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Chapter 49: The Cursed Sword, Snow Flower (1)


In order to handle the deliveries of their most highly-valued goods, the White Dragon Merchant Association had set up its own armed escort division. Most of the escorts lived in a dormitory within the Association headquarters, with six men sharing a room.


The Association decided to make the escorts live together as they believed that it would strengthen the men’s relationships, and thus their ability to work together as a team during escort missions. This teamwork was what made the White Dragon’s escorts stand out from the competition.


The escort dormitory was equipped with a spacious training plaza. There, young escorts would practice their martial arts, while the older, more experienced escorts would gather under the shade of the trees around the plaza to chat and play Go.


Yoon Hoo-Myung entered the dormitory.


“Director-nim,” Gong Jin-Sung, the leader of the escorts, greeted Yoon Hoo-Myung. The middle-aged man was strong and trustworthy, so the other escorts willingly followed him.


Yoon Hoo-Myung smiled and greeted back, “How are you?”


“Haha! Thanks to you, we’re doing very well. So, why did you come here today?”


“Where is Escort Hwang?”


“Hyung-nim is over in that corner teaching the new kid.”


“Did he take in a disciple?”


“Disciple my ass. That boy is the son of Hyung-nim’s friend, Kwak Yi-Soo. Hyung-nim is just teaching him out of consideration for his friendship with the boy’s father.”


“Is that so?” Yoon Hoo-Myung nodded and walked toward the corner of the training plaza. There, a sweaty teenage boy was training in martial arts, supervised by a stout middle-aged man.


“There, put more strength into your shoulders! Don’t just focus on the flow of your qi, instead, harmonize it with your movements! Ah, you little brat! I asked you to use more strength, not stiffen up!”


The middle-aged man’s berating made the teenager break out in cold sweat. He was trying his best, but his body just wouldn’t listen to him.


“The kid’s not very talented,” muttered Yoon Hoo-Myung. He was also a martial artist, albeit not a very outstanding one. However, he prided himself on his ability to judge people, and to him, the boy was clearly lacking in talent.


Rather than a martial artist, the boy looked more like a drunkard randomly waving his fists around.


Yoon Hoo-Myung shook his head, unable to continue watching this disappointing performance. He approached the middle-aged man and greeted, “Escort Hwang.”


Only when he heard his name did Hwang Cheol finally notice Yoon Hoo-Myung’s existence. The tanned, slightly hunchbacked man sprung to his feet and exclaimed, “Hmm? If it isn’t Director-nim! What brings you to our humble abode?”


“I’m here on Mother’s orders.”


“You mean, the Madam?” [1]


“Yes, she has something important to tell you, so she sent me to inform you.”


“I-I see…”


“She will be waiting for you in her quarters.”


“Ah, I understand,” replied Hwang Cheol. He then looked toward the boy and warned, “Kid, if you don’t want to get killed during an escort mission, don’t slack off and keep training. You’re not important, and no one will give you a shit and protect you, got it?”


“You didn’t have to say that in such a mean way!”


“I’m saying this for your own good, you damned brat.”


The instant Hwang Cheol turned around to leave, the boy pouted. However, he knew that Hwang Cheol was right, so he did not argue back.


The boy’s name was Kwak Moon-Jung. Two years ago, his father Kwak Yi-Soo passed away on an escort mission. In order to support his family, the boy decided to take up his father’s mantle and become an armed escort himself. Normally, someone as bad at martial arts as him would never have been hired, but in honor of his father’s contributions, the White Dragon Merchant Association made an exception for him.


Hwang Cheol and the late Kwak Yi-Soo had been as close as real brothers. Unfortunately, Kwak Yi-Soo had died while Hwang Cheol had been away on other business. Since then, Hwang Cheol had taken it upon himself to teach Kwak Moon-Jung martial arts.


Hwang Cheol finished greeting Yoon Hoo-Myung, then immediately headed towards the Old Matriarch’s quarters.


Yoon Hoo-Myung watched him go. He’s weak, and doesn’t appear to be very smart. Just what does Mother see in that man that I can’t? I don’t get it.


Kwak Moon-Jung looked at Yoon Hoo-Myung with glittering eyes, but the older man did not pay the kid’s ass-kissing attempt any mind.


KNOCK, KNOCK.


“Madam, this is Hwang Cheol. You asked to see me?”


“Please enter!”


Hwang Cheol slowly opened the door to the Old Matriarch’s quarters and entered, then bowed politely in greeting.


The Old Matriarch motioned him to a chair, saying, “Please sit, Escort Hwang.”


“Thank you, Madam.” Hwang Cheol gingerly sat down.


The Old Matriarch smiled benevolently at him and greeted, “How have you been?”


“Thanks to you, I’ve been living very comfortably.”


“That’s good. After all, I’ve always been extremely grateful to you.”


“I didn’t really do anything…” Hwang Cheol’s voice trailed off. The truth was, he had never done anything that would make him stand out within the White Dragon Merchant Association. All he did was do his job as an armed escort seriously. He really couldn’t understand why the Old Matriarch thought so highly of him.


“…So, why did Madam summon me?”


“My third son has decided to travel to Yunnan.”


“Yunnan?” Hwang Cheol frowned. Even he had heard of the unusual happenings in Yunnan.


“My third son was the one who started up the Yunnan Branch, so he feels responsible for what happened to it.”


“I see.”


“That’s why, I hope that you will be able to accompany him.”


“I’m not going to be much help, though?”


“I believe in you, Escort Hwang.” The Old Matriarch locked gazes with Hwang Cheol.


Hwang Cheol sighed, saying, “I’m not as great a person as Madam seems to think I am. My martial arts are also really weak.”


The Old Matriarch said nothing and only continued staring at Hwang Cheol directly, smiling.


“…Sigh. I will accompany the Third Young Master, but please do not place your hopes in me.”


“Thank you, Escort Hwang.”


“When will we be leaving for Yunnan?”


“Half a month from now.”


“I will make sure to return by that time, so could I go on a short vacation? There’s someplace I must go.”


“…Is that so? Very well then, I approve your vacation. That’s all for today.”


“Thank you.” Hwang Cheol gave the Old Matriarch a polite fist salute and left her quarters.


When he was gone, the Old Matriarch leaned her head against the window and muttered to herself, “I pray that your good luck will be enough to protect my son…”


Seven years ago, when Yoon Ja-Myung escaped from certain doom, Hwang Cheol had been there by his side. Similarly, five years ago, when she herself had been in danger, Hwang Cheol had also been there beside her. After that, she noticed a certain trend: Whenever anyone survived and escaped from a certain death situation, Hwang Cheol just so happened to be there.


Hwang Cheol was literally the “lucky star” of the White Dragon Merchant Association. However, the Old Matriarch was not so foolish as to chalk up his repeated survival to simple luck.


Hwang Cheol possessed extremely strong survival instincts. She didn’t know if he was naturally like that, or if he was a more calculating man than he appeared to be.


Whatever it was, she believed that his “good luck” was a talent. Moreover, it was quite the rare and unusual talent.


★★★★★


Before he left, Hwang Cheol constantly nagged at Kwak Moon-Jung, saying, “I have to leave for a very long time, so you better be sure to train hard while I’m gone!”


Hwang Cheol opened a cabinet in a corner of his room, took out several receipts, and headed toward the Finance Department of the White Dragon Merchant Association. Those were the receipts from his work as an armed escort, and he’d be able to exchange them for money and goods at the Finance Department.


“Hmm, who’s this? Ah, it’s Escort Hwang! Long time no see,” greeted Seok Joong-Sang, the Head of the Finance Department. He and Hwang Cheol were about the same age, so although they weren’t exactly close friends, they were good drinking buddies.


Hwang Cheol handed Seok Joong-Sang the receipts.


Seok Joong-Sang furrowed his brows, asking, “Same as always?”


“Yes, please.”


“Are you secretly raising an illegitimate child? You know that’s not a big deal, right? We can help you…”


This was something that Hwang Cheol did every few months. He would save up the receipts from his missions and exchange them for food and necessities, including rice, meat, vegetables, clothes, and iron ore. He’d then place all the stuff in a horse-drawn wagon and head off to god knows where.


Whenever anyone asked him about it, he’d refuse to mention where he was going or who the stuff was for. However, he always disappeared for an average of ten days, arousing everyone’s curiosity. Seok Joong-Sang himself had tried many times to pry information out of Hwang Cheol while he was drunk, but Hwang Cheol never revealed a single thing.


All Seok Joong-Sang could do for his drinking buddy was offer him lower exchange rates than the market prices of the goods. The White Dragon Merchant Association was loaded anyway, so no one would fault him for something so minor.


“…Alright, please wait for a moment.” Seok Joong-Sang counted the receipts and wrote down something on paper. He then handed the paper to one of his subordinates and ordered him to prepare the things listed on it.


“How many days will you be gone this time?”


“I’ll be back in half a month at the latest.”


“Then when you get back, let’s go grab a drink together.”


“That might be a little difficult.”


“Why?”


“Right after coming back, I need to escort the Third Young Master to Yunnan.”


“What? You’re going with him?” Seok Joong-Sang frowned. He had already heard the news that Yoon Ja-Myung would be heading to Yunnan, but he had no idea that Hwang Cheol would be tagging along.


“Looks like we won’t be able to hang out for a while.”


“When I get back from the mission, let’s have a large celebration. My treat.”


“Really?”


“Have I ever gone back on my words?”


“Haha! This is why I like you! Now I’ll really be praying for your safe return!”


Seok Joong-Sang patted Hwang Cheol on the shoulder, and the two drinking buddies grinned at each other.


When the Finance Department had finished loading the goods onto a horse-drawn wagon, Hwang Cheol climbed onto the driver’s seat and left Lanzhou City, heading northwards.


As he traveled through the Yumen Pass, the border between Gansu and Xinjiang Provinces, he was greeted by the sight of desolate plains completely different from the greenery of the Central Plains. The only populated land in Xinjiang was the capital city, Urumqi, while the rest of the large plains was utterly devoid of human settlements. One could easily travel for days in Xinjiang without meeting another human being. [2]


Due to its proximity from the government capital, Xinjiang was ruled by the local armies and wealthy merchants. However, it was also large, so there would definitely be places where there was little to no governance and law enforcement.


Whenever Hwang Cheol had to travel through those kinds of places, he’d have to remain alert for mounted bandits. These mounted bandits cleverly avoided conflict with the armies and merchants, attacking only lone travelers and merchant caravans, and in return, the authorities turned a blind eye toward their activities.


The three powers remained in balance until recent years, when the Flying Wilderness Squad took over and united all of the mounted bandits. This naturally led to tensions with the armies and merchants, as the bandits were no longer ragtag criminals, but an organized threat with unknown numbers.


Strangely though, the mounted bandits never robbed Hwang Cheol the lone traveler, despite the fact that they would happily attack a caravan with an armed escort. When rumors of this spread, Hwang Cheol became a sort of local legend, and he’d even receive requests from people wanting to travel together with him. However, he always refused these requests.


