blood.

"I'm your opponent," Wiji Cheon declared coldly, stepping in front of Cheoldu, his sword raised and aimed at Mighty Blade.

Gritting his teeth, Mighty Blade wiped the blood from his cheek. "Now even a brat is pissing me off. Fine. I'll kill all of you!"

With a roar, Mighty Blade lunged at Wiji Cheon, drawing on every ounce of his strength as he swung his dao wildly. In response, Wiji Cheon crouched low, thrusting his sword to meet the attack.

As the clash of steel reverberated through the air, fiery sparks exploded from the impact.
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A few hours earlier.

Baek Suryong gathered the students and made a sudden announcement, "Tomorrow at dawn, freelancers from the Great Bear Gang will move to ambush the Scarlet Tiger Gang. You will wait for the right moment and ambush them instead."

"What?"

Confusion swept through the students, so Baek Suryong quickly explained the situation. The night before, Dokgo Jun had killed the underboss and key lieutenants of the Scarlet Tiger Gang. Sensing an opportunity, the Great Bear Gang was now preparing to wipe out their rivals.

With a serious look on his face, Baek Suryong explained, "If we leave it alone, the slums will descend into chaos. As you should know by now, the weak will suffer the most from a war between these two sects."

Though it was Baek Suryong's own plan that had lured the Great Bear Gang into this situation, he conveniently left out that detail. After all, the students didn't need to know every part of the plan for their sense of justice to burn.

It's not like I'm lying.

Both the Great Bear Gang and the Scarlet Tiger Gang were festering wounds in the slums, and Baek Suryong was merely using the opportunity to provide a valuable lesson for the students.

As expected, the students were outraged.

"Those scum! How much more do they need to torment the powerless?"

"I've lost count of the times I've wanted to storm their hideouts!"

"Let's stop them!"

Though their time patrolling the slums was short, they had seen enough suffering to understand the gravity of the situation. This wasn't just about martial arts anymore, these experiences would shape their growth and ultimately benefit their martial path.

Baek Suryong, pleased with their reactions, smiled slightly as he surveyed their determined faces. "Now, I'll tell you who your opponents will be among the Great Bear Gang freelancers."

He briefed them on the eight freelancers that made up the core of the gang and assigned each student to their targets.

"The second and third brothers of the Mighty Bear Trio will be working together. Ya Suhyeok, Geo Sangwoong, you two will handle them."

"Yes!"

"Buster Sword and Ironfist are heading this way. The Azure Dragon Twins, you'll take care of them."

"Understood."

"Death Sickle and Lone Wolf are also ones to watch. Yeo Min, you'll team up with Cheong Cheon."

"Got it."

"One freelancer will stay inside the Great Bear hideout... Hyonwon Kang, can you handle it?"

"Leave it to me!"

"They'll move separately to avoid arousing our suspicion and to keep the Scarlet Tiger Gang from finding out about the ambush. This is the perfect chance to take them down one by one."

Baek Suryong gave his instructions confidently, as if he could see the enemy's camp himself. Thanks to the Rogues' Guild, which controlled all information in the slums, and Bok Manchun's deep connections among freelancers, he had gathered detailed intel on the eight targets.

However, his final decision still left everyone puzzled.

"Wiji Cheon, you will face Mighty Blade alone."

"What?"

"Mr. Baek!"

The students looked back and forth between Baek Suryong and Wiji Cheon, shocked. Mighty Blade was the de facto leader of the Great Bear Gang. Although the brothers were known as the Mighty Bear Trio, it was common knowledge that Mighty Blade's strength alone surpassed his siblings combined. Anyone who had spent a day listening to rumors in the slums would know this.

Leaving such a powerful opponent to a first-year student...

Even if Wiji Cheon is the top student and a prodigy...

As the senior students exchanged worried glances, Baek Suryong dropped another bombshell.

"Cheon, don't kill him, just subdue him."

"Mr. Baek, that's too much to ask," Dokgo Jun objected and stepped forward. He had recently experienced firsthand how difficult it was to hold back in a fight to the death. Even if one was leagues above his opponent, holding back in battle could easily get one killed. 

"I know how incredible Wiji Cheon is, but Mighty Blade isn't someone you can take lightly," he added.

"I'm aware of that," Baek Suryong acknowledged, his gaze fixed on Wiji Cheon. "Cheon, your opponent is the kind of scum the world would be better off without. Do you know why he retired from freelancing despite his skills? It's because his involvement in countless dirty deeds has ruined his reputation to the point where no one will hire him anymore."

"......"

"Even so, you must subdue him without killing him. Do you understand why?"

Wiji Cheon thought for a moment, then nodded. "You're telling me not to be swayed by my sword's voice, right?"

"Exactly."

Although Wiji Cheon had mostly overcome the qi deviation caused by learning the fake Unlimited Sword, the aftereffects still lingered. Sometimes the sword would still whisper to him, begging him to kill his opponent. The scary thing was that every time he followed the call of the sword, he felt a strange sense of freedom, and his swordplay surged beyond its normal limits.

Of course, Baek Suryong knew what this phenomenon was. 

Wiji Cheon is on the verge of awakening to the Killing Sword.

Swordsmen who awakened to the Killing Sword could often defeat opponents stronger than themselves. The real danger lay in being consumed by it and turning into a bloodthirsty monster, leading many to consider it an evil art. 

Baek Suryong, however, did not share this view. To him, the Killing Sword was a mental martial art that enabled a person to enter a certain state of mind, as opposed to qi deviation, which caused true madness.

"Cheon, you must learn to control your killing intent. Even if you are facing someone who deserves to die, you must be able to restrain your sword," he stressed.

Still, no matter how much advice he gave, in the end, this was an obstacle that Wiji Cheon would have to overcome on his own. After all, it was the boy's will that guided the blade.

Wiji Cheon nodded earnestly. "I'll do my best. I won't kill him."
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"Hah...hah... He's stronger than I thought…" Wiji Cheon wheezed, feeling his legs wobble. His clothes were torn, and blood stained the fabric in several places.

"You damned brat! Are you toying with me?!" Mighty Blade roared. Like Wiji Cheon, he was battered and bruised, but his face was flushed with rage.

Scratching his head in embarrassment, Wiji Cheon chuckled weakly, "Oh, so you noticed I've been holding back. That's because I promised my teacher that I wouldn't kill you."

"What the hell are you talking about?! I'll kill you!" Mighty Blade charged, swinging his massive dao ferociously.

Wiji Cheon focused his mind. Mighty Blade's attacks had indeed been overwhelming at first, but the true trial only began when he started to recognize the patterns in the gang leader's technique.

Kill! Kill! Kill! The sword's voice echoed in his mind, tempting him.

Several times, he almost gave in, but each time, he resisted.

Wiji Cheon smiled to dampen some of his killing intent. "No... I won't kill him."

"Arghhh!"

"A guy like this... isn't worth killing."

Wiji Cheon's sword, originally aimed at Mighty Blade's heart, changed its course at the last moment. The two figures blurred as they crossed paths in an instant.

"Y-You...!" Mighty Blade's eyes blazed with anger as he turned to glare at Wiji Cheon. He moved to attack, only to find that his weapon was still eerily left behind in its original position.

CLANG!

The enormous weapon clattered to the ground with a heavy thud.

Mighty Blade collapsed to his knees, finally realizing his arm had been severed from the shoulder down.


Chapter 140: The Scarlet Tiger Boss (1)

"Ha, haha, hahahahahaha!" Mighty Blade laughed maniacally, his gaze fixed on the giant dao and severed arm lying on the ground in front of him. After more than twenty years as a freelancer, he'd never imagined he'd drop his weapon like this. What surged through him wasn't pain, but a deep, overwhelming sense of futility.

"To think that I, Mighty Blade, was brought down by a mere brat," he muttered bitterly.

His bloodshot eyes locked onto Wiji Cheon. The helplessness he felt quickly morphed into anger. He wanted nothing more than to tear the boy apart, but the reality of his situation was too dire. Begging for his life seemed more fitting, yet the thought of doing so didn't even cross his mind.

That kid won't kill me. He doesn't have the guts to take a life. That's why he kept adjusting his sword's trajectory whenever it seemed like he was about to land a fatal blow, he reassured himself.

Mighty Blade straightened up, glaring confidently at Wiji Cheon despite his injuries. "Where are my brothers? Don't tell me you've killed them already."

"They're fighting with the others," Wiji Cheon replied, now looking as timid as ever since his sword was once again sheathed. "Our teacher told us not to kill if possible... so they might still be alive."

Mighty Blade's ears latched onto one particular word. "Teacher? Are you seriously telling me it was your teacher who planned all this?"

Instead of answering, Wiji Cheon shot back, "Why do you people do this? Stealing more than half of what people earn in a day, beating them, killing them without a second thought..."

A faint glimmer of killing intent flickered in Wiji Cheon's eyes. He had patrolled the slums and seen just how tough life was for the people there. Knowing this, it became harder and harder to restrain himself from killing Mighty Blade. Even now, the Killing Sword's whispers echoed in his ears, urging him to kill, kill, kill.

"You're strong and skilled in martial arts. If freelancing doesn't work out, why not try farming?" Wiji Cheon suggested. 

His childhood had been spent fleeing with his grandfather, hiding in remote mountain villages. Though they never stayed long in one place, he made many friends along the way who, though poor and ragged, were always kindhearted and found happiness in what little they had.

That was why he was devastated when, during his patrols in the slums, he saw children just like them, but not one of their faces showed even a hint of happiness.

Kill him.

Wiji Cheon clenched his fist. He had won the fight, yet the voice refused to leave him alone.

Mighty Blade, unaware of the boy's inner struggle, forced himself to his feet and staggered toward Wiji Cheon, laughing, "Farming? Is this a joke, boy? Let me tell you something. That's not how the world works. The strong crush the weak, take what they want, and devour them. The law of nature is survival of the fittest. Didn't you cripple me with your fancy sword as well?"

Mighty Blade felt his confidence returning. He had lost the fight, but he knew that Wiji Cheon wouldn't kill him, so he kept prodding, trying to rattle him.

"Eventually, you'll end up like me. No, the orthodox sects are actually worse. They pretend to be righteous, but behind the scenes they're involved in things so filthy that you can't even imagine it."

Wiji Cheon looked up at Mighty Blade in silence. One slash would sever his head. One thrust would pierce his heart. Or perhaps he could make a shallow cut and let the man slowly bleed to death.

Kill him!

The voice was louder now, more insistent than during the fight. The man before him was worthless trash, a blight on the world.

If that's the case, wouldn't killing him be the right thing to do?

Wiji Cheon's resolve wavered.

Sensing the boy's hesitation, Mighty Blade pressed on, "You should quit this hero act while you still can. The longer you hold it in, the more it'll eat away at you. Fufu. Not that it's a bad thing."

"Stop..." Wiji Cheon mumbled, shaking his head as if in pain.

Mighty Blade felt a thrill run through him. Wiji Cheon was a martial arts prodigy—barely fifteen and already a peak master—but at the end of the day, he was just a kid.

Maybe I can feed his inner demons, Mighty Blade thought, licking his lips. He might not have won in martial arts, but he could still mess with Wiji Cheon's mind.

"Fufu, I can see it in your eyes. You want to kill me, don't you? But if you do, you'll be just like me."

"Shut up..."

A broad grin spread across Mighty Blade's face. The thought of corrupting such a bright young talent excited him and made his heart race. Just as he was about to continue, though, a rock came flying out of nowhere, aimed straight at his head.

Mighty Blade jerked his head back, narrowly dodging.

"Keep talking, and I'll rip your mouth apart," Cheoldu growled as he strode over, taking his place beside Wiji Cheon.

Mighty Blade clicked his tongue in disbelief. Until now, he had assumed Cheoldu was down for good. "Hah. Cheoldu, you've grown some nerve. You think just because I lost an arm, the likes of you can take me on?"

He glanced at Wiji Cheon, who had his eyes closed, muttering, "Stop...stop..." as if fighting an internal battle.

This is my chance... Mighty Blade considered his options. He might not be able to fight, but his legs still worked. If he launched a qi blast to distract Wiji Cheon and ran for it, the Ironhead Sect grunts wouldn't be able to stop him.

Just as he wiggled his fingers, ready to make his move, Wiji Cheon opened his eyes. His expression was calmer, though the whispers of the Killing Sword still lingered.

"Mighty Blade, I won't kill you," he declared.

Mighty Blade smirked, as if he had expected that. "Typical orthodox brat. I knew it. You people always…"

"But!" Wiji Cheon cut him off with a sly grin.

Cheoldu shuddered. Wiji Cheon's grin was eerily similar to the one Baek Suryong always wore right before giving his students a brutal thrashing.

"My teacher said that I'm free do anything as long as I don't kill you."

"...What? What are you talking about?"

Wiji Cheon unfastened his sheathed sword and tapped it against the ground as he stepped forward. "Mr. Baek taught us that whenever we come across idiots who can't learn their lesson, it's better to beat them until they wish they were dead."

"Wait, wait! What kind of teacher…!" Mighty Blade tried to back away, but Wiji Cheon was already on him, slipping into his guard and swinging the sheathed sword upward.

"Teehee!" Wiji Cheon giggled, his face flushed, as the strike landed squarely on Mighty Blade's jaw.

CRACK!

With a single brutal blow, Mighty Blade's massive form was lifted off the ground, but that was only the beginning. Wiji Cheon no longer hesitated, relentlessly bludgeoning him from head to toe.

BASH! SMACK! THWACK!

"Die! Die! Die! No, don't die! Don't die but still dieee!" Wiji Cheon shouted in a frenzy.

For a moment, even the Killing Sword in his mind went quiet, almost as if startled by his outburst.

"Hoo... Hoo..." After what seemed like an eternity, Wiji Cheon stopped and stood over Mighty Blade's limp and battered body, panting heavily.

"You alright?" Cheoldu asked cautiously, stepping forward.

Wiji Cheon slowly turned to face him.

Cheoldu froze, feeling a chill run down his spine. What the hell is with this killing intent...? 

Even though he was rarely agitated, he gulped nervously. The intensity of Wiji Cheon's repressed qi felt like it was moments away from erupting.

"I almost killed him. No, even while I was hitting him, I wanted to kill him," Wiji Cheon whispered, his voice strained and his fists clenched. He remembered Baek Suryong's advice and did everything he could to control himself, but it was much harder than he'd imagined.

Slowly, though, the urge to kill began to subside.

"Well... you did good," Cheoldu said, awkwardly patting Wiji Cheon's head. Although the boy was much stronger than him, Cheoldu comforted him like an older brother. "You held back, kid. You'll get better at it."

"Hehe, thank you." Wiji Cheon grinned sheepishly and scratched the back of his head, his innocent demeanor returning.

Cheoldu grabbed Mighty Blade's leg and dragged him across the ground. "Let's head back, shall we?"

"Yes!" Wiji Cheon replied enthusiastically.

The former Ironhead Sect, now rebranded as the Rehabilitation Sect, began cleaning up the area. The disciples Mighty Blade had brought had long since surrendered, and all that was left was to clear the remnants of the fight.

"Hey, are all the students at the Azure Dragon Academy as strong as you? You're a first-year, right?" Cheoldu asked, curious.

Wiji Cheon nodded. "Of course. The seniors are all way stronger than me."

"Stronger than you?" Cheoldu's jaw dropped, dumbfounded by the revelation.

Azure Dragon Academy students are all monsters... he thought, silently vowing to double down on his training in the Divine Rehabilitation Technique and the Thunderclap Axe when they returned.

Just then, Asam approached and reported, "Cheoldu, we've finished cleaning up."

"Alright, let's go…"

"How interesting," came a sudden voice.

It wasn't loud, but the moment Wiji Cheon heard it, every hair on his body stood on end. He whirled around, sword already drawn, pointing in the direction of the voice. His skin broke out in a cold sweat, and his heart pounded in his chest.

"Fufufu. Such a good reaction."

A man stood on a nearby rooftop, his disheveled hair glowing silver in the moonlight. Although his figure was cloaked in shadow, his eyes shone a bright, eerie yellow. 

With a graceful leap, he landed and began striding toward Wiji Cheon, saying, "I came out to see what all the noise was about, and it seems I've stumbled upon something quite entertaining."

"The Scarlet Tiger Boss..." Cheoldu muttered, recognizing the man immediately. "I heard you were in seclusion training."

"I was. And your name is... Cheoldu, right? I just finished my training. Had a small breakthrough," the Scarlet Tiger Boss said, flashing a satisfied grin. 

His attention then shifted back to Wiji Cheon, his expression turning curious. "Boy, I see you've started down the path of the Killing Sword."

"......"

"But why are you holding yourself back? It is the suppression of your desires that makes your sword qi unstable and feeds the inner demons in your heart."

"......"

"I know you're not mute. Do I need to kill a few people here before you're willing to talk?" the Scarlet Tiger Boss asked with a faint smile, his eyes scanning the surroundings for a target.

Wiji Cheon narrowed his eyes. "I've been taught that I should control the Killing Sword with my will."

The Scarlet Tiger Boss shook his head firmly. "Wrong. The Killing Sword isn't something you control by suppressing it. You have to surrender to it, become one with it. Only then can you reach the next level."

"......"

"You have been taught wrong. Completely wrong. Whoever taught you is a fool. An absolute fool!" he cackled, his yellowed teeth glinting in the moonlight. "Boy, let me show you the true way of the Killing Sword. Become my disciple."

"No, my master is..."

"I don't care what you think," the Scarlet Tiger Boss interrupted.

In the blink of an eye, his blood-red nails lashed out, aiming straight for Wiji Cheon.


Chapter 141: The Scarlet Tiger Boss (2)

The Great Bear Gang's hideout echoed with anguished screams.

"Please, stop! Spare us, we're begging you!"

"We were wrong! We won't ever do it again, we swear!"

Two burly men, Mighty Spear and Mighty Staff, the second and third brothers of the infamous Mighty Bear Trio, lay crumpled on the ground, shielding themselves from a barrage of punches and kicks. Already, their bodies were riddled with dark bruises, and blood flowed freely from their broken noses.

"So you knew you were wrong, huh? But you kept doing it anyway?"

"You should be apologizing to the people you crippled, not us."

Towering over the two battered brothers were two young men, their eyes sharp and unrelenting—Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok. Their imposing builds made even the hefty Mighty Spear and Mighty Staff look small.

"We're really sorry!"

"We'll change, we promise! Just give us a chance..."

All pride long gone, the two men clung to the legs of the martial artists less than half their age, desperation dripping from their every word, but Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok looked down at them, unmoved.

"You thought your strength made you untouchable, like kings?"

"People like you make life miserable for the rest of us. If you still had a shred of decency, you'd have gone to the mountains to work. But no, you made everyone else's life a living hell. Useless scum."

"The mountains? What kind of work…?" Mighty Spear asked, confused.

Desperate to cover up his slip of the tongue, Ya Suhyeok's fist met his jaw with a sickening thud. "You don't get it? This filth needs a harsher lesson."

Without hesitation, Ya Suhyeok resumed stomping the two brothers, and Geo Sangwoong, who had been feigning restraint, joined in. After everything these men had done to the slums, forgiveness wasn't on the cards.

"Argh! No more! Please, just stop!"

"Spare us, please, we—"

The beating dragged on, while the students from the Azure Dragon Academy watched from the sidelines, shaking their heads in disbelief. The once-proud Mighty Spear and Mighty Staff had been reduced to nothing more than whimpering wrecks. 

Eyes began to turn toward Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok, filled with a mixture of awe and wariness.

They didn't even use any weapons...

To defeat those two so overwhelmingly with nothing but their bare hands...

The fight had been swift. Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok had intercepted the brothers on their way to launch a surprise attack on the Scarlet Tiger Gang. A few dozen exchanges later, it was over. Now, they were delivering their own brutal brand of justice, dragging the fallen brothers back to the Great Bear Gang's den for all to see.

"Think of this as payback," Geo Sangwoong spat, disgusted.

Ya Suhyeok nodded in agreement. "No matter how much I think about it, I can't forgive you."

WHACK! POW! SMACK!

Witnessing blow after blow landing with terrifying precision, one of the onlookers mumbled, uneasy, "At this rate, they're going to kill those thugs. Didn't Mr. Baek say not to kill unless it was absolutely necessary? Should we stop them?"

Another student shook his head. "Nah, look closely. Those thugs are badly bruised, but no bones seem to be broken. They're not even bleeding that much."

"...Oh, you're right."

"How do they know exactly where to hit?"

Being well-versed in the external arts, both Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok had a thorough knowledge of the human body, which allowed them to easily master the art of inflicting maximum pain without causing fatal injury. To top it off, they were even skilled enough not to grant Mighty Spear and Mighty Staff the mercy that was fainting.

"Those two... they really look like a pair of bears when they work together."

"Haha, they really do."

The students, still watching the display, murmured among themselves. 

Suddenly, someone suggested, "Hey, how about we call them the Monochrome Bears from now on?"[1]

Ya Suhyeok's dark complexion contrasted with Geo Sangwoong's light skin, making the nickname seem strangely appropriate when the two stood side by side.

"The Monochrome Bears? Yeah, that works."

"They're always together anyway."

"Let's call them that from now on!"

None of the students were aware that this playful nickname would one day become famous throughout the murim. Years later, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok would regret not objecting in time, but at the moment, they were too engrossed in the beatdown to notice.

Nearby, Hyonwon Kang clicked his tongue, "You two should ease up. Unless you're planning to beat them to death?"

"Of all people, you're telling us to hold back?"

"Senior?"

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok stared at Hyonwon Kang in utter disbelief, their jaws dropping in shock. After all, he was surrounded by his own victims—one of whom had been maimed so badly that he wouldn't be able to feed himself ever again. Then again, this man had kidnapped children and done unspeakable things to them, so no one would shed any tears for him.

Just then, Yeo Min arrived, dragging an unconscious ex-freelancer behind her. Walking over to the center of the training ground, where the other members of the Great Bear Gang already lay scattered about, she casually tossed him into the heap.

"Ugh..."

"Spare us... please..."

"Do you really think you'll get away with this? Our boss..."

Some of the Great Bear members moaned and begged for mercy, while others made feeble attempts to threaten their captors. Fortunately, the Azure Dragon Academy students' patrols of the slums had shown them firsthand the atrocities committed by the Great Bear Gang, and they were not about to waver.

"Hey, trash. Shut your filthy mouths or I'll burn you to ashes," Hyonwon Kang snarled, his voice dripping with malice.

A shiver ran down the spines of the ex-freelancers, who flinched and started to quiver in fear.

This guy...

He's the worst of them all.

Is he really an Azure Dragon Academy student? He acts more like someone from an unorthodox sect.

Mentally and physically broken, the Great Bear Gang was in tatters. 

In contrast, the students bore little more than scratches. It was a decisive victory for the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Looks like we got them all."

"Except their leader, Mighty Blade. We still need to deal with him."

The White Dragon Manor students gathered, and Dokgo Jun, who had been watching from the sidelines, quietly slipped in among them.

"Wiji Cheon's handling it. It should be over soon," Hyonwon Kang said.

Yeo Min's brow furrowed in worry. "You don't think he'll lose, do you?"

Ya Suhyeok scoffed, "Wiji Cheon? Lose? Not a chance."

"Right? He's the strongest among us," Geo Sangwoong agreed.

Hyonwon Kang grumbled sourly, "Tsk. For now, maybe. I'll definitely overtake him before long."

Geo Sangwoong grinned. "You've got a long way to go before you can catch up with him. Even Mr. Student Council President here couldn't defeat Wiji Cheon when he got serious."

"I'm not going to just let that one slide..." Dokgo Jun grumbled, his eyebrow twitching.

Still, as he glanced around at the Azure Dragon Academy students gathered at the Great Bear Gang's hideout, admiration flickered in his eyes.

In such a short time… everyone's gotten stronger.

None of them had achieved the same breakthrough in martial arts as he had, but the shift in their attitudes was unmistakable. He could sense it—their deepened resolve, their growing understanding of why they trained, and their thoughts on protecting the weak. This shift would lay the foundation for their eventual rise as heroes of the Orthodox…

"Hey, Dokgo! Just look at this treasure vault! It's literally overflowing with gold and jewelry! Don't you think we should, you know, snag some for ourselves?"

...Never mind. There were always those loyal only to their greed.

Hyonwon Kang exclaimed excitedly, "Guys! We'll be feasting tonight! Meat and drinks... Well, I quit drinking, but you all better grab plenty to make up for it..."

"No, you can't have any of that," Cheong Cheon interrupted, arriving with the other constables. With an expression as stiff and blank as a stone, he announced, "All assets illegally acquired by the Great Bear Gang will be confiscated."

Hyonwon Kang's grin instantly turned into a pout. "Come on, Constable. Do you really need to be so strict? After days of eating that bland, tasteless noodle soup, I'm even shitting noodles now. Can't we celebrate a little, huh?"

"No," Cheong Cheon said flatly, his tone making it clear that negotiation was futile.

Still, Hyonwon Kang wasn't about to give up. "Oh, come on…"

"No."

BANG!

Suddenly, the front gate of the hideout burst open, and a bloodied figure stumbled inside, instantly shattering the victorious atmosphere.

"What the hell?"

"Who's that?"

Dripping with blood, Cheoldu frantically scanned the room. "Where's Baek Suryong? Where's Baek Suryong?"

Sensing that something serious was going on, Cheong Cheon and the White Dragon Manor students rushed toward him.

"What's wrong? Why are you looking for Mr. Baek?" Cheong Cheon asked.

"W-Wiji Cheon... the Scarlet Tiger Boss…"

"What about Wiji Cheon? Spit it out!" Hyonwon Kang barked, grabbing the man by his collar.

"The Scarlet Tiger Boss... kidnapped Wiji Cheon," Cheoldu choked.

Alarmed, Hyonwon Kang shook him harder. "Kidnapped? What do you mean, kidnapped? And the Scarlet Tiger Boss? What's he got to do with this? Wasn't Cheon fighting the Great Bear Boss?!" 

Geo Sangwoong rested his big hand on Hyonwon Kang's arm, his voice calm but firm as he reassured, "Wonkang, calm down. You're strangling him so badly that he can't talk."

"Fuck…" Hyonwon Kang let go, stepping back with a scowl.

Cheoldu, gasping for air, continued, "...It happened so fast. The Scarlet Tiger Boss appeared out of nowhere. He said he wanted to teach Wiji Cheon the way of the Killing Sword, and asked him to become his disciple. When Wiji Cheon refused, the Boss immediately attacked him, and then…"

The mere memory of the fight made Cheoldu tremble violently. The boss's sword qi flowed from his claws, his wild hair whipped in the wind, and his yellow eyes burned like flames. His terrifying laughter echoed as he toyed with Wiji Cheon.

He'd been fighting in the slums all his life, but he'd never seen such pure, untamed violence. Even Mighty Blade, who had tried to flee in the chaos, had been sliced to pieces—his life ended just for getting in the way.

"......" Silence hung heavy in the air as Cheoldu's words sank in.

In a strained voice, Dokgo Jun finally managed to ask, "So… Wiji Cheon lost?"

"He was being overwhelmed, but he stubbornly refused to go down. That's when the Scarlet Tiger Boss…" Cheoldu lowered his head, gritting his teeth. "…He threatened to kill us, one by one, unless Wiji Cheon threw down his sword and surrendered. And then he...dropped it immediately."

"That idiot..."

"Ugh."

"That's so like him."

Even though Wiji Cheon often lost himself in the heat of battle, he was, at heart, a kind and gentle soul.

Cheoldu glanced down at his own body, littered with cuts and gashes from the boss's claws. He had barely escaped with his life. Taking a deep breath, he continued, "The moment Wiji Cheon let go of his sword, the Scarlet Tiger Boss sealed his acupoints. Wiji Cheon tried to fight back, but the Boss dragged him back to the Scarlet Tiger Gang's hideout… We've got to move quickly. The Scarlet Tiger Boss may not kill him right away since he wants Wiji Cheon as a disciple, but who knows what that lunatic might do..."

"Understood," Cheong Cheon said, signaling the officers to take Cheoldu to the physician. "Rest now. We'll handle it from here." 

Turning to the students, he added, "As you've heard, Wiji Cheon has been kidnapped by the enemy leader. I'll contact the constabulary for reinforcements. Has anyone seen Baek Suryong?"

The students exchanged glances, then shook their heads.

"He's probably at the inn…"

"Maybe he's already gone after Wiji Cheon. He's always a step ahead of us."

"I hope so, but…"

Despite their overwhelming victory over the Great Bear Gang, unease rippled through the students.

"Should we just wait here? Mr. Baek will take care of it."

"We need to contact the academy quickly. This is bad."

"Mr. Baek will save him. If we do something stupid and mess things up…"

"Right. If even Wiji Cheon couldn't handle that guy…"

SLAM!

A door shattered under the force of Hyonwon Kang's kick, silencing the murmurs. 

He glared at the group, eyes blazing. "Cowards! Our junior just got kidnapped, and you want to sit here and wait for a teacher? With that attitude, you dare call yourselves martial artists?"

"......" The students, many of them seniors to Wiji Cheon, averted their eyes in shame.

Hyonwon Kang scoffed, "Pathetic. Whether Mr. Baek shows up or not, I'm going after my junior."

"I'm going too," Dokgo Jun said, stepping forward.

Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok, and Yeo Min quickly followed suit.

"We have to save him. He's our cute junior, after all."

"Seriously, what a troublesome kid."

"He's the best cook among us though."

With Hyonwon Kang leading, the White Dragon Manor students, along with Dokgo Jun and the Azure Dragon Twins, marched out of the Great Bear Gang's front gate.

"Fire! Fire!"

Suddenly, a massive fire erupted in the distance, originating from the direction of the Scarlet Tiger Gang's hideout.



Footnotes:

[1] Monochrome Bears: This is a play on words, no racism intended. Since "Bears" sounds the same as "Warriors," I will alternate between Monochrome Duo and Monochrome Bears depending on the hanja in the raws or the person speaking. Baek Suryong and the kids would obviously shamelessly call Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok bears, while strangers would be more polite.



Chapter 142: To the Valley of Evil (1)

FWOOSH!

Flames roared to life, shooting up violently from all sides. Like a wild, hungry beast, the fire devoured everything in its path, licking the air with fiery tongues.

"Fire! Fire!"

The grand mansion that served as the headquarters of the Scarlet Tiger Gang, which stood in stark contrast to the run-down slums that surrounded it, was engulfed in flames. The fire that erupted from the heart of the mansion spread rapidly, consuming the entire estate in a matter of minutes.

Bright red flames lit up the pre-dawn sky, and thick smoke drifted into the streets, rousing the neighborhood. Shocked residents rushed outside, their eyes wide with disbelief as they stared at the inferno that had engulfed the Scarlet Tiger Gang's stronghold.

"Isn't that… the Scarlet Tiger Gang's hideout?"

"Good heavens, how did this happen?"

"It's divine retribution! Those bastards deserve it! Let them burn! Wahahaha!"

Fortunately, the mansion stood on the outskirts of the slums, so there was no immediate danger of the fire spreading to other buildings.

"Move!" a voice shouted urgently as blurry figures rushed past the gathered crowd, utilizing their movement arts to the fullest. With such speed and grace that they seemed to fly, the group hurtled toward the blazing headquarters of the Scarlet Tiger Gang.

They were the students of Azure Dragon Academy, led by Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok.

"We'll break down the front gate!" the two big boys yelled in unison as they approached the burning mansion.

Together, they threw their weight against the gates—large enough for ten men to pass side by side—using their shoulders to ram it open.

BOOM!

With a thunderous crash, the gates flew inward, revealing a sea of flames and suffocating smoke that obscured the situation inside.

"Step aside!" Hyonwon Kang yelled, running ahead and scattering the flames momentarily with a swing of his blade.

As the fire parted, the inside of the mansion came into view, and the students' grimaced at the sight.

"So many corpses..."

"What happened here?"

Underneath the roaring flames lay dozens of brutally slashed bodies. From the tattoos on their arms, it was clear they were all members of the Scarlet Tiger Gang.

"Why are these guys dead?"

"They didn't die in the fire. Someone cut them down."

"...Was it Wiji Cheon?"

"No way..."

A grim thought crossed their minds.

"Doesn't matter who did it. Any fucker who messes with our junior is dead," Hyonwon Kang growled like a wild beast.

Wiji Cheon may have been stronger than him, but to Hyonwon Kang, who had no brothers, he was a cute younger brother, a junior at the Azure Dragon Academy, and a shy, soft-hearted chap who couldn't even stand up for himself when the cafeteria lady overcharged him.

"I sense something up ahead. Follow me," he commanded.

"Wait… hold on," Dokgo Jun objected, grabbing Hyonwon Kang's shoulder. Although he had not fully recovered from his injuries, he had forced himself to run along with the others out of concern for Wiji Cheon. As a result, his face was pale and he was panting heavily.

"Huff… The enemy is an unorthodox sect master, and he's much stronger than Wiji Cheon. If we rush in recklessly, we'll all be in danger, including Wiji Cheon," he stressed anxiously.

To his surprise, Hyonwon Kang replied calmly, "I know. I'm planning to ambush them after I assess the situation."

"...You're more level-headed than I thought."

Hyonwon Kang smirked. "I learned that from someone not too long ago."

"......"

The group suppressed their presence and moved deeper into the burning mansion.

CRASH! THUD!

Pillars collapsed and the ceiling caved in as the fire continued its destruction. The thick smoke and unbearable heat made it hard to breathe, and if they weren't trained martial artists, they would've succumbed long ago.

[We're almost at the Boss's chambers. Prepare yourselves,] Hyonwon Kang warned using telepathy as he took the lead.

Suddenly, a figure emerged through the flickering flames. The students tensed for a moment, wary, but the new arrival turned out to be a familiar face.

"...Mr. Baek?" Hyonwon Kang muttered, shocked.

"Took you long enough," Baek Suryong said curtly. Having arrived before them, he had already inspected the scene.

Geo Sangwoong stepped forward urgently. "Where's Wiji Cheon? And the Scarlet Tiger Boss?"

"I was too late. This place was already burning when I got here," Baek Suryong explained.

Dokgo Jun, his expression tense, asked the question that had been on everyone's mind since their arrival. "On the way here, we saw the bodies of the Scarlet Tiger Gang members... Did you do that?"

"No, the Scarlet Tiger Boss was the one who did it."

"What?"

Baek Suryong gestured toward a nearby corpse. "Take a good look. The cuts aren't clean like typical blade wounds. They're closely spaced and run parallel, suggesting that they were made using a claw technique."

"A claw technique...?"

Dokgo Jun's eyes widened in realization. According to the information Baek Suryong had given them, the Scarlet Tiger Boss was notorious for his claw technique, which made his fingers turn red and harden to the point where they could rip through thick iron.

In deep thought, Baek Suryong murmured to himself, "That homicidal madman slaughtered all his own men, set the mansion on fire, and fled, taking Wiji Cheon with him. I don't get it. Why would he do this? Is he just that crazy?"

"No way... He killed his own men?"

"That's insane."

The students stared at the carnage in horror. Most of the Scarlet Tiger Gang were heinous criminals, but learning that they had been killed by their own leader stirred an unexpected sense of pity in them.

Feeling increasingly uneasy, Hyonwon Kang shouted, "A psycho like that kidnapped Wiji Cheon! Mr. Baek, we have to go after him right now!"

"I was planning to do exactly that, when you guys showed up," Baek Suryong nodded gravely. The truth was, he deeply regretted his failure to predict this turn of events.

Who could've guessed that the Scarlet Tiger Boss would break out of his seclusion training all of a sudden? And as if that wasn't bad enough, he even killed the Rogues' Guild spies who were in charge of shadowing him. Because of that, I didn't find out about Cheon's kidnapping until it was too late.

Still, I doubt he's gotten far.

The state of the bodies indicated it had only been a short time since the Boss fled. With the Rogues' Guild's information network, they would soon know where he was headed.

Eyes gleaming coldly, Baek Suryong addressed the students, "Okay, I'm going after him now. You kids return to the academy and explain what's happened to the other teachers. I'll probably be gone for a few days, but don't let up on your training. I'll check on your progress when I get back."

"Mr. Baek, we're coming with you."

"We can't just train while this is going on."

"I grew up in the mountains, so I'm very good at hiking."

The students fixed their determined gazes on Baek Suryong, making it clear they had no intention of complying.

Baek Suryong chuckled, shaking his head at their eagerness. "I understand how you feel, but it'll be faster if I go alone..."

"We won't hold you back!"

"We'll chase him to the ends of the earth!"

"If we can't keep up, just leave us behind and run ahead! We'll catch up!"

"......" One by one, Baek Suryong scanned the students' faces, evaluating their resolve. They won't be much help in a chase or a fight, but...

After a brief moment of contemplation, Baek Suryong sighed, "Fine, but on one condition. At least one of you must have learned tracking techniques."

Yeo Min shyly raised her hand. "I've learned them. Will that do?"

Baek Suryong hesitated for a moment, surprised that a young girl would have such skills, but didn't question Yeo Min. "...Alright. You can come," he conceded.

"Yes!"

Seeing his students pump their fists in excitement, Baek Suryong's expression turned stern. "Don't celebrate just yet. This chase is going to be brutal. If anyone falls behind, I won't hesitate to abandon them. I have no intention of losing Wiji Cheon because I had to babysit you."

""Yes, Mr. Baek!""

"You all answer well, at least." Clicking his tongue, Baek Suryong tossed a small pouch to Yeo Min. "This is the tracking incense that I sprayed on my clothes. If you lose sight of me, use the scent to follow my trail."

"Understood," Yeo Min replied with a nod. With the incense, there was no need to worry about getting lost even if they were left behind.

This will be good experience for them, Baek Suryong mused. He had planned to take them out into the jianghu for field training eventually, though it was meant to be after they had finished clearing out the slums and grown a bit more.

Well, plans change...

Noticing that the Scarlet Tiger Mansion was on the verge of total collapse, Baek Suryong said, "Let's get out of here."

The students immediately complied. Just as Baek Suryong had predicted, the mansion collapsed as the last student rushed out of the gates.

After some discussion, it was decided that the pursuit team would consist of Baek Suryong, Geo Sangwoong, Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Ya Suhyeok. Dokgo Jun had wanted to join, but Baek Suryong judged that his injuries were still too severe and ordered him to lead the remaining students back to the academy.

Time to go… Hmm? I seem to have forgotten something… 

Turning to his students, Baek Suryong suddenly asked, "Wait, what about your other classes?" 

"Huh? Why does that matter?" Hyonwon Kang shrugged, confused.

Baek Suryong stared at him in disbelief. "Why do you think?"

However, his students only exchanged glances, clearly unbothered.

Hyonwon Kang grinned. "Didn't you know? We're not people who care about things like class attendance."

"You delinquents think that's something to be proud of?" Baek Suryong moaned, rubbing his temples. 

I can already picture the lecture I'm going to get from Grandpa… 

His head hurt just imagining it. Sighing, he decided to stop thinking. "Well, that's a problem for later. Let's move. Try your best to keep up with me."

"Yes, Mr. Baek!"

Before long, word came from the Rogues' Guild, and the pursuit began.

[image: sep]

CRACKLE, CRACKLE.

A small fire flickered between two figures.

"Eat."

"No."

Wiji Cheon refused the food offered by the Scarlet Tiger Boss, who simply chuckled and ate it himself without pressing further.

A heavy silence fell between them.

Wiji Cheon, his acupuncture points sealed, glared quietly at the Scarlet Tiger Boss. "How could you do that...?" he suddenly whispered.

The Scarlet Tiger Boss glanced up. "Do what?"

Up close, he looked like a grizzled middle-aged man, his disheveled hair and yellow eyes giving him a wild, almost feral appearance. When he wasn't busy killing, however, he had a strange calm about him that only added to Wiji Cheon's confusion.

Wiji Cheon clarified, "How can you kill people so easily?"

The Scarlet Tiger Boss scratched his chin. "Why not? I kill because I want to. What other reason do I need?"

"......" Wiji Cheon felt a shiver run down his spine. He had misjudged this man. He wasn't just ruthless, he was batshit crazy. The only reason he didn't seem like it was because he used twisted logic as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

The Scarlet Tiger Boss fixed his clear, piercing gaze on Wiji Cheon. "What about you? Why do you resist the Killing Sword?"

"Because I don't want to kill people as easily as you do."

"Heh, you think you can fool me? The Killing Sword is honed by taking countless lives. You've killed over fifty people, haven't you? I'll bet my life on it."

"......" Wiji Cheon bit his lip until it bled. The Scarlet Tiger Boss was right. Though the memories were blurry, he remembered killing dozens of people while suffering from qi deviation caused by the fake Unlimited Sword.

Suddenly, the Killing Sword whispered to him again. Kill him.

"Boy, surrender yourself to the Killing Sword. Embrace the freedom it offers. Do that, and your martial arts will soar to new heights. With your talent and age, you could become a grandmaster in ten years, maybe even less."

There was genuine envy in the Scarlet Tiger Boss's voice. He understood Wiji Cheon's potential—something only those who had dedicated their lives to martial arts could grasp.

Finishing his meal, the Scarlet Tiger Boss licked his lips, saying, "There's a village just down the hill. Let's go there together. I'll release your sealed acupoints. Let the Killing Sword take over, and we'll bathe in blood. Once you've tasted that thrill, you'll never want to let it go..."

"If you try anything like that! I'll bite my tongue and commit suicide! Even if my acupoints are sealed, the moment they're released, I'll kill myself without hesitation!" Wiji Cheon shouted angrily, releasing his killing intent.

The Scarlet Tiger Boss blinked, genuinely puzzled. "I don't get it. Why are you so dead set against murder?"

Recalling Baek Suryong's teachings, Wiji Cheon said firmly, "Because it's what my teacher taught me. I'll never give in to the Killing Sword."

The Scarlet Tiger Boss scoffed. "What a quack teacher, ruining a genius who could've become the world's greatest swordsman. You're better off without him."

"Don't insult my teacher. He's a far better man than you'll ever be," Wiji Cheon retorted.

The Scarlet Tiger Boss sneered, his voice dripping with mockery, "So your teacher's that great, huh? You talk as if he's some unbeatable master."

"He may not be the world's strongest, but he can easily defeat someone like you."

"Oh? So he's a grandmaster, is he?" The Scarlet Tiger Boss laughed as he stood up. He stomped on the fire, snuffing it out, then hoisted Wiji Cheon onto his shoulder. "But tell me this, will your teacher even dare to follow us, once he figures out where we're headed?"

Wiji Cheon stayed silent.

The Scarlet Tiger Boss grinned, showing his yellowed teeth. "How about a bet? If your teacher chases us down, I won't force you to learn the Killing Sword."

"...Where are we going?"

With a malicious grin, the Scarlet Tiger Boss scratched some letters into the dirt where the fire had been. "We're going to the Valley of Evil, home to the murim's Ten Great Villains."

Moments later, only the ominous words 'Valley of Evil (惡人谷)' remained scrawled in the dirt where the two had camped.


Chapter 143: To the Valley of Evil (2)

Baek Suryong traced his fingers over the letters '惡人谷' left in the ashes. Though there was still a faint warmth, quite a bit of time had passed since the person who drew it had left.

"The Valley of Evil, huh... Well, at least this confirms we're on the right track. Our target was even kind enough to write down his destination."

Of course, Baek Suryong didn't trust the message at face value. Being a former villain himself, he knew better than anyone how sly they could be. 

This could be a ploy to throw us off. I'll take note of it, but following the trail closely comes first. Where is the Valley of Evil, anyway? I've never heard of it. It wasn't around fifty years ago, that's for sure.

While he was lost in thought, his students, who had been chasing after him using their movement arts, arrived one by one.

"Huff, huff…"

"W-Water…"

"Mr. Baek, how can your movement arts be so fast…?"

Sighing and tossing them a water bottle, Baek Suryong asked, "Has anyone heard of a place called the Valley of Evil?"

"Me, I've heard of it." Geo Sangwoong, the son of the Golden Dragon Trading Company Chairman, raised his hand. Given his background, he was familiar with various rumors and stories from the murim. "The Valley of Evil is a deep gorge where all sorts of bad guys gather. About thirty years ago, demonic practitioners and criminals started hiding there to avoid the Murim Alliance… Wait, don't tell me Cheon went there?"

"See for yourself." Baek Suryong gestured to the ashes beside him.

The students gathered around to inspect the writing. 

Geo Sangwoong's already pale face grew even paler. "This is bad! If he's entered the Valley of Evil, we may never see Cheon again!"

"Senior, why are you saying such unlucky things? Isn't it just a valley where a few runaway villains are hiding?" Hyonwon Kang remarked casually.

Frustrated, Geo Sangwoong thumped his chest. "You idiot. This isn't the time to be relaxed. The Valley of Evil is home to two of the Ten Great Villains!"

"The Ten Great Villains?" Baek Suryong frowned as he repeated the name. While he wasn't fully up-to-date with modern murim affairs, he knew about the Ten Great Villains.

Although today's murim was dominated by the orthodox sects, these ten powerful unorthodox martial artists still roamed around freely. Among them, the strongest three were known as the Three Blights (三凶), and they were even ranked among the murim's Ten Supremes.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. "Are those two in the Valley of Evil part of the Three Blights?"

"Thankfully, no. The two in the Valley are the Bloody Ripper (血手鬼翁) and the Nine Yin Witch (九陰魔女)."

Baek Suryong recalled the details about these two. Even though they weren't among the Three Blights, both were still incredibly dangerous.

The Bloody Ripper's claw techniques, which could slice through steel like tofu, had earned him a fearsome reputation decades ago. The Nine Yin Witch, a master of ice techniques, had roamed the jianghu for over a decade before finally settling in the Valley of Evil. 

Most importantly, between the two of them, they had murdered well over a hundred orthodox martial artists.

"Dammit…"

The group's mood grew heavy as the gravity of the situation set in. 

Hyonwon Kang kicked at the ashes left by the Scarlet Tiger Boss, muttering, "What the hell has the Murim Alliance been doing, letting people like that run loose?"

"They've tried to take them down several times," Geo Sangwoong explained, "but every time, they've failed. Dozens of people have died or been injured entering the valley, only to find it empty when they got there."

"......" A heavy silence hung over the group. 

Looking at his students' tense faces, Baek Suryong sighed, "This won't work. You should all head back. I'll go alone."

"What? What are you saying now?"

Baek Suryong pointed to a towering peak ahead of them. "Do you really think that you kids, who have been whining all the way here, can keep up with me? The trail leads over that mountain. Judging by your endurance, I guarantee all of you will collapse within two hours."

"......" The students bit their lips in frustration. They wanted to argue with Baek Suryong, but deep down, they knew he was right.

Sensing their feelings, Baek Suryong softened his tone. "The Azure Dragon Academy will send out a pursuit team soon. Join them and follow me at a more reasonable pace."

Hyonwon Kang immediately protested, "But…!"

"Hyonwon Kang, now's not the time for this," Geo Sangwoong interjected, grabbing Hyonwon Kang's shoulder to stop him from arguing. As much as it stung, Baek Suryong's plan was the best option. Saving Wiji Cheon was the highest priority, and they couldn't afford to slow their teacher down.

Realizing this, the students hung their heads in defeat.

Suddenly, Ya Suhyeok, who had been quiet so far because he was the most junior student in the group, pointed to the mountain in front of them and suggested, "Mr. Baek... I think I can find a shortcut through that mountain."

"What?"

"If we take the shortcut, we can halve the distance we need to travel."

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes, skeptical. "You figured that out just by looking?"

Ya Suhyeok scratched the back of his head. "I've been hiking in the mountains since I was a kid. Also, I might be able to find some friends to help us out. You know how it is with us mountain dwellers..."

Baek Suryong regarded him seriously. "Can you guarantee you'll find a path? We don't have time to waste."

"If you give me a chance, I'll prove it to you," Ya Suhyeok said determinedly.

Baek Suryong nodded. "Alright. I'll give you a chance. You have half an hour. If you don't find a shortcut in time, I'm moving ahead without you."

"Then everyone, please follow me. The path we're on right now isn't the best for business. That one over there's better."

"Business…?" Geo Sangwoong repeated, eyeing Ya Suhyeok suspiciously.

Grinning, Ya Suhyeok led the group forward. Not long after, they found out just who these 'friends' of his were.
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CRASH!

The flimsy wooden gate of Whitewood Keep, held together by little more than a few branches, exploded into pieces as a group of strangers stormed in.

"W-Who goes there?!"

Caught completely off guard by the sudden invasion, the Whitewood Keep Bandits, who had been peacefully grilling venison, scrambled to grab whatever weapons they could find—axes, sickles, rusty swords—but their reaction was pitifully slow, especially in the face of martial artists.

Ya Suhyeok strode toward them, radiating confidence with every step. "Are you guys the ones doing business on this mountain?" he asked.

At the sight of his massive, muscular figure, the bandits lost what little courage they had left.

"Hyung-nim, maybe we should've just surrendered at the start..." one of the bandits muttered nervously.

Baekdu, the Chief Bandit of Whitewood Keep, shook in terror. "Damn it… Are they martial artists? What were the lookouts doing?!"

Ya Suhyeok walked up to Baekdu and casually rested a hand on his shoulder. "Sorry to interrupt your meal, but we're in a bit of a hurry."

"W-What do you want?" Baekdu stammered. Even though he was clearly much older than Ya Suhyeok, he simply couldn't muster the courage to speak informally in front of the big boy.

Grinning widely, Ya Suhyeok flashed his pearly whites. "How about we have a quick chat? It'll only take a minute."

"P-Please... spare me…"

Wearing a kind smile, Ya Suhyeok led the trembling bandit off to the side for a private conversation.

Hyonwon Kang shook his head in disbelief. "What's up with him? We're in a hurry, and he's wasting time raiding a bandit hideout?"

"Let's wait and see. He must have a reason for it," Geo Sangwoong replied, scanning the area. The bandits were trembling, barely able to hold their weapons. 

Ever the gentleman, Geo Sangwoong smiled warmly at them, saying, "We're not here to cause trouble. Please, go ahead and finish your meal."

Hyonwon Kang snorted. "Seriously, Senior? You think they can eat after a giant bear storms in and threatens them?"

"I think they're more scared of your face than anything else, Wonkang."

"My face? When was the last time you looked in a mirror, huh?"

"Now you've done it. Wanna go at it?"

"Enough, both of you. You're just as bad as each other," Yeo Min sighed.

"......"

Luckily for the bandits, Ya Suhyeok and the bandit chief soon returned soon.

Now looking much more at ease, the bandit chief exclaimed, "Hoho! Young friend, if that's all you wanted, you should've said so from the start! I've lived on this mountain for ten years, so I know every shortcut! Everyone, come over here and let's go!"

"......"

"Didn't you say you were in a hurry? Follow me, quickly!"

With Baekdu leading the way, the group was shown the fastest route across the mountain.

Puffing out his chest, Ya Suhyeok approached Baek Suryong. "Mr. Baek, how'd I do?"

"...Not bad," Baek Suryong praised.

Delighted with the rare compliment, Ya Suhyeok went back to chatting with his new friend Baekdu, grinning from ear to ear.

Baek Suryong shook his head in disbelief. "This kid sure knows how to be useful in the weirdest situations. Still, does he really think we haven't noticed…?"

Thanks to the bandits' shortcut, the group crossed the mountain far quicker than expected.
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After crossing the mountain and waving goodbye to Baekdu, the group spent the rest of the day chasing the Scarlet Tiger Boss's trail. To save as much time as possible, they ate as they ran, never stopping to rest and pushing their bodies to the limit.

Nevertheless, when Baek Suryong gauged that the students were one step away from fainting, he called for a stop.

"Let's rest here for a while."

"Huff… huff…"

"I can still… go further…"

"Just a little more…"

SMACK! THWACK! WHACK!

Hit on the forehead by Baek Suryong's Black Dragon Pointer, the protesting Hyonwon Kang, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok instantly fell to the ground.

"Rest when I tell you to. If we run into enemies while you're in this state, you won't be able to defend yourselves."

Seeing the logic in Baek Suryong's words, the exhausted students quickly lay down on the floor to rest and recuperate. Even Baek Suryong began to stretch his muscles, which had become sore after two days of non-stop running.

At least we've closed the gap, he mused. So far, he'd managed to track the Scarlet Tiger Boss without too much trouble. Or rather, never mind hiding his trail, the man had even occasionally left traces behind, as if inviting them to follow.

Why is he doing this? As expected of a lunatic, he's impossible to read.

Baek Suryong fell into deep thought. He had gathered a lot of information about the Scarlet Tiger Boss during the pursuit. The difference in depth between the left and right footprints suggested that he was carrying Wiji Cheon over his shoulder, yet the length of his stride remained consistent.

His movement arts haven't faltered at all despite the arduous chase and the additional burden. He's stronger than I thought.

Staying calm was key in moments like this. To rush in carelessly just because their goal was in sight would only lead to mistakes.

Looking at the students, Baek Suryong instructed, "We're catching up quickly, and Cheon seems to still be alright. We'll rest here for two hours. Circulate your qi and loosen up your muscles."

"Mmm…"

Seeing the boys groan in acknowledgement, Baek Suryong got to his feet. They had finished their jerky earlier in the day, so he planned to hunt or gather something from the surrounding forest.

"I'll help," Yeo Min offered, joining him. Compared to the guys, who were all completely wiped out, she was barely panting.

Worried, Baek Suryong reaffirmed, "You sure you don't want a break?" 

Smiling cheekily, Yeo Min replied, "I'm fine. After all, thanks to a certain someone, I've been training my movement arts every day."

Unlike the others, she had focused mostly on movement arts in preparation for the competition at the upcoming Heavenly Martial Festival. As a result, she had the most stamina out of the group.

"How are the others holding up? I didn't get a chance to observe them closely since I was leading the way."

"They're hopeless. Those idiots didn't even notice the blisters and abrasion wounds on their feet," Yeo Min sighed.

Regardless, despite her frequent complaints, Baek Suryong knew that Yeo Min had been quietly caring for her friends, treating their wounds and encouraging them whenever they started to fall behind.

He asked warmly, "How goes your training?"

"Tough as always. By the way, I have a question about the movement arts you taught me previously…"

"Ask away."

As they walked through the forest, the two caught a few birds for dinner, but when they returned, they found the boys fast asleep and snoring away.

Watching the birds roasting over the fire, Yeo Min asked quietly, "Erm, Mr. Baek... Who do you think the Scarlet Tiger Boss really is?"

"He's probably connected to the Bloody Ripper."

"What?" Yeo Min's eyes widened at the mention of one of the Ten Great Villains.

"Don't worry, I'm quite sure he's not the Bloody Ripper himself, but the man's disciple or junior brother."

According to Cheoldu, the Scarlet Tiger Boss used a claw technique that stained his fingernails red, which was strikingly similar to the Bloody Ripper's style.

"Aren't you scared, Mr. Baek? You might end up fighting one of the Ten Great Villains."

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. It was one thing if it was one of the Three Blights, but he didn't see the Bloody Ripper as much of a threat, especially if he went all out. Still, he had no intention of fighting the Bloody Ripper if he could help it. His goal was to catch the Scarlet Tiger Boss and save Wiji Cheon before more variables popped up.

"I'll catch him before we even get to the Valley of Evil," he said confidently.

Impressed, Yeo Min quietly murmured, "You're always so confident, Mr. Baek."

"Self-confidence is the mark of the capable."

"You sure know how to boast…" Sighing, Yeo Min crouched down and stared blankly into the fire. She may have been in better shape than the others, but she was clearly still tired.

For a while, Baek Suryong watched her in silence.

"By the way…" he suddenly began.

"Yes?"

His gaze rested on Yeo Min's hair, illuminated by the fire, where strands of white could be seen peeking through the black.

"I've been meaning to ask… what's that medicine you take every day?"

Yeo Min flinched.
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"When did you figure it out?" Yeo Min snapped, hunching over like a bristling hedgehog and glaring daggers at Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong replied softly, "I've known for a while. You've been secretly taking pills twice a day, morning and night."

Yeo Min frowned, but remained silent.

Baek Suryong watched her reaction calmly. She had been careful, but inside the White Dragon Manor, there was no hiding anything from his sharp eyes. Concerned, he asked again, "Are you sick? Or do you have some kind of unusual constitution? From what I've seen during your training, though, you don't seem to be seriously ill."

"I'm..." Yeo Min hesitated.

Everyone had something they'd rather keep hidden, and normally Baek Suryong wasn't one to pry. However, this involved a student's health, and he couldn't just let it go.

Come to think of it, I've never had a real conversation with her.

Unlike the boys, he hadn't had long talks with Yeo Min, not because she was a woman, but because she always kept her distance and avoided such moments.

"I know this isn't the best time, but if I don't ask now, I might not get another chance," he pressed.

"......"

"If it's a secret, I'll keep it. Just tell me. Maybe I can help. You know I specialize in treating qi deviation and rehabilitating delinquents..."

"It's none of your concern, Mr. Baek." Yeo Min cut him off, shaking her head firmly and forcing a strained and obviously fake smile. "We're just in a contractual relationship, right? Isn't it awkward when an employer gets too curious about his employee's private life?"

"......" Baek Suryong fell silent. Unlike the other students, Yeo Min was only learning martial arts for money, just like she had danced at the Golden Dragon Inn for a living.

Is her obsession with money connected to the medicine?

Baek Suryong's gaze was once again drawn to the few strands of white hair peeking through Yeo Min's otherwise black locks, but the desperate look in her eyes made him hesitate to ask her about it.

Yeo Min pleaded, "Just like we agreed, I'll enter the Heavenly Martial Festival's movement arts competition. I'm not confident about winning, but since you're paying me, I'll definitely do my best. You promised me a big bonus if I get first place, right? So nothing else really matters, does it?"

"……" After a brief pause, Baek Suryong nodded. "Okay. Nothing else matters."

For a moment, Yeo Min's expression hardened, but she quickly returned to her usual self. "Phew. That's a relief. I was worried you'd keep pestering me for answers."

"Do I seem like that kind of person to you?"

"You just proved that you're not, right?" Yeo Min giggled, sticking her tongue out playfully, before standing up.

Baek Suryong shot her a puzzled look. "Where are you going?"

"I saw a stream nearby just now, so I'm going to wash up. After two days of running, I must smell awful... Wait, don't tell me you're planning to sneak a peek?"

"I'm not interested in kids."

"You're not that much older than me!" Yeo Min pouted, then vanished in a flash using her movement arts.

Baek Suryong watched her disappear into the distance, then lay down on the ground, resting his head on his arms. A sea of stars shimmered brilliantly in the night sky, as if threatening to rain down and drown him at any moment.

"A contractual relationship, huh? For something like that, she sure seemed sincere about trying to save her fellow student. Seriously, why does it seem like everyone who comes to the White Dragon Manor has a story to tell?"

Sighing softly, Baek Suryong closed his eyes.
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Two days later.

"We'll catch up within the hour," Baek Suryong announced, glancing back at his students. "How's everyone holding up?"

"I'm fine."

"Ready to fight."

"I can keep going as long as needed."

After four days of relentless pursuit, the students' cheeks were hollow and their bodies pushed to the limit. They had climbed mountain after mountain, using movement arts all the while. Several times, they had come close to fainting, and even now they were waging a constant war against their own fatigue.

I was sure that at least half of them would drop out, Baek Suryong mused. He hadn't gone easy on the students at all. Rescuing Wiji Cheon was his priority, and he couldn't risk slowing down even if it meant he had to abandon them. Still, the four had kept up, sometimes encouraging each other through gritted teeth, sometimes lending a hand and pulling a straggler along.

Their resolve has definitely strengthened.

In martial arts, it's not how long one trains that matters. What matters is how hard one concentrates, and the past four days had pushed his students to their limits, forcing them to give everything they had.

They've done well.

Baek Suryong thought about praising them, but decided to save it for after they had saved Wiji Cheon. Instead, he gave his next instruction in a matter-of-fact tone, "We'll slow down a bit so we don't tip off the enemy. Be ready to fight at any moment."

"Understood."

Soon, the Scarlet Tiger Boss came into view, carrying Wiji Cheon over his shoulder like a sack of rice.

"Gotcha," Baek Suryong murmured in a low, chilling voice as he signaled for everyone to quietly close the distance, staying far enough back to avoid detection.

"Remember the plan? Stick to it."

The students all nodded without a word, their eyes as sharp as their teacher's. Instead of rushing forward, they relaxed their muscles and circulated their qi in preparation for the upcoming battle. If the Scarlet Tiger Boss used Wiji Cheon as a hostage, it could complicate things, so they had carefully planned their strategy beforehand.

"Begin!" Baek Suryong commanded.

Hyonwon Kang, Geo Sangwoong, and Ya Suhyeok immediately split off in three directions, dashing forward, while Yeo Min leapt into the trees after exchanging a glance with Baek Suryong. Her light, agile form flitted through the branches, quickly reaching a higher vantage point.

"STOP RIGHT THERE, YOU SON OF A BITCH!" Hyonwon Kang roared, his voice echoing through the mountains.

The Scarlet Tiger Boss widened his eyes at the sight of Hyonwon Kang blocking his path. "Oho? What do we have here?"

Hyonwon Kang stormed forward, his face twisted in fury like a demon on the warpath.

Twisting his head around, Wiji Cheon called out, "S-Senior!"

"Cheon! Are you okay?" Hyonwon Kang asked worriedly.

He wasn't alone. From both sides, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok appeared, their auras flaring as they moved in to surround the Scarlet Tiger Boss.

"We came to get you, junior," Geo Sangwoong said.

"You talked big, but here you are, getting yourself kidnapped," Ya Suhyeok added with a smirk.

The Scarlet Tiger Boss stopped in his tracks, tilting his head. "I knew someone would come eventually, but I didn't think kids like you would be the first to arrive."

Hyonwon Kang drew his blade, pointing it directly at the Scarlet Tiger Boss, his voice brimming with killing intent as he bellowed, "Hey, if you don't want to die, put our junior down, now!"

"Alright, alright. I was just about to take a break anyway," the Scarlet Tiger Boss chuckled, then casually dropped Wiji Cheon like discarding trash.

Wiji Cheon, his acupoints sealed, fell to the ground helplessly. Turning his head, the only part of him still able to move, he screamed, "R-Run! You can't beat him with just the three of you!"

"...Junior, give us some credit. We're not that bad."

"Shut up, little punk. The three of us are more than enough."

The trio tightened their circle, closing in. 

The Scarlet Tiger Boss watched them lazily, a sly grin on his face. "Is this really all you've got? Or are there more surprises…?"

Before he could finish, Hyonwon Kang charged at him, yelling, "Die!"

"URAAGH!"

"HAAAP!"

From both sides, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok attacked simultaneously.

Watching their synchronized movements, the Scarlet Tiger Boss muttered to himself, "For your age, you're not bad. Unfortunately... you kids won't live long enough to get any better."

His grin broadened, and his fingernails morphed into blood-red claws as he slashed at the oncoming Hyonwon Kang. Just then, a torrent of hidden weapons rained down from above. It was Yeo Min, who had been hiding in the trees.

"Ha! I knew it! You sneaky little brats!" the Scarlet Tiger Boss laughed, swatting Yeo Min's hidden weapons away with his right hand and deflecting Hyonwon Kang's dao with his left.

Siezing the moment, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok closed in from the sides, their powerful punches whistling through the air. 

Seeing the huge fists filling up his vision, the Scarlet Tiger Boss leaned back, dodging the attacks with ease, all the while still grinning smugly. "Impressive!" he praised.

However, there was one ambusher he failed to notice.

"Is this funny to you? Because I'm not laughing," a voice said from right behind him.

Startled, the Scarlet Tiger Boss whirled around, slashing the ground with his crimson claws. Deep gouges formed in the earth, but Baek Suryong had already closed the distance.

Their eyes met, and Baek Suryong smiled icily. "I'm not letting you off easy."

"...Fuck."

SPLAT!

As Moon Shadow traced a silver arc through the air, it drew a red line from the Scarlet Tiger Boss's left shoulder to his right abdomen.

An instant later, blood gushed from the wound like a fountain.

"Urgh..." the Scarlet Tiger Boss groaned, staggering.

"It's not over yet," Baek Suryong added, stepping forward. Sheathing Moon Shadow, he instead drew the Black Dragon Pointer and swiftly struck the Scarlet Tiger Boss's acupoints, sealing them.

The Scarlet Tiger Boss convulsed violently, his body trembling as though struck by lightning, before collapsing to his knees.

Baek Suryong turned to Wiji Cheon.

"Mr. Baek..." Wiji Cheon whimpered weakly.

"Hold still for a moment." Unsealing Wiji Cheon's acupoints, Baek Suryong helped him sit up and checked his condition. "You don't seem badly hurt. How are you feeling?"

"......" Wiji Cheon opened his mouth to reply, but just then, a scream rang out from behind Baek Suryong.

"Mr. Baek! Behind you! He's not down yet!" Hyonwon Kang shouted.

"Kekeke..." Giggling, the Scarlet Tiger Boss, who should have been incapacitated, slowly rose to his feet. His wound had stopped bleeding, and his flesh was healing quickly. His wild hair turned pure white in an instant, and the whites of his eyes became dyed completely black.

"So you're the teacher the boy talked about? You're strong. Really strong," he laughed, his voice twisted and eerie as the dark energy emanating from him intensified.

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue in disdain. He wasn't really shocked. After all, no normal human could run nonstop for four days while carrying another person.

"The current murim is in an era of peace? What a joke. Demonic arts are everywhere these days," he grumbled. Handing Wiji Cheon over to his students, he ordered, "Take Cheon and fall back."

The Scarlet Tiger Boss, now fully transformed into a white-haired demon, grinned widely. "Before we fight, let me tell you something. I poisoned your student earlier."

Baek Suryong froze. "…What?"

The Scarlet Tiger Boss cackled, his laughter filled with malice. "There's no antidote. Only the Demon Doctor in the Valley of Evil can cure him."

Baek Suryong's eyes flicked to Wiji Cheon, whose pale face confirmed the truth of those words.

"Kekeke… Kuhahaha!" Seeing Baek Suryong and his students digest the revelation, the Scarlet Tiger Boss continued to gloat, his voice dark and sinister.

Finally, Baek Suryong whispered softly, "You're saying there's no antidote? You're sure?"

"That's right. Even if you kill me, you won't find one. If you want to save him, you'll have to go to the Valley of Evil."

"......"

"So, hand him over to me. I'll turn him into the fourth Blight and return him to you in ten years," the Scarlet Tiger Boss offered, his madness and disturbing fixation on Wiji Cheon sending shivers down the students' spines.

Baek Suryong, however, was unaffected. "I see. I guess I'll just have to kill you and hunt down the Demon Doctor myself, then."

"Kekeke... Huh?" When the meaning of Baek Suryong's words finally hit him, the Scarlet Tiger Boss's laughter faltered. To confirm what he thought he'd just heard, he looked into Baek Suryong's eyes…

What the fuck...?!

The moment he saw those chillingly clear, crimson eyes, he felt every muscle in his body tense in fear.

"You filthy scum... How dare you lay a hand on my student?" Baek Suryong whispered.
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"You're planning to attack the Valley of Evil? Pfft... HAHAHA!" Desperate to hide the fact that he had been momentarily intimidated by Baek Suryong, the Scarlet Tiger Boss laughed derisively. "Are you stupid? Do you really think the Valley of Evil is a place just anyone can walk into?"

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong wasn't an opponent who would be rattled by trash talk. Smirking, he sneered back, "It's not that just anyone can't go there. It's that no one wants to. Who in their right mind would willingly step into a stinking garbage dump?"

"You insolent brat…" the Scarlet Tiger Boss snarled, releasing even more menacing energy. 

At the sight of the white hair flying in the air, the clothes flapping wildly, and the pure black eyes focused on them, the students' faces quickly paled.

"No way... Mr. Baek! That man is the White-Haired Demon!" Geo Sangwoong shouted, connecting the current appearance of the Scarlet Tiger Boss with the alias of an infamous villain.

Hyonwon Kang, visibly unnerved by the thick killing intent in the air, rubbed his arms to chase away the goosebumps. "Who's the White-Haired Demon?"

"He's one of the murim's most notorious criminals, and is responsible for the slaughter of dozens of Murim Alliance warriors and hundreds of innocent civilians. He's also a disciple of the Bloody Ripper, one of the Ten Great Villains," Geo Sangwoong explained.

As the words sunk in, the faces of the other students grew grim.

"…Wouldn't a guy like that be ranked just below the Ten Great Villains?"

"Good heavens…"

"What's a guy like that doing hiding out in the Scarlet Tiger Gang?"

Can Mr. Baek really win? Unease spread across the faces of the students as they glanced between the White-Haired Demon and Baek Suryong. The White-Haired Demon was an infamous martial arts master in his prime. Baek Suryong was undoubtedly strong, but could he truly defeat a demon from the unorthodox sects, someone feared throughout the entire jianghu?

Noticing their anxiety, the White-Haired Demon smiled. "Fufu, it seems my fame is still undiminished. Look how frightened your students are."

"Tsk tsk, that's not fame, it's infamy. Don't you have any shame, boasting like that? Well, I guess you don't, seeing as you're hardly a decent human being," Baek Suryong taunted.

"Are you incapable of keeping your mouth shut…? Fine, I'll tear it apart for you."

In a flash, the White-Haired Demon's form blurred. Before anyone realized it, he was already standing in front of Baek Suryong and slashing toward Baek Suryong's face.

Fortunately, Baek Suryong drew his sword, Moon Shadow, just in time to block the attack.

CLANG!

The force of the blow sent Baek Suryong sliding back over three meters, while the White-Haired Demon stood unmoved, laughing.

"I-I could barely see what happened!"

"They were so fast…"

The students' faces drained of color as they replayed the scene in their minds. The speed the White-Haired Demon had just displayed was on an entirely different level than before he started using demonic arts.

"Hey, Teacher. Just because you got a sneak attack in, you thought you were stronger than me? Hmph! Sneak attacks are for the weak. A real master doesn't need such tricks," the White-Haired Demon sneered.

Hmm, this isn't some ordinary demonic art. He's mixing it with deceptive footwork, Baek Suryong thought, wordlessly wiping the blood from his lips with the back of his hand. Though slight, the first attack had left him with internal injuries.

Ignoring Baek Suryong, the White-Haired Demon cast his sinister-looking eyes toward the students. "I'm going to kill all of you right here, right now, then take my disciple to the Valley of Evil. If you want to blame someone, blame your teacher for bringing you here."

The students gritted their teeth as the overwhelming killing intent washed over them, yet not a single one of them backed down. Every one of them stood their ground, ready to fight.

The White-Haired Demon let out a sigh of amusement, "Well, you've all got some guts. Staying conscious in the face of my killing intent? That's something, at least."

His creepy, glossy black eyes slithered over each student, making them flinch as he licked his lips. "You know what? I've changed my mind. I'll take one more disciple. Whoever kneels first will get the chance."

He grinned, fully expecting at least one of Baek Suryong's students to waver. However, he couldn't have been more wrong.

"Fucking bastard."

"Shut up and fight us."

"I'd rather bite my tongue and die than become your disciple."

"Who the hell do you think you are, spewing nonsense like that?"

All of the students glared at him, boldly rejecting his offer.

"How dare you…!" the White-Haired Demon growled, his killing intent growing even more oppressive.

Before he could make another move, however, Baek Suryong stepped forward, blocking his path. 

Smiling in satisfaction, Baek Suryong laughed, "Did you hear that? My unruly students would rather die than become your disciple."

"You think they'll still be able to talk like that after I rip out their eyes and sever their limbs?"

"It's pointless to imagine something that'll never happen," Baek Suryong scoffed, releasing his own aura and causing his eyes to glow crimson once more as he invoked the Heaven Defying Divine Art, though his hair color remained unchanged.

Without looking back, he warned his students, "You kids stay back, or you might get caught in the crossfire."

"Fufu, shouldn't you be more concerned with your own survival?" the White-Haired Demon chuckled. Moving like a ghost, he appeared suddenly in front of Baek Suryong, saying, "You should be thinking about escaping, not worrying about others."

The two clashed again, sword meeting claws. Soon, Baek Suryong found himself being pushed back again.

"I will kill you in the most brutal way possible, right in front of your students," the White-Haired Demon leaned in and whispered in Baek Suryong's ear, his breath hot.

Baek Suryong scrunched up his nose. "You don't brush your teeth, do you?"

"Hmph. I'll enjoy seeing how long you can keep running that mouth."

The battle dragged on, and Baek Suryong subtly furrowed his brows. Each clash of weapons sent tremors through his body, worsening his internal injuries. Aside from Namgung Jaehak and Skysword, the two Ten Supremes he had previously met, this White-Haired Demon was undeniably the most formidable opponent he had ever faced.

Should I unleash the Heaven Defying Divine Art at full power? No, I can't. Once I reach the Seventh Star, I'll be able to hide the physical changes, but now... Damn it!

Baek Suryong bit his lip. His eyes were already red. If he used the Heaven Defying Divine Art at full strength, his hair would also turn red, and as far as he knew, the Heaven Defying Divine Art was the only martial art in existence that would turn both a person's eyes and hair red at the same time. Therefore, he couldn't risk anyone witnessing that transformation, not even his own students.

Noticing the crimson glow in Baek Suryong's eyes, the White-Haired Demon sneered, "Blood-red eyes? Aren't you also a demonic martial artist?"

"Don't be silly, demonic arts make people ugly, just like you. What I've mastered is a divine art."

"I'll rip that fucking mouth apart!" Angered, the White-Haired Demon's energy surged as he slashed down even more ferociously, sending ten waves of claw qi ripping through the air that shredded everything in their path. 

Even Baek Suryong's clothes were torn under the relentless attack, spraying blood in every direction.

"Mr. Baek!"

"That bastard!"

Shocked and angry, the students launched their attacks. Hyonwon Kang hurled his blade qi at the White-Haired Demon, while Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok charged in, fists wrapped in swirling winds. Yeo Min, her lips pressed together in determination, reached for her hidden weapons, ready to throw them at any moment.

However, Baek Suryong, still facing away from them, said calmly, "I thought I told you guys to stay back."

"But…"

"Don't you trust me?"

The simple question made the students freeze in their tracks, putting an end to any further attempts to intervene. Blood continued to drip from the wounds that were visible through his torn martial arts uniform, but the sight of Baek Suryong standing tall and unshaken reassured them.

The White-Haired Demon raised his reddened hands in the air, his expression manic with glee. "Kuhaha! You actually managed to block that? Impressive! But you know what? With your pathetic martial arts, it's impossible for you to defeat the world's greatest technique, the Blood Jade Claws!"

With those words, his dagger-sharp claws grew even longer. Mastering the Blood Jade Claws had made his hands powerful enough to crush stone like tofu and tear steel like paper.

Baek Suryong's eyebrow twitched. "…My pathetic martial arts?"

The Heaven Defying Divine Art was the most destructive martial art in existence. If he unleashed its full power right now, he was certain that he would not only be able to kill the White-Haired Demon in an instant, but he could also leisurely rip out his claws, crush his limbs, and slowly torture that smug grin off his face.

"Trash like you..." Baek Suryong began, but he was immediately interrupted.

"Kuhahaha!" The White-Haired Demon threw his head back, laughing like a madman, his voice echoing through the sky. "The Blood Jade Claws is the greatest martial art in the world! I'll train my disciple to become the strongest master and prove it to everyone!"

At that moment, Baek Suryong realized his mistake. Confronted with such a powerful martial art, he had let his desire to crush the opponent with sheer strength take over. He had been tempted to overpower the White-Haired Demon simply to prove the superiority of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Baek Suryong shook his head. When did I start thinking like this?

In the past, even though his qi center was damaged and he couldn't use any inner arts, he had still managed to fight his way out of every unfavorable situation that he'd run into. Relying on brute force alone had never been his style.

Besides, I'm not even at a disadvantage now.

In addition to the Heaven Defying Divine Art, Baek Suryong had also mastered the ultimate techniques left by his four masters, but in his anger over Wiji Cheon's poisoning, he seemed to have forgotten that.

His hair, which had begun turning red, returned to its original color, and the blood-red glow in his eyes faded.

Seeing this, the White-Haired Demon clicked his tongue in frustration. "You're giving up already? How disappointing."

"There's no need to be disappointed. Warmup's over, and our fight is only just beginning," Baek Suryong replied with a slight smile as his entire demeanor changed, becoming more relaxed, his movements smoother. Turning to his anxious students, he lectured, "Pay attention. I'll show you how to use the martial arts I taught you in real combat."

With that, Baek Suryong began to display, one after another, the forgotten techniques of four absolute murim masters.
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Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok watched the battle with their mouths agape, their eyes transfixed on Baek Suryong.

"His defense is rock solid…"

"But also… so dexterous and versatile…"

Baek Suryong's muscles, honed by the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, were as hard as stone, yet somehow, they moved with astonishing flexibility. In one moment, he would explode with power, and in the next, he flowed like water, deflecting attacks with effortless grace.

"How is that even possible?"

"Do you think we'll ever be able to do that?"

The precision with which Baek Suryong controlled every part of his body sent chills down their spines, leaving them in awe—not just as students, but also as martial artists who specialized in external arts.

Beside them, Hyonwon Kang's eyes widened in shock. "The Asura Blood Heaven Blade…"

Although Baek Suryong was using a sword instead of a dao, Hyonwon Kang, who had learned the martial art, could tell that the essence of his technique, with its distinctive might, unmistakably belonged to the Asura Blood Heaven Blade.

"S-So that's the real Asura Blood Heaven Blade…" he murmured, suddenly feeling small and inadequate. Up until this moment, he thought he had learned the technique properly, but now he realized that he had only grasped the form without the substance. 

Clenching his fists in renewed determination, he swore to himself, "One day, I'll definitely…"

Just then, the Asura Blood Heaven Blade slashed through the White-Haired Demon's shoulder, drawing a scream of agony.

"Keuaaah! Damn you! Get away from me!" the White-Haired Demon roared, releasing ten waves of claw qi from both hands.

In response, Baek Suryong easily stepped aside, smoothly dodging the attack with the Ice Moon Goddess's signature technique, the Snow Shadow Steps.

Mesmerized by the sight, Yeo Min whispered, "How beautiful…"

Despite the deadly web of claw qi filling the air, Baek Suryong danced through it all, not leaving even a shadow behind.

"Keuaaah! You damned rat!" the White-Haired Demon shrieked in fury, wildly swinging his hands. Claw qi slashed and tore through the air, destroying everything around them, yet not a single strike touched Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong calmly came to a halt and raised his sword into a mid-guard position.

"T-That… That's the Unlimited Sword's starting stance…" Wiji Cheon mumbled, sensing the overwhelming power emanating from the blade despite his vision being clouded by the poison.

One by one, Baek Suryong flawlessly demonstrated the martial arts he had taught his students.


Chapter 146: The Handsome Playboy Baek Muryong

Where the fuck did this lunatic come from?!

The White-Haired Demon couldn't believe what was happening. Moments ago, the fight had clearly been in his favor, but suddenly Baek Suryong's demeanor and fighting style changed completely, as if he wasn't the same man he'd been when the battle began.

CLANG!

The White-Haired Demon paled, barely managing to deflect Baek Suryong's strike. "How? How can you use so many martial arts at the same time...?" he mumbled, his voice quivering with disbelief.

Baek Suryong's movements were unpredictable. One moment he would fight like an external arts master, delivering powerful strikes with solid defense. The next, he would switch to a powerful and vicious blade technique. Then, as if that weren't enough, he dodged with footwork so precise it seemed otherworldly, following it up with swordsmanship so precise it sent shivers down the White-Haired Demon's spine. 

Normally, learning so many martial arts techniques would spread a person too thin, yet Baek Suryong's execution was so flawless, the White-Haired Demon felt as if he was fighting against several experts who were attacking him from all sides simultaneously. 

Soon, as he struggled to keep up, his movements grew desperate and frantic.

This is impossible! No one can do this...

Although the White-Haired Demon wasn't considered one of the greatest murim masters, he had always believed that his Blood Jade Claws were on par with their martial arts. Now, he realized how wrong he had been. Every technique Baek Suryong used rivaled the most advanced martial arts of legend.

Did he really master all these techniques at such a young age?

It defied logic. No one should be capable of such a feat. However, if Baek Suryong was truly a heaven-sent genius, someone who was destined for greatness, someone who was fated to become the world's strongest, then maybe, just maybe, it was possible.

A surge of rage and despair flooded the White-Haired Demon's mind. His envy and resentment boiled over, and with a monstrous grimace, he roared, "AAARGH! You motherfucker! Stop running away like a rat and face me head-on!"

At the sound of the White-Haired Demon's qi-enhanced voice, the students winced in pain and quickly covered their ears.

Only Baek Suryong met his wrath with an unwavering gaze and a faint smile, chuckling, "What are you talking about? I'm not running away, I'm too busy beating you up."

Nevertheless, as the battle progressed, Baek Suryong's smile grew wider and wider. The moment he stopped relying solely on the Heaven Defying Divine Art, a whole host of new insights bubbled up in his mind, allowing him to seamlessly integrate the various martial arts his masters had taught him.

The four martial arts… they can definitely be used at the same time. No, maybe… maybe they can even be merged into a new martial art?

He was ecstatic. Even though he hadn't mastered even half of what his masters had taught him, and mastering just one of the martial arts might take him a lifetime, he had gained a little bit of enlightenment in this battle. It wasn't much, just a glimpse of something greater, something he wasn't sure he could fully grasp yet, but it was definitely there.

What shall I call it? Eh… I'll come up with a name for it later. For now, I need to focus on the raging madman.

Baek Suryong smirked. "Thanks to you, I've gained a lot of insight into my martial arts."

The White-Haired Demon's eyes flashed with rage as he charged at Baek Suryong, his long white hair whipping wildly behind him. "Are you mocking me?! The Blood Jade Claws is the ultimate martial art! That's why you keep dodging like a rat! You're afraid to face me directly, aren't you?"

Known for his obsession with martial arts, the White-Haired Demon was usually composed and rational, but the moment anyone challenged his pride in martial arts, he completely lost control—just like now.

As the White-Haired Demon's attack blazed towards him, Baek Suryong smoothly sidestepped and swung his sword at the back of the man's hand, sighing disappointedly, "Sigh... Tell you what. To express my gratitude, I'll show you how pathetic your martial arts really are."

BANG!

Even with sword qi infused into the strike, the White-Haired Demon's hands, fortified by the Blood Jade Claws, remained unscathed.

"See? My hands are still intact! Your pathetic sword can't even scratch the Blood Jade Claws!" the White-Haired Demon let out a crazed laugh, holding up his glistening blood-red hands as if to show them off. 

"I'll break them."

"What?"

"I said, I'm going to break them. Watch carefully," Baek Suryong replied coldly as he raised his sword again, eyes glinting with icy determination.

CLANG! BOOM! WHAM!

Baek Suryong relentlessly targeted the White-Haired Demon's hands. While he had ample opportunity to strike at other vital points, from the head to the heart to the throat, Baek Suryong opted to focus all of his attacks on his opponent's hands.

And so, little by little, cracks began to form on the Blood Jade Claws.

Panic setting in, the White-Haired Demon howled, "S-Stop it! Stop, I said!" 

Still, Baek Suryong didn't stop. He continued to slash, his strokes unwavering and precise, until finally the technique that had taken the White-Haired Demon decades and the blood of countless victims to perfect finally began to crumble.

CRACK… CRACK...

"No… no! Please, stop! Stop!" The White-Haired Demon's eyes filled with horror as he watched his cherished Blood Jade Claws break apart before his very eyes. With a heart-wrenching scream, he collapsed to his knees, staring in disbelief at the shattered remnants of his most prized technique.

"M-My Blood Jade Claws…"

His eyes dimmed, hollow and lifeless, as if his soul had been shattered along with the claws. For a man whose entire existence revolved around martial arts, seeing his greatest weapon destroyed had broken his spirit.

"Hoo..." Baek Suryong sheathed his sword and breathed deeply to collect himself. Then, glancing around at his students, he noticed that they were staring back at him in stunned silence. 

Grinning, he remarked cheekily, "Well, I think that's enough of a martial arts demonstration, no?"

The students, finally shaking off their shock, hurriedly nodded and rushed over, surrounding Baek Suryong with cheers and admiration.

"Y-Yes!"

"That was amazing!"

"Teacher, you're incredible!"

"Mr. Baek! Can you teach me that step technique again?!"

"What's this? Why are delinquents like you suddenly acting all respectful?" Baek Suryong gasped, pretending to be horrified at their over-the-top reactions. Yet, the smile tugging at the corners of his mouth betrayed his amusement.

"First, tend to Wiji Cheon," he said gently, exasperated.

"Ah, yes!" Geo Sangwoong exclaimed, quickly scooping up Wiji Cheon, who was sweating profusely and was on the verge of fainting.

Baek Suryong checked Wiji Cheon's pulse. "Does anyone have emergency medicine?"

"I've got some healing pills from the Trading Company," Geo Sangwoong said, offering the pills.

Baek Suryong administered the medicine, stabilizing Wiji Cheon's condition. It wasn't enough to completely counteract the poison, but it would slow down its effects. Fortunately, the poison didn't seem to act quickly, and Wiji Cheon's symptoms slowly improved.

After checking his pulse once more, Baek Suryong turned toward the students. "Take him and step aside. I have something to discuss with that man."

The students nodded and quietly moved away, realizing that Baek Suryong likely planned to interrogate the White-Haired Demon.

When he was sure the students were out of sight and earshot, Baek Suryong approached the empty-eyed man.

"Heh… you think you can torture me into talking? Just kill me already," the White-Haired Demon snarled. He had looked like a man in his prime when Baek Suryong first saw him, but due to the destruction of his demonic art, he now resembled a frail old man, his wispy white hair making him look like a ghost of his former self.

Regardless, Baek Suryong grabbed a fistful of his hair without hesitation. "You'll die, but not before you tell me everything about the Valley of Evil."

"Heh, why should I? You can't threaten me with death. There's nothing you can do…"

"Oh, there is, and you'll know how soon. Now, look into my eyes," Baek Suryong whispered, activating the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

In an instant, his eyes and hair turned blood red, and the Blood Demon Eyes burned into the White-Haired Demon's soul.

"White-Haired Demon. Look into my eyes."

Although Baek Suryong wanted to stop relying solely on the Heaven Defying Divine Art to fight, he wasn't averse to using the abilities he possessed.

"Wha-wha-what...?" the White-Haired Demon stammered, trembling violently as though he had been struck by a bolt of lightning. 

As someone obsessed with martial arts, he knew exactly what he was witnessing. It was something he'd once heard from his Senior Brother, the Bloody Ripper. 

There was only one martial art in the murim that could turn someone's eyes and hair blood red, but the very thought of the name sent shivers down his spine. It was a name few dared to speak in public. Only in the shadows did they dare to whisper it.

"C-Could it be… are you the B-Blood De-… gah!"

Before the White-Haired Demon could finish his line, though, Baek Suryong reached out and grabbed his throat, his fingers tightening around it. Releasing the full force of his killing intent, he stated emotionlessly, "Your technique… it resembles the Demonic Strategist's Black Death Claws."

Just mentioning the Demonic Strategist made Baek Suryong's blood boil, but this was necessary. Grinding his teeth, he continued, "What is your connection to the Blood Cult? Is the Valley of Evil their creation, or only linked to them?"

"I-I have no connection to the Blood Cult…" the White-Haired Demon choked, his eyes rolling back as he began to drool uncontrollably. 

SSSHHHH…

Noticing the madman pissing his pants, Baek Suryong abruptly released him, dropping him to the ground with a loud thud. With a look of utter disgust, he snapped, "Tell me everything you know about the Valley of Evil. If you do, I'll grant you a swift death."

"Y-Yes…"

The White-Haired Demon prostrated himself, spilling every detail he knew without hesitation.
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"......"

"Why the long face, Mr. Baek?"

Even though Baek Suryong had successfully extracted information from the White-Haired Demon, his expression was anything but pleased. He stood silent for a moment, going over what he'd just learned in his mind. 

Finally, he remarked, "The Valley of Evil... it's more fortified than I thought."

The White-Haired Demon had described the place as a natural fortress, nearly impossible to breach.


"Due to its geography, the valley is naturally difficult to infiltrate, and after the Murim Alliance's last raid, its defenses have also been greatly strengthened. Currently, there are wards all around the valley, and high-level martial artists patrol at all hours of the day. Even the gatekeepers are martial experts. With all those safeguards in place, I'm quite sure that not even a supreme master will be able to sneak in unnoticed."



"I was planning to sneak in, abduct the Demon Doctor, and be out before they noticed... Damn it!"

As the Blood Demon Eyes guaranteed that the White-Haired Demon couldn't lie, Baek Suryong had to accept his words as the truth. With infiltration off the table, his only option left was direct confrontation.

It could work... but we're running out of time.

According to the White-Haired Demon, the poison would fully spread within three days. Even with the medicine from the Golden Dragon Trading Company, Wiji Cheon wouldn't last more than another day or two.

Baek Suryong frowned, lost in thought.

Suddenly, Hyonwon Kang suggested, "Mr. Baek, if sneaking in's not an option, why don't we just walk in? You know, boldly, right through the front door?"

It was the kind of idea only a true delinquent could come up with.

"What?" Baek Suryong asked, confused.

"Think about it. It's the Valley of Evil, right? If we disguise ourselves as evil villains, wouldn't they just let us through?"

"That's cra…" Baek Suryong trailed off as he looked around at his students. They all had a rough, almost villainous look about them, especially Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok, whose faces could pass for seasoned criminals even by Baek Suryong's standards.

Hyonwon Kang frowned. "Why are you looking at us like that?"

Baek Suryong chuckled, "You know what? You're right."

"Wait, what?"

It seems like disguising ourselves won't even take much effort.
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"Yaaawn…"

At the entrance to the Valley of Evil, three expert martial artists sat lazily atop a large rock, bored out of their minds.

A hulking man with a massive axe slung over his shoulder grumbled, "I'm soooo bored. We haven't had any decent new recruits lately."

"Hey, lumberjack, if you're so bored, why don't you go chop some firewood or something?" a man with narrow, slitted eyes and a serrated blade at his waist teased, grinning slyly.

"What? Fucking butcher bastard, you courting death?"

"Heh, feeling stiff? Maybe we should loosen up a bit, just like old days."

Just as the two men were about to jump off the rock and draw their weapons, however, the third man interrupted, "Both of you, shut up. You're disturbing my meditation."

Grumbling, the other two climbed back onto the rock. These three men—Hell Axe, Wolf Fang Blade, and Blue Eyed Freak—were the notorious gatekeepers of the Valley of Evil.

"...Someone's coming," Blue Eyed Freak said, suddenly awakening from his meditation. He stood up, his unusual deep blue eyes fixed on several figures approaching in the distance.

Before long, five people reached the base of the rock. Each one had a face that screamed "I'm a villain!", but the two at the front were particularly intimidating, even to the gatekeepers.

Hell Axe stepped forward. "Who are you?" he demanded.

One of the two roughest-looking men stepped up, slinging a dao over his shoulder. Grinning wickedly, he said, "Greetings, brothers. We're the Zhejiang Five Devils. We heard about the Valley of Evil's reputation and are seeking refuge here."

He motioned to his companions, all of whom had the air of villains proud of their infamy.

"Hey, gang. Let's introduce ourselves properly. I'll go first. I'm the Crazy Asura, Hyeok Wonkang."

"I'm the Explosive Iron Fist, Ya Hyeoksu."

"...The Cold-Blooded Flying Devil, Yeo Gok."

"The Rakshasa Sword Demon... Wiji... uh, Wiji Ho."

The absurdity of their self-proclaimed aliases had the gatekeepers holding back laughter.

"Kuhaha... Huh?" Hell Axe, who had been chuckling, suddenly stopped.

His eyes landed on the man at the very back. Unlike the others, this man had a refined, almost elegant air. Too elegant, in fact, for a supposed villain, and strikingly handsome to boot.

"And who's this pretty boy?" Hell Axe asked, raising an eyebrow.

Before the man could answer, however, Hyonwon Kang slapped him on the back, cackling, "Hahaha! This here's our eldest brother, the Handsome Playboy Baek Muryong, master of bedroom arts and seduction techniques!"

"Ah, I see. Seduction techniques, huh..."

"No wonder he looks like a gigolo..."

"Damn that face, I'm jealous."

The gatekeepers, convinced by Hyonwon Kang's explanation, nodded approvingly.

Meanwhile, the so-called Handsome Playboy Baek Muryong scowled irritably as if he'd just swallowed shit.



Translator's Note: Wonkang is so dead.


Chapter 147: I Don't Want To See It

Even with the introduction, this brat... Baek Suryong maintained a smile, but inside, he was glaring daggers at Hyonwon Kang's back.

The Handsome Playboy, master of seduction techniques and bedroom arts, seriously? We all agreed on the aliases beforehand, but did Wonkang really have to introduce me like that?

