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  Chapter 200: The Four Heavenly Kings


  As Baek Suryong entered the cafeteria for lunch, he immediately spotted Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh energetically waving him over.


  "Hyung-nim! Hyung-nim! Over here!"


  "Here! Come quickly!"


  "This is so embarrassing..." Jaegal Soyeong muttered, hiding her face behind her hands, clearly mortified by her friends' attention-seeking antics.


  Tray in hand, Baek Suryong made his way over and joined them at the table. He had a pretty good idea why they were so excited, but he decided to humor them, asking, "What's got you two so worked up today?"


  Both men immediately leaned in, practically bursting to share the news.


  Ak Yeonho asked, "Hyung-nim, did you see the announcement at the main gate this morning?"


  "It's the Namgung Clan! We're going to the Namgung Clan Residence for new instructor training! It's my first time visiting such a famous martial family!" Myeong Il'oh added excitedly. Usually, Ak Yeonho was the more talkative one, but today, he was bouncing like a kid before a school trip.


  Ak Yeonho raised an eyebrow. "Myeong-hyung, didn't you mention that you visited my family before?"


  "I-I did? Oh, uh, well... Anyway, I've never visited the Namgung Clan before," Myeong Il'oh stammered, scratching his head awkwardly to brush off his slip-up.


  Ak Yeonho chuckled. "Of course. The Namgung Clan is the world's top martial family, after all. Compared to them, the Ak Clan is nothing, right?"


  Baek Suryong recalled what he knew of the Namgung Clan. With a history spanning centuries, the clan had steadily risen to become the undisputed leader among the Five Great Clans. In particular, following the Blood Cult's defeat and the orthodox sects' loss of sponsorship and protection fees, the Namgung Clan had swiftly entered the martial arts academy business and monopolized the market.


  This strategic move was nothing short of brilliant. Now, decades later, the Namgung Clan's influence stretched across the world like a vast spider web. By producing an impressive number of top instructors, they were able to place Star Instructors in all Five Great Academies, and even their branch families scattered around the world had established countless martial arts academies under the Namgung name.


  Lowering his voice, Myeong Il'oh said, "They say you can't even open an academy these days if you're not in the Namgung Clan's good graces."


  "Well, there's someone among us who provoked a direct descendant of the Namgung Clan during his interview," Ak Yeonho added, chuckling as he glanced at Baek Suryong.


  Myeong Il'oh nodded, snickering. "Yeah, the whole city was buzzing about how a country bumpkin picked a fight with a Namgung Clan young master..."


  "All right, that's enough," Baek Suryong said, waving his hand dismissively, though a faint smile tugged at his lips. "Why are you guys suddenly heaping so much praise on me? You're making me embarrassed."


  ""We're not praising you!"" Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh retorted in unison, shaking their heads in exasperation at their friend's shamelessness.


  "Mr. Namgung Su put a lot of effort into arranging this training for us," Jaegal Soyeong suddenly added. As the top scorer in the instructor exam, she was placed under the guidance of Star Instructor Namgung Su. Because of this, she had been working overtime every day, and dark circles were beginning to form beneath her eyes.


  "Namgung Su? What does he have to do with this?" Baek Suryong asked, recalling the unusually happy-looking Namgung Su he had met earlier that morning.


  "Actually..." Jaegal Soyeong glanced around suspiciously, then leaned in, whispering, "I heard that the Namgung Clan was planning to exclude the Azure Dragon Academy from this year's training."


  "What?"


  "Why?"


  Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh blinked in bewilderment.


  Baek Suryong, on the other hand, furrowed his brow. The reason why the Namgung Clan wanted to exclude only the Azure Dragon Academy from the Five Academies' new instructor training was clear as day to him.


  "So basically, they think that we're not good enough to join their little game, right?" he asked.


  "No way..."


  "What the hell...?"


  Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh's expressions hardened. It was already known that the Azure Dragon Academy wouldn't be invited to the Heavenly Martial Festival starting next year. Excluding them from the new instructor training was just another way of marginalizing them.


  Their earlier excitement faded.


  Baek Suryong continued, "Namgung Su must have worked hard to convince his family otherwise. Am I right?"


  Jaegal Soyeong, who was well acquainted with such matters due to her connection to the Jaegal Clan, another of the Five Great Clans, huffed in frustration. "Yes. Namgung-oppa... I mean, Mr. Namgung sent many letters of appeal to his family, refusing to give up even after being turned down several times. As far as I know, the Namgung Clan's main reason for excluding us was that it was too dangerous."


  "Dangerous?"


  "Apparently, fights break out every year during the new teacher training. What begins as debates over educational philosophies quickly escalate as emotions flare, culminating in duels. Naturally, injuries occur, deepening the rifts between the academies."


  "Then why exclude only us?"


  Jaegal Soyeong hesitated for a moment, then replied, "The instructors from the Azure Dragon Academy were constant targets for other academies, and their training scores were poor. The only exception was when Instructor Namgung Su took part..."


  Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh's faces clouded over, and their excitement faded. Attending the new instructor training wouldn't be any fun after all if it meant becoming a prime target for bullying.


  On the contrary, a sly smirk spread across Baek Suryong's lips.


  This is just perfect. I've been thinking about how I should go around picking fights at the Namgung Clan without causing trouble, but it seems like I won't have to do much at all?


  "So, it's called training, but it's actually a battle royale? And since we're the easiest targets, they'll just come after us on their own?" he muttered excitedly, grinning from ear to ear.


  "Hyung-nim?"


  "Why are you smiling like that again?"


  Seeing Baek Suryong's ominous smile, Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh exchanged uneasy looks. From experience, whenever their friend smiled like that, trouble always followed.


  "Yeah, I can't forgive them," Jaegal Soyeong spat.


  She couldn't tell her peers, but she had accidentally read some of the letters exchanged between Namgung Su and the Namgung Clan. Although Namgung Su didn't show it, he was often openly mocked and looked down upon because he was teaching at the Azure Dragon Academy.


  I can't believe they were so mean to him!


  Personally, Jaegal Soyeong wasn't particularly fond of Namgung Su, but after witnessing how tirelessly he worked firsthand, she didn't think he was someone who deserved to be treated that way.


  "This year will be different. The Azure Dragon Academy's new instructors will achieve good results in the training. I'll stake my career on it."


  Namgung Su had put his entire career on the line to ensure they could attend.


  Jaegal Soyeong looked earnestly at Baek Suryong, who was probably the reason for Namgung Su's confidence. "Baek-oppa, please make those bastards regret looking down on us."


  Baek Suryong nodded seriously. "Certainly."


  Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh chimed in.


  "We'll show them."


  "Yeah, let's give them a reason to remember us."


  The change in morale at Azure Dragon Academy sparked by Baek Suryong wasn't limited to the students. Even the instructors, worn down by rumors of their academy's decline, felt their spirits rekindled.


  This is good. Looking at his changed peers, Baek Suryong smiled contentedly. He was already looking forward to the upcoming new instructor training.


  Grinning, he added, "But before that... we have to do a good job with the midterms first, right?"


  """Right."""


  At his words, they all nodded. The new instructor training schedule would only be set after the first round of midterms at the Five Academies was over. For now, they needed to rein in their excitement and focus on those upcoming exams.


  Baek Suryong scanned the group with a meaningful smile. Not counting himself, the three people here would make great assistants for his planned midterm exam, and it would be perfect if he could recruit just one more...


  "By the way... can you guys help me with the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts exam?" he asked.


  Since it was his first midterm since joining the Azure Dragon Academy, Baek Suryong had something very special planned for the kids.


  [image: sep]


  At last, the Azure Dragon Academy midterm examinations began.


  "Midterms suck. Why do we need to have midterms?" Grumbling, Hyonwon Kang dragged himself to the day's final exam location.


  Geo Sangwoong clicked his tongue. "You sound like someone who didn't study."


  "And you did, Senior?"


  "The mountain rises, and water flows..."


  "If you're that smart, why are you cramming last minute just like us?"


  "It's not the same... for me, the difference is between merely passing and passing with flying colors."


  "Whatever..."


  Turning away from the pretentious Geo Sangwoong, Hyonwon Kang turned to the juniors. "How about you guys? Did you study?"


  "Yaaawn..."


  "No..."


  "......"


  Ya Suhyeok and Wiji Cheon shook their heads, while Yeo Min simply groaned. All of them were sleep deprived from their last minute cramming.


  Seeing their suffering, Hyonwon immediately felt better about himself. "You guys probably never studied in your lives, huh?"


  "Please don't lump us in with you..."


  "Senior, don't you have any self-awareness?"


  "Hey! Why are you all treating me like I'm the biggest idiot around?"


  "There is dumb, and then there is dumber..."


  "What did you say?!"


  The White Dragon Manor students squabbled as usual while heading to the exam site. Somehow, despite all their troubles, they managed to scrape by on most of the theory exams and character evaluations.


  "At least the last one's a practical exam," Wiji Cheon remarked.


  Everyone nodded, grateful to finally turn their attention to the type of exam they felt most confident in.


  When they arrived at the exam location, the central training ground, they noticed it was eerily empty. For some reason, Baek Suryong had scheduled the Defense Against Unorthodox Arts exam in the evening, after most of the students had retired to their dorms.


  Shuddering, Hyonwon Kang wondered aloud, "Why is Mr. Baek holding the exam this late? Just how badly is he planning to beat us tonight?"


  "Yeah, it doesn't feel like a simple spar," Geo Sangwoong added.


  "Hey, look! Dokgo Jun's here!" Hyonwon Kang exclaimed.


  Seeing Dokgo Jun, the Student Council President, arriving in a dignified manner along with other students, Hyonwon Kang straightened up and approached him.


  "Ahem. Good evening, Mr. Student Council President," Hyonwon Kang greeted.


  Dokgo Jun stared at him, puzzled. "What are you saying? You're weirding me out."


  "Ahem, since we're both presidents now, that makes us equal, right? Let's get along."


  "......" Dokgo Jun shook his head, giving Hyonwon Kang a look of pity.


  Finally, when all the examinees had gathered, a familiar voice rang out from the shadows.


  "Welcome," Baek Suryong greeted.


  The students looked up to see their teacher standing atop a building overlooking the training ground.


  "Before we begin, allow me to introduce my assistants for today," Baek Suryong continued, snapping his fingers.


  Instantly, four masked figures in black martial arts uniforms descended from the four cardinal directions of the training ground.


  "These are the Four Heavenly Kings who'll be helping with your exam today."


  Embarrassed by the cringy title, the supposed 'Four Heavenly Kings' looked away and coughed.


  Fools. At times like this, it's better to be shameless. Unfazed, Baek Suryong scoffed and continued, "The rules are simple. There's a wooden box at the center of the training ground with name tags for all of you. Put them on."


  Baek Suryong paused to give the students time to find and wear their nametags. When they were ready, he explained, "When the exam begins, the Four Heavenly Kings will try to take your name tags by any means necessary. If you can hold out for four hours without losing your tag, you pass. You may run or hide anywhere within the academy, and you get bonus points if you successfully land an attack on the Four Heavenly Kings. If you, by some miracle, manage to remove a King's mask, you get full marks and may go home immediately. Any questions?"


  One student raised a hand. "Will you be participating in the exam too, Mr. Baek?"


  "No. I'll be observing and grading you. Think of me as invisible."


  The students' eyes sparkled, a flicker of hope lighting up their faces as the same thought ran through all their minds: Mr. Baek is sitting out of this?


  "Woohoo! Let's do this, guys! I'm definitely going to grab one of those masks!" Hyonwon Kang declared, loosening up his shoulder joints energetically.


  Weapons at the ready, the students studied the Four Heavenly Kings. As long as Baek Suryong wasn't participating, this exam seemed passable.


  Baek Suryong smiled warmly. "You may begin."


  "Get them!" Hyonwon Kang yelled, as the students split into groups of two or three and charged toward the Four Heavenly Kings.


  "Oh, one more thing..." Baek Suryong's smile widened into a wicked smirk.


  From the shadows, a horde of Rehabilitation Sect thugs emerged, easily numbering in the dozens.


  The students froze in shock.


  "W-What the fuck?!"


  Baek Suryong shrugged. "The Four Heavenly Kings have a fair number of followers at their side, so stay alert."


  "Why didn't you tell us this earlier?!"


  As the students' screams echoed into the night, the Azure Dragon Academy descended into pandemonium.


  


  Translator's Note: Guess who's the fourth Heavenly King?


  Chapter 201: The Hunt is On


  Even though the sudden appearance of the Rehabilitation Sect caught the students off guard, none of them felt truly threatened.


  Some students grumbled about the sudden ambush, protesting to Baek Suryong or complaining about being tired.


  "What's going on all of a sudden?"


  "Don't they know we have exams tomorrow?"


  "Oh, seriously..."


  Some of them, who had gotten to know the Rehabilitation Sect members during the class patrols in the slums, casually exchanged friendly greetings with them.


  "Hey, Cheoldu-hyung!"


  "Asam-hyung is here too!"


  To sum it up, no one was taking the Rehabilitation Sect seriously.


  From his lofty perch, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue in disdain. "Foolish brats. They'll regret underestimating the Rehabilitation Sect."


  "Kaah... Ptooey!" Cheoldu spat on the ground, swaggering forward with an intimidating glint in his eye. "What the hell? You punks think we're here to screw around?"


  "Uh? Cheoldu-hyung, that's not..."


  WHISTLE... THUD!


  Cheoldu's hatchet whistled through the air, missing Hyonwon Kang's face by a fraction of an inch before lodging itself into the wall.


  The students shuddered. While the edge of the axe was wrapped in leather to prevent a lethal wound, the force behind it seemed powerful enough to shatter bone.


  Cheoldu scowled. "If you don't want to die, take this seriously, you little punks."


  "......"


  Sensing Cheoldu's terrifying killing intent, chills ran down the spines of the students. The carefree smiles vanished from their faces, replaced by pallid countenances and a trail of goosebumps.


  Charging forward like a mad dog, Cheoldu roared, "Kill them all!!"


  Suddenly, this didn't feel like a joke anymore.


  Thrown into a panic by the Rehabilitation Sect's indomitable fervor, the students finally began to pull themselves together. Nevertheless, confident that their martial arts skills far surpassed those of the Rehabilitation Sect, they still failed to recognize the approaching thugs as a genuine challenge.


  "Don't hold back, you careless, conceited morons. Your pride will be your undoing," Baek Suryong sighed, narrowing his eyes and clicking his tongue. "Tsk, looks like they've forgotten why this class is called Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts."


  Even though they had turned over a new leaf, the Rehabilitation Sect had only recently changed its ways. At its core, it was still an unorthodox sect, and unorthodox sects stopped at nothing to overcome stronger opponents. On top of that, Baek Suryong himself was the one who trained them.


  "Oh well. I guess I'll just have to kick things up a notch."


  SNAP!


  Baek Suryong snapped his fingers, signaling the Rehabilitation Sect to launch their full-scale attack.


  "Cough! Cough! Watch out! The smoke is toxic!"


  Black toxic smoke billowed across the training ground, burning eyes and scraping throats.


  "Arrows incoming! Dodge!"


  From the rooftops of surrounding buildings, arrows and various hidden weapons started pouring down.


  "Attacking in numbers? Be ashamed of yourselves!"


  "Are you an idiot? Did you really think we'd just line up and fight you one on one?"


  The thugs felt no shame in ganging up on a solitary target. Such tactics were practically second nature to them.


  From his vantage point above, Baek Suryong watched the battle unfold, truly impressed by the coordination of the Rehabilitation Sect. Besides the unorthodox strategies they'd prepared for this day, their basic teamwork also exceeded his expectations.


  The Rehabilitation Sect, formerly known as the Ironhead Sect, were less like martial artists and more like street rats roaming the slums, barely equipped with even the simplest martial skills. However, under Baek Suryong's guidance, they had trained with an intensity born of desperation, and their painstaking efforts were finally bearing fruit.


  CRASH! CLANG! BOOM!


  "Argh!"


  "These guys are stronger than we thought!"


  "When did they get this good...?"


  Unlike the half-hearted students, the Rehabilitation Sect had a clear, single-minded goal: victory. For them, this exam was as much a platform for them to demonstrate everything they had learned as it was for the Azure Dragon Academy students.


  "Die!" Cheoldu bellowed, headbutting Hyonwon Kang in the face.


  "Ugh!" Caught off guard, Hyonwon Kang stumbled backwards, nearly losing his balance.


  Siezing the opportunity, Cheoldu quickly followed up with his hatchet, swinging it downward with enough force to split Hyonwon Kang in two.


  "Damn it!" Dropping to the ground, Hyonwon Kang barely dodged the smash with a lazy donkey roll, but not without getting a nosebleed from the effort. Wiping off the blood with the back of his hand, he glared fiercely at Cheoldu.


  "Okay, so you want a real fight?" he growled, releasing a feral killing intent just as intense as Cheoldu's.


  Hmph, I'll show him the terrifying power of the Asura Blood Heaven Blade...


  Suddenly, Hyonwon Kang's face turned pale. The qi that should have flowed smoothly from his qi center to his meridians spiraled out of control and evaporated away.


  "Huh? W-What the hell...? Is this Qi Dispersing Poison? When did you...?"


  Struck by a terrifying thought, Hyonwon Kang hurriedly glanced around. Judging by the mayhem and screams echoing all around him, he wasn't the only one affected.


  "I can't use my inner arts!"


  "It's Qi Dispersing Poison!"


  "They're actually using this in an exam?"


  Qi Dispersing Poison wasn't lethal, but it dispersed a martial artist's inner qi, rendering them unable to use it. Although it was harmless to ordinary people, for martial artists, it was one of the most deadly poisons in existence.


  Most importantly, it helped the thugs overcome their greatest disadvantage against the students—their lack of inner qi. After all, most of the Azure Dragon Academy's students came from privileged backgrounds and had been practicing inner arts since they were toddlers, while the Rehabilitation Sect members had only been training for a few months.


  At last, terror crept onto the faces of the previously confident students.


  "W-Wait a minute!"


  "This is too much!"


  "If you're gonna be like this, we won't hold back either!"


  Unfortunately, the students' bravado didn't last long. Backed into a corner by the relentless assault, they found themselves struggling to hold their ground... and the Four Heavenly Kings had yet to make a move.


  Watching his students indifferently from atop a building, Baek Suryong sighed, "Maybe I shouldn't have gotten my expectations up... Even after all I've taught them, they still have a long way to go."


  Individually, each Azure Dragon Academy student was much stronger than anyone from the Rehabilitation Sect. However, their methods of dealing with enemies were embarrassingly sloppy. They underestimated seemingly weak opponents, played around, and fought complacently. In a real fight, they would already be dead.


  Even now, as long as they regroup and strategize properly, victory is still within their grasp, but... I suppose that's too much to expect from teenagers. Their morales are already completely shattered.


  Baek Suryong sighed again. As the one who had set the trap and arranged everything, he had suspected all along that things might unfold this way. From the students' perspective, it probably felt unfair, but it was really their own fault for being overconfident and not using their brains.


  Still... I'll give these idiots one more chance.


  Infusing his voice with qi, Baek Suryong announced, "AHEM! I'll repeat the rules. If you can hold out for four hours without losing your name tag, you pass. You can run or hide anywhere within the academy."


  This time, Baek Suryong made sure to emphasize the hints, that it was possible to pass the test without fighting.


  Finally, the students came to a realization.


  Let's just run!


  We have to get out of here!


  The quick-witted ones acted immediately, swinging their weapons wildly to forcibly clear a path and slip through the gaps in the encirclement.


  "Move aside!"


  "YAAAAH!"


  Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok were the first to bulldoze through the siege, sending the thugs who collided with them flying. Being external arts specialists, they weren't as badly affected by the Qi Dispersing Poison as the other students.


  "We're forcing our way out! Anyone who can, follow us!" Geo Sangwoong shouted.


  Led by the two giants, several students broke through the encirclement and started to flee.


  "Don't chase them! We still have plenty of time to catch them," Cheoldu yelled, stopping his men from embarking on a reckless pursuit. The last thing they needed was to fall into a trap set by the students, who knew the terrain much better than they did.


  Grinning, Cheoldu gathered his thugs. Only five were injured, and the wounds were minor. It was an overwhelming victory for them.


  Looking up at Baek Suryong, Cheoldu flashed a grin. "So, how about it? We're pretty capable now, eh?"


  Baek Suryong leapt down from his perch, landing with effortless grace, before taking a quick look around. Every eye in the Rehabilitation Sect was on him, eagerly awaiting his words.


  He smiled. The entire Rehabilitation Sect had grown so tremendously that they were hardly recognizable. Recognizing that this was an occasion for praise, he nodded, saying, "You guys exceeded my expectations by a mile."


  A huge grin spread across Cheoldu's scarred face, giving him an even more intimidating appearance. "Heheh. Of course! We've been training like mad!"


  Baek Suryong clapped him on the shoulder. "You've done well. I'm proud of you all."


  Tears threatened to flow down Cheoldu's cheeks. All of a sudden, he felt as if every hardship he'd endured was justified. His hands, raw and blistered from endless hours of swinging his hatchets, were proof of his tireless efforts.


  He wasn't alone. The faces of everyone in the Rehabilitation Sect brightened at Baek Suryong's words.


  Baek Suryong chuckled wryly to himself, "Man, should I be pleased about this or not..."


  Frankly, he had not expected the thugs to improve so much so quickly. Their growth was mind-blowing.


  If they're already at this level, they could become a real force to reckon with in the future.


  The rapid growth of the Rehabilitation Sect accelerated his anti-Blood Cult plans considerably. Perhaps the time had come for him to formally establish the sect.


  "Hey, we didn't even get to do anything..."


  Just then, the Four Heavenly Kings approached Baek Suryong, emerging from the shadows where they'd been lurking, waiting for their chance to enter the fray. They'd been standing by in case the Rehabilitation Sect needed support, but as it turned out, the thugs had taken care of everything themselves, leaving the Four Heavenly Kings with nothing to do.


  "Yeah, we were all geared up to make a dramatic entrance, you know, right at the critical moment."


  "But the kids ran off before we even got to say a word!"


  "After all the effort I went through to prepare a fun variety of trap and illusion formations..."


  "...I want to go home."


  "Oh come on, now is when your fun really starts. It is time to seek out and capture the kids who've scattered all over the academy," Baek Suryong consoled, before turning toward Cheoldu with a sly grin. "By the way, Cheoldu... Did you manage to plant the tracking incense on them?"


  Cheoldu grinned back. "Of course. Finding them will be a piece of cake."


  This was the real reason why Cheoldu had let the students go so easily. As long as they couldn't leave the Azure Dragon Academy for the next four hours, they were basically trapped rats.


  Nodding, Baek Suryong smirked wickedly. Since he had already given the students one chance, he didn't intend to go easy on them anymore.


  "Alright, folks! Let's seriously start collecting those name tags. From now on, the Four Heavenly Kings will also take part in the game. Whoever collects the most name tags will get a reward, so look forward to it."


  At first, the Four Heavenly Kings were indifferent, but when Baek Suryong revealed what the reward was, their expressions changed.


  "For real?"


  "That's the reward?"


  "I-I need that. Absolutely."


  "...You'd better not go back on your words."


  In a flash, the Four Heavenly Kings sprang into action, each one launching themselves in a different direction.


  "Rehabilitation Sect, form search teams of four! When you spot the prey, send out a signal first and wait for back up. Don't attack recklessly!" Cheoldu commanded.


  "Yes, sir!"


  Amid a chorus of heated shouts, the Rehabilitation Sect's forces mobilized.


  Baek Suryong's grin widened. The hunt is on.


  Chapter 202: Shall We Just Snatch Them Back?


  "Huff... huff... I'm gonna die, seriously." Gasping for breath, Hyonwon Kang scanned his surroundings, searching the shadows for any sign of his pursuers.


  Thankfully, he could no longer sense any foes nearby. Hopes were slim, but maybe, just maybe, he'd finally lost them.


  "Shit, where did all the others go?"


  Earlier, several of them had broken through the encirclement together, but in the chaos of fighting and driving back their pursuers, they had gotten separated.


  "No way... Could it be...?"


  An unsettling thought gnawed at him. What if separating them and picking them off one by one was the enemy's plan all along?


  Remembering the relentless pursuit, Hyonwon Kang shuddered. "...Fuck, I let my guard down."


  If Baek Suryong had been the one chasing him, he would have pushed himself to the limit right from the beginning. When he saw the Rehabilitation Sect taking the lead, however, he underestimated their abilities and held back to avoid injuring them.


  No, I shouldn't make excuses.


  At least the exam wasn't over yet. There was still more than an hour left, so if he could just hang on, he'd pass. Still, running away didn't sit right with him.


  I'll find an opportunity and target one of the Four Heavenly Kings.


  After all, this was Baek Suryong's exam, not just any exam. If he was going to pass, he was going to do it with a perfect score.


  Steeling himself, Hyonwon Kang murmured, "First, I should get to higher ground and assess the situation."


  The Qi Dispersing Poison was finally wearing off, and he could use qi again. Eyeing a nearby building, he clung to the wall, scaling it with the agility of a cockroach. Leaping up with movement arts would have been faster, but he didn't want to risk being spotted.


  Fifteen minutes later, he peered over the edge of the roof and scanned the area carefully, making sure no one was around. Then, cautiously, he slowly crawled onto the roof, flattening his body as much as possible.


  When he surveyed the ground below, though, a curse unconsciously slipped out, "Fuck! Just how many did they bring?"


  Night had fallen and visibility was poor, but he could still make out more than fifty figures moving in the darkness. The Rehabilitation Sect had split into teams of four to search the Azure Dragon Academy, and scuffles and chases were already breaking out all over the school grounds.


  "Damn it! Looks like they've already caught some of us."


  Hyonwon Kang continued searching, but there was no sign of his true targets, the Four Heavenly Kings.


  They must be moving separately, he thought, extending his senses further.


  Soon, he picked up on a powerful aura nearby.


  Making sure to keep a low profile, he swiftly snuck from rooftop to rooftop toward the aura. After a while, he spotted one of the Four Heavenly Kings, alone.


  Found you.


  They wore a mask, so he couldn't be certain, but it was probably one of the instructors.


  A frontal attack would be tricky, but if I catch them off guard, I can do it.


  Hiding his presence, Hyonwon Kang waited for the perfect moment, and as if on cue, his target began to move in his direction.


  When the enemy finally passed right below him, he jumped down from the roof without hesitation.


  WHOOSH!


  Using his qi to increase his weight, he dropped down like a rock. Below him, the Heavenly King still seemed oblivious, and was casually looking around.


  I'll swoop down and snatch the mask in one go!


  However, a moment before he struck, the Heavenly King suddenly looked up and grinned, as if they'd been expecting him all along.


  "Shit!" Cursing, Hyonwon Kang swung his blade with all his might.


  CLANG!


  Sparks flew as his blade struck the tip of a spear. Immediately, he tried to escape, but his opponent blocked him with a single, fluid step.


  "Leaving already?" the Heavenly King mocked.


  "Tsk..." Hyonwon Kang narrowed his eyes. Despite the mask, it wasn't hard to identify the slender, spear-wielding figure. There was only one person in the Academy who fit that description.


  "Mr. Ak Yeonho?"


  "Wrong! I am the Supreme Demon Spear! Muhahahaha!"


  ...This is just sad. Hyonwon Kang looked at his opponent with pity. "Aren't you embarrassed, acting so ridiculous in front of a student? If you're going to put on a show, at least make it believable. Like this, you're just cringy."


  "...S-Shut up!" the so-called Supreme Demon Spear snapped, unleashing a flurry of rapid spear thrusts.


  SWOOSH! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  "Ugh!" Hyonwon Kang staggered back, his hands numb from blocking. The Supreme Demon Spear's attacks were much sharper and stronger than he'd expected from a skinny pretty boy.


  Or is he strong because he's a pretty boy? Just like that other guy... What the fuck? Some people have everything...


  Feeling suddenly aggrieved, Hyonwon Kang squeezed out all of his remaining inner qi, screaming, "TAKE THISSSSSS!"


  The Supreme Demon Spear blinked in confusion. "Why are you suddenly getting all worked up?"


  "Die, pretty boy! Damn you all!" Hyonwon Kang roared, unleashing his blue blade qi.


  The Supreme Demon Spear sighed. "Kid, you're nowhere near ready to use blade qi in real combat."


  "It's do or die anyway!" Hyonwon Kang shot back. Running away was no longer an option, and if he got caught and lost his name tag here, he would fail the exam, so he decided to fight with all his might.


  "You foolish brat." The Supreme Demon Spear's aura shifted ominously, and in a flash, he closed the distance and lightly tapped Hyonwon Kang's blade.


  CLANG!


  "Ugh!" Again, Hyonwon Kang fell backward, barely managing to stay on his feet. He opponent didn't appear to have used much strength, yet the force of the impact was brutal.


  "Let me explain where you went wrong," the Supreme Demon Spear said, his weapon glowing fiercely as he activated the Ak Clan's signature spear technique.


  "What...?"


  "First, in real combat, no one waits for you to gather your blade qi. They exploit the opening before you can finish, like this."


  The spear shot at Hyonwon Kang's thigh like lightning. He just managed to raise his blade to block it, but that wasn't the end of it. Twisting like a living snake, the spear struck the back of his knees.


  "Argh!" he screamed, nearly falling to his knees.


  "Second, you let your emotions get the best of you against a stronger opponent. Remaining calm, especially when your life is on the line, is the key to survival," the Supreme Demon Spear lectured, approaching slowly and swinging his weapon casually.


  Despite his nonchalance, however, the spear drew countless patterns in the air, easily driving Hyonwon Kang into a corner.


  CLANG! THUD! SMACK!


  Hyonwon Kang bit his lip as he defended frantically, only now realizing just how overwhelming the gap was between his skills and his opponent's.


  Sighing, the Supreme Demon Spear continued, "Third, you should have found other students first, not me. If you'd teamed up to ambush me, your chances of winning might've increased slightly. Just slightly though."


  "......" Hyonwon Kang fell silent, regretting his arrogance. It wasn't just Baek Suryong; every instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy was far beyond his reach.


  "Go home and reflect on your mistakes, okay?"


  The Supreme Demon Spear's weapon whirled, forming an illusion of a rain of spears.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  Gritting his teeth, Hyonwon Kang blocked desperately, but before he knew it, the Supreme Demon Spear had slipped behind him.


  "I'll be taking your name tag now. Remember, if this were real, you'd already be dead," the Supreme Demon Spear chuckled, whispering into the panicked teenager's ear.


  "W-Wait..."


  BONK!


  The world went dark.
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  "Gyaaaah!" Hyonwon Kang jolted awake with a scream. He was in a pitch-black room. Squirming around, he found that he was tied to something like a pillar.


  "...Where is this place?" he gasped.


  "Senior, you're awake?"


  "...Yeo Min?"


  "I see you got caught too, Senior."


  "Ya Suhyeok, are you here as well?"


  "Yup, I got caught too."


  As Hyonwon Kang's eyes adjusted to the darkness, he saw that Yeo Min and Ya Suhyeok were tied to pillars just like he was.


  "How did you two get caught?"


  Yeo Min grimaced. "It was Miss Jaegal Soyeong. She trapped me in some weird formation."


  "I ran into the short instructor," Ya Suhyeok added.


  Hyonwon Kang blinked in confusion. "Who's that?"


  "Mr. Myeong Il'oh, probably," Yeo Min clarified.


  The three shared their stories, and Hyonwon Kang realized that the so-called Four Heavenly Kings had to be Baek Suryong's rookie instructor friends.


  ...But who's the fourth?


  For a moment, Hyonwon Kang wondered about the last Heavenly King's identity, but now wasn't the time. Looking down, he saw his name tag was gone.


  "Shit..." he cursed.


  Yeo Min sighed, "This isn't how I wanted it to end. I don't know how I'm going to face Mr. Baek after getting caught so embarrassingly..."


  A heavy silence fell. All three students had prided themselves on their skills, yet they'd been humbled so easily.


  "If we give up like this, Mr. Baek will never let us live it down..." Hyonwon Kang began, when suddenly, an idea struck him.


  "Why don't we take our name tags back?" he suggested.


  ""What?""


  A mischievous grin spread across Hyonwon Kang's face. "I'm talking about the name tags. Shall we just snatch them back?"


  "Are we allowed to do that?" Yeo Min asked.


  "No one said we couldn't," Hyonwon Kang replied. "Think about it. If we were eliminated, wouldn't the instructors have thrown us out of school or something? Why tie us up here if they didn't want us to escape?"


  "Huh?"


  "What I mean is, aren't they practically begging us to break out and try to take our name tags back? I'm pretty sure there's still time left in the exam," Hyonwon Kang explained. He was just speculating, but knowing Baek Suryong's personality, he felt that his theory was reasonable.


  "Hmm... Okay, let's give it a shot."


  "We have nothing to lose, anyway."


  After pondering, Yeo Min and Ya Suhyeok looked at each other and nodded in agreement.


  A huge grin spread across Hyonwon Kang's face. "Alright! First, we need to get rid of these ropes... Ya Suhyeok, can you break them?"


  Ya Suhyeok shook his head. "If they were tight, maybe, but these ropes are too stretchy."


  "So if the rope was rigid, you could break it?" Yeo Min asked.


  "Probably."


  "Hold still."


  Yeo Min took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled, releasing a cold, white breath that froze the ropes binding Ya Suhyeok. This was the ice technique she had started practicing after their trip to the Valley of Evil.


  "C-Cold," Ya Suhyeok stammered, shivering.


  "Bear with it," Yeo Min snapped, focusing on her work.


  Soon, the ropes stiffened in the frost, and with a grunt, Ya Suhyeok shattered them. Although they were made to restrain martial artists, they were no match for his brute strength.


  "Now hurry up and untie us," Hyonwon Kang urged.


  Within seconds, all three students were free. They quickly grabbed their weapons, which, to their surprise, were just left lying around nearby.


  Hyonwon Kang slung his blade over his shoulder, cracked his neck, and smirked. "Okay, guys. Time for our counterattack."


  Chapter 203: He's the Weakest


  Whooooosh~


  On the rooftop of the Azure Dragon Academy's student dormitory, where the cold night wind blew, three mysterious figures wearing masks and black robes appeared. They were none other than three of the Four Heavenly Kings.


  "Looks like everyone's here," a masked man with a slender build and a spear slung diagonally across his back said. He was the one who had introduced himself to Hyonwon Kang as the Supreme Demon Spear, and definitely not Ak Yeonho.


  "Supreme Demon Spear... What are you plotting, calling us out like this?" a man holding a staff in each hand asked, glaring suspiciously at the Supreme Demon Spear.


  "No need to be so wary, Infernal King of Annihilation," the Supreme Demon Spear chuckled, then turned to his right. "You too, Primeval Witch. I can sense your nervousness."


  "Ugh..." The Primeval Witch, the only woman among the Four Heavenly Kings, squirmed uncomfortably. Unlike the thick-skinned men, she wasn't used to this kind of role-playing.


  Jaegal Soyeong, behind the mask of the Primeval Witch, muttered timidly, "Do we really have to go this far among ourselves? Can't we just talk like we usually do?"


  "Ahem! You are the Primeval Witch, an unorthodox sect master who infiltrated the Azure Dragon Academy to crush the prodigies of the orthodox sects! Have you forgotten that?" the Supreme Demon Spear scolded.


  "Well, that's the setting, but..."


  "Grr! Primeval Witch! You must take the mission seriously!" the Infernal King of Annihilation added sternly.


  "Sigh, fine..." Under the pressure of the two overgrown boys immersed in their theatrics, the Primeval Witch finally gave in.


  The Infernal King of Annihilation clasped his hands behind his back, glaring sharply at the Supreme Demon Spear. "Supreme Demon Spear, you still haven't told us why you called us here. If you've wasted my time on something trivial, you won't see tomorrow's sunrise."


  "...The reason I summoned you is to discuss the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King."


  "The Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King?"


  "Oh, come to think of it, he's the only one not here," Jaegal Soyeong said airily.


  Seeing Jaegal Soyeong break character again, the Supreme Demon Spear and the Infernal King of Annihilation frowned simultaneously.


  ""Primeval Witch!""


  "Y-Yes! I mean, understood! I see! That's right! Bwahahaha!"


  ""......""


  Since Jaegal Soyeong was doing her best in her own way, the two men didn't say anything further.


  Clearing his throat, the Supreme Demon Spear continued, "Anyway, the reason I called you guys here is because of the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King. To be honest, I only managed to catch one of the fledgling brats who ran away. How many did you catch?"


  "I only got one too..." the Primeval Witch replied.


  "Infernal King of Annihilation, what about you?"


  "...I also only caught one. Slippery little bastards. Grr!"


  "Things are more serious than I thought," the Supreme Demon Spear murmured, narrowing his eyes. "There are a little over ten of those orthodox sect brats in this class, yet we've each caught only one. Where are the rest? Are they hiding so well that we can't find them?"


  Realizing something, the Infernal King of Annihilation widened his eyes. "Don't tell me..."


  The Supreme Demon Spear nodded gravely. "It's exactly as you feared. The Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King is wiping out all of the prey. As far as I know, he's already taken five name tags by himself."


  "What? That greedy bastard! Does he have no sense of fair play? Trying to take everything for himself!"


  "He's incredibly fast... Is it because he's more familiar with the academy's layout than we are...?"


  "Perhaps. Fortunately, though, the ones he caught are all small fry."


  Although the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King had collected the most name tags so far, Baek Suryong had assigned different point values to each name tag, and the ones he'd taken belonged to low-value, insignificant cannon fodder. On the other hand, the other three Heavenly Kings had managed to snag the high-value name tags of Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Ya Suhyeok.


  "That means victory is not yet out of our grasp," the Supreme Demon Spear added, looking around at his fellow Heavenly Kings. "How about we join forces? I'm sure you've realized by now that unless we work together to keep the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King in check, none of us stand a chance in hell of getting that reward."


  At the word 'reward', the eyes of the Infernal King of Annihilation and the Primeval Witch wavered. Baek Suryong had promised a reward to the person who collected the most name tags in this exam, and all four Heavenly Kings desired it.


  "If we do that, how will we split the reward?" the Infernal King of Annihilation asked.


  "We'll decide how to use it together. Isn't that the best way?"


  After pondering for a moment, the Infernal King of Annihilation nodded. "Okay, I'll join hands with you. We absolutely can't let that precious reward go to the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King."


  "M-Me too."


  Thus, the three Heavenly Kings formed an alliance to keep the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King in line, as well as to pool their name tags together for the reward.


  Now that he could somewhat trust his fellows, the Supreme Demon Spear shared some valuable information. "Currently, Dokgo Jun, Wiji Cheon, and Geo Sangwoong are hiding inside the Student Council building."


  The other two's expressions darkened.


  "Of all people, those three?"


  "It won't be easy..."


  The Supreme Demon Spear grinned. This was the reason why he had dragged in the other two. If Geo Sangwoong used his huge body as a shield while Dokgo Jun and Wiji Cheon attacked from the sides, even he would have trouble fending them off alone.


  "Do not worry. Now that the three of us have joined forces, we can easily take them down. Considering how valuable their name tags are, the reward is practically ours."


  No matter how outstanding Dokgo Jun and Wiji Cheon were, they were still students. With three of the Four Heavenly Kings working together, subduing them was a piece of cake.


  "I think we need a bit more preparation to capture them. How about we meet back here in fifteen minutes?" the Infernal King of Annihilation suggested.


  "...You don't have some other scheme in mind, do you?" the Supreme Demon Spear asked suspiciously.


  The Infernal King of Annihilation immediately lost his temper. "Grr! Do you think I'm that insidious? I'm just going to fetch more tools in case they try to escape."


  "Ah, then I'll also go bring the materials needed for trap formations. Those three are strong, after all," the Primeval Witch added.


  Since the majority was in agreement, the Supreme Demon Spear had no choice but to nod. "...Fine. Then let's meet in front of the Student Council building in fifteen minutes. And remember, betrayal means death."


  "Hmph! Look who's talking."


  "See you here later."


  Laughing evilly, the three Heavenly Kings kicked off the ground simultaneously, scattering in different directions.


  When they disappeared, Baek Suryong, who had been secretly listening to their conversation, appeared at the spot where they had met.


  "What the fuck... are they doing?" he mumbled, baffled.


  He had assigned the role of the Four Heavenly Kings to these three, but he hadn't expected them to become so immersed in their characters, especially Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh, who seemed to thoroughly enjoy their roles as great masters of the unorthodox.


  "Well, letting them have some fun isn't exactly a bad thing..."


  Sniggering incredulously, Baek Suryong expanded his qi senses, spreading his consciousness all over the Azure Dragon Academy campus like a spider's web to locate all everyone involved in the exam.


  Among them, a few familiar ones stood out. It was Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Ya Suhyeok.


  "Oho, what's this? They've escaped?"


  Baek Suryong's lips curled into a broad grin. The path of one of the Four Heavenly Kings overlapped with the three delinquents. Soon, they would collide.


  "This is turning out to be much more interesting than I thought," he chuckled darkly.
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  "Fufufu... What a foolish man. Me? Share the reward? Not a chance!" the Infernal King of Annihilation laughed sinisterly, speeding up his movement arts.


  He didn't feel confident enough to face both Dokgo Jun and Wiji Cheon on his own, so he came up with a plan. Rather than rallying the other Heavenly Kings, he would join forces with the Rehabilitation Sect, who cared more about gaining combat experience than about the reward Baek Suryong had promised.


  Most importantly, unlike the cunning Supreme Demon Spear, Cheoldu, the Sect Leader of the Rehabilitation Sect, was a trustworthy guy.


  I'll team up with Cheoldu and storm the Student Council building before the Supreme Demon Spear catches on!


  Excited, the Infernal King of Annihilation quickened his pace. However, his haste narrowed his awareness, giving his ambushers the perfect opening to strike.


  WHOOSH!


  Bursting out from a side alley, Ya Suhyeok tackled the Infernal King of Annihilation like a giant black bear.


  "What the...?!" the Infernal King of Annihilation cried out in shock.


  Unfortunately for him, Ya Suhyeok's attack was just the beginning. Yeo Min, who was hiding behind Ya Suhyeok's large frame, threw hidden weapons imbued with cold energy from the sides.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  Pushing Ya Suhyeok away, the Infernal King of Annihilation frantically deflected the hidden weapons with his staff.


  At that moment, Hyonwon Kang charged from behind, yelling, "Haaaap!"


  Recovering his wits, the Infernal King of Annihilation bent backward to dodge the blade, then used his twin staffs to push himself off the ground and retreat far back.


  Hyonwon Kang clicked his tongue in regret. "Tsk, I thought we could finish it in one go. What a shame."


  "What the hell? It's you punks! But weren't you eliminated earlier..." Myeong Il'oh blurted, before realizing his mistake. He was currently the great dark lord of the unorthodox sects, the Infernal King of Annihilation.


  Instantly, he changed his tone, barking, "Grr! You vermin! If you escaped from prison, you should have gone home quietly. That way, you would have kept your lives..."


  "AHHH! I can't stand it anymore! Guys, let's put an end to this cringey acting!"


  Together, Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min, and Ya Suhyeok surrounded the Infernal King of Annihilation and attacked with all their might.


  "Let's go with Beating Up Baek Suryong Formation Number Eighteen!" Hyonwon Kang shouted.


  At this moment, the countless times they had fought against Baek Suryong paid off.


  "Whoa! You brats, playing dirty!" the Infernal King of Annihilation screamed, flustered by the flawless teamwork from the three students, who fought like they had been training together for years.


  The outcome was decided quickly.


  RIIIIIP!


  Myeong Il'oh, his mask torn off, collapsed to the ground. Returning to his identity as an Azure Dragon Academy instructor, he wailed, "Isn't this against the rules? You guys lost your name tags earlier!"


  "Since we escaped from jail, we can participate again."


  "Who says so?"


  "I do."


  "Ha! What can I say? You're definitely Suryong-hyung's student..." Myeong Il'oh sighed, looking at the students exasperatedly.


  "Fufufu... I knew this would happen!" a familiar voice suddenly said from above.


  All four of them looked up at once. Silhouetted against the moon, the Supreme Demon Spear gazed down at them from atop a nearby building.


  Myeong Il'oh shouted angrily, "Ak Yeonho, you bastard! If you're here, you should have helped me! Were you just watching? And you call yourself an ally!"


  The Supreme Demon Spear narrowed his eyes. "Don't talk to me about the alliance. Did you think I wouldn't know you had your own schemes?"


  "W-When did I..."


  "And I am not Ak Yeonho but the Supreme Demon Spear. The corpse should stop breaking character and stay quiet."


  "...Ugh!"


  After silencing Myeong Il'oh, the Supreme Demon Spear turned to face the three tense students. Smiling slyly, he sneered, "Not bad, defeating one of the Four Heavenly Kings, the Infernal King of Annihilation. Unfortunately for you, he's the weakest among us."


  "What did you just say, you son of a bitch!" Myeong Il'oh spat.


  SWOOSH!


  The Supreme Demon Spear leaped down from the building, somersaulting through the air before landing smoothly on the ground. Then, pointing his spear at the students, he laughed coldly, "Three of you... Just right for a warm-up."


  A vortex began to swirl around his spear.


  "The real fight starts now."


  Chapter 204: Thanks for Saving Me the Trouble


  Ak Yeonho stared blankly at the mask resting in his hand. The strap at the back was neatly severed.


  "Haa... Was I too careless?" he chuckled bitterly, replaying the last fight in his mind.


  
    "Beat Up Baek Suryong Formation Number 23!"


    "...Just how many of those formations do you have!?"

  


  At first, he'd been relaxed enough to banter with the kids. After all, it hadn't even been an hour since he'd effortlessly subdued Hyonwon Kang.


  
    What's the big deal if three of them team up?

  


  That was a mistake. As soon as the fight began, Ya Suhyeok rushed forward, using his solid physique to defend against his attacks, while Yeo Min disrupted his vision with quick footwork and bursts of ice techniques. Whenever his movements were disrupted by the ice, Hyonwon Kang's blade would stab sharply through the openings.


  The trio moved like seasoned masters who had trained together for years, covering each other's weaknesses, maximizing their strengths, and communicating solely through their eyes.


  I felt like I was facing not three but ten people at once.


  Under pressure, he came close to using excessive force and injuring the kids. Luckily, he pulled back in time, though he lost his mask in the process.


  "Careless, my ass," Myeong Il'oh scoffed. "You called me the weakest of the Four Heavenly Kings, but you were defeated just the same."


  "I still lasted longer than you, Myeong-hyung, and if it was a real fight, I would have won. Unfortunately, I can't just unleash lethal techniques left and right like those kids did."


  "You realize there's nothing more pathetic than making excuses after losing, right?"


  "Sheesh..." Ak Yeonho scratched his head, gazing up at the night sky dotted with countless stars. After a while, he chuckled, "...Damn it. I never thought we would lose to the students. There goes our chance at getting that reward."


  "I know, but strangely... it doesn't feel bad, does it?"


  "Hahaha."


  The two men beamed at each other. The students were stronger than expected, and they couldn't help but feel slightly threatened by the possibility that they might soon be surpassed. Instead of feeling down, though, they were proud and thrilled to see how much they had grown.


  "Victory in the Heavenly Martial Festival... it might not be just a dream after all."


  "I had the same thought. If it's those kids..."


  It wasn't just the students' current strength. It was the fire in their eyes, their intense focus in battle, and their desperate desire to win. Even the teachers felt their own passion reignite because of them.


  We need to step up our game so we don't fall behind.


  The two young instructors quietly renewed their resolve.


  Just then, Myeong Il'oh remembered someone. "Speaking of which, where's Soyeong? She must be waiting for us."


  "She'll manage... Even though she's a bit clumsy, her skills are nothing to sneeze at."


  Having lost their masks, it was time for them to head home. Continuing to participate in the exam would be against the rules.


  Now, only two of the Four Heavenly Kings remained: the Primeval Witch and the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King.


  "It'll be tough for the Primeval Witch to handle the remaining kids alone... In the end, the reward will go to the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King."


  "Who knows? Maybe those little punks will actually unmask the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King?"


  "No way. Can you even imagine that guy being taken down by mere kids?"


  "...True."


  The Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King was, without a doubt, the strongest of the Four Heavenly Kings.


  He was still a wall too high for the students to overcome.
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  Inside the Student Council building, Dokgo Jun and Geo Sangwoong were locked in a heated debate.


  "Our location must have been discovered by now. We have to leave before it's too late."


  "No, it's better to stake out here and stall for time."


  Currently, the group of students barricaded inside had split into two camps, each following one of two leaders.


  "We think the President's suggestion..."


  "...is more appropriate."


  The Azure Dragon Twins, members of the Student Council Disciplinary Committee, stood firmly by Dokgo Jun's side.


  "I-I support Senior Geo Sangwoong's reasoning."


  On the other hand, Wiji Cheon timidly but clearly sided with Geo Sangwoong.


  Geo Sangwoong, Dokgo Jun, Wiji Cheon, and the Azure Dragon Twins—the five who had escaped the Rehabilitation Sect's encirclement—had been together for over an hour. Their opinions began to diverge after sensing a clash of qi not far away.


  "Right now, our enemies are sweeping through the academy, tightening the encirclement, and moments ago, we sensed a powerful aura nearby that could only belong to one of the Four Heavenly Kings. If two or more of them come at us, we won't be able to fend them off. The corridors are narrow, but for masters at that level, smashing through walls or ceilings is child's play. We'd be better off going out and facing them rather than risking being cornered inside," Dokgo Jun argued, looking tattered and frustrated.


  Dokgo Jun's reasoning seemed flawless, but Geo Sangwoong didn't agree with him.


  "Dokgo, the primary goal of this exam is to hold on to our name tags for four hours, not to defeat all the enemies," he shot back.


  "I know."


  "No, you're missing something important."


  "...Please enlighten your junior," Dokgo Jun said. Despite his words, however, his pride remained undiminished, as if he couldn't bring himself to believe that he had overlooked something.


  Geo Sangwoong grinned. "Have you given any thought to the real identities of the Four Heavenly Kings? Three of them are probably the new instructors who Mr. Baek always hangs out with: Mr. Ak Yeonho, Mr. Myeong Il'oh, and Miss Jaegal Soyeong."


  "...What does that have to do with this exam?"


  "Everything."


  Geo Sangwoong smirked slyly. As the son of the Golden Dragon chairman, his world view was different from other martial artists. He looked not only at the martial arts of his adversaries, but also at their wealth, power, and connections.


  "You said smashing walls and ceilings was child's play for them? So what? With their pitiful salaries, those temporary instructors can't afford to fix even one broken window. Besides, damaging the academy's property would hurt their performance appraisals, which will affect whether they are promoted to full-time instructors. So, to sum it up, staying indoors ultimately works in our favor. If we break something, all we have to do is write a reflection letter, and I'll pay for all the repairs."


  Dokgo Jun's jaw dropped. "Senior, I hate to say this, but that's a very underhanded strategy. You're seriously suggesting we exploit the new instructors' weaknesses?"


  "Fufufu... Have you forgotten? This class is called Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts. If we want to win against unorthodox villains, we have to first put ourselves in their shoes, right?"


  "......" Dokgo Jun suddenly wondered if this class was turning orthodox prodigies into unorthodox ruffians.


  Still, he's right that the Four Heavenly Kings have been avoiding fighting indoors so far. Despite his rough exterior, Senior Geo Sangwoong is surprisingly the intellectual type... or is that to be expected from someone who was once called the Azure Dragon Twin Stars along with Senior Bang Baekhyun?


  Even though he wasted several years indulging in gluttony and gambling, it seems that he has regained his edge after meeting Baek Suryong.


  "...I will follow your opinion, Senior." Dokgo Jun nodded. Under the circumstances, following Geo Sangwoong's lead was the wiser course.


  "Thanks for yielding. Okay, everyone, listen up. Since time is running out, the desperate Four Heavenly Kings will soon lose their patience and come here. We'll ambush them then."


  Geo Sangwoong surveyed his companions. With Dokgo Jun, Wiji Cheon, and the Azure Dragon Twins on his side, they could probably take on two of the Four Heavenly Kings.


  We'll launch our counterattack in the last fifteen minutes of the exam. Although we could just hide until the time limit, that's just the bare minimum to pass. If we want to score points, we'll need to unmask the Four Heavenly Kings...


  He contemplated deeply, running his plan through his mind over and over again. His instincts told him that this exam was about more than just martial arts, it was also a test of strategy.


  Meanwhile, the clock was ticking, and when there were about fifteen minutes remaining until the end of the exam...


  DING DONG!


  Someone rang the doorbell of the Student Council building.


  All the students tensed up.


  Someone's here!


  They hid their presence, held their breaths, and focused all their senses on the enemy's movements.


  CREAK! CRASH! BOOM!


  The intruder was triggering the simple traps they had planted all over the building. They were either careless enough to get caught by the traps, or confident enough to simply plow through them.


  The students naturally thought it was the latter.


  Dokgo Jun sent a telepathic message to Geo Sangwoong: [Senior, it's not just one person.]


  [Could it be the Rehabilitation Sect?]


  [No, their footsteps are too light, and there are only two...no, three people.]


  [Three of the Four Heavenly Kings are here? They might have teamed up.]


  [Should we be glad that it's not all four?]


  [It won't be easy, but we might still have a chance. Let's use every dirty trick we learned in class.]


  "......" Geo Sangwoong telepathically relayed Dokgo Jun's intel to the other students, then designated their hiding places and outlined the contingency plans.


  Moving quietly, the students slipped into rooms on both sides of the entrance corridor.


  [Dokgo, I'll leave the first ambush to you. Make it loud and flashy.]


  [Understood.] Dokgo Jun nodded. As the fastest and strongest student of the group, as well as the one who knew the building's layout best, it made perfect sense for him to take the lead in the ambush.


  [Cheon, hide behind Dokgo Jun and follow up with a surprise attack.]


  [Okay!]


  [The Azure Dragon Twins will stay with me...]


  Alarm bells rang in the darkness, and the sound of traps breaking gradually grew louder. The enemy was drawing closer by the second. Though the students' couldn't see the approaching figures directly from their hiding spots, the faint shadows flickering against the wall were steadily growing darker and larger.


  Dokgo Jun took a deep breath and waited for the enemy's arrival. Then, the moment his target was within range, he exhaled powerfully and sprang into action.


  WHOOSH!


  He swiftly pivoted out of the room and into the hallway, drawing his sword in a quick, practiced motion. In that instant, his eyes locked onto the enemy.


  CLANG!


  As sword and blade clashed, both combatants stepped back simultaneously, gaping in surprise.


  "Hyonwon Kang?"


  "You scared me, you jerk!"


  "Senior Wonkang?"


  "Eh, it was Wonkang all along?"


  Ya Suhyeok and Yeo Min appeared behind Hyonwon Kang, and the other students who had been preparing for the ambush also showed themselves, visibly relieved.


  Puzzled, Geo Sangwoong asked, "You're alive? I was so sure that with your personality, you'd be the first one to get caught."


  "Who's dead? It's a long story..."


  Hyonwon Kang quickly recounted his ordeal. As he wrapped up, he straightened up and puffed out his chest. "Anyway, we unmasked two of the Four Heavenly Kings and got our name tags back. How's that?"


  "So, only two of the Four Heavenly Kings remain?" Geo Sangwoong said, eyes sparkling.


  He looked around. All the students of the White Dragon Manor were gathered, plus Dokgo Jun and the Azure Dragon Twins. With this force, didn't they stand a pretty good chance of defeating the remaining two Heavenly Kings?


  "Let's go. We don't need to hide here any longer."


  "Hurry!"


  "No, we need to move stealthily. It would be bad if we were spotted by the Rehabilitation Sect guys."


  Since there were barely ten minutes left until the end of the exam, the students didn't hesitate. If they could unmask the last two Heavenly Kings, it would be their complete victory. Led by Geo Sangwoong, they left the Student Council building.


  "By the way, Senior Sangwoong, we know who three of the Four Heavenly Kings are, but who's the last one?" Hyonwon Kang asked.


  "I was just thinking about that. I have a few candidates in mind..."


  The rookie instructors Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong had been revealed as three of the Four Heavenly Kings. However, the identity of the last one, the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King, was still a mystery. None of the students here had encountered him before, and every student who did ended up losing their nametags and getting thrown in jail.


  "Hmm..." Geo Sangwoong considered all of Baek Suryong's acquaintances. None of them were easy opponents, especially that person...


  Nah, there's no way that person would take part in this fiasco.


  He shook his head to dispel the ominous thought.


  "Wait! Something's off," Dokgo Jun suddenly warned, scanning their surroundings suspiciously. "We should've been out of here by now, but the path feels unusually long tonight."


  Startled, Geo Sangwoong halted the group. "What? Everyone stop!"


  Squinting his eyes in the dim light, he studied the area carefully. Only then did he notice that the building they had passed on the left earlier was still in the same spot.


  "It's an illusion formation! Be careful!" he shouted immediately, but he was too late.


  The ground trembled, the air itself warping as everything around them blurred. The students reacted at once, drawing their weapons and positioning themselves back to back, each one alert and guarding every direction.


  "Is this one of Miss Jaegal Soyeong's formations?"


  "Is anyone here familiar with formations? Can you break this?"


  "Are you an idiot? How are we supposed to dismantle a formation made by a member of the Jaegal Clan?"


  As they panicked, a figure stepped in from outside the formation. The students immediately braced themselves for the Primeval Witch's arrival, but instead, they saw a man in a snow-white martial arts uniform and a white mask, radiating a powerful presence.


  "Good, you're all gathered in one place. Thanks for saving me the trouble of hunting you down one by one."


  It was the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King.


  Although he wore a mask, everyone immediately recognized who he was.


  One of the students squeaked in despair, "N-Namgung Su..."


  "That's Mr. Namgung Su to you," Namgung Su said, drawing his sword.


  CRACKLE, CRACKLE!


  White lightning gathered on his blade.


  


  Translator's Note: You thought it was Mae Geuklyom, but it was me, Dio! Namgung Su!


  


  Chapter 205: Prove It to Me


  "That's the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique! Scatter, everyone! If we stay together, we'll all get electrocuted by lightning qi!" Geo Sangwoong shouted, his eyes widening as he recognized Namgung Su's sword technique.


  Although not as renowned as the Namgung Clan's Infinite Heavens Sword Technique or the Royal Sword Style, the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique was no less powerful than those top-tier martial arts. However, because lightning qi inflicted extreme pain on the practitioner, no one in the Namgung Clan had ever learned it...except for Namgung Su.


  Namgung Su's eyes gleamed with interest as he watched Geo Sangwoong rally the students. Strolling over to them with unhurried confidence, his voice drifted lazily through the chaos as if he were giving a lecture.


  "Hmm? It seems that Geo Sangwoong, not Dokgo Jun, is the leader? Don't you know that most enemies target the leader first? Why aren't you protecting him properly?"


  Namgung Su's warning hung in the air, but still the students hesitated, backing away as they cautiously eyed the lightning qi.


  Without another word, Namgung Su lunged forward, barely giving anyone time to register his movement.


  CLANG!


  An inch from Geo Sangwoong's shoulder, Namgung Su's sword was blocked by Dokgo Jun and Wiji Cheon's crossed blades. Gritting their teeth, the two boys glared at him defiantly.


  "Not bad," he murmured, a faint smile playing on his lips as he easily swatted away the boys' swords with a flick of his wrist. Then, glancing at the other students, he taunted, "The rest of you had better step up your game."


  "Spread out wide and surround him! The Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King is alone! We can take him!"


  "Are you provoking me on purpose, or are you just woefully unaware of your own situation? Very well, let's see how much you've learned from that guy," Namgung Su leered coldly.


  Eyeing the students encircling him, he recalled the conversation he had with Baek Suryong the day before. He hadn't agreed to this absurd Four Heavenly Kings game without reason.


  
    "You want me to test your students?"


    "Yup. If you want to teach them something too, go ahead."


    "Confident, aren't you?"


    "They're the key players in our quest to win this year's Heavenly Martial Festival, after all."


    "Those kids? The key players to win the Heavenly Martial Festival? ...Fine. I'll be their examiner."

  


  Baek Suryong's faith in his students was incomprehensible to him, but he hadn't mocked or ridiculed the man as he usually did.


  I'll give credit where it's due.


  Baek Suryong certainly deserved recognition. Since his arrival, the Azure Dragon Academy's morale had been slowly but surely changing for the better. Despite his best efforts, even he, a Star Instructor, hadn't been able to achieve that.


  However, the Heavenly Martial Festival isn't that simple.


  Namgung Su observed the eight strongest students surrounding him. Despite their impressive strength for their age, their current skills still fell well short of what was needed to succeed in the Heavenly Martial Festival.


  He didn't want to dampen their spirits, but seeing their recent arrogance, he felt they badly needed a reality check. By accepting Baek Suryong's proposal, he aimed to beat some sense back into them and prevent their recent successes from going to their heads.


  "Come at me. I'll give you some advice," he said.


  Spurred on, the students sprang into action, working together to launch a coordinated attack targeting his mask.


  WHIZZ!


  First came the hidden weapons thrown by Yeo Min, twenty-two in all, aimed straight at his vital points.


  With his excellent kinetic vision, Namgung Su tracked each one with flawless precision, discerning their speeds and angles. Spinning his sword in a wide arc, he created a gust that drew the weapons toward him as if they were magnetized, then flung them outward in a powerful burst, scattering them in every direction at twice the speed they had when Yeo Min first threw them.


  "Dodge!"


  "Ahhh!"


  Fortunately, the students were able to deflect or dodge most of the hidden weapons, but their tight formation was completely dismantled by that single move.


  "I'll evaluate you two first," Namgung Su declared, slipping into an opening in the formation and swinging his sword at the Azure Dragon Twins. To be honest, he felt that neither twin was exceptionally gifted in martial arts, but their combination techniques were quite decent.


  ""Take this!""


  The Azure Dragon Twins attacked from both sides, swooping down on Namgung Su's left and right. A rope whipped forward, twisting like a snake to catch his sword, while a baton shot toward his mask.


  "Good idea, but you're too inexperienced to do it well."


  SWISH!


  In an instant, Namgung Su brushed the baton and rope aside and maneuvered between the twins, who retreated with astonished expressions on their faces.


  "Stop blindly relying on each other and focus on improving your individual skills," he advised, but before the twins could respond, he poked their sleep acupoints and knocked them out.


  The twins crumpled to the ground, unconscious, and he turned away without a second thought. He still had many lessons left to teach.


  "Next," he said.


  "Uraaah!" With a thunderous roar, Ya Suhyeok charged forward, his massive frame moving with earth-shaking momentum like a bear or tiger.


  Namgung Su nodded. "You have an impressive physique, outstanding athleticism, and I can tell you've put a lot of effort into your external arts training. However..."


  He stuck his sword in the ground.


  Ya Suhyeok frowned, feeling insulted. Why is a swordsman laying down his sword? Is he planning to fight me barehanded?


  "Die!" he bellowed, swinging his mighty fist.


  "Your reckless nature and your tendency to be easily provoked are your greatest weaknesses," Namgung Su pointed out calmly, before reaching out and grabbing Ya Suhyeok.


  "Huh?" Ya Suhyeok felt as if the world had turned upside down. He couldn't even grasp what had happened. One moment he was airborne, and in the next, his massive frame crashed into the ground.


  BOOM!


  The impact was tremendous, causing cracks to spread across the earth.


  "Ugh..." Ya Suhyeok struggled to raise his upper body, but his strength failed him, and blood dripped from his mouth.


  "Learn to discern the difference in strength between you and your opponent," Namgung Su chided. "Your body may be tough, but it's nothing compared to the Vajra Body. Next!"


  Dozens of hidden weapons soared through the air toward Namgung Su.


  He furrowed his brows. "Sigh, how crude."


  With a sweep of his sword, he swept away the hidden weapons once again, but this time, Yeo Min seized the moment and advanced from his left, thrusting her frost-covered palms forward. However, just as she was about to strike, Namgung Su met her attack head on, his hand crackling with lightning qi.


  RUMBLE!


  "Kyaah!" Yeo Min shrieked as she was blown backwards, her body quivering as if she had been electrocuted.


  "Have you only been training in hidden weapons and movement arts? Your ice techniques are devoid of any finesse," Namgung Su berated.


  Yeo Min protested, "Ugh... I only recently started learning ice techniques!"


  "Now isn't the time for excuses. Minus ten points."


  "That's unfair!"


  "...Student Council President. Is it your turn next?"


  Sensing sword qi descending upon him from behind, Namgung Su ignored the fallen Yeo Min and spun around.


  "At least you finally understand the true nature of the Nine Swords of Dokgo," he remarked, a hint of approval flashing across his stony face as he met Dokgo Jun's attack.


  CLANG!!!


  A huge shock wave spread out in all directions. Feeling his hands go numb from the impact, Dokgo Jun quickly pulled back.


  Namgung Su continued, "Not bad, but there's still a lot of room for improvement. For instance, just now..."


  He couldn't finish his sentence. While Dokgo Jun was drawing his attention, Wiji Cheon approached like a ghost from behind, aiming for the nape of his neck.


  For a moment, Namgung Su felt his skin tingling from Wiji Cheon's repressed killing intent. "Impressive," he whispered.


  At the same time, the heavenly lightning qi on his sword glowed even brighter.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  Their swords clashed again and again, sending ripples through the air. Within seconds, cold sweat trickled down Wiji Cheon's forehead as he found himself forced onto the defensive.


  Meanwhile, Namgung Su's breathing was still even. "Your swordsmanship is truly impressive for someone your age," he remarked in a relaxed tone.


  "Duck, Wiji Cheon!"


  The moment he heard the shout, Wiji Cheon dropped into a crouch, narrowly escaping the wave of blade qi from Hyonwon Kang as it flew over his head.


  Still, despite the perfectly timed surprise attack, Namgung Su deflected the powerful slash effortlessly.


  "Tsk! That was my best move," Hyonwon Kang grumbled.


  Namgung Su retorted, "Really? It was amateurish."


  "Argh! You're insufferable, you know that?!" Hyonwon Kang fumed.


  Namgung Su's gaze drifted from Wiji Cheon to Hyonwon Kang, then back to Dokgo Jun, who was charging at him again. As if taking a leisurely stroll, he effortlessly dodged and countered each of their moves.


  "Is this the best you can do?"


  "Khh...!"


  "Damn it!"


  To the students, Namgung Su resembled an insurmountable wall. Even with eight of Azure Dragon Academy's strongest students working together, he was totally overwhelming them.


  On the other hand, Geo Sangwoong, who had deliberately stayed out of the fight to search for an opening, was surprised for a different reason.


  His martial prowess is one thing, but...he has completely grasped our strengths and weaknesses.


  Namgung Su fought while pointing out each student's flaws, showing that he had thoroughly analyzed each and every one of them. With this level of understanding, the chance of him revealing any openings was basically zero.


  Geo Sangwoong had no choice but conclude, If he wanted to end this, he could have done so long ago. He's just toying with us.


  It wasn't just Geo Sangwoong. Everyone present felt a quiet sense of despair settle over them, draining their fighting spirit until their attacks gradually lost steam.


  "Pathetic," Namgung Su snapped, pausing his attacks. "You parade around arrogantly despite having such pitiful skills, and that foolish braggart still thinks that he can lead you to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival. You're absolutely pathetic, all of you."


  "...What?"


  "What did you just say?"


  Suddenly, the students who had been feeling crushed by the defeat felt their spirits reignite. The one Namgung Su had just called a foolish braggart was none other than Baek Suryong, a person they all respected.


  Hyonwon Kang roared, "Criticize our skills all you want, but don't you dare drag Baek Suryong into this!"


  Namgung Su ignored him and scanned the faces of the other students—Geo Sangwoong, Yeo Min, Wiji Cheon, Ya Suhyeok—before settling his gaze back on Hyonwon Kang. Baek Suryong's class glared at him with open hostility, and even Dokgo Jun's eyes were burning with rage.


  "I thought that maybe something had changed since that guy kept bragging about how much you've improved... but I guess failures will always be failures," he said icily.


  "What did you say?"


  "You bastard!"


  "Mr. Namgung! You've gone too far!"


  "......"


  In a flash, vitality returned to the students' eyes, strength to their trembling hands, and anger to their hearts that had subconsciously conceded defeat.


  Namgung Su continued to goad them. "What? Am I wrong? Then quit your whining and prove it to me."


  "Ptooey!" Hyonwon Kang spat blood-tinged saliva onto the ground. "I'm gonna punch that asshole's face."


  "Me too."


  "I've hated him since day one."


  "......" Seeing the students regain their fighting spirit, Namgung Su secretly smiled in satisfaction behind his mask.


  Chapter 206: You Kids Still Need To Work Harder


  Meanwhile, outside the formation, Baek Suryong stood on the roof of the Student Council building with Jaegal Soyeong, observing the fight between Namgung Su and the students.


  "I had no idea Mr. Namgung was that strong..." Jaegal Soyeong muttered in shock. She had known Namgung Su since childhood, and he was even her mentor at the Azure Dragon Academy, but ironically, she knew almost nothing about his martial arts.


  CRACKLE!


  Watching Namgung Su overwhelm the students while emitting pure white lightning energy was like witnessing the legendary Thunder God destroying demons and monsters with bolts of lightning.


  "He's indeed amazing," Baek Suryong remarked, though he was more impressed by the martial arts Namgung Su was using than by his skill. "By the way, that's the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, right? Isn't that martial art said to be notoriously difficult to master?"


  "Yes. Even by the Namgung Clan's standards, it's one of the most difficult martial arts to master," Jaegal Soyeong replied, shuddering as she watched lightning engulf not only Namgung Su's sword, but his entire body. "Also, since it involves manipulating lightning qi, I've heard that the training process is extremely painful."


  "I see." Baek Suryong nodded. From what he knew of lightning arts, Namgung Su probably felt like he was constantly being electrocuted. Although the unique qi of the sword technique would protect his body and meridians, it wouldn't alleviate the pain caused by the lightning energy. That was something he had to endure on his own.


  Frowning slightly, Jaegal Soyeong added, "Additionally, because the technique is so ferocious and destructive, it tends to affect the practitioner's personality, making them unusually short-tempered and prone to violence."


  "Which in turn makes it easy for them to fall prey to qi deviation," Baek Suryong pointed out.


  Jaegal Soyeong hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "...That's right. The high probability of qi deviation is the reason why lightning-based martial arts are gradually becoming obsolete, even in the orthodox sects."


  Even though they had seen Namgung Su use the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique against Myeong Il'oh during the new instructor sparring exam some time ago, both of them had naturally assumed that he'd only learned it as a supplementary martial art. Now that they saw his high level of proficiency, however, they realized that they had been mistaken. The man had probably devoted his entire life to it.


  "Even within the Namgung Clan, I think Mr. Namgung Su might be the only one who has mastered the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique to this extent," Jaegal Soyeong declared confidently.


  "Hmm..." Baek Suryong stroked his chin as he looked at Namgung Su, who was completely overwhelming the students with white lightning qi. While he couldn't see Namgung Su's face due to the mask and the blinding cloak of lightning, he had the Blood Demon Eyes.


  Shall I take a closer look?


  Taking a step forward so Jaegal Soyeong wouldn't notice, Baek Suryong activated the Blood Demon Eyes.


  Immediately, the expression on Namgung Su's face became crystal clear. Beneath the mask, his teeth were clenched and his lips trembled slightly as if he was in agony.


  Normally, Baek Suryong would have dismissed this as his usual constipated expression, but knowing the side effects of the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique changed everything.


  He's in a lot of pain. Using lightning qi must take a tremendous toll on him.


  From the look on Namgung Su's face, Baek Suryong realized that he was not some masochist who was ideally suited for practicing lightning arts. He was just an ordinary person, and the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique clearly caused him considerable suffering.


  Questions kept popping into his head one after another.


  Namgung Su isn't the heir, so he wouldn't be allowed to learn the Royal Sword Style, but as a direct descendant of the Namgung Clan, shouldn't he have been allowed to learn the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique?


  The Royal Sword Style and the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique were the two primary sword techniques that represented the Namgung Clan. Despite being more stable, they were no less powerful than the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, so why did Namgung Su choose a martial art that caused him so much misery?


  Jaegal Soyeong voiced his thoughts. "Why would Namgung-oppa choose the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique over the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique?"


  Baek Suryong shrugged. "Well, there's no martial artist without an interesting past. There's no point asking him though, I doubt that prick would tell us anything."


  "True... Now that I think about it, except for when he was really young, I've never heard him talk about himself."


  "Yeah, so let's just watch for now."


  Noticing that the fight was reaching its climax, Baek Suryong decided to set aside his curiosity about Namgung Su for the time being.


  No, I shouldn't even call that a fight. I asked him to be an examiner just in case the others messed up, but I never expected him to prepare this thoroughly.


  "Hah. To think that guy's actually giving a special lecture in the middle of someone else's exam," he chuckled, grinning.


  Jaegal Soyeong blinked in confusion. "Huh? A special lecture?"


  Baek Suryong nodded and fixed his gaze on Namgung Su, who was pointing out and correcting each student's weaknesses. "Why do you think I asked you all to be examiners?" he asked.


  "...Because if you did it yourself, it would have ended too easily?" Jaegal Soyeong answered uncertainly.


  Baek Suryong laughed, "Well, there's that, but it's not the main reason."


  His gaze drifted toward the students, who were gritting their teeth and charging bravely at Namgung Su.


  "I wanted those kids to learn something from someone other than me."


  "Ah... I think I get it." Jaegal Soyeong nodded in understanding. Until now, whether they realized it or not, the students had relied heavily on Baek Suryong's guidance, but he couldn't teach them everything on his own.


  There were countless masters in the murim, each with their own unique martial arts, personalities, and habits. Exposing the students to a variety of experiences would greatly benefit them when they eventually entered the jianghu. For example, Baek Suryong could not give them the experience of fighting a lightning qi master.


  "Look at these punks go. They were so messy a moment ago, but now they're already beginning to adapt to Namgung Su's swordsmanship," Baek Suryong said.


  At first, the students couldn't even muster an attempt to defend themselves from Namgung Su. However, as time passed, their movements gradually improved, and they were now fighting quite well.


  Just then, Namgung Su sneered, "Is that all you learned while freeloading at Baek Suryong's house? Failures will always be failures, I suppose."


  "Shut up!"


  "If you want to even touch my collar, pay attention to your footwork first."


  "Argh! So frustrating!"


  "A true master can read an attack just by looking at the direction of their opponent's gaze, but that also means you can trick them by simply pretending to look elsewhere."


  "We know that already! Mr. Baek said that before!"


  "Then why are you still like this? Sigh, I feel bad for Baek Suryong. He must be so tired of nagging at you."


  "Now you're really making us angry!"


  Baek Suryong folded his arms and smiled. Namgung Su was shrewdly leveraging the students' trust and faith in him as a tool to incite them into fully engaging in his special lecture.


  "His approach is different from mine, but I must admit that Namgung Su is a pretty good teacher."


  "...You're probably the only one who would say a Star Instructor is a 'pretty good teacher', Oppa," Jaegal Soyeong groaned, shaking her head.


  Baek Suryong grinned. "Well, that's because I'm a million times better than him."


  "Seriously, you... Sigh, what did I expect...?"


  Chuckling, Baek Suryong turned around and peered into the darkness. "Hey, look who's here? I thought you two went home already. Why'd you come back?"


  Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh, who he thought had already gone home, were walking toward them.


  "We felt a ridiculously powerful clash of qi and felt curious," Ak Yeonho replied.


  Myeong Il'oh added, "Mr. Namgung Su... he's really amazing."


  Standing shoulder to shoulder, the four new instructors quietly observed Star Instructor Namgung Su's special lecture. Minus Baek Suryong, who was completely unmoved, the other three were torn between admiration for Namgung Su and shame over their earlier conduct.


  We were blinded by Hyung-nim's reward and only thought about playing around with the kids.


  When did he analyze each student's strengths and weaknesses in such detail...?


  While the Star Instructor was working so hard, what were we, the new instructors, doing?


  Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong felt so embarrassed that their faces turned beet red. Still, they didn't ignore or deny their own shortcomings. With unblinking eyes, they watched intently as the Azure Dragon Academy's one and only Star Instructor finished his special lecture.


  I should learn from him!


  We'll do better next time.


  Someday, I too...


  Baek Suryong smiled contentedly at the determination on his colleagues' faces. From their clenched fists and tightly pressed lips, he could clearly see that they were serious about becoming better teachers.


  It's not just the students who are growing. Teachers and students influence each other, and as a result, everyone improves together.


  Baek Suryong smirked. The preparations for winning the Heavenly Martial Festival were now in full swing.


  "Oh, looks like it's coming to an end," he murmured, noticing Namgung Su releasing lightning qi from his entire body.


  [image: sep]


  
    "Do you want to become a failure?"

  


  That was his late mother's favorite saying. As a lowly concubine in the prestigious Namgung Clan, she carried a deep-seated inferiority complex, and that frustration drove her to raise her only child exceptionally strictly.


  
    "If you don't want to be a failure, you must dedicate yourself to martial arts. You must become the next patriarch!"

  


  Namgung Su always thought that his mother's dream was unrealistic. While the Namgung Clan did not openly discriminate between the children of the main wife and those born to concubines, there had never been a case where a concubine's child became the heir.


  
    "With your talent, it's definitely possible. Su, you'll fulfill your mother's wish, right?"

  


  He was born with remarkable talent for martial arts, but it wasn't enough for him to surpass his older siblings. Over time, perhaps out of growing impatience, his mother made a decision.


  
    "Su, you should learn the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique. I've heard that while it might be a bit painful, you'll be able to master it much faster than the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique. Once you reach full mastery, also known as the realm of the Lightning God, I guarantee none of your siblings will be a match for you."

  


  When he began learning the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, though, he quickly realized that it was much more painful than his mother had made it out to be. Nevertheless, he quietly followed her wishes, and even though she passed away before he reached adulthood, he continued dedicating himself to mastering the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique as if it were her dying wish.


  Before he knew it, his mother's favorite saying became his own motto.


  
    "Get up. If you just sit there, you'll become a failure."

  


  He'd repeated those words every time he taught the ordinary warriors of the Namgung Clan as part of his training to become a martial arts instructor. The proud warriors would grit their teeth and stand up, their eyes filled with anger and hatred toward him, but he never cared.


  After the war with the Blood Cult ended, the Namgung Clan focused all their efforts on the academy business. The wealth, honor, and connections they accumulated from these academies placed them at the top of the Five Great Clans. As such, it was only natural that the Patriarch's sons were expected to become the best in the business.


  
    "You must become Star Instructors."

  


  Each son had to work as an instructor at one of the Five Great Academies for at least five years and earn the title of Star Instructor to be recognized by the family's elders.


  And so one fateful day, when the Patriarch had gathered his young sons.


  
    "Who will go to the Azure Dragon Academy?"

  


  The Patriarch's words were met with silence as everyone avoided his gaze, staring down at the ground instead. The Azure Dragon Academy was the lowest-ranked among the Five Great Academies and was expected to be expelled from this elite group soon. No one would willingly choose to go there...


  
    "I will go."

  


  Namgung Su was the only one who had raised his head and volunteered. Some of his siblings had looked surprised, some had given him pitying looks, while others thought it was only natural.


  
    "Are you giving in to your siblings because you're the son of a concubine?"


    "No, I'm going there because I want to build my career from the ground up."

  


  In the end, the Patriarch gave his permission. Namgung Su packed his belongings and headed for the Azure Dragon Academy.


  
    "You're a failure after all. A failure!"

  


  All the way to Azure Dragon Academy, he heard the haunting echoes of his late mother's voice in his mind. That was when, for the first time in his life, he made up his mind to defy her.


  Just you watch, Mother.


  Namgung Su worked hard, and within five years of arriving at the Azure Dragon Academy, he achieved his goal of becoming a Star Instructor.


  However, despite his success, the academy's overall standing did not improve. They still ranked last in the Heavenly Martial Festival, the students' confidence continued to wane, and the caliber of the new students deteriorated with each passing year.


  It was an endless, vicious cycle. Eventually, he had to accept that he couldn't change anything.


  
    "Do you want to become a failure?"

  


  Whenever his mother's words came to mind, he harshly reprimanded the students the same way she had scolded him. He drowned himself in work, going to school earlier than anyone and leaving later than everyone else. Still, nothing changed.


  That is, until a new instructor arrived at the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "Ugh..."


  "Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck."


  "He's too damn strong."


  "Huff... Not yet, let's try one more time."


  Namgung Su studied the students in silence. They were talented but lazy, avoiding challenges and giving up easily even when given a chance. As a result, he'd labeled them as failures and abandoned them.


  On the contrary, Baek Suryong had taken those same youths under his wing and reformed them. Hyonwon Kang and Geo Sangwoong, in particular, had changed so drastically that they seemed like completely different people.


  And now, the seeds of change the new instructor had planted were sprouting before his eyes.


  I can hardly believe how much they've grown compared to last year. What's the difference between me and Baek Suryong in the eyes of these kids? What on earth did he do to ignite such a fiery determination in their eyes? How did he inspire them to fight on even when their knees are trembling with fear? I don't think my teaching method is wrong, so what am I missing?


  ...I don't know.


  Namgung Su was curious, but no matter how much he thought about it, he couldn't figure it out. Nevertheless, he had to admit the truth.


  Halting his attack for a moment, he said, "I take back what I said earlier. You are not failures."


  "Huh?"


  "All of a sudden?"


  All the students' jaws dropped in unison, as if they couldn't believe what they had just heard.


  Looking around at the students' skeptical faces, Namgung Su continued, "I can see the potential in all of you. If you continue to grow as you have, you'll definitely excel at the Heavenly Martial Festival. I'm looking forward to it."


  "Uh...?"


  "Really?"


  The bewildered students' mouths twitched slightly in glee. Namgung Su was known for being stingy with praise, so for words like that to come out of his mouth was nothing short of a miracle.


  Namgung Su nodded firmly. "Also, since the time limit for the exam is up, I won't take your name tags. Congratulations, you've all passed."


  "R-Really?"


  "Sigh..."


  "Thank goodness..."


  "It's over, right? Right?"


  "It's a shame we couldn't land a hit, but..."


  Relieved, the students lowered their weapons one by one. However, Namgung Su wasn't finished yet.


  "Now, if you can block this next attack, I'll give you my mask," he announced, suddenly doubling the lightning qi flowing through his body.


  The students instinctively stepped back, their faces pale.


  "What? W-Wait a minute!"


  "The exam is over, so can't we stop now?"


  "We don't want your mask!"


  At the sight of the frantic students, Namgung Su smiled coldly. "You have no right to refuse."


  He stepped forward and swung his sword. For a fleeting moment, it seemed as though the entire world had been bathed in blinding white.


  SIZZZZZLE!


  Amid the massive bolts of lightning that engulfed the whole battlefield, the students' screams reverberated through the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "You devil... KYAAAAAAAAH!!!"


  THUD! FLOP! CRASH!


  One by one, the students collapsed to the ground, their faces charred black and their hair frizzled.


  "Don't let your guards down. You kids still need to work harder," Namgung Su remarked, then turned to leave, having finished the day's special lecture.


  Chapter 207: Don't Even Dream of It


  "Ugh..."


  "I can't move at all..."


  The exhausted students either plopped down on their butts or lay sprawled out on the floor. After the intense game of tag with Namgung Su, which was no different from a real fight, they couldn't even lift a finger.


  However, despite their fatigue, a strange sense of satisfaction filled them as they gazed at Namgung Su with awestruck eyes.


  He's nonsensically strong.


  This is the first time I've felt so utterly helpless against someone other than Mr. Baek Suryong.


  As expected of a Star Instructor...


  Mean and insufferable as Namgung Su was, they couldn't help but admit his abilities were genuine.


  Feeling the students' gazes on him, Namgung Su said without turning around, "It's getting late, so don't dawdle and go straight home."


  With that, he left the training ground and vanished into the darkness. Until the very end, not a single thread of his clothes was out of place.
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  As soon as he stepped beyond the range of the students' qi senses, Namgung Su stumbled.


  "Hoo..."


  Feeling a sudden wave of dizziness sweep over him, he braced himself against the wall and took a moment to catch his breath. A cold bead of sweat slid down his forehead, and his face, no longer covered by a mask, was as pale as a corpse. The pain he had been holding back surged through him, leaving his body trembling.


  Did I overuse the Heavenly Lightning Qi? At least I managed to endure long enough that the students didn't notice anything.


  The Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique put a tremendous strain on his body, and until he completely mastered it, these side effects were inevitable.


  "I need to... rest a bit," he murmured in a slightly hoarse voice, using the last of his strength to steady himself. After returning to his office, he planned to rest for a while before tackling his neverending backlog of work.


  If someone didn't block his path, that is.


  "Got a minute to talk?" Baek Suryong asked.


  "......"
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  "This place is as dreary as ever," Baek Suryong muttered, shaking his head at the sight of Namgung Su's office. The room contained nothing more than the bare essentials, just a few pieces of functional furniture and endless stacks of towering documents. It was far too modest for the office of the academy's most beloved Star Instructor.


  Clicking his tongue in disapproval, he added, "You make all that money, so why don't you spruce this place up a bit?"


  "State your business and then leave," Namgung Su snapped, but despite his cold words, he personally brewed tea and served it.


  Baek Suryong stared at the teacup in front of him in disbelief. "It's not poisoned, is it?"


  "...Knowing you, you wouldn't leave quietly even if I gave you laxatives."


  "It seems that we have both gotten to know each other better."


  "Cut the small talk and get to the point," Namgung Su sighed, taking a sip of tea.


  Slowly, the pallor faded from his face, and his posture, which had been slightly off, straightened. Nevertheless, he couldn't hide the slight quivering of his eyelashes.


  He must still be in pain, but he's enduring it. What incredible qi control, Baek Suryong noted, though outwardly, he feigned indifference and said, "I listened in on your special lecture. It was impressive in many ways, and I'm sure the students found it very helpful."


  "...You came to find me just to say that?"


  "That's part of it." Baek Suryong took out a pill wrapped in paper from his shirt pocket and placed it on the table, then nudged it toward Namgung Su. "This pill was made using a secret family formula. It's more effective at restoring vitality than most medicines."


  The truth was, this pill had been manufactured using the secret techniques of the now defunct Blood Cult. It not only accelerated recovery, but also provided powerful pain relief. Developed in an environment where injury and death were commonplace, its effectiveness surpassed even the most renowned elixirs of the greatest orthodox sects.


  Namgung Su accepted the pill without hesitation. "I'll consider this as payment for my services today."


  "It would be best if you ate it right now," Baek Suryong suggested.


  "No, I'm going to first verify if it's poisoned."


  "What?"


  A faint smile tugged at the corner of Namgung Su's lips. "...Just kidding, I'll eat it."


  He swallowed the pill in one gulp, and almost immediately, his eyelashes stopped quivering.


  ...Did Namgung Su just attempt to make a joke? Him? Baek Suryong was stunned speechless, but the atmosphere between them was certainly different from before. That meant that Namgung Su had begun to recognize him as a fellow teacher.


  "This is unexpectedly good medicine... Anyway, it's just as well you asked to talk. I also had something I wanted to say to you," Namgung Su remarked.


  "Oh?"


  Namgung Su took another sip of tea, then said in a serious tone, "I'll admit it. Since you arrived, the atmosphere at the academy has changed for the better."


  The Azure Dragon Academy had undergone a significant transformation after Baek Suryong joined. With Gongson Su's sponsorship, the academy's financial situation improved immensely, and the students who once looked depressed were now much cheerier.


  And not only that. Inspired by the new instructor's accomplishments, even the older instructors, who had been stuck in a rut of drudgery and lethargy, now rallied themselves with renewed zeal.


  Namgung Su silently observed the man who had brought about all these changes.


  He even managed to dominate Pung Jinho.


  Although he didn't know the details, it was common knowledge that even Pung Jinho was now restraining his bad conduct in fear of Baek Suryong. This meant that Baek Suryong's influence in the Azure Dragon Academy surpassed Pung Jinho's, and maybe even his own.


  "It's still more of a rumor for now, but there's talk that the Azure Dragon Academy might cause a surprise upset at this year's Heavenly Martial Festival."


  "Oho."


  After Baek Suryong and his students visited the Valley of Evil, stories about the Azure Dragon Hero and his students began circulating among the gossipers. This was a good thing for the Azure Dragon Academy, but they couldn't just celebrate blindly.


  "Soon, at the new instructor training held by the Namgung Clan, many people will try to verify the truth behind those rumors."


  "Verify how?"


  "To put it bluntly, they're going to try to humiliate you in any way possible."


  "......"


  Not long after the midterm exams ended, the Namgung Clan would host the new instructor training for the Five Great Academies. Due to the rumors about the Azure Dragon Hero, all the new instructors from the other academies were bound to keep a close eye on Baek Suryong, eager to find any weakness they could exploit to topple him.


  Namgung Su warned, "They'll focus all their attention on you, foolishly believing that by tarnishing your reputation, they can improve their own."


  "That's troubling. Maybe I should ask a senior who's been there before for advice?" Baek Suryong replied, but from the grin on his face, he clearly wasn't taking the matter seriously.


  "...I knew you'd say that." Namgung Su nodded. He had not raised this topic to warn Baek Suryong. By now, he had realized that anyone who carelessly tried to provoke this man would end up suffering many times over.


  He continued, "I have no advice to give you. When I attended the new instructor training, no one had the nerve to mess with a direct descendant of the Namgung Clan, even if I'm a concubine's child."


  "...You're a concubine's child?"


  "You didn't know? Well, it's not a big deal," Namgung Su said with a shrug, brushing off the shocking statement as if it were nothing. "What really matters is that, unlike me, you're representing the whole of the Azure Dragon Academy. No matter how much trouble you cause, I'll back you up, so don't hold back and do whatever it takes to make sure they regret looking down on us."


  "...So basically, you're saying it's fine even if I beat them to a pulp?"


  Namgung Su nodded with a blank expression.


  A mischievous grin spread across Baek Suryong's face. He never intended to keep his head down during the Five Great Academies' new instructor training, but now that he knew Namgung Su had his back, he felt emboldened.


  "Okay, I've said what I wanted to say. Get out," Namgung Su snapped, dismissing Baek Suryong from his office and turning his attention back to his work.


  Sitting at his desk, he pulled out a worn notebook as thick as his forearm, flipped through the pages and began jotting down notes.


  Let's see, the notebook title is... Student Progress Record? Leaning over to peep at the notebook, Baek Suryong caught sight of the title on the cover and some of its contents.


  Hyonwon Kang:


  Initially showed a lack of motivation and concentration in class, but has recently been training diligently with a clear goal in mind and is expected to make significant progress in blade arts. However, his abrasive personality and disrespectful attitude toward instructors need to be addressed. Regarding the areas of his martial arts that need improvement...


  Namgung Su meticulously recorded the details of each student he had just confronted, including Hyonwon Kang, Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok and Wiji Cheon, in astonishing detail.


  Does he update this notebook every day after class?


  After observing Namgung Su for a while, Baek Suryong remarked, "There's one more thing I want to ask you before I go."


  "Why are you still here?" Namgung Su replied without looking up from his work.


  Baek Suryong asked, "Hey, why are you so obsessed with success and failure?"


  Still focused on writing, Namgung Su answered, "...It's not me who is obsessed with success and failure, but the world. This world is unforgiving toward failures, and the stakes are even higher for martial artists, whose abilities often mean the difference between life and death."


  "Is that why you call students who lack achievement or motivation 'failures'?"


  "Yes, it strengthens their mental resilience."


  "They're still kids. Don't you think that instead of getting motivated, they might fall into despair and never recover?"


  "If a few words are enough to make them break down mentally, they might as well quit learning martial arts altogether."


  Baek Suryong sighed, "Well, I can't say I completely disagree with you."


  In his previous life as a Blood Cult martial arts instructor, Baek Suryong had trained recruits in an environment far more brutal and unforgiving than anything the orthodox sects could fathom. Back then, his approach was designed to push his trainees to their physical and mental limits, granting him a unique understanding of the subject.


  However, it was that very experience which made him feel that there was something wrong with Namgung Su's method, as if he were staring at a reflection of his former self.


  Smiling bitterly, he muttered, "...I'm sure quite a few students hate you."


  "I don't do this job to be liked by students," Namgung Su replied firmly, finally taking his eyes off his work to look at Baek Suryong. "Also, I have no intention of discussing educational philosophies with you. Leave my office at once."


  "Okay." Shrugging, Baek Suryong stood up. Neither of them could ever fully understand the other, but learning a little more about Namgung Su was enough for now. "...By the way, when are you going to use your reward?"


  Namgung Su shot a threatening glare at Baek Suryong. "Out. Now."


  Placing a hand on the doorknob, Baek Suryong kept talking, "Among the Four Heavenly Kings, you took the most name tags. An agreement is an agreement."


  Earlier, Baek Suryong had promised a reward to the Four Heavenly King who collected the most name tags, and that turned out to be the Cold-Blooded Asura Demon King, Namgung Su. The reward was that he would grant them one wish, within reasonable limits.


  "You won fair and square, so I'm asking when you're going to use it," he continued.


  Namgung Su scowled. "I have nothing I want right now, aside from you leaving my office."


  "Are you going to use your wish for that?"


  "Don't even dream of it. I'll hold onto it and use it later."


  "Tsk. That's a shame." Clicking his tongue, Baek Suryong glanced at Namgung Su one last time. The man seemed exhausted and weighed down, likely due to the immense pressure of living up to everyone's expectations as a Star Instructor.


  "If you ever have any worries, feel free to come and talk to me," Baek Suryong said half-jokingly.


  Namgung Su snorted. "How presumptuous. What helpful advice could I possibly get from a novice like you?"


  Baek Suryong grinned and opened the door halfway. "Then, see you after the new instructor training! Let's go grab a drink then."


  Namgung Su tilted his head in confusion. "What do you mean? I'm going there too."


  "...Huh? Why?"


  "I'm going there as an assistant instructor. Did you think they'd only send the new instructors to the Namgung Residence?"


  "No, I guess not... But are you really coming with us?" Baek Suryong asked again, looking disappointed.


  Namgung Su frowned. "What's that expression? Are you unhappy that I'm tagging along?"


  "No, it's just that..." Baek Suryong paused. How should he explain this feeling? It felt like planning a fun trip with friends, only to have a strict senior tagging along to watch over them.


  I was hoping to eat some good food and maybe do some sightseeing along the way...


  Seeing Baek Suryong's uncomfortable expression, Namgung Su smirked. "You were thinking of enjoying some leisure time on the way? We'll be travelling day and night to arrive exactly on schedule, so you can forget about that."


  "Fuck..."


  A few days later, the date for the Five Great Academies' new instructor training was confirmed.


  Chapter 208: Off to the Namgung Estate We Go!


  CHIRP! CHIRP!


  The chirping of birds heralded the break of dawn, and soft sunlight streamed through the windows.


  "Mmm..." Hyonwon Kang slowly opened his eyes to greet the new day.


  His entire body throbbed with pain from the previous night's grueling training. Every time he thought he was starting to get used to it, Baek Suryong would raise the intensity, leaving him without a single morning free of aching muscles.


  Today, however, Hyonwon Kang woke up cheerfully, as if pain was a foreign concept to him. Before he knew it, his laughter erupted uncontrollably, like the giggling of a madman. "Hehehe..."


  Tidying up his bedding earlier than usual, he stepped out onto the training ground. Knowing he'd be drenched in sweat soon enough, he didn't take a bath, simply washed away his eye boogers with some water.


  After a while, the other students lodging at the White Dragon Manor began to appear at the training ground one by one.


  "Is it... today?"


  "I can't believe this day has finally come..."


  "This isn't a dream, right?"


  "The world looks so beautiful..."


  All five students exchanged deeply moved expressions. Although it was a dawn like any other and the same familiar training ground, to them, it felt as if the whole world was painted in extra vibrant colors today.


  "Ah, the air feels so warm today," Geo Sangwoong remarked, smiling as he exhaled a puff of white breath into the chilly morning air.


  "Hehe, let's go get drinks tonight," Ya Suhyeok chimed in, already excited at the thought of alcohol.


  "It's not going to be canceled at the last minute, is it?" Yeo Min fretted, worried that their sudden good fortune might disappear.


  "I had a nightmare last night... Mr. Baek told us to pack our bags because he's taking us along..." Wiji Cheon murmured.


  Everyone instantly glared at him sharply.


  "Are you crazy?!"


  "Don't jinx it!"


  "Shoo! Shoo! Someone go get the salt!"


  "Ahem! Attention, everyone!" Hyonwon Kang shouted. Normally, as the ringleader of the White Dragon Manor students, he would have quelled such a riot, but today, he couldn't contain his excitement either.


  Grinning from ear to ear, he raised his fist high and declared, "Hehehe... Rejoice, my comrades! It might feel like a dream, but this day has finally come. Today, after having endured so much for so long... Our teacher is finally leaving for the new instructor training!"


  ""WE'RE FREE!""


  All five students raised their hands and erupted in a chorus of cheers, with nobody more ecstatic than Hyonwon Kang, who looked even more excited than the day he was elected Club Union President. At long last, the day had come for Baek Suryong to leave for the Namgung Estate.


  "Mr. Baek said he would sleep at the academy and depart directly from there, so we can train on our own time from now onwards! Let's take it easy today! Hahaha!"


  Since Baek Suryong was not at the White Dragon Manor, the students celebrated openly with repeated cries of "We're free!" right in the middle of the training grounds.


  Hyonwon Kang even danced with joy. "Ahaha! We're free for almost half a month! Freedom! Of course, we shouldn't neglect our training completely, but surely one day of rest can't hurt, right?"


  So elated was Hyonwon Kang that he didn't notice his peers suddenly falling silent, and since he just so happened to be facing the opposite direction as them, he was totally oblivious to the appearance of a person behind him.


  "Uh, Wonkang..."


  "Senior Wonkang..."


  "Maybe tone it down a bit..."


  "Dude, don't cross that river..."


  Behind you, you idiot! The students frantically hinted to Hyonwon Kang, but in his excitement, he failed to catch on.


  "What do you mean, 'tone it down'? I'm already holding back as it is! Ahh, I feel so relieved. Just thinking about all the beatings we've suffered makes me want to grind my teeth. I used to be smart, you know, but getting hit on the back of the head by that guy every day has lowered my intelligence!"


  While it was true that Hyonwon Kang got hit more than the other three combined... there was a good reason for that.


  Hyonwon Kang continued excitedly, "Didn't they say that all the new instructors at the Five Great Academies would be attending the training? Damn, I hope they'll humiliate that guy so that he'll realize..."


  "Realize what?"


  "That there's always a bigger fish... EEEEEEK!"


  Hyonwon Kang slowly turned around, feeling his heart sink. Standing there, arms folded, was Baek Suryong, the very man who was supposed to have spent the night at the academy and left directly from there.


  "M-Mr. Baek...?" Hyonwon Kang stammered, cold sweat dripping down his back. "I-I thought you were departing directly from the academy. Why are you here..."


  "I stopped by because I forgot to pack some things. I guess I lacked some tact?"


  "Haha..."


  "Wonkang. And the rest of you."


  "Y-Yes?"


  Baek Suryong's mouth curled up into a smile that sent shivers down the students' spines. At the same time, his eyebrows twitched, the veins on his neck bulged, and a strong wave of energy radiated from beneath his feet. "You're slacking off just because I was gone for a few hours? What were you saying? You're free? I can't believe I thought of you as my beloved students!"


  "M-Mr. Baek!"


  "It's not like that..."


  "We were just taking a short break!"


  Hyonwon Kang wasn't the only one whose face had drained of color; everyone was scared out of their wits.


  We were too careless!


  We should have waited until Baek Suryong left town to celebrate!


  The consequences of letting their guard down at the last moment were grievous.


  "Freedom? Freeeedom? You like freedom, right?" Baek Suryong rolled up his sleeves and bared his teeth. Despite his handsome face making even that look picturesque, to the students, he resembled a demon from hell.


  "Okay, I'll grant you your freedom. Freedom from this mortal world full of suffering," he said, smiling kindly.


  Step by step, he advanced toward the petrified students, brandishing the Black Dragon Pointer and Moon Shadow in each hand.


  "P-Please spare us!"


  "We were just following Senior Wonkang's lead!"


  "Hey! Why are you guys pushing all the blame on me!"


  The sound of pigs squealing as they were being slaughtered echoed beyond the walls. It was another peaceful day at the White Dragon Manor.
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  "You said you'd be back shortly. What took you so long?" Ak Yeonho asked.


  Baek Suryong dusted his palms, rubbing off a crumbly residue that looked suspiciously like dried blood. Flicking the stuff on the floor, he replied casually, "Oh, I was just helping the kids with their morning training."


  "Hyung-nim, you truly are a merciless fiend..." Myeong Il'oh gasped.


  "I-Isn't that blood?" Jaegal Soyeong asked, her expression a mixture of exhaustion and disbelief.


  The two, being the kind of people who packed everything they thought they might need, carried large backpacks for the long journey.


  On the other hand, Baek Suryong, who liked to travel light, shrugged. "I'll be gone for half a month, so I made sure to work them hard beforehand. I also gave each of them an assignment."


  After the morning training, he had given each student a task to complete by the time he returned.


  
    "If you don't finish it by the time I get back, I'll really set you free from this world."

  


  Since he had firmly threatened encouraged them, Baek Suryong was confident that the students would train diligently during his half month absence.


  Cheong Cheon will take over teaching Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts while I'm away, and I've also contacted the Rehabilitation Sect and the Valley of Evil to remain on standby in case of an emergency. Did I miss anything?


  Baek Suryong took a moment to think about whether he had missed anything, but in the end, he felt confident that everything was accounted for.


  Smiling, he said, "I'm ready. Shall we go?"


  Together, the four rookie instructors headed to the Principal's office. Their plan was to greet Noh Goonsang, meet Namgung Su, and then leave for the Namgung Estate.


  As they walked, Myeong Il'oh sighed softly, "In the end, it seems we're the only new instructors taking part in the training."


  "And it's all because of Suryong-hyung," Ak Yeonho complained.


  "What has that got to do with me?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Myeong Il'oh explained, "Word on the street is that the other academies are determined to retaliate against the Azure Dragon Academy because of you, the Azure Dragon Hero. After all, as the saying goes, the nail that sticks out gets hammered. Anyone thought to be associated with you is bound to become a target for bullying and repression. Knowing that, who in their right mind would willingly walk into the hornet's nest? "


  Baek Suryong snorted, recalling how a few days ago Namgung Su had gathered the new instructors for a briefing session.


  
    "I trust you've all heard the rumors. The Namgung Clan will not be held accountable for any unfortunate incidents that may occur during the training. You are responsible for your own safety."

  


  Frightened by the warning, most of the new instructors withdrew their applications, leaving only four brave souls.


  "I prefer it this way. Don't you think the trip will be much more relaxing and enjoyable with just the four of us? It's not like we're going to a gang fight and need reinforcements," Baek Suryong laughed.


  "...I'm already dreading how badly we're going to be harassed by the other teachers."


  "Sometimes, I really envy your ability to remain unshaken no matter what happens."


  "You're not going to purposely drag us into any brawls, right? Right?"


  Seeing Baek Suryong's carefree attitude, Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong sighed deeply, worried for the future. Still, in the end, they cast aside their worries and concluded that as long as they were with Baek Suryong, they could tackle anything.


  The group soon arrived at the Principal's office, where they noticed a plump bladesman waiting. He was one of their fellow new instructors.


  "Huh? Didn't you just say that only the four of us were going?" Baek Suryong remarked, furrowing his brow as he tried to remember who the bladesman was. "What was your name again... Ah, I know! You're Go Hyeokdu, right?"


  "I'm Kwak Duyong! How can you not get a single syllable of my name right?!" Kwak Duyong shouted indignantly.


  "Sorry. It's been a while, so I forgot your name. Since I haven't seen you around lately, I thought you got fired," Baek Suryong apologized with a face that said he wasn't even the least bit sorry.


  "Who got fired? I'm working hard under Granduncle... I mean, the Vice Principal."


  Since Kwak Duyong was related to Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo, there were some rumors that he got in through connections when he joined the Azure Dragon Academy. However, after Baek Suryong caused a whole string of major incidents, people quickly forgot that he even existed.


  Curious, Baek Suryong asked, "So, why are you here? Are you going to the training too?"


  "I can't miss an event like the new instructor training," Kwak Duyong declared confidently, puffing out his chest.


  Baek Suryong studied the man closely, frowning. He didn't know what had happened during the time they hadn't met, but Kwak Duyong seemed to have changed a lot.


  "Hmm... You've lost quite a bit of weight, and your physique has become reasonably decent," he noted.


  "You..."


  Just then, Noh Goonsang's voice boomed from inside the office. "If you're all here, come in."


  The five new instructors entered the office. Noh Goonsang and Namgung Su were already inside, and had apparently been talking before their arrival.


  "I'll keep this brief," Noh Goonsang said as he stood up. One by one, he met the eyes of each new instructor, before finally settling his gaze on Baek Suryong.


  Hohoho, I wonder what sort of chaos you're planning to unleash this time, Mr. Baek Suryong?


  Smiling, he announced, "I'll cover for you youngsters, so go teach those fools who dare look down on our Azure Dragon Academy a harsh lesson."


  ""Yes, sir!""


  "I will be your escort. From now on, you will be traveling to the Namgung Estate as representatives of the Azure Dragon Academy. Please make sure to preserve your dignity and watch your words and actions throughout the journey and training course," Namgung Su added plainly.


  ""Yes, sir!""


  The four new instructors, minus Baek Suryong, nodded with tense expressions.


  "Then, Principal. We'll be off," Namgung Su said.


  Noh Goonsang nodded. "Hoho, I entrust them to your care."


  Namgung Su bid Noh Goonsang farewell, then turned to leave. "Let's go."


  The instructors left the office and stepped out of the building. To their surprise, a crowd of well-wishers was waiting outside. They included Baek Suryong's students, who they all thought were still resting in the White Dragon Manor, as well as many members of the Student Council and the Club Union.


  "Mr. Baek! Go and show the Namgung Clan's who's boss!"


  "Just treat them the way you treat us!"


  "Don't forget to bring back souvenirs for us!"


  Even the students who had bonded with the other new instructors showed up to see them off.


  "Mr. Ak Yeonho! We'd love to have some private lessons when you return!"


  "Miss Jaegal Soyeong! We'll diligently review the formations you taught us!"


  "Mr. Myeong Il'oh! Please spar with us again sometime!"


  Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh and Jaegal Soyeong were deeply touched by this unexpected display of support.


  "Why are you guys..."


  "You guys..."


  Baek Suryong smiled, clapping his teary-eyed juniors on the shoulders. "Aren't these kids just the cutest? When did they plan this? Since they're even cheering for us, we absolutely can't let them down, right?"


  Everyone nodded firmly.


  Only Kwak Duyong, who hadn't received any personal encouragement, looked dejected.


  Feeling sorry for him, some students shouted kindly, "Mr. Kwak Duyong, you too, hang in there!"


  Kwak Duyong's face instantly lit up. "Hahaha! Thank you! I'll definitely bring honor to the Azure Dragon Academy!"


  And so, with the cheers of their supporters ringing in their ears, the Azure Dragon Academy instructors set off with a renewed sense of purpose.


  Their destination? The Namgung Clan Estate.


  Little did they know, this training course would go down as a legendary chapter in murim history.


  


  Translator's Note: Wave goodbye to the kids for a while, it's time for the adults to shine!


  Chapter 209: Not Yet, but It's Inevitable


  Nestled at the base of Mount Tianzhu in Anhui Province, the Tianzhu Inn buzzed with activity. Situated at the gateway to the Namgung Clan's territory, it drew in travelers from all corners of the jianghu, who always brought with them a flurry of rumors.


  "Once again, the Namgung Clan is organizing a training course for the new instructors at the Five Great Academies!"


  Lately, everyone had been talking about the Namgung Clan.


  What kind of faction were they? Among the countless martial arts families in the murim, they were the most powerful. Rumor had it that their influence even rivaled that of Shaolin and Wudang, the twin titans of the jianghu.


  It was no wonder, then, that news of the Namgung clan's activities grabbed everyone's attention.


  "I heard that even Master Namgung Jaehak, the Blue Sky Sword King, will be giving lectures at this year's training course," a man with a goatee proclaimed, immediately capturing half the inn's attention.


  "Really? Isn't the Blue Sky Sword King the former Patriarch of the Namgung Clan?"


  "Exactly. He's easily among the top three of the Ten Supremes, and maybe even number one."


  "Wow! So a legendary figure like him will be guiding the new instructors?" a young man who looked like a country bumpkin exclaimed, eyes wide in disbelief.


  "Trust me, my information is reliable," Goatee assured, his eyes gleaming. "One of my close friends works as a servant for the Namgung Clan."


  "Can you tell us more?"


  "Mind if we join you?"


  Several curious folks quickly gathered around Goatee's table.


  He grinned, looking around at them. "I'm happy to share what I know, but all this talking has made me thirsty."


  "Waiter! Bring a bottle of Bamboo Leaf Green over here!"


  "I'm positively famished too."


  "And some roast duck as well!"


  Goatee stroked his beard smugly, but his shameless behavior instantly turned away half of the listening martial artists. Concluding that he was all talk and no substance, they figured that wherever there were crowds, there were bound to be unfounded rumors.


  "That just goes to show how seriously the Namgung Clan is taking this training course this year. Want to know why? It's because the Heavenly Martial Academy has announced that they will not be attending the course."


  "What?"


  "Why?"


  Half of those who had dismissed Goatee now looked back at him. If the news of the Heavenly Martial Academy's withdrawal was true, then this was a significant enough event to rattle the entire murim.


  Feigning obliviousness to the renewed attention, Goatee shoveled some food and drink into his mouth, then continued, "It's obvious, isn't it? There may be Five Great Academies, but the Heavenly Martial Academy has reigned supreme for decades. By refusing to participate in the Namgung Clan's training course, they're basically making a statement that 1) they have nothing to learn from the Namgung Clan, and 2) they don't want to be regarded as being on the same level as the other academies."


  "What arrogance!"


  "Still, to drop out of a training course organized by the Namgung Clan..."


  Those listening, even those eavesdropping from a distance, couldn't help but nod in agreement. Only a small group sitting in a corner of the inn tensed up uncomfortably, though their reaction went unnoticed by most.


  "What a shame. Without the Heavenly Martial Academy, this year's training course won't be as exciting as last year's," someone said in disappointment.


  Goatee shook his head. "No, on the contrary, a much more interesting situation will unfold."


  "Oh?"


  "Now that the Heavenly Martial Academy is out of the picture, only the other four academies remain, and frankly speaking, they're all equally mediocre."


  At this dismissive remark, the already tense figures in the corner clenched their fists and radiated a subtle killing intent.


  Completely unaware of the danger nearby, Goatee rambled on. "Now, feeling their pride wounded, the four academies will compete even more fiercely to outdo each other, thinking they have a real chance at the top spot."


  "I suppose..."


  The listeners nodded again. In the absence of the Heavenly Martial Academy, the remaining academies would be desperate to prove themselves, if only to salvage some of their tarnished pride.


  "So, which academy do you think will come out on top this year?"


  "That's a tough question. I need a bit more wine to help me think clearly..."


  "Waiter! Bring more Bamboo Leaf Green here!"


  Refilling his cup, Goatee continued, "I've lived in Anhui Province for over twenty years, and have seen countless instructors from the Five Great Academies come here for training. Some of them are now Star Instructors..."


  "Get to the point!"


  "Tsk, tsk. Impatient, are we? Fine, I'll give you my unbiased opinion."


  Goatee began his 'unbiased' assessment of the Five Great Academies. Thanks to his captivating way of speaking, almost everyone in the inn was now hanging on to his every word.


  "First, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy has been the runner-up in the Heavenly Martial Festival for five years running. They're undeniably the second-best academy in the world, producing exceptional prodigies, and no one can dispute the skill of their instructors either."


  He glanced around the inn, his eyes briefly meeting those of the fuming figures in the corner.


  "...However, they are incredibly arrogant and think that they're the only ones who can rival the Heavenly Martial Academy, but the truth is that the other academies are quickly catching up. If they don't acknowledge this reality, they will stagnate."


  CRACK!


  The sound of splintering wood echoed through the inn, but hardly anyone noticed.


  "Second, the Black Tortoise Academy has a secretive, almost mystical air. They are the most isolated from worldly affairs, and I've heard that they like to delve deeply into unorthodox studies such as foreign martial arts, formations, sorcery, ancient artifacts, and even necromancy."


  "N-Necromancy?"


  "Of course, it's purely theoretical. They wouldn't actually dare to create jiangshi."[1]


  "That's true..."


  "Anyway, they're a reclusive bunch, so they're probably not going to send many instructors to this training course. I doubt they care much about the outcome too," Goatee chuckled, taking another sip of wine. Despite his frivolous appearance, he seemed to possess considerable knowledge of the jianghu.


  "Finally, the White Tiger Academy has been on the rise lately. Their results are steadily improving, and both their students and instructors are as fierce as tigers. If I were to bet on an upset, I'd put my money on the White Tiger Academy."


  The audience nodded, pondering his words.


  "Hey, aren't you forgetting one? What about the Azure Dragon Academy?" someone asked.


  "Ah, that's because they're not worth mentioning at all." Goatee snorted, then reluctantly continued, "The Azure Dragon Academy has been dead last for the past ten years, so it goes without saying that they're the weakest of the Five Great Academies. I've even heard rumors that they'll soon be excluded from the Heavenly Martial Festival! Honestly, I'm surprised they were invited to this year's training. They must be thanking the gods for this miracle..."


  "But I heard the Azure Dragon Hero beheaded the Bloody Ripper in the Valley of Evil..."


  "Puh-lease... Who would believe such a tall tale?"


  "Isn't it a bit too widespread to be dismissed as a baseless rumor, though?"


  Goatee frowned. "Even if there's some truth to it, it's exaggerated. They probably ganged up on the Bloody Ripper or lured him into a trap. Think about it. Why would a master strong enough to kill one of the Ten Great Villains join the Azure Dragon Academy in the first place?"


  "Good point..."


  Seeing everyone readily accept his logic, Goatee suddenly rose to his feet. "Dear jianghu brothers! Since you have so generously shared your food and drink with me today, allow me to repay your kindness with a song."


  All eyes turned to him in surprise, but Goatee simply cleared his throat and composed a short song on the spot.


  "The prideful Vermilion Bird never bows its head,


  "The mysterious Black Tortoise is a mirage instead.


  "The fearless White Tiger's roar shakes earth and sky,


  "The spineless Azure Dragon hides where clouds float by."


  As Goatee belted out his impromptu song with enthusiasm, the crowd laughed and clapped, until suddenly, a cold, killing intent filled the inn.


  Two men who had been sitting quietly in the corner rose and strode towards Goatee.


  "Shut your mouth."


  "Your arrogance knows no bounds. How dare you spout such nonsense when you know nothing?"


  Goatee gasped. "Who are you...?"


  The men threw off their black cloaks, revealing crimson martial arts uniforms with the character for "vermilion" (朱) emblazoned on their chests.


  Recognizing the symbol, Goatee froze in terror. "The Vermilion Phoenix Academy?"


  "That's right. We are new instructors from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, on our way to the training course."


  "B-But why are instructors from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy in a place like this... and only two of you..."


  "Is that really important right now? What matters is that we heard your slanderous remarks."


  The Vermilion Phoenix instructors' chilly sneers sent beads of sweat trickling down Goatee's forehead. In an attempt to defuse the tension, he forced a laugh, "Haha, it is said that even the Emperor doesn't mind being criticized behind his back. Surely, you two masters are magnanimous enough to..."


  "Then why did you criticize us right to our faces instead of behind our backs, huh?"


  "W-Well..."


  "You've insulted our academy. Slice your own mouth, and we might forgive you."


  "Alternatively, we can take this outside. Aren't you also a martial artist? Since you're publicly ridiculing our academy, you must be confident in your abilities, right?"


  Arrogance dripped from the words of the two Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors.


  Isn't this a bit excessive?


  They're every bit as arrogant as the rumors say.


  Still, no one dared to intervene. In the orthodox sects, it was considered cowardly to turn a blind eye to an insult against one's sect, so even though the Vermilion Phoenix Academy wasn't a sect in the traditional sense, the instructors had every right to take offense at Goatee's words.


  Goatee knew this as well, so he desperately pleaded, "P-Please forgive me, I won't do it again..."


  "Will you come with us quietly, or do we have to drag you out?"


  Goatee glanced around in dismay, silently pleading for help, yet the same people who had been entertained by his gossip now avoided his gaze.


  "S-Someone, anyone, please..."


  "......"


  No one came to his aid.


  Sniggering, one of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors reached out to grab Goatee...


  WHISTLE!


  When suddenly, a chopstick came flying from out of nowhere, startling him into withdrawing his hand.


  "Who's there?!"


  "Show yourself, coward!"


  The two Vermilion Phoenix instructors drew their weapons and turned to face the source of the projectile—one of a group of six individuals in black bamboo hats seated at a table.


  "Don't you think you're overreacting? People say things they don't mean when they're drunk. There's no need to maim someone over such a trivial matter," the chopstick-thrower said.


  He stood up and removed his hat, revealing an extraordinarily handsome face that drew gasps of admiration from all around the inn.


  Of course, the two Vermilion Phoenix instructors found neither the man's interference nor the reaction caused by his appearance amusing. Most importantly, they didn't sense any particularly powerful aura from the man, he was just a good-looking commoner.


  "Are you saying we should just ignore an insult to our academy?"


  "Who are you to interfere?"


  The handsome man grinned. "Me? I'm a Star Instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy."


  "The Azure Dragon Academy?"


  "A Star Instructor?"


  The Vermilion Phoenix instructors stared at the handsome man incredulously, while a chorus of groans erupted from behind him.


  "Oh, Hyung-nim..."


  "This is so embarrassing..."


  "Insolent bastard. Who are you trying to impersonate?"


  Baek Suryong scratched his head sheepishly. "Well, not yet, but it's inevitable. After all...


  Glancing around the inn, he broke into a mischievous grin.


  "...The Azure Dragon Academy is going to win this year's Heavenly Martial Festival."


  And so, in the Tianzhu Inn, the heart of jianghu gossip, right under the nose of the Namgung Clan, Baek Suryong declared war on the Five Great Academies.


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] Jiangshi (殭屍): Chinese undead, could refer to zombies or vampires.



  Chapter 210: You Disappoint Me


  "Bwahahahaha!"


  The taller and thinner of the two Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors, the one who had tried to grab Goatee, suddenly burst out laughing.


  "Pfft... Forgive me," he said between stifled chuckles. "I couldn't help but laugh after hearing such a preposterous claim."


  Glancing at Baek Suryong's companions, he offered a playful greeting. "I guess this makes you guys the new instructors at the Azure Dragon Academy. Pleased to meet you, I am Kang Sochi of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy."


  "And I'm Yang Jagi," the other instructor chimed in, his tone and gaze dripping with disdain.


  Since they had introduced themselves, Baek Suryong reciprocated, "Baek Suryong."


  "Ah, so you're the Azure Dragon Hero? Is it true you beheaded the Bloody Ripper in the Valley of Evil?"


  Baek Suryong nodded. "Yes, it is."


  However, the two Vermilion Phoenix instructors were clearly skeptical.


  I don't sense any significant aura from him. Isn't he first-rate at best?


  Just as I suspected, it was all a lie.


  After assessing Baek Suryong's strength, their disdain for him and the Azure Dragon Academy only deepened.


  Unable to mask his scorn, Kang Sochi remarked sarcastically, "I heard your bold claim about winning this year's Heavenly Martial Festival. Let's be sure to compete fairly, okay?"


  Baek Suryong replied nonchalantly, "Sure."


  "Anyway, why did you interfere in our business?" Kang Sochi asked, curious to know why Baek Suryong had thrown the chopstick.


  Baek Suryong shrugged and glanced at Goatee, who was trembling in fear. "Didn't I just say it? I found it distasteful that you were about to maim him over some drunken rambling."


  "T-Thank you..." Goatee mumbled, looking at Baek Suryong with gratitude.


  Similarly, most of the onlookers appeared impressed by Baek Suryong's act of chivalry.


  The two Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors, however, scoffed.


  "So, you expect us to turn a blind eye when we clearly heard this man insulting the Vermilion Phoenix Academy?"


  "I never said that. I just think it's enough to get a verbal apology out of him. Injuring him is taking it too far."


  Goatee immediately bowed deeply. "I'm sorry! I'm truly sorry!"


  Unfortunately, Kang Sochi and Yang Jagi remained unsatisfied.


  "You insulted the Vermilion Phoenix Academy in front of us. You sang a song mocking us in public. If we let this go, we'll become the laughing stocks of the jianghu," Kang Sochi sneered.


  Technically, he wasn't wrong. Martial artists valued honor and pride above all else, so even if it was unintentional, no one would tolerate such a public insult, especially not those from the proud Vermilion Phoenix Academy.


  Eyeing the sword at Goatee's waist, Kang Sochi grinned maliciously. "If you're a martial artist, take responsibility for your words. Either prove you were right through a duel, or cut out your tongue as an apology. Only then will we forgive you."


  "Eek!" Goatee shuddered at the mention of cutting out his tongue. Still, a martial arts duel was out of the question for him, so he knelt on the ground and pleaded, "P-Please, I'm just a third-rate nobody. How can I possibly duel with you esteemed instructors from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy?"


  "Then cut out your tongue," Kang Sochi said coldly.


  Tears streamed down Goatee's face. "Please, have mercy..."


  "You need to face the consequences of misusing your tongue."


  Kang Sochi's cold attitude made many onlookers frown. While they could understand the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's stance, most felt that their approach was excessive. Of course, since they were orthodox martial artists, they probably didn't intend to actually cut out Goatee's tongue, just intimidate him into prostrating himself.


  Baek Suryong stepped between them. "First, you wanted him to slit his own mouth, and now you want him to cut out his tongue? How are you any different from those evil unorthodox thugs?"


  "Did you just call us unorthodox thugs?" Kang Sochi snarled.


  Baek Suryong snorted. "He has already apologized to you on his knees. Only an unorthodox thug would continue to threaten him after that."


  Kang Sochi's face flushed with anger, but he quickly composed himself. Sneering, he began to sing, "...The spineless Azure Dragon hides where clouds float by, not even daring to retaliate when insulted because it's true."


  Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. "Did you just mock the Azure Dragon Academy to my face while sober and knowing full well that I can hear you?"


  Kang Sochi looked at him incredulously. "Weren't you listening earlier? That was his song. He insulted the Azure Dragon Academy as well as the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. Why aren't you angry at him?"


  "Because he's drunk, obviously. There's a difference between someone singing it unknowingly and someone intentionally singing it for me to hear."


  Baek Suryong took a step forward, his expression grim.


  The tension between them grew thicker.


  Goatee, who seemed to be trembling with fear, kept his head down and smiled faintly. Oho? This is getting interesting. Things are unfolding in an unexpected direction.


  His reaction was so subtle that no one seemed to notice.


  "Haha! Let's all calm down," Kwak Duyong suddenly said, smiling affably. "As they say, all men are brothers. How about I pour you two a drink and we reconcile?"


  "Who the hell are you?"


  "My name is Kwak Duyong. I may be with the Azure Dragon Academy now, but I graduated from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. It seems fate brought us together today. How about we share some drinks, clear the misunderstanding, and make friends?"


  Kwak Duyong beamed. He took great pride in being a Vermilion Phoenix Academy graduate, and he never missed an opportunity to brag about it to the students and other instructors. There was no way he could stand by and watch a fight break out between his alma mater and his current school.


  Baek Suryong scowled at Kwak Duyong. "I can take care of this myself, so step aside."


  "Hey! You're the one who needs to calm down and stay out of this! I'll handle it!"


  "...Fine. Actually, maybe it's better if you do take over." Baek Suryong stepped back, letting Kwak Duyong take the lead.


  With a hearty laugh, Kwak Duyong filled two cups of wine and offered them to Kang Sochi and Yang Jagi as a gesture of reconciliation. "Here, have a drink."


  No way they're going to accept that, Baek Suryong thought.


  As he expected, the two Vermilion Phoenix instructors refused the drinks. However, they did not stop there. With a swift motion, they swatted Kwak Duyong's hand aside, sending the cups tumbling to the ground and spilling their contents everywhere.


  "Get your filthy hands away from us," Kang Sochi barked.


  Kwak Duyong laughed awkwardly. "Haha, my hand slipped. Let me refill those for you..."


  "Did you really think you could sway us with your alumni connection?" Yang Jagi added.


  "No, that's not what I meant. I just thought we could resolve this amicably..."


  Kang Sochi glared at Kwak Duyong with scorn and mockery. "Let me tell you something. Our journey here wasn't just a leisure trip, it was a test. We're traveling to the Namgung Estate in pairs, and the two of us deliberately chose a difficult route and completed many challenging tasks along the way."


  "Why are you telling us this...?"


  "Because I need you to understand that we're not like you lazy trash who waste time drinking and indulging yourselves."


  "Well, we too ran here at full speed..."


  Kang Sochi sneered as he assessed Kwak Duyong with utter contempt. "Now I understand why the Azure Dragon Academy was ranked last for ten years. Even if you are lacking in skill, you should put in some effort. Or at the very least, you should know your place. I don't want to waste any more time on you, so get out of our sight. Even talking to lowly scum like you is degrading..."


  CLAP!


  Suddenly, a gust of wind whipped past Kang Sochi's face. He flinched and stumbled back, but nothing had touched him. Baek Suryong had just clapped his hands.


  Kang Sochi's face flushed with humiliation.


  "You're quick to take offense when someone insults you, but you have no qualms about insulting others. Is that the way of Vermilion Phoenix Academy?" Baek Suryong said coldly.


  "What did you say?!"


  "Shut up!"


  The two Vermilion Phoenix instructors were livid. For them, this had started as a minor quarrel, but now, it had escalated into a full-blown confrontation.


  Only Goatee noticed the brief smile that crossed Baek Suryong's face. Huh? Why does he look so happy?


  Kang Sochi placed a hand on his sword hilt. "Let's take this outside. Further conversation is pointless," he growled.


  Baek Suryong shrugged nonchalantly. "If that's what you want."


  Followed by a crowd of onlookers, the two men stormed out of the inn, their martial arts uniforms billowing behind them.
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  The crowd buzzed with excitement. A petty squabble at the inn had spiraled into a full-blown clash of pride, giving them the rare chance to witness a duel between instructors from the Azure Dragon Academy and the Vermilion Phoenix Academy.


  "The Vermilion Phoenix instructors went too far. They openly scorned the Azure Dragon Academy."


  "The Azure Dragon Hero is a true hero. He stood up for that man who was being bullied."


  "His kind personality makes him a rare gem among the hordes of arrogant martial artists. Most importantly, he's so handsome..."


  "Who do you think will win? The Vermilion Phoenix Academy has a much better reputation, but the Azure Dragon Hero is famous in his own right."


  "This is going to be a good match."


  The crowd eagerly awaited the upcoming duel, but contrary to their expectations, it turned out to be overwhelmingly one-sided.


  SMACK!


  "Ugh!" As soon as the duel began, Kang Sochi's head snapped to the side. Baek Suryong hadn't even drawn his sword, he simply smacked Kang Sochi's face with the scabbard.


  This was no sneak attack. Baek Suryong had approached Kang Sochi slowly and purposefully. Even to the untrained eyes of the crowd, it was obvious that Kang Sochi was completely powerless to defend himself.


  Baek Suryong tilted his head, feigning surprise. "Hmm? Are you really this weak?"


  "How dare you!" Kang Sochi roared, his face burning with shame. He could blame the first hit on his lack of concentration, but not any more than that. Channeling his inner qi, he unleashed his sword technique with all his might.


  SWISH! WHOOSH! SWOOSH!


  Nevertheless, not a single strike even touched Baek Suryong's clothes. Rather, his movements appeared so clumsy and ineffective that even the onlookers were unimpressed.


  "You disappoint me," Baek Suryong remarked, looking bored as he effortlessly parried and countered each and every attack.


  On the other hand, with each blow from Baek Suryong, Kang Sochi stumbled as if he had never held a sword before. This caused the onlookers, most of whom were not martial artists, to murmur among themselves.


  "The Vermilion Phoenix instructor is getting totally overwhelmed."


  "Is he really that weak?"


  "Well, he is a new instructor."


  "Even so... isn't that Azure Dragon instructor also a rookie?"


  At the same time, the few seasoned martial artists in the crowd were shocked for a completely different reason.


  The Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructor isn't actually weak at all.


  He's being forced to look weak.


  Just how great is the difference in their skill...?


  Baek Suryong did not simply defeat his opponent. He toyed with him and deliberately made him look utterly incompetent.


  "So about the Vermilion Phoenix Academy being unable to improve because of their arrogance..."


  "I guess those rumors were true."


  "Of course they were true! Just look at the Azure Dragon Hero's incredible martial arts!"


  Right in front of everyone's eyes, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the Azure Dragon Academy's reputations were undergoing a dramatic reversal.


  Meanwhile, Goatee, the man who had 'unwittingly' started it all, watched the duel with a calm, calculating gaze.


  Chapter 211: When Did You Notice?


  To think I'm being humiliated by an Azure Dragon Academy instructor!


  Kang Sochi couldn't wrap his head around what was happening. He knew his opponent had recently risen to fame as the Azure Dragon Hero, but he'd assumed the rumors were exaggerated. Either the Bloody Ripper was weaker than everyone believed, or, as Goatee had suggested, the Azure Dragon Hero had used underhanded tactics like a group attack or a trap.


  I thought I could definitely beat him!


  Since Baek Suryong's aura seemed quite ordinary at first glance, Kang Sochi had challenged him to a duel, confident in his victory. He would publicly defeat Baek Suryong and show everyone the huge difference between the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the Azure Dragon Academy.


  However, right from the start, nothing went as planned.


  Did I misjudge him? Or... was he hiding his true strength all along?


  Kang Sochi felt like he was fighting a ghost. More than five minutes had passed, and despite swinging his sword relentlessly, he couldn't even graze Baek Suryong's clothes, let alone land a solid hit.


  On the contrary, every one of Baek Suryong's attacks struck home.


  Damn it!


  He had been hit over ten times already. If Baek Suryong had drawn his sword from its scabbard, he would be bleeding all over.


  By now, Kang Sochi realized that he had no choice but to admit defeat, yet the words just wouldn't come out. Even if his stubbornness led to more bruises, the thought of losing to an instructor from the Azure Dragon Academy, an academy he'd always scorned... was too humiliating.


  "Ugh!"


  Finally, unable to withstand the pain from a blow to his chest, Kang Sochi stumbled backwards, panting and drenched in sweat. Had this been a real fight, that last strike would have killed him.


  Looking at his opponent, a shiver ran down his spine. Baek Suryong hadn't broken a sweat at all.


  "You rely too heavily on your sword techniques," Baek Suryong lectured. "Your movements are overly flashy and needlessly complex. Your footwork can't keep up, so your upper and lower body are completely out of sync."


  "How dare you...!"


  "If you have nothing more to show me, why don't we end this here?"


  Kang Sochi's face burned with shame. This wasn't a duel, it was a lesson. Normally, he would have thanked an expert for pointing out his flaws, but Baek Suryong was an instructor from a rival academy.


  ...Rival academy? Even if it was only for a moment, I actually considered the Azure Dragon Academy a rival academy?


  Blinded by rage, Kang Sochi threw all courtesy aside and shouted, "What can trash from the Azure Dragon Academy even teach anyone?"


  Baek Suryong's eyes turned icy. "Trash from the Azure Dragon Academy?"


  The other Azure Dragon Academy instructors, watching from the sidelines, also glared daggers at Kang Sochi.


  "...I offer you kindness, and you repay me with insults," Baek Suryong whispered.


  THWACK!


  The swing was too fast to see. Before Kang Sochi knew it, Baek Suryong had smacked him in the face with his scabbard, knocking out several of his teeth and causing blood to gush from his mouth.


  "Trash from the Azure Dragon Academy, you say?"


  Radiating a chilling killing intent, Baek Suryong quit toying with Kang Sochi and began wielding his sword in earnest.


  "Ugh!"


  With the first slash, Kang Sochi's arm was broken.


  "Gah!"


  With the next, his leg.


  "Cough!"


  With the third, he collapsed to the ground, coughing up blood.


  "S-Stop..." Kang Sochi gasped, gazing up at Baek Suryong with terror in his eyes. Realizing that this man had every intention of killing him, he no longer cared about the crowd witnessing his pathetic display. In stark contrast to his earlier arrogance, he pleaded desperately, "I-I admit defeat! Please, stop!"


  Baek Suryong, who had been advancing like the God of Death, halted in his tracks.


  A hush fell over the crowd. Kang Sochi had clearly crossed the line with his insults. Even if Baek Suryong killed him right here and now, no one would blame him.


  However, Baek Suryong had no intention of taking it that far.


  This should be enough.


  He wasn't actually that angry. Given the current state of the Azure Dragon Academy, it was only natural for instructors from other academies to look down on them. The real reason he'd accepted the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's challenge was to show everyone that the Azure Dragon Academy was no longer the pushover it once was.


  I can cause trouble inside the Namgung Clan later.


  The people here would spread the word about him and the Azure Dragon Academy, but if he pushed it too far now, he would only gain notoriety, not respect.


  His goal achieved, Baek Suryong looked at Kang Sochi icily. "Is that all you have to say? I believe there's more."


  Kang Sochi hung his head in shame. "...I apologize for insulting the Azure Dragon Academy. I didn't mean it. I was frustrated by my loss to you, and I spoke out of turn."


  Gasps and murmurs erupted from the crowd.


  "The Azure Dragon Hero's martial arts are even more incredible than the rumors suggested!"


  "I never thought I'd see the day the Vermilion Phoenix Academy loses to the Azure Dragon Academy..."


  "Wow! Maybe there will be an upset at the training course this year after all."


  The outcome of this duel would spread throughout the murim like wildfire.


  Everything went exactly as planned, but this is just the beginning. Baek Suryong suppressed a triumphant smile. It wouldn't do to appear too pleased with himself for defeating a weaker opponent.


  He turned to Yang Jagi, the other Vermilion Phoenix instructor. "Are you going to challenge me to a duel too?"


  Yang Jagi silently shook his head. "My skills are comparable to Kang Sochi's. There's no point."


  After witnessing Baek Suryong's overwhelming strength, he knew that he was no match for him. Still, he wasn't about to back down completely.


  "Azure Dragon Hero, I acknowledge your strength. However, every academy has exceptional individuals. Don't mistake today's outcome as proof that the Azure Dragon Academy is superior to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy," he added.


  Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. Yang Jagi was implying that while he might be powerful, the average skill level of the Azure Dragon Academy's other new instructors was nowhere near that of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy.


  "Is that so? Do you really think I'm the only skilled new instructor in the Azure Dragon Academy?" he asked.


  Yang Jagi nodded. "Of course."


  Baek Suryong shrugged and turned around. "Well, guys?"


  Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Jaegal Soyeong stood up and removed their black sedge hats.


  "We can't let that slide."


  "You seem pretty confident in your skills."


  "Shall we have a match?"


  Baek Suryong grinned. "These three are all new instructors at the Azure Dragon Academy. Feel free to challenge any of them."


  Yang Jagi's face fell. None of the three who had stepped forward looked like easy opponents, and even Kwak Duyong, who stood awkwardly in the back trying his best to go unnoticed, didn't seem any weaker than him.


  What the hell...? Damn it, there's nothing to gain from fighting here.


  Making up his mind, Yang Jagi helped Kang Sochi to his feet. "Although I'd love to have a match with all of you, my companion is injured, and I need to take him to a physician immediately."


  "Oh dear, what a shame. We can't force you, then."


  "See you at the Namgung Estate!"


  Yang Jagi hastily retreated from the inn, supporting Kang Sochi.


  ""Boo!""


  Some of the onlookers jeered at them as they left.
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  The Azure Dragon Academy group booked rooms at the Tianzhu Inn. It was getting late, so they planned to head to the Namgung Estate the next day.


  "Thank you! Thank you so much!" Goatee bowed repeatedly, having sought out Baek Suryong and offered to buy him food and drink in gratitude for saving his life. "If you hadn't intervened, good sir, those guys would have beaten me up so badly that I'd be bedridden for months."


  Baek Suryong smiled gently. "You don't have to thank me. I intervened because I wanted to."


  "Still, out of all the martial artists in the inn, you were the only one who was willing to help me. Hehe, may I pour you a drink?"


  Seeing Goatee shower Baek Suryong with flattery, the other instructors frowned, but they kept their thoughts to themselves as Namgung Su hadn't said anything.


  He's such a sycophant.


  Should we just throw him out?


  Why is Hyung-nim putting up with this guy...? Is it because of information?


  Sensing their disapproval, Goatee apologized, "Um... about what I said about the Azure Dragon Academy... those were just rumors I'd heard. If I offended you in any way..."


  "May I ask you something?" Baek Suryong interrupted.


  Goatee rubbed his hands together and laughed, "Ask me anything, sir. I've lived in Anhui Province for over twenty years, so I know all the rumors in this area..."


  "Has the training course already begun?"


  Goatee blinked in confusion. "Excuse me? What do you mean...?"


  Baek Suryong chuckled, amused at the effort Goatee was putting into feigning innocence. "The new instructor training. I'm asking if it has started yet," he clarified.


  "Ah, well, I do have a close friend who works as a servant in the Namgung Clan, so I've heard some rumors... but there's a limit to what lowly servants know, so I don't really..."


  "You're a Namgung Clan martial artist, right? If even you don't know anything, then who would?"


  With the exception of Namgung Su, who seemed unruffled, the other instructors widened their eyes in surprise.


  Goatee's expression stiffened. "E-Excuse me? I don't quite understand what you..."


  "You can't fool me. I can tell you're a martial artist just by looking at your gait, your breathing, and the way you chew your food," Baek Suryong interjected.


  "Haha, I think you've made a mistake, sir. I'm just an ordinary third-rate martial artist, and if I had ties to the Namgung Clan, I wouldn't have had to grovel to those guys earlier," Goatee pointed out, implying that if he were a Namgung Clan martial artist, there was no way he would have tolerated being humiliated by the Vermilion Phoenix instructors.


  Baek Suryong could tell that Goatee was telling the truth, but his lips still curved into a knowing smile. "You don't seem like a third-rate martial artist to me, but it's true that you're not particularly strong either. Judging from the kind of martial arts you practice, I can at least conclude that you definitely don't belong to either of the Namgung Clan's main combat units, the Azure Sky Sword Brigade or the Heavenly Wind Corps."


  "What are you talking about...?"


  "However, a powerful murim faction like the Namgung Clan doesn't only have combat units, right? They must also have an intelligence organization to keep track of the world's affairs."


  Every powerful faction had its own intelligence network, and naturally, the Namgung Clan was no exception. Within their own territory, they had access to better information than even the Rogues' Guild or the Beggars' Sect.


  Baek Suryong grinned. "You're a member of the Namgung Clan's intelligence organization, the Heavenly Ears, right? Are you still going to deny it?"


  Goatee's ingratiating smile slowly faded, and his entire demeanor changed as if he had become someone else entirely. "When did you notice?" he asked in a low voice.


  "I knew it right from the beginning. I have a good eye for these kinds of things."


  "You knew I was an agent from the Heavenly Ears the moment you saw me?"


  "Unfortunately, I don't have such supernatural abilities. I merely noticed that you were unusually critical of only the Azure Dragon Academy and the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, and it just so happened that the new instructors of both schools were present. A bit too coincidental, don't you think?"


  "Just based on that..."


  "All I did was narrow down the list of people who would be interested in assessing our reaction to provocation. The answer was quite obvious."


  "Obvious?" Goatee blinked in disbelief. This was a perspective that no one else had considered, and in reality, everyone except Namgung Su was gaping blankly at Baek Suryong.


  Baek Suryong casually put some food in his mouth and asked, "So, has the training course already begun?"


  "......" After a moment of silence, Goatee sighed, "Before that, allow me to introduce myself again. I am Namgung Myeongjin, the deputy commander of the Heavenly Ears."


  Chapter 212: It's a Nice Bonus


  When Goatee revealed his true identity, everyone except Baek Suryong and Namgung Su were completely taken aback.


  "Huh?"


  "Namgung Myeongjin? You're from the Namgung Clan?"


  "Why would you do this...?"


  Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, and Kwak Duyong stared at Goatee in disbelief. Who would have thought that this frivolous opportunist was the second-in-command of the Heavenly Ears, the Namgung Clan's intelligence organization?


  Namgung Myeongjin clasped his hands together in a formal greeting. Though his face was unchanged, his tone and gestures now radiated the dignity of a martial artist from a prestigious family. "First of all, I apologize. Mr. Baek Suryong was right. I deliberately provoked you in the presence of the Vermillion Phoenix instructors to see how you would react."


  The four new Azure Dragon Academy instructors straightened up, suddenly worried that they might have blundered.


  "Why did you do that...?"


  "Is what Suryong-hyung said true, then? Has the new instructor training already begun?"


  "S-Surely no one has been eliminated yet, right?"


  Namgung Myeongjin shook his head reassuringly. "The new instructor training will begin in two days as planned. I approached you undercover to observe you and submit a report on what kind of training would be appropriate for you."


  ""Phew...""


  Smiling gently, Namgung Myeongjin continued, "However, since Mr. Baek Suryong figured out who I was, my plan went awry."


  "Does that mean that your report is incomplete because of my actions?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Namgung Myeongjin shook his head. "No, not at all. We took into account that someone might discover us, so the report will actually be more comprehensive now."


  "That means I'm not the first to notice you Heavenly Ears."


  "Yes. A number of instructors who arrived earlier also caught on to us," Namgung Myeongjin replied casually, making it seem like Baek Suryong finding out his identity was no big deal.


  In reality, though, very few new instructors had noticed the presence of the Heavenly Ears.


  I scolded my subordinates harshly when their covers were blown. Never thought I'd get caught myself...


  Namgung Myeongjin had been confident in his disguise and acting, but Baek Suryong still saw right through him. Moreover, he was the only new instructor who had explicitly identified the observer as an agent of the Heavenly Ears. As the deputy commander, this hurt his pride quite a bit.


  Nevertheless, Namgung Myeongjin wasn't angry at all. On the contrary, he was even more fascinated by Baek Suryong.


  I'd heard that the Azure Dragon Hero was someone to watch out for, and he certainly didn't disappoint. If anything, he might even be more skilled than the rumors suggest.


  The other instructors are no slouches either. The Azure Dragon Academy might actually be the dark horse here.


  Of course, it was still too early to jump to any conclusions. Although none of them had a reputation as stellar as that of the Azure Dragon Hero, there were many outstanding individuals among this year's new instructors.


  "I didn't think the main family would send you, of all people," Namgung Su suddenly said, staring intently at Namgung Myeongjin.


  Namgung Myeongjin snapped out of his thoughts, stood up, and bowed respectfully to Namgung Su. "Greetings, Third Young Master. Please forgive me for not paying my respects earlier due to my mission."


  "It's alright. It couldn't be helped." Namgung Su nodded indifferently and sipped his tea.


  A sudden suspicion crept into Namgung Myeongjin's mind.


  Could it be...? Did Third Young Master inform Baek Suryong about me to boost the Azure Dragon Academy's reputation? While it's not uncommon for a young person to be a skilled martial artist, seeing through my disguise requires experience that only comes with age.


  Hmm... Now that I think about it, wasn't it the Third Young Master who insisted that the Azure Dragon Academy participate in this training?


  Namgung Myeongjin was not the type to let his curiosity go unanswered. Without hesitation, he sent a telepathic message to Namgung Su to see if he could uncover anything suspicious.


  [Third Young Master, did you perhaps give Mr. Baek Suryong some kind of hint?]


  This was a rude question to ask a direct descendant of the Namgung Clan, but as the deputy commander of the Heavenly Ears and a prominent member of the branch family, Namgung Myeongjin was in a position to demand answers from Namgung Su. After all, even though Namgung Su was the patriarch's son, he was merely a concubine's child with no chance of becoming the successor.


  [...Are you questioning my dignity?]


  [I would appreciate your honesty. The main family's new instructor training course is a very important event.]


  Namgung Su clicked his tongue in disgust. The five new instructors, noticing that the two Namgung Clan members were exchanging thoughts telepathically, fell silent and waited patiently for their conversation to end.


  [Baek Suryong probably figured out your identity long before I did.]


  [...Excuse me?]


  [That guy has razor-sharp eyes and uncanny instincts, so don't test him carelessly. I have no desire to see a family member be humiliated.]


  Namgung Myeongjin's eyes widened in disbelief. Although he was the child of a concubine, Namgung Su was just as prideful as his two older brothers. For him to admit that Baek Suryong's perception surpassed his own...


  [Let me be clear. I'm just here as an escort teacher. I won't give any special treatment to the Azure Dragon Academy's new instructors.]


  [...I understand.]


  Ending the telepathic exchange, Namgung Myeongjin smiled calmly and said to Namgung Su, "You're late, Third Young Master."


  "What do you mean? I believe we will arrive right on schedule."


  "All the other new instructors have already reached the estate. Your group is the last to arrive. Most people come a few days early to ensure that they aren't delayed by unforeseen circumstances on the road."


  Jaegal Soyeong tilted her head in confusion. "What do you mean, we're the last? What about those Vermilion Phoenix instructors from earlier...?"


  "Since they disgraced the Vermilion Phoenix Academy in front of numerous witnesses, they'll probably be sent home. Not to worry though. The Vermilion Phoenix Academy has no shortage of new instructors, and the rest have already arrived at the estate."


  "......" All of the new instructors were stunned speechless by Namgung Myeongjin's words.


  Namgung Myeongjin stood up. "It's getting late, so please rest for the night. Tomorrow morning, I'll personally escort you to the main estate."