Hwang Cheol traveled through Xinjiang, stopping only occasionally to let his horse rest. For his safety, he never got off the wagon. When he started feeling tired, he would practice his breathing technique or nap with his hands on the reins, and when he was hungry, he’d eat dry rations on the move.


He didn’t know whether the mounted bandits were busy elsewhere, or if they were avoiding him on purpose, but he wasn’t about to start getting careless.


As Hwang Cheol moved northwards, the temperature began to drop, and the winds grew stronger. Although his qi could reduce the cold somewhat, it wasn’t enough to stop him from shivering. Still, he did not mind the nasty weather.


A day later, he reached a snow-covered plain. He urged his horse forward through the knee-deep snow, but the smoke from its every breath showed just how difficult it was to traverse through the endless expanse of white.


Almost there. Hwang Cheol heaved a sigh of relief, releasing a huge cloud of steam as well.


Eventually, a lonely mountain peak appeared in the distance. Like he had just seen an oasis in the middle of the white sea, Hwang Cheol smiled.


He had reached his destination.


“Young Master,” he muttered, eyes glittering with the gentle light of longing.


★★★★★


WHOOSH!


A frigid wind tore through the valley, freezing everything in its path. In this weather where a normal person would unconsciously tighten their winter clothes, a man was taking a nice, relaxing stroll.


The man’s face was covered by his messy hair, as if he hadn’t had a haircut in a very long time. His bare skin could be seen through his torn and tattered pants, and as for his shirt…he wasn’t wearing a shirt. Even so, he strolled through the blizzard like it was a nice summer day.


The snow was as deep as a man’s thigh, but where the man walked, barely any footprints could be seen.


The man headed towards a giant furnace. The burning flames in the furnace were so intense, all the snow a hundred feet around it had melted completely, and the heat made his lungs and eyeballs feel like they were on fire. Even so, he ignored the pain and approached the furnace anyway.


CRACKLE! CRACKLE!


A long, red-hot object lay in the middle of the white flames. The man confirmed that the object had reached the desired shape, then stuck a pair of tongs into the furnace. He took out the long object and placed it on a workbench nearby.


The object was made of metal, and, like molten lava, it was emitting a shocking amount of heat.


“Hah, I finally got you to surrender!” The man grinned. For two years, he had waged a long and boring war with this stubborn piece of metal, and at last, he won.


He had actually discovered this metal by accident.


One day two years ago, he suddenly realized that none of the swords he made could withstand his strength. Every single one of them shattered after a few uses. It was then that he noticed a black rock in a corner, and remembered that it had once been worshipped by a tribe, as a god. It was hard, heavy, and useless, but seeing as it was a gift from a precious person, he couldn’t bring himself to throw it away.


Suddenly, he had a strange thought.


Could I make that thing into a sword?


He considered it for a while, then decided he would try it.


At first, he had thought that it would be simple. Previously, no matter how hard the metal, it had easily melted in the giant furnace he had built himself. However, this one was different.


As if taunting the man, the black rock never melted in the flames.


The man felt like his pride had been wounded. He tried everything in his knowledge to raise the temperature of the flames, even conducting several dangerous experiments.


Six months later, he finally figured out what additives to burn in order to make the flames hotter. Only then did he begin to see changes in the rock.


However, that was only the beginning of his battle with the rock. Every day, the man would wait for the rock to heat up, hammer it, then return it to the flames. The shape of the stone would change just a little every time he hammered it, but the man never imagined it would take him a year and a half to forge it into the shape he desired.


The shape of a sword.


He hadn’t made a sword hilt yet, but the graceful and beautiful hamon[3] on the edge was proof that it was a fine blade.
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Two days ago, the man had rubbed a layer of clay on the blade before placing it into the furnace. Through a differential hardening process, the underlying structure of the metal would undergo changes that would result in a harder edge with a softer core, greatly increasing the durability of the sword and creating a hamon.


It was time to quench the blade. Using a pair of tongs, the man immersed the blade in a special oil that he had prepared beforehand.


PSHHHHHH!


The oil sizzled, and steam rose from the oil bath.


The man closed his eyes and sharpened his senses. The blade must not be soaked for too long, or too short a time. He felt for changes in the sword through the tongs and listened closely to the sizzling of the oil.


Now!


The man took the blade out of the oil and observed it closely. Good, the clay hasn’t fallen off.


The man beamed. The entire forging process had gone perfectly.


He placed the sword on his workbench. All he had left to do was wait for it to cool, and then sharpen it. Although sharpening the blade was also an essential step, the hardest part of the forging process was over.


“Phew!” The man let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.


Suddenly, he heard a voice calling, “Young Master!”


The man turned around to see a middle-aged man riding on a horse-drawn wagon. He smiled.


“Uncle Hwang!”


“Young Master!”


As Hwang Cheol descended from the wagon, Jin Mu-Won rushed forward and gave him a big hug.


With reddened eyes, Hwang Cheol cried, “Young…Master…”


[1]  Madam: Hwang Cheol called the Old Matriarch by yet another name that means “Old Mom”, you can probably guess why I altered it…


[2]  Yumen Pass: Located west of Dunhuang, Gansu, the Yumen Pass was one of the most important checkpoints along the Silk Road. From the Yumen Pass, one could travel northwest to Urumqi, or west through the Taklamakan Desert to the Middle East, and then all the way to Cairo/Constantinople.


[3]  Hamon: The wavy line on the cutting edge of a Japanese katana, also known as a blade pattern. Most Chinese swords do not have this pattern as the differential hardening technique is not used, or the blade is simply cast, not forged.


Chapter 50: The Cursed Sword, Snow Flower (2)


“Uncle Hwang, I missed you so much!” exclaimed Jin Mu-Won, looking down at Hwang Cheol’s face.


Hwang Cheol looked back at him warmly and sobbed, “Look at you, you’ve grown up so well. Now I can die without regrets.”


Suddenly, the wind blew Jin Mu-Won’s messy hair out of his face, revealing his current appearance. He had a large forehead, a high nose bridge, straight eyebrows, deep-set eyes, and thick, stubbornly pursed lips. He was no pretty boy, but he definitely qualified as ruggedly handsome.


His bared upper body was like a sculptor’s work of art; each and every muscle was chiseled to perfection. Every time Jin Mu-Won breathed in and out, his muscles would flex like they had a life of their own.


Seven years had transformed Jin Mu-Won from a scrawny teenager into a full-grown man. For all those years, he had lived inside Mount Cinnabar and honed his martial arts daily. Except when Hwang Cheol came to deliver his living necessities, he was always alone.


Jin Mu-Won grabbed Hwang Cheol’s hand and said, “It’s really cold outside, so let’s go indoors.”


“What about the luggage…”


“You can bring the stuff in later.”


“…Okay.” Hwang Cheol nodded and followed Jin Mu-Won.


The two men entered a cave not far from the giant furnace. This was the place where Jin Mu-Won had stayed for the last seven years.


Usually, Jin Mu-Won never lit up the fireplace, even in the dead of winter. Enduring the blistering cold was a part of his martial arts training. However, Hwang Cheol was here today, so he started up a fire and boiled some water for tea.


As soon as the cave started warming up, color returned to Hwang Cheol’s pale, frozen face. Jin Mu-Won handed him a cup of freshly brewed tea.


“Young Master’s tea is always so tasty. I can’t find this great taste anywhere in the South.”


“Hahaha! Uncle Hwang, you’re giving me too much credit!”


“No, I’m not. I sincerely meant what I said, Young Master.”


Hwang Cheol didn’t think he was praising Jin Mu-Won too highly. He knew that he hadn’t given the young man any high-quality tea leaves, and yet somehow, he always managed to bring out the best flavor from those cheap leaves. Jin Mu-Won’s skill at brewing tea was so good that he had completely spoiled Hwang Cheol’s taste buds, and he was telling the truth when he said that he couldn’t find as good a flavor anywhere else.


“Young Master, you’ve changed again since the last time I visited. That’s really amazing!”


“Is that so?” Jin Mu-Won grinned.


Hwang Cheol felt as if the term “daily improvement” was created specifically to describe Jin Mu-Won. Every time he visited the young man, he would feel significantly stronger than before. Hwang Cheol couldn’t be sure exactly when it happened, but Jin Mu-Won was now a warrior far beyond Hwang Cheol’s realm of understanding. He only knew that every time he saw the young man, his eyes would appear deeper, wiser.


“Did something happen? You don’t usually come here this time of year.”


“Yeah, some stuff happened, and I have to go to a very faraway place for a mission soon. I decided to come here earlier than usual because I’m not sure how long this mission will take.”


“Is that mission dangerous?”


“I don’t think so, and there’s no need for you to be too concerned, Young Master. I know how to take care of myself.”


“I pray it’s nothing serious.”


“It shouldn’t be. Please don’t worry about me, Young Master.”


“It would be good if that were true.”


Even though he said that, Jin Mu-Won couldn’t help but feel anxious. To him, Hwang Cheol was his only family, and he always thought of Uncle Hwang as his godfather.


Hwang Cheol’s continued support was also the only reason he had managed to survive seven years of nothing but training in a desolate place like Mount Cinnabar. If not for him, he would never have reached his current level of strength.


“Regardless, please be careful, okay, Uncle Hwang?”


“I’m more worried about Young Master than I am about myself.”


“By the way, I haven’t left the mountain lately, do you have any updates about the current state of affairs in the world?”


Hwang Cheol knew that Jin Mu-Won was pretty much living the life of a hermit, so he would always make sure that he was up-to-date with current affairs all over the gangho. As an escort for a large company like the White Dragon Merchant Association, it was pretty easy for him to obtain such information.


“Like I mentioned last time, the Four Northern Pillars have been getting more restless lately. In order to suppress them, Heaven’s Summit…”


Hwang Cheol talked for a very long time, and Jin Mu-Won quietly listened to him, waiting for him to finish speaking before asking questions.


“Has the Silent Night still not made their move?”


“No. Since that day seven years ago, Heaven’s Summit has sent out many search parties, but so far, they haven’t found anything. It’s extremely unsettling.”


“I see.” The light vanished from Jin Mu-Won’s eyes.


Han-Seol.


No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t find any trace of her. It was as if she had disappeared from this world.


Where are you?


★★★★★


SNIFF SNIFF!


Hwang Cheol’s nostrils flared, and his eyes flew open. Something smelled really good.


“Where am I…?” Hwang Cheol looked around him. He was lying down on a wooden bed inside a cave. He vaguely remembered chatting with Jin Mu-Won the night before, and at some point, he had taken a barrel of Lanzhou Nuerhong wine out of the wagon and opened it.


“Ugh…”


He had probably fainted after drinking the wine together with Jin Mu-Won. He was pretty confident in his alcohol tolerance, but it seemed that Jin Mu-Won was even better than him.


“You’re awake?”


