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Prologue


Why a sword?


There are so many different weapons in the world, so why did I choose the sword?


That's because swords represent perfection.


A sword has two edges.


One edge to hurt the enemy, one edge to protect me.


It protects me by killing my enemies.


That is the purpose of a sword.


And that is exactly how I use my chosen weapon, my sword.
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Chapter 1: Alone Under the Wavering, Endless Sky


Jin Mu-Won (陳武元)[1] opened his eyes. Oddly, the world seemed to have become a blur. That was because a layer of moisture had covered his young eyes. Although he was trying his best to hold it in, the tears would not stop flowing, as if his tear ducts were damaged.


Jin Mu-Won wiped away the tears with his sleeve.


This is the last time I will cry. I will never shed tears ever again, swore the thirteen-year-old teenager to himself.


Just then, a man stretched out a large hand and stroked Jin Mu-Won on the head. The boy raised his head to look at the man.


Behind the gentle smile on the man's face, one could faintly sense his sorrow and despair.


The man knelt down and made eye contact with Jin Mu-Won.


“Son, from now on you will be alone.”


“Father!”


“I'm sorry.”


“Do you know why you have to apologize to me?”


The man nodded and grabbed Jin Mu-Won's shoulder.


“So you do understand. I'm sorry, but from now on, you are the Lord of the Northern Army (北天門)[2].”


Jin Mu-Won nodded in response as the man silently patted him on the shoulder.


The man could feel his son's shoulder shivering. No matter how mature the boy was, he was still a thirteen-year-old child who needed his parents' protection.


Jin Mu-Won looked up at the sky and avoided the man's gaze, trying his hardest not to tear up again.


“Damnit! You're the last head of a family that has fallen apart. Just what kind of shitty inheritance are you leaving me, huh?”


“I'm sorry.”


“Don't apologize. Apologies don't suit a great man like my father.”


“I see. It seems that for a moment, I forgot who I was.”


The man stood up, back straight.


His name was Jin Kwan-Ho, also known as the “Northern Wall”. To some, he was the wall of despair, but to others he was the most dependable shield. The word “sorry” did not suit a man like that.


“Do you hate me? This is all my fault.”


“It's fine. At least, I no longer have to be restrained by duty. I'm free from all the responsibilities now.”


“I’m glad you think that way.”


Jin Kwan-Ho nodded and looked outside the room.


There were a lot of people in the central plaza. They were waiting for Jin Kwan-Ho to come out.


“It's time. I shouldn't disappoint those people. If possible, I wish this was an illusion, but alas.”


Jin Kwan-Ho's calm voice made Jin Mu-Won's eyes twitch.


Jin Mu-Won bit his lip. His tender lips split open and blood flowed out from the wound, but he still stared at Jin Kwan-Ho as if it didn't hurt at all.


Father.


As Jin Kwan-Ho walked out, Jin Mu-Won followed behind him.


Jin Kwan-Ho's back was wider and stronger than any other. Jin Mu-Won imprinted the image of his father's back in his mind.


As he entered the central plaza, Jin Mu-Won looked at the army who had gathered there.




There were people of all ages and dressed in different styles of clothing. The only thing they had in common was the sharpness in their eyes, which was proof that they were all martial arts experts.


Right now, the only thing preventing these people from moving forward were a few warriors still loyal to the North. However, they were just candles in the wind in front of these experts.


Their sharp gazes fell on Jin Kwan-Ho.


Jin Kwan-Ho locked gazes with them one at a time. Among them were soldiers who immediately looked away, as if they were guilty of a grave crime. There were some, though, who glared back at Jin Kwan-Ho with killing intent. These included some people that Jin Kwan-Ho and Jin Mu-Won had been very close to.


Jin Kwan-Ho whispered to himself, “It seems that martial artists from all over have gathered here today. Should I think of this as an honor?”


It was true, all the strongest martial artists in the murim had gathered in the same plaza. Several stood out much more than others.


Nine martial artists stood at the head of the army. The youngest was a warrior in his thirties and the oldest, a monk in his seventies. Overwhelming auras far exceeding the others could be felt emanating from their bodies. 


Only those who stood at the very top could possess such intimidating auras. Jin Kwan-Ho looked at them coldly and said, “As expected, Heaven's Summit (雲中天)[3] is behind all of this. I can’t help but be impressed.”


“Jin Kwan-Ho.”


A man in his sixties stepped forward. He had an ordinary appearance that would blend perfectly into any crowd, but his eyes were as deep as the ocean.


Most people dared not face this man’s gaze, because they’d feel like he could see right through them.


“Grand Elder of the Seomoon Clan, the renowned ‘Ghost of Zhuge Liang (鬼諸葛)[4]’.”


Jin Kwan-Ho recognized this old man immediately.


The old man’s real name was Seomoon Hwa. He was a genius who had brought a clan of fallen nobles back to prominence. It was said that he had reached the limits of knowledge and understood every law of nature. All the wisdom of the world was contained within that tiny brain of his.


He had passed the role of family head down to his son and became the Grand Elder of the clan as well as one of the Nine Skies of Heaven's Summit. This day, Seomoon Hwa and the other eight members of the Nine Skies overshadowed the Sky of the North.


“Why did you betray us, Jin Kwan-Ho?”


“I have no idea what you mean, Elder Seomoon.”


“Are you going to keep denying what you’ve done? You colluded with our enemy, the Silent Night.”


“Haha! Seomoon, how are you so proud of a life of corruption? You’re even falsely accusing me of colluding with the Silent Night (密夜)[5]. That’s ridiculous.”


“The Four Pillars of the Northern Army have given their testimony. Are you still not going to confess?”


Jin Kwan-Ho looked at the four men who stood at the very back of the army. Because of the crowd, he could not see their faces clearly, but he could sense their presence.


“Are you four so ashamed that you have to hide behind others?”


The Northern Generals.


Better known as the Four Pillars of the North.


Once, they had been Jin Kwan-Ho’s friends. He had trusted and relied on them more than any other, and they had been the North’s shields and spears. In the end though, they had chosen to betray Jin Kwan-Ho and the Northern Army. Many followers of the Northern Army had also joined them in betrayal.


“You’re pathetic.”


Suddenly, Jin Kwan-Ho turned toward Jin Mu-Won, who stood beside him silently.


His son was more composed and stood prouder than anyone else in the hall. However, Jin Kwan-Ho knew that this was all an act. Jin Mu-Won’s trembling shoulders was proof of that.


No matter how resolute he was, he was only thirteen. He was far too young to calmly accept the terrible misfortune that had befallen him out of nowhere.


Jin Kwan-Ho put a hand on Jin Mu-Won’s shoulder. Jin Mu-Won raised his head and looked up at his gentle father.


His son’s deep black eyes spoke a thousand words.


I’m sorry, my son.


Jin Kwan-Ho let go of his son and took a step toward Seomoon Hwa. All the members of the Nine Skies, including Seomoon Hwa, flinched.


“No matter how much I struggle, I can’t escape from your trap. Still, this is the Northern Army. If I give it up, a third of this desolate region will become truly unlivable.”


“Are you planning to resist, Jin Kwan-Ho?”


A hint of anxiety appeared on Seomoon Hwa’s face. The others were just as nervous.


Although it was on the verge of collapse, this was the headquarters of the Northern Army. This was the fortress that had defended against the Silent Night for a hundred years. It wouldn’t be surprising if there were death traps and formations everywhere. Just those were enough to wipe out a third of their forces.


Most importantly, the man called Jin Kwan-Ho was here.


If the man known as the Northern Wall charged at them while prepared to die, the number of deaths he would cause was unimaginable.


The Four Pillars might have betrayed him, but there were still many experts loyal to the Northern Army. One word from Jin Kwan-Ho, and they would follow him to their deaths.


Thus, Seomoon Hwa and the other Nine Skies of Heaven's Summit were more nervous than ever before. Unexpectedly, Jin Kwan-Ho was the one who broke the tension.


“I will disband the Northern Army.”


“Really?”


“I no longer have any reason to lie.”


Jin Kwan-Ho grinned smugly at Seomoon Hwa, who scowled back with suspicion. Jin Kwan-Ho looked as if he knew the whole truth, which made the Nine Skies’s faces turn red with anger and shame that they had been trying to hide.


To Jin Kwan-Ho, this couldn't have been an easy decision. Although it was only for a moment, the Nine Skies were dumbfounded.


“The Northern Army must be eradicated.”


“As long as the Northern Army exists, we will be unable to cement our control over the Central Plains.”


The Nine Skies exchanged thoughts. Regardless of whether he knew their true intentions, Jin Kwan-Ho cut right to the chase.


He announced, “From today onward, the Northern Army is no more! All warriors of the North, leave the Northern Army and live your lives as you please! This is my final order as your lord!”


“Milord!”


“Arghhh!”


Many warriors of the Northern Army, who had been facing off against the murim’s forces, chose to commit suicide upon hearing Jin Kwan-Ho’s announcement. As they embraced their deaths, tears flooded uncontrollably from their eyes.


Jin Kwan-Ho turned back to look at Seomoon Hwa.


“Are you satisfied now?”


“……”


“It seems that this still isn’t enough for you.”


Jin Kwan-Ho’s grin widened.


To these people, there was only one acceptable outcome. Jin Kwan-Ho decided to give them what they wanted.


Hah!


Jin Kwan-Ho released his aura and a powerful windstorm engulfed the area. The Nine Skies raised their weapons and prepared to work together to fight him.


Just as his aura reached its pinnacle, Jin Kwan-Ho suddenly turned his strength on himself. His body shook from the great impact.


“Father!”


Jin Mu-Won ran toward his fallen father and held him in his arms. His clothes were quickly drenched in Jin Kwan-Ho’s blood.


“AHHHHHHH!”


The Nine Skies heaved sighs of relief. They all knew what Jin Kwan-Ho had done to himself. By reversing the flow of his qi, all of Jin Kwan-Ho’s blood vessels had burst. With damaged coronary arteries, not even the gods could save Jin Kwan-Ho now.


Jin Kwan-Ho looked toward Seomoon Hwa with bloodshot eyes from the burst blood vessels.


“Satisfied…now?”


Everyone in the murim army, including Seomoon Hwa, were stunned speechless by Jin Kwan-Ho’s bloodied appearance.


The man had chosen to end his own life rather than die fighting.


Jin Kwan-Ho’s extreme decision made even toughened soldiers break down in shock. Even Seomoon Hwa bit his lip in consternation.


Seomoon Hwa’s eyes fell upon Jin Mu-Won.


“I wish to die surrounded only by my family.”


It was hard for Seomoon Hwa to look away, but if he did not, the soldiers would disapprove of him.


“All of you, get out!” cried Seomoon Hwa.


Jin Kwan-Ho smiled weakly in his son’s arms. His heart had been torn to shreds and there was no sign of life on his pale face. He had persisted this far using his powerful qi, but he had finally reached his limit.


“I’m sorry, my son.”


“Father.”


“I hope you live freely.”


Jin Kwan-Ho passed away, smiling.


Jin Mu-Won stared at his father’s face for a very long time. Although his father had died from a damaged heart, his face appeared the same in death as it did in life. Jin Mu-Won stretched out a trembling hand and closed his father’s eyes.


Jin Mu-Won carried his father’s corpse and turned around. I’m all alone now. Alone under the wavering, endless sky.


The soldiers quietly stared at Jin Mu-Won’s lanky profile. This young man, who had not shed even a single teardrop at his father’s death, gave them a strange sense of trepidation.









Footnotes: 


[1] Jin Mu-Won (陳武元): The name Mu-Won means Martial Origin.


[2] Northern Army (北天門): literal translation, Northern Heavenly Gates. The manhwa TL uses Northern Heavenly Sect, but they are not a sect in the traditional sense. This faction is an army.


[3] Heaven's Summit (雲中天): literal translation, Heaven Among the Clouds or Standing Above the Rest. Manhwa TL: Central Heavenly Alliance. Heaven's Summit has a double meaning of "peak of heaven" and "gathering of leaders" which I think fits better with the literal translation.



[4] Ghost of Zhuge Liang (鬼諸葛): literal translation, Ghost of Zhuge. Zhuge Liang was a genius military strategist who served Liu Bei of Shu Han during the Three Kingdoms era. A famous story is how Liu Bei, a king, couldn't summon Zhuge Liang to his court and had to personally visit Zhuge Liang at his cottage three times in order to recruit him. The nickname "Ghost of Zhuge Liang" shows just how smart Seomoon Hwa is, as Zhuge Liang is thought to be the most intelligent man of his era.


[5] Silent Night (密夜): Can also be translated as Hidden Night, or Secret Night, but Silent Night sounds better.






Translator: FoodieMonster007


Proofreader: TheGreatT20


Chapter 2: Against the Wind (1)


Winters in the North were harsh. The merciless dry winds would penetrate right through one’s clothes and sting like blades cutting into flesh.


Two horse-drawn wagons plodded slowly across the plains against the punishing wind. A dozen or so men sat both inside and on the roof of the wagons.


They looked around them, faces pale. They were exhausted from their long journey. They were not in a hurry, so the journey had not been physically tiring, but the countless days spent on the road still pushed their mental resilience to their limits.


The worst thing was that no matter which direction they looked in, all they saw was an endless, flat expanse of snow.


It's been three days since we left the border, but I haven't seen a single living soul. It feels like I've entered a completely different world, like I'm suffocating in a blanket of white nothingness. 


“Do we seriously have to spend three years in this desolate place?” muttered a man sitting on the roof of one of the wagons to himself.


The men around him closed their eyes and shuddered at the thought.


The wagon they were riding on was filled with food and daily necessities that they would need to survive the harsh winter. With this much food, they couldn't possibly go hungry, but even that was not enough to make them feel better about their situation.


A large fortress appeared in the distance. At first glance, it was grand and imposing, with the soaring towers of a few dozen stately palaces peeking over the colossal walls. On closer inspection though, the eerie fortress showed no signs of human life, like it had been abandoned a long time ago.




This was the place they would be staying in for the next three years. They were approaching their destination, but the men’s motivation was at an all-time low.


“Fuck!”


When he saw his dispirited men, the captain of the group stomped his feet angrily, but said nothing more. That was because he was just as depressed as the rest of them.


His name was Jang Pae-San. He was the captain of the Third Company[1] of mercenaries affiliated with Heaven's Summit. The men on the wagons were all his underlings.


As they approached the main gate, Jang Pae-San shouted to his men, “We will soon be taking over custody of the fortress from the Second Company, so buck up! Don't you dare embarrass me in front of those guys!”


“Yes sir!”


In front of the fierce, bandit-like Jang Pae-San, even the toughest, strongest men would become meek and obedient. Jang Pae-San had an explosive, violent temper that made his men tread carefully around him so as not to trigger the “Volcanic Eruption of Mt. Jang Pae-San”.


The vice-captain Seo Mu-Sang (蘇慕尚)[2] stood up on a wagon roof and ordered, “Everyone check your weapons!”


Seo Mu-Sang was a young man in his early twenties, with a calm and rational personality. Due to the fact that he never showed any emotions, the men gossiped about his cold-bloodedness.


Seo Mu-Sang raised his head and looked at the main gate of the fortress. The large plaque that had once stood there and displayed the name of the fortress was nowhere to be seen. The gate itself had fallen into disrepair and was covered in numerous cracks and dents.


Fortunately, the walls were still intact enough to distinguish the interior and exterior of the fortress. There was a strange inscription on the walls, but no one thought much of those.


During the climax of the war with the Silent Night, this fortress had housed more than ten thousand soldiers from all over the Central Plains. There were dozens of identical military barracks, nameless villas and other essential facilities for living. More people lived here in the Northern Army fortress than in an entire county.


In fact, this fortress was so big that even those who had lived here for many years could easily lose their sense of direction within the maze-like fortress and become hopelessly lost. As a result, the Northern Army used to hand out maps to everyone who was visiting for the first time.


However, these once majestic buildings now lay in ruins, reduced to a mere shadow of their former selves.


“Is this really the Northern Army Fortress?” murmured Seo Mu-Sang.


“This used to be the Northern Army Fortress. It's also the place where we will be spending the next three years. Fuck this shit!” cursed Jang Pae-San. To him, the fact that this fortress was once the headquarters of the famed Northern Army was not important. He was simply disgusted and enraged by the thought of living in such a godforsaken place for three whole years. On the other hand, Seo Mu-Sang looked at the ruins of the Northern Army Fortress with a sense of reverence.


Even though the Northern Army was no more, joining this army had once been the dream of many young martial artists. The sheer weight of the words “Northern Army” bore down heavily on the hearts of Seo Mu-Sang and the other young warriors.


SCREEECH!


An ear-piercing screech rang out as the rusted gates were opened. A group of men marched out from the fortress, but unlike the reminiscing young men, these people had sharp eyes and intimidating auras.


Jang Pae-San saw a familiar face amongst the men and greeted, “Captain Seo.”


“Oh, who is this I see? I guess this makes you my replacement? Captain Jang.”


Captain Seo shook hands with Jang Pae-San.


“Yeah, unfortunately.”


“Tsk tsk!” Captain Seo clicked his tongue. He had already been stuck here for more than two years. Those years had been utter misery for him and his men. Thus, he had been really looking forward to going home. Today, the day of his departure had finally arrived.


The feelings of the men of the Second and Third Companies were the exact opposite. The former were excited and the latter, depressed. For the Third Company, the gates to hell had just opened and were welcoming them to a long period of suffering and despair.


Captain Seo put a hand on Jang Pae-San’s shoulder and hurried him along.


“Let’s go inside.”


Jang Pae-San and the rest of the Third Company followed Captain Seo, while the Second Company escorted the wagons into the fortress.


From inside, the Northern Army Fortress appeared even shabbier than it did when seen from outside. The main buildings were barely intact, and most of the secondary buildings had completely collapsed. In addition, any pieces of evidence of human civilization were gradually being eroded by the green of nature.


There were only a few usable buildings amongst the ruins. Jang Pae-San noticed a well-maintained mansion in the innermost part of the fortress.


“Is that the one?”


“Yes, that’s the prison.”


“Prison? Then…”


Captain Seo nodded silently. After receiving his confirmation, Jang Pae-San saw the mansion in a completely different light. The Third Company also followed their captain’s gaze and looked toward the mansion.


Suddenly, the door to the mansion opened, accompanied by the creaking of rusted hinges. A scrawny teenage boy about fifteen to sixteen years of age walked out. The boy’s shoulder-length black hair was untied, and long bangs covered his eyes. The only parts of his face that could be seen were his nose, lips, and chin.


Jang Pae-San felt that this boy ought to have a very stubborn personality from his sharp nose and pursed lips. Even if he didn’t look like that, the boy exuded the aura of a lone wolf. That was not an aura that a fifteen, sixteen-year-old boy should have. It fit him unexpectedly well though.


Captain Seo and the Second Company tensed up when they saw the boy. In contrast, Jang Pae-San and the Third Company appeared confused, their eyes showing hints of both pity and wariness.


Captain Seo moved to intercept the boy, saying, “You have to inform us beforehand if you want to go out.”


The boy stopped in his tracks and looked at the captain. At least, it seemed that he was looking at the captain, as his eyes were hidden under his hair. The captain felt that he could somehow sense the boy’s gaze.


After staring at the captain for a while, the boy finally said, “I’m just taking a walk. I’m not going out today.”


The boy’s voice was very soft, barely more than a whisper. One would think that unless one was paying attention, one would not have heard him. But despite the low volume, the boy’s words could be easily understood.


Everyone, even the men of the Third Company standing far away, could hear the boy, not just Captain Seo who was right in front of him. Even so, no one found this odd. Perhaps that was because of the boy’s unique aura.


“I believe you.”


The boy nodded at Captain Seo’s reply and left. None of the soldiers could take their eyes off his back as he walked away.


Only when the boy had disappeared around a corner did Jang Pae-San ask, “Was that the kid?”


“Yes. He is the last heir of the Northern Army.”


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


The boy paused for a moment and surveyed his surroundings.


The fortress that hadn’t been maintained for two years had truly become a ruin. Thankfully, there were still two intact residential buildings left: the mansion that the boy lived in and the barracks where Heaven's Summit’s affiliate mercenaries lived. All other defensive and military structures had been destroyed, leaving nothing but rubble.


The boy had gotten used to the desolate scenery, but nevertheless, it still pained him every time he saw it. This was the place that his father, grandfather and forefathers had worked hard to protect.


The boy’s name was Jin Mu-Won. Technically, he was the Lord of the Northern Army. Since the Northern Army had been disbanded in disgrace, calling him the Lord was a form of humiliation. After the events of two years ago, none of the former warriors had chosen to remain and had all departed for greener pastures. 


Heaven's Summit, the mastermind behind the Northern Army’s destruction, was flourishing right in the heart of the Central Plains. Many sects that had once been loyal to the Northern Army now pledged their allegiances to the factions led by the Four Pillars of the North. Even martial artists living outside the Four Pillars’ domains knew how lucrative employment there was.


“Where did all of you go? I hope you have enough to eat and are living happily,” laughed Jin Mu-Won self-deprecatingly.


He despised the people who had chosen to leave the Northern Army.


The Northern Army had been created with the help of Heaven's Summit and had also been annihilated in the hands of the same Heaven's Summit. His father had been too kind to force all of the Northern Army’s warriors to commit mass suicide with him, and had ordered them to leave instead.


“Even so, I didn’t think that all of you would move so far away.”


Jin Mu-Won scratched his head. He was unable to leave this place. Even if the Northern Army had fallen, he was still its Lord. A Lord cannot forsake his territory.


“Haaah…” Jin Mu-Won sighed.


No matter how hard I try, I can’t help but sigh.


Following the death of Jin Kwan-Ho and the disbandment of the Northern Army, the Northern Army was no longer a threat to Heaven's Summit. The people who had lost their livelihood felt like they had no choice but to move away. But just because they had given up, did not mean that Jin Mu-Won had given up.


Using keeping a lookout for the Silent Night as an excuse, Heaven's Summit had sent its affiliate mercenaries to the Northern Army fortress. Officially, he was the landlord and the Second Company were his tenants.


However, no one had seen hide nor hair of the Silent Night for thirty years. The whole world believed that the Silent Night had been completely destroyed and that the Northern Army had been disbanded because there was no longer any need for its existence as the main force defending the front lines.


The mercenaries’ real job was not to keep an eye on the Silent Night, it was to keep an eye on the last heir to the Northern Army.


Jin Mu-Won wandered aimlessly around the wreckage. After the events of that day, the enemy had not immediately left the fortress. The Four Pillars took the most valuable military supplies. Gold and other valuables were plundered in an instant. Even weapons like swords and dao had been looted. It was all thanks to those thieves that Jin Mu-Won was penniless.


“I don’t know what will happen in the future, but no matter what, I will survive.”


Jin Mu-Won shook his head. He was only fifteen, an age where most would still be depending on their parents, but he had matured so quickly that he felt like an old man.


Jin Mu-Won walked into a tower that still possessed a roof. In the past, this tower was known as the Grand Library. The library had been named after the ten thousand precious scholarly tomes and martial arts manuals that had once been stored here.


This ruined tower could no longer live up to its name as the Grand Library. Most of the precious tomes had been scattered all over the world, leaving only a few worthless ones behind. The hundred or so books left could be classified into two categories: philosophy books and third-rate martial arts manuals (e.g. Six Directions Fist, Three Foundations of Swordsmanship, Cloud Steps). They were all placed on the same bookshelf.


Jin Mu-Won stood in front of the bookshelf and took out the Three Foundations of Swordsmanship manual.


Just as the world is split into the heavens, the earth, and Man,[3] so is swordsmanship.


This line seemed sophisticated, but all the manual contained were the three basics of using a sword. It was so simple that no martial artist worth his salt would call it swordsmanship.


Jin Mu-Won knew the truth about the book. Even so, he read it seriously again and again in order to fully understand the Three Foundations of Swordsmanship. He was so focused that it took him half an hour to finish reading a book with only a few pages.


There was nothing much to do in this barren land, and the mercenaries never interacted with him. Time passed so slowly that each unchanging day felt like a year. Reading was one of the few activities that took up a lot of time, so Jin Mu-Won visited the Grand Library daily and read each book over and over again.


By now he had memorized the contents of all the books, down to every word. Nevertheless, when the next day arrived, he would read a memorized book again. There was nothing else to do anyway.


Heaven's Summit was afraid that Jin Mu-Won would learn martial arts and take revenge on them, so they dispatched mercenaries to observe him. But after observing Jin Mu-Won closely for two years, Captain Seo and his men concluded: There was no martial art manual left for Jin Mu-Won to learn from.


“Wow, these people are seriously greedy. They took away everything except the truly worthless trash? I guess being thick-skinned and shameless is also a kind of talent.” said Jin Mu-Won to himself.


Whenever he was alone, Jin Mu-Won would talk to himself. If he didn’t do that, he’d probably never get the opportunity to talk.


Jin Mu-Won put the manual back on the shelf. Normally, he would then take out another book and begin reading, but he didn’t feel like doing that today. He left the Grand Library and headed toward his mansion.


Just then, a powerful gust of wind nearly swept him off his feet.


Winter had begun.


Bringing with it the raging tempests of the North.









Footnotes:


[1] Third Company: Called the Third Mercenary Group in the manhwa.



[2] Seo Mu-Sang (蘇慕尚): Mu-Sang means "Aim to be Dignified".



[3] The world is split into the heavens, the earth, and Man: A concept from the I Ching.
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Chapter 3: Against the Wind (2)


Seo Mu-Sang looked coldly at the mansion in the distance. It was the most well-preserved building in the ruins of the Northern Army Fortress as well as Jin Mu-Won’s lodgings.


“You mean to say that you’re supposed to stay here for three whole years?” asked Captain Seo.


The Second Company had lived here for two years. The Third Company would have to be here for three.


The mercenaries’ main objective was to keep watch for any movements from the Silent Night, but the possibility of that happening was very low.


The first time the Silent Night revealed themselves was a hundred and thirty years ago. Their appearance ignited the fires of war across the continent. Countless people died, to the point where cities, towns and villages started to appear lifeless. Only when the Silent Night disappeared and the war ended did the people begin to regain their vitality and prosperity.


After the end of the first war, the Silent Night staged a new invasion every five to ten years. Each invasion resulted in a huge battle that claimed countless lives. As the casualties piled up, the murim world decided to work together to defend against the Silent Night.


The Northern Army was the culmination of their efforts. It was not a sect or school but a new army comprised of martial artists from the entire murim who were united in a single purpose: To defeat the Silent Night.


The murim spared no expense in supporting the Northern Army. This resulted in the Northern Army amassing a large collection of martial arts and precious medicines, which was used to create a legion of elite martial artists. The duty of these elites was to protect the people from the Silent Night.


And then there was Heaven's Summit.


Heaven's Summit was originally an alliance created to financially support the Northern Army. The first leaders of Heaven's Summit included the heads and elders of many clans, but as time passed, nine clans rose to prominence.


The leaders of these nine clans became the first-generation Nine Skies of Heaven's Summit. Seomoon Hwa was one of them. The Nine Skies of Heaven's Summit created a new world order by taking advantage of the chaos that the Silent Night had sowed, effectively becoming the new rulers of the murim.


This state of affairs continued until thirty years ago, when the Silent Night suddenly disappeared. The most commonly believed reason for the disappearance was that an entire generation of the Silent Night’s members had been wiped out. To regain their strength, the Silent Night would need many years to nurture a new generation of martial artists.


With this knowledge in hand, Heaven's Summit decided to completely eradicate the Silent Night whilst they were still weakened.


The biggest obstacle to Heaven's Summit then became the Northern Army. Heaven's Summit felt that the continued existence of the Silent Night had become an excuse for the Northern Army to retain its power, and that the Northern Army would oppose their plans for the complete destruction of the Silent Night.


Thus, they came up with a scheme to fake evidence of Jin Kwan-Ho’s collusion with the Silent Night, which would, in turn, bring about the disbandment of the Northern Army.


Despite the fact that everyone had left the Northern Army, leaving only a boy named Jin Mu-Won behind, Heaven's Summit remained wary of the possibility of the Northern Army’s resurrection. The mercenaries’ true mission was to constantly monitor Jin Mu-Won’s every action.


Heaven's Summit wanted to investigate whether Jin Mu-Won knew and practised martial arts and if he had any desire for vengeance. The moment they confirmed that he was a threat, he would be taken away by the mercenaries.


“Over the last two years, we’ve established that the boy poses no threat to Heaven's Summit. Even so, I have to stay here for three years,” said Seo Mu-Sang, frowning. 


Keeping watch for the Silent Night sounded like an honorable job, but in reality, they might as well have been exiled.


A familiar voice said, “Vice-Captain, what are you doing there all alone?”


Seo Mu-Sang turned around to see two men, one in his early-to-mid-twenties and the other just past thirty years of age. Their names were Yoo Gyung-Chun and Won Jeok-Sim, and they were the people he got along best with within the Third Company.


Seo Mu-Sang turned to face the direction of Jin Mu-Won’s mansion in reply. Won Jeok-Sim and Yoo Gyung-Chun caught onto his intentions immediately and nodded in understanding. They felt the same way as Seo Mu-Sang. 


“Why not just kill the boy?” whispered Won Jeok-Sim.


“What?”


“If the target of our mission dies, we won’t have to live here for three years. We’ll definitely be summoned back to the Central Plains.”


Seo Mu-Sang and Yoo Gyung-Chun shook their heads at Won Jeok-Sim’s joke. Although it was in bad taste, they could see why he would think that way.


Seo Mu-Sang coldly and firmly said, “Our job is to keep watch for any movements from the Silent Night, and nothing else.”


“But Hyung,[1] you agree with me, right?”


“What I think isn’t important. I’m just obeying orders from above.”


“Still…”


“If you dare repeat what you just suggested, then I’m no longer your hyung.”


“Okay, okay.”


Won Jeok-Sim lowered his head, sulking. Yoo Gyung-Chun noticed him and clicked his tongue.


“You’re always like this. Someday, you’re going to have to pay for that uncontrollable tongue of yours.”


“I get it already! This is all my mouth’s fault, so from now on I’ll just have to keep it shut.”


Yoo Gyung-Chun smiled. You say that, but a few minutes later you’ll start chattering away again. Won Jeok-Sim was a talkative man who loved to make jokes. He wouldn’t stop talking even if he got scolded for it.


As expected, Won Jeok-Sim couldn’t stay quiet for long, and had the three men roaring with laughter not long later.


Elsewhere, Jang Pae-San and Captain Seo were drinking together.


For Captain Seo, tonight was his last night at the Northern Army Fortress. For Jang Pae-San, tonight would be his first night here. Each had their own feelings about this big change in their life.


Jang Pae-San poured a drink for Captain Seo and asked, “Got any plans after returning to the Central Plains?”


“Do I have a choice? I just do whatever my superiors order me to.”


“You should be receiving a huge reward for staying here for two whole years, right?”


“Right…” mumbled Captain Seo. Just as Jang Pae-San had mentioned, he would be receiving a large reward for his service, but he hadn’t been informed what that reward would be yet.


The two continued pouring drinks for each other. A few rounds later, both of them had gotten slightly drunk. Only then did Jang Pae-San reveal his true intentions.


“So, how much did you take?”


“What?”


“Are you going to keep acting stupid? We’re friends, right? Didn’t all of the most precious resources in the world get sent here during the war? Don’t tell me that you didn’t take any of that for yourself, and are surviving on the pittance that we get for work.”


Captain Seo did not reply immediately. He first finished a cup of wine and then chewed on a piece of pork.


“The Northern Army used up all the consumable resources themselves. The rest of the treasure has already been taken away by Heaven's Summit and the former generals. As for me, I received nothing.”


“Really? Are you sure you’re not hiding something from me?”


“Trust me, I spent two years searching every nook and cranny of this ruin, but I found nothing.”


Jang Pae-San scowled. This was not the answer he was expecting.


“If everything was taken, then how is the penniless boy still alive?”


“He’s got a servant. A man who took it upon himself to feed the kid.”


“What about martial arts? Did you manage to force any martial art techniques out of him?”


“No, the kid has never practiced any martial art before.”


“Even if he didn’t practice it, he could have still memorized it, right?”


“I thought the same way at first, but the kid was only thirteen at that time. How much could he have memorized at that age? I even heard that the martial arts of the Northern Army are unusually complex and that it’s not possible for one person to remember it all, much less master everything. In addition, the Four Pillars who literally raised the boy gave testimony that he had never learned nor practiced any form of martial art.”


In truth, Jin Mu-Won was only alive today because of the testimony from the Four Pillars. They could tell at a glance that Jin Kwan-Ho had not taught his son martial arts.


If Jin Kwan-Ho had indeed taught his martial art to his son, Jin Mu-Won would have already been executed.


Jang Pae-San was clearly upset after his conversation with Captain Seo, but the dark glint in his eyes strongly hinted that he was not a man who would give up easily.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


The next morning, Captain Seo and the Second Company departed the Northern Army Fortress. Jang Pae-San and the Third Company watched them leave.


At that moment, the relaxed smiles on the faces of the Second Company stood in stark contrast to the frowning, gloomy Third Company.


“Fuck!” cursed someone.


Jang Pae-San yelled back, “What are all of you still doing here? Get back to work!”


The Third Company immediately started returning to their posts.


“Vice-Captain Seo, stay behind.”


“Yes sir.”


“I have a mission for you.”


Seo Mu-Sang looked at Jang Pae-San quietly. Jang Pae-San suddenly broke into a huge grin, revealing his yellowed teeth.


“Vice-Captain, don’t you feel bad about spending three years here rotting away?”


“Yes…”


“Then, since you can’t get away from this place, you might as well profit from it, yeah?”


“But didn’t the Second Company say that all the treasure was gone? There’s nothing left for us to take.”


“That’s what they said. Think carefully, do you trust them? What if there was a little bit of hidden treasure left?”


“You want me to search for hidden treasure?”


“The Northern Army has existed for a hundred years. Why wouldn’t they have hidden treasure? Why do you think the boy is being kept alive? He must know something.”


“The Second Company observed the boy for two years. They discovered nothing.”


“That’s where you, my smart Vice-Captain, come into play. I can’t trust what the others say, because they’re all idiots. I need you to get close to the boy.”


Jang Pae-San knew how cold and emotionless Seo Mu-Sang was. It was hard to get along with him, but he was the best man for the job. 


“The boy will definitely talk once he considers you an ally.”


“What if he still doesn’t reveal anything?”


Jang Pae-San grinned cruelly, sending a shiver down Seo Mu-Sang’s spine. 


“Then we’ll simply have to torture him.”


“But we were specifically ordered not to mess with the boy…”


“How would those guys living on the other side of the continent know the truth of what happened here? We just have to report that the boy went out of the fortress for a walk and came back injured. Heaven's Summit will accept any excuse as long as it’s plausible. We could also kill him afterwards to shut him up, and then say he died in an accident,” laughed Jang Pae-San.


Seo Mu-Sang finally nodded, even though he felt utterly disgusted by Jang Pae-San’s greed and depravity.


As a mercenary, he had been demoted again and again until finally, he ended up at the very bottom of the hierarchy, the Third Company. He had already been backed into a corner and had nothing left to lose. He didn’t know if a hidden treasure truly existed, but at least it would help him kill some time.


“Jin Mu-Won.”


Seo Mu-Sang couldn’t help but look toward the mansion where Jin Mu-Won lived.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Jin Mu-Won went for a walk.


It was part of his daily routine. Every morning, he would take a walk around the Northern Army Fortress, strolling around leisurely like a tourist.


Seo Mu-Sang secretly tailed Jin Mu-Won. All was as Jang Pae-San had said, the boy showed no sign of ever having practiced martial arts. The walking gait of a martial artist was different from that of a normal person.


Jin Mu-Won’s breathing was light and his footsteps heavy, typical of a person who didn’t possess any qi. After walking for a short while, Jin Mu-Won would stop to rest and catch his breath. It seemed that he wasn’t very fit. Regardless, he had a well-proportioned body with unusually long limbs—a good build for a martial artist.


“It’s far too late for him to start learning martial arts now.”


Jin Mu-Won was already fifteen. He was at the age where most children of large martial clans began to shine.


These children would have started learning martial arts around the age of six or seven, but only around age fifteen when they were allowed to do muscle training would they be able to match adults in strength. They also would have been taking medication and receiving treatment since they were born to make their bodies more suited to qi cultivation. 


Jin Mu-Won, being the son of a criminal, was at a huge disadvantage compared to these kids. Even if he started learning martial arts now, he would probably never catch up to them.


Jin Mu-Won suddenly sat down in the ruins of a pavilion near the northside entrance. 


“Who are you waiting for?” muttered Seo Mu-Sang to himself, hiding in the shadow of the trees where Jin Mu-Won couldn’t see him.


After what seemed like hours, Seo Mu-Sang thought, how long have I been hiding here? 


Finally, he saw a man approaching the entrance.


“Young Master!”


The man appeared to be in his thirties, although his slightly hunched back and tanned skin might have made him look older than he really was. 


Jin Mu-Won broke into a welcoming smile.


“Uncle Hwang!”







Footnotes:


[1] Hyung: The honorific that a younger male uses to call an older male friend or sibling, same as Bro/Brother.
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Chapter 4: Against the Wind (3)


“Young Master!” cried the man, whose name was Hwang Cheol (黄哲)[1]. 

    Hwang Cheol had once been a third-rate soldier in the Northern Army. He was never any good at martial arts, but his loyalty was unquestionable. 


He was also the only soldier who hadn’t truly abandoned the Northern Army. He voluntarily chose to spend the hard-earned money he got from working elsewhere on food and necessities for Jin Mu-Won, and would deliver them in-person regularly. His devotion earned him the honor of being called “uncle” by Jin Mu-Won.[2]


“Young Master, how have you been lately? Have the new mercenaries been treating you well?”


“Don’t worry, Uncle Hwang, they haven’t harmed me. How have you been?”


“I’m doing well, thank you.”


Hwang Cheol looked at Jin Mu-Won sadly. He was also an orphan. When he was young, he used to always get falsely accused of crimes, so he ended up wandering from place to place. That ended when he met Jin Mu-Won’s father, Jin Kwan-Ho. Not only was Jin Kwan-Ho the first person to accept him, he took him in, taught him martial arts, and gave him the ability to make a living.


Hwang Cheol never had any talent in martial arts. He couldn’t even master the basics of the Northern Army’s martial arts. Despite that, Jin Kwan-Ho personally taught him self-defense so that he could protect himself and live independently.


Of course, he could never compare to the elites. His lack of talent was just too large of a barrier. But he was still good enough at martial arts that people called it a miracle.


Hwang Cheol never forgot Jin Kwan-Ho’s kindness. While everyone else abandoned the Northern Army, he chose to serve Jin Mu-Won instead. 


“Have you had dinner yet?”


Hwang Cheol opened his backpack. A few moments later, a bowl of freshly cooked rice with steamy side dishes appeared in front of Jin Mu-Won. Hwang Cheol had probably just finished cooking.


“The weather is cold today, so please eat while the food is hot, Young Master.”


“Uncle Hwang, you don’t have to do this for me. I can cook for myself.”


“No, Young Master, I enjoy cooking for you. Hurry and eat.”


Jin Mu-Won found himself unable to reject Hwang Cheol’s sincerity, so he grabbed a spoon. He suggested sharing the food with Hwang Cheol but was refused. Hwang Cheol said that he would feel full just watching Jin Mu-Won eat.


Jin Mu-Won felt a little choked from gratitude, but still went ahead and swallowed his food. Hwang Cheol was always like this.


“Eh.” 


Seo Mu-Sang twitched. He had watched this entire scene unfold from his hiding spot, and was starting to feel guilty for spying on the touching reunion between a young heir of fallen nobility and his loyal servant.


The greedy Jang Pae-San now seemed so petty compared to these two sincere people.


After Jin Mu-Won finished his dinner, Hwang Cheol went to rest in the mansion, while Jin Mu-Won headed to the Grand Library to kill time. Since Jin Mu-Won wasn’t in his room, Seo Mu-Sang went to search through all of his books, but didn’t find anything of interest.


“Was this really the headquarters of the Northern Army? The great Northern Army that single-handedly stopped the Silent Night’s invasion?”


Once, it had been every young man’s dream to serve the Northern Army.


The Northern Army had been like a utopia to those who dreamed of becoming a hero, including Seo Mu-Sang. However, the higher one’s hopes were, the more disappointed one would feel when those hopes were dashed. Disappointment would then turn into chagrin, and chagrin into hatred.


The light of guilt vanished from Seo Mu-Sang’s eyes as he recalled his hatred for Jin Mu-Won.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Jin Mu-Won opened the door to his room and entered. Anger flashed across his eyes for a moment as he looked across the room.


Generally, it appeared the same as when he had left. However, he noticed that the placement of some objects had shifted just a little bit.


“A guest was here,” muttered Jin Mu-Won as if it didn’t matter to him.


It was like this two years ago too. Captain Seo and his men would search his room again and again whenever he went out. Only after conducting more than a dozen searches did they finally give up and conclude that there was nothing of value hidden in his room.


They all thought that Jin Mu-Won hadn’t noticed, but they had severely underestimated him. Jin Mu-Won’s observational skills and sharp eyesight were unparalleled. He could detect even the most subtle of changes.


“I wonder how many times you guys are going to search my room this time?” said Jin Mu-Won to himself. He sat down at his desk and looked at the few books placed atop it, including the Dao De Jing (道德经)[3]. He could tell that the books had been opened by another even though there were very few clues.


“Tsk!” Jin Mu-Won clicked his tongue and put the books back in their original position.


-Later that night-


When everyone else had fallen asleep, Jin Mu-Won opened the window and looked outside. His room was on the third floor of the mansion, so he could see the entirety of the Northern Army Fortress from his window. 


The days long gone were like a pleasant dream. Back then, many warriors would drink, discuss martial arts, or train late into the night. Things were lively. Now, there was only silence. 


Jin Mu-Won stood unmoving, looking at the scenery outside. He was like a statue, making not the slightest movement. After about an hour, he shut the window and lay on his bed. He rolled around on it for a while, then began to breathe regularly as if he had fallen into a deep sleep.


Swoosh!


A long time after Jin Mu-Won had ‘fallen asleep’, a barely perceptible ‘swoosh’ sound could be heard. Jin Mu-Won waited for a few minutes, then opened his eyes.


“You finally left, huh?” 


Jin Mu-Won knew that someone had been tailing him for the last few days. He even knew that he had been spied on exactly twelve times a day, his every action monitored.


At first, he could feel that the spy had been pretty focused, but that concentration had waned as time passed. 


Jin Mu-Won led a very regular lifestyle. Every morning, he would take a walk. After that, he would head to the Grand Library and read. In the evening, he would take another walk before retiring to his room. The only change today was that he had breakfast together with Hwang Cheol.


This unchanging routine made his life extremely boring. Such a routine was the result of his determination to survive, but at the same time it was also an unbearably painful experience for both the one following it and the one observing it.


Naturally, this held true for Seo Mu-Sang as well, as he gradually lost interest in Jin Mu-Won. Instead of tailing him all the time, Seo Mu-Sang would only pay attention if Jin Mu-Won did something unusual.


Jin Mu-Won once again confirmed that his tail was gone before picking up the Dao De Jing that currently lay beside his bed. This was the book that he would read whenever he was alone.


The Dao is ever inactive; Yet there is nothing it does not do (道常無為；而無不為). [4]


This was Jin Mu-Won’s favorite line in the Dao De Jing, and also the line that best represented its contents. He sat on his bed and read the Dao De Jing over and over again.


The night was passing, and dawn would soon arrive in the North.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Occasionally, Jin Mu-Won would go outside the Northern Army Fortress.


The instant he stepped out of the entrance, he was hit by the freezing, biting wind. The wind engulfed him brutally and before he knew it, his clothes were a mess.


This wasn’t a normal gale. It was a violent windstorm that felt like it could rip a person’s body to pieces. The northern winds were never benevolent, so even those who had lived here for a long time would avoid going outdoors on a windy day.


Jin Mu-Won frowned, but did not turn back. The wind was so strong that it was hard even to breathe. Jin Mu-Won let himself be assailed by the raging tempest until he began to feel pain. 


Pain is good. Pain is proof that I’m still alive.


When the Northern Army was disbanded, time stopped for Jin Mu-Won. To put it precisely, he stopped feeling the passing of time, because time spent living a life without meaning, might as well not have passed at all.


For Jin Mu-Won who lived like that, the bone-chilling pain from the frigid wind was an alarm that jolted him awake from a dreary lull. It let him know that he was still alive.


Jin Mu-Won took a step forward. There were no settlements within ten miles of the Northern Army Fortress. 


In the past, the fortress had been surrounded by villages big and small. However, after the fall of the Northern Army and the departure of the villagers, all traces of their existence had been wiped out by the merciless windstorms.


All he saw now was a place frozen in time, and the ruins of a once great fortress. Jin Mu-Won himself was a part of that bleak scene, like a still frame from an old movie.


“The way you are now, Jin Mu-Won, is just pitiful,” said Jin Mu-Won to himself. He climbed to the top of a nearby hill where one could get a view of the entire fortress. The top of this hill was also the highest point in the mostly flat northern region, and the place where he could see the furthest away.


Jin Mu-Won gazed out at a place beyond the horizon.


The southern region; the place everyone called the Central Plains. He had never gone there before.


Standing under a tree, Jin Mu-Won looked toward the South for a very long time. If one looked at him now, they would see the flat northern plains reflected in his eyes.


WHOOOOSH!


Jin Mu-Won was knocked over by a particularly powerful gale. He was simply too weak.


Well, I’m still young. In time, I will grow taller and stronger. If I manage to survive till adulthood, that is. 


“Hah,” sighed Jin Mu-Won. Even thought it had only been for a moment, a look of determination had appeared on his face.


Not that he wasn’t usually determined. He just needed to reinforce that determination every once in a while. That was because, if he wavered, it would be equivalent to betraying his father’s memory.


Soon, it would finally be time for him to take the next step forward.


SWISH!


Suddenly, he heard the sound of clothes brushing against leaves as a hand holding a black cloth reached out from behind him.


“Mmph!” Jin Mu-Won’s eyes widened as the hand pressed the cloth over his mouth. He began to feel faint.


“Hurry up!”


As Jin Mu-Won’s consciousness faded away, he heard a man’s impatient roar.









Footnotes:


[1] Hwang Cheol (黄哲): The name “Cheol” means “wisdom”.


[2] The social hierarchy in ancient China was strict, and a noble like Jin Mu-Won calling a mere servant “uncle” was unthinkable. 


[3] Dao De Jing (道德经): A Chinese classic text. 


[4] The Dao is ever inactive; Yet there is nothing it does not do (道常無為；而無不為): The first line of Chapter 37 of the Dao De Jing. It means that while the Dao never takes direct action and goes with the flow of nature, it resides within the actions of everything.
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Chapter 5: As Long as there is Wind, there will be Ripples (1)


“Ugh!” Jin Mu-Won groaned as he regained consciousness. He blinked and realized that his arms had been tied.


“This is?”


He was in a small, dark room with no windows. The feel and construction of the room was familiar, so Jin Mu-Won deduced that he was in one of the Northern Army Fortress’s underground bunkers.




“Hmph! It took you quite a while to wake up!”


Suddenly, a torch was lit and a man shouted right into his ear. He was temporarily blinded by the sudden bright light, but Jin Mu-Won recognized the speaker’s voice. It was Jang Pae-San, the mercenary captain who had arrived at the fortress not long ago.


Jang Pae-San was currently sitting in front of Jin Mu-Won. Behind him stood several members of the Third Company, including Seo Mu-Sang, Won Jeok-Sim and Yoo Gyung-Chun.


Jin Mu-Won immediately understood what had happened.


“I was kidnapped right in my front yard.”


“That’s right! It seems you’re a smart kid.”


“And you’re Jang Pae-San.”


Jin Mu-Won glared at Jang Pae-San. Jang Pae-San grinned, revealing his ugly yellow teeth.


“You got that one right too.”


“Why did you kidnap me?”


“You already know the answer, don’t you?”


“I want to hear it directly from your mouth. What gave you the audacity to kidnap me and throw me into a prison inside my own house?”


“Hah! As I expected, you’re just a harmless, naïve little boy, even though you look like a venomous snake.”


Jang Pae-San stood up and approached Jin Mu-Won. Jin Mu-Won felt like a giant, angry wild boar was closing in on him; Jang Pae-San was just that big and fierce at six-feet tall. 


Jang Pae-San grabbed Jin Mu-Won’s chin clumsily and pulled his face close, forcing the boy to meet his gaze. 


“Because of a good-for-nothing like you, we have to spend three years rotting away. So, you have to compensate us.”


“You want compensation?”


“Yes.”


“What kind of compensation are you talking about? I don’t remember hiring you. Don’t you work for Heaven's Summit?”


“Kid, I really don’t like the way you’re looking at me now. It makes me want to dig your eyes out and boil them.”


Jang Pae-san nodded to a man behind him. The man’s name was Noh Ji-Kwang, who was the Third Company’s most skilled person at torture. He was also one of Jang Pae-San’s lackeys, so Jang Pae-san trusted that he would do whatever he told him to.


“Okay kid, let’s start with the milder techniques.”


Noh Ji-Kwang took out a scalpel with a blue-coloured blade.


Noh Ji-Kwang lightly brushed the scalpel across the back of Jin Mu-Won’s hand. Jin Mu-won’s skin split open, and blood began to flow out one drop at a time. The scalpel blade was so sharp that Jin Mu-won didn’t even feel any pain until he saw the blood-covered wound.


“Guh!” groaned Jin Mu-Won. The pain was worse than he’d imagined, as if a nerve had been cut.


“I don’t want to hurt you, but in my line of work, you learn to do a lot of things whether you want to or not. How to torture someone is one of them. I’ve never done it to a kid before, but it shouldn’t be too hard to make you talk.”


Noh Ji-Kwang placed the scalpel next to one of Jin Mu-Won’s fingertips. The feeling of cold metal against his sensitive skin made Jin Mu-Won shudder, but the determination in his eyes remained undiminished. 


“You sure you want to do this?”


“What do you mean, kid?”


“Do you honestly think you can get away with this?”


“Kukuku! I don’t know what you’re talking about. You’re an orphan, and no one will care about you even if you die here.”


“If you really think that way, then you’re a fool.”


Noh Ji-Kwang’s eyes widened at Jin Mu-Won’s insult. He felt like he had been humiliated by the brat.


Squelch!


Noh Ji-Kwang’s hand quivered, causing the scalpel to stab into the delicate flesh right under Jin Mu-Won’s fingernail.


“AHHHHHHHHHH!” screamed Jin Mu-Won, his entire body twitching and jerking like a fish out of water. His eyes turned red and swollen, and his teeth clenched together forcefully from the unbearable pain.


“What did you just call me? Dare to repeat yourself, kid?”


“You. Are. An. Idiot.”


“Fuck!”


Furious, Noh Ji-Kwang twisted the scalpel causing Jin Mu-Won’s fingernail to snap in half. The pain from both the broken fingernail and the scalpel digging further into his flesh was so intense that Jin Mu-Won couldn’t even scream, only widen his eyes in shock. 


Seo Mu-Sang and the others watching fervently shook their heads.


“I’ll give you one last chance. Did you call me an idiot?”


“Yes! You moron!”


“You motherfucking cocky sonovabitch…”


Noh Ji-Kwang grinned evilly. Still trembling, Jin Mu-Won glared at Noh Ji-Kwang with bloodshot eyes.


“Tsk… I’ll tell you why you’re a total dumbass. It’s cause you don’t even realize that you’ve taken a step closer to hell.”


“Why you little…”


“Do you know why Heaven's Summit is keeping me alive?”


Noh Ji-Kwang and Jang Pae-San hesitated for a moment. They realized that they had been so blinded by the prospect of treasure and secret martial arts that they hadn’t even thought about the consequences of harming Jin Mu-Won.


“Do you think that you’re smarter than the group before you? Do you honestly think that they haven’t tried doing the exact same thing you’re doing now?” said Jin Mu-Won in a grave tone, blood flowing from his cut lips. He had bitten down on his own lip really hard in order to endure the excruciating pain. Despite that, he did not forget to stare daggers at Noh Ji-Kwang. The look in his eyes was so cold and frightening that even Noh Ji-Kwang was taken aback.


Jang Pae-San was unmoved, though. He stepped forward.


“Are you trying to threaten me, brat? Don’t bother, your threats don’t work on me. If you don’t want to suffer more, hurry up and tell us where you hid the treasure. The longer you resist, the more painful this is going to be.”


“Do I sound like I’m threatening you?”


“Like I said, your threats mean nothing to me.”


Boiling with rage, Jang Pae-San nodded at Noh Ji-Kwang again. That was the signal to continue with the torture. 


Noh Ji-Kwang nodded back in acknowledgement and put the scalpel under another one of Jin Mu-Won’s fingernails. However, before he could do anything, Seo Mu-Sang stepped forward and said, “Captain, aren’t you going a bit too far?”


“What, have you been affected by the brat’s nonsense? He’s just making up stuff so that he can get away from being tortured.”


Jang Pae-San waved him away dismissively, but Jin Mu-Won turned to face Seo Mu-Sang, saying, “Do you think so too? That I’m merely making up stuff so that I can get away from being tortured?”


Seo Mu-Sang met Jin Mu-Won’s gaze.


It was obvious that Jin Mu-Won was in great pain. He tried to pretend that it didn't hurt, but his shaking, shivering body betrayed him. If Seo Mu-Sang chose to turn a blind eye to his suffering now, the boy would probably die. In the end, though, he couldn't bring himself to do that. 


The reason was Jin Mu-Won's eyes. 


Although Jin Mu-Won's eyes were filled with pain, there was no fear in them. His resolve had not wavered in the least despite the torture. Seo Mu-Sang had never seen another child Jin Mu-Won's age with such eyes. 


This kid? 


Seo Mu-Sang turned to look at Jang Pae-San. 


Jang Pae-San repeated his orders for Noh Ji-Kwang to proceed, but Seo Mu-Sang interrupted him, saying, “Captain, why don't we try talking to the boy first? We can torture him again anytime if he doesn’t say anything meaningful.”


“What?”


“We can’t be sure if he has any motives, but it wouldn’t hurt to be careful, right?” said Won Jeok-Sim.


“I agree with them, Captain,” added Yoo Gyung-Chun.


Jang Pae-San looked like he still wanted to continue, but the other men seemed to share Seo Mu-Sang’s opinion, so he had no choice but to give up for now.


He crouched in front of Jin Mu-Won.


“Brat, you better answer our questions properly, or I will cut you up into tiny pieces and scatter them on the plains for the wolf cubs to eat. I’m sure they’ll love you for it.”


“You’re threatening me again.”


“You!”


“Why do you think Heaven's Summit is keeping me alive? Why did they not kill me after my father’s death, even though they literally had hundreds of opportunities to do so? What makes you think you’re smarter than the Ghost of Zhuge Liang of the Nine Skies, who made the decision to let me live? Even though my life isn’t worth a fucking cent!”


“Urk!” Jang Pae-San made an ugly face when Jin Mu-Won brought up Seomoon Hwa.


Seomoon Hwa, a member of the Nine Skies, the rulers of Heaven's Summit. 


It was a name that Jang Pae-San dared not mention. An existence far above his station.


“You little rascal!”


“What I meant was, that I’m a hostage. A very




The smiling face of a child covered in blood was more disturbing than pitiful. As Jin Mu-Won’s eyes scanned across the crowd, each full-grown man who met his gaze couldn’t stop themselves from shuddering as shivers ran down their spines.


“What do you mean, you’re a hostage?”


“Think about it. What value would I have as a hostage?”


Jin Mu-Won’s voice possessed a strange charisma that made people listen closely to what he said. Even Seo Mu-Sang had been drawn in without realizing and started to seriously consider the meaning of his words. Jin Mu-Won’s value as a hostage. 


“Just who would value this kid?”


After the disappearance of the Silent Night, the power balance in the world had shifted. Heaven's Summit stood at the very top, while the large sects and clans were still fighting for dominance. But, none of those factions would value Jin Mu-Won.


“If there was someone, they would have to be related to the Northern Army…… Wait, the Northern Army?”


Suddenly, Jang Pae-San and his men remembered something.


“The warriors of the Northern Army.”


After the fall of the Northern Army, the Four Pillars set up base in the Central Plains. In exchange for their betrayal, all of the murim factions had previously agreed that they would be given land.


Most of the warriors of the former Northern Army had joined the Four Pillars’ new factions. However, there were some who had not. Although these people had lost their roots, they were still not a force to be underestimated. 


Should they decide to rebel against Heaven's Summit, the entire Central Plains would descend into chaos. Even those who had joined the Four Pillars would get involved in the rebellion alongside their former comrades.


On the surface, no one dared to challenge Heaven's Summit. That did not mean that the possibility didn’t exist. The world’s powers existed in a very delicate balance that could be shattered easily.


What will happen if Jin Mu-Won dies?


Will his death enrage the former Northern Army warriors who have become wanderers?


If that happens, the warriors who follow the Four Pillars will rebel too. The Four Pillars would never allow that to happen. And neither would Heaven's Summit.


Jang Pae-San bit his lip and groaned, “Urgh.”


“Now think about what will happen to you guys.”


“To us?”


“Would Heaven's Summit let you guys off if they found out that you obtained the Northern Army’s treasure or martial arts? No way. Even if they spared your lives, they’d still expel you. To make things worse, you tortured a hostage like me. If that gets out, the Four Pillars will move, and you guys are all as good as dead.”


“What!?” The other men’s faces turned pale as the realization finally hit them. In particular, Noh Ji-Kwang, who had been the one directly torturing Jin Mu-Won, was utterly horrified.


“You guys should understand the situation you’re in now, right?”


“We could just kill you secretly!”


“How long do you think you could hide my death? If you think you can hide it forever, then go ahead and kill me.”


Jin Mu-Won stuck his tongue out at Jang Pae-San, but Jang Pae-San hesitated to retaliate. 


Everything was just as Jin Mu-Won had said. Even if he killed Jin Mu-Won and ran back to the Central Plains, Heaven's Summit would definitely find him, because Heaven's Summit was the world itself.


“Now, untie me and treat my wounds. After that, I will start considering what you can do to compensate me.”


“Grr!” Jang Pae-San clenched his fist. Deep down, he knew that Jin Mu-Won was right. However, his egotism was preventing him from accepting the truth.


Seo Mu-Sang walked up to Jang Pae-San and whispered in his ear, “Even if he’s lying, we have to let him go.”


“ARGH!”


“We’ve already searched this place, right? And we didn’t find any treasure or hidden martial arts manuals. The only thing here is the kid. We could easily kill the brat, but on the off chance that what he says is correct, then we’ll all be executed along with our families.”


Jang Pae-San’s face trembled with rage, but in the end, he had no choice but to agree with Seo Mu-Sang.


“Untie him and send him back to his room!” ordered Jang Pae-San. The men obeyed and freed Jin Mu-Won from his restraints.


Jin Mu-Won forced himself to his feet and grabbed his shaking, throbbing finger. The fragments of his broken fingernail fell to the ground.


Jin Mu-Won stared daggers at Jang Pae-San and declared, “I will never forgive you.”


“I’m letting you live for now, but if I ever find out that you were lying, I’ll personally break all your bones.”


“It seems that I didn’t make myself clear enough.”


“What do you mean?”


“This is my home, and you are an unwanted guest. From now on, I want you to behave like a proper guest should. That means you’re not allowed to search my room for no reason. You already know that the stuff in my room is mostly trash anyway, so stop wasting your time and efforts. If you can do this, I will pretend that the events of today never happened.”


“Fine, but if you ever piss me off, I will kill you regardless of the consequences, and to hell with Heaven's Summit or the Northern Army. Remember that.”


Jin Mu-Won walked toward the exit, grinning smugly. Jang Pae-San watched him go with a terrifying look in his eyes.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won stopped in front of Seo Mu-Sang. Their eyes met for a moment, but shortly after, Jin Mu-Won said nothing and left.


“Puhaaaa!” Jin Mu-Won let out the breath he had been holding. The pain he had been trying so hard to ignore finally hit him. Although he had only lost one fingernail, the pain was beyond imagination.


Jin Mu-Won was now absolutely certain of one fact: The human body was much weaker than one would expect.  Even what appeared to be a minor wound could hurt like hell. If he hadn’t possessed inhuman resolve, it wouldn’t have been possible for him to bargain with Jang Pae-San.


My value as a hostage? Why would anyone believe that shit? No one actually thinks the remnants of the Northern Army are a threat.


The Four Pillars probably didn’t care if Jin Mu-Won was alive or dead. On the other hand, that meant that he could use their name for his own benefit without problems. 


Jin Mu-Won knew that his life was in his own hands. He would have to use every tool at his disposal if he wanted to survive inside his own home.


Past and future, that was what he did, and what he would need to keep doing.


Drenched in blood, Jin Mu-Won walked back toward his mansion, the setting sun casting a long shadow behind his lonely back.






Translator: FoodieMonster007


Proofreader: TheGreatT20


Chapter 6: As Long as there is Wind, there will be Ripples (2)


After the events of that day, Jang Pae-San and the other men of the Third Company avoided Jin Mu-Won like the plague. Nothing good would come out of associating with the boy, so they treated him like he didn’t exist.


This was good news for Jin Mu-Won. At the very least, he wouldn’t be tortured anymore. Still, he had to be wary of the extremely petty Jang Pae-San, who wouldn’t forget the humiliation he’d received that day for a very long time.


“Hah...” sighed Jin Mu-Won, looking down at the ruins of the Northern Army Fortress. He was currently sitting on the roof of the Tower of Shadows, the tallest building in the fortress.


Although the twelve-story building was mostly intact, it wouldn’t be weird if it collapsed anytime and most people avoided ascending the building. However, after what happened last time with the kidnapping incident, Jin Mu-Won dared not go outside anymore. He instead started climbing to the top of the Tower of Shadows. 


Jin Mu-Won lay down, awake, on the roof tiles all night long.


Seo Mu-Sang watched him from afar, even though he knew that doing so was meaningless. He was only observing Jin Mu-Won now out of pure curiosity. For some reason, he just couldn’t take his eyes off the boy. 


“You’re really brave despite not knowing any martial arts.”


Jin Mu-Won’s sheer courage and audacity shocked Seo Mu-Sang. He knew that Jin Mu-Won had lied; his claims and reasoning were riddled with flaws. Anyone who thought carefully about what he had said would have realized that.


“The Four Pillars all rank among the strongest martial artists in the world. For people like them to lose control of their followers, is that even possible?”


Jang Pae-San had been too intimidated by the mention of the Northern Army and Heaven's Summit, and had not noticed this fact. That was not the case for Seo Mu-Sang. He had immediately seen through Jin Mu-Won’s lies; he just didn’t feel like informing Jang Pae-San.


True, he had been tempted by the mention of ‘treasure’ and ‘martial arts manuals’, but he hadn’t wanted to torture a child to obtain these things. Furthermore, he had already personally searched the fortress and confirmed that there was indeed nothing of value in this place.


He was upset that he had to waste away for three years, but he didn’t want to take it out on Jin Mu-Won.


Truth be told, he actually admired Jin Mu-Won. A boy who could remain calm and manipulate people while being tortured despite not knowing martial arts, was nothing if not admirable.


It’s a pity. If only he had learnt the martial arts of the Northern Army, he would have definitely become a great man and a world leader.


Jin Mu-Won’s daring was not something that could be taught. He was born a tiger cub, but unfortunately for this tiger cub, his father passed away before he could grow up.


Even baby tigers needed their parents’ protection to grow up safely. Seo Mu-Sang could only lament that Jin Mu-Won’s path to greatness had been blocked by his misfortune.


He watched Jin Mu-Won for a little while longer, then left. Jin Mu-Won had been a major disappointment, but it had nothing to do with him so there was nothing for him to regret. In the eyes of Heaven's Summit, the boy had already reached his limits. 


Seo Mu-Sang suddenly lost interest in Jin Mu-Won. The boy wasn't a threat. Without a sound, he vanished into the darkness. 


When Seo Mu-Sang had gone, Jin Mu-Won did not get up. He didn't know what he should do next. He simply lay down and fell asleep, waking up only at the break of dawn. When he saw the reddish rays of the rising sun, he stood up. 


"Fuck!" he screamed as he accidentally grazed his nailless finger against the roof. It had already been three days since the kidnapping and a scab had formed on the wound, but the pain was still tormenting him constantly. 


“This is a small price to pay for getting rid of their suspicions,” he told himself. When he treated what had happened as a necessary ritual that would guarantee his survival for the next three years, he felt much better.


Jin Mu-Won looked toward the east. The light from the rising sun shone upon the ruins of the Northern Army Fortress, bathing the fortress, which had been shrouded in darkness, in golden light.


As the darkness was swept away, shadows appeared. Rays of light penetrated through cracks in the walls and buildings, creating mysterious patterns from the contrast between light and shadow.


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes lit up. The shadows created by sunlight shining upon the carvings on the walls, turned the seemingly meaningless designs into something resembling words.


He focused his attention on the walls. As the sun rose, the angles of light and shadow changed, until finally the text could be read. 




일원일기(一元一氣) 필유영존(必有影存).


From within One birthed the shadow.


이기이기(二氣異己) 만물합일(萬物合一).


Weave the Two for the unity of all.


경광만세(鏡光滿世) 아존일영(我存一影).


In a world of light, I embrace the shadow.






In the beginning, there was only pure energy, and then it split into light and shadow.


Light and shadow can mix in different ways, but in the end, all of creation is unified by their harmony.


The world is filled with the lights of many souls, but I embrace the shadows. Becoming the darkness of the night sky that is lit up by a sea of stars.[1]







Jin Mu-Won stared unblinking at the phenomenon created by the interaction of light and shadow.


The greatest secret of the Northern Army revealed itself to him.


As the sun moved across the sky and the shadows shifted, words would appear and disappear. These words came together to form one martial arts manual after another. This mysterious sight could only be observed from the roof of the Tower of Shadows.


These words were written in the language of the Moon River Kingdom (月河國),[2] a kingdom that was destroyed a long time ago in a war. Jin Kwan-Ho hadn’t taught his son martial arts, but he had taught him how to read the language of the Moon River Kingdom.


Thus, Jin Mu-Won was now the only living person who could read this language. In the eyes of others, these words were no more than random glyphs.


Thousands of people had been to the Northern Army Fortress, but Jin Mu-Won was now the only person left who knew of this secret. Not even the Four Pillars were told about it.


People simply called it the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows (萬影壁).[3] They had no idea that the legacy of every Lord of the Northern Army was carved on that very wall.


It wasn’t always martial arts. Sometimes when one of the previous Lords had an idea, they would organize their thoughts on the fortress wall. After many years, the wall eventually became the current Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows.


All of the Lords starting from the first-generation Buk Jin-Hu, to the fourth-generation Jin Kwan-Ho, had left their writings behind on the wall. Because the wall was merely a medium for them to write down their thoughts, the writings ended up being spread out all over the place.


Some of the writings had more depth, while others had more breadth. Some discussed the theory of martial arts (武理), while others discussed their understanding of foot techniques (步法). Two types of writings were of particular interest to Jin Mu-Won. The first was sword techniques (劍法), and the second was the qi cultivation idea (心功) left behind by Buk Jin-Hu.