  "Do new instructors normally get an escort?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Namgung Myeongjin grinned. "This is a special privilege we only reserve for those who have discovered our identities. Now, if you'll excuse me."


  Namgung Myeongjin bowed politely and stepped outside. Returning to his room, he organized the information he'd gathered from observing and interacting with the Azure Dragon Academy instructors.


  I thought only the Azure Dragon Hero was noteworthy, but...


  Ak Yeonho and Jaegal Soyeong seemed capable of teaching students at any of the Five Academies, and Myeong Il'oh and Kwak Duyong weren't bad either. Who would have thought that the Azure Dragon Academy, considered the weakest of the Five Great Academies, had this level of talent...


  Of course, the Azure Dragon Hero is the one I need to be most cautious of.


  He couldn't measure Baek Suryong's martial prowess at all. Not only that, the man's perception was even sharper than that of Star Instructor Namgung Su, and he knew how to sway public opinion in his favor.


  Namgung Myeongjin recalled the brief smile he saw on Baek Suryong's face when he mocked the Vermilion Phoenix instructors.


  Let's think this over again. Despite knowing that I was from the Heavenly Ears, Baek Suryong waited until the Vermilion Phoenix instructors started harassing me before he intervened. That means, he didn't take action because he couldn't stand injustice... Hmm? Wait a minute...


  A chilling thought crossed Namgung Myeongjin's mind.


  Could it be...? Baek Suryong purposely used me as an excuse to pick a fight with the Vermilion Phoenix's instructors? To set up a situation where he could humiliate them in front of a crowd?


  Goosebumps rose on his arms. He rubbed them and glanced back at the room he'd just left.


  Baek Suryong. A man who possesses both powerful martial arts and a cunning mind. No wonder the previous patriarch told me to keep a close eye on you.


  As a matter of fact, he had received secret orders to keep a close watch on the Azure Dragon Hero. These orders came from the Namgung Clan's former patriarch, the Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak.


  
    "I want you to personally observe Baek Suryong and report back to me in private."


    "Yes, sir!"

  


  Although Namgung Myeongjin didn't know the exact reason, Namgung Jaehak had shown significant interest in Baek Suryong. Now that he had witnessed his extraordinary abilities firsthand though, he could see why.


  Namgung Myeongjin's eyes narrowed coldly.


  I'll have to watch his every move closely as we travel to the main estate.


  The next day, under the guidance of Namgung Myeongjin, the Azure Dragon group began their journey to the Namgung Clan Estate.
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  Namgung Myeongjin proved to be an excellent guide. As a member of an intelligence organization, he was knowledgeable and eloquent, so during the two days they spent traveling to the Namgung Estate, he shared many interesting tales to liven up the boring journey.


  "The new instructor training course lasts one week and is divided into theory and practical sessions. In the theory classes, you'll mainly learn teaching methodologies. There will be several different seminars going on at the same time, and you can attend whichever one you are interested in. For practical training, everyone gets together for sparring, mock battles, and similar activities. I think you'll find it very interesting. After all, this is the only event besides the Heavenly Martial Festival that brings together instructors from all five academies."


  Whether he was naturally sociable or because Baek Suryong had uncovered his identity, Namgung Myeongjin answered all their questions.


  "How will our performance be graded?" Ak Yeonho asked.


  Smiling proudly, Namgung Myeongjin replied, "Masters from the main family who have been instructors at the Five Academies for over ten years will conduct the evaluations. The criteria will be transparent, so you don't have to worry about any bias."


  "Oh..."


  "Also, this year, there will be a special prize for the instructor with the best grades."


  "A prize?"


  The new instructors' eyes lit up at the mention of a special prize.


  Namgung Myeongjin grinned, pleased by the reaction. "You will be allowed to learn one Namgung Clan martial art of your choice. In addition, our former patriarch, the Blue Sky Sword King, will also give you a private lesson."


  Everyone's eyes widened at the Namgung Clan's unprecedented generosity.


  "What?"


  "A Namgung Clan martial art?"


  "A-Are you saying that the Blue Sky Sword King will personally guide us?"


  The Blue Sky Sword King, Namgung Jaehak, was one of the greatest masters among the Ten Supremes, perhaps even the greatest. To learn one of the Namgung Clan's martial arts and receive direct instruction from him was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for any martial artist.


  "Of course, the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique and the Royal Sword Style, which can only be taught to direct descendants of the Namgung Clan, are excluded."


  "We wouldn't even dream of learning those two anyway."


  "The Namgung Clan has many other divine arts besides those, right?"


  "Wow, to think we can learn a divine art..."


  "And even receive personal instruction from the Blue Sky Sword King!"


  Filled with excitement, the new instructors chatted nonstop.


  Namgung Myeongjin watched them with a satisfied smile, but when he noticed that Baek Suryong alone appeared unimpressed, he frowned slightly.


  Could it be that he doesn't like the prize?


  Baek Suryong's eyes had sparkled when he first heard that there was a prize, but as soon as he found out what it was, his interest faded.


  Namgung Myeongjin edged closer to Baek Suryong. "Me. Baek Suryong, are you not interested in the prize?"


  "I've already learned many supreme martial arts and divine arts, so I would rather have money instead."


  "I-Is that so? Hahaha..."


  Namgung Myeongjin, who had mastered controlling his expressions while working in intelligence, laughed on the outside, but inside he was seething.


  How arrogant! As if the Namgung Clan's priceless divine arts could be replaced by mere money!


  Smiling, he added, "The main family has countless martial arts, each more exquisite than the last. Surely there must be one that you desire, Mr. Baek."


  "Well, none of the Namgung Clan's martial arts interest me..." Baek Suryong began, but his voice trailed off as his gaze drifted to Namgung Su. "...Actually, now that I think about it, there is one Namgung Clan sword technique that I'm curious about."


  "Haha, I knew it! With your skills, Mr. Baek Suryong, you're definitely a promising candidate for first place," Namgung Myeongjin flattered.


  Much to his chagrin, however, Baek Suryong only gave him a casual nod.


  "Well, even before you told me about the prize, I was already planning on winning first place. Still, it's a nice bonus."


  "Haha, is that so...?"


  Namgung Myeongjin's eye twitched. If there was one thing he had learned about Baek Suryong during their two days together, it was that the man was infuriatingly confident.


  And I can't even fault him because he has the skills to back it up, damn it...


  Looking around, he noticed that the other new instructors hardly reacted. That could only mean that such behavior was typical for Baek Suryong, and they had already grown accustomed to it.


  Just then, Namgung Su, who had been riding ahead, reined in his horse. "We're here," he said softly.


  At last, they had arrived at the Namgung Clan, the world's strongest martial clan.


  Giddy with excitement, Myeong Il'oh and Kwak Duyong stared blankly up at the massive signboard, squaring their shoulders and blinking furiously like country bumpkins arriving in the city for the first time in their lives.


  "So this is..."


  "...The world's strongest martial clan!"


  The majesty of the Namgung Clan Estate was overwhelming. The main gate was wide enough for five carriages to pass side by side, and a dozen guards with formidable auras stood guard. It felt more like a fortress than a family residence.


  "...It's huge."


  "It feels even larger than it did the last time I was here."


  Even Ak Yeonho and Jaegal Soyeong, who came from prestigious families themselves, were awed by the Namgung Estate's grandeur.


  Once again, only Baek Suryong remained unfazed.


  Eh, it's much smaller than the Blood Cult.


  Considering the Blood Cult of the past was an organization powerful enough to singlehandedly challenge all of the orthodox sects, he had little reason to be impressed by the (tiny?) Namgung Estate.


  However, Namgung Myeongjin, unaware of this, made his own assumptions.


  There's no way he wouldn't be shaken by his first visit to the main estate. How disciplined must his mind be to hide his emotions so perfectly...? As expected, he's an unreadable man. I mustn't let myself be fooled by his cocky facade.


  Determined not to let his guard down, Namgung Myeongjin stepped forward and announced, "The Third Young Master and five guests from the Azure Dragon Academy have arrived!"


  With two members of the Namgung Clan in their group, the party passed through the main gate without much ado. Still, once inside, they had to walk a long way to reach the lodgings that had been prepared for the new instructor training course.


  "You'll have to dismount your horses here. I'll guide you to your lodgings."


  After passing through the main gate, they followed Namgung Myeongjin to a dormitory reserved for the instructors of all five academies.


  "This is it. The instructors who arrived earlier are all staying here, so please greet them and make yourselves comfortable. The official training will begin tomorrow..."


  "I'll kill you!"


  A gruff shout rang out from inside, followed by a violent surge of qi and the sounds of combat.


  Chapter 213: Together, You and I...


  The courtyard doors swung open to reveal a scene of chaos. A man and a woman were locked in combat in the central training ground, while over a dozen instructors from two different academies stood on either side.


  "Wow. These guys sure make it easy to tell which academy is which," Baek Suryong muttered.


  Everyone nodded in agreement. The instructors on the left wore bright crimson martial arts uniforms, while those on the right wore white uniforms with black stripes across their shoulders. It was obvious that a conflict had broken out between the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the White Tiger Academy.


  "I'll tear your mouth open!" the White Tiger instructor roared, his voice rough and gravelly. He had tanned skin, a well-built physique, and his sleeveless martial arts uniform revealed his rippling muscles with every move.


  BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!


  The sound of his fists rending the air echoed sharply. His footwork was simple, lacking any fancy techniques, but it was incredibly fast and powerful.


  "How crude," the Vermilion Phoenix instructor scoffed.


  She was a stunning cat-eyed beauty, and in stark contrast to her opponent's simplistic brute force tactics, her movements were as light as a feather as she effortlessly deflected her opponent's punches with a folding fan.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  The impact of the bare fists against the bamboo fan produced a metallic clang, demonstrating both combatants' skill in manipulating their inner qi.


  Soon, the battle reached a stalemate, with neither side giving an inch. It was the White Tiger instructor's direct and aggressive movements against the Vermilion Phoenix instructor's clever use of space with her elegant and swift footwork.


  As the two fought, a whirlwind of dust and debris erupted from the ground, trailing their every move.


  "Miss Sama! Teach that ill-mannered stray cat some manners!"


  "Smash that arrogant chick's mouth, Mr. Tang!"


  The instructors from both academies cheered excitedly, their voices growing louder and louder, seemingly oblivious to the arrival of the Azure Dragon instructors. A few of them glanced over, but that was all.


  Baek Suryong turned to Namgung Myeongjin. "Deputy Commander, do you know who those two are?"


  "Of course I do," Namgung Myeongjin replied. A quick glance at the two fighters was enough for him to recognize them. "The woman from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy is Miss Sama Yeong. Not only is she the most outstanding among this year's new instructors, she's also the granddaughter of the Fire King, the Principal of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy."


  "What? She's the Fire King's granddaughter?" Ak Yeonho gasped in surprise.


  The Fire King was a retired legendary martial artist of the previous generation whose martial prowess was comparable to the current Ten Supremes.


  Come to think of it, I can see flames flickering around her folding fan, Baek Suryong mused. As expected of the granddaughter of the Fire King, who claims to be the world's best in the art of manipulating fire qi.


  "The man from the White Tiger Academy is Mr. Tang Baekho. Although he's a descendant of the Tang Clan, he's the only person among them who's mastered external arts instead of poison and hidden weapons."


  This time, it was Jaegal Soyeong's turn to gasp in surprise. "The Sichuan Tang Clan?"


  The Sichuan Tang Clan was known for their expertise in poison and hidden weapons, so they generally tended to dislike close combat... Tang Baekho was most certainly an exception.


  Baek Suryong carefully observed the two fighters' movements. Both of them are quite skilled. They stand out even among the gathered instructors.


  "Arrogant chick!"


  "Ill-mannered stray cat!"


  A sly grin crept onto his face.


  To think that they're openly hurling insults at each other. The rivalry between the Five Great Academies is much more intense than I thought.


  He had been worried that the training course would be like a school, where everyone would sit around politely and focus only on learning. Fortunately, that didn't seem to be the case. He hadn't even done anything, and it was already chaotic.


  "...I'm already liking this training course very much," he mumbled, grinning evilly.


  The three new Azure Dragon instructors, except for Kwak Duyong, shuddered.


  Namgung Su frowned. "What are the supervising instructors doing? Not a single one of them has come out to see what all the commotion is about."


  Namgung Myeongjin chuckled. "I guess they don't think this is serious enough to warrant their intervention. It's only natural for young people to have a hard time controlling their tempers when they gather, and there have already been several similar confrontations in the past few days."


  "What if they get carried away and something happens?"


  "If they lack that much restraint, how can they possibly teach at the Five Great Academies?"


  Namgung Su nodded. Even now, Sama Yeong and Tang Baekho didn't seem to be fighting at full strength. It was more like a pre-training scouting session.


  "Don't worry too much, Third Young Master. The clan's warriors are keeping an eye on things to make sure these duels don't get out of hand."


  "Hmm..." Namgung Su turned to the new instructors. "I see. In that case, I'm going to greet the Patriarch. Unpack your belongings and go rest in your rooms."


  "Yes."


  "Understood."


  Namgung Su was a direct descendant of the Namgung Clan. Now that he had returned to the clan, it was only proper for him to greet the Patriarch first.


  Before heading out, Namgung Su sent a telepathic message to Baek Suryong.


  [It's the first day, so take it easy.]


  After Namgung Su left, Namgung Myeongjin excused himself as well. "I'll be leaving now. If you have any concerns, you can ask the servants."


  Namgung Myeongjin left, leaving only the new instructors of the Azure Dragon Academy at the scene.


  Myeong Il'oh looked around, cleared his throat, and said loudly, "Ahem! By the way, they didn't even look at us when we arrived. They must know who we are, right?"


  Unfortunately, even though they must have heard him, the instructors from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the White Tiger Academy remained engrossed in watching the fight. At this point, it was clear that they were deliberately ignoring the Azure Dragon instructors.


  "Are they trying to bully us just because they arrived a few days early?"


  "What should we do? Should we just go straight to our rooms?"


  "This is ridiculous. Despite the competition between the academies, they're going too far."


  Ak Yeonho, Jaegal Soyeong, and Kwak Duyong grumbled in displeasure. They had expected some level of bullying, but they hadn't expected to be completely ignored.


  "I wonder how determined they are to treat us as if we don't exist?" Baek Suryong chuckled, stepping forward.


  A few of the instructors flinched, but no one turned around except for a woman with a gloomy aura who was sitting far in the back, staring intently at Baek Suryong. Judging by her simple navy blue martial arts uniform, she didn't seem to belong to either the Vermilion Phoenix Academy or the White Tiger Academy.


  Who is she? Is she from the Black Tortoise Academy?


  Baek Suryong tried to get a better look at her, but sensing his gaze, she quickly activated her stealth arts and melted into the shadows.


  "...Somehow, it seems like there aren't many normal people here either," he sighed.


  He turned his focus back to Sama Yeong and Tang Baekho. All eyes were on them now, but he knew exactly how to steal the spotlight.


  "Shall I make a grand entrance?"


  Grinning from ear to ear, Baek Suryong stomped his foot.


  BOOOOOOM!


  The resulting shockwave rippled outward, shaking the very ground beneath the two sparring instructors. It was a move perfectly timed to disrupt both of their rhythms.


  "Gasp!"


  "Huff!"


  Startled, both fighters paused to regain their balance and turned to stare at Baek Suryong, their eyes wide with shock.


  He stomped his foot and disrupted our rhythm in that split second?


  This crazy guy...


  This was a technique that could only be executed by perfectly reading both their breathing and movements. If Baek Suryong had launched an attack immediately after the stomp, they would have been in trouble.


  They had heard that the Azure Dragon Hero was strong, but they never imagined that he would be this strong.


  Baek Suryong grinned at the two instructors who were staring at him as if he were a monster. "Hi there!" he greeted cheerfully.


  Twenty-five pairs of surprised eyes immediately focused on him. No one could ignore him anymore.


  Baek Suryong exaggeratedly clasped his hands in greeting. "I am Baek Suryong, a new instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, and these are my four fellow instructors. Let's all get along with each other during this training period!"


  The other Azure Dragon Academy instructors quickly formed a line beside Baek Suryong.


  "What do you mean, 'and these are my four fellow instructors'? Are we just an afterthought?"


  "Hyung-nim, we'll introduce ourselves."


  "N-Nice to meet you..."


  "Ahem! Greetings, I am Kwak Duyong. Although I'm currently working at the Azure Dragon Academy, I graduated from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy..."


  The new instructors of Azure Dragon Academy put on stern faces and puffed out their chests, trying their best not to appear weak or intimidated.


  Baek Suryong was the only one among them who didn't care about appearances at all. To him, even if they were instructors from the Five Great Academies, all of these people were just rookies.


  Most importantly, he hadn't come to the Namgung Clan to compete with them in the first place. He was here to crush them.


  I'm not going to be intimidated by these youngsters when they're not even Star Instructors of the Five Great Academies. 'It's the first day, so take it easy'? To these guys who are trying to ignore and ostracize us right from the get go? Hell no.


  A thought suddenly occurred to him.


  Did they deliberately arrange a fight between their strongest instructors just as we arrived? If that's the case, then that spar was a calculated show of strength and a way to observe how we would react.


  How pathetic.


  Baek Suryong laughed, "I am truly surprised and grateful that all of you made a special effort to come and greet us upon our arrival. We are overwhelmed by your hospitality."


  "W-What?"


  "How absurd..."


  With just a few words, Baek Suryong had turned the situation around so that it seemed as if the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the White Tiger Academy were eagerly waiting to greet the Azure Dragon Academy, but no one dared to retort.


  "Am I wrong? Surely you didn't all gather here just to pretend that we don't exist, right? There's no way elite instructors at the Five Great Academies would do something so childish, right?"


  "......" Intimidated by Baek Suryong's unexpected actions and his predatory gaze, no one dared to speak up. His eyes seemed to invite a fight, and some of the more timid instructors even averted their gaze.


  "...Let's go back." For a moment, Tang Baekho glared at Baek Suryong with murderous intent, but he quickly turned away and marched back toward the White Tiger quarters.


  Baek Suryong watched him go, feeling slightly disappointed that his provocation hadn't worked. He seemed hotheaded, but I guess he's not totally reckless.


  As opposed to the hostile Tang Baekho, Sama Yeong folded her fan and walked towards Baek Suryong, her eyes flickering with curiosity. Even outside of battle, her steps were incredibly light, suggesting that she had mastered some special movement art.


  "Greetings, Mr. Baek Suryong, I am Sama Yeong of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. It seems you are an even more skilled martial artist than I expected," she greeted politely, a far cry from her earlier exchange of insults with Tang Baekho. "I heard that some fools from our academy caused you trouble on your way here. Please accept my apologies on their behalf."


  Baek Suryong immediately recalled the two Vermilion Phoenix instructors he had met at the Tianzhu Inn. "Fools, you say...?"


  Sama Yeong smiled. "I am, of course, referring to Kang Sochi and Yang Jagi. Not only were they the last to arrive, they have also tarnished the reputation of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy in front of an audience. They deserve to be called fools."


  "Come to think of it, I don't see them here. Haven't they arrived yet? One of them was pretty badly injured..." Baek Suryong mocked brazenly, despite being the one who had inflicted those injuries.


  Surprisingly, Sama Yeong simply laughed. "They rode tirelessly, traveling day and night, just to arrive here two hours ago and tell me everything that happened at the Tianzhu Inn."


  "Then you must have a lot to say to me." Baek Suryong smirked.


  Sama Yeong shook her head. "No, not really. I fired both of them on the spot."


  "......" This time, even Baek Suryong was a little surprised. He had heard from Namgung Myeongjin that those two would be sent home, but he hadn't expected them to be outright fired.


  Sama Yeong continued without batting an eyelid, "Don't worry, fools like them would have been dismissed at the end of their probation anyway. Rather, I was able to weed them out early because of you, so thank you, Mr. Baek Suryong."


  The other new instructors stared at Sama Yeong with stunned expressions, all thinking the same thing: Damn, she's not an easy woman to deal with.


  It wasn't a matter of martial arts, but of character.


  "I've heard that you're the granddaughter of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy Principal, but do you already have that kind of authority?" Baek Suryong asked, looking surprised.


  Sama Yeong smiled. She was an ambitious woman and always took the initiative to achieve her goals. If there was something she wanted, she would stop at nothing to get it.


  Like now.


  "Yes, I do. After all, in twenty years, I will be the principal of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. That's why... I want you to come and work for me," she replied.


  Baek Suryong blinked in bewilderment. "...Huh?"


  His fellow instructors reacted even more vehemently than he did.


  "What?"


  "Don't even think about it!"


  "No way!"


  Sama Yeong stared intently into Baek Suryong's eyes, ignoring the noisy mob. "I'll pay you five, no, ten times your current salary."


  "Well, this is quite the unexpected offer." Baek Suryong folded his arms and frowned, feigning contemplation.


  Sama Yeong took a step closer to him. A pleasant scent wafted from her and tickled Baek Suryong's nose.


  "I heard you declared that you would lead your students to victory at this year's Heavenly Martial Festival, but... does it have to be with the Azure Dragon Academy?" she asked.


  "......"


  Sama Yeong took another step toward Baek Suryong. Now, they were so close that their faces were almost touching.


  "How about achieving that goal with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instead? Together, you and I... we'll definitely succeed!"


  


  Translator's Note: Honestly, all these teachers are more chaotic than their students…


  Chapter 214: Shall We Bet?


  After offering Baek Suryong a job at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, Sama Yeong stared at him with such piercing intensity that the Azure Dragon Academy instructors beside him flinched.


  She's serious...


  She looks like she could devour him.


  What in the world is going on?


  The Azure Dragon Academy instructors anxiously glanced at Baek Suryong and Sama Yeong. Even though they believed that he wouldn't accept the offer, they couldn't shake off their doubts.


  Ten times the monthly salary was a very attractive proposition. Could anyone refuse that so easily?


  To their dismay, Baek Suryong didn't turn it down immediately. Instead, he folded his arms and pondered her suggestion with an intrigued look on his face.


  "Ten times, huh... Do you think money is the solution to everything?" Baek Suryong asked, smiling wryly.


  Sama Yeong shook her head and chuckled, "I'm not just offering you a raise, Mr. Baek, I'm giving you the treatment you deserve. In your first year, you'll be in charge of three major courses and have the authority to select students for the Heavenly Martial Festival. You'll also be relieved of the usual menial tasks that new instructors have to do, so you can focus on developing the students' skills."


  It was a tempting offer, almost too good to be true.


  Baek Suryong tilted his head. "Even as the Fire King's granddaughter, can you really do that? To give so much money and authority to a first year instructor? The current staff will surely object."


  "At the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, we value ability over experience. If you can demonstrate your competence, I will eliminate all obstacles in your path. I'll even pay your salary out of my own pocket."


  "Why are you making me such an offer?"


  Sama Yeong met Baek Suryong's gaze ardently. "Because I like you."


  "......"


  "!!"


  "!!"


  Baek Suryong didn't react much, but the instructors from both academies were visibly shocked. The faces of the Vermilion Phoenix instructors standing behind Sama Yeong contorted with rage.


  Foolish woman!


  We've been praising her as the Fire King's granddaughter, but she's so arrogant.


  She's not even the least bit ashamed to openly display her infatuation with a man.


  Some felt that Sama Yeong was acting impulsively, while others thought that she had lost her mind over Baek Suryong's handsome face.


  However, Baek Suryong could see it clearly. The passionate look in Sama Yeong's eyes wasn't one of bold affection, but of burning ambition.


  Suddenly, Sama Yeong said, "I have a vision for the future."


  "What do you mean by that?"


  "In ten years, I will transform the Vermilion Phoenix Academy into the world's best martial arts academy. Of course, we'll have to win the Heavenly Martial Festival before then, maybe within five years?"


  Everyone's eyes widened at Sama Yeong's bold declaration. There were countless martial arts academies in the murim, but only the Heavenly Martial Academy held the title of the best, yet here was Sama Yeong, confidently declaring that she would claim that spot within a mere decade.


  Baek Suryong smiled faintly. He didn't hate self-assured people.


  "And you want to recruit me for this plan?" he asked.


  "I am in need of an exceptional teacher who can bring out the students' potential. I'm sure you are that person, Mr. Baek Suryong."


  "How much do you know about me?"


  "I've done my homework."


  Sama Yeong grinned, her smile seeming to light up the room. Since the tender age of fifteen, she had set her sights on making her grandfather's academy the finest in the world.


  "In order to achieve this dream, I deliberately enrolled as a student in the Heavenly Martial Academy instead of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. After all, one must first understand one's enemy in order to defeat them."


  After graduating from the Heavenly Martial Academy, she spent several years training under her grandfather, preparing to become a martial arts instructor. This year, confident in her readiness, she took the Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors' exam and passed with the highest score in the academy's history.


  "Then, one evening, while having dinner with my grandfather... he mentioned that an eccentric instructor had appeared at the Azure Dragon Academy."


  
    "I heard that a newcomer at the Azure Dragon Academy declared that he would win the Heavenly Martial Festival this year. It reminded me of you, and I laughed for a good long while."

  


  Although her grandfather was known as the Fire King in the jianghu, he treasured her dearly and frequently shared rumors from the murim with her.


  Even so, when Sama Yeong had first heard Baek Suryong's story, she was dumbfounded. She had meticulously considered every possibility and variable, even drawing up a ten-year plan, yet now this man was seeking to win the Heavenly Martial Festival in just one year?


  She couldn't help but think that he was being utterly naive.


  
    "Grandfather, are you comparing me to him?"


    "Isn't it funny? It's not easy to make such a bold claim in public. He's either crazy or exceptionally skilled."

  


  "That's when I became interested in you, Mr. Baek Suryong. So, I began to investigate you."


  "......"


  Sama Yeong had started to learn about Baek Suryong out of casual interest, but as time went on, she couldn't help but be impressed.


  "Not only did you reform the academy's worst delinquent, you also tutored the top freshman and the oldest accepted candidate ever. You even won a bet against a Star Instructor to secure your own class in your first year."


  "Damn, hearing this from someone else really drives home how amazing I am."


  "And that's not all. You returned from the Valley of Evil after defeating the Bloody Ripper and spread the name of the Azure Dragon Academy throughout the jianghu."


  "Indeed."


  To everyone's disbelief, both the flatterer and the flattered were completely unfazed. This was something that was only possible when both parties had ridiculously high self-esteem.


  I just love this man's overflowing confidence. Feeling extremely pleased with Baek Suryong's response, Sama Yeong smiled and continued, "But what surprised me the most wasn't that you defeated the Bloody Ripper. It was that none of the students who returned with you died or were crippled."


  "Well, Wonkang was pretty badly injured..."


  "I can't even begin to imagine how much those students who experienced real combat in the Valley of Evil must have grown. One of them was even given the alias of 'Sky Sundering Blade' by Principal Noh Goonsang, no?"


  Surprised by Sama Yeong's detailed knowledge of recent events, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. "You know a lot about the Azure Dragon Academy. Not all of that was rumored and spread."


  "That's how incredible the things you've done are. The more I learned about you, the more amazed I was." Sama Yeong gazed at Baek Suryong with excitement, her cheeks flushed. "Mr. Baek Suryong, you will surely become a Star Instructor soon."


  Finally, Baek Suryong smiled with satisfaction. It was a simple compliment, but it was hard to resist, especially when it came from a beautiful woman with admiring eyes.


  "Thank you for the compliment," he said.


  "However, not all Star Instructors are equal," Sama Yeong added.


  "...?"


  With a hint of regret, Sama Yeong sighed deeply as if she was worried for Baek Suryong's future. The Azure Dragon Academy is too small for someone like you. Before you regret it, I'm telling you this for your own good. Come to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. I'll give you all the support you need to demonstrate your abilities to the fullest."


  She fixed Baek Suryong with a gaze so intense and fervent that it could almost be mistaken for romantic interest.


  I've done everything I can.


  She had sincerely tried to persuade him, emphasizing how deeply she had researched him, how invested she was in him, the support she could provide, and how much she wanted him. Although she could have chosen a more subtle approach, she believed that a direct request was the best way to interact with someone like Baek Suryong.


  Fortunately, Baek Suryong's reaction wasn't entirely negative. She could see a mixture of curiosity, approval, and excitement in his eyes.


  After a long pause, Baek Suryong slowly said, "Hmm... It's a very interesting offer, but..."


  "But?"


  "I refuse."


  Sama Yeong's expression hardened, and her eyes filled with disappointment. "...Why? Are you refusing out of loyalty or attachment to the Azure Dragon Academy? Or are you worried about your current students?"


  Is this all the ambition you have?


  If he said yes to any of her questions, she was ready to give up on him then and there, but Baek Suryong's next words took her completely by surprise.


  Baek Suryong shook his head. "I'm refusing you because the conditions aren't good enough."


  "...What?"


  "I'm getting much more from the Azure Dragon Academy than just money. Why would I move to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy?"


  "What do you mean...?"


  "Ah, I see you don't know." Baek Suryong looked away from her and glanced at his fellow instructors who were watching anxiously. "I have competent colleagues, and I doubt I could find more talented students than the ones I already have. I must confess that the pay isn't great, but I'm not so short of money that I'm desperate for it."


  That wasn't all. He didn't say it, but he had no intention of giving up the connections, authority, and accomplishments he'd built at the Azure Dragon Academy and Nanchang City.


  "I can achieve everything I want at the Azure Dragon Academy, so there's really no reason for me to transfer to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy," Baek Suryong concluded, grinning.


  His fellow instructors, who had been tense, sighed in relief.


  "Hyung-nim!"


  "Thank goodness..."


  "Baek-oppa!"


  "Kuheuk! You're a true man! I, Kwak Duyong, am moved to tears!"


  "...Why are you crying!?"


  "From today onwards, I want to hang out with you guys too!"


  "We've noticed. You've been trying to subtly join us for days."


  The instructors gathered around Baek Suryong and fussed over him, tugging at his clothes and massaging his shoulders. Although Baek Suryong brushed them off, calling them annoying, the grin on his face betrayed his satisfaction.


  "......" Sama Yeong watched them silently, then sighed, her earlier excitement vanishing into thin air. "...So that's your decision? I'm disappointed."


  "Actually, I also have a suggestion for you, Miss..."


  "A suggestion for me?"


  "Why don't you come to the Azure Dragon Academy instead?"


  "...What? Are you mocking me?" A flash of killing intent appeared in Sama Yeong's eyes, and flames flickered briefly from her folding fan before dying out. She had remained calm when he mentioned how he'd humiliated the new instructors at the inn, but now she could barely contain her anger.


  Baek Suryong tilted his head. "That's odd. Why is it acceptable for you to make that suggestion, but not me?"


  "Do I really need to explain why comparing the Azure Dragon Academy to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy is insulting?"


  The Vermilion Phoenix Academy had placed second in the Heavenly Martial Festival for five years, while the Azure Dragon Academy had placed last for ten years. If the Vermilion Phoenix Academy was ranked second among the Five Great Academies, then the Azure Dragon Academy was dead last.


  Besides, Sama Yeong was the granddaughter of the Fire King, the principal of Vermilion Phoenix Academy.


  Did she really have to explain all that?


  Trying to control her rage, Sama Yeong said, "While instructors sometimes gain experience at the Azure Dragon Academy and then move to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, the opposite never happens. That would be a demotion. Regardless, I will pretend I didn't hear that.


  "That's too bad. I was serious."


  "My offer still stands, so take your time to think about it. There's still plenty of time."


  "I meant what I said as well. Think carefully about joining the Azure Dragon Academy. The competition for new instructors will be fierce next year, so now is the time."


  Without a word, Sama Yeong turned around and stormed off. The Vermilion Phoenix instructors glared at Baek Suryong for a moment, then followed her.


  Baek Suryong called after them, "I have a good idea. How about this?"


  Sama Yeong ignored him. He's just mocking my kindness.


  "Shall we make a bet based on our performance in this new instructor training course?"


  "...A bet?" Sama Yeong screeched to a halt.


  Baek Suryong grinned. "The one with the lower score between the two of us will transfer to the other's academy."


  Chapter 215: I'll Think About It


  "A bet? I won't stand for such an insult!" one of the Vermillion Phoenix instructors shouted before Sama Yeong could react, approaching Baek Suryong with his hand resting lightly on his sword hilt.


  Noticing that the man had a stubborn demeanor, Baek Suryong tilted his head and asked innocently, "Why is proposing a bet considered an insult?"


  "Surely you know what a big deal it is when an instructor changes allegiances. Don't you think it's insulting to suggest that we bet on such a thing?" the man yelled.


  Baek Suryong widened his eyes as though he was astonished. "So when the Vermilion Phoenix Academy offers a transfer, it's goodwill, but when the Azure Dragon Academy does the same, it's an insult?"


  "Naturally! You should know the difference in status between the two academies!"


  "That will change soon enough. I'm just giving Miss Sama the chance to jump ship now, while it's still easy."


  "Mr. Baek Suryong, do you think I'll back down just because you're strong?"


  "What gives you the confidence to challenge me when you're so weak?"


  "You impudent...!" The man's face flushed red.


  Whether it was martial arts or a verbal match, he couldn't win against Baek Suryong. He tightened his grip on the hilt of his sword, but before he could draw it, Sama Yeong stepped in and grabbed his wrist.


  "That's enough, Mr. So Geomdong," she warned.


  So Geomdong gritted his teeth, but nodded silently.


  Baek Suryong clicked his tongue in disappointment. Should I provoke him one more time?


  "You're quite the loyal dog, aren't you?" he taunted.


  Seo Geomdong flinched, but a sharp glare from Sama Yeong compelled him to withdraw in silence.


  Turning back to Baek Suryong, Sama Yeong said, "You mentioned a bet?"


  "That's right."


  "Alright, I accept."


  Baek Suryong's eyes widened. Isn't she agreeing too easily? She's willing to take that kind of risk?


  He had only mentioned the bet to provoke her, never expecting that she would actually agree to it. After all, if she lost, it would lead to the inconceivable scenario of the Fire King's granddaughter becoming an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy.


  He wasn't alone in his shock. The Vermilion Phoenix instructors were just as dumbfounded as he was.


  "Ms. Sama Yeong!"


  "Why are you accepting such a bet?"


  "Please reconsider!"


  Some of them secretly disliked Sama Yeong, but this was a matter of honor for Vermilion Phoenix Academy. They had to talk her out of it, no matter what.


  "This is my personal affair. I'll take responsibility for any repercussions myself," Sama Yeong snapped, silencing her colleagues with a cold glare.


  Fixing a provocative gaze on Baek Suryong, she went on, "However, I would like to change the terms of the bet. If you lose, all the special privileges I just promised you will be revoked. You'll start with a basic instructor's salary and work your way up from the bottom by doing various menial chores. You'll have to learn everything from scratch under my strict supervision. As for the contract, how does three years sound?"


  Baek Suryong grinned. Even though Sama Yeong was from a rival academy, he found her quite likeable. Her eyes burned with intensity, her competitive spirit was boundless, and she seemed exceptionally capable. Recruiting her as a junior and putting her through her paces would be fun.


  "Then we'll set the same conditions on our side. Shall we put it in writing?"


  Sama Yeong shook her head. "I know a more reliable method. Lets have the Namgung Clan be our witness."


  Everyone knew that the Namgung Clan had eyes and ears everywhere within their own estate. Once the details of this bet were reported to their leadership, any violation of the terms would be met with ridicule from the entire jianghu.


  Smiling confidently, Sama Yeong added, "You know, a great teacher doesn't always make a great student. Sometimes, being aware of your own brilliance can cause problems."


  "Thank you for your concern. I'll try to appear a little less outstanding, even though that's the one thing I'm not sure I can pull off," Baek Suryong replied.


  "I'm just liking you more and more... Anyway, see you tomorrow," Sama Yeong laughed, turning around and walking away without hesitation.


  Exchanging anxious glances, the Vermilion Phoenix instructors quickly hurried after her.


  Baek Suryong looked back at his companions. "Shall we go check out our rooms..."


  "Senior Blazing Rakshasa!" Jaegal Soyeong suddenly exclaimed, clapping her hands together.


  Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. "Who?"


  "I knew I'd heard the name Sama Yeong somewhere before! She's five years my senior at the Heavenly Martial Academy, so I've never met her in person, but she's one of the more famous young alumni," Jaegal Soyeong explained.


  Ak Yeonho gulped. "The Blazing Rakshasa? What on earth did she do to earn such a fearsome alias?"


  Jaegal Soyeong replied worriedly, "I heard that it's because she turns into a fiery demon when enraged, to the extent that she even forced three people to drop out of the Heavenly Martial Academy."


  "......"


  "......"


  "Cough!"


  Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, and Kwak Duyong remained silent, but the cold sweat dripping from their foreheads and their strangled gasps spoke volumes about their inner thoughts.


  Jaegal Soyeong continued with a somber expression, "On top of that, she graduated as one of the top five students, and her instructors said she was so good at the flame arts that they had nothing more to teach her about it."


  "She's indeed quite impressive," Baek Suryong remarked.


  Although Sama Yeong had seemed exceptional in the earlier duel, he could tell that neither she nor Tang Baekho had fought at full strength.


  I wonder how powerful she is when she goes all out? Well, I'll probably find out soon enough. That lady is both prideful and stubborn.


  One thing was for sure, even before the training started, they had already declared war on the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. Everything was slowly descending into chaos, exactly as he had wished.


  Smirking darkly, Baek Suryong mumbled to himself, "I thought there were only little brats here, but this might turn out to be more interesting than I thought..."
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  "Do you think I'm acting arbitrarily by using my grandfather's influence?" Sama Yeong asked.


  At the Vermilion Phoenix dormitory, Sama Yeong gathered her colleagues together at their designated training ground. The new instructors were divided among four different buildings, one assigned to each academy, and besides the central training ground where she had sparred with Tang Baekho, each academy received a smaller, private training ground.


  The other Vermillion Phoenix instructors remained silent, but their restless faces spoke volumes. Right before their eyes, Sama Yeong had made an extraordinary offer to an Azure Dragon instructor, and as if that alone wasn't shocking enough, Baek Suryong had turned it down, leaving the entire Vermillion Phoenix Academy feeling humiliated.


  So Geomdong asserted, "Yes, it was a mistake to accept the bet.


  Sama Yeong shook her head. So Geomdong was practically her right-hand man, absolutely loyal to her, yet here he was expressing his dissatisfaction out loud. There was no need to ask what the others thought. If she hadn't been the Fire King's granddaughter, all kinds of criticism would have poured out.


  It's so easy to guess what they're thinking. They're either jealously accusing me of being a woman who only succeeded because I was born into the right family, wondering what I'll do if I lose the bet, or convincing themselves that I've fallen for the Azure Dragon Hero's good looks.


  ...Not that their opinions matter to me.


  Sama Yeong sneered as if she could read all her colleagues' minds. "Fine, I'll give you all an opportunity as well."


  "...Pardon?"


  "What do you mean?"


  Sama Yeong smiled radiantly. "During this training course, anyone who outperforms Mr. Baek Suryong in even one subject will have their monthly salary tripled. What's more, you'll also be assigned a class to teach starting next year."


  The instructors' eyes widened in astonishment. A threefold pay raise coupled with a teaching gig was a extraordinary opportunity, especially in the highly competitive Vermilion Phoenix Academy.


  One of the instructors raised his hand. "Does that include theoretical classes?"


  "Of course. As you saw earlier, the Azure Dragon Hero's martial prowess surpasses everyone else here, so defeating him in practical lessons is most certainly out of the question."


  If the evaluation criteria was purely about combat ability, Sama Yeong had no doubt that none of the new instructors could defeat Baek Suryong. However, this was an instructor training course, not a martial arts competition. Throughout the program, their teaching methodology and communication skills would also be put to the test. Excellence in martial arts alone wouldn't guarantee a top score.


  The instructors' eyes began to burn with motivation.


  If it's theory...


  We can definitely win!


  Sama Yeong grinned with satisfaction. Manipulating ordinary people was so easy.


  "Do whatever it takes to prevail over the Azure Dragon Hero. Prove to him that the instructors of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy are the best!"


  ""Yes!""


  "Good. You're dismissed."


  At Sama Yeong's command, the Vermillion Phoenix instructors dispersed, some returning to their rooms, some staying in the training grounds to spar, and others gathering in groups to chat.


  After watching them for a moment, Sama Yeong returned to her bedroom. She changed into comfortable clothes, sat cross-legged, and began to circulate her qi.


  Still, she couldn't concentrate on her breathing exercises. An annoyingly confident face kept popping up in her mind.


  Baek Suryong.


  He had not only rejected her proposal, but also suggested that she join the Azure Dragon Academy instead. At first, she was angry, but a moment later, her desire to bring Baek Suryong to Vermilion Phoenix Academy triumphed over her indignation.


  I'll keep you by my side forever and make you work like a slave.


  Flames flickering in her eyes, Sama Yeong bit her lip, closed her eyes, and began to calmly circulate her qi.
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  "My liege, I believe this is the right direction," a gaunt, hunchbacked old man said, wiping blood off the map with his hand and bringing it close to his face. Even then, he squinted his dim eyes, seemingly struggling to read the small print.


  "Are you sure? Can we really reach Namgung Estate if we keep going this way?" a young man with a lazy expression asked, looking at the old man doubtfully. He was an exceptionally handsome man with half black and half white hair, an unusual combination that somehow suited him perfectly.


  The old man pointed to a huge mountain peak with a skeletal finger. "Yes, sir. If we keep going this way, we'll reach the Namgung Estate. In fact, we're already inside their territory. We just have to cross that mountain."


  The young man kicked aside the corpses blocking his path. "Will there be more bandits on the road? These guys were too boring."


  The torn dead bodies of hundreds of bandits, their faces etched with horrifying pain and fear, lay at the feet of the two men. Puddles of blood had formed on the ground, but despite the gruesome massacre they had committed, the young man and the old man chatted casually.


  "Even if there are, there won't be another mountain keep that big," the old man replied.


  "I guess the rumors that there are supreme external arts masters among the Viridian Forest Bandits are all from bygone days," the young man sighed.


  "Fifty years ago, there was a legendary external arts master called the Bandit King..."


  "Spare me the boring old stories." The young man turned away, waving his hand dismissively.


  The old man put the map back in his pocket and followed him.


  As they descended from the bandit camp, the young man asked, "Since this is the Namgung Clan's territory, why didn't that old geezer, the Blue Sky Sword King, clean up the garbage in his front yard?"


  "His territory is too big to call this his front yard. He probably doesn't care," the old man replied.


  The young man snorted. "Those orthodox sect bastards are always like this. They pretend to be chivalrous heroes, but they're really just hypocrites."


  "Hehehe, you're absolutely right. In that sense, aren't we the real heroes for killing those bandits?"


  They continued down the mountain, having a trivial conversation.


  "Kuh...uh..." At the foot of the mountain, they came upon an injured man crawling on the ground, leaving a trail of blood behind him.


  The young man approached him and greeted him cheerfully. "You only made it this far, huh?"


  "Eek!" the man shrieked.


  He was the bandit who had first tried to rob them, only to have the young man cripple his legs and leave him with a promise to spare his life if he could escape before they returned from destroying the bandit camp.


  Weeping, he begged, "P-Please spare me..."


  "No. A promise is a promise," the young man retorted, stomping down mercilessly on the terrified man's head.


  CRACK!


  The young man wiped the blood and brains off his foot, then proceeded nonchalantly down the road.


  The old man followed beside him. Decades ago, the murim had trembled in front of him and called him the Asura Demon Sword. Now, however, their fear was directed even more at the young man standing beside him.


  "By the way, my liege, are you planning to cut off the Blue Sky Sword King's head this time?" the old man asked.


  "Well, I'll think about it after I give him a good beating," the young man replied.


  He was, after all, the strongest martial arts master of the unorthodox, the Night Emperor (黑夜魔帝).


  Chapter 216: Catalyst of Chaos


  Inside the Patriarch's Hall of the Namgung Clan, where the clan's most critical decisions were made, a young man and a middle-aged man sat facing each other, discussing the new instructor training course set to begin the next day.


  "I heard the Vermilion Phoenix and the Azure Dragon clashed on the very first day?" the young man asked.


  "Yes, they did. Thankfully, it didn't turn into a full-blown brawl," the middle-aged man replied, shaking his head.


  "What a pity. Honestly, watching them fight is more entertaining than any training course."


  "I heard that the atmosphere is already as tense as a battlefield. The Azure Dragon Hero and the Blazing Rakshasa apparently made a bet with their jobs on the line..."


  The young man burst into laughter. "Hahaha! Seems like they're going all out this year!"


  Sighing, the middle-aged man protested, "Father, the training course hasn't even started yet. If fights break out this early, it'll harm the main family's reputation."


  "You are the Patriarch of the Namgung Clan. How can you be afraid of criticism from others?" The young man, whom the middle-aged man called 'Father,' chuckled and picked up his cup. He was the former patriarch of the Namgung Clan and one of the murim's Ten Supremes, the Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak.


  The middle-aged man, the Ironblood Swordsman Namgung Cheon, the current Patriarch of the Namgung Clan, shook his head. "Father, it's only easy for you to say that because you've stepped down from this position."


  "Anyway, have you spotted any promising talents?"


  "Sama Yeong from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and Tang Baekho from the White Tiger Academy are outstanding."


  "Seems like the Fire King raised his granddaughter well. I've also heard that the Tang Clan kid is quite the eccentric one."


  "The Black Tortoise Academy only sent one person this year, and it seems she excels in sorcery rather than martial arts. She's also mute."


  "They've never sent us many new instructors, but this year there's only one? That's disappointing." Namgung Jaehak frowned. The Five Academies' New Instructor Training Course was an important annual event for the Namgung Clan. However, this year, the Heavenly Martial Academy wasn't attending, and the Black Tortoise Academy only sent one person.


  "I'll send a letter to the head of the Black Tortoise Academy. Unless that old man has gone senile, he won't act like this next year," he remarked.


  Namgung Cheon asked, "By the way, why isn't the Heavenly Martial Academy attending the course?"


  Namgung Jaehak was not only the former Patriarch of the Namgung Clan but also a Star Instructor at the Heavenly Martial Academy. These days, he only gave a few special lectures a year, but whenever he did, students flocked to hear him. This meant he held immense influence over the Academy, but even so, they didn't participate in this year's new instructor training course.


  "The Heavenly Martial Academy's absence isn't the Principal's will."


  "Then whose is it?"


  "It was their one and only new instructor this year."


  Despite the fact that outstanding instructors from all over the world applied, some of whom had years of experience at other academies, the Heavenly Martial Academy hired no more than three new instructors each year. As such, becoming a new instructor there was said to be a herculean task.


  And this year, only one new instructor was selected.


  Namgung Cheon furrowed his brows. "His name was Cheon Mugyeol, right? The one who passed the test alone after eliminating all the competition."


  "That's right. He's an extraordinarily talented individual."


  For the word 'extraordinary' to come from the Blue Sky Sword King could only mean that Cheon Mugyeol was a monster beyond imagination.


  "Still, how arrogant of him to dare decline our family's invitation."


  "Cheon Mugyeol is..." Namgung Jaehak paused, then continued, "Perhaps it's fortunate that he didn't come. There's no one in the other academies who can deal with him. It would make no sense for him to come here, and the other instructors would only be driven to despair."


  "Is he that formidable?"


  Namgung Jaehak hesitated for a moment, suddenly remembering another person. However, he didn't voice it and replied, "...Yes, he is. Anyway, I plan to meet him separately when I return to the Heavenly Martial Academy. Don't worry too much about it."


  "Understood." Namgung Cheon nodded, then casually asked, "What about the Azure Dragon Academy?"


  "Why are you asking me about that?"


  "Wasn't it you who instructed the Deputy Commander of the Heavenly Ears to observe the Azure Dragon Hero?"


  "...You knew?" Namgung Jaehak laughed awkwardly.


  Namgung Cheon looked directly at his father and said firmly, "No one in the Namgung Clan can keep secrets from me, not even you, Father. Well, if that's what you want though, please take back the position of patriarch. I'll return it without any regrets."


  Namgung Jaehak grinned sheepishly. "Come now, don't be so harsh. I did it because I was curious, okay?"


  Namgung Cheon did not press further. Although he only acted out of respect for the patriarch's authority, the Blue Sky Sword King, a figure revered throughout the land, was pleading with his son. Letting out a small sigh, he instead asked, "So, have you satisfied your curiosity?"


  "No, not in the least. I can't figure him out at all. That Azure Dragon Hero… there's something suspicious about him. I think I'll have to observe him personally this time," Namgung Jaehak replied, his expression somewhat complex. He couldn't explain the reason to his son, but his interest in Baek Suryong was of a different nature from his interest in Cheon Mugyeol.


  "What do you think of him, Su? You've observed him for months, so you should know him better than us."


  The two men's gazes turned simultaneously in the same direction.


  A short distance away, Namgung Su replied with a calm yet polite expression, "Baek Suryong is an excellent martial arts instructor with exceptional skills both in combat and teaching. His approach to education may be unconventional, but it has shown great results, and the number of students who sincerely want to learn from him is steadily increasing."


  "Oh?"


  "He's also politically astute, capable of winning over key figures whether within the academy or outside of it. There are some issues with his personality, but I don't think it's a major problem."


  Namgung Cheon blinked in surprise. Although Namgung Su's face was devoid of emotion from beginning to end, his words were full of praise. This was a first.


  "This is the first time I've ever heard such high praise from you. You always find fault even with the Star Instructors of the Five Great Academies."


  "As I said, there are some issues with his personality."


  "To me, that just seems like you're forcing yourself to find some flaw in him."


  "......" Namgung Su looked away without a word.


  Seeing this, Namgung Jaehak laughed heartily and asked playfully, "So, do you think the Azure Dragon Academy will win the Heavenly Martial Festival this year, as he boasted?"


  "It will be difficult."


  "Difficult? Not impossible, but difficult?"


  "Are you serious?"


  "To be honest…" Namgung Su looked up, meeting his father and grandfather's eyes. "I think it's entirely possible," he declared confidently.


  The two giants of the Namgung Clan stared at him in shock. Namgung Cheon, in particular, felt a strange pang in his heart as he noticed the change in his son.


  From an early age, Namgung Su had a detached and pragmatic personality. Knowing his position as a concubine's child, he volunteered to go to the Azure Dragon Academy, effectively renouncing his claim to the position of successor. This fact had always troubled Namgung Cheon.


  That boy… now claims he'll lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory in the Heavenly Martial Festival? Does he even understand what that means?


  Namgung Su was basically announcing his return to the Namgung Clan's successor race. Even with his status, if he could accomplish the miraculous feat of leading the Azure Dragon Academy to victory in the Heavenly Martial Festival, becoming the successor wasn't an impossible dream.


  Suddenly wanting to test his son, Namgung Cheon deliberately said coldly, "The Azure Dragon Academy winning the Heavenly Martial Festival is absurd. Moreover, they will be banned from participating in the Heavenly Martial Festival from next year onwards and likely kicked out of the Five Great Academies."


  "……"


  "You should prepare to transfer schools. I'll find you a place at another academy."


  "……"


  "Did you not hear me?"


  "...I apologize, but I cannot comply."


  "What?!"


  In the blink of an eye, a formidable aura erupted from Namgung Cheon. Although he was overshadowed by the Blue Sky Sword King, Namgung Cheon was the patriarch of the Namgung Clan, a master who had reached the transcendental realm, and a supreme leader of the present era.


  "Ugh…" Namgung Su's face paled.


  "Say that again!"


  Namgung Su gritted his teeth. Fortunately, he was accustomed to enduring pain and pressure while mastering the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique, so he was able to withstand his father's aura somewhat.


  Looking Namgung Cheon in the eye, Namgung Su said, "Time is short right now, so my first priority is to prepare for the Heavenly Martial Festival."


  "So, you're going to disobey me?"


  "Even if we don't achieve good results in this year's Heavenly Martial Festival, I have no intention of leaving the Azure Dragon Academy."


  "How dare you!"


  FWOOSH!


  A powerful gale swept through the room, sending the furniture flying in all directions. A broken teacup grazed Namgung Su's cheek, drawing blood.


  "ENOUGH!" Namgung Jaehak shouted, dispelling the fierce aura with a wave of his hand. Stepping in to stop the fight between his son and grandson, he said sternly, "Patriarch, calm yourself. Su, you may leave now."


  Trembling slightly, Namgung Su bowed respectfully and exited the Patriarch's Hall.


  Watching his son's retreating figure, Namgung Cheon muttered in a dispirited voice, "This is the first time he's ever defied me."


  "I'm surprised as well. He was a child who hid his feelings behind an expressionless face. When did he change so much?"


  Namgung Su, who had always been an obedient boy, had just shown remarkable conviction and courage in confronting the Patriarch. What could have caused such a transformation in him?


  Could this also be a result of the Azure Dragon Hero's influence?


  Namgung Jaehak recalled the look on his grandson's face when he spoke of Baek Suryong. Although he maintained his usual calm and collected demeanor, his eyes expressed an unwavering trust in the man. It was a sight he had never seen during Namgung Su's time in the clan.


  "Huh…"


  He was truly perplexed. A direct descendant of the Namgung Clan, the world's strongest clan, had been influenced and changed by a mere martial arts instructor, not by the family elders.


  Namgung Cheon smiled bitterly. "The Azure Dragon Hero… It seems that everyone is talking about him these days, even you, Father. He must truly be a man like a dragon."


  "I still don't know much about him, but whether he's a dragon or an imoogi,[1] we'll definitely find out through this training course."


  "I'll keep a close eye on him as well."


  "At the very least, it will be entertaining to watch. After all, Baek Suryong is a catalyst of chaos who causes a stir wherever he goes."


  Namgung Jaehak rose from his seat. The Patriarch immediately moved to follow him, but Namgung Jaehak stopped him with a hand.


  "Don't follow me. I want to walk alone."


  "Understood."


  Leaving the Patriarch's Hall, Namgung Jaehak strolled down the long corridor with his hands clasped behind his back. The world revered him as one of the Ten Supremes, but the young man walking under the moonlight wore a worried expression on his face just like ordinary people.


  He couldn't say it, but there truly was something he desperately wanted to confirm about Baek Suryong.


  If he's the one I'm looking for, then…


  Looking up at the night sky, a red glint flickered in the depths of the Blue Sky Sword King's eyes.


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] Imoogi: Korean lesser dragon, or giant serpent/snake that aspires to become a full-fledged dragon.



  Chapter 217: So It Wasn't a Bonus Question?


  The light of dawn bathed the Namgung Clan's central training ground in a soft glow, but today, instead of the usual shouts of their martial artists, it was filled with rows of new instructors from four martial arts academies.


  GULP! GULP!


  The new instructors swallowed hard, visibly nervous. Behind them, the Azure Sky Sword Brigade stood in formation, their presence radiating an icy aura of authority. Although many of them were renowned experts from prestigious sects and families, few could remain unfazed in the midst of the world's mightiest martial clan.


  As if that weren't bad enough, the escort instructors from each academy stood in front of them, nagging relentlessly as they reminded them of proper behavior.


  "Be extra careful not to show the Namgung Clan Patriarch any disrespect," the Vermillion Phoenix escort instructor warned.


  "Straighten your shoulders! Show them the dignity of a White Tiger instructor!" the White Tiger escort instructor scolded.


  Namgung Su sighed, "...Baek Suryong. Stop yawning."


  It was no surprise that the new instructors were brimming with excitement. After all, there was a legend that any instructor who graduated at the top of the training would one day rise to the rank of Star Instructor. While this outcome seemed perfectly logical, it was impossible for the trainees not to feel the weight of it. At the very least, their performance here would shape how they were perceived when they returned to their respective schools.


  "The Patriarch is coming!" the captain of the Azure Sky Sword Brigade shouted, his voice imbued with inner qi.


  The Azure Sky Sword Brigade stomped their feet in perfect unison.


  BOOM!


  As the ground vibrated from their synchronized stomp, the previously noisy atmosphere fell silent, and all eyes turned toward the dueling platform.


  Namgung Cheon, Patriarch of the Namgung Clan, arrived with a young man and an old man trailing behind him. Among the new instructors, many found themselves more astonished by the pair accompanying him than by the Patriarch's presence.


  The Blue Sky Sword King!


  The Erudite Sage!


  The young man to the left of the Patriarch was the famous Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak, while the tall, thin old man with the unusually large head was the Erudite Sage, a scholar who was said to know everything about martial arts theory.


  ""Greetings to the Patriarch of the great Namgung Clan!""


  ""Greetings to the great senior of the murim, the Blue Sky Sword King!""


  ""Greetings to the great senior of the murim, the Erudite Sage!""


  The senior instructors of the Four Academies were the first to clasp their hands in salute, and the new instructors hurriedly followed suit.


  Namgung Cheon briefly surveyed them and said indifferently, "Nice to meet you. I am Namgung Cheon, and I will be in charge of this new instructor training course."


  Although he was often overshadowed by his father, Namgung Cheon was a transcendent master whose strength approached that of the Ten Supremes. Even without projecting his aura, few of the new instructors could meet his gaze directly.


  "There's no need for a long speech, so I'll get straight to the point. The new instructor training course here at Namgung Clan will take place over seven days. The course is largely divided into theory and practical sessions, and the two grandmasters beside me will be in charge of each one respectively."


  The Blue Sky Sword King and the Erudite Sage, who had been standing a step behind the Patriarch, stepped forward together.


  "Greetings, I am the Blue Sky Sword King. I've already met some of you."


  "Kukuku... Greetings, youngsters. I am the Erudite Sage."


  All the new instructors greeted in unison, ""Greetings, Grandmasters!""


  The two old masters nodded slightly and stepped back.


  Namgung Cheon continued, "Also, senior instructors who have taught at the Five Great Academies for at least ten years and are now retired will assist the two Grandmasters as teaching assistants."


  A dozen or so teaching assistants stepped forward from under the platform, each radiating a powerful aura.


  "That person is...!"


  "Master Drifting Cloud Swordsman!"


  "The Ice Moon Fairy!"


  Upon recognizing the assistants, the new instructors were shocked.


  All of them are truly remarkable experts, Baek Suryong mused, slightly impressed by the caliber of the senior instructors. He had come with a lax attitude, and only now did he feel that he might actually gain something from this experience.


  "I will end my speech here so as not to waste your valuable training time. I hope that you will all gain much from this training and return to your schools armed with new insights."


  Having finished his brief speech, Namgung Cheon stepped down from the platform, but just before leaving, his gaze lingered on Baek Suryong for an instant.


  "……"


  It was such a fleeting moment that no one noticed except for the two of them.


  With the Patriarch gone, only the Blue Sky Sword King and the Erudite Sage remained on the platform.


  The Blue Sky Sword King stepped back and said to the Erudite Sage, "You go first. Morning is for theory."


  "Very well." With the Blue Sky Sword King's concession, the Erudite Sage stepped forward. Scanning the new instructors, he said in a raspy voice, "As I mentioned earlier, I am known as the Erudite Sage, and I pride myself on being the world's best in martial arts theory."


  The fact that he claimed to be the world's best while the Blue Sky Sword King, a member of the Ten Supremes, was standing right next to him showed just how strong the Erudite Sage's confidence in his martial arts theory was.


  "Before we begin the lecture, I need to assess your current abilities."


  Some of the new instructors immediately frowned. They were outstanding individuals who had been recruited by the Five Great Academies. Even though it was the Erudite Sage who said it, they couldn't help but feel offended.


  The Erudite Sage scoffed. "Arrogant youngsters. All of you, spread out and sit down."


  The new instructors swallowed their discontent and did as instructed, while the teaching assistants handed out brushes, inkstones, ink sticks, and a book to each of them.


  Baek Suryong snorted. What the hell? He's treating us like scholars about to take the Imperial Examinations.


  "What I have just handed out is a martial arts manual," the Erudite Sage said, stepping down from the platform and walking among the seated instructors. "To be precise, it's a demonic arts manual."


  "!!"


  "If you learn the formulas written in this demonic art as they are, you will suffer qi deviation and go insane, or die with blood pouring out of every orifice in your body."


  The new instructors stared at the books in front of them, their faces tense. The covers were blank.


  "Read the manual and locate the flawed passages that will directly cause qi deviation. There are six errors in total."


  "...What?"


  "Here and now?"


  "Don't you know that just reading a demonic art can cause qi deviation?"


  Realizing how absurd the Erudite Sage's demand was, the new instructors began to protest despite knowing it was disrespectful.


  The Erudite Sage ignored their complaints. "If you don't want to do it, then leave. If you're going to be affected by such a low-grade demonic art, then you're not qualified to teach at the Five Great Academies."


  "......"


  The Erudite Sage grinned maliciously, revealing his yellowed teeth. "Kukuku... I'll give you four hours. Those who do not find any errors within that time will be considered unqualified to attend my lectures and will be sent home."


  Standing behind the Erudite Sage, the Blue Sky Sword King shook his head helplessly. He's incorrigible.


  Meanwhile, the new instructors panicked.


  Only four hours?


  That's not even enough time to properly interpret the manual...


  This is a demonic art! What kind of crazy test is this?!


  The Erudite Sage didn't give them any more time to think. "Begin!" he announced.


  Despite feeling wronged, the new instructors quickly buried their heads in the demonic arts manual.
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  The Erudite Sage strolled among the groaning new instructors, laughing wickedly to himself. Kukuku... You guys. Life has been pretty easy so far, hasn't it?


  Although he had called it basic, this was actually a test designed to break the new instructors' spirits right from the start. He could say with certainty that not a single instructor would solve this problem perfectly within four hours.


  If they can solve it, they're already at the level of a Star Instructor.


  He did not anticipate this level of skill from the fledglings. His primary goal was to humble them and ensure that they would follow his teachings without resistance.


  His gaze lingered on a few of the more prominent new instructors.


  Sama Yeong. Tang Baekho. Baek Suryong.


  These three were said to be the most promising new recruits of the Five Great Academies this year, and indeed, all three seemed to have exceptional martial arts talent.


  However, martial arts theory was a completely different matter.


  An instructor lacking in theory is nothing but an empty shell.


  Talented prodigies learned martial arts through intuition, not theory. They could imitate something after seeing it once, while normal people needed detailed explanations and lots of practice. Therefore, it was common for prodigies to be extremely strong but know next to nothing about martial arts theory.


  Fuck talent.


  The Erudite Sage had wanted to be among the world's strongest martial artists, but he wasn't born with outstanding talent. Despite mastering countless martial arts techniques, he remained a mere peak-level master. As such, he despised instructors who relied solely on talent.


  As a learner, one can rely on talent and become strong. However, teachers cannot be like that.


  Just like the Erudite Sage himself, there were far more people in the world without talent than there were with it. Such students needed a teacher who could guide them using sound theory, not one who shone with raw talent and good instincts.


  If you have neglected your theoretical studies, relying only on talent, you will be thoroughly humiliated here.


  He carefully observed the three individuals he had marked.


  "Ugh..."


  Tang Baekho of the White Tiger Academy was scratching his head in frustration. It seemed he was stuck from the very beginning.


  This man is hopeless.


  On the other hand, Sama Yeong of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy had already read more than half of the manual in less than an hour.


  Oho. That girl might be worth watching.


  Just from the way she held the book, he could tell how hard she had studied and how much effort she had put into it. It was said that she was a prodigy even at the Heavenly Martial Academy, and indeed, she seemed to excel in both theory and martial arts.


  Nodding, the Erudite Sage finally turned his attention to Baek Suryong of the Azure Dragon Academy...only to find Baek Suryong casually flipping through the manual while making occasional annotations with his brush.


  A surge of displeasure welled up in his heart. Why is he just skimming through it like that? How dare he...!


  At that moment, Baek Suryong looked up and met the Erudite Sage's eyes. "Can I submit it if I'm done?" he asked.


  "You insolent..."


  "Excuse me?" Baek Suryong tilted his head in confusion. Why's he being like this just because I met his gaze?


  Seeing Baek Suryong's response, the Erudite Sage barely managed to contain his anger.


  Hmph, he's done? What bullshit is that? How is it even possible to find all six erroneous passages in one hour? He must have just guessed randomly...


  "Yes, you can submit it to me. I'll evaluate it right here, right now," he snapped gruffly.


  "Yes, sir." Baek Suryong rose to his feet and handed over the manual.


  The Erudite Sage took it and immediately began grading it on the spot. "Let's see. How good are you... Hmm?"


  "……"


  "Oho."


  "……"


  "Not bad."


  "……"


  "H-How...?"


  "……"


  "This can't be..."


  "……"


  "Gasp!" The Erudite Sage choked.


  "What's wrong?" the Blue Sky Sword King asked, approaching him worriedly.


  "How could this be...!" The Erudite Sage's jaw dropped as he stared at the manual.


  Let's say he was lucky enough to get the first one or two right. However, once he went past three, four, isn't it something that can't be explained by luck? Moreover...


  "HOW ON EARTH DID YOU FIND THEM ALL!?"


  At those words, not only the Blue Sky Sword King and the teaching assistants, but even the new instructors looked up at Baek Suryong.


  "You've already finished interpreting it?"


  "How?"


  "Is he a monster...?"


  Everyone stared at Baek Suryong as if they were looking at an inhuman monster. Only Sama Yeong gritted her teeth and went back to solving the problem... but when she heard Baek Suryong's next words, she dropped her brush.


  "It's not six, but seven, right?" Baek Suryong asked sheepishly.


  The Erudite Sage stared at him, dumbfounded. "What?"


  Baek Suryong flipped to the last page of the manual. "The incorrect passages, I mean. There's one more."


  "What?!"


  "Oh, so it wasn't a bonus question?"


  "!!!!"


  


  Translator's Note: People who laugh "kukuku" simply cannot be trusted.


  Chapter 218: Show Me Everything You've Got


  The Erudite Sage's face turned pale with shock, and his hands trembled as he confirmed the seventh erroneous passage that Baek Suryong had pointed out.


  "H-How did you..." he stammered.


  Baek Suryong scratched his head awkwardly. Judging from the Erudite Sage's shocked expression, it seemed he genuinely didn't know about the seventh flaw.


  He felt somewhat disappointed in the Erudite Sage. I thought he knew everything and only told me six on purpose, but was that not the case? He missed that and still calls himself the world's best theorist?


  Even so, the Erudite Sage wasn't the only one taken aback. The Blue Sky Sword King, the assistant instructors, and the other new instructors were all gaping.


  Baek Suryong humbly clasped his hands together. "It was just luck," he said.


  "Are you telling me that you found something which even the Erudite Sage missed, by pure luck at that? Hoho, that's hard to believe," the Blue Sky Sword King remarked, eyeing Baek Suryong with a sharp gaze that bordered on suspicion.


  If I fail to give him an acceptable answer now, he'll interrogate me, Baek Suryong thought. Fortunately, he had an appropriate excuse ready.


  "I once investigated demonic arts practitioners at the Murim Alliance's request. The traces of demonic arts I pursued back then were similar to this one, so I could solve it easily."


  Ak Yeonho raised his hand. "I can vouch for that! I was with him then!"


  Before joining the Azure Dragon Academy, he and Baek Suryong had investigated the case of Old Man Heo, a loan shark who died from demonic arts, at the Murim Alliance's request.


  "If you were there too, why could you only solve that much?" Myeong Il'oh sneered, glancing at Ak Yeonho's secret manual, which he hadn't even read half of yet.


  Annoyed, Ak Yeonho snapped, "Shut up."


  Ignoring his bickering friends, Baek Suryong added, "I also currently teach Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts at the Azure Dragon Academy. My research on demonic arts while preparing for my lessons helped me a lot in this test."


  "Hmm, is that so...?"


  Although not all doubts were cleared, the Blue Sky Sword King nodded reluctantly. It seemed that Baek Suryong's prepared excuse was somewhat convincing.


  "Even so, that's impressive. Isn't that right, Erudite Sage?"


  "Hmm... Actually, I just skimmed through it. If I'd read carefully, I could have noticed it, but I was busy and seem to have missed the last part." The Erudite Sage, who had finally regained his composure, mumbled as he nodded.


  It sounded like a lame excuse, but no one dared comment on it.


  His face slightly flushed, the Erudite Sage said to Baek Suryong, "Anyway, you got a perfect score. As a reward, I'll give you the right to ask me two questions during the next theory class."


  Baek Suryong grumbled inwardly, I prefer money or miracle herbs as a reward, thank you very much.


  Outwardly though, he bowed humbly. While he was free to cause some chaos with the other new instructors, he had to manage his image carefully in front of those judging his performance, especially the Blue Sky Sword King, the Erudite Sage, and the teaching assistants.


  Ignoring the disdainful gazes of his peers, Baek Suryong plastered a fake smile on his face. "Thank you," he said.


  The Erudite Sage asked sullenly, "Now that you've finished, what are you going to do? You're free until the practical lesson in the afternoon."


  "May I return to my seat and wait?"


  "Suit yourself, but know that if you try to use telepathy to share your answers to others, you'll be punished," the Erudite Sage warned.


  "I wouldn't dream of it," Baek Suryong replied, returning to his seat.


  Turning back to the other new instructors, the Erudite Sage exclaimed, "Well! Seeing how relaxed you all are, the problems must be easy for everyone!"


  Many of the new instructors were staring at Baek Suryong with various expressions, but the moment the Erudite Sage scolded them, they returned their focus to deciphering the secret manual.


  Baek Suryong looked around leisurely. Sama Yeong was gritting her teeth as she deciphered the text, Jaegal Soyeong almost pressed her nose into it, and Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh were also concentrating hard. Only Kwak Duyong looked flustered and was sweating profusely.


  He sank into deep thought.


  Who would've thought they'd use the Blood Cult's demonic arts as a test question?


  He was telling the truth when he said that he had lucked out. After all, the Erudite Sage had literally just asked a former Blood Cult instructor to decipher a Blood Cult martial arts manual. In reality, it hadn't even taken him a minute to interpret and comment on it, but he had deliberately waited an hour before handing it in to avoid arousing suspicion.


  Still, while he was happy that he had easily demonstrated his skills in the first test, one thing bothered him.


  How does the Erudite Sage know the Blood Cult's martial arts?


  Although the Erudite Sage was reputed to be so knowledgeable that there was no martial art in the world he didn't know, it was hard to believe he knew the demonic arts of the Blood Cult, which was destroyed fifty years ago.


  There's no way I can ask him directly...


  Since the Erudite Sage hadn't mentioned that this martial art came from the Blood Cult, Baek Suryong couldn't be the one to bring it up first.


  I heard that the Erudite Sage has been staying as a guest of the Namgung Clan for quite a long time. Then, it's likely that the Namgung Clan also knows this fact...


  Suddenly, a name Baek Suryong had forgotten for a while surfaced in his mind.


  Cho Maksaeng!


  Cho Maksaeng was a boy whom Namgung Su had tried to enroll in the Azure Dragon Academy. Sadly, he lost a duel against Gongson Su, couldn't accept the result, tried to harm Gongson Su, had his arm cut off by Wiji Cheon, and was then expelled.


  Most importantly, when Baek Suryong had confronted the boy after that, he went mad and turned into a mindless ghoul, forcing Baek Suryong to kill him.


  It turned out that when he was very young, he had been forcibly subjected to a vile and sinister technique known as Soul Alteration. This wicked art implanted demonic techniques into his mind, causing him to unknowingly learn them.


  
    "Cough! I really don't know, I don't know anything! B-Blood Cult? I'm an orphan… Cough! Martial arts, I learned them at the orphanage, then… Cough! From the Namgung Clan…"

  


  Cho Maksaeng grew up in an orphanage sponsored by the Namgung Clan, where he learned the basics of martial arts and eventually caught Namgung Su's eye.


  Baek Suryong's brows furrowed slightly.


  At that time, I suspected Namgung Su, but now I'm absolutely sure that Namgung Su has nothing to do with the Blood Cult.


  Baek Suryong trusted his ability to read people. Namgung Su was most definitely innocent.


  But...


  Baek Suryong looked up and gazed at the vast Namgung Clan Estate around him.


  But what about the Namgung Clan? Could the leaders of the clan have something to do with the Blood Cult?


  Naturally, Baek Suryong's gaze turned to the Blue Sky Sword King, the man who had elevated the current Namgung Clan from merely one of the Five Great Clans to the world's strongest martial family.


  Coincidentally, at that moment, the Blue Sky Sword King also turned to look at Baek Suryong.


  "......"


  "......"


  Their gazes met, creating a strange atmosphere, but fortunately it didn't last long. Sama Yeong and Jaegal Soyeong stood up at the same time, blocking their line of sight.


  "I'm done!"


  "I've finished!"


  Both women briefly made eye contact, but in the end, Jaegal Soyeong, the junior, bowed her head slightly, yielding to Sama Yeong.


  "Bring them here," the Erudite Sage said. As he reviewed their answers, his expression changed ever so slightly. "...This year's newbies are quite something. Both of you pass."


  "...Thank you," Sama Yeong said, though her expression crumpled. Even though she was the second to pass after Baek Suryong, the Erudite Sage had only told her that she had passed, not that she had received a perfect score.


  Next, a woman with a gloomy appearance, the only participant from the Black Tortoise Academy, also stood up and submitted her answer.


  She too passed.


  Within two hours, three people had passed one after the other. After that, it took quite some time for more to pass.


  "These newcomers this year... hmm... they're really something..." the Erudite Sage groaned, sounding discontented.


  Finding it amusing, the Blue Sky Sword King burst out laughing, "Hahaha! Today, the great Erudite Sage is humiliated!"


  "Humiliated, my ass," the Erudite Sage grumbled.


  Meanwhile, Baek Suryong folded his arms and closed his eyes.


  The Namgung Clan, huh. I'll just keep observing them for now.


  Not counting today, there were still six days left in the new instructor training course. If there was something related to the Blood Cult here, that was more than enough time for him to investigate.
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  The four-hour theory test finally ended. The Erudite Sage scolded the instructors who had done poorly, but thankfully, he didn't send anyone home.


  "Phew. That was close..." Kwak Duyong, the only Azure Dragon instructor who failed the test, sighed in relief.


  "Hmph. See you tomorrow, you brats." With an unreadable expression that gave no hint as to whether he was pleased or displeased, the Erudite Sage gathered up all the test papers and left.


  The Blue Sky Sword King stepped forward and spoke to the exhausted new instructors gently, "Good work, everyone. Let's reconvene after lunch. There will be a basic practical evaluation in the afternoon, so make sure you eat a hearty meal."


  "Yes, sir!" the instructors replied energetically.


  The instructors gathered in groups by academy and chatted enthusiastically.


  "Phew! I thought my head was going to explode."


  "At least it's practicals in the afternoon, so it'll be better."


  "I feel like I need to move my body."


  Perhaps this comment annoyed him, because the Blue Sky Sword King suddenly added, "Actually, let me correct myself. It would be better if everyone had a light lunch."


  "Huh?"


  "Why...?"


  The smiles vanished from the faces of the more quick-witted new instructors.


  "Because you might end up vomiting it all out," the Blue Sky Sword King replied with a grin, resting his hand on the sword at his waist.


  "......" Realizing their mistake, the new instructors who had spoken carelessly paled.
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  After lunch, the new instructors, now wearing light martial arts uniforms, gathered again at the grand training hall. Lined up by academy, there were a total of thirty-one people.


  Fifteen from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy.


  Ten from the White Tiger Academy.


  Five from the Azure Dragon Academy.


  One from the Black Tortoise Academy.


  In front of the instructors, dressed in martial arts uniforms symbolizing their respective academies, the Blue Sky Sword King appeared with light steps, wearing a pure white martial arts uniform.


  "Good, everyone's here," he said cheerfully.


  At the thought of receiving instruction from a master who might be the strongest in the world, everyone couldn't help but feel excited. After all, they were all martial artists before they were instructors.


  However, the first thing the Blue Sky Sword King talked about wasn't martial arts.


  "Do you know what kind of criticism the martial artists who graduated from the Five Great Academies have received lately?" he asked.


  It was a vague question, but Sama Yeong immediately raised her hand and answered confidently, "They are criticized for having high-level martial arts for their age, but lack the ability to tackle real-world combat situations."


  The Blue Sky Sword King nodded. "That's correct. Even though half of the graduates from the Five Great Academies are employed in large trading companies, escort agencies, the royal palace, and so on, most of them haven't experienced real combat, so they end up struggling when they enter the jianghu."


  "Yes. This is why the Vermilion Phoenix Academy has decided to increase the amount of off-site practical training starting this year," Sama Yeong added.


  The Blue Sky Sword King nodded at Sama Yeong's exemplary answer. "While I think that's an excellent approach, from what I see, your idea of real combat is severely lacking. Aren't you guys just fighting backyard thugs and subduing bandits at best?"


  "That's..." Sama Yeong looked like she wanted to refute.


  However, the Blue Sky Sword King cut her off, saying, "This isn't an era when unorthodox sects like the Blood Cult are rampaging. The murim is peaceful, and most of the unorthodox sects are in hiding. It's hard for even adults to experience real combat. How many of you have traveled around the jianghu? How many have the experience of cutting down more than ten people?"


  No one raised their hand. The atmosphere just didn't feel right for it.


  The Blue Sky Sword King continued in a serious tone, "With so few instructors who have truly experienced real combat, inevitably, there will be limits to what you can teach your students."


  "What exactly do you mean by 'real combat'?" Tang Baekho of the White Tiger Academy raised his hand and asked, looking somewhat defiant.


  The Blue Sky Sword King burst into hearty laughter. "For example, in real combat, one-on-one duels are rare. Most of them are chaotic free-for-alls. You always have to watch out for traps, be wary of poison, and you never know when hidden weapons might come flying at your back. That's real combat."


  "......"


  Although he appeared young due to rejuvenation, the Blue Sky Sword King was an eighty-year-old ultimate martial master who had participated in the war against the Blood Cult fifty years ago. If he said that someone didn't have enough combat experience, those words meant a lot.


  "I've said a lot of things, but in the end, what I want to say is that you can only teach real combat if you've experienced it. Since we can't just kill each other, though, we've instead created an environment as close to real combat as possible."


  GULP!


  Realizing the situation, the new instructors swallowed nervously. Those who had thought that practical training would be better than the eccentric Erudite Sage's theory classes were now realizing how wrong they had been.


  "I'm only going to explain this once, so listen carefully." The Blue Sky Sword King's tone changed, and an icy aura emanated from his body. "Starting today, for seven days, you will receive training similar to real combat, using Mount Tianzhu over there as your stage."


  He raised his sword and pointed to the mountain visible behind the training hall.


  "Different scenarios are given. For example, you may be assigned roles such as bandits, escorts, or assassins. Today's enemy may be tomorrow's ally. If you want to survive, you will have to give it your all."


  Under the pressure of the peerless master's aura, the new instructors gritted their teeth.


  "Simply put, this is survival training. I and the Azure Sky Sword Brigade will try to 'kill' you every day. You must survive."


  The Blue Sky Sword King's sharp eyes bored through each of them.


  "Ugh..."


  "Gasp..."


  As everyone struggled to stay upright, pale faces and trembling knees were everywhere.


  "The instructor who 'dies' the least during the training period will receive bonus points and a fitting reward."


  Some of the instructors gritted their teeth and glared at the Blue Sky Sword King.


  The Blue Sky Sword King smiled, pleased by their fighting spirit. "It won't be easy. After all, I intend to take this very seriously myself..."


  His gaze swept over the instructors, eventually settling on Baek Suryong. "...So you'd better show me everything you've got."


  "......"


  Chapter 219: Follow Me


  The Blue Sky Sword King's gentle gaze hardened into the sharp glint of a finely honed blade, and his tone exuded authority as he announced, "Since it's the first day, we'll start with a simple hike to assess everyone's basic physical fitness. Follow me."


  Feeling tense, the new instructors braced themselves. None of them were naive enough to believe that this first hike with the Blue Sky Sword King would be anything close to easy or simple. He hadn't even specified their destination!


  His hands casually clasped behind his back, the Blue Sky Sword King took a step forward, and his figure suddenly blurred and reappeared fifty meters away. "Anyone who falls behind will be penalized in the practical training evaluation," he taunted, his voice fading into the distance.


  Jolted into action, the instructors hastily activated their movement arts and dashed after the Blue Sky Sword King's rapidly diminishing figure.


  SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!


  Thirty-one instructors unleashed their movement skills, their martial arts uniforms fluttering in the wind as they transformed into a vibrant riot of four colors.


  [Il'oh, listen carefully. First...]


  After sending a brief telepathic message to Myeong Il'oh, Baek Suryong raced forward, determined to establish an early lead. After all, he wasn't one to hold back and then make a dramatic comeback.


  It'll be easier for everyone if I move alone.


  He knew he would be the main target of the Namgung Clan's ambushes. If he stayed with his fellow Azure Dragon instructors, he would only end up dragging them into the crossfire for no good reason.


  As the scenery around him became a blur, he caught sight of the Blue Sky Sword King in the distance.


  The Blue Sky Sword King suddenly turned, his hands still resting behind his back. Despite moving in reverse, his speed showed no signs of slowing. If anything, he appeared to be accelerating. His gaze swept over Baek Suryong from head to toe before he gave a slight nod, as though acknowledging something.


  "I thought you'd be the first to catch up, Baek Suryong. Hasn't it only been a few months since we last met at the Azure Dragon Academy's entrance examinations? It looks like your martial arts have come a long way."


  "I had a fortunate encounter," Baek Suryong replied.


  "That doesn't explain everything. Were you hiding your true strength from the beginning?"


  Baek Suryong grinned confidently. "Even if I was, that's not against the rules, is it?"


  The Blue Sky Sword King smiled. "Well, your martial arts may be impressive, but it won't be easy to maintain your lead. Take a look behind you."


  Baek Suryong glanced back and saw the instructors from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, dressed in identical crimson uniforms, moving in tight formations alongside those from the White Tiger Academy, who were clad in white.


  At the head of the group, the lead instructor cut through the wind, reducing air resistance for those following. The others skillfully used their footwork to make the path easier for those behind. By maintaining this formation and rotating the lead position at regular intervals, they were able to conserve energy and keep fatigue to a minimum.


  The Blue Sky Sword King observed them with a thoughtful expression. "The camaraderie of teamwork provides psychological stability, helps them conserve stamina, inner qi, and mental focus. You, on the other hand, are alone."


  "Isn't it even more of a waste of energy to help others when they can keep up on their own?" Baek Suryong countered.


  "So confident, even though you have no idea where we're going." Chuckling, Blue Sky Sword King turned back toward the front. "I'm increasing my speed. Try to keep up."


  He kicked off the ground, his figure becoming a distant blur.


  Damn, that old man is fast.


  The Blue Sky Sword King's reputation as one of the Ten Supremes was well-deserved. Clicking his tongue, Baek Suryong pushed himself to speed up.


  "Increase speed!" Tang Baekho shouted from behind.


  The White Tiger Academy, running alongside the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, surged forward. Tang Baekho, leading the pack, was right behind Baek Suryong.


  "I might not be as clever as you, but I won't lose to you in practical skills," he growled.


  Baek Suryong glanced back to see Tang Baekho's eyes burning with competitive fire. Smirking, he remarked, "You seem a bit out of breath already though."


  "Don't be ridiculous! I'm just getting warmed up!"


  "Don't get so worked up. You'll waste energy."


  "Who are you to lecture me, you..."


  "We're increasing our speed!" Sama Yeong's voice cut him off.


  The Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors surged forward as one, their formation resembling a raging inferno.


  As if to further fuel their competitive spirit, the Blue Sky Sword King's voice echoed from the distance. "Whoever reaches me first will be rewarded with the opportunity to ask me anything. Questions about martial arts, your duties as an instructor, or even personal matters... Anything."


  The reward was identical to that of the Erudite Sage, yet no one believed it carried the same significance. The race for the top spot erupted without hesitation.


  "Faster!"


  "Faster!"


  Baek Suryong maintained his lead, but the Vermilion Phoenix and White Tiger Academies were hot on his heels. Further back, he could see the figures of the Azure Dragon Academy instructors.


  They're all so easily manipulated.


  Seeing the other instructors trying their best to keep up, Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. While they focused solely on the Blue Sky Sword King, he remained on constant alert, warily surveying his surroundings.


  It's about to start...


  As he predicted, the moment they entered the foothills of Mount Tianzhu, they were ambushed.
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  "Hidden weapons!" Tang Baekho's shout rang out, amplified by his qi. Probably due to his upbringing in Sichuan's Tang Clan, he was the first to notice the deadly projectiles emerging from the undergrowth. "Hidden weapons are coming from the bushes! Be careful!"


  A storm of hidden weapons and arrows rained down on them. The instructors reacted quickly, swinging their weapons and channeling their inner qi to deflect the incoming attacks. Fortunately, no one was hit, but their carefully maintained formations were disrupted.


  Sama Yeong, as quick-witted as ever, cried out, "It's the Azure Sky Sword Brigade! They're trying to disrupt us!"


  She commanded the instructors of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy to block the hidden weapons, while her eyes remained fixed on the rapidly disappearing Blue Sky Sword King.


  The old master was cleverly adjusting his speed, staying just within sight, but if they got caught up in the enemy's attack, they would lose him.


  And they didn't even know where they were going.


  If we lose him here, we'll have to track him down. That would be disastrous.


  It was a critical moment.


  Sama Yeong made a swift decision. "Everyone! From now on, you're on your own!" she shouted.


  It was a ruthless but necessary decision. As the Vermilion Phoenix instructors dispersed, the hidden weapons that had been concentrated on their formation also dispersed. They would rely on their individual skills to achieve their goal.


  "Don't worry about them! We'll stick together!" Tang Baekho roared.


  While the Vermilion Phoenix Academy had chosen to act individually, the White Tiger Academy opted for the opposite approach. Led by Tang Baekho, they formed a tight circle, their backs pressed together as they deflected the hidden weapons.


  The Blue Sky Sword King glanced back to observe the two academies.


  Time will tell which strategy is more effective.


  He then looked at Baek Suryong, who was still in the lead.


  "You're doing well."


  "It won't be easy to shake me off."


  "Do you think I'm using my full speed?"


  "Of course not. You wouldn't go all out against rookie instructors like us, right?"


  The Blue Sky Sword King grinned. "And you think that by saying that, you can prevent me from increasing my speed? I won't fall for such an obvious trick."


  He stomped on the ground.


  "Let's see if you can keep up with this."


  BOOM!


  Seeing the Blue Sky Sword King figure shooting forward like a lightning bolt, Baek Suryong chuckled, feigning exasperation.


  "Fuck, he's fast."
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  While the Vermilion Phoenix and White Tiger Academies were being delayed by the Azure Sky Sword Brigade, the Azure Dragon Academy instructors, who had been lagging behind, quickly caught up.


  "Hidden weapons ahead!" Jaegal Soyeong, who had the most agile footwork among them, called out.


  "Kwak Duyong, you have the largest surface area, so take the lead! Yeonho and I will cover the flanks, and Soyeong, you guard the rear!" Myeong Il'oh ordered. As Baek Suryong had instructed, he was the leader of this pursuit.


  The Azure Dragon group moved in perfect harmony.


  "Damn it! What do you mean, I have the largest surface area?" Kwak Duyong grumbled, but he drew his dao nevertheless and deflected the incoming projectiles.


  Spinning his spear with practiced ease, Ak Yeonho shot back, "Stop complaining and let's get through this!"


  Compared to Vermilion Phoenix and White Tiger Academies, which had more than ten members each, the Azure Dragon Academy had only four. However, this meant that they were a smaller target, and fewer hidden weapons were aimed at them.


  Furthermore, many of the hidden weapons, a limited resource, had already been used on the academies ahead of them.


  Myeong Il'oh, who had been quietly assessing the situation, suddenly shouted, "Now!"


  As if on cue, the Azure Dragon Academy instructors accelerated as they reached the area where the hidden weapons were concentrated.


  WHOOSH!


  With surprising ease, they broke through and quickly overtook White Tiger Academy. They could even see some of the scattered Vermilion Phoenix Academy instructors ahead of them.


  Myeong Il'oh paused to catch his breath. "Let's slow down a bit. There shouldn't be any more traps for a while," he said.


  They slowed their pace.


  Ak Yeonho looked around and grinned. "Haha, Suryong-hyung's prediction was spot on. His intuition is amazing, isn't it?"


  Before leaving, Baek Suryong had sent a telepathic message to Myeong Il'oh.


  
    [Il'oh, listen carefully. First, let the other academies take the lead. We'll be ambushed as soon as we enter the mountain. Save your energy until then, and then overtake them all at once.]

  


  Baek Suryong had gone off on his own, but he hadn't abandoned his comrades. After all, in order to change the public perception of the Azure Dragon Academy, all of its instructors had to achieve good results.


  Thanks to his advice, they had easily passed the first obstacle.


  "Whew... Where's Baek Suryong now?" Kwak Duyong, asked panting. After running at the front and dodging countless hidden weapons, he was drenched in sweat.


  "He's up ahead," Jaegal Soyeong replied, pointing to the distant horizon.


  They could just make out the tiny figures of the Blue Sky Sword King and Baek Suryong still sticking to him like a leech.


  Kwak Duyong's jaw dropped. "Did the hidden weapons just avoid Baek Suryong? How is he able to keep up all by himself?"


  Of course, he knew that wasn't the case. Baek Suryong must have taken the brunt of the attack.


  Ak Yeonho chuckled, "By now, even the great Blue Sky Sword King must be wondering what kind of leech-like guy has glued himself to him."


  CLAP!


  Myeong Il'oh clapped his hands to get their attention. "Enough talk. Suryong-hyung is Suryong-hyung and we are us. Stay focused. We have a long way to go. Don't let your guard down."


  The Azure Dragon instructors nodded earnestly, but none of them seemed afraid. Rather, they all wore a confident smile on their faces.


  The reason for their confidence soon became clear.


  "Damn it! Where did he go...?"


  "Can't you track him?"


  "There are barely any traces. His movement technique is like a ghost's."


  "This is a problem. The sun is setting."


  The Vermilion Phoenix instructors, who had been in the lead, had lost track of the Blue Sky Sword King.


  "We've lost him as well," Tang Baekho admitted, his tone grim.


  Similarly, the Azure Dragon Academy group had also lost the trail, but unlike the others, they didn't panic.


  
    [I'll leave markers, so if you fall behind, follow them.]

  


  This was Baek Suryong's second instruction. Following his markers, they quickly regained their bearings.


  "On our right."


  "The rock on the left."


  "The tree straight ahead."


  The sun dipped below the horizon, and darkness enveloped the mountains. Only the Azure Dragon Academy instructors continued their pursuit without hesitation.


  


  Translator's Note: If you enjoyed reading please leave a nice review/rating on novelupdates :)


  Chapter 220: You Told Us to Treat This as Real Combat, Right?


  It's already been over two hours.


  The Blue Sky Sword King marveled at Baek Suryong, who was persistently chasing after him.


  TAK! TAK! TAK! TAK! TAK!


  Even while staying right on his heels, Baek Suryong effortlessly deflected the hidden weapons that rained down from all directions without missing a beat. It wasn't just the hidden weapons either. He spotted the cleverly laid traps ahead of time and disabled them before they could activate. Even the stealthily scattered poison didn't escape his notice, and he waved it aside with a flick of his sleeve.


  When I first heard about him defeating the Bloody Ripper alone, I was skeptical, but he's truly reached the early stage of the transcendent realm.


  Although Baek Suryong was trying to hide his skills, at this distance, he couldn't fool the Blue Sky Sword King's eyes.


  While it's impressive that he's reached the transcendent realm at that age, it's his situational judgment and adaptability that amazes me more.


  The Blue Sky Sword King narrowed his eyes. Leading the pursuit placed Baek Suryong directly in the line of the fiercest attacks. Moreover, he had no allies to cover his back or exchange ideas with. He was all alone, forced to judge, decide, and act in the heat of the moment.


  He's not just forcing his way through with brute strength... He knows exactly what to dodge and what to ignore. Because his judgment and execution are astonishingly quick, he's actually keeping up with my pace.


  "You're even leaving markers for the Azure Dragon Academy instructors to follow," he said out loud.


  "...So you knew after all," Baek Suryong replied.


  "If you thought I wouldn't notice, you're underestimating me too much."


  The Blue Sky Sword King found himself increasingly impressed by Baek Suryong's martial arts mastery, his sharp situational judgment, and his unshakable mental strength. Part of him wanted to accelerate, eager to test Baek Suryong's limits, but he held himself back. If he increased his speed any further, the instructors trailing behind would be left in the dust.


  If only he weren't such a suspicious character... I would have taken him in as my disciple.


  Nevertheless, even for Baek Suryong, the long chase wasn't easy.


  "Huff, huff... May I ask you just one thing, Sir?" he asked, panting.


  "I believe I made it clear that only the first person to reach the destination has the right to ask me a question."


  "It's not that kind of question..."


  CLANG!


  Baek Suryong frowned as he deflected the arrow that had interrupted him. "Before we set off, you told us to treat this as real combat, right?"


  "Yes."


  "Then this is a situation where enemies are hiding in the bushes and attacking me."


  "So?"


  "Since this is 'real combat', shouldn't I be allowed to kill the flies annoying me?"


  "What?"


  A smothering wave of killing intent surged from every direction. The figures lurking in the bushes and hurling hidden weapons were none other than the Azure Sky Sword Brigade, the pride of the Namgung Clan. As each member was a formidable master, far stronger than the instructors of the Five Great Academies, Baek Suryong's words had struck a nerve, wounding their towering pride.


  He intends to kill us?


  Arrogant punk! He doesn't even realize we're going easy on him...


  Baek Suryong grinned as if the growing hostility all around meant nothing to him. "This is getting a bit tiresome. If I neutralize the enemies so that they can't ambush me again, I think the rest of the hike will be much easier."


  Hmm, if I approve this, won't I get to see more of Baek Suryong's martial arts? the Blue Sky Sword King mused.


  He nodded without hesitation. "If you can, go ahead and give it a try. Just keep in mind that the moment you start counterattacking, the attacks aimed at you will only grow more vicious."


  Baek Suryong smirked wickedly. "Thank you for giving me permission."


  For some reason, the Blue Sky Sword King felt slightly offended by that smile. He sent a telepathic message to the Azure Sky Sword Brigade: [Since he's so confident, I think you can show off your skills a little more. I permit you to use your swords.]


  [Yes, sir!]


  From that moment on, their attacks grew even more relentless. The hidden weapons came flying twice as fast, striking from blind spots and targeting Baek Suryong's vitals.


  WHOOSH!


  A flying dagger glanced off Baek Suryong's cheek, leaving a thin bead of blood where it nicked his skin. His martial arts uniform, torn in several places, bore fresh red stains.


  This time, however, Baek Suryong was no longer content with simply evading the attacks. Snatching the incoming hidden weapons out of the air, he sent them hurtling back toward their owners.


  CLANG! CLANG!


  The clash of deflected projectiles echoed from the bushes as the Azure Sky Sword Brigade fended off the threat.


  Baek Suryong sneered, "Is this the best you can do? Scurrying in the dark and throwing hidden weapons? And you call yourselves the Azure Sky Sword Brigade?"


  His taunt struck a nerve. The brigade warriors surged toward him, closing the gap in an instant. A barrage of hidden weapons, coins, stones, and even jagged fragments of wood hurtled through the air in his direction like pouring rain.


  SHWAAAA!


  If the Tang Clan's ultimate secret technique, Rain of a Thousand Blossoms, was unleashed, would such a scene unfold? Baek Suryong wondered as he leaped into the sky and spun in midair.


  SWISH!


  Caught in the swirling airstream around him, the hidden weapons were flung explosively in all directions. Despite weathering the storm, however, the danger had only just begun. While Baek Suryong was airborne, his movements were restricted, giving the furious warriors the perfect opportunity to strike.


  Let's teach him a lesson!


  Your arrogance ends here!


  Four black-clad warriors jumped out of the bushes on either side, brandishing their swords.


  From behind them, their Captain shouted, "Make him pay for his complacency!"


  Baek Suryong's eyes widened in alarm.


  It's over now, the Blue Sky Sword King thought. Baek Suryong would end up getting hurt, or at least lose track of him.


  Disappointed by Baek Suryong's reckless behavior, his interest began to wane. It's good to be confident, but he carelessly provoked his opponent without considering their abilities. If he doesn't learn his lesson this time, he'll suffer for the whole training... huh?


  A knowing smile spread across Baek Suryong's lips.


  Realizing something was wrong, the Blue Sky Sword King yelled, "Be careful!"


  Unfortunately, he was a step too late. As the four men closed in, Baek Suryong reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out several hidden weapons, and hurled them.


  THUNK! THUNK! THUNK! THUNK!


  The hidden weapons struck with precision, lodging firmly in his attackers' limbs.


  "Ugh!"


  "Argh!"


  Everything happened in an instant. The four seasoned warriors tried to retreat immediately, but to their horror, their bodies refused to respond.


  "Poison!"


  "When did he steal those?"


  The poison wasn't lethal, but a type designed to temporarily paralyze the body. It was the same poison that was coated on the hidden weapons they'd fired at Baek Suryong earlier.


  "Who's the complacent one now?" Baek Suryong mocked, approaching the staggering men at lightning speed.


  TAP! TAP! TAP! TAP!


  In the blink of an eye, he sealed their paralysis acupoints and took the smallest among them as a hostage.


  "Don't come any closer," he snarled, pressing a dagger against the hostage's neck, his eyes darting around with fierce intensity.


  The warriors fixed him with murderous glares, but Baek Suryong's lips curled into a calm, almost amused smile.


  "Unless you want to see your comrade die, you'd better back off," he warned.


  "Are you crazy?"


  "How dare you take a hostage!"


  The unexpected turn of events threw the Azure Sky Sword Brigade into disarray. They had considered countless scenarios, but none of them had expected one of their own to be taken hostage.


  The Captain stepped forward, his glare fixed on Baek Suryong. Barely holding back his killing intent, he demanded, "How dare you take a hostage? Stop this nonsense and release him!"


  Baek Suryong laughed, "Do I look like I'm joking? You didn't hesitate to throw hidden weapons at me, but now that the tables have turned, you're upset?"


  "You insolent bastard..." the Captain snarled, his anger boiling over as he drew his sword.


  When he saw the eerie calm in Baek Suryong's eyes though, he froze, unable to strike.


  "Hahaha!" The Blue Sky Sword King suddenly burst out laughing. Looking at Baek Suryong with genuine admiration, he asked, "Did you provoke them with the intention of taking a hostage from the very beginning? No, from the moment you asked me for permission to kill the enemies earlier, was it all a trap?"


  He was already impressed by Baek Suryong before, but this time, it was different.


  Baek Suryong nodded seriously. "That's correct."


  "Well, this is quite troublesome," the Blue Sky Sword King sighed deeply.


  Who would have thought that after getting permission to kill the enemies, he'd take one of the warriors as a hostage?


  He had been completely fooled by this cunning young fox.


  Baek Suryong grinned. "This way, it won't be my fault even if the hostage ends up dead."


  "How dare you! Do you really think you can harm a Namgung Clan martial artist and live to tell the tale?" the Captain roared.


  The Blue Sky Sword King placed a hand on the captain's shoulder to calm him. "That's enough, Captain. Mr. Baek Suryong has a point."


  "Former Patriarch!"


  "Are you telling me to go back on my word?" the Blue Sky Sword King said coldly. As a member of the Ten Supremes and the Former Patriarch of the Namgung Clan, he couldn't take back his words carelessly.


  Realizing that he had been completely outsmarted, the Captain gritted his teeth. "Grr..."


  The Blue Sky Sword King turned back towards Baek Suryong. Suddenly, he wanted to test the young man's resolve.


  "Mr. Baek, what would you do if they ignore the hostage and continue attacking you?" he asked.


  Baek Suryong replied without hesitation, "First, I'll cut off the hostage's left arm. If they still come at me, then I'll cut off his right arm. Finally, I'll slit his throat and escape without hesitation. This is 'real combat', after all."


  GULP!


  The hostage swallowed dryly, trembling in fear. Would he really go that far? What if he really does?


  "It was you who told us to treat this like 'real combat', Blue Sky Sword King. Shouldn't you take responsibility for any accidents that happen? Or do you expect only us instructors to risk injury?" Baek Suryong said pointedly.


  "Hoho... You're right. I did say that." The Blue Sky Sword King let out a wry smile as he surveyed the scene. "Captain, please step back for now. If you can't figure out a way to save the hostage, I won't allow you to lay another hand on this boy."


  "...Former Patriarch, if you give the order, we'll proceed with the mission," the Captain said solemnly, his gaze fixed on Baek Suryong.


  The Blue Sky Sword King shook his head firmly. "I said, that's enough, Captain. I won't risk losing anyone from the Azure Sky Sword Brigade over something so stupid. Focus on finding a way to rescue the hostage without needless sacrifices."


  "...Yes, sir."


  The Captain glared at Baek Suryong for a moment, then commanded his subordinates to withdraw.


  When the Azure Sky Sword Brigade had disappeared into the bushes, the Blue Sky Sword King turned to Baek Suryong, who was slinging the hostage over his shoulder.


  A paralyzed person was as limp and heavy as a log. Even for most martial masters, running while carrying another person was a tall order.


  "It won't be easy carrying someone while using movement arts," he remarked.


  "Don't worry, I can manage. Just knowing that I won't be ambushed until we reach the destination is worth the trouble," Baek Suryong replied calmly as he sealed the hostage's sleep acupoint, knocking him unconscious.


  "Don't let your guard down until the end. It may seem like you've won for now, but the Captain is a tenacious man."


  "I'll keep that in mind."


  With that, the Blue Sky Sword King resumed running, and Baek Suryong followed with the hostage slung over his shoulder.


  All the way to the finish line, not once did the Azure Sky Sword Brigade attempt to obstruct him.


  Chapter 221: That Guy's Only Just Getting Started


  WHOOOSH~


  A chilling wind swept across the summit of Mount Tianzhu, where the escort instructors of the Four Academies were gathered.


  They surveyed the mountain below. Night had fallen, shrouding everything in darkness, but as martial artists with inhumanly keen senses, they could still make out the movements of the new instructors through rustling leaves and occasional flickers of light.


  "Looks like they'll start arriving in about fifteen minutes," Namgung Hak announced. Although he was the eldest son of the Namgung Patriarch, he had gentle features and a neat appearance. If not for the sword at his waist, he could easily be mistaken for a scholar.


  "Don't act so smug, and don't talk like you're the only one who can see something so obvious," Namgung Heok, the second son, retorted. Unlike his brother, he was built like an ox and had eyes that could cut steel.


  "What did you just say?"


  "Did I say something wrong?"


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok were rivals in more ways than one. Not only were they the Star Instructors of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the White Tiger Academy respectively, they were also locked in a fierce competition to become the next Patriarch of the Namgung Clan.


  Next to them, a cute little girl scolded, "Seriously! Why do you two always start fighting every time you meet? If you keep it up, I'm going to tell Daddy."


  The little girl's name was Namgung Mi. At only ten years old, she was the youngest of the siblings and the overwhelming favorite of their father, the Ironblood Swordsman Namgung Cheon.


  The moment their little sister puffed out her chubby cheeks and grumbled, the two grown men locked in a battle of wills wavered. They knew how much their father adored her. If they upset Namgung Mi, Namgung Cheon's wrath would undoubtedly descend upon them.


  "Mimi, we weren't fighting..."


  "Ahem! That's right, we were just talking. This is how me and Hyung-nim communicate, so please understand, okay?"


  Placing her hands on her hips, Namgung Mi spoke primly, "Even though we're family, we don't see each other often, so get along, okay?"


  "Okay."


  "Yeah, yeah."


  Two grown men humbled by a little girl. The sight was almost comical. However, until the official successor of the Namgung Clan was chosen, Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok had no choice but to accommodate Namgung Mi's feelings.


  Sighing, Namgung Hak turned to Namgung Su. "Su, why are you so quiet?"


  "I'm busy watching the base of the mountain," Namgung Su replied curtly, but Namgung Mi sidled up beside him.


  "Hey, Su-oppa, Su-oppa," she nudged.


  "I'm working. Don't bother me."


  "But I'm hungry."


  Sighing, Namgung Su pulled a piece of candy from his pocket and popped it into his sister's mouth. He didn't know why, but ever since she was little, she had the habit of following him around everywhere despite him treating her like a pesky insect.


  "There you go," he said.


  "Hehe! Thank you, Oppa."


  Namgung Mi happily munched on the candy.


  Seeing the youngest's blissful expression, Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok were flabbergasted.


  This kid. She was indifferent when I gave her expensive jewelry...


  Why does a mere piece of candy make her that happy?


  Unlike them, Namgung Su treated the youngest so coldly that their father, who transformed from the Ironblood Swordsman into the Softhearted Familyman whenever he was with his daughter, would be absolutely furious if he saw it.


  "It's late, so you should go home now."


  "I've learned martial arts too!"


  "It's bedtime for kids."


  "Mimi is not a kid anymore. I've learned martial arts too!"


  "So troublesome..." Namgung Su sighed, furrowing his brow.


  Namgung Heok casually placed a hand on his youngest brother's shoulder. "I heard that one of the new instructors at the Azure Dragon Academy is quite exceptional. Was his name Baek Suryong?"


  At first glance, it seemed like a friendly gesture, but the strength in Namgung Heok's grip was enough to make most people scream.


  Nevertheless, Namgung Su's expression remained completely unchanged as he replied, "Yes.


  "Well, since you even staked your career to include him in this training, he must be remarkable. He'd better do well."


  "He will."


  "......" A vein bulged on Namgung Heok's forehead at the continued curt replies, but he quickly regained his composure and chuckled. "You must be nervous, right? If Baek Suryong performs poorly, everyone will think that you have no eye for talent."


  Namgung Su brushed off his brother's hand. "Thank you for your concern, but that won't happen."


  "Ha!" Angered by his younger brother's rude dismissal, Namgung Heok leaned in closer and whispered, "By the way, I heard you told Father that you would lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival?"


  "......" Namgung Su sighed inwardly. The Namgung Clan was riddled with spies and informants, most of whom were loyal to either Namgung Hak or Namgung Heok, the two strongest contenders for succession. Given the circumstances, it was not surprising that word spread quickly.


  "What are you thinking? Are you starting to covet the successor's position now that you've gotten older?"


  "......"


  Namgung Heok's eyes gleamed with the ferocity of a predator. For more than a decade, he had been locked in a bitter struggle with his older brother for the position of heir to the Namgung Clan. Allowing the third son, a mere concubine's child, to intrude was unacceptable.


  Fixing Namgung Su with a warning look, he said, "Su, you're chasing after a pipe dream. It's best if you give up this idea immediately. If you dare to enter this race without knowing your place..."


  Seeing the thick killing intent in his second brother's eyes, Namgung Hak intervened, "Enough! Su may be the third son and a concubine's child, but he is still our brother. How can you treat our younger brother so harshly?"


  "Says the hypocrite who pretends to be on Su's side while pointing out that he's the son of a concubine."


  "What did you just say? You're really pushing it today!"


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok scowled at each other, their intense auras crackling and sizzling in the space between them.


  "Oppas! I told you not to fight!" Namgung Mi shouted, trying to stop them.


  This time, however, the two men paid no attention to her. The clan's martial artists were constantly observing and evaluating which one of them was better suited to inherit the position of patriarch, so this situation was bound to reach their father's ears sooner or later. Retreating without good reason was not an option.


  "Heok, shall we spar? It's been a while," Namgung Hak asked icily.


  "Gladly. I'd like to see how much your Infinite Heavens Sword Technique has improved, Hyung-nim."


  "I'll make sure you feel it deep in your bones today."


  As the two faced each other, taking identical stances, a cold voice doused the heated atmosphere.


  "I have no interest in the successor's position," Namgung Su declared. He had never once wanted to become he Patriarch, and that hadn't changed.


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok turned around at the same time to see their youngest brother looking at them with disdain.


  Namgung Su continued, "I want to lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival, not become the Patriarch of the Namgung Clan. Unlike you two, who use this job as a stepping stone to become Patriarch, I actually take pride in being a teacher."


  "What?"


  "You arrogant bastard!"


  The fierce aura they emitted immediately locked onto him, but Namgung Su simply sneered as if he found his foolish brothers' petty bickering laughable. "Unfortunately, if you two keep up this pathetic display, I fear that I will be forced to assume the position of successor myself."


  "What did you just say?"


  "Hmph, you're finally showing your true colors."


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok were both angry and bewildered. Since childhood, Namgung Su had always been a quiet, obedient and inconspicuous person, and that hadn't changed much over the years. Just when did he start speaking with such vitriol?


  Namgung Su scoffed. "Are you so blind that you don't even realize what's most important right now? The new instructor training course is currently underway, so kindly take your successor competition someplace else."


  "Hah! Look at you, getting all high and mighty."


  "Do you honestly believe you're on the same level as us just because they call you a Star Instructor? It's only the Azure Dragon Academy. Don't delude yourself into thinking that you're our equal."


  Namgung Su snorted. His brothers were always the same, looking down on him for being a concubine's son while pretending otherwise. They never missed an opportunity to belittle or exclude him.


  Now that I think about it, my situation is similar to the Azure Dragon Academy's, he mused. Perhaps that's the real reason why I chose the Azure Dragon Academy and grew so attached to it.


  Well, I won't hold back any longer.


  He smiled, asking, "If you're so confident, how about making a bet with me?"


  "A bet?"


  "Are you serious?"


  "Yes. Let's bet on which academy achieves the best results. Naturally, I'll bet on the Azure Dragon Academy."


  Namgung Su didn't say who, but which academy. In other words, he was betting that the Azure Dragon Academy's average score would be the highest among the four academies.


  Namgung Hak smirked. "If it's a bet, what are the stakes?"


  "How about the winner gets to slap the losers once?"


  "What did you say?"


  "You crazy bastard! Fine! Let's do it!"


  The two were stunned at first, but eventually nodded. For a martial artist, being slapped by someone was the ultimate humiliation. Neither of them believed they would lose, and this was a golden opportunity to humiliate the other brother who was competing for the position of successor.


  No matter how good that Baek Suryong guy is...


  On the whole, our new instructors are much more skilled.


  Thus, the bet was made among the three Namgung brothers.


  Namgung Mi looked up at Namgung Su with a face that seemed to be on the verge of tears. "Oppa..."


  "I'll give you more candy, so don't tell Father about this."


  "...Okay."


  After putting another candy in Namgung Mi's mouth, Namgung Su looked down the mountain and let out a small sigh. He had made that bet purely on impulse. Baek Suryong's influence seemed to have rubbed off on him in all the wrong ways.


  Still, I feel incredibly refreshed.


  Suddenly, a beam of light pierced the darkness and gently landed on a rock at the summit.


  The Blue Sky Sword King had arrived.


  Standing leisurely with his hands behind his back, he looked no different from when they departed from the Namgung Clan.


  The Namgung siblings ran over and greeted him.


  """Grandfather."""


  "Grandpa!"


  Looking around at his grandchildren, Namgung Jaehak smiled gently. "Have you been waiting? The new instructors will be arriving soon, so let's watch together."


  "Yes!"


  Soon after, Baek Suryong was the first to appear, just as everyone had anticipated.


  "Hmm? Who is that slung over his shoulder? Is it an injured Azure Dragon instructor?" Namgung Heok asked.


  The Blue Sky Sword King smiled bitterly, but didn't answer.


  Trailing behind Baek Suryong was Sama Yeong, her clothes tattered and worn like those of a beggar. Further back, instructors from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the White Tiger Academy followed, sprinting one after another. A short distance away, the instructors of the Azure Dragon Academy moved in unison, running as a group.


  "...Hmm."


  "Hmph. Not bad."


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok frowned as they took in the scene. The Azure Dragon Academy was farther ahead than they had expected.


  However, that wasn't the most shocking thing. For some reason, Baek Suryong, who had been leading the charge, came to an abrupt halt right before the finish line.


  "What's that guy doing?"


  "Why did he stop all of a sudden..."


  They tilted their heads in confusion, but when Baek Suryong put down the person he was carrying, an alarming thought crept into their minds.


  "Don't tell me..."


  "That guy..."


  Just as they feared, Baek Suryong drew his sword and pointed it at Sama Yeong.


  "What are you doing!?"


  "You asshole!"


  Namgung Hak, the Vermilion Phoenix Academy's escort instructor, raged as if he was about to charge forward, but at the last moment, he restrained himself and turned to the Blue Sky Sword King. "Grandfather, isn't this cheating?" he asked.


  The Blue Sky Sword King shook his head and laughed helplessly, "Hohoho, it can't be called cheating if there's no rule against it."


  "Even so..."


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  Baek Suryong and Sama Yeong clashed.


  Finding herself hindered at the final stretch, Sama Yeong spat, "You goddamned son of a bitch!"


  Although the Namgung siblings were too far away to hear everything clearly, they were able to catch bursts of crude expletives and occasional mentions of Baek Suryong's parents.


  Namgung Heok muttered in disbelief, "What's the Azure Sky Sword Brigade doing? Why aren't they stopping him?"


  "...Look at Baek Suryong's feet," the Blue Sky Sword King sighed.


  Everyone's attention was immediately drawn to Baek Suryong's feet, specifically to the person he had just dropped to the ground and was stepping on. Those clothes looked very familiar...


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok's eyes widened in shock as they stared vacantly at Baek Suryong like he was a total lunatic.


  "Don't tell me..."


  "Did he take someone from the Azure Sky Sword Brigade hostage?"


  "Hohohoho..." The Blue Sky Sword King could only let out a hollow laugh. He finally understood why Baek Suryong had insisted on being at the very front. It was never about his personal glory. From the beginning, the young man had planned to intercept the other competitors right before the finish line to ensure the Azure Dragon Academy's victory.


  "RUN!" Baek Suryong shouted to his colleagues.


  SWOOSH!


  At his command, the Azure Dragon instructors released the inner qi they had been conserving and charged forward, quickly overtaking every competitor in front of them.


  As the last of them passed Sama Yeong, Baek Suryong knocked her back and turned around, smirking. "See you later, suckers!" he teased.


  "You bastard!"


  In the end, the Azure Dragon instructors all crossed the finish line at the same time, claiming first place together.


  "We're first!"


  "Hahaha!"


  "We won! We won!"


  The Azure Dragon instructors celebrated, hugging each other in joy.


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok watched them in a daze.


  Placing his hands over Namgung Mi's ears, Namgung Su said plainly, "By the way, that guy's only just getting started."


  The eldest and second son of the Namgung Clan unconsciously wiped cold sweat from their brows. Despite their youngest brother's efforts to hide it, the faint smile on his lips betrayed his amusement.


  Chapter 222: Leave This to Me


  The Blue Sky Sword King's first practical training session concluded, marking the end of the first day of the new instructor training course.


  As for the most surprising result? Every participant from the Azure Dragon Academy had tied for first place.


  "...Is that even allowed?"


  "Blocking the way... That has to be considered cheating..."


  "Ho, hoho, hohoho..."


  Everyone else was shocked speechless. No one had seen this coming.


  As many gazes filled with disbelief fixed on Baek Suryong, one of the new instructors stepped forward.


  "I can't accept this!" Sama Yeong cried bitterly.


  Originally, she was supposed to cross the finish line right after Baek Suryong, but because of his interference, the Azure Dragon instructors overtook her. Also, as if that wasn't bad enough, right now, she looked like a disheveled beggar. Her proud scarlet Vermilion Phoenix uniform was stained with sweat and dirt, and her neatly tied hair had come undone after her ribbon broke.


  Glaring daggers at Baek Suryong, she protested, "Cutting others off at the finish line? How can this be called a fair competition? Mr. Baek Suryong's behavior is utterly unbecoming of a teacher!"


  "I agree," Namgung Hak, the escort instructor of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, chimed in. "While I acknowledge that Mr. Baek Suryong's martial arts are outstanding, using his superior skills and underhanded tactics to boost his peers' rankings goes against the spirit of an educator. What would students learn from witnessing such dishonest behavior?"


  Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd.


  Buoyed by public opinion, Namgung Hak glanced over at the Azure Dragon instructors. "Furthermore, such actions don't help the new instructors of the Azure Dragon Academy. One should complete tasks with their own abilities, not rely on others to achieve good results."


  Suddenly treated as incompetent and dependent on Baek Suryong, the Azure Dragon instructors' faces crumpled.


  "Isn't that a bit harsh? Although we did get help from Suryong-hyung, we also did our best and stayed close to the lead throughout the race," Ak Yeonho retorted.


  "Can you call blindly following the marks left by Mr. Baek Suryong your own skill?" Namgung Hak sneered.


  "That's..." Ak Yeonho's voice trailed off, momentarily speechless. He didn't know how Namgung Hak knew, but it was true that the race had been easier thanks to Baek Suryong's markers.


  Still, there was one point on which he could argue.


  "From the halfway point on, we had no more markers..."


  "I won't hear any excuses."


  Firmly cutting Ak Yeonho off, Namgung Hak scanned the crowd. The new instructors who had been blocked from crossing the finish line, the teaching assistants, and even the Azure Sky Sword Brigade were all furious at Baek Suryong. It was safe to say that very few of them were sympathetic towards the Azure Dragon instructors.


  I can't allow the Azure Dragon Academy to achieve good results in this training course.


  Although the humiliation of being slapped by his younger brother was infuriating, the bigger problem was that if the Azure Dragon Academy performed well, another competitor would emerge in the succession war.


  Don't blame me, Su. You started this. I'll crush you here and now.


  Casting a glance at Namgung Su, Namgung Hak declared, "I think that the Azure Dragon Academy should be disqualified from today's test. As instructors of the Five Great Academies, we should instill in our students the spirit of a martial artist and guide them toward becoming champions of justice and righteousness. People who lack the integrity of an educator have no business teaching students."


  "W-What did you say?"


  "Are you serious?"


  Except for the protesting Azure Dragon instructors, many nodded in agreement with Namgung Hak's strong assertion. Moreover, as a Star Instructor of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the eldest son of the Namgung Clan, his voice carried considerable weight among those present.


  "Wow, what a jerk..." Baek Suryong muttered incredulously.


  He can't win through skill, so he's trying to squash the Azure Dragon Academy using public opinion? Why isn't the Blue Sky Sword King stopping him? He's just watching with his arms folded... No, he's waiting to see how I'll respond to this, since he's still suspicious of me.


  Baek Suryong understood that his situation was precarious, and he didn't like the idea of drawing attention to himself. Still, he had no intention of letting others slander him without reprisal.


  "I have a few words to say as well..." he began, when someone abruptly grabbed his shoulder.


  It was Namgung Su.


  "Leave this to me," Namgung Su said firmly.


  "What...?" Baek Suryong was about to retort, but seeing Namgung Su's unusually serious gaze, he calmed down and whispered, "What are you planning to do?"


  "I promised you before, didn't I? That I'd back you up even if you cause some chaos."


  "......"


  "Just leave this to me."


  Shoving Baek Suryong aside, Namgung Su faced his half-brother. "I've heard enough. Your claims are both baseless and illogical."


  "What did you say?" Namgung Hak snapped, his elegant eyebrows twitching noticeably in displeasure.


  Namgung Su coldly continued, "It seems that some of you have not grasped the true essence of this test. As a fellow instructor, I find that regrettable."


  "The essence, you say?"


  "Are you referring to us?"


  Despite the hostile gazes pouring in from all directions—the new instructors, the teaching assistants, the Azure Sky Sword Brigade, Namgung Su's brothers, and even the Blue Sky Sword King—Namgung Su didn't bat an eye as he chided, "Have you all forgotten the Blue Sky Sword King's briefing before the chase began? Just a few hours ago, he specifically emphasized that we should treat this practical training as if it were real combat."


  Namgung Su. The insignificant third son of the Namgung Clan who was born to a concubine. A wimp who had dropped out of the succession war early on by volunteering to go to the trashy Azure Dragon Academy. A total loser. That was what the retainers of the Namgung Clan all thought about Namgung Su.


  However, at this very moment, Namgung Su was forcefully asserting himself, as if mocking their poor judgment.


  Locking gazes with Namgung Hak, Namgung Su snorted. "The integrity of an educator? Why is that needed in this training? This isn't a character-building class, it's survival training in preparation for real combat."


  "That..."


  The Namgung Clan's retainers blinked, bewildered yet impressed that Namgung Su was no less assertive than his eldest brother.


  On the other hand, Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok could feel the pressure on them increasing.


  Feeling everyone's eyes on him, Namgung Hak retorted, "Mr. Baek Suryong held a warrior of the Azure Sky Sword Brigade hostage. He crossed a line that no orthodox martial artist should. Even if it's practical training..."


  "It was the Azure Sky Sword Brigade who attacked the new instructors first. What's wrong with retaliating? In fact, I think he deserves praise for being the one and only person to take action in self-defense."


  "Well said, our Star Instructor!" Baek Suryong cheered excitedly.


  "Shh! Hyung-nim, please keep it down!"


  At that moment, the captain of the Azure Sky Sword Brigade intervened. "Sorry to interrupt, but we had no intention of killing the new instructors. Mr. Baek Suryong, on the other hand, threatened..."


  SIZZLE!


  "Hold your tongue, Captain," Namgung Su warned, lightning crackling around his body as he released his aura. "I did not grant you permission to speak."


  The onlookers' eyes widened in disbelief, startled by Namgung Su's regal demeanor.


  Was the third young master always that powerful?


  I heard he was far weaker than his brothers...


  He's been hiding his skills all along!


  The captain of the Azure Sky Sword Brigade was equally surprised. Not only were Namgung Su's martial arts formidable, he also carried himself with an irresistible authority and dignity that he had only felt from the patriarch and former patriarch before.


  "...My apologies," the Captain relented, bowing his head and stepping back.


  The scene left a deep impression on everyone present.


  Seeing the atmosphere start to spiral out of his favor, Namgung Hak raised his voice. "There should be limits! If you can use any means necessary during survival training, then does that mean it's acceptable to learn demonic arts or cannibalize human flesh?"


  "Listen to yourself. You should know better than anyone how absurd your examples are..."


  "Pfft!"


  Hearing stifled laughter, Namgung Hak turned sharply, only to see Baek Suryong covering his mouth. Biting his lip in chagrin, he said to Namgung Su, "No matter what you say, I think that Mr. Baek Suryong did something that a teacher should never do. The Azure Dragon instructors also achieved good results not by their own abilities, but by relying on others. Am I wrong?"


  Namgung Su gave his brother a pitying look. "You know, these days, students call stubborn, condescending old men like you boomers."[1]


  "You little shit...!"


  "According to them, boomers always start hurling derogatory insults and throwing tantrums the moment they're cornered."


  "Ugh!"


  Namgung Hak's face reddened, and blood seeped from his tightly clenched teeth. He had completely lost the war of words.


  A huge grin spread across Baek Suryong's face. Wooow! That guy's merciless even to his own brother!


  Immediately, he felt like whistling and applauding Namgung Su, but the instant he twitched, Ak Yeonho and Myeong Il'oh grabbed his arms from both sides, and Jaegal Soyeong clapped a hand over his mouth.


  "Mmph? Mmmph?"


  "Hyung-nim, please just stay still."


  "Just leave this to Mr. Namgung Su."


  "Talking is forbidden."


  "Mmmph!"


  While Baek Suryong was being restrained by his colleagues, the conflict between Namgung Hak and Namgung Su escalated.


  "You... Are you seriously challenging me?"


  "I have no idea what you are talking about. I am merely defending the new instructors under my guidance."


  The brothers' gazes clashed fiercely. Words were no longer enough to settle this.


  As the Namgung Clan retainers watched with bated breath, both brothers silently reached for their sword hilts.


  "Enough, both of you!" the Blue Sky Sword King roared, stepping between the two. Until now, he had watched with interest, but a fight was overkill.


  He studied his two grandsons closely, especially Namgung Su. For a fleeting moment, a complex mixture of both pride and pity flickered in his eyes.


  "The joint first place in this race goes to the Azure Dragon Academy," he declared forcefully, ending the dispute.


  "!!"


  "......"


  Among the crowd, there was joy, and there was sorrow. Namgung Hak's face crumpled miserably, while Namgung Su remained as expressionless as ever.


  The Blue Sky Sword King continued, "Although Mr. Baek Suryong's methods were aggressive, he did not cross the line by my standards. On the contrary, I think he deserves praise for thinking out of the box. Most importantly, though, he approached this task with a more serious commitment to 'real combat' than anyone else."


  The new instructors tensed. The Blue Sky Sword King was strongly hinting that in future practical sessions, the other academies were allowed to use similar methods.


  "As I understand it, the Azure Dragon instructors found their way here from the midway point without any markers. Am I correct?"


  The captain of the Azure Sky Sword Brigade nodded. "Yes. Starting from around that point, we erased all the markers that Baek Suryong left for them."


  "I see. Then, while the Azure Dragon instructors did receive help from Baek Suryong at first, from the middle, the four of them worked together to consistently stay in the lead group. You four should be proud of your results."


  ""Thank you!"" the Azure Dragon instructors replied, smiling joyfully.


  Turning around, the Blue Sky Sword King proceeded to acknowledge the efforts of the other instructors.


  "Sama Yeong of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. You displayed excellent martial arts skills, bold judgment, and solid leadership. Well done."


  "...Thank you," Sama Yeong replied, biting her lip. She was still frustrated by the loss, but didn't argue further.


  "Jongri Yeon of the Black Tortoise Academy. Your stealth techniques combined with sorcery were exceptional. I'll bet most people didn't even notice your existence during the entire race."


  "Who?"


  "Uh?"


  As everyone looked around, a woman in a dark blue martial arts uniform stepped out from the shadows.


  "When did she get here?"


  "That woman came in third?"


  Because Jongri Yeon had so little presence, most instructors only learned the name of the sole participant from the Black Tortoise Academy when the Blue Sky Sword King mentioned her.


  Jongri Yeon, who was mute, bowed politely and then slipped back into the darkness.


  Next, the Blue Sky Sword King looked at the White Tiger instructors. "I'll also commend the White Tiger Academy. Though you arrived late, no one was left behind. Still, from the next training session onward, it would be good to think a bit more flexibly. Sticking together all the time isn't always the best decision."


  "Thank you for your guidance! We'll do better tomorrow!" Tang Baekho saluted crisply. Although his academy's results left something to be desired, he had a simple personality and was satisfied with their achievements.


  Having given advice to everyone, the Blue Sky Sword King turned back to Baek Suryong. "Although the Azure Dragon Academy is joint first place, I will grant the right to ask me one question only to Mr. Baek Suryong. Any objections?"


  The Azure Dragon instructors, except for Baek Suryong, answered in unison, ""No, none at all, sir.""


  "Will you ask me your question now?"


  Baek Suryong shook his head. He had many things he wanted to ask, but now wasn't the time. "No. I'll save it for later."


  "You have until the end of the training course, so think carefully about it."


  "Yes, sir."


  For a brief moment, the two exchanged meaningful glances. Although neither of them said it out loud, they were both suspicious of each other.


  "......"


  "......"


  In the end, the Blue Sky Sword King looked away first. "That's all for today. Gather here again tomorrow for the next lesson."


  ""Thank you!""


  Having survived the first day of the new instructor training, the exhausted instructors returned to their lodgings.


  Meanwhile, unbeknownst to them, one of the mountain peaks not far from Mount Tianzhu was swallowed by darkness.


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] Kkondae (꼰대): Namgung Su is using a very rude and insulting term reserved specifically for seniors who are close-minded, entitled, and resistant to change. "Boomer" is the best English equivalent I can think of.



  Chapter 223: The Namgung Clan's Secret (1)


  That night, the Azure Dragon instructors held a small celebration in their dorm.


  "Hahaha! Did you see the looks on those guys' faces earlier?"


  "Damn, I see Mr. Namgung in a whole new light now. When he said, 'Leave this to me,' I swear I got goosebumps all over."


  "Gulp… Is this the baijiu[1] brewed by the Namgung Clan? Are we going to try it or what?"


  "Times have really changed. Back when I was at the Vermilion Phoenix Academy…"


  Having received three bottles of precious baijiu and snacks as a reward for completing the first day's training with excellent results, Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, and Kwak Duyong chatted excitedly, enjoying the spoils while relieving the fatigue of a long day.


  Stories of their exploits poured out.


  "Man, you wouldn't believe how surprised I was when the markers suddenly disappeared," Ak Yeonho griped.


  Myeong Il'oh puffed out his chest. "Haha! That's when my amazing tracking skills came into play!"


  "Hey, don't forget about me! I'm the one who blocked all those hidden weapons with my body!" Kwak Duyong added.


  "If I were in your place, I wouldn't have gotten hit at all."


  "What did you say?!"


  "…Hey, Soyeong. Just how many cups of this stuff have you had?"


  "HIC! Yessssh? Wha'd you shay? HIC!"


  "Fuck, she's totally wasted."


  "Heehee, thish tastes good…"


  Perhaps it was because they had spent hours running together along rugged mountain trails, but even Kwak Duyong, who had started out as a loner, seemed to have blended into the group.


  On the contrary, it was Baek Suryong who wore a somber expression.


  "Suryong-hyung, is something bothering you?" Ak Yeonho asked.


  "Hmm? It's nothing," Baek Suryong replied, raising his cup to down the rest of his liquor.


  Halfway through, however, he paused, overcome by an unexpected urge to give a pep talk.


  Facing his curious colleagues, he said, "Everyone did well today, but from tomorrow onwards, things are going to get tougher. Did you see the eyes of those Vermilion Phoenix and White Tiger guys when we disbanded earlier? They were literally bursting with hostility."


  Everyone nodded. The reason why the Azure Dragon Academy was able to achieve such overwhelming results on the first day was not only because of their efforts, but also because the other instructors had underestimated them and only focused on Baek Suryong.


  Ak Yeonho agreed, "Yeah. After today, no one will dare look down on us Azure Dragon instructors anymore."


  Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, and Kwak Duyong all nodded with shining eyes.


  "Bring it on! We're ready."


  "Hmph, I'll take a challenge over an easy win any day."


  "Friends! Let's have another great match with those Vermilion Phoenix guys tomorrow!"


  "Look at this guy sneaking in a cheesy comment again. Since when were we friends?"


  Now that they knew the Vermilion Phoenix and White Tiger instructors weren't all that impressive, the Azure Dragon instructors were no longer too worried or nervous about this training course.


  No, they're all excellent instructors too. It's just that…


  The four looked at Baek Suryong, sharing the same thought.


  We have Baek Suryong!


  When Baek Suryong was an enemy, he was a fearsome lunatic, but when he was a comrade, there was no one more reliable.


  Thanks to Baek Suryong humiliating the other new instructors, they were confident they weren't inferior to any of them.


  "That doesn't mean that we'll just rely on you, Hyung-nim. You focus on securing the top spot, and we'll work hard to get good results as well," Myeong Il'oh said seriously.


  Ak Yeonho, Jaegal Soyeong, and Kwak Duyong all nodded gravely. At this moment, they felt great pride in being part of the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "Why are you stating the obvious?" Baek Suryong laughed, his tense expression easing. Raising his cup in a toast, he announced, "Alright, listen up! We're going to be the stars of this new instructor training course. For the Azure Dragon Academy!"


  ""For the Azure Dragon Academy!""


  The five instructors clinked their cups in a show of camaraderie, ready to launch into a lively, full-blown drinking session, when...


  "Huuuuh? Where did all the liquor go?"


  "…I only had two cups?"


  "I think Soyeong drank it all…"


  "Hehehehe…"


  "Hey! Jaegal Soyeong! Don't lie down! Go to your room if you're going to sleep!"


  "This won't do. Call someone and get them to bring more liquor!"


  "Eh? If we drink more, it might interfere with tomorrow's training…"


  "Don't worry. Even if I have a hangover tomorrow, I'll still be number one."


  "Wow, how can a person be so infuriatingly confident..."


  And so, the eventful first day at the Namgung Clan came to an end.
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  SNORE~ PHEW~ SNORE~ PHEW~


  In the wee hours of the morning, Kwak Duyong lay sprawled out on the bed, his belly fully exposed, snoring loudly.


  "...This snoring is literally a sound arts attack," Baek Suryong grumbled, clicking his tongue as he changed into camouflage wear.


  Well, the only reason he agreed to share a room with Kwak Duyong was because he hadn't planned to sleep anyway. If he had wanted to, he would have suffocated the guy or thrown him out, but tonight, Kwak Duyong's snoring was actually helpful.


  Thanks to his stupidly loud snoring, the level of surveillance outside has decreased.


  The Namgung Clan warriors were patrolling and monitoring the dorms, but even they couldn't stand Kwak Duyong's snoring.


  SWOOSH!


  Activating his stealth techniques, Baek Suryong quietly slipped out of the room. By now, the news that the Azure Dragon instructors had thrown a noisy drunken party late into the night and then fallen asleep should have spread throughout the Namgung Clan.


  In other words, it's the perfect situation to slip out.


  Baek Suryong smirked. The lively celebration, along with the request for the Namgung Clan's servants to fetch more liquor, were all part of his carefully orchestrated scheme.


  WHOOSH!


  He vaulted over the dorm wall in a single motion, his eyes darting left and right as he crept through the shadows. Pausing briefly to peer up at the sky, he saw the pale crescent moon lingering behind a veil of clouds, its light barely reaching the ground.


  It's a dark night, just the perfect occasion for the Rooftop Gentleman to be out and about. Anyway, there's definitely something fishy going on in the Namgung Clan, and I need to find out what it is.


  Baek Suryong's eyes gleamed coldly. If caught, he couldn't complain even if the Namgung Clan cut him down on the spot, but this was a risk he was willing to take.


  He recounted everything suspicious about the Namgung Clan.


  First, the Erudite Sage had brought out the Blood Cult's demonic arts and asked them to decipher the errors within it. Second, the Blue Sky Sword King's maniacal obsession with him felt unnatural. Third, there was the matter of Cho Maksaeng.


  He was convinced. The Namgung Clan was most definitely connected to the Blood Cult in one way or another.


  The Blue Sky Sword King is the most suspicious one.


  The Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak, now over eighty years old, was renowned for his role in the war against the Blood Cult half a century ago. His exploits during that turbulent period had earned him widespread recognition in the jianghu, propelling him to the status of an absolute master in no time.


  Baek Suryong, however, was suspicious of his illustrious accomplishments.


  The strongest of the Ten Supremes and the former head of the world's most prominent martial family. Did he really achieve all that without straying from the path of righteousness?


  Well, it was all speculation for now. Without solid evidence, he couldn't recklessly touch the Namgung Clan.


  There must be evidence of the Namgung Clan's dealings with the Blood Cult hidden somewhere, or at least some traces of it.


  The Namgung Estate, with its numerous large and small buildings, was vast enough to resemble a fortress. Consisting of four divisions and sixteen units, the number of resident martial artists exceeded a thousand, and including family members who were not trained in martial arts, the total population swelled to several times that number. It was a place that fully lived up to its reputation as the world's most powerful martial clan.


  The bigger the scale, though, the more holes there are.


  After a while, Baek Suryong arrived at his destination.


  【The Heavenly Ears】


  A plaque written in bold calligraphy came into view. This was the headquarters of the Heavenly Ears, the place where the Namgung Clan collected information from all over the world.


  From the inside of the brightly lit building, he could hear the countless footsteps of people working busily despite the time, gathering and analyzing information for the Namgung Clan leadership.


  Baek Suryong stealthily infiltrated the building. It was guarded by martial artists with outstanding skills, but there was no master around who could see through his stealth technique.


  As expected, it's chaotic.


  He had predicted that the first day of the new instructor training course would be the most chaotic, and his guess proved correct. The Heavenly Ears headquarters was in a total uproar as they tried to sort out the various incidents that had occurred throughout the day.


  Going further inside, he listened in on the secret agents talking.


  "Who would have thought that the Azure Dragon instructors would be so outstanding?"


  "Is the Azure Dragon Hero's martial prowess really in the early stages of transcendence?"


  "Yes. Both the Former Patriarch and the Azure Sky Sword Brigade confirmed that."


  "I heard that he's a person with a sinister nature. He might be hiding his true skills…"


  "Is that even possible in front of the Former Patriarch?"


  Baek Suryong could hear the spies discussing him here and there, but he ignored them and went deeper inside, where the more confidential conversations took place.


  "So… Young Master Su rebelled against his brothers. I was really surprised."


  "Should we see it as the Third Young Master officially entering the succession race?"


  "I think it's still too early to conclude that..."


  "Yeah, becoming the successor is not something that can be achieved just by being ambitious. It's too late for the Third Young Master."


  "You never know. If he really leads the Azure Dragon Academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival, the Patriarch might see him in a different light."


  "Come on, is that even possible?"


  "Regardless, the main family might fall into chaos because of the succession war."


  "…Maybe it's time for us to make a choice too."


  "Shh! Hey, watch your mouth!"


  Baek Suryong's eyes flickered with interest. He had heard quite a bit about the Namgung Clan's succession war.


  Is Namgung Su really interested in the position of Patriarch? He hardly ever talks about himself, so it's impossible to know for sure. Still, if he were to become the Namgung Clan's successor, wouldn't that benefit both me and the Azure Dragon Academy?


  Anyway, that's something to think about later…


  Baek Suryong expanded his qi senses to the maximum and headed further inside, but the deeper he went, the tighter the security became.


  SCREECH!


  Suddenly, he stopped in his tracks. His instincts were screaming at him, warning him of impending danger.


  Quickly, he activated the Blood Demon Eyes, which not only had the ability to suppress all evil and demonic energy, but also allowed him to see distortions in the qi flow around him.


  Cold sweat ran down his back.


  Phew, that was close. I almost walked right into a formation.


  If he had foolishly taken another step, he would have been caught in an unknown formation.


  It's too bad, but I'll stop here for today.


  Baek Suryong turned on his heel. For now, he would focus on memorizing the surrounding topography and observing the flow of qi around the security formations. In the morning, he would seek advice from Jaegal Soyeong about the formations to better prepare for his next nighttime venture.


  CREAK…


  At that moment, the main gate of the Heavenly Ears headquarters opened, and someone came inside.


  The Namgung Patriarch?


  Baek Suryong hurriedly activated the Breath Concealment Technique and pushed his stealth to the extreme. The Namgung Patriarch, known as the Ironblood Swordsman Namgung Cheon, had arrived at the Heavenly Ears Headquarters with his four children in tow.


  To be precise, his three sons, Namgung Hak, Namgung Heok, and Namgung Su, followed closely behind him, while his youngest daughter, Namgung Mi, held his hand.


  The Heavenly Ears Commander rushed out in a panic, barefoot and flustered. "Greetings, Patriarch. If you had summoned me, I would have come to you. Why go through the trouble of coming here personally...?"


  "I know you're very busy, Commander, but could you please spare me a moment of your time?"


  "Of course, sir. Please come inside."


  Noticing a slight shiver through their held hands, the Namgung Patriarch eyed at his youngest daughter worriedly. "Are you cold?"


  "I'm fine."


  "No, you're not. Cover yourself with this," Namgung Cheon nagged, taking off his coat and draping it over his daughter's shoulders.


  Namgung Mi, who was already wearing thick clothes, pouted her lips in displeasure.


  Perhaps finding her expression quite cute, Namgung Cheon chuckled.


  "Daddy, it's too warm now…"


  "What if you catch a cold? It's better to sweat than to freeze."


  "Ehh…"


  Baek Suryong blinked in shock. He had heard that the Ironblood Swordsman cherished the daughter he had late in life like a precious jewel, and it seemed to be true. Unlike the stern demeanor he showed to his sons, the look he gave to his daughter was that of a doting father who became a complete fool in her presence.


  "Hmm?" Suddenly, Namgung Cheon stopped walking and glanced at the spot where Baek Suryong was hiding. Narrowing his eyes, he bellowed, "WHO GOES THERE?"


  "Huh?"


  "What are you talking about…?"


  While the eldest and second sons wore puzzled expressions, Namgung Su quietly placed his hand on the hilt of his sword and moved to shield Namgung Mi.


  The Patriarch glanced at his sons, then calmly repeated himself, "If you come out now, I will hear you out before deciding your fate."


  "…Is it an intruder?"


  "Protect the Patriarch!"


  Finally realizing the situation, Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok drew their swords and stepped forward as if to protect their father.


  SHING! SHING! SHING! SHING!


  Seeing the brothers' response, dozens of Namgung Clan warriors also drew their swords.


  Releasing an overwhelming aura that dominated the whole area, Namgung Cheon warned, "I will count to five. If you don't come out by then, I will cut you down. One."


  Baek Suryong clicked his tongue in dismay. He's stronger than I thought. I'm confident I can escape, but is that really the best choice right now? Clashing with him will place the Namgung Clan on high alert and make my future scouting activities much harder.


  "Two."


  Namgung Cheon placed a hand on his sword hilt and intensified his aura, causing his sons to flinch and shudder.


  Should I try to persuade him? Baek Suryong quickly thought of a few excuses for sneaking in here. Although he could think of some plausible reasons, he felt that none of them would satisfy the Namgung Patriarch.


  "Three…"


  Namgung Cheon's gentle demeanor disappeared, giving way to a piercing intensity that perfectly matched his alias, the Ironblood Swordsman.


  GULP!


  Someone swallowed audibly.


  Namgung Cheon moved his right foot forward and lowered his stance in preparation to strike.


  Baek Suryong's eyes widened. Holy shit, he's strong! On par with Skysword, or maybe even stronger!


  He had once briefly crossed swords with Skysword, known as the weakest of the Ten Supremes, but the aura he felt from the Namgung Patriarch now was in no way inferior that man.


  "Four."


  Baek Suryong felt he had to make a decision.


  Suddenly, however, he felt a mysterious power enveloping his body.


  Huh? What's this?


  He widened his eyes, trying to resist the mysterious power.


  [Do not resist. I mean you no harm.]


  Upon receiving the telepathic message, Baek Suryong hesitated briefly before complying and relaxing as instructed.


  "Five."


  SWISH!


  The Namgung Patriarch's sword cleaved the space where Baek Suryong was standing.


  


  Translator's Note: First it was the Handsome Playboy, and now it's the Rooftop Gentleman…


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] Baijiu: A colorless Chinese hard liquor with 50-65% alcohol content. Baijiu is now widespread enough that you could probably find a bottle of Maotai or Wuliangye in your local liquor store.



  Chapter 224: The Namgung Clan's Secret (2)


  Frowning, Namgung Cheon stared at the empty space he had sliced with his sword qi. Initially, he had wondered if the faint presence was just his imagination, but now he was sure. Just moments earlier, someone had been hiding here.


  "They've escaped."


  As a martial master, his keen senses easily picked up the faint traces left on the floor, walls, and even lingering in the air. The intruder was gone.


  With a grim expression, he turned to face the Heavenly Ears Commander. "The intruder can't have gone far. Find them."


  "Yes, sir!"


  The Namgung Clan warriors immediately scattered in all directions. Lights flickered on in dozens of pavilions as hundreds of martial artists mobilized to track down the intruder, and scouts specially trained in tracking techniques were deployed along with dozens of hunting dogs.


  GROWL... BARK BARK BARK BARK!


  It was a major incident. Of all places, someone had infiltrated the heart of the Namgung Clan.


  "An intruder has breached the main house!"


  "We have to find them at all costs!"


  Namgung Cheon quietly observed the chaotic scene, lost in thought. The weight of the atmosphere pressed down so heavily that his children remained silent, not daring to utter a single word.


  Suddenly, a voice came from above, breaking the silence.


  "What is all this commotion about?" the Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak demanded, standing atop a wall and gazing down at his descendants.


  WHOOSH!


  With an effortless leap, Namgung Jaehak landed gracefully in front of Namgung Cheon.


  Everyone lowered their heads in a respectful bow.


  "There was an intruder in the Heavenly Ears Headquarters," Namgung Cheon explained.


  "An intruder? Who would dare do such a thing?!"


  With a grave expression, Namgung Cheon briefly explained the situation to the Blue Sky Sword King. "So... either it was just my imagination, or the intruder's martial arts are far superior to mine."


  "Hmph. Both suggestions are absurd."


  Namgung Jaehak, the Blue Sky Sword King, knew better than anyone how strong his son's martial arts were.


  If it weren't for me, Cheon could have easily ranked among the Ten Supremes.


  Namgung Cheon's exceptional martial prowess had allowed him to hand over the position of Patriarch with complete confidence.


  Even I can't fool Cheon's senses or disappear without a trace while standing right in front of him... Wait. Could it be?


  For a moment, Baek Suryong's face flashed in his mind, but he immediately shook his head. He had already assessed Baek Suryong's abilities. Considering the young instructor's age, it was astonishing, and as a cunning fellow, he might have hidden a trump card, but performing a disappearing act right in front of Namgung Cheon? It was improbable.


  Then again, one can never be sure.


  Namgung Jaehak turned to the Heavenly Ears Commander. "Inform the instructors of the Five Great Academies as well. We don't know what the intruder's aim is."


  "Understood."


  "I'll go investigate personally as well."


  "Former Patriarch, there's no need for you to go yourself..."


  SWISH!


  Before the Commander could finish speaking, the Blue Sky Sword King kicked off the ground, soared into the sky, and used his inner arts to enhance his vision, surveying the ground below.


  The Namgung Clan's warriors scurried around dozens of buildings, running around with torches, searching for the intruder. There was no sign of anyone being found.


  FWOOOSH!


  Namgung Jaehak expanded his senses and scanned the entire Namgung Clan like an eagle. Finally, he caught an unfamiliar aura heading toward the new instructors' quarters.


  Gritting his teeth, the Blue Sky Sword King let out a lion's roar that shook the mountains and forests, "DO YOU THINK YOU CAN INFILTRATE THE NAMGUNG CLAN AND GET AWAY ALIVE?!"


  At the immense fury of the Blue Sky Sword King, which had not been witnessed for decades, a wave of fear spread through even the martial artists of the Namgung Clan.


  WHOOSH!


  His eyes burning with a terrifying killing intent, the Blue Sky Sword King's figure shot forward like a cannonball.


  Baek Suryong. If you're indeed the culprit, I'll seize this opportunity to capture you and uncover your true identity! Anyone who dares to pry into the Namgung Clan's secrets must pay the price!
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  [Do not resist. I mean you no harm.]