Hwang Cheol turned toward the direction of the voice. There, at the cave entrance, stood Jin Mu-Won, holding a simple cooking pot. The fragrance coming from the contents of the pot stimulated his nose, making him salivate.


“Young Master, did you cook that?”


“I was worried that you’d be hungover, so I made you some hotpot.”


“I can cook for myself…” mumbled Hwang Cheol, overcome with guilt.


Jin Mu-Won smiled. He knew that Hwang Cheol was perfectly capable of living for himself, and yet, he had chosen to stay by his side all these years, like family.


He placed the hotpot down and set the dining table, saying, “You’ll feel much better after eating.”


“It smells really good!” Hwang Cheol exclaimed. He had traveled alone and subsisted on dry rations for a while, and Jin Mu-Won’s cooking was good enough to compete with professional chefs.


Jin Mu-Won placed two bowls of rice on the table, then filled another two bowls with hotpot.


OMNOMNOM!


Hwang Cheol greedily gobbled down the hotpot. As the warm food filled his stomach, he finally felt alive again.


“Young Master, this is delicious!” he praised, giving Jin Mu-Won the thumbs-up.


Jin Mu-Won grinned and said, “Take your time and eat slowly, we still have a lot of food.”


Hwang Cheol nodded, then continued stuffing his face. Jin Mu-Won watched him quietly, lost in thought. He hadn’t observed Hwang Cheol this closely before, but now that he did, he realized that Hwang Cheol was actually quite a bit stronger than he had thought.


Uncle Hwang’s qi is flowing very smoothly. He should be able to emit sword qi soon.


The ability to emit sword qi was the first step to reaching Transcendence, but even for those talented in martial arts, it was common to hit a roadblock and never achieve the realm of Transcendence for the rest of their lives.


When Jin Mu-Won recalled peeping at his father, Jin Kwan-Ho, teaching Hwang Cheol martial arts a long time ago, he understood just how little talent Hwang Cheol had.


When you teach a genius one thing, they will be able to infer ten more things. Similarly, when you teach a prodigy the most basic of theories, they will be able to deduce the laws of the universe.


However, geniuses and prodigies were rare. Most people would find it hard just learning one thing.


Hwang Cheol’s “talent” was more extreme than most people. If you taught him ten things, he might not even understand one.


One might even call him a slow-learner. Still, Hwang Cheol never gave up training his martial arts.


How much blood and sweat did you shed? How much time have you devoted to mindless training? Perhaps you were less talented than others, but because you never gave up, you have reached a level that most of them can never dream of.


The memory of Hwang Cheol training with his father years ago was fresh in his mind, as if it were only yesterday.


Talent is important, but the will to never give up even more so.


Jin Mu-Won felt like he had been enlightened.


As a martial artist, Hwang Cheol was only average. However, as a human being, Hwang Cheol had given him something much more valuable than skills; he had given him courage and wisdom.


“Uncle Hwang.”


Hwang Cheol raised his head and looked at Jin Mu-Won, mouth still full.


“You have to be safe, okay?”


“Don’t worry, Young Master. Until the day the Northern Army stands its ground once more, this Hwang Cheol will never fall, in sickness or in death.”


“Did you know? I’ve always been extremely grateful to you.”


“Young Master!” Hwang Cheol’s eyes sparkled, like he was about to break into tears.


The sight of Hwang Cheol’s humble response made a huge smile spread over Jin Mu-Won’s face.


The two men continued eating their hotpot, and time flew by.


Hwang Cheol took a break from eating and piled up the things that he had brought in a corner of the cave. Besides a few clothes and some iron ore, most of the pile was made up of food and daily necessities.


“Why did you bring so much food this time? I still have a lot left over from last time.”


“Men should eat a lot in order to build strength and gain muscles.”


“Uncle Hwang, you should already know that I’ve stopped growing, right? I’ll be okay even if I don’t eat as much as I used to.”


“Even so, you shouldn’t be stingy! You have to eat more! Ahh, am I so useless that I can’t even feed Young Master well anymore?”


“Okay, I will do my best to eat more.” Worried that Hwang Cheol would keep nagging at him, Jin Mu-Won caved in. Only then did Hwang Cheol feel reassured and resume eating.


“Mmm, so good!” exclaimed Hwang Cheol again and again, slurping his soup.


Jin Mu-Won smiled and finished the rest of the hotpot.


When the meal was over, it was time for Hwang Cheol to leave.


“Young Master, I will be back next spring. Be sure to take good care of yourself, okay?”


“You too, Uncle Hwang.”


“That’s a given. Please don’t worry about me.”


After Hwang Cheol and Jin Mu-Won said their goodbyes, Hwang Cheol got on the wagon and set off downhill. Jin Mu-Won watched him until he disappeared over the horizon, then turned around and returned to his daily life.


★★★★★


Jin Mu-Won looked at the sword on the workbench. While he and Hwang Cheol were catching up, it had cooled down completely. He carefully scrubbed off the remaining clay on the blade.


CRACK! CRACK! CRACK!


Every time a piece of dried clay fell to the ground, a little bit more of the ebony-colored blade would be revealed. Most swords were silver in color, but this one was the same color as the obsidian rock it was made from.


Like a puddle of ink, Jin Mu-Won could see his face reflected in the dark sword blade.


SWOOSH!


The swish of a blade slicing through the air could be heard as Jin Mu-Won swung the blade sharply. He swung it a few more times, then grinned broadly.


He hadn’t made a hilt for the blade yet, but the feel and balance already felt perfectly suited to him. His efforts over the last two years weren’t for naught, after all.


Still, the forging process wasn’t over. He needed to sharpen the edge, and create a hilt and scabbard for the sword.


SCREECH! SCREECH!


Jin Mu-Won took out a brand-new whetstone and began to sharpen the blade. However, even as the whetstone got smaller and smaller, the edge did not appear to get any sharper.
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“You are still so stubborn,” Jin Mu-Won laughed, speechless. He was naive for thinking that his days of suffering with this blade were over.


“Alright then. Let’s find out who will have the last laugh, shall we?”


He injected his qi into the whetstone and resumed sharpening the blade.


SCREECH! SCREECH!


The sound of metal rubbing against stone echoed throughout the cave. As Jin Mu-Won concentrated on his work, the passing of time was all but forgotten.


Progress was extremely slow. Despite focusing all his efforts and qi on sharpening the blade, the changes were minimal. However, this wasn’t enough to make Jin Mu-Won give up.


He was probably the most patient person in the world. The word “quit” was not part of his vocabulary.


This was a different kind of war from usual, but it was a war nonetheless.


A war between him and the sword.


Jin Mu-Won cast aside his martial arts, his thoughts, his worries…and focused everything on sharpening the blade’s edge.


How much time has passed? Jin Mu-Won didn’t know. He only knew that the formally dull edge was finally beginning to show the glint of sharpness under the light of the winter sun.


HUMMM!


He wasn’t sure when it started, but he felt as if the nerves in his arms had extended themselves into the sword, merging the tip, the blade, the edge, and the handle with his flesh and blood. When that happened, his shadow qi naturally flowed into the blade like ink spreading out to cover a surface.


HUMMMM! HUMMMM!


The sword cried. No, it was whispering to him. Jin Mu-Won bent over to listen to the sword’s words.


Give me a name…


That was what the sword was telling him.


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes snapped open. For a moment, he thought he saw the silhouette of a naked woman transforming into the beautiful lines of the blade. A dark light glittered along its edge, like a lonely flower blossoming on a snowy expanse.


“Snow Flower (雪花). Your name is Snow Flower.”


HUMMMM!


Snow Flower hummed in delight, as if it were a newborn baby announcing its existence to the world.


Jin Mu-Won grabbed hold of Snow Flower’s handle. A strange yet familiar warmth spread throughout his body from the sword, telling him that it had always been, and will forever be, his and only his.


He broke into a sword dance with his new partner.


WHOOSH!


The bone-chilling winter wind blew, and snowflakes fell from the sky. Jin Mu-Won poured the shadow qi from the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows into the blade, and it responded by glowing with a dark light.


Stroke after stroke, the dark light from Snow Flower carved out graceful lines in the air. From afar, it seemed as if a dark flower had bloomed in the white snow.


“Han-Seol.”


A dark flower in the pure white snow, just like the girl he could never forget.


★★★★★


On a rocky mountain devoid of life, a lone tree stood proudly. Its roots had split apart the rock, dug deep into the earth, and absorbed whatever nutrients it could get. Even though it had barely grown to the height of a man’s waist, its resilience and life force could be said to be the strongest in the world.


Jin Mu-Won chopped down the tree that he had named “Iron Heart”. He carved the wood into the shape of a sword hilt, engraved the words “Snow Flower” on the guard, then wrapped the handle with leather in order to prevent his hands from slipping when he held the sword.


Next, he inserted a thin metal sheet into a wooden scabbard also carved from Iron Heart. To protect the wood from wear and tear as well as hide its unique appearance, he wrapped it with leather.


CLACK!


Like two puzzle pieces falling neatly into place, Snow Flower and the scabbard fit together perfectly.


Jin Mu-Won stroked Snow Flower, his new favorite sword, lovingly.


HUMMM!


Snow Flower hummed gently in response to his stroking.


Is it just me, or does Snow Flower sound like a coquettish lady, or perhaps a deeply contented child?


Bewildered, Jin Mu-Won stared at the sword for a very long time, wondering if he had finally gone crazy.


A mesmerizing dark light danced along the blade, casting a spell of hypnosis upon him. He tried to focus on the light, but the harder he tried, the more difficult it was to follow its movement.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won awoke from his trance.


This sword that I’ve forged is neither a divine sword, nor a demonic sword.


It’s a cursed sword!


Once in a while, a new legendary weapon would appear that shocked the world. However, Snow Flower was completely unlike any of those weapons.


She emits a powerful cursed energy, stealing the heart of whoever looks at her. If one is caught in her web of enthrallment, they will be devoured by her cursed energy.


…This might not be a bad thing for me. It’s a constant reminder that I should always remain vigilant.


Jin Mu-Won drew Snow Flower out of her sheath and stood in front of the Sword Wall. This was the stone wall that he had been battling for the last seven years. Once, it had been as smooth as a mirror, but now, it was covered in scars created by his blade.


These scars were the physical evidence of Jin Mu-Won’s seven years of hard work.


Jin Mu-Won activated the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows. Woken from its sleep, the shadow qi residing within his qi center stretched lazily and quickly spread itself throughout his body, filling every nook and cranny of his muscles like water filling a dry sponge.


The shadow chi’s movement was silent and completely undetectable. The only proof of its presence was Jin Mu-Won’s eyes, which looked as if a curtain had been pulled down over them, dying the whites black.


Besides his own body, the shadow qi also poured into Snow Flower. Rather than rejecting the foreign qi, though, Snow Flower readily accepted it, even greedily gobbling it up.


As Snow Flower absorbed more and more of Jin Mu-Won’s shadow qi, its already black blade became even darker, like a blackhole that swallows all light.


Jin Mu-Won gracefully danced with Snow Flower.