At a glance, one could see that after the lines of the qi cultivation idea that was written like a poem, Buk Jin-Hu and every one of his successors had left their own explanations and interpretations of the text, all coming together to form the complete Art of Ten Thousand Shadows (萬影訣).[4]


As the notes about the Art accumulated over the years, the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows had taken up more and more space on the walls, extending to even the deepest parts of the fortress. The ten thousand words felt more like a thought process rather than a simple conclusion. Because of its sheer length, the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows could also be called the Ten Thousand Word Martial Art (萬字神功). 


Although the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows had been refined over several generations, it was still merely a theory. No one had ever mastered it before.


Buk Jin-Hu, the first Lord of the Northern Army and the one who came up with the initial idea, was from Nanjing. He wasn’t a disciple of any famous martial art schools, so his foundations weren’t particularly solid. He belonged to the type of martial artist who had gotten strong through actual combat experience. 


As he hadn’t been indoctrinated about common sense in martial arts since childhood, the techniques and ideas that he developed tended to be very unconventional. In addition, he was a genius with an imagination far surpassing any other. 


The Art of Ten Thousand Shadows was the culmination of his wild imagination.





One birthed Two, meaning the origin of everything in the world was split into two. Yin and Yang, positive and negative, light and shadow. The names are different but they all mean the same thing, and the two are always in balance. That is the law of nature. Then what about chi?


Chi should follow the same law, right?


Although qi can take on thousands of different forms depending on the individual’s body type or cultivation technique, all the possible forms can be classified into Yin or Yang. From there, the qi types can be further split into categories based on the five elements.


I feel that this is just a method of classification, qi cannot really be sorted into two types.


Chi is just qi, but according to the law of nature, there must be something that acts as a counterbalance to qi.


An anti-chi that is equal and opposite to qi, the force of nature. 


I think that, existing alongside the qi that humans use is an energy that will fill the emptiness left behind, and that this energy shouldn’t be any weaker than qi. In fact, it’s probably even stronger. 


I’m going to name this energy Shadow Qi for convenience’s sake.








Most of Buk Jin-Hu’s life had been spent on the battlefield fighting against the Silent Night, and he had very little free time to ponder the details of Shadow Qi. Therefore, that was all the information about Shadow Qi that he had left behind when he died. 


A few dozen years after Buk Jin-Hu’s death, the second Lord of the Northern Army, Nam Un-San, decided to continue working on Buk Jin-Hu’s idea. At that time, the Northern Army was doing very badly in the war against the Silent Night.


The martial arts of the Silent Night were self-destructive to the practitioner, but they possessed incredible offensive power far beyond the martial arts of the Central Plains. Thus, Nam Un-San concluded that new martial arts needed to be developed to fight against the Silent Night and began to refine Buk Jin-Hu’s Shadow Qi idea.


However, the one who truly turned the Shadow Qi from an idea into a real cultivation technique was the third Lord, Yoo Kwang-Yeon. Yoo Kwang-Yeon had had his qi center[5] destroyed in a fierce battle with the “Black-Winged Divine Spear (黑翼神槍)”,[6] one of the Four Great Demon Generals (四大魔將).[7] Instead of resigning himself to an inevitable death, Yoo Kwang-Yeon chose to study the Shadow Qi and turn it into reality.


He created an imaginary qi center to replace his destroyed one and filled it with a completely different type of energy from qi. This was the energy that Buk Jin-Hu had named “Shadow Chi”.


Like an actual shadow, “Shadow Chi” was immaterial and only those who practised it could feel its energy. Its presence pulled Yoo Kwang-Yeon back from the brink of death and gave him a new reason to live.


Yoo Kwang-Yeon then immersed himself in perfecting the Shadow Qi for the rest of his life. 





The darkness of the night sky filled with stars seems empty, but is actually filled to the brim with undetectable dark energy.


This means that both qi and shadow qi can always exist in harmony, without interfering with each other.








Yoo Kwang-Yeon felt that if he managed to master Shadow Qi, he would be able to revamp the entire qi cultivation system. However, before he could complete his work, he succumbed to his injuries and passed away.


He had realized the importance of Shadow Qi when it was already too late, and the little time he had left was far from enough to perfect it. Before his death, the technique was passed down to his successor, the fourth Lord and Jin Mu-Won’s father, Jin Kwan-Ho. 


Jin Kwan-Ho had inherited his predecessor’s will to perfect the technique, but he died young and never managed to study Shadow Qi or work on improving the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows.


Although Jin Mu-Won knew that Art of Ten Thousand Shadows was incomplete, he still chose to learn it. It was something he would have never even considered if not for his situation. The Four Pillars had taken away every other martial arts manual, and Heaven's Summit monitored his every move. He had no choice but to learn a martial art that was completely undetectable by others, even if the search for a path to perfecting the Art made him feel completely lost, like he was fumbling around on a small raft in the open seas at night with no guiding light and no idea where the destination was.


The end of his road could be a sea of despair, but it could also be a new world shining with hope. He didn’t know. He could only move forward, one step at a time, one day at a time. 


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won smiled.


“At least I have something to hope for. I’ve still got something I can do.”


It was worth the gamble. Jin Mu-Won was satisfied by the mere thought that whether he succeeded or not, at least he wouldn't have wasted his time not even trying.


He closed his eyes and continued contemplating the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows.


Just like that, his morning quickly came to an end.









Footnotes:


[1] This is obviously gibberish meant to sound sophisticated by quoting stuff from the “Dao De Jing”, the “I Ching”, and…modern physics. I tried my best to make sense of it but nonsense is nonsense. I bet the manhwa translator took a glance at this and was like ╮(╯▽╰)╭ too. The last line “Becoming the darkness of the night sky that is lit up by a sea of stars” is from the manhwa only but it helps clarify the gibberish so I included it.


[2] Moon River Kingdom (月河國): Literal translation - Moon River Country. Translated as Lower Moon Kingdom in the manhwa. Fun fact - The Moon River Kingdom is likely a kingdom in the Indian subcontinent as the manhwa shows the writing on the walls to be in the Devanagari script which is the script used by a lot of Indian languages like Hindi, Sanskrit, Marathi, etc.


[3] Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows (萬影壁): Literal translation - Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows.


[4] Art of Ten Thousand Shadows (萬影訣): Literal translation - Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. Translated as Gathering of Ten Thousand Shadows in the manhwa. 


[5] Qi center (Danjeon in Korean): Also known as Dantian, or qi cultivation center.


[6] Black-Winged Divine Spear (黑翼神槍): Literal translation - Black Wings Divine Spear. Translated as “Spear of the Black Wings” in the manhwa.


[7] Four Great Demon Generals (四大魔將): Literal translation - Four Great Demon Generals. Translated as “Four Demonic Lords” in the manhwa.
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Chapter 7: There Aren’t Enough Rooms for All the Guests (1)


Jin Mu-Won strolled around the Northern Army Fortress with his eyes closed. Everyone who saw him thought that he was just wandering about aimlessly. In truth, he was mulling over the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows.




풍우만천(風雨滿天), 촉화명세(烛火明世).


There is a storm, but the candle shines bright.






One must be like a candle, illuminating the world even during a terrible storm.





This was a very abstract phrase, and the explanatory text wasn’t particularly helpful, either. Jin Mu-Won couldn’t be sure if it was a method of circulating qi or a lesson in ethics. 


I need to strike a balance between both interpretations because the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows isn’t simply a qi cultivation technique, it’s also a philosophical text. 


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won opened his eyes. His precognition told him that someone he welcomed very much would be arriving at the fortress in the near future. 


Not far away, he saw Jang Pae-San and his men hanging out. They didn’t bother him anymore and treated him like he didn’t exist, because doing so was a waste of everyone’s time.


Once the Third Company had understood that they would gain nothing from messing around with him, the tension between them disappeared. The men had become so relaxed from the lack of societal pressures that they would discuss all sorts of obscene things in public in order to while away the time.


All they thought about was how to get past each day without feeling bored. As for the orders from their higher-ups to keep a lookout for the Silent Night? That was all but forgotten. 


It was a repeat of what their predecessors did. And just like them, these guys would spend their days doing nothing until it was time to return to the Central Plains. 


Jin Mu-Won took a step forward. His injured finger was still throbbing with pain, but he did not show it on his face. Whether he liked it or not, he’d have to spend three years with these mercenaries. To ensure that they would ignore him, he’d have to keep a low profile at all times and always hide his true emotions. 


He walked past Jang Pae-San and headed for the backyard. In the past, this had been a beautiful garden with exotic plants, man-made landscapes and a big pond. Now that no one took care of it, though, it had become overrun with weeds.


Jin Mu-Won would sometimes come here in order to rest and avoid people, but today, someone had gotten here before him.


SWOOSH!


There was a man brandishing his sword recklessly. He crushed the grass beneath his feet and chopped off the bushes at waist-level, sending plant debris flying through the air. 


“Pant, pant!” gasped said man, who turned out to be Seo Mu-Sang. He must have been training for quite some time, as his entire body was drenched in sweat.


Jin Mu-Won paused and observed Seo Mu-Sang quietly. 


Seo Mu-Sang had an expression filled with self-loathing and was venting out his frustrations on the plants like a crazy guy.


The Blue Cloud Sword Style (青雲劍法). [1]


That was the name of one of the martial arts that was taught to every grunt in Heaven's Summit. It was a martial art that could be learned within a very short time due to its simple moves and effective qi cultivation method. However, everyone knew that there was a limit to how strong one could get by practicing it.


If one wanted to surpass that limit, they’d have to obtain better martial arts, but Heaven's Summit would never easily hand over such treasures to a mere affiliate mercenary like Seo Mu-Sang.


The only way for him to obtain high-level martial arts was to be promoted to a high position within Heaven's Summit, or make a great accomplishment and be rewarded. Unfortunately, Vice-Captain Seo Mu-Sang wasn’t in a position where he could do either. 


He looked like he was randomly waving a sword around, but his movements were sharp and concise, and he followed the trail of his sword with his eyes. He might not have been particularly talented, but he definitely had a solid foundation.


After finishing his sword dance, Seo Mu-Sang threw his sword on the ground.


CLANG!


“AHHHHH! GODDAMNIT!” yelled Seo Mu-Sang resentfully, his voice hoarse. Suddenly, he noticed Jin Mu-Won looking at him and raised his head.


Their eyes met.


“You got a problem with me coming here?”


“No, it was empty anyway.”


“Then get lost.”


Seo Mu-Sang’s attitude toward Jin Mu-Won was plain rude. That was because every time he saw the boy, he would be reminded of his regrets and lingering ambitions.


Jin Mu-Won lowered his head slightly in acknowledgement, then left. Seo Mu-Sang resumed swinging his sword around wildly.


The cut leaves and grass spun and danced in the air.


A gentle breeze stirred up ripples in the pond water, causing Seo Mu-Sang’s reflection to blur as if he were shivering. 






- One Year Later -


Jin Mu-Won looked up.


It was a fine day, with not a cloud in the sky, and he could even see the plains far into the distance. Normally, this sight would make him smile, but not today.


Winter was coming. Soon, the temperature would start decreasing at a frightening rate, and the winds would freeze one right to the bone. The Northern Plains would be quickly transformed into a world of white.


“Ah, fuck! It’s freezing! Hurry up and move the things inside. If anything’s missing, we’ll need to inform the suppliers right away.”


Jang Pae-San’s loud complaint pierced Jin Mu-Won’s eardrums. He turned around and saw Jang Pae-San nagging at three people pushing a filled supply wagon.


An evil grin spread over his face. 


The winter last year had been really cold. Even Jin Mu-Won, a local, couldn’t stand the harsh winters of the North. Then, just how bad had it been for these people experiencing it for the first time?


They learnt what frostbite was, and the feeling of breathing in air that was like knives slicing through their lungs. Also, because they underestimated the amount of food they would need to eat to resist the cold, they had been left with no choice but to go out and get supplies in the middle of a blizzard. Jin Mu-Won could still remember the looks on their faces.


Evidently, they had learned their lesson. About a month ago, Jang Pae-San had written to Heaven's Summit requesting several times more food and necessities than the previous year. Not only that, he had also bought a ton of fur from the hunters in the nearest village, and clumsily sewed himself several coats in preparation for the coming winter. 


It was the second winter that Jin Mu-Won and Jang Pae-San were going to have to spend together. Their relationship hadn’t changed, though. For the whole of the last year, both of them had pretended that the other didn’t exist, just like ostriches burying their heads in the sand.


In just one year, Jin Mu-Won had grown a lot taller and even his scrawny body was starting to show a little muscle. However, the most noticeable things about him were his stubbornly pursed lips and the profound look in his eyes that made the sixteen-year-old look like a mature adult.


Seo Mu-Sang looked at Jin Mu-Won warily. Although his hatred for the boy seemed to have diminished a little bit, there was still some killing intent left in his eyes.


Jin Mu-Won could feel Seo Mu-Sang’s gaze, but he did not pay it any mind. He knew that Seo Mu-Sang’s hostility toward him had decreased significantly over the past year.


While Jang Pae-San and the other mercenaries were wasting away, Seo Mu-Sang diligently worked on improving his swordsmanship. Every day, as he swung his sword and practiced his footwork, the grass around his feet was uprooted until the ground became barren and hard.


Seo Mu-Sang had completely mastered the Blue Cloud Sword Style by now. However, he had been getting more and more irritable lately as there was no more room left for him to improve.


“Young Master!” A familiar voice called out to Jin Mu-Won.


Jin Mu-Won smiled.


A man in his thirties stood in front of him, dragging a large horse-drawn cart behind him. He had tanned skin and looked a lot older than he actually was.


“Uncle Hwang!”


“Young Master, how are you?”


Hwang Cheol smiled. He had brought an entire cart filled with winter supplies for Jin Mu-Won.


“I’m fine, thank you for your concern. How have you been, Uncle Hwang?” greeted Jin Mu-Won.


“I’m nice and healthy, as you can see. I'm freezing though, so can we go inside now?” Hwang Cheol was tempted to push Jin Mu-Won all the way back into his room.


Jin Mu-Won grinned as he led Hwang Cheol indoors. He looked at Hwang Cheol’s cart. It was filled to the brim with food and other necessities. Uncle Hwang worked hard to save up and buy this stuff for me.


In the face of Hwang Cheol’s loyalty and sincerity, Jin Mu-Won sniffed and felt the tip of his nose getting colder and colder as his snot froze.



“Uncle Hwang, you don’t have to do this for me.”


“But I want to do it. The price of these goods means nothing to me compared to the precious Young Master…” cried Hwang Cheol, tears dripping down his face. 


Jin Mu-Won beamed and patted him on the shoulder, saying, “Don’t cry, Uncle Hwang. I’m really thankful for your concern, that’s all.”


Hwang Cheol did not reply and only smiled bitterly.


Jin Mu-Won should never have ended up this way. If not for the Northern Army’s efforts, the Central Plains would have been nowhere near as prosperous as they were now. A hundred years ago when the Silent Night first invaded, the Central Plains had been on the brink of destruction. Even now, the wounds of war had not completely healed.


But time was fleeting, and so was human nature. As soon as the Central Plains had recovered a little, they forgot about the scars and despair from that time and began to vie among themselves for power again. They forgot about the Northern Army’s accomplishments and destroyed it for selfish reasons. Now, they had even forgotten about Jin Mu-Won.


“Any news about the outside world?” asked Jin Mu-Won as they entered his room. 


Hwang Cheol suppressed his feelings of bitterness and began to tell Jin Mu-Won about recent events. He was the young man’s only link to the rest of the world, and the only source of information about stuff happening in the Central Plains. From this information, Jin Mu-Won could deduce the rough directions that the world was taking, so he always listened very carefully to the stories that Hwang Cheol told.


Hwang Cheol talked all night long, and Jin Mu-Won’s laughter could be heard from time to time through the gaps around the door.


When morning arrived, Hwang Cheol prepared a nice breakfast for Jin Mu-Won. Jin Mu-Won wanted to share the food, but Hwang Cheol refused. In the end, he finished all the food by himself, causing Hwang Cheol to grin with satisfaction.


“Young Master, I have transferred everything to the storeroom. Be sure to eat well.”


“Don’t worry. Ever since then, I’ve made sure to eat three meals a day.”


Despite Jin Mu-Won’s answer, Hwang Cheol did not feel relieved. Jin Mu-Won understood how Hwang Cheol felt. If their positions had been reversed, he would probably have felt the same way.


Just then, Jin Mu-Won’s gaze shifted toward Hwang Cheol’s cart. Most of the goods had been removed, but there was still some stuff left.


“What’s that?” asked Jin Mu-Won, pointing to a rock about the size of a toddler. The obsidian rock with a dull black gleam looked extremely heavy.


“I got it on my travels. I heard that it was a meteorite that had fallen from the heavens, and that a tribe was worshipping it as a holy rock…”


“How did something like that end up in Uncle’s hands?”


“The tribe was massacred, so the rock became the property of no one.”


“They were massacred?”


“It seems like they got into a conflict with the Tyrant Fist Sect.”


“……”


Shocked speechless, Jin Mu-Won looked up at the sky. The dawn had arrived and the sky was getting brighter, but that did not make him feel any better.


“The Tyrant Fist Sect is in Yunnan, right?”


“Yes. It’s probably because there aren’t many martial arts factions over there.”


Jin Mu-Won closed his eyes. The four traitors of the Northern Army had all chosen to set up their own factions in the Central Plains. 


The “Phantom Blade (赤手鬼劍)” Yeon Cheon-Hwa (連天華) had set up base in the West and created the Greatsword Fortress (重劍堡), also known as the Fortress in the Western Paradise (西天堡). 


The “Wind Emperor (風帝)” Kyung Mu-Saeng (庆伍胜) created the Tempest Mountain Villa (風雲山莊). Although his martial arts were balanced between footwork and close-combat, because of his followers, his faction ended up mostly combat focused.


The strongest among the Four Pillars, the “Ironblood Emperor (鐵血武帝)” Jae Hyuk-Shim (载啸辛) created the Ironblood City (鐵血城) in the northern region of the Central Plains. He was a master of defensive martial arts, but his subversive personality frightened everyone, including his own followers.


Finally, the “Fist Demon (拳魔)” Jo Cheon-Woo (曹天佑) created the Tyrant Fist Sect (霸拳會). He was cruel, ruthless and relentless to the point where he would charge forward without looking back once he had a target, like an unstoppable raging bear. The Tyrant Fist sect was situated in Yunnan to avoid territorial conflicts with other large factions, but in the process of its expansion, it annihilated and absorbed countless small sects and tribes. [2]


“Don’t worry too much about what happened, Young Master. I’ll take this away so you don’t have to look at it.”


“No, don’t. For some reason, it has captured my heart.”


Jin Mu-Won reached out with his fingertips and touched the rock. The icy chill that he felt weighed heavily on his heart. 



   


Footnotes:


[1] Blue Cloud Sword Style (青雲劍法): Literal translation – Blue Cloud Sword Style. Manhwa TL: Way of the Blue Sky Blade.



[2] List of terms: 


	Phantom Blade (赤手鬼劍): Literal translation – Invisible Ghost Sword. Manhwa TL: Cursed Ghost Blade


	Yeon Cheon-Hwa (連天華): The name Cheon-Hwa means “Best of the Heavens”.


	Greatsword Fortress (重劍堡): Literal translation – Heavy Sword Fortress.


	Fortress in the Western Paradise (西天堡): Literal translation – Fortress in the Western Paradise. Manhwa TL: Protectors of the Western Heavens.


	Wind Emperor (風帝): Literal translation – Wind Emperor. Manhwa TL: Tempest Storm


	Kyung Mu-Saeng (庆伍胜): The name Mu-Saeng means “Victory for My Team”.


	Tempest Mountain Villa (風雲山莊): Literal translation – Wind and Cloud Mountain Villa or Tempestuous Mountain Villa. 風雲 has double meanings, either “wind and clouds” or “a tempestuous situation”.


	Ironblood Emperor (鐵血武帝): Literal translation – Iron Blood Martial Emperor. Manhwa TL: Iron Blood Ruler


	Jae Hyuk-Shim (载啸辛): The name Hyuk-Shim means “Howling Punishment”.


	Ironblood City (鐵血城): Literal translation – Iron Blood City. Manhwa TL: Iron Castle.


	Fist Demon (拳魔): Literal translation – Fist Demon. Manhwa TL: Demon Fist. The emphasis is different and I’d translate 拳魔 as Fist Demon and 魔拳 as Demon Fist.


	Jo Cheon-Woo (曹天佑): The name Cheon-Woo means “Blessed by the Heavens”.


	Tyrant Fist Sect (霸拳會): Literal translation – Tyrant Fist Sect. Manhwa TL: Broken Fists Sect
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Chapter 8: There Aren’t Enough Rooms for All the Guests (2)


The sky was overcast and snow began to fall over the Northern Army Fortress. At first, it was just a few snowflakes, but it soon developed into a full-blown blizzard where one couldn’t see even an inch ahead of them. After three days of snowfall, everything had turned white and the accompanying cold froze the entire world solid.


Winter had arrived.


Jang Pae-San and the other men of the Third Company completely cancelled all their outdoor activities. However, Jin Mu-Won continued going on his daily walks despite the wind chill and would often pull all-nighters on the roof of the Tower of Shadows. Only after the sun had risen would he return to his room. He’d then sleep for a bit and read the books that Hwang Cheol had given him.


Jin Mu-Won’s continued adherence to his daily routine made Seo Mu-Sang frown. No matter how stubborn one was, one would need incredible tenacity to be able to endure living like that every single day for years.


Time seemed to crawl to a standstill in this desolate place, and visitors were rare. The longer one spent here, the quicker the feelings of isolation and depression would erode away at the mind, sending one spiralling into the depths of madness. Not even the mercenaries were exempted from these emotions.


Not too long ago, a few men in the Third Company had already shown signs of going insane. If Jang Pae-San hadn’t realized and interfered in time, they would have completely lost their minds.


Unlike Jin Mu-Won, at least these guys had something to look forward to. They only had to endure another two years of this isolation, and then they’d be able to go back to their homes. This was the point that most concerned Seo Mu-Sang. How on earth does Jin Mu-Won manage to remain so calm and rational knowing that he’s probably going to spend the rest of his days living aimlessly like this?


Unbeknownst to Seo Mu-Sang, Jin Mu-Won did have something to live for. The Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. Without this ray of hope, he would likely have ended up going crazy just as Seo Mu-Sang had expected.


Jin Mu-Won’s days began with the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, and ended with the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. As soon as the sun began to rise over the horizon, he would climb to the roof of the Tower of Shadows and read the manuals. Even when he was walking about aimlessly later in the day, he’d still be mulling over the Art in his head.


Every waking moment including his every breath, movement and even meals were spent contemplating the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows.


Recently though, Jin Mu-Won had been feeling depressed. He had hit a roadblock in his understanding of the Art and had stopped improving.







격세천변(愅世千變), 아건심족(我健心足).


The world is dynamic; a strong heart should suffice.






The world is ever-changing, but it is enough to always have a strong heart.








This phrase appeared in the middle of the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. The meanings of many of the poetic phrases were vague, but this phrase in particular resonated strongly with Jin Mu-Won.


I have no idea what it means to have a strong heart. Jin Mu-Won knew that it was okay to skip this part for now and move on, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. The phrase kept coming back to haunt him as if something in his heart was missing.


He tried to read the Art in its entirely multiple times, but it was as if he were trapped in a blinding fog.


“‘A strong heart should suffice’, is it enough to just have a strong and healthy heart?[1] Ahhh, I just don’t get it! I don’t get it at all!”


Jin Mu-Won gave up thinking and went to the Grand Library. Perhaps he would be able to find a solution to his problems in the books there.


Crunch, crunch.


The sound of his footsteps in the snow echoed around the empty fortress. The cold reached his toes and jolted him awake. He raised his head and saw that the snow had started falling again after a brief respite.


Jin Mu-Won had a feeling that this year’s winter was going to feel much longer than the ones before. Most importantly, it wouldn’t be one that went past meaninglessly.


Along one wall of the library, there was a large stack of new books. These books had been gifts from Hwang Cheol, who would often buy second-hand books for Jin Mu-Won whenever he passed by a bookstore during his regular deliveries.


“Hmm?”


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won furrowed his brows. A window had been shattered inwards, and there was snow on the floor. Someone else had entered the Grand Library.


That person had left footprints in the snow on the floor, so he followed the footprints to a corner of the library.


WHOOSH!


Just as he was about to go around the corner, he felt the cold touch of metal against his neck.


“!!!”


Jin Mu-Won was shocked speechless. Someone had crept up behind him and placed a glowing white dagger against his neck. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the curvy and petite figure of the assassin.


“A girl?”


The girl looked really young, probably no more than fourteen years of age. She left a strong impression on him with her unusually pale skin, eyes shining like black crystals, lips as red as blood, and black hair with a hint of blue.


The girl whispered from behind him, “Who are you?”


“I should be asking you that question.”


She tightened her grip on the dagger, saying, “Answer me.”


“I am the owner of this place.”


“Owner? So that would make you the heir to the Northern Army?”


“The Northern Army doesn’t exist anymore, but yes, I am the heir. Now it’s your turn.”


The dagger dug into his skin and made him wonder if he was going to be killed in the very next moment, but there was no fear in Jin Mu-Won’s steady voice.


“I…”


CRASH!


The girl’s voice trailed off as she suddenly collapsed, dropping the dagger on the ground. Jin Mu-Won turned around. The girl’s shoulder and even the floor was drenched in blood.




Jin Mu-Won hurriedly put his ear on the girl’s chest. Her heartbeat was very irregular, and it sounded as if it could stop anytime. He had no idea who she was or what she was doing here, but he couldn’t let her die right in front of him.


He picked up the girl in his arms and carried her to his room. After placing her down on his bed, he carefully removed her long cloak, revealing her bloodied clothes. Then, he slowly peeled away the cloth around her shoulder wound.


“Ah!” exclaimed Jin Mu-Won, frowning, as he examined the girl’s wound. There was a hole the size of a coin, and the skin around the hole had turned black.


“You’ve been poisoned?”


From the size of the wound, Jin Mu-Won could tell that it had probably been made by an arrow or a small dagger.


He opened the drawer of a dresser next to his bed and took out a small bottle.


“I hope this works.”


Besides martial arts, the Northern Army had heavily invested in the development of new medicines. It was only natural given that they had been fighting a war with the Silent Night for over a hundred years.


One of the new medicines developed by them was the “Heart-Protecting Detoxification Pill (護心除毒丹)”, which was very effective at removing poisons from the body. Unfortunately, both the recipe for this pill and the pills themselves had been lost during the fall of the Northern Army. The one that Jin Mu-Won possessed was the only one left in existence.


Jin Mu-Won didn’t want to risk failure, so he decided to use this pill without hesitation. He opened the bottle and a black mist appeared, followed by a mild but pleasant scent. He had eaten all the other pills except for this one because it was the only one that had no effect on increasing his strength.


Jin Mu-Won pressed gently on the girl’s throat and her lips parted slightly. He then put the pill in her mouth where it immediately dissolved and was swallowed.


He searched through the drawer again. This time, he took out a wooden box filled with acupuncture needles. He inserted one near the girl’s wound and the blood soon stopped flowing out.


“Hah,” sighed Jin Mu-Won in relief. He had already done everything he could.


Now that he had some free time, he took a closer look at the girl’s face. She appeared to be only a year or two younger than him, and she was very pretty. She had long eyelashes, a high nose bridge, and rosy red lips. It was as if she had walked out of a painting.


The contrast between her pale skin and dark, blue-black hair only served to accentuate her beauty. She was already a very alluring flower bud now, but in a few years, she would become a fully blooming flower.


“Why did I pick up this guest even though I don’t have a room for her to stay in?”


Jin Mu-Won sat on his chair, sighing.


 





Footnotes:


[1] A strong heart should suffice: The “strong heart” here means to “be steadfast and true to yourself”, but Mu-Won doesn’t get it and thinks it means to “have a physically strong and healthy heart”. His mental issues and the emotions that he keeps buried deep down have left him feeling kind of empty, which is preventing him from understanding the true meaning of the phrase.
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Chapter 9: There Aren’t Enough Rooms for All the Guests (3)


Jin Mu-Won was awoken by the strange feeling of something on his neck. He opened his eyes and saw a girl holding a dagger to his throat. 


He couldn’t help but smile resignedly. 


“This again?”


The first time they met, she had held a dagger to his throat too. It seemed that she was still wary of him even though he had been kind enough to save her. Perhaps she was used to living a dangerous lifestyle. 


“You’re awake now?”


“Did… you save me?”


“You saw that?”


“Why did you do it?”


“I couldn’t let you die right in front of me. It would also be unpleasant if someone died in my house.”


The girl bit her lip at Jin Mu-Won’s answer.


“How long was I out for?”


“Three days. You wouldn’t wake up, so I was already prepared to bury your corpse.”


“You mean, I’ve been unconscious for three days?”


Jin Mu-Won nodded. A light flashed in the girl’s eyes. 


Jin Mu-Won did not know the girl’s circumstances, but at the rate her condition had been deteriorating, he might have really needed to bury her corpse. Even after swallowing the Heart-Protecting Detoxification Pill, her health didn’t improve and her fever remained high.


In an attempt to reduce her fever, Jin Mu-Won had constantly changed the cool, wet cloth on her forehead without rest for three whole days. 


The fact that she managed to wake up despite all that is a miracle, he thought.


The girl mused over Jin Mu-Won’s words for a while, then put away the dagger.


“I’ll be staying here for some time until my wound heals completely.”


Her tone sounded more like she was giving orders and not at all like she was making a request, but Jin Mu-Won felt that a haughty attitude suited her very much.


“What’s your name?”


“Why do you need to know it?”


“I feed you and let you sleep in my room. Shouldn’t you at least tell me your name?”


The girl bit her lip and remained silent for a while, before saying, “Eun…Han-Seol (恩夏雪).” [1]




“That’s such a nice-sounding name. Well, my room is the best room in this place, so you should keep staying here. Also, you need to rest now.”


Jin Mu-Won got up from the chair and began to pack his stuff. 


Although he had lived here for a few years, he didn’t have much luggage. Eun Han-Seol watched as he moved his things out of the room, a confused look on her face.


She had basically just threatened him. She couldn’t understand why Jin Mu-Won was so eager to do whatever she’d asked of him. 


This guy isn’t normal…


Suddenly, she felt a sharp twinge in her shoulder and closed her eyes, trembling uncontrollably as her wound throbbed painfully.


After giving his room to Eun Han-Seol, Jin Mu-Won moved into the Tower of Shadows.


He laughed out loud. She was interesting, so he decided to give his room to a girl he had just met, despite knowing that taking in a mysterious girl with an unknown background was an extremely risky thing to do. 


He knew that she probably had a very dangerous enemy who could give her a terrible wound like that. He knew that doing this would make the mercenaries suspicious of him. He knew that he was still too weak to resist them. He was also painfully aware that if he showed the slightest weakness, or let the mercenaries see through the smallest crack, that he would be completely devoured by the beasts.


Even so, Jin Mu-Won chose to let Eun Han-Seol stay with him.


“Am I really that lonely?”


Maybe I’ve gotten tired of this lifestyle. Maybe I’m just childishly craving human interaction. I don’t know.


Jin Mu-Won was only sixteen. He wasn’t an adult yet.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


“Haa…”


Eun Han-Seol went outdoors and took a deep breath. As the cold air entered her lungs, she finally felt alive again.


She had spent the last three days diligently tending to her wound inside Jin Mu-Won’s room. If not for that, she would still be lying down in bed. Still, she had to be careful.


Jin Mu-Won had managed to bring her back from the brink of death using the Heart-Protecting Detoxification Pill, but a lot of poison remained in her body. This poison was just too strong, leaving her with no choice but to slowly expel it from her body over a very long period of time. 


I wonder how long this is going to take.


“First, I must regain my strength. Only then can I use my qi to slowly expel the poison.”


She looked around the Northern Army Fortress.


All she saw were empty snow-covered pavilions, towers, and castles. It was an eerie sight.


So this is the Northern Army Fortress…


“It seems that you can move around now.”


Eun Han-Seol spun around to face the owner of the voice. She saw Jin Mu-Won, who was holding up a torch.


Noticing Eun Han-Seol’s surprise, Jin Mu-Won smiled and said, “As you can see, there’s nothing here. This place was once prosperous, but now it’s just a miserable wreck. I wouldn’t live here if I had a choice.”


“……”


“Oh, and if possible, use the resources wisely. I probably have barely enough food for the two of us to survive the winter.”


Eun Han-Seol’s eyes lit up.


Please don’t ask me about my true identity. 


She was curious why the young man had accepted her despite not knowing anything about her.


“Come with me. I’ll show you around. You’ll be staying here for quite some time, right?”


Jin Mu-Won finished saying what he wanted to say, and then immediately turned around and walked away. Eun Han-Seol chased after him.


Two different sets of footprints appeared on the white snow of the fortress and were slowly covered up by the falling snow in the order they had formed.


Above their heads, a bird flew past.


“A messenger hawk?”


Jang Pae-San appeared puzzled to see the large bird flying above the Northern Army Fortress. He reached out and the messenger hawk landed gently on his arm. It must be quite an important message.


Heaven's Summit often used highly-trained messenger hawks to dispatch important orders to their branches in the Central Plains. However, this was the very first message that Jang Pae-San had received after arriving at the Northern Army Fortress last year. This was a place that Heaven's Summit didn’t give a shit about, after all.


A small bamboo tube was attached to the hawk’s leg using a red cloth. The red cloth meant that there would be a paid job for Jang Pae-San.


He hurriedly opened the tube and took out the rolled-up letter inside.


“Honored guests will be arriving in spring, so be prepared to welcome them? What the fuck…”


The corners of Jang Pae-San’s lips twitched as he spouted off a string of profanities.


Truth be told, he had hoped that it would be good news. He had literally been praying that he would be summoned back to the Central Plains. Unfortunately for him, the contents of the letter were about something else entirely.


“What’s so fucking interesting about this place, is this supposed to be some kind of a tourist resort? Why the heck are these ‘honored guests’ coming all the way here just to freeze to death?”


Mt. Jang Pae-San finally erupted after being dormant for so long.


I didn’t want to be exiled, it’s not fair! On top of all that, now they’re telling me to turn this shithole into a hotel for distinguished guests? By the start of spring? thought Jang Pae-San, heart thumping with indignation.


Still, orders were orders. He didn’t dare disobey orders from the higher-ups, regardless of whether they wanted him to face danger or dirty his hands. In the eyes of the mighty Heaven's Summit, he was a mere insect who could be crushed at any time. 


“Goddamnit! We’ll have to fix up one of the empty castles.”


From the fact that Heaven's Summit had sent him the order by messenger hawk, he knew that these ‘honored guests’ were no ordinary guys. They were definitely people of high standing or came from privileged families. He would have to prepare a proper place for them to stay.


“Oi, Vice-Captain!”


Jang Pae-San summoned Seo Mu-Sang and informed him that there would be esteemed guests arriving in spring. Upon hearing the news, Seo Mu-Sang initially reacted in the exact same way as Jang Pae-San. 


It would be one thing for these guests to visit the fortress once, but it seems that they actually want to live here for a year or more?


“Hmm, this might seem annoying, but it might actually be a good thing. We should take advantage of this opportunity,” said Jang Pae-San.


“Opportunity? What opportunity?”


“These guys are VIPs. If they take a liking to you, you might be able to leave this place sooner than you think.”


Seo Mu-Sang’s eyes lit up at Jang Pae-San’s suggestion. He had gotten sick and tired of these boring, uneventful days. A month here felt like a year in the Central Plains. Most importantly, he had a reason to return to the Central Plains as soon as he could. 


“I think it’s about time we renovate the Lofty Sky Manor (華天閣). [2]”


“I agree. The Lofty Sky Manor is the nicest-looking building in this ruin.”


“I will inform Young Master Jin.”


“What for?”


“He is technically the owner of this fortress. We should make sure that he at least makes a show of hospitality.”


“I’ll leave that up to you, then.”


“Yessir!”


“A real man should turn a crisis into an opportunity, huh. I’m such a genius! Alright, this is my chance! I’m gonna end this boring mission and return to the Central Plains.”


Jang Pae-San roared with laughter. Looking at things from a different perspective had made him feel a lot better about the situation.


Seo Mu-Sang was about to ask Jang Pae-San for permission to take his leave when he realized that the man had become completely absorbed in a world of his own imagination. Thus, he simply left and headed to where Jin Mu-Won was.


Jin Mu-Won always followed a regular schedule. After more than a year together, Seo Mu-Sang knew exactly where he would be at this time of day. 


Seo Mu-Sang went to the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows. He wasn’t surprised to find Jin Mu-Won there. But he was very surprised to see a girl standing next to him, emanating an aura that screamed “I am an extremely suspicious person”.


Seo Mu-Sang was dumbfounded.


He approached Jin Mu-Won and called out, “Young Master Jin.”


“Vice-Captain.”


Seo Mu-Sang quietly stared at Eun Han-Seol and waited for an explanation.


“She is Hwang Cheol’s niece. Both of her parents passed away when she was young, so Uncle Hwang raised her. He brought her with him last time, and she decided to stay here until the next time he comes back,” said Jin Mu-Won, who had made up a false identity for Eun Han-Seol in advance.


Seo Mu-Sang examined the girl’s appearance closely as Jin Mu-Won was talking. As he locked gazes with the girl’s obsidian-like eyes, he felt faint for a moment, like he had been struck by lightning. 


Her eyes…


Eun Han-Seol’s eyes were blindingly pure and crystal clear. Any man who saw those eyes would be bewitched by their perfection. Seo Mu-Sang couldn’t believe that eyes like that could belong to a real, living person.


“A-Are you really Hwang Cheol’s niece?”


“I will be staying here for a while, so please take good care of me.”


“Urk!”


Seo Mu-Sang sighed. He was familiar with Jin Mu-Won’s one and only loyal servant, Hwang Cheol. Since the girl was Hwang Cheol’s niece, there was nothing more he could say.


“Why did you come looking for me? Did you have something to say to me?” asked Jin Mu-Won.


“Ah, that’s right! Several honored guests from Heaven's Summit will be coming here in the spring. Is it okay if we renovate the Lofty Sky Manor for them?”


“Go ahead. No one’s using it now, anyway.”


Jin Mu-Won gave his permission without hesitation. The Lofty Sky Manor was the building situated right opposite his mansion. It had been abandoned for a long time, and he himself hardly went there. Therefore, he didn’t really care if someone used it for their own purposes.


The guests were the bigger problem. Seo Mu-Sang had referred to them as ‘honored guests’, which meant that they were people of rather high status. The thought of having to associate with such tiresome people gave Jin Mu-Won a headache.


It was not like he had a choice, though. The vice-captain had acted like he was making a request, but he was actually just informing Jin Mu-Won about something that had already been decided. 


Jin Mu-Won left, with Eun Han-Seol following behind him. Seo Mu-Sang silently looked at Eun Han-Seol’s rear profile as she walked away. 





   


Footnotes:


[1] Eun Han-Seol (恩夏雪): Her first name “Han-Seol” means “Summer Snow.”


[2] Lofty Sky Manor (華天閣): Literal translation – Majestic Sky Manor/Villa. Manhwa TL: Hwacheon Palace.
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Chapter 10: That Year, In Winter… (1)


Jin Mu-Won cut down a redwood tree. Using a whittling knife, he slowly carved the wood into the shape he desired. When he was finished, a perfect wooden sword appeared in his hands. He waved it around to test its balance and see if there were any parts he didn’t like.


Eun Han-Seol, who was sitting beside him, looked at him with a puzzled expression.


“Are you having fun?”


“No, not at all.”


“Why did you cut down the tree yourself?”


“Because no one will do it for me.”


“Then why did you make a wooden sword?”


“I recently started to learn the sword.”


Eun Han-Seol’s eyes suddenly lit up.


“You’ve never learned martial arts before?”


“Is that weird?”


“You’re the heir to the Northern Army. Isn’t it weird for the heir to not know any martial arts?”


“As you can see, there is no Northern Army anymore. Also, I was too busy trying to survive each day. Where would I find the time to learn martial arts?”


Eun Han-Seol ignored Jin Mu-Won’s replies and looked around, confused.


They were inside the Grand Library. The bookshelves had been filled with the books that Hwang Cheol had brought, but everything still looked extremely shabby. This pathetic sight didn’t live up to the name of the Northern Army at all.


The only martial arts left on the shelves were third-rate ones like the Six-Directions Fist (六合拳), The Three Foundations of Swordsmanship (三才劍法), and Cloud Steps (風雲步). Eun Han-Seol couldn’t understand why Jin Mu-Won would bother learning such inferior martial arts. 


Jin Mu-Won didn’t care what she thought about it, though. He examined his sword, smiling all the while, before finally standing up in satisfaction. The ground beneath his feet was covered in wood shavings.


He swung the sword.


WHOOSH!


It was his first time making a wooden sword, but the weight and balance felt good in his hands.


He continued swinging the sword with a serious expression. Eun Han-Seol looked at him like he was out of his mind.


“The Three Foundations of Swordsmanship?”


Jin Mu-Won was practicing the Three Foundations of Swordsmanship that even third-rate martial artists wouldn’t bother learning. It was so funny that she couldn’t even laugh.


“Do you really not know any better martial arts than this? If you want, I can teach you.”


“You know a lot about martial arts?”


“Uh, I know a little bit…”


“Thank you, but no thank you.”


“Do whatever you want.”


Eun Han-Seol scrunched up her face and went outside. Jin Mu-Won grinned naughtily as he watched her go, but a moment later, he resumed practicing his swordsmanship.


Slash, chop, stab…


In no time, his entire body was dripping with sweat.


“Hmph! He just helped me a little, so I wanted to thank him, that’s all.”


Eun Han-Seol turned back to look at the exterior of the Grand Library. The tower was barely maintaining its original shape, just like the rest of the Northern Army Fortress.


She walked toward the mansion which had now become her home. Even though she could move normally now, she still hadn’t been able to completely remove the poison in her body.


After her strength had recovered to a certain extent, her recovery speed had slowed to a crawl. Her body was like a ceramic vase that could shatter at any moment, so she didn’t dare expel the poison as the procedure would place a heavy burden on her body. 


“Who are you?”


Eun Han-Seol was lost in thought when suddenly, the voice of a stranger startled her. She turned to see Jang Pae-San and the Third Company standing in the middle of the plaza.


Seo Mu-Sang hadn’t told the mercenaries about Eun Han-Seol yet, so they had no idea she was here. He immediately whispered in Jang Pae-San’s ear, telling him the stuff he’d heard about the girl from Jin Mu-Won. An odd light lit up in Jang Pae-San’s eyes. 


“She’s Hwang Cheol’s niece, you say?”


“Yes!”


“Hmm…”


Jang Pae-San ogled Eun Han-Seol’s entire figure, a lecherous look on his face. Eun Han-Seol frowned. She felt as if a thousand worms were crawling under her skin.


“How dare you? Quit staring at me like that, or you can wave your fucking eyesight goodbye!”


Jang Pae-San’s face turned beet red. He did not expect Eun Han-Seol to reply in such a vulgar tone.


“You’ve got quite the mouth, girl.”


“Don’t talk to me, you horny motherfucker.”


“I see you need some taming, you little bitch! Good. I haven’t tasted the flesh of a woman for far too long. I should fix that problem right now.”


“Wahahahaha!” laughed the men of the Third Company, with the exception of Seo Mu-Sang. Eun Han-Seol might have been a little too young for their tastes, but she was beautiful. Heck, they were so deprived, they would be satisfied with even a sixty-year-old grandma. 


Eun Han-Seol could clearly see the perverted desires written all over the faces of Jang Pae-San and his men. She knew that she was in grave danger.


Jang Pae-San and his lackeys slowly closed in on Eun Han-Seol. Seo Mu-Sang furrowed his brows and was just about to stop them when…


Suddenly, Eun Han-Seol moved.


SWOOSH!


She charged at Jang Pae-San so quickly she was like a silvery-white streak. In her hands, she held a small and dainty dagger.


“Wha!” exclaimed Jang Pae-San. Before he could react, there was already a dagger touching his neck. If Eun Han-Seol put any more force behind the dagger, his blood would come spurting out and he’d probably breathe his last right then and there. 


“You, you…”


“Now say it again. What you want to do to a little bitch like me.”


Seeing the deranged look in Eun Han-Seol’s eyes, Jang Pae-San snapped his mouth shut like a clam.


This little bitch’s eyes… She’s fucking insane!


Jin Mu-Won has a few screws loose, but this girl is even worse.


“Captain, are you alright? Girl, how about you put that dagger away now?”


“Looks like this bitch really wants to die!”


The men of the Third Company finally came to their senses and took out their weapons.


Eun Han-Seol narrowed her eyes. Right now, she was in a state where she was unable to utilize her qi. If the mercenaries all ganged up on her at once, she wouldn’t be able to deal with them. Thus, she had taken a gamble and chosen to first subdue Jang Pae-San.


The instant they sense my weakness, they’ll pounce on me like wild beasts.


She understood these types of people all too well.


In front of those stronger than themselves, they readily lowered their heads and licked their boots. On the other hand, when they saw someone weaker, they would latch onto them like leeches and suck them dry. 


Eun Han-Seol tightened her grip on the dagger and increased the pressure on Jang Pae-San’s throat. 


“W-Wait!”


“What? Are you going to turn over a new leaf if I let you go?”


“Do you think you can get away with killing me? There are more than ten of us here.”


“I don’t care.”


“What?”


“I want to kill you. I don’t care what happens afterwards.”


“Crazy bitch!”


How could a little girl possibly be this insane? Jang Pae-San felt that Eun Han-Seol’s brain wasn’t normal. She was like a tiger with bared fangs; if he did anything wrong, he would die for sure. 


Drip, drip…


Blood began to drip down Jang Pae-San’s neck. The dagger had pierced through his skin.


“Wait, wait wait! Let’s make a deal.”


“What deal?”


“If you let me go now, I swear that I won’t touch you again.”


“Hmph! And how am I supposed to believe you?”


“I am the Captain of Heaven's Summit’s Third Company. I don’t tell lies.”


Jang Pae-San raised his voice, but the only reply he got from Eun Han-Seol was a snigger.


She didn’t believe him. However, now that the situation had gotten to this point, it was near impossible to resolve things peacefully. She really wanted to dig out Jang Pae-San’s eyes, but then she would definitely be captured, raped, and killed by the others. 


If only my qi had recovered, trash like this would never…


Eun Han-Seol weighed her options and came to a decision. She put on an act and made a cold and emotionless expression.


“Hmph! I guess today is your lucky day. I was just wondering if I should slice off your cock.”


“Gah!”


Eun Han-Seol kicked Jang Pae-San’s butt and used the recoil to leap backwards. As the mercenaries rushed forward to check on Jang Pae-San’s condition, she snorted coldly and left the plaza. 


Seo Mu-Sang clicked his tongue as he watched her go. Honestly speaking, he hadn’t found her martial arts very impressive. It was the animal-like agility that took down Jang Pae-San in one move, her quick-thinking, and sharp-tongue that impressed him the most.


“Fuck! I’ll definitely get back at her for this humiliation.”


Seo Mu-Sang heard Jang Pae-San’s frenzied scream coming from behind him, but he chose to ignore it.


Suddenly, one of the Grand Library’s windows caught his attention. Jin Mu-Won was leaning against the windowsill, watching them.


“You’ve been watching this entire scene unfold since the very beginning, haven’t you?”


Seo Mu-Sang only managed to exchange a glance with Jin Mu-Won before the young man disappeared into the shadows. 
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Chapter 11: That Year, In Winter… (2)


Jin Mu-Won channeled his concentration into the hand holding his wooden sword. He did his best to remember the weight, feel, and balance of the sword.  


The sword is an extension of my arm. I need to become one with it, just like I am one with my arm and my breathing.


But unlike my limbs, the sword isn’t attached to my body, so how can I make it a part of my body?


The limbs of a living being must have bones supporting its structure, muscles providing it power, and blood circulating within its veins. All of these are then connected to the brain via the nervous system. If any of these components are missing, it can’t be called a complete limb.


Jin Mu-Won tried to think about the problem from another perspective.


A sword is not merely a weapon for killing. It is a part of me, a part of my arm. Therefore, I must explore different ways of observing and understanding it.


These weren’t random ideas that Jin Mu-Won had made up. Rather, they were his father, Jin Kwan-Ho’s opinions.


Jin Kwan-Ho hadn’t taught his son any martial arts. Instead, he worked the boy to the bone just studying.


From the proper way to grip a sword to analyzing an enemy’s possible angles of attack, he had memorized it all. Therefore, even though Jin Mu-Won hadn’t actually practiced any martial art, his brain was filled with knowledge about martial arts and philosophy.


Among all the different types of martial arts, the ones that interested him the most were sword techniques.


The sword is the king of weapons.


There are many different types of weapons, but the sword is indisputably the best one of them all.


In terms of wounding the enemy, it is inferior to the dao. In terms of effectiveness on the battlefield, it is inferior to the spear. In terms of flexibility, it is inferior to the whip. In terms of sheer power, it is inferior to the axe.


Even so, everyone calls the sword the king of weapons.


Why?


I think it’s because the sword is a symbol of dominance.


Since times long past, kings would use a sword as a symbol of their right to rule, and not just as a weapon for killing. They would use it in ceremonies as a way to communicate with the heavens and the earth. Their swords were not simply weapons, they were holy objects that contained the will and desires of the rulers.


At least, that was how Jin Mu-Won viewed it, and the reason why he was more attracted to the sword than any other weapon.


If I take the Three Foundations of Swordsmanship as an example, everyone knows that the three basic moves are the thrust, the slash, and the parry. But how many would realize that their individual understandings of the natural and human world would affect the way they executed those moves?


The heavens lie above man’s head and the earth beneath man’s feet. The Three Foundations of Swordsmanship tells the story of heaven, earth, and man.


To conclude, if I wish to correctly grasp the essence of swordsmanship, I have to learn to understand humans. Humans might be complicated beings, but if I can so much as discern the relationship between a man and his weapon, I will be able to use that knowledge against him.


Originally, Jin Mu-Won hadn’t planned on learning swordsmanship until much later. His first priority was to create a shadow qi center using the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. Ideally, he would then use this shadow qi center as a basis for his swordsmanship. However, he changed his mind and decided to do things the other way round when he ran into a major hurdle while learning the Art. He would practice the fundamentals of swordsmanship first, and then see if he could use it to solve the problems he encountered while learning the Art.


Jin Mu-Won swung his sword repeatedly, trying to perfect his stance, as described in the Three Foundations of Swordsmanship.


I need to precisely control my breathing, muscles, and blood circulation. I need to feel the tip of my sword with my nerves. Even though something like that is physically impossible, I must always consciously think about doing it until it becomes as natural as breathing.


Because that’s what it means to be “one with my sword”. I am the sword, and the sword is me.


Jin Mu-Won knew that even experienced martial artists rarely attained this realm of mastery, but right now, he was attempting to reach it.


He swung his blade once, twice, thrice… but it wasn’t long until his entire body was soaked in sweat. As time passed, his breathing became labored, and his posture got worse.




Jin Mu-Won stumbled. He put down his sword, sat down cross-legged on the ground where he stood, and began to think.


My body can’t keep up with my mind. There’s a large gap between how I want to swing my sword and how I actually swing it.


Jin Mu-Won felt that he had to intensify his physical training. He had already been doing some mild training regularly while learning the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, but clearly, that amount of training wasn’t quite enough to learn swordsmanship.


The problem then would be avoiding Jang Pae-San and his men. They were much less wary of him now compared to a year ago, but if he showed the slightest sign of seriously practicing martial arts, they would definitely report it to Heaven's Summit immediately.


The Tower of Shadows was the only place he could practice martial arts while remaining hidden from sight. However, it was too cramped and he couldn’t move around freely.


“I need to do something about this.”


There was a long road ahead of him, and a lot of obstructions.


But Jin Mu-Won hadn’t given up despite everything he had gone through, and he wasn’t about to start backing down now.


“First, I have to start with the things that I can do right now.”


Once he had decided on a plan, all he had to do was follow it. The most important thing was the determination to never call it quits.


My current; most urgent task is to make my body more suited to learning swordsmanship. I need to get rid of the muscles that I don’t need and train those that I do need.


Jin Mu-Won imagined the ideal image of himself that he aimed to create. Now that he had decided on a goal, he needed to act upon it.


He uncrossed his legs and stood up.


When he went out, the sun had already set. It turned out that he had spent half a day in the Tower of Shadows.


Jin Mu-Won analyzed the mistakes he had made and how to fix them as he walked.


“Hmm? This place is?”


He found himself in his room, which was currently on loan to Eun Han-Seol. He had unconsciously walked back to this place while lost in thought.


It’s frightening how we sometimes do things without even realizing it. Jin Mu-Won looked around, but did not see Eun Han-Seol.


Did she go outside?


Jin Mu-Won thought about the scene that he had witnessed yesterday. The lightning reflexes and calm decision-making that Eun Han-Seol had displayed as she subdued Jang Pae-San were the hallmarks of someone who mastered martial arts. It was clear that she was a disciple from a famous school.


He speculated about her true identity for a while longer, then left.


The instant Jin Mu-Won walked out of the room, there was a distortion in the space at the corner of the room and a person suddenly appeared there. It was Eun Han-Seol, the girl whose black hair shone with a pale blue light.


She had been in the room all along, even if Jin Mu-Won hadn’t realized it. Scattered in the area around here were several black and white-colored rocks.


The Formless Crystal Formation (異形琉璃陣).


It was a type of illusory formation, as well as one of the most basic ones. But even though it was basic, that did not mean it was easy to set up.


Eun Han-Seol had set up the formation so that she could concentrate on healing herself in peace without having to worry about sudden intruders. The Formless Crystal Formation might have been basic, but those who weren’t familiar with formations wouldn’t be able to see through it, much less break it.


She planned to always use this formation whenever she was focused on healing. She needed her strength to recover to a certain extent so that she could use more complex martial arts. That was because the stronger she was, the safer she would be.


She looked at the door Jin Mu-Won had left from with a strange expression on her face. Then, she vanished back into the formation.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


It was snowing again. Due to the thickness of the snow that could completely bury a man, the Northern Army Fortress had become separated from the rest of the world. The temperature had gotten so low that even wearing multiple layers of clothes, one would still shiver uncontrollably.


No one had bothered clearing up the snow, so it had piled up all over the fortress. The only way to traverse the fortress now was to dig a tunnel across it like a rabbit.


This was the main reason why Jang Pae-San and his men had chosen to spend most of their time either inside the barracks where they lived or at the Lofty Sky Manor, which they were busy renovating.


Eun Han-Seol had hidden her presence to the point where it was like she wasn’t there at all, but Jin Mu-Won knew that she was still inside the Northern Army Fortress because the food and resources kept decreasing.


One thing he was sure of, though, was that it was impossible for him to find her unless she showed herself willingly. Thus, Jin Mu-Won decided to stop thinking about her and focus on his own problems.


He was currently in the lowest basement of the Tower of Shadows. The twelve-story tower had been built right on top of bedrock, so the building was extremely sturdy. Jin Mu-Won held his sword and focused on the bedrock wall in front of him.


He swung the sword at the wall.


THWACK! THWACK!


The sound of wood hitting stone echoed around the basement room.


Jin Mu-Won’s face immediately twitched from pain.


The recoil force from hitting the wall had spread to his arms, waist, and back through his sword.


“HAH!”


Jin Mu-Won swung his sword a few more times, then quickly left without turning back. The skin on his hands had torn and was bleeding profusely. He grit his teeth in pain.


After waiting a while for the pain to subside, he tore a piece of cloth from the hem of his robes. He wrapped it around his hand and wiggled his fingers, then picked up his sword once again.


“URYAAAH!”


He took a deep breath and continued hitting the wall.


“I need to protect my body, but at the same time, I need to maximize the force with which I strike the wall.”


In order to reduce the impact on his body, Jin Mu-Won tried all sorts of ways of holding his sword. At first, he would grip the sword as tightly as he could. Then, he would slowly lower the strength of his grip until he found the perfect stance. 


SNAP!


Suddenly, not long after he resumed training, the wooden sword shattered. Wood splinters were sent flying in every direction, some cutting Jin Mu-Won’s face and drawing blood.


Furious, Jin Mu-Won glared at the broken sword and the wall. Unfortunately for him, the sword hadn’t left even the slightest scratch on the wall.


On one hand, he was mad at himself for being such a useless person.


On another hand, he doubted the validity of the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. He had already spent three years studying the thing but still didn’t have any idea how it could be used to cultivate qi, much less incorporate it into various techniques.


All I have is myself, my pride as a fallen noble, and this abandoned ruin. Under these circumstances, how could I ever dream of soaring through the skies?


Jin Mu-Won hurled the remains of his wooden sword on the ground.


“ARGHHHHHH!” he screamed, staring at the stone wall once more. His voice bounced off the stone, resulting in a loud echo that resounded around the room.


He kept screaming for what seemed like a day, then punched the wall with his fist. Tired, he slid down and lay on the ground.


The dark ceiling filled his vision.


BA-DUMP, BA-DUMP.


His racing heartbeat began to slow, and his agitation gradually subsided.


Exhausted, Jin Mu-Won stared blankly at the ceiling for a very long time. He then suddenly had a thought.


It’s a long winter, and there are many more trees I can cut down and make wooden swords out of. That’s right. I’m not in a hurry. My life has only just begun.


As Jin Mu-Won made peace with himself, his pain slowly began to fade and his boiling anger vanished. Not long after, his sword arm stopped hurting completely and his anxiety went away.


Just then, the fog which had been clouding his mind began to lift. 


Both frustration and rage are feelings that stem from the heart.


That's right, the core of the problem is my own heart. My body only does what my heart wills it to.


Jin Mu-Won shuddered like he had been struck by lightning.


A strong heart should suffice (我健心足).


“Is it not enough to simply have a heart?”


A bright light pierced through the fog in his mind and showed him the path forward. His vision cleared, and something that he had been suppressing for a long time seemed to stir.


I embrace the shadow (我存一影). 


“I need to accept the shadows hidden within my heart.”


Shadows are immaterial, but they still exist. They appear alongside the light but are different from pure darkness. They have existed since time immemorial, residing within the reflection of the world.


Shadows enveloped Jin Mu-Won’s qi center. 


At that very instant, this young man took his very first step in the mastery of the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows.
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Chapter 12: That Year, In Winter… (3)


Eun Han-Seol closed her eyes and concentrated on healing herself. Beads of sweat dripped down her forehead. 


Besides healing, she was desperately trying to recover her strength. She wasn't sure if her efforts would pay off, but right now there were some indications that her qi was about to start flowing again. 


If she missed this opportunity, the next one might not come anytime soon. Thus, she was placing all her concentration on trying to circulate her qi. 


Crack! 


Her body shook. She had reached the limits of her tolerance. 


En Han-Seol wanted to scream in pain. However, she did her best to endure the pain and kept her mouth shut. If she screamed now, all her efforts would have been for nothing. She didn't know how much longer she would need to fully recover now, much less, how long it would take if she had to start over.


I must be patient, and slowly increase my qi bit by bit. Only then can I properly expel the poison from my body and return to full strength. 


At present, she was completely defenseless. Even the slightest touch from another person would give her a heart attack, causing her to cough up blood, and even kill her. Normally, she would never risk using this kind of healing technique, but she had no choice. She could only trust in the Formless Crystal Formation.


Suddenly, the door to the room opened with a creaking sound.


Who is it?


It wasn’t Jin Mu-Won.


This person’s footsteps were heavy and his stride was long. Also, he wasn’t alone.


“Hmm? She’s not here?”


“You were the one who told me she was here, yeah?”


“I thought she would definitely be hiding here…”


The mens’ voices echoed around the room.


Eun Han-Seol’s face instantly turned black.


It’s them.


The owners of these voices were Jang Pae-San and the other mercenaries from Heaven's Summit.


They’re here for revenge, aren’t they?


Eun Han-Seol knew exactly what these guys were thinking. Small-fries like them often had the biggest egos. She felt that she had already given them a severe enough warning, but clearly, it was insufficient.


Eun Han-Seol saw her life flash before her eyes, but the illusion vanished as quickly as it had appeared. She had only seen it because her heart was beating too quickly.


“Right now, I’m as good as useless. I can only believe in the Formless Crystal Formation.”


She tried her hardest to regain her composure.


“Just where the fuck did that bitch go?” growled Jang Pae-San, furiously searching the seemingly unoccupied room.


It was just as Eun Han-Seol had presumed. Jang Pae-San hadn’t forgotten the humiliation he’d received that day. How could he forget? He had been disgraced in front of his underlings by a little girl half his size.


Jang Pae-San had seriously reflected upon the events of that day. In the end, he concluded that there was definitely something off about Eun Han-Seol. If the girl was at her normal strength, there was no way she would have backed off when she clearly held the advantage.


“Obviously, the bitch was just feigning it all.”


The more he thought about it, the more certain he was that Eun Han-Seol was not in peak condition. Then, he was hit by a frightening thought. If the girl had given him such a hard time when she was in bad form, just how strong would she be after she had recovered fully?


Jang Pae-San realized that he could not continue letting her slowly restore her strength.


He took a deep breath.


“She’s definitely somewhere in this room! Search every inch until you find that bitch!”


“Yessir!


The mercenaries continued searching the room.


A drop of cold sweat rolled down Eun Han-Seol’s face. Jang Pae-San’s men were steadily closing in on her location.


The Formless Crystal Formation was just a basic formation. It could hide one’s presence, but it had no defensive power. If someone so much as grazed it, she would be exposed in a heartbeat. 


I can’t move, but I can’t not move.


Should I take the risk? Eun Han-Seol bit her lip.


I have to decide now. Even though my recovery time will be prolonged if I forcefully stop my healing technique, I have no other option.


She decided to give up healing.


“What are you doing in my room?”


Suddenly, she heard Jin Mu-Won’s voice.


Jang Pae-San and the mercenaries turned around to see Jin Mu-Won standing at the door.


Before Jang Pae-San could reply, Jin Mu-Won strode forward and stood in between him and Eun Han-Seol.


“Since when did Heaven's Summit become so uncivilized? Don’t you know that it is rude to enter someone else’s room without permission?”


“Does it matter? You don’t even live here anymore!”


“Is there a law stating that you can randomly enter someone else’s property if they are not using it? Don’t forget, I’m the one giving you permission to stay in the barracks, and also the one letting you utilize the Lofty Sky Manor just because you want to give your ‘honored guests’ a nice place to live. Are you trying to tell me that I should also hand my room over to you? Huh?”


Jang Pae-San’s face twitched. His tightly clenched fists trembled like a beast ready to strike at any moment.


“It seems that you really want to die.”


“It seems that you only know how to repeat that one phrase.”


“Fuck you! You’re really…” 


Jin Mu-Won calmly locked gazes with the erupting Mt. Jang Pae-San.


Jang Pae-San looked like he would punch Jin Mu-Won any moment now, but the young man knew that the mercenary wouldn’t dare do that.


Although they had completely ignored each other, it was a fact that they had lived in the same place for more than a year. Jin Mu-Won felt that this amount of time was enough to perfectly grasp Jang Pae-San’s personality.


He sucks up to the strong and bullies the weak. He always puts his own safety first, and would never gamble with his life.


As long as I am the heir to the Northern Army, he wouldn’t dare harm me carelessly.


Everything was proceeding the way Jin Mu-Won had predicted. Jang Pae-San could only stare daggers at him, but would not resort to violence, much less draw his sword on him.


“Brat, you just wait and see. I haven’t given up yet.”


Jang Pae-San turned and stormed out of the room. His subordinates followed him.


When he was sure that he was the only man left, Jin Mu-Won did not leave the room right away. Instead, he turned to look at the corner of the room where Eun Han-Seol was hiding.


There she is.


He suddenly broke into a large grin.


Has the world changed? No, it’s my view of the world that has changed.


Should I call it the flow of the world, or the flow of energy (chi)? I can now see things that I have never seen before. It’s not very clear, but I can definitely feel some kind of flow now.


Jin Mu-Won finally left the room. Eun Han-Seol waited for a while before coming out of the Formless Crystal Formation.


The tension on her face had mostly disappeared. Jin Mu-Won had arrived in the nick of time, and his intervention had allowed her to finish her healing technique without getting interrupted.


“One of the barriers to my recovery has been overcome. Still, that guy…”


A little bit of qi had gathered within her qi center. Although it was just an insignificant amount, to Eun Han-Seol it was like she had received the water of life that would give her salvation.


She stared at the door that Jin Mu-Won had left from, a hint of suspicion in her eyes.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Jin Mu-Won looked around the storeroom, muttering, “I should have saved up some resources.”


He had thought that he was well-prepared for the winter, but he was wrong. Half of the food was already gone. There was no way he could have predicted the appearance of a gluttonous guest, after all. Even though he wanted to reduce his food intake, doing so during the winter was a fast way to ascend to heaven. 


“I wonder if Uncle Hwang is doing well?” 


He felt a sharp sting in his heart as he thought of Hwang Cheol. Hwang Cheol was a man who had willingly given up his own freedom to look after him. In a way, he felt that Hwang Cheol had already done more than enough to repay the debt he owed Jin Kwan-Ho. However, Hwang Cheol did not agree with him and felt that he was still lacking.


Jin Mu-Won took some rice, mutton and vegetables out of the storeroom. His footsteps could be clearly seen in the snow as he walked along the road toward the Tower of Shadows.


Suddenly, he turned to look at the Lofty Sky Manor. Hammering sounds could be heard as Jang Pae-San and his men cleaned and renovated the building.


I wonder who will be coming in spring. They must be of pretty high status to be able to make these lazy mercenaries work so hard.


After returning to the Tower of Shadows, Jin Mu-Won began to prepare dinner. He cooked the rice and put the sliced mutton and vegetables into a pot. He added some water and seasonings to the pot and brought it to a boil to make mutton stew. 


He had gotten pretty good at cooking after living alone for so long. He controlled the fire while waiting for the food to cook. Soon, the fragrance of freshly cooked rice and stew filled every nook and cranny of the tower. Jin Mu-Won sniffed it and smiled with satisfaction.


He placed the cooked food on a wooden table that he had temporarily set up while Eun Han-Seol was staying in his room. Although it was just a simple bowl of rice and a pot of mutton stew, to Jin Mu-Won, it was the most delicious food in the world.


“Where is this smell coming from…”


Jin Mu-Won abruptly turned to face the doorway, ladle in hand. It was Eun Han-Seol.


He smiled and said, “Long time no see?”


Eun Han-Seol nodded in response. Her pale face looks even prettier than the last time I saw it, Jin Mu-Won thought.


“What’s up?”


“I came here to thank you.”


“What for?”


“You saved me from danger back there.”


“What do you mean? I have no idea what you’re talking about.”


“Do you really not know?”


Jin Mu-Won shrugged. Eun Han-Seol stared directly into his eyes to see if he was lying. However, his eyes were as calm as the sea and she couldn’t tell what he was thinking at all.


Jin Mu-Won suddenly asked, “Want some dinner?”


“……”


“If you haven’t eaten yet, come sit down. I made a lot of food.”


Eu Han-Seol frowned and was just about to refuse Jin Mu-Won’s offer when a rumbling sound could be heard coming from her stomach.


Her face immediately flushed red, but she walked toward the table nonchalantly as if nothing had happened. Jin Mu-Won handed her a bowl of rice and a pair of chopsticks, grinning all the while.


“I-I’m not doing this because I’m hungry. I just thought that you would be lonely if you ate alone, so I’m joining you for dinner.”


“Pfft! Thanks.”


Jin Mu-Won dumped a heap of mutton stew on top of his rice and began to eat.