  Shortly after hearing the telepathic message, Baek Suryong relaxed and let his body be enveloped by the mysterious power.


  The next moment, he found himself back in his room.


  ZZZ~ SNOOORE~


  Kwak Duyong was still snoring like a pig.


  Baek Suryong blinked at the sudden change in his surroundings. Was that the Space Compression Technique? No, did I just teleport?


  At that moment, a woman emerged from the shadows in the room. Baek Suryong immediately recognized her as the only instructor from the Black Tortoise Academy participating in this new instructor training course.


  "You're... Jongri Yeon, right?" he asked hesitantly.


  Jongri Yeon nodded. "I need to talk to you."


  "I thought you were mute."


  "I don't much time. You probably have many questions, but please listen to me first."


  What's up with her aura? It's strange... like some kind of divinity...? In any case, this is the aura of a sorcerer, not a martial artist. Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. Looking closer, he noticed that Jongri Yeon's pupils were deep green.


  He furrowed his brows in suspicion. "You... You're not Jongri Yeon."


  The mysterious being behind the green glowing eyes smiled gently. "You're indeed a clever man. I am known as the Dark Heaven Goddess, and I'm borrowing this child's body to speak to you."


  "The Dark Heaven Goddess? The Principal of the Black Tortoise Academy?"


  The Dark Heaven Goddess, principal of the Black Tortoise Academy, was widely recognized as the world's greatest sorcerer.


  "Why would you help me?" Baek Suryong asked.


  The Dark Heaven Goddess looked at Baek Suryong with unfocused eyes, as if she was not looking at the present, but at the distant past or future. "Soon, a great calamity will befall the Namgung Clan," she declared in an ethereal voice.


  Baek Suryong blinked in bewilderment. Is that a prophecy? Why is she telling me this now?


  As if she could read his thoughts, the Dark Heaven Goddess said, "Because this calamity is intertwined with your destiny."


  "My destiny? What do you mean?"


  "You have a destiny that defies the heavens. A fate that can overturn celestial order, capable of either destroying or saving the world."


  "You...!" Baek Suryong almost shouted, but managed to restrain himself.


  He glanced at Kwak Duyong, who was still sleeping soundly. It would be a big problem if Kwak Duyong woke up and heard this conversation.


  "He won't wake up for a while. Also, only you can hear my voice right now," the Dark Heaven Goddess explained.


  Baek Suryong lowered his voice. "You... How much do you know?"


  He had heard that the greatest sorcerers in the world could read celestial secrets, manipulate mysterious phenomena at will, divine a person's past and even predict the future.


  Does she know about my previous life?


  He clenched his fist tightly. Depending on the situation, he might have to kill Jongri Yeon to silence her.


  The Dark Heaven Goddess's dark green eyes deepened. "I don't know everything about you either. Didn't I say it? You have a destiny that defies the heavens. Your fate can't be read using divination. I only came here to give you a warning."


  "A warning? What warning?" Baek Suryong asked warily.


  "I'll say it once more. Soon, a great calamity will befall the Namgung Clan. When that happens, you will have to make a choice, and your decision will ultimately determine whether the event becomes a great disaster or a blessing for the world."


  "Instead of me, shouldn't you be informing someone from the Namgung Clan, like the Namgung Patriarch or the Blue Sky Sword King about this...?"


  "They are not qualified to hear my prophecy," the Dark Heaven Goddess said firmly.


  Baek Suryong tilted his head. "Then are you saying I'm qualified?"


  "Revealing the secrets of the heavens usually comes at a terrible price. Since you exist outside the celestial order, however, you are an exception."


  Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. Is she saying that she can only tell me this because I'm someone with an ambiguous destiny?


  Though unexpected, he tried to deduce some clues from her words.


  A calamity that will befall the Namgung Clan. A choice I have to make because of it. Could it be related to the Blood Cult?


  "Can you tell me specifically what that choice is?" he asked.


  "Unfortunately, this is all I can tell you."


  Baek Suryong sighed. It's abstract, but I guess it's still better than nothing.


  He looked at Jongri Yeon. To his surprise, after only a few words, she looked very haggard...


  No, that's not exhaustion. She's aging rapidly!


  Previously, she had looked to be in her mid-twenties, but now she appeared middle-aged, with wrinkles on her face.


  Seeing Baek Suryong's shocked expression, the Dark Heaven Goddess smiled softly. "Don't worry, this child is not alive."


  "She's not alive...? Is she a jiangshi?" Baek Suryong asked, recalling that the Black Tortoise Academy studied sorcery and necromancy.


  The Dark Heaven Goddess shook her head. "Similar but different. Jiangshis are made from corpses, but this child is a puppet made with sorcery."


  "The world of sorcery is more amazing than I thought..."


  Although Baek Suryong had seen various sorceries in the Blood Cult, most were so evil and bizarre they were referred to as the dark arts.


  The Blood Demon was once the world's most powerful sorcerer, but the Dark Heaven Goddess's sorcery is just as profound and mysterious as his. I almost want to learn sorcery from her now.


  Baek Suryong bowed respectfully to the Dark Heaven Goddess. Chunks of flesh were falling off the Dark Heaven Goddess's skin. She didn't have much time left.


  "Thank you for helping me escape today's crisis, and also for your guidance," he said sincerely.


  The Dark Heaven Goddess smiled faintly. "It's too early to relax. The Blue Sky Sword King will arrive here soon."


  "What?"


  Just then, a resounding voice echoed throughout the Namgung Clan.


  "DO YOU THINK YOU CAN INFILTRATE THE NAMGUNG CLAN AND GET AWAY ALIVE?!"


  BOOOM!


  Every hair on Baek Suryong's body stood on end as the absolute master's killing intent descended upon the entire Namgung Clan.


  The Dark Heaven Goddess glanced out the window. "I can't believe he found the faint traces of sorcery I left behind. He's truly a monster. Anyway, he will arrive here soon."


  "Damn it..." Baek Suryong's expression hardened. If the Blue Sky Sword King came here following the traces of sorcery and saw the two of them together, no amount of excuses would be enough. "Please hide somewhere for now. I'll figure out how to..."


  "There's no need for that." Shaking her head, the Dark Heaven Goddess stood up. "Today, I'll save you from trouble. In return, when you meet my students in the future, please help them."


  "What?"


  The Dark Heaven Goddess opened the door and stepped outside. The Blue Sky Sword King was flying toward them like a meteor. Judging by his speed, he would arrive here in mere seconds.


  "Visit the Namgung Clan's ancestral shrine sometime. You might discover what you're searching for there."


  With these last words, the Dark Heaven Goddess flew into the sky and sped northward, too fast even for Baek Suryong's eyes to follow.


  Almost simultaneously, the Blue Sky Sword King shouted, "Halt! Stop right there!"


  The Blue Sky Sword King, who had been flying toward the new instructor dorms, sharply changed direction and pursued the Dark Heaven Goddess.


  Baek Suryong watched as the two figures disappeared into the distance. A moment later, lightning flashed and thunder rumbled from the direction they had gone.


  RUMBLE! BOOM BOOM BOOM!


  "ZZZ... Huh, huh? What's going on?"


  Startled, Kwak Duyong, who had been snoring loudly, jumped out of his bed ran outside barefoot.


  Chapter 225: The Namgung Clan's Secret (3)


  At dawn, the new instructors assembled at the central training grounds. The air was heavy with tension, a result of the incident that had occurred in the wee hours of the morning.


  "Did you hear that an intruder snuck into the Heavenly Ears Headquarters?"


  "What kind of lunatic would even think about sneaking into the Namgung Clan?"


  "Could it be... an assassin?"


  "Maybe it's a thief who came to steal treasure..."


  Morning training hadn't started, so the new instructors gathered in small groups and chatted quietly among themselves. Many of them had not slept at all since the ruckus broke out.


  "Yaaawn... Thanks to the commotion, I didn't get any sleep at all."


  "I heard the Blue Sky Sword King himself chased after the intruder..."


  "Yeah, his lion's roar technique was so terrifying that my legs went numb."


  The instructors shuddered as they remembered the Blue Sky Sword King's lion's roar, soon followed by thunder and lightning in the northern sky. They all understood it was no natural phenomenon.


  In the end, the distant storm lasted for about fifteen minutes before fading, leaving everyone unsure of the outcome.


  "Did the Blue Sky Sword King catch the culprit? The servants say they don't know anything."


  "Since the dogs stopped barking this morning, maybe they've already been caught...?"


  "With the Blue Sky Sword King hunting them personally, there's no way they could have escaped. They've probably been beheaded by now."


  "I wish someone would just tell us directly..."


  The Namgung Clan was in chaos after last night's incident, resembling a stirred up beehive, and even the new instructors were restless, worried that the new instructor training course would be cancelled.


  Just then, Baek Suryong and the Azure Dragon instructors arrived at the central training grounds. Immediately, Sama Yeong and the other instructors glared at them fiercely, their eyes burning with fighting spirit after being thoroughly humiliated by Baek Suryong and blindsided by the Azure Dragon instructors the day before.


  "YAAAWN~" Baek Suryong stretched lazily as he sauntered into the training ground. He hadn't slept a wink. Ignoring the piercing stares directed his way, he groaned sleepily, "Good morning~ Everyone's so energetic! I guess you all slept well?"


  "What a prick..."


  "Ugh, seriously!"


  For a moment, the Vermillion Phoenix and White Tiger instructors wondered if Baek Suryong had mastered the art of provoking others with just a few words.


  With the arrival of the Azure Dragon instructors, all the new instructors were now gathered at the central training grounds... Well, not everyone.


  No one seems to find Jongri Yeon's absence weird, Baek Suryong mused. The Black Tortoise Academy's Jongri Yeon hadn't shown up yet, but except for him, no one bothered to even look for her.


  Is her presence was so faint that everyone forgot about her, or did she use sorcery to erase their memories of her?


  No matter how much the events of a few hours ago felt like a dream, they were real. He had definitely met the Dark Heaven Goddess and heard many things from her, one of which was a prophecy that a disaster would soon befall the Namgung Clan.


  For now, I'll just observe the situation.


  Deciding not to concern himself further with Jongri Yeon, Baek Suryong chatted leisurely with his fellow Azure Dragon peers as he waited for the grandmasters to arrive.


  About fifteen minutes after the scheduled time, the Erudite Sage appeared alone at the edge of the central training grounds, his abnormally large head bobbing from side to side as he swaggered toward them.


  The new instructors immediately stopped talking and stood at attention.


  The Erudite Sage grinned, revealing yellowed teeth. "Kukuku, you all seem to have a lot of questions. As you probably already know, an intruder appeared in the Namgung Clan last night. Don't worry though, the Blue Sky Sword King personally took care of them."


  When the instructors heard that the Blue Sky Sword King had dealt with the intruder, a chorus of "oohs" and "ahhs" rang out among them.


  The Erudite Sage glanced around, then continued, "Given the seriousness of the matter, the Namgung Patriarch has urgently convened a family meeting. The Blue Sky Sword King is also attending it. I heard that it would take quite a while."


  The instructors kept talking, whispering things like, "At least they caught the intruder," and, "They need to find out who's behind this."


  "AHEM!" The Erudite Sage cleared his throat to silence them. "Therefore, for today, we'll conduct theory classes all day without any practical training in the afternoon."


  The blood immediately drained from the faces of the instructors who were weak in theory, such as Tang Baekho of the White Tiger Academy and Kwak Duyong of the Azure Dragon Academy.


  Enjoying the sight, the Erudite Sage's eyes sparkled. "Today, we'll be studying the external arts theory," he said snidely.


  His gaze swept over the instructors, finally settling on Baek Suryong.


  Annoying brat.


  He was determined to repay Baek Suryong for the embarrassment he suffered in the last lecture.


  "With the passage of time, martial artists' obsession with inner arts has intensified, while the external arts have become increasingly neglected. After all, inner qi can be accumulated rapidly and painlessly through miracle herbs or meditation techniques, but external arts require relentless, continuous physical training to achieve any results."


  The Erudite Sage cast a disapproving glance at Baek Suryong's chiseled face and loose martial arts uniform.


  Hmph. He must have stumbled upon a lucky encounter and gained immense inner qi at a young age. There's no way he knows anything about external arts.


  "To make matters worse, many men have begun to worry unnecessarily about their appearance, preferring lean, compact muscles to bulky ones. However, for a tree to grow well, the soil must be fertile and firm, and for a martial artist, the external arts are the soil. If the soil isn't good, the roots can't take hold properly, and eventually the tree will wither."


  The Erudite Sage had the assistants distribute textbooks to the instructors.


  "Throughout my life, I have dissected the corpses of dozens of martial artists, carefully studying their muscles and bone structure. With the knowledge I gained, I wrote this book. This is the latest revised edition, published earlier this year."


  "This is the one I've only heard about..."


  "The Fundamentals of External Arts!"


  "This textbook is near impossible to get a hold of..."


  Overjoyed to receive the textbook, many of the new instructors looked back and forth between the book and the Erudite Sage, their faces filled with gratitude.


  The Erudite Sage watched this scene with satisfaction. When he saw Baek Suryong casually flipping through the book with a disinterested expression, however, his face crumpled.


  That insolent punk!


  From the moment he laid eyes on the young man, he hadn't liked him one bit. How could one person have it all? Outstanding intellect, exceptional martial arts, a strikingly handsome face...


  I'll definitely humiliate him today!


  "I will use this book to explain external arts training from a theoretical perspective. You have two hours to read the first chapter. After that, we will have a simple test. Anyone who fails the test will lose points."


  The Erudite Sage stared intently at Baek Suryong, as if challenging him.


  Amused by that provocative gaze, Baek Suryong chuckled to himself. Is he seriously thinking about teaching me, the disciple of the Bandit King, external arts? If I include yesterday's class, isn't this old man deliberately making life easy for me?


  Less than an hour later, Baek Suryong raised his hand.


  "I'm done reading. Can I take the test now?"


  "Ugh!"


  [image: sep]


  The Erudite Sage examined Baek Suryong's test paper. He was stumped. The young man had not only answered every question correctly, but had also added his own interpretations and explanations.


  This guy... he could practically publish a revised edition based on this answer sheet!


  In the end, the Erudite Sage was forced to acknowledge Baek Suryong's skills once again.


  "Your knowledge of external arts is quite impressive."


  "Of course. I initially applied to the Azure Dragon Academy as an external arts instructor, after all."


  The Erudite Sage glared at Baek Suryong with a face that seemed to say, Can such a perfect person possibly exist?


  "Fine. You get full marks," he spat through gritted teeth.


  As if waiting for those words, Baek Suryong asked eagerly, "Excuse me, but could I rest in my room until everyone else is done? I didn't sleep well last night."


  "What?" For a moment, the Erudite Sage stared at Baek Suryong with a bewildered expression. Finally, he clicked his tongue, groaning, "Tsk, do as you wish."


  Baek Suryong stood up and bowed politely. "Thank you."


  Although he said he wanted to take a nap, in reality, he had other plans.


  The Namgung Clan leaders are in a meeting, and the instructors will be distracted for about an hour. That should be enough time to look around.


  Baek Suryong quickened his pace. There was a place he needed to check as soon as possible.


  Just then, the Erudite Sage called out from behind. "Mr. Baek Suryong."


  "Yes?" Baek Suryong asked politely. He's not going to change his mind and stop me from leaving, is he?


  "You don't need to return to class. Just go and rest," the Erudite Sage snapped, scowling.


  Seeing the old man waved his hand in dismissal, Baek Suryong caught him muttering under his breath that him coming back after a nap would only disrupt the class atmosphere.


  "THANK YOU!" he shouted, grinning from ear to ear.


  Just like that, Baek Suryong skipped away happily as the other new instructors watched his retreating figure, their faces green with envy.
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  The Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine was the place where the clan stored their ancestors' memorial tablets and held ancestral rites. In prominent families, the size of the ancestral shrine often reflected their power, and the Namgung Clan's shrine was so large that it could easily be mistaken for the royal shrine.


  Baek Suryong observed the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine from a distance. The clan was still in disarray from the previous night's riot, and security had been tightened in many areas.


  Fortunately for him, the Namgung Clan had given priority to the security around places housing treasures, information, and martial arts secrets that intruders sought. This left the area around the shrine relatively deserted.


  I can get in easily enough.


  Sneaking into the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine, Baek Suryong activated the Blood Demon Eyes and expanded his senses.


  He recalled the Dark Heaven Goddess's prophecy.


  
    "Soon, a great calamity will befall the Namgung Clan. When that happens, you will have to make a choice, and your decision will ultimately determine whether the event becomes a great disaster or a blessing for the world."

  


  The prophecy wasn't exactly very informative, but fortunately, she had left behind another clue for Baek Suryong.


  
    "Visit the Namgung Clan's ancestral shrine sometime. You might discover what you're searching for there."

  


  Baek Suryong moved through the shrine at a slow pace, carefully examining every detail as he progressed. As he approached the far end...


  Demonic qi!


  He discovered a very faint trace of demonic qi that he might have missed if he hadn't activated the Blood Demon Eyes.


  Baek Suryong immediately dashed toward the source of the demonic qi.


  It was an abandoned well. A large, flat stone covered it, suggesting it hadn't been used for a long time. The water had likely dried up completely.


  "This is it."


  Pushing aside the stone, Baek Suryong peered inside for a moment before slowly climbing into the well. Once inside, he moved the stone back into place, waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness, and jumped down.


  THUD!


  The well was about thirty meters deep. In the darkness, Baek Suryong ran his fingers along the wall, searching for a hidden entrance.


  It didn't take him long to find it. His keen eyes and understanding of such technologies made the task easy.


  There was a problem, though.


  "What the hell...? It's broken?" Baek Suryong exclaimed exasperatedly, his voice echoing in the darkness.


  After a moment's hesitation, he decided to destroy the wall and force his way inside.


  I have to be careful not to let any noise escape outside.


  Placing his palm on the stone wall, Baek Suryong concentrated and injected his inner qi.


  The stone wall vibrated, and the old stones began to shift backward one by one. Soon, an opening large enough for a person to pass through was created.


  "Huff, huff..."


  Baek Suryong took a break to catch his breath, then went inside.


  The narrow, dark passage was lined with moss and teeming with insects, and the ceiling was riddled with evenly spaced holes that had probably once housed luminescent pearls.


  "Cough, cough! Looks like no one's bothered to clean or maintain this place in a long time."


  The passage continued deeper underground. Baek Suryong moved forward cautiously, continuously scanning for signs of traps.


  How long have I been walking? Fifteen minutes? Thirty?


  As his sense of time began to blur, the narrow passage came to an end, giving way to an open cavern.


  "Phew! Finally..."


  Baek Suryong let out the breath he had been holding and glanced around briefly, surveying his surroundings.


  Suddenly, he froze, his gaze fixed on one spot. Six ominous red words, as if written in blood, adorned a dusty, long-forgotten signboard.


  【Blood Demon Divine Cult (Anhui Branch)】


  Chapter 226: A Demonic Master's Dying Message


  【Blood Demon Divine Cult (Anhui Branch)】


  Baek Suryong's eyes widened. "This place... was the Blood Cult's Anhui Branch?"


  Below the signboard lay a door obstructed by a massive boulder, as if someone had sealed it from the outside.


  Baek Suryong drew his sword, stepped forward, and swung it like lightning.


  SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH SWISH!


  The boulder fell apart, shattering into dozens of small fragments.


  Channeling his inner qi to enhance his strength, Baek Suryong swept the debris aside to reveal a massive, dented iron door. Despite the warping, he could still make out the grotesque image of the bleeding demon worshipped by the Blood Cult etched on its surface.


  WHOOOOSH~


  "C-Cold..." Baek Suryong exclaimed, as white mist escaped from his mouth.


  An intense chill that made his skin crawl was seeping through the cracks in the dented iron door. Gathering his inner qi to resist it, he pushed the door open with both hands.


  CREEEEEAK...


  The door slowly opened with an unpleasant, ear-jarring creak.


  Baek Suryong remained vigilant as he stepped inside. He had already confirmed there were no signs of life inside, but there was no harm in being careful.


  "......"


  He took in the scene before him. Unlike the treasure vault in the Valley of Evil, which the Demonic Strategist had prepared for the future Blood Demon, the atmosphere here was completely different.


  This was a place where the Blood Cult followers had actually lived. Everywhere, he could see the personal belongings, clothes, and training scars left behind by the cultists.


  And...


  Hundreds of frozen corpses, unable to decay due to the strange cold within the cavern, lay scattered everywhere.


  "......"


  Seeing the cultists dressed in those familiar crimson and black robes after such a long time, Baek Suryong felt an unusual stir in his heart.


  TAP TAP...


  In the dead silent cavern, only the sound of his footsteps echoed.


  He walked slowly through the cavern, examining the bodies. The dead, with white frost on their skin, greeted their first visitor in decades. Some had faces twisted in anger, others seemed to be writhing in pain. Still others wore peaceful expressions, perhaps not realizing what had happened even in the moment of death.


  Most of the corpses were adults, but there were children under ten among them… and they had all died from the same cause.


  They were all killed by a single swordsman.


  Even to Baek Suryong's critical eyes, the swordsman's technique was worthy of admiration. Judging by the circumstances, a peerless master had single-handedly massacred hundreds of Blood Cult followers.


  There aren't many swordsmen of this caliber across the entire murim... and only one in the Namgung Clan.


  "The Blue Sky Sword King..."


  Muttering to himself, Baek Suryong walked deeper into the cavern. He didn't feel pity for the dead. If they had been alive, they would have ultimately contributed to the revival of the Blood Cult and caused a lot of bloodshed in the murim.


  Why is there a Blood Cult branch beneath the Namgung Clan's ancestral shrine?


  Establishing a Blood Cult branch here would be impossible without the Namgung Clan's consent and cooperation.


  When was this branch established? Before the fall of the Blood Cult? Or after? Was the Namgung Clan actually a vassal faction of the Blood Cult? Then what are these corpses? Why did the Blue Sky Sword King kill them?


  Questions only sparked more questions. Baek Suryong had several hypotheses in mind, but it was too early to jump to conclusions. He needed more clues.


  He walked deeper inside.


  If this place was indeed a Blood Cult branch, there should be an altar for offering sacrifices deeper inside the cavern.


  As expected, he eventually came upon a large altar. Approaching it, he noticed a corpse lying next to it. For some reason, the corpse looked familiar.


  Baek Suryong's eyes widened. The corpse's right arm was severed and half of his face was crushed, so it was hard to recognize him at first, but the distinctive half-black and half-white clothing immediately gave him away.


  "Could it be... the Yin Yang Demon Lord?"


  Half a century ago, the Yin Yang Demon Lord was the Fifth Elder of the Blood Cult, a supreme demonic master who simultaneously practiced extreme yin and extreme yang martial arts due to his unique Yin Yang body constitution.


  Even in death, his eyes were wide open, his gaze fixed permanently upward in resentment.


  "...It seems he left a will."


  Baek Suryong noticed messy scribbles written in blood around the corpse. To an untrained eye, they might seem like meaningless scribbles, but it was actually the Blood Cult's secret cipher.


  Death to the traitor!


  The Yin Yang Demon Lord's left index finger lay next to the last character like a broken brush. He had bitten off his own finger and used the blood from the wound to leave a dying message on the floor.


  Baek Suryong got to work deciphering the secret message he had written around the altar. Starting from the last character, he worked his way backward to find the first sentence.


  I should never have trusted that bastard Namgung Jaehak from the beginning.


  He came to me while I was being pursued by the Murim Alliance and made a proposal. In exchange for handing over our Cult's martial arts manuals and the location of our secret treasure vaults, he would provide a haven for the hundred cultists under my command.


  Baek Suryong's eyes widened in shock. Namgung Jaehak was the Blue Sky Sword King's name.


  Through the Yin Yang Demon Lord's dying message, the secrets entangling the Namgung Clan and the Blood Cult were being unraveled one by one.


  For the first ten years, he kept his promise. He created a hideout for us beneath the Namgung Clan's ancestral shrine and even took in rogue cultists who were being chased by the Murim Alliance's pursuit squads. In return, I told him some of the locations where our Cult's martial arts manuals and treasures were hidden. I didn't have much of a choice...


  Baek Suryong recalled the Yin Yang Demon Lord of the past. For a Blood Cult elder, he was an unusually compassionate man who especially loved to teach martial arts. Whenever the Cult's martial arts instructors sought his advice, he always gave them plenty of tips without holding back. Because of this, even though he sometimes appeared grumpy, many of the Blood Cult's martial arts instructors liked him and followed him.


  ...But after ten years, he began to change. Support dwindled, and he started demanding our Cult's secret techniques.


  I should have escaped from here then... but I was too foolish to see the truth. This cavern was never a haven for us, it was a cage for animals!


  From his words, Baek Suryong could sense the Yin Yang Demon Lord's intense anger and regret.


  That monster even coveted our Cult's methods for martial arts instruction, because we were the absolute best at nurturing powerful martial artists.


  "...What?" Baek Suryong's expression hardened. This was something he hadn't known even in his past life!


  Namgung Jaehak assured me that he would arrange a suitable refuge for us above ground when the time was right and asked me to wait until then. In the meantime, he had the instructors who followed me pass on our teaching methodologies to the Namgung Clan.


  However, the promise was postponed again and again... and before I knew it, thirty years had passed.


  Then, a few days ago, he came to us with his sword drawn.


  Perhaps the Yin Yang Demon Lord's finger had momentarily stopped, as the blood pooled thickly in that part.


  I begged him to at least spare the innocent children, but fearing that secrets might leak, he slaughtered even the newborn infants.


  Baek Suryong closed his eyes. He could feel the Yin Yang Demon Lord's deep resentment and sorrow in his writing, and he needed a moment to regain his composure.


  "......"


  A scene unfolded in his mind. The Yin Yang Demon Lord screaming in horror as he helplessly watched the cultists being mercilessly butchered, and the Blue Sky Sword King standing before him with an expressionless face, holding a bloodied sword.


  The true face of a hypocrite wearing the mask of a righteous hero.


  "That bastard...!"


  Opening his eyes again, Baek Suryong calmed himself and continued to read the dying message.


  Still, it seems he had a shred of conscience left. When I told him that my last wish was to go to our Cult's altar, offer a prayer, and die, he retreated without hesitation and sealed the entrance before leaving. He must have thought that I, who was rendered incapable of using martial arts due to the injuries I sustained during the war, could do nothing.


  ...Well, he was right. Here I am, dying, without the strength to break through the door he sealed. I probably won't last even five more minutes.


  Although there was a bit more left, Baek Suryong paused to organize his thoughts. The Yin Yang Demon Lord's writing was gradually getting fainter. Strength was leaving his fingers.


  "So, to sum it up... The Blue Sky Sword King came across some Blood Cult survivors who were being pursued by the Murim Alliance and offered them refuge in exchange for their martial arts, treasures, and teaching methodologies. Then, after exploiting them to the fullest, he discarded them."


  In other words, the Blood Cult's treasures, martial arts, and methods of training powerful martial artists became the foundation of the Namgung Clan, now called the world's strongest martial family and the home of the best martial arts instructors.


  "If this gets out, it'll be the end of the Namgung Clan."


  The Namgung Clan, known for their pivotal role in destroying the Blood Cult, had actually secretly imprisoned the cult's remnants in their own household for decades, exploiting these captives and eventually massacring them.


  For a prestigious, orthodox clan that claimed to uphold righteousness and virtue, such an action was unthinkable. The moment Namgung Jaehak's deeds were revealed to the murim, chaos would undoubtedly break out.


  "Blue Sky Sword King. You've done something truly insane."


  Shaking his head, Baek Suryong read the last part of the Yin Yang Demon Lord's dying message.


  Hehe... But he doesn't know that I didn't just sit around doing nothing for thirty years. I don't know when it'll sprout, but we have sown the seeds of destruction in the future of the Namgung Clan...


  "The seeds of destruction?"


  The letters were becoming fainter, but Baek Suryong could feel a thick killing intent in the writing.


  Fortunately, before he discarded us, we managed to send a few children outside. If those children can find the rest of our Cult members, whether it takes ten years or a hundred, they will definitely return and avenge me!


  Death to the traitor!


  That was the end of the message. The previously faint letters regained their boldness right before the end, as if the Yin Yang Demon Lord was mustering the last of his energy.


  "......"


  Baek Suryong looked at the corpse for a moment, then laid it neatly on the Blood Cult's altar. Even though the Yin Yang Demon Lord was a detestable Blood Cult Elder, he was one of the rare demonic masters who actually cared for his followers.


  Sighing, he said, "Allow me to perform your funeral rites."


  Baek Suryong decided to cremate the Yin Yang Demon Lord according to the Blood Cult's funeral rites, not as a former follower of the Blood Cult, but as a courtesy to a martial artist he had once respected. After all, back when he was a Blood Cult martial arts instructor, he had also sought the man's advice several times.


  It was a small connection, but a connection nonetheless.


  He collected flammable items from the area and arranged them around the corpse. Using his inner arts, he dispelled the surrounding cold and then removed all the clothes. The Blood Cult's tradition was to cremate the body in the same state as when one was born.


  "Farewell, Fifth Elder."


  He lit a piece of paper and tossed it onto the firewood.


  WHOOSH!


  Flames spread across the corpse, and the heat drove away some of the biting cold.


  At that moment, a final message hidden on the Yin Yang Demon Lord's body appeared.


  Greetings, fellow believer. The Murim Alliance bastards might be able to decipher our Cult's secret codes, but they would never think to undress me and cremate me.


  Surprised by the unexpected final message, Baek Suryong's eyes widened.


  "This is..."


  Cut open my belly. Inside, I have hidden the key to destroying the Namgung Clan.


  Chapter 227: A Once in a Lifetime Opportunity


  As the flames licked the Yin Yang Demon Lord's frozen skin, a final, hidden message slowly materialized.


  Cut open my belly. Inside, I have hidden the key to destroying the Namgung Clan.


  "What?" Baek Suryong quickly waved his hand, snuffing out the altar's fire, then moved closer to examine the message up close. "The key to destroying the Namgung Clan?"


  A sudden realization flashed through his mind.


  "Did he freeze this entire place to preserve something within his stomach?"


  The unusually cold temperature in the cavern was undeniably artificial, and the cause was most likely the Yin Yang Demon Lord, who had mastered both extreme Yang and extreme Yin martial arts.


  In his final moments, he expended all of his remaining life energy to transform this place into an icy tomb, seeking to preserve the key to the Namgung Clan's destruction within his own body, while at the same time ensuring that evidence of the Blue Sky Sword King's atrocities would remain intact for future Blood Cultists to discover.


  Baek Suryong's eyes fell upon the Yin Yang Demon Lord, whose eyes remained open even in death.


  Your grudge runs deep indeed.


  Ironically, the Yin Yang Demon Lord's message was not delivered to a Blood Cult descendant as he had wished. Instead, it reached him.


  Fate certainly likes to work in mysterious ways.


  "I may not be the one you awaited, Elder, but I'll take good care of the key you left behind."


  SPLURT!


  Baek Suryong wasted no time in slicing open the Yin Yang Demon Lord's abdomen. A long, wooden box, roughly the size of his palm, lay nestled within.


  This must be the key.


  "Swallowing something this big couldn't have been easy..." he muttered, taking out the box, lifting the lid, and peering inside.


  "A... flute?"


  A small ivory flute, carefully wrapped in silk, lay inside the box. It was only slightly longer than his palm, and the words "Demonic Soul Summoning Flute (魔靈召魂笛)" were engraved upon it.


  "A flute that summons demonic souls... How ominous."


  Baek Suryong carefully examined the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute. Just by holding it in his hand, he could feel a sinister energy seeping into his body, proving that this was no ordinary artifact.


  "This is the key to destroying the Namgung Clan?"


  At least, that was what the Yin Yang Demon Lord's secret message alleged. Moreover, there was a similarly ominous statement among the words written on the floor.


  Baek Suryong took another look at that part.


  Hehe... But he doesn't know that I didn't just sit around doing nothing for thirty years. I don't know when it'll sprout, but we have sown the seeds of destruction in the future of the Namgung Clan...


  If my guess is correct, the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute is likely connected to the 'seeds of destruction' that were sown thirty years ago. If I play it, I might get some answers, but using it recklessly might have unforeseen consequences...


  Baek Suryong slid the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute back into its box and tucked it into his shirt pocket. Since he couldn't figure out what it was for right away, he decided to examine it more thoroughly later.


  He glanced back at the Yin Yang Demon Lord.


  "I don't know if I'll end up using this. I have to think about it carefully."


  He reignited the fire on the altar, planning to finish the funeral rites.


  WHOOSH!


  The flames slowly engulfed the corpse. As the body had been frozen for so long, it would take some time for it to burn completely.


  When the frost melted a little, Baek Suryong gently closed the Yin Yang Demon Lord's eyes.


  "May you be reborn in a better place," he murmured.


  The Yin Yang Demon Lord was one of the few Blood Cult martial artists whom Baek Suryong had respected in his previous life. Similar to the Blood Dragon Captain, he believed that the Yin Yang Demon Lord would definitely have become a chivalrous hero if he had been born in an orthodox sect.


  WHOOSH!


  Flames and smoke billowed, consuming the Yin Yang Demon Lord.


  "I'll be on my way now."


  After paying his respects, Baek Suryong turned around. From the altar, he spotted the torn and bloody bodies of cultists scattered across the cavern. For a moment, he thought about cremating them too, but ultimately decided against it.


  He had only performed the funeral rites for the Yin Yang Demon Lord due to their past connection.


  Attending to the other bodies would be excessive. If someone else wants to do it, that's up to them, but...


  Lost in thought, Baek Suryong absentmindedly fiddled with the wooden box in his hands as he descended the altar... when something suddenly dropped from the ceiling and lunged at him.


  "KIIYAAAH!"


  A bizarre, inhuman screech reverberated through the cavern, and shards of ice erupted from the floor like dust.


  Fortunately, Baek Suryong had sensed the presence before it even fell and dodged it, but only now did he realize what it was.


  "A Human-Faced Spider?"


  It was a monstrous gray spider nearly the size of a cow, with a head that bore a disturbing resemblance to a grotesquely disfigured human face.


  "Come to think of it, I once heard that the Yin Yang Demon Lord kept a Human-Faced Spider as a pet, but wasn't it was only the size of a puppy? It sure grew a lot these past five decades..."


  "KIIYAAAH!"


  The spider screeched again and rushed at Baek Suryong. It must have been hiding in here all the time and snapped when it saw its dead master's body being cremated.


  Damn, most people would be terrified just by the sight of a cow-sized spider scuttling toward them with the speed of a peak-level master...but it's no threat to me!


  SWISH!


  Baek Suryong easily dodged the spider's attack and studied it with detached curiosity. All spirit beasts were unique, but this one emitted an unexpected type of energy for its species.


  "Is it normal for a Human-Faced Spider to possess cold energy?"


  Like the spirit beasts from the North Sea that had cores of ice, this Human-Faced Spider released freezing energy into the air. Every time its sharp legs touched the ground, the area instantly froze.


  This creature was probably the reason why the cavern remained freezing cold decades after its master's death.


  Baek Suryong thought up an intriguing hypothesis.


  "You couldn't possibly have learned ice arts from the Yin Yang Demon Lord... so is there something hidden in your stomach as well?"


  "KIIYAAAH!"


  The Human-Faced Spider made no reply, only another bizarre screech as it dove at Baek Suryong again, venom dripping from its gaping maw.


  This time, Baek Suryong stood his ground. If the spider was hiding something inside its stomach, he would confirm it directly.


  SWOOSH!


  With lightning speed, he drew his sword and decapitated the Human-Faced Spider in one clean swing. Even a decades-old spirit beast was nothing before a transcendent master.


  Approaching the fallen creature, he cut open its belly without hesitation. As he expected, there was an item filled with cold energy inside.


  "A bracelet?"


  The bracelet was delicate, appearing to be carved from clear crystal and radiating a cold, icy aura.


  "Could this be...?" Baek Suryong paused for a while to process the shock. "...A White Ice Bangle!"


  The White Ice Bangles was the sacred artifact of the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin, one of his four masters in his previous life. Once a treasure of the North Sea Ice Palace, it was a priceless artifact for practitioners of ice arts.


  "Haha, to think Master Eun's White Ice Bangle was here all along..."


  A broad smile spread across Baek Suryong's face. He vividly remembered a conversation he had with the Ice Moon Goddess in his previous life about the White Ice Bangles.


  
    "If you wear the White Ice Bangles while practicing ice arts, you will master them at twice the normal speed. This alone makes them an invaluable treasure, but their true worth is revealed in combat."


    The Ice Moon Goddess spread her shackled hands before him as a demonstration.


    "Imagine I am wearing a White Ice Bangle on my left hand, but not on my right."


    CRACK! CRACK CRACK...


    Instantly, her left hand became encased in white frost, while her right hand took significantly longer to freeze.

  


  The Blood Cult had initially prevented the four imprisoned masters from using their inner arts, but Baek Suryong had requested a partial lifting of the seal to better steal their martial arts.


  
    "This roughly illustrates the difference between wearing and not wearing the White Ice Bangles. The less proficient you are in ice arts, the more significant the disparity. If a second-rate martial artist wears them, they can unleash cold energy almost as quickly as a first-rate martial artist."


    "That's amazing! If I were to compare it to swordsmanship, wouldn't it be similar to releasing sword qi much faster than others?"


    "Yes, but at my level, it makes little difference whether I wear them or not."


    "That's because you're too strong, Master Eun. For normal ice practitioners, the White Ice Bangles would be more valuable than any divine weapon. Anyway, where are they now?"


    "I don't know. They were taken from me when I was captured."


    "Fuck..."

  


  Until the day they attempted to escape the Blood Cult, the whereabouts of the White Ice Bangles remained a mystery. Now, it was finally revealed that the Yin Yang Demon Lord, the elder who had mastered extreme Yin martial arts, had taken them.


  "Who could have imagined that they would be in a place like this?" Baek Suryong laughed, gazing fondly at the White Ice Bangle.


  His joy stemmed not from its power, but from the memories it evoked of his master.


  The White Ice Bangles were originally a pair. One had remained with the Ice Moon Goddess until it was confiscated by the Blood Cult, and when Baek Suryong inquired about the other, he received a very surprising answer.


  
    "...I gave one to my beloved as a token of my feelings."


    The three men imprisoned with the Ice Moon Goddess exchanged startled glances.


    "You had a lover? You?" the Crazy Demon gasped.


    "Someone could handle your fiery temper?" the Bandit King exclaimed in disbelief.


    "Did you have a wedding ceremony?" the Sword Saint asked eagerly.


    Flustered by the sudden attention, Eun Yerin fell silent.


    Sensing an opportunity, the Bandit King teased, "For a man to win the heart of our Ice-Hearted Goddess, he must be quite the master. Is he someone we know? Even if I've beaten him before, I'll pretend I don't remember."


    The Ice-Hearted Goddess—or rather, the Ice Moon Goddess—fixed the Bandit King with a withering glare. "Shut up. My beloved is not an uncivilized barbarian like you. He doesn't even know martial arts."


    "Huh? He's not a martial artist? Truly?"


    "Goddess, this is the biggest surprise you have ever given us."


    "So, did you have a wedding ceremony?"

  


  Baek Suryong chuckled to himself. His three male masters were both astonished and thrilled to learn of the Ice Moon Goddess' lover. During their imprisonment, with little to occupy them except martial arts, gossip became their only source of entertainment.


  He recounted how his three masters had relentlessly questioned the Ice Moon Goddess until she finally relented and told them about her lover.


  
    "He was an ordinary person...no, he was quite frail for a man. He spent his days reading books...because that's just who he was."

  


  Once she had begun speaking, her words flowed like a broken dam, and they had all listened to the Ice Moon Goddess's tale with warmth in their hearts.


  
    "We met at the bookstore where he worked. I was wearing a veil and a black hat to avoid drawing attention to myself, when a delicate-looking man approached me and handed me a lantern. He told me that reading in the dark could harm my eyes, just as it had harmed his."

  


  The Ice Moon Goddess typically wore an icy expression, but whenever she spoke of her lover, her face softened.


  
    "Before I realized it, I had fallen in love with him. His slender arms without any muscle, his awkward and humble speech, his inability to recognize my face from a distance greater than three sheets of paper without his glasses, the way he bravely defended me from ruffians despite being so weak... I loved everything about him."


    "To think our Ice-Hearted Goddess was capable of romance. Your Big Brother is proud!" the Bandit King roared.


    "Shut up. Who do you think you're calling your little sister?"


    "We've been together for over ten years, so that basically makes us siblings. Isn't that right, little brother Crazy Demon?"


    "You're crazy."


    "You're the officially recognized crazy person of the jianghu, not me."

  


  Back then, the five of them had spent countless days together in the underground prison, forging deep bonds.


  
    "So, did you have a wedding ceremony?" the Sword Saint pressed.


    "...Just how many times are you going to ask me about that?"

  


  Finally, the Ice Moon Goddess confessed that she had not yet held a wedding ceremony.


  
    The Sword Saint smiled warmly. "When we escape this place, the first thing you must do is hold your wedding. I will attend it with my son."


    "This Big Brother won't miss it either!" the Bandit King added.


    "I will attend as well," the Crazy Demon chimed in.

  


  The three men continued to tease the Ice Moon Goddess, asking how many children she would have, whether the frail scholar could fulfill his husbandly duties, and offering advice on medicines for virility.


  For a brief time, they seemed to forget their harsh reality as they envisioned a future beyond the Blood Cult's grasp.


  "...Yeah, that's how it was," Baek Suryong murmured, pulling himself out of those bittersweet memories.


  He stared at the White Ice Bangle resting in his palm.


  "Master Eun, I've found one of your bangles. If I get the chance, I will look for the other."


  Making a silent vow to the Ice Moon Goddess, Baek Suryong fastened the White Ice Bangle to his left wrist. Since he wielded his sword with his right hand, he planned to channel the ice arts with his left.


  SNAP!


  The moment he placed the White Ice Bangle on his wrist, it adjusted itself to fit him perfectly.


  "Hmm?"


  Suddenly, the Ice Essence he'd received from the Nine Yin Witch flared up, resonating powerfully with the White Ice Bangle.


  CRACK CRACK CRACK...!


  White frost spread across Baek Suryong's skin, the ground froze at his feet, and chills ran through his entire body.


  "Ugh!"


  He immediately sat down in a meditative posture, instinctively understanding that if he didn't calm this raging Ice Essence, he risked becoming an ice statue, but if he managed to rein it in, he could raise his ice arts, which he had neglected until now, to new heights.


  This is a once in a lifetime opportunity!


  Baek Suryong closed his eyes and focused on his breathing and qi circulation.


  Chapter 228: A New Trump Card


  The White Ice Divine Art, the world's finest extreme Yin martial art, was originally an ultimate martial art passed down only through the direct bloodline of the North Sea Ice Palace.


  The Ice Moon Goddess took the White Ice Divine Art one step further.


  Baek Suryong closed his eyes and concentrated on the Ice Essence, which was resonating with the White Ice Bangle and raging through his body like a fish out of water.


  "Ugh..." he groaned, clenching his teeth as he endured the pain surging through his body.


  It had been a while since he received the Ice Essence from the Nine Yin Witch in the Valley of Evil, but he still hadn't fully absorbed it. While being busy was one reason, the main reason he delayed training in ice arts was that the Heaven Defying Divine Art alone seemed to meet all his inner qi needs.


  However, I can't delay any longer.


  The Dark Heaven Goddess's warning echoed in his mind.


  
    "Soon, a great calamity will befall the Namgung Clan."

  


  Not only was the Namgung Clan home to two peerless masters, the Blue Sky Sword King and the Ironblood Swordsman, it also possessed immense authority and military might as the world's strongest martial clan.


  No ordinary calamity could threaten such a place...unless the Blood Cult was involved.


  Before the calamity begins, I need to become stronger.


  By a miraculous twist of fate, he had obtained the White Ice Bangle, and on top of that, this ice cavern was the ideal place for practicing the ice arts.


  Baek Suryong felt a pressing need to grow stronger to face the looming crisis.


  Still, as the agony intensified, he grimaced. This is too sudden! At least give me some kind of warning!


  ROAAAAR!


  A vortex of ice whirled around Baek Suryong and spread outward as the Ice Essence began leaking from his body.


  "Khh..."


  A low groan escaped between his clenched teeth, and the veins on his neck bulged. The icy torment that had initially only affected his qi center now felt like a torrent of blades trying to cut him up from head to toe.


  I have to endure! If I lose consciousness here, it's all over!


  There were only two possible paths available to him now: Endure and reap the rewards, or fail and die a stupid death.


  "Hoo... Haa..."


  Taking deep breaths, Baek Suryong concentrated on taming the rampaging Ice Essence within him by moving his qi according to the formula of the world's greatest ice art left behind by the Ice Moon Goddess.


  Gritting his teeth, he reminded himself, I've managed to learn even the Heaven Defying Divine Art. The White Ice Divine Art is no different.


  If the Heaven Defying Divine Art reigned with violence and domination, then the White Ice Divine Art ruled with cold, unfeeling rationality. As supreme martial arts that contended for supremacy, both techniques shared fundamental similarities, but the White Ice Divine Art was skewed so heavily toward Yin energy that it would backfire on anyone without a suitable body constitution.


  As a result, Baek Suryong hadn't been able to learn it in his previous life. However, with this opportunity before him now, he could finally master it.


  My theoretical knowledge is perfect. All I need is to do is execute what's in my head.


  In his previous life, he had trained countless ice arts experts using theory alone. Taking advantage of the synergy between the Ice Essence and the White Ice Bangle, he estimated that he could probably break through several stages at once.


  ROOOOAR!


  The icy storm howled. Fine shards of ice flew in all directions until finally, his figure vanished in a white blur.


  CRACKLE! RUMBLE!


  Snow-white frost coated his eyebrows and hair, and his body temperature fell so low that he felt like a living block of ice.


  SHIVER!


  His entire body trembled from the unbearable cold. He had never been particularly sensitive to outside temperatures, but the frigid tempest inside him was beyond the limit of his endurance.


  DRIP…


  Blood trickled from the corner of his lips. He bit down on his tongue to stay conscious, and swallowed the blood to clear his mind.


  I feel like I'm on fire...!


  There was a saying that frostbite felt similar to being burned, and Baek Suryong finally understood what that meant. Ice qi seared through his veins, threatening to scorch everything in its path. He tried to open his eyes, but his eyelids were frozen shut.


  He could feel that death was approaching.


  Forcing a twisted grin, Baek Suryong snarled silently at the Ice Essence inside him, You want to kill me? Don't make me laugh! Go on, rampage all you want. I'll definitely survive!


  His body was cycling between freezing and thawing, speeding up until the time he spent frozen was longer than the time he spent thawed, but he bore it all in silence, trusting in the body tempered by the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest and the meridians strengthened by the Heaven Defying Divine Art.


  WOOOONG!


  The White Ice Bangle on his left wrist, the true culprit behind the Ice Essence's rampage, released a blinding white light.


  Coming to a sudden realization, Baek Suryong accepted and absorbed its energy.


  I shouldn't try to control it by force or reject it. I just need to embrace it and let the White Ice Divine Art do the rest!


  SHWAAAAA!


  Baek Suryong stopped resisting the Ice Essence, and in response, it unleashed an even greater storm of bitter cold inside him.


  His consciousness dimmed.


  "Keuk..."


  Suddenly, as he hovered between life and death, he heard the Ice Moon Goddess's voice as if in a dream.


  
    "As my martial arts were developed independently in the place you call the Outer Regions, they are the most unconventional among the four of us. It will not be easy for you to teach it to others."


    "Don't worry, Master Eun. I've mastered the theory perfectly."


    "...Theory alone is not enough. Without experiencing it yourself, you will run into problems one day."

  


  Fortunately, none of the trainees he taught ice arts to ever experienced issues, but that was also because the Blood Cult had only sent him youths with extreme Yin constitutions.


  Nevertheless, Baek Suryong lacked a favorable constitution for Yin-based arts. Although the Ice Essence enabled him to learn ice arts, it did not change his inherent physical traits. As a result, even though he had the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians, which was ideal for mastering the Heaven Defying Divine Art, his aptitude for the White Ice Divine Art was average at best.


  
    "The North Sea Ice Palace's divine arts are not about control or domination, but about mutual growth and harmony. Living in a harsh environment, we have learned that it is better to coexist with nature rather than fight it."

  


  Eun Yerin's advice drifted back from deep within Baek Suryong's memories.


  Why do I only remember her words now?


  
    "If you ever get the chance to master the White Ice Divine Art, remember what I said."


    "I doubt that day will come. I can barely handle what I'm learning now."


    "You never know. Who can say what kind of miraculous encounter awaits you in the future...?"

  


  The Ice Moon Goddess' smiling face faded like a mirage, and Baek Suryong returned from the brink of death.


  FLASH!


  When he finally opened his eyes, a brilliant white light burst forth. At the same time, the White Ice Divine Art extended beyond the microcosmic orbit to encompass his Eight Extraordinary Meridians and Twelve Major Meridians, forming a macrocosmic orbit.


  Each time Baek Suryong completed a macrocosmic orbit, the flow of cold energy intensified and accumulated at an increasing rate. His acupoints expanded, and his meridians, tempered like muscles, strengthened greatly.


  CRACK, CRACK...


  Before long, color returned to his pale skin, and the ice clinging to him shattered and fell away.


  "Hoo..." Baek Suryong slowly awakened from his meditation, white mist escaping from his lips. The swirling cold energy around him gradually diminished, then faded completely.


  "...Thank you, Master Eun," he murmured softly.


  Rising to his feet, he looked around. Signs of the raging snowstorm lingered around the altar, where he had sat cross-legged.


  "Well, it seems I've made quite the mess," he said awkwardly.


  Pressing his left palm against a wall, Baek Suryong unleashed a palm thrust.


  BOOM!


  The stone wall cracked apart and froze solid. This was the White Ice Divine Palm, a technique that could only be used by those who had attained at least the seventh stage of the White Ice Divine Art.


  "Hahaha..." Baek Suryong chuckled incredulously. A few hours ago, he was barely at the beginner level of the White Ice Divine Art and could only release a feeble, harmless chill through his palm.


  BANG! CRASH!


  He tested the White Ice Divine Palm again and again, and the results were the same. After completely absorbing the Ice Essence, he had advanced directly to the seventh stage.


  Even considering that he had the assistance of the Ice Essence and the White Ice Bangle, this feat was still enough to leave ice art experts utterly dumbfounded.


  I wonder if I can apply this to my other martial arts as well?


  Baek Suryong tried channeling cold energy into his swordsmanship, movement arts, fists, and kicks.


  SWOOSH! BOOM! SLAM!


  It felt awkward at first, but as he continued experimenting, he realized that he could infuse cold energy into all of his techniques.


  "Haha... HAHAHAHA!"


  Although the White Ice Divine Art had not improved his overall martial arts cultivation, it had given him a new trump card. Even he could not fully foresee how the added cold energy could impact an actual battle.


  Glancing around, he murmured to himself, "I should come here from time to time to train."


  This Blood Cult cavern was a godsend, not only for ice arts training but all his martial arts. Therefore, until the disaster foretold by the Dark Heaven Goddess arrived, he planned to return whenever he could.


  "If only I had a few more days in the Namgung Estate..."


  [image: sep]


  Late that night, the lanterns continued to burn brightly in the Namgung Clan's meeting hall.


  "This meeting is taking a long time."


  "They must be discussing something serious. I mean, an intruder did show up right in the heart of the estate..."


  The martial artists of the Heavenly Wind Corps stood vigilantly around the Patriarch Hall. The two speakers were the captains of the First and Second Squads, both seasoned veterans in their forties and respected in the murim as the pillars of the Namgung Clan's power.


  The First Squad Captain of the Heavenly Wind Corps pointed to a mountain in the distance. "Hey, look at the summit of that mountain over there. Doesn't it seem darker than the rest?"


  The Second Squad Captain looked in the direction his old friend indicated. "Which mountain are you talking about?"


  "That one, right there."


  The Second Squad Captain squinted his eyes and stared intently at the mountains in the distance. In the end, though, he tilted his head in confusion and said, "I don't see anything out of the ordinary."


  "Look more closely. The darkness seems to be denser there. When morning comes, we should tell the Commander to check it out."


  The Second Squad Captain shook his head, irritated by his friend's persistence. "Your eyes must be playing tricks on you. Don't be such a worrywart."


  "...I can't help it. I've been feeling uneasy lately, and it's gotten worse ever since that intruder showed up. I can't sleep, and my heart keeps racing for no reason."


  "Maybe you should see a physician?"


  The First Squad Captain sighed. He had already seen a physician, but they assured him that there was nothing wrong with him and advised him to just rest more and eat well.


  Suddenly, the Second Squad Captain's eyes widened. "Y-Your nose! Blood!"


  DRIP DRIP...


  "Huh... Why?" The First Squad Captain touched his nose, puzzled. Black blood was tricking from it. Even though he had been feeling fatigued lately, nosebleeds were unheard of for someone with his martial prowess.


  A few startled subordinates glanced over and approached with concern, but the First Squad Captain quickly waved them off.


  "I'm fine, it's nothing. I must be overworked..."


  THUD!


  Before he could finish his line, he wavered and fell to his knees.


  "W-Why...?" he murmured weakly, his eyes bloodshot and veins bulging across his face. Desperate to ease some unknown agony, he pounded his chest again and again.


  Then, without warning, black blood suddenly gushed from his mouth.


  "BLEARGH!"


  All across the Namgung Estate, similar incidents began unfolding.


  Chapter 229: Karmic Retribution


  A heavy silence weighed on the room. Despite the exquisite refreshments and tea laid out on the long table, no one dared to touch them.


  The Patriarch Namgung Cheon sat at the head of the table, while the Former Patriarch Namgung Jaehak, several Elders, the commanders of the martial units, and the Chief Steward filled the rows next to him.


  The three sons of Namgung Cheon were also in attendance, and since most of the Namgung Clan's core figures were here, the eldest and second sons stiffened, their faces taut as they struggled to maintain perfect posture.


  Only Namgung Su remained as expressionless as ever, no different from his usual self.


  After a lengthy silence, Namgung Cheon asked, "In the end, even you failed to identify the intruder?"


  "I never saw their face. They fled while showering me with blinding lightning, and when I finally caught up, they disintegrated into dust and vanished," Namgung Jaehak replied politely. Although he was the Former Patriarch of the Namgung Clan, he always addressed the current Patriarch with proper formality on official occasions.


  "Do you think they used evil arts?" the Heavenly Wind Commander asked.


  Namgung Jaehak paused for a moment to consider the possibility, then replied, "I cannot say for certain if it was evil arts, but it was definitely sorcery. Extremely high-level sorcery, at that."


  "......"


  For someone to shake off the Blue Sky Sword King and escape, they had to be a sorcerer of extraordinary skill.


  One of the Elders said gravely, "There are only a few sorcerers in this world with such ability. The Sect Leader of the Mount Mao Sect, the Dark Heaven Goddess of the Black Tortoise Academy, the remnants of the Quanzhen Sect that was annihilated years ago, or..."


  "...The Blood Cult," Namgung Cheon whispered.


  Silence fell over the room. The Blood Cult. That name alone carried a weight that pressed down on their chests, and the older the martial artists were, the grimmer their faces grew.


  Paying no heed to the suffocating tension, Namgung Cheon continued, "I'm sure you're all aware that a group suspected to be the Blood Cult has been causing some unrest here and there lately. I wouldn't be surprised if they were also behind this incident."


  The truth was, he had convened this family meeting precisely because he suspected a connection between this incident and the Blood Cult. Even though it was the worst possibility he could think of right now, the chances of his speculation turning out to be true weren't small.


  "Are you suggesting that someone from the Blood Cult infiltrated our estate?"


  "If that's the case, this is no small matter."


  "What could their objective be?"


  "Are you sure the Blood Cult is involved? That seems like a hasty conclusion..."


  The Elders and the heads of the martial units started chattering all at once, each offering their own view.


  Meanwhile, Namgung Jaehak quietly sipped his tea, lost in thought.


  The Blood Cult... is it really them?


  He recalled the Yin Yang Demon Lord buried beneath the sealed well. Although twenty years had gone by, he could still clearly recall the demonic elder's face as the man coughed up blood and spat curses at him.


  
    "Sword King, do you think this is the end? One day, the descendants of our Cult will come to destroy the Namgung Clan."


    "I'm not afraid. By then, the Namgung Clan will have become the world's most powerful martial family."


    "Fufufu... Indeed, crashing down from the highest point would be more interesting, wouldn't it? I'll be watching you from hell..."


    "Demon Lord, do not provoke me further. I'm only granting you this final moment of mercy because of our old ties."


    "Ufufufu..."

  


  Knowing that the Yin Yang Demon Lord would soon die anyway, he had turned and left without delivering the final blow.


  Now, two decades after that day, events were unfolding exactly as the Yin Yang Demon Lord had foretold. The Namgung Clan had grown into the world's mightiest clan, while the Blood Cult was showing signs of resurgence.


  Even if the Blood Cult rises again... I will not allow them to topple the Namgung Clan!


  On that fateful day, Namgung Jaehak had single-handedly wiped out the remnants of the Blood Cult in the secret cavern, destroyed all records of their dealings, and forced those in the know to swear to secrecy.


  After that, he had passed the position of Patriarch to his son.


  In other words, the current Patriarch Namgung Cheon knew nothing about the clan's connection to the Blood Cult.


  I will carry that filthy past with me to the grave alone. You children need only enjoy the glory.


  Namgung Jaehak looked around at his son, the current Patriarch, and his grown-up grandsons with a pleased expression. Even though he had killed innocent children to keep the secret, he felt no regret.


  Everything I did, I did for the sake of the Namgung Clan.


  Sweeping his gaze across everyone present, Namgung Jaehak said firmly, "It doesn't matter even if they're from the Blood Cult. If those bugs dare to crawl out, we will simply sweep them away as the leader of the orthodox murim."


  The Elders and Commanders nodded with pride. They were members of the great Namgung Clan. If war broke out with the Blood Cult again, they would be the first to enter the fray, hoisting the banner of the world's greatest martial family up high as the Blue Sky Sword King led them to crush the vile Blood Cultists.


  "The Former Patriarch is right!"


  "This time, we will erase the Blood Cult completely!"


  "We must never shy away from bloodshed if it brings peace to murim!"


  With passionate looks and raised voices, the Namgung Clan leaders demanded the Blood Cult's destruction.


  The Blue Sky Sword King nodded approvingly at the Namgung Clan's soaring morale.


  Blood Cult, this time I will annihilate you without a trace.


  To do that, the first priority was to catch yesterday's intruder.


  A single name drifted into Namgung Jaehak's thoughts.


  That punk Baek Suryong is suspicious.


  At first, he thought the intruder who broke into the Heavenly Ears Headquarters was Baek Suryong, but it turned out to be a sorcerer instead. Even so, his doubts about Baek Suryong remained.


  Once this meeting ends, I need to find him and question him, even if I have to resort to a bit of force...


  Considering how powerful Baek Suryong's martial arts were for his age, and how he ruthlessly used any means necessary to achieve his goals, he felt too brazen for someone from an orthodox sect. Most importantly, the brief glimpse of the young instructor's martial arts that he had seen during the Azure Dragon Academy entrance exam kept nagging at him.


  Back then, I definitely sensed something familiar about Baek Suryong...


  "First thing first, we should track down the intruder," Namgung Cheon declared, snapping Namgung Jaehak out of his thoughts. "Sorcery always leaves a trail. Fortunately, our guest, the Erudite Sage, is quite knowledgeable in such arts, so we should start by consulting him..."


  "BLEARGH!"


  Suddenly, the sound of someone vomiting could be heard from outside the meeting room.


  Namgung Cheon paused mid-sentence and looked toward the door. "What's going on outside?"


  All of those present were expert martial artists, so they had all heard someone outside retching. Some cast reproachful glances at the Heavenly Wind Commander.


  "Ahem! What's with all this noise?" the Heavenly Wind Commander barked, cheeks burning with shame. As the one in charge of security, this disruption was a blow to his pride.


  Which idiot puked while on duty? I'll punish...!


  "C-Commander! You need to come out now! The First Squad Leader suddenly..."


  "What about the First Squad Leader?"


  "KEUUAAAAAH!"


  A bloodcurdling scream pierced the air, causing everyone to flinch.


  BAM!


  Flinging the door open with such force that it almost broke, Namgung Jaehak and Namgung Cheon activated their movement arts and rushed outside in perfect sync... only to come face-to-face with a ghastly sight.


  "W-What... is this madness?"


  "Ugh!"


  There was blood splattered all over the place. The Second Squad Leader's lifeless body lay on the ground, his head severed from his shoulders. Nearby, several members of the Heavenly Wind Corps had collapsed, their limbs riddled with deep, gruesome wounds.


  "Fufufu..."


  Despite being encircled by more than ten swordsmen, a man with disheveled hair drenched in blood cackled sinisterly. Although his appearance had changed so drastically that even his closest family members would have a hard time recognizing him, his martial arts uniform revealed that he was none other than the First Squad Captain of the Heavenly Wind Corps.


  "GRAAAWR!" he roared like a feral beast, swinging his sword wildly and sending waves of sword qi slicing through the air.


  The Heavenly Wind swordsmen surrounding him quickly attacked him in unison, but never mind subduing him, they could barely hold him back.


  Seeing this, the Namgung Clan leaders who followed the Patriarch and Former Patriarch out of the meeting room were dumbfounded.


  "W-What in the world?"


  "Is that really the First Squad Captain?"


  "That's a demonic art, right...? The First Squad Captain of the Heavenly Wind Corps learned a demonic art?"


  "Impossible! Myeongjung! Explain yourself! Why are you in such a state?"


  The Namgung Clan was a martial faction made up of blood relatives, and most of its leaders were direct or near-direct descendants. To those here, the First Squad Captain was a close relative, perhaps even a beloved son, brother, or nephew. They could not kill him recklessly.


  "...Restrain him for now," Namgung Cheon commanded.


  "Yes, sir!"


  The Heavenly Wind Corps Commander joined the fray, and after dozens of exchanges, he and his subordinates finally managed to capture the First Squad Captain without killing him.


  "KEUAAAAAK!"


  Even with his acupoints sealed, the First Squad Captain of the Heavenly Wind Corps still thrashed around like a beast, making everyone watching him sick to their stomachs.


  Only Namgung Jaehak kept his gaze fixed on the lifeless bodies of his young descendants, his eyes vacant and hollow. "Why is this happening...?" he muttered under his breath.


  Unfortunately, the Namgung Clan's nightmare was only just beginning.


  "GRRRAAAAH!"


  "EUAAAAAAK!"


  "KYAAAAAGH!"


  A deafening cacophony of anguished screams and bestial howls echoed throughout the Namgung Estate. The wind carried a thick stench of blood. Flames rose from some of the buildings. All around the estate, people were dying.


  The heightened senses of the Namgung Clan leaders allowed them to feel every detail with terrifying clarity.


  Realizing the gravity of the situation, Namgung Jaehak's face paled in horror. Despite being a supreme master who stood at the pinnacle of the murim, there was no way he could remain calm in the face of this calamity befalling his family.


  "Stop them! We must stop them! Commanders! Lead your troops to restore order! Elders, please assist them!" he bellowed.


  "Yes, sir!"


  SWISH! SWOOSH! WHOOSH!


  The Namgung Clan's leaders immediately scattered in all directions to quell the sudden disaster.


  "I'll go to the new instructors," Namgung Su volunteered, making a beeline toward the new instructors' dorms while his brothers panicked and scurried about like headless chickens.


  In the end, only Namgung Jaehak and Namgung Cheon remained behind at the initial scene.


  "Which bastard dares do this?! I will catch them and grind their bones to dust!" Namgung Jaehak roared, mad with fury.


  Namgung Cheon asked grimly, "Father, do you know anything about this?"


  "What? Why are you asking me that? If I knew anything, don't you think I would have said it already?"


  "Father... Do you know why I suspected the intruder to be from the Blood Cult?" Namgung Cheon said through gritted teeth, his resolve firm. Just as he was about to reveal something crucial, however, his conversation with his father was cut short by an ambush.


  SHWAAA!


  A thrown projectile zipped toward Namgung Jaehak's heart at a speed that not even he, the Blue Sky Sword King and one of the Ten Supremes, dared to overlook.


  Startled, Namgung Jaehak whipped out his sword and deflected it.


  SQUELCH!


  With a sickening sound, the object split in two, then crashed and rolled across the ground.


  Namgung Jaehak looked down at the object he had just struck. It was a severed human head, its face frozen in a terrified expression. To his abject horror, he recognized that face.


  "Azure Sky Brigade Commander!" he gasped, horrified.


  The commander of the Azure Sky Sword Brigade had remained at the peak of Mount Tianzhu to prepare the next day's practical lessons. Who had killed him?


  "Long time no see, Sword King old man," a playful voice rang out from above.


  SHAAAA...


  A curtain of inky darkness stretched across the night sky, blotting out the moon and stars.


  STEP... STEP...


  A young man leisurely strode out from the darkness. He was a pretty boy with half-black and half-white hair loosely tied in a ponytail, giving him a mysterious charm.


  "You...!" Namgung Jaehak's eyes widened as he glared at the newcomer. Gripping the hilt of his sword, he braced himself to attack at a moment's notice.


  This was an enemy worthy of such vigilance. He was the leader of the Ten Great Villains, the strongest among the Three Blights, and a man with many aliases: the Heavenly Blight, the Sage of the Unorthodox, and...


  "The Night Emperor..." Namgung Cheon muttered, drawing his blade.


  BOOOOOM!


  A massive explosion thundered from somewhere deep in the Namgung Estate, behind the Night Emperor.


  "Night Emperor! Are you the mastermind behind this madness?" Namgung Jaehak snarled.


  The Night Emperor raised his hand, causing the surrounding darkness to undulate as if it were alive. "No, and I only joined in for my own reasons... but I do know that this is your retribution for all the bad karma you've accumulated," he sneered.


  The Blue Sky Sword King's blade flashed toward the villain's throat.


  


  Translator's Note: Welcome to the Namgung Zombie Apocalypse, you commenters were right.


  Chapter 230: The Namgung Clan's Calamity


  An explosion of light. No other words could describe the sight of the Blue Sky Sword King's sword as it shot forth, ripping through the suffocating darkness like a dazzling comet.


  "Someone's a bit impatient," the Night Emperor chuckled, smiling brightly as he extended his palm and solidified the darkness around him into a thick defensive wall.


  BOOOOOM!


  Light clashed with darkness, unleashing a massive shockwave that threatened to topple the sturdy walls of the Namgung Estate.


  "Enemy attack!"


  "Protect the Patriarch and the Former Patriarch!"


  The deafening roar of the clash between these supreme masters sent the Namgung Clan martial artists scrambling.


  Concerned about needless casualties, Namgung Cheon shouted, "The opponent is a supreme master! Fall back one hundred meters and surround him!"


  The Namgung Clan martial artists retreated to form a perimeter around the Night Emperor, but they were so disorganized that it was more of a confused mess than an effective blockade.


  SWOOSH!


  The Night Emperor vaulted onto a rooftop and grinned lazily, like a common thug in a back alley. "Swinging your blade the instant we meet, eh? It's been a while, so shouldn't we at least exchange pleasantries before we fight?"


  The Blue Sky Sword King narrowed his eyes, his gaze fixed on the Night Emperor. "...Have we met before?"


  For more than a decade, he had heard countless tales of the Night Emperor, a man who had committed enough atrocities in just ten years to be called the Heavenly Blight. Even so, he was certain this was their first meeting. If they had crossed paths before, he would never have let the man get away alive.


  "Kukuku... As expected, you don't remember me. Well, I was just a little brat back then."


  "What on earth are you talking about?"


  "I'm talking about the karmic retribution you brought upon yourself twenty years ago. Need I remind you of those disgusting deeds you committed while hiding behind a mask of virtue?"


  "......" The Blue Sky Sword King's face turned cold and unreadable, masking the terrifying killing intent that seethed within.


  Still, the Night Emperor continued, unconcerned, "I am merely one of the calamities born from your actions."


  Darkness poured out of the his body, spreading across the sky like an unraveling tapestry, and his oppressive aura made it seem as if gravity had multiplied two- or even threefold.


  Trembling, the surrounding Namgung Clan warriors retreated even further.


  "Surely you understand now?" the Night Emperor taunted.


  SMASH!


  Brilliant blue sword qi burst forth from the Blue Sky Sword King's blade as he unleashed the Infinite Heavens Sword Technique at full power, demolishing the roof beneath the Night Emperor.


  "Hahahaha! It seems I struck a nerve!"


  Laughing wildly, the Night Emperor rose higher into the sky, then struck the ground with darkness in the form of a whip. This technique, fueled by dark enhanced qi, was the signature move that had earned him the alias of Sage of the Unorthodox.


  BANG! CRASH!


  Deep furrows spread in all directions where the darkness-enhanced qi struck the ground, sending pale dust billowing into the air and obscuring everyone's vision.


  SWISH!


  A single sword shot up in a blinding flash, slicing through the thick cloud of dust before abruptly changing direction and hurtling itself straight at the Night Emperor.


  This was the Flying Sword Technique, known to ordinary folk as a skill wielded only by immortals.


  Nevertheless, the Night Emperor moved with impossible grace, dancing in midair and narrowly dodging the Blue Sky Sword King's blade.


  "T-The sword is flying on its own!"


  "And isn't that the Airwalking Technique?"


  The Namgung Clan martial artists gaped, shocked by the sight of a sword and a man soaring through the air. Martial arts techniques thought to exist only in legends were unfolding before their very eyes. This was a realm of power beyond their comprehension.


  They're evenly matched?! Namgung Cheon's eyes went wide in disbelief. "The rumor about the Night Emperor being the strongest unorthodox master is true..."


  Aside from the Blue Sky Sword King and the Night Emperor, he was the strongest martial artist present. His eyes tracked the Night Emperor's every move, while his hand remained poised to draw his sword at a moment's notice.


  I heard that the Night Emperor wields dark enhanced qi as if it were an extension of his body, but this even more astonishing than the rumors.


  Surprisingly, the darkness that surrounded the Night Emperor was all enhanced qi. Among the grandmasters, only he could manifest such immense, tangible qi and control it with such ease.


  And he has only been active for a mere ten years...


  In those ten years, the Night Emperor had killed scores of former demon lords and wiped out three entire sects. He made no distinction between orthodox and unorthodox sects, sending more than a hundred masters to their deaths. Within five years of his first appearance in the jianghu, people had already come to know him as the strongest unorthodox master, the Heavenly Blight.


  CLANG! BOOM! CRASH!


  Every time the two masters clashed, the earth churned and quaked. Even the ground they didn't touch cracked, and the walls were lacerated as if scratched by the claws of a wild beast.


  "Tsk!" Worried about the growing destruction to his home, the Blue Sky Sword King ascended into the sky for an aerial faceoff, but the devastating effects of their battle continued to wreak havoc on the Namgung Estate.


  Namgung Cheon could endure it no longer. "Father! Let me assist you!" he shouted, stepping forward.


  Although he was not on the same level as the two legendary figures battling in the air, he was a transcendent master in his own right. This was no time to be concerned with his father's pride. They had to eliminate the Night Emperor swiftly and restore order to their clan.


  "Tsk tsk! Is the great Namgung Clan Patriarch planning to gang up with the Blue Sky Sword King against a single enemy? How cowardly," an unknown voice remarked.


  Sensing a chilling gust of qi sweeping in from the side, Namgung Cheon quickly drew his sword and slashed.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  In an instant, he exchanged more than a dozen blows with the new enemy before pausing to catch his breath.


  He's a master! Namgung Cheon thought, staying on guard as he faced his opponent—a hunchbacked old man who had seemingly appeared out of nowhere.


  The old man's eyes crinkled into a crescent moon shape. "My Liege desires a one-on-one duel with the Blue Sky Sword King, so how about you entertain this old man in the meantime, Patriarch?"


  "I've never heard of the Night Emperor keeping an old minion like you."


  "Kukuku... it seems your tongue is sharper than your blade. This old man is the Asura Demon Sword."


  The Asura Demon Sword.... That notorious demonic master from the previous generation!? Recognition dawned on Namgung Cheon, and his expression hardened. "I thought you were dead..."


  "Kukuku... I was halfway across the Sanzu River when my Liege dragged me back. I've served him ever since." The Asura Demon Sword licked his blade, and a chilling aura emanated from him. "They say the Namgung Clan's swordsmanship is quite impressive. Care to enlighten me?"


  Waves of powerful qi radiated from the Namgung Patriarch. "Of course. Allow me to teach you a lesson. I'll take your head as the tuition fee."


  "Kukuku! I hope your swordsmanship is as impressive as your boast!"


  The Asura Demon Sword clashed with the Namgung Patriarch. Every swing of their blades caused a thunderous explosion, while the raging sword qi ripped the ground to shreds.


  At the same time, chaos broke out all over Namgung Estate.


  "Enemy attack!"


  "Form ranks!"


  "Deploy the sword formation and counter!"


  Black-robed figures appeared out of nowhere and attacked the Namgung Clan martial artists. Each of their strikes was deliberate, precise, and full of killing intent as they targeted vital points without a moment's hesitation. They were clearly seasoned murderers.


  DING! DING!


  Occasionally, sorcerers appeared among the black-robed ranks, ringing bells as they passed.


  "UWEEEEK!"


  "BLEARGH!"


  Mysteriously, the sound of the bells caused many Namgung Clan martial artists to cough up blood, go berserk, and turn on their own allies.


  "What are you doing?"


  "Get a hold of yourself!"


  The Namgung Clan descended into chaos. If the attackers had been an elite force from the unorthodox sects, they would have fought back without hesitation, but now the aggressors were their own relatives.


  As the Namgung Clan martial artists hesitated, unable to bring themselves to harm their kin, the black-robed figures seized the opportunity and slaughtered them.


  "AAAAAAAH!"


  "KUWAAAK!"


  The screams of the Namgung Clan martial artists echoed through the air. Blood splattered across the battlefield, and the number of corpses on the ground steadily increased. To make matters worse, their top masters, the Blue Sky Sword King and the Ironblood Swordsman, were engaged elsewhere.


  The Night Emperor looked down at the hellscape the Namgung Clan had become. "Amusing, isn't it? This is your karmic retribution."


  "DIE!" The Blue Sky Sword King, now a raging inferno of fury, lunged at the Night Emperor with enough force to tear him apart.


  It was clear, however, that their battle was far from over.


  RUMBLE!


  Above the Namgung Clan, massive dark clouds gathered, spreading across the sky.
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  "What's going on?"


  "I hear screams and the sounds of fighting everywhere..."


  "The stench of blood is overpowering. Something terrible has occurred!"


  The new instructors of the Five Great Academies gathered together, their expressions grim. Flames had erupted throughout the Namgung Clan, screams and shouting mingled with the clash of weapons, and the sickening smell of blood carried by the wind all combined to paint a terrifying picture.


  "The Namgung Clan is under attack!"


  "What kind of lunatics would do this?"


  "Why are we still standing here? We need to escape!"


  "Running away might be even more dangerous. We could be mistaken for enemies..."


  "What if it's too late? The enemy might be heading this way right now."


  "I-I'm sure the Namgung Clan will finish this up soon. They're not called the world's strongest clan for no reason, right?"


  The new instructors were divided between those who wanted to wait and those who wanted to flee. Despite their exceptional martial arts skills, most of them had little experience in the jianghu.


  Sama Yeong stepped forward. "The Vermilion Phoenix Academy will escape. Fortunately, our dorms are on the outskirts of the Namgung Estate, so with any luck, we can make it."


  She had faith in the might of the Namgung Clan, known as the world's strongest. However, any enemy bold enough to attack them must have prepared extensively.


  She turned to Tang Baekho. "What about the White Tiger Academy?"


  Tang Baekho hesitated briefly, then came to the same conclusion. "The White Tiger Academy will also escape. Even if we stayed and tried to help, we wouldn't be of much use. We should be grateful if we don't end up as hostages."


  It was a pragmatic assessment of their abilities.


  "And the Azure Dragon Academy?"


  Sama Yeong and Tang Baekho looked at the Azure Dragon instructors. For some reason, their de facto leader Baek Suryong was nowhere to be seen.


  "The Azure Dragon Academy will remain here. Please, go ahead and escape first," Myeong Il'oh answered grimly. They couldn't abandon Baek Suryong, even if he was the strongest among them.


  Sama Yeong and Tang Baekho nodded regretfully, but they understood the Azure Dragon's stance.


  "Then we'll leave first."


  "What a shame. Where on earth did the person we need most disappear to... Anyway, I wish you luck."


  CRASH!


  As the instructors of Vermilion Phoenix Academy and White Tiger Academy opened the main gate of the dorms, the door shattered and someone rushed through.


  Startled, everyone stepped back, their weapons drawn and ready.


  "Is everyone alright?" Namgung Su asked. Blood stained his white clothes, and he was panting heavily, as if he had just fought a fierce battle. His usual calm and composed demeanor, however, remained unchanged.


  He looked at the Azure Dragon Academy instructors first. "Has anyone been killed or injured?"


  "No."


  "...Where's Baek Suryong?"


  "We don't know. We haven't seen him since he left to take a nap."


  "Of all the times... Fine, I understand." Namgung Su turned to the other academies' instructors. "The new instructor training course is canceled."


  "What?"


  "Mr. Namgung! Please tell us what's happening!"


  "Where are the other Namgung Clan members?"


  The instructors bombarded Namgung Su with questions, but he ignored them.


  "There's no time for explanations. Something terrible has happened at the main family. We need to escape the Namgung Clan's territory, head to the nearest Murim Alliance branch and request reinforcements. Follow me."


  Namgung Su's decision mirrored Sama Yeong and Tang Baekho's.


  Turning around, he led the way toward the mountains. Having roamed Mount Tianzhu since childhood, he was confident he could evade any pursuit there.


  "Mr. Namgung Su! What about Suryong-hyung..."


  The Azure Dragon Academy instructors followed close behind him, their voices filled with concern.


  Without looking back, Namgung Su replied plainly, "As long as that damned bastard doesn't have any baggage dragging him down, he could fall into hell and still climb back out alive. You should be more worried about your own survival."


  "...Understood."


  Moments later, a group of black-robed figures blocked their path. One, who appeared to be a sorcerer, shook his bell furiously.


  Namgung Su frowned. "Let's break through," he said, drawing his sword and charging forward like a bolt of white lightning.


  BZZZZT!


  The lightning qi struck the black-robed figures, leaving them paralyzed, and his sword immediately followed, cutting them down with pinpoint precision.


  The new instructors followed Namgung Su, watching him admiringly as he cleared a path.


  Suddenly, a familiar voice called out from afar. "Wait!"


  The Erudite Sage, who had left to assess the situation after the attack began, used movement arts to catch up to Namgung Su.


  "Third Young Master! Why are you taking the new instructors up the mountain path?"


  "There's been a crisis at the main family. I'm evacuating the new instructors."


  "...Allow me to help you. You should take the left path at the upcoming fork."


  "Thank you."


  Namgung Su breathed a sigh of relief. With him leading the way and the Erudite Sage providing support, they should be able to safely evacuate the new instructors.


  The Erudite Sage is skilled in miscellaneous knowledge and sorcery. With his help, we can easily cross the mountain. After that...


  He had only let his guard down for a moment.


  SPLURT!


  The Erudite Sage plunged a dagger into Namgung Su's abdomen.
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  The instant he sensed a cold blade drawing near his body, Namgung Su instinctively twisted to the side and swung his sword. His slash, however, struck nothing but empty air as the Erudite Sage let go of the dagger and sprang backward.


  Smirking, the Erudite Sage stared at the dagger half buried in Namgung Su's flank. "Oho? I aimed for your heart, but you managed to dodge a fatal blow at such a short distance. The rumors that you're the weakest of the Namgung Patriarch's three sons seem to be false."


  "...Were you an enemy spy all along?" Namgung Su asked, his expression calm despite the situation. Stopping the bleeding by sealing his own acupoints, he pulled out the dagger. Fortunately, the wound wasn't as deep as he initially feared, but a problem remained.


  The dagger's coated with a deadly poison...


  Namgung Su's lips turned blue, cold sweat trickled down his forehead, and his limbs trembled uncontrollably, but still, he refused to show weakness. Summoning lightning qi, he suppressed the poison and cauterized the wound.


  The Erudite Sage watched with genuine admiration. "What incredible willpower you have! Most martial artists would be brought to their knees after being subjected to such a potent poison."


  "Mr. Namgung Su!"


  "What's the meaning of this?"


  "W-Why did you do that?"


  "Is this... also part of the training...?"


  "Are you stupid? He's obviously working with the bad guys!"


  The Vermillion Phoenix and White Tiger instructors cried out in shock, while the Azure Dragon instructors drew their weapons and aimed them at the Erudite Sage.


  Eyeing the bewildered instructors, the Erudite Sage chuckled, "As you can see, I'm allied with those who attacked the Namgung Clan. Would you like to know more? I'm also an elder of the Blood Cult."


  ""The Blood Cult!""


  The mere mention of the Blood Cult terrified the instructors. Had these once-forgotten specters truly returned? Were they really the ones who burned the Namgung Clan's halls, turned screams into music, and stacked corpses into hills?


  "Kukuku…" the Erudite Sage cackled. The moment the Blood Cult had attacked the Namgung Clan, the mental restriction he had placed on his own memories for the sake of infiltration was released.


  "Now that you know my true identity, there's no way I can let you live, is there?" he laughed, taking out a shaman's ritual bell and ringing it.


  DING! DING! DING!


  As the eerie sound rang out, a crimson tattoo emerged on his face and spread like a spiderweb over his entire body.


  "Kihihihi..." the Erudite Sage giggled, his sclerae now completely black as he gazed vacantly at the instructors.


  Shivers ran down their spines from his demonic appearance, but that wasn't the end.


  GROWL...


  Ten figures stepped out of the darkness, drawn by the sound of the bell. At first glance, they appeared to be human, though they were anything but. Their eyes were bloodshot, saliva dripped from their mouths, their clothes were soaked in blood, and the growls they made were more bestial than human.


  Strangely enough, the instructors felt a strange familiarity about these creatures.


  "T-The Azure Sky Sword Brigade!"


  "...What?"


  "That uniform! It's the Azure Sky Sword Brigade's uniform!"


  "Yes, but..."


  Most of these monsters were severely injured, with missing limbs and open wounds, but nevertheless, each and every one of them radiated terrifying demonic qi. Could they still be considered warriors of the Azure Sky Sword Brigade, the pride of the Namgung Clan?


  DING! DING! DING!


  "I needed some guinea pigs to test these children on, and you lot look just right," the Erudite Sage chuckled, ringing the bell again.


  "ROOOOAR!" Now transformed into mindless ghouls driven by demonic qi, the former Azure Sky Sword Brigade warriors pounced on the instructors like wild animals. Despite being deranged and wounded, they retained their martial skills and could still channel sword qi into their blades.


  "Close ranks and form a defensive formation!" Namgung Su instructed, gritting his teeth and resisting the poison with all his might.


  The new instructors moved quickly, pressing their backs together to form a circular defensive formation. Their eyes burned with fierce resolve as they gritted their teeth, summoning their inner qi and preparing to fight to the end.


  "They're coming!" Tang Baekho shouted.


  Beside him, Sama Yeong ignited her flames.


  Both sides clashed fiercely clashed fiercely in the darkness of the forest.


  DING! DING! DING!


  If there was one small mercy, it was that the Erudite Sage was in no hurry to kill the new instructors. Instead, he gave the bell a short ring, then a longer one, adjusting the ghouls' behavior as if he were simply testing out his new toys.


  "GRAAAWR!"


  "SCREEEEEE!"


  The Erudite Sage felt a rush of exhilaration. The Azure Sky Sword Brigade, once the pride of the Namgung Clan, had now been reduced to his puppets.


  "Kihihihi! Good, good. Although their movements are still clumsy, they seem to be improving with time. This is exactly what I would expect from the Soul Alteration method created by the Demonic Strategist."


  Soul Alteration was one of the most heinous evil arts created by the Blood Cult to conquer the murim. This technique involved carving open the skulls of young children and forcibly implanting demonic arts into their brains.


  These children would grow up with absolutely no memory of the procedure, only to later awaken as ghouls when certain conditions were met. This made them ideal for infiltrating the orthodox sects.


  "Well, to be precise, these children have not undergone the complete Soul Alteration procedure..."


  The Erudite Sage recalled the disciples of the Yin Yang Demon Lord who had come to him twenty years ago.


  
    "Our Cult's followers remain imprisoned by the Namgung Clan. Please avenge them."


    "The Namgung Clan, is it? Tell me more."

  


  At that time, the Blood Cult was in disarray. The elders and patriarchs of the eight great clans had led their followers into hiding across the murim, desperate to evade capture by the Murim Alliance.


  During this turbulent era, the Erudite Sage served under the Eighth Elder. It was then that a group of children approached him, claiming to be students of the Fifth Elder, the Yin Yang Demon Lord.


  Among those children was the boy who would one day become the Night Emperor.


  
    "…And so, the Yin Yang Demon Lord… In the end, only we managed to escape."

  


  The Eighth Elder and the Erudite Sage were shocked to hear their story, but they soon began to formulate a cunning plan.


  
    "The Yin Yang Demon Lord wouldn't have just stood by and done nothing. Did he leave any message?"


    "Yes. He said he planted a seed that would one day bring about the Namgung Clan's downfall."


    "A seed?"

  


  As he was dying of wounds sustained while escaping from the Namgung Clan, the Fifth Elder's most senior apprentice had presented he and the Eighth Elder with a fruit-shaped shaman's bell that had several bells attached to a single handle.


  
    "When our Cult's instructors passed on their teaching methods to the Namgung Clan, they mixed in fragments of the Soul Alteration's sorcerous incantations."


    "They passed on their teaching methods...? Why would they do such a thing?"


    "The Blue Sky Sword King demanded our Cult's methods for martial arts instruction in exchange for our safety. Some of our techniques were renamed and incorporated into the Namgung Clan's methods, while others were used to refine their existing techniques. Knowing this, the Fifth Elder decided to take advantage of the Blue Sky Sword King's greed by setting a trap in the information we provided them."

  


  The Eighth Elder and the Erudite Sage were baffled by the Yin Yang Demon Lord's covert and meticulous scheme, which required patient execution over at least ten years to ensure that the Namgung Clan masters would not discover it.


  
    "And how do we trigger the trap?"


    "The Fifth Elder said that when that seed of destruction grows and the fruit ripens, we will be able to transform the Namgung Clan's youths into mindless ghouls."


    "...I see. Still, it won't be possible for us to exact revenge right away..."

  


  Two decades ago, the Namgung Clan had already established itself as the most powerful martial family in the world. As the scattered and weakened remnants of the Blood Cult, they lacked the power to avenge their fallen allies through sheer force.


  
    "That's fine with us. The Fifth Elder said that as long as the Namgung Clan meets its end, it doesn't matter if it takes ten years or a hundred."

  


  Grinning, the Yin Yang Demon Lord's apprentice then breathed his last, leaving those words as his last will and testament.


  The Eighth Elder took in the other children who had escaped with him, and just like that, more than twenty years flew by. During that time, the Eighth Elder died of old age, and the Erudite Sage succeeded him as the new Eighth Elder of the Blood Cult.


  DING! DING! DING!


  "Finally, it is time to harvest the fruit!" the Erudite Sage announced.


  "GRRAAAAARGH!" The ghouls roared even louder. Blood oozed from their eyes and noses as they pushed beyond their limits, drawing on more demonic qi than their bodies could endure and offering up their very life force in the process.


  "Namgung Clan! You have basked in glory forged from our Cult's blood. Now you will pay the price!"


  Looking out at the distant, burning Namgung Estate, the Erudite Sage laughed hysterically. The seed that the Yin Yang Demon Lord planted so long ago had finally sprouted, and today was the grand day to reap the fruit.


  He turned toward the new instructors, who were struggling against the ghouls. "Well, count yourselves unlucky for being in the wrong place at the wrong time. Fufufu!"


  Under the relentless ghoul assaults, the new instructors fell one after another. Still, a few stood firm even amid this crisis: Ak Yeonho of the Azure Dragon Academy, Sama Yeong of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, and Tang Baekho of the White Tiger Academy.


  These three peak-level martial artists demonstrated remarkable prowess and were crucial in preventing the defensive formation from collapsing.


  WHOOSH!


  Flames erupted from Sama Yeong's folding fan and spread through the forest, setting everything it touched ablaze.


  The Erudite Sage watched in awe. "I've heard that the Fire King's flame art is the most extraordinary even among the extreme yang martial arts. Now that I see it, it's truly impressive."


  SWISH! THOCK! THOCK! THOCK!


  Tang Baekho, known for fists and feet rather than poison or hidden weapons, kicked scattered stones and flung them like daggers. Thanks to his timely interventions, he saved more than a few instructors from peril.


  "Oh? This Tang Clan kid is quite something too. I thought he couldn't use hidden weapons, but it seems he just chooses not to. Blood doesn't lie, huh?"


  Ak Yeonho, wielding his spear like a windmill and repelling the ghouls, had a ferocity reminiscent of a one-man army.


  The Erudite Sage let out a relaxed laugh, "Ak Yeonho of the Shandong Ak Clan, is it? It's strange that his name is completely unknown in the murim. It's been a long time since I've seen such an entertaining spectacle!"


  Despite the best efforts of the three peak masters, the new instructors were beginning to be backed into a corner. Not only did the ghouls controlled by the shaman's bell feel no pain, but as the Erudite Sage became more adept with the bell, their movements became more fluid.


  DING! DING! DING!


  "Namgung Su, Sama Yeong, Tang Baekho, Ak Yeonho. Capture those four alive and kill the others," the Erudite Sage commanded, ringing the bell.


  "GROAAAAWR!"


  Unleashing even more demonic qi, the ghouls prepared to charge.


  "STOOOOOP!" Namgung Su roared.


  He had retreated from the front lines because of the poison, but instead of resting, he focused intently on the Erudite Sage's bell, analyzing each note. Then, once he discerned a faint pattern, he timed his Dragon Roar to the bell's chime with the aim of disrupting the sound waves.


  "RAWR?" Their commands scrambled, the ghouls paused, confused.


  CRACKLE...


  It was only a fleeting moment, but that brief pause became the cornerstone of Namgung Su's counterattack. Plunging his sword into the ground, he unleashed the Heavenly Lightning Sword Technique with all his might.


  Blood gushed from his wound and the suppressed poison spread through his bloodstream, but he didn't care.


  BZZZZZZZZT!!!


  Blinding lightning qi erupted from his body and surged in all directions, shocking and stunning the ghouls.


  SWISH! SWOOSH!


  The instant the ghouls froze in place, completely paralyzed, the instructors sprang to their feet and lunged at them. With swift, decisive strikes, they severed the ghouls' heads from their bodies, reducing their numbers in mere moments.


  "W-What…?" Baffled, the Erudite Sage's eyes widened, and he staggered back.


  Ak Yeonho, Sama Yeong, and Tang Baekho moved in perfect sync, rushing at the Erudite Sage as swiftly as wind. Unleashing their most powerful attacks, they shredded his body to pieces.


  "It's over!" Ak Yeonho shouted, certain that their enemy was dead.


  At that same moment, Namgung Su fell to one knee, relieved.


  "W-We won!"


  "We defeated the Blood Cult…!"


  FWOOSH…


  However, just as everyone was started to erupt in shouts of victory, the Erudite Sage's body, impaled on Ak Yeonho's spear, dissolved like a mirage and reappeared some distance away.


  "Kufufufu… Did you really believe that I, a Blood Cult Elder, would fall so easily? Hmph, although watching you struggle was amusing, I'm grow weary of this."


  DING! DING! DING!


  The Erudite Sage rattled the shaman's bell once more, causing new ghouls to emerge from the darkness, their numbers now doubled.


  "Fuck…"


  "This is truly the end…"


  Namgung Su, the strongest among them, was down, and all the other instructors were exhausted or injured. Seeing no hope, they started sinking into despair.


  WHOOSH!


  Suddenly, a chill swept through the area and snuffed out the spreading flames. The ghouls, poised to leap, paused and looked around as though searching for something.


  "…What are you doing? Move! Move!"


  DING! DING! DING!


  Confused, the Erudite Sage rang the bell desperately, but it was useless.


  The reason soon revealed itself.


  TRULULULU!


  The sound of a flute resounded in the distance, drawing the ghouls' attention with its faint melody. Moreover, the music was steadily increasing in volume, indicating that the musician was approaching with astonishing speed.


  Mere seconds later, the flute player arrived. It was Baek Suryong.


  Throwing a quick glance at the fallen Namgung Su, Baek Suryong commanded the ghouls, "Capture the bastard with the bell!"


  The Erudite Sage blinked in disbelief. "W-What?!"


  Without hesitation, the ghouls lunged at the Erudite Sage.
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  "You bastards! I am your master! Do you not even recognize your own master?!"


  DING DING DING DING DING DING!


  The Erudite Sage shook the shaman's bell in his hand with such violence that it almost shattered, but it was useless. The ghouls still obeyed Baek Suryong's command and pounced on him.


  Perhaps instructed to capture instead of kill, they focused all their strikes on his limbs.


  "GRAAAWR!"


  The Erudite Sage frantically dodged their blows, his eyes gleaming with madness as he searched desperately for Baek Suryong. "Damn you, Azure Dragon Hero! What the fuck did you do to my ghouls?!"


  Baek Suryong ignored him and went to check on Namgung Su's condition. "Hey, are you alri..." he began, but quickly swallowed the rest of his words, his expression turning grim.


  Namgung Su's condition was far worse than he expected. His breathing was labored, his pulse was irregular, his grimacing face looked as pale as a corpse, and cold sweat dotted his feverish forehead.


  "Hyung-nim!"


  "Baek-oppa!"


  Relieved, the Azure Dragon instructors began running toward Baek Suryong, but they abruptly stopped, startled.


  SHWAAAA...


  The killing intent rolling off Baek Suryong felt so intense that even the air seemed to freeze solid.


  W-What is this chilly feeling?


  He seems like a different person even though we only saw him half a day ago...


  Suddenly, that eerie chill vanished as though it had never existed at all. Baek Suryong had forcefully suppressed his killing intent.


  "Sorry, I just had a breakthrough and am still struggling to control my power. What's going on? Explain it to me as fast as you can," Baek Suryong demanded.


  "The Blood Cult attacked the Namgung Clan!"


  "We heard screams from afar, and then..."


  "The Erudite Sage is a traitor. H-He's a Blood Cult Elder!"


  "Mr. Namgung was injured and poisoned in a surprise attack, and even though he was in critical condition, he still forced himself to help us..."


  The explanations poured out in a frantic jumble. Since Baek Suryong had already known a calamity would befall the Namgung Clan, he grasped their meaning without difficulty.


  "So the Blood Cult suddenly attacked, you tried to escape, the Erudite Sage revealed himself as a Blood Cult Elder, and Namgung Su got poisoned by his surprise attack?"


  ""Yes!""


  Baek Suryong glared at the Erudite Sage, narrowing his eyes. "Then that asshole must have the antidote, right?"


  "Damn it! Damn it all!" The Erudite Sage cursed, abandoning his attempt to control the ghouls with the bell and tossing it aside as he gathered his inner qi.


  The tattoos etched into his skin writhed like living things, and the withered old man's body grew in size until he stood at nearly eight feet tall.


  "Don't expect any more mercy," he snarled, unleashing a burst of qi in every direction.


  FWOOSH! BOOM!


  Massive trees were uprooted from the ground, and sturdy boulders shattered. The ghouls that had attacked him were instantly crushed or ripped apart.


  This display of power far surpassed the martial prowess that the Erudite Sage was known to possess.


  Having cleared the obstacles, the Erudite Sage grinned at Baek Suryong, flashing his yellowed teeth. "If you try to run, I'll tear your colleagues to shreds, so be a good boy and explain yourself."


  "…You guys wait here," Baek Suryong said, entrusting Namgung Su to his colleagues.


  He could tell how formidable this opponent was from the subtle tingle of qi along his skin. The Erudite Sage's strength surpassed the Bloody Ripper and the Nine Yin Witch.


  He's definitely worthy of being a Blood Cult Elder. I was surprised enough that the Blood Cult attacked the Namgung Clan, but now one of their Elders has appeared too?


  It's not like I can't fight him head-on, but... there's no time.


  Namgung Su hovered between life and death, and the entire Namgung Clan was under siege by the Blood Cult. He couldn't afford a protracted battle with the Erudite Sage, especially when he didn't know how many more Blood Cultists were lurking nearby.


  I have to finish this fight as quickly as possible...


  Baek Suryong's mind raced as he walked towards the Erudite Sage. "So, you're a Blood Cult Elder?"


  "Insolent fool! You dare look me in the eye even after learning my true identity? It seems your paltry reputation has inflated your ego."


  The Erudite Sage extended a hand enveloped by gray enhanced qi and waved it horizontally.


  BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!


  With a deafening roar like the sound of multiple cannons detonating all at once, countless trees were blown to bits.


  The new instructors, who had felt relieved initially at Baek Suryong's arrival, paled. Those who had planned to flee if the two confronted each other silently abandoned that idea.


  Pleased by their terrified expressions, the Erudite Sage chuckled. "Answer my question, and I'll grant you and your friends a quick death. How did you, who isn't even a sorcerer, manage to control the Soulless?"


  "I used this," Baek Suryong replied casually, pulling the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute out of his shirt pocket.


  Seeing the sinister, eerie energy flowing from the luxurious ivory flute, the Erudite Sage immediately recognized its worth. "...W-Where did you find that?!" he gasped, fascinated.


  To most martial artists, it was just an oddly shaped flute, but to sorcerers like him, the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute was literally a divine weapon.


  Look at this, his reaction is even better than I expected! Baek Suryong's eyes sparkled, and a plan formed in his mind. Grinning evilly, he lifted the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute and tightened his grip exaggeratedly. "Shall we find out how sturdy this is?"


  The Erudite Sage's killing intent surged. "Stop, you lunatic! That's not something to be toyed with! If you leave so much as a tiny scratch on it, I'll tear off all your limbs and give you a fate worse than death! You and everyone else here will be begging me to kill you!"


  FWOOOOSH!


  The Erudite Sage exuded a vicious aura, his hands wrapped in overflowing qi, but Baek Suryong was unfazed. He grinned confidently as he twirled the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute between his fingers, looking like he had already won.


  "You have the antidote to the poison you used on Namgung Su, right?"


  "...Yes."


  "Hand it over."


  "...Fine. Give me the flute first, and I'll trade you the antidote..."


  "I wonder if this will still work after I shave off a piece?" Baek Suryong remarked nonchalantly, bringing his blue sword qi wrapped sword close to the flute.


  "Stop! Stop that now!" the Erudite Sage cried out in horror.


  "Give me the antidote first."


  "Ugh... Take it!"


  WHOOSH!


  Baek Suryong reached out and snatched the small phial that the Erudite Sage had hurled like a hidden weapon and popped the cork, releasing a refreshing scent.


  He glared at the Erudite Sage. "If this antidote is fake, I'll split the flute in half right now."


  "And I'll split your skull in half at the same time," the Erudite Sage growled intimidatingly.


  Ignoring the threat, Baek Suryong tossed the vial to Jaegal Soyeong, who was taking care of Namgung Su. "Feed it to him and see if he recovers."


  Jaegal Soyeong nodded and acted quickly, opening Namgung Su's mouth and pouring the liquid from the phial into it. Fortunately, the antidote worked, and Namgung Su's tightly furrowed face gradually relaxed.


  "It's the antidote!"


  All of the instructors let out a collective sigh of relief.


  The Erudite Sage stepped closer to Baek Suryong, his eyes narrowed warily. Over the past two days, he had learned firsthand just how cunning this man could be.


  "I've given you the antidote, so hand over the flute as promised. Since you're a martial artist of the orthodox sects, I trust that you'll honor your word. I won't concede any more than this. Try any more tricks, and I'll kill the your fellow instructors one by one."


  Baek Suryong tossed the flute in the air repeatedly with one hand, as if preparing to throw it at the Erudite Sage. "Oh, come on. The way you're saying it, everyone would think that I'm someone who does nothing but cheat," he replied, shrugging.


  The Erudite Sage flinched. "Huh? You're throwing it?!"


  Grinning ominously, Baek Suryong launched the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute skyward and then immediately unleashed a wave of sword qi toward the airborne flute. "Oops. Did I throw it wrong?" he sneered.


  "You bastard!" the Erudite Sage shouted, leaping high into the sky to snatch the flute before the sword qi could reach it.


  "Wow, it flew pretty high," Baek Suryong chuckled, completely unruffled.


  The moment the Erudite Sage snatched the flute in mid-air, Baek Suryong took advantage of his inability to dodge, launching himself from the ground and swinging his sword at the descending Sage.


  "Do you think such a petty trick will work?!" the Erudite Sage roared, sending a surge of explosive demonic qi down at Baek Suryong.


  BOOOOOM!


  Baek Suryong's enhanced sword qi and the Erudite Sage's demonic qi clashed with a deafening impact. The hems of their clothes flapped wildly in the strong wind.


  As the Erudite Sage plummeted downward, Baek Suryong soared upward, and the distance between them decreased at a terrifying speed.


  Suddenly, the Erudite Sage reached out and grabbed Baek Suryong's wrist, pulling him closer. "Kahahaha! You've fallen for your own trick!" he laughed, his confidence unshakable.


  Frowning, Baek Suryong abandoned his sword and switched to close combat.


  POW! POW! POW!


  The air shook as the two men traded dozens of blows in an instant, their bodies twisting and tangling like entangled snakes as they engaged in a chaotic exchange of techniques that included palm strikes, fist techniques, kicks, and intricate footwork.


  The Erudite Sage was baffled. The Azure Dragon Hero's primary fighting style was known to be swordplay, yet here he was, using his hands and feet like a master of melee combat, each strike honed by a lifetime of dedicated training.


  Wasn't this guy a swordsman? Don't tell me, was he acting...?


  Seeing the meaningful smile playing on Baek Suryong's lips, the Erudite Sage felt his heart sink.


  BAM! SLAM! BOOM!


  Anxiety gnawed at the Erudite Sage. Unlike the Night Emperor, he wasn't at a level where he could freely use the Airwalking Technique, and Baek Suryong wouldn't allow him the leeway to concentrate on it.


  I need to push him away! If we crash to the ground like this, even a supreme master like me will break a few bones!


  "Damn you! Get away from me!" he bellowed.


  "Why? Are you scared?" Baek Suryong taunted, his grin widening as he stepped up his efforts to keep his opponent occupied.


  Pale with fear, the Erudite Sage flailed wildly in a desperate attempt to push Baek Suryong away, but Baek Suryong dodged and parried each attack, clinging to him like a leech and refusing to yield.


  They were falling at a terrifying speed.


  "If we fall like this, we'll both die! Are you trying to pull off a double suicide?"


  "Not a bad way to go, is it?" Baek Suryong laughed. "If I die taking down a Blood Cult Elder, I'll be hailed as a hero for generations to come."


  "You crazy bastard! Get off! Get off me!"


  The Erudite Sage squirmed and thrashed, desperation fueling his every move. If he could just get Baek Suryong off of him for a moment, he could explode his inner qi from the Yongquan acupoint on the sole of his foot and slow his descent.


  The ground rushed closer and closer. Baek Suryong seemed determined to fight with all his might until the very end.


  "Fuck you...!"


  Baek Suryong grinned wildly, his laughter ringing out like a deranged freak's, "Shall we find out? Will we die? Or will we live?"


  Seeing the madness in his opponent's eyes, the Erudite Sage shuddered in fear. He had not endured patiently for decades just to die like this.


  FUUUUUCK!


  Finally, the Erudite Sage abandoned his defense and focused his inner qi on his Yongquan acupoint.


  His body momentarily floated upwards.


  Baek Suryong did not miss that moment. "You held out longer than I thought," he muttered.


  While he could not yet freely use the Airwalking Technique, he had a hidden trump card, a new weapon and technique that the Erudite Sage know nothing about.


  The White Ice Bangles on his wrist glowed as he aimed his left palm downwards.


  CRACKLE! CRACKLE!


  The moisture in the air froze, and palm-sized ice shards formed beneath his feet.


  Using them as footholds, Baek Suryong leapt upwards.


  Watching Baek Suryong soar above him in an instant, the Erudite Sage's eyes widened. "Ice Arts!"


  Baek Suryong grinned wickedly. "Now, can you imagine what I'm going to do next?"


  "YOU COWARD...!"


  Since he had concentrated his inner qi on his Yongquan acupoint to slow his fall, the Erudite Sage couldn't redistribute it in time to muster a defense.


  Baek Suryong, on the other hand, unleashed the Ice Arts he had kept hidden till now.


  This split-second difference decided the match.


  CRACKLE! CRACKLE! CRACKLE!


  The Erudite Sage's arms and legs froze, white frost covered his entire body, and his movements slowed.


  Baek Suryong unleashed the White Ice Divine Palm on the Erudite Sage.


  BOOOOOM! BAM! CRASH!


  The Erudite Sage hit the ground, bounced back up into the sky, and then crashed into the ground again.


  Baek Suryong landed gently in front of him. Judging from how high his body bounced, he definitely broke quite a few bones.


  "Sorry, but I don't really have time to waste on the likes of you," he said coldly.


  Less than five minutes had passed from the moment he soared into the sky to the moment he set his foot on the ground again, yet Baek Suryong had already defeated a Blood Cult Elder.


  Chapter 233: Choice


  "Mmm…" Groaning, Namgung Su laboriously opened his eyes. His vision was blurry, his head throbbed so painfully that he felt as if it might burst, and nausea churned in his stomach, threatening to erupt. This was the aftereffect of the poison.


  Suddenly, the events right before he lost consciousness flashed before his eyes. The Erudite Sage ambushing him with a poisoned dagger. The bell and the ghouls at his command. Unleashing his lightning qi in a desperate attempt to stun the ghouls. Then, using the last of his strength to suppress the poison before collapsing.


  What happened after that? The new instructors…


  Enduring the pain, Namgung Su tried to force himself up.


  "You're awake?" a familiar voice asked.


  Namgung Su blinked, and his blurred vision gradually became clearer, revealing the speaker's face.


  "Baek Suryong…"


  Relief washed over him at the sight of his colleague's trademark cocky grin. If Baek Suryong was here, then the immediate crisis was probably over.


  All strength seemed to drain from his body, and he let out a weak laugh, "You're late. I'm giving you demerit points for that."


  "Since you're cracking jokes, you must be alright," Baek Suryong chuckled, extending a hand.


  Normally, Namgung Su would have refused the assistance, but this time, he grasped Baek Suryong's hand and pulled himself to his feet.


  "Mr. Namgung, are you alright?"


  "We were so worried!"


  "Because of us, you…"


  Several instructors approached, their faces etched with concern. Some worked to pile up the ghoul corpses, while others kept watch over the perimeter.


  "Where's the Erudite Sage?" Namgung Su asked in a slightly hoarse voice.


  Baek Suryong gestured toward the Erudite Sage, who was tied to a tree. His face and clothes were streaked with blood, and his lips remained tightly sealed in defiance.


  "We caught him and tied him up. Unfortunately, it doesn't look like any amount of threats or torture is going to make him talk, and we don't exactly have time to slowly pry information out of him right now."


  "I see…" Namgung Su looked toward the Namgung Estate.


  KEUAAAAK!


  AAAAAAH!


  Flames were still licking the buildings, screams and cries filled the air, and the wind carried the metallic stench of blood.


  Gritting his teeth, Namgung Su turned back to Baek Suryong. "We need to escape from here right now. If we go to the Murim Alliance's Anhui Branch and ask for help…" he began, trying his best to keep his voice steady.


  "Stop. Why are you saying that when you know it too?" Baek Suryong interrupted.


  "…Know what?"


  Baek Suryong stared at Namgung Su, who had an unusually dazed look on his face. "That by the time the Murim Alliance sends reinforcements, the result will have already been decided."


  Namgung Su fell silent. Even if he could fool the other instructors, he knew that he couldn't deceive Baek Suryong. After a pause, he muttered, "…Regardless, we have to get the new instructors out of here. I can't let those who have nothing to do with the Namgung Clan die."


  The atmosphere turned solemn.


  As Baek Suryong had pointed out, Namgung Su was already aware of the futility of seeking external aid. Requesting help from the Murim Alliance was just a pretext to evacuate the instructors, to spare them the guilt and shame of fleeing.


  "Mr. Namgung Su…"


  "We'll fight alongside you!"


  "Only one person needs to go to the Murim Alliance."


  Unfortunately, most of the new instructors saw through Namgung Su's intentions, and rather than accepting his fabricated plan, they voiced their determination to stay and fight.


  The attackers were, after all, none other than the Blood Cult. As martial artists of the orthodox sects, they were obligated to fight against evil.


  Baek Suryong sighed. Since they don't know about the complex history between the Blue Sky Sword King and the Yin Yang Demon Lord, they must think it's just the Blood Cult's usual vile antics.


  Namgung Su surveyed the new instructors. "Your strength won't be of much help in this situation. You should escape from here," he said coldly. Then, turning back to Baek Suryong, he added, "This is perfect. Baek Suryong, from now on, you'll be in charge of leading the instructors out of this place."


  "…What about you?"


  "I am a son of the Namgung Clan. I have a duty to protect my family," Namgung Su declared resolutely.


  Despite being a concubine's son and enduring subtle discrimination since childhood, he wouldn't be who he was today without the Namgung Clan's support. He rarely let it show, but his pride in his lineage was just as strong as any of his relatives'.


  I'm also worried about Mimi. I know she's with the main family's experts, but…


  From the beginning, he had intended to escort the instructors to safety and then return to the estate, and that decision had not changed.


  Meeting Baek Suryong's gaze, he said firmly, "Thank you for coming to help. I'll entrust the rest to you."


  Namgung Su turned away without hesitation, his back ramrod straight despite the lingering effects of the poison.


  Baek Suryong sighed, "Can you even fight in that condition?"


  "…I can still move," Namgung Su replied as if nothing was amiss, even though his body had just been ravaged by a deadly poison and he really ought to seek medical attention immediately.


  What a stubborn fool, Baek Suryong thought, calling out, "Wait!"


  The Dark Heaven Goddess's words echoed in his mind.


  
    "Soon, a great calamity will befall the Namgung Clan. When that happens, you will have to make a choice, and your decision will ultimately determine whether the event becomes a great disaster or a blessing for the world."

  


  He didn't know how, but Baek Suryong understood that this was the moment he had to make that choice.


  After all, only he knew how the Blue Sky Sword King had imprisoned and massacred the Blood Cult refugees in the secret cavern beneath the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine. Only he alone understood the true extent of the Yin Yang Demon Lord's rage and hatred in his final moments.


  The Blue Sky Sword King and the Namgung Clan must pay for their sins, but…


  Baek Suryong's eyes trailed after Namgung Su's departing figure. In his mind, he saw the faces of the servants who had taken care of him, and the innocent smile on the face of Namgung Su's younger sister.


  Must they all be sacrificed for the Blood Cult's revenge? Is that truly fair? Only those who deserve to die should die. There's no need for everyone to perish.


  ...What choice should I make? Which path would result in a blessing, and which in disaster? I need to make a decision I won't regret.


  "What is it? If you have something to say, say it quickly," Namgung Su nagged, his voice weary.


  Baek Suryong grinned and made his choice. "I know a way to save the Namgung Clan," he declared.


  Everyone, including the Erudite Sage, stared at Baek Suryong in surprise.


  "You really… have a way? How?" Namgung Su asked, his expression incredulous.


  "Rather than a long explanation, I think it's better if I just show you a demonstration."


  Baek Suryong raised the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute, which he had reclaimed from the Erudite Sage, to his lips.


  TRULULU!


  He was no talented musician, so he simply infused qi into his breath and played a couple of random notes.


  GRRRR...


  A moment later, ghouls began to emerge from the surrounding darkness, one by one. They were all martial artists of the Namgung Clan who had lost their reason.


  Baek Suryong stopped playing the flute. "If you infuse your breath with inner qi and play this flute, you'll be able to summon these ghouls and imprint your qi signature on them. After that, they'll obey your commands."


  "...Is it like the bell that the Erudite Sage kept ringing?" Namgung Su asked, his eyes widening in shock. As he had been unconscious, this was his first time witnessing Baek Suryong commanding the ghouls.


  "Yes, just much, much more powerful," Baek Suryong replied, then handed the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute to Namgung Su. "Use this to restore order in the Namgung Estate. If you can calm down the rampaging martial artists, the Namgung Clan's remaining strength should be more than enough to repel the Blood Cultists."


  Namgung Su received the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute with a dazed expression. "Where did you get this… no, before that, do you know why my family members turned into ghouls?"


  "It'll take a while to explain, so let's first focus on solving the immediate problem. We can talk about the details later. "


  "...Alright, I understand." Namgung Su nodded. As he put the flute into his pocket, however, he hesitated. "Why are you entrusting this to me when you can do it yourself?"


  Baek Suryong could have used the flute to save the Namgung Clan and become their benefactor, so why did he give him the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute instead? There had to be a reason.


  "There's somewhere I need to go right now," Baek Suryong replied, gazing at the sky.


  RUMBLE!


  Dark storm clouds blanketed the Namgung Estate.


  This was no natural phenomenon. The dark clouds, originating from a peak near Mount Tianzhu's summit, were steadily advancing towards the Namgung Clan.


  That exceptionally dark mountain peak in the distance… Something related to the Blood Cult is there.


  Baek Suryong felt certain that the phenomenon that caused the storm clouds was related to this calamity, but if he wanted to investigate, then he didn't have time to run around the entire Namgung Estate blowing the flute.


  Well, there was actually one more reason.


  No matter how much gratitude they have for me, I can't become the patriarch of the Namgung Clan, but if it's Namgung Su...


  Of course, he didn't say this second reason out loud.


  Patting Namgung Su's shoulder, Baek Suryong encouraged, "Let's meet again when this is all over."


  "Good luck."


  The two men exchanged a brief nod. No further words were necessary.


  "You all too. Let's all meet again alive." Baek Suryong grinned at the other instructors, then untied the Erudite Sage and slung him over his shoulder like a sack of rice. "You're coming with me. I'll be asking you various questions along the way, and honestly, it would be best for you to cooperate obediently."


  "Kukuku… You fool, do you really think you alone can change the situation?" the Erudite Sage cackled, seemingly driven to madness.


  Ignoring the Erudite Sage laughing like a madman over his shoulder, Baek Suryong activated his movement arts and vanished into the darkness.


  Namgung Su watched Baek Suryong's retreating form for a moment, then carefully grasped the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute. "…Thank you. I will definitely repay this debt."


  Turning back, he found the new instructors staring at him with fervent anticipation.


  "Ahem," he cleared his throat. He felt a twinge of embarrassment at contradicting himself after refusing their help, but the situation had changed.


  "I intend to return to the Namgung Estate, but my physical condition is… less than ideal. Of course, I won't force anyone to come with me, only volunteers."


  As if they had been waiting for those very words, the instructors broke into bright smiles.


  "The Vermilion Phoenix Academy will escort Mr. Namgung Su!" Sama Yeong announced cheerfully.


  Not to be outdone, Tang Baekho thumped his chest. "Count the White Tiger Academy in as well!"


  They had witnessed Namgung Su put himself in danger for them, even though he was poisoned. Any orthodox martial artist would be deeply moved by such selflessness.


  "Thank you. The Azure Dragon Academy…" Namgung Su's voice trailed off as he looked the Azure Dragon instructors.


  They were already prepared and raring to go.


  "Why are you even bothering to ask?"


  "Hurry up and let's go!"


  "We were going to follow you whether you wanted us to or not anyway."


  "Prepare yourselves, Blood Cult bastards! The Azure Dragon Academy is coming for you!"


  Just like that, the Azure Dragon Academy took the lead in the charge, with the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the White Tiger Academy flanking Namgung Su.


  Namgung Su kept the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute close to his lips, ready to play it at a moment's notice. Although his face remained pale, a faint smile played on his lips.


  "…Let's go."


  Soon after, the sound of a flute echoed throughout the Namgung Estate, turning the tide of the chaotic battle.


  Chapter 234: Any Objections?


  RUMBLE!


  The dark clouds gathering above the Namgung Clan churned ominously. Lightning flashed several times through the cracks, followed immediately by a crash of thunder.


  PITTER PATTER...


  Raindrops began to fall, slowly and sporadically at first, before quickly turning into a heavy downpour that hammered down as if determined to wash away the entire world.


  However, only the flames that lit up the buildings were quenched by the storm.


  GRAAAAGH! KYAAAAAH!


  Drenched in the rain, the ghouls went even more berserk, their eyes bloodshot as they let out beastly growls in their hunger for human blood.


  "Why? Why in the world are you like that!?"


  "Jungmyeong! It's me, your father! How can you not recognize your own father?!"


  Their ferocity undampened by the rain, the Namgung Clan martial artists swung their swords furiously, roaring at their family, friends, and colleagues who had transformed into ghouls.


  Hazy steam rose from all of their bodies. Instead of being diluted and washed away by the rain, the blood they shed seemed to slowly spread throughout the entire murim.


  The Namgung Estate had become a living hell on earth.


  Just then, a cold voice cut through the pouring rain.


  "…It can't be helped. Kill them all," Namgung Hak, the eldest son of the Namgung Patriarch, commanded, leading the Storm Wind Corps warriors who supported him to battle.


  However, the other clan members simply stared at him in shock, as if they couldn't believe what they had just heard.


  Frowning, Namgung Hak explained, "These monsters' acupoints can't be sealed, and we can't knock them unconscious. To end this chaos quickly, we have no choice but to kill them."


  One of the elders protested, "First Young Master! They may have lost their minds now, but they're our family! How can you ask us to kill them so easily? We should subdue them first, then tie them up and confine them…"


  "Elder! They have learned demonic arts. Do you believe they can ever again hold their heads high as martial artists of the Namgung Clan?"


  "D-Demonic arts, you say? Why would our children learn demonic arts..." Suddenly, the elder's wrinkled face twitched and his voice trailed off, as if he had just realized something.


  However, Namgung Hak was too distracted by the chaos around him to notice the elder's abnormal behavior. "The situation is dire. If we don't finish this battle quickly, our family may face total annihilation."


  "......"


  The Namgung Clan had already suffered heavy losses. About two hundred of their mid-level warriors, the core of the Namgung Clan's military forces, had turned into ghouls, and the number of martial artists killed or injured by them was more than double that.


  Namgung Hak grimaced with rage. After today, we will no longer be the world's strongest clan. Even our position among the Five Great Clans will be at stake…


  Raising his head, he looked up at the sky. The rain continued to pound the earth, as if the heavens were determined to cleanse the world of impurities.


  It couldn't, however, interfere with the fight between the two supreme masters.


  CLANG! BANG! BOOM!


  The Blue Sky Sword King and the Night Emperor were still fighting in the air like dragons from mythology, tearing through the clouds, deflecting lightning in all directions, and displaying their awe-inspiring techniques that resembled divine spells.


  Setting Grandfather aside, why is the Night Emperor so strong even though he's around the same age as me…?


  Namgung Hak clenched his teeth, suppressing his rising feelings of inferiority.


  Grandfather, please...you must kill him.


  Namgung Hak glanced toward where the Namgung Patriarch was. Although slightly less powerful than the energy waves he felt from the sky, he could sense another terrifying clash of qi from his father's location.


  He glared at the elder who had questioned him. "The problem is not just the ghouls. The Night Emperor and the Asura Demon Sword have invaded along with a bunch of black-robed sorcerers. While I believe that my grandfather and father will kill them eventually, it's hard to gauge how much damage our family will suffer before that happens."


  "Still…"


  "We cannot be bound by sentiment and increase the sacrifices further, Elder. I'm sure my father would have made the same decision as me."


  In the end, the elder sighed heavily and nodded. He was, after all, part of the faction that supported Namgung Hak as the next Patriarch.


  "…I will support your decision, First Young Master."


  Namgung Hak stepped forward and struck down a ghoul. "No more mercy! Our opponents are no longer martial artists of the Namgung Clan. They are ghouls who have lost their minds to evil demonic arts!"


  SPLURT!


  Pulling his sword from the ghoul's heart, he shouted firmly, "Let us clear this area quickly and head to where the Patriarch is!"


  Namgung Hak and the Storm Wind Corps warriors following him began their assault.


  Rivers of blood trickled across the ground in the rain.


  I must act faster than Heok, Namgung Hak thought. He understood his younger brother Namgung Heok well enough to know that he would make the same decision. He was probably already leading the Endless Sky Corps, his followers, in their father's direction, cutting down the ghouls along the way.


  This is a great crisis, but if I can resolve it with my own hands, I'll gain a significant advantage in the successor war.


  Although the eldest and second sons of the Namgung Clan were in different locations, at that moment, they were thinking the exact same thing.


  "There's no time to capture them! Cut them all down!" Namgung Heok shouted.


  Just like that, at the orders of the two brothers vying to be the next Patriarch, the Storm Wind Corps and the Endless Sky Corps carved a path of blood through their own family members.


  However, even as they obeyed the brothers' orders, the Namgung Clan martial artists seethed with resentment.


  Do we really have to kill them all?


  This is too much…


  To them, we're nothing more than disposable tools, aren't we?


  Everyone knew that Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok were in a fierce competition for succession, but weren't they shedding more blood than necessary just to be the first to overcome this crisis?


  Nevertheless, even as their family's blood was shed and the faces of their followers grew darker, the eldest and second sons remained unmoved, cutting down their enemies without a flicker of emotion in their eyes.


  "Show no mercy! Those who have learned demonic arts are no longer martial artists of the Namgung Clan!"


  SHWAAAAA!


  The rain intensified, rinsing the blood away over and over, but for some reason, the stench of death only grew stronger.


  The two brothers, along with the Storm Wind Corps and the Endless Sky Corps, raced feverishly, slaying ghoul after ghoul until finally, they met in front of the central training grounds.


  "…Heok."


  "…Hyung-nim."


  Facing each other in the pouring rain, the brothers' martial arts uniforms were stained with the blood of their kin, a grim testament to their brutal contest.


  "Shall we cooperate?"


  "It seems we'll have to."


  After a brief exchange, they looked in the same direction.


  DING! DING! DING! GROOOOWL...


  Over a hundred ghouls were gathered in the central training grounds, and black-robed sorcerers walked among them, ringing bells.


  "Those damned sorcerers are controlling the ghouls with the sound of bells," Namgung Heok said, a fierce glint in his eyes.


  "We need to kill them quickly."


  "Even if we kill the sorcerers, the ghouls won't return to their senses, will they?"


  "We can at least break their ranks."


  "So, we have to kill them all in the end. It seems you couldn't find any other way either, Hyung-nim."


  "We need to prioritize reducing the number of casualties."


  "I agree... By the way, have you seen Su?"


  "No, not at all."


  "Hmph. He was all talk during the training course, but I guess got scared he ran away."


  The two brothers looked at the Namgung Patriarch's quarters beyond the central training ground, only to discover that it had been almost completely destroyed by the confrontation between their father and the Asura Demon Sword.


  Even the occasional flashes of light and powerful energy waves sent shivers down their spines.


  "We need to join forces with Father and kill the Asura Demon Sword."


  "Let's hurry."


  Having finished their discussion, the two brothers looked back, ready to lead their followers into an all-out attack, when suddenly...


  "NOOOOOO!"


  A girl wearing a pure white raincoat came running towards them with her bodyguards and blocked their way.


  She was Namgung Mi, their youngest sister.


  "Please stop this! Are you going to kill all of our family members?" she screamed, tears welling up in her eyes.


  On her way to find her brothers, Namgung Mi passed by countless mutilated corpses. The same family members who had smiled at her that very morning now lay bleeding and lifeless.


  "Please don't hurt our family anymore…" she sobbed.


  The sight of the girl speaking through her sobs stirred the emotions of the Namgung Clan martial artists. Suddenly, it was no longer clear whether the rainwater running down their faces was pure or mixed with tears.


  The two brothers, on the other hand, remained cold.


  "This is not a situation where you can get your way by throwing a hissy fit, Mimi."


  "We've spoiled you too much. Can't you even see that now is not the time to be rebellious? Do you want to die at the hands of the enemy?"


  Annoyance colored their faces. Normally, they doted on their youngest sister because she was their father's favorite, but now she was an obstacle that stood in their way of proving themselves.


  Namgung Mi clung to her brothers' clothes. "But you're both masters, so you can subdue them without hurting them, right? Right?"


  "Step aside."


  "You're in the way."


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok heartlessly shook off their youngest sister's hands and coldly ordered the martial artists they had brought with them to attack.


  "These are people whose minds have been eaten away by demonic arts. Show no mercy and put them out of their misery!"


  "Did you hear that? Sweep them all away!"


  SPLASH!


  Shoved away by her elder brothers, Namgung Mi fell on her butt, but no one paid her any attention.


  With grim expressions, the Namgung Clan martial artists drew their swords and prepared to engage the ghouls...


  TRULULULU!


  Suddenly, the sound of a flute cut through the rain, followed by a calm, commanding voice.


  "Subdue all the bastards with the bells."


  The hundred ghouls in the central training ground immediately pounced on the sorcerers.


  "Keuaaak!"


  "W-What?"


  "Ow! Stop it!"


  The sorcerers of the Blood Cult frantically shook their bells, but it was useless.


  Within mere moments, the ghouls had overpowered the sorcerers, seized their bells, broken their limbs, and subdued them all.


  "What's going on?"


  "Why all of a sudden…?"


  Confusion reigned as everyone exchanged puzzled glances, when a group of people appeared from the direction of the flute sounds.


  Recognizing the people at the head of the group, Namgung Hak's eyes widened. "…The Azure Dragon Academy?"


  Noticing that the group was maintaining an escort formation to protect someone in the middle, Namgung Heok muttered, "Su?"


  Namgung Su, pale and playing a flute, was walking under an umbrella held by Ak Yeonho, while the Vermilion Phoenix and White Tiger instructors escorted him on either side. Behind them, over a hundred ghouls marched along obediently.


  "H-How did you get here?"


  "What did you just do? And why are those ghouls following you obediently?"


  While the eldest and second son were confused, Namgung Mi quickly rose to her feet and ran to Namgung Su.


  "Su-oppa!" Namgung Mi cried, hugging Namgung Su tightly.


  Namgung Su gently stroked his sister's head. "Don't worry, I'll end this soon."


  "Su-oppa…" Namgung Mi sniffled and rubbed her tears and snot all over Namgung Su's clothes.


  Namgung Su furrowed his brows slightly, but eventually let out a small sigh and let her have her way.


  Meanwhile, Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok approached Namgung Su menacingly, their eyes gleaming with greed as they stared intently at the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute.


  "Did you just control the ghouls with that flute?"


  "You bastard! Where have you been hiding until now?"


  Namgung Su scowled. His brothers' blood-soaked uniforms and the countless corpses he'd passed on his way painted a clear picture. Blinded by their ambition to become the next Patriarch, the two of them had shed far too much innocent blood.


  "Why aren't you saying anything?"


  "Is there only one flute? If you have more, give them to us too…"


  Namgung Su's hand lashed out like lightning.


  SLAP! SLAP!


  Two crisp slaps echoed through the rain as Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok's heads snapped to the side.


  Everyone's jaws dropped in disbelief.


  Killing intent flared in the eyes of the two brothers, and their faces flushed with anger and shame. Namgung Su's slap was so unexpected that they couldn't even react.


  "You've gone mad!"


  "Do you want to die?"


  With his characteristic composure, Namgung Su said plainly, "I won the bet."


  ""What?""


  Sama Yeong and Tang Baekho, representing the Vermillion Phoenix and White Tiger Academies respectively, blocked the Namgung brothers and announced what they had agreed upon on the way there.


  "The Azure Dragon Academy is the final victor of the new instructor training course."


  "The White Tiger Academy concurs."


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok were speechless. They finally realized their mistake.


  While Namgung Su went to rescue the new instructors, both of them were only concerned with family affairs and neglected the people under their charge.


  Since they hadn't even sent a single person to the dorms to check on the new instructors, it was only natural that they were angry.


  Namgung Su continued, "We agreed that the winner of the bet would slap the cheeks of the other two, so I slapped you. Any objections?"


  "Of all things, in this situation..."


  "That doesn't count as fulfilling the bet..."


  The two brothers tried to retort, but Namgung Su ignored them and bowed to the martial artists who followed his brothers.


  "Please follow my instructions until the situation is resolved. If you do so, I will ensure that no more blood is shed in our Namgung Clan!"


  A strange silence filled the air, and the pouring rain slowly began to subside.


  This was the moment when the martial artists' opinions of Namgung Su changed entirely.


  Chapter 235: The Third Young Master of the Namgung Clan


  Namgung Su's rain-soaked hair swayed in the wind as he surveyed the martial artists with a grim expression. Even though his face was still pale from his injuries and some lingering poison, he had a more commanding presence than anyone else.


  "Please follow my instructions until the situation is resolved. If you do so, I will ensure that no more blood is shed in our Namgung Clan!"


  A hush fell over the crowd.


  "...Please," Namgung Su added, his tone dry and flat, yet filled with earnest sincerity.


  For a while, no one spoke. Some of the martial artists, overwhelmed with emotion, clenched their teeth and lowered their heads. The Third Young Master of the Namgung Clan was bowing to them, his eyes reflecting apology and regret for the bloodshed they had been forced to commit.


  However, all silence was bound to be broken eventually.


  "Follow your instructions?"


  "Hah! You're finally revealing your true colors!"


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok scoffed in unison. For over a decade, they had painstakingly worked to win over the Storm Wind Corps and the Endless Sky Corps. They had secured the commanders' loyalty through countless private meetings, gained the support of the rank and file through frequent bribes, and promised even greater rewards when they ascended to the position of Patriarch.


  "Don't be ridiculous."


  "Insolent bastard. Don't you think you're begging the wrong people for help?"


  At present, the Storm Wind Corps and the Endless Sky Corps were practically the two brothers' private organizations, and since the Namgung Patriarch had not said anything about it until now, they naturally assumed that he considered winning people over as part of the succession war.


  What a moron. Do you seriously think that just because you bowed your head, they would suddenly listen to you?


  You want to take command? Don't make me laugh.


  The reaction of the two corps, however, differed from the brothers' expectations.


  The Storm Wind Commander nodded. "We will follow you for now."


  "Commander! What are you saying?" Namgung Hak shouted, glaring at the Storm Wind Commander.


  "I think it would be good if the chain of command was unified until the chaos is resolved."


  "Then I, the eldest son, should be the one in charge. How can someone with no ability..."


  "The Third Young Master subdued the deranged martial artists without spilling a single drop of blood. Isn't that qualification enough?" The Storm Wind Commander cut in, fixing Namgung Hak with a disapproving scowl.


  Namgung Hak was astounded. The Storm Wind Commander had never looked at him like that before. Caught off guard, he stuttered, "T-That's not because of Su's ability, but because of that flute. If I had that..."


  "What were you doing when the Third Young Master was looking for that flute?" the Storm Wind Commander scolded.


  "Do you think I will tolerate this insult?" Namgung Hak bellowed, his face flushed red in embarrassment and anger. How dare he shame me in public?


  However, the Storm Wind Commander's gaze towards the eldest son of the Namgung Clan only grew colder. "So what if you won't tolerate it?"


  "W-What?"


  "The Storm Wind Corps is not your private organization. Similarly, the Namgung Clan's martial artists are not disposables to be used and discarded carelessly."


  "When did I treat the Storm Wind Corps as disposables? I, for the greater good...!"


  "You stabbed my nephew in the heart."


  Namgung Hak froze. He had no idea that the Storm Wind Commander's nephew was among those he had killed.


  Seeing Namgung Hak's reaction, the Storm Wind Commander coldly said, "At first, I tried my best to believe your words about killing the ghouls for the greater good and followed you without even closing my dead nephew's eyes. Halfway here, though, I realized that your eyes were filled with nothing but selfish greed and ambition."


  "Commander... I'm sorry about your nephew, but the situation then was..."


  "It's not just me. Everyone here feels the same way."


  Namgung Hak met the eyes of the Storm Wind warriors, only to find them filled with anger, disappointment, and contempt.


  "Why..."


  Even now, he can't understand why we're upset with him. Shaking his head, the Storm Wind Commander drove the final nail into the coffin. "From this moment on, the Storm Wind Corps withdraws its support for Namgung Hak."


  Namgung Hak paled. The public withdrawal of support, especially from the Storm Wind Corps Commander, was a devastating blow.


  The Endless Sky Commander stepped forward. "The Endless Sky Corps shares the same opinion as the Storm Wind Corps. Until this crisis is resolved, we believe it is best that the Third Young Master take command of our forces."


  "Uncle..." Namgung Heok groaned, glaring at the Endless Sky Commander. Having just witnessed his brother's public shaming, though, he knew better than to argue and quickly shut his mouth.


  The Endless Sky Commander continued, "You have greatly disappointed us, Second Young Master. I will not withdraw my personal support for you, but I cannot control the hearts of my subordinates."


  Namgung Heok hung his head. Although his situation was slightly less dire than his elder brother's, the Endless Sky Corps had effectively abandoned him.


  What the hell...!?


  Damn it...


  Finally seeing their mistake, the Namgung brothers were overcome with a deep sense of shame. As direct descendants of the Namgung Clan, they had always assumed that the clan's martial artists would naturally follow their commands. As a result, blinded by their ambition to surpass their rival, they had alienated the very martial artists who followed them.


  "Have the two of you ever considered how we would feel cutting down our family, friends, and colleagues?" someone whispered.


  ""......""


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok regretted their actions, but it was too late. Their supporters' hearts were no longer with them.


  Suddenly, Namgung Su, who had been quiet for a while, said, "I will give you two a chance to redeem yourselves."


  "...A chance?"


  "How much more do you intend to humiliate us?"


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok glared at their younger brother through gritted teeth, but Namgung Su remained unmoved. Despite the complete reversal of his and his brothers' positions, his face remained impassive, showing no hint of joy or triumph.


  "Join the vanguard," he commanded. "Slay the sorcerers and save our family members. That is your only chance at redemption."


  Under the icy gaze of the assembled martial artists, the two had no choice but to accept. With clenched teeth and forced nods, they acknowledged their fate.


  "...Alright."


  "...Understood."


  Thus, the eldest and second sons, who had been vying for the position of the next patriarch, were reduced to mere pawns at the mercy of the Third Young Master, the concubine's son they had always scorned.


  [image: sep]


  With Namgung Su at the helm, the chaotic situation was quickly brought under control.


  Gathering the commanders and squad leaders of both corps, he explained his plan, "You will be divided into two groups: a decoy team to lure the deranged martial artists, and an assassination team to target the sorcerers. Commanders, please assign martial artists skilled in movement arts and those trained in assassination to squads of four. Make sure each squad includes at least one member skilled in hidden weapons or archery."


  ""Yes, sir.""


  Namgung Su dispatched the decoy and assassination teams throughout the estate, using the central training grounds as a focal point. The purpose of the decoy team was to lure the crazed martial artists to the training grounds, while the assassination teams sought out and eliminated the sorcerers.


  Soon, messengers raced across the estate, relaying Namgung Su's orders to the leaders of the various military forces and the clan elders.


  "Please bring the ghouls to the central training grounds! It doesn't matter if you lure them or capture them! We've found a way to pacify them!"


  "What? Is that true?"


  "We'll be there right away!"


  As order was restored, the Namgung Clan gradually began to demonstrate its true strength.


  Before long, the martial artists of the Namgung Clan, including the elders, the Four Corps, and the Sixteen Halls all arrived at the central training grounds.


  To their amazement, they found everyone obediently obeying the Third Young Master's commands.


  Why the Third Young Master?


  What in the world is going on?


  The eldest son, Namgung Hak, and the second son, Namgung Heok, were running around in the rain like panting dogs as they desperately rounded up the ghouls.


  On the other hand, the Third Young Master Namgung Su was playing a flute in a serene and picturesque manner despite the chaos all around him, with Ak Yeonho holding an umbrella over him to shield him from the rain. Unlike Baek Suryong, Namgung Su was a skilled musician, and the notes he played resounded throughout the central training grounds with a refined grace.


  However, those were not what surprised the newcomers the most.


  GROWL...


  The ghouls, who had been chasing the decoy group, calmed down as soon as they heard the sound of the flute and lined up neatly on one side.


  "Third Young Master!"


  "What's that flute?"


  "Unbelievable..."


  Whenever someone approached Namgung Su and asked him about what was happening, he answered briefly, "I'll explain the details later. Right now, our priority should be to end this crisis."


  It was a sensible statement, so everyone had no choice but to shut their mouths.


  Namgung Su then asked politely, "We are shorthanded. Could you please assist us?"


  Somehow, before they knew it, all the Namgung Clan's martial artists were following Namgung Su's instructions.


  Hoho. Even the Patriarch doesn't order us around like this...


  To be so calm even in this situation.


  I see the Third Young Master in a new light.


  As the saying goes, a hero emerges in troubled times...


  Today, everyone, from the lowliest martial artist to the most esteemed elder, was starting to see the Third Young Master Namgung Su in a while new light.


  Just then, one of the elders asked Namgung Su anxiously, "Third Young Master, aren't you going to help the Patriarch?"


  Everyone glanced towards the Patriarch's quarters. The fierce battle between the Namgung Patriarch and the Asura Demon Sword had been going on for over an hour.


  KABOOM!


  Due to the earth-shattering impact of the fight, the building was on the verge of collapsing.


  "Even if we go there, we won't be of much help," Namgung Su replied calmly.


  "What do you mean?"


  Unlike his impulsive brothers, who had considered rushing to the Patriarch's aid earlier, Namgung Su's innate composure shone through during this crisis, allowing him to assess the situation with a lucidity they lacked.


  "That is a life-and-death battle between supreme masters. If we intervene rashly, we might be taken hostage and hinder the Patriarch. Our priority is to deal with the remaining enemies."


  "...Are you saying we should just watch until it's over?"


  "No. By taking care of the cannon fodder, we are actually helping him."


  "What do you mean?"


  "With the keen senses of a supreme master, it's impossible for those two not to sense that the situation has reversed. Haven't you noticed that the Asura Demon Sword's aura is gradually weakening? He must be getting anxious."


  Some masters nodded, acknowledging the shift in the battle within the Patriarch's quarters. They could sense that despite the ongoing clash of monstrous energies, Namgung Cheon had clearly gained the upper hand.


  "The Asura Demon Sword will soon fall to the Patriarch's sword or attempt to flee. Please have a sword formation ready in preparation for that."


  "...Yes, sir!"


  Namgung Su looked up at the cloudy sky, where two dragons were still intertwined and fighting savagely.


  The real problem is the Night Emperor.


  RUMBLE!


  The ongoing stalemate between the Blue Sky Sword King and the Night Emperor filled Namgung Su with unease. If neither side had gained an advantage after so long, then it must be a deliberate ploy on the Night Emperor's part.


  Is he stalling for time? ...No, I'm worrying too much. That isn't something I can resolve with my power anyway.


  Namgung Su shook his head to clear away the ominous thoughts and focused on what he could do—deal with the remnants of the Blood Cult.


  "Tighten the sword formation. I suspect that the Asura Demon Sword will try to escape soon..."


  BOOOOOM!


  An earsplitting roar erupted from the Patriarch's quarters as a blinding light shot skyward.


  In the next instant, a figure launched himself over the wall with incredible speed.


  "It's the Asura Demon Sword!"


  "Attack!"


  The martial artists maintaining the sword formation instantly raised their weapons, unleashing a barrage of sword qi at the Asura Demon Sword. However, as if he had anticipated their attack, he nimbly dodged the incoming sword qi and took advantage of a gap in the encirclement to disappear into the distance.


  Namgung Su narrowed his eyes. The Asura Demon Sword's right arm has been severed! The elders should be able to defeat him now!


  He immediately gave an order, "Elders, chase after the Asura Demon Sword!"


  "Understood!"


  "You damned son of a bitch! Where do you think you're going after causing this disaster?!"


  "I will chase you to the ends of hell and grind your bones to dust!"


  The Namgung Clan's elders, filled with rage, chased after the Asura Demon Sword. Meanwhile, Namgung Su headed towards the Patriarch's quarters with his brothers, who quickly ran ahead of him.


  They soon found the Namgung Patriarch, the Ironblood Swordsman Namgung Cheon, standing amidst the ruins of his quarters. Blood flowed freely from his right eye, a grim testament to the battle's ferocity.


  He had lost an eye in exchange for the Asura Demon Sword's arm, and his pale face betrayed the severity of his internal injuries.


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok immediately panicked and rushed in to support their father.


  "Father! Is your eye alright?"


  "Physician! Bring a physician immediately!"


  "...There's no need to fuss," Namgung Cheon groaned, shaking off his eldest and second son's hands. Despite losing an eye, he was the Namgung Patriarch and a transcendent martial master. He could not afford to show weakness and alarm the Namgung martial artists during this period of uncertainty.


  TAP, TAP!


  Carrying himself with a dignified air, Namgung Cheon emerged from the Patriarch's quarters and came to a halt before Namgung Su.


  The moment the father and son faced each other, a strange silence fell over the area.


  "I heard your voice while I was fighting."


  "......"


  The Namgung Patriarch smiled. "I wondered who the remarkable fellow was who was doing my job for me was... and the answer took me by surprise. Well done, Su. You saved our family.


  "I simply did what I should as a son of the Namgung Clan Patriarch," the Namgung Clan's Third Young Master replied respectfully.


  The Patriarch's eyebrows twitched. "As a son of the Namgung Clan Patriarch, you say?"


  The question hung heavy in the air, its implications sending shockwaves through the brothers' rivalry for succession.


  GULP!


  Namgung Hak and Namgung Heok watched Namgung Su with tense expressions, and they were not alone. Every eye in the central training grounds was fixed on him.


  Meeting the Patriarch's gaze confidently, the Third Young Master of the Namgung Clan replied, "Yes."


  Chapter 236: I'm Overflowing With Power!


  The Ironblood Swordsman, Namgung Cheon. If the Former Patriarch, the Blue Sky Sword King, had established the Namgung Clan as the world's strongest sect, then Namgung Cheon was the steadfast guardian who had protected it amidst the endless political maneuvering and covert struggles of the orthodox murim.


  However, that unwavering resolve was now being shaken to its core.


  As the saying goes, no flower blooms for more than ten days, and no power lasts more than ten years. Anything that once flourished would inevitably decline, and no matter how high the authority, nothing lasts forever…


  Since becoming Patriarch, he had lived each day with this idiom etched into his heart. Even the Namgung Clan, hailed as the world's strongest, could face a crisis someday, so he had always strived to be prepared... but the hellscape currently unfolding before his eyes seemed to mock all his efforts.


  "So many are dead..." he whispered, despair heavy in his voice.


  The Namgung Clan's martial artists lowered their heads in shame and grief. The long, nightmarish night had finally passed, and dawn was slowly breaking. Under the pale light of the nascent day, the full extent of the calamity that had befallen the Namgung Clan was revealed in all its brutal clarity.


  Namgung Cheon drew a deep breath, forcing his voice to remain steady. "Each unit, report your losses."


  "Storm Wind Corps reporting. Twenty-three dead, forty-eight injured. Among the injured, those critically wounded and hovering between life and death are…"


  "Endless Sky Corps reporting. Twenty-eight dead, thirty-nine injured…"


  "The Elder Council's casualties…"


  In a single night, the Namgung Clan had lost over half its members. Even during the previous war with the Blood Cult, they had not suffered such devastating losses.


  After today, the Namgung Clan will no longer be able to claim the title of the world's strongest martial family.


  Namgung Cheon felt his head spin as a maelstrom of rage and sorrow threatened to consume him. Despite this, he continued to receive the grim reports with an impassive expression, with only his tightly clenched jaw betraying the turmoil within.


  Observing the Patriarch's ashen face, the Chamberlain asked with concern, "…Patriarch, are you alright? Your complexion doesn't look good."


  "I'm fine."


  "Perhaps you should rest and meditate first…"


  "There will be time for that after I have heard the reports."


  The chamberlain sighed softly at the Patriarch's stubborn refusal. "...Understood."


  Although he appreciated the chamberlain's concern, Namgung Cheon could not allow himself to rest.


  This is not the time for rest.


  His injuries were much more severe than he had originally thought. His qi flow was erratic, and his qi center was damaged. Even if he focused on recuperation for the next few years, he couldn't be sure if he would ever fully recover.


  Despite this, he pushed aside thoughts of his own well-being. Assessing the damage and managing the aftermath took precedence.


  "Also..." Namgung Cheon looked up at the sky. "I won't be able to rest easy until that battle concludes."


  RUMBLE!


  High above, the earth-shattering clash between the Blue Sky Sword King and the Night Emperor raged on. If there was any change, it was that with each passing moment, the two combatants were drifting further and further away from Namgung Estate.


  "They appear to be moving towards Mount Tianzhu."


  "The Night Emperor is retreating!"


  "Patriarch, should we send reinforcements to assist the Former Patriarch?"


  Namgung Cheon shook his head. "That is a battle beyond us, and we would only hinder Father. He is more than capable of defeating the Night Emperor on his own."


  The Namgung Clan had unwavering faith in the Blue Sky Sword King. If not for the current era of relative peace within the murim, the Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak would undoubtedly be someone who could contend for the title of the world's strongest martial artist.


  The commanders echoed this sentiment, bolstering the morale of their anxious subordinates.


  "The Former Patriarch will soon return, bearing the Night Emperor's head!"


  "As long as we have the Sword King, our Namgung Clan is the world's strongest!"


  Only Namgung Cheon wore a troubled expression as he watched the receding form of the Blue Sky Sword King. "He said that this was our karmic retribution..." he murmured, the words barely audible.


  "Pardon?" the Chamberlain asked.