SWOOSH!


At first, his dance was slow and gentle. Gradually, he moved faster and faster, stirring up a giant whirlwind.


The Shadow Blade of Destruction.


The most powerful sword technique of all burst forth.


SWISH! BAM! SHIING!


One moment, his sword was a falling meteor (Meteor Soul). The next, it was an unscalable wall (Wall of the Northern Heavens).


The sky was split into two (Dividing the Heavenly Seas), and a forest of swords rained upon the ground (Storm Forest).


A blood red light flashed for a moment (Bloody Flash), but it was quickly eclipsed by a world without light (Shadowless World).


“Phew!” panted Jin Mu-Won. The instant he released his concentration, the shadowless world vanished like an illusion.


HUMMM!


Jin Mu-Won sheathed Snow Flower. At first, Snow Flower cried and made a fuss about not wanting to be sheathed, but once she was back in her scabbard, she quieted down.


The Sword Wall loomed down upon Jin Mu-Won, mocking him for not being able to add a single scratch to it this time.


Jin Mu-Won spun around.


CRASH!


The scarred Sword Wall screamed and collapsed into dust. When the dust cloud settled, a clean, perfectly flat surface like a mirror was revealed. Jin Mu-Won had sliced the Wall so cleanly, it was restored to its original, pristine state.


WHOOOSH!


The spring wind blew, taking with it the dust on the rocky ground.


Without Jin Mu-Won noticing, winter had come and gone. However, Hwang Cheol, who had promised him three months ago that he would return in spring, still hadn’t come.


Jin Mu-Won quietly waited for Hwang Cheol to visit him. One month passed, and then another month. The heat of summer arrived, but still there was no sign of Hwang Cheol.


Uncle Hwang… I can’t wait any longer.


One summer’s day, Jin Mu-Won left Mount Cinnabar and embarked on a journey south.





Chapter 51: Sometimes, Coincidences Do Happen (1)


What is the meaning of peace?


If there are no wars, then would the world automatically become peaceful?


Can we call a world where it is impossible to pick a fight, one that is peaceful?


An era of peace… Is that equivalent to an era where everyone is helpless to resist the destinies they were born with? A world without freedom?



Since times long past, Lanzhou City has been a major trade hub connecting the Western Nations to the Central Plains. Goods from the Central Plains would be traded to the West, and similarly, exotic merchandise from the West would be sold to the Central Plains.


The constant flow of merchandise and money transformed Lanzhou into a city that never slept. Although the buildings weren’t as pretty as the architectural wonders in the Central Plains, the liveliness of the city more than made up for what it lacked in appearance.


Throngs of people flooded the streets, and merchants stood outside their shops advertising their goods to potential customers. Several merchants were shouting at the tops of their voices as they haggled prices with their customers, while others grinned and shook hands with the clientele, pleased with the deal they had just struck.


In particular, there was one street lined with inns and brothels, known as the “Revisit Street”. The street’s name originated from the untold numbers of people who had revisited the street after spending one night there.


The Dark Moon Inn was a small inn situated on the north side of Lanzhou, a few dozen steps away from the headquarters of the White Dragon Merchant Association, one of the Ten Great Companies. Because of its close proximity to the Association, business was good despite its small size.


“Why is it so quiet today?” mumbled Mah Bok, stretching lazily. He was an errand boy at the Dark Moon Inn, and just the day before, he had been so busy that he felt like dying. However, today, the inn was so quiet and empty that he had nothing to do.


I much prefer lazy days like these, anyway.


When business was booming, the owner would be able to earn a lot of money, but as an employee, he received a fixed salary regardless of how many customers he served. Therefore, having no customers was good as he’d get paid even though he wasn’t doing any work.


CLACK!


Suddenly, the door to the Dark Moon Inn was opened, and a man entered. Perhaps because he had been traveling for a long time, his hair and clothes were covered in a thick layer of dust.


Mah Bok happily greeted the man, saying, “Welcome to the Dark Moon Inn!”


“I’m tired, do you have a room available?”


“Of course we do! How large a room do you need?”


“A room for one is good enough, preferably with an attached bathroom.”


Mah Bok looked at his new customer closely. The man hadn’t shaved in ages, and god knows when the last time he bathed was. He was so dirty and messy that Mah Bok couldn’t guess his age.


Oh boy, he looks like he's rolled around in mud! I wonder how many times I’ll have to change his bath water before he’s clean.


As if he could read Mah Bok’s mind, the man smiled and flicked a finger. For a moment, something sparkled in the air, then landed squarely on Mah Bok’s outstretched hand. It was a silver tael.


“You can keep the change.”


“Woah! Dear customer, this is a little too much!” exclaimed Mah Bok, grinning from ear to ear. One silver tael was enough to pay for the best room and food in the inn, and he’d still get to pocket around thirty copper coins as a tip. Even working from early morning till late at night, he’d usually earn at most ten copper coins a day. That meant that just the tip from this man was equivalent to three days of his salary.


“This way please. I will show you to our best room. From there, you’ll be able to take in the best sights in Lanzhou, including the headquarters of the White Dragon Merchant Association!”


“I want to take a bath first.”


“Certainly! I’ll prepare it immediately after showing you to your lodgings.” replied Mah Bok, feeling like he had just met the God of Money.


Mah Bok led the man to one of the standalone buildings on the inn’s grounds. It was placed on higher ground than the other buildings, allowing one to see the White Dragon Merchant Association as well as the streets of Lanzhou from the windows.


“This is your room. Please wait while I heat up the bathwater!”


“Thank you.”


“You’re welcome! Then…please excuse me for a moment!”


When Mah Bok had left, the man placed his luggage down in the room. Calling it “luggage” was a bit of a stretch though, since the man’s only belongings were a long rod wrapped in cloth and a small traveling bag.


“Phew!” sighed the man, sitting on a chair. He pushed his messy hair back, revealing his face. He had thick eyebrows, deep black eyes, a high nose bridge, and pursed lips, typical of a person from Hunan.


The man, Jin Mu-Won, mumbled to himself, “Has it already been ten days?”


It had taken him ten days to travel from Mount Cinnabar to Lanzhou. If he hadn’t gotten lost, he would probably have reached Lanzhou sooner, but considering the fact that he traveled all that way on foot, he had already made better time than he expected.


In truth, this was his first time leaving the Northern Army Fortress and Mount Cinnabar. He never intended for it to be this way, but what with him being so monitored closely at the fortress for most of his teenage life, and his childhood with the Northern Army, that was just the way things had turned out for him. The fact that it had taken an idiot in geography like him only ten days to travel from Xinjiang to Lanzhou was nothing short of a miracle.


Jin Mu-Won looked at the main doors of the White Dragon Merchant Association, where a long caravan was currently making its way through.


This is the place where Uncle Hwang works; where he earned the money that he used to raise me.


As Jin Mu-Won stared blankly at the Association, lost in thought, he was suddenly interrupted by the errand boy, Mah Bok.


“Honored guest, I have already finished the preparations for your bath. Right this way, please.”


Jin Mu-Won stood up and walked towards the back of the building, where Mah Bok was pointing. There, he saw a room with a large bathtub.


“This is the bathroom. If you need the water changed, feel free to call me anytime.”


“Got it.”


“Then, I will inform the cooks to start preparing dinner.”


When Mah Bok left, Jin Mu-Won took off his clothes and entered the bath. Naturally, since he had been traveling non-stop for ten days without rest, the clear water instantly turned murky.


Jin Mu-Won closed his eyes and submerged himself to his neck.


Uncle Hwang.


Three months ago, when Hwang Cheol failed to show up in Mount Cinnabar, his sixth sense had already told him that something had gone horribly wrong. Hwang Cheol was not the kind of person who would break a promise, or betray him like the Four Northern Pillars did.


This whole time, I’ve been taking him for granted. I should have cared for him more. I should have made an effort to learn more about him.


Even though Hwang Cheol had visited him regularly over the last ten years, Jin Mu-Won had never questioned him about his personal life before. All he knew about Hwang Cheol was that he worked for the White Dragon Merchant Association in Lanzhou City.


Even if I was focused on learning martial arts, I was far too apathetic towards Uncle Hwang. I never truly appreciated what I had until it was gone…!


Jin Mu-Won bit his lip.


I pray that I’m not too late. Uncle Hwang, as long as you’re alive, I swear that I’ll bring you back no matter what it takes!


After his father’s passing, the only person who remained by his side was Hwang Cheol. To him, Hwang Cheol was the godfather he could trust in and depend on wholeheartedly. That was why Hwang Cheol was the one person he could never forsake.


Jin Mu-Won finished his bath, then pulled out a small knife and began to shave off his beard.


SCRITCH! SCRATCH!


Although he had never done this before, he moved the knife deftly and swiftly, shaving off the beard without leaving a single nick on his face.


“Phew…” he let go of the breath he had been holding and stroked his chin. The smooth feeling of his clean-shaven chin was foreign to him. Jin Mu-Won thought about it for a while, then decided to give himself a haircut as well.


When he was done with his personal grooming, he returned to his room and opened his traveling bag. Inside it, was a neatly folded red and brown martial artist’s outfit.


The outfit had been a gift from Hwang Cheol.


‘Red and brown are the colors of the Northern Army. Red represents the blood of our enemies, and brown the earth where our enemies’ blood will flow. As the Lord of the Northern Army, Young Master should dress in red and brown.’ – Hwang Cheol



Jin Mu-Won put on the outfit that Hwang Cheol had given him. It was a perfect fit. He was once again reminded of how much care and attention Hwang Cheol had put into everything regarding himself.


After he had gotten dressed, he noticed a string for tying hair included with the clothes. He picked it up and tied his hair loosely with it, then walked outside.


When Mah Bok, who was waiting outside the room, saw Jin Mu-Won, his jaw dropped in shock. Because of the beard, he had thought that Jin Mu-Won would be pretty old, but the man in front of him was not only young, he was also extremely good-looking.


“Wow! I almost didn’t recognize you! You look amazingly handsome and dignified!”


“You don’t need to flatter me. Also, I’m hungry, could you serve the food now?”


“That was the truth, not flatter!” Mah Bok said and made a puppy-dog face, like he had been misunderstood.


“Pfft!” Jin Mu-Won laughed. He didn’t dislike Mah Bok’s excessively exaggerated expressions. Rather, he found it very amusing.


Mah Bok grinned. “Even if you didn’t ask, the food should be ready around now.  Please take a seat in the restaurant while I bring it over.”


Mah Bok went to the kitchen and brought out the dishes. There was fried pork, steamed fish, stir-fried bamboo…all sorts of mouth-watering delicacies were placed on the table.


“Heh heh! I’ve also brought out a jug of our Dark Moon Inn’s best Shaoxing wine for you,” said Mah Bok, smiling broadly and placing a small jug on the table.


Even through the sealed lid of the jug, Jin Mu-Won could smell the powerful fragrance of the wine.


“It smells amazing!”