Eun Han-Seol picked up the chopsticks and tried a mouthful of Jin Mu-Won’s stew. Her eyes widened in amazement.


The stew looked clumsily made but it turned out to be unexpectedly delicious. She also hadn’t been eating very well lately because of her condition, but Jin Mu-Won’s cooking had really whet her appetite.


Eun Han-Seol then tried some of the hot soup and felt like her frozen body had warmed up. She quickly polished off the bowl of stew.


“Is it good?”


“Yeah,” replied Eun Han-Seol straightforwardly without thinking. 


Jin Mu-Won unconsciously smiled and opened the pot lid to scoop out some more stew.


Eun Han-Seol, who had been eating her food quietly, looked up at Jin Mu-Won. His bowl was almost empty.


She stared at him for a while, then asked, “Don’t you have any questions for me?”


“No?”


“You’re not going to ask about me?”


“No.”


“Why?”


“I just… think it’s best if I didn’t know anything about you. I have a feeling that if I knew who you really were, we wouldn’t be able to spend time together comfortably like this anymore.”


“You are an idiot.”


“I get that a lot.”


“Sheesh!”


Eun Han-Seol snorted at Jin Mu-Won’s reply. Jin Mu-Won didn’t care though and kept on eating. Seeing that, Eun Han-Seol quickly became absorbed in her own meal once again.




Sometime later, the two finished eating. Jin Mu-Won stood up quietly, cleared away the dishes, and put a kettle of water on the stove.


“What are you doing?”


“I’m done eating, so it’s time for some tea.”


“I want Byeoglachun tea.”[1]


“That’s a luxury good!”


“Hmph!” Eun Han-Seol pouted.


Byeoglachun tea was the best quality tea grown in the Dongting mountain region near Lake Tai. It was so expensive that no peasant could afford it. Despite its fame, production was low, so the only people who got to drink Byeoglachun tea were high-ranking officials and royalty.


The only tea Jin Mu-Won had, though, was the one that Hwang Cheol had given him. The taste and fragrance of the tea wasn’t very refined, but it had its own unique flavor. This tea was Jin Mu-Won’s one and only luxury good.


After the water had boiled, he waited a while for it to cool to a suitable temperature. Then, he added the tea leaves and steeped them for some time.


Eun Han-Seol observed the relaxed and unguarded Jin Mu-Won. Where she came from, carefree people like him were rare. 


Jin Mu-Won poured the tea into a cup and handed it to Eun Han-Seol. Eun Han-Seol furrowed her brows at the crude appearance of the tea but when she smelled its fragrance, she couldn’t help but reach out for the cup.


The warm touch of his hand made her smile. She held the cup in her hands, enjoyed the fragrance for a moment, then took a sip.


Again, she was astonished by the flavor.


This is delicious.


The tea tasted much better than she’d thought it would. This meant that Jin Mu-Won knew the correct way to brew tea.


“Well?”


“It’s good!”


“Right? I’ve loved tea since I was ten years old, so I learned how to brew it.”


Jin Mu-Won had never officially learned the tea ceremony,[2] but brewing tea was his only hobby, so he was delighted that Eun Han-Seol approved of his skill. Eun Han-Seol snickered as she looked at his smug appearance.


Normally, when a person’s entire family is killed, their eyes will be filled with resentment or despair.


If he truly is this skilled at concealing his emotions, then he is a very frightening man indeed. If not, then he’s just a vulnerable optimist.


No matter which one it is, it’s worth finding out. Most importantly, I’m not in a state where I can leave this place. I still need to concentrate on healing for a few more months. The Northern Army Fortress is the best hiding place for me.


Eun Han-Seol stood up.


“You leaving?”


“Yes. Please continue enjoying your tea.”


“You should come over more often. Like you said, eating alone is lonely.”


“Not happening.”


Eun Han-Seol left with a firm expression on her face.









Footnotes:


[1] Byeoglachun tea: Biluochun or Bi Luo Chun (碧螺春) is a famous green tea originally grown in the Dongting mountain region near Lake Tai in Suzhou, Jiangsu, China. Also known as Pi Lo Chun, it is renowned for its delicate appearance, fruity taste, floral aroma, showy white hairs and early cropping. It’s hella expensive and considered a high-class tea, even more than Longjing tea.


[2] Tea ceremony: A  tea ceremony is a ritualized form of making tea (茶 cha) in East Asia by the Chinese, Koreans and Japanese.
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Chapter 13: A Thousand Miles at a Snail’s Pace (1)


One day, the sound of metal being hammered could be heard resounding from within the Tower of Shadows. The sound traveled outside of the tower and echoed off the walls of the fortress before falling into silence.


On the fourth floor of the tower, in a completely enclosed room, Jin Mu-Won was swinging a hammer. The sweat on his bared upper body glistened, illuminated by a furnace in the corner of the room.


CLANG! CLANG!


With his other hand, he held a red-hot steel bar in place using a pair of metal tongs. Every time he swung the hammer down, the length of the bar would increase a little.


Jin Mu-Won hammered away at the steel bar until the heat had dissipated, then put it back into the furnace. When it turned red, he would take it out and resume hammering it.


Sparks flew all over the place with his every strike, and the clang of metal hitting metal echoed off the walls. Jin Mu-Won ignored these and quietly hammered the metal over and over again. His goal was to make a sword.


The sword would be two cheok seven chon[1] long and slightly curved, similar to the wooden sword that he had carved before.


Jin Mu-Won could have requested Hwang Cheol buy a sword for him, but he chose not to. He wanted to increase his understanding of swords by smithing them himself.


He did not think that swords were only weapons for killing. A sword was a martial artist’s best friend, one that would sync perfectly with the wielder’s breath, just like an extra limb. He felt that if he did not make the sword himself, he would be unable to understand the sword’s true nature, so he decided to start learning swordsmithing.


Jin Mu-Won had come up with this idea because of what he read in a book titled, “Record of a Thousand Weapons”. It was an autobiography written by Im Yeon-Su, the best blacksmith of his time more than a hundred years ago. He recorded everything he had accomplished during his lifetime in the book. Hwang Cheol had obtained this book by coincidence and had given it to Jin Mu-Won.


The Record of a Thousand Weapons described in detail the methods of refining steel as well as the process of smithing different weapons. According to Im Yeon-Su, the best weapons chose their own master, but the finest weapons of all were crafted by their own master.


Luckily for Jin Mu-Won, there was an abandoned smithy in the Northern Army Fortress. It was the place where weapons were crafted and repaired during the Northern Army’s heyday, but now there were only furnaces left.


He dismantled one furnace and moved it into the Tower of Shadows. When Jang Pae-San noticed his movements, he shot Jin Mu-Won a suspicious look.


“Kid, what’s the meaning of this?”


“I can’t keep taking money from Uncle Hwang forever, so I was thinking of preparing for the future.”


“The future?”


“I want to be independent. That’s why, from now on, I will be learning blacksmithing to earn a living.”


“Hmm…”


Jin Mu-Won’s excuse did not ease Jang Pae-San’s suspicion. However, he couldn’t think of a reason to stop the young man as blacksmithing was not the same as martial arts.


In fact, just the notion of it was ridiculous.


The heir of the Northern Army wants to make a living off blacksmithing. Hahahahaha!


Jang Pae-San decided that he should just sit back, relax, and watch as the legend sank to new lows.


Now that Jang Pae-San’s suspicions had been cleared, other problems began to crop up.


Hwang Cheol had already given him the most important material, the steel ingots. However, there was no fuel for the furnace. Jin Mu-Won had to find a way to obtain fuel himself. He left the fortress carrying a rake and an axe, cutting down oak and pine trees for wood. He then made charcoal from the wood.


Jang Pae-San and his cronies laughed when they saw Jin Mu-Won hard at work, but the young man ignored them and quietly went about his tasks.


The first things he made were tools like hammers and tongs. Only then did he begin to get serious about smithing. Using the two different types of charcoal made from different woods, he controlled the temperature of the furnace. He then heated the ingots and hammered them. Although Jin Mu-Won had already memorized the contents of the Record of a Thousand Weapons, reading about something was not the same as actually doing it.


For the first time in his life, he severely injured himself while hammering. He also experienced what it was like to be burned by molten metal. His hands hurt so much from hammering that for the first few days, he couldn’t even hold a pair of chopsticks. Still, Jin Mu-Won did not give up.


He knew that his greatest strengths were his resilience and determination. He might be moving forward at a snail’s pace, but as long as he never gave up, he would eventually travel a thousand miles to the pinnacle of excellence.


He hammered again and again and by the time he learned how to hammer properly, there were callouses on his hands. It was only then that he could finally mold a piece of metal into the desired shape successfully. However, only the shape was correct. His work was still far inferior to a true craftsman.


Jin Mu-Won observed the sword he had made closely. Because he hadn’t quenched the steel correctly, unsightly marks had been left behind on the surface of the sword. The thickness and width of the sword were also so uneven that he felt bad even calling it a sword.


He picked up a nearby hammer and continued hammering away at the sword.


BAM!


The sword that he had spent so much effort making suddenly snapped in half. He tossed the broken sword aside without hesitation.


“Hew…” sighed Jin Mu-Won, sitting down on a nearby chair.


His efforts for the last few days had all been for nothing. Naturally, he was dejected.


From the beginning, he hadn’t expected to make a decent weapon. However, his progress was much slower than he’d thought it would be. He felt that his pride had been injured.


I thought that I was quite dexterous, so I believed that as long as I put in the effort, I could master smithing very quickly.


Jin Mu-Won looked at his hands. They were covered in ugly blisters and callouses. The heat had caused his skin to peel off, and several parts were badly burnt. Even so, he felt that he had gained something from the experience.


It’s slow, but I’ve definitely improved. Jin Mu-Won, you need to keep doing your best, he told himself.


He stood up from the chair.


He climbed up the steps of the Tower of Shadows and went to his quarters on the highest floor. Although he was exhausted, he did not rest. Instead, he started to cook.


When the rice was ready and the mutton was almost done, the door to the room opened and someone came in. It was Eun Han-Seol, who had entered the room like it was only natural. She sat down without a word and Jin Mu-Won automatically handed her a bowl of rice and a spoon.


“Why is it mutton again?”


“Er, we have other types of food as well…”


“I know that mutton is a luxury food.”


“Then?”


“I’m just sick of eating it all the time.”


Eun Han-Seol pouted.




“There’s nothing I can do about that. Spring is almost here, though. If you can wait a while, I’ll make lots of even tastier dishes for you.”


Eun Han-Seol furrowed her brows at Jin Mu-Won’s reply and started spooning food into her mouth. Jin Mu-Won looked at Eun Han-Seol’s expression and laughed.


For the last three months, Eun Han-Seol had shown up in his room every day during mealtimes. It was as if he had promised to keep feeding her. Jin Mu-Won did not say anything about her behavior, only cooked for her every time she came. Now that this had become a familiar scene, he felt that they had become much closer.


Still, he knew that there was an insurmountable wall between the two of them. For all this time, Eun Han-Seol had never said anything about herself, and neither had Jin Mu-Won asked her about it.


This odd relationship had already continued for three whole months. They had gotten used to seeing each other every day.


Jin Mu-Won stared at Eun Han-Seol as he ate. She was eating a lot better now, and looked a lot healthier than before too. The amount of meat that she consumed every day had left a strong impression on him.


“I am so sick and tired of eating mutton stew.”


Winter was almost over now. When spring came, Hwang Cheol would visit the fortress, bringing with him enough stuff to fill the storeroom to the brim. I’ll be able to cook much nicer dishes for her soon. If she’s still here, that is.


Jin Mu-Won did not think that Eun Han-Seol would be staying at the fortress for much longer. She wasn’t suited to living in this desolate place.


The longer someone lived in a certain place, the more they would blend into their surroundings. However, Eun Han-Seol was an exception. She refused to blend in. This meant that she was ready to leave at any time.


Suddenly, Eun Han-Seol raised her head and looked at Jin Mu-Won.


“What’s up?”


“Are you still making swords?”


“Yes.”


“How do you feel? Is it worth it?”


“I’m so tired that I could die.”


Jin Mu-Won didn’t hesitate to tell Eun Han-Seol the truth. Strangely, every time he saw her, he would feel extremely relaxed, even telling her secrets that he wouldn’t reveal to anyone else.


“Then why don’t you stop?”


“Erm, I guess you could say it’s because I’m stubborn? If I give up now, then all my efforts will have gone to waste.”


“That’s so stupid!”


“Perhaps.”


“But I like it.”


“Huh?”


“This kind of thing.”


“Want more tea?”


“Yes.”


“Please wait for a bit.”


Jin Mu-Won stood up, smiling. Eun Han-Seol stayed seated and leisurely observed him.


He had brewed tea for her every day after mealtime for the last three months. Teatime was also the time she looked forward to the most because his tea was just so delicious. A little while later, Jin Mu-Won had prepared two cups of tea.


“Here you go.”


“Mm.”


As she brought the cheap ceramic cup to her lips, she smiled contentedly.


This time, it was Jin Mu-Won’s turn to ask questions.


“Did something happen?”


“What?”


“You seem a bit different than usual.”


“No, there’s no such thing.”


Eun Han-Seol hurriedly finished drinking her tea and stood up. It was time for her to leave.


Right before she left, she suddenly turned around and said, “See you later.”


Jin Mu-Won did not reply and only nodded in response.









Footnotes:


[bookmark: fn1a][1] two cheok seven chon: cheok (尺) and chon (寸) are ancient units of measurement, 1 cheok being around 30 cm and 1 chon around 3 cm. That would make Mu-Won’s sword approximately 80 cm, or 2'7" long, which is slightly longer than the average 70 cm Chinese sword but shorter than the two-handed swords (>1 m).
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Chapter 14: A Thousand Miles at a Snail’s Pace (2)


After returning to her room, Eun Han-Seol’s eyes glinted with a cold light.


“I’ve only managed to recover about half of my qi.”


Originally, she had wanted to recover all of her qi before attempting to expel the remaining poison from her body. However, she did not have much time left. The poison was much more toxic than she had expected. Even now, it was eating her up from the inside out.


She had not told this to Jin Mu-Won, but the poison she was afflicted with was one of the most dangerous poisons ever made by humans.


The Blood Disintegration Poison (血血化混毒).


Just as its name implied, the Blood Disintegration Poison would dissolve one’s internal organs into a bloody mush. One mouthful of the poison was enough to kill. It was mostly forgotten now, but a few decades ago, this poison had taken countless lives.


Eun Han-Seol had honestly thought the poison would kill her, but Jin Mu-Won had saved her by giving her the Heart-Protecting Detoxification Pill. 


Although the pill hadn’t completely eliminated the poison, it was extremely effective at suppressing it. It was thanks to this suppression that her life was prolonged until now.


However, the effects of the Heart-Protecting Detoxification Pill were reaching their limits. If she let things continue as they were, her life would be in danger before she could recover all of her qi. Thus, she decided to take a gamble and use the qi she had already recovered to expel the poison from her body.


Eun Han-Seol focused all her concentration on the poison removal process. She first performed two checks to confirm that there was nothing else wrong with her body. Then, she began to circulate her qi.


Currently, the poison was concentrated inside a small part of her spleen. She needed to move it carefully to the ring finger on her left hand. If something went wrong with her qi circulation, or if she got distracted now, she would cough up blood and the poison would kill her in an instant.


Bit by bit, she moved the poison through her body. As her concentration reached its peak, beads of sweat appeared on her forehead. The sweat dripped down her face and nose, making her feel itchy, but she maintained all her focus on controlling her qi without squirming.


The poison that had been trapped within her spleen started to flow. Suddenly, it began to resist her will, just like a living thing.


“Ugh!”


Her concentration was broken, and the qi which she had wrapped around the poison almost dispersed. The poison’s resistance to treatment was unusually strong. It seemed to know that if it got transferred to a certain place, it would be eliminated.


The war between Eun Han-Seol’s qi and the poison raged on for a while. Eun Han-Seol knew that if she didn’t suppress the poison soon, she would be in for a drawn-out battle. She reallocated her qi to make it last as long as she possibly could.


Time passed, and Eun Han-Seol’s face became paler and paler. It seemed that, because she had decided to expel the poison before her qi was fully recovered, she had overexerted herself and her body was screaming in defiance.


She felt as if her entire body was being squeezed and twisted like a rag. Eun Han-Seol grit her teeth. If she screamed now, the flow of her qi would be affected and the poison would quickly spread throughout her body. If that happened, not even the most powerful gods could save her.


Stay focused, Eun Han-Seol. Your life is at stake here,




Eun Han-Seol gave it her best. She concentrated so hard that she ended up soaked in sweat.


GUSH!


Suddenly, a burst of poison gushed through her body. She jolted as if she had been struck by lightning. She didn’t scream, but it was obvious that it had come as a shock to her. 


SPLURT!


Black blood flowed from her mouth and her face turned completely pale. She immediately tried to expel the poison again, but it was useless. The strength she had left was not enough to suppress the poison that had acted up violently.


“Is this… the end?”


Eun Han-Seol’s vision began to blur. She had only just realized that she no longer had any control over the poison.


Suddenly, the image of a person appeared in her mind. It was not the person she admired the most, nor was it her teacher or her family.


You weirdo.


Just then, she heard a voice.


“Young Mistress, calm down.”




A powerful qi was injected into her body, flowing through her blood vessels. The unfamiliar qi merged with her own and quickly contained the poison in her blood.


“Young Mistress, gather your focus and help guide my strength.”


Eun Han-Seol nodded wordlessly, then channeled the qi within her body. The person helping her followed her guidance and moved their qi accordingly to assist her in expelling the poison.


If she used force, they would do the same. When she got tired and took a short rest, they would rest with her.


How much time has passed? Color returned to Eun Han-Seol’s pale face. All the poison was now aggregated in her left ring finger.


DRIP!


Drop after drop of smelly black liquid formed on the tip of the finger. It contained the Blood Disintegration Poison that had almost devoured Eun Han-Seol as well as some contaminated blood.


Eun Han-Seol summoned up the last of her concentration and squeezed out the remaining poison. It had resisted to the very end but lost to the combined strength of two people. Finally, all the poison was gone.


“Phew!” The person who had helped Eun Han-Seol heaved a sigh of relief and stood up. They were covered in bloodied loose-fitting black clothes from head to toe, hiding their figure and making it impossible to determine their gender. One thing was for sure, though, their aura was familiar to Eun Han-Seol.


Eun Han-Seol opened her eyes. Her eyes shone with a welcoming light.


“Sa-Ryung (邪靈)[1], you’re still alive.”


“Young Mistress, I apologize for being so late. I didn’t know where you were hiding, so it took a long time to find you.”


Sa-Ryung, the black-clothed person, got down on one knee in front of Eun Han-Seol and lowered their head.


“I will gladly accept any punishment for placing Young Mistress in danger.”


“There's no need for that. In that kind of situation, even Master couldn’t do anything, much less you. Where have you been all this time?”


“I have also been in hiding, recovering from my injuries.”


“Then, you also don’t know if Master is safe?”


“That’s correct. Right after my wounds had closed, I went looking for Young Mistress.”


Eun Han-Seol’s face turned black. As if they could read her mind, Sa-Ryung’s eyes lit up. They said, “Don’t worry, Young Mistress, the Madam is definitely safe. For me, the most important thing right now is Young Mistress’s recovery.”


“Mm.” Eun Han-Seol nodded. However, her expression was anything but happy.


“The Northern Army Fortress is a fine place to take refuge. You have made an excellent decision, Young Mistress. Those guys would never think to look for you here. You should continue staying here while you recuperate from your wounds.”


“What about you, Sa-Ryung?”


“I will search for the Madam’s whereabouts.”


“Thank you.”


“Please don’t say that. I was born to serve you and the Madam.”


Sa-Ryung’s tone was completely flat and emotionless, with no high or low tones that would betray their thoughts. Even so, Eun Han-Seol knew that they were telling the truth.


Sa-Ryung stood up, and an explosive power erupted from their body.


“First, I will clean up this place so that Young Mistress can live comfortably.”


The evil spirit Sa-Ryung’s blood-red lips split open to reveal pearly white teeth. That was the only proof that they were still alive.


From Eun Han-Seol’s condition, Sa-Ryung guessed that she hadn’t received proper medical treatment in this place. They had heard about the fall of the Northern Army, but the living conditions in this ruin were much worse than expected.


To Sa-Ryung, Eun Han-Seol was the most exalted person in the world. If there was even the slightest possibility that anyone in this place was a danger to her, they would immediately nip it in the bud.


If they wanted to, Sa-Ryung was strong enough to instantly massacre every living thing inside the Northern Army Fortress. 


“No, Sa-Ryung.”


“Young Mistress!”


“I will be better off with him by my side.”


“Yes, Young Mistress.”


Sa-Ryung did not raise any more objections.


“Please hurry up and regain your strength, Young Mistress.”


“I will.”


Eun Han-Seol sat down cross-legged and started circulating her qi to recover. Sa-Ryung stood on guard beside her like a stone statue.


Some time later, when Eun Han-Seol had recovered some of her physical strength, she opened her eyes. Sa-Ryung was nowhere in sight.


She knew that Sa-Ryung had already left to find her master and wouldn’t return until they had found her.


“Sa-Ryung.”


Eun Han-Seol stared blankly at the window Sa-Ryung had vanished from.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


“Hoo!” Jin Mu-Won took a deep breath. It was still freezing outside, but the temperature had clearly increased compared to a few days ago. He felt that spring would be arriving very soon.


This had been a very eventful winter for him. First, a suspicious girl called Eun Han-Seol had showed up. Next, he had entered the first stage of the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. Finally, he had picked up swordsmithing and made one sword after another.


Repeating the same routine day after day had made him grow as a person.


He was now seventeen. He still didn’t look like an adult, but his eyes were deeper and more refined than a typical man’s. He had also grown taller and now boasted a height of six cheok.[2] At first glance, he already had the build of a full-grown man.


Jin Mu-Won raised his head and looked up at the sky. The rays from the sun shining on his face were warm. Very soon, the heat from the sun would melt all the snow, making the white slush that could bury a person disappear into nothing.


Winter would pass, and spring would then begin. Similarly, Jin Mu-Won felt that his days of suffering would one day reach an end, followed by the arrival of the spring of his life.


He smiled refreshingly and went for a walk. As usual, he traversed the Northern Army Fortress and headed for the basement of the Tower of Shadows. There, countless broken wooden swords were piled up like corpses, but Jin Mu-Won didn’t care about them. Whenever he broke one wooden sword, he would just make himself a new one.


He picked up a wooden sword that he had made previously and stood in front of the bedrock wall. He had been hitting the wall with wooden swords all winter, but there still wasn’t a single scratch on the wall.


Doing this was tiresome, but Jin Mu-Won did not feel frustrated or disappointed at the result. He simply swung his blade quietly.


THWACK!


The sounds of his wooden sword hitting stone echoed around the basement room. Unlike before when the wooden sword would break after a few hits, he could now hit the wall a few dozen times and the sword would still be perfectly intact.


This meant that after months of training, he had attained much more precise control over his strength and had truly grasped the essence of swinging a sword. With his current ability, even if he swung the sword forcefully like before, it rarely broke or flew out of his hands any more.


As long as one gives a task their everything and persists tenaciously at it, one will definitely reap the rewards when the time comes. No one had taught him, but Jin Mu-Won had still succeeded in learning how to control a sword through rigorous training.


I have to rotate my waist a little faster and tense up my shoulder muscles…


Jin Mu-Won regulated his breathing as he swung his sword. In his mind, he was constantly analyzing his own movements, trying to optimize the balance between power and form.


His goal was to achieve the perfect harmony of mind and body. By doing this, he hoped that it would allow him to wield his sword to perfection.


How many times have I swung this sword? Jin Mu-Won couldn’t remember. He had completely lost himself in his training and fallen into a trance.


His mind and body fell into perfect sync. Before he realized it, he had taken another step closer to Mind-Body Unification (心身一體), the flawless union of the mental and physical selves.


Just then, his shadow qi that had been lying dormant all this time awoke from its slumber. The Shadow Space inside his qi center, which he had created using the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, came to life and a dark light seemed to radiate from within. As Jin Mu-Won swung the sword down, all the energy within him burst forth through the wooden blade.


SWOOSH!


The wooden sword cut through bedrock like it was tofu. Shocked, Jin Mu-Won instantly snapped back to his senses.


He looked at the slash on the wall, eyes glittering. Although he had done it unconsciously, he clearly understood what this meant and how it had happened, from the changes within his body to the strike that had led to this result.


He had taken yet another step forward on his chosen path, and could now inject his qi into his sword. The proof of that was right before his eyes.


Jin Mu-Won’s instincts told him that he could not let go of this moment.


He had to carve the memory of this feeling into his mind before this sense of immersion and serenity faded away.


He raised his sword once more. He did not consciously try to inject his qi into the sword, but instead recalled the feeling of that strike just then.


SHIING! SHIING!


His sword sliced through the bedrock again and again.


In general, certain telltale signs would appear when one’s swordsmanship reached a certain level of proficiency. First, energy would be seen emanating from the sword forming a shroud over it. This phenomenon was referred to as Sword Qi (劍氣), and its appearance meant that one had reached the first stage toward Transcendence.


The State of Transcendence (上昇之境) was also known as the State of Ascendance. Those who had attained this state were able to merge their inner qi with the qi in their surroundings. This meant that no matter how much qi they used, their inner qi reserves would never run dry, and they would be able to perform miraculous feats like creating a sword domain to cross a river.


Even among the disciples of famous sects, few managed to reach Transcendence. The ones who did only succeeded because of a combination of their own diligence, their master’s guidance, and the support of their sect in the form of pills and medication. 


Once in a while, a genius would appear who could open the path to Transcendence without help or guidance from others, but those were few and far between. Although Jin Mu-Won had no visible sword qi, the fact that he had slashed through a solid stone wall like it was tofu was the most convincing evidence that he was such a person. 


Jin Mu-Won swung his blade again and again until he had no more qi left to use.


So what if I’m as slow as a snail?


As long as I keep moving forward, one day, I will travel a thousand miles to the final destination.


When Jin Mu-Won returned to his room on the top floor of the tower, the sun had already begun to set. He had been so absorbed in his training that he hadn’t noticed the passing of time. His body felt as heavy as lead, but his mind was refreshed and spirited.


“Hmm?”


Jin Mu-Won made a confused expression when he noticed Eun Han-Seol sitting on a chair in his room, sulking.


“Why are you here at this hour?”


“Do you really not know?”


“Eh?”


“I haven’t seen you since yesterday morning.”


“You’re telling me that an entire day has passed?”


A sudden realization came over Jin Mu-Won. He hadn’t been training from dawn till dusk; he’d been at it for nearly two whole days.


So that’s why she’s so angry.


“Does that mean, you haven’t eaten for two days?”


“Hmph!”


Jin Mu-Won shuffled into the kitchen under Eun Ha-Seo’s watchful gaze. Unbeknownst to him, she heaved a sigh of relief.


When Sa-Ryung had disappeared, so had Jin Mu-Won. She felt that there was no way that Sa-Ryung would have disobeyed her orders, but she still worried about him.


Eun Han-Seol was very angry at herself too. This was the first time she had worried about anyone other than her master. It was an unfamiliar feeling. She looked at Jin Mu-Won’s back as he cooked, a complicated look in her eyes.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Jin Mu-Won sat on the roof of the Tower of Shadows, looking down upon the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows.


The words hidden within the interplay of light and shadow gradually revealed themselves to him in the light of dawn. 


Although he could see this sight every day during this time, today was special.


Yesterday, during his daily self-inspection, Jin Mu-Won realized that several large changes had occurred inside his body. He had finally overcome the barrier that had been impeding his progress.


The time has come.


Besides the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, there was another martial art that the former Lords of the Northern Army had created and refined over several generations. Like the Art, this martial art was also inscribed on the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows.


It was a complex sword technique that had been invented for the sole purpose of war.


In order to meet the basic requirements for learning this sword technique, Jin Mu-Won had trained his swordsmanship like crazy.


As the sun rose higher over the horizon, the words written on the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows became more well-defined. Jin Mu-Won focused his gaze on one particular line.


The Shadow Blade of Destruction (滅天魔影劍). [3]









Footnotes:


[1] Sa-Ryung (邪靈): Sa-Ryung is more like a nickname or code name rather than a real person’s name. It means “Evil Spirit”. Also, the gender of Sa-Ryung hasn't been revealed so we are using the pronouns they/them.


[2] six cheok: Approximately 6’, or 180 cm tall.


[3] Shadow Blade of Destruction (滅天魔影劍): Literal translation – Shadow Blade of Heavenly Destruction and Demon Slaying. Manhwa TL: The Shadowed Blade of the End and The Shadowed Blade of Destruction. The explanation for our translation is in C43. The sword of shadows (影劍) created to destroy the heavens (滅天) and slay all demons (滅魔).
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Chapter 15: The Wind is Cold Even in Spring (1)


Winter passed, and the North welcomed the spring. The flowers hadn’t bloomed yet, but the temperature had increased significantly compared to before, and the snow as deep as a man’s height had started to melt.


Jin Mu-Won had made himself a giant wooden shovel and was currently busy clearing away the snow around the Tower of Shadows. He only needed to pile up the remaining snow along one wall, and the spring wind and sunshine would do the rest.


It was already his third day shoveling snow around the tower and the main gate.


“Whew!”


When he finally finished shoveling all the snow, Jin Mu-Won beamed with satisfaction and sat down near the main gate. He wiped off the beads of sweat on his forehead.


The air was still kind of cold, but the earth was brimming with the energy of spring. Jin Mu-Won relaxed and relished in the feeling of coming back to life that only one who had endured the harsh winter could experience.


“Yeahhh!”


Another winter has come and gone, but I’m still alive. Winter will come again, but so will spring after that. This is the cycle of life.


“Pfft! Hahahahahahahaha!”


Suddenly, he started laughing out loud. What am I, a homeless beggar? I’m only seventeen, but I’m thinking like an old man. Maybe I matured early because I’ve been through a lot since I was young?


“Hmm?”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes lit up. He saw a horse-drawn wagon traversing through the snow-covered plains, heading toward the Northern Army Fortress.


He squinted his eyes to see the person sitting on the wagon, then broke into a welcoming smile.


“Uncle Hwang!”


He hadn’t seen Hwang Cheol since before the start of winter.


“Young Master!”


“Uncle Hwang!”


The two men held each other’s hands as they happily exchanged greetings.


“Young Master, have you been taking good care of yourself?”


Hwang Cheol carefully observed Jin Mu-Won to see if there were any problems with his health. In his eyes, Jin Mu-Won was still a child. Jin Mu-Won smiled, having understood Hwang Cheol’s kind intentions.


“I have, so there’s no need to check me. Let’s go inside.”


Jin Mu-Won grabbed Hwang Cheol’s arm and dragged him away.


When Jin Mu-Won told Hwang Cheol that he had moved into the Tower of Shadows because he had given his old room to a guest, Hwang Cheol was appalled. Jin Mu-Won sensed how Hwang Cheol felt, and explained, “Well, I’ve always thought about moving someday. It just happened a little sooner than I expected, that’s all.”


“But Young Master is…”


“It’s fine, Uncle Hwang. I really like living in the Tower of Shadows.”


Jin Mu-Won had never told Hwang Cheol about the secrets of the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows before. It wasn’t because he didn’t trust Hwang Cheol, but because this was a secret that only the Lords of the Northern Army were allowed to know about.


“Sigh, if Young Master insists…”


Hwang Cheol didn’t believe Jin Mu-Won’s excuses, but he still accepted the young man’s decision in the end. That proved just how loyal he was to the Jin family.


After they had moved all the stuff from Hwang Cheol’s wagon into the storeroom, the two sat down opposite each other. Hwang Cheol looked at Jin Mu-Won with a dazed expression.


“Young Master, you’ve grown up. If only your father could see you now, I’m sure he would be so happy…”


“How have you been, Uncle Hwang?”


“The person who hired me this time is a pretty big shot, so I was forced to spend the winter in Jiangnan together with him,” answered Hwang Cheol apologetically. That was because he had left Jin Mu-Won alone in the harsh Northern winter, while he enjoyed the warm weather in the South. 


Jin Mu-Won, who had guessed what Hwang Cheol was thinking, laughed, “Hahaha! In that case, you must have heard a lot of news from the Central Plains, right, Uncle Hwang? As for here, there were some problems, but everything turned out fine in the end.”


“Young Master!”


“What about the world? Has anything significant happened lately?”


“It is still peaceful for now, but I have a feeling that won’t last much longer. Of course, this is only my personal opinion.”


“Oh? Tell me more.” Jin Mu-Won’s eyes lit up.


“First, there have been signs that the Four Pillars are attempting to expand their territory. Because of this, Heaven’s Summit has started investigating them.”


“Finally. I knew this would happen someday.” Jin Mu-Won nodded.


To begin with, the Four Pillars and Heaven’s Summit had never been friends. They had only cooperated out of necessity and owed each other no loyalty or trust. Once they had defeated their common enemy, the Northern Army, all that was left was for them to fight among each other.


“Right now, they’re still being cautious of each other, but it feels like they’re all treading on thin ice. It wouldn’t be surprising if a conflict happens somewhere sometime soon.”


“Good!”


“The merchants are very enthusiastic about the situation too. Some of them have already started stocking up on weapons and other battle supplies.”


Although they weren’t as large in scale as a war between two countries, murim conflicts still consumed a huge amount of food and resources. This was especially true for large factions such as Heaven’s Summit and the former Northern Army. The more people there were in a faction, the more resources they would consume. That was why the merchants were highly interested in the fact that some among them had begun stocking up on battle supplies.


Hwang Cheol explained what he knew of happenings beneath the surface to Jin Mu-Won. He worked for several rich merchants, so he was privy to a lot of information about the world that others wouldn't know about. Also, the people who were the most interested in collecting information were those who controlled the flow of trade and dealt with huge sums of money.


From Hwang Cheol’s description, Jin Mu-Won understood that the world was walking on a tightrope. It was still maintaining its balance for now, but the slightest push would send it toppling over. Peace would descend into chaos in a heartbeat.


He continued listening to Hwang Cheol’s stories intently. Hwang Cheol was his only window to the world, and it was only through him that he could learn about what was going on in the world. 


One of the things that interested him the most was news about the murim’s younger generation.


“Dam Soo-Cheon (譚梟峰)?” [1]


“That’s right. This young man has become the center of attention in the gangho[2] because he is challenging a hundred experts to duels.”


According to Hwang Cheol, Dam Soo-Cheon was the third son of Dam Jeok-Shim, the Valley Ruler of the Valley of No Return (不歸谷) and one of the Nine Skies of Heaven’s Summit. His act of challenging a hundred people to duels while unarmed, known as the Hundred Man Challenge (百人比武行), had brought him into the spotlight.


The first person he challenged was Im Jung-Oh, heir to the Cloud Sword Sect, a small-to-medium-sized sect in the southern region of the Central Plains. Im Jung-Oh, whose nickname was the Seven Slash Scholar, was an all-rounder who counted outstanding swordsmanship and footwork among his many accomplishments.


Im Jung-Oh was thirty-two this year. He was a man in his prime and a powerhouse who hadn’t tasted defeat since he was twenty. When Dam Soo-Cheon had announced that he would be challenging Im Jung-Oh, many martial arts experts laughed at him.


Although Dam Soo-Cheon was one of Valley Ruler Dam Jeok-Shim’s sons, he had never made any significant achievements before and his name was relatively unknown in the gangho.


On the contrary, his two elder brothers Dam Yu-Seong and Dam Jin-Il were known to be promising young martial artists. Those two had inherited Dam Jeok-Shim’s personality and talents, and had already proved their abilities within the Valley of No Return. It was even said that one of the two would be chosen as the successor to the Valley of No Return.


With this kind of background, it wasn’t long before rumors began spreading that Dam Soo-Cheon had embarked on the Hundred Man Challenge in order to catch up to his brothers, who were far ahead of him in the struggle to become the successor. Many believed that Dam Soo-Cheon was no more than a naïve child making a reckless attempt at attracting attention out of jealousy for his brothers.


These people laughed and made fun of Dam Soo-Cheon, saying that he would never succeed. They all thought that he would be defeated in his very first duel, but Dam Soo-Cheon showed them just how wrong they were. He crushed Im Jung-Oh mercilessly, sending the gangho into an uproar.


Even then, people thought that Dam Soo-Cheon had only won by sheer luck. However, when he defeated two more renowned martial artists, the Seven String Sword Yoon Gi-Ju and the Invincible Woodcutter Jang Jung-San, they were forced to change their perspective on the issue.


Dam Soo-Cheon continued winning. As his consecutive victories piled up twenty, thirty, fifty times, even experts had begun cheering for the young warrior in a mixture of surprise and excitement.




Despite the continuous battles, Dam Soo-Cheon showed no sign of letting up on his challenges. He continued sending duel invitations to famous martial artists of the younger generation and felled them one after another.


The young martial artists who received his invitation quickly became torn over whether to accept the duel or not. On one hand, accepting meant that they were recognized as powerhouses in the gangho. On the other hand, losing the duel meant that the reputations they had worked so hard to build up would disappear like popped bubbles. 


Those young martial artists who had not yet been invited waited for their turn with mixed emotions. They knew that Dam Soo-Cheon would only stop when he had finished the Hundred Man Challenge.


That was because Dam Soo-Cheon himself had mentioned that only after he had finished challenging a hundred people, would he seclude himself to train and reflect on the experience.


Right now, Dam Soo-Cheon had already racked up ninety-three consecutive victories. He only needed to win seven more times to set a new record in the gangho.


Dam Soo-Cheon had started his Hundred Man Challenge in the South and had steadily moved northwards as it progressed. All of the young martial artists in the northern region left in his path anxiously trained their martial arts as they awaited his arrival.


“It’s not that no one has ever succeeded at the Hundred Man Challenge before, but that no eighteen-year-old has ever succeeded at the Hundred Man Challenge before. Dam Soo-Cheon’s age is the real reason why the entire gangho’s attention is focused on him.”


“Wait, you said he was only eighteen?”


“That’s right, Young Master.”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes hardened.


He’s only a year older than me, but he’s already a powerful martial artist.


“If he continues growing stronger like this, he will definitely become one of the future pillars of the gangho.”


Going by the route he was taking, it wasn’t hard to deduce that Dam Soo-Cheon’s final opponent would be the Soul-Hunting Swordsman Baek Seong-Won, the successor to Mount Heaven Sword Sect and one of the most formidable swordmasters in the world.


Baek Seong-Won was on a completely different level than the other opponents Dam Soo-Cheon had faced. He was the greatest genius in the history of Mount Heaven Sword Sect, who had attracted the sect leader’s attention at the tender age of seventeen and begun training in the Sword of Soul-Hunting Light (追魂一光劍功). At the age of thirty-two, he mastered the technique.


He was so strong that not only was he undefeated among people his own age, few in the entire murim could match him. To call him “just another murim-in[3]” was to ridicule the Soul-Hunting Swordsman Baek Seong-Won.


Currently, Baek Seong-Won had secluded himself in training. He had already predicted that he would be the last boss in Dam Soo-Cheon’s Hundred Man Challenge. He did not think that he would lose to Dam Soo-Cheon, but if he did, it would be a huge hit to his reputation and standing within the gangho.


“Hmm, the Sky Mountain Checkpoint is only about seven hundred li[4] away from here.”


Jin Mu-Won got up from his chair and stood in front of the window. He looked toward the south.


Dam Soo-Cheon, Dam Soo-Cheon…


A name that gives me a weird feeling.


As Hwang Cheol continued talking about world affairs, Jin Mu-Won stood with his back against the window, listening intently.









Footnotes:


[1] Dam Soo-Cheon (譚梟峰): The name Soo-Cheon means “Valiant Ambition”. 


[2] Gangho (江湖): Korean pronunciation of jianghu, aka the world of murim. The gangho includes everybody involved with and influenced by the murim world such as the merchants, government officials, etc.


[3] Murim-in (武林人): Literal translation – murim person/people. Refers to martial artists in the murim.


[4] li (里): A traditional Chinese unit of distance. The li has varied considerably over time but was usually about one-third of an English mile and now has a standardized length of a half-kilometer (500 meters or 1,640 feet). 700 li would thus be about 350 km or 220 miles.
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Chapter 16: The Wind is Cold Even in Spring (2)


Jin Mu-Won picked up his hammer.


CLANG! CLANG!


Every time he swung the hammer, sparks would fly everywhere, and the red-hot steel slab would inch closer to its final form.


As he bathed in the intense heat, sweat dripped down from Jin Mu-Won’s body like rain. The heat had been somewhat bearable in winter, but now that spring had begun, it had gotten both hot and humid in the smithy. Even so, Jin Mu-Won did not complain and continued hammering away.


Right now, he was shaping the steel by hammering it in a process called forging. During forging, impurities are removed and the internal structure of the metal deforms to follow its general shape, resulting in a stronger, denser material.


To create a high-carbon layer on the surface of the steel, Jin Mu-Won used pine charcoal powder and straw-ash as carburizing agents. He rubbed the powder on the surface of the metal and heated it up in the furnace. After some time, he took the metal out to cool. While the metal was cooling, he made clay from a powdered mixture of hematite, bleaching earth, straw-ash and water. Finally, he smeared the mixture on the cold metal to protect it from further carburization.


The metal was now ready for folding. Jin Mu-Won put the steel slab back into the furnace, heated it and hammered it. When the impurities had been hammered out to a certain extent, he made a notch in the metal with an axe and folded it.


According to the Records of a Thousand Weapons, steel must be folded twelve times during forging before it is shaped into a weapon. That was because folding steel twelve times produced a total of 4096 layers of alternating hardness, which in turn resulted in maximum durability.


More impurities would also be removed during the folding process, causing the mass of the steel to decrease by a fifth. Therefore, only after folding, would the preparations before making a sword be considered complete.


Now that the steel had been refined, it was time to shape the slab into a sword. Using the furnace, Jin Mu-Won heated the metal evenly and then hammered it yet again.


CLANG! CLANG!


The more he hit the hot metal, the more the slab resembled a sword. Even though the flying sparks burnt his face and skin, Jin Mu-Won’s hammering movements were fluid and showed no hesitation.


As luck would have it, learning swordsmithing had turned out to be beneficial to mastering the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows as well.


PSHHH!


At some point during the forging, a white mist had emanated from and enveloped Jin Mu-Won’s body. While he was hammering the sword, he had somehow unconsciously started using the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows to counter as well as to attune his body to the extreme heat from the furnace. His continuous use of the Art in this fashion had resulted in a large increase in his shadow qi reserves.


Besides dealing with the heat, Jin Mu-Won was also attempting to merge his shadow qi into his hammer in order to optimize each and every strike.




The ugly slab of steel now looked like a perfect sword, but his work wasn’t finished yet. The most important part of the forging process was left.


Jin Mu-Won put the sword back into the furnace. Controlling the temperature of the furnace was now of utmost importance. When the steel had reached the desired temperature, he took the sword out of the furnace and cooled it in air. He then repeated this heating and cooling process two more times.


This process was termed annealing, and it would help stabilize the multi-layered structure of the steel by improving the crystallinity.


“Phew!” sighed Jin Mu-Won, looking at the sword that he had been working on for the last few days.


Only quenching and sharpening left to go.


He smeared the clay that he had prepared beforehand on the sword, taking care to ensure that the layer of clay on the edge was much thinner than on the rest of the sword.  He then let the clay dry for a day.


After that, he put the sword covered in dry clay back into the furnace. In the time it took a candle to burn out, the blade started glowing red. He immediately took the sword out and immersed it in water.


SIZZLE!


The water boiled instantly releasing a burst of steam. Jin Mu-Won swiftly took the sword out.


The thin layer of clay on the edge caused it to cool very quickly, becoming extremely hard. On the other hand, the thick layer of clay on the rest of the sword body caused it to cool down slowly, resulting in higher ductility. These two different material properties conferred by varying cooling rates would improve the sword’s ability to absorb impacts without breaking.


While waiting for the sword to cool down, Jin Mu-Won closed his eyes and activated the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. He slowly willed the shadow qi out of his qi center and into his bloodstream, circulating it throughout his body. When he had first begun swordsmithing, he only had a little shadow qi, but as time passed, it had grown stronger at an amazing rate.


The nature of shadow qi was Yin, so it would start by merging itself with other types of energy, then gradually take it over completely like a parasite. From a certain point of view, it could be seen as contamination, but from another point of view, it was fusion. Right now, Jin Mu-Won was absorbing the heat energy in his surroundings and converting it into shadow qi.


This conversion was the reason Jin Mu-Won’s qi had grown at an alarming rate. Despite the fact that his qi had gotten much stronger, though, it was still impossible for anyone else to sense it regardless of how strong they were.


After completing one whole cycle of the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, Jin Mu-Won opened his eyes. A blinding light seemed to explode from his eyes, but the light eventually scattered and his eyes returned to how they normally looked.


Jin Mu-Won stood up and picked up the cooled sword. He still needed to sharpen the edge, but the sword was already basically a finished product.


He rubbed off the remaining clay on the sword to reveal its shining silver blade. At first glance, the silvery-white color of the blade was bright, dazzling, and flawless, with beauty that was out of this world. Jin Mu-Won observed his new work for a while, then flicked a finger at the blade.


TNGG!


A metallic ringing sound echoed across the room like music, but it wasn’t music to Jin Mu-Won’s ears. He looked at the sword again, face turning blacker with each second.


“Hah…” he sighed. Using his index finger, he poked a certain part of the blade.


CLINK! CLANG! CLONG!


The blade shattered and exploded, metal shards flying all over the place. Jin Mu-Won looked down at the remains of the sword and muttered, “Another failure, huh?”


The blade appeared to be perfect, but to him, it was a failed product. That was because it contained a very tiny imperfection. This imperfection was so insignificant that most would ignore it, but not him.


Every time he finished smithing a new sword, he would look at the alignment of the blade grain. A flawless blade would have a beautiful and perfectly aligned grain, but one that contained imperfections would have an unsightly-looking grain.


If an imperfect blade was struck at a certain position with a certain amount of force, it would shatter into pieces. Jin Mu-Won had broken the sword using this principle, and he had named this newly created technique the Weapon-Shattering Finger (碎兵指).


Although he had created a new technique, he wasn’t satisfied in the least. What he really desired was to completely understand swordsmanship, not learn some random parlor tricks.


Jin Mu-Won picked up the broken metal shards on the ground and tossed them into the furnace. He then left the smithy and returned to his room for a bath. When he came out of the bath, it finally hit him that Eun Han-Seol was nowhere in sight. Even the food that he had prepared beforehand was untouched, the cutlery still in the exact same position he had left them.


“There’s no way she would cook for herself, so she must be starving right now.”


Jin Mu-Won shook his head. He saw Eun Han-Seol every day, so he knew her habits inside out. She had no interest or talent in cooking, and would thus never cook for herself.


The reason for that was her extreme pragmatism. She felt that, instead of wasting her time doing things she had no talent for, she would rather train, even if it meant that she would go hungry because he wasn’t there to cook for her.


“Sigh, you’re not a child anymore…” 


He opened the storeroom door, sighing. Because Hwang Cheol had visited not too long ago, the storeroom was full. Jin Mu-Won took some ingredients out of the storeroom and began preparing dinner.


Not long later, he finished making a feast of hotpot, side dishes, and rice. He then left his room to call Eun Han-Seol.


He walked across the training plaza and easily spotted her sitting on the roof of the mansion, looking toward the South.


“What are you doing up there?” asked Jin Mu-Won. Eun Han-Seol did not respond, so he climbed up to the roof.


“What are you looking at?” he asked again, but Eun Han-Seol remained silent.


“Oh, for fuck’s sake…” said Jin Mu-Won, following the direction of her gaze.


He suddenly clamped his mouth shut. As a dusty breeze blew in from the south, he saw several horse-drawn wagons and carriages escorted by guards traveling toward the fortress.


“Tsk!”


A stern expression appeared on Jin Mu-Won’s face.
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Chapter 17: The Wind is Cold Even in Spring (3)


A four-wheeled carriage and two wagons made a beeline for the Northern Army Fortress. The carriage was surrounded by more than a dozen guards wearing black cloaks to defend against the biting wind. Under their hoods, the guards’ sharp eyes exuded an aura of bloodthirstiness. Bringing up the rear were two horse-drawn wagons: one filled with luggage and the other carrying servants.


Inside the carriage, an eighteen-year-old young lady sat next to a girl who looked a year or two younger than her. Across from them sat a young man who looked to be around twenty.


The young lady had an elegant appearance like a water lily, with moist eyes that would steal any onlooker’s heart. In contrast, the girl next to her was cute and energetic, with a mischievous expression on her face like a wild horse.


The young man was also fairly good-looking, his only flaw being raised eyebrows that made him look arrogant.


The cute girl said, “Orabeoni[1], is that the Northern Army Fortress over there?”


The man looked outside the window at the girl’s question. There was a large complex in the distance with many towers and pavilions.


“I think so.”


The girl cheered, “Wow! That means, I’ll soon be liberated from this boring carriage, right?”


The young lady next to her smiled.


“How is that a good thing?” said the man, the cute girl’s elder brother.


“You’re only like that because you have a thing for Seomoon-unnie[2]. As for me, I’m sick and tired of being stuck inside this carriage.”


“Didn’t I tell you to stay at home? I warned you that this was going to be a harsh journey.”


“Bah! Given the choice, would you be willing to miss out on this golden opportunity? If not, then don’t give me that bullshit.”


The young man shook his head helplessly at his younger sister’s stubbornness. He had never won an argument against his sister before.


The young man’s name was Shim Won-Ui (沈遠義)[3]. He was the successor of Judgment Heaven (邪死天)[4], one of the backbone factions of Heaven’s Summit. He was also one of the gangho’s most outstanding youths.


Shim Won-Ui’s younger sister, the cute girl, was named Shim Soo-Ah (沈秀雅)[5]. She was very well-liked by the elders of her sect, so much so that whenever she was upset, the whole of Judgment Heaven would be turned inside out. Not only her father, the Sky Lord[6] Shim Mu-Wae, but even the other elders would be desperate to find out what caused her to become upset.


To put it simply, although Shim Won-Ui was the successor to Judgment Heaven, his younger sister Shim Soo-Ah was the real heart of the sect. Everything revolved around her. It was at a point where thick-skinned members of Judgment Heaven would report to Shim Soo-Ah first before going to her brother Shim Won-Ui.


The young lady smiling at the siblings was named Seomoon Hye-Ryung (西門慧憐)[7]. She was the granddaughter of the Ghost of Zhuge Liang Seomoon Hwa, as well as a strong woman who was well-versed in both the scholarly and martial arts. It was also a well-known fact that her mesmerizing eyes and dignified aura had captured the hearts of countless young men.


The guards escorting the carriage were the elites of Judgment Heaven, known as the Wardens (戰護隊). Each and every one of them was a warrior in their prime, and they frequently boasted of their unbeatable strength.


The leader of the Wardens was Warden Captain Mok Eun-Pyeong, a swordsman strong enough to have earned the nickname Sword Rain of Blood (血雨劍).


The wagons behind the carriage were for the servants and luggage. These servants belonged to Judgment Heaven and had joined the party out of concern for their masters, Shim Soo-Ah and Shim Won-Ui.


Not long later, the carriage came to a halt and Warden Captain Mok Eun-Pyeong opened the carriage door.


“Young Master, we have arrived at our destination.”


“Good!” said Shim Won-Ui, who nodded as he got off the carriage. Shim Soo-Ah and Seomoon Hye-Ryung followed suit.




Shim Won-Ui stood looking at the ruins of the Northern Army Fortress, frowning. He was upset that no one had come out to welcome them.


Suddenly, a group of men rushed out from inside the fortress. It was Jang Pae-San and his men.


“Huff, huff…” they panted, as they ran as quickly as they could.


Warden Captain Mok Eun-Pyeong stepped forward and coldly asked, “Are you the one in charge of this place?”


In the face of Mok Eun-Pyeong’s harsh tone that felt like it could draw blood, Jang Pae-San flinched and swallowed his saliva.


“Yes, that’s right. I am Jang Pae-San, Captain of the Third Mercenary Company of Heaven’s Summit.”


“Didn’t Heaven’s Summit inform you about our imminent arrival?”


“I did receive a letter, but it didn’t state exactly when you would arrive…”


Jang Pae-San hastily made up an excuse, but Mok Eun-Pyeong wasn’t buying it. At the same time, Mok Eun-Pyeong’s icy stare was starting to annoy the men of the Third Company. The tension between them rose.


Just then, Shim Won-Ui stepped forward and said, “That’s enough, Captain Mok. How were these men supposed to know when we would arrive? It’s not like they are saints.”


“My apologies.”


“It’s fine, it’s fine. By the way, have our accommodations been prepared?”


“Yes, they have!” replied Jang Pae-San loudly, unconsciously standing at attention. Mok Eun-Pyeong’s murderous glare was frightening, but it was nothing compared to Shim Won-Ui’s creepy smile.


This young man’s eyes aren’t smiling at all.


Shim Won-Ui’s lips were upturned, but Jang Pae-San felt that his unmoving, unreadable eyes reminded him of the venomous snakes he had seen in his childhood.


“We’ve come a long way, so we would like to rest now.”


“Follow me, I will show you to your rooms.”


Jang Pae-San led the way, followed by the Wardens and Shim Won-Ui.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung and Shim Soo-Ah looked around the Northern Army Fortress curiously. They knew how incredible the Northern Army had been in its heyday.


If not for the Northern Army, the Silent Night would have won the war. The Northern Army was so powerful that even the factions led by the Four Northern Pillars, mere fragments of the Northern Army, were not forces that Heaven’s Summit could afford to underestimate.


However, that mighty Northern Army had become history, and they were currently looking at what little was left of it. The desolate sight left a feeling of bitterness in their mouths.


Most of the towers and pavilions had collapsed, and even the inner walls had fallen over. The entire ruin gave off an eerie aura.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung observed her surroundings with a regretful look on her face.


“What a pity. This abandoned ruin is all that’s left of the Northern Army. They once enjoyed worldwide renown, but now all they have left is a memory of their fame.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung sighed softly.


She was aware that her grandfather had been the one to plot the fall of the Northern Army. Most importantly, she knew that Heaven’s Summit and the rest of the murim had willingly chosen to do this because they felt that the world no longer needed the Northern Army.


“This is the way of the world. The strong survive, while the weak perish. When the hunt is over, we no longer need the hunting dogs. The Northern Army was destroyed by this kind of logic, and I think it makes a lot of sense,” said Shim Won-Ui.


“You might be my brother, but the way you talk disgusts me.”


Shim Won-Ui’s face turned black at his younger sister’s insult.


“You! What did you just say?”


“Peh! You should be a little more respectful since we’re in the Northern Army Fortress.”


Shim Soo-Ah looked around the fortress excitedly, not caring about Shim Won-Ui’s reaction to her words. She seemed genuinely thrilled to be here and was upset at her brother’s pretentious attitude. Shim Won-Ui decided to stop arguing with her since he couldn’t win anyway.


If she starts crying now, I will go crazy.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung smiled gently as she watched the squabbling siblings.


Jang Pae-San led Shim Won-Ui to the Lofty Sky Manor that he and his men had been working hard renovating all winter. Their efforts had resulted in the manor being restored reasonably well.


Jang Pae-San pointed at the Lofty Sky Manor and said, “This is the nicest building in the fortress. We spent the past winter renovating it so that it can be used.”


“Hmph!” Shim Won-Ui shook his head in disappointment, but it seemed that he had no choice but to accept. The other buildings in the Northern Army Fortress were in such a bad state that the Lofty Sky Manor looked like a palace to him.


He turned to Mok Eun-Pyeong, saying, “The servants will stay on the first floor, and the Wardens can have the second floor. The third floor belongs to us.”


“Yes, Young Master.”


Meanwhile, Shim Soo-Ah was staring intently at Jang Pae-San, who was clearly perturbed by her strange action.


“W-Why are you staring at me like that?”


“Hey, is it true that the last successor of the Northern Army lives here?”


“Yes, Young Miss.”


“Where is he? Why isn’t he coming to meet me? Isn’t it proper manners for the owner of the house to greet his guests?”


“Er…” stuttered Jang Pae-San, a clueless expression on his face. He hadn’t seen Jin Mu-Won ever since he was forcefully chased out of the mansion last winter. The young man had cooped himself up in the Tower of Shadows, and Jang Pae-San didn’t have time to check on him because he needed to renovate the Lofty Sky Manor.


Most importantly, unlike them, Jin Mu-Won was not obliged to meet with the three. The young man was the Lord of the Northern Army, not a member of Heaven’s Summit.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung, who had been standing beside Shim Soo-Ah, cut in, “We are the guests here. We should put down our luggage and go to greet him instead.”


“Is that so?”


“Yes. Shall we head over to our rooms?”


“Okay, I will do as Unnie says.”


“Thank you, sister.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung took Shim Soo-Ah indoors, accompanied by the servants carrying their luggage.


Behind them, Shim Won-Ui turned his head back to face Jang Pae-San. He asked, “What’s his name?”


“Who are you talking about?”


“The successor of the Northern Army.”


“Ah, right. His name is Jin Mu-Won.”


“Jin Mu-Won huh? Well, I’ll see you later.”


Shim Won-Ui entered the Lofty Sky Manor, smiling thoughtfully. 


The guards followed Shim Won-Ui and went inside with Mok Eun-Pyeong in the lead, but as they walked past the mercenaries, they did not forget to size them up one at a time. 


The mercenaries of the Third Company shuddered under the Wardens’ gazes. Deep down, they knew that they were nothing compared to the Wardens.


However, Seo Mu-Sang remembered the faces of all the Wardens clearly as if he had seen them the day before. All of the Wardens smiled, having recognized Seo Mu-Sang as well. In particular, one of them grinned pretentiously as he looked at Seo Mu-Sang.


“Yeop Wol? Is that you?” exclaimed Seo Mu-Sang.









Footnotes:


[1] Orabeoni: The formal/historical version of Oppa, used by a younger female calling an elder male in the same generation.


[2] Unnie: Korean honorific for a younger female calling an older female in the same generation.


[3] Shim Won-Ui (沈遠義): Won-Ui means “far-reaching justice”. Manhwa TL- Shim Won-Lee.


[4] Judgment Heaven (邪死天): Literal translation – Heaven Where Evil Dies/Heaven that Slays Evil. Manhwa TL: Deceitful Heavens.


[5] Shim Soo-Ah (沈秀雅): Soo-Ah means “pretty and elegant”.


[6] Sky Lord: The literal translation of Sky Lord is Heaven Leader, because he is the leader of Judgment Heaven, but “Heaven Leader” sounds bad no matter how you look at it.


[7] Seomoon Hye-Ryung (西門慧憐): Her family name is Seomoon, one of the rare two-character family names. Her first name Hye-Ryung means “intelligent and sympathetic”.
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Chapter 18: The Wind is Cold Even in Spring (4)


Seo Mu-Sang closed his eyes and stood unmoving. He was currently in the backyard where he had been training for the last two years. Ever since he had started training there, the place had been trampled and smashed up to the point where not even weeds would grow there anymore.


“I did not expect to meet you here of all places, Yeop Wol,” sighed Seo Mu-Sang with pursed lips.


I had hoped that I wouldn’t have to see your face again for the rest of my life. Even in my dreams, I never thought that I would meet you here and now.


Suddenly, Seo Mu-Sang drew his sword and broke into a sword dance.


It was the sword dance of the Blue Cloud Sword Style.


The swordsmanship of the Blue Cloud Sword Style was one that embodied the spirit of freedom. One’s blade would drift like the clouds and flow with the wind. However, Seo Mu-Sang’s Blue Cloud Sword Style was different. His sword tore into his surroundings like a raging tempest.


It was a sword style that had deviated significantly from the original, and was a result of the stress he’d built up over the last two years.


Seo Mu-Sang had desperately tried to improve the Blue Cloud Sword Style, but had turned it into something unrecognizable instead. His sweat dripped down his face to his chin as he savagely swung his blade, but that was not enough to make him stop his sword dance.


“Huff! Huff!” he panted, collapsing onto the ground from exhaustion.


“It seems like this is the limit for someone like me.”


He was acutely aware that he was neither smart nor talented. Even so, he felt that he would be able to overcome his limits as long as he bet his life on it. Though the harsh reality said otherwise.


He had remained stuck at his current level of strength despite training insanely hard over the last two years. He hadn’t truly surpassed the limits of the Blue Cloud Sword Style, only added a different element to it.


I suppose there’s a reason behind the enormous strength of the disciples of prestigious martial arts schools. Their martial arts have been refined continuously for hundreds of years, so how could an ordinary man like me even hope to compete with the likes of them?


They even set ridiculously high walls to protect their secret hereditary martial arts from being leaked, further cementing their elevated status over other people.


Seo Mu-Sang had made many attempts to obtain better martial arts techniques, but all his efforts had ended in failure. No sect would teach anything to someone who wasn’t one of their own disciples.


In the end, it was because there was a limit to the type of martial arts that a nobody like him could obtain. The Blue Cloud Sword Style was already the best technique he could ever wish for. Once again, he felt the crushing weight of his own limits.


“Yeop Wol.”


That was the name of a person who he had once felt was no different from him. Right now, though, he couldn’t even lift his head to meet the man’s eyes.


Overcome by shame and discontent, Seo Mu-Sang closed his eyes.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Eun Han-Seol sat on a chair, shaking her legs as she watched Jin Mu-Won prepare dinner. Shim Won-Ui and the other outsiders had arrived the day before, but Jin Mu-Won hadn’t said anything about it. He simply went about his day as if it had nothing to do with him.


He had taken a walk in the morning, only stopping to read in the Grand Library. After that, he had gone to the smithy to practice swordsmithing for a while, then spent the rest of his day in the basement.


Eun Han-Seol had never been to the basement, and had no idea what he was doing in there. Still, she had a hunch that he was practicing martial arts in secret.


The odd thing is, there’s no sign of him possessing any qi.


She couldn’t be sure if it was because he didn’t have any qi at all, or if he had somehow hidden his qi from her senses.


She had searched the whole of the Grand Library, so she knew exactly how inadequate it was. There were so few books, and the books of such poor quality, that continuing to call it the Grand Library made her feel awkward. Although one could always improve upon their foundations of martial arts, without the proper resources, it was impossible to reach Transcendence. Therefore, Eun Han-Seol felt that even if Jin Mu-Won had learned some martial arts, he wouldn’t be very strong.


Under these cruel circumstances, several outsiders had intruded upon the Northern Army Fortress. She couldn’t even begin to imagine what it must be like for Jin Mu-Won, having to watch as his home was trampled over by these people gleefully unpacking their luggage and treating the place like a hotel.


It seemed that forcefully disbanding the Northern Army and making his father commit suicide wasn’t enough for them. They had to go and add insult to injury. Even so, Jin Mu-Won acted like all this was normal to him, never revealing his true feelings.


It’s probably because revealing his true feelings would place him in danger.


Eun Han-Seol shifted her senses away from Jin Mu-Won and to her own body.


It seems that I’ve recovered about six-tenths of my qi.


After she had expelled the poison with the aid of Sa-Ryung, her qi had recovered extremely quickly. At this rate, she would be fully healed before the start of summer. Before that though, she planned to keep staying in the Northern Army Fortress. That was because there was no better hiding place for her than right here.


Just then, Jin Mu-Won said, “Food’s ready.”


He set the rice and dishes down in front of Eun Han-Seol. 


She placed a hand under her chin and scrutinized the dishes, saying, “We’re having beef hotpot today too?”


Seeing Eun Han-Seol’s dissatisfaction, Jin Mu-Won smiled.


“Uncle Hwang gave it to me not long ago, but I have to finish it before it goes bad.”


“At least the mutton tasted good even though I got tired of eating it.”


“That was a luxury food that you wouldn’t normally get to enjoy…”


“I know that already.”


Eun Han-Seol ended the conversation and eagerly started moving her spoon. Jin Mu-Won sat down and picked up his chopsticks.


Jin Mu-Won raised his head to look at Eun Han-Seol, the weird girl who had suddenly barged into his life one day and disturbed his peace. He had gotten used to preparing an extra spoon every evening at dinnertime, and could no longer imagine going back to evenings without her.


He asked, “How’s the food?”


“It’s edible.”


“I shouldn’t have bothered asking. It must be good if you’re eating it.”


“That’s why I said it’s edible.”


“Sheesh!” exclaimed Jin Mu-Won, exasperated.


Contrary to her comments, though, Eun Han-Seol seemed to be enjoying her meal. When he saw that, the corners of Jin Mu-Won’s lips turned upwards again.


“By the way, do you find today’s hotpot a little too salty?”


“I haven’t had beef in a long time, but shouldn’t beef hotpot be kind of salty?”


“Really?”


Jin Mu-Won shook his head but handed Eun Han-Seol a cup of water anyway. He felt that it was about time she would ask for a drink.


“Have some water.”


“Mmhm.”


Suddenly, they heard the voice of a stranger outside the door saying, “May I enter?”


Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol put down their spoons and exchanged gazes.


“Come in,” replied Jin Mu-Won.


Immediately after he had finished talking, a muscular man with a pointed goatee, sharp eyes like blades, and a black uniform entered the room. It was the Warden Captain, Mok Eun-Pyeong.


Mok Eun-Pyeong glanced at Eun Han-Seol for a moment, then turned to Jin Mu-Won. 


“Are you the rumored successor of the Northern Army, Jin Mu-Won?”


Jin Mu-Won shook his head silently.


“Are you trying to say that you’re not him?”


“I am not the successor. Even though there isn’t a single soldier left, I am still the Lord of the Northern Army.”


Jin Mu-Won’s response made Mok Eun-Pyeong’s eyebrows twitch. However, he quickly composed himself and said, “I am Warden Captain Mok Eun-Pyeong of Judgment Heaven. I come bringing a message from the Young Master.”


“A message?”


“The Young Master said, ‘It’s a little late, but I owe you a greeting. You are thereby invited to dinner with me tomorrow at the Lofty Sky Manor.’”


Jin Mu-Won scowled, infuriated. The Northern Army might have fallen, but nonetheless, he was its Lord. The fact that a guest was inviting him, the owner, to a banquet in his own house was ridiculous.


“You must be joking, right?”


“The Young Master never tells jokes.”


“A guest inviting the owner? Interesting. Fine, I’ll accept his invitation.”


“The banquet will be held tomorrow evening at the Lofty Sky Manor. If you’re worried about being alone, you can bring her along.”


Mok Eun-Pyeong looked at Eun Han-Seol, who was sitting across the table from Jin Mu-Won, with razor-sharp eyes that seemed as if he could see right through her. In response, she stared back at him unflinchingly.


“I’ll be going there alone tomorrow…”


“I’m going too,” interrupted Eun Han-Seol all of a sudden. 


Having accomplished his mission, Mok Eun-Pyeong said nothing more and arrogantly strode out of the room.


Jin Mu-Won turned back to face Eun Han-Seol, an impressed look on his face.


“I hope you do know that nothing good is going to happen.”


“If it’s an invitation to a banquet, there must be good food, right?”


“Haah…” sighed Jin Mu-Won.


The breeze from the window felt a little chilly as if time had become frozen between winter and spring.
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Chapter 19: Good People Don’t Come Here, and Those Who Come Here Aren’t Good (1)


Jin Mu-Won's jaw dropped as he gaped at the newly renovated, brand new interior of the Lofty Sky Manor. After the fall of the Northern Army, this place had been completely abandoned. Most of the building had collapsed, sealing off access to the interior.