  "It's nothing." Namgung Cheon shook his head.


  For some reason, the words the Night Emperor had said to the Blue Sky Sword King kept coming back to haunt him.


  
    "I'm talking about the karmic retribution you brought upon yourself twenty years ago. Need I remind you of those disgusting deeds you committed while hiding behind a mask of virtue? I am merely one of the calamities born from your actions."

  


  Namgung Cheon stared blankly at the sky, his face a mixture of fear and confusion. Despite losing an eye, he was a martial artist who had reached the transcendent realm, so he could see the nuances of the distant battle with greater clarity than anyone else present.


  BOOOOM!


  Against the backdrop of the vast sky, the essence of the Namgung Clan's martial arts was on full display. With every stroke of the Blue Sky Sword King's sword, the dark clouds parted, and the encroaching darkness was momentarily dispelled.


  However, the darkness conjured by the Night Emperor quickly reassembled, tenaciously engulfing the Blue Sky Sword King time and time again.


  "AHHHHHH!!" No matter how ferociously the Blue Sky Sword King attacked, his roars echoing like a cornered lion, he could not fully shake off the relentless darkness.


  The scene was a like stark visualization of the saying: No matter how hard you fight the darkness, every light casts a shadow.


  Father, just what happened in the past?


  The Blue Sky Sword King had meticulously erased all records related to the massacre he had perpetrated twenty years ago, and silenced all those involved.


  Nevertheless, no secret remained hidden forever.


  Namgung Cheon knew that his father had destroyed some of the clan's records. Adding that to the Night Emperor's words, he suspected that those records were connected to the Blood Cult and represented a dark stain on the Namgung Clan's history, one that must never be revealed to the murim.


  Conflicting emotions swirled within Namgung Cheon.


  If the sin you committed has returned as karmic retribution… then I, as Patriarch, will hold you accountable, even if you are my father.


  Clenching his fist resolutely, Namgung Cheon turned away from the distant battle. He had a duty to fulfill, and a mountain of reports to attend to.


  Fortunately, amidst the despair and devastation, there was a glimmer of hope.


  "The Third Young Master has truly outdone himself this time!"


  "If not for the Third Young Master, there would have been far more casualties."


  "The new instructors from the three academies have also contributed greatly. They deserve to be handsomely rewarded."


  Everyone who reported to the Patriarch sang Namgung Su's praises.


  "Hmm... Is that so?" Namgung Cheon responded to all of them with a stoic nod, until finally, he beckoned his third son over.


  "You don't look well, Su."


  "Neither do you, Patriarch."


  Unlike his elder brothers, Namgung Su seemed to have inherited his father's bluntness and stubbornness. Despite acknowledging each other's injuries, father and son's outward calm belied the severity of their condition.


  Namgung Cheon nodded grimly. "Indeed, my injuries are quite severe. At this rate, I may be forced to retire within a few years."


  "......"


  "My son, at times like these, you should offer me some words of comfort."


  "...I apologize."


  "Haha, it's alright," Namgung Cheon chuckled. His gaze turned curiously towards the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute in Namgung Su's hand. "Where did you get that flute?"


  "Mr. Baek Suryong entrusted it to me, but I don't know where he found it. As you can see, it has the effect of calming the main family's martial artists who have lost their minds," Namgung Su replied honestly.


  Namgung Cheon asked cautiously, "Is there any possibility that Mr. Baek Suryong is connected to this incident?"


  "No," Namgung Su snapped firmly, knitting his eyebrows angrily at his father's grave insinuation. "Mr. Baek Suryong is our family's benefactor. If not for this artifact he gave me, we would still be embroiled in a bloodbath."


  Namgung Cheon gaped, taken aback by Namgung Su's vehement defense of Baek Suryong. It was the first time his third son had displayed such open defiance towards him.


  "…I-I was only asking just in case, no offense intended. We will, of course, treat Mr. Baek Suryong with the respect and gratitude befitting a benefactor of our family."


  "Yes..." Recognizing his disrespectful outburst, Namgung Su lowered his head in apology, but he quickly lifted his head once more and spoke with renewed determination, "Anyway, the main problem remains unresolved."


  "...Indeed."


  Their gazes fell on the ghouls, who were still mindlessly growling despite the calming influence of the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute.


  GRRRR...


  Although the flute had neutralized their aggression, it could not restore their sanity.


  "You can't do it even with that flute?"


  "I tried many times, but it's impossible. We must address the underlying cause."


  "The underlying cause?"


  "About that..."


  Namgung Su recalled Baek Suryong's parting words.


  
    "There's somewhere I need to go right now."

  


  He remembered the direction Baek Suryong had run toward.


  Namgung Su pointed toward the summit of Mount Tianzhu, still shrouded in darkness despite the approaching dawn. "That place. I suspect that peak holds the key to this mess. There may be formations or artifacts there that are responsible for driving our family's martial artists insane."


  "There, huh..." Namgung Cheon muttered, sensing an unusual energy emanating from the place his son was pointing to. "I will investigate that place personally."


  "I'm going with you."


  "...Will you be okay?"


  "Yes."


  "Very well." Namgung Cheon agreed without further question. He was unsure what dangers might await them, and if they ran into more ghouls, he needed Namgung Su to play the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute.


  Summoning the unit commanders, Namgung Cheon instructed them to select those who had sustained the least injuries to join the expedition to Mount Tianzhu.


  "We depart in one hour. Prepare yourselves."


  Meanwhile, Namgung Su relayed the orders to the new instructors.


  "Huh? Didn't Suryong-hyung already head there?"


  "Do we really have to go?"


  "Everything will be sorted out by the time we arrive anyway..."


  This was the general sentiment among the Azure Dragon Academy instructors.


  The instructors from the other academies stared blankly at the lot, wondering where their unlimited confidence came from.


  "...We are going nonetheless," Namgung Su declared firmly.


  Deep down, he actually shared his Azure Dragon colleagues' opinion, but this was a matter of family honor. He couldn't just stand by and do nothing.


  A short while later, the Namgung Clan's elite forces departed for the mountains.


  [image: sep]


  "This is crazy," Baek Suryong muttered, dumping the Erudite Sage, who he had been carrying over his shoulder, to the ground.


  SSSSSSS...


  A few steps ahead, an abyss of unnatural darkness yawned, radiating tangible waves of demonic qi that prickled the hairs on his neck.


  "Hey, Erudite Sage. What's in there?"


  "Kufufu..." The Erudite Sage cackled, his shoulders shaking as if he had lost his mind. With his vital points sealed, he could barely move, so his words came out as little more than a low mumble, "Curious, are you?"


  Baek Suryong crouched in front of him. "You'll end up talking eventually anyway, so why don't you do it before we both get annoyed?"


  "Look into my eyes."


  "What for?" Baek Suryong glared at the old man.


  The moment their gazes met, the Erudite Sage's eyes turned crimson. "Kihihi..."


  A master of both martial arts and sorcery, he had been unable to employ his dark arts during his initial clash with Baek Suryong. Now, however, an opportunity presented itself. While Baek Suryong was unguarded, he unleashed his most powerful sorcery—the Soul Seizing Technique.


  Baek Suryong's eyes glazed over. "Ahh..."


  The Erudite Sage burst into maniacal laughter, "Kihihihi! You've fallen for it! You've fallen for it!"


  He had been waiting for this moment since his humiliating defeat, this moment when Baek Suryong stood unsuspectingly before the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation the Blood Cult had set up on Mount Tianzhu.


  "I will chew you up alive! Heeheehee!" he giggled, his crimson eyes pulsing with a dark energy.


  The Soul Seizing Technique was a dark art created through studying the Heaven Defying Divine Art's Blood Demon Eyes. Though significantly weaker than the Blood Demon Eyes, its potency was magnified significantly when amplified by the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation.


  "Kihihi! This formation, the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation, amplifies the power of our Cult's demonic arts and sorcery many times over!" The Erudite Sage babbled uncontrollably, overcome with excitement.


  Even if he's a transcendent master, there's no way he can resist my Soul Seizing Technique within this formation!


  A grotesque smile spread across the Erudite Sage's wrinkled face. "Fufufu... Now, unseal my acupoints. I'm going to break every bone in your body."


  Baek Suryong, his eyes still glazed over, slowly extended his hand and placed it on the Erudite Sage's shoulder... and nothing happened.


  "For some reason..." he began.


  "Y-You! How!" The Erudite Sage stared at Baek Suryong in disbelief. His Soul Seizing Technique should have been inescapable, turning Baek Suryong into a mindless puppet... yet there was an alertness in those eyes that terrified him.


  "...I'm overflowing with power!" Baek Suryong finished, smirking evilly.


  He activated the Blood Demon Eyes.


  "KEUAAAK!"


  Seeing the hellfire in Baek Suryong's eyes, the Erudite Sage shrieked like his soul was being torn apart.


  


  Translator's Note: Turns out Namgung Su is a real chip off the old block (only his father, of course), what with his personality and his fondness for Mimi.


  Chapter 237: The Blood Cult's Sacred Relic


  "KEUAAAK!"


  Startled by the ear-splitting scream, a flock of mountain birds took flight all at once.


  Trembling like an aspen leaf in the wind, the Erudite Sage stared at Baek Suryong as if he had seen a ghost. "Y-You, you, how did you..." he wheezed, his face ashen.


  Baek Suryong's crimson eyes were flickering like the fires of hell, and his hair was slowly turning red.


  There was only one martial art in the world with that side effect.


  "T-The Heaven Defying Divine Art...!"


  "The Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation, you say? I feel like I've eaten a whole bunch of miracle herbs," Baek Suryong remarked, looking positively refreshed.


  He gazed at the darkness behind the Erudite Sage. As he channeled the Heaven Defying Divine Art, the darkness writhed violently as if reacting to him.


  Strength is overflowing from my entire body... Right, didn't this guy say that the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation strengthens the power of demonic arts and sorcery? It seems its effects also apply to the Heaven Defying Divine Art.


  Baek Suryong glared at the Erudite Sage, his Blood Demon Eyes blazing crimson in the darkness. "Now, shall we talk again?"


  "C-Could you be... cough!"


  As he spoke, blood suddenly began to flow from the Erudite Sage's eyes, nose, and mouth, and the stench of urine wafted from his lower body.


  The sight of Baek Suryong's reddened eyes and hair had triggered a primal fear within him, causing him to lose control of his bodily functions.


  "Eww... You're quite a handful." Frowning, Baek Suryong reached out to seal the Erudite Sage's acupoints.


  If left like this, the Erudite Sage would bleed to death. Not that he cared whether the Erudite Sage lived or died, but there were still things he needed to hear from the old man.


  TAP! TAP! TAP!


  After sealing the acupoints and stemming the bleeding, Baek Suryong examined the Erudite Sage's condition.


  He won't last long.


  The combination of his previous injuries, the side effects of his failed sorcery, and the mental shock of facing the Blood Demon Eyes had irreparably damaged the Erudite Sage's body.


  The Erudite Sage, barely regaining consciousness, looked up at Baek Suryong with a corpse-like face. "My Lord... is that you?"


  Baek Suryong stared at the Erudite Sage silently, but inwardly, he was greatly flustered.


  What? Isn't he a Blood Cult Elder? Even if I've mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art, the Blood Demon's martial art... No, wait. Has he never met the current Blood Demon?


  It was hard to believe, but that seemed like the only reasonable explanation for the Erudite Sage's strange reaction. No matter how he looked at it, that face wasn't lying.


  Also, the Smiling Grim Reaper, the captain of the Ghost Blood Unit, had shown a similar reaction when he saw the Blood Demon Eyes.


  Still, he hadn't expected such a reaction from an Elder.


  Well, if he's misunderstanding it all by himself, then I should take advantage of it, right?


  Baek Suryong decided to pretend to be the Blood Demon.


  FWOOSH!


  Baek Suryong's red hair billowed wildly, and a terrifying aura spread out in all directions.


  THUD!


  Stomping his foot, Baek Suryong spoke authoritatively, "How impertinent. Before I start questioning you, state your name and affiliation."


  The Erudite Sage immediately prostrated himself on the ground, seemingly convinced that Baek Suryong was the Blood Demon.


  "P-Please forgive me," he stammered. "I am the Bloody Spirit, the chief disciple of the former Eighth Elder, the Ghostly Spirit, and I have now inherited his position."


  The Ghostly Spirit had been a master of both martial arts and sorcery. Although relatively weak among the Elders in terms of martial arts alone, his mysterious sorcery more than compensated for this weakness, transforming him into a formidable monster. Baek Suryong had guessed as much when he witnessed the Ghostly Spirit shaking a shaman's bell and controlling ghouls.


  The Bloody Spirit looked up at Baek Suryong with an awestruck expression, his mind seemingly unhinged by the mental shock. "It is my greatest honor to meet your esteemed self. Hail the Blood Demon! In blood shall we reign supreme...!"


  "I don't remember allowing you to raise your head," Baek Suryong said coldly, pressing his foot down on the back of the Bloody Spirit's head.


  His face crushed against the ground, the Bloody Spirit trembled as he pleaded, "I-I have committed a grave sin. Please, forgive me just this once..."


  Baek Suryong deliberately cultivated an atmosphere of fear, aiming to prevent the Bloody Spirit from thinking too hard. With the old man's intelligence, the moment he had some leeway to consider the situation carefully, he would most definitely notice some inconsistencies and start getting suspicious.


  He had to pressure him with his aura and extract as much information as possible before that happened.


  "Eighth Elder. Why did you attack the Namgung Clan?"


  "The First Apostle told me to annihilate the Namgung Clan and bring him the Soulless that the Yin Yang Demon Lord created..."


  Baek Suryong's eyebrows twitched at the unfamiliar title.


  What's an Apostle?


  There was no such position in the old Blood Cult. Back then, the elders reported directly to the Blood Demon, but since an Apostle had given the Bloody Spirit orders, their position was clearly higher than an elder.


  It must be a new position created in the last fifty years. Well, they probably needed to restructure the organization to adapt to their circumstances after the Cult's downfall.


  "I was also told to preserve the bodies of Namgung Jaehak and Namgung Cheon as much as possible and hand them over..."


  "To turn them into blood jiangshi?"


  "I-I think so."


  The Blood Cult's secret manual contained a jiangshi manufacturing method for making blood jiangshi. Since the more powerful the corpse used in the process, the more powerful the resulting blood jiangshi, if Namgung Jaehak and Namgung Cheon were used as ingredients, they would become monstrous beings that even transcendental masters would find difficult to defeat.


  Nodding, Baek Suryong moved on to the next topic. "Were you planning to return to the Cult immediately with the ghouls and corpses?"


  "...I don't know the location of the main headquarters, so I was planning to take them to our branch. The Apostle was supposed to come pick the ghouls up later..."


  Baek Suryong frowned. He's an elder, yet he doesn't know the exact location of the Cult? He also couldn't answer much about the Cult's current operations and plans...


  He began to suspect the Bloody Spirit was merely a figurehead, a pawn to be used and discarded.


  A clandestine cell system.[1] So that's how the Blood Cult was able to grow while evading the Murim Alliance's pursuit.


  Seeing Baek Suryong's silent disappointment, the Bloody Spirit muttered defensively, "The Fifth Elder knows more than I do. He frequently goes in and out of the main headquarters..."


  The previous Fifth Elder was the Yin Yang Demon Lord, and according to the Bloody Spirit, the Night Emperor, who was among the children who escaped from the Namgung Ancestral Shrine cave, had inherited his master's position.


  "But... Why are you getting in our way, my Lord...?"


  "I did not permit you to ask questions."


  "...I apologize."


  Baek Suryong sighed inwardly. There was a subtle shift in the Bloody Spirit's tone.


  He's starting to suspect my identity.


  Fortunately, the Heaven Defying Divine made it difficult for the Bloody Spirit to openly doubt Baek Suryong.


  Baek Suryong's gaze shifted to the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation.


  "What's in there?"


  "A sacred relic left by the former Cult Leader."


  "...A sacred relic? What is it?"


  "Do you really know nothing?"


  Hostility seeped into the Bloody Spirit's voice, and his gaze, once downcast, now met Baek Suryong's with wide-eyed intensity.


  Baek Suryong grinned and glared back at the old man. This charade had run its course, and there was no benefit in maintaining the pretense any longer.


  "Your gaze is insolent, and don't you know anything else?" he taunted playfully.


  Realizing that he had been deceived, the Bloody Spirit's face alternately flushed red and blue. "You! You're not the Cult Leader!"


  "Of course not."


  "How did you learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art?"


  "I stole it!" Baek Suryong declared proudly. There was no reason to lie to an old man who was about to die soon.


  "You bastard!" the Bloody Spirit screamed, springing up and attacking Baek Suryong.


  His speed was incredibly fast for someone on the verge of death, but it wasn't enough to threaten Baek Suryong.


  SWOOSH!


  Baek Suryong dodged the attack with a simple tilt of his head and reached out to grab the Bloody Spirit's neck.


  Suspended in mid-air, the Bloody Spirit choked, "Ugh!"


  "Don't make that wronged expression, it's disgusting. Considering what you've done here, the innocent lives you must have harmed while experimenting with the Ghostly Spirit's sorcery, you shouldn't be doing that," Baek Suryong said coldly.


  The Bloody Spirit's eyes widened. "W-Who the hell are you...!"


  "I may not be the Blood Demon, but I was once a member of the Blood Cult. And now..." A terrifying killing intent erupted from Baek Suryong's eyes. "I intend to finish what I couldn't fifty years ago."


  "Mmph!!"


  The Blood Cult had vanished from the murim fifty years ago. Most martial artists believed the orthodox sects had launched a surprise attack and destroyed them, but the truth was different.


  
    "The prisoners have escaped!"

  


  Memories of the events that took place fifty years ago flooded the Bloody Spirit's mind.


  On that fateful day, five absolute masters had escaped from prison and unleashed a massacre upon the Blood Cult. Half of the cultists had been wiped out trying to repel them, and even the elders could only delay the inevitable against those formidable martial gods.


  For some reason, even though they looked completely different, the face of the red-haired man who led them overlapped with Baek Suryong's.


  "Y-You, you, could you be...! B-But he was definitely dead...!"


  Baek Suryong leaned closer to the Bloody Spirit and whispered into his ear, "When you go to hell and meet your old comrades, tell them I'll be sending the rest of your friends down there soon, so don't feel too lonely, okay?"


  "No! S-Spare me...!"


  CRACK!


  Baek Suryong snapped the Bloody Spirit's neck, tossed his corpse aside carelessly, and stepped into the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation.


  SSSSSSSS...


  The darkness within the formation parted as Baek Suryong entered, revealing a path forward. The air throbbed with demonic qi, thick enough to suffocate most weaker martial artists, but for him, a master of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, it was a source of power, invigorating him and amplifying his strength.


  The Blood Demon's sacred relic... I wonder what it is?


  Baek Suryong's mind swirled with speculations about the identity of the sacred relic as he advanced deeper into the formation. Due to the rising feeling of invincibility that was coursing through him, he wasn't worried about any hidden traps.


  GRRRR...


  The Soulless who were guarding the inside of the formation approached Baek Suryong one by one. Their eyes were completely black, and a terrible demonic qi emanated from their bodies.


  "...Too late."


  Baek Suryong sighed softly and swung his sword so swiftly that the ghouls couldn't even react.


  THUD! THUD! THUD!


  The ghouls, their necks severed, collapsed to the ground.


  Baek Suryong shook his head. The ghouls within the formation were so saturated with demonic qi that they were beyond saving. Even after the formation was dispelled, their lives would only be filled with endless suffering.


  "May you be born in a better place in your next life."


  He offered a brief prayer for the unjustly deceased, knowing that it was all he could do.


  A moment later, Baek Suryong reached the center of the formation.


  WOOOOO...


  An altar as tall as a man was erected there, and around it, intricate spells and formulas were drawn in blood like a spider's web. The sacred relic left by the Blood Demon rested at the center of the altar, emitting a tremendous amount of demonic qi.


  Baek Suryong frowned. "This... is the sacred relic?"


  The relic reacted to the Heaven Defying Divine Art and floated up into the air.


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] Clandestine cell system (cellular organization): A method for organizing a group of people, such as spies, mercenaries, or terrorists, to make it harder for hostile groups to catch them. In a cell structure, each cell consists of a relatively small number of people who know little to no information concerning the organization beyond their cell. This limits the harm that can be done to the organization as a whole by any individual cell member defecting, being a mole, being surveilled, or giving up information after being apprehended and interrogated.



  Chapter 238: The Snipe, the Clam, and the Fisherman


  WOOOONG!


  A wave of demonic qi rippled out from the sacred relic, and the darkness within the formation surged.


  "Did the Blood Cult have a sacred relic like this?" Baek Suryong mumbled, tilting his head and examining the object closely.


  The sacred relic was the length of a finger, but because it was surrounded by a veil of dark demonic qi, he couldn't see it clearly.


  I don't remember the Cult having a sacred relic this size...?


  Cautiously approaching the altar, he activated the Blood Demon Eyes. Immediately, the true form of the sacred relic was revealed to him.


  "…A finger?"


  Baek Suryong furrowed his brows, bewildered. He had thought the relic was just an object about the length of a finger, but as it turned out, it was an actual finger. A faintly glowing, dark red finger that still pulsed with life as if it was freshly sliced off.


  Suddenly, he recalled what the Bloody Spirit had said under interrogation.


  
    "A sacred relic left by the former Cult Leader."

  


  "No way…"


  If he wasn't misinterpreting the Bloody Spirit's words, then this was the finger of the former Blood Cult Leader, the Blood Demon, the world's undisputed strongest martial artist and most powerful sorcerer.


  "That madman passed down a part of his body as the Blood Cult's sacred relic? Crazy bastards, all of them."


  Then again, the idea wasn't completely unfathomable. The Blood Demon was so unimaginably powerful that the qi condensed in his body surpassed most miracle herbs. Just preserving his finger with drugs and sorcery was probably enough to create a demonic artifact.


  While Baek Suryong was deep in thought, suddenly, the finger trembled as if it were alive.


  VOOOM!


  Releasing a tremendous explosion of demonic qi, it shot toward Baek Suryong like an arrow, causing the plants and corpses of the ghouls to shrivel up and crumble into dust as it passed by.


  Startled, Baek Suryong summoned his inner qi, intending to form a protective barrier, but then realized that he didn't sense any danger. The thick demonic qi within the formation annihilated all living things, except for him.


  SIZZLE...


  No, it wasn't just excluding him from harm. For some reason, the demonic qi coiling around him was filling him with vitality and augmenting his strength.


  The world gradually turned red as an uncontrollable power boiled up within him.


  "Haaa..." Baek Suryong groaned, feeling a sense of ecstasy come over him. Lifting his head, he looked up at the night sky, feeling as if he could shred it into dozens of little pieces.


  "Hahaha!" Before he knew it, he was laughing so hard that his shoulders were shaking.


  Grinning drunkenly, he began to walk toward the altar as if possessed, his pupils slightly dilated and his heart pounding with excitement.


  BADUMP! BADUMP!


  The will of the original owner of the finger, who had reached a more profound mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art than anyone else, resonated with his own, beckoning to him, tempting him.


  
    "Come back again sometime."

  


  The voice of the Blood Demon he had seen in his dream echoed in his mind.


  Did the Blood Demon, with his powers of premonition, foresee that I would come here?


  As if in a trance, Baek Suryong arrived at the altar and grabbed the Blood Demon's finger.


  The Blood Demon's voice whispered in his ear.


  "Do you want to become stronger?"


  Never before had he felt such a compelling temptation.


  "Do you want to have the world at your feet, to reign as an absolute being, to grasp everything you desire?"


  The voice was languid yet decadent, like a gentle yet persistent wind caressing his ears.


  "You can achieve anything."


  Baek Suryong stared blankly at the finger. If he embraced the tremendous power surging within him right now, couldn't he devour the demonic qi and will contained in the artifact at once?


  "If I absorb this… I can reach the next level of the Heaven Defying Divine Art... No, I can gain even more power than that..."


  FWOOOSH!


  The Heaven Defying Divine Art was calling to him. His red hair fluttered madly in the wind, and his crimson eyes blazed in the darkness.


  I just have to think of it as a miracle herb. I'm strong enough to control it.


  Deep down, his reason was fighting with his instincts, screaming at him.


  No! The moment I absorb this, I will fall into qi deviation! I will lose myself!


  Baek Suryong felt torn. Normally, he would have suppressed his impulses with reason, but the combination of the Myriad Demons' Nightmare Formation and the resonance of the Heaven Defying Divine Art fanned the flames of his deepest, darkest desires.


  "With this…"


  Slowly, Baek Suryong brought the finger to his mouth. The thought of consuming the power left by the Blood Demon thrilled him to no end.


  "I can have it all, all…"


  Suddenly, the White Ice Bangles glowed faintly in the darkness.


  
    "I just want to live happily with that person again."

  


  Memories of Master Eun Yerin, the Ice Moon Goddess, permeated Baek Suryong's clouded mind. He remembered her spring flower-like smile when she spoke of her beloved, a smile that was both beautiful and sorrowful.


  "……" He hesitated.


  
    "If I could return to my family… I would beg them for forgiveness."

  


  The last moments of Master Hyonwon Hu, the Crazy Demon, kneeling and bowing in the direction of the Hyonwon Clan, flashed vividly before his eyes as if he was seeing it all over again.


  
    "I will transform the Viridian Forest Bandits into a great sect on par with the Nine Sects One Gang!"

  


  Master Maeng Ho'ak, the Bandit King, was always playful and simple-minded, but his ambition was pure and sincere.


  
    "…I want to fulfill my fatherly duties to that child, even if it's too late."

  


  Despite being the greatest swordsman, Master Moyong Hon, the Sword Saint, wanted nothing more than to be with his son.


  Memories of the times he had spent with his four masters surfaced in Baek Suryong's mind, pulling him back from the abyss and bringing life back to his glazed eyes.


  "…Thank you, Masters," Baek Suryong whispered.


  HISSS...


  Sensing that Baek Suryong had regained his senses, the demonic artifact immediately poured the vast demonic qi from the formation into him, trying to possess him yet again.


  "Khh…!" Baek Suryong grit his teeth. Tremendous demonic qi boiled within him, threatening to take over his mind. Unable to stem in the influx of power, he swung his sword to expel the energy.


  CRASH!


  Everything within thirty meters of him was devastated, but power continued to flow into him, instantly replacing what was lost.


  He swung his sword relentlessly, but the pattern endlessly repeated, as if forcing him to accept this power.


  Still, Baek Suryong did not give in.


  "How dare you. You're not even the Blood Demon, just a mere finger!" he growled.


  Glaring at the finger, he clenched it tightly and gathered his inner qi. His body housed not only the Heaven Defying Divine Art, but also the martial arts of his four masters.


  The Bandit King's Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest.


  The Crazy Demon's Asura Blood Heaven Blade.


  The Ice Moon Goddess' White Ice Divine Art.


  The Sword Saint's Unlimited Sword.


  The will of his four masters resided in their martial arts, and they were in no way inferior to the Blood Demon's evil will.


  ROAAAAAR!


  Empowered by the spirit of his four masters, Baek Suryong resisted the demonic artifact with all his might. A surge of energy erupted beneath him, swirling and spreading, rupturing the ground and rattling the air itself.


  "Ugh...!"


  Nevertheless, the battle was far from easy. The formation amplified the demonic qi within him, and the Blood Demon's will relentlessly assaulted his mind.


  "Don't resist. Accept my power, the power to defy the heavens! I will set you free from your destiny."


  "Shut up. I'll decide my own destiny," Baek Suryong snarled. Blood trickled from his teeth, and his mind almost went blank several times, but he held on.


  The voices of his students at the Azure Dragon Academy echoed in his mind.


  
    "Mr. Baek! Go and show the Namgung Clan who's boss!"


    "Don't forget to bring back souvenirs for us!"

  


  Just as the masters from his previous life had pulled him from the brink of losing himself, the students of his present life were now giving him strength.


  CRACK!


  Grinning, Baek Suryong crushed the finger. The bones shattered, and blood seeped out. Finally, the tables had turned.


  "And my destiny...is to teach those stupid delinquent students!"


  "...In the end, you will succumb. It's just a question of whether it happens sooner or later..."


  The Blood Demon's voice faded away, and the demonic qi dissipated.


  "Phew…" Baek Suryong let out a sigh of relief.


  He placed the crushed finger in the wooden box that once contained the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute. Once the lid was closed, the demonic qi vanished, contained by the box's inherent sealing properties.


  Baek Suryong looked at the box and shook his head, feeling drained. "…For a moment there, I seriously thought I was going to die."


  The finger was a demonic artifact imbued with the Blood Demon's evil thoughts and demonic qi. He had suppressed it using brute force, but he hadn't completely tamed it. If he recklessly tried to absorb it now, he wouldn't be himself anymore.


  I can't do it yet, but... if I can find a way to absorb this power without losing myself, I'd reach a new level of mastery in the Heaven Defying Divine Art.


  "Well, I'll think about that later."


  Putting the box in his bosom, Baek Suryong looked around.


  HISS...


  As the Myriad Demons' Nightmare Formation waned, the darkness shrouding Mount Tianzhu and the ominous clouds over the Namgung Estate dispersed, revealing the ruined landscape.


  "Phew… Can I relax now?" Baek Suryong sighed, watching the first light of dawn creep into the dimly lit sky. The battle against the demonic artifact had taken much longer than he had thought.


  "I should get going soon," he muttered, turning to go down the mountain.


  KABOOOM!


  The mountain shook violently with a tremendous roar.


  Baek Suryong looked around, thinking a landslide had occurred, but he soon realized the source of the noise wasn't natural.


  BANG! CRASH! SLAM!


  Two ridiculously powerful energies clashed repeatedly, their aftereffects sending shivers down his spine even from afar.


  "What the hell…? They're still fighting?" he groaned. Since only a handful of masters in the world could unleash such devastating power, there was no need to guess the identities of the combatants; it could only be the Blue Sky Sword King and the Night Emperor.


  Concealing his presence, Baek Suryong used his movement arts to approach the warring titans.


  BOOM! BAM! CLANG!


  The closer he got, the more violent the tremors became, reshaping the very landscape around him.


  Finally, he spotted two figures in the distance. Making sure to stay a safe distance away, he observed them closely.


  Aren't both of them quite badly injured?


  Baek Suryong grinned slyly. He was mentally exhausted from fighting the demonic artifact, but his body was still overflowing with demonic qi from the formation.


  Since the snipe and the clam are fighting... shall I be the fisherman?[1]


  Fingering the wooden box in his bosom, Baek Suryong patiently waited for his chance.


  


  Translator's Note: Bet you weren't expecting a Jujutsu Kaisen moment ;p


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] An idiom based on a Chinese folk tale: When the snipe (a type of wading bird) and the clam fight, the fisherman wins (鹬蚌相争, 渔翁得利). The story goes: While sunning itself on the sand, a clam was seized by a snipe, which tried to eat it, but the clam slammed its shell shut, refusing to let the snipe go. Then, a fisherman who happened to be passing by effortlessly caught both of them and ate them for dinner.



  Chapter 239: The Heavenly Blight


  "Go!"


  With a single shout, a hundred streaks of sword qi clawed at the earth.


  CRASH! BAM! BOOM!


  A rock that had been in place for hundreds of years crumbled, and a giant tree worshipped by the common people as sacred was laid bare.


  It is often said that humans, no matter how strong, are powerless in the face of nature. Very rarely, however, the violence caused by beings who have transcended human limitations causes a calamity that is no different from a natural disaster.


  "Kahahahaha! Isn't this so much fun?"


  A pleasant laugh erupted amidst the terrifying spectacle of destruction.


  It was the Night Emperor. Pitch-black darkness surged around him, as if escorting him. The surroundings were gradually brightening with dawn, but this only made the Night Emperor's darkness stand out even more.


  Giggling playfully, he continued, "Did you ever think that karmic retribution would come back to bite you like this? Can you hear the screams of your children and grandchildren? I thought the great martial artists of the Namgung Clan would be different from us, but those cries are exactly the same as those I heard twenty years ago."


  "SHUT UP!"


  Along with an indignant roar, a single sword shot through the darkness and pierced the Night Emperor's heart. However, the Night Emperor faded away. He was only an afterimage.


  The Blue Sky Sword King took a step using movement arts, seemingly teleporting to block the Night Emperor's path. After all the repetitive rounds of attacks, dodges, and counterattacks, he hardly expected his opponent to be hit by such a crude thrust.


  "You insect-like bastard," he growled, his white robe fluttering gently as he stretched out his hand.


  A blinding white beam of light attempted to split the Night Emperor diagonally, but the Night Emperor struck down his opponent's sword with a hand wrapped in dark qi.


  BOOOOM!


  Raw power collided with raw power, shaking heaven and earth.


  This was the clash of two absolute beings who were beyond the realm of mortals. It was a clash of wills, the will to cut, stab, crush, and destroy the opponent.


  CRASH! CRACK! RUMBLE!


  The fierce battle devastated the landscape of Mount Tianzhu. The ground was dotted with massive craters, ancient trees were felled with their roots exposed, and the earth was rent with countless scars.


  The two peerless masters were not unscathed either. Blood coated the strong bodies that had undergone Body Reformation and Rejuvenation.


  To be honest, the Blue Sky Sword King was in shock.


  This guy, he's strong. When was the last time I swung my sword with all my might?


  Until now, he always had to conserve his power for fear of destroying his surroundings, killing his opponent, or severely injuring them. Even the most notorious demonic practitioners hadn't been able to withstand a mere three-tenths of his power, but the Night Emperor was different.


  Judging by his appearance, he's about the same age as my grandchildren…


  Since his youth, the Blue Sky Sword King had been called a genius to the point where he got bored of hearing such praise, but even by his standards, the Night Emperor's strength was absurd.


  "You're truly worthy of being called a Sword King. I didn't think you'd be this strong... but no matter. You're still weaker than me," the Night Emperor remarked, stepping back for a moment. Casually brushing back his black and white hair, he smiled, though his pitch-black eyes only made it seem sinister.


  "…Insolent bastard."


  As if they had a tacit agreement, the two peerless masters stopped fighting for a moment.


  The Night Emperor looked at the Namgung Estate in the distance. The flames that had engulfed the buildings had been extinguished, and no more screams and cries could be heard.


  "Strange, have the ghouls already been subdued? I can't hear the bells either."


  "Do you get it now? This is the strength of the world's strongest martial family. Did you think that mere remnants of the Blood Cult could bring down the Namgung Clan?"


  The Blue Sky Sword King smiled triumphantly. Somehow, he could sense that the situation in the Namgung Clan had stabilized. Feeling immense pride in the family he had built, the Blue Sky Sword King tightened his grip on his sword, feeling much more at ease.


  I just need to kill this guy, and it's over.


  He would behead the Sage of the Unorthodox and show the world that any who dared to attack the Namgung Clan would pay for their crimes in blood. He would raise the banner of the Namgung Clan and stand at the forefront of the crusade to exterminate the resurrected Blood Cult.


  And then, after all the wars were over, the Namgung Clan would enjoy eternal fame as the world's strongest clan!


  "Kukuku," the Night Emperor chuckled, his white teeth flashing in a predatory grin. "I can read you like a book."


  The Blue Sky Sword King snorted contemptuously, "A filthy unorthodox bastard claims to know what's on my mind?"


  "You're thinking that all you have left to do is kill me, right? You're confident that the Namgung Clan has overcome the crisis, and they'll use this crisis as an opportunity to soar to even greater heights."


  "You know me well. Now, stick your neck out. I'll kill you as painlessly as possible."


  The Blue Sky Sword King raised his sword and pointed it at the Night Emperor's heart. Now that he didn't have to worry about his family anymore, he could finally focus entirely on his opponent.


  WOOOOOONG!


  The Blue Sky Divine Sword, passed down through generations of Namgung Clan grandmasters, vibrated and emitted a bluish aura.


  Without hesitation, the Night Emperor walked straight toward the sword, grinning wickedly. "Why are you so sure that it's not the other way around?"


  HISSSSSSS…


  Pitch-black darkness began to descend on the surrounding area. The sun had clearly risen, but the Night Emperor made it seem as if he was bringing back the night.


  "I've gotten bored. Initially, I was going to kill you slowly while savoring your mounting terror as the Namgung Clan burned around you, but it's too quiet now."


  "…Quit bluffing."


  "Shouldn't you already be aware whether I'm bluffing or not?" the Night Emperor taunted, even as he manipulated his darkness enhanced qi, directing it to encircle the Blue Sky Sword King in preparation for an ultimate technique.


  In response, the Blue Sky Sword King also swung his sword fiercely, releasing his most powerful swordsmanship.


  Whichever technique hit directly would tear even the body of a peerless master into pieces.


  CLAAAAAANG!


  Light and darkness clashed in a furious dance, as if a god and a demon were sundering the heavens in the middle of an apocalypse.


  "Ugh!" With a groan, the Blue Sky Sword King escaped from the darkness first, cutting through it. His left shoulder was missing a chunk of flesh, as if it had been torn off by a beast.


  "Where are you going?" The Night Emperor laughed languidly. Completely engulfed in darkness, he rushed towards the Blue Sky Sword King. The darkness that covered his body like armor boiled up like flames.


  "Keuk!" The Blue Sky Sword King retreated again, blood trickling down his chin from a new wound. Though fierce, his counterattack failed to fully pierce the Night Emperor's dark qi, leaving only shallow wounds on the young man's flesh.


  Damn it, he's stronger than me.


  He had no choice but to admit it now. Like his alias, his opponent was a Heavenly Blight in human form—a terrible evil that was born from the carnage he had created twenty years ago.


  Capitalizing on his advantage, the Night Emperor pressed the attack. "Try a little harder, and maybe after killing you, I'll be too tired to go and destroy the Namgung Clan."


  The Blue Sky Sword King gritted his teeth until they bled. He couldn't die here. No, even if he died, he would die shouldering the blame for that terrible disaster alone.


  A red light flashed in his eyes. "You… You'll regret giving me time."


  "Oh?" The Night Emperor's eyes lit up.


  The Blue Sky Sword King's aura suddenly surged, and his weakening qi exploded powerfully.


  "Kukuku… Die!"


  Laughing like a madman, the Blue Sky Sword King swung his Blue Sky Divine Sword.


  RRRRRUMBLE!


  The ash-gray enhanced sword qi completely obliterated one of the peaks behind the Night Emperor.


  "Kahahahaha! I knew it would be like this!" The Night Emperor burst into laughter. He had lost half a ear while dodging the previous attack, but he didn't seem to care at all. Staring at the Blue Sky Sword King's red eyes, he said, "You learned a demonic art, didn't you?"


  "…..."


  "You learned one of the demonic arts that you stole from the Yin Yang Demon Lord! Ahahaha! Of course! Since the power of demonic arts is tempting, you must have wanted to somehow incorporate it into the Namgung Clan's martial arts, right? Is that the result?"


  "GRAAAAAGH!"


  The Blue Sky Sword King roared and swung his sword instead of answering, unable to control his overflowing power.


  BOOOOOOOM!


  The entire Mount Tianzhu was torn apart by the vicious power, but except for the first attack, none of it reached the Night Emperor. Rather, from the moment he used the demonic art, the Blue Sky Sword King was being toyed with by the Night Emperor.


  "How foolish. Not only do demonic arts eat away at one's humanity and sanity, but they also alter the body. How does it feel to fight while wearing clothes that don't fit you?"


  "SHUT UP!"


  At the thunderous roar, rocks shook, and giant trees were uprooted and flew away, but the Night Emperor was unfazed. No matter how strong the attack, it was useless if it didn't hit. After invoking the demonic art, the Blue Sky Sword King was nothing more than a fool with incredible raw strength.


  "For a master like you to make such a basic mistake, are you that desperate?"


  "KEUAAAAAAAK!"


  All the blood vessels in the Blue Sky Sword King's body popped out as the increasingly intense demonic qi spread out in all directions, but that was all. In an instant, the Night Emperor grabbed the back of the Blue Sky Sword King's head and slammed him down so hard that a huge crater was formed.


  CRAAASH!


  Leaning close to the Blue Sky Sword King, whose body was trembling violently, the Night Emperor whispered into his ear, "There's one way to overcome the side effect of demonic arts. Want me to tell you?"


  Instead of answering, the Blue Sky Sword King twisted his body around and swung his sword with enough force to split even a mountain in half, but the Night Emperor avoided the attack with ridiculous ease and grabbed the sword from his wrist.


  Horrified, the Blue Sky Sword King retreated backward. This was the first time he had ever lost his sword to an enemy.


  Not letting up, the Night Emperor closed in on him and giggled, "You should just be born as a human created for the sake of learning demonic arts, like me."


  "You…!"


  SPLURT!


  The Night Emperor thrust the stolen sword into its owner's stomach.


  "Gah… It can't, it can't end like this…" The Blue Sky Sword King tried to move, but he couldn't budge. The Night Emperor had run him through and pinned him into a large rock. Moreover, the sword had pierced his qi center, and the qi he had spend decades accumulating was scattering like smoke.


  He was dying. Even if the Divine Physician was here, this wasn't an injury he could heal.


  HISSSSS…


  The Night Emperor released his armor of darkness and bent down slightly to meet the Blue Sky Sword King's eyes. He too looked quite tired, but his languid smile was unchanged.


  "You were stronger than I thought. Thanks to you, I lost half a ear, so you can brag about it to the King of Hell."


  The Blue Sky Sword King looked up at his opponent and gritted his teeth. "Kill… me…"


  "Why are you saying such hurtful things?" The Night Emperor reached out and stroked the Blue Sky Sword King's cheek, a sadistic smile playing on his lips. "There's no way I would kill you so easily. First, I'll cut the tendons of your arms and legs. Then, I'll cut your tongue so you can't kill yourself, but I'll leave your eyes intact. Do you know why?"


  The Blue Sky Sword King's face filled with terror. "N-No…"


  The Night Emperor was also known as the Heavenly Blight. He was the worst evildoer, so much so that he was considered a freak of nature.


  "I'll annihilate the Namgung Clan right in front of your eyes. One by one, I'll tear apart and kill your sons and grandsons."


  "P-Please…"


  "That's only fair, isn't it?"


  "The children, only the children…"


  "Oh my. Where did I hear those exact same words? Ah, it was twenty years ago."


  "I-I beg you…"


  "Hahaha!" The Night Emperor giggled and tapped the Blue Sky Sword King's cheek.


  All this time, Baek Suryong hid in the bushes, waiting for the Night Emperor to lower his guard.


  Chapter 240: Hey, Wake Up


  Staring down at the tearfully pleading Blue Sky Sword King, the Night Emperor stuck out his foot and sneered, "Lick my shoe, and I'll let one of your grandchildren live."


  "I'll lick it, right now... Ugh..." The Blue Sky Sword King tried to bend down and lick the Night Emperor's shoe, but the movement caused the sword pinning him to the rock to scrape against his wound, sending waves of excruciating pain through him.


  "Kukukukuku... KAHAHAHA!"


  At the sight of his opponent pathetically wriggling like a worm, the Night Emperor threw back his head and roared with laughter, sending a tremor through the surrounding mountains.


  Hidden in the bushes, Baek Suryong coolly watched the scene, mentally calculating the chances of a successful ambush based on what he'd observed during the battle between the peerless masters.


  Not yet.


  The two masters were the embodiment of martial arts, their every movement a priceless lesson. Each time they clashed, he'd meticulously observed their techniques, the flow of their qi, their footwork, the subtle movement of their muscles, and the seamless blend of feints and attacks, engraving it all into his memory.


  Nevertheless, Baek Suryong was not content to simply observe and broaden his horizons.


  Just a little more...


  Putting on a mask he'd hidden in his shirt pocket, he carefully studied the Night Emperor. Even among all the martial masters he had seen in his past and present life, this man was a monster.


  I don't stand any chance of winning in a head-on fight, but right now, he's exhausted.


  Baek Suryong slowly tiptoed closer to the duo. Fortunately, the mountain was alive with the noises and presence of small animals, birds, and insects, making it difficult for even a peerless master to distinguish Baek Suryong from the rabble as he moved stealthily.


  Sweat beaded on his forehead as he once again gauged the probability of a successful surprise attack.


  Currently, the chance of success is about half. Still too low.


  The Night Emperor chuckled, "Shall we go to the Namgung Clan together?"


  "Please..." the Blue Sky Sword King begged.


  "......" As if he had gotten tired of teasing the old man, the Night Emperor strode towards the Blue Sky Sword King and grabbed the hilt of the sword impaling the Blue Sky Sword King.


  Baek Suryong dashed forward. Seventy percent is enough! I'll kill him in one strike!


  Not for a single moment did he think about capturing the Night Emperor and extracting information about the Blood Cult. This was not an opponent he could defeat with a half-assed attitude. He had to fill his sword with the pure intent to kill.


  SWOOSH!


  Baek Suryong's figure blurred as he suddenly appeared behind the Night Emperor.


  Startled, the Night Emperor summoned a barrier of darkness, but his reaction was much slower than usual.


  The figures of the two crossed in an instant.


  SPLURT!


  Blood spurted from the Night Emperor's shoulder.


  Fuck! I meant to stab him in the heart! To dodge that... Baek Suryong cursed inwardly, but this was no time for regrets. He had to press the attack before the Night Emperor could come to his senses.


  Rotating his body, he unleashed the White Ice Divine Palm with his left hand and chopped downward with the sword in his right hand.


  "Ugh!" The Night Emperor, who was attempting to stem the bleeding, was forced to abandon his plan and retreat.


  Sensing an opportunity, Baek Suryong doggedly followed him, emitting cold energy to slow down the Night Emperor's movements while aiming at his injured shoulder.


  In an instant, they exchanged dozens of blows. The number of shallow wounds on the Night Emperor's body multiplied, and his breathing grew ragged.


  "Who...?" The Blue Sky Sword King gaped at Baek Suryong in shock, but because of the mask, he couldn't recognize him.


  No, it doesn't matter who he is! The enemy of my enemy is a friend!


  "Kill him! You must kill him! Don't let him go to the Namgung Estate!" he shouted desperately.


  It's possible. It's definitely possible! The masked man is a formidable master, and the Night Emperor's exhausted!


  Unfortunately, the heavens had no interest in granting the Blue Sky Sword King's desperate wish.


  "Damn it!" With a cry of frustration, the Night Emperor unleashed an explosion of dark qi from all over his body.


  BOOOOOOM!


  Sensing imminent danger, Baek Suryong leaped backwards.


  FWOOSH...


  When the dark explosion finally died down, the disheveled form of the Night Emperor was revealed.


  "Who are you?" he demanded, glaring at Baek Suryong. He was bleeding profusely, his complexion was pale, as if the internal injuries he had sustained from the Blue Sky Sword King had worsened.


  However, the darkness that enveloped him was raging even more fiercely, dying his sclera as black as obsidian even as it flooded the space around him.


  "Just how long... have you been hiding there? I almost... died... you know?"


  A shiver ran down Baek Suryong's spine. Even though the Night Emperor was exhausted from his battle with the Blue Sky Sword King, his aura hadn't diminished much.


  Moreover, the way his handsome face was distorted into an ugly grimace and his halting speech made it clear that he was barely holding back his wrath.


  ROAAAAAAR!


  The darkness qi, sensing its master's anger, set the surroundings alight.


  There was no time to hesitate or think of a plan. Baek Suryong instinctively pulled the same trick he had previously used on the Bloody Spirit.


  Lowering his voice to a raspy growl, he commanded, "That's enough. Step back, Fifth Elder."


  "What...? Who are you?" The Night Emperor stared at Baek Suryong, confused. Only the Asura Demon Sword and the Bloody Spirit knew that he was the Fifth Elder of the Blood Cult, and they were not ones to open their mouths even if tortured.


  "This is an order. Step back."


  "Who are you... to order me around!?" the Night Emperor bellowed. Since he won't answer me, I'll just catch him and tear off that mask... Huh?


  The Night Emperor faltered, his eyes widening in disbelief as he watched his opponent's hair and eyes turn crimson. The aura of Heaven Defying Divine Art, which dominated all demonic arts, surged and pressed down upon him, threatening to crush him.


  "You...! No... This doesn't make sense. This can't be... Is there a candidate I don't know about?"


  A chaotic blend of bewilderment, fear, and curiosity filled the Night Emperor's eyes, washing away some of his rage and killing intent.


  Baek Suryong fell silent. He had hoped that the man would mistake him for the Blood Demon, just as the Bloody Spirit had. However, it seemed that the Bloody Spirit was telling the truth when he claimed that the Night Emperor knew more about the Blood Cult's current leadership than he did.


  If that was the case, then it was unlikely that the Night Emperor would commit the same blunder.


  Candidate? What does he mean by that? Is he talking about the Blood Demon's successors?


  Baek Suryong wanted to know more, but unfortunately, it didn't look like the Night Emperor was willing to talk.


  The Night Emperor paused, taking a moment to collect his thoughts. Finally, he fixed his gaze on Baek Suryong's mask, staring so intensely that it seemed as if he was trying to see through it.


  "Whatever. I'll just catch you and check your identity first, then figure the rest out later," he mumbled.


  Baek Suryong laughed, "Do you think that's possible?"


  "Of course. Even if you've mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art, I'm much stronger than you."


  Chuckling, the Night Emperor approached Baek Suryong, bringing with him a wave of darkness that threatened to engulf Baek Suryong.


  "That's what you say when you're in good shape. If you want to catch me now, you'll have to risk your neck as well," Baek Suryong replied coldly, summoning the power of Heaven Defying Divine Art and releasing a blood-red mist to push back the darkness.


  ROAAAAR!


  The darkness and the bloody mist collided and began to gnaw at each other.


  Confident that his darkness held the advantage, the Night Emperor snorted, "You dare threaten me when you're this weak?"


  "Well, do you think this is all I've got?" Baek Suryong smirked. Right now, his body was chock full of the demonic qi he absorbed in the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation.


  He unleashed it all at once.


  BOOOOOM!


  With a loud explosion, the red mist thickened and devoured the darkness.


  "Guh!" The Blue Sky Sword King, who had been watching the clash between the two figures with growing anxiety, suddenly felt a crushing impact, as if gravity had increased tenfold. Unable to withstand the crushing force, he crumpled to the ground, unconscious.


  Meanwhile, the Night Emperor was starting to panic. "How...? What...?" he muttered under his breath.


  Baek Suryong gritted his teeth. He knew his strength was far inferior to the Night Emperor's. He was just bluffing using the previous Blood Demon's qi that he'd obtained from the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation.


  Right now, I can only believe in the Heaven Defying Divine Art's dominance over all demonic arts and that bastard's qi.


  BANG!


  Stomping his foot, Baek Suryong commanded firmly, "I'll say it one more time. Get lost."


  "……" The Night Emperor glared at Baek Suryong with indignation, his eyes bloodshot. If he had been at full strength, this would have been nothing, but after the battle with the Blue Sky Sword King and Baek Suryong's ambush, he was too drained and injured to keep fighting.


  If it's just this guy, I think I can somehow deal with him, but...


  He felt numerous presences rapidly approaching from the base of the mountain. Most of them were lower than bugs, but if the stronger ones coordinated with Baek Suryong, not even he would be able to escape in his current state.


  In the end, he had no choice but to give up on his prey.


  "...Fine. Since you've shown me something interesting, I'll retreat for today."


  FWOOSH...


  Cloaked in darkness, the figure of the Night Emperor began to fade.


  "But don't think that things will end like this next time, successor of the Heaven Defying Divine Art. We will meet again soon."


  Leaving those last words behind, the Night Emperor disappeared.


  Baek Suryong spread out his senses to confirm that the Night Emperor was really gone, then let out the breath he had been holding. "Whew..."


  Pretending to be the Blood Demon was a big gamble for him as well.


  It's a good thing it worked.


  Recalling the Night Emperor's abyss-like eyes, Baek Suryong shuddered.


  Why the fuck is a guy like that only the Fifth Elder of the Blood Cult? And 'we will meet again soon'? No thanks! I don't want to see you again anytime soon, and definitely not before I reach the eighth star of the Heaven Defying Divine Art! I'm not that crazy!


  Baek Suryong shook his head, removed his mask, and approached the unconscious Blue Sky Sword King.


  Squatting down, he rudely slapped the old master's cheek. "Hey, wake up."


  This man was the reason why he had risked his life to ambush the Night Emperor.


  He had no intention of letting this orthodox sect hypocrite go to hell before suffering in the mortal world first.


  Chapter 241: It's Over


  "Hey, wake up."


  Baek Suryong slapped the unconscious Blue Sky Sword King awake and examined his wounds. His body was covered in countless cuts and stab wounds, as if he'd fought a savage beast, and his martial arts uniform was so drenched in blood that its original color was indiscernible.


  It's a wonder he's still alive.


  The fatal blow was a sword wound that pierced his abdomen and destroyed his qi center, the life force of a martial artist. An ordinary person would have already succumbed to such an injury, but the tenacious vitality of a supreme master allowed the Blue Sky Sword King to barely cling to life.


  As he drifted back to his senses, the Blue Sky Sword King reached out to Baek Suryong, seemingly mistaking him for the Night Emperor. "P-Please..." he begged.


  "Stop that. You disgust me," Baek Suryong snapped, clicking his tongue in disdain.


  Naturally, he didn't feel an ounce of sympathy for the hypocrite, but he needed the man to live a few minutes longer. Grabbing the Blue Sky Sword King's wrist roughly, he forcibly channeled some qi into him.


  As the warm qi flowed into his body, the Blue Sky Sword King's eyes slowly regained focus.


  "Huh? You're..." Recognizing Baek Suryong, he looked around in a panic. "Where is he? Where's the Night Emperor?"


  "By the time I arrived, you were already alone and in this state. I don't know where the Night Emperor went."


  "...What about the man with red hair and eyes?"


  The Blue Sky Sword King recalled the masked man who had ambushed the Night Emperor. The image of his red hair fluttering in the wind and the eyes that burned like hellfire was unforgettable.


  The Blood Demon!


  Memories of the absolute master who had once ruled the Blood Cult flashed through his mind.


  Huh? Wait... why did the Blood Demon attack the Night Emperor? Aren't they on the same side?


  Baek Suryong shrugged. "What on earth are you talking about? I never saw anyone like that." he retorted curtly.


  Hmm? The Blue Sky Sword King blinked in confusion. Isn't there something strange about his attitude?


  "...Why are you being so rude to me?" he demanded. He knew that he was beyond saving, but Baek Suryong hadn't even tried to save him or reduce his pain. Instead, the young instructor was looking at him with contempt.


  Baek Suryong snorted disdainfully. "Because you don't deserve my respect."


  "Are you looking down on me because I'm dying? I didn't think you were such a lowly coward, but it seems I was wrong."


  Laughing hollowly, the Blue Sky Sword King straightened his back and glared fiercely at Baek Suryong, though it wasn't easy with his sword still embedded in his abdomen. He could feel his life slipping away faster due to the exertion, but as the former patriarch of the Namgung Clan, he was determined to preserve his dignity until the very end.


  "Even though I've lost all my martial arts and am dying, I am the Former Patriarch of the Namgung Clan and your senior in the murim. As a junior, you should show me the proper respect."


  Baek Suryong burst out laughing, "How absurd. Do you think I'm being rude to you because you're dying?"


  "If not, then why...?"


  "I saw everything. All the disgusting things you did."


  "...What are you talking about?"


  The Blue Sky Sword King's expression hardened for a moment, and Baek Suryong didn't miss it.


  "I'm talking about the skeletons buried in the secret cave connected to the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine. That was your doing, wasn't it?"


  Stunned speechless, the Blue Sky Sword King stared at Baek Suryong with vacant eyes.


  "There were traces of a Blood Cult branch there... and a dying message left by the dead."


  Baek Suryong revealed everything he had seen in the secret cavern, though of course, he omitted his connection to the Blood Cult. Instead, he emphasized the horrific massacre that the Blue Sky Sword King had committed.


  "Are you still going to deny it, Namgung Jaehak?"


  The Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak remained silent for a long time, before finally opening his mouth.


  "...At first, I thought you were a spy for the Blood Cult."


  "What? Me, a Blood Cult spy? What the hell made you think that?" Baek Suryong exclaimed. Deep down, he was shaken, but he used his vehement objection to hide his distress.


  How did he recognize my connection to the Blood Cult? What gave me away?


  As far as he knew, he had never revealed any trace of being associated with the Blood Cult, and he always made sure to be extra cautious in front of supreme masters like Namgung Jaehak.


  Namgung Jaehak stared at him with hazy eyes. "When I first saw you, I had the same feeling that I did during the war with the Blood Cult. A very dangerous and ominous feeling."


  "You thought I was a spy just because of a gut feeling?"


  "Are you dismissing the intuition of a supreme master like me?"


  "......" Baek Suryong sighed inwardly. It wasn't hard to guess what Namgung Jaehak had sensed. He had probably unconsciously leaked some of the Heaven Defying Divine Art's overwhelming aura while fighting Gongson Su's assassins.


  On top of that, Namgung Jaehak had researched demonic arts and even practiced them himself, which made him even more sensitive to the Heaven Defying Divine Art than the usual orthodox master.


  At least it was just a suspicion, not confirmation, he thought with some relief.


  "...But for once, it seems that I was wrong," Namgung Jaehak continued, his voice growing increasingly hoarse. "If you were a spy for the Blood Cult, you wouldn't be sitting here talking to me. You would have killed me right away. Haha."


  Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. "There were innocent children among the people you killed," he said coldly.


  "Yes, there were. I killed them all to erase the evidence," Namgung Jaehak admitted candidly.


  People facing death tended to be more honest than ever, especially if those listening to their last words already knew some of their secrets. Add the fact that they were in a quiet forest, and even secrets kept for a lifetime were bound to be disclosed.


  "But you know... What did I do that was so wrong?"


  "...What?"


  "They were all people who were going to die anyway, so shouldn't they be thankful that I gave them another thirty years to live? Besides, I only demanded the demonic arts, wealth, and teaching methods of the Blood Cult in return for their lives. Considering their circumstances, wasn't it a good deal? ...Even so, they kept demanding unreasonable things. Freedom? What a joke. Those ungrateful wretches didn't know their place or the kindness they had received. They deserved to die."


  A faint bloodlust flashed in Namgung Jaehak's eyes, and a twisted grin played on his lips. Now that he was no longer protected by his powerful martial arts, the side effects of the demonic arts he had learned were starting to take hold of him.


  Baek Suryong's eye twitched in disgust and disbelief. Look at this? Is the hypocrite of the orthodox sects rationalizing his actions? There's no guilt in his eyes at all.


  "If you're so righteous, why didn't you reveal the truth to the world?" he asked sarcastically.


  "Fufufu... This and that are not the same." Namgung Jaehak let out another hollow laugh.


  Blood gushed out as his movements agitated his sword wound, but he didn't care. He was going to die soon anyway. Before he breathed his last, he wanted someone to know how he felt, what he thought.


  "I don't regret what I did that day, and if went back in time, I would do it again. Everything was worth it, because I, the Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak, transformed the Namgung Clan into the world's strongest martial family!"


  He's boasting of his achievements even as he coughing up blood. Is this his last-ditch effort to justify his crimes? Seriously? Feeling repulsed, Baek Suryong whispered, "If you don't tell them, then I will. I'll expose everything I've seen and heard here."


  "Puhahaha!" Namgung Jaehak laughed, then regarded Baek Suryong with pity. "Foolish child. Who in the world would believe you?"


  "......"


  "Do you have any evidence? Do you? No, you don't, because I've already disposed of everything. As for the skeletons you saw in the cavern? They've already rotted away. What kind of evidence is a pile of unidentifiable bones buried beneath an ancestral shrine?"


  Baek Suryong gazed at the Namgung Jaehak in silence. Just now, he had deliberately neglected to mention that the corpses were frozen, preserving the scene exactly as it was on the day of the massacre.


  However, Namgung Jaehak took his silence as an admission that he had nothing.


  "You want to expose me? Go ahead and try. I am the Blue Sky Sword King, a revered member of the Ten Supremes, the man who made the Namgung Clan the world's strongest clan, and the greatest patriarch in the history of the Namgung Clan. I have been subjected to countless false accusations throughout my life. Even if you spread rumors, it will just be one more line added to the list of baseless slander against me. It won't tarnish my reputation."


  A brief flush of color returned to Namgung Jaehak's face. This was a phenomenon known as terminal lucidity, a temporary return of vitality right before death.


  "I lived protecting the Namgung Clan, and I will die protecting it. Even now, haven't I successfully defended my family from the Blood Cult's vicious attack? Could there be a more glorious end to my life than this? Haha... Hahahaha!"


  Relieved of a huge burden that he had bottled up inside him forever, Namgung Jaehak roared with laughter, then closed his eyes with a smile on his lips.


  He could feel that the flame of his life was fading away. It was time to rest in peace...


  Baek Suryong sneered, "Are you going to rest in peace now? You look like you're about to ascend to heaven."


  "No matter what you say, you cannot shake my unwavering heart."


  "Really?" Baek Suryong smirked. Until now, Namgung Jaehak had been the one doing all the talking, but finally, it was time for his revenge. "As you said, there's no evidence of your evil deeds, but... there is a reliable witness who heard your confession."


  "Don't try to sway me with such nonsense..."


  "You can come out now." Baek Suryong glanced toward the bushes nearby.


  Namgung Jaehak's closing eyes shot open. Had someone overheard their conversation? Having lost his inner arts and with his senses dulled, he hadn't noticed anyone listening in on them.


  Staring at the rustling bushes, Namgung Jaehak desperately prayed, Please, please let it be someone unrelated to the Namgung Clan...


  A man emerged from the darkness.


  Namgung Jaehak's face fell. This was the last person wanted to see right now.


  With a pale expression, the current Namgung Patriarch, the Ironblood Swordsman Namgung Cheon, greeted, "...Father."


  Panicking, Namgung Jaehak hurriedly began to spout excuses, "Cheon, it's a misunderstanding. This isn't what it seems. Y-You heard me wrong. This, this..."


  "I heard everything very clearly," Namgung Cheon whispered. "...And so did they."


  From behind the Namgung Patriarch, Namgung Su, the Namgung Clan warriors, and the new instructors from the three academies appeared one by one, their faces filled with shock and disbelief.


  "Former Patriarch..."


  "W-Why...?"


  "Did all this really happen because of you, Former Patriarch?"


  "N-No, no, that's not it!" Desperate, Namgung Jaehak pointed at Baek Suryong. "It was him! He brainwashed me with evil arts! I-I've lost my martial arts, so I couldn't resist. Son, please believe me..."


  "Enough, Father," Namgung Cheon said firmly, gently supporting his father.


  Namgung Jaehak was still dying, but his face was anything but peaceful. He was anxious, restless, and trembling with fear. Additionally, he had aged considerably in the last few minutes and now looked his real age.


  Namgung Cheon reassured his father calmly, "As you said, I will consider the possibility that you were brainwashed by evil arts..."


  "Y-Yes, that's right. It was him. Baek Suryong. We have to kill him..."


  "...So I will investigate this matter thoroughly."


  "W-What?"


  Namgung Cheon said grimly, "We will inspect the well in the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine, and also examine exactly how and why so many of our family members ended up learning demonic arts."


  "C-Cheon..."


  "If it's true that someone used evil arts on you, Father, then I swear on the name of the Namgung Clan that I will find that person and kill them."


  Namgung Jaehak's face turned as white as a sheet. This wasn't the answer he wanted. He especially didn't want to hear what his son was going to say next.


  "On the other hand, if everything that came out of your mouth is true..."


  "C-Cheon..." Namgung Jaehak pleaded desperately. He knew that look on his son's face. It was the look he made when he was about to be so stubborn that no one, not even his own father, could change his mind.


  The one-eyed Namgung Patriarch declared solemnly, "If it's true, then there will be no place for you in the Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine."


  "You! How could you do this to me...?!" Namgung Jaehak coughed up blood and started convulsing, again worsening the sword wound in his abdomen.


  Namgung Cheon held his father down to prevent him from killing himself. "Calm down, Father."


  "I gave my whole life for the Namgung Clan! Every moment of it! I made us the world's strongest martial family! This can't be happening! You can't do this to me!"


  The blood drained from Namgung Jaehak's face. With this, he had lost everything. Only the most miserable death in the world awaited him.


  Namgung Cheon looked at his father, who was scratching at him in delirium. Although he had said that he would investigate thoroughly, he already knew that his father's confession was genuine.


  However, that was exactly why he couldn't comfort him with lies. In his father's last moments, he had to tell him the cruel truth.


  "No, Father. It's over. After today, the Namgung Clan will no longer be the world's strongest clan."


  "I... am... ugh...!"


  Namgung Jaehak's body convulsed violently, and then stopped moving. Until the moment he drew his last breath, his eyes remained wide open in horror.


  Namgung Cheon gently reached out and closed his father's eyes.


  At the same time, Baek Suryong silently paid his last respects to the Yin Yang Demon Lord.


  Fifth Elder, I pray that you can finally rest in peace now.


  Chapter 242: The Namgung Clan's Benefactor


  
    Breaking News! Calamity Strikes the Namgung Clan!


    Tragedy befell the Namgung Clan last night as a mysterious force launched a deadly raid on their estate. The attack resulted in massive casualties and left half the buildings reduced to smoldering ruins.

  


  The next day, when news of an assault on the Namgung Clan first began to spread, even gossipmongers who thrived on sensational stories refused to believe it.


  "What? The Namgung Clan?"


  "This must be the most absurd rumor I've heard lately."


  "Tsk, tsk. There should be a limit to exaggeration..."


  In the current murim, the only sects comparable to the Namgung Clan were the Shaolin Temple, the Wudang Sect, and the Mount Hua Sect. For them to be almost wiped out overnight by an unknown force? Even snot-nosed kids from the local martial arts academy would scoff at such a tall tale.


  "Well, I'm a merchant, and I'm telling you that the Namgung Clan has closed their gates for the first time in twenty years! Something really serious must have happened for them to do that!"


  "...Is that true?"


  "That's not all. I saw burn marks and signs of destruction on the buildings from afar."


  "It seems that at least the fire was real."


  "Ahh, why won't you believe me? The problem isn't just the fire!"


  "Watch your tongue, my friend. Speaking carelessly about the Namgung Clan in Anhui Province could land you in hot water..."


  "I smelled blood."


  "What?"


  "The stench of blood was overwhelming, even from five kilometers away. Something terrible must have happened."


  "Gulp..."


  The Namgung Clan's influence was far-reaching, extending not only across Anhui Province but throughout the entire murim. With the constant influx of merchants, martial artists, and workers into their estate, the ominous rumors quickly gained credibility.


  More alarmingly, within a day, news that every physician in Anhui Province had been summoned to the Namgung Estate started to spread like wildfire. The news from them was grim—half of the Namgung Clan's martial artists were dead or injured, and the remaining half had lost their minds.


  Even the Ironblood Swordsman Namgung Cheon sustained severe internal injuries and lost an eye, and the Blue Sky Sword King was missing.


  But that wasn't the most shocking news. The real shocker... was that the culprit was the Blood Cult.


  FWOOOSH!


  FWOOOSH!


  The Beggars' Sect and the Rogues' Guild sprang into action, sending hundreds of carrier pigeons soaring into the sky. Even for these two sects with the most extensive information networks in the world, the Namgung Clan's tragedy came as a complete surprise.


  Naturally, the news soon reached the Murim Alliance.


  CRASH!


  "THE BLOOD CULT ATTACKED THE NAMGUNG CLAN? WHAT IN THE WORLD?!"


  The Fist King, Yayul Hwang, Chairman of the Murim Alliance, a member of the Ten Supremes, and the man who considered the eradication of the Blood Cult remnants his destiny, smashed a solid ebony desk in anger and disbelief. In his hand, which was as big as a wok lid, he clutched a crumpled report.


  "Those damn Blood Cult bastards... Dispatch an investigation team immediately! No, I'll go there myself right now!" he bellowed, radiating killing intent.


  However, as the colossal Fist King was about to storm out of his office, a petite woman blocked his path.


  Jaegal Sojin, the Chief Strategist of the Murim Alliance, said coolly, "Calm down, Chairman. We haven't yet confirmed that the Blood Cult is responsible for this tragedy."


  "Who else would do something like this?!"


  "We've already dispatched an investigation team. The Hurricane Swordsman should have arrived at the Namgung Estate by now. You going there now will only create more chaos, Chairman."


  "Ugh!"


  Dissuaded by Jaegal Sojin, the Fist King sat back down, his tightly clenched fists trembling. If the Blood Cult had truly attacked the Namgung Clan, then he would have to put the entire Murim Alliance on high alert, which in turn meant that he needed to be stationed at the Murim Alliance headquarters.


  "After so many years of hiding like sewer rats, those Blood Cult swine are showing their true colors again," Yayul Hwang muttered through clenched teeth.


  Fifty years ago, he had lost both his master and his elder brother in the war against the Blood Cult. Though they ultimately won the war, he was left with nothing but resentment and a thirst for revenge against the Blood Cult.


  Spurred on by his hatred, Yayul Hwang eventually became the Fist King and rose to the position of Murim Alliance Chairman.


  "Weren't you tracking the Cult's movements, Chief Strategist? How could you miss such a large-scale operation?"


  "I apologize." Chief Strategist Jaegal Sojin lowered her head. She could have offered dozens of excuses, but she chose to accept the blame.


  "......" After glaring at her for a moment, Yayul Hwang finally sighed, "What good does it do to dwell on the past? It's what we do from now on that matters."


  "Yes."


  "Now that the Blood Cult has revealed themselves, we must prepare as well."


  "By prepare, you mean..."


  "We must prepare for war."


  The Fist King's eyes gleamed fiercely and eagerly, like those of a predator.


  After five decades of peace, a wind of upheaval was once again stirring up the murim.


  [image: sep]


  "Hurry!"


  Using movement arts, one hundred elite martial artists from the Anhui branch of the Murim Alliance sprinted to the Namgung Estate at top speed. Leading them was Hurricane Swordsman, a peak expert.


  Who in their right mind would attack the Namgung Clan? It's the Namgung Clan, the world strongest martial family. The Hurricane Swordsman couldn't help but wonder as he ran. As a native of Anhui Province, he knew the strength of the Namgung Clan better than most, so he simply couldn't believe that they had been attacked.


  Was it really the Blood Cult? Even if it was... wouldn't the battle have ended with the Namgung Clan's overwhelming victory?


  A short while later, as the Namgung Estate came into view, the Hurricane Swordsman was forced to change his mind.


  "This can't be..."


  The buildings were burned and destroyed, and evidence of a fierce battle could be seen everywhere. Additionally, even though most of it had been washed away by the rain, the lingering stench of blood still clung to the air.


  "Good heavens..."


  "What on earth happened here last night...?"


  "Is this truly the Namgung Estate?"


  The other Murim Alliance warriors were equally shocked.


  Just then, one of the members pointed in the distance, his face pale as if he had seen a ghost. "L-Look at that mountain over there! Was there a landslide?"


  The Hurricane Swordsman gaped in shock. Behind the devastated Namgung Clan, he could see the devastated Mount Tianzhu.


  Can such a scene could be created by humans? Just what on earth happened here?


  In any case, it was clear that something catastrophic had happened to the Namgung Clan.


  "Everyone, steel yourselves!"


  "Yes, sir!"


  The Murim Alliance warriors tensed nervously as they approached the Namgung Estate.


  "Who goes there?!" someone shouted.


  From inside the Namgung Estate, about a hundred martial artists in Namgung Clan uniforms poured out and formed a defensive line, exuding killing intent.


  The Hurricane Swordsman hurriedly shouted, "We're not enemies! We're from the Murim Alliance! We came here to help the Namgung Clan!"


  Fortunately, one of the martial artists recognized him.


  A Namgung Clan elder stepped forward, his face pale and drawn. "Master Hurricane Swordsman," he greeted.


  "Are we too late? We rushed here as soon as we heard the news..."


  "...Please come inside. I'll inform the Patriarch of your arrival."


  The Hurricane Swordsman and the Murim Alliance members followed the elder into the Namgung Estate.


  To their horror, the interior of the Namgung Estate was even more devastating than what they had seen from the outside. The stench of blood and medicine permeated the air, and the groans of the injured and the sobs of those who had lost their families rang out incessantly.


  Is this truly the Namgung Clan that I know of?


  Leading the stunned Hurricane Swordsman to the courtyard, the Namgung Elder said, "Please wait here. As many of the buildings have been burned down, I'm afraid we're in no condition to receive guests properly. Please bear with us."


  "What exactly happened here?"


  "...It would be better for you to hear it directly from the Patriarch."


  Fortunately, it wasn't long before the Hurricane Swordsman was able to meet the Ironblood Swordsman Namgung Cheon.


  "Long time no see, Master Hurricane Swordsman."


  "Patriarch..." The Hurricane Swordsman stared at Namgung Cheon, dumbstruck. The bandage over Namgung Cheon's eye was only the beginning. His pale face and shadowed eyes indicated that he had recently sustained crippling internal injuries.


  How did this happen to the Patriarch of the Namgung Clan? Just how fierce was the battle...


  Smiling bitterly, Namgung Cheon said, "My apologies. I can't offer you tea right now."


  "Please don't worry about that. If there's anything we can do to help, feel free to tell us."


  "Thank you."


  "Before that, could you tell me what happened last night? Has the culprit been identified?"


  Namgung Cheon hesitated for a moment, then replied, "...Last night, we were attacked by the Blood Cult."


  Forgetting his manners, the Hurricane Swordsman shouted loudly, "The Blood Cult! So the rumors were true!"


  So it really was the Blood Cult! Has the wicked cult that was destroyed by the Murim Alliance fifty years ago truly resurrected?!


  If the Blood Cult had truly returned, then this was an event that would shake the murim to its core.


  Anxious, the Hurricane Swordsman confirmed once more, "Was it truly the Blood Cult?"


  "Yes. Moreover, the Night Emperor and the Asura Demon Sword were the ones who led the assault."


  "What? To think both of those unorthodox masters were actually Blood Cultists... Could you tell me more?"


  Namgung Cheon nodded and calmly explained the events of the previous night. He mostly told the truth, except for the part about the Namgung Clan martial artists suddenly turning into ghouls and going on a rampage.


  I can't hide it forever, but I don't have to reveal it now.


  After the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation disappeared, all the ghouls regained their senses. However, all of them were traumatized by the truth of what they had done, and some had even taken their own lives in guilt.


  The Namgung Clan needed time to heal, so as Patriarch, Namgung Cheon couldn't allow the Murim Alliance to question or interrogate his family during this time of mourning.


  Well, the rest of the story was enough to terrify the Hurricane Swordsman.


  "...The Blue Sky Sword King passed away from the injuries he sustained from the Night Emperor."


  "!!" The Hurricane Swordsman was shocked speechless. Taking a few deep breaths to steady himself, he whispered, "...Y-You're joking, right?"


  "Do I look like someone who would joke about my father's death?" Namgung Cheon retorted curtly.


  Cold sweat ran down the Hurricane Swordsman's spine from the Namgung Patriarch's ire. He quickly apologized, "I-I'm sorry. I didn't mean it that way. T-Then what happened to the Night Emperor? Was it mutual destruction...?"


  "He escaped."


  The Hurricane Swordsman's face paled. The Blue Sky Sword King was dead, and the Night Emperor had escaped alive. This was an incident that would definitely cast doubt on the authority of the Ten Supremes, who had been considered the strongest in the murim.


  Most importantly, not only had the Blood Cult returned, they were already strong enough to drive the Namgung Clan to the brink of annihilation.


  For now, it was just the attack on the Namgung Clan, but who knew if the unorthodox sects and masters who had been lying low for decades would start to emerge one by one?


  The Hurricane Swordsman felt dizzy just imagining the chaos that would ensue.


  At the same time, several questions arose in his mind. He was part of the support troops sent by the Murim Alliance, but he was also tasked with investigating this incident thoroughly.


  "I have a few more questions. On my way here, I didn't see the corpses of many Blood Cultists..."


  "I've already told you everything I can," Namgung Cheon interrupted.


  "Patriarch..."


  "Thank you for coming all this way to help us, but as you can see, we are in no condition to receive guests," Namgung Cheon said dismissively.


  "Then, could you allow us to help with the investigation..."


  Namgung Cheon shook his head. "That's not possible, as our main family estate will be closed to outsiders for a while. I'm sorry, but please leave."


  The Hurricane Swordsman frowned, troubled, but Namgung Cheon's attitude was firm.


  In the end, he sighed and backed down, saying, "I understand."


  He couldn't go around poking his nose into the affairs of the Namgung Clan, which had just experienced a major incident, without their permission. Even though they had suffered great losses from the Blood Cult's attack, they were still the Namgung Clan.


  "We'll be on standby nearby, so please don't hesitate to call on the Murim Alliance if you need any assistance."


  "Thank you for your concern."


  The weight of the Blood Cult's involvement in this incident settled heavily on the Hurricane Swordsman's shoulders.


  This is going to be one long report...


  Rising from his seat, the Hurricane Swordsman bowed. "Then, I'll be on my way."


  "Wait. There's one more thing," Namgung Cheon called out.


  "Yes...?"


  "I want to tell you about the Namgung Clan's benefactor."


  "Benefactor?"


  Nodding, Namgung Cheon thought of the benefactor who had handed the Demonic Soul Summoning Flute to Namgung Su, defeated a Blood Cult Elder, and lifted the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation, allowing the ghouls to regain their senses.


  On the other hand, that same person had also exposed his father's crimes and revealed the ugly truth hidden under the Namgung Estate.


  At first, he wished he had known nothing and even resented that man, but now he felt only gratitude.


  "If it weren't for that person's help, my family would have been doomed."


  Startled, the Hurricane Swordsman's eyes widened. "What?! Who is it?"


  A benefactor who saved the Namgung Clan from annihilation? Is one of the Ten Supremes staying at the Namgung Clan?


  However, the name which came out of Namgung Cheon's mouth took him completely by surprise.


  "The Azure Dragon Hero."


  "What? Who?"


  "The Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong, an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy."


  "......" The Hurricane Swordsman tilted his head, wondering if he had misheard.


  Staring firmly at the man, the Ironblood Swordsman Namgung Cheon declared solemnly, "The entire Namgung Clan owes a life debt to the Azure Dragon Hero."


  "!!"


  Thanks to the Namgung Patriarch, this was the moment when the Azure Dragon Hero's name became known throughout the world.


  Chapter 243: Departure (1)


  Although the rising sun was barely peeking through the darkness of twilight, the Namgung Estate was still shrouded in darkness.


  "Have you gathered all your belongings?" Namgung Su asked curtly.


  The Azure Dragon instructors gathered in front of the Namgung Clan's main gate nodded. Since the new instructor training had been canceled, they could have returned to the academy days ago, but they chose to stay in the Namgung Estate until the end of the training period.


  The reason? As usual, it started with Baek Suryong making a snide comment.


  
    "There are still a few days left in our training course. Why should we cut short our vacation and go back to work early?"

  


  Understanding his intent, other instructors chimed in with their own complaints.


  
    "Indeed! There's no reason to leave early when we still have a lot of time left!"


    "Let's use this opportunity for self-training."


    "Ahem! I had an epiphany during the recent battle..."

  


  All of them provided reasons to extend their time at the Namgung Estate.


  Even so, Namgung Su knew that they were just making excuses. After all, for several days... they helped the Namgung Clan bury the bodies, tend to the wounded, and clean up the mess.


  "...Thank you for everything you've done for my family," he said sincerely.


  The new instructors grinned, the dawn's light bathing their faces in a warm glow. Seven days was a short time, but it was enough to forge a deep bond between them.


  "Hey, are you really feeling alright?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Namgung Su nodded, but his pale face suggested otherwise. Even though the Bloody Spirit's poison had been neutralized by the antidote, some of the aftereffects still lingered as he hadn't rested properly since that day.


  The other instructors also looked at Namgung Su with concern.


  "How about resting for a few more days here?"


  "Yeah, we'll go ahead first. Don't start heading back till you're fully recovered, okay?"


  "We'll explain everything to the principal."


  "You'll listen to us this time, right...?"


  "No. I have many classes to prepare for and a lot of work piled up," Namgung Su stubbornly insisted.


  ""Sigh..."" Everyone shook their heads and gave a collective sigh.


  Baek Suryong clicked his tongue rudely. "Tsk, just leave him be. Who can stop this stubborn mule? He won't come to his senses until he collapses."


  "...Shut up and let's go," Namgung Su snapped. Looking away, he grumbled under his breath, "If only he wasn't my family's benefactor..."


  Since they didn't want to cause a commotion, especially with the Namgung Clan still recovering from the tragedy, they had decided to leave discreetly early in the morning, but unfortunately, quite a few people came to see them off.


  "Wait!"


  "Hold on!"


  Turning around, they saw the instructors from the Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the White Tiger Academy running toward them.


  "...Looks like we won't be allowed to leave without a farewell," Namgung Su sighed. Behind the instructors, Namgung Cheon and Namgung Mi were beckoning him over.


  Meanwhile, Sama Yeong and Tang Baekho strode briskly towards Baek Suryong, holding something sparkly in their hands.


  "Take this," Tang Baekho said, scratching his head awkwardly as he handed Baek Suryong a golden token about half the size of a palm, with "Sichuan Tang Clan" meticulously engraved on it.


  Recognizing the token, Baek Suryong's eyes widened. "This... Is this a gratitude token?"


  Gratitude tokens were a symbol of a promise to repay a debt, and the gratitude tokens of prestigious orthodox sects such as the Sichuan Tang Clan were especially valuable. For example, if Baek Suryong were to present this gratitude token to the Tang Clan and make a request, they would be obligated to fulfill it.


  As such, prestigious orthodox sects rarely gave out gratitude tokens, even to someone who saved the life of a family member.


  "To be honest, I gave it a lot of thought," Tang Baekho said gravely. "I wouldn't have even considered giving this to you if you had only saved my life. My life isn't worth that much to the Tang Clan."


  "Then why?"


  "Because if you hadn't showed up when you did, me and all of my colleagues would have died."


  "......" Baek Suryong gazed at Tang Baekho intently. Throughout the training period, the White Tiger Academy had demonstrated strong camaraderie and unity. Although they hadn't made a significant impact during this training session, the way they persevered together without giving up, even under adverse conditions, left a lasting impression on him.


  "It's a precious item, so don't use it carelessly," Tang Baekho added.


  Baek Suryong nodded. "I'll make sure to use it wisely."


  With a smirk, he tucked the Sichuan Tang Clan's gratitude token into his pocket.


  "Please accept this as well," Sama Yeong said, also holding out a gratitude token, but this time with a faint reddish glow and the character for "Fire" inscribed in a bold, sweeping stroke. With uncharacteristic shyness, she mumbled, "Grandfather always said that I would give this to a man someday... but the reason turned out to be completely different from what I imagined."


  Baek Suryong blinked in surprise. "Wait, is tis the Fire King's gratitude token?"


  Sama Yeong's grandfather, the Fire King, was the previous leader of the Ten Supremes and the current principal of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy. In a way, his gratitude token was even more precious and useful than the Sichuan Tang Clan's.


  Sama Yeong nodded. "That's right. This is the one and only gratitude token my grandfather made in his entire life. He told me to give it to someone who saved my life someday..."


  "The Sichuan Tang Clan's and the Fire King's gratitude tokens..." Myeong Il'oh gasped.


  "Both are treasures that can't be obtained even with a thousand gold!" Ak Yeonho exclaimed.


  "Did Suryong-oppa save the world in his previous life?" Jaegal Soyeong muttered.


  "W-Well, don't you think we also deserve a small stake in those gratitude tokens... a very small one..." Kwak Duyong whispered.


  Baek Suryong was taken aback. He had already received more than enough rewards from the Namgung Clan, including more money than he could transport (given in the form of a promissory note), a ton of miracle herbs for his students, and permission to peruse the Namgung Clan's martial arts as he pleased, with the exception of the main family's techniques. Of course, taking the martial arts manuals outside the estate or sharing them was forbidden.


  Most importantly, the Namgung Patriarch had recently explicitly informed the Murim Alliance investigation team that the Azure Dragon Hero was the Namgung Clan's benefactor, boosting his fame to an unbelievable degree.


  He had already achieved everything he set out to do when he departed from the Azure Dragon Academy, and more.


  For a moment, he wondered if the compensation was excessive, but of course, he had no intention of refusing anything.


  Putting the Fire King's gratitude token in his pocket, Baek Suryong smiled. "Thank you."


  "Also..." Sama Yeong hesitated for a while, then continued gingerly, "About the bet we made..."


  Naturally, with the cancellation of the new instructor training course, the bet between her and Baek Suryong was now invalid.


  > "Shall we make a bet based on our performance in this new instructor training course? The one with the lower score between the two of us will transfer to the other's academy."


  Baek Suryong tilted his head, silently urging Sama Yeong to continue talking. In the midst of all the chaos, he had completely forgotten about this, but it seemed that she hadn't.


  Gritting her teeth determinedly, Sama Yeong admitted, "I'll be honest. If the training had continued, I would have most likely lost the bet."


  "Not 'most likely'. You would have 'most definitely' lost," Baek Suryong teased.


  Sama Yeong immediately retorted, "Don't be so sure. No, even if that were the case, admitting defeat prematurely is not my style!"


  "Pfft!" Baek Suryong chuckled at her confusion. "Just what are you trying to say? That you can't accept losing like this, so let's call it a draw?"


  "No. Let's continue the bet."


  "What? How?"


  "If the Vermilion Phoenix Academy scores worse than the Azure Dragon Academy at the Heavenly Martial Festival, I'll transfer schools. The same goes the other way around. How does that sound?"


  At first glance, this seemed like a very disadvantageous bet for Baek Suryong. The Vermilion Phoenix Academy had been the runner-up at the Heavenly Martial Festival for the past few years, while the Azure Dragon Academy had consistently placed last.


  Strangely enough though, no one there felt that Baek Suryong was at a disadvantage. For some reason, they were more impressed by Sama Yeong's courage in proposing such a wager.


  Well, except for Sama Yeong, that is.


  "If I lose this bet, I'll even take the new instructor's exam for the Azure Dragon Academy next year."


  "Hmm..."


  "I-If you don't believe me, I'll write it down!" Sama Yeong stammered.


  She truly coveted Baek Suryong. If she could bring him to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, she was confident that they could win the Heavenly Martial Festival within five, no, three years.


  Deep down, she felt bad about betting on the results of the Heavenly Martial Festival. The odds were too favorable for her. No sane person would accept such a one-sided bet.


  Still, if it's this man... Wouldn't he accept, or even embrace, the risk?


  She looked at Baek Suryong with a mix of worry and anticipation.


  Baek Suryong nodded, grinning from ear to ear. "I accept that bet."


  "...Really?" Sama Yeong asked in disbelief.


  "Want me to put it in writing?"


  "No, I believe you," Sama Yeong hurriedly said. Although she desperately wanted a written pledge, she couldn't bring herself to ask her lifesaver to write one.


  Baek Suryong smiled, as if he could see right through her thoughts. "Prepare for the instructor's exam in advance. The competition will be much harder starting next year, and even you might fail if you get careless."


  At first, Sama Yeong gaped at Baek Suryong incredulously, but she soon broke into an uncontrollable giggle. "Wow, how obnoxious..."


  Suddenly, Tang Baekho, who had stepped back while the two were talking, suggested, "By the way, what do you two think about holding a joint training camp next time?"


  "A joint training camp sounds good."


  "We'd like that too."


  Baek Suryong and Sama Yeong readily agreed, and the three of them briefly exchanged ideas about the joint training camp.


  It started with just the three of them, but soon, the other instructors joined in, leading to a lively discussion.


  The Azure Dragon, the Vermilion Phoenix, and the White Tiger.


  They had met as competitors, but as they parted, gentle smiles adorned their faces. After facing life and death together and covering each other's backs, they had become unlikely friends.


  Although this new instructor training course was shorter than any other year, it was more intense than ever. Now, as they returned to their respective academies, the experience they gained here would be passed on to their students.


  "Don't expect the joint training camp to turn out the same way. Our students are elites."


  "When I get back, I'm going to make those kids work their butts off."


  "Fufufu... I'm already itching to get started."


  "Those brats are probably slacking off right now..."


  The instructors' eyes gleamed with excitement and anticipation.


  Baek Suryong grinned wickedly. "Alright. Shall we give those kids the same experience we had?"


  ""Kukukukuku...""


  As one, the instructors laughed sinisterly like villains plotting mischief, sealing the harsh fate of the three academies' students.


  


  Translator's Note: Jaegal Soyeong hit the nail on the head without realizing it. The Blood Cult would have never gone down without Number 27 and the four masters. If I remember right, the joint training should be Ak Yeonho's (and Kwak Duyong's) arc, but it's quite some time away.


  Chapter 244: Departure (2)


  While Baek Suryong enthusiastically discussed how he would abuse train his students with the other instructors, Namgung Su went to talk to his father, who had come to see him off.


  "Were you planning to leave without saying goodbye?" Namgung Cheon asked, looking at Namgung Su with a hurt expression.


  Namgung Su bowed his head slightly, his face impassive as he mumbled, "I was going to leave quietly so as not to cause a commotion."


  "Sigh..." Namgung Cheon couldn't help but shake his head at his third son's bluntness.


  Well, that's just his personality, I suppose.


  Unlike his elder brothers, who did everything in their power to win his favor, Namgung Su was always indifferent. Previously, Namgung Cheon had found the boy's lack of ambition distasteful, but now he felt the exact opposite.


  Despite the chaos engulfing the Namgung Clan, his third son remained as cool and rational as ever... except for the fact that he was unusually eager to return to the Azure Dragon Academy.


  Curious, the Namgung Patriarch remarked, "Many people have decided to support you in the succession war, including elders, corps commanders, and most of the ordinary martial artists. It's reached a state where even I, the Patriarch, can't ignore it."


  "Yes, I'm aware of that."


  "And yet you still want to rush back to the Azure Dragon Academy?"


  To say that Namgung Su saved the family from the Blood Cult attack wouldn't be an exaggeration. If he stayed a little longer to help with the aftermath, he would be able to solidify his position as heir, but still, Namgung Su was adamant on returning to the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "Their attitude is precisely why I'm leaving."


  Namgung Cheon's single eyelid trembled slightly. "Are you trying to say... that you have no interest in succeeding me?"


  The succession war was not over yet, and his eldest and second sons were already planning their comebacks, doing everything they could to make amends for their mistakes, including visiting the martial artists they used to command and apologizing in person. If Namgung Su left now, his position would likely become precarious.


  Namgung Cheon eyed his son with a hint of disappointment. If you give up now, I will never give you another chance.


  After a pause, Namgung Su shook his head. "Now is the time for our clan to unite. We have no time to waste on petty matters."


  "What petty matters are you talking about?"


  "The succession war, of course. We can continue all that nonsense after our clan has recovered."


  "...Hmm." Namgung Cheon fell silent, taken aback by his son's admirable rebuttal. Instead of putting his own interests first, he prioritized the family.


  Nevertheless, he wasn't about to reveal his satisfaction.


  "What if one of your brothers seizes power while you're gone?" he asked.


  "If I were you, I wouldn't let that happen."


  Namgung Cheon was dumbfounded. "...What? Are you asking me to take your side?"


  Namgung Su shook his head. "No. Before our family has fully recovered from this tragedy, you must not favor any one heir. Any internal strife during these difficult times would only cause more harm to our family."


  "...So? What does that have to do with you being in such a hurry to leave?"


  Namgung Cheon's lips twitched unconsciously. I think I understand Su's intentions, but what does all that have to do with him trying to sneak out without telling anyone?


  "If I leave first, wouldn't that give you a reason to send my brothers back to school? At least, that's what I would do if I were Patriarch," Namgung Su explained.


  "Hoho..." Namgung Cheon could only laugh helplessly.


  He read my mind, huh? No, I'm the one who played right into his hands...


  Currently, the Namgung Clan was rife with tension. There was the First Young Master's faction, the Second Young Master's faction, and now the Third Young Master Namgung Su's faction. For him, who needed to unite the family right now, this was a troublesome situation.


  Thus, when he heard that Namgung Su was planning to leave, he decided that he would send his other sons away as well.


  So this was all part of his plan. While I was fretting over what to do, Su found a simple solution to the problem and guided me to the answer.


  I hate to admit it, but... he's a better leader than me.


  Namgung Cheon sighed. Though his mind warned him against showing favoritism to any of his sons, it seemed that his heart had already made its decision.


  Right now, he was secretly suffering from serious internal injuries that he may never fully recover from. Within a few years, he might be forced to step down as Patriarch.


  Before that happened, he had to choose a successor, and lately, this third son standing before him had caught his eye.


  "Actually, there is one more reason..." Namgung Su suddenly added.


  Confused, Namgung Cheon asked, "What reason?"


  Namgung Su replied with an awkward smile, "...I really am busy. I have to go back and prepare for my classes."


  "W-What? Puhahaha!" Namgung Cheon burst out laughing, tears welling up at the corners of his eyes. For the first time since the incident, he broke out in genuine mirth.


  Was that Su's attempt at a joke? Hahaha! No ordinary person would get it!


  After a while, when he finally calmed down, the Namgung Patriarch looked at Namgung Su with a gentle expression. "Very well. If you're really going to use teaching as an excuse, then you had better win."


  "Huh?"


  "Lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival and prove your ability to the world. If you do that..."


  As there were many ears listening, Namgung Cheon conveyed the rest of his message telepathically.


  [I will make you my successor.]


  "……"


  For a while, father and son gazed at each other in silence.


  Namgung Su didn't say anything. He simply clasped his hands together and bowed, saying, "Understood."


  Namgung Cheon nodded, then stroked his youngest daughter's hair. "Mimi, make sure to always listen to your brother at the Azure Dragon Academy, okay?"


  "Okay, Father!" Namgung Mi nodded energetically.


  Namgung Su's eyes widened in shock. Eh? Wait, what did he just say? Mimi? At the Azure Dragon Academy?


  "F-Father? What are you talking about...?" he began, when his mind finally registered the sight of Namgung Mi dressed in a thick travelling coat with a bag slung over her shoulder. Feeling his heart sink, he stuttered, "Y-You don't mean..."


  Namgung Cheon nodded brazenly. "I'm entrusting Mimi to you. Take good care of her."


  "...This is the first time I'm hearing about this." Namgung Su grit his teeth. He badly wanted to refuse, but his opponent was the notoriously stubborn Namgung Patriarch.


  "That's because I was originally planning to discuss this with you today morning, when I suddenly discovered you trying to sneak out."


  Namgung Su looked at Namgung Mi with a troubled expression. "I don't have time to look after a child while I'm working."


  "……" Little Namgung Mi, barely ten years old, fidgeted under her brother's gaze.


  Sighing, Namgung Cheon sent Namgung Su a telepathic message. [The main family estate is still unsafe. Since we don't know what other evil arts the Blood Cult might use, don't you think it's too dangerous to leave your little sister here?]


  [Still...]


  [Mimi's trauma won't go away if she stays here. I heard she's been having nightmares every day, and she only feels safe when she's with you.]


  "……" Namgung Su glanced at his youngest sister. Even though she was the daughter of a noble martial family, she had already seen more horrors than someone her age should.


  He knew about the nightmares. After all, she came to his room every night, whining and begging to sleep with him.


  He thought she was slowly getting better, but it seemed that he was wrong.


  "Oppa..." Namgung Mi clasped her small hands together and looked up at Namgung Su with puppy dog eyes.


  Namgung Cheon joined in the pleading, [I don't plan to leave her with you for long. Just take care of her for a few months until she feels better.]


  In the end, Namgung Su caved in and nodded. "...Alright."


  He reached out and held his sister's small hand.


  "I promise I'll be a good girl, Oppa. I won't cause trouble," Namgung Mi said, smiling brightly.


  "I'll take your word for that. By the way, you're limited to one candy a day."


  "No, that won't do... I need at least three a day!"


  "Don't even think about it."


  While the siblings negotiated over candy, Namgung Cheon approached Baek Suryong.


  "Mr. Baek Suryong, could you spare me a moment?"


  "Yes?" Baek Suryong turned around.


  Spying the young instructor putting his hand in his pocket and fumbling with the gratitude tokens inside, Namgung Cheon chuckled, "I didn't bother to prepare a gratitude token for you. Our family will always be ready to help whenever our greatest benefactor calls. Instead... I'd like to give you something else."


  "I've already received more than enough..."


  Namgung Cheon pulled an item from his pocket. In a hurry, he had grabbed one of the Namgung Clan heirlooms.


  Baek Suryong instantly changed his mind. "This is...? You don't mean...!?"


  His eyes widened in disbelief. The item was a jade gratitude token, but it wasn't the Namgung Clan's. Instead, four characters were etched on it: 生死神醫 (Divine Physician).


  The gratitude tokens of the Sichuan Tang Clan or the Fire King were nothing compared to this.


  The Divine Physician was the most renowned physician in the world and one of the Ten Supremes. After living for over two hundred years, his mastery of the medical arts was said to have reached the level of immortals.


  Most importantly, he was the person Baek Suryong most desperately wanted to meet.


  "If you ever meet the Divine Physician, this should come in handy."


  "...Thank you." Baek Suryong carefully accepted the Divine Physician's gratitude token. "By the way, do you know where he is?"


  Namgung Cheon shook his head. "He's an elusive figure, so meeting him isn't easy. Honestly, I wanted to use this myself many times, but I didn't get to because I couldn't find him, haha. Well, the Divine Physician is someone you can only meet through a special connection. Still, I have a feeling that if it's you, you'll definitely meet him sometime."


  "...I see." Baek Suryong nodded.


  By hook or by crook, he would definitely find the Divine Physician. After all, he needed that person's help to raise his mastery of the Heaven Defying Divine Art and fully cure his Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians.


  Now that I have the gratitude token, I just need to locate him.


  Baek Suryong suddenly recalled the Dark Heaven Goddess's words.


  
    "Soon, a great calamity will befall the Namgung Clan. When that happens, you will have to make a choice, and your decision will ultimately determine whether the event becomes a great disaster or a blessing for the world."

  


  His martial arts had improved tremendously, and he had gained significant fame and countless connections from this journey to the Namgung Estate. So far, his choice had turned out to be rewarding for him at least.


  Suddenly, the Namgung Patriarch whispered, "Psst! Please take good care of my son. He's still very lacking."


  "Certainly, I'll guide him as much as I can."


  "FATHER!" Namgung Su scolded, scowling.


  However, the two men just laughed.


  "Oh my, it seems I've been keeping you for too long." Namgung Cheon turned toward the estate gatekeepers. "Our benefactors are leaving! Open the gates!"


  The gates of the Namgung Clan swung open, and the Azure Dragon Academy instructors passed through.


  The Namgung Clan Patriarch, the elders, and the unit commanders all came out to see them off.


  ""We'll be going now! Goodbye!""


  Namgung Su, Baek Suryong, and the other Azure Dragon Academy instructors bowed to the clan members and mounted their horses, with Namgung Mi sitting in front of Namgung Su.


  When they were some distance away...


  BANG!


  Namgung Cheon stomped his foot, and all the members of the Namgung Clan who had come to see them off stood at attention.


  Namgung Cheon inhaled deeply, then shouted, "The Namgung Clan will not forget the Azure Dragon Academy's kindness!"


  He bowed respectfully to the leaving instructors, and all the members of the Namgung Clan followed suit.


  "…!!"


  The instructors turned around to look back at them, dumbfounded.


  When the Azure Dragon Academy first came to the Namgung Clan, no one had expected anything from them. After all, for ten whole years, the Azure Dragon Academy had ranked last in the Heavenly Martial Festival.


  They were a symbol of failure and mediocrity.


  However, now... they were returning to the Azure Dragon Academy as the Namgung Clan's benefactors and heroes of the murim.


  No, this is just the beginning, isn't it? Namgung Cheon mused, his instincts telling him that the storm called the Azure Dragon Academy was only just beginning to brew.


  "I'm definitely going to attend this year's Heavenly Martial Festival," he swore to himself.


  The Namgung Patriarch remained where he was until the Azure Dragon Academy instructors disappeared over the horizon.


  


  Translator's Note: MIMI'S HERE! This is the end of the Namgung Arc.


  Chapter 245: MR. BAAAAAEK!


  "Fifth Elder! Why did you fail? Explain yourself!"


  A terrifying voice infused with killing intent echoed through a vast cavern. The owner of the voice stood at the foot of a high altar, with hundreds of torches lining the stairs leading up to it, illuminating the darkness. A bamboo hat hid his face, but beneath the brim, countless scars crisscrossed his skin like a spider's web.


  At the foot of the altar, the Night Emperor, who had fled from the Namgung Estate, stood with his head bowed like a sinner awaiting judgment.


  "...There was interference," he replied.


  "Interference? What do you mean, interference? Explain in detail."


  "While I was fighting the Blue Sky Sword King, the bell sounds faded away and the Myriad Demons Nightmare Formation was broken. In the end, I was ambushed by a mysterious man who I suspect also killed the Bloody Spirit."


  Despite answering the bamboo hat man's questions obediently, the Night Emperor's eyes held a dangerous glint, like a hunting dog about to chew off its leash and attack its master. Regardless, he kept his head down to prevent the bamboo hat man from noticing his rebelliousness.


  "A mysterious man? Do you have any idea who he could be?"


  "No, he was wearing a mask."


  "He must be quite skilled to be able to force you to flee, but since you can't identify him, I suppose he's not one of the Ten Supremes?"


  "...Who said I fled!?" the Night Emperor snarled, revealing his white teeth. A creeping darkness began to consume the space, causing one of the nearby torches to flicker and die.


  "Watch your words. I didn't flee. It was a strategic retreat," he added civilly, but his eyes burned ominously with overflowing demonic qi.


  Nevertheless, the bamboo hat man only frowned in displeasure. "Fifth Elder, how do you have the gall to act so smug? Your failure has greatly disrupted our Cult's grand plan right from the outset. As punishment, you are to remain in the underground prison until further notice."


  The bamboo hat man sentenced the Night Emperor harshly, not at all intimidated by his aura. He was the First Apostle of the Blood Cult, a supreme leader with the authority to command even the Blood Cult's elders. The Night Emperor's objection meant nothing to him.


  At his command, the blood cultists who had been lurking in the darkness revealed themselves. Each of them was at least a peak master, but the Night Emperor didn't even glance at them.


  Licking his lips, he barked rudely, "Hey, First Apostle. Let me ask you something. Didn't you previously tell me that the Heaven Defying Divine Art we have is incomplete?"


  "...Why are you asking about that all of a sudden?"


  "You said that the incomplete Heaven Defying Divine Art was the reason why all the candidates for cult leader either died or went insane, right?"


  "Are you testing my patience?"


  "The guy who ambushed me...was a transcendent master with crimson hair and eyes."


  "!!" The First Apostle's eyes widened in shock.


  Crimson hair and eyes were a unique trait of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, and the Heaven Defying Divine Art was traditionally the exclusive martial art of the Blood Demon. For the Night Emperor to be ambushed by someone with those characteristics was outrageous.


  The First Apostle's black ceremonial robes billowed wildly. "Are you sure?"


  The Night Emperor grinned, revealing his white teeth. "I'm quite sure that was the Heaven Defying Divine Art. And not the incomplete one either, but the real deal."


  The First Apostle furrowed his brows. The Night Emperor was a monster born with an extraordinary talent, and even among the current elders, none but the Head Elder could rival him. If he was certain that what he encountered was the Heaven Defying Divine Art, then it must be true.


  BOOM!


  He stomped his foot, and the whole altar shook. With an emotional voice, as if he was grabbing the Night Emperor by the collar, he bellowed, "Tell me everything you saw! Now!"


  The Night Emperor's response, however, was like a douse of icy water. "If you want to know more, bring me the Heaven Defying Divine Art."


  "...What?"


  "I must learn it myself. I realized it while fighting him."


  During the battle with Baek Suryong, the Night Emperor had felt his demonic art being suppressed like never before. This was the real reason why he concluded that his opponent's martial art could only be the true Heaven Defying Divine Art. If it had been any other martial art, he wouldn't have been so stifled that he couldn't even crush someone weaker than himself.


  Angered, the First Apostle warned, "Fifth Elder..."


  "Aren't I also a candidate for Blood Demon? I can't wait any longer!"


  Currently, the Blood Cult Apostles were presiding over a trial to select the next Blood Demon, and the Night Emperor was the most promising among them, having been handpicked by the First Apostle. However, as a result of the First Apostle's decision, he had not yet been allowed to learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art.


  "You promised that you would let me learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art once it was perfected."


  "......"


  "Until now, I had no complaints, because I'm strong even without it."


  Through countless experiments, the Blood Cult hoped to perfect the Heaven Defying Divine Art, and the First Apostle had promised the Night Emperor that he would let him learn it then.


  All this time, the Night Emperor hadn't cared one way or the other. He had never encountered any difficulties while mastering martial arts, and with only the Black Night Demonic Art manual left by his master, he had reached a level where he could even kill the Blue Sky Sword King.


  However, after seeing the true Heaven Defying Divine Art, he changed his mind.


  "Even if it's imperfect, bring it to me. I'll perfect it myself."


  "...No. You're not ready to learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art yet."


  "I'll decide...that myself... Bring it to me!"


  The Night Emperor's words grew choppy, a sign that he was agitated. Sensing something amiss, the First Apostle signaled to his subordinates, who immediately released their killing intent.


  Looking around, the Night Emperor chuckled. "Admit it. Aren't you preventing me from learning the Heaven Defying Divine Art because you're scared that I'll become a monster you can't control?"


  "Fifth Elder..."


  "But what can...you do? I'm already a monster!"


  ROAAAAR!


  Killing intent flickered in the First Apostle's eyes, and a terrifying aura no inferior to the Night Emperor's erupted from his body. "Watch your words. You're getting ahead of yourself."


  The Night Emperor's eyes widened slightly. "...You're indeed a ghost who survived the war. I heard that you're the one...who broke the Sword Saint's blade?"


  "This is your last warning. Go to the prison and reflect on your actions. I'll summon you again soon, so until then, stay there and cool your head."


  "Kahahaha!" The Night Emperor laughed so hard that his shoulders shook. Tilting his head, he growled, "You know, my stress has been building up for a long time. I played Elder just because my master told me to, and I let myself be pushed around by some apostles I'd never even heard of before I came here. Also, there's something I've been wondering about for a while..."


  Like ink bleeding into water, darkness spread through the cavern. The Night Emperor's sclera turned black, and darkness-enhanced qi enveloped his body like a cloak of black flames.


  "Do I really need to learn the Heaven Defying Divine Art? Can't the strongest person just become the Blood Demon?" he scoffed.


  "Stop. This is your last warning."


  Ignoring the First Apostle, the Night Emperor extended his hand and turned the cultists closing in on him into small chunks of flesh. Then, wading through a pool of blood, he strode toward the First Apostle.


  "Bring me the Heaven Defying Divine Art before I kill you all," he threatened.


  "What made you so hasty?"


  "Kukuku..." The Night Emperor's eyes gleamed like black obsidian. As much as he hated to admit it, the encounter with Baek Suryong had clearly unsettled him.


  "Blood Demon, my ass!" he spat, shattering the floor as he leaped forward and lunged straight at the First Apostle.


  Rather than dodging, the First Apostle drew his sword. His eyes, hidden beneath his bamboo hat, gleamed ominously as he stared at the Night Emperor.


  "From this moment onward, the Fifth Elder, Night Emperor, is a traitor of our Cult," he declared.


  "KAHAHAHAHAHA!"


  The Night Emperor's body exploded with a destructive darkness, snuffing out all the torches illuminating the altar.


  "No, from this moment onward, I am the Blood Demon!" he laughed.


  That day, the Blood Cult shed much blood due to the Night Emperor's rebellion.


  [image: sep]


  After leaving the Namgung Clan, the Azure Dragon instructors rode at a leisurely pace, having adjusted their schedule to accommodate Namgung Su, who was still recovering from his injuries, and Namgung Mi, who wasn't used to horseback riding.


  Most days, they stopped at inns for food and lodging, but occasionally, like today, they had no choice but to camp out in the mountains. As usual, they shared a meal around a campfire, and then started their martial arts training.


  "Haaap!"


  "Chaaat!"


  Ak Yeonho and Kwak Duyong, the first to finish eating, stood up and started sparring. It was a lighthearted match, but both of them were as focused as if they were in a real fight.


  Driven by the urgency to grow stronger after their life-and-death battle with the Blood Cult, the new instructors now seized every opportunity to train and spar. They even sought guidance from Baek Suryong, demonstrating their initiative to improve.


  
    "You want me to give you advice on your martial arts? Sure."

  


  Unfortunately, when Baek Suryong readily agreed to help them refine their techniques, in their naivety, they failed to foresee that he would torture them mercilessly throughout the journey...


  "Hey, Ak Yeonho, are you drunk? What the hell was up with that clumsy footwork?"


  "I tripped..."


  "Tripped, you say? If you make excuses like that in a real fight, do you think your opponent will just say 'oh my, is that so, how unfortunate' and wait for you to regain your balance?"


  "...I'm sorry."


  "As for you, Kwak Duyong, do you not know how to stab? Or are bladesmen not allowed to stab? Did they make a new rule without telling me?"


  "Well, it's, uh, a habit..."


  "A habit? Right, it's a very good habit for getting yourself killed. When you meet the King of Hell, make sure to tell him 'Your majesty, I died because I had the bad habit of forgetting how to stab.' Okay?"


  "I'll try to fix it..."


  Today, Baek Suryong was also happily criticizing his peers. Every word that came out of his mouth was so scathing that they wanted to punch him, but even though his tone was harsh, his advice was priceless.


  After Ak Yeonho and Kwak Duyong finished sparring, Baek Suryong beckoned to the remaining two. "Next. Jaegal Soyeong and Myeong Il'oh. Get up and fight."


  ""......""


  The two stepped forward with grim expressions. As expected, Baek Suryong relentlessly nitpicked their techniques, stances, and habits as they dueled.


  Mentally and physically exhausted, all four new instructors eventually collapsed to the ground, muttering to themselves.


  "Haha, hahaha..."


  "I'm a talentless, lazy good-for-nothing..."


  "I thought the kids at the White Dragon Manor were devils, but I was wrong. Compared to their teacher, they're angels..."


  "...Fuck."


  Still, the instructors trusted that Baek Suryong was playing the villain for their benefit, purposely hurling sharp insults in order to provoke them and motivate them to train harder... Or so they wanted to believe.


  This is just his way of encouraging us, right? He's not just having fun torturing us, right?


  "What are you looking at? You're the ones who asked for martial arts advice."


  ""......""


  Well, besides the training, their journey back was mostly peaceful. They didn't encounter a single bandit or get into any fights, and would reach the Azure Dragon Academy in about three days.


  Namgung Su, who hadn't fully recovered yet, meditated instead of taking part in training or sparring. As he seemed to have gained some insight into his martial arts, the others didn't disturb him, and only Namgung Mi leaned quietly against him, dozing off.


  "......" Baek Suryong glanced at the Namgung siblings, then looked up at the sky. Even though everyone else was sleeping soundly, he couldn't fall asleep, his mind racing with countless thoughts.


  The Blood Cult has begun to show themselves publicly.


  The Blood Cult had probably intended to announce their revival with a grand attack on the Namgung Clan, but since that plan failed, he couldn't predict what crazy thing they would do next. They might temporarily retreat and lie low, or they might launch a frontal assault against the orthodox after uniting the unorthodox sects.


  How much longer will these peaceful times last? No, it's better to assume that peace has already been shattered.


  Just then, Baek Suryong qi senses detected several people approaching rapidly.


  Hmm?


  Nearly ten people were rushing toward them. It wasn't a large group, but they were all strong. The three at the front, in particular, were masters even he couldn't ignore, and they made no effort to hide their powerful auras.


  The one leading the charge is especially dangerous...


  Narrowing his eyes, Baek Suryong shouted, "EVERYONE, WAKE UP!"


  "Why all of a sudden... Hyung-nim?"


  Seeing Baek Suryong's serious expression, his sleepy colleagues instantly realized that something was wrong.


  "Enemies?" Namgung Su asked curtly.


  Baek Suryong shrugged. "They might just be passing martial artists... but their auras are incredibly intense. We should assume the worst. The Blood Cult might have tracked us down."


  The instructors' faces hardened, feeling a pang of regret for their own thoughtlessness. Why had they assumed that the Blood Cult wouldn't target them after they left the Namgung Clan? They hadn't even bothered taking turns keeping watch at night.


  "Prepare to fight," Baek Suryong commanded.


  The instructors drew their weapons and stared nervously in the direction of the approaching figures.


  A faint red glow flickered in Baek Suryong's eyes as he activated a weakened version of the Blood Demon Eyes.


  Barely five minutes passed in the tense atmosphere, but it felt like an eternity.


  "Principal?" Baek Suryong suddenly muttered, recognizing the old man at the head of the approaching group. It was the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva Noh Goonsang, the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "What?"


  "Who?"


  Similarly recognizing the instructors, Noh Goonsang shouted, "Everyone!"


  A short distance behind Noh Goonsang, Baek Suryong noticed Headmaster Mae Geuklyom and Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo.


  That explains it... those three are the strongest among the Azure Dragon instructors.


  Slowing down, Noh Goonsang sighed in relief, "You're all safe. Thank goodness. Truly..."


  "What brings you here, Principal?"


  "We left the academy as soon as the Murim Alliance informed us that the Namgung Clan had been attacked. What exactly happened?"


  Just then, Mae Geuklyom and Kwak Cheolwoo arrived and made a beeline for their grandson and nephew respectively.


  "Are you injured?" Mae Geuklyom asked.


  Baek Suryong smiled awkwardly and shook his head. "No, I'm fine."


  "...Good. That's all that matters."


  Although he seemed to have a lot to say, Mae Geuklyom merely closed his eyes and sighed deeply. There would be plenty of time to talk on the way back.


  Meanwhile, Namgung Su calmly said, "We sent word of our safety by carrier pigeon the next day, but it seems you didn't receive our message."


  "Hoho, we probably left too hastily. Regardless, it's good that you're all safe."


  "Phew, what a relief..."


  All the instructors laughed away their tension and anxiety.


  Only the rookie instructors thought to themselves, If they knew exactly what transpired at the Namgung Estate, I wonder how shocked they'd be...


  "By the way, we're not the only ones who came," Noh Goonsang suddenly chuckled.


  "Huh? Who else is here?"


  "They insisted on coming despite my objections. They'll be here soon."


  "Who..."


  A short while later, Baek Suryong heard familiar voices in the distance.


  "MR. BAAAAAEK!"


  His students, who should have been at the White Dragon Manor, arrived looking disheveled, as if they hadn't bathed in days.


  "Haha, seriously..." Baek Suryong couldn't help but laugh helplessly.


  Chapter 246: Spirit Beast Hunt! (1)


  The students who spotted Baek Suryong from afar shouted excitedly.


  "MR. BAAAAAEK!"


  "I-Is that really you, sir?"


  "See? I told you he'd be fine!"


  The faces of the exhausted students, who had been dragging their feet like the walking dead, lit up as they instantly transformed into lost puppies wagging their tails excitedly at being reunited with their master.


  WHOOSH!


  Hyonwon Kang was the first to arrive, but as soon as he neared Baek Suryong, he screeched to a halt and suspiciously scrutinized him from head to toe.


  "...Are you the real Baek Suryong?" he asked doubtfully.


  Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. "What on earth are you talking about?"


  "You look way too normal... DIE!"


  Hyonwon Kang drew his dao and attacked Baek Suryong.


  Dumbfounded, Baek Suryong gaped at the blade swooping down on him. Has this punk finally lost his mind? Well, at least his blade technique seems to have improved. He hasn't been slacking off on his training.


  Effortlessly dodging the blade, he circled behind Hyonwon Kang, swiftly pulled out the Black Dragon Pointer, and smacked the boy on the top of the head.


  BONK!


  "Gah! This tingling sensation... It's definitely the Baek Suryong trademark head massage..."


  Lying sprawled on the ground, Hyonwon Kang clutched his head and looked up. Tears welled up in his eyes from the pain, but it seemed he was finally convinced that Baek Suryong was real.


  "Sigh, whatever..." Baek Suryong sighed, shaking his head. Wonkang being weird wasn't exactly a new thing.


  Meanwhile, Wiji Cheon, Yeo Min, Geo Sangwoong, and Ya Suhyeok also arrived and surrounded Baek Suryong with worried expressions on their faces.


  "Mr. Baek!"


  "Are you okay?"


  "We were so worried when we heard about the Blood Cult's attack on the Namgung Clan..."


  "Were you injured?"


  "As you can see, I'm fine," Baek Suryong replied, feeling so moved that he patted their heads... though Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok were too tall, so he just patted their shoulders instead.


  However, halfway through the teary reunion, a sudden thought occurred to him.


  Narrowing his eyes, he stared intently at the students. "Wait. You guys. What about class? You do realize you need to meet a minimum attendance requirement to take part in the Heavenly Martial Festival, right?"


  "Is class really important right now?"


  "The Blood Cult attacked the Namgung Clan! The Murim Alliance and the academy are in chaos!"


  "All classes have been suspended indefinitely."


  "We couldn't just do nothing..."


  The students chattered like sparrows, making all sorts of excuses for why they were missing school.


  Sighing, Baek Suryong calmed them down, saying, "One at a time, please. One at a time."


  Hyonwon Kang, who had been groaning in the corner, jumped to his feet and muttered under his breath, "Fuck, I was going to use this chance to finally get one over him..."


  For some reason, he seemed to think that Baek Suryong wouldn't hear him, but unfortunately for him, his teacher had a strange knack for catching any insult directed at him even amid a cacophony of voices.


  "What was that?" Baek Suryong snapped.


  "Eek!" Hyonwon Kang quickly covered his mouth and tried to run away, but Baek Suryong's figure vanished like smoke and reappeared in front of him.


  Damn it! He's gotten even faster! Hyonwon Kang screamed inwardly as Baek Suryong approached him.


  "No wonder you came running at me with a crazy look on your face. You didn't come here because you were worried about me, but because you wanted to hit me, huh?"


  "N-No, that's not it. Of course, helping you was more important... Hitting you was just... an afterthought..."


  "Wonkang. Today is the day you die."


  "Gah! That hurts! I said that HURTSSSSS!"


  The teacher and student's bickering immediately drew laughter from the other instructors and students.


  After teasing Hyonwon Kang for a while, Baek Suryong chuckled and let him go.


  I'm home.


  Although they hadn't reached the Azure Dragon Academy yet, he already felt as if he was home.
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  "Haah..." A deep gloom settled over Noh Goonsang's face.


  After all the exhausted students had finally fallen into a deep sleep, Namgung Su had told the three senior Azure Dragon instructors the truth about what had happened to the Namgung Clan.


  CRACKLE, CRACKLE...


  Staring at the blazing campfire, Noh Goonsang let out yet another sigh. "You never really know a person, do you? Even though we were friends for decades..."


  Noh Goonsang and Blue Sky Sword King Namgung Jaehak had not only been close friends for many years, but they were also comrades who had fought together in the war against the Blood Cult. Even then, he had no idea that the Blue Sky Sword King had done something that an orthodox martial artist should never do.


  Who could have thought? That one of the Ten Supremes and the respected former patriarch of the world's strongest clan, the Blue Sky Sword King, would act no differently from an evil unorthodox fiend?


  Noh Goonsang took a long moment to process his emotions, before finally saying to Namgung Su, "Thank you for telling us the truth. Revealing your family's secrets couldn't have been easy."


  "...No, the truth will definitely come out eventually. My family just needs a little bit more time before they are ready to make an official announcement."


  Noh Goonsang nodded. "Understood. I won't speak of what I heard today, and I trust you two will do the same?"


  "Of course."


  "...Certainly."


  Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo and Headmaster Mae Geuklyom, who had been listening quietly, nodded gravely. All three had lived in the same era as the Blue Sky Sword King, so the news came as a great shock to them.


  As the mood turned somber, Noh Goonsang tried to change the subject. "Let's stop talking about this now. Anyway, it's good that you all returned safely. And..."


  Noh Goonsang's gaze fell upon Baek Suryong. It was unbelievable. The young man's aura seemed to grow much stronger every time he saw him.


  "Mr. Baek, just how much stronger do you want to get?" he asked.


  "I had a lucky encounter," Baek Suryong replied.


  "Didn't you say something similar a while back?"


  Baek Suryong scratched his head awkwardly. "Well, I guess I built up a lot of good karma in my previous life."


  "Hohoho!" Noh Goonsang burst into hearty laughter. While he might have envied Baek Suryong's rapid growth in his younger days, he had moved beyond such feelings. Ultimately, martial arts was a battle against oneself, and even the most extraordinary encounter could only be grasped by those who were ready to accept it.


  Nevertheless, as a senior martial artist, he couldn't help but want to give Baek Suryong some advice.


  "It's good that your inner arts are growing more profound, but make sure to strengthen your physical body accordingly," he nagged.


  Normally, a martial artist's external and internal arts developed in harmony over a long period of time. However, as Baek Suryong's Heaven Defying Divine Art was advancing too rapidly, he hadn't had time to train his body to match his inner arts.


  The only reason he had been able to keep his body from exploding so far was because he had the world's most powerful external art, the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, but even that was a delicate balancing act.


  "Of course, I know you already know that. Still, even though you've mastered such incredible martial arts at your age, I get the feeling that it's not enough for you. Aren't you getting a little too impatient?"


  "……"


  "Don't rush. A building with poor foundations will eventually collapse, and running too fast is no less dangerous."


  "Thank you." Baek Suryong clasped his hands together to express his gratitude.


  Of course, he was keenly aware of his own physical condition, but still, it wasn't easy to quell his impatience.


  We never know when or how the Blood Cult will reappear.


  The Blood Cult had made their intentions clear by attacking the Namgung Clan. In just one simple move, they had demonstrated their unimaginable strength, reminding the murim of a terror it had long forgotten.


  If he hadn't found the flute and intervened, an even greater catastrophe would have befallen the land.


  This is only the beginning.


  Baek Suryong didn't know when, but the Blood Cult would definitely act up again.


  This time, he wanted to stop them.


  He wanted to avenge Master Eun and the others who had died while escaping the Blood Cult.


  He wanted to protect the happiness he had finally found.


  And to do that, he needed to become much stronger.


  His impatience was a reflection of that obsession.


  Even so, I must not rush.


  There was nothing to be gained by rushing. He'd thought he knew that better than anyone, but it seemed that he'd let his emotions get the better of him.


  "I will take your advice to heart," he added, sincerely grateful for the reminder.


  "Hoho, I'm the one who's honored to advise a man who may become the world's strongest..."


  "Principal, I think that's enough. I'm worried that your excessive praise might make him arrogant," Mae Geuklyom cut in, frowning.


  "Hoho, does it matter? Do you think your grandson could get any more cocky than he already is, Sword Addict?"


  "That's true, but..."


  Baek Suryong sulked. Are these two old men praising me or insulting me?


  Just then, Namgung Su, who had been listening quietly, asked, "What about the academy?"


  "It's in chaos."


  As news of the Blood Cult's resurrection had spread like wildfire, the entire murim was now on edge. The Murim Alliance had even contacted all of its affiliated sects and clans, as well as the Five Great Academies, issuing them advisory letters.


  Noh Goonsang sighed softly, "We received an official notice from the Murim Alliance. They asked us to suspend all outdoor activities and cooperate in rooting out any spies that might be hidden among the instructors and students. Many families have also requested us to send their children home. I'm afraid we won't be able to hold classes properly for a while, maybe even a month..."


  Pung Jinho must be trembling in fear right now, Baek Suryong thought amusedly.


  Namgung Su furrowed his brows. "Then, is there a possibility that this year's Heavenly Martial Festival will be cancelled?"


  Baek Suryong stiffened.


  Thankfully, Noh Goonsang shook his head. "I doubt it. Even if the Murim Alliance Chairman wanted that, the Principal of the Heavenly Martial Academy wouldn't allow it."


  Since most of the high-ranking members of the Murim Alliance were his former students, the Principal of the Heavenly Martial Academy wielded authority comparable to that of the Murim Alliance Chairman.


  Mae Geuklyom nodded in agreement. "As long as an all-out war with the Blood Cult does not break out, the Heavenly Martial Festival will proceed as planned."


  Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo added, "In fact, they'll probably make it even more extravagant than in previous years. The Murim Alliance chairman simply hates the idea of bowing to pressure from the unorthodox sects."


  The other two nodded in agreement.


  Baek Suryong sighed in relief. At least the Heavenly Martial Festival wouldn't be cancelled just because the Blood Cult reappeared. This was good news for the Azure Dragon Academy, who had staked everything on this year's festival.


  ...Hmm?


  Suddenly, an idea struck him.


  "Um, Principal?" he asked abruptly, "Could I delay my return to the academy for a bit?"


  "All of a sudden?"


  "Yes. If I can't continue my practical lessons when I get back anyway..." Baek Suryong glanced at the sleeping students, a mischievous grin slowly spreading across his face. "...I thought it might be a good idea to take the kids out for some training while we're out here."


  "Training? Where?" Noh Goonsang asked curiously.


  Baek Suryong pointed into the distance.


  Noh Goonsang looked where he was pointing. In that direction was Mount Tianzhu, the mountain devastated by the clash between two supreme masters.


  "I was thinking of taking them to the mountains."


  "The mountains?"


  Baek Suryong recalled a story Maeng Ho'ak once told him. It was one of the Bandit King's more interesting tales from a lifetime of roaming the mountains.


  
    "Sometimes, a natural disaster will destroy a sacred mountain. The spirit beasts that live in hiding within those mountains will then begin to migrate in search of a new home. Normally, even I would have a hard time finding them, but when they migrate, they have no choice but to move around, so it's much easier."

  


  Lucky me, remembering that story at a time like this! Though it may not be so lucky for the kids...


  "I thought I'd give the kids some field experience, and maybe even try to catch some spirit beasts."


  "Hoho! A spirit beast hunt? That sounds fun," Noh Goonsang chuckled lightheartedly, seeming to think that Baek Suryong was joking. After all, catching a spirit beast wasn't easy, and even encountering a spirit beast in the mountains was a miraculous encounter in and of itself.


  After a moment's thought, he nodded. "Alright, I'll grant you permission, but don't take too long. Come back within two weeks. I think we'll be able to resume classes normally by then."


  "Thank you." Baek Suryong bowed his head slightly, grinning from ear to ear.


  "By the way, shouldn't you ask the students for their opinions first?"


  "Why bother? They're fast asleep. I'll just 'persuade' them when they wake up tomorrow."


  "...Okay, that works!"


  Unfortunately for the students, their fate was sealed by the Principal's nonchalance.


  
    "Oh! Sometimes though, the spirit beasts who suddenly lose their homes will transform into demonic beasts."

  


  That night, all of the students had nightmares.


  It was probably because they were exhausted.


  Chapter 247: Spirit Beast Hunt! (2)


  "Senior! Senior Wonkang! Wake up!"


  Hyonwon Kang tossed and turned at the sound of a distant voice, mumbling, "Mmm... Just a little longer..."


  For days, he relentlessly used his movement arts without a moment's rest or sleep, unable to sit still while the Blood Cult attacked the Namgung Clan where Baek Suryong and the other instructors were.


  Thankfully yet perplexingly, Baek Suryong was perfectly fine to the point where Hyonwon Kang couldn't describe how relieved yet stupefied he felt at that moment.


  Did that man not get injured at all despite fighting the Blood Cult?


  Frowning in his sleep, Hyonwon Kang mumbled, "Fuck... I'm definitely going to beat him up one day..."


  Just when will I finally be able to land a solid hit on that monster of a teacher?


  Anyway, he wasn't going to wake up now.


  "Senior! Please wake up! We're in big trouble!"


  The familiar voice called out to him again, and this time, they was shaking him as well. Judging by the honorific, it must be one of his juniors.


  "Five more minutes..." Hyonwon Kang muttered, brushing off the hand on his shoulder.


  His body felt strangely heavy and listless, probably thanks to the uncomfortable bedroll that affected his sleep quality and gave him a nightmare. Moreover, it was a nightmare where Baek Suryong was still beating him up even after graduation...


  SMACK!


  Feeling a sharp pain on his cheek, Hyonwon Kang flinched. Who the hell slaps someone who's asleep?


  Suddenly sensing that he was about to get hit again if he didn't wake up immediately, Hyonwon Kang half opened his eyes, feeling both confused and irritated.


  "Hey, I'm awake..." he began, but it was too late.


  There was a palm right in front of his face.


  "Wake up!"


  SLAP!


  The blinding pain jolted Hyonwon Kang into a sitting position. Clutching his reddened cheek, he glared at the person who had just slapped him. "Hey! What the hell do you think you're doing?!" he yelled.


  Yeo Min stared at him with her hands on her hips and a pitiful expression on her face. "I only did that because you wouldn't wake up no matter how many times I called you. If you had been any slower, I'm willing to bet that a wild animal would have dragged you off and eaten you."


  "You little... Eh? What's wrong? Why is your face like that?" Hyonwon Kang blinked in confusion. Yeo Min's face was unusually pale. Beads of sweat trickled down her forehead, and her breathing seemed ragged.


  Yeo Min replied irritably, "I'm out of breath from running all over to find you. How can you sleep in this situation? If a wild animal had come, you wouldn't even have noticed."


  "...Eh? What?" Hyonwon Kang gaped, dumbfounded.


  Yeo Min let out a sigh and raised her hand. "Sigh, talking to you like this is meaningless. First, let me wake you up properly."


  "I'm awake! I'm already awake!" Hyonwon Kang screamed, jumping to his feet.


  Finally wide awake, he desperately looked around. It didn't take him long to realize that something was very wrong.


  "...Huh? Where are we?!"


  Before he fell asleep, he vaguely remembered being reunited with the new instructors returning from the Namgung Estate, and the Principal telling him to get a good rest since they had all suffered so much in the past few days, smiling oh so kindly and going hohoho...


  And so he had fallen into a deep sleep... only to wake up in an unfamiliar forest.


  "Where are the teachers?"


  "I was alone when I woke up, and I found you after searching for an hour. I didn't think you'd still be sleeping though..."


  "That's why you hit me? Back in my day, we never so much as stepped on our seniors' shadows. We were always polite and careful even from ten meters away..."


  "Shut up and try gathering your inner qi."


  "Why?" Grumbling, Hyonwon Kang did as he was told, but his face soon paled. "...Eh? What the fuck?"


  As if there was a blockage in his qi center, he couldn't move his qi at all. In addition, his body felt strangely heavy and stiff. While such symptoms could have been the result of days of accumulated fatigue, he had the feeling that some external force was acting on him.


  "You can't use qi either, right? Looks like our acupoints have been sealed," Yeo Min sighed, her deepest fears confirmed.


  Still wholly confused, Hyonwon Kang asked with a bewildered expression, "Our acupoints are sealed? By who? Why?"


  "Who else would do this to us?"


  "Wait, you don't mean..."


  Hyonwon Kang's eyes widened in disbelief and panic. No way. Surely not. Would that guy really seal his students' acupoints while they were asleep, rendering them unable to use qi, and then leave them stranded in the mountains? He couldn't be that much of a scumbag, could he?


  Seeing Hyonwon Kang's expression, Yeo Min immediately understood what he was thinking. She had cursed Baek Suryong countless times on the way here as well.


  "Look behind you."


  "Behind me?"


  "Where you were lying down."


  Hyonwon Kang followed Yeo Min's gaze and turned his head to see some writing next to where he had been sleeping.


  Starting today, you will be having an outdoor practical lesson. Spend a week living in the mountains.


  I don't care what you do there, but going down the mountain is forbidden.


  If you can't take it anymore, light the signal flare. I'll come to rescue you.


  p.s. Watch out for wild animals. You'll have a hard time against them without inner arts.


  Next to the message was a signal flare, the only lifeline Baek Suryong had left them.


  "What kind of crazy teacher abandons his sleeping students in the mountains?! He could have at least warned us beforehand!"


  Livid, Hyonwon Kang kicked the message, but it only hurt his foot.


  Thankfully, he soon regained his composure. It wasn't the first or second time he'd been put in this kind of situation, and in the end, he had no choice but to accept reality.


  "So, to summarize..."


  Both of them were currently unable to use inner arts, and Baek Suryong had taken all their weapons. The only things they had left were their bare bodies and the signal flare Baek Suryong had left them.


  "So he's telling us to survive a week in the mountains like this?"


  "Something feels weird here."


  The two looked around. A thick fog had gathered, making it hard to see more than ten meters ahead. Furthermore, a strange energy was flowing through the mountain, reminiscent of some kind of taoist or demonic sorcery.


  For the two students with little jianghu experience, this was a surreal adventure.


  "First, let's find the others."


  "Got it."


  Unable to use their inner arts, they had no choice but to rely on their five senses.


  The two expanded their senses to the maximum, dilating their eyes, focusing on what they could feel with their skin and feet, straining their ears to pick up the slightest sound, even sniffing the air to catch every subtle scent.


  SNIFF SNIFF!


  Suddenly, Hyonwon Kang, who had been sniffing the air, looked down and stared at his own armpit. "Hey, don't I smell good?"


  "......" Yeo Min glowered at Hyonwon Kang as if he was a lowly, filthy bug.


  Hyonwon Kang protested, "No, I'm serious, I smell good!"


  "Disgusting..."


  "Please, just listen to me. There's a sweet smell..."


  "Stop talking nonsense and keep a lookout," Yeo Min snapped curtly.


  Hyonwon Kang pouted. "I'm serious! Come to think of it, you have the same smell on you..."


  "Come any closer, and I'll kill you."


  "S-Sorry."


  The two scouted the mountain in silence for a while.


  "Hey, trust me," Hyonwon Kang reassured, thumping his chest and playing the senior. "I can take down most wild animals without any inner arts."


  "......" Deep down, Yeo Min agreed, but she didn't want to fuel Hyonwon Kang's ego. Her companion's body, tempered by the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, was as strong as most external art masters. It was probably true that he could take down most animals with his bare hands.


  Most animals, that is.


  GROWL...


  The moment a huge shadow loomed over them, Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min instinctively took a few steps back.


  "No way..."


  "N-No, it can't be..."


  Slowly, they raised their heads, only to find a tiger's bright yellow eyes staring down at them from the top of a large rock.


  Breaking out in a cold sweat, Hyonwon Kang muttered, "A tiger right from the get go? That's overkill."


  "S-Senior, what should we do?"


  "First, let's back away slowly. We're still pretty far away, so..."


  The two backed away to avoid provoking the tiger.


  Seeing them, the tiger tilted its head, then twitched its nose and sniffed them. Next, it stuck out its tongue and licked its lips, as if saying, "Wow, these humans look delicious!"


  "...RUUUUUN!" Hyonwon Kang turned and bolted.


  Yeo Min ran beside him, shouting incredulously, "Didn't you just tell me to trust you?!"


  "Does that look like 'most wild animals' to you?!"


  "You coward! How could you run before your junior!"


  "Who cares about seniority when fleeing?! And you're better at movement arts anyway!"


  "I'm going to tell on you!"


  "To who? The man who's the root cause of all this?!"


  ROAAAAAAR!


  The tiger's roar shook the trees.


  Glancing back, they saw the tiger jump down from the rock and chase after them at a terrifying speed.


  "UWAAAAH! HELP!"


  "BAEK SURYONG, YOU FUCKING SON OF A BITCH!"


  The desperate screams of the frantic duo echoed across Mount Tianzhu.
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  Baek Suryong watched from afar, arms folded, as Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min were chased by the tiger. "...Hyonwon Kang, I'll kill you later. Still, it seems that those two have gotten a lot better at movement arts," he muttered.


  CRACK! CRACK!


  Trees snapped beneath the tiger's paws as it ran. Unable to use inner arts, Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min had to use the surrounding terrain to their advantage.


  Thankfully, they soon figured out how to fight back.


  "This way, you idiot!" Yeo Min, the faster of the two, shouted as she lured the tiger into a narrow passage.


  Meanwhile, Hyonwon Kang fashioned a thick branch into a spear, circled around and stabbed the tiger in the side.


  GRAAAWR!


  The tiger howled in pain. Hyonwon Kang rolled away to dodge its paw, then starting running again. When the tiger turned to chase Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min threw a sharp rock like a dagger, aiming for its eyes.


  As time passed, Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min's cooperation improved. Using only their external arts, they slowly wore down the tiger.


  Had they faced a spirit beast, it would have been hopeless, but fortunately, it was just an ordinary big tiger.


  "That side seems fine for now," Baek Suryong concluded, turning his attention to the other students.


  "URAAAGH!"


  "KWAARGH!"


  On one side, two bears, no, a bear and Geo Sangwoong were wrestling.


  Man and bear clashed with pure strength, but surprisingly, Geo Sangwoong wasn't being pushed back at all. Through his torn clothes, his rock-hard muscles were visible.


  "KWAARGH?" As Geo Sangwoong grabbed both its paws, the bear growled, surprised that it was being overpowered by a human.


  Baek Suryong was equally astonished. "That guy's becoming less and less human..."


  Shaking his head, he turned his gaze toward Wiji Cheon.


  SSSSSSS...


  Wiji Cheon was facing off against a huge snake big enough to swallow him whole on top of a tree. Seemingly sensing Wiji Cheon's killing intent though, the snake didn't dare attack recklessly.


  "...Cheon will be fine."


  There were two aims to this survival training in the mountains. The first was to improve the students' combat skills in the field, and the second was to lay the groundwork for hunting spirit beasts.


  "Right now, they might resent me, but later, they'll thank me," Baek Suryong chuckled, recalling a conversation he had with the Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak in his previous life.


  
    "You want to learn how to catch a spirit beast, you say? Heh, I'll give you some special advice."

  


  Maeng Ho'ak often boasted that he was the person who had eaten the most spirit beasts in history. While it might have been a bit of an exaggeration, it probably wasn't entirely untrue, as the man had spent his entire life roaming dozens of mountain ranges like they were his backyard.


  
    "We don't call those animals spirit beasts for nothing. Catching creatures that have survived for centuries by avoiding humans is no easy feat."

  


  Animals, birds, fish, insects, plants... Any creature that became special by surviving for at least a hundred years, and sometimes even thousands of years, was called a spirit beast.


  
    "They're so cunning that when they sense someone stronger than them, they won't even dare to approach. Their ability to sense danger is also far superior to a human's, not to mention how incredibly good they are at hiding their qi..."


    "Then how did you find them?"


    Maeng Ho'ak grinned. "I lured them out with bait, of course."

  


  Baek Suryong's eyes fell on the bait students running through the mountains.


  Chapter 248: Spirit Beast Hunt! (3) — The Bandit and the Beast


  Baek Suryong recalled his past conversation with Maeng Ho'ak.


  
    "Bait? Do you mean a small animal that spirit beasts eat?"


    "Good heavens, you know nothing but martial arts, don't you? If you use a tiny animal as bait, other animals will snatch it before the spirit beast even shows up."


    "...Then what should we use?"


    "Humans, of course."


    At the mention of using humans as bait, not only Number 27, but the other masters listening to Maeng Ho'ak's story all stared at him in surprise.


    The Crazy Demon's eyes, in particular, were filled with scorn. "Bandit or no, surely there is a line you shouldn't cross. Are you saying that you sacrificed people just to catch a spirit beast?"


    "Huh?" Finally realizing that his words were ridiculously easy to misinterpret, Maeng Ho'ak hastily explained, "Did I say anything about chopping people up and using them as bait? No! I just sent someone who's fast and smart to lure the spirit beast out! Do you think I'm some kind of monster?!"


    The Crazy Demon scoffed. "...Idiot, you should've just said that from the start."


    The Ice Moon Goddess remarked, "Since you two get along so well, I thought you were talking about human sacrifice too."


    "Hoho, it's good to hear that's not what you meant... You're sure about that, right?" the Sword Saint asked doubtfully.


    Maeng Ho'ak shook his head and sighed, "Is that how you guys thought of me all this time? Hmph, in that case, I'll only share the secret with my disciple."


    Leaning close to Number 27, Maeng Ho'ak whispered, "Anyway, the key to the whole operation is how tempting you make the bait. Listen closely, this is my secret recipe..."

  


  Baek Suryong smiled faintly, remembering Maeng Ho'ak's mischievous expression and how the other masters pretended not to listen while craning their necks to eavesdrop.


  Back then, I only listened to his stories for fun.


  As there was no entertainment inside the prison, when the masters were bored, they mostly chatted about random things.


  Since the Sword Saint and the Crazy Demon had been obsessed with martial arts for most of their lives, and the Ice Moon Goddess had also spent most of her life in the North Sea Ice Palace, however, it turned out that Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak was the one with the most stories to tell.


  Contrary to his rough appearance, he was an incredibly clever man who had freely roamed the jianghu for decades.


  
    "You add elixirs or spiritual herbs to the bait."


    "...Elixirs? Do I look like I have infinite money?"


    "Did I say you should use something expensive like the Great Cycle Pill or ambergris? Of course, the pricier it is, the better it works, but cheap stuff will do. Anyway, you grind up the medicine and apply it to the bait."


    "If it fails, won't it be a waste of precious elixirs...? Whatever, tell me the rest of the it."


    "Don't make the scent too obvious, those guys are incredibly perceptive. The secret is to apply it to the armpits or groin to dilute the scent."


    "That's disgusting... Anyway, what's next?"

  


  Fortunately, Baek Suryong had just received plenty of elixirs and spiritual herbs from the Namgung Clan, so he created the bait mixture and applied it to the students' armpits.


  "Now, you get the bait to start running around the mountains like their lives depend on it, and eventually, the scent of the miracle herbs will mix with their natural body odor, making them seem like living elixirs. This drives the spirit beasts crazy."


  "Oho... That's pretty convincing."


  Right now, Baek Suryong's students were running around the mountain to lure out the spirit beasts.


  "Honestly, I had my doubts about Master Maeng's method... but it seems to be working already!"


  ROAR! GROWL!


  Although they weren't spirit beasts, large animals that ruled the area had already sought out the students.


  If those big guys are lucky and live long enough, they'll eventually become spirit beasts. Unfortunately, since true spirit beasts are very cautious, they haven't made a move yet. Still, they're probably hiding somewhere and observing.


  Master Maeng had said that in order for a spirit beast to appear, he would need to use the bait for at least three days, maybe even up to a month.


  Even if we don't catch a spirit beast, this is still a great experience for the students.


  Of course, Baek Suryong planned to capture any spirit beast that appeared.


  "In the end, it's a battle of patience, huh..."


  Baek Suryong quietly watched the students, when suddenly, he couldn't help but exclaim in admiration, "As expected, he's the best in the mountains."


  Ya Suhyeok moved through the forest as if it were his own home. Despite his bear-like frame, he climbed trees like a monkey, didn't flinch when he encountered large animals, skillfully used the terrain to his advantage to effortlessly hunt down beasts that the other students would have a hard time defeating, set traps, dug pitfalls, and even crafted tools from things he gathered in the forest.


  SQUEAL!


  He even hunted down a wild boar and slung it over his shoulder without sustaining so much as a scratch, and filled a vine-woven basket with fish he had caught from the river.


  And that wasn't the end of it.


  After getting food and water, he smoked out a bear from its cave and hunted it with a single stab to the heart using a spear whittled from wood. Then, using the bear's fur, he easily set up a tent to protect himself from the elements.


  All of this happened in less than half a day, enough to make one wonder if this mountain was actually Ya Suhyeok's hometown.


  Even Baek Suryong was astonished at Ya Suhyeok's adaptability.


  "What in the world? How...?"


  After a round of hunting, Ya Suhyeok made a fire in front of the bear's cave that he had claimed, grilled the boar and fish that he had caught, and began to gorge himself.


  MUNCH MUNCH MUNCH...


  Baek Suryong shook his head in disbelief. To that kid, this was no training session. It was a fun and easy picnic.


  "Well, what else did I expect from someone who used to roll with the Viridian Forest Bandits, really?"


  Ya Suhyeok, who had never told anyone that he was from the Viridian Forest Bandits, would have been shocked speechless and dropped his meat if he had heard Baek Suryong's words.


  However, the reason Baek Suryong knew where Ya Suhyeok came from wasn't because he was particularly sharp. Everyone else knew as well.


  "He should at least try to hide it a little better..."


  Whenever the usually quiet Ya Suhyeok mentioned his "Hyung-nims" or "mountain business", everyone had to bite their lips and grit their teeth to keep from laughing.


  "Thankfully, he doesn't talk much with people outside our group."


  Perhaps it was because they were both from the Viridian Forest Bandits, but whenever Baek Suryong looked at Ya Suhyeok, he was reminded of the Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak. Although their appearance and speech were completely different, they had a similar air about them.


  "Anyway, why would a bandit want to attend the Azure Dragon Academy...?"


  The Viridian Forest Bandits were classified as an unorthodox sect, so it was impossible for Ya Suhyeok to enroll in the Azure Dragon Academy through normal means without hiding his identity or creating a fake one.


  Still, letting someone with a suspicious background enroll would be unthinkable in the Five Great Academies. Only the Azure Dragon Academy, which had relaxed its entrance requirements in recent years due to financial difficulties, would have let it slide.


  Well, just the fact that Baek Suryong was easily hired despite his dubious background proved how lax the Azure Dragon Academy was.


  "Well, I'm sure there's a reason for it."


  Baek Suryong wasn't going to pry. No matter where Ya Suhyeok came from, he was now his student.


  Just then, Baek Suryong sensed something strange around Ya Suhyeok.


  Hmm? Was I mistaken? Or could it be...?


  The aura had been faint and vanished in an instant. He concentrated again, but there was nothing there.


  Once again, Baek Suryong's eyes focused on Ya Suhyeok, who had finished his meal and stood up. He extinguished the campfire and blocked the entrance of the cave with a large boulder, leaving only a small gap, barely big enough for one person to squeeze through.


  ...Then something white flitted into the cave.


  "!!" Baek Suryong jumped to his feet. Since he was far away, he couldn't tell exactly what had entered the cave, but judging from its faint aura, it didn't seem like a powerful spirit beast...