Then again, it wasn't entirely Hyonwon Kang's fault. The other kids were just as much to blame. After all, a while back…


"Given your looks, the only part you can play is a pervert, right? Everyone agrees?"

"Still, 'pervert' is kind of harsh. We should at least tweak the wording."

"What about Lustful Demon? Lascivious Spirit? Pleasure Fiend? Or perhaps… the King of Coitus?"

"...Knock it off, you idiots."

"H-How about the Lustful Hero? Oh, since he's handsome, we should add the word 'handsome' to it. Something like… the Handsome Playboy?"

"Yeah, that works."

"I like it."

"Wiji Cheon, even you... Don't you realize I'm putting up with this nonsense for your sake...?"



Baek Suryong shook his head, shoving aside the unpleasant memories. They had come a long way, and if he wanted to enter the Valley of Evil, he'd have to embrace his role as the Handsome Playboy Baek Muryong.

Their first challenge was getting past the three gatekeepers standing before them.

"The Zhejiang Five Devils? Never heard of 'em... What about you guys?" Hell Axe asked, scratching his beard as he looked over at Wolf Fang Blade and Blue Eyed Freak.

The two men shook their heads.

Sizing up the Zhejiang Five Devils, Wolf Fang Blade chuckled, "Seems like they're just a bunch of country bumpkins."

Hyonwon Kang, playing the part of the Crazy Asura, furrowed his brow in annoyance as he sauntered forward. "Hey now, you called us country bumpkins? We're pretty famous back in Zhejiang. Do you have any idea how many people we've killed?"

"Oh yeah? How many, exactly?"

...Does the exact number even matter? Hyonwon Kang hesitated for a split second, but kept a sly grin, not showing any sign of being rattled. "Who can say? After I hit a hundred, I stopped keeping track. It got tedious."

"Hmm..." The gatekeepers of the Valley of Evil eyed the self-proclaimed Zhejiang Five Devils carefully.

Blue Eyed Freak, who had been silently observing from the back, finally said, "Well, their bodies look decent enough. They've definitely been training diligently, especially this Crazy Asura and Explosive Iron Fist who have remarkably well-developed builds."

Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade nodded in agreement.

"Usually, those with flashy nicknames turn out to be nobodies, but these guys don't seem like complete weaklings."

"Seems we won't need to kill them on the spot."

"We ought to at least put them to the test."

With a broad grin, Hell Axe stepped forward, saying, "Congratulations. You've just earned the right to take the test."

"Test?"

"Since you're newbies here, let me explain. There's only one rule to enter the Valley of Evil. Either you impress us and get our approval, or you kill one of us and force your way in."

Hell Axe flashed his yellowed teeth and brought down the massive axe he had been resting on his shoulder.

BOOM!

"……" Hyonwon Kang gawked at the monstrous slab of metal. Feeling a bit intimidated, he cautiously asked, "Has anyone ever actually killed a gatekeeper and gotten in?"

"The last one who succeeded was me, ten years ago. These two were already here then."

"......"

In other words, no one had defeated a gatekeeper in over a decade.

Whether we can or not, killing them isn't an option, Baek Suryong thought. If they took out a gatekeeper, they'd draw the attention of everyone in the Valley of Evil, making their mission that much harder.

Stepping forward, he said, "I've heard that being a powerful martial artist isn't the only way to get into the Valley of Evil."

Hell Axe grinned. "Yeah. As long as you show us a skill that impresses us, we'll consider it a pass. For example, you could sweet-talk us into letting you in, poison us, or if all else fails, just bribe us."

Even if martial arts weren't a villain's strong suit, entry into the Valley of Evil was still possible. In some ways, their mindset was more open than that of the orthodox sects.

"Then we'll each demonstrate our skills individually," Baek Suryong said, giving a nod to his students.

Ya Hyeoksu, the Explosive Iron Fist of the Zhejiang Five Devils, volunteered to go first, saying, "I'm pretty confident in my strength. Hey, you with the axe. How about an arm-wrestling match?"

"You talking to me?" Hell Axe raised an eyebrow. This kid wasn't even half his size, yet he was challenging him.

Ya Hyeoksu sneered, "You seem pretty strong. If I win, how about you let us pass?"

"Heh, bold little punk. Fine, step up here," Hell Axe chuckled, amused by the kid's audacity.

Before long, the two clasped hands over a broad tree stump between them, and their gazes locked, each immediately recognizing the other's formidable strength.

Hell Axe licked his lips. "Kid, since I accepted your challenge, I've got a condition of my own."

"And that is?"

"If I win, I'll chop off your arm right here and now. Still up for it?"

Ya Hyeoksu didn't flinch. Grinning and showing his white teeth, he replied, "If I lose, I'll cut it off myself and hand it to you."

"Hahaha! I like your spirit!"

With that, the match kicked off. Both men flexed their muscles at the same time, neither using any inner qi. It was a test of raw strength.

The outcome came quicker than anticipated.

CRACK!

A large dent appeared in the tree stump they were using for the match.

The Explosive Iron Fist Ya Hyeoksu stood up, smirking. "Looks like I won, huh?"

"Ugh..." Hell Axe staggered up, scowling as he inspected his arm. "Fuck, I think I might've broken something."

For a moment, Hell Axe's eyes flashed with murderous intent. Barely a moment later, however, he broke into a wide grin, as if he'd found a kindred spirit. 

"Alright. You pass. You can head in. Also... Kid, let's have a drink together when we meet inside," he said.

"You're paying, right?"

"Haha! Sure! It's on me!" Hell Axe laughed heartily, giving the Explosive Iron Fist a friendly slap on the back with his uninjured hand.

"I'll go next," Hyeok Wonkang, the Crazy Asura, announced next. Drawing his dao, he pointed it at Wolf Fang Blade, who stood there with arms crossed. "Hey, you with the dao. If I can last ten exchanges against you, will you let us through?"

"Ten exchanges?" Wolf Fang Blade snorted in disdain.

Hyeok Wonkang nodded earnestly, saying, "You're way stronger than me. I bet there aren't many in the Valley of Evil who could last ten exchanges with you. Am I right?"

The subtle compliment brought a faint smile to Wolf Fang Blade's face. Drawing his dao, a sly leer spreading across his face as he said, "Of course. Most of them can't even make me break a sweat in ten exchanges. Alright, this could be fun. Although ten exchanges is more than enough to turn you into mincemeat, if you're still alive after that, I'll let you pass."

"…I can smell the blood from here." Hyeok Wonkang winced at the sight of the weapon. Wolf Fang Blade's dao had serrated, tooth-like edges, meaning that even a slight cut would tear off chunks of flesh.

"You won't smell it for long. It'll be overpowered by the scent of your own blood," Wolf Fang Blade laughed wickedly, then lunged forward, swinging his blade.

CLANG! CLASH! SWOOSH!

"Ugh!" Hyeok Wonkang used all his might to block, dodge, and roll away, desperately trying to put some distance between them. Counterattacking didn't even cross his mind. As Baek Suryong had advised earlier, he focused solely on defense.

There's no way I can win with my current abilities, he thought, gritting his teeth. Wolf Fang Blade was so formidable that lasting a mere ten exchanges was a matter of life and death.

Still, as the fight wore on, he gradually began to notice a pattern in Wolf Fang Blade's techniques. Even in this brief period, he was improving.

Hyeok Wonkang muttered to himself, "Just a little bit more, and I'll be able to see..."

"What's with that look in your eyes?!" Wolf Fang Blade snapped, irritated that Hyeok Wonkang was beginning to anticipate his moves. Furrowing his brow, he swung his blade with full force.

CLANG!

Hyeok Wonkang's dao was knocked upward, exposing his chest. Seizing the moment, Wolf Fang Blade lunged forward.

Despair filled Hyeok Wonkang's eyes, while excitement lit up Wolf Fang Blade's.

"Stop," Blue Eyed Freak suddenly interjected.

Wolf Fang Blade halted mid-strike. Irritated, he turned to the interrupter and asked, "Why did you tell me to stop?"

"It's been over ten exchanges. The kid passed," Blue Eyed Freak explained, glaring icily at Wolf Fang Blade.

Wolf Fang Blade grumbled under his breath, but sheathed his sword as instructed. It was now clear who was in charge among the three gatekeepers.

Turning back to Hyeok Wonkang, Wolf Fang Blade asked, "Kid, what's the name of your blade technique?"

"Why do you care?"

"Oh? You'd better hope we don't meet inside."

"......"

"Hey, are you ignoring me? You little punk!"

Hyeok Wonkang didn't respond, too preoccupied replaying the fight in his mind to hear anything else.

Watching from the sidelines, Baek Suryong sighed in relief. With this, both Ya Suhyeok and Hyonwon Kang have passed the test. So far, everything's going according to plan.

The intel he'd received from the White-Haired Demon about the gatekeepers' personalities had been invaluable.

Now, only Yeo Min and Wiji Cheon remain.

Baek Suryong shot Yeo Min a glance, bidding her go next.

As requested, Yeo Min stepped forward. She was dressed as a man, her tall and slender frame making the disguise rather convincing. In a deepened voice, she introduced herself, "I am the Cold-Blooded Flying Devil, Yeo Gok. My specialty is movement arts."

"I'll take this one," Blue Eyed Freak offered. He bent down, picked up a few stones from the ground, and said to Yeo Gok, "I'll throw ten stones. As long as you dodge them all while staying within a radius of ten paces, I'll let you pass."

"Sounds fair."

WHOOSH!

A stone suddenly whizzed past Yeo Gok's cheek, barely grazing her skin.

"!!" Startled, Yeo Gok stared at Blue Eyed Freak, eyes wide.

Blue Eyed Freak smirked. "That was just a greeting. From now on, if you get hit, you'll end up dead or crippled. Do your best to stay alive!"

Yeo Gok swallowed hard and narrowed her eyes in concentration. "...Fine. Let's begin."

Seeing her focus, Blue Eyed Freak chuckled and started throwing the stones. Each one flew faster than most hidden weapons, but Yeo Gok used her movement arts to dodge. However, as time went on, she found herself cornered. Her clothes were torn, and the stones grazed perilously close to her.

At some point, Yeo Gok unconsciously began emulating the Snow Shadow Steps technique Baek Suryong had taught her.

Blue Eyed Freak's blue eyes flashed eerily. "Impressive. You're making me actually want to hit you now."

Muttering under his breath, he pulled a small dagger from his sleeve instead of another stone. The blade quivered slightly in his hand, humming with blue sword energy as he aimed it straight at Yeo Gok's heart.

"If you can dodge this as well..."

"That's enough, don't you think? You've already thrown more than ten," a cold voice interrupted from the side.

Blue Eyed Freak turned to face the speaker, only to find the Big Brother of the Zhejiang Five Devils, the so-called Handsome Playboy, staring at him impassively.

"...Seems I got a bit carried away," Blue Eyed Freak chuckled, lowering the dagger. "Fine. He passes too."

Yeo Gok collapsed to the ground, her legs giving out. 

Blue Eyed Freak glanced at her briefly, then turned back to Baek Suryong. "You're the Handsome Playboy, right? Is it your turn now?"

"Nope. I'm last," he said, stepping aside to reveal the pale-faced Wiji Cheon.

Wiji Cheon stuttered, "I-I am the Rakshasa Sword Demon. This time, you... No, I mean, I will..."

Blue Eyed Freak clicked his tongue at Wiji Cheon's pale complexion and blue lips. "You don't look so good."

"I've heard there's a skilled physician here called the Demon Doctor, and I'd like to get this kid treated. Does he truly live here?"

Blue Eyed Freak nodded, but his reply wasn't particularly encouraging, "The Demon Doctor indeed lives here, but whether he treats your friend or not depends on his mood."

"I see. Well, as long as he's there, that's good enough."

"That's what they all say," Blue Eyed Freak chuckled softly, then turned back to Wiji Cheon. "So, what are you going to show us?"

"I'll demonstrate my swordsmanship."

"Just a demonstration? Not a duel?"

"...If you like my swordsmanship, please let me in."

Blue Eyed Freak nodded and stepped back to give Wiji Cheon some space. 

"Hoo..." Wiji Cheon exhaled deeply, closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them halfway.  He slowly raised his sword, his hands trembling slightly, then with a smooth, deliberate motion, he swung it downward.

SWOOSH!

The single slash cut through the air, leaving a stinging silence in its wake. For a long time, no one spoke, and all three gatekeepers stared at Wiji Cheon, seemingly dazed.

After a long, heavy pause, they spoke almost simultaneously.

"You pass."

"...Pass."

"Go ahead inside."

It was unanimous.

I knew that would do the trick. Baek Suryong grinned. Despite being criminals, the gatekeepers were exceptional martial artists. After witnessing Wiji Cheon's talent that even the White-Haired Demon coveted, it was impossible for them not to be impressed.

Now, only I remain.

All of his students had passed, and it would be embarrassing if he failed now. Still, he had no doubt that he would succeed, no matter what the test. One didn't deserve to be a martial arts instructor without at least that much confidence.

Baek Suryong stepped forward, saying with flair, "For the final test, I will..."

"You pass," Blue Eyed Freak interrupted.

"What?"

"I said, you pass."

"Why? I had something prepared too."

"I don't want to see it."

Baek Suryong blinked in confusion, but Blue Eyed Freak took a step back, his expression becoming wary.

"You're the Handsome Playboy, right? Your specialty is seduction techniques and bedroom arts?" he asked cautiously.

"...Yes. Why?"

Blue Eyed Freak's face grew stern. "We're not interested in seeing your... um, skills in that domain," he declared firmly.

"...Who said I was going to show you that?"

For a moment, Baek Suryong seriously contemplated killing them all on the spot.


Chapter 148: The Bloody Ripper (1)

"Fufu, those guys were pretty amusing," Hell Axe remarked, setting a splint on his fractured arm. Even though he'd lost to some greenhorn juniors, he was in an excellent mood.

Fun times like these are the reason why I keep working as a gatekeeper, he mused. Besides, since he hadn't been beaten in martial arts but in arm-wrestling, his pride as a martial artist remained intact.

"Still, it's a bit of a shame. If only I were ten years younger... Anyway, I can't believe someone actually beat me, the one and only Hell Axe, in arm-wrestling! That kid's gonna go places, I tell you."

Wolf Fang Blade snorted, "Hmph. Looks like you've taken a liking to him."

Unlike his counterpart, Wolf Fang Blade was visibly displeased. Not only had the young bladesman who called himself the Crazy Asura survived ten exchanges, he had also meticulously observed his technique. Just the memory of those probing eyes irritated him, sending goosebumps up his arms.

The next time I fight him, will I be able to dominate him like I did today?

The mere thought was unsettling. 

"Those guys are suspicious. They seem to be the same types as us, but their inner arts feel too pure. That Crazy Asura's blade techniques were definitely ruthless, but... I just can't shake off the feeling that they have some other purpose," Wolf Fang Blade grumbled with a scowl.

"Eh, lots of folks come here with some agenda. As for their inner arts, it's not the first time someone from the orthodox has escaped here after committing some unforgivable crime," Hell Axe replied casually.

"Yeah, I guess that's true," Wolf Fang Blade nodded reluctantly. 

They were gatekeepers of the Valley of Evil, but they weren't obligated to kick out or kill anyone they found suspicious—unless the Murim Alliance invaded, of course. Short of something that serious, their aim was simply to enjoy toying with those who occasionally dropped by.

"By the way, Blue Eyed Freak," Hell Axe began, having finished with his splint. "About that pervert from earlier. Why'd you let him in without a test?"

"Not a pervert, the Handsome Playboy," Blue Eyed Freak corrected, staring at the entrance to the Valley of Evil where the Zhejiang Five Devils had gone with a peculiar grin.

"Same difference. Anyway, that pretty boy. Why'd you let him in without any test?"

"......" Blue Eyed Freak remained silent.

"Well? Spit it out. You know I can't stand not knowing when I'm curious. You're not the type to do that without a reason," Hell Axe pressed.

Under Hell Axe's persistent questioning, Blue Eyed Freak grinned and replied, "There was no need to test him."

"What do you mean, 'no need'?"

Recalling the look the Handsome Playboy had given him, Blue Eyed Freak said, "He's strong. While the others were undergoing the tests, he kept his eyes on us, ready to strike at any moment."

"Sure, but isn't it only natural to want to step in when one's sworn younger brothers look like they're in trouble?" Hell Axe asked.

"It wasn't just that. If things had gone wrong, he would have tried to kill us," Blue Eyed Freak explained.

"......" Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade fell silent.

The reason Blue Eyed Freak's eyes were a deep blue was because he'd mastered a special sight technique. Thanks to it, he could see things others couldn't, which is how he became the de facto leader of the Valley of Evil's gatekeepers. Of course, in terms of martial arts, he was also the strongest among the three.

"That's unsettling. Does he really have the ability to kill us?" Wolf Fang Blade asked, slightly worried.

"Well, we'd have to fight him to find out. Even my eyes can't see that much," Blue Eyed Freak admitted with a slight grin.

Radiating a ferocious killing intent, Hell Axe growled like a beast, "Damn it! If I'd known earlier, I'd have chopped off that Explosive Iron Fist's arm."

This was the Valley of Evil, a place where numerous murderous fiends who had survived unimaginable carnage lived in hiding.

"But we've already let them in, so it'd be silly to go pick a fight now... Plus, there's that rule about not messing with newcomers on their first day," Hell Axe reminded.

Despite being a collection of villains, even the Valley of Evil had its own set of rules. Otherwise, without any order or regulations, the place would have turned into a living hell ages ago.

"Well, if they last a few more days, we'll get another chance to see them," Blue Eyed Freak remarked.

The three gatekeepers gazed for a moment in the direction the Zhejiang Five Devils had gone. 

Then, as if something occurred to him, Wolf Fang Blade laughed, "That pervert. If he has a run-in with the Nine Yin Witch, there won't even be any bones left of him."

"Now that I think about it, the Nine Yin Witch hates guys who practice 'harvesting yin to nourish yang' the most, doesn't she?"

"That woman hates all men. She grits her teeth just seeing us."

"Heheh, that's true."

Along with the Bloody Ripper, the Nine Yin Witch was one of the most notorious villains in the Valley of Evil. Her mastery of ice techniques, which had secured her a position as one of the Ten Great Villains, could instantly freeze an area tens of meters in diameter. However, unlike the Bloody Ripper, who led the largest faction in the Valley, she lived alone in seclusion.

"Still, unless he's really unlucky, he won't run into her," Wolf Fang Blade mused.

"Then again, who knows? Maybe he can charm the Nine Yin Witch. You saw how good-looking he was, right? If he's half as good below..."

"Hehehe!"

"Hohoho!"

The two men burst into laughter. They shifted the conversation to dirty jokes, but even that lost its appeal soon enough.

"Man, I'm bored."

"That's life in the Valley of Evil."

Hell Axe sprawled out on a rock, yawning lazily. Wolf Fang Blade unsheathed his blade, saying he'd go feed it some beast's blood, and disappeared into the woods.

Only Blue Eyed Freak remained on watch. Licking his lips, he chuckled softly, "I've got a feeling something really interesting is about to happen."

With a look of intense thirst, he stared for a long time toward where the Zhejiang Five Devils had vanished, his deep blue eyes glittering coldly.
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"So this is the Valley of Evil. I thought ghosts would pop up or something."

"Huh, it's not that different from any regular village."

The Zhejiang Five Devils—that is, Baek Suryong and his students—whispered among themselves as they surveyed the Valley of Evil. To be precise, it was the students who gawked around like country bumpkins, while Baek Suryong carefully observed and memorized the surroundings.

Now I understand why the White-Haired Demon called this place a natural fortress, Baek Suryong thought.

The Valley of Evil was shaped like a bottle gourd. After entering through its narrow neck, a wide basin spread out inside. The cliffs encircling the valley were so steep that even a peak-level master would struggle to ascend or descend without exceptional movement arts.

And they've supposedly set up formations all around... Infiltrating this place secretly is impossible for me right now. 

The students, intrigued, whispered among themselves as they looked around.

"Hey, there's a stream over there. And wait, are they farming?"

"Never thought villains from unorthodox sects would be into farming."

"Don't the folks here seem pretty normal? I thought they'd all look like Senior Wonkang..."

"What was that, punk?"

"Enough, you brats," Baek Suryong intervened to shut up his quarreling students. Turning to Wiji Cheon, who was hobbling along slowly, he asked, "Cheon, how are you holding up?"

"I-I'm okay..." Wiji Cheon replied weakly, even though his face was pale and Hyonwon Kang was supporting him with one arm.

"Just hang on a bit longer. We'll find the Demon Doctor soon. Sangwoong is also outside looking for a good physician, so don't worry," Baek Suryong reassured.

On the day the White-Haired Demon was killed, the group had a discussion, and Geo Sangwoong volunteered to remain outside. Utilizing the Golden Dragon Trading Company's branches, he would contact the Azure Dragon Academy and leverage his connections to summon a top-tier physician, in case they failed to secure the Demon Doctor's help in time.

"Can you describe your symptoms to me?" Baek Suryong asked.

"I feel really hot and dizzy, but it's bearable. I can still use my inner arts and swing my sword. Sometimes I feel a little chilly, but... No, I'm fine," Wiji Cheon said, forcing a smile.

Since I don't know exactly what poison it is... Baek Suryong thought, concern etched on his face. Despite Wiji Cheon's attempt at a smile, his pale face and blue lips proved that his condition was far from good.

Baek Suryong's knowledge of poisons rivaled that of most physicians, but the creation of an antidote was an entirely different matter, requiring the skills of a pharmacist rather than a healer.

Turning to the students, he said, "We need to find the Demon Doctor quickly. Let's ask around..."

Just then, someone approached them.

"Hello there. Are you new here?" a short and rotund middle-aged man wearing baggy black clothes asked. 

With a greasy smile, he added, "I'm called Black Boar, and I've been living in the Valley of Evil for five years now. When I first arrived here, I was scared out of my wits. This place has quite a reputation, doesn't it? Even I thought it was full of crazy cannibals who made murder their hobby, so I was constantly worried about whether the food was poisoned and couldn't sleep at night. Turns out, it's just another town where people live. Anyway, do you guys have a place to stay tonight?"

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. It was clear the fatty was trying to con them. There was no way any of his students would fall for such an obvious scam... or so he thought.

"Haha! We're the Zhejiang Five Devils! We were just wondering where to stay and had some questions!" Hyonwon Kang exclaimed enthusiastically.

Black Boar immediately flattered, "Well, pardon my ignorant self for never having heard of your illustrious name, but you all look like you've mastered some serious martial arts."

"Hey, you know your stuff! About us..."

Seeing Hyonwon Kang blabbering away, completely taken in by Black Boar's flattery, Baek Suryong sighed quietly, "Good grief, what a gullible dumbass…"

SMACK!

"Ouch! Why'd you hit me?" Hyonwon Kang yelped, rubbing the back of his head, tears in his eyes. For some reason, Baek Suryong's smack hurt twice as much as usual.

"If you don't want to get hit again, move aside," Baek Suryong warned, shoving the boy aside. "You, I've got some questions for you," he said to Black Boar.

Black Boar gave him a quick once-over before grinning, "Hehe, you must be the leader of the Zhejiang Five Devils, right, handsome guy? Ask away. I'll help as much as I can…"

Without warning, Baek Suryong seized Black Boar by the collar. "If you mix any lies or omissions into your answers, I'll slice your tongue off bit by bit."

"U-Ugh! That would be bad! Very bad!" Black Boar squealed like a stuck pig. "In the Valley of Evil, we don't mess with newcomers on their first day. Newcomers shouldn't start fights on their first day either. That's the rule! We'll both be in big trouble if we break it, so I wasn't trying to swindle you, I swear!"

As Black Boar's shriek, infused with inner qi, echoed outward, passing villains began to gather one by one.

"Hey, didn't you hear what the Black Boar said?"

"Don't cause any trouble today, just behave."

"From tomorrow on, even if you want to stay quiet, you won't be able to."

The villains approached, their killing intent obvious, but none drew their weapons or tried to fight. They merely sneered, refraining from trying anything more than issuing a warning.

Hmm, looks like the pig was telling the truth, Baek Suryong reasoned, having deliberately threatened Black Boar to gauge the atmosphere of the Valley of Evil. 

He released the man's collar, pulled a silver coin from his robe and waved it side to side, saying, "Alright. Let's handle it this way then." 

Black Boar's eyes followed the coin's movement. As expected, he was a very greedy fellow.

"I'll pay you for information, so don't mess around and provide proper details. How about it?" Baek Suryong proposed.

Nothing came free in this world, especially in a place like the Valley of Evil. He was certain Black Boar would not refuse him.

As expected, a smile reappeared on Black Boar's lips. "Hehe, you seem very familiar with negotiations, eh? Well, if it's something I know, I'll answer sincerely. I'm not shameless enough to lie when I'm getting paid."

"Tell me where I can find the Demon Doctor," Baek Suryong demanded.

"......" Black Boar hesitated.

"Ah, so you don't know where he is," Baek Suryong said, turning to leave.

Caught off guard, Black Boar stammered, "I-I do know, but... you're not planning to go there right now, are you?"

"I am," Baek Suryong affirmed.

"Is it okay if I just give you the address..."

Baek Suryong pulled out a few more silvers. "No, lead us there. I don't trust you enough to just hand over my money. If you guide us to the Demon Doctor's place, this is yours."

"......" Black Boar's eyes flickered greedily.

"What? Don't want to earn some coin? Then I'll find someone else to guide us," Baek Suryong said, glancing around.

Instantly, a few other shady characters began to approach, their interest piqued.

"N-No! I'll guide you!" Black Boar exclaimed hastily.

Baek Suryong smiled and tossed him a silver coin. "Here's a down payment." 

"Follow me," Black Boar said, easily catching the coin. "Whether you regret this or not later has nothing to do with me though…" he mumbled to himself.
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The Demon Doctor's abode was tucked away in a damp, secluded corner of the Valley of Evil.

"Ugh! It stinks..."

The students grimaced at the foul odor assaulting their noses, some even pinching their nostrils shut. The closer they got to the Demon Doctor's place, the more the air filled with a mix of smells—medicines, blood, animals, filth, and...

…The stench of embalmed corpses. Baek Suryong, who had witnessed several human experiments by the Blood Cult, still remembered this distinctive scent that triggered his worst nightmares. There's no doubt, this Demon Doctor is a madman!

Soon, with Black Boar leading the way, they arrived at the Demon Doctor's hut.

KNOCK, KNOCK.

Black Boar rapped on the door, cautiously calling out, "Elder Demon Doctor, are you there?"

"Who is it?" came a sharp, irritated voice from inside.

Black Boar bowed and replied, "It's Black Boar. I've brought some newcomers who wish to meet you."

"Newcomers? Tell them to come back later."

"U-Understood. Then I'll..."

"Later, my ass. Move aside," Baek Suryong interrupted, shoving Black Boar aside and kicking the door open.

BANG!

Black Boar shrieked, "You're mad!"

However, Baek Suryong ignored him, storming inside with his students.

The hut's interior was more spacious than expected. An old physician, in the midst of administering acupuncture to a patient, frowned at the intruders. "Looks like newcomers these days don't have manners," he said coldly.

"Youngsters these days are all like that," another old man lying down and getting acupuncture on his arm chuckled.

"H-Hey! If you behave so rudely, you'll be in serious trouble... Huh?!" Black Boar, who had rushed in after them, gasped upon seeing the old man lying down. His face went ashen, and he barely stopped himself from fainting. "E-Elder Bloody Ripper..." he whispered in terror.

The Bloody Ripper, one of the Ten Great Villains and the ruler of the Valley of Evil.

Unfortunately, it seemed that they had stumbled upon the Bloody Ripper being treated by the Demon Doctor.



Translator's Note: I'm so nice, translating Heukbidon as Black Boar instead of Black Pig. Iberico and Berkshire pork though…drool…


Chapter 149: The Bloody Ripper (2)

The Bloody Ripper lay comfortably on the clinic bed, but none of the people who entered the Demon Doctor's hut felt at ease.

That's the Bloody Ripper?

Of all places, here...

W-What should we do? Fight?

Seeing everyone staring at him with in bewilderment, the Bloody Ripper chuckled, "Black Boar, did you bring these guests with you?"

Black Boar stammered as if he'd seen the god of death,  "N-No, it's not that... T-These folks insisted on wanting to visit the Demon Doctor..."

"Then why do I hear the jingling of silver coins in your pocket?"

Startled, Black Boar dropped to his knees and prostrated himself. "Eek! I'm sorry! I'm so sorry!" he squealed.

The Bloody Ripper smiled gently, without a hint of killing intent. "You fool. If you were going to bring guests, you should have taught them the rules and etiquette of the Valley of Evil first. If they only heard the bad rumors about this place and assumed it was a hellhole where villains did as they pleased, who can blame them?"

Black Boar's face paled at the Bloody Ripper's seemingly kind and reasonable words. "I-I'm sorry. Truly sorry," he apologized, prostrating himself and banging his head on the floor repeatedly. Blood streamed from his forehead, but he didn't stop.

The Bloody Ripper let out a small sigh. "Haa… Since it's their first day, I won't kill you or those kids. You seem to have reflected enough, so you may go now."

"T-Thank you, Elder! Thank you so much!" Bowing several more times, Black Boar crawled out of the hut on his knees, then turned and ran away as fast as his pudgy legs could carry him.

"Wow, isn't that kid excessively scared? Hey, Demon Doctor, have I ever killed any of his friends before?"

"How would I know that, you fool?"

Like old friends, the Bloody Ripper casually chatted with the Demon Doctor while Baek Suryong and the students watched silently.

Only after several minutes did the Bloody Ripper turn to look at Baek Suryong, saying, "Anyway, it's been a while since we've had newcomers." 

Baek Suryong met his gaze without moving an inch. This guy... he's strong.

He was incomparable to the likes of the White-Haired Demon. Even without releasing his aura, the Bloody Ripper's presence was immense enough to justify his ranking as one of the top ten villains in the murim.

If I unleash the Heaven Defying Divine Art at full power and add my Masters' martial arts, could I win? Baek Suryong gauged his chances, but to be honest, the odds of him losing were higher.

"Well then, where are you all from... Hmm?" The Bloody Ripper suddenly sniffed the air and sat up halfway from his bed. Beckoning to Baek Suryong with his finger, he commanded, "You, come here."

"......" Baek Suryong didn't reply and just stared at him.

The Bloody Ripper chuckled softly, "Don't worry, I won't harm you. Come here. There's something I want to ask you."

"What do you want to ask?"

"I smell my Junior Brother's scent on you. Did you meet him recently?"

The students froze, unable to hide their agitation. Fortunately, the Bloody Ripper's gaze was fixed on the expressionless Baek Suryong, so he didn't notice the others.

[Everyone, stay calm. No matter what I say from now on, don't be surprised.] Baek Suryong sent a telepathic message to his students before approaching the Bloody Ripper. At the same time, he released an appropriate amount of qi, not too strong or too weak, just enough for the Bloody Ripper to consider him a capable young fighter.

"Oho?" A glint of interest flashed in the Bloody Ripper's eyes.

As expected, Baek Suryong thought, recalling the information he had gotten from the White-Haired Demon.


"Senior Brother likes martial artists who do their best to act confident in front of him even though they're scared the most..."



Making sure to show just the right mix of bluster and nervousness, Baek Suryong asked, "Are you the Bloody Ripper? The King of the Valley of Evil and one of the Ten Great Villains, that Bloody Ripper?"

"Yes. I am the Bloody Ripper," the old man said, smiling at Baek Suryong's somewhat tense and formal tone, as if he were observing a child's bluffing antics.

GULP.

Baek Suryong swallowed hard on purpose. Aware of the Bloody Ripper's gaze, he paid close attention to every expression on his face and every word he said. For his entire plan to work, his performance had to be flawless.

"Then... is the Junior Brother you mentioned just now the White-Haired Demon?" he asked again.

The Bloody Ripper's eyes narrowed, and a subtle killing intent began to emanate from his body. "He told you his alias himself? That's rare. Usually, those who learn my Junior Brother's alias are torn to death. He's more impatient than I am."

"If you're going to kill, go outside to do it. You won't even clean up," the Demon Doctor cut in, clicking his tongue.

"Didn't I say I wouldn't kill anyone today? I have to keep the rules I made myself," the Bloody Ripper chuckled, then looked back at Baek Suryong. "So, did you meet my Junior Brother?"

"I met him on the way here. He was rude and mean, so we fought a bit."

"!!" The students' jaws dropped, even more bewildered by their teacher's answer than the Bloody Ripper. Glaring at the back of Baek Suryong's head, they tried to convey their thoughts through the power of staring hard.

Why are you provoking him?!

Are you trying to pick a fight?

W-What should we do? Should we help?

"Hahaha!" the Bloody Ripper let out a low laugh. As if he wasn't angry at all, he asked nonchalantly, "You've got some nerve, young man. So, what happened? Did you kill my Junior Brother and bring me his head?"

"Well… About that…" Baek Suryong took a step back and bowed deeply to the Bloody Ripper. "Please accept my greeting, Senior Uncle. This Baek Muryong, humbly known as the Handsome Playboy, pays his respects to you."

"...Senior Uncle?" the Bloody Ripper spat.

"Senior Uncle?" the Demon Doctor gasped, widening his eyes. "Did you just say Senior Uncle?"

"Why am I your Senior Uncle?" the Bloody Ripper asked incredulously.

Baek Suryong began to lie without batting an eye, "As you can see, my skills are nowhere near my Master's. Nevertheless, after sparring briefly with me, he said he liked my talent, took me as his disciple, then sent me here."

With a skeptical expression, the Bloody Ripper probed, "Let's say that I believe you for now. Where is my Junior Brother, and why did he ask you to come here alone?"

"On the way here, he said he had an idea on how to improve the Blood Jade Claws and secluded himself inside a nearby cave. I don't know when he'll come here," Baek Suryong answered politely but confidently.

The Bloody Ripper stared intently at Baek Suryong. He certainly seems talented... My Junior Brother might indeed show interest in him and take him as a disciple. Still, I can't fully believe him yet…

He asked, "Are you really my Junior Brother's disciple? How can I believe that without proof?"

"The first time I met my Master was at a place called the Scarlet Tiger Gang in Nanchang. There, my Master..."

Baek Suryong told a vivid story of how he first met the White-Haired Demon, fought, and became his disciple. Since the tale was mostly true, it sounded convincing.

"...Although I didn't spend a long time with my Master, he told me a lot about you, Senior Uncle Bloody Ripper. I look forward to your guidance." Baek Suryong bowed deeply again.

The Zhejiang Five Devils behind him hurriedly followed suit, saying, "We look forward to your guidance, Elder!"

The Bloody Ripper's eyebrows twitched. "Are the kids behind you also my Junior Brother's students?"

"They are brothers who have been with me for a long time. Although I'm the only disciple of my Master, I sincerely hope that they can also seek refuge in the Valley of Evil," Baek Suryong explained eloquently, captivating the Bloody Ripper with his silver tongue. He was confident that there were no logical flaws in his story, and he had also made sure to include little things that only someone close to the White-Haired Demon would know.

My Junior Brother isn't someone who would blabber about me under torture or threats, the Bloody Ripper reasoned, slowly starting to believe Baek Suryong.

Suddenly, the Demon Doctor intervened. Eyeing Baek Suryong suspiciously, he asked, "If you truly are the White-Haired Demon's disciple as you claim, why did you come looking for me instead of Bloody Ripper here? Earlier, you stormed into my house looking like you were going to eat me alive."

We're doomed...

That old man is ruining everything!

Baek Suryong's students were extremely nervous. If they couldn't provide a proper answer here, all their lies might be exposed.

Thankfully, their worries didn't come to pass.

Baek Suryong scratched his head and answered sheepishly, "W-Well... I think my Master tricked me."

"Tricked you?"

"He told me that when I arrived at the Valley of Evil, I should find the Demon Doctor and grab his beard and shake it. Then he'd give me some useful elixirs..."

"What? Hahaha! Yeah, that's a wicked prank my Junior Brother would pull indeed! Bwahahaha!" the Bloody Ripper burst into laughter.

"What's so damn funny?! Because of your delinquent Junior Brother, my beard almost got pulled out!"

"Hahaha! How is that not funny? AHAHAHAHA!"

"Ugh, that fucking White-Haired Demon. When he comes back, I'll use him for plenty of poison experiments."

Baek Suryong sighed inwardly with relief. Fortunately, the Demon Doctor's doubts seemed to have been dispelled by his hasty excuse, and there was no longer any trace of suspicion on the Bloody Ripper's face.

Behind him, the students all wore disbelieving expressions as they watched their teacher deceive two old evil monsters.

How can he lie so well?

Was our teacher a con artist in his past life?

I won't believe anything he says from now on...

I feel like I would be deceived by him, even if I knew that he was a swindler beforehand.

"Bwahaha, I'm glad to have such a handsome and skilled Nephew!" The Bloody Ripper laughed so much that tears formed at the corners of his eyes.

"I'm honored by your praise, Senior Uncle."

The Bloody Ripper smiled contentedly and stood up. Patting Baek Suryong's shoulder affectionately, he said, "Let's go to my place and talk more. I'll treat you to dinner."

"......" Baek Suryong's mind raced. Cheon needs emergency detoxification... Should I ask the Demon Doctor now? But if I do that, I'd have to explain why the White-Haired Demon poisoned Cheon. Having just escaped the Bloody Ripper's suspicion, is it wise to create a situation that could arouse it again?

"Why? Don't you want to?" the Bloody Ripper urged.

Baek Suryong quickly made up his mind. I'm sorry, Cheon, please hold on a bit longer.

Smiling gently, he said, "Of course not. I just didn't know how to express my gratitude for such generous kindness..."

"Haha, it's fine. If you're my Junior Brother's disciple, then you're like my disciple too."

"Then I'll gratefully accept your hospitality. Hey, what are you all doing? Aren't you going to thank your Senior Uncle?"

"T-Thank you."

"Thank you!"

"Thank you..."

The Bloody Ripper looked at the nervous faces of the Zhejiang Five Devils and smiled warmly. "Don't feel burdened. Let's all go to my place."

And so, the Zhejiang Five Devils left the Demon Doctor's abode and headed to the Bloody Ripper's house. The Bloody Ripper and Baek Suryong walked side by side at the front, with the others following behind.

As they walked, Hyonwon Kang mouthed words to the others. You know we have to be careful, right? Everyone, stay sharp. One slip of the tongue and it's over. 

The other students gulped nervously and nodded. Thanks to Baek Suryong's brilliant quick thinking, they had escaped immediate danger, but they had been invited to dinner.

Like cautious explorers entering a tiger's den, they all decided to remain extra vigilant.



Translator's Note: I wonder if I can catch up to the manhwa by Dec…


Chapter 150: The Bloody Ripper (3)

"Ahahaha! Look at me, getting all excited at my age! It's probably because I haven't had guests for ages!" Laughing boisterously, the Bloody Ripper downed several shots of strong liquor in quick succession, humming along with the tunes played by the servants.

Offering another drink to Baek Suryong and the Zhejiang Five Devils seated beside him, he said, "Have another drink, Nephew. You all should drink freely, too!"

"Thank you." Baek Suryong accepted the liquor and drained it in one gulp. Glancing around, he remarked, "Senior Uncle, your home is truly magnificent."

"Hoho, you have a keen eye," the Bloody Ripper replied with a satisfied grin. "It took me five whole years to build this place. There are plenty of empty rooms, so feel free to stay as long as you like."

In truth, the mansion was so palatial, it was hard to believe it was built inside a canyon. The main hall alone, where the banquet was held, was spacious enough to seat dozens. Shackled at the hands and feet, servants moved about, carrying food and drinks.

Aren't all these servants martial artists? Have they been enslaved? Baek Suryong wondered. The servants wore scant clothing that barely maintained their modesty, and numbers were branded onto their backs. The Bloody Ripper even called them by numbers rather than names, stirring some of Baek Suryong's most unpleasant memories.

"Number Seven, go fetch more rice wine."

"…Yes, Elder."

Naturally, Baek Suryong, having seen worse in the Blood Cult, wasn't particularly ruffled. His pampered young students, on the other hand, were visibly disturbed and unsettled.

Noticing the Zhejiang Five Devils glancing at the servants, the Bloody Ripper chuckled. "These guys broke the rules of the Valley of Evil and disrupted order. As punishment, they're doing hard labor at my house for ten years."

"Ten years..." Baek Suryong muttered.

Given the state of the servants, it wouldn't be surprising if they all died within two or three years. Still, he did not pity them. These servants were scum who had killed innocent people outside, committed all sorts of crimes, and then ran away to hide in the Valley of Evil.

It's karmic retribution. These criminals aren't worthy of anyone's pity.

Of course, that didn't mean he sided with the Bloody Ripper who punished them.

This old monster just made other villains into slaves for his own convenience.

A place where greater evil rules over lesser evil—that was the essence of the Valley of Evil.

Suddenly curious, Baek Suryong asked, "Senior Uncle, may I ask you something?"

"Ask anything you like."

"You mentioned that there are rules in the Valley of Evil. Who sets those rules?"

"Me, of course," the Bloody Ripper replied with a broad smile. Without a hint of hesitation or shame, he explained, "I settled here thirty years ago with some guys I used to hang out with. After that, notorious villains heard the rumors and began to arrive one by one. I gave them food and shelter, and that was the beginning of the history of the Valley of Evil."

"......"

The Bloody Ripper had founded the Valley of Evil, slowly gathering villains through his reputation until he had built a veritable army and an impregnable fortress. The reason he was the King here wasn't just because he was strong—it was because the villains acknowledged him as their ruler.

"The Valley of Evil is my territory and this mansion my castle. Here, my word is the law. Am I wrong? Eh, boys?"

"Not at all! Everything you say is correct!" the other villains invited to the banquet hall shouted in unison, drumming the tables with their palms.

Baek Suryong scrunched up his nose. The banquet hall was filled with the smell of alcohol, the sweat of the villains, and the stench of blood ingrained in their bodies.

"Hahaha! This is great!" the Bloody Ripper laughed heartily, downing more liquor.

When he finally set his cup down again, he wiped the corners of his mouth with the back of his hand and stared at Baek Suryong with a red face and bloodshot eyes. "Well, sometimes there are those who don't listen, like the Nine Yin Witch, but that bitch rarely leaves her house, so you can just ignore her," he said drunkenly.

"The Nine Yin Witch..."

A master of ice arts and one of the Ten Great Villains along with the Bloody Ripper. With two of the Ten Great Villains residing here, the Valley of Evil was a well-known force even among the most powerful unorthodox sects.

"Seriously, don't worry about her, she's just a cowardly recluse who rarely does anything. Let's just drink," the Bloody Ripper clicked his tongue dismissively.

He refilled the glasses with strong liquor and passed them to the Zhejiang Five Devils—minus Wiji Cheon, who was resting in his room, claiming he wasn't feeling well. Due to the continuous heavy drinking, even Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok, who could usually hold their liquor, were getting tipsy. Still, they gritted their teeth and kept drinking, pretending they weren't struggling.

We have to stay sober no matter what. If we slip up and say something wrong, it's over.

This is a tiger's den. We can't show any weakness.

Fortunately, thanks to such efforts and the fact that the Bloody Ripper had zero interest in them, none of them had gotten too drunk or made any mistakes so far.

The Bloody Ripper stared at Baek Suryong. "Hey, Nephew," he said in a serious tone.

"Yes, Senior Uncle."

"I'd like to hear about the evil deeds you committed before coming here."

In an instant, all of the villains in the banquet hall turned their eyes to Baek Suryong, their eyes shining as bright as those of children. For fear of becoming the Bloody Ripper's slaves, they had to constantly restrain themselves from committing crimes, so they needed ways to relieve their stress. Drinking themselves into oblivion while listening to tales of others' evil deeds was one such outlet.

"Haha, yeah, newbie! Tell us some interesting stories."

"Tell us about your first kill! And your most recent one too!"

"They say you're the Handsome Playboy? Looking at your face, you must have seduced at least hundreds of women, if not thousands. Got any tips?"

The villains grinned savagely, like a pack of wolves hungry for blood. The gazes pouring in from all sides were so fierce they would make even men who prided themselves on their courage wet their pants.

Mr. Baek... The three Azure Dragon Academy students looked at Baek Suryong anxiously. The teacher they knew was rough-spoken like an unorthodox sect thug, but he was anything but evil. No matter how good he was at lying, could he act like a bad guy in front of such terrifying villains?

Their worries were almost immediately dispelled.

"I was nine years old," Baek Suryong began indifferently. "That was when I killed a person for the first time. It was a friend who always slept next to me."

He took a sip of wine, lightly wetting his lips. Recalling his past life as a kidnapped orphan raised under the Blood Cult's indoctrination, his sculpted face, even more beautiful than a woman's, appeared much colder and harsher than usual.

Of course, he needed to alter the story to avoid any association with the Blood Cult.

"When I was ten, I officially started learning martial arts. For my first lesson, my instructor made me stab someone with a knife to teach me how to kill. At thirteen, I killed that instructor as my final lesson. When I was fifteen, I skinned a person alive, but since it was my first time, it took me quite a while. By the time I was seventeen, I stopped counting the number of people I killed. There were ones I stabbed to death, cut down, drowned—even burned.

"Oh, there was also a time when I couldn't use inner arts because my qi center was damaged... but it's okay. I eventually killed all those who looked down on me."

With dazed eyes, Baek Suryong coolly recited the evil deeds he had committed like he was reading out a list of facts. His tone was deadpan—neither boastful nor remorseful. Occasionally, he would sip his drink or absentmindedly pick at the side dishes, as if trying to distance himself from the pain of the past.

"......" This indifferent attitude gave the audience goosebumps, and the villains who had been joking around shut their mouths. No one continued drinking, and even the music that had lifted the mood died down at some point.

Everyone's eyes were glued to Baek Suryong's face, which was so hauntingly beautiful that it was almost demonic.

GULP.

The sound of someone swallowing their saliva echoed like thunder. For a moment, Baek Suryong's long, pale fingers gently fingering his wine cup gave the illusion they were drenched in blood.

This guy is... the real deal.

Most in the banquet hall were villains who had killed dozens. As such, there was no one there who didn't believe Baek Suryong's story; just the restrained killing intent the young man occasionally exuded was enough to make even the worst villains shudder.

The Bloody Ripper's eyes gleamed strangely. This youngster... even among the villains of the Valley of Evil, his presence is overwhelming.

To ease the frozen atmosphere, he laughed raucously, "Hoho, it seems you've been through quite the battlefields. I brought up this subject to liven things up, but instead the atmosphere has cooled down. Look, even I've got goosebumps on my arms."

"I'm sorry. It wasn't a very interesting story," Baek Suryong said with an awkward smile.

The Bloody Ripper grinned back. "No need to apologize, Nephew. You know what? I'm liking you more and more. Though... the younger brothers you brought along seem to have guts the size of beans."

Baek Suryong glanced back at his students, who quickly turned away, their faces as white as sheets. Smirking, he replied, "My apologies, they are still very lacking."
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Eventually, the banquet came to an end. Drunken villains staggered and left the hall one by one, and the servants began cleaning up the mess.

"Everyone, leave. I want to have continue drinking with only my Nephew," the Bloody Ripper commanded, seeming to have taken a great liking to Baek Suryong.

[Mr. Baek...] Hyonwon Kang looked at Baek Suryong with pleading eyes.

Baek Suryong shook his head, indicating he would be okay. [Go to your rooms and rest. We don't know what might happen though, so don't let your guard down.]

[...Okay.]

After the Zhejiang Five Devils headed to their rooms under the guidance of a servant, Baek Suryong was left alone with the Bloody Ripper. For a while, the two of them did nothing but exchange drinks.

"Here, take it."

"Thank you, Senior Uncle."

Having drunk an enormous amount of alcohol, the Bloody Ripper's face was flushed, and his eyes were half-glazed. Smiling slyly at Baek Suryong, he suddenly remarked, "Nephew, aren't you quite the good drinker?"

"I'm just too nervous to get drunk."

"You're too good for that foolish Junior Brother of mine. I almost want to make you my own disciple."

"You flatter me."

The Bloody Ripper stared at him peculiarly, then suddenly held out his hand. "Hey, want to hear an interesting story?"

WOOOONG!

The Bloody Ripper's entire arm turned crimson as he unleashed his signature technique, the Blood Jade Claws.

"Before I mastered the Blood Jade Claws, I was a mediocre, run-of-the-mill martial artist. Although I had outstanding talent, I never had a chance to learn advanced martial arts because I was born into poverty."

The Bloody Ripper spoke of his past. In his youth, he had been a freelancer who had learned second-rate martial arts at a small village academy, wandering from place to place just to make a living. It was then that he met the White-Haired Demon, with whom he immediately hit it off and became sworn brothers, committing all sorts of evil deeds together.

Later, when he mastered the Blood Jade Claws, he even passed on his martial arts to the White-Haired Demon, so close was their relationship.

"Coming to the Valley of Evil changed my life. I didn't mention it earlier... but this is where I obtained the secret manual of the Blood Jade Claws."

"No way! Was it what they call a miraculous encounter?"

"Hoho, yes, a miraculous encounter. But that's not all." The Bloody Ripper lowered his voice and said, "The legacy of the Blood Cult is hidden in the Valley of Evil."

"The Blood Cult... you say?"

Baek Suryong's eyes narrowed imperceptibly at the unexpected revelation.


Chapter 151: I'll Go

"The Blood Cult's legacy is hidden in the Valley of Evil?" Baek Suryong echoed. The White-Haired Demon hadn't mentioned anything about this during his interrogation.

If the White-Haired Demon had known, he would've spilled the beans under the influence of the Blood Demon Eyes. That can only mean... is the Bloody Ripper testing me? Did I let something slip about the Blood Cult when I mentioned my past life?

With a puzzled look, Baek Suryong murmured, "The Blood Cult... Master never mentioned such a tale."

"That's because I never told him," the Bloody Ripper replied smoothly. "The fewer people who know a secret, the better it is kept, no?"

"Then why tell me now...?"

The Bloody Ripper gazed at Baek Suryong, eyes swirling with complex emotions. After a brief silence, he said, "Everyone who knew about this died thirty years ago. They were the comrades I used to run with back then."

The Bloody Ripper said that they "died," but to Baek Suryong, it sounded more like "were killed."

"I didn't have the heart to endanger my own Junior Brother, so I kept him in the dark. Lucky for him, he wasn't around when we stumbled upon the Blood Jade Claws."

The Bloody Ripper paused, turning his gaze out the window. As if lost in old memories, deeper wrinkles etched themselves onto his already aged face.

"But sometimes, on nights like this, I just feel like spilling my secrets."

"Is that so?" Baek Suryong whispered.

The Bloody Ripper nodded. Staring blankly at the dim moon half-obscured by clouds, the drunken old man rambled, "Back then, I memorized the secret manual of the Blood Jade Claws and downed the elixir that came with it. Twenty years flew by, and the martial world pegged me as the weakest of the Ten Great Villains. The weakest... well, maybe they got that right."

Baek Suryong refilled his empty cup. "With my modest skills, I can't even begin to grasp your level, Senior Uncle."

"You're too humble. Do you think I don't know you've been holding back?" the Bloody Ripper chuckled. "But no worries. It's only natural for a martial artist to keep about thirty percent of their true ability hidden."

Baek Suryong's eyes widened in surprise. "I'm sorry."

"I said, it's fine. In fact, I'm pleased to have such an exceptional nephew." The Bloody Ripper reached out and gave Baek Suryong's bowed shoulder a light pat. "Anyway, the Blood Jade Claws I found is just the tip of the iceberg. One day, an earthquake split the ground, and only the spot where it was hidden became exposed. The rest..."

"There's more?"

"Heh, you bet. The treasures, secret manuals, elixirs—the Blood Cult's stash before their downfall—are buried underground in the Valley of Evil." The Bloody Ripper smirked, pointing to the floor. "Right beneath my house."

Baek Suryong glanced down and gulped. Is this one of the Blood Cult's hidden vaults? If what he's saying is true... I definitely need to find a way in.

"It took me a full decade to locate the entrance to where the Blood Cult's legacy lies," the Bloody Ripper said, grabbing the wine bottle and taking a swig straight from it.

BANG!

Suddenly, he slammed the bottle down so hard it cracked. The old man laughed, greed and madness flickering in his eyes. "Do you want it too? Of course you do. Any martial artist would. The Blood Cult once terrorized the world despite being a lone sect... and just by mastering one of their techniques, I became one of the Ten Great Villains. Can you imagine how many martial arts and secret techniques are down there?"

Baek Suryong met his gaze steadily. "But you haven't obtained anything except the Blood Jade Claws yet."

The Bloody Ripper's expression hardened. "...Why do you think that?"

"If you had, you'd have mastered martial arts far superior to the Blood Jade Claws by now. You would've made a name for yourself not just as one of the Ten Great Villains, but perhaps as one of the Ten Supremes, or maybe even the world's strongest," Baek Suryong replied calmly.

It was blatant flattery, but the Bloody Ripper laughed knowingly. "You're sharp. There's a massive black iron door in the way, and I've never been able to find a way past it. I thought about blasting it open, but I was afraid of damaging what's inside. There must be martial arts that surpass the Blood Jade Claws in there, and if there are elixirs... maybe even Rejuvenation wouldn't be a dream anymore."

Truth be told, he was now too old to learn new martial arts, but after decades of searching for a way to open the door or dig another entrance, he couldn't give up.

Rejuvenation was a state of great enlightenment where one's body became youthful again. It was a realm that could only be reached after surpassing the peak level and attaining transcendence, and in today's martial world, it was common knowledge that all the Ten Supremes had achieved Rejuvenation.

Baek Suryong snorted inwardly. Honestly, I doubt he'd achieve Rejuvenation even with supreme martial arts and elixirs... but it seems he's obsessed with the idea that obtaining the Blood Cult's legacy will make it possible. What a delusional obsession.

Despite his skepticism, Baek Suryong suggested, "Is there really no way to open the door? Perhaps we should bring in an expert in mechanisms or formations..."

"I've tried that already, and they concluded that the mechanism responds only to a specific martial art."

"A specific martial art..." Baek Suryong mumbled. One martial art immediately came to mind. Could it be? The Heaven Defying Divine Art?

The martial arts of the Blood Demon, the Cult Leader of the Blood Cult. Although Baek Suryong wasn't the Blood Demon, he was indeed a successor of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

A thin smile played on his lips. What an unexpected windfall. Of course, getting my hands on that treasure won't be easy, especially with this drunken old monster sitting in front of me in the way.

His opponent was the most dangerous and evil villain in the Valley of Evil. Not even he could take the Bloody Ripper lightly, and if he wanted to cure Wiji Cheon and get his hands on the treasure, he needed to tread carefully.

"Whew! It feels good to get all that off my chest," the Bloody Ripper sighed, emptying the rest of the wine and placing the bottle down. Smiling gently at Baek Suryong, he asked, "Do you know why I told you all this?"

"Yes, I think I do."

The Bloody Ripper had kept this secret from even his own junior brother for decades, but suddenly he spilled the beans to a newly arrived nephew. At first, Baek Suryong hadn't understood why. For a moment, he thought that maybe the old man really liked him, but when he noticed the old man's hands turning red during their conversation, he realized the truth.

"Although I'm not quite sure why... you want to kill me, Senior Uncle," Baek Suryong said, ready to spring into action at any moment.

"Kukuku... As expected, you're sharp," the Bloody Ripper laughed and nodded. In an instant, the friendly atmosphere evaporated, replaced by a terrifying killing intent.

It was a critical moment, but Baek Suryong calmly lifted his cup and downed the remaining wine in one gulp. He had been careful not to reveal his deception, yet the Bloody Ripper wanted to kill him. It was puzzling. He had to find out what had tipped the old man off.

"Still, I don't get it. Why are you trying to kill me? What will you tell Master later?" he asked.

"You mean my Junior Brother who already died by your hand?"

"......"

When Baek Suryong didn't respond immediately, the Bloody Ripper roared with laughter, his shoulders shaking. "Kahaha! So that's how it is! I knew it!"

"How..."

"How did I know? Because you're too exceptional."

"Because I'm too exceptional?" Baek Suryong repeated.

The Bloody Ripper's lips curled into a wicked grin. "Don't underestimate the instincts of an old veteran. You're not someone who'd serve under anyone. Even if you'd genuinely come here seeking refuge, I'd have killed you eventually."

Baek Suryong sighed dramatically, "So it wasn't my slip-up after all, nor the fault of those other guys."

"Heh. You mean the Zhejiang Five Devils? I sent some 'guests' their way too. You probably won't be seeing them again."

Baek Suryong's expression hardened, and he gathered his qi.

It was a tense standoff, either could make the first move.

The Bloody Ripper sneered, "Let me ask you one last thing. How did my Junior Brother die?"

"He died pathetically, like the trash he was. Foaming at the mouth, begging on his knees for mercy," Baek Suryong replied coldly. There was no need to keep up the act anymore.

"I was pondering how to kill you, but thanks, that helps," the Bloody Ripper said.

"You claim to be able to foresee mine and my brothers' future, can't you foresee your own?"

The air around them grew turbulent as they prepared to unleash their skills, still seated across from each other.

VWOOOOM!

A terrifying force erupted from the Bloody Ripper as both his arms turned crimson. His fingernails extended over a foot long, transforming him into a ghastly figure. "Junior Brother was always a foolish man, but I cared for him. I'll kill you to soothe his restless soul."

Baek Suryong's eyes turned blood-red. "Why don't you console him yourself? I'll send you to join him so he won't be lonely."

"Kahahahaha!"

With the Bloody Ripper's maniacal laughter as the signal, they both struck simultaneously, each aiming for the other's heart. Everything between them shattered as fierce, enhanced qi whipped around.
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A few days earlier, at the Azure Dragon Academy, all the instructors had gathered for an urgent meeting.

Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo began, "I believe you're all aware of the situation."

Tension filled the room. During one of the classes, an unprecedented incident had occurred: a demonic practitioner from the unorthodox sects had kidnapped one of the Azure Dragon Academy's students.

Upon hearing the news, the academy had hastily called for an instructors' meeting. However, it wasn't Principal Noh Goonsang who presided over the meeting, but Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo, the Blazing Blade.

"As you know, the Principal is currently attending the Five Academies Principals Meeting and is absent. We've sent word, but given the urgency, we have to make decisions and take action ourselves," Kwak Cheolwoo continued grimly. An incident like this just had to happen when the principal was away. If something happened to the student, he'd have to take the blame.

Of course, the one who'd bear the brunt of this mess would be that fellow Baek Suryong... and if something happened to Wiji Cheon, Baek Suryong wouldn't just lose his job, he would also face much more severe consequences.

"We must organize a rescue team immediately," someone suggested.

"Have you asked the Murim Alliance for help? We need a tracking expert..."

"The opponent is a demonic practitioner from the unorthodox sects. There is a high chance that we are already too late..."

There was a lot of buzz among the instructors, but none offered any practical solutions.

BAM!

Kwak Cheolwoo slammed the table, his words filled with qi as he said, "We will form a rescue team comprising of volunteers from among the instructors. 

If no one steps forward, we'll draw lots..."

"I'll go," Mae Geuklyom declared without hesitation, standing up. As he looked around at the instructors who were all talk and no action, the elderly swordsman exuded a frosty aura. "I will save that child," he repeated.

As the headmaster in charge of student welfare, him volunteering was only to be expected, so everyone nodded in agreement.

Scanning the room, Kwak Cheolwoo asked, "Is there no one else? It would be too much for the Headmaster alone. We need at least two more."

"Vice Principal, I alone am enough," Mae Geuklyom said firmly. "I'll be using movement arts without break. Anyone who wants to come with me must be at least a peak master. Others will only slow us down."

At his words, several instructors who were about to volunteer quietly lowered their hands. Even in the Azure Dragon Academy, peak masters were rare. Besides, such experts had busy schedules and couldn't easily change their commitments.

Ak Yeonho raised his hand eagerly. "Me! I'll go!"

Kwak Cheolwoo's face lit up. Ak Yeonho of the Shandong Ak Clan was indeed a peak master. "Mr. Ak Yeonho, your help would be greatly appreciated," he said.

Mae Geuklyom nodded, acknowledging that Ak Yeonho could keep up with him.

"I think we need one more. Any other volunteers?" Kwak Cheolwoo asked.

Myeong Il'oh and Jaegal Soyeong raised their hands, but Mae Geuklyom declined, deeming them unsuitable. The other instructors avoided Kwak Cheolwoo's gaze.

At that moment, someone unexpected raised his hand.

"I will go," Namgung Su volunteered.

Kwak Cheolwoo gasped in surprise, "Mr. Namgung?"

Namgung Su nodded, his expression icy.

This time, Kwak Cheolwoo hesitated. "Mr. Namgung, you can't. You have so many classes..."

"Just have the other instructors cover for me for a few days. I'll also hold supplementary classes when I return," Namgung Su replied, then turned to Mae Geuklyom and Ak Yeonho. "Are either of you familiar with tracking arts?"

"I don't know it well," Mae Geuklyom admitted.

"Only the basics," Ak Yeonho added.

Namgung Su nodded, as if he'd expected this. "Understood, I'll find the path. Knowing Mr. Baek Suryong, he should have left behind easy to follow clues."

Still looking reluctant, Kwak Cheolwoo suggested, "Mr. Namgung, wouldn't it be better to get support from a tracking expert from the Murim Alliance..."

Namgung Su stared directly at him. "The rescue of Student Wiji Cheon is a matter of utmost urgency. We don't have time to wait. Besides, do you think there's anyone in the Murim Alliance who's better than me at tracking and martial arts?"

It was a bold statement, bordering on arrogance, but since no one could refute it, it was decided that Namgung Su would join the team.

Standing up, Namgung Su addressed the other two rescuers as he left the meeting room, "We'll meet at the main gate in an hour. Please be ready by then."

"Mmm."

"Got it!"

One hour later, the Wiji Cheon Rescue Team set off from the Azure Dragon Academy.



Translator's Note: Power levels in SIMB: Third-Rate, Second-Rate, First-Rate, Peak, Transcendent, Rejuvenation/Body Reformation


Chapter 152: The Legacy of the Blood Cult (1)

When the Bloody Ripper and Baek Suryong collided, a massive surge of qi exploded outward.

RUMMMMMMMBLE!

Any martial artist attuned to qi would have sensed the colossal clash of energies. The students, who had been waiting in their quarters anxiously without lowering their vigilance, all flinched at once.

"Hey, was that...?"

"Did a fight break out?"

"Could it be Mr. Baek?"

Being deep in enemy territory, they kept their senses on full alert.

Hyonwon Kang peered out the door and murmured quietly, "Someone's coming."

Soon, the sound of rushing footsteps echoed from outside, along with shouts of "Don't let them escape!", "You guys, circle around back!", "By order of our King!"

Turning to his juniors, Hyonwon Kang smirked. "I think we're fucked."

They all sighed, nodding in unison, then began stretching and preparing themselves for the impending battle.

Ya Suhyeok placed a reassuring hand on Wiji Cheon's shoulder. "Wiji Cheon, stay behind me."

"...I can fight too."

"It's alright. Just watch us fight today," Ya Suhyeok replied, shoving Wiji Cheon behind him.

CRASH!

Suddenly, the door exploded into splinters, revealing dozens of villains beyond the shattered doorway.

At the front stood the Demon Doctor. Eyeing the battle-ready Zhejiang Five Devils, he chuckled, "Heheh, I knew this would happen. I suspected you guys from the start. Especially that little one."

The Demon Doctor's gaze zeroed in on Wiji Cheon, who peeked out from behind Ya Suhyeok. His eyes gleamed slyly, like a snake's. "You've been poisoned by one of my own concoctions."

"How did you..."

The Demon Doctor pulled out a small vial from his wide sleeve and waved it in front of Wiji Cheon. "Ugh. Did you really think that I wouldn't recognize a poison I made myself? I can recognize it from a hundred steps away just by the smell of it. You guys came to find me for the antidote, right?"

"......"

Anyone could tell that the tiny vial the Demon Doctor waved contained the antidote. 

Hyonwon Kang ran a rough hand through his hair, cursing under his breath, "Damn it. So you lured us here knowing everything from the start?"

The Demon Doctor smirked, shaking his head. "I didn't tell the Bloody Ripper anything. I dearly wanted to see him get stabbed in the back for once, but unfortunately, it seems he figured it out on his own. After wrapping up the banquet earlier, he told me to capture you guys."

"......" The students fell silent. One thing was certain, the Demon Doctor was as twisted as they came. 

Pointing at the Zhejiang Five Devils with a bony finger, the Demon Doctor ordered the villains, "Capture them. I'll use these little rats as test subjects."

"Yes!" the villains of the Valley of Evil acknowledged, charging forward all at once.

Hyonwon Kang drew his blade and quickly commanded, "Ya Suhyeok and I will hold the front. Yeo Min, look for a chance to snatch the antidote from the Demon Doctor. Wiji Cheon, stay back. Once we get the antidote, we make a run for it. Got it?"

"What about Mr. Baek?" Wiji Cheon asked, his face pale.

Hyonwon Kang scoffed confidently, doing his best to act as if there was nothing to worry about. "Don't you remember what he said before we came here? He told us to escape on our own if anything happened."

The other students nodded. After all, the Baek Suryong they knew was someone who could beat up demons in hell with his Black Dragon Pointer and make them repent.

"As long as we don't hold Mr. Baek back, he'll be fine... Watch out!"

Just like that, the students clashed with the villains of the Valley of Evil.
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BOOM! CRASH! SMASH!

In just a few exchanges, the room was in ruins, as if a tornado had ripped through it.

The Bloody Ripper stepped back, licking his elongated, sharp fingernails. "...You've been hiding more skill than I thought. No wonder Junior Brother was defeated. They call you the Handsome Playboy, but it doesn't seem like you've mastered any seductive arts."

Even though he wasn't going all out, the Bloody Ripper was genuinely surprised. He knew Baek Suryong had been holding back, but he hadn't expected him to block his Blood Jade Claws so effortlessly.

Baek Suryong grinned naughtily and pretended to untie his belt. "Why? Want me to show you? The other guys complained they don't want to see it."

"Hahaha!" the Bloody Ripper laughed in mock amusement, but his true feelings were betrayed by his cold eyes. "...Looks like I need to tear apart that mouth of yours first."

"Wow! Your Junior Brother said the exact same thing before I killed him."

Baek Suryong didn't back down from the trash talk. His opponent was a master against whom he couldn't guarantee victory, even if he fought with everything he had. If messing with his mind could give him an advantage, he was willing to do whatever it took.

The Bloody Ripper charged like a bolt of lightning, swinging his blood-red claws. "Don't worry. I'll fulfill the promise my Junior Brother made in his place!"

SWISH!

Ten crimson lines of claw qi sliced through the air, and Baek Suryong swung Moon Shadow, deflecting five strands of qi and twisting his body to dodge the rest. Still, he couldn't dodge them all, and shallow cuts appeared on his cheek and shoulder.

"You dodge well, like a rat! Try dodging this!" the Bloody Ripper yelled, spreading his arms wide, then clapping them together violently.

BOOM!

As his palms collided, a qi explosion surged toward Baek Suryong. He retreated, hastily forming a sword qi barrier, but the force behind the attack was overwhelming.

"Ugh!" Baek Suryong groaned, crashing through the door behind him and rolling across the floor. 

After a few tumbles, however, he suddenly sprang up and jumped backwards.

THUD!

The spot where he'd just been standing was pierced deeply by the Bloody Ripper's claws.

The Bloody Ripper pulled out his claws, looking slightly disappointed. "Oho, you dodged again. Fine. Try dodging this!"

The Bloody Ripper unleashed a relentless onslaught on Baek Suryong. Crimson claw qi poured from his claws, tearing apart the surroundings. With his hair disheveled like a wild beast and the night sky stained red, he looked like a ghost from a nightmare.

"You boasted you'd send me to meet Junior Brother in hell, but all you're doing is running away!" he taunted.

Ignoring the mockery, Baek Suryong focused on his defense while closely observing his opponent's martial arts. Although the Blood Jade Claws was a technique he'd encountered before, the Bloody Ripper's mastery was on a different level compared to the White-Haired Demon.

He's definitely strong. I can't beat him while holding back like I did with the White-Haired Demon.

Baek Suryong's hair gradually turned crimson. Even at the cost of revealing the Heaven Defying Divine Art, he could no longer afford to hide his true powers. 

As expected, the Bloody Ripper's eyes widened in shock. Immediately, he unconsciously screeched to a halt, muttering to himself, "Red hair and eyes? And that aura...!"

The aura of the Heaven Defying Divine Art weighed heavily on his mind. Had he been even slightly weaker, he would have had trouble executing his martial arts, as martial artists who had learned the Blood Cult's techniques instinctively experienced terrible fear in front of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Feeling confused, the Bloody Ripper murmured, "No way, no way... It can't be…"

Sensing an opportunity, Baek Suryong went on the attack.

CLANG!

As their sword and claws clashed, the Bloody Ripper stared intently into Baek Suryong's crimson eyes. 

"…Yeah, it doesn't make sense. There are many martial arts in this vast world. There must be several that cause such phenomena," he giggled, quickly dismissing his initial fears.

Convincing himself that Baek Suryong's martial art couldn't possibly be the Heaven Defying Divine Art was more reasonable than believing that the legendary Blood Demon was standing right in front of him.

"Hahaha. You tried to startle me and get a hit in, didn't you?"

Baek Suryong sighed inwardly with relief. Phew. It would've been troublesome if he started shouting that it's the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Regardless, my situation hasn't exactly improved either. 

At that moment, the Bloody Ripper's eyes gleamed viciously. "At least I've now confirmed that you're definitely connected to the Blood Cult."

"Who knows?" Baek Suryong let him believe whatever he wanted. There was no way the old man would even consider a ridiculous concept like reincarnation, after all.

"Then you might know how to open that door. No, you must know. After all, from the very beginning, your goal has always been my treasure, right?"

"Think whatever you want."

"How dare you...!" Blood vessels bulged in the Bloody Ripper's eyes, his expression twisting into monstrous rage. Obsession with the Blood Cult's legacy had consumed him for decades, and the thought that it might be taken drove him mad. "Tell me how to open the door! Then I won't kill you, I'll just gouge out your eyes and cut off your tongue."

"Wow, typical demonic scum. You call that a fair trade?"

"Fine, I'll add another reward. I'll keep you by my side and let others serve you for the rest of your life. How about that?"

"Fucking crazy geezer..." Baek Suryong began, when an idea flashed in his mind. Grinning, he said, "The Blood Cult will soon come to retrieve the items. I simply came ahead to check on them."

"I knew it..." His suspicion that the Handsome Playboy was a spy for the Blood Cult confirmed, the Bloody Ripper's expression contorted with rage.

With a solemn expression, Baek Suryong continued, "Bloody Ripper, you've committed the sin of coveting our cult's treasure. Even tearing you apart and feeding you to the dogs wouldn't be enough punishment. However! Since your martial arts skills are useful, we are willing to take you in. The final decision will be left to the higher-ups, but you could easily be promoted to captain. How about it? Stop coveting what's out of your reach and accept my proposal."

Of course, it's all a lie, but who cares? Whether the Bloody Ripper falls for it or not, I'll be able to buy myself some time to find the entrance to the treasure vault… There it is!

Even while battling the Bloody Ripper, Baek Suryong kept scanning his surroundings, searching for the hidden entrance to the vault.

"Just a Captain? Don't talk nonsense. I'll tear apart anyone who covets my treasure with these hands," the Bloody Ripper growled, eyes blazing with killing intent. At the same time, a distinct energy formed at the tips of the his claws, different from the sword qi he'd shown so far. 

Seeing this, Baek Suryong murmured softly, "Enhanced Qi..."

Enhanced qi was proof that one had reached the rank of a transcendent master.

No, wait. He's not completely at the transcendent level.

On closer inspection, the Bloody Ripper's enhanced qi was somewhat unstable in form, but even unstable enhanced qi was too much for Baek Suryong right now.

"You! Tell me how to open the entrance!" the Bloody Ripper roared, closing the distance in an instant and swinging his claws imbued with enhanced qi.

BOOOOOM!

Baek Suryong hurriedly dodged, and the enhanced qi annihilated the wall behind him. Its destructive power was on a different level than sword qi. If he tried to block it recklessly, his sword would shatter.

Baek Suryong glanced down at his cherished sword, Moon Shadow. It's a treasured sword, maybe it can withstand a few strikes... but it definitely won't last an entire fight. I'll need the Blood Demon Sword for that.

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong used his movement arts, creating more distance between him and his opponent.

"Do you think you can escape? I'll chase you to the ends of hell!" The Bloody Ripper swung his claws imbued with enhanced qi indiscriminately. His massive mansion, built over years, crumbled, and servants and villains around were caught in the destruction.

Baek Suryong dodged the attacks with agility, taunting, "Go to hell alone, you ugly old monster."

"Tell me how to open the door! Before I tear everything apart except your mouth!"

Suddenly, Baek Suryong stopped in his tracks and stuck out his tongue. "With skills like that?"

"You!" Provoked, the Bloody Ripper leaped into the air, spun his body, and unleashed enhanced qi downward.

KABOOOOOM!

The cascading enhanced qi demolished the ground, revealing a hidden space beneath. 

A satisfied grin spread across Baek Suryong's face. "So it was here after all."

He hadn't just been dodging all the time. While evading the Bloody Ripper's attacks, he'd found the entrance to the cave where the Blood Cult's legacy was hidden and maneuvered the fight so that the Bloody Ripper would inadvertently destroy the surrounding area.

Realizing this too late, the Bloody Ripper's face paled. "Impossible..."

With a sinister smirk, Baek Suryong leaped into the hole, shouting, "I'm taking all the Blood Cult's treasure!"

"No!!!" As he hurried to chase Baek Suryong, the Bloody Ripper stopped abruptly. Infusing his voice with inner qi, he shouted loudly, "No one is to follow me! Anyone who dares will be killed!"

After sternly warning the villains of the Valley of Evil, the Bloody Ripper plunged into the hole after Baek Suryong.


Chapter 153: The Legacy of the Blood Cult (2)

Just as I thought, he's hot on my tail, Baek Suryong sighed, sensing the Bloody Ripper's menacing aura closing in on him.

"You scoundrel! I'll skin you alive, soak you in salt water, tear you limb from limb, and feed you to the dogs!" the Bloody Ripper roared, his qi-infused voice sending tremors through the underground tunnel. 

An ordinary martial artist would have clapped his hands over his ears and staggered, but not Baek Suryong. Without using any inner qi, he glanced back and shouted, "Are you trying to cause a cave-in? If you want to be buried along with your precious treasure, go ahead, keep yelling like that!"

Alarmed, the Bloody Ripper instantly held back from roaring. Just as Baek Suryong had pointed out, there was a real risk of the tunnel collapsing. Instead, he snarled through gritted teeth, "You bastard! Even grinding your bones wouldn't satisfy me!"

Baek Suryong continued to run. The passage sloped downward and stretched on endlessly. In an attempt to stall his pursuer, he randomly sent waves of sword qi flying behind him, conveniently also snuffing out every torch along the way. 

Soon, darkness enveloped the path completely.

"Do you think hiding in the dark will let you escape my eyes?" the Bloody Ripper's mocking laughter echoed from behind.

"It'll slow you down, at least," Baek Suryong retorted, scattering nails that he'd hidden in his sleeve across the ground.

The Bloody Ripper stepped on them, but his feet, wrapped in inner qi, remained unscathed. At best, they were a minor nuisance. "Pathetic! Is this the best trick you've got?" he sneered.

Seeing the Bloody Ripper furiously smashing everything in his path, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue in frustration at the old man's overwhelming qi.

When it comes to inner qi quantity, age is an unfair advantage. This geezer's qi reserves are not only leagues above mine, it's probably one of the highest even among the Ten Great Villains. Damn it, I can't afford a prolonged fight.

Baek Suryong bit his lip. Even if he gave it his all, victory against a master like the Bloody Ripper was uncertain. To kill him, he would have to risk serious injury, and even if he managed to win like that, there was no way the other villains of the Valley of Evil would leave his heavily wounded self alone.

Just then, the Bloody Ripper shouted again, his voice sounding much closer this time. "Still remember what I told you about the Zhejiang Five Devils? What do you think has happened to your sworn brothers by now, eh? Think they're still alive?"

Baek Suryong scoffed, "Stupid old fart. Did you actually believe they were my sworn brothers?"

"Kuhuhu. Whether that's true or just bravado, I'll find out myself later."

Baek Suryong didn't bother to answer, but deep down he couldn't help but worry about the students he had left behind, even though he had warned them thoroughly before coming to the Valley of Evil, and they were skilled enough not to be easily defeated.

I can only hope they're handling things well. Just hold on a little longer, kids! I'll finish this quickly and rush over.

Shrugging off his worries, he refocused on his own situation. Since this was where the Blood Cult had hidden their treasure, there would surely be mechanical traps and formations set up. Luckily for him, the former head instructor of the Blood Cult, avoiding or disarming these traps was as easy as taking a walk in his own backyard.

Wait, speaking of traps… Why don't I use them to kill this bastard?

Baek Suryong grinned and kept running. Soon, a massive door came into view.

As he fixed his sights on the door, his Blood Demon's eyes glowed even more sinisterly in the pitch black darkness.
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Baek Suryong slashed at the looming door with his sword qi.

CLANG!

Unsurprisingly, not a single scratch appeared on it, confirming that not only was it made of Meteor Iron, it was at least several inches thick.

Even trying to break it with enhanced qi wouldn't be easy, Baek Suryong mused. Sure, if he kept hammering at it, it might give way eventually, but forcing it open might cause a cave-in or set off explosives, killing them and destroying all the treasure.

The Bloody Ripper howled, "Don't you dare touch that door!"

Dashing forward, Baek Suryong quickly examined the intricate patterns all over the door. To the untrained eye, they might seem like mere decorations, but he easily discerned the hidden meanings.

Just as I thought! It's designed so that only those who've learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art can enter. To open it, I must strike the carvings sequentially according to the Blood Heaven Dance (血天舞), the most fundamental yet most complex technique of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Kicking off the ground, Baek Suryong struck the iron door, infusing it with the inner qi of the Heaven Defying Divine Art and activating the lock mechanism.

JIIIIIING...! DRRRRK... CLACK! CLACK!

The door began to vibrate as the carved pieces moved, shifting and sliding to new positions.

I see. It's not just about the sequence, the door also won't open if I don't get my rhythm right. I have to do it perfectly in one go.

The Blood Heaven Dance was a versatile technique, adaptable to any weapon or even bare hands, changing based on the situation, the weapon in use, or the opponent faced. In essence, this door was designed to serve as an imaginary enemy, a gatekeeper to test his skills. If he couldn't execute the technique correctly, the door would remain shut.

"Now this is what I call a test! Haaaap!" With a spirited shout, Baek Suryong attacked the door, striking the correct mechanisms in order as gracefully as a dragon soaring through the clouds.

Panicking and rushing to stop Baek Suryong, the Bloody Ripper roared, "You insolent brat! What are you doing? If you trigger the mechanism wrongly...!"

RUMMMBLE...!

The Bloody Ripper slid to a halt. The massive door, which hadn't budged no matter what he'd tried over the years, slowly began to open on its own. 

"I-It's opening! The door is opening!" he exclaimed excitedly, eyes wide in astonishment.

Having perfectly executed the Blood Demon's martial art, Baek Suryong sighed with relief. Seeing the gatekeeper who had guarded the Blood Cult's treasure for so long granting him entry, he couldn't help but feel a twinge of pride bubbling up within him.

"It's my first time actually using it... so this is how it feels," he murmured, gazing dazedly at the passage beyond the open door. He'd practiced the Blood Heaven Dance alone before, but using it on something was a first.

I gained a lot of insight into the Heaven Defying Divine Art just by striking the door as directed... Could this be a device set up by one of the ancient Blood Demons for future generations?

Baek Suryong glanced back at the Bloody Ripper, a satisfied smile spreading across his lips. "I should thank you. Because of you, my martial arts skills have improved greatly."

"What...?"

Without another word, Baek Suryong spun around and shot through the door like an arrow, using his movement arts to the limit.

"You insolent brat! Stop right there!" the Bloody Ripper roared, snapping out of his stupor and giving chase. He had spent decades preparing for this moment—transforming the Valley of Evil into an impregnable fortress, enslaving villains to dig tunnels, and killing anyone who knew the secret, even those he once called friends, all to ensure no one would uncover the true nature of this place.

"You think I'll let it be taken away? No matter who you are, I won't give up my treasure. Not even if you are... the Blood Demon of this era!"

As crazy as he was, the Bloody Ripper was no fool. After witnessing such a formidable technique firsthand, he could no longer continue deceiving himself about Baek Suryong's true identity.

So what if he's the Blood Demon? He's still weaker than me. This might be my only chance to kill him!

Blood vessels ruptured in the Bloody Ripper's eyes, sending streams of crimson tears down his face as he shrieked, "Kuhuhu... The treasure is mine! All mine! You dare to claim what belongs to me? How dare you! I'll leash you like a dog and drag you at my feet! Even if you beg for death, I'll keep you alive by a thread!"

As the Bloody Ripper ran down the passage after Baek Suryong, the door began to close behind them.

CREAK… CLANG!

The heavy iron door slammed shut, heavy and silent as if it had never been opened.
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One hour after the two men entered the Blood Cult's secret vault.

"Kuuaaaah! You damn brat! I'll skin you alive!" the Bloody Ripper bellowed, flailing his claws in fury. His hair and beard were singed, his clothes were torn, and his body was riddled with cuts. Some of the wounds had even turned black from poison.

Up ahead, Baek Suryong glanced back, offering a friendly warning, "Watch your head!"

Contrary to his words, however, it wasn't the ceiling that opened, but the left wall, releasing hundreds of long steel needles.

Deflecting the needles with his claws, the Bloody Ripper snarled, "Hah! Did you think I'll be fooled again?"

No matter how deadly the hidden weapons were, injuring a master of his caliber was nearly impossible—unless someone else intervened.

THWACK!

A single needle, secretly thrown by Baek Suryong, embedded itself in the Bloody Ripper's shoulder.

Eyes blazing from pain and rage, the Bloody Ripper unleashed his enhanced qi, shattering the entire trap and launching another wave of attacks toward Baek Suryong. "How long do you think you can keep running?!"

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong had already predicted his actions and dodged to the side. Pointing downward, he said plainly, "Watch your step."

"Kuuaaak! You fucking son of a bitch!"

Needles rained down, floors gave way, flames erupted, and rocks tumbled, but Baek Suryong skillfully maneuvered through the traps, leaving only the Bloody Ripper to endure the worst.

"I'll catch you even if I become a ghost!" the Bloody Ripper roared.

"Oh my, how scary," Baek Suryong quipped.

Furious, the Bloody Ripper destroyed every mechanism in his path, pouring out his inner qi without restraint. If he could just kill Baek Suryong, all the treasure would be his.

"Tsk, what a persistent old man," Baek Suryong muttered, clicking his tongue. He'd used the Bloody Ripper to smash through all the traps along the path to the vault, covering in under an hour what should have taken half a day, but the old man was still lively and energetic.

Their cat-and-mouse game had stretched on for quite a while, yet every chase must eventually reach its conclusion, and at last, they found themselves at a dead end.

"Fuck..." Baek Suryong swore, leaning against the wall.

The Bloody Ripper approached with a triumphant grin. "Kuhuhu... Now, once I kill you, it's all over."

The two men stood in a narrow chamber only a few meters wide. Despite his injuries and exhaustion, the Bloody Ripper still possessed the overwhelming weapon that was enhanced qi. In such a confined space, the outcome seemed obvious.

Nevertheless, Baek Suryong didn't look worried at all. Instead, he grinned, saying, "Yeah. This should do. You're too tired to run away now."

"Me? Run away? What nonsense are you spouting..."

"Unlike you, I can't use it for long," Baek Suryong sighed, raising Moon Shadow.

At that moment, the sword qi surrounding his blade intensified, becoming denser and more vivid until it was a deeper, brighter crimson than even the Bloody Ripper's.

"E-Enhanced Qi...!" the Bloody Ripper exclaimed, his mouth hanging open in shock and disbelief.

Pointing his sword at the old man, Baek Suryong smirked. "Why? Did you think only you could use it?"
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Baek Suryong charged forward like lightning, his sword slicing through the air. Unlike before, his blade was now enveloped in a crimson enhanced sword qi as vivid as fresh blood.

The Bloody Ripper dared not underestimate the power behind this attack. Gathering enhanced qi in both hands, he crossed his arms in front of his chest to block the incoming slash.

CLAAAANG!!

As enhanced qi collided with enhanced qi, a massive shockwave erupted around the two martial artists.

"Ugh!" The Bloody Ripper slid backwards, almost hitting the wall before he could stop himself, but he couldn't feel the pain in his arms. The shock of seeing the enhanced qi on Baek Suryong's sword was simply too overwhelming. "H-How can you use enhanced qi...!"

"What's so special about enhanced qi?" Baek Suryong replied as if it were nothing.

Damn it, damn it all! How did he reach the realm of enhanced sword qi when he hasn't even turned thirty yet?! The Bloody Ripper's face contorted into a grotesque grimace. The thought that a young upstart had achieved in mere years what had taken him decades ignited a fiery inferiority complex within him.

"You arrogant brat! You've got some nerve!" he screamed, summoning all his inner qi, even tapping into his core reserves. There was no reason to hold back anymore. Whoever killed the other here would claim all the Blood Cult's treasures hidden within this secret cave, and perhaps even...

Tears of blood streamed from the Bloody Ripper's eyes, now completely consumed by madness. "I know! I'll kill you and become the new Blood Demon! Kahahaha!" he laughed.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "You're totally out of your mind."

CLAAAANG!

Once again, the clash of enhanced qi sent waves of scattered energy in all directions. With each collision between these two masters, forces of nature in their own right, the cavern shook and began to crumble.

Amidst the swirling dust clouds, the Bloody Ripper laughed maniacally, "Kahahaha! Just maintaining enhanced qi seems tough for you! Just give up already!"

In contrast, rivers of sweat poured down Baek Suryong's face, which had turned as pale as a corpse.

As much as I hate to admit it, he's right, using enhanced qi is still too much for me.

Right now, Baek Suryong was forcefully wringing out his qi center and acupoints to produce enhanced qi, which placed a great strain on his body. Unfortunately, in order to freely use enhanced qi, he needed to fully open the Conception and Governing Meridians, as well as reach the seventh star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Sensing Baek Suryong's struggle, the Bloody Ripper sneered, firmly believing that victory was within his grasp. "Heheheh, even if you force out some half-baked enhanced qi, the outcome won't change. First, I'll cut off your legs so you can't run anymore. Then, I'll..."

"Whew. I'm finally getting the hang of this," Baek Suryong interrupted, grinning despite his pale complexion.

"…What?"

How can he smile in this situation? Why does he look so calm when he should be pleading for his life? The Bloody Ripper couldn't fathom what Baek Suryong was thinking.

"Hmph, do you think putting on a brave face will..." the Bloody Ripper began, though his voice faded as he noticed Baek Suryong's expression growing more relaxed.

Looking down, he noticed the enhanced sword qi surrounding Baek Suryong's sword writhe and wobble briefly, before settling into an even more condensed form along the edges of the blade.

Baek Suryong smiled sheepishly. "My apologies, it's my first time using this in actual combat, so controlling it was a bit tricky."

"W-What are you doing...?" The Bloody Ripper couldn't fathom what was unfolding before his eyes, but one thing was clear—the technique Baek Suryong had just used was so advanced that he couldn't possibly replicate it.

Am I seeing things? He actually compressed enhanced qi! That's something only an absolute master on the level of the Ten Supremes can do!

"Shall we go again?" Baek Suryong taunted, dashing toward the Bloody Ripper. Perhaps because the enhanced sword qi was compressed, his swings now looked much faster and lighter, though the power behind them was anything but.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

The struggling Baek Suryong from earlier was nowhere to be seen. With the agility of a leopard and the ferocity of a tiger, he seemed to be attacking from all directions at once. 

Now, the one cornered was the Bloody Ripper.

"Ugh... Don't get cocky!!" he barked, gathering all his inner qi and unleashing explosions in every direction.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The explosions devastated everything within a ten meter radius, but Baek Suryong emerged from the ensuing dust cloud unharmed, having used his compressed sword qi to create a shield.

Step by step, he approached his opponent and said in a low voice, "Bloody Ripper, except for your enhanced qi, you have nothing on me."

"Shut up!"

Baek Suryong steeled himself to finish the fight. As long as his enhanced sword qi was solid enough not to shatter upon impact, it was sufficient. He could compensate for his lack of inner qi with superior technique. 

Of course, if I were facing a true transcendent master, this approach wouldn't work, but... despite this old man's notorious reputation as one of the Ten Great Villains, he's just a half-baked master who can't fully control enhanced qi.

"I'm more than enough to defeat you. You, who can't even handle enhanced qi properly, are far from being a master," he said.

The Bloody Ripper lunged forward, spewing streams of enhanced qi from his clawed hands. "I told you to shut up!"

Baek Suryong blocked the onslaught, gauging how long he could maintain his enhanced qi. 

…I think seven minutes is my limit for now.

By compressing the enhanced qi, he increased efficiency, minimized waste, and also reduced the burden on his qi center and acupoints by more than half. Still, he judged that seven minutes was as long as he could sustain it.

"Well, I'll take what I can get. This is enough for now."

"I'll tear you apaaaart!" Completely losing his mind, the Bloody Ripper rushed in, releasing enhanced qi from his entire body in a suicide attack. 

However, Baek Suryong wouldn't allow him even that much of a reprise. In his eyes, this old villain was riddled with openings. He smirked coldly, saying, "I'm tired of seeing your face. Let's finish this."

Moon Shadow traced a crimson arc through the air.

SWOOSH!

"Argh!" the Bloody Ripper screamed as his enhanced qi shattered. All ten of his claws were severed, and deep cuts covered his body. His unstable energy was no match for Baek Suryong's compressed enhanced qi. Reeling from the force of the attack, he coughed up blood and staggered backward.

"N-No... This can't be..."

Looking down, he saw a fountain of blood gushing from a hole in his abdomen. He desperately pressed whatever was left of his hands against it to stem the bleeding, but it was futile. His qi center had been destroyed.

Aging rapidly due to the loss of the inner qi that kept his body in its prime, he muttered, "Gone… All my qi that I accumulated over decades, all gone! I... I can't die like this... I CAN'T DIE LIKE THIS!"

Vomiting blood, he fell to his knees, clutching his stomach. Though he knew it was too late, he still tried to crawl away, desperately clinging to life.

"I have to find the Blood Cult's treasure... Consume the supreme martial arts and elixirs inside… perform Rejuvenation and regain my youth..."

"Are those your last words? You're seriously clinging to those delusions until the very end?"

A shadow loomed over the Bloody Ripper. He lifted his head, only to see Baek Suryong looking down at him with pity.

"You! If it wasn't for you, I would have...!" he spat spitefully.

"Let me set you straight so that you can let go of your worthless regrets before you head to the afterlife. Never mind the Blood Cult's treasure vault, even if you obtained the finest martial arts and elixirs in the world, you wouldn't achieve Rejuvenation."

"W-What? Why?!"

Baek Suryong saw no need to give such a villain any hope. With the cold gaze of the Demon Instructor, he pronounced his judgment on the Bloody Ripper, "First, you lack the aptitude for martial arts. Second, your narrow-minded personality makes you unfit to master advanced techniques. Third, you don't possess keen insight. Fourth, if you had any talent or determination, you would have fully mastered the Blood Jade Claws by now, proving that you lack both."

Offended by Baek Suryong's harsh assessment, the Bloody Ripper screeched angrily, "What do you know about me?! If only I'd started learning advanced martial arts a little earlier, I'd definitely...!"

"I know an old man who started learning martial arts at the age of sixty-five. Despite his poor health and aging body, he trained for months without a single day's rest and finally passed the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam. Can you say that you've worked harder than him, hmm?"

"I...!" the Bloody Ripper began to object, but under Baek Suryong's icy stare, he fell silent.

"For decades, you neglected your training, holding onto the illusion that acquiring mythical techniques and elixirs would grant you Rejuvenation."

"That's not true! I also worked hard..."

"Don't bother arguing with me, your physical condition and martial arts speak for themselves. You have no one to blame but yourself. Save your excuses for the judges of hell."

Baek Suryong raised his sword and placed it over the Bloody Ripper's heart. Like an afterthought, he added, "Oh, and when you meet your junior brother in the afterlife, remember to give him my regards, okay?"

"N-No...!"

SPURT!

The Bloody Ripper's body shuddered briefly before crumpling to the ground. A pitiful end for a master who had once spread terror across the world as one of the Ten Great Villains. The notorious founder and ruler of the Valley of Evil, responsible for countless atrocities, died alone and unseen.