He hadn’t observed them in person, but he could tell that Jang Pae-San and his lackeys had worked extremely hard on the renovation.




As Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol entered the manor, they were greeted by a man who appeared to be a servant.


“Am I correct in assuming that you are Lord Jin?”


“Yes.”


“The banquet is on the third floor. Please follow me.”


The servant led them up the stairs.


These guys actually brought their servants along with them on such a long, arduous journey?


Besides the guard, Jin Mu-Won saw more than a dozen people dressed like servants busy cleaning and decorating the manor. 


It’s as if they seriously think that the Lofty Sky Manor belongs to them. It’s obvious that these people don’t plan to stay here for just a day or two.


Those people wouldn’t have brought so many servants along with them if they were only planning to stay at the Northern Army Fortress for a few days. He did not know their reasons for doing this, but the one thing he could be absolutely sure of was that these people were going to stay for quite some time.


“Young Master, I have brought the guests.”


“Let them in.”


Only after the servant had obtained his master’s permission did he open the door, saying, “Please enter. The Young Master and his companions are waiting for you.”


Jin Mu-Won nodded and entered the room.


The room where the banquet was being held had been decorated in an ostentatious manner. A massive tiger fur carpet was laid out on the floor, and all sorts of weapons had been hung up on the walls. Colorful ceramics that were nonexistent in the rest of the Northern Army Fortress were displayed everywhere in this room, adding to its grandeur. 


All these things were probably brought here by Judgement Heaven.


A young man and two young women were sitting around the table in the center of the room. It was Shim Won-Ui, his younger sister Shim Soo-Ah, and Seomoon Hye-Ryung. All sorts of seafood dishes were laid out on the table, many of which Jin Mu-Won had never seen the likes of before.


As the two of them entered the room, Shim Won-Ui stood up.


“Come sit down. My name is Shim Won-Ui,” he greeted Jin Mu-Won, looking at him sullenly.


Next to him, Seomoon Hye-Ryung frowned but did not say anything.


Jin Mu-Won moved to the head of the table and said, “I am Jin Mu-Won.”


“And the young lady beside you is?”


“A distant relative that I’ve been taking care of.”


Even while Jin Mu-Won was introducing her, Eun Han-Seol did not express any interest in anything other than the food on the table. Shim Won-Ui furrowed his brows. He hadn’t expected Jin Mu-Won to bring anyone. Even so, he controlled his temper and tried to sound patient, saying, “This is my younger sister Shim Soo-Ah, and this is Seomoon Hye-Ryung.”


“You people are from Judgment Heaven and the Seomoon Clan, right?”


“You know who we are?”


Shim Won-Ui appeared shocked.


“I’ve heard your names before. Aren’t you guys famous?”


“Hmm…”


Shim Won-Ui looked at Jin Mu-Won thoughtfully, but Jin Mu-Won ignored him and sat down nonchalantly.


“I haven’t attended such a formal banquet in a very long time.”


“You must be hungry. I’ve prepared a lot of food, so, please do savor it.”


“Isn’t it difficult to prepare so much food?”


“Not at all. Wherever I go, the servants will prepare food for me that suits my personal preferences.”


“I envy you. I have to cook for myself every day.”


“If you wish, I can give you one or two servants.”


“Thank you for your offer, but as you know, I can’t afford to hire anyone. Life is hard for the only survivor of a ruined family, after all.”


Jin Mu-Won shrugged.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s eyes lit up. Jin Mu-Won’s behavior was quite different from what she expected.


She had thought that Jin Mu-Won would be shocked or upset by their presence. Ultimately, the truth was that they were intruders who were forcefully staying in a fortress that belonged to Jin Mu-Won.


Most importantly, they were members of Heaven’s Summit, the ones that had forced Jin Mu-Won’s father to commit suicide and the ones who caused the dissolution of the Northern Army. 


Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s grandfather had even been the central figure behind that incident. Although there was no way Jin Mu-Won wouldn’t know about this fact, he did not openly express any anger or hostility and appeared quite apathetic.


Shim Soo-Ah looked at Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol curiously, then abruptly asked, “Jin-orabeoni, have you been living alone for the past three years? Do you ever feel lonely? Where did you get your food from?”


Shim Won-Ui, who had sat down next to Jin Mu-Won, was so shocked by his sister’s slew of rude questions that he failed to stop her in time. However, Jin Mu-Won answered her patiently, “Um, I somehow managed to survive living alone, and an acquaintance sends me food regularly.”


“Is Orabeoni going to continue living here? If I had to stay here all alone, I don’t think I would even last a month.”


“No matter what, this is my home. There is nowhere else for me to go,” replied Jin Mu-Won, shrugging.


This time, it was Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s turn to ask questions. She said, “Mister Jin, have you never thought about going to the Central Plains?”


“Is there anyone in the Central Plains who would welcome my presence there?”


“The Four Pillars…”


“I’ll probably be better off staying far away from those people.”


“Is that so? Mister Jin seems like a very lonely person to me.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s jet-black eyes shimmered with sadness and sympathy. She looked so alluring at that moment that even Jin Mu-Won couldn’t help but sink into deep thought, wondering how much of that was real.


Shim Won-Ui observed Jin Mu-Won, who had slumped down in his chair as if captivated by Seomoon Hye-Ryung.


He’s still a child. Even so, his youth is no reason to underestimate a tiger cub like him.


Just then, Eun Han-Seol complained, “Can we start eating now?”


As if her voice was an alarm bell, Jin Mu-Won suddenly woke up from his stupor. He raised his head and saw a pouting Eun Han-Seol staring at the food.


Shim Won-Ui burst into laughter.


“Haha! My mistake, I nearly forgot that we had another guest. We can keep talking even while eating anyway.”


The banquet commenced. Both Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol vigorously moved their chopsticks as they snatched up the food. Whenever one dish was almost empty, several servants would appear carrying refills as if they had already prepared more beforehand.


“Wow! This dongpo pork[1] sauce is perfect. The meat is cooked very well too. This chef’s skills are amazing!”


“The one who made this is my personal chef. When it comes to braised meat, he is one of the best in the Central Plains.” 


“He’s probably the best one of them all!” Jin Mu-Won gave Shim Won-Ui the thumbs-up.


“How about another drink?”


“Sure…”


Jin Mu-Won drank all the wine that Shim Won-Ui offered him. As a result, he was so drunk, his face had turned red and his eyes were bloodshot.  


Some time later, when they were done eating, Shim Won-Ui wiped his lips clean with a handkerchief, then said, “How did you find today’s meal?”


“Thanks to you, I got to enjoy a luxurious meal. If possible, I’d like to be invited over to dinner more often.”


“That won’t be a problem.”


“Then I suppose I’ll have to thank you in advance.”


“It’s only fair since I have a request for you as well. You are the owner, and I am simply a guest, so I would like to seek your approval to let us stay here for some time.” 


“It seems that you plan on staying for quite a while.”


“I am waiting for my friend here.”


“A friend?”


“Yes, a friend.”


Shim Won-Ui smiled for the first time. Jin Mu-Won felt that his smile was like that of a beast looking at its prey.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung asked, “Have you heard of the name ‘Dam Soo-Cheon’ before?”


“You mean, the guy who took on the Hundred Man Challenge?”


“Yes, him.”


“Why did you suddenly bring him up?”


A hint of suspicion appeared on Jin Mu-Won’s face. He couldn’t understand why she had suddenly mentioned Dam Soo-Cheon. Suddenly, a thought sprang into his mind.


“Could it be, the person you’re waiting for is Dam Soo-Cheon? Why would he come here?”


“The location for the final duel of his Hundred Man Challenge is not far from here. He probably wishes to see the traces of the former Northern Army’s glory for himself. Regardless of what anyone says, it is an indisputable fact that the history of the Northern Army’s hundred-year war with the Silent Night is buried within these walls.”


“I see.” Jin Mu-Won nodded.


“Then, until he arrives, we will be imposing on you.”


“Don’t worry, there are lots of empty rooms here anyway.”


“Thank you.”


Shim Won-Ui’s smile widened at Jin Mu-Won’s friendly tone.


“I think I’ll be heading off to bed now. I’ve had too much to drink, and I’m worried that I’ll do something stupid if I get drunk.”


“Alright. Until next time, then.”


Jin Mu-Won stood up shakily and drunkenly patted Shim Won-Ui on the back. He grabbed Eun Han-Seol, who still wanted to eat more food, and dragged her out of the banquet room.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung watched him as he left.


Shim Won-Ui asked, “Well, what do you think?”


“He seems to be a very levelheaded person.”


“Is that all?”


“No.”


“Hmph!”


Shim Won-Ui crossed his arms in annoyance.


Suddenly, Shim Soo-Ah, who had been quiet for some time, spoke up.


“I like him.”


“What do you mean?”


“He’s really handsome.”


Shim Won-Ui’s jaw dropped as if he couldn’t believe what he had just heard, but Shim Soo-Ah ignored him and placed a hand on her chin as she looked longingly at the door Jin Mu-Won had just walked out from.


“He’s good-looking, and he has a very unique aura. I think I might have fallen in love with him.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.”


“What? Do you think this is a joke?”


Shim Soo-Ah looked at her brother, grinning. Shim Won-Ui chose not to meet his sister’s eyes and called for Mok Eun-Pyeong instead.


“Captain Mok.”


“Yessir!”


“Send some men to keep an eye on him.”


“Understood.”


“Get me information on the girl next to him as well.”


“It will be done. Also…”


When Mok Eun-Pyeong had left, Seomoon Hye-Ryung said, “Was that really necessary?”


“You’ll know once you see the end result.”


Shim Won-Ui poured himself a cup of wine. In his eyes, a cold light that would send shivers down anyone's spine glinted.









Footnotes:


[1] Dongpo pork: Dongpo pork aka braised pork belly is pork belly braised in a mixture of soy sauce, sugar, and some other spices. When cooked well, the seasoned meat melts in your mouth, bursting into flavor.
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Chapter 20: Good People Don’t Come Here, and Those Who Come Here Aren’t Good (2)


“Are you really okay?”


“Yes.”


“Really really?”


“Is there a reason I shouldn’t be okay?” Jin Mu-Won said, grinning.


Eun Han-Seol stared at Jin Mu-Won’s face for a long time with a concerned expression.


“Why are you looking at me like that?”


“I want to see if you’re actually okay.”


“Well, what do you think?”


“Hmm, you seem fine,” replied a confused-sounding Eun Han-Seol, her puffed-up cheeks distorting the shape of her face.


“I’m leaving,” she said, vaulting over the buildings. She had stopped hiding the fact that she was a martial arts practitioner from Jin Mu-Won some time ago.


Jin Mu-Won shook his head as he watched her disappear into the darkness. She was like a wandering stray cat that liked to leap around randomly.


He went into a shaded alley, then suddenly began to vomit.


“Blaargh!”


Jin Mu-Won kept puking until he had thrown up all the food that Shim Won-Ui had given him and his vomit turned yellow from the gastric juice. He then raised his head, muttering, “Ahh, that feels so much better.”


He stood up straight and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.


Jin Mu-Won felt warm even though the weather was rather cold. He walked over to the nearby well, confirmed that no one was around, then proceeded to take off his shirt. Immediately, the freezing wind bit into his skin. He bent over and drew a bucket of water from the well, then poured the water over his head and body.


SPLOSH!


As the last of his drunkenness was washed away, Jin Mu-Won’s mind cleared up.


“Things will probably get really tiresome from here on.”


The way Shim Won-Ui looked at him made him feel extremely uncomfortable. For the whole duration of the banquet, that man hadn’t taken his eyes off him, not even for an instant. Those eyes that seemed like they were boring right through him had made him acutely conscious of every movement, even while eating.


He suspects that I know martial arts. It would be one thing if it was just the foundations, but if Shim Won-Ui finds out about the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, he would definitely utilize all means at his disposal to get rid of me.


Jin Mu-Won dumped another bucket of cold water on himself.


“Be patient, Jin Mu-Won. You must always remember to be patient and tolerant.”


He looked up at the sky and repeated the words “be patient” over and over again.


Dark clouds filled the sky, concealing the light of the stars like a veil.


“They mentioned that Dam Soo-Cheon would be coming here, right?”


Dam Soo-Cheon is undoubtedly the star of the current generation, having embarked on the Hundred Man Challenge. Shim Won-Ui and Seomoon Hye-Ryung came all the way to this place just to meet with him.


Now, the real problem is, will Dam Soo-Cheon take any interest in me?


...I hope not.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Shim Won-Ui stood on a hill, looking toward the north. As his eyes scanned over the endless expanse of desolate plains, a smile spread across his face.


“This is great.”


He could feel the powerful life force pulsating behind the illusion of bleak plains and barren hills. This was a place where the weak were meat and the strong eat, where the most desperate people survived by ruling over the weak and forcefully taking away what was theirs. These people who had the will to do whatever it took to survive highly intrigued him.


Shim Won-Ui relished in the strength and savagery of the North. He wasn’t sure if this was because he highly approved of the phrase “survival of the fittest”, or if it was because he had been born and raised within the hierarchical confines of the Central Plains and craved freedom.


Just then, Warden Captain Mok Eun-Pyung quietly approached him.


“Young Master, I’ve finally found you. Everyone is worried about you.”


“No need to make such a big fuss. I only came outside to get some fresh air.”


“Still, you must be careful. As the future leader of Judgment Heaven, Young Master must always be aware of your own status.”


“Hah! Who would dare harm me?” sneered Shim Won-Ui.


Mok Eun-Pyung lowered his head. He dared not argue with Shim Won-Ui. Shim Won-Ui turned back to face the northern plains.


“Captain Mok, can you see it?”


“See what?”


“Do you know why I’ve always wanted to come here? It's because I want to see the traces left behind by a hundred years of war for myself. From there, I can capture a glimpse of the brutal battles of the past, and immerse myself in that part of history.”


“So…have you seen what you came for?”


“I’ve felt it. The immense ferocity and intensity of that period. In comparison, the Central Plains is too peaceful and quiet.”


“Young Master.”


“The truth is, the peaceful state of the gangho right now is but an illusion created by those ancient monsters in Heaven’s Summit.”


Shim Won-Ui’s mouth twitched in distaste.


Following the fall of the Northern Army, a new era of peace had begun in the Central Plains. That was because no sect or clan dared to raise any conflicts under the absolute reign of Heaven’s Summit.


Heaven’s Summit simply would not condone any kind of chaos in the new world order it had established. All disputes and feuds would have to be mediated by them, and those who violated this rule would be punished severely.


They were especially intolerant of outlaws and bandits, as these hoodlums were the root cause of most small-scale scuffles within the gangho.


Of course, the criminals tried to resist. However, they couldn’t trust each other and their teamwork fell apart easily, like sand scattered across the ground. Naturally, they weren’t a match for Heaven’s Summit.


To those who opposed them, Heaven’s Summit was merciless. They captured and punished any dissidents to a point where it could even be called cruelty. The few who survived the purge either retired from the gangho or ended up serving under other factions.


In the end, only the prominent sects, distinguished clans, and factions led by powerhouses such as the Four Pillars were allowed to voice their opinions to Heaven’s Summit.


These powerful factions relied on brute force to interfere in the economy, obtaining huge amounts of capital. They then used the money as funding to make even larger profits.


In a world dominated by martial strength and money, murim-in valued personal gain over freedom. From a certain perspective, the world had become an even more depressing place to live in compared to when the war with the Silent Night was still ongoing.


Everything was as Heaven’s Summit willed it to be. 


To put it precisely, the current state of the world was dictated by the Nine Skies, the rulers of Heaven’s  Summit.


“The Nine Skies abhor changes and challenges to the doctrine that they’ve put in place. Perhaps, they’re even thinking of pursuing immortality to revel in their wealth and glory forever.


“They’ve created a perfect system which cannot be overturned by any one person; a system where a few privileged people rule over the rest with an iron fist.


“That is the current reality within the Central Plains.”


Shim Won-Ui knew that he himself was one of the privileged who enjoyed a luxurious life under the umbrella that was Judgment Heaven. Since when he was young, he had been fed various strengthening pills and received bodily purification and enhancement. These had allowed him to become an expert martial artist at a very young age.


Also, barring any unforeseen incidents, he would undoubtedly succeed the leadership of Judgment Heaven. However, this wasn’t likely to happen for many years, as his father, Shim Mu-Wae, was still in his prime and would only get stronger as time passed.


“It might seem odd to you, but my father is the same kind of person as them. He would never give up power and pass his position down to another for as long as he lives, even if that person is his own son.


“Huhuhu! If I don’t do anything about it, it’ll probably be several dozen years before I can take over the leadership of Judgment Heaven. I’m not going to quietly wait until that time comes, though. I choose to challenge his authority, and it will make me strong. Right here, right now, I am creating the foundations that will bring my plan to fruition.”




Shim Won-Ui’s eyes glittered with a cold, malevolent light.


He was young, hot-blooded, and believed in his own strength. Most importantly, he burned with ambition and wasn’t about to resign himself to being merely the successor for a few dozen years.


“Will you join me and help me achieve my goals, Captain Mok?”


“I am Young Master’s sword. The lord was the one who created me, but my loyalty is to you, Young Master.”


“Is that so?”


Shim Won-Ui made direct eye contact with Mok Eun-Pyung. Although the captain’s own gaze was as sharp as a knife, Shim Won-Ui’s stare made his eyes feel like they were being split open. Even so, he did not look away. 


Pleased by Mok Eun-Pyung’s reaction, Shim Won-Ui smiled.


“Use me as you wish, Young Master.”


“Then, shouldn’t you start by changing the way you address me?”


“Milord!”


“Hahaha!”


Shim Won-Ui grinned in satisfaction. He already knew that Mok Eun-Pyung was loyal to him, but he still wanted to make use of this opportunity to confirm it.


Suddenly, a black-clothed person appeared at the hilltop with a swoosh sound. It was one of the Wardens, a man named Yeop-Wol.


He called out to Mok Eun-Pyung, saying, “Captain!”


“What’s going on?”


“One of the mercenaries wishes to speak with Young Master.”


Yeop-Wol pointed at a man standing in the distance. It was Jang Pae-San.


Mok Eun-Pyung looked at Jang Pae-San with disdain.


“Milord?”


Jang Pae-San was merely an affiliate mercenary, a position that was considered below even a low-rank member of Heaven’s Summit. His martial arts were so weak that he had been kicked out of the lower ranks during one struggle for promotion. For trash like that to request a conversation with Shim Won-Ui was unthinkable unless the man thought too highly of himself.


However, Shim Won-Ui could think of uses for a man like that.


“Bring him to me.”


“Milord?”


Mok Eun-Pyung looked at Shim Won-Ui, confused.


“Huhu! He might be trash, but that doesn’t necessarily mean he has no value. There are some dirty jobs that only people at the very bottom can do. Bring him here.”


“Yes, Milord.”


Mok Eun-Pyung nodded to Yeop-Wol, who immediately went to fetch Jang Pae-San.


“I heard that you wish to meet me?”


“Yes, Young Master.”


Jang Pae-San knelt down in front of Shim Won-Ui, who responded by giving him a sinister smile.


“So, what did you want to talk about?”


“This insignificant one has always admired Young Master Shim. If Young Master would give me a chance to serve you, I would be willing to do anything for you.”


“Hmph!”


“I beg of you, please give me just one chance.”


Jang Pae-San slammed his forehead into the ground repeatedly until blood came spurting out.


“You said that you admired me?”


“Yes, Young Master! I’ve always thought that only Young Master is worthy of leading the future murim. I might not be of much use, but if Young Master is willing to take me in, I swear that I will serve you wholeheartedly.”


“How do you intend to serve me?”


“I am ready to do anything that needs doing. When I return to Heaven’s Summit, I can be your eyes and ears there.”


“You wish to become my eyes and ears in Heaven’s Summit? Do you know just how many eyes and ears I have? Do you honestly think you can compare to any of them?”


“Of course, I’m sure that Young Master has many servants. However, none of them are bottom feeders like me. I am familiar with the ins and outs of the lowest ranks and how to make use of those people.”


Jang Pae-San was betting his life on this plea. He understood all too well that if he continued living life the way he was right now, he would never amount to anything and would simply waste away. The fear that he would never be summoned back to the Central Plains and would have to rot away in this desolate place for many more years gave him the courage to risk his life just this once.


If he could become one of Shim Won-Ui’s trusted underlings and make his way up the ranks of Heaven’s Summit, that would be killing two birds with one stone. Thus, Jang Pae-San prostrated himself on the ground in front of Shim Won-Ui, who in turn seemed rather satisfied with Jang Pae-San’s attitude.


Mok Eun-Pyung looked at the man groveling on the ground with contempt, then whispered in Shim Won-Ui’s ear, saying, “This man isn’t worthy of you, Milord.”


He was a proud man by nature. One glance at Jang Pae-San’s sly eyes had told him everything that he needed to know about the mercenary. He placed a hand on his sword hilt, ready to behead Jang Pae-San the instant Shin Won-Ui gave the order.


Jang Pae-San realized that this was the crucial moment that would decide his ultimate fate. He shivered but did not raise his head.


To think that I would place my life in the hands of another.


He was hit by a wave of regret, but there was no turning back now. Even though he didn’t know whether he would survive or not, he had no choice but to keep moving forward.


“Hmm, what shall I do with you?” said Shim Won-Ui, grinning naughtily. He was enjoying tormenting Jang Pae-San with his words, but Jang Pae-San forced himself to endure the humiliation and waited for Shim Won-Ui’s final decision, his mouth dry with anxiety.


Shim Won-Ui waited for some time. Then, like a judge slamming down his gavel, he said, “Raise your head.”


“Yessir!”


Jang Pae-San raised his head only to lock gazes with Shim Won-Ui, who was standing above him and looking down. Looking at the arrogant eyes that were colder than a snake’s and sharper than a knife, Jang Pae-San couldn’t help but swallow his nonexistent saliva.


“Okay, I will take you with me. When I return to the Central Plains, you will be coming with me.”


“T-Thank you, Young Master. No, I mean, Milord.”


“You better not think about betraying me, ever. I also hate it when one of my servants disagrees with me.”


“I am absolutely loyal to you. I would even be willing to jump into the fires of hell at your command.”


“Now, get out of my sight.”


Shim Won-Ui waved his arm dismissively. Jang Pae-San retreated backwards on his knees until he had gotten far enough away.


When Yeop-Wol and Jang Pae-San had disappeared out of sight, Mok Eun-Pyung cautiously asked, “Do you really need him that much?”


“Hmph! Recently I’ve been wondering whether I need a loach[1] like that. A pond that is too clean and clear is boring, isn’t it? Sometimes, you just want to savor the pleasure of muddying the water,” said Shim Won-Ui, laughing.









Footnotes:


[1] Loach: A type of mud-colored pond fish. It makes for a very tasty soup.
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Chapter 21: Good People Don’t Come Here, and Those Who Come Here Aren’t Good (3)


“Captain.”


Seo Mu-Sang and Won Jeok-Shim greeted Yeop Wol and Jang Pae-San as they returned to the Northern Army Fortress.  


When Seo Mu-Sang saw that the person accompanying Jang Pae-San was Yeop Wol, resentment flashed through his dead, emotionless eyes for a moment. However, Jang Pae-San failed to notice this anomaly and gleefully said, “Vice-Captain, I have a lot of things to tell you guys today, so bring everyone to my room tonight.”


Jang Pae-San patted Seo Mu-Sang on the shoulder a few times, then headed inside the fortress, followed closely by Won Jeok-Shim.


Seo Mu-Sang was just about to leave as well when Yeop Wall suddenly said, “Hey, just how long are you going to keep ignoring me? Are we supposed to pretend that we don’t know each other?”


Seo Mu-Sang shuddered like he had been struck by lightning. He haltingly raised his head to look at Yeop Wol.


“Mu-Sang, don’t say that you can’t see me even though I’m standing right in front of you.”


“Yeop Wol.”


“Haha, finally! My old friend, how are you?”


“Friend? You still consider me a friend?”


Seo Mu-Sang did his best to maintain his poker face, but couldn’t stop himself from scowling in the end. Contrary to Seo Mu-Sang’s ugly expression, Yeop Wol wore a fake smile on his lips.


“Haven’t we been friends for ten years? To me, you’re still a friend.”


“Is snatching away a friend’s beloved something that friends do?”


“You already know that it was an arranged marriage between our families. I didn’t have a choice.”


“You didn’t have a choice? Who are you kidding? Do you honestly think I don’t know that you used your family’s connections in order to arrange that marriage?”


Seo Mu-Sang lost his temper. As his rage boiled over, his rationality evaporated as well. He pulled out his sword and charged toward Yeop Wol like a raging bull.


SHING!


Yeop Wol effortlessly defended against Seo Mu-Sang’s surprise attack, but Seo Mu-Sang then unleashed a flurry of blows down upon him.


“You’re still the same as before,” mumbled Yeop Wol as he countered each and every blow. However, his casual response only angered Seo Mu-Sang further.


Seo Mu-Sang unleashed the full force of the Blue Cloud Sword Style.


CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


As the blades clashed, sparks flew everywhere.


Seo Mu-Sang went all out, harboring killing intent within his every swing. However, in the end, he could not even graze Yeop Wol’s clothes.


“You haven’t improved at all.”


“SHUT THE FUCK UP! YEOP WOLLL!”




In the face of Yeop Wol’s constant taunting, Seo Mu-Sang lost his last shred of reason. He recklessly used the strongest skill he knew, the Blue Cloud Sword Style’s “Cloud-Dividing Sword (一劍斷雲)”.


SWISH!


Seo Mu-Sang’s blade seemed to explode like a firework, surrounding Yeop Wol with a whirlwind of slashes. Yeop Wol’s fake smile instantly vanished.


ROAR!


A sharp, blinding red light flashed from Yeop Wol’s sword. The light sliced through the air, cutting through all of Seo Mu-Sang’s attacks.


KCHAK!


“Ugh!” groaned Seo Mu-Sang as the sword he had been using for the last ten years was split into two. 


Yeop Wol’s sword landed on Seo Mu-Sang’s left shoulder, the blade touching his neck. He only needed to move his blade an inch to the right to give Seo Mu-Sang a fatal injury. 


Although the knowledge pained him, Seo Mu-Sang knew that this situation was not an accident. It was a result of Yeop Wol’s control over his blade. 


“You can’t possibly defeat me using the Blue Cloud Sword Style that is taught to every low-level grunt hired by Heaven's Summit. However, it’s not every day that I get to meet an old friend, so I will forget about what happened today. Your wound isn’t that serious, and you’ll probably recover fully after a few days of rest.”


“Grr!”


“Don’t be so frustrated about your loss. My starting point was far ahead of yours, after all,” consoled Yeop Wol in a mocking tone.


Unlike Seo Mu-Sang, who was an orphan, Yeop Wol came from a reputable family. He was born with a silver spoon in his mouth and his path in life was already fully paved for him.


From a certain point of view, it could be said that Seo Mu-Sang and Yeop Wol’s meeting was destiny, as they had come from vastly different backgrounds. They had gotten to know each other by accident, but the two men had hit it off immediately. However, everything changed a few years later, when they met a woman named Seo Yu-Ran.


Seo Yu-Ran was the highly intelligent and beautiful eldest daughter of the Jiangsu Seo Clan, a family of fallen nobles. She and Seo Mu-Sang had fallen in love with each other at first sight and had even been prepared to spend their futures together.


Unfortunately for them, that period of bliss ended when Yeop Wol, a man who would do anything in order to get the things he wanted, decided to get between them. Just like Seo Mu-Sang, Yeop Wol had fallen in love with Seo Yu-Ran.


Yeop Wol knew what the fallen Jiangsu Seo Clan needed the most—money. And money was something that Yeop Wol’s family had in abundance. Thus, he pushed for an arranged marriage between him and Seo Yu-Ran in exchange for financial support.


Seo Mu-Sang was furious, but there was nothing a run-of-the-mill mercenary like him could do. In the end, Yeop Wol had married Seo Yu-Ran while he had been exiled to this fortress in the middle of nowhere.


In addition, Yeop Wol had been scouted by Shim Won-Ui, the young heir of Judgment Heaven, not long after his marriage. This guaranteed that he would have a bright future ahead of him. Even the martial arts that he had learned from Judgment Heaven were far superior to Seo Mu-Sang’s, so much so that there was no comparison to be made between them.


Yeop Wol pointed his sword at Seo Mu-Sang and said, “By the way, your captain has decided to serve our Lord, which means that we will be seeing each other very often from now on. We can’t be fighting every single time we meet, so I hope that you will be able to keep a rein on your temper from now on.”


“What? Are you fucking kidding me?”


“Your captain even prostrated himself in front of our lord. He left quite the impression on me.”


“Khh!” Seo Mu-Sang grit his teeth, swamped by feelings of betrayal. He had no idea that Jang Pae-San had gone to swear fealty to Shim Won-Ui. There was no way he’d be able to avoid Yeop Wol if they were working for the same person and being constantly reminded of his most painful memories was the last thing Seo Mu-Sang wanted.


Feeling helpless, Seo Mu-Sang looked away. He was just about to leave when Yeop Wol provoked him even further, saying, “Did you know? The one who proposed our marriage wasn’t me. It was her.”


Seo Mu-Sang froze in his tracks.


“Don’t lie to me, Yeop Wol. Do you honestly think I would believe you?”


“What reason would I have to lie to you? That woman isn’t as naïve or innocent as you seem to think she is. In fact, she’s quite the ambitious lady. She was the one who wanted to use me as a stepping stone to relieve herself and her family from their burdens. Even if you don’t believe me, all you have to do is to plow through your memories of her carefully, and you’ll soon realize that I’m telling the truth.”


Yeop Wol blurted out everything that he wanted to say, then promptly spun around and left. Seo Mu-Sang remained rooted to the ground. Yeop Wol’s last line played itself back in his ears over and over again.


“You’re lying. Why would she…”


He squeezed his eyes shut, only for her to appear within his mind’s eye, her voice whispering into his ears. She might not be together with him physically, but he still believed that her heart lay with him.


Later, Seo Mu-Sang found out that Yeop Wol had at least told him the truth about Jang Pae-San’s decision to serve Shim Won-Ui. Everyone cheered at the prospect of returning home to the Central Plains. Everyone but him, that is.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Ever since Shim Won-Ui and the others had moved into the Northern Army Fortress, Jin Mu-Won had avoided going out as much possible and spent his whole day cooped up inside the Tower of Shadows. He would watch the sunrise from the roof, practice the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, and then do swordsmanship training until he was exhausted. Alternatively, whenever he ran into an obstacle during training, he would spend his time swordsmithing instead.


Many days later, a dazed Jin Mu-Won finally went outdoors. He needed to search for some answers in the Grand Library. It was something he used to do every day before he entered the first stage of the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows.


“Haaah…” he sighed, as he opened the door to the library and saw the mess inside. It seemed as if someone had ransacked the bookshelves and thrown all the books on the floor.


“And it’s up to me to clean up the mess. Again.”


Jin Mu-Won smiled resignedly as he picked up the books on the floor and put them back on the shelves. He didn’t even have to guess to know what the people who did this were up to.


They definitely did it on Shim Won-Ui’s orders.


Everyone who came to the Northern Army Fortress for the first time would follow the exact same procedure. After ransacking the Grand Library, they would tail him in an attempt to find out if he knew any martial arts. 


The moment Jin Mu-Won had stepped out of the Tower of Shadows, he knew that was being tailed. It was just like that time two years ago with Jang Pae-San. And just like back then, it wouldn’t be long before they lost their interest and simply left him to his own devices.


After cleaning up the mess, Jin Mu-Won took out a few books and began to read. He got so absorbed in reading that not only did he fail to notice the passing of time, he also wouldn’t have noticed even if the world had ended right there and then.


How many times have I read these books already?


In order to find an answer to his question, Jin Mu-Won pored through book after book. When he finally decided to look up, the sky had gotten a lot darker. In just a moment, the sun would set.


“You’re very focused.”


Suddenly, he heard the voice of a woman coming from the direction of the library entrance. Startled, Jin Mu-Won turned his head to see a thin woman standing at the doorway.


“You?”


“Mister Jin,” greeted Seomoon Hye-Ryung, a timid smile on her face.


Jin Mu-Won stood up and asked, “What are you doing here?”


“You must have been surprised by our arrival, right? I felt that it was rude of us to come here without warning, so I came here to apologize.”


“There’s no need for that. It’s not like this is the first time someone has come to live here without informing me. I’ve already gotten used to it.”


“Really now?”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung approached Jin Mu-Won. The way she walked with light footsteps and graceful movements made her look like a regal butterfly.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung picked up the book that Jin Mu-Won had just been reading.


“‘The Debates of Hwang and Jeong’? Now that’s not a book I expected to see here.”


“You’re familiar with this book?” asked Jin Mu-Won, surprised.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung smiled graciously, saying, “Isn’t this book is a record of the debates between Hwang Heo-seonsaeng and Jeong Myeong-seonsaeng[1], the two great philosophers from over two hundred years ago?”


It was just as Seomoon Hye-Ryung had said. Hwang Heo and Jeong Myeong were great philosophers who had lived over two hundred years ago. They were both very well-versed in Taoism, Buddhism and Confucianism but did not get along at all. To prove that they were correct, the two had held many fiery debates, the ferocity of which reminded one of duels to the death between warriors.


The book called ‘The Debates of Hwang and Jeong’ contained records of their exchanges. However, now that over two hundred years had passed, very few people knew of the book’s existence.


“That’s a book I’ve always wanted to read, but even with the help of the Seomoon Clan, I couldn’t find it. Would it be okay if I borrowed this book from you? I will return it once I have finished reading.”


“Sure. I’ve already finished reading all of these books anyway.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s eyes twinkled like the stars in the sky upon receiving Jin Mu-Won’s permission to borrow the book.


“Thank you. Honestly speaking, this was unexpected.”


“What do you mean?”


“I thought that you would hate me, Mister Jin.”


“And why would you think that?”


“Because my grandfather, the ‘Ghost of Zhuge Liang’ Seomoon Hwa, is one of the Nine Skies of Heaven’s Summit. Wait, did you not know that?”


“I knew.”




Seomoon Hye-Ryung appeared surprised at Jin Mu-Won’s calm response. Seomoon Hwa forced the Northern Army to disband and pressured Jin Mu-Won’s father into committing suicide. He must think of my grandfather as his worst enemy, right? How on earth can he remain so calm and composed even after I reminded him of this?


“Then, does this mean that you’ve forgiven him?”


“What? No! How could I possibly forgive him?”


“So how…”


“To put it precisely, I’ve given up on revenge. That’s not something I can do alone.”


“Is it because you’re not strong enough? That you don’t have enough influence?”


“Probably. As you can see, I’m broke. Everything of value in the fortress was taken away, and not even the official documents were spared. What can I do in this situation? That’s why, from now on, I want to become a scholar.”


“If you had the ability to seek vengeance, what would you do?”


“That’s not very likely to happen, but I guess I would consider it.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung was confused by Jin Mu-Won’s honest answers. The young man’s actions were the exact opposite of what she expected, making it difficult to tell what he was really thinking. On the other hand, if he had insisted that he had forgiven Heaven’s Summit for their crimes, she’d be able to glean more information about him.


She was a person who had been praised by many for her outstanding understanding and observational abilities. She could see through most people so easily that some had even said that her grandfather considered her superior to him in that aspect.


Are you really that honest, or are you just hiding your true feelings behind a mask of honesty?


Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s eyes glittered in the darkness as she tried to peer into the depths of Jin Mu-Won’s heart. However, even under her intense gaze, Jin Mu-Won did not waver.


She decided to continue probing him.


“Mister Jin, have you learned any martial arts before?”


“Does it look like there are any decent martial arts in this godforsaken place?”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung was shocked speechless at Jin Mu-Won’s bluntness. She was aware that he hadn’t been taught any martial arts in his childhood, and Heaven’s Summit had confirmed multiple times that there were no real martial arts left inside the fortress. She had even received a report from the Third Company stating that Jin Mu-Won still hadn’t practiced any kind of martial art.


“I’m sorry,” she couldn’t help but apologize.


Unexpectedly, Jin Mu-Won smiled, saying, “Don’t worry about it. Almost everyone who comes to the Northern Army Fortress asks me the same questions. Most people suspect that I’m hiding a massive fortune somewhere in here, but the truth is, this place is just as empty as it looks.”


“I’m sorry,” apologized Seomoon Hye-Ryung again thoughtlessly.


This person is not normal.


Why am I apologizing to him? It’s not like I’m the one at fault for his misery.


“Anyway, I don’t have many books, but if there’s anything you want to read, feel free to borrow it. I won’t mind it as long as you put it back in the correct location on the shelf.”


“Thank you, Mister Jin.”


“Then, I’ll be leaving.”


Jin Mu-Won gave Seomoon Hye-Ryung a polite fist salute[2]. As he walked past her, she unconsciously stepped aside to let him pass.


 





Footnotes:


[1] Seonsaeng: Teacher, Sensei. Honorific denoting respect for an academic. The modern tl for seonsaeng in this particular case would be Professor, but that clearly doesn't mesh right with the ancient china setting.


[2] Fist salute: A common greeting between martial artists, see image below. Note: Left palm over right fist is a friendly greeting, whereas right palm over left fist signals a duel to the death. You don’t want to be picking death fights randomly…
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Chapter 22: The Momentous Dawn of a New Era (1)


SHING! SHING!


Every time Jin Mu-Won rubbed the sword in his hands along the whetstone, the dull blade would get a little sharper. As he focused all his concentration on sharpening the sword, beads of sweat dripped down his forehead, chest, and back.


When the blade had been fully sharpened, he grinned with satisfaction.


This new sword he had made was one cheok three chon long, and a little over one geun(斤) in weight.[1] It was much shorter than a normal sword, but it was extremely well-balanced.


Jin Mu-Won raised the blade to the light to inspect it more carefully. There were no cracks on the blade, and it reflected the light spectacularly.


“YEAHHHH!”


Today was the day he finally made his first real sword. Before this, he had made dozens of swords but ended up destroying all of them. This sword was made out of the most ordinary steel, but due to its perfect hardness and balance, none of the previous swords could even hold a candle to this one.


Regrettably though, this sword was far too short and light for him. It was a sword more suited to a person who specialized in speed.


“Sigh! I succeeded in making a perfect blade, but it doesn’t look like it's a sword that’s meant for me.”


A sword that he made but could not use was a sword he didn’t need. Jin Mu-Won decided to put the sword back into the furnace.


RIIING!


Suddenly, he heard an odd ringing noise coming from the sword.


“Was that…the cry of the sword?”


It was as if the sword was telling him that it didn’t want to die. Jin Mu-Won tried to listen for the sword’s cry again, but he did not hear anything this time. The crying sound he’d just heard could have been a figment of his own imagination, for all he knew.


He sighed, having decided against throwing the sword back into the furnace. Regardless of whether it had been a hallucination or not, he’d heard the cry of the sword. It no longer felt right to simply dispose of it like that.


It had taken him countless swings of the hammer and numerous burns from the furnace to understand even a little bit about the weapon called a sword. Now that he was more familiar with the sword, he could feel that swords had a life of their own. Of course, this knowledge wasn’t about to change the way he handled his sword or his attitude toward it.


The more one learns, the more one realizes just how little one knows. My journey to understanding the sword has only just begun, and there’s a very long road ahead of me.


Jin Mu-Won hung the sword up on the wall and returned to his lodgings, only to find Eun Han-Seol sitting on the windowsill inside his room.


She was looking outside and shaking her legs playfully. Every time she kicked the air, her skirt would lift up just a little, revealing the pale skin of her legs.


“Ahem!” she coughed, embarrassed. She turned her head to face Jin Mu-Won. Her face was lit up by the setting sun, making it appear redder than it usually was.


She glared at him but said nothing. Her eyes shone like obsidian, and her dark hair fluttered gently in the breeze. 


She is such a mysterious girl.


Jin Mu-Won had grown a lot taller over the past winter. Similarly, Eun Han-Seol had also matured, her womanly aura only growing stronger with each passing day. 


Jin Mu-Won, who had been completely bewitched by her unfamiliar appearance in the light of the evening sun, quickly came back to his senses. He calmly asked, “When did you arrive?”


“Not long before you did.”


“What have you been up to? I haven’t seen you in some time.”


Ever since going to Shim Won-Ui’s banquet together with him, Eun Han-Seol hadn’t come over to his place.


“Did you miss me?”


“A little.”


Eun Han-Seol smiled at Jin Mu-Won’s reply.


“I was busy. There was something I had to do.”


“Something you had to do? Then, are you done with that now?”


“Kind of…” Eun Han-Seol’s voice trailed off.


Seeing Jin Mu-Won’s skeptical expression, she quickly changed the topic, saying, “I’m hungry.”


“What? Please don’t tell me, you haven’t eaten for days?”


“I don’t know how to cook.”


“You spoiled brat.”


Jin Mu-Won shook his head, but Eun Han-Seol naturally walked over to the table and sat down.


As usual, he cooked some rice and made hotpot. The secret behind his tasty hotpot was the fact that he made the same thing every single day, which meant that he had gotten a lot of practice. He could even be a professional hotpot chef by now. In no time, the fragrance from the cooking food spread out over the entirety of the Tower of Shadows.


Eun Han-Seol rested her head on her hands as she watched Jin Mu-Won cook. Suddenly, she said, “Hey, about that woman…”


“Woman? What woman?”


“You know, the one that came here recently. I saw her go inside the Grand Library.”


“Ah, you were referring to Miss Seomoon?”


“What were you two doing together inside the library?”


“We were just talking.”


“About what?”


“She asked me all sorts of questions about this and that. I wasn’t expecting her to be such a nosy person,” replied Jin Mu-Won as if it wasn’t a big deal.


To Eun Han-Seol, however, this wasn’t a small matter. She asked, “Do you think she’s pretty?”


“Yeah.”


Eun Han-Seol’s aura instantly started to intensify…


“But you’re even prettier,” added Jin Mu-Won.


“Oh? Really?”


The corners of Eun Han-Seol’s lips turned upwards, but Jin Mu-Won did not see it because he had his back to her. 


“You are such a weirdo,” she softly grumbled.


“Did you just say something?”


“No, I did not.”


Sometime later, Jin Mu-Won brought out the freshly cooked food. As the steam rising from the food filled the room, it seemed to warm her up as well.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Eun Han-Seol pushed open the door to her room. She was greeted by the familiar sight of the room she had gotten used to.


“Haa…” she sighed, looking around the room. 


Suddenly, a light of alarm flashed across her eyes. She raised her head to look at the seemingly empty ceiling.


“Who goes there?”


“Young Mistress.”


A person dressed in black from head to toe descended from the ceiling and knelt down before her.


“Sa-Ryung.”


“I have returned, Young Mistress.”


“I’m glad you’re safe, Sa-Ryung.”


“Thank you very much for your concern, Young Mistress.”


“Did you find Master?”


“Yes. I was fortunate enough to find the Madam in one of the safehouses that I prepared beforehand.”


“How is she? Is she okay?”


“The Madam was seriously injured, but her condition has improved a lot since.”


Eun Han-Seol heaved a sigh of relief, saying, “Phew! That takes a load off my mind.”


“The Madam also instructed me to leave you here until her wounds have fully recovered.”


“What? So, I can’t leave this place yet?”


“We aren’t confident that we can beat those guys without being at full strength. They even almost caught me several times as I made my way here.”


Sa-Ryung’s skill in camouflage and disguise is one of the best in the world. If they put their mind to it, no one will be able to detect their presence. The fact that they were nearly caught can only mean that we are in an extremely dire situation.


With a grave expression, Eun Han-Seol said, “Is there no other way to go about this?”


“That person will not give up until he has achieved his goals, and as long as the Madam and Young Mistress are alive, his ambition will never be fulfilled,” said the evil spirit Sa-Ryung, an eerie glow flickering in their eyes. 


As Sa-Ryung spoke, Eun Han-Seol could feel an extraordinary murderous intent emanating from them and assaulting her senses.


“Be careful. There are a lot of people in this fortress besides the two of us,” she warned.


“My sincerest apologies, Young Mistress.” Only after Eun Han-Seol reminded them, did Sa-Ryung suddenly realize their mistake and brought their killing intent under control.


“Did something happen? What are the successors of Heaven’s Summit doing here?”


“They’re waiting for a guy named Dam Soo-Cheon.”


“Dam Soo-Cheon?” mumbled Sa-Ryung.


“Do you know him?”


“He’s probably the most talked-about martial artist in the world right now.”


“What’s your opinion of him, Sa-Ryung?”


“He is a born warrior.”


“He’s that strong?” exclaimed Eun Han-Seol, astonished. The Sa-Ryung she knew would never give another person such high praise.


“I’m sure you would understand what I mean after seeing him in person, Young Mistress.”


“Okay. In that case, I will judge him personally.”


“Please be very careful when you do that, Young Mistress. This is enemy territory, after all.”


Eun Han-Seol nodded silently and looked outside the window. Night had fallen over the Northern Army Fortress, shrouding it in mystery.









Footnotes:


[1] One cheok three chon long, and a little over one geun(斤) in weight: Length – 38 cm or 1′ 3″. Weight: Around 600 g or 1.3 lb.
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Chapter 23: The Momentous Dawn of a New Era (2)


In the backyard of the Northern Army Fortress, there was a man frantically swinging his sword. It was Seo Mu-Sang.


Seo Mu-Sang’s wounds, which had scabbed over, reopened as he moved around vigorously, spilling blood all over the place. However, he ignored it and continued swinging his sword as if he couldn’t feel any pain.


A whirlwind was stirred up by the force of his blade, wrecking everything in its path.


It’s a lie. It must be a lie, thought Seo Mu-Sang with bloodshot eyes.


Yeop Wol’s last line repeated itself over and over in his head, torturing him day and night. The only thing Seo Mu-Sang could do to vent out his fury was swing his sword with everything he had.


His body was trembling uncontrollably and his blood vessels felt like they were going to burst open, but Seo Mu-Sang still did not stop. If he didn’t vent out all his frustrations right now, he would go crazy.


Yeop Wol was indeed talented in martial arts, but Seo Mu-Sang didn’t think that he was the least bit inferior to Yeop Wol.


If I had learned the same martial arts as him, and been given the same opportunities, I would never lose to him.


Seo Mu-Sang’s blood boiled.


PSHHH!


The qi emitting from the broken sword slowly dimmed. If he insisted on continuing, there was a possibility that his qi center would be damaged, killing him. Even so, he did not stop.


That was because, as a result of his battle with Yeop Wol, he was being constantly tormented by his inner demons. [1]


Kill! I should just kill them both!


An enormous killing intent gushed forth from his entire body.


As long as I can kill Yeop Wol, it doesn’t matter if I die. That woman who betrayed me needs to die, too.


“GRAAAAARH!” he howled like a crazed beast.


Just as he was about to stomp out of the backyard and seek out Yeop Wol, he heard a gentle voice saying, “Paranoia gives birth to delusions (疑心生暗鬼)[2]. When you are paranoid, your unjustified fears become food for the darkness within your heart. Lashing out in anger will only result in your own destruction, and even then, none of your problems would be solved. Your fear and rage are but one facet of you, they do not define who you are. Calm your heart, and it will become a mirror that reflects your true self."


Seo Mu-Sang’s footsteps came to a screeching halt. Ripples appeared inside his heart that had been consumed by an ocean of darkness. Slowly, light began to return to his glazed eyes.


The mysterious voice continued, “Even when a stream has flowed to its lowest point, sunlight will cause the water to evaporate and rise to the heavens. The same is true for the heart. When the calm wind blows, the clouds of your worries will scatter into nothingness.”


Seo Mu-Sang shivered. How long have I waited just to hear these words?


To some, these words were no more meaningful than noise. However, to Seo Mu-Sang, they were like a desert oasis, enlightening him to the fundamental truth behind the Blue Cloud Sword Style and guiding his swordsmanship to new heights.


Seo Mu-Sang immersed himself in the words of the stranger. Bit by bit, his rampaging qi settled and returned to his qi center.


“Liken your body to a tree. Let your qi be the water, your Spirit Palace (神闕) the roots, your Upper Pillar (天柱) the trunk, and your Hundred Meetings (百會) the branches and leaves.” [3]


Seo Mu-Sang did as the voice instructed him to.


WHOOSH!


The blocked blood vessels in his body opened up one after another as his qi flowed through like a raging torrent. However, unlike before, Seo Mu-Sang’s expression was unbelievably calm and composed. He closed his eyes and focused on channeling his qi.


The qi that had never budged no matter how much he practiced the Blue Cloud Meditation Technique was now charging forward like a warhorse without reins. It barged its way through narrow and blocked channels, creating new and wider paths for his qi.


This is the true power of the Blue Cloud Meditation Technique, as well as the most optimal way of using the Blue Cloud Sword Style.


I can’t believe it took me this long to realize it.


After mastering the Blue Cloud Sword Style and the Blue Cloud Meditation Technique, I thought that I had reached the peak of these martial arts, because I could no longer see a path forward. But right now, all that has changed. This mysterious voice has shown me the best way to keep climbing higher toward the heavens!


Seo Mu-Sang kept circulating his qi, until eventually it began to accumulate, like tributaries merging into a wide river. When he completed three cycles of circulation, he opened his eyes.


For an instant, his eyes seemed to glow with a blinding light, but they returned to normal so quickly that it was completely imperceptible.


Seo Mu-Sang swung his broken sword again. Unlike the last time, though, he was not waving his sword blindly. He moved along with the flow of qi.


HISS!


A layer of sword qi enveloped the broken blade, but Seo Mu-Sang did not notice it. He had entered a trance as he swung his sword repeatedly.




Hours passed, until at last the sun began to rise, signaling the break of day. It was only then that Seo Mu-Sang stopped swinging his sword to take a breather.


He could sense a powerful qi like molten metal flowing through his body. It was exhilarating. He had never felt like this before.


Suddenly, a question popped into his mind. Just who is the owner of the mysterious voice?


He looked up and surveyed his surroundings, but there was no one around him. Whoever had helped him was long gone.


“Hello? Is there anyone there?”


The mysterious voice had sounded both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. Seo Mu-Sang thought hard about it for a long time, trying to remember if there was anyone around him with a voice like that.


“It can’t be… No way that’s true, right?”


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Inside the smithy, Jin Mu-Won was sitting on a chair with his eyes closed. He had made this chair himself, and although it was very simple, it was also very comfortable as it was perfectly sized for him.


Just like this chair, the sword I want must not be too long or too short, too heavy or too light. It should be just right for me.


Every day without fail, he would do swordsmanship training in the basement of the Tower of Shadows, and then make a new sword in the smithy. His hands were now covered in calluses, and his knuckle joints were thick like the nodes of bamboo plants. As a result of all the training and smithing, he now had hands that were suited to wielding a blade.


It was the same for the rest of his body. As he practiced his swordsmanship, his muscles would adapt themselves to his movements. The changes to his body weren’t immediately obvious under his clothing, but anyone who paid close attention to him would have noticed that he now possessed an athletic build.


In order to create a body that was suited to swordsmanship, Jin Mu-Won had trained his muscles and roughened his hands in a very specific way, one step at a time.


Just like the hammering of a piece of steel into a sword, he was polishing himself for the future. This was a time-consuming, boring, and punishing task. In addition, in order to avoid attracting the attention of Heaven’s Summit, he had to slow down his training speed on purpose.


Since he was still growing, making a sword for himself was a waste of his time. He needed to wait until he was fully grown to make the perfect blade. Even so, he had to keep practicing swordsmithing in preparation for the future.


“This is a battle of patience, after all.”


I have to remain patient until the precise moment for me to strike back arrives. Before that, I need to do everything I can to prepare myself for that moment. I have to polish my mind, body, and skills to perfection. Waiting is the only thing I can do right now, and I just happen to be very good at it.


Now that he had organized his thoughts, Jin Mu-Won opened his eyes. He stood up and walked to a corner of the smithy. There, on the ground, lay a huge pile of broken swords. He did not have enough raw steel ore to work with, so he had to recycle the old steel from the broken swords as many times as he could. He thus picked up several metal shards and tossed them into the furnace.


The flames turned blue and his skin prickled as the temperature inside the furnace rose. Previously, whenever he did this, Jin Mu-Won had felt like his lungs were on fire and would consequently lose his appetite.


However, at some point, he had unintentionally figured out how to breathe through his skin. It was a skill that he had learned naturally as he got used to the scorching heat.


He suspected that this skin-breathing technique had something to do the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. It was probably one of the as-yet unknown abilities that one would obtain after practicing the martial art. The Art had been devised by the combined efforts of the past Lords of the Northern Army, but even they knew very little about the side effects of practicing it.


Jin Mu-Won was basically a pioneer who was feeling his way through a pitch-black maze without a single lamp. Even so, as long as he kept moving forward and never gave up, he believed that he would be able to find his way out of the maze into a bright new world one day.


He took out the lump of steel that had formed from the broken sword shards out of the furnace. It had reached the correct temperature for forging. He then began hammering the metal, sending sparks flying everywhere as the steel was shaped.


CLANG! CLANG!


The sound of Jin Mu-Won’s hammering was pleasantly rhythmic, like music. He immersed himself within the rhythm and eventually lost track of time. How long have I been doing this?


Suddenly, his concentration was interrupted by a sudden remark, “Wow! I never knew that the sound of hammering could be this refreshing. It’s making quite the impact on me too!”









Footnotes:


[1] Inner demons: The term used here is 心魔, literally “heart demon” or “inner demon”. Actually, it’s just PTSD.


[2] Paranoia gives birth to delusions (疑心生暗鬼): A Chinese/Korean idiom. Literal translation – A suspicious heart gives birth to dark ghosts.


[3] Spirit Palace (神闕), Upper Pillar (天柱), Hundred Meetings (百會): These are the names of acupuncture points. The Spirit Palace is at the belly button, the Upper Pillar is at the back of the neck just under the hairline, and the Hundred Meetings is at the very top of the head.


Chapter 24: The Momentous Dawn of a New Era (3)


Jin Mu-Won stopped hammering and sighed. He turned around to face the person who had just spoken.


It was Shim Won-Ui, who was currently leaning against the door and staring at him.


“How long have you been standing there?”


“Not that long. A day or two at most,” joked Shim Won-Ui.


To be honest, Jin Mu-Won was shocked to see Shim Won-Ui personally show up in the smithy. Everyone else who wanted to look for treasure would have searched his room while he wasn’t around, or sent someone to spy on him instead. 


“How long are you planning on letting me stand? Aren’t you going to offer me a seat?”


“Ah. You can sit on this chair.”


Jin Mu-Won handed Shim Won-Ui a wooden chair. Shim Won-Ui sat down and observed the interior of the smithy.


The furnace was currently burning at full force. It was so hot inside the room that even those who were used to heat would find it unbearable. Shim Won-Ui had no choice but to protect his body using his qi.


“I heard that you don’t have any qi, but you seem quite at ease in this extreme heat.”


“When I first started smithing, I felt so hot that I wanted to die. After some time, though, I seem to have gotten used to it.” 


“Is that so?” A razor-sharp glint flashed through Shim Won-Ui’s eyes.


Jin Mu-Won poured a bucket of water on the furnace, causing a huge burst of steam as the water evaporated instantly. When the room had cooled down somewhat, he skillfully brewed some tea for Shim Won-Ui.


Shim Won-Ui raised a cup of tea to his lips and sniffed it, then remarked, “This tea smells pretty good.”


Ever since he was born, he had only drunk the highest-grade teas, and only ones that suited his tastes, at that. He was surprised to see such good tea in this desolate place in the middle of nowhere.


“Why did you come here?”


“If I said that I came here to see how you were doing, would you believe me?”


“Well, should I?”


“Even I wouldn’t believe me, but it is indeed the truth.”


Shim Won-Ui finished the rest of his tea in one big gulp. As the fragrance of the tea lingered on his tongue, he smiled.


“The tea tastes much better than I thought it would. You are very good at brewing tea.”


“It’s my hobby, after all.”


“Would you mind teaching my chef how to brew tea properly? He’s good at cooking, but his tea tastes terrible.”


“I’m not good enough to teach someone else.”


“Is that so? In that case, I’ll just have to come over to your place more often.”


“I’ll be sure to make tea for you every time you visit, then.”


“Thank you.” Shim Won-Ui’s smile broadened.


Frankly, Shim Won-Ui’s unusual behavior was making Jin Mu-Won nervous. What is a person like him doing, coming all the way over to my place for tea?


“There’s nothing to do in this fortress at all. It’s boring. Time feels like it crawled to a stop in this place. How can you stand living here for so long?”


“Time flies as long as I keep myself busy.”


“When you say ‘busy’, are you referring to blacksmithing? I heard that you basically spend your whole day making swords.”


“There’s nothing else for me to do anyway.”


“I suppose that’s true.” Shim Won-Ui shook his head. He had only been at the Northern Army Fortress for five days, and already he was missing the Central Plains. His time here had been so dull and monotonous, he’d started admiring Jin Mu-Won for being able to live here his whole life.


Suddenly, he turned to look at the sword hung up on the wall. It was the short sword that Jin Mu-Won had completed not long ago.


“Can I take a closer look at that?”


Jin Mu-Won nodded silently and handed the sword to Shim Won-Ui.


“Wow!” exclaimed Shim Won-Ui the instant he touched the short sword. He was a swordsman, and this blade felt extremely well-balanced to him.


SWOOSH!


He swung the sword a few times in the air, then nodded, saying, “This sword is very well made. I’m sure a swordsmith of your skill would be very welcome in the Central Plains.”


For once, Shim Won-Ui truly meant what he said. The balance and sharpness of the sword were both top-notch. However, that was all there was to it. He had seen many better swords than this one in Judgment Heaven and even owned several treasured blades. Jin Mu-Won’s short sword was good, but it wasn’t quite good enough to trigger his greed.


He smiled. It was a smile that was colder, and eerier than ever before.


Shim Won-Ui raised the sword and pointed it at Jin Mu-Won, who suddenly felt as if his heart was pierced by an invisible, intangible spear. 


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes widened in shock. He could clearly feel Shim Won-Ui’s murderous intent, as the young man wasn’t bothering to hide it at all.


“...Why?”


“I was just curious.”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes trembled. Seeing that, the corners of Shim Won-Ui’s lips rose even higher.


“You said that you’ve never learned any martial art before, is that correct?”


In the report that Shim Won-Ui had received from Jang Pae-San, Jin Mu-Won claimed to have never learned martial arts before. 


No, wait, that statement is wrong. To put it precisely, Jin Mu-Won stated that he had never learned any internal arts before, only external arts. [1]


In order to confirm the truth for himself, Shim Won-Ui had dispatched one of his own Wardens to spy on Jin Mu-Won. In the end though, that person had also arrived at the same conclusion.


According to his spy’s report, Jin Mu-Won followed a strict daily routine. Once a day, he would go for a walk or head to the Grand Library to read, but otherwise, he would just spend the rest of his time swordsmithing in the Tower of Shadows.


It appeared that Jin Mu-Won led the life of a monk despite being only seventeen. However, Shim Won-Ui simply could not bring himself to believe that a seventeen-year-old boy was capable of enduring the monotony of such a simple, modest lifestyle.


After all, Jin Mu-Won’s father had been forced to commit suicide and disband the Northern Army. In addition, he himself had been placed under the highest level of surveillance by Heaven’s Summit and had to endure being scrutinized and spied on a dozen times a day. Shim Won-Ui couldn’t even imagine living a depressing lifestyle like that. A normal person would have gone crazy or fallen into despair a long time ago.


And now, you’re telling me that a seventeen-year-old who went through that kind of trauma, and is under all that mental stress, is living routinely like a monk?


How interesting. Very interesting indeed. It should be impossible for someone without hope for the future to live the way he does.


That is what my gut feeling is telling me, even though I have no evidence to the contrary.


So, what is giving this seventeen-year-old boy hope? He is not a normal person, but the scion of a family of martial artists. Also, the way he uses his hammer during swordsmithing is suspicious.


When smithing, he hammers the steel with a certain rhythm. A rhythm akin to that of martial arts masters. Of course, master craftsmen are like that as well. 


The problem is, this sword that he made is of excellent quality. No beginner could produce a sword like this. That makes it difficult to conclude anything just from his hammering technique.


I’ll have to investigate more thoroughly in order to find out whether he truly knows martial arts, or is simply an exceptional craftsman.


Shim Won Ui thrust the short sword at Jin Mu-Won.


“Come, try your hardest to survive!”


Unlike before, where he had only directed intangible killing intent at Jin Mu-Won, Shim Won-Ui now attacked him for real.


“Khh!”


Jin Mu-Won’s face paled in an instant. Shim Won-Ui was strong enough to be the successor to Judgment Heaven. He was a martial arts master the likes of which Jin Mu-Won could not hope to match. 


“Gah!”


In order to confirm his suspicions, Shim Won-Ui was forcing Jin Mu-Won to make a choice. Jin Mu-Won could either fight back and reveal himself, or die by his blade.


Blood flowed out from the corners of Jin Mu-Won’s lips. His internal organs had been damaged by Shim Won-Ui’s qi.


SWISH!


Shim Won-Ui’s blade pierced through the air toward Jin Mu-Won. Like a poisonous snake baring its fangs, his thrust was blindingly fast and accurate. Jin Mu-Won could have dodged it if he tried, but he decided against it.


I have to take a gamble. A gamble that will determine whether I live or die.


Jin Mu-Won grit his teeth. 


If I fight back, I’ll die for sure. If I don’t fight back, I’ll probably die. In that case, I should pick the choice with the higher probability of survival.


STAB!


“AAAHHHHHH!”


Shim Won-Ui’s sword plunged through Jin Mu-Won’s left shoulder, just inches from his heart.


“Hmm.” Shim Won-Ui narrowed his eyes, then said, “Have you really never learned martial arts?”


He had deliberately given Jin Mu-Won a chance to dodge. That thrust was one that anyone who knew even a little bit of martial arts would have been able to avoid.


People tend to reveal their true selves when their lives are threatened. As long as you’ve learned some kind of internal martial art before, you will definitely unconsciously use it to save yourself. Because that is human nature. So why do I still feel nothing from you?


Whatever. Third time’s the charm, right?


Shim Won-Ui pulled out the sword from Jin Mu-Won’s shoulder.


SPLORT!


Blood spurted out of Jin Mu-Won’s injured shoulder, dyeing Shim Won-Ui’s arms and sword crimson red. Jin Mu-Won grabbed his injured shoulder, his footsteps staggering as he reeled in pain.

    Shim Won-Ui swung the blade at Jin Mu-Won again, this time aiming for his neck.


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes widened. He could feel Shim Won-Ui’s murderous intent prickling his skin, as if it had materialized.


This is it. I’m dead. I should have dodged this one.


His instincts were screaming at him to move. However, his mind was detached from his instincts, remaining calm and rational despite his dire situation. Deep down, he felt something stir within him.


Just then, he heard a scream.


“NOOO!”


SLASH!


Shim Won-Ui’s sword brushed across Jin Mu-Won’s neck. A moment later, blood came pouring out of the wound like a fountain. Jin Mu-Won came back to his senses and fell to his knees. The skin on his neck had been ripped open, revealing the flesh beneath it.


“GYAAAAAA!” Jin Mu-Won shrieked like an injured animal.


Fuck, he’s still alive. Shim Won-Ui sheathed the short sword with a dissatisfied expression on his face. He looked toward the entrance of the smithy, only to see Seomoon Hye-Ryung standing there, panting.


“You’re not allowed to kill him, Mister Shim.”


“Ah, so it was you who cried out, Miss Seomoon.”


“You should understand what you have done wrong. Things shouldn’t have turned out this way.”


“I haven’t actually crossed the line yet, though.” Shim Won-Ui grinned maliciously.


He’s still alive, so I haven’t crossed the line.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung observed Jin Mu-Won closely. “Fortunately, his injuries aren’t too severe,” she said.


She swiftly rubbed a hemostatic agent on his wounds. She then tore off her sleeve and used it to bandage the wounds.


“Ugh!”


“Don’t move.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung reached into her bosom, took out a pill wrapped in paper, then fed the pill to Jin Mu-Won. The pill, known as the Soul Fusion Life Preserving Pill (掫魂保全丸), was one of the secret medicines of the Seomoon Clan. As long as one still had a single breath left, the pill would be able to save them from the brink of death. Thus, unless there was an emergency which would implicate the Seomoon Clan, Seomoon Hye-Ryung would never use such a valuable pill.


After swallowing the pill, some color returned to Jin Mu-Won’s pale face. Seomoon Hye-Ryung heaved a sigh of relief.


“If Heaven’s Summit finds out what you’ve done, you’ll be in deep trouble.”


“No one will know anything as long as you keep your mouth shut.”


“That’s enough, Mister Shim.”


Shim Won-Ui didn’t look the least bit remorseful at all. Seomoon Hye-Ryung scowled, feeling extremely disappointed by his behavior.


Jin Mu-Won’s continued existence was a subject of controversy in Heaven’s Summit. Some people wanted to get rid of him as quickly as possible and eliminate this potential seed of dissent, while others wanted to keep him alive and monitor him out of respect and nostalgia for the Northern Army. 


Unfortunately, the people who wanted Jin Mu-Won kept alive did not have much influence within Heaven’s Summit. Most of them were freshly-minted experts who had admired the Northern Army and pitied Jin Mu-Won as a result.


Above all, they were worried that they would end up in the same situation as the Northern Army. As long as Jin Mu-Won was alive, Heaven’s Summit would not be able to make up an excuse to get rid of them. They may not hold much sway over Heaven’s Summit individually, but not even Heaven’s Summit could afford to ignore their combined pleas.


Shim Won-Ui knew about the delicate situation surrounding Jin Mu-Won, but he didn’t care what others thought. He had been a selfish person ever since he was born.


He looked down at Jin Mu-Won, saying, “Anyway, I’ve at least achieved my first objective, so I’ll leave it at that. Take good care of yourself, okay?”


Shim Won-Ui threw the short sword down in front of Jin Mu-Won, then turned and left. Seomoon Hye-Ryung watched him go, her frustration clearly written on her face.


Suddenly, she looked at Jin Mu-Won, who was lying down in her lap. She had felt a slight tremble from one of his arms, and his teeth were clenched tightly. She didn’t know if he was doing that because of pain from the wound, or out of anger at Shim Won-Ui’s actions.


It’s probably both…








Footnotes:


[1] Internal and External Martial Arts: Internal Martial Arts are occupied with the spiritual, mental or chi-related aspects of martial arts, whereas External Martial Arts are focused on the physiological aspects. External Martial Arts are generally considered inferior to Internal Martial Arts, as anyone can train their bodies and exercise. Most outlaws/bandits practice only External Martial Arts because the murim sects keep the secrets of Internal Martial Arts to themselves. Therefore, it is common for the disciples of murim sects to look down on random warriors. Examples from what we’ve seen so far:


	Internal Martial Arts: Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, Blue Cloud Meditation Technique.

	External Martial Arts: Regular bodybuilding and exercise, Three Foundations of Swordsmanship, Blue Cloud Sword Style.

	Both Internal and External: Shadow Blade of Destruction, Blue Cloud Sword Style (Seo Mu-Sang only).
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Chapter 25: The Momentous Dawn of a New Era (4)


“You were very lucky. Your wounds are deep, but your internal organs are fine. You’ll be able to move again after taking this medication and resting for a week.”  

Seomoon Hye-Ryung replaced Jin Mu-Won’s bandages with some clean ones, then stood up.


“Should I say thank you?”