  "Hell yeah! I caught something!"


  Grinning wickedly, Baek Suryong quietly snuck toward Ya Suhyeok's location.


  [image: sep]


  "Yaaaaaawn..." Sprawled on the cave floor, Ya Suhyeok yawned as he scratched his full belly.


  Thanks to the thick layer of leaves he'd collected, the ground was soft and comfortable, and beside him lay enough meat to last him another day.


  If only I had some alcohol…


  Ya Suhyeok's father was a woodcutter. After his father died from a tiger attack, he was taken in by the Viridian Forest Bandits and lived in their mountain keep.


  Therefore, having spent his entire life in the mountains, he felt more at ease here than in any city.


  Anyway, I should tell them who I am soon...


  For quite some time now, Ya Suhyeok had been on the fence about whether or not to reveal a secret. Unknown to his classmates and teachers, he was actually a member of the Viridian Forest Bandits.


  When he entered Azure Dragon Academy, his original intention was to hide this truth from everyone until he graduated. However, living with everyone at the White Dragon Manor fostered a sense of camaraderie and belonging with everyone else.


  Thus, as time went on, the weight of his deception grew heavier, and he began to feel guilty about hiding the truth from his teacher and seniors.


  I don't think those orthodox geeks will completely ostracize me if I tell them I'm a bandit... but would they faint in shock?


  Ya Suhyeok frowned and sighed, wondering if he had done too good a job of acting like an orthodox martial artist.


  "…Maybe I should've dropped a few hints. I guess being an amazing actor can be a problem sometimes."


  Muttering words that would shock his seniors at the White Dragon Manor for a completely different reason than he thought, Ya Suhyeok sighed again.


  What to do...


  Just then, a small animal took advantage of his momentary inattentiveness and slipped into the cave.


  SNIFF SNIFF...


  Having gone days without eating, the little animal could no longer resist the aroma of fresh meat.


  SNEAK, SNEAK...


  Ya Suhyeok still seemed completely oblivious to its approach. Its small size was a blessing!


  As the animal crept closer to its prey, the smell grew stronger, until finally it pounced.


  OMNOMNOM!


  The little animal dug into the boar meat, chomping and chewing with abandon.


  "Huh? What's this?"


  Finally noticing the animal, Ya Suhyeok sat up. Although he had felt something moving around in the corner, he'd thought it was just a bug... but there, half-buried in the massive pile of meat, was a ball of white fur barely larger than his fist.


  "What are you?" Ya Suhyeok shouted, reaching out and grabbing the ball of fur.


  Trapped in his giant hand, the small animal bared its teeth and hissed, but despite its attempt to appear menacing, its tiny teeth only looked cute.


  "What's that?" Baek Suryong asked curiously, entering the cave and staring at the small spirit beast in Ya Suhyeok's hand.


  "Mr. Baek?" Ya Suhyeok looked back and forth between Baek Suryong and the white furball.


  Baek Suryong smirked. "Oh my, is that... a kitten?"


  "MEOW! MEOW!"


  The white furball desperately tried to escape Ya Suhyeok's grasp.


  Chapter 249: Spirit Beast Hunt! (4)


  "MRREEEEOW!" The furball squirmed and lashed out with its front paws in a desperate attempt to scratch Ya Suhyeok.


  Unfortunately, the boy's external arts-reinforced arms were completely impenetrable to the tiny claws.


  "Hold still, little guy... Hey!" Ya Suhyeok scowled threateningly, but the furball was a wild animal and resisted fiercely. Still, it's desperate squirming only felt ticklish to him.


  Baek Suryong studied the struggling furball more closely. "On second thought... I don't think this is a cat. It's probably a tiger cub," he mused.


  Upon hearing the word 'tiger', Ya Suhyeok flinched and glared intensely at the furball, a hint of killing intent in his eyes.


  What's wrong with this guy? Baek Suryong wondered, confused, when he suddenly recalled the boy's past. Right, he said his father was killed by a tiger when he was little.


  According to Ya Suhyeok, he had already avenged his father, but it seemed that his hatred for tigers still lingered.


  "Wait," Ya Suhyeok muttered, furrowing his brows. "Can tigers be pure white? With no stripes?"


  "Hmm... It might be a Silver Tiger, which is even rarer than the White Tiger. This is my first time seeing one in person, so I can't be certain," Baek Suryong replied.


  The Silver Tiger was an extremely rare type of spirit beast, known for its gentle nature, acute qi senses, and high intelligence. Unlike ordinary tigers, they rarely attacked humans, and legend had it that they were once the companions of deities.


  Why is this little cub all alone?


  There was only one possible reason for a tiger cub this small to be wandering around alone. Either the mother was dead, or she was unable to protect her cub.


  "...Should we kill it?" Ya Suhyeok whispered.


  "Why?"


  "It's bound to start hunting people when it grows up."


  "Silver Tigers don't eat people. Anyway, give it to me for now."


  Sighing, Baek Suryong took the tiger cub from Ya Suhyeok. He had a feeling that if he left it with the boy, he might crush it with his bare hands.


  Interestingly, the moment Baek Suryong held the Silver Tiger in his arms, it stopped squirming and became strangely docile.


  "Purr..." the Silver Tiger purred happily.


  Feeling slightly annoyed, Ya Suhyeok grumbled, "It's just an animal, and it's already choosing who to befriend."


  "The mother must be somewhere close by," Baek Suryong surmised. "We should go look for her."


  "Ah, I see. Are you leaving it alive so that you can kill the mother too?"


  "......" Baek Suryong didn't bother to answer the prejudiced question. He was more curious to know why a powerful spirit beast like the Silver Tiger had died or gotten critically injured.


  Was it killed by a martial artist after its inner core? Or was there another reason?


  Regardless, he would decide whether to kill or spare this little guy after finding out what happened to its mother.


  "Let's go out," he instructed.


  Ya Suhyeok nodded. "Okay."


  Baek Suryong cuddled the now submissive Silver Tiger cub and walked past Ya Suhyeok. For a moment, the Silver Tiger's eyes met Ya Suhyeok's again.


  "NYAAAAH!"


  "What? You little...!"


  "Shut up, both of you," Baek Suryong commanded.


  The two kids immediately turned their heads in opposite directions.
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  Hidden in the bushes, two men stealthily observed the Silver Tiger.


  "Mr. Baek," Ya Suhyeok whispered, his tone disgruntled. "Do we really have to go this far?"


  "Shh!" Baek Suryong hissed.


  After exiting the cave, he had released the Silver Tiger. Of course, he hadn't actually let it go. He was just pretending, waiting for it to lead him to its mother.


  "Meow..." The Silver Tiger glanced around, seeming a little uneasy, before starting to move.


  The two men quietly followed.


  Even though it was still a cub, a spirit beast was still a spirit beast. Once it started running seriously, it was much faster than humans. However, it seemed that this cub hadn't traversed the mountains much on its own...


  SPLAT!


  The Silver Tiger tripped over a tree root and tumbled over.


  "Whimper..." Blinking back tears, it struggled back to its feet and licked the wound on its paw.


  Ya Suhyeok clicked his tongue disapprovingly. "What a dumb kitty."


  After an hour of pursuit, the Silver Tiger finally slowed down, entered a deep mountain valley, and squeezed through a wooden barricade into what appeared to be a mountain fortress.


  Ya Suhyeok furrowed his brows. "That's a bandit keep."


  A signboard marked the bandit keep as belonging to the Viridian Forest Bandits. It was cleverly hidden deep within the valley, probably to avoid the eyes of the authorities.


  Baek Suryong's expression hardened. "I smell blood from inside."


  "What?" Ya Suhyeok gasped. "Don't tell me...that little bastard!"


  BOOM!


  Like a cannonball, Ya Suhyeok shot forth, jumping cleanly over the barricade that surrounded the mountain keep.


  Baek Suryong immediately chased after him. Upon scanning the interior of the keep, however, his face crumpled.


  Fuck, this is terrible.


  More than half of the keep was destroyed, and dozens of mutilated corpses lay scattered inside, most of them seemingly crushed by huge boulders.


  Ya Suhyeok's eyes turned wild at the sight. "Those filthy beasts...!"


  He directed his wrath at the little Silver Tiger, who was huddled among the corpses. The dozens of brutally murdered corpses and his father's mangled body overlapped in his mind.


  Despite trembling in fear, the furball bared its teeth. "Hiss..."


  "I'll kill you!" Ya Suhyeok roared, releasing his killing intent and moving to attack.


  However, Baek Suryong blocked his path. "Calm down, Suhyeok. That little one didn't do this."


  "Then it must have been its mother!"


  "Take a closer look at the corpses."


  "Move! This is the Viridian Forest Bandits' business! Even if it's you, I won't let you go if you interfere!" Ya Suhyeok bellowed, swinging his fist at Baek Suryong as if to prove he meant what he said.


  WHOOSH!


  Watching the huge fist zooming toward him with incredible speed, Baek Suryong sighed softly, "I get that you're angry, but first, you need to calm down."


  SMACK!


  In a flash, Baek Suryong slapped Ya Suhyeok's face, causing his head to snap to the side and his entire body to sway.


  The sting of the slap seemed to break through Ya Suhyeok's rage, but he still glared at Baek Suryong resentfully. "Why... Why are you... protecting that... thing?" he growled.


  "Because you're misdirecting your anger." Baek Suryong explained patiently, motioning toward the corpses. "Calm down and take a good, hard look at the state of the corpses."


  Ya Suhyeok's gaze followed.


  "Most of the bandits were crushed by something massive, and yet the bite marks are relatively tiny, with no sign of anything torn apart by sharp claws. Most importantly, there are traces of poison on the corpses. Does this look like the work of a tiger to you?"


  Having finally regained his senses, Ya Suhyeok examined the corpses carefully and slowly shook his head, looking confused.


  "You're right," he admitted. "This wasn't done by a tiger, but by a snake. Still, I've never seen a viper this big before."


  "Then it must be a spirit beast," Baek Suryong remarked, nodding. From the bite marks and the blue poison smeared all over their bodies, as well as the marks on the ground where a huge body had slithered past, he too had concluded that the bandits had been killed by an unusually large viper.


  "Let's ask someone for more details."


  "Huh? What are you talking about? Everyone's dead. Who are we supposed to..."


  "You over there," Baek Suryong interrupted, staring at the collapsed barricade. "Come out."


  Quivering with fear, a shabby-looking middle-aged man crawled out from behind the barricade. "Um, who are you?" he asked gingerly.


  He was a survivor of the bandit gang.
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  The surviving bandits lined up in front of Baek Suryong and Ya Suhyeok, shuffling their feet nervously as the middle-aged man introduced himself as the Underboss of the bandit keep.


  "Our Boss passed away recently, so I'm in charge now," he whimpered, seemingly intimidated by Ya Suhyeok's imposing physique. Martial artists who killed bandits like flies were common, so he had no choice but to submit obediently.


  "What manner of creature did this to you guys?" Baek Suryong snapped, cutting to the chase.


  "It was a huge snake with a horn on its forehead."


  "...A Horned Snake," Baek Suryong sighed softly. As expected, the attacker was a spirit beast.


  Horned Snakes were highly venomous snakes with a horn on their foreheads. Most of them were small, but the one that attacked this place was said to be over fifteen meters long, with a body as thick as a man's thigh.


  If the bandits' description wasn't exaggerated, then it was a true monster.


  "Even our Boss, who was quite the expert, was killed without a chance to fight back. The rest of us were too scared to even move."


  The bandits trembled, the terror of the Horned Snake still fresh in their minds.


  Gulping nervously, the Underboss continued, "Thankfully, a Silver Tiger showed up and fought the Horned Snake. If it hadn't, we would all be dead."


  Ya Suhyeok's eyes widened in surprise. "Why would a Silver Tiger do such a thing?"


  "Well..." The underboss's eyes fell on the Silver Tiger cub.


  As if it understood that they were talking about it, the cub lifted its head smugly, but that only made it look cuter, like a puffed-up furball.


  "We once saved that cub from a trap. Since then, the mother Silver Tiger would occasionally bring us wild boars or pheasants."


  Listening to the story of a mother repaying the bandits for saving her cub, Ya Suhyeok's expression softened a bit.


  "However, even the mother Silver Tiger struggled badly against the Horned Snake. They fought for over an hour, but eventually, she gave up and ran off, luring the Horned Snake away."


  The furball diligently licked its body. On closer inspection, dozens of small wounds were hidden beneath its thick fur.


  The Underboss looked at the Silver Tiger sadly. "This little guy tried to follow its mother, but I held it back. I thought that's what the mother would want."


  Everyone's gazes fell on the Silver Tiger cub, their eyes filling with pity. The mother was probably killed by the Horned Snake. Otherwise, she would have come looking for her cub long ago.


  "Purr..." The Silver Tiger suddenly scuttled over to Baek Suryong and rubbed itself against his leg.


  Baek Suryong picked it up, and the Silver Tiger curled up in his arms comfortably. Yawning widely, it closed its eyes.


  "Huh!" the Underboss gasped, surprised. "The cub may be small, but it's quite prideful. Why is it so docile? Anyway, all this happened yesterday. That little guy probably ran into you two masters while searching for its mother."


  Baek Suryong paused, piecing together the sequence of events.


  Finally, he said, "One more question. What color was the Horned Snake's horn?"


  "It was black, but..."


  Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. As far as he knew, the horns of the Horned Snake were either white or gold.


  There was only one case where it was black.


  It must be a demonic beast.


  Master Maeng's advice echoed in his mind.


  
    "Oh! Sometimes though, the spirit beasts who suddenly lose their homes will transform into demonic beasts. Be careful with those, they're dangerous."

  


  Unlike spirit beasts, demonic beasts killed and devoured everything in sight. Although he was aware of the possibility of demonic beasts on Mount Tianzhu, the Horned Serpent was a monster beyond his expectations.


  
    "They especially love human flesh."

  


  If we don't find it soon, it might go down the mountain and attack a village.


  Baek Suryong's thoughts drifted to the students currently running through the forest. If they were to encounter the Horned Snake, they could be severely injured, or worse.


  "Purr, purr..."


  As Baek Suryong sank into deep thought, the furball curled up in his arms, purring contentedly.


  Chapter 250: Spirit Beast Hunt! (5) — So Cute!


  Baek Suryong frowned deeply. A demonic Horned Snake was beyond the students' capabilities, especially with their inner arts sealed. If they were unlucky enough to encounter it, even fleeing would be damned near impossible.


  He quickly re-examined the mangled corpses, but it only added to his worries.


  Judging by the traces left on the bodies, it's ridiculously big. If it's over a thousand years old, then it's less a snake and more a divine imoogi that failed to ascend to the heavens... Fuck, I'm not sure that even I could easily defeat it.


  A chilling thought crept into his mind.


  What if, after losing his home in the battle between the Night Emperor and the Blue Sky Sword King, an imoogi who failed to ascend transformed into a demonic beast out of anger and frustration? No... maybe it's the other way around. What if it failed to ascend precisely because of the fight?


  If that were the case, then it would explain why its wrath was directed at humans.


  It didn't kill these people to eat them, but purely for the sake of killing.


  While the bodies were badly mangled and crushed, there were no signs of being eaten, and their distorted expressions testified to the immense suffering they had endured moments prior to death.


  If the Horned Snake's rage hasn't yet subsided, then the students on the mountain are in danger.


  Having organized his thoughts, Baek Suryong barked, "First, we need to gather everyone here. Suhyeok!"


  "Yes?"


  "Take this."


  Carefully handing the sleeping furball to Ya Suhyeok, Baek Suryong leapt high up into the sky, pulled a flare from his pocket, and fired it.


  WHISTLE... BOOM!


  The red flare painted the sky with a crimson glow, signaling the students to regroup.


  ""Whoa..."" The bandits gawked at Baek Suryong as he descended slowly, as if defying gravity. To them, he resembled a deity descending from the heavens.


  Baek Suryong beckoned to the Underboss. "The Horned Snake might come back here," he warned.


  "Gasp!"


  "Relax. It probably sustained some injuries while fighting the mother Silver Tiger, so it won't come back right away, at least..."


  The Horned Snake hadn't been able to kill all the bandits due to the Silver Tiger mother's interference, so it was quite possible that it would return after killing the tiger to finish what it had started. The fact that it hadn't reappeared yet suggested that it had been injured, perhaps badly.


  ...Well, I'll confess there's a bit of wishful thinking mixed into that assessment. Anyway, I should use this place as my base while searching for the Horned Snake.


  "Underboss. I intend to stay here for a few days. Are you okay with that?" Baek Suryong asked.


  "O-Of course," the Underboss stammered, nodding fervently. After witnessing Baek Suryong's incomparable movement arts, he didn't dare to refuse even if he felt uncomfortable with the idea.


  Baek Suryong nodded. Since the target was no longer a spirit beast, but a demonic beast, the spirit beast hunt would have to be canceled. From now on, he would have to proceed with much more caution and greater cunning.


  Having organized his thoughts, he turned to Ya Suhyeok and instructed, "I'm going to scout out the area. Please explain everything to the others when they arrive."


  "Huh? Then what about this little one?" Ya Suhyeok asked, staring apprehensively at the furball nestled in his arms.


  It was fast asleep, completely oblivious to the world, but every time its fur brushed against his skin, his face twitched in discomfort.


  "Purr..."


  Baek Suryong chuckled softly, "Please take care of it for now. It's a poor little thing that lost its mother, so don't bully it."


  "B-But wouldn't it be better if you took it..."


  Before Ya Suhyeok could finish, Baek Suryong vanished, leaving only a series of afterimages in his wake.


  "Damn, he's really fast," Ya Suhyeok exclaimed, staring blankly at the spot where his teacher had disappeared.


  He looked down at the furball sleeping peacefully in his arms. "Shit..."


  The horrifying scene of a tiger killing his father was something he could never forget. After that, he had vowed to kill every tiger he encountered, and he had already slain more than ten. Yet, when he looked at the tiny furball, he felt completely defeated.


  "...Is it because it's so small and doesn't have stripes? It doesn't look like a tiger at all."


  How could this teeny tiny thing be a tiger?


  Murmuring under his breath, Ya Suhyeok turned to face the scrawny bandits. As expected, it was much easier to deal with thugs than to think about what to do with the little tiger cub.


  "Oi, hyungs," he called out roughly.


  The bandits nervously approached Ya Suhyeok, their eyes wide with fear.


  "Earlier, I saw a torn Viridian Forest Alliance flag. Is this mountain keep officially registered with the Viridian Forest Alliance?"


  "...Yes?"


  "...You didn't hang up the Viridian Forest flag without permission, did you?"


  Isn't this something only someone from the Viridian Forest Bandits would know? Confused, the Underboss hesitated for a moment, then hastily replied, "N-No, of course not! We're an officially registered business establishment under the Viridian Forest Bandit King!"


  "Are you sure? I heard that there are a lot of fakes these days."


  "Please believe me, we're legit! But, how did you know..."


  "That's none of your business," Ya Suhyeok snapped. "If you're an official establishment, bring me the ledger."


  The Underboss and his underlings eyed Ya Suhyeok suspiciously.


  No way...


  Isn't he too knowledgeable about bandit matters?


  It was almost like he's one of us.


  Suddenly, the furball stirred and began to squirm.


  "Tsk..." Ya Suhyeok stared at the squirming furball and licked his lips.


  The blood drained from the bandits' faces. I-Is he going to eat it?


  They were quite fond of the adorable Silver Tiger cub, and its mother had saved them from the Horned Snake.


  What if this guy whose more bandit-like than us real bandits tries to eat the Silver Tiger?


  W-We have to stop him...


  But his fists are so big...


  Seeing the bandits glance back and forth between him and the Silver Tiger anxiously, Ya Suhyeok scowled and snarled, "What are you looking at?"


  ""N-Nothing, sir!""


  Thankfully, the reason Ya Suhyeok had licked his lips wasn't because he was craving some (tender?) tiger meat. He was looking at the cuts and scrapes on the furball's body.


  "...Anyone have any Wound Healing Balm?" he grunted.


  "Y-Yes, we have some, but..."


  "Bring it here."


  A moment later, one of the bandits handed Ya Suhyeok the ointment.


  "No wonder it was stumbling around so much," Ya Suhyeok mumbled, applying the ointment to the sleeping furball's wounds with a surprisingly gentle touch. "...Such a tiny thing, yet so high maintenance."


  After applying the ointment, Ya Suhyeok gazed dazedly at the furball, whose labored breathing had eased considerably.


  "Hey... I'm an orphan too," he whispered in a barely audible voice, before handing it over to the Underboss, annoyed by how the furball's now sticky fur tickled his skin.


  Turning to the other bandits, he commanded, "Get to work. We need to bury the corpses and fix the fence before Mr. Baek comes back."


  ""Y-Yes, sir..."" the bandits replied meekly.


  Ya Suhyeok scowled. "What's up with you pansies? How do you plan to get back to business with that shitty attitude?" he barked.


  ""YES, SIR!""


  Finally satisfied, Ya Suhyeok nodded. "That's a bit better. Then, when you're done burying the bodies, go chop some wood."


  ""YES, SIR!""


  Ya Suhyeok casually slung an axe, one that most men couldn't even lift with both hands, over his shoulder and took the lead.


  He looked exactly like a bandit heading out to do business.
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  Before the day was out, the students who had seen the flare began trickling into the bandit camp one by one.


  Geo Sangwoong was the first to arrive, but since he had been through a lot in the forest, he was practically naked when he showed up. Seeing Ya Suhyeok with the bandits, though, his eyes went wide with surprise.


  "You... Did you actually take over a bandit keep?" he exclaimed.


  "Take over?" Ya Suhyeok scoffed. "What are you talking about? And what happened to your clothes?"


  "My clothes were torn to shreds while I fought a bear," Geo Sangwoong explained. "At least I managed to protect my modesty. Phew!"


  "As if that's something to be proud of... Someone get this man some clothes."


  The bandits were terrified by the appearance of a man who was even bigger and burlier than Ya Suhyeok, but they really didn't have any clothes that would fit Geo Sangwoong. In the end, Geo Sangwoong had to make do with wrapping a large bearskin around himself like a robe.


  It seemed that with each passing day, he was looking more and more like a bear.


  "Senior! Suhyeok!"


  Wiji Cheon was the second to arrive. Unlike Geo Sangwoong, his uniform was still neat and clean. Having lived in the mountains with his grandfather, he hadn't had much trouble navigating the unfamiliar forest.


  Lastly, Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min came running into the keep together, bickering.


  "Hey! We're late because of you!"


  "What? You're the reason we got lost, Senior!"


  Both of them seemed to have suffered quite a bit, as their bodies were covered with leaves and dirt.


  "Hmm? What's that tiny thing?" Hyonwon Kang asked, staring at the furball in Ya Suhyeok's arms.


  "Oh my, it's adorable!" At the sight of the white furball, Yeo Min squealed and rushed over to pet it, not at all minding that Wiji Cheon and Geo Sangwoong were already unconsciously petting it.


  "Hiss!" The furball hissed and tried to get away, annoyed by all the attention, but it was futile. Humans were just too persistent and relentless when it came to adorable things.


  So cute! So cute! So cute!


  Yeo Min, Wiji Cheon, and Geo Sangwoong fought over who would get to pet the furball. Even Hyonwon Kang, who had been watching from the sidelines, eventually joined in the petting mania.


  Ya Suhyeok shook his head in disbelief. "Seniors," he said, his voice serious. "Listen carefully, I'm only going to say this once. A demonic beast known as the Horned Snake has appeared on this mountain..."


  Ya Suhyeok told them everything he had heard from the underboss. When he finished, the four of them turned somber, but they still didn't stop petting the furball.


  "A demonic beast..."


  "We have to catch it quickly."


  "So Mr. Baek went looking for it?"


  The students turned their pitying gazes toward the baby Silver Tiger, now orphaned.


  "Poor thing," Geo Sangwoong said, shaking his head sadly. "So young, yet it lost its mother..."


  "Why don't we take it home and raise it?" Wiji Cheon suggested.


  Yeo Min nodded eagerly. "I agree! What should we name it?"


  "Hmm... Since it's a white tiger, how about Baekbeom[1]?" Hyonwon Kang suggested, but his proposal was immediately shot down.


  Ya Suhyeok's jaw dropped. "You want to take this furball home and raise it? Are you guys all crazy?"


  At that moment, the furball, which had been watching Ya Suhyeok like a predator observing its prey, seized the opportunity and jumped onto Ya Suhyeok's head.


  "GYAAAAH! Damn it! Get down from there!" Ya Suhyeok yelled, reaching out to grab the furball.


  However, it quickly slipped off his head and clung to his back like a leech, demonstrating the uncanny agility of a spirit beast to the fullest. Annoyed by all the strangers trying to pet it, it had decided to stick to the most familiar and harmless one—Ya Suhyeok.


  "Fuck!" Ya Suhyeok howled. "Someone get this thing off me!"


  Unfortunately, no one helped him. His fellow students just stared at him enviously.


  "I'm so jealous..."


  "Lucky bastard. He got chosen..."


  "As expected... It's all about the back muscles, huh?"


  Unfortunately, Baek Suryong didn't return to the mountain keep until the next day... so Ya Suhyeok spent an entire day being harassed by a furball and his seniors.


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] Baekbeom literally meaning White Tiger.
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  SNORE... PHEW... SNORE... PHEW...


  Gazing at his seniors and classmates sleeping so soundly that not even a kidnapping attempt would wake them, Ya Suhyeok clicked his tongue in disdain.


  "Just exhausted do you have to be to sleep this soundly in a bandit lair?"


  Since the mountains were no different from his hometown, he was as energetic as ever, so he had volunteered to take the first watch.


  I wasn't sleepy anyway.


  He quietly exited the barracks. Torches flickered everywhere, illuminating the area around the keep as a precaution against the Horned Snake.


  Spotting Ya Suhyeok, the bandits on patrol sprang to attention.


  "Everything's normal! Nothing unusual sighted, sir!"


  Ya Suhyeok nodded and climbed the tallest watchtower. Being in a bandit keep made him reminisce about his hometown.


  Maybe it's because this is the first time in a while that I've hung out with people in the same line of work...
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  "Hyung-nim, looks like a tiger attacked this place. It's the woodcutter's house I told you about before..."


  "Huh? Hey, there's a kid over there..."


  After the tiger attack, the trembling Ya Suhyeok was discovered by sinister-looking, rugged men with menacing physiques. From the axes and daos they carried, it was obvious that they were bandits.


  "Poor kid's lost his mind with grief..."


  At that time, Ya Suhyeok was too distraught by the sight of his father being eaten by a tiger to feel any fear. In fact, his clothes were still soaked in his father's blood.


  "Poor thing."


  "That damn tiger! Just how many has it killed now?"


  "What should we do with this kid? We can't leave him here, the animals will eat him..."


  "I'll take care of him."


  A man who looked like a scholar strode forward, and the burly bandits immediately stepped aside to let him pass.


  Crouching down, he gently wiped the blood off of young Ya Suhyeok's face, asking, "Do you have relatives or someone you know in the village below? I'll take you there."


  "......"


  "No? Then how about coming with us? You won't starve to death at least."


  "......"


  "If you wander around by yourself, you'll end up begging for scraps. You might even get beaten to death by the local thugs. Well, you've got a good build, so you might be able to join the Beggars' Gang in Chengdu...but do you think you'll be lucky enough to make it there?"


  "......"


  "Hmm, cat got your tongue...?" The man paused for a moment, thinking, then asked, "Do you want revenge on that tiger?"


  Ya Suhyeok's eyes widened, and he snapped out of his trance. "...Y-Yes."


  "Oh? You might be small, but you've got spirit. Come with me."


  Back then, he hadn't known where they were going. He most certainly hadn't known that these men were an infamous group even among the seventy-two gangs of the Viridian Forest Bandit Alliance.


  The scholarly man reached out and took young Ya Suhyeok's hand. "From now on, call me Big Bro."


  "…Yes, Big Bro."


  One day years later, after Ya Suhyeok finally killed the tiger and avenged his father, Big Bro summoned him.


  "Go enroll at the Azure Dragon Academy. I've taken care of the paperwork, so you just need to pass the entrance exam."


  "What? Why?"


  Big Bro was a well-educated man, not the kind of person anyone would expect to be the leader of a bandit gang. Rumor had it that he'd passed the first and second stages of the Imperial Examination, but no one knew why he gave up a government career to become a bandit.


  Big Bro looked at Ya Suhyeok with a serious expression. "To survive, us Viridian Forest Bandits need to become more educated. Go to the Azure Dragon Academy, and learn the orthodox's martial arts, their ways of thinking, and their organizational structures. It will help us later."


  "…Can I refuse?" Ya Suhyeok protested, sulking.


  Big Bro put an arm around the boy's shoulders and grinned. "Of course you can. Even though I brought you in when you were just a snotty brat, fed you, clothed you, educated you... but hey, you know me. I won't force you to do anything you don't want to."


  "Fine! I'll go!"


  In the end, Ya Suhyeok couldn't refuse Big Bro's request and agreed to go study at the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "Pwahahaha! He's going to a murim academy? Him?"


  "I'll bet my entire fortune he gets kicked out in a fortnight!"


  "A fortnight? Five days is enough!"


  "Don't pick fights with those orthodox pushovers."


  "No brawling."


  "Don't talk too much to them. They'll figure out you're a bandit in no time."


  On the day he left home, his hyungs simply couldn't stop teasing him.


  "Alright, alright, let's not hold the kid back." Big Bro interrupted, stepping forward in the green scholarly robe that had earned him the alias, Viridian Scholar.


  "Youngest."


  "Yes, Big Bro?"


  "Suhyeok."


  "…Yes, Big Bro."


  The Viridian Scholar grinned mischievously. "How long are you going to keep calling me that? I told you to call me Father years ago. Why is it so hard?"


  "I don't know, it just... feels weird."


  Amid the surrounding bandits' good-natured laughter, the Viridian Scholar chuckled, approached Ya Suhyeok, and pulled him into a hug.


  "Well, we can talk about that more when you get back. Take care, Suhyeok."


  "…Okay."
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  WHOOSH!


  Ya Suhyeok's reminiscing was cut short by a presence behind him. The furball had once again tried to cling on his back, but he dodged the fluffy projectile and grabbed it.


  "MREEEEOW!"


  "This little thing just never gives up, does it?" he grumbled, wondering if he should lock the tiger cub up somewhere.


  "Yaaawn... You still awake?"


  Ya Suhyeok turned around. For a moment, he thought a bear had snuck up the watchtower, but it was just Geo Sangwoong.


  "What are you doing up here, Senior?"


  "I went to pee, but you weren't in the barracks, so I came looking for you... Hmm?" Noticing the furball in Ya Suhyeok's hand, Geo Sangwoong chuckled. "Looks like it's really taken a liking to you."


  Ya Suhyeok glared at the furball. "It's annoying as hell."


  Recalling that a tiger had killed Ya Suhyeok's father, Geo Sangwoong asked suspiciously, "...You're not going to kill it, are you?"


  "No," Ya Suhyeok replied, tossing the furball to Geo Sangwoong, who caught the creature and cuddled it. "I heard that its mother saved our men. We can't kill someone who helped the Viridian Forest Bandits for no good reason."


  "You're not bothering to hide it anymore, huh?"


  Ya Suhyeok looked down at the base of the watchtower, where the graves of those killed by the Horned Snake lay.


  Seeing corpses was nothing new for him. It was part of life as a Viridian Forest Bandit, who constantly risked life and limb against wild animals, insects, disease, and the occasional martial artist.


  He felt no sadness at their deaths, but...


  "I'll definitely catch that blasted Horned Snake. The Viridian Forest Bandits always repay their debts," he whispered, his eyes glinting dangerously.


  He would probably hate to hear it, but he has the disposition of a tiger. Maybe that's why the furball's following him around, Geo Sangwoong mused.


  Stretching, he groaned. "Yaaaaawn. I'm tired, so I'm heading back to bed. You should get some sleep too."


  "Go ahead."


  When Geo Sangwoong had gone, Ya Suhyeok lay down and gazed up at the sky.


  "Purr..."


  At some point, the furball had come running back by itself and curled up on top of Ya Suhyeok's stomach.


  "…So annoying."


  For a moment, he considered throwing the creature off of the watchtower, but eventually changed his mind and closed his eyes.


  The furball fidgeted nervously in its sleep, as if it sensed danger.
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  "Damn, I couldn't find it. It must be in hiding."


  The next morning, Baek Suryong returned to the bandit keep, sighing. He had searched all around the lair, but there was no sign of the Silver Tiger mother or the Horned Snake.


  Maybe it's hiding somewhere I'd never expect... Or it could be using sorcery...


  Since continuing to search alone would be futile, he returned to the keep and gathered his students.


  "I'm sure you've all heard from Suhyeok about what's going on."


  The students nodded in unison.


  "Good… But have you all decided to become bandits in one day?"


  Baek Suryong stared at the students dressed in patched-up animal hides skeptically. If he hadn't known better, he would've thought they were bandits about to head out on a raid.


  As the saying goes, the clothes make the man...


  He was speechless. The sight of these delinquents in bandit outfits was surprisingly convincing, especially Hyonwon Kang, Geo Sangwoong, and Ya Suhyeok…


  "Mr. Baek. Have you ever been chased by a tiger with your inner arts sealed?" Hyonwon Kang complained.


  Geo Sangwoong mumbled. "I at least managed to keep my pants intact. Had to preserve some human dignity…"


  "You don't look all that human even now, Senior," Yeo Min remarked.


  "These are the clothes I usually wear at home," Ya Suhyeok added.


  "......" Wiji Cheon kept quiet. He was the only one whose clothes were in good condition.


  The bait mixture that Baek Suryong had used on them was so effective that wild animals had chased them all the way to the bandit keep. With no inner arts, they had no choice but to do battle or escape with their physical abilities alone.


  As such, it was only natural that their clothes didn't stand a chance. As soon as they arrived at the keep, they had gotten new clothes from the bandits.


  "Graagh... Ptooey!" Hyonwon Kang cleared his throat and leaned against the wall, looking like a seasoned bandit. Pretending to stare down Wiji Cheon, he threatened, "Heh. You there, hand over your valuables if you want to live. If not, I'll leave a scar on that pretty face…"


  THWACK!


  Baek Suryong smacked Hyonwon Kang on the head. "Anyway, where's the Silver Tiger cub?"


  "MEEEEOW!"


  Speak of the devil and the devil shall appear. The furball came running out of the keep, jumped, and landed on Baek Suryong's shoulder smugly like it was the king of the mountain.


  A moment later, however, it was unceremoniously grabbed and pulled down by the scruff of its neck.


  "Whimper..."


  Baek Suryong stroked the furball's surprisingly soft head. "Hmm? Did someone apply ointment on it? Ya Suhyeok?"


  "I'm not that bored, sir."


  "This is weird, why is it so docile in front of you?"


  "I guess it can tell it shouldn't mess with me."


  "A spirit beast is a spirit beast…"


  The students gathered around to gawk at the now tame furball.


  Baek Suryong sighed. "You guys are never this focused during class…"


  Cradling the furball in one arm, he traced a rough map in the soil with his finger.


  "Right now, we're in the Tianzhu Mountain Range. This spot marks Mount Tianzhu, and I believe the Horned Snake approached the keep from this direction. After it encountered the mother tiger, the tracks continue in this direction... and then abruptly stop here. This was likely the location of the final confrontation."


  He had spent a whole day searching for those tracks, and the place where they ended was half a day's march away, proving how intense the battle between the Horned Snake and the Silver Tiger mother had been.


  "I climbed the highest peak around there, but there was no sign of the Horned Snake or the mother tiger."


  The dense forest obscured his vision, and the natural energy emanating from the ruined mountain clouded his senses. If the Horned Snake had burrowed into a cave or the ground, or used sorcery to hide, even he would need a long time to find it.


  "We have to find it quickly. If the mother tiger killed the snake, then it's fine, but if the Horned Snake recovers and attacks a village…"


  The students stiffened in horror.


  "We have to stop it."


  "But the search area is so large…"


  "We're going to need more people…"


  "What should we do…?"


  A spirit beast that could hide its presence rendered their sensing abilities useless, so they would need to search every inch of the mountain.


  Suddenly, Ya Suhyeok suggested, "Mr. Baek, why don't we consult the mountain experts?"


  "Experts? Who?"


  "No one knows the mountains better than bandits." Ya Suhyeok turned to the underboss. "Hey, lieutenant."


  "Yes, Boss!"


  No one seemed to find it odd that Ya Suhyeok was calling the underboss 'lieutenant', or that the bandits had somehow ended up with a new boss overnight.


  "How many bandit keeps are there around here?"
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  How many bandit keeps are there around here?"


  Ya Suhyeok's new lieutenant thought for a moment, then replied, "Including the unlicensed ones, there are five."


  'Unlicensed'?


  Do even bandits need government permits these days?


  While Baek Suryong and the students blinked in confusion, only Ya Suhyeok nodded in understanding.


  "How many bandits are there in total?" he asked.


  "About two hundred... but why are you asking about this?"


  Ya Suhyeok looked at Baek Suryong. "With the help of two hundred bandits, we should be able to find every rabbit hole in these mountains within half a day. What exactly should we be on the lookout for?"


  Baek Suryong grinned. Ya Suhyeok's plan was to ask the local bandits to help them find the demonic beast. With their help, unless the creature ascended to heaven, there was no way it could completely disappear in the mountains without a trace.


  The only problem now was whether the bandits would be willing to cooperate…


  He must have a plan.


  Baek Suryong decided to trust Ya Suhyeok, who was taking the initiative for the first time since enrolling in the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "Tell them to search for anything suspicious: a giant snake or tiger, a cave large enough for a huge monster to hide in, a quiet pond, and areas with excessive energy."


  "Understood." Ya Suhyeok turned to the lieutenant. "Issue a request in the name of the Viridian Forest Alliance."


  "...What?" The lieutenant's jaw dropped in shock. We'll be in trouble if the Viridian Forest Alliance finds out we made a false request under their name!


  Deep down, he wanted to scream, but didn't dare to. Instead, he hastily made up an excuse, "We need the previous Boss's name and the name of our keep to make the request... But as you know, he's passed away, and since our keep is too small, I'm not sure anyone will listen to us…"


  "What's the name of your keep, anyway?"


  Baek Suryong and the students listened intently. Come to think of it, none of them had bothered asking the name of the very bandit keep they were staying in.


  "...Gu Il Keep. It's named after our late boss, Gu Il."


  "And you're absolutely sure you're registered with the Viridian Forest Alliance?"


  "Of course! Still, it's too dangerous for a small keep like ours to make a request using the name of the Viridian Forest Alliance. We have no powerful backers."


  "......" Ya Suhyeok glared at his new lieutenant, making the middle-aged man flinch.


  Terrified, he turned to Baek Suryong and the other students. With teary eyes, he pleaded desperately, "Please have mercy on us, Masters! We'll be in big trouble if we use the Viridian Forest Alliance's name carelessly."


  "...Go outside for a moment," Ya Suhyeok commanded, chasing the bandits out of earshot.


  He frowned, unsure of what to do. He wanted to ask the Viridian Forest Alliance for help, but at the same time, he didn't want to get these bandits in trouble with them.


  There is one way...


  There was a surefire method, but it required revealing his secret and potentially disrupting his current lifestyle.


  I'll have to tell them someday anyway...


  After a brief moment of contemplation, he made his decision. With utmost seriousness, Ya Suhyeok said, "...There's something I haven't told you guys. Well, maybe Senior Sangwoong already knows."


  Everyone stared at Ya Suhyeok. He had never looked so serious before. Some nodded as if they already knew what he was going to say.


  "You'll never believe this, but…" Ya Suhyeok squeezed his eyes shut. "I'm from the Viridian Forest!"


  There! I said it! I finally said it! Maybe it will be awkward with the seniors now. Maybe I'll have to leave the White Dragon Manor...


  He hung his head, afraid to look at his teacher and schoolmates. Known to the world as thugs who robbed people and killed innocents, the Viridian Forest Bandits were considered the most despicable of all the unorthodox sects.


  He knew that wasn't true, but stereotypes were hard to break. This was why his Hyungs had told him to hide his identity.


  "......" Ya Suhyeok waited, mentally preparing himself to face anger, contempt, and criticism...


  "So?"


  "Yeah, so?"


  "Eh?"


  "What's the big deal?"


  "I thought you were going to tell us something interesting."


  "I'd be more surprised if you said you were from an orthodox sect."


  To Ya Suhyeok's surprise, no one was surprised.


  "Why aren't you surprised? I'm a Viridian Forest bandit! A dangerous bandit!" he protested.


  "Yes, yes. How impressive."


  SMACK!


  Suddenly whacked by the Black Dragon Pointer, Ya Suhyeok saw stars, but Baek Suryong's words were more shocking than the pain.


  "Everyone already knows that you're a bandit, dumbass."


  "What? No way! I thought I was hiding it so well…"


  Everyone burst into laughter.


  "I thought only Senior Sangwoong knew… Did you tell them, Senior?" Ya Suhyeok asked, still struggling to believe that his secret hadn't really been a secret.


  Geo Sangwoong chuckled, "I didn't need to. Your acting was just that terrible!"


  Hyonwon Kang slapped Ya Suhyeok's back, and Yeo Min asked how much money bandits made these days.


  Wiji Cheon, his only fellow freshman and the person who looked most like an orthodox martial artist, grinned and sent Ya Suhyeok a telepathic message: [Actually, I'm from the Blood Cult. Don't tell anyone though.]


  ...Unfortunately, Ya Suhyeok was too bewildered to pay close attention to Wiji Cheon's mind-blowing statement.


  "You all knew…" Ya Suhyeok mumbled.


  Everyone already knew that I was a bandit, but they never treated me differently despite that.


  Realizing his stupidity, he said helplessly, "Damn, I should have just confessed earlier."


  "...Right, but back to business. You were going to send a request to the Viridian Forest Alliance earlier. Were you going to use your name?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Ya Suhyeok scratched his head. "No, of course not. I was planning to use my stepfather's name."


  "Your stepfather?"


  "The one who took me in when I was orphaned."


  Ya Suhyeok called the lieutenant back in. Now that his teacher and classmates knew about his background, there was no reason to hide anything from them.


  "Hey, Lieutenant. Write this: 'The Viridian Scholar's son asks his brothers in the Viridian Forest for aid.'"


  The lieutenant's jaw dropped. "W-Whose son?"


  He wasn't the only one surprised.


  "The Viridian Scholar, Ju Pyo!" Geo Sangwoong exclaimed, his eyes widening upon hearing the name. As the son of one of the Ten Great Companies, he recognized the names and aliases of most of the leaders of the Viridian Forest's seventy-two bandit gangs.


  "Who's that?" Baek Suryong asked. He wasn't interested in bandits, so he had never heard the name before.


  Hyonwon Kang, Wiji Cheon, and Yeo Min were also curious.


  Flabbergasted, Geo Sangwoong explained, "The Viridian Scholar, Ju Pyo, is the boss of the Yama Keep, one of the top bandit gangs... and a leading candidate to become the next Bandit King. He's also... one of the Ten Great Villains."


  Everyone gaped at Ya Suhyeok. Not only was this kid a Viridian Forest bandit, but his stepfather was one of the Ten Great Villains and a leading candidate to become the next Bandit King?


  This was completely different from their expectations.


  Geo Sangwoong looked at Ya Suhyeok with a serious expression. "If anyone besides us finds out about this, you wouldn't just be expelled, you could be assassinated. The Viridian Scholar has a lot of enemies."


  "I wasn't planning on saying that much... but you guys didn't seem to care that I was a bandit, so..."


  Turning to the others, Geo Sangwoong said sternly, "We don't care, but we're different from most people in the orthodox. Please keep this a secret from everyone else."


  This was a grave matter. Although no one here was much of a gossiper, it could still slip out by mistake.


  Hyonwon Kang nodded nonchalantly. "Alright, so this kid's stepfather is a real big shot, huh?"


  "If he's a candidate for Bandit King, then he must be rich. You're loaded, aren't you, Junior?" Yeo Min asked, more interested in the money.


  Delighted to find a fellow villain, Wiji Cheon smiled brightly and sent a telepathic message to Ya Suhyeok. [Actually, I'm from one of the Blood Cult's Eight Great Clans!]


  "Oh, is that so…" Ya Suhyeok didn't know what the Eight Great Clans were, but nodded blankly anyway.


  Fate really works in strange ways... Baek Suryong mused. He had learned a lot from the Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak in his past life and was only able to become an instructor now because of the solid external arts foundation he had built using the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest.


  Adding to that...


  Hyonwon Kang was a descendant of the Crazy Demon's Hyonwon Clan.


  Wiji Cheon coincidentally learned a faulty version of the Sword Saint's Unlimited Sword.


  Yeo Min had the perfect constitution for the Ice Moon Goddess' martial arts.


  The Bandit King's martial arts had strengthened everyone, and its ultimate techniques were being passed down to both Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok, a merchant's son and the stepson of a potential Bandit King.


  I should go meet the Viridian Scholar someday. If he's a worthy successor of Master Maeng... then I should return the martial arts that should rightfully belong to the Viridian Forest.


  However, all that could wait.


  CLAP!


  Baek Suryong clapped his hands, drawing everyone's attention. Looking at the lieutenant, who still seemed flustered, he demanded, "Send the request as soon as possible. There should be no problem now, right?"


  "B-But even if I send it, they might not believe us…"


  "Why not?"


  The lieutenant lowered his head. "I-If I heard that the Viridian Scholar's son had come here, I wouldn't believe it..."


  Baek Suryong fell into deep thought. The lieutenant had a point. This area was part of the Namgung Clan's territory, and there were no large bandit keeps around here, so if a request were suddenly sent in the Viridian Scholar's name...


  At least, he would definitely think that something was fishy.


  "What should we do then?" he asked. Although he had a plan in mind, he wanted to hear Ya Suhyeok's opinion first.


  "If they don't believe us even after seeing the request, then I'll consider it equivalent to looking down on my stepfather. That means... we will be forced to make them believe us." Ya Suhyeok replied, grinning and cracking his knuckles intimidatingly.


  Glancing at his schoolmates, who all looked like they would make excellent bandits, his eyes gleamed like a tiger's.


  Baek Suryong nodded. He'd been thinking the same thing. "Luckily, there are five of you and five bandit keeps, so split up and go deliver the requests to them."


  The lieutenant quickly prepared five copies of the request and stamped them with the seal of the Gu Il Keep.


  Smirking maliciously, Baek Suryong took the request letters and handed them to his students. "We will now form the Azure Dragon Viridian Forest Alliance—a joint task force consisting of the Azure Dragon Academy and the Viridian Forest Bandits—to hunt the demonic beast plaguing this region. Now, go and 'persuade' those bandits, kids."


  The students cackled evilly, instantly understanding what Baek Suryong meant by 'persuade'.


  "Heheh..."


  "Leave it to us."


  "We'll 'persuade' them."


  "I'll be right back, hyung-nim!"


  The five students left to 'persuade' the bandits.
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  About two hours later, Hyonwon Kang appeared in the distance, waving. "Big Bro! We're here!"


  Baek Suryong feigned ignorance and pretended not to know the cringey roleplaying idiot.


  Soon, two hundred bandits, their eyes were swollen shut and faces bruised, trickled in in front of Gu Il Keep.


  Baek Suryong frowned at the students, who were looking very pleased at their handiwork and relaxed from having vented their resentment. "You guys... did you really have to go that far? You didn't kill any of them, did you?"


  This whole operation depended on the willing cooperation of the bandits. He had no problem with the students beating the bandits a little to ensure their compliance, but bloodshed would only instill a temporary fear and hinder their dedication to the search.


  Ya Suhyeok, who was acting as the Viridian Scholar's representative, would also be in a difficult position.


  Thankfully, that hadn't happened. Everyone had been considerate of Ya Suhyeok's position.


  "No way, do you take us for idiots?"


  "We gave them the request letter, but they didn't believe us, so we 'persuaded' them."


  "It was easy. They believed us right after we beat up their leaders."


  "Those guys... They think we're masters from the Viridian Forest Alliance."


  It seemed that the bandits were now convinced that the Azure Dragon Academy students who'd shown up out of the blue were really from the Viridian Forest Alliance, and that the request letter was real. Still... judging from the whispers of "Viridian Forest Demon Quintet" and "Five Viridian Forest Fiends" spreading among the bandits, the students definitely employed some rather forceful 'persuasion' methods.


  Baek Suryong couldn't help but sigh. "...And they call themselves prodigies of the orthodox sects."


  Just who was the bastard who taught these kids... Oh wait, it was me.


  Clearing his throat, Baek Suryong turned to Ya Suhyeok. "I think everyone's here, so explain the plan."


  "Huh? Me?" Ya Suhyeok's eyes widened in shock. He had assumed that once he brought the bandits here, Baek Suryong would naturally take care of the rest. "I'm only good at fighting, words aren't really my thing..."


  "No, you're the only one who can do this," Baek Suryong cut in sharply. "The rest of us are outsiders. While any of us can subdue them by force, only you, a fellow Viridian Forest bandit, can earn their trust and cooperation."


  "......" Ya Suhyeok fixed Baek Suryong with a pleading look.


  Baek Suryong held firm. Although it's not related to martial arts, this is also a lesson—a lesson about taking responsibility for one's actions.


  Giving Ya Suhyeok's broad back a reassuring nudge, he said, "Don't worry, if you need help, I'll step in."


  "...Okay." Nodding, Ya Suhyeok jumped onto a large rock.


  "Hoo..."


  As all eyes turned to him, he took a moment to catch his breath and organize his thoughts. At the moment, most of the two hundred or so bandits in front of him wore disgruntled expressions, having come only because of the letter with the Viridian Scholar's name on it and because they were afraid of the violent students.


  I'd rather fight the Horned Snake right now.


  Ya Suhyeok's palms started to sweat. If he just used force, this could all be resolved quite easily. The moment he threatened their lives, most of them would do as he said.


  However, he couldn't bring himself to do that. To do so would make him no different from those who scorned and looked down on the Viridian Forest Bandits.


  They are all my brothers.


  At that moment, Ya Suhyeok realized what he had to say.


  BOOM!


  Stomping his foot, he began, "I am Ya Suhyeok, son of the Viridian Scholar."


  Baek Suryong felt goosebumps on his arm. This kid... He's a natural.


  The nervous boy of a few moments ago was gone. Now, it was as if a great tiger king was looking down upon the other beasts. This was different from his martial arts talent, it was an innate leadership ability.


  Ya Suhyeok continued, "As you may have heard, a demonic beast called the Horned Snake has attacked Gu Il Keep and killed many of our brothers. Look around you."


  The bandits looked around and took in the state of Gu Il Keep. Although the corpses had been buried and the building and fence somewhat repaired, the scars of the terrible battle, including blood stains that they had been unable to completely remove, remained.


  "See for yourselves. The traces of their struggle against the beast. The places where they died."


  "Gulp!"


  In the silence, someone swallowed their saliva.


  Ya Suhyeok closed his eyes for a moment. When he slowly opened them again, there was a determined look in his eyes.


  "If we don't catch this monster soon, it will attack another bandit keep. Who knows which one of you will be next? This is why I gathered you all here. To prepare before there are more casualties. I sincerely apologize for any... inconvenience caused during the process."


  He's not particularly eloquent, his voice is raspy and his words halting, but he has a way of captivating people, Baek Suryong mused, when suddenly, he saw Maeng Ho'ak's face superimposed over Ya Suhyeok's.


  The Bandit King Maeng Ho'ak was the strongest and most tyrannical leader in the history of the Viridian Forest Bandits. With a single word, he could command the bandits from all 72 Viridian Forest Keeps to charge into hell.


  It was no wonder that, fearing that the growing power of the Viridian Forest, the Blood Cult had tried to sow discord among the Bandit King's followers.


  "I know that the Horned Snake is dangerous, so I'm only asking you to help us find it. Once you discover its tracks, me and the other martial arts experts here will finish it off."


  Of course, although Ya Suhyeok's leadership style was reminiscent of Maeng Ho'ak, comparing the two right now was absurd. If Maeng Ho'ak was the king of the mountains, then Ya Suhyeok was just a cub whose teeth hadn't even fully grown yet.


  Though, even a little cub was still a tiger.


  "Whether it's a favor or an oath of blood, a Viridian Forest Bandit must never forget a debt! This is what my stepfather, the Viridian Scholar, taught me. If we do not repay our debts in kind, the Viridian Forest Bandits will forever be looked down upon and ridiculed.


  "My stepfather also taught me that no matter how much others scorn and disregard us, we, the brothers of the Viridian Forest, must always help each other."


  Ya Suhyeok's words pierced the bandits' hearts like daggers. Shame filled their eyes, and their grudging obedience instantly transformed into burning passion.


  BOOM!


  Ya Suhyeok stomped his foot again. "I swear, I will find that bastard snake that murdered my brothers, tear it into pieces, and feast on its flesh! Even if no one helps me, I will honor my fallen brothers!"


  ""...!!""


  The young Viridian Forest Bandit's passionate cries stirred something deep within the hearts of the crowd.


  Unable to hold back any longer, a bandit yelled, "Damn it! Fine, I'll help you!"


  Once the ball started rolling, the other bandits followed like a bursting dam.


  "The Viridian Forest Bandits never forget a debt!"


  "We repay kindness tenfold, and grudges a hundredfold! That's the way of the Viridian Forest!"


  "Let's find that fucking snake!"


  "Avenge our brothers! Protect our territory!"


  "WOOOAH!"


  The men of the Viridian Forest unsheathed their weapons and roared until their throats were raw, now wholly devoted to their young leader.


  "RAAAAAWR!" The Silver Tiger cub also jumped onto Ya Suhyeok's shoulder and roared together with the others.


  The Azure Dragon Academy students were dumbfounded.


  "That guy..."


  "Is he really the Ya Suhyeok we know...?"


  "...I think I've got goosebumps."


  However, Baek Suryong was the most shocked of them all.


  "Huh..."


  He knew that Ya Suhyeok was not a skilled orator, so he had thought that just getting the boy to properly communicate the plan would be enough. Instead, here he was, dominating two hundred bandits with ease.


  Those guys look ready to jump into a fire at his command.


  Remembering the Bandit King, Baek Suryong mumbled, "...Master Maeng, I think I've found your successor."


  He wasn't just talking about a successor to the Bandit King's martial arts, as Geo Sangwoong had also learned the complete Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest.


  "I've found him. The successor who will fulfill your lifelong dream of legitimacy for the Viridian Forest."


  Perhaps, at this very moment, I'm witnessing the birth of a new Bandit King?


  [image: sep]


  Two hundred bandits spread out in a massive net around the spot where the Horned Snake and the Silver Tiger were last seen.


  "Find it!"


  "Track it down, even if you have to follow the trails of ants!"


  There was no need to give specific orders. The bosses of each bandit group divided the area among themselves and began to comb the mountain.


  Enraged, the bandits forgot about food and sleep, focusing only on their task. They were, after all, on the hunt for the enemy who had slain their brothers.


  Fortunately, their relentless search soon yielded results. Just two days after the search began, they located the Horned Snake's hideout.


  "We found it!"


  "There's a hidden pond down there, and strange beasts are gathering around it."


  "Strange beasts?"


  "I saw an ape with four arms, a bear with blue eyes, and a fox with several tails. I've never seen any creatures like those before. Where have they been hiding all this time...?"


  "They must be spirit beasts," Baek Suryong replied.


  The bandits had found many tracks over the last two days, but so far, none were related to the Horned Snake. However, this time was different. A pond that attracted spirit beasts? That was unnatural enough to be interesting.


  "Where is this place? Lead the way," he commanded.


  ...This is it.


  As soon as he arrived at the pond, he knew. He could feel a powerful demonic qi writhing within the misty pond, far more potent than he had anticipated. Moreover, dozens of black-eyed beasts stood guard around the pond, and their number was steadily increasing.


  "Growl..."


  I can see at least four that look like spirit beasts.


  It was said that it was a miracle to encounter a single spirit beast in one's lifetime. To see four in one place... it probably wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that every spirit beast in the Tianzhu Mountain Range had gathered here.


  "What are those...?"


  "Where did they all come from?"


  The energy the beasts radiated was so intense that all the students wore grim expressions. They could sense that if any human dared to get too close to the pond, they would be attacked immediately.


  Baek Suryong said to Ya Suhyeok, "Tell the Viridian Forest Bandits to spread out and surround the area, and warn them not to make any rash moves."


  "Yes, Mr. Baek!"


  Suddenly, the entire misty pond began to bubble and churn, and a jet of water erupted from its center, shooting skyward.


  FWOOOSH!


  Water droplets scattered in all directions as a gigantic creature rose from the pond and into the sky, blotting out the sun.


  Shaken by the sight, the Viridian Forest Bandits stumbled backward. Some even collapsed, their legs giving way beneath them.


  "What the fuck is that...?"


  "Didn't they say it was a... snake?"


  The creature floating in the sky had an otherworldly presence, and an ominous energy flowed from its pitch-black body. Its one horn alone was over two meters long. Could such a massive creature still be called a snake?


  Baek Suryong called over the lieutenant of Gu Il Keep. "Is that the Horned Snake you saw?"


  "I-It's similar, but it was much smaller than that. I think it's doubled in size..."


  "...It must have molted. That's no mere Horned Snake anymore." Baek Suryong recalled reading about a similar creature in an old book. "That thing is now a One-Horned Demon Dragon..."


  An imoogi, a lesser dragon that had failed to ascend to heaven, had transformed a demonic beast, and that demonic beast had then grown stronger by devouring humans and spirit beasts.


  "ROOOOOOOOOAR!"


  With the One-Horned Demon Dragon's roar, the beasts around the pond went berserk and lunged at the humans.


  "Form a defensive line, quickly! If we can't stop it here, we're all dead!" Baek Suryong bellowed.


  The battle began.


  Chapter 254: The One-Horned Demon Dragon (2)


  Frenzied beasts charged, their eyes ablaze, tearing into the bandits with razor-sharp claws.


  "GRRRRR..."


  "ROOOOOOAR!"


  Even at a glance, it was clear these were no ordinary animals. Each was monstrous, many times larger and more ferocious than its kin. Dozens strong, they formed a fearsome pack, so savage that even the seasoned bandits blanched at the sight.


  "Don't falter! They're just animals!" Ya Suhyeok yelled as he strode forward, determined to rouse the terrified bandits.


  One of the wolves leading the charge kicked off the ground and launched itself into the air, fangs bared. At three times the size of its normal brethren, it looked like it could rip apart a tiger.


  However, it chose the wrong opponent.


  Ya Suhyeok seized the wolf's snout in both hands and, with monstrous strength, tore it in half.


  SPLAT!


  Blood rained down, drenching him, but he merely hurled the split carcass aside and roared, "Brothers of the Viridian Forest! Tonight, we feast on spirit beast meat!"


  The primal savagery he'd kept suppressed erupted, and Ya Suhyeok radiated a monstrous battle aura, shocking even the White Dragon Manor students who trained with him daily.


  Geo Sangwoong grumbled, "That brat... he looks kind of cool today..."


  "I can't lose to a junior..." Yeo Min muttered determinedly.


  "Let's join the fray!" Wiji Cheon shouted happily.


  Hyonwon Kang barked, "What the fuck? I'm the only barbarian the White Dragon Manor needs!"


  Following Ya Suhyeok's lead, the students plunged into the thick of battle, taking on the worst of the monstrous beasts.


  "Brothers! Let's go too!"


  "UWOOOAH!"


  Spurred on by the Five Devils of the Viridian Forest Alliance (?), the bandits shook off their fear, readied their weapons, and charged into the melee.


  CRASH! SWISH! KABOOM!


  The battle quickly degenerated into pandemonium as both humans and beasts became entangled in a maelstrom of violence, fueled by the thrill of combat.


  Baek Suryong was the only one who remained calm, deliberately concealing most of his martial arts prowess to give himself more freedom to assess the situation.


  Something's weird...


  At first, upon seeing the fearsome beasts charging, he'd intended to take the lead himself, but a sudden bad premonition held him back. Fortunately, his students were fighting well in his stead, giving him time to think.


  Why is it commanding the frenzied beasts instead of attacking us itself?


  His gaze fell on the One-Horned Demon Dragon hovering over the pond, gazing down disdainfully at the humans from high above. Its reptilian eyes blazed with rage and hatred, and black demonic qi billowed from its half-open maw like the fires of hell.


  "GWAAAAAAR!"


  "Why is it just watching when it's clearly enraged? If that thing attacked us directly, it could wipe us out in an instant..." Baek Suryong mumbled to himself.


  When the One-Horned Demon Dragon first emerged from the pond, he had felt a flicker of fear, and the arrogance he'd gained from his accomplishments at Namgung Estate instantly melted away.


  He had assumed that a demonic beast that wasn't even one of the Ten Supremes would be small fry, but he was sorely mistaken. He stood absolutely no chance of winning against the One-Horned Demon Dragon in a head-on clash. Honestly, if it weren't for his students, he would have seriously considered fleeing.


  For what reason would such a powerful demonic beast avoid fighting directly and instead send out a bunch of weaker animals?


  Although the ability to control spirit beasts like its own limbs was impressive, it felt like a roundabout way of fighting.


  Baek Suryong came to a conclusion. What if it's not avoiding a direct fight… but is unable to fight directly?


  He shifted his gaze to the four spirit beasts standing guard in front of the One-Horned Demon Dragon like divine protectors—a massive tiger, a blue-eyed bear, a six-tailed fox, and four-armed monkey.


  These spirit beasts, or more accurately, demonic beasts, each radiated a power that surpassed even the greatest human martial artist, yet they didn't join the fray, merely glared at him with animosity.


  What if they're... staying put to protect the One-Horned Demon Dragon?


  Baek Suryong recalled his brief conversation with the lieutenant of Gu Il Keep.


  
    "Is that the Horned Snake you saw?"


    "I-It's similar, but it was much smaller than that. I think it's doubled in size..."

  


  The last piece of the puzzle clicked into place.


  "...If it hasn't been long since it shed its skin... and it hasn't fully regained its strength yet..."


  It was still just a theory, but Baek Suryong was certain he was right.


  Looking directly at the One-Horned Demon Dragon, a triumphant smile spread across his face.


  "You... Your body must be in pretty bad shape, isn't it?"


  Now that he saw a weakness to exploit, there was no reason to hold back any longer. Glancing at his students, who were scattered across the battlefield, he shouted, "Ya Suhyeok, work with the bandits to maintain the defensive line! The rest of you, come with me! We're taking down the One-Horned Demon Dragon!"


  "What?!"


  "Now?!"


  "But how do we get past those spirit beasts?!"


  There was no time for a detailed explanation. If the One-Horned Demon Dragon was still recovering after shedding its skin, then every second they wasted was a second in the enemy's favor.


  "Just gather around me!" Baek Suryong yelled.


  The students rushed towards their teacher. The bandits would be under more pressure without their help, but Baek Suryong trusted Ya Suhyeok to lead them well.


  "See those spirit beasts guarding the dragon? Each of you take on one of them! I'll break through and confront the One-Horned Demon Dragon!"


  The students nodded. They too had wondered why those fearsome spirit beasts were hanging back instead of joining the fight.


  Baek Suryong's plan was simple. The students would lure the spirit beasts away, and in the chaos, he would unleash his full power and deal a fatal blow to the One-Horned Demon Dragon.


  The key now was for him to hide his true strength until the last moment. If the One-Horned Demon Dragon realized how strong he was, it would be on guard.


  Fortunately, it hadn't noticed Baek Suryong yet.


  "Stay focused! I won't be able to help you this time!"


  "Don't worry!"


  "We'll show you what we're made of!"


  The students nodded, grim determination on their faces.


  "KWAAAAAARGH!"


  With another earth-shaking roar, black demonic qi surged from the One-Horned Demon Dragon's body, more powerful than ever.


  RUMBLE!


  The entire mountain quaked as countless beasts stampeded down from higher ground, summoned by the dragon.


  "No way..."


  "We're barely holding on as it is!"


  "S-Should we run?!"


  The faces of the bandits, already hard-pressed to hold the line, turned ashen.


  "Stand your ground!" Ya Suhyeok roared desperately.


  Seeing this, Baek Suryong shouted to his students, "There's no time to waste. Let's go!"


  With him at its center, the group weaved through the chaotic battlefield using movement arts.


  SWISH! SWOOSH!


  An unending wave of beasts surged toward them, but they cut down every creature that dared block their path. They had to get Baek Suryong within striking distance of the One-Horned Demon Dragon as quickly as possible.


  Moments later, as expected, the four spirit beasts snarled and moved to intercept. Baek Suryong let his students rush ahead, and they scattered, each picking an opponent.


  "HAAAAH!"


  "CHAH!"


  "UWOOAH!"


  "Your opponent is me!"


  Hyonwon Kang faced the tiger, Geo Sangwoong the blue-eyed bear, Wiji Cheon the four-armed monkey, and Yeo Min the six-tailed fox.


  SWOOSH!


  Baek Suryong sprinted through the path his students had opened. As he dashed past them, he yelled, "Whoever loses to a spirit beast will face hellish training when we get back!"


  ""YOU DEMON!""


  Ignoring the kids' cries of dismay, Baek Suryong charged straight at the One-Horned Demon Dragon.


  "GWAAAAAAR!"


  The colossal creature glared down at him. At over thirty meters long, it made any human seem small and insignificant.


  [Pathetic creature.]


  A voice suddenly echoed in Baek Suryong's mind, startling him. This wasn't mere telepathy, but something more profound, like a direct transmission of thought.


  "No way..." he muttered, realizing that it was the One-Horned Demon Dragon speaking.


  [Why bother coming this far? You can't even scratch my scales.]


  "If I want to live, I have to fight. Do you expect me to just lie down and die?"


  [Humans destroyed my home and ruined a thousand years of cultivation.]


  As expected, the reason the Horned Serpent had become a demonic beast was because the Night Emperor and the Blue Sky Sword King had ravaged Mount Tianzhu.


  "Why blame all humans? It wasn't our fault," Baek Suryong retorted.


  [For a thousand years, I've watched humans, but you're all the same. You covet my core, and your greed leads only to bloodshed.]


  RUMBLE...


  Dark clouds gathered in the sky, and the One-Horned Demon Dragon ascended even higher.


  [You humans are nothing but a blight upon this world.]


  The power radiating from the dragon intensified, proving that it had indeed recovered somewhat during the delay.


  [I can no longer ascend to the celestial realm, so I will cleanse this world by eradicating humans.]


  The One-Horned Demon Dragon looked down at Baek Suryong from its lofty perch mockingly, as if to say, you can't reach me.


  Of course, Baek Suryong had already prepared a retort. "This is perfect then," he said, stopping in front of the pond and unleashing his hidden power.


  SSHHH...


  For an instant, his hair turned crimson, but it quickly returned to its usual color. The whole transformation happened so fast that no one except the One-Horned Demon Dragon noticed.


  The dragon's laughter echoed in Baek Suryong's mind like rolling thunder. [Hahaha! So you were hiding your power! But it changes nothing!]


  "You talk too much. Why would it change nothing?" Baek Suryong chuckled, unleashing the White Ice Divine Palm at the pond.


  CRACKLE!


  A blizzard erupted from his hand, instantly freezing the pond over and creating a road of ice, which Baek Suryong dashed across.


  [How dare you?!]


  Enraged that its territory had been frozen, the One-Horned Demon Dragon roared. A suffocating demonic pressure descended, powerful enough to suffocate and crush even the strongest martial masters.


  However, Baek Suryong wasn't just unaffected, he was invigorated.


  Realizing that its opponent wielded a power similar to its own, the One-Horned Demon Dragon exclaimed in shock, [How can a mere human...]


  "...Wield the power to defy heaven?" Baek Suryong finished its question.


  BOOM!


  Smirking, he kicked off the ground. The ice beneath him shattered, and he shot upwards like lightning, until he was eye-to-eye with the One-Horned Demon Dragon.


  "You should've known your place, you overgrown snake," he growled, activating the Blood Demon Eyes.


  With these eyes that burned crimson like hellfire and could see through all demonic techniques, he observed the One-Horned Demon Dragon's flow of demonic qi.


  "Found it."


  A third of the way down its body, there was a stagnation of energy. It was the dragon's reverse scale, its weak point.


  Without hesitation, Baek Suryong plunged his sword into the One-Horned Demon Dragon's reverse scale.


  Caught off guard, the dragon was slow to react.


  "GWAAAAAAR!"


  Unable to withstand the searing pain, the One-Horned Demon Dragon plummeted to the ground.
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  "GWAAAARH!"


  The One-Horned Demon Dragon flailed wildly, trying to shake off Baek Suryong as it plummeted toward the earth.


  [Get off! Get off me!]


  Firmly grasping the sword he had plunged into the beast's reverse scale, Baek Suryong channeled even more inner qi into it.


  "ROOOAR!"


  The overwhelming destructive power of the Heaven Defying Divine Art surged through the One-Horned Demon Dragon's body as Baek Suryong poured all of his strength into his assault.


  This ends here! he thought, determined to rip the beast to shreds.


  Unfortunately, the One-Horned Demon Dragon was a monster that had roamed the world for a thousand years. It wasn't about to be defeated so easily.


  [I won't let you have your way!]


  The instant Baek Suryong's qi ravaged its body, the dragon countered with qi from its own spirit core, despite knowing it stood to suffer more in this exchange.


  "KWAAAAAAGH!"


  The One-Horned Demon Dragon's ghastly scream echoed through the mountains as the two forces within it clashed violently, though it nevertheless managed to curl up its body to mitigate the damage from the inevitable impact.


  CRASH!


  A tremendous tremor shook the earth, and black blood gurgled from the dragon's mouth.


  "Hoo..." Baek Suryong took a moment to catch his breath. Right before the dragon struck the ground, he had yanked his sword free and leapt away.


  Still, he hadn't emerged unscathed. Enduring the dragon's bucking and thrashing without falling hadn't been easy.


  Suddenly, he frowned. Looking at his sword, he saw that the entire blade was corroded. If he had waited any longer, the sword would have melted inside the dragon.


  At a time like this... Fuck, I need a better sword.


  His martial arts were getting stronger, and his enemies becoming more formidable. Soon, even a treasured sword like Moon Shadow wouldn't be enough to withstand his qi.


  He thought of the legendary sword that Wiji Yeol promised him—a sword that rivaled or even surpassed the Blood Demon Sword. If he had that sword today, the wound he'd just inflicted would have sealed the dragon's fate on the spot.


  Just when will it be finished...?


  Baek Suryong sighed. Now was not the time to dwell on such things. The One-Horned Demon Dragon was still alive and kicking. Making a mental note to visit Wiji Yeol later, he pushed away all other thoughts.


  "I need you to keep going for a bit longer, alright?" he whispered, giving Moon Shadow's blade a light pat as he walked toward the One-Horned Demon Dragon.


  "Grr..."


  Amid a giant cloud of dust, the dragon was beginning to stir, and a terrifying demonic qi pulsed outward in waves.


  Baek Suryong sighed again. This was why he had wanted to end things with one blow. The longer the fight lasted, the more vitality the beast would recover.


  Even now, in its incomplete state, the One-Horned Demon Dragon's scales were tough enough to withstand his enhanced qi, and its ability to control demonic qi was on par with the Ten Supremes.


  It was terrifyingly strong.


  "...Still, I can do this."


  Baek Suryong's Blood Demon Eyes blazed as he examined the dragon from head to tail. Its qi was weaker and more unstable than before, a clear sign that his earlier attack was effective.


  That overwhelming hopelessness he'd felt at first evaporated. Now, he was certain he could prevail.


  BOOM!


  He kicked the ground, renting it asunder as he shot forward explosively, his blue coat flaring out behind him.


  SWISH!


  His first strike barely nicked the One-Horned Demon Dragon's eye, but he showed no frustration. He simply spun around and fired a blast of icy energy from his left palm, then slashed upward.


  The blade, infused with enhanced qi, sliced toward the dragon's horn.


  The One-Horned Demon Dragon made no attempt to dodge. Instead, it loaded its horn with a thousand years' worth of qi, granting it a blinding radiance, and then rammed it into Baek Suryong at lightning speed.


  CLAAAAANG!


  The impact flung Baek Suryong a dozen feet backward.


  "Fuck, that thing is tough," he groaned, wincing in pain.


  Baek Suryong scowled at the horn. His sword hand was throbbing, while the horn didn't even have a scratch on it.


  What would happen if I made a weapon or armor from it? And the scales? And the spirit core? If I harvest all of the dragon's body parts, I'll have enough material to arm dozens of warriors. That alone makes risking my life worthwhile.


  [Pathetic insect. I can see the disgusting greed in your eyes,] the One-Horned Demon Dragon spat, then opened its jaws wide and breathed out a stream of black flame.


  "ROOOOOOAR!"


  The black flames turned everything in their path to ash. Thankfully, Baek Suryong froze the ground below him and slid to the side, just in time to narrowly avoid being incinerated.


  He shuddered. If he had been a second slower, he would have suffered the same fate.


  "What nonsensical strength..." he muttered under his breath.


  The One-Horned Demon Dragon was a spirit beast that had cultivated for a thousand years. Even though it had become a demonic beast instead of ascending to the heavens, its qi reserves were on a different level compared to humans.


  Baek Suryong abandoned all thoughts of treating the beast like a dumb monster. This was a creature with intellect equal to his own. He had to fight cautiously and strategically.


  "GWAAAARGH!" With a roar that shook the sky, the One-Horned Demon Dragon lunged at Baek Suryong, venomous fangs glinting in the light.


  CRASH!


  The resulting clash tore off the dragon's scales and soaked Baek Suryong's clothes in venom.


  SLAM!


  Blood spurted from Baek Suryong's lips as he stumbled backwards. Before he could recover from the recoil of the charge, the dragon had slammed its tail into him, blasting him into the air.


  SPLURT!


  Baek Suryong's sword gouged out one of the beast's eyes, transforming it into a One-Horned One-Eyed Demon Dragon.


  "GYAAAAAH!"


  The earth quaked from the dragon's anguished howls.


  Baek Suryong glanced around, taking stock of his surroundings. The titanic battle had laid waste to the terrain. Shockwaves from each exchange left gashes in the land. All animals in the vicinity were torn apart. Birds fled, and herds of wild animals stampeded in panic.


  "Damn monster..." Baek Suryong growled. His once sky-blue clothes were now smeared with blood.


  The One-Horned Demon Dragon was truly a monster worthy of the description "a living calamity". Its wounds regenerated at a terrifying speed, and a thousand years of training had endowed it with powers beyond mortal comprehension. Even the injury that Baek Suryong had inflicted on its reverse scale had long since healed.


  Baek Suryong, on the other hand, was only human. His wounds bled incessantly, and his broken bones did not heal.


  Still, he felt more confident and invigorated than ever.


  I see it, he thought, tightening his grip on his sword.


  He had spent the entire battle carefully observing the One-Horned Demon Dragon's movements. While it had been consumed by rage and was hell-bent on destroying him, he had remained composed, always calculating, always thinking of a strategy.


  This was the survival tactic that had kept him alive in his past and present lives, and now, it was serving him well again.


  He had found a path to victory.


  SWOOSH!


  Dodging another tail strike, he onto the dragon's back, using his sword to find purchase between the beast's scales.


  "Thank you. You've worked hard," he whispered, realizing that this was his treasured sword, Moon Shadow's, last stand. After being damaged repeatedly in the battle, it was now barely holding its shape.


  Bidding his sword a final farewell, he poured all of his inner qi into it.


  HUMMMMMMM!


  Moon Shadow let out a deep reverberation, its blade gleaming with blood red sword qi as Baek Suryong sprinted across the dragon's back towards its head.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  As he ran, he rained dozens of blows on the One-Horned Demon Dragon, each strike landing exactly between its scales and drawing blood.


  "GWAAAAAA!"


  The One-Horned Demon Dragon floundered, thrashing around desperately to shake off Baek Suryong, but the young instructor used the Blood Demon Eyes to perfectly predict its movements and keep his balance.


  Baek Suryong leapt onto the dragon's head and met it's gaze.


  "Honestly, I can't help but respect you a little," he admitted.


  He truly hadn't expected such a fierce struggle. If the One-Horned Demon Dragon were human, it would have been like fighting with serious injuries, but it never lost the will to fight.


  Then again, if it had been at full power, he would never have stood a chance against it.


  "Consider yourself unlucky for crossing paths with me here and now."


  [How amusing. It's not over yet...]


  "No, I'm ending it now."


  SWISH!


  Moon Shadow, glinting under the cold moonlight, drew a crimson arc through the air as it sliced cleanly through the base of the dragon's horn.


  "GUWAAAAKKK!" The One-Horned Demon Dragon let out a terrible scream.


  Containing the essence of a thousand years of cultivation, it's horn was the toughest part of its body, but also its biggest weakness, even more vulnerable than the reverse scale. However, no one else was supposed to know this!


  [Just how...]


  Baek Suryong smirked. "Finding an opponent's weakness is my specialty."


  The moment its horn was severed, the One-Horned Demon Dragon's power took a nosedive. The qi it had gathered over a thousand years flowed out like a river, and its huge form began to shrink.


  BOOOM!


  Finally, the One-Horned Demon Dragon collapsed amid a cloud of dust, signaling the end of the battle.


  Baek Suryong approached the fallen beast. "Don't worry. I'll make sure to end this painlessly."


  [A pathetic creature like you taking pity on me...]


  The One-Horned Demon Dragon's life force was rapidly dwindling, but its hatred and resentment toward humanity remained undiminished.


  For an instant, its eyes flared bright yellow.


  [Human who walks the path of defying heaven. I may die by your hand, but the price will be your destruction.]


  SHUDDER!


  An overwhelming sense of fear washed over Baek Suryong. In an instant, he lunged forward and sliced through the beast's neck.


  CRACK!


  Moon Shadow, having fulfilled its final task, snapped in two, and one broken piece fell beside the One-Horned Demon Dragon's severed head.


  [To think that my thousand years of life would end so trivially... How laughable...]


  "...What the hell?" Baek Suryong muttered, scanning his surroundings. Even though the One-Horned Demon Dragon was dead, the ominous feeling didn't disappear. Rather, it intensified.


  SSSSSSSSH...


  A tremendous energy poured out of the dragon's corpse and coiled around Baek Suryong.


  Finally, Baek Suryong understood. This was the creature's final, most devastating attack.


  Before he could react, the One-Horned Demon Dragon's thousand years of qi began to flow into him.


  "Fuck...!"


  Ordinarily, absorbing the qi of a spirit beast would be considered a wondrous blessing, but to the current Baek Suryong, it was a curse.


  
    "It's good that your inner arts are growing more profound, but make sure to strengthen your physical body accordingly."

  


  As the Principal had warned, Baek Suryong's physical vessel was already at its limit, which meant that the dragon's power was no different from poison.


  "Shit... It's trying to kill me by overloading me with qi... Ugh..."


  Baek Suryong gritted his teeth and tried to resist, but his body felt like it was being blown apart. If he couldn't find a way to endure or expel the energy, he would either explode outright or be corrupted by demonic qi and become a mindless ghoul, just like those in the Blood Cult.


  Suddenly, the worst possible scenario flickered in his mind.


  If I turn into a ghoul and lose my mind, I'll kill everyone close to me.


  In the distance, he could dimly see his students sprinting toward him, worried about their teacher.


  "...No. Stay back. Don't come near me."


  He could not bring himself to greet or congratulate them. The fear of murdering them with his own hands outweighed everything else.


  "...RUN! RUN, YOU IDIOTS! GET AS FAR AWAY FROM ME AS YOU CAN!" he roared, his voice brimming with killing intent.
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  "RUN, YOU IDIOTS!"


  At the sound of their teacher's voice crackling with killing intent, the students froze in their tracks.


  Letting out a sigh of relief, Baek Suryong muttered tiredly, "Yes, that's right. Turn around and flee. As far as you can. To a place where I can't see you... Uurgh!"


  His eyes were bloodshot, and the pain was so excruciating that he felt like his body was being torn apart. The One-Horned Demon Dragon's tremendous qi flowing into his body was pushing his already full vessel beyond its limits.


  If I can't stop this... my body will either explode, or I'll become a mindless ghoul.


  THUD!


  Baek Suryong sat cross-legged on the ground, but he had no intention of calmly meditating and circulating his inner qi. Right now, trying to absorb the demonic qi was suicide. Instead, he held his breath and focused on expelling the overflowing qi.


  Gritting his teeth, he gathered his qi, shaping it into a barrier to push the dragon's power out of his system.


  Beads of sweat formed on his forehead. The clashing energies within him were creating a friction just as harsh as a duel between supreme martial masters.


  Damn it! I'm being pushed back...!


  Although he had won the battle through luck, observation, and strategy, the One-Horned Demon Dragon's energy far surpassed his own. He stood no chance of winning this internal war, and his only hope was to buy a little more time.


  Think, think! There has to be a way.


  Baek Suryong recalled all the martial arts knowledge he had amassed in this life and his previous one. The five ultimate martial arts he had learned, the Blood Cult's countless demonic arts, and the orthodox and unorthodox techniques that the Blood Cult had collected...


  However, no matter how hard he wracked his brain, no solution came to mind.


  TRICKLE...


  Blood seeped from between his clenched teeth, but Baek Suryong swallowed it down. His clouded mind cleared a little, but he knew it would not last long.


  "Uurgh!"


  Having absorbed this immense power against his will, his meridians and acupoints ballooned as though they might detonate at any moment. A ringing sound filled his head, and the world became red from the blood clouding his vision.


  "Fuck...!"


  Trembling in pain, Baek Suryong lifted his head to look at the sky. Since he wasn't actually meditating, it was fine for him to speak and move.


  Is this really how I'm going to die? How absurd.


  A hollow laugh escaped his lips. "Masters... it seems I'm dying again."


  The faces of his four masters appeared one after the other in the constellations above.


  The smug face of the Bandit King as he bragged endlessly about his heroic tales.


  The tired face of the Crazy Demon who wanted to atone for the sins he had committed against his family.


  The expressionless face of the Ice Moon Goddess who was cold on the outside but warm and caring on the inside.


  The dreamy face of the Sword Saint who always talked about the sword with childlike innocence.


  He felt as if his four masters had become constellations and were looking down upon him from the heavens above, but at the same time, he was also aware that his hazy consciousness was playing tricks on him.


  "...At least I found worthy successors for your martial arts, so don't be too harsh on me when we meet again."


  His body kept switching from burning hot to icy cold until eventually, he no longer felt anything.


  He closed his eyes. At least I held on long enough for everyone to escape.


  That was his only consolation as his soul slowly left his body...


  ""Mr. Baek!""


  "...!!" Baek Suryong's eyes shot open, and his fading consciousness instantly returned. Those fucking idiots! Why did they come back!?


  ""Mr. Baek!""


  The students ran up to Baek Suryong and looked at him with worried faces, tears welling up in their eyes.


  "H-He opened his eyes! Are you alright?"


  "Mr. Baek, are you okay?"


  "Why did you tell us to run away when you were this badly injured?!"


  "Oh no, your body is burning up..."


  "Does anyone have any medicine?"


  "You fools...! How many times do I have to tell you to run?! Do you have a death wish?!" Baek Suryong roared. Although he sometimes showed his killing intent during training, this was the first time he had ever been truly angry with his students.


  "M-Mr. Baek?"


  "What's wrong?"


  "Are you angry because it hurts too much?"


  The students stared blankly at Baek Suryong, confused.


  Baek Suryong shouted desperately, "Get out of my sight. Right now! As far as you can! Or... Uurgh!"


  "Mr. Baek!"


  After vomiting more blood, Baek Suryong lifted his head with great difficulty, mumbling, "Because I... might kill you... again..."


  "...!!"


  In Baek Suryong's eyes, the faces of the students in front of him overlapped with his students in his previous life, namely, the four students who had obstructed his escape from the Blood Cult.


  
    "Instructor, is this why you taught us?"


    "We were just tools to you, weren't we?"


    "I didn't expect anything, so I'm not disappointed."


    "......"

  


  The children whose emotions he had to erase and turn into human weapons just to fool the Demonic Strategist.


  
    "...Move. I don't want to be the one to kill you."

  


  This was a situation he had foreseen when he was planning his escape, so he had tried to persuade them, to avoid fighting them. However, by the time he got around to telling them, it was already too late.


  
    "You're the one who made us this way."

  


  Their eyes as they ran to kill him were devoid of all emotion.


  "I..."


  "Mr. Baek? Mr. Baek! Please come to your senses!" Hyonwon Kang yelled, shaking Baek Suryong by the shoulder.


  "Ah..." Groaning, Baek Suryong returned to reality. To his horror, he had almost lost himself in his memories.


  Hyonwon Kang demanded, "What do you mean, 'you might kill us again'? Explain yourself!"


  "......"


  I never wanted to kill my students again, so I told them to flee, but it looks like these blockheads won't listen if I just yell at them.


  Baek Suryong calmly explained, "Look, the One-Horned Demon Dragon's qi flowed into my body..."


  He told them that the One-Horned Demon Dragon's curse was consuming his body and that he was on the verge of losing control. Still, he couldn't help but add a tiny lie at the end.


  "...Of course, I can take care of this myself. You'll only distract me, so stay far away and wait for me."


  Surely they'd understand now.


  However, contrary to Baek Suryong's expectations, the students didn't budge.


  "...You're lying," Wiji Cheon said.


  Yeo Min scoffed. "You don't look like you can handle this alone."


  "If you were just a little less injured, I'd beat you up," Hyonwon Kang grumbled, but he was clenching and unclenching his fists in frustration.


  Geo Sangwoong scowled. "Do you seriously think we'll just leave you to suffer alone?"


  "My brothers taught me that a man should always stand by his comrades," Ya Suhyeok said firmly.


  The furball poked its head out from within Ya Suhyeok's arms and nodded.


  "You idiots," Baek Suryong spat, agitated. Even now, the One-Horned Demon Dragon's qi was threatening to destroy him. "We don't have time for this sentimental nonsense. Leave at once... Ugh!"


  A sudden wave of pain made Baek Suryong grunt, but he clenched his teeth and held on. If he lost consciousness now, he might be greeted by the corpses of his students when he woke up, if he ever did...


  "Please, just run..."


  "SHUT UP!" Hyonwon Kang howled at the top of his lungs, surprising everyone. "Why must you always be the one saving us?!"


  "...What?"


  "Can't you let us save you for once?!"


  "You..."


  "How long are you going to treat us like little kids? Just shut up and stay still! This time, we'll save you!"


  "......"


  No one said anything about Hyonwon Kang's outburst. Rather, they nodded in agreement.


  "We can help you absorb the excess qi in your body!" Wiji Cheon suggested.


  Everyone nodded, but Baek Suryong shook his head.


  "This is extremely concentrated demonic qi. You cannot absorb it," Baek Suryong said firmly.


  It wasn't as if he hadn't considered this method. If he could share this energy, it would be an incredible blessing for the students.


  The problem was that the One-Horned Demon Dragon was a demonic beast. A thousand years worth of demonic qi wasn't something just anyone could absorb, and most certainly not an orthodox martial artist.


  The only reason he could withstand the demonic qi was because of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, but for the students, it was no different from poison. If they absorbed this much demonic qi, they would definitely die...


  "We won't know until we try."


  "If the five of us share the burden, we'll be fine."


  "Just try it!"


  "There's no time, let's start now!"


  ...Damn stubborn stupid kids! Baek Suryong opened his mouth to berate the students, but before he could say anything, a woman's gentle voice echoed in everyone's heads.


  [If it's purifying demonic qi, I think I can help.]


  "W-Who's there?"


  "What the hell?!"


  Everyone looked around in surprise, but they couldn't see anyone. The spirit beasts had all regained consciousness and run away, and they had told the bandits to stay away as well, so there was no one within a hundred paces other than them... Wait...


  The furball jumped out of Ya Suhyeok's arms and ran towards Baek Suryong, a blue light shining in its eyes.


  "Furball? Did you just talk?" Ya Suhyeok asked, bewildered.


  The furball nodded. [I am this child's mother. I was watching you through my child's eyes.]


  The mother Silver Tiger! Baek Suryong's eyes widened in shock. "I thought you were eaten by the Horned Snake... but you said you could help me?"


  [I have one condition.]


  "Fine. I'll do anything." Baek Suryong nodded without hesitation. The Silver Tiger was a divine beast. She wouldn't ask for anything that would harm him. Besides, he was at his limit and had almost lost consciousness several times.


  [Hold my child's body.]


  Baek Suryong picked up and hugged the furball. Instantly, a refreshing energy filled his body, and the pain dulled a little.


  [The rest of you, place your palms on your teacher's back.]


  As instructed, Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang sat behind Baek Suryong and placed their palms on his back, while Geo Sangwoong, Yeo Min and Ya Suhyeok sat in a row and placed their palms on the backs of the two in front.


  [Leave purifying the demonic qi to me and focus on transferring the excess energy.]


  Baek Suryong didn't have the strength to reply right now, so he simply gritted his teeth and silently transferred the One-Horned Demon Dragon's qi to his students.


  The energy the One-Horned Demon Dragon left behind was filled with hatred, wrath, and malice toward humans. It was a tremendous amount of demonic qi that ordinary humans absolutely could not stomach.


  However, before the demonic qi could enter the students' bodies, the mother Silver Tiger purified it with her own divine qi, ensuring that only pure qi was distributed to the students.


  "Uurgh...!"


  "Huuuh...!"


  Even then, the students clenched their teeth as the tremendous energy flowed into them.


  Mr. Baek seriously endured several times this much energy alone?


  Once again, they were shocked by their instructor's fortitude.
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  "Haaa..."


  "Huff, huff..."


  "Is it over?"


  Despite the purification process reducing the overall amount of qi, it still took several hours to complete the transfer. When it was finally completed, the exhausted students collapsed on the floor.


  Although much of the qi had been lost during the purification process, each student had gained nearly a hundred years worth of qi. In terms of inner arts, they were now at the top of their age group.


  Of course, it would take more time for them to fully absorb and be able to use the qi, but there was no doubt that this was an incredible blessing.


  [Thankfully, it seems to have ended well... so now it's time for you to do me a favor.]


  The mother Silver Tiger's voice resounded in Baek Suryong's mind again, but this time her voice was much softer and more weary.


  Chapter 257: Silver Tiger


  Baek Suryong fell unconscious the instant he finished transferring the dragon's energy to his students.


  "You did this to us."


  He drifted into a dream. His old students, caked in blood, stared at him with hollow eyes, and his hands were slick with crimson stains.


  I didn't want to kill you all with my own hands.


  He tried to scrub the blood from his palms, but no matter how hard he scrubbed, it wouldn't come off. The metallic stench only grew stronger.


  This is a dream.


  Baek Suryong dropped his gaze, avoiding his old students' eyes. He wanted to wake up from this nightmare right now. He would even have preferred dreaming of the Blood Demon. At least that would have hurt less.


  "Look at us. You did this to us."


  A surge of fury burned in Baek Suryong, and he lifted his eyes, glaring at his old students.


  Damn it! Why bring this up now...


  Suddenly, Baek Suryong's eyes widened. His old students had turned into skeletons, and insects were crawling out of their empty eye sockets. Slowly, the skeletons lurched closer, encircling him.


  "You did this to us."


  "You used us and threw us away."


  "You lied to us."


  "We believed you, we really believed you..."


  Baek Suryong sank to his knees, curling up and wrapping his arms around his head as his body trembled uncontrollably.


  I...


  Back then, he had felt no remorse. In order to survive, he would have used anyone, whether children or adults. He had deceived, stolen, plundered, and murdered countless people just to live another day.


  He was aware that his brutal training shattered his trainees' emotions and personalities. He remembered slapping a sobbing child, kicking one who was too exhausted, and threatening to kill those who disobeyed.


  Had he ever smiled at them? Shown them any kindness?


  "Instructor... Please help us..."


  "Instructor... it hurts..."


  "Can't we rest for a little bit...?"


  "Please don't throw us away..."


  This was a dream, a product of Baek Suryong's deep-seated guilt, and he knew it. Still, a part of him wondered if some of his former students had survived.


  Back then, he had been too busy battling the Blood Demon, so he never saw exactly what happened to the kids who fought his masters.


  I recall they were all seriously injured...


  Suddenly, the scene shifted.


  His previous life's students became young children, far younger than the ones he was teaching now at the Azure Dragon Academy.


  ...And their little frames were riddled with numerous wounds that he himself had inflicted.


  "Instructor!"


  "Instructor..."


  The children stared at him with a mixture of fear and reverence.


  Come here.


  He pulled his young students into an embrace.


  Shocked, their eyes went wide, and some of them wriggled uneasily. Their instructor had never done something like this before.


  I'm sorry.


  He squeezed them tighter, and the children broke into happy giggles.


  "Instructor, please don't leave us behind again."


  "Stay with us!"


  "We were here before those Azure Dragon Academy kids, right?"


  Baek Suryong smiled faintly at these children who were gazing up at him with innocent faces.


  Yes. I won't go anywhere now.


  He understood that what he was experiencing was qi deviation. The One-Horned Demon Dragon's demonic qi radiated hatred, rage, and malice toward humans, and it had forced all of that upon Baek Suryong.


  Fortunately, with the Silver Tiger's help, he had channeled most of that energy into his students before his body gave out. Still, the demonic qi had seeped into his bones, damaging his meridians and acupoints.


  Qi deviation was unavoidable.


  I'll stay with you all forever.


  The instant he made that promise, a strange calm washed over him. He knew the truth, yet he couldn't bring himself to abandon these children.


  No, he would protect these children now and atone for what he had done in the past.


  He closed his eyes. He was so tired, and sleep beckoned to him. After a short nap, he would cook a meal with his students...


  "Instructor! Wake up!"


  "Instructor! Don't listen to those lies!"


  "Those are the devil's whispers! Ignore them!"


  "Stay with us!"


  Baek Suryong forced his eyes open. His old students were clinging tightly to him while glaring fiercely at the sky above them.


  ""WAKE UP!""


  The world quaked, warmth spread through his cold body, and a ray of light penetrated the darkness.


  A familiar voice came from within that light. Actually, it sounded like more than one voice.


  "His body's ice cold..."


  "Let's massage Mr. Baek's arms and legs like he always does for us after training."


  "Should we slap him a few times? I think that'll definitely wake him up."


  "Senior! How could you even think of doing that to Mr. Baek when he's in such bad shape?"


  "I'm serious! No matter what, we have to wake him up first, don't we?"


  Their voices grew louder and more distinct.


  Baek Suryong looked toward the light. His mind, clouded by qi deviation, began to clear.


  If I don't snap out of this... they're going to slap me? ME?


  That thought sharpened his senses even more.


  That has to be Wonkang.


  His lips curling into a wicked grin, he reached for the light.


  "Instructor! Don't go!"


  "Are you... leaving us again?"


  "You're a liar!"


  "Please, I beg you, don't go..."


  His old students wept, tears streaming down their cheeks.


  Baek Suryong gently patted their heads. "I'm sorry."


  This was the first time he had spoken so clearly. It was a signal that he was waking from the dream.


  "I'm sorry. There are students waiting for me outside too. I don't want to hurt them the way I did you."


  Their faces began to blur.


  He cast one final glance at them. He wouldn't forget them, but he wouldn't remain imprisoned by his past.


  "I have to live in the present."


  He woke up.
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  "Gasp!" Baek Suryong's eyes flew open, and he glanced around.


  ""Mr. Baek!""


  Delighted, his students, who were busy massaging his arms and legs, suddenly leaned in so close that they headbutted each other.


  ""Ouch!""


  All five clutched their heads.


  Confirming that all five of his students were okay, Baek Suryong breathed a sigh of relief. "Is everyone alright? Any injuries?"


  "No one's seriously hurt. I feel a little sick, but it's probably because I absorbed too much qi..."


  Baek Suryong examined his students. Even though they were trying to act tough, they were covered in cuts and bruises from head to toe. It was obvious they had endured a tough fight.


  "Well done, all of you. Fighting spirit beasts isn't easy..."


  "Mr. Baek," Wiji Cheon said gravely.


  "Yes?" Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. This wasn't like the kind, timid boy he knew.


  "Sometimes, I think you're too overprotective of us. You train us so hard, but when push comes to shove, you always fight alone."


  "...Did I do that?"


  The others students nodded in agreement.


  "Exactly! You nearly kill us during training, but then you try to sacrifice yourself for us!" Hyonwon Kang blurted.


  "We're not children," Geo Sangwoong added firmly.


  "We might not meet your lofty standards yet, but we're working really hard!" Yeo Min insisted.


  "Yeah, stop treating us like kids," Ya Suhyeok chimed in.


  Baek Suryong scratched his cheek awkwardly. Guilt over his past had likely made him overprotective with his new students at the Azure Dragon Academy, as if he were trying to atone for what he had done before.


  "...I'm sorry," he whispered, realizing his mistake after meeting his old students in the dream. "I'll stop doing that. If I need help, I'll ask for it, and I won't protect you just because you're my students."


  The five students nodded, satisfied with Baek Suryong's response.


  With Hyonwon Kang's help, Baek Suryong rose to his feet. His body was a wreck, and he would need at least ten days to recover.


  Suddenly, he remembered something.


  "Where's the mother Silver Tiger?"


  "She's waiting for us," Ya Suhyeok replied, cuddling the exhausted, dozing furball in his arms. "She said that time was of the essence, so we should go see her as soon as you woke up."
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  [...You're here.]


  The mother Silver Tiger was in a cave hidden deep within the mountains. When the group found her, the finally realized why she had not gone searching for her cub.


  Her side had been ripped open, organs exposed, and black blotches of the One-Horned Demon Dragon's poison spread across her body.


  She was dying.


  The cub, now awake, nuzzled his mother. In response, she licked him slowly, her saliva healing the small cuts and scratches all over his tiny body.


  [...I don't have much time left.]


  After the cub dozed off again, the mother Silver Tiger turned toward the humans, and her eyes settled on Ya Suhyeok.


  [Thank you for looking after my child.]


  "You don't have to thank us. This little guy helped us a lot too," Ya Suhyeok mumbled, scratching his head awkwardly. He had lost his father to a tiger attack, yet here he was being thanked by one. Life was full of surprises.


  [Still, I must repay my debt.]


  A soft white light flowed from the mother Silver Tiger's body into Ya Suhyeok.


  "W-What?" Ya Suhyeok stared at his body, but the light had already vanished, leaving him with only a gentle warmth.


  [From now onwards, the beasts of the mountains will follow you, the trees and birds will welcome you, and the flowers will guide your path.]


  He looked completely bewildered. The white light was the Silver Tiger's blessing.


  The Silver Tiger, looking paler than ever, cast a weak glance at the other humans.


  [I would like to bless you all, but I don't have the strength for that.]


  "It's fine. That kid's the only one who roams the mountains. The rest of us don't need it," Baek Suryong said, stepping forward and examining the Silver Tiger.


  I suspected as much, but she's probably a divine beast.


  An ordinary spirit beast wouldn't have a purifying aura or the ability to bless and heal.


  "Why did you call us here? What kind of favor do you need from me?"


  [Human who defies the heavens. How much do you know?]


  Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. "...All of you, step outside for a moment," he commanded sternly.


  Sensing Baek Suryong's seriousness, the students quietly filed out of the cave.


  Once they were gone, Baek Suryong asked, "How much do I know? What are you talking about?"


  The mother Silver Tiger met Baek Suryong's gaze, her eyes shimmering with a holy blue light.


  [The world will soon fall into chaos. More demonic beasts like the One-Horned Demon Dragon will appear, and strange occurrences that you humans call 'mysterious phenomena' will become commonplace. Most importantly... you are destined to play a major role in that turmoil.]


  


  Translator's Note: Suhyeok is now officially a Disney princess.


  Chapter 258: Why Are You Here!?


  [The world will soon descend into chaos. More demonic beasts like the One-Horned Demon Dragon will appear, and those strange occurrences you humans call 'mysterious phenomena' will become ordinary. Most importantly... you are fated to play a significant role in that turmoil.]


  The mother Silver Tiger's blue eyes shone, and for reasons Baek Suryong couldn't explain, his own face reflected in those large eyes felt unfamiliar.


  He remembered the Dark Heaven Goddess saying something similar during their encounter at the Namgung Estate not long ago.


  
    "You have a destiny that defies the heavens. A fate that can overturn celestial order, capable of either destroying or saving the world."

  


  A destiny that defies the heavens. Back then, he was too busy investigating the Namgung Clan's secrets to really think about those words, but hearing the same thing now from the Silver Tiger left him feeling uneasy.


  "The chaos that will befall the world is related to my destiny?" Baek Suryong asked.


  All of a sudden, a thought flashed through his mind.


  No way...


  Baek Suryong fixed a grim stare on the Silver Tiger. "The reason the world is going to fall into chaos... is it because of me?"


  A few decades after the Blood Cult collapsed, he had awakened the memories of his previous life. Coincidentally, it was around the same time that the Blood Cult, which had been hiding and gathering its strength, reappeared in the murim.


  Was that just a coincidence? What if it wasn't? What if, just like the Dark Heaven Goddess and the mother Silver Tiger said, I was born with a heaven-defying fate, and that fate was to plunge the world into chaos?


  What if the world falls into chaos because of me?


  [That is both correct and not quite correct,] the Silver Tiger answered vaguely.


  Baek Suryong glowered at her. "Speak clearly. You didn't bring me here to talk in riddles, did you?"


  [...Just because you were born with a heaven-defying fate doesn't mean you will destroy the world or invite chaos. Heaven-defying literally means going against heaven's will. Nobody knows how that will turn out.]


  "Then what are you implying when you say that I am destined to play a significant role in the turmoil?"


  The Silver Tiger gazed at Baek Suryong, weighing the truth in his words with her divine, glowing eyes. [...Indeed, it seems you are not the one.]


  "Were you testing me?" Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes, only now realizing this had been her plan all along.


  [I'm sorry.]


  "What do you mean, 'I'm not the one'?"


  [There is someone out there who is spreading the power to defy heaven.]


  "...Can something like that be spread?"


  The Silver Tiger's blue eyes focused on Baek Suryong, although they appeared to be looking far beyond him into the future.


  [All over the world, the power to defy heaven is stirring. Because of that, ancient entities that were dormant for ages are awakening, and events that rebel against destiny will occur.]


  The power to defy heaven was exactly what it sounded like: a force that went against the will of heaven. On the other hand, that also meant that heaven's wrath was easily provoked, resulting in destruction and restoration of order.


  This was true of the Heavenly Yin Severed Meridians Baek Suryong was born with. Had he not practiced the Heaven Defying Divine Art, his life would have ended prematurely before the age of thirty.


  [Usually, even if someone escapes an untimely death by going against heaven's will, that individual act of defying heaven is hardly significant enough to threaten the world order. There has never been a time when the power to defy heaven has swelled enough to endanger the world as a whole.]


  "And you're saying that it will be different this time?"


  The Silver Tiger nodded wearily. [We have to stop whoever is spreading the power to defy heaven. If we fail, this world that has twisted fate will be destroyed by heaven.]


  Baek Suryong fell silent and pondered. The Silver Tiger's body was weakening rapidly, possibly because she had tried to see through the will of heaven. Moreover, this spirit beast, who could see the future, had prophesied the end of the world.


  Somebody is intentionally spreading the power to defy heaven? Who could it be?


  The Blood Cult came to mind first. This would not be the first time the Blood Cult had tinkered with dark arts to dominate the murim. However, even when he was there, he had never heard of a sorcery that allowed one to manipulate the power to defy heaven.


  Aside from the Heaven Defying Divine Art, that is...


  Suddenly, a figure came to mind. An absolute being who had mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art and perfected both martial arts and sorcery at the highest level.


  "The Blood Demon..."


  
    "Come back again sometime."

  


  Is the Blood Demon the monster spreading the power to defy heaven across the world? He recalled that languid smile the Blood Demon had given him as he woke up from the dream.


  The Silver Tiger's eyes darkened. [The Blood Demon? Do you suspect he is behind everything?]


  Baek Suryong replied vaguely, "I can't think of anyone else who could do such a thing, but he died decades ago..."


  [Did you see him die?]


  Baek Suryong shook his head. Fifty years ago, when the Murim Alliance ambushed the weakened Blood Cult while it was embroiled in internal strife, the masters of the orthodox sects supposedly killed the Blood Demon in a joint raid.


  "No, but... he must be dead. If he were alive, the Blood Cult would not have fallen so easily."


  Baek Suryong knew better than anyone how terrifying the Blood Demon was. The Blood Demon's overwhelming martial arts and sorcery, coupled with the sheer presence that drove his followers to fanaticism, wouldn't have allowed the Blood Cult to remain in hiding for decades.


  "... Maybe a new Blood Demon has taken over, or the Blood Cult is hatching yet another nefarious scheme."


  Baek Suryong brushed off the idea that the original Blood Demon was still alive, although he kept the possibility open. If it was that monstrous man, it wouldn't be impossible for him to return from the dead.


  "Can you confirm if that bastard is alive using your powers?" he asked.


  [...I cannot. Even though I can peer into heaven's will, I cannot see the fate of someone who has defied heaven,] the Silver Tiger whispered weakly, proof that her life was nearing its end.


  The Silver Tiger cub, who had been resting quietly, snuggled up to his mother, seemingly understanding that he did not have much time left with her.


  The mother Silver Tiger reciprocated by licking her baby's fur.


  Baek Suryong sensed her deep affection for the cub, but her energy was waning more quickly now. She could pass away at any moment, and he still needed to hear the rest of what she had to say.


  [I have lived for over a thousand years, waiting for the day I could ascend to heaven. However, at the end, a single regret kept me tethered to this world. I wanted to have a child.]


  The Silver Tiger pressed her forehead against her baby's, and the little furball purred softly in bliss.


  The mother looked tenderly at her cub. [Ever since I was born, I was a little special, so even before I became a divine beast, I never had a mate. That's why, I wondered. What would it be like to have a child? What would it feel like to give birth to a small life that looks just like me?]


  "......" Baek Suryong quietly listened to her final words.


  Closing her eyes, the mother Silver Tiger sniffed her cub, treasuring his scent. [I could not have a mate, so I split my inner core, built up over my entire life, to bring this cub into being.]


  So that's why she lost to the Horned Snake, Baek Suryong realized. Giving birth had drastically weakened the Silver Tiger, and the Horned Snake took the opportunity to devour her flesh and blood, causing it to evolve into the One-Horned Demon Dragon.


  "Do you regret it?" he asked.


  [No, not at all,] the Silver Tiger said warmly.


  A tiger's expressions differed from a human's, but Baek Suryong somehow knew that she was smiling.


  The Silver Tiger nudged her cub away. The little one whimpered and tried to stay close, but it eventually backed off, its ears drooping as if it understood what was happening.


  [Would you be willing to watch over this child until he grows a bit bigger?]


  Baek Suryong nodded. The Silver Tiger had saved both him and his students, so he would have agreed to any request.


  "That's not a problem. The kids seem to adore the furball anyway."


  [...Thank you.]


  Relief filled the Silver Tiger's voice as she released a white light, which seeped into Baek Suryong's body.


  "This is..."


  A gentle energy flowed through his damaged acupoints and meridians, healing most of the injuries that would have kept him bedridden for at least ten days and taken him more than a month to fully recover.


  I'll be back to normal with a few days of rest.


  The tip of the Silver Tiger's tail began to crumble into dust. She had used up the last bit of her strength.


  "...Are you fading away? Or ascending to heaven?" Baek Suryong asked.


  The Silver Tiger laughed quietly. [I'm glad that the last connection I made was with a human like you. Please protect this world, and that child.]


  With that, her body vanished into dust, the white specks drifting through the cave like falling snow.


  Baek Suryong held the Silver Tiger cub in his arms. Surprisingly, it was calm about its mother's death.


  Stepping out of the cave, he found himself immediately surrounded by his students.


  "Mr. Baek!"


  "How did it go?"


  "What happened to the mother Silver Tiger?"


  Baek Suryong explained that the Silver Tiger had ascended to heaven. He wasn't certain that was true, but he wanted to believe it.


  "Let's go home."


  Just like that, their short but intense spirit beast hunt came to an end, and they gained a cute new addition to their group.
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  The group did not hurry back to the Azure Dragon Academy. First, they gathered the One-Horned Demon Dragon's remains and collated everything the students had collected while running through the mountains.


  Surprisingly, they ended up with a rather large haul of inner cores and other materials, so the students were ecstatic.


  "If we sell everything, we'll make a fortune, right?"


  "What should we buy first? New weapons, or clothes...?"


  "Wine first! My mouth is watering already."


  "Hey everyone! If you sell it to our trading company, I promise I'll give you much more than the market price. How about it?" Geo Sangwoong asked, attempting to entice his classmates.


  It was a bargaining war between one man trying to maximize his profit and one group trying to get the best deal, but in the end, no one could beat the merchant's son.


  "Enough of that for now. Sit down to meditate," Baek Suryong cut in. "Just because you've absorbed a lot of qi, doesn't mean it belongs to you yet."


  Each of the students had absorbed about a century of the One-Horned Demon Dragon's energy, but they still needed to meditate and gradually transform that power into something compatible with their martial arts.


  Normally, a lot of energy was lost in the process, and it was common knowledge that even the best elixir would only allow someone to retain about half of its energy if they were lucky.


  Baek Suryong snorted. "Don't get carried away just because you gained a bit of inner qi. Those heirs of the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans have been taking elixirs every day since they were children. You've only just managed to catch up."


  Even half should be enough for them to rank among the top in their generation, but... I can't let their ego get inflated now.


  Deep down though, Baek Suryong was elated. After all, the people he was comparing his students to were the finest and most privileged prodigies in the murim.


  Their current inner qi should rival the best of the Heavenly Martial Academy students.


  Now that the disadvantage of background had been overcome, all that remained was for the students to work on improving their skills.


  "Ahem! So, don't be too full of yourselves."


  "Mr. Baek, aren't you even more excited than we are?"


  "It's obvious you're trying not to laugh."


  SMACK!


  Anyway, as the group made their way back to the Azure Dragon Academy, their days were spent focusing on controlled breathing, refining their martial arts, and nursing their wounds.


  The little furball, who had been noticeably down at first, soon started acting playful again, though it still stayed close to Ya Suhyeok and Baek Suryong most of the time.


  Several days later, they finally arrived in Nanchang.


  "We should keep a low profile," Baek Suryong said, lowering his bamboo hat so that it covered most of his face.


  Previously, when he had returned from defeating the Bloody Ripper in the Valley of Evil, the streets had been crammed with people greeting him. News of what had happened at Namgung Estate must have spread, so he expected even more hype this time.


  I don't want to deal with that again.


  Therefore, this time, he chose to arrive late at night and had everyone wear bamboo hats so they could slip into the White Dragon Manor unnoticed.


  Unfortunately, as the White Dragon Manor came into view, he noticed a lot people loitering about outside. Some were martial artists, while others looked like ordinary citizens.


  What's this crowd doing here this late at night? There must be dozens of people staking out the manor!


  Fortunately, none of them seemed to have any intention of forcing their way in.


  The students gave Baek Suryong questioning looks, asking with their eyes, "What's the plan, Mr. Baek?"


  "We climb over the wall," Baek Suryong signaled. He found it strange to sneak over the wall of his own house, but it looked like the only way to return home peacefully.


  Fortunately, none of the lurkers were particularly strong.


  Leading the way, Baek Suryong leaped over the wall, when suddenly, a glint of metal shone from within the darkness.


  "Ugh!"


  He tried to dodge, but the attack was too precise. Drawing the sword he had borrowed from the Viridian Forest Bandits, he barely managed to block.


  CLANG!


  Sparks flashed in the night, revealing his opponent's face.


  Baek Suryong's jaw dropped in shock. "Why are you here!?"


  Namgung Su, wearing an apron as if he had just been cooking, coolly brandished a ladle at Baek Suryong. "I thought you were a thief... but it appears the owner of the house has finally come home."
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  "...I thought another thief had broken in," Namgung Su said, carefully lowering the ladle.


  Baek Suryong wiped away a bead of cold sweat. From the bits of vegetables clinging to the ladle, Namgung Su seemed to have dashed out while cooking. If he had not blocked the attack in time, those veggies would have splattered across his cheek.


  Nevertheless, Namgung Su's words were more concerning.


  "Another? A thief broke in before?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Namgung Su nodded casually. "Not just one. I've already caught three."


  At that moment, the students vaulted over the wall and landed behind Baek Suryong.


  "...Mr. Namgung Su?"


  "Why is Mr. Namgung here?"


  "Wait, what's with that apron?"


  "Everyone, stay on guard! This might be a trap!"


  "He might be wearing a human skin mask..."


  The students stared intensely at Namgung Su in an apron with a ladle in his hand, unable to believe their eyes. However, no matter how hard they stared, the ladle did not magically turn into a sword.


  "I see you're all back in one piece," Namgung Su said, wearing his usual condescending expression, apron and ladle notwithstanding. Glancing at the students, he asked, "Have you eaten dinner yet?"


  Does this man not know embarrassment? Everyone wondered.


  "No, we were planning to eat after getting home... but why are you here?"


  "Let's discuss that indoors. Too many ears out here."


  Namgung Su turned around and walked into the house as though he owned the place. From the looks of it, he had probably been staying at the White Dragon Manor for quite a while.


  "No... I mean, why... Fine, let's head in."


  Giving up, Baek Suryong and the students followed Namgung Su indoors. Immediately, a mouthwatering aroma wafted through the air, arousing their hunger.


  "Hmm?" Caught red-handed nibbling at the side dishes, Namgung Mi's eyes went wide. She quickly attempted to divert her brother's attention though, asking, "Oppa? Who are they…?"


  Baek Suryong and his students currently looked like beggars. After fighting the spirit beasts, they had borrowed clothes from the Viridian Forest Bandits, and then traveled through the wilderness instead of the roads to concentrate on training. By now, their clothes were so ragged that even real beggars would avoid them.


  "Ah!" Namgung Mi clapped her hands. "Did you bring these beggars here to feed them?"


  "Sort of."


  "What did you just say? 'Sort of'?" Grumbling, Baek Suryong took off his bamboo hat.


  The moment Namgung Mi saw his features, she sprang to her feet and dashed to his side. "Mr. Baek!"


  Baek Suryong was a benefactor of the Namgung Clan and a good-looking one at that, so she liked him nearly as much as her own brother.


  "Have you been well?" Baek Suryong asked, giving Namgung Mi a gentle pat on the head.


  "Yes! Why did it take you so long to get here?"


  "I was training the kids."


  Namgung Mi glanced past Baek Suryong to the disheveled students, who waved in greeting.


  "Unnie! Oppas!" she called, beaming as she approached them. She had only known them for a short time, but she had a very friendly personality.


  Suddenly, her eyes zoomed in on a fluffy white furball poking its head out from Ya Suhyeok's arms. It was small, with round eyes, adorable paws, and soft, downy fur.


  Namgung Mi swallowed hard. "C-Can I pet the cat?"


  "It's actually a tiger."


  Namgung Mi extended a hand toward the bundle of fur. Whether the animal was a cat or a tiger didn't bother her. She was the daughter of a renowned murim clan, after all.


  The little furball didn't like being touched by strangers, so it batted Namgung Mi's hand away, baring its tiny fangs. "Hiss!"


  Unfortunately, Namgung Mi wasn't the least bit intimidated. She only grew more determined.


  "So cute!"


  A quick chase ensued, with Namgung Mi and the furball circling around an irritated Ya Suhyeok.


  "Mimi," Namgung Su called out, removing his apron and folding it neatly. "Dinner's ready. Settle down, will you?"


  "Yes..." she replied, pouting as she sank down next to Namgung Su. Even so, her gaze lingered on the furball.


  Like a homeowner addressing visitors, Namgung Su said, "I didn't make much since I was only cooking for two, but beggars can't be choosers."


  "You cooked all of this on your own?" Baek Suryong asked, astounded. There were more than a dozen side dishes, and every dish that Namgung Su had prepared looked delicious.


  After days of surviving on fruit and grilled meat, the group's eyes lit up in excitement.


  "Yummy…"


  "Did you really make all this, Mr. Namgung?"


  "...It's surprisingly good."


  Forgetting the strangeness of the situation, the still-growing students devoured their food and flashed Namgung Su a thumbs-up. His cooking wasn't merely good, it was divine.


  Only after all the plates were empty did they finally find the energy to talk.


  Baek Suryong took a sip of tea, then asked, "Now, fill me in. Why are you living here, and who are all those people outside?"


  "Baek Suryong, you're currently suffering from the consequences of fame."


  "Well, I did expect some commotion, but..."


  Baek Suryong had predicted that the buzz this time would be a bit more intense than his return from the Valley of Evil, but he never imagined that dozens of people would camp outside his house around the clock.


  Namgung Su explained, "There are martial artists seeking duels, merchants and politicians aiming to establish ties with you, spies from the Nine Sects One Gang, opportunists hoping for handouts, people who want to become your disciples, beggars, thieves, and…"


  "Okay, that's enough!" Baek Suryong exclaimed in disbelief. "I knew I'd become famous because of what happened at the Namgung Estate, but isn't this overkill?"


  Namgung Su sighed deeply. He had seen this coming, especially since Baek Suryong, who had spent more than two weeks training in the mountains, was completely out of the loop.


  "Not in the slightest. This is a normal amount of attention for someone who is being considered as a new member of the Ten Supremes."


  "...A WHAT?" Baek Suryong asked again, wondering if he had misheard.


  The students' eyes widened like startled rabbits.


  "The Ten Supremes. You have been nominated to fill the vacancy left by my grandfather."


  "...!!"


  The Ten Supremes were considered to be the closest to absolute might in the current era, where no one person was unquestionably superior.


  Of course, there were some who argued that limiting the number to ten was pointless in such a large jianghu filled with countless martial artists, and that there might be plenty of retired masters or recluses whose strength matched that of the Ten Supremes.


  There had even been cases where such hidden masters had defeated a member of the Ten Supremes and claimed their position.


  Nevertheless, to hold a title among the Ten Supremes had tremendous symbolic value. Each was a phenomenal master, and the faction or clan they came from benefited greatly from their appointment.


  That was why many people craved such status.


  "Me? One of the Ten Supremes?" Baek Suryong said incredulously. I've never even been part of the murim's top hundred! I'm just a rising star who has barely begun earning renown, but now they're nominating me for the Ten Supremes?


  "Don't worry, you haven't been officially selected yet. You're just one of the favorites."


  "That's still outrageous."


  "I know, it's absurd... and it's mostly because my father spoke so highly of you," Namgung Su sighed regretfully.


  "The Namgung Patriarch? What exactly did he say?"


  Namgung Su launched into a long explanation of what his father, the Ironblood Swordsman Namgung Cheon, had been doing since they left the Namgung Estate.


  In order to raise funds and support for the reconstruction after the disaster, Namgung Cheon had met with many key figures from the Murim Alliance, the Nine Sects One Gang, and the Five Great Clans.


  The thing was, whenever people asked him about the Azure Dragon Hero, he always replied, "The Azure Dragon Hero's martial arts are in no way inferior to mine."


  Those brief remarks caused quite a stir. The only reason the Ironblood Swordsman wasn't one of the Ten Supremes was because of his father, the Blue Sky Sword King, but many believed that his martial arts were more than enough to earn him the title.


  Therefore, by saying that the Azure Dragon Hero's martial arts weren't inferior to his, the Ironblood Swordsman inadvertently started a rumor that the Azure Dragon Hero was equal to the Ten Supremes.


  "Even though it's turned into a huge headache, he probably meant it as high praise. Still, as soon as the rumor spread, swarms of martial artists came here in search of you. They wouldn't take no for an answer, so the Headmaster and I ended up taking turns guarding the place."


  Feeling bad about his father's actions, Namgung Su had volunteered to help out at the White Dragon Manor.


  However, three different thieves had broken in within a few days, so he'd ended up swinging his ladle without thinking, not caring who was at the door.


  "Now that you're back, it's going to be even more chaotic. The temporary closure will be lifted in a few days, and I'm not sure you'll be able to commute freely to and from school."


  "This is... troublesome," Baek Suryong sighed.


  He had wanted recognition as a martial artist, but it was far too soon for him to join the Ten Supremes. Not only did he feel he wasn't ready, but the weight of fame brought serious complications... like how his students would perceive him.


  "So does that make us the students of one of the Ten Supremes?"


  "I should've this coming. No matter how much stronger we get, Mr. Baek always keeps outpacing us."


  "Fuck, I should've slapped him when he had qi deviation. That was probably my only shot at getting back at him."


  "Senior, quit being ridiculous."


  While the two instructors continued their serious discussion, the students murmured among themselves.


  "Can't we simply send them all packing?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Namgung Su shook his head. "We might be able to send away the civilians, but the problem is the martial artists who want to duel you."


  Namgung Su nodded toward some of the more powerful figures lurking outside the mansion. "At daybreak, they'll come knocking and demand a duel. They know you're inside, so they won't wait any longer."


  "Ugh..." Baek Suryong groaned. Accepting each and every duel would eat up all his time, and although he could turn down a few, refusing them all would also ruin his reputation.


  Both are bad.


  If he belonged to the Nine Sects One Gang or the Five Great Clans, his organization would shield him, but unfortunately, he was just a country boy from a rural martial arts academy.


  For martial artists seeking combat, instruction, or fame, there was no more tempting target than him.


  "They think I'm the easiest to deal with."


  "...I'm sorry, this was my family's mistake. Father never foresaw things escalating like this," Namgung Su apologized. If it had been the Namgung Clan, such rumors wouldn't have been a concern, so they hadn't anticipated it.


  "It's fine, I knew things would end up like this sooner or later. It just happened a bit earlier than I planned," Baek Suryong said, drumming his fingers on the table in deep thought. "Let me get this straight. These uninvited people showed up because of my rumored achievements, but if we chase them out, my reputation takes a hit."


  "Yes."


  "I think I'll be fine."


  "...?"


  Baek Suryong smirked. Giving things away for free wasn't his style. If he couldn't avoid them, then he had to benefit from these uninvited guests one way or another.


  Organizing his thoughts, he stood up. "Okay. Let's welcome the guests starting tomorrow."


  "...Are you serious?"


  A mischievous grin spread across Baek Suryong's face. "Don't worry, the masters who visit here won't leave empty-handed. Everyone!"


  ""Yes?""


  "Get ready to welcome our guests!"


  The following morning, the gates of the White Dragon Manor swung open.
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  From early morning, a crowd gathered around the White Dragon Manor, keeping their eyes on the tightly shut gates while traded rumors. Every single one of them had come to catch sight of the Azure Dragon Hero.


  "I heard someone climbed over the wall last night."


  "Was it another thief?"


  "I don't think it was a thief this time. The thieves who got in before were all punished severely and kicked out, but it was quiet yesterday, and the lights were on until late."


  "I heard some voices from inside the manor..."


  Quite a few folks stayed awake all night, keeping a close watch. Some had already been camping outside the manor for more than ten days.


  "Maybe the Azure Dragon Hero came back last night?"


  Everyone's eyes sparkled, and the martial artists who had been waiting for days seemed ready to barge through the gates.


  "I sensed a presence last night too! Maybe Master Baek is back…"


  "If he's back, then why hasn't he come out? What's he doing inside?"


  "It's rude to keep guests like us waiting outside!"


  "Now that everyone's calling him a hero, he probably thinks that low-level trash like us is beneath him!"


  The crowd was filled with grievances. For some absurd reason, even though none of them had been personally invited by the Azure Dragon Hero, they still believed that it was only right for him to welcome them warmly.


  "I can't wait any longer. Let's just smash those gates!"


  "Yeah, let's!"


  Feeling impatient, several martial artists decided to force their way into the manor.


  "Wait! The door's opening!"


  Suddenly, the White Dragon Manor's tightly closed gates swung open, and out stepped a tall and shockingly handsome young man dressed in blue.


  There was no need for him to introduce himself.


  "It's the Azure Dragon Hero!"


  "Why are you only opening the door now?!"


  "Oh my! I finally get to see the noble face of a candidate for the Ten Supremes."


  Some called the Azure Dragon Hero a candidate for the Ten Supremes, but their voices laced with ridicule rather than admiration or respect. Although Baek Suryong had eliminated the Blood Cult Elder and saved the Namgung Clan, few felt that this alone was enough to earn him a spot as one of the Ten Supremes.


  First, he must defeat me and prove his strength, was the unspoken challenge carried in the eyes of every martial artist present. Quite a few were already picturing themselves defeating Baek Suryong and basking in their newfound fame.


  Unfazed by the overwhelming attention, Baek Suryong stepped forward and clasped his hands in greeting. "Good morning, everyone. I am Baek Suryong. First, I wish to apologize to everyone who came here to the White Dragon Manor. Due to the internal injuries I sustained at the Namgung Estate and travel fatigue, I quietly returned home and rested last night."


  "If that's true…"


  "Ugh…"


  Seeing Baek Suryong's pale face and knowing what had happened to the Namgung Clan, no one in the crowd thought he was lying. Some still seemed irritated, but most nodded in understanding.


  After all, it wasn't every day one got to witness a famous master like the Azure Dragon Hero politely admit their mistakes.


  The tension has eased up a bit, judged. As expected, just by humbling himself, the people's indignation was somewhat soothed.


  Smiling gently, he continued, "Thank you for understanding. Now, while I would love to invite you all inside…"


  He paused, scanning the hundreds of people who had gathered in the early morning with an apologetic expression. Even now, more were arriving, having heard of the Azure Dragon Hero's return.


  "...I'm afraid that there simply isn't enough room for everyone, nor can I properly entertain such a large crowd."


  "You're not telling us to leave after we've been waiting out here for days, are you?!" an impatient martial artist shouted.


  Baek Suryong shook his head and answered benevolently, "No, of course not. It's just impossible to accommodate you all at once, and I don't wish for anyone to wait under the hot sun."


  Many nodded. Baek Suryong's acting was very convincing, to the point where no one even suspected that he was putting on a show.


  "Even if it's just for a short time, I wish to have a proper conversation with each of you," Baek Suryong added.


  "Ooh…"


  "Now that's a true master for you."


  "I've heard that he was arrogant, having become a master at such a young age, but it seems the rumors were wrong."


  Quite a few of the martial artists were impressed by the Azure Dragon Hero. They had been prepared to be turned away, yet Baek Suryong was willingly offering his time to them.


  Almost there, Baek Suryong thought, smirking inwardly. There were many masters in the murim, but few were skilled with words, being stubborn and arrogant.


  He, however, was different. His silver tongue, honed from years of teaching and 'persuading' people as a martial arts instructor, shone brightly here.


  "To accommodate all of you, I've come up with what I think is the best solution. Who arrived first?"


  "Me." A young beggar raised his large, thick, grime-covered hand.


  Some in the crowd recognized him and started whispering among themselves.


  "Isn't he the Strongman, Wang Son?"


  "The Beggars' Gang Jiangxi Branch Manager? If I remember right, he's also the Gang Leader's disciple…"


  "Why are you surprised? The Azure Dragon Hero's name is famous throughout the land, it's only right that a Beggars' Gang Branch Manager would come."


  Wang Son calmly picked his nose, paying no mind to the stares.


  "Branch Manager Wang Son, do you recall the order in which everyone arrived?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Wang Son rubbed his chin. Despite his dirty and dull appearance, he had a good memory and was intelligent enough to become a Branch Manager and a disciple of the Beggars' Gang Leader.


  He replied politely, "I remember about thirty people behind me…"


  Even though he was well-known in the murim, he was very courteous to Baek Suryong.


  Baek Suryong is a serious contender for the Ten Supremes. There's no harm in getting on his good side.


  Wang Son grinned broadly, revealing yellowed teeth.


  "...It's great that you recall thirty people. I could really use your help," Baek Suryong said stiffly. While could tell that Wang Son meant to be friendly, his fake smile had nearly cracked when the beggar started suckling on the very finger he'd just used to pick his nose.


  "Sure, what can I do for you?"


  "Kids!" Baek Suryong shouted behind him.


  The students appeared from within the manor, holding stacks of paper.


  "My students here will distribute numbered tickets based on everyone's order of arrival. While you are waiting for your turn, you can rest at a nearby inn, and my students will find you in numerical order. There's no need for you to wait outdoors."


  "Ooh!"


  "That's an excellent idea!"


  The crowd applauded. If they followed Baek Suryong's plan, they could avoid waiting outside in the scorching heat.


  They lined up in the order of their arrival and claimed numbered tickets. Since Branch Manager Wang Son of the Beggars' Gang was verifying the order, there were no disputes.


  "There's an inn nearby called the White Dragon Inn. It would be best for everyone to stay there so my students can easily locate you," Baek Suryong said, casually promoting the inn run by the White Dragon Conglomerate.


  Nobody found that suspicious, although some grumbled for a different reason.


  A man pushed through the crowd, his long scar and dominating aura making him impossible to miss. "Are you really planning to greet all these riffraff one by one? How long are we supposed to wait in line? I am Cho Yeonil of the Cho Family Sword Sect, and I have traveled a thousand miles to challenge you, Azure Dragon Hero."


  "The Soul-Seeking Swordsman!"


  "The one who supposedly killed a demonic practitioner in Shaanxi with a single slash?"


  Those who recognized Cho Yeonil stirred in excitement.


  Cho Yeonil's lips curled up slightly at the crowd's admiring gazes. He was the heir of the Cho Family Sword Sect, a sect founded by a martial clan. Determined to perfect his martial arts, he had been traveling the world for the last three years, dueling other martial artists.


  SWISH!


  He tried to appear unconcerned as he stepped forward, drawing his sword and letting it gleam in the early sunlight.


  His gaze locked onto Baek Suryong. "Azure Dragon Hero! I challenge you to a duel. My blade has been sharpened by countless real battles, so this shouldn't take long... unless you run away."


  Cho Yeonil grinned smugly, confident in his victory over Baek Suryong. His skills had been honed over three years of incessant fighting, and he believed he'd reached his peak.


  He needed only to defeat one famous master to gain the recognition he craved.


  People are actually considering this pretty boy as one of the Ten Supremes? Hmph, I'll expose his false reputation.


  Cho Yeonil wasn't alone in his arrogance. Other skilled fighters who hated waiting also stepped forward.


  "I too came to challenge the Azure Dragon Hero!"


  "Me three!"


  "If you're not afraid of my spear, then accept my duel, Azure Dragon Hero."


  Each speaker was an accomplished martial artist, proud and unaccustomed to lining up.


  However, Baek Suryong remained firm. "That would be unfair to those who arrived before you. Please take a numbered ticket based on your order of arrival."


  "Are you making excuses to avoid a fight?" Cho Yeonil taunted.


  The other martial artists sneered and jeered.


  Baek Suryong's face clouded over. He wanted to immediately beat all these idiots to a pulp, but with so many witnesses, that wasn't a good idea.


  Fortunately, he had a strong ally.


  A voice sharper and colder than Cho Yeonil's cut through the tension. "I can hardly believe how shameless you all are."


  "Shameless? Who the hell are you?" Cho Yeonil snarled.


  Namgung Su stepped up beside Baek Suryong. "I am the third son of the Namgung Clan and the Star Instructor of the Azure Dragon Academy, Namgung Su."


  "Gasp!" The women in the crowd couldn't help but gasp in admiration. The sight of the two extremely handsome men standing side by side was like a scene from a painting.


  Cho Yeonil seethed. "…Even if you're a son of the Namgung Clan, don't you think you're being too rude?"


  Namgung Su snorted derisively, as though he found Cho Yeonil's words laughable. "None of you were invited here. If you had any manners, you'd thank your host for taking the time and trouble to acknowledge your existence, but instead you unsheathe your weapons when asked to wait in line? What makes you any different from common bandits?"


  "…..." Cho Yeonil was speechless.


  The other masters were also at a loss for words.


  "…Why are you interfering in our affair?" he finally asked after a pause.


  "Baek Suryong is my fellow instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy, and I simply cannot stand by while my colleague is being unfairly harassed."


  "Hey, who are you accusing of harass..."


  "More importantly, he's my family's benefactor." Ignoring Baek Suryong's whispered protests, Namgung Su looked the challengers straight in the eye. "You can persist if you'd like, but you'll have to go through me first."


  The martial artists who met Namgung Su's steely gaze flinched and looked away. Even if the Namgung Clan had recently suffered a heavy blow, they still commanded respect, and public opinion was also on Namgung Su's side.


  "He's right! Wait your turn!"


  "What gives you the right to cut in line just because you're stronger than us?!"


  Fuck... Cho Yeonil ground his teeth in frustration. He didn't fear Namgung Su, but he wasn't ready to ruin his reputation so pointlessly.


  In the end, the Soul-Seeking Swordsman Cho Yeonil had no choice but to back down.


  "…My apologies, I got a little carried away. I'll take a numbered ticket and wait for my turn."


  Glaring daggers at Baek Suryong, he quietly joined the queue, and the other martial artists did the same.


  A short while later, numbered tickets in hand, they all headed to the White Dragon Inn.
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  "Damn it," Cho Yeonil muttered, downing a cup of strong liquor. The sting of his earlier humiliation was still fresh in his mind.


  He was a cut above the trash here, these nobodies who were just buzzing around the Azure Dragon Hero like flies, hoping for a favor.


  How can I, an honorable martial artist, be lumped in with all these opportunists?


  The more he thought about it, the angrier he got. He drained yet another cup.


  Hmph! Regardless, when I defeat the Azure Dragon Hero, public opinion will turn around. In the end, strength is all that matters in the world of martial arts.


  Imagining how the murim would be shaken by the rise of a new master in a few days, Cho Yeonil's rage subsided... but it flared up again the instant he saw the bill.


  "Why is this so expensive?" he demanded, glaring at the waiter.


  "Sir? This is our regular price…"


  "It's nearly twice as expensive as other inns."


  "Sir, I assure you, everything here is priced at market rate!"


  Cho Yeonil ground his teeth. No matter how I look at it, it's a rip-off… but I can't make a scene over a few coins!


  Martial artists valued pride above life itself, and as heir to the Cho Family Sword Sect, he couldn't afford to be known for bullying a mere waiter over money.


  Did the Azure Dragon Hero recommend an expensive inn on purpose? No, there's no reason for him to do something that doesn't benefit him…


  Unfortunately, as a visitor from out of town, Cho Yeonil did not realize the White Dragon Inn was run by the White Dragon Conglomerate, and they had jacked up prices right before everyone arrived.


  Something's weird.


  The unreasonable prices wasn't the only odd thing. A handful of merchants were setting up pop-up stalls inside the White Dragon Inn.


  "Fresh spirit beast cores for sale! Don't miss out on this rare opportunity! Get your spirit beast cores!"


  "Spirit beast cores, you say? Let's see what you've got."


  Martial artists gathered around the merchants. As promised, the spirit beast cores were fresh and of the highest quality, so the martial artists whose inner arts were lacking felt their hearts race.


  "I'll buy one!"


  "That one is mine!"


  In the end, the merchants' goods were all sold at prices far above market value.


  Cho Yeonil shook his head. They're being completely ripped off! The fools who emptied their wallets to buy the elixirs may look satisfied now, but will they still feel the same tomorrow?


  Every hour, Baek Suryong's students stopped by to call out numbers.


  "Number thirty-two! Is number thirty-two here?"


  "That's me! Finally, it's my turn!"


  The man who jumped up was one of the challengers. He strode off confidently, eager to test Baek Suryong's mettle.


  "I'll go see how sharp the Azure Dragon Hero's sword is!"


  ...After about an hour, he returned looking humbled. There was no need to ask what had happened.


  "…My sword broke after five exchanges."


  "Five exchanges? Is the Azure Dragon Hero really that strong?"


  "Here, have a drink and tell us what went down."


  Cho Yeonil's ears perked up, though he pretended not to listen.


  For a while, the challenger hesitated, but finally he gave in and whispered, "I couldn't even see his sword properly. I was blocking like crazy, and then my sword shattered."


  "Wait. You said your sword was destroyed, but the one in your hand looks brand new."


  "Oh, this?" The challenger gingerly held his sword up. "The Azure Dragon Hero apologized and recommended a top smithy nearby called the Wiji Smithy. That's where I met this beauty. Heheh…"


  The challenger chuckled with satisfaction, hugging his new blade. "It's a rare, precious sword. I barely managed to buy it with all my money."


  Cho Yeonil's eyes widened in disbelief. He wasted all his money on a sword just because the Azure Dragon Hero broke his old one? Isn't that suspicious?


  This is weird. That is weird. Everything is weird…


  Suddenly, a boy with a sword strapped to his waist entered the inn and glanced around, his gaze eventually settling on Cho Yeonil.


  "Number seventy-five! Are you here?"


  Cho Yeonil checked his numbered ticket and stood up. Seventy-five. His number was called earlier than he thought.


  "…Finally, it's my turn. Can I head over right now?"


  "Um, not exactly. Even if you went now, you'd have to wait for about an hour."


  "Then why are you here already?"


  "Actually… if it's okay with you, I'd like to ask you a favor."


  "A favor?"


  "I've been watching you. Would you be willing to duel with me first?"


  Wiji Cheon stared at Cho Yeonil's sword, his eyes glittering with a puppy-like excitement.


  Chapter 261: The Genius Swordsman


  "You want to duel me?"


  Dumbfounded, the Soul-Seeking Swordsman Cho Yeonil stared at the boy in front of him. The kid still looked wet behind the ears. He had probably only been learning martial arts for ten years at most.


  "Are you serious? You want to have a duel with me? Not a spar, but a real duel with sharpened blades?"


  "Yes!"


  Cho Yeonil sighed. He could see that the boy's posture and breathing were pretty decent, but it was nowhere near enough to face him.


  "You look like a pretty strong swordsman. I wanted to see your swordsmanship, so I wanted to fight you..."


  Cho Yeonil's eyes flashed. The boy's innocent expression made his words sound like praise at first, but the content was absurd.


  The phrase 'pretty strong swordsman' was never used for someone clearly above your level. Usually, it was said about an opponent who was at the same level or weaker.


  Cho Yeonil felt that this was exactly what the boy meant. His eyes turned cold, and he released a subtle killing intent. "Did the Azure Dragon Hero put you up to insulting me?"


  Wiji Cheon's eyes widened in shock. "Huh? N-No, of course not! I really only came because I wanted to test my skills against you..."


  "You swear this has nothing to do with the Azure Dragon Hero?" Cho Yeonil snarled.


  Wiji Cheon shrank back timidly. "Well, he did say that fighting you would be helpful..."


  "Helpful, is it? So that's it." Cho Yeonil nodded. So Baek Suryong sent this fledgling swordsman to provoke me, hmm?


  The Soul-Seeking Swordsman had misunderstood Wiji Cheon's words about 'helpful' as 'being helpful to the Azure Dragon Hero.'


  "So that cunning bastard plans on sizing me up through his student? What a devious fox," he muttered.


  "...What? Who?" Wiji Cheon blinked in confusion.


  Cho Yeonil snorted. The Azure Dragon Hero might have thought he was being clever, but he had discovered his plan.


  I knew it. Azure Dragon Hero, you finally admit I'm a worthy opponent, huh?


  He was sure that the Azure Dragon Hero was on guard and had sent his young apprentice to provoke him and watch his swordplay.


  Holding back a triumphant grin, he asked, "Did your master tell you to observe my swordsmanship?"


  "No, Mr. Baek never said anything like that..."


  Cho Yeonil ignored Wiji Cheon. He turned to the crowd inside the inn and spoke loudly, "Did you all hear that? This is the true nature of the Azure Dragon Hero. He sent his student to find the weaknesses in my swordsmanship. Hahaha! How pathetic!"


  Seriously? Most of the onlookers cocked their heads, but a few overconfident types nodded, voiced their agreement, and began making the Azure Dragon Hero the butt of their jokes.


  "Fufufu, looks like the Azure Dragon Hero is trembling in fear of the Soul-Seeking Swordsman."


  "Tsk tsk. Still, sending a young student to do his dirty work is too much."


  "If that's true, I'm a little disappointed in him."


  "He must be feeling anxious now that he has gained undeserved fame by sheer luck!"


  "That's... that's not how it is!" Wiji Cheon shouted, flustered by how the mood had turned against him so quickly.


  "Go back and tell your master this: My swordsmanship, honed by countless real battles, has no weaknesses." Cho Yeonil smirked, then pretended to be troubled. "Although, if he hears this and runs away with his tail between his legs, that would be a shame.


  "Puhahaha!" The audience burst out laughing.


  Wiji Cheon's face turned bright red. "I'm telling you, Mr. Baek doesn't care about you at all! I just wanted to fight you myself!"


  Chuckling, Cho Yeonil patted Wiji Cheon lightly on the shoulder. "I wouldn't even need thirty percent of my true power to defeat you, so just go back and give Azure Dragon Heo my message. I don't want a child to get hurt because your cunning master is using you."


  That was the last straw. Wiji Cheon could not stand by while someone openly mocked his teacher.


  In an instant, his entire aura changed. The flustered boy from before was nowhere to be found.


  Placing his hand on the hilt of his sword, he warned Cho Yeonil sternly, "...Say whatever you want about me, but don't you dare insult my teacher again."


  HUMMMM...


  Sensing its master's killing intent, Wiji Cheon's Soul Sword let out a low hum.


  Cho Yeonil narrowed his eyes. This kid isn't ordinary, but he's just an academy brat. He is no match for me.


  He saw no reason to be nervous. Even if the boy's talent allowed him to achieve resonance with his sword, it could never surpass the blade of someone forged in countless real battles.


  "My answer hasn't changed. Go back and tell the Azure Dragon Hero that if he wants to see my sword technique, he should come here in person instead of sending his student. I will not tolerate cowardice."


  "Hmph!" A sneer spread across Wiji Cheon's lips. "You know, Mr. Baek gave me one piece of advice before sending me to find you."


  "Advice?"


  The Wiji Cheon right now was no longer a clueless child. He was a vicious sword demon who wanted nothing more than to cut down his enemy.


  With a malevolent grin, he playfully licked his lips and taunted, "He said that someone like the Soul-Seeking Swordsman is the perfect match for my current skill level. If I use my full strength, I can definitely take your head."


  It was an arrogant provocation that Wiji Cheon would normally never make, and the effect was immediate.


  "How dare a brat who still reeks of milk look down on me...!" Cho Yeonil's face flushed with rage.


  He, a veteran martial artist, was being publicly humiliated by a junior. Even if Wiji Cheon was young, this was no laughing matter. No one would blame him if he killed Wiji Cheon here and now.


  "So you really want a duel? Anything can happen in real combat, so you might end up crippled for life. Are you sure you won't regret it?" Cho Yeonil growled.


  The people watching them in the inn gulped nervously. None of them dared to jest anymore.


  Wiji Cheon licked his lips. "Even if you slit my throat, I won't regret it. Just hurry up and fight me."


  "Ha! I can appreciate your spirit at least. Follow me."


  Killing intent radiated from the Soul-Seeking Swordsman's body. As his alias suggested, he was a martial artist who didn't hesitate to kill.


  He had traveled the jianghu to hunt down unorthodox sects and perfect his swordsmanship through real combat. If he hadn't come from an orthodox sect, he would have been called the Soul-Seeking Sword Demon.


  Kid, there are too many witnesses for me to kill you, but I'll leave you with a scar you'll never forget.


  He decided to at least chop off one of Wiji Cheon's arms.


  The two made their way to the courtyard behind the inn, and the onlookers followed them outside.


  "Someone could end up dead."


  "That hotheaded kid dug his own grave."


  "He's Wiji Cheon, right? The top freshman at Azure Dragon Academy this year."


  "That still makes him just a prodigy, while the Soul-Seeking Swordsman is a well-known master. The outcome is pretty obvious, isn't it?"


  "We can only hope that the Soul Seeker decides to show mercy."


  Most of them believed that Wiji Cheon would lose his head or at least a limb.


  However, some among the spectators had other ideas.


  "I don't know. Something unexpected might happen..." Wang Son of the Beggars' Gang muttered, picking his nose while keeping his tiny eyes fixed on the two swordsmen. His posture seemed lazy, but his gaze was sharp.


  Wiji Cheon. A freshman at the Azure Dragon Academy, and a genius swordsman who entered the Azure Dragon Academy as the Azure Dragon Hero, Baek Suryong's private tutee.


  Although the Beggars' Gang prided itself on being the world's most extensive intelligence network, even they only knew the superficial details about the Azure Dragon Hero Baek Suryong.


  We have no information on Baek Suryong's past or martial arts before he joined the Azure Dragon Academy, and the same goes for Wiji Cheon.


  Both teacher and student seemed to have dropped out of the sky, leaving no trace of any prior history.


  He's the most mysterious among the Azure Dragon Hero's five students. There must be some kind of secret involved here.


  Wang Son studied Wiji Cheon carefully. He had already met Baek Suryong, having drawn ticket number one, and had asked him plenty of questions about his cherished students.


  
    "Cheon? That kid is a genius swordsman. Not the usual kind, though. When people call someone a genius, they usually mean a child with an amazing physical constitution or keen insight, but Wiji Cheon is not that kind of genius," Baek Suryong said with absolute conviction.


    Wang Son blinked in confusion. "A martial arts prodigy who lacks a unique constitution and insight? Does that even exist?"


    "I said he's a genius swordsman, not a martial arts prodigy."


    "What's the difference?"


    Baek Suryong gave Wang Son a meaningful smile. "Before long, the entire murim will understand the distinction."

  


  Wang Son shook off his brief memories and focused on the two swordsmen. "Shall I see for myself what he meant by 'genius swordsman'?"


  Wiji Cheon and Cho Yeonil stood with their blades raised and pointed at each other.


  There was a brief silence, then both figures blurred as they rushed in at the same time, swinging their swords.


  CLANG!


  The impact of their clash sent a shockwave rippling across the area, sending dust swirling off the ground. People who stood too close stumbled back and landed on their butts.


  "Not bad!" Cho Yeonil shouted, his eyes flashing. Pulling back his sword, a fierce grin appeared on his face.


  "You too," the young sword demon, Wiji Cheon, said with a feral smile of his own, not backing down.