"Hoo..." Baek Suryong leaned against a wall, panting. Though he'd won a resounding victory over the Bloody Ripper, his inner qi and stamina were nearly exhausted. Had it not been for the Blood Cult's traps, he would have been the one lying on the ground instead.

"Well, a win is a win," he wheezed, glancing at the corpse. He was worried about his students, but in his current state he wouldn't be of any help to them without some rest and recuperation.

"An elixir would be nice right about now…"

Feeling along the wall, Baek Suryong felt out a hidden switch and pressed it.

RUMMMMBLE…

A hidden door opened at what he previously believed was a dead end, revealing a passage illuminated by numerous priceless phosphorescent pearls.

"Let's see how much those Blood Cult bastards stashed away before their downfall," he said with a grin, entering the passage cautiously, wary of traps.

Fortunately, there seemed to be no more traps as far as he could tell. Soon, he entered a chamber containing mountains of gold and jewels.

"Whew! They sure piled up a lot," he whistled.

Nevertheless, Baek Suryong took only a cursory look at the fortune before going deeper into the cave. What he sought could not be bought with money.

If this place was really created before the fall of the Blood Cult... then it must be here.

Shortly after, Baek Suryong noticed a small wooden box resting atop an ornate iron chest deep within the vault. Upon opening the box, he found a glowing red sphere, roughly the size of a lime.

A bright smile appeared on his lips. "I knew it. The Blood Elixir..."

The Blood Elixir was a supreme tonic crafted specially for the Blood Demon, and was a perfect blend of impure qi and medicinal essence. Consuming it would elevate his mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art to the next level. 

Baek Suryong then shifted his attention to the chest. Lifting the lid, he pulled out a piece of black fabric made of an unknown material that was neither leather nor cloth.

"No way. Isn't this the Black Dragon Armor?" he gasped.

The Black Dragon Armor, a legendary armor of the Blood Cult, was revered for its ability to protect the wearer from extreme temperatures, block sword qi, and, when infused with inner qi, even endure enhanced qi.

Delighted, Baek Suryong took off his shirt and donned the Black Dragon Armor. As if it had a will of its own, the armor adjusted itself to fit him perfectly.

"Haha, the Blood Elixir and the Black Dragon Armor. Lucky me!"

Still, as the saying goes, human greed knows no bounds. Before leaving, Baek Suryong quickly scanned the treasure vault for anything else of interest.

Something old and worn, tucked away in a corner, caught his eye.

"That's...!"

It was the item he'd most hoped to find.


Chapter 155: The Legacy of the Blood Cult (4)

It was an ancient sword, perhaps centuries old. Left forgotten in a dusty corner of the vault, whoever stored it here obviously didn't think much of it. 

However, the moment Baek Suryong's eyes fell on the blade, he couldn't tear them away. He approached the sword and examined it closely, noting that the scabbard was worn and peeling, and where tassels once hung, there were only faint, charred remnants. Still, despite the damage and the passage of time eroding his memories, he recognized it immediately.

He picked it up, gently brushing away the layers of dust that had settled on it. 

"It's been a while, Soul Sword..."

Soul Sword, the favorite weapon and faithful companion of the Sword Saint, the greatest swordsman in history. As its name implied, it held the unyielding, unbreakable soul of a martial artist... that is, until his son was taken hostage.

Baek Suryong recalled the faraway look in the Sword Saint's eyes whenever he stroked Soul Sword.


"This sword contains my soul."



To be honest, Soul Sword was not an exceptional weapon by any standards. In terms of sharpness and durability, it was no better than Moon Shadow, the sword Baek Suryong currently used. Nonetheless, even the most ordinary weapon becomes a treasure in its own right when wielded by a supreme martial artist for decades.

HUMMMMM!

Baek Suryong drew the blade halfway from its scabbard, and it resonated with a clear hum as if responding to him… as if the spirit of the Sword Saint himself was still within it.


"I've spent half my life with this little one. Like me, it's old and worn... but still usable."



Remembering that rare smile, warmth crept onto Baek Suryong's face, in stark contrast to the icy expression he'd worn during his battle with the Bloody Ripper.

"Master Sword Saint, I'll take good care of Soul Sword for you," he murmured, carefully wrapping the sword in cloth and strapping it across his back. Despite its serviceability, he had no plans to use it in battle, as it didn't feel like his to wield.

"I wonder if my other three masters' mementos are here too..."

Baek Suryong searched the vault, hoping to find the items that once belonged to his other masters. Ever since the Bloody Ripper had mentioned that the legacy of the Blood Cult was hidden here, he'd been wondering if their belongings were hidden here as well.

Unfortunately, nothing else caught his eye.

"I guess I'd better head back. I hope everyone's safe..." he sighed.

Nearly two hours had passed since he entered the underground vault. Exhausted to the point of collapse, he took five minutes to meditate before getting up. Although he had the Blood Elixir, he intended to consume it later, when he had time and was properly prepared.

Just as he was about to leave, however, a wall suddenly slid down from the ceiling, blocking his exit, and smoke began to pour in from all directions.

Baek Suryong covered his nose with his sleeve, frowning. "Damn it, I knew getting in here was too easy..."

He drew Moon Shadow and prepared to cut through the door with enhanced sword qi, but letters began to appear on the newly exposed wall as the smoke caressed it.

Welcome, visitor. I am the Demonic Strategist, the Second Elder of the Blood Demon Divine Cult.

"The Demonic Strategist!" Baek Suryong exclaimed, a fiery anger igniting in his eyes. 

The Demonic Strategist was the bastard who had forced him to steal the martial arts of his four Masters, only to discard him afterward.

If you've reached this place, it can only mean one of two things: you are either the rightful heir to the Heaven Defying Divine Art, or a thief who has bypassed every trap to steal our treasure.

"I'm the heir of the Heaven Defying Divine Art and a thief who came here to steal the treasure, damn it!" Baek Suryong hissed, swinging his sword wildly.

BOOM! CRASH!

His compressed enhanced sword qi shredded the words left by the Demonic Strategist, but the wall was sturdier than he expected. Even with his powerful attack, he couldn't do much damage.

His expression hardened, and his mind raced. Is the door made of meteor iron? By the time I cut through the door, will I have enough qi left to rescue the kids...?

At that moment, new words appeared on the wall.

Hence, I will administer a test to see if you are qualified.

"A test?" Baek Suryong muttered.

The poisonous smoke filling this vault is deadly to ordinary martial artists, but for one who has mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art, it is medicine.

Baek Suryong's eyes widened. "What the hell!?"

If you are the true heir, consume the Blood Elixir immediately and begin meditating, for you will have a fortuitous encounter today. If you're a thief seeking treasure, however, you will die vomiting blood.

"Haha... hahaha..." Baek Suryong laughed hollowly. As expected of the Demonic Strategist, he set up a trap even here, where the Blood Cult's treasure was hidden. Clicking his tongue at the cunning snake's meticulousness, he couldn't help but reflect on how messed up fate truly was.

"Sucks to be you, Demonic Strategist! Your treasure has ended up in my hands! I bet even someone as clever as you couldn't possibly have seen this coming!"

I pray that you are the successor of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, the future Blood Demon who will revive our cult.

"…Pray for something else, you fucking son of a bitch."

Baek Suryong swallowed the Blood Elixir in one gulp and sat down cross-legged. Although he was worried about the students, now was the time to eliminate all distractions and focus his mind.

"Demonic Strategist, I'll help myself to all the treasures you left behind. Watch closely from hell, because I won't hesitate to use them to destroy the Blood Cult."

With those words, he closed his eyes and began to meditate.
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"Huff... huff..." Hyonwon Kang panted heavily. His lungs were on fire and blood from a cut on his forehead kept dripping into his eyes, obscuring his vision. Wiping it away with the back of his hand, he asked his comrades standing back to back with him, "Everyone still alive?"

"Somehow."

"For now."

"I'm okay..."

Ya Suhyeok, Yeo Min, and Wiji Cheon all looked battered as well. Their once pristine martial arts uniforms were stained with blood, and their exposed skin was covered with countless wounds. 

Hyonwon Kang, in particular, had a wound on his left thigh so deep that the bone beneath was visible. Even if we survive... I might end up with a limp for the rest of my life, he thought grimly. The idea of being crippled felt surreal. 

Raising his blood-stained blade, he chuckled bitterly, "I wonder how many I've killed?"

The path behind them was drenched in blood. After slaying more than twenty enemies, they had stopped counting, but they were still surrounded.

"How are these brats so damn tough..." the Demon Doctor groaned, frowning and fingering the antidote in his hands. Since he hadn't joined the fight, he was still unscathed. 

Releasing his killing intent, he threatened, "Just give up and surrender. I'm really starting to want to kill you."

"Shut up. You've been dying to kill us from the beginning," Hyonwon Kang retorted.

"You little...!" The Demon Doctor grimaced at Hyonwon Kang's cheeky remark. To tell the truth, he had wanted to kill the students right from the beginning, but the four of them had stubbornly defied the odds.

"I thought they were just kids..."

"Their martial arts are really impressive."

"They've also got some serious guts."

Even the surrounding villains were exasperated.

Thanks to Baek Suryong's rigorous training, the four students' fundamentals, stamina, and tenacity surpassed that of the average villain in the Valley of Evil. Even so, they were reaching their limits. Their bodies felt heavy, and their qi was almost exhausted.

"Mr. Baek..." Yeo Min murmured wearily, glancing at the Bloody Ripper's house behind them. She couldn't sense either Baek Suryong's or the Bloody Ripper's qi anymore. "What happened to him? Could he have..."

Hyonwon Kang interrupted her sharply, "How long are you going to keep depending on the teacher? Stop whining and focus on the enemies in front of us."

"...Okay." Yeo Min nodded, swallowing her words. Hyonwon Kang was right. Now wasn't the time to wait for help they weren't sure would come. As martial artists in their own right, they had to find their own way out.

Gritting his teeth, Hyonwon Kang growled, "If we survive this, let's train even harder so we never have to face this humiliation again."

"Agreed."

"Definitely!"

"Yes..."

After fighting a life-and-death battle in the Valley of Evil, the four students had once again grown significantly. Still, their survival was essential for that growth to have any value.

"Kill them!" the Demon Doctor commanded, and the villains swarmed toward the students.

Hyonwon Kang stepped forward and took the lead. "Break through them!" he shouted.

Faced with enemies hell-bent on carnage, the students gritted their teeth and fought back. Lost in the heat of battle, even their injuries became an afterthought.

Regardless, even in the midst of the chaos, Hyonwon Kang kept an eye on the poisoned Wiji Cheon. "Wiji Cheon! Are you okay?" he asked worriedly, noticing that the boy was in bad shape.

"Yes..." Wiji Cheon replied stubbornly, though in reality, he could feel the fever burning through him, and his vision had become blurry.

SWISH! SWOOSH!

With each swift swing of his sword, he decapitated the villains who had attacked him, believing he was too sick to fight. Before long, though, he felt his strength slipping away and began to stagger, eventually collapsing to his knees.

"Wiji Cheon!" Ya Suhyeok shouted, lifting the fallen Wiji Cheon onto his back while Hyonwon Kang swung his blade fiercely to protect the two.

Yeo Min gritted her teeth. "Senior Hyonwon Kang! I have a last resort!" she yelled.

"A last resort?"

"But we might all die. Should I still do it?"

"Do what?"

"No time to explain!"

"Ahh, damn it! Just do it!"

Taking a deep breath, Yeo Min infused her voice with inner qi and shouted, "Everyone stop! If you come any closer, I'll set off a bomb!"

The charging villains faltered.

"A-A BOMB?"

"What did that bitch just say?"

"She's bluffing, right?"

"I'm serious!" Yeo Min added, reaching into her sleeve pocket and pulling out a black orb the size of a fist. "This is a bomb! If I detonate it here, everyone within two hundred feet will die!"

The villains flinched and stepped back nervously.

The Demon Doctor scoffed. "Of course she's bluffing. How could a little girl like her be carrying something as valuable as a bomb?"

"Don't believe me? Regret it in the afterlife!" Yeo Min shrieked, throwing the bomb with all her strength.

"Ahhhh!"

"Get back!"

Uncertain whether it was real or fake, the villains instinctively retreated, though they didn't pull back far enough to break the encirclement.

"Senior!" Yeo Min shouted to Hyonwon Kang.

As if on cue, Hyonwon Kang unleashed a wave of Blade Wind, striking the bomb's fuse with pinpoint accuracy. 

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!

An earth-shattering explosion ensued. The bomb that Yeo Min had thrown turned out to be real, and the explosion swallowed up or blew away most of the villains in the vicinity.

"Cough! Cough!"

A few moments later, the students, who had thrown themselves to the ground to avoid the force of the blast, scrambled to their feet, coughing. Thanks to Ya Suhyeok, who had shielded them with his sturdy body at the last second, they were relatively unharmed.

Hyonwon Kang looked around dazedly. "Holy shit... It was a real bomb?"

Yeo Min mumbled, "I told you it was real. It's my only one though..."

"What kind of crazy girl carries around a BOMB?" Hyonwon Kang shouted, aghast.

The aftermath of the explosion was immense. Flames spread everywhere, engulfing buildings. The raging inferno and the dismembered corpses scattered by the blast transformed the Valley of Evil into a scene straight out of hell.

"Let's hurry and run. We didn't get them all with the bomb," Yeo Min urged.

"Yeah... Let's get out of here," Hyonwon Kang agreed.

Ya Suhyeok carried Wiji Cheon on his back, and Yeo Min supported the injured Hyonwon Kang. Taking advantage of the chaos caused by the explosion, they fled from the Valley of Evil.

Unfortunately, it wasn't long before they were pursued.

"Don't let them escape!"

"Catch them and kill them!"

Enraged, the villains chased after them, and before long, they once again found themselves surrounded.

"Fuck..."

"Is this the end?"

"Just our luck..."

"......"

As the students resigned themselves to one last stand, suddenly, a cool wind began to blow. 

"I came to see what all the commotion was about, and what do I find? A bunch of kids playing with fire in the middle of the night," a voice so frosty it sent shivers down their spines said.

To everyone's disbelief, the raging flames that engulfed the Valley of Evil quickly began to subside as an icy blizzard summoned by a single individual cooled the inferno that had overtaken the valley.

The villains looked up at the source of the blizzard—a white-haired woman standing in the moonlight.

"T-The Nine Yin Witch..." someone stammered.

The Nine Yin Witch stood atop the ice she had conjured, gazing down upon the martial artists below.



Translator's Note: And so it is revealed that the Demonic Strategist either survived the events of Chapter 1, or predicted what was going to happen that day. Also, Wonkang is surprisingly turning out to be a natural leader and caring big brother.


Chapter 156: The Nine Yin Witch (1)

Everyone froze, as if they had been turned to ice. Standing before them was the second of the Ten Great Villains of the Valley of Evil, a master of ice arts who could freeze everything around herself.

So that's the Nine Yin Witch...

She's nothing like I imagined!

I'd heard that she was beautiful, but I didn't think she was this beautiful!

Since the Nine Yin Witch spent most of her time in seclusion, many of the villains in the Valley of Evil were seeing her for the first time and were astonished by her youthful, stunning appearance that completely contradicted her witch alias.

No matter how they looked at her, she didn't appear a day over thirty. Considering that she'd been infamous for over a decade, it was astonishing.

Slowly surveying the surroundings, the Nine Yin Witch asked, "Where's that that damned old man? With all this commotion, why is he still nowhere to be seen?"

The 'old man' she referred to was, naturally, the Bloody Ripper. Given his personality, he wouldn't just sit back and let such chaos unfold in the Valley of Evil. 

Tilting her head, the Nine Yin Witch murmured, "Did he finally die of old age?"

"Ahem! Who says he's dead?" the Demon Doctor loudly cleared his throat and stepped forward. Although he usually enjoyed abusing his authority in the Valley of Evil and acting like the Bloody Ripper's close friend, even he couldn't treat the Nine Yin Witch lightly. "Nine Yin Witch, what brings you here?" he asked politely.

"The Valley's going up in flames, and you expect me to just sit back and watch? Besides, is there anywhere in the Valley of Evil I can't go?" the Nine Yin Witch replied.

"Well..." The Demon Doctor couldn't argue. However, since the Nine Yin Witch usually kept to herself, he couldn't understand why she had suddenly appeared. "...It's fine if you just want to observe, but please don't interfere in our affairs."

"What affairs are you talking about?" the Nine Yin Witch demanded.

The Demon Doctor cautiously replied, "We're in the process of apprehending some criminals who have caused havoc in the Valley of Evil."

"Criminals, huh... Then shouldn't you be the first to be arrested?" she scoffed.

The veins on the Demon Doctor's forehead bulged, but even though he was momentarily suppressed by the Witch's aura, he wasn't one to back down easily. "Anyway, don't interfere! If the Bloody Ripper finds out about this later..."

CRACK, CRACKLE!

A terrifying chill emanated from the Nine Yin Witch's body, and ice sprouted from where she stood, extending toward the Demon Doctor. Sliding down the icy path she'd created, she came to a stop right in front of him. "The Bloody Ripper? Do I look like I'm afraid of that old man?" she whispered, lightly tracing his face with her long fingers.

"Ugh..." The Demon Doctor's eyebrows frosted over, turning white, and white puffs escaped from his mouth. 

In the Valley of Evil, the only person who could restrain the Nine Yin Witch was the Bloody Ripper, but right now, he was nowhere to be seen.

"Didn't you know? That old man leaves me alone because I keep trash like you in check."

Trembling nervously, the Demon Doctor nodded, begging, "P-Please, stop..."

"If you threaten me with the Bloody Ripper's name one more time, it won't end like this," she warned, expanding the range of her aura and causing the other nearby villains to shiver uncontrollably.

"U-Understood..."

Seeing his submissive reaction, the Nine Yin Witch withdrew her icy aura.

Meanwhile, the students who had narrowly escaped death desperately tried to figure a way out of their current predicament.

The Nine Yin Witch! Out of the frying pan into the fire…

Can we get out of here alive?

We're doomed...

Although the Bloody Ripper and the Nine Yin Witch had never actually fought, the murim rankings placed her slightly above him.

Such a terrifying Great Villain now turned her gaze toward them, her eyes scanning each of them. Under her cold gaze, they felt as if they were being stripped naked, especially Yeo Min, who she stared at the longest.

"You children don't look like you belong in the Valley of Evil," she remarked. Then, looking directly at Yeo Min, she mumbled, "And you…"

"......"

"…Never mind." Turning away, the Nine Yin Witch pointed at one of the villains. "You. Tell me exactly what happened here."

"Eek!" Black Boar, the unfortunate soul who the Witch had singled out, broke into a cold sweat and glanced nervously at the Demon Doctor.

His actions did not escape the Nine Yin Witch. "If I sense a hint of a lie, I'll freeze and shatter your fingers one by one," she threatened.

Panicking, the Black Boar immediately started recounting everything that had happened that day, rambling, "I-I swear to tell only the truth! Those folks are newcomers who arrived in the Valley of Evil today... So, in my personal opinion... except for the one called the Handsome Playboy, they don't seem like our kind. Maybe we should take them in and interrogate them since they seem to have some hidden intentions... But of course, it's up to you, Nine Yin Witch... Just my humble opinion..." 

Finishing his story, Black Boar watched Nine Yin Witch and Demon Doctor carefully, awaiting their final verdict.

The Nine Yin Witch sighed, "I see. So you guys caused all this chaos over such an insignificant matter?"

"What?" the Demon Doctor exclaimed.

In the Valley of Evil, strength was the law. Without a doubt, the Nine Yin Witch had the most authority. She pronounced her verdict, "I won't allow any more fighting. Zhejiang Five Devils, leave the Valley of Evil immediately. We'll end it like this."

"What?!"

It was clearly a one-sided decision in favor of the Zhejiang Five Devils, but none of the villains dared to express their rage.

"Nine Yin Witch, why are you showing them such favoritism?" the Demon Doctor asked cautiously, suppressing his rising anger.

Ignoring his question, she turned to the students. "Didn't you hear me? Shoo, get out of my sight."

"Can we really go?" Hyonwon Kang asked.

She waved her hand dismissively, as if it was a nuisance to even answer.

Supporting the injured Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min whispered, "Let's go quickly before she changes her mind."

Watching the Nine Yin Witch warily, the villains gradually relaxed their encirclement, when suddenly, a familiar voice interrupted, "That won't do."

Hyonwon Kang's face clouded over. Hell Axe, Wolf Fang Blade, and Blue Eyed Freak, the three gatekeepers of the Valley of Evil, were approaching. 

"It's you guys..." he muttered.

"Tsk." The Nine Yin Witch clicked her tongue, her delicate eyebrows furrowing into a frown. Even for her, these three were troublesome opponents. Individually, they were no match for her, but together, it was a different story. Even the ruler of the Valley, the Bloody Ripper, couldn't easily ignore their words.

Especially that Blue Eyed Freak...

"Good evening, Nine Yin Witch," the Blue Eyed Freak said, his blue eyes gleaming mischievously as he stopped in front of her. "The Valley of Evil has its own rules and order. It's problematic when you disrupt them on a whim."

"You mean the rules the Bloody Ripper made up as he pleased?" she retorted.

"Those are the rules everyone agreed to when they entered this place," he replied calmly.

"I never agreed to them," she asserted coldly.

The Blue Eyed Freak chuckled softly, "The Bloody Ripper is the founder of the Valley of Evil. No matter how strong you are, shouldn't you at least show him some respect?"

Something about his tone grated on her nerves, even though it was polite. She replied icily, "And why should I?"

"Because you're also someone who's been given safe refuge in the Valley of Evil. As a public enemy of the Murim, do you have anywhere else to go?" he pointed out.

"......" For a moment, the Nine Yin Witch was at a loss for words. As much as she disliked the Blue Eyed Freak, she couldn't dismiss him outright. If he was like the typical villain, staring at her with stupidity and lust, she would have attacked him without hesitation, but he was calm, rational, and his combat skills were nothing to sneeze at.

Still, she had no intention of backing down. 

"So you want to challenge me?" she asked, freezing the ground beneath her. The ambient temperature plummeted, her white hair began to flutter, and pure ice qi gathered in her hands.

"Hold on. I'm not done talking yet," Blue Eyed Freak said, shaking his head as he took a step back. "I'm not interested in their identities, and I don't intend to do anything to them. Still, letting them go freely after causing such a ruckus? It hurts our pride as gatekeepers."

"Exactly! It feels wrong!" Hell Axe chimed in.

"Honestly, I'd love to just kill them," Wolf Fang Blade added, placing a hand on his weapon.

"Sigh... Get to the point. What do you want?" the Nine Yin Witch demanded.

"Let's wait for the Bloody Ripper to return," Blue Eyed Freak suggested, smiling. Despite his gentle demeanor, he drew his sword, making it clear that he wouldn't just walk away if the negotiations failed. "If you prefer, we can settle this right here. I assure you, even if you survive, these youngsters won't."

"Are you threatening me?" she asked.

"Just giving you a heads up," he replied.

Sparks flew between the two. The three gatekeepers, including Blue Eyed Freak, were the top martial artists in the Valley of Evil, second only to the Bloody Ripper and the Nine Yin Witch. If they clashed now...

Everyone held their breath.

Just as the fight was on the verge of starting, however, the Nine Yin Witch unexpectedly surprised everyone by stepping back first.

"Fine. For the sake of your pride, you're saying I can't let these kids leave the Valley of Evil, right?" she asked.

Blue Eyed Freak nodded. "Correct."

The Nine Yin Witch grinned slyly. "Then, I'll take them to my place."

"What?"

"When the Bloody Ripper returns, tell him to come collect them from me."

For the first time, Blue Eyed Freak's composure wavered. The Nine Yin Witch's dwelling was in the most dangerous part of the valley, and most people didn't even know its location.

"No one who visited your home has ever returned alive..." he began cautiously.

"That's because their intentions were always the same," the Nine Yin Witch replied coolly.

"......" After thinking for a moment, Blue Eyed Freak nodded. He, too, was reluctant to confront her directly. "Very well. Since you're willing to compromise, we'll back off. You can keep them until the Bloody Ripper returns. But if I may ask, why are you so interested in them?"

"I'm done talking to you," she said curtly, before turning to the bewildered Zhejiang Five Devils. "Follow me, children," she commanded, moving to depart.

Watching her leave with the students, the Blue Eyed Freak called after her, "If I run into the Handsome Playboy, I'll let him know as well!"

No answer came. 

Shrugging, the Blue Eyed Freak turned to his companions. "Let's head back."

"Hey, Blue Eyed Freak! How could you just let her go? You should've stopped her from taking them!" the Demon Doctor protested, rushing up to him.

However, the Blue Eyed Freak brushed him off. "Aside from monitoring who goes in and out of the Valley of Evil, the rest is none of our business. Besides, the Nine Yin Witch showed us respect."

"You call that respect? Do you think the Bloody Ripper will be pleased when he finds out?"

"Honestly, I would be surprised if he's still alive."

"W-What did you just say?" the Demon Doctor stammered in shock.

Laughing, the Blue Eyed Freak replied, "Considering he hasn't shown up by now, something must've happened. Maybe the Handsome Playboy killed him."

"That's absurd!"

"I admit, it's unlikely, but..."

The Blue Eyed Freak recalled the Handsome Playboy's inhumanely beautiful face. Now that was a man who radiated a dangerous aura that even his keen eyes couldn't fully decipher. Regardless, even though he had hoped for some excitement, he never expected the Valley of Evil to be turned upside down.

"Heheh, seems his talents aren't limited to his looks," he chuckled, shoulders shaking with amusement. 

Turning away, he headed back to the valley entrance, Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade in tow.

"Ha! What kind of gatekeeper is that? He's worse than a dog!" the Demon Doctor fumed. Grinding his teeth, he rummaged through his pockets, muttering, "What makes you think I can't catch them without your help? I have my own methods. Soon, that little boy's poison will take effect, and I'll threaten them with the antidote... Huh? Where is it? Where's my antidote?"

Flustered, he emptied his pockets, even turning them inside out, but the antidote for Wiji Cheon was nowhere to be found.


Chapter 157: The Nine Yin Witch (2)

Upon reaching the Nine Yin Witch's lair, the students shuffled uneasily, casting nervous glances at one another.

Why did she bring us here?

She won't suddenly turn on us and kill us... will she?

In stark contrast to the Bloody Ripper's opulent mansion in the heart of the Valley of Evil, the Nine Yin Witch's dwelling was desolation incarnate. She lived alone in a cave carved into a cliff, with no stairs or ropes in sight, only accessible using advanced movement arts. Inside, the cave was spacious but barren, devoid of any real furnishings.

"Are you just going to stand there? Sit wherever you want," the Nine Yin Witch snapped.

Awkwardly, the students settled themselves. The male students, in particular, avoided the Nine Yin Witch's gaze, their eyes darting anywhere but at her.

Yeo Min stepped forward and addressed the Nine Yin Witch on behalf of the group. "We have a poisoned comrade. May we tend to him here?"

"Suit yourselves."

With the Witch's consent, the students gently laid the unconscious Wiji Cheon on the floor, taking turns channeling qi into him and massaging his limbs.

"Wiji Cheon! Snap out of it! Are you seriously going to die here?"

"His body's on fire..."

BAM!

Hyonwon Kang punched the ground in frustration. "Damn it! We can't do anything without the antidote."

"Precisely. Now move aside," Yeo Min said coolly, pulling the antidote from within her robes.

Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok stared, mouths agape.

Hyonwon Kang blurted, "W-Where did you get that?"

"I swiped it earlier when no one was looking," Yeo Min replied as she propped Wiji Cheon up, pried his mouth open, and administered the antidote. Placing her palm on his back, she channeled her qi to help it circulate swiftly, but with her own reserves nearly drained, it was an uphill battle.

"The poison has spread too widely. We need to use our qi to help him absorb the antidote more quickly," she said wearily.

Ya Suhyeok groaned, "Sorry… I'm out of qi."

"Fuck, me too," Hyonwon Kang cursed.

They were all in the same predicament.

Noticing their struggle, the Nine Yin Witch stepped forward. "Allow me," she offered, placing her hand on Wiji Cheon and channeling her qi into him.

Almost immediately, color returned to Wiji Cheon's face, and in no time, he began to stir.

"Ugh..." he groaned, shivering.

"Are you alright? How are you feeling?" Yeo Min asked.

"C-Cold..."

Without hesitation, Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok stripped off their ragged coats and draped them over him.

Seeing the boys' bared upper bodies, the Nine Yin Witch clicked her tongue, "Tsk. You should tend to your own injuries before fussing over others."

With a casual flick of her wrist, a chest in the cave's corner creaked open, and ointments and bandages floated toward them.

The students gaped in astonishment. Telekinesis!

Telekinesis, the ability to move distant objects using qi, demanded an exceptional level of control. However, the Nine Yin Witch performed it with ease, demonstrating her formidable prowess.

Amazed, the students began tending to their injuries with the provided supplies.

"By the way... why did you save us?" Yeo Min asked again.

For a long time, the Nine Yin Witch gazed intently at Yeo Min, saying nothing.

Feeling uneasy under her stare, Yeo Min repeated herself, "Why are you..."

"Unnie..."

"W-What?"

The Nine Yin Witch appeared as if she wanted to say something important, but eventually shook her head. "Forget it. What am I doing, saying such things to a child?"

A child? The students exchanged puzzled looks. No one knew the Nine Yin Witch's true age, but she didn't appear much older than them. In fact, she and Yeo Min resembled each other so much, they could be mistaken for sisters.

Unable to join the women's conversation, Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok began a telepathic exchange.

[Don't you think the Nine Yin Witch and Yeo Min look oddly similar? Their faces are different, but they give off the same vibe...]

[You noticed that too, Senior? I was thinking the same thing.]

[Maybe crazy girls get along because they have something in common. Didn't you see just now? Yeo Min carries a bomb around. A BOMB.]

[I heard the Nine Yin Witch kills any man she sees... Are we safe here?]

[If she planned to kill us, why bother saving us?]

[Maybe she lures men here to drain their vitality. Remember what the Blue Eyed Freak said earlier?]

[Don't even joke about that... Besides, if that were true, why did she help Wiji Cheon?]

Unfortunately for them, someone of the Nine Yin Witch's caliber could easily detect their secret conversation. 

"You two. If I catch you two using telepathy around me again, I'll freeze your mouths shut permanently," she snapped coldly.

Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok clamped their mouths shut and bowed their heads in unison.

Even Yeo Min scoffed at them. "Hmph, you men are just soooo predictable. It's obvious what you were gossiping about. Is that sort of thing all boys ever think about?"

Ashamed, their faces flushed with embarrassment, but they couldn't help but feel a little misunderstood. After all, the rumors surrounding the Nine Yin Witch in the jianghu were notoriously bad. There were many accounts that she had mastered ice arts only accessible to those with immense Yin energy, and that her beauty and white hair were maintained by feeding on the Yang energy of men.

Well, rumors aside, it was an undeniable truth that the Nine Yin Witch had just saved their lives.

"We're sorry! It was disrespectful of us to misjudge our savior," Hyonwon Kang said, bowing deeply. He then grabbed Ya Suhyeok's head and forced him to bow as well, urging, "You too! Hurry up and apologize, you idiot!"

"...I'm sorry," Ya Suhyeok mumbled.

The Nine Yin Witch gazed at their bowed heads for a moment. "…Apology accepted. It's not the first time I've been called a harlot anyway."

"......"

"When you've patched yourselves up, leave immediately. That is the extent of my benevolence. Most of the villains here wouldn't dare come near my house, but the Bloody Ripper is different. If that old man shows up, I won't hesitate to hand you over to him."

The Nine Yin Witch didn't elaborate on why she was helping them, and since she seemed unwilling to discuss it, they refrained from asking.

However, as Yeo Min stretched her stiff limbs, she cautiously asked, "...Could we stay a bit longer? Our teacher hasn't arrived yet."

The Nine Yin Witch frowned. "Teacher?"

Yeo Min hesitated, realizing she might have said too much, but eventually decided there was no point in hiding it. "Actually, we're students from the Azure Dragon Academy."

"What? The Azure Dragon Academy?"

"Yes..." Yeo Min began recounting their journey to the Valley of Evil, detailing everything from the start. Her face lit up, resembling a child sharing her day with a parent.

Someone like her being called a witch... It's ridiculous. She seems like a genuinely good person, she mused.

A good person among the Ten Great Villains? It might sound absurd to others, but Yeo Min trusted her instincts over the tainted rumors of the jianghu.

It might sound odd, but she reminds me of my mother.

Yeo Min's mother had passed away more than a decade ago. Even though her mother didn't look much like the Nine Yin Witch except for her white hair, talking to the Witch made Yeo Min feel at ease, like she was interacting with her mother.

"I see. So that's how it happened," the Nine Yin Witch murmured, a faint smile softening her icy demeanor. Soon, though, her expression hardened and she abruptly stood up. "I don't mind if you rest a bit longer before you leave, but don't expect any more kindness from me."

"Um..." Yeo Min wanted to continue the conversation, but hesitated. The Nine Yin Witch wore a peculiar expression, as if battling internal turmoil, which unsettled her.

"Still… it would be best if you just left as soon as possible," the Nine Yin Witch advised softly, before disappearing deeper into the cave.

Once the Nine Yin Witch was out of earshot, the students whispered among themselves.

"She doesn't seem like a bad person at all, does she?" Yeo Min exclaimed.

Hyonwon Kang nodded in agreement. "Yeah, she's definitely not as bad as the rumors suggest."

"You, of all people, should know not to believe in rumors, right, Senior? You too, Ya Suhyeok," Yeo Min said pointedly.

Both boys nodded sheepishly. They knew all too well how baseless gossip could spiral out of control.

Yeo Min bit her lip in frustration. "It's awful that someone so kind is labeled as a public enemy of the murim... She must have been falsely accused!"

"Maybe so. Anyway, we should get some rest as well. Look, he's already out cold," Hyonwon Kang said, gently poking Wiji Cheon's cheek.

With the Nine Yin Witch gone, their tension began to ease, and the accumulated exhaustion of the day washed over them.

"Man..."

"I'm dead tired."

"I'm going to pass out the moment I lie down."

One by one, they collapsed to the floor, falling asleep almost instantaneously. It had been an excruciatingly long day.
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"Sniff... sob..."

Yeo Min awoke to the faint sound of sobbing. Groggily opening her eyes, she murmured, "Mmm... what's that noise?"

Looking around, she saw Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok sprawled out nearby, while Wiji Cheon was curled up like a shrimp, probably from the cold.

ZZZ... SNORE...

The boys' loud snores echoed throughout the cave, but what caught Yeo Min's attention was the distant, ghostly wailing of a woman.

"Uwaaaah..."

Almost as if in a trance, she rose and followed the sound, venturing deeper into the pitch black cave, feeling her way along the walls. Finally, she came upon the Nine Yin Witch, sitting alone and weeping.

"Nine Yin Witch?" she whispered.

Noticing her, the Nine Yin Witch hastily wiped her tears with her sleeve. Her eyes were red and puffy, evidence of prolonged crying. "Why are you here?" she snapped.

Yeo Min settled down across from her. "Were you crying?" she asked gently.

"......"

"Why?"

"......"

"Is it because of those people who call you a witch?" Yeo Min asked. To her, the Nine Yin Witch looked profoundly sad. She felt an overwhelming urge to hear her story, to share in her sorrow. It was odd to connect so deeply with someone she'd just met, yet it felt entirely natural.

Is this what it means to feel empathy? she wondered.

Perhaps equally perplexed by the affinity, the Nine Yin Witch whispered, "Are you Hayeon-unnie's daughter?"

Yeo Min's eyes widened in shock. Eun Hayeon was her deceased mother's name, but she had never told this to anyone before. "D-Did you know my mother? H-How?" she stammered.

The Nine Yin Witch reached out and gently touched Yeo Min's face. With a distant and pained look, she murmured, "So it's true. No wonder I felt that you looked strangely familiar the moment I saw you. You're Hayeon-unnie's daughter, huh..."

"How did you know my mother?" Yeo Min pressed.

After hesitating for a moment, the Nine Yin Witch began, "Your mother and I grew up together in a place where orphaned girls like us were gathered and forced to train in martial arts."

"Ah..." Having never heard about her mother's past before, Yeo Min hung onto every word, utterly captivated.

"In that place, if you didn't learn martial arts properly, you were beaten and starved. Each week, several children died. Back then, Hayeon-unnie helped me a lot. She always shared her food with me, even though she must have been hungry too."

"Mother never told me any of this..."

"I suppose she wouldn't. It's not the kind of story a mother would share with her daughter."

Overwhelmed by these revelations about her mother, Yeo Min was momentarily speechless.

The Nine Yin Witch continued, "By the way, what happened to Hayeon-unnie?"

"She passed away more than ten years ago..."

"I see. So that's how it is." The Nine Yin Witch nodded sadly, as if she'd anticipated the news. Gently stroking Yeo Min's cheek, she said, "You really do look like Unnie. I recognized you the moment I saw you, so I tried to chase you out of the Valley of Evil, but that stupid Blue Eyed Freak got in the way."

"Do I really look like my mother? I've never been sure..."

"You do. But even if you didn't, I would have known. Because..." The Nine Yin Witch's fingers brushed Yeo Min's hair, instantly turning it snow white.

Startled, Yeo Min recoiled. "I haven't learned the Ice Arts," she stammered, feeling the chill of the Witch's ice qi.

"Apparently not. Why didn't you learn it? Didn't Unnie teach you?"

Yeo Min shook her head. "Mother told me never to learn the Ice Arts. She said that if I did, I wouldn't live very long... just like her."

"......"

"But it's okay," Yeo Min smiled brightly. "I take medicine instead. It keeps my hair from turning white and stops the cold energy from overwhelming me."

"I see. Well, if you haven't learned it, then it makes sense." The Nine Yin Witch smiled gently, caressing Yeo Min's cheek. " You and I both have the same constitution. I know better than anyone how painful it is, even if you suppress it with medicine. You're remarkable, truly."

"Thank you... sniff..." Tears welled up in Yeo Min's eyes. Since her mother's death, this was the first time she'd met someone who understood her secret.

The Nine Yin Witch pulled Yeo Min into a tight hug. "It's okay to cry. Let it all out."

"Sob... Waaah!"

Yeo Min wept in her arms, and the Nine Yin Witch held her close like a mother comforting her child.

Gently stroking her back, the Nine Yin Witch whispered softly into her ear, "Your Yin energy must be incredibly pure. Suppressed for so long without learning the Ice Arts... So pure and... delicious."

"Huh?" Alarmed, Yeo Min sensed something was amiss and tried to pull away, but the Nine Yin Witch's grip tightened.

"Don't be scared. I won't hurt you," the Witch murmured.

"W-What..." Still trapped in the Witch's embrace, Yeo Min's eyes slowly adjusted to the darkness.

That was when she noticed figures glued onto to the walls. 

Realization dawned upon her. 

"Ah... EEEEEEEEEK!" she screamed.

Bugs, birds, animals, even people—they were all frozen onto the walls, their faces twisted in agony.

The Nine Yin Witch whispered into the struggling Yeo Min's ear, "I gave you a chance. I reminded you again and again to quickly leave the Valley of Evil. I didn't want to hurt Unnie's daughter. You should've left the moment you woke up. Why did you come deeper into the cave? In the end, you sought me out..."

The Nine Yin Witch leaned in and gently licked Yeo Min's pale neck. "Ahh... I can't hold back any longer," she murmured, even as tears streamed down her face.

Yeo Min trembled violently. "P-Please..."

"I saved you once, so don't hate me too much for killing you."

"You... witch!"

A wave of unbearable cold surged through her, and Yeo Min fell unconsciousness.



Translator's Note: Perhaps the rumor about Yeo Min being a thief wasn't entirely unfounded…


Chapter 158: The Nine Yin Witch (3)

"Y-You witch...!" Yeo Min's body slowly became rigid, and a thin layer of white frost formed on her skin.

The Nine Yin Witch gently stroked Yeo Min's cold cheek, tears streaming down her face. "Don't worry, it won't hurt. You won't feel anything. It'll all be over before you know it."

Yeo Min's eyelids fluttered briefly, and the light in her eyes dimmed. The Nine Yin Witch reached out and gently closed them.

WHOOSH!

Suddenly, a sharp Blade Wind sliced through the air toward the Nine Yin Witch's wrist. Skillfully dodging it, she turned around to face her attacker.

Hyonwon Kang stood there, blade drawn, glaring at her with terrifying eyes. "Step away from Yeo Min," he growled like a beast, his killing intent far more intense than when he first arrived in the Valley of Evil, having survived a fight to the death.

Unfortunately, his opponent was one of the ten most notorious villains in the jianghu.

The Nine Yin Witch stared blankly at Hyonwon Kang, completely unfazed.

Gritting his teeth, Hyonwon Kang continued, "I thought it was strange how nice you were being... Did you bring us here with this in mind from the start?"

"No, so please, just leave this place quickly," the Nine Yin Witch pleaded, her expression sorrowful.

At the sight of her tears, Hyonwon Kang blinked in confusion. "What the hell? Why are you the one crying?"

"Senior!" Ya Suhyeok shouted, arriving right after Hyonwon Kang. Even though his entire body was wrapped in bandages like a mummy, when he saw the frozen Yeo Min, a slew of curses erupted from his mouth, "You filthy witch! What the fuck did you do to Senior Yeo Min? I'll tear you limb from limb!"

"...Calm down, you idiot." Snapping back to his senses thanks to his even more hot-headed junior, Hyonwon Kang cautiously pointed his dao at the Nine Yin Witch. "Hand over my junior right now, and we'll leave quietly."

"Hey, you damn bitch! Just try to hurt my senior! I'll snap you in half!"

"I said calm down, Ya Suhyeok," Hyonwon Kang repeated.

Seeing the two men showing no fear before her, the Nine Yin Witch frowned slightly. "Are you... not afraid of dying?"

Only then did Ya Suhyeok notice she was crying. "Uh… Senior, why is she crying all of a sudden?" he asked, flustered.

"Because she's a total nutjob," Hyonwon Kang muttered.

White cold energy formed in both the Nine Yin Witch's hands, tears still streaming down her face as she pleaded, "I... I don't want to kill you. But I can't help it. If I don't absorb yin energy, it's unbearably painful. I don't want to die. So, so..."

Whining like a child for a moment, she glanced at Yeo Min, then turned back to Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok with a faint smile as pure as snow.

"I'll let you stay by her side so she won't feel lonely," she said softly.

"You crazy bitch!" Ya Suhyeok shouted.

The Nine Yin Witch slid smoothly toward them, formidable cold energy pouring from her hands.

"Think we'll just let you?" Hyonwon Kang retorted.

Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok split to the sides. An ice barrier formed instantly where they'd just been standing.

CRACK!

Exchanging glances, they circled to her sides. Facing an overwhelming master with a coordinated attack, they felt more confident than in the chaotic free-for-all battles they'd fought while escaping the Valley of Evil.

Heh, we've done this countless times at the White Dragon Manor!

They even had their own student lingo for situations like this.

"Defeat Baek Suryong Plan Number Three, let's go!" Hyonwon Kang called out.

"Got it!" Ya Suhyeok replied.

Though they were always bickering, Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok made the best team. Ya Suhyeok charged forward with his massive body, blocking the Nine Yin Witch's view, while Hyonwon Kang hid behind him, swinging his blade like lightning.

"You two... Where did you learn those martial arts..." the Nine Yin Witch murmured.

Seeing their techniques, she froze momentarily before hastily waving her hands.

BOOM!

Ya Suhyeok, despite being several times larger than her, was struck by her palm wind and sent flying. Hyonwon Kang's blade bounced off her icy, cold-clad nails.

"It's not over yet!" Hyonwon Kang shouted. Twisting his waist, he spun his body and mustered the last of his inner strength to swing powerfully.

SWOOSH!

Fierce blade qi flew toward the Nine Yin Witch as if to shred her. She couldn't underestimate the attack, so she spread her hands to unleash her ice arts.

BOOM!

"Argh!" Hyonwon Kang was thrown back by the impact, hitting the wall and rolling to the ground. Blood gushed from his mouth.

Meanwhile, the Nine Yin Witch had only a slight cut on her sleeve.

"Damn..."

"Shit..."

Having been hit by her ice arts, Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok shivered as a creeping chill seeped into them. To their despair, they realized that they couldn't even last five minutes against the Nine Yin Witch, the difference in strength was just too great.

Still, Hyonwon Kang grinned, blood dripping from his mouth. They had lost the fight, but they'd achieved their minimum goal.

"We've bought enough time. By now, he should be far enough away," Hyonwon Kang said.

"Don't tell me..." The Nine Yin Witch realized one presence was missing—the small boy who had been poisoned. Extending her senses, she felt Wiji Cheon's qi rapidly fading into the distance. However, she didn't care.

"You stalled for time to let that child escape, but what's the point? No one in the Valley of Evil will help you, and those three gatekeepers guard the exit. Even if one person escapes, he can't do anything," she said, almost pityingly.

"Why... do you think he can't do anything? He's gone to get our teacher." Ya Suhyeok, who had been lying on the ground, struggled to his feet. Having taken the Nine Yin Witch's ice arts head-on to buy Hyonwon Kang time, his body was frosted over, but even so, thanks to the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, he could gather the strength to stand.

"Teacher? Do you mean Baek Suryong?" the Nine Yin Witch asked, recalling the name she'd heard earlier while chatting with Yeo Min.

Hyonwon Kang nodded with difficulty, wiping the blood from his mouth with the back of his hand. "Yeah. We wanted to handle it ourselves if we could, but you're not someone we can deal with. That's why... to fight an adult, we're calling another adult. Oh, and if you're wondering why we believe in him, our teacher is really strong. So far, I've never so much as grazed his clothes while sparring, and yet..."

Hyonwon Kang grinned, looking at the Nine Yin Witch's slightly torn sleeve. Filled with pride at the fact that he'd managed to reach one of the top murim masters, he declared confidently, "I managed to cut your sleeve, right? That means our teacher is stronger than you."

"Hah, what a load of nonsense," the Nine Yin Witch scoffed. It was ridiculous logic. She hadn't fought with her full power earlier. If she had, Hyonwon Kang would have been turned into an ice block and shattered, and he couldn't be dumb enough not to realize that.

Should she call such blind faith futile or pitiful? Whatever it was, it was an emotion she'd never felt. Learning martial arts from someone was... nothing but a horribly painful memory for her.

"Still, you have good friends, so at least you won't be lonely," she murmured.

"......"

Still stroking Yeo Min's cheek, the Nine Yin Witch reached out toward the two collapsed young men, sending wisps of cold energy out from her palms and wrapping it around their bodies.

"Ugh..."

"Argh..."

As he lost consciousness in the overwhelming cold, Hyonwon Kang hoped Wiji Cheon wouldn't be too late.

Hurry up, Wiji Cheon!
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"Huff... Huff..." Wiji Cheon ran, gasping for breath. His stamina was depleted from being poisoned for so long. Even so, he had to run at full speed—the time his seniors had bought with their lives depended on it.

Senior Wonkang...

Wiji Cheon recalled his conversation with Hyonwon Kang before leaving the cave. His senior had shaken him awake from a deep sleep, speaking in a low but hurried tone, "Get up. Looks like something's happened."

"What?" Wiji Cheon's drowsiness disappeared instantly. Hyonwon Kang was known for his unmatched keen senses at the White Dragon Manor, even better than his own. If he said something was wrong, there was no doubt about it.

"We'll go check on Yeo Min. You go find Mr. Baek."

"Mr. Baek? Do you know where he is?"

Hyonwon Kang told him the last place where Baek Suryong and the Bloody Ripper's qi had clashed.

"I injured my leg, so I can't properly use movement arts, and Ya Suhyeok is too big and stands out wherever he goes. You're the only one who can do it," Hyonwon Kang explained.

"I'm sorry. It's all because of me..." Wiji Cheon mumbled, his voice filled with guilt.

"Enough, no time for that kind of talk. Damn it... I didn't want to rely on a teacher, but we haven't got a choice. Go quickly," Hyonwon Kang urged.

Their opponent was one of the Ten Great Villains. The Nine Yin Witch wasn't an enemy the students could handle with only bravado.

Wiji Cheon nodded. "Okay, I'll go get Mr. Baek. Please hold on until then!"

He then quickly left the cave and used his movement arts at full speed, gritting his teeth and whispering bitterly, "This is all my fault. Who do I think I am..."

He had been kidnapped by the White-Haired Demon and poisoned, forcing his teacher and friends to come to the Valley of Evil and risk their lives to save him. As a result, Hyonwon Kang suffered a deep wound on his thigh, Ya Suhyeok's back bore extensive burns from Yeo Min's bomb, and Yeo Min was captured by the Nine Yin Witch for who knows what evil purpose.

"If only I hadn't been kidnapped, if only I were a bit stronger..." Wiji Cheon lamented, biting his lip so hard that it bled.

STOMP! STOMP! STOMP!

With each step, he pushed off the ground with all the strength in his legs. While he was poisoned, he had drifted countless times between dreams and reality, and in his dreams, the many people he had killed in the past cursed him endlessly.

You killed me!

Accursed murderer!

Someday, the same will happen to you!

They had lunged at him like hungry ghosts, knocking him down, slashing, stabbing, tearing him apart… and he'd surrendered himself to the dead, foolishly unable to open his eyes due to guilt. 

Meanwhile, in reality, his friends were getting hurt and the poison was eating away at him. He was so angry he couldn't forgive himself.

"Huh? Isn't that one of those guys from earlier?"

"Yeah, the one who was poisoned..."

Suddenly, several villains spotted Wiji Cheon and approached him. A few rolled up their sleeves, seeing it as a good opportunity.

"Looks like he's alone. Don't see the others."

"Let's catch him. It's a chance to get in Elder Bloody Ripper's good books."

"Alright. If it's just one guy..."

The villains quietly hid, preparing to ambush Wiji Cheon. Ambushing someone who was only looking ahead and running wasn't difficult.

"Die!"

With a loud shout, four villains attacked simultaneously from Wiji Cheon's left and right, and...

SWISH!

Four heads fell to the ground in one slash, and Wiji Cheon continued running straight ahead at full speed as if he hadn't even noticed the ambush.

"M-Monster..."

"Forget it. If we mess with him, we'll just get ourselves killed."

Intimidated by Wiji Cheon's aura, the villains retreated.

After a while, Wiji Cheon arrived at the place where the Bloody Ripper and Baek Suryong had clashed.

"Huff... Huff... This must be the place..." he panted, stopping briefly to look around. The area was devastated from their fight, but he couldn't sense Baek Suryong's presence.

"Mr. Baek! Mr. Baek!" he shouted in frustration, but there was no answer. Only a few villains glanced at him like hungry dogs.

"Where are you? Right now, Senior Wonkang, Senior Yeo Min, and Suhyeok are..."

As Wiji Cheon looked around urgently, he suddenly felt a pounding in his heart. Whipping his head around, he began to walk in one direction, muttering as if conversing with someone.

"This way? Or this way?"

Soon, he found a hole in the ground and jumped in without hesitation. Broken and damaged mechanical traps greeted him. Using his movement arts, he followed the traces of a terrifying battle. Someone—or something—inside was calling him. 

The deeper he went, the stronger the pounding in his heart became.

"Who are you? Do you know me?" he cried desperately, his throat parched. Unconsciously, he clenched and unclenched his fists. He put more strength into his legs, which already felt like they would burst.

After a while, he arrived in front of a huge wall. His heart felt like it would burst from the pounding. He was sure Baek Suryong was beyond this wall, and that the voice calling him was also there.

"Here. This is the place... Mr. Baek? Mr. Baek!" he called out.

There was no answer. Wiji Cheon drew his sword and slashed at the wall.

CLANG! CLANG!

Unfortunately, this was a door made of Meteor Iron, which couldn't be easily cut even with enhanced qi.

Flustered, he pounded on the wall with his fists. "Mr. Baek! Mr. Baek! Everyone's in danger! Senior Wonkang and Suhyeok are hurt! Yeo Min was captured by the Nine Yin Witch!"

BANG! BANG! BANG! BANG!

Blood began to flow from his fists, but he didn't feel any pain. "Please, you need to save them quickly. Please help me. I can't save my friends with my own strength. I'm too weak... Because of me..." he cried.

THUMP.

Finally exhausted, Wiji Cheon collapsed on the spot, sobbing. Getting this far was a miracle in itself. To make matters worse, he heard footsteps behind him.

"Please..." he looked up at the wall desperately.

"Step back. I'm going to smash this damned wall," a voice behind the wall said.

Recognizing Baek Suryong's voice, Wiji Cheon exclaimed, "Mr. Baek!"


Chapter 159: MR. BAEEEEEEEK!

Despite the chaos within the Valley of Evil, the gatekeeper trio lounged at the entrance as usual. The only difference today was that they were engrossed in a heated bet about the outcome of the fight between the Bloody Ripper and the Handsome Playboy.

"I'll wager ten coins that the Handsome Playboy died within a hundred exchanges, and the Bloody Ripper lost an arm or a leg!" Hell Axe declared.

Wolf Fang Blade scoffed. "You're giving that playboy too much credit. I say he died within fifty exchanges, and the Bloody Ripper is meditating to heal his internal injuries."

"Look at the state of the Valley. Do you really think that old fart would stay quiet until now just because of some internal injuries?" Hell Axe argued, pointing his axe toward the Valley of Evil.

Although the flames had mostly died down, smoke still rose from various spots in the Valley of Evil. Screams and curses from wounded villains echoed occasionally, and the gatekeepers' sharp senses detected clashes happening all over. It was a true hellscape.

"What a mess. An absolute mess," Hell Axe muttered.

"Yeah, it's pretty bad," Wolf Fang Blade agreed.

Still, the three gatekeepers didn't pay much attention to what was going on inside. That was just the kind of people they were. Whether the Valley of Evil collapsed or not, they couldn't give a shit.

Hell Axe continued, "I'm telling you, that old Bloody Ripper must've gotten a real beating. Otherwise, he wouldn't let things get this bad."

"Even so, he wouldn't have lost a limb. Maybe his internal injuries are worse than we thought, or perhaps he got hit by poison or hidden weapons," Wolf Fang Blade suggested.

Hell Axe scoffed. "Hah! You think that sly old fox would fall for such tricks?"

"If you're so sure, why not up the stakes? How about thirty coins?" Wolf Fang Blade challenged.

"Fine! I'll clean out your pockets today," Hell Axe grinned.

After a bit more bickering, both of them turned their gaze toward Blue Eyed Freak.

"What do you think, Blue Eyed Freak? Seems that pig you're torturing is dead, so want to join our bet?" Hell Axe asked.

"Hoo..." Blue Eyed Freak, who had been busy butchering a pig-like man, wiped the blood off his cheek with the back of his hand and stood up. At his feet lay the dismembered corpse of Black Boar, whom he had caught trying to sneak out of the Valley.

"I'll bet that the Handsome Playboy killed the Bloody Ripper," Blue Eyed Freak declared.

"...What?"

"You're kidding."

Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade were stunned. The mighty Bloody Ripper, defeated by some unknown nobody? Sure, there were plenty of hidden masters in the murim, but what were the odds of someone that young being so powerful?

"Wait a minute," Hell Axe said. "Earlier, you told the Demon Doctor that the Handsome Playboy stood almost no chance against the Bloody Ripper."

"True, I did," Blue Eyed Freak admitted, nudging Black Boar's corpse with his foot. "But that was before I heard from this guy here that the Handsome Playboy mastered a martial art that turns both his hair and eyes red."

Hell Axe blinked in confusion. "Red hair and eyes? What's that supposed to mean?"

"Is it some kind of special demonic art?" Wolf Fang Blade added.

Neither of them seemed to grasp the significance of Baek Suryong's unusual appearance.

Well, it's a legend even among those who know, but if it's true... A sinister gleam appeared in Blue Eyed Freak's deep blue eyes. "In any case, I bet the Bloody Ripper is dead," he said.

"Oh, come on..."

"Seriously?"

"The King of the Valley is dead?"

It was hard to believe, but Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade couldn't just dismiss it. After all, it was their leader, Blue Eyed Freak, who was saying it with such confidence.

Hell Axe scratched his wiry beard. "But if the Bloody Ripper really is dead... The Valley will descend into chaos. Who else can control those villains? It has to be someone with skill and fame equal to his..."

"Think the Nine Yin Witch will step up?" Wolf Fang Blade asked.

"That crazy witch? We'd be lucky if she doesn't turn the Valley of Evil into the Valley of Ice and Snow."

"True..."

At the mention of the Nine Yin Witch, both men shuddered. It wasn't just the woman's abilities that were unnerving, her fits of madness were too much even for villains like them.

"What do you think happened to those kids the Nine Yin Witch took?"

"They're probably dead by now, or wishing they were."

Wolf Fang Blade sighed, "Poor souls. They probably thought she was their savior and followed her."

Hell Axe clicked his tongue. "Anyway, if the Bloody Ripper is dead, and the Nine Yin Witch isn't fit to lead, then who's going to manage the Valley?"

Almost as if on cue, both men turned to face Blue Eyed Freak, their de facto leader.

Blue Eyed Freak is strong. He could probably hold his own even against the Bloody Ripper or the Nine Yin Witch.

If Blue Eyed Freak wants to, he can take over the Valley. He'd probably do a better job than the Bloody Ripper.

After a decade together, Blue Eyed Freak knew exactly what they were thinking. Still, he pretended otherwise and smiled faintly, saying, "Well, maybe the Handsome Playboy will become the new King of the Valley."

"What? Him?" Hell Axe exclaimed.

Wolf Fang Blade grumbled, "I don't like that playboy. What if he asks us to kidnap women for him?"

"He didn't seem that type, but still, I object," Hell Axe agreed.

Seeing their displeased faces, Blue Eyed Freak chuckled, when suddenly, he turned to gaze into the distance. With his superhuman eyesight, a result of a special martial art he had mastered, he'd noticed movement far away.

"Someone's coming. Four people. All martial artists. They don't look friendly," he said sternly.

Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade immediately drew their weapons.

"Heh, I was just feeling a bit stiff. This is perfect."

"Things haven't been boring lately."

Before long, the four martial artists arrived, and an old man with a chilling aura stepped forward. "Is this the Valley of Evil?" he asked.

Naturally, this old man was Mae Geuklyom, and he was accompanied by Namgung Su, Ak Yeonho, and Geo Sangwoong, who had met up with the instructor group earlier.

Blue Eyed Freak chuckled, "That's right. What crime did you commit to wind up here at your age?"

"Spare me the pointless chatter. We have business inside. Move aside," Mae Geuklyom demanded, his aura intensifying.

Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade's faces hardened immediately, but Blue Eyed Freak kept his intrigued smile, unfazed by the sharp aura.

"Sorry, no can do. You need to pass a test to get in," he replied.

"A test? How about I take your head instead?" 

"My, aren't you impatient? Are you here to rescue your kidnapped grandson or something?"

"Draw your sword!" Mae Geuklyom roared, his eyes flashing as he unsheathed his own blade.
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"Hurry up, you worthless fools! Even a seven-year-old girl could move faster than you lot!" the Demon Doctor barked, pushing the torch-bearing villains forward.

They had followed Wiji Cheon underground and were moving slowly, cautious of any traps, but despite his complaints, the Demon Doctor never took the lead. He just looked around greedily, eyes gleaming with avarice.

Rumor has it there's treasure hidden in here, he thought.

He didn't know the treasure belonged to the Blood Cult, as the Bloody Ripper had kept that a secret. However, he did always suspect that there was a great treasure hidden here, and that the Bloody Ripper intended to keep it all for himself.

If the Bloody Ripper is really dead... What's stopping me from taking over the Valley? Sure, my martial arts might be lacking, but with my poisons and drugs, I can take down most martial artists… No, wait. Even if the Bloody Ripper is still alive, he'll probably be severely wounded. In that case...

The Demon Doctor stroked the vials of deadly poisons hidden in his sleeve, a wicked grin spreading across his face.

A while later, one of the torchbearers at the front turned back and reported, "Elder Demon Doctor, the kid stopped up ahead."

"Looks like we've reached the end. Move aside," the Demon Doctor said, stepping forward.

Soon, the group spotted Wiji Cheon sitting on the ground. The boy appeared to have neutralized the poison, but his pale face suggested he wasn't in good shape.

I can take him down easily, the Demon Doctor thought, a smug grin spreading across his face. "Go grab him. If he resists, feel free to break his limbs," he ordered.

The villains swarmed toward Wiji Cheon.

Unable to get up, Wiji Cheon screamed desperately, "MR. BAEEEEEEEK!"

CRASH!

Suddenly, the tunnel shook. A red semicircle appeared on the wall behind Wiji Cheon, drawn by enhanced sword qi, and the cut wall was kicked down, revealing a man with crimson hair and eyes.

The Demon Doctor's eyes widened. "The Handsome Playboy! You really defeated the Bloody Ripper?"

Baek Suryong grinned. "Doctor! Just the man I was looking for."

"Y-You! What's with your hair and eyes?" the Demon Doctor stammered, pointing at Baek Suryong with a trembling finger.

"Oh, this? Whoops, I forgot to change it back," Baek Suryong said casually, returning his hair and eyes to their usual black, though his aura remained just as intense.

Satisfied, he gauged the energy within him. Thanks to the Blood Elixir and the poisonous smoke, his Heaven Defying Divine Art, which had been stuck at the peak of the fifth star, had broken through the sixth star directly to the seventh. Although he couldn't fully control it yet, his power was now on a whole different level.

It's not perfect yet, and I'll need to focus to maintain it, but now that I've reached the seventh star, I can conceal the physical changes caused by the Heaven Defying Divine Art.

Unfortunately for the Demon Doctor and the villains, though, all they noticed were Baek Suryong's torn clothes and the wounds peeking through.

"What are you waiting for? He must be exhausted from fighting the Bloody Ripper! Kill him now!" the Demon Doctor yelled, even as he sneakily backed away.

A dozen villains drew their weapons and charged.

"And grab the kid as a hostage!" the Demon Doctor added.

"Tsk tsk... what a mess. You guys have no idea what teamwork and coordination means, do you?" Baek Suryong sighed, teleporting right into the heart of the villains' ranks with a light step.

Shocked, the villains tried to turn around, but their bodies were too slow to react. Helpless, they could only watch as Baek Suryong casually walked past them as if they didn't exist.

SPLURT!

One by one, the villains fell to the ground like flies, splattering blood everywhere. Seemingly unaware that they had been killed, they all died without letting out a single scream, their faces frozen in surprise.

"Ah... ahhh..." Terrified, the Demon Doctor fell on his butt. He was the only survivor. Panicking, he tried to crawl away, but it was futile.

Before he knew it, Baek Suryong stood over him, the Blood Demon Eyes activating as he commanded, "Demon Doctor. Look at me."

"Ugh!" The Demon Doctor groaned, feeling his soul being drawn into those eyes.

Previously, Baek Suryong's Blood Demon Eyes only worked on weaker demon practitioners. Now, regardless of their martial arts, it could also affect villains with evil hearts.

The Demon Doctor prostrated himself on the ground, clinging to Baek Suryong's pant leg with one hand. As the Blood Demon Eyes etched absolute terror into his soul, overwhelming fear paralyzed him, until finally, he found that he could no longer defy Baek Suryong.

"P-Please spare me. I'll be your most loyal servant..." he begged.

Baek Suryong ignored him and turned to Wiji Cheon. "How are you feeling, Cheon?"

Wiji Cheon, who had been staring blankly at his teacher's overwhelming display of martial prowess, snapped back to reality. "Mr. Baek! The seniors and Suhyeok are in danger! The Nine Yin Witch..."

"I know. I heard you earlier."

"I'll guide you to the Nine Yin Witch's house..."

"No need. I know where it is."

"What? How?" Wiji Cheon tilted his head, puzzled.

"I can sense her qi," Baek Suryong explained.

With the Bloody Ripper gone, the Nine Yin Witch was the strongest martial artist around besides himself. Her powerful aura was easy to sense. 

More importantly, Baek Suryong could sense his students' auras near hers, but they were fading fast. Clearly, the situation was dire.

"I'll be back soon. Stay here with the Demon Doctor," he instructed.

Wiji Cheon immediately protested, "But..."

"No buts, and take this." Baek Suryong handed the Sword Saint's Soul Sword to Wiji Cheon. "Ever since you arrived, this sword has been calling restlessly for you."

Wiji Cheon stared blankly at the Soul Sword, but took it anyway. "Uh... This…" 

Baek Suryong patted his head. "You've done well. I'll go rescue the others, so stay here and rest up."

"Mr. Baek..."

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong kicked off the ground and vanished from sight.


Chapter 160: This Might Hurt a Bit

"I'm sorry. I'm truly sorry," the Nine Yin Witch whispered tearfully, gently stroking Yeo Min's cheek as if she were handling something precious. "I just can't resist the yin energy inside you. It's too tempting."

Yeo Min remained unresponsive.

The Nine Yin Witch softly brushed her fingers over Yeo Min's long eyelashes. "Don't worry, I'll make sure it doesn't hurt. You'll just fall into a deep sleep, and when you wake up, Hayeon-unnie will be there to greet you," she murmured, as if singing a lullaby.

She then placed her palm over Yeo Min's qi center.

"You... crazy... witch..." Hyonwon Kang snarled.

He and Ya Suhyeok glared at the Nine Yin Witch, grinding their teeth. Their bodies were frozen, unable to move, but somehow they both managed to stay conscious. Talking, though, was all they could do.

With a sly smile, the Nine Yin Witch remarked, "Your resilience is truly amazing. I didn't expect you to be able to stay awake... but no matter. I have many questions for you two anyway. Who taught you those martial arts? Where are those people now? I need to find them all."

As the Nine Yin Witch spoke, madness filled her eyes, and a terrifying chill began to pour from her body. Concentrating the White Ice Divine Art into her palm, she started absorbing Yeo Min's yin energy.

Isn't that the Star Absorption Technique?[1] Recognizing the nature of the witch's martial art, Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok's faces crumpled in horror.

"No... don't..."

"Stop... right now..."

"Ahahaha!" The Nine Yin Witch threw her head back, letting out a maniacal laugh. She knew better than anyone that she was mentally unstable, and it was for this reason that she had hidden herself in the deepest part of the Valley of Evil.

She recalled a childhood so distant that she could barely remember it. Decades ago, her impoverished parents had sold her, a little girl with abundant yin energy, to a certain martial arts school in exchange for a few coins.

Unfortunately, the "school" turned out to be a research facility created by the Blood Cult.


"Starting today, you will all learn martial arts. Specifically, the White Ice Divine Art. Aren't you lucky that your parents sold you here instead of to a brothel?"



The Nine Yin Witch remembered her instructor's unsettling smile which had left dozens of girls trembling in fear.


"Unfortunately, while immensely powerful, this martial art is incomplete, so you must figure out how to perfect it on your own."



The instructors were ruthless. They would push the girls, who were not even ten years old, to their limits, and if they failed to make progress, they were severely punished.


"Each of you will learn the White Ice Divine Art in a different way. That way, we can gather plenty of data."



Some girls were forced to recite the formulas backwards, some trained in the freezing cold, others in the scorching heat. The instructors treated the girls like test subjects, collecting data to perfect the White Ice Divine Art. As a result, many girls met tragic ends due to the harsh training and side effects.


"I hope we get at least one proper result this time. I'm getting sick and tired of this tedious experiment."

"By the way, what happens to the rest when the divine art is completed?"

"What else? We'll dispose of them all."



The facility was a place with an absurdly low survival rate. Having only lost her sanity, the Nine Yin Witch was already considered relatively fortunate.


"Number Twenty Seven, you are making good progress, and your side effects seem pretty mild."

"...Thank you."



Among those who learned the White Ice Divine Art, only a few, including the Nine Yin Witch, lived past the age of fifteen. As such, the Blood Cult had high expectations for her.


"Purifying the contaminated yin energy using the Star Absorption Technique... So far, it doesn't seem like a bad method."



For a long time, the Nine Yin Witch trained diligently, but the incomplete White Ice Divine Art had the side effect of making the yin energy in her body more impure as she progressed. To counteract this and prevent qi deviation, she used the Star Absorption Technique to absorb yin energy from living beings.

However, the more she absorbed, the more she craved, and soon her insatiable desire for yin energy consumed her, driving her insane. Birds, plants, animals, people… she didn't discriminate as long as it was alive.


"Ahhhh!!!"

"Twenty Seven has started suffering bouts of insanity, and they're getting more frequent."

"Is she a failure after all...?"

"Let's observe a bit more before deciding what to do with her."



One day, when the instructors were discussing her fate, an accident occurred at a neighboring Blood Cult facility.


"The test subjects have escaped from the Sword Cave!"

"They're attacking the other caves!"

"Stop them! Somehow... Ugh!"

"Uwaaaagh!"



When the break-in occurred, the Nine Yin Witch discovered for the first time that the facility she was in was linked to three others, where children were being trained in swordsmanship, bladework, and external arts.

One of the boys leading the escape had a noticeable scar on his lip. Holding up the severed head of an instructor he had just killed, he had shouted, "Let's get out of here!"

Immediately, she and another girl, Eun Hayeon, took advantage of the chaos and escaped, killing three instructors who tried to stop them.

Returning to reality, the Nine Yin Witch gazed dreamily at Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok. "You two come from that place as well, right?" she asked, recognizing the traces of the bladesmanship and external arts she had encountered in her youth.

"What... are you talking about..."

"Crazy witch..."

Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok blinked in confusion. For obvious reasons, they didn't understand what she was talking about.

"It's no use pretending. You'll end up telling me everything... Haha... Ahahahahaha!" the Nine Yin Witch laughed maniacally, feeling a thrilling ecstasy as the immense yin energy suppressed within Yeo Min flooded into her.

"I'll make them pay! Those motherfuckers who turned me into this! Back then, I was powerless and ran away, but once I perfect the White Ice Divine Art, once I complete this cursed martial art…!"

Tears streamed down the Nine Yin Witch's face as memories of her painful past surfaced, freezing solid before they could fall. The torment that began in her childhood had haunted her throughout her life, her longstanding anguish blurring the lines between past and present.


"Beautiful miss, may I know your name?"

"Oh dear! How did you end up here? You look hurt."



If the Blood Cult wasn't bad enough, when she first escaped, she was just an innocent and naive girl who knew nothing of the world. That was why, when several men showed her kindness—men with neat appearances and dignified bearing—she'd trusted them, thinking they would help her.

However, the moment she followed them home, they all suddenly transformed into completely different people.


"You came with us willingly, yet now you're acting up?"

"Tsk. Why are you so disobedient?"

"If you don't want to get hurt, you'd better... Argh! My arm! My arm!"



Most of the martial artists she had killed were either lascivious men who had tried to sexually assault her, or those who had unfairly exploited her martial prowess for their own evil ends. Among them were even famous figures from the orthodox sects.

What was even funnier was that after she'd killed them and eliminated several of the pursuit teams they sent out for revenge, she earned her infamous alias and her place as one of the Ten Great Villains.


"That woman is a wicked witch!"

"She's the Nine Yin Witch!"



Venting years of pent-up resentment, she shrieked at the top of her lungs, not caring if anyone was listening to her.

"They all called me a witch! But I never once made excuses! Do you know why? Because it's true that I did terrible things while tormented by my martial arts. Sometimes, when the yin energy became so impure that it was unbearably painful... I would go down the mountains to the villages and absorb the yin energy of all the living things around. That's why I came to the Valley of Evil. At least here, I feel less guilty."

The Nine Yin Witch looked blankly at the villains frozen and stuck to the cave walls.

"…But that's all over now."

Her instincts told her that if she absorbed all the immense yin energy within Yeo Min, her White Ice Divine Art would be perfected.

Right now, through her palms, Yeo Min's pure and untainted yin energy flowed into her. Perhaps because the girl was born to a mother who had learned ice arts, the purity of her yin energy was astonishingly high.

"Ugh... ugh..." Despite being unconscious, Yeo Min writhed in pain. Under the influence of the White Ice Divine Art, her hair turned snow white, and her face paled.

"Ahh... Ahahaha... Aaaagh!" the Nine Yin Witch let out a bizarre sound that could have been either laughter or a scream. Overwhelmed by a mix of pain and pleasure, she unleashed a terrifying blizzard through the cave.

"Ugh..."

"M-My body..."

The biting cold was so intense that Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok could not even open their eyes. Their wounds reopened, and blood began to flow, but even that blood quickly turned to frost.

"Finally! Finally! I have perfected the White Ice Divine Art! Just wait, all of you! The bastards who made me like this! I'll turn you into ice and shatter you into thousands of little fragments!" the Nine Yin Witch cackled, her voice echoing through the cave. 

A white light erupted from her eyes, and her snow-white hair fluttered as she hovered three meters above the ground, emitting a frigid blast.

Suddenly, a streak of sword qi flew from outside the cave, aiming for her heart. Scoffing, she unleashed a palm strike, instantly destroying the incoming sword qi.

"How dare you!" she screeched, before suddenly realizing that she had just fallen for a diversion.

In the short time she had been distracted by the attack, Baek Suryong had entered the cave with swift movement arts, grabbed Yeo Min, and used telekinesis to yank Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok to safety.

"You're wrong, you know. The martial art you've learned is just a fake, clumsy imitation of the true White Ice Divine Art," Baek Suryong said.

"Mr. Baek!"

"Teacher!"

Overcome with relief, Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok called out, their faces seemingly on the brink of tears.

"You guys stay back," Baek Suryong instructed, stepping forward.

The Nine Yin Witch glared at him with wild eyes. "Did you just call my White Ice Divine Art fake?"

"Yes, why?"

"Don't be ridiculous!" the Nine Yin Witch bellowed in anger. Now that she had perfected the art, she believed she could defeat anyone, yet this man was dismissing her? How dare he?

Baek Suryong sneered. "A martial art that becomes more impure the more you practice it, causing random bouts of insanity. Who on earth would call that a divine art?"

"How did you know that...?!" the Nine Yin Witch exclaimed, shocked that this young newcomer knew about the side effects of her martial art.

Baek Suryong took a step closer to her, saying, "I also know that it's a martial art created with malicious intent. You can't perfect it by stealing others' yin energy."

"Shut up! What do you know?"

"I know better than anyone..."

…Because I created that fake martial art. Baek Suryong swallowed his last words.

Having sensed the Nine Yin Witch's unique energy as he approached, he wasn't surprised that she was practicing one of the fake martial arts he had created to sabotage the Blood Cult. After all, hadn't he already experienced this situation before with Wiji Cheon, who had been given the fake Unlimited Sword?

Just how many crimes has the Blood Cult been involved in all these years? First, it was Master Moyong's Unlimited Sword, and now, it's Master Eun's White Ice Divine Art.

Baek Suryong sighed softly, "The martial art you've learned was deliberately designed to cause qi deviation. Surviving this long after learning it... All I can say is that you are incredibly fortunate."

Sensing sympathy in his gaze, the Nine Yin Witch shouted angrily, "Shut up! How dare you look at me like that! I'll freeze you solid!"

Her clothes billowed, and pure white energy gathered in her hands. She unleashed a double palm strike, her qi blast taking the form of two soaring white dragons.

Baek Suryong didn't dodge. Instead, he charged straight ahead, swinging his sword.

BOOM!

The moment Moon Shadow encountered the twin ice dragons, a terrifying blast of cold froze everything in its path.

"Ahaha! Foolish man. Turn to ice... What?!"

When the Nine Yin Witch saw that Baek Suryong was still running towards her without slowing down, she flinched in confusion. "Impossible! How...?"

The answer was almost immediately revealed to her. As Baek Suryong moved, his frozen martial arts uniform shattered, revealing the Black Dragon Armor beneath.

Baek Suryong smirked. The Black Dragon Armor protected against extreme cold and heat. Trusting in that, he had closed the distance, catching her off guard. "I picked up something useful before coming here," he replied snarkily.

"Die!" the Nine Yin Witch yelled, swinging her palms wildly.

BANG! CRASH! BOOM!

Her attacks were powerful enough to nearly destroy the cave, but Baek Suryong blocked and evaded them all with ease.

"I won't fall for techniques I know like the back of my hand," he remarked.

The White Ice Divine Art that the Nine Yin Witch had mastered was actually a corrupted version of a martial art he had developed alongside the Ice Moon Goddess. Furthermore, with his recent breakthrough, his skills had advanced considerably, and he now possessed the Black Dragon Armor.

"Impossible! I've already mastered the White Ice Divine Art!" the Nine Yin Witch exclaimed in disbelief, her increasing agitation causing her movements to become erratic.

"I told you, that martial art is fake," Baek Suryong repeated, appearing behind the Witch. Reaching out and grasping the crown of her head where the Baihui acupoint was located, he warned, "This might hurt a bit."

"What are you doing... Aaaaagh!"

Using the Heaven Defying Divine Art that had just reached the seventh star, Baek Suryong began absorbing the impure energy inside the Nine Yin Witch's body.



Footnotes:

[1] Star Absorption Technique: Yet another martial art from the classic wuxia novel, "The Smiling, Proud Wanderer", the other being Dokgo Jun's Nine Swords of Dokgo. The Star Absorption Technique is the main martial art of the Sun Moon Demonic Cult Leader Ren Woxing, but ended up causing qi deviation due to the clash of all the different qi he absorbed.



Chapter 161: Ice Essence

"Kyahhhhh!!!"

The Nine Yin Witch's shrill scream reverberated through the cave, threatening to bring the entire structure down.

"Ugh..."

"Gah..."

Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok clutched their ears in agony, blood trickling between their fingers.

Baek Suryong spun around and yelled, "Get Yeo Min to the Demon Doctor! Tell him I sent you, and that he must heal her even if it costs him his life!"

Without hesitation, the students hoisted Yeo Min onto their backs and dashed out of the cave.

"Let go of me! I said let go!" the Nine Yin Witch shrieked, thrashed wildly as she struggled to shake off Baek Suryong. Radiating a terrifying chill, she slashed at him with qi-infused hands, desperate to tear him apart. "Die! Die! Die!"

Unfortunately, none of her attacks made Baek Suryong loosen his grip on her head. His Black Dragon Armor, bolstered by the Heaven Defying Divine Art's inner qi, shielded him from the bone-chilling cold, and he could easily see through her palm and claw techniques.

How odd. Her qi cultivation runs deep, but her offensive techniques are surprisingly crude.

Baek Suryong frowned. The Nine Yin Witch's martial arts development was peculiar. Since most martial artists learned martial arts to become stronger in battle, it made no sense that her offensive skills were far less refined compared to her mastery of the White Ice Divine Art.

Unknown to him, her instructors in the Blood Cult had never taught her any fighting techniques, focusing only on perfecting the White Ice Divine Art.

"Dieeee!" the Nine Yin Witch screamed.

CRASH!

Annoyed, Baek Suryong slammed her face into the cave floor, shattering the rock and leaving her body half-buried in debris. "Hold still, will you?" he snapped.

Writhing like a worm, the Nine Yin Witch groaned, "Ugh... ugh..."

"I'm not keeping you alive out of the kindness in my heart," Baek Suryong stated coldly, though inside, he was deeply conflicted.

The Nine Yin Witch's situation reminded him of Wiji Cheon. Like the boy, she had learned his counterfeit version of the White Ice Divine Art. This resulted in impure qi seeping into her bone marrow, which in turn caused qi deviation and episodes of madness.

I designed those martial arts to sabotage the Blood Cult and force them to give it up... but instead, they gathered children and made them learn the fake techniques, using them as experiments to perfect it.

Baek Suryong bit his lip. It hadn't been his intention, but he couldn't help feeling somewhat responsible for the Blood Cult's deeds.

"Listen," he lied, "I'm helping you regain your sanity because I need information about the Blood Cult, alright?"

"No! It hurts! It hurts! Let me go, please!" the Nine Yin Witch sobbed, still pinned to the ground, thrashing like a child.

Baek Suryong pressed down harder, channeling the Heaven Defying Divine Art to absorb the impurities embedded in the Nine Yin Witch's bone marrow. From her head, he extended his qi into her eight extraordinary meridians and the twelve main meridians, drawing out all the toxins that had seeped into her limbs.

The process was smooth-sailing. After all, when it came to handling impure qi, the Heaven Defying Divine Art was unrivaled. Still, extracting such deep-rooted impurities was dozens of times more painful than tearing off flesh.

"...!!" Overwhelmed by unbearable pain, with every muscle in her body convulsing, the Nine Yin Witch clawed at the ground helplessly, unable to even scream anymore.

Ice crystals formed on Baek Suryong's hair and eyebrows, and his breath was frosty. Since he was in direct contact with the Nine Yin Witch, not even the Black Dragon Armor was sufficient to completely repel the White Ice Divine Art. Still, despite the freezing cold seeping into his body, he refused to let go and held her down firmly.

"Hang in there if you want to live," he urged.

"Ugh...!"

Fortunately, as time went on, the bone-chilling cold radiating from the Nine Yin Witch's body gradually began to fade. 

With her immense qi, if she had truly completed the Ice Moon Divine Art left by the Ice Moon Goddess, I wouldn't have lasted even half a second… Nah, even as it stands now, without the Black Dragon Armor, I'd be in real trouble, Baek Suryong thought, heaving a sigh of relief.

After what seemed like forever, when the impurities were finally purified, the Nine Yin Witch's pain eased and her convulsions subsided.

Baek Suryong stood up, staggering a bit as he paused to catch his breath. "Whew... It's over."

The Nine Yin Witch opened her eyes, gazing up at him in a daze. The constant needle-like pain in her head was gone. "...What did you do to me?" she whispered.

"I removed the impurities in your body caused by qi deviation," Baek Suryong replied wearily, more drained from the qi extraction process than the actual fight. "Since I've cured the root of your madness, you won't experience those random episodes anymore."

The Nine Yin Witch widened her eyes in disbelief. "What? That can't be..."

"You, of all people, should know if I'm telling the truth."

"T-Then, it's true..." The Nine Yin Witch stared down at her hands, tears streaming down her face. Unlike before, these were tears of genuine joy, not despair, pain, or insanity.

Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. "Don't get too excited though. If you use or practice the White Ice Divine Art again, you'll go crazy."

The Nine Yin Witch stiffened. "Ah..."

Baek Suryong sighed. The Nine Yin Witch's case was different from Wiji Cheon's. Wiji Cheon was young and hadn't delved too deeply in the fake Unlimited Sword, nor had he accumulated much inner qi, so his qi deviation was still reversible. 

The Nine Yin Witch, on the other hand, had spent over twenty years training in the fake White Ice Divine Art, even reaching a level where she believed she had mastered it. Even for him, getting rid of such deeply ingrained martial arts was almost impossible.

"If you don't want to lose your mind again, you have to give up your ice arts," he said regrettably, despite knowing that asking a martial artist to give up their life's pursuit was tantamount to asking them to die.

"Okay," the Nine Yin Witch immediately agreed, smiling faintly and nodding. "I'll give up the ice arts. Now that my mind is finally clear... I can't even understand why I was so obsessed with it."

"What…?" Baek Suryong stared at the Nine Yin Witch in shock. He hadn't expected her to accept it so easily. Freed from her madness, she appeared to be a purer soul than he'd imagined.

He nodded, a hint of bitterness in his expression. "That's a wise choice. You're strong enough even without those cursed arts… Now, tell me your story. How did you end up learning the fake White Ice Divine Art?"

"When I was a little girl..."

The Nine Yin Witch answered Baek Suryong's questions without hesitation. In a steady, emotionless voice, she recounted how she was sold as a child and forced to learn martial arts, the horrors she faced in the Blood Cult's training facility, the pain she'd endured, and how she eventually escaped.

Baek Suryong listened to her quietly, his expression darkening with each revelation. When she finished, he gritted his teeth, muttering,"...I see."

He had anticipated some of it, but the Blood Cult was more vile than he imagined. Their actions had transformed an ordinary girl into one of the Ten Great Villains.

Who knows how many more victims are out there besides her...? I don't even want to think about it.

Closing his eyes, he shoved aside his guilt, and a plan began to form in his mind.

"Nine Yin Witch, do you want revenge against the Blood Cult?" he asked.

"……"

"I have an idea. First, you need to take over the Valley of Evil."

Baek Suryong's mind raced. Now that the Nine Yin Witch was sane, he could entrust the Valley of Evil to her. 

The Valley of Evil is a natural fortress. If I start a war with the Blood Cult, this terrain would be invaluable.

His plan unfolded rapidly. By taking control of the Valley of Evil, he could forge another dagger, a second arm of the Rehabilitation Sect, one that would strike at the very heart of the Blood Cult.

"I need you to weed out the irredeemable villains and gather those who can be reformed or who were falsely accused. I'll also teach you a martial art called the Divine Rehabilitation Technique, and you'll pass it on to them..."

"I'm sorry, but I must decline," the Nine Yin Witch interrupted him mid-sentence, shaking her head.

Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. "Why? Don't you want revenge?"

The Nine Yin Witch smiled, her eyes shining with newfound clarity like a monk who had attained enlightenment. "For twenty years, all I wanted was to master the White Ice Divine Art and avenge myself, but now I see how futile that is."

Baek Suryong looked at her intently. Her gaze was gentle yet firm, leaving no room for argument. She had chosen peace of mind over vengeance.

"If that's how you feel... I guess there's no helping it," he sighed.

It was unfortunate, but if she wanted to withdraw from the world and live in seclusion for the rest of her life, he couldn't force her to do his bidding. That would make him no different from the Blood Cult or the men who had tried to take advantage of her.

However, the Nine Yin Witch's next actions hit him like a ton of bricks.

"I have one request," she said earnestly.

"You're not exactly in a position to ask for favors."

"Yeo Min."

"……"

"I've hurt that child deeply. I want to make amends, even if just a little."

"Why are you telling me this?"

"…Because I'll never see her again."

The Nine Yin Witch smiled gently, then sat down in a lotus position. Bringing her hands together as if in prayer, she began to circulate the White Ice Divine Art.

Baek Suryong immediately shouted, "Hey! I told you not to circulate your qi! If your madness returns…"

Focusing all the yin energy she'd accumulated over her life between her palms, the Nine Yin Witch laughed lightheartedly, "Forgive me. It's the last time I'll ever do this anyway."

"What are you doing...? Wait, don't tell me…!" Realizing the Nine Yin Witch's intent, Baek Suryong face fell.

RUMBLE!

The Nine Yin Witch gathered all the yin energy she'd amassed throughout her life between her hands, compressing it into a single crystal.

"Are you... creating an Ice Essence?" Baek Suryong whispered.

An Ice Essence, a crystal formed from the purest yin energy, was a priceless treasure that any practitioner of ice arts would risk their life to obtain.

Moments later, the Nine Yin Witch opened her eyes, her face ghostly pale. In her palm rested a single snow-white crystal, slightly larger than a fingernail.

Without hesitation, she handed the Ice Essence to Baek Suryong, saying, "Please give this to Yeo Min. I've harmed her body greatly, and I hope this Ice Essence will make up for it."

"……"

"Please."

"...Alright." Baek Suryong sighed, accepting the Ice Essence. It was so pure that he felt only a gentle chill when he touched it.

The Nine Yin Witch smiled weakly. "It's probably too much for Yeo Min right now, so use some of it yourself if you need to, though I doubt you need my martial arts..."

"No, I need it. I'll use it well," Baek Suryong interrupted. Even though he knew the Ice Moon Goddess's martial arts, he couldn't practice it due to his constitution and could only use her movement techniques. However, with the help of the Ice Essence, he could definitely learn the White Ice Divine Art.

The Nine Yin Witch sighed in relief. "That's good. I've only ever caused trouble for others... I'm glad I can be of help to someone in the end."

"Any last words?"

"……"

"Hey."

"……"

"Hey!"

No response came. The Nine Yin Witch sat in a lotus position, her eyes closed. With a serene smile, as if she'd shed all the burdens of the world, she drifted into an eternal sleep.


Chapter 162: Are You the Blood Demon?

When Baek Suryong returned after retrieving the Nine Yin Witch's Ice Essence, he found that several welcome guests had arrived in the Valley of Evil.

"Hyung-nim!" Ak Yeonho called out, rushing over breathlessly like an eager puppy greeting its master. When he saw Baek Suryong's ragged appearance, however, he gaped in surprise, "Whoa, what happened to you? Your clothes are ripped, torn, burnt... Wait... Why are you soaking wet? Suspicious..."

"I've had a long day," Baek Suryong replied with a sigh.

Right now, he looked utterly disheveled. After battling the Bloody Ripper in an underground lair riddled with traps, enjoying a poison gas sauna courtesy of the Demonic Strategist, and then facing off against the Nine Yin Witch, he had to endure her icy aura while extracting her impure qi. 

Needless to say, his once pristine sky-blue martial arts uniform was now so tattered that it wouldn't even make a decent rag, and since the Witch's ice had melted, he was also drenched.

Glancing around, he asked, "You're not alone, are you...? Fuck."

Not far off, Mae Geuklyom was approaching, emanating a sharp, scary aura.

"You rascal...!" the old man scolded, but upon seeing Baek Suryong's miserable condition, his anger instantly melted into concern. "...Oh no, are you badly hurt?"

Baek Suryong smiled warmly. "I feel better than I look."

Compared to Mae Geuklyom, he was more surprised to see the tears on his grandfather's clothing. Judging from the position of the slashes, they were all aimed at vital points, which was no trivial matter.

Who on earth pushed Mae Geuklyom to this extent? Aside from the Bloody Ripper and the Nine Yin Witch, are there any experts in the Valley of Evil who can do this?

As if reading his thoughts, Mae Geuklyom said, "I crossed swords with a youngster who called himself the Blue Eyed Freak at the Valley entrance. He's quite an extraordinary master."

"I see. If it's the Blue Eyed Freak, then... Did you kill him?"

The figure of the Valley of Evil gatekeeper with the eerie blue eyes flashed in Baek Suryong's mind. Even though I was in a hurry and just passed by, if his martial arts are what I think it is... then his strength makes sense. 

"After exchanging about a hundred moves with no decisive result, he and his two friends fled," Mae Geuklyom explained. "I thought about going after them, but in the end, I decided to prioritize saving Wiji Cheon and let them go."

Baek Suryong nodded. "I would have done the same. They have the terrain advantage, so it wouldn't have been easy to catch them."

Unfortunately, before fleeing, Blue Eyed Freak left a parting shot—not to Mae Geuklyom, but to Baek Suryong.

Mae Geuklyom narrowed his eyes. "…By the way, that Blue Eyed Freak told me your alias."

"M-My alias?" Baek Suryong stammered, a shiver running down his spine. No way... It can't be...

Mae Geuklyom fixed a cold gaze on his grandson's groin. "He called you the Handsome Playboy, master of seduction techniques and bedroom arts."

Baek Suryong unconsciously stepped backward, muttering under his breath, "...That goddamned son of a bitch."

A fiery storm lit up in Mae Geuklyom's eyes. "You little punk! What kind of scandalous behavior have you been exhibiting in public? The Handsome Playboy? The father's alias was the Handsome Prince, and now the son's is even worse!!"

The Handsome Prince and the Handsome Playboy. The similarity to his despised son-in-law's alias fueled Mae Geuklyom's rage. Drawing his sword, he advanced towards Baek Suryong, his eyes still locked onto his grandson's crotch.

"I should have cut that thing off long ago..."

"Grandpa! It's a misunderstanding! I can explain everything! That alias wasn't my idea, it was Wonkang's..."

"Silence! I'll cut off your manhood and restore order to the murim!"

"What does my manhood have to do with order in the murim?!"

Flinching, Baek Suryong dodged Mae Geuklyom's sword and… ran away. Not even reaching the seventh star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art could diminish his innate fear of his grandfather.

"Get over here right now!"

"Please spare me!"

Thankfully, the short chase came to an end when Namgung Su and Geo Sangwoong appeared.

"Baek Suryong," Namgung Su said sternly, approaching with a frown. Behind him, the bound and captured villains of the Valley of Evil knelt down in a neat line. 

"Did you just change your clothes?" Baek Suryong asked, clicking his tongue. Namgung Su's pristine white robe was spotless, free from even a single drop of blood or speck of dust, and every strand of his hair was perfectly in place. He must have used movement arts at full speed from the Azure Dragon Academy to the Valley of Evil, yet he still looked immaculate.

"…What?" Baffled by the unexpected question, Namgung Su hesitated for a moment, but quickly regained his composure and asked coldly, "Where's Wiji Cheon?"

"I just finished fighting the Nine Yin Witch and was about to go see him when you guys showed up."

"......"

"What? What is it? Why are you staring at me like that?"

Namgung Su closed his eyes and clenched his fists to hold back his anger. "When we return to the Azure Dragon Academy, you will face harsh criticism and blame for this incident. I'm quite certain the PTA will call for your immediate dismissal."

Baek Suryong frowned. "So, are you threatening to fire me now?"

"Not at all. Rather, if anyone tries to fire you, I'm going to stop them."

"What?"

Baek Suryong, Ak Yeonho, and even Mae Geuklyom's jaws dropped, dumbstruck by Namgung Su's unexpected stance, but if this wasn't shocking enough, his next words made them question their hearing.