“I guarantee you that it’s good! Please, enjoy!”


Jin Mu-Won nodded and removed the lid of the wine jug. The fragrance instantly became many times stronger, spreading out all over the room.


Hmm? This wine smells familiar… It kind of reminds me of the one Uncle Hwang brought with him last time?


Jin Mu-Won took a sip of the wine.


This flavor…it’s exactly the same.


The memory of that drinking bout he had with Hwang Cheol last winter was still fresh in his mind.


Jin Mu-Won looked up at Mah Bok and asked, “Do you know a warrior by the name of Hwang Cheol?”


“Hwang Cheol? Do you mean, Escort Hwang?” Mah Bok’s eyes widened in surprise.


I knew it!


Jin Mu-Won replied, “Yes. He is my uncle.”


“In that case, are you Mister Jin Mu-Won?”


“How did you know my name?”


“Oh my! How could I not know? Every time Escort Hwang gets drunk, all he would talk about is you, Mister. He said that you were a hero who would revitalize his clan and that he was very proud of you. I remember him boasting about you like it was only yesterday.”


According to Mah Bok, Hwang Cheol was a regular at the inn restaurant. Whenever he returned from a mission, he would come here for a drink.


“Now that I think about it, Escort Hwang always sits at the exact same spot Mister is sitting in now. What a coincidence!”


When he heard Mah Bok’s words, Jin Mu-Won unconsciously touched the table.


This is the place Uncle Hwang sits down for a drink. Right now, I’m seeing the same view he always sees.


Jin Mu-Won looked out of the window. It was the one facing the White Dragon Merchant Association. Even after finishing a tough mission, Hwang Cheol still hovered around near the Association.


I think I finally understand how much Uncle Hwang treasures the White Dragon Merchant Association.


As he listened to the errand boy Mah Bok’s constant chattering, Jin Mu-Won strengthened his resolve.


Uncle Hwang, I will definitely find you.


Chapter 52: Sometimes, Coincidences Do Happen (2)


Jin Mu-Won raised his head and looked at a signboard that read, “White Dragon Merchant Association”. Like its name, the characters were written powerfully and impactfully, probably by a master of calligraphy.


Suddenly, he was jolted out of his reverie by a voice asking, “Who are you?”


The two guards guarding the door to the Association placed a hand on the swords at their waists and glared at him warily.


Only then did Jin Mu-Won realize that he had forgotten his manners. He clasped his hands together in greeting and said, “I apologize for my rude behavior. My name is Jin Mu-Won, and I am looking for a child called Kwak Moon-Jung.”


“Kwak Moon-Jung? Of the escort team?” exclaimed one of the guards. He was a man in his early forties, with a very well-groomed beard, and appeared to be the senior-most warrior among the guards.


He approached Jin Mu-Won and questioned him, saying, “How do you know Kwak Moon-Jung?”


“I don’t know him, but I’ve heard that he was rather close to my uncle, whom I haven’t heard from in nearly half a year. That is why I wish to speak with him.”


“Your uncle?”


“That’s right. My uncle’s name is Hwang Cheol, and he works here as an armed escort.”
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“Huh? You’re Hwang-hyung’s nephew?” The guard’s eyes widened in surprise.


“Do you know Uncle Hwang?”


“Of course I do! I used to drink with him every three days. However, recently, Hyung-nim has…” The guard’s words trailed off. He hadn’t heard from Hwang Cheol in the last six months, either.


“…In that case, I suppose you’re here to inquire about Hwang-hyung’s whereabouts.”


Jin Mu-Won nodded silently.


“Sigh! Follow me. I’ll take you to Moon-Jung.”


“Thank you.”


Jin Mu-Won followed the guard into the White Dragon Merchant Association. The interior was huge, even larger than the Northern Army Fortress had been at its peak.


“Is this your first time in the White Dragon Merchant Association?”


“Yes.”


“Unlike most people, you don’t seem very surprised or awed by the fancy buildings.”


“That’s not true, I was just shocked speechless.”


“Haha, the Association is one of the Ten Great Companies, after all! Hwang-hyung has always been very proud of being able to work for such a big company. However, that is still nothing compared to how proud he is of you. Every time he gets drunk, you’re all he talks about. I’ve heard him boast about you so many times that I’m getting sick of it.”


“Is that so?”


“Yeah. We always drink at the Dark Moon Inn right across the road. Once Hwang-hyung gets drunk, he’ll start repeating himself over and over again, saying that he has an amazing nephew who will one day bring glory back to his clan.”


“Uncle Hwang often tells me that too. Unfortunately, I’m not as great a person as he seems to think I am.”


“Well, only time will tell. Regardless, since Hwang-hyung praised you so highly, I’m looking forward to what you will accomplish.”


His voice is filled with concern for Uncle Hwang. These two might be closer than I initially thought.


Suddenly, out of the corner of his eye, Jin Mu-Won noticed a group of workers busy loading more than twenty horse wagons with various cargo and traveling supplies. Seeing as how the caravan was surrounded by vigilant-looking guards, the cargo on the wagons was probably extremely valuable.


“It seems that those people there are preparing for a long journey.”


“I heard that they were assigned a special mission by the Old Matriarch herself, but I wasn’t informed of the specifics.”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes lit up. So that’s why those guards are unusually alert. I’d thought that they were too wary, even for professionals that were trained by the White Dragon Merchant Association.


“We’re almost there,” the guard continued.


Jin Mu-Won turned away from the caravan, only to see that they were approaching a large training plaza where many escorts were training. The guard went up to a man who looked like the escort leader and whispered something into his ear.


The escort leader’s expression instantly changed, and he walked up to Jin Mu-Won.
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“I heard that you’re Escort Hwang’s nephew? I am the Head of the Finance Department, Gong Jin-Sung. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”


Jin Mu-Won clasped his hands in a fist salute and bowed slightly, greeting, “I’m pleased to meet you, too. My name is Jin Mu-Won.”


“Take a seat. Moon-Jung will be here shortly,” said Gong Jin-Sung, pointing to a chair in the shade.


Jin Mu-Won nodded and sat down.


“Have a good chat. I have to go now.”


“Thank you.”


The door guard smiled and returned to his post.


Suddenly, Gong Jin-Sung asked, “You’re here to ask about Escort Hwang’s whereabouts, am I right?”


“Yes. Do you know something about it?”


“To tell you the truth, I don’t know that much about it either. I only know that some problems cropped up in Yunnan and that the Third Young Master and the Security Squad went there to solve said problems. Also, at the Old Matriarch’s behest, Escort Hwang was ordered to join the mission as well.”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes narrowed. “Why did the Old Matriarch force Uncle Hwang to join such a dangerous mission?”


“How should I know what those higher-ups are thinking? It’s just, knowing the Old Matriarch, she would never have asked Escort Hwang to join the mission if she didn’t think he could bring some benefit to it.”


From the respectful way Gong Jin-Sung spoke, Jin Mu-Won could tell that the man regarded the Old Matriarch very highly.


Suddenly, Gong Jin-Sung’s gaze shifted toward the long, cloth-wrapped object in Jin Mu-Won’s hands. Although he couldn’t see the interior, it didn’t take a genius to figure out that it was a sword.


“Are you a swordmaster?”


“No, but I’m strong enough to protect myself.”


“Hmm, is that so?” Gong Jin-Sung didn’t think much of Jin Mu-Won’s answer.


As another one of Hwang Cheol’s drinking buddies, he was familiar with how Hwang Cheol would start praising Jin Mu-Won every time he got drunk. He had never met Jin Mu-Won before, but Hwang Cheol had described this young man in so much detail that it was pretty easy to figure out who he was.


Like the door guard, he did not regard Jin Mu-Won particularly highly. People tended to exaggerate things when they were drunk, especially when they were talking about their family members.


After a few drinks, every minor strength would become a specialty, and even the most normal child would be called a genius. Gong Jin-Sung didn’t feel that Jin Mu-Won would be any different from the other escorts’ kids.


Even so, simply based on the fact that Jin Mu-Won was Hwang Cheol’s nephew, they would at least treat him with basic respect. That was how much they appreciated Hwang Cheol, who got along well with everyone and had treated all of them to drinks at some point or other.


Hwang Cheol was a kind man, as well as a man who knew how to care for others. To the younger escorts, he was their beloved hyung-nim.


“Is the White Dragon Merchant Association not going to send out a search party to look for the missing Uncle Hwang?”


“The problem is, Escort Hwang is not the only person who has gone missing. Everyone in the Yunnan group, including the Third Young Master and all the members of the Security Squad, have disappeared as well.


“To make things worse, ever since we lost contact with the Third Young Master’s group six months ago, the Old Matriarch has already dispatched three search parties after them. However, none of the search parties have returned after leaving for Yunnan either.


“Therefore, never mind searching for one person, the White Dragon Merchant Association is already going crazy searching for all the missing people.”


“What!?”


“At the end, when the Old Matriarch realized that normal methods weren’t going to work, she hired a powerful mercenary group to help us out. Right now, the higher-ups are in the middle of finishing up the final discussions with the mercenaries before setting off for Yunnan.”


“Then, the caravan we just saw…”


“…contains the supplies and rewards for the mercenaries. We also loaded it with gifts for the Tyrant Fist Sect, in the hope that they will help us find the missing people.”


Yunnan’s current most powerful faction was the Tyrant Fist Sect led by the Fist Demon, Jo Cheon-Woo. The only way to get anything done in Yunnan would be to first obtain the approval of the Tyrant Fist Sect.


However, that was not the way of the White Dragon Merchant Association. They were merchants who would never bow down to another’s authority, instead carving out their own independent trade routes in Yunnan. Therefore, it was unlikely that the Tyrant Fist Sect would be willing to help the Association locate the missing people.


However, because the Third Young Master was among the people that had vanished this time, the Association had no choice but to give up on their own routes and depend on the Tyrant Fist Sect.


“In other words, they plan on bribing the Tyrant Fist Sect.”
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“What choice do we have? The White Dragon Merchant Association is just that desperate,” Gong Jin-Sung replied, smiling bitterly.


This was the White Dragon Merchant Association he was talking about. The same White Dragon Merchant Association that was one of the Ten Great Companies, and wielded even more power and influence in the gangho than the Tyrant Fist Sect. The fact that they had to swallow their pride and beg the Tyrant Fist Sect for help showed just how desperate they were.


Jin Mu-Won now understood that the Association hadn’t abandoned Hwang Cheol and done nothing all this time. Even though they hadn’t accomplished anything, at the very least, he appreciated the fact that they had tried their best.


“Ah, Moon-Jung’s here,” said Gong Jin-Sung, pointing at a boy running toward the two of them.


“You two have a good chat. I have to go meet the Old Matriarch now.”


“Can I join the Yunnan search party?”


“You?”


“As long as I can go to Yunnan and search for Uncle Hwang, I’m fine with doing hard labor.”