  Cho Yeonil's furrowed his brow in irritation. "Enough of your cheek!"


  The two lunged at each other again.


  In the first strike, Cho Yeonil had only used forty percent of his strength, but this time, he put seventy percent of his power into his attack.


  Even though the boy was more skilled than expected, he was confident that he would dominate the battle.


  CRASH!


  However, the result was the same as before. Wiji Cheon stood his ground and blocked Cho Yeonil's attack without flinching. No, he even seemed relaxed.


  "You...!" Cho Yeonil shouted, but Wiji Cheon interrupted him.


  "Why don't you get serious? If you don't..." The young sword demon's eyes sparkled with killing intent, fixed on his enemy's vitals. "...You might lose your head."


  SWOOSH!


  Wiji Cheon knocked his opponent's sword aside and spun like a top, then slashed at Cho Yeonil's neck using the momentum.


  CLANG!


  "Guh!"


  It didn't end with just a single blow. Wiji Cheon continued to spin, his sword tip constantly changing direction, targeting each and every one of Cho Yeonil's vitals.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  Cho Yeonil was shaken. His martial arts uniform was stained with blood. Not only was he unable to seize the advantage, he was barely able to defend himself.


  Fuck!


  He felt both humiliated and afraid. If he let his guard down even for a second, he was sure that the boy would decapitate him.


  Clenching his teeth, Cho Yeonil abandoned all complacency. "Yaaaaah!"


  With an explosive burst, he unleashed his inner arts and used his most powerful secret technique. A colorless sword qi ripped through the air, aiming to cut Wiji Cheon in half at the waist.


  SWISH!


  Wiji Cheon jumped back in a flash, and Cho Yeonil's best attack only sliced through empty air.


  The distance between them widened, and the onlookers finally remembered to breathe.


  "Whoa...!"


  "Is the Soul-Seeking Swordsman actually being pushed back?"


  "This is unbelievable. He's just a student. How can he possess such skill?"


  All eyes turned to Wiji Cheon in disbelief. The Soul-Seeking Swordsman, Cho Yeonil, was already a renowned murim expert. He might not be as famous as the Azure Dragon Hero, but he was certainly qualified to challenge him.


  Nevertheless, he was overwhelmed by the Hero's student, and the youngest one at that.


  "This is crazy," Wang Son gasped, staring wide-eyed at Wiji Cheon. He had expected the boy to be good, but he never imagined that the duel would be so one-sided.


  I thought I might need to step in if the Soul-Seeking Swordsman got carried away, but that wasn't necessary at all...


  "This doesn't make any sense. Mr. Baek doesn't make mistakes," Wiji Cheon mumbled, dragging the tip of his sword along the ground as he walked toward Cho Yeonil.


  The older swordsman took a step back, alarmed at the harsh scraping sound.


  Wiji Cheon tilted his head. "You don't mean to tell me this is all you've got, right?"


  His question was not a taunt or mockery, because his eyes were completely guileless.


  "You brat!" Losing his temper, Cho Yeonil swung his sword at Wiji Cheon again.


  Chapter 262: The Sword Wonder


  CLANG!


  The two swordsmen clashed once more. This time, Wiji Cheon was outmatched in raw power and ended up being knocked into the air.


  SWISH!


  Wiji Cheon quickly tilted his head to the side. A few strands of his hair fell to the ground, severed by Cho Yeonil's sword qi. Had he been a little slower, his face would've been cut.


  "I'll start by tearing that mouth of yours apart," Cho Yeonil growled, unleashing a barrage of strikes aimed at Wiji Cheon's face.


  At first, he had only planned to cut off an arm, but his pride was wounded. Now, the veteran swordsman had no qualms about killing.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  Sparks rained down each time their blades collided. Fueled by a newfound ferocity, Cho Yeonil swung his sword with brutal force, but Wiji Cheon somehow managed to block and parry the attacks despite his precarious footing.


  He's strong! Way stronger than I expected! Wiji Cheon thought. I can only see hazy afterimages of his sword... If I let my guard down, I'll die.


  Wiji Cheon directed every ounce of concentration toward his foe. There was no time for hesitation. Sparks crackled and flickered nonstop each time their blades met.


  I can't beat him in a match of physical strength.


  The difference in their builds was enormous. No matter how hard he practiced the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest, there was no way to overcome this gap in raw strength.


  Moreover, ever since he was little, he had always been smaller than his peers. That was a natural weakness, and the veteran swordsman Cho Yeonil was not about to overlook it.


  CLANG! CLANG!


  Cho Yeonil poured even more power into each swing, adding the subtlety of a master swordsman to his blazing speed, aiming to completely overwhelm Wiji Cheon. Although his attacks slowed down a little, each strike now contained a crushing force.


  "Ugh..." Wiji Cheon groaned, blood trickling from his mouth. With every collision, his hands felt like they were going to be torn apart.


  Seeing Wiji Cheon cornered, the onlookers started to whisper among themselves.


  "Wiji Cheon's no match for the Soul-Seeking Swordsman now that he's fighting seriously."


  "It's already a miracle he's lasted this long."


  "That boy was too arrogant. He should've ended it while his opponent was still underestimating him."


  "Tsk tsk. The tide has turned. The end is near."


  "Isn't the Soul-Seeking Swordsman being too harsh on a mere child...?"


  Since it was almost impossible to reverse the flow of a battle between masters, especially against a seasoned swordsman, everyone believed that Wiji Cheon was doomed.


  SWISH!


  Cho Yeonil's sword grazed Wiji Cheon's chest.


  Wiji Cheon had tried to dodge, but he wasn't fast enough to avoid the attack completely. Fresh blood seeped through his martial arts uniform. If he had reacted a second slower, his heart would have been cut in half.


  "...Hah."


  A cold chill ran down his back. He had narrowly escaped death several times in those last few moments. It felt like he was walking a tightrope between life and death. Still, in the midst of that desperation...


  "Ha... Haha!" Wiji Cheon broke into laughter, and his eyes glittered with deranged delight.


  "...What's so funny?" Cho Yeonil asked, frowning even as he continued attacking.


  Deflecting the blade aimed for his neck, Wiji Cheon replied, "I'm happy!"


  He wasn't bluffing. He was genuinely overjoyed. His opponent's life-threatening sword, the intensity that pushed him to his limits... all of it brought a smile to his face.


  If this goes on, I might die.


  His instincts screamed at him. He was so focused, his mind felt like it was burning. Every cell in his body felt alive. To survive, he had to push past his limits and squeeze out every last drop of his strength.


  "Hup!" Wiji Cheon tightened his grip on his sword. The skin on his palms had been torn as he blocked Cho Yeonil's attacks, and blood dripped down between his fingers.


  The pain was agonizing, but the smile never left his face.


  "I see. You're a madman obsessed with the sword," Cho Yeonil chuckled softly. He too had been through something similar. No, perhaps all swordsmen had shared that feeling once.


  But you will die here.


  The Soul-Seeking Swordsman's eyes gleamed with killing intent. He could feel it. This boy would surely become a formidable opponent in the future.


  No, not even in the future. This young swordsman could pierce his heart right now if he showed even the slightest opening. He had to nip this potential threat in the bud.


  WHOOSH!


  Cho Yeonil's gray martial arts uniform rippled as he channeled all his qi into his sword.


  You won't be able to withstand my swordsmanship with that immature body!


  As they fought, he had figured out all of Wiji Cheon's weaknesses. First, the boy was quite a bit smaller than his peers. He was as swift and nimble as a squirrel, but he lacked the strength and speed to execute his techniques properly.


  Second, he was better in both the outer and inner arts. Wiji Cheon was more dexterous, but all he had to do was overpower the kid with brute force to prevent him from leveraging his edge.


  This was the Soul-Seeking Swordsman's strategy, honed through countless battles.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  Every time their swords clashed, Wiji Cheon's stance wobbled. The boy's ghastly pale face showed how badly he was hurt, and it was incredible how he was even managing to hold out.


  A little more and he'll break. Cho Yeonil's lips curled into a smirk. He had assessed the situation correctly.


  However, he failed to foresee one thing—Wiji Cheon's astounding talent with the sword.


  "...Your sword techniques won't work on me anymore," Wiji Cheon suddenly declared, brimming with confidence.


  Cho Yeonil scoffed. "What nonsense..."


  Before Cho Yeonil could finish speaking, Wiji Cheon vanished. Or rather, he seemed to vanish.


  Alarmed, Cho Yeonil spun around. Sensing a razor-sharp killing intent on his left, he instinctively swung his blade in that direction.


  CLANG!


  For the first time since the start of the duel, he staggered backward, having lost his balance.


  Wiji Cheon reappeared from Cho Yeonil's blind spot, smiling faintly. "Now it's my turn, right?"


  The boy's counterattack began.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  The sound of their swords clashing was different now. It was lighter, and the tempo was faster. It seemed as if Wiji Cheon's movements had suddenly accelerated.


  Cho Yeonil glared at Wiji Cheon. Was he hiding his true abilities?


  It was absurd. There was no reason for Wiji Cheon to hold back and suffer so many injuries.


  Then why had Wiji Cheon's movements suddenly become faster?


  Did he learn some kind of demonic art?


  Cho Yeonil gnashed his teeth and thrust his sword, channeling all of his qi into the strike. It was one of his fastest attacks ever, like a bolt of light.


  SWISH!


  However, his sword only cut through the air. The blade did not even graze Wiji Cheon's sleeve.


  He tried again and again, but none of his attacks landed. Everything was either blocked or deflected.


  "I told you, the same moves won't work on me again," Wiji Cheon said coldly.


  "Don't tell me..." A chilling realization washed over Cho Yeonil.


  Wiji Cheon's movements hadn't sped up. He was simply predicting each strike ahead of time.


  He's reading all of my attacks!


  It should have been impossible. They had only crossed blades around a hundred times. This was not a slow spar but a lethal duel. Yet, somehow, the boy had used that short span to comprehend his opponent's swordsmanship?


  "This is ridiculous!" Cho Yeonil snarled.


  He didn't want to believe it, but this was the reality before him. His life's swordsmanship was being completely unraveled by a little boy.


  "Don't mock me!"


  Cho Yeonil swung wildly, but his attacks only cut air. He felt like he was fighting all by himself.


  "What's going on?"


  "Why aren't any of the Soul-Seeking Swordsman's attacks landing?"


  The audience also noticed that the flow of battle had shifted. Even though many of them were masters in their own right, they stared at Wiji Cheon in awe as if he were some kind of freakish phenomenon.


  "...I can't believe it."


  "Did he really grasp his opponent's swordsmanship in such a short time?"


  "He doesn't have the best physique for martial arts, but he's definitely gifted in swordsmanship."


  "Hoho, can there be anyone more talented than this kid?"


  "Well, I heard that there's a similar genius at the Heavenly Martial Academy..."


  Everyone was of the same opinion, that Wiji Cheon was a genius beyond the comprehension of ordinary people.


  "The Azure Dragon Academy has found a true genius swordsman," Wang Son, Branch Manager of the Beggars' Gang Jiangxi Branch, muttered in admiration.


  The other masters in the crowd nodded in agreement.


  "Kraaah! How dare you! A mere child who still reeks of milk!"


  Only Cho Yeonil still refused to accept his defeat. Though it was pointless, he kept slashing at Wiji Cheon, but the more frantic he became, the easier it was for Wiji Cheon to read his movements.


  Conversely, Wiji Cheon started to lose interest. Eventually, he lowered his sword and said, "Accept your defeat and apologize to Mr. Baek for your rudeness. If you do, I'll stop here."


  "Apologize? Did you just tell me to apologize?" Cho Yeonil shook with rage. Losing to a kid half his age was humiliating enough, but having to apologize in front of this crowd pushed him over the edge.


  Wrath clouded his mind.


  "Puny brat..." he snarled, eyes bloodshot as his killing intent won over his reason.


  Wiji Cheon was the first to notice the change.


  The Killing Sword!


  It was the inner demon that had once tormented him.


  "Fufufu..." Laughing maniacally, Cho Yeonil lunged at Wiji Cheon, angling his sword unnaturally to aim for Wiji Cheon's throat.


  SPLURT!


  Wiji Cheon reacted a fraction too late, and blood spurted from his shoulder as he dodged the fatal blow.


  "What?"


  "No!"


  The crowd, who had assumed the battle was over, gasped in horror.


  "Kufufufu! Die!" Cho Yeonil roared.


  The Killing Sword had taken over him.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  "Kuku... Kahahaha!"


  Crimson arcs stained the air as Cho Yeonil trapped Wiji Cheon in a whirlwind of attacks. He swung his sword in a berserk frenzy, surrendering his body completely to the Killing Sword.


  A violent cloud of dust and blood rose around them, blurring the audience's vision.


  "S-Shouldn't we stop them?"


  "I think he's lost his mind..."


  Despite their concern, however, the martial artists surrounding the two swordsmen backed away, afraid of getting caught in the crossfire.


  Wang Son watched the two swordsmen gravely. Although he couldn't clearly see what was happening, he could sense how perilous the fight was.


  They won't stop until one of them dies.


  Sighing, he slowly approached them, intending to stop the duel, when someone grabbed his shoulder.


  "Let's wait a little longer."


  "!!" Alarmed, Wang Son spun around. He was skilled enough that no one should have been able to sneak up on him.


  Just who was it... Oh.


  Recognizing the man behind him, his tension vanished.


  "Azure Dragon..."


  "Shh!" Baek Suryong, his face hidden beneath a bamboo hat, placed a finger over his lips.


  Wang Son frowned. "Shouldn't we stop them? If the Soul-Seeking Swordsman dies here, then the Azure Dragon Hero's... I mean, your reputation will be damaged. Rumors always get exaggerated."


  Of course, Baek Suryong knew this too, but he still shook his head. "I won't interfere in my student's duel just because it might affect my reputation. There are ways to manage that afterward... and most importantly, Cheon won't kill him."


  "......"


  Baek Suryong turned his gaze to the boy caught in the violent vortex. Wiji Cheon's compact frame was definitely a disadvantage. Despite eating well and training hard, he was still smaller than most boys his age.


  But small doesn't mean weak.


  The boy's body was as flexible as a reed in a violent hurricane. He might seem fragile on the outside, but here was something unbreakable inside him. He wouldn't be defeated by someone like the Soul-Seeking Swordsman.


  He was confident that this fight would help Wiji Cheon grow even stronger.


  "Oh?" Baek Suryong grinned.


  CRACK!


  A sharp sound echoed through the chaos, and the violent storm slowly came to a stop.


  The swirling dust settled to reveal the two swordsmen.


  THUD!


  The Soul-Seeking Swordsman fell to the ground, unconscious. His body was covered in wounds, but he was still breathing.


  "Huff... huff..." Wiji Cheon stood before his opponent, panting heavily.


  There was silence for a moment, then the audience erupted in cheers.


  "An unknown boy defeated the Soul-Seeking Swordsman!"


  "His name is Wiji Cheon, right? What do you think about calling him the Sword Wonder?"


  "Isn't a title like 'Sword Emperor' too excessive for a child?"[1]


  "Not Sword Emperor (劍帝), Sword Wonder (劍才). Hoho! Maybe someday he'll earn the title Sword Emperor though!"


  The Sword Wonder Wiji Cheon.


  This was the moment a swordsman who would shock the world received his title.


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] Sword Wonder (劍才), Sword Emperor (劍帝): Both are pronounced "Geomje", but with different meanings.



  Chapter 263: I Think I'm Dreaming


  The crowd's excitement after witnessing the rise of a new star was impossible to contain. A nameless boy had defeated a famous swordsman before a massive audience. By the end of the day, the entire city would be abuzz with the news.


  Many people were already excitedly discussing the duel, causing the area around the inn to resemble a noisy marketplace.


  "I can't believe it. A mere student just defeated the Soul-Seeking Swordsman."


  "The Sword Wonder... He's definitely on his way to becoming the world's strongest swordmaster!"


  "Don't get ahead of yourselves. How many prodigies have come and gone?"


  "Hey! How dare you compare those failures to Sword Wonder?! Everyone here witnessed him crush the Soul-Seeking Swordsman!"


  "Are you saying he's already on par with the Top 100?"


  "Hmm... That might be pushing it..."


  Although Soul-Seeking Swordsman wasn't in the top 100, he was considered to be around that level. He was an incredibly skilled swordsman who was famous for hunting down demonic martial artists, and rumor had it that he had killed over thirty of them.


  "I guess the rumors about the Soul-Seeking Swordsman's strength were exaggerated..."


  "He was definitely humiliated today. He swore to defeat the Azure Dragon Hero, but ended up losing to his student."


  "He won't be able to show his face around Jiangxi anymore."


  "Pufufu, serves him right for being so arrogant."


  The crowd praised the victor while mocking the loser. They were especially critical, having witnessed how the Soul-Seeking Swordsman had refused to accept his defeat and continued fighting like a savage demon. Had Wiji Cheon not shown mercy, Cho Yeonil would have died.


  "Sword Wonder! Look over here!"


  "Young hero, would you let me buy you a drink?"


  "Please teach me, Sword Wonder!"


  "Do you have a girlfriend? My daughter is very pretty..."


  "My goodness! Don't ruin the young man's life!"


  Some in the crowd tried to get a closer look at Wiji Cheon, while others cracked jokes.


  "S-Sorry! I need to get back to the White Dragon Manor..." Wiji Cheon whispered shyly, back to being a timid boy. His pale face was completely different from the vicious look he had while wielding his sword, and it was obvious that he wanted to disappear as soon as possible.


  However, the audience simply laughed, and more people gathered around him.


  Meanwhile, the Soul-Seeking Swordsman quietly left. No one paid him any attention.


  "You have a very skilled student," Wang Son said to Baek Suryong, who was still watching his student from afar.


  Baek Suryong grinned. "He's the most skilled one among my students."


  "Wasn't he the youngest?" Wang Son asked.


  "It's normal to believe older kids are stronger since they've practiced martial arts longer. Aren't there always exceptions, though?"


  Wang Son couldn't help but agree. Wiji Cheon's talent was overwhelming.


  Wiji Cheon. The Azure Dragon Hero's most skilled student. Considering his swordsmanship, he must have received direct instruction from the Azure Dragon Hero.


  Wiji Cheon was a prodigy among prodigies. Personally, Wang Son felt that even the prodigies at the Heavenly Martial Academy couldn't compare to him.


  Baek Suryong chuckled softly, "Still, he's not that far ahead of the others. My other students are also very talented. I hope they use this opportunity to catch up..."


  "Haha... is that so?" Wang Son laughed awkwardly.


  His other students are also as talented as Wiji Cheon? Even considering that teachers tend to be biased toward their students, it seems like a bit of an exaggeration. However, if he's serious... then won't they actually win the Heavenly Martial Festival?


  Wang Son carefully observed Baek Suryong's expression.


  Wait. He's actually serious?


  He thought about what Baek Suryong had just said.


  "...Did you just say 'use this opportunity'?"


  A beggar had to be quick-witted to get food, and as a Branch Manager, Wang Son was the smartest of them all. Furthermore, the Beggars' Gang was the world's top intelligence organization. Wang Son had reviewed Baek Suryong's deeds, speech, personality...


  [...You were planning to have the students duel in your stead? To give them experience?] Wang Son asked using telepathy. If anyone heard them, it would ruin the Azure Dragon Hero's reputation.


  Baek Suryong nodded. [Indeed. There's no better way for them to gain experience.]


  Masters from all over the murim were coming to him. It was the perfect way for his students to gain experience. The money was just a bonus.


  [Oh! Well, I did suspect you were plotting something when you handed out those numbered tickets...]


  [Regardless, I can't let the kids fight all of them. I only do it when someone around the kids' level shows up. I can't be too obvious.]


  Baek Suryong personally fought most of the weaker martial artists. Even he felt that it was too despicable to have his students break their weapons and send them to the Wiji Smithy.


  [Uhh...] Wang Son realized that the Azure Dragon Hero was using the martial artists who came to visit him.


  I knew he wasn't just skilled in martial arts, but...


  Wang Son was already aware that the White Dragon Inn's prices had doubled. He also knew that the owner of the Wiji Smithy was Wiji Cheon's grandfather.


  He didn't blame Baek Suryong. Those martial artists went to the inn on their own, and getting ripped off was nothing compared to wasting the Azure Dragon Hero's time.


  Still, he hadn't expected that Baek Suryong would use the martial artists to train his students.


  [...Why are you telling me this?] Wang Son asked.


  What he's saying could ruin his reputation, yet he's confessing all this to someone from the Beggars' Gang? That's suspicious... Wait. Is he planning to kill me afterwards...?


  Wang Son flinched, and his face paled.


  Baek Suryong smiled faintly. [I'm being honest with you because you've probably already figured it all out. Besides, shouldn't we be able to trust each other?]


  Wang Son sighed in relief. It seemed he didn't have to worry about being killed.


  [I understand. You want to make a deal with the Beggars' Gang?]


  [I'll be blunt. I want to work with you.]


  [...Can you elaborate?]


  [I want you to tell me the names of the martial artists who visit me.]


  Now that the Azure Dragon Hero was nominated for the Ten Supremes, even more martial artists would come come knocking. Some would have other motives, and some might even come from the unorthodox sects or the Blood Cult.


  Baek Suryong wanted to know who these people were in order to deal with them more efficiently.


  [This is something only the Beggars' Gang can do, right?] he asked.


  Although he also had connections to the Rogues' Guild, the two organizations were fundamentally different. When it came to information about martial artists, the Beggars' Gang was faster and more accurate. They'd definitely be able to tell him who was coming for him.


  "Hmm..." Wang Son thought for a moment. He understood what Baek Suryong wanted, but he couldn't answer easily.


  Baek Suryong didn't want information about a single person. He wanted to be consistently updated. It was no different from asking him to constantly monitor the area around the White Dragon Manor.


  [What does the Beggars' Gang gain from this?]


  Partnerships worked best when both sides benefited, and at the moment, Baek Suryong was the only one receiving information.


  Of course, Baek Suryong had an answer prepared. [The martial artists who will one day be called the world's strongest won't forget the Beggars' Gang's kindness.]


  Wang Son gaped at the outrageous answer. [Are you saying you'll be the world's strongest?]


  [No, not me. Them.]


  [...What?]


  Baek Suryong gestured to the side, where his other students were escorting Wiji Cheon back to the White Dragon Manor.


  "Out of the way!"


  "Stop picking on our youngest!"


  "Cheon, you should at least tell us before you duel someone!"


  "Hah... We came to see why you weren't back..."


  The students glared at the crowd with the ferocity that had intimidated even the Viridian Forest Bandits, and the crowd quickly dispersed.


  "Thank you, seniors. Thank you, Suhyeok..."


  Wiji Cheon hid behind Hyonwon Kang, the viciousness he had shown during the duel nowhere to be seen.


  Baek Suryong smiled as he watched them leave. Right now, they were still children, but they wouldn't stay that way forever. He felt a little strange thinking about it.


  "The world's strongest sword, the world's strongest blade, the world's strongest fist, and the world's strongest ice user. The future world's strongest are all there."


  "...I'm not sure how I should respond to that," Wang Son muttered. He didn't believe everything Baek Suryong said. It was only natural for a teacher to see greatness in his own students.


  Even so, just factoring in Baek Suryong and Wiji Cheon made it a tempting deal. Moreover, assuming that Baek Suryong was only exaggerating a bit, his other students would likely also become formidable martial artists.


  The Gang Leader told me to keep an eye on the Azure Dragon Hero. He said that the future murim might revolve around this man.


  Wang Son didn't hesitate for long. "I understand. I'll help you as much as I can," he said.


  "You've made a wise choice."


  Wang Son glanced at Baek Suryong's students. "The Soul-Seeking Swordsman is only the beginning. Stronger martial artists will come. When that happens, your students won't be able to... hmm?"


  He turned around. The Azure Dragon Hero had vanished.


  "My goodness... I feel like I'm dreaming."


  Wang Son shook his head. Today was turning out to be a very surreal day.
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  A few days later, Baek Suryong received the first letter from Wang Son.


  Here's a list of the martial artists who will arrive at the White Dragon Manor within the next ten days.


  The letter contained not only the names of the visiting martial artists, but also information about their martial arts and personalities.


  Also, it seems that the Chairman of the Murim Alliance will be visiting you soon.


  Baek Suryong's eyes widened.


  Chapter 264: I Greet the Supreme Lord!


  Also, it seems that the Chairman of the Murim Alliance will be visiting you soon.


  "...The Murim Alliance Chairman is coming here?"


  Baek Suryong frowned as he read the letter. His mind raced as he recalled what he knew of the Murim Alliance Chairman.


  The Fist King, Yayul Hwang. A member of the Ten Supremes and the current Murim Alliance Chairman. A man who treated the extermination of the Blood Cult's remnants as his life's mission.


  As for his personality... According to Jaegal Soyeong, who older sister worked at the Murim Alliance and was going bald from dealing with the Chairman's rough personality, if the Fist King lost his temper, he would smash everything in his office.


  "And he's coming to the Azure Dragon Academy to see me? Don't tell me..."


  Baek Suryong wondered if the Fist King wanted to come all this way just to test him. If that was his motive, he would have to refuse.


  I must not fight the Fist King.


  The Fist King was known to be one of the strongest among the Ten Supremes, on par with the Blue Sky Sword King. Baek Suryong couldn't defeat him yet... No, whether he could win or not wasn't the main issue.


  The Fist King fought in the war against the Blood Cult fifty years ago. Like the Blue Sky Sword King, he might grow suspicious of me.


  The instincts of a supreme master were eerily keen. Even the Blue Sky Sword King had once suspected him, though he had never found a single clue linking him to the Blood Cult.


  
    "...At first, I thought you were a spy for the Blood Cult."

  


  Baek Suryong martial arts had improved a great deal since then, and he could hide his abilities more effectively, but he still didn't want to risk it.


  "I don't want to meet him yet..."


  He flipped the page to read the rest of the message.


  The Murim Alliance Chairman's true motives have not been confirmed, but it seems he is coming to the Azure Dragon Academy to inspect the academy and meet the Azure Dragon Hero.


  "Phew!" Baek Suryong heaved a sigh of relief. If the Chairman's main goal was Alliance business, then it would be unlikely for him to do more than have a brief chat.


  Still, it's too soon to relax...


  "Surely someone in the Chairman's position wouldn't just start punching people for no reason, right?"


  Baek Suryong hoped that would be the case.


  Although his schedule is not yet confirmed, given the Chairman's impatient personality, he will probably leave for the Azure Dragon Academy within three days. I'll inform you if there are any changes.


  That was the last line of the message. Baek Suryong read it once more, then burned it with Samadhi True Flame.


  Brushing the ashes from his hands, muttered, "The Murim Alliance Chairman's visit, huh? That will probably be quite the grand event..."


  The Chairman's arrival was an important occasion. The Academy would have to prepare a proper welcome. Nevertheless, he couldn't let this interfere with his teaching schedule, and the final exams for the first semester were just around the corner.


  "Well, I'm sure the Principal will handle it."


  Baek Suryong left his seat, opened the door, and stepped outside.


  Immediately, the students, who had been training since dawn, stared at him intently as if waiting for him to say something.


  Baek Suryong smiled. "That's enough for morning training. Go wash up and grab breakfast."


  "Yes, Mr. Baek!"


  After breakfast, Baek Suryong and his students headed to the Azure Dragon Academy. Now that the temporary closure had been lifted, they settled back into their daily lives.


  Along the way, many students greeted them enthusiastically, their attitudes completely different from before. The Remedial Class, once scorned as being full of delinquents and problem children, was now admired by many.


  "Mr. Baek Suryong!"


  "Could you give us some pointers later?"


  "Wiji Cheon, is it true you beat the Soul-Seeking Swordsman?"


  "When are you coming to the SRS, Cheon? The Sword Flower's been dying to see you!"


  A crowd soon surrounded them.


  "Out of the way! Move, you bastards! We're busy! Do we look like we have time to stand around chatting?" Hyonwon Kang barked, forcing a path open for Baek Suryong and the others.


  Suddenly, he flashed a sly grin and rubbed his hands together greedily. "Mr. Baek's busy, so if you want to meet him, get in line. Though, we might let you skip ahead if you offer us a little something..."


  SMACK!


  Divine retribution struck the back of Hyonwon Kang's head.


  "Ouch! Why'd you hit me?"


  "'Offer you a little something'? Are you a bandit?"


  "...Mr. Baek, even bandits have standards. We never stoop that low," Ya Suhyeok said.


  "Oh, my apologies. To the bandits, that is."


  The group continued their friendly banter all the way to class.


  Stepping into the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts classroom, Baek Suryong looked around at the students he hadn't seen in a while.


  "Did you enjoy your unexpected vacation? Well, the final exams are coming up, so get ready for hell," he declared.


  Groans erupted from every corner of the room.


  "Already? We barely learned anything yet!"


  "That's reality, so let's just do our best until the end of the semester. Understood?"


  ""Yes, Mr. Baek!""


  The students were excited. Having heard the rumors about the Azure Dragon Hero who had saved the Namgung Clan, they were eager to learn from a famous martial master.


  However, it wasn't long before their merry cheers turned to miserable screams.


  "AHHH!"


  "H-Help!"


  "He's gotten more ruthless after returning from the Namgung Estate!"


  "How is this any different from the training in the unorthodox sects...?"


  After the day's work was done, Baek Suryong returned to the White Dragon Manor to receive visitors. There were fewer of them now, but there were still plenty of fools guests who came to see the Azure Dragon Hero.


  Some were especially obnoxious.


  "Azure Dragon Hero! I, Cheong Ilso, Senior Disciple of the Clear Lake Sect, challenge you to a duel! Today, I will defeat you and spread the name of the Clear Lake Sect's ultimate martial arts across the jianghu!"


  "...Okay, I'm Baek Suryong. Please attack me whenever you're ready."


  "You're just as arrogant as they say! Still, we martial artists speak through our fists, not words! As the ancient philosophers once said..."


  "Aren't you the one who has a lot to say? When can we get started?"


  "Shut up! Take this!"


  Cheong Ilso, the self-proclaimed master, tied a headband around his forehead and charged forward with clumsy footwork.


  CLANG!


  He met the same fate as the others. Cheong Ilso's dao was cut in half in a single exchange, and he sank to the ground, his legs trembling with shock.


  "My sect's legendary blade...!"


  If that sword was legendary, it wouldn't have snapped from a single strike. Sighing, Baek Suryong said, If you head out of here and take a left at the main road, you'll find a shop called the Wiji Smithy. You might find a blade better than that broken one there."


  "But I don't have any money!"


  "...That's not my problem."


  "Ahem. I'll pay you back eventually, so could you lend me some money?"


  What the fuck...? Fortunately, Baek Suryong managed to restrain himself from swearing out loud.


  However, Cheong Ilso took Baek Suryong's silence as a sign that he was considering it. "And, um, could you also give me some travel money? I traveled all the way here from the Clear Lake Sect to meet you," he added shamelessly.


  Baek Suryong couldn't stand it any longer. Spotting Hyonwon Kang training nearby, he shouted, "Wonkang! Our guest is ready to leave. Please show him out."


  "Yes, Hyung-nim!"


  It was at times like this that Hyonwon Kang's true worth was revealed.


  A short while later, Cheong Ilso, his eyes now swollen and bruised, was dragged out of the White Dragon Manor by Hyonwon Kang, screaming and kicking.


  "Azure Dragon Hero, you bastard! When I perfect my sect's ultimate martial arts, I'll be back to take revenge for today's humiliation!"


  Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. "Sprinkle salt outside the door. A whole bag of it. I'm done with guests for today. No, I'm done with this whole 'meeting visitors' thing."


  ...And so, his busy yet mostly peaceful days continued, occasionally disrupted by a few rude oddballs.


  With barely an hour of sleep a day, he spent his time teaching students, polishing his own martial arts, and reading reports from the Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild.


  The Blood Cult will strike soon. I need to be prepared.


  KNOCK, KNOCK.


  While he was reading a Rogues' Guild report, someone suddenly knocked at his bedroom door.


  "Do you have a moment for this old man?" Wiji Yeol asked.


  "Elder? Please, come in."


  Wiji Yeol entered the room. Now that he could live without being on the run, he looked much healthier and happier than before.


  "I hope I'm not interrupting your work," Wiji Yeol said.


  "Not at all. Have a seat."


  "I felt bad coming empty-handed, so I brought some wine."


  "That's perfect."


  The two men faced each other, leisurely exchanging a few drinks. It had been a while since they last spoke like this.


  "Could you please stop sending people to my workshop? My shelves are empty, and I don't have time to accept any more new commissions," Wiji Yeol laughed.


  Baek Suryong chuckled, "Then why don't you hire more employees?"


  "I plan to take on a few apprentices. I have a few candidates in mind already."


  "Really?" Baek Suryong asked.


  He was truly surprised. He didn't know much about Wiji Yeol's smithy, as he had deliberately refrained from poking around in his affairs out of worry that Wiji Yeol might feel pressured.


  "Why did you come looking for me at this hour? You must be just as busy as I am."


  Wiji Yeol grinned, as if he'd been waiting for that very question. "I came to celebrate."


  "Don't tell me..." Baek Suryong eyed the long wooden box in Wiji Yeol's hands expectantly. It was about the length of a sword, and he'd been curious about it from the moment Wiji Yeol walked in. Gulping nervously, he asked, "Is it finally done?"


  Wiji Yeol nodded and opened the box with a proud smile. Immediately, a faint, blue glow spilled out from inside.


  WHOOSH!


  When the glow faded, a sword was revealed. The silver metal carried a soft blue sheen, and an ascending dragon was engraved from the base to the tip of the blade.


  "I haven't finished the scabbard yet. I had one ready, but I'm planning to make a new one from that One-Horned Demon Dragon's horn you brought me. It won't take long."


  "So this is the sword you forged for me..."


  Baek Suryong took the sword out of the box and stared at it, spellbound. The balance was impeccable, and the thickness and length of the blade felt perfect. Simply looking at the frighteningly sharp edge made him feel as if his flesh was being cut.


  "I kept the shape and length similar to Moon Shadow. You've used Moon Shadow for a while, so I figured it was best to stick to something you were comfortable with."


  "It's heavier than Moon Shadow, though."


  "That's because of the Meteor Iron. Your martial arts are powerful, and a slightly heavier weapon will be better for unleashing destructive techniques."


  Baek Suryong nodded in approval. He preferred a heavier sword anyway. "Did you achieve your lifelong dream?" he asked, grinning.


  He was actually asking Wiji Yeol whether this sword had surpassed the Blood Demon sword.


  Wiji Yeol smiled meaningfully. "We won't know for sure until they actually clash, but I can promise you one thing. You won't be able to use your sword as an excuse for any future losses."


  "That's good enough for me." Baek Suryong smiled in satisfaction. He gently stroked the blade, enjoying the refreshing coolness.


  I'm itching to take this out for a spin already.


  This was his first time feeling so excited about a weapon.


  "...By the way, could you drop a bit of blood on the blade?" Wiji Yeol suddenly asked.


  "What? Why?"


  "It's one of my family's secret techniques, a ritual that helps the sword recognize its owner," Wiji Yeol replied, looking both excited and uneasy.


  Baek Suryong nodded and dropped a bit of blood onto the blade.


  DRIP...


  The blood seeped into the engraved dragon. In an instant, the entire dragon pattern lit up with a crimson glow.


  WHOOSH!


  The sword vibrated on its own, almost twisting itself out of Baek Suryong's grip. Only after releasing a sinister aura did it finally calm down.


  "Hohoho..." Wiji Yeol let out a hollow laugh as he glanced from Baek Suryong to the sword he had crafted. "Maybe this was fate all along...?"


  "Elder?"


  Wiji Yeol rose from his seat and knelt down on the floor.


  THUD!


  Shocked, Baek Suryong jumped to his feet. "E-Elder? What are you doing?"


  "I, Wiji Yeol, the last patriarch of the Wiji Clan, greet the Supreme Lord of the Blood Demon Divine Cult!"


  "......" Baek Suryong could only watch in dismay as the old man prostrated himself in total reverence.


  Chapter 265: If You Give Me The Order


  Baek Suryong sighed as he looked down at Wiji Yeol. There was no trace of shame or hesitation in the old man's actions, even though prostration was the highest gesture of submission, with one's elbows, knees, and forehead touching the ground.


  "Elder, I am not the Blood Demon. I have nothing to do with the Blood Cult."


  "......" Wiji Yeol stayed still like a statue, waiting for Baek Suryong's words. He even held his breath, as if even breathing too loudly was disrespectful.


  "Look, Elder, I'm sorry for lying to you. At first, I didn't trust you, and later, I missed the opportunity to tell you the truth."


  With all seriousness, Wiji Yeol took a dagger out of his pocket and laid it at Baek Suryong's feet. "...I will accept death as punishment for failing to earn your trust, my lord."


  "Ugh..." Baek Suryong massaged his temples in frustration. This wasn't the first time he'd been mistaken for the Blood Demon, and he had already used this misunderstanding several times to interrogate Blood Cultists and escape danger.


  However, he never wanted Wiji Yeol to think that way. That was why, back when they first met, he had claimed to be a descendant of the Blood Wolves.


  Until now, he was confident that he had never shown Wiji Yeol the Heaven Defying Divine Art or done anything that might arouse the old man's suspicion, so what was it that gave him away?


  Is it because of this?


  Baek Suryong glanced at the sword in his hand, with its faint blue glow and striking dragon engraving. Although it was no longer vibrating on its own, it still felt like a living creature.


  More importantly, the moment the sword tasted a drop of his blood, the blue dragon on the blade had turned into a crimson blood dragon.


  "This sword... Did you design it to respond to the Heaven Defying Divine Art?"


  "Yes, my lord." Wiji Yeol replied with a shaky voice, staying face down on the ground. "I forged this sword using a secret manual passed down from my ancestors, the ones who created the Blood Demon Sword. It is extraordinarily sharp and durable, but its true power can only be awakened by one who has mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art."


  "True power?"


  "Along with the Blood Demon Sword, this is one of the only two swords that can fully contain the Heaven Defying Divine Art. It is the natural enemy of demons, and the sharpness of the blade can be adjusted according to the will of the wielder. If you wish, my lord, it won't harm your opponents even if you swing it with all your might."


  Baek Suryong knew the term for such a weapon. "...It's a legendary weapon," he murmured in admiration.


  Wiji Yeol prostrated himself even lower, pressing his forehead firmly against the floor. "I, Wiji Yeol, have dedicated my life to creating a sword worthy of the Blood Demon, our Supreme Lord!"


  "Like I've said, I'm not the Blood Demon." Baek Suryong sighed. Clearing up this misunderstanding was going to take a while. "I admit that I've learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, but I have no connection to the Blood Cult. I learned it by accident, in a secret cave created by a previous Blood Demon."


  That was a lie, but he couldn't reveal everything. There was no way that Wiji Yeol would believe he was the reincarnation of the martial arts instructor who had destroyed the Blood Cult fifty years ago.


  At the very least, however, he would make one thing clear.


  "Elder. I detest the Blood Cult. If war breaks out, I will slaughter them with this very sword. So please, stand up. You have already severed all ties with the Blood Cult, haven't you? You have no reason to..."


  THUD!


  "My lord! Please don't doubt my loyalty!" Wiji Yeol shouted, lifting his head and slamming it back down.


  Baek Suryong gaped at the shocking sight. Blood was dripping from Wiji Yeol's forehead. The old man hadn't used his inner qi to protect himself!


  Fucking crazy cultists. It's a good thing I set up a sound barrier beforehand.


  He wiped away a drop of cold sweat, relieved that he had formed a qi sound barrier the moment Wiji Yeol had started acting weird.


  "Doubt your loyalty? What are you talking about?"


  "Instead of contributing to the revival of our Cult, I ran away and hid in the mountains like a coward... so I won't blame you if you consider me a traitor," Wiji Yeol confessed, feeling panic rising within him.


  Could everything that has happened since he came to see me be a part of his scheme? Even Cheon's qi deviation? How cunning!


  Wiji Yeol's body trembled with fear, and tears welled up in his eyes.


  With a face as if he was ready to accept death, he pleaded, "I can pay for my sins with my life right now, but please... Please spare my grandson. His talent is extraordinary. Please allow him to serve as your sword, Supreme Lord. I'm sure he will be useful when you conquer the murim."


  When he was done speaking, he slammed his forehead against the floor again and again.


  BAM! BAM! BAM!


  "Stop! Elder! Stop it!" Baek Suryong yelled, but Wiji Yeol ignored him.


  BAM! BAM! SLAM!


  Alarmed, Baek Suryong grabbed Wiji Yeol's shoulders, worried that the old man would really smash his own skull and die.


  However, Wiji Yeol refused to stop hurting himself. If he couldn't bash his head on the floor, then he would bite his tongue instead.


  In that split second, only one solution sprang to Baek Suryong's mind.


  "Stop! This is an order from the Cult Leader!"


  "Yes, my lord." Wiji Yeol reflexively obeyed and raised his head with difficulty. Blood was trickling down his face, and even more blood dribbled from his mouth, where he had bitten his tongue.


  Baek Suryong let out a long sigh. "Haa..."


  He had forgotten that the Blood Cult was quite literally a group of religious fanatics. If the Blood Demon demanded it, Wiji Yeol would gladly commit suicide despite being the patriarch of one of the Eight Great Clans.


  He probably thinks I was testing him this whole time.


  Activating the Blood Demon Eyes, Baek Suryong knelt down next to Wiji Yeol and made eye contact. "From now on, I will not forgive you if you take your own life or harm yourself without my permission."


  "......" Frightened, Wiji Yeol flinched and nodded as if his life depended on it.


  After securing the old man's promise, Baek Suryong canceled the Blood Demon Eyes and began, "Listen carefully, I..."


  He concocted a story that mixed truth and falsehood.


  He recounted how he had accidentally discovered the Blood Demon's legacy in a cave in his hometown, learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, and then used that power to become an instructor at the Azure Dragon Academy.


  He explained that he had mentioned the Blood Wolves to Wiji Yeol earlier because of the information he had found in that cave.


  Finally, he claimed to have found the Demonic Strategist's secret treasure trove in the Valley of Evil.


  "In the Valley of Evil, I found martial arts, treasures, and elixirs left behind by the Demonic Strategist for the Blood Demon's successor. That's how I suddenly grew much stronger."


  "The Demonic Strategist!" Wiji Yeol spat out the name through gritted teeth, his eyes burning with hatred.


  "Do you believe me now? I'm not the Blood Demon. I only happened to learn his martial art."


  "But..." Wiji Yeol hesitated, looking confused. Although there were some holes in Baek Suryong's story, it was plausible enough if he considered it as a series of lucky encounters.


  After a moment of contemplation, he whispered in a subdued tone, "...Even if everything you've said is true, since you've learned the Heaven Defying Divine Art, you are definitely qualified to become the Cult Leader."


  "What are you talking about? The Blood Cult should already have a Cult Leader."


  "...So you really don't know anything."


  "......" Baek Suryong folded his arms and silently urged Wiji Yeol to continue.


  Seemingly calmer, Wiji Yeol explained, "The Cult Leader died during the Murim Alliance's attack, and those filthy orthodox scum burned down our headquarters. Most of the elders and patriarchs died or ran away, hoping to someday rebuild our Cult. 'Prepare for the future.' Those were the Cult Leader's last words."


  "......" This was Baek Suryong's first time hearing the details about the fall of the Blood Cult. After all, few who had survived the war were willing to talk about it.


  "The survivors scattered, and since the Cult Leader had left behind no heir, no children, and no disciples, there was no one to unite them."


  Baek Suryong nodded. It was unusual for a supreme master to have no children or disciples, but the Blood Demon was so powerful that no one worried about his possible death and the lack of a successor.


  "Anyway, with the sudden assault and the Cult Leader's death, the Heaven Defying Divine Art was lost."


  "Wait." Baek Suryong tilted his head in confusion. "The Blood Cult has recently become active again. If there's no Blood Demon, then who's leading them?"


  "The Apostles."


  "Apostles?"


  Baek Suryong recalled the Bloody Spirit's last words.


  
    "The First Apostle told me to annihilate the Namgung Clan and bring him the Soulless that the Yin Yang Demon Lord created..."

  


  "One day, the Apostles suddenly showed up and gathered the scattered cultists. Some elders and patriarchs joined them."


  "Who are these Apostles, exactly?"


  "I don't know. All I know is that each Apostle has incredibly powerful martial arts, and that they're all nurturing their own candidates for the next Cult Leader."


  "......"


  "They sought my support, too, but I refused them because I didn't approve of the candidates they endorsed."


  "Is that really everything you know?" Baek Suryong asked sharply.


  "Haha..." Wiji Yeol laughed hollowly and bowed his head. "...My clan has lost our noble status. If I dared to return to the Cult now, I would be used as a tool until I die. I'm no good at fighting, and my grandson is my only family, so those crazy bastards would definitely take Cheon hostage. That's why I ran away. I fled from both the Murim Alliance and the Blood Cult. I just wanted to protect Cheon."


  This was the end of Wiji Yeol's story. Having confessed all his secrets, he looked immensely relieved.


  "I served the previous Cult Leader. My martial arts may be lacking, but I pride myself on my ability to judge people," Wiji Yeol added.


  Baek Suryong grinned. "I remember. When we first met, you said that I was an unfinished sword."[1]


  Wiji Yeol also smiled faintly. "From what I can see, you have inherited the true legacy of the Blood Demon Divine Cult. Not only have you mastered the Heaven Defying Divine Art, your abilities and leadership are reminiscent of the previous Cult Leader."


  "......" Baek Suryong's eyes widened in shock at the high praise, especially since he knew that Wiji Yeol had met the Blood Demon before.


  Suddenly, Wiji Yeol insinuated, "If you wish, you can become the true Supreme Lord of the Blood Cult."


  Baek Suryong shook his head without hesitation. "I'm not interested."


  "This isn't something you should dismiss so quickly." Wiji Yeol stood up, as if he had made up his mind. "If you give me the order, I will gather the scattered cultists."


  "What?" Baek Suryong blinked, dumbfounded.


  However, Wiji Yeol was serious. "There must be others like me who reject the Apostles' authority. I will find them and tell them that the true successor of the Heaven Defying Divine Art exists."


  "Elder!"


  "This is a chance to bring the world to its knees. Are you really not interested?"


  Wiji Yeol's gaze was so sharp that it felt as if it could pierce right through Baek Suryong.


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] Chapter 34.



  Chapter 266: The Azure Dragon Sword


  He wants me to become the Blood Demon?


  Baek Suryong stared at Wiji Yeol, baffled. The memory of his four masters dying tragically in battle was still fresh in his mind. They had been kidnapped by the Blood Cult, used like disposable pawns, and then mercilessly killed while trying to escape.


  He sometimes wondered if their ghosts still roamed the earth, unable to pass on because of their resentment. Every time that thought struck him, he felt his blood run cold.


  No, I shouldn't take my anger out on Wiji Yeol. He doesn't know anything about my previous life.


  Baek Suryong clenched his fists so tightly that the veins on his hands bulged, but he managed to hold himself back. If Wiji Yeol had known the truth about his past life and still had the audacity to say what he did, he would have torn the old man's mouth apart without caring that he was Wiji Cheon's grandfather, but he didn't know anything.


  "I already told you, I'm not interested," he repeated icily.


  Still, Wiji Yeol refused to back down. Falling to one knee, he begged, "You are the true successor of the Heaven Defying Divine Art. Just that alone will convince thousands of cultists to follow you!"


  "...Stop."


  "I, Wiji Yeol, will guide them. Even though the Wiji Clan has fallen, I am still the Patriarch of one of the Eight Great Clans. The cultists will heed my words."


  "Enough!"


  "First, we'll crush the wicked Apostles and reclaim our Cult. Then, we'll unite the murim and bring the world to its knees... Gah!"


  Irritated, Baek Suryong grabbed Wiji Yeol by the collar and yanked him close. "If you say one more word about me becoming the Blood Demon again, I won't let it slide even if you're old. So, for your grandson's sake, please shut up."


  "Ugh! Cough...!"


  Fear etched itself into Wiji Yeol's face and he gasped for breath as Baek Suryong glared at him with killing intent. Still, the old man managed to force out one more question, something that meant more to him than his life.


  "...If you become the Blood Demon, you'll be able to seize all the wealth, fame, and power in the world. And yet you're saying you're not interested in any of that? Why? I can't understand..."


  Becoming the world's strongest and uniting the murim under one banner was something every martial artist had dreamed of at least once. Among all the martial artists in history, the Blood Demon, who possessed both the greatest divine art and led the murim's largest sect, was the one who had come closest to that goal.


  If Baek Suryong became the Blood Demon, he would be able to have anything he desired.


  Despite that, he still claims that he isn't interested at all? Is that really true?


  Wiji Yeol found it hard to believe. Anyone who stumbled upon the Heaven Defying Divine Art would have been tempted, so what made Baek Suryong so different?


  Baek Suryong tightened his grip on the old man's collar. "Because... I hate the Blood Cult more than anyone else in the world."


  "...Why do you hate them so much? Please enlighten this foolish old man."


  "You stubborn geezer..." Baek Suryong let out a weary sigh. He couldn't talk about his four masters, but he had plenty of other reasons to loathe the Blood Cult. "First, the Blood Cult is a hive of insane religious fanatics who believe that this filthy world should be cleansed with blood."


  "......"


  "Second, they kidnap children, brainwash them with bizarre propaganda, and teach them suicidal demonic arts. That's not something sane people do."


  "......" Wiji Yeol bowed his head.


  Hmm...? Baek Suryong noticed a subtle but unnatural change in Wiji Yeol's expression, but he continued, "Third, maybe this is some twisted karma from a previous life, but I've had the misfortune of crossing paths with Blood Cultists several times. On each occasion, their cruelty and disregard for ethics was revolting."


  "...That's not wrong."


  "I refuse to be the leader of such a group. The world's strongest? I'm not interested. World domination? Hah! My time is far too precious to waste on something so stupid."


  "Hoho... Stupid, huh...? Our Cult's long-cherished wish..."


  Baek Suryong scoffed. "I want to live peacefully, teaching kids, eating well, and sleeping well. That's my goal in life. If the Blood Cult gets in the way of my dream, I'll annihilate them."


  "Hohoho..."


  Noticing that Wiji Yeol had somewhat regained his composure, Baek Suryong released his grip.


  Wiji Yeol collapsed to the floor, panting heavily.


  "This is your last warning, Elder. Quit trying to tempt me," Baek Suryong said gravely. If Wiji Yeol continued, he would really murder the old man.


  Wiji Yeol whispered cautiously, "Everything you just said... Do you really mean it?"


  "Yes."


  "Really?"


  "Yes. What reason do I have to lie now?"


  "Phew..." Wiji Yeol let out a long sigh of relief.


  Baek Suryong laughed hollowly in realization. "I thought something was weird... Were you testing me?"


  "I'm sorry," Wiji Yeol apologized, smiling weakly. "However, you've already deceived me once. I needed to confirm your true intentions, so I acted like a loyal cultist who longed for the Blood Cult's revival."


  "Damn you..." Baek Suryong cursed, but he was actually more relieved than upset. I'm just glad that the old man isn't one of those loony fanatics.


  "...By the way, what would you have done if I said I wanted to conquer the murim?" he asked.


  Wiji Yeol wiped the blood from his forehead and stood up. Staring at his newly crafted sword, he smiled faintly. "I would have left you with that sword as my final gift and run away with Cheon."


  "...I had no idea you were such a good actor." Baek Suryong shook his head in disbelief. Wiji Yeol had seemed fully committed to the Blood Cult, but he was actually planning to flee? He had almost been scammed.


  Grinning wistfully, Wiji Yeol explained, "Although I was born in the Blood Cult and received a religious upbringing, I was never a staunch believer. My true passion is blacksmithing."


  Baek Suryong nodded. He knew that Wiji Yeol was someone who cared only about forging metal. If the old man had been raised in an ordinary family, he would have died peacefully after a life spent hammering iron.


  Most importantly, he was too upright for a place governed by the law of the jungle.


  "...I realized that the Blood Cult's teachings were wrong a long time ago, but as the eldest son of the Wiji Clan and its eventual patriarch, I never considered rebelling. I just closed my eyes to what I didn't want to see," Wiji Yeol added bitterly.


  This was a confession that had been eating at him for years, one he had never intended to voice. Until now, that is.


  "After the fall of the Blood Cult, I was enraged that my clan had been destroyed. However, as time passed, I saw what the Blood Cult really meant to the rest of the world, and I realized how many people had died while I turned a blind eye to everything. Honestly, I think the cult reaped what it sowed."


  Baek Suryong gazed at Wiji Yeol intently. "Then, do you hate the Murim Alliance?"


  "...Of course I do, but Cheon's happiness is more important than my grudge." Wiji Yeol glanced toward Wiji Cheon's room. At the thought of the peacefully sleeping child there, he smiled warmly. "If that child had been raised in the Blood Cult, he would never have known happiness."


  There was a time when he wanted his gifted grandson to avenge his family, but those feelings had faded. He himself had been born into the despised Blood Cult, but Wiji Cheon hadn't.


  Now, his only wish was for his grandson to live a peaceful and blissful life.


  "I want to protect my grandson's smile. To do that, I need to sever my remaining ties with the Blood Cult," he said firmly.


  Baek Suryong nodded. "I agree."


  "So I will join the Blood Cult."


  "...What?" Baek Suryong's eyes went wide with shock.


  Wiji Yeol continued, "I will infiltrate the Cult, find out the extent of their forces and what they are planning, and pass that information on to you."


  "Are you saying you'll become a spy?"


  Wiji Yeol nodded calmly.


  "No! It's far too dangerous." Baek Suryong shook his head. He couldn't allow it.


  "Despite appearances, I am quite valuable. The cultists won't kill me on a whim," Wiji Yeol argued. He was one of the world's greatest blacksmiths. Considering his worth, he felt that the Blood Cult might detain him, but they wouldn't kill him thoughtlessly.


  "That's not the point. People will be suspicious if the Wiji Clan Patriarch who ran away suddenly returns," Baek Suryong rebutted.


  Wiji Yeol grinned. "Have you forgotten how I just tricked you with my acting? You're the smartest and most perceptive person I've ever met, so if I can deceive you, I can definitely fool them."


  "Elder..."


  "Thanks to you, I've achieved my lifelong dream." Wiji Yeol's gaze fell on the sword in Baek Suryong's hands. It was his life's greatest accomplishment, a legendary weapon he couldn't recreate even if he tried. "I have no more regrets. The rest of my life is just a bonus now, and I want to use it to make amends for my past mistakes, as well as for my grandson's future."


  "......" Baek Suryong could see Wiji Yeol's determination. Trying to talk the old man out of it would be pointless. Sighing, he asked, "What about Cheon? How will you explain this to him?"


  "I'll just cook up some excuse. He's a naive child, so he'll easily believe anything I tell him."


  Adamant, Baek Suryong tried one last resort. "...I forbid it. That's an order from the Cult Leader."


  Wiji Yeol chuckled, "Were you listening just now? I don't believe in the Blood Cult's doctrines anymore."


  "Ugh..."


  Nothing worked. In the end, Baek Suryong gave in and nodded. The old man's sheer stubbornness was even harder to deal with now than when he was pretending to be a Blood Cult zealot.


  "Fine. I'll let you go, but only after we make thorough preparations for your infiltration and escape."


  "You're not just saying that to stop me, are you?"


  "No, because there's no point. After all, I can't stop you from running off on your own, can I?"


  After a brief argument, the two men reached a compromise. Wiji Yeol would leave in ten days, and Baek Suryong would complete the necessary preparations within that time.


  They talked until the first light of dawn spilled through the window.


  "I should return to the smithy before Cheon wakes up. He'll be surprised if he sees me here."


  Wiji Yeol stood up, and Baek Suryong escorted him to the door.


  Right before leaving, Wiji Yeol looked back at Baek Suryong. "By the way, have you thought of a name for the sword?"


  Baek Suryong fell silent for a moment, but a name came to him surprisingly quickly. "The Azure Dragon Sword."


  Wiji Yeol beamed. "The Azure Dragon Sword, eh? It suits you well. Someday, be sure to break the Blood Demon Sword with the Azure Dragon Sword, got it?"


  "...Sure." Baek Suryong placed the Azure Dragon Sword back into its box and handed it to Wiji Yeol.


  "Give me a few days. I'll finish the scabbard soon."


  A few days later, the sword scabbard was finished. The black ivory surface shimmered with a faint blue sheen, and the words "蒼龍劍 (Azure Dragon Sword)" were carved on it in bold, sweeping characters.


  After that, the day finally came for Wiji Yeol to leave the White Dragon Manor.


  


  Translator's Note: Flags, flags, so many flags...


  Chapter 267: I Absolutely Won't Let You Die


  The day before Wiji Yeol left White Dragon Manor...


  "I'll be closing the smithy starting tomorrow."


  "What?"


  "All of a sudden?"


  Many were surprised by the news that the Wiji Smithy was closing down. The martial artists who had visited the Azure Dragon Hero had spread the word of its fine quality, and the smithy was just beginning to gain a good reputation in the city.


  "Elder! Please finish making my weapon at least!"


  "Please!"


  "I'll pay you double, no, triple the price!"


  The news was especially devastating to customers who had ordered weapons and armor from Wiji Yeol. Martial artists who knew the true value of Wiji Yeol's craftsmanship begged him to complete their orders, but he remained unmoved.


  "I'm sorry. An old illness has gotten worse, and I need time to recuperate."


  The customers sighed in disappointment, but accepted Wiji Yeol's explanation. There was little they could do if the old man closed the store for health reasons.


  "How long will you be resting? Are you going to come back?"


  "I don't know. It could be months, or it could be years... And even if I recover from my illness, there's no guarantee that I will be able to continue working as a blacksmith."


  "Oh no..."


  Those unable to purchase one of Wiji Yeol's weapons sighed. He was a rare blacksmith whose every creation seemed to have a soul. Even without the Azure Dragon Hero's endorsement, the Wiji Smithy would have been packed with customers soon enough.


  Also, Wiji Yeol's hint that he might not forge weapons ever again meant that anything he had already crafted would fetch many times the original price.


  Once all the customers had left...


  "......" Wiji Yeol sat alone in the empty smithy, looking around.


  He had spent most of the past few months in this workshop. After pressuring Baek Suryong to equip it with the best facilities money could buy, he had worked day and night like a man possessed, making up for the years he had spent as a fugitive, unable to continue his blacksmithing.


  In the end, he had accomplished his lifelong dream.


  He should have been satisfied, yet his reluctant gaze lingered on every corner.


  Wiji Yeol shook his head, trying to clear his thoughts. "I'll have to make plenty of swords after joining the Blood Cult. It won't be as enjoyable as it is now, but..."


  He knew the Blood Cult all too well. The Wiji Clan had lost its influence, and his martial arts skills were nothing special.


  Although the Patriarch of the Wiji Clan was a position that had never been determined by martial arts alone, Wiji Yeol was particularly uninterested in fighting even among past patriarchs. He was only first-rate, which was truly pitiful for someone of his rank.


  If it were the old Blood Cult, I might have secured a decent position with my blacksmithing skills, but...


  The Blood Cult of the present was preparing for war. An aging blacksmith with limited martial arts would either be used as a weapon-making tool or a slave.


  I'm ready for that.


  Wiji Yeol organized the smithy one last time, but he couldn't help but feel his mood darken.


  "Grandpa! We're here!"


  Suddenly, Wiji Cheon entered the smithy, followed by the other students and Baek Suryong.


  Wiji Yeol's grim face instantly brightened. "Hoho, all of you came. Take a seat, I'll bring some tea."


  As the students sipped the tea Wiji Yeol offered them, he chuckled to himself.


  Were all the students always this adorable? Aren't they just as cute as Cheon?


  "We heard you're going on a recuperation trip because you're ill. Are you very sick?" Hyonwon Kang asked.


  Wiji Yeol shook his head. "It's not that bad. I'm just exhausted from overworking myself, so I thought I'd take a long break and tour the jianghu."


  That was the excuse he had come up with. Fortunately, the students accepted it without question, especially since they knew how often he locked himself inside the smithy.


  "Before I leave, I wanted to give you each a gift."


  The students' eyes sparkled at the word 'gift.'


  "I'll start with Wonkang." Wiji Yeol opened one of the wooden boxes beside him, revealing a dao with a faint, inky shine.


  Hyonwon Kang's eyes widened. "A-Are you really giving that to me?"


  "This is the Black Dao, made from the teeth of the One-Horned Demon Dragon. It should be perfect for your martial arts. The sheath is made from dragon hide, too."


  "...Thank you, Elder!" Hyonwon Kang accepted the Black Dao and stared at it in awe, as though he'd fallen in love with it at first sight.


  "Hoho, I'm glad you like it."


  Hyonwon Kang grinned from ear to ear, hugging the Black Dao so lovingly that it seemed as if he would even sleep with it. The blade forged from the teeth of the One-Horned Demon Dragon was indeed extraordinary, and it even radiated some of the dragon's ferocious aura.


  "These are for you two." Wiji Yeol handed Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok two sets of gauntlets made from the hide and scales of the One-Horned Demon Dragon. "You won't need them once your external arts grow stronger, but they'll be useful for now. They can endure a few clashes with enhanced qi."


  Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok gratefully took the gauntlets.


  "Thank you, Elder!"


  "We'll make good use of them!"


  Both boys had disliked gauntlets in the past, finding them unwieldy and uncomfortable. Therefore, they were surprised to find these gauntlets so comfortable that they felt like they were wearing nothing at all.


  "Huh? This texture is...!"


  "Hey, let's test them out later."


  Finally, Wiji Yeol turned to Yeo Min. "These are for you."


  He presented her with a folding fan and a dagger. The fan was pure white, with a simple landscape design in black ink.


  "Although it looks thin, it's made of Frost Iron and can block most swords without breaking."


  The fan was the perfect weapon for Yeo Min, who used ice techniques. Wiji Yeol had really put a lot of thought into this.


  "This dagger was carved from the bones of the One-Horned Demon Dragon. Use it however you wish."


  "These are so rare and precious... Thank you, Elder!"


  "I'm glad you all like them." Wiji Yeol surveyed the group with a gentle smile. He hoped that the weapons would protect the children if they were ever in danger. "While I'm gone, please watch over Cheon for me."


  "Don't worry. I'll take good care of our cute youngest brother," Hyonwon Kang said, throwing an arm around Wiji Cheon's shoulders.


  Geo Sangwoong snorted. "You mean it's the other way around. Cheon is much stronger than you."


  "What are you talking about? I can withstand at least fifty exchanges against him now!"


  "That's because he went easy on you. If he gets serious..."


  "You wanna go at it right now?"


  Wiji Yeol laughed at the students' bickering. "It's getting late. You should all go home. I have something to discuss with your teacher."


  "Thank you!"


  The students bowed and left.


  Only Wiji Cheon remained, his face grim.


  "Cheon, is something troubling you?" Wiji Yeol asked.


  "......"


  "A-Are you upset because I didn't make you a new sword? I thought the Soul Sword was enough..."


  "Grandpa. You're not really going on vacation, are you?"


  "......" Wiji Yeol fell silent.


  He already knows.


  It seemed that his grandson wasn't as naive as he believed. He might have fooled Baek Suryong, but he couldn't deceive his own blood relative.


  After a brief pause, Wiji Yeol sighed. "There's something I have to do."


  "...Is it dangerous?"


  "Probably."


  "...Does it involve the Blood Cult?"


  "Yes."


  "Must you go?" Wiji Cheon pleaded, his eyes filled with worry.


  Wiji Yeol's heart wavered for a moment, but he forced himself to remain calm and nodded. "Yes, I must. There's something important this old man needs to take care of."


  "......" Wiji Cheon blinked back tears, lowered his head, and said, "Come back safely. I'll be all alone if you don't."


  Why would you be alone? You have your teacher and the friends you made at the Azure Dragon Academy. Wiji Yeol wanted to say that, but he simply nodded.


  Baek Suryong put a hand on Wiji Cheon's shoulder. Though he looked more haggard than usual, his eyes shone with determination as he said, "Don't worry, Cheon. The Elder will return. I'll make sure of it."
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  When Wiji Cheon left, Wiji Yeol and Baek Suryong were finally alone in the smithy.


  "I plan to set off at daybreak," Wiji Yeol said.


  "Are you ready?"


  "There isn't much for me to prepare."


  "......" Baek Suryong sipped his tea in silence.


  Noticing the instructor's haggard appearance, Wiji Yeol remarked concernedly, "You look very tired."


  "...I haven't slept for days, Elder. All because of you."


  "I'm sorry for causing you trouble."


  "Then make it up to me by coming back safely." Baek Suryong pulled a folded slip of paper from his pocket and shoved it in Wiji Yeol's hand. "These are the contact details for the Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild. I've mobilized all my connections, so if you send a signal from anywhere, they'll reach me somehow. Memorize it, then burn it right away."


  Wiji Yeol tucked the paper carefully into his pocket. "Thank you. I'll read it on the road."


  Baek Suryong then produced a thick manual. "Learn this in your spare time, and also burn it after you've memorized it."


  "What's this? The Flaming Soul Divine Art...?" Wiji Yeol's eyes widened, and he asked, "...Doesn't the Blood Cult have a supreme demonic art called the Flaming Soul Demonic Art? Is this martial art related to that one?"


  Baek Suryong nodded. "I altered the original text I found in the Valley of Evil, removing the harmful side effects and making some improvements to it. Since you're skilled with fire qi from smithing, it should be perfect for you, Elder."


  "You modified a supreme demonic art and removed all the side effects in less than ten days...? Who are you, really...?"


  "Ahem. Take this, too." Baek Suryong diverted the conversation and handed Wiji Yeol several fire qi-enhancing pills from his pocket. "Take one pill every three days. These will help you learn the Flaming Soul Divine Art faster."


  "Why are you doing all this...?"


  "The Blood Cult is a place that respects strength more than anything. If your martial arts are weak, they'll treat you like dirt, but if you're strong, they'll revere and follow you. What you need most right now, Elder, is not blacksmithing skills, but martial prowess."


  Wiji Yeol laughed bitterly, "How strong can I get at my age...?"


  Baek Suryong grinned. "Remember how I helped an old man over sixty pass the Azure Dragon Academy's entrance exam? Trust me, you'll be surprised at how much you can still grow."


  "...Thank you so much."


  "I absolutely won't let you die. I won't lose anyone important to me again," Baek Suryong said firmly. "I'll wait three months. If there's no news from you by then, I'll come get you myself."


  He had lost enough people to the Blood Cult in the past, and he refused to see that happen once more. Deep down, he wanted to stop Wiji Yeol, but it felt wrong to deny his resolve.


  "...I'll get in touch with you as often as I can."


  Wiji Yeol placed the Flaming Soul Divine Art and the pills in his shirt pocket. Even though he hadn't learned the martial arts yet, he felt a warmth in his heart that brought tears to his eyes.
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  After leaving the White Dragon Manor, Wiji Yeol wandered from place to place as though he really was on vacation. He had no idea where the Blood Cult's new headquarters was, so he traveled haphazardly, leaving behind markers known only to the Blood Cult leaders.


  I'll wait for them to find me.


  He spent his free time practicing the Flaming Soul Divine Art, and it didn't take him long to realize that Baek Suryong hadn't exaggerated at all.


  This is amazing! It's truly an ultimate martial art!


  Wiji Yeol had built up a huge reservoir of fire qi over decades of smithing, so his mastery of the Flaming Soul Divine Art soared to new heights each day, boosted even further by the pills. His martial arts, which had been stagnant for years, improved at a remarkable rate.


  WHOOSH!


  Ten days after he began learning the martial art, he could already control the Samadhi True Flame.


  "Hoho. At this rate, I might become a supreme master."


  Wiji Yeol became more and more absorbed in the Flaming Soul Divine Art. This was the first time he'd felt real joy in practicing martial arts. For him, who was familiar with fire qi, the Flaming Soul Divine Art was the world's strongest divine art.


  Then, about a month into his journey, the Blood Cult finally contacted him.


  RUSTLE, RUSTLE...


  A black-clad figure stepped out of the shadows, paralyzing Wiji Yeol with a frightening surge of killing intent. "...Are you the one leaving our cult's marks everywhere?" he demanded.


  Wiji Yeol shouted boldly, "How insolent! If you saw the mark, then you should know my noble status, you fool!"


  "...Who are you?"


  "I am the Wiji Clan Patriarch, Wiji Yeol! Guide me to Headquarters at once!"


  With an unquenchable fire blazing in his heart, the Patriarch of the Wiji Clan returned to the Blood Cult.


  Chapter 268: In This City


  Today, as usual, the area in front of White Dragon Manor buzzed with martial artists holding numbered tickets. They gathered in groups of two and three, chatting and waiting for their turn.


  "Damn , I rushed here from Guangdong to meet the famous Azure Dragon Hero, and they tell me to grab a numbered ticket and wait?" a man with a gruff face grumbled.


  "Your number looks pretty far down the list. Wouldn't it be better to wait at an inn?" another man asked.


  The gruff man folded his arms and stared at the wall of the White Dragon Manor. "I'm too restless to wait in an inn. Right now, I'm thinking of climbing over the wall."


  The people instantly tried to dissuade him.


  "If you really want to meet the Azure Dragon Hero, don't be reckless. Many people have tried to climb over that wall and ended up getting clobbered and thrown out by the students."


  "What? You think I'd lose to a bunch of academy brats?"


  "Oh my! If you're so confident, then by all means, go ahead. We'll enjoy the show."


  "You sure are brave. Hurry up and climb. Let's see how it ends for you!"


  "You assholes...!" The gruff man was furious, but he eventually gave up on the idea. The eager reactions of the people around him made him uneasy.


  If I climb over the wall and get beaten up by kids, it'll be a total disgrace.


  Just as the gruff but timid man suppressed his anger...


  "Huh? Is that guy cutting in line?" someone exclaimed.


  Everyone turned to stare at a man walking toward the main gate of White Dragon Manor alone, without a student guide.


  "Hey!" The gruff man strode briskly toward the line-cutter. He was confident that he'd caught him red-handed, but the moment the man near the gate turned around and met his gaze, he flinched.


  "Can I help you?" the line-cutter asked.


  "W-Well..."


  The line-cutter had a neat appearance and an expressionless face. Even the way he turned was precise, giving off a stoic impression. The moment the gruff man heard his voice, he felt strangely intimidated.


  "D-Do you have a numbered ticket...?" he stammered hesitantly.


  "I'm here on government business," the line-cutter replied plainly.


  Pressed by the line-cutter's aura, the gruff man immediately felt the need to confess to a crime he never committed. He even remembered being caned as a child for stealing alcohol.


  "O-Oh, you're an official. Sorry to bother you. Hahaha."


  "......"


  The gruff man quietly retreated, grinning awkwardly.


  When he returned to his spot, the people around him burst into laughter.


  "He went out with such bravado, but he came back speechless."


  "Didn't you say you wanted to climb over the wall? You never had the guts to do it, did you?"


  "Ahem!" The gruff man cleared his throat and explained frantically, "Didn't you all hear what he said? He's an official, and he's here on government business. You know the rule of non-interference, right?"


  The most common excuse used by martial artists who caused enough trouble to need government intervention was the rule of non-interference between the murim and the government.


  It was also the phrase that the man who had just entered the White Dragon Manor despised the most.


  Anyway, the other martial artists started whispering to each other, speculating about the man's identity.


  "A government official? Is he a constable?"


  "Judging from his clothes, I think so..."


  "He seems too skilled in martial arts to be a mere constable. Why would such a master work for the government...?"


  Suddenly, someone slapped their knee and shouted, "Hell Judge Cheong Cheon!"


  "What? That name sounds like it belongs to some unorthodox sect leader."


  "He's one of this city's oddballs. He may be a constable, but he's actually a peak expert. He's famous for being absolutely incorruptible, and he's especially harsh on crimes committed by martial artists. That's how he earned the alias, Hell Judge!"


  Some people raised their eyebrows at the exaggerated story.


  "He dares to arrest martial artists? Isn't that against the rule of non-interference?"


  "That's the problem!"


  "Huh?"


  "The Hell Judge's favorite tactic is to cut off the limbs of criminals and then claim that he settled it in a duel, as one martial artist against another."


  "...Really?"


  "Can a constable so insane really exist? And the nearby sects just ignore him?"


  "Most of those who suffered at his hands were clearly guilty, and he acts with a sense of justice, so no one has any grounds to stop him."


  Realizing that an official with strong martial arts and legal backing was more frightening than they'd thought, the faces of the martial artists who usually scorned government officials paled.


  "Anyway, stay off the Hell Judge's radar. I've heard that the government is unhappy with the sudden increase in martial artists around here."


  The gruff man heaved a sigh of relief. "Why did he come here anyway? Is he acquainted with the Azure Dragon Hero?"


  "No idea, but he's probably not here to arrest him. Maybe it involves the Namgung Clan incident..."


  Everyone stared at White Dragon Manor curiously, but Cheong Cheon had already entered through the main gate.
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  The students training in the courtyard greeted Cheong Cheon with bright smiles.


  "Head Constable Cheong Cheon! What brings you here?"


  "I'm here to see your teacher. Is he inside?"


  "Yes, he's in his room."


  Cheong Cheon nodded and headed for Baek Suryong's room, but suddenly halted. Turning back to the students, he said, "It's Chief Inspector now, not Head Constable."


  "Huh?"


  Cheong Cheon released his aura, causing his brand-new uniform to ripple even without wind, then continued walking.


  "I got promoted recently," he said nonchalantly as he departed.


  The students exchanged confused looks.


  "Did he just brag about his promotion?"


  "Was that a smile? Unbelievable. Constable Cheong Cheon actually smiled."


  "I guess he's very happy about his promotion."


  Leaving the bewildered students behind, Cheong Cheon marched straight to Baek Suryong's room. He was just about to knock when Baek Suryong said, "Come in."


  Entering the room, Cheong Cheon found Baek Suryong buried under a pile of documents, stretching his stiff limbs.


  "There's a long line outside your house."


  "Don't worry, I'm seriously tired from all this work and those visitors. I'm thinking of refusing them entry soon," Baek Suryong replied, yawning loudly.


  He had been entertaining every visitor for more than ten days, so he felt that he deserved to close his doors for a while. The real masters probably wouldn't come until the excitement died down anyway.


  "You've been working hard," Cheong Cheon remarked.


  "You should take a look in the mirror, Mr. busiest constable in the city."


  "It's Chief Inspector now."


  "Oh, right. You got promoted recently, right? Congratulations."


  The two men chatted for a while, catching up with each other. Cheong Cheon looked at the documents around Baek Suryong, and Baek Suryong held one up with a flourish.


  "The final exams start tomorrow."


  Cheong Cheon read a few lines on the paper and his usually neutral expression twitched a little. "...You call that an exam?"


  Baek Suryong grinned mischievously. "Heheh. Looks fun, right?"


  Cheong Cheon took a moment to silently pray for the poor souls who had to take Baek Suryong's exam.


  "Anyway, why did you come here all of a sudden?"


  "There's been a spike in crimes by martial artists around town recently."


  "...The ones who came here to meet me, huh?"


  "I won't deny it. The local taverns are full of idiots causing trouble. Plus, with so many martial artists in one place, conflicts are bound to happen. I hate to admit it, but the government is severely overstretched."


  "Hmm..." Baek Suryong folded his arms and fell into deep thought.


  "I was hoping to borrow the Rehabilitation Sect," Cheong Cheon suggested.


  Baek Suryong agreed instantly, "The Rehabilitation Sect boys? That sounds good. You plan to use them to crack down on the martial artists who are disturbing the city's peace, right?"


  Since the Rehabilitation Sect began as a group of petty gangsters, this was a good opportunity for them to change their image. Besides, as Cheong Cheon himself hailed from the slums, he knew how to deal with them. Baek Suryong had no reason to refuse.


  "Take them and use them however you wish. They've become quite capable."


  "That's a relief."


  "Is that everything you wanted to discuss?"


  "One more thing. Have you heard about the Murim Alliance Chairman's plans to visit the Azure Dragon Academy?"


  "Yes."


  Baek Suryong received regular updates from the Beggars' Gang and the Rogues' Guild. The Murim Alliance Chairman's visit to Azure Dragon Academy would be announced soon, and he was planning a grand parade with over a hundred escorts.


  "Fortunately, he'll only come after the final exams, so he won't disrupt the teaching schedule."


  Cheong Cheon frowned. "I guess you haven't heard the whole story. People are saying that the Murim Alliance Chairman wants to make the Azure Dragon Academy a subsidiary of the Murim Alliance, similar to a militia."


  "What?" Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. He had never heard this before. Straightening up, he asked, "Tell me more."


  "The Murim Alliance Chairman is preparing for war against the Blood Cult. A formal request for cooperation was sent to the government. I found out about it today and came to tell you right away."


  "......"


  "The Chairman's official reason for visiting is to inspect the Murim Alliance Jiangxi Branch and the Azure Dragon Academy, but his real target is likely the Azure Dragon Academy."


  Baek Suryong's gaze turned icy. The Five Great Academies, including the Azure Dragon Academy, were not subsidiaries of the Murim Alliance, but partner organizations. They had no obligation to obey the Murim Alliance.


  But now, using war as a justification, the Murim Alliance Chairman wants to take full control of the academy? That would give him authority over the lives of the students!


  He'll be able to interfere with their training and even use them as cannon fodder.


  People said that the current Murim Alliance Chairman would stop at nothing to wipe out the Blood Cult, but Baek Suryong never imagined that he was this crazy.


  "Does he think he can do whatever he wants?" Baek Suryong whispered, feeling a wave of anger rise inside him.


  While I agree we must prepare for war with the Blood Cult, how dare he try to drag my students into it?


  He was relieved that he heard about this early. It would have caught him off guard otherwise.


  Meeting Cheong Cheon's gaze, Baek Suryong said sincerely, "Thanks for telling me. Because of you, I can prepare myself for the meeting with him."


  "I can try to help you if you want. I'm not sure how much I can do about murim matters, though..."


  "I need some time to think about it first."


  Cheong Cheon nodded and got up to leave. They were both too busy for a longer discussion, but before he departed, he had one last question.


  "Are you going to confront the Murim Alliance Chairman?"


  "That depends on his attitude," Baek Suryong replied with a smirk.


  Anyone else who said that would sound arrogant, but strangely, Cheong Cheon did not feel that way about Baek Suryong. As he made his way back to the constabulary, he finally realized why.


  He wields massive commercial influence in the city, has government backing, powerful connections, supreme martial arts, and a stellar reputation...


  Cheong Cheon made a mental list of Baek Suryong's assets. First, there was himself, the Chief Inspector Cheong Cheon, head of the local constabulary.


  Second, there was the White Dragon Conglomerate, which was currently expanding rapidly with the help of the Golden Dragon Trading Company, one of the Ten Great Companies.


  Third, there was Baek Suryong's former student, Prime Minister Gongson Su, who could dispatch tens of thousands of troops with a single word.


  Fourth, there was the Rehabilitation Sect, once a petty gang, but now a true martial sect.


  "He probably has more connections that I don't even know about."


  Even if the Murim Alliance Chairman arrived, Baek Suryong had no reason to yield.


  "Haha. It looks like the Azure Dragon Hero holds more authority than the Murim Alliance Chairman in this city."


  Smiling faintly, Cheong Cheon returned to the constabulary with a spring in his steps.


  Chapter 269: Damn, We're Fucked...


  The day of the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts final exam finally arrived.


  "...What kind of test will it be this time?" Hyonwon Kang wondered aloud.


  Everyone had the same question in their minds, so no one answered him. Baek Suryong was too unpredictable. Nervous, they couldn't help stealing glances at their teacher's room instead of conducting their usual early morning training.


  Wiji Cheon mumbled gingerly, "Mr. Baek... didn't sleep at all last night..."


  Baek Suryong had not stepped out of his room since returning from school the night before. He was so engrossed in preparing for the final exam, he seemed to have forgotten even to eat and sleep.


  "He pulled an all-nighter just to prepare for the exam?"


  "What on earth is going on in there?"


  "I can't even imagine what he's cooking up..."


  The students shuddered in horror. What kind of diabolical exam had their teacher come up with this time?


  "Hehehehe..."


  Just then, a spine-chilling, maniacal giggle rang out from Baek Suryong's room, and the scratching sound that had been echoing inside since last night reached a new high.


  Why is he laughing like that? The students crept toward his door and pressed their ears to it, cold sweat forming on their backs. Even the Silver Tiger on Ya Suhyeok's shoulder felt something ominous that made its fur stand on end.


  "Shh!" Noticing that the cub was about to hiss, Ya Suhyeok covered the little creature's mouth with his hand.


  Thankfully, Baek Suryong was too immersed in his work to notice the students huddled outside.


  Hyonwon Kang determinedly placed a hand on his Black Dao and looked at his classmates. [Let's strike first, before it's too late. Or are you going to just stand here and let him do whatever he wants?]


  Geo Sangwoong, who was usually the first to scold Hyonwon Kang, let out a heavy sigh. [For once, I agree with Wonkang.]


  [You're right. We can't just sit here and let him unleash whatever madness he's planned. This is our last chance!]


  [Should we really disturb him, though?]


  [What do you guys think?]


  [If there's the slightest chance...]


  A fierce gleam shimmered in the eyes of the disciples. Having suffered through so many ordeals with Baek Suryong, the malevolence in their gazes was now intense enough to make even unorthodox masters tremble.


  
    "Before the start of the final exam, you can try to snatch or steal the exam questions from me at any time. If you succeed, I'll give you a perfect score."

  


  Baek Suryong had made that announcement at the end of their last lesson, but until now, no one had dared to attempt that method.


  
    "But if you fail… there will be consequences."

  


  Recalling their teacher's devilish grin, the students shuddered. Still, they couldn't deny that this was their best chance.


  After a quick exchange of glances, they nodded.


  Let's do this!


  They smashed open the door to Baek Suryong's room and stormed in. Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok dived forward like cannonballs, with Hyonwon Kang right behind them. Meanwhile, Wiji Cheon circled around stealthily, and Yeo Min used her ice arts from a distance to restrict Baek Suryong's movements.


  It was a flawless, perfectly coordinated ambush.


  Hyonwon Kang let out a battle cry, "Take this! Beat Up Baek Suryong Formation Number 88!"


  CRASH!


  A whirlwind of violence tore through the room.


  Smirking with anticipation and excitement, Baek Suryong rose from his seat. "Too late, little punks. I've already finished writing the exam questions."


  Damn it! We shouldn't have put this off for so long! the students cursed.


  And then...


  In the blink of an eye, Geo Sangwoong and Ya Suhyeok were knocked back at twice the speed they charged in. Hyonwon Kang's Black Dao cut through empty air. Wiji Cheon's sword wound up caught between Baek Suryong's fingers, and Yeo Min, attempting to flee, found her shoes frozen to the floor.


  "You must have known what would happen if you failed, right?" Baek Suryong cackled evilly, cracking his neck as he swaggered toward the students who had botched their ambush.


  The students stared at their teacher as if he was a walking apocalypse.


  "...We're doomed."


  "This is why I said we shouldn't do it!"


  "Senior Wonkang made us do it!"


  "Why are you blaming me?!"


  They tried to back away slowly, but they couldn't be faster than the approaching cataclysm... no, Baek Suryong.


  "Say your prayers."


  POW! BASH! WHACK!


  About an hour later, Baek Suryong stood before five pandas and raccoons and scoffed. "You're a hundred years too early to try and ambush me."


  Despite his mockery, though, he was actually quite surprised. He glanced at his sleeves, which had been cut in several places. Even though he hadn't used his full strength due to the limited space, this wouldn't have been possible if the students hadn't improved significantly.


  They only got my clothes, but still...


  Even if it was just a little, the students were catching up to him. As a martial arts instructor, nothing could be more satisfying than seeing one's students improve.


  "Not bad, but try harder next time." Baek Suryong grinned and patted the dejected students on the shoulders. "I'm heading to work first. Patch yourselves up and clean up the mess you caused."


  "Yes, Mr. Baek..."


  "I'll see you all at the exam venue later."


  Leaving the sniffling students behind, Baek Suryong strode out of the White Dragon Manor, carrying a strange jar under his arm.
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  "Hyung-nim, what's with the jar?"


  When Baek Suryong arrived with a long, reddish-brown jar tucked under his arm, his colleagues approached him with interest. The mouth of the jar was just big enough to fit a person's hand, and from the way it rattled, it was filled with small unknown objects.


  Baek Suryong answered casually, "This? It's a prop for the exam I'm administering today."


  The look on his colleagues' faces was indescribable as they all eyed the jar warily.


  "...You didn't put poison in there, did you?"


  "Or dismembered body parts..."


  "Y-You didn't break the law, right?"


  Baek Suryong was dumbfounded. "Why are you guys freaking out? You're not the ones taking the exam."


  He had not told anyone about the contents of the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts exam except that it would be a practical test, but the Azure Dragon Hero's rising fame had drawn a lot of attention to his class.


  "Ahem. Well, that's true, but..."


  The Azure Dragon Academy instructors came closer and examined the jar carefully, but it was impossible to figure out what the jar contained.


  "Will you at least show us what's inside?" Jaegal Soyeong asked.


  "Not yet, but you will be the first to know what the exam is about." Baek Suryong pulled out a stack of folded posters and handed them to his colleagues. "One hour before the exam, please put these up where the students can read them."


  "This..."


  The instructors took the posters and unfolded them. Their eyes widened as they read the contents, and when they finished, their jaws dropped in shock.


  "...You devil!"


  "You call this an exam?"


  "This could get dangerous."


  Baek Suryong shook his head firmly. "If they want to prove that they've learned something in my class, they should be able to manage at least this much. Also, there's more." He patted the jar under his left arm. "The main event is in here."


  "What?"


  "The kids will be begging for mercy even without any extra conditions..."


  "Anyway, please do me a favor. Post it at the right time, not too late or too early. I'll buy you guys a drink later," Baek Suryong said happily as he skipped out of the teacher's office with a spring in his step.


  The remaining instructors exchanged uneasy glances.


  "No matter how you look at it, he seems to enjoy tormenting the kids."


  "Definitely. I'd bet my entire fortune on it."


  "Those kids... did they get a good teacher, or an evil one...?"


  The instructors expressed their condolences to the students who were about to experience hell.
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  The students who arrived for the final Defense Against Unorthodox Arts exam looked around carefully before entering the classroom, meticulously checking to see if there were any hidden traps or formations inside. Some even carried antidotes in case there was poison.


  We won't be fooled so easily again!


  Their eyes burned with determination. Others might say they were lucky to be receiving martial arts instruction from the Azure Dragon Hero, but what the students actually learned were dirty tricks that the unorthodox sects frequently used.


  Strangely enough though, their martial arts had improved in the process.


  "It doesn't look like there's any poison or traps..."


  "Don't drop your guards yet. The ceiling might suddenly come crashing down."


  "No way. Would he really go that far...?"


  "You still don't get it? This is Baek Suryong we're talking about!"


  A nervous tension hung in the air as the classroom door opened and Baek Suryong entered.


  BADUMP, BADUMP...


  Baek Suryong walked over to the lectern and placed the jar on it. "We will now begin the final examination. In this jar, you'll find fragrant pouches. Each pouch has a secret mission written on a piece of paper. Line up and pick one each."


  The students were puzzled, but they followed instructions obediently. One by one they reached in and took out a pouch.


  "Where's the paper with the mission on it?"


  "It's inside the pouches, but don't open them yet."


  When everyone had a pouch, Baek Suryong continued, "The rules of the exam are simple. Use what you've learned in my class to complete your missions by any means necessary and bring back proof of your success. Your finals take place over three days, and you just need to complete your mission by the end of the last day. Easy, right?"


  "......" Nobody spoke.


  Dokgo Jun raised his hand. "Is this an individual exam? Or can we team up with other students?"


  "You can join forces, but you fail if you lose your pouch or mission slip."


  The students narrowed their eyes skeptically. So they could cooperate? That didn't sound too bad, but this was Baek Suryong's exam...


  "But! It wouldn't be fun if it were that simple, would it?"


  That's more like it. The students, who hadn't let their guard down, gathered their inner qi and prepared for any unexpected situations.


  Baek Suryong produced a large poster from his pocket and stuck it on the classroom board. It was the same notice he had shown the other instructors in the morning.


  Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts Final Exam: External Participation Guide


  
    	Every student taking the class has received a scented pouch.



    	Any Azure Dragon Academy student who manages to obtain and submit one of the scented pouches will be given:



    	An opportunity to receive personal instruction from the Azure Dragon Hero.



    	The right to enroll in the Azure Dragon Hero's class next semester.



    	Only current students are eligible for this reward.


  


  The instructions on the poster were simple, but the contents were anything but.


  "This is insane!"


  "I knew it was too easy!"


  The students' faces paled as they realized their fate. The Azure Dragon Hero had just enticed the entire school with personal martial arts instruction and a guaranteed spot in his class next semester.


  "Posters like these should be plastered all over the academy by now," Baek Suryong giggled wickedly. "As soon as you step out of this classroom, every student in the Azure Dragon Academy will try to steal your scent pouch, so you'll have to protect them while completing your missions. If you fail... well, you can just retake the class. Right?"


  Having said all he wanted to say, Baek Suryong left the classroom, leaving everyone shocked speechless.


  Hyonwon Kang clutched his head with both hands and voiced the thoughts they all shared, "Damn, we're fucked..."


  Chapter 270: The Secret Missions


  "We need to work together," Dokgo Jun said. "None of us know what everyone else's secret missions are yet, but moving together is more efficient and safer than going solo."


  Twelve pairs of eyes turned to Dokgo Jun at the same time, brimming with trust and reassurance. As expected of the Student Council President! He's the first to regain his composure!


  Geo Sangwoong, the only fourth-year student in the class, chimed in, "I agree. If we move separately, the chances of getting defeated one by one will only increase."


  However, there were those who disagreed.


  "There are more than ten of us. Wouldn't it be more conspicuous if we moved around in a large group? I think splitting into smaller teams would be better." Yeo Min argued. She had the best movement arts and stealth techniques of those present and was confident that she could escape on her own.


  "Then how shall we divide ourselves?"


  "What if we shared the contents of the secret orders? We can join forces to help each other complete the missions."


  "I disagree. Mr. Baek said that these are secret missions. If we reveal them carelessly, we may run into conflicts of interest."


  The students' initial panic quickly subsided and they began to assess the situation rationally. After attending Baek Suryong's class for a semester, it had become second nature for them to exploit every advantage in an unexpected situation.


  Each of them carefully weighed their options and thought about what would work best for them. Would teaming up be beneficial, or would going it alone be more efficient? Should information be shared or kept private?


  Making sure to keep their poker faces on, they glanced inside their scent pouches to check the contents of their secret missions.


  What do I need to do to accomplish my mission...?


  Being in Baek Suryong's class had taught them to approach problems with a cool and calculating mindset. The real reason they participated in the discussion was also to secure the best hand for themselves.


  Unfortunately, the wolves outside did not give them much time to think.


  "...They're already here."


  "So soon?"


  Sensing dozens of presences gathering outside the classroom, the students stiffened.


  "Look out the windows!"


  A considerable number of students had surrounded the outside of the building, and their numbers were steadily increasing.


  "Everyone!" Dokgo Jun stomped his foot, drawing everyone's attention. "We don't have much time. First, can we all agree that our first objective is to escape from this classroom in one piece? I'm going to the Student Council building, because at least the students there won't attack me. Anyone with me?"


  "We'll go with you."


  "Me too."


  "Sounds good. We can take a breather there..."


  Most of the students decided to follow Dokgo Jun. Even if they split up later, escaping the classroom together was their top priority.


  "The Club Union is closer. How about we head to the Club Union building?" Hyonwon Kang suggested. He was the Club Union President, and the Club Union building was closer to the classroom.


  Dokgo Jun nodded. "That's not a bad idea..."


  "SRS (Swordsmanship Research Society), form a perimeter!"


  "HWC (Hidden Weapons Club), deploy the Skynet Formation!"


  "Hyonwon Kang! Hand over your scent pouch!"


  "Even if we beat you half to death, we can get away with it! Mr. Baek Suryong is on our side!"


  ...Except for the fact that many Club Union members had joined the encirclement outside.


  Hyonwon Kang cleared his throat and glanced at Dokgo Jun. "Ahem! Let's go to the Student Council."


  "...I'll lead the way."


  "Wait." Geo Sangwoong grabbed Dokgo Jun's shoulder. Lowering his voice, he suggested, "There's an empty classroom below us. How about we break through the floor and go down? It's the shortest route to the Student Council building."


  Maybe they thought the exam would only start after they left the classroom, or maybe they were being cautious, but no enemies had entered the classroom yet. Still, there was probably an ambush waiting for them right outside the door.


  "Senior, we can't damage academy property..." Dokgo Jun protested. Although he had picked up some bad habits from Baek Suryong's class, he still retained his model student nature.


  Geo Sangwoong clicked his tongue. "Didn't Mr. Baek say we could use any means necessary? Don't worry, if something happens, I'll pay for the repairs."


  Spoken like a true scion of the Golden Dragon Trading Company... The students thought unanimously.


  Dokgo Jun hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "Alright, let's do that."


  "Leave the property damage to us." Grinning, Geo Sangwoong caught Ya Suhyeok's eye.


  The two bears simultaneously raised their fists and pounded on the floor.


  CRACK... BOOM!


  Cracks spread across the floor like a spider web, and eventually, the floor caved in, leaving a gaping hole.


  "They'll be on us soon. Let's go!"


  With Dokgo Jun in the lead, everyone jumped through the newly opened hole.


  A few seconds later, the students outside realized something was wrong and stormed into the classroom, only to find it empty with a massive hole in the floor.


  "W-What happened?"


  "Where did they go?"


  "Where are those bastards... There they are! After them!"


  And so, the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts final exam officially began.
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  On the roof of Azure Dragon Academy's main building, Baek Suryong and Noh Goonsang watched as the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts students demolished the classroom building and ran away.


  "Those damn punks... destroying the building right from the start..." Baek Suryong groaned, shaking his head in disbelief. He hadn't expected the students to escape by smashing a hole through the classroom floor.


  Noh Goonsang chuckled. Unlike Baek Suryong, he actually found the students' antics rather amusing. "Don't worry about it, Mr. Baek. We have a very generous budget this year. A little property damage won't be a problem."


  Although the students were teenagers, this was an examination for martial artists. It was natural for people to fight, for things to be broken, and for riots to break out when their skills were being assessed.


  "Well, in the case of this exam, it seems like the entire academy will be in an uproar..."


  "I'll step in if they cross the line. We can't have them disrupting other exams," Baek Suryong said firmly.


  "Right! I'm counting on you," Noh Goonsang giggled as mayhem raged across the campus. "Hoho! This is the first time that exam season has felt so lively."


  "...Honestly, I didn't expect the kids to go this far," Baek Suryong admitted. It was almost bizarre how many students seemed to have appeared out of nowhere... No, were there always this many students enrolled in the academy?


  "It's only natural," Noh Goonsang said with a grin. "The reward is personal instruction from the Azure Dragon Hero, plus priority enrollment in your class next semester. A year ago, nobody would have cared about such an announcement, but now?"


  Spurred on by the prize, both the hunters and the hunted were charged with excitement. A chorus of shouts and jeers echoed throughout the school grounds.


  "Woohoo!"


  "Catch them!"


  "Stop running away, you cowards!"


  The students' fervor could be felt even on the rooftop.


  "Hoho! Such is youth!" Noh Goonsang exclaimed wistfully, thinking back on the academy's struggles over the past decade.


  The Azure Dragon Academy's repeated failures at the Heavenly Martial Festival had eroded everyone's self-esteem. The number of talented applicants had dwindled, and the students no longer felt pride in attending the academy.


  Most of the instructors had also lost their drive. Only a handful, such as Mae Geuklyom and Namgung Su, had persevered in their efforts to restore the academy to its former glory.


  "Mr. Baek Suryong," Noh Goonsang suddenly called out, looking at the young instructor next to him. He recalled the bold declaration Baek Suryong had made when he first joined: that the Azure Dragon Academy would triumph at the Heavenly Martial Festival this year.


  He no longer dismissed those words as mere bluster.


  Baek Suryong blinked in confusion. "Yes?"


  "Thank you," Noh Goonsang said sincerely. "You've changed the Azure Dragon Academy. You've restored faith that things can improve and inspired the students to strive for greatness."


  "You're giving me too much credit," Baek Suryong replied, waving off the praise.


  Noh Goonsang shook his head. Baek Suryong had gone from slaying the Bloody Ripper in the Valley of Evil to killing a Blood Cult Elder in the Namgung Estate. He was now well known throughout the murim as the Azure Dragon Hero, bringing fame to the Azure Dragon Academy where he taught at too.


  "You're already a Star Instructor," he said.


  "What? Where did that come from..." Baek Suryong felt his cheeks redden. "It feels weird when you praise me that much."


  "Really? You're capable of feeling embarrassed? You?"


  "Huh?"


  "You're always bragging, so I thought you were incapable of such a thing."


  "What the hell...?" Baek Suryong laughed. "Anyway, let's hold off calling me a Star Instructor until after we win the Heavenly Martial Festival, okay? I don't think I deserve it just yet."


  "Hoho! You're quite ambitious," Noh Goonsang laughed heartily.


  While they were talking, the group of students led by Dokgo Jun finally entered the Student Council building. Not a single one had fallen behind.


  Baek Suryong turned to Noh Goonsang. The night before, he had told Noh Goonsang about the Murim Alliance Chairman's objective, which he had heard from Cheong Cheon, but Noh Goonsang had said that he needed some time to think and suggested they meet on the rooftop the next day.


  "Principal."


  "Hmm?"


  "Regarding yesterday's topic... have you decided what we should do about it?"


  Noh Goonsang organized his thoughts. "You're referring to how the Chairman wants to make the academy a subsidiary of the Murim Alliance so he can draft the students for war? Well, that certainly sounds like something he would do."


  "But we can't agree to it."


  "Of course not."


  Baek Suryong breathed a sigh of relief. If Noh Goonsang had sided with the Chairman, things would have become far more complicated.


  Noh Goonsang gazed at the students scrambling in the distance. "They're still children. I don't want to see them dragged into war."


  "I share that sentiment... but it won't be easy to dissuade the Murim Alliance Chairman."


  Baek Suryong was confident that the Blood Cult would only start a war if their victory was certain. That meant that the entire murim would have to use all its strength to stand a chance against the lunatics.


  I know these students won't be able to avoid the war just because they're young, but...


  The Azure Dragon Academy's students were stronger than most martial artists from small or mid-sized sects. There was no way the orthodox murim would ignore such valuable assets.


  "War is inevitable," Baek Suryong continued. "However, if we must fight, it should be on our own terms. We're not part of the Murim Alliance. We don't have to obey their orders."


  "That's right," Noh Goonsang replied, his expression grim. He was prepared to defy the Murim Alliance Chairman, no matter how difficult the road ahead.


  "I'll stand with you."


  "Hoho, having the Azure Dragon Hero on my side is heartening. Shall we talk more in my office?"


  "Sure, Principal," Baek Suryong replied.


  They left the rooftop for the principal's office.


  Baek Suryong mulled over his plan. For now, he had managed to secure Noh Goonsang's cooperation. Nevertheless, he still needed a backup strategy, especially since the Murim Alliance Chairman didn't seem like someone who would back down easily.


  "By the way... your students' martial arts have improved considerably," Noh Goonsang suddenly remarked, putting the serious discussion on hold until they reached his office.


  "They still have a long way to go."


  "You said that they have to carry out secret missions while being hunted by the entire school, right? That's quite a challenge."


  "I doubt even half of them will complete their missions. I designed the tasks to be extremely tough."


  "That makes me even more curious. What sort of missions did you give them?"


  "Well, for starters... they're not missions that can be accomplished with martial arts skill alone."


  "Oh?"


  "Only the ones who truly understand Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts will succeed."


  Baek Suryong grinned slyly. Unless those kids put themselves in the shoes of unorthodox martial artists, it'll be impossible to get a good grade on this exam.
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  "Whew..."


  "We barely made it..."


  "Everyone alive?"


  The examinees who had taken refuge in the Student Council building stared at the tightly closed door, panting. Thankfully, the students who were chasing after them dared not enter the building recklessly.


  Dokgo Jun scanned the group. "Did anyone lose their pouch?"


  Everyone shook their heads.


  "I have a proposal," Dokgo Jun said. "How about we all share the contents of our secret missions? We'll use this place as our headquarters and tackle the missions one by one together so that everyone can pass."


  For some reason, he had been more proactive than anyone else since the exam started, but there was a good reason for that...


  "Oh...!"


  "That might work."


  Some students were intrigued by the idea, but not everyone agreed.


  Hyonwon Kang shook his head. "Sorry, but I can't reveal mine."


  Several others also looked away.


  So I'm not the only one whose mission absolutely can't be shared, huh? Dokgo Jun nodded and said, "Okay then, I won't force anyone to reveal their missions, but you can rest here regardless. The Student Council is safe. I'll also go meet with the council members now and see if we can beef up security around here."


  The students nodded, grateful to Dokgo Jun for offering them sanctuary. Their trust in the Student Council President deepened.


  Dokgo Jun left and returned a few minutes later.


  "I'll share my secret mission first," he said, taking a piece of paper out of his scent pouch, unfolding it, and holding it out for all to see.


  Break into the principal's office and steal his seal.


  "...Baek Suryong is out of his mind."


  "Won't we be expelled if we get caught?"


  The students' jaws dropped at the ridiculous difficulty of the mission. Noh Goonsang was a former Top 100 master, so sneaking past him to get the seal seemed almost impossible.


  "We won't be expelled because it's part of the exam, but that doesn't make my task any easier," Dokgo Jun explained. "I can't do it alone, but if someone lures the principal away while I sneak in, it might be feasible."


  "That makes sense..."


  Certainly, working together would make it much easier to accomplish the missions.


  After Dokgo Jun, some of the other students also revealed their missions.


  Collect thirty Azure Dragon Emblems.


  Slip laxatives into Mr. Ak Yeonho's food.


  Steal Mr. Namgung Su's wallet.


  "These seem doable."


  "...Not that last one, though."


  "Well, if we put our heads together, we'll figure something out."


  All the missions were difficult, but some were truly outrageous.


  "I-I'll show you mine too," Wiji Cheon said hesitantly.


  Shave off Headmaster Mae Geuklyom's beard.


  ""Holy crap!""


  Everyone recoiled as if they had seen a ghost. Of all people, it just had to be the notorious Headmaster!


  "He might as well tell you to kill yourself!"


  "I can't do it. I'll be cleaved in half the moment I touch his beard."


  "......"


  No one wanted to help Wiji Cheon with his mission, not even Dokgo Jun.


  Wiji Cheon hung his head dejectedly. "Sigh..."


  Only Hyonwon Kang approached Wiji Cheon. Putting a finger to his lips, he sent a telepathic message. [I received the same mission as you.]


  "What?!"


  [I kept quiet because I doubted anyone would help. I didn't think anyone else would have the same mission.]


  [Then...]


  Grinning, Hyonwon Kang nodded and patted Wiji Cheon's shoulder. [If we work together, couldn't we find a way to pull off this crazy stunt?]


  [Right!]


  [Okay. From now on, let's stick together till the end of the exam.]


  [Yes!] Wiji Cheon nodded, smiling brightly.


  Unfortunately, the naive boy believed his delinquent senior without confirming the actual contents of his secret mission.


  Steal Wiji Cheon's sword.


  Those were the words on Hyonwon Kang's mission slip.
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  Late that night, Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang hid in the shadows, spying on Mae Geuklyom's house.


  "...What should we do?"


  "Are you sure he's inside?"


  "He always drinks tea at this hour. Unless something urgent comes up, he usually sticks to his routine."


  Since Wiji Cheon received basic etiquette lessons and swordsmanship advice from Mae Geuklyom every few days, he understood the Headmaster's daily schedule better than anyone else.


  "Headmaster Mae is a swordmaster who never leaves any openings. Even if he's fast asleep, he'll swing his sword as soon as someone approaches him.


  "Really? That's a problem..." Hyonwon Kang replied absentmindedly, glancing at the sword on Wiji Cheon's waist. He had lied to Wiji Cheon to gain his trust and get close to him, so naturally, he wasn't at all interested in Mae Geuklyom's beard.


  He just wanted to steal Wiji Cheon's sword.


  I only have one chance.


  Wiji Cheon always slept with that sword in his arms. He might seem off guard now, but the moment Hyonwon Kang tried to touch his sword, he would react faster than anyone else.


  Unfortunately, Hyonwon Kang wasn't confident enough to take his junior's sword by force, or he would have already attacked Wiji Cheon.


  If I mess this up, I won't get a second chance. Now, how can I catch this kid off guard?


  Hyonwon Kang thought of the classic trick of "killing with a borrowed sword", that is, attacking the target by borrowing someone else's strength. In this case, that 'someone else' would be Mae Geuklyom.


  "Let's move in closer," he said, licking his lips nervously.


  Wiji Cheon nodded. "Alright."


  The duo slowly moved closer to Mae Geuklyom's house...


  An ambush!


  Suddenly, both students felt a chill down their spines and spun around simultaneously, weapons drawn.


  CLANG! CLANG!


  Having deflected the hidden weapons that flew from behind, the two glared into the darkness. More than ten people in black masks had surrounded them.


  "As expected of the Azure Dragon Hero's students."


  "Don't approach recklessly. Spread out and surround them."


  "We're the Assassination Arts Club, a group that researches tracking, stealth, and surprise attacks."


  Hyonwon Kang immediately flared up. "Aren't you guys part of the Club Union? Yet you're attacking me, the Club Union President? You bastards! This is a revolt!"


  "Please take that up with Mr. Baek Suryong. Now, if you'll hand over your scented pouch quietly, no one will get hurt. This is our last act of consideration for you, Union President."


  "Senior, what should we do?" Wiji Cheon asked, checking the number and location of their enemies.


  Hyonwon Kang clicked his tongue. "There aren't many of them. Let's finish them off quickly before more arrive."


  The Assassination Arts Club President scoffed. "We are elites who have been trained as assassins. You can't defeat us in the dark..."


  "Shut up!"


  Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon scattered in opposite directions.


  BAM! SLAM! CRAAAASH!


  In the raging whirlwind of movement, the students from the Assassination Arts Club scattered and fell to the ground like fallen autumn leaves.


  Huh? Was I this strong?


  Why are they so weak?


  Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon were surprised at their own strength. They had undergone arduous training under Baek Suryong, but they never had a chance to enjoy the results. After all, no matter how strong they became, they still couldn't graze Baek Suryong's clothes.


  Now that they faced other Azure Dragon Academy students, though, they felt the difference clearly.


  "M-Monsters... Fall back! We'll retreat and wait for another chance...!"


  "Who said we'd let you go that easily?"


  THWACK!


  The Assassination Arts Club President, who had been hiding in the darkness and giving orders, was the first to try to escape, but Hyonwon Kang's stone throw hit him squarely on the back of the head, dropping him instantly.


  The rest were no better off. It didn't take the Remedial Class duo even an hour to defeat them all.


  CRACK!


  Hyonwon Kang twisted the wrists of the fallen Assassination Arts Club members slightly, not enough to break them, but just enough to sprain them. Their wrists would swell up, rendering them unable to wield weapons properly until the end of the exam period.


  Wiji Cheon asked, "To prevent future trouble, it would be safer to break them completely, but that's too harsh, right?"


  If they dare attack us again, I'll break them then. I'll make sure they can't hold a weapon for months," Hyonwon Kang replied.


  Seeing their two fellow students threaten to break their bones without blinking an eye, the frightened orthodox sect children, who had gathered in a club to play assassins, begged for mercy.


  "W-We won't bother you again!"


  "Please spare us just this once!"


  Hyonwon Kang and Wiji Cheon shooed away the Assassination Arts Club, then looked at each other and grinned.


  Seeing this, Mae Geuklyom, who had emerged from his house after being drawn by the noise outside, sighed. Like teacher, like pupils...


  "What's all this commotion in the middle of the night?" he asked, approaching Wiji Cheon and Hyonwon Kang.


  The duo immediately panicked.


  Hyonwon Kang stuttered, "H-Headmaster, I can explain..."


  Mae Geuklyom nodded. "Very well, I will hear you out first. If you don't give me a satisfactory explanation, however, you will be punished."


  Hyonwon Kang subtly nudged Wiji Cheon. [You're closer to him, so try to make up some excuse!]


  Wiji Cheon's mind raced. Unfortunately, flustered by the thought of having to cut Mae Geuklyom's beard, he ended up blabbing the one thing he shouldn't have.


  "C-Could you please let me cut a few strands of your beard?" he blurted out.


  Mae Geuklyom's white eyebrows twitched, and his magnificent beard shook with rage. "...What? Are you mocking me?"


  "N-No, that's not it... I really need it..."


  Hyonwon Kang pounded his chest in frustration. "You idiot! Do you think he'll let you cut it just because you ask politely?!"


  Mae Geuklyom frowned. He was more perceptive than the students thought. Considering the current situation and the uproar over Baek Suryong's exam, the conclusion was obvious.


  "You two... Did that damned punk Suryong put you up to this?" he asked.


  "What? N-No."


  "Cheon, you're a poor liar, you know? I'll talk to Suryong about this later."


  "......"


  Mae Geuklyom stroked his magnificent beard. "Anyway, you said that you needed a few strands of my beard?"


  Wiji Cheon timidly nodded.


  SHIING!


  Mae Geuklyom slowly unsheathed his sword. The pale moonlight reflected off the blade, casting a cold blue glow. "Since you failed to ambush me, you'll have to cut it by force now."


  "...Yes." Wiji Cheon raised his Soul Sword tensely.


  Mae Geuklyom glanced at Hyonwon Kang. "And you?"


  "I'm also taking the same exam. Is it okay if we work together?" Hyonwon Kang asked, shifting into a combat stance.


  Mae Geuklyom smiled. "Good. Very good. I was planning on going out for a late night drink, and this will do nicely as a warm-up. Come at me."


  Every movement Mae Geuklyom displayed as he slowly assumed his starting stance exuded elegance. However, once the stance was complete, the kindly old man disappeared, replaced by a single sharp, powerful sword.


  "Whew..." Wiji Cheon took a deep breath and composed himself. Mae Geuklyom was the greatest swordsman he knew.


  Although Baek Suryong might be stronger overall, if they were to compete in swordsmanship alone, Wiji Cheon felt that even his teacher wouldn't be able to defeat Mae Geuklyom.


  I have to give it everything I've got... No, even my best won't be enough. I have to surpass myself!


  Wiji Cheon concentrated all his senses on Mae Geuklyom, preparing to react at the slightest twitch.


  "Hehehe...." Hyonwon Kang giggled sinisterly.


  SMACK!


  Wiji Cheon's body stiffened like a statue as Hyonwon Kang, who had been waiting for an opening, seized the opportunity and sealed his acupoints.


  "S-Senior?" he gasped, staring at Hyonwon Kang in shock.


  "Have you already forgotten what we learned in class? Always watch your back," Hyonwon Kang chuckled as he uncurled Wiji Cheon's fingers one by one, took his Soul Sword, and then removed the scabbard from Wiji Cheon's waist.


  "W-What are you doing?" Wiji Cheon asked. Completely paralyzed, he could only gape at Hyonwon Kang helplessly.


  "Sorry, Cheon. I lied about my secret mission. This is my real mission," Hyonwon Kang replied, taking out his mission slip and showing it to Wiji Cheon.


  Steal Wiji Cheon's sword.


  Wiji Cheon's face paled. "You've been tricking me from the very start?"


  "My dear junior, the jianghu is a harsh place where no one can be trusted. Learn from today's incident and strive to improve yourself, yeah?"


  "Traitor...!"


  "Consider this a small price to pay for an important life lesson. Better to fail an exam now than suffer a bloody demise later, right?" Hyonwon Kang patted Wiji Cheon's shoulder in consolation, but he couldn't hide the smile on his face.


  "That's too much. I thought of you as my real big brother..." Wiji Cheon mumbled, looking heartbroken.


  Hyonwon Kang felt a pang of guilt. "Hey, I didn't have a choice. This was my secret mission. I'll treat you to a nice meal after the exam to make up for this, okay?"


  "...I won't eat anything bought by a traitor. How do I know you won't poison it?" Wiji Cheon cried, sounding crushed.


  Hyonwon Kang felt somewhat ashamed, but he had no intention of returning the sword. "Ahem! Anyway, your acupoints will be unsealed in about an hour. I'll be going now," he said, running away using his movement arts.


  "......" Wiji Cheon stood there blankly, watching him go.


  "Are you alright?" Mae Geuklyom asked, but Wiji Cheon hardly heard him.


  "I will never trust anyone again..." Wiji Cheon muttered, a dark light flickering in his hollow eyes.


  I may have lost my sword, but the exam isn't over yet!
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  "Hehehe!" Hyonwon Kang giggled in satisfaction, dizzy with success.


  Surely no one finished their mission faster than me, right?


  Since the secret missions were all impossibly difficult, he was probably the only one who had completed it on the first day.


  Cheon was too naive.


  He pictured Wiji Cheon, who, despite their relatively small age gap, still had a childlike innocence.


  Anyone could have tricked him.


  Recalling the sight of Wiji Cheon nearly in tears, Hyonwon Kang felt a twinge of guilt, but he pushed the thought aside.


  "Hmph, he only has himself to blame for being tricked."


  He picked up the pace toward Baek Suryong's office, planning to turn in the Soul Sword right away and finish the test. It would be troublesome if Wiji Cheon came after him before he could complete his mission. Even though the boy had lost the Soul Sword, he wouldn't become weaker even if he used another sword.


  Suddenly, a metallic stench wafted out from somewhere nearby.


  Blood?


  The smell of blood was too strong to ignore. Narrowing his eyes, Hyonwon Kang cautiously moved towards the source of the smell, only to find Yeo Min huddled in a dark alley.


  "What are you doing here?" he asked.


  "Senior Wonkang?" Yeo Min looked up with a start, then waved her hand dismissively. "Don't mind me and go on your way. I can handle this on my own."


  "...What's with all this blood?"


  Hyonwon Kang looked around. There were bloodstains all around Yeo Min, and looking closely, he could see tears in her clothes.


  Yeo Min panted heavily, "...I was running away and got hit by a stray throwing knife. I'm just resting after treating my wounds, so just go."


  Hyonwon Kang slowly approached Yeo Min. Despite her words, her lips were pale, and blood was seeping through her clothes.


  "I told you not to come!" Yeo Min took out her folding fan and warily pointed it at Hyonwon Kang.


  Hyonwon Kang nodded in understanding. If he had been in Yeo Min's position, he would have been just as jittery. "I just finished my mission and am on my way to Mr. Baek's office. I'm not after you."


  "...Really?"


  "Really. Have you lived your whole life doubting everyone? Look here, I have Wiji Cheon's sword. Getting his was my mission," Hyonwon Kang reassured.


  He wasn't too worried that Yeo Min would attack him. She originally only practiced movement arts and had only recently started learning ice arts, so she was currently the weakest fighter among the White Dragon Manor students.


  "I guess it's true..." Yeo Min muttered.


  "Let me take a look at your wound," Hyonwon Kang offered, remembering how he had left Wiji Cheon all alone with sealed acupoints. The slight feeling of remorse made him more sympathetic toward Yeo Min than usual. "Where were you stabbed?"


  Hyonwon Kang leaned toward Yeo Min, but at that moment, Yeo Min's eyes flashed like a snake eyeing its prey. Reaching into Hyonwon Kang's pocket, she grabbed his scent pouch and immediately jumped back using her movement arts.


  "Hey!" Caught off guard, Hyonwon Kang tried to grab Yeo Min, but in his panic, he only managed to pull off a few strands of hair.


  He stomped his foot in frustration. Yeo Min had devoted herself to movement arts since arriving at White Dragon Manor. If she ran now, there was no way he could catch her.


  "Damn it! Was stealing my scented pouch your mission?" he yelled.


  "No. My mission has nothing to do with you, Senior," Yeo Min replied.


  "What? Then why did you do this to me?"


  Yeo Min smiled faintly, dangling Hyonwon Kang's pouch between her fingers. "Help me with my mission."


  "Why should I?!"


  "Because if you don't, I'll tear this up."


  Hyonwon Kang flew into a rage. "Are you kidding me? Do you know how worried I was? I thought you were really hurt! Is this how you repay my kindness? Do you have a conscience?!"


  Yeo Min stuck out her tongue. "It's your own fault for being tricked."
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  "Fuck... Fine, I'll help you. What's your mission?" Hyonwon Kang said begrudgingly. As long as his pouch was being held hostage, he had no choice but to cooperate with Yeo Min.


  "I'll tell you when I need to."


  "What?"


  Yeo Min winked and waved Hyonwon Kang's pouch around playfully. "If I tell you now, you'll immediately start thinking of ways to sabotage me, won't you, Senior?"


  Hyonwon Kang scowled. For some reason, he found Yeo Min's smile particularly irritating today. "Do you think everyone is like you? You scammer..."


  "Excuse me? Who's the one who scammed poor, innocent Cheon? Not me, for sure."


  "...You saw that?"


  "I didn't have to see it to know what you did. Do you expect me to believe you took Cheon's sword by force? Your clothes are still neat and tidy, without a single tear."


  Hyonwon Kang turned away and cleared his throat, his face flushing with embarrassment.


  Yeo Min snickered. "Listen, Senior. This isn't a test of martial arts prowess. It's one that evaluates who can fool or exploit others the best."


  "I know that!"


  "If you know that, then why do you feel so guilty about scamming Cheon?"


  "...Why do you keep bringing him up all of a sudden?"


  "Under normal circumstances, you would never have shown me such an obvious opening. I can tell. You were easily fooled by me because you felt sorry for tricking Cheon."


  "......" Hyonwon Kang was speechless. Yeo Min had hit the nail on the head.


  Slapping him lightly on the back, Yeo Min said, "Get a hold of yourself, you softie. For someone who looks so rough and tough, you're actually the most sensitive person among us, aren't you?"


  "Shut up, you impudent..." Hyonwon Kang began, but since he was unable to refute Yeo Min's words, his voice trailed off and he ended up just sulking.


  Yeo Min smiled. Perhaps it was because she had grown up experiencing all kinds of hardships, but she was one of the few students who understood the true intention behind Baek Suryong's exam.


  "Follow me," Yeo Min said, kicking off with her movement arts.


  The distance between her and Hyonwon Kang quickly widened, but she didn't bother telling Hyonwon Kang where they were going.


  Panicking, Hyonwon Kang hurriedly chased after her. "Is your mission to steal something from someone else, like mine?"


  "I told you, my mission has nothing to do with you, so don't worry. If you really were my target, I'd have finished my mission a while ago."


  "You seem unusually curt today."


  Yeo Min glanced back. "Does it bother you that much?" she teased.


  "......" Hyonwon Kang involuntarily cleared his throat and tried to hide the pounding of his heart.


  Why is she smiling and looking back like that?


  Ever since Yeo Min started practicing the White Ice Divine Art, she had stopped taking the medicine that kept her hair from turning white. Under the moonlight, the combination of her pale hair and the way she danced through the air with her long legs made her look otherworldly, like a celestial fairy descending to earth...


  SMACK!


  Hyonwon Kang slapped himself so hard that his cheek instantly swelled up.


  "What are you doing?" Yeo Min asked, startled.


  "I won't fall for your honey trap!" Hyonwon Kang bellowed.


  "...What on earth are you talking about?" Rolling her eyes, Yeo Min turned away, not realizing that a small smile had formed on her lips.


  Some time later, Yeo Min crouched down on the roof of the Azure Dragon Academy's main building, and Hyonwon Kang followed suit.


  "We'll observe the situation here before making a move," she said.


  Hyonwon Kang grumbled, "Are you still not going to tell me what your mission is?"


  "I'll tell you after I confirm who the worst scammer among us is."


  "The worst scammer?"


  "Yes, I need to find that out to complete my mission."


  Hyonwon Kang initially tilted his head at her cryptic words, but seeing Yeo Min staring at the Student Council building, he asked, "Is the worst scammer among the people there?"


  "...Something like that," Yeo Min replied, giving Hyonwon Kang a surprised look. With a hint of expectation, she asked, "Who do you think is the best liar among us?"


  "If it were limited to the White Dragon Manor, I'd say you or Senior Sangwoong, but there are people in our class I hardly know, so..."


  Yeo Min shook her head. Fortunately, she didn't have high expectations of Hyonwon Kang's intelligence, so she wasn't disappointed by his answer. Besides, although there were twelve students in the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts class, Hyonwon Kang was acquainted with only about half of them.


  "Wrong. I think the most dangerous scammer among us is the model student who paid the most attention in class."


  "Who's that?"


  "Isn't it obvious?"


  Hyonwon Kang thought about who the model student who had paid the most attention in Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts class for the entire semester was... No, there was no need to think too much about it. A certain person's face immediately came to mind.


  "Dokgo Jun? Nah, no way..."


  "That 'no way' will be your downfall," Yeo Min said, gazing grimly at the Student Council building. "Because it looks like our ever-trustworthy Student Council President has already ensnared quite a few people."
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  "Thank you all for choosing to work with me," Dokgo Jun said, taking his seat in the Student Council President's office, where he had called a meeting with his fellow Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts students.


  He had succeeded in forming an alliance with a total of eight students, including himself. There was the fourth-year Geo Sangwoong, the Azure Dragon Twins, and four random students.


  Everyone except Wiji Cheon, Hyonwon Kang, Yeo Min and Ya Suhyeok are here.


  The eight people here shared their secret missions with each other and decided to establish a full-fledged operation. As the Student Council President, Dokgo Jun had automatically assumed the leadership of the temporary alliance.


  "I think it would be good to start carrying out the missions in earnest starting tomorrow."


  Dokgo Jun nodded. "We should split into two teams. Team One will lure away and shake off the pursuers outside, while Team Two takes advantage of that gap to carry out the missions. Does anyone have any other ideas?"


  Geo Sangwoong raised his hand.


  "Please go ahead, Senior."


  "How do we decide who joins which group?"


  "I think it would be appropriate to assign students with excellent movement arts and stamina to Team One, and students who are good at stealth and infiltration to Team Two."


  "Hmm, I guess I can't be on Team Two because I'm big and stand out."


  "I would also feel more confident if you could lead Team One. Since you're the only fourth year, Senior, you should be more familiar with academy geography than anyone else here," Dokgo Jun replied eloquently, like the seasoned Student Council president he was. He had formidable martial arts, a good reputation, and the authority of his position.


  As Geo Sangwoong was the only one who could challenge his authority, the two of them inevitably dominated the discussion.


  Geo Sangwoong nodded. "Okay, but on one condition: Team Two must hand their scented pouches over to Team One."


  "...What? Why?"


  "Our pursuers can track us by scent, so Team Two needs to hide them somewhere or erase the smell before moving. In that case, it's better for Team One to carry them all and distract the flies. We're just bait anyway."


  "That sounds like you don't trust us," Dokgo Jun argued. Although he felt that Geo Sangwoong's logic was sound, he couldn't accept it in good faith.


  Geo Sangwoong laughed good-naturedly. "Of course I don't trust you. If you finish your mission and run away, what will happen to the rest of us? I'm just preparing some insurance to prevent that from happening."


  
    "You can join forces, but you fail if you lose your pouch or mission slip."

  


  If Team One kept Team Two's scented pouches, then Team Two wouldn't be able to complete the missions and abandon Team One.


  Still, Dokgo Jun frowned, clearly displeased. "Senior, we need to trust each other to work together."


  "That's not what we learned in this class, is it?"


  "......"


  "......"


  The two men's unyielding gazes clashed, creating an atmosphere so tense that the other students could barely breathe.


  Finally, Dokgo Jun sighed in resignation. "Alright, but Team Two will be taking over Team One's mission slips for the same reason. Is that acceptable?"


  "Okay, let's do that. Everyone, take out your pouches and mission slips!"


  Everyone took their mission slips out of their scented pouches and piled them on the center of the table.


  "Now, we just need to decide the order of the missions. Should we draw lots?" Geo Sangwoong asked.


  "I'll go last," Dokgo Jun said, subtly retrieving his mission slip from the table.


  At first glance, it looked like he was giving in to everyone else, but Geo Sangwoong didn't believe that.


  "Hey, Student Council President," he said sternly.


  "Yes, Senior?"


  "Stop messing around."


  "...What do you mean?"


  "Don't you try to pull a fast one on me!"


  BANG!


  Geo Sangwoong slammed a fist the size of a pot lid on the table, causing cracks to appear. At the same time, the door to the Student Council President's office opened, and the Student Council members rushed in, weapons drawn.


  The atmosphere in the room turned sour.


  "What on earth are you trying to say, Senior? I really don't understand," Dokgo Jun said, glaring at Geo Sangwoong icily.


  However, Geo Sangwoong didn't bat an eyelid at the threat. "Hand over your mission slip."


  "Are you going to tear it up?"


  "No, I'm just going to check if it's forged."


  All the gathered students stared at Dokgo Jun in shock, making the atmosphere even more frigid. The meeting was on a downward spiral, long past the point of no return.


  Geo Sangwoong chuckled, "You stepped out alone for a moment earlier, didn't you? That's more than enough time to forge a mission slip."


  "Are you accusing me of being a fraud?"


  Geo Sangwoong smirked. "If you're so confident, show me your mission slip again and we'll check if my accusation is false. If I'm mistaken, I'll get down on my knees and apologize to you. How about that?"


  Dokgo Jun's expression slowly warped into a twisted grin. "There's no need for that."


  "I knew it! Cunning bastard!"


  The four students with faint presences immediately jumped up and gathered around Geo Sangwoong, but unfortunately, they were outnumbered by the Student Council members who barged into the office.


  Geo Sangwoong looked around warily. "Are you really going to have the Student Council attack us?"


  "This is my exam. I would never do such a thing," Dokgo Jun replied, his eyebrows twitching as if his pride had been insulted.


  "Really?"


  "Everyone, get out! I'll tackle this exam myself."


  The Student Council members turned to leave...


  "Wait! I have an offer for all of you," Geo Sangwoong suddenly said. "I'll pay ten silver taels to anyone who helps me beat up Dokgo Jun."


  "What...?!"


  As the son of a great merchant, Geo Sangwoong was familiar with how money could make even ghosts dance. In any other class, bribing martial artists would be condemned as cowardice, but this was Baek Suryong's exam, where the end justified the means.


  "Is ten too little? Then I'll raise it to twenty. Are you just going to pass up this easy money?" Geo Sangwoong taunted, taking out a heavy pouch. "No, I'll make it thirty taels. As the successor of the Golden Dragon Trading Company, I'll show you what it really means to splurge."


  "T-Thirty taels..."


  Thirty silver taels was an enormous amount of money for even the richer students. This was an offer they couldn't refuse. The eyes of some of the Student Council members wavered, and some shamelessly reached for their weapons.


  "Haha! Good thinking! The Student Council President won't kick you out for helping me, will he? Because this is how this exam is supposed to be!" Geo Sangwoong laughed.


  Dokgo Jun gritted his teeth. "...You guys can help him if you want. Don't worry about the consequences, I won't blame you for this."


  Dokgo Jun was indeed a virtuous gentleman. Even though he knew it would put him at a disadvantage, he would tolerate the Student Council members' treachery.


  Geo Sangwoong flashed a victorious smile. The momentum has shifted to my side now!


  Dokgo Jun was a very proud person. Even if he had been influenced by some bad eggs lately, he wouldn't abuse his power recklessly. After all, this was a matter of pride for an orthodox martial artist.


  But I'm different.


  There was a glaring difference between a son born into a family of martial artists and a son born into a family of merchants, and a difference between a student who was beaten daily by Baek Suryong and a student who learned only in class.


  The Student Council members who accepted the offer of thirty silver taels drew their weapons and pointed them at Dokgo Jun. There were more than ten of them.


  "Junior Dokgo, how about surrendering and confessing the true contents of your secret mission? I'm not trying to bully you for no reason, and we can still collaborate. No matter how strong you are, you can't take on this many people, right? So..."


  "Hahaha!" Dokgo Jun burst into laughter.


  "...Why are you laughing? Do you not realize the situation you're in?"


  "Senior, money can't buy everything."


  Geo Sangwoong scoffed. "Are you seriously talking about stuff like friendship and love? In this situation?"


  "No, I'm talking about our Vice President."


  "What...?"


  Geo Sangwoong suddenly felt a chill run down his spine. One by one, the students who had changed sides under his bribe crumpled to the ground.


  Poison! Geo Sangwoong realized, but it was too late. His strength was draining away and his vision blurring.


  "Ohohoho!" Tang Soso giggled, entering the Student Council President's office. Picking up one of the scented pouches on the table, she rubbed it against her cheek lovingly. "This is the secret key that will allow me to meet him next semester..."


  Dokgo Jun flinched at the sight of his Vice President sniffing the scented pouch like a pervert, but he refrained from saying anything. It was only thanks to Tang Soso that their plan had gone smoothly.


  "Vice President, everything has played out exactly as you predicted. Your foresight is nothing short of amazing," he praised.


  "Surely his hand must have touched this... What? Oh, of course. Reading the mind of someone as simple as Senior Sangwoong was child's play," Tang Soso said, her heels clicking as she approached Geo Sangwoong and picked up the wallet he had dropped. "Thank you for your generous donation to the Student Council's operating expenses, Senior."


  "You cunning foxes... Don't tell me... you planned this from the very beginning!" Geo Sangwoong glared at Dokgo Jun and Tang Soso alternately. Realizing that he had been completely fooled, he felt his blood run cold.


  The more agitated he got, though, the faster the poison spread.


  "My precious money...!"


  THUD!


  Geo Sangwoong blacked out and collapsed.


  Chapter 273: The Golden Generation of Villains (3)


  When Geo Sangwoong regained consciousness, he found himself in a dimly lit room. His limbs were bound to the wall with thick chains, his upper body was bare, and head was still pounding from the poison.


  "Ugh... Where am I?" he mumbled blearily.


  "Are you awake yet, Senior?" Dokgo Jun asked, entering the room.


  "...Dokgo Jun!"


  Geo Sangwoong lunged at Dokgo Jun like a wild beast, but the chains that bound his limbs pulled taut, stopping his fist an inch away from Dokgo Jun's face.


  "You bastard! Remove these chains at once!" he roared, trembling from exertion. Unfortunately, even with his inhuman strength, he couldn't break the thick chains while he was still poisoned.


  Dokgo Jun brought a chair and sat down in front of Geo Sangwoong. "I hope you'll understand. This was the only way to speak with you peacefully, Senior. First, why don't you calm down a little?"


  "Do I look like I can calm down right now?! If you don't release me right this instant..."


  "It seems that you still don't understand your situation," Dokgo Jun cut Geo Sangwoong off coldly. "I'm trying to be polite, so please cooperate with me while I'm still talking nicely, okay?"


  The flickering torchlight cast deep shadows on Dokgo Jun's face, making him look like a ruthless killer in this windowless secret chamber.


  This guy is really getting into character...


  Geo Sangwoong forced himself to stay calm and glanced around, changing the subject. "Since when was there a prison like this in the Student Council building?"


  "This isn't a prison, but a room for seclusion training. I never thought I'd use it for something like this, hehe."


  "This is a huge misuse of school facilities..."


  Dokgo Jun smiled faintly. "The soundproofing is excellent, and it's quiet and nice once you get used to it. No matter how loudly you scream in here, no one outside will hear you."


  No matter how loudly I scream, no one outside will hear it? he threatening to torture me right now...? Cold sweat trickled down Geo Sangwoong's forehead. He thought he was taking the final exam seriously, but Dokgo Jun seemed to have transformed into a completely different person.


  "H-Hey, Junior Dokgo, why are you going this far? This is just an exam, isn't it? Aren't you too immersed in your unorthodox sect roleplay?" he asked nervously.


  Dokgo Jun's lips curled into a smirk. "Senior, did you know?"


  "Know what?"


  Dokgo Jun got up from his chair and walked towards Geo Sangwoong, who flinched and pressed himself against the wall.


  There was something really weird and creepy about the current Student Council President.


  "I've never once failed to get first place in any of my classes," Dokgo Jun declared proudly.


  Geo Sangwoong blinked in confusion. "S-So?"


  "This exam is no different. I will definitely take first place... by any means necessary, hehe."


  Geo Sangwoong screamed inwardly. His eyes are blazing with madness! Did he seriously betray his allies, kidnap and imprison his senior, all to get first place in an exam?


  "D-Do you know you look more like a villain than the sect leaders of most unorthodox sects right now?" he stammered.


  "Thank you for the compliment. I've listened to the class more attentively than anyone else, so I'm sure first place will be mine again this time."


  "What the fuck?!"


  Dokgo Jun was a perfectionist. He wasn't satisfied with just doing well, he had to be number one in everything he did. He was usually restrained by his family's morals, but the nature of the Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts exam stripped him of all those constraints.


  Concession. Consideration. Tolerance. Responsibility. Decorum.


  All the things he had to uphold as the son of a prestigious orthodox clan. He was now free of those binding chains.


  
    "Use what you've learned in my class to complete your missions by any means necessary and bring back proof of your success."

  


  All that remains is to seize first place by any means necessary! Dokgo Jun grinned maliciously as he recalled Baek Suryong's words.


  "We must complete our missions by any means necessary. That's the only rule of this exam. All I'm doing is following the rules to the letter, right?"


  "...For someone who's just following the rules, you seem to be genuinely enjoying this."


  "Honestly, this feeling of liberation isn't so bad once in a while."


  Geo Sangwoong looked at Dokgo Jun in disbelief. Isn't there a saying about how the most virtuous folk are the most frightening once they let go of their inhibitions? Is that what's happening now?


  "...What do you want from me?" he asked with a sigh of resignation.


  "I'll just ask you a few questions. If you give me satisfactory answers, I'll let you go."


  "And if you don't get satisfactory answers?"


  Dokgo Jun smirked, but said nothing. It was better to leave the consequences to Geo Sangwoong's imagination.


  "Wiji Cheon. Hyonwon Kang. Yeo Min. Ya Suhyeok. I need information about those four. Where they are now, what their secret missions are, what their weaknesses are besides martial arts... You know everything, right?"


  Geo Sangwoong's expression hardened. "...Are you asking me to sell out my juniors?"


  Dokgo Jun chuckled. "Sell out? Aren't you getting a little too caught up in a mere exam?"


  "Says the one who's most caught up in it!" Geo Sangwoong shouted.


  Dokgo Jun shrugged. Taking a step closer, he whispered bewitchingly, "Senior, this isn't betrayal, it's a deal. Everyone is a competitor in this exam. Have you not considered that the mission written on their mission slips might be 'Steal Geo Sangwoong's mission slip'?"


  These are the whispers of the devil! Geo Sangwoong sighed deeply and shook his head. "Even if Mr. Baek told us that we could use any means necessary, I won't stab my juniors in the back."


  "......"


  "While I think it's okay to fight and betray each other, giving out information under threat is a completely different story. I won't tell you anything," Geo Sangwoong declared firmly.


  Dokgo Jun took a step back. "...Personally, I respect that conviction."


  "Haha, thanks. So, how about you unlock these chains..."


  "Now I want to test the limits of your conviction."


  "W-What?"


  Grinning wickedly, Dokgo Jun leaned forward and grabbed a handful of Geo Sangwoong's bushy chest hair.


  Geo Sangwoong's face paled. "W-What are you doing?"


  "It's summer now. Aren't you due for a bit of... hair removal?"


  "No...!"


  Dokgo Jun yanked out a fistful of hair.


  "AAAAAAAAH!"


  Geo Sangwoong struggled so much that the chains rattled, but Dokgo Jun ignored him and grabbed another handful of chest hair.


  "Wow, you sure have a lot of hair, Senior. It'll take a while to pull it all out. That means you'll have plenty of time to think, right?"


  Geo Sangwoong's screams echoed through the secret room. "Ouch, it hurts! Hey! It really hurts! Stop it, you devil!"


  Every time he flailed around, the torchlight flickered in the wind, causing Dokgo Jun's shadow to dance ominously.
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  When Dokgo Jun finally emerged from the Student Council's seclusion training room, Tang Soso asked, "President, did you learn anything?"


  "He's a man with more backbone than I thought. He didn't say anything until the end," Dokgo Jun replied, brushing off the hair stuck to his hand.


  Guessing where the hair came from, Tang Soso frowned and stepped back. "...Are you done with the hair removal?"


  "Chest and armpits are done. There's one part left, but... I couldn't bring myself to touch it."


  Tang Soso took another step back, twitching uncomfortably. She didn't even want to know where that last part was. "Next time, let's try tempting him with food instead. Senior Geo Sangwoong is known to be a huge glutton."


  "I'll leave that to you, Vice President."


  "Understood."


  The two sent out all the Student Council members who weren't involved in this exam and moved to the Student Council President's office.


  "Have you located the remaining four?" Dokgo Jun asked.


  Tang Soso shook her head. "I confirmed that Wiji Cheon is at the Headmaster's house, and Ya Suhyeok has left the academy, but I had no idea where Hyonwon Kang and Yeo Min are."


  "Hmm..." Dokgo Jun fell into deep thought.


  Tang Soso cautiously asked, "President, aren't you going to switch your mission slip with an easier one?"


  Dokgo Jun took out his original mission slip and placed it on the desk.


  Steal all of the students' mission slips.


  Honestly, he couldn't describe how flustered he was when he first unfolded the mission slip. However, he soon realized that as long as he succeeded in this secret mission, everyone else would fail, so he was guaranteed to get first place.


  That drove him to hatch this wild plan.


  First, he brought all the students to the Student Council building and secretly sought advice from Tang Soso, knowing Tang Soso would definitely need to steal a scented pouch to take Baek Suryong's class next semester.


  As expected, Tang Soso agreed wholeheartedly and actively cooperated with him.


  
    "First, let's make a fake mission slip. Then, as soon as you go back, suggest that everyone share the contents of their mission slips."

  


  Now, Dokgo Jun had seven mission slips in his hands. He could switch his mission to a relatively easy one among these and carry it out, but he didn't want to change it.


  "No, I'm going to stick with this one," he said stubbornly.


  "I knew you'd say that, President. I'll do my best to help you," Tang Soso giggled.


  Her words were very reassuring, but there was one thing Dokgo Jun didn't understand. Until he understood this part, he couldn't completely trust Tang Soso.


  Narrowing his eyes, he asked, "Why are you still helping me, Vice President? You already have an scented pouch, so you can submit it and get your reward already."


  Tang Soso pouted. "...Have you heard that the Azure Dragon Hero's five students are now called the Five Young Azure Dragons?"


  "Yes, I have," Dokgo Jun replied, nodding. This joint alias was coined by the martial artists who visited the White Dragon Manor and described Baek Suryong's students as the Azure Dragon Hero's five baby dragons.


  "I can't accept the fact that I'm not included in that group."


  "...Huh?" Dokgo Jun flinched.


  Tang Soso's eyes were gleaming with madness from her grand ambition—an ambition that would make Baek Suryong shudder if he knew about it.


  "I'll help you make all five of them fail to prove that I'm better than them, and then I'll join the White Dragon Manor with my head held high! At that point, even Mr. Baek won't be able to reject me, will he? Ohohoho..."


  Dokgo Jun's jaw dropped. She was orchestrating all this just to be acknowledged by Baek Suryong? Once again, my Vice President proves that she's a total nut job...


  Goosebumps popped up all over his skin, but if this was her motivation, then Tang Soso was a more reliable ally than anyone else.


  "...I look forward to your continued support," he said.


  "Hehehe, likewise. Oh, and I summoned two reinforcements."


  "Reinforcements?"


  "Our four remaining targets are all extraordinary martial artists. We need more people on our side who can take them on, don't we?"


  "Who did you ask...?"


  Several minutes later, Dokgo Jun learned who the reinforcements Tang Soso mentioned were.


  "Long time no see, Sword Dragon."


  "Yoo Yiran!"


  Dokgo Jun smiled. The Sword Flower Yoo Yiran was President of the Swordsmanship Research Society and the swordswoman who was striving to take the alias of Sword Dragon from him.


  "If it's you, Sword Flower, I trust your skills. Who's the other person?"


  Just then, a tall, lanky young man with a kind face and a playful expression opened the door to the Student Council President's office.


  "How have you been, Junior?"


  "...Senior Bang Baekhyun? Why are you here...? Weren't you in seclusion training?"


  Bang Baekhyun was last year's Student Council President, the only person who had saved the Azure Dragon Academy some face at the Heavenly Martial Festival, and a senior Dokgo Jun respected.


  "The Murim Alliance Chairman is visiting soon, so I came out to create a heroic tale or two before that," Bang Baekhyun replied honestly. "The academy is buzzing with talk about the Five Young Azure Dragons these days. Are those guys stronger than you, Dokgo?"


  "...I'd say we're about even."


  Bang Baekhyun grinned frivolously. "Really? Then there's no problem. You've never beaten me before, have you?"


  "The last time we fought was last year. We haven't fought at all this year," Dokgo Jun grumbled.


  "Haha, you're still as adorable as ever." Laughing heartily, Bang Baekhyun ruffled Dokgo Jun's hair.


  "S-Senior! Stop! I'm a third-year now!" Dokgo Jun protested, but he wasn't really upset. Bang Baekhyun was the type who was hard to hate even when he was teasing you.


  Meanwhile, Tang Soso politely greeted, "Thank you for agreeing to help us, Seniors."


  The undisputed strongest martial artists of the Azure Dragon Academy had now gathered in one place. They were more than enough to realize her ambition.


  "We'll start hunting the Five Young Azure Dragons as soon as the sun rises."


  The other three students, each with their own selfish objectives, nodded eagerly.


  Yoo Yiran's eyes glittered with excitement. "So...where's Wiji Cheon? He's all mine, okay?"


  Chapter 274: Awkward...


  The next morning, Mae Geuklyom checked Wiji Cheon's complexion. Seeing how shocked the boy had been after being betrayed by Hyonwon Kang and having his sword stolen, he had brought Wiji Cheon to his quarters and let him stay the night.


  He may have prodigious talent for the sword, but his mind is still that of a child.


  Worried that the boy's tender heart might be deeply hurt, Mae Geuklyom kept watch over Wiji Cheon throughout the night as he slept, concerned that the emotional trauma might lead to qi deviation.


  "Are you feeling better?" he asked.


  Wiji Cheon nodded. "Yes, I'm fine."


  Mae Geuklyom breathed a sigh of relief. Fortunately, Wiji Cheon looked much more spirited after a good night's sleep, and he wasn't muttering to himself dazedly like the night before.


  Wiji Cheon bowed politely. "Headmaster, thank you for letting me sleep here."


  "Don't mention it," Mae Geuklyom replied. I owe Wiji Yeol a favor for helping me resolve matters with my son-in-law. Since he's gone on vacation, I should help him take care of his grandson in return.


  Mae Geuklyom reached out and patted Wiji Cheon's shoulder. "If anything troubles you, feel free to come see me."


  "...Wasn't I a bother?"


  "Not at all! On the contrary, it's nice to have company once in a while. Come sleep here sometimes."


  "Hehe, thank you." Wiji Cheon smiled brightly.


  Mae Geuklyom returned the smile, feeling as though a weight had lifted from his heart.


  After making the beds together, he said, "Let's eat."


  "Yes!"


  Mae Geuklyom lips curled up in a rare, warm smile. What's this? I feel like a grandfather spending time with his grandson. I guess I'm getting old.


  Mae Geuklyom kept an eye on Wiji Cheon as they ate breakfast and moved on to morning training. Fortunately, the boy ate well and showed no signs of qi deviation as he used his internal arts.


  "I'll clean up," Wiji Cheon said, volunteering to wash the dishes and clean the house. He was usually neat, but today he cleaned even more meticulously than usual, leaving not a speck of dust or stray hair behind.


  "That's enough. Come sit here," Mae Geuklyom said.


  "Yes, Headmaster!"


  The two sat facing each other.


  Pouring tea for Wiji Cheon, Mae Geuklyom asked, "What are you going to do now? Will you challenge me to the duel you couldn't yesterday?"


  "But I don't have a sword right now..." Wiji Cheon sulked, looking at his empty waist dejectedly. His secret mission was to cut off Mae Geuklyom's beard, but because he was betrayed by Hyonwon Kang yesterday, he didn't get to swing his sword even once.


  "I'll lend you a sword. I have a few that I don't use," Mae Geuklyom offered.


  Mae Geuklyom brought out several treasured swords from his collection, which he had amassed over decades, and displayed them for Wiji Cheon. They weren't as precious as the Soul Sword, but each was in pristine condition and of excellent quality.


  "Wow..." Wiji Cheon gasped in awe as he carefully examined each blade. Choosing one, he looked up at Mae Geuklyom and pleaded, "This sword... can I borrow it for a few days?"


  "A few days?" Mae Geuklyom was taken aback. I don't mind lending it to him, but why does he need to borrow it for a few days?


  Wiji Cheon regarded Mae Geuklyom earnestly. "Headmaster, I want to challenge you at my best, so I have to take my Soul Sword back first."


  Mae Geuklyom grinned. "So you plan to use this sword to recover your Soul Sword?"


  "...Yes."


  Mae Geuklyom nodded, pleased. "Alright. I'll wait for you, no matter how many days it takes."


  "I'll take good care of the sword you lent me."


  The two swordsmen rose and Mae Geuklyom bid Wiji Cheon farewell. Although it was early in the morning, he could already sense several presences outside. Since no student would dare break into his house, they were all waiting outside for Wiji Cheon to come out.


  "It seems they've come for you," Mae Geuklyom said, then gave his young protégé one last piece of advice. "Remember. Don't rely only on your sword."


  "...Yes." Wiji Cheon lowered his head in shame, remembering the previous day's incident.


  "However, in the end, the only thing you can really trust is your sword."


  "What?" Wiji Cheon raised his head again, surprised. That's different from what you just said!