“No, I’m the one who should apologize. I’m sorry, Mister Jin. I had no idea that Mister Shim would be so extreme.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung appeared remorseful, but Jin Mu-Won remained expressionless. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to respond to her, but that he was too busy gritting his teeth in pain.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung looked down at Jin Mu-Won for a long time, then sighed. She had not expected the situation to get this far out of hand.


“I wish to rest now.”


As she left the room, Seomoon Hye-Ryung said, “Please rest well then. I will make sure that Mister Shim does not disturb you again.”


“Sigh!” When he was sure that Seomoon Hye-Ryung was gone, Jin Mu-Won heaved a sigh of relief that he had been holding back all this time.


He had lost too much blood, so his face was still rather pale. If not for Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s timely rescue and medicinal pill, he would have died for sure.


How the hell did I survive this encounter?


He had literally gambled with his life.


No, this couldn’t be called gambling. Gambling implied that there was a chance to win and a chance to lose. Since losing meant the loss of his life, he could not take chances with a gamble. What he did was choose the one option with a possibility of survival, even if that possibility was slim.


As it turned out, he had made the right choice. His wounds were severe, but he was still alive. Jin Mu-Won strongly believed that his life would one day turn for the better, so the most important thing to him was to survive until that day arrived.


Also, it was imperative that Shim Won-Ui not find out about the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. By letting Shim Won-Ui injure him, he had successfully convinced the man that he did not know any martial arts.


All in all, it was worth risking my life for this result.


Jin Mu-Won closed his eyes. The instant he did so, he was overcome by extreme exhaustion. Coupled with the pain from multiple wounds on his body, the fatigue was overwhelming.


He gave in to his body’s demands and fell asleep.


…How long have I been sleeping?


Jin Mu-Won’s face felt a little itchy for some reason, as if someone was spying on him in the dark. He slowly opened his eyes and saw a dark figure staring down at him.


The figure had eyes as bright as a cat’s.


Jin Mu-Won smiled. There were many people in the world, but only one person looked at him with eyes like that.


“Han-Seol.”


“Who did this to you?”


“I’m fine.”


“I asked you who did it!” There was a hint of rage in Eun Han-Seol’s voice.


“Was it them?”


“Han-Seol.”


“It must have been them.”


I don’t even need to hear his answer. Those people are the only ones in this place who would hurt him.


Suddenly, the temperature inside the room plummeted. Goosebumps appeared on Jin Mu-Won’s frozen skin, and the cold air made it hard for him to breathe.


Was she this strong!?


He knew that Eun Han-Seol practiced martial arts, so even though he had never had a chance to gauge her strength before today, he had never thought of her as weak. However, he hadn’t expected her to be this strong, either.


Her inner qi was in perfect harmony with the qi in the environment. 


Transcendence. [1]


Just like how the color of fire would turn blue at a high enough temperature, Eun Han-Seol’s martial arts had surpassed the fundamentals and evolved to a higher stage.


This was far beyond Jin Mu-Won’s predictions.


She’s only fourteen years old. How on earth did she reach Transcendence at such a young age? More importantly, how many people are capable of creating a monster like her? Just who is her master?


In the end, this girl is…


Jin Mu-Won sighed, saying, “I’m fine, Han-Seol. This was part of my plan.”


“Your plan?”


“Yes.”


“Why would you do that to yourself?”


“Because I don’t want to arouse their suspicions.”


“You allowed yourself to get hurt just for that?”


“Not intentionally, no. I simply didn’t have any other options available to me at that time. I was in a life-threatening situation, and I chose the one and only path where there was a possibility of survival.”


“Ahh, you really…”


The anger dissipated from Eun Han-Seol’s voice, and the temperature in the room returned back to normal.


Jin Mu-Won heaved a sigh of relief.


Eun Han-Seol pulled up a chair and sat down next to Jin Mu-Won’s bed.


He got hurt so badly the instant I took my eyes off him. I’m partly to blame for this, aren’t I?


“Are you still in pain?”


“Yes.”


““Haa…”” The two of them sighed at the same time.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


A man was traveling alone through the plains of the North.


The northern winds ripped through him like the claws of a wolf as he moved against its flow. He raised a hand to brush his long hair out of his face. 


All he could see was the whitish-gray color of arid land, stretching out all the way to the horizon. Despite its desolate appearance, he could feel the powerful vitality of the North hidden below the surface.


“This is great!”


The man beamed. From his smile, one could clearly see his immense confidence and boundless ambition. These traits only served to make him appear even stronger.


He was six feet[2] tall, with dark brown skin. As his black cloak billowed in the wind, his huge, bared muscular arms could be seen. A long scar ran across his face, further adding to his wild, ferocious look.


The man slowly strolled northwards.


His powerful spirit could be felt in every brazen step he took, intimidating those with lesser conviction than he. The wind turned his long, black hair into a lion’s mane, creating the illusion that he was the king of beasts.


He walked proudly on his own two legs, with no horse or carriage to ease his journey. Hidden beneath his cloak, his body was covered with dozens of wounds; some large, some small. These were wounds that he had sustained during his many battles on his way here.


Most of these wounds were merely small scratches, but several were deep and near-fatal. Despite sustaining all these serious injuries, he had survived and managed to travel all the way to the North.


“This is only the beginning of my grand journey.”


I have a dream.


Everyone calls it an impossible dream, but I don’t care.


I’ve had this dream ever since I was young, and to realize this dream, I have worked my butt off. Even so, I still don’t have the qualifications to make my dream come true.


Suddenly, the man stopped dead in his tracks and observed his surroundings carefully.


“Who goes there?” The man’s voice boomed like the roar of a lion.


Still, there was nothing.


“Come out, or I will go over and drag you out instead!” the man roared again.


As if in response to the man’s demands, several gray-cloaked warriors suddenly appeared out of nowhere.


The man’s eyebrows twitched.


“Er, so there really was someone there?”


“……”


The warriors did not answer the man’s question. They only stared at him with tilted heads and expressions of distaste.


The man sized up the warriors.


They had sharp eyes like that of a poisonous snake that had found its prey. Their muscles were tensed, like a leopard ready to pounce. Calluses covered the front and back of their hands, an indication of how hard they had trained.


What the man was most concerned about, though, were the unusual weapons hanging from their waists. It was a transforming weapon that could be interchangeably used as a sword and a sickle, with a thin silver chain about the width of a child’s thumb attached to the end of the handle. 


Weapons like these were rare in the Central Plains, so the man was very curious about them. He had never fought someone wielding a weapon like that before.


Just then, a man who looked like the leader of the warriors stepped forward. The large man frowned as he looked at this person. That was because the leader of the warriors exuded an evil aura that disgusted him.


The aura was sinister yet noble. It was unlike anything he had seen before.


The warrior leader squinted at the man and asked, “Where are you going?”


“I think I’m hardly obliged to tell you that, right?” the man replied, crossing his arms. Even though he was surrounded by over thirty warriors, his spirit was not the least bit daunted.


The leader of the warriors smiled slyly.


“Then, allow me to change my question. Who are you?”


“I don’t think I’m obliged to tell you that either.”


“You won’t answer any of my questions, huh? In that case, please allow me to at least give you a warning.”


“I’m listening.”


“Go back to wherever you came from, and we will let you leave this place alive.”


“I will pretend I didn’t hear that. There is a reason I cannot turn back.”


The warrior leader narrowed his eyes. At the same time, the gray-cloaked warriors raised their weapons.





“You’re going to ignore our warning? In that case, we will be forced to execute you.”


“Let’s see who’ll be the one who ends up executed, shall we?”


“Your arrogance will be the death of you,” growled the leader in an icy tone. 


Suddenly, the large man felt as if his skin had been painfully pierced by needles. He was stunned. He had not expected to meet someone who could affect him using just aura in this desolate place.


The leader yelled, “Kill him! There’s a possibility that he’s here to help that little bitch.”


That little bitch?


The large man appeared confused for a moment, but quickly decided to save his questions for later. The gray-cloaked warriors were swarming toward him like a tsunami. 


A transforming sickle came flying towards him, its silver chain trailing behind it.


SHIING!


A piercing sound like the clinking of chains reverberated in his ear. Multiple silver chains had overlapped to form a giant web and they were approaching him in a disorienting manner. However, even now, the man stood still with his arms folded.


A white mist arose from the silver chains, just like the sword qi of a master swordsman. The mist then quickly spread out, concealing the gray-cloaked warriors within. Although it appeared harmless, the man knew that if he let the mist come in contact with his body, even for an instant, it would shred him into tiny pieces like a torrent of sharp blades.


The Shrouded Fire Demon Formation (隱形炎魔陣).


That was the name of the formation that the grey-cloaked warriors had put up. It was a formation that was highly effective when surrounding one opponent. The sheer pressure that the formation exerted on him was so great that even the large man could feel death’s approach.


I’ve never seen a formation like this in the Central Plains before.


The large man was fairly young, but he was very experienced and insightful. Despite all his experience, though, he had never seen warriors and formations like these before.


Interesting!


The man smiled. 


When faced with a situation like this, some may lament their bad luck, but not I. This battle is merely a trial that will serve as nourishment for my growth.


WHOOSH!


The transforming weapons shot towards him, stirring up the wind and causing his clothes to flutter wildly. For a moment, all he could see were blades flying in his direction.


The man raised his right arm and pointed toward the sky. When the leader of the warriors saw this, he sneered.


I guess he’s just another lunatic.


I was stupid to think he was any more than that and get all nervous because of him.


Just then.


The man clenched his fist as if he was grasping the sky in his hands. A blinding light appeared between his clasped fingers, but before the light could spill out, the man slammed his fist into the ground.


BOOM!


Lightning flashed across the sky, accompanied by the roar of thunder.


“AHHHHH!”


“GEUHEUK!”


The gray-cloaked warriors and their silver chains were swallowed by a giant cyclone of light. As the light faded, smoking corpses fell to the ground one after another. In just one blow, more than a dozen warriors now lay dead.
 


A pure white light flickered on the still-smirking leader’s forehead for a moment, but before he knew it, it had disappeared like a mirage.


He was completely bewildered. He just couldn’t understand what had just happened. All he remembered seeing was a brilliant flash of light, and then suddenly, more than a dozen of his men were dead, killed by the broken fragments of their own weapons.


“What? How is this possible? We are the Shrouded Ghost Squad (隱鬼隊)!”


“The Shrouded Ghost Squad? Is that what you guys are called?”


“You… Just who are you?” asked the panicking leader, again.


Instead of answering him, the man raised a hand toward the sky once more. In the eyes of the warrior leader, it was as if he was about to take hold of the heavens.


BOOM!


Yet another tornado of light appeared, followed closely by the clash of thunder.


“The Shrouded Iron Shell Formation (隱形鐵甲陣), hurry!”


The members of the Shrouded Ghost Squad placed their hands on each other’s shoulders and locked their silver chains together with amazing speed to form a giant metal shell. The Shrouded Iron Shell Formation was the formation with the highest defensive power in their arsenal.


KABLAM!


They were immediately engulfed by a light cyclone.


CRACK!


Cracks appeared in the metal shell. All of the members of the Shrouded Ghost Squad, including their leader, grit their teeth as they reeled from the impact.


Blood flowed from the corner of the squad leader’s lips. Although his squad had managed to get the Shrouded Iron Shell Formation up in time, he had still sustained internal damage from the shockwave.


A desperate look appeared on the squad leader’s face as he growled, “You bastard! In the name of the Shrouded Fire Demon, I swear that you will definitely die a horrible death!”


“You finally introduced yourself, so I will do the same. My name is Dam Soo-Cheon.”


The man looked up at the sky.


To this man who brought forth the dawn of a new era, the heavens bestowed upon him the name “Dam Soo-Cheon”.


With the Shrouded Fire Demon in the lead, the Shrouded Ghost Squad clashed with Dam Soo-Cheon.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Jin Mu-Won’s wounds were itching unbearably, to the point where he couldn’t sleep. He tried and failed several times to fall asleep, until finally, he gave up and decided to take a walk. He left the Tower of Shadows and took a deep breath of the cold air outside. The icy wind brought his mind back into focus, making him feel alive again.


After the events of that day, Shim Won-Ui had lost all interest in him. He now treated Jin Mu-Won like he was invisible, pretending not to see him even when they ran into each other.


In addition, his wounds had taken a whole week to close properly. During that entire period, Jin Mu-Won had been bedridden and couldn’t move at all. If not for Eun Han-Seol and Seomoon Hye-Ryung taking turns to look after him, he would probably still be stuck in bed.

Jin Mu-Won strolled around the inner courtyard of the tower for a while. Suddenly, he looked up at the night sky as if he was possessed by something.


One of the constellations was emitting a dazzling white radiance, drowning out the light from all the other stars.


The darkness of the night sky around that constellation pulsated in concert, as if it was resonating with the light. [3]








Footnotes:


[1] Transcendence: Technically, the term used here is 노화순청(爐火純靑), meaning Complete Mastery. It differs from other instances of Transcendence 상승지경(上昇之境), but seeing as it only appears once in the entire 400 chapters, I believe this is a mistake by the author. The description also matches that for Transcendence in C14 perfectly.


[2] Six feet:  I’m converting all units of measurement from now on. Dealing with ancient units is a pain. Anyway, Dam Soo-Cheon is the same height as Jin Mu-Won.


[3] Dam Soo-Cheon is the light, and Jin Mu-Won is the shadow. In the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows (C6), Jin Mu-Won represents the darkness of the night sky that is lit up by a sea of stars. The phenomena in the sky appears to be prophesying that these two young men will spearhead the dawn of a new era, hence the title “The Momentous Dawn of a New Era”.
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Chapter 26: Tiger and Dragon (1)


Fate is a cruel mistress.


Sometimes, the thing you dread the most appears at the worst time, in the worst possible fashion.


Just like a bad dream…




Eun Han-Seol’s body was wrapped in a silvery-white mist of qi. The mist was an indication that she was recovering well after expelling the poison from her body.


Every time she breathed in and out, the mist would circle around her like a living thing.


RUSTLE…


The mist brushed past the furniture in the room as it revolved around her, turning them to dust. However, Eun Han-Seol was unaware of this fact as she was too focused on her meditation.


Suddenly, beads of sweat appeared on her face, marring her flawless, gallant beauty. The sweat dripped down her neck to her chest, but still, her concentration remained unaffected.


WHOOSH!


As her qi circulation reached its peak, the silvery-white mist thickened and began to spin faster and faster, becoming like a barrier that protected her from outside interference.


Eun Han-Seol had started training in the evening, but by the time she finally completed her meditation, it was already the crack of dawn. She gathered the mist in the room near her head, then took a deep breath, absorbing it back into her body.


“Haa…” she exhaled, opening her eyes. A clear light like the sparkle of a crystal flickered in her eyes for a brief moment.


She checked the condition of her body.


Every muscle of hers felt like a coiled spring, packed with strength that would gush forth at her will. Her qi flowed through her blood vessels like a raging river. The life force that she exuded was tremendous. It was clear that her body had been restored to tip-top condition. 


However, she felt that this wasn’t something to be happy about at all. Now that her strength had fully recovered, it was about time she left this place. Just like the smashed-up furniture in this room, she did not belong here.


Sa-Ryung had gone out to investigate the movements of their enemies. The instant they returned to the Northern Army Fortress, was the instant she had to leave this place.


Soon, the time will come when we have to say goodbye.


Eun Han-Seol took a quick bath, then headed to the Tower of Shadows where Jin Mu-Won lived.


The morning light shone upon the Tower of Shadows, the only building which stood tall and proud amidst the ruins of the Northern Army Fortress. It was as if this tower stood as a testament to the enduring spirit of the Northern Army. 


Before coming here, Eun Han-Seol had thought that there was no longer anything left of the Northern Army. ‘The giant that was Northern Army has breathed its last and ceased to exist,’ she was told. She had been convinced that this was true…until she met Jin Mu-Won.


He is not the kind of man who would take this lying down.


The Jin Mu-Won I know is a man who is constantly planning for the future. He might have nothing now, but he is always doing his best to survive each and every day, all the while waiting patiently for an opportunity. 


I don’t know what he’s planning, but I have a feeling that the moment he steps out into the world, something big is going to happen.


“Now that I think about it, I’ve really gotten used to my current lifestyle, huh.”


Every day, after finishing her meditation, she would head over to the Tower of Shadows for a meal.


She would eat the food he cooked and drink the tea he brewed. Whenever they spent time together, all her worldly worries would be cast aside and forgotten. It was a refreshing and comforting feeling.


At first, she had felt awkward about accepting his hospitality and sincerity. She was a trained human weapon, and weapons did not need to have emotions or form relationships with people. At least, that was what she had been taught. However, Jin Mu-Won had changed her. She often found herself relaxed and unguarded when she was together with him.


She knew that she had fallen into a trap of her own making. Even so, she couldn’t resist her desire for the warmth that Jin Mu-Won gave her.


Suddenly, Eun Han-Seol stopped in her tracks. A refined, elegant woman stood in her way.


She frowned.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung.


In the light of the rising sun, Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s beauty was all the more dazzling. She was currently looking up at the Tower of Shadows, the sunlight casting a long, dark shadow behind her.


Sensing Eun Han-Seol’s approach, Seomoon Hye-Ryung turned around. Eun Han-Seol could see herself reflected in the woman’s clear eyes.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung greeted, “Hello, Miss Eun.”


“……”


Eun Han-Seol remained silent, as if responding to Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s greeting was beneath her. Seeing this, Seomoon Hye-Ryung smiled gently.


“Are you taking a walk?”


“Food.”


“Huh?”


“I always eat together with him.”


For a moment, Seomoon Hye-Ryung appeared confused at Eun Han-Seol’s unexpected answer, but she quickly regained her initial composure.


“By ‘him’, do you mean Mister Jin?”


Eun Han-Seol nodded like she had only stated the obvious. 


Despite Shin Won-Ui ordering his servants to run a background check, we haven’t been able to dig up any information on this girl at all. We heard from Jin Mu-Won that her name is Eun Han-Seol and that she is a distant relative of his. However, that young man could be lying for all we know.


“How is Mister Jin’s condition? Is he feeling better now?”


“You already know the answer to that, don’t you? After all, the person who did that to him is your companion.”


In the face of Eun Han-Seol’s accusation, Seomoon Hye-Ryung made an apologetic expression.


“Once again, I apologize for what happened. I did not think that Mister Shim would be so extreme.”


“Hmph!” Eun Han-Seol snorted in derision. 


Eun Han-Seol’s attitude was starting to irritate Seomoon Hye-Ryung, but she restrained herself from showing her annoyance on her face. She was a few years older than Eun Han-Seol and wanted to maintain the appearance of a mature woman in front of her.


Similarly, Eun Han-Seol did not like Seomoon Hye-Ryung in the least. The woman gave her a disgusting feeling, so much so that she couldn’t stand being in the same room as her. She puffed up her cheeks and glowered at the older woman.




However, Seomoon Hye-Ryung only found her angry expression adorable.


“Miss Eun, do you have any siblings?”


“Why are you asking me this?”


“I was just a little curious, that’s all.”


Eun Han-Seol looked wary of her, but in Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s eyes, she was still really cute.


“…No, I don’t have any siblings.”


“What about your parents?”


“They’re dead.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung apologized, “I’m sorry. Let’s talk about something else, shall we?”


However, Eun Han-Seol acted as if her questions hadn’t bothered her at all. She went around her and started walking toward the Tower of Shadows, leaving Seomoon Hye-Ryung with no choice but to chase after her.


“Wait, do you want to have tea together sometime?”


Eun Han-Seol glared at Seomoon Hye-Ryung, her expression seeming to say, ‘Why the fuck are you asking me that?’


Seomoon Hye-Ryung giggled, “Is that a no?”


It seems that this woman’s going to keep annoying me until I accept. 


Eun Han-Seol nodded, saying, “Later, when I’m free.”


“Is that a promise?”


“Yes.”


“Come visit me when you have time, then. I’ll be waiting for you.”


Just then, the two arrived at the entrance of the Tower of Shadows. Eun Han-Seol turned toward Seomoon Hye-Ryung and asked, “Are you going to follow me inside?”


“No,” replied Seomoon Hye-Ryung, shaking her head.


Eun Han-Seol stared at Seomoon Hye-Ryung for a while longer. Finally, she looked away and entered the Tower of Shadows. Seomoon Hye-Ryung remained where she was, watching Eun Han-Seol slowly climb up to the top of the tower.
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Chapter 27: Tiger and Dragon (2)


Jin Mu-Won laid out the breakfast table. He had a feeling that Eun Han-Seol would be coming over for breakfast, so he cooked a pot of mutton stew and fried a plate of her favorite pork cutlet in preparation for her arrival.


When Eun Han-Seol showed up at the door, Jin Mu-Won smiled.


“Come on in.”


“You haven’t been preparing an extra portion of food every meal, have you?”


“No, I just felt that it was about time you got hungry.”


Eun Han-Seol sat down at the table and observed Jin Mu-Won. His face was still rather pale.


In truth, Jin Mu-Won could heal himself almost instantly using the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. However, he chose not to do so because healing too quickly would rekindle Shim Won-Ui’s suspicions. 


For this same reason, he could not continue training or swordsmithing either. Instead, he spent his time reading or contemplating philosophy, often becoming absorbed in his own world.


Countless thoughts flashed across his mind, clashing and intertwining with each other to form entirely new ideas. Jin Mu-Won did not attempt to control the direction of his thoughts, he simply let it flow naturally like water.


Unexpectedly, this decision of his invoked thoughts and ideas that he had never even considered before. As the random concepts in his head piled up, they began to connect together and organize themselves, finally coming together as a whole.


In just a few days, Jin Mu-Won felt that he had taken yet another significant step forward. His understanding of the world had deepened, and as a result, his sixth sense had sharpened as well. 


It was this sixth sense that had told him Eun Han-Seol would be coming over in the morning, and true enough, she showed up right after he finished preparing breakfast for her! This precognition of his was now so absurd, even Jin Mu-Won was flabbergasted. [1]


He felt that this ability definitely had something to do with the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. He wasn’t sure why it was like that, but practicing the Art had indeed expanded his insight and perception to an unbelievable extent.


Eun Han-Seol focused all her concentration on moving her chopsticks, tasting one dish after another. She then nodded in approval and exclaimed, “Yum…”


Eun Han-Seol’s reactions to the food made Jin Mu-Won smile. She was a lot more expressive than when he had first met her. Back then, she was like a lifeless, emotionless doll. Right now, though, that doll had come to life, becoming bright and animated.


She was especially lively when it came to food. Whenever she ate something good or bad, it would be written clearly all over her face. Jin Mu-Won felt that this was the biggest change that had occurred in her.


Eun Han-Seol put a piece of pork cutlet in her mouth and chewed.


“Is it good?”


“Mm-hmm.”


Eun Han-Seol nodded cutely, prompting Jin Mu-Won to reach out and stroke her head. Her face immediately turned red with embarrassment. 


However, Jin Mu-Won seemed to not notice this, remarking, “That’s a relief.”


“Huh?”


“I was starting to get worried because you seemed to have lost your appetite recently.”


Jin Mu-Won filled Eun Han-Seol’s plate with fried pork cutlet. She lowered her head and stared blankly at the plate for a while.


No one has ever cared about me as much as he does. Not even my Master, who raised me since I was young.


Suddenly, she lifted her head and looked directly at Jin Mu-Won.


“Why?”


“Why what?”


“Why are you so nice to me?”


This time, it was Jin Mu-Won's turn to stare blankly at her. She did not avoid his gaze.


“Why… Do I really need a reason to be nice to you?”


“Where I come from, there is a reason for everything.”


Everyone who approached Eun Han-Seol had done so with an ulterior motive. It didn’t matter if their motives were good or bad, only that they desired something of her. Thus, even though Jin Mu-Won’s pure sincerity felt foreign to her, she welcomed it with open arms.


“You must have had a hard life,” said Jin Mu-Won gently.


Tears welled up in Eun Han-Seol’s eyes. She quickly looked down and pretended to eat.


Why am I always like this when I’m together with him? It’s like my emotions are spiraling out of control! It’s weird, and it makes me feel uneasy.


Eun Han-Seol played with her chopsticks for a while, then suddenly said, “I-I might have to leave this place soon.”


“You’re leaving?”


“Yeah. I’m almost fully recovered, after all.”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes trembled. He did his best to put on a show of composure.


“…When?”


“Soon.”


Sa-Ryung had gone to meet her master. When they came back, she would have to leave the Northern Army Fortress.


“Is that so? I understand.”


I already knew that we would have to part someday. I even prepared myself for it. So…why? Why does my heart feel so empty? Since when did she become so important to me, that I can’t stand the thought of us being apart?


“Please remember to tell me before you leave, okay? Don’t just disappear quietly.”


“Don’t worry, I won’t leave without saying goodbye.”


Jin Mu-Won smiled.


When Eun Han-Seol had gone, he went to the smithy and began to work on something.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Jin Mu-Won walked out of the Northern Army Fortress, climbed to the top of the nearby hill where he could look down upon the entirety of the fortress, and sat down under a massive tree.


“Haa…” he sighed, leaning against the tree. He had spent the last few days working non-stop inside the stuffy smithy.


He took a deep breath. As the fresh air filled his lungs, vitality returned to his lifeless face.


The fortress had been completely taken over by Shim Won-Ui and his companions, leaving him with very little freedom to move around. 


They’re treating the place like their own home, even though I’m the owner of the fortress. These people are such a pain in the ass…


Ahh, screw them. I have more important things to worry about, like…


“Han-Seol.”


Recently, whenever he thought about Eun Han-Seol, his heart would start thumping like crazy.


“Is there something wrong with my mental state?”


Jin Mu-Won pondered this thought for a while but quickly rejected the notion. He knew that he was just avoiding the truth because he’d much rather be insane than infatuated.


It wasn’t like there wasn’t a simple solution to his restlessness. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows.


WHOOSH!


His shadow qi flowed through his veins, and his senses expanded out toward the horizon. He could hear the buzzing of bees and the rustling of leaves a dozen miles away. The warmth from the vitality all around him soothed his heavy heart.


“Hmm?”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes widened in shock. A unique presence had appeared at the edge of his senses, emitting an immense power that made his hair stand on end. Even the air around that person seemed to shimmer in trepidation.


“An expert.”


Jin Mu-Won did not know exactly how strong this person was. The only thing he could be absolutely certain of was that he was no match for this person.


I have to get out of here…


His instincts kicked in, telling him to run away as fast as he could. However, before he could move, he felt a wave of power wash over him as a man made his way up the hill.


The man was six feet tall and donned a large black cloak that billowed out behind him in the strong wind. His indomitable aura rippled through the air like the waves of an earthquake, as if it wanted to crush everything around him to pieces. 


Suddenly, he turned around, looking straight in Jin Mu-Won’s direction. Only then did Jin Mu-Won notice the huge scar running across his face.


BA-DUMP!


The instant the two men’s eyes met, Jin Mu-Won’s heart sank. The man looked at Jin Mu-Won, a curious expression on his face.


Jin Mu-Won could clearly see the man’s powerful ambition and unyielding determination in his eyes. It was as if there was a fire strong enough to set the whole world aflame burning within them. Although he felt like his soul had been ignited as well, he did not back down and look away.


This time, it was the man’s turn to be surprised. Never had another person locked gazes with him like this without eventually breaking eye contact. 


Since he was young, he had been extremely ambitious. To achieve his desires, he had given it everything he had. This resolve had etched itself into his eyes, turning them into a blade that would cut into the soul of whoever locked gazes with him.


Those familiar with him gave a name to this ability, calling it the “Eyes of Domination”.


Anyone who faced the Eyes of Domination for the first time would undoubtedly feel a sense of danger and look away. It didn’t matter whether they were young or old, strong or weak. The only ones who could endure his stare were those with resolve equal to, or greater than his. 


As a result, some called him Dam Soo-Cheon, the gentleman with the eyes of a king looking down upon his subjects.


Others knew of him as Dam Soo-Cheon, the young dragon of the Central Plains, renowned worldwide for succeeding in the Hundred Man Challenge. 


But most often, he was known as the lone star illuminating the heavens.


In other words…


The “Lone Star of the Azure Sky (蒼天孤星)”, Dam Soo-Cheon!












Footnotes:


[1] Jin Mu-Won already possessed some kind of precognitive ability before this chapter. In C7, he predicted exactly which day Hwang Cheol would show up.






TL note: Tiger and Dragon


As most of you have probably guessed, Jin Mu-Won is the Tiger and Dam Soo-Cheon is the Dragon. 


In East Asian cultures, the Tiger and Dragon are often mentioned together. They are both symbols of authority, valor, and strength, but at the same time, they are polar opposites of each other (Yin and Yang, Fire and Water, Left and Right, East and West).


In addition, there are references to the Four Symbols, also known as the Four Sacred Beasts: Azure Dragon of the East (蒼龍, 青龍, Qinglong, Seiryu, Cheong-Nyong), White Tiger of the West (白虎, Baihu, Byakko, Baek-Ho), Vermillion Bird of the South (朱雀, Zhuque, Suzaku, Ju-Jak), and Black Tortoise of the North (玄武, Xuanwu, Genbu, Hyeon-Mu).


This reference is most noted in Dam Soo-Cheon’s moniker, “Lone Star of the Azure Sky (蒼天孤星)”, and the Azure Dragon Society (蒼龍會). Hence, I chose to use the word “azure”, instead of “cerulean”, even though they pretty much mean the same thing.


On the other hand, the White Tiger is a god of war and righteousness, raining judgment down on evil. That sounds a lot like a certain someone…
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Chapter 28: Tiger and Dragon (3)


If Dam Soo-Cheon was fire, then Jin Mu-Won was water. The former asserted himself through his fiery disposition, while the latter adapted to everything in his stride like formless water.


SWOOSH!


Just as Dam Soo-Cheon was about to call out to Jin Mu-Won, a violent torrent of energy tore through the air, zooming straight at Dam Soo-Cheon like a bolt of lightning.


CRASH!


The attack slammed into Dam Soo-Cheon, stirring up a whirlwind of dust. Jin Mu-Won shielded his eyes from the devastating windstorm and backed away.


“Damned brat! You sure ran away quickly, but we still caught up to you!”


When the dust cloud settled, three men wearing red robes and matching red bamboo hats[1] appeared. Oddly, they had identical auras like triplets born on the same day at the same time.


They each wielded a crimson longsword with the edges sharpened so finely that Jin Mu-Won could sense the keenness of the blades despite having retreated out of the battlefield.


Jin Mu-Won frowned. These three martial artists had pretty distinct characteristics, but for some reason, he hadn’t heard of them before. Although he lived in the isolated North, he always made Uncle Hwang tell him about the famous martial artists of the Central Plains, so he expected to be able to recognize most of them, if not all.


Dam Soo-Cheon stood in the middle of the battlefield. Despite enduring a direct hit from the assassins, he was totally unscathed.


I wondered who they were, but it seems like these people are related to the ones I fought previously.


Dam Soo-Cheon’s eyes flashed with excitement. He bellowed, “Who goes there? I can’t believe you guys attacked me without warning!”


Dam Soo-Cheon’s roar was intimidating, but it wasn’t enough to make the red-robed men flinch. Rather, all he did was make them openly hostile toward him.


“Did you think that you would be able to get away scot-free after annihilating the Shrouded Ghost Squad?”


“The Shrouded Ghost Squad?”


Dam Soo-Cheon’s eyes glinted as he recalled the warriors who had assaulted him on his way to the Northern Army Fortress.


“Shrouded Ghost Squad, Shrouded Ghost Squad… Ah! I think I remember now. I guess it’s just as well that you guys are here to take revenge for them because I have a lot of questions for you. For example, who exactly are those guys? Also, why did they try to get in my way?”


The Shrouded Ghost Squad and their leader, the Shrouded Fire Demon. None of them were ordinary opponents. Most importantly, I’ve never heard of warriors like them in the Central Plains before.


Maybe others couldn’t be sure of this, but not me. After all, I’ve made absolutely sure to pay attention to every small detail of everything happening in the gangho.


In addition, the martial arts used by the Shrouded Ghost Squad are very different from the rest of the gangho. So different, in fact, that they could be said to be operating on opposing principles. How interesting is that?!


Dam Soo-Cheon looked at the red-robed men. He couldn’t see their faces clearly because of their bamboo hats, but his instincts told him that they weren’t ordinary martial artists.


“Who are you?” one of the men asked.


“You guys came after me without even knowing who I am?”


Dam Soo-Cheon narrowed his eyes. He did not know which faction the Shrouded Ghost Squad and the Shrouded Fire Demon belonged to. Likewise, these people affiliated with them had no idea who he was. They only sought him out because he had obliterated the entire squad.


They are probably pursuing me for no other reason than to eliminate a potential obstacle to their plans.


The red-robed man continued asking, “How are you related to the Northern Army?”


“The Northern Army? I hold them in high esteem, and have wished to visit their headquarters for the longest time.”


“So you’re saying, you have no ties to them at all?”


“Before today, that would have been the truth. By the way, just who are you people?”


“……”


“This isn’t fair, you know. I’ve answered all of your questions, so it’s only natural that you answer mine, right?”


Suddenly, the red-robed men’s killing aura intensified and their qi began to stir.


“This is an interrogation. You have no right to ask questions.”


Dam’s Soo-Cheon’s face darkened with rage.


These people aren’t normal. I had a feeling that there was something off about the Shrouded Ghost Squad back when I fought them, but I couldn’t get any answers out of them because of their mental resilience.


They possess a ridiculous killing intent and display incredible courage in the face of fear. Those aren’t things that can be learned in just a day or two. They would have had to overcome countless hardships and go through rigorous training to become like that. 


There aren’t many organizations in the Central Plains that can accomplish this. Even if they could, that doesn’t mean that they have done so. At least, not to my knowledge.


In conclusion, these people most likely belong to a faction that I am unfamiliar with. Not that that’s a bad thing!


The red-robed men charged at Dam Soo-Cheon, their blades slicing through the air.


WHOOSH!


A black wind surrounded Dam Soo-Cheon, obscuring his vision from the razor-sharp crimson swords concealed within. In Jin Mu-Won’s eyes, it was as if Dam Soo-Cheon had been swallowed by a tsunami of red and black.


Dam Soo-Cheon appeared to be in grave danger. Any moment now, he could be ripped to shreds. Even so, he remained motionless.


Are you just going to give up and do nothing?


I highly doubt that!


Jin Mu-Won could sense a tremendous qi radiating out from inside the battlefield, and at the very center of this qi storm, stood Dam Soo-Cheon.


RUMBLE!


Suddenly, the rays of a blindingly bright, white light pierced through the sea of red and black. The light was so glaring that not only Jin Mu-Won, but even the three assassins were forced to squeeze their eyes shut in pain.


BOOM!


“GEUHEUK!”


A deafening clap of thunder resounded throughout the battlefield, followed almost immediately by the sound of someone throwing up blood.


Jin Mu-Won opened his eyes, only to see a red-robed assassin soaring in midair, his chest sunken inwards unnaturally.


Dam Soo-Cheon’s explosive punch had literally sent the man flying.


“Lil’ bro!” The eyes of the two assassins still alive became dyed red with hatred and grief for their dead brother.


However, Dam Soo-Cheon wasn’t about to let go of this opportunity. He charged towards the remaining assassins like a raging tempest.


ROAR!


The wind from Dam Soo-Cheon’s attack slammed into his opponents, engulfing them in a devastating whirlwind of light.


In response, the assassins spat out wave after wave of crimson sword qi infused with blood, shouting in unison, “BREAK THROUGH! CASCADING RAIN OF BLOOD (血流萬適破)!” [2]


A sea of crimson blades plunged downward like a waterfall, raining directly upon Dam Soo-Cheon.


Although this move was a double-edged sword, the assassins knew that Dam Soo-Cheon would not be able to continue attacking them while dodging their bombardment. If he was a normal person, he would definitely retreat at this point and wait for his next opportunity.


Unfortunately for them, Dam Soo-Cheon was not normal. He was a man who seized every opening without fail.


SMASH!


Dam Soo-Cheon let out a ear-splitting roar as he rammed right into the assassins.


A moment later, Jin Mu-Won clearly saw two men being sent flying like rag dolls.


When the assassins’ bodies finally plummeted back to the ground, they split into a dozen misshapen pieces on impact. There was no sign of life left on their faces. They had died the instant Dam Soo-Cheon’s attack had hit them.


Jin Mu-Won looked at Dam Soo-Cheon. The man hadn’t gotten away unscathed from his reckless charge. His face was pale, and he seemed unsteady on his feet. In addition, there was a crimson sword sticking out of his back.




A suicide attack.


That’s not something that just anyone can do. How many people would willingly choose to put their own life at risk for the sake of killing their opponent?


“Huff...huff…” panted Dam Soo-Cheon, raising his head to face Jin Mu-Won. He was drenched in blood, but his eyes were sparkling.


“Sorry for the late introduction. My name is Dam Soo-Cheon.”


“...I am Jin Mu-Won.”


The first meeting between the two men who would one day be called the “Martial Emperor of the Azure Sky” and the “Northern Blade”, occurred while standing atop a pile of corpses.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


“Er, what happened to you!?”


“Mister Dam?”


As Dam Soo-Cheon entered the Northern Army Fortress, Shim Won-Ui and Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s jaws dropped in shock. However, he ignored them and turned to Jin Mu-Won instead, saying, “Thank you for allowing me to stay here without prior notice.”


“Don’t worry, the doors of the Northern Army Fortress are open to all. Rest well, and I hope you feel better soon.”


Jin Mu-Won gave Dam Soo-Cheon a fist salute, then walked out of the central plaza. Dam Soo-Cheon watched him as he left.


“Wah, it’s Dam-orabeoni! It sure took you long enough to get here!” exclaimed Shim Soo-Ah, who had come running as soon as she heard of Dam Soo-Cheon’s arrival.


Shim Soo-Ah grabbed Dam Soo-Cheon’s hands in greeting. Alarmed, Seomoon Hye-Ryung glared at her.


Jin Mu-Won made his way to a secluded corner of the fortress, then quickly released the fists he had been clenching tightly all this time. His palms were covered in cold sweat, and his fingernails had left imprints on his skin.


“Dam Soo-Cheon.”


I never imagined that a guy like that could exist.


Not only does he have the explosive power of a volcano, he also doesn’t hesitate to place himself in danger in order to get what he wants.


He makes good decisions quickly and rationally. To call him a genius would be a grave understatement.


“He is a born warrior.”


Jin Mu-Won suddenly felt a pang in his heart. He turned to look at the Lofty Sky Manor, where Dam Soo-Cheon was staying. For a moment, it was as if he could see an illusion of a slumbering dragon coiled around the building.


At the thought of this young warrior of the same generation, his heart tingled with both excitement and trepidation.








Footnotes:


[1] Bamboo hat: A big woven hat meant to provide shade from the sun and block the rain.
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[2] “BREAK THROUGH! CASCADING RAIN OF BLOOD (血流萬適破)!”: Literal translation - “Go! Ten Thousand Droplets of Blood Erode and Break Through!”
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Chapter 29: Some People Can Never Be Together (1)


The first thing Dam Soo-Cheon did after arriving at the Northern Army Fortress, was order the servants to prepare a large, warm bath for him. When the bath was ready, Dam Soo-Cheon entered the bathroom.


He took off his clothes, revealing his toned, muscular body beneath. Just like a wild stallion that charged around recklessly on the plains, he was covered in wounds both large and small.


These wounds were a memento of the Hundred Man Challenge. The evidence of the battles that he had gone through were carved into his very flesh. And today, a new record was added to the archives—his most recent battle with the red-robed assassins.


His raw flesh could be seen where he’d been stabbed or slashed by the assassins’ blades. If the wounds had been any deeper, they would most definitely have been fatal. Dam Soo-Cheon had taken several emergency measures to stem the bleeding, but he would have to seek proper medical care as soon as he could.


Dam Soo-Cheon downed the wine that Shim Won-Ui had given him. It was the hard stuff. After finishing his drink, he entered the bath.


“Ugh!”


His open wounds stung like someone had rubbed salt in them, but Dam Soo-Cheon did not flinch. He submerged himself up to his neck, then began to meditate.


PSHHH!




Just as he was wondering whether the water would boil immediately, a cloud of steam appeared. Dam Soo-Cheon continued meditating in the steamy bathwater.


His skin soon turned red. The combination of strong wine and hot water caused his blood vessels to dilate to twice their usual size. Not only were his major arteries and veins dilated, even the smaller blood vessels had expanded greatly.


In addition, the speed of his blood circulation increased manifold due to the fusion of his powerful qi into his blood, speeding up his healing rate remarkably. As his healing rate reached its peak, the pores on Dam Soo-Cheon’s skin opened up to expel the impurities in his body along with his sweat, releasing a foul stench.


At first glance, the method he was using to heal his wounds appeared rudimentary, but studies by multiple generations of physicians had proved that this simple technique was also the most effective one. Also, Dam Soo-Cheon knew from experience that his wounds would close much faster using this technique when compared to swallowing pills and medicines.


Besides removing the impurities from his body via the sweat glands, the contaminants inside the wounds were also discharged as a yellow ooze, followed by dirtied blood. Once the wounds were cleaned, they immediately began to form scabs.


“Hoo!”


An hour after entering the bath, Dam Soo-Cheon opened his eyes.


SPLASH!


He stood up, causing the blackened bathwater to overflow. He summoned several servants to replace the bathwater, then got back into the water and restarted his meditation.


Dam Soo-Cheon repeated this healing and rinsing procedure three times until the bathwater was clean and no longer stinky. When he was finally done, color had returned to his previously pale face.


He clenched his fists and examined his body. He wasn’t in his best condition, but it wasn’t too bad either. A few days rest, and he would be back to normal.


To a normal martial artist, this kind of healing speed would be miraculous. However, to Dam Soo-Cheon, this was the norm. That was because the martial arts that he practiced was one that aimed to maximize the natural abilities of the human body. It had been developed over many years and generations and had been refined so much that the physical techniques of other schools paled in comparison.


Dam Soo-Cheon changed into new clothes and walked out of the bathroom.


“Oh? You’re already out of the bath?” greeted Shim Won-Ui. He had been waiting for Dam Soo-Cheon outside the bathroom together with Seomoon Hye-Ryung.


“How do you feel?”


“Much better than before.” Dam Soo-Cheon smiled.


“What happened? Did the ‘Soul-Hunting Swordsman’, Baek Seong-Won, do this to you?”


The “Soul-Hunting Swordsman”, Baek Seong-Won, was a disciple of Mount Heaven Sword Sect and a murim legend. He was also Dam Soo-Cheon’s final opponent in his Hundred Man Challenge.


Dam Soo-Cheon shook his head, saying, “Baek Seong-Won’s Sword of Soul-Hunting Light is indeed fearsome. However, he isn’t strong enough to injure me.”


“Then, who did it?”


Dam Soo-Cheon told the other two about his fight with the Shrouded Fire Devil and the Shrouded Ghost Squad. Shim Won-Ui and Seomoon Hye-Ryung weighed the gravity of the situation with a severe look on their faces.


“Is that true? Are those guys really strong enough to hurt you so badly?”


“Yes, they are. If I hadn’t been vigilant and gone all out, I might not have survived the encounter.”


“What!? Honestly, I’m still finding it hard to believe your story.”


Not to boast, but out of all the people in the gangho, Shim Won-Ui felt that no one understood Dam Soo-Cheon more than he did. He could say with absolute confidence, that Dam Soo-Cheon was a monster.


His ability to master new martial arts within a very short timeframe, excellent decision-making, outstanding observational skills, and keen awareness of the flow of battle, were all traits that Shim Won-Ui could only wish for.


“Did you manage to find out their identities?”


“They didn’t have anything on them that could be used for identification.”


“What about their martial arts?”


Dam Soo-Cheon shook his head, causing Shim Won-Ui and Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s expressions to turn grimmer.


Although Dam Soo-Cheon was about the same age as them, as a martial artist, he was far more experienced. He had also been through more tough battles than anyone else in the same generation. Therefore, if even he could not recognize his attackers, then those peoples’ existences were probably as yet unknown to the world.


“This isn’t an insignificant matter, so I will be sure to investigate it thoroughly after I return to the Central Plains.”


“Perhaps…”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung was just about to make a suggestion when Shim Won-Ui shook his head and interrupted her. He said, “It’s not them. That organization has been gone for dozens of years. There’s no way Heaven’s Summit wouldn’t know if they were to make a reappearance now.”


“Even so…”


At the mention of that taboo organization, Shim Won-Ui’s eyes hardened threateningly, leaving Seomoon Hye-Ryung unable to finish her sentence.


However, Dam Soo-Cheon spoke up, saying, “You know, I don’t really care who they are.”


“What do you mean?”


“I just want someone to bring some excitement to this dull, lifeless gangho,” blurted Dam Soo-Cheon, his eyes lighting up with anticipation like a pair of torches in the dark.


“I don’t know about the others, but I’m sure Hyung-nim and Ryung know the real reason why I embarked on the Hundred Man Challenge, right?”


““Haa…”” The two people Dam Soo-Cheon was referring to sighed in unison.


Heaven’s Summit was governed by nine major factions, whose leaders were collectively called the Nine Skies. Because of this, Heaven’s Summit was sometimes referred to as the Summit of Nine.


Over the last hundred years, Heaven’s Summit had gradually restructured the political powers in the gangho, eventually forming a centralized government. The current Heaven’s Summit was an all-powerful organization with eyes all over the gangho, ensuring that no insurrection, no matter how small, would escape its notice.


Under this new world order, only the old and powerful factions were allowed to prosper and expand. New factions and young warriors were heavily oppressed and were prevented from interfering or achieving anything in the gangho. This naturally made it extremely difficult for martial artists of the younger generation to stand out amongst the crowd.


Many people desired change but were helpless in the face of the totalitarian rule of Heaven’s Summit. This was especially true after the disappearance of the Silent Night, as no one had dared to challenge Heaven’s Summit since then.


Dam Soo-Cheon was one of these people.


He was often called a martial arts prodigy, but the truth was, he did not wield any actual influence within the gangho. Nonetheless, in order to realize his dream, he needed to seize a large amount of political power.


Enough power to shake the very foundations of the current world.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


The clippety-clop of horses’ hooves could be heard as a carriage made its way forward along the uneven road. A man dressed in a pale green oiled raincoat and wearing a bamboo hat sat on the plain, unadorned coachman’s seat, holding the horses’ reins. An ancient, gaudy sword was strapped to his waist.


The constant vibration of the carriage was making the man nod off to sleep. Every time his head bobbed downwards, the bamboo hat he wore seemed to quiver a little, as if it would fall off his head anytime.


A gentle breeze blew past, and the horses continued trotting onward even without his guidance. How far have I gone? he thought. Suddenly, he lifted his head and looked straight ahead.


A sharp glint flashed across his eyes, hidden beneath the bamboo hat.


“Show yourself.”


Before the coachman had finished speaking, a white-robed man appeared out of nowhere. Like the coachman, he too wore a bamboo hat that hid his face. He bowed towards the carriage, saying, “My lord!”


The coachman did not reply, instead, he turned his head to look behind him. Just then, a voice could be heard from inside the carriage.


“If I remember right, your name was Chu-Wol (秋月)?” [1]


There was no trace of emotion in that cold voice. It was difficult to even tell if the speaker was male or female.


The white-robed man knelt down on the ground.


“I have returned, milord.”


“Have you found her?”


“I have. However…”


“Hmm?”


“There’s a problem. The target is inside the Northern Army Fortress.”


“The Northern Army Fortress?”


The person inside the carriage fell silent. The coachman and the white-robed man waited for their lord’s response with bated breaths.


After some time, the person inside the carriage spoke again, saying, “It seems that she exceeded my expectations, and made a very clever choice. No one would even think of searching for her inside the Northern Army Fortress.”


Sensing a slightly troubled tone in his lord’s voice, the coachman suggested, “Shall I go? I’ll make sure to clean up the mess afterwards.”


“No, you’re not capable of fighting without leaving any traces behind.”


“But…”


“I said, NO.”


“Fine!”


The coachman immediately shut his mouth. His lord was not one to change their mind after making a decision. Once his lord said no, it was useless no matter what excuse he came up with.


Suddenly, the white-robed man interjected, “There’s another problem.”


“What problem?”


“Dam Soo-Cheon and a couple of his friends are also in the fortress.”


“Dam Soo-Cheon? Did he go there after finishing the Hundred Man Challenge?”


“Yes. In addition, he annihilated the Shrouded Ghost Squad and killed the Bloody Triplets (血影三魔)[2] on his way to the fortress.”


“How on earth did he end up running into the Shrouded Ghost Squad?”


“It seems to have been a coincidence. Also, according to our investigation, the Bloody Triplets only started pursuing him because he finished off the Shrouded Ghost Squad.”


“Tsk!”


The person inside the carriage fell silent once again, and only the sounds of someone drumming their fingers could be heard. This time though, the silence lasted much longer than before.


Finally, the person ordered, “Light up the signal flare to summon the Chaos Demon (混魔).” [3]


“You’re dispatching the Chaos Demon?” exclaimed the coachman, dumbstruck.


“If you’re so confident, why don’t you do it yourself?”


“Okay, that’s enough, I get it already. The thing is, if we send the Chaos Demon, then Dam Soo-Cheon and the rest of them will probably…”


“It’s about time we teach the ‘Lone Star of the Azure Sky’ just how high the sky truly is.”


“I see. In that case, I’ll summon him,” said the white-robed man hesitatingly. He still hadn’t recovered from the initial shock of his lord’s decision.


The white-robed man had nothing more to report. It was time for the carriage to move on. The white-robed man stepped aside respectfully to let the carriage pass.


Far away in the distance, a large flag fluttered in the wind. A caravan made up of dozens of freight wagons filled with supplies were being escorted by over a hundred warriors.


The carriage where the white-robed man’s master rode incorporated itself into the very back of the caravan as if it had always been a part of it.








Footnotes:


[1] Chu-Wol (秋月): A code name similar to Sa-Ryung. It means “Autumn Moon”.


[2] Bloody Triplets (血影三魔): Literal TL – Blood Mirror/Shadow Three Demons.


[3] Chaos Demon (混魔): Literal TL – Chaos Demon.
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Chapter 30: Some People Can Never Be Together (2)


Jin Mu-Won clenched his teeth. Ever since the moment he had locked eyes with Dam Soo-Cheon, the energy that he had been suppressing till now had been gradually spiraling out of control. His heart was racing with excitement as if someone had thrown a rock into a still pond.


Dam Soo-Cheon had lit a fire in his heart.


“Dam Soo-Cheon.”


I’ve never been so worked up in my life. It seems that being part of the same generation as a warrior like Dam Soo-Cheon has made my blood boil with anticipation.


Jin Mu-Won picked up a wooden sword that had been leaning against the wall. It was a wooden sword that had been soaked in his blood and sweat, and also a wooden sword that he had swung a million times. The evidence of his hard work could be seen in its every scratch and crack.


He raised the blade and held it in front of him.


As if he were staring Death in the eye, his expression turned serious.


In the darkness of the training room, he imagined Dam Soo-Cheon standing right in front of him. The sight of Dam Soo-Cheon fighting against the three assassins had left a strong impression on him, and he used his memory of the battle to incorporate every detail about the man into his mental image.


He pointed the sword at Dam Soo-Cheon’s forehead. Seeing this, the Dam Soo-Cheon in front of him smiled mockingly, taunting him.


Jin Mu-Won's face twitched.


He was painfully aware of his own strength. Right now, he was no match for Dam Soo-Cheon, not even close. If martial arts were a marathon, then Dam Soo-Cheon would have had a large head start on him, running straight down the beaten path. On the other hand, he was still standing at the starting line.


He swung his sword at the illusion of Dam Soo-Cheon.


SWOOSH!


Jin Mu-Won slashed horizontally, then upwards. He thrust his blade forward, followed closely by a diagonal chop. His footwork was like water, flowing naturally around the entire training room unhindered.


However, the frustration on his face betrayed his true feelings. His imaginary opponent, Dam Soo-Cheon, never allowed the sword to graze him. He simply looked down on Jin Mu-Won like he was a mere insect.


This is my turf.


How many times have I swung my sword in this very room? How many wooden swords have I carved? Even when my fingernails fell off and the skin of my palms tore, I continued training right here, in this space I’ve created for myself!


Not to mention, it was also here that I made my decision to sharpen my blade in preparation for the future.


And yet, it is only now that I understand how complacent I’ve been. The heavens have shown me that by erecting a wall in front of me.


A colossal wall by the name of Dam Soo-Cheon!


Sometime later, Jin Mu-Won left the training room. He closed the door behind him and moved some furniture in front of it. When he was done, the door had been completely hidden. It was a simple, but extremely effective, setup. Unless one already knew that there was a door there, they would think that it was just another normal wall. Concealing the location of the training room also allowed him to train to his heart’s content without worrying about spies.


Jin Mu-Won headed for the smithy. He had lit up the furnace last night to melt a lump of steel, and it was now ready for shaping.


CLANG! CLANG! CLANG!


He deftly hammered the metal again and again, forgetting about the passage of time. So intent was he on molding it into the shape he envisioned. This new work of his was far more intricate and delicate than anything he had ever worked on before.


Many hours later, Jin Mu-Won finally finished his newest masterpiece. He placed the object in a wooden box that he had prepared beforehand.


“Whew!” he exclaimed, exhausted.


Suddenly, he looked up abruptly and turned to face the doorway, a strange expression on his face.


He saw a young man with hair like a lion’s mane leaning against the door. Who else could it be but Dam Soo-Cheon?


Jin Mu-Won put down the wooden box in his hands. He asked, “Erm…why are you here?”


“I came here to thank you.”


Dam Soo-Cheon walked towards Jin Mu-Won. With every step he took, an immense aura seemed to pour out of him.


When martial artists reached a certain level of mastery, they gained the ability to control their own aura. Dam Soo-Cheon had most certainly reached that level, but it was clear that he had no intention of hiding his presence. He was just that confident in himself.


Although Jin Mu-Won felt pressured by the aura, he did not shrink back. This was because he did not sense any killing intent from Dam Soo-Cheon.


Dam Soo-Cheon stopped a short distance away from Jin Mu-Won. He clasped his hands together in a fist salute and lowered his head slightly, saying, “Thank you for letting us stay here even though we didn’t ask for your permission. It has always been my dream to visit the Northern Army Fortress.”




“I hope you weren’t disappointed. After all, there is nothing here but abandoned ruins.”


“No, there is something. A man who has inherited the will and spirit of the Northern Army.”


“Are you sure you’re not mistaken? There is no way a normal person like me can inherit all that, you know?


“Hahaha!” laughed Dam Soo-Cheon. Like his aura, even his laughter exuded confidence.


The Northern Army is a very distinguished faction.


For more than a hundred years, they stood at the frontlines of the war against the Silent Night. Their true capabilities cannot be determined from mere material possessions like this fortress or its treasury.


In the end, what makes a faction strong, are the people.


It is common for the first generation of a new faction to be successful. However, it is not easy for that success to be passed down to future generations.


As time passes, the foundations laid by the first generation will wane and be forgotten. When these foundations have been completely lost, most factions will cease to exist.


Only those who could pass their teachings and principles down to the next generation can survive, and only those that have survived for several generations have the right to call themselves distinguished.


Looking at it this way, the Northern Army definitely belongs to the ranks of the distinguished. Every single generation has devoted itself to its original purpose of defending against the Silent Night. The pride of the Northern Army is based on their extraordinary tenacity and unshakable resolve, even more so than any other faction.


Despite knowing this, I was still extremely shocked the first time I locked gazes with the man named Jin Mu-Won. No one else has ever remained that calm after meeting me for the first time.


I don’t know if he has inherited the true legacy of the Northern Army, but that isn’t important. What’s really important, is the fact that he can stare me directly in the eye without cowering. Just that fact alone is enough to tell me that this person isn’t normal.


Thus, there is one thing I can be absolutely sure of.


This man, Jin Mu-Won, has inherited the unyielding will of the Northern Army.


To Dam Soo-Cheon, it didn’t matter whether the inheritance was tangible or not. Even if Jin Mu-Won hadn’t learned any martial arts, he still possessed the indomitable spirit of the Northern Army. There was nothing more inspiring to him than that simple fact.


Since childhood, I have held the Northern Army in the highest regard.


The sheer fighting spirit and tenacity needed to fight a war against the Silent Night for over a hundred years is nothing if not admirable.


That’s why I had to come here no matter what.


The place where I take the first step to achieving my dream can only be right here in this very fortress!


Dam Soo-Cheon’s gaze swept around the smithy. It was crude, but it gave him a feeling of sturdiness. Like it was stubbornly hanging on even though it didn’t have much.


Is it because this is a smithy?


I think not.


The atmosphere in this smithy revolves around the man at its center, Jin Mu-Won. It is this person that gives life to the structure, that turns the stale air of the ruin into an expression of his obstinacy. Perhaps even he himself hasn’t noticed how his presence is changing the desolate atmosphere of this ruin into something greater. 


All in all, I’m really glad I came here.


My original reason for coming to this fortress was to bask in the spirit of the Northern Army, and bask in that spirit I did, even though the way it happened was different from what I expected. I don’t know if Jin Mu-Won will become my enemy in the future, or if he will walk the same path as me, as a friend. Still, just being able to meet him makes my trip here worth it.


Suddenly, Dam Soo-Cheon’s eyebrows twitched. He sensed that someone was behind him.


He turned around and looked at the entrance to the smithy. There, he saw a petite girl of about fourteen years of age.


She had dark eyes, pale skin, and black hair tinged with a hint of blue. Dam Soo-Cheon could clearly see the wariness in her eyes, but like Jin Mu-Won, she wasn’t afraid of him.


This girl isn’t normal either!


Eun Han-Seol walked forward and stood next to Jin Mu-Won as if she was his protector.


An eerie stillness filled the smithy.


The tension between Eun Han-Seol and Dam Soo-Cheon was suffocating, like two beasts ready to spring into action.


Just then, Jin Mu-Won intervened, saying, “Since you’re here, how about a cup of tea?”


The tension broke in an instant. Both Dam Soo-Cheon and Eun Han-Seol nodded unthinkingly.


Jin Mu-Won smiled and went to brew the tea, with Eun Han-Seol staying by his side. It seemed that she was trying her best to protect him.


“Would you mind telling me your name, Young Miss?” asked Dam Soo-Cheon.


“Eun Han-Seol.”


“I see. My name is Dam Soo-Cheon. I will remember you.”


Eun Han-Seol frowned but did not say anything. She only had eyes for Jin Mu-Won, anyway.
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Chapter 31: Some People Can Never Be Together (3)


Liken my body to a tree. Let my qi be the water, my Spirit Palace the roots, my Upper Pillar the trunk, and my Hundred Meetings the branches and leaves. 


As long as I believe with all my heart that something is real, even an illusion can turn into reality. The forces of nature will follow my heart’s desires.


Seo Mu-Sang opened his eyes. A light briefly flashed within them


Recently, his martial arts had improved dramatically. He had been getting better every single day, so much so that the Seo Mu-Sang of a few days ago was incomparable to the current Seo Mu-Sang. His formerly obstructed qi channels were now completely unblocked, allowing his qi to flow smoothly and continually within his body.


For the longest time, Seo Mu-Sang had desperately longed to get stronger. His thirst for power combined with his new insights complemented each other, resulting in an unbelievably rapid rate of growth.


After finishing his training, he relaxed and savored the pleasure of progress.


Yeop Wol.


At my current level of strength, I don’t think I would lose to Yeop Wol even in an all-out fight. However, I cannot be careless.


Regardless of how much my martial arts have improved, my status as an external affiliate of Heaven’s Summit remains unchanged. On the other hand, Yeop Wol has the support of Shim Won-Ui.


I must be patient. Revenge is a dish best served cold. One day, I will repay all the grievances I have suffered.


If there was anything Seo Mu-Sang learned after coming to the Northern Army Fortress, it was patience. As long as one was patient enough, an opportunity would surely arise eventually. Conversely, impatience and recklessness would only lead to self-destruction.


Suddenly, he thought of Jin Mu-Won.


For the last three years, I have been watching him closely. Although his situation is several times worse than mine, he never despairs or gives up on himself.


At first, I attributed this behavior of his to emotional detachment, but on closer inspection, I realized that that wasn’t the case at all. Jin Mu-Won’s patience, restraint, and self-control are second to none.


Seo Mu-Sang lifted his head, looking up at the sky.


Could it really have been him?


Over the last few days, an absurd idea had taken root in his mind. Was Jin Mu-Won really the mysterious person who had saved him from the brink of insanity that fateful day?


This conclusion was not completely unfounded, it was the result of logical deduction.


Technically, the only martial artists skilled enough to have advised him were Shim Won-Ui and the Wardens under him. Although Dam Soo-Cheon was a prodigy, it could not have been him as he hadn’t arrived at the Northern Army Fortress until after Seo Mu-Sang had reached Transcendence.


Once I've eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth! It could only have been Jin Mu-Won!


Is what he said really correct? Actually, is that kid even skilled enough to teach me?


Seo Mu-Sang shook his head. This conclusion of his was far too outrageous to be true.


If he’s that strong, why did he let himself be subject to so much pain and suffering?


Seo Mu-Sang recalled how Jin Mu-Won was captured and tortured by Jang Pae-San. Back then, he had personally confirmed that Jin Mu-Won did not know any martial arts. Thus, he was all the more confused.


Suddenly, a voice snapped him out of his thoughts.


“Hyung-nim!” shouted Won Jeok-Shim, running into the backyard.


“What is it?”


“The captain ordered us all to assemble.”


“The captain?”


“He said that there was something he had to tell us.”


Seo Mu-Sang furrowed his brows. After meeting with Shim Won-Ui, Jang Pae-San had become the young man’s dog, ready to even give up his own life for his master’s sake. In addition, the rest of the Third Company had also sworn their loyalty and were now at Shim Won-Ui and Jang Pae-San’s beck and call.


“Ha…” Seo Mu-Sang sighed.


I wonder what he’s going to talk about today. This is so annoying…


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Having gotten a strong impression of both Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol, Dam Soo-Cheon left the smithy. The two left behind remained silent for a while.


In particular, Eun Han-Seol was still struggling to recover from the inner turmoil in her heart. Dam Soo-Cheon’s presence had hit her like a ton of bricks. She finally understood what Sa-Ryung had meant when they praised Dam Soo-Cheon.


I still can’t believe that such a man exists.


Even though I know that he’s not doing it on purpose, his aura and presence are still suffocating. Just being in the same generation as this man has ignited my competitive spirit.


Eun Han-Seol took great pride in her martial arts. Not only was she the successor to one of the most powerful martial arts in the world, her personal achievements were also outstanding.


She had been confident that few among her peers would be able to defeat her. However, that was before she had met Dam Soo-Cheon. Dam Soo-Cheon had shown her just how arrogant she had been.


I knew that there had to be a good reason for Sa-Ryung’s unusual behavior when they spoke of Dam Soo-Cheon. He is the first person ever to have rattled my self-confidence so severely.


Suddenly, she looked at Jin Mu-Won. He was absentmindedly holding a teacup and looking out the window, deep in thought. She figured it was because he was just as shaken as she was.


Mu-Won.


Just then, Jin Mu-Won turned around to face her. The instant she looked into the calm depths of his eyes, all her worries were instantly washed away like waves crashing on the beach.


I was wrong. Unlike me, he’s not flustered at all. Instead, his air of serenity is so soothing…


Jin Mu-Won smiled and asked, “Did you come here because of me?”


“……”


“You came rushing here because you were worried that I’d get hurt again, right?”


“Exactly… No, don’t get the wrong idea.”


“Pfft!” Jin Mu-Won laughed, then suddenly took out a small wooden box and held it in front of Eun Han-Seol.


“W-What is this?”


“Open it.”


Eun Han-Seol took the box from him and carefully opened it.


“Huh? This is?” Her eyes widened in surprise.


Inside the box, a delicate flower bloomed, its silvery-white petals seemingly teeming with life. It was so realistic that she wouldn’t be shocked if bees and butterflies were attracted to it.


It was a flower-shaped silver hair accessory.




“I-Is this for me? I…”


Jin Mu-Won nodded, saying nothing. This was the gift that he had been laboriously working on until right before Dam Soo-Cheon’s arrival.


Eun Han-Seol immediately lowered her head, tears welling up in her eyes. She clasped the hair accessory tightly like it was the most precious of treasures.


This is the first gift I have ever received.


“Do you want to try wearing it?”


Upon hearing Jin Mu-Won’s suggestion, Eun Han-Seol put the flower accessory in her hair.


Jin Mu-Won beamed, saying, “Phew!”


“What?”


“It suits you beautifully.”


“Really?”


Jin Mu-Won nodded.


“Thank you so much!”


“I made it in a hurry, so please forgive me if it’s a little crude. I really wanted to give you something before you left,” Jin Mu-Won said sincerely. A few days ago, when he heard that Eun Han-Seol would be leaving soon, he had felt an odd sense of loss, like his heart was being cut open.


It was only then that he realized just how much she meant to him. He was helpless to stop her from leaving, but he wanted to give her a present at the very least. Thus, he decided to make her an accessory.


This steel flower was the most intricate piece he could make within the short timeframe of a few days. He had poured his heart and soul into making it the best he could.


When we first met, I had no idea that she would eventually come to occupy a special place in my heart. What little time we have left together seems all the more precious.


If only I was stronger… I would never let her go! I would definitely think of some way to keep her beside me.


However, that is impossible for the current me. I don’t even know if I will still be alive tomorrow. That’s why I can’t selfishly force her to stay with me.


Eun Han-Seol took the flower out of her hair and held it tightly in both hands.


This is the first gift I have ever received in my life, and it was Mu-Won who gave it to me!


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


That night, Eun Han-Seol couldn’t sleep. The flower accessory that Jin Mu-Won had given her was still in her hands. She had fiddled around with it so much that it had already gotten a little dirty.


“Ha…” she sighed.


She gave up trying to fall asleep and opened the windows, letting the cold air outside into the room. She took a few deep breaths and immediately felt more awake.


She stared blankly at the accessory that Jin Mu-Won had given her. Like a real flower, each and every petal was unique and vivid.


It was as if the flower was trying to tell her just how much effort Jin Mu-Won had put in to make it.


“Mu…Won,” she mumbled. Her face turned red, and her heart was thumping furiously.


What are these weird feelings? I don’t really understand it, but it doesn’t feel bad.


Suddenly, she sensed a presence approaching. The emotion disappeared from her face as she quickly gathered her qi in her hands.


SWOOSH!


A person soundlessly appeared in her room. When she saw the androgynous figure of the newcomer, she smiled welcomingly and said, “Sa-Ryung, you’re back!”


“Young Mistress!” cried Sa-Ryung, kneeling down in front of her.


Eun Han-Seol stood up and quickly asked, “Did something happen? Why are you back so soon?”


“No, nothing happened,” replied Sa-Ryung, shaking their head.


“Then…”


“The Madam ordered me to inform you that she will be coming to pick you up soon.”


“Master is coming!?”


“I don’t know the details, but it shouldn’t be that surprising to you, right?”


“!!!”


Just then, Sa-Ryung’s gaze turned toward the accessory in Eun Han-Seol’s hands.


“What is that?”


“It’s nothing.”


“Young Mistress?”


“Don’t worry, it’s nothing important.”


Eun Han-Seol quickly shoved the hair accessory into her breast pocket. Sa-Ryung stared at her suspiciously, but Eun Han-Seol continued acting as if she had merely set aside something trivial.