"Who would benefit from you being fired? No one! After causing this mess, you think you can just quit? Don't even dream of it. I'll make you work extra hard to compensate for everything. From now on, you'll have to teach the students as if your life depends on it!" Namgung Su roared, his eyes blazing with anger.

"Uh… Well, I was already planning to work hard," Baek Suryong replied, nodding blankly at Namgung Su's logic. What the hell? This guy isn't normal either...

"By the way, Mr. Baek... Where are the others?" Geo Sangwoong asked worriedly, defusing the awkward situation.

"I was just about to go find them. Follow me," Baek Suryong replied, leading the way to the Demon Doctor's residence along with the instructors and Geo Sangwoong.

Before entering the house, though, he sent a telepathic message to the Demon Doctor, who had pledged unconditional loyalty to him after being subdued by the Blood Demon Eyes.

[Demon Doctor, don't let anyone know that you've sworn to serve me. Act like you're scared of me.]

[...Yes, my liege.]

Once the necessary precautions were taken, Baek Suryong led the group inside, where they found the students resting on beds while the Demon Doctor tended to them.

As ordered, the Demon Doctor immediately fell to his knees and raised his hands. "S-Spare me! I surrender!"

With the Bloody Ripper dead, the Demon Doctor's surrender marked a significant turning point. Most of the remaining villains in the Valley of Evil either followed his example and yielded, or fled as fast as their legs could carry them. The few who chose to resist were quickly subdued by the instructors.

Baek Suryong approached the students. "How are your injuries?" he asked.

Hyonwon Kang scoffed, "This is nothing."

Ya Suhyeok folded his arms. "A bit of ointment and I'll be fine."

Wiji Cheon mumbled, "We're more worried about Senior Yeo Min..."

Baek Suryong nodded. Although the three were severely injured, they were able to recover with proper care and rest. The real concern was Yeo Min. 

Baek Suryong approached her bed and saw that her already pale face had turned ashen, almost corpse-like.

The Demon Doctor glanced timidly at Baek Suryong and cautiously said, "Her life is out of danger, but some of her life force was drained by the Star Absorption Technique... Even if she wakes up, it will be difficult for her to recover fully."

Baek Suryong nodded silently. He understood Yeo Min's condition better than anyone. Turning to Mae Geuklyom, he asked politely, "Grandpa, could you and everyone else please step outside for a moment?"

Mae Geuklyom narrowed his eyes. "You want us to leave? Are you planning to treat this child?"

"Yes. However, during the treatment, a secret she wishes to keep hidden may be revealed. I can't let others witness the process," Baek Suryong explained.

Mae Geuklyom nodded. "Very well. It seems you've had some miraculous encounter yourself... but we can discuss that later."

"Thank you."

When everyone had left, Baek Suryong took out the Ice Essence, a gift the Nine Yin Witch had intended for Yeo Min. Since feeding it to her directly would kill her instead of healing her, he needed to take another approach.

Taking a deep breath, he swallowed the Ice Essence in one gulp. Instantly, it dissolved, releasing a wave of icy energy throughout his entire body and threatening to freeze him from the inside out.

"Ugh!" Baek Suryong groaned. The Ice Essence was even more potent than he'd anticipated. Inside him, the raging blizzards of the North clashed with the intense qi of the Heaven Defying Divine Art like two dragons entwined in mortal combat.

"Phew... If I'd been greedy and tried to absorb it all myself, I'd have been in serious trouble," he muttered, cold sweat beading on his forehead as white mist billowed from his mouth, frost formed on his hair and eyebrows, and the surrounding temperature dropped sharply.

Quickly circulating the Heaven Defying Divine Art, he pressed his right palm against Yeo Min's dantian, channeling his qi to divide the Ice Essence's energy in two—half for himself and half for Yeo Min. 

CRACKLE CRACKLE...

An hour later, Baek Suryong finally removed his palm from Yeo Min's qi center and sat down to meditate, focusing on stabilizing the Ice Essence's energy inside his body.

Hmm... I only know the White Ice Divine Art in theory. Even in my past life, I never practiced it...

The ice element martial arts were notorious for their stringent physical constitution requirements, which he hadn't met in either his past or present life. As a result, until now, he had only been able to use the Ice Moon Empress's movement arts, but not her ice arts.

With the yin energy of the Ice Essence, however, both he and Yeo Min now had the opportunity to learn it.

"Hoo..." Baek Suryong exhaled, standing up. Noticing that Yeo Min's breathing had steadied, he whispered, "I thought your potential was the lowest among the five kids, but now... you might be the best."

Of course, unlocking that potential would require effort, talent, and proper guidance. 

Grinning, he playfully tousled her hair. "Get ready. From now on, besides movement arts training, we'll add ice-based martial arts, heheheh..."

Was it his imagination? It seemed like Yeo Min's eyebrows twitched.

"You little punk..." he chuckled softly, a trace of sadness in his smile as he recalled the Nine Yin Witch's final, serene expression.

For a moment, Yeo Min's face seemed to overlap with the Nine Yin Witch's. 

Baek Suryong sighed bitterly, "Don't worry anymore, and rest in peace. I will definitely avenge you... whether you want me to or not."

[image: sep]

It took several days to settle matters in the Valley of Evil. Personnel from the nearby Golden Dragon Trading Company arrived to tend to the wounded and transport the captured villains to the nearest constabularies.

"Whoa! Less than ten people took over the Valley of Evil? And five of them are child prodigies!" the branch manager of the Golden Dragon Trading Company exclaimed in amazement. 

Although not a sect, the Valley of Evil was a notorious unorthodox force in the murim. With two of the Ten Great Villains residing there, even the Murim Alliance hadn't dared to touch them.

Nevertheless, the ones who had accomplished this feat weren't particularly pleased about it.

"All the quick-witted and strong ones fled early on. We only caught the small fry," Mae Geuklyom admitted honestly, though it sounded like excessive modesty to others.

The Golden Dragon warriors and workers glanced at the instructors and students of the Azure Dragon Academy, whispering among themselves. Soon, incredible rumors would spread throughout the jianghu.

When everything was settled, Mae Geuklyom addressed the Azure Dragon Academy group, "Let's head back now."

"Uhm, please go on without me," Baek Suryong said abruptly, coming to a halt. Seeing the puzzled looks around him, he added sheepishly, "I just realized I left something behind. Don't worry, I'll catch up soon."

"...Don't take too long," Mae Geuklyom nodded after a brief pause. He seemed to have noticed something, but eventually decided to ignore it.

Baek Suryong watched silently as their figures disappeared into the distance. When they were out of sight, he sensed a subtle presence behind him.

Without turning around, he snapped, "You have something to say to me?"

"So you noticed me after all."

"How could I not notice someone staring at me so blatantly?" Baek Suryong glanced back at the speaker. 

As expected, it was Blue Eyed Freak, the leader of the Valley of Evil's gatekeepers. Unlike before, though, he now had a fresh slash wound on his cheek.

"What business do you have with me, Blue Eyed Freak?" Baek Suryong demanded.

"I'll get straight to the point," Blue Eyed Freak replied, his blue eyes gleaming ominously. "Are you... the Blood Demon?"


Chapter 163: Rebuilding the Valley of Evil

"The Blood Demon? What the hell are you talking about all of a sudden?" Baek Suryong asked, his expression puzzled.

Blue Eyed Freak's lips curled into a cold smile. "Don't play dumb. Someone saw your hair and eyes turning red when you fought the Bloody Ripper."

"My hair and eyes turned red?" Baek Suryong widened his eyes, pretending this was news to him. Shrugging, he added, "I really have no idea what you're talking about."

"There are countless martial arts out there, but only one causes that effect," Blue Eyed Freak insisted, his blue eyes glinting eerily.

Under that piercing gaze that scanned him from head to toe, Baek Suryong became certain of one thing.

This guy... He's mastered the Blue Eyes Demonic Art.

Baek Suryong had suspected it when he first met Blue Eyed Freak, but at the time, he was focused on rescuing Wiji Cheon and didn't have time to dwell on it.

Now that I look at him again...

Since reaching the seventh star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, Baek Suryong could sense others' energies much more keenly. If it was a demonic art from the Blood Cult, no matter how much they tried to hide it, he would definitely notice.

To think I'd meet a successor of the Blue Eyes Demonic Art in a place like this. Fate sure is mischievous.

Baek Suryong chuckled, "Oh really? And what martial art would that be?"

"The Heaven Defying Divine Art. The ultimate martial art that only the Blood Demon, the supreme leader of the Blood Cult, can master."

"......"

"I'll ask you one more time. Are you the Blood Demon?" Blue Eyed Freak pressed, though he seemed certain of the answer.

Baek Suryong shook his head firmly. "No, I'm not."

"You're still going to deny it?!" Blue Eyed Freak roared, his blue eyes flashing fiercely.

Baek Suryong looked at him with pity and snickered. There was no point in arguing, as words alone wouldn't be enough to convince his opponent.

Blue Eyed Freak lost his temper. "Are you mocking me? You may be able to fool others, Blood Demon, but you can't deceive my eyes."

"Believe what you want, but I'm telling you, I'm not the Blood Demon."

"Then you won't mind if I inform the Murim Alliance? I'll tell them that Baek Suryong, an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, is the current Blood Demon who has mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art."

"Pfft! The Murim Alliance, you say?" Baek Suryong snorted. Approaching Blue Eyed Freak, he slowly turned his hair and eyes red, almost as if he was showing off.

Blue Eyed Freak's face contorted with rage. "So I was right after all!"

Baek Suryong scoffed. Although he had always feared that someone would discover the fact that he'd mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art, it didn't matter if that someone was a villain like Blue Eyed Freak.

"Between me, an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, and you, a demonic practitioner from the Valley of Evil, who do you think the Murim Alliance would believe? They might just kill you on the spot," he said dismissively.

Blue Eyed Freak immediately retorted, "I can always file an anonymous report. It won't be hard to get the Murim Alliance to at least launch an investigation. If they dig into your past, I'm sure they'll find evidence linking you to the Blood Cult..."

"Hahaha! Go ahead, do whatever you want. Since I'm not the Blood Demon, there's nothing for them to find," Baek Suryong laughed. 

He was confident that even if the Murim Alliance dug into his past, the worst they could uncover was that his parents, both former delinquents at the Azure Dragon Academy, had eloped. Unless they knew that he had been reincarnated, there was absolutely no way to connect the current him to the Blood Cult.

Growing impatient, Blue Eyed Freak snarled, "Still lying until the very end!"

Baek Suryong gazed at his reflection in those deep blue eyes. "I'm curious. What gives you the courage to confront me alone? Do you really think you can get away after provoking me? Or..."

Baek Suryong extended his senses to search for Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade, only to discover that they were both far out of earshot. It seemed that Blue Eyed Freak wanted to keep them out of this conversation, but that also meant that they wouldn't be able to intervene in time if he decided to kill their friend.

WHOOSH!

An immense aura, far greater than when he first arrived in the Valley of Evil, burst forth, causing his robes to flutter.

Overwhelmed by the pressure, Blue Eyed Freak stumbled backward, his face etched with shock. I thought he was injured from fighting the Bloody Ripper... How did he become even stronger than before?

Almost as if he could read Blue Eyed Freak's thoughts, Baek Suryong continued, "...Did you come here to die?"

The Heaven Defying Divine Art was the pinnacle of the Blood Cult's martial arts. Its aura suppressed, oppressed, and dominated all other martial arts of the Blood Cult, including the Blue Eyes Demonic Art. Moreover, now that Baek Suryong had reached the seventh star realm, he could make even demonic masters of his level break into a cold sweat, let alone those weaker than him.

"Ugh..." Suddenly, blood trickled from Blue Eyed Freak's mouth, his eyes became bloodshot, and he stopped retreating. 

He had bitten his own tongue to free himself from the crushing fear. Although he knew that he could neither win nor escape, he had no intention of dying quietly. Since he'd met his mortal enemy, he would at least put up a fight!

"Blood Demon! The day has finally come to avenge my old friends!" he bellowed, forcefully summoning his qi.

"Huh? Avenge? Old friends?"

CRACK! CRUNCH!

Blue Eyed Freak pushed the Blue Eyes Demonic Art to its limits, causing veins to bulge all over his body as his muscles swelled and a fierce blue aura enveloped him.

Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow, impressed. "Not bad. At this level, even the Bloody Ripper would have a hard time taking you down."

Blue Eyed Freak's martial arts exceeded Baek Suryong's expectations, but even then, it wasn't enough to shake his confidence.

"Die!" Blue Eyed Freak roared, drawing his sword and charging with the speed of lightning. With his weapon raised high above his head, he slashed down at Baek Suryong.

CRASH!

With the elusiveness of a phantom, Baek Suryong sidestepped, and a huge crater formed where the sword hit the ground. Despite this, Blue Eyed Freak's gaze followed Baek Suryong flawlessly, and he promptly unleashed a second attack.

"I'll kill you and avenge my friends!" he shouted, blue light pouring from his eyes. The calm demeanor he'd shown while guarding the Valley of Evil was nowhere to be seen.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOOOOOOM!

As the two masters clashed, explosions echoed like bombs. Blue Eyed Freak's sword, charged with enhanced qi, was destructive enough to change the landscape, but Baek Suryong focused only on defense, conserving his strength and energy.

As they fought, Baek Suryong looked deeply into Blue Eyed Freak's eyes. Seeing the immense anger and pain there, he was reminded of the Nine Yin Witch who had gone mad after being forced to learn the White Ice Divine Art in a Blood Cult facility. He had expected there to be more victims like her out there, but he didn't think he would meet another one so soon.

"Ah... I understand now," he sighed softly. "We need to talk, but first... you need to calm down."

Baek Suryong hadn't interfered with the Nine Yin Witch since she had chosen her own path. However, Blue Eyed Freak didn't seem like someone who wanted to die, so he decided to approach the situation differently.

He closed in on Blue Eyed Freak, parrying the next blow even though it cost him a few strands of hair. In response, Blue Eyed Freak gritted his teeth, his eyes emitting so much blue light they looked like they were on fire.

Those special blue eyes, sharpened by cruel training and drugs, could read an opponent's movements, predict their attacks, sense the flow of energy, and gauge their strength. When it came to anticipating surprise attacks, it ranked among the world's top martial arts. If Blue Eyed Freak achieved complete mastery, his eye would become nearly divine, approaching the level of foresight.

Unfortunately...

"You're still a long way from fully mastering the Blue Eyes Demonic Art, aren't you? Not that it matters. Even if you achieved it, you cannot defeat me," Baek Suryong remarked, slipping into a gap in Blue Eyed Freak's guard. 

Blue Eyed Freak quickly surrounded himself with a qi barrier, but it was futile. The moment his qi touched that of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, it melted away.

"What the hell...?!" he exclaimed.

"Curse your luck. Our martial arts are just too incompatible," Baek Suryong sighed, grabbing Blue Eyed Freak's face and slamming him into the ground.

SLAM!

"Argh!" Blue Eyed Freak coughed out blood. It wasn't mere brute force that had felled him; Baek Suryong had channeled the Heaven Defying Divine Art's energy into his body, forcibly dispersing the Blue Eyes Demonic Art.

He grit his teeth in frustration. By now, it was painfully clear to him that as Baek Suryong's crimson Blood Demon Eyes glowed brighter, his own blue eyes began to dim.

Baek Suryong explained, "Did you know? The Blue Eyes Demonic Art was a martial art created specifically for the shadows who guarded the Blood Demon. This means that even though it's one of the most powerful demonic arts, the restrictions placed on it are stricter than most.

"Our martial arts have a strict hierarchy. You, a user of the Blue Eyes Demonic Art, can never hope to defeat me, who mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art."

"Shut up! I'll kill you...!" Blue Eyed Freak screeched, desperately trying to muster all his remaining qi. 

Alas, it was futile. He was ready for sacrifice his life to take down Baek Suryong, but faced with its nemesis, his qi refused to obey him.

Baek Suryong calmly looked down at him. "Since you called me the Blood Demon and tried to kill me, you must really hate the Blood Cult. As I said before though, I'm not the Blood Demon."

"Stop talking nonsense! How can you not be the Blood Demon when you've mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art?!"

"If I were truly the Blood Demon, why would I bother lying? Why would I go easy on you and let you live till now?"

"You're trying to deceive me until the very end!"

SMACK!

Baek Suryong slapped Blue Eyed Freak so hard that his head whipped to the side. "Think before you speak. Do I look like someone who would waste time on such meaningless bullshit?" he said coldly.

"......" Blue Eyed Freak fell silent. After a while, when a little bit of reason came back to him, he asked gingerly, "Are you really not the Blood Demon?"

"No, but it is true that I have mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art," Baek Suryong admitted.

"How can that be? The Heaven Defying Divine Art is..."

"...Just a martial art like any other. Anyone can learn it as long as they have the right formula."

"......"

"Let me tell you this." A malevolent smile appeared on Baek Suryong's face, and an overwhelming killing intent radiated from him. "I hate the Blood Cult just as much as you do, maybe even more. So far, I've killed every cultist I've met, and I will continue killing them. Someday, I'll definitely find their headquarters and raze it to the ground."

Blue Eyed Freak stared blankly at the surreal sight in front of him. A man with blood-red hair and eyes stood silhouetted against the blazing hues of sunset, his chilling smile masking a rage capable of incinerating the entire murim as he declared his intention to annihilate the Blood Cult.

"If I were the Blood Demon, I wouldn't waste time talking to you. I'd just kill you quickly, or capture and torture you. Same goes for those guys over there," Baek Suryong said, tilting his head to the side.

Blue Eyed Freak glanced in the direction Baek Suryong had indicated. In the distance, he could see his friends, Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade, rushing over using movement arts.

"Blue Eyed Freak!"

"Hey, you! Stop!"

Despite setting up a qi barrier to block sound before the fight, the explosive energy waves from their intense battle had breached it, alerting his friends and prompting them to come running.

Baek Suryong returned his hair and eyes to their normal black color. There was no need to explain himself to more people than was absolutely necessary. Looking intently at Blue Eyed Freak, he warned, "I trust you're smart enough to understand the situation."

"...I didn't tell them anything. Please, don't kill them," Blue Eyed Freak pleaded.

Baek Suryong nodded, then grabbed Blue Eyed Freak's arm and helped him up. Seeing this from a distance, Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade ceased using movement arts and approached slowly, not wanting to provoke Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong carefully studied the trio in turn. After some deliberation, he announced, "I have a proposition for you three."

The long-time gatekeepers of the Valley of Evil stared blankly at Baek Suryong, puzzled.

Baek Suryong grinned. "What do you guys think about rebuilding the Valley of Evil?"

All three men's eyes widened in surprise.


Chapter 164: The New Lord of the Valley

Hell Axe stared at Baek Suryong in disbelief, the absurdity of the request leaving him so dumfounded that he couldn't get angry. "What? You want us to rebuild the Valley of Evil?"

"You destroyed the Valley of Evil, and now you want us to rebuild it?" Wolf Fang Blade glared daggers at Baek Suryong. If Blue Eyed Freak hadn't been held captive by Baek Suryong, he would have drawn his weapon by now.

Unaffected by the two's open hostility, Baek Suryong laughed, "Me? Destroy the Valley of Evil? No way. We only captured the small fry. The smart ones and those with decent martial arts skills already fled, like you guys."

"......" The three gatekeepers shut their mouths. Baek Suryong was telling the truth. Although most of the Valley's villains had been captured and taken away by warriors from the nearby Murim Alliance branch, as Baek Suryong pointed out, those apprehended were merely petty criminals.

Baek Suryong grinned. "Bring those men back and rebuild the Valley of Evil. If you need funding, I'll sponsor you. Through my company, I can also supply you guys with food and other everyday necessities."

Well, the money comes from the Blood Cult's secret vault beneath the Valley of Evil, but they don't need to know that, do they? Sigh, even though I wanted to take it all, it's just too much to pocket...

Despite Baek Suryong's assurance, Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade eyed him suspiciously. In their world, there was no such thing as a free lunch. Especially for villains like them, unconditional offers were nothing but traps.

"What kind of nonsense are you spouting?"

"Don't tell me you plan to become the new Valley Lord and make us your slaves?"

"Naturally, I have my own agenda. I have one condition," Baek Suryong admitted, acknowledging their skepticism.

"Hmph!"

"I knew it!"

Baek Suryong smiled and rested his hand on Blue Eyed Freak's shoulder. "The condition is that Blue Eyed Freak here becomes the new Lord of the Valley."

"W-What did you just say?"

"Blue Eyed Freak? The new Valley Lord?"

Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade turned to look at Blue Eyed Freak, their eyes wide with shock.

A bewildered Blue Eyed Freak sent a telepathic message to Baek Suryong, [What are you thinking? You want me to become the Valley Lord?]

[I'm giving you a chance for revenge,] Baek Suryong replied, smiling knowingly. Addressing everyone, he said grimly, "Soon the Blood Cult will rise again.

"What...?"

"T-The Blood Cult?"

"Didn't those guys disband a long time ago?"

Blue Eyed Freak, Hell Axe, and Wolf Fang Blade couldn't believe their ears. Guarding the Valley of Evil gave them little opportunity to hear about the outside world, making this news completely unfamiliar to them.

Baek Suryong explained, "It's not exactly a secret. Everywhere you look, there are signs of the Blood Cult's resurgence. Even the Murim Alliance has been on a state of high alert for quite some time now."

When Go Juyeol had previously visited Baek Academy regarding the Jin Academy incident, he had already revealed that the Murim Alliance was aware of the Blood Cult's comeback. Still, Baek Suryong was confident that no one in the Alliance had more detailed knowledge of the Cult's movements than he did.

It's highly likely that a Blood Cult spy within the Murim Alliance is intentionally obstructing the flow of information, making them untrustworthy. I'll have to form my own forces.

"If the Blood Cult returns, a great war will erupt. The entire murim will become a battlefield," Baek Suryong continued, his expression more serious than ever.

The gatekeeper trio narrowed their eyes. From Baek Suryong's tone, they couldn't easily dismiss his words as nonsense.

"Eventually, all of you will be forced to choose sides. The Blood Cult will attempt to bring all unorthodox sects and martial artists under their control, while the orthodox sects will try to eliminate you before you can join the Blood Cult."

"Ha! Who says they can drag us into their war?"

"We've always lived on our own terms and will continue to do so. No one can force us to do their bidding."

Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade protested loudly, but unease flickered across their faces.

Baek Suryong snorted. "Do you seriously think you can withstand a massive flood with the meager strength of an individual? If you're lucky, you might be able to hide until the war ends. But then what?"

"......"

"If the Blood Cult prevails, the unorthodox sects will eliminate you for not fighting alongside them. If the Murim Alliance wins, martial artists seeking vengeance for their fallen comrades will target you."

Realizing that Baek Suryong was bluntly laying out the harsh reality ahead, the trio's faces turned grim.

Seeing their hesitation, Baek Suryong taunted, "I guess you could retreat further into the Valley of Evil and live like sewer rats for the rest of your days. Is that what you want?"

"Shut up!"

"You don't know anything about us!"

Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade glared at Baek Suryong, releasing their killing intent.

This should be enough to unnerve them, Baek Suryong thought, choosing not to provoke the gatekeeper trio any further. Now that they had felt the sting of the stick, it was time to offer the carrot.

"Forgive me, I overstepped. My point is that you guys, too, must make a decision. Rebuilding the Valley of Evil will expand your choices... or rather, it's the only option you've got if you want to live with your heads held high."

"You… Are you saying we should enter the Orthodox-Demonic War under the Valley of Evil's banner?" Blue Eyed Freak, who had been listening in silence, asked. His eyes, which had flared with fury during his battle with Baek Suryong, had now regained their usual composure.

Baek Suryong grinned. "Exactly. Would you prefer to ally with the Blood Cult or the Murim Alliance?"

"I would rather die than side with the Blood Cult," Blue Eyed Freak replied without hesitation, grinding his teeth as he recalled his terrible past.

Baek Suryong nodded. "I agree. The Valley of Evil must join forces with the Murim Alliance. It's your only chance at survival."

"Why would those self-righteous hypocrites from the orthodox sects ally with us?" Hell Axe scoffed.

Baek Suryong folded his arms. Hell Axe's skepticism was understandable. Normally, the Murim Alliance would laugh off the idea of joining forces with the Valley of Evil... until they faced the Blood Cult head-on, that is.

"When war erupts, the Murim Alliance will be desperate for any help they can get. If a potential enemy offers to become an ally, they won't be in a position to refuse. At first, they might not treat you as equals, but by the end of the war, everything will be different. The villains of the Valley of Evil will have made significant contributions. And then..." Baek Suryong paused, his eyes gleaming with confidence as he tossed the final bait. "...You can ask to be taken off the Murim Alliance's wanted list as your reward."

"What the..."

"Ha!"

The gatekeepers could hardly believe their ears. The idea that the Blood Cult would rise again, and even more so, that they could somehow aid the Murim Alliance's war efforts, was ludicrous.

What kind of madness is this...?

Baek Suryong's claims made no sense, yet strangely enough, they didn't feel completely out of reach. Perhaps it was the unwavering confidence in his eyes as he spouted nonsense.

Before they realized it, the three men were already picturing their bright, carefree futures, their names stricken from the Murim Alliance's wanted list.

Baek Suryong studied the men's faces closely. A few days ago, he had asked the Demon Doctor about the backgrounds of the Valley of Evil's gatekeepers.


"Hell Axe is wanted for killing a corrupt magistrate and fleeing. Unfortunately, the magistrate turned out to be a secular disciple of a prestigious sect, and they branded him a criminal.

"Wolf Fang Blade is ruthless, but he only kills martial artists. Those who slandered him exaggerated his brutality. He's actually just a guy who's addicted to duels to the death.

"As for Blue Eyed Freak, little is known. Around a dozen years ago, he showed up here covered in blood and declared himself a gatekeeper of the Valley of Evil. He's an eccentric."



The three were definitely villains. However, considering the severity of their crimes, they were individuals who could be redeemed.


"They're skilled martial artists who couldn't adapt to life inside the Valley of Evil, so they built huts near the entrance and lived there, calling themselves gatekeepers."



After getting the information he needed, Baek Suryong secretly helped the Demon Doctor escape from prison and ordered him to lay low for a few days before returning to the Valley of Evil.

Originally, I intended to leave the Valley of Evil to the Demon Doctor... but considering his martial prowess and character, Blue Eyed Freak is far more suited to be the Valley Lord.

"Hell Axe, Wolf Fang Blade, I understand both of you have your own troubled histories. I'm ready to put that aside and help you win your freedom," Baek Suryong said, locking eyes with Blue Eyed Freak. "But none of this will be possible unless you, Blue Eyed Freak, take the position of Valley Lord."

Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade looked at Blue Eyed Freak with hopeful expressions, but said nothing. They clearly wanted him to become the new Lord, but they didn't want to pressure him.

Still, Blue Eyed Freak hesitated. Glancing down at his trembling hands, he thought, Me? Go to war against the Blood Cult?

When he was a child, he had no idea that the training facility he stayed at was run by the Blood Cult. For an orphan like him, they provided food, shelter, and martial arts training. He was satisfied with that.

It wasn't until his fellow trainees began to die, coughing up blood, that he realized something was terribly wrong.


"Tsk. Three more corpses today."

"I thought this one showed promise..."

"It's not easy finding a vessel for the Heaven Defying Divine Art. That kid tried too hard and exploded."

"From now on, let's have the less talented ones learn the Blue Eyes Demonic Art instead. We'll need shadows to serve our Lord, after all."



Even now, fragments of his instructors' conversations sometimes haunted his dreams. Still, knowing he was a tool, he'd trained when ordered, took elixirs when ordered, and killed when ordered.

Until "that incident" happened.

One day, a blood-soaked boy with a scar like a worm on his lip stormed into his dormitory and cut down the instructor who rushed at him. His sharp eyes sweeping over the trembling, cowering children, he'd shouted, "Let's get out of here! I won't force any of you though. Only those who want to escape should come with me."

Practically hypnotized, Blue Eyed Freak had followed the boy without thinking, but soon they were forced to part ways. The Blood Cult pursuers had caught up, and the boy had decided to stay behind to stall them.


"Run. Survive. If fate allows, we'll meet again. Oh, and whatever you do, don't go to the Murim Alliance. They've got Blood Cult spies there. If they catch you, they'll torture you so badly you'll wish you were dead."



After that, Blue Eyed Freak had fled in a haze. For years, he lived as the boy had warned. Committing countless crimes to survive, he finally found his way to the Valley of Evil.

Even then, peace eluded him. The fear of being hunted never left him. Every day, he stood guard at the entrance, waiting for the Blood Cultists. That was how he came to be the gatekeeper.

Blue Eyed Freak stared intently at Baek Suryong's face. For a moment, the face of the boy who had saved him so long ago overlapped with the young man's.

Feeling as if he was in a dream, he began, "By any chance, are you..."

"Am I what?"

"No, it's nothing." Blue Eyed Freak shook his head. The faces weren't the same, and Baek Suryong didn't have a scar on his lip.

He's not that boy. Even so, just when I was getting tired of waiting, just when I was on the verge of giving up...

Though he had mistaken Baek Suryong for the Blood Demon and lashed out in a final act of desperation, his true enemy was his own exhaustion, born of endless suspense and mounting anxiety. No matter how long he kept watch, the scarred boy never reappeared in the murim. Now though, Baek Suryong had arrived in his stead.

A successor of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, determined to destroy the Blood Cult.

"Do you need more time to decide?" Baek Suryong asked.

"No, I don't." Blue Eyed Freak clenched his fists, his vivid blue eyes locking onto Baek Suryong. As it turned out, gathering his courage wasn't as hard as he'd imagined. "I accept your proposal. I'll take the position of Valley Lord, and when war breaks out, I'll go to the frontlines and crush the Blood Cult."

Wicked grins spread across the faces of Hell Axe and Wolf Fang Blade. 

It was the birth of a new Valley of Evil.


Chapter 165: A Glorious Homecoming

"You said you'd be right back, so why are you so late? Did you get into a fight somewhere?" Mae Geuklyom frowned, scrutinizing Baek Suryong, who had finally returned after several hours. 

He'd been worried something might've happened since Baek Suryong was much later than expected, but thankfully, his grandson didn't appear injured at all. Instead, the little rascal was grinning from ear to ear.

"Sorry, I got held up at the outhouse," Baek Suryong replied slyly, his face as content as if he'd stumbled upon free money on the ground.

"Hmph, that must have been one satisfying dump," Namgung Su sneered.

Unfazed by Namgung Su's sarcasm, Baek Suryong grinned mischievously and leaned closer to the prudish man. "How did you know that? Damn, I felt like I was passing a coiled dragon. As if I had just relieved myself of ten years of accumulated constipation. Well, I suppose you must be familiar with that feeling as well. Judging by the constant scowl on your face, you're probably constipated all the time, aren't you, Mr. Namgung?"

"Ridiculous. Disgusting. Stay away from me," Namgung Su grimaced and quickly backed away, clearly unwilling to take part in this baloney.

Mae Geuklyom clicked his tongue. "You cheeky brat. Anyway, what are you grinning like that for?"

"Some good things happened," Baek Suryong admitted.

"You had a lucky encounter in the Valley of Evil, didn't you?" Mae Geuklyom guessed.

As expected, Mae Geuklyom was sharp. Noticing the change in his grandson's aura, he figured Baek Suryong must have had a lucky encounter in the Valley of Evil.

Baek Suryong nodded eagerly. "I did gain a lot in the Valley of Evil. I can't really explain it all, but..."

"No need to tell me everything," Mae Geuklyom cut in firmly. "Secrets related to one's martial arts are never easy to share, even with family. Nevertheless, don't get complacent. Only through relentless training can you reach higher levels."

"I'll keep that in mind." Baek Suryong replied respectfully.

Grandpa's right. Once I get back to the Azure Dragon Academy, I need to sort through everything I've gained.

He obtained a lot this time in the Valley of Evil. From the Blood Cult's hidden underground cave, he secured the Blood Elixir and the Black Dragon Armor. On top of that, he also absorbed half of the Ice Essence left behind by the Nine Yin Witch.

Moreover, I've formed an army to fight against the Blood Cult in the future.

Blue Eyed Freak had agreed to his plan to rebuild the Valley of Evil. Though it was now in ruins, soon enough, outcasts with nowhere else to turn would gather there again. If Blue Eyed Freak could control and train them, they'd become a formidable force in the upcoming war against the Blood Cult.

Once I'm back, I'll immediately send supplies through the White Dragon Conglomerate.

Baek Suryong grinned to himself again, lost in thought.

Suddenly, Ak Yeonho approached him quietly and whispered, "Hyung-nim, the kids are behaving strangely."

"What's wrong?"

Currently, the instructors were riding on horseback while the students, still nursing their injuries, traveled in carriages. 

Ak Yeonho, who had just peeped inside one of the carriages, furrowed his brows. "I told the students to rest since they're injured, but they're all sitting cross-legged, meditating. No matter how many times I tell them to stop, they keep going. The atmosphere inside is way too intense..."

"Leave them be." Baek Suryong chuckled. "Those sheltered brats have finally seen firsthand how terrifying the murim is. They've realized how pathetic it feels to be weak."

The students had danced on the edge of death multiple times in the Valley of Evil. If luck hadn't been on their side, some or all of them might have died.

They must have learned a lot from that.

Baek Suryong glanced at the carriage. He was separated from the students because of the Bloody Ripper, so he didn't know what kind of battles they had fought, but looking at their wounds, he could imagine how brutal they had been. Some injuries would take a long time to heal, while others would leave lifelong scars.

"Thankfully, I heard that Hyonwon Kang's leg will heal soon. The physicians were amazed at his monstrous recovery speed," Ak Yeonho remarked, watching Baek Suryong's expression carefully. He was worried that if Hyonwon Kang ended up with a permanent limp, Baek Suryong might blame himself.

Noticing Ak Yeonho's concern, Baek Suryong chuckled, "Of course he's healing fast. Whose student do you think he is?"

Unlike the initial chase, the journey back to Azure Dragon Academy was leisurely. Preventing the students' injuries from getting worse was the priority, so the group couldn't travel fast. As a result, the journey back would take several times longer than the journey to the Valley of Evil. However, there was someone among them who couldn't wait that long.

"Headmaster, I'll head back first. I've got a mountain of classes to teach and piles of work to handle," Namgung Su said.

Mae Geuklyom replied, "Very well. Thank you for your efforts. I'll be sure to bring the students back safely."

Namgung Su turned to Baek Suryong, his usually stoic face showing a rare hint of resignation. "You. Don't cause any more trouble and come straight back to the academy."

"What? Who are you calling a troublemaker..."

Before Baek Suryong could finish speaking, Namgung Su spun on his heel and disappeared in an instant, moving so swiftly it seemed like he had vanished into thin air.

Grinding his teeth, Baek Suryong muttered under his breath, "That guy..."

"Hahahaha!" The students watching the scene from the carriage windows burst out laughing.

"Ahem!" Mae Geuklyom cleared his throat, breaking the lighthearted mood. "Although it took us three days to get here, the journey back will take about fifteen. While you're recovering, take care not to aggravate your internal injuries or reopen your wounds."

"With the extra time, why don't we help the students with their martial arts? They seem eager to learn," Baek Suryong suggested.

Mae Geuklyom nodded. "That's a good idea. Their eyes definitely look more resolute now."

Thus, the three instructors took turns teaching the five students.

Wiji Cheon meditated while hugging the Soul Sword. Whenever he had questions about swordsmanship, he would get up and approach Baek Suryong or Mae Geuklyom.

Hyonwon Kang, who was the most severely injured, sat silently and reflected on the battles in the Valley of Evil. Occasionally, he would ask Baek Suryong for advice on the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, but his expression was so grim that the instructors were hesitant to take the initiative.

Ya Suhyeok was the first to recover fully. As such, Mae Geuklyom, Baek Suryong, and Ak Yeonho took turns sparring with him. Through these sessions, Ya Suhyeok constantly pondered how to effectively use the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest in real combat.

Lastly, driven by the dedication of his juniors, Geo Sangwoong, as the only uninjured one, took every chance when the carriage stopped to train diligently.

They're all martial arts geniuses. They know how to improve on their own, Baek Suryong marveled.

Yet, while the others were reflecting and honing their skills, Yeo Min remained lying in bed.

I should talk to her soon, Baek Suryong thought, waiting for the right moment.
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The next day, after they stopped by a village and settled into an inn, Baek Suryong made his way to Yeo Min's room.

"How are you feeling?" he asked gently.

"I'm okay..." Yeo Min nodded, her face still pale. She had regained enough strength to move, but her spirit hadn't recovered. Ever since the Nine Yin Witch attacked her, she had been in a daze.

Baek Suryong sipped his tea quietly for a moment, then said, "About the yin energy residing in your body..."

"...It came from the Nine Yin Witch, didn't it?" Yeo Min cut in.

"So, you knew."

Yeo Min nodded weakly. As soon as she regained consciousness, she had felt a powerful yet incredibly pure and clear yin energy inside her qi center. It hadn't taken her long to figure out where it came from.

"The Nine Yin Witch is... dead, right?" she asked hesitantly.

"Yes. She came to her senses at the very end and asked me to tell you that she's sorry," Baek Suryong confirmed.

"......" Yeo Min fell silent.

Baek Suryong set up a qi sound barrier to ensure their conversation remained private.

"Yeo Min, please don't share what I'm about to tell you with anyone else. It might attract unwanted attention from malicious forces," he said, before telling her the story of the Nine Yin Witch.

As she listened, Yeo Min's expression changed several times. By the time Baek Suryong finished speaking, she let out a long sigh, "I see..."

"At least, in the end, she seemed to be at peace," Baek Suryong comforted.

"......" For a while, Yeo Min said nothing, lost in her thoughts.

Suddenly, she mumbled, "...I needed money for medicine."

"Hmm?"

"The reason I was so desperate to make money." Fiddling with her now-white hair, Yeo Min explained, "I've been taking medicine to suppress the yin energy inside me for a long time. The ingredients are really expensive."

"You don't need to take that medicine anymore. In fact, taking it now would be dangerous," Baek Suryong said firmly. The yin energy in Yeo Min's body was now on a completely different level. If she tried to suppress it with medicine now, the rebound would likely kill her. "From now on, you need to learn ice arts to control the yin energy in your body."

"...My mother told me that if I learned ice arts, my lifespan would be shortened, like hers was. She warned me never to learn it," Yeo Min whispered, her fear evident in her eyes.

"That's only if you learned the wrong kind." Baek Suryong smiled gently, extending a finger toward the teacup in front of him.

CRACKLE...

A thin layer of ice formed over the tea, freezing it. Even though he was only at the beginner level, it was unmistakably the White Ice Divine Art, the greatest ice art in the world.

"If you master the martial arts I show you, you'll be fine. With your natural constitution and the Ice Essence, you'll improve faster than anyone else," he added.

"T-That..." Stunned speechless, Yeo Min's eyes widened in shock. 

Finally, when she came back to her senses, she stammered, "M-Mr. Baek, you don't need to give me money anymore."

"Of course not. Were you planning to keep accepting it shamelessly?" Baek Suryong teased.

Yeo Min had been staying and eating at the White Dragon Manor while receiving a monthly salary from Baek Suryong in exchange for participating in the movement arts tournament at the Heavenly Martial Festival. Although she needed the money for her medicine, she couldn't shake the feeling that she was different from the other students. In essence, her relationship with Baek Suryong was a financial transaction, nothing more.

However, that dynamic had just changed.

Embarrassed, Yeo Min pouted. "Tsk, you could keep giving me an allowance... Just think of it as pocket money for your cute student."

"You cheeky brat." Baek Suryong reached out and lightly flicked her forehead.

"Ow! How could you hit an injured patient?!" Yeo Min protested, but her expression was much brighter than before.

What a strong-willed kid, Baek Suryong thought with a grin. Yeo Min lost her mother at a young age and was betrayed by the Nine Yin Witch, someone she'd opened her heart to. Even though she received the Ice Essence and a chance to learn the White Ice Divine Art, she must have been deeply hurt emotionally.

I was worried she might succumb to her inner demons, but it seems my worried were unfounded. Despite her delicate appearance, doesn't she have more grit than the boys?

Baek Suryong chuckled to himself, "Looks like I have good luck with students in this life."

"Pardon? What did you say?" Yeo Min asked, confused, but her teacher refused to repeat himself.

That day, Baek Suryong found the successor to the White Ice Divine Art, and the final disciple for his four masters.
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Fifteen days later, the group arrived in Nanchang, where the Azure Dragon Academy was located.

Before entering the city, Mae Geuklyom cast a worried glance at Baek Suryong. "Get ready to face the consequences of your actions."

Baek Suryong nodded calmly. Although he had gained much in the Valley of Evil, the fact that Wiji Cheon had been kidnapped by the White-Haired Demon was clearly his fault, and he had no intention of shirking his responsibility.

Anything's fine as long as I'm not fired, he thought.

He was willing to accept things like a massive pay cut. The real problem was if he couldn't continue to teach his classes. That would severely disrupt his plans to win the Heavenly Martial Festival.

I'll do whatever it takes to keep teaching Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts. Even if it's shady...

Steeling himself, Baek Suryong stepped through the gates...

"WHOOOOOOOA!" A tremendous cheer rose from the crowd gathered at the city entrance, as though they had been waiting for them.

"Are they enemies?"

"What's going on?"

Startled, the group drew their weapons, ready to fight. However, they were instead met with an unexpected welcome.

"The heroes of the Azure Dragon Academy have returned!"

"The prodigies who defeated the villains of the Valley of Evil!"

"It's the Azure Dragon Hero and his students!"

In the face of such an overwhelmingly warm reception, everyone's jaws dropped in confusion.


Chapter 166: I Knew There Was Something Fishy About Him!

"The rumors started circulating through the merchants of the Golden Dragon Trading Company," Myeong Il'oh remarked, his face flushed with excitement at meeting the person who had recently stirred up the entire city.

"The Golden Dragon Trading Company? What kind of rumors did they spread to cause such a commotion?" Baek Suryong asked, puzzled. His ears were still ringing from the cheering crowd that had greeted them so enthusiastically, it felt like the city had exploded.

Even though he was allegedly at the center of the rumors, he hadn't heard any of them and had no idea why their group had been mobbed by the crowds in the city center. If Myeong Il'oh hadn't come out to meet them, they might still be trapped in the sea of people.

"People are saying that you, Hyung-nim, led the students to attack the Valley of Evil, beheaded the Bloody Ripper with a single strike, and then arrested all the villains!" Myeong Il'oh explained, his eyes sparkling.

The corners of Baek Suryong's mouth twitched awkwardly. "What do you mean, a single strike? That's impossible, it's not like I'm one of the Ten Supremes."

Myeong Il'oh gazed at Baek Suryong with respect, envy, and a proud smile as if it was his own achievement. "Well, regardless, you did kill him, didn't you? At first, everyone thought it was just nonsense... until the Rogues' Guild showed up and verified the rumors."

"The Rogues' Guild?" Baek Suryong exclaimed.

Myeong Il'oh nodded. "Yes. The Rogues' Guild revealed that the Scarlet Tiger Boss who kidnapped Wiji Cheon was actually the White-Haired Demon, one of the murim's most wanted criminals, and that he used a hostage to flee after losing to you, Hyung-nim."

"That's not exactly how it happened..."

The White-Haired Demon hadn't actually run away from Baek Suryong, but it seemed the Rogues' Guild had spun the story that way to ensure public opinion favored him upon his return.

The Golden Dragon Trading Company and the Rogues' Guild, huh. I didn't expect to get help from them. Who would have thought that building connections with the Golden Dragon Chairman and the old woman from the Rogues' Guild would come in handy like this?

However, that wasn't the end of it.

"In the end, the most credible evidence was provided by Mr. Namgung Su, who returned before you. He personally confirmed the rumors that everyone doubted!"

"Namgung Su did what?"

"He assured everyone that you were definitely the one who killed the Bloody Ripper, Hyung-nim, and staked his own honor on it."

Hearing that Namgung Su had even staked his honor, Baek Suryong blinked in disbelief. Suddenly, he remembered Namgung Su's determined expression when he swore he wouldn't let him get fired.

"Deep down, he must be writhing in agony..." Baek Suryong muttered.

"Pardon?"

"It's nothing," Baek Suryong replied.

In any case, contrary to his expectations, public opinion was positive. From the city gates all the way back to the Azure Dragon Academy, countless people had hailed him as a "chivalrous hero."

Myeong Il'oh asked, "Seriously though, what happened? I knew you were strong, Hyung-nim, but I didn't think you could defeat one of the Ten Great Villains. Wait, now that I think about it, your aura feels different..."

In reality, Baek Suryong's aura had changed considerably, but Myeong Il'oh wasn't sensitive enough to fully perceive it. He simply thought that Baek Suryong seemed more impressive because of the rumors.

Baek Suryong chuckled, "So people are calling me the Azure Dragon Hero now? Did I get a new title?"

"Yes! Do you like it?" Myeong Il'oh nodded, grinning proudly as if he was more excited than Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong smirked. The Azure Dragon Hero (靑龍神俠), huh.

"It's not bad," he said. At the very least, he preferred it over the Hidden Dragon, which he'd heard at the Rogues' Guild before.

"By the way, Hyung-nim..." Myeong Il'oh glanced around warily, then leaned in closer, whispering, "What's this about the Handsome Playboy? That rumor is making the rounds too. You didn't... do anything strange while you were out, did you?"

Baek Suryong raised his fist. "You want to die along with Hyonwon Kang?"

Immediately, Myeong Il'oh flinched and reeled backwards.

That damned delinquent Hyonwon Kang! I'll make sure he pays for this! Baek Suryong made a mental note to punish Hyonwon Kang for his crimes.

Sighing deeply, he said, "Anyway, I'm relieved that public opinion isn't as bad as I expected. Looks like I don't have to worry about being fired."

"Fired? You were worried about that? Didn't the guys at the Murim Alliance mention earlier that they're giving you a reward? How could you be fired after that?"

"......" Baek Suryong's brow twitched as he recalled the ordeal he had just gone through.

Upon entering the city just now, he had received an urgent summons from the Murim Alliance, so the group had split up. He went to the Murim Alliance's Jiangxi Branch with Myeong Il'oh, while Mae Geuklyom took the injured students to the Azure Dragon Academy.

What's the hurry? Can't they even give me the time to go home and unpack…?

At the Murim Alliance's Jiangxi Branch, Baek Suryong met the Flying Eagle Go Juyeol for the first time in a while.

Celebrating the destruction of the Valley of Evil as if it was his own achievement, Go Juyeol hugged Baek Suryong tightly, laughing, "Hahaha! Azure Dragon Hero! Your father will be so proud! You defeated one of the Ten Great Villains! When did our little Suryong become so strong? Truly admirable, hahahahaha!"

"U-Uncle..." Baek Suryong stammered, struggling to breathe.

After being smothered by Go Juyeol for half an hour, Baek Suryong finally managed to give his report. 

Once he was done, Go Juyeol handed him a letter, saying, "Oh, I nearly forgot. Muheun wrote you a letter, but it seems he accidentally sent it to me instead."

"My father sent a letter? I'll read it later," Baek Suryong replied, tucking the letter into his inner pocket without opening it. He had too much on his mind to read it right now.

It's probably the same mundane stuff he always writes.

Anyway, Baek Suryong was now heading to the Azure Dragon Academy with Myeong Il'oh.

"The Principal called for a staff meeting?" he asked.

Myeong Il'oh looked at the sky and checked the time. "Yes. He returned yesterday from the Five Academies' Principals' Meeting and called for a meeting. If we hurry, we'll make it just in time."

Baek Suryong pouted. "I'm going to get scolded by the Principal, aren't I?"

"Most likely, yes."

Although Baek Suryong had boosted the Azure Dragon Academy's reputation by toppling the Valley of Evil, it was an undeniable fact that he had knowingly endangered the students. While Noh Goonsang was generally fond of him, he wasn't someone who would overlook such a grievous fault.

"Come on, with such a great achievement, nothing serious will happen. At worst, you'll get a few months' pay cut and be forced to write an official statement of apology," Myeong Il'oh said with a laugh.

"Don't take it so lightly just because it's not your problem," Baek Suryong retorted.

"Oh, by the way, they'll also discuss the Heavenly Martial Festival today."

"The Heavenly Martial Festival?" Baek Suryong stopped in his tracks and stared at Myeong Il'oh.

"You didn't know? Every year, the school principals decide on matters related to the Heavenly Martial Festival at the Five Academies' Principals' Meeting. The rules change a little each time," Myeong Il'oh explained.

"Hmm..." Baek Suryong nodded thoughtfully. If it was something related to the Heavenly Martial Festival, then he definitely needed to hear it. "We should hurry so we aren't late."

By the time they entered the main conference hall, most of the instructors had already assembled. Judging by the intensity of their gazes, it seemed that everyone had heard the rumors about Baek Suryong.

They're staring so hard, I feel like the skin on my face is being peeled off, Baek Suryong thought.

Well, it was inevitable. Leading the students into the Valley of Evil and returning after defeating one of the Ten Great Villains was the Azure Dragon Academy's greatest achievement in the past decade. There was no doubt the instructors' opinion of Baek Suryong would change.

"Ahem, Mr. Baek Suryong…"

"Perhaps we could have tea sometime?"

"I think there have been some misunderstandings between us."

Even the instructors who used to ignore him now wanted to get to know him.

"Sure, let's have tea when we get the chance," Baek Suryong replied callously.

Suddenly, a heavy aura filled the room, drawing everyone's attention to the door. Noh Goonsang, the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy had arrived.

"Hoho, it seems everyone is present," he greeted, surveying the assembled instructors with a warm smile.

Eventually, his gaze landed on Baek Suryong, and for a split second, his eyes flickered with a peculiar light.

Did he sense something? Baek Suryong felt a flicker of unease. Even though he had reached the seventh star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art and was better able to hide his aura, a master like Noh Goonsang could still perceive the subtle changes in him.

"Mr. Baek Suryong," Noh Goonsang said.

As expected, he noticed. Baek Suryong stood up, replying politely, "Yes, sir."

Looking him up and down in amazement, Noh Goonsang remarked, "I wasn't sure if the rumors around the city were true, but it looks like you've had quite the fortuitous encounter. Congratulations."

"Thank you."

As expected, the keen perception of a top murim master was truly impressive. Noh Goonsang had quickly realized how much Baek Suryong's martial arts had improved.

"Nevertheless, you must be punished for your thoughtlessness." Noh Goonsang's face darkened and a cold, oppressive air surrounded him. "No matter the reason, an Azure Dragon Academy instructor should never put students in harm's way. If someone were to be crippled or lose their life, there would be no turning back."

"I acknowledge that. It was my mistake," Baek Suryong admitted.

"Your salary will be reduced for three months. Any objections?"

"None at all, sir." Baek Suryong bowed respectfully. The punishment was lighter than he expected. Since none of the students were killed or seriously injured, and because he had greatly enhanced the Azure Dragon Academy's reputation by taking down the Valley of Evil, the penalty had likely been reduced.

"I will ensure this doesn't happen again," he swore.

Noh Goonsang nodded. The stern expression on his face faded and his harsh aura turned as gentle as a spring breeze.

He's at a level where he can freely control his aura, Baek Suryong mused. With the advancement of his Heaven Defying Divine Art, he was now able to appraise the true abilities of the masters that he hadn't been able to before.

Noh Goonsang smiled warmly. "Now, we must also give praise where it is due."

"Eh?" Baek Suryong blurted out.

Turning his back on the puzzled Baek Suryong, Noh Goonsang turned to face the group of instructors. His voice, filled with authority, echoed through the hall. "While Mr. Baek Suryong has brought great honor to our Azure Dragon Academy by defeating one of the Ten Great Villains in the Valley of Evil, we cannot overlook the courage of the students who accompanied him. As the Principal, I have decided to reward four students—Geo Sangwoong, Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Ya Suhyeok—with standard-grade elixirs."

"Elixirs..."

Although it was labeled as standard-grade, since the Murim Alliance supplied the elixir, it was likely the kind reserved for top-tier prodigies, capable of significantly enhancing the students' inner qi.

Baek Suryong quietly clenched his fist. This will be a huge help to them at their current level.

However, Noh Goonsang wasn't done yet. 

"In addition to the Murim Alliance reward, the Azure Dragon Academy will also award Mr. Baek with elixirs and a one-time monetary bonus," he announced.

"Thank you," Baek Suryong said. The punishment was much lighter than he had expected, and the rewards were generous. Some instructors seemed displeased, but no one openly objected.

Noh Goonsang added, "We will discuss more in my office after this meeting."

"Yes, sir."

Thus, the matter of rewards and punishments concerning the Valley of Evil incident was settled.

Nodding, Noh Goonsang scanned the room. "Now, onto the main agenda. During the Five Academies' Principals' Meeting, several changes were made regarding this year's Heavenly Martial Festival. To put it bluntly, starting this year, the requirements for participation will be much stricter."

"What?"

"Stricter participation requirements..."

"Though it likely won't affect our academy much..."

The instructors started murmuring among themselves at the unexpected news.

BOOM!

Noh Goonsang stomped his foot to draw everyone's attention back to him. "I am still speaking," he said firmly.

Silence fell as everyone crumpled under the weight of Noh Goonsang's immense aura.

In the now-quiet hall, Noh Goonsang's voice echoed, "The Heavenly Martial Festival has become more violent with each passing year. Crippling injuries are now common, and there have even been deaths. Because of this, we Principals gathered to discuss the problem.

"First, we pinpointed the cause. We realized that putting too much emphasis on martial arts achievements and festival results has left students lacking in both scholarship and character. The Five Academies of murim are supposed to nurture the future of the orthodox sects. If we only focus on martial arts, what makes us any different from the unorthodox faction? The true purpose of the Heavenly Martial Festival has been lost."

Some instructors nodded in agreement, while others frowned in confusion.

Noh Goonsang stopped for a moment, his eyes scanning the room until they finally landed on Baek Suryong. "Starting this year, students won't be chosen for the Heavenly Martial Festival based solely on their martial arts skills. They'll have to compete with others who've passed the evaluations we've long overlooked: character, social engagement, and chivalry."

Character, Social Engagement, and Chivalry.

The names of the three assessments swirled in Baek Suryong's mind. 

Could those delinquents possibly pass all of these tests? Wait, did Namgung Su already know about this? Ahh, I knew there was something fishy about him! So this is why I got off easy...!

"Your guidance as instructors will be more critical than ever, so I implore you to pay special attention to the students who are preparing for the upcoming Heavenly Martial Festival," Noh Goonsang concluded firmly.


Chapter 167: Starting Today, It's Study Time

After the instructors' meeting concluded, Baek Suryong made a beeline for the Principal's office.

"It's been a while since we've sat face-to-face like this, Mr. Baek," Noh Goonsang greeted.

"Well, I've been kind of busy with work lately."

"Hoho, it's good that you're busy, Mr. Baek, although I have missed seeing you often."

Baek Suryong quietly observed the gently smiling Noh Goonsang. For some reason, the atmosphere around the old man felt... different, more intense.

Was the Principal's aura always this overwhelming? Have I become more sensitive because I reached the seventh star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art? Or... did he also become stronger recently? If I were to fight him now...

Suddenly, the corners of Noh Goonsang's mouth turned up slightly. "Are you sizing me up now?"

"Oh, I must've done that unconsciously. I'm sorry."

"It's fine. That your martial arts have become so strong is truly a blessing for the Azure Dragon Academy." 

Noh Goonsang sipped from the teacup in front of him. As he set it down, his eyes narrowed, and his tone grew serious. "Tell me about what happened in the Valley of Evil. I've heard all kinds of rumors, but I'd rather hear it straight from you."

"Yes. First, regarding the Scarlet Tiger Gang..."

As requested, Baek Suryong recounted everything—from the Scarlet Tiger Gang to the Valley of Evil, the Bloody Ripper, and even the fight with the Nine Yin Witch.

Of course, he didn't tell the whole truth. He didn't mention anything about the Blood Cult or the Nine Yin Witch's Ice Essence. Even then, it was enough to astonish Noh Goonsang.

"Ha! You even defeated the Nine Yin Witch? As far as I know, that was not in the rumors!" Noh Goonsang exclaimed, nodding as he slapped his knee. "So much happened in such a short time. Are you seriously telling me that you took down not just the Bloody Ripper, but also the White-Haired Demon and the Nine Yin Witch?"

"Now that you mention it, yes."

"What, this guy!"

To have achieved such tremendous feats and yet show so little emotion! Seeing Baek Suryong's indifferent expression, Noh Goonsang burst into hearty laughter, "How can someone who's practically an unknown newcomer to the murim, yet toppled the Valley of Evil and defeated three notorious figures, stay this calm? I must say, the title of 'Azure Dragon Hero' suits you perfectly."

"You're too kind," Baek Suryong replied, forcing a awkward grin at Noh Goonsang's praise.

In truth, however, he wasn't all that happy. Fame wasn't always a blessing in the murim. Making a name for oneself also meant attracting more enemies, which only led to more trouble down the road.

The Blood Cult might start keeping tabs on me soon.

Baek Suryong resolved to avoid standing out as much as possible from now on. 

"Principal, besides Student Yeo Min, you're the only one I've told about the Nine Yin Witch. I'd appreciate it if you could keep this between us," he requested politely.

Puzzled, Noh Goonsang asked, "You didn't report it to the Murim Alliance? Why not?"

Baek Suryong recited the answer he had prepared, "…Because it's related to Student Yeo Min's personal affairs. I don't want the Murim Alliance to start interrogating her. She's already been through enough."

Most importantly, I don't want to be more famous, he thought, though he kept the words to himself.

If he was impressed before, Noh Goonsang was now genuinely moved. "To downplay such an incredible achievement when you could have easily exaggerated it, all for the sake of your student... I see you in a different light now, Mr. Baek. I used to think your character fell short compared to your skills, but it seems I was mistaken."

"Well, um... What?"

Did I just hear that right? Baek Suryong tilted his head in confusion.

Noh Goonsang quickly nodded. "Ahem! I'll take this secret to my grave! Even is someone places a knife at my throat, I won't say a word!"

No, you don't have to take it to the grave... Baek Suryong blinked, his expression blank. Anyway, it was fortunate that Noh Goonsang reacted positively. The tension from before had completely faded.

"Hoho, now I see. The man standing before me is not just a new instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, but a rising master in the murim."

"Cough! You're making me blush. Honestly, I just got lucky."

Grinning, Noh Goonsang teased, "How about quitting your teaching job and becoming a hero?"

Baek Suryong shuddered as if he hated the thought. "Camping sucks. I hate sleeping out in the cold."

"Puhahaha! I knew you'd say that!"

The two chatted pleasantly for a while, though Baek Suryong had something else on his mind.

"Principal, could you tell me more about the new regulations for this year's Heavenly Martial Festival?" he asked.

Although an official announcement would be made soon, he wanted to know about the changes to the Heavenly Martial Festival's requirements as soon as possible. That way, he could prepare for it in advance.

"So this was your goal from the start. No wonder you came straight to my office," Noh Goonsang chuckled.

"Haha... I admit it, that was part of the reason."

"I'll go over the three new evaluation criteria one at a time. To start with, the Character Evaluation is an assessment of the refined upbringing that an orthodox martial artist should possess."

"By refined upbringing, you mean..."

"We'll assess the students on murim history and basic academic subjects to gauge their skills in poetry, prose, art, and culture, areas that have been overlooked because of their martial arts training. Written exams will be held twice a semester, and if their average score falls short of the passing mark, they won't be allowed to join the Heavenly Martial Festival."

Baek Suryong's eyebrow twitched incredulously. "Is there a need to go that far? We're a martial arts academy, not a scholarly institution..."

"The Azure Dragon Academy isn't just any ordinary martial arts academy. Along with the other Five Great Academies, it's an elite school that nurtures the future leaders of the orthodox sects. If we raise powerful martial artists without instilling the right values, they could easily become evil villains and bring disaster to the commonfolk. As members of the orthodox, how can we allow our students to fall short in virtue?" Noh Goonsang spoke with conviction.

Sorry, but I'm from the unorthodox... was what Baek Suryong wanted to say, but he held himself back just in time. Feigning a smile, he agreed awkwardly, "Uhuh, character is the most important virtue in the orthodox sects, so we must build it through education. Yeah, I got it."

"Don't worry. As long as students have basic common sense and put in a little effort, they should pass," Noh Goonsang assured, confident that the Character Evaluation would be the easiest of the three categories.

However, Baek Suryong was not at all appeased. "Whether we can expect even basic common sense from those guys is questionable..." he mumbled under his breath.

"I'm sorry, what did you just say?"

"It's nothing. Anyway, what's the second evaluation criteria?"

Noh Goonsang flashed Baek Suryong a suspicious look, then continued, "The second criteria is Social Engagement. In this assessment, we will grade a student's attitude in class, involvement in school activities, and participation in clubs. The final scores will be tallied at the end of the academic year. We include this evaluation because building good relationships with others is vital in the jianghu. Anyone who fails to meet the required score will not be permitted to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival."

...Class attitude? Baek Suryong sighed softly. There was no need to think about this one. The Remedial Class was made up of a bunch of delinquents who had no friends outside the White Dragon Manor. Well, to be fair, which decent student would want to associate with them?

We're doomed. DOOMED.

Seeing Baek Suryong's somber expression, Noh Goonsang asked, "Are you okay? You look terrible. Anyway, the last criteria is the Chivalry Evaluation."

"Mmhmm..."

"This assessment looks at the acts of chivalry that students perform outside of the academy, for example, during their practical classes."

For the first time, Baek Suryong's eyes lit up with hope. "Does that include fighting villains in the Valley of Evil?"

"Of course! Even as it is, your students have already received high scores in the Chivalry Evaluation."

Baek Suryong sighed in relief. Phew! At least among the three evaluation criteria, there's one I don't have to worry about. Moreover, I still have a lot of practical activities planned. We can earn plenty of points in the Chivalry Evaluation.

The problem is the Character Evaluation and the Social Engagement Evaluation. I need to ensure those idiots secure at least the minimum points in those two assessments as well.

Noh Goonsang finished his explanation, "This year, only students who meet all three evaluation criteria will qualify to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"......" Baek Suryong lowered his head, deep in thought. Every student from the Five Great Academies faced the same requirements. On the surface, the conditions didn't place the Azure Dragon Academy at any particular disadvantage.

...But not all geniuses from other academies are delinquents like ours, are they?

He felt the urge to let out a deep sigh, but stifled it. Complaining wouldn't solve anything. It was better to adjust to the new rules and think up a counter-strategy as soon as possible.

Noh Goonsang looked at him curiously. "Do you have any other questions?"

"No," Baek Suryong answered confidently, raising his head and meeting Noh Goonsang's gaze. "I thought those punks lacked mental discipline anyway, so this is actually perfect.

"As expected of you, Mr. Baek! You're always brimming with confidence."
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"...This is a emergency," Baek Suryong announced gravely, his expression dead serious in stark contrast to when he had spoken with Noh Goonsang just a few hours earlier.

As soon as he returned to the White Dragon Manor, he had gathered his students and informed them about the new entry criteria for the Heavenly Martial Festival.

"We have to pass our theory exams now?"

"What the hell is up with the Social Engagement Evaluation? I don't have any friends..."

"Me neither..."

The delinquents, oblivious to the gravity of the situation, stared at Baek Suryong with vacant expressions. Only Geo Sangwoong, having competed in the Heavenly Martial Festival before, appeared shocked. 

"Now that I think about it, there's been a lot of violence at the Heavenly Martial Festival recently. They picked participants based only on their martial skills, so a few bad apples slipped through..." Suddenly, he looked around at his juniors, who definitely numbered among the bad apples, and groaned, "...Mr. Baek, I think we're fucked."

"Ugh... Regardless, let's see how bad things are with a written test," Baek Suryong sighed, passing out copies of last year's test papers to the students. The subjects were writing, martial arts theory, and murim history.

"This is nothing."

"Piece of cake."

"Aren't you underestimating us, Mr. Baek?"

As the students sneered and quickly began scribbling on their test papers, Baek Suryong felt a flicker of hope. 

Less than an hour later, they all handed in their papers.

He read through one of the common questions on all their tests. "Alright, let's see... What's the most important thing to becoming a master... Holy shit."

It was a simple question asking about the mindset of a martial artist, but the students' answers were outrageous.

Baek Suryong lifted his head from the test papers and glared at the students, who unanimously avoided his gaze. "Money, family background, muscles? Are you guys idiots?!"

WHACK! THWACK! SMACK!

He rolled up the test papers and smacked the back of their heads so swiftly that none of the students could dodge.

"Argh!"

"Ouch!"

Looking at the students splayed on the ground like frogs, Baek Suryong moaned, "I was a fool to have expected anything from you."

These delinquent brats clearly hadn't studied a single day in their entire lives. Sure, they were martial arts prodigies, but that didn't mean they were good at everything. If anything, their talent probably made everyone overlook their other flaws up until now.

No, I can't put all the blame on them. I should take a moment to reflect on myself as well.

Noh Goonsang had a point. When someone got too caught up in martial arts, their view of the world narrowed. They became rigid and set in their ways. Even in his own experience, hubris had caused many unorthodox martial artists to lose themselves to qi deviation or be overcome by their inner demons.

"You know what? It's good that I found out about this now. While you guys are recovering from your injuries, you won't be able to train intensively, so we can use the extra time for other pursuits."

"Excuse me?"

"What do you mean..."

Baek Suryong decided to think positively. The kids already had solid physical foundations. If they could strengthen their mentalities, their martial arts would naturally improve as well.

"What I mean is, starting today, it's study time."

The students' faces paled.

NOOOOO! We'd much prefer training in martial arts instead!!!


Chapter 168: How Can I Help You?

BAM!

Baek Suryong slammed his wine cup down on the table. "Those brats are hopeless," he grumbled.

It had been a while since he'd met up with his fellow new instructors, Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong. As they chatted and sipped their drinks, the conversation inevitably steered toward the new admission criteria for the Heavenly Martial Festival.

"Are the kids really that bad at studying?" Jaegal Soyeong asked, downing her liquor with more energy than anyone else at the table. As life at the academy was tough, drinking had become her only pleasure, and she was gradually turning into a hopeless alcoholic.

Baek Suryong sighed, "Geo Sangwoong and Yeo Min are a bit better. They're extremely good at math and have a knack for studying."

Ironically, the two who were less gifted in martial arts excelled academically. The real problem was the martial arts prodigies. 

Just thinking about them frustrated him.

"You wouldn't believe how empty Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok's heads are. Ya Suhyeok doesn't even know who Zhang Sanfeng is!"

"Wow, that's pretty severe."

"How did they even pass the entrance exam?"

"I was wondering the same thing..." Baek Suryong groaned.

Back when he was an instructor in the Blood Cult, these issues never crossed his mind. Over there, the students' upbringing and character didn't matter, only martial arts prowess. The cult even had a penchant for simpletons and homicidal maniacs.

Now that I think about it, maybe that's why those trainees turned out the way they did.

For a moment, a bitter expression crossed Baek Suryong's face. Knowing how intense competition could push martial artists to unbelievable extremes, he understood the purpose of the new regulations for the Heavenly Martial Festival better than anyone else.

"Haa..." he sighed.

Refilling his wine cup, Ak Yeonho asked, "Setting those two aside, what about Wiji Cheon? He seems diligent, so I thought he'd be good at studying."

"He's a problem too. Wiji Cheon is..." Baek Suryong paused, searching for the right words. "I guess you could say he's excessively pure."

Wiji Cheon was undoubtedly a genius, but only when it came to the sword. If you taught him one sword technique, he would master ten, but in all other aspects, he was practically a blank slate.

"Since he lived deep in the mountains with his grandfather from a young age, he lacks basic common sense. His concepts of good and evil are also a bit blurred."

On top of that, his grandfather was the head of one of the Blood Cult's Eight Great Clans, and Wiji Cheon himself had suffered from qi deviation that had turned him into a crazed serial killer until recently. If anyone needed basic moral education, it was him.

"Hyonwon Kang, Ya Suhyeok, Wiji Cheon... I can't believe I have to teach basic morals and etiquette to muscle-brained idiots and simple-minded kids..." Baek Suryong sighed yet again.

Noticing his dejection, his colleagues offered words of comfort.

"Don't worry too much. There's still plenty of time."

"You'll do just fine this time too."

Unfortunately, their consolations didn't help much. With just over a month left until the first semester midterms, he needed to get the students up to a level where they could pass the Character Evaluation. At this rate, however, three out of five were sure to fail.

And if that wasn't bad enough...

Taking advantage of the alcohol, Baek Suryong confessed, "You might be surprised, but I recently discovered there's something I'm not good at."

"""WHAT?!""" Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong exclaimed in unison, staring at their colleague incredulously.

Ignoring them, Baek Suryong gazed dazedly into his wine cup. He was confident that he possessed a vast knowledge of martial arts, and it wasn't a stretch to say that he had memorized most of the Blood Cult's techniques. He could even teach most of the secondary skills needed by martial artists, such as formations, poisons, acupoint sealing, hidden weapon techniques, and so on.

However, for someone with an unorthodox background like him, etiquette and moral education based on the righteousness and decorum of the orthodox sects were very unfamiliar. He could imitate it to a certain extent, but he was by no means qualified to teach it to others.

With a solemn expression, he lamented, "I don't want to lie about it, so I'll be honest with you. When it comes to etiquette and common sense of the orthodox murim, I'm completely clueless. You're probably surprised. I was too. I never imagined there'd be something I couldn't teach. It really shocked me, so it must be even more shocking for you."

Sighing bitterly, he emptied his cup in one gulp, his beautiful sorrowful eyes and slender fingers making him look as if he had just stepped out of a painting.

Regardless, no one here was swayed by that image.

"Wow, how can someone be so arrogant..."

"My goodness, is shameless bragging this guy's version of drunken rambling?"

"Come to think of it, maybe Hyung-nim's narcissism is the biggest problem."

At the sight of Baek Suryong feigning humility while effortlessly boasting, his colleagues could only look on in exasperation.

Baek Suryong grumbled, "What? Is being honest a crime now? As long as a martial artist fights well, who cares about manners? Does having a good upbringing help you dodge an attack?"

"Hyung-nim, have you thought about not trying to teach everything yourself and leaving the academic and etiquette classes to others?" Myeong Il'oh suggested.

"Huh?"

"Isn't just supervising the students' martial arts taking up all of your time?"

"Well, yeah," Baek Suryong nodded reluctantly.

Right now, he was indeed swamped with work. He had to teach his class, supervise the martial arts training at the White Dragon Manor, make occasional trips to the Rehabilitation Sect, and keep in touch with the Valley of Evil. No matter how hard he worked, even three of him wouldn't be enough to handle it all.

"...But who should I ask?" he asked, perplexed.

Myeong Il'oh replied matter-of-factly, "Teachers who are good at that stuff, of course. For example, isn't Miss Jaegal here a specialist in murim history?"

"M-Me?" Suddenly singled out, Jaegal Soyeong looked flustered, but she quickly nodded with a determined expression. "I can spare about an hour a day. It would be such a waste if those kids couldn't participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival."

Myeong Il'oh then put his arm around Ak Yeonho's shoulder. "As for the etiquette of noble families, I'm sure Yeonho here knows it well."

"I know it upside down and inside out. I've been learning it since childhood, and even got whipped every time I messed up," Ak Yeonho acknowledged.

"And I have a keen interest in the murim's current affairs," Myeong Il'oh added.

Baek Suryong was touched by his friends' offers of help, but there was still one problem. "Those kids have very poor concentration. They're fine during martial arts training, but their attention span in lectures is terrible," he explained.

"How bad is it?"

"Earlier, Wonkang kept dozing off so much that I tried teaching him while hanging him upside down from the ceiling, but he still fell asleep."

"""WHAT?!""" Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong's jaws dropped in disbelief.

"Okay. First of all, I think we need to boost their motivation to study."

"Hmm..."

"Is there any way..."

The four newbie instructors put their heads together to think of ways to get the students to study.

"How about this? First, we teachers can take turns tutoring them in their weak subjects, and in the evenings, we can set up a study group for them to revise what they've learned," Jaegal Soyeong suggested. As a prodigy who had recently graduated from the Heavenly Martial Academy, she knew best how to motivate students to study.

"A study group?"

"Yes. Studying with peers is really effective. Kids also feel more relaxed getting help from friends who are good at studying than from teachers who they see as above them."

"Oh..."

"It would be great if we could enlist the help of a model elite student with good etiquette, ethics and a strong sense of responsibility..."

A name instantly appeared in Baek Suryong's mind. Slapping his knee, he smirked, saying, "I know just the student."
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"Ugh. I don't understand any of this..."

"Stop grumbling and focus!"

Dokgo Jun slammed his book shut and stared at Hyonwon Kang, who was sitting across from him. "If there's something you don't understand, just ask."

Rubbing his temples, Hyonwon Kang looked up from his books and scowled. "Why'd you yell at me for? You wanna fight?"

"...I'll say it again, I'm not studying with you because I want to."

Shaking his head, Dokgo Jun tried to resume his own studies, but he couldn't concentrate with Hyonwon Kang constantly mumbling next to him.

"Hyonwon Kang, the Student Council is really looking forward to your participation in the Heavenly Martial Festival this year. That's why I agreed to help when Mr. Baek asked. The same goes for you, Ya Suhyeok. We have high hopes for you among the first years," he said sternly.

"Yaaawn... Huh? Were you talking to me?" Ya Suhyeok, who was nodding off, half-opened his eyes. Drool was dripping from the corner of his mouth.

"Haa..." Looking at the two delinquents who had never studied a day in their lives, Dokgo Jun let out a long sigh.

Oblivious to Dokgo Jun's concerns, Hyonwon Kang sneered, "Of course you guys should look forward to my participation. I'm gonna win the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament this year."

"I'd like to tell you to wake up from your dream, but at the rate you're going I wonder if I should even bother."

"What?"

"Because with your current attitude, you won't even get to dream about it."

"You bastard..."

Provoked by the sharp remark, Hyonwon Kang glared at Dokgo Jun, and Dokgo Jun stared right back at him.

In the end though, Hyonwon Kang looked away first, feeling slightly ashamed. After all, there was a reason why he absolutely had to participate in the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament.

"....Fine, I'll study. I don't want to be disqualified from the Heavenly Martial Festival for such a stupid reason. No matter what, I have to beat that bastard Peng Sahyuk in the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament," he conceded.

"Your motives are impure, but... at least you have some motivation."

"I guess."

Dokgo Jun moved to sit next to Hyonwon Kang, putting aside his own studies. "If there's something you don't understand, just ask me, okay?"

"Then... explain this to me," Hyonwon Kang said, sliding the problem he was working on over to Dokgo Jun. At the same time, he smacked the back of Ya Suhyeok's head. "Wake up, you idiot! You need to listen too!"

"Mmm...yeah. Please teach me too, Senior." Rubbing his sleepy eyes, Ya Suhyeok shook his head and slapped his own cheeks a few times to wake himself up.

At least they're both trying in their own way. That's better than nothing, Dokgo Jun thought, checking the problem Hyonwon Kang had given him. It was a simple question for him. 

"This question is about interpreting the Wudang Sect's seasonal rituals using the Five Elements theory. The key points you need to understand here are..."

Dokgo Jun patiently broke down what he knew, explaining it in a way that even a child could grasp. As the top student in both theory and practicals, this was an easy task for him... if he wasn't up against the two most formidable opponents in the Azure Dragon Academy, that is.

"...Zzz..."

"Snore..."

The Student Council President's angry shout echoed loudly in the room, "Goddamnit! Hyonwon Kang! Ya Suhyeok! WAKE UP!!"
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An old man and a young boy sat down across from each other, leisurely sipping tea. Even though they were completely different, there was something about them that felt alike. Perhaps it was the way their swords lay neatly and identically across their laps.

"I received a special request from Mr. Baek to teach you," Mae Geuklyom said.

Wiji Cheon nodded. "Uh huh."

"Come see me at this time every day. I will teach you the proper etiquette of a swordsman for one hour a day."

"Okay. Uhm... I lived in the mountains with my grandfather since I was really small, so I don't know much about etiquette. Please forgive me if I don't know something simple."

"Ignorance is not a sin. If you don't know something, you can always learn. The real problem is when you consciously choose to do the wrong thing, even when you know what's right."

"...Understood."

Although he was usually very shy, Wiji Cheon felt strangely at ease with Mae Geuklyom, like he was looking at a well-honed sword. Interestingly enough, Mae Geuklyom felt the same way.

"I will explain everything to you using the sword as an example. That should be convenient for both of us."

"Yes! Thank you!"

"Don't be so easily pleased."

"Ehehe..."

"Stop laughing foolishly."

"Y-Yes!"

Just like that, an old man who had dedicated his life to the sword and a boy fascinated by the sword found their own way of communicating.
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"Phew! At last, I can relax a little," Baek Suryong breathed a sigh of relief, having secretly watched the students studying.

In the end, he had taken the advice of his colleagues and asked Dokgo Jun to help with Hyonwon Kang's and Ya Suhyeok's studies, and entrusted Wiji Cheon to Mae Geuklyom for lessons in basic common sense.

Geo Sangwoong and Yeo Min seemed like they could pass if they studied a bit more, so he decided not to worry about them. Instead, he had them focus more on martial arts training.

Now that I've gotten them started preparing for the Character Evaluation... the next problem is the Social Engagement Evaluation.

The Social Engagement Evaluation was a comprehensive assessment of a student's social interactions based on classroom behavior, participation in school activities, club involvement, and so on. All of this would come together to form a student's school record, or "resume" for short.

"Sigh... There's no way those delinquents have their resumes in order."

After much consideration, Baek Suryong decided to consult an expert in this field—a legendary figure who had gotten the most students in the history of the Azure Dragon Academy employed at large trading companies, escort agencies, and even the Murim Alliance.

As he opened the door to the expert's office, the man in question stood up abruptly.

"...Good afternoon sir, how can I help you?" Pung Jinho greeted nervously, bowing his head.
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Having taught for over twenty years, Pung Jinho was the second longest serving instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy after Mae Geuklyom. More importantly, his influence both within and beyond the academy surpassed everyone, even the Principal.

While Mae Geuklyom focused solely on guiding students and honing his swordsmanship, Pung Jinho had spent those two decades bribing people and meticulously building connections. His hunger for power and wealth was insatiable, and he even dreamed of founding his own academy to replace the Azure Dragon Academy if it ever collapsed.

Of course, Baek Suryong had long since crushed that ambition.

"So, what do you think? Is it possible?" Baek Suryong asked.

"Hmm..." Pung Jinho hummed thoughtfully as he examined the student records Baek Suryong had handed him. In particular, his focus lingered on the files of Geo Sangwoong, Hyonwon Kang, and Yeo Min, the most infamous delinquents at the Azure Dragon Academy.

After a thorough review, Pung Jinho looked up, his expression far from encouraging. "It's quite challenging. With resumes like these, they won't just struggle to join the Heavenly Martial Festival—they'll have a hard time finding employment at any reputable company after graduation. Nowadays, there's a tendency to focus more on the character of a graduate..."

As Pung Jinho words trailed off, Baek Suryong caught a cunning sparkle in his eyes.

Look at this? He's plotting something again, isn't he? It seems that after being left alone for so long, this trash has forgotten his own predicament. I'll have to give him a reminder he won't soon forget.

Smirking, Baek Suryong demanded, "Do you think I came all this way just to hear that? I'm here for answers, not more questions."

"Well, there is a way, but..."

"Hey, trash. What's up with your attitude, huh? Is this how you should be talking to me?"

Annoyed, Baek Suryong pursed his lips and whistled, using a secret Blood Cult technique to awaken the dormant parasite in Pung Jinho's body.

"Gaaaah!" Pung Jinho screamed, convulsing oddly as if insects were crawling beneath his skin. His face turned beetroot red, and his veins bulged.

"You must have thought you'd gotten rid of the parasite, huh? Otherwise, you wouldn't dare act so arrogant in front of me," Baek Suryong chuckled, setting up a qi sound barrier to prevent the screams from being heard outside.

"P-Please stop..." Pung Jinho begged desperately, writhing on the floor.

"Seems you've forgotten how painful it is when the parasite acts up. Should I remind you periodically like this?"

"N-No!"

"Okay then, prove that I don't have to. First, how about you kneel down?"

With great difficulty, Pung Jinho knelt, looking up at Baek Suryong with fear. How did he know I was trying to exploit his plight to make him remove the parasite?

Baek Suryong sneered. Pung Jinho's scheming was useless against him. "Just because people are calling me the Azure Dragon Hero, do you think that I'm really a righteous hero?"

What Azure Dragon Hero? You're the devil! Pung Jinho cursed himself for forgetting that to him, Baek Suryong was a more terrifying monster than the Ten Great Villains.

"Please forgive me just this once..." he pleaded.

Looking down coldly at the trembling, prostrating man, Baek Suryong gestured toward the student records on the table. "From now on, think carefully before you answer. Anyway, back to the topic. Can you get these kids into the Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"Y-Yes, I can!"

Smiling, Baek Suryong whistled again, lulling the parasite back to sleep. "See? If you'd done this from the start, it would have been better for both of us."

Struggling to his feet, Pung Jinho cautiously sat back down. His legs were shaking, and cold sweat dripped down his face. Glancing nervously at Baek Suryong, he stammered, "...B-But it's t-truly very d-difficult. I-I'm not exaggerating!"

Baek Suryong nodded. He had anticipated as much. In fact, he wouldn't even be shocked if getting his students into the Heavenly Martial Festival required forging documents. 

"I won't be unreasonable, so explain specifically what needs to be done," he demanded.

Trembling, Pung Jinho picked up the student records. "All three senior students have terrible records, but Hyonwon Kang is the biggest problem."

"I figured as much," Baek Suryong agreed, furrowing his brow.

"Not only has Hyonwon Kang been involved in dozens of violent incidents, he's also been caught for underage drinking, disorderly conduct, and poor class attitude to name a few. He plays truant so often, his class attendance is barely enough to keep him from being held back. As such, his past annual evaluations are...less than stellar."

"Holy crap. Wonkang, you're the delinquent among delinquents..." Baek Suryong sighed. Even though he expected it, hearing about Hyonwon Kang's exploits made him despair. In a low voice, he muttered, "Stupid punk… If you're going to beat someone up, at least do it where no one else can see, or get some leverage to blackmail the witnesses into shutting up, or just eliminate them altogether. Why can't you even do one simple thing? Damn it, what's wrong with youngsters these days..."

"Eek!" A chill ran down Pung Jinho's spine. Having just been brutally tortured, the threats that came out of Baek Suryong's mouth were all the more sinister.

Thankfully, Baek Suryong wasn't serious. He was just venting his frustration and reminiscing about his own adolescent adventures.

Turning his attention back to Pung Jinho, he snapped, "Why are you making that face? Continue."

"Y-Yes!" Terrified, Pung Jinho vowed never to scheme recklessly in front of Baek Suryong again, then said, "The only fortunate thing is that in more than half of these incidents, Peng Sahyuk is involved."

"Peng Sahyuk?" Baek Suryong tilted his head in confusion at the unexpected name.

"If you look here, in more than half of the incidents involving Hyonwon Kang, Peng Sahyuk is mentioned."

"Huh, you're right. Come to think of it..."

Baek Suryong recalled his first meeting with Hyonwon Kang. Hyonwon Kang had clashed with the Student Council Discipline Committee, and Peng Sahyuk came and chased him away before anything serious happened. At that time, he'd thought that Peng Sahyuk had come to pick a fight with Hyonwon Kang.

Pung Jinho added, "I was involved in resolving some of these incidents as well. Sometimes Peng Sahyuk stopped things before they escalated, but other times he got involved and made things worse. Either way, we can revise most of the records to suggest that Peng Sahyuk was the main instigator."

"What do you mean, revise them?" Baek Suryong asked, uncomfortable.

Pung Jinho smirked. "Peng Sahyuk is the Young Master of one of the Five Great Clans. He'll be allowed to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival regardless of what's in his record. Plus, he's transferred to the Heavenly Martial Academy. We can do whatever we want, and he won't be able to object. It's perfect."

"......"

"We're lucky. Thanks to Peng Sahyuk's constant intervention, we can lighten Hyonwon Kang's charges."

"Hmm..." Baek Suryong frowned.

Pung Jinho hunched his shoulders. "Um, if you're uncomfortable with it..."

"No, it's not that." Baek Suryong shook his head. By now, even he knew about the special relationship between Hyonwon Kang and Peng Sahyuk—former childhood friends turned bitter rivals.

Could it be? Did Peng Sahyuk deliberately act like a jerk to protect Hyonwon Kang? ...Nah, I'm overthinking it. Peng Sahyuk does have a naturally arrogant personality, after all.

Deciding, not to dwell on it, Baek Suryong grinned and muttered, "...Seems those two are destined to clash at the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"Pardon?"

"Never mind. Anyway, you're saying there's a chance Wonkang can pass the Social Engagement Evaluation, right?"

Pung Jinho nodded. "With some additional preparation, yes, it's possible. First, I'll speak to the instructors to ensure this year's class attitude evaluations are favorable."

Few of the instructors at Azure Dragon Academy were beyond his influence. If he called in a few favors, no one would give Hyonwon Kang a bad review.

"Second, he needs to score at least average on the written exams. Don't worry about this either. We just have to secretly leak the exam questions in advance..."

"No, don't do that."

"Huh?"

Folding his arms, Baek Suryong said firmly, "You seem to have misunderstood me. I don't want the students to succeed using underhanded methods."

"What do you mean..."

"They'll do what they can on their own. They'll take the exams to the best of their abilities, and they won't cause any more trouble in class. Just tell the instructors to drop their prejudices and grade the kids fairly."

"But if their grades are poor, they won't be able to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival..."

"If they can't even pass their exams without cheating, then they don't deserve to compete," Baek Suryong asserted.

He really wanted the students to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival, but he didn't want to resort to dishonest means to do it. Not only would it not sit well with him, it would also impose a lifetime of guilt upon the students.

"All three kids have caused a lot of trouble, but they're not inherently rotten. If they were, I wouldn't be teaching them."

Pung Jinho's face turned red with shame. "...I'm sorry. In that case, we'll proceed by thoroughly managing their activities so as to create a good resume."

"You've only talked about Hyonwon Kang so far. What about Geo Sangwoong and Yeo Min?"

"They're not as problematic as Hyonwon Kang, but we'll still need to plan their daily schedules and improve their grades. Each requires a different approach..."

Baek Suryong paid close attention to Pung Jinho's words. Despite all his flaws, Pung Jinho was an absolute master at polishing students' resumes. Even without any fraud, he still had plenty of valuable advice to offer Baek Suryong.

"...Finally, all three must participate in club activities, as these significantly impact their Social Engagement Evaluation scores."

"So they'll need to join clubs?"

"Unfortunately, just joining a club isn't enough for them. They'll need to take leading roles. For that... it might be better to create a new club."

"Would something like a swordsmanship research club work?"

Pung Jinho shook his head. "No, it has to stand out from the other clubs to make the activities more meaningful. The more noticeable the accomplishments, the better. Ideally, the club should engage in some charity work to showcase the students' compassion..."

"Hmm... a club that's completely different from existing ones, with visible achievements, and helps people..."

Suddenly, inspiration struck Baek Suryong. "How about a club like this?" he asked, explaining his idea.

Pung Jinho's eyes glazed over. "...What?"

"So it's no good?"

With a puzzled expression, Pung Jinho stroked his beard and then nodded seriously. "It's a bit, no, very unusual, but... Well, since it's a club that hasn't existed before, the students will definitely earn extra points."
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That night, at the White Dragon Manor, Baek Suryong gathered the students and briefly explained his conversation with Pung Jinho.

"...For that reason, we've decided to create a new club, and you three absolutely must join," he declared, pointing at Hyonwon Kang, Geo Sangwoong, and Yeo Min.

Understanding their situation, the students nodded obediently.

"Understood, but what kind of club are we creating?"

"Maybe something like martial arts research?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. "Most martial arts-related clubs already exist, so achieving results with that would be tough."

The students blinked in confusion, curious about what kind of club they were going to create. Baek Suryong had said it would be completely different from the existing clubs, one where they could make clear achievements and help others. Was there really such a perfect club?

Grinning wickedly, Baek Suryong announced, "The club you'll be founding is... the Medicinal Cooking Research Society."

"""THE WHAT?!""" The students exclaimed in unison, jaws dropping at the unexpected answer.
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Hyonwon Kang exclaimed, "What the hell? Did you just say cooking?"

Yeo Min drew in a sharp breath. "...You're joking, right?"

Geo Sangwoong chuckled heartily, "Hahaha! I'm all for it!"

While the ever-hungry and wealthy Geo Sangwoong seemed thrilled, Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min were completely baffled.

Cooking? And with miracle herbs, no less!

The mere thought of squandering so much money sent shivers down their spines.

Hyonwon Kang whined, "Where will we get the money to buy miracle herbs? And who's gonna do the cooking? I've never cooked in my life…"

BONK!

Baek Suryong whacked Hyonwon Kang on the head with the Black Dragon Pointer. With a twitching eyebrow, he scolded, "Are you bragging or what, you little punk? Use your brain for once, dumbass. If you start a martial arts research club, what else is there to do besides fight? Your student record is already full of violent incidents. You really want to add more?"

"……" Hyonwon Kang reluctantly shut his mouth. With all the trouble he'd caused, he couldn't exactly argue with Baek Suryong's logic.

Yeo Min raised her hand. "Mr. Baek, if we start the Medicinal Cooking Research Society, what kind of activities will we be doing? We need something to show for our student records, right? And what does cooking have to do with martial arts anyway?"

"Excellent questions."

Baek Suryong scanned the faces of his students. He hadn't proposed the Medicinal Cooking Research Society just for fun. There were solid reasons behind it, and he had woven it into his long-term strategy for them.

What these kids really need is mental discipline and a deeper grasp of qi.

He had already laid the groundwork for their physical development by teaching them the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. Though they weren't flawless yet, with steady training, by the time the Heavenly Martial Festival arrived, their external arts mastery would at least equal the students from the other Five Great Academies.

However, now that he had strengthened the vessels, he needed to fill them.

Wearing a serious expression, Baek Suryong explained, "Medicinal cooking improves your inner qi control, which in turn will raise the efficiency and effectiveness of your training and techniques. Still, working with miracle herbs demands precise control, so we won't jump into that immediately. We'll start by cooking with cheap and easily accessible ingredients like ginseng, fleeceflower root, epimedium, or spirit carp."

When most people thought of miracle herbs, they pictured things like Shaolin's Great Cycle Pill or ten-thousand-year snow ginseng that greatly enhanced inner qi. In reality, though, any food that was good for the body could be considered a miracle herb.

I can put the Blood Cult's secret recipe book to good use here, Baek Suryong thought.

Every sect had its own secret manual for handling miracle herbs, and the Blood Cult was no exception. Although he didn't know how to craft top-tier elixirs like the Blood Elixir, Baek Suryong could produce low-grade elixirs given the right materials.

Moreover, with a few adjustments, he could easily transform them into medicinal dishes.

"After successfully cooking several dishes, we'll distribute the food you make to the students for free."

"Huh?"

"We're not eating it ourselves?"

"Why give away something so valuable…?"

All the students tilted their heads in confusion, except for Geo Sangwoong, whose eyes lit up with interest. 

"Is this some sort of investment, Mr. Baek?" he asked.

As expected from the son of a merchant family! He catches on fast. Baek Suryong nodded. "Exactly. It's an investment to boost your terrible reputations."

Baek Suryong glanced at the other delinquents. Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min still looked clueless, as if they still couldn't understand why their reputation should matter at all.

Baek Suryong sighed softly, "People often avoid you when you walk down the street, right? That's proof that you guys have terrible rep."

"Heh, that's just because we're strong martial artists. They're scared of us…"

SMACK!

Like a bolt of lightning, the Black Dragon Pointer landed on Hyonwon Kang's head mid-boast.

"Ouch! Why'd you hit me again?" Hyonwon Kang screamed.

"Are you a demon or something? Why the fuck would people avoid you just because you're strong? Seriously, how many people have you punched for them to start running away from you a hundred feet away, shouting 'Hyonwon Kang is coming'? You know what... you're in for it today."

Baek Suryong's frustration boiled over. He had worked so hard to secure his students a spot at the Heavenly Martial Festival, only for them to complain about every little thing. Determined, he rolled up his sleeves and reached for his 'stick of love.'

BASH! THWACK! SMACK! WHACK!

"Ack! Ahhh! Why am I the only one getting hit?"

"Take this, you delinquent! This is payback for all the good, innocent people you've bullied!"

"Why are you avenging them?! And I never picked on any good guys!"

"Who was it that came up with the Handsome Playboy moniker, huh? Because of you, strange rumors about the good, innocent me are everywhere! How are you going to fix that?!"