Gong Jin-Sung locked gazes with Jin Mu-Won. He had an exceptionally fierce glare that would frighten most people, but Jin Mu-Won was unmoved. The young man neither avoided his gaze nor wavered, only stared straight back at him.


Knowing that he wouldn’t be able to persuade Jin Mu-Won otherwise, Gong Jin-Sung sighed.


“Alright, I’ll inform the Old Matriarch about this.”


Gong Jin-Sung stood up to leave, and at the same time, Kwak Moon-Jung arrived.


With sparkling eyes, the boy observed Jin Mu-Won curiously.
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Chapter 53: Sometimes, Coincidences Do Happen (3)


The Old Matriarch raised a cup of tea to her lips and observed the young man and woman seated across from her.


The young man dressed in sky blue clothing wore a faint smile on his face. Rather than a warrior, he looked more like a scholar. His name was Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan[1], otherwise known as the “Methodical Strategist (一步一計)[2]”. His martial arts was inferior to the “Seven Young Skies (七小天)[3]”, the seven strongest young martial artists recognized by the gangho, but his intelligence was higher than most.


Every year, a few young prodigies would appear in the gangho. That meant that there were hundreds, even thousands of these young prodigies wandering the gangho dreaming of becoming heroes.


Most of them aimed to become the new Nine Skies of Heaven’s Summit. However, doing that was as difficult as plucking stars out of the night sky.


Among the promising young heroes, there were seven whom people thought were most likely to succeed the Nine Skies. They were:


 - Shim Won-Ui, the “Jade Qilin (玉麒麟)”[4] 
 - Woo Tae-Cheon, the “Free-Spirited Gentleman (逍遙公子)”
 - Hyun Gong-Hwi, the “Fighting Maniac (狂鬪鬼)”
 - Bi Jung-Yeon, the “Vanishing Dragon (無影神龍)”
 - Nam Soo-Ryun, the “Saint of Mount Mu (巫山神女)”
 - Yeon So-So, the “Flower of the West (西天一花)”
 - Seomoon Hye-Ryung, the “Celestial of the Crimson Primrose (赤花仙子)”


The Seven Young Skies was made up of four men and three women, and every single one of them was a martial arts expert who would not lose to a master of the old generation.


Although not to the extent of the Seven Young Skies, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was still a well-known prodigy in the gangho. Like his title, the “Methodical Strategist”, he was a careful strategist who planned out his schemes in great detail, one step at a time.


Most importantly, he was the Vice-Commander of the Iron Brigade (鐵技黨), a small mercenary group made up of a few dozen autonomous martial artists. However, their fame far exceeded their small size.


The Iron Brigade often took on missions assigned to them by other murim sects. They were a group who would do just about anything as long as the price was right. They possessed both clever strategists as well as powerful warriors and had a reputation of never betraying their employers.


The leader and Commander of the Iron Brigade was a man named Yong Mu-Sung.[5] He was stubborn, resilient, and an extremely strong fighter.


It was said that if Yong Mu-Sung represented the brawn of the Iron Brigade, then Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was its brain. The person who decided whether the group would accept a mission or not was not the commander, but the chief strategist, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan.


The Old Matriarch’s gaze shifted to the beautiful woman in her twenties elegantly sipping tea next to Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan. The woman wore simple clothing made of snow leopard skin, and she made no effort to hide the horrific scars which stretched from her neck down toward her chest. The stark contrast between her cultured mannerisms and rough appearance left a strong impression on the Old Matriarch.


Her name was Chae Yak-Ran.[6] Like Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, she was also Vice-Commander of the Iron Brigade, but while he was a strategist, she was a warrior.


For the whole duration of Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and the Old Matriarch’s discussion, she hadn’t said a single word. From her silence, the Old Matriarch could tell that she wasn’t a talkative person.
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The Old Matriarch turned back to face Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, who smiled and said, “As long as you’re willing to meet all of our conditions, we will gladly accept your request.”


“Of course, Vice-Commander Jong-Ri. Upon completion of the mission, the White Dragon Merchant Association will pay you the full sum, and not a copper less.”


“Then we have an agreement.”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan placed the contract he had prepared beforehand on the table. All of the details of their discussion until now were written down clearly on the contract.


I’ve heard that Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was a very shrewd man, and the rumors were not exaggerated. He already anticipated what I would agree to ahead of time.


The Old Matriarch had hired the Iron Brigade to rescue her son, Yoon Ja-Myung. If he was alive, they were to escort him back, and if he was dead, they’d have to retrieve his corpse. Depending on the situation, the promised reward would be different. All these details were included in the contract.


In other words, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan had played her, the Old Matriarch, for a fool. Their entire discussion had proceeded exactly as he planned it.


Even so, the Old Matriarch did not feel upset. On the contrary, she was glad that the person she’d hired to find her son was this competent. That was because the more competent Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was, the greater the chances of her son being brought home alive.


The Old Matriarch stamped her seal on the contract, and Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan folded it up and kept it in his chest pocket.


“The procedures for us taking on your request are complete. Tomorrow morning, we will set off for Yunnan.”


“Thank you!”


“You can thank us after we rescue Mister Yoon.”


“Pardon me for asking this, but how many of your people will be going on this mission?”


“Besides myself and Vice-Commander Chae, the “Soul-Summoning Hunter (招魂獵夫)” Im Jin-Yeop, the “Seven Skills Swordsman (七巧劍士)” Gong-Son Chang, and the “Twilight Iron Bowman (落日鐵弓)” Dam Jin-Hong will be going on this mission. The rest of our members, including our commander, will be meeting us in Sichuan.”


The Old Matriarch was taken aback by Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s answer. The three people that Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan had mentioned were also famous members of the Iron Brigade. In particular, these three were known for their tracking and rescuing skills. She asked, “Wait, did you just say that you’re meeting up with your commander in Sichuan?”


“That’s right. We’ll have to pass by Sichuan on our way to Yunnan anyway, and several of our members have just completed a mission there, so it’s not really much of a detour. I’ve already informed them of our imminent arrival, and they will be waiting for us there.”


“I see…” The Old Matriarch sighed. She was usually super calm and collected when it came to business, but whenever her children’s lives were involved, she would get extremely emotional.


The Iron Brigade was her best bet at finding her missing son.


At first, she’d thought about requesting help from Heaven’s Summit, but she quickly gave up on that idea. It would take too long to get her request processed through the bureaucracy that was Heaven’s Summit, and she had no idea if they would even accept it or not.


Even if Heaven’s Summit approved her request, they might not send warriors that met her standards, and they would absolutely charge her ridiculously exorbitant rates.


She was quite happy with the offer that the Iron Brigade had proposed to her. If even they failed to save her son, then she would have no choice but to acknowledge that he was dead and give up the search. Although it pained her, this was a decision that she had to make as Head of the White Dragon Merchant Association.


The Old Matriarch looked toward the door and shouted, “Department Head Gong, are you there?”


“Yes, Madam!”


“Please come in.”


Gong Jin-Sung, the Head of the Finance Department, entered the room and bowed, saying, “What can I do for you, Madam?”


“The Iron Brigade has accepted our request.”


“Really?” Gong Jin-Sung beamed. He recognized the name of the Iron Brigade. With their help, our chances of finding the Third Young Master have increased by leaps and bounds.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan looked at Gong Jin-Sung and greeted him with a polite fist salute, saying, “Please take good care of us, Department Head.”


“No no, we’re the ones who are grateful for your help,” Gon Jin-Sung hurriedly replied, returning the greeting.


“They will be setting off tomorrow. Department Head, I’d appreciate it if you would introduce them to the escort team.”


“Yes, Madam!”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and Chae Yak-Ran stood up from their seats. However, Gong Jin-Sung did not immediately show them out. Instead, he asked, “Madam, would it be possible for us to add another person to the search party?”


A hopeful expression appeared on the Old Matriarch’s face, but Gong Jin-Sung quickly clarified, “The nephew of Escort Hwang, who went missing together with the Third Young Master, is here. He wishes to join the Yunnan search party.”


The Old Matriarch’s eyes glittered. She felt guilty for having gotten Hwang Cheol into trouble, as the only reason she had sent him to Yunnan with Yoon Ja-Myung was because of his good luck and survivability. If there was something she could do for him now…


“Hmm? Did Escort Hwang have a nephew?”


“Yes. He’d boast about his nephew every time he got drunk.”


“Is that so? It seems I have been too negligent, dispatching Escort Hwang on such a dangerous mission without knowing much about his personal affairs. Okay, if bringing Escort Hwang’s nephew won’t cause much of a problem, then please feel free to do so.”


The Old Matriarch did not think twice about adding Jin Mu-Won to the search party. Normally, she would never do something so careless without conducting a thorough background check on him, but she was too stressed out and anxious right now to bother.


[1]  Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan: Jong-Ri (鍾離) is a two-word last name, same as Seomoon (西门), though far more uncommon. Mu-Hwan (無患) is his first name, meaning “never in trouble”.


[2]  Methodical Strategist (一步一計): Literal translation – One step one strategy.


[3]  Seven Young Skies (七小天): Literal translation – Seven small/little/young skies. I like "young" or "junior" more than "lesser", which sounds plain rude to me.


[4]  Jade Qilin (玉麒麟): A Qilin is a mythical Chinese giraffe with scales and a dragon’s head, and is said to appear with the imminent arrival or passing of a sage or illustrious ruler.


[5]  Yong Mu-Sung: The name Mu-Sung (武聖) means “martial sage”.


[6]  Chae Yak-Ran: The name Yak-Ran (若蘭) means “like an orchid”.





Chapter 54: Traveling Companions (1)


Im Jin-Yeop and Dam Jin-Hong drank and chatted with the armed escorts all night long. In just two hours, they had completely blended in with the group, and the escorts began treating them as their own. Their social skills were admirable.


In contrast, Jin Mu-Won mostly kept to himself. Several of the escorts expressed interest in talking to the nephew of Hwang Cheol, but most of them ignored his existence.


That was human nature. People simply didn’t care much about things that didn’t concern them. Jin Mu-Won understood that fact well and didn’t blame these people for being heartless and unsympathetic.


He lay down on Hwang Cheol’s bed for a while, but countless thoughts ran through his mind, preventing him from falling asleep. At first, he was filled with worry for Hwang Cheol. However, unconsciously, his thoughts slowly turned toward the girl he hadn’t seen in years.


Han-Seol.


Ever since that day, Eun Han-Seol had vanished completely, as if she had never existed before.


Not only her, the Silent Night has also laid low since the events of that day. Have their internal affairs been resolved, or are they still in the progress of sorting themselves out?


It would be great if I could confirm that Han-Seol is still alive, but unfortunately, Uncle Hwang hasn’t been able to find out anything about her or the Silent Night. The only fact I can take comfort in is that Heaven’s Summit doesn’t know what the Silent Night is planning either.


Seven years ago, the Northern Army Fortress was wiped off the face of the map. Heaven’s Summit launched an investigation into the truth, but they found nothing.


Instead, they constructed a new garrison right where the fortress used to be. Unlike previously, they did not simply send a few weak mercenaries to guard it. This time, they stationed a proper army there.