Sa-Ryung harshly scolded, “Always remember that you are our hope, Young Mistress. You are not allowed to get emotionally involved with others.”


“I know. I won’t let that happen.”


“…I believe you,” said Sa-Ryung in a slightly gentler tone.


Half a day after Sa-Ryung left, their expression suddenly turned ugly. Their red lips, hidden beneath the black hooded cloak, twisted in a terrifying manner.


“This is bad.”


The change in Eun Han-Seol’s behavior had not escaped their notice. After all, they had watched over her since she was young and understood her even better than she understood herself.


GRIND!


From Sa-Ryung’s lips, came the sound of grinding teeth.
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Chapter 32: Young Dragons Dreaming of a New Sky (1)


Jin Mu-Won was taking a walk outside of the Northern Army Fortress. He raised his head and looked up at the sea of stars blanketing the night sky. The stars appeared so close, it was as if they were within arm’s reach. He stretched out a hand to grasp the stars, but when he closed his fist, it was empty.


He smiled bitterly. Thanks to Eun Han-Seol, he had laughed and smiled more in the last few days than he had in a very long time.


Whenever he saw her, he couldn’t help but smile. The time they spent together always passed by in a flash. However, the moment he remembered that they would have to part ways soon, his heart would sink.


It’s almost time to say goodbye, huh?


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won sensed a slight discrepancy in the flow of qi.


SWISH!


He narrowed his eyes and focused his senses. Someone was approaching him quickly and silently like a fog. If it weren’t for the barely perceptible aura emanating from that person, he wouldn’t even have noticed them. Furthermore, if he had to describe the aura he was sensing, he would liken it to a poisonous snake.


Who could it be? Shim Won-Ui?


Jin Mu-Won shook his head. There was no reason for Shim Won-Ui to personally sneak up on him. Similarly, neither Dam Soo-Cheon nor Seomoon Hye-Ryung would come after him either.


The mysterious intruder sneakily circled around Jin Mu-Won like a lynx observing its prey.


Oddly, even though he could tell that his opponent was many times stronger than him, Jin Mu-Won did not feel afraid. Instead, he was thrilled. Although the intruder was a master of stealth, and was completely invisible to the naked eye, Jin Mu-Won could still feel his presence.


Is this because of the Shadow Space? [1]


That’s the only possible reason I can think of. Also, I feel that my senses are sharper in the darkness than in the light. That’s weird.


Anyway, this person is observing me to see if I noticed them.


Jin Mu-Won broke out into a cold sweat. Simply being able to sense someone’s presence, and being able to react to them in time were two different things. Moreover, he had no idea who the intruder was.


If this intruder is a scout sent by Shim Won-Ui or Dam Soo-Cheon, then I will not be able to use any martial arts. After all, the only reason I am still alive is because they are convinced that I am a normal person.


Jin Mu-Won clenched his teeth. This was not the time to reveal his martial arts. He couldn’t let all his effort go to waste.


Well, it’s not like I have a choice anyways. For me, there is only one path to survival.


I must be patient.


No matter what happens, I must be patient!


Jin Mu-Won waited for the intruder to make the first move. He was so nervous that all the muscles in his body tensed up and his hair stood on end. He could feel the intruder’s presence getting stronger and stronger, until even a normal person would notice it.


Still, something was off here. Even though he was completely defenseless right now, the intruder hadn’t attacked him yet, only made their killing intent known.


It seems their aim is to observe me.


In that case, they were definitely not sent by Shim Won-Ui. Knowing that man, he wouldn’t bother trying the exact same scheme a second time.


It’s not one of Jang Pae-San’s men either. Those guys are incapable of such high-level martial arts.


Jin Mu-Won considered several possibilities, but ended up rejecting them all.


Hmm… What if they’re not from Heaven’s Summit?


Suddenly, the name of a person came to mind.


Could it have something to do with Han-Seol?


She is the only person inside the fortress with an unknown background. Of course, I know she is not the one responsible, because I have confirmed that her feelings for me are real.


Besides, while there are similarities between the intruder’s aura and Han-Seol’s, they are not exactly the same. Rather, the intruder probably practices the same martial art as Han-Seol.


That’s the feeling I get, anyway.


He had no proof, but Jin Mu-Won was absolutely convinced that his theory was correct.


Just then, he felt a burning sensation on his skin. The intruder’s murderous intent had gotten even stronger.


They’re deliberately revealing themselves to me!


If the intruder wanted to kill him, he would already be dead. He was unarmed and too weak to resist. However, all that person did was hide in the shadows and watch him.


I see… So their goal was to threaten me.


I don’t know why they’re doing this, but even an idiot could deduce that Han-Seol is somehow involved.


While Jin Mu-Won was deep in thought, a gentle breeze brushed against his cheek, bringing with it a light fragrance that tickled his nose.


He frowned. The intruder’s presence had disappeared with the wind, and he hadn't sensed them leaving at all.


THUD!


The instant he let go of the breath he had been holding, Jin Mu-Won stumbled and fell to his knees. His clothes were soaked with sweat and his legs were trembling. He took a deep breath to calm himself.


Never…will I forget this feeling of utter humiliation!


To the intruder, it might have been a simple, effortless threat. However, Jin Mu-Won did not see it that way. He saw it as nourishment for his growth.


That was not so much a threat as it was a reminder; a stern reminder that I must never stop moving forward!


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


“Glug, glug…”


A man was choking on his own blood. There was a thick, muscular forearm sticking out of his chest. He mustered all his energy to look up at the face of the executioner standing in front of him.


The giant of an executioner had a tough body that reminded one of granite and unkempt hair that covered his face. He wore a gray robe that was so torn and tattered, it looked like it would be blown away by the strong wind. In between the messy strands of hair, the man caught a glimpse of red eyes sparkling with the light of insanity.




“Guheuk! C-Chaos Demon, why…”


The executioner called the Chaos Demon did not reply and proceeded to lift the arm that he had pierced the man with. He looked at the man curiously as he wiggled his legs in the air, painfully trying to break free.


The dying man had been the embodiment of a heartless warrior. He was strong, smart, and resolute. The light of life in his eyes had been brighter than anyone else’s, but in the face of death, that light was slowly fading away.


When the man looked into the Chaos Demon’s eyes, all he saw was a psychotic monster observing him like he was just a weird plaything. This terrifying revelation left him paralyzed with fear.


Some time later, the man’s body shuddered, and he exhaled his last breath. The Chaos Demon immediately flung the corpse aside with one swift movement, having lost interest in this toy.


“This is no fun. I thought that he would try to struggle a little more,” complained the Chaos Demon, the madness gradually fading from his eyes.


He scratched his head and looked around him. Everything in his surroundings had been smashed into pieces and then burnt into ash. Nothing had been left intact. Judging by the ghastly scene, he could tell that his enemies had died horrible deaths.


All this destruction had been the work of him and him alone.


He was the best tracker, hunter, and executioner of all. However, whenever he went berserk, he would completely lose it and annihilate every living being in his vicinity.


It was for this reason that the man named Tae Mu-Gang was given the moniker “Chaos Demon”.


Just as Tae Mu-Gang was starting to get bored, he was approached by a group of about a dozen gray-uniformed warriors with auras similar to his own. Like himself, these warriors looked like they had taken a shower in the blood of their enemies.


They were the Gray Wolves of Chaos, the warriors that served him.


Since they had all received his taint of insanity, he was the only one they took orders from. Without him, they would instantly go out of control and turn into crazed beasts.


One of the Gray Wolves bowed to him, saying, “We have finished cleaning up the trash, Leader.”


"Where are we going next?"


“The Northern Army Fortress.”


“What?”


“That is where the girl is hiding.”


“I suppose that’s only to be expected. Not many places for an injured rat to hide, after all,” said Tae Mu-Gang, the corners of his lips curling up into a smirk.








Footnotes:


[1] Shadow Space: Location in Jin Mu-Won’s qi center where the Shadow Qi resides. See c14.
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Chapter 33: Young Dragons Dreaming of a New Sky (2)


The atmosphere inside the Lofty Sky Manor was nice and relaxing. In contrast, tensions outside the manor were high as the Wardens patrolled the area around the manor diligently. The air that they gave off was so intimidating, no one dared to get close to them.


“Why so secretive?! Just what is going on in there?” mumbled Jang Pae-San, glancing at the manor. However, he quickly gave up on finding out as he was aware of the difference in social status between himself and the people inside. Besides, if it was something they didn’t mind him knowing, they wouldn’t have gone so far as to set guards around the perimeter of the manor.


Jang Pae-San turned around to find his subordinates eagerly reading a book titled “Blade of Blood Waves (血波刀法)”. He shouted, “I expect all of you to memorize every single character in that martial arts manual before we return to the Central Plains! Those who fail to memorize it will be left behind in this place!”


“Don’t worry, Captain. I will memorize all the contents of this book even if it makes my brain explode,” swore Noh Ji-Kwang, one of Jang Pae-San’s most loyal lackeys.


“Hahaha! I always knew that you were a blessed man, Captain. Thanks to you, I get to learn elite martial arts. If we can master this technique, reaching Transcendence might not just be an impossible dream!”


“Aye, we would never have gotten our hands on something like this without the captain. I’ll be your loyal dog forever, so please continue taking care of me even after we return to the Central Plains, okay, Captain?”


The men of the Third Company showered Jang Pae-San with praise, putting him in a good mood. He laughed, “Loyal dog? Mwahahaha! That’s right, I’m your shortcut to success, so you guys should be nicer to me!”


Shim Won-Ui had bestowed the Blade of Blood Waves upon Jang Pae-San as payment for his servitude. To Shim Won-Ui, this was a worthless martial art, but to the affiliate mercenaries, it was a priceless treasure that would pave the way to Transcendence.


…At least, they thought it would.


Beside the Blade of Blood Waves, Jang Pae-San had actually received another martial art from Shim Won-Ui. However, he kept this a secret from his underlings.


Hee hee! The “Blade of the Vast Heavens (廣天刀法)” belongs only to me. There’s no way I can simply hand over such a powerful martial art to mere henchmen.


Jang Pae-San felt that a leader should be stronger than his men. Unlike the Blade of Blood Waves, which was ambiguous, the Blade of the Vast Heavens contained a section about achieving Transcendence.


I’m glad I chose to pledge my allegiance to Shim Won-Ui. He’s already this generous even though I haven’t done anything yet. If I manage to accomplish something great, just how big would the reward be? Uheheheh hahahahaha!


Suddenly, the grinning Jang Pae-San noticed Seo Mu-Sang leaning against the wall. His smile instantly vanished.


Everyone else in the Third Mercenary Company was busy memorizing the Blade of Blood Waves. Seo Mu-Sang, who was standing alone in a corner staring blankly at the sky, was the sole exception.


What the fuck is up with that guy?


In the past, he might have been hard to deal with, but he always obeyed me without question. However, lately, he seems really distant and appears somewhat reluctant to follow my orders.


Athough Seo Mu-Sang looked exactly the same as before, strangely, Jang Pae-San now felt cowed whenever he looked into Seo Mu-Sang’s eyes. He would freeze up involuntarily and be unable to utilize his qi.


After the fight with Yeop Wol, Seo Mu-Sang’s martial arts had improved tremendously. He had overcome the barriers in his way and achieved the state of Transcendence.


Not long after reaching Transcendence, Seo Mu-Sang started distancing himself from the rest of the men. He also began naturally exuding an aura of authority through his body language and expressions. This aura was useless against those stronger than himself, but it placed the mercenaries under great pressure. Jang Pae-San was no exception.


However, Jang Pae-San simply chalked up his behavior to laziness and despair. The thought that Seo Mu-Sang’s martial arts had entered the state of Transcendence did not even occur to him.


Technically, now that Seo Mu-Sang had achieved Transcendence through the Blue Cloud Sword Style, he no longer needed to learn the Blade of Blood Waves. However, when he tried to refuse Jang Pae-San politely, the narrow-minded Jang Pae-San only took it as an expression of defiance.


All this had resulted in the current situation, with him being alienated by the rest of the mercenaries. Seo Mu-Sang could only watch silently as the other mercenaries tried their best to memorize the Blade of Blood Waves.


If I had received an opportunity like this before coming to the Northern Army Fortress, would my life be completely different from what it is now?


Although I feel that a person’s background is meaningless as long as they have talent and work hard, I can’t help but be consumed by jealousy.


Just then, the pleasant voice of a young girl rang out in the training grounds, saying, “Teehee! It seems like everyone is working hard!”


Seo Mu-Sang turned his head and saw a cute girl of about fifteen walk into the plaza.


This girl’s name should be Shim Soo-Ah, I think?


The adorable girl with the coquettish grin was indeed Shim Soo-Ah, the younger sister of Shim Won-Ui. She was currently the most laid-back person in the whole of the Northern Army Fortress, taking a walk even when Shim Won-Ui, Seomoon Hye-Ryung and Dam Soo-Cheon were immersed in discussion at the Lofty Sky Manor. Her bodyguards desperately chased after her, worried for her safety.


“Oh, if it isn’t the Young Miss! What brings you here today?” greeted Jang Pae-San, rubbing his hands together as if he was ready to sell his soul to Shim Soo-Ah.


Shim Soo-Ah smiled in amusement. She had seen too many bootlickers like Jang Pae-San and knew exactly how to deal with these types of people. She said flirtatiously, “I came here to see you!”


“O-Oh my…that…”


“Why does everyone look so busy? Sheesh, you guys should take it easy!” exclaimed Shim Soo-Ah, pouting so cutely that for a moment, Jang Pae-San was tempted to reach out and touch her face.


AHH! What am I doing? Just what was I thinking?


Jang Pae-San hurriedly held himself back, having realized his mistake. Seeing that she had succeeded at bullying Jang Pae-San, Shim Soo-Ah grinned with satisfaction.


“Haa… I’m getting bored,” she grumbled to herself. She stretched out her body and looked toward the Tower of Shadows. “Shall I go there and play? Would he be willing to play with me if I visited him personally?” she added.


Startled, Jang Pae-San said, “Oh no, Young Miss. You can’t do that!”


“Why not?”


Jang Pae-San swallowed his saliva, then persuaded, “That is not a place that a noble lady like the Young Miss should go. Moreover, the person there is the son of the gangho’s number one criminal. Laying your eyes upon a person like that will only sully the Young Miss’s eyes.”


“What are you trying to say?”


“It’s best if Young Miss does not go near trash like that. If you’re feeling bored, please allow this lowly one to take you outside instead.”


“Is there anything interesting to see outside?”


“Not really, but…”


“Then this conversation is over.” Shim Soo-Ah ended the conversation with Jang Pae-San and stormed out of the training grounds.


This girl is a total airhead!


Jang Pae-San did his best to suppress his anger and chased after Shim Soo-Ah.


“Where are you going, Young Miss?”


“Hmph! I go wherever I want to go!”


“Young Miss!”


Jang Pae-San watched Shim Soo-Ah as she left. Only when he was sure that both she and her bodyguards were out of earshot did he mutter, “What a whimsical girl! I’m sure she’ll pay for her rude behavior one day.”


He had been in a good mood before talking to Shim Soo-Ah, but now he felt like he had just been dragged through the mud.


As she walked out of the training grounds, Shim Soo-Ah spotted Jin Mu-Won talking a walk nearby. She smiled at her unexpectedly good fortune.


Since her arrival at the fortress, she hadn’t had an opportunity to speak with Jin Mu-Won alone. On one hand, it was because the young man tended to coop himself up inside the Tower of Shadows. On another hand, Shim Won-Ui had prevented her from going outside the manor and meeting him at all costs.


The excuse that Orabeoni gave for grounding me was that I am ignorant and impulsive, like a babe in the woods. If my father, the Sky Lord Shim Mu-Wae, was here, would Orabeoni have dared to do this to me? Hmph, I think not!


“Hey!” Shim Soo-Ah shouted, running toward Jin Mu-Won and waving her hands like she was greeting an old friend.




“Huh?” Jin Mu-Won stared at Shim Soo-Ah with an odd look on his face.


“Hey, do you have some time now?”


“……”


“I just want to talk. Everyone else is busy with work, but you’re free to hang out with me, right?”


Shim Soo-Ah stood next to Jin Mu-Won, not caring whether he agreed or not. Her bodyguard’s lips twitched, but she did not raise any objections. Shim Soo-Ah would make her life utterly miserable afterwards if she did so.


“I’m also busy.”


“What are you busy doing?”


“Just some random chores and such.”


“Haha! You’re just like my brother. Are all men always so busy, even when a pretty girl is standing right in front of them? How can you be like that?”


Shim Soo-Ah chatted on and on. Jin Mu-Won felt that she was like a happy lark. She was carefree, had no worries, and said whatever she pleased.


She probably has never met anyone who wasn’t nice to her. Well, I guess that’s only natural. I doubt anyone would dare be harsh to the daughter of Shim Mu-Wae unless they were stronger than him.


Unlike me, she lives such an easy life. I have to fight a constant battle just to stay alive every single day. Even then, every night, I lie in bed wondering if I will be able to get through the next day.


Whenever I talk to anyone, I have to choose my words carefully. Before I can do anything, I have to consider every possible outcome and weigh the consequences. The only way for me to survive is to plan and calculate my every action.


This girl, Shim Soo-Ah, is the complete opposite of me. Even if she doesn’t use her brain at all, no one can harm her!


Ahh, this is so annoying. Even though I haven’t done anything, I already feel exhausted. This is all her fault. Well, at least this meeting allowed me to confirm one important fact: Shim Soo-Ah is nowhere near as crafty as her elder brother.


…Hmm?


Jin Mu-Won abruptly turned to face the Lofty Sky Manor. There, through a half-open window, Shim Won-Ui and Dam Soo-Cheon were staring at him.
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Chapter 34: Young Dragons Dreaming of a New Sky (3)


Eun Han-Seol closed her eyes and channeled her qi to inspect her current condition.


Her qi had fully recovered, and her blood was flowing freely without obstruction. In the blink of an eye, she had already completed one cycle of qi circulation.


It had taken her several months of healing to get to this point. As an additional benefit, the amount of her qi seemed to have increased. However, she wasn’t the least bit happy about this.


Master will be here very soon, and when she arrives, I will have to leave with her. Although I don’t want to do that, I can rest assured knowing that at least Mu-Won will be safer without me. After all, wherever Master goes, danger always follows.


After finishing her training, Eun Han-Seol left her room. She owed this place and its owner far too much, so she wanted to burn the scenery of the Northern Army Fortress into her memory before leaving.


Suddenly, she frowned. Seomoon Hye-Ryung stood in front of her, as if she had been waiting for her all this time. Seomoon Hye-Ryung beamed and greeted, “Good day to you, Miss Eun.”


“……” Eun Han-Seol nodded silently in answer.


Despite her rudeness, though, Seomoon Hye-Ryung did not stop smiling. She asked, “Are you going to see Mister Jin?”


“……” This time, Eun Han-Seol shook her head.


“No? Then what are you up to today?”


“Why do I have to answer all your questions?”


“My apologies, it seems that I have been quite rude. You see, I have an uncontrollable sense of curiosity and can’t stand not knowing the answer to any questions that I have…” Seomoon Hye-Ryung made an apologetic expression, but Eun Han-Seol wasn’t moved by her performance.


She said bluntly, “So, what's up?”


“I’d like to extend an invitation to you.”


“An invitation?”


“Yes. It’s an invitation to visit the Lustrous Jade Hall (輝瑛殿) three days from now.”


“The Lustrous Jade Hall?”


“That’s right! Please be sure to come together with Mister Jin. I wanted to invite him personally, but he hasn’t come outside at all for the past few days.”


“Just what are you people up to?”


“We will tell you when the time comes,” said Seomoon Hye-Ryung, smiling enigmatically. She added, “Though I promise that you won’t be disappointed. So, make sure to turn up, okay? Pretty please?”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung was so insistent that Eun Han-Seol knew that she wouldn’t be able to refuse. She could only stop walking and nod in acknowledgement. In response, Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s smile widened.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Shim Won-Ui’s servants quickly finished rebuilding the Lustrous Jade Hall. This once immense, majestic, and extravagant hall had been built during the Northern Army’s peak for the purpose of holding banquets for distinguished guests, but after the fall of the Northern Army it was left with only pillars and a roof.


The servants first removed the debris inside the hall, then built a new outer wall using fine, new wooden planks. They then cleaned the interior of the hall and added furniture.


When all that was done, it was already time to prepare for the banquet. Dozens of servings of food were brought to the banquet table, their fragrances wafting out over the whole of the Northern Army Fortress.


Jin Mu-Won watched all this happen from inside the Tower of Shadows.


Shim Won-Ui’s not going to bother asking me for permission, huh.


Regardless of the current state of the Northern Army, it was a fact that Jin Mu-Won was its Lord. Before using any of the buildings inside the Northern Army Fortress, one would first have to obtain his permission. However, it seemed that Shim Won-Ui didn’t care about that at all, instead treating him like he didn’t exist.


If Dam Soo-Cheon hadn’t come to apologize in Shim Won-Ui’s stead, I might really have reached the limit of my patience.


That rude asshole is stomping all over the pride of the Northern Army and brazenly vandalizing this land that my father spent his whole life protecting.


These people, who have lived their whole lives in an era of peace, have forgotten how blessed they are! 


The horrors of the past are just a story to them, so they distort it as they wish and only accept the parts that are beneficial to them.


This is a world where free-thinkers are oppressed; a world ruled by despots!


In this unjust gangho, just what kind of future are you envisioning, Dam Soo-Cheon?


Jin Mu-Won recalled the burning ambition in Dam Soo-Cheon’s eyes. He did not know what Dam Soo-Cheon was planning, but he felt that it would not end quietly.


Today was the day that Seomoon Hye-Ryung had invited himself and Eun Han-Seol to a banquet. Although neither of them wanted to accept the invitation, Jin Mu-Won had done so in the hope that these people would leave the Northern Army Fortress as soon as possible.


KNOCK KNOCK!


“Come in.”


One of Shim Won-Ui’s servants cautiously opened the door and entered the room. He bowed to Jin Mu-Won courteously and said, “Mister Jin, the preparations for the banquet are complete. You can now proceed to the Lustrous Jade Hall.”


“Then, if you’ll excuse me.” The servant bowed again, then left.


I don’t like this, but I haven’t got a choice. Jin Mu-Won put on his cleanest set of clothes and headed towards the Lustrous Jade Hall.


On his way to the Lustrous Jade Hall, Jin Mu-Won stopped in front of the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows. This wall, which had stood proudly for over a hundred years, was slowly crumbling into pieces, like a living thing reaching the end of its lifespan. It was as if the Wall knew that it had done its part and was no longer needed. Jin Mu-Won placed a hand on the Wall.


Please forgive my helpless self that can only watch as you perish in the ravages of time. Still, I will promise you this: The day that I revive the Northern Army, will also be the day that I rebuild you!


After making a promise to himself, Jin Mu-Won continued making his way to the Lustrous Jade Hall.


When he arrived at the hall, he noticed that the Wardens were guarding every inch of the perimeter and cutting off all possible routes of escape or intrusion. The atmosphere around the hall felt ominous, like something serious was going to happen.


Mok Eun-Pyeong, the Warden Captain, approached him. He greeted, “Welcome to the Lustrous Jade Hall. My Lord is waiting for you inside.”


Jin Mu-Won could sense a murderous aura from Mok Eun-Pyeong befitting his moniker, the Sword Rain of Blood. He didn’t know why, but the captain’s attitude confirmed that today’s event was no laughing matter.


He looked around the hall, only to discover that several people he expected to see were nowhere in sight. He asked, “Where are the mercenaries?”


“They are in charge of guarding the outskirts of the Northern Army Fortress.”


The security level is too high. The Northern Army Fortress is situated in the desolate northern region, far from the Central Plains. The threat of spying here is so low as to be negligible. And yet, Shim Won-Ui is going this far to ensure that nothing is leaked from today’s event?


“Please enter the hall now, Mister Jin.”


Jin Mu-Won nodded, then walked into the Lustrous Jade Hall. Inside, the first thing that caught his attention was the altar with an incense burner placed atop it. The altar sat on a raised platform, and three chairs were placed right in front of that platform.


Shim Won-Ui, Seomoon Hye-Ryung, and Dam Soo-Cheon sat on those three chairs, dressed in colorful clothing. Shim Soo-Ah sat a little further behind them, but she was also dressed fancifully.


When Jin Mu-Won entered the hall, Dam Soo-Cheon immediately stood up. As the representative of the four, it was up to him to do the formal greetings.


“Welcome, Lord Jin, and thank you for accepting our invitation.”


“What’s going on? Is this some kind of ceremony?”


“A ceremony? Hmm, I guess you could call it that,” replied Dam Soo-Cheon, smiling confidently.


Jin Mu-Won frowned. For some reason, Dam Soo-Cheon’s overflowing confidence was making him feel uncomfortable.


Dam Soo Cheon motioned Jin Mu-Won to an empty chair in front of Shim Soo-Ah, saying, “I will tell you all the details when Miss Eun has arrived. Meanwhile, please sit down and enjoy the food.”


As Jin Mu-Won sat down, Seomoon Hye-Ryung bowed her head slightly in greeting, but Shim Won-Ui glared at him with a displeased expression. Jin Mu-Won ignored them and coldly glanced around the interior of the Lustrous Jade Hall.


Seriously, what the hell are these people up to this time? No one in their right mind brings an incense burner to a banquet! What is this, some kind of cult ritual?


It wasn’t long before Eun Han-Seol showed up at the hall, led by Mok Eun-Pyeong. This time, it was Seomoon Hye-Ryung who stood up to greet her and guide her to the seat next to Jin Mu-Won.


When he saw Eun Han-Seol, Jin Mu-Won smiled. She was wearing the hair accessory that he had given her.


After the two guests were seated, Shim Won-Ui announced, “Now that everyone has arrived, let us begin the ceremony.”


Dam Soo-Cheon and Seomoon Hye-Ryung nodded and stood up from their seats. Dam Soo-Cheon looked toward Jin Mu-Won and said, “First, I would like to apologize to you. We rebuilt the Lustrous Jade Hall without your permission, and forced you to come here today. However, I hope that you can find it in your heart to forgive us, as we have a very important reason for doing that.”


“Hmph!” scoffed Jin Mu-Won with a disdainful look on his face, like he was waiting to hear what colorful excuses they would come up with.


“We invited the two of you here today as witnesses,” added Seomoon Hye-Ryung.


“Witnesses?”


“Yes. We would like you to witness the founding of a brand-new organization: the Azure Dragon Society (蒼龍會).” [1]


“……”


“The Azure Dragon Society is an organization created for the youths of the murim to express their opinions as a united front. Our goal is to gather promising young murim-in at Heaven’s Summit and eventually become an integral part of murim's governance. Although the three of us are the founding members, many young murim-in have already agreed to join us.”


“Is there a reason you’re holding your inauguration ceremony at the Northern Army Fortress instead of the Central Plains? Since you saying it like it’s a group created for the good of the murim, shouldn’t you hold this ceremony there instead?”


“Before we can accumulate enough strength to stand up for ourselves, we cannot make ourselves publicly known. More than anyone else, you should be quite familiar with the mindsets of the current rulers of the murim. They only hear what they want to hear, and expect absolute obedience from everyone else. Do you honestly think it would be possible for us to start such an organization within the Central Plains?”


“So what you’re saying is, that you people traveled all the way here just to avoid the spies of Heaven’s Summit?”


Dam Soo-Cheon, who had been silent for a while, suddenly answered, “That was indeed one of the reasons we came here, but it’s not the most important one. I chose to hold this ceremony at the Northern Army Fortress because I have always revered the Northern Army, which protected the world from the Silent Night for over a hundred years.”


“Does that mean, you’re going to help rebuild the Northern Army?”


Dam Soo-Cheon smiled, but did not say anything. Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes.


He’s not going to give me a straight answer that easily, huh? That whole spiel about revering the Northern Army is just an excuse. All these people wanted was a place where they could convene, away from the prying eyes of Heaven’s Summit.


Like a fog that had finally cleared up, only now did he finally understand the reason why these people had come to the Northern Army Fortress.


Dam Soo-Cheon continued his speech, “I hereby announce the formal establishment of the Azure Dragon Society. May the gods bless us, such that the Azure Dragons be as one in heart and soul. Lord Jin, would you be willing to bear witness to the official founding of our organization?”


The way Dam Soo-Cheon worded it made it impossible for Jin Mu-Won to refuse. He replied, “Yes, I will bear witness to the founding of the Azure Dragon Society this day.”


“Thank you, Lord Jin.”


Pleased with Jin Mu-Won’s answer, Dam Soo-Cheon returned to his seat. Seomoon Hye-Ryung followed suit. However, Jin Mu-Won wasn’t feeling the least bit thrilled about what he had just been coerced into doing.


The ‘Azure Dragon Society’. Speaking these three words leave me with a feeling of distaste in my mouth, like eating sand.


Suddenly, as if she could read his mind, Eun Han-Seol gently held his hand. The two locked gazes with each other, and Jin Mu-Won quickly calmed down. He could tell from Eun Han-Seol’s eyes that she understood how he felt.


Since I and Han-Seol have agreed to become witnesses, it would be dishonorable for either of us to spill the truth of what happens here today. That way, these people will be able to keep the Azure Dragon Society a secret.


Jin Mu-Won turned toward Shim Won-Ui. He was the only one of the three who hadn’t spoken, even though his position was supposedly equal to theirs.


Shim Won-Ui, are you just going to just hand over the leadership of the Azure Dragon Society to Dam Soo-Cheon without a fight? Hahaha! So even you know your own limits, huh?


Dam Soo-Cheon’s fame, strength, leadership ability, and burning ambition meant that he would likely become the Chairman of the Azure Dragon Society. Shim Won-Ui would then be relegated to the position of Executive.


Shim Won-Ui met Jin Mu-Won’s gaze. He sneered derisively, as if taunting Jin Mu-Won, then stood up and walked to the middle of the platform, in front of the altar holding the incense burner.


He began reciting the speech that he had prepared beforehand, saying, “Today, we are gathered here in this hall to celebrate the founding of the Azure Dragon Society. We thus pledge to hold ourselves to the ideals of the Azure Dragon, upholding law and order and punishing the unjust.[2] May the gods bless us and show us the path forward.”


The atmosphere in the hall became solemn as Shim Won-Ui recited the congratulatory speech. Shim Won-Ui declared that Dam Soo-Cheon would be the Chairman of the Society, and invited him to pay his respects to the gods.




Dam Soo-Cheon lit the incense in the burner, then bowed to the heavens, saying, “I, Dam Soo-Cheon, am honored to take on the role of Chairman of the Azure Dragon Society.”


When Dam Soo-Cheon was done, Seomoon Hye-Ryung stepped forward, bowed at the altar and acknowledged her position as Vice-Chairman in similar fashion.


To them, the official founding of the Azure Dragon Society was a historic moment.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won sensed that someone was staring at him. He turned around to see an unhappy Shim Soo-Ah’s gaze alternating between him and Eun Han-Seol.








Footnotes:


[1] Azure Dragon Society (蒼龍會, prn. Chang-Lyong Ho): Chang-Lyong (蒼龍) refers to the Azure Dragon of the Four Symbols/Sacred Beasts. Manhwa TL: Cerulean Dragon Society.


[2] The Azure Dragon is a god that protects law and order and punishes evil.
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Chapter 35: A Wind of Chaos (1)


“I can smell their food from all the way over here.”


“What the heck! Those brats are keeping all the good food to themselves.”


Outside the Northern Army Fortress, two members of the Third Company were complaining while patrolling. Their names were Nam Wol and Lee Chun-Myeong.


Until this morning, they had been feeling pretty good about themselves. They knew that there would be a banquet at the Lustrous Jade Hall and had been anticipating it for days, even starving themselves so that they would be able to stuff themselves on delicious seafood. However, their happy daydreams did not last for very long.


The Warden Captain Mok Eun-Pyeong had ordered the entire Third Company to stand guard around the exterior of the Northern Army Fortress. Jang Pae-San couldn’t disobey his new masters, so he had no choice but to lead them outside and split them into groups.


From these two’s current location, the other groups were not visible. Most importantly, the captain and vice-captain were out of sight, out of hearing, and therefore out of mind. Without their superiors around to nag at them, the two men, as well as most of the others, had relaxed their vigilance and started gossiping and complaining instead.


“What kind of danger could there possibly be in this desolate place? Compared to meaninglessly patrolling, I’d much rather be practicing martial arts.”


“Yeah, me too. Our time would be much better spent learning the Blade of Blood Waves.”


Nam Wol and Lee Chun-Myeong were addicted to practicing the Blade of Blood Waves that they had received from Jang Pae-San. It was their first time encountering a martial art that could be used to reach Transcendence, and it had rekindled their dreams of becoming stronger.


“I’m so goddamned hungry. Hey, how long do you think we will have to keep patrolling before they call us back?”


“I wonder if there will be leftovers from the banquet. I saw the amount of food that the servants prepared before leaving the fortress, and it was enough to feed an army.”


“Fuck! Just thinking about it is making me salivate. Ahh, I can’t stand this any longer! Want a drink?” asked Lee Chun-Myeong, taking out a bottle that had been hanging at his waist.


Nam Wol stared at the bottle for a while. Then, suddenly, his face paled. He exclaimed, “That’s a bottle of wine, isn’t it? Where did you get that?”


“Heehee! I bribed a servant into swiping it for me.”


“Aren’t you worried about getting caught?”


“Don’t worry, those guys have got so much wine, they won’t even notice that one bottle has gone missing! So, you drinking or not? If not, the whole bottle is mine.”


“Oi! Who would say no to wine? Still, this place is too open. We should find somewhere we can hide and drink without worrying about our backs,” said Nam Wol, looking around desperately.


Lee Chun-Myeong laughed, “It should be fine if we leave our posts for a while, right?” He pointed toward a nearby bush.


Nam Wol grinned, revealing teeth as yellowed as Lee Chun-Myeong’s. He said, “Then, shall we begin our own little banquet?”


The two men exchanged looks, then headed for a spot behind the bushes.


“Kuhaa! This is great wine!”


After taking a sip, Lee Chun-Myeong revealed an expression of utter bliss, then passed the bottle to Nam Wol.


“Phew! This must be some kind of expensive wine!” exclaimed Nam Wol, wiping his mouth with his sleeve.


The wine that Lee Chun-Myeong had procured was not ordinary cheap wine, but premium aged Shaoxing wine that was only produced in Shaoxing, Zhejiang Province, and was widely considered one of the finest wines in the Central Plains.


After such a high-quality wine, Lee Chun-Myeong and Nam Wol started feeling like the world was at their fingertips. They reveled in the euphoria that came with their drunkenness.


Their foolish laughter rang out across the northern plains, “”Hahahahaha!””


If it meant that they would be able to drink such fine wine, they were perfectly okay with going hungry. After all, they would soon return to the Central Plains to work for Shim Won-Ui. There, they would be able to taste even more delicious wines than this.


“We only need to put up with this shit for a while longer.”


“Hey, after we go back to the Central Plains, let’s spend ten days and nights in a brothel.”


“Yeah! We’ll enjoy nice wines while savoring the pleasure of women’s flesh, heehee.”


“Heeheehee!” Just the thought of visiting a brothel made the two men burst into laughter once again.


Just then, they heard a hollow, sinister voice saying, “Can I have some of that wine too?”


“Yikes!”


“Who are you?”


Startled, the two men quickly stood up and looked behind them. A giant wearing tattered gray clothes was standing there, staring at them with an insane look in his glowing, red eyes. As their eyes met with his, the two men froze.


The giant held out a hand, and Lee Chun-Myeong unconsciously handed over the bottle of wine like he was possessed by a ghost.


GLUG! GLUG! GLUG!


The giant quickly downed the wine. He then wiped his lips with a torn sleeve and smiled, saying, “At least the wine is pretty good.”


PSSSH!


When Lee Chun-Myeong and Nam Wol saw the giant’s creepy smile, they immediately pissed their pants, trembling uncontrollably with fear.


That came as no surprise to the giant, as living beings tended to lose control of their bladders when faced with a life-threatening situation. It seemed that these two were no exception.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


“Hmm?” Seo Mu-Sang suddenly looked up.


“What’s up, Hyung-nim?” asked Yoo Gyung-Chun, puzzled. However, Seo Mu-Sang did not reply.


I don’t know why, but I have a bad feeling that something terrible has happened. My nerves are all standing on end, and my skin is covered with goosebumps.


Yoo Gyung-Chun called out to Seo Mu-Sang again, “Hyung-nim?”


Only then did Seo Mu-Sang turn towards him, saying, “Something’s wrong.”


“What on earth are you talking about?”


Instead of answering, Seo Mu-Sang frowned. His heart was pounding, and he couldn’t calm down. He had never felt like this before.


He stood up abruptly. Noticing this, Won Jeok-Sim approached him.


“Call the other guys.”


“Hyung-nim?”


“Hurry!”


“Eh, are you for real…” complained Won Jeok-Sim.


Seo Mu-Sang was just about to answer him when the sound of a horn rang out across the northern plains. This was the signal to report. All of the groups blew their horns in response, except for the one in the northwest area.


“Who is in charge of patrolling the northwest area?” asked Seo Mu-Sang.


“I think its Chun-Myeong and Nam Wol. I saw Chun-Myeong snatch a bottle of wine, so maybe those two got drunk? Anyway, don’t worry too much about it. Just what could possibly go wrong?”


“No, I think it’s something more serious than that.”


Seo Mu-Sang felt strangely anxious, like something ominous was weighing heavily upon his heart. He drew the rusty iron sword at his waist. His steel sword had been broken during the fight with Yeop Wol, and he hadn’t been able to find a proper replacement, so he figured he’d just make do with a random cheap iron sword until he could get a new one.


“Hyung-nim?” Won Jeok-Sim’s face twitched. Whenever Seo Mu-Sang got like this, no one could stop him, not even their captain, Jang Pae-San.


Suddenly, Seo Mu-Sang started running northwest. Won Jeok-Sim was left with no choice but to chase after him while complaining, “Da fuck? Ahh, why am I friends with you of all people…”


Seo Mu-Sang sprinted with all his might. Every time his foot touched the ground, he would leap twenty feet forward. He quickly raced far ahead of Won Jeok-Sim and vanished into the distance.


Won Jeok-Sim’s jaw dropped. He yelled, “Hey!? What the hell? Since when have you been that good at martial arts?”


Won Jeok-Sim could hardly believe his eyes. Seo Mu-Sang was the only member of the Third Company who hadn’t learned the Blade of Blood Waves, and yet he was so much faster than himself. This makes absolutely no sense!


In order to try to keep up with Seo Mu-Sang, Won Jeok-Sim squeezed out every last bit of energy, expending both his qi and physical strength in the process. After some time, he finally caught sight of Seo Mu-Sang.


Furious, he shouted, “Oi! What was the meaning of that!? Why’d you suddenly run off?”


“……”


“Hyung-nim?”


Just then, Won Jeok-Sim finally noticed the odd expression on Seo Mu-Sang’s face. He turned to face the direction where his friend’s gaze was transfixed.




His eyes widened in shock at the sight, so much so that his eyeballs looked like they were about to pop out of their sockets.


“E-Eh?”


His shock quickly turned into rage.


“NOOOOOOOO!”


Won Jeok-Sim looked away, trying to erase the revolting sight from his mind. He felt that it would leave a permanent scar in his heart if he didn’t forget what he had seen.


“L-Lee Chun-Myeong, Nam…Wol,” whispered Seo Mu-Sang, trembling uncontrollably.


The remains of Lee Chun-Myeong and Nam Wol lay in front of the two men. Their corpses had been inhumanely dismembered and scattered across the ground like pork and beef that had been cut up by a butcher. The only proof that these lumps of meat were once human was the appearance of a few distinctive body parts.


“Hyung-nim, w-what’s going on here?”


“It seems…that we’ve got an intruder.”


A crazy psychopath of an intruder that is more ferocious than a bear, and more ruthless than a tiger. No mentally sound person could have been this savage.


Seo Mu-Sang turned around to face the Northern Army Fortress. According to the tracks, it went that way. That murderous psycho went into the fortress!


“You need to inform the others about this. I will go after him.”


“Hyung-nim?”


“GO!” yelled Seo Mu-Sang, charging toward the Northern Army Fortress at top speed.
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Chapter 36: A Wind of Chaos (2)


When the ceremony celebrating the launch of the Azure Dragon Society ended, Dam Soo-Cheon sat on his chair in silence while Shim Won-Ui happily chatted with Seomoon Hye-Ryung.


Eun Han-Seol whispered into Jin Mu-Won’s ear, “Hey, don’t you think they look like idiots?”


“Huh?”


“You know, all these…rituals and prayers and such.”


Eun Han-Seol could not understand why people prayed to the gods. In the world she was raised in, the winners always took all and only the strongest could live in comfort. There was no place for the gods in a world dominated by human desires.


To her, the act of desiring acknowledgement from a higher power was a sign of weakness. All it meant was that one wanted to avoid taking responsibility for their own deeds and decisions.


“Hahaha!” laughed Jin Mu-Won. He agreed with Eun Han-Seol. Although the three from Heaven’s Summit had pretended that he was the witness to this farce, in truth he was simply a tool to feed their own ego.


“Fools!”


“These people are indeed fools, but they are dangerous fools who will dictate the future of the Central Plains.”


“Do they scare you?”


“Huh?”


“There’s no need to be afraid.”


“!?”


“As long as we are together, you don’t have to be afraid of anyone. No matter what, I will protect you.”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes widened as he turned to look at Eun Han-Seol. Her face had turned red from embarrassment at her cheesy lines.


Jin Mu-Won grinned and said, “Thanks.”


“…I’m serious, stop laughing!”




Thank you, Han-Seol. If I were all alone here, the isolation and the loneliness might have driven me insane.


Suddenly, Dam Soo-Cheon stood up and approached Jin Mu-Won, saying, “Hey, can I talk to you alone?”


Jin Mu-Won nodded, then got up from his seat. Eun Han-Seol watched as the two men walked out of the Lustrous Jade Hall.


When they had left, someone sat down next to her. It was Seomoon Hye-Ryung.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung smiled graciously, “Hello, Miss Eun.”


“......”


“How did you find the food today?”


Eun Han-Seol glared fiercely at Seomoon Hye-Ryung. In a grave tone, she said, “You. What were you thinking!?”


“What do you mean?”


“I’m sure you know how miserable that made him. How much more are you going to make him suffer before you’re satisfied?”


“......” Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s smile vanished in a heartbeat.


“You didn’t have to invite him here today, but you did. On purpose.”


“Like I said before, we needed a witness. If you found that offensive, please accept my apologies.”


“Who the fuck do you think you are?”


“What!?”


“Whose idea was this?”


“Enough is enough, Miss Eun.” Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s face flushed with anger at Eun Han-Seol’s antagonism.


“What’s going on, Unnie?” asked Shim Soo-Ah suddenly, noticing the friction between the two women. She walked over and stood by Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s side.


Eun Han-Seol met Shim Soo-Ah’s gaze. There was open hostility in those eyes. For some reason, this young girl absolutely hated her, and it was making her feel uneasy.


“Don’t worry, it’s nothing.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung tried to brush her off, but Shim Soo-Ah could sense that she was trying to hide something and continued confronting Eun Han-Seol.


Eun Han-Seol frowned. The feelings that she had repressed till now felt like they were about to explode. These two women weren’t the only cause, but they were most certainly the trigger.


I don’t like the atmosphere in this place today, or the people in it. They toyed around with the feelings of a helpless person like it was only natural, even making up some random excuse like “we need a witness” to invite him here. They’re exactly the kind of people I despite the most; people who look down on others.


In a threatening tone, Eun Han-Seol growled, “Don’t you dare make him suffer anymore. His life is hard enough even without you messing with him.”


“Aren’t you the one making people suffer now? You’re just being mean!” interrupted Shim Soo-Ah.


“Don’t butt in when you know nothing!”


“Ohh, now I get it. You’re the one who’s making him suffer, not us. He’s not even complaining, so why are you making a fuss in his stead? What gives you the right to speak for him? You might be relatives, but there are some lines you don’t cross.”


“Soo-Ah, please stop,” pleaded Seomoon Hye-Ryung, but Shim Soo-Ah only shot her a bitter look.


“This woman’s a guest, just like us. Don’t you agree that she’s being way too presumptuous? It’s just like the saying, ‘the road to hell is paved with good intentions’. She thinks she’s helping him, but she’s just hurting him instead.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung said flatly, “That’s enough from you, Soo-Ah.”


Although she wanted to salvage the situation, she had already let Shim Soo-Ah say more than was necessary. The tension in the air was at its peak, and both Eun Han-Seol and Shim Soo-Ah were ready to snap at any moment.


Suddenly, Eun Han-Seol shivered. A chill ran down her spine, and her skin felt like it was being pricked by a hundred needles.


This feeling is? It can’t be!?


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Outside the Lustrous Jade Hall, Jin Mu-Won asked Dam Soo-Cheon, “What did you want to say to me?”


“I wanted to apologize, as well as discuss something with you.”


“……”


“Look, I’m really sorry for not telling you about what we were planning to do beforehand, and for forcing you to become our witness. Also, my answer to the question you asked me before is: Yes, I wish to help rebuild the Northern Army.”


Now that they were alone, Dam Soo-Cheon felt that it was time he revealed his true intentions to Jin Mu-Won. Most people did not understand the true value of the Northern Army, some even to the point of being sacrilegious, but not him. He knew that these people were simply in denial over the fact that the Northern Army in its prime could easily destroy their sects and remove them from power.


However, the opinions of the youngsters of the murim were the exact opposite. Instead of fearing the Northern Army, they craved its strength. They had all grown up while listening to the stories of glory; of war; of tragedy; of victory and defeat. It was a place where they could go from zero to hero.


The young warriors of murim are the ones who most wish to rebuild the Northern Army.


The older generation of the gangho saw these youngsters as mere chicks, but Dam Soo-Cheon did not agree with them. He felt that if he could rally all the warriors of the younger generation, he would be able to shatter the delicate balance of the current regime and pave the way to a new era.


The young warriors might not be at the peak of their strength yet, but just like how a dead Zhuge Liang scared away a living Sima Yi,[1] he would use the Northern Army as a facade to make the gangho believe in his strength and accept him as the leader of a new superpower.


In order to do this, though, he had to secure Jin Mu-Won’s cooperation. The acknowledgment of the last successor to the Northern Army was essential to the legitimacy of his claims. It was for this reason that Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui had decided to make Jin Mu-Won their witness. That way, he would become their accomplice whether he wanted to or not.


This is fucking humiliating. What do they think the Northern Army is, a disposable tool for their ambitions? Jin Mu-Won said, “You want to help rebuild the Northern Army? Okay. However, will the Central Plains really let you do that?”


“I don’t care about what they think. I’ve already made up my mind to do this.”


“Wow, you’re amazing,” praised Jin Mu-Won, a sarcastic smile on his face. Although he had succeeded in stopping himself from laughing out loud, he still couldn’t help but smile. Ahh, the unrealistic ambitions of one who has never experienced failure. Haha.


“I know how upsetting this must be for you. Even so, please accept my offer. I’m begging you.”


“……”


“Join the Azure Dragon Society. Together, we’ll change the world.” Dam Soo-Cheon held out a hand; a hand that was strong, steady, and covered in calluses. It was the hand of a man with the ability to change the world.


For a moment, Jin Mu-Won was tempted to grab that hand. If he chose to do that, the road ahead of him would become so much easier. He wouldn’t have to worry about his day-to-day survival anymore. It was very enticing.


However, in the end, Jin Mu-Won resisted the temptation and shook his head, saying, “I think I have contributed enough to your cause by being your witness. I would appreciate it if you did not involve me or the Northern Army in your future plans.”


Dam Soo-Cheon was stunned into silence. It seemed as though Jin Mu-Won’s refusal had come as a huge surprise to him. He stared at Jin Mu-Won with his “Eyes of Domination”, but the younger man did not look away. Unlike everyone else he had met, Jin Mu-Won was not easily intimidated.


Furthermore, not only was Jin Mu-Won unintimidated, his eyes were calm. Within that calmness, Dam Soo-Cheon could sense the powerful, unyielding spirit of the Northern Army.


In the future, this man could become the biggest obstacle to my plans…


Dam Soo-Cheon’s body shook as he was consumed by an intense sense of foreboding, like the thought that had just randomly crossed his mind would become reality for sure. He hadn’t had this kind of feeling in a very long time…so he decided to give up on making Jin Mu-Won his subordinate.


Sometimes, it’s better to have a rival instead of a friend. Most importantly, the man named Jin Mu-Won is worthy of being my rival.


“I’m sorry, that was rude of me. You and I, we’re the same. We’re not people who would willingly bow down to others.”


“We are…”


BOOM!


The sound of an explosion suddenly echoed throughout the Northern Army Fortress.


The two men exchanged a grim look.








Footnotes:


[1] A dead Zhuge Liang scared away a living Sima Yi: At the Battle of Wuzhang Plains (5th battle of the Northern Expeditions, go read/watch Romance of the Three Kingdoms), Cao Cao’s strategist Sima Yi withdrew his army out of caution when he saw Zhuge Liang leading his army to retreat, thinking it was a trap. However, he had no idea that at that time, the real Zhuge Liang was already dead. This resulted in the Shu army successfully retreating from battle. After the battle, when people questioned him about his seemingly stupid decision, he laughed and told them, “I may be able to predict the thoughts of the living, but I can't predict those of the dead.”
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Chapter 37: A Wind of Chaos (3)


“Ugh…” Noh Ji-Kwang moaned painfully as he rolled around on the ground. He struggled to lift his blood-covered face and look at the person who had done this to him.


A gray giant stepped out from between the ruins of the main gates. Crimson eyes glowing with the light of insanity could be seen peeping out through the tangled mess of his hair.


M-Monster!


“Cough!” Blood mixed with chunks of internal organs splattered on the ground. All of Noh Ji-Kwang’s ribs were broken and his heart and lungs were smashed. The giant’s massive blow to the gates had packed enough force to also have fatally injured Noh Ji-Kwang, who was guarding it.


I was going to become a successful man. Why am I dying a dog’s death like this…?


I became Jang Pae-San’s dog and rotted in this godforsaken northern region for three years. I endured all that shit and finally got the chance to return to the Central Plains in glory. I don’t want to die like this! It’s not fair…


CRUNCH!


Noh Ji-Kwang’s head exploded like an overripe watermelon, sending skull fragments and gray-white brain mush spraying out in every direction.


“Hahaha!” Tae Mu-Kang howled with laughter, having crushed Noh Ji-Kwang’s head beneath his foot.


Tae Mu-Kang looked around the fortress. The countless pavilions and towers were a reminder of the former glory of the Northern Army. However, a reminder was all it was. The buildings were in such disrepair that they could collapse at any moment.


“The Northern Army Fortress is a lot shabbier than I thought it would be.”


The gangho was a place where the strong rule and the weak are eliminated. Losers were even erased from the annals of history, their existences never to be known by future generations. When Tae Mu-Kang looked at it from that perspective, there was nothing pitiful or regretful about the current state of the Northern Army at all.


He marched through the fortress, searching for his prey.


STOMP! STOMP!


Every step he took reverberated through the ground like the ripples of an earthquake. There was no hesitation or doubt in his large strides, because he was a person who had no reason to hide his presence.


“Where are you hiding, little bitch?”


He had already ordered the Gray Wolves to surround the fortress in order to make sure that the little bitch had nowhere to run. The Third Mercenary Group, which was in charge of guarding the outer perimeter, was completely helpless in front of the strength of the Gray Wolves.


Tae Mu-Kang released his aura and spread it out over the surrounding area. A martial artist of his caliber would usually only be able to spread their senses around two hundred feet away, but his area of detection was several times that of theirs.


He smiled.


Inside the large spider web made up of his aura, he had detected a certain individual’s qi. His target was inside the Lustrous Jade Hall.


Tae Mu-Kang slowly strolled toward the hall. There was no need to hurry. He was an experienced hunter, and taking his time to enjoy the pleasure of the hunt was a privilege of experienced hunters. 


“Who are you?”


The Wardens came running from the Lustrous Jade Hall as soon as they had heard the noise. However, Tae Mu-Kang took no notice of them and continued making his way to the Hall.


“Kukuku! So that’s where you were hiding, little bitch!” he shouted. He had let her get away last time, but her luck could only last for so long.


The Warden Captain Mok Eun-Pyeong stood in front of Tae Mu-Kang, blocking his way. He emitted his killing aura and said, “I asked you who you were.”


Only then did Tae Mu-Kang finally notice Mok Eun-Pyeong’s presence.


The instant he met the intruder’s crimson eyes, Mok Eun-Pyeong felt as if he was being sucked into a whirlpool of insanity. A shiver ran down his spine.


W-What’s up with this man’s eyes…?


He swallowed his saliva in nervousness, but his mouth was dry. The man in front of him was like an undefeatable, gargantuan black bear. His legs were trembling, his blood felt like ice, and his senses were screaming at him to run away. For the very first time in his life, Mok Eun-Pyeong was afraid of battle.


Tae Mu-Kang replied, “An insect like you doesn’t have the right to hear my name.”


Hearing the voice that seemed like it echoed from somewhere deep within a cave, Mok Eun-Pyeong unconsciously took a step backwards.


Suddenly, a sense of shame and guilt washed over him. I am a swordsman. How could I retreat in the face of fear? How shameful.


“Surround him! Do not let him enter the Hall at all costs!”


“Yes, Sir!”


The Wardens quickly surrounded Tae Mu-Kang, but he ignored them despite their murderous auras. He looked past them and towards the Lustrous Jade Hall, roaring, “Get your ass out of that place right now, little bitch, or I’ll kill every living thing in this place!”


“Attack!” ordered Mok Eun-Pyeong. The Wardens immediately charged forward.


SWISH SWISH SWISH! WHOOOOSH!


Mixed with the sound of fluttering clothes was the whooshing of black sword qi bursting forth from the Wardens’ blades and striking Tae Mu-Kang like a thunderbolt.


Tae Mu-Kang’s huge body was swallowed up by the sword qi in an instant.


HISS!


Suddenly, Mok Eun-Pyeong saw Tae Mu-Kang’s grey clothes blow up like a balloon. He quickly realized his mistake though, as a murky gray aura spread out and wrapped itself around Tae Mu-Kang, quickly forming a translucent sphere around his body.


BOOM!




“Geuheuk!”


“Ugh!”


All of the Wardens attacks rebounded off the gray sphere, sending them flying backward in unison. The sword qi that they were so proud of vanished into thin air, and the recoil damaged their internal organs, causing blood to trickle down from their mouths.


“R-Rebound Flux!?” exclaimed Mok Eun-Pyeong incredulously, eyes widening in shock as he wiped away the blood around his mouth.


The gangho was a chaotic place where beginner martial artists often defeated masters. This was a fact that was painfully acknowledged by every experienced warrior. Thus, since one’s level of mastery did not always equate to combat strength, dividing martial arts mastery into levels was meaningless.  Mastery meant nothing if a warrior could not use their abilities to the fullest in actual combat.


Nevertheless, there would always be people who liked ranking warriors according to their mastery of martial arts. The classification system that they had come up with was as follows:


	First-class Expert: Able to emit qi from their weapon.

	Peak-level Expert: Able to shape their qi into a weapon.

	True Master: Able to utilize Weapon Flux, the refined version of weapon qi. [1]



According to the people who did the rankings, it was impossible for anyone Peak-level or below to defeat a True Master. That was because Weapon Flux, which includes Sword Flux and Dao Flux, could not be defended against using ordinary weapon qi.


In addition, the qi of a True Master would never run dry, allowing them to surround their bodies with an armor of qi. This qi armor, also known as the “Flux Barrier”, could not be penetrated by weapon qi either.


Therefore, when a True Master faces off against lower-ranked warriors, the combination of Weapon Flux and the Flux Barrier would be the equivalent of having an unstoppable sword and an unbreakable shield.


However, there were several True Masters who did not use their Flux Barriers as simple shields, instead modifying it to reflect their enemies’ attacks back at them with several times more force. Although this technique, known as the “Rebound Flux”, was extremely powerful, controlling it was so difficult that few True Masters could do it unless they had done special training or received some kind of enlightenment.


The move that giant in front of me just used… I’m sure it’s the Rebound Flux. That means that he’s a True Master. We won’t be able to break through his defenses. Even so, I cannot back down!


Mok Eun-Pyeong was aware that his survival prospects were grim. His fellow Wardens had received severe internal damage from the enemy’s Rebound Flux and were still lying on the ground. If he let things continue as is, all of them would die.


He steeled his resolve. He was a proud warrior of the gangho, a place where cowards tended to die quickly, and right now, there was only one path to survival. It didn’t matter whether he stood a chance of winning or not, he had to fight!


That was the fate of one who lived in the gangho, and a fate he had accepted a long time ago.


Mok Eun-Pyeong pointed his sword at Tae Mu-Kang. His valiant spirit was so obvious, even Tae Mu-Kang could feel it.


He gritted his teeth and declared, “I swore to protect this place, and protect it I will. If you want to go past me, you’ll have to do it over my dead body.”


For the first time, Tae Mu-Kang took notice of Mok Eun-Pyeong’s presence. Even he could not fail to acknowledge a warrior with such determination.


“Brat, what’s your name?”


“I am the Sword Rain of Blood, Mok Eun-Pyeong!”


“You have a fine name and a commendable resolve. Very well, I will tell you who I am. I am the Chaos Demon, Tae Mu-Kang.”


Tae Mu-Kang approved of Mok Eun-Pyeong’s courage and told him his name. However, those who had lived to tell the tale after hearing his name were few and far between.


“YAAAH!”


Mok Eun-Pyeong charged toward Tae Mu-Kang. He summoned his life’s energy, and unleashed the “Blade of Searing Blood and Soul”. A flurry of swords dyed red with the crimson color of blood fanned out toward the gray giant.


TWANG!


As if it could sense its owner’s desperation, Mok Eun-Pyeong’s sword made a humming sound.


“Oh? Did your sword just cry for you?” Tae Mu-Kang exclaimed in admiration. As long as one’s qi had reached a certain amount, it wasn’t hard to communicate with one’s sword and hear its cry. However, not many people could form such a strong link with their weapon that it cried for them when their lives were on the line.


Since his current opponent was capable of such a thing, Tae Mu-Kang thought that he should at least treat him with the proper amount of respect. He settled on using his signature move, the “Whirlwind Flux of the Chaos Demon (混魔回旋罡)”, and leaped towards Mok Eun-Pyeong.


HOWL!


The Rebound Flux surrounding Tae Mu-Kang began to spin, rapidly generating a huge tornado.


BAM!


A bloodied ball of flesh came shooting outwards from within the gray storm. It was the body of the man called Mok Eun-Pyeong.


“Captain!” cried the Wardens as they watched their leader’s corpse crumble into pieces.


Now that he had killed their leader, Tae Mu-Kang had no intention of letting the other Wardens go. He said, “You guys should accompany him.”


PSHHHH…


Murky gray flux oozed out of Tae Mu-Kang’s body and swooped toward the Wardens.


Despair was written all over the Warden’s faces. Aware that they were unable to dodge, many of them closed their eyes and awaited death.


SCREEEECH!


Suddenly a dark shadow screeched to a halt right in between Tae Mu-Kang and the Wardens.


BANG!








Footnotes:


[1] Flux: Flux = an evolved form of qi. If regular Qi (氣) is still air, then Flux (罡) is flowing wind.
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Chapter 38: A Sky Above the Sky (1)


A windstorm swept across the Northern Army Fortress, accompanied by a thunderous boom.


“Kuheuk!” the Wardens coughed as they breathed in the dust cloud that had risen as a result of the clash. However, the pain that they had been anticipating never arrived.


They opened their eyes slowly, only to see a black-clothed man standing in front of them and protecting them.


For an instant, the man’s back seemed like an impregnable wall.


“Y-Young Master Dam!”


The Wardens’ eyes, which had been filled with despair, once again shone with the light of hope. They had instantly recognized Dam Soo-Cheon from behind. He was the only person in the fortress who exhibited such might and authority, like a wall that would never fall.


However, in truth, Dam Soo-Cheon was quite shaken. Although he had successfully defended against Tae Mu-Kang’s attack, the amount of damage he had taken wasn’t something he could ignore. From the way Tae Mu-Kang’s flux had hit him like a ton of bricks, he could tell that this opponent was stronger than anyone he had fought before.


Who is this guy? To think that someone like this existed.


He was Dam Soo-Cheon, the man who had completed the Hundred Man Challenge. Even so, no one had managed to surprise him more than Tae Mu-Kang.


His skin was pricking from Tae Mu-Kang’s flux, and his nerves were screaming in pain. This was his body telling him that he was in extreme danger.


Tae Mu-Kang looked at Dam Soo-Cheon curiously, as if the young man was an interesting toy. He asked, “Hey, what’s your name?”


“My name is Dam Soo-Cheon. Who are you, Senior,[1] and why are you making a ruckus in someone else’s home?”


“Hahaha! So you were the brat with the guts to call himself the ‘Lone Star of the Azure Sky’!”


Dam Soo-Cheon’s eyebrow twitched. He said, “Since you know who I am, you should be aware of the consequences of doing such a thing in front of me, right?”


“There is no need for an arrogant young master like you to be concerned about me. I don’t know about the people of the Central Plains, but I’m not afraid of you.”


“The people of the Central Plains? I suppose I can take that phrase to mean that you are not a martial artist from the Central Plains.”


Tae Mu-Kang did not reply. Instead, he smiled mysteriously.


Dam Soo-Cheon’s eyes narrowed.


How can a man this strong be totally unknown to the gangho? The only reason for that is that he has never done anything in the Central Plains. If so, is there anywhere besides the Central Plains where a monster like this can be created?


Yes, there is.


“You’re from the Silent Night, aren’t you?”


“I wonder…”


“!!!” Dam Soo-Cheon needed no further confirmation for his suspicions than Tae Mu-Kang’s ambiguous reply.


He’s really from the Silent Night!? The Silent Night that vanished for thirty whole years? Weren’t they disbanded or something?


Is an era of war going to start again?


Dam Soo-Cheon shivered, not because he was afraid, but because he was excited. If this man truly was from the Silent Night, then the chaotic era he had always dreamed of would begin anew.


Only after the old world order had been destroyed could a brand new one be created. To the current establishment, the appearance of the Silent Night was a disaster. However, to youngsters like Dam Soo-Cheon, it was an opportunity.


The heavens are indeed favoring me.


Dam Soo-Cheon clenched his fist.


Seeing Dam Soo-Cheon’s reaction to his answer, Tae Mu-Kang sniggered. A glance was enough to tell him how ambitious Dam Soo-Cheon was, and he indeed had the strength to back up that ambition.


Tae Mu-Kang reminded, “Oi, before your imagination gets out of hand, remember that you have to survive today or else everything is meaningless.”


…He did not have any intention of letting Dam Soo-Cheon live, though. Although Dam Soo-Cheon was still young, he already possessed a strong spirit and an intimidating aura. As time passed, Tae Mu-Kang couldn’t even begin to imagine just how strong Dam Soo-Cheon would become. This potential threat had to be eliminated before it had a chance to grow up.


Tae Mu-Kang emanated a killing aura that seemed to corrode his surroundings.


Dam Soo-Cheon readied himself for battle, then said, “Stand back, Wardens.”


“Understood!” The Wardens immediately supported each other and limped out of the battleground as quickly as they could.


Tae Mu-Kang’s body seemed to grow even larger, but that was only an illusion. Still, the fact that Dam Soo-Cheon saw such an illusion told him that Tae Mu-Kang’s qi was far stronger than his. Even so, he did not lose heart. Rather, his fighting spirit was getting fired up just thinking about how he was going to challenge the impossible.


Tae Mu-Kang was the first real wall he had to overcome. If he chose to avoid facing this wall because of fear, there would be no future for him.


I will topple this wall with my very own hands.


WHOOSH!


As Dam Soo-Cheon summoned all of his qi, little whirlwinds started appearing around him, and the air began to tremble. His qi was resonating with his surroundings.


“Brat!” yelled Tae Mu-Kang, leaping towards Dam Soo-Cheon.


ROAR!


The Whirlwind Flux of the Chaos Demon tore through the air with Tae Mu-Kang at its center, but Dam Soo-Cheon charged headfirst into the storm.


He raised a glowing fist.


BOOM!


“Guh!” Shim Won Ui and Seomoon Hye-Ryung groaned. A battle of unimaginable proportions was taking place right in front of them. Tae Mu-Kang’s chaotic flux displayed might that shocked the world. Dam Soo-Cheon’s fists flashed with blinding light every time he clashed with Tae Mu-Kang.


The Lustrous Jade Palace was quickly demolished by the battle, sending dust flying everywhere. It was chaos.


“Is the Silent Night finally coming out of hiding?” said Shim Won-Ui. He had not factored the appearance of the Silent Night into his plans. Like everyone else in the Central Plains, he had believed that the Silent Night had been completely eradicated. No, I convinced myself that it was gone, because I wanted it to be so.


“If that man really is a warrior from the Silent Night, and if the Silent Night has raised a new generation of martial artists, I’ll have to make some big changes to my plans.”


Even though he was standing far from the battlefield, the two shockingly powerful presences still made his heart race.


Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol stood behind Shim Won-Ui. As Eun Han-Seol looked at Tae Mu-Kang, she couldn’t help but shiver in fear.


To think that monster chased me all the way here!


Eun Han-Seol understood Tae Mu-Kang better than anyone else currently inside the Northern Army Fortress. The giant was the very reason she had to escape and hide in the fortress to begin with.


The Chaos Demon, Tae Mu-Kang, was the most perfect hunter created by her enemies.


Suddenly, her gaze met Tae Mu-Kang’s. Even while fighting with Dam Soo-Cheon, Tae Mu-Kang hadn’t let Eun Han-Seol out of his sight.


Goosebumps popped up all over her skin.


Suddenly, someone placed a warm hand on her shoulder. She turned around and saw that it was Jin Mu-Won.


Jin Mu-Won smiled, saying, “Are you okay?”


“I’m fine.” Eun Han-Seol shook her head and grabbed Jin Mu-Won’s hand.


“You should run away.”


“Why?”


“That man is very scary. Dam Soo-Cheon is not a match for him.”


“He’s that strong?”


“If my master doesn’t come here in time, no one here will be able to defeat him. That’s why, Mu-Won, you have to run away!”


“What about you?”


“I’m his target. No matter where I go, he will come after me.”


That’s why, if you continue being together with me, you will be in danger too.


Eun Han-Seol looked Jin Mu-Won in the eye and said, “Mu-Won, you don’t have to place yourself in danger because of me.”


“I’m sorry, but I won’t run away.”


“……”


“This is my home. The Northern Army Fortress might be a ruin, but it’s the place where I was born and raised. I won’t run away just because a wild beast is rampaging around in my backyard.”


“But…”


“No buts. At the end of the day, my most important reason for not leaving is because… I will never leave you behind and run away by myself.”


“Mu…Won.” Eun Han-Seol’s eyes trembled. Through a blurry lens made up of tears, she looked at the smiling man in front of her.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won raised his head and surveyed their surroundings. He mumbled, “Well, it’s too late to run anyway.”


Warriors dressed in bloodstained gray clothes appeared on the fortress walls. They were Tae Mu-Kang’s Gray Wolves of Chaos, and they were returning to their master after finishing a hunt.