"So it was about that!"

As Hyonwon Kang was getting pummeled, the other students whispered among themselves.

"He just wanted to blow off steam, didn't he?"

"Yeah, he's venting."

"I can't believe he still holds a grudge about that after all this time…"

Some time later, Baek Suryong eventually calmed down, taking a deep breath as Hyonwon Kang lay battered and sprawled out in front of him.

"Phew! Why does this punk always rub me the wrong way? Just try interrupting me again."

"Ugh…"

Feeling much better, Baek Suryong turned to the other students, who flinched and snapped to attention.

"Ahem. Anyway, if things keep up like this, you'll stay outcasts forever. No one will cheer for you even if you made it to the Heavenly Martial Festival. So, we'll use club activities to boost your reputation too."

"You're planning to win them over by handing out free food," Geo Sangwoong added.

Baek Suryong nodded. If only Hyonwon Kang was half as perceptive as Geo Sangwoong, he might have avoided that beating.

"Exactly. Nothing brings people together faster than gifts. Who would turn down free food?" he asked rhetorically.

Of course, giving out food wouldn't immediately change the way people viewed the delinquents. However, in time, perhaps after a few months to a year, people would begin to see them differently, especially since the medicinal dishes would increase their inner qi.

Baek Suryong could already imagine people eagerly lining up for the food.

Furthermore, this will also help increase the average strength of the Azure Dragon Academy students.

The Heavenly Martial Festival was no small tournament that five individuals could claim victory in. It was a grand event in the orthodox murim, showcasing the finest talents from the Five Great Academies. Beside his own students, the overall skill level of the Azure Dragon Academy's students needed to be raised as well.

"Well, I'm a bit concerned about securing a steady supply of ingredients, but don't worry. I'll figure out a way to take care of that somehow," Baek Suryong added.

Now that he had reached the seventh star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, ordinary miracle herbs and impure qi no longer had any value to him, which also meant that he wasn't desperate for money anymore. Therefore, with the wealth he'd secured from raiding the Blood Cult's secret vault, his finances were now in good shape. He was ready to invest boldly, even if it meant using his own money.

However, he had missed one crucial detail. Among the people here was the heir of the Golden Dragon Trading Company, one of the Ten Great Companies.

Flashing a bright smile, Geo Sangwoong casually offered, "Mr. Baek, I can ask my father to supply us with some low-grade miracle herbs."

"What?"

"We probably have plenty of the cheap ones in our warehouse."

For a moment, Baek Suryong found himself thinking that Geo Sangwoong had never looked more impressive. "Is this what it's like to be filthy rich…?"

"So cool…"

"Senior Sangwoong, will you marry me?"

And just like that, the issue of securing ingredients for the medicinal cooking was easily solved.

"Alright then, that's settled. Next on the list is... Hyonwon Kang, you'll be the club president," Baek Suryong announced. Geo Sangwoong might have been the senior by grade, but Hyonwon Kang had the worse reputation and needed the boost even more.

Hyonwon Kang immediately protested, "Why me?"

"Got any complaints?"

"...No." Hyonwon Kang bowed his head. In truth, he had no real complaints. Even though he was beaten up every day, he knew better than anyone how much Baek Suryong cared for him. After all, without this teacher, he would likely have dropped out of school that rainy day.

"Tomorrow, head to the Club Union and submit the new club application."

"What?"

However, that was that, and this was this. At the mention of the Club Union, Hyonwon Kang's expression soured. "The Club Union? I really don't want to go there…"

SMACK!

Once again, the Black Dragon Pointer came flying, striking the top of Hyonwon Kang's head.

Looking down at Hyonwon Kang crouched on the floor groaning, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. "You're just begging for yet another beating, aren't you? Now stop whining and go."

"Ugh… Fine, I'll go."
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The next day, as soon as classes were over, Hyonwon Kang headed to the Club Union building with a grimace, as though he had tasted something bitter. Students who caught his eye quickly moved out of his way.

A large banner with the words "Election Notice: Now Accepting Candidates for Club Union President!" fluttered at the entrance of the Club Union building.

Looking up at the banner, Hyonwon Kang muttered, "Guess they're electing a new president since Peng Sahyuk's gone."

He stood at the entrance for a while, hesitating, reluctant to go inside. Then, steeling himself, he sighed and pushed the door open.

"Welcome… Huh?"

As he stepped inside, the Club Union students who saw him gasped.

"Hyonwon Kang?"

"What's he doing here?"

"Is he here to cause trouble?"

Some had already placed their hands on their weapons or were gathering their inner qi.

To show he meant no harm, Hyonwon Kang raised his hands in surrender. "I'm not here to fight. I'm here to submit a new club application."

"What?"

"What kind of nonsense is this?!"

Just as I thought, they reacted badly. Muttering softly to himself, Hyonwon Kang walked slowly, carefully making his way through the main hall to avoid provoking the Club Union students.

At the reception desk, an unfamiliar student glared at him.

Scratching his head, Hyonwon Kang pulled the new club application form from his pocket. "Do I submit this here?"

"……" The student at the reception didn't reply.

Relations between Hyonwon Kang and the Club Union were strained, with frequent clashes, particularly during Peng Sahyuk's time as president.

Well, to be frank, more than half the students here had been beaten by Hyonwon Kang before.

Glancing around awkwardly, Hyonwon Kang forced a smile. "Relax, everyone. I'm really not here to fight today, and I won't fight you in the future either."

"……" The student sitting at the reception continued to glare sharply at him, saying nothing.

"Geez." Feeling awkward, Hyonwon Kang sighed, "Uh, should I apologize? I think I beat you up before…"

"Get lost."

"What?"

The student at the reception slammed his fist on the desk. "I said get lost! We have no intention of accepting trash like you into the Club Union."

"What?"

Irritated, Hyonwon Kang narrowed his eyes. This was blatant abuse of authority. While the Club Union managed the clubs within the academy, they didn't have the right to refuse a new club application.

Suppressing his anger, he said calmly, "As long as the qualifications are met, anyone can establish a new club. You don't have the right to refuse."

"So what? You already know we won't accept it, so why bother submitting it?"

"You little…" Hyonwon Kang narrowed his eyes. 

Seeing the student flinch though, he forced a smile instead.

This isn't just about me. It's for my friends, he thought firmly.

"What? You wanna fight? Just because Peng Sahyuk isn't here, you think we're pushovers?"

Angered, more than ten Club Union students began to surround Hyonwon Kang.

Hyonwon Kang let out a hollow laugh, "What's Peng Sahyuk got to do with this? I'm just here to submit a new club application."

"We're not accepting it, so get lost. If you're upset, go complain to a teacher."

"……" A murderous glint flashed in Hyonwon Kang's eyes.

Seeing this, the Club Union members tightened their encirclement. The tension in the air rose, and a fight could break out any moment...

Hyonwon Kang clasped his hands and bowed deeply. "I'm sorry," he said.

Everyone was stunned speechless.

"…What did you just say?"

"I want to take this chance to apologize to all of you for the wrongs I've done before. I'm truly sorry," Hyonwon Kang repeated. 

He no longer wanted to cause problems. He knew how hard Baek Suryong was working to get him into the Heavenly Martial Festival, and he didn't want to betray those expectations.

Bowing my head once is no big deal. Not just my own future, but that of my juniors and seniors depends on establishing this club.

With that in mind, Hyonwon Kang bowed even deeper. 

"I know words aren't enough. I won't fight back, so take out your anger on me as much as you want. When you're satisfied, I hope you'll accept my application," he said, his voice sincere and resolute.


Chapter 171: A Club Like No Other (3)

The Club Union students gazed at Hyonwon Kang with suspicion, utterly baffled.

"Hey, did I hear that wrong?"

"What's gotten into him?"

Hyonwon Kang, the Azure Dragon Academy's worst delinquent who was always starting fights and causing chaos at every Club Union event, was now bowing his head and offering a sincere apology?

"Why is he acting like this all of a sudden?"

"Is this a trick? Or a lame excuse to pick a fight?"

Seeing their reactions, Hyonwon Kang sighed, "Like I said, you can punch me or kick me until your anger subsides. I won't fight back. You can even seal my acupoints if that makes you feel better."

Hyonwon Kang closed his eyes to assure the Club Union that he wouldn't retaliate, even though he could still detect their movements using his inner arts.

This is okay. It's not like getting thrashed is anything new to me.

Ever since he started enduring daily beatings from Baek Suryong, his physical resilience had grown significantly. As long as no edged weapons were involved, he was sure he could withstand any non-lethal hit.

"What the..."

"Is he serious?"

The Club Union students looked at each other, confused. Even though Hyonwon Kang had just told them to hit him, they found themselves strangely hesitant. Their reluctance, however, soon faded as the first person took the initiative.

The student at the reception desk, who had been glaring daggers at Hyonwon Kang, stepped forward, grinding his teeth grudgingly. "You'll keep your word, right? My name is Oh Jinyang. You broke my arm before right before an important exam."

Hyonwon Kang bowed his head. "...I'm sorry."

As soon as one student spoke up, the others quickly followed, voicing their own complaints.

"You broke my nose."

"Remember when you humiliated me in front of everyone?"

"You treated me like a incompetent fool!"

"......" Even though some of these people had picked fights first, and some accusations weren't even true, Hyonwon Kang kept quiet and didn't make excuses. 

Seeing his reticence, the anxious students grew bolder and approached him.

"You promised you wouldn't fight back, right?"

"Don't go back on your word later."

"Not that it would matter by then."

WHOOSH!

Suddenly, Oh Jinyang rushed in and sealed Hyonwon Kang's acupoints.

Hyonwon Kang frowned for a moment, then sighed, "I apologize again. Lately, I've been reflecting on my past actions. You can punch me as much as you want, but after that, please accept my new club application."

Curious, Oh Jinyang asked, "Why are you going this far?"

Hyonwon Kang hesitated for a moment, then answered honestly, "Because I want to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival."

There was a brief silence, then laughter erupted from all sides.

"What? The Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"Haha! You, Hyonwon Kang?"

"Guess you haven't heard the new rules. Scum like you aren't allowed to participate anymore."

"Are you thinking of restoring the glory of your declining family at the Heavenly Martial Festival? Dream on."

"Just be glad if you don't embarrass yourself."

The surrounding students mocked Hyonwon Kang mercilessly, no longer fearing him now that his acupoints were sealed.

"Kneel down!" Oh Jinyang shouted, punching Hyonwon Kang in the abdomen with all his might.

Hyonwon Kang's upper body shook slightly, but his expression didn't change at all. Rather, Oh Jinyang, the aggressor, seemed to be in more pain.

"Keuk! Is your body made of rock...? Don't defend yourself with inner arts, you bastard!"

"...I didn't use any inner arts. Not like I can with my acupoints sealed."

"Shut up!"

Oh Jinyang led the charge as six or seven students rushed in and brutally attacked Hyonwon Kang. Within moments, his martial arts uniform was torn to shreds and his hair was a mess.

Oddly though, it didn't hurt as much as Hyonwon Kang thought it would. 

These guys... Why are their punches so weak? Are they deliberately going easy on me?

It failed to occur to him that his usual close combat training partners were Baek Suryong, Geo Sangwoong, and Ya Suhyeok, the strongest external arts experts in the Azure Dragon Academy.

"You can hit harder, you know... And, uh, a bit more on the left shoulder..." Hyonwon Kang mumbled sheepishly.

"SHUT UP!"

The Club Union students hit Hyonwon Kang the hardest, but somehow they were the ones getting tired. Meanwhile, Hyonwon Kang looked as relaxed as if he was enjoying a massage.

Eventually, lost in his rage, Oh Jinyang unsheathed his sword.

"You bastard!" he screamed, swinging it at Hyonwon Kang's head with all the inner qi he could muster.

SWOOSH!

Hyonwon Kang instinctively twisted his body to dodge the attack. He had intended to let the Club Union punch him until their anger subsided, but taking a sword slash was a different matter altogether.

In a low voice, he warned, "If you cut me with a sword, things will escalate. Don't do something you'll regret later."

"Ha! You dodged! Weren't you going to let us hit you as much as we wanted?"

"......"

Sneering, Oh Jinyang held up the new club application form Hyonwon Kang had handed over earlier. "You're the one who broke your promise first, so you have no complaints if I do this, right?"

RIIIIIIIIP!

In front of Hyonwon Kang, Oh Jinyang tore up the club application and tossed it on the floor, laughing derisively, "Bastards like you have no right to join our Club Union, and those who want to be in the same club as you must be trash too. The Azure Dragon Academy's clubs aren't a garbage dump."

Hyonwon Kang immediately lost it.

"...I came here to apologize sincerely, but you guys are really pushing it," he snapped, releasing a terrifying killing intent. He didn't care if they insulted him, but Oh Jinyang had crossed the line by insulting his friends.

"Ugh!" The students who had hit Hyonwon Kang fell back in shock, gasping. 

Hyonwon Kang had always possessed a fierce fighting spirit and a natural inclination for violence, and ever since his return from the Valley of Evil, that side of him had grown so intense that few could rival him.

Approaching Oh Jinyang, Hyonwon Kang snarled, "Hey. Did you just call my friends trash?"

Horrified, Oh Jinyang stammered, "H-How? I sealed your acupoints..."

"I undid that long ago."

"D-Don't come any closer! If you hit me here, you'll never be able to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival!" Oh Jinyang cried hysterically, backing away, but in his desperation to get away from Hyonwon Kang, he tripped and fell.

Hyonwon Kang crouched down, a sinister grin spreading across his face. "You said you wouldn't accept my club application, right? Well, if I can't compete anyway, I wonder if beating you to a pulp would make me feel a bit better?"

"T-That..."

Hyonwon Kang reached out and grabbed Oh Jinyang's shoulder. Slowly, he tightened his grip, causing Oh Jinyang's face to contort in pain.

"Ugh..."

"So, while I'm still being nice..."

"Enough!" a voice imbued with inner qi interjected.

Everyone turned towards the speaker, only to see a young man gently remove Hyonwon Kang's hand from Oh Jinyang's shoulder.

"Seonwoo Jin!"

"Senior Jin!"

"President!"

"We're saved..."

Cries of relief came from all over.

Hyonwon Kang looked at the person who had stopped him. "Seonwoo Jin," he growled, standing back up.

"Hello, Hyonwon Kang. It's been a while," Seonwoo Jin replied. 

Seonwoo Jin was slightly shorter than Hyonwon Kang, with a lean build, delicate features that gave him a refined, almost noble presence, and a slender dao at his waist. He was the heir of the Seonwoo Clan and also the President of the Bladesmanship Research Society, one of the biggest student clubs.

With a gentle smile, Seonwoo Jin continued, "I heard that you went to the Valley of Evil and came back injured... but it seems that you have grown even stronger than before."

"On the contrary, you look as slick as ever."

"Haha! I get that sometimes." Seonwoo Jin laughed pleasantly. 

Frowning, Hyonwon Kang asked, "Someone called you 'President' earlier. Are you the new Club Union President?"

Seonwoo Jin shook his head. "No, I'm just the temporary stand-in. Someone needs to fill the gap left by Peng Sahyuk until a new President is elected. Anyway, Oh Jinyang, accept his club application."

"But President..."

"Jinyang, you know better than anyone that letting personal feelings influence your decision to accept an application is an abuse of authority."

Clenching his teeth, Oh Jinyang lowered his head deeply. "...Understood." 

He says he's temporary, but he's already acting like the President, Hyonwon Kang thought, furrowing his brows. From the moment Seonwoo Jin appeared, it was obvious that he had already taken control of the Club Union.

Noticing Hyonwon Kang's stare, Seonwoo Jin smiled awkwardly and said, "We're still accepting candidates for the election, but I'm the only person who applied, so... haha."

"......" Hyonwon Kang fell silent. Seonwoo Jin, the President of the Bladesmanship Research Society, hailed from the renowned Seonwoo Clan, known for their swift bladesmanship. Though not as prestigious as the Peng Clan that Peng Sahyuk belonged to, they were still well-regarded. 

With his martial arts skills, good looks, and family background, it was almost a given that he would be the next president of the Club Union, so no one else even considered running against him.

"Sorry about how these guys acted. I rushed over as soon as I heard you were here... If I had been any later, things might have gone south."

"It's fine. I'll just rewrite the application and leave," Hyonwon Kang replied curtly, heading to the reception desk.

Fortunately, the Club Union had spare application forms on hand, so rewriting everything wasn't much trouble. He quickly filled out the new form and handed it over to Oh Jinyang.

Oh Jinyang accepted the form with a sour look. "You know the pre-requisites for new clubs, right?"

"Yeah. We have the required five members, with me as the club president. Our advisor is Mr. Baek Suryong. It's all written there in black and white, so read it yourself. If you're illiterate, why are you even sitting at the reception desk?"

"Grrr..." Oh Jinyang's face darkened as he reluctantly accepted the application form. Hyonwon Kang's new club had checked all the boxes, so officially, he had no reason to complain. 

With that, the Medicinal Cooking Research Society was officially established.

As Hyonwon Kang stood up to leave, Seonwoo Jin barred his path and apologized, "I'm really sorry about earlier. I hope you'll let it go for my sake."

"I'm not upset," Hyonwon Kang muttered, though the hint of irritation on his face said otherwise.

Despite that, Seonwoo Jin kept smiling, extending his hand. "Welcome to the Club Union, Hyonwon Kang. Let's put the past behind us and move forward together."

"Together? Us? Yeah, right," Hyonwon Kang scoffed, brushing past Seonwoo Jin's outstretched hand without even glancing at it.

As he strode toward the exit, he could hear the Club Union students muttering behind him.

"What a rude asshole!"

"He didn't even thank the President!"

"The Medicinal Cooking Research Society? What kind of weird club is that?"

When they saw how blatantly Hyonwon Kang had ignored Seonwoo Jin, the Club Union students were livid.

"Everyone, quiet!" Seonwoo Jin's sharp voice sliced through the murmurs. Turning back to Hyonwon Kang, he called out, "Hyonwon Kang, I know you've had issues with Peng Sahyuk. That arrogant jerk bullied you, ignored you, and you ended up in a lot of fights because of him. So, it's no surprise you don't think much of the Club Union."

"......"

"But I'm not him."

"......" Hyonwon Kang kept walking, refusing to answer.

"I plan to erase everything Peng Sahyuk left behind in the Club Union. Making peace with you is part of that. He's gone now, so let's leave the bad blood behind. I hope we can see each other more often. Take care on your way back, and maybe next time, we'll even be able to smile when we meet," Seonwoo Jin continued, smiling as radiantly as ever, as if the lack of response didn't bother him. 

Hyonwon Kang stopped in his tracks, lost in thought. "Hmm..."

He abruptly turned on his heel. Overthinking never suited him. With firm steps, he strode straight back to Seonwoo Jin, stopping just inches away. "I need to ask you something. Just one thing," he said, a faint, mischievous smile tugging at his lips.

The students nearby instantly froze, sensing that something wasn't quite right.

Seonwoo Jin, however, remained calm. "Shoot. I'll answer you honestly."

Hyonwon Kang could see the fake concern hidden in Seonwoo Jin's eyes, but that didn't matter. The Medicinal Cooking Research Society was already up and running. With his goal met, he could have walked away without a word...but why should he?

An idea sparked in his mind—a way to rack up even more Social Engagement points. He wasn't sure if it would work, but it was worth a shot.

Hyonwon Kang pointed to a nearby banner with bold lettering that read, 'Election Notice: Now Accepting Candidates for Club Union President!'

"That. I'm thinking of running. How do I sign up?" he asked.

"...What?"

For the first time, a crack appeared in Seonwoo Jin's flawless smile.


Chapter 172: A Club Like No Other (4)

"What did you just say?" Seonwoo Jin repeated, his mouth twitching.

Haha, he can't control his expression at all. Watching Seonwoo Jin's half smiling, half frowning face, Hyonwon Kang felt a wave of satisfaction wash over him.

"Shall I repeat myself? I asked how I can run for Club Union President," he said, grinning smugly.

"......" Seonwoo Jin clamped his mouth shut, eyes fixed on Hyonwon Kang as if trying to decipher his real intentions. 

Before he could respond though, someone else burst out in anger.

"Stop spouting nonsense! You, running for Club Union President? You clueless imbecile!" Oh Jinyang shouted, his face turning crimson as he rudely pointed at Hyonwon Kang.

The other students kept quiet, but their displeased expressions mirrored Oh Jinyang's.

"What's the big deal? Can't I even ask a simple question?" Hyonwon Kang casually dug into his ear and flicked some yellow earwax at Oh Jinyang's shirt.

"EWWW! You filthy thug!" Oh Jinyang shrieked.

Hyonwon Kang retorted, "You wanna fight again? Although I have to warn you, since I've already apologized and started my new club, I have no reason to just stand here and take your crap anymore."

"Keuk...!" For a moment, Oh Jinyang clenched his fists, but he soon swallowed his rage, unable to bring himself to strike an unrestrained Hyonwon Kang.

Smirking, Hyonwon Kang turned back to Seonwoo Jin. "Hey, Seonwoo Jin."

"......"

"I'm pretty sensitive to qi, you know? I noticed you watching from the sidelines while I was getting beat up."

Looking flustered, Seonwoo Jin began, "There seems to be a misunderstanding..."

"Misunderstanding, my ass," Hyonwon Kang cut him off with a sly grin. "I know you stepped in late on purpose so you could play the hero. You've always loved doing that, haven't you?"

"......" Seonwoo Jin bit his lip. He, Hyonwon Kang, and Peng Sahyuk had known each other for a long time. After all, as families renowned for their blade techniques, the Hebei Peng Clan, the Hyonwon Clan, and the Seonwoo Clan frequently held gatherings.

This was also why Hyonwon Kang understood Seonwoo Jin's true nature better than most. Beneath the surface, Seonwoo Jin was anything but the nice guy everyone believed him to be.

Hyonwon Kang snorted, "Now that Peng Sahyuk's gone, you're aiming to take over the Club Union, aren't you? You opportunist bastard."

"That's a bit harsh, don't you think?" Seonwoo Jin replied, forcing a smile.

Unfortunately, once Hyonwon Kang started talking, there was no stopping him. He hadn't really meant to run for Club Union President; he only said it to annoy Seonwoo Jin. However, now that it was out in the open, he wasn't about to back down.

"Harsh, my ass. You're just that annoying. I'd rather be the Club Union President myself than see someone like you take the position. So, how do I apply? Do I just fill out a form here?"

Hyonwon Kang glanced around at the Club Union members nearby.

"As for you lot. When Peng Sahyuk was throwing his weight around, you were the foxes borrowing the tiger's might, basking in his authority. Now that he's gone, aren't you quick to cozy up to Seonwoo Jin? Don't you have any pride?" he scoffed.

"Peng Sahyuk was a tyrant."

"We were forced to do what we did!"

Hyonwon Kang chuckled derisively, "Oh, really? So you agree that Peng Sahyuk was a tyrant, but still chose to suck up to him, licking his boots and feeding off his scraps instead of standing up to him, right?"

"Shut up!"

Insults flew at Hyonwon Kang from all sides, but he didn't care. Shrugging nonchalantly, he remarked, "When I become Club Union President, the first thing I'll do is get rid of all you sycophants. Just giving you a heads-up."

After venting his frustrations, Hyonwon Kang felt completely refreshed.

Suddenly, amid the angry shouts, a clear voice, sharp as a blade, cut through the noise.

"Fine, go ahead and try," Seonwoo Jin said. "I was getting bored without any real competition, and people might start whispering about unfairness if there was a walkover. If I win the election fair and square, though, no one can say a thing, so this actually works out pretty well for me."

"What?"

Seonwoo Jin's gentle smile vanished, replaced by an icy glare. "Someone bring me the election application form," he snapped.

It was a command, not a request. A Club Union member hurriedly complied and handed the application form to Hyonwon Kang.

"The Club Union President election is in fifteen days. Normally, anyone with black marks on their record isn't allowed to run, but I'll make a special exception for you," Seonwoo Jin added.

Hyonwon Kang had enough violations on his record to be banned from running, yet with a single word, Seonwoo Jin approved his entry. It was clear who held the real sway in the Club Union.

"What are you waiting for? Fill it out and submit it. Unless what you said earlier was just a bluff," Seonwoo Jin taunted.

"Bluff? Don't come crying to me when you regret it later." Hyonwon Kang grinned fiercely as he filled out the form and handed it over.

Seonwoo Jin extended his hand for a shake. "Now that it's come to this, let's have a friendly competition," he said.

SMACK!

Hyonwon Kang coldly slapped Seonwoo Jin's hand away, growling like a predator eyeing its prey, "Friendly competition? Yeah, right. Starting today, it's war. I'm gonna destroy you, so you'd better be ready, you son of a bitch."

"......"

Turning on his heel, Hyonwon Kang stormed out of the Club Union building.

And that was how, right after founding the Medicinal Cooking Research Society, Hyonwon Kang found himself running for Club Union President.
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"Aaaagh! Damn it! What the hell was I thinking?!"

Back at the White Dragon Manor, Hyonwon Kang clutched his head, rolling around on his bed and kicking the innocent blankets.

"Why the fuck did I do that? Me? Club Union President? Who in their right mind would vote for me?!" he groaned.

He'd acted on impulse, but the more he thought about it, the stupider the idea seemed.

"War? Aaaagh! I must be crazy! Totally crazy!" he yelled.

No matter how he looked at it, there was no chance of him beating Seonwoo Jin. Honestly, even against another opponent, almost no one would vote for him. If that wasn't bad enough, the voters were all members of clubs under the Club Union. Given his history with them, there wasn't a single reason for them to choose him over Seonwoo Jin.

"This is all because of that bastard Peng Sahyuk!!"

...Fuck, why am I blaming a guy who isn't even here? Sighing, Hyonwon Kang gave up thinking and lay down on his bed.

Staring blankly at the ceiling, he muttered, "Fine. Whatever. Just this once, I'll endure the embarrassment and be done with it..."

CREAK...

Suddenly, the door opened, and the other White Dragon Manor students peeked in.

"Wonkang, what's going on?"

"Senior, please keep it down!"

"You're sighing so loudly, you're going to collapse the floor."

"I already knew you were crazy, but after coming back from the Club Union, haven't you gotten even crazier...?"

Before Hyonwon Kang knew it, everyone had gathered in his room. 

He immediately waved them away, saying, "I want to be alone, so get out... Hey! Why are you making yourselves comfortable even after I tell you to scram!"

Annoyed, Hyonwon Kang grabbed whatever was nearby and tossed it, but no one was foolish enough to get hit by the clumsy throws. Instead, they crowded around him and started to interrogate him.

"Spill it. Ever since you got back from the Club Union, you haven't been training properly. What's up?"

"Tell us, Senior. Did someone at the Club Union bully you?"

"You said something about an election earlier. What's that about?"

Realizing he fellow students wouldn't leave unless he talked, Hyonwon Kang had no choice but to explain what happened. "I'm really embarrassed... but, it's like this... and that's how it went."

As soon as he finished, everyone except Wiji Cheon burst into laughter and started teasing him.

"Hahaha!"

"Senior Wonkang for Club Union President? Does that make us his campaign team?"

"I wish I'd secretly followed him. That must have been one amazing spectacle..."

Covering his flushed face with one hand, Hyonwon Kang moaned, "Fuck. This is why I didn't want to tell anyone..."

Before he could finish his line though, a large hand landed on his head.

Geo Sangwoong laughed as he ruffled his junior's hair. "Election or not, I should congratulate you for a job well done! I can't believe you actually held back the whole time they were beating you up."

"Stop! What are you doing? That's gross," Hyonwon Kang complained, pushing away Geo Sangwoong's hand.

However, it wasn't just Geo Sangwoong. When he looked up, he realized that everyone was looking at him with proud smiles.

His ears turned beetroot red. "You guys are embarrassing... go train or something!" he grumbled.

"What about you, Senior?"

"I should too. I'm not going to be able to change anything if I keep drowning in my regrets," Hyonwon Kang declared resolutely, getting up and shaking himself off.

Seeing that, the others nodded and stood up as well. Having faced life and death together in the Valley of Evil, they had grown extremely close.

Back to his usual self, Hyonwon Kang smirked. "Right, I'm feeling stiff. Anyone want to spar with me?"

"...By the way, how are you going to tell this to Mr. Baek?" Wiji Cheon suddenly asked casually.

"Don't any of you dare tell him," Hyonwon Kang warned sternly, shuddering at the very thought of Baek Suryong discovering what he'd done. "I'll handle it myself. If he finds out, he'll definitely make a big deal out of it..."

"Um, I'm sorry, but I think it's too late for that..." Wiji Cheon interrupted apologetically, glancing furtively behind Hyonwon Kang.

Hyonwon Kang blinked in confusion. "What?"

"What's this about an election?" a voice right behind Hyonwon Kang asked.

"HIEEEEEEEK!" Hyonwon Kang shrieked, startled. 

Slowly, he turned around, dreading what he might see. Sure enough, Baek Suryong stood there. Somehow, the tall teacher had snuck up behind him like a ghost, without alerting anyone to his presence.

Gasping, he spat, "You! You nearly gave me a heart attack!"

"That's because you're being strangely absentminded. Normally, you'd have noticed me a long time ago," Baek Suryong rebuked, folding his arms and grinning peculiarly. "Anyway, I overheard most of your conversation. So, Wonkang, you decided to run for Club Union President?"

"I, uh... haaa..." Hyonwon Kang sighed, defeated. "Yes, I did. Now all that's left is for me to make a complete fool of myself."

"Why would you be humiliated? That won't happen if you win the election," Baek Suryong argued.

Hyonwon Kang's jaw dropped. "What? Me? Win the election...? Mr. Baek, I'm Hyonwon Kang."

He emphasized his name, as if saying it alone was enough to explain everything.

THWACK!

"That's not something worth bragging about, you stupid brat," Baek Suryong retorted, smacking Hyonwon Kang on the head with the Black Dragon Pointer and sending him sprawling for the umpteenth time.

Then, squatting down in front of the groaning Hyonwon Kang, he continued, "Listen carefully, Hyonwon Kang. As you said to Seonwoo Jin, this is a war. A war in which we are at an overwhelming disadvantage."

"I know that..." Hyonwon Kang mumbled, slumping his shoulders.

Seeing that, Baek Suryong chuckled, "Still, there's no need for you to feel discouraged. Think of this as a war where we have nothing to lose. If we win, great; if we lose, we're right back where we started."

"That's true, but..."

"Not that I intend to lose in the first place," Baek Suryong declared, eyes gleaming. 

I didn't expect this, but what a windfall, he thought.

The Club Union, along with the Student Council, was not only one of the two major student organizations at the Azure Dragon Academy, it was by far the larger one in terms of headcount. This meant that by taking control of the Club Union, he and his students would be able to exert considerable influence over the general student body.

"When I first thought about starting a club, I did consider the Club Union election. However, I realized there was no way you delinquents would ever qualify, so I dropped the idea... but now you're telling me they actually approved your candidacy?"

A wild grin spread across Baek Suryong's face, the kind that sent a shiver down his students' spines.

"Let's take over the Club Union," he announced, his mind swirling as he began to line up the cards he could play.


Chapter 173: I Humbly Ask For Your Precious Vote

The news that Hyonwon Kang was running for Club Union President spread through the Azure Dragon Academy like wildfire. By the next morning, everyone was talking about it.

"What? That delinquent?"

"I heard he's been attending classes diligently these days."

"Well, he has been quiet lately... At least, I haven't heard about him causing trouble for a while."

"Is it possible for someone to change so drastically within such a short time?"

"Well, they say he became reformed after moving in with Mr. Baek Suryong."

"As expected of the Azure Dragon Hero, he can rehabilitate even the number one delinquent..."

The entire academy buzzed with gossip. Most of it centered around the Azure Dragon Hero's legendary defeat of the Bloody Ripper, though now and then, whispers about the students who had accompanied him crept into the conversation.

Hyonwon Kang, in particular, had always been famous (or infamous), but after his return from the Valley of Evil with Baek Suryong, the rumors about him took on a new tone.

"By the way, did you hear that story?"

"What story?"

"They say Hyonwon Kang got stabbed while trying to save a junior. Apparently, he's still recovering from the injury."

"What? Seriously?"

"Can a person really change that much?"

"Honestly, I can't believe it..."

In general, the public opinion of Hyonwon Kang wasn't as harsh as before. Although many students now had a better impression of him, the reality remained unchanged: only members of clubs affiliated with the Club Union could vote in the election.
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At the Club Union headquarters, Seonwoo Jin and his supporters gathered for a meeting. Despite the circumstances, his backers—mostly from the Bladesmanship Research Society—remained laid-back.

"That clown Hyonwon Kang is stirring up quite a commotion these days."

"Let him run around like a headless chicken and make a fool of himself."

"That delinquent competing with Seonwoo Jin? Funniest joke I've heard all year."

Laughter filled the room. Whether it was family background, reputation, or martial prowess, everyone believed that Hyonwon Kang was no match for the Willow Blade, Seonwoo Jin—a blade prodigy second only to Peng Sahyuk.

"Never mind Hyonwon Kang, even if the Fist Dragon or Sword Flower signed up, they don't stand a chance in hell of winning."

"He doesn't know his place."

"Yeah. Even if Peng Sahyuk came back, he can't win anymore!"

They Club Union executives mocked Hyonwon Kang while praising Seonwoo Jin, eager to curry favor with the soon-to-be Club Union President.

"Alright, enough flattery. Let's focus on the meeting," Seonwoo Jin said with his usual refined demeanor. "At least the election won't be boring now. I was worried about winning by default."

"Well, that's because no one else dared to run."

"After all, why would any sane person want to subject themselves to the embarrassment of losing?"

No one in the room considered Hyonwon Kang a real threat. In fact, they didn't think anyone could beat Seonwoo Jin at all, given his solid standing within the Club Union and close ties with most affiliated clubs.

"Who knows? Maybe Hyonwon Kang will surprise us and get ten votes," Seonwoo Jin joked. "Anyway, let's cut the idle chatter and discuss this year's budget. First, we need to request more funds from the academy..."

With that, the election talk ended. Seonwoo Jin led the meeting as if he were already elected, outlining the Club Union's plans for the year, and the others accepted it as a given.

Midway through the meeting, however, they were forced to suspend it.

Glancing toward the door, Seonwoo Jin asked, "Why is it so noisy outside? Someone, go see what's happening."

Everyone in the room was a skilled martial artist, with heightened senses. Naturally, the unusual commotion outside caught their attention, pulling their focus away from their discussion.

Following Seonwoo Jin's orders, a freshman got to his feet, went to check the situation, and came back a moment later.

"What's going on outside?" Seonwoo Jin asked.

Pressured by his seniors' intense gazes, the freshman said timidly, "Well... Hyonwon Kang has started campaigning."

"Pfft! He's seriously campaigning? What's he up to?" Seonwoo Jin snorted, and the Club Union executives laughed along with him.

"Uh..." The freshman started to answer, but seeing the look on his compatriots' faces, he hesitated.

Seonwoo Jin narrowed his eyes. "It's fine, just tell me. Is he gathering people to badmouth me or something?"

"No, he's... handing out free miracle herbs to students."

"...What?" Seonwoo Jin blinked in confusion.

"Um, it's not the really expensive stuff, just ten-year tuber fleeceflower juice..."

"Hey, don't tell me you drank it too?" Seonwoo Jin interrupted in a low voice, noticing a faint brown stain at the corner of the freshman's mouth, along with a faint scent of medicinal herbs. 

The freshman hung his head. "Well... it was free, so I just... I'm sorry!"

For a split second, Seonwoo Jin's face hardened, but he quickly hid it with a bright smile. "No need to apologize. You're not really thinking of voting for him because of something so stupid, are you?"

"N-No, of course not!" the freshman stammered, detecting a hint of malice in Seonwoo Jin's eyes.

"Good. Now, it seems that I need to go see what he's up to myself."

Pushing his junior aside, Seonwoo Jin headed outside along with the Club Union executives. 

They didn't have to go far. Right in front of the Club Union building, Hyonwon Kang and his four White Dragon Manor friends were handing out tuber fleeceflower juice to passing students.

"Get your ten-year tuber fleeceflower juice! Try our medicinal cuisine, freshly prepared just this morning! Don't worry, it's all free!"

Attracted by the offer, students swarmed around the five delinquents like bees. Ten-year-old tuber fleeceflower wasn't a rare herb, but it wasn't something most students could easily afford. From those on a tight budget to the purely curious, the area quickly became packed.

Once he judged that a suitably large crowd had gathered, Hyonwon Kang infused his voice with inner qi and shouted, "Everyone! Please give me your attention for a moment!"

The students sipping the juice looked up.

"If I, Hyonwon Kang, am elected as Club Union President, we'll regularly provide free food containing miracle herbs to boost your health and inner arts!"

To Seonwoo Jin and the executives, this was an outrageous promise, but the students' reactions were enthusiastic.

"What did he say?"

"Really?"

"Wow!"

And that was just the beginning.

With a slightly flushed face, Hyonwon Kang delivered his pitch, "I'll facilitate the expansion of student community facilities! I'll make sure your union membership fees are transparently managed and open to public scrutiny! I'll establish agreements with restaurants around the academy so Club Union members can dine at discounted prices!"

Hyonwon Kang spoke with confidence, made bold promises with ease, and actively pushed his agenda. In contrast, Seonwoo Jin seemed complacent, as if the election was already in the bag.

The Azure Dragon Academy students wouldn't fail to notice that. Before long, the look in their eyes started to change.

Hyonwon Kang finished his speech with a deep bow. "Thank you for listening! I humbly ask for your precious vote."

"Please give us your precious vote!" the four behind him echoed.

"This shameless bastard!" Seonwoo Jin gnashed his teeth, glaring at Hyonwon Kang.

As if on cue, Hyonwon Kang turned to look at him.

Their eyes met.

Hyonwon Kang grinned haughtily, showing off his pearly white teeth. It was a clear provocation, and an unmistakable declaration of war.

Sparks flew in Seonwoo Jin's eyes. "Fine. So it's war, is it?" he snarled.

At that moment, the real battle for the Club Union Presidency finally began.
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"Haaa..." Hyonwon Kang let out a long sigh as he collapsed onto the floor after returning to the White Dragon Manor late at night. The food giveaway had left him utterly drained.

Greeting him, Baek Suryong asked curiously, "You're back. How did it go?"

"...I'm exhausted and so embarrassed I could die," Hyonwon Kang muttered, shaking his head.

He couldn't help but laugh bitterly. Who would have thought that someone like me, who spent his whole life doing nothing but training and fighting, would ever get up in front of a crowd and give a campaign speech?

"Still, seeing Seonwoo Jin's face made it all worth it," he added with a smirk.

Baek Suryong let out a soft chuckle. In reality, he had been watching from a distance the whole time, praying that Hyonwon Kang would be able to control his temper. To his surprise, Hyonwon Kang was much more enthusiastic than he had imagined.

To think that at first he said he'd never be able to do it... Maybe he has a knack for leadership after all?

His infectious zeal had spread quickly, and the other White Dragon Manot students eagerly lent a hand. Nevertheless, in the grand scheme of the election, their opponent still had the upper hand.

Baek Suryong said, "Congratulations on winning the first skirmish, but this war has only just begun. You've got a long way to go."

"I know," Hyonwon Kang sighed softly.

"What's important is that we've seen some promise. Come on, I'll take you somewhere."

"Huh? Where are we going at this hour?"

"You will see soon enough. Since I can't be at your side all the time, we'll hire a strategist," Baek Suryong said determinedly. Even if it meant making a deal with the devil, he wanted to use every means possible to make Hyonwon Kang the president of the Club Union.

"A strategist?" Hyonwon Kang blinked, bewildered.

Baek Suryong gave him a light smack on the back of his head. "Just how dumb can you be? A strategist is someone who'll plan out the campaign strategy."

"I know that! But... is there someone like that?" Hyonwon Kang asked.

Recalling the person they were going to meet, a shadow crossed Baek Suryong's face. Sighing despondently, he mumbled, "Yes. There is indeed a person who is a proven expert in this field."

I never wanted to go back to that person if I could help it... but in this situation, I don't have a choice. 

Baek Suryong clenched his fists, his expression so solemn that even Hyonwon Kang was surprised.

Just who are we meeting? He didn't look anywhere near this grim when facing the Bloody Ripper... Hyonwon Kang asked cautiously, "...Who exactly are we going to meet?"

"You'll find out when we get there," Baek Suryong replied curtly.

Unwilling to give up, Hyonwon Kang pointed to the large bundle slung over Baek Suryong's shoulder. "What's in that bundle you're carrying?"

"Let's just call it the price for making a deal with the devil."

"Huh?"

Baek Suryong said nothing more and walked ahead. 

Soon, they reached a small, dingy inn tucked away in a secluded alley—the kind of place you'd expect to meet someone for a clandestine deal like arranging an assassination.

"This is the place," Baek Suryong said.

Gulping nervously, Hyonwon Kang followed his teacher into the inn. Inside, a young girl greeted them, her face hidden beneath a black veil.

"I knew you'd come find me eventually," she said, lifting her veil slightly.

"TANG SOSO?" Hyonwon Kang shouted, his jaw dropping in shock. Standing before him was none other than Tang Soso, the Vice President of the Student Council and one of Baek Suryong's most devoted fans.

Looking around the inn, Baek Suryong groaned, "Do we really need to be this secretive?"

Tang Soso daintily covered her mouth with a fan to hide her mad glee. "The Club Union and the Student Council don't exactly get along. If word gets out that a presidential candidate met with us, it could cause unwanted problems."

Baek Suryong nodded. "I see... as expected of the Student Council's best strategist. Can we take your willingness to meet as a sign you'll help us?"

"Before that, could you please show me the goods?"

"Ugh..." With a reluctant sigh, Baek Suryong placed the bundle on the table.

Examining it with sharp eyes, Tang Soso said, "It's not a fake, is it? If it is, our conversation ends here. After all, mutual trust is essential when working toward a common goal."

"I wouldn't have come here if I wasn't ready to do business honestly."

"True."

With great care and focus, Tang Soso untied the bundle.

What on earth is in there...? Hyonwon Kang wondered, watching from the sidelines. Given the atmosphere, he expected to see something valuable, like gold or treasures, but when the contents were revealed, he stared at Tang Soso in disbelief.

"A blanket!?" he blurted out.

Closing her eyes, Tang Soso sniffed the blanket deeply. "Ahh... It's genuine. The blanket Teacher used... This scent... You brought it without washing it as promised."

Baek Suryong shivered, feeling goosebumps rise all over his body. Just how much of a pervert is she?

"Ahnnnnn..." Tang Soso moaned.

Baek Suryong winced uncomfortably, "Please stop making that noise. I feel like I'm about to suffer qi deviation."

Tang Soso, who had buried her face in the blanket, immediately came back to her senses. "Oh dear, it seems I've inadvertently made a spectacle of myself. I'll have to do the rest at home."

Do what, exactly? Too afraid to ask, Baek Suryong remained silent.

After regaining her composure, Tang Soso finally turned to face Hyonwon Kang, who was staring at her awkwardly. With her lips curled into a sweet smile and her eyes narrowed into crescent moons, she said, "Very well. I'll help Senior Wonkang win this election."

"......"

That day, Hyonwon Kang recruited the Azure Dragon Academy's best strategist—and worst pervert, but thankfully, no one else ever found out about the great sacrifice his teacher had made behind the scenes.


Chapter 174: The Swordsmanship Research Society (1)

Once their secret deal was settled, Tang Soso turned to Baek Suryong. "Mr. Baek, I'm sorry, but could you step outside? I'd like to speak with Senior Hyonwon Kang alone."

Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow. "Just the two of you?"

"We're not going to discuss anything confidential," she reassured. "I just think it'll be hard to have an honest conversation with you here. Don't worry, I'll fill you in later."

Seeing she was serious, Baek Suryong nodded and stood up. "Alright then. Wonkang, when you're finished, head straight home and don't get sidetracked."

"Where would I even go?" Hyonwon Kang mumbled under his breath.

"I can hear you, dumbass. Anyway, I'm off," Baek Suryong said, giving Hyonwon Kang a light smack on the back of the head before disappearing out the inn's door.

The two students remained silent until they were sure he was gone. They didn't know each other before today, and under normal circumstances, they'd have no reason to meet.

Once Baek Suryong was out of earshot, Tang Soso friendly demeanor quickly turned into something more businesslike. "I'll support you from behind the scenes, Senior Hyonwon Kang, but to be honest, your chances of winning this election are nearly zero," she said matter-of-factly.

"What? That's not what you said earlier!" Hyonwon Kang blurted, taken aback by the sudden change in Tang Soso's tone.

With an elegant flourish, Tang Soso raised her teacup to her lips, appearing completely different from the depraved girl who had perversely sniffed a used blanket moments before. 

Or rather, this cool and composed noble lady was the real Tang Soso.

"Before we even start planning your election campaign, you have to face the facts," she explained. "There are only ten days left until the election, and your opponent is none other than the Willow Blade Seonwoo Jin, the most popular figure in the Club Union. After Senior Peng Sahyuk suddenly left for the Heavenly Martial Academy, he's the one who brought stability back to the Union. People respect him a lot for that."

Hyonwon Kang retorted gruffly, "So what?"

"Senior Hyonwon Kang," Tang Soso said sternly, fixing her gaze on him.

"Yeah?"

"With such an outstanding candidate in the race, why would anyone choose to vote for you?"

"...What?"

Tang Soso carefully observed Hyonwon Kang's reactions. She was well aware that the odds of this gamble paying off were slim, so she had deliberately provoked Hyonwon Kang to see what kind of person he really was. Moreover, as a daughter of the Sichuan Tang Clan, the most ruthless of the Five Great Clans, she would never hesitate to exploit an opponent's weaknesses if necessary.

After all, as the saying goes, 'if you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the outcome of a hundred battles.'[1] She knew a fair amount about Seonwoo Jin, but not much about Hyonwon Kang. Besides, he seemed quite different from the person she had heard of in rumors.

"If you're doing this on a whim, you should quit now," she said sharply. "Over the next ten days, you'll be insulted, humiliated, and blamed for things you never did. Your name will be dragged through the mud. Can someone like you take that? Are you ready for what's coming?"

"You..."

"Although Senior Peng Sahyuk was infamous for being a scoundrel, he had the authority and leadership to unite people. His martial arts were also formidable. So, what strengths do you have to offer?"

"Peng Sahyuk again?" Hyonwon Kang's face contorted with anger, insulted by the comparison.

Although she was somewhat unnerved, Tang Soso pressed on, "You're a rowdy thug who picks fights with impunity, your personality sucks, and your martial arts skills are unproven. Oh, and everyone knows that Senior Peng Sahyuk beat you to a pulp."

BANG!

Hyonwon Kang slammed the table and glared at Tang Soso, his eyes burning with rage. "Hey, are you messing with me on purpose?"

What an intense killing intent! Tang Soso winced on the inside, but her expression, tempered by years of strict training, stayed calm and composed on the surface.

"Hooo..." Hyonwon Kang exhaled deeply to quell his anger. 

How long has it been since someone my age insulted me to my face? Most students either avoid my gaze, ignore me, or keep their distance from me. Aside from that bastard Peng Sahyuk, I can't even remember the last time someone openly tried to provoke me.

After regaining his composure, Hyonwon Kang said, "Look, I don't know why you're trying to rile me up, but since you asked, I'll be honest. Why am I running for president? I got upset at that asshole Seonwoo Jin and decided to do it on the spur of the moment. Then, after telling Mr. Baek about it, I mysteriously found myself handing out fleeceflower juice in front of the Club Union building the very next day." 

Hyonwon Kang chuckled, as if he himself found the story absurd, but his expression remained grave as he continued, "Am I prepared? Not in the least. The pledges I made were just things that Mr. Baek forced me to memorize. Hell, I don't even fully understand what the Club Union does. I'm just being forced into this."

"...So you don't actually want to do it?" Tang Soso asked.

Smiling bitterly, Hyonwon Kang admitted candidly, "No. If you ask me, I'd rather swing my blade until I collapse from exhaustion. This sort of thing isn't for me."

"Then why..."

"Because he said it's necessary. He told me that if I take over the Club Union and can influence the students, my friends and I will have a better shot at qualifying for the Heavenly Martial Festival."

"Who?"

"Who else? There's only one person who always smacks me on the back of the head."

"Mr. Baek Suryong? Are you doing this simply because he told you to?"

Hyonwon Kang shook his head. "No, that's not the only reason. Although my personal goal is to beat Peng Sahyuk and win the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament, that's not enough to guarantee that the Azure Dragon Academy will win the Heavenly Martial Festival, isn't it?"

Tang Soso nodded. "You're right. Even though the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament holds the most points, when you add up the scores from all the events, it's possible to lose the festival despite winning that one tournament."

"Exactly. It's not enough for just me to excel. Everyone in the Azure Dragon Academy has to perform well for us to win the Heavenly Martial Festival. That's the only way we can fulfill that man's wish," Hyonwon Kang said confidently, as if his own victory was a foregone conclusion.

Despite finding the situation a bit absurd, Tang Soso didn't argue. Instead, a small smile tugged at her lips as she asked, "Let me get this straight, you want to become the Club Union President to help Mr. Baek achieve his dream?"

Scratching his head sheepishly, Hyonwon Kang admitted, "He always knocks me around and beats me up, but to me, he's a lifelong benefactor."

"......"

If I hadn't met Baek Suryong, would I still be wasting away my days, drowning in alcohol? Hyonwon Kang wondered, even as he said, "Anyway, resolve? Determination to become Club Union President? I don't have that. Still, that doesn't mean I'll do this half-heartedly. I'll grit my teeth and get it done, because I want to repay even a little of his kindness."

Hyonwon Kang words resonated deeply with Tang Soso. 

"You're a fine student. If Mr. Baek were to hear what you just said, I'm sure he'd be very proud," she commended.

Feeling goosebumps crawl up his skin, Hyonwon Kang rubbed his arms. "This is super embarrassing, so don't you dare tell him."

Even though their conversation was brief, Tang Soso felt she understood Hyonwon Kang a bit better now. Giggling, she remarked, "Hehe, you're actually kind of cute."

"Don't say that. You're scaring me. Seriously."

"You know, if it weren't for Mr. Baek Suryong, I might have fallen for you."

"I'll count myself blessed that he stole your heart, then."

After their candid talk, the atmosphere relaxed considerably.

Senior Hyonwon Kang. He's definitely different from what I knew... No, he's changed, Tang Soso mused.

The past Hyonwon Kang was both aggressive and sensitive. He always had his guard up, and if someone so much as bumped into him, he'd lash out in every direction. However, after meeting Baek Suryong, he had begun to change, not only in his martial arts skills, but also in his personality.

Hyonwon Kang grinned wickedly. "Now, tell me how we're going to smash that damn motherfucker's stuck-up nose flat."

...He still needs to work on that crude way of speaking, though, Tang Soso sighed. 

Straightening her posture, she replied, "As I mentioned earlier, Seonwoo Jin has the backing of nearly all the clubs in the Club Union. That support won't easily waver just because you hand out some free food. Your chances of winning are less than ten percent."

"Ugh..."

"However, if you're wondering whether there's an opening, there is. Not all the clubs in the Union support Seonwoo Jin. Some dislike him, and others just don't care about the election. We need to bring all of these people to our side."

"How?"

Tang Soso's eyes glinted dangerously. "Before we get to that, let me ask you something. Do you know which club in the Union is the largest?"

Hyonwon Kang tilted his head. "Isn't it the BRS?"

The Bladesmanship Research Society, or BRS, was one of the main pillars of the current Club Union. Peng Sahyuk had once held the position of president, but after he transferred out of the Azure Dragon Academy, Seonwoo Jin, who had been serving as vice president, took his place.

Tang Soso shook her head. "Wrong. The BRS is only the second largest club in the Union."

"Then which one is the largest?"

"The Swordsmanship Research Society, or SRS for short."

In the murim, most martial artists wielded swords or blades, and the same was true for the students of the Azure Dragon Academy. Naturally, the clubs for sword and blade wielders grew into the academy's largest, and their rivalry simmered just beneath the surface.

With a peculiar smile, Tang Soso said, "To win this election, we need to bring the SRS President over to our side."

Hyonwon Kang searched through his memories for a moment, then asked, "The SRS President... I've heard of her. The Sword Flower, right?"

Tang Soso nodded. "Yes. If we can bring Senior Yoo Yiran to our side, our chances of success will immediately rise to forty percent."

The SRS President, Sword Flower Yoo Yiran, was one of the academy's top swordsmen and a rival of the Sword Dragon Dokgo Jun. Moreover, she was a beauty whose alias included the word 'flower' and a powerful figure who could influence the direction of the Club Union. Therefore, ever since Baek Suryong had mentioned the Club Union election, Tang Soso had already intended to contact the SRS.

"Why didn't someone like her run in the election?" Hyonwon Kang asked.

"That's because Senior Yoo Yiran isn't interested in anything besides the sword."

"Oh, I know someone like that too." Hyonwon Kang grinned, feeling a sense of familiarity. "So, should we go meet the Sword Flower right now?"

"Senior Yoo Yiran won't meet you if you just ask her out of the blue. Luckily, I have a personal relationship with her, so I'll arrange a meeting for tomorrow. Still, she's a bit... peculiar, so you should be prepared."

"Is there anything she likes? Maybe I should bring a gift or something."

"It's better not to bring anything. She's especially resistant to receiving gifts from men... Ah!" Suddenly recalling something, Tang Soso clapped her hands together. "When you meet her tomorrow, bring Wiji Cheon along. You might be able to win her favor."

"Wiji Cheon? Why him all of a sudden?"

With a knowing smile, Tang Soso explained, "Senior Yoo Yiran frequently talks to her sword. Doesn't Wiji Cheon do that a lot too?"



Footnotes:

[1] If you know the enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the outcome of a hundred battles: A quote from Sun Tzu's "The Art of War".



Chapter 175: The Swordsmanship Research Society (2)

"See you later, then."

"You go on ahead. I'll stick around a bit longer."

As Hyonwon Kang got up and left the rundown inn, he glanced back at Tang Soso, only to see her fiddling with the bundle she had received from Baek Suryong.

"Sniff... This scent... I can't hold back any longer..." she whispered excitedly.

Hyonwon Kang shivered. Tang Soso had claimed she needed more time to sort out their plans, but it seemed that was just an excuse. Tiptoeing carefully, he pretended not to notice her rough breathing and quickened his pace, inwardly cursing his keen hearing.

"...Tang Soso. She's scary in more ways than one," he muttered to himself.

Strolling down the moonlit road toward the White Dragon Manor, Hyonwon Kang found himself drifting into deep thought. His mind wandered from the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, to the fierce battles at the Valley of Evil, and then to Peng Sahyuk, who had left for the Heavenly Martial Academy. Memories of all the wrongs he'd committed in the past surfaced as well.

Maybe because he'd lived such a simple life, having so much on his mind left him feeling extremely stressed out.

"I should just go back and train..."

Shaking his head to clear away idle thoughts, Hyonwon Kang decided that moving his body was the best remedy for a cluttered mind. Just as he decided to start jogging though, he felt a piercing killing intent stabbing at his back.

An ambush!

With lightning reflexes, he drew his blade and instinctively slashed behind him.

CLANG!

Tracing a silver arc through the air, Hyonwon Kang's blade collided with a sword and bounced back, but he endured the recoil and pushed forward, pressing the attack.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sparks flew as metal met metal. In less than a second, he had exchanged over ten moves with his foe. Realizing the attacker was no pushover, Hyonwon Kang leaped back to observe him...

"Mr. Baek?" he shouted exasperatedly, finally realizing who had ambushed him.

"Not bad. You've improved," Baek Suryong commended, his needle-like killing intent vanishing without a trace.

Letting out a sigh of relief, Hyonwon Kang grumbled, "What the fuck was that all about? You scared me half to death."

Baek Suryong had surprised him many times by appearing out of nowhere, but this was the first time he'd outright ambushed him with killing intent.

"You were wandering around like you had your head in the clouds. I wanted to make sure you stayed sharp," Baek Suryong said, stepping closer and giving him a pat on the shoulder. "But your reaction just now was good."

"Were you waiting for me all this time?" Hyonwon Kang asked, sulking. Baek Suryong's sudden ambushes were technically part of his training to sharpen his natural instincts, but half the time, it seemed this teacher just wanted to scare him for fun.

"Do I look like I have that much free time? I had some errands to run nearby."

Hyonwon Kang eyed Baek Suryong suspiciously, but this time, he was telling the truth. While Hyonwon Kang had been talking with Tang Soso, he'd visited the Rehabilitation Sect and the Rogues' Guild.

"Did you finish talking with Tang Soso?" Baek Suryong asked.

"Yeah, more or less."

"What did you talk about?"

"Just...stuff..."

Leaving out the embarrassing parts, Hyonwon Kang vaguely explained his conversation with Tang Soso. Besides arranging a meeting with the SRS President, she had also suggested various election strategies. He hadn't actually understood most of it, but she would probably fill Baek Suryong in on the details later anyway.

"...So, she said I just need to do as I'm told."

"Stupid punk," Baek Suryong scolded, but for some reason he seemed to be in an unusually good mood as he casually reached out and ruffled Hyonwon Kang's hair.

Hyonwon Kang immediately backpedaled, feeling goosebumps down his arms. "What the fuck is wrong with you? You're freaking me out."

Baek Suryong grinned slyly. "Oh, I was just rewarding you for sacrificing yourself to help your teacher and all."

"...What?" Hyonwon Kang felt a feeling of unease creep up his spine. He could only think of one reason why Baek Suryong would make that face.

"Hoho, hasn't our little delinquent has become quite the model student?"

Mortified, the blood drained from Hyonwon Kang's face. Baek Suryong's words had left no room for doubt. 

"D-Don't tell me... you heard everything?" he stammered.

"Heard what? That you want to repay my kindness?" Baek Suryong retorted mischievously.

Hyonwon Kang went from pale to beetroot red in a heartbeat. "Ah, so embarrassing... It's not like that!"

"Ufufu. Also, a shameless look suits you much better than a bashful one," Baek Suryong chuckled, poking Hyonwon Kang repeatedly with the Black Dragon Pointer.

Cringing, Hyonwon Kang dodged to the side. "Ow, stop that! Why did you eavesdrop on other people's private conversations?!"

"What can I do if I happen to overhear it as I pass by? If you didn't want me to eavesdrop, you should have put up a qi barrier."

"Do you think it's easy to maintain a qi barrier while talking? Well, maybe it is for you, but you're not normal!"

"Tsk tsk, this is why you should've trained harder."

"Ah, seriously, if you weren't my teacher..." Hyonwon Kang grit his teeth, frustrated. Not only could he not beat Baek Suryong in martial arts, he couldn't win in a verbal sparring match either. It was maddening.

Baek Suryong laughed, "Aww, want to get back at me? Should I give you a chance for sweet, sweet revenge?"

"Huh?"

Baek Suryong lifted one foot slightly, balancing on the other. "How about a movement arts race from here to the White Dragon Manor? Don't worry, I'll give you a handicap and use only one leg. If you win, I'll let you hit me once without dodging."

"Really?"

No matter how abundant one's inner qi, movement arts were ultimately performed with both legs. At least, Hyonwon Kang had never heard of a master who could do it with only one. 

Thinking it was worth a try, he nodded eagerly. "Okay, let's do it!"

"By the way, if I win, I'll tell the others everything you talked about with Tang Soso."

"What?"

"Especially that you're only taking the election seriously to repay your debt to me." Smirking, Baek Suryong took a ready stance.

Realizing he'd been tricked, Hyonwon Kang hurriedly shouted, "W-Wait a minute! Give me some time to rethink..."

"Ready set go!" Baek Suryong shouted in one breath, then executed his movement arts and dashed off, ignoring Hyonwon Kang's objection. 

Panicking, Hyonwon Kang sprinted after him, but even on one leg, Baek Suryong quickly pulled ahead.

"Ahhhh! You bastard! I'm going to kill you!" Hyonwon Kang screamed desperately. Even though he knew that this race was part of his training, all he wanted to do right now was catch Baek Suryong and strangle the bastard.

Unfortunately, the eventual winner of the race was Baek Suryong.
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The next evening, Hyonwon Kang returned to White Dragon Manor feeling completely drained. He had campaigned so hard that his voice was hoarse.

"Yo, the teacher's pet is back!" Geo Sangwoong teased.

"Shut up!" Hyonwon Kang snapped, throwing a half-hearted punch at his friend.

After losing the race the previous day, everyone had found out why he was running for Club Union President. Now, he was the butt of every joke.

"Did you repay any debts today, Senior?"

"I heard Mr. Baek is working overtime. How could you come back alone?"

Flopping down onto the porch, Hyonwon Kang waved them off dismissively. After so much teasing, it barely affected him anymore.

"Just get back to training, all of you. I need some rest before I head to the SRS. Damn election's taking up all my training time," he groaned.

Geo Sangwoong plopped down beside him. "Good luck, man. I heard the Sword Flower is the most beautiful woman in the Azure Dragon Academy."

"You heard? Aren't you a fourth year? You've never seen her?"

"Says the guy in the same year who has no idea what she looks like."

Hyonwon Kang's eye twitched. Come to think of it, although he and Geo Sangwoong were both crazy about alcohol and gambling, neither of them had much interest in women. 

Yawning widely, he added, "What does her beauty have to do with me? It's not like she's mine. Anyway, where's Wiji Cheon?"

"He went to get etiquette lessons from the Headmaster and hasn't returned yet."

"Isn't it about time he came back?"

"That's what I'm saying. He's late today."

"Hmm..." Hyonwon Kang glanced at the sky. If he didn't leave soon, he would be late for his meeting with the Sword Flower.

I know Tang Soso told me to bring Wiji Cheon, but I can't afford to be late because of that kid.

After pondering for a moment, he made up his mind. Standing up, he said, "I'm going ahead. When Wiji Cheon comes back, tell him to go straight to the SRS."

"Got it. Take care."

As Hyonwon Kang left the White Dragon Manor, Yeo Min and Ya Suhyeok, who were training in the yard, chimed in.

"Don't cause any trouble!"

"Make sure to repay lots of kindness today!"

"Damn these punks..." Shaking his head, Hyonwon Kang stormed off.

As he entered the Azure Dragon Academy, he plastered a forced smile onto his face and greeted students he passed with exaggerated cheerfulness, even though his facial muscles felt cramped from the effort.

"I'm Hyonwon Kang! I humbly ask for your precious vote!" he shouted periodically.

Unbeknownst to him, his forced smile and sharp glances gave him the appearance of a serial killer hunting for prey, sending students scurrying away in fear.

"...Why are they running away when I'm just greeting them? It's not like I'm going to eat them," he muttered, watching the students do their best to avoid him.

Just like that, while chasing away all the students who came in sight, he arrived at the Swordsmanship Research Society. 

As befitting a club of significant size, the SRS occupied an entire large building, with a separate training ground off to the side. Everywhere, swordsmen were either sparring or sitting in the pavilion discussing swordsmanship.

Looking around the entrance, he grinned at a short student who was probably a freshman and greeted, "I'm here to see the President. We have an appointment today."

"J-Just a moment, please. I'll inform the others!" the freshman stammered nervously, taking a few cautious steps back before charging into the building at full speed with movement arts.

Waving cheerfully, Hyonwon Kang shouted, "Don't run! You might fall! I'll wait, so take your time!"

Unfortunately, although he meant to be friendly, somehow the freshman's speed increased even more.

After a while, another student came to escort him. "This way please. I'll guide you to the President."

"Oh, thanks."

"By the way, it seems you frightened our freshman earlier..."

"What? When did I do that? I'm not that kind of person." Hyonwon Kang smiled warmly.

The student guide flinched. "I-I see. Please wait here."

Stopping in front of a meeting room, he knocked on the door and said, "President, Senior Hyonwon Kang is here to see you."

"Let him in."

Inside, the SRS executives were already gathered, waiting for Hyonwon Kang.

Standing up, a girl who could only be the Sword Flower greeted, "Greetings, I am Yoo Yiran, the President of the SRS."

"Wow..." Hyonwon Kang exclaimed unconsciously. Now, he finally understood why Yoo Yiran's alias included the word 'flower.' She indeed looked like a delicate yet noble and elegant flower.

Seeing him staring, momentarily entranced, Yoo Yiran furrowed her brow slightly. "Aren't you being a bit rude?"

"Ah, I'm sorry," Hyonwon Kang apologized, snapping back to his senses. He was briefly surprised by Yoo Yiran's beauty, but he wasn't one to gawk foolishly at women. "I'm Hyonwon Kang, the President of the Medicinal Cooking Research Society. Since we're in the same year, we can speak casually, right? Ah, you already did," he added.

"...Have a seat," Yoo Yiran said expressionlessly, motioning to a chair in front of Hyonwon Kang.

Inwardly though, she was surprised. Usually, when men saw her for the first time, they either fumbled over their words or pretended not to stare while sneaking glances at her. However, Hyonwon Kang was only momentarily surprised and quickly regained his composure.

In her eyes, his first impression was good, even if his face seemed a bit ferocious.

"I heard from Soso. You need our help?" she asked.

"That's right."

Hyonwon began to persuade the SRS with the proposal that Tang Soso had drilled into him, starting with what they would gain by supporting him and how he would govern the Club Union.

His earnestness surprised Yoo Yiran and the SRS executives.

"You're a lot more serious about this than I thought."

"Thank you."

"Still... supporting you will still be difficult."

"Huh? Why?"

Yoo Yiran hesitated. She had agreed to this meeting as a favor to Tang Soso, but she wasn't exactly eager to involve herself in school politics.

After thinking for a while, she replied, "It's too risky. If we endorse you and you lose, we could face significant backlash from the BRS. All in all, we have nothing to gain and a lot to lose…"

"W-Wait, as I said earlier..."

"I'm sorry," Yoo Yiran interrupted. Her tone was final, leaving no room for negotiation. "We don't want to involve ourselves in the Club Union's internal affairs. Each member of the SRS will vote as they see fit."

"Ugh..." Hyonwon Kang scratched his head in dismay. Persuading Yoo Yiran was turning out to be much more difficult than he'd thought. As he pondered his next words...

KNOCK KNOCK!

A sharp-eyed student opened the door a crack and stuck his head inside, stammering, "P-President, someone else has come to see you. He says he was supposed to accompany Senior Hyonwon Kang but got delayed..."

"Sorry, but send him away. We're done here."

"But... it's Wiji Cheon."

Yoo Yiran froze. "...What?"

Hyonwon Kang blinked in confusion. At the mention of Wiji Cheon, not only Yoo Yiran but all the executives suddenly became restless. The atmosphere was completely different from when he'd arrived.

Is Wiji Cheon that famous within the SRS? he wondered.

Yoo Yiran looked around the meeting room. Seeing her fellow club members' eager gazes, she said, "...Let him in. Now. Immediately."

The door opened fully, and a small boy entered.

Bowing politely, Wiji Cheon apologized, "I'm sorry I'm late! Some seniors I met on the way kept talking to me..."

Although Wiji Cheon was an adolescent boy with a timid demeanor and big puppy dog eyes, not a single person there dared look down on him. No swordsman in their right mind would.

So he's Wiji Cheon!

The prodigy who fought the Sword Dragon Dokgo Jun to a draw...

I already knew he was short, but he's even smaller up close.

I want to spar with him just once...

Without exception, the SRS executives were all sword enthusiasts. Thus, the freshman who had held his own against Dokgo Jun during the entrance exam had become something of a legend among them. However, since Wiji Cheon usually only traveled back and forth between the Azure Dragon Academy and the White Dragon Manor, few of them had actually met or talked to him before.

"...So you're Wiji Cheon," Yoo Yiran mumbled, carefully scrutinizing Wiji Cheon from head to toe, then staring closely at the sword hanging at his waist.

Despite feeling uncomfortable under the intense stare, Wiji Cheon greeted politely, "Ah, hello. It's a pleasure meeting you."

"......"

President? The executives thought, surprised. No matter how much of a sword genius Wiji Cheon was, it was the first time they'd ever seen Yoo Yiran so openly ogling a male. After all, she was famous for always keeping her distance from men, having been bothered by too many annoying admirers since she was young.

Suddenly, the Sword Flower Yoo Yiran stood up and walked up to Wiji Cheon.

"Um, did I do something wrong...?" Wiji Cheon asked, shrinking back nervously.

Trembling from excitement, Yoo Yiran asked, "You. Are you in a close relationship with anyone right now?"

"...Eh?"

Everyone in the room dropped their jaws in shock.
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"Are you in a close relationship with anyone right now?"

Yoo Yiran's sudden question plunged the meeting room into stunned silence.

Sensing the awkward atmosphere, Yoo Yiran glanced around the table, baffled. "What's wrong? Did I say something weird?"

"P-P-President!"

"Even if it's you, confessing at first sight is a bit..."

"No man in their right mind would turn down the President, right?"

"A confession? Was that a real confession just now?"

The room erupted into a whirlwind of shock and confusion.

Did the Sword Flower just confess her feelings to a man?

How many men have poured all their efforts into winning her heart until now?

There are even guys who started learning swordsmanship just for an opportunity to talk to the President!

Countless men admired Yoo Yiran, but she had always coldly rejected them, claiming that her sword training took priority, yet here she was, confessing to a junior she had only just met...?

"A-A relationship?" Wiji Cheon stuttered. His face flushed red, and he fanned himself as if trying to cool down.

Sensing an opportunity to poke fun at his junior, Hyonwon Kang smirked mischievously. He and his fellows at the White Dragon Manor were always finding excuses to mock each other—it was practically a tradition by now.

Giving Wiji Cheon a playful nudge in the ribs, he teased, "You sly little rascal. I thought that your sword was your one true love. When did you manage to snag such a beauty, eh?"

"What? Me? No way!" Wiji Cheon exclaimed, jumping up in surprise.

"Confession? What are you all talking about?" Yoo Yiran asked innocently.

Squeezing his eyes shut, Wiji Cheon blurted out, "I'm sorry! I don't have any plans to start a relationship with anyone right now. I don't even have enough time to train with my sword every day... I'm really sorry!"

Immediately, all the men except Wiji Cheon erupted, their misunderstanding further intensified by his rejection of Yoo Yiran.

"Unbelievable!"

"Are you insane?!"

"You're throwing away a golden opportunity!"

The Sword Flower confessing her feelings was already shocking on its own, but the fact that she got rejected? That might just be the biggest incident since the founding of the SRS.

Finally, realization dawned on Yoo Yiran, and she hastily explained, "...It seems there's been a misunderstanding. That's not what I meant. I must have been too excited and used confusing words."

"Eh? Huh?" Wiji Cheon's face burned an even brighter shade of red, his embarrassment growing by the second.

Yoo Yiran gave him a bright smile. "By 'close relationship,' I meant as good friends. As a fellow swordsman, I was wondering if you had any close friends to discuss swordsmanship with."

"Thank goodness..." Wiji Cheon exhaled in relief.

Yoo Yiran widened her eyes. Now that she thought about it, it was the first time a man had rejected her, so she felt a bit strange.

"...Erm, I don't have any plans to date anyone right now either. I don't even have enough time to train with my sword," she added awkwardly.

"Hehe, me too!"

With the misunderstanding cleared up, they both smiled at each other. In a way, they made a pretty good pair.

Then, out of nowhere, Yoo Yiran's expression turned sharp. 

"Regardless... Is that sort of stuff the only thing you guys think about?" she snapped, casting a disdainful glance at the SRS leaders.

In response, they wore expressions of indignation.

"No..."

"Can you blame us, President? Your choice of words was really..."

"Not long ago, you said you'd absolutely never get into a relationship with anyone, so..."

Noticing the students' reluctance to speak frankly to the President, Hyonwon Kang spoke up on their behalf. "Honestly, you were staring at Wiji Cheon so intently, it's only natural we'd think it was a confession. Even I thought you fell in love with him at first sight."

"Well..." Yoo Yiran's voice trailed off. 

She couldn't easily refute Hyonwon Kang's words. It was true that seeing Wiji Cheon up close had left her in a state of deep shock, especially since it was the first time since Dokgo Jun that she had felt like that towards a swordsman around her age.

No, not even Dokgo Jun made me feel like this... She bit her lip, perplexed.

Seeing Yoo Yiran's expression, a sly idea popped into Hyonwon Kang's mind. Reaching out, he draped his arm around Wiji Cheon's shoulders and asked, "So, you want to become close friends with our Jicheon, right?"

The SRS leaders shivered. Although Hyonwon Kang had intended to make a friendly gesture, to them, he looked like he was about to rob a cute and helpless boy.

Yoo Yiran tilted her head, confused. "Jicheon? Isn't his surname Wiji and his given name Cheon?"

"We're close friends, so I call him by a nickname," Hyonwon Kang replied, pulling Wiji Cheon closer. "Earlier, you said that you have nothing to gain and a lot to lose by endorsing me, right? What did you mean by that?"

Yoo Yiran explained, "As long as we have a place to practice swordsmanship, we'll be fine. Our membership fees are sufficient to support our activities, so we don't really care about things like club funding, facility expansion, or equipment support."

Hyonwon Kang nodded, realizing that the approach he and Tang Soso had taken was wrong from the start. To gain the SRS's support, I need to offer them what they truly want... even if it means sacrificing Wiji Cheon.

"Then how about this? Wiji Cheon will come here every three days and duel with the SRS members," he proposed. 

"W-What?"

"As you know, this guy is a prodigy with the sword. Every time I spar with him, I learn a lot. Since you are all swordsmen, it would be even more beneficial for you, right?"

The SRS leaders, who hadn't reacted to his previous proposals, suddenly perked up.

"Hmm, that doesn't sound bad..."

"Isn't that a bit arrogant? A mere freshman offering to instruct us in swordsmanship?"

"He's not an ordinary freshman, though. Didn't you see him fight evenly with Senior Dokgo Jun during the entrance exam?"

"Even so..."

Hyonwon Kang grinned confidently. The fact that the SRS leaders were actively voicing their opinions and discussing the proposal could only mean that they were seriously considering it.

This might actually work out better than I thought.

Just then, Wiji Cheon, who had somehow ended up as a bargaining chip, sent a telepathic message to Hyonwon Kang, sounding gloomy as he complained, [Senior Wonkang, are you sure it's okay to make this kind of deal? What if these seniors get offended...]

[Offended? Look at their eyes. They're itching to cross swords with you,] Hyonwon Kang replied.

He understood Wiji Cheon's value better than anyone. The temptation to accept his suggestion must be especially hard to resist, especially since peer-to-peer learning between fellow swordsmen opened up a realm of possibilities different from learning from an instructor.

Yoo Yiran stared at Hyonwon Kang incredulously. "You want us to endorse you on the condition that Wiji Cheon regularly duels with us? Like a master offering sparring sessions to novices? Are you looking down on us?"

"My apologies, I meant no offense," Hyonwon Kang said, his tone calm and respectful. "The offer was more of a suggestion for equal sparring and learning rather than one-sided teaching. Will you consider it?"

"......"

Yoo Yiran fell silent for a long while. Hyonwon Kang figured that she was exchanging telepathic messages with the SRS leaders, so he folded his arms and waited patiently for the result.

Finally, Yoo Yiran raised a suggestion, "We'll consider your proposal, but we have one condition."

"Name it."

"We need to first confirm how sparring with Wiji Cheon would benefit us."

Hyonwon Kang raised an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"

"If Wiji Cheon duels with me and wins, the SRS will endorse you," Yoo Yiran replied, her eyes sparkling like a child who had just received a new toy. 

"E-Excuse me?" Wiji Cheon blurted out, flustered.

Ignoring him, Hyonwon Kang grinned widely. "Are you sure? You're all in agreement on this, right? No takebacks?"

The SRS leaders nodded in unison.

"We've already agreed among ourselves."

"If it means we can watch the President and Wiji Cheon duel, endorsing you is no big deal."

"Unlike those BRS guys, we have nothing to lose from you winning the election, anyway."

The SRS was a club made up of students who loved the sword, and those gathered here were the most passionate among them. The chance to witness a duel between Yoo Yiran and Wiji Cheon was simply too good to pass up.

Hyonwon Kang's eyes lit up with amazement. Now I understand why Tang Soso insisted that I bring Wiji Cheon along. These guys, who wouldn't budge no matter what I offered, changed their minds just because they got a chance to see his swordsmanship? Well, perhaps this is the nature of martial artists.

He smiled brightly. "Alright. Let's set this up! The more spectators and witnesses, the better, right?"

"You want to make it a public duel? That's fine with me," Yoo Yiran agreed readily. Still, she didn't plan to let Hyonwon Kang have everything his way. "However, if Wiji Cheon loses, he has to quit your club and join the SRS. Will you agree to that?"

Yoo Yiran thought the condition would give Hyonwon Kang pause, so she started thinking about how to negotiate, but then...

"I gladly accept!" Hyonwon Kang shouted gleefully, as if this was exactly what he'd hoped for all along.

"S-Senior!" Wiji Cheon protested, but his objections went unnoticed.
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The SRS training ground was packed with onlookers, all eager to witness the duel between Wiji Cheon and Yoo Yiran.

On the central platform, the two faced each other in silence. They made a striking pair—Yoo Yiran, whose beauty drew admiration from the crowd, and Wiji Cheon, smaller in stature with a timid air about him. Both of them had slender physiques not typical of martial artists, but no one in the crowd dared underestimate them.

"Who do you think will win?"

"President Yoo Yiran, obviously. Why are you even considering other possibilities?"

"Well, Wiji Cheon is amazing too. Didn't he fight evenly with the Student Council President during the entrance exam?"

"You fool. If that battle had continued, Senior Dokgo Jun would have won for sure."

In addition to SRS members, students from other clubs had also gathered, attracted by rumors. Among them were Seonwoo Jin and his lackeys.

Spotting Hyonwon Kang, Seonwoo Jin approached him, a leisurely smile playing on his lips. "Well well, look who we have here. I see you're working hard, Hyonwon Kang."

Furrowing his brow, Hyonwon Kang snapped, "Did you come here to cause trouble?"

"Not at all. I heard the Sword Flower was dueling, so I came to watch," Seonwoo Jin chuckled, his eyes fixed intently on the Sword Flower standing on the dueling platform. She was one of the few flowers he had yet to pluck.

With a sleazy smile, he turned back to Hyonwon Kang. "Is this part of your campaign strategy? Are you trying to build rapport with the SRS through a friendly duel?"

"Mind your own business," Hyonwon Kang growled, picking his ear. 

For a moment, he had wondered what kind of face Seonwoo Jin would make if he heard that the SRS would endorse him if Wiji Cheon won the duel, but he quickly abandoned the thought.

Although I really want to see that guy's expression, I'll hold back and feign ignorance for now. That way, he'll make an even more interesting face later, Hyonwon Kang schemed.

Seeing Hyonwon Kang grinning to himself, Seonwoo Jin put on the air of someone superior. "It's good to see you trying your best. That way, the election will be more fun," he said, his words dripping with sarcasm.

Of course, Hyonwon Kang was not one to take snide remarks lying down. "You should work hard too. Don't come crying to me later saying that you lost because you let your guard down," he taunted.

For an instant, Seonwoo Jin's smile wavered, his failed jab stoking a quiet anger beneath the surface. 

"Haha... Don't worry, that won't happen. More importantly, Hyonwon Kang, let me give you some advice..." he began, but his voice was drowned out by a sudden surge of noise around them.

"It's Mr. Namgung Su!"

"Namgung Su is here!"

When they saw Namgung Su, the advisor of the Swordsmanship Research Society, step out onto the dueling stage, the spectators burst into cheers.

Raising his voice, Namgung Su announced, "At the SRS's request, I will be the observer and judge of this duel. If I determine that either side is going too far or is likely to get seriously injured, I will stop the match immediately and decide the winner at my own discretion. Do either of you have any objections?"

"No, sir."

"No, Mr. Namgung."

Yoo Yiran and Wiji Cheon replied without taking their eyes off each other, their minds fully focused on assessing each other's qi and movements.

Namgung Su smiled faintly. "Good. You may begin whenever you're ready."

He stepped back, giving the two expert swordsmen some space.

"......"

"......"

Yoo Yiran and Wiji Cheon exchanged a few words, but the surrounding noise was so loud that no one caught what was said.

WHOOSH!

A gust of wind swept across the platform, tousling their hair, and as if on cue, both swordsmen placed their hands on their sword hilts.

The noise in the crowd abruptly died. Sensing the tension in the air, everyone held their breath, waiting for the moment the fight would begin.

Suddenly, the silence was broken as one impatient person muttered, "When will they start..."

In the blink of an eye, the duel began as both fighters drew their swords in perfect synchrony.
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Amazing. Yoo Yiran couldn't help but admire the boy standing across from her on the dueling platform. Wiji Cheon was small in stature, even compared to other boys and girls his age. He was about the same height as she was, and his limbs were slender, so they probably weighed around the same...

"I'm actually quite slim, you know," she said abruptly, feeling a little resentful.

"...Pardon?"

"I'm not the one who's fat. You're just way too skinny."

"I'm sorry..." Pressured by Yoo Yiran's sharp gaze, Wiji Cheon apologized without knowing why.

Seeing Wiji Cheon get flustered over a few words, Yoo Yiran let out a chuckle. From what she had heard of him, he always apologized whenever someone said something unpleasant, even if it had nothing to do with him. Wasn't he a little too nice?

However, this overly kind and polite child...

As soon as Wiji Cheon placed his hand on the hilt of his sword, his demeanor changed. The gentle expression that had seemed almost frustrating moments before melted away, replaced by a calm and unreadable mask, and the clumsy awkwardness vanished from his movements.

Yoo Yiran gulped. The hairs on her body stood on end, as if a finely honed blade was aimed directly at her.

Am I feeling nervous? Me?

To ease the tension, she cracked a joke. "Since I'm your senior, should I give you a three-second head start?"

"No, that's not necessary."

"...It was a joke." Yoo Yiran laughed again, a genuine smile that many men had wanted to see but never had. Strangely, she found herself wanting to smile whenever she was around Wiji Cheon. 

He was so timid he couldn't even make proper eye contact earlier, yet when the moment he touches his sword, he speaks so confidently. He's really something else.

"Shall we begin?" she asked.

"Yes."

Not underestimating Wiji Cheon just because he was younger, Yoo Yiran made the first move. Employing her movement arts from the start, she closed the distance in an instant, thrusting her blade at his shoulder like a bolt of lightning.

Wiji Cheon quickly stepped back, dodging the attack while drawing the Soul Sword. For the first time in five decades, the cherished sword of one of the greatest swordsmen in history reappeared in the jianghu.

WOOONG!

Yoo Yiran's eyes widened in surprise at the sword's hum, but her movements didn't falter for a second.

CLANG!

Their swords clashed for the first time, but the resulting sound was not particularly loud. At the moment of impact, both swordsmen had quickly withdrawn their blades, envisioning their next moves.

Yoo Yiran retreated to create more distance, dodging Wiji Cheon's slashes with footwork as light as a feather. When she sensed an opportunity, she bent her knees slightly, pushed off the ground with an explosive leap, and once again closed the gap in an instant.

In response, Wiji Cheon took a diagonal step, his keen eyes following her every move and his arms constantly adjusting the trajectory of his sword.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Sparks flew as their swords collided. Since both of them were small and lightweight, neither of their sword styles depended on brute strength. Instead, they relied on dexterity, precision, adaptability, and creativity that surpassed any set techniques.

The world called such martial artists prodigies, and these two clearly deserved the praise. The audience was instantly captivated by their graceful sword dance.

"Wow..."

"They say the Sword Flower's skill surpasses even the Sword Dragon..."

"So what does it mean that Wiji Cheon's keeping up with her?"

"I can barely even follow their movements. They're both monsters."

To the untrained eye, the duel seemed like an elaborately choreographed dance, but this was a dance in which even the slightest mistake could prove fatal.

After exchanging dozens of moves, both combatants stopped and backed away, as if by unspoken agreement.

"......"

"......"

After a brief pause, Yoo Yiran smiled brightly. "Have you warmed up enough?"

"Yes!" Wiji Cheon replied, his expression more lively than ever.

Through their brief exchange, both parties had reached the same conclusion. They had finally met a swordsman their own age against whom they could go all out. 

That shared understanding brought matching smiles to their faces.

Yoo Yiran shifted into the starting stance of her sword style, the Soaring Stream Sword Technique. "Do you know what my alias is?" she suddenly asked.

"I've heard people call you the Sword Flower," Wiji Cheon replied.

Yoo Yiran's smile turned bitter. "You know, I don't like that alias at all. The reason is..."

"...Because it has 'flower' in it, which has nothing to do with your swordsmanship, right?"

"How did you know that?"

"Your swordsmanship isn't beautiful like a flower. It's fast, intense, and rough, like a raging torrent."

"You..." For a moment, Yoo Yiran was surprised that Wiji Cheon had grasped the essence of her swordsmanship in such a short time, but she quickly got over it. 

Chuckling, she nodded. "That's right. If I were called the Sword Flower because my swordsmanship was beautiful, I wouldn't mind. Since the alias was given solely because of my appearance, though, I don't like being called that."

Wiji Cheon fell silent, unsure how to respond.

Yoo Yiran shook her head, feeling a little embarrassed. She hadn't intended to ramble like this. Normally, she wouldn't even have told anyone such things, but she wanted Wiji Cheon to know what kind of person she was.

Smiling brightly, she added, "It's okay, though. Because I'll take what I want before I graduate."

"...Take what?"

"I'll take the alias I want from the person who currently owns it."

Wiji Cheon blinked in confusion. What does she mean, she wants to take someone's alias?

Yoo Yiran's eyes gleamed. "Did you know? The Sword Dragon is the title given to the strongest swordsman in the Azure Dragon Academy."

"Ah... I didn't know that."

This was new information to Wiji Cheon, though he did know who currently held the title of Sword Dragon.

It was Dokgo Jun, the undisputed top prodigy of the academy and the strongest swordsman among the students. Yoo Yiran was essentially saying that she wanted to take that title away from him.

Wiji Cheon recalled Dokgo Jun's swordsmanship. The Nine Swords of Dokgo that he had faced during the entrance exam was sturdy, as if it would never break, and possessed overwhelming strength. Dokgo Jun was already strong at that time, but now, after receiving guidance from Baek Suryong, Wiji Cheon heard from Hyonwon Kang that he had improved a lot.

"...Senior Dokgo Jun is really strong," he whispered softly.

Yoo Yiran smiled resolutely. "I know. I've challenged him many times over the past three years, and my win rate is only around thirty percent. With my current skills, I can't take the Sword Dragon alias away from him."

"...Even thirty percent is amazing," Wiji Cheon said sincerely.

Everyone seemed to think that he had shown an equal level of skill as Dokgo Jun during the entrance exam, but he knew that if they had fought to the end, he would definitely have lost. With his skills at that time, he would have lost ten out of ten bouts.

Could I win if we fought now?

He wasn't confident. Even though he had trained hard and grown stronger, so had Dokgo Jun.

Seeing Wiji Cheon's serious expression, Yoo Yiran said, "I've rambled on about unrelated things. Everyone must be getting bored. Let's continue the duel."

Raising her sword, she aimed at Wiji Cheon's solar plexus, a fierce aura surging from her entire body. She had aimed her first thrust at his shoulder as a warning, but this time was different.

"I'll defeat you and challenge Dokgo Jun again. This time, I'll take the Sword Dragon title for sure."

If I can beat you, I feel like I can reach Dokgo Jun too. Yoo Yiran swallowed her last words. To her, Wiji Cheon was the kind of person who could spark countless insights about the sword just by standing across from her. 

A radiant smile like a flower in full bloom spread across her face. "Prepare yourself," she warned, then shot forward at a speed incomparable to before.

CRASH!!

"Ugh!" Wiji Cheon winced, knocked back by the heavy blow. The impact sent a shockwave through his arm, throwing him off balance and nearly rupturing his palm.

However, this was just the beginning.

"Get it together!" Yoo Yiran shouted, pressing on fiercely, not giving Wiji Cheon a chance to counterattack.

BOOM! SMASH! BANG!

The Soaring Stream Sword Technique that Yoo Yiran favored was characterized by a continuous, uninterrupted stream of attacks. Unable to take a breather, opponents who faced the sword barrage would quickly find themselves on the defensive, blocking and dodging until they were completely worn out.

No, her sword technique is not just about speed and relentlessness! Wiji Cheon thought desperately. 

Each of Yoo Yiran's attacks flew along a planned trajectory, anticipating the opponent's next move. For every thrust and slash he deflected, she would use the recoil to attack faster and harder, while cutting off escape routes so that it was impossible to dodge.

I can't win by just blocking, he realized instinctively.

Across from Wiji Cheon, Yoo Yiran felt a great sense of liberation as she swung her sword.

Has there ever been someone among my peers with whom I could wield my sword so freely? Well, there's Dokgo Jun, but that guy's swordsmanship is...

Dokgo Jun's usual battle strategy was to stay firmly on the defensive, wait patiently for an opening, and then decide the match with a single strike. Because of this, she couldn't fully unfold the Soaring Stream Sword Technique against him. Their respective fighting styles weren't a good fit.

"Wiji Cheon's sword, on the other hand...!"

Wiji Cheon was responding to each of her attacks, deflecting them while constantly attempting to counterattack. Even if his reactions were slightly slow for now, he would soon adjust to her pace and style.

As the sole heir of the Soaring Stream Sword Technique, she knew well how difficult that was.

He's even getting faster at adapting.

Yoo Yiran was beyond impressed. She was astonished and amazed.

In a year, there will be no swordsman at the Azure Dragon Academy who can match Wiji Cheon... However, not yet. Not now.

Her sword became even faster and rougher. Even if her opponent was a genius of immeasurable talent, she did not want to lose.

This year, I will be the Sword Dragon!

However, she didn't realize that by meeting a genius like Wiji Cheon, her own swordsmanship was also advancing.

"Ugh!" Wiji Cheon groaned. Even as he struggled to block Yoo Yiran's relentless attacks, an unfamiliar emotion came over him.

Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to read her moves, trying to create an opening where there was none.

SPLAT!

Blood spurted from his shoulder.

Namgung Su, who had been carefully watching the duel, moved to stop it, but suddenly halted. Wiji Cheon's intense gaze was telling him not to interfere yet.

I absolutely don't want to lose in swordsmanship, Wiji Cheon thought. He was often told by his seniors at the White Dragon Manor that he lacked competitive spirit, but that was a misconception born from the fact that none of them were swordsmen.

He glared at Yoo Yiran, determination burning in his eyes. "I won't lose!" he shouted, sending a streak of light slicing through the raging torrent.

Yoo Yiran abruptly ceased her attack and retreated. If she had been even a second slower, she would have been cut.

"Huff... Huff..." Wiji Cheon panted. His face was pale, his breathing was rough, his martial arts uniform was badly torn, and blood was seeping from cuts all over his skin.

"......"

Yoo Yiran paused her attack. This was an opportunity to push the offensive, but she didn't want to win like that. She was more concerned with how much she could glean from this duel, how much higher she could climb.

When he had caught his breath, Wiji Cheon said, "Senior, please allow me to join in too."

"Join in what?"

Instead of answering, Wiji Cheon assumed the starting stance of the Unlimited Sword. In an instant, the martial arts of an absolute swordmaster who had dominated an era manifested in his body.

WOOOONG!

Sensing the martial arts it was so familiar with, ingrained over decades of accompanying the strongest swordsman, Soul Sword hummed in delight.

An aura sharper than anything else filled the space and spread out.

"Gasp!"

"Ugh!"

The spectators shuddered, as if they themselves had been cut by a sword.

The most surprised person, though, was Namgung Su. Throughout the duel, he had maintained a calm expression, but now his eyes were so wide that his eyeballs looked like they were about to pop out.

"What on earth is that sword technique...?" he muttered.

All his life, he had learned the art of swordsmanship from the Namgung Clan, known as the world's greatest family of swordsmen. He prided himself on his eye for good techniques, but Wiji Cheon's style was unlike anything he had seen before.

A supreme sword technique I don't know about... Where did Wiji Cheon learn something like that?

Wiji Cheon grinned. "I'm going to join the fight over that title."


Chapter 178: I Lost

Everyone watching the duel heard Wiji Cheon's words, but at first, no one quite grasped their meaning.

"What did he just say?"

"He's joining the fight over a title?"

"What's he on about? Wait... does he mean that title?!"

"What's going on? Someone tell me!"

"It's a declaration of war against the Sword Dragon Dokgo Jun!"

A murmur spread through the crowd as they pieced together the meaning behind Wiji Cheon's words. It wasn't exactly a secret that the Sword Flower Yoo Yiran was after Dokgo Jun's title, the Sword Dragon, but now, Wiji Cheon had announced that he would also vie for it.

It was absurd. No matter how talented Wiji Cheon was, he was still just a freshman. Challenging the top prodigy and Student Council President, Dokgo Jun, in front of a crowd of witnesses was, to say the least, audacious.

"Holy crap, and here I was thinking Wiji Cheon was timid..."