  Mae Geuklyom smiled and placed his hand on Wiji Cheon's head. "While you shouldn't rely only on your sword, you should have confidence in it. As long as you don't fall for lies and deception, there's no student who can break your sword. I guarantee it."


  "...Yes! Thank you!" Wiji Cheon's eyes sparkled. "During the exam period, I won't trust anyone anymore. Everyone is an enemy!"


  In an instant, a chilling killing intent flooded the small boy's innocent eyes, altering his demeanor completely.


  "From now on, I won't hesitate to use any means necessary. If I have to, I'll backstab, lie, torture, and threaten!"


  "W-What?" Mae Geuklyom blinked in confusion.


  "I'll become a true unorthodox sect member for this exam, just like Mr. Baek Suryong taught me!"


  "W-Wait, there's no need to take this so seriously..."


  "Then, I'll see you again!" Wiji Cheon bowed his head and leapt over the wall with his movement arts.


  "It's Wiji Cheon!"


  "Catch him!"


  Amid the sound of weapons clashing and explosions, shouts and screams of the students who had ambushed Wiji Cheon echoed throughout the Azure Dragon Academy campus.


  Mae Geuklyom let out a tired sigh. "That damned punk, just what on earth has he been teaching the children?"


  Mae Geuklyom thought of Baek Suryong, the harbinger of all this chaos, and clicked his tongue.


  The next time I see that rascally grandson of mine, I'll give him a piece of my mind...
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  "Sword Wonder, duel me! I am Mu Jeong, a third-year..."


  BAM!


  Mu Jeong, the third year student, lost consciousness and collapsed, his jaw dislocated in a single blow. He had stepped forward confidently, but he couldn't even finish introducing himself before he collapsed.


  No one paid him any attention. They were too busy trying to stop Wiji Cheon, who was rampaging around like a frenzied bull.


  "S-Surround him!"


  "What kind of monster is he?!"


  "So he's the Sword Wonder..."


  Wiji Cheon tore through his ambushers like a wolf that in a flock of sheep. Each time his sword swept through the air, someone screamed.


  I'm not used to this sword yet.


  Wiji Cheon tried to block or parry the incoming attacks rather than dodge them to familiarize himself with his new sword. However, the sheer number of opponents and the unexpected, deadly attacks hidden within the general chaos overwhelmed him.


  I'm getting a feel for this sword now...


  Finding a weakness in the encirclement, Wiji Cheon tried to break through. Reading the trajectory of his opponents' attacks, he dodged and then jabbed or slashed through any openings he spotted. He didn't need to use much strength, speed and precision were more important.


  He hadn't even pulled his sword from its sheath, yet those who rushed him for his scented pouch dropped like flies.


  I'll can do this! After I get away from them, I'll go find Senior Hyonwon Kang!


  Wiji Cheon's excitement reached a fever pitch at the thought of getting his revenge on Hyonwon Kang... when suddenly, his slash was blocked for the first time.


  CLANG!


  Surprised by the recoil that made his hand go numb, Wiji Cheon hurriedly retreated. "Senior Dokgo Jun?"


  Dokgo Jun flourished his sword with a serious expression. "I'll get right to the point, Wiji Cheon. Give me your scented pouch and mission slip."


  "Strangely, your betrayal is less shocking than Senior Wonkang's..." Wiji Cheon sighed and tightened his grip on his sword.


  Unfortunately, Dokgo Jun wasn't alone.


  A tall young man with a gentle appearance materialized from Dokgo Jun's left. "Is that kid the Sword Wonder? He's really something," he remarked.


  "Long time no see, Wiji Cheon," Yoo Yiran greeted with a slightly regretful look as she approached from Dokgo Jun's right.


  "Seniors! Don't let your guard down. He's the Sword Wonder, the strongest of the Five Young Azure Dragons," Tang Soso added. She stood at the back, ready to throw hidden weapons at any moment.


  Wiji Cheon tensed up. Dokgo Jun alone was already formidable, and the other seniors were far from weak. On top of that, a sea of enemies blocked his path to escape.


  He was completely cornered.


  I have to get away somehow!


  Wiji Cheon gritted his teeth and tightened his grip on his sword.


  "Wait! I'll take on Wiji Cheon alone," Yoo Yiran declared, stepping forward.


  Dokgo Jun said worriedly, "Sword Flower, there's no reason you should do this alone. It's more efficient if we fight together."


  "You guys can attack together after I lose."


  "This isn't the time to be stubborn..."


  "What does it matter? We've already got him surrounded," Bang Baekhyun said, putting his arm around Dokgo Jun's shoulder. "Isn't it okay to give Junior Yiran a chance first?"


  "Are you going to be like this too, Senior?"


  "I don't want people saying we ganged up on a first-year."


  Dokgo Jun sighed. "Wiji Cheon isn't an ordinary first-year. That guy's swordsmanship is..."


  "I have eyes too. I can tell that he's ridiculously strong," Bang Baekhyun cut in.


  He genuinely admired Wiji Cheon. The boy's perfect form, his intense aura, and even the bruises on the bodies of the fallen juniors were testament to his skill.


  He shook his head in disbelief. "It's a good thing he's not my classmate."


  "You said the same thing to me before."


  "It's even more fortunate for you than for me."


  Dokgo Jun narrowed his eyes and glared at Bang Baekhyun.


  Bang Baekhyun chuckled, "Just kidding. More importantly, look at Yoo Yiran's eyes. If we interfere, she might attack us first."


  Well, he didn't think she would actually do that, but it was true that Yoo Yiran was serious.


  Keeping her eyes fixed on Wiji Cheon, Yoo Yiran said, "Dokgo Jun, please indulge me just this once. I'll follow your orders without complaint after this."


  "...Fine. I wish you good luck."


  Finally, Dokgo Jun, Bang Baekhyun, and Tang Soso retreated and formed a wider encirclement.


  Wiji Cheon looked around and sighed. "Why are all you seniors so eager to catch me?"


  "Because you're too outstanding. Don't you know? The nail that sticks out gets hammered down."


  "......" Wiji Cheon was stunned speechless.


  Yoo Yiran drew her sword. "Don't let your guard down. I've been training hard too."


  "I'm not dumb enough to let my guard down against you, Senior Yoo Yiran."


  Yoo Yiran smiled. The frustration she had been feeling melted away, but only for a moment. Steeling herself, she assumed a starting stance, and Wiji Cheon also drew his sword warily.


  A long conversation wasn't necessary.


  "Cha!" With a loud shout, Yoo Yiran struck first. Her Soaring Stream Sword Technique, with its continuous and seamless attacks, targeted Wiji Cheon's vital points.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  Sparks flew as their swords clashed, and dust swirled around their feet as they moved. Most students would struggle to even follow their movements with their eyes.


  Wiji Cheon was genuinely impressed. Yoo Yiran's swordplay had become much sharper and faster than before, leaving him barely any breathing room. If he let his guard down for even a moment, his defenses would be breached.


  Senior Yiran, you've really been training hard.


  As a fellow swordsman, Wiji Cheon could fully appreciate how hard Yoo Yiran must have trained.


  Yoo Yiran felt the same. Cheon's become incredibly strong. I hate to admit it, but the gap between us has widened even more.


  As she clashed swords with Wiji Cheon, she could feel exactly how much the boy had improved. At the very least, she had expected him to be stronger than she was, so even though she was surprised, she wasn't disheartened.


  Rather, she felt a different kind of emotion budding within her.


  He seems to have grown taller too.


  When they first met, they were almost the same height, but now Wiji Cheon was slightly taller than her.


  More importantly, with his increased height came greater weight and muscle mass. Every time their swords clashed, Yoo Yiran felt her hands go numb. She used to be able to physically overpower him, but now she was the one who was being pushed back.


  He's a man after all, huh?


  She caught a glimpse of Wiji Cheon's expression. Normally, he was like a gentle puppy, but the moment he wielded a sword, his features sharpened.


  Isn't he still growing? In a few years, I might have to look up at him...


  Yoo Yiran's cheeks flushed as she imagined what Wiji Cheon would look like in the future.


  "Senior? Are you alright?" Wiji Cheon asked concernedly.


  Yoo Yiran hurriedly replied, "I'm fine."


  CLANG!


  "...I lost," Yoo Yiran shouted, jumping back. Although she could probably exchange a few dozen more blows with Wiji Cheon, she felt there was no point in fighting anymore. The winner was clear.


  Wiji Cheon bowed his head. "Thank you for yielding."


  "Did you get a new sword?"


  "...Senior Wonkang stole my sword. He tricked me, saying it's because it was his mission..."


  "That bastard, to think I thought he turned over a new leaf." Yoo Yiran smiled. After clashing swords and talking, the frustration in her heart cleared. Finally, she found the courage to talk to Wiji Cheon honestly.


  "By the way... why haven't you visited the SRS since you came back from picking up the new instructors?" she asked.


  "What? Oh..."


  The reason Yoo Yiran was upset was because Wiji Cheon hadn't visited her once since returning from the outing.


  I was so worried that he got hurt.


  She had even tried walking to the White Dragon Manor several times, thinking of visiting him, but there were so many eyes around the manor that she couldn't enter recklessly.


  She didn't want to cause any trouble for Wiji Cheon, so she desperately needed an excuse to talk to him.


  Wiji Cheon scratched his head sheepishly. "I'm sorry. There have been a lot of guests at White Dragon Manor lately, and my grandfather suddenly left on a journey... so I've been busy."


  "It's okay, you don't owe me an explanation. I was just worried that you got hurt..."


  An awkward silence settled between them.


  "Ahem!" Clearing her throat, Yoo Yiran asked nervously, "The SRS will be conducting a training camp during vacation. Do you want to... join us?"


  Wiji Cheon blinked in confusion at the sudden change of topic, then replied, "Uh... I'll think about it. I have to get permission from Mr. Baek first."


  Yoo Yiran nodded. Fortunately, Wiji Cheon hadn't rejected her outright. She would have to be satisfied with this for now.


  "I'm not forcing you. It's just an offer," she said.


  Wiji Cheon smiled sheepishly. "Hehe, okay."


  "Don't giggle like that in front of anyone else."


  "...What?"


  The atmosphere became even more awkward...


  


  Translator's Note: Spring is the season of love~


  Chapter 275: Stop Right There!


  "Is it our turn now?" Dokgo Jun asked, breaking the awkward silence.


  He and Bang Baekhyun stepped forward at the same time. As the current and former student council presidents and the strongest upperclassmen in the Azure Dragon Academy, the auras they radiated were formidable.


  Bang Baekhyun glanced at Dokgo Jun. "If possible, I'd like to fight alone, but..."


  "I feel the same way, Senior, but now is not the time for duels."


  "...Yeah. It would be a problem if he escaped because we fought him one-on-one."


  "We have to settle this here so there won't be any loose ends."


  What should I do? I'm already tired from crossing swords with Senior Yiran. Wiji Cheon's mind raced. As Mae Geuklyom had advised, he did not immediately fall back on his sword.


  I won't be able to face both Senior Dokgo Jun and this unknown senior at the same time. To make things worse, I have to watch out for Senior Tang Soso's surprise attacks and poison, too.


  Wiji Cheon looked around for a way out when he noticed Yoo Yiran standing to the side, looking distracted.


  "Stand back for now, Yoo Yiran. We'll take it from here," Dokgo Jun commanded.


  Bang Baekhyun grinned confidently. "So I take it that only the two of us are ganging up on him?"


  "Too many cooks spoil the broth. We need Yoo Yiran and Tang Soso to block the escape route," Dokgo Jun explained.


  Yoo Yiran nodded obediently, turned around, and moved away from the battlefield. Her pride as a martial artist did not allow her, who had already lost to Wiji Cheon, to challenge him again with backup.


  WHOOSH!


  Wiji Cheon acted in a flash, rushing toward the unguarded Yoo Yiran. Now is not the time to be picky about honor and chivalry!


  "Yoo Yiran!"


  "Dodge!"


  Dokgo Jun and Bang Baekhyun immediately cried out in alarm, but they were too slow.


  Wiji Cheon grabbed Yoo Yiran's wrist, sealed her acupoints, pulled her towards him, and wrapped his arm around her neck. He had expected Yoo Yiran to resist violently the moment her wrist was grabbed, but she was so surprised at being hugged from behind that she only widened her eyes and did not put up any resistance.


  Wiji Cheon was slightly bewildered, but he leaned his sword against Yoo Yiran's neck anyway. "If you come any closer, I can't guarantee Senior Yoo Yiran's safety!"


  "Is that...how one is supposed to take a hostage?"


  "Uhh, maybe...?"


  Dokgo Jun and Bang Baekhyun stared at Wiji Cheon and Yoo Yiran in puzzlement, their eyes asking Yoo Yiran the same question: Why did you let yourself get caught so easily?


  "Oh, hehe..." Yoo Yiran blushed and lowered her head. Not only was she caught unawares, she never even tried to struggle. This is totally cheating…


  "All of you! If you don't want your comrade to get hurt, step back!" Wiji Cheon, the only serious person here, yelled.


  "...What a pain."


  "Dokgo, do we really have to take this seriously?"


  Dokgo Jun and Bang Baekhyun exchanged troubled looks.


  Tang Soso, who had been observing the situation quietly, sighed and stepped forward. "Junior Wiji Cheon. What are you going to do if we don't back off? Are you really going to slit Senior Sword Flower's throat?"


  "Huh? N-No, but..." Wiji Cheon shook his head. He never had any intention of harming Yoo Yiran, he just held her hostage for a moment to find a way out of this situation.


  Tang Soso sighed even more deeply. "Taking Senior Sword Flower hostage doesn't make any sense in this situation. No matter how much you try to think and act like an unorthodox martial artist, you can't actually kill anyone during an exam, right?"


  "T-That's true, but..."


  "Or are you planning to use Senior Sword Flower as a shield?"


  Wiji Cheon gritted his teeth in determination and hugged Yoo Yiran even more tightly. "I-It's not impossible..."


  [I'm sorry, Senior Yiran. I won't hurt you, so please stay like this for a while.]


  "Seriously, you…!!" Yoo Yiran squeezed her eyes shut. Wiji Cheon's body warmth, his scent, and even the beating of his heart made her dizzy. He was so close to her that she could feel his breath on her ear.


  She had never allowed any man so near her ever since she became an adult.


  "Wiji Cheon, you bad boy..." she whispered.


  "I-I'm sorry, but I have no choice," Wiji Cheon mumbled, at a loss. Still, he did not let go of Yoo Yiran. Glaring at Dokgo Jun, he snarled, "Why are you all ganging up on me? I only have one scented pouch..."


  "If I tell you why, will you release the hostage?"


  "...If I know the reason, there might be room for negotiation."


  Dokgo Jun smirked. "There is no room for negotiation. You, Wiji Cheon, are the biggest obstacle to me taking the top spot in this class."


  "...What?"


  When it came to Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts, Wiji Cheon was no less a model student than Dokgo Jun. He listened to the lectures very diligently, his practical grades were excellent, and his grades in the midterm exam were also similar to Dokgo Jun's.


  Grinning greedily like a third-rate villain, Dokgo Jun shifted into the starting stance of the Nine Swords of Dokgo and released a powerful aura. "If I make you fail, my chances of taking the top spot will increase greatly, so will you please just surrender?" he asked coldly.


  "...Dokgo, you've changed a lot since I last saw you." Bang Baekhyun shook his head in disbelief. Scratching the back of his head, he said, "I'm just here to score some points with the Murim Alliance Chairman. After all, you Five Young Azure Dragons are so famous these days that the whole city is restless. I figured that if I participated in this test and defeated you guys, I would have a pretty decent heroic tale to write on my resume."


  Wiji Cheon was dumbfounded. "...That's why you guys attacked me? For such stupid reasons!?"


  Bang Baekhyun narrowed his eyes. "Stupid reason? Do you know how hard it is to add a line to your resume these days? Do you know how competitive the Murim Alliance entrance exam is? I'm working my hardest to achieve my dream! How dare you call it 'a stupid reason'!?"


  Wiji Cheon's eyes widened in shock. "I-I'm sorry, I didn't know..."


  "Huh? No, don't apologize. Your swordsmanship is vicious, but aren't you a really kind child?" Bang Baekhyun laughed playfully but somewhat bitterly.


  "I think that's quite enough talk, Seniors," Tang Soso cut in, gripping hidden weapons between her ten fingers. "Don't you see? Wiji Cheon is trying very hard to buy time."


  "...Vice President?"


  "What are you going to do?"


  Tang Soso flashed a devilish smile.


  Wiji Cheon might have found the two older boys' reasons for attacking him incomprehensible, but Tang Soso's madness was on another level.


  "Shall we test if you have the courage to use the hostage as a shield?" she giggled, then threw the hidden weapons.


  SWISH! SWISH! SWISH!


  Wiji Cheon immediately swung his sword and deflected the hidden weapons. "Are you crazy? You almost hit Senior Yoo Yiran!" he shouted in horror.


  "Hohoho! The one just now was a soft, training weapon that wouldn't hurt even if it hit. I just wanted to confirm how determined you were."


  "W-What do you mean?"


  Tang Soso smile widened. "I wanted to confirm that you would never use Senior Sword Flower as a shield."


  "T-That..."


  There was no student shrewder than the Cold-Blooded Poisoner Tang Soso in the Azure Dragon Academy. She was also the school's greatest poison and hidden weapons master, and an ardent fan of Baek Suryong.


  Tang Soso pulled out real hidden weapons. "I'm going to sabotage all five of you Remedial Class students into failing this exam to prove that I'm better than you. When that happens, I wonder if Mr. Baek will accept me into White Dragon Manor? I'll be the student who monopolizes his favor, fufufu!"


  Tang Soso writhed in ecstasy as she wallowed in her fantasies.


  Wiji Cheon flinched. "E-Even if you succeed, Mr. Baek said that he wouldn't accept any more students into the White Dragon Manor."


  For a moment, Tang Soso's eyes widened with shock but she quickly regained her composure. "Then... it's fine as long as one person gets kicked out, right? Hand over your scented pouch, you junior who doesn't know how lucky you are!"


  Tang Soso launched her hidden weapons at all of Wiji Cheon's vitals.


  "Senior Yiran, I'm sorry." Wiji Cheon gently pushed the Sword Flower out of the way and deflected all the hidden weapons, but this was only the beginning.


  "No hard feelings, okay? I'm only doing this for the sake of my grades."


  "I'm sorry, but I'm a fourth-year student in need of a good resume for job applications."


  Dokgo Jun and Bang Baekhyun lunged at Wiji Cheon from left and right at the same time. Their eyes shone fiercely.


  Behind them, Tang Suo burst out laughing like a demon queen. "Ohohoho! Be the first sacrifice for my entry into the White Dragon Manor!"


  So mean! These seniors are all so mean! Wiji Cheon thought as he gritted his teeth and swung his sword. Counterattacking in the midst of the seniors' onslaught was impossible. All he could do was block and evade as much as possible.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  There were no openings in the former and current Student Council Presidents' joint attack. Strong and experienced, they took turns attacking to conserve their energy and always maintained an appropriate distance so as not to give Wiji Cheon a chance to escape.


  Of course, they couldn't let their guard down either. The moment they relaxed, Wiji Cheon's sword would slip into the opening.


  Bang Baekhyun glanced at his torn sleeve. "Hahaha! Is this kid really a freshman?"


  "Didn't I tell you? Don't think of him as an ordinary freshman."


  "It's going to take a while to subdue him without hurting him, right?"


  "...He's resisting pretty hard, so I guess it can't be helped if he gets a little hurt."


  "Yeah."


  The two exchanged glances and scattered to the left and right. It had only been a few minutes, but their teamwork had already improved. The Nine Swords of Dokgo roared fiercely as if to tear the air apart, while Bang Baekhyun's delicate swordplay filled the gaps.


  Tang Soso also fiddled with her hidden weapons, looking for an opportunity to strike, but since the two seniors' joint attack was almost perfect, she didn't get a chance to intervene.


  Ugh! They're both so strong! Wiji Cheon pouted, feeling his hands and feet go numb. It was a good thing this was just an ordinary school brawl. If it had been a real fight, he would have died already.


  I need help from someone, anyone… Even Hyonwon Kang, who stole my Soul Sword...


  As if reading Wiji Cheon's mind, someone sent him a telepathic message.


  [Cheon! Hold your breath!]


  Wiji Cheon immediately held his breath as told. At the same time, something flew from the sky and landed in the middle of the melee.


  "Senior!"


  "Step back!"


  Sensing danger, Dokgo Jun and Bang Baekhyun quickly jumped backward.


  BOOOOOOM!


  A smoke bomb exploded, blanketing the battlefield in black, pungent smoke and obscuring Wiji Cheon's figure.


  "This way, Wiji Cheon!" someone shouted.


  "Don't let him get away!" Tang Soso screamed, throwing her hidden weapons in the direction of the voice.


  Dokgo Jun and Bang Baekhyun charged at the interloper, swinging their swords to clear the smoke.


  ""STOP RIGHT THERE!""


  Chapter 276: Let's Show Them


  "Wiji Cheon's getting away!"


  Dokgo Jun, Bang Baekhyun, and the other students who had been watching the fight from afar chased after Wiji Cheon, determined to grab his scented pouch.


  BOOM! BOOM!


  At the same time, kept falling in the middle of the crowd, exploding one after another and filling the area with thick, dark smoke.


  "Cough! Cough!"


  "W-Where did he go?"


  Everyone lost sight of Wiji Cheon in the confusion, when a slender figure with a sword at his waist suddenly sprang out of the smoke and took off.


  "There! He went that way!"


  The students swarmed after Wiji Cheon like a pack of jackals hunting their prey. In the ensuing stampede, many of them collided with each other and fell over. It was pandemonium.


  Unfortunately, they soon completely lost track of Wiji Cheon.
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  Dokgo Jun sighed in disappointment. "...He escaped."


  "Where's Senior Bang Baekhyun?" Tang Soso asked.


  "He said he would try to track down Wiji Cheon alone. I warned him not to go too far in case there was a trap, but..."


  "I'm sure he'll be fine."


  Dokgo Jun nodded. He couldn't imagine Senior Bang Baekhyun falling into a trap.


  He's not only good at martial arts, but he's also very quick-witted.


  After a while, Bang Baekhyun returned. Seeing the bitter look on his face, it seemed that he had come up empty-handed as well.


  "I think we've been tricked," he groaned.


  "What?"


  "Tricked?"


  Bang Baekhyun walked to the spot where he last clashed swords with Wiji Cheon and pointed to the footprints on the ground. "As expected... both of you, look at this. This is my footprint, and this is Dokgo's. The smallest one is Wiji Cheon's. If you look closely, Wiji Cheon's footprints lead in the opposite direction from the one we followed."


  Dokgo Jun and Tang Soso's eyes widened in shock. They were sure they had followed Wiji Cheon's aura through the thick smoke. Besides, didn't they all clearly see a small figure dart through the haze?


  "I definitely followed the presence that was running away, though..." Dokgo Jun muttered.


  Bang Baekhyun laughed hollowly, "That person wasn't Wiji Cheon."


  Dokgo Jun tilted his head in confusion. "What? Then who did we follow?"


  Tang Soso bit her lip, immediately understanding what Bang Baekhyun meant. Feeling frustrated, she explained, "...It was bait to lead us astray. After setting off the smoke bombs, a fake Wiji Cheon hid in the smoke and deliberately showed themselves, while the real Wiji Cheon suppressed his presence and took advantage of the chaos to leisurely disappear in the opposite direction."


  Bang Baekhyun nodded. "That's right. I don't know who it is, but it seems like we've been fooled by a smart junior."


  His eyes sparkled with anticipation. It had been a long time since he had been deceived by someone like this, but rather than getting angry, he was thrilled.


  This is a lot more interesting than I thought!


  Looking at his juniors, who both seemed quite upset at being deceived, Bang Baekhyun laughed, "I was quite confident in my movement arts, but is there someone among the juniors who can outrun me?"


  "...It must be Yeo Min, a second-year," Tang Soso replied.


  Yeo Min was the only White Dragon Manor student who fit the bill. With movement skills fast enough to outrun the former Student Council President Bang Baekhyun and a slender physique that could be mistaken for Wiji Cheon, it could only be her.


  Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok are muscle-brained idiots, so she must have been the one who came up with the plan to rescue Wiji Cheon too.


  Tang Soso stared in the direction where the fake Wiji Cheon had disappeared. "Yeo Min, huh? Is she my new rival?" she mused.


  Although they were both sophomores, Tang Soso and Yeo Min had never had any contact with each other because until recently, Yeo Min rarely even came to class.


  However, she had a feeling that after today, they would be butting heads with each other very often.


  "Yeo Min? Isn't she one of the Five Young Azure Dragons?" Bang Baekhyun asked.


  Tang Soso ground her teeth. "Yes. Her martial arts aren't particularly strong, so I didn't take much notice of her... but seeing her actions today, it seems that I've severely underestimated her."


  Tang Soso placed Yeo Min higher up on her mental watchlist. If that girl was this intelligent, then she was indeed a person of interest.


  The situation is looking bad for us.


  If Yeo Min saved Wiji Cheon, then they had probably joined forces. She might have already reached out to Hyonwon Kang and Ya Suhyeok too.


  "Damn it, we should've taken them down one at a time before they grouped up..."


  Of all the Five Young Azure Dragons, they just had to miss the strongest one, the Sword Wonder. They had planned to hunt them down one by one, but Yeo Min's interference had caused them to start off on the wrong foot.


  Still, Tang Soso was not too worried.


  Even if those four team up, it'll just be a little more troublesome. The result won't change.


  Tang Soso was confident. Even if the four Young Azure Dragons fought together, they posed no threat to her.
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  "Whew..." Wiji Cheon sank to the floor as soon as he arrived at the meeting place. Escaping from the pursuers' eyes in the smoke was not at all easy, requiring a high level of stealth and concentration. It was actually more tiring than sprinting.


  Wiji Cheon shuddered at the thought of the Student Council trio—Dokgo Jun, Bang Baekhyun, and Tang Soso—he never wanted to encounter again.


  "I'm glad I didn't get caught by those seniors... but is it okay to just enter a place like this?"


  Wiji Cheon looked around curiously at the food piled up around him. This was the Azure Dragon Academy cafeteria's larder.


  [Hide in the larder behind the student cafeteria. I made a hole in the roof, so you can sneak in from there.]


  That was the last message he'd received before leaving the scene. He had wondered for a moment if he could trust it, but he didn't have anywhere else to go.


  RUSTLE...


  Suddenly, someone tossed and turned in the dark, then sat up.


  "W-Who's there?" Wiji Cheon yelped, startled.


  "YAAAAAWN..." Ya Suhyeok yawned widely and rubbed his eyes. "What? You're here too?"


  "Suhyeok!" Wiji Cheon smiled happily.


  Ya Suhyeok's clothes were torn and dirty. It was clear that he had suffered no less than Wiji Cheon.


  "Meow!" The Silver Tiger peeked its head out from Ya Suhyeok's shirt.


  Ya Suhyeok habitually tried to push the furball back into his arms, but in the end, he let the furball crawl around the food warehouse.


  Wiji Cheon asked, "Where were you? Did you manage to finish your secret mission?"


  "...That damn mission," Ya Suhyeok grumbled, shuddering at the mere thought of the secret mission. "I disguised myself and went outside because of that, but those dung flies attacked me while I was taking a shit. I barely managed to get out of the latrine with the seniors' help! For a moment there, I seriously thought I was going to die a crappy death."


  "Did the seniors tell you to come here too?"


  Ya Suhyeok nodded.


  "Phew..." Wiji Cheon heaved a sigh of relief. At least, he was no longer alone.


  "What about you? Judging by your appearance, it seems like you've been through a lot too," Ya Suhyeok said.


  "I was backstabbed by Senior Wonkang..." Wiji Cheon grudgingly told his story.


  Some time later, Yeo Min and Hyonwon Kang entered the larder.


  "Senior Wonkang!" Wiji Cheon jumped to his feet, drew his sword, and strode toward Hyonwon Kang threateningly, his eyes fixed on the Soul Sword tied to Hyonwon Kang's waist. "Give me back my sword while I'm still asking nicely!"


  Hyonwon Kang returned the Soul Sword without hesitation. "Here, I'll give it back, so calm down."


  Wiji Cheon hugged his sword tightly and glared at Hyonwon Kang warily, worried that he would steal it again.


  Hyonwon Kang scratched his head. "Are you still mad at me?"


  "……"


  "I'm sorry. You know I had no choice because of the secret mission, right?"


  "……"


  "Hey, I saved you earlier, so let's call it even, okay?"


  "Ugh..." Wiji Cheon pouted as if he was dissatisfied, but it was true that Hyonwon Kang was the one who had thrown the smoke bombs from afar and sent the telepathic message telling him to run here.


  In the end, the soft-hearted little boy accepted the reconciliation.


  "If you try to steal it again, I won't forgive you."


  Smiling, Hyonwon Kang approached Wiji Cheon. "I've been thinking about it, and..."


  Wiji Cheon unconsciously stepped back, feeling suspicious.


  Hyonwon Kang sighed, "Tell you what, I'll help you finish your mission seriously. After that, lend me the Soul Sword. I'll take it to Mr. Baek and tell him I stole it from you."


  "...Isn't that a lie?"


  "What's wrong with that? How would Mr. Baek know it's a lie if you testify for me? This way, we don't have to fight each other, and you don't have to worry about me stealing the Soul Sword. How great is that?" Hyonwon Kang grinned. There was no rule against lying to Baek Suryong for this exam, so technically, what he suggested wasn't cheating.


  "Will Mr. Baek be fooled?"


  "Of course not, but what can he do if you, the victim, insist that you were robbed? This is a perfect crime."


  "Hmm..." After a moment of consideration, Wiji Cheon nodded. "Okay, let's do that."


  "Good thinking. We're truly partners-in-crime now."


  The two boys bumped their fists lightly, having finished their plotting.


  Yeo Min snapped, "Are you two done now? Everyone, attention!"


  Everyone's eyes turned to Yeo Min. Hyonwon Kang was the most senior of the four students here, but since Yeo Min was holding Hyonwon Kang's scented pouch hostage, she was the leader.


  "I gathered everyone here for one and only one reason," she began. "We can't survive this exam unless we join forces."


  Yeo Min looked at her shabby-looking seniors and juniors. They all seemed to have had a hard time being chased by the students aiming for their scented pouches.


  "Unfortunately, Senior Sangwoong has already been captured, so only the four of us are left."


  Everyone sighed or scratched their heads in frustration. This was bad. If even Geo Sangwoong had been captured, they could easily be next.


  Yeo Min turned to Wiji Cheon. "What were you discussing with Tang Soso earlier? It seemed like you were talking for quite a while."


  Wiji Cheon shivered. "...Senior Tang Soso is completely insane. She's not just after our pouches. She's going to sabotage all five of us, earn Mr. Baek's favor, and join the White Dragon Manor next semester!"


  Everyone's jaws dropped.


  "Is she serious? Does she think Mr. Baek will accept her just because she does that?"


  "I knew she wasn't normal, but..."


  "We have to stop her no matter what. There are already enough weirdos in the White Dragon Manor."


  Yeo Min sighed deeply. "It's not just Tang Soso we have to worry about. The entire academy is targeting only us four."


  There were twelve students with scented pouches, but only those belonging to the White Dragon Manor were targeted.


  As for why? It was because they were the Azure Dragon Hero's students.


  Even they had heard the unfair amount of malice and gossip circulating in the school.


  Are those guys really all that great?


  They just got lucky and became the students of a supreme master.


  Let's see how good they are.


  Wiji Cheon added, "That includes Senior Dokgo Jun and Senior Bang Baekhyun too. They're not interested in the scented pouches, they just want to capture us."


  Hyonwon Kang exploded in anger. "Fuck the missions! Those guys have gone too far!"


  "...You're right. Everyone is being too harsh on us," Wiji Cheon muttered indignantly.


  "Damn it, are we just going to take this without retaliating?" Ya Suhyeok roared.


  Only Yeo Min remained calm. "Does anyone remember what Mr. Baek said to us before?"


  """What?"""


  Yeo Min smiled. Finally, these strong-willed students were ready to unite under a single cause, even if it meant casting their personal missions aside.


  Yeo Min locked gazes with each of the boys. "He said being swept away by someone else's game is third-rate, using the game to your advantage is second-rate, and taking control of the game is first-rate. Also, right before he sent us out, he added this at the end."


  
    "Don't call yourself my student if you can't even change the game."

  


  "Don't call yourself my student if you can't even change the game," Hyonwon Kang repeated, his eyes glittering.


  Yeo Min smirked wryly. "That's right, so let's change our game. I have a plan. First, we'll..."


  Yeo Min's words set everyone's hearts on fire. One by one, they added their own opinions to the grand scheme.


  All of them had different strengths and personalities, but they had two things in common. The first was that all of them were the worst delinquents in the Azure Dragon Academy.


  The undisputed number one delinquent Hyonwon Kang grinned wickedly. "They're all dead."


  The miser Yeo Min smiled coldly. "All of those bastards owe me a debt of blood..."


  The Viridian Forest bandit Ya Suhyeok licked his lips eagerly. "Leave the debt collection to me."


  The Blood Cult descendant Wiji Cheon mumbled, "Senior Tang Soso, I'll show you what I learned from Mr. Baek..."


  The second was that they were always watching and learning from Baek Suryong, the master of chaos.


  Hyonwon Kang cackled, "Let's show those hyenas why we're Baek Suryong's students."


  The Azure Dragon Academy's most notorious delinquents shared a crooked grin. It was time for their counterattack.


  Chapter 277: Changing the Game


  By the time the delinquents finally finished debating their plan to turn the tables and change the game, several hours had slipped by.


  Yeo Min smiled in satisfaction. "Perfect. Let's go over the plan one last time. With this, we'll be able to get our revenge on those damned hyenas."


  The four students split the roles among themselves, each taking on the task that best suited their skills.


  "Since time is short, let's get started immediately," Hyonwon Kang said.


  Everyone nodded in agreement, their sparkling eyes and broad grins revealing just how much they were enjoying themselves.


  "We'll meet back here tonight."


  "If this place becomes compromised, head to the second safe house."


  "Emergency contact will be via furball."


  "Remember, only death awaits traitors."


  The four exchanged solemn glances, then sped off in different directions.


  SWOOSH!


  When the larder was empty once again, Baek Suryong emerged from the shadows.


  "...Are these damn punks planning to turn the entire academy upside down?" he grumbled. He had secretly eavesdropped on the students' scheme and knew that if they succeeded, the school would become even more chaotic.


  Should I intervene? Even I think this is too extreme... Nah, I'll just wait and see for now.


  The envy and harassment aimed at his five White Dragon Manor students had grown excessive. His interference would only leave both sides feeling dissatisfied, like crudely stitching up a wound only for it to burst open again later.


  There was only one viable long-term solution.


  Baek Suryong stared blankly in the directions where his students had vanished. "If you guys want others to acknowledge you, then you're just going to have to prove yourselves to them."


  Deep down, he also wanted to watch until the end to see if his students could really turn things around. After all, the enemies targeting them—especially Tang Soso, Dokgo Jun, and Bang Baekhyun—were no pushovers.


  "No matter what the outcome, it'll be fun to watch," he chuckled softly. It would be rewarding to see how well the students applied what they had learned in class.


  "...And someone please stop Tang Soso," he added quietly as he slipped back into the shadows.


  The heartfelt plea echoed through the empty warehouse.
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  In a cramped, dark room, a single dim lantern lit up two figures seated across from each other.


  "So, you want me to forge that person's handwriting?"


  Hyonwon Kang nodded. The man he was meeting was the former leader of Nanchang's back alley thugs.


  "With your connections, Cheoldu-hyung, this shouldn't be too difficult, right?" he asked.


  "That's true, but..." Cheoldu, the Sect Leader of the Rehabilitation Sect, examined the documents Hyonwon Kang had brought and regarded him seriously.


  Hyonwon Kang flinched. Man, his face is really scary.


  He didn't exactly have a pretty face himself, but compared to Cheoldu, who was covered in scars from head to toe, he felt that he looked far less intimidating.


  Cheoldu raised an eyebrow. "This won't cause any problems later, will it?"


  "Not at all. We're not forging classified documents, just copying a certain person's handwriting to make a few posters. There won't be any legal issues."


  "What are you planning to write on those posters?"


  "This." Hyonwon Kang took a sheet of paper from his pocket and handed it to Cheoldu.


  After reading the contents on the paper, Cheoldu nodded and laughed, "Interesting. Fine, I'll get you what you need within an hour."


  "How much?" Hyonwon Kang asked, pulling out his wallet. He had no intention of making Cheoldu work for free just because they were on good terms. Besides, to maintain a friendship, it was important not to owe each other anything, especially money.


  However, Cheoldu shook his head. "You don't need to pay me."


  "But..."


  "If any news of us helping you gets out and causes trouble, my men will pay you a little visit," Cheoldu warned, licking the blade of his hatchet and grinning wickedly.


  Hyonwon Kang winced. "...Aren't you an orthodox sect leader right now, Hyung-nim?"


  "Hehe, I just said that for the fun of it. After all, it's been a while since we've received such an interesting commission."


  Cheoldu called his underling and passed on the instructions along with the paper Hyonwon Kang had given him. There was no need for a long explanation since the Rehabilitation Sect already knew what was going on at the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "Will this even help with your situation? It doesn't seem much different from before."


  Hyonwon Kang smirked. "This is just the beginning. Trust me, we're going to turn the entire school upside down and inside out before you know it."


  This kid's face is really scary! Cheoldu thought, feeling a shiver run down his spine. For a moment, even he, a seasoned thug, was taken aback by the sheer malice in Hyonwon Kang's grin.


  "Oh, I nearly forgot," Hyonwon Kang added. "Is there anyone around here who can make scented pouches?"


  "Scented pouches? Wait..." Cheoldu's eyes widened as he pictured the chaos about to unfold at the Azure Dragon Academy. "What the fuck? You guys must be the worst scammers of the century!"
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  The next day at dawn, new posters were plastered all around the Azure Dragon Academy, right next to the earlier posters. Since it was written in Baek Suryong's handwriting, no one doubted its authenticity.


  Defense Against the Unorthodox Arts Final Exam: Rule Change Notice


  
    	Any student in possession of a scented pouch must hang it visibly around their waist.



    	You must also not remain in one location for more than one hour.



    	If you are caught breaking these rules, you will fail or be disqualified from external participation in the exam.


  


  
    - Baek Suryong 

    ​


    Dokgo Jun sighed. "This is a problem. To think we have to hang these scented pouches on our waists..."


    He and Tang Soso were the most troubled by the new announcement. Up to this point, they had secured a total of eight scented pouches and mission slips between them, keeping the truth tightly under wraps so that almost no one outside knew about it.


    Under the new rules, however, they could no longer hide the scented pouches.


    If we go outside with these things dangling on our waists, even the students chasing the Five Young Azure Dragons will change their targets to us instead.


    Dokgo Jun asked, "Vice President, is there any way out of this?"


    Tang Soso frowned. "...Right now, there's no other option. We'll have to wear two each. The second rule change is problematic as well. If we cannot stay in one place for more than one hour, we'll be forced to go outside."


    She handed two scented pouches to each of Bang Baekhyun and Yoo Yiran.


    Bang Baekhyun tilted his head in confusion. "Is it really okay to suddenly change the exam rules like this? Something feels off."


    Tang Soso shook her head. "I'm not sure... Mr. Baek Suryong's personality is quite unpredictable, after all..."


    Even though she had faith in Baek Suryong, she never let this kind of thing cloud her judgment. The problem was... this kind of seemingly random deed was typical of the whimsical Baek Suryong.


    "I see..." Bang Baekhyun mumbled, but he still stared at the announcement with a doubtful expression.


    Dokgo Jun chimed in, "Anyway, today is the last day of the exam, so we have no choice but to guard the scented pouches until sunset while carrying out our secret missions."


    Despite the rule change, he remained positive. After all, under the new mandate, the White Dragon Manor students would also have to display their pouches openly.


    It's time for a direct confrontation.


    "Let's go, everyone," Dokgo Jun commanded, leading his three helpers out of the Student Council building.


    As expected, they almost immediately became the center of attention.


    "What the hell? They each have two scented pouches."


    "Does one person really need to have two?"


    "They're so greedy. They should just keep one and give the rest up..."


    Feeling the hostile stares of the surrounding students, Dokgo Jun and his group braced themselves for a fight.


    "Senior Baekhyun, how many scented pouches must we give up for them to back off?" Dokgo Jun asked.


    Bang Baekhyun laughed and drew his sword, his normally gentle expression now replaced by firm determination. "Dokgo, are you really that naive? If we surrender even one, they'll underestimate us and go all out until they've taken everything from us."


    "...It appears we have no choice but to fight."


    "I'm already in my fourth year! Why must I go through this?" Bang Baekhyun whined teasingly.


    "ATTAAAAACK!"


    Dozens of students pounced on the Student Council team like a pack of starving wolves.


    "Break through them!" Dokgo Jun shouted.


    Bang Baekhyun and Yoo Yiran immediately moved to cover Dokgo Jun's flanks, while Tang Soso guarded his back. The four of them were the top fighters of the Azure Dragon Academy. No matter how many foes there were, ordinary students could not withstand even one of their swift strikes.


    If I go all out, we can escape in no time! Dokgo Jun thought.


    His confidence was well-founded. However, this was the murim, where one learned to expect the unexpected.


    SWOOSH!


    A sharp sword slash emerged from a blind spot. Startled, Dokgo Jun barely managed to dodge the ambush.


    An expert!


    He immediately tightened his grip on his sword while preparing for the enemy's next strike, but the swordsman disappeared into the crowd without hesitation.


    "Watch out! There's someone tough out there!" Bang Baekhyun shouted.


    Unfortunately, the assassin remained hidden in the crowd and struck only at vital points opportunistically amid the chaos.


    "It's not just one. There are at least two!"


    Distracted by the masters hidden in the crowd, Dokgo Jun and his group failed to break through the encirclement and ended up trapped.


    To make matters worse, the number of people chasing the scented pouches grew over time, as if someone had spread a rumor to attract bored flies.


    "Over there! I saw someone with a scented pouch!"


    "Dokgo Jun has several pouches!"


    "Give it to me!"


    Before long, the scuffle escalated into a massive brawl involving over a hundred people.


    CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


    Dokgo Jun and friends were flabbergasted. After swinging their swords frantically to fend off the attacks coming from every direction, they were completely spent.


    In the end, even Dokgo Jun's patience wore thin.


    "Arrgh! You goddamn motherfuckers!!" he cussed in a rare burst of profanity.


    Regrettably, he never suspected that the new poster could be a fake.
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    While a massive brawl raged outside, a ferocious beast stealthily infiltrated the basement of the Student Council building, heading for the most secure area. Although its footsteps were completely silent, deceiving martial artists with exceptional senses and instincts was no easy feat.


    "Huh? Is that a cat?"


    "When did it come in?"


    Two students guarding the door spotted the Silver Tiger cub.


    "Meow..." the beast purred sweetly. It had no choice but to use its last resort. It did not enjoy acting this way, but humans seemed to love it.


    The Silver Tiger dramatically splooted in front of the humans and began acting cute, begging for a belly rub. "Meow?"


    As expected, its deadly cuteness left the students dumbfounded.


    "Gasp...!"


    "Oh my god, so cute..."


    Enchanted by the tiny, snow-white Silver Tiger, the two students squatted before it and eagerly began to scratch its belly. The soft, velvety feel made their previously stern expressions melt into happy bliss.


    "Aww! Aww!"


    They were so mesmerized by the Silver Tiger that they did not notice another beast approaching from behind.


    "This is the room used for seclusion training, right?"


    "Intru-!"


    The two student guards tried to shout, but it was too late. Ya Suhyeok grabbed their heads with his huge hands and slammed them together.


    BAM!


    The two students passed out, concussed.


    "I was sure I asked that question politely? Why did they shout and cause a commotion?" Ya Suhyeok complained as he skillfully rifled through the students' pockets to find their keys.


    "Well done, furball," he said, giving the Silver Tiger a treat.


    "Meeeow!" The Silver Tiger munched on the jerky Ya Suhyeok had given as a reward. After finishing its meal, it hopped up and landed on Ya Suhyeok's shoulder.


    Ya Suhyeok then flung open the heavy door of the seclusion training room. "Senior! I've come to rescue you!" he yelled.


    "...Suhyeok? Is that really you?" Geo Sangwoong asked weakly.


    Finally, after three days without sunlight, he slowly emerged from the darkness.


    Ya Suhyeok greeted, "You must have had a rough time... WHO ARE YOU?"


    Startled, Ya Suhyeok stepped back.


    Is this hairless creature really Senior Geo Sangwoong? He looks like a completely different person!

  


  Chapter 278: The Great Campus Riot


  Ya Suhyeok stared blankly at the transformed Geo Sangwoong as if he was witnessing a miracle. "Are you really Senior Sangwoong?"


  The Student Council's 'interrogation' session had left Geo Sangwoong's muscular body and limbs as smooth as a baby's bottom. His once sparse beard was now clean shaven, and his hair impeccably slicked back with oil. Even his unruly eyebrows had been neatly groomed.


  Feeling a tinge of betrayal, Ya Suhyeok's eyebrows twitched. "I thought you would look haggard from being captured and tortured, but instead, you've become even more dashing?"


  "Stop staring and help me unlock these chains," Geo Sangwoong groaned, holding out his bound arms and legs.


  Ya Suhyeok stepped forward and inserted the key to Geo Sangwoong's chains. Up close, his senior's transformation was even more striking, almost as if he had applied moisturizer all over his skin...


  "Tsk. Until not long ago, you looked just like one of us, but now you're just a fat pretty boy. Not that you'd be popular, of course," Ya Suhyeok grumbled.


  Geo Sangwoong ground his teeth. "This kid, seriously...!"


  "Hahaha!" Ya Suhyeok laughed as he turned the key.


  With a loud clang, the chain clattered heavily to the floor.


  Geo Sangwoong stood up shakily and stretched his stiff limbs. "You have no idea what that crazy bitch Tang Soso did to me. Not only did she tie me up and remove all my body hair, she also gave me a haircut and trimmed my eyebrows. Ugh..."


  Recalling the dreadful memories of the past two days, Geo Sangwoong shuddered.


  
    "Huh? Senior... Now that I've gotten a good look at you, if you were to lose some weight and dress up, wouldn't you look pretty decent?"


    "W-What do you mean, 'I'll look decent'?"


    Tang Soso scanned Geo Sangwoong's features thoroughly, then smiled mysteriously. "Instead of explaining, why don't I just show you?"

  


  From that moment on, Geo Sangwoong was forced to undergo a total makeover. The hair on his arms and legs was pulled out, his beard was shaved, and even his hair and eyebrows were trimmed!


  
    "Stop it! Please, stop! Why are you doing this to me? I'm not even a woman!"


    "Oh dear, don't you know that even men are expected to keep themselves well groomed these days?"[1]


    "I'd rather be tortured!"


    "Ohohohoho!"

  


  "Let's get out of here. I don't want to be here even one second longer," Geo Sangwoong said desperately, shaking his head in an attempt to forget the horror of Tang Soso's unbridled madness.


  Ya Suhyeok nodded, and together, they escaped from the Student Council building.


  As the two big men ran, Ya Suhyeok explained the plan they had devised and how things were unfolding.


  Geo Sangwoong's jaw dropped, shocked speechless. "Yeo Min took the lead? I always knew that girl was smart, but..."


  "She's definitely a whole lot smarter than some stupid senior who acted all high and mighty only to get to get himself captured."


  "Ahem!" Geo Sangwoong cleared his throat and looked away, pretending that he hadn't heard anything.


  Fortunately for the two, with everyone's attention focused on the free-for-all battle royale with Dokgo Jun's crew, no one noticed them sneaking out of the building.


  Geo Sangwoong's eyes fell upon an old friend caught up in the messy brawl. "...Your plan is all well and good, but be careful not to underestimate Bang Baekhyun."


  "Are you close with him?" Ya Suhyeok asked. As a freshman, he wasn't familiar with Bang Baekhyun.


  Geo Sangwoong replied bitterly, "We used to be best friends."


  Once upon a time, Geo Sangwoong and Bang Baekhyun were known as the Azure Dragon Duo. Right from their freshman entrance ceremony, the two had recognized each other's talent and quickly became inseparable buddies. They were so close, they even knew each other's deepest secrets.


  However, everything changed during the Heavenly Martial Festival two years ago.


  
    "I'm not going to participate in the Heavenly Martial Festival this year. I don't think I'm ready to show my talents to the world yet."


    "Bullshit. It's your mother who opposes it, isn't it? What did she say this time? That if you participate and fail to rank high, it would just be a blemish on your record?"


    "...Well, there's some truth to that."

  


  Geo Sangwoong recalled Bang Baekhyun's sad smile as he awkwardly scratched his head.


  After that, he had attended the Heavenly Martial Festival alone and gotten beaten so badly by Cho Il, the Fist Tyrant of the Heavenly Martial Academy, that he became traumatized and fell into qi deviation. An inexplicable fear gripped him whenever he tried to practice martial arts, and nightmares plagued him every night, so he had turned to gambling and binge eating to distract himself from the agony.


  Just like that, a boy for whom the academy once had the highest expectations became a delinquent. Naturally, his relationship with Bang Baekhyun has also fallen apart.


  ...No, I was the one who broke off our friendship.


  
    "Sangwoong, can you tell me what happened?"


    "......"


    "Ahh, this is so frustrating! How long will you keep this up? I'm already struggling because of pressure from my mother, and now you're abandoning me too..."


    "...Get lost. You're a nuisance."

  


  Geo Sangwoong was haunted by the memory of how he had coldly turned away a friend who cared for him. Thus, after overcoming qi deviation with Baek Suryong's help, he had tried to meet up with Bang Baekhyun, but the former Student Council President had already entered seclusion training and was completely unreachable.


  "...Leave Bang Baekhyun to me. I know him best," Geo Sangwoong whispered, his eyes filled with a mix of complex emotions.
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  "Keep going! Those guys are getting tired!"


  "The waist! Aim for the scented pouches on their waists!"


  Dokgo Jun narrowed his eyes. Even while he was being lynched by a pack of wolves fixated on the scent pouches, his senses screamed that something was off.


  There are some skilled bastards hiding in the chaos and ambushing us, and one of them is a superb swordsman.


  The assassins attacked with only the most basic techniques to hide their identities, but that wasn't enough to fool Dokgo Jun.


  CLANG!


  Repelling another ambush from a blind spot, Dokgo Jun focused his vision and finally spotted a small, masked swordsman darting into the crowd.


  "I knew it...!" He stepped back and positioned himself back-to-back with Bang Baekhyun. "Senior, about those guys hiding in the crowd and ambushing us..."


  "Wiji Cheon is one of them, right?" Bang Baekhyun replied.


  Dokgo Jun nodded, then proceeded to inform Tang Soso and Yoo Yiran of their discovery.


  "The other one must be Yeo Min. All the voices that cunningly incited the crowd belonged to a woman," Tang Soso snarled through gritted teeth. As the Student Council's lead strategist, falling into someone else's trap was a stain on her pride.


  Yoo Yiran tilted her head in confusion. "Don't all participants have to hang their scented pouches on their waists? Why is no one targeting them?"


  Even if Yeo Min and Wiji Cheon were wearing masks, according to the new rules, they were not allowed to conceal their scented pouches.


  "Maybe they entrusted their scented pouch to someone else. Ya Suhyeok and Hyonwon Kang aren't here."


  "Or maybe someone took it from them and they're now trying to snatch ours?"


  "Or maybe they've come to settle the score with us..."


  Many ideas and opinions were brought up, but unfortunately, none were even remotely close to the truth.


  "Anyway, it's clear those guys set a trap for us, isn't it?" Bang Baekhyun laughed, looking around at his exhausted juniors.


  This is fun. When was the last time I swung my sword until I couldn't lift my arm and ran around until my legs were wobbly? How did I end up participating in such a ridiculous exam?


  It was so absurd that even the thought of it made him chuckle uncontrollably.


  For the past three and a half years, he had been singularly focused on joining the Murim Alliance after graduation and eventually becoming its chairman. Many told him that this was impossible for someone from Azure Dragon Academy, but he'd ignored them and continued to work hard, maintaining top grades, building a strong resume, and carefully managing his reputation in the murim.


  Like it or not, he had followed his mother's advice faithfully.


  "...However, I can let myself go today. Because that's exactly what this exam is about."


  Bang Baekhyun grinned and swung his sword with wild excitement. For a graduating student about to enter the grueling working world, such a rebellious act was an thrilling diversion.


  After all, even at the Academy, there were precious few chances to legitimately clash with one's peers and juniors. Moreover, by defeating prodigies like the Five Young Azure Dragons, he could prove his strength to the entire world.


  "Hey, juniors! The scented pouches are here, so if anyone wants one, try to take it!" he shouted, unleashing a flashy sword technique like a shower of flower petals.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  Suddenly, a brilliant idea struck Bang Baekhyun, and he beamed as he looked back at his juniors. "You know what? Why don't we just throw away all of our scented pouches?!"


  "What? What are you talking about?"


  "...Have you gone mad, Senior?"


  Dokgo Jun, Tang Soso, and Yoo Yiran eyed Bang Baekhyun suspiciously, as if he had gone mad, but Bang Baekhyun flashed a broad smile at them.


  "If we toss the scented pouches, won't those guys just start fighting among themselves? Meanwhile, we'll hunt down Wiji Cheon and Yeo Min."


  "Oh..."


  "That's a good idea. If we wait until this mob tires themselves out, recovering the lost scented pouches won't be too difficult. Besides, they must be worn visibly on the waist anyway."


  "...Alright then."


  "Let's do it."


  "Wiji Cheon's stamina must be drained after all those guerilla attacks..."


  Eventually, the juniors agreed. In truth, the best strategy was to guard the scented pouch until the end of the exam, but everyone was simply too worn out for that.


  "Alright. I'll start first!" Bang Baekhyun said, ripping both of his scented pouches from his waist and hurling them into the air. "Juniors! The scented pouches you've been wanting are over here!"


  The already chaotic situation instantly degenerated into utter disarray.


  "A scented pouch!"


  "Out of my way!"


  "Don't be ridiculous! That's mine!"


  Before the pouch could hit the ground, one person managed to catch it, but another soon snatched it away. Then a third person knocked the second person down, and the pouch fell out of his grasp and rolled across the floor. After that, a dozen people lunged for that one pouch.


  Within seconds, as the students ran after the scented pouches, the perimeter started to crumble in the opposite direction.


  Bang Baekhyun laughed, "Wow, it worked! Hurry up! Throw yours too!"


  Following their senior's lead, Dokgo Jun, Tang Soso, and Yoo Yiran tore off their scented pouches and hurled them far away. In an instant, a frenzied scramble to grab the pouches broke out, and the encirclement that had prevented their escape dissolved.


  "Damn, we should have done this earlier. You guys take a break," Bang Baekhyun said, leaving his juniors behind and striding confidently toward Wiji Cheon. Smiling slyly, he asked, "Genius freshman, how about a one-on-one duel with me this time?"


  "......" Wiji Cheon silently raised his sword. Although it would be difficult to deal with two opponents at once, he felt that a duel was worth a try.


  The tips of their swords slowly moved toward each other, when someone carrying a huge bundle on their back suddenly sprinted in from afar, kicking up a cloud of dust as he was chased by dozens of pursuers.


  "WHO DARES MESS WITH OUR YOUNGEST?!" Hyonwon Kang bellowed.


  "...Hyonwon Kang?" Dokgo Jun exclaimed.


  Tang Soso narrowed her eyes. "What is he up to now?"


  While Dokgo Jun's group watched him warily, Hyonwon Kang stepped on someone's head and bounded high into the air.


  "Listen up, you bastards! Want the scented pouches? Then go ahead and take them all!"


  With a mighty swing, Hyonwon Kang tore open the bundle he was carrying and scattered over a hundred identical scented pouches all over the battlefield.


  "What the fuck!?"


  "Were there that many scented pouches?"


  For a moment, everyone stood still, blinking in confusion.


  "Those are fakes! Quick, retrieve the originals before lose track of them!" Tang Soso shouted.


  "What? Hyonwon Kang, you crazy son of a bitch!" Dokgo Jun roared, hurriedly running to retrieve the scented pouch he had thrown.


  Unfortunately, he was too late. Dust rose, obscuring vision, and as the pouches were passed from hand to hand among the students. It was now impossible to tell the real ones from the fakes.


  Bang Baekhyun laughed, "Hahaha! Now there's no way to tell what's real and what's fake!"


  "Damn it! What the hell?!"


  "Ahh, I don't know anymore, so let's just fight!"


  "Count me in!"


  At first, only the students who were after the scented pouches joined the melee, but later, more students who had heard the rumors swarmed in.


  Coincidentally, every other exam had already ended. Eager to release their pent-up stress and celebrate the end of the semester, more and more students joined the Great Campus Riot.


  "Fight, fight!"


  "Come at me!"


  "Scented pouch! Where are the scented pouches?!"


  Today must be the most chaotic day since the founding of the Azure Dragon Academy, Bang Baekhyun mused, looking at the mayhem all around him.


  "FUCK THE EXAMS! IT'S TIME TO PAAAARTY!" he yelled, roaring with laughter amid the swirling dust.


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] To those unfamiliar with Korean culture, modern Korean men are expected to place a lot of emphasis on skincare, hairstyling, and fashion. It's really not uncommon for a young Korean man to own more creams and cosmetics than women of other cultures.



  Chapter 279: Diamonds in the Rough


  "What a mess..." Mae Geuklyom sighed deeply as he took in the scene before him.


  Over a hundred students were entangled in a chaotic battle royale.


  At first, he had thought the chaos was triggered solely by the reward his grandson had promised, but as he listened to the students' shouts, it became clear that there was more to it.


  "FUCK THE EXAMS! IT'S TIME TO PAAAARTY!"


  Mae Geuklyom had no idea which unruly punk had shouted that, but to his astonishment, cheers of agreement echoed from all around.


  "Aaaah! I can't sit still any longer! I'm going crazy!"


  "I thought my brain was going to explode from all that studying!"


  "Freedom! Freedom at last!"


  Mae Geuklyom couldn't make any sense of it all.


  What on earth does the end of finals have to do with leaping headfirst into a brawl? Why are they throwing themselves into the chaos as if it's some grand celebration party? Why are they all so excited?


  "You rascals! If you're this restless, head to the training grounds and work on your techniques!" he bellowed, but no one heard him.


  Thick black smoke from smoke bombs mingled with the dust stirred up by the students' movements, rising high into the sky. It was hard to tell if this place was an academy or a battlefield.


  As the longest-serving teacher, Mae Geuklyom had witnessed the history of the Azure Dragon Academy firsthand. He had, however, never seen anarchy like this.


  Things never got this bad even when Baek Muheun was a student!


  Back then, the worst offenses involved sneaking out to drink or engaging in secret nighttime rendezvous. Of course, there were occasional brawls, but they never involved over a hundred students.


  Baek Muheun, that damn scound... son-in-law, was an outlier even then. Damn it, I should have killed that playboy when I caught him plotting to play truant and kidnap Yakbing on a date. If the father of the root cause of this madness had never had a child, I wouldn't have to witness this today...


  "Hoho..."


  If the situation had been more manageable, he might have scolded the students and broken up the fight, but the sheer scale of the riot was so overwhelming that even Mae Geuklyom was at a loss.


  Furthermore, it wasn't just him. Other instructors had also stepped outside to watch the spectacle.


  "W-What in the world is going on?"


  "My goodness..."


  "From the outside, it looks like the academy is on fire!"


  Today marked the end of final exams, so most of the instructors had come out to watch the riot.


  "How did things even get to this point...?"


  "Is it okay not to intervene?"


  "What if someone gets seriously injured...?"


  Since the Azure Dragon Academy was a martial arts academy, minor injuries were common and justified. However, serious injuries and permanent disabilities were a different matter. If they did nothing to stop the students from seriously injuring or even crippling each other, it would tarnish the academy's image.


  "Shouldn't someone put a stop to this?"


  "Who exactly?"


  "Well, the supervisor of this exam..."


  The instructors' accusing stares all focused on the person responsible for this mess, but Baek Suryong ignored them and stood with his hands behind his back, casually watching the chaos unfold.


  Again! It's him again!


  Whenever something happens, it's always because of him!


  Unfortunately, none of them dared voice their complaints aloud in fear of offending Baek Suryong, who was no longer a rookie instructor but the Azure Dragon Hero, a world-renowned supreme master and the hero who saved the Namgung Clan from the Blood Cult threat.


  Even Namgung Su, who despised chaos more than anyone, merely rubbed his temples as if warding off a headache and muttered in disapproval, "If only he weren't my family's benefactor..."


  Mae Geuklyom sighed. Of course, the students' safety and Azure Dragon Academy's reputation were important, but if something went horribly wrong now, it would also jeopardize his grandson's career forever. He had to prevent that at all costs, and it seemed that he was the only instructor present who could question Baek Suryong without worrying about the repercussions.


  Your undeserved fame has made you arrogant. Even if it means publicly humiliating you, I will reprimand you firmly today!


  "Mr. Baek Suryong. What do you think you're doing?" he scolded, approaching Baek Suryong in a threatening manner.


  Baek Suryong grinned awkwardly. "Haha, kids these days are sure full of energy, aren't they?"


  Mae Geuklyom's beard quivered with rage at his grandson's shameless reply.


  This rascal! How could he shift the blame onto the students instead of taking responsibility!? He's the root cause of this madness!


  If they had been alone, he would have slapped the punk across the face then and there.


  "Stop making excuses and halt your exam immediately. What if someone gets seriously injured?"


  "You don't need to worry about that." Baek Suryong grinned. "I've already asked Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, and Kwak Duyong to step in if things turn dangerous. They are all on standby nearby, watching everything closely."


  It was hard to see through the thick smoke and dust, but the four instructors had indeed concealed themselves and blended into the chaos.


  Even so, Mae Geuklyom was not satisfied.


  "So what? I see no reason to allow this madness to continue. What good could this disorganized brawl do the students?"


  The other instructors nodded in agreement. From their perspective, this grand melee was nothing more than an unregulated, undisciplined street fight.


  Encouraged by Mae Geuklyom's stance, they spoke up as well.


  "I understand the intent behind your exam, but dragging so many students into a fight is excessive. Please put an end to this at once."


  "I agree."


  "You've gone too far."


  Snorting, Baek Suryong paid them little mind, focusing only on Mae Geuklyom. "Headmaster, I believe that those children need to get used to this kind of messy battle," he said seriously.


  By calling Mae Geuklyom 'Headmaster,' he asserted that he was not saying this as the old man's grandson, but as a fellow martial arts instructor.


  "Get used to it? Are you trying to turn the future pillars of the orthodox into common street thugs?" Mae Geuklyom demanded, his white brows twitching as he exuded an aura so sharp that it could cut.


  Still, Baek Suryong met Mae Geuklyom's gaze without flinching. "Headmaster, in light of recent incidents, how much longer do you think the murim can stay peaceful? In just a few years, these children might be thrust into war. No, it might not even take that long; there's a possibility that war could break out within the year."


  "......" Mae Geuklyom fell silent, stunned speechless.


  "One-on-one duels are rare in war. Chaotic battles like this are the norm," Baek Suryong continued.


  Mae Geuklyom narrowed his eyes. "...Are you saying that you caused this mess to prepare for war against the Blood Cult? As some kind of mock battle?"


  Baek Suryong shook his head. "Compared to war, this is nothing more than a game. However..."


  He paused and scanned the assembled instructors before settling his gaze on Namgung Su.


  No words were needed. Namgung Su immediately understood Baek Suryong's intention.


  Sighing, Namgung Su argued, "Headmaster, I agree with Mr. Baek Suryong that this kind of training will benefit the students. Plants grown in greenhouses struggle to survive in harsh environments, and the same goes for students of orthodox academies. Their minds become rigid under the repetitive cycle of structured lessons, controlled duels, and theoretical exams, so we need to nurture their creativity, critical thinking, and flexibility under stress as well."


  Namgung Su's gaze shifted toward the chaos of clashing weapons and battle cries. Although this was not a real fight for survival, it would give them a fresh and invaluable experience.


  "More than half of these students have never killed anyone or roamed the murim alone. Although I find Mr. Baek Suryong's methods a bit extreme, I believe this is a necessary evil."


  This was the real reason he had remained silent until now. Even though Baek Suryong was his clan's savior, he would not have stayed quiet if the riot were truly senseless.


  Namgung Su glanced at Baek Suryong. Is that enough? he asked with his eyes.


  Yep, thanks! Baek Suryong silently expressed his gratitude, then turned back to Mae Geuklyom. "Headmaster. No matter what you say, I will not stop this exam until the time is up," he said firmly.


  "Hmm..." In the end, Mae Geuklyom sighed and nodded. Although he remained unconvinced, now that Namgung Su was on Baek Suryong's side, he could no longer press the issue. "If you insist, I understand. However, you must ensure that no one is seriously injured."


  Baek Suryong nodded. "I will take full responsibility for any accidents."


  "What meaning is there in taking responsibility after someone gets hurt? Prevention is more important than treatment."


  Mae Geuklyom turned to look at the other instructors. Coincidentally, Noh Goonsang and Kwak Cheolwoo were absent. Given his seniority and standing in the murim, no one here would dare refuse his orders.


  "Fellow colleagues, instead of just watching, let us help proctor the exam. If you spot any injured students, step in immediately and remove them from the battlefield. I'll divide the areas among us."


  ""Yes, sir!""


  The instructors dispersed as per Mae Geuklyom's instructions to ensure the students' safety without disrupting the exam.


  "Whew!" Baek Suryong sighed in relief. Fortunately, it seemed that he wouldn't have to write an incident report.


  Honestly, I didn't expect things to escalate this much.


  He had maintained a calm facade, but in truth, he was the most flustered of all. Sure, he had told the students to use any means necessary, but he never expected them to start a campus-wide riot.


  Staring at the students running wildly through the battlefield, he sighed again.


  These lunatics...


  If not for his reputation as the Azure Dragon Hero, the other instructors would probably have intervened early on, even without his consent.


  Just where did they learn all these nasty tricks...


  Baek Suryong stopped himself from finishing that thought. Nope, he was not guilty. Definitely not.


  Sigh, this must be my karmic retribution for being too stern and harsh on my students. Well, since they started this riot, they should see it through to the end. We can deal with the aftermath afterwards.


  Baek Suryong approached Mae Geuklyom, who was overseeing the chaos. "By the way, Grandpa, where are the Principal and the Vice Principal? I haven't seen them at all today."


  "They left in a hurry after receiving a message from the Murim Alliance."


  "...The Murim Alliance?" Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. There was only one reason for the Murim Alliance to contact the Azure Dragon Academy at this point in time.


  Mae Geuklyom nodded. "From what I overheard, the Murim Alliance Chairman plans to visit the academy tomorrow."


  As expected. Feeling uneasy, Baek Suryong glanced toward the Murim Alliance Jiangxi Branch.


  Mae Geuklyom placed a firm hand on his grandson's shoulder. "Principal Noh is not someone you need to worry about. For now, focus on watching over the students. You personally taught them this semester, didn't you?"


  Baek Suryong nodded. "...Yes, I understand."


  He set aside his other concerns and turned his attention back to the students fighting in the chaotic battlefield.


  I deliberately designed missions that forced them to clash with each other to see how they push their limits, strategize, and adapt to an ever-changing situation.


  From the beginning, the process was more important than the outcome. After all, most of the missions were downright impossible to accomplish.


  Anyway, some students disappointed, some met expectations, and a select few exceeded them by far.


  Regardless of the results, though, Baek Suryong felt the same toward all of his students.


  Good work this semester, everyone.


  Watching them amidst the chaos, it was clear that each and every student had grown significantly.


  The other instructors watching the riot also gasped in astonishment.


  "How is Hyonwon Kang wielding his blade with such precision?"


  "Huh... Wiji Cheon's skills are certainly worthy of being called the Sword Wonder."


  "Ya Suhyeok may be overshadowed by Wiji Cheon, but his abilities are also far beyond those of a freshman."


  "Geo Sangwoong? Is that really the fourth-year Geo Sangwoong? Wow... He's changed so much in such a short time, and his skills have also improved a lot!"


  "Speaking of which, has anyone spotted Yeo Min? Not long ago, she was darting around like a ghost, but then I lost track of her..."


  Each time an instructor mentioned a student's name, Baek Suryong felt a surge of pride welling with him. All of his students were demonstrating the results of their semester-long training.


  Beyond those five, there were also several other diamonds in the rough proving themselves amid the chaos.


  "Looks like next semester's class roster is already decided," he mumbled to himself.


  Mae Geuklyom nodded and tightened his grip on Baek Suryong's shoulder. "By the way, Suryong... What exactly were you planning to do with my beard?"


  OH FUCK... A drop of cold sweat ran down Baek Suryong's forehead. Was he waiting for this moment? Not even one of the Ten Supremes can escape from him at this distance!


  He laughed awkwardly, "P-Pardon? W-What are you talking about...?"


  A sinister smile spread across Mae Geuklyom's face. "Cheon told me that you ordered him to cut off my beard."


  "Ha... haha... T-That's not exactly..."


  "Take your time explaining. We have plenty of time before the exam ends, don't we?"


  The blood drained from Baek Suryong's face. The students' exam was about to end, but his trial was just beginning.


  Chapter 280: Tell the Chairman This...


  The Murim Alliance Jiangxi Branch Manager felt cold sweat trickling down his back.


  Why? Why did it have to be my office...?


  Normally, he enjoyed almost as much authority as the Murim Alliance Chairman in Jiangxi, but today, the tense atmosphere between the two guests sitting across from him left him feeling anxious and out of place.


  "Uhm, would you two prefer to speak in private? I have some matters to discuss with the Vice Principal outside..."


  Since the Azure Dragon Academy Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo waited outside his office, the Branch Manager hoped to use him as an excuse to slip away. As for the 'matters to discuss,' they could simply complain about their superiors or something along those lines.


  Unfortunately, his guests had no intention of letting him escape.


  "Not at all. Please, stay here. It doesn't make any sense for us, the guests, to send our host out of his own office".


  "Also, it would be best if you listened as well, Branch Manager."


  "...Understood."


  The Branch Manager sighed inwardly. How could he refuse their refusal? After all, one guest was Noh Goonsang, the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy and a legendary senior of the murim, while the other was Jaegal Sojin, the Murim Alliance's Chief Strategist who was effectively his boss's boss.


  Jaegal Sojin greeted Noh Goonsang respectfully, "First, I apologize for the trouble. I should have been the one to visit you, but since the Azure Dragon Academy is in the middle of exam period, I was concerned that my visit might disrupt the students."


  Noh Goonsang smiled kindly as he sipped his tea. "No worries. I am not so petty as to insist on formalities over such a trivial matter. The academy is not far from here anyway. You, on the other hand, have traveled quite a distance."


  "Thank you for your understanding," Jaegal Sojin replied, but she knew better. This old man before her was by no means as gentle as he seemed.


  He was the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva Noh Goonsang, a martial artist so talented that he was the first among his peers to be recognized as one of the Top 100, even before the now deceased Blue Sky Sword King.


  If not for his injuries in the war against the Blood Cult, he would surely be one of the Ten Supremes now.


  Fifty years ago, Noh Goonsang had been lucky enough to survive near-fatal wounds, but the lingering effects had significantly weakened his martial arts and permanently halted his progression.


  Among the principals of the Five Great Academies, Noh Goonsang harbors the deepest grudge against the Blood Cult.


  Jaegal Sojin recalled the Chairman's warning about Noh Goonsang shortly before leaving for Nanchang.


  
    "The Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva... In his youth, he fought so recklessly that even the Blood Cult called him a mad dog. I heard that he has mellowed out now... but just in case, tread carefully around him."

  


  A mad dog...


  Jaegal Sojin winced at the thought, but fortunately, the Noh Goonsang before her seemed more like a warm-hearted neighborhood grandpa than a crazed beast.


  Did he really mellow with age? Or is he just hiding his true nature?


  Noh Goonsang took another sip of tea. "How's the Chairman?"


  Jaegal Sojin carefully noted the nuances in Noh Goonsang's speech. Although he addressed the Murim Alliance Chairman formally, his tone was casual. Still, unlike usual, she saw no need to correct him.


  "Lately, he has been working tirelessly to destroy the Blood Cult. He wanted to visit you as soon as possible, but he simply has too many responsibilities, so he asked me to come here first and give you his regards," she replied politely as she took out a small wooden box and placed it on the table.


  A pleasant fragrance filled the room, indicating that the box held a rare elixir.


  "Please accept this humble gift from the Chairman," she added.


  Noh Goonsang chuckled. "Hoho, a 'humble gift,' you say..."


  Sending an emissary with an expensive gift before making a formal visit? Hmph, this is not a gift, it is a bribe.


  He pushed the wooden box back toward Jaegal Sojin. He was not naive enough to accept this as pure goodwill.


  "Tell the Chairman that I appreciate the thought, but I must decline. He may have been my junior once, but he is now the Murim Alliance Chairman. If I accept this thoughtlessly, I might run into some dilemmas later."


  "You don't need to worry about that. As I mentioned, this is purely personal..."


  "I said, I must decline."


  "...My apologies." Jaegal Sojin quickly apologized and quietly put the box away. She had intended to insist, but the cold gleam in Noh Goonsang's eyes intimidated her.


  Taking another sip of tea, Noh Goonsang asked, "So, what is the urgent matter that the Murim Alliance's Chief Strategist needed to discuss with me?"


  "...Before the Chairman visits the Azure Dragon Academy officially, I wished to explain in detail the matter I mentioned in my letter."


  Noh Goonsang frowned. He had expected this and attended this meeting precisely to reject the Murim Alliance's proposal outright.


  He placed his teacup down on the table.


  "I believe I made my rejection very clear," he said firmly.


  A few days earlier, he had received a letter outlining the Murim Alliance's intention to incorporate the Azure Dragon Academy as a militia under its command, in preparation for war against the Blood Cult.


  Furious, he had immediately sent back a written refusal. Rather than accept his decision, however, the Murim Alliance dispatched their Chief Strategist to negotiate with him.


  "Have you not received my letter?"


  "We have, but I believe that perhaps our written explanation was insufficient, so I wished to speak to you in person to ensure better understanding..." Jaegal Sojin's voice trailed off. An invisible force was pressing against her like blades were slicing through her entire body, draining the color from her face until she resembled a corpse.


  Noh Goonsang had released his aura.


  "I tried to be courteous, but you have crossed the line. Do you take me for a senile old man who cannot understand a simple letter?" he whispered in an icy tone.


  "T-That isn't what I meant..."Jaegal Sojin refuted.


  The innocent bystander, the Jiangxi Branch Manager, pleaded desperately, "E-Elder Noh, please, calm yourself! A-At least for my sake..."


  "I'm sorry! I was... thoughtless." Jaegal Sojin hurriedly bowed in apology.


  Despite her ghastly complexion though, she did not avert her gaze from Noh Goonsang.


  She had not been sent because she was a martial artist who could rival Noh Goonsang. She was chosen because her job involved meeting powerful figures daily and negotiating on behalf of the Murim Alliance.


  As Chief Strategist, she dealt with countless high-ranking martial artists, many of whom were dissatisfied with the Alliance's decisions. Since the Murim Alliance Chairman, the Fist King, was one of the Ten Supremes, no one dared challenge him directly, so she bore the brunt of their complaints.


  She had endured this environment for years. The pressure from Noh Goonsang would not deter her.


  "...Will you allow me a chance to persuade you?" she asked.


  "Persuade me?" Noh Goonsang's eyes flashed with rage


  Deep down though, he admired Jaegal Sojin.


  She has guts. If she lacked courage, she would never work under that ill-tempered Yayul Hwang.


  He withdrew his aura. Pushing too hard would not be ideal. He had to at least give the woman a chance to speak before chasing her away.


  "Go ahead and try, but it will not be easy," he said sharply.


  Now able to breathe easier, Jaegal Sojin began respectfully, "...Thank you for the opportunity. The threat of the Blood Cult is spreading across the world. What happened to the Namgung Clan was only the beginning. According to our intelligence, the forces they deployed there were only a fraction of their true strength."


  Noh Goonsang nodded as he sipped his tea. "Continue."


  "We must learn from the Namgung Clan's mistakes. If we only react after the Blood Cult makes their move, it will be too late. The entire murim must unite and take preemptive action to minimize bloodshed."


  "......"


  "We have already secured agreements with the Nine Sects One Gang and the Five Great Clans. Over a hundred medium-sized sects have also pledged their support."


  "......" Noh Goonsang narrowed his eyes. The Murim Alliance was preparing for war far more aggressively than he had expected.


  "Principal Noh, having experienced the last war, I'm sure you know better than anyone how terrifyingly powerful the Blood Cult is."


  Noh Goonsang snorted. Of course he knew...and that was precisely why he did not want to send his students to war. Even if they were forced to go, he could not allow them to die in vain as the Murim Alliance's cannon fodder.


  "The Murim Alliance extended their suggestion to the Azure Dragon Academy for the same reason. Please understand that only by uniting the entire murim, can we completely eradicate the Blood Cult."


  Noh Goonsang's eyebrow twitched. "Murim Alliance, huh? Do you call it an 'alliance' when one side is unilaterally absorbed under another's command?"


  "...It is merely a temporary measure to ensure a clear command structure."


  Noh Goonsang regarded Jaegal Sojin with an icy gaze. "I'm surprised. How on earth can someone can speak so comfortably when talking about recruiting child soldiers?"


  Jaegal Sojin shuddered, finally realizing that persuading Noh Goonsang was far more difficult than she had anticipated. His reaction differed so greatly from her expectations that it bewildered her.


  I thought his grudge against the Blood Cult would be enough for him to agree easily... but was I wrong?


  The Murim Alliance Chairman planned to visit the Five Great Academies to persuade their principals. The first meeting was the most important because if they succeeded with one academy, they could use it as leverage to pressure the others.


  Thus, they had opted to start with Noh Goonsang, who had the biggest grudge against the Blood Cult of all the principals.


  
    "Even the Azure Dragon Academy has joined the cause! Are you cowards going to sit back and do nothing?"

  


  That would give them justification to force the remaining academies into compliance, and they had staked everything on this plan.


  However, if Noh Goonsang resists this strongly... then was the plan flawed from the start?


  A foreboding sense of unease crawled up Jaegal Sojin's spine, but she did not let it show. No matter what, she had to persuade Noh Goonsang here... or at least stall for time until the Chairman made his move.


  "Do you remember how many martial artists died or were injured in the last war? I did not fight myself, but I have heard the horrors from the elders of my clan," she continued.


  "......"


  "And what about those who lost their families? That kind of suffering must never be repeated."


  "......"


  "The Murim Alliance would only hold a nominal command—the true leadership would be in your hands. Please, lead the Azure Dragon Academy to the front lines against the Blood Cult. We need your experience, Principal Noh."


  "......"


  Noh Goonsang had suffered devastating injuries fifty years ago, permanently halting his martial arts growth. It was impossible for him to hold no grudge against the Blood Cult, and Jaegal Sojin subtly rubbed on that wound.


  To her satisfaction, the old man's expression gradually hardened.


  "...If the Blood Cult rises again, I will drag this old body to the front lines and fight them myself," Noh Goonsang declared.


  Jaegal Sojin's face brightened. "Thank you, Principal!"


  "Did you not hear what I said? I will drag this old body to the front lines and fight them myself."


  Jaegal Sojin blinked, dumbfounded. "...Excuse me?"


  Noh Goonsang chuckled. "Why do you look so shocked? You said you needed my experience, so I agreed to join the fight."


  "Then... what about the Azure Dragon Academy...?"


  "Chief Strategist Jaegal, have you forgotten my job title? I am the Principal of the Azure Dragon Academy, not the General of the Azure Dragon Army."


  "W-What...?"


  "Do you still not understand? As a school principal, my most important duties are to educate and protect my students."


  Noh Goonsang sighed. After suffering serious injuries in the previous war, he had struggled far more than people knew. He had despaired, raged, and for a long time, he had lived in utter stagnation.


  It was only a few years ago that he finally pulled himself together and became the principal of the Azure Dragon Academy.


  I thought that the academy and I were in the same situation.


  The academy, once glorious but now in decline, reminded him of himself—growing older and weaker with each passing day. For a man seeking a place to spend his final years, there was no better place.


  I believed there was no need to desperately chase strength anymore. I felt that as long as all the kids graduated safe and healthy, that was enough.


  He knew many instructors and opportunists whispered behind his back, calling him an incompetent principal, but he hadn't cared... because they were right. He barely involved himself in the academy's management, and even during meetings, he only smiled and said hoho.


  However, his perspective had changed recently.


  
    "At this year's Heavenly Martial Festival, I will lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory."

  


  When that young man had spoken those words, Noh Goonsang, who had initially only observed with mild interest, felt a spark he thought had long been extinguished rekindle inside him.


  ...The Azure Dragon Academy is changing. The imoogi is shedding its old skin and transforming into a true dragon.


  He would not lead that change, but at the very least, he could be the wall protecting it.


  "Give up trying to persuade me. Even if some Azure Dragon Academy students eventually decide to join the war, it will be of their own free will, and not because I ordered them to. Also... tell the Chairman this: If he ignores my warning, then he should soon expect a mad dog to go on a rampage in the middle of Murim Alliance HQ."


  Noh Goonsang smiled a serene, yet ominous smile.


  Chapter 281: The Murim Alliance Chairman (1)


  "Then, I'll be on my way."


  Noh Goonsang, having said everything he needed to, rose from his seat without hesitation. He had come in person, listened to Jaegal Sojin's long-winded speech, and issued a clear warning. With this, even the Murim Alliance Chairman wouldn't dare to recklessly set his sights on the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "Please wait a moment! Principal Noh!" Jaegal Sojin shouted, standing up and hurriedly blocking his path.


  Noh Goonsang frowned. "Do you still have something to say?"


  "...If it's about the specific terms, we can negotiate. Please, won't you hear me out just a little longer?"


  "I have already stated my position. Move aside."


  Still, Jaegal Sojin didn't move. Instead, she slowly stepped backward, blocking the door, as if she had a reason why she absolutely could not let Noh Goonsang leave.


  "It will only take a moment. If we continue discussing, we may find a compromise that satisfies both sides..."


  Seeing Jaegal Sojin's panicked eyes, Noh Goonsang's gaze turned frosty. The instincts of a seasoned warrior who had survived countless battles warned him that her unusual persistence was fishy.


  "Are you stalling for time on purpose?"


  "Huh? What do you mean..." Jaegal Sojin replied, feigning ignorance.


  In truth, Noh Goonsang's suspicion was right. She was deliberately stalling for time.


  Is the Chairman still not here?


  Anticipating that Noh Goonsang would reject the Murim Alliance's proposal, she had prepared a backup plan which involved preventing him from leaving the meeting room too soon.


  However, even that was proving difficult.


  A terrifying aura began to seep out of Noh Goonsang's body, and his aged yet sharp eyes gleamed ominously. "You lured me here to keep me busy while you plotted behind my back?"


  "You're mistaken, I only..."


  "Enough excuses." Noh Goonsang reached for Jaegal Sojin's throat like a bolt of lightning. "If you won't talk, then I'll just have to force you to."


  Jaegal Sojin met Noh Goonsang's gaze unblinkingly. Her confidence didn't stem from her martial arts, but from the fact that she wasn't alone.


  "...Senior, if you go any further, I won't just stand by and watch," the Murim Alliance's Jiangxi Branch Manager said, stepping between Jaegal Sojin and Noh Goonsang.


  Noh Goonsang moved. In an instant, the two men exchanged over a dozen blows. Surprisingly, they were evenly matched.


  Noh Goonsang's eyes glinted coldly. "So, you were in on this as well?"


  "...My apologies, but I can't just stand by while the Murim Alliance's Chief Strategist is being attacked."


  Although the Jiangxi Branch Manager was intimidated by the prospect of facing a legendary murim elder, he was no pushover.


  Jaegal Sojin sighed. I had hoped nothing would happen until the end...


  This was precisely why she had chosen this location for the meeting.


  If the worst came to pass, someone has to keep Noh Goonsang in check.


  Realizing the Murim Alliance's intent, Noh Goonsang adjusted his stance. "I see. If I want to leave, I'll have to take you down."


  "Senior, please reconsider and listen to what the Chief Strategist has to say..."


  "If this office gets wrecked, don't blame me. You brought this upon yourselves," Noh Goonsang cut in, releasing a powerful surge of inner qi that caused his robes to billow. He was clearly ready to fight.


  Just before the two martial artists clashed again, though, Jaegal Sojin said hurriedly, "Wait! Earlier, you said that if the students wished for it, you would allow them to join the war, right?"


  Noh Goonsang scoffed. "Even if that were true, I have no intention of turning the academy into a subordinate organization under the Murim Alliance's command."


  "Then what if the students choose to do so of their own accord?"


  "...What?" Noh Goonsang frowned, unable to believe what he was hearing.


  He had no way of knowing that just moments ago, Jaegal Sojin had finally received the message she had been waiting for.


  [The Chairman has arrived.]


  Jaegal Sojin smiled in satisfaction. "What I means is, the Chairman has already arrived at the Azure Dragon Academy."


  "...!!" Noh Goonsang's eyes widened in shock. "Wasn't the Chairman was supposed to arrive tomorrow?"


  "It seems that his schedule cleared up earlier than expected. He left for the Azure Dragon Academy immediately, eager to meet you... but unfortunately, you weren't there." Jaegal Sojin smoothly fabricated a lie without even blinking.


  "...So he lured both me and the Vice Principal away in order to incite the students?"


  Noh Goonsang's heart sank. Only now did he realize the Murim Alliance Chairman's true goal. Right now, he was trapped in the office, while Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo, the Blazing Blade, was waiting outside cluelessly.


  If the Murim Alliance Chairman suddenly arrived at the academy while both of us are absent, everyone would be caught completely off guard. The Chairman would take full advantage of that confusion.


  "Hoho... looks like I fell right into your trap." Noh Goonsang let out a dry chuckle and withdrew his aura. There was no longer any point in fighting.


  Jaegal Sojin, standing by the door, quietly stepped aside. "Even if you leave now, it's too late. The Chairman is already persuading the students."


  Jiangxi was a huge city. Even with advanced movement arts, it would take at least an hour to reach the Azure Dragon Academy, and an hour was more than enough for the Murim Alliance Chairman to gather the students and make a rousing speech.


  Noh Goonsang could already imagine what would happen.


  The Chairman of the Murim Alliance was an idol among the martial artists of the orthodox sect. If such a figure personally appeared and urged them to join the war against the Blood Cult, how many could refuse?


  Noh Goonsang sighed, "...It would be difficult for hotblooded teenagers to refuse the summons of a renowned hero. Well played, Jaegal Sojin."


  Jaegal Sojin smiled triumphantly.


  Without Noh Goonsang, there is no one in the Azure Dragon Academy who can oppose the Chairman's authority.


  There was the rising star known as the Azure Dragon Hero, but she wasn't too concerned about him.


  At best, he's just a newly emerging talent. He can't compare to the Chairman.


  The current Murim Alliance Chairman, the Fist King Yayul Hwang was a supreme master who had dominated the murim for decades. Now that the Blue Sky Sword King was gone, no one could challenge his authority


  Starting with the Azure Dragon Academy, we'll subdue the Five Great Academies one by one.


  Jaegal Sojin's eyes glowed coldly. Now, all that remained was to keep Noh Goonsang calm and persuade him.


  Unexpectedly, however, Noh Goonsang didn't seem angry at all. Instead, he wore a soft smile.


  "Hoho, what's the point of getting angry in this situation?" he chuckled.


  Jaegal Sojin nodded, assuming that the old man had accepted the reality of the situation.


  "But...it seems you still don't fully understand the Azure Dragon Academy," Noh Goonsang added.


  Jaegal Sojin blinked in confusion. "Pardon?"


  "If this was your plan, you should have lured someone else out of the academy instead of me."


  "What do you mean...?"


  Jaegal Sojin was dumbfounded. Looking closer, she noticed that Noh Goonsang's smile wasn't one of resignation, but of relief.


  A sense of foreboding came over her.


  Noh Goonsang explained, "I was afraid that the Murim Alliance would subjugate the Azure Dragon Academy by force."


  "...We're not the Blood Cult. Why we do such a thing?"


  "Well, you know how reckless that Fist King fellow is. Hohoho!" Noh Goonsang laughed lightheartedly.


  "......" Jaegal Sojin couldn't understand. Just why was he so happy when he was the one who had been cheated?


  "Shall we head to the Azure Dragon Academy together? Looks like there will be something interesting to see there. Hohoho!"


  With that, Noh Goonsang casually strolled out of the office. Despite the urgency, he didn't seem to be in any hurry.


  Jaegal Sojin followed him, feeling uneasy.


  [image: sep]


  The biggest riot in the history of Azure Dragon Academy was finally coming to an end.


  "Huff... Huff..."


  "I can't fight anymore..."


  After fighting to their hearts' content and releasing all the stress, tension, and anxiety built up from their final exams, the exhausted students began dropping to the ground like flies. As many were injured and dragged away by the instructors, the number of students had dwindled considerably over time.


  Despite being in shambles, though, their faces were filled with satisfaction.


  "Haha! That was amazing!"


  "Can we do this at the end of every exam period?"


  "Good idea!"


  Just like that, the Final Exam Battle Royale, an event which would later become a famous Azure Dragon Academy tradition, was born.


  The smoke from the stun grenades finally cleared, revealing several students still standing, locked in combat.


  Naturally, all eyes turned to them.


  "Are those guys even human?"


  "I already knew Dokgo Jun, Tang Soso, and Yoo Yiran were strong, but..."


  "Why is Bang Baekhyun there? Now that I think about it, he looked like he was having the most fun out of everyone earlier, too."


  No one was surprised that the strongest students would last this long. The real surprise came from those who hadn't been considered strong before, namely, the Five Young Azure Dragons.


  "...The Five Young Azure Dragons, huh? They're really strong."


  "Yeah..."


  "I used to think they were just lucky, but after seeing them fight for myself, I realized that I was wrong."


  Wiji Cheon. Hyonwon Kang. Geo Sangwoong. Ya Suhyeok. Yeo Min.


  All five had survived the chaotic battlefield and were still fighting. Their transformation had happened in just one semester, leaving everyone in awe.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


  "Hyonwon Kang! Because of you, my exam went to hell! How are you going to make up for it?!" Dokgo Jun yelled as he recklessly swung his sword at Hyonwon Kang.


  Despite everything, he was somehow still obsessing over his grades.


  Hyonwon Kang deflected the heavy blade effortlessly. "How is that my problem? Everyone failed, so let's just all retake the class."


  "You really are the worst!"


  SWOOSH! SWOOSH! SWOOSH!


  "...Yeo Min. I'll defeat you and prove my strength," Tang Soso snarled.


  "What are you even talking about? I don't care," Yeo Min replied nonchalantly, deflecting every single one of Tang Soso's hidden weapons with ease.


  "So, have you decided whether you'll join our training camp over the break?" Yoo Yiran asked.


  She and Wiji Cheon were moving like partners in a coordinated sword dance, their blades colliding in a seamless rhythm.


  "Huh? I haven't really..."


  "Just to be clear, I'm not forcing you."


  Meanwhile, Geo Sangwoong and Bang Baekhyun found themselves facing each other.


  "Long time no see, Baekhyun," Geo Sangwoong greeted awkwardly.


  "I often wondered how you were doing... but when did you start dressing up like that?" Bang Baekhyun asked.


  Geo Sangwoong cleared his throat. "Ahem! It's not what you think. There are... circumstances. I'm definitely not trying to mimic some pretty boy or anything..."


  "Well, it suits you. If you keep dressing like that, you might get popular."


  "...Really? Even more than you?"


  "Hmm... That might be a stretch."


  The two old friends exchanged meaningless banter for a while, before Geo Sangwoong's expression grew serious.


  "...I'm sorry for back then. I wasn't in my right mind," he apologized.


  "Are you finally going to tell me what happened?"


  "...Let's talk over a drink sometime."


  "I never thought it would take us two years just to have a conversation again."


  "...Sorry."


  There was still some awkwardness between them, but they didn't try to force the mood. Martial artists had their own way of settling things.


  "How about we go at it, for old times' sake?"


  "Sounds good."


  The two fourth-years clashed. Bang Baekhyun's dazzling swordsmanship met Geo Sangwoong's solid fists, sparks flying as blade and gloves collided.


  Watching the impressive display from the upperclassmen who were once known as the Azure Dragon Duo, the younger students couldn't help but be captivated.


  Baek Suryong was impressed as well.


  Bang Baekhyun... he's better than I expected. Before today, I wasn't interested in him at all, but now... Hmm?


  Detecting something unusual with his heightened senses, his expression suddenly hardened.


  RUMBLE...


  At first it was just a faint tremor in the ground, but it grew stronger and stronger, soon becoming extremely noticeable.


  This isn't natural. Someone's causing this on purpose.


  Baek Suryong swiftly turned to face Mae Geuklyom, who was still holding onto his shoulder. "Grandpa!"


  "Don't give me face. What excuse are you coming up with this time..."


  "I'm not making excuses! Don't you feel the ground tremors?"


  "You brat..." Mae Geuklyom began, but a moment later, his expression stiffened as well.


  At the same time, Namgung Su turned to look at Baek Suryong. "Baek Suryong!"


  "So you felt it too. Something's coming... Something absurd..."


  RUMBLE...!


  The tremor had become so intense it could now be called an earthquake.


  The students, confused, started looking around.


  It's a supreme master!


  The three instructors who sensed the incoming powerhouse all shouted at once.


  ""Everyone, run!""


  BOOOOM!


  A deafening explosion erupted, and the walls of Azure Dragon Academy crumbled. Something was charging forward at an insane speed, smashing the ground with every step. A massive cloud of dust rose, swirling like a dragon.


  SCREEECH!


  A giant screeched to a halt, his untamed hair whipping in the wind like a lion's mane. His piercing eyes, as large as a tiger's, gave him a ferocious aura. With his entire body radiating an overwhelming power, he resembled an ancient beast that had taken on human form.


  A faint white mist rose from his body, as if he was letting off steam after an intense workout.


  The sheer presence of this legendary master weighed down on the entire Azure Dragon Academy, and no one dared to speak.


  "When I saw smoke rising above the academy, I thought the Blood Cult had launched a surprise attack, so I rushed over... but it seems you were just having a mock battle. Good. That's the right mindset for martial artists preparing for war," the giant said grinned in satisfaction.


  Even though he had reined in about half of his aura, however, most who met his gaze instinctively averted their eyes.


  "There's no need to be afraid. I am the Murim Alliance Chairman."


  "T-The Murim Alliance Chairman?"


  "The Fist King..."


  "Why is he here...?"


  Shock rippled through the crowd. Students and instructors alike stood frozen, mouths agape.


  The Murim Alliance Chairman, having successfully asserted his dominance simply by appearing, continued his speech, "I see you are all surprised. The reason I have come is..."


  "Are you joking right now?" Baek Suryong interrupted, looking visibly irritated. He strode toward Yayul Hwang without hesitation, demanding, "I don't care if you're the Chairman or whatever. What right do you have to interrupt our final exam?"


  "...What?"


  The jaws of everyone in Azure Dragon Academy dropped even lower. Some even feared that their jawbones might be dislocated.


  Namgung Su sighed, "Hah... I really wish this was just a dream."


  Seemingly unable to accept reality, he closed his eyes as if to escape from it.


  Chapter 282: The Murim Alliance Chairman (2)


  "...What?"


  When people are confronted with something that is too absurd, they sometimes become dumbfounded instead of upset.


  That was exactly how Yayul Hwang felt as he stared at the pretty boy standing in his way.


  When was the last time someone lashed out at me like that?


  He couldn't remember, which meant that it had definitely been more than a decade. In other words, it hadn't happened even once since he had become the chairman.


  Many people might have had their complaints about him, but no one had ever dared to openly rebuke the Murim Alliance Chairman, especially not some random young punk.


  Did I not introduce myself as the Murim Alliance Chairman?


  The Fist King. Chairman of the Murim Alliance. One of the murim's Ten Supremes. A peerless master whose fists had no equal.


  All those titles belonged to Yayul Hwang. Did the young man in front of him mishear him or something?


  "I'll ask again. What did you just say to me, the Murim Alliance Chairman?"


  "I asked what right you had to interrupt our exam."


  Ha! Unbelievable! Yayul Hwang fell speechless in disbelief.


  Undaunted, Baek Suryong continued, "Not only that, you also trespassed, destroyed property, and disrupted an official school activity."


  "What nonsense are you..."


  "Are you really going to deny what you did with so many witnesses present? I could call the constables right now and have you arrested."


  "C-Constables?" Yayul Hwang blinked in bewilderment. Which crazy constable would dare arrest me?


  Sensing Yayul Hwang's sarcasm, Baek Suryong smiled faintly.


  For some reason though, shivers ran down the spines of the onlookers.


  "I know just the mad dog who would do it," Baek Suryong said. "And he was recently promoted to Chief Inspector. No matter who it is, if they've committed a crime, that guy will arrest them without hesitation."


  "C-Committed a crime?"


  "Why? Do you feel guilty?" Baek Suryong taunted.


  While Yayul Hwang still exuded a domineering aura, the authority and dignity he had displayed earlier quickly evaporated in the heat of emotion.


  "You little punk...!" he shouted. "Are you seriously making such a fuss over the interruption of a mere exam?!"


  "...A mere exam?" Baek Suryong's voice turned frosty.


  Namgung Su and Mae Geuklyom, who had been watching silently, also glared sharply at Yayul Hwang.


  "The final exams are the culmination of six months of hard work for our students. It might seem trivial to you, Chairman, but to these kids, it's anything but."


  "Ahem, that's not what I meant..." Yayul Hwang coughed awkwardly and glanced at the people around him.


  That had been a misstep. Since he had come here to persuade the students, to belittle their efforts in front of them was a grave mistake.


  This isn't going as planned...


  He knew Baek Suryong's argument was logical, but still, he wasn't accustomed to apologizing or explaining himself.


  In the end, he could only mutter, "...Your disrespect knows no bounds, young man."


  "While I hear words like that often, it doesn't seem like something a trespasser should say."


  "You...!" Yayul Hwang raised his fist, but recalling his Chief Strategist's warning against using violence, he grit his teeth and lowered it.


  Damn it, if only there weren't so many people watching… I'd beat this arrogant brat to a pulp!


  He was an aggressive and straightforward person, he wasn't a muscle-brained thug. Right now, he had no justification to attack the rude young man in front of him.


  How did I end up like this?


  He had deliberately made a grand entrance, showing off his martial arts prowess. His plan was simple—overwhelm the crowd with his strength, leave them dazed in awe, then explain why they needed to join the war against the Blood Cult.


  Somehow along the way, however, he had allowed himself to be cornered by a little punk's eloquence and had failed to utter a single meaningful word.


  I thought that as long as the Thousand-Armed Bodhisattva wasn't here, no one would dare talk back to me, but...


  The young man before him showed no sign of backing down.


  Baek Suryong spat, "Rather than standing there with veins popping in your forehead, shouldn't you apologize? Do you really want me to call the constables?"


  Yayul Hwang's brow twitched uncomfortably. For him, the absolute ruler of the Murim Alliance for over a decade, being ridiculed like this was an unfamiliar and mortifying experience.


  "...What gives you the confidence to talk to me this way?"


  "Do I need something to rely on to stand my ground before you, Chairman?"


  "......" Realizing that he couldn't win this war of words, Yayul Hwang shut his mouth and glared daggers at Baek Suryong.


  Huh? Wait, this guy...!


  He narrowed his eyes. Beneath that pretty boy facade lay a tremendous, yet highly-controlled amount of internal energy.


  Yayul Hwang wasn't usually interested in other people, and his senses were duller than most supreme masters, but this man had concealed his aura so well that even he hadn't noticed it until he really focused.


  Finally realizing who he was dealing with, his rage quickly dissipated. If this was the famous Azure Dragon Hero, then it made sense for him to be so impudent.


  Bursting into wild laughter, he roared, "I see! So you're the Azure Dragon Hero! No wonder you're so bold! Hahaha!"


  You only just realized that? Are you kidding me? Baek Suryong grumbled internally, but he clasped his hands together in a formal greeting anyway.


  "...That's right, I am Baek Suryong," he said.


  "The hero who slew that vile Blood Cult Elder! I've been wanting to meet you for a while!"


  The atmosphere, once as tense as a battlefield, turned as gentle as a spring breeze.


  Yayul Hwang had dedicated his entire life to eradicating the Blood Cult, so when he heard about the Namgung Clan massacre, he was furious. Needless to say, he also deeply respected the Azure Dragon Hero for his role in stopping it.


  "I sent you a letter inviting you to the Alliance. Didn't you receive it?"


  "I did, but I'm busy with work right now. I was planning to visit the Murim Alliance headquarters once vacation starts."


  Yayul Hwang nodded. "I see."


  This time, he did not flare up at Baek Suryong's curt attitude. The Azure Dragon Hero possessed more than enough qualifications to speak to him as an equal.


  "I apologize for what happened earlier. I truly didn't know that an exam was taking place. When I saw the smoke, my first thought was that the Blood Cult had launched a surprise attack."


  "...You thought the Blood Cult would attack the Azure Dragon Academy in broad daylight, in the middle of a bustling city?"


  "Did the Namgung Clan know they were about to be wiped out overnight?"


  "......" Baek Suryong could have argued further, but he chose to let it go. He had no intention of making the Murim Alliance Chairman his enemy.


  At least I now understand what kind of person he is.


  Yayul Hwang had treated him like an annoying bug until he realized that he was the Azure Dragon Hero.


  He's a self-centered and arrogant jerk who only cares about those he's acknowledged.


  "...Fine, I get your point. However, you still have to pay compensation for the property damage you caused," he said after a brief pause.


  Yayul Hwang readily agreed, "Of course. Just send the bill to my Chief Strategist."


  Baek Suryong smirked inwardly. He's going to be in for a shock when he sees the actual invoice.


  The compensation he sought would include not only the cost of repairing the infrastructure the chairman had destroyed, but also all the damage caused by the students and the medical expenses of the injured.


  I'll bleed him dry.


  Now that the confrontation had settled down, the instructors who had been holding their breath finally relaxed.


  [Suryong, you crazy rascal! What were you thinking, provoking the Chairman like that?!]


  [...You're insane.]


  Baek Suryong ignored Mae Geuklyom and Namgung Su's telepathic messages.


  I was surprised too, you know!


  Although he was genuinely annoyed that the Murim Alliance Chairman had interrupted the exam, the real reason he had deliberately provoked the man was to undermine his authority by making him look like an exam-interrupting troublemaker.


  I can't let the students be mesmerized by him.


  Martial artists were instinctively drawn to the strong, and this was especially true for the Ten Supremes.


  Ironically, the most glaring example of this was himself. After gaining fame as the Azure Dragon Hero, even the status of the Azure Dragon Academy improved, and the students gained a newfound confidence.


  The Chairman arrived today even though he said he would come tomorrow. Moreover, of all times, he came when the principal wasn't here... Could this really be a coincidence?


  No, I doubt it. He definitely came here on purpose. Maybe... he's aiming to sway public opinion while the principal is away?


  Baek Suryong shuddered to think what would have happened if he hadn't stopped Yayul Hwang. The atmosphere would have turned completely in the Chairman's favor.


  Fortunately, his plan seemed to have worked.


  "The Principal is currently away," he said, testing to see if his hypothesis was right.


  Yayul Hwang shrugged casually. "I know."


  Baek Suryong's frowned slightly. So he did know?


  That meant he had deliberately chosen to come at a time when Noh Goonsang was away. Doubt turned into certainty.


  "Please come inside. I'll serve you some tea."


  "What about the exam?"


  Baek Suryong looked around. The students, who had already lowered their weapons, stared blankly in his direction and blinked as if dazed. The fighting spirit in their eyes was gone.


  "I'd like to let them finish, but they don't seem to be in any condition to do so."


  "Hmm... sorry about that," Yayul Hwang apologized, but his expression did not look the least bit apologetic.


  "It's fine," Baek Suryong said curtly.


  Fortunately, he had observed the students long enough to grade them. He was only disappointed that he couldn't see the final result of the game he had so painstakingly designed.


  Right now, dealing with the Chairman is more important. I have to keep him busy until the principal arrives.


  "Allow me to escort you to the reception room. The principal will be here soon, so please relax and enjoy a tea break until then."


  "Sure, but before that..."


  BOOOOM!!! RUMBLE...!!


  Suddenly, the Chairman stomped his foot, causing the ground to shake violently as if an earthquake had just occurred. At the same time, a ferocious aura exploded from his body.


  The oppressive presence of an absolute master weighed down on the entire area, suffocating everyone caught within its radius.


  "W-What?"


  "What are you doing?!"


  Startled, the instructors cried out in surprise, while the weaker students collapsed. Only a handful of students remained standing.


  Baek Suryong was equally stunned.


  What the fuck is up with this Murim Alliance Chairman? I'd believe it if someone told me he was Master Maeng's brother!


  Chills ran down his spine, and goosebumps erupted all over his arms. He gritted his teeth and glared at Yayul Hwang, his hand hovering over the hilt of his sword, ready to draw it at any moment.


  A sense of despair similar to when he had faced the Blue Sky Sword King and the Night Emperor washed over him, but he wasn't as afraid as he had been then. He was significantly stronger now than he was at that time.


  Is he picking a fight...? he wondered, when Yayul Hwang spoke.


  "Greetings, I am the Fist King Yayul Hwang, Chairman of the Murim Alliance."


  Baek Suryong wiped a drop of cold sweat. Fortunately, Yayul Hwang's goal wasn't to destroy the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "I'm sure you've all heard the news. The Blood Cult is trying to drench the murim in blood again."


  "...!!" Baek Suryong grit his teeth.


  Although he had successfully undermined the Murim Alliance Chairman's authority with his words, he had forgotten one most important fact—the stature of a supreme master could never be diminished with mere words.


  Unfortunately, Yayul Hwang knew this, and had remained unbothered even when mocked.


  "When that day comes, you'll have to make a choice. Will you hide behind these walls, believing they're safe, or will you step forward and fight?"


  Yayul Hwang's eyes gleamed as he glanced at the students. Most of them avoided his gaze, but a few gritted their teeth and met his eyes.


  There are more bold ones than I expected.


  Yayul Hwang chuckled, then continued, "Even if you follow me, I cannot, and will not, guarantee your survival. However, if you do, I promise you will see more Blood Cult corpses than anyone else. After all, I have dedicated my life to eradicating them."


  His speech was direct, aggressive, and reckless, but as a supreme master, no one questioned him.


  "You won't have much time to think it over, so make your choice wisely, young heroes."


  With those words, the Murim Alliance Chairman withdrew his aura. The crushing weight that had pressed down on the space vanished as if it had never existed.


  Turning back to Baek Suryong, Yayul Hwang said, "Alright, let's go to the reception room."


  "...Yes."


  Then, he strode toward the main building.


  As the tension dissipated, the students collapsed to the ground, their hearts pounding.


  It wasn't only because of what they had just experienced, but because the Chairman of the Murim Alliance had ignited a burning flame in their hearts.


  "You're dismissed! The final exams are now officially over!" Mae Geuklyom announced.


  Meanwhile, Baek quietly glared at the back of the leaving Chairman's head.


  Chapter 283: The Murim Alliance Chairman (3)


  As soon as Yayul Hwang sat down, he asked, "Don't you have any alcohol? I'm not really a fan of tea."


  Namgung Su, who had tagged along, immediately frowned at the Chairman's poor attitude.


  On the other hand, Baek Suryong calmly replied, "We have some that we confiscated from the students. Most of it is cheap rice wine, though. Would you still like some?"


  "As long as it gets me drunk, the type and quality of alcohol doesn't matter."


  Baek Suryong nodded, exited the room for a while, then returned with a bottle of alcohol and two cups.


  Yayul Hwang tilted his head. "Why are there only two cups? There are three of us here."


  "Drinking is strictly prohibited within the academy," Namgung Su said.


  "So the Namgung Clan's Third Young Master is a stickler for the rules, eh?" Yayul Hwang chuckled, filling both his and Baek Suryong's cups to the brim before emptying his cup in one gulp.


  Baek Suryong also emptied his cup.


  Without missing a beat, Yayul Hwang refilled their cups as he continued, "What do you think about what I said earlier?"


  "I strongly oppose the idea of having Azure Dragon Academy students participate in war," Namgung Su replied.


  Yayul Hwang stared at Namgung Su so intently that his eyes seemed to be breathing fire. "...Why?"


  "Because they're still young and inexperienced."


  "At their age, they should already be able to pull their own weight. As for experience? That can come later. After all, aren't they all martial artists who will eventually enter the jianghu and stain their swords with blood? How long do you think they can remain innocent students?"


  A faint, white haze subtly rose from Yayul Hwang's body, but Namgung Su met his gaze unwaveringly.


  "Until the day they graduate, they are my students," Namgung Su said firmly.


  Not all duels were about clashing weapons. Although neither Yayul Hwang nor Namgung Su raised their voices, their words became sharper with each exchange.


  "It sounds like you want to turn your students into cowards."


  "Why do you say that?"


  "If you keep coddling them, when the time comes to fight, they'll just tremble and hide behind the adults."


  "That's better than sending them onto the battlefield to become cannon fodder."


  "...Are all the instructors at the Azure Dragon Academy this insolent?"


  "For the most part, yes."


  While the two argued, Baek Suryong silently observed Yayul Hwang's every movement.


  Among all the people I've met, he has the most flawless physique. It's like seeing Master Maeng again.


  It was astonishing that Yayul Hwang had achieved such a body without training in the Eighteen Strikes of the Viridian Forest. Indeed, the title of Fist King wasn't given to just anyone.


  His personality is as straightforward and aggressive as the rumors say, but... at the very least, he isn't a hypocrite like the Blue Sky Sword King. That actually makes him easier to deal with.


  Yayul Hwang wasn't an eloquent man. He had probably never persuaded anyone with words in his life, not that there was ever any need for him to do so.


  For that reason, it was painfully obvious to Baek Suryong that there was no pretense or hypocrisy in his words when he declared that he wouldn't hesitate to sacrifice his allies for his goals.


  "Tsk, to think the Namgung Clan's Third Young Master was just another uptight orthodox goody two shoes."


  "...Is that really something the Murim Alliance Chairman, the leader of the Orthodox, should be saying?"


  Yayul Hwang looked away from Namgung Su, who was staring at him in disbelief, and instead grinned at Baek Suryong. "Hey, you've been silently staring at me for a while. Are you done analyzing me?"


  "...I can tell that you're a straightforward person, and some of what you've said makes sense as well."


  Yayul Hwang's tiger-like eyes flashed. "Then what about you? Are you also against sending your students to war, like Mr. Namgung Su here?"


  "...No."


  "Baek Suryong!" Namgung Su shouted, glaring at Baek Suryong.


  Even Yayul Hwang looked surprised. "Judging by the way you humiliated me earlier, I thought you hated me."


  "I was indeed genuinely annoyed when you interrupted my exam, but this and that are separate matters." Baek Suryong took a sip of wine as if his throat had gone dry. "Realistically, keeping a force as strong as the Azure Dragon Academy out of the war would be a waste. The Blood Cult is simply too powerful."


  Baek Suryong knew better than anyone in the Murim Alliance just how dangerous the Blood Cult was. It wasn't difficult to predict what would happen if they were underestimated.


  "It's impossible to win a war without shedding blood. Therefore, our goal should be to shed as little as possible, and the best way to do that is by uniting our strengths to end it as quickly as possible."


  Yayul Hwang's face lit up. "Yes! That's exactly what I've been saying!"


  "The students are not ready for war. Sending them to battle will only lead to meaningless sacrifices. Don't you see that?" Namgung Su argued, his voice as cold as ice.


  Baek Suryong calmly met his fellow instructor's gaze. "That's why we should start preparing them for that now, alongside their training for the Heavenly Martial Festival."


  "Are you messing with me...?" Namgung Su bellowed.


  "Do I sound like I'm joking?" Baek Suryong snapped back, his expression dead serious.


  Namgung Su glared at him for a moment, then abruptly stood up. "I don't think there's any reason for me to stay here any longer."


  BANG!


  Baek Suryong quietly stared the door that Namgung Su had slammed shut behind him.


  He must not want to experience what happened to the Namgung Clan again, but... Baek Suryong sighed. He might not get it now, but he'll eventually come to understand that there's no way the Azure Dragon Academy can avoid the flames of war.


  Yayul Hwang, on the other hand, was genuinely pleased. It had been a long time since he'd met someone who took the Blood Cult's threat as seriously as he did. A broad grin spread across his face.


  "Hahaha! As expected of the man who cut down a Blood Cult Elder! With a junior like you around, I believe we'll be able to wipe out those Blood Cult bastards for good this time. When Noh Goonsang arrives, make sure to tell him the same thing. Do you have any idea how..."


  "That said, I do oppose the Azure Dragon Academy following the Murim Alliance's orders, and Principal Noh shares the same opinion," Baek Suryong cut in.


  The Murim Alliance Chairman's laughter abruptly eased. Instead, a storm of fury swirled within his fierce eyes. "Are you mocking me? Didn't you just say that we needed to unite our strengths?"


  "Yes, and I meant everything I said."


  CRASH!


  Yayul Hwang smashed the table in half, his eyes now those of a ravenous beast. "Explain yourself. As you know, I'm not a very patient man."


  Baek Suryong paused. He needed to choose his next words carefully. Thankfully, from the moment he heard that the Murim Alliance Chairman would be visiting the Azure Dragon Academy, he had spent a long time thinking about this.


  I can't afford to make an enemy of the Murim Alliance Chairman.


  There was no way he could win a war against the Blood Cult without the Murim Alliance's strength.


  Previously, the Blood Cult spies within the Alliance had made it too dangerous to approach them, but now that he was speaking directly to the Chairman, he could push his own agenda.


  I will use the Murim Alliance to crush the Blood Cult.


  To do that, he first had to clearly define the relationship between the Azure Dragon Academy and the Murim Alliance.


  "The Azure Dragon Academy seeks an equal alliance with the Murim Alliance," he finally said.


  "An equal alliance...? Now that's an interesting proposal."


  Yayul Hwang grinned and grabbed the bottle of rice wine that had fallen to the floor, lifting it to his lips. Alcohol trickled down his thick neck as he emptied the bottle in one go, then set it down with a thud.


  "In your eyes, I probably look like a war-crazed maniac who's trying to force children onto the battlefield," he added wistfully.


  Baek Suryong neither confirmed nor denied it.


  Yayul Hwang chuckled. "Fifty years ago, I was only twelve years old."


  Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. Fifty years ago was when the orthodox sects had united to bring down the Blood Cult.


  "At that time, the Blood Cult was weakened by internal strife. A Murim Alliance spy discovered this, and the Alliance judged that this was finally the opportunity to destroy them."


  This was not an easy story for Baek Suryong to listen to, but he remained silent and paid attention to Yayul Hwang's words.


  "At the time, the Murim Alliance had many allies, including the Nine Sects One Gang, the Five Great Clans, as well as countless medium and small sects and martial families. Despite agreeing to join forces and strike down the Blood Cult, however, even starting the war was difficult."


  "Why?"


  "Because equal allies will always be full of petty disputes. The sects argued about everything, from how the troops should be organized, to which units would include their sect's elites, to how the spoils of war would be divided after victory..."


  Yayul Hwang's eyes wavered with deep-seated anger as he recounted the past.


  "Even after we somehow finished our preparations and marched out, the problems didn't stop. Martial artists from sects that were normally at odds frequently got into fights, and they even bickered over rations for the sake of pride."


  Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. "So? You guys still won the war, didn't you?"


  Yayul Hwang let out a hollow laugh. "Yeah, we won... after losing half our forces against a Blood Cult that was already on the verge of collapse."


  "......"


  Back then, Yayul Hwang's master, the Divine Fist of Taechon,[1] had joined the war under the Murim Alliance, bringing along his disciples. However, by the time the war ended, the only survivor of the school was its youngest disciple—Yayul Hwang.


  "While my master and senior brothers were risking their lives fighting the Blood Cult's last-ditch retaliation, the unit that was supposed to be our reinforcements never showed up. Later, I found out that they had assumed the battle was over and were busy looting."


  "......"


  "I survived only because I was assigned to the rear, being the youngest. At the time, I wished I had died with them, but in the end, that experience is what led me to become the Murim Alliance Chairman."


  After the war, the boy named Yayul Hwang devoted himself entirely to the Murim Alliance. Decades passed, and around the same time he became its chairman, the Blood Cult started to resurface.


  Finally, the time had come for his revenge.


  "Now that you've heard my story, you should understand why I don't trust alliances. I refuse to repeat the mistakes of the past. To destroy the Blood Cult, we need to operate as a single, unified force."


  Baek Suryong shook his head. "The Azure Dragon Academy will not cause the kind of problems you're concerned about. I will swear that on my name."


  "Do you think the other Five Great Academies will be the same?"


  "Well..." Baek Suryong hesitated.


  "The Five Great Academies are strategic strongholds, each equipped to train large numbers of martial artists simultaneously. On top of that, they have numerous highly skilled instructors, like yourself. When the war begins, they will be the most crucial organizations."


  Baek Suryong sighed inwardly. His ultimate goal is to bring all Five Great Academies under the Murim Alliance's command structure.


  However, over the past fifty years, the academies' prestige had grown to rival that of major sects. In particular, the Heavenly Martial Academy's influence had reached the point where it could challenge the Murim Alliance's dominance.


  "This is why the alliance must bring the Azure Dragon Academy under its banner. Setting a precedent is important," Yayul Hwang insisted.


  Baek Suryong nodded. "...I understand your point."


  Through this deep conversation, he had come to fully grasp Yayul Hwang's stance, and in doing so, he also realized that the man was not merely selfish. His reasoning had merit.


  Still, that did not mean that he supported integrating the Azure Dragon Academy into the Murim Alliance's command structure.


  Instead...


  "I've thought about it, and there's a simple way to resolve this conflict of interests."


  "How?" Yayul Hwang stared at Baek Suryong with suspicion.


  Baek Suryong met Yayul Hwang's gaze confidently. "Give me a position in the Murim Alliance."


  "...What?"


  "In the end, your goal is to win the war against the Blood Cult, isn't it?"


  "That's right. So?"


  Baek Suryong grinned brazenly. "I will see to it that the Murim Alliance wins. In return, give me a suitable position."


  


  Footnotes:


  [1] Taechon is a county in the northernmost part of Goryeo/Joseon, near the border with China (present day North Korea). Put that together with the last name Yayul, the Murim Alliance Chairman is likely a descendant of the Khitans, which makes him... a foreign immigrant? Lol.



  Chapter 284: The One Who Should Be Begging Isn't Me


  "A position? Are you asking for a position in the Murim Alliance?"


  For a moment, Yayul Hwang blinked in confusion, but his expression quickly brightened.


  "Hahaha! A master of your caliber is always welcome! I can secure any position you desire, just name it!"


  Suddenly, as an idea struck him.


  "Pack your things when you return. You should join me on my tour of the Five Great Academies. It will set a good example for the others," he added, his tiger-like eyes gleaming.


  The Azure Dragon Hero, whose recent fame rivaled that of the Murim's Ten Supremes, joining the Murim Alliance? That would be a powerful tool to sway public opinion in his favor.


  However, it didn't take long for him to realize that he had completely misunderstood Baek Suryong's intentions.


  "Pack my things? Then what about the Azure Dragon Academy?" Baek Suryong asked, bewildered.


  "What does the Azure Dragon Academy matter if you are going to join the Murim Alliance? We will provide accommodations, so just bring yourself."


  Baek Suryong stared at Yayul Hwang as if he had lost his mind. "Why would I suddenly quit a perfectly good job?"


  "...If you don't quit, how will you join the Murim Alliance?" Yayul Hwang stared back in puzzlement.


  Baek Suryong shook his head and clarified, "I believe there's been a misunderstanding. I never intended to leave the Azure Dragon Academy to join the Murim Alliance."


  "Then what did you mean?"


  "I meant that I would have one foot in both organizations. If you insist on defining it, you could call it an adjunct position."


  The veins on Yayul Hwang's thick neck bulged. "...An adjunct position?"


  Despite Yayul Hwang's obvious irritation, Baek Suryong wasn't intimidated. He had already figured out that the best way to deal with this Murim Alliance Chairman was to be as direct as possible.


  "If possible, give me a position with a lot of power and no responsibility. I'm too busy with the Azure Dragon Academy to visit the Alliance very often anyway."


  Yayul Hwang gaped at Baek Suryong in disbelief. "Are you messing with me?"


  "I'm as serious as serious can be," Baek Suryong replied.


  Yayul Hwang hesitated. This was the problem. Baek Suryong sounded so sincere that even though he was normally a hothead, he couldn't decide whether or not to get angry.


  He had encountered all sorts of eccentrics in the Murim Alliance, but he had never met anyone quite like Baek Suryong.


  Does this brat not fear me at all?


  No matter how skilled the young man was, he remained beneath him. However, the more they spoke, the more he felt that Baek Suryong was dominating the conversation.


  I can't let this brat control the flow any longer!


  Narrowing his eyes, Yayul Hwang said sternly, "So you're saying that you want to continue working at the Azure Dragon Academy and hold a key position in the Murim Alliance at the same time? You sure have some nerve, making such a ridiculous demand."


  "This deal is not a loss for the Murim Alliance."


  CRUNCH!


  The already broken table crumbled into dust under Yayul Hwang's foot as he leaned his massive frame toward Baek Suryong, growling, "You seem awfully confident in your martial arts and reputation. Choose your next words carefully."


  "Allow me to explain why hiring me would be a significant gain for the Murim Alliance," Baek Suryong said, meeting Yayul Hwang's gaze without flinching despite the overwhelming pressure radiating from him.


  If he wanted, he could immediately draft a compendium of Blood Cult martial arts and hand it over to the Murim Alliance, but that would raise too much suspicion, so he had no intention of doing that just yet.


  Besides, there were plenty of other things he could offer.


  "First, I have a vast amount of high-level intelligence on the Blood Cult," he added.


  "Information?" Yayul Hwang sneered. Does this kid really think he knows more than me, the Murim Alliance Chairman?


  His conceit didn't last long.


  Baek Suryong asked, "Are you familiar with the Apostles?"


  "How did you know about that?!"


  Yayul Hwang's eyes widened in shock. The existence of the Apostles were classified as top-secret information even within the Murim Alliance. Baek Suryong had no way of knowing about them and no right to know about them.


  "You'd better have a damn good explanation for how you got that information," he snarled, a hint of killing intent flickering in his eyes. If Baek Suryong failed to answer properly, he would attack without hesitation.


  However, Baek Suryong already had the perfect response prepared.


  "I extracted a lot of information from the Blood Cult Elder I killed at the Namgung Estate."


  Yayul Hwang's oppressive aura eased slightly, but his suspicion was still not completely allayed. Frowning, he asked, "Why did you not report this to the Alliance immediately?"


  Baek Suryong snorted. "Was I obligated to?"


  "Arrogant punk..."


  Although Baek Suryong said it flippantly, his real reason for withholding information was simple—he did not trust the Murim Alliance, which was in all likelihood infested with Blood Cult spies and corrupt traitors.


  Now though, he was alone with the Murim Alliance Chairman. This was an opportunity he could not waste.


  Yayul Hwang. I don't particularly like you, but your hatred for the Blood Cult is real, so I'll use you to the fullest.


  Yayul Hwang scoffed. "In any case, I am the Murim Alliance Chairman. Everything you know, I already know as well."


  "Oh? Then I suppose you already knew that the one who orchestrated the Namgung Clan massacre was none other than the First Apostle, right?"


  "...Of course."


  Baek Suryong rolled his eyes. Pfft, don't even try to bluff me.


  From Yayul Hwang's delayed reaction, it was obvious that this was his first time hearing about the mastermind's identity.


  Smirking, Baek Suryong retorted, "You are not very good at lying, Chairman. As far as I know, the Murim Alliance has never captured a Blood Cult Elder or a high-ranking commander in the past twenty years."


  "......"


  Yayul Hwang might have been aggressive and straightforward, but he wasn't a fool. He quickly realized the value of the information that Baek Suryong possessed.


  Still, that alone wasn't quite enough to demand a key position within the Murim Alliance, and Baek Suryong knew it.


  So he dangled yet another carrot.


  "Second, I can create counter techniques for most Blood Cult martial arts, and I can confidently say that I am better at it than you, Chairman."


  Just because someone was strong didn't mean they could teach martial arts well, and likewise, it didn't mean they would naturally be good at martial arts theory. When it came to developing counter techniques, Baek Suryong was confident that none of the Ten Supremes could surpass him.


  I studied and analyzed over a hundred martial arts in my previous life.


  If it was Blood Cult martial arts, he could draft counter techniques with ease right away. All he needed was ink and paper.


  Yayul Hwang asked, "You can create counter techniques for Blood Cult martial arts? Even if that were true, how would you prove it?"


  "I have already created several," Baek Suryong replied.


  "...I don't even have the energy to be surprised anymore. Where did you learn Blood Cult martial arts? Did you also steal it from that Elder?"


  That was a reasonable assumption, but Baek Suryong had a more convincing excuse.


  "The Namgung Clan Ancestral Shrine. Have you heard about what was hidden beneath the well?"


  "...The Namgung Patriarch told me about it."


  Currently, only the highest-ranking figures in the murim knew of the dirty secret that the Blue Sky Sword King had kept hidden. Obviously, the Murim Alliance Chairman was one of them.


  Baek Suryong nodded solemnly. "I found a few Blood Cult martial arts manuals left behind by those who died there. I studied them and developed counter techniques."


  "...The Namgung Patriarch never mentioned that."


  "Of course he didn't. I never told him."


  "So you stole them?" Yayul Hwang asked cynically.


  Baek Suryong laughed, "Stole from whom? The dead cultists? Or the Namgung Clan, who slaughtered them?"


  "......" Unable to think of a rebuttal, Yayul Hwang was speechless.


  "If you accept my proposal, I will hand over the manuals and my counter techniques to the Murim Alliance."


  Of course, that was a lie. Baek Suryong had memorized hundreds of martial arts, and it wasn't difficult to forge a stack of old and worn out secret manuals.


  Through this, I will gradually spread knowledge of the Blood Cult's martial arts and their weaknesses.


  Knowing the enemy's martial arts before a battle was the same as tying one of their hands behind their back.


  "If you show me the Blood Cult martial arts that the Murim Alliance has obtained, I will create counter techniques for those as well. In the future, the blood that the Murim Alliance sheds will be reduced by half."


  "...I cannot deny that." Yayul Hwang sighed deeply.


  Confident that he had won the negotiation, Baek Suryong grinned. "I think the position of Chief Martial Arts Instructor would suffice."


  The Murim Alliance's Chief Martial Arts Instructor was in charge of overseeing the training of the Alliance's warriors. It was a position equivalent to one of the five commanders within the alliance.


  "Chief Instructor... There will be strong opposition."


  "But you have enough influence to make it happen, don't you, Chairman?"


  Yayul Hwang hesitated. Even considering Baek Suryong's reputation as the Azure Dragon Hero, his martial prowess, and his position as an instructor at one of the Five Great Academies, it was a post that would undoubtedly cause controversy.


  "The Alliance's warriors are rough men. They're completely different from the kids at the academy."


  Baek Suryong chuckled, "Don't worry about that. I'm used to handling thugs."


  "Hmm..." Yayul Hwang folded his arms, deep in thought.


  Baek Suryong's offer was incredibly tempting. High-level intelligence extracted from a Blood Cult Elder, as well as counter-techniques to the Cult's martial arts. It wasn't an exaggeration to say that enlisting this young man's assistance could turn the tides of war.


  Then why do I feel so uneasy?


  Suddenly, Yayul Hwang realized the reason behind his discomfort.


  He uncrossed his arms and stood up. His intuition as a supreme master was warning him about something foreboding.


  "Hey, can you prove that you are not a Blood Cult spy?" he demanded, his tiger-like eyes boring into Baek Suryong as if he was trying to see right through him.


  Baek Suryong sighed inwardly.


  Like the Blue Sky Sword King, he's suspicious of me.


  The Blue Sky Sword King had also suspected him instinctively, but in the end, he hadn't been able to uncover anything. Now that his martial arts skills had advanced even further, he was confident that Yayul Hwang wouldn't notice anything odd.


  Baek Suryong rose to his feet and met Yayul Hwang's gaze directly. From the moment he learned that the Murim Alliance Chairman was coming, he had prepared a flawless story to persuade him. There were no gaps in his reasoning.


  "If I were a Blood Cult spy, then what reason did I have for helping the Namgung Clan? If I had done nothing, the murim would have plunged into chaos, and by now the Blood Cult would have secured a massive advantage," he retorted.


  "...That's true. If you were a spy, you would have had no reason to save the Namgung Clan." Yayul Hwang nodded in agreement, yet his expression remained strangely unreadable.


  After a brief silence, he continued, "I trust my instincts above all else, and from what I can tell, you're not part of the Blood Cult."


  "Of course I'm not," Baek Suryong said, but just when he thought he was in the clear, fire flared up once again in Yayul Hwang's eyes.


  "But I cannot say that you have nothing to do with the Blood Cult either."


  "What...?"


  A terrifying killing intent made Baek Suryong's body tense. Unlike before, this was not just a threat. He felt as if a huge tiger had bared its fangs right in front of him. Depending on his next answer, Yayul Hwang was fully prepared to attack.


  "I will ask one last time. What is your connection to the Blood Cult?"


  "I..." Glaring at Yayul Hwang, Baek Suryong was about to respond, when the door suddenly burst open.


  "Chairman! Stop nitpicking," Noh Goonsang scolded, entering the reception room.


  Behind him stood the Murim Alliance Chief Strategist, Jaegal Sojin.


  "...Senior. It's been a long time." Yayul Hwang withdrew his aura and formally greeted Noh Goonsang in a sign of respect for a senior who had fought alongside him in the last war against the Blood Cult.


  Noh Goonsang frowned as he approached. "I heard everything on my way here. Are you seriously accusing Mr. Baek of being a Blood Cult spy?"


  "Although he doesn't seem to be a spy, I think he's definitely hiding something..."


  "I will stake my honor on Mr. Baek's innocence. He has no connection to the Blood Cult whatsoever," Noh Goonsang cut in, stepping in front of Baek Suryong.


  Yayul Hwang shuffled awkwardly, then shot a glance at Chief Strategist Jaegal Sojin. This was why he had wanted her to buy more time. He didn't have much sway over Noh Goonsang.


  "I mean, I also agree that the Azure Dragon Hero is not a Blood Cult spy, but..."


  "Wait. I'm not done talking yet," Baek Suryong interrupted.


  Everyone's eyes turned to him.


  "The third reason you'll want me, is that I have the ability to influence the other Five Great Academies." Baek Suryong pulled two Gratitude Tokens from his sleeve and held them up before Yayul Hwang. "This one is from the Sichuan Tang Clan, ad this one is from the Fire King."


  "...!!"


  As the White Tiger Academy was located in Sichuan, its connection to the Tang Clan was undeniable.


  On the other hand, the Fire King wasn't just the Principal of the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, he was even more senior than Noh Goonsang in the murim.


  Having those two Gratitude Tokens meant Baek Suryong had the ability to influence two of the Five Great Academies.


  How did he obtain both of those...?! Jaegal Sojin's eyes widened in shock. No one had ever reported to the Murim Alliance that Baek Suryong had received such tokens.


  Of course, Gratitude Tokens were never meant to be publicly disclosed, and everyone who had witnessed Baek Suryong receiving them had remained silent.


  Baek Suryong smirked as he made eye contact with Jaegal Sojin. "The Namgung Clan did not give me one, since a Gratitude Token can only be used once. Instead, they told me that I could ask them for help whenever I needed it."


  Despite suffering great losses from the Blood Cult's invasion, the Namgung Clan was still the family that had produced the most Star Instructors.


  In other words, if Baek Suryong wanted to, he could use his connections to thwart the Murim Alliance's plans whenever he felt like it.


  "Chairman Yayul. Do you still think you are in a position of authority?" Baek Suryong said, his smile fading away to be replaced by a frosty expression. "Let me get this straight. The one who should be begging for an alliance isn't me, but you."


  "......" Yayul Hwang's face turned red, then blue, but he couldn't lash out with Noh Goonsang around, especially since it was clear that he was the one who had overstepped first.


  Right now, Baek Suryong had the justification not only to be angry but also to make further demands.


  "I've changed my mind. Instead of Chief Martial Arts Instructor, I want the vacant Vice Chairman position."


  "That's ridiculous!"


  "Impossible!"


  Yayul Hwang and Chief Strategist Jaegal Sojin shouted in unison, but Baek Suryong didn't give them a shit.


  "Then forget it."


  Smirking, Baek Suryong spun around and stormed out of the reception room.


  BANG!


  Yayul Hwang and Jaegal Sojin stared blankly at the slammed door.


  "Well, I guess that's that, then?" Noh Goonsang chuckled, shrugging.


  Yayul Hwang was stunned speechless.


  Chapter 285: Would You Like Some Career Counseling?


  "Why isn't he back yet?"


  "Nothing happened to him, right? The Chairman was terrifying..."


  Even as they carried on with their evening training at the White Dragon Manor, the students kept glancing anxiously at the front gate. Baek Suryong was unusually late.


  Hyonwon Kang muttered mischievously, "Maybe he mouthed off to Chairman and got beaten up?"


  "No way..."


  "Didn't you see him earlier? He was provoking him like crazy, saying stuff like, 'Who are you to interrupt my exam?'"


  "I was terrified. I really thought something bad was about to happen."


  Hyonwon Kang nodded. "Right? If it were me, I'd have dragged him somewhere quiet and beaten the crap out of him."


  The two freshmen, Wiji Cheon and Ya Suhyeok, exchanged doubtful looks. It was impossible to imagine Baek Suryong getting beaten up by anyone, but since it was the Murim Alliance Chairman... maybe?


  A small, unspoken hope began to sprout in the three boys' hearts, and as if on cue, a shooting star streaked across the night sky, leaving a long trail behind it.


  The three boys quickly clasped their hands together and made their wishes.


  "Chairman, please show us that justice still exists in the murim!" Hyonwon Kang prayed desperately.


  "Just hit him as much as we usually get hit!" Ya Suhyeok bellowed.


  "Put him in as much pain as possible... without breaking any bones or rupturing any organs!" Wiji Cheon muttered.


  Even the usually kind Wiji Cheon had been corrupted after enduring the final exams.


  "You idiots," Yeo Min sighed, smacking each of them on the back.


  SMACK! SMACK! SMACK!


  The three boys shrieked and jumped in pain. Thanks to the White Ice Divine Palm, Yeo Min's friendly slaps hurt.


  """Aaargh!"""


  "Do you think Chairman is like you? Stop dreaming and focus on your training!"


  A little further away from the group, Bang Baekhyun sat on the porch, smiling faintly as he watched his juniors train. "They're a lively bunch," he remarked.


  Geo Sangwoong, who still looked impeccably neat, scoffed. "Just be honest. You think they're weird."


  Bang Baekhyun smirked. Earlier, he was still complaining about being turned into a pretty boy, but I guess he's warmed up to the idea?


  Barely containing his laughter, he asked, "You suddenly insisted on inviting me here. Was this what you wanted to show me?"


  "I wanted to give you a tour of this place... and have a private conversation."


  Bang Baekhyun nodded, as if he was expecting this. Turning around, he faced his friend directly. "I'm ready to listen."


  Geo Sangwoong let out an awkward chuckle. "Don't take it too seriously, it's kind of embarrassing. Anyway, two years ago, at the Heavenly Martial Festival..."


  Slowly, he began to confess why he had distanced himself from martial arts for two years, why he had wasted his time gambling and indulging in food, and why he had spiraled into a self-destructive lifestyle.


  "...I tried to overcome it on my own, but I was too scared. Every time I tried to practice martial arts, my body would freeze, and I'd break into a cold sweat. Mr. Baek told me it was a form of qi deviation."


  As Bang Baekhyun listened to Geo Sangwoong's tale, his expression grew increasingly grim, until finally, he clenched his teeth. Even without seeing it firsthand, he could imagine how much his prideful friend had suffered in silence.


  "I'm sorry, I had no idea all that happened. I just thought you had lost motivation after returning from the Heavenly Martial Festival," he apologized.


  Geo Sangwoong scratched the back of his head. "I'm the one who should be sorry. Because of my damned pride, I just couldn't bring myself to say anything, especially not to you."


  "......"


  The two of them had once been known as the Azure Dragon Duo, promising prodigies of their generation. Although they were best friends, at the same time, they were also fierce rivals who constantly competed for the top spot.


  For that reason, Geo Sangwoong didn't want to show any weakness, at least not to Bang Baekhyun. On the other hand, because Bang Baekhyun was kept in the dark, he was deeply disappointed in his friend.


  That was how they had naturally drifted apart.


  Only now, after two years, were they finally clearing up the misunderstanding.


  Bang Baekhyun cautiously asked, "So... You're okay practicing martial arts now?"


  "As you can see, other than regretting all that time I wasted, I'm fine."


  "I see..."


  "By the way, do you have any plans for the break? It's our last vacation, after all," Geo Sangwoong asked, smoothly changing the topic to lighten the mood.


  The two of them were fourth-years. Though they still had one semester left, this was their final school vacation. It was time to seriously consider their futures.


  Bang Baekhyun gazed up at the night sky. "Our last vacation... it's already that time, huh?"


  "Yeah, time sure flies. It's hard to believe we're about to graduate."


  Their eyes drifted toward the juniors training in the courtyard, envying the underclassmen who still had lots of time left at the academy. In that moment, they were consumed by the regret of not having pushed themselves harder.


  That feeling weighed especially heavily on Geo Sangwoong.


  "I'm going to train like hell. This is my last chance to compete in the Heavenly Martial Festival," he whispered.


  Startled, Bang Baekhyun blurted out, "You're entering the Heavenly Martial Festival? Wait! Don't tell me..."


  "Yeah. I'm going to settle the score there." Geo Sangwoong's eyes blazed with resolve. "Fist Tyrant Cho Il. I'm going to crush that bastard with my own fists."


  Bang Baekhyun unconsciously glanced at his friend's hands. Not only did they look bigger and tougher than he remembered, they were also riddled with many new scars and calluses.


  With hands like those, I can hardly believe Sangwoong spent two years wasting away, but...


  Fist Tyrant Cho Il was one of the strongest prodigies at the Heavenly Martial Academy. Every year he had participated, he had placed among the top in the Dragon and Phoenix Tournament, the highlight of the Heavenly Martial Festival.


  If Geo Sangwoong hadn't been a match for Cho Il two years ago, by now, the gap between them would have only widened. Realistically, it was impossible for him to win.


  Despite his doubts, however, Bang Baekhyun grinned. "Fine, I won't stop you. Not like I could, right?"


  "You know me well," Geo Sangwoong chuckled. "What about you? What are you doing over the break?"


  Bang Baekhyun smiled gently. "I need to prepare for the Murim Alliance entrance exam. I already have enough credits to graduate, so I won't need to come to the academy much next semester."


  "Hmm..." Geo Sangwoong frowned. Whenever Bang Baekhyun smiled gently like that, it meant that he was hiding something. "Is that really what you want? Or is it what your mother wants?"


  Bang Baekhyun's mother was Winter Matron Seo Ri'ae, the chairwoman of the Azure Dragon Academy Parent-Teacher Association (PTA). She had meticulously managed her son's life from an early age, grooming him to become the next Murim Alliance Chairman, and Bang Baekhyun had always done his best to live up to her expectations.


  "Geo Sangwoong," Bang Baekhyun warned in a low voice. "Don't say it like that. My mother dedicated her life for me."


  "But your life doesn't belong to her."


  "What do you even know..."


  Geo Sangwoong scoffed. "I know enough. The Bang Baekhyun I know isn't someone with grand ambitions. You act all smart, but in the end, you're just a good momma's boy who can't say no to his mother's requests."


  "You damn..." Bang Baekhyun snapped, but his temper cooled halfway through and he let out a sigh instead. He didn't want to argue with a friend he hadn't talked to in two years. "Sangwoong, things have changed in the past two years. Back then, when I was struggling to meet my mother's expectations, I remember frequently complaining to you about how strict she was."


  "......"


  "But I don't think that way anymore." Bang Baekhyun's eyes shone with conviction. "I'm sure of my goal now. I want to stand at the peak of the Murim Alliance, and I've decided to dedicate my life to it."


  "You..." Geo Sangwoong stared at his friend for a long time before sighing. Even with the keen business acumen he had inherited from his father, he couldn't tell if his old friend's words were sincere or merely an act.


  Scratching his head roughly, he grumbled, "I can't tell if you're being serious or not. You always were good at acting."


  "I mean it."


  "You really should have been a spy."


  "You used to say that all the time. That I'd become a spy after graduation, while you'd turn into a bandit."


  Recalling old memories, the two young men chuckled together.


  "What's so funny?" Hyonwon Kang asked, approaching the pair.


  He wasn't alone. After finishing their training, the White Dragon Manor students crowded around the pair, sitting in a circle on the porch.


  Looking at them, Bang Baekhyun grinned and said half-jokingly, "I said I'd become the Murim Alliance Chairman, but this guy doesn't believe me."


  "The Murim Alliance Chairman? Oh, that sounds pretty cool."


  "I think it suits you."


  "Honestly, the Chairman we saw earlier didn't seem very orthodox either."


  "Yeah, he's more like one of us."


  The White Dragon Manor students all nodded seriously.


  Bang Baekhyun's jaw dropped in shock. Normally, people would either scoff or laugh at such a ridiculous claim, and he had expected that this time as well, but the reaction he received was the exact opposite.


  "...Don't you think I'm crazy?" he asked, his voice tinged with disbelief.


  "No? Why?"


  "I mean, it feels weird saying this myself, but most people would find it weird if someone from the Azure Dragon Academy said that they wanted to become the Murim Alliance Chairman."


  The White Dragon Manor students tilted their heads in confusion.


  "What's weird about it?"


  "Why can't you become Chairman just because you're from the Azure Dragon Academy?"


  "Is becoming Chairman harder than winning the Heavenly Martial Festival?"


  For a moment, Bang Baekhyun was shocked speechless, but soon, a strange feeling of exhilaration swept over him. Maybe it was because he had spent days fighting, chasing, and bonding with them, but even though they were practically strangers, he didn't feel uncomfortable discussing his dream with them.


  ...Right, aren't they the students of the teacher who outright declared that he would lead the Azure Dragon Academy to victory at the Heavenly Martial Festival?


  Realizing that, he couldn't help but laugh, "Haha! The way you guys put it, even someone from the Azure Dragon Academy becoming the Murim Alliance Chairman really doesn't seem like a big deal, huh? To be honest, I..."


  "Anyway, about that Chairman..." Hyonwon Kang interrupted, gesturing toward Ya Suhyeok with his chin. "When I first saw him, I thought he was Suhyeok's dad."


  "Huh? I thought the same thing. They look so alike."


  "Maybe he really is his illegitimate son? Even their names are similar."


  "What the hell are you guys talking about? My surname is 'Ya,' and the Chairman's is 'Yayul'!" Ya Suhyeok shouted, flustered by the teasing.


  "But you always call me 'Senior Wonkang' too, you damn punk."


  Yeo Min exaggeratedly widened her eyes in shock. "Oh? Senior, wasn't your name Hyon Wonkang...?"


  "You little...!"


  As usual, the White Dragon Manor students bickered and joked around noisily.


  Bang Baekhyun fell silent again, blinking in confusion. What on earth? Before I knew it, they've already moved on to a different topic!?


  Noticing his friend's bewilderment, Geo Sangwoong chuckled and slung an arm around Bang Baekhyun's shoulder. "This is just how it is here. There's no such thing as hierarchy."


  Bang Baekhyun shook his head. "...This place is really weird."


  CREAK...


  Just then, Baek Suryong pushed open the front gate and entered the White Dragon Manor. "Why are you guys so noisy... oh?"


  ""Mr. Baek!""


  The students immediately swarmed Baek Suryong like eager little puppies wagging their tails.


  "Why are you so late?"


  "The conversation dragged on, and even after it ended, I had to go comfort a certain sulking guy."


  "Sulking?"


  "Who else could it be but that Namgung fella?" Baek Suryong sighed in exasperation. Dealing with Mr. Grumpy had been more exhausting than facing the Murim Alliance Chairman.


  "Mr. Baek, did you get beaten up by the Chairman?"


  "What?"


  "We even made a wish on a shooting star earlier, so there's no way you came back unscathed..."


  BONK!


  Hyonwon Kang, who had been circling around inspecting Baek Suryong for injuries, was knocked flat on his face with a smack to the back of his head.


  "Who the fuck got beaten up again?"


  "Is there truly no hero in the murim capable of punishing Baek Suryong...?" Hyonwon Kang groaned softly, only to yelp when Baek Suryong casually kicked him away.


  Suddenly, Baek Suryong spotted a face he hadn't seen in the White Dragon Manor before.


  "You're Bang Baekhyun, right? A fourth year?" he asked.


  Bang Baekhyun immediately stood up and bowed in greeting. "Yes. It's an honor to meet you, Azure Dragon Hero."


  "Hmm..." Baek Suryong fell into deep thought. Bang Baekhyun was one of the people who had caught his attention during the last final exam.


  He's quick-witted, smart, and sociable, and his skills aren't bad.


  Before coming here, he had also conveniently asked Namgung Su about Bang Baekhyun.


  After all, he had to get something in return for spending so much time and effort pacifying the man and soothing his bruised ego, right?


  
    "Bang Baekhyun? His grades are excellent across the board, but his scores in infiltration, intelligence gathering, and espionage stand out. It seems like he actually enjoys it, too."

  


  He's graduating this year, hmm? That's perfect. He's just the person I need.