Footnotes:


[1] Senior: The term Dam Soo-Cheon uses is “sunbae”, which in modern times is used to respectfully address someone your senior (e.g. in school or work). However, in LNB, the historical meaning of “sunbae” is used, and it refers more to “respected old man/woman”, or “respected master” than just someone a year or two older.
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Chapter 39: A Sky Above the Sky (2)


Once a beast has tasted human blood, it will start preying on humans. Similarly, after a warrior murders another human for the first time, they will continue killing humans.


Although there are many warriors in the gangho, just how many of them have needed to fight for their lives before?


The era of battles to the death had ended with the rise of Heaven’s Summit. The new order’s idea of peace simply did not allow for senseless murder and genocide, and all such actions were quickly nipped in the bud.


On the other hand, the Gray Wolves of Chaos lived constantly on the border between life and death. Day after day, mission after mission, their blades tasted the blood of countless humans. As they became more and more proficient at killing, their technique improved by leaps and bounds.


They were warriors who existed solely for the purpose of killing. It wasn’t just their martial arts that were brutal—the way they walked, the rhythm of their breaths, the look in their eyes—every single movement of theirs exuded intention to kill.


They closed in on Jin Mu-Won’s group, tightening their encirclement.


Shim Won-Ui’s eyes hardened. Furious, he growled, “How dare they!”


No one has ever threatened me like this before. No one has ever dared to treat me like this! What on earth is Captain Mok doing at this time…?


Suddenly, Shim Won-Ui’s thoughts came to a halt. As he was searching around for Mok Eun-Pyeong, he finally noticed the corpse lying on the ground. He clicked his tongue in irritation, then turned to face the Wardens, saying, “Tsk! What a useless piece of trash. Oi, what are the rest of you good-for-nothings doing? Hurry up and finish off these intruders!”


“Yes, sir!”


The Wardens immediately charged forward to intercept the Gray Wolves of Chaos. However, the expressions on their faces were grim. The way Shim Won-Ui had just addressed them was degrading. Still, they did not dare to openly show their resentment, as they had bigger problems to deal with right now.


The Gray Wolves of Chaos leapt toward the Wardens, howling, “AWOOOO!”


“Stop them!”


The two sides clashed, and the battlefield erupted into chaos. Every time a sword flashed, a scream would ring out, accompanied by a fountain of blood. Soon, the Northern Army Fortress was swallowed up by a crimson windstorm of blood and severed body parts.


Shim Soo-Ah trembled in shock and horror. She was the precious treasure of Judgment Heaven and the only daughter of the Sky Lord, Shim Mu-Wae. Who would ever let her witness such a brutal, barbaric scene?


Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s face was just as pale as Shim Soo-Ah’s. However, unlike the younger girl, her mind remained clear despite her rampaging emotions.


The Silent Night has decided to show itself after going into hiding for dozens of years. If news of this gets out, there will be a huge, uncontrollable, uproar.


Now that the Silent Night were involved, she needed to make changes to her original plans. Seomoon Hye-Ryung considered every possible outcome, taking into account the manpower she had and the changes that could occur in the gangho, and swiftly made the corresponding modifications.


This ability of hers to remain calm and rational was not inborn, but a result of her martial art, the “Heavenly Mental Enhancement Technique (全腦昊天功)[1]”. It was a martial art that maximized her intelligence and mental capability by allowing her to blot out emotions, always think rationally, analyze multiple things in parallel, and utilize 100% of her brainpower.


Unfortunately, this technique was so complicated, that the only person who had ever succeeded at mastering it was the “Ghost of Zhuge Liang”, Seomoon Hwa.


Even so, Seomoon Hye-Ryung was at least smart enough that she was allowed to learn the technique at a young age. She had only reached the seventh stage of the technique, but her mental capabilities were already far ahead of other geniuses.


Suddenly, her eyes fell upon Jin Mu-Won.


He was composed, far too composed. Although blood was splattering everywhere and corpses were dropping to the ground like flies all around him, he did not even bat an eyelid.


Just what is the reason for his confidence? Is he hiding something? If not, then…


Seomoon Hye-Ryung shifted her gaze toward Eun Han-Seol.


The two women’s eyes met. Perhaps it was coincidence, but Eun Han-Seol had turned to face Seomoon Hye-Ryung at exactly the same time.


Eun Han-Seol.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung narrowed her eyes.


Just then, two Gray Wolves pounced in Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol’s direction. Eun Han-Seol instantly stepped in front of the young man as if she was his protector.


It was only for an instant, but Seomoon Hye-Ryung was certain that she saw Eun Han-Seol’s eyes turn silvery-white.


What? It can’t be!


A long-forgotten name appeared in her mind. There was only one martial art in the world that would cause a person’s eyes to become silvery-white. Most importantly, the person who practiced this martial art was once known as a human calamity.


The Witch of the White Night (白夜魔女). [2]


Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s shoulders trembled.


Meanwhile, the duel between Tae Mu-Kang and Dam Soo-Cheon had reached its climax.


BOOM!


Tae Mu-Kang was pushed back by Dam Soo-Cheon’s blow, leaving a huge, deep trench in his wake as his feet dragged across the ground.


Blood flowed out from Dam Soo-Cheon’s lips. Although Tae Mu-Kang was the one who had lost that particular exchange, it was Dam Soo-Cheon who was bleeding from internal damage.


The problem lay in Tae Mu-Kang’s Rebound Flux. Every attack aimed at Tae Mu-Kang would be reflected back to him with several times more force, but there was nothing Dam Soo-Cheon could do about it.


I won’t be able to break through his Rebound Flux using ordinary martial arts.


Dam Soo-Cheon shot a glance at Jin Mu-Won and Shim Won-Ui. All of Shim Won-Ui’s attention was focused on the Gray Wolves of Chaos, but Jin Mu-Won’s eyes hadn’t missed a single moment of the battle between him and Tae Mu-Kang.


I wonder if he’s laughing at me. He must be thinking, “Is this all I have?” 


Damn, now I’m fired up. I guess I’ll just have to show you my true power!


Dam Soo-Cheon squeezed out all of his strength.


BRRRRRRR!


The air vibrated, and a blinding light enveloped his body.


“Tsk!” Tae Mu-Kang, who was just about to charge at Dam Soo-Cheon, frowned and hesitated for a moment.


Dam Soo-Cheon did not let that brief opening slip past him.


KABOOOOM!


“Ugh!”




Dam Soo-Cheon’s fist of light struck Tae Mu-Kang’s chest like a thunderbolt, sending him flying. The Rebound Flux which had protected him till now wavered as if it was going to disappear any moment.


Tae Mu-Kang slammed into the ground, creating a large crater. The flickering light in his eyes betrayed his shock at having his Rebound Flux—which was much stronger than that of others as it was a product of his unique martial art—nearly destroyed.


That meant that his current opponent, Dam Soo-Cheon, had just used a technique that surpassed his own. He asked, “What martial art did you just use?”


“The Divine Flash (聖光流).” [3]


Tae Mu-Kang frowned. He had never heard of such a martial art before. He waited for a bit, but Dam Soo-Cheon seemed wholly uninterested in explaining further.


It wasn’t that Dam Soo-Cheon didn’t want to tell Tae Mu-Kang about it, but that he couldn’t. The Divine Flash was an incomplete martial art, and still had many flaws to be corrected and details that could be improved upon.


The Divine Flash was created a hundred and fifty years ago, by a crazy martial artist. In order to prove his strength, this crazy martial artist sought out many powerful warriors and engaged in duels to the death with them.


Throughout his entire life, he fought more than three hundred duels but only won about fifty of them. Out of his two hundred and fifty losses, over thirty had resulted in near-fatal wounds.


His winning rate was so low that no one in the gangho thought much of him. Even the duels that he won were ignored, as people felt that there was nothing particularly interesting about them.


Nevertheless, at that time, no one realized his true worth. He had survived despite taking part in three hundred duels to the death. Also, most of his fifty wins had occurred within the last few dozen duels.


He was a man who had survived countless battlefields and gained experience from them. The experience that he gained piled up until finally, he began to grasp the rough form of his own unique martial art.


It was a martial art that countered all demonic arts by embodying the element of light. A martial art that was brighter and more dazzling than any other.


The man named it, the “Divine Flash”.


For generations, the Divine Flash was passed down in single succession, one disciple at a time. The inheritors of the martial art each spent their whole lives refining it.


Dam Soo-Cheon was the sixth-generation successor.


Even so, the Divine Flash that he inherited had yet to be perfected. In fact, one of the main reasons that he embarked on the Hundred Man Challenge was to gain the fighting experience necessary to refine the martial art.


BAM!


Dam Soo-Cheon kicked off from the ground.


I have to finish this battle as quickly as I can.


The Divine Flash was one of the most powerful martial arts of all, and every punch was capable of causing unimaginable destruction. However, in exchange, its qi consumption was absurdly high.


CRASH!


Tae Mu-Kang was pushed back once again, but Dam Soo-Cheon did not get away unscathed either. Blood flowed from his lips, and his face turned as white as a sheet.


Another problem with the Divine Flash was that the user’s body would be hit with recoil from the heavy punches. It was a double-edged sword.


BAM!


Tae Mu-Kang flew backward again. However, this time he did not fall to the ground, instead landing on his feet. He launched himself forward, emitting a huge fog of murky qi to obscure Dam Soo-Cheon’s vision.


Where did he go?


Dam Soo-Cheon focused his senses. A light appeared on his forehead.


This was a sensory enhancement technique known as the “Three-Eyed Technique”, mainly because it made its user look like they had three eyes.


As Dam Soo-Cheon expanded his senses, he finally pinpointed Tae Mu-Kang’s location and looked up above him.


Tae Mu-Kang was falling down from the sky at a frightening speed with his murky flux spinning around him with astonishing force.


KWAAAARRRRR!!!


Tae Mu-Kang landed right on top of Dam Soo-Cheon’s head and unleashed his move, the “Spinning Drill of the Chaos Demon”, a technique that utilized the rotation of flux to increase the force of the blow.


“Gah!” Dam Soo-Cheon grimaced, facing Tae Mu-Kang head-on. He knew that dodging this attack was the correct thing to do, but his pride as the only successor to the Divine Flash did not allow him to do so.


He gathered all his qi for the final blow. The light on his forehead shone brighter than ever before.


Meanwhile, Tae Mu-Kang’s flux was spinning faster and faster. If Dam Soo-Cheon continued defending, his body would soon be torn to shreds like he had been through a meat grinder.


However, Dam Soo-Cheon stayed rooted to the spot. In order to suppress his instincts that were screaming at him to dodge, he constantly muttered to himself, “Not yet, not yet…”


In his mind, he formed a clear mental image of the technique he was about to release. His body was in the present, but he could already foresee the conclusion of this battle.


Dam Soo-Cheon’s eyes blazed with a blinding white light.








Footnotes:


[1] Heavenly Mental Enhancement Technique (全腦昊天功): Literal translation – Heaven-Analyzing Brain Optimization Technique.


[2] Witch of the White Night (白夜魔女): Literal translation – Demonic Lady of the White Night.


[3] Divine Flash (聖光流): Literal translation – Holy Light Style.
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Chapter 40: A Sky Above the Sky (3)


SHWAAA SHWAAA SHWAAA!


A raging windstorm tore through the Northern Army Fortress, creating a huge crater that was twenty feet deep and two hundred feet wide smack in the middle of the plaza.


In the center of that crater lay Tae Mu-Kang’s wretched corpse. His head was twisted around to the back, his arms were bent in impossible angles, and his shin bones were sticking out of his flesh.


“Kuheuk!” Dam Soo-Cheon kneeled down on the ground, coughing out blood. He was completely exhausted, and his blood pressure was also absurdly high as a result of forcibly strengthening his qi. So many of his joints had been dislocated that he felt like his body was about to fall to pieces.


“Haa, haa…” When he finally stopped coughing, Dam Soo-Cheon struggled to his feet. Not only had he been severely injured in this battle, he had also used up two-thirds of his qi.


However, he was alive. At the end of the day, the one who survived was always the winner.


WHOOSH!


Suddenly, Dam Soo-Cheon heard the sound of flowing qi from the direction of Tae Mu-Kang’s corpse. He swiftly turned to face the center of the crater, muttering, “…No way?”


PUGUGUGU!


Tae Mu-Kang’s body was twitching awkwardly. His broken bones were slowly healing, and his torn flesh was regenerating.




Dam Soo-Cheon’s jaw dropped. He couldn’t believe what he was seeing right now.


I knew it! Eun Han-Seol’s expression froze. She already knew that something like this would happen, because it wasn’t her first time witnessing it.


When his wounds were fully healed, Tae Mu-Kang stood up. Through his hair that fluttered in the wind like raging flames, the light in his bright crimson eyes could be seen flickering back to life.


“Are you…a monster?” asked Dam Soo-Cheon, a grim expression on his face. No matter how strong their martial arts were, no human could recover from that kind of fatal injury.


“But…so what if you’re a monster?” Dam Soo-Cheon pounced on Tae Mu-Kang. It doesn’t matter if he’s human or not. All I have to do is kill him again.


He clenched his fists and unleashed one of the Divine Flash’s most powerful techniques, the “Triple Wheels of Light (三聯光輪擊)[1]”, aiming to strike the exact same spot on Tae Mu-Kang’s body three times in a row and pierce through his defenses.


BANG!


His first punch was blocked by Tae Mu-Kang’s murky Rebound Flux. He grit his teeth and stuck a second time.


SMACK!


However, even his second punch was blocked.


SLAM!


“What!?” For the first time, Dam Soo-Cheon’s confidence wavered. All three of his punches had been blocked. It was the first time the Triple Wheels of Light had failed him.


Not even the last opponent of his Hundred Man Challenge, the Soul-Hunting Swordsman Baek Seong-Won, had successfully defended against the Triple Wheels of Light. In fact, Baek Seong-Won’s treasured sword, “Cinnabar Moon”, had been shattered after receiving his punches. Hence, he had been extremely confident in the destructive power of the Triple Wheels of Light.


Tae Mu-Kang grinned.


BOOM!


A giant set of footprints appeared on the ground as Tae Mu-Kang abruptly vanished into thin air.


Where is he? Dam Soo-Cheon wondered as he gathered his Light Qi. [2]


Just then, he felt a slight vibration to his left and instinctively raised an arm to protect his face.


CRACK!


Tae Mu-Kang’s heel slammed into Dam Soo-Cheon, sending him flying.


When Dam Soo-Cheon landed, he quickly hauled himself to his feet and wiped away the blood on his mouth. His intestines felt like they had been rattled, and his heart was thumping furiously in apprehension.


If I hadn’t raised my arm in time, that wouldn’t have ended with just minor internal injuries.


“Hee hee hee!” taunted Tae Mu-Kang, looking down at Dam Soo-Cheon.


Indignation boiled up from within the depths of Dam Soo-Cheon’s soul. He growled, “How dare you!”


I am the man who will stand at the top of the world.


I am the only person who is allowed to look down on others! How dare he taunt me like this!


Dam Soo-Cheon tried to summon his qi, but…


WRIGGLE!


Something squirmed inside his body. A foreign qi had been injected into him and was invading his bloodstream. It was as if a thousand needles were pricking him all over. Dam Soo-Cheon’s face turned ugly.


Penetrating Energy…!? That last attack!


Dam Soo-Cheon cycled his qi to drive out the foreign energy.


“Kuwaak!” he gasped, his veins bulging out from his skin. His legs wobbled, and he fell to one knee.


What? This is!?


Only now did it finally hit him that the Penetrating Energy Tae Mu-Kang injected into him was not normal.


A spear as black as night hurtled toward him. It pierced through a weakness in the Light Qi he was so proud of, intertwining and interfering with his energy like a virus.


Not even Dam Soo-Cheon himself was aware of this weakness in the Divine Flash. He’d thought that his defense was perfect. However, he didn’t have the time to ponder this weakness, as the dark energy was ravaging his internal organs.


Tae Mu-Kang didn’t wait for him to recover, though, and launched a flurry of attacks at Dam Soo-Cheon.


MUDAMUDAMUDAMUDAMUDA!


Dam Soo-Cheon was knocked around the Northern Army Fortress like a dry leaf in a windstorm. He wanted to defend himself, but couldn’t because he had to focus all his concentration on suppressing the foreign qi in his blood.


In an instant, he was covered in wounds from head to toe.


“Mister Dam!”


“Bro!” [3]


Seomoon Hye-Ryung and Shim Won-Ui cried out at the same time, a look of disbelief on their faces. The strongest man they knew had fallen.


In a last-ditch effort to go help Dam Soo-Cheon, Shim Won-Ui desperately pushed the Gray Wolves of Chaos aside and charged at Tae Mu-Kang.


RIPPPP!


Shim Won-Ui lashed out at Tae Mu-Kang again and again while the giant was distracted by Dam Soo-Cheon, his fingers curled up to form the Demonic Claws of Scarlet Jade (紅玉魔手). [4]


Unfortunately, it wasn’t long before his expression became the same as Dam Soo-Cheon’s. Unknown to him, his qi had also been invaded by Tae Mu-Kang’s Permeating Energy.


How is this possible!? My All-Round Qi Technique (圓端心功)[5] is perfect!


Shim Won-Ui’s All-Round Qi Technique was known as one of the most perfect qi cultivation techniques in the gangho. It had been continually refined and improved upon for hundreds of years, and practitioners of it all possessed very stable and balanced qi.


Shim Won-Ui was very proud of his perfectly balanced qi. However, his pride was quickly being shattered into pieces as his qi was thrown into complete disorder by the invasion of Tae Mu-Kang’s energy.


This doesn’t make any sense…


There was something very strange about Tae Mu-Kang’s Permeating Energy. It was as if it knew what Shim Won-Ui’s weakness was all along, and was specifically targeting that weakness.


The Permeating Energy that entered my body has split into tiny needles and is attacking me in many different ways at the same time!


KACHAK!


A crack appeared in Shim Won-Ui’s qi, and the Penetrating Energy started breaking down his internal defenses. It had taken advantage of a weakness that Shim Won-Ui didn’t even know existed.


BAM!


“AHHH!” Shim Won-Ui screamed as he was easily tossed aside. His clothes were torn and bloodied, and his hair was a sticky mess.


Shim Won-Ui trembled. He had never been humiliated like this before.


“GUWAAAA! YOU BASTARDDDD!” he shrieked, hitting the ground with his fists.


“Hahaha!” laughed Tae Mu-Kang, sending a roundhouse kick at Shim Won-Ui’s head.


Shim Won-Ui would die the instant that kick connected.


Dam Soo-Cheon desperately charged forward and knocked Shim Won-Ui over.


SWOOSH!


Tae Mu-Kang’s leg whizzed past above their heads.


“How did things end up like this…” mumbled Seomoon Hye-Ryung. She and Shim Soo-Ah’s faces had paled as they watched the battle. They never imagined that Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui could lose even while working together.


SMACK!


The head of a Gray Wolf that had charged toward Jin Mu-Won exploded. The Gray Wolves of Chaos weren’t a match for Eun Han-Seol at all, and both of her hands were stained with their blood.


Still, Tae Mu-Kang was the real problem here.


Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui were being completely overpowered. It seemed like they could still stand for now, but it wouldn’t be long before they fell.


Eun Han-Seol understood what kind of situation they were in, because she herself had been at the receiving end of Tae Mu-Kang’s special ability before.


Like a dry sponge absorbing water, Tae Mu-Kang’s “Art of the Primeval Hellish Demon (混元閻魔功)[6]” devoured his opponents’ qi, digested it, analyzed it, and automatically transformed itself into an energy that perfectly countered his opponents’.


It was a bizarre technique that continually evolved itself to counter and oppose every martial art in existence. Because of this property, Tae Mu-Kang was literally invincible.


Even so, the Art of the Primeval Hellish Demon did have one glaring weakness. As Tae Mu-Kang blindingly absorbed his opponents’ qi, the qi in his own body would become impure. When that happened, Tae Mu-Kang would have to hibernate like a bear in winter, or a snake that had just swallowed its meal whole.


An extreme existence like him couldn’t be called human anymore. He was a monster, through and through.


Of course, no martial artist in the world would train themselves to be like that. Tae Mu-Kang was an artificially created monster brought into existence for the sole purpose of hunting down powerful martial artists.


He even defeated Master. The only way to kill him is to finish him off with the very first attack, before he can absorb and counter our qi. 


Tae Mu-Kang had come to the Northern Army Fortress to hunt down his prey, Eun Han-Seol. While his target was still alive, he would never rest or stop.


Throughout his entire battle with Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui, Tae Mu-Kang had never let his true prey out of his sight. Every once in a while, he’d glance at Eun Han-Seol with murderous intent.


He pointed a finger at Eun Han-Seol, as if to say, ‘Now, it’s your turn.’








Footnotes:


[1] Triple Wheels of Light (三聯光輪擊): Literal translation – Triple Wheel of Light Attack.


[2] Light Qi (聖光氣): Literal translation – Holy Light Qi. Qi imbued with the element of holy light.


[3] Bro: Shim Won-Ui calls Dam So-Cheon “ah-ooh”, which means younger brother.


[4] Demonic Claws of Scarlet Jade (紅玉魔手): Literal translation – Red Jade Demon Claw.


[5] All-Round Qi Technique (圓端心功): Literal translation – Rounded-Ends Mental Cultivation Technique.


[6] Art of the Primeval Hellish Demon (混元閻魔功): Literal translation – Technique of the Demon of Primeval Chaos from Hell.
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Chapter 41: A Sky Above the Sky (4)


Seo Mu-Sang's eyes reddened, as if he was about the cry tears of blood.


“Gyung-Chun, Won-Sang…”


He had gotten really close with his fellow mercenaries during these last few years in the Northern Army Fortress. More than anyone else, Yoo Gyung-Chun and Im Won-Sang had been looking forward to going home to the Central Plains.


And yet, it was these two who were now lying in a pool of their own blood, having died at the hands of Tae Mu-Kang's Gray Wolves of Chaos. From the traces of the battle, Seo Mu-Sang could tell that these two had fought to the very end even though they stood no chance of winning.


“Why didn't you run? You dumbasses…”


Tears flowed down Seo Mu-Sang's cheeks. The two dead mercenaries’ eyes were wide open and their fists were clenched, as if they couldn't believe that they were dying.


Suddenly, he heard the shuffling of someone's footsteps behind him. He drew his sword with lightning speed and spun around, only to see Jang Pae-San walking out of the woods.


“Captain?”


“Is that you, Vice-Captain?”


Seo Mu-Sang and Jang Pae-San heaved a sigh of relief. Reassured that at least one of his men was still alive, Jane Pae-San plopped down on his butt in front of Seo Mu-Sang.


However, Seo Mu-Sang was not happy to see Jang Pae-San alive, unhurt, and relaxed while Yoo Gyung-Chun and Im Won-Sang were lying dead in front of him.


Annoyed, he asked, “Captain, care to explain what happened?”


“Isn’t it obvious? We were ambushed by a group of wolf-like men.”


“What I mean is, why are you the only one who got away? Your group members are dead…”


“What the fuck? Vice-Captain, are you saying you’d rather I’d have died together with these guys?” Jang Pae-San replied angrily. His teammates, Yoo Gyung-Chun and Im Won-Sang, had been attacked while he was away urinating. They had fought back using the Blade of Blood Waves that they had just learned, but were still no match for the Gray Wolves of Chaos.


Afraid of being discovered, Jang Pae-San hid himself. His own life was far more important than his subordinates’, anyway.


It’s enough if I get revenge for those two in the future. But to get revenge, I need to survive.


Just like that, Jang Pae-San stayed where he was until Seo Mu-Sang arrived. Unlike Seo Mu-Sang, he clearly did not think there was anything dishonorable about his behavior.


“They believed in you. Those two would lay down their lives are your command. Shouldn’t you at least show them that you are worthy of their respect!?”


“Shut up! What does their respect have to do with me? Ahh, fuck! I can just get revenge for them, right?”


Seo Mu-Sang’s eyes burned with fury. Although he already knew that Jang Pae-San was a loathsome man, he did not think he would be this despicable.


“You rotten piece of trash.”


“What the hell was that, you motherfucker!?”


Jang Pae-San was livid, but Seo Mu-Sang didn’t want to waste any more time arguing with him. In the time it took to quarrel with the asshole, he could save another person. Even if he couldn’t save anyone, he could at least kill their attackers.


With that in mind, Seo Mu-Sang started marching back to the Northern Army Fortress.


Behind him, Jang Pae-San yelled, “Oi! Bastard! If you go that way, you’ll die for sure! You should be running in the opposite direction! You goddamned idiot, don’t you know it’s all over once you’re dead? Hey!”


However, Seo Mu-Sang completely ignored him and continued on his way.


When Seo Mu-Sang vanished into the distance, Jang Pae-San muttered to himself, “That fucking son of a bitch! Always pretending to be all honorable. I guess he’s the kind who thinks dying with honor is better than living. Ahh, he can do whatever he wants, I don’t give a shit. I’m going to survive till the end and enjoy a life of comfort. That’s how I’ve always lived. Fuck!”


Jang Pae-San glared fiercely at the direction of the Northern Army Fortress.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


Seomoon Hye-Ryung pushed her Heavenly Mental Enhancement Technique to its limits, desperate to find a solution to their current predicament.


Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui were being mercilessly crushed by Tae Mu-Kang.


She had never imagined that things would end up like this, not even in her wildest dreams. Tae Mu-Kang’s ridiculous strength was against the rules!


I can’t let things continue as they are, or both Mister Dam and Mister Shim will die.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung believed that her natural intelligence was second only to her grandfather’s, and with the addition of the Heavenly Mental Enhancement Technique, no one else could surpass her at analyzing and decision-making.


If there was anything she had learned from her grandfather, it was that sometimes, you had to make some sacrifices in order to obtain the best possible result.


Dam Soo-Cheon is a man who will stand at the top of the world. His legend must be flawless, so I cannot allow any blemishes on his perfect battle record. He must never fail or make any mistakes.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung glanced toward Jin Mu-Won.


It’s a pity. Jin Mu-Won is a highly valuable—and easily exploitable—tool.


As the successor to the Northern Army, he possesses the potential to rally the young warriors of the gangho. However, compared to Dam Soo-Cheon, he is nothing.


If I had to choose between the two, I would definitely pick Dam Soo-Cheon.


Countless thoughts ran through her head, but she quickly sifted and sorted through every possibility.


There were about three or four ways to resolve the situation. Among these, she selected the one with the highest probability of success.


It’s a waste to sacrifice this pawn, but…


In the future she just envisioned, there would be no Jin Mu-Won. She had already reorganized her plans to account for his death.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung met Jin Mu-Won’s gaze and lowered her head, saying, “I’m sorry, but I don’t think we’ll be able to continue working together towards our dreams.”


“Is that what you’ve decided?”


“I’m really sorry, but events in the gangho rarely ever go according to plan.”


Although Seomoon Hye-Ryung kept apologizing to Jin Mu-Won, there was no remorse on her face.


She’s a born tactician; heartless and calculating. She won’t allow her emotions to get in the way of her decisions. Tsk tsk.


Jin Mu-Won smiled. He wasn’t the least bit shocked by Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s decision.


I kind of expected that things would end up like this.


Bloodlines are a really scary thing. The traits and even personalities of the parents are inherited by their children. Seomoon Hye-Ryung might not even be aware of this herself, but she’s definitely a chip off the old block.


Seomoon Hwa was the one who plotted the fall of the Northern Army. Knowing this, how could I ever trust this woman? I’m not that stupid.


In a low voice, Seomoon Hye-Ryung commanded the Wardens, “Please hold on for just a while longer.”


She then strode toward Dam Soo-Cheon with feather-light footsteps, like a fairy on the battlefield.


Jin Mu-Won, who was observing her, gave a start as he realized what she was doing.


“This is…?”


Every time Seomoon Hye-Ryung took a step, a deep footprint would appear on the ground. Following that, the scenery would change a little.


Fog started to build up, and dark clouds obscured the sky. Lightning flashed, thunder roared, and rain began to fall.


“Is that…a formation?”


Formations were something that only a few geniuses who had understood the laws of nature could use. That was because in order to set up a formation, one had to use the terrain and their surroundings as a medium, but no two places would ever be exactly the same.


Even so, one thing was certain. Setting up a formation required a large amount of effort and incredible concentration.


And yet right now, he was seeing a person creating a formation just by walking.


Not just any random formation either, but the Seomoon Clan’s “Footsteps of the Heaven-Devouring Tiger (虎形包天步)”. [1]


This formation was named after the deep footprints that it left behind on the ground and the dark clouds that would gather when it was activated, like a stomping tiger that swallowed the clear skies.


Currently, there was only one person in the world who could set up the complete “Footsteps of the Heaven-Devouring Tiger” formation.


Seomoon Hwa.


When asked about the formation, Seomoon Hwa had said, “Even though this formation is completed using only thirty steps, it would prevent even the heavens from escaping.”


Unlike Seomoon Hwa, Seomoon Hye-Ryung was still unable to finish setting up the formation within thirty steps, and could not fully unleash its heaven trapping ability.


However, she could still use it to disorientate her enemy, distracting and delaying them. She knew that this little push was all that was necessary for Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui to escape from danger.


As Tae Mu-Kang looked around him, confused, Seomoon Hye-Ryung ran up to Dam Soo-Cheon and helped him up.


“Mister Dam!”


“Miss Seomoon!”


“We need to get out of here right now.”


“I can’t do that.” Dam Soo-Cheon shook his blood-covered head resolutely. Although he had been beaten to a pulp due to the interference of Tae Mu-Kang’s Penetrating Energy, his fighting spirit hadn’t diminished.


There’s one thing I’ve learned about human nature… If humans do something once, they’ll do it again. That’s why I won’t run away. No matter how badly injured I get, no matter how much of a disadvantage I’m in… I won’t back down.


Dam Soo-Cheon was a very prideful man. His pride would not allow him to surrender.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung sighed. I just knew he was going to say that!


“I’m sorry.”


“Wha…?” mumbled Dam Soo-Cheon, before suddenly blacking out.


Shim Won-Ui stood behind Dam Soo-Cheon. It was he who had poked Dam Soo-Cheon’s meridians and knocked him unconscious.


He wasn’t the same as Dam Soo-Cheon.


Like Dam Soo-Cheon, he had felt utterly humiliated during that battle, but he knew that if they didn’t retreat now, there wouldn’t be a next time. He could take a loss if it meant that he would survive.


He quickly glanced over at Jin Mu-Won, who was hiding behind Eun Han-Seol.


“What about him?”


“We’re abandoning him.”


“Woah! That’s cruel.”


“We don’t need him as a pawn anymore. From now on, whether he lives or dies is entirely up to his luck. We will have nothing more to do with him.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung was already looking to the future, and there was no place for Jin Mu-Won in that future. According to her calculations, he would die here, today.


Compared to Jin Mu-Won, she was more concerned about Eun Han-Seol.


There was a possibility that Eun Han-Seol was the disciple of the Witch of the White Night. After all, her pupils had turned white when she used her martial art.


Most importantly, if Eun Han-Seol had truly inherited the skills of the Witch of the White Night, then that meant that the Silent Night had secretly trained a new generation of warriors.


If I could, I would like to capture her and interrogate her, but I can only give up for now…


Eun Han-Seol was Tae Mu-Kang’s target. She could tell that much from Eun Han-Seol’s reaction when she saw the giant. Since he had bothered to chase her all the way here, there was no way he would let her live. She was as good as dead.


“It won’t be long before that monster escapes from the formation. Before that happens, we need to get out of here.”


“Gotcha.”


Shim Won-Ui bent over and carried Dam Soo-Cheon on his back, while Seomoon Hye-Ryung grabbed Shim Soo-Ah’s hand. Together, they ran out of the Northern Army Fortress as fast as their legs could carry them.




“GRARRRRR!” roared Tae Mu-Kang, busting out of Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s formation. His killing intent had increased tenfold after being trapped inside a formation for so long.


Furious, he shifted his gaze toward Eun Han-Seol and Jin Mu-Won.








Footnotes:


[1] Footsteps of the Heaven-Devouring Tiger (虎形包天步): Literal translation – Tiger-Shaped Heaven-Devouring Steps.






TL Note:


So… Shim Soo-Ah survived. However, Author-nim totally forgets about her existence from here on. That’s probably another reason why she was killed off in the manhwa, besides Artist-nim purposely doing it to make an impact. Now go read the FAKE Chapter 41 because I really want her DEAD.
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Chapter 42: Those Who Want to Leave Have Left, Those Who Want to Stay Are Staying (1)


Jin Mu-Won stared blankly as Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui disappeared into the distance. They were abandoning their own subordinates and running away. Even so, the Wardens were still frantically fighting against the Gray Wolves of Chaos in order to buy them time to escape.


He shook his head and sighed. I pity these Wardens.


The Wardens were sacrificing themselves one after another just so that their master could run away, and yet, no one was complaining.


They lived for their master, and died for their master.


This was the nature of most murim warriors. Sadly, average disciples of famous schools in the gangho were all trained to be this way since young. They were so brainwashed that they did not fear death as long as they thought that it was an honorable death. However, to Jin Mu-Won, they might as well be dogs for how loyal they were to their masters.


What’s the point of dying for a master who doesn’t appreciate you, no matter how honorable it might be? And even if it was an honorable death, why would honor even matter when you’re already dead?


Jin Mu-Won clicked his tongue.


No matter how much humiliation one must endure, the most important thing is survival, for the dead tell no tales, and only the living can stand up for truth and justice.


This was Jin Mu-Won’s motto in life.


Suddenly, he was jolted out of his musings by Eun Han-Seol’s panicked voice.


“Mu-Won, no matter what you do, don’t stand in front of me.”


Tae Mu-Kang was quickly closing in on them with killing intent so strong, it had materialized and was stirring up a tornado that sucked in the air and wrecked the earth.


What a monster…


From the battle with Dam Soo-Cheon, Jin Mu-Won could tell that Tae Mu-Kang was incredibly strong. However, watching a battle and experiencing Tae Mu-Kang’s strength for himself were two completely different things.


It’s terrifying.


The pressure from Tae Mu-Kang’s aura was making it hard to breathe, and he felt his consciousness start to fade.


So this is why Han-Seol was trembling. In the face of such a monster, anyone would be frightened.


Eun Han-Seol squeezed out every last bit of her energy.


Seeing this, Tae Mu-Kang snorted, saying, “It seems that we have finally reunited once again, little bitch.”


“Chaos Demon, you undying monster!”


“You guys are the ones who made me like this, you know? Since you turned me into an undying monster, you should pay the price for it, right?” The Chaos Demon released his killing intent.


RUMBLE!


The heavens trembled, and the earth shook.


Eun Han-Seol defended against Tae Mu-Kang’s aura using her martial art, the Art of the Silver Soul (銀魂心決)[1]. In a flash, her eyes and hair turned from black to silvery-white.




“Ugh!” Under pressure from both Tae Mu-Kang and Eun Han-Seol’s aura, Jin Mu-Won had no choice but to step backwards.


Eun Han-Seol’s silvery-white hair reminded him of a legend that he had heard long ago, about the Four Great Demon Generals of the Silent Night.


When the blue wind speeds across the starless sky,


A shadow descends upon the world.


When the dark wings spread wide,


A divine spear glows with light.


When the axe of the devil splits the mountain,


The witch sings in the pitch blackness of night.


The Shadow of the Blue Wind (靑風魔影);


The Black-Winged Divine Spear (黑翼神槍);


The Mountain-Splitting Devil Axe (破山魔斧);


And the Witch of the White Night (白夜魔女).




In place of their leader, the mysterious Lord of the Night (夜主), the Four Great Demon Generals led the armies of the Silent Night. [2]


During the war with the Central Plains, each of these generals had slaughtered hundreds of the most powerful martial artists, to the point where the mere mention of the words “Four Great Demon Generals” had become taboo. It was said that not even the Nine Skies of Heaven’s Summit were willing to take them on in direct combat.


Generation after generation, the titles of the Four Great Demon Generals were passed down from master to disciple, ensuring the continuation of the fearsome legends.


All four demon generals possessed several unique traits. In particular, the Witch of the White Night was known to have silvery-white eyes, which was the hallmark of a practitioner of the Art of the Silver Soul. Besides the silver-white eyes, Jin Mu-Won had also heard rumors that mastering the Art of the Silver Soul would turn one into a heartless, emotionless, cruel witch.


And right now, Eun Han-Seol was clearly displaying the traits of the Witch of the White Night.


Is Han-Seol the successor to the Witch?


It had occurred to him before that perhaps Eun Han-Seol was connected to the Silent Night. Still, he never imagined that she would actually be the heir to the Witch of the White Night, one of the Four Great Demon Generals.


So that means, the ‘master’ that she talked about was the Witch of the White Night.


Until a few dozen years ago, the Northern Army had been at constant war with the Silent Night. Back then, the Witch of the White Night had slaughtered many martial artists, including the warriors of the Northern Army.


Violence breeds hatred, and hatred gives rise to violence. Just like that, throughout the ages, a never-ending cycle of hatred and violence is passed down from generation to generation.


BAM!


Tae Mu-Kang and Eun Han-Seol’s attacks slammed into each other, resulting in a huge shockwave. They exchanged blow after blow, their clothes and hair dancing furiously in the raging wind. Jin Mu-Won retreated far from the battlefield and watched them blankly.


Waves of murky energy poured out of Tae Mu-Kang, making him seem like a demon god.


On the other hand, Eun Han-Seol looked like she was struggling just to defend herself.


While fighting her master, Tae Mu-Kang had already absorbed and digested the characteristic qi of the Art of the Silver Soul. Thus, he could convert his own qi into one that perfectly countered Eun Han-Seol’s.


Eun Han-Seol understood this fact, so she focused only on defense in order to buy time for her master to arrive and save her. She had to prevent Tae Mu-Kang’s Penetrating Energy from being injected into her at all costs, or everything would be over.


CLANG! CRASH! BAM!


“Kuheuk!” coughed Eun Han-Seol, blood flowing from her lips. Although she was doing her best to defend, every time she took a hit from one of Tae Mu-Kang’s fists, the force would be transmitted through her limbs to her internal organs, damaging them.


She was painfully aware that she was no match for Tae Mu-Kang. To her, her best option had been to run away while Tae Mu-Kang was distracted by Dam Soo-Cheon. Even now, she could still choose to escape.


However, she didn’t do that, because Jin Mu-Won was standing right behind her.


He’s a man who helped me without asking for anything in return; a man who didn’t even want to ask who I was. Maybe others wouldn’t be able to understand why he did that, but I do.


Loneliness. Solitude. A heavy weight that always hangs on the heart. 


I understand, I really do. Because I’m the same as him.


When I look at him, it’s like I’m looking at a mirror; at another version of myself. Maybe that’s why I can’t leave him alone; why I always want to be near him.


“Palm of the Silver Fairy (銀魂半仙手)!” [3]


A silvery-white mist gathered in Eun Han-Seol's palm to form a Palm Flux, which she slammed on Tae Mu-Kang’s Rebound Flux.


BOOM!


Tae Mu-Kang’s huge body shivered a little, but the impact hadn’t been strong enough to hurt him or even push him back. He charged toward Eun Han-Seol like a stampeding elephant.


CRACK!


Eun Han-Seol tried to resist Tae Mu-Kang’s charge, but it was futile. She was continually being pushed back, her planted feet digging out a trench as they dragged across the ground.


She was like a candle in the wind that could be snuffed out anytime.


At this rate, she would die for sure.


Han-Seol is…going to be killed!?


BOOM!


Eun Han-Seol was sent flying. When she landed on the ground, she coughed up blood yet again.


Jin Mu-Won’s heart sank, and he couldn’t help but clench his fists in worry and frustration.


Eun Han-Seol struggled to her feet. She had to find a way to continue defending. How much longer can I last? Since the beginning, I’ve never once thought that I could defeat Tae Mu-Kang. After all, even Master, with all her strength, was severely injured by him.


Tae Mu-Kang’s punches landed on Eun Han-Seol unceasingly, like waves crashing on a beach. Her skull was fractured and bleeding, and a huge gash appeared on her shoulder. Through these wounds, Tae Mu-Kang’s Penetrating Energy tried to squirm into her body.


Eun Han-Seol desperately tried to block the Penetrating Energy, but the harder she tried, the more mistakes she made.


Suddenly, her gaze fell upon the place where Jin Mu-Won had been standing, but the young man was nowhere to be seen.


Did he finally run away? Phew, that’s good.


Although Eun Han-Seol thought that, she still couldn’t suppress the tears and the feeling of intense disappointment that followed. She’d thought that their hearts were connected and that he would never betray her.


Ahh!


Eun Han-Seol panicked. It was only now that she realized her true feelings for Jin Mu-Won. It wasn’t just mutual sympathy; she had genuinely fallen in love with him.


Mu-Won.


She bit her lip. For his sake, she had to keep fighting. The moment she fell, Tae Mu-Kang would go after Jin Mu-Won, Dam Soo-Cheon, and the rest of them. That monster never left any survivors in his wake.


Meanwhile, Tae Mu-Kang was getting irritated. He’d been one-sidedly beating her up for a while, but Eun Han-Seol still hadn’t died.


BANG!


He leaped towards Eun Han-Seol, his huge body seeming like a massive meteor crashing down upon the small girl.


She held out both of her hands and gathered as much qi as she could within them.


BRRRRR!


Tae Mu-Kang’s body began to spin like a drill.


He’s using rotational movement to create torque!? Eun Han-Seol’s eyes widened.


KRAKRAKRAKRACK!


The instant Tae Mu-Kang’s spinning drill hit her, she heard the sound of her arms breaking. Now that her defense was shattered, Tae Mu-Kang tackled her right in the chest, sending her flying.


CRACK!


“AHHHHHH!!! Kuheuk!”


Eun Han-Seol slammed into the ground, coughing. Her face was covered in blood, and the pain was unbearable.


If I hadn’t gathered my Silver Soul Qi around my chest at the last minute, I would be dead now.


Still, the impact she had received was too strong. Many of her joints were dislocated, and her ribs were badly fractured. She could only take some comfort in the fact that she was still alive, and crawled to her feet.


“Teeheehee!” Tae Mu-Kang giggled crazily. His victory was certain.


“It’s not over yet. I’m still alive. If you want to go after him, you’ll have to do it over my dead body.”


“Are you going to sacrifice yourself for a brat who ran away and left you behind? You’re a fool,” mocked Tae Mu-Kang.


“Even so, he is the only person who has ever shown me kindness.”


Tae Mu-Kang roared with laughter, but Eun Han-Seol did not waver. In her eyes, one could see that she was prepared to die fighting.








Footnotes:


[1] Art of the Silver Soul (銀魂心決): Literal translation – Silver Soul Mental Cultivation Technique


[2] Lord of the Night and the Four Great Demon Generals:


	Lord of the Night (夜主): Literal translation – Night’s Master.

	The Shadow of the Blue Wind (靑風魔影): Literal translation – Blue Wind Demonic Shadow.

	Black-Winged Divine Spear (黑翼神槍): Literal translation – Black-Winged Divine Spear.

	Mountain-Splitting Devil Axe (破山魔斧): Literal translation – Mountain-Splitting Demonic Axe.

	Witch of the White Night (白夜魔女): Literal translation - Demonic Lady of the White Night.



[3] Palm of the Silver Fairy (銀魂半仙手): Literal translation – Silver Soul Half-Fairy Hand.
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Chapter 43: Those Who Want to Leave Have Left, Those Who Want to Stay Are Staying (2)


“Huff! Puff!” Yeop Wol panted, looking around him. He was the only living Warden, but there were still four Gray Wolves of Chaos left.


These four were the strongest, and the cruelest, in the squad. Their attention was focused solely on Yeop Wol, and they didn’t care about their fellow Gray Wolves’ deaths at all.


Yeop Wol could feel his own death approaching as he stared into those eyes filled with killing intent. Try as he might, he saw no hope of survival.


He bit his lip, summoned his fighting spirit, and told himself, “I will not die without a fight.”


I’m not scared of death. When I decided to live as a murim warrior, I was already prepared to die anytime. Situations like these happen every single day in the gangho. The only regret I have is that my wife, Seo Yu-Ran, will become a widow.


She’s really smart though, so she’ll definitely find a way to live a good life, right?


I would be lying if I said that I’m okay with dying. That’s why, I’m going to keep fighting until the bitter end!


“IYAHHHHHHH!”


Yeop Wol swung his sword with everything he had, his each and every slash flowing into the next without pause. For the first time in his life, he executed his sword technique, “Partitioning the Snowy Sky (雪天分奮)”, to perfection.


SHIIING!


Even Yeop Wol felt that this move was so flawless, he could probably drag one or two of the Gray Wolves down with him.


However, the Gray Wolves went far beyond his expectations. With the slightest tilt of their bodies, all of them narrowly avoided his swings and pounced toward him.


SPLURT!


The Gray Wolves’ swords plunged deep into Yeol Wol’s shoulders, chest, and legs.


“AHHH!” he screamed, his legs wobbling. Immediately after the initial pain, he felt his vision begin to dim.


As everything faded into eternal darkness, he heard a shout.


“YEOP WOL!!!”


STAB! STAB! STAB!


The Gray Wolves repeatedly stabbed Yeop Wol until he fell to the ground, unmoving.


Suddenly, he felt someone grab him.


“W-Who…?”


“You can’t die. If you die, then who am I going to get revenge on?”


“Mu…Mu-Sang?” Yeol Wol recognized the man who had just grabbed him.


With a complicated expression on his face, Seo Mu-Sang yelled, “Yeop Wol!”


I hate this guy. I practiced my Blue Cloud Sword Style like a madman for no other reason than to personally get my revenge on him. That will never happen now.


“Ha… I’m…”


What is he trying to say? Seo Mu-Sang saw Yeop Wol move his lips, but before he could finish his last sentence, he passed away.


He placed the corpse on the ground and stood up.


God damn it.


He looked toward the nearest Gray Wolf, who stared back at him with murderous intent that was enhanced even further by the adrenaline of a successful kill.


“That’s right. Everyone is dead. Except for me.”


Among the members of the Third Company, there were some he liked and some he hated. However, all of them had accompanied him during his three years at the Northern Army Fortress.


They were his brothers-in-arms, and most of them were now confirmed dead.


CRUNCH, CRUNCH.


Seo Mu-Sang ground his teeth, and picked up Yeol Wol’s sword. With his current strength, he could probably take on one or two of the Gray Wolves, but definitely not four. Even so, he did not feel like running away. Thankfully, he had nothing more to lose, and therefore nothing to regret if he died.


“Even if I die, I’ll make sure you four accompany me to hell.”


Seo Mu-Sang and the Gray Wolves of Chaos charged towards each other.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


THUD!


Eun Han-Seol fell to the ground, rolling. Her face that had been white as a sheet started to turn black.


“Kuheuk!” she coughed, spitting out black blood. Even then, she didn’t feel any better. There was no part of her body that wasn’t injured.


Her head spun. She had lost too much blood. In an attempt to retain her consciousness, she bit her tongue forcefully.


Tae Mu-Kang stood over her, stretched out a large hand, and grabbed her by the neck.


“Ugh!”


Tae Mu-Kang gleefully observed the struggling young girl. When he saw her frightened, wavering eyes, he laughed, “Teehee, now you’re finished, little bitch.”


He raised a fist. One more hit and Eun Han-Seol would die for sure. She squirmed around desperately, but Tae Mu-Kang’s grip was like an iron clamp.


She closed her eyes and muttered, “Goodbye, Mu-Won.”


SHIIIING!


Suddenly, she heard the sound of a sharp weapon slicing through the air. The next thing she knew, she was free.


“Haa…haa…” she panted, kneeling on the ground. Fresh air entered her lungs, clearing up her foggy mind and restoring some of her composure.


What happened? Eun Han-Seol raised her head, only to see that Tae Mu-Kang’s arm was injured.


Just then, someone hugged her around the waist and helped her up.


“W-Who…”


“Sorry, I’m late.”


Eun Han-Seol’s eyes widened, and her jaw dropped. The man holding her was none other than Jin Mu-Won. In his hand, he held the short sword that was usually hung up on the wall of the smithy.


“You left to get your sword?”


Jin Mu-Won nodded.


Eun Han-Seol stared at Tae Mu-Kang, who was looking at the wound on his arm and frowning. Although she knew that Jin Mu-Won always practiced the sword inside the Tower of Shadows, frankly, she had never really expected anything from him. She had thought that he only knew the basics, and yet, he had easily managed to hurt Tae Mu-Kang through his Rebound Flux.


“Mu-Won?”


“Didn’t I tell you before? There’s no way I would leave you behind and run away by myself.”




“Mmmh!” Tears flowed down Eun Han-Seol’s cheeks again, only this time, they were tears of happiness. The man she had given her heart to hadn’t betrayed or abandoned her. She hadn’t chosen the wrong man, after all.


Jin Mu-Won pointed his blade at Tae Mu-Kang.


Just now, while watching Eun Han-Seol protecting him from Tae Mu-Kang, and knowing she would die at this rate, his feet had unconsciously edged toward the Tower of Shadows. When he finally came to, there was a short sword in his hand.


It was the first perfect sword he had made, and also the sword that had been stained with his own blood because of Shim Won-Ui.


VRRRRR!


The sword cried furiously, as if it had synchronized with Jin Mu-Won’s emotions.


Tae Mu-Kang’s wounds were regenerating much more slowly than he expected. Normally, a small wound like this would be healed in an instant, but the bleeding hadn’t even stopped. He glared at Jin Mu-Won with insane-looking eyes and said, “You. Your qi is fucking weird.”


Jin Mu-Won strengthened his grip on the short sword.


How long can I last? No, am I even able to fight this guy?


This was his first-ever battle, but the opponent was just too strong. The situation couldn’t possibly get any worse.


He would have to be extraordinarily lucky to survive through today. Still, he believed in himself and refused to give up without a fight. This was the way he had always lived, and also the way he would live for the rest of his life.


Right now, this unyielding will of his was clearly reflected in his swordsmanship.


Tae Mu-Kang frowned. Jin Mu-Won's weak aura irked him greatly. Although the young man's aura was much weaker than Dam Soo-Cheon's and Shim Won-Ui's, and inferior to even Eun Han-Seol's, it gave him a very bad feeling and made him strangely restless.


The only way to get rid of this restless feeling is to smash this annoying little upstart to bits!


"Dammed brat!" he yelled, leaping a hundred feet into the air and letting his Primeval Demonic Qi run wild. Like a falling meteor, he plunged down toward Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol.


ROAR!


Tae Mu-Kang’s qi whirlwind was so strong that before he had even made contact, Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol already felt like they were being crushed under a colossal mountain. Jin Mu-Won didn't even think of facing that blow head on, instead opting to parry the strike.


SWISH!


A gentle aura like flowing water was emitted from the sword, deflecting the force of the attack to the side.


BOOM!


Tae Mu-Kang's attack slammed into the ground, carving a ten-foot-deep trench where it landed and stirring up a cloud of dust.


Jin Mu-Won and Eun Han-Seol quickly took the opportunity to step back, but Tae Mu-Kang charged toward them yet again.


CRASH! BAM! WHAM!


Under the human calamity that was Tae Mu-Kang, the environment was quickly transformed into a wasteland. Sonic booms could be heard as his punches zoomed through the air.


As he looked into the depths of Tae Mu-Kang's eyes, Jin Mu-Won shuddered. The insanity contained within them was so all-consuming that he nearly fell on his butt in shock. However, he pushed himself to remain calm, held Eun Han-Seol’s hand, and continually pulled her backward along with him in order to avoid Tae Mu-Kang’s fierce blows.


BANG!


The spot where Jin Mu-Won had been standing up until a moment ago exploded, sending fragments of rock flying everywhere.


Jin Mu-Won felt like his brains had turned to mush. What the hell have I been thinking, being so confident just because I knew the theory of martial arts like the back of my hand and learned the techniques written on the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows? I’ve only been practicing martial arts for three years!


I was even arrogant enough to think that I wouldn’t lose to any martial artist my age. I felt that as long as I had enough patience and kept a low profile, that I’d be able to handle any situation that comes my way. Tae Mu-Kang has shown me just how stupid I was.


My body can’t keep up with my mind, and the pressure from Tae Mu-Kang’s killing intent is making me slower than I usually am. I’ve never fought in a real battle before and had no idea that such a thing would happen. Thanks to that, I ended up taking quite a few hits.


But there is one thing I know for sure. If I take a direct hit from that monster, I’m dead. I have to focus on gathering my Shadow Qi while predicting, dodging, and deflecting his attacks.


“Fuck you, stop dodging!” Tae Mu-Kang’s eyes glowed with fury. Jin Mu-Won was as slippery as an eel, and catching him was proving to be harder than expected. In particular, his movements were completely unpredictable. Every time he thought he’d had the boy cornered, he’d do something weird and somehow slip away.


Are our martial arts just fundamentally incompatible? This has never happened before. Fuck!


Mu-Won. Eun Han-Seol couldn’t help but be amazed at the way Jin Mu-Won avoided a direct confrontation with Tae Mu-Kang while being burdened by her. Whenever Tae Mu-Kang was about to hit one of them, he’d either dodge, parry, or pull her away to safety by the tiniest margin. Not only that, as time passed, his movements were only getting smoother and more experienced.


BA-DUMP!


Jin Mu-Won suddenly felt an itch at the back of his head, so he took a small step forward. At the same time, Tae Mu-Kang’s fist whizzed past the place where his head had just been, like they were in perfect synchrony.


Next, he felt that the right side was ominous, so he stepped to the left. Tae Mu-Kang’s attack then immediately landed in the space he vacated a moment ago.


SWISH!


Jin Mu-Won’s mind, which had been thrown into confusion due to his inexperience, cleared up. An unfamiliar feeling spread out over his entire body.


He could feel Tae Mu-Kang’s angry gaze like needles on his skin. He could hear the giant’s breath like thunder in his ears. Every little vibration was transmitted to his skin through the air and the ground.


It was often said that after a warrior has acquired a certain amount of fighting experience, they’d gain an ability known as “Perception”. This ability allowed them to perceive their opponents’ next move by observing the direction of their gazes and the twitching of their muscles.


However, Jin Mu-Won felt that what he was currently experiencing was not the normal kind of “Perception”, but rather, an actual sensory enhancement. He was so sensitive to his environment that no change, no matter how small, could escape his notice.


It was as if the entire space around him had become his absolute dominion.


For now, I shall call it the “All-Encompassing Cognizance (全方位 感覺)”.


Jin Mu-Won had no idea if this ability was inherent to the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, or if he had awakened it as a result of stimulation from the near-death experience that was Tae Mu-Kang.


How I gained this ability isn’t important. Whatever this ability is, it greatly increases my chances of survival. That’s all that matters.


Meanwhile, Tae Mu-Kang’s frustration was building up. Again and again, Jin Mu-Won had successfully dodged and parried his attacks. To make it worse, he always avoided the attack by the smallest possible margin, using the minimal amount of movement. If the boy was an expert martial artist like Eun Han-Seol, he’d be able to accept it somehow, but…


“Slippery brat! I’m gonna blast you into nothingness! Primeval Chaos World Annihilation (混元滅天下)!” bellowed an enraged Tae Mu-Kang, leaping into the air once more.


RUMBLE!


Primeval Qi gushed out of Tae Mu-Kang’s body, spread out over the battlefield, then shot toward Jin Mu-Won like a beautiful rain of dark Flux.


Although the All-Encompassing Cognizance told Jin Mu-Won that it was an attack he could easily dodge, he did not do so. That was because if he avoided that attack, Eun Han-Seol would be the one in danger.


The cunning look in Tae Mu-Kang’s eyes seemed to be mocking him, telling him to choose between his own life and Eun Han-Seol’s.


Jin Mu-Won grit his teeth. I’ll only get one chance. I don’t have a lot of qi, so I’ve been saving it up and concentrating it as much as I can for the sake of one big, effective attack.


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes suddenly fell upon the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows behind Tae Mu-Kang.


That was the wall his ancestors had dedicated their blood, sweat, and lives to defend.


The name of the sword technique that they left behind on that wall might as well have been written in blood.


“The Shadow Blade of Destruction (滅天魔影劍).”


For the very first time in his life, Jin Mu-Won whispered the name of his sword technique out loud.


The sword of shadows (影劍) created to destroy the heavens (滅天) and slay all demons (滅魔). [1]


The incomplete sword created and refined by his ancestors, but that only saw the light of day in his hands.


“Dividing the Heavenly Seas (斷天海).” [2]


He became a shadow.










Footnotes:


[1] Shadow Blade of Destruction (滅天魔影劍): FINALLY, we see a proper explanation for the name of this technique. Before that was all random guessing based on obscure clues. It is “the sword of shadows (影劍) created to destroy the heavens (滅天) and slay all demons (滅魔)”. Depending on the way this name was put together it could mean very different things, it's easy to group it as “滅天” and “魔影劍”, which would translate to “Demonic Shadow Blade of Heavenly Destruction”, but no, it’s “滅天滅魔” and “影劍”, which is literally “Shadow Blade of Heavenly Destruction and Demon Slaying”.


TL: (╯°□°)╯︵ ┻━┻


[2] Dividing the Heavenly Seas (斷天海): Literal translation – Splitting the Heavenly Seas.
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Chapter 44: Those Who Want to Leave Have Left, Those Who Want to Stay Are Staying (3)


A dusky light filled the whole world, the air rumbled like someone banging on drums, and black rain fell upon the smashed ruins of the Northern Army Fortress.


“Those guys have gone crazy!” muttered Seo Mu-Sang, running out of the battlefield as fast as his legs could carry him. The four Gray Wolves of Chaos were doing the same thing as him. Although they weren’t afraid of death, Tae Mu-Kang’s killing intent was so powerful that it made even them fearful.


When the black death rays hit the fortress, the walls and buildings that had stood proudly for over a hundred years was instantly ground to dust.


BOOM! BANG!


Crater after crater appeared on the ground, giving it the appearance of a beehive.


Seo Mu-Sang’s eyes widened in abject horror. He never imagined that humans were capable of causing such mass destruction.


That kind of thing should be the domain of the gods of heaven and hell, right!?


Where the rain of qi fell, no living thing, not even a martial arts expert, would be left alive. It was the end of the world.


Just as Seo Mu-Sang was thinking that Jin Mu-Won, who was in the middle of all that, was dead, he saw an unbelievable sight that made him doubt his eyes.


Jin Mu-Won was carrying Eun Han-Seol on his back and running through the rain of death without getting a scratch on him.


Common sense told Seo Mu-Sang that this was impossible. Just as a human cannot run through a thunderstorm without getting wet, there was no way Jin Mu-Won could dash through that rain of death without being hit.


And yet, the impossible was happening right now, right in front of him.


Hmm? On closer inspection, he’s not really avoiding Tae Mu-Kang’s black rain. It’s just…going through him? He’s like a ghost, or…a shadow.


A shadow without a material body.


Jin Mu-Won closed in on Tae Mu-Kang and raised his sword. Seo Mu-Sang could not sense any sword ki or sword flux surrounding the sword, but for some reason, his heart was pounding with anxiety and tension.


“Dividing the Heavenly Seas (斷天海).”


SLASH!


Although Jin Mu-Won’s attack was soundless, Seo Mu-Sang heard his short sword slice through something. It was the same for the Gray Wolves of Chaos. They had definitely heard Jin Mu-Won’s sword cut through flesh and bone.


Tae Mu-Kang was no exception. His senses were telling him that he had been sliced in half, even though Jin Mu-Won’s slash seemed to be an illusory technique.


Still, that attack had felt quite different from a normal illusory technique, where the illusion directly interfered with one’s Perception of an opponent’s action or movement. Tae Mu-Kang brain was literally screaming that he’d been cut.


A shiver ran down his spine.


He was…afraid.


Even so…


At that moment, Tae Mu-Kang spotted an opening in Jin Mu-Won’s defense. He immediately spun around, gathered some of the qi around him, and aimed a roundhouse kick at Jin Mu-Won’s ribs.


BAM!


Jin Mu-Won was sent flying a hundred feet away, with Eun Han-Seol still on his back. He wanted to scream but couldn’t as his flesh and bones could be seen through the wound in his chest, like a savage beast had just taken a huge bite out of him. The short sword he was so proud of was shattered, and only the hilt remained in his hand.


“Kuheuk!” he coughed, laying on the ground. His consciousness was fading, but he desperately summoned his inhuman willpower and forced himself to stay awake.


“Mu-Won!” Eun Han-Seol tightly hugged the tall boy with her small, petite frame, and glared at Tae Mu-Kang.


Seeing the girl’s pathetic state, Tae Mu-Kang sniggered.


SPLURT!




Suddenly, a fountain of blood gushed out of his shoulder, and his body shuddered involuntarily.


A look of disbelief appeared on Tae Mu-Kang’s face. “What? When did he?”


I was so sure that I dodged it! I didn’t even feel myself getting slashed. If Jin Mu-Won’s swordsmanship was a little more experienced, I wouldn’t have gotten off with only a shoulder wound. He would have lopped off my head without me realizing it. I might possess regenerative powers, but if I get decapitated, I’m dead.


“Fucking son of a bitch!”


I have to get rid of him before he gets any stronger! Just the thought of how powerful this kid could get makes me shiver.


Tae Mu-Kang staggered toward Jin Mu-Won. He trusted in his own regenerative powers, and the sooner the boy died, the sooner his anxiety would go away.


However, suddenly, he screeched to a halt, tilting his head in confusion.


“…….”


Something’s wrong.


He looked toward his injured shoulder.


The wound isn’t healing.


Tae Mu-Kang had a body that was almost invincible. A small wound like this should have healed in the blink of an eye, but the odd thing was, it showed no signs of healing at all.


TWITCH!


Tae Mu-Kang’s whole body twitched as if he were struck by lightning. He then started to tremble uncontrollably.


Is this what pain feels like? Why? I’ve never felt pain before.


Tae Mu-Kang scowled at Jin Mu-Won with bloodshot eyes, growling, “You damned bastard, what the fuck did you do to me?”


His Art of the Primeval Hellish Demon was supposed to analyze Jin Mu-Won’s qi and convert itself into a type that perfectly opposed the boy’s energy. Theoretically, it should be able to absorb and adapt to any kind of qi. However, when faced with Jin Mu-Won’s qi, the Art of the Primeval Hellish Demon literally waved the white flag of surrender without putting up a fight.


This was the first time the Art of the Primeval Hellish Demon had failed Tae Mu-Kang.


Although Tae Mu-Kang was staring daggers are him, Jin Mu-Won had no intention of answering him. That was because the instant he opened his mouth, the last of his strength would leave him.


In order to properly utilize the Shadow Blade of Destruction, he had to first master the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. However, despite not mastering the Art, he had forced himself to unleash the Shadow Blade of Destruction anyway. As a result, his internal organs had been damaged by the rebound.


Jin Mu-Won felt that his qi was on the verge of going berserk, but he still clenched his teeth and struggled to his feet.


Tae Mu-Kang raised his fist once more. To him, there was probably no better time to get rid of this potential threat.


Jin Mu-Won desperately willed himself to move, but his body simply wouldn’t listen to him.


Is this the end?


Suddenly, someone stood in front of him. In his moment of need, Eun Han-Seol was the one who protected him. She held out hands which were covered in a thin, silvery-white membrane of qi. That was all the energy should could muster for defense right now.


BOOM!


“AHHHHHHH!”


In front of the ferocious Tae Mu-Kang, the defensive qi that Eun Han-Seol had worked so hard to accumulate shattered like glass, sending her flying while screaming. She crashed into the ground like a broken doll and lay there, unmoving.


“Han-Seol!” shouted Jin Mu-Won, his eyes popping out of their sockets. Eun Han-Seol’s crumbled body could be seen clearly reflected in the corneas of his eyes.


“Han-Seol…Han-Seol…” He crawled over toward her, calling her name over and over again, but Tae Mu-Kang stopped him by stepping on his left arm.


CRACK!


“ARGHHHHHH!” he screamed as the bones in his left arm were crushed.


Tae Mu-Kang looked at Jin Mu-Won’s head vehemently and gathered his qi in his fist.


WHOOSH!


Tae Mu-Kang’s fist zoomed toward Jin Mu-Won’s head. Just as the young man’s head was about to be smashed like a watermelon, a woman roared, “CHAOS DEMON!”


A silvery-white storm of qi, so cold that the water vapor in the air was frozen into ice, swallowed Tae Mu-Kang.


BAM!


Tae Mu-Kang was knocked backwards, like he had just been hit by a giant hammer. He fell to the ground rolling, a layer of ice forming on his chest.


With bloodshot eyes, Jin Mu-Won stared at the newcomer who had attacked Tae Mu-Kang.


It was a woman who appeared to be in her thirties, with blue-black colored hair. She exuded an aura of an untouchable, absolute being. Even the air seemed to hold its breath around her.


She turned around to look at Eun Han-Seol.


“Han-Seol.”


Eun Han-Seol could only whisper in reply, “Mas…ter.”


Seeing her disciple’s heavily wounded state, the woman’s blood boiled with rage. In stark contrast to her burning anger, the temperature of her surroundings decreased drastically.


Tae Mu-Kang slowly stood up, growling, “Witch…of the White Night.”


“Chaos Demon,” said the woman, her eyes quickly turning white.


TING LING LING!


The frozen air spread out around the woman, forming concentric circles of ice.


She was the woman known as the “Celestial of the White Night (白夜仙子)” to her allies, and the “Witch of the White Night (白夜魔女)” to her enemies. [1]


Her name, was Seo Geum-Hyang.







Footnotes:


[1] Celestial/Witch of the White Night (白夜仙子/魔女): Literal translation – Female Celestial/Demonic Lady of the White Night.
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Chapter 45: Those Who Want to Leave Have Left, Those Who Want to Stay Are Staying (4)


The woman had dark hair that fluttered in the wind, glowing skin that was as smooth as silk, and a perfect figure with no excess fat. She was like a celestial descended from heaven, strolling at a leisurely pace under the pale moonlight.


That beautiful appearance of hers was just an illusion, though. Whether it was the first time Eun Han-Seol had met her, or many years ago when Sa-Ryung had sworn fealty to her, she had always looked exactly the same.


Dozens of years had passed since she became known as the Witch, yet as if time had stopped for her, she never aged a single day. Because of this, it was rumored that she was an unaging, undying celestial.


She stared at Tae Mu-Kang, her white eyes brimming with murderous intent.


She was one of the Four Great Demon Generals of the Silent Night, and she prided in her undefeated legend. The only stain on her perfect battle record was her defeat at Tae Mu-Kang’s hands. Sure, he had laid out a trap for her and taken her by surprise, but a defeat was still a defeat.


She was a woman who would not make excuses for her defeat. All she wished for was sweet, sweet revenge.




With the proud bearing of a queen, she looked down at Tae Mu-Kang and said, “Demon of Chaos, you should never have been born in this world.”


“I was created by your own allies, the Silent Night. But I’m sure you already knew that, Witch.” Tae Mu-Kang roared like a wild beast.


Compared to his taunting, mocking disposition when bullying Eun Han-Seol and Jin Mu-Won, his attitude toward Seo Geum-Hyang was serious. She was an enemy whose continued existence he could not tolerate, and a foe he could not underestimate. He did not bother hiding his hostility toward her, and forcefully engaged his qi. As the whirlwind of his Rebound Flux surrounded him, the wound inflicted by Jin Mu-Won enlarged and more of his blood spilled out, but he ignored it.


“Tee hee! I was going to use that little bitch as bait to lure you out, but to think you would show yourself like this.”


“Hmph!” Seo Geum-Hyang sneered at Tae Mu-Kang’s provocation and leapt toward him. She pushed the Heart of the Silver Soul to its limits, causing a silvery-white mist to enshroud her body like a translucent veil.