"Look at the people he hangs out with every day. Could a truly timid guy be friends with those guys?"

"Well..."

"I'm starting to think he's the craziest one among them."

Over a hundred students had gathered to watch the duel. Wiji Cheon's declaration would definitely reach Dokgo Jun's ears before the day was over.

CLAP CLAP CLAP!

Suddenly, loud clapping rang out, cutting through the excited chatter.

"That's my junior!" Hyonwon Kang shouted, drawing everyone's attention. "Everyone! How much longer are you going to let the Student Council hog the Sword Dragon title? I'll bring it to the Club Union! Remember to cast your precious votes for me, Hyonwon Kang!"

"?"

"??"

"???"

Everyone exchanged baffled looks at Hyonwon Kang's sudden campaigning.

Seonwoo Jin clicked his tongue and shook his head. "What does the Club Union election have to do with the Sword Dragon title? Do you think you can just promise anything? Sigh, this is why ignorant people shouldn't..."

Hyonwon Kang scoffed, interrupting, "What are you babbling about? You, who used to be Peng Sahyuk's lackey."

"You little..." Enraged, Seonwoo Jin grabbed the hilt of his blade and glared at Hyonwon Kang.

Hyonwon Kang grinned. "Are you sure you want to pull that out? Think carefully."

"Hyonwon Kang, do you really think you're all that?"

The air between the two grew tense. Their auras flared, and their clothes rippled under the force of their rising qi.

Before the conflict could escalate any further though, Namgung Su's stern voice cut in, "The duel is still ongoing. Show some respect to your fellow students."

"...Yes, sir."

"Sorry."

Both boys immediately dispersed their qi, bowing their heads in apology. As Namgung Su turned to Yoo Yiran and Wiji Cheon, signaling them to resume the duel, the chaotic atmosphere settled down.

Yoo Yiran bowed respectfully to Namgung Su, then turned back to Wiji Cheon. "You're the first person besides me to say you'll take the title of Sword Dragon away from Dokgo Jun," she said.

"W-Was I being too arrogant?" Wiji Cheon stammered, suddenly sheepish as the weight of all the eyes on him sank in. During the duel, he had been so focused on Yoo Yiran that he'd forgotten about the audience entirely. 

His face fell as he mumbled, "I didn't mean it as a declaration of war… Oh no, what if Senior Dokgo Jun gets angry at me?"

Seeing Wiji Cheon turn timid again, Yoo Yiran giggled, "No. If it's him, he'll actually like it."

"Really?"

"Yes, and… I'm liking you more and more too."

Yoo Yiran's easily misunderstood words instantly sent ripples of jealousy coursing through her army of secret admirers, but fortunately, her next line quelled their agitation.

"Regardless, I have no intention of yielding the Sword Dragon title to anyone," she declared firmly, her eyes shining intensely as she pointed her sword at Wiji Cheon.

"...It's the same for me." Wiji Cheon hesitated for a moment, then took the ready stance of the Unlimited Sword, his inner qi surging fiercely within him and sharpening his senses.

I wasn't planning to use the Unlimited Sword yet... but I can't avoid it forever.

As the tension in the arena mounted, sword qi abruptly surged around the two combatants' blades, making them glow with a brilliant light. The crowd, which had momentarily fallen silent at the sight of Wiji Cheon's Unlimited Sword, erupted into chaos once more, and all eyes turned to Namgung Su.

"Sword qi!"

"Isn't this dangerous?"

"Should we stop them?"

"......" After hesitating for a moment, Namgung Su nodded, permitting the use of sword qi. 

"I'll allow it, but you must refrain from aiming at the vitals. Everyone watching, take two steps back," he warned sternly, then erased his own presence to allow the duelists to concentrate without distraction.

However, Namgung Su's consideration was unnecessary. Wiji Cheon and Yoo Yiran were now completely oblivious to the world around them, their focus solely on each other. Every breath, every subtle muscle twitch was tracked with painstaking attention, neither of them missing even the smallest detail.

In the end, Wiji Cheon made the first move. In their earlier exchange, Yoo Yiran had seized the initiative and dominated with her aggressive, preemptive strikes, giving him no room to counter. He wasn't about to let that happen again.

If the fight drags on, I'll be at a disadvantage, he admitted honestly. Whether it's inner qi, physical stamina, or technique, I'm lacking compared to Yoo Yiran. So… what's my advantage?

"Kill!"

A familiar voice echoed in Wiji Cheon's mind. The Killing Sword had been silent for a while, but the moment he began using the Unlimited Sword, it reappeared, whispering in his ear.

"Kill her! I'll lend you power."

If he let go and surrendered to the Killing Sword, he was certain he could defeat Yoo Yiran. He could even kill her. He instinctively knew exactly where to strike to cause the most pain, how to torment his opponent—not because he wanted to, but because it was muscle memory.

CLANG!

Yoo Yiran blocked his first strike and immediately launched a sharp counterattack, her sword qi slicing across his thigh.

Feeling the sting, Wiji Cheon winced.

"Kill!"

The temptation to give in grew stronger. His barely-contained killing intent leaked out, and he saw Yoo Yiran's expression shift, ever so slightly.

"Kill! Cut her neck and drink her blood!"

The Killing Sword's voice roared in his head, giving him a throbbing headache.

Meanwhile, Yoo Yiran pressed her offense.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Her sword strikes poured down relentlessly, each one as fierce as a raging storm.

Quickly realizing that it was impossible to block or dodge them all, Wiji Cheon focused only on protecting his vitals, allowing attacks that would only cause minor wounds to slip through.

SPLAT! SQUIRT!

Blood splattered, soaking his martial arts uniform.

"W-Why is he being so reckless...?"

"He's pretty good for a freshman, but..."

Wiji Cheon's struggle elicited different reactions from everyone watching. Hyonwon Kang's expression hardened, while Seonwoo Jin leered, relishing the sight. Namgung Su, who had been watching quietly, unfolded his arms and took a step forward, concern visible on his face.

Unknown to everyone, Wiji Cheon's vision blurred and his world turned red. The Killing Sword's voice echoed louder, threatening to plunge him into a fit. Between blocking, deflecting, and dodging Yoo Yiran's sword, he desperately tried to suppress the violent urges building up inside of him.

"Kill! Kill! Kill, I said!"

Suddenly, right before he was devoured by his inner demons, Baek Suryong's words echoed in his mind.


"Cheon, as you grow stronger, the Killing Sword's temptation will also grow fiercer. It will whisper to you endlessly, especially when you're using the Unlimited Sword. You're probably going to need a few more years to completely overcome it."

"A few years... Should I avoid using the Unlimited Sword until then?"



At that time, he had mostly resigned himself to giving up the Unlimited Sword. No matter how powerful the technique was, he didn't want to endanger the people around him.


"Why should you? The Killing Sword isn't necessarily bad."

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"Think about it. There are a lot of evil bastards out there who deserve to die. At times like that, the Killing Sword can be useful."

"But... what if I lose myself?"

"I'm not telling you to surrender yourself to it. Instead, you must command and control it. The Killing Sword is something you created. Don't deny it. Acknowledge that you're its master, then grasp it firmly and wield it with your own will."

"Ah... Mr. Baek, I..."

"Don't rush. Take it one step at a time. You can do it, I believe in you."

"...Okay."



Wiji Cheon lowered his head, realizing that he had been deceiving himself all along. Due to his fear of unintentionally killing people again, he had ignored, hated, and resisted the Killing Sword. However, the more he denied it, the stronger its voice became…because to begin with, the Killing Sword was a shield he had created to protect himself while he was crazy from qi deviation.

He glanced at Soul Sword.


"Cheon, I want you to become a martial artist worthy of this sword, someone the previous owner wouldn't be ashamed of."



SPLURT!

Wiji Cheon snapped out of his thoughts just as Yoo Yiran's sword grazed his earlobe.

"Kill! Kill! Kill, I said!"

The Killing Sword screamed in his head again, but this time he commanded it.

Be quiet!

Following Baek Suryong's advice, he decided not to deny or ignore the Killing Sword anymore. It was part of him, and he would accept that.

I won't pretend you don't exist anymore, but in exchange, you have to listen to me. Got it?

For the first time, the Killing Sword fell silent. Wiji Cheon gripped his sword tighter, smiling.

From now on, don't tell me who to kill. I'll be the one to make that decision. Well?

The Killing Sword didn't reply, but he could sense it reluctantly nodding.

Lend me your strength. Today, I don't want to kill anyone, but I really want to win.

WOOONG!

Soul Sword hummed loudly, snapping Wiji Cheon back to his senses. Sensing the Killing Sword settling into it, he whispered, "Thank you."

Finally, amid Yoo Yiran's raging torrent of slashes, Wiji Cheon saw his chance. The one opening he had been waiting for.

CLANG!

Yoo Yiran slid backwards, eyes wide with surprise. Wiji Cheon's powerful strike had not only thrown her off balance, it had scattered the sword qi coating her blade.

"You..." she mumbled, noticing that Wiji Cheon's aura had changed.

Did he gain enlightenment during the duel? 

A hollow laugh escaped her. She was speechless, too astonished to be angry, but strangely, she felt good.

Smiling helplessly, she said, "Congratulations. You're truly a monster."

"This is all thanks to you, Senior," Wiji Cheon replied sincerely. After all, it was Yoo Yiran who had fired up his competitive spirit and made him bring out the Unlimited Sword, which in turn had led him to confront and control the Killing Sword. 

It's not only her. Mr. Baek Suryong's teachings guided me, and Soul Sword is always here at my side. Without all their help, I could never have achieved this, he reflected.

For a moment, Yoo Yiran looked at Wiji Cheon with envy, but she quickly shook her head, saying, "Even so, I won't lose."

WOOOONG!

Yoo Yiran's sword hummed in response to her resolve. Wiji Cheon wasn't the only one who gained something through this battle. Though not as grand as enlightenment, she too had found inspiration for her swordsmanship.

She gathered all her remaining inner qi and prepared to unleash her strongest technique.

"This is my final attack," she declared.

Wiji Cheon nodded. "...Okay."

In an instant, the tip of Yoo Yiran's sword trembled, and a towering tsunami appeared before Wiji Cheon's eyes, more overwhelming than any wave she'd sent at him before.

It worked! Yoo Yiran's smile widened. In that moment, she knew she had reached the next level of mastery in the Soaring Stream Sword Technique.

"Haap!" she cried out, her voice filled with the exhilaration of a martial artist recognizing their own progress.

Across from her, Wiji Cheon watched the tsunami, admiration filling his eyes. "What amazing swordsmanship," he praised.

Soul Sword hummed softly in agreement.

The only way I can properly honor her is to respond with my strongest attack, Wiji Cheon thought.

Their figures blurred as they crossed paths in the center of the platform.

"......"

"......"

A few strands of Wiji Cheon's hair fluttered down. Shallow wounds marked his cheeks and forehead.

Both swordsmen turned to face each other.

THUD!

Yoo Yiran fell to her knees. Although her face was pale, she looked refreshed. She had poured everything into that last attack, leaving her too drained to stand, but she didn't let go of her sword.

"I lost," she admitted, her voice soft but clear.

The Sword Flower was defeated.


Chapter 179: This is Ridiculous

As soon as Yoo Yiran admitted her loss, a sudden hush fell over the previously noisy crowd.

"......"

They couldn't believe what had just unfolded. Yoo Yiran, one of the Azure Dragon Academy's top prodigies, was kneeling on the dueling platform, defeated by a freshman who hadn't even been enrolled for six months.

"...The Sword Flower lost?"

"No way..."

The shock that rippled through the arena was beyond imagination. Worse still, this was the SRS training grounds. The dueling platform was surrounded by students, many of whom admired or even harbored feelings for Yoo Yiran.

"S-Senior lost?"

"This has to be a mistake..."

For most of the SRS members, this duel was supposed to be an opportunity to witness Yoo Yiran's famed swordsmanship in action. Her victory was never in doubt. The only question in their minds was how long the freshman prodigy would hold out.

Everyone had hoped Wiji Cheon would last a little longer, to give them more time to see their idol in action. No one had imagined they would witness something like this.

Some immediately rejected the reality before them.

"...Senior must have gone easy on him, right?"

"Check out all the injuries on Wiji Cheon. The Sword Flower isn't even scratched."

"This doesn't add up. Something's off."

Yoo Yiran's most devoted fans were the first to grow emotional, unable to come to terms with her defeat. To them, the Sword Flower was someone who should never lose like this. She was their idol—a symbol of untouchable grace and strength, a flower that bloomed far beyond their reach.

Soon, their frustration warped into suspicion, and they started to cast reproachful glares at Wiji Cheon.

"Did that guy use some trick?"

"He was getting pushed back the entire time. No way he turned it around just like that."

"...Maybe he secretly used hidden weapons or poison."

As mob mentality took over, a collective killing intent surged toward Wiji Cheon, and several students looked poised to pounce on the young swordsman.

Witnessing this turn of events, Yoo Yiran was baffled. "What are you all talking about? I lost fair and square," she said firmly, but the crowd wasn't having it.

From somewhere in the audience, a voice shouted, "Drag him down!"

In an instant, more than ten students leapt onto the dueling platform.

"Protect the Sword Flower! Who knows what that guy might pull next!"

In a flash, the students who had rushed on stage divided into two groups, some quickly surrounding Wiji Cheon and others standing between him and Yoo Yiran as if to protect her. The entire situation escalated within moments.

Yoo Yiran, exhausted from pushing herself to her limit, tried to rise and stop them, but her body refused to obey. Fortunately, the scene jolted the dazed and confused SRS executives out of their stupor, and they rushed forward to intervene.

"What do you all think you're doing?"

"Stop! That was a fair duel!"

Despite their attempts to reason with the mob, the students surrounding Wiji Cheon refused to back down. In truth, most hadn't paid much attention to the duel. They believed Yoo Yiran had everything under control from beginning to end—until, without warning, Wiji Cheon parried her sword and turned the tide in an instant.

"There's no way this is legit!"

"He definitely cheated!"

"You must've used a cowardly trick, right? Confess!"

"How could a freshman like you possibly defeat the Sword Flower? It doesn't make sense!"

"Let's search his clothes. He must be hiding poison or hidden weapons somewhere."

As Yoo Yiran's die-hard fans swarmed Wiji Cheon, hurling all sorts of vile accusations, the situation grew more dangerous by the second.

Wiji Cheon broke into a cold sweat, overwhelmed and unsure of what to do. "I-I just..."

SWOOSH!

Suddenly, a gust cut through the chaos as Hyonwon Kang sprang onto the platform, yelling, "Have you all lost your minds?"

Startled by the force of Hyonwon Kang's killing intent, the students shrank back.

Hyonwon Kang stepped forward, his tone threatening as he growled, "What's the meaning of this? You gang up on someone who just fought a duel and make absurd threats? Hey, if you want to fight so badly, why don't you come at me instead?"

Under Hyonwon Kang's terrifying aura, the circle around Wiji Cheon started to break apart.

Just then, Seonwoo Jin leaped onto the platform, standing between Hyonwon Kang and the mob. "Stop right there!" he shouted, as if protecting the students from Hyonwon Kang.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" Hyonwon Kang snapped, his eyes narrowing.

"I'm here to prevent you from causing a scene," Seonwoo Jin replied with his usual easygoing smile. "Honestly, there's something off about this duel. The Yoo Yiran I know wouldn't lose that easily."

"What the fuck? Did you even watch the duel? Are your eyes glued to the back of your head…"

Hyonwon Kang's voice trailed off. He had caught the sly glint in Seonwoo Jin's eyes.

No way... this guy?

Everything suddenly clicked into place. From the start, the sudden wave of criticism directed at Wiji Cheon had seemed bizarre, and it was only now that Hyonwon Kang noticed the blades hanging from the waists of many of the assembled students.

These guys are from the BRS! That bastard Seonwoo Jin stirred up the discontent among Yoo Yiran's followers and then fanned the flames!

Gritting his teeth, Hyonwon Kang glared at Seonwoo Jin. "You filthy son of a..."

"I'd appreciate it if you could keep the language civil. As fellow candidates for Club Union President, I feel like you're dragging me down," Seonwoo Jin retorted sarcastically.

Hyonwon Kang clenched his fists but didn't act rashly. The crowd was watching his every move intently. If a fight broke out here, no matter the outcome, it would only damage his image.

Damn it, I'll just look like I'm throwing a tantrum. That's exactly what Seonwoo Jin wants.

Forcing a smile, Hyonwon Kang politely addressed the students surrounding Wiji Cheon, "Everyone? Could you please step away from Jicheon?"

No one moved.

"We can't accept this!"

"There's no way a freshman beat the Sword Flower!"

"Let us search him! If we don't find anything suspicious, we'll let him go."

The fans, driven by their obsession, pressed on with their demands, oblivious to how they were causing Yoo Yiran more embarrassment with every word. Despite this, Seonwoo Jin just stood there without making any effort to intervene, clearly enjoying the spectacle.

"Haha… What nonsense are you all talking… Keep making unreasonable demands, and you'll regret it…" Hyonwon Kang laughed bitterly. His hands were tied. As long as the mob didn't make the first move, it was impossible for him to justify the use of force.

Suddenly, a voice colder than ice sliced through the tension.

"This is ridiculous. Do you have no respect for the martial artists who just dueled?" Namgung Su rebuked, his words carrying the weight of authority as he approached the students.

The crowd quivered. The pressure weighing on them wasn't just the aura of a martial arts master—it was the unique authority that only Namgung Su, the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, possessed.

One of Yoo Yiran's fans recklessly protested, "B-But sir, something about this doesn't seem right... We need to investigate..."

Namgung Su clicked his tongue, eyeing the dao at the student's waist. "If that's all you got out of a duel of this level, then you'd best give up martial arts altogether."

"......" The fan hung his head in shame.

Namgung Su's sharp gaze swept across the group. "All of you will receive demerit points. Now get off the platform."

Not a single student dared to argue. Without a word, they left quietly, the fire in their eyes extinguished.

Having swiftly defused the situation, Namgung Su turned to Wiji Cheon and Yoo Yiran. His expression softening slightly, he commended, "Both of you displayed remarkable swordsmanship today, especially..."

Namgung Su's eyes lingered on Wiji Cheon. The reason he hadn't intervened sooner was that Wiji Cheon's swordsmanship had left him deep in thought.

What was that sword technique? Did Baek Suryong teach him? This kid's talent... Damn it, I want to teach him myself.

He had a hundred questions to ask Wiji Cheon, but with so many eyes on them, now wasn't the time.

In the end, he simply said, "Continue to strive forward."

With that, he turned and left, and the chaotic atmosphere finally eased.

Yoo Yiran approached Wiji Cheon, looking exhausted but composed. "Sorry about that. I ended up showing you something embarrassing."

Wiji Cheon shook his head. "No, it's fine. If I were in their shoes, I would've found the result strange too."

Yoo Yiran lowered her head in shame. Even after all that, Wiji Cheon still smiled and said it was okay. While none of it was her fault, she wished she could disappear.

"...Well, now you've got to defeat Dokgo Jun and take the Sword Dragon title. Then no one will question you."

"Hehe, I'll do my best."

"Don't think I've given up. Once you take it, I'll challenge you for it."

"Alright! I'll look forward to our next duel!"

"By the way, how are your wounds? I'm the one who lost, so why are you the one covered in injuries?"

"...You caused most of them, Senior."

"You should've dodged better."

Perhaps because they had fought with everything they had, the two had grown closer, and were now even exchanging some light banter.

Suddenly, Yoo Yiran seemed to remember something. "Wait, I need to keep my promise."

"Eh?"

Yoo Yiran looked toward the audience, who were starting to disperse. "All SRS members, ATTENTION!" she shouted, her voice amplified with inner qi.

Everyone—SRS members and otherwise—immediately stopped in their tracks and turned around to listen to her.

Surveying the crowd, Yoo Yiran announced, "As of today, the Swordsmanship Research Society will endorse Candidate Hyonwon Kang for the position of Club Union President.

"W-What?"

"Am I dreaming right now?"

A wave of shock rippled through the students. Not only the SRS members, but all students involved with the Club Union widened their eyes. Did they hear correctly? Was that an official endorsement from the SRS?!

Only the SRS leaders who were present at the meeting and knew of the bet nodded in acknowledgment, regarding Wiji Cheon with admiration and curiosity.

"Hahaha! Thank you, SRS President!" Hyonwon Kang grinned, his eyes sparkling with the joy of finally securing the SRS's support. If Tang Soso was right, this endorsement had just boosted his chances of winning to forty percent.

Of course, not everyone was pleased to hear the news.

"What's the meaning of this, Yoo Yiran?" Seonwoo Jin shouted, his expression souring. "Why are you supporting Hyonwon Kang all of a sudden? Did the whole SRS agree to this?"

Yoo Yiran met Seonwoo Jin's gaze coolly. "We made a bet. If I won the duel, Wiji Cheon would join the SRS. If Wiji Cheon won, the SRS would endorse Hyonwon Kang."

"You're deciding something this important based on a duel? What about the future of the Club Union? Your relationship with the BRS? Have you lost your mind?" Seonwoo Jin exclaimed, looked at Yoo Yiran like she had gone mad.

Ever conscious of his image, Seonwoo Jin usually weighed his words carefully, yet now he was lashing out, indifferent to the eyes upon him. The SRS's support was just too important to the Club Union. Without it, his overwhelming advantage would crumble.

Narrowing his eyes, he threatened, "Yoo Yiran! Retract that statement, now. You're only causing confusion. It won't change the outcome..."

"How dare you order me around, Seonwoo Jin?" Yoo Yiran cut Seonwoo Jin off sharply. "I'm more clear-headed now than ever. If anyone here's not thinking straight, it's you. Don't you think you're being too arrogant?"

"...What?"

"You're acting like you've already won, but even if you were Club Union President, you'd still have no right to tell me what to do."

"Yoo Yiran... Are you sure you won't regret this?" Seonwoo Jin warned.

Unfortunately, his threat backfired, and the SRS members immediately erupted in anger.

"Our President's opinion is our opinion."

"Who are you to threaten President Yoo?"

"Do you think the Club Union belongs to you?"

Seeing the SRS members angrily defend their president, Seonwoo Jin realized his mistake. His needless threats had done nothing but fuel their animosity toward him. To make matters worse, the other students were observing the scene, and with each word that left his mouth, he only dug himself deeper into a pit.

Damn it... If I continue to pressure Yoo Yiran, I would only undermine myself in the end. 

Ironically, he now found himself in the same predicament he had tried to impose on Hyonwon Kang earlier.

"Hahaha..." Seonwoo Jin forced a strained laugh. Plastering on a fake smile, he said, "It seems I got a little carried away. I apologize for my rude remarks."

"......"

"I understand and respect the SRS's decision. Now, if you'll excuse me, it seems I've overstayed my welcome." 

Clasping his hands in a farewell gesture, Seonwoo Jin stormed off. 

As he walked past Hyonwon Kang though, he leaned over and whispered into his ear, "You told me to do my best, right? Fine. I'll show you what happens when I go all out."

It was a harsh warning, but Hyonwon Kang was unperturbed. Smirking, he replied, "Quit spouting crap and start packing your things. You'll be moving out of the Club Union very soon."

Incensed, Seonwoo Jin shot him one last glare, then disappeared into the crowd.

Clenching his fist, Hyonwon Kang shook it rudely at Seonwoo Jin's departing back.


Chapter 180: Everyone Has Skeletons in Their Closet

Scowling, Seonwoo Jin and his followers marched away.

"Phew..." Wiji Cheon let out the breath he had been holding in. The duel with Yoo Yiran had been tough, but the events that followed rattled his timid heart even more.

"Why the slumped shoulders? You won the match," Hyonwon Kang congratulated, grinning broadly as he draped an arm around Wiji Cheon's shoulders.

Wiji Cheon, still shaken, replied anxiously, "But... because of me, a big fight almost broke out."

Hyonwon Kang scoffed and glanced at Yoo Yiran, who was sternly reprimanding her rabid fans. "How is that your fault? Those fish-eyed idiots over there are the ones who caused the ruckus."

Just then, Yoo Yiran's sharp warning cut through the air, "If you pull something like that again, I'll treat you as if you don't exist in this world."

Her fans' faces turned ashen.

"W-We're sorry!"

"We didn't mean to disrespect you!"

"Please, Senior, anything but that..."

For Yoo Yiran's fans, nothing stung more than her cold indifference, so when she warned them that she would start ignoring them, they looked like they were on the verge of tears.

Normally, Yoo Yiran would have let it go at this point. Although she didn't like being called the Sword Flower, she wasn't so coldhearted that she would push away those who liked her. 

However, today was different.

"Do you think just apologizing to me is enough? You treated the rightful winner of our duel like a cheater. You slandered and mocked him at the very moment we should have been celebrating his victory," she seethed, fire seeming to burst from her eyes. "If you ever want to speak to me again, go and apologize to Wiji Cheon properly."

In no time, her fans shuffled over to Wiji Cheon, bowing their heads deeply.

"We're really sorry. We just got so angry..."

"We weren't thinking."

"Please forgive us."

Flustered by their sudden change, Wiji Cheon waved his hands awkwardly, unsure of what to do. "I-It's okay, these things happen..." he stuttered.

"Sigh, you're too kind..." Hyonwon Kang muttered, shaking his head. His gaze drifted to Yoo Yiran, who stood nearby, arms folded coolly.

She's not your average swordswoman. Not only does she wield her blade with skill, she also knows how to discipline her fans.

He finally felt he understood why Yoo Yiran was the president of the SRS, a large and influential organization.

After a while, the fans who had apologized to Wiji Cheon withdrew, leaving only Hyonwon Kang, Wiji Cheon, Yoo Yiran, and a few SRS executives around the duel area.

"I've given them enough warning. Something like today won't happen again," Yoo Yiran said with an apologetic expression.

Wiji Cheon replied brightly, "I'm really fine. Don't worry about it."

Yoo Yiran let out a small sigh, unconsciously muttering, "Being too kind can be a problem. Well, I don't mind, though..."

"Pardon?"

"Oh, it's nothing. Anyway..." Yoo Yiran quickly turned away to look at Hyonwon Kang. Compared to when she looked at Wiji Cheon, the difference in her expression was stark. "Should we move somewhere else? Now that we're on the same boat, we should discuss the election," she said matter-of-factly.

Hyonwon Kang nodded. "Sounds good. Let's go."
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After moving to the SRS meeting room, Yoo Yiran wasted no time kicking off the meeting.

"If you're going to be President, that means Wiji Cheon will be on your team, right?" she asked.

"Of course," Hyonwon Kang replied without hesitation, wrapping an arm around Wiji Cheon's shoulders again. "He's my right-hand man, so he'll be Vice-President."

Wiji Cheon widened his eyes in surprise. "Senior Wonkang, this is the first time I'm hearing about this."

"Of course it is, since I just decided that."

"...You guys are even more disorganized than I thought."

Hyonwon Kang shrugged. "I only decided to run a few days ago, so a lot is still up in the air."

"Is that something you should say so confidently?" Yoo Yiran rubbed her temples, wondering if she had made the right choice in supporting Hyonwon Kang. She was a bit worried, but having already publicly declared their support, she couldn't backing out was no longer an option.

Letting out a small sigh, she continued in a serious tone, "By endorsing you, we've completely severed ties with the BRS. Since it's come to this, we'll definitely make sure you get elected."

"Just hearing that is reassuring."

"...Don't get the wrong idea. We're just helping you for our own benefit."

Hyonwon Kang grinned at Yoo Yiran's cautious attitude. "I understand," he said.

"Also, we have no interest in controlling the Club Union, so you don't have to worry about that," Yoo Yiran added.

Had she wanted to, Yoo Yiran could have run for Club Union President herself. However, neither she nor the SRS cared for authority, so they hadn't bothered. The only reason they were getting involved in the election at all was because they had thrown in their lot with Hyonwon Kang.

Looking at Yoo Yiran, Hyonwon Kang steeled his resolve. Previously, he had already spoken with Tang Soso about their next step, and now was the time to act on it. 


"The SRS is the only big club that has no interest in seizing authority, so ask them to provide you with personnel support."



He needed approximately twenty people to manage the Club Union's daily operations, but there were only five members in the Medicinal Cooking Research Society. Therefore, Tang Soso's advice to Hyonwon Kang was to ask Yoo Yiran to provide him with manpower.

Taking the initiative, Hyonwon Kang asked, "We need more people for the Club Union management team. Can the SRS help us out?"

Yoo Yiran nodded, relieved at the simple request. "That's not a problem. Also, there are seven other swordsmanship-related clubs in the Union. If we tell them to, they'll back you as well."

"Woah," Hyonwon Kang remarked, impressed. "Tang Soso said that with the SRS's support, our chances of winning would increase to 40%. I see now that she wasn't joking."

Yoo Yiran picked up the teacup in front of her, took a sip, and grinned. "Don't get too excited yet. Even with that, you're still 20% behind Seonwoo Jin. Closing that gap won't be easy. And... Actually, I have a personal favor to ask."

Did she just hesitate? Observing Yoo Yiran carefully, Hyonwon Kang noticed her glancing discreetly at Wiji Cheon. "The one you want to ask a favor from is Jicheon, not me, right?"

Yoo Yiran nodded and turned to Wiji Cheon, her tone instantly softening as she asked, "I lost the duel, so this is a bit much to ask, but... would you mind becoming an honorary member of the SRS?"

"Huh?" Wiji Cheon blinked, puzzled.

Yoo Yiran hastily clarified, "I'm only asking you to be an honorary member, not a full one. There won't be any obligations on your part, and you're not required to join our activities—though I wouldn't mind if you did—but I'd completely understand if you have other commitments."

To her surprise, Wiji Cheon agreed unhesitatingly, "Sure, I'm okay with that."

"...Really?"

"Yes!" Wiji Cheon nodded eagerly. His interest in SRS was genuine. He had never cared much about club activities before, but his perception changed after sparring with Yoo Yiran. 

Moreover, the SRS was full of people who shared his passion for the sword, and the thought of crossing blades and discussing swordsmanship with them made him smile. Compared to practicing swordsmanship alone, it was a different kind of joy.

And so, Wiji Cheon became an honorary member of the SRS.

"Please take care of me, President."

"...Just call me Senior."

"Alright, Senior-nim!"

"Drop the 'nim'."

"...S-Senior?"

Finally satisfied, Yoo Yiran's lips curled into a dazzling smile that would melt the hearts of countless Azure Dragon Academy male students. Shyly tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, she asked coyly, "So... as of today, we're in a relationship, right?"

"...What?"

Yoo Yiran chuckled, "Haha, I was just joking. I meant 'relationship' as in fellow swordsmen."

"Oh, yes! Of course!"

The SRS executives exchanged curious glances. This was not the Sword Flower they knew. Yoo Yiran would never tease any man like that.

Could it be...?

Is the President...?

They couldn't be sure, but one thing was certain: the way Yoo Yiran treated Wiji Cheon was totally different from how she treated other men.

That rascal...

Damn it, he's got it all!

The SRS executives turned green with envy.
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The next day, Hyonwon Kang, still glowing from obtaining the SRS's support, walked to the Azure Dragon Academy with Baek Suryong for the first time in a while.

Noticing his student's unusually good mood, Baek Suryong chuckled, "Do you know you're grinning like an idiot? And why are you humming to yourself so early in the morning?"

"Hehehe, please call me the next Club Union President," Hyonwon Kang boasted.

Since securing SRS's backing yesterday, he had felt like nothing could wipe the smile off his face. After all, this was the first time he glimpsed a chance of victory in what had seemed like a lost cause.

Every time he made eye contact with students who had come early to train, Hyonwon Kang greeted loudly, "I'm Club Union President Candidate Hyon! Won! Kang! I humbly ask for your precious vote!"

Watching Hyonwon Kang's enthusiastic campaigning, Baek Suryong groaned, feeling embarrassed for his student. "You didn't even want to run, and now look at you. Drunk on ambition."

"The honest and diligent worker of our times, Hyon! Won! Kang! Please vote for me!"

Baek Suryong quickened his pace. "...Good luck, Wonkang. I'm going ahead."

"Hey, wait? Use that handsome face to help me campaign!" Hyonwon Kang shouted, chasing after Baek Suryong. 

"What the hell, you brat?! Do I look like a student to you, huh? Does it make any sense for me to help you campaign?"

It was a day just like any other. Teacher and student bickered as usual on their way to the Azure Dragon Academy... until they saw the large poster pasted on the academy's front gate.

<Allegations Against Hyonwon Kang, Third-Year Student at the Azure Dragon Academy>

Taken aback, the two stopped and quickly scanned the contents of the poster.

"This is..."

"......"

The poster detailed a series of incidents and accidents caused by Hyonwon Kang during his time at the academy, ranging from assault and underage drinking to disorderly conduct and vandalism. It emphasized his past misdeeds, calling out his hypocrisy for pretending to be virtuous now. 

Additionally, it even listed fabricated offenses that, while untrue, were crafted to appear believable.

Hyonwon Kang blood ran cold as he read one of them. What the fuck? They're accusing me of getting a student hooked on drugs?

Anyone who knew Hyonwon Kang would find this hard to believe, but for those who didn't know him well, such unfounded and malicious rumors could easily lead to misconceptions about him.

It's so obvious who put up the poster, he thought, gritting his teeth. After all, the poster ended with the question: To the students of the Club Union, we ask: Will you still vote for Hyonwon Kang?

Noticing the turmoil in his student's eyes, Baek Suryong's expression grew grim. "Wonkang."

"...Ah, I'm fine," Hyonwon Kang replied, trying his best to sound calm. Despite his words, however, the tremor in his voice, the sparkle in his eyes, and the blank expression on his face betrayed him. "It's Seonwoo Jin. That motherfucker's hitting me where it hurts."

Hyonwon Kang scratched his head in frustration, then clenched his fist tightly, forcing it to stop trembling. "I won't make cowardly excuses. If I have to apologize, I'll do it. If I must bow my head and beg for forgiveness, I won't hesitate."

Baek Suryong watched him for a moment, then sighed softly, "Right. You need to take responsibility for what you did."

Hyonwon Kang nodded, his expression downcast. "I will." 

"Only for what you did, though."

"...Eh?" Hyonwon Kang blinked, sensing a chilling killing intent in his teacher's tone. Slowly turning his head, he glanced at Baek Suryong, but what he saw sent shivers down his spine.

Baek Suryong's eyes burned with ire, his expression twisted with malice as a sinister chuckle escaped his lips. "Responsibility? Oh, you definitely need to answer for what you've done—but to apologize for crimes you didn't commit? Hah! Absolutely not. I never taught my student to be a fucking doormat."

"S-Sir?" Hyonwon Kang shivered. Should this man really be allowed to teach at an orthodox school? he wondered, but Baek Suryong didn't give him time to think about it. 

"Wonkang, they made the first move, right?"

"Y-Yes."

"In the murim, it's customary to repay kindness twofold and grudges a hundredfold, right?"

Hyonwon Kang fidgeted uneasily. "Isn't that a bit stingy on the kindness side...? A-Anyway, what are you planning now?"

Baek Suryong let out a long sigh. "You know, I was going to stay out of this, and just observe the beautiful camaraderie and rivalry among you students from afar."

"Don't lie. I know you're receiving regular reports from Tang Soso," Hyonwon Kang jabbed.

Baek Suryong ignored him, continuing, "Even though our Wonkang has no money or family backing, seeing you do your very best was so worthwhile. However, just when you were becoming a worthy opponent, that despicable brat dredges up your past? Even making up lies? Hey... Wonkang, how should we respond in this situation?"

"......"

A wicked grin crept across Baek Suryong's face. Answering his own question, he said, "What else? We have to give them a taste of their own medicine, right?"

"W-What do you mean?"

"What I mean is, everyone has skeletons in their closet," Baek Suryong replied. Anticipating this might happen someday, he had already commissioned the Rogues' Guild.

"A mudslinging contest, huh? This will be fun," he muttered gleefully.


Chapter 181: War of Slander

In the Club Union meeting room, Seonwoo Jin listened intently as his junior, who had been tailing Hyonwon Kang, gave his report.

"Hyonwon Kang saw the big poster we put up at the main gate."

"How did he react?"

"He didn't do anything. He and Baek Suryong stopped to read it for a moment, then he strolled into the academy like it was just another day."

Seonwoo Jin stroked his chin. "That's unexpected. I thought he'd tear down the poster and go on a rampage. Guess he's not the hotheaded thug he used to be."

"He's still Hyonwon Kang, though."

"Yeah, that delinquent will soon lose his temper and start ripping down the posters."

"We've plastered them all over campus, so it'll take him some time to remove them all."

"Well, he deserves it. Does it even make sense that a guy like him is challenging President Seonwoo?"

"Exactly!"

The BRS executives burst out laughing, disparaging Hyonwon Kang while lavishing praise on Seonwoo Jin.

"Hmm..." Half-buried in a luxurious armchair adorned with a tiger pelt, Seonwoo Jin listened to their flattery with a distant expression, lost in thought.

At least Peng Sahyuk left behind a comfortable throne.

He had coveted this chair for a long time, and if it weren't for Peng Sahyuk, this seat would have been his ages ago.

When Peng Sahyuk had suddenly announced he was leaving for the Heavenly Martial Academy, no one at the Azure Dragon Academy was more thrilled than Seonwoo Jin. With that untamed beast out of the picture, the Club Union would be his kingdom to rule... If that damned delinquent who didn't know his place hadn't dared to intrude on his domain.

"Hyonwon Kang, that worthless scum," Seonwoo Jin hissed, his voice dripping with contempt. Even then, his polite smile never wavered, giving him an even more unsettling and sinister air.

With a worried expression, one of the BRS executives began, "Erm, President..."

"What? Is there a problem?" Feeling a bit bored with the same old flattery, Seonwoo Jin perked up, intrigued.

"Wouldn't it have been better to leave out the part about Hyonwon Kang trying to rape a female classmate? People will know we're behind it, and if it backfires..."

"How could it backfire?" Seonwoo Jin interrupted, tilting his head as if he didn't understand.

The executive shifted nervously. "Well... because it's baseless slander. The moment someone decides to do a little digging, it'll be exposed as false, and we'll face backlash..."

"True, that could happen." Seonwoo Jin nodded solemnly.

Feeling somewhat reassured, the executive continued, "What I'm saying is, why do we have to stoop so low when you can easily win the election...?"

"Haah..." Seonwoo Jin sighed heavily, cutting off his subordinate's words.

The executive flinched. "I-I'm sorry... Did I overstep?"

"I'd rather you stick to mindlessly flattering me. Stupid advice like that is just irritating."

"......"

Seonwoo Jin's voice turned cold. "Do you really think winning the election is the issue here? Isn't it obvious that I'll win?"

The entire room fell silent. Seonwoo Jin usually maintained a perfect public persona, always wearing a calm smile and carrying himself with impeccable poise. However, in recent years, after engaging in 'various activities' with these executives, he felt no need to hide his true nature around them.

"Come here," Seonwoo Jin beckoned.

The executive hesitantly stood up and walked over, sweat beading on his brow.

Smirking, Seonwoo Jin reached for the blade placed beside his chair and lightly tapped the executive's shoulder with it. "No need to be scared. Think about it. Is there any proof that we made that poster?"

"What? Anyone can tell that we..."

"I asked you if there was any proof."

"N-No, there isn't."

"Then what's the problem? Are you going to go around telling people that we did it?" Seonwoo Jin's tone sharpened as he continued to tap the executive's shoulder with the sheathed blade, applying just enough pressure to unsettle him.

For a martial artist, this was an extremely insulting action, but the executive didn't dare to react. Instead, he bowed his head and stammered, "O-Of course not, sir."

Within the BRS, Seonwoo Jin's authority was absolute. He was the heir of the Seonwoo Clan, famous for its blade techniques, and although not as prestigious as the Five Great Clans, none of the people here were from families or sects superior to the Seonwoo Clan.

Moreover, Seonwoo Jin hadn't dominated the Club Union merely by leveraging his family's influence. Over the past three years, even while Peng Sahyuk was the Club Union President, he had secretly built up a loyal following by making the executives owe him favors or by digging up dirt on them.

Everything he did, he did to gradually transform the Club Union into his own personal kingdom.

Life was simpler when Peng Sahyuk was around.

This messed-up hypocrite...

Some of the executives held a grudge against Seonwoo Jin, but none of them were stupid enough to show it, because if they did, he would turn their lives at the academy into a living hell.

Seonwoo Jin chuckled slyly, "And about the rumor that Hyonwon Kang tried to rape a classmate? All we wrote was that it was a rumor. Who needs proof to spread a rumor?"

Feeling like a sinner, the executive bowed deeply. "...I'm sorry. I wasn't thinking clearly."

For a moment, Seonwoo Jin's icy gaze lingered on the executive. All of a sudden, however, he burst out laughing, "Haha, it's alright. Just make sure you do better next time. I've been feeling a bit on edge lately, so I overreacted. My bad."

"T-Thank you."

Seonwoo Jin smirked. On the surface, he appeared to have forgiven the executive, he was already planning to use him as a scapegoat if the posters caused any trouble.

Well, that probably won't happen.

The election was already in the bag. Even with the SRS backing the opposition, he had the upper hand. Now, all he cared about was how to humiliate that upstart delinquent, Hyonwon Kang, and get him expelled from the Azure Dragon Academy after the Club Union President election.

Seonwoo Jin rose from his chair, casting a sweeping glance over the Union executives. "Here's the plan. First, we'll drag Hyonwon Kang's name through the mud with these posters. It would probably be enough just to list all the things he's done, but if we can add a few more juicy rumors, that'll be the perfect icing on the cake.

"Next, we'll bolster the opposition against him by dragging in the Student Council, the PTA, the Principal, and the teachers."

Seonwoo Jin planned to escalate the situation. No matter how fervently Hyonwon Kang denied the rumors, people would see him through the lens of his reputation as the academy's worst delinquent. Moreover, while martial arts academies were fairly lenient on brawling, behavior that crossed too many lines couldn't be ignored, especially since the Azure Dragon Academy was an orthodox institution.

He smiled broadly and looked around at the executives. All of them were students who either had their weaknesses discovered by him or were in debt to the Seonwoo Clan. They were the perfect pawns for him to use as he pleased.

"This next part is critical. You're going to provoke the already agitated Hyonwon Kang until he snaps and starts a fight. Ideally, let him cut you a bit or break some bones... but of course, don't go dying on me, okay?" Seonwoo Jin chuckled amusedly, as if asking his underlings to suffer injuries was nothing more than a casual jest.

None of the executives dared to voice any objections.

"Once things escalate to that point, he will definitely be expelled."

"......" The gathered executives gulped nervously, their voices caught in their throats as they trembled under Seonwoo Jin's chilly gaze.

He'd go that far?

What kind of ruthless bastard asks others to sacrifice themselves like it's nothing...?

What does he mean, we should let Hyonwon Kang cut us or break some bones? What if someone actually becomes crippled or even dies?

The executives couldn't help but miss Peng Sahyuk. If the previous President was a tiger who ruled with an iron fist, then Seonwoo Jin was a viper hiding his deadly fangs until it was time to strike. When facing the tiger, one might survive by lowering their head, but if the snake caught them in its grip, its venom would seep through their veins, bringing about a slow, inevitable death.

"Any questions? Other suggestions?" Seonwoo Jin asked, despite knowing full well that the executives wouldn't dare question him.

The executives blindly nodded in agreement.

"What a brilliant strategy!"

"We can finally get rid of that thorn in our side."

"As expected of the President..."

Satisfied with their reactions, Seonwoo Jin chuckled, "Keep spreading the rumors and shaping public opinion. I have a little errand to run."

"Where are you going, sir?"

Seonwoo Jin grinned. "I'm thinking of meeting Pung Jinho."

"Instructor Pung Jinho?"

Even though Pung Jinho wasn't a Star Instructor, everyone recognized the significant influence he held within the academy. His sway over the instructors, in particular, surpassed even that of Namgung Su.

Most importantly, rooted in their shared love of money and power, the Seonwoo Clan maintained good relations with Pung Jinho. Naturally, the plan to sabotage Hyonwon Kang would begin with him.

"I have a simple favor to ask of him. My family has some ties with him, and we get along quite well, too. Oh, and..."

"And...?"

Pung Jinho was only the first pawn in Seonwoo Jin's mind. Thinking of his second target, he said, "After meeting Pung Jinho, I'm going to visit the Student Council President."

"Dokgo Jun?"

Seonwoo Jin nodded. If the Student Council president, Dokgo Jun, stepped forward to criticize Hyonwon Kang, the delinquent's reputation would inevitably lower further.

"A model student like Dokgo Jun despises people like Hyonwon Kang who act as they please. He'll support me," he replied, as if he knew Dokgo Jun well.

Regrettably though, Seonwoo Jin's curiosity about Dokgo Jun never went beyond analyzing his personality. As a result, he was still blissfully unaware that Dokgo Jun was currently taking the same class as Hyonwon Kang and had even faced a life-and-death ordeal alongside him.

Smiling confidently, Seonwoo Jin added, "After that, I'll drop by the PTA. Three days, no, one day will be enough. I'll destroy that fool."
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"Are you crazy?"

"...Excuse me?"

Seonwoo Jin was bewildered. For some reason he couldn't quite fathom, Pung Jinho was glaring at him as if he were some kind of filthy bug, and the gifts he had painstakingly prepared remained untouched.

"Are you seriously asking me to help you expel Hyonwon Kang from the academy?"

"Haha, that's not what I meant..." Seonwoo Jin began, trying to convey his meaning indirectly.

However, who was Pung Jinho? He was a cunning old fox who had taught at the Azure Dragon Academy for more than two decades, receiving countless bribes and requests during that time. To him, reading a person's true intentions was a trivial task.

"Do you even know who Hyonwon Kang is?" Pung Jinho interrupted.

"...Isn't he the most notorious delinquent at the academy?"

"Tsk tsk." Pung Jinho clicked his tongue. Foolish boy. If only you knew what the monster behind Hyonwon Kang is like, he thought to himself.

Not long ago, Baek Suryong had approached him, adamant that he assist Hyonwon Kang in gaining the qualifications to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival. At that time, he had attempted to probe Baek Suryong's intentions, only to be met with brutal torment as the madman made the parasite run wild, leaving him writhing in agony.

At the memory of the pain from that time, cold sweat ran down his back.

Pung Jinho waved Seonwoo Jin off dismissively. "Leave. I don't want to risk anyone getting the wrong idea if they catch me spending time with you."

"What?"

"I said get out. Or should I throw you out myself?"

"But..."

Pung Jinho stood up, grabbed Seonwoo Jin, and pushed him out of his office.

Seonwoo Jin immediately protested, "Sir!"

"Don't ever come looking for me again," Pung Jinho warned.

SLAM!

Seonwoo Jin stood in front of Pung Jinho's office, trembling with humiliation. How dare he treat me like this? Pung Jinho... Just you wait!

Although something about Pung Jinho's attitude troubled him, his anger was too intense to dwell on it. Turning around, he quickly set off for the Student Council building to find Dokgo Jun.

He was met with yet another surprise.

"So you're the one behind those absurd rumors on the posters," Dokgo Jun remarked sharply, glaring at Seonwoo Jin with contempt.

"...What?" Seonwoo Jin was baffled. Doesn't Dokgo Jun hate Hyonwon Kang?

Dokgo Jun chided, "Hyonwon Kang isn't the same as he was before. He's stopped beating people up for no reason, and he's quit drinking. Digging up his past now is just cowardly."

"Hey, Dokgo Jun..."

"I'll forget everything I heard from you today. As for those posters... it would be best if you took them all down. For your own good," Dokgo Jun advised sincerely.

Seonwoo Jin feigned ignorance. "I don't know what you're talking about. Those posters have nothing to do with us."

"......" Dokgo Jun stared at Seonwoo Jin silently, as if pitying him.

Annoyed, Seonwoo Jin shot to his feet. "What's with that face? If you want me to scram, just say it!"

SLAM!

Seonwoo Jin stormed out of the Student Council building, slamming the door behind him. 

Confirming that no one was around, he kicked the wall and fumed, "Hyonwon Kang! How the fuck did that stupid son of a bitch manage to cozy up to the teachers and the Student Council?"

Finally, he had begun to realize that something was amiss. The Hyonwon Kang he knew was a reckless fool who acted without regard for the consequences. At best, his only connections were his peers in the Medicinal Cooking Research Society and Baek Suryong.

Is Baek Suryong helping him? But... he's just a new instructor.

Baek Suryong's recent rise to fame in the Valley of Evil as the Azure Dragon Hero was impressive, but he'd only been at the academy for less than a year. Common sense dictated that Baek Suryong wouldn't have the connections or resources to help Hyonwon Kang.

"Ugh, what the heck is going on?" he muttered under his breath.

Finally, determined to find answers, Seonwoo Jin decided to head to the PTA. No matter how much of a big shot Hyonwon Kang was, he couldn't possibly have any leverage over the PTA, not with his family background.

However, as he neared the PTA building, he froze in place.

<Allegations Against Seonwoo Jin, Third-Year Student at the Azure Dragon Academy>

A large poster greeted him, its title eerily similar to the one he had put up about Hyonwon Kang. Only this time, his own name was on it.

"Pathetic," he scoffed, reading the poster.

Slowly, the blood began to drain from his face.

"H-How..."

On the poster, every underhanded deed he had committed over the past three years as a Club Union executive was laid bare, spelled out with chilling precision.


Chapter 182: Hook, Line and Sinker

Seonwoo Jin carefully reread the contents of the poster, his face drained of color.

How on earth did they find out about all this...?

Every dirty deed he'd committed over the past three years was written there in black and white, even things he barely remembered. Secret beatdowns, blackmail, clandestine visits to brothels and gambling dens, everything.

Could there be a traitor among us?

For a moment, he suspected the BRS executives, but quickly dismissed the thought. Most of the incidents listed were things he'd done with them. If these facts became public, he wouldn't be the only one implicated.

RIIIIIP!

Before he knew it, he'd torn the poster in half.

"Huh?" someone exclaimed.

Startled, Seonwoo Jin spun around. A few unfamiliar looking students had gathered, their expressions curious. 

Feeling a cold sweat break out on his forehead, he hastily explained, "Haha. Since it's such ridiculous nonsense, I tore it down so that it wouldn't upset the students who read it".

"Uh, okay," the students replied skeptically.

Seonwoo Jin felt a twinge of panic. Did they see it? How long has it been up? As martial artists, they could have easily read the poster from a distance if they had wanted to. 

Masking his rising anxiety behind a confident front, he said, "You know how it is during election time. People will do anything to sway public opinion. The claims on this poster are such groundless nonsense that I shouldn't even have to address them..."

The students smiled and nodded.

"Yes, of course. Rumors can't be trusted."

"We only believe what we see with our own eyes."

"Please don't worry about it."

Seonwoo Jin narrowed his eyes. He could see the insincerity in the students' expressions. It seemed that they had read the poster after all.

"So, does that mean the rumors about Candidate Hyonwon Kang are fake too? I saw a bunch of posters about him as well," a clueless student who couldn't read the room suddenly blurted out.

Alarmed, the clueless student's friend nudged him, whispering, "Hey, hey!"

Unfortunately, he remained oblivious. "What? Isn't it obvious both candidates are both putting up posters to smear each other? How are they any different? I'm not part of the Club Union, but this is just plain disgusting."

Enraged at having been lumped together with Hyonwon Kang, Seonwoo Jin could barely maintain a strained smile. "...Haha. Well, I'll be on my way."

As he briskly walked past the students, his face flushed red with shame. He had put a lot of effort into managing his reputation—not just to become the Club Union President, but also because he genuinely cared about how others saw him.

Fuck!

For years he had meticulously controlled his appearance, his clothes, his speech—everything. Now that his weaknesses had been exposed, he just wanted to crawl into a hole and hide.

Those bastards... They're probably all gossiping about me right now.

Once the thought took root, he couldn't shake it. It felt like every student he passed was mocking him, laughing behind his back, their whispers cutting into his pride.

Clenching his teeth, he cursed inwardly, Hyonwon Kang, you must have a death wish.

After a moment's thought, Seonwoo Jin abandoned his plan to visit the PTA. Right now, it was more important to regroup at the Club Union and come up with a new strategy.

I need to calm down. I don't know how Hyonwon Kang found out about what I did, but there's no evidence. I've covered up my tracks and destroyed everything.

Every time he tried to reassure himself, though, the posters kept appearing before him.

RIP! RIIIIIIP!

Seonwoo Jin tore down every poster he came across. He knew full well that the same poster was plastered all over the Azure Dragon Academy, but he just couldn't bring himself to ignore them.

At some point, his frenzied motions turned into a desperate, aimless hunt for posters, his eyes burning with hatred.

When he found them in isolated areas, he tore them to shreds with fury.

When he found students around them, he took them down neatly, saying, "I swear on my honor that everything written here is false! I will find whoever posted these and hold them accountable!"

Finally, he ended up hiding behind a deserted building, shredding a poster with all the force he could muster.

"That lowly mongrel... I'll kill him," he muttered.

"Who are you going to kill? Hyonwon Kang?" came a sudden voice from behind him.

Seonwoo Jin wheeled around in shock, only to see Baek Suryong standing there, a roguish smile playing on his lips.

How did he get this close without me realizing it? Seonwoo Jin scowled for a moment, but quickly smoothed his expression and put on a confused face. "Huh? What are you talking about...?"

"Stop pretending. I heard you loud and clear."

"Haha, you startled me by appearing behind me suddenly. I almost swung my sword, thinking you were an assassin," Seonwoo Jin said, his tone deliberately sharp. Sneaking up behind a martial artist was considered highly disrespectful in the murim, so by comparing Baek Suryong to an assassin, he was subtly criticizing him.

Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly, as if he hadn't picked up on Seonwoo Jin's hint. Fixing Seonwoo Jin with a piercing stare, he said, "Sorry. It seems I've picked up some bad habits while training Wonkang's instincts. By the way..."

Drawn into Baek Suryong's intense gaze, Seonwoo Jin suddenly felt a shiver run down his spine. Is it my imagination, or is there a slight red tint in Baek Suryong's eyes? Damn it...

Since his arrival at the Azure Dragon Academy, Baek Suryong's unconventional ways had stirred up all sorts of controversy and attracted a great deal of attention. Most recently, he had even slain the Bloody Ripper in the Valley of Evil, earning the title of Azure Dragon Hero.

Still, that was it.

He's just a new instructor! No matter how impressive his martial prowess, Baek Suryong's standing at the Azure Dragon Academy is very low. I have no reason to be intimidated by him.

What Seonwoo Jin didn't know, however, was that Baek Suryong's influence went further than most people realized. Had he known about Baek Suryong's connections to Gongson Su and Pung Jinho, he would never have acted so arrogantly.

"Mr. Baek, is there something you wanted to say to me?" Seonwoo Jin asked, feigning innocence.

Baek Suryong smiled faintly. "You've been giving Wonkang a hard time lately, haven't you?"

"We're having a fair competition for the Club Union presidency," Seonwoo Jin replied, regaining his composure and smiling with practiced charm.

Baek Suryong frowned. "A fair competition? Don't those malicious rumors on the posters seem a tad too vicious for that?"

Playing the victim, Seonwoo Jin let out a heavy sigh. "You misunderstand, Mr. Baek. Those posters have nothing to do with me."

"Is that so? Then who's responsible?"

"I suspect it was one of my overly enthusiastic supporters, but I'm not sure yet. I'm also looking into it," Seonwoo Jin explained.

Deep down, though, his mind was racing. I'll create an escape route in case things go south. Now, even if the Club Union is revealed to have put up the posters, I can say that I didn't give the command.

Making a bitter expression, he continued, "Sigh, Candidate Hyonwon Kang must be really angry. It's a shame he didn't give me a chance to explain before retaliating..."

"You know, you would've made a fine politician. It's a pity you're a martial artist," Baek Suryong remarked impassively, making it hard to tell if he was complimenting Seonwoo Jin or being sarcastic.

Seonwoo Jin smiled back with narrowed eyes. "Thank you, but I'm surprised you're so interested in a student election, Mr. Baek. I was under the impression that you teachers were already very busy with work, so you should prioritize that..."

Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow. Look at this? Is he reminding me that instructors shouldn't meddle in student affairs? Even practically demanding that he doesn't want me to get involved? 

"Well, I'll be going now," Seonwoo Jin said, bowing and turning to leave. Since he had made his point so clearly, he assumed that Baek Suryong would definitely have to let him go quietly now.

That was a big miscalculation.

"Wait," Baek Suryong called out.

"Yes...?"

Baek Suryong glanced around as if to make sure that no one was nearby, then whispered, "A friend of mine told me that the Club Union embezzled the Academy's operating funds last year. Is that true?"

"What are you talking about?" Seonwoo Jin's heart skipped a beat, but he managed to keep his expression neutral, masking his unease with a touch of righteous indignation.

Baek Suryong shrugged casually. "I just heard some rumors."

"I have no idea what you're talking about, and I'm curious why you're bringing this up now," Seonwoo Jin retorted, sounding offended.

Baek Suryong chuckled, "No, I was just thinking that maybe... this is a case of the pot calling the kettle black."

"Again, I don't know what you're talking about. And if there is a dirty pot here, it's not me," Seonwoo Jin insisted.

"Oh? Then who is it?"

As if waiting for this question, Seonwoo Jin replied confidently, "If the Club Union really embezzled funds last year, then the one behind it must be Peng Sahyuk. He was president back then."

Without a moment's hesitation, Seonwoo Jin betrayed Peng Sahyuk. After all, Peng Sahyuk had already left for the Heavenly Martial Academy, and as the heir of one of the Five Great Clans, he wasn't someone Baek Suryong would dare confront.

I've already falsified all the evidence and pinned last year's scandals on Peng Sahyuk.

Seonwoo Jin felt secure in his plan. As he prepared for the election, he anticipated that someone might investigate the controversial issues surrounding the Club Union, especially since this year's Club Union executives were almost the same as last year's. Therefore, he had enlisted the help of the Rogues' Guild to forge all potentially incriminating documents.

He never imagined that the Rogues' Guild would sell him out.

"Oh? What I heard from my friend is a bit different," Baek Suryong said.

"Different how?"

Baek Suryong's lips curled into a sinister smile. "Although last year's Club Union President was Peng Sahyuk, the one who actually managed the money was the treasurer. He liked to stay in the shadows, so he handled the finances from behind the scenes. I even heard that he was so thorough, he even made two copies of the account books."

"W-What...?" Seonwoo Jin gasped, the confidence draining from his face.

A drop of cold sweat trickled down his smooth forehead. The treasurer Baek Suryong was talking about was himself.

How on earth... does he know about the double account books? Who did he hear it from? One of the executives? Or the Rogues' Guild?

Seeing Seonwoo Jin's visible panic, Baek Suryong smirked. While Seonwoo Jin was impressive for a student, he was little more than an amateur to him. From the beginning, this match hadn't been fair. 

"Don't stress yourself too much," Baek Suryong said gently.

"I have no idea what you're talking about..." Seonwoo Jin denied, clenching his teeth.

Watching Seonwoo Jin's mental struggle, Baek Suryong decided it was time to take a step back. After all, even a cornered mouse would bite a cat. Who knew what a desperate person might do?

...Moreover, it'll be more fun to see him try to worm himself out of this. Then, just when he thinks he's escaped, I'll set a trap to finish him the little rookie off, heheh.

Hiding his true intentions, Baek Suryong spoke seriously, "Let me set something straight. I have no desire to use this against you. If I did, I'd have already handed the two account books to the Principal."

"Like I said, I don't know anything..."

"If you agree to one request, I'll let this matter slide quietly."

"......" Seonwoo Jin fell silent.

With this, the boy has practically admitted that he was the Club Union treasurer who had embezzled school funds. Baek Suryong smiled in satisfaction. 

"Take down all the posters in the academy. Stop throwing mud at each other and compete fairly from now on," he suggested.

"...Is that all?"

"Would you rather I ask for more?"

"......" Seonwoo Jin studied Baek Suryong dubiously, examining his face for any hint of insincerity, but of course, Baek Suryong's expression was inscrutable.

Sighing deeply, Baek Suryong continued, "What good will come from continuing to dig up each other's murky pasts? As it stands, even the winner will have to endure constant criticism."

"......"

"Still, it's a shame that Wonkang hasn't fully recovered from his internal injuries. Otherwise, I'd have suggested that you guys settle this dispute with a duel. After all, that's the way of us martial artists, right? Sigh... Unfortunately, that's impossible in his current condition."

"...?"

"Anyway, my condition is simple: take down the posters and stop digging up or fabricating Hyonwon Kang's past. That's it."

"......"

"So? What's your answer?"

After a tense silence, Seonwoo Jin agreed reluctantly, "...I'll take down the posters. Not that I put them up in the first place."

Baek Suryong patted him on the shoulder. "Wise choice. I'll get my kids to take theirs down too."

With his head bowed, Seonwoo Jin added, "...Like you said, Mr. Baek, I also hope for a fair competition."

"That's what I want too."

"...Then I'll be going." Seonwoo Jin bid Baek Suryong farewell and left.

Watching the boy's receding figure, Baek Suryong mumbled to himself, "Fair competition, my ass."

He could see it clearly from the look on Seonwoo Jin's face. Fair play wasn't an option for this guy. Behind that handsome smile lurked the vicious heart of a viper.

Hmm? Why do my ears feel itchy all of a sudden?[1] Anyway, since I've thrown the bait, he should bite soon... and when he does, I'll get him hook, line, and sinker.
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As soon as Seonwoo Jin returned to the Club Union, he unleashed his fury, destroying everything in the meeting room.

"GET OUT!" he roared to the executives, chasing them out. He couldn't trust any of them anymore.

When he was finally alone, he collapsed into a chair, seething with rage. Looking down, he saw that his hands were still shaking from the humiliation he'd suffered at Baek Suryong's hands.

At the moment, both he and Hyonwon Kang had suffered a heavy blow to their reputations, but it was he, the honor student, who was the most affected.

I can't let things continue like this! I have to restore my reputation somehow. And crush that son of a bitch while I'm at it.

Suddenly, Baek Suryong's earlier words echoed in Seonwoo Jin's mind.


"Still, it's a shame that Wonkang hasn't fully recovered from his internal injuries. Otherwise, I'd have suggested that you guys settle this dispute with a duel. After all, that's the way of us martial artists, right? Sigh... Unfortunately, that's impossible in his current condition."



…Hyonwon Kang hasn't recovered from his internal injuries yet?

Seonwoo Jin remembered hearing that Hyonwon Kang had sustained serious injuries in the Valley of Evil, wounds so debilitating that they had hindered his training. Though he had seemed fine the last time Seonwoo Jin had seen him, common sense dictated that no one could fully recover from such a brutal encounter within such a short time.

"This is it! That guy can't fight at full strength right now!"

Piecing together his thoughts, Seonwoo Jin summoned the executives back to the room.

"Shall we arrange a public duel with Hyonwon Kang?" he asked slyly.

Seeing the fire in their leader's eyes, none of the executives dared to voice any objections.



Footnotes:

[1] Suryong's ears feel itchy because he's a pot calling the kettle black.



Chapter 183: Think You Can Win?

To be honest, there was little Seonwoo Jin stood to gain from challenging Hyonwon Kang to a duel, and most of the Bladesmanship Research Society (BRS) executives shared that sentiment. Seonwoo Jin was still the overwhelming favorite in the election, so even if he won the duel, it wouldn't benefit him much.

However, if the opposite happened... 

The executives shuddered at the thought, but hesitated to speak out.

Seonwoo Jin's eyes gleamed with a crazed intensity as he declared, "At the end of the day, the essence of a martial artist is martial arts. If I display overwhelming martial prowess against Hyonwon Kang, his cheap tricks won't work anymore."

But what if you lose? The executives desperately wanted to challenge his confidence. If Seonwoo Jin lost, Hyonwon Kang would immediately gain equal or even greater prestige than Seonwoo Jin.

After all, the students of Azure Dragon Academy were martial artists at heart. They couldn't help but admire and be attracted to someone stronger.

We gain nothing if he wins, but if he loses, it could cost him the election!

Even so, the BRS executives kept their worries to themselves. Merely suggesting the possibility of defeat would wound Seonwoo Jin's pride. Besides, he was already furious about the posters that had been put up today.

In the end, they each nodded in agreement.

"That sounds like a good idea."

"We've held back until now because it wasn't worth the effort."

"President, please crush that guy in front of everyone."

Normally, Seonwoo Jin wouldn't have chosen a risky move like a public duel, even if he was confident of winning. After all, in a duel, one could lose to a hidden trump card prepared by one's opponent. Unfortunately, the current Seonwoo Jin wasn't in a state to make calm judgments.

Hyonwon Kang! I'll crush you thoroughly in front of everyone.

He couldn't forget how Hyonwon Kang had humiliated him during the campaign, the damaging content of the posters, or the looming threats from Baek Suryong. Anger and fear simmered inside him, building up to an unbearable degree.

Should I sever one of his arms during the duel? Would that cause too much trouble? Maybe I can make it look like an accident...

At the very least, Seonwoo Jin had no intention of letting Hyonwon Kang leave the duel stage unscathed.

His eyes filled with killing intent, Seonwoo Jin asked, "Any objections? Feel free to speak your mind."

Naturally, no one dared object. None of the executives truly believed that Seonwoo Jin would lose, anyway.

I feel oddly uneasy, but unless something goes horribly wrong, the result is obvious.

It would be another matter if the opponent was Peng Sahyuk, but there's no way Hyonwon Kang can beat Seonwoo Jin.

Even if that delinquent got stronger lately, there's no way he can defeat the President.

There was no doubt that Seonwoo Jin was one of the top ten prodigies of the Azure Dragon Academy, and even the egotistical Peng Sahyuk acknowledged his blade techniques. No matter how much Hyonwon Kang trained recently, it wouldn't be enough.

No matter how they looked at it, they couldn't find any reason why Seonwoo Jin would lose this duel. Rather, they were more worried that Hyonwon Kang would refuse it. That delinquent was hardly the type to back down from a fight, but hadn't he recently sustained serious internal injuries and wasn't fully recovered yet?

A sinister smile spread across Seonwoo Jin's lips. "Do not worry. I'll see to it that Hyonwon Kang won't be able to avoid it."

That night, Seonwoo Jin ordered all the slanderous posters around the Azure Dragon Academy to be taken down and replaced them with a formal duel challenge addressed to Hyonwon Kang.
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I am Seonwoo Jin, the President of the Bladesmanship Research Society.

Recently, tensions between myself and Candidate Hyonwon Kang have intensified ahead of the Club Union President election, causing unease among the student body. For that, I apologize. The posters that contained unverified rumors were taken down last night, and I swear on my honor that none of them are true for either party. 

From this moment forward, I vow to engage in fair competition. 

To this end, I formally challenge Candidate Hyonwon Kang to a friendly duel at the date specified below. As orthodox martial artists, I believe that facing each other in combat is a far better way to uphold our convictions than slandering each other behind the scenes.

I await your response, Candidate Hyonwon Kang.

—Seonwoo Jin



A duel challenge had been posted at the main gate of the Azure Dragon Academy, drawing the attention of students on their way to class and instructors arriving for work.

"Looks like Seonwoo Jin is preparing for a showdown. Well, after being falsely accused, it's no wonder..."

"You know the Club Union started it first, right? Even though Hyonwon Kang's known as a delinquent, he's nowhere near as much of a scumbag as the posters made him out to be."

"Whoever wins this duel becomes the President, right?"

"Then why have an election? Those guys are just mad at each other and want to settle things with their fists."

"The result will influence the election though..."

"Hyonwon Kang won't turn this down, will he?"

"Since when has that guy ever backed down from a fight?"

"By the way, who do you think will win?"

"Well..."

"Hyonwon Kang?"

"Seonwoo Jin?"

The academy was abuzz with talk of the upcoming duel. A clash between two students competing for the position of Club Union President was already enough to get people talking, but the fact that both wielded daos only heightened the excitement. With Peng Sahyuk having departed for the Heavenly Martial Academy, some even speculated that the victor of this duel would claim the title of the top bladesman at the Azure Dragon Academy.

"Woah, this atmosphere is no joke."

Arriving at school early in the morning, the White Dragon Manor students marveled at the heightened atmosphere of the academy. They, too, had seen the duel challenge posted at the main gate.

However, among them, Hyonwon Kang was conspicuously absent.

"This is the prime spot today, so let's set up shop here," Geo Sangwoong suggested, rubbing his palms like a greedy merchant as chose a spot near the biggest poster, unpacked a large bundle he had carried on his back, and pulled out a long folding table.

"Yaaawn... Do we have to start so early? I didn't get enough sleep..." Ya Suhyeok complained, yawning widely as he placed a large bundle no smaller than Geo Sangwoong's on the table and unwrapped it to reveal a large wooden box.

Opening the box, Yeo Min casually asked Wiji Cheon, "By the way, have Senior Wonkang's internal injuries fully healed yet?"

Inside the box, hundreds of rice balls lay neatly arranged, emitting a savory yet slightly pungent herbal scent.

"I think he's much better now," Wiji Cheon replied, helping Yeo Min to take out the rice balls and arrange them neatly on the table.

As the aroma from the unusually fragrant rice balls filled the air, curious students began to gather nearby.

"That damned Seonwoo Jin really couldn't have picked a better date," Geo Sangwoong muttered sarcastically, clicking his tongue as he glanced at the challenge date.

The date that Seonwoo Jin proposed for the friendly duel was the day before the Club Union President election.

"Looks like he wants to humiliate our favorite delinquent, but let's see who gets embarrassed in the end, huh?" Geo Sangwoong grinned.

Then, with a flourish, the heir to one of the Ten Great Companies began to show off his skills.

"Step right up, folks! Medicinal rice balls made with miracle herbs from deep in the mountains, courtesy of the Medicinal Cooking Research Society! ALL FREE-OF-CHARGE! But only for the first 100! Only 100 people will get these miracle herbs for free! First come, first served! Get your rice balls now!"

As the words "free" and "first come, first served" echoed through the crowd, students flocked to the stall. Handing out the rice balls, the White Dragon Manor students didn't miss the chance to promote their cause.

"Enjoy your miracle herbs!"

"Support the Medicinal Cooking Research Society!"

"Don't forget to vote for Hyonwon Kang!"

In truth, this wasn't something that Hyonwon Kang had asked for, nor was it something that Baek Suryong had instructed them to do. The four students had volunteered to support Hyonwon Kang's campaign while he was training and willingly prepared the rice balls in the wee hours of the morning, in stark contrast to the BRS executives who couldn't even speak their minds because they had to watch Seonwoo Jin's mood.

Before they knew it, the White Dragon Manor students had handed out all the rice balls, and they sent the students off with a promise to return.

"We'll be back tomorrow! Please cast your vote for our reformed delinquent!"

At their cheerful farewell, smiles spread on the faces of the students who had popped a rice ball into their mouths.

...As for why Hyonwon Kang was missing, it was because he was currently undergoing special training with Baek Suryong.
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In the training grounds of the White Dragon Manor, Baek Suryong and Hyonwon Kang stood facing each other, doing warm-up exercises.

"Did you see the duel challenge?" Baek Suryong asked.

Hyonwon Kang nodded. "Yeah. That asshole sure wrote a long message just to say he's itching for a fight."

"Will you accept?"

Hyonwon Kang's eyes gleamed with a fierce determination. "Of course. I've been wanting to test myself against him for a while anyway. I've heard he's the strongest bladesman in the Azure Dragon Academy after Peng Sahyuk."

Baek Suryong finished his warm-ups and folded his arms smugly. "Think you can win?"

Hyonwon Kang lifted his blade and flicked the side with his finger.

TING!

As the clear sound echoed, he grinned. "More or less."

"From what I saw yesterday, Seonwoo Jin is no pushover. It won't be easy to take him down," Baek Suryong remarked in a sardonic tone that made one wonder if he was worried about his student or subtly riling him up.

"......" Once, such words would have incited Hyonwon Kang, but no longer. Although his eyes still burned like molten lava, they carried a new lucidity and composure.

Baek Suryong continued, "I heard his martial arts rank among the top ten in your grade. When it comes to the blade, they say he's currently the best in the Azure Dragon Academy..."

Grinning roguishly, Hyonwon Kang raised his blade and pointed it at Baek Suryong. "Soon, he won't be the best anymore," he said, releasing an overwhelming wild aura. 

WHOOSH!

His true nature hadn't vanished—it had merely been restrained and held in check. Now that it was unleashed, merely standing across from him felt like having one's entire body torn to shreds. 

This kid... Though he did not show it, Baek Suryong was impressed. It had been a while since he had last felt the aura of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade, the supreme martial art left behind by the Crazy Demon. Hyonwon Kang's progress had exceeded his expectations.

"While I was stuck recovering, I thought long and hard about what wielding the blade means to me," Hyonwon Kang said, a refined madness flickering in his eyes.

"You've come a long way, punk," Baek Suryong praised. 

Although he's still far from matching Master Crazy Demon, who perfected his blade technique through a hundred life-and-death battles, he seems to have properly inherited the will that Master left behind.

Smirking, he reached out toward the weapon rack, and a blade hanging there flew into his hand. He had prepared a customized lesson for his student, who had an important duel coming up. 

"I'll sharpen the blade that dulled while you rested. Let's start with quick-draw techniques," he said.

Hyonwon Kang nodded determinedly. "Got it! Please guide me!"

Baek Suryong lunged forward like a lightning bolt and swung his blade with blinding speed.

CLANG!

Hyonwon Kang barely blocked the first strike, but the second attack followed immediately.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Gritting his teeth, Hyonwon Kang blocked and deflected Baek Suryong's attacks coming from all directions. His martial arts uniform was soon torn and cuts appeared on his skin, but he pushed through the pain and concentrated fully on swinging his blade.

I can see it. It's becoming clearer.

At first, even following Baek Suryong's blade with his eyes had been difficult, but gradually, he got used to the rapid tempo and started trusting his instincts, sharpening his reflexes.

Three days passed like that.

Baek Suryong skillfully polished Hyonwon Kang's bladesmanship, restoring the edge that had grown dull during his hiatus.

SWOOSH!

Finally, Hyonwon Kang spotted an opening in Baek Suryong's defenses. In an instant, he swiftly closed in on Baek Suryong, thinking, CUT HIM!

RIIIP!

A sliver of blue fabric fluttered to the ground, no larger than a fingernail, but to Hyonwon Kang, it meant the world. This was undoubtedly the best slash he had ever delivered.

"I... I really cut him..." Hyonwon Kang panted, staring down at his blade, hands trembling with a newfound sense of accomplishment.

"Well done," Baek Suryong commended, smiling faintly as he patted Hyonwon Kang's shoulder. 

Fortunately, his dumb student hadn't noticed that he had deliberately let himself get cut.

Time flew by, and the day of the duel finally arrived.
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Chapter 184: Fathers

"That crazy bastard, Hyonwon Kang. Making such a big deal out of this..."

Seonwoo Jin turned pale when he saw the massive crowd gathered around the duel arena. He had agreed when Hyonwon Kang insisted on choosing the location of the duel, but he never expected it to turn into such a spectacle.

Instead of one of the Azure Dragon Academy's dueling arenas, Hyonwon Kang had chosen the busiest main street in the heart of Nanchang City as their battleground. Even for a formal duel, this was over the top.

How on earth did he get permission from the Principal?

Regardless, that wasn't the only baffling thing. As he looked around at the arena and waiting rooms built with obviously expensive materials and the hundreds of spectator seats, Seonwoo Jin's jaw dropped.

Just where did he get the money to build this duel arena?

The arena was built specifically for one duel, but it had a sturdy floor that wouldn't crack under powerful blows, and some spectator seats were even furnished with luxurious tables and chairs.

"Please line up! We will begin admitting people starting one hour before the duel!"

"Those with special invitations, please come this way!"

Even government soldiers were deployed to manage the crowd and prevent any potential accidents.

"This is ridiculous..." Seonwoo Jin muttered as he took in the surreal scene.

Wouldn't it take a duel to the death between two of the top hundred grandmasters to draw such a crowd, not just a friendly match between teenage prodigies? Even the Azure Dragon Festival, which the Azure Dragon Academy organized every summer, hadn't attracted such a large crowd in years.

Mysteriously, Seonwoo Jin wasn't alone in his shock. Emerging from the waiting room opposite him, Hyonwon Kang looked equally stunned by the scale of the event.

"What the heck, was it supposed to be such a big event?!" Hyonwon Kang exclaimed, surveying the arena with a bewildered expression.

Behind him, Geo Sangwoong grinned with satisfaction. "My father heard about your story and decided to invest a little."

"Senior Sangwoong, if your family has money to burn, why not just give it to me?"

"It's not my money. It's the Golden Dragon Trading Company's money."

The White Dragon Manor students joked among themselves as if it was no big deal, but when Seonwoo Jin overheard their conversation from a distance, his eyes widened so much that it looked like his eyeballs would pop out.

Did he just say the Golden Dragon Trading Company? Why is the name of one of the Ten Great Companies being mentioned here?!

However, the surprises did not stop there. A constable with an icy expression approached Hyonwon Kang, followed by officers carrying a large bouquet and a letter.

"Hmm? What's this, Constable Cheong Cheon?"

"This is a gift from the Magistrate, and this is a letter from the Prime Minister..."

Hyonwon Kang blinked in surprise. "Huh? Grandpa Gongson sent me a letter?"

"...You might want to use a more respectful term of address."

"Aww, between us, it's fine. Anyway, how did Gramps find out about my duel today?"

"Baek Suryong informed him, probably to get permission to build a dueling arena in the middle of the city." Cheong Cheon let out a deep sigh. For a moment, he wanted to mention that the Magistrate had burst into tears, thinking he'd lose his head when he suddenly received a letter from the Prime Minister, but in the end, he held back.

"Mr. Baek did that? Man, he really spread the news everywhere." 

Shaking his head, Hyonwon Kang read Gongson Su's letter on the spot. It contained a brief greeting and words of encouragement to definitely win, as well as a quip that if he lost, he would return to the school and avenge him.

A warm smile spread across Hyonwon Kang's face. "That old man, seriously..."

Meanwhile, Seonwoo Jin, who had overheard the entire conversation, stood frozen, overwhelmed by shock and dread.

D-Did that constable just say the letter came from the Prime Minister!? Not only the Golden Dragon Trading Company, but even the Prime Minister?! Are the richest man and the most powerful person in the Central Plains both connected to Hyonwon Kang? How? What? Why?

If that were the case, even the combined influence of all the Seonwoo Clan's connections wouldn't measure up.

"Hoo..." Seonwoo Jin steadied his ragged breathing.

Calm down. This must be a psychological trick he's aiming for. The Golden Dragon Trading Company? The Prime Minister? No matter how I think about it, it's nonsensical. It's clearly a ploy to unsettle me before the duel begins... It must be.

Just then, as if all the shocks so far weren't enough, the Seonwoo Clan's Patriarch and his other family members arrived.

With a smile that perfectly mirrored his son's, the Seonwoo Patriarch waved and shouted, "Jin!"

"F-Father? How did you know about this duel?" Seonwoo Jin asked, genuinely puzzled 

The Patriarch surveyed the bustling arena, then walked over to his son, saying, "How did I know? I received an invitation. Still, I didn't expect your duel to be this grand. Hoho!"

"...Who sent you the invitation?" Seonwoo Jin asked uneasily. He hadn't invited his family. To him, this wasn't supposed to be a significant event.

Could it be...

The Patriarch's answer was exactly what he had feared.

"I received it from one of your instructors, a man named Mr. Baek Suryong. He said that since you're the star of the duel, we should definitely attend. He even prepared the best seats for us, hoho! I must thank him right away. Where is he?"

"That Baek Suryong..."

"Hey! How dare you call your teacher's name so rudely?!" the Patriarch chided, glancing around in the hopes that no one was listening to their conversation.

"Father," Seonwoo Jin whispered.

"Yes? What's the matter?"

Seonwoo Jin quickly did a mental calculation of the distance between the Seonwoo Clan and the Azure Dragon Academy. Based on the day the duel was decided, Baek Suryong would have had to send an express messenger pigeon to the Patriarch to have him arrive by today.

Which meant...

"It seems my opponent is severely underestimating me," he said.

A crack appeared in the Patriarch's previously pleasant expression. "What?" 

Like father, like son. Seonwoo Jin had inherited his father's temperament.

[I'll explain everything through telepathy,] Seonwoo Jin conveyed, summarizing the events between himself and Hyonwon Kang.

The Patriarch's eyes turned cold. [How dare he?! How strong is that kid?]

[He's quite strong, but he's no match for me. Not long ago, he lost in less than ten exchanges against Peng Sahyuk.]

[Ten exchanges... How long can you hold out against Peng Sahyuk?]

The Patriarch didn't bother asking if his son could win. He knew it was impossible.

Feeling slighted, Seonwoo Jin bit his lip, but did not deny it. [The last time I sparred with Peng Sahyuk, we exchanged over fifty moves evenly.]

The Patriarch nodded in relief. Ten exchanges versus fifty was a difference that couldn't be bridged within a short period of time. [This might actually be good. Use this opportunity to raise your fame and improve our clan's reputation in the murim.]

[Yes, I think so too.]

Father and son exchanged chilling glances. Like two snakes hiding their venom, they nodded in silent understanding.

[Father, is it alright if I handle him a bit roughly?]

A cold smile formed on the Patriarch's lips as he understood his son's intentions instantly. [Of course. You should at least cut off an arm. Don't worry about the aftermath, our clan's will handle it. Make sure to engrave the way of the Seonwoo Clan into that insolent brat. Permanently.]

"Yes. I will definitely do so," Seonwoo Jin replied, his eyes filled with killing intent as he glared at Hyonwon Kang. With his family's permission secured, there was nothing holding him back now.
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The spectator seats provided by the Golden Dragon Trading Company filled up quickly, and those without seats crowded around the arena, so densely packed that even standing room was scarce.

"Hey, please move in a bit more!"

"Don't push! I can't see the stage either!"

"Get your rice cakes! Sweet rice cakes perfect for watching the duel!"

If the ground wasn't enough, martial artists climbed onto the rooftops of nearby buildings to claim their vantage points, their enhanced eyesight allowing them to watch from afar without much difficulty.

"Good grief. What's all this fuss over a duel between young prodigies..."

"Doesn't that make you more curious? If they've put this much effort into it, there must be something special."

"Lots of rumors have been coming out of the Azure Dragon Academy lately."

"Yeah, this year does seem different."

Dozens of curious martial artists gathered on the rooftops, chatting about who might win, discussing the unusual events at the Academy lately, and occasionally touching on how the Azure Dragon Hero had crushed the Valley of Evil.

Nevertheless, not everyone came to watch the duel with a light heart.

"Hey, there's still some space over there..."

"Stop! The atmosphere there is too tense. Let's not mess with that guy."

A middle-aged man with a fierce-looking face sat alone, radiating the aura of someone who had lived a hard life. His clothes were dusty, as if he'd traveled a long way, and his beard was unkempt. Due to the heavy atmosphere around him, even the boldest martial artists didn't dare to approach him.

At least, until now.

"Do you mind if I sit next to you? There aren't any other suitable spots around here."

Hearing a voice beside him, the fierce-looking man turned his head to look at the speaker.

...How can someone be so irritatingly handsome? And damn it, he's really strong too...

The man next to him was so good-looking that "handsome" was the first word that came to mind when he saw him. Upon closer inspection, the man appeared to be middle-aged, probably about the same age as himself. However, that languid smile, the somewhat enlightened aura, and even the fine wrinkles around his eyes seemed more like charms added by the passage of time rather than flaws.

Suppressing the resentment and jealousy that naturally bubbled up inside him, the fierce-looking man nodded curtly. "Go ahead. I don't mind."

"Thank you."

The two middle-aged men sat down side by side, keeping a reasonable distance between them.

The handsome man took out a wine bottle and two cups from his pockets. "Care for a drink?" he asked.

"No, I'm good."

"But drinking alone feels lonely..."

Fixing his gaze on the duel arena, the fierce-looking man said firmly, "I'm not in the mood to drink."

The handsome man accepted this with a nod, sipping quieting from his flask. "Did you come to see your son?" he suddenly asked.

"How did you..." The fierce-looking man's head snapped around, and his eyes narrowed. No one knew he had come to see his son. How did this stranger know about it?

The handsome man chuckled, "Because I came here to see my son too. Seeing the worry in your eyes though, I thought you could use some company."

The fierce-looking man's expression turned serious. "Could you be..." 

The handsome man quickly shook his head. "Relax. My son isn't your son's opponent."

"......"

Extending a long, slender finger, the handsome man pointed at Hyonwon Kang, who had just stepped onto the arena. "That boy is your son, right?" he asked.

"Are you a fortune-teller? How did you know that boy is mine?"

"He looks just like you. I guess that fierce face runs in the family."

"...Then, which one is your son?"

The handsome man smiled pleasantly and pointed to a tall, handsome young man in a bright blue martial arts uniform. "My son is that one over there. The Azure Dragon Academy instructor who's pretending to be busy but actually lazing around."

...Even his son is ridiculously handsome. Suddenly, the fierce-looking man felt a bit sorry for passing on his own looks to his child.

Offering the fierce-looking man a drink, the handsome man asked, "Anyway, why are you watching the match from all the way over here? Why not go down to the stage and cheer for your son?" 

Perhaps due to the camaraderie of being fellow fathers, this time, the fierce-looking man accepted the offer. Taking the cup and downing all the wine in one gulp, he sighed deeply, "...Because I'm an unworthy father."

"Hmm?"

"Our family's specialty martial arts were lost, so I couldn't teach my prodigious son proper martial arts techniques. What's the point of being born with extraordinary talent if the family can't support your dreams? So... even though I knew he was going astray, I couldn't really admonish him. I couldn't even bring myself to visit him in school," the fierce-looking man said bitterly.

The handsome man blinked in disbelief. "Wow. How are you subtly bragging about your son while sounding humble and guilty at the same time?"

Ignoring the handsome man's snide comment, regret and sorrow filled the fierce-looking man's eyes as he watched his son from afar. "Well, how could a father who hasn't done anything for his son go and cheer for him? If he loses the duel, he'll resent me..." 

The handsome man clicked his tongue. "Tsk tsk, you're worrying over nothing."

"What?"

"I'm an unworthy father too. My son has been weak and sickly ever since he was born, but even after I searched the whole world, I couldn't find a physician who could cure him. So... I thought that he would stay with me forever."

"......"

"Boy was I wrong! One fine day, that punk declared that he wanted to venture into the murim, so I told him I'd allow it if he could defeat me, then to my utter dismay and disbelief, he actually knocked me down!" The handsome man laughed, a hint of pride in his gaze as he looked at Baek Suryong. "...You know, it's scary how fast kids grow up. Before I knew it, my little boy was a grown man who no longer needed his daddy's protection."

"......"

"I'm sure your son will surprise you too. Let me offer you a congratulatory drink in advance."

"Thank you. And uh, by the way, my name's Hyonwon Su."

"I'm Baek Muheun."

Suddenly, a roar of anticipation erupted from the audience. The two protagonists of the day had walked out into the arena while the two fathers were chatting.

Hyonwon Su straightened his posture nervously. "Looks like it's about to start."

Baek Muheun offered him a drink. "Care for one more?"

"No, I don't think I can swallow anything until the duel is over." Hyonwon Su clasped his hands together, anxiety evident in every inch of his body. 

He had heard that his son's opponent was the heir of the Seonwoo Clan. Although he was confident that his son possessed superior talent, the difference in the quality of their martial arts techniques was painfully obvious.

With only the incomplete Earth Shattering Blade, Kang can't reach his full potential...

Worry clouded the father's eyes as he watched Hyonwon Kang step forward.

A moment later, the duel began.

Hyonwon Su rose to his feet and started screaming.
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Chapter 185: You Asked For It

The duel commenced.

On the duel stage, two young bladesmen faced off, blades pointed at each other. Sunlight glanced off their weapons, casting brilliant reflections that scattered in all directions.

Some in the audience squinted against the sudden glare, yet no one uttered a word. The tension that hung over the arena silenced any complaints, leaving the crowd to shield their eyes with raised hands as they strained to see.

Hyonwon Kang and Seonwoo Jin circled each other slowly, moving clockwise as they searched for openings in each other's stances.

"You sure went all out," Seonwoo Jin remarked dryly, trying to maintain his composure amidst the weight of so many eyes upon him. "Now that I think about it, this whole duel was part of your plan, wasn't it? I walked right into your trap."

Now that he stood here, Seonwoo Jin realized he had fallen for Hyonwon Kang's deception. As long as he didn't do anything, he would have easily won the election. However, in a fit of anger, he threw all reason aside and initiated the duel, giving Hyonwon Kang the perfect chance to turn the tide in his favor.

But what upsets me the most... is the fact that Hyonwon Kang laid this trap fully believing that he would win the duel.

Suppressing his growing killing intent, Seonwoo Jin smiled. "Fine. If you beat me, the President's seat is yours, and to hell with the election. How about that?"

"Sounds great to me," Hyonwon Kang replied coolly.

"I heard you're going around saying you'll compete in the Heavenly Martial Festival and defeat Peng Sahyuk in the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament?" Seonwoo Jin sneered disdainfully, hating both Hyonwon Kang's expression and his reply. Unlike himself, there was no hint of anxiety on the delinquent's face at all. If no one had been watching, he might have tried to kill him right there and then.

"So?" Hyonwon Kang retorted sharply, seemingly triggered by the mention of Peng Sahyuk's name.

Seonwoo Jin caught the change in tone and smirked, seizing the moment to turn their conversation into a psychological battle before the real fight. Laughing, he taunted, "Aren't you dreaming a little too big? It's barely been two months since you knelt before Peng Sahyuk, crushed in less than ten exchanges."

"......"

"Before Peng Sahyuk left, I exchanged over fifty moves with him. It was a close fight, and I only lost because I had less inner qi. I take pride in the fact that I wasn't lacking in any other aspect," Seonwoo Jin boasted confidently. This duel might have been set up by Hyonwon Kang, but he was confident that in the end, it would become a showcase of his own strength.

Hyonwon Kang narrowed his eyes skeptically. "You exchanged over fifty moves with Peng Sahyuk?"

"Now do you see the difference between us?"

"Eh, that prick went easy on you."

"What?"

"I said he went easy on you, dumbass. Do you really think Peng Sahyuk needs over fifty exchanges to deal with trash like you? It's obvious he wasn't serious," Hyonwon Kang snickered, casually flicking his blade tip and deliberately revealing an opening. At first, he had intended to fight cautiously given the stakes of the duel, but now he realized that it didn't matter even if he was a little lax.

Roughly slinging his blade over his shoulder, he continued gruffly, "Listen up, you pathetic excuse for a bladesman. You think losing to Peng Sahyuk is some kind of achievement worth bragging about? Did you expect me to be impressed because you lasted fifty exchanges? As a martial artist, you should be ashamed of yourself. One should always strive to win, not wallow in defeat. Honestly, you disgust me. I don't think I can stand talking to someone who takes pride in losing to a Young Master from one of the Five Great Clans any longer, so shut up and come at me. I'll even give you the first move."

Hyonwon Kang's bold challenge left the spectators stunned. Among them were distinguished local figures and seasoned martial artists. In three days' time, not only would the outcome of the duel spread throughout the murim, but so would the reputations of the two young prodigies... meaning Hyonwon Kang had no way to take back his words now.

From the VIP seats, Noh Goonsang, the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy, cleared his throat and said, "Ahem. Both of you, please keep it civil."

Humiliated before even trading blows, Seonwoo Jin's face flushed red. "Don't get cocky!" he snapped, stomping hard on the ground. A massive dust cloud billowed up, and he surged forward like a cannonball.

Keeping a careful eye on his opponent, Hyonwon Kang swung his blade.

CLANG!

The instant their blades collided, a sharp pain shot through Seonwoo Jin's wrist, and his eyes widened. 

He blocked that so easily?

He had poured every ounce of his strength into the strike, fully intending to cut down Hyonwon Kang with a single, decisive blow. However, just as his swing began to gather momentum, Hyonwon Kang intercepted it with pinpoint precision, effortlessly stopping the attack and dispersing its force.

Their blades locked, metal grinding against metal. Meeting Hyonwon Kang's gaze, Seonwoo Jin saw a fierce light burning in his eyes.

"If that's all you've got, it won't be enough to beat me," Hyonwon Kang taunted.

"Shut up!"

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Twin blades sliced through the air in wild, unpredictable arcs, weaving together in a tempest of relentless slashes. The two fighters' movements blurred with incredible speed, but neither gave an inch, meeting each stroke with unyielding ferocity.

"Wow, they're incredible!"

"Both of them have considerable mastery in swift blade techniques."

Some of the watching martial artists nodded in recognition, while others applauded. The speed with which the two bladesmen exchanged blows was astounding, but underneath their rapid attacks, their styles were very distinct. Seonwoo Jin's attacks were precise and razor-sharp, while Hyonwon Kang's were brutal and savage.