However, even then, the Silent Night did not show themselves anywhere. It was as if the events of that day were a hallucination. The only outcome of that battle was that Heaven’s Summit heightened their defensive and surveillance measures.


If the Silent Night tries anything now, it definitely won’t go undetected by Heaven’s Summit information network.


If that was the case, the answer was simple. He needed to plant a spy inside Heaven’s Summit. Fortunately, he did have one promising candidate.


Seo Mu-Sang.


Right now, he had no idea where Seo Mu-Sang was or what he was doing. His First Sword hadn’t contacted him even once in the last seven years. However, Jin Mu-Won strongly believed in Seo Mu-Sang’s patience and cool-headedness, and wasn’t too worried that he would betray him or land himself in trouble.


In time, I’ll definitely meet him again. For now, I need to focus on finding Uncle Hwang, Jin Mu-Won concluded.


There was no need to overthink things. As long as he concentrated on getting one task done at a time, he would eventually obtain the result he desired most.


The hardest part would be holding on to his desires while tirelessly waiting for the perfect time to strike. However, Jin Mu-Won was confident in himself. He had already lived this way for more than a decade.


After sorting out his thoughts, Jin Mu-Won felt a lot better. He smiled and opened his eyes, only to find that the escorts were still busy partying and hadn’t returned to their rooms. Even so, he wasn’t lonely at all.


“I like the quiet anyway.”


He was used to loneliness. Ever since his father passed away, he had always been alone, except for the brief time that he had spent together with Eun Han-Seol.


Just as he was just beginning to enjoy the solitude, Gong-Son Chang, the Seven Skills Swordsman of the Iron Brigade, opened the door and entered the room.


Gong-Son Chang looked around for a moment, then collapsed onto an empty bed. He tightened his grip on a sword with a very thin blade, like it was more precious to him than his own life.


Other people might not get it, but Jin Mu-Won understood just how Gong-Son Chang felt.


To a swordsman, their sword was their life; it was an integral part of their very being. Some people thought that a swordsman’s sword was just a piece of metal, but real swordsmen knew that swords had a life of their own, and always needed to be kept within arm’s reach.


Suddenly, Gong-Son Chang turned to look at Jin Mu-Won, or rather, the sword next to him.


“Do you also use the sword?”


Jin Mu-Won quietly nodded.


Gong-Son Chang’s voice immediately took on a friendly tone, saying, “That’s a good decision. There are many weapons in the world, but the sword is the king of all weapons. Learn it well, and I believe that you will become an excellent swordsman.”


“Thank you…”


“What’s your name?”


“Jin Mu-Won.”


“I’ll remember that.”


Although Gong-Son Chang said that, he did not expect much of Jin Mu-Won. The young man was probably an escort, and being an escort was no privileged position. It would be difficult to obtain any martial arts better than third-rate ones, and as if to reinforce his presumption, he could not sense much qi in the young man’s body.


The truth was, Jin Mu-Won’s shadow qi was nigh undetectable by normal methods. All the qi that Gong-Son Chang could sense, was what he had deliberately allowed him to sense. He felt that as a martial artist, having no qi at all was abnormal, so he’d usually emit a little bit of “chi” for other people to detect. The qi he emitted was just enough that people would not suspect him of hiding his true strength, and yet weak enough that most would write him off as just another third-rate martial artist.


Gong-Son Chang quickly lost interest in Jin Mu-Won, leaned against the wall, and closed his eyes. On the other hand, Jin Mu-Won decided to get up and head outside.


He could still hear the noisy sounds of partying in the training plaza, so he decided to walk in the opposite direction. Although it wasn’t fully dark out yet, the torches around the White Dragon Merchant Association were already lit, and workers were still busy moving goods around. It was as if the people in the Association had no idea that nights were meant for sleeping.


Jin Mu-Won strolled along the path, but no one paid him any mind. As long as he did not attempt to enter any of the important buildings, to them, he was just another one of the Association's employees.


Everyone was calm despite seeing someone they didn’t know because it was almost impossible to recognize every single one of the several hundred employees in the Association Headquarters. Furthermore, the branch employees would sometimes visit the Association Headquarters, and there were thousands of them spread out all over the Central Plains.


All of a sudden, Jin Mu-Won stopped in his tracks. A man and a woman were arguing in front of the twenty-wagon caravan that he had seen earlier in the day.


The man was Yoon Hoo-Myung, the Association Director, and the woman was his younger sister Yoon Seo-In.


Yoon Hoo-Myung frowned and yelled, “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re planning to do. What I don’t understand is, why are you doing this!?”


Yoon Seo-In pouted, replying, “Both you and I know that Department Head Gong alone wouldn’t be enough to ensure that the search for Ja-Myung proceeds smoothly. It’s far too much work for one person! That’s why, I’m going to help him.”


“Hah? What kind of bullshit excuse is that!? We don’t even know if Ja-Myung is still alive. It’s too dangerous, I absolutely can’t let you go to Yunnan!”


“I don’t care what Orabeoni says. My heart is set on going.”


“Argh! You really…”


Yoon Seo-In got along very well with her younger brother, Yoon Ja-Myung. He was the youngest among the siblings, and she had always doted on him.


“Orabeoni, did you forget? I learned martial arts from the Kongtong Sect. I can take care of myself.”


“Why on earth would you willingly put yourself in danger like this?”


“I’m doing it for the sake of a precious family member.”


Yoon Hoo-Myung was stunned speechless by his younger sister’s answer, as well as the unwavering determination in her eyes.


He sighed. He was aware that Yoon Seo-In was no pushover. In fact, she was so talented in martial arts that she had been scouted and trained by the most prominent sect in Gansu, the Kongtong Sect.


Although she wasn’t quite at the level of the Seven Young Skies, she was nevertheless a genius that the Kongtong Sect had placed their hopes on. Thus, even though she was a part of the White Dragon Merchant Association, the Kongtong Sect still taught her some of their strongest martial arts, including the Divine Palm of Dark Heaven (玄天神掌) and the Demon Subjugating Sword (伏魔劍).[1] Yoon Seo-In prided herself on being able to learn these martial arts, and was confident in her strength.


SHING!


Suddenly, Yoon Seo-In drew the urumi[2] wrapped around her waist and injected her qi into it. The flexible blade, which had initially trailed along the ground like a snake, instantly became as straight as a steel rod.


Even Yoon Hoo-Myung, who didn’t know many martial arts, could feel the cold killing aura emanating from the urumi.


“Even after seeing this, will you still try to stop me? I am perfectly capable of defending myself!”


This is no way to convince someone. My head hurts just thinking of what would happen if she keeps behaving like this, thought Yoon Hoo-Myung. I have no choice but to surrender to her, but I should at least add some conditions...


“Okay, okay, I get it. However, I’ll only allow you to go as far as the Tyrant Fist Sect. There, you’ll have to wait quietly while the Iron Brigade and Department Head Gong rescue Ja-Myung. In addition, if you sense any danger, you must immediately pull out of this operation. Promise me that you’ll follow these instructions, and I’ll allow you to go to Yunnan.”


Yoon Seo-In nodded happily in agreement, saying, “Okay, I promise. Also, you’re worrying too much!”


No, I’m not! This is normal! Yoon Hoo-Myung sighed. He didn’t know how he was going to explain this to the Old Matriarch.


Unfortunately for Yoon Hoo-Myung, Yoon Seo-In did not notice her brother’s frustration. She beamed and said, “Then, I’ll go back now and prepare for the journey!”


Having accomplished her aim, Yoon Seo-In skipped back toward her lodgings. On the way, she briefly paused in front of Jin Mu-Won. The two people stared at each other for a while, before it finally dawned on Jin Mu-Won that he was blocking her way.


“Ah, I’m sorry!” he apologized, stepping to the side. As soon as he was out of the way, Yoon Seo-In took a large step forward and continued on her way, leaving Jin Mu-Won to stare at her blankly.


This spunky young mistress is going to be one of my traveling companions!?


Jin Mu-Won didn’t know why, but he had a feeling that this journey wouldn’t go as smoothly as he’d hoped.
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[1]  Divine Palm of Dark Heaven (玄天神掌), Demon Subjugating Sword (伏魔劍): Wuxia nerd time! These two techniques have names that are extremely similar to techniques originating from Jin Yong’s “Heaven Sword and Dragon Saber”, but neither of them belong to Kongtong Sect! The “Divine Palm of Dark Abyss (玄冥神掌)” belonged to a pair of villains (Two Elders of Dark Abyss) and the “Demon Subjugating Sword of Skanda (韋陀伏魔劍)” to Shaolin Temple. In the novel, Kongtong Sect’s most well-known techniques are: Seven Harms Fist (七傷拳), Soaring Phoenix Hand (飛鳳手), and Yin Yang Grind (陰陽磨).


[2]  Urumi: Following the Witch of the White Night’s Moonlight Chakras is yet another Indian weapon, known as the Urumi. The urumi is a sword with a flexible, whip-like blade, and it is probably the most terrifying sword ever invented. If you thought getting hit by a leather whip would hurt, imagine what would happen if said whip was made out of STEEL, with sharp edges. I know I wouldn’t go within a hundred feet of anyone holding such a weapon...





Chapter 55: Traveling Companions (2)


The Old Matriarch and Yoon Hoo-Myung watched as the twenty-wagon caravan trundled out of the White Dragon Merchant Association. Including both the mercenaries of the Iron Brigade and the armed escorts, there were more than fifty warriors in all.


Normally, a large caravan such as this would be accompanied by several servants. However, taking into consideration the dangers involved, as well as the sheer length of the journey, it was decided that only those who knew martial arts would be allowed to join the search party.


The Old Matriarch stood beside the main door. As the warriors moved past her, she smiled and exchanged gazes with every one of them, starting with Gong Jin-Sung and the escorts, and followed by Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, Chae Yak-Ran, Im Jin-Yeop, Gong Son-Chang, Dam Jin-Hong, and the rest of the mercenaries. Although most of them had gotten wasted just the night before, none of them appeared hungover and returned her greeting spiritedly.


I pray for all of your safe returns, and that you’ll be able to bring my Ja-Myung home with you.


“Haa…” When she saw her daughter Yoon Seo-In riding on one of the wagons, she sighed. Just like her eldest son Yoon Hoo-Myung, she hadn’t been able to convince her daughter into staying home.


-!I’m going, and that’s final.!-


The Old Matriarch could still hear her daughter’s firm voice echoing in her ears.


Finally, the last wagon rambled past her. The driver was a young man she didn’t recognize. When she saw him, a strange light filled her eyes.


So that child is Escort Hwang’s nephew?


Guilt flooded her heart. She was worried that she’d end up sending not only Hwang Cheol to his death but the escort’s nephew as well.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won’s eyes met hers. The instant she saw the profound look in his eyes, she was completely taken aback.


Huh?!