It was the same martial art as Eun Han-Seol, but the feeling that Seo Geum-Hyang gave off was completely different. The gap between their levels of mastery was just too big.


In an instant, Seo Geum-Hyang appeared in front of Tae Mu-Kang, leaving behind a trail of silver-white afterimages.


CRASH!


The Witch of the White Night and the Chaos Demon clashed.


“Young Mistress.”


Eun Han-Seol felt herself being helped up and struggled to open her eyes. “Who…is it? Sa-Ryung?” she mumbled.


“Yes, it’s me, Young Mistress,” replied Sa-Ryung, Seo Geum-Hyang’s most trusted subordinate.


“Were you the one who led Master here?”


“I’m sorry, we came too late.”


Eun Han-Seol was wounded all over. Her limbs were bent in the wrong directions, her shoulder bone was broken, her chest was sunken in, and her face was covered in blood. The fact that she was still alive was a miracle.


Sa-Ryung’s eyes burned with fury as they looked at Eun Han-Seol’s pathetic state. However, their anger wasn’t directed at Eun Han-Seol, but at Jin Mu-Won.


Young Mistress would never have gotten so badly hurt if she didn’t have to protect Jin Mu-Won. It’s all that stupid boy’s fault.


Besides, as Madam’s disciple and a practitioner of the Heart of the Silver Soul, Young Mistress must abandon all human emotions. Only then can she become enlightened and view the world without bias.


Until she met Jin Mu-Won, Young Mistress was always perfectly rational and composed. There was no better inheritor of the Heart of the Silver Soul than her. 


Madam only took Young Mistress in as a disciple because of her personality traits, but Jin Mu-Won has changed her. It will be dangerous for Young Mistress if we let him live.


The most dangerous people in the gangho were those who excelled at staying unnoticed, like Jin Mu-Won. Everyone, from Heaven’s Summit to the Silent Night, all thought that the Northern Army was thoroughly annihilated, but it was in fact hiding a ferocious beast quietly polishing its claws. Furthermore, the young man was the current Lord of the Northern Army, which automatically made him the Silent Night’s worst enemy.


Suddenly, Eun Han-Seol said, “Please don’t kill him, Sa-Ryung.”


“Young Mistress?”


“He hasn’t done anything wrong.”


Sa-Ryung’s heart missed a beat, because Eun Han-Seol’s words had hit home. They first looked at the pale face and lips of the girl, and wondered if she could read their mind. They then turned toward Jin Mu-Won, seriously considering whether they should ignore the Young Mistress’s orders just this one time.


“It’s all my fault. I was lonely, so I selfishly pushed my emotions onto him. That’s why, please don’t blame him.”


Mu-Won is the first, and the only person who has ever truly loved me. After leaving the Northern Army Fortress, I might never get to experience that kind of feeling again. That’s why, I cannot let my most precious memory be ruined even if I have to die together with him.


“Young…Mistress.”


“You’ll listen to my request, right?”


“Yes…Young Mistress.” Sa-Ryung acquiesced and nodded. They were cruel to everyone else, but had a soft spot for Eun Han-Seol. Still, whenever they looked at Jin Mu-Won, they couldn’t help but want to kill him.


“Young Mistress, please drink this,” said Sa-Ryung, taking out a wooden box from their chest pocket. They opened the box to reveal a glowing red pill wrapped in golden foil.


It was the Pill of the Supreme Gods (大羅神丹), a famed life-saving medicine within the Silent Night. Regardless of how heavily injured one was, as long as they still had one breath left in them, the Pill would be able to save them. However, due to how difficult it was to make one, not many pills were made, and only a lucky few were saved by it.


Sa-Ryung did not hesitate to give such a valuable medicine to Eun Han-Seol. The instant they placed the pill in Eun Han-Seol’s mouth, it dissolved completely and flowed down her throat.


Sa-Ryung waited for some time, but Eun Han-Seol’s condition did not appear to improve. All the Pill of the Supreme Gods did was prolong her life for now.


Nevertheless, Eun Han-Seol recovered enough energy from the Pill that she tried to stand up. Seeing their beloved young mistress struggling, Sa-Ryung’s heart melted and they helped her up.


Eun Han-Seol limped toward Jin Mu-Won and whispered, “Mu-Won.”


“Han-Seol,” he replied, looking up at her from the ground where he lay. There was a gaping hole in the side of his stomach, and his left arm was broken, but Jin Mu-Won still somehow managed to smile gently at her.


You’re alive.


Thank the gods you’re still alive!


From the look on Jin Mu-Won’s face, Eun Han-Seol could tell exactly what he was thinking. Her eyes welled up with tears…


KABOOOOOM!


Following the sound of an explosion, a powerful gust of wind swept toward the young couple. Sa-Ryung immediately shielded Eun Han-Seol with their own body, while Jin Mu-Won summoned his remaining energy to protect his own body.


They then turned toward the direction of the explosion, and saw that the battle between Seo Geum-Hyang and Tae Mu-Kang had reached its climax. Every time the two clashed, waves of energy would ripple outwards like a terrible storm.


Tae Mu-Kang was drenched in blood. The wound he had received from Jin Mu-Won hadn’t healed at all. Thanks to this, Seo Geum-Hyang had gained the upper hand.


Seo Geum-Hyang reached behind her and took out two glittering silver chakras. The name of these palm-sized rings was the “Moonlight Chakras (月光輪)[1]”. They were demonic weapons that heralded mass bloodshed, and were unique to Seo Geum-Hyang, the Witch of the White Night.


Only masters of the Heart of the Silver Soul could freely wield such bloodthirsty weapons, as anyone else would be consumed and killed by the chakras upon touching them.


Previously when Tae Mu-Kang had ambushed Seo Geum-Hyang, she did not have the Moonlight Chakras on her. In unarmed battle, she was no match for him, a close-combat specialist, and ended up losing horribly. Now that she had her weapons with her, though, it was impossible for her to lose.


She hurled the Moonlight Chakras at Tae Mu-Kang.


BUZZ! BUZZ!


The silver rings of death spun across the air with a humming noise like a swarm of bees.


Tae Mu-Kang narrowed his brows. He was aware just how powerful these Moonlight Chakras were. However, he had no intention of backing down.


He was the Chaos Demon, a monster created especially for hunting down top-level martial artists like Seo Geum-Hyang.


The Flux of the Primeval Hellish Demon surrounded him as he charged toward the Moonlight Chakras, roaring with laughter, “HAHAHAHAHA!”


CRASH!


The murky storm clashed with the silver storm.


In the resulting chaotic tempest, Jin Mu-Won, Eun Han-Seol, and Sa-Ryung were all blown far, far away.









Footnotes:

[1] Moonlight Chakras (月光輪): Literal tl - Moonlight Wheels. See picture:
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Chapter 46: Those Who Want to Leave Have Left, Those Who Want to Stay Are Staying (5)


“Ugh!” groaned Jin Mu-Won, opening his eyes. The first thing he saw was Seo Geum-Hyang staring down at him, but he was pinned under a collapsed pavilion and couldn’t move.


When he noticed the killing intent in Seo Geum-Hyang’s eyes, he couldn’t help but smile bitterly. For some reason, everyone he had met recently wanted to kill him. It was so absurd that he wanted to laugh.


However, Seo Geum-Hyang only found his smile all the more infuriating. She growled, “Are you mocking me?”


“Do you…think that’s even possible?” Jin Mu-Won moaned, expanding his senses and observing his surroundings. He searched for Tae Mu-Kang’s presence, but could not sense him anywhere in the Northern Army Fortress.


“Hmph, he ran away,” said Seo Geum-Hyang, an unpleasant look on her face. Tae Mu-Kang’s escape was an insult to her pride.


During their final clash, Seo Geum-Hyang’s Moonlight Chakras had dealt fatal blows to Tae Mu-Kang’s shoulder and stomach. If a normal person had gotten that kind of wound, they would most certainly have died on the spot. However, Tae Mu-Kang was not a normal person.


Even with those grievous wounds, he could still run away. Seo Geum-Hyang had attempted to pursue him, but her previous injuries had not yet fully healed.


Furthermore, the remaining four Gray Wolves of Chaos had gotten in her way in order to buy time for Tae Mu-Kang. While she was busy killing them, Tae Mu-Kang disappeared. Regrettably, the threat to hers and Eun Han-Seol’s life hadn’t been eliminated.


Well, he won’t be recovering from the wounds that he received from the Moonlight Chakras. I doubt he’ll survive for much longer.


The Moonlight Chakras might be demonic weapons, but they were also the perfect foil to Tae Mu-Kang’s murky qi.


Now, to deal with the other problematic one…


Seo Geum-Hyang turned to face Jin Mu-Won. Before she arrived at the scene, Jin Mu-Won had already severely injured Tae Mu-Kang. More importantly, she’d noticed that Tae Mu-Kang’s wound wasn’t healing even with his regenerative abilities. That could only mean that Jin Mu-Won’s martial arts countered Tae Mu-Kang’s.


After being injured by both my Moonlight Chakras and Jin Mu-Won, the possibility of Tae Mu-Kang surviving is zero. However, the fact that I didn’t defeat him using my own power, and had to rely on weapons, is disgraceful.


The last Lord of the Northern Army, Jin Mu-Won, is a problem.


Everyone had thought that he was a tiger cub which had lost its claws. However, Tae Mu-Kang’s wounds proved that he was no harmless cub, but a full-grown tiger with sharpened claws.


He must be killed immediately, before he becomes even stronger.


The worst thing is, my successor, Eun Han-Seol, seems to have fallen in love with him? That absolutely cannot be allowed. The Heart of the Silver Soul cannot be mastered without abandoning one’s emotions.


Seo Geum-Hyang gathered her qi. The best time to kill Jin Mu-Won was right now, while he was heavily injured.


“No, Master!” Suddenly, Eun Han-Seol’s piercing shriek rang out, hurting Seo Geum-Hyang’s ears.


Seo Geum-Hyang ignored her disciple and raised her hand to strike, but because she had hesitated for a moment, Eun Han-Seol managed to squeeze her tiny body in between her and Jin Mu-Won.




“You…”


Even though her own body was on the verge of collapse, Eun Han-Seol held her arms out to the side to protect Jin Mu-Won.


Her face was pale, her lips were dry, and she was having difficulty breathing. She was only conscious due to the effects of the Pill of the Supreme Gods. She knew that if she continued pushing herself like this, she might never recover fully. Even then, her desire to protect Jin Mu-Won trumped her concern for her own well-being.


Seo Geum-Hyang looked like she was about to go ballistic. She roared, “You dare get in my way!?”


“That’s not it, Master.”


“Move it, Han-Seol. He is a descendant of the Northern Army, our most hated enemy.”


“But he’s also my savior.”


“What? Do you know what you’re saying!?”


Seo Geum-Hyang’s killing aura intensified. A mere disciple dares to disobey me, her master? The Eun Han-Seol I knew would never do this. She only became like his because of Jin Mu-Won’s influence.


“Are you defying me, your master?”


Eun Han-Seol knelt down and prostrated herself, her forehead touching the ground.


“Master, please, I’m begging you.”


THUNK! THUNK!


The skin on Eun Han-Seol’s forehead tore and blood began to flow out. Still, she refused to budge.


Seo Geum-Hyang was livid. Eun Han-Seol’s condition was critical, and she needed immediate medical attention from an expert. Her disciple should also be aware of this fact, and yet, she had chosen to protect Jin Mu-Won over her own life.


Perhaps I should erase her memory.


A long time ago, she herself had once knelt before her own master like this. That memory had now faded, but somehow, she felt as if she could see her former self overlapped with the current Eun Han-Seol.


Seo Geum-Hyang looked at Jin Mu-Won. Similar to her disciple, there was unyielding determination in the young man’s eyes, but his gaze was focused only on Eun Han-Seol.


She sighed, “Fine, I will not kill him.”


“Thank you, Master.”


“In exchange, you will begin training using the ‘Ice Crystal Silver Light Technique (氷晶銀光大法)[1]’. Is that understood?”


“Y-Yes.”


The Ice Crystal Silver Light Technique could help Eun Han-Seol master the Heart of the Silver Soul within a very short time, but the risk of dying from it was also extremely high. Before today, Seo Geum-Hyang had kept delaying this type of training in order to increase her disciple’s chances of survival. However, her disciple now needed to be punished severely for her actions.


Seo Geum-Hyang stormed off. She was extremely upset, but she knew that her disciple wished to bid farewell to Jin Mu-Won.


Finally, Eun Han-Seol turned to face Jin Mu-Won.


Jin Mu-Won lay in the middle of the ruins. He tried his hardest to get up, but he still couldn’t lift a finger.


“Mu…Won.”


“You look terrible. Ha…ha!” Jin Mu-Won laughed bitterly, but suddenly, Eun Han-Seol placed her arms around his neck and embraced him.


He closed his eyes, trying to engrave the warmth and fragrance of her body into his memories.


Eun Han-Seol whispered, “I have to go now.”


“I know.” Jin Mu-Won nodded. As much as I hate it, I have to say goodbye. The way I am right now, I can’t possibly protect Han-Seol. If her master hadn’t appeared in time, she would have died today.


If only I wasn’t this weak, she would never have gotten hurt!


Blood flowed from Jin Mu-Won’s clenched fists.


Eun Han-Seol could feel the man in her arms trembling. She instantly understood what he was thinking, and said, “Please don’t blame yourself. We both knew that this day would come sooner or later.”


“Next time, I will be the one to find you. So…wait for me!”


“Okay.” Eun Han-Seol nodded, then let go of Jin Mu-Won. She stood up and limped toward her master.


Jin Mu-Won watched her go with bloodshot eyes. He finally managed to raise a hand and reached out for her, but when he closed his fist, there was nothing in his grasp.


Just then, Eun Han-Seol looked behind her, saying, “Mu-Won, no matter how much I change in the future… Please don’t hate me.”


“I could never hate you!”


“I believe you.”


Eun Han-Seol beamed happily, then fainted. Sa-Ryung picked her up and carried her on their back.


Seo Geum-Hyang glared at Jin Mu-Won and sternly said, “Last successor of the Northern Army, I’m warning you. Never show yourself in front of that child ever again. I pray you won’t forget my advice.”


Before Jin Mu-Won could reply, Seo Geum-Hyang spun around and left. Sa-Ryung followed right behind her.


Jin Mu-Won watched them go in a daze. Only when they had completely vanished from sight did he grit his teeth and swear to himself, “I will definitely become even stronger.”


I now have yet another reason to become stronger!


In his aching heart, Jin Mu-Won cried tears of blood.







Footnotes:


[1] Ice Crystal Silver Light Technique (氷晶銀光大法): Literal translation - Ice Crystal Silver Light Great Technique.
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Chapter 47: Facing the Sword Wall for Seven Years (1)


Seo Mu-Sang’s emotions were a total mess, and it was written clearly on his face. After receiving multiple bad surprises in one day, he felt like nothing could surprise him any longer.


What a chaotic day. The attack of the Chaos Demon, the return of the Silent Night, and the most shocking thing…the truth about the man named Jin Mu-Won.


Since that time in the backyard, I’ve suspected that he wasn’t normal, but he surpassed all my expectations by a mile. Even the duo of Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui struggled badly against Tae Mu-Kang, but Jin Mu-Won easily dodged all of that monster’s attacks by a hair. Most importantly, that last sword technique that he unleashed…


Just recalling it makes my hair stand on end. How could a sword technique like that possibly exist?


At least, I’m now absolutely sure that the man named Jin Mu-Won has fully inherited not only the spirit, but the strength of the Northern Army as well. Despite being this powerful, for five whole years, he deliberately concealed himself and endured all sorts of torture and humiliation without revealing a thing. Neither Jang Pae-San nor Shim Won-Ui managed to force a single peep out of him.


That’s just terrifying. If it was me, could I do it?


No way in hell. Jin Mu-Won is probably the only person in the world with the patience to suffer in silence for so many years. Not to mention, in the midst of all that shit, he turned his resentment into strength and secretly trained his martial arts to an unbelievable level. 


Such a scary man is currently heavily wounded, lying motionlessly against a fallen wall, and staring blankly in the direction that “Eun Han-Seol” had left from.


If I want to kill him, now is undoubtedly the best time. It’s probably also the only chance I will ever get to kill him. I am a warrior of Heaven’s Summit, and I was dispatched to the Northern Army Fortress to monitor Jin Mu-Won. Killing him would be the right thing to do…but I can’t bring myself to do it.


After all, he’s the one who enlightened me that time… It was his voice that saved me from my inner demons. Until today, I couldn’t be certain that it was him, as everyone was convinced that he didn’t know any martial arts. 


“Haa…” Seo Mu-Sang couldn’t help but sigh.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won moved. His injuries were grievous, and his left arm was broken, but he still struggled to push himself to his feet.


After what seemed like an eternity, Jin Mu-Won finally stood up. It was painful and difficult to breathe, and his body wobbled every time he moved, but that did not stop him from walking forward, one step at a time.


He raised his head and looked at the completely annihilated ruins of the Northern Army Fortress. This fortress had stood up to countless invasions by the Silent Night, but after one battle with Tae Mu-Kang, it was finished. Only the Tower of Shadows and a few scattered pavilions were left standing.


Jin Mu-Won shuffled toward the Tower of Shadows. On the way, he fell down several times, but each time he picked himself up and continued heading toward the Tower.


Seo Mu-Sang watched Jin Mu-Won with a dazed look on his face. Jin Mu-Won should be aware that he was being watched, but not once did he ask for help. Seo Mu-Sang couldn’t help but admire the young man’s pride and stubbornness.


There should be a limit to how harsh one is to themselves.


Seo Mu-Wang no longer wanted to kill Jin Mu-Won. He owed the young man a life debt, and biting the hand that fed him was against his principles.


After Jin Mu-Won entered the Tower of Shadows, Seo Mu-Sang started reorganizing his thoughts. It was time for him to make a decision.


Time flew, and before Seo Mu-Sang knew it, the sun had begun to rise, heralding the dawn of a new day. After a whole night spent weighing his options, he now knew exactly what he wanted to do.


He stood up and began to retrieve the corpses of his former comrades. Regardless of whether he liked them or not, they had accompanied him throughout these last three years. Even though he thought that he had prepared himself mentally, the sight of their mangled corpses still broke his heart.


Won Jeok-Sim, Yoo Gyung-Chun, Noh Ji-Kwang… Everyone is here, except for Captain Jang Pae-San.


“So that fucker really ran away, huh?”


CRUNCH!


Seo Mu-Sang ground his teeth. If anyone else in the Third Company had run away, he’d probably be able to forgive them. However, their captain, Jang Pae-San, was an exception. As the leader, he was responsible for their lives. Forsaking his subordinates and leaving them to die was shameful and inexcusable.


I’ll never serve someone like that ever again, thought Seo Mu-Sang as he collected some firewood from around the ruins of the fortress. He then placed the corpses of the Third Company mercenaries on top of the firewood.


“I’m sorry, I couldn’t protect any of you,” he whispered to himself, tears streaming down his face.


He lit the bonfire, and watched silently as the flames licked the corpses of his friends and colleagues. The fortress was soon filled with the suffocating smell of smoke.




Seo Mu-Sang waited for all the corpses to be completely cremated, then put out the fire. He searched through the ashes for whatever bones were left, then ground the bones into powder and poured it into a small leather sack.


“I will definitely take you guys back to the Central Plains,” he swore. The men of the Third Company had really been looking forward to returning home, and the least he could do was help them fulfill their last wishes.


Perhaps he had cried too much, but he no longer felt sad, just empty. The moment he remembered Jang Pae-San and Shim Won-Ui’s betrayal, though, that emptiness was filled with rage.


Suddenly, he turned to face the corpse of Yeop Wol. Even though Yeop Wol had been abandoned by his master, Shim Won-Ui, he had accepted it as his fate.


“In the end, you were nothing more than a disposable tool.”


Although he had envied Yeop Wol, in the world ruled by Heaven’s Summit, not even he could stand out. Perhaps Yeop Wol had thought about relying on Shim Won-Ui to fulfill his ambitions, but he ended up paying the ultimate price the instant Shim Won-Ui ran into an enemy he could not defeat.


“I need to become stronger, so that no one will dare use me and throw me away.”


That was easily said, but not easily done. Seo Mu-Sang thought about how his views of the world had changed after living in the Northern Army Fortress for three years.


He looked pretty much the same on the outside, but inside, he was a changed man.


It was because of this change that he chose not to leave the Northern Army Fortress. Instead, he stood outside the Tower of Shadows and waited quietly for Jin Mu-Won to come out.


He ended up waiting for a total of five days. When he finally saw Jin Mu-Won, the young man’s face was still a little pale, and his wounds hadn’t completely closed yet, but he looked much better than he did five days ago.


Unknown to Seo Mu-Sang, Jin Mu-Won had spent the last five days using the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows to heal his injuries. Thankfully, he wasn’t a normal person, or those wounds would definitely have been fatal. Right now, he was far from fully recovered, but at least his life was no longer in danger.


He still needed to meditate for many more days before he could return to peak condition. However, resolving his current predicament was more crucial, so he got up and forced himself to head outside.


Like Seo Mu-Sang, he roamed around the ruins, occasionally digging through the debris. A day later, he finally found what he was searching for: an obsidian rock about the size of a small child.


This rock had been a gift from Hwang Cheol when he visited the fortress a few years ago. It was a meteorite that had fallen down from the heavens, and had been worshipped as a god by a tribe in Yunnan. Jin Mu-Won used the location of the rock as a marker to dig out more of his stuff.


As he was searching through the ruins, Jin Mu-Won could sense Seo Mu-Sang looking at him quietly. However, he said nothing. The atmosphere between the two men was just too awkward.


Thus, one man watched as the other man did whatever he pleased. They didn’t talk, but they didn’t need to talk. It wasn’t hard for either of them to guess what the other was thinking.


When he had finally found all his stuff, Jin Mu-Won approached Seo Mu-Sang. The young man was covered from head to toe in dust from the debris, and he looked like he badly needed a bath.


There were scabs all over his dirty face, and his clothes were torn and bloodied.


Even though he looks like that, his eyes are still alert and focused, thought Seo Mu-Sang, meeting Jin Mu-Won’s sharp gaze. He asked, “Are you going to leave the fortress?”


“Yes. The time has come for me to leave.”


“I knew it!” Seo Mu-Sang nodded.


I just knew it would be like this. Jin Mu-Won isn’t stupid enough to continue staying in the Northern Army Fortress.


Soon, Heaven’s Summit will dispatch an investigation team here to probe into the truth. The kids who ran away would have already informed them about Tae Mu-Kang and the Silent Night, so there’s no way Heaven’s Summit would sit still. 


However, if he remained here, Jin Mu-Won would definitely be captured and interrogated. It doesn’t matter whether he has any relation to the matter or not, because he will end up taking the blame.


“What about you? What are you going to do?” asked Jin Mu-Won.


“I’ll probably return to Heaven’s Summit. There’s something I must do there.”


“They won’t go easy on you.”


“I guess.” Seo Mu-Sang shrugged nonchalantly, as if Jin Mu-Won were talking about someone else.


Once Jin Mu-Won left the fortress, Seo Mu-Sang would become the only survivor of the massacre, and Heaven’s Summit’s only source of information. Knowing them, he most certainly would be tortured.


Despite knowing that, Seo Mu-Sang was still insisting that he wanted to return to Heaven’s Summit. From the look of determination in Seo Mu-Sang’s eyes, Jin Mu-Won could tell that nothing he said would change the mercenary’s mind.


“I swear on my life and my honor, that I absolutely won’t tell them anything about you.”


Jin Mu-Won nodded. Seo Mu-Sang was a man of his word. The reason he had not only guided him to Transcendence but also let him live after Tae Mu-Kang’s massacre, was because of this. If Seo Mu-Sang had been an untrustworthy man, no matter how badly injured he was after the battle, he would have killed him.


Suddenly, Seo Mu-Sang changed the way he spoke to Jin Mu-Won. Like he was speaking to an equal, he said politely, “Also, I apologize for my previous rudeness. There is no man I respect more than your father. I know this sounds like an excuse, but when I saw how weak and pathetic the son of the man I admired most appeared, I simply couldn’t forgive you.”


Jin Mu-Won looked at Seo Me-Sang silently, waiting for him to continue.


“…But now I understand. You had no choice but to act like that. Thank you for your guidance that time in the backyard, and please forgive me for my sins.”


“Please stand up. It’s nothing, really.”


“No, this is very important to me.”


Seo Mu-Sang looked at Jin Mu-Won, then glanced to the South where the Central Plains was. He summoned his resolve, he grit his teeth, and kneeled down before Jin Mu-Won.


He then bowed his head and shouted, “I, Seo Mu-Sang, pledge absolute loyalty to my Lord, Jin Mu-Won! From this day on, I swear to the gods that I shall live for you, and die for you! Now and for the rest of my life, I will serve you and you alone!”


This was not a decision made in haste. Seo Mu-Sang had spent the last five days mulling it over and over. He had questioned himself repeatedly, but in the end, he realized something.


This man will definitely rebuild the Northern Army, and lead it to glory.


In this gangho where people betray each other everyday and malicious schemes are abound, Jin Mu-Won is the only person with a truly sincere heart and a burning ambition. If I do not choose him as my Lord, who else is worthy of my loyalty?


Jin Mu-Won is the light that will bring justice to this murky gray gangho.


Seo Mu-Sang’s heart pounded in anticipation.


THUMP! THUMP!


Seo Mu-Sang slammed his head on the ground again and again. The skin on his forehead tore, and blood came flowing out, but he did not even bat an eyelid.


“My lord, please accept me as your servant! Let me become the sword that slays your enemies!” Seo Mu-Sang shouted passionately, pouring his soul into his voice.




Jin Mu-Won stared at Seo Mu-Sang for a while before finally answering, “Please stand up!”


“My lord!” Seo Mu-Sang continued banging his head on the ground.


He misunderstood me. Jin Mu-Won calmly clarified, “I accept. From now on, you are my first sword.”


“Thank you, my lord. Thank you so much!”


“Now, stand up!”


“At once!”


Seo Mu-Sang sprang to his feet.


Jin Mu-Won’s heart was set on the future. Although the hundred-year foundations of the Northern Army lay in ruins, he did not think it was a pity. The people and the fortress may be gone, but he was still alive.


Moreover, he had just obtained his first sword.


Due to Tae Mu-Kang’s attack, he had lost one person, but in exchange, he had gained another.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


The light of reddish-orange flames licked the sky, as if they were trying to reach the heavens. A raging inferno swiftly swallowed up the ruins of the Northern Army Fortress.


CRACKLE! ROAR! BOOM!


The Tower of Shadows collapsed, quickly vanishing into the flames. It had stood proudly for a hundred years, but not even it could be spared from the blaze.


Jin Mu-Won and Seo Mu-Sang stood a long distance away, watching the fortress burn. They could feel the shocking heat even where they stood.


Suddenly, Seo Mu-Sang looked at Jin Mu-Won. The young man was watching the end of the Northern Army Fortress coolly and unblinkingly. To him, the fortress was simply a physical manifestation of the spirit of the Northern Army; as long as the soul remained intact, mere buildings could be sacrificed if need be.


…And sacrifice was exactly what he did. Jin Mu-Won was the one who had set the fortress alight.


Two days later, the blaze finally burned itself out, leaving only ashes in its wake. The last remaining evidence of the Northern Army’s hundred years of war with the Silent Night was gone.


Jin Mu-Won spun around. He did not regret what he had done. The past was the past, and it was time for him to let go of it and embrace the challenges of the future.


Hwang Cheol stood in the distance, holding the reins of two horses. As soon as he had received the news of Shim Won-Ui’s visit to the Northern Army Fortress, he was overcome with worry and, with all speed, he made his way northwards.


“Young Master…” he mumbled, sobbing. Even though he had hurried as much as he could, he still hadn’t made it in time for Tae Mu-Kang’s attack. That naturally meant that he hadn’t been there for his young master in his greatest time of need.


Jin Mu-Won smiled at Hwang Cheol. He understood Hwang Cheol’s pain from watching the burning of the Northern Army Fortress, but he did not share it. The fortress had been his shackles, and he was now free.


He mounted one of the horses that Hwang Cheol had prepared.


Seo Mu-Sang stood in front of Jin Mu-Won and bowed, saying, “Until the next time we meet, please be sure to take good care of yourself, milord.”


“You might have to wait many years for me.”


“That is fine. I will wait for as long as you deem necessary.”


“Alright. You make sure to be careful, too.”


“Thank you, but there is no need for milord to worry about this humble me.”


Seo Mu-Sang placed a fist on his chest, a determined look on his face.


“I see. Then…”


Jin Mu-Won urged his horse forward, quickly breaking into a gallop.


“…Until the next time we meet, Warrior Seo.”


“Uncle Hwang, I’ll be depending on you to take care of the lord.”


“Don’t worry, that is something I have decided to do no matter what.” Hwang Cheol bid farewell to Seo Mu-Sang, then mounted his horse and took off after Jin Mu-Won.


Seo Mu-Sang silently watched the two men disappear into the distance. Even long after they had gone, he still remained standing at the same spot, unmoving.


“My lord!” he exclaimed to himself.


The slumbering dragon has finally woken up and left to search for his wings.


I have to make preparations for the time when he returns. That is my foremost duty as his first sword.


Seo Mu-Sang sat on the ground and closed his eyes.


A few days ago, after he had sworn his eternal loyalty to Jin Mu-Won, they had discussed many things, from Jin Mu-Won’s plans for the future, to Seo Mu-Sang’s current situation.


In addition, Jin Mu-Won had taught one of the martial arts written on the Wall of Ten Thousand Shadows, the “Flowing Stream Steps (溪流步)[1]”, to Seo Mu-Sang.


The Flowing Stream Steps was a foot technique created by Nam Un-San, the second-generation Lord of the Northern Army. He had drawn inspiration from a flowing stream to create a foot technique that consisted of meandering movements. Jin Mu-Won felt that this foot technique was a perfect complement to Seo Mu-Sang’s freely flowing Blue Cloud Sword Style, so he taught it to him, and true enough, the destructive power of Seo Mu-Sang’s sword technique increased by leaps and bounds.


Seo Mu-Sang mulled over the details of the Flowing Stream Steps in his head.


…How many days has it been?


Suddenly, his eyes snapped open.


RUMBLE! RUMBLE!


The earth beneath him trembled. A group of horsemen were galloping toward the location where the Northern Army Fortress had once stood. The man in the lead held up a gigantic flag emblazoned with the symbol of Heaven’s Summit.


“Finally, they’re here.” muttered Seo Mu-Sang, standing up.


I figured it was about time the investigation team sent by Heaven’s Summit arrived. It takes five days to travel to their nearest branch, so taking into account the time taken for Dam Soo-Cheon’s group to reach that branch, and the time Heaven’s Summit needs to organize a team and send them here, it makes sense that they would get here in approximately fifteen days.


Noticing Seo Mu-Sang’s presence, the investigation team changed directions to surround him. There were more than a hundred of them, and Seo Mu-Sang could tell that they were all elites at a glance. In particular, their leader exuded an aura that stood out from the rest.


The leader was in his late forties, with an angular face and fierce eyes like a tiger. On his back, he carried a gigantic, intimidating dao.


Seo Mu-Sang had heard of this man’s name before. He was Yang Man-Chok, the Branch Head of Heaven’s Summit’s Xining Branch [2]. Within the Qinghai region, his strength was unparalleled, giving rise to the alias “Savage Dao of Qinghai”.


Like his namesake, both his appearance and personality were savage. Also, Seo Mu-Sang was certain that Shim Won-Ui and Seomoon Hye-Ryung had escaped to the Xining Branch, as it was the nearest branch to the Northern Army Fortress. Thus, although Seo Mu-Sang had never met Yang Man-Chok before, he recognized him immediately.


Ten days ago, as soon as Yang Man-Chok had received Shim Won-Ui’s report of the Silent Night’s reappearance, he had immediately summoned his men as well as all the murim experts living nearby to form an investigation team comprising on a hundred elite warriors.


Yang Man-Chok drew his dao and pointed it at Seo Mu-Sang, demanding, “Who are you? State your name and affiliation!”


“I am Vice-Captain Seo Mu-Sang of the Third Company, a group of mercenaries affiliated with Heaven’s Summit.”


“You’re one of the affiliate mercenaries?”


Yang Man-Chok raised an eyebrow that was as thick as a caterpillar and glared at Seo Mu-Sang with suspicion. Seo Mu-Sang tossed him an identity token as proof that he worked for Heaven’s Summit.


Even after seeing the identity token, Yang Man-Chok did not let down his guard. The token was real, but the holder could still be an imposter.


“Where are the other survivors?”


“I am the only survivor.”


“You mean to say, you’re the only person who survived the massacre?”


“Yes, sir!”


“What about the Lord of the Northern Army?”


“I think he’s probably dead.”


“Did you see him die with your own eyes?”


“The last time I saw him, he was trapped in the flames that burned down the fortress. I did not see him escape, so I figured that he must be dead.”


Yang Man-Chok glowered at Seo Mu-Sang, but the mercenary did not avoid his gaze.


“Hmph! We’ll know everything once we investigate. Men! Tie this person up, then take him back to the Xining Branch. We’ll interrogate him there!”


“Yes, sir!”


Two warriors walked up to Seo Mu-Sang and sealed his meridians. Seo Mu-Sang had already predicted this behavior of theirs beforehand, so he did not resist and quietly let them tie him up and capture him.


After hauling him to the Xining Branch, they would torture him to find out whether he was related to the Silent Night, how he had survived, and whether Jin Mu-Won had really died. Only when they were satisfied that he was innocent would they free him from imprisonment and allow him to return to Heaven’s Summit.


After making sure that Seo Mu-Sang was bound, Yang Man-Chok turned to face his men and shouted, “Split into two groups and search the area!”







Footnotes:


[1] Flowing Stream Steps (溪流步): Literal TL – Stream Flow Steps.


[2] Xining City, Qinghai Province, China: Xining is the capital of Qinghai Province in China, a province which borders Tibet.






Translator Notes:


We now have a rough location of the Northern Army Fortress and a pretty good guess as to the true identity of the Silent Night. The fortress is located to the west of Xining City, near the border between Qinghai, Xinjiang, and Tibet. Being located on the Tibetan Plateau, the fortress would have been subject to harsh winters, mild summers, strong winds, and frequent sandstorms. During the Ming Dynasty, most of Northwest and Western China (Xinjiang, Tibet) was ruled by the Dzungar and Khoshut Khanates, of Oirat Mongol origin. Naturally, this is a strong hint that the Silent Night is made up of Mongols, who are forever trying to invade Central China to escape the harsh living conditions of Northwest/Northern China.
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Chapter 48: Facing the Sword Wall for Seven Years (2)



For a few days, Jin Mu-Won rode towards the sunset, until he finally arrived at a lone barren mountain situated west of the fortress. The mountain rising from the flat, desolate plains looked no different from an uninhabited island in the middle of the ocean, except that the rust-colored rocks emanated an unearthly, sinister aura.


The original name of this rocky mountain was Mount Cinnabar (赤巖山)[1], but because of its macabre aura that prevented plants from growing on it or near it, and the fact that it scared off both humans and animals, it was more commonly referred to as the Ghost Mountain.


Most importantly, Jin Mu-Won knew that Heaven’s Summit was not aware of the existence of this mountain.


“Young Master, do you really plan on living here?” Hwang Cheol felt terrible at the thought of leaving Jin Mu-Won alone in this desolate place while he returned to the Central Plains.


On the contrary, Jin Mu-Won liked this place a lot. He replied, “Yes, I do. This is the perfect place for me to concentrate on learning martial arts.”


Back when he lived in the Northern Army Fortress, he was closely monitored day and night by Heaven’s Summit. At least here, he wouldn’t have to constantly be on the alert for spies and carefully choose his every word.


To the world, the man named Jin Mu-Won is dead. They might be suspicious at first, but as time passes, they will forget me and move on to the next piece of interesting gossip, for that is the true nature of mankind.


If there are any problems with living here, it would have to be the difficulties in securing living necessities. I’ll have to depend on Hwang Cheol’s seasonal visits for that.


“Uncle Hwang, I know this will be hard on you, but would you mind continuing sending me supplies regularly?”


“Oh dear! Please don’t say such things, Young Master. Taking care of you is my duty. You shouldn’t worry about me and focus on learning martial arts.”


Jin Mu-Won smiled and said, “Thank you, Uncle Hwang.”


However, instead of making Hwang Cheol feel reassured, Jin Mu-Won’s smile only ended up making him feel even more guilty.


Jin Mu-Won looked up at the giant mountain before him.


“This is the place where I will learn to spread my wings and take flight.”


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


After Hwang Cheol had left, Jin Mu-Won carried his luggage into a cave on the side of the mountain. The naturally formed cave was wide and deep, perfect for his living and training needs.


When he was done moving his luggage, Jin Mu-Won did not rest. Instead, he piled up a stack of large rocks into a certain shape, then headed to the bottom of the mountain and filled up a sack with soil.


The broken bone in his left arm hadn’t healed, and it was painful to put a lot of strength into it, but Jin Mu-Won did not want to take a break. Soon, his body was drenched in sweat, and his muscles were twitching uncontrollably from the overexertion.


Still, he did not stop. He drew some water from a crack in the rocks near the cave and mixed it with the soil to form clay. He then used the clay to fill the cracks in between the large rocks that he had piled up.


Just like that, three days later, Jin Mu-Won finished making himself a gigantic furnace three times the size and thickness of the one in his old smithy. The reason for this large furnace was that there was no firewood available near Mount Cinnabar. Instead, according to the “Record of a Thousand Weapons”, he’d be able to find coal in the mountains. The flames created from burning coal were far hotter than that created from firewood, so he needed a furnace that could handle much higher temperatures.


Two days later, after searching around the mountain, he found a location where he could mine a black rock that matched the description of “coal” in the “Record of a Thousand Weapons”.


“Phew!”


Jin Mu-Won observed the white-hot flames in his new furnace. The heat spreading out from it was so intense that it was hard to breathe even far away.


He tossed several chunks of iron ore into the furnace. He needed to forge himself a new sword, as the one he had made previously was shattered during the battle with Tae Mu-Kang.


The new sword had to be much sharper and more durable than the previous one.


Smithing was also a good way to pass the time while he was still recovering from his injuries. Two weeks had passed since his ribs were broken by Tae Mu-Kang, but even with the help of the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows, he needed to rest and meditate in-between smithing for another two weeks in order to completely recover.


“Huu…”


Jin Mu-Won took a deep breath and looked up at the blood-red rock wall in front of him. It was the largest cliff face of Mount Cinnabar, being 300 ft tall and 500 ft wide.


It’s like a giant among giants is looking down at me; like nature’s majesty and supremacy is aiming to crush my spirit.


This wall is the backbone of Mount Cinnabar, and the red coloration is its blood.


I hereby name this wall, the “Sword Wall (劍壁)”.


“From now on, you will be my opponent.”


In his hand, Jin Mu-Won held a new short sword that he had spent the last month forging.


It was two feet and seven inches long, and weighed around half a pound. The sharpness of its blade could be discerned from the way the steel glinted in the bright sunlight.


Jin Mu-Won had used every forging technique he knew to create this sword, and as a result, the size and weight suited him perfectly.  It looked crude and simple on the outside, but he was very satisfied with this piece of work.


He poured his qi into the blade, and the blade hummed in response. This was the sword acknowledging his qi.


While maintaining the qi in the blade, he closed his eyes and recalled the Shadow Blade of Destruction.


He was the Lord of the Northern Army, and all Lords of the Northern Army desired fighting on the frontlines more than sitting around enjoying life, because only when they were fighting the Silent Night, could they get stronger and obtain even more inspiration to improve on their martial arts.


The Shadow Blade of Destruction was the culmination of their efforts.


No one understood the pros and cons of the Silent Night’s martial arts more than the Lords of the Northern Army. The Shadow Blade of Destruction was the result of compiling all the knowledge they had collected over a hundred years.


However, the Shadow Blade of Destruction was not the sword technique’s original name. It was formerly called the “Demon Slaying Sword (滅魔劍)”—the sword created to slay the demons of the Silent Night.


When Heaven’s Summit betrayed the Northern Army, Jin Kwan-Ho decided to change the name of the technique. It became the sword of shadows that slays not only demons, but destroys the heavens—the “Shadow Blade of Destruction”. The new name was a reflection of Jin Kwan-Ho’s rage and hatred for Heaven’s Summit.


Jin Mu-Won went through the six basic forms of the Shadow Blade of Destruction in his mind.


	Meteor Soul (流星魂)

	Wall of the Northern Heavens (北天壁)

	Dividing the Heavenly Seas (斷天海)

	Storm Forest (暴雨林)

	Bloody Flash (閃光血)

	Shadowless World (無影界)



As expected of the combined creation of multiple Lords of the Northern Army, the defenders of the world, just one of the six basic forms would be considered equal to the Silent Night’s and the Central Plains’s strongest martial arts.


However, the really scary part of the Shadow Blade of Destruction could only be realized when the forms were combined and performed in conjunction. It’s true strength was not the sum of the six individual forms, but the strength of the six forms multiplied together.


For example, if Meteor Soul and the Wall of the Northern Heavens were to be merged, it would result in a new form that was clearly distinct from the two original forms. Similarly, combining Dividing the Heavenly Seas with Storm Forest would give rise to yet another new form. Theoretically, simply by combining only two forms, one would be able to create thirty new forms. Adding that number to the original six basic forms, that would be thirty-six forms in total. And that was not the limit.


The keyword there was “theoretically”. Not even Jin Mu-Won knew if it would actually work, since none of his predecessors had actually reached that level of mastery.


Right now, Jin Mu-Won had only learned the first three of the six basic forms. Even then, it had taken him many, many repeated experiments and failures to iron out the mistakes and problems with the forms. Turning a theoretical martial art into reality ended up being a lot harder than he thought it would be.


He didn’t know how much more time and effort it would take him to fix the remaining three forms, but he felt that as long as he kept trying, he’d surely succeed one day.


The Path of the Sword.


The current me is still standing at the beginning of that path.


Thankfully, my shackles are gone. I can finally begin moving forward.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won looked up at the sky and whispered to himself, “I swear that I won’t let you wait that long for me, Han-Seol.”


Right now, Good and Evil, Heaven’s Summit, and the Silent Night were things that had nothing to do with him.


He turned to face the Sword Wall and swung his blade.


A sword cried, and the wind rose.







Footnotes:


[1] Mount Cinnabar (赤巖山): Literal translation – Mount Red Rock. Mount Red Rock sounds terrible, and I chose “cinnabar” because nothing can live on or around that mountain, like a toxic cinnabar (mercury sulfide) mine.
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Epilogue


The White Dragon Merchant Association was one of the Ten Great Companies, a group that included the ten largest merchant companies in the world. The financial power it possessed was enough to alarm even the royal family. Although it was the only one of the Ten Great Companies not situated in the Central Plains, instead operating out of Lanzhou City in Gansu Province, the power and influence it wielded wasn’t any inferior to the other nine.


The headquarters of the White Dragon Merchant Association was Lanzhou’s largest estate, with over twenty halls, villas, and pavilions. They had more than five hundred employees stationed in their headquarters, and if you included the employees in the branches, that number would easily add up to a few thousand.


Although their branches were spread out all over the world, their influence in Lanzhou City was the greatest. There wasn’t a single person in the city who did not have any connections with the White Dragon Merchant Association, and certainly, no businesses that were not owned by or were not in a partnership with them.


The main door to the estate of the White Dragon Merchant Association was extremely wide and majestic. It had been built like that to be able to accommodate three or four horse-drawn carts side-by-side. The instant one stepped into the association grounds, they’d find themselves in a plaza so large that hundreds of dancers would be able to perform there together.


The large hall looking down upon that great plaza was called the White Dragon Hall. The Hall was the face of the White Dragon Merchant Association, and where all the large and small decisions were made. Due to its importance, it was guarded by a dozen first-class martial artists day and night. Many of the guards were even martial artists of some small renown within the gangho.


Right now, inside the White Dragon Hall, 20 people were gathered around a long table. Every single one of them was the leader of a hundred executives, and they made up the decision-making body of the White Dragon Merchant Association.


At the end of the table sat an old lady dressed in white. Although her hair had turned white from age, the aura of authority she exuded was not to be looked down upon. That was because she was the Head of the White Dragon Merchant Association, the supreme leader of one of the ten largest companies in the world.


Her name was Jang Mun-Hwa, but she was more commonly referred to as the “Old Matriarch”. [1]


When she was still a seventeen-year-old girl, the Old Matriarch married into the upper echelons of the White Dragon Merchant Association. Back then, the Association was not one of the Ten Great Companies, but one of the many small to medium-sized enterprises.


After her marriage, she became completely devoted to helping out her husband’s business. Due to the efforts of the talented couple, the White Dragon Merchant Association grew larger and larger, richer and richer. The couple depended wholeheartedly on each other, and as time passed, their family expanded to include four sons and three daughters.


Those were happy days. However, they did not last long. One day, less than ten years after the couple’s marriage, the husband was murdered by a group of bandits while he was out accompanying one of their caravans. Subsequently, as if adding fuel to the fire, more and more of the White Dragon Merchant Association’s deliveries were delayed, and their customers complained.


When the Association faced its worst crises, the Old Matriarch stepped forward and took charge. She did not have time to grieve for her dead husband, because she needed to stand at the top and calmly resolve the company’s problems one after another.


In order to extend the delivery deadlines, she personally visited the customers and pleaded with them. In addition, she risked her own life and accompanied the caravans on their trade routes, even though she almost died at the hands of bandits several times. Gradually, the customers who had lost faith in her and the Association began to acknowledge her passion and courage.


Just like that, the White Dragon Merchant Association made a huge comeback and even became one of the Ten Great Companies. Without the Old Matriarch, none of it would have been possible.


To the Old Matriarch, the White Dragon Merchant Association was her child. In turn, not just her own seven children, but all of the members of the Association believed in her like she was their own mother. Within the Association, her position was absolute, and people who were willing to sacrifice themselves for her were aplenty.


Right now, among the leaders gathered within the White Dragon Hall, there were several of her own children. Her eldest son Yoon Hoo-Myung, third son Yoon Ja-Myung, and youngest daughter Yoon Seo-In. Her other children were either dispatched to manage the branches or on the road with a caravan.


The Old Matriarch was very proud of all of her children. She hadn’t given any of them any special treatment and had made them work their way up the company from the very bottom. Only when they had proved their ability, did she allow them to handle the more important businesses.


As her eldest son, Yoon Hoo-Myung had accompanied her on trade routes since he was young. He had been with her through thick and thin, and was capable and well-liked. It could even be said that the way Yoon Hoo-Myung treated his employees and handled his businesses was very similar to his mother. Because of all these reasons, the Old Matriarch accepted that he would be her successor, and announced it to the rest of the Association.


With Yoon Hoo-Myung’s position as successor confirmed, the Old Matriarch gradually handed the reins over to him and began to withdraw from most matters within the Association, except the most important decisions.


In fact, this was the first time she was participating in a meeting in a very long time. That showed how important the matters they were going to discuss were.


After a long period of silence, the Old Matriarch said, “I heard that tensions in Yunnan have been rising recently.”


“That’s right, Mother.”


“Hmm…” The Old Matriarch frowned.


Yunnan was pretty far from their headquarters, and managing affairs there had always been difficult. Hence, within the White Dragon Merchant Association, there had been many calls for her to shut down the Yunnan Branch. Regardless, she ignored them and decided to keep the brain going, as it was the branch started up by her third son, Yoon Ja-Myung.


Seven years ago, Yoon Ja-Myung had risked his life to start up the Yunnan Branch, leading to a rapid expansion of their company. Therefore, although he was no longer working there, Yoon Ja-Myung still felt emotionally attached to that branch.


He stood up and declared, “I wish to go to Yunnan.”


Yoon Ja-Myung had an expression like he was ready to die. Until a short while ago, the Yunnan Branch had been doing very well. They traded with the tribes there and obtained goods that couldn’t be found anywhere else, even though they were dirt common in Yunnan. By transporting these goods northwards and selling them, the White Dragon Merchant Association made huge profits.


However, the profits from this business had suddenly plummeted to less than half of what they used to be. To the White Dragon Merchant Association, this was a bolt from the blue. Thus, they decided to hold an emergency meeting of leaders.


“I disagree. Mother, right now, headquarters cannot function properly without Ja-Myung. We should send someone else to Yunnan.”


“Hyung-nim, that is the branch I personally established. No one here understands Yunnan better than me. That’s why, please allow me to go there.”


Yoon Hoo-Myung wanted to force his younger brother to stay, but the determination in Yoon Ja-Myung’s eyes was so obvious, even Yoon Hoo-Myung was taken aback.


Yoon Hoo-Myung understood that his brother was the most suitable choice of envoy. The reason he didn’t want him to go there was because no one knew what was happening in Yunnan, and he didn’t want to place his cherished younger brother in danger.


However, this wasn’t something he could say in front of all the White Dragon Merchant Association’s leaders. His mother, the Old Matriarch, would never allow them to mix personal affairs with official ones. That would be unfair to the leaders with no blood relation to her.


One-by-one, each of the leaders spoke up.


“I think Yi Seo-Yoon, the Scholar of a Hundred Schemes, is the most suitable envoy. He’s decisive, cunning, and will be able to quickly resolve the problem in Yunnan.”


“However, doesn’t he know nothing about the situation in Yunnan? I still think that Yoon Ja-Myung should be the one to go there.”


“Then what about the Thousand Blades Hall Leader?”


“He’s strong, but not very sharp. I don’t think this mission suits him.”


“But…”


The interior of the Hall descended into chaos as everyone expressed their opinions. Throughout all this, the Old Matriarch remained silent. Only when the discussion had gotten less heated did the Old Matriarch resume speaking.


“Ja-Myung!” she said.


The Hall instantly fell into silence. Not even Yoon Hoo-Myung dared to say anything as everyone quietly waited for the Old Matriarch to continue.


Yoon Ja-Myung straightened his back and replied, “Yes, Mother!”


“Do you really intend to go to Yunnan?”


“Mother, I am the person who best understands Yunnan’s economy. This is something I have to do.”


“What you say makes a lot of sense.” The Old Matriarch nodded.


“If I decide to send you there, who will you bring with you?”


“I wish to bring the Security Squad with me. As long as I have Security Squad Leader Nam In-Geol and his subordinates at my side, I should be able to overcome any dangers.”


The Security Squad was one of the secret groups belonging to the White Dragon Merchant Association. It was made up of a group of peak-level martial artists, and their role was to protect the Association’s most important caravans, involving either huge sums of money, precious treasures, or secret cargo.


The Squad Leader Nam In-Geol, in particular, was an expert among experts. In order to hire him, the White Dragon Merchant Association promised him an unimaginable sum of money.


“In that case, you should bring another person there with you.”


“Who?”


“Escort Hwang.”


“Escort Hwang?” Yoon Ja-Myung’s eyes widened in surprise.


The Old Matriarch laughed, saying, “Escort Hwang is a man that can be trusted. If something goes awry, get him to deliver us a message.”


“Understood.”


Yoon Ja-Myung was familiar with the man known as Escort Hwang. Seven years ago, when he opened the Yunnan Branch, Escort Hwang had been a part of his group, and he did not think that the man really stood out or was particularly memorable. However, since his mother brought him up specifically, he had to bring Escort Hwang along.


“Stay safe, Ja-Myung. Whatever is happening in Yunnan right now, it isn’t normal.”


“Thank you, Mother.”


“When do you plan to set off?”


“The Security Squad is currently on a mission, so I’m going to have to wait until they return. If everything goes according to plan, I should be setting off for Yunnan in half a month.”


“I see. Then, I declare this meeting over. Except for Hoo-Myung, the rest of you are free to go.”


“Yes, Ma’am!”


Yoon Ja-Myung and the other leaders left the White Dragon Hall, leaving only Yoon Hoo-Myung behind.


The Old Matriarch looked at her eldest son and said, “Are you worried?”


“Frankly speaking, yes, I am. I don’t know why, but I have a bad feeling about this,” admitted Yoon Hoo-Myung.


“Me too. However, if we make the wrong choice because we were worried about losing a family member, then we would lose the loyalty of the other leaders. On the contrary, during these kinds of situations, if we make an example out of ourselves, we will be showing the others that we are impartial and trustworthy.”


“I understand, Mother.”


The leader of the Association has to be able to separate personal affairs from official ones. Yoon Hoo-Myung was well-aware of this fact, but he couldn’t help panicking and worrying about his brother.


“Don’t be too worried. I’m sure Ja-Myung will be fine. Now, go back to your work.”


“Yes, Mother.”


“I will return to my quarters. Also, I wish to talk to Escort Hwang, so would you mind going to the dormitories and telling him to visit me?”


“Escort Hwang, right? Okay, I’ll do that,” replied Yoon Hoo-Myung, visibly confused. Escort Hwang was but one of the many armed escorts working for the White Dragon Merchant Association. There was nothing special about him, and his martial arts were weak. Even so, his mother, the Old Matriarch, not only remembered him but trusted him greatly. It was bewildering.


No matter what he thought about it though, he couldn’t refuse his mother’s orders. Yoon Hoo-Myung strode toward the dormitory where the escorts lived.







Footnotes:


[1] Old Matriarch: If you read Leviatan’s translation of the manhwa, they called her Noh Tae-Tae. That is not her name but her title, meaning “Old Lady”. Her real name is Jang Mun-Hwa. I decided to call her “Old Matriarch” as “Old Lady” seemed extremely underwhelming, and also didn’t contain the White Dragon merchants' sense of respect for their founding CEO.
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Extra - Chapter 41: A Sky Above the Sky (Fanfiction Ver.)


TL Notes: This is a FAKE chapter. Read the real one HERE.






Seo Mu-Sang's eyes reddened as if he was about the cry tears of blood.


“Gyung-Chun, Won-Sang…”


He had gotten really close with his fellow mercenaries during these last few years in the Northern Army Fortress. More than anyone else, Yoo Gyung-Chun and Im Won-Sang had been looking forward to going home to the Central Plains.


And yet, it was these two who were now lying in a pool of their own blood, having died at the hands of Tae Mu-Kang's Gray Wolves of Chaos. From the traces of the battle, Seo Mu-Sang could tell that these two had fought to the very last even though they stood no chance of winning.


“Why didn't you run? You dumbasses…”


Tears flowed down Seo Mu-Sang's cheeks. The two dead mercenaries’ eyes were wide open and their fists were clenched, as if they couldn't believe they were dying.


Suddenly, he heard the shuffling of someone's footsteps behind him. He drew his sword with lightning speed and spun around, only to see Jang Pae-San walking out of the woods.


“Captain?”


“Is that you, Vice-Captain?”


Seo Mu-Sang and Jang Pae-San heaved a sigh of relief. Reassured that at least one of his men was still alive, Jane Pae-San plopped down on his butt in front of Seo Mu-Sang.


However, Seo Mu-Sang was not happy to see Jang Pae-San alive, unhurt, and relaxed while Yoo Gyung-Chun and Im Won-Sang were lying dead in front of him.


Annoyed, he asked, “Captain, care to explain what happened?”


“Isn’t it obvious? We were ambushed by a group of wolf-like men.”


“What I mean is, why are you the only one who got away? Your group members are dead…”


“What the fuck? Vice-Captain, are you saying you’d rather I’d have died together with these guys?” Jang Pae-San replied angrily. His teammates, Yoo Gyung-Chun and Im Won-Sang, had been attacked while he was away urinating. They had fought back using the Blade of Blood Waves that they had just learned but were still no match for the Gray Wolves of Chaos.


Afraid of being discovered, Jang Pae-San hid himself. His own life was far more important than his subordinates’, anyway.


It’s enough if I get revenge for those two in the future. But to get revenge, I need to survive.


Just like that, Jang Pae-San stayed where he was until Seo Mu-Sang arrived. Unlike Seo Mu-Sang, he clearly did not think there was anything dishonorable about his behavior.


“They believed in you. Those two would lay down their lives are your command. Shouldn’t you at least show that you are worthy of their respect!?”


“Shut up! What does their respect have to do with me? Ahh, fuck! I can just get revenge for them, right?”


Seo Mu-Sang’s eyes burned with fury. Although he already knew that Jang Pae-San was a loathsome man, he did not think he would be this despicable.


“You rotten piece of trash.”


“What the hell was that, you motherfucker!?”


Jang Pae-San was livid, but Seo Mu-Sang didn’t want to waste any more time arguing with him. In the time it took to quarrel with the asshole, he could save another person. Even if he couldn’t save anyone, he could at least kill their attackers.


With that in mind, Seo Mu-Sang started marching back to the Northern Army Fortress.


Behind him, Jang Pae-San yelled, “Oi! Bastard! If you go that way, you’ll die for sure! You should be running in the opposite direction! You goddamned idiot, don’t you know it’s all over once you’re dead? Hey!”


However, Seo Mu-Sang completely ignored him and continued on his way.


When Seo Mu-Sang vanished into the distance, Jang Pae-San muttered to himself, “That fucking son of a bitch! Always pretending to be all honorable. I guess he’s the kind who thinks dying with honor is better than living. Ahh, he can do whatever he wants, I don’t give a shit. I’m going to survive till the end and enjoy a life of comfort. That’s how I’ve always lived. Fuck!”


Jang Pae-San glared fiercely at the direction of the Northern Army Fortress.


☆ ☆ ☆ ☆ ☆


“ORABEONI!!!” screamed Shim Soo-Ah, horrified. She just couldn’t bear watching her brother and Dam Soo-Cheon get one-sidedly beaten up anymore. She didn’t like her elder brother all that much, but they were still blood-related siblings.


Before Seomoon Hye-Ryung could stop her, she had already dashed toward her brother’s side. She agilely ducked between the fighting Wardens and the Gray Wolves of Chaos, making full use of her small and light frame to slip through the chaos.


Finally, she screeched to a halt, positioning herself in front of the two young men. She crossed her arms and glared at Tae Mu-Kang, saying, “Hey! You know who we are, right?”


“W-Wha…? No, stop, get back!” screamed Shim Won-Ui, but he was helpless to do anything as Tae Mu-Kang’s Penetrating Energy was still ravaging his body. Dam Soo-Cheon wanted to say something too, but his situation was even worse than Shim Won-Ui’s.


Shim Soo-Ah ignored him and continued, “My dad is Shim Mu-Wae, one of the Nine Skies of Heaven’s Summit and the Sky Lord of Judgment Heaven. Knowing this, you…”


Tae Mu-Kang raised an arm, and, like he was swatting a fly, swung it at Shim Soo-Ah.


SMACK!


Where Shim Soo-Ah once stood, there was only a pile of bone fragments, pieces of flesh, and crimson, blood-soaked clothes.


Shim Won-Ui was shocked speechless. His precious sister was gone, just like that.


S-Soo…Ah? My sister…My one and only sister…is dead?


Seomoon Hye-Ryung shrieked, “AHHHHHH!”


As if her scream was a wake-up call, Shim Won-Ui came back to his senses. Despair flooded his heart, followed closely by unbridled rage.


“NOOOOOOOO!!!”


He charged at Tae Mu-Kang, ignoring the Penetrating Energy still inside his body. Also enraged, Dam Soo-Cheon forced himself to his feet and rushed to support his friend.


However, Tae Mu-Kang only knocked them right back and continued pummeling them savagely.


Despite the calming effect of the Heavenly Mental Enhancement Technique, Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s emotions were in turmoil. Her eyes widened, her pupils dilated, and she grabbed her head in confusion.


Soo-Ah? S-She's gone? 


W-Why is this happening? This wasn’t part of the plan!


Calm down, Seomoon Hye-Ryung! T-Think!


For what reason did these guys from the Silent Night come to the Northern Army Fortress? Are they working with Jin Mu-Won for revenge against the Central Plains? Is that why he was so confident?


No, that’s not it. He doesn’t appear to be their target, either.


Wait.


Just now, Eun Han-Seol’s reaction when she saw the giant was a little odd. 


It’s her, it must be her! Tae Mu-Kang’s target is Eun Han-Seol!


Now that she had determined that they weren’t Tae Mu-Kang’s primary targets, Seomoon Hye-Ryung pushed her Heavenly Mental Enhancement Technique to its limits, desperate to find a solution to their current predicament.


Shim Soo-Ah was dead, while Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui were being mercilessly crushed by Tae Mu-Kang.


She never imagined that things would end up like this, not even in her wildest dreams. Tae Mu-Kang’s ridiculous strength was against the rules!


I can’t let things continue as they are, or both Mister Dam and Mister Shim will die as well.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung believed that her natural intelligence was second only to her grandfather’s, and with the addition of the Heavenly Mental Enhancement Technique, no one else could surpass her at analyzing and decision-making.


If there was anything she had learned from her grandfather, it was that sometimes, you had to make some sacrifices in order to obtain the best possible result.


Dam Soo-Cheon is a man who will stand at the top of the world. His legend must be flawless, so I cannot allow any blemishes on his perfect battle record. He must never fail or make any mistakes.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung glanced toward Jin Mu-Won.


It’s a pity. Jin Mu-Won is a highly valuable—and easily exploitable—tool.


As the successor to the Northern Army, he possesses the potential to rally the young warriors of the gangho. However, compared to Dam Soo-Cheon, he is nothing.


If I had to choose between the two, I would definitely pick Dam Soo-Cheon.


Countless thoughts ran through her head, but she quickly sifted and sorted through every possibility.


There were about three or four ways to resolve the situation. Among these, she selected the one with the highest probability of success.


It’s a waste to sacrifice this pawn, but…


In the future she just envisioned, there would be no Jin Mu-Won. She had already reorganized her plans to account for his death.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung met Jin Mu-Won’s gaze and lowered her head, saying, “I’m sorry, but I don’t think we’ll be able to continue working together toward our dreams.”


“Is that what you’ve decided?”


“I’m really sorry, but events in the gangho rarely ever go according to plan.”


Although Seomoon Hye-Ryung kept apologizing to Jin Mu-Won, there was no remorse on her face.


She’s a born tactician; heartless and calculating. She won’t allow her emotions to get in the way of her decisions. Tsk tsk.


Jin Mu-Won smiled. He wasn’t the least bit shocked by Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s decision.


I kind of expected that things would end up like this.


Bloodlines are a really scary thing. The traits and even personalities of the parents are inherited by their children. Seomoon Hye-Ryung might not even be aware of this herself, but she’s definitely a chip off the old block.


Seomoon Hwa was the one who plotted the fall of the Northern Army. Knowing that, how could I ever trust this woman? I’m not that stupid.


In a low voice, Seomoon Hye-Ryung commanded the Wardens, “Please hold on for just a while longer.”


She then strode toward Dam Soo-Cheon with feather-light footsteps, like a fairy on the battlefield.


Jin Mu-Won, who was observing her, gave a start as he realized what she was doing.


“This is…?”


Every time Seomoon Hye-Ryung took a step, a deep footprint would appear on the ground. Following that, the scenery would change a little.


Fog started to build up, and dark clouds obscured the sky. Lightning flashed, thunder roared, and rain began to fall.


“Is that…a formation?”


Formations were something that only a few geniuses who had understood the laws of nature could use. That was because in order to set up a formation, one had to use the terrain and their surroundings as a medium, but no two places would ever be exactly the same.


Even so, one thing was certain. Setting up a formation required a large amount of effort and incredible concentration.


And yet right now, he was seeing a person creating a formation just by walking.


Not just any random formation either, but the Seomoon Clan’s “Footsteps of the Heaven-Devouring Tiger (虎形包天步)”. [1]


This formation was named after the deep footprints that it left behind on the ground and the dark clouds that would gather when it was activated, like a stomping tiger that swallowed the clear skies.


Currently, there was only one person in the world who could set up the complete “Footsteps of the Heaven-Devouring Tiger” formation.


Seomoon Hwa.


When asked about the formation, Seomoon Hwa had said, “Even though this formation is completed using only thirty steps, it would prevent even the heavens from escaping.”


Unlike Seomoon Hwa, Seomoon Hye-Ryung was still unable to finish setting up the formation within thirty steps, and could not fully unleash its heaven trapping ability.


However, she could still use it to disorientate her enemy, distracting and delaying them. She knew that this little push was all that was necessary for Dam Soo-Cheon and Shim Won-Ui to escape from danger.


As Tae Mu-Kang looked around him, confused, Seomoon Hye-Ryung ran up to Dam Soo-Cheon and helped him up.


“Mister Dam!”


“Miss Seomoon!”


“We need to get out of here right now.”


“I can’t do that.” Dam Soo-Cheon shook his blood-covered head resolutely. Although he had been beaten to a pulp due to the interference of Tae Mu-Kang’s Penetrating Energy, his fighting spirit hadn’t diminished. He also couldn’t forgive himself for doing nothing as Shim Soo-Ah died.


There’s one thing I’ve learned about human nature… If humans do something once, they’ll do it again. That’s why I won’t run away. No matter how badly injured I get, no matter how much of a disadvantage I’m in… I won’t back down. Most importantly, I can't let the monster who killed Soo-Ah live. 



Dam Soo-Cheon was a very prideful man. His pride would not allow him to surrender.


Seomoon Hye-Ryung sighed. I just knew he was going to say that!


“I’m sorry.”


“Wha…?” mumbled Dam Soo-Cheon, before suddenly blacking out.


Shim Won-Ui stood behind Dam Soo-Cheon. It was he who had poked Dam Soo-Cheon’s meridians and knocked him unconscious.


He wasn’t the same as Dam Soo-Cheon.


His only sister was dead, and he himself had been utterly humiliated during that battle. His pride had been brutally crushed, and his heart was flooded with despair. Still, he knew that if he didn’t retreat now, there wouldn’t be a next time. He would die without ever being able to avenge his sister's death. He could take a loss if it meant that he would survive.


He quickly glanced over at Jin Mu-Won, who was hiding behind Eun Han-Seol.


“What about him?”


“We’re abandoning him.”


“That’s cruel.”


“We don’t need him as a pawn anymore. From now on, whether he lives or dies is entirely up to his luck. We will have nothing more to do with him.”


Seomoon Hye-Ryung was already looking to the future, and there was no place for Jin Mu-Won in that future. According to her calculations, he would die here, today.


Compared to Jin Mu-Won, she was more concerned about Eun Han-Seol.


There was a possibility that Eun Han-Seol was the disciple of the Witch of the White Night. After all, her pupils had turned white when she used her martial art.


Most importantly, if Eun Han-Seol had truly inherited the skills of the Witch of the White Night, then that meant that the Silent Night had secretly trained a new generation of warriors.


If I could, I would like to capture her and interrogate her, but I can only give up for now…


Eun Han-Seol was Tae Mu-Kang’s target. Since he had bothered to chase her all the way here, there was no way he would let her live. She was as good as dead.


“It won’t be long before that monster escapes from the formation. Before that happens, we need to get out of here.”


“…Yeah.”


Shim Won-Ui bent over and carried Dam Soo-Cheon on his back. With wounded prides and heavy hearts, they ran out of the fortress, their tails in between their legs.




“GRARRRRR!” roared Tae Mu-Kang, busting out of Seomoon Hye-Ryung’s formation. His killing intent had increased tenfold after being trapped inside a formation for so long.


Furious, he shifted his gaze toward Eun Han-Seol and Jin Mu-Won.








Footnotes:


[1] Footsteps of the Heaven-Devouring Tiger (虎形包天步): Literal translation – Tiger-Shaped Heaven-Devouring Steps.
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