Both Hyonwon Kang and Seonwoo Jin wielded one-handed daos, leaving the other hand free. Thus, they also clashed with palm techniques, then with their fists, and then with their fingers curled into claws as they tried to grab each other's weapons. Moments later, their hands spread open again, and the relentless exchange of palm techniques resumed.

BOOM!

After a huge clash of palm techniques, the two boys used the recoil to widen the distance between them and took a second to catch their breath.

"It's been a while since my eyes were treated to such a spectacle."

"This has gone way beyond the level of a kids' fight. Are all prodigies this strong nowadays?"

"This is truly a battle between a dragon and a tiger! They're evenly matched!"

The crowd's chatter grew louder, fueled by the intense duel unfolding before them. Nonetheless, the true martial masters in the crowd shook their heads, disagreeing with those who called it a stalemate.

One particularly fierce-looking middle-aged man even jumped up in agitation, shouting at the top of his lungs, "How are they evenly matched? Are you blind? Open your eyes wide and look closely! Whose breathing is more regular? Whose balance is more stable? Whose footwork is more agile? Observe properly before you judge, idiot!"

The fierce-looking man's outburst instantly silenced those who had been calling the duel a tie. They had known all along that their ability to observe martial arts was lacking and that they were just babbling nonsense.

Still, Hyonwon Su couldn't hold himself back. "Watch carefully! My son is obviously the stronger one!" he yelled.

"Please sit down. You're making a big fool of yourself," Baek Muheun muttered as he gently tugged at Hyonwon Su's clothes, feeling embarrassed for the man. 

Hyonwon Su stared at him with a dazed expression. "This is real, right? You can see it too, right, Baek-hyung? My son... He's..."

Baek Muheun chuckled and nodded. "Of course I can. Not only me, but any decent master can see that Hyonwon-hyung's son is completely overpowering his opponent right now. No, it's more accurate to say that he's toying with him."

"I can't believe it. When did my little Kang learn such high-level bladesmanship..."

Amazingly, Hyonwon Kang was not only matching his opponent's skill, he had also taken control of the flow of the battle, dictating its tempo, pacing, and distance. As if that wasn't impressive enough, Seonwoo Jin hadn't even noticed that he was being led around. 

One by one, the martial arts masters invited to the duel began to murmur among themselves.

"Only an expert several levels higher can dominate his opponent so completely like that."

"That prodigy's name is Hyonwon Kang, right?"

"So he's from the Hyonwon Clan, huh?"

"Wow! To think that we'd see the famous bladesmanship of the Hyonwon Clan today. What a feast for the eyes!"

"That child might revive the Hyonwon Clan."

Hearing everyone singing his son's praises, Hyonwon Su clenched his fists, tears welling up at the corners of his eyes. Still, despite his blurred vision, he never took his eyes off his son, not even to wipe away the tears.

Kang, I can't believe that you achieved in one day what I couldn't do in decades.

It didn't matter how Hyonwon Kang had learned such exquisite bladesmanship. His son had restored the family's honor where he had failed.

"Hmm?" Suddenly, Hyonwon Kang whipped his head around and stared blankly in Hyonwon Su's direction.

Shaking his head, Hyonwon Su burst out laughing, "Hoho, you rascal. Don't look at me! Focus on your opponent!"

As if on cue, Hyonwon Kang immediately grinned and sharpened his movements.

Hyonwon Su blinked in disbelief. Is it just a coincidence? He didn't actually hear me from that far away, did he? 

"Whoa!"

"That's...!"

The subsequent spectacle left the martial artists, who had been enjoying the show leisurely, gaping in astonishment.
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When did it start? When did I stop looking at him?

At some point during the duel, Hyonwon Kang had ceased paying attention to his opponent, Seonwoo Jin. Their blades still clashed at incredible speeds, but that was it. Seonwoo Jin was the only one who was still swinging his blade single-mindedly. Hyonwon Kang, on the other hand, had let his instincts completely take over, deflecting every attack mindlessly.

What a strange feeling.

Right now, Hyonwon Kang felt as if all his senses were extremely heightened. He could see the exact paths Seonwoo Jin's blade would take, anticipate where his opponent would step, how he would channel his qi, and even catch the slightest twitches of his muscles. It was like playing a game of Go with complete knowledge of his opponent's every move.

I feel like I could win with my eyes closed right now...

Even when Seonwoo Jin's blade missed his ear by a hair, he didn't feel at all threatened. He had no doubt that it would miss him.

Lost in a trance, his senses expanded more and more, until suddenly, he detected a very familiar presence.

...Father?

Confused, Hyonwon Kang turned around to stare at Hyonwon Su and tilted his head. "Huh? Why is Father here?"

"How dare you look away from me?!" Seonwoo Jin shouted angrily, seizing the opening that Hyonwon Kang had carelessly presented to press the attack.

Despite being distracted, Hyonwon Kang easily dodged Seonwoo Jin's slash and absentmindedly pushed him away.

BOOM!

Seonwoo Jin staggered back nearly ten steps, almost losing his balance before catching himself at the last moment.

Cold sweat beaded on his brow.

Something's wrong. I'm exhausted and soaked in sweat, but Hyonwon Kang still looks fresh and isn't even breathing hard.

Gritting his teeth, Seonwoo Jin reluctantly asked, "You bastard... Are you going easy on me?"

Hyonwon Kang briefly looked around at the spectators who had come to watch the duel. All of them were staring at him with wide-eyed disbelief, stunned that a delinquent from a fallen clan could so completely overpower the heir of a prestigious house.

"I was, but not anymore. I think I've shown off enough," he replied.

Seonwoo Jin's eye twitched. "What?"

Hyonwon Kang grinned broadly. The only reason he'd dragged out the fight was because of Baek Suryong's insistence.


"Don't end it in one blow. Word of your duel won't spread unless the audience gets a good show."



He glanced toward Baek Suryong. Mr. Baek, is this enough?

The meaning was conveyed even without the need for communication. Baek Suryong met his gaze, grinned and nodded.

Hyonwon Kang finally turned his attention back to Seonwoo Jin. "Now, all that's left is to show Father who the world's greatest son is."

"What nonsense are you..."

RUMBLE!

An immense wave of energy erupted from beneath Hyonwon Kang's feet. Dust spiraled around his body, rising high into the sky like a mighty dragon coiling itself around him.

BOOM!

Cracks spread across the thick floor of the duel stage as Hyonwon Kang stomped heavily on the ground and shot forward in a straight line.

CLANG!!

This time, the impact was vastly more forceful, so much so that Seonwoo Jin almost dropped his blade. Barely managing to block the first strike, he braced himself to counter when the second attack came right at him.

"Ugh!" Seonwoo Jin groaned. He felt as if the bones in his wrist had fractured, while his waist and knees throbbed from the strain.

In just two exchanges after Hyonwon Kang got serious, he was backed into a corner.

Damn it, I can't block a third hit!

Seonwoo Jin gritted his teeth. If he tried to block another one of Hyonwon Kang's powerful swings, he might lose a limb or even die.

"Surrender. Unless you want to get hurt," Hyonwon Kang warned.

Seonwoo Jin glared at his opponent with snake-like eyes. "...I lost," he whispered in a barely audible voice.

Upon hearing Seonwoo Jin's declaration of surrender, Hyonwon Kang lowered his blade and relaxed his stance.

Seonwoo Jin's eyes lit up with a sudden, malicious glint. In the brief moment when Hyonwon Kang let his guard down, he seized the opportunity and slashed at Hyonwon Kang's right arm with every ounce of his strength.

You fool! I'll at least take one of your arms!

The howling wind drowned out his words, making it impossible for anyone in the audience to hear them. Even Hyonwon Kang would have had a hard time catching them.

"Ah!"

"Why all of a sudden!"

Cries of alarm erupted from the audience.  To them, it seemed as if Hyonwon Kang had suddenly let his guard down for no reason.

"No!" Hyonwon Su yelled, rushing onto the duel stage to save his son.

Unfortunately, Seonwoo Jin's blade was already an inch away from Hyonwon Kang's shoulder. He wouldn't make it in time.

TWANG!

Hyonwon Kang twisted his body and struck Seonwoo Jin's blade with his elbow, slightly changing the angle of the attack with his solid arm muscles fortified by the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. 

However, this only bought him a fraction of a second. His skin was already cut and bleeding, and it was impossible for him to block a weapon with his flesh. Unless he could completely knock the blade aside, killing its momentum, it would definitely slice through his arm cleanly.

And there was only one way to do that.

"You asked for it," Hyonwon Kang growled, switching his blade to his left hand. Then, with a swift motion, he swung it outward in a reverse grip, aiming for Seonwoo Jin's arm.

SWISH!

With a blinding flash, Seonwoo Jin's blade fell to the ground, along with the arm holding it.


Chapter 186: The Sky Sundering Blade

A stunned silence fell over the spectator stands and time itself seemed to freeze as every eye stared unblinkingly at the sight of Seonwoo Jin's arm falling to the ground.

"Keuaaah! My arm! My arm!"

Finally, Seonwoo Jin's screams shattered the silence. His mind had delayed the pain, numb at first from the clean cut that severed his arm, but the shock of seeing it gone hit him harder than any physical wound. After all, for a right-handed bladesman, losing that arm was the same as losing his very reason for existence.

"You fucking bastard! How dare you cut off my arm?!" Seonwoo Jin roared, his voice raw and his expression so distorted that it bore no resemblance to his usual polite, gentlemanly persona. 

It never even occurred to him that he was the one who had attempted to sever Hyonwon Kang's arm first. All he could think about was how much he resented his opponent.

His sanity slipping away from the pain and horror, Seonwoo Jin lunged recklessly at Hyonwon Kang, bellowing, "Die! I'm going to kill you!"

However, he soon screeched to a halt as his father, the Seonwoo Patriarch, intercepted his path. "Father!" he cried.

"Stand back," the Seonwoo Patriarch commanded, sealing his son's acupoints to stem the bleeding and sending him offstage. 

After that, he strode towards Hyonwon Kang, his eyes cold and unyielding. He hadn't intervened to stop the fight—he was here for revenge. 

"For a friendly duel, you went too far. I can only assume you did this on purpose," he threatened, his voice thick with killing intent.

Hyonwon Kang held his ground, replying with steady confidence, "It was Seonwoo Jin who tried to deceive me first. He said he'd lost, but then..."

"Enough!" The Seonwoo Patriarch cut off Hyonwon Kang with a qi-infused voice. "I don't want to hear your excuses. Here and now, I will sever one of your arms as compensation."

"What? Are you mad? Do you think I'll just let you do that?"

The Seonwoo Patriarch drew his blade, sending a sharp wave of deadly energy across the stage. "I'm not asking for your permission," he replied.

"Ugh!" Hyonwon Kang struggled to breathe under the crushing pressure. The Seonwoo Patriarch was a master beyond his ability to handle.

Suddenly, another figure stepped onto the stage.

"Stop! That's enough!" Hyonwon Su barked, pulling his son behind him.

Relief immediately washed over Hyonwon Kang's face. "Father!"

"Stand back, Kang," Hyonwon Su said, before turning around and addressing the Seonwoo Patriarch. "Please calm down, Master Seonwoo."

"It's been a while, Master Hyonwon. Your son's talent is...impressive. Thanks to him, my son has lost an arm." the Seonwoo Patriarch said, smiling gently at Hyonwon Su. Still, the edge of his mouth betrayed a growing bloodlust, and he made no move to lower his weapon.

Seeing the two clan heads confronting each other on the duel stage, the spectators held their breaths.

Cold sweat beaded on Hyonwon Su's forehead as he bowed deeply, exuding as much humility as he could muster. With careful restraint, he kept his weapon sheathed, showing deference to the Seonwoo Patriarch and avoiding anything that might provoke him. 

"What happened was a tragic accident. With your unmatched skill, Patriarch, you must have realized that by now," he pleaded.

"You're critiquing my martial arts now? Is that because your Hyonwon Clan has managed to reclaim your family's lost arts? Congratulations," the Seonwoo Patriarch mocked, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

"That was not my intention..."

The Seonwoo Patriarch scoffed. Hyonwon Kang's martial arts were incredible, but his father Hyonwon Su's skills were mediocre at best, far too pathetic for the head of a clan that once stood shoulder to shoulder with the Hebei Peng Clan.

All the more reason for me to nip it in the bud.

The Seonwoo Patriarch's gaze drifted past Hyonwon Su's shoulder to Hyonwon Kang. In truth, he hadn't stepped forward only out of indignation over his son's injury.

If that punk becomes the next head of the Hyonwon Clan, we could be overshadowed.

Decades ago, the Hyonwon Clan was once a prestigious lineage of blademasters rivaling even the renowned Hebei Peng Clan. After the Crazy Demon's massacre robbed them of their unique martial arts though, their decline was rapid, and the Seonwoo Clan soon took their place.

Admittedly, the Seonwoo Clan was currently far inferior compared to the Hebei Peng Clan, but the Seonwoo Patriarch still refused to give up his family's status.

Looking at Hyonwon Kang, his mind raced with cold calculations. 

I need to clip that genius boy's wings before he grows up and put an end to the Hyonwon Clan's resurgence. Getting revenge for Jin is the perfect excuse. 

Having made his decision, he put on a show of emotion and demanded, "Step aside! As a father, I must avenge my son!"

"Master Seonwoo, please calm down..." Hyonwon Su begged.

The Seonwoo Patriarch cut him off, warning, "Step aside, and I will treat this as my personal revenge. Refuse, and this will become the trigger for all out war between our clans."

Hyonwon Su's face immediately paled. "T-That..."

Seeing his father in a dilemma, Hyonwon Kang stepped forward and said urgently, "Father, let me fight him. If I win..."

"Please, just stay put!" Hyonwon Su rebuked sternly, stopping his son.

Hyonwon Kang sighed. "Father..."

"I'll take care of this, so just stay put. Okay?" Hyonwon Su pleaded. No matter how much his son's martial arts had improved, it was absurd to think that he could win against the Seonwoo Patriarch.

If I bow down to him in front of everyone, will he relent?

For years, Hyonwon Su had swallowed his pride and lowered his head repeatedly to protect his fallen clan. What little honor he had as a martial artist meant nothing as long as he could save his son's arm.


"...You know, it's scary how fast kids grow up. Before I knew it, my little boy was a grown man who no longer needed his daddy's protection."



Maybe it was the drinks he'd shared with Baek Muheun that fueled his courage, or maybe it went deeper, but at that moment, something within Hyonwon Su snapped. 

Surprising even himself, he blurted out, "I'm done being an unworthy father. I won't live like this anymore."

"What did you say...?"

"I want to be the proud father of my son who has grown up so magnificently. You may want to avenge your own child, but I simply cannot stand by and watch my son lose his arm, even if it costs me my life. So, I have a proposition for you. Let's leave the children out of this and settle it between us fathers," Hyonwon Su asserted, his tone resolute and his usually gentle eyes blazing with unprecedented intensity as he drew and pointed his blade at the Seonwoo Patriarch.

"Huh..." The Seonwoo Patriarch fell silent, rattled by Hyonwon Su's unexpected defiance.

Is he really Hyonwon Su? Why is the man who usually backs down at the first sign of intimidation suddenly acting so bold...? Ah, it must be because his son's arm is on the line. Well... this might be a little inconvenient later, but there's a simple solution. All I have to do is make both of them one-armed. If I cut off Hyonwon Su's arm first, Hyonwon Kang will lose his temper and rush in, and then I'll take his arm as well. Perfect.

The Seonwoo Patriarch's martial arts uniform flapped wildly in the wind. "Since you insist on doing things the hard way... Don't underestimate me."

Narrowing his eyes in concentration, Hyonwon Su gathered his inner qi and moved into the starting stance of the Earth Shattering Blade.

"Father..." Hyonwon Kang mumbled, his face taut with worry. Now that the confrontation had spread beyond father and son to encompass both clans, it was difficult for outsiders to intervene rashly.

Still, there were always exceptions to the norm, and people who didn't give a shit about jianghu politics.

"Okay, that's enough. You two should stop now," a young man in blue robes said as he descended onto the stage using movement arts and landed right between the two Patriarchs. 

Annoyed, the Seonwoo Patriarch glared rudely at the young man who had intervened. "Who the hell are you?" he snapped rudely.

"Me? I'm a teacher at the Azure Dragon Academy, duh."

"What? How impudent..."

"You're the one who used coarse language first. I'm just returning the favor."

"How dare you?" The Seonwoo Patriarch's mouth twitched, so astounded that he couldn't even get angry. Just as he was thinking about how to chase this arrogant fool away, though, cheers erupted from the audience.

"It's the Azure Dragon Hero!"

"The hero who destroyed the Valley of Evil!"

Recognizing the name, the Seonwoo Patriarch finally took a good look at the young man.

This guy is the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong?

He had heard about Baek Suryong, the young martial arts instructor who had defeated the Bloody Ripper, one of the Ten Great Villains, earlier while waiting for the duel. Although he was much younger than himself, Baek Suryong wasn't a master he could ignore.

Softening his approach, the Seonwoo Patriarch asked, "Could you please step aside, Mr. Baek? This is a matter between the Seonwoo and Hyonwon Clans."

"Since you're finally speaking politely, I'll do the same. However, that doesn't mean I will agree to your request," Baek Suryong replied, his tone dripping with barely hidden sarcasm.

The Seonwoo Patriarch's eyebrow twitched in irritation. "Mr. Baek, outsiders have no business interfering in a clash between murim clans!"

"Sorry, but I'm not really an outsider in this situation."

"What?" The Seonwoo Patriarch blinked in confusion.

"Huh?" Hyonwon Su turned to look at Baek Suryong.

Baek Suryong calmly explained, "Since I was the one who taught Hyonwon Kang those blade techniques, one could argue that Seonwoo Jin wouldn't have lost his arm if it wasn't for me. That means I'm at least partly to blame for the accident, right? Then I'm not a total outsider."

"That's utter nonsense..."

ROAR!

Suddenly, Baek Suryong released his aura, instantly capturing the crowd's attention. Raising his voice, he asked, "Well then, isn't what you're saying also nonsense, Patriarch? The duel between the two students was fair, and the loss of an arm was an unavoidable accident. This is a natural result of a fight with real weapons, where there is always a risk. Besides, the one who caused the accident was not Hyonwon Kang, but Seonwoo Jin. Mr. Namgung Su, you're the judge of this duel. What do you think?"

What a cunning fox. Namgung Su let out a small sigh. He knew why Baek Suryong was singling him out, but he decided to play along because to be honest, he didn't approve of the Seonwoo Patriarch's conduct either.

"In a situation where defeat was imminent, Hyonwon Kang held back to avoid hurting Seonwoo Jin, but Seonwoo Jin used that opportunity to launch a surprise attack instead. While it's unfortunate that his arm was cut off, I believe Seonwoo Jin brought it upon himself," Namgung Su said.

The Seonwoo Patriarch shot Namgung Su a venomous glare, but unfortunately for him, Namgung Su, a direct descendant of the mighty Namgung Clan and the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, had no reason to fear him.

Just then, the martial artists in the audience began to stir.

"As the saying goes, when children fight, their parents escalate it further... I guess martial artists are no different from us regular folk when it comes to this sort of thing."

"It's unfortunate that his son was badly injured, but is it right to seek revenge like this?"

"Boo!"

Sensing the crowd's opinion shifting in his favor, Baek Suryong grinned. "You heard them," he said, pressuring the Seonwoo Patriarch.

Pretending to be agitated, the Seonwoo Patriarch argued, "My son's arm was severed, and you're telling me to consider the circumstances before taking action? I can't be that coldhearted!"

Some in the audience nodded right away, understanding how the Seonwoo Patriarch felt. Still, even if he could deceive everyone else, Baek Suryong was not so easily fooled.

Baek Suryong frowned. "Hmm? You're not coldhearted? That's weird. Your son is bleeding like crazy right now, but you seem to be more concerned with getting revenge than tending to his wounds."

"What are you saying..."

"Turn around and take a good, hard look at your son's condition. Shouldn't taking him to a physician be your first priority?"

"That's..."

Baek Suryong smiled at the Seonwoo Patriarch as if he could see right through him. "One might almost think that you're not here to avenge your son, but because you want an excuse to maim Hyonwon Kang. Perhaps, you're thinking of eliminating the future leader of a rival clan before they have a chance to grow..."

"Shut up! Stop slandering me!" the Seonwoo Patriarch interrupted, his face turning beetroot red. 

Baek Suryong raised his hands in a gesture of reassurance. "Don't get too worked up. All I'm saying is that there's a possibility that people might misunderstand. You never know, right? Someone could end up believing it."

Crazy bastard...! Hearing Baek Suryong's scathing attempt at consolation, the Seonwoo Patriarch had to fight to keep his hand from reaching for his blade. Earlier, he had thought that Hyonwon Kang was brazen when he boldly flaunted his skills before the audience, but now he realized that the teacher was dozens of times crazier than the student.

"Anyway, shouldn't you hurry and take your son to a physician? His face is so ghostly pale, I wouldn't be surprised if he collapsed from excessive bleeding anytime now!" Baek Suryong added with mock concern.

"I'll deal with that later..." the Seonwoo Patriarch began, but his voice trailed off as he felt the crowd's gaze growing colder.

Fuck.

He'd been checkmated. His claim to avenge his son was eroding under Baek Suryong's relentless logic.

"Okay, that's enough from all of you," a stern voice imbued with inner qi rang out, quieting the commotion.

Immediately, all eyes turned to the speaker, Noh Goonsang, who surveyed the stage with a steely expression.

"Master Seonwoo, I understand a parent's heartache when they see their child crippled right before their very eyes, but as a senior in the murim, I think cutting off another child's arm in revenge seems excessive," Noh Goonsang pointed out, stepping forward to mediate the fight.

The Seonwoo Patriarch ignored him and continued glowering at Baek Suryong with seething hatred.

Noh Goonsang cleared his throat. "AHEM! Master Seonwoo, would you mind stepping down for today? I really think you've gone too far."

"Even if you're the Azure Dragon Academy Principal, you cannot interfere in my clan's affairs..."

"I'm not sure if you're aware of this, but the former Patriarch of the Seonwoo Clan owes me a small debt. Please convey my regards to him when you return."

"......" The Seonwoo Patriarch fell silent for a while, then nodded reluctantly. The aura Noh Goonsang was emanating sent chills down his spine, and on top of that, he mentioned the former Patriarch.

Clenching his teeth, he grabbed Seonwoo Jin and left the arena to a chorus of jeers, looking like a dog with its tail tucked between its legs.

"Look at this guy, making a fuss over nothing." Baek Suryong scoffed as he watched the Seonwoo Patriarch withdraw. Turning to Noh Goonsang, he asked, "Principal, could you officially announce the result of the duel?"

Noh Goonsang nodded. "Attention, everyone! The winner of today's duel is Student Hyonwon Kang!"

"It was an amazing duel!"

"Isn't Hyonwon Kang already beyond the level of a prodigy?"

"Hyonwon Kang... He might aim for the position of the next Blade King."

Applause poured in from all directions to celebrate the victor, and even martial masters collectively praised Hyonwon Kang's outstanding martial arts. Although the aftermath of the duel had caused quite a stir, nothing could overshadow Hyonwon Kang's victory.

"Thank you! Thank you!" Hyonwon Kang shouted back in awkward embarrassment, standing in the middle of the duel stage and bowing repeatedly in all directions. Having been constantly scorned until recently, he was still unaccustomed to receiving compliments.

Seeing Hyonwon Kang's joy, Hyonwon Su had never felt happier for his son. "Kang..."

Looking warmly at the father and son, Noh Goonsang asked Hyonwon Su, "I remember that in the past, there was a title that was used specifically for the strongest master in the Hyonwon Clan. Do you know what it is, Master Hyonwon?"

"...Of course I do," Hyonwon Su replied unhesitatingly.

How could he not know? In the days when the Hyonwon Clan competed with the Hebei Peng Clan for the position of the world's strongest bladesman clan, there was a glorious title given to the strongest member of the Hyonwon Clan. Even the Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu was once called by that title.

Gazing dazedly at his son, Hyonwon Su added, "Many years ago, before the Crazy Demon's massacre, the strongest master of our clan was always granted the title of Sky Sundering Blade..."

Noticing Hyonwon Su's hesitation, Noh Goonsang spoke the words he wanted to say, "One day, Master Hyonwon, your son will definitely be worthy of that title."

At the moment, Hyonwon Kang was not ready to bear the weight of such a title. However, in the jianghu, titles that were more symbolic than a reflection of skill were also common.

Hyonwon Su smiled. "Well, I think that's something Kang should decide for himself."

"What? A title, now of all times..." Hyonwon Kang stammered, flustered. The Sky Sundering Blade was the title reserved only for the Hyonwon Clan's strongest! He could already feel its weight on his shoulders.

Baek Suryong nudged him playfully. "So? What's your answer?"

Hyonwon Kang took a deep breath and closed his eyes. After a while, when he opened them again, his gaze shone like a sharpened blade. Gone were the clouded eyes of a wayward youth. 

Raising his voice, he declared loudly and clearly, "From this day on, I pledge to work harder to honor my clan and become the pride of the Azure Dragon Academy. I will inherit the title of the Sky Sundering Blade!"

The Sky Sundering Blade Hyonwon Kang (破天刀 轩辕强).

This was the moment when a name that would one day shake the jianghu was first proclaimed.


Chapter 187: Where Is That Scoundrel Right Now?

The day after the duel, the Club Union President election went ahead as scheduled.

"The Club Union President election has begun! All students affiliated with the Club Union, please make sure to vote!"

From early morning, students flocked to the polling station set up in front of the Club Union building, but strangely, one of the candidates was nowhere to be found. Having lost his right arm, Seonwoo Jin had returned to the Seonwoo Clan with his father the night before, without so much as a word on when he'd be back or a single instruction left for the BRS executives.

Leaderless, Seonwoo Jin's supporters panicked, and naturally, students who were still undecided ended up voting for what seemed like the only remaining candidate.

Once the polling had wrapped up, in the name of fairness, the Student Council counted the votes. 

Now, the supporters of each candidate, the Club Union's affiliated club presidents, and a crowd of curious students gathered to hear the results.

Student Council President Dokgo Jun stepped forward to announce the results. "After tallying the votes... Candidate Hyonwon Kang is the new President of the Club Union!"

Calmly seated, Hyonwon Kang clenched his fist tightly while his supporters erupted in cheers. It was a huge upset, but no one was really surprised.

"Woaaaah!"

"Hyonwon Kang! Hyonwon Kang!"

"The Sky Sundering Blade! The Sky Sundering Blade!"

The duel the day before had been decisive, demonstrating not only Hyonwon Kang's strength, but also the sincerity he'd invested in his campaign. He'd spent countless mornings gathering support, and his conviction was clear. 

On the other hand, Seonwoo Jin's dirty campaign shenanigans, disgraceful behavior during the duel, and his father's scheming had cost him much of the student body's favor.

"Thank you! Truly, thank you!" Hyonwon Kang said, rising from his seat and bowing to the crowd. Dressed in the black martial arts uniform of the White Dragon Manor, he cut a striking figure.

Most of his friends from White Dragon Manor, the Student Council, and the SRS executives applauded approvingly, but some of them simply couldn't resist the urge to stick to just verbal congratulations.

"Wonkang!"

"Senior!"

Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok sprinted over, sandwiching Hyonwon Kang in a tight hug.

"Ugh! Gah! You muscle pigs! Are you trying to crush me?!" Hyonwon Kang sputtered, squirming and struggling to breathe. While he was no small guy himself, only his head poked out from the muscle hell.

"Hahaha! Do you know how much trouble we went through because of you? Take this!" Geo Sangwoong laughed heartily.

"On a day like this, you're supposed to get beaten up a bit," Ya Suhyeok added with a grin, glancing over his shoulder. "Hey, Wiji Cheon! Want to come over and hit him?"

Approaching cautiously, Wiji Cheon asked shyly, "...Can I hit him with my sword?"

"As long as you don't draw it!"

"Ahem. May I join as well?" Dokgo Jun chimed in with a sly grin.

"E-Even you, Dokgo Jun!"

The serious atmosphere quickly became rowdy. The students swarmed around Hyonwon Kang, cornering him, then began pummeling him merrily.

"Take this! This is payback for everything you've done before!"

"Now's our chance! Everyone who got hit by Wonkang before, come on up!"

"Step on him more!"

"You damned delinquent! Congrats on winning the election!"

Hyonwon Kang curled up into a ball, bracing himself against the cheerful assault. Despite his training in the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, the Azure Dragon Academy students didn't pull any punches, leaving him battered and bruised in no time.

"Ugh! Gah! Ack! You guys are really! Ow! That hurts!"

At least, since it was a student event, no adults joined in.

Watching from a distance, Baek Suryong chuckled, "What a rascal."

The guy who had been an incorrigible delinquent when they first met had matured quite a bit, and this wasn't just about his martial arts. Hyonwon Kang, who had once been like a hedgehog with his spines fully raised, now laughed and joked freely with those around him, which meant that he had grown mentally as well. 

As his teacher, Baek Suryong couldn't help but be pleased with his student's progress.

"Keep up the good work, Wonkang. I'm looking forward to seeing you compete at the Heavenly Martial Festival," he murmured.

Baek Suryong turned away. Since it looked like Hyonwon Kang was going to have to endure his friends' violent affection for a long while, he figured he'd offer his congratulations after the dust settled.

"AAAAH! DAMN YOU PEOPLE! YOU'LL REGRET THISSSSS!"

And so, the long-awaited election finally came to an end.
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That evening, a party celebrating Hyonwon Kang's election victory was held at the White Dragon Manor. Among the guests were the SRS leaders, the future board of executives, Dokgo Jun, Tang Soso, the Sword Flower Yoo Yiran, and a few instructors close to Baek Suryong. Even his father, Hyonwon Su, was present.

"Hohoho! Our Kang has made so many friends!" Hyonwon Su exclaimed, beaming with amazement. Not only had his son defeated the heir of the Seonwoo Clan in a duel, but he had also been voted president of the Club Union. The fear that his own incompetence might lead his son astray had vanished, replaced by sheer gratitude for his son's growth.

Noticing his father's glistening eyes, Hyonwon Kang asked, "Father? Why are you crying again?"

"Hoho, who's crying? Something just got in my eye." Discreetly wiping his tears, Hyonwon Su hastily changed the subject, asking, "By the way, son. Why do your friends call you Wonkang? Shouldn't they know your first and last name?"

"Oh, that's..."

"That's just a cute nickname we like to use! Hahaha!" Geo Sangwoong laughed, thumping Hyonwon Kang loudly on the back.

Hyonwon Su's jaw dropped at the sight. Is he...hitting Kang with all his strength? Why doesn't Kang seem to mind?

Hyonwon Su grabbed his son and felt him all over. Hyonwon Kang hadn't gained much bulk, but his body was now mysteriously as solid as a lump of iron, yet as flexible as rubber.

Bewildered, he exclaimed, "What happened to your body, Kang? You're... as solid as a rock."

"I learned proper external arts from my teacher," Hyonwon Kang replied, grinning from ear to ear.

"By teacher, do you mean Mr. Baek Suryong?"

"Yes, Mr. Baek is..."

"Fufufu..." Ya Suhyeok interrupted drunkenly, cutting Hyonwon Kang off. While no one was looking, he had helped himself to some alcohol. "Did you know? Actually, the reason Senior ran in the election was to repay our teacher's kindness...!"

"Ah, get lost! Let me talk with my father alone!" Hyonwon Kang shooed the interrupters away and warned them to stay away until he was done talking with his dad.

Finally, father and son were alone.

The traces of merriment disappeared from Hyonwon Su's face. "Did you learn that blade technique from Mr. Baek as well? The one you used in the duel," he asked solemnly.

"A-About that..." Hyonwon Kang hesitated, desperately searching for an explanation.

Thankfully, Baek Suryong showed up at just the right time to bail him out of his predicament. "Sir, allow me to formally introduce myself. I am Hyonwon Kang's homeroom teacher, Baek Suryong."

Rising to his feet, Hyonwon Su greeted Baek Suryong politely, "I am Kang's father, Hyonwon Su. Thank you for teaching my unworthy son."

"Unworthy? Wonkang is a prodigy."

"Why, thank you... Wait, did you just call him 'Wonkang'...?"

"Oh my, forgive me. I'm afraid it's become a habit."

"Hoho, no worries. Wonkang, hmm? Now that I think about it, it rolls off the tongue nicely. I think I might start calling him that myself."

"Father!"

"Shut up, Wonkang. Don't interrupt when adults are talking."

"......"

Clearing his throat, Hyonwon Su turned his attention back to Baek Suryong. "When I saw the blade technique you taught him, I noticed a certain resemblance to my family's style. Was I just imagining it, or do you know something more?"

"......"

"Oh! I don't mean to pry into your martial arts, of course. It's just that... I've often imagined what our family's ultimate martial arts would look like, and the blade technique my son used is remarkably similar to my mental image... so I'm a little curious..."

When Hyonwon Su witnessed his son using a technique that reminded him of the Hyonwon Clan's lost legendary martial arts, he'd almost fainted from shock. How on earth did Baek Suryong know a blade technique so similar to the lost art of the Hyonwon Clan, and why had he taught it to his son? Even though it deeply unsettled him, there was only one explanation he could come up with.

"Could it be... Do you know something I don't about the Crazy Demon's Massacre?"

A brief silence followed.

Finally, looking up at the hazy moon, Baek Suryong shook his head. "No, I don't know anything about that."

"Mr. Baek!" Hyonwon Su grabbed the hem of Baek Suryong's sleeve, his face etched with raw desperation. "Once again, I have no interest in your secrets. I only want to know the truth. Please, about the incident decades ago..."

"I told you, I don't know anything about that," Baek Suryong said firmly.

"I see... I'm sorry." Hyonwon Su's shoulders drooped, and he lowered his head apologetically. Baek Suryong was his only son's benefactor and teacher. It wasn't right to keep questioning him when he didn't want to talk.

After a pause, Baek Suryong fixed his gaze on Hyonwon Su, a glimmer of something deeper flickering in his eyes. "Although I know nothing about the Crazy Demon's Massacre... but once, a long time ago, there was a certain person who helped me a lot."

"...Yes?"

"He has passed away now, but he was an absolute master of the blade."

"Could it be..."

"Unfortunately, he never told me his name, but I'm quite sure he was a former Hyonwon Clan master who lived in seclusion."

Baek Suryong skillfully mixed truth and fiction. Even if he said he knew the Crazy Demon who died fifty years ago, no one would believe him, and if he didn't say anything, Hyonwon Su's doubts would only grow.

"I can't believe it... Are you saying that a former master of my clan survived the massacre and went into hiding? Why would he do that?"

"He told me that he had committed a great sin against his clan and was too ashamed to return, so he wanted to live a life of suffering and repentance until his death."

"A great sin...?"

Baek Suryong took a book out of his front pocket and handed it to Hyonwon Su. "Here, take this. That man said that if I ever met one of his family members, I should give this to you."

Puzzled, Hyonwon Su looked at the book. On the cover, written in ink that wasn't even completely dry yet, were the words: "The Earth Shattering Blade."

Immediately, Hyonwon Su's eyes widened, and he almost threw a fit as he cried out, "T-This! This is...!"

Luckily, Baek Suryong had already set up a soundproof barrier to prevent their conversation from being overheard. Raising his hands in a calming gesture, he explained, "Calm down. This isn't exactly the same martial art as the Earth Shattering Blade of the past."

Well, that doesn't mean it's inferior. It's an upgraded version of the Earth Shattering Blade, created based on Master Crazy Demon's martial arts, with my own interpretation added to make it even better than the original.

"No way, this can't be..." Hyonwon Su muttered, his hands trembling as he turned each page of the martial arts manual with delicate reverence. Even a cursory glance told him that this was the real thing, a masterpiece beyond anything he'd dared to hope for.

This was truly the secret manual of the Earth Shattering Blade, a lost legacy that he had dedicated his entire life to restoring. As far as he was concerned, no treasure in the world could compare to it.

Tears of gratitude welling up in his eyes, Hyonwon Su looked at Baek Suryong. "How... How on earth could I ever repay you for this?" he asked, his voice thick with emotion.

Baek Suryong smiled gently. "The master who passed this on to me is the one you should thank, not me. Still, it's just as well. Right before he passed away, he asked me to deliver one final message to his family."

"I'm listening," Hyonwon Su replied, dropping to his knees to hear his family elder's final wish.

However, Baek Suryong stopped him and pulled him firmly back to his feet. These aren't Master Crazy Demon's words, but...if he were still alive, I'm sure this is what he would've wanted.

With a steady gaze and a serious tone, Baek Suryong said, "That man wanted you to know that the one behind your family's massacre wasn't the Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu, but an imposter."

"What?"

"He claimed that Hyonwon Hu couldn't possibly have done it, so it must have been some sort of conspiracy. I know you probably find this hard to believe, but..." Baek Suryong hesitated. For a moment, he wanted to accuse the Blood Cult, but he still wasn't sure if it was really them or some other sect behind the Hyonwon Clan massacre.

"No, I believe you," Hyonwon Su said with conviction. It was a wild story, but he wanted to trust the man who had returned the Earth Shattering Blade to his clan. 

Or maybe... he just wanted to believe that it was true.

"From now on, I'll make sure that everyone knows it wasn't the Crazy Demon Hyonwon Hu who committed those atrocities. The real villain is someone else," he added.

Baek Suryong felt a weight lift from his shoulders. Recalling the weary face of the man who had worried about his family until the moment he died, he thought, Master Crazy Demon... now that your name has been cleared, I pray that you can finally rest in peace.

"No, don't tell everyone the truth yet. For now, please keep this conversation and the manual strictly private," he requested.

"Understood. Thank you. Truly, thank you, Mr. Baek."

Smiling, Baek Suryong lifted the soundproof barrier he had set up around them. "Come on, let's go back to the party," he said.

The two men walked in silence, each lost in his own thoughts, Baek Suryong of Master Crazy Demon, and Hyonwon Su of the future of his clan.

All of a sudden, Hyonwon Su halted, looking as if he had just remembered something. "Oh, by the way, I almost forgot. I met your father yesterday."

Baek Suryong's mouth fell open, and his eyes glazed over. "...Huh?"

Seeing Baek Suryong's flustered expression, Hyonwon Su burst out laughing, "Hoho! You're a real chip off the old block, you know? Especially with that annoyingly handsome face...!"

"...Wait, you really met my father?"

"Your father's name is Baek Muheun, right? Have you not met him yet?"

"Good grief, he really came here..." Baek Suryong muttered under his breath. Why the hell did that guy show up here unannounced? And if he really came all this way, why didn't he come straight to me, his own son?

"Hey... Did you just say Baek Muheun?"

Suddenly, a voice, colder than ice, froze the atmosphere. Startled, the two men turned to face the speaker, a living sword—no, an old man. An old man who had come out because he was worried about his grandson, who hadn't returned after leaving the party for quite some time.

Fingering the hilt of his sword, Mae Geuklyom asked, "Where is that scoundrel right now?"
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"Where is that scoundrel right now?" Mae Geuklyom asked, his voice soft but cold as ice. His knuckles, heavily calloused and rock hard from decades of rigorous training, cracked ominously as he rhythmically tapped the hilt of his sword. 

Looking at those hands, Baek Suryong gulped nervously. More than a dozen villains fell to those very hands in the Valley of Evil...

"Baek. Mu. Heun..." Mae Geuklyom uttered each syllable viciously, his killing intent overflowing as if he was calling out the name of his mortal enemy.

"G-Grandpa..." Baek Suryong stammered, his hair standing on end. Mae Geuklyom was a swordmaster who could cut down whoever he wanted, whenever he wanted. The thought that the old man's sword, which had slain countless enemies, might be used in a family dispute sent shivers down his spine.

"Stay out of this, Suryong," Mae Geuklyom snapped. "You, the fierce-looking one. I'll ask you again. Where is that scumbag Baek Muheun right now?" 

"Why are you looking for him?" Hyonwon Su asked, narrowing his eyes warily. He had only shared a few drinks with Baek Muheun, but the man had given him the courage to stand up to the Seonwoo Patriarch. If possible, he didn't want his new acquaintance to mysteriously come to harm.

However, Mae Geuklyom ignored Hyonwon Su and slowly stroked his sword, smiling villainously as if promising it blood. "That accursed miscreant came here. The worst scum under the heavens. Not even cutting that thieving cur into small pieces and feeding him to the dogs would be enough..."

"Elder! Don't you think you're being too harsh?"

"Harsh? Me? Do you even know what that stinking wastrel did?"

Panicking, Baek Suryong urgently contacted Hyonwon Su through telepathy, hoping to defuse the situation.

[He's the father-in-law!]

[...What? You're married?]

[No, I mean he's my father's father-in-law. In other words, my maternal grandfather. He's not on good terms with his son-in-law because my dad eloped with my mom.]

Baek Suryong tried to explain quickly, but his words came out jumbled. Fortunately, Hyonwon Su grasped the situation immediately. Bad relationships between fathers-in-law and sons-in-law were common, after all.

Quickly adjusting his demeanor, Hyonwon Su replied politely, "Oh, um... I parted ways with Baek Suryong's father after we watched the duel together yesterday and haven't seen him since. It was my first time meeting him, so I didn't ask where he was staying or how to contact him."

For a moment, Mae Geuklyom stared intently at Hyonwon Su as if to determine the authenticity of his words, but in the end, he sighed and nodded. "I see. My apologies. Whenever I think of that blasted hoodlum, I lose control of my emotions. I am still lacking in self-discipline, it seems."

"No, it's not your fault. Recalling Baek Muheun's face, I completely understand how you feel, Elder," Hyonwon Su replied, nodding empathetically. 

"I appreciate the sentiment, but you shouldn't claim to understand others so easily..."

"I also have a daughter."

"Oh?" Mae Geuklyom's eyes lit up.

A silent understanding passed between the two fathers with daughters, and with a brief nod, an unspoken bond formed between them.

"I could never give my daughter to a pretty boy like that," Hyonwon Su began, his tone dripping with disdain. "Can you imagine the worry and heartache she'd suffer, wondering if he's faithful every day of her life?"

"You seem to know a thing or two. One day, my daughter brought home a debaucherous delinquent whose alias was the Handsome Prince and said she wanted to marry him."

"Good heavens! If it were me, I would have killed him on the spot."

"I tried, but my daughter stopped me, and then... she ran off with him. That's how my grudge with that scoundrel began."

"Oh dear..."

"Master Hyonwon, you must always stay vigilant. There are always wolves lurking around the murim, eyeing our precious daughters. We must keep our eyes sharp, guard them closely, and protect them from all potential threats."

Baek Suryong shook his head as he watched the two old men join forces as if all men, especially handsome ones, were their mortal enemies. Are all fathers with daughters like this? he wondered.

Suddenly, Mae Geuklyom smoothly changed the topic. "By the way... How old is your daughter, Master Hyonwon? My grandson is of marriageable age and I'm worried because he still doesn't have a suitable partner."

"Well... I'm sorry, but she's only twelve."

"Well, my grandson's martial arts skills are exceptional, so he'll still be young and healthy in six years. Besides, as an Azure Dragon Academy instructor, he has a steady income. Oh, and he's not one to chase grand ambitions in the murim, so you can rest assured that he's not in much danger of losing his life far from home."

"...Grandpa!? Why are you steering the conversation in that direction?" Baek Suryong exclaimed, caught off guard by the abrupt turn of events.

With a fierce glint in his eye, Mae Geuklyom snapped, "Be quiet, punk. Since you seem to have no interest in women despite your looks, I have to step in if I want to see my great-grandchildren in this lifetime. Master Hyonwon, please consider my proposal seriously."

"Hmm..." Hyonwon Su carefully studied Baek Suryong with a somewhat troubled expression. "I know Mr. Baek is an excellent prospective husband, but I'm worried because he has the kind of pretty face that makes many women cry..."

"Don't worry, my grandson takes after my side of the family more and is a total dork when it comes to dating. Occasionally, flies may hover around him, but I'll make sure he keeps his lower half in check."

Hyonwon Su's eyes sparkled greedily. "Oho! In that case..."

Baek Suryong shuddered. At this rate, if he didn't do anything, he was going to end up engaged to a twelve-year-old girl. Desperately trying to change the subject, he blurted out, "Enough of this, please! Anyway, Master Hyonwon, you said you ran into my father yesterday?"

"Yes, he sat next to me during Wonkang's match..." Hyonwon Su recounted his brief encounter with Baek Muheun. They hadn't talked much, so there wasn't much to tell. "He seemed extremely proud of you, Mr. Baek. From the affection in his eyes, I can tell that he loves you deeply."

"Hmph!" Mae Geuklyom snorted, clearly still displeased.

Noticing the old man's expression, Hyonwon Su quickly added, "Alright then, I'll leave you two to your family discussion. I'm heading back to the party."

"See you later, sir," Baek Suryong said.

Hugging the Earth Shattering Blade manual like it was the world's greatest treasure, Hyonwon Su hastily scampered back to the manor, leaving Baek Suryong and Mae Geuklyom alone outside.

"Hoo..." Mae Geuklyom sighed deeply.

Baek Suryong waited patiently for his grandfather to speak.

After a while, Mae Geuklyom gazed up at the night sky, his expression troubled. "If you have any conscience, you wouldn't meet me while I'm sober," he muttered to himself.

Baek Suryong remained silent. It was clear that Mae Geuklyom was speaking to Baek Muheun, the scoundrel who had eloped with his daughter thirty years ago. 

Even though Mae Geuklyom was the one who had first suggested that they cut ties, he had never imagined that Mae Yakbing would actually leave like that. In the end, his frail, sickly daughter wandered around the murim with Baek Muheun and eventually died in a foreign land. He didn't even attend her funeral.

No, it's not that I didn't want to attend her funeral, I just... couldn't...

In the old man's eyes, a mix of deep regret, anger, sadness, and pain swirled together.

"Still, I must meet you. Whether I kill you in one strike, or..."

After muttering to himself for a while, Mae Geuklyom turned to his grandson. "Suryong."

"Yes, Grandpa?" Baek Suryong replied obediently.

"Is it okay if I stay here for a few days?"

"Pardon?" Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. When he saw Mae Geuklyom's face, however, he understood that his grandfather had already made up his mind and wasn't about to accept no for an answer.

"That damn bastard must have come to visit you. He's probably planning to meet you in secret and then leave," Mae Geuklyom reasoned.

Baek Suryong agreed with his grandfather. After all, back when he left the Baek Academy, Baek Muheun had warned him about Mae Geuklyom.

"Therefore, to have a chance to meet him, I'll need to stick close to you for a while."

"Huh? A-About that..."

"Do you object?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. It wasn't that he didn't like the idea. He was just worried that his grandfather, with his strict, regimented lifestyle, might find his own late and unpredictable working hours unpleasant.

"Don't worry, I won't interfere with your work."

"Understood. There are plenty of spare rooms in the White Dragon Manor, so please choose one you like."

"Before we go back, could you take a walk with me?"

For a while, grandfather and grandson strolled around the manor grounds, chatting about various things.

"By the way," Mae Geuklyom began, "do you really have no thoughts of marriage?"

"Even if I had such thoughts, I would never prey on a twelve-year-old, Grandpa. That's a crime."

"Hmph, don't try to fool me. With how much you work, you won't be able to get married or even get a girlfriend for at least five years."

"......"

"You rascal, are you not even going to deny it? Sigh, how is it possible that such a fine young lad was born from that blasted playboy's seed..."

"Is that a supposed to be compliment or an insult?"

Mae Geuklyom chuckled, "Hoho, I wonder. Anyway, all your best qualities come from your mother."

Baek Suryong fell silent. Although Mae Geuklyom had laughed out loud, for some reason he felt that the old man's laughter sounded hollow.

He must have a lot on his mind.

Baek Muheun and Mae Geuklyom. What would happen if they actually met? Not even Baek Suryong could foresee that.

[image: sep]

A few days later, during Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts class.

SMACK!

"Argh!" Hyonwon Kang yelped, clutching his head as he rolled on the floor.

Baek Suryong loomed over him, tapping the Black Dragon Pointer against his palm and clicking his tongue disapprovingly. "Getting a little cocky, aren't you, Mr. Sky Sundering Blade? Just because you got yourself a fancy title, all of a sudden you think you're the world's greatest bladesman?"

"No, that's not it..."

"That's not it, my ass. Your bladesmanship is so full of swagger, I ought to..."

Seeing Baek Suryong raise his arm, Hyonwon Kang shrank back like a turtle withdrawing into its shell.

Turning to look at the other students, Baek Suryong frowned. "The same goes for the rest of you. I know many of you were busy with the Club Union election and all, but what's the point of training if your minds are elsewhere?"

"Well..."

"I was doing my best though..."

Even though the Club Union election was over and the students had returned to their daily routines, their excitement hadn't fully subsided. Considering they needed to relentlessly work toward winning the Heavenly Martial Festival though, this attitude wasn't acceptable.

"This won't do," Baek Suryong concluded, rolling up his sleeves and cracking his neck. "I'll have to re-discipline you kids."

"W-Wait a minute..."

"Sir! I assure you, words will suffice!"

"To hell with this! Run for it!"

"Damn it! The door's locked!"

The students trembled with fear. A few smart alecks tried to escape, but the classroom door was already locked from the outside.

Grinning sinisterly, Baek Suryong slowly advanced toward them. "Fufufu... Today, I'm going to teach you a lesson... about how cruel the unorthodox sects can be!"

"That last part is just an excuse, isn't it?!"

Like a swift beast, Baek Suryong lunged forward and began 'disciplining' the lax students.

BAM! POW! WHAM! THUD! SLAM!

"Ugh! You devil!"

"Someone help us!"

The sounds of thrashing and the students' screams blended together in perfect harmony.

About an hour later, Baek Suryong dusted off his hands, looking refreshed. "This is the end of today's lesson. Come back with more spirit next time."

"Ugh..."

"Just kill me already..."

"Someone report him to the Murim Alliance... This is child abuse..."

Leaving the students sprawled on the floor, Baek Suryong left the classroom and went straight to his next assignment. His official duties included teaching Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts and, as a member of the Discipline Committee, monitoring student misbehavior and delinquency. In addition, he also had various paperwork and unofficial tasks to complete.

However, lately, it was hard for him to focus solely on work.

"Where on earth is that man, and what is he doing?" he complained to himself.

Several days had passed since Hyonwon Kang was elected Club Union President, but there was still no sign of Baek Muheun. At this point, Baek Suryong had begun to wonder if his father had already returned home.

"Well, I guess getting through Mae Geuklyom's ironclad surveillance is damn near impossible..."

For the past few days, Mae Geuklyom had not only been going to and from work with him, he had stuck close to him the whole time he was at the White Dragon Manor. He was pretty much never alone during his free time, except when he went to the restroom, of course.

"Haa... I feel like I'm waiting for an assassin."

Baek Suryong shook his head. If Baek Muheun had something to say, he could have sent a letter. There was no need to bother coming in person...

"Wait."

Baek Suryong suddenly remembered that Baek Muheun had indeed sent him a letter. When he had gone to the Murim Alliance branch to submit his report on the Valley of Evil, Go Juyeol had handed him the letter, mentioning that it was from his father. At that time, he had thrown it into a drawer without a second thought, telling himself that he'd get around to reading it sometime.

"I should read it when I get home... hmm?" 

Suddenly, Baek Suryong glanced around, frowning. He could smell the distinct fragrance of alcohol coming from the boys' dormitory a hundred yards away, tickling his nose.

SNIFF SNIFF.

Hiding his presence and moving to find the culprit, he muttered, "Just who dares drink alcohol in this sacred academy...? Aha! Found you!"

In a flash, Baek Suryong scaled the dormitory wall, his movement arts propelling him to the roof with ease. Landing lightly, his gaze fell on a masculine figure with a long ponytail, dressed in a loose martial arts uniform. Half sprawled across the tiles, that person leisurely sipped from a bottle, completely relaxed.

"Freeze," he scolded. "I commend your courage for drinking on the dormitory rooftop in broad daylight."

"......"

"Attempting to run will only add to your demerit points, so don't bother trying and wasting everyone's time. Put the bottle down and get your ass over here on the count of three. One."

"...Ahaha."

"Hmm?" The moment he heard that laugh, Baek Suryong realized something was off. 

This astonishingly familiar voice and aura...

"Ahh, fuck." Realizing who the rule-breaker was, he sighed. "The best place to hide is in plain sight, huh? Have you been holed up in the academy all this time?"

"With that devil guarding your house, this is the only place I can safely meet you."

The man, who Baek Suryong initially thought was a student, put down the wine bottle and turned around.

Smiling cheerfully, Baek Muheun greeted, "Long time no see, son!"



Translator's Note: For obvious reasons, all mention of marrying off Kang's younger sister was censored from the manhwa, even though such things were commonplace in that era. Suryong and Kang were this close to becoming brothers-in-law, heh…
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What's this? He looks the same on the outside, but I feel as if he's become an entirely different person. 

The more Baek Suryong stared at Baek Muheun, the more confused he became. Even though this man was technically his father in this life, everything about him felt different. His eyes, his expression, even the way he carried himself had changed drastically.

How should he put it? There was a new light in Baek Muheun's eyes, a relaxed, unburdened quality that hadn't been there before. In the past, even though he always put on a cheerful front, the memory of a young wife lost too soon and the dark prospect of a son slowly dying of an incurable disease had always cast a dark gloom over him.

Not long ago, whenever he looked at me, I could always see the guilt, anguish, and helplessness haunting him. Now though, that shadow has lifted. Standing before me is a man as light and free as a bird, as if nothing can hold him back anymore. Perhaps, that's also why he's finally overcome the wall that hindered his martial arts.

Before Baek Suryong left the Baek Academy, Baek Muheun had been a first-rate martial artist who had remained stuck at the threshold of the peak realm for over a decade. At present, however, he seemed to not only have crossed that threshold, but also reached the pinnacle of the peak realm, becoming a master standing at the very top of the murim.

Unable to hide his amazement, Baek Suryong asked, "Did you have a lucky encounter on a remote mountain somewhere? I suspect you've been doping on miracle herbs."

"That's my line. Did you fall off a cliff and happen upon the legacy of a legendary martial master or something?" Baek Muheun shot back.

"A cliff? Are you tying to jinx your only son?"

"Well, after what I heard about the amazing Azure Dragon Hero who singlehandedly destroyed the Valley of Evil, I just had to come here and see you for myself."

Like Baek Suryong, Baek Muheun couldn't help but be awed by his son's impressive transformation. When he had left the Baek Academy, Baek Suryong had hardly any inner qi, so he was constantly worried that the boy would be bullied by other instructors or even the students at the Azure Dragon Academy.

To his utter shock and disbelief, however, the rumors he'd heard about his son on the road to Nanchang painted a picture that was the exact opposite of what he'd imagined. 

His frail and sickly son Baek Suryong, an up-and-coming absolute martial master? No matter how hard he thought about it, it sounded far too outrageous to be true.

He had to hear the truth straight from the man himself.

In a serious tone, Baek Muheun asked, "Are you the new instructor who boldly claimed that he would lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory in this year's Heavenly Martial Festival?"

"Yes."

"Did you also win a bet against the Star Instructor Namgung Su and take over one of his classes?"

"That's right."

"You... Did you really kill one of the Ten Great Villains in the Valley of Evil and earn the title of Azure Dragon Hero?"

"Wow, rumors sure do spread quickly!" Baek Suryong shrugged, nonchalantly acknowledging all of his accomplishments.

Baek Muheun's jaw dropped. "Did you scoop up all the remaining miraculous encounters in the murim? How the heck did a frail child on the verge of death become a supreme grandmaster in just a few months?"

"You should know that martial arts secrets are never shared lightly, even with family," Baek Suryong replied, brushing him off.

Flabbergasted, Baek Muheun shook his head and sighed, "Fine... At least, I can't deny that you've become unbelievably strong."

"So have you, Dad."

Father and son exchanged glances, marveling at each other's remarkable progress.

"Anyway, long time no see, you unfilial brat," Baek Muheun chuckled.

Baek Suryong retorted with a smirk, "You must have had a hard time running and hiding from your father-in-law these past few days."

"Seeing as you absolutely refuse to lose an argument, you must really be my son. Come, sit next to me." Letting out a small laugh, Baek Muheun plopped back down and gestured to the spot beside him.

With a sigh, Baek Suryong went over and joined him.

Together, father and son sat side by side on the dormitory rooftop, watching the clouds drift by.

"So... how did you sneak into the academy? Outsiders are prohibited from entering," Baek Suryong asked.

With their many sharp-eyed masters and watchful guards, the murim's Five Great Academies were places where even the most skilled assassins dared not tread, yet here sat Baek Muheun, casually drinking as if he owned the place.

Taking a sip from his wine bottle, Baek Muheun laughed, "After observing from the outside for a few days, I noticed that not much has changed here compared to thirty years ago. Whether it was then or now, there's always a hole somewhere that students use to sneak out. Kids of every generation are all the same."

"Geez..." Baek Suryong sighed. "Or should I say, as expected of the worst delinquent in Azure Dragon Academy history?"

Baek Muheun beamed with pride. "I have always been a master of hide and seek. Even back then, your grandfather couldn't catch me eight times out of ten, and I was able to successfully escape from the dorms at night."

"What about the other two times?"

"Well, I got beaten nearly to death... but I didn't die, so it's all good, right?"

"What the hell...?" Baek Suryong clicked his tongue, looking at his father as if he were a foolish student.

Baek Muheun chuckled, "And now my son is the one hunting for naughty students as part of the Discipline Committee. How ironic. Ahh, life really is full of surprises."

"...I must take after Mom more than you," Baek Suryong said dryly.

"Your mother? Hasn't your grandfather told you how wild Yakbing was in her youth?"

"What?" The corners of Baek Suryong's mouth twitched. Now that he thought about it, Mae Geuklyom hadn't told him much about his mother.

Baek Muheun's expression softened dreamily. "Yakbing was a woman who lived as if every day was her last. Although she was weak and sickly, she was so spirited that even your grandfather was helpless against her. As for other men? Don't even bother thinking about it. Just the fact that she tamed me, the notorious Handsome Prince, should say it all, right?"

As Baek Muheun spoke, his gaze wandered over the Azure Dragon Academy campus, lingering on places filled with fond memories. The well-trimmed lawns where he and his wife had once enjoyed long dates together, the hidden escape routes near the dormitory, the lake where he'd proposed...

"Mae Yakbing was a truly remarkable woman. With that small, frail body of hers, she bravely stood up to her harsh, cruel fate. Meeting and marrying her was the best thing that ever happened to me."

"......" Baek Suryong listened in silence. As his father reminisced, for a moment, he thought he saw a trace of the sorrow that had once consumed the man.

Baek Muheun looked back at his son, smiling wryly. "It must be the lovely weather and the alcohol. I'm getting too sentimental."

"You never had any intention of remarrying, huh?" Baek Suryong sighed.

Baek Muheun leaned closer to his son. "Hoho, as a matter of fact, this exact spot where we're sitting right now is where your mom and I had our first kiss. Even then, Yakbing was the one who made the first..."

"Ugh, stop it. You're grossing me out!" Baek Suryong interjected, scooting away in disgust.

Seeing him, Baek Muheun laid back down and rolled around, laughing.

The two fell into companionable silence for a while, watching as a flock of migratory birds flew across the azure sky.

Finally, Baek Suryong broke the silence, asking, "Are you going to leave without meeting Grandpa?"

"I haven't decided what to do yet," Baek Muheun replied, yawning lazily while using his arms as a pillow. "Don't worry about it, this dispute is only between me and him."

You haven't decided? Have you even given it any thought...? Baek Suryong sighed, "Because of you, he follows me everywhere I go, and even at home, he's always breathing down my neck, like I'm a target for surveillance. Spare a thought for your son, will you?"

"You cheeky brat. I just said I haven't decided yet," Baek Muheun argued back, closing his eyes.

...Is he planning to take a nap?! Exasperated, Baek Suryong decided it was time for answers.

"So, why did you suddenly come here, anyway?" he asked.

Baek Muheun looked at him through half-lidded eyes. "Why are you asking me that? Didn't you read the letter I sent?"

Awkwardly scratching his cheek, Baek Suryong admitted, "I've been, uh... a little busy lately. Was there something really important in the letter?"

"Of course there is. The reason I temporarily closed down the Baek Academy and traveled all this way is all written there."

"What is it?"

Baek Muheun sat up, and his expression turned grave. "Before that, let me ask you one thing. Do you remember anything from before the accident?"

Baek Suryong froze. The 'accident' referred to the day the original owner of this body had collapsed while practicing demonic arts. On that fateful day, the real Baek Suryong had died, and his soul—the soul of a former Blood Cult martial arts instructor—had awakened in this body.

For a moment, Baek Suryong wondered if he should come clean, but in the end, he decided it was too late to spill the beans.

"Well, bits and pieces..." he lied.

Baek Muheun studied him for a moment, then asked, "Do you remember what day tomorrow is?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. "No. What day is it?"

"It's Yakbing's death anniversary."

A shadow fell over Baek Suryong's face. Since Mae Yakbing was the mother of this body, he wanted to regard her as his real parent, just as he had done with Baek Muheun.

"Oh... Are you planning to hold the memorial here?" he asked.

"So you really don't remember anything... Yakbing never cared much for solemn events like remembrances. Her last wish was for us to go on a vacation together and enjoy ourselves whenever the anniversary of her death came around. She said... she said that she'd definitely come along with us in spirit."

"......"

"That's why... Every year around this time, I would take you on a fun trip somewhere."

"I'm sorry, but I don't remember at all..." Baek Suryong began, when suddenly, memories that shouldn't exist flooded into his mind.

A much younger Baek Muheun, wrapping his warm hand around his own tiny fingers. Soaring mountains, winding rivers, passing towns, the sound of a child's laughter filling the air... and the quiet sorrow that clouded his father's eyes whenever he looked up.


"Suryong, this was your mother's favorite flower."

"It smells so nice!"



What's going on? What are these memories? 

His head felt like it was spinning, and agitation flickered across his face.

Noticing his son's obvious distress, Baek Muheun quickly tried to soothe him. "Suryong! It's okay. You don't have to force yourself to remember if it's painful. This isn't the only reason I'm here. There's something I have to give to you."

"You brought something for me?"

Reaching into his clothes, Baek Muheun said, "Yes, I found this hidden in your room... Oh shit, I'm dead."

"Indeed."

"You knew long before I did, didn't you? Why didn't you warn me?"

"No, I was distracted, so I only just realized too."

"Do you seriously expect me to believe that?" Glaring at his son, Baek Muheun let out a deep sigh and stood up to greet the newcomer.

"So, you were hiding up here," Mae Geuklyom said coldly, landing lightly on the rooftop.

Straightening his disheveled clothes, Baek Muheun greeted, "Long time no see, Father-in-law."

Baek Suryong braced himself, anticipating a torrent of curses from Mae Geuklyom. To his surprise, though, the old man said nothing. Only the faint, ominous sound of a sword being unsheathed punctuated the silence.

"There's no need for words. Draw your sword," Mae Geuklyom commanded.

Baek Muheun sighed, "Must it be this way?"

"A swordsman speaks through his sword. You, too, are a swordsman. So convey your intentions with that splendid sword of yours."

"Father-in-law..."

Mae Geuklyom wasted no more time. A sharp wind, slicing through the air like a blade, whipped around the old man, and in the blink of an eye, he stood before Baek Muheun.

CLANG!

Two swords clashed, and Baek Muheun stumbled back three steps.

"Three steps, hmm? So, you haven't been slacking off all this time," Mae Geuklyom remarked, his eyes narrowing as he sent wave after wave of sword qi across the rooftop, tracing intricate dots and lines through the air.

Gritting his teeth, Baek Muheun focused on defense. Even then, his clothes were ripped badly, and blood trickled from the thin scratches crisscrossing his skin.

"Father-in-law... Please, let's stop this and just talk," he pleaded.

"If you want to live, you should swing your sword instead of wagging your tongue."

Perhaps because he was slightly tipsy, Baek Muheun was more emotional than usual. Biting his lip in indignation, he spat, "Tell me. What exactly did I do wrong?"

"What? Are you seriously asking me that?" Mae Geuklyom roared with bloodshot eyes, his anger fueled by Baek Muheun's insolent tone and the scent of alcohol. Sharpening his killing intent, he lunged at his son-in-law again.

This time, Baek Muheun barely managed to dodge the attack, but it still left a small cut on his ear.

This is dangerous. Baek Suryong watched the clash between his father and grandfather with a tense, steady gaze, ready to step in the moment things turned serious.

"Baek Muheun! I can never forgive you! Not only did you steal my daughter, you..."

"Shut up! I can't forgive you either!" Baek Muheun bellowed back.

"You dare... say you can't forgive me?" Mae Geuklyom halted his frenzied assault, though the battle was far from over. His face contorted into a demonic grimace, and the sword qi around his blade grew denser.

Holy shit! I have to stop them now! Panicking, Baek Suryong moved to intervene.

However, before he could do anything, Baek Muheun howled, "Mae Geuklyom! Where were you when Yakbing was dying? We sent you so many letters, but you never replied even once! And even after she left, why... Why didn't you come to her funeral? Was your pride more important than your daughter? Did you no longer care whether she lived or died because you'd already disowned her? Well? ANSWER ME!"

Mae Geuklyom shuddered, visibly shaken, and his sword qi flickered erratically, reflecting the turmoil raging in his heart.

Baek Muheun grit his teeth. "Do you think you have the right to blame me? You, who abandoned your daughter?"

At long last, Mae Geuklyom lowered his sword. Clenching his teeth so hard that it looked like they might break, he growled, "Watch your mouth, you bastard. I..."

"Do you really think I avoided you all this time because I was afraid of you? No, it's because I hate you."

"......"

"Until her final breath, Yakbing waited for you, hoping to see you one last time. Where the hell were you?"

"I..."

"If you want to kill me, go ahead. Spill my blood all over the academy your daughter attended. I'm sure a heartless man like you wouldn't hesitate."

"......"

Baek Muheun mercilessly tore open Mae Geuklyom's old wounds. He was the one bleeding all over, yet somehow, it seemed that Mae Geuklyom was the one in greater pain.

Unable to watch any longer, Baek Suryong stepped between them and looked at his father reproachfully. "Dad, I think that's enough," he said softly.

Baek Muheun let out a long sigh. "Hah... I've probably had a bit too much to drink today. Emotions are running high, so I think it's best I leave now. Suryong, I'll come see you again another time."

Baek Muheun turned around and jumped down from the dormitory using movement arts. This time, Mae Geuklyom made no move to stop him. He simply stood there, staring blankly at the ground.

Before disappearing though, Baek Muheun sent his son a telepathic message, [Meet me at the lake east of the academy tonight. I have something for you.]

Baek Suryong quietly watched his father's figure fade into the distance. Beside him, Mae Geuklyom's eyes were still glazed over, lost in his thoughts.


Chapter 190: Shackles of the Past

"Grandpa, I'm going out for a bit," Baek Suryong said.

"Okay," Mae Geuklyom replied absentmindedly, seemingly uninterested in where his grandson was going at this late hour or who he was meeting.

Hearing his grandfather's dull response, Baek Suryong sighed softly. "Grandpa, are you feeling okay?"

"...Why are you still standing here instead of leaving?"

"Please don't get too hung up on what Dad said earlier. He was drunk."

Mae Geuklyom stared silently at his grandson's face. Those large, deep eyes... Why did they remind him so much of the concerned look on his late daughter's face?

Still looking disoriented, he began, "You too... Do you also..."

"Do I also what?"

Mae Geuklyom shook his head. "No, it's nothing. You said you were heading out? Go ahead."

"…Okay." Baek Suryong nodded solemnly.

Even though he was worried about his grandfather, who looked as pale as a ghost, he couldn't stay. After all, it wasn't just his grandfather he was worried about. Baek Muheun's expression when he'd left earlier had been disturbing as well.


[Meet me at the lake east of the academy tonight. I have something for you.]



Also, what was that memory from earlier? Was it from the original Baek Suryong's childhood? Why would I have memories of someone else's past? I have to find out.

Baek Suryong couldn't quite say why, but somehow, he was sure that whatever Baek Muheun wanted to give him would contain the answers he desperately sought. If he didn't meet him tonight, though, his father might disappear before he ever got the chance.

"I'll be back soon, Grandpa," he said.

"…Just hurry up and go," Mae Geuklyom urged.

"......"

Sensing Baek Suryong's hesitation, Mae Geuklyom stood up and pushed him toward the main gate. Even though the old man had less than half of his usual strength, Baek Suryong couldn't bring himself to resist and quietly walked away.

Mae Geuklyom stared blankly at his grandson's figure until it disappeared completely, then muttered the words he couldn't say earlier, "Do you also resent me, Suryong?"

Fearing the answer, he's hesitated to voice the question out loud. Sighing, he turned around, but didn't feel like going back to his room. Instead, he sat on the porch and quietly looked up at the night sky.

A crescent moon hung above, gazing down indifferently at him.


"Where were you when Yakbing was dying? Why didn't you come to her funeral?"



The resentment in Baek Muheun's eyes earlier had hurt more than the words.


"Was your pride more important than your daughter? Did you no longer care whether she lived or died because you'd already disowned her?"



He'd wanted to argue back, to berate the man, to say he didn't understand anything at all.


"Until her final breath, Yakbing waited for you, hoping to see you one last time. Where the hell were you?"



When he heard those words, he'd felt suffocated. Suddenly, the sword he had wielded all his life felt impossibly heavy, as if it weighed a thousand pounds. He could no longer lift it, let alone swing it.


"Do you think you have the right to blame me? You, who abandoned your daughter?"



There were many things he wanted to say, but the words wouldn't come out. They all felt like flimsy excuses and meaningless self-assurances.

Back then, he did nothing. No, he couldn't do anything.


"Do you really think I avoided you all this time because I was afraid of you? No, it's because I hate you."



"…I knew it," Mae Geuklyom murmured.

He was familiar with Baek Muheun's personality. Even in the days when he was a much stricter teacher, Baek Muheun had boldly stepped forward to ask him for Yakbing's hand in marriage. A man like that wouldn't be intimidated by an old man's sword.


"If you want to kill me, go ahead. Spill my blood all over the academy your daughter attended. I'm sure a heartless man like you wouldn't hesitate."



Each word pierced his heart like a dagger, poking holes in a heart he'd thought was as hard as stone.

"Yakbing…"

As Mae Geuklyom closed his eyes, memories from over forty years ago flashed through his mind, vivid and clear, as if they had happened only yesterday.

His family had arranged a marriage for him, but feeling oppressed, he walked out a few months after the wedding night and wandered the murim, pursuing the ultimate in swordsmanship, meeting masters and seeking their teachings, and sharing drinks all night with kindred spirits. 

It was not until three years later, when he returned home for the first time, that he saw her. He still clearly remembered the sight that greeted him the moment he opened the door.

A small figure hid behind her mother's skirt, eyeing him warily. 


"He's your father. Greet him."

"Daddy?"

"You were pregnant? Why didn't you tell me…"

"I only found out shortly after you left."

"…..."



His wife had surprised him with a tiny gift called his daughter. Mae Geuklyom was traumatized. To his horror, he had wandered outside for three years, unaware that he had a child. 

From that day on, he became a family man. Using sword training as an excuse, he quit wandering around and started looking for jobs to earn money. His efforts, however, went unrewarded, for his wife passed away five years later of stomach cancer.

That was when he learned how easily and cruelly the heavens could reach down and take someone away.


"Daddy… Are you going to leave me too?"



At his wife's funeral, his exhausted daughter had looked up at him with a pleading gaze. The little one had always been frail, and even the simple ceremony had left her completely drained.


"What are you saying? I won't leave you," he whispered, pulling her into a light embrace, though her body felt so delicate that he couldn't bring himself to hug her any tighter. "I'll never leave you, Yakbing, so don't leave me either, okay?"

"Okay. I will never leave you, Daddy."



Not long after, as Mae Geuklyom had secured a teaching job at the Azure Dragon Academy, the family settled down in Nanchang City.


"Dad! Can I attend the Azure Dragon Academy when I grow up? I heard many murim masters graduated from there."

"Hoho, of course you can! After all, aren't you my, the Sword Addict Mae Geuklyom's, daughter? You may lack physical strength, but that doesn't change the fact that you're naturally gifted in martial arts!"



Those were happy times. Although she became surprisingly mischievous as she grew up, Yakbing was fundamentally a kind child.

Thus, bound by a promise, Mae Geuklyom cherished his daughter like she was the world's most precious treasure, and as time passed, he started assuming that she would never leave his side for the rest of his life. 

Perhaps that was why he felt so betrayed when one day, she brought a man home and said she wanted to marry him.


"Dad, I want to marry this man."

"Father-in-law! Please give us your blessing!"

"W-What did you say? How dare you…!"



In truth, rejecting Baek Muheun because he was the Handsome Prince was just an excuse. Even if the greatest master in the world had come to ask for his daughter's hand, he would have reacted the same way.


"Who are you calling your father-in-law? I'll kill you!"



Having lost his temper, Mae Geuklyom beat Baek Muheun to a pulp, leaving Mae Yakbing crying helplessly as she watched.


"How could you do this to me? How much longer do you think I have to live? If he dies, I'll die with him!"

"If you like him so much, then take him and get out of my sight. You're no daughter of mine anymore!"



That day, Mae Geuklyom disowned his daughter. He never saw her again.

The moment he received the first letter from her, he had torn it into pieces. After that, he began collecting each one without bothering to read a single word. It was only years later, when he finally sat down and read through the stack of letters, did he learn that not only had she given birth to a son, she was on her deathbed.


"My son looks like the perfect blend of me and my husband. When he grows up and enrolls in the Azure Dragon Academy, please teach him well, okay?"



If I had rushed over the moment I finished reading that letter, could I have seen my daughter one last time?

"I wanted to go. I wanted to go so badly... but I couldn't," he whispered.

What thoughts ran through Yakbing's mind in her last moments? Did she ever hope to reunite with the father who abandoned her?


"Are you going to leave me too?"



Her young voice kept echoing in his mind.

Gazing up at the lonely moon in the starless sky, Mae Geuklyom murmured softly, "My child, I never wanted to leave you. Never..."

Like a white mist, the old man's sigh dissipated into the cold night of Jiangxi.

Suddenly, the voice of a young boy rang out from behind him. "Um... Headmaster?"

Mae Geuklyom turned around to see Wiji Cheon looking at him worriedly. "What is it?" he asked.

"You might catch a cold if you stay outside, so..."

"Hoho," Mae Geuklyom chuckled.

It was hard to believe that a martial artist as skilled as him could be brought down by a simple cold. However, even a master of his level was not protected from all illnesses, especially those of the heart.

Martial artists dedicated their lives to maintaining a delicate balance of qi. When they encountered emotional turmoil, this balance could be disrupted, causing their qi to flow unpredictably or even in reverse. This condition was known as qi deviation.

In fact, he himself had once experienced the devastating effects of qi deviation.

Smiling kindly at Wiji Cheon, Mae Geuklyom said, "I'll be fine, so hurry up and go to bed. Don't you have to get up early for morning training tomorrow?"

Wiji Cheon hesitated. His grandfather was around the same age as Mae Geuklyom, and something in the old man's gloomy expression wouldn't let him walk away. "But…"

"Don't worry, I won't catch a cold," Mae Geuklyom insisted. "By the way, do you happen to know where Suryong keeps his alcohol?"

"Sorry? Alcohol?" Wiji Cheon's eyes widened in surprise. Mae Geuklyom was known for his strict self-discipline. It wasn't that he couldn't drink, but he seldom touched alcohol.

"I feel like I need a drink tonight," Mae Geuklyom explained.

"Oh, okay. I'll be right back."

A short while later, Wiji Cheon returned, carrying a tray with several bottles of wine and some snacks. 

"This is from my grandfather's secret stash… Will this be okay?" he asked.

Mae Geuklyom nodded. "Thank you. You should go back now."

"Erm, if you don't mind, I could keep you company…"

"Are you saying you want to drink with me?" Mae Geuklyom chuckled, shaking a bottle lightly.

Wiji Cheon's face flushed. "N-No, that's not what I meant…"

"Hoho, regardless, I appreciate the thought. Now, off you go."

Wiji Cheon bowed his head and scurried back to his bedroom.

After the boy left, the old swordsman poured himself some wine and began to drink in solitude. He rarely drank, but tonight, he felt he couldn't sleep without the aid of alcohol.

"Why didn't I go to her funeral? It's not that I didn't want to go, I couldn't," he muttered to himself.

Even now, he couldn't bring himself to tell Baek Muheun the real reason he hadn't gone to his daughter's funeral.

Suddenly, a gruff voice interrupted his reverie.

"What's this? An old man brooding all alone late at night?" a burly old man quipped, sitting down across from Mae Geuklyom. "Good evening. I'm Wiji Cheon's grandfather, Wiji Yeol. My grandson was whining so much about you that I was forced to come out and check on you myself."

"…Good evening to you too, sir. I'm Mae Geuklyom, Headmaster of the Azure Dragon Academy."

"I know. We've bumped into each other a few times, but this is the first time we're having a proper conversation."

Mae Geuklyom had known that Wiji Yeol was staying at the White Dragon Manor for some time. Still, this was the first time they were speaking to each other beyond the quick nods and brief greetings they exchanged in passing, since Wiji Yeol always left for the smithy early in the morning and returned long after sunset, leaving little time for even a casual chat.

Extending a thick, callused hand, Wiji Yeol demanded, "Pour me a drink too."

"I'd prefer to drink alone…"

"That's my wine. Why should I need your permission to drink my own booze?"

"...Hoho." Hearing that, Mae Geuklyom had no choice but to pour the old blacksmith a drink.

For a while, the two elders sat quietly, sipping their wine.

Suddenly, Wiji Yeol said, "Right now, I'm working tirelessly to forge a legendary sword that will surpass the best one I've ever seen. I have a feeling that there will be good news soon."

"Why are you telling me this all of a sudden…?"

"Because I'm making that sword for Instructor Baek Suryong."

At the mention of his grandson's name, Mae Geuklyom's eyes lit up. He barely knew Wiji Yeol, and the alcohol dulled his qi perception, but even through the haze, he could sense it. This man was a master craftsman.

"It better be an amazing legendary sword," he said.

Wiji Yeol laughed, "Of course! It'll even be able to cut through enhanced qi!"

"...Good luck with that," Mae Geuklyom said, even though he thought Wiji Yeol was exaggerating. Still, he couldn't criticize someone who was making a legendary sword for his grandson.

"Luck or no, I'll definitely succeed. I need to repay at least a bit of the favor I owe Mr. Baek."

"…A favor?"

"Haven't you heard? Instructor Baek Suryong saved my grandson's life..." Wiji Yeol told Mae Geuklyom about Wiji Cheon's situation, but since he couldn't mention anything related to the Blood Cult, he left that part out.

Mae Geuklyom's eyes widened in surprise. "Oh my! To think that such a thing happened…"

"Now, tell me about yourself. What's bothering you so much that my grandson had to beg me to come out here at this ungodly hour?"

"I don't really want to talk about it," Mae Geuklyom said, shaking his head.

"You think you can just listen to my story and then run off without sharing yours? Not a chance. If you don't talk, I'll make you drink until you pass out," Wiji Yeol retorted.

"...You're quite persistent. Fine, I'll tell you, but don't blame me if it's boring."

Mae Geuklyom's lips curved into a faint smile as he launched into was a tale he would never have dreamed of sharing with his son-in-law or grandson. Maybe it was the simple comfort of sharing a drink with someone his own age again, or maybe he had just held it in for too long, but the dark past he'd kept buried poured out with surprising ease.

After listening quietly for a while, Wiji Yeol asked, "So...why couldn't you go to the funeral?"

"...Shortly after my daughter left home, I fell into qi deviation."

"Oh dear!"

"I was so tormented by my inner demons that I wanted to slash people with my sword dozens of times a day. To suppress my murderous intent, I had no choice but to take up tea ceremonies and other similar peaceful activities to calm myself and strengthen my mental resilience. For several years, every single day of my life was fraught with peril, as if I were walking on a tightrope."

Mae Geuklyom stared down at his sword. Stripped of his only reason to live after his daughter's departure, he had wrestled with a dark desire to cut down the entire world. Only the faint traces she'd left scattered throughout the Azure Dragon Academy kept him in check. Every time his rage threatened to boil over, those silent reminders would pull him back just enough to stay his hand.

"If I had gone to my daughter's funeral, I would have murdered my son-in-law on the spot. I might even have killed little Suryong. So, I couldn't go. The risk was too great."

Wiji Yeol sighed, "Then...are you fully recovered now?"

"Thankfully, time has healed me. Well, my temper has gotten a tad bit worse over the years, but it's really nothing more than an old man's grumpiness... Hmm? Looks like we're out of wine."

Mae Geuklyom set his empty cup aside and looked up at the night sky. Moonlight caressed his white hair, casting shadows that seemed to deepen the wrinkles on his face.

"If you've truly recovered, then why don't you be honest with him now? Just apologize and tell him that you missed the funeral because you were suffering from qi deviation. If you keep bottling up your feelings like this, it won't be long before those inner demons of yours come crawling right back," Wiji Yeol snapped, frowning in disbelief.

"...What difference would it make now? It's already too late," Mae Geuklyom replied, his voice weary and filled with remorse.

BAM!

Wiji Yeol slammed his fist on the ground. "Ahh, damn it! How pigheaded can you get?"

Startled, Mae Geuklyom exclaimed, "What are you doing?"

"Enough of this nonsense! Everyone has something they regret! What makes you think you're the only exception?"

"What do you know about me?"

"Nothing! But so what?" Wiji Yeol shouted, standing up abruptly. "Go reconcile with your son-in-law before you regret it even more, you stubborn old fart! Stop using age as an excuse, stop saying it's too late, swallow your pride and just be honest with him! Don't you get it yet? It's your obstinacy that's shackling you to your past!"

"Huh?" Mae Geuklyom stared at Wiji Yeol, eyes wide with disbelief.

When was the last time anyone dared to scold me this harshly? At my age and with my standing in the murim, this kind of situation should be unthinkable, and yet here I am, being openly rebuked and scolded by an old blacksmith.

Also, when was the last time I met someone so unrestrained, so blatantly indifferent to formalities and courtesy? Is this man truly a member of the orthodox?

Wiji Yeol's demeanor was so fierce that it made him question the man's origin, yet strangely, he felt the knot in his heart begin to unravel.

Making a shooing gesture, Wiji Yeol urged, "Come on! Go already! Or should I first beat the stubbornness out of you?"

At Wiji Yeol's insistence, Mae Geuklyom rose to his feet with an expression like he was being chased away. It was absurd, but strangely enough, he felt as if a weight had been lifted off his chest.

Perhaps now, he could have a real talk with his troublesome son-in-law and say all the things he'd left unspoken for so long.

"Hohoho!" Letting out a hollow laugh, Mae Geuklyom clasped his hands in thanks to Wiji Yeol. "Thank you. Next time, allow me to buy you a drink in return for today's favor."

Wiji Yeol grinned. "Hmph, your face finally looks more alive. Anyway, do you know where to find your son-in-law?"

"I think I have an idea," Mae Geuklyom replied. Picking up his sword that had been lying haphazardly beside him and straightening his disheveled attire, his previously clouded expression sharpened again as he spoke, "Since tomorrow is my daughter's death anniversary, there's only one place he could be."

Using movement arts, Mae Geuklyom leapt smoothly over the wall of White Dragon Manor, vanishing into the night in the blink of an eye.

Wiji Yeol waited until Mae Geuklyom was out of earshot, then groaned to himself, "Sheesh... Getting grownups to reconcile sure is tough."

CRACK! SQUELCH! CRACKLE!

A series of strange sounds echoed as Wiji Yeol's bones and muscles shifted, distorting his face. The old blacksmith's craggy features softened, and his sturdy frame melted into a tall, slender figure. 

Finally, when the transformation was complete, the familiar face of Baek Suryong appeared—the same Baek Suryong that Mae Geuklyom assumed had already left the manor earlier.



Translator's Note: Enjoy! This is the longest Master Baek chapter yet.


Chapter 191: The Diary (1)

After making sure Mae Geuklyom was truly gone, Baek Suryong released his bone-contortion technique and stretched, sighing, "Man, I was terrified he'd catch on... I'm definitely not doing that again."

Luck had been on his side tonight. If the ever-perceptive Mae Geuklyom was his normal self, no matter how well Baek Suryong disguised himself, his grandfather would have seen through the ruse. But tonight, Mae's mind was elsewhere, and he'd drunk more than he usually allowed himself, dulling his judgment.

Forgive me, but if I'd asked you directly, you'd never have told me the truth.

Prideful as Mae Geuklyom was, he would never show his weaknesses, especially not to family.

I'll have to explain this to Jicheon's grandfather later too, Baek Suryong thought, chuckling wryly at the thought of Wiji Yeol's face when he learned that he suddenly had a new a drinking buddy. Still, given that it was his request, Wiji Yeol would probably play along.

"Honestly... who would have thought that both my grandfather and father were such tiresome folks," he muttered to himself, glancing up at the same crescent moon that Mae Geuklyom had gazed at mere moments before.

Deciding to give Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun some private time to have a long overdue talk, he delayed leaving for the rendezvous point. He could have easily hid somewhere while they talked, but somehow it didn't feel right.

"Well then... they should be done by now. Time to get going." 

When five minutes had passed, he jumped over the wall, the cool night air whipping past him as he sprinted toward the appointed location.

It wasn't long before he arrived at Silver Scale Lake, so named because the moonlight glinted off its surface like a thousand silver scales. Baek Suryong normally wasn't one to care for scenery, but this time he was truly mesmerized. This place seemed like the kind that lovers would visit.

Suddenly, a memory of Baek Muheun gazing at him warmly and his younger self listening to his father attentively surfaced in his mind.


"I proposed to your mother in front of a beautiful lake called the Silver Scale Lake."

"Really? Tell me more!"



"Again..." Baek Suryong murmured, his head pounding as his mind swirled like a kaleidoscope.

What the hell is going on...?

The pain faded quickly, but the constant influx of memories that weren't his disturbed him deeply. Still, he had no way to make sense of the situation at the moment, so he shook off his worries with a sigh and surveyed the lake.

Oh, there they are!

The lake wasn't very big, so it didn't take him long to spot Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun. The two men stood side by side on the lake shore, separated by an awkward ten meters, gazing out at the waters.

Approaching them silently, he hopped up on a tree branch close to them. Judging by their lip movements, they seemed to be talking, but he couldn't hear anything.

They must have erected a qi sound barrier. I wonder what they're talking about… 

Although he had deliberately arrived late to let them have some alone time, now that he saw them together, his curiosity threatened to get the better of him.

If I try to penetrate the barrier, they'll notice immediately... But wouldn't it be okay if I just took a closer look?

With a quiet breath, he activated the Heaven Defying Divine Art, awakening the Blood Demon Eyes. His vision instantly sharpened, piercing through the darkness and revealing his father's and grandfather's expressions as clearly as if it were broad daylight.

From his vantage point, Baek Suryong caught fragments of their conversation by reading their lips. For the most part, Mae Geuklyom was the one doing the talking, and thankfully, he looked calm. Baek Muheun, on the other hand, seemed agitated, occasionally even raising his voice as if he was struggling to hold back his feelings.

"Why didn't you tell me sooner?! No, even if you wanted to hide it from me, couldn't you at least have told Yakbing about it?" Baek Muheun cried, his face streaked with tears and his fists clenched tight enough to draw blood.

Mae Geuklyom's response was easier to read. He simply repeated the same words, slowly and painfully, "I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry."

For the first time in decades, the old swordsman begged for forgiveness. From his son-in-law, who had harbored resentment all these years, never knowing the truth. From his daughter, who had left this world believing that her father had despised her until her last breath.

Sheesh, they've been piling up their feelings for so long, it's not possible to fully reconcile in one night. Still, this is a good start. With time, their relationship will improve, Baek Suryong thought, smiling warmly.

Time crawled by, and little by little the tension faded. In its place, a subtle warmth blossomed, and for a brief moment, a faint smile passed between the two men. 

Watching the heartwarming scene, Baek Suryong quietly deactivated his Blood Demon Eyes and turned to leave. However, he had barely taken his first step when an unnatural chill swept through the air and the sound barrier surrounding the two men shattered.

"What was that, you scoundrel?!" Mae Geuklyom roared, drawing his sword.

"Shut up! You're the one who started it, Father-in-law!" Baek Muheun retorted, his own weapon in hand.

SWOOSH! CLANG! CRASH!

Before Baek Suryong could register what had happened, his father and grandfather charged at each other, their swords clashing in a blinding shower of sparks.

Huh…? Why are they fighting again?

Baek Suryong's jaw dropped. Moments ago, the two had seemed to be on the verge of reconciliation, yet here they were, viciously attacking each other like sworn enemies. Worse, as time passed, their swings became sharper, narrowly missing each other's vital points.

Unable to watch any longer, Baek Suryong leapt down from his perch, exclaiming, "Seriously, what the hell?!"

CLANG!

Timing his movements perfectly, he slipped between them just as the recoil from their powerful blows pushed them apart, his blue coat flaring behind him. 

"Enough! Have you no shame? Mom is probably... Argh!"

Unfortunately, Baek Suryong's desperate plea was cut short as he quickly dodged the two swords thrust at him.

"What in the world...?" he started, flabbergasted, but his voice faded when he caught sight of his smirking father and grandfather.

"You little rascal... I knew you would secretly spy on us!"

"You must have had a blast watching us lay our souls bare, eh?"

Fuck, it was a trap! Baek Suryong's eyes widened as he stammered, "W-Wait! I was just—"

Unfortunately for him, his father and grandfather had no intention of hearing him out.

""Enough excuses!""

The two master swordsmen attacked in perfect harmony, their movements sharp and relentless like predators closing in for the kill. Flustered, Baek Suryong didn't even get a chance to draw his sword before Mae Geuklyom's attacks surrounded him, striking with the precision of a venomous snake, each thrust aiming to pierce a critical point.

Damn it, they're serious! Baek Suryong thought, stumbling backward with hurried, erratic footwork.

At that moment, Baek Muheun, who had been waiting for an opportunity, grabbed his son from behind. "Father-in-law, now!" he shouted.

"D-Dad?"

"Understood. Hold him tightly," Mae Geuklyom said in a low voice, sheathing his sword and swinging it around like a club.

Baek Suryong's face paled. "G-Grandpa~ You wouldn't beat up your only grandson with that sword, would you?" he pleaded, putting on his best puppy dog eyes.

However, the old man who had shed tears for his daughter was nowhere to be found, and in his place stood the infamous Azure Dragon Academy Headmaster Mae Geuklyom.

Eyes glowing with unprecedented ferocity, Mae Geuklyom said, "Since the day you set foot in the academy, you've been nothing but trouble. You deliberately ignored orders, broke into the Valley of Evil without a second thought, and got yourself seriously injured. If you were a student, I would have already disciplined you harshly many times over."

"But…"

"Sure, things worked out fine in the end, but do you have any idea how worried I was about you, you insolent punk? That's why, I swore that one of these days, I was going to knock some sense into that thick head of yours."

Baek Suryong immediately protested, "What kind of excuse is that? You just want to beat me up, don't you?!"

His opinion was thoroughly ignored.

Baek Muheun chimed in, "That's right, Father-in-law. Ever since our Suryong became a martial master, he's been utterly insufferable. I think he needs to be taught a lesson about respecting his elders."

"I agree. You hear that, boy? I even have your father's permission now." Mae Geuklyom grinned and slowly approached Baek Suryong, raising his weapon.

Faced with the impending doom, Baek Suryong squirmed and thrashed around, shouting, "What the fuck? Since when did you two become so chummy?!"

That night, a young man's screams echoed loudly across the shimmering surface of the Silver Scale Lake.
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As soon as the three men returned to the White Dragon Manor, Mae Geuklyom retired for the night. Left to their own devices, father and son sat down across from each other.

Rubbing his bruised eye with an egg, Baek Suryong glared at his father, groaning, "Ugh... Do you feel good giving your only son a black eye?"

Baek Muheun, also rubbing a bruised eye with an egg, immediately retorted, "What about you? Do you feel good giving your fifty-year-old father a black eye?"

"What are you talking about? I wasn't the one who hit you, it was Grandpa. All I did was dodge his attack. Anyway, you deserve it after ganging up on me with him."

"Wait, now that I think about it... With his skill, couldn't he have held back at the last moment? Then, does that mean he hit me on purpose?"

"He totally did. I saw him sneering secretly after hitting you."

"I knew it!"

Father and son muttered complaints back and forth, glowering at each other, until suddenly, both of them burst out laughing at the same time. Seeing each other sitting there, rubbing their eyes with eggs, was just too funny.

"So… have the kids at the Baek Academy grown a lot?" Baek Suryong asked, still chuckling.