  Baek Suryong grinned. Bang Baekhyun was the perfect choice for a spy within the Murim Alliance.


  "You're planning to enter the Murim Alliance after graduation, right?"


  Bang Baekhyun replied awkwardly, "Uh... yes. That's correct."


  Baek Suryong smiled warmly, though for some reason, that smile only made Bang Baekhyun even more nervous.


  "Would you like some career counseling?" Baek Suryong asked.


  


  Translator's Shameless Self-Promotion: Speaking of spies, if you think you'll enjoy a murim spy action story, try reading Absolute Warrior.


  p.s. Su and Suryong have made up after breaking up for a day.


  Chapter 286: The Heart of the Problem


  "Sit down."


  "Okay."


  Bang Baekhyun sat across from Baek Suryong, his face tense. His gaze flickered around the room, taking in the chaotic piles of documents that threatened to spill from every surface. The sheer volume was overwhelming.


  They say he's as much of a workaholic as Mr. Namgung Su... but he does this much work even after coming home? Does he even sleep?


  Baek Suryong grinned, as if he had read Bang Baekhyun's thoughts. "I do it in my spare time," he said.


  "Wow... I truly respect you. Not only do you have incredible martial arts skills, you also teach at the academy and personally supervise the daily training of the students here. Even if someone had three bodies, I doubt they would be able to pull all that off," Bang Baekhyun gasped in sincere admiration.


  Baek Suryong merely shrugged. "Want some tea?"


  "I'm fine... No, actually, if you're offering, I'd love some." Bang Baekhyun initially wanted to refuse, but quickly changed his mind, chuckling awkwardly as he scratched his cheek, "It's not every day I get to drink tea personally brewed by the Azure Dragon Hero. I'll be bragging about this for a long time."


  Baek Suryong laughed, "What's there to brag about over a cup of tea?"


  As he poured the tea, he carefully observed Bang Baekhyun, his eyes gleaming.


  He's an interesting guy.


  It wasn't only Bang Baekhyun's martial prowess that intrigued Baek Suryong, but also his effortless social grace. The boy feigned nervousness with convincing skill, stoked an instructor's ego with subtle flattery, and seasoned the interaction with perfectly timed humor.


  No wonder they say he doesn't make enemies.


  His ability to navigate social situations was exceptional, far beyond what one would expect of a student. Additionally, with his striking appearance and carefree smile, it was no surprise that no one at the academy seemed to dislike him.


  These were excellent qualities for a spy.


  "Alright, you pass."


  "...Excuse me?"


  "Just talking to myself, don't mind it."


  Baek Suryong smirked in satisfaction, and Bang Baekhyun awkwardly smiled along.


  Now, let's see if he's actually reliable.


  Rather than diving straight into the main topic, Baek Suryong planned to use this career consultation as a way to learn more about Bang Baekhyun.


  "There are several entrance exams for the Murim Alliance. What's your first choice?"


  "Well..." Placing his teacup on the table, Bang Baekhyun answered seriously, "I'm preparing for the Heavenly Martial Corps' open recruitment exam."


  "The Heavenly Martial Corps? Not the Omniscient Bureau?"


  "...The Omniscient Bureau? Isn't that the Murim Alliance's intelligence unit?"


  "I was just a little surprised by your choice, that's all."


  The Murim Alliance was organized into five divisions, each with five corps. These twenty-five combat units formed the backbone of the Murim Alliance.


  However, the Heavenly Martial Corps was different. They were the personal guards of the Murim Alliance Chairman, tasked with escorting him, meeting with the murim's highest authorities, and carrying out secret missions under his direct orders.


  It was a prestigious and honorable unit, making it the most coveted position for young martial artists who wanted to join the Murim Alliance, but...


  "Aren't most members of the Heavenly Martial Corps graduates of the Heavenly Martial Academy?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Bang Baekhyun nodded with a slightly bitter expression. "...That's correct."


  Originally, the Heavenly Martial Academy and the Heavenly Martial Corps had no real connection other than their similar names. However, over time, the number of Heavenly Martial Academy graduates in the Corps had increased to the point where it was now considered an implicit requirement for entry.


  Of course, Bang Baekhyun was well aware of this.


  "Still, if you look at past recruits, it's not only Heavenly Martial Academy graduates. A small number of Vermilion Phoenix Academy and White Tiger Academy graduates have made it in as well," he explained.


  "So, there hasn't been a single Azure Dragon Academy graduate?"


  Bang Baekhyun forced a smile. "...I'm prepared to try again even if I fail the first or second time."


  Baek Suryong folded his arms. "What do you plan to do after you join the Heavenly Martial Corps?"


  "I'll build up achievements and climb the ranks. I'll become a squad captain, then a division commander, and eventually reach the pinnacle of the Murim Alliance—the Chairman," Bang Baekhyun replied without hesitation.


  He had given the same response during his career consultation with Namgung Su, but Namgung Su had told him it would be difficult. Now, he was curious to see how Baek Suryong would react.


  "Stop lying," Baek Suryong snapped sharply.


  "...What?" Bang Baekhyun blinked in confusion.


  He had thought that Baek Suryong would either encourage him by saying that it was possible with effort or suggest a more realistic alternative. To have his goal dismissed outright as a lie while being regarded with such cold eyes was the last thing he expected.


  "W-What do you mean...?" he stammered, unsure what expression he should be making at this moment.


  Should I be angry? Laugh it off as a joke? Judging by Baek Suryong's face though, he isn't joking...


  Baek Suryong chuckled and took a sip of his tea. "You're an excellent actor, but you're not good enough to fool me."


  He gazed steadily at Bang Baekhyun, whose eyes flickered with uncertainty.


  That's the look of a spy whose cover has just been blown.


  Bang Baekhyun bit his lip. "Are you saying I'm lying?"


  "Obviously."


  "Even if you're a teacher, that's..."


  "You say you want to be the Murim Alliance Chairman, but your eyes tell a different story. Do you really think I'd believe you?"


  "What's wrong with my eyes...?" Bang Baekhyun asked, visibly frustrated.


  He had thought his performance was flawless, and to most people, it probably was. Unfortunately, Baek Suryong wasn't most people.


  Baek Suryong laughed, "All I see in your eyes is doubt and a lack of self-awareness. There's no hunger in them. Where's the desperate madness, the burning ambition and conviction that consumes all else?"


  "......"


  Baek Suryong shook his head. Whether it was the sect leaders and clan heads of the murim, the blood demon, or other leaders of powerful organizations, they all shared one trait - an overwhelming, almost terrifying certainty in their own beliefs. Even the chairman of the Murim Alliance he had met earlier was a prime example of this extreme self-centeredness and arrogance.


  Of course, being calm and collected didn't mean that one couldn't be Chairman. However, Baek Suryong didn't sense any burning desire in Bang Baekhyun to achieve his supposed goal.


  "Bang Baekhyun. You were last year's Student Council President, well-liked among your peers, responsible, diligent, and an exemplary student. If we just go by that, then your goal of becoming the Murim Alliance Chairman makes sense. However, that's just what everyone knows about you..."


  "......"


  Baek Suryong reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a painstakingly detailed student profile that he had received from Namgung Su.


  "Bang Baekhyun. Shows acute sensitivity to others' emotions and moods, enjoys observing and taking advantage of his surroundings. Rarely takes the lead in class, but strives for perfection in practical exams and field missions. Excels in most subjects, but shows the most interest in espionage, subterfuge, and information sciences."


  Baek Suryong closed the profile and fixed his gaze on Bang Baekhyun. "To me, this feels more like the real Bang Baekhyun."


  "...Mr. Namgung was very thorough, huh?" Bang Baekhyun let out a dry chuckle, surprised that Namgung Su had analyzed him so carefully.


  His faint smile faded, replaced by a cold indifference.


  "...Well, it's true that I'm interested in intelligence work," he said plainly.


  "I knew it." Baek Suryong smiled.


  He much preferred this version of Bang Baekhyun. On a certain level, their personalities were even similar.


  Narrowing his eyes, he asked, "Let's go back to my original question. Do you really want to be the Murim Alliance Chairman? Why aim for such a tiresome position?"


  "The Murim Alliance Chairman is a tiresome position? Hah! Hahaha...!"


  Finally, the mask cracked, and Bang Baekhyun laughed so hard that tears welled up in his eyes.


  Once he managed to stop, he said, "Believe me or not, it's true. I do want to become the Murim Alliance Chairman."


  Baek Suryong studied him in silence for a while, then nodded. "That wasn't entirely a lie. Fine, I'll take your word for it."


  "......"


  "Anyway, your plan is to start in the Heavenly Martial Corps, slowly work your way up, and eventually become Chairman, right?"


  "Yes."


  "Alright, but... wait a minute." Baek Suryong tilted his head. The more he talked with Bang Baekhyun, the more something felt off.


  "Hey, why did you enroll in the Azure Dragon Academy in the first place? Wouldn't achieving your goal be much simpler if you had enrolled into the Heavenly Martial Academy right from the beginning?" he asked.


  Bang Baekhyun certainly did not lack for talent. In fact, his current skills seemed on par with, if not slightly better than, Dokgo Jun's.


  In other words, he was more than capable of enrolling into the Heavenly Martial Academy.


  So why the hell did he deliberately chose the harder path?


  Bang Baekhyun's decision to stay at the Azure Dragon Academy, rather than transfer to the prestigious Heavenly Martial Academy like Peng Sahyuk, defied logic. The difference in status between the two schools was immense.


  "...I have personal reasons," Bang Baekhyun muttered darkly.


  Normally, Baek Suryong wouldn't pry into a student's private matters, not today.


  He doesn't seem willing to talk about it, but... I think I already know why he's like this.


  Baek Suryong sighed, "You know, if you don't share your problems, I won't be able to help you."


  "Help me?" Bang Baekhyun chuckled coldly, as if asking: What could you possibly do to help me?


  Baek Suryong shrugged. "What I mean is, I have the ability to get you a position in the Murim Alliance, whether it's the Heavenly Martial Corps or the Omniscient Bureau."


  Bang Baekhyun stared at Baek Suryong in disbelief. He can get me any position I want within the Murim Alliance? What kind of bullshit is that?


  "That's impossible," he argued. "The Murim Alliance entrance exam is infamous for being immune to connections. Even a recommendation from the most prominent sect leaders are useless. My mother looked into every possible avenue, but..."


  Ever since Yayul Hwang had become Chairman, the Murim Alliance had completely banned all external recommendations and influence from their hiring criteria, so what strings did Baek Suryong have to pull?


  Baek Suryong explained, "There's one exception. If a Murim Alliance officer of Commander rank or higher vouches for someone, they can be specially recruited."


  Bang Baekhyun's sharp mind immediately understood the significance of Baek Suryong's words. "...Are you saying you'll get me hired through your connection with the Chairman?" he asked.


  Baek Suryong casually nodded. He doesn't even consider the possibility that I could do it myself, but I'll forgive him for that. How could this boy possibly imagine that, at this very moment, the great Murim Alliance Chairman is in deep discussion with his Chief Strategist, seriously considering my proposal?


  "So, are you ready to be honest about your career plans now?"


  "Hah..." Bang Baekhyun grinned, struck by a sudden realization that this man in front of him might be the benefactor who changed his life.


  Still, it was too early to celebrate.


  "Why are you helping me? I doubt it's for free," he asked suspiciously.


  Baek Suryong smirked in satisfaction. It was time to cut to the chase. "You're sharp," he said. "I like that you see the bait, but don't bite without first questioning it. Here's the deal: I can open any door for you, land you a spot in the unit of your dreams. All I ask in return is... information."


  "...Are you seriously asking me to be your spy?"


  For a brief moment, Bang Baekhyun's breath hitched, and his eyes sparkled with excitement.


  Looks like this job suits him after all. Baek Suryong laughed, "If you want to put it that way, sure. Rest assured that I won't ask you to do anything dangerous though. I'm just making sure a competent graduate gets a job while also planting a contact within the Murim Alliance."


  "Oh. So it's not dangerous..." Bang Baekhyun sighed gloomily.


  Baek Suryong twitched slightly. Wait... is he actually disappointed that it's not dangerous? He's definitely a weird one...


  Regardless, he continued, "As you know, before we can conclude this agreement, we need a certain level of mutual trust..."


  KNOCK KNOCK!


  Both teacher and student turned their heads at the sound of knocking.


  "Come in," Baek Suryong replied nonchalantly. He had already sensed an unfamiliar presence approaching.


  "Excuse me."


  A woman wearing a pristine white dress stepped into the room. Her skin was pale as snow, and her expression exuded an air of aloofness. Despite being over forty, she barely looked older than her late twenties, her sharp features making her beauty all the more striking.


  Bang Baekhyun's face instantly stiffened. "M-Mother..."


  Baek Suryong's eyes gleamed with certainty.


  I see. That's the look of a child who's just been caught doing something they shouldn't have. So this is the heart of the problem.


  It seemed that one who really needed counseling wasn't the son, but the mother.


  Chapter 287: This Must Be Fate


  "It's been a while since we last met, Mr. Baek Suryong," Seo Ri'ae greeted politely.


  The last time she had met Baek Suryong, he had been nothing more than a new instructor. Back then, if she had wanted to, she could have had him fired from the academy with ease.


  Now, however, the situation was reversed. The Azure Dragon Hero was a powerful and renowned martial artist, someone even the Murim Alliance Chairman dared not toy with recklessly.


  As a woman who would not hesitate to bow or even kneel if it would benefit her son, she had to make sure to treat Baek Suryong with the utmost courtesy and respect.


  "I know visiting at this late hour is improper, but I had no choice. A mother's worry cannot be laid to rest when her son has not returned home," she continued.


  "It's fine. Please, have a seat," Baek Suryong replied, gesturing to the seat beside Bang Baekhyun.


  Seo Ri'ae moved with effortless grace, smoothing her dress as she settled into her seat. Her son, on the other hand, stole a nervous glance in her direction.


  "It wasn't intentional, but I overheard some of what you were saying outside," she said.


  Of course, you did. I didn't bother putting up a sound barrier, Baek Suryong thought, but remained silent as he observed the woman carefully.


  Seo Ri'ae declared firmly, "My son is destined to become the Murim Alliance Chairman. I raised him to lack nothing, whether in martial arts or character."


  "He is indeed a very outstanding student," Baek Suryong acknowledged.


  A faint smile appeared on Seo Ri'ae's lips. "Thank you. However... as you said, his only flaw is that he enrolled in the Azure Dragon Academy instead of the Heavenly Martial Academy. Unfortunately, we didn't have much of a choice when it came to his schooling."


  "May I ask why?"


  "...It was because of me."


  "Mother!" Bang Baekhyun called out in a hushed voice, but Seo Ri'ae ignored him.


  "It was entirely my fault. Because of a mistake I made in the past, Baekhyun was unable to enter the Heavenly Martial Academy."


  "How is that your fault..."


  "Be quiet!" Seo Ri'ae hissed at her son, then bowed her head at Baek Suryong, her eyes desperate and pleading. "Mr. Baek, please. I beg you, don't ask any more questions about this."


  Seeing Seo Ri'ae's obvious distress, Baek Suryong could hardly believe that this was the same proud woman he had met before.


  More importantly, that flicker of madness in her eyes... could that be what I think it is?


  Regardless, he nodded. "...Understood. I won't ask about it any further."


  "Thank you."


  "But, Madam."


  "Hmm?" Seo Ri'ae lifted her head and met Baek Suryong's gaze.


  Baek Suryong regarded Seo Ri'ae closely. Her eyes, filled with obsessive determination, were tinged with the faintest shade of red. Had he not been so close to her, he would never have noticed.


  "From what I see, Bang Baekhyun seems more suited to the Omniscient Bureau than the Heavenly Martial Corps," he began cautiously, testing the waters.


  "...No, it must be the Heavenly Martial Corps," Seo Ri'ae replied. "Mr. Baek, no one knows my son better than I do. Baekhyun must go to the Heavenly Martial Corps. That is where he can build his achievements and rise through the ranks the fastest."


  Baek Suryong studied Seo Ri'ae's reaction in detail.


  She's smiling, but her lips are quivering slightly, there's a subtle tremor in her voice, and her fingers are constantly fidgeting. She's quite agitated.


  He asked again, "The Heavenly Martial Corps is a rough place for an Azure Dragon Academy graduate. Have you considered that rather than advancing, he may be hindered or bullied by his peers?"


  "He must overcome such competition if he's going to be Chairman one day!" Seo Ri'ae bellowed, her eyes flashing with deranged fervor.


  However, almost immediately after, she visibly deflated, seeming to regret her sudden outburst.


  "I-I'm sorry," she stammered. "I tend to get carried away when it comes to my son."


  "...It's fine, don't worry," Baek Suryong reassured.


  Now, he was certain. Seo Ri'ae was not in a normal state of mind. Even if it involved her son's future, were a few words truly something worth getting this upset over?


  "Madam, the Omniscient Bureau is a strong alternative. The Murim Alliance's intelligence division is every bit as capable as the Beggars' Gang. It would be the best place for Bang Baekhyun to utilize his talents," he argued.


  "But isn't the Omniscient Bureau just a lowly desk job compared to the Heavenly Martial Corps? What sort of grand achievements can he accomplish by pushing papers in a cramped office?"


  "......" Baek Suryong fell silent, thinking through his next words.


  Growing impatient, Seo Ri'ae reached into her sleeve, pulled out a heavy wallet, and placed it on the table. Judging by the loud clinking sound it made, it was filled with a considerable amount of money.


  "This is a small token of appreciation. If you help us, I will never forget this favor," she said.


  Baek Suryong ignored her and instead turned to Bang Baekhyun. "Why have you been silent this whole time?"


  "...I feel the same way as my mother," Bang Baekhyun replied meekly.


  Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. That's bullshit. He doesn't agree with her actions at all.


  Sitting next to Seo Ri'ae, Bang Baekhyun looked utterly lifeless. His eyes were dull, and his expression vacant.


  Does Seo Ri'ae not see the expression on her son's face? Or is she pretending not to?


  "Mr. Baek, please speak with me, not my son. He is still too young to understand anything," Seo Ri'ae interjected.


  Baek Suryong blinked in disbelief. Bang Baekhyun is too young to understand anything? A young man over twenty? The one who doesn't understand anything is you, Seo Ri'ae!


  "I know what you want. You want Baekhyun to send you information about the Murim Alliance, don't you? That's why you want to send him to the Omniscient Bureau," Seo Ri'ae continued.


  "Hah..." Baek Suryong let out a short laugh, as if he had heard something absurd. "Madam, I think you misunderstood me. That's not why I want to send him there."


  Having a spy within the Murim Alliance would be useful, but in the end, it wasn't necessary. The reason why he recommended Bang Baekhyun to join the Omniscient Bureau wasn't purely for his own benefit, but because the young man was truly better suited for a job in information management.


  Suddenly, Seo Ri'ae scrambled to her feet and dropped to her knees before Baek Suryong.


  "Mr. Baek Suryong," she began, before turning and glaring at her son. "What are you waiting for, Baekhyun? Hurry up and get down! It seems we need to ask him properly."


  Bang Baekhyun bit his lip in exasperation, but in the end, he obediently knelt down next to his mother.


  Baek Suryong's jaw dropped. "...What on earth are you doing?"


  Seo Ri'ae looked up at him, her face pleading. "Please, Mr. Baek. I'm begging you. Speak with Chairman and make sure my son gets into the Heavenly Martial Corps. I will never forget this kindness. My son must become the Murim Alliance Chairman!"


  "......" Baek Suryong was assaulted by a deep sense of revulsion. Seo Ri'ae's obsession with her son had warped into an all-consuming madness.


  She would go to even greater extremes if she had to. All in the name of "helping" her son.


  Finally, he understood why Bang Baekhyun had never resisted.


  Is he afraid of his mother, or simply worried about her? Or is there another reason?


  Either way, he had seen enough and had no intention of letting this continue.


  "Why not become the Murim Alliance Chairman yourself, Madam?" he asked sharply.


  "...Huh?" Seo Ri'ae gasped, looking flustered.


  Baek Suryong smiled coldly. "If you want, I can also arrange a position for you in the Heavenly Martial Corps."


  It would certainly shock the Chairman, but if he pushed for it, it wasn't impossible.


  "What are you saying...?"


  "To me, it seems like you want to be the Murim Alliance Chairman more than your son does."


  Seo Ri'ae's expression hardened. "...Mr. Baek. That's going too far."


  "The one going too far is you. Stop forcing your dream onto your son. What you're doing is child abuse."


  "How dare you...!" Seo Ri'ae roared, her beautiful face twisting into something monstrous as she shot to her feet and glared at Baek Suryong. "You think I'm forcing him? My Baekhyun has wanted to be the Murim Alliance Chairman ever since he was a child. Isn't that right?"


  "...Yes," Bang Baekhyun answered weakly, bowing his head.


  "You... are you betraying me? Your mother...?!" Seo Ri'ae shrieked, her accusation laced with the agony of betrayal.


  Her gaze, now laced with killing intent, flickered between her son and Baek Suryong.


  A chilling realization dawned on her.


  Nodding to herself, she rambled, "I see now. You bewitched my son, didn't you? You want to turn my son, who dreams of becoming the Murim Alliance Chairman, into nothing more than a lowly spy?! Do you think I'll allow that?!"


  "Mother? That's not...!"


  "Shut up! Unless you want to see your mother die!" Seo Ri'ae snapped at her son, then turned back to Baek Suryong with an expression like she wanted to murder him.


  Baek Suryong sighed. So this is why Bang Baekhyun can't oppose her. The moment he defies her, she goes into a seizure. If she's been using emotional blackmail and guilt-tripping him like this since he was a child, then it's no wonder that he unconditionally submits to her.


  "I simply provided career counseling and recommended a path suited to his talents," Baek Suryong explained.


  "His talents? What makes you think you understand my son's talents better than I do?!"


  "Madam, please calm down. You're not thinking clearly right now, and you know it, right?"


  Seo Ri'ae's fingers trembled even more violently, and her eyes turned bloodshot. Unable to control her overwhelming emotions, she bit her lip repeatedly.


  Baek Suryong recognized those symptoms better than anyone.


  "How long have you been experiencing qi deviation?" he asked, though he already suspected the truth.


  Seo Ri'ae's qi deviation had likely developed gradually over time. When her love for her son first distorted into an unhealthy obsession, it had triggered a mild qi deviation. The intensified emotions from the qi deviation then fed her obsession, further destabilizing her qi and resulting in a vicious cycle.


  This type of qi deviation was hard to spot because it didn't have obvious symptoms.


  RUMBLE!


  "Don't you dare treat me like some lunatic!" Seo Ri'ae let out a shill scream. "No one will take my son from me!"


  Before anyone could react, she lunged at Baek Suryong, her eyes glowing white as she released a freezing aura.


  "Mother!" Bang Baekhyun shouted.


  Although Seo Ri'ae was a peak-level martial artist, the gap between her and Baek Suryong was just too vast. Moreover, in her current state, with her mind clouded by qi deviation, she stood no chance against him.


  As expected, Baek Suryong subdued Seo Ri'ae in mere moments.


  "How... How do you know Ice Arts...!" Seo Ri'ae gasped. Even in her near-maddened state, she could feel Baek Suryong's cold energy invading her body.


  Baek Suryong quickly sealed her acupoints, knocking her unconscious.


  "What are you doing?!" Bang Baekhyun cried out in alarm.


  "If I hadn't knocked her out, she would've kept attacking," Baek Suryong explained, carefully handing the unconscious Seo Ri'ae to Bang Baekhyun.


  "W-What happened...? Why did my mother suddenly...?" Bang Baekhyun stammered, looking completely shaken.


  Baek Suryong asked, "You really didn't notice that your mother was suffering from qi deviation?"


  "I-I had no idea. I knew she was becoming more obsessive lately, but..."


  "Maybe she didn't know either."


  "Why did this happen to her...?"


  Tears began to flow from Bang Baekhyun's eyes. Seeing his mother's pale, exhausted face, his heart felt like it was being torn apart. He had been right next to his mother all this time, yet he had failed to notice something that Baek Suryong had discovered in an instant.


  "Mother..."


  Baek Suryong silently watched as Bang Baekhyun hugged his mother and wept.


  If left alone, she would've become like the Nine Yin Witch.


  The memory of the Nine Yin Witch's tragic fate still haunted Baek Suryong. Ultimately, it was the fake White Ice Divine Art he had fabricated for the Blood Cult which had driven her insane, and the guilt gnawed at him.


  Fortunately, this time, it wasn't too late.


  He walked over and had Bang Baekhyun lay his mother flat on the ground.


  Seeing the boy's confused expression, he smiled. "You should consider yourself lucky. Even though I'm a specialist in treating qi deviation, if this had gone on for a few more months, it would've been much harder to fix."


  Baek Suryong placed his hands on Seo Ri'ae's qi center and forehead. Very carefully, he infused her with the energy of the Heaven Defying Divine Art, letting it circulate through her body, absorbing the impure energy built up from her qi deviation.


  Thanks to his recent progress in the martial art, the procedure took much less time than when he treated Wiji Cheon and Gongson Su.


  After a while, the agitation on Seo Ri'ae's face melted away, replaced by peace and serenity.


  Baek Suryong withdrew his hands and said to Bang Baekhyun, "The immediate danger has passed. Take her to a physician and get a prescription for energy recovery medicine. She'll be fine after a few days of rest."


  "Thank you! Thank you so much!" Bang Baekhyun said, repeatedly bowing in gratitude. Then, with a determined look, he declared, "Mr. Baek. I'm going to apply to the Omniscient Bureau."


  "What about your mother?"


  Even if Seo Ri'ae regained consciousness, she would never approve of Bang Baekhyun joining the Omniscient Bureau.


  However, Bang Baekhyun had made up his mind.


  "I'll convince her somehow," he said resolutely.


  "Do as you wish." Baek Suryong smirked and waved him off. "Now, hurry up and take her to the physician."


  "I'll come back to see you soon."


  Bang Baekhyun carefully carried Seo Ri'ae on his back. Worried about jolting her around too much, he controlled his movement arts precisely so that she would have a smooth ride.


  Baek Suryong watched the mother and son pair disappear into the distance, then looked down at his palm with a strange expression.


  "This must be fate," he whispered to himself.


  The ice arts that Seo Ri'ae had used... was the North Sea Ice Palace's White Ice Divine Art.
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  The next day, the Murim Alliance Chairman came to see Baek Suryong.


  Chapter 288: Not Even a Bandit Would...


  It was yet another peaceful morning at the White Dragon Manor.


  As always, the day began with the students' screams.


  "Kuueeek!"


  With a sound like a pig being slaughtered, Hyonwon Kang went flying through the air before crashing into the ground.


  That wasn't the end of it. One after another, Geo Sangwoong, Ya Suhyeok, Yeo Min, and Wiji Cheon all landed on top of him. The ground trembled four more times as dust clouds rose.


  "Cough! Cough! Get off me, you pigs! I can't breathe!"


  Pinned at the bottom, Hyonwon Kang struggled and shoved his seniors and juniors away.


  "Damn it! Why am I always the one at the bottom?" he screamed, feeling utterly wronged.


  "Well, Wonkang, that's because you're always the first one to get hit and sent flying," Geo Sangwoong said, pushing his junior's face aside as he got up.


  There was no time to complain. Morning training had only just begun.


  "Just because the holidays are coming up, does that mean you punks can slack off?" Baek Suryong barked.


  He was wearing a set of loose pajamas, his hair was barely tied back, and his sword was casually slung over his shoulder.


  "You're already excited about lazing around, huh? Even after completely botching the final exam," he grumbled, narrowing his eyes dangerously.


  The students flinched. It was true that they had made a mess of the academy. If Baek Suryong hadn't used his influence as the famous Azure Dragon Hero, they could have been suspended or even expelled.


  Yeo Min hesitantly raised her hand in protest. "But... Mr. Baek, weren't you the one who told us to use any means necessary?"


  "That's right!"


  "We just did what we were taught!"


  "We learned it all from you!"


  "The student surpasses the master! A chip off the old block! Cook the hunting dog after the hunt is over!"


  "...Hey, your last idiom is wrong."


  Following Yeo Min's lead, the others also voiced their grievances.


  Baek Suryong smirked. "Why are you complaining? All of you did well. Some of your tricks were so ingenious that even I didn't expect them. I could tell that everyone worked hard this semester."


  The students, who had braced for a scolding, widened their eyes. Some even got teary-eyed at the unexpected praise.


  ""Mr. Baek...""


  Of course, it didn't end there.


  Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow, and his expression turned serious. "What I really don't understand is why not a single one of you managed to complete your mission. I told you to use any means necessary to complete your missions, not turn the academy into a war zone. Right?"


  ""T-That's...""


  Dragging the tip of his sword along the ground, Baek Suryong slowly approached the students.


  Sensing danger, they instinctively stepped back.


  Baek Suryong smiled. "Shall I go first?"


  Hyonwon Kang shuddered. Baek Suryong's words contained a hidden threat. Unless they attacked first, they were finished.


  Once again, he took the lead, shouting, "Damn it! Either way, it's the same! Beat Up Baek Suryong Formation Number 138, go!"


  "...Why does the number always end in 8?"


  "That's a secret!"


  Everyone sighed as they watched Hyonwon Kang, who was charging ahead again despite getting beaten up over and over again.


  "Does that guy ever learn?"


  "Well, thanks to him, at least I won't be at the bottom this time."


  Grumbling, they all followed Hyonwon Kang and surrounded Baek Suryong.


  Feeling the auras of his students closing in from all sides, Baek Suryong grinned.


  They've all improved a lot. Now, if I'm not careful, they might even graze my clothes.


  Drawing the Azure Dragon Sword from its sheath, he muttered, "You're still nowhere near where I want you to be, though."


  CLANG! CRASH! BOOOOOM!


  Another storm swept through the training grounds.
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  Baek Suryong looked down at the students lying sprawled on the ground, gasping for air. "As you know, the semester ends in a few days. After that, it's the school vacation."


  At the end-of-semester ceremony, the students' final grades would be announced. After that, they would have about two months of summer vacation, during which some would return home to spend time with their families, while others could stay in the dormitories to continue training on their own.


  "What are your plans for the break?" Baek Suryong asked, curious.


  Hyonwon Kang sat up. "I'll be going home. My father insisted that I come back this time..."


  Recently, the Hyonwon clan had regained its former glory with the restoration of the family's signature technique, the Earth Shattering Blade. On top of that, Hyonwon Kang himself was gaining fame in the murim as the Sky Sundering Blade, so he was sure to receive a grand welcome upon his return.


  "I'll be heading to the bandit keep. I need to report to my hyungs," Ya Suhyeok replied.


  Wiji Cheon mumbled, "I-I'll be going to the SRS training camp for about a month..."


  "Quit flaunting your romance in front of us, you smug little show-off."


  "Junior, we're rooting for you!"


  "Damn you, I'll be stuck training with sweaty men..."


  Hyonwon Kang and Geo Sangwoong grinned mischievously as they slung their arms over Wiji Cheon's shoulders, only to yelp when Yeo Min smacked them.


  "Ahem. I'll be staying at home and commuting to the White Dragon Manor during the break," Geo Sangwoong added.


  Having been kicked out of his house before, he had finally received permission from his father, the Golden Dragon Chairman, to stay at home during the vacation.


  "I don't really have anywhere to go, so I'll just stay here and train with Mr. Baek," Yeo Min said. Since she had started learning Ice Arts later than her peers, she planned to use the break to catch up.


  To her surprise, though, Baek Suryong announced, "I'm sorry, but I won't be here for most of the vacation."


  Like the students, he was looking forward to the break. However, it wasn't just for rest and relaxation, but because he wanted to use the time to visit some places he'd been curious about for a while.


  "What?"


  "Why?"


  The students stared at him with disbelief.


  Baek Suryong, on the other hand, was confused by their reaction. "What, did you think I would just stay here and work myself to death every day?"


  "Well..."


  "I mean..."


  The thought of their workaholic teacher leaving White Dragon Manor during vacation made the students feel strangely disappointed, and they unconsciously pouted.


  "When I finish my errands, I might drop by your places for surprise home visits, so don't slack off."


  "Yes, Mr. Baek..."


  Baek Suryong ruffled the teenagers' heads as they sulked. "Alright, now finalize your vacation plans and submit them to me..."


  He suddenly stopped speaking and turned his head sharply, a faint smile appearing on his lips. "...Looks like we have a guest this morning."


  "Is the Azure Dragon Hero here? We are from the Murim Alliance!" a voice imbued with inner qi echoed loudly from outside the White Dragon Manor.


  Baek Suryong pondered for a moment. It wasn't the Chairman's voice, but the energy within it was formidable.


  He's an elite martial artist.


  He turned to his students, who were staring at him in shock. "All of you, go inside."


  After confirming that the students had returned to their rooms, Baek Suryong shouted, "Please wait a moment!"


  He returned to his quarters, washed up, changed clothes, and tidied his appearance before finally stepping outside and opening the gate.


  "Greetings, I'm Baek Suryong. What brings you here?" he asked courteously.


  Standing before him was a martial artist dressed in a white uniform, with the characters "Heavenly Martial (天武)" emblazoned on his left chest. That was the uniform of the Heavenly Martial Corps, which made this man a member of the Murim Alliance Chairman's personal guard.


  The man's face twitched as if insulted. "You took quite a while to respond to my call," he grumbled.


  Baek Suryong smiled, unfazed by the rebuke. "My apologies, I was in the middle of training and couldn't greet a guest while covered in sweat."


  "Couldn't you have washed up after letting me in first?"


  "Whether or not I let you in is my choice. For someone who showed up unannounced at this ungodly hour, you sure are demanding."


  "......" At a loss for words, the man bit his lip and glared at Baek Suryong.


  Baek Suryong, in turn, met his gaze steadily.


  "...I apologize for coming unannounced," the man finally said.


  Oh? Baek Suryong's eyes widened slightly in surprise. It was true that he had deliberately delayed his entrance to assert his dominance, and the man must have realized this as well. Despite that, he didn't overreact to the provocation.


  He has excellent mental discipline... well, that's probably why he was chosen as the Chairman's personal guard.


  There was no need to test him further.


  Baek Suryong cut to the chase, asking, "What brings you here?"


  "The Chairman wishes to know if he may visit this morning."


  Baek Suryong's lips curled into a smirk. They must be feeling the pressure.


  The notoriously impatient Chairman had sent someone ahead to ask for permission to visit? That was impossible. This was likely the Chief Strategist's advice rather than the Chairman's own decision.


  She wants to see how I'll react.


  "Tell him that I'm fine with it," he said.


  "Understood."
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  Less than an hour after the man left, the Murim Alliance Chairman arrived together with Chief Strategist Jaegal Sojin, flanked on both sides by thirty warriors from the Heavenly Martial Corps.


  Hmm, they're good, but compared to the Chairman, none of them stand out.


  Yayul Hwang was a man whose sheer presence dominated every space he stepped into. He strode forward, his aura filled with overwhelming authority, his steps firm and unwavering, as if his very being proclaimed, "I am the ruler of the Murim Alliance."


  "Did I come too early?" Yayul Hwang asked.


  Baek Suryong barely managed to stop himself from grinning. His tone is much more polite than before. Just how badly did he agonize over this decision all night?


  "Not at all. Please, come in," he replied just as politely.


  Yayul Hwang nodded, then said to his men, "Heavenly Martial Corps, stand guard at the gates and restrict entry."


  ""Yes, sir!""


  Baek Suryong turned and led Yayul Hwang and Jaegal Sojin into the White Dragon Manor. As he walked, he could feel an especially sharp and impatient killing intent piercing into his back.


  As expected, Yayul Hwang didn't beat around the bush.


  The moment they entered the meeting room, before Baek Suryong had even sat down, he clasped his large fists together and slightly bowed his head, "I formally apologize for my previous disrespect."


  Baek Suryong blinked in shock. If the Heavenly Martial Corps outside had witnessed this, they would have been utterly devastated. The Chairman they knew was not a man who lowered his head easily.


  "I'll be honest. I've mobilized all of the Murim Alliance's intelligence networks, as well as my personal connections, to investigate you," Yayul Hwang confessed.


  Baek Suryong nodded. "I assumed as much. And what did you find?"


  Yayul Hwang balked. What had he found? He had spent the whole night and early morning reading through reports, but because he couldn't believe what he was seeing, he had reread them over and over just to be sure.


  First, he confirmed that Baek Suryong truly possessed both the Sichuan Tang Clan and the Fire King's Gratitude Tokens, only to discover that the Namgung Clan had given him the Divine Physician's Gratitude Token as well.


  What the hell? The first two are one thing, but even the Divine Physician?


  Second, he verified that Baek Suryong had identified a flaw in the Blood Cult's demonic art that even the Erudite Sage had failed to notice during the Namgung Clan's new instructor training course.


  His claim that he can develop counter-techniques for Blood Cult martial arts is highly credible...


  However, what shocked him the most were Baek Suryong's connections. While investigating the students Baek Suryong had taught, one name stood out—Gongson Su.


  Isn't that the Prime Minister? His connections extend even to the imperial court?


  This wasn't just a casual relationship. Recently, the Azure Dragon Academy's financial situation had improved dramatically, and he had confirmed that the funding came directly from the Imperial Treasury.


  Whatever it was, Yayul Hwang now understood that Baek Suryong hadn't exaggerated at all.


  
    "Let me get this straight. The one who should be begging for an alliance isn't me, but you."

  


  "...Rumors in the murim tend to be exaggerated, but in your case, they were actually an understatement," Yayul Hwang laughed hollowly. "...And on top of that, Noh Goonsang outright threatened me."


  
    "Chairman, do not even think about using force against the Azure Dragon Hero. If you do, you'll have to fight the Azure Dragon Academy before you even get to the Blood Cult."

  


  Yayul Hwang knew better than to ignore such a warning. When Noh Goonsang had said those words, the man had worn the same crazed look he had decades ago when the Blood Cult called him the Mad Dog.


  "So, have you reached a conclusion?" Baek Suryong asked.


  Yayul Hwang nodded. He was self-centered and arrogant, but he wasn't foolish enough to let his pride cloud his judgment. Rather than forcibly integrating the Azure Dragon Academy into the Murim Alliance's chain of command, it was far more effective to recruit Baek Suryong as a high-ranking official and let him control the Five Great Academies from within.


  "The Murim Alliance proposes an equal alliance with the Azure Dragon Academy. Additionally, I offer you the position of Chief Instructor of the Murim Alliance," he said.


  It was a shocking offer, but...


  "Chief Instructor? I thought I requested the position of Vice Chairman," Baek Suryong replied as if it were the most natural thing in the world.


  "You know that's not realistically possible," Yayul Hwang sighed. The Murim Alliance Chairman's authority was vast, but even he couldn't do everything at his sole discretion.


  "The position of Vice Chairman requires a majority vote of the five alliance commanders. I can't appoint one on my own," he explained.


  "Then you just have to convince them, don't you?"


  Yayul Hwang shook his head. "That's impossible. Every one of them is eyeing the Chairman's seat. If I suddenly appoint a Vice Chairman, do you think they'll approve?"


  "Hmm, this puts me in a difficult position..."


  "It's hard for me too..."


  Now it was Yayul Hwang's turn to plead. As long as he couldn't afford to give up what Baek Suryong had, the bargaining power was in Baek Suryong's hands.


  Under the pretense of contemplation, Baek Suryong weighed the pros and cons in his mind.


  The Vice Chairman position isn't that important to me anyway. I just threw it out there as a test.


  The Chief Instructor role was equivalent to a commander of the five Murim Alliance divisions. In some ways, it was the perfect position for Baek Suryong.


  Still, that doesn't mean I should give in so easily.


  Baek Suryong sighed, as if reluctantly conceding. "Fine. However, the Azure Dragon Academy and the Murim Alliance must establish a formal agreement."


  Yayul Hwang groaned in displeasure, but upon receiving a telepathic message from his Chief Strategist, Jaegal Sojin, telling him to listen first, he nodded. "What kind of threat... no, agreement are we talking about?"


  "Starting this year, the Murim Alliance will accept graduating students from the Azure Dragon Academy as interns, allowing them to gain field experience there for three to six months. Of course, all expenses will be covered by the Murim Alliance."


  "Not even a bandit would..."


  "Take it or leave it."


  "Ugh!"


  Chapter 289: The End-of-Semester Ceremony (1)


  At the highest ridge of the White Dragon Manor's roof, a man stood precariously, surveying the grounds below.


  "......"


  Rather than exuding strength, he possessed an elegance that could only be described as beautiful. He rested a hand on his sword hilt, prepared for any unexpected intruders as he observed the manor.


  In truth, such vigilance was unnecessary. Under his command, the Heavenly Martial Corps had already surrounded the White Dragon Manor with an impenetrable defense. Their sharp, chilling auras alone were enough to prevent anyone from approaching.


  And even if our defenses were breached, who would dare harm the Chairman?


  Some might think that way, but the man had never once neglected his duty.


  My mission is to protect the Chairman.


  As the man scanned his surroundings with sharp eyes, remaining ever watchful, a Heavenly Martial Corps warrior leaped onto the roof and bowed in greeting.


  "Commander. There is no suspicious movement within a hundred meter radius," the warrior reported.


  The Commander nodded. "Well done. Rotate with the third squad and continue to guard the western perimeter."


  Instead of immediately following the order, the warrior hesitated. "Um... Commander," he began.


  "What is it?"


  "Have you heard that the Chairman intends to appoint the Azure Dragon Hero as Chief Instructor?"


  "So?" The Commander's eyebrow twitched slightly.


  The subordinate flinched, but quickly expressed his frustration, "Isn't the position of Chief Instructor equal in rank to the Five Commanders? No matter how much authority the Chairman has, this is unacceptable."


  "......"


  "Commander, perhaps if you spoke to the Chairman..."


  "Return to your post."


  "Commander..."


  "I said, return," the Commander repeated, releasing a faint killing intent.


  The warrior shrank back, intimidated. "...Yes, sir," he said, then left as quickly as he came.


  Despite his words, the Commander actually agreed with his subordinates. No, if anything, the emotions boiling inside him were stronger than anyone else's.


  The Azure Dragon Hero.


  After meeting Baek Suryong in person, he realized that the rumors were true. The man was certainly extraordinary.


  A rising supreme master whose name is now being spoken alongside the Ten Supremes.


  As a martial artist of the same generation, it would be a lie to say he didn't feel a surge of competitive spirit.


  That's why I tested him.


  Half out of curiosity and half out of an attempt to humiliate the arrogant bastard, he had shot a piercing wave of killing intent sharp enough to make even a peak master flinch at Baek Suryong's back.


  However, Baek Suryong hadn't even twitched a muscle.


  When that happened, the Commander had felt deeply ashamed. Despite his deliberate challenge, Baek Suryong hadn't even acknowledged his existence.


  He made me feel like a reckless fool.


  "It seems I still lack discipline," the Heavenly Martial Corps Commander muttered, shaking his head and forcing himself to concentrate on his work.


  Nevertheless, the flames of rivalry that had ignited within him refused to subside.
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  "Ugh..." Yayul Hwang hesitated, unable to answer right away.


  Instead, he stared blankly at Baek Suryong, feeling like a gambler who had lost everything but the clothes on his back.


  How did I get tangled up with this bastard...


  He already knew that he was the one at a disadvantage in this negotiation, so at their second meeting, he had formally apologized and offered Baek Suryong the position of Murim Alliance Chief Instructor. According to his common sense, this should have been more than enough for Baek Suryong to accept.


  Demanding the Vice Chairman position must have been a bluff. He must have known it wasn't possible.


  ...Or so he thought. He never expected Baek Suryong to use that as leverage to make further demands.


  This man isn't a negotiator, he's a swindler.


  Chief Strategist Jaegal Sojin, who had been quietly listening since the start of the meeting, finally interjected, "Are you suggesting that the Murim Alliance recruit students from the Azure Dragon Academy?


  Baek Suryong shook his head. "I am only asking that they be allowed to work there as interns to gain work experience. I'm not asking the Murim Alliance to officially hire them."


  Of course, it would be great if they were officially hired, but even Baek Suryong knew that it was unrealistic to go that far. If he became too greedy, he risked losing control of the negotiations.


  "I've heard that Azure Dragon Academy graduates have a hard time even passing the initial background screening process. All I want is for them to be treated fairly and given the same opportunities as students from the other Five Great Academies. This isn't an unreasonable request, is it?"


  Among the Five Great Academies, Azure Dragon Academy had the worst reputation. As a result, its students stood a much slimmer chance of being accepted into the Murim Alliance.


  "What's your take, Chief Strategist?" Yayul Hwang asked, deferring the decision to Jaegal Sojin.


  After a brief moment of contemplation, Jaegal Sojin nodded. "I believe it is a reasonable request. We will consider it carefully."


  Baek Suryong grinned. "Then I will take that as confirmation. Also, one more thing."


  "...What now?" Yayul Hwang's thick eyebrows twitched in irritation. His patience was clearly reaching its limit.


  Baek Suryong quickly pushed his agenda. "The position of Chief Instructor is equal in rank to the Five Commanders, right?"


  "That's right."


  "Then that means the Chief Instructor has the authority to recommend new members to the Murim Alliance. I will simply be exercising my rightful privilege."


  "...Where did you learn about that clause?"


  Baek Suryong smiled. "Since I'm going to be holding an adjunct position soon, I thought it only prudent to read through the Murim Alliance's rules and regulations thoroughly."


  Under the table, Yayul Hwang's fists trembled with barely contained rage.


  Damn it, even the way he smiles is infuriating!


  He wanted nothing more than to punch Baek Suryong's smug face, but that would mean throwing away the chance to recruit this useful man, so he had no choice but to put up with it.


  Baek Suryong continued, "My request is simple. All I want is to recommend one person to the Omniscient Bureau. I believe there's a sharp-minded graduate this year who would be a valuable asset to the Murim Alliance."


  "Hah..." Yayul Hwang snorted. He was no fool, so he immediately grasped the meaning behind Baek Suryong's words.


  Baek Suryong was blatantly requesting to plant his own spy within the Murim Alliance, and not just anywhere, but within their intelligence division, the Omniscient Bureau.


  Well, at least it's better than sneaking around behind my back.


  Yayul Hwang sighed. Unfortunately, the young instructor was right. Recommending staff to the Alliance was a privilege that came with the position of Chief Instructor.


  Of course, he had never seen anyone abuse it quite like this before.


  He nodded grudgingly, saying, "Fine, but if the kid lacks the ability, he won't last long in the Omniscient Bureau. I won't take responsibility if he gets himself fired."


  "Naturally, I wouldn't expect you to," Baek Suryong replied smoothly.


  He had faith in Bang Baekhyun. With that boy's social and martial skills, adapting to the Omniscient Bureau was a piece of cake.


  Yayul Hwang turned to Jaegal Sojin. "Send the student to the Chief Strategist here. I've heard they've been short on personnel lately."


  Baek Suryong smirked. The Chief Strategist also served as the Commander of the Omniscient Bureau, the Murim Alliance's intelligence division. Turning to Jaegal Sojin, he asked, "You're not going to bully him just because he's an outsider, are you?"


  "Of course not. I'll evaluate him fairly. I swear it on my family's name," Jaegal Sojin replied solemnly.


  Baek Suryong nodded. Since she had sworn on the name of the Jaegal Clan, there was no risk of Bang Baekhyun being unfairly singled out and expelled. Still, there was probably no avoiding some hazing from the existing members.


  He'll just have to endure that on his own.


  With that, the general framework of their alliance was settled. The finer details would be discussed later in a meeting with Noh Goonsang and the senior officials of the Azure Dragon Academy.


  Suddenly, Baek Suryong suggested, "How about we officially announce the alliance at the upcoming end-of-semester ceremony?"


  "Let's do that."


  "That sounds good."


  Yayul Hwang and Jaegal Sojin nodded in agreement.


  Now that the discussion was settled, Jaegal Sojin stood up to leave, but Yayul Hwang remained seated as if he had something more to say.


  "Do you have something more to say, Chairman?" Baek Suryong asked.


  "Well..." Yayul Hwang hesitated for a moment before continuing, "There are quite a few people in the Murim Alliance who doubt your skills. If I suddenly appoint you as Chief Instructor, there will be significant pushback."


  "Isn't that something for you to handle, Chairman?"


  "Of course, I'll deal with it. No one would dare openly protest my decision. Even so, there are limits to what I can do." Yayul Hwang downed the rest of his tea in a single gulp, then continued, "The Five Commanders, in particular, will not accept you, and neither will the captains under them. They'll look at you with disdain and find excuses to reject your martial arts instruction. If all you want is the position, it won't be an issue, but if you actually want to teach the Alliance's martial artists..."


  Baek Suryong immediately understood Yayul Hwang's point. What was the meaning in having an excellent teacher if the students refused to learn? If the martial artists of the Alliance were unwilling to follow his guidance, then the title of Chief Instructor meant little.


  This was definitely a matter that even Yayul Hwang couldn't fix alone. He would have to personally prove his own worth to the Murim Alliance warriors.


  "I understand," he said, nodding. "What do you suggest I do?"


  "First, you need to prove that your martial arts are as formidable as the rumors claim."


  Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes at Yayul Hwang. Something feels off about this.


  He hazarded a guess, asking, "Don't tell me... are you suggesting I fight you in front of an audience?"


  Yayul Hwang clicked his tongue in regret and shook his head. "I mean, if that happened, I'd have the perfect excuse to beat you down publicly. Unfortunately, it wouldn't look good if I was the one to do it. No matter how impressive your martial arts are, people will just assume I was going easy on you."


  "......" Baek Suryong felt a brief surge of irritation. So he doesn't even consider the possibility of losing?


  Well, to be fair, Yayul Hwang wasn't wrong.


  I can't beat him yet.


  The Fist King Yayul Hwang was one of the strongest among the Ten Supremes. There was no way he could beat the man as long as he wished to hide the Heaven Defying Divine Art.


  However, in that case...


  "If not you, then is there even anyone in the Murim Alliance capable of taking me on?" he taunted.


  "Hahaha!" Yayul Hwang burst into laughter. It's a shame none of the Five Commanders are present to hear those words. I should have brought at least one of them along with me.


  Still, Baek Suryong wasn't wrong to ask.


  "I'd say the Heavenly Martial Commander should be able to match you," he replied confidently.


  "...The Heavenly Martial Commander? You mean the one who was glaring at me from behind earlier?"


  Baek Suryong recalled the blatant hostility he had sensed when he was leading Yayul Hwang to the meeting room. The man's aura had been strong enough that he remembered it clearly. If not for Yayul Hwang's presence, he would have turned around and drawn his sword on the spot.


  Yayul Hwang nodded. "That's right. He doesn't seem to like you very much."


  "Huh? What did I do to make him dislike me?" Baek Suryong blinked, bewildered.


  I've never even met the Heavenly Martial Commander before. Why would he resent me?


  Jaegal Sojin replied on behalf of the Chairman, "Wouldn't it be weirder if he didn't hold a grudge against you? You suddenly appeared out of nowhere, gained a reputation rivaling the Ten Supremes, and now you're about to be appointed Chief Instructor. To top it all off, you're about the same age as him."


  "......" Baek Suryong nodded. Now that he thought about it, envy was a pretty good reason to hate someone.


  Yayul Hwang remarked, "The Heavenly Martial Commander isn't exactly a narrow-minded man, but he refuses to acknowledge anyone he sees as below himself. Right now, he thinks of you as an nothing more than an unproven upstart who's using connections to take a high-ranking position."


  "If you become Chief Instructor, you'll outrank him. I imagine that will lead to frequent clashes," Jaegal Sojin added.


  Nodding, Yayul Hwang suggested smoothly, "So, I was thinking... How about arranging a friendly duel between you and the Heavenly Martial Commander to spruce up the Azure Dragon Academy's end-of-semester ceremony?"


  Baek Suryong smiled. One after the other, the Chairman and the Chief Strategist were trying to dictate the course of the conversation.


  The Heavenly Martial Corps was not affiliated with any of the Five Divisions, they answered only to the Chairman. Moreover, their martial prowess rivaled the best in the entire Alliance. Most importantly, their Commander was so exceptional that he was considered on par with the Five Commanders of the Murim Alliance.


  So that's what this is about.


  Baek Suryong could see right through Yayul Hwang's antics. Since the man couldn't personally test Baek Suryong's skills without compromising his dignity, he planned to use the Heavenly Martial Commander as a proxy.


  Well, if I want to prove myself to the Alliance, then this is the perfect opportunity for me as well.


  "That's fine by me," he replied.


  Yayul Hwang grinned. "Then we'll move forward with it. Don't underestimate the Heavenly Martial Commander. He's not far behind the Five Commanders in strength. Give him a few more years, and he might just take the Vice Chairman seat you were after."


  Now, even Baek Suryong was growing curious about his opponent. If the Chairman acknowledges him that much...


  "By the way, what's the Heavenly Martial Commander's name?"


  "...You mean you don't even know?" Yayul Hwang stared at Baek Suryong in disbelief. "His name is Cho Cheonsang, also known as the Proud Sword of Mount Hua. He's one of the most promising young masters of your generation and the direct disciple of the Mount Hua Sect Leader."


  "He was also the top graduate of the Heavenly Martial Academy ten years ago," Jaegal Sojin added.


  She had been Cho Cheonsang's classmate in the Heavenly Martial Academy, so she was all to familiar with his prodigious swordsmanship.


  Azure Dragon Hero... No matter how strong you are, the Proud Sword of Mount Hua will not be an easy opponent.


  Although she had read many reports on Baek Suryong's martial prowess, she wasn't fully convinced that he could truly rival the Ten Supremes.


  Cho Cheonsang is already among the strongest of the top hundred masters. If he continues on this path, he may one day challenge the Ten Supremes themselves.


  Most importantly, he was proud. There was no way he didn't have feelings about this upstart gaining fame overnight.


  If conflict is inevitable, then it's best to settle it now.


  Who would win? As a martial artist herself, Jaegal Sojin was genuinely curious. Glancing at Yayul Hwang, she saw that he, too, was smirking in anticipation.


  Baek Suryong muttered, "The Mount Hua Sect Leader's disciple and a top graduate of the Heavenly Martial Academy, huh..."


  "Starting to feel nervous?" Yayul Hwang teased.


  "No, this should be fun," Baek Suryong replied, his lips curving into a wild grin. Far from being worried, he was looking forward to experiencing the Mount Hua Sect's sword firsthand. "Go ahead and arrange it. This end-of-semester ceremony is going to be unforgettable."


  "We're looking forward to it as well."


  Thus, it was decided that the end-of-semester ceremony would feature a duel between the Azure Dragon Hero and the Heavenly Martial Commander.


  Chapter 290: The End-of-Semester Ceremony (2)


  On the day of the end-of-semester ceremony, which marked the last day of the semester and the beginning of the holidays, the Azure Dragon Academy students gathered excitedly at the central training ground.


  Some students frowned at their report cards, unhappy with their grades, but most looked relieved.


  "...This semester, the Azure Dragon Academy has undergone significant changes."


  As the principal stood on the podium delivering his speech, the students let their minds drift to their vacation plans. Some would return home to see their families after months apart. Some had planned trips with close friends long in advance. Others were eager to finally start hobbies they had put off due to a lack of time.


  With the thought of breaking free from the academy's rules and enjoying their freedom, anticipation and excitement swelled in their hearts... so there was no way anyone would pay attention to what the principal was saying.


  Noh Goonsang was well aware of this. Hoho! Their minds are already elsewhere.


  Smiling, he decided to wrap up his speech quickly.


  "...As you are all aware, both students and instructors have given their utmost effort to prepare for this year's Heavenly Martial Festival. Expectations are high, but regardless of the outcome, your hard work will never be in vain."


  With the warm gaze of a grandfather looking upon his grandchildren, Noh Goonsang swept his eyes over the students.


  "So please, take care of yourselves and rest well during the break," he concluded, giving his final words of advice.


  The moment Noh Goonsang stepped down from the podium, a thunderous round of applause erupted.


  CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP CLAP!


  The students were thrilled at the thought that their vacation had finally begun. Now that the principal's speech was over, all that remained was for the host to officially declare the end of the semester, and they would be free! FREE!


  Some were already gathering their inner qi in preparation to rush out of the academy as soon as possible.


  Unfortunately, this year's end-of-semester ceremony was a little different from the past few years.


  "Silence! Remain in your seats!" Vice Principal Kwak Cheolwoo, the host for the day, shouted with his inner qi-infused voice. "Next, we will hear from the Murim Alliance Chairman."


  As Yayul Hwang, who had been seated as a guest, ascended the podium, the students exchanged puzzled glances.


  "Why is the Murim Alliance Chairman here?"


  "My friends are waiting for me outside..."


  "It'll be over quickly, right?"


  Murmurs spread throughout the hall.


  BOOM!


  With a light stomp, Yayul Hwang sent a tremor through the ground, silencing the murmurs instantly.


  Radiating an overwhelming presence, he began, "It's an honor to be here, speaking to all of you today. I am the Murim Alliance Chairman, Yayul Hwang. First and foremost, I would like to commend you students for your dedication throughout this semester. The reason I stand before you today is..."


  Despite their confusion, the students focused on the Chairman's words, unable to ignore the weight of his presence.


  "...Thus, to prepare for the looming threat of the Blood Cult, the Murim Alliance and the Azure Dragon Academy have decided to establish a historic alliance."


  Everyone's eyes widened at the shocking news. Rumors had been circulating for a while, but this was the first time an official announcement had been made.


  "An alliance? Really?"


  "I heard that we were going to be a subsidiary of the Murim Alliance..."


  "That's not the same thing as an alliance, is it?"


  "Of course not, you idiot."


  Even the instructors couldn't stop the students from whispering amongst themselves.


  However, the surprises didn't end there.


  "In addition, starting this year, selected fourth-year students from the Azure Dragon Academy will be offered internships with the Murim Alliance to gain practical experience."


  "!!!" The fourth year students' eyes widened in disbelief for a while, before slowly lighting up with excitement. The third years felt the same.


  The Murim Alliance was the most desired workplace for graduates, but the competition to get a job there was so fierce that most didn't even dare to apply.


  Even a few months of experience as a Murim Alliance intern would become a massive advantage when applying for jobs elsewhere.


  Watching the students' elation, the instructors also smiled with satisfaction.


  Still, their joy was short-lived. To their horror, the students and instructors of the Azure Dragon Academy soon realized something...


  "Fifty years ago, the murim had to pay a great price to bring down the Blood Cult. In that war, I lost my master, who was like a father to me, and my fellow disciples, who were like my own siblings. That wretched Blood Cult set a trap and..."


  Why is he talking so much?!


  Contrary to the students' expectations, the Murim Alliance Chairman had prepared an excessively long speech. They had heard that he was normally quite stoic, but it seemed that when it came to the Blood Cult, he was prone to getting carried away.


  With a solemn expression, the Chairman continued his speech passionately, "Back in my day, by the age of fifteen, we had already stained our hands with the blood of countless demons. Compared to that, you all have the luxury of training martial arts in peace and safety. Don't worry, I don't blame you for this. After all, this is only natural for a peaceful era. However, now that the threat of the Blood Cult looms once more, you must change your mindset. You must understand that war can break out at any time. Once again, back in my day, the Blood Cult was..."


  When the dreaded "back in my day" phrase was repeated for the umpteenth time, the students began fidgeting in boredom.


  In the end, Noh Goonsang was forced to step up and intervene.


  "Chairman, I believe the students have learned enough for today."


  "But I still have more to say..."


  "Let's save it for another time, okay?"


  Looking disappointed, Yayul Hwang reluctantly ended his speech, saying, "All of you, continue to train diligently! That's all I have to say for today!"


  "WOOOOAAAH!"


  The students erupted into cheers and applause, not because they were inspired, but because the speech was finally over.


  Unaware of their true feelings, Yayul Hwang nodded in satisfaction, mistakenly believing they had been deeply moved by his words. Maybe I should've said more... he thought wistfully.


  "Now, for the final event..." he began again, his inner arts-infused voice echoing across the entire Azure Dragon Academy.


  The moment those words left the Chairman's mouth, more than half of the students screamed internally: You said that was all you had to say for today!


  "To foster camaraderie between the Azure Dragon Academy and the Murim Alliance, we have arranged a friendly duel. Those who wish to spectate may stay and watch."


  A friendly duel?


  The students who had been glaring daggers at Yayul Hwang in frustration suddenly perked up. No martial artist could resist their curiosity at the mention of a duel.


  "A friendly duel...?"


  "That means it'll be between representatives of the Murim Alliance and the Azure Dragon Academy, right?"


  "Who's fighting? Could it be...?"


  The most important question was who the duelists would be.


  As the students eagerly speculated, Noh Goonsang stepped forward on behalf of the Azure Dragon Academy.


  "Baek Suryong, come forward!" he announced.


  Baek Suryong, standing among his colleagues, stepped up to the dueling stage.


  The students' background murmuring exploded into a cacophony.


  Not to be outdone, the Murim Alliance Chairman called out his representative, "Heavenly Martial Commander, come forward!"


  A tall, slender man with delicate features climbed the steps to the stage. If it were not for his height, he could even have been mistaken for a woman. At his waist, he carried a sword with a distinctive white scabbard decorated with the image of a beautifully blooming plum blossom.


  Recognizing him, the students gasped.


  "It's the Proud Sword of Mount Hua!"


  The Proud Sword of Mount Hua, Cho Cheonsang, was the direct disciple of the Mount Hua Sect Leader and a swordsman known for his extraordinary talent since childhood. He graduated at the top of the Heavenly Martial Academy, and then ascended to the rank of Heavenly Martial Commander while still in his late twenties.


  He was so exceptional that anyone who was interested in swordsmanship knew his name.


  "The Azure Dragon Hero versus the Proud Sword of Mount Hua?!"


  "This is crazy!"


  The anticipation reached a fever pitch at the thought of a clash between two of the finest swordsmen of the same generation.


  Sensing the excitement, Yayul Hwang announced, "The duel will begin in one hour. If anyone wishes to leave, they may do so now!"


  The end-of-semester ceremony had officially ended and vacation had begun, but not a single student left the academy.


  This was a duel they absolutely couldn't miss.
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  Large tents were set up in a circular formation around the central training ground, with enough seating prepared for hundreds of spectators.


  "Aren't the front row seats a little too close to the stage? A wave of sword qi might..."


  "The front row will be occupied by the Murim Alliance Chairman, the Principal, and other top masters, so it shouldn't be an issue."


  "Sir! This seat is blocked by the tent next to it! I can't see anything!"


  From students to instructors, everyone waiting for the duel was visibly excited.


  The Azure Dragon Hero versus the Proud Sword of Mount Hua. Though neither had yet reached the level of the murim's Ten Supremes, this was a duel between two rising masters who would undoubtedly shape the current era.


  As was natural for duels, a betting ring had formed among the students.


  "Who's going to win?"


  "Obviously, it's got to be Mr. Baek Suryong! His fame rivals even the Ten Supremes!"


  "Don't underestimate the Heavenly Martial Commander. Haven't you heard? People say his sword will soon surpass even the Ten Supremes!"


  "That's just a rumor, right? On the other hand, it's a fact that Mr. Baek Suryong killed a Blood Cult Elder at the Namgung Estate."


  "But if you look purely at achievements, the Proud Sword of Mount Hua isn't lacking either. Do you really think the Heavenly Martial Commander is a pushover?"


  "Hah! I wasn't going to say this, but..."


  The students' opinions were divided.


  Truth be told, few of them believed that Baek Suryong's martial arts really rivaled the Ten Supremes, and seeing him at the academy every day didn't help. Compared to his fame, he felt relatively familiar and approachable.


  On the other hand, the Proud Sword of Mount Hua was a master they had only heard rumors about. The refined air of a martial artist trained in the Mount Hua Sect's swordsmanship, coupled with his striking appearance, gave him an almost otherworldly presence, like a deity who had descended into the mortal realm.


  "Just by aura alone, the Proud Sword of Mount Hua seems stronger..."


  "Since when has the outcome of a duel depended solely on aura?"


  THUD!


  A particularly heavy wallet dropped onto the table, where stacks of other wallets had already piled up for bets.


  "Mr. Baek will win for sure. I'll even bet that the fight ends within a hundred exchanges."


  As a massive shadow loomed over the betting ring, the students' eyes widened in shock.


  "Senior Geo Sangwoong?"


  Geo Sangwoong wasn't alone. The other students from the White Dragon Manor also began betting.


  "A hundred exchanges? I think seventy will be enough," Yeo Min said, betting all the money she had painstakingly saved on Baek Suryong's victory.


  "Nah, he'll be done in fifty. Ah, of course, I'm betting on Mr. Baek's win!" Wiji Cheon said confidently, firmly placing his bet as well.


  "Fifty? Forty? Hey, furball. What do you think?"


  "Nyaak!"


  "Alright. Fifty it is."


  Ya Suhyeok used the Silver Tiger for divination and bet that Baek Suryong would win in fifty exchanges.


  "Tsk, tsk. You guys still don't get it? No matter what we imagine, he always surpasses expectations." Shaking his head at his juniors, Hyonwon Kang made the boldest bet of them all. "I'll bet my entire fortune and this Black Dao that the Azure Dragon Hero, Baek Suryong, wins in thirty exchanges!"


  "That's too much! That dao was made by my grandfather!"


  "It doesn't matter since Mr. Baek will win anyway, right?" Hyonwon Kang shouted loudly enough for everyone to hear.


  Naturally, that included the warriors of the Heavenly Martial Corps.


  "...How disgraceful." The Vice Commander of the Heavenly Martial Corps, who had been passing by, turned toward Hyonwon Kang with a cold gaze. "Do you think this duel is a joke? Betting like this is an insult to both martial artists."


  "...Yes, sir. Apologies," Hyonwon Kang said.


  That should have been the end of it... if the Vice Commander hadn't clicked his tongue and promptly decided to add fuel to the fire.


  "I pity the Azure Dragon Hero. To think he has to teach such trash," he remarked snidely.


  "Hey, don't you think that was a bit much?" Hyonwon Kang immediately retorted, his expression souring.


  If he was someone who would quietly let such blatant mockery slide, he wouldn't be the Azure Dragon Academy's number one delinquent.


  "A bit much? Me?"


  "Let's face it, you're not angry about the bet itself. You're just pissed off because everyone thinks the Azure Dragon Hero will win. Do we look like idiots to you?"


  "What did you just say? Ha...!" The Vice Commander stared at Hyonwon Kang as if he couldn't believe what he was hearing.


  The Heavenly Martial Corps was composed of the Murim Alliance's finest warriors. A mere academy student, especially one from the Azure Dragon Academy, was in no position to defy him so brazenly.


  If we met anywhere else, this brat wouldn't even dare to look me in the eye...


  Killing intent slowly seeped from the Vice Commander's body, but the other warriors quickly restrained him.


  "They're just kids. It would be disgraceful to concern yourself with them, sir."


  "...Consider yourself lucky." Turning to the crowd, the Vice Commander deliberately grumbled loudly for everyone to hear, "It's obvious that they weren't raised properly, but what else can you expect from students of the Azure Dragon Academy? Their speech and behavior are no better than street thugs. This is why background is so important."


  "You son of a..!"


  Furious, Hyonwon Kang moved to confront the Vice Commander, but someone else stepped between him and his adversary.


  "Did you just call my students street thugs?"


  "......" The Vice Commander's expression stiffened as he turned to face the man blocking his path.


  Of all people... why did it have to be him? The third most troublesome person in the Azure Dragon Academy after the Principal and Baek Suryong...


  Namgung Su, the Third Young Master of the Namgung Clan, demanded icily, "Why aren't you answering me? I'll ask again. Did you just say that our Azure Dragon Academy students are no better than street thugs?"


  "...That's not exactly what I said."


  "But it was similar, right?" Namgung Su's expression turned even colder.


  The Vice Commander's face twitched in irritation. Even though Namgung Su was a direct descendant of the Namgung Clan, his own status wasn't much lower.


  The Namgung Clan is barely holding together. What's there to be afraid of?


  The thought bolstered his confidence.


  "So? Just let it go. Even my patience has its limits," he snapped dismissively.


  "Wow, your patience? Since when did anyone insult you? Do you even understand who insulted whom?" Namgung Su sneered, then casually brushed past the Vice Commander, muttering, "I thought all Heavenly Martial Academy graduates were exceptional, but it turns out one rotten fish can spoil the pond."


  "What did you just say...?!"


  THUD!


  Namgung Su pulled out his wallet and placed it atop the growing pile at the betting table. "I'm betting everything on Baek Suryong's victory."


  "W-What?"


  The students gawked in shock.


  Namgung Su glanced back at the Vice Commander, his eyes blazing with open provocation. "Are you going to place a bet too?"


  "What childish nonsense..."


  "What? Are you not confident in your own commander's victory?" Namgung Su's lips curled into a sardonic smirk that was eerily similar to a certain someone's. "If you're scared, then just admit your loss already."


  "...How dare you!"


  The duel hadn't even started yet, but below the stage, sparks were already flying.


  


  Translator's Note: Suryong rubs off on everyone else.


  Chapter 291: The End-of-Semester Ceremony (3)


  Slowly, with focus, Cho Cheonsang meticulously sharpened his blade with a whetstone.


  His sword was always perfectly maintained, so there was no real need to hone the edge right now, but this was a ritual he always performed before an important match or a critical mission ever since childhood. Slowly sharpening his blade helped him clear his mind of distractions and focus entirely on himself.


  "Feeling nervous?" a slightly teasing voice asked.


  Cho Cheonsang paused and look up from his work. Yayul Hwang had pushed aside the tent flap and entered the waiting room.


  He rose from his seat and greeted the Murim Alliance Chairman politely, "Greetings, Chairman."


  "Did I interrupt your concentration?"


  "No, it's just an old habit. I don't really need to do it anymore."


  Cho Cheonsang appeared calm, but Yayul Hwang, who had observed him for years, could see right through him.


  The young man's eyes were burning brighter and hotter than ever. He had begun to sharpen his blade not out of necessity, but to cool the heat rising inside him.


  Yayul Hwang grinned. "I never knew you were such a competitive martial artist."


  "...I'm not being competitive for competition's sake. I'm just curious about my opponent's swordsmanship."


  "Your fighting spirit is a little too intense for just mere curiosity."


  "That's..." Cho Cheonsang's face reddened slightly. He hadn't expected the Chairman to lay his true feelings bare.


  "Hahaha!" Yayul Hwang laughed heartily at the sight. Cho Cheonsang was one of the strongest swordsmen in the Murim Alliance, but perhaps because he was a disciple of the Nine Sects One Gang, he was more naive than most martial artists his age.


  "It would be weirder if it didn't bother you. A random guy suddenly appears out of nowhere, gains fame on par with the Ten Supremes, and then demands a high-ranking position within the Murim Alliance. No matter how you think about it, it's absurd."


  "......" Cho Cheonsang fell silent, speechless. Aren't you the very person who acquiesced to that person's demand!? he protested inwardly, but did not say it out loud.


  In the end, he replied hesitantly, "I don't envy the Azure Dragon Hero's fame, but... it's true that I'm curious about his swordsmanship."


  Yayul Hwang nodded. Cho Cheonsang was the Mount Hua Sect Leader's disciple, a genius who had been praised since childhood, and a top graduate of the Heavenly Martial Academy, where only the most talented martial artists gathered.


  He was, arguably, the most talented martial artist of his generation.


  He must have believed that no one his age could rival him. Then, one day, Baek Suryong appeared and quickly eclipsed him in fame.


  It was easy for Yayul Hwang to guess how Cho Cheonsang was feeling.


  "Annoying, isn't it?" he remarked.


  Cho Cheonsang blinked in surprise. "...Excuse me?"


  Yayul Hwang grinned. "You can't stand having someone above you, can you? Especially if they're your age. How dare others think they're better than you? When you haven't even crossed blades with them yet?"


  "I wouldn't go that far..."


  "No need to deny it, it's only natural that you think that way." Yayul Hwang, one of the absolute rulers of the murim, stared at Cho Cheonsang with piercing eyes. "You won't be satisfied until you're at the very top. This arrogance is what brought you to your current level and will continue to drive you forward. I understand, I was like that too.


  "......"


  Cho Cheonsang could afford to be humble because he was overwhelmingly strong, but at the root of that humility was an unwavering belief that he was the best. Now that that belief was being challenged, he couldn't help but feel frustrated.


  "...That might be true," he finally relented.


  His fighting spirit surged uncontrollably. He had never experienced anything like this before, whether it was in the Mount Hua Sect or in the Heavenly Martial Academy. There had always been competition, fierce competition, but in the end, he was always the victor.


  As such, he had never considered any of his peers as rivals. Instead, he set his sights higher, toward the Ten Supremes, the absolute masters of the murim.


  The Azure Dragon Hero earned a reputation rivaling the Ten Supremes far too easily. I won't accept it. I refuse to accept it.


  Cho Cheonsang gazed at his sword. Whether the Azure Dragon Hero's martial arts truly lived up to his fame, he would see it for himself.


  And if he proves unworthy... I will teach him a harsh lesson with this blade of mine.


  Suddenly, a thought crossed his mind, and he turned to Yayul Hwang. "I heard that people outside are betting on the outcome of the duel. Chairman, who would you bet on?"


  Yayul Hwang smirked. "I'm not sure. What I do know is that the Azure Dragon Hero is a cunning bastard who's hiding both his wit and strength."


  His intuition as a seasoned master was tingling. Even now, Baek Suryong was still hiding much more than he had revealed.


  "That guy is going to try and defeat you without showing his full power," he added.


  "That's impossible." Cho Cheonsang's eyes blazed with quiet ferocity. "I'll make sure he has no choice but to reveal everything."


  "I'm looking forward to it." Yayul Hwang grinned and patted Cho Cheonsang's shoulder.


  His goal in coming here was to ignite the Heavenly Martial Commander's fighting spirit, and it would seem that he had succeeded.
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  STEP, STEP...


  The two fighters climbed onto the platform from opposite sides at the same time. Only the sound of light footsteps resounded, but the crowd, which had been as noisy as a bustling market, instantly fell silent.


  Rising from his seat, Yayul Hwang announced, "I will personally referee this duel. Remember that this is a friendly match and be careful not to injure each other seriously."


  "Yes, sir."


  "Understood."


  Yayul Hwang nodded heartily. "You may begin!"


  The two men turned to face each other and bowed before shifting into their starting stances.


  SHING!


  Sunlight reflected off Cho Cheonsang's newly polished plum blossom sword as he unsheathed and raised it, drawing murmurs of admiration from the spectators.


  "Wow! Just the Proud Sword of Mount Hua's starting stance is impressive!"


  "Now I see why Mount Hua is considered one of the world's strongest swordsmanship sects alongside Wudang."


  "My heart is pounding. I can't wait to see what kind of martial arts they'll display..."


  The martial artists of the Nine Sects One Gang, the top ten sects in the world, were almost worshipped as deities by the masses. They possessed immense fame and power, backed by ancient history and tradition.


  However, most of them were so reclusive that many martial artists went their whole lives without ever meeting one of them. Even during major incidents, it was usually the outer sect disciples who stepped forward, while the true core disciples rarely showed themselves.


  If that wasn't exciting enough, Cho Cheonsang wasn't just any core disciple, he was the direct disciple of the Mount Hua Sect Leader. A young man who could very well become the next Sect Leader of Mount Hua.


  As such, the spectators felt immensely privileged to witness his skills today.


  "No matter who wins, this is going to be an intense match!"


  "I'm tired of waiting! Hurry up and start!"


  "Mr. Baek Suryong! I bet my entire fortune on you!"


  "Well I put all my money on the Proud Sword of Mount Hua!"


  Despite the countless eyes on him, Cho Cheonsang introduced himself calmly, "Greetings, I am Cho Cheonsang, the Heavenly Martial Commander. In the jianghu, I am humbly known by the alias, Proud Sword of Mount Hua."


  "......" Baek Suryong silently gazed at Cho Cheonsang. His sword remained sheathed.


  Cho Cheonsang smiled reassuringly. He's probably just nervous. Well, that's only natural.


  In a few moments, the reputation of someone who supposedly rivaled the Ten Supremes could crumble to dust.


  Still, if he's too nervous to fight properly, winning wouldn't be satisfying.


  He decided to ease his opponent's anxiety.


  "It's an honor to witness the renowned Azure Dragon Hero's swordsmanship. Let us fight without considerations and give our all so that neither of us has any regrets," he said.


  "That's all well and good, but..." Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow and tilted his head slightly to one side in annoyance. "... Don't you think you're speaking to me too informally?"


  "...What do you mean?"


  "You are the Heavenly Martial Commander." Baek Suryong pointed at Cho Cheonsang, then at himself. "And I am the Murim Alliance Chief Instructor. That means I outrank you. Shouldn't you be more respectful?"


  "......" Cho Cheonsang was at a loss for words. This was something he had never considered. It was infuriating, but technically, Baek Suryong was right.


  Nevertheless, Cho Cheonsang refused to acknowledge it.


  "...Draw your sword. A swordsman speaks through their blade. There is no need for meaningless chatter."


  "You were the one who started talking, but now that it's inconvenient, you're trying to change the subject? What kind of nonsense is this?" Baek Suryong laughed incredulously.


  Cho Cheonsang bit his lip. I heard rumors that his tongue was as sharp as his sword... but he truly has a talent for getting under people's skin!


  "Defeat me first. Then I will address you properly," he snarled.


  "So, you refuse to acknowledge someone weaker than you as your superior? Is that what you're saying?"


  "Interpret it however you like."


  Baek Suryong smirked coldly. "You people... are so fucking arrogant."


  Earlier, he had heard that the Vice Commander of the Heavenly Martial Corps had insulted his students, claiming that students from the Azure Dragon Academy were no better than street thugs. It seemed that Namgung Su had rebuked him, but stopped short of open conflict.


  And Namgung Su's reason for tolerating an insult he usually wouldn't ignore?


  
    "If a commotion breaks out and the duel is canceled, wouldn't you lose your chance to crush the Heavenly Martial Commander in front of an audience?"

  


  Is it just me, or is that guy getting weirder by the day...


  Baek Suryong looked at Cho Cheonsang, who was standing in the starting stance of the Twenty-Four Plum Blossom Sword Technique.


  "You're exactly the kind of person I hate the most," he remarked.


  "......"


  "You think of yourself as special, right? You've spent your whole life looking down on people weaker than you, and now, out of nowhere, some upstart appears, and it's driving you crazy. You want to humiliate me in front of everyone, don't you?"


  "Shut up."


  SHIING!


  Scoffing, Baek Suryong drew the Azure Dragon Sword in one swift motion. The Nine Sects One Gang might be revered like saints by the world, but to Baek Suryong, they were no different from any other orthodox sect.


  Cho Cheonsang's expression hardened. The aura Baek Suryong currently emanated was overwhelming.


  "This is what happens when you spoil kids too much," Baek Suryong chuckled.


  Cho Cheonsang gritted his teeth. "How conceited can you get? Do you really think you're qualified to lecture me?"


  Instead of answering, Baek Suryong took a step forward.


  BOOM!


  In an instant, he closed the distance between them.


  For a moment, Cho Cheonsang was taken aback by Baek Suryong's speed, but since he was already prepared, he could still follow his opponent's movements.


  There! I can see it all!


  Cho Cheonsang unleashed the Twenty-Four Plum Blossoms Sword Technique. Red sword qi burst from his blade, spreading across the duel platform like scattered plum blossoms in the wind.


  "It's the Plum Blossom Sword Technique!"


  The audience erupted with excitement at the breathtakingly beautiful sight that was Mount Hua's signature technique.


  The swordsmanship of Mount Hua was renowned for its finesse and elegance. Each technique contained countless complex variations, yet the swiftness of the attacks ranked among the fastest in the world.


  RUSTLE RUSTLE RUSTLE!


  Anyone who became entranced by the mesmerizing blossoms would soon find their throat pierced by the hidden sword within.


  I'll slice his clothes to shreds! Cho Cheonsang thought as Baek Suryong's figure disappeared beneath the swirling plum blossoms. He had no intention of killing the man, but humiliating him thoroughly in front of everyone was another matter.


  "The Twenty-Four Plum Blossoms Sword Technique, huh? It's famous, which means it's also been studied extensively. This must be Plum Blossom Flutter," Baek Suryong's voice echoed clearly from within the storm of flower petals. "Using such a well-known technique without any modifications... Do you take me for an idiot? Or are you just an idiot yourself?"


  Cho Cheonsang's eyes widened in shock and disbelief. "How...?"


  Every single petal was made of sword qi. How was Baek Suryong still unharmed inside that storm?


  WHOOSH!


  The plum blossoms scattered and vanished, revealing a completely unscathed Baek Suryong.


  "Judging by your shocked face, I guess you're just an idiot," he sneered, bring the Azure Dragon Sword crashing down on Cho Cheonsang with the force of a thunderbolt.


  CLANG!


  Unable to withstand the overwhelming strike, Cho Cheonsang's sword flew out of his hands, soaring into the air.


  The warriors of the Heavenly Martial Corps gaped as if they were seeing a ghost.


  Baek Suryong walked toward the stunned Heavenly Martial Commander. "Watch closely, Heavenly Martial Corps. I'm about to teach your Commander a lesson. Learn well, and decide how you'll behave in front of me from now on. Unless you want to get your ass handed to you just like him."


  


  Translator's Note: ONE HIT KO.


  Chapter 292: The End-of-Semester Ceremony (4)


  "That goddamn idiot…" Yayul Hwang growled as he glared at the Heavenly Martial Commander, who was now on the defensive.


  One hit... ONLY ONE HIT...!


  He had repeatedly warned Cho Cheonsang to be careful, but the fool had let his guard down and humiliatingly lost his sword in the very first exchange.


  If this were a real battle, he'd be dead already.


  Yayul Hwang knew better than anyone how skilled the Heavenly Martial Commander was, but that only made him even more disappointed. If the Heavenly Martial Commander had taken this duel seriously and fought at full strength from the start, even he himself wouldn't have been able to end the fight in a single blow.


  This is all because of a lack of real combat experience.


  Although the Heavenly Martial Corps was publicly known as the Murim Alliance Chairman's elite guard, it was actually nothing more than an honor guard composed of spoiled young masters who only ever showed off their martial arts at Murim Alliance banquets.


  While the combat units of the five Alliance divisions were engaging in actual battles, spilling blood and sweat, these men strutted around as if they belonged to the gentry. The few missions they undertook were far beneath their actual skill level.


  "This is beyond pathetic..."


  Yayul Hwang had expected their lack of experience to show, but the reality was far worse than he imagined. His anger flared.


  If the Commander is this bad, the rest of them can't be much better.


  Yayul Hwang's sharp, tiger-like eyes swept over the Heavenly Martial Corps, and the martial artists who met his gaze quickly lowered their heads.


  "Tsk tsk." Clicking his tongue, Yayul Hwang turned his attention back to the duel platform.


  Compared to Cho Cheonsang, he's something else...


  Yayul Hwang regarded Baek Suryong with a touch of admiration. The swordsmanship that had disarmed the Heavenly Martial Commander in a single move was remarkable, but what impressed him even more was the battle of wits that had led up to it.


  From provoking his opponent to disrupt his composure, to baiting an attack with an aggressive charge, to analyzing and dismantling his opponent's overly flashy technique, and finally to delivering a decisive attack and disarming his opponent—whether it was psychological warfare, combat strategy, or bold execution, every step of the process was flawless.


  "One of them spent his time sharpening his sword, admiring himself, while the other spent his time thoroughly analyzing his opponent. The outcome of this duel is already decided."


  Meanwhile, on the duel platform, Baek Suryong was toying with Cho Cheonsang like a cat bullying a mouse.


  "Is this really all the Heavenly Martial Commander is capable of?" Baek Suryong taunted.


  "Ugh...!"


  "Your footwork is sloppy when you evade. Did Mount Hua not teach you to walk properly?"


  "Do not insult me or my sect!"


  "Insult?" Baek Suryong scoffed, swinging the Azure Dragon Sword like a club. "I am the Chief Martial Arts Instructor of the Murim Alliance, and my job is to teach martial arts to Alliance members like you. Pointing out your flaws is part of my responsibility, yet you call it an insult?"


  Cho Cheonsang clenched his teeth, barely able to block the onslaught with his palms. "I just let my guard down for a moment...!" he groaned.


  "Let your guard down?"


  SMACK!


  Baek Suryong struck the Heavenly Martial Commander's ribs with the flat of his blade like a bolt of lightning. If he had used the edge, Cho Cheonsang's intestines would have spilled out.


  Not that using the flat side made it any less painful.


  "Khahk!" Cho Cheonsang staggered violently, overwhelmed by the searing pain. Desperate, he unleashed the Plum Blossom Grappling Technique to keep Baek Suryong at bay, but Baek Suryong only clicked his tongue in disappointment.


  "How dare you use being caught off guard as an excuse? You should be ashamed of yourself for letting your guard down in the first place!"


  "Urghhh!" Cho Cheonsang snarled, feeling like he was going insane. If only he hadn't lowered his guard, if only he had fought properly, this wouldn't have been such a one-sided match.


  The sheer frustration made him say something he normally never would.


  "Who goes all out from the very start in a friendly duel...? That's just cowardly..."


  "Cowardly?" Baek Suryong's lips slowly curled into a smirk, but his eyes weren't smiling at all. "Every time you open your mouth, all you do is make excuses. You're beyond saving."


  Rolling up his sleeves, Baek Suryong shot forward like a flash of light.


  "Stop underestimating me!" Cho Cheonsang bellowed.


  Desperately evading Baek Suryong's relentless attacks, he unleashed Mount Hua's finest techniques, the Plum Blossom Grappling Technique and the Falling Flower Shadow Chasing Palm, in succession.


  Anything works, as long as I can create an opening...!


  BOOM BOOM BOOM BOOM!


  Baek Suryong clicked his tongue. Now that he had regained his composure, Cho Cheonsang's martial arts were undoubtedly impressive. His enhanced qi flared around him, making his martial arts uniform billow wildly. Every time he struck, terrifying shockwaves exploded outward.


  "You're not bad, I'll give you that," he acknowledged.


  SWISH!


  In the end, however, the Heavenly Martial Commander was a pure swordsman, and without his sword, he couldn't unleash even half of his true strength. Baek Suryong's sword easily slipped through Cho Cheonsang's defenses and struck him in the solar plexus.


  "Ghh!" Cho Cheonsang's face went pale, and his breath caught in his throat. Although he had managed to block the brunt of the blow with his qi armor, he still felt like he had been hit with a sledgehammer.


  Still, Baek Suryong didn't let up. Stepping in even closer, he drove his fist into Cho Cheonsang's ribs.


  THUD!


  Cho Cheonsang staggered violently. A punch infused with inner qi could shatter stone. He wouldn't be surprised if the impact broke his ribs.


  SMACK!


  Baek Suryong struck him on the other side, just to keep things fair.


  THUD!


  His legs buckled, but before he could collapse, Baek Suryong drive another straight punch into his gut.


  "Keuaahh!"


  Blood sprayed from Cho Cheonsang's mouth as his body flew through the air and tumbled across the platform.


  "That looks painful..."


  "Mr. Baek was holding back with us, after all..."


  "Can a person even survive getting beaten like that?"


  The students of the White Dragon Manor shivered as they watched the fight unfold. They had no sympathy for the Heavenly Martial Commander, but they couldn't help but flinch instinctively after each powerful blow.


  This was an entirely different level of trashing from the ones they usually received. As the Heavenly Martial Commander was a high-level martial artist and therefore durable, Baek Suryong didn't hold back at all. He was utterly ruthless.


  "It's... not over yet..."


  Despite swaying unsteadily, Cho Cheonsang forced himself back onto his feet and assumed his stance once more, his eyes burning with determination.


  "Oh? You're tougher than I thought," Baek Suryong remarked, slightly impressed. He hadn't attacked with the intent to kill, but he had meant to knock the guy down for a while.


  Even so, Cho Cheonsang got up again and again. By twisting his body at the right moment, he had minimized the impacts, and his qi armor then helped him absorb the brunt of the damage.


  He's definitely skilled. He just doesn't know how to fully utilize his techniques and raw power.


  Baek Suryong briefly paused to catch his breath.


  ""WOOOOAHHH!!""


  The spectators, who had been holding their breaths, finally let loose. Their cheers and roars were so loud that the entire Azure Dragon Academy campus shook as if an earthquake had struck.


  "The Azure Dragon Hero is completely overwhelming the Proud Sword of Mount Hua!"


  "Overwhelming? This is utter domination!"


  "Even an adult fighting a child wouldn't be this one-sided..."


  "He really is proving himself to be on par with the Ten Supremes."


  "But it's a bit of a shame. The Proud Sword of Mount Hua lost his sword because he let his guard down..."


  "How is that the Azure Dragon Hero's fault? The Proud Sword of Mount Hua is just paying the price for not taking his opponent seriously."


  The entire audience stared at the stage in shock. No one had expected the duel to be so imbalanced.


  Only Baek Suryong felt nothing special. His attention was solely focused on the Heavenly Martial Commander, who was glaring at him with vitriol in his eyes.


  "I despise people like you the most. You rely on your talent and become complacent, and you think you're special just because you occupy a high position in your oh so prestigious family or sect. Before me, everyone is equal. Carve that into your memory," he said icily.


  His last remark wasn't directed at only Cho Cheonsang, but also at the Heavenly Martial Corps.


  Feeling a sense of foreboding for their future, they shuddered.


  Cho Cheonsang wiped the blood on his lips with the back of his hand and scowled. "What do you even know about me to say such things..."


  "I don't know anything, and I'm not interested in finding out."


  "Khh...!!" Cho Cheonsang grit his teeth so hard that blood seeped from his gums.


  If only I had my sword!


  He knew it was a pathetic excuse. The moment he had lost his sword in the first exchange, the outcome of the duel had been decided.


  But I haven't even shown anything yet.


  Even if he lost, he couldn't lose like this. The sword of Mount Hua was not this weak.


  Cho Cheonsang's gaze flickered to the sword lying behind Baek Suryong.


  If I can just reclaim my sword...


  Baek Suryong snickered. Cho Cheonsang's thoughts were written all over his face. There was no way he couldn't read it.


  "So, you think you can win if you have your sword?" he mocked.


  "......"


  "Okay then, let's see it."


  "What...?"


  Baek Suryong tossed the Plum Blossom Sword back to its owner. Caught off guard, Cho Cheonsang instinctively grabbed it.


  "...What are you thinking?" he asked, dumbfounded.


  Baek Suryong smiled meaningfully. "You wouldn't be able to accept your loss like this, would you?"


  The students of the White Dragon Manor turned their heads away, unable to watch any longer.


  "Holy shit, how badly is he planning to beat him...?"


  "He's going to utterly destroy him."


  Unfortunately, the naive Heavenly Martial Commander seemed genuinely moved by Baek Suryong's gesture.


  Even his tone softened slightly as he nodded and said, "...I won't refuse your offer."


  Yayul Hwang's eyes lit up, and his furrowed brows relaxed a little. At last, the Heavenly Martial Commander could fight at full strength. A swordsman with a sword was a far more formidable opponent.


  "I thought it was over, but things are getting interesting again..."


  Of course, even then, Yayul Hwang didn't believe for a second that Baek Suryong would lose.


  At the very least though, this should force him to reveal more of what he's hiding.


  Yayul Hwang's eyes sharpened as he observed Baek Suryong.


  [image: sep]


  The moment Cho Cheonsang grasped his sword again, his entire presence changed. Shifting into a low stance, the essence of the Mount Hua Sect's martial arts flowed through him, and a mystical purple aura enveloped his entire body.


  Baek Suryong's eyes flickered. The Violet Dawn Divine Art, huh? Just having his sword makes him seem like a completely different person.


  He could no longer take Cho Cheonsang lightly. This was no longer the clumsy martial artist he had one-sidedly beaten up. Now, a master swordsman stood before him, perfectly prepared to challenge him.


  "...I'm ready," Cho Cheonsang said.


  There was no more arrogance or complacency in the Heavenly Martial Commander's voice. He was sincerely expressing his gratitude for being given another chance when he should have already lost.


  Baek Suryong also focused his inner qi, saying, "Hah, now you're getting serious. You're much more dangerous like this."


  With Yayul Hwang watching, he couldn't use the Heaven Defying Divine Art, but that wasn't the only ultimate martial art he possessed.


  RUMBLE!


  A powerful surge of energy burst from beneath his feet, whipping up a whirlwind. His azure martial arts uniform flapped wildly, and his hair scattered in the wind.


  Baek Suryong grinned. "I'll let you have the first move."


  "I won't hold back."


  WHOOSH!


  Cho Cheonsang dashed forward like a raging storm. Having already suffered once, he swung his sword at full strength from the very start, and Baek Suryong met his strike with the Azure Dragon Sword.


  CLAAANG!!


  A deafening roar unlike anything before echoed across the campus, forcing the weaker students to cover their ears.


  "Khk...!"


  "What kind of shockwave is this?!"


  Despite the agony, there was no time to complain. Everyone forced their eyes open, determined not to miss a second of the battle between these two titans.


  CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!!


  Unfortunately, all most spectators could see were sparks and blurry afterimages of the colliding swords. Only a handful of people in the audience could actually follow the battle, and they were left speechless by what they saw.


  "My god..."


  "They're both monsters..."


  As the two top-tier masters clashed, the duel platform turned into a wasteland. Sword qi slashed across the ground, leaving deep scars, and every footstep left indentations in the floor.


  It was a swordfight without a single wasted move.


  Two blurred figures flickered across the platform, their martial arts uniforms torn, droplets of blood splattering onto the ground, until suddenly, as if by mutual agreement, both men halted at the same time.


  Their gazes, sharper than a sword, scrutinized each other. A single mistake could lead to defeat, or even serious injury.


  "...If I want to win easily, I guess I can't restrict myself to using only my sword," Baek Suryong chuckled faintly.


  "What do you mean..."


  HUMMM!


  In an instant, the White Ice Bangle on Baek Suryong's left wrist trembled violently, releasing a fierce, freezing gust howling across the duel platform.


  Yayul Hwang narrowed his eyes. "So he knows ice arts, and an extraordinary one at that. Is this what he was hiding?"


  Even from a distance, the chill so intense that the audience found it difficult to move.


  Indeed, Cho Cheonsang's movements visibly slowed.


  "Khk...!" He grit his teeth and drew upon the Violet Dawn Divine Art to endure the cold, but he was already struggling to keep up with Baek Suryong's swordsmanship alone. The additional ice arts was more than what he could handle.


  What was briefly an even battle quickly became one-sided again.


  Baek Suryong seized the smallest of openings and closed the distance.


  CLAAANG!!


  Once again, the Heavenly Martial Commander had his sword knocked right out of his hands.


  This time, however, he had no excuses to make. It was an undeniable defeat.


  "......" Staring blankly at his trembling, empty hands, Cho Cheonsang let out a hollow laugh before looking up at Baek Suryong. "I lost."


  "You lost?" Baek Suryong raised an eyebrow.


  Realizing his mistake, Cho Cheonsang quickly straightened himself and clasped his hands together respectfully. "It's my loss, Chief Instructor."


  "UOOOHHHH!!"


  The entire audience erupted into deafening cheers and applause.


  The Murim Alliance's Heavenly Martial Commander was completely and utterly defeated! From start to finish, it had been the Azure Dragon Hero, Baek Suryong's overwhelming victory.


  Chapter 293: I Hereby Declare...


  The day after the duel, workers bustled about early in the morning, loading luggage onto carriages. The sturdy wagons, emblazoned with the insignia of the Murim Alliance, were filled with all sorts of supplies, while Alliance martial artists meticulously inspected the cargo.


  "That was an excellent duel. It gave me a lot to think about."


  "Thank you."


  While everyone else was occupied, the Murim Alliance Chairman met up with Baek Suryong, who had come to see him off, to discuss the previous day's duel.


  "By the way, that ice art of yours... it wouldn't be an understatement to call that a divine art. Why didn't you use it right from the start?" Yayul Hwang asked casually.


  Baek Suryong sighed, "To be honest, I wanted to keep it hidden. If I could have won with just my sword, I would have."


  Yayul Hwang flashed him an odd stare. "...Would you mind telling me what martial art it is?"


  Baek Suryong smiled wryly. "Sorry, but I can't say."


  "Hmm... Well, it can't be helped." Although he was disappointed, Yayul Hwang nodded. It was a taboo to pry too deeply into another's martial arts. "You're not hiding any other martial arts, are you?"


  Baek Suryong stared at Yayul Hwang in disbelief. "If I were, why would I tell you?"


  Yayul Hwang grinned. "That's a shame. If the Heavenly Martial Commander had fought properly from the beginning, I could have seen more of your hidden skills."


  "Was that the real reason you arranged the duel?"


  "I can't say it wasn't." Yayul Hwang chuckled mischievously and patted Baek Suryong's shoulder with hands the size of a pot lid. It was a gesture of familiarity, even though a normal person would have suffered a dislocated shoulder from the impact.


  For a moment, Baek Suryong unconsciously opened his mouth to retort, but in the end, he simply smiled.


  The more I see him, the more he reminds me of Master Maeng.


  That towering frame, that monstrous strength, that overbearing personality. If their faces resembled each other even slightly, he would have suspected they were blood relatives.


  Besides, even though he hadn't yet witnessed the peerless fist technique that had earned Yayul Hwang the title of Fist King, he didn't seem any weaker than the Maeng Ho'ak of the past.


  He's around the same level as the Blue Sky Sword King, if not higher. What a monster.


  "The next time we meet, you might already be one of the Ten Supremes," the muscle monster suddenly remarked.


  Baek Suryong shook his head. "I think it's too soon for that."


  "Too soon? Hah! That must be the most arrogant display of humility I've ever heard!" Yayul Hwang roared, his booming laughter startling the carriage horses into stomping their feet.


  After laughing heartily for a while, he finally quieted down and looked Baek Suryong in the eye.


  "Well, you do have the right to say that," he added in a serious tone.


  The duel between the Azure Dragon Hero and the Proud Sword of Mount Hua had defied all expectations. Many had predicted a close match, but to their surprise, Baek Suryong had one-sidedly overwhelmed Cho Cheonsang.


  Even after the duel ended, the entire city was abuzz with talk of the duel throughout the night. Within ten days, rumors would spread across all of murim via messenger birds.


  Yayul Hwang chuckled, "Regardless, I don't put much faith in empty titles like the Ten Supremes or the Hundred Grandmasters. Too often, reality doesn't match the reputation."


  The murim was full of eccentrics, and it wasn't uncommon for reclusive masters to suddenly emerge and shock the world. Conversely, many so-called grandmasters turned out to be nothing more than hollow shells.


  Baek Suryong is definitely the real deal, though. In fact, he's so skilled that it's suspicious.


  Until now, Yayul Hwang suspected that Baek Suryong might be connected to the Blood Cult. No matter how strange and unpredictable the murim was, the sudden miraculous rise of the Azure Dragon Hero was outrageous.


  However, watching Baek Suryong's duel had dispelled most of his doubts.


  His swordsmanship is unmistakably that of the orthodox sects, and his ice arts seemed related to the North Sea Ice Palace. Neither has anything to do with the Blood Cult.


  Although the reason the Ice Palace closed itself off decades ago remained a mystery, tying it to the Blood Cult seemed like a stretch.


  He might have hidden more martial arts, but at least, I didn't detect any sign of demonic arts.


  Yayul Hwang breathed a sigh of relief. At the very least, his fear that the Azure Dragon Hero was involved with the Blood Cult turned out to be nothing more than paranoia.


  Observing Yayul Hwang's expression carefully, Baek Suryong grinned inwardly.


  It seems I've finally shaken off his doubts. Everything worked out exactly as planned.


  Throughout his duel with the Proud Sword of Mount Hua, he had primarily used the Unlimited Sword. Then, at the very end, he pretended to reluctantly use the White Ice Divine Art like it was his ultimate trump card.


  The Unlimited Sword was based on the swordsmanship of the Moyong Clan, while the White Ice Divine Art belonged to the North Sea Ice Palace. An old master of Yayul Hwang's caliber could hardly fail to recognize them.


  Yayul Hwang burst out laughing, "Hahaha! To think that a young supreme master like you would appear in these troubled times. I guess this is exactly what they mean when they say, 'Heroes arise in times of chaos'! Also, are you sure you won't come with me?"


  He was a straightforward man. Once he decided someone was an ally, he treated them with open goodwill.


  Baek Suryong shook his head. "As I told you before, I have other matters to attend to."


  "That's a shame. If you came along, convincing the other Five Academies would be a piece of cake." Yayul Hwang clicked his tongue, genuinely disappointed.


  The Murim Alliance delegation was going to visit all Five Great Academies. If the Azure Dragon Hero was part of this delegation, convincing the other academies would be much easier.


  Unfortunately, Baek Suryong already had plans for the break.


  Yayul Hwang sighed, "Well, if it can't be helped, then that's that. In any case, I'll mention your name often. Don't blame me if someone comes looking for you later."


  "...Just don't make things up."


  "Haha! Did you forget? I'm the Murim Alliance Chairman! There's no way I would stoop so low!"


  "...I have my doubts about that, but I'll take your word for now," Baek Suryong reluctantly conceded.


  The Vermilion Phoenix Academy and the White Tiger Academy, both of which were indebted to Baek Suryong for rescuing their new instructors at Namgung Estate, would probably support the proposal without issue. Taking the Dark Heaven Goddess' goodwill into account, he felt that the Black Tortoise Academy was unlikely to oppose them as well.


  That left the Heavenly Martial Academy as the biggest problem.


  "Chairman, what's the delegation's planned route?" Baek Suryong asked.


  "We'll head south to the Vermilion Phoenix Academy, west to the White Tiger Academy, north to the Black Tortoise Academy, and finally back to the central Heavenly Martial Academy."


  "Leave the Black Tortoise Academy to me. I have business there anyway."


  "If you do that, it'll help me a lot. And..." Yayul Hwang, who had been grinning widely, suddenly became serious. At the same time, a transparent qi barrier enveloped the two of them.


  Baek Suryong immediately stiffened. "Why did you suddenly raise a qi barrier?"


  "I want the Azure Dragon Academy to become the new center of the Five Academies," Yayul Hwang declared solemnly.


  Over the past few days, he had carefully observed the Azure Dragon Academy's instructors and students. It was only natural, since they would one day fight alongside the alliance against the Blood Cult.


  What he saw had shocked him.


  "Some of your students are quite exceptional. More than anything, I like that their eyes are filled with confidence, unlike before."


  From Yayul Hwang's perspective, the Azure Dragon Academy was filled with both skilled instructors and excellent students. It was hard to believe that this was the same academy that had finished last in the Heavenly Martial Festival for ten consecutive years.


  "I'll give you the Murim Alliance's full support. With you helming the current Azure Dragon Academy, we should be able to keep the principal of the Heavenly Martial Academy in check."


  The principal of the Heavenly Martial Academy was one of the Ten Supremes and a towering figure in the orthodox murim. Whether it was the Murim Alliance, the Nine Sects One Gang, the Five Great Clans, the Ten Great Companies, the Five Great Academies, and even the Imperial Court, every major power in all of murim had at least one Heavenly Martial Academy graduate in a key position.


  That gave the principal of the Heavenly Martial Academy so much power that even the Murim Alliance Chairman could not easily confront him.


  Despite that, Yayul Hwang intended to task Baek Suryong with keeping such a man in check.


  "I'm not asking for much. I just want you to help me make sure the Murim Alliance and the Five Great Academies don't clash unnecessarily. At the very least, Vermilion Phoenix Academy and White Tiger Academy will support you."


  Baek Suryong considered Yayul Hwang's request seriously. If it's only that much, then...


  "Chairman, how would you describe the principal of the Heavenly Martial Academy?" he asked.


  "A man whose true thoughts are inscrutable."


  That one sentence was enough. An ally whose goals were unclear was just as dangerous as an unknown enemy. To defeat the Blood Cult, all of murim needed to unite as one.


  On that point, Yayul Hwang and Baek Suryong were in complete agreement.


  Baek Suryong nodded. "I understand. I'll help you."


  "Kuhaha! Suddenly, I feel as if I've gained the support of an entire army!" Yayul Hwang laughed loudly.


  Baek Suryong smirked. "Besides, once we win the Heavenly Martial Festival, the Azure Dragon Academy will become the center of the Five Academies whether anyone likes it or not."


  "Hmm. Winning, huh..."


  Yayul Hwang hesitated. Personally, he felt that winning would be difficult. Even the average student at the Heavenly Martial Academy was on another level. Still, he didn't think there was any meaning in saying such things to Baek Suryong.


  In the end, he simply said, "I look forward to it. Let's just hope the Blood Cult doesn't act up before them."


  "I hope so too, but that's up to fate."


  The two men exchanged knowing smiles. Now that they had spoken candidly, it finally felt as if they had truly formed an alliance.


  Yayul Hwang dispelled the qi barrier. "Well, that was a fruitful conversation. Visit the Murim Alliance sometime."


  "Of course. As the Chief Instructor, I should stop by and train some people at least, right?"


  "!!!" Several martial artists of the Heavenly Martial Corps flinched. After witnessing firsthand how their Commander had been trashed, even Baek Suryong's offhand comment was now enough to make them shrink back.


  Only said Commander, Cho Cheonsang, laughed cheerfully, "Puhaha! My entire Heavenly Martial Corps looks scared stiff!"


  "You fool. They way you're acting, it's like you were the one who won the duel," Yayul Hwang muttered, clicking his tongue in disbelief. He'd expected the sting of defeat to linger for a while, but to his surprise, the young man actually looked rather happy.


  "There's no shame in losing to someone stronger than me," Cho Cheonsang explained, looking at Baek Suryong with clear and bright eyes. "Chief Instructor. Thank you for showing this frog in a well just how vast the world truly is."


  Baek Suryong, whose soul was thoroughly stained by small-minded pettiness, blinked in shock and horror at Cho Cheonsang's pure, untainted gaze and reverential tone. He could tell that the Heavenly Martial Commander's attitude did not stem from fear, but from a true acceptance of his defeat.


  It was unsettling.


  "...Good. Keep training hard," he finally choked out.


  "Yes! Please continue to guide me in the future!"


  Watching the awkward exchange, Yayul Hwang grabbed his stomach and laughed heartily.


  [As you can see, he's actually a genuinely nice boy.]


  [It seems that way. He's remarkably talented, too.]


  Baek Suryong could count on one hand the number of people he had met in his past and present lives who possessed such natural talent. The next time they met, Cho Cheonsang's swordsmanship would undoubtedly be even more polished.


  The next time we fight, he might actually pose a real threat.


  As the two men chatted amicably, before they knew it, the last of the luggage was being loaded onto the wagons.


  "It's time for us to go," Yayul Hwang said, exchanging parting words with Noh Goonsang and the Murim Alliance's Jiangxi Branch Leader as well.


  "Safe travels."


  Compared to the Murim Alliance's noisy arrival, the farewell was short and simple.


  He stormed in as if he was going to tear the academy apart, yet now he's leaving with a hero's sendoff.


  Baek Suryong kept a reasonable distance as he watched the delegation make their final preparations to leave.


  "Mr. Baek!" A familiar voice called out from one of the wagons.


  Baek Suryong turned toward the speaker. Bang Baekhyun was standing next to Jaegal Sojin, waving at him.


  When their eyes met, Bang Baekhyun bowed his head.


  He looks a lot better now. Looks like things went well with his mother.


  In the end, Bang Baekhyun decided to enter the Omniscient Bureau, just as they had discussed.


  Baek Suryong gave him a slight nod in response.


  Finally, it was time for the Murim Alliance to leave.


  Looking over the large crowd that had gathered to see him off, Yayul Hwang said, "Thank you for seeing us off so warmly. Once again, I pledge that the Murim Alliance and the Azure Dragon Academy will stand together as allies against the threat of the Blood Cult."


  The Murim Alliance leader, Yayul Hwang. A giant with a commanding presence. The man with the strongest fists in the world. It was only natural that everyone listened attentively when he spoke.


  "Through yesterday's duel, I have confirmed that the future of the murim is bright. Regardless of the outcome, whether it was the Azure Dragon Hero or the Proud Sword of Mount Hua, both young warriors were truly outstanding."


  Yayul Hwang directed his gaze toward Baek Suryong.


  Baek Suryong's heart skipped a beat. His instincts screamed, warning him that something terrible was about to happen.


  He was right on the money.


  Smiling meaningfully and infusing his voice with inner qi, Yayul Hwang declared loudly, "I, Yayul Hwang, the Chairman of the Murim Alliance, hereby declare—Baek Suryong, the Azure Dragon Hero, is worthy of claiming a seat among the Ten Supremes!"


  It was an earth-shattering statement that would send shock waves throughout the entire murim.


  Those who had spent the previous day gossiping and debating the outcome of the duel screamed in unison.


  "Azure Dragon Hero! Azure Dragon Hero! Azure Dragon Hero!"


  "The birth of a new member of the Ten Supremes!"


  "The Murim Alliance Chairman has acknowledged the Azure Dragon Hero as his equal!"


  "Uwaaaaaah!"


  The city's excitement roared louder than any festival, surpassing even the deafening cheers of the night before.


  And at the center of it all stood Baek Suryong.


  "Haha, hahaha..."


  Surrounded by countless eyes, Baek Suryong could only laugh awkwardly.


  This insane motherfucker...


  He shot a deadly glare at Yayul Hwang, but the man spun around on his heel and pretended not to see him.


  "Kuhahaha! Then, I shall take my leave!"


  With that, the Murim Alliance's delegation departed from the Azure Dragon Academy.


  At long last, the long-awaited school vacation had begun!


  


  Translator's Note: School vacation arc next!


  Chapter 294: The Legacy of the Ice Moon Goddess


  "Hehehe...."


  "Fufufu..."


  "Kekeke..."


  A wave of irrepressible grins spread across the students' faces as they ate breakfast. Summer vacation had officially begun, but the joy and anticipation of going home was only part of their delight.


  "Sir Last Seat, does the food suit your taste?" Hyonwon Kang asked Baek Suryong cheekily.


  "……" Baek Suryong ignored him and silently chewed his food.


  Ya Suhyeok chuckled, "We made an extra effort to cook something delicious today. After all, as of yesterday, Mr. Baek has officially ascended to the last seat of the Ten Supremes."


  "...Knock it off," Baek Suryong sighed.


  Yeo Min smirked mischievously. "Mr. Baek, please try some of this meat. If you want to climb up from the last seat, you need to eat well..."


  "I said, knock it off," Baek Suryong growled through gritted teeth, shooting his students a death glare.


  Ever the responsible senior, Geo Sangwoong scolded his juniors, "Enough! Cut it out! Or do you want to taste the world's tenth most powerful fist?"


  Hyonwon Kang exaggeratedly bowed his head in apology. "My sincerest apologies! How dare I anger the last seat of the Ten Supremes...!"


  Finally, even Wiji Cheon, who had been sitting quietly, couldn't help but join in the teasing, "Everyone, be careful from now on. As you know, Mr. Baek may be the last, but his temper is more than enough to claim the first..."


  That was the last straw.


  "YOU DAMN PUNKS!" Baek Suryong roared, smacking each student's forehead with his spoon.


  TAK! TAK! TAK! TAK! TAK!


  The students, clutching their foreheads, groaned in pain after being whacked at the breakfast table.


  "Ow! Why hit us when we were just congratulating you? We even made you breakfast to celebrate your ascension to the Ten Supremes!" Hyonwon Kang, the one with the biggest lump on his forehead, protested with a wronged expression.


  Baek Suryong snorted. "How is teasing the same as congratulating?"


  "Well... I admit there was a little of both..."


  "You little...!"


  "Hiiik!" Hyonwon Kang flinched and covered his forehead, but the spoon suddenly changed trajectory like a lightning bolt.


  SMACK!


  Struck on the bridge of his nose, Hyonwon Kang was knocked off his chair, but even he fell, he couldn't stop himself from retorting, "A-As expected of the Ten Supremes' last seat..."


  Baek Suryong's mouth twitched. "How about I personally escort you all the way to the Hyonwon Clan..."


  "Mr. Baek! Hold yourself back!"


  "Let go of me! I said let go!"


  After a slightly more chaotic breakfast than usual, the students gathered at the front gate of the White Dragon Manor with their luggage. Despite each of them sporting a lump on their forehead, they were all still grinning from ear to ear.


  "Fufu, I can't believe our teacher is one of the Ten Supremes," Hyonwon Kang remarked.


  "We need train hard so that we don't bring shame to Mr. Baek," Wiji Cheon said sternly.


  "Wherever you go, always remember—we are the Azure Dragon Hero's students!" Geo Sangwoong chimed in.


  "Hehe, I'm going to brag to all my hyungs at the bandit keeps," Ya Suhyeok chuckled.


  The four planned to either return home or go to club training camps over the holidays. Only Yeo Min had decided to stay at the White Dragon Manor.


  Standing next to Baek Suryong to see her friends off, she sighed, "Seriously, you bunch of delinquents..."


  Baek Suryong raised his fist to smack the rowdy boys one last time, but in the end, he held back. As students of the latest addition to the Ten Supremes, they definitely had reason to be happy.


  And they showed it, celebrating since yesterday as if they it was their own achievement.


  He was the only person who found the whole affair a nuisance.


  Well played, Chairman.


  To elevate Baek Suryong's standing without offending any of the Ten Supremes, Yayul Hwang had delivered the most exalted praise in front of a large audience. This was a carefully calculated move, as the new Chief Instructor's rising fame directly benefited the Murim Alliance.


  Of course, his martial prowess played a role, but the political motivations were clear.


  That damned bastard looks like a bear, but he's as sly as a fox.


  While Baek Suryong did desire renown, it wasn't to this extent. Too much fame would restrict his movements and attract unwanted attention from the Blood Cult.


  Considering what I did at the Namgung Estate, avoiding the Blood Cult's attention is probably already impossible...


  Baek Suryong snapped out of his thoughts, noticing the students' expectant eyes.


  Are they waiting for me to say something cool before they leave...?


  Chuckling, he patted each student's head, "Don't get into trouble over vacation, don't get hurt, and train hard."


  At moments like this, a simple farewell was enough.


  Perhaps sensing the sincerity behind his words, the students grinned and clasped their hands together in farewell.


  ""Yes, Mr. Baek! We'll be back!""


  With that, Hyonwon Kang, Ya Suhyeok, and Geo Sangwoong headed home, while Wiji Cheon went to join the SRS training camp.


  "I'll be heading out as well, Mr. Baek," Yeo Min said before heading to town. Although she was staying at the White Dragon Manor over the break, she too had errands to run.


  "...It's the first time the White Dragon Manor has felt this empty," Baek Suryong muttered as he looked around the deserted manor.


  The students had cleaned everything neatly before leaving, and the emptiness felt strange. Where the training grounds were normally alive with students' shouts, screams, and the smell of sweat, there was now an eerie quiet.


  I'll be meeting the other new instructors in the evening, and Namgung Su tomorrow right before I leave... Maybe I should visit Grandfather first.


  Sitting alone in the empty house felt a little pathetic.


  KNOCK KNOCK...


  "Mr. Baek Suryong. Are you inside?" a soft, nervous voice asked.


  "Hmm?" Recognizing the voice, Baek Suryong opened the door and greeted his unexpected guest, "What brings you here, Madam Seo?"


  Looking slightly anxious, Seo Ri'ae clasped her hands together in greeting and said, "My apologies for visiting so early in the morning. I asked at the academy and was told that if I didn't come today, I wouldn't be able to meet you."


  Baek Suryong carefully studied Seo Ri'ae's complexion. Even though she looked more fatigued than before, her eyes were clear and bright.


  Looks like her qi deviation has improved.


  At the very least, it didn't seem as though she had come to argue about Bang Baekhyun.


  Baek Suryong invited her inside, saying, "Come in for now."


  "...Thank you."


  The two sat down across from each other. Seo Ri'ae seemed to have something to say, but every time she met Baek Suryong's gaze, she hesitated.


  In the end, Baek Suryong broke the silence. "Bang Baekhyun told me that he applied to the Omniscient Bureau."


  "Mmhmm."


  "Did you not oppose it?"


  Seo Ri'ae smiled faintly. "... Which parent can win against their child?"


  Baek Suryong blinked in surprise. Unlike the uptight, even hysterical woman he remembered, her demeanor was calm and lonely.


  Seo Ri'ae continued, her voice laced with regret, "I don't even remember when everything started to become a blur. I kept telling Hyun that he had to become the Murim Alliance Chairman, that he would succeed as long as he followed my instructions, and that I would kill myself if he disobeyed me... But my good son, he never once resented me, simply complied with all my unreasonable demands."


  "……"


  "I really thought it was the best choice at the time. I told myself that everything I did, I did for my son, and that all the hardships he suffered would be worth it when he was rewarded in the end," Seo Ri'ae whispered hollowly, like ashes after a fire.


  Baek Suryong remained silent, simply listening.


  "When I regained consciousness, Hyun told me... he understood I acted as I did out of love. He also said he didn't care if he never became Murim Alliance Chairman, that I should trust him... The child, who hasn't shed a tear since he was ten, cried and begged me.


  "That's why, I wanted to express my gratitude in person. Thank you, Mr. Baek, for saving my son. If there is any way I can repay this debt... I will do whatever it takes."


  Seo Ri'ae stood up and bowed deeply, not for curing her qi deviation, but for saving her son. Her words made it clear just how much Bang Baekhyun meant to her.


  "Did you come here today just to tell me that?" Baek Suryong asked.


  "No. Actually..." Seo Ri'ae lifted her head and looked at him with clear, unwavering eyes. "I watched your duel with the Heavenly Martial Commander. You used ice arts."


  Baek Suryong nodded. As I thought, that's the real reason she came here in such a hurry. She's either here to ask about the White Ice Divine Art or...


  "Do you possess the White Ice Bangles?" Seo Ri'ae asked.


  "...I do," Baek Suryong admitted. There was no point in denying it when Seo Ri'ae was already certain.


  "I can't believe it...!" Seo Ri'ae exclaimed in disbelief. "The artifact I searched so desperately for... to think it would appear like this..."


  She was looking for it? Confused, Baek Suryong shot her a questioning look.


  However, Seo Ri'ae continued asking, "May I ask where and how you found the White Ice Bangles?"


  "I had a miraculous encounter, but I'm sorry. I can't share the details."


  "Miraculous encounter... a miraculous encounter."


  It was the go-to excuse among martial artists.


  Seo Ri'ae looked as if she wanted to press further, but seeing Baek Suryong's firm expression, she let the matter drop. Gritting her teeth, she resolved to reveal the past she had hidden for decades.


  "Mr. Baek. Actually... I'm from the North Sea Ice Palace."


  Baek Suryong nodded. "I suspected as much when I treated your qi deviation."


  "How much do you know about the North Sea Ice Palace?"


  "Not much, besides the fact that they shut themselves off from the world decades ago."


  Not long after the Blood Cult-Murim Alliance War ended, the North Sea Ice Palace declared that it was going into isolation. Although they had always been a secluded sect, on the surface, their decision seemed to have nothing to do with the Blood Cult.


  However, now that he thought about it, there was a strong connection.


  "About sixty years ago, our then Empress, the Ice Moon Goddess, disappeared while wandering in the Central Plains."


  "......"


  "When she didn't return to the palace for more than ten years, a fierce succession battle broke out. This power struggle greatly weakened the Ice Palace..." Seo Ri'ae told the story of the civil war that had broken after the Ice Moon Goddess' capture by the Blood Cult.


  This was news to Baek Suryong, and even the Murim Alliance chairman of the Central Plains had probably never heard of it.


  "Afterward, the new Ice Empress closed off the Ice Palace and strictly forbade anyone from traveling to the Central Plains until we finished rebuilding our strength. However, there were a few exceptions. In an effort to retrieve its missing sacred artifact, the White Ice Bangles, a select few Ice Palace martial artists, myself included, were secretly sent to the Central Plains."


  Seo Ri'ae paused and smiled bitterly. In a distant tone, as if she had long since stopped grieving, she said, "My story isn't all that interesting. I spent years wandering foreign lands in search of the artifact, and along the way I met a man and fell in love with him. Soon, our union bore fruit, but our happiness didn't last long.


  "Inquisitors from the Ice Palace found me, branded me a traitor, and tried to kill me. After all, the Ice Palace is a deeply secluded sect with strict laws, and treason is punishable by execution.


  "Although Hyun's father managed to kill them all, he died in the process, and I barely escaped with my unborn son. Moreover, I never knew when another group of pursuers would come for me. To survive, I had to forge a new name, a new identity, even a new face. I had to protect my innocent child at all costs.


  "Finally, my darling Hyun was born. As I looked at the tiny life in my arms, I swore that I would raise him well, make him successful, just to prove those Ice Palace bastards wrong, to get my revenge on them. Later, when I realized Hyun was extremely talented in martial arts, I wondered if, for example, he could become the Murim Alliance Chairman..."


  Baek Suryong sighed heavily. He already knew what had happened next. Love turned into obsession, obsession became fixation, and fixation slowly led Seo Ri'ae into qi deviation...


  He asked, "So the reason you couldn't enroll Bang Baekhyun into the Heavenly Martial Academy..."


  "It was because my fabricated identity would have been exposed. The Heavenly Martial Academy is known for thoroughly investigating not only the students but also their parents' backgrounds. I couldn't risk it," Seo Ri'ae explained, looking relieved at having revealed nearly twenty years of secrets.


  Baek Suryong nodded in understanding. "I see."


  "Besides, the reason I'm telling you all this is..." Seo Ri'ae hesitated, as if agonizing over whether she should continue, but in the end, she decided to leave the decision to Baek Suryong. "If you truly possess the White Ice Bangles, and if you have inherited the legacy of the Ice Moon Goddess..."


  "Yes? Keep going..."


  Seo Ri'ae recalled the chilly qi that had seeped into her body when Baek Suryong treated her qi deviation. The purity and density of the energy was unlike anything she had ever felt.


  The martial art he had used could only be the complete White Ice Divine Art, which was only passed down to the rulers of the North Sea Ice Palace and their direct descendants.


  Taking a deep breath, she continued, "...In that case, Mr. Baek, you are a more legitimate successor to the White Ice Divine Art than the current Empress of the North Sea Ice Palace."


  Chapter 295: Hurry Up!


  "What did you just say?" Baek Suryong asked, dumbfounded.


  "I said that since you possess a White Ice Bangle and have inherited the legacy of the Ice Moon Goddess, you are entitled to become the Emperor of the North Sea Ice Palace," Seo Ri'ae repeated, falling to one knee, her eyes filled with certainty as she looked at Baek Suryong.


  "......" Baek Suryong was stunned speechless. Perplexed, he looked down at Seo Ri'ae's bowed head.


  Master Eun! You never mentioned anything like this...


  He thought back to the Ice Moon Goddess Eun Yerin. Even though he had known her for over ten years in the underground prison, she had never shared much about the North Sea Ice Palace because she despised it.


  
    "Even if I escape this place, I will never return to the North Sea."

  


  The North Sea Ice Palace was a closed-off sect with strict traditions.


  Eun Yerin, who had been born with overwhelming talent, was forced to undergo grueling training since childhood, burdened by the expectations of becoming the next empress. It was too much for a young girl to bear, but she had gritted her teeth and persevered.


  Eventually, she became so powerful that not even the current Empress could control her anymore. Without hesitation, she left the North Sea Ice Palace, leaving behind only a single letter.


  "I will return after witnessing the martial arts of the Central Plains and proving that our North Sea Ice Palace is the world's strongest."


  After that, until she became known as the Ice Moon Goddess, Eun Yerin left behind countless legendary tales in the Central Plains.


  However, when Baek Suryong asked her if she was serious about what she had written in the letter, she had just giggled mischievously.


  
    "That? I only said it because I didn't want to go back. I never cared about being the world's strongest."

  


  Whenever Eun Yerin smiled like that, the gloomy prison felt brighter for a moment. Fortunately, there was no one in the prison who would fall for her beauty, but no one denied that she was stunning either.


  During her time in the Central Plains, countless men had challenged her, fallen head over heels for her, and admired her passionately, but not one of them had become the lover of the Ice Moon Goddess.


  Until she met a man in a small bookstore in Shaanxi.


  
    "... He must be waiting for me. When I leave this place, I want to disappear somewhere with him, where no one can find us."

  


  The Ice Moon Goddess' dream was a simple one—to spend the rest of her life with the person she loved. Unfortunately, due to the schemes of the Blood Cult, she was ensnared in a trap and spent years imprisoned, never knowing what became of her beloved.


  
    "Sorry to ruin the mood, but... you've been locked up for over ten years. Do you really think he's still waiting for you?"


    "......" The Ice Moon Goddess glared at Maeng Ho'ak.


    He immediately apologized, "Ahem. I misspoke."


    "...I'm sure he would wait for a century if he had to."

  


  There was absolute certainty in her voice, but Baek Suryong knew. Beneath that certainty lay deep sorrow.


  
    "If I don't return, that fool will wait for me in that place until the day he dies. That's why I have to escape. I have to..."


    "......"

  


  "Mr. Baek?"


  "...Ah."


  Seo Ri'ae's voice pulled Baek Suryong out of his thoughts.


  "Sorry, I was lost in thought for a moment."


  "It's okay. I imagine this is all very sudden for you."


  "...Yeah."


  Even the Ice Moon Goddess couldn't have foreseen that after her disappearance, the North Sea Ice Palace would fall into bloodshed over succession and shut itself off from the world. Or that Baek Suryong would become entangled with them decades later.


  Baek Suryong scratched his head. "I have a few questions..."


  "Please, go ahead."


  "I'm not originally from the North Sea Ice Palace. Is it even possible for an outsider like me to become emperor? I thought the Ice Palace was a very reclusive sect."


  As if she had expected this question, Seo Ri'ae smiled faintly. "The harsh environment of the North Sea has made it so that succession in the Ice Palace is determined by ability, not bloodline. It's actually rare for a ruler to pass the position directly to their offspring."


  The way the North Sea Ice Palace chose its next ruler was very different from the sects of the Central Plains.


  "Children with outstanding talent are gathered from a young age and taught the first half of the White Ice Divine Art. Through competition, the most exceptional ones are chosen. When they reach the age of twenty, the strongest among them becomes the heir. Only then will they be taught the complete White Ice Divine Art by the reigning ruler.


  "The Ice Moon Goddess was the only exception, as the heir with the most overwhelming talent in the history of the North Sea Ice Palace. I even heard that she completely mastered the White Ice Divine Art before the age of twenty!"


  Heh, that's not all. Master Eun even managed to refine the White Ice Divine Art, elevating it beyond its original level, Baek Suryong mused, but this was a truth only he knew.


  "I was one of the chosen children as well. Even though I lacked the talent to master the full White Ice Divine Art, even just learning the first half was enough for me to be considered an ice arts master in the Central Plains."


  Seo Ri'ae paused, looking at Baek Suryong. He's a martial artist so powerful that he's already ranked among the Ten Supremes before the age of thirty. He's definitely more than qualified to challenge the position of Emperor.


  "Of course, the final decision is yours to make. I simply wanted you to know that the option was there," she continued.


  Baek Suryong fell into deep thought. The North Sea Ice Palace was a powerful Outer Regions sect on par with the Nine Sects One Gang, but while others might have found the position of Emperor enticing, he felt nothing but reluctance.


  ...I'm sick and tired of meaningless titles.


  Nevertheless, forming an alliance with the North Sea Ice Palace could be beneficial. If he could gain their cooperation, the bloodshed in the inevitable war against the Blood Cult could be significantly reduced.


  Also, the Ice Palace deserves to know the truth about Master Eun's sudden disappearance, which ultimately caused them to lose their heir overnight and fall into civil war.


  Even though Master Eun despised the Ice Palace, had she been alive and free, the succession struggle wouldn't have escalated into bloodshed. Therefore, it could be said that in the end, Ice Palace's downfall was also caused by the Blood Cult.


  I guess I should visit the Ice Palace first.


  In reality, Baek Suryong's top goals during this vacation were to deliver the final words of his four Masters and recover their artifacts. He had been undecided on where to begin, but Seo Ri'ae's words helped him make up his mind.


  "Do I just head to Ice Palace on my own?" he asked.


  As if waiting for that question, Seo Ri'ae pulled out an old map from her robes. "...A secret path known only to disciples of the Ice Palace is marked on this map. It will get you there twice as fast as the routes known to the Central Plains."


  With a slightly conflicted expression, she handed the map over.


  If Mr. Baek takes the White Ice Bangle to the Ice Palace, my mission will finally be complete. Should I be happy or sad about it?


  She had never expected to fulfill her long-abandoned mission in this way.


  Seo Ri'ae's hesitation wasn't lost on Baek Suryong. He pulled up his left sleeve, revealing the White Ice Bangle, and said, "This is the White Ice Bangle."


  Normally transparent and nearly invisible, the bangle began to glow pure white as he channeled the White Ice Divine Art.


  "Ahh..." Seo Ri'ae gazed at the White Ice Bangle as if mesmerized. She had heard many stories about it but had never seen it in person.


  The radiant glow and pure cold energy seemed to draw her in completely. There was no doubt about it. This was the lost sacred relic of the North Sea Ice Palace.


  After staring at the White Ice Bangle for a long time, Seo Ri'ae suddenly tilted her head in confusion. "Um, Mr. Baek... I heard that the White Ice Bangles are a pair..."


  "I don't have the other one."


  Seo Ri'ae stiffened. "A-A single one is meaningless. No, it's still valuable, but..."


  The authority of the sacred relic of the North Sea Ice Palace would be greatly diminished, and it might even cast doubt on the claim that Baek Suryong was the Ice Moon Goddess' successor.


  Baek Suryong smiled nonchalantly. "Well, I was already planning to find the other one during summer vacation, especially since I already know where it is. As soon as I recover it, I'll head to the Ice Palace."


  "Oh... What a relief. Truly, what a relief," Seo Ri'ae sighed in relief.


  …Though I can't be certain it's still there, Baek Suryong thought, but didn't say anything to avoid worrying Seo Ri'ae.


  It had been five decades, but strangely, he had a strong feeling that he would find the other White Ice Bangle.


  
    "...I'm sure he would wait for a century if he had to."

  


  Maybe it was just his faith in Master Eun.


  Seo Ri'ae rose to her feet. "I'm sorry for taking up so much of your time. I'll take my leave now..."


  Baek Suryong also stood up and walked her to the exit. Just as she was about to step out, though, he was struck by an idea.


  "Madam Seo," he called out.


  "Yes?"


  "I have no desire to become the Emperor of the North Sea Ice Palace, but if I return the White Ice Bangles and the Ice Moon Goddess's legacy, would the Ice Palace consider me a benefactor?"


  "...Of course they would. You've recovered a sacred relic we failed to find for decades."


  "Then, if such a benefactor made a request, would it be possible for them to pardon a former disciple who committed a crime and fled?"


  "Pardon? What do you mean..."


  Baek Suryong grinned. "For example, granting amnesty to a certain woman who fled to the Central Plains after falling in love with a man."


  "......" Seo Ri'ae stared at Baek Suryong's smiling face in a daze.


  Surely, surely not...


  With a bewildered expression, she stuttered, "M-Mr. Baek. I didn't come here expecting anything. I simply wanted to thank you for helping my son..."


  "I know, but this is something that I, personally, want to do." Baek Suryong smiled sincerely. "I can scarcely imagine how you must have lived, wondering every day if pursuers from the Ice Palace would find you. Even after nearly twenty years, that anxiety must not have completely faded away."


  "......"


  "Despite all that, you raised your son as best as you could. I think that's truly admirable."


  "......"


  "I can't promise anything, but I'll do my best to persuade the Ice Palace to officially pardon you."


  DRIP... DRIP DRIP...


  A single tear fell to the floor, followed by more tears.


  Flustered, Seo Ri'ae wiped her tears with the back of her hand. This was the first time she had cried since her husband's death.


  "Y-Your words alone mean the world to me. I have already received so much from you, so why are you doing this for me...?"


  Baek Suryong smiled warmly, but he couldn't tell her the real reason.


  Because you remind me of Master Eun.


  The Ice Moon Goddess, Eun Yerin, never reunited with her lost love. The Winter Matron, Seo Ri'ae, lost her husband and raised her son alone. To him, the two overlapped.


  He couldn't help Master Eun in the end, but perhaps he could help Seo Ri'ae.


  "I'm not doing this for free. In return, I have one request," he said.


  "...Please, ask anything."


  "One of my students, Yeo Min, has been learning the White Ice Divine Art. She's not that advanced yet, but if you're willing, could you guide her over the vacation?"


  Masters of ice arts were incredibly rare. Even if Seo Ri'ae was weaker than Baek Suryong, she had trained in ice arts far longer, so she would undoubtedly be a great help to Yeo Min.


  Seo Ri'ae nodded. "I understand. I don't know how well I can teach, but..."


  Baek Suryong shook his head. This woman had raised a prodigy like Bang Baekhyun. There was no need to doubt her ability to teach.


  The only issue was the martial art itself.


  "I'm sure you'll do great, but first, I need to fix your White Ice Divine Art," he said.


  "What?"


  "You said it's incomplete, didn't you? You need to learn it properly to teach it properly."


  Seo Ri'ae's eyes widened. Is he saying he'll teach me the complete White Ice Divine Art?


  "B-But... the complete White Ice Divine Art is only passed down to the rulers..." she stammered.


  "You were practically excommunicated, so what does it matter? Also, I don't intend to teach you everything, just what's necessary."


  "Still..."


  Baek Suryong refused to listen to any objections. Checking the time, he interrupted her, saying, "We'll need to hurry if I'm going to teach you everything today. There's a spare martial arts uniform in that room. Go change into it."


  "H-Huh?"


  "Come on! We don't have time to waste! Move!"


  "Y-Yes, sir!"


  Seo Ri'ae ran into the room in a frenzy, caught off guard by the unexpected miraculous encounter.


  Chapter 296: Safe Travels


  "I think I've covered the basics well enough. We'll stop here."


  "T-Thank you..." Seo Ri'ae stammered, pressed both hands against her quivering knees. If she hadn't, she might have crumpled to the ground on the spot.


  "As you know, once a martial artist reaches the level of an absolute master, they develop their own martial arts philosophy. Even if two individuals study the same martial art, each adapts and refines it to suit their own style. The best way to verify that is through actual combat."


  Seo Ri'ae sighed. In the end, Baek Suryong hadn't simply taught her the latter half of the White Ice Divine Art, he first sparred with her to check her mastery of the first half.


  Even though he held back significantly out of consideration for her, who had only recently recovered from qi deviation, he had put just enough pressure on her that she didn't have an easy time.


  It was clear that he was a man who treated all his students equally, whether teaching or sparring. He showed no leniency just because she was older, or because she was a student's parent.


  CRACK! KA-RACK!


  The training ground repeatedly froze over and thawed.


  "Student Seo Ri'ae. Is this all you've achieved after more than forty years of practicing ice arts? Or are you looking down on me? No, perhaps your comprehension is just that poor?"


  "...No, sir! I'll try again!"


  "Top soft!"


  "NO, SIR! I'LL TRY AGAIN!!!"


  After pushing Seo Ri'ae to near fainting, Baek Suryong finally demonstrated the latter half of the White Ice Divine Art.


  For a brief moment, she was thrilled to be learning the world's strongest ice arts.


  So this is the latter half of the White Ice Divine Art...!


  Unfortunately, that joy didn't last long. Whenever she made even the slightest error, Baek Suryong mercilessly scolded her.


  "Student Seo Ri'ae. Did you not properly memorize the formula? Why do you keep making the same mistakes even after I corrected you? Are you rebelling against me?"


  "No, sir! I'll correct it!"


  "If you make another mistake, I'll consider it outright defiance."


  "I-I'm sorry, sir! I'll fix it immediately!"


  "If you don't do anything wrong in the first place, there won't be anything to fix. Also from now on, always reply with a 'yes sir'."


  "YES SIR!"


  ...It was a day straight out of a nightmare. Without her experience evading the Ice Palace's pursuers for three days and nights, Seo Ri'ae might have given up halfway.


  Still, I endured!


  Overcome with a deep sense of achievement, Seo Ri'ae unconsciously clenched her fists.


  She even wished that her son could train under Baek Suryong. After enduring this degree of hardship, no trial would ever faze him again in the future.


  Unfortunately, that brat had already run off to the Murim Alliance all by himself.


  "It's too bad..." she murmured.


  "Was my lesson too easy? Should we go a little longer?" Baek Suryong asked, misunderstanding her intentions.


  "N-No! Absolutely not! I'm more than satisfied! This was perfect! I mean it, sir! I really, really respect you!"


  "...Alright."


  The last part, at least, was sincere. Baek Suryong lesson was grueling, but Seo Ri'ae couldn't deny his teaching ability.


  He's the best martial arts instructor I've ever seen.


  While trying to groom her son into the Murim Alliance Chairman, she had sought out countless private instructors and even personally observed numerous classes. Some of those instructors were even retired Star Instructors from the Five Great Academies, but none of them were anywhere as good as Baek Suryong.


  "...It was tough, but I truly learned a lot. Now I understand why your students improve so rapidly under your teaching," she added.


  "No, you're the one who put your heart and soul into learning," Baek Suryong replied.


  He was truly surprised by Seo Ri'ae's determination. Given that he had only one day to teach her, he had pushed her to the limit, but she had kept up without falling behind.


  Her fundamentals are solid, which makes her a quick learner. She's smart, and she's more talented than I expected...


  There were cases where a person's talents only bloomed later in life, and Seo Ri'ae was likely one of them.


  She had completely mastered the part of the White Ice Divine Art that she was allowed to learn, and had even developed it in her own way. If she properly digested what she had been taught today, there was a good chance that she could become a supreme master in the future.


  This will be a great stimulus for Yeo Min, too.


  Until now, Yeo Min had never met another high-level practitioner of the ice arts besides Baek Suryong and the Nine Yin Witch. Now, with Seo Ri'ae guiding her, her growth would undoubtedly accelerate.


  "I'll be counting on you to look after Yeo Min while I'm gone."


  Seo Ri'ae clenched her fists resolutely. "Don't worry. I'll teach her exactly the same way you taught me!"


  Baek Suryong grinned evilly. He could already foresee Yeo Min's pain and suffering in the coming days.


  Well, a tough teacher is a hundred times better than a soft one, right?


  However, even Baek Suryong, with all his foresight, could never have foreseen that this day would mark the beginning of a new chapter in Seo Ri'ae's life, or more specifically, the Winter Matron's transformation into the Star Instructor of Ice.


  [image: sep]


  Early morning, Baek Suryong waited on the outskirts of the city for his travel companions, prepared for a long trip.


  "Hyung-nim!"


  Ak Yeonho, Myeong Il'oh, Jaegal Soyeong, and Kwak Duyong, his fellow new instructors who had trained together at the Namgung Clan's instructor training course, waved at him from a distance.


  Ak Yeonho quickened his pace as he approached. "Why didn't you come to the drinking party last night? It was our last get-together before summer vacation."


  "Something came up."


  "We waited until late, expecting you to come."


  "You mean you just kept drinking and used that as an excuse?" Baek Suryong narrowed his eyes. Judging by the strong smell of alcohol emanating from them, that was definitely the case.


  "Ahem!" Ak Yeonho awkwardly cleared his throat.


  Smirking, Baek Suryong asked, "You said you were going back to your clan during this break, right?"


  Ak Yeonho nodded seriously. "Yes, I'm planning to ask the patriarch for spearmanship guidance."


  Although it was all too often forgotten, Ak Yeonho was actually a member of the famed Shandong Ak Clan. His great-uncle was Spear King Ak Bi, one of the Ten Supremes and the world's greatest spear master.


  Recalling his first meeting with Ak Yeonho, Baek Suryong asked, "Didn't your father tell you not to come back until you found a girlfriend?


  "Haha, it's not easy to find a good match. Besides, I'm just visiting for the holidays. He wouldn't really kick me out, would he?" Ak Yeonho laughed awkwardly, his words sounding more like an excuse than a real answer.


  Baek Suryong, however, refrained from commenting on it.


  I never believed that whole 'finding a girlfriend' story anyway.


  Even someone as straightforward as Ak Yeonho must have his own circumstances, and he had no intention of prying into them.


  "To be honest, I've been feeling a sense of urgency lately," Ak Yeonho said suddenly.


  "Urgency?"


  Ak Yeonho nodded seriously. "I may not be able to keep up with you, but I refuse to be overtaken by my juniors."


  Baek Suryong blinked in surprise. Despite his talent, Ak Yeonho had always lacked dedication. That had been his greatest flaw, but right now, he exuded a solid resolve.


  He grinned. "I'll be expecting good results."


  "Just wait and see!"


  Myeong Il'oh threw an arm over Ak Yeonho's shoulder. "I'm going with him too."


  The Myeong and Ak Clans were from the same region and had longstanding ties, so he planned to ask the Spear King for guidance as well.


  "Though I doubt he'll agree..." Myeong Il'oh muttered under his breath.


  "You can tell him that it's a request from me. Who knows, it might be effective?"


  "Really? Can I?"


  "This is what friends are for."


  "Thanks, Hyung-nim! Really, thank you!"


  Myeong Il'oh bent forward, about to bow in gratitude, but Baek Suryong helped him back up.


  He then turned to Jaegal Soyeong, asking, "Where's Namgung Su? Didn't come with you?"


  "He stopped by his house to pick up Mimi."


  Ultimately, Baek Suryong had decided to start the first leg of his journey together with Namgung Su and Jaegal Soyeong. Their destination was Hubei, and he planned to pass through Hubei before heading to Shaanxi, so their routes overlapped.


  I'll have a lot to discuss with Namgung Su anyway, so this is good. Well, it's mostly about work, though.


  Student issues, lecture plans for the next semester, full-scale preparations for the Heavenly Martial Festival... and if possible, he wanted to discuss Namgung Su's martial arts as well.


  That prideful prick is definitely struggling with it alone.


  Kwak Duyong cleared his throat. "Ahem. I, for one, have decided to stay at the academy and receive bladesmanship instruction from the Vice Principal. In preparation for the Heavenly Martial Festival, I have willingly given up my vacation... Hey! Are you guys even listening?!"


  "Grandpa!" Ignoring Kwak Duyong entirely, Baek Suryong walked toward Mae Geuklyom, who had just come to see him off.


  "Good, you haven't left yet," Mae Geuklyom said, handing over several bundles of stuff. "I packed some food for you. Remember to eat well when you're traveling."


  "So much...?" Baek Suryong laughed awkwardly, feeling both grateful and guilty. "Thank you, I'll enjoy it."


  The night before, he had only said a quick goodbye to Mae Geuklyom, as he had been busy teaching Seo Ri'ae until late. Still, his grandfather had somehow managed to prepare everything in such a short time.


  Unfortunately, this was only the beginning of his grandfather's excessive affection mode.


  "Here are some extra underwear and socks. Change them often since it's summer."


  "Huh? Ah... Thank you."


  "I also packed some wound healing medicine and other basic necessities. Take them."


  "I already have some, though?"


  "I got the best ones from the physician. Use these instead."


  "Understood."


  "And this is a tonic. Traveling long distances will deplete your energy, so take it twice a day after meals."


  "G-Grandpa..."


  No matter how much Baek Suryong received, there was always more.


  Just how much stuff did he prepare? He just keeps handing things over...


  Baek Suryong didn't know whether to laugh or cry. "I-I don't think I can carry all this..." he protested.


  "Shush, you'll find a use for it all eventually. Besides, you're riding a horse, aren't you?"


  "......"


  In the end, Baek Suryong loaded everything Mae Geuklyom had prepared onto his horse. To his horror, the bags were so heavy that even the expensive steed staggered for a moment under the weight.


  "Suryong."


  "Yes?"


  Mae Geuklyom placed both hands on his grandson's shoulders and spoke earnestly. "Unfortunately, your face takes after your father's, which means you are destined to attract trouble wherever you go. Be especially careful with your words and actions around women, got it?"


  "......" Baek Suryong was speechless for a moment. Is that supposed to be a compliment or an insult?


  Finally, he muttered, "Grandpa, I'm already twenty-eight. I can take care of myself, so please don't worry too much."


  Counting his past life, he wasn't that much younger than Mae Geuklyom, but in his grandfather's eyes, his only grandson probably still looked like a child standing too close to the water's edge.


  Furthermore, the trauma of the Namgung Clan incident hadn't faded. When Mae Geuklyom heard the news of the Blood Cult's raid, he almost had a heart attack.


  Sighing, he warned again, "Your rise to fame was too sudden and unexpected, so many reckless fools will definitely seek you out to challenge you. Always be on your guard."


  "Yes. I'll keep that in mind."


  "And..." Mae Geuklyom seemed to have more to say, but when he saw Namgung Su arriving on horseback with Namgung Mi seated in front of him, he simply sighed and patted Baek Suryong on the shoulder. "Never mind. I'll stop nagging now."


  From horseback, Namgung Su bowed slightly to Mae Geuklyom in greeting and looked around at the other instructors. "Is everyone here?" he asked.


  "Yes."


  "Then let's go."


  The instructors mounted their horses, intending to ride together until they reached the first crossroads outside the city.


  As he mounted his horse, Baek Suryong turned to Mae Geuklyom. "Grandpa, I'm off now."


  "...Go on, then."


  "Giddyup!"


  Mae Geuklyom watched as Baek Suryong and the others rode off into the horizon.


  "Sigh, maybe this old man is just being foolish..."


  He had thrown in so many warnings, unable to hold back his concerns, but in truth, he had unwavering faith that his grandson could handle himself in any situation. After all, wasn't this the boy who had already become one of the Ten Supremes at such a young age?


  Regardless, whatever he was heading off to do, he would no doubt end up shaking the murim once again.


  The wrinkles at the corners of the old man's eyes softened.


  "Safe travels, Grandson. I'll be here, waiting to hear your good news."


  With that, Mae Geuklyom finally turned back toward the Azure Dragon Academy. The school campus would be quiet for a while, but he was used to that.
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