"Don't even get me started. That boy Jang Yi nearly fainted when he heard you became an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy…"

After chatting about trivial matters for a while, Baek Suryong suddenly remembered something. 

"Right. Didn't you say you had something to give me?" he asked.

"Ah, I nearly forgot." With a strange gleam in his eyes, Baek Muheun pulled out a thick, untitled book from his shirt pocket and handed it to Baek Suryong "I stumbled upon it while I was repairing your bedroom ceiling. You hid it really well."

"What is it?"

"…You'll understand once you read it," Baek Muheun replied, giving his son a reassuring pat on the shoulder. Then, standing up to leave the room, he added, "I think it's best if you read it by yourself, so I'm heading to bed now. Goodnight, son."

"Why does he look so serious?" Baek Suryong muttered, casually flipping open the book.

Lately, I've been having strange dreams.

The book was written in the original Baek Suryong's handwriting. Without thinking, he continued reading.

In my dreams, I was a ruthless Blood Cult martial arts instructor…

Baek Suryong's eyes widened. Trembling, he flipped through the book with increasing speed, his agitation mounting with each turn of the pages.


Chapter 192: The Diary (2)

Baek Suryong's eyes trembled as he flipped through the diary left behind by the real Baek Suryong, whose life had taken a tragic turn after the 'accident' where he'd collapsed, unconscious, from practicing a forbidden demonic art.

He dreamed about being me?

As far as he knew, the real Baek Suryong had secretly learned a faulty demonic art to overcome the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians and died as a result. After that, his own soul, which had perished in the Blood Cult fifty years ago, entered this empty body.

...At least, that was what he had firmly believed until now.

Since he didn't have any evidence to the contrary, and no memories of being 'Baek Suryong', he had always assumed that he was merely a wandering spirit who had inadvertently possessed a corpse. Alternatively, perhaps the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians had somehow summoned him, who knew the Heaven Defying Divine Art, into this empty vessel. 

However, if what's written in this diary is true, then...

A new possibility gnawed at his mind. What if he hadn't taken over Baek Suryong's body, but instead, reincarnated as Baek Suryong? What if, as a result of meddling with a faulty demonic art, Baek Suryong himself had sacrificed all memories of his present life in order to awaken his former life's ones?

"W-Wouldn't that mean... I'm the real Baek Suryong?" he stuttered, his voice shaking.

He turned another page, but the words became blurry, slipping through his mind as his thoughts drifted back to Baek Muheun's queer expression when he had handed over the diary.


"...You'll understand once you read it. I think it's best if you read it by yourself, so I'm heading to bed now. Goodnight, son."



Even though it wasn't intentional, he always felt a lingering guilt towards Baek Muheun for possessing the body of his deceased son. Thus, one of the reasons he'd jumped at the chance to leave for the Azure Dragon Academy was to put some distance between himself and the man.

After all, he couldn't keep up the pretense of being Baek Muheun's son forever. If they stayed together too long, the truth would come out eventually.

No, I suspect he might have already caught on to me. After all, back when we climbed the mountain in search of Maeng Ho'ak's hidden stash...


"Hey, are you really my son?"[1]

"Spurt! Cough, cough! What kind of a question is that?"



In retrospect, it was only natural for Baek Muheun to be suspicious. Not only had his son's personality changed overnight, he had also recognized demonic arts at a glance, suggested digging up miracle herbs, and announced that he wanted to become an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy.


"In the past, you used to curse your weak body and blame me and your mother for it, but now... you just climbed over several mountains without a single complaint. Also, you never talked about looking for a job and earning money. All you wanted to do was practice martial arts. You weren't even interested in teaching the kids."

"After I died and came back to life, I began to see the world around me in a different light."



At the time, he thought he had brushed off Baek Muheun's suspicions seamlessly, but his father must have seen through his pretense and searched for answers ever since... answers which he'd found in this diary.

"......" Baek Suryong stared blankly at the diary. His eyes were fixed on the words, but his mind drifted, tangled in a web of complicated thoughts that kept the contents from registering in his mind.

If I truly am Baek Suryong, then... doesn't that make Baek Muheun my real father? And Mae Geuklyom, my grandfather? And Mae Yakbing... my mother?

"Those people are my... real family?"

In his previous life, he had never known what it meant to be part of a family. As far back as he could remember, he'd been an orphan, fighting tooth and nail just to survive even before the Blood Cult kidnapped him. He had met several women along the way, but he'd never dared to marry them, fearing that his job would expose them to danger.

"Family..."

Until now, he'd deliberately avoided thinking too deeply about such things. He figured that since fate had given him a second life, he should live as he pleased. For the family who saw him as Baek Suryong, he'd felt that it was enough to play the role of a good son and grandson.

Still, he'd always kept a safe distance in his heart, knowing he was not their Baek Suryong.

Now, however, the possibility that these people might be his real family made him feel like his entire world had changed.

"Sigh... I'm getting ahead of myself," Baek Suryong laughed weakly, biting his lip.

It was all still speculation and imagination. Nothing was certain.

"I should finish reading this first."

He shook his head to clear his thoughts and forced himself to focus on reading the diary.

Me, a Blood Cult martial arts instructor? It was so absurd that I thought it was just a crazy dream at first.

"Pfft! Yeah, that's understandable." he chuckled, turning the page.

Ever since I was young, I often dreamed of becoming a martial master and wandering the jianghu. Therefore, although these dreams were strange, I didn't think they were anything special.

Until I kept having the same dream, over and over.

In my dream, I was a cold, ruthless man with a natural gift for martial arts, someone who quickly rose above his rivals and caught the attention of the Cult's leaders.

Damn, seeing my life through someone else's eyes feels weird.

He was so exceptional that he quickly rose to become the youngest ever member of the Cult Leader's personal guard, despite having no ties to any elders or the Blood Cult's eight great families. For a time, his future was more promising than anyone else his age. But, that didn't last long...

Baek Suryong closed his eyes for a moment. He already knew the tragedy that would follow next.

While training, the man injured his qi center and lost the ability to use inner arts. Sensing his weakness, those who envied him closed in like a pack of wolves pouncing on fresh prey.

"How incredibly detailed," he whispered, smiling bitterly.

The diary captured his life as a Blood Cult martial arts instructor with startling precision, recording even the smallest details he himself could barely recall.

After that, the man nearly died several times, but his tenacity and persistence eventually wore out his enemies, and they gave up. He survived and became a martial arts instructor.

With outstanding insight that allowed him to understand any martial arts after seeing it once, and with the determination to never give up, it didn't take long for him to become the best instructor in the Blood Cult.

Many random slice-of-life stories filled the pages. Growing impatient, he flipped quickly toward the end of the book.

One day, the man was introduced to four absolute masters of the previous generation who had been captured and imprisoned by the Blood Cult: the Bandit King, the Crazy Demon, the Ice Moon Goddess, and the Sword Saint.

Planning to create an army of martial masters to conquer the murim, the Blood Cult ordered the man to learn the four masters' ultimate techniques. He did as he was told, persuading the four masters to teach him their martial arts and in turn training disciples, but the Blood Cult still planned to dispose of the man after using him.

Fools. Did they really think that he wouldn't find out? Or did they think that even if he knew, he wouldn't be able to oppose them?

And so, the man and the absolute masters plotted their escape...

He skipped the next few pages. The rest he already knew. His story ended with the fight against the students he had taught, the appearance of the Blood Demon, and lastly, their failed escape and death.

However, that wasn't the end of the diary.

I am now certain that this was no mere dream. The man was real, and he was instrumental in bringing about the downfall of the Blood Cult.

"So what if all of it was real? What does it matter now...?" he laughed, both flattered and bemused.

Even though their deeds are not recorded in the history of the murim, I remember them. The man in the dream and the four absolute masters... they are the heroes who saved the world.

He never thought he would hear such praise for his past self. Chuckling, he flipped to the last remaining pages.

Well, the man's story may be over, but through his experiences, I've found a clue to curing my illness.

"What? Oh no, he didn't..."

As the Blood Cult's top martial arts instructor, the man read and analyzed numerous martial arts manuals every day, and was familiar with most of the Blood Cult's techniques. Intrigued, I wrote them down every time I woke up from the dream.

"THAT DAMNED FOOL!"

Realizing what his past self had done, his eyes widened in horror. Trying to reproduce martial arts seen in a dream was suicide. No matter how vivid, dreams were bound to be fragmented and distorted. As proof, some of the stories written in the diary differed from his own memories.

...Eventually, I came to the conclusion that if I learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, I could overcome the problems associated with my constitution.

"Of all things, why the Heaven Defying Divine Art?! That's the most tricky one!" 

Like other supreme martial arts, the Heaven Defying Divine Art couldn't be mastered by simply following the formula. The guidance of a skilled teacher was essential. Back then, even he had to rely on his four masters' wisdom to learn it.

I will write down the formula of the Heaven Defying Divine Art here.

From the moment the Heaven Defying Divine Art was mentioned, the diary was written in the cipher used by the Blood Cult.

He carefully examined the formula. Instantly, he felt a strange twist in his gut.

As expected, it's wrong.

The formula was incorrect. Only a few phrases were wrong, but even changing those few phrases could alter the meaning completely, resulting in a flawed martial art.

"Wait... huh?"

This martial art... it isn't defective? Given all the changes, I can't really call it the Heaven Defying Divine Art anymore, but technically, there doesn't seem to be anything wrong with it? It's just connected in an unusual way...

"Was this just an accident, or..."

The creation of a new martial art through the reinterpretation of an existing one, especially an ultimate martial art at the level of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, wasn't something just anyone could do.

Should I dismiss this as mere coincidence? Or... did my past self do this intentionally?

Honestly, I'm terrified. I know I'm making a dangerous gamble, one that could cost me my life. If I'm lucky enough to succeed, that would be ideal, but there's also a chance that I'll explode or go completely crazy.

"If you're scared, then you shouldn't have done it, you dumbass."

The handwriting was jumbled, the words barely legible. He could imagine his past self penning this final diary entry like someone drafting a will.

Still, I'd rather risk everything than die without even trying. The last thing I want is to continue being a burden to those important to me. Please, let me be able to write the next page, and if I fail... it would be best if I didn't survive.

The diary ended there.

He silently read the diary again, then carefully scrutinized the modified Heaven Defying Divine Art. Many questions swirled in his mind, yet after reviewing the formula, only one thought took root.

"I have to try this," he muttered, sitting down cross-legged.

I don't know why, but something about this strange martial art really gnaws at me.

Recklessly learning an unverified martial art could easily lead to qi deviation, but with the Heaven Defying Divine Art now at the seventh star, he felt confident in his ability to limit the damage.

He took a deep breath and slowly let it out. Up until the middle, the modified martial art mirrored the Heaven Defying Divine Art almost perfectly, making it manageable. After that, however, the qi circulation path shifted drastically, causing an intense accumulation of qi inside his head, where the upper dantian was located.

DONG!

Suddenly, he heard a bell ring. His consciousness began to fade, but he didn't stop channeling his qi. Somehow, he instinctively knew that this phenomenon was the intended effect of the martial art.

This is...

Moments later, he felt himself drifting away from reality, sinking into the depths of unconsciousness.
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He awoke to the sharp, metallic stench of blood lingering in the air. A ring of intense, predatory eyes bore down on him, each one sharpened to a point that prickled his skin like a barrage of needles.

"Hey, rookie. Already zoning out on your first day?"

The fiends of the Blood Dragon Unit, the Blood Demon's personal guard, glared down at him like wolves poised to tear into their prey.



Footnotes:

[1] Quotes from Chapter 9.



Chapter 193: Echoes From a Previous Life (1)

Wow, this memory from my past life... it's so vivid that even I can't tell it's not real. At this standard, isn't it more like sorcery than martial arts?

When he opened his eyes, Baek Suryong found himself back in the Blood Cult. Of course, this wasn't reality, but the modified Heaven Defying Divine Art recreating the memories of his past life in the form of a dream.

Amazed, he looked around, but just as he was about to lose himself in the familiarity of the scene, a young man with eyes sharp as a tiger's blocked his path.

"Why aren't you answering? Do my words not make sense to you? Or are your ears clogged? Should I clear them for you?"

Baek Suryong recalled the name of the wickedly grinning young man. He was Cho Hyeok, a direct descendant of the Cho family, one of the Eight Great Clans supporting the Blood Cult, and a senior member of the Blood Dragons, the Blood Demon's personal guard.

"I'm sorry," Baek Suryong apologized.

Huh? I didn't mean to say that... Ah, am I simply re-enacting a past memory? Then, the events of my previous life are being replayed exactly as they happened. 

Still, this is incredible. I feel exactly the same as I did back then, from my feelings, to my body, and even to my martial arts.

As if he was nothing more than a spectator, Baek Suryong watched the scene unfolding in front of him with a detached air.

"Oh, so you do know how to apologize?" Cho Hyeok sneered, tapping Baek Suryong's head condescendingly as if he was a servant.

Any other martial artist would have reached for their sword at such a rude gesture, but Baek Suryong remained as docile as a mouse before a cat.

The smug grin on Cho Hyeok's face widened. "Yeah, since you stole someone else's position, you really should be sorry."

"......"

This was a memory from his first day in the Blood Dragons, and right from the outset, Cho Hyeok had marked him as a target for bullying.

Acceptance into the Blood Dragons, the Blood Demon's elite guard, was a guaranteed path to success. It was no wonder that many young masters of the Blood Cult yearned for a place in their ranks. However, the positions were few and far between, and most were already claimed by descendants of the mighty Eight Great Clans.

Cho Hyeok was one such young master. He hailed from the Cho Clan, one of the most influential families even among the Eight Great Clans. Hence, despite having no official rank within the unit, he wielded authority equal to that of a vice-captain.

"Do you have any idea who ended up losing their spot because of you?" Cho Hyeok asked.

Baek Suryong shook his head. "...No, I do not."

"Of course you don't. If you did, there's no way you would have accepted the offer. Anyway, my younger brother was supposed to join the unit, but some low-born brat snatched it right out from under his nose. Tell me, wouldn't you be angry if you were me?"

"......" Baek Suryong remained silent. The contempt and jealousy in his seniors' eyes did not escape him. Since almost all of the Blood Dragons were from the Eight Great Clans, they shared Cho Hyeok's opinion.

Looking back, it's incredibly childish.

Cho Hyeok was exploiting the tradition of hazing newcomers to ensure that Baek Suryong's first experience would be especially humiliating and psychologically crippling.

Smirking, Cho Hyeok released his aura, causing his red cloak to flutter wildly. "I heard that you're the youngest ever person to join the Blood Dragons, and that you're so talented you can come up with a counterattack after seeing any martial art three times. If that's true, you should be able to beat someone like me easily, right? Show me how strong you really are!"

Baek Suryong kept his silence, studying Cho Hyeok's every move. He noted the man's build, his muscles, the angle of his stance, even his tone and mannerisms.

He's strong. Top-tier even among peak realm masters.

Every member of the Blood Dragons was at least a peak-level master, but Cho Hyeok stood out even among them.

"...Senior, with my current skills, I won't last even ten seconds against you."

"Oho? You talk as if you'll be able to defeat me in the future."

Baek Suryong bowed his head. "That's not what I meant..."

Cho Hyeok's killing intent surged, and the other seniors spread out, forming a circle around them and cutting off any chance of escape.

BOOM!

Cho Hyeok stomped down, cracking the ground beneath him as powerful qi flickered through his hands. "Shut up and draw your weapon. And if you ever talk back to me again... I'll kill you."

WHOOSH!

Baek Suryong barely managed to sidestep Cho Hyeok's fierce palm strike, only to find a swift kick following close behind. With no chance to unsheathe his sword, he crossed his arms, bracing for impact.

BAM! SLAM! WHAM!

"Ugh!"

Each blow, hard as iron and fast as lightning, shook his bones. Cho Hyeok's qi felt deep and pure, a step above the typical techniques of the Blood Cult.

As expected, the Blood Dragons are in a league of their own, Baek Suryong thought, observing the fight leisurely. With his past self controlling his body, he had the rare chance to study Cho Hyeok's martial arts in detail, a luxury he hadn't had in his previous life when he was too focused on fighting to do anything else.

Hmm, back then, I brushed off the Cho Family's fist techniques, thinking they were all about raw power. Now, though, I can tell that they're are incredibly sophisticated, and it was just Cho Hyeok who was clumsy.

Baek Suryong's eye for martial arts had sharpened significantly since his youth, so he naturally perceived things differently now. The Cho family's fist techniques, hailing from one of the Blood Cult's Eight Great Clans, were martial arts worthy of being called divine arts. Just by watching, he gained a great deal.

I can adapt some of this into the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, and then use it myself or teach it to the kids... Wait!

The realization hit him like a hammer. This dream was a vivid reconstruction of his past life's memories, and in that life, he had encountered countless masters of the Blood Cult. 

Leaders of military units who sent shivers through the orthodox murim whenever they marched. Elders, each rumored to rival the sect leaders of the Nine Great Sects. The patriarchs of the Eight Great Clans, the very pillars of the Blood Cult. And... even the Blood Cult's supreme leader, the Blood Demon himself!

Also, although it's still quite a while away...

The countless possibilities excited him, but nothing thrilled him more than the very last one. Many years after this current memory, four absolute masters, once lauded as the best in the world, would be held captive in Blood Cult's underground prison. 

Now, he could witness his masters' martial arts once again.

This is an unbelievable opportunity for me! Unfortunately, my inexperienced past self is having a hard time just dodging Cho Hyeok's attacks. If only I could control this body, I would be going nuts with joy... 

"Not bad!" Cho Hyeok roared, gritting his teeth as he intensified his offensive, frustrated that he couldn't land a decisive hit.

Seeing the fingernails tearing through the air like claws, Baek Suryong retreated, but Cho Hyeok chased after him, thrusting both palms forward in a powerful qi strike that seemed to distort space.

BOOM!

A powerful shockwave erupted, spanning a radius of twenty meters.

"...I concede, so please stop attacking me," Baek Suryong said emotionlessly, his face pale and blood trickling from his lips. Despite the pain, however, he refused to fall over.

Taken aback by his impressive display of martial arts and unexpected tenacity, the other Blood Dragons stared at him, astonished.

Only Cho Hyeok scowled, irritated that the cheeky newcomer was still standing on both feet. "Hey. What the hell is that expression? How is that supposed to be the face of a loser?"

"What would you have me do, then? Kneel and beg for forgiveness?"

"What? You insolent punk...! Enough! I'll engrave the humility a junior should have into your body," Cho Hyeok snarled, activating the Blood Thunder Divine Art, the exclusive martial art of the Blood Dragons. 

A red aura, shimmering like heat haze, rose from his body as sparks of electricity crackled across it.

"You're not the only one who's had enough of this shitshow," Baek Suryong retorted, drawing upon his inner qi to the fullest.

...As much as I hate to admit it, I was still quite the immature kid back then, huh? Nowadays, I'd bow my head first, then secretly plot my revenge and return the favor tenfold. 

Well, I only learned how to use my head after my qi center was destroyed. At this time, I was no smarter than a typical unorthodox martial artist, smug and overly confident in my abilities and talents. 

Baek Suryong sighed and shook his head inwardly.

Meanwhile, Cho Hyeok narrowed his eyes and sharpened his focus. It seemed that if he wanted to humiliate Baek Suryong, he couldn't take the young man lightly anymore.

"That's enough!"

Suddenly, a voice cut through the tension, sharp and commanding. Cho Hyeok's killing intent instantly vanished, and he and the other Blood Dragons hurriedly turned and knelt on one knee. Seeing them, Baek Suryong quickly followed suit.

""Captain!""

As a large man with a huge scar on his face approached, all twenty members of the Blood Dragons bowed respectfully in unison, their faces marked by a mixture of fear and awe for an absolute master.

The Blood Dragon Captain.

Baek Suryong looked at his former superior with mixed feelings. The Blood Dragons held immense authority, but even among them, the captain was special.

The Blood Dragon Captain had the authority to execute anyone in the cult except the Blood Demon and his kin. If he had good reason, he could even execute an elder or patriarch of the Eight Great Clans first and then report to the Blood Demon.

And the reason he could do all that...was because within the Cult, his strength was second only to the Blood Demon.

Without doing anything, the Blood Dragon Captain's presence alone seemed to fill the entire area. He was a giant similar to Geo Sangwoong or Ya Suhyeok, yet his aura was in a league of its own. Even though it was only a memory from the past, the moment their eyes met, Baek Suryong felt a shiver run down his spine.

Isn't he even stronger than Skysword? Well, he's not quite at Namgung Jaehak's level, but still...

Baek Suryong compared the Blood Dragon Captain to the current Ten Supremes whom he had met. Although it was difficult to evaluate his strength perfectly without fighting him, one thing was certain: this man was a master on par with the orthodox murim's finest.

"If this keeps up, one of you is going to die. Save the newcomer welcome for later," the Blood Dragon Captain said sternly, fixing his indifferent gaze on the kneeling Cho Hyeok.

"...Yes," Cho Hyeok replied obediently, bowing his head. Though he was proud and considered himself the Vice Captain of the Blood Dragons, the gap between him and the Captain was insurmountable.

Nodding, the Blood Dragon Captain turned to Baek Suryong. "Follow me, newcomer. You've been summoned," he commanded.

"Yes, sir." Baek Suryong rose promptly, falling in step behind the Captain. He felt Cho Hyeok's stare burning into his back, but chose to ignore it.

As they walked, the Blood Dragon Captain suddenly said, "Walk beside me. I'm not going to eat you."

Baek Suryong smiled inwardly, even as his body automatically did as he was told. Despite his intimidating appearance, the Blood Dragon Captain wasn't as stern as he looked.

"I heard you used to be with the Blood Wolves."

"Yes, I served as the leader of the Blood Wolves' thirteenth squad for half a year. They called me the Venomous Sword."

The Venomous Sword, an alias that suggested his swordsmanship was both swift and deadly, like a viper or scorpion poised to strike.

"What's your name?"

"I don't have one. I've always been called Number 27."

A faint smile appeared on the Blood Dragon Captain's lips. "It's been a while since I last saw someone called by a number. I was Number 38."

"Yes, I know."

Baek Suryong's eyes flickered with sentimentality. Perhaps because they were both orphans, he'd always felt a slight kinship with the man.

Once upon a time, he was my goal too.

The Blood Dragon Captain was a legend and a symbol of hope for many orphans and lowborn members of the Blood Cult. Rising from his humble origins to become the captain of the Blood Dragons, he was someone Baek Suryong had once aspired to become.

After a moment, the Blood Dragon Captain asked with a slightly gentler tone, "I've heard that you can devise a countermeasure after seeing any martial art three times. Is that true?"

"No."

A hint of disappointment appeared on the Blood Dragon Captain's face. "Hmm..."

"For most martial arts, seeing it once is enough."

"Hahaha!" Bursting into laughter, the Blood Dragon Captain turned to look at Baek Suryong, his eyes gleaming with interest. "Well, I don't mind having confident subordinates, as long as they can back it up with skill."

"I won't disappoint you."

"Don't expect any special treatment from me just because we're both orphans. I have no intention of mediating between you and Cho Hyeok. Solve the problem yourself."

"Yes, sir."

"Good." With a quick nod, the Blood Dragon Captain led Baek Suryong to the Blood Cult's main citadel.

Baek Suryong took in his surroundings with interest. The high and sturdy walls exuded an aura of majesty that would intimidate even the strongest masters, and he sensed the presence of experts hidden everywhere. 

Most low-ranked warriors would never enter this place in their lifetimes, and this was his past self's first time here as well.

"Do you know where we're going?"

Baek Suryong shook his head. "No, I do not." 

He had been suddenly informed of his transfer to the Blood Dragons. This sort of thing happened all the time, so he'd quietly followed the orders as they were given. There was no point in being surprised or upset about it, and questioning it wouldn't change anything.

However...

"Our Lord wishes to meet you."

Baek Suryong froze, his entire body stiffening as if he had suddenly turned to stone. "Why would the Lord want to meet me...!?" he asked incredulously, eyes wide with shock. 

At the thought of meeting the supreme leader of the Blood Cult, his heart pounded wildly. He didn't mean to be rude, but he was just too freaked out to restrain himself.

The Blood Dragon Captain shook his head. "I don't know. He just said he wanted to see you in person."

"......"

Meanwhile, the present-day Baek Suryong felt his blood run cold. 

It's been a while since I last saw him.

He was about to have his first brush with the Blood Demon, the greatest ever master of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, reputed to be the strongest human in history... and the one who had killed him.



Translator's Note: Okay people, I'm going to catch up to the manhwa this weekend…


Chapter 194: Echoes From a Previous Life (2)

Baek Suryong's footsteps echoed as he strode down the long corridor of the Blood Demon Palace, the cult leader's abode, alongside the Blood Dragon Captain.

A red carpet stretched out beneath his feet, intricately patterned and vibrant. Each step felt soft and ethereal, like walking on clouds, but he had no time to savor that sensation right now.

This path... it's been a while, but I still remember it as if it were yesterday.

The hallway seemed to stretch on forever. He could have reached the end in an instant using movement arts, but no one would dare show such disrespect here.

Back then, I was so anxious about making even the slightest mistake that never mind making eye contact with the Blood Demon, I don't even remember what happened during our meeting.

In the Blood Cult, the Blood Demon was practically worshipped as a god. To face such a figure out of nowhere would shake even the boldest heart.

This time, I'll keep my wits about me and observe him properly.

"Why so nervous? Now that you've been assigned to the Blood Dragons, you'll be serving the Lord up close sooner or later," the Blood Dragon Captain chuckled, noticing his restlessness.

Comprised of the Cult's finest martial artists, the Blood Dragons served as the Blood Demon's personal bodyguards at official events, so it was only natural that they would see him often.

Of course, they weren't his only protectors. While the Blood Dragons protected the Blood Demon in the open, the shadow warriors who had mastered the Blue Eyes Demonic Art guarded him from the shadows.

Still, his past self could not relax.

"Why did the Lord suddenly summon me?" he asked.

"I told you, I don't know. Maybe He's curious about the new recruit's face, or maybe He has some other reason."

"Does the Lord summon every new recruit to the Blood Dragons?"

The Blood Dragon Captain frowned, clearly displeased. "Newcomer, let me give you a warning. Do not presume to understand the Lord. He is a being beyond our comprehension."

Under the Captain's stern gaze, Baek Suryong quickly lowered his head. "I'm sorry."

"Don't forget. We live only to serve the Lord. We do not question Him, only follow His orders."

"Yes, sir."

An uneasy silence fell between the two, but fortunately, they reached the end of the corridor before it lasted too long.

"We're here. This is the throne room."

A colossal door, towering at least ten meters high, stood before them, its handles adorned with the image of a bleeding demon. On either side, two formidable martial artists stood guard, their bright blue eyes glinting ominously in the dimly lit corridor. Most blood cultists flinched at the sight of the Blood Dragon Captain, but not these two.

The Blood Demon's shadow warriors.

Baek Suryong's thoughts drifted to the Blue Eyed Freak in the Valley of Evil, who had also mastered the Blue Eyes Demonic Art. Slipping into the Blood Demon Palace unnoticed, past those who wielded such a unique eye technique, was out of the question.

The Blood Dragon Captain stepped forward. "By order of the Lord, I have brought the newest member of the Blood Dragons."

"You may enter."

The Blood Dragon Captain nodded and walked toward the door. As he drew close, the heavy door groaned open as if pushed by an invisible hand, unveiling a world of fantasy.

Baek Suryong smiled bitterly. No matter how many times I see it, I never fail to be astounded at this sight.

Entering the throne room, he felt as if they were ascending into the night sky itself. Above them, the heavens stretched close, almost within reach, and starlight cascaded down, bathing them in a soft glow. At their feet, clouds floated, soft and surreal, occasionally revealing a tiny world beneath that lay sprawled out like a distant, forgotten dream.

It was a space that defied all logic, a realm where miracles unfolded—miracles unseen even within the Blood Cult, the nexus of sorcery and the dark arts.

On the highest throne beneath the boundless sky sat a man of otherworldly beauty, his blood-red hair contrasting vividly against his pale, almost ethereal skin. His facial features were flawless, as if they were sculpted from the finest marble with divine precision.

"Come closer," he said in an enchanting voice that, once heard, could never be forgotten.

Baek Suryong slowly stumbled forward, as if under a spell. However, within him, the mind observing the past seethed with hatred.

The Blood Demon...

This was a face forever etched in his memory. For decades, he had served the Blood Demon with unwavering loyalty, accumulating great accomplishments even after his qi center was damaged and he was cast into a living hell. Despite all he had sacrificed, however, in the end he was merely branded as disposable. 

But even that wasn't the worst. Above all, this was the monster who had plunged a sword into his heart when he attempted to flee from the Blood Cult. If only the Blood Demon hadn't appeared that day, he would likely have succeeded in escaping the Blood Cult with his four masters.

THUD!

The Blood Dragon Captain knelt down, and the past Baek Suryong hurriedly followed suit.

""Hail the Blood Demon, in blood shall we reign supreme! This humble warrior greets the Lord...""

"Enough."

Their voices immediately faded, not by choice, but by the will of the Blood Demon, who had muted all sound within his domain. 

This...it's an exquisite technique on a different level than a simple qi barrier!

Dumbfounded, the past Baek Suryong looked up at the Blood Demon, not even realizing his own disrespect. This unconscious move, however, enabled his present self to observe the Blood Demon's appearance in detail.

Even now, I still can't measure his strength...?

Baek Suryong bit his lip. Although he knew that the Blood Demon was the most powerful martial artist in history, he hadn't expected that he wouldn't be able to estimate his skill level even now.

Does that even make any sense...? Wait. Ah, I get it. It's not that I can't gauge his skill level because the gap between us is too wide. It's something else entirely...

The Blood Demon was a master of both martial arts and sorcery. If he used sorcery to hide his aura, then it made sense that Baek Suryong couldn't even begin to estimate his strength.

No need to feel disheartened. This won't be the only time I see him.

If this dream progressed chronologically, then Baek Suryong expected this dream to continue for quite a while. In that case, there would be plenty of opportunities for him to observe the Blood Demon.

"Interesting..." the Blood Demon said in a languid voice, his gaze fixed intently on Baek Suryong.

Only then did Baek Suryong realize the gravity of his disrespect. Slamming his forehead to the ground repeatedly, he desperately begged for forgiveness, "Please forgive me... I have committed a grave sin."

Blood trickled down his face and into his eyes, yet he didn't blink and continued banging his head. He had committed the mortal sin of looking at a god without permission and deserved the punishment.

Suddenly, however, a gentle force held him in place.

With crimson eyes like jewels, the Blood Demon studied him closely. "Raise your head. I summoned you here to see your face. After all, I was the one who hand-picked you for the Blood Dragons."

"......"

"Aren't you curious as to why?"

"...I am."

Until then, Baek Suryong had been just one of the many warriors who served in the Blood Wolves. Although the Blood Wolves were a prominent military unit within the Blood Cult, there was a huge difference between them and the Blood Demon's personal guard, the Blood Dragons.

It was surprising enough that the Blood Demon knew of his existence, but for him to have personally assigned him to the Blood Dragons? He would be lying if he said he wasn't curious.

"I did it because of the result of a divination."

The Blood Demon's explanation was as unexpected as it was logical. After all, with his mastery of sorcery, any divination of his was closer to prophecy than ordinary fortune-telling.

The Blood Demon's crimson eyes glinted eerily. "For now, listen to me closely, but when you leave this place, forget everything that happened here."

"Ah..." Baek Suryong mumbled dazedly, feeling the strength drain from his body.

Hearing his own wavering voice, Baek Suryong finally realized why his memories of this day were so hazy.

This bastard! He hypnotized me with the Blood Demon Eyes!

Rising from his throne, the Blood Demon began, "You were born with a very special destiny, with two possible futures. In one, you will become the cornerstone necessary for our cult to achieve world domination..."

The Blood Demon stepped forward, seeming to teleport directly in front of him in a movement reminiscent of the legendary art of spatial compression. His crimson eyes sparkled with a piercing intensity, as if they could see straight into one's soul, and a twisted smile crept up one corner of his mouth as if he were observing an amusing little animal. 

"...And in the other, you will ignite the flames that will destroy our cult."

Baek Suryong remained on his knees, staring blankly at the Blood Demon as if he hadn't heard a single word.

The Blood Dragon Captain, however, stiffened. "My Lord, what do you mean...?"

"I simply recited the results of my divination."

"How ominous... Then, how shall I deal with this fellow?"

"Fate will not bend to our whims. You, Blood Dragon Captain, will do your duty and nothing more."

The Blood Dragon Captain bit his lip tightly, then turned to glare at Baek Suryong. "I will raise this lad to become the cornerstone necessary for world domination."

"Do as you wish," the Blood Demon said wearily. "Oh, and bring this child along to serve as my guard at the Elder Council meeting in three days."

"Yes, my Lord."

"You are dismissed."

With a wave of the Blood Demon's hand, Baek Suryong's past self stood up and quietly followed the Blood Dragon Captain out of the Blood Demon Palace. Nevertheless, he was still so out of it that even as he staggered back to his quarters, he failed to notice the complex looks the captain kept throwing his way.

Meanwhile, the current Baek Suryong fell into deep thought. 

Why would the Blood Demon say such things to me, knowing I wouldn't even remember them? Could it be... that he somehow knew I would revisit this memory someday?

A terrifying chill ran down his spine.

What if... the power of the Heaven Defying Divine Art that is allowing me to see glimpses of the past in my dreams, is resonating across time and space with the Blood Demon's Heaven Defying Divine Art that allowed him to peer into the future?
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In the dream, time flowed like water, pooling and spilling without direction. Some events were skipped, and others appeared out of chronological order.

Nevertheless, Baek Suryong saw himself accompanying the Blood Demon to every formal gathering and official event. This gave him an invaluable opportunity to observe the martial arts of the Blood Cult elders, the patriarchs of the Eight Great Clans, and a wide array of powerful masters up close.

Among them were martial arts that Baek Suryong didn't know well, some that were much stronger than he remembered, and others with clear weaknesses that he hadn't noticed before.

It's a totally different experience, analyzing the Blood Cult's divine arts then and now.

Although these were his own memories, seeing it again with fresh eyes opened up a whole new perspective. With his current martial arts skills, he was able to analyze them with a clarity that he hadn't possessed before.

I'll create techniques to counter them later.

Since the Blood Cult seemed to be on the verge of resurrection, it was good if he could gain a significant advantage over them.

Now that I think about it, I wonder how much time has passed outside. Probably not much. Since this is just a dream, maybe a few hours, or a day or two at the most.. Well, it would be great if I could find some clues to regain my memories before I wake up.

If it was true that the past Baek Suryong lost his memories here, then there should be clues here to help him recover them. Unfortunately, until now, he hadn't made any significant progress in this regard, so he decided to focus on analyzing, refining, and memorizing the Blood Cult's martial arts.

Then, one day, Cho Hyeok called him out, saying, "The Captain seems to favor you a bit too much. Are you sleeping with him behind our backs?"

Since the first encounter, he and his gang had stopped showing Baek Suryong open hostility, opting instead to hurl contempt and insults at him. 

Their intentions were clear. They were waiting for him to snap so they could beat him up and claim it was self-defense... and like a fool, his past self had lost his temper many times and let them beat him over and over again, leaving fresh bruises hidden under his clothes every day. 

Slowly, though, he'd learned to endure the bullying in silence, swallowing his anger and secretly sharpening his blade, vowing that he would one day take his revenge. 

"Why so quiet? Should I take your silence as proof that it must be true, then?" Cho Hyeok taunted.

The supposed elites of the Blood Cult snickered.

"...Trash," Baek Suryong remarked softly. 

Cho Hyeok and his gang blinked in surprise.

"...What did you just say?" Cho Hyeok asked.

Baek Suryong grinned. There was no longer any need for him to remain passive. "I said, you guys are trash."

This is a dream, not the past... and dreams bend to the dreamer's will.

For the first time, Baek Suryong took control of his dream. From now onward, it would no longer be a simple re-enactment of his past life.

His form wavered briefly, and then he drove his fist square into Cho Hyeok's face.

"Guh!" Cho Hyeok flew backward, blood spurting from his mouth as his teeth shattered.

"Have you gone mad?"

"What the hell? He just attacked all of a sudden!"

Though startled, the senior members of the Blood Dragons instinctively drew their weapons.

Laughing, Baek Suryong leisurely cracked his neck from side to side. "You know, I've always dreamed of beating you guys up... oh, wait, this is a dream. So, I might as well enjoy myself and get in a little martial arts training at the same time, yeah?"

With a wicked grin, Baek Suryong charged at his former comrades.
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"You basdard! I'll gill you! Nobodeh intafwere! I'll gill him maselb!" Cho Hyeok roared, rushing back at an alarming speed after being sent flying. His face was stained with blood, and his speech was slurred due to his missing teeth, but nevertheless, he charged at Baek Suryong with a vengeance.

Baek Suryong smirked as he effortlessly dodged the attack. Cho Hyeok's emotions were getting the better of him, clouding his judgment and making every move painfully predictable.

"Come at me when you can at least talk properly," he taunted.

"Aaaaargh! Stahp dahging lie a rat!" Cho Hyeok bellowed, unleashing a flurry of palm strikes that shook the very air. His accuracy was lacking, but the sheer force of his inner qi generated shockwaves strong enough to stagger any ordinary martial artist.

Unfortunately, his opponent was Baek Suryong.

Cho Hyeok's eyes turned bloodshot, teetering on the edge of insanity. The humiliation of being ambushed and losing his teeth to a lowly opponent he had always looked down upon stung him deeply. His pride as nobility screamed that he couldn't let this go, that he had to kill Baek Suryong no matter the cost.

Of course, none of this was real.

This is a dream. A stunningly vivid dream, sure, but a dream all the same.

After several days of experimenting, Baek Suryong discovered that if he took control of his past self and acted differently from his memories, the people in his dream would react in ways that aligned with their personalities.

An idea immediately came to him.

I can freely engage in life-and-death battles here. Image training is nothing compared to this. Besides, there are plenty of demonic bastards here who deserve to die, and enemies I would love to grind into dust. Could there possibly be a better place to train?

Masters who reached a certain level often did image training, a form of meditation in which they would visualize techniques or imagine fighting a hypothetical opponent. However, this required intense concentration, and its effectiveness was limited. Normally, it was far better to train by physically moving the body.

Here, though, everything was a perfect reflection of reality, from the stimulation of his five senses, to the killing intent of his opponents, to the flow of their qi, and even to the unique aura of each individual. It was as if he had traveled back in time to his previous life.

Baek Suryong's grin widened. "You should feel honored that I've decided to kill you first."

"You wotten inshect!" Cho Hyeok screamed, his qi surging to the point that veins bulged grotesquely across his forearms and hands. He launched a wild attack at Baek Suryong, causing the ground to explode beneath them and shattering the surrounding walls.

"Now that's more like it." Baek Suryong nodded, meeting him head-on. 

Soon, their hands and feet became a confusing tangle of motion.

Although the gap between them wasn't huge, Baek Suryong was clearly weaker than Cho Hyeok at this point in time. Cho Hyeok, despite his nasty personality, had enough talent to be called a genius, and with the support of his family, he was on a fast track to success.

On the other hand, Baek Suryong was expelled from the Blood Dragons after injuring his qi center, and he was tossed aside to rot. He barely managed to make a comeback as the best martial arts instructor, but by then, the difference in status between him and Cho Hyeok, who had become the commander of one of the Blood Cult's legions, was insurmountable. 

Thus, when their paths crossed again by chance, Cho Hyeok had completely ignored Baek Suryong. A bug that he could crush at any time was of no longer of any interest to him.

"Tsk, how pathetic. You played a big part in crippling me, but after I injured my qi center, you barely gave me a second thought. Until the very end, you never felt a shred of guilt for what you did, didn't you?"

"Aaaaargh! I'll gill you!" Cho Hyeok roared.

Baek Suryong snorted. In the past, Cho Hyeok had been an opponent he couldn't defeat, but now, things had changed. His mind was filled with the countless martial arts manuals he had diligently studied to become a martial arts instructor, as well as the unparalleled techniques his four masters had taught him.

Shaking his head, he remarked, "I couldn't lose to you even if I tried."

SLAP!

Baek Suryong's hand struck Cho Hyeok's cheek, snapping his head to the side. For a moment, shock filled Cho Hyeok's eyes, but Baek Suryong wasn't done.

SMACK! WHACK! THWACK!

Baek Suryong unleashed a relentless barrage on Cho Hyeok, each punch and kick infused with the essence of the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. Under the vicious onslaught, Cho Hyeok's defenses shattered, his body twisting and buckling, crumpling a little more with each blow.

"Argh! Ged losh!" Cho Hyeok screamed, desperately unleashing an ominous wave of palm qi in a last attempt to drive Baek Suryong back.

Baek Suryong took a step back, his eyes flashing with sharp recognition. "Isn't that…? Oh, right. I almost forgot. You've also mastered the Soul Reaping Demonic Art. Now that I think about it, wasn't the one who roughed up my student a punk named Cho Il?"

Baek Suryong searched his memories. The Fist Tyrant Cho Il, also known as the Blood Dragon, was the kid who plotted to seize control of the Golden Dragon Trading Company by crippling Geo Sangwoong using the Soul Reaping Demonic Art, one of the Blood Cult's most brutal torture techniques.

Whether it's his affiliation with the Blood Cult, his last name of Cho, his alias of Fist Tyrant, or his knowledge of the Soul Reaping Demonic Art... everything points to him being a descendant of Cho Hyeok.

A wicked grin spread across Baek Suryong's lips. "Damn, I can't wait to watch Sangwoong fuck him over at the Heavenly Martial Festival..."

"Hahaha! Die!" Cho Hyeok charged forward ecstatically, believing that with the Soul Reaping Demonic Art, victory was his.

However, Baek Suryong's interest in him had already faded. Activating the Heaven Defying Divine Art, his hair and eyes turned crimson, and a formidable aura burst forth. Giving Cho Hyeok a pitying look, he said coldly, "You disappoint me. If you've nothing better to show me, then let's end this."

Cho Hyeok froze in his tracks, gaping at Baek Suryong with a mixture of shock and horror. "Ugh! W-Wha is thish...? O-Ow can you use da Heaben Defahing Divahn Ahg...? A lowleh bug lie you...?"

Driven more by instinct than reason, Cho Hyeok's legs trembled uncontrollably, until finally he fell to his knees in stunned disbelief. After all, as one of the Blood Dragons who guarded the Blood Demon, he was more sensitive to the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art than most, and was accustomed to yielding before it.

Shrugging, Baek Suryong replied nonchalantly, "The family you're so proud of will be destroyed very soon, and your grandson will be crushed by my student. Remember that as you die, okay?"

Cho Hyeok, sensing his fate, screamed in terror, "W-Wait! Sphare me..."

SPLAT!

Baek Suryong delivered a single, decisive palm strike to Cho Hyeok's head, smashing his skull and ending his life in an instant. However, as he gazed at Cho Hyeok's corpse, the rush of satisfaction he'd expected from revenge was nowhere to be found. This was, in the end, just a dream.

"Well, at least I had some fun killing you."

Cho Hyeok was someone who deserved to die... and there were plenty more like him lurking within this dream.

Baek Suryong smiled evilly. "Training in martial arts, venting my pent-up stress... this dream is turning out to be quite productive."
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Baek Suryong fixed his body's state in his dream to the moment just before he damaged his qi center. After that, he set out to find the masters he had met in his past life, focusing on the leaders of military forces and those who had mastered rare martial arts, and challenged each of them to a fight to the death.

"Heya! Up for a spar?"

"What? This crazy bastard..."

Through these deadly clashes, he sharpened his senses and carefully refined his own techniques. Sometimes, if he felt it would help him improve, he even fought the same opponent more than once.

However, as Baek Suryong became more accustomed to controlling the dream, he suddenly realized something.

If I die even once, I'll wake up from this dream.

No one told him, he just naturally understood this after spending a long time in the dream.

If I leave this dream, can I come back again?

He might be able to, but he couldn't know for sure without trying. Regardless, from then on, he needed to choose his opponents more carefully. For one, taking on the Blood Demon or any of the elders was a bad idea.

"Although I really want to tear that Demon Strategist bastard apart right now..."

The Blood Cult elders were all at the level of the Ten Supremes, and since he couldn't be sure that he would return to this dream after he died, it wasn't worth the risk. Besides, to confidently overwhelm them, he needed to reach the eighth star of Heaven Defying Divine Art.

"Still, it's a pity to miss out on experiencing the elders' techniques... Wait! Don't most of the elders have disciples who've inherited their martial arts?"

Baek Suryong smirked wryly, recalling the many times the elders' disciples had also bullied him.

"Hey, spoiled brats! You think just because you were born with a silver spoon, never faced hardship, and got to master martial arts in comfort, you're stronger than me? Prove it!"

"How dare you?"

"I'll rip out that mouth of yours!"

"You are courting death!"

Man, I love these reactions! Such... third-rate villainy! Baek Suryong mused, happily beating them to a pulp.

"Ugh!"

"I-I lost..."

"Stop! Please stop hitting me!"

Needless to say, even if Baek Suryong didn't use the Heaven Defying Divine Art, the elders' disciples were still no match for him.

Just like that, Baek Suryong continued his relentless crusade against the Blood Cult, deepening his understanding of their martial arts while also reflecting on his own. Especially since he had experienced unnaturally rapid growth in the Valley of Evil, he desperately needed combat experience to solidify his foundation.

This is truly a priceless opportunity.

Days passed, blending into each other in his dream of a past life. Absorbed in his training, Baek Suryong soon lost track of time... until suddenly, the scenery that had been indistinguishable from reality began to distort, cracking and crumbling in spots.

"...Looks like I'm going to wake up soon. Should I go pick a fight with the Blood Demon?" Baek Suryong sighed, but quickly shook his head, dismissing the fleeting thought. For now, he had nothing to gain from fighting the Blood Demon, and besides, he had a feeling that bastard wouldn't fight him in his current state.

"I wonder... would something interesting happen if I defeat the Blood Demon here?"

The end of this dream was likely the scene where he failed to escape the Blood Cult and died fighting the Blood Demon in his previous life. However, if he could change that ending and defeat the Blood Demon in that moment, would it make a difference?

...Maybe I'll recover Baek Suryong's lost memories.

It was just a hunch, but given how he hadn't retrieved any memories yet, there was a good chance something special awaited him at the dream's end.

"Anyway, now's not the time for that."

Baek Suryong manipulated the dream, reshaping his surroundings. A moment later, he was standing in front of the Blood Dragon Captain in the Blood Dragons' exclusive training grounds.

The Blood Dragon Captain asked, "You want to fight me? Why all of a sudden?"

"Please fight me like you mean to kill me," Baek Suryong replied. As he had grown more accustomed to controlling the dream, he discovered that he could simply skip the formalities and jump right into the action.

The Blood Dragon Captain raised a thick eyebrow. "This is ridiculous. Are you being serious right now?"

Baek Suryong glanced at the horizon. The dream landscape was collapsing from afar.

I'm running out of time. What should I say to provoke him the most...? Oh, I know!

Looking straight into the Blood Dragon Captain's eyes, Baek Suryong warned, "If you don't kill me now, I'll kill the Blood Demon in the future."

For a moment, the Blood Dragon Captain blinked in confusion, but he quickly came to his senses and released his aura. "You must have a death wish!" he roared.

WHOOSH!

An overwhelming aura spilled out from the Blood Dragon Captain standing before him, pressing down upon Baek Suryong with such intensity that he struggled to catch his breath.

Yep, looks like I picked the right opponent.
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As expected, he's terrifyingly strong.

Baek Suryong's legs trembled, his knees almost buckling under the immense weight of the Blood Dragon Captain's aura. He had chosen his former superior as his final opponent in the dream, not because of any grudge, but because he was one of the few people who had treated him well in his previous life.

Although the Blood Dragon Captain was a supreme demonic master, as a person, he was so upright that it was hard to believe he was a blood cultist. If he had been raised in the orthodox sects instead, he would surely have become a chivalrous hero. 

Even within the Blood Cult, despite possessing martial arts and authority comparable to that of an elder, he never once abused his power. Like a loyal dog, he was a steadfast man who devoted his entire life to serving the Blood Demon. 

And so, in the end, he died a dog's death...

Baek Suryong looked at the Blood Dragon Captain, who was glaring at him with eyes full of killing intent.

I could have chosen the Demonic Strategist as my final opponent... but instead of seeking cruel and intoxicating revenge, I would rather cross swords with a martial artist I actually respected.

"If you kneel down and cut out your own tongue as an offering, I might consider sparing your miserable life!" the Blood Dragon Captain bellowed, his face a mix of confusion and rage.

Ignoring him, Baek Suryong asked calmly, "Captain, do you remember when the Cult Leader talked about my destiny?"

The Blood Dragon Captain's steady gaze wavered. "H-How did you...?"

"According to the Cult Leader's divination, I'm destined to either play a significant role in the Blood Cult's plan for world domination or bring about its downfall, right?"

"...You must be delusional," the Blood Dragon Captain replied, though his face betrayed a flicker of uncertainty.

Baek Suryong smirked. "Well, I've decided to destroy the Blood Cult."

The Blood Dragon Captain's aura surged explosively, and he stepped forward. "Insolent wretch! Fine, you asked for this. I'll break your limbs first, then drag you before the Lord."

Feeling like he was about to be crushed by the overwhelming pressure, Baek Suryong released his own aura to alleviate the strain.

I know that this is just a dream I'll wake up from soon, and that his reactions are nothing more than fictional products of my memories and imagination... but for once, I want to be honest with him.

Baek Suryong smiled warmly. "Captain, thank you for saving my life," he said.

The approaching Blood Dragon Captain furrowed his brows. "...What nonsense are you suddenly spouting?"

"Ah, you haven't saved me yet. I'm just thanking you in advance," Baek Suryong chuckled.

When his qi center had shattered from overload, leaving him unable to practice martial arts, every member of the Blood Dragons had treated him like discarded garbage, predicting his imminent demise. Even in front of him, they all whispered that he would die soon, either by an enemy's hand or by his own.


"What a useless bastard. Can't even take care of his own body."

"He'll be kicked out of the Blood Dragons soon."

"Kicked out? I reckon he'll probably die within three days."

"Cho Hyeok has been waiting for this chance forever. He won't let him go."



It was then that the Blood Dragon Captain had come to see Baek Suryong.


"...I'll help you find a new job."

"Why are you helping a man who's about to die?"

"This isn't your fault. You were just unlucky."

"......"

"Stop thinking about unnecessary things and concentrate on your recovery. That's an order."



With that, the Blood Dragon Captain left.

However, that wasn't all. For days after that, he forbade anyone from entering Baek Suryong's quarters. Even Cho Hyeok, who had been eagerly waiting for the chance to strike, hadn't dared approach under his strict watch.

When Baek Suryong had mostly recovered, he quietly left the Blood Dragons, again with the help of the Blood Dragon Captain.


"Thank you, Captain. I'll definitely repay this favor someday."

"If you want to repay me, then from now on, learn to keep your head down and live quietly. To survive for a long time in this hell, you need tact and cunning."

"But Captain, you don't do that at all."

"If you want to live like me, then become as strong as I am."

"Ehh..."

"Now go."

"...Yes. Take care of yourself."



That was the last conversation he had with the Captain in his past life, although for the man standing before him now, it hadn't happened yet.

Baek Suryong let out a hollow laugh, "I know that you secretly called out those seniors who bullied me and scolded them... though it didn't help much."

Even though he knew that pouring his heart out to a past acquaintance in a dream was no different than talking to a wall, the brief moments of reunion with this man brought him considerable solace.

Now that he really thought about it, his memories of the Blood Cult weren't all bad.

"I always wanted to thank you when we met again, though I never got the chance in the end. Anyway..."

WHOOSH!

With a loud roar, power surged from under Baek Suryong's feet, radiating outward like an unstoppable wave.

The Blood Dragon Captain's eyes widened. Baek Suryong was much stronger than he had expected.

"Captain, I've always admired and respected you. For the longest time, I dreamed of becoming a powerful martial artist like you. I worked hard with the goal of becoming the next Blood Dragon Captain when you retired," Baek Suryong confessed.

"Hmph. Do you really think flattery will buy you mercy?" the Blood Dragon Captain replied curtly.

Baek Suryong smiled sadly. "You know... When I heard the news of your death, I felt lost and devastated."

"My death? You must have truly lost your mind."

"You foolishly loyal man. In a few years, you'll die at the hands of the Blood Demon you worship so much."

Baek Suryong sighed. A few years after he was expelled from the Blood Dragons, the Blood Dragon Captain was executed on the clearly fabricated charge of attempting to assassinate the Blood Demon. The real reason? None was needed. In the Blood Cult, powerful figures and masters were often killed or went missing without warning or cause.

"Shut up! I've had enough of your nonsense!"

Unable to tolerate any more insults to his lord, the Blood Dragon Captain sprang into action. With a single mighty leap, he shot forward like a cannonball, shattering the ground beneath him and sending tremors outward like an earthquake. Then, faster than the eye could see, he drew his blade and brought it down on Baek Suryong, aiming to cleave him in two.

CLANG!

"Ugh!" Baek Suryong groaned through clenched teeth. The power within the attack was so immense that the ground beneath him sank under the force, and pain flared through his hands as if they might fracture.

He immediately sprang back to put some distance between them. At a relatively young age, the Blood Dragon Captain was already an extraordinary master whose martial prowess rivaled the elders. There was no doubt that he was at a disadvantage.

Back in his previous life, Baek Suryong would never even think of challenging the man, but now...

"I can see it," he murmured.

The Blood Dragon Captain's blade moved with blinding speed, but he could still follow the path of the blade as it cut through the air.

Baek Suryong grinned. Rising up in defiance of the Blood Dragon Captain's overwhelming aura, he swung his sword with unwavering determination.

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Thunderous explosions rang out with every clash, sending shockwaves that stirred up clouds of dust around them.

A flood of euphoria washed over Baek Suryong. Hahaha! Damn, he's strong as hell!

For countless days, perhaps even months, he had challenged all sorts of Blood Cult warriors, engaging them in fierce duels to the death, but the Blood Dragon Captain was hands-down the strongest of them all.

Suddenly, the Blood Dragon Captain's battle cry rang out, his voice filled with as much excitement as Baek Suryong, "Not bad! I won't hold back any more! Haaaah!"

CRACKLE!

As he activated the Blood Thunder Divine Art, the Blood Dragons' signature martial art, the Blood Dragon Captain's aura morphed into crackling red electric sparks. Then, shrouded in red lightning, he darted forward, searing the air like a demon rising from the depths of hell.

Summoning the power of the Heaven Defying Divine Art within him, Baek Suryong responded in kind.

ROOOOOOAR!

The most destructive martial art known to man surged through his body, cloaking him in crimson energy as he prepared to meet the Blood Dragon Captain's onslaught.

The Blood Dragon Captain erupted in wild laughter, "Kahahaha! So this is why you dared to pick a fight with me? You learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art and now you're eager to flaunt it!"

If this were reality, he would have been shocked at seeing the Heaven Defying Divine Art. However, this was Baek Suryong's dream, and Baek Suryong demanded that the Blood Dragon Captain fight with all his might.

"Captain, show me the best you've got. Only then will defeating you be satisfying." 

"You think you can take me down? You're a hundred years too early for that, you brat!"

With a hearty laugh, the Blood Dragon Captain swung his blade, his steps shattering the ground with every stride. The air around him heated up, bursting into flames as he advanced.

WHOOSH!

Finally, a red enhanced blade qi extended from the tip of the Blood Dragon Captain's blade, stretching nearly ten feet into the air.

"Are you serious? What the fuck is that? You damned monster!" Baek Suryong laughed hysterically as he summoned his own enhanced sword qi. It was only half as long as the Blood Dragon Captain's, but its blood-red color was deeper and more intense.

BOOOOM! CRASH! BANG!

Again and again, the two men collided with explosive force, sending shockwaves through the earth and reshaping the landscape anew with every impact.

Baek Suryong gritted his teeth. Shit. I feel like my body is going to shatter.

Had he dared to challenge the Blood Dragon Captain soon after entering the dream, he would have suffered a swift and crushing defeat. It was only the hard-won experience he had accumulated through countless life-and-death battles with formidable masters in the dream that prevented him from being easily overpowered.

Of course, there were many close calls. As time passed, more and more wounds appeared on his body. However, a faint smile still appeared on Baek Suryong's face.

I can do this. I can beat him.

At that thought, the dream scenery unexpectedly transformed. The training ground where they were fighting expanded, becoming the grand stage of a colossal arena. One by one, spectators appeared, filling the seats, and soon, faint murmurs spread among them.

"As expected, the Blood Dragon Captain's bladesmanship is unmatched."

"Who's his opponent? I've never seen him before."

"That's the Venomous Sword of the Blood Dragons! They say he'll betray the cult someday!"

"Master, that's him. He's the one who decapitated me!"

"His masters are locked in the underground prison! Let's burn it down!"

The voices merged into a jumbled hum, and a swirl of familiar faces drifted in and out of focus, among them rivals and masters he had yet to face. This dream of his previous life had spun wildly out of control, slipping out of his grasp and moving with a mind of its own.

Baek Suryong sighed. I guess it's really ending now.

CRACK, CRACKLE...

Everything around him warped and fractured, like the hazy, erratic hallucinations of a drunkard. Only the duel stage and the Blood Dragon Captain remained intact, with the Captain still swinging his blade unwaveringly despite the chaos.

...No, that wasn't the only sight that stayed distinct.

From the highest seat in the spectator stands, the Blood Demon reclined on a grand throne, gazing down at the dueling stage with a languid smile that radiated the calm authority of an absolute ruler.

"Come back again sometime. You haven't seen everything you wanted yet, have you?" he chuckled.

Glaring at him, Baek Suryong declared, "Go ahead and laugh while you can. The next time I come here, I'll kill you."

"I look forward to it."

CREEEEAK...

With a mysterious smile, the Blood Demon faded away. Now, the only person left was the Blood Dragon Captain.

Angry, the Blood Dragon Captain increased the intensity of his attacks, shouting, "How dare you get distracted in front of me?!"

"From now on, I'll focus solely on you, so please bear with me," Baek Suryong replied calmly, despite feeling a pang of regret that his time with the Blood Dragon Captain was running out.

Win or lose, I don't want this fight to end without a proper conclusion!

CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!

Immersed in his martial arts, he drifted into a state of selflessness, each swing of his sword carrying the weight of all the experience and insight he had gained in the dream.

Just a little more... Just a little more!

Baek Suryong felt as if his sheer will alone pushed the fight onward, and just before the dream slipped away, both he and his opponent simultaneously unleashed their ultimate techniques.

SPURT!

The Blood Dragon Captain slumped to his knees, staring at his chest in disbelief. A large hole had been pierced through it. Struggling to lift his head, he looked at Baek Suryong and met his former subordinate's bitter gaze. 

A faint smile formed on his lips.

"I... lost. If it was you... I would have gladly chosen you as my successor," he murmured.

Watching the fallen Blood Dragon Captain close his eyes, Baek Suryong awoke from his long, feverish dream.


Chapter 197: How Much Stronger Do You Want to Get?

Bathed in the glow of the crescent moon, Baek Muheun sat alone in a pavilion, swirling the wine in his cup. The sound of the clear liquor sloshing around felt oddly soothing.

"Hoo..." Sighing deeply, he took a sip, a trace of melancholy flickering across his face. If there were women around, they would probably be swooning, convinced that he had stepped right out of a painting. Tonight, however, he was alone.

At least, until now.

An old man with white hair approached from the opposite side of the pavilion, clicking his tongue in disapproval. "Tsk tsk. It's a lovely moonlit night. Why are you ruining it with all this gloominess?"

Baek Muheun stared at the old man, puzzled. "You're still up, Father-in-law? I thought you said you were tired and went to bed early."

"I couldn't sleep. Anyway, what are you doing up at this hour?"

"As you can see, I'm enjoying a drink. I don't usually sleep this early."

"Even at your age, you live as you please."

"Well, I don't have a wife to nag me for staying up late, do I?"

"......"

"......"

An awkward silence settled between the two men. Mae Geuklyom picked up the bottle in front of Baek Muheun and poured himself a cup.

Baek Muheun watched him, surprised. "...I thought you didn't drink."

"These days, I drink occasionally. I even made a drinking buddy recently."

"You've changed a lot, Father-in-law."

"......"

"......"

Once again, the conversation stalled, and silence hung in the air. Although Baek Muheun and Mae Geuklyom had managed to resolve decades of misunderstandings and somewhat reconcile with each other, it was nevertheless not easy to keep a conversation going.

Still, they eventually managed to find some common ground.

"What do you usually do on Yakbing's death anniversary?"

"Back in the day, I used to go sightseeing with my son. Yakbing's final wish was that we go on vacation together on her death anniversary instead of visiting her grave or holding a vigil."

"...That's just like her. She said something similar to me when she was young."

"What about you, Father-in-law?"

"I wander around the academy. The paths she walked, the cafeteria where she ate, the classrooms where she studied. Even after thirty years, traces of her remain."

"......"

"......"

"Well, I was planning to tour the academy tomorrow myself. Could you show me around? A lot has changed."

"...Alright." Mae Geuklyom hesitated for a moment, then nodded. Like it or not, they were now the only two who remembered Mae Yakbing.[1]

Again, the conversation paused, but this time, finding a new topic wasn't difficult.

"By the way... about Suryong."

"He takes after me, so he has a lot of issues with women, right? Sigh, but what can we do? The ladies just won't leave handsome men like us alone."

Mae Geuklyom stared at his son-in-law incredulously. "Stop spouting nonsense. What I want to know is, when did he start learning martial arts?"

Although Baek Suryong was not yet thirty years old and was still young enough to be called a prodigy in the murim, he had already reached the transcendental realm.

Grinning awkwardly, Baek Muheun replied, "Haha, the kid takes after me. He's a natural when it comes to martial arts."

"I know that the current Ten Supremes, or those who are close to that level, mostly achieved transcendence before the age of thirty, so that's not what I find odd." 

Mae Geuklyom paused briefly, his eyes turning cold, before continuing, "What's weird is that when Suryong first arrived at the Azure Dragon Academy, he wasn't even first-rate, and he looked a bit sickly. However, in just a few months, he's surpassed the peak realm and reached transcendence. Even if we searched the entire history of the murim, you won't find many instances of such rapid growth. Isn't it only natural to suspect that something fishy is going on here?"

After decades of observing students at the Azure Dragon Academy, Mae Geuklyom had developed the ability to judge someone's martial prowess simply by examining the calluses on their hands. Baek Suryong's growth rate simply wasn't normal.

"......" Baek Muheun fell silent, not knowing how to answer the question.

"I'll take your silence as an admission that you do know something about it," Mae Geuklyom said.

"Well..." Baek Muheun hesitated for a moment, then sighed, "It seems... he had an incredibly lucky encounter."

Baek Muheun smiled bitterly as he recalled the diary his son had written before losing his memory. It was packed with stories so unbelievable that he could scarcely believe they were real.

At first, I thought he had gone crazy. He said he was a Blood Cult martial arts instructor in his previous life!

After reading the entire diary though, everything clicked. He finally understood why his son, who had died and returned to life, suddenly acted like a totally different person.

Mae Geuklyom's expression grew stern. "Perhaps... is there a problem with that lucky encounter? After all, to gain immense power without effort, there is always a price to pay."

Having had similar doubts himself, Baek Muheun immediately understood his father-in-law's concerns. Sometimes, the killing intent that Baek Suryong exuded seemed too intense and brutal for someone from the orthodox sects. However, he felt sure that this wasn't caused by demonic arts.

Baek Suryong's personality had simply gotten worse after recalling his past life as a thug.

"He hasn't learned demonic arts, if that's what you're worried about," Baek Muheun declared confidently.

Mae Geuklyom sighed in relief. "I see. Well, if it's nothing particularly problematic, then I won't dig any deeper. You don't seem to want to go into any more detail anyway."

"...Thank you." Baek Muheun looked up at the moon in a daze.

Mae Geuklyom frowned. "Why are you so gloomy, anyway? Drinking alone like that, anyone would think you're an old man who's tired of living."

Baek Muheun's face flushed with embarrassment. Mae Geuklyom was indirectly telling him to share his worries. Scratching his chin, he mumbled, "Seeing how well my son is doing without me makes me a little upset."

"Huh?"

"...I'm also kind of bothered by the fact that I haven't done anything for him so far, and I don't think I'll be able to do anything for him in the future."

Over the past few months, Baek Muheun's martial skills had improved tremendously, yet when he reunited with his son, he found that Baek Suryong had surpassed him by a mile. Even the young man's frail constitution, which they had assumed was a congenital disease, seemed to be completely cured.

If we fight seriously now... I'm not sure if I can even last thirty exchanges.

Baek Muheun had also worried that his son would be lonely, but now he realized that Baek Suryong was surrounded by good people, including his grandfather, his friends, and his students. He didn't need him anymore.

He was proud of his son, yet a small part of him felt resentful toward the little bird who had flown out of the nest. With no one else he could say this to, he found himself complaining to his father-in-law.

"He doesn't need a parent to take care of him anymore. Although he's always had a sharp personality, he used to be cute in his own way... These days, however, he's become as cunning as an old fox, and I don't know what's going on in his mind. I can't help but wonder if he's even happy to see me after all this time."

"Tsk tsk, you foolish man." Clicking his tongue, Mae Geuklyom filled Baek Muheun's cup to the brim.

Baek Muheun's eyes widened in surprise. It was the first time Mae Geuklyom had done that.

"He doesn't need his parents? What a joke. Parents are like an old house, a place where children can always come back and find comfort," Mae Geuklyom continued, pouring himself another cup of wine.

"Father-in-law..."

"So what if he's ridiculously strong? What makes you think that the strongest person in the world doesn't need family? No matter how powerful someone becomes, they're still human. They have feelings, face struggles they can't overcome on their own. Someday, that punk may reach a point where he wants to lean on you. When that day comes, will you meet him with that sullen look on your face?"

The old master's words, carrying the weight of a lifetime of experience, struck a deep chord in Baek Muheun's disillusioned heart. Feeling humbled and ashamed by his father-in-law's heartfelt scolding and advice, he bowed his head.

"...I was short-sighted. Now I feel bad for not visiting sooner."

"Enough with the cheesy talk. Let's drink."

"Father-in-law, may I pour you a drink?"

"You? Pouring me a drink? Is the sun going to rise in the west?"

"Thirty years ago, if I'd dared to suggest this, you would've broken my legs, wouldn't you?"

Mae Geuklyom snorted. "Hmph, I still have the strength to do that."

Baek Muheun broke out giggling, when suddenly, he remembered that there was something he needed to confirm with Mae Geuklyom. Putting on a serious expression, he said, "Father-in-law, may I ask you something?"

"What is it?" Noticing the serious look on his son-in-law's face, Mae Geuklyom straightened up, guessing that he was about to be asked for advice again.

Baek Muheun pointed to his bruised eye and, with an aggrieved expression, he asked, "About this… did you hit me on purpose?"

"Baek Muheun. You... created this atmosphere just to ask me about such a trivial thing?"

"Trivial? You gave your super ultra handsome son-in-law a black eye! What if you left a scar on my pretty face?"

Grabbing the wine bottle, Mae Geuklyom swung it at his son-in-law's good eye. "...You really are hopeless. Should I give you another black eye? It'll make your face symmetrical again!" 

Barely dodging the attack, Baek Muheun shouted, "I knew it!"

The two men bickered for a while, then looked at each other and burst into laughter.

"Hahaha!"

"Hohoho!"

...Of course, that was only after Baek Muheun's other eye had turned black as well.

"Ah, the bottle's empty."

"Don't worry, I brought a lot more wine."

"...I suppose you're not the type who would be satisfied with just one bottle. I'll have a few more cups and then head back to bed."

Despite what Mae Geuklyom said, however, a few cups quickly turned into several bottles as the two men shared drinks and talked late into the night. 

Slowly, the long-standing awkwardness between them began to fade. While it was impossible for their relationship to mend overnight, especially given their rocky past, there was no doubt that it was beginning to improve.

"I'll come visit again to see my son and share a drink with you, Father-in-law."

Mae Geuklyom scoffed. "Hmph. Do as you please."

"...You know, Yakbing once told me something."

"What?"

Baek Muheun smirked. "She said her father scoffs when he's embarrassed."

"Cough! You...!"

BOOM!

Suddenly, a powerful surge of energy erupted in the middle of the White Dragon Manor, causing both men to stand up simultaneously and sprint toward the source of the disturbance.

Following their qi senses, they threw open the door to Baek Suryong's room, only to find him hovering a foot off the ground, his eyes closed in meditation. Contrary to his calm appearance, however, an immense energy storm swirled around him like a coiling dragon, smashing everything in its path.

"Suryong!"

"What on earth is this...?"

The students of the White Dragon Manor, sensing the wild energy, also quickly woke up and gathered outside the room.

"Mr. Baek!"

"What's going on?"

"Why all of a sudden..."

Mae Geuklyom calmed the anxious students, saying, "Stay back. I think he's in the middle of an epiphany."

"Huh? An epiphany..."

"You mean he's going to have another breakthrough?"

"Damn it! When will I ever get to beat him up if he just keeps getting stronger?!"

While everyone looked at Baek Suryong, relieved yet dumbfounded, Baek Muheun murmured in disbelief, "Suryong... Just how much stronger do you want to get, you damned punk?!"



Footnotes:

[1] Baek Suryong was too young when Mae Yakbing died, so no one will suspect anything if he doesn't remember her.



Chapter 198: Okay, Dad

ROOOOOAR!

Amidst the raging storm of qi, the room was left in shambles. Cracks snaked across the walls, and the ceiling swayed as if it might collapse at any moment. 

At the center of this chaotic energy, Baek Suryong meditated with an unnervingly calm expression. Although his face was a bit pale from the excessive use of qi, it was not to an alarming degree.

Waving the students away, Mae Geuklyom commanded, "Students, leave the building."

When the students had left, Mae Geuklyom and Baek Muheun cautiously entered the room, carefully deploying a qi barrier to prevent the ceiling and walls from collapsing. If they left things as they were, the whole building might collapse, disturbing Baek Suryong at a critical moment of enlightenment.

Outside the building, Geo Sangwoong directed the students to spread out across the courtyard and stand guard to ward off any possible disturbances.

"Just in case, let's keep watch out here," he said.

"Okay!" The students readily agreed. 

For martial artists, moments of enlightenment were immensely precious. However, the stronger one became, the harder it was to catch even the faintest glimpse of the next level. Some would spend years secluded in distant caves, searching for a single elusive clue. Others would go so far as to risk their lives, jumping off cliffs in a desperate bid to awaken their latent potential.

I wonder how much stronger Mr. Baek will become?

The students glanced toward Baek Suryong's room, their eyes filled with envy and admiration. Some among them, though, began to whisper to each other in timid rebellion.

"If we don't hit him now, we'll never get another chance."

"Don't even think about it. Knowing that petty guy, you might get beaten up every day for the rest of your life as payback."

"That's true..."

"But Senior, aren't you already getting beaten up every day?"

"......"

Nevertheless, it was harmless banter. the students kept their hands on their weapons and their eyes sharp, watching closely to make sure nothing disturbed Baek Suryong in this critical juncture.

About fifteen minutes passed.

FWOOOOSH...

The fierce storm of qi slowly subsided, flowing back into Baek Suryong's body. Once the last traces of qi settled, crimson flowers began to bloom above his head.

One flower... Two flowers... Three flowers...

Three crimson flowers blossomed partway, only to dissolve into the air like a fading mirage.

"Could this be...the Trinity Blossoms?"[1] Mae Geuklyom murmured in disbelief.

The Trinity Blossoms appeared when qi concentrated in the upper dantian manifested as flowers, and symbolized the perfect union of the trinity that was one's mind, body, and spirit. At this level, one was no longer limited to simply releasing enhanced qi, but could also control it freely.

But... the flowers aren't perfect.

According to what Mae Geuklyom had read, when a martial master achieved true harmony of the trinity, all three flowers should bloom fully. However, Baek Suryong's flowers had only bloomed partially before disappearing. 

Something's weird. If his awakening was incomplete, he should not have manifested the Trinity Blossoms at all... Did something hold him back midway?

"Father-in-law, I think he's waking up!" Baek Muheun suddenly shouted, snapping Mae Geuklyom out of his thoughts.

Baek Suryong, who had been hovering a foot off the ground, slowly descended and opened his eyes. His mind still hazy from a dream that felt almost indistinguishable from reality, he blinked several times, focusing on the sensations flowing through his body and reestablishing his sense of self.

"Hoo..." he exhaled slowly.

Baek Muheun carefully approached his son, worry etched on his face. "Suryong? Are you okay?" 

For a moment, Baek Suryong stared at his father blankly, but clarity gradually returned to his eyes. "...Dad?" he muttered dazedly.

"Yes! It's me!"

"How long has it been since we parted earlier?"

"About four hours? Not that long, actually."

"Four hours..."

He felt like he had spent days, maybe even weeks, in the dream.

All that happened in a mere four hours?

Baek Suryong shook his head, chucking helplessly. In the dream, he had fought hundreds, perhaps thousands, of life-and-death duels, reviewed and analyzed countless Blood Cult demonic arts, conversed with the Blood Demon, and finally confronted and defeated the Blood Dragon Captain he had once admired.

It was a priceless opportunity worth more than any treasure.

I wonder if I can enter that dream again? Well, even if I can, now isn't the time. 

Baek Suryong uncrossed his legs and rose to his feet, but suddenly, a sharp pain shot through his head, followed by a wave of dizziness. Losing his balance, he staggered and toppled over.

"Suryong!" Baek Muheun cried out, reaching out to catch his son.

Meanwhile, Mae Geuklyom infused warm qi into his body, saying concernedly, "Your qi has been greatly depleted. You need to rest and recover."

"...Can I get some fresh air first?"

"But..."

"Father-in-law, please let him go outside for a bit. I'll tidy up the room."

"...Very well," Mae Geuklyom conceded. Since the room was a mess anyway, he couldn't his grandson rest there as it was. 

With Mae Geuklyom's support, Baek Suryong stepped outside, only to be mobbed by a group of anxious students.

"Mr. Baek!"

"Are you okay?"

"I'm fine, and you kids need to go back to bed," Baek Suryong replied, patting each of their heads. Were their worried faces always this adorable? They're like little puppies...

After the students left, Baek Suryong sat down at the pavilion where his father and grandfather had been drinking earlier. Taking a few deep breaths of fresh air, he turned toward his grandfather and explained, "Sorry for worrying you. I had a dream."

Mae Geuklyom nodded. Martial enlightenment came in many forms. Some described it as a flash of inspiration, while others found themselves suddenly performing techniques they had never been able to use before, almost as if in a trance. Enlightenment in the form of dreams weren't exactly uncommon, either.

Although Baek Suryong's dream was quite different from what Mae Geuklyom imagined.

"It was an incredibly lucid dream. I fought all sorts of masters there, and though I ended up beating them all, I got severely injured and almost died a few times."

"You were very fortunate."

"...Yeah."

Breathing in the crisp night air, Baek Suryong felt his headache ease. The memories from his dream surfaced, sharp and clear. Among them, his final battle with the Blood Dragon Captain stood out, the sensation of his last thrust piercing the man's heart still tingling in his fingertips.

Lifting his head to gaze at the countless stars in the night sky, he murmured, "Because of this dream, I was able to look at my martial arts from a new perspective. I thought I was using everything to the fullest, but it turns out I wasn't even close."

I wonder how much of that power I can manifest in reality? 

No matter how much his martial arts had improved in the dream, he couldn't immediately replicate those techniques here. If he were to face someone at the Blood Dragon Captain's level right now, he couldn't say for sure that he would emerge victorious.

Number 27 and Baek Suryong's body are quite different, but it shouldn't take long to adapt.

All he needed was time. Eventually, the skills he had gained in the dream would become ones he could use in reality. 

And when that moment finally arrived, he would step back into that dream once more. After all, he hadn't seen everything he wanted yet, and the Blood Demon's words hinted strongly that he could return to the dream. 

Come back again sometime.

In truth, the dream he'd experienced barely covered a third of his previous life. He had yet to lose his qi center, take up the role of an instructor, or even meet his four masters.

If I combine my current experiences with those from the dream of my past life, could I defeat the Blood Demon?

He didn't know. That was a question for the future. Currently, he couldn't even begin to estimate the Blood Demon's strength.

Regardless, the next time I go there, I'll definitely kill him.

Baek Suryong gritted his teeth and clenched his fist so tightly that his knuckles turned white. He knew that it was only a dream, but still he burned with the desperate desire to rewrite that cursed ending.

Suddenly, Mae Geuklyom reached out and patted his hand comfortingly. "Grandson, don't you think the wind is getting chilly?"

Jolted back to his senses, Baek Suryong let go of the killing intent that had seeped out without him realizing it. For a moment, he had come dangerously close to being swept away by his own rage and consumed by his inner demons. 

A wave of dread and relief washed over him. Martial artists often became emotionally unstable right after enlightenment, and he was no exception. Thankfully, the experienced Mae Geuklyom had intervened in the nick of time.

"Let's go back inside," Mae Geuklyom said warmly.

Baek Suryong nodded. "...Okay, Grandpa."

When they returned, Baek Muheun had already finished cleaning up the messy room and laid out a fresh set of sheets. 

However, Baek Suryong had no intention of going to sleep just yet. "Dad, Grandpa, I want to talk to you two about..."

"No, you need to sleep first."

"Lie down."

"What? No, hold on a minute. Let me at least... ARGH!"

FLOP!

Taking advantage of Baek Suryong's exhaustion, Baek Muheun swept his son's legs out from under him, sending him sprawling facedown on the bed.

Pouting, Baek Suryong protested, "Why are you treating me like a patient? I'm tired, but I can still talk..."

"We can always talk later," Mae Geuklyom interrupted, reaching out and sealing his grandson's sleep acupoint. 

Normally, this level of acupoint sealing wouldn't have affected Baek Suryong, but he was exhausted and mentally drained.

"Noooo... Zzzz..." Baek Suryong groaned, struggling to keep his eyes open. Eventually, however, he succumbed to fatigue and drifted into a deep, dreamless slumber.

Beside the sleeping Baek Suryong, the two older men grumbled to each other.

"Jeez, to think he actually threw a tantrum about not wanting to sleep at his age. How childish."

"See? He still needs to be looked after."

"By the way, isn't he really handsome? I wonder whose son he is..."

"He's his mother's son, obviously."

"......"
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Baek Muheun stayed at the White Dragon Manor for three more days, spending the anniversary of his wife's death touring the Azure Dragon Academy with his father-in-law and son, and the next two days wandering around the city revisiting old memories.

When it was time to leave, he packed his things without hesitation. The kids at the Baek Academy were waiting for him.

"Remember to send me a letter every month. Otherwise, I'll move here permanently," Baek Muheun nagged.

Baek Suryong nodded impatiently. "Yeah, yeah."

"You show up out of nowhere and then disappear just as quickly..." Mae Geuklyom grumbled irritably.

Baek Muheun grinned slyly. "Aww, are you sad that I'm leaving, Father-in-law?"

"Hmph! I'm just glad to be rid of a freeloader!" Mae Geuklyom scoffed, even while quietly slipping what looked like a dried root into Baek Muheun's satchel.

Baek Suryong smiled warmly. The tension between his father and grandfather seemed to have eased considerably. While Mae Geuklyom still frequently expressed his disapproval of Baek Muheun's lazy and sneaky habits, he was even giving his father a parting gift now.

"Eat it... or don't," Mae Geuklyom mumbled in a barely audible voice.

"Thank you, I'll enjoy it," Baek Muheun replied, looking touched, before turning toward his son.

"......"

"......"

Baek Suryong scowled. He and his father had already said their goodbyes the day before, but during the whole time they were together, he never got to discuss the diary with Baek Muheun. Rather, each time he tried to bring up the subject, his father would either change the topic or make up some lame excuse to leave the room.

"I'm off," Baek Muheun said.

"Safe travels."

Baek Muheun lightly patted Baek Suryong on the shoulder, then left, smiling. 

Baek Suryong and Mae Geuklyom watched as his figure faded from view. Reconciling with his father-in-law had lightened the burden on Baek Muheun's heart, and his relaxed, unhurried stride reflected this newfound freedom. 

It won't be long before this change affects his martial arts as well. He'll be much stronger the next time we meet, Baek Suryong mused.

Suddenly, even though he had already walked quite a distance, Baek Muheun turned around and waved. 

[Suryong! Whether you remember anything from before the accident or not, you'll always be mine and Yakbing's son.]

"......"

[Did you really think I wouldn't know if my son was real or fake? Write home often, okay?]

Grinning mischievously, Baek Muheun quickly turned around and used his movement arts to run away before Baek Suryong could respond.

"Well, I never..." Baek Suryong laughed incredulously, shaking his head. After three days of dodging the subject, his father had hit him with a blow from the blue. 

Until now, being busy was just an excuse he used to avoid sending letters to Baek Muheun. As a ghost from fifty years ago with no memories of being Baek Muheun and Mae Yakbing's son, he couldn't bear to keep deceiving the man who loved him so dearly.

However, things were different now.

When he awoke from the dream, fragments of his childhood memories had returned to him. They were still incomplete and dominated by memories of his past life, but it was enough.

He was Baek Muheun's son.

Letting out a soft sigh, he whispered to his father, who was now just a small dot on the horizon, "Okay, Dad. I'll make sure to do that."



Footnotes:

[1] Trinity Blossoms (三花聚顶): Literally, "three flowers gathering above the head". A common cultivation realm that I have no clue how to translate.



Chapter 199: I Need Fame

After Baek Muheun left, Baek Suryong settled into a repetitive daily routine. Each morning began with him waking up early and conducting some 'light' training sessions with the White Dragon Manor students.

"Ugh!"

"P-Please, spare me..."

"Damn it! My greatest regret in life is not beating him up while I had the chance!"

"Isn't this training supposed to help us improve? Why does it feel like the teacher's the only one getting stronger?!"

After the morning training ended, Baek Suryong made his way to the Azure Dragon Academy, heading directly for the Discipline Committee building. His first responsibility of the day was to patrol the academy with Mae Geuklyom.

"Good morning. Let's begin," Mae Geuklyom greeted him.

Together, they cracked down on naughty students caught engaging in prohibited activities within the academy, whether it was drinking, smoking, or engaging in inappropriate relationships.

"Eek!"

"It's the Headmaster! Run!"

"P-Please, have mercy!"

"Shit! How did he find us? Even the Headmaster has never caught us here!"

Much to the horror of the academy's troublemakers, as Baek Suryong's martial arts skills advanced, his senses were also greatly enhanced. Escape? Not a chance. He rooted out all the 'cockroaches' hiding around the academy, beating up those who tried to flee and then handing them over to the man who haunted their worst nightmares—Mae Geuklyom.

"Thanks to you, my job has been a lot easier lately," Mae Geuklyom remarked, pleased with his grandson's performance. Since Baek Suryong's arrival, the number of troublemakers had decreased rapidly, giving him free time he hadn't enjoyed before.

"I'll patrol alone in the afternoon, so go work on your lesson prep."

"Yes, sir."

After lunch, Baek Suryong separated from Mae Geuklyom and concentrated on preparing for the Defense Against Unorthodox Arts class. Since this was his only class, he prepared for it meticulously, often enlisting the help of teaching assistants to enrich the practical lessons.

For example, when he was teaching them about poison, he called Tang Soso to release poison gas in the classroom.

"Today, you'll be learning how to deal with poison. Don't worry, I didn't bring anything instantly lethal. Ohohoho!"

"Urgh!"

When he felt like recreating the unique atmosphere of the unorthodox sects, he invited the imposing young men of the Rehabilitation Sect and asked them to lick their knives menacingly.

"Have any of you ever been stabbed by a kitchen knife? Well, you're in luck, cos that's our specialty. Okay, which bastard wants to go first?"

"......"

When he wanted to sharpen the students' awareness of crime, he asked Cheong Cheon to share vivid stories illustrating the cruelty and cunning of the unorthodox sect monsters.

"Today, I'm going to tell you about the time I met a serial killer. Three years ago, children under the age of ten started disappearing without a trace..."

"Gulp..."

Finally, the bell rang, signaling the end of class.

"Thank you for the lesson, Mr. Baek!" the students greeted enthusiastically, relieved that they survived yet another class.

After class, he went back to the Discipline Committee to do paperwork or to supervise students who wanted individual martial arts instruction. Initially, no one approached him for private lessons. When they saw the Student Council President, Dokgo Jun, coming and going though, more and more students started seeking his guidance.

"Mr. Baek, could you give me a one-on-one lesson?"

"Dokgo Jun, as I've told you many times, feints and surprise attacks don't violate the swordsman's code of honor. If you keep stubbornly insisting on direct frontal attacks, you won't get stronger."

"Yoo Yiran, I sense impatience in your sword swings. Calm yourself and try again."

"...TANG SOSO!? WHY ARE YOU HERE AGAIN?"

Just like that, Baek Suryong spent his days deeply committed to his job, often working late into the night.

It was no surprise, then, that he often ran into fellow workaholic Namgung Su on his way home.

"......"

"......"

They weren't particularly close, so at first, they just exchanged glances before parting ways. Occasionally, though, Namgung Su would mumble something that felt more like a monologue.

Today was one such day.

"...A commendable attitude."

"...What?"

"I applaud your determination to make up for your lack of ability by working overtime."

"What are you talking about, you crazy workaholic? You're the one who works the most overtime in the academy. Does that make you the least competent?"

"I have many responsibilities. There are simply not enough hours in a day to complete them all."

"Oh my, is that so?"

"By the way..."

"Hmm?"

"Never mind. You'll know when it's confirmed."

"What the hell are you talking about? Hey... HEY!"

"......"

Namgung Su walked off, leaving Baek Suryong in suspense. They had reached the main gate of the Azure Dragon Academy, where their paths home diverged in opposite directions, and he had no intention of slowing down for the sake of continuing the conversation with his colleague.

"...Did that prick leave his sentence unfinished just to piss me off?" Baek Suryong grumbled, shooting an annoyed glare at Namgung Su before turning toward the White Dragon Manor.

His day's work wasn't over yet. When he got home, it was time for evening training.

Throwing open the doors of the White Dragon Manor, Baek Suryong flashed an evil benevolent smile at his cute students.

"Kids, I'm home!"

"Eek!"

Since the students were going to sleep afterwards, the evening training sessions were a teensy bit more intense than the morning ones (from Baek Suryong's perspective). The students were just such wimps that they wailed during training anyway.

"Urgh... Sniff..."

"I'm sorry! Whatever it is, it's my fault!"

"See? I told you we should've ambushed him when we had the chance!"

"Mom... Dad... I'm so happy to see you again, ehehe..."

"Snap out of it, Cheon! Your mom and dad passed away a long time ago!"

As a result, not a single day went by without screams echoing through the White Dragon Manor. The students' martial arts, however, improved noticeably with each passing day.
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While Baek Suryong's official duties seemed to take up his entire day, in reality he was just as busy with his unofficial work.

After evening training, Baek Suryong retired to his room and checked his mail. Among them was a letter from the Rogues' Guild.

Recently, traces of martial arts techniques believed to originate from the Blood Cult have been discovered all over the Central Plains. For further details, please visit the secret branch in town.

Baek Suryong's expression stiffened. "Are they finally starting to make their move?" he muttered.

The resurrection of the Blood Cult was pretty much a foregone conclusion at this point. Their power had grown too great to remain concealed, and even the Murim Alliance was monitoring their every move.

How much time do we have left? Three years? Two years?

Since the Blood Cult was not the type to announce their return and then sit idly by, it was reasonable to expect that their reappearance would soon plunge the murim into the fires of war.

We need to be well prepared for them.

Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. Since returning from the Valley of Evil, he had stayed in close contact with Blue Eyed Freak through the Golden Dragon Trading Company and occasionally stopped by the Rehabilitation Sect to monitor the martial arts progress of soldiers like Cheoldu. Although they were currently weak, within a year, these two forces would grow significantly.

Still, this is far from enough. To win the war with minimal casualties, we need many more masters.

Right now, he no longer pushed his students every day solely for the sake of winning the Heavenly Martial Festival. If a war broke out with the Blood Cult, they would undoubtedly be caught in the crossfire. Being young or promising prodigies wouldn't prevent them from being targets, rather, it would make them even more likely to be singled out.

To ensure their survival, the kids need to become much stronger...

Baek Suryong glanced toward the students' bedrooms.

"Zzz..."

He listened to the sounds of breathing, snoring, and the occasional rustling of the sleeping students. He didn't expect them to accomplish any great feats in the war, all he wanted was for them to grow strong enough to survive. After all, he couldn't be around to protect them forever.

I, too, need to expand my influence. Wars are never fought alone.

The Murim Alliance would certainly take the lead in the war, and if he wanted to have a say in their strategy, he needed both fame and influence. Although he was slowly building a good reputation as the Azure Dragon Hero, it was nowhere near enough.

I'm the only one who can find the Blood Cult spies hidden within the Murim Alliance's upper ranks and eliminate them, reducing the damage they cause. To do that, however, I must first become one of the Ten Supremes. 

Unfortunately, strength alone isn't enough to be respected in the orthodox sects. I also have to establish my reputation as a chivalrous hero.

Feeling a headache coming on, Baek Suryong sighed softly.

I wanted to stay incognito if possible, but those bastards will start a war the moment they're done preparing. If we only respond then, it'll be too late. That's why, before that, we have to dismantle the Blood Cult's plans on a large scale and identify their weaknesses.

Baek Suryong was confident he knew the Blood Cult's modus operandi better than anyone. They would most definitely do as he predicted.

I've done my best to stay out of the limelight all this time, because I know that fame breeds envy and hostility. Yet now, to achieve my goal, I need enough recognition to influence public opinion. Fame, fame...

Various plans surfaced in his mind, only to be adjusted and discarded time and time again. After careful consideration, he decided that a martial artist's simplest path to fame was through defeating formidable opponents and proving their strength.

I can't just go around randomly picking fights with people. At worst, I'd become a public enemy of the murim, and at best, people would gossip behind my back about how I'm strong but rude. It's ironic, but that's how the orthodox sects work.

So should I try to track down a wanted criminal, like when I killed the Bloody Ripper? But... it's not like it's easy to find a high profile felon, and frankly, the whole idea feels forced. Besides, what excuse can I use to leave the academy all of a sudden?

Wait... what if I took the kids on a training excursion? Hmm... Nah, the Principal won't allow me to take them very far, and I doubt there are any strong criminals left within a reasonable distance of Nanchang.

Baek Suryong folded his arms and sank into deep thought for a long time. Despite the late hour, he did not feel tired. With his level of martial arts mastery, two hours of sleep a day was enough to get by. Still, he felt frustrated. No matter how deeply he thought about it, a good solution eluded him.

Ahh, fuck. I'll think about it another day.

In the end, he set his worries aside. He had plenty of other things to focus on, like the upcoming midterm exams.
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The next day, after exhausting the students almost to death as usual, Baek Suryong headed to work. When he reached the main gate of Azure Dragon Academy though, he came to a stop, noticing two large notices displayed there. 

One of them in particular caught his eye.

RECRUITING PARTICIPANTS FOR NEW INSTRUCTOR TRAINING!

Attention, new instructors who joined the Five Great Academies this year! We have prepared a new training program designed to hone your teaching skills and foster collaboration among those who will shape the future of the Five Great Academies. We eagerly await your enthusiastic participation!

Date: After the midterms (to be decided later)

Location: The Namgung Clan Residence, Anhui Province

Target: New instructors of the Five Great Academies

Baek Suryong fell into deep thought. "Hmm? This..."

"Surprised? Fortunately, permission has been granted," Namgung Su said, appearing next to him.

Baek Suryong stared at the man whose lips were turned up a bit more than usual. "Is this what you were going to tell me yesterday?"

Namgung Su nodded, explaining with unusual gusto, "This is a great opportunity for you. My family stands at the top of the academy business, so there's no better place to learn the latest teaching methodologies or build connections with other teachers. The timing is perfect, too, since it takes place right after the midterms..."

"Oh, I'm definitely joining in," Baek Suryong cut in.

Namgung Su blinked in disbelief. "...That's unexpected. I thought you'd refuse, saying you have nothing more to learn about teaching."

With a smile that hinted at something deeper, Baek Suryong replied casually, "What do you mean? I've been waiting for a chance like this."

"???" Namgung Su couldn't believe his ears.

Baek Suryong grinned. Just as Namgung Su suspected, he had no real interest in improving his teaching skills through the new instructor training. What piqued his curiosity was that the event would be held at the Namgung Clan, the leading house among the Five Great Clans, where renowned masters and famous instructors would undoubtedly gather.

Whether as a martial artist or as a teacher, he could think of no better place to make a name for himself.



Happy Translator: I have caught up with the manhwa! The next two arcs belong to Mr. Namgung Su.
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