She couldn’t read anything in those eyes. That was unexpected. She had been a merchant for most of her life and had gotten to know countless people, from heroes to politicians, swindlers, and even evil criminals who had threatened the peace of the world.


Because of her vast experience, she believed that she had developed a good eye for people.


Human faces were fascinating things. People who walked the same path in life would often begin to look physically similar after a while. Thus, for her, a few hints here and there were often enough for her to predict a person’s calling and future.


For example, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and Chae Yak-Ran, both of whom she had just talked to the day before, were both extremely talented people. Just from the faces, the Old Matriarch knew that they would have a bright future ahead of them as long as nothing particularly untoward or unexpected happened.


However, when she looked at Jin Mu-Won’s face, she couldn’t read a thing. The young man was smiling faintly, but it was as if there was a fog hidden beneath that smile, obscuring his true self.


This was the first time in her life she had met someone like Jin Mu-Won. It was unnerving. Unconsciously, she called out to him, “Hey…”


“Mother, what’s wrong?” asked Yoon Hoo-Myung, looking at her curiously.


The Old Matriarch was distracted for only a moment, but when her senses returned, Jin Mu-Won had already driven the wagon past the doors and was gradually disappearing off into the distance along with the rest of the caravan. She sighed and said, “Regardless of how much of a hurry I was in, I should have taken the time to meet with him. Ignoring him was a grievous mistake.”


A man like that couldn’t possibly be ordinary. No, even if he was ordinary, she still should have talked to him. Only then could she make a more accurate evaluation of the kind of person he was. She couldn’t bring herself to estimate the price she might have to pay for this blunder.


Her judgment had been clouded by her worry for her children, and it had cost her a precious opportunity. She had forgotten the fact that a merchant must never lose their cool, even when their family members were in danger.


“Perhaps the time has come for me to retire…” she muttered, a dark shadow clouding over her face.


Looking at his mother’s unusual reactions, a confused Yoon Hoo-Myung said, “Mother…?”


In order to reach Yunnan within a month and a half, two months at the latest, the caravan traveled south at a hurried pace. The sooner they reached their destination, the earlier they could begin the search for the missing people, and the higher the chances of finding them still alive.


★★★★★


CLIP CLOP CLIP CLOP!


Every bump and vibration of the wagon wheels on the rough ground was transmitted to Jin Mu-Won’s butt. It was extremely uncomfortable, but he was hardly in the mood to care about something so minor.


The caravan attracted a lot of attention from passersby. Although Lanzhou City was a center of trade, it was rare to see a large caravan made up of twenty wagons and more than fifty personnel.


Jin Mu-Won knew that those curious gazes were not directed specifically at himself, but he still couldn’t shake off the unsettling fear that he would be recognized. He pulled down the hood of his cloak to hide his face and immediately felt much better.


When Kwak Moon-Jung, who was riding on horseback next to Jin Mu-Won’s wagon, saw the older man’s reaction, he commented, “Hyung, by any chance, are you kind of shy?”


Because of his inexperience, Kwak Moon-Jung had been assigned to the very back of the caravan. His job was to ensure that the rear of the caravan remained in formation and to keep an eye out for ambushes from the back.


“Are you sure you’re not sick?”


“Haha! As you can see, I’m perfectly fine,” replied Kwak Moon-Jung, thumping his chest. He had spent the previous night drinking and partying together with Im Jin-Yeop and the rest of the escorts, but despite his young age, his alcohol tolerance was already very high and he showed no signs of being hungover.


Im Jin-Yeop and Dam Jin-Hong had been completely merciless toward the escorts, partying all night long without rest. Even Kwak Moon-Jung had ended up pulling an all-nighter, mesmerized by the stories of the mercenaries’ adventures.


He was particularly taken in by the story of the mercenaries’ battle against the Three Iron Heart Freaks (鐵心三怪), a trio of kidnappers and rapists. As the mercenaries had talked about the details of their fights, he had imagined himself as the main character of the story and clenched his fists tightly.


In addition, during the party, the mercenaries had encouraged him, saying that as long as he trained as hard as he could, he would one day become a hero of the gangho just like them. The combination of the stories and encouragement had fired him up and fueled his heroic ambitions.


Jin Mu-Won could sense Kwak Moon-Jung’s excitement. For a moment, he felt like bringing the young lad back to reality, but he decided against it in the end. Kwak Moon-Jung was still an immature teenager, and his raging emotions would easily override his rationality. Even if he tried persuading the kid, he wouldn’t listen. The best thing he could do for him right now was to observe him silently and make sure he did not do something reckless.


Im Jin-Yeop, Dam Jin-Hong, and Gong-Son Chang were at the very front of the caravan, and Jin Mu-Won could not see them from his position. That was good. He hoped that things would stay that way until he reached Yunnan. He did not want to risk being noticed.


Back in the Northern Army Fortress, he had lived a life under constant surveillance; his movements and activities were closely monitored every day, twenty-four hours[1] a day. He had even been forced to practice martial arts in a basement where no one could see him.


On the contrary, the current him did not need to constantly be on the watch for spies. Most people in the caravan kept their eyes on the road ahead, and rarely ever bothered to look back.


Kwak Moon-Jung attempted to chat with Jin Mu-Won, but when he realized that the older man was not very keen on conversation, he rode ahead and returned to his work. Only then could Jin Mu-Won finally enjoy the passing scenery in peace.


Shortly after the caravan left Lanzhou, the scenery changed completely. Gone were the residences and shops, replaced by towering mountain ranges. The wagons traveled in single file on a narrow road that meandered between the mountains, such that he could not see the path’s end.


Jin Mu-Won closed his eyes. Even then, as a result of the All-Encompassing Cognizance,[2] he could still sense everything in his surroundings.


The All-Encompassing Cognizance was an ability that he had awakened during his battle with Tae Mu-Kang, the Chaos Demon. It allowed him to perceive his immediate environment so clearly that no change, no matter how small, could escape his notice. This perception was so sharp that even when his vision was compromised, he could still create a mental image of the space around him.


…It was also the reason why he could drive a wagon with his eyes shut. He could even divide his consciousness into two, and drive while training in the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows.


As he gradually lost himself in the Art, the world inside his heart showed itself to him. That was a world of darkness and absolute silence, and it was also where Jin Mu-Won felt the most comfortable. One moment, it was as if he had returned to his mother’s womb and curled up into a ball. The next moment, he was spreading his wings like a bird and gliding lazily across the sky.


Besides his inner world, the Art also caused his shadow qi to flow out of his Qi Sea Acupoint (氣海穴)[3] and start circulating throughout his body. To others, shadow qi was undetectable and untouchable, but to Jin Mu-Won, its presence was as clear as day.


ROAR!


Suddenly, the shadow qi, which had been circulating smoothly and quietly, began to turn turbulent. Jin Mu-Won frowned, but did not panic and focused on controlling the qi flow.


He forgot about the passage of time and ignored the changing scenery. All he could see was his inner world, and he reveled in the freedom that being inside this world brought to him. He was both the creator and master of this world; a world of his mind that was completely separate from reality.


…I wonder how long I’ve been meditating?


He could sense the movement of people around him through his All-Encompassing Cognizance. He unified his divided consciousness and opened his eyes.


Gong-Son Chang stood on a clearing beside the caravan and shouted, “It’s getting late, so we’ll be resting here today! Hurry up and set up camp!”


The sun is already setting? How time flies…


Following Gong-Son Chang’s orders, the escorts detached the horses from the wagons, rounded up all the animals, and tied them to trees nearby. They then parked the wagons close together, forming a circle. This circle of wagons would form the “wall” of their encampment. Several escorts would guard the exterior of the “wall”, while others started fires and began cooking inside.


Jin Mu-Won couldn’t help but marvel at their efficiency. He knew that the escorts had been working together and doing this for a long time, but the way they wordlessly did each of their respective jobs without conflict or confusion was admirable. Their coordination was so good, even the mercenaries who were used to traveling couldn’t help but praise them.


Suddenly, one of the older escorts approached Jin Mu-Won and said, “Hey, don’t just stand there gaping like a fish. There must be something you can help with, right?”


“...Huh? Yeah, sure!” Jin Mu-Won replied, flustered.


The old escort then proceeded to drag him toward the fires, where the younger escorts, including Kwak Moon-Jung, were busy preparing dinner.


[1]  Hours: LNB uses ancient units of time, called sijin 시진 (時辰, 1 sijin =  2 hours, 12 sijin a day), but I’m going to use modern units because it’s a pain in the ass to keep reminding people. The same goes for distance units, using imperial units because 1) it matches the ancient era setting, 2) the numbers look nicer than metric after conversion from ancient Chinese units, and 3) tyranny of the majority; Americans make up the largest proportion of readers by country.Proofreader Note: Americans really should switch to metric units.


[2]  All-Encompassing Cognizance: See chapter 43.


[3]  Qi Sea Acupoint (氣海穴): An acupuncture point, also known as the Lower Dantian Acupoint. It is located roughly two fingers below the belly button. This acupoint is what people usually refer to when they mention the qi center or dantian. I’m leaving this as it is because the author used kihaehyul (氣海穴) instead of danjeon (丹田).





Chapter 56: Traveling Companions (3)


Jin Mu-Won ladled up bowls of steaming hotpot and handed them out to everyone.


“Huuuh!? This is delicious!”


“WOW!”


The escorts who tasted Jin Mu-Won’s hotpot couldn’t help but exclaim out loud. At first, only a few people were willing to try Jin Mu-Won’s cooking, but in no time at all, all of the escorts were scrambling to get a bowl before the food in the pot ran out.


“Are you hungry? You haven’t eaten yet, right?”


“I’m fine. I pinched some food while cooking.”


The senior escort loudly complained, “If you’re fine with it, then from now on, you’re in charge of cooking. These guys’ cooking tastes like shit compared to yours!”


“Oi!” When the escorts who had formerly been on cooking duty heard him, they immediately objected, and the dinner conversation quickly devolved into an argument.


Jin Mu-Won nodded silently in response to the senior escort’s question, but his presence was all but forgotten at this point.


Whether he liked it or not, he'd have to spend the next two months with these people. Although he did not need to put any effort into getting to know them, he didn't have to purposely distance himself from them either.


After dinner, Jin Mu-Won and the other young escorts were tasked with washing the dishes in a stream near the campsite. When they were done, he sat down and leaned back against one of the wagons, hugging Snow Flower. He looked up at the night sky, feeling as if he were drowning in the mysterious sea of dazzlingly bright stars.


Suddenly, someone walked up to him and said in a low voice, “I heard that you’re a great cook. Everyone’s talking about it.”


Jin Mu-Won turned to face the speaker. It was a beautiful woman wearing clothes made from snow leopard fur. The large scar running down from her neck to her chest left a strong impression on him.


She looked at Jin Mu-Won and continued, “Is it okay if I sit down next to you?”


Jin Mu-Won nodded and recalled Gong Jin-Sung introducing this woman to him. He said, “You are… Vice-Commander Chae Yak-Ran of the Iron Brigade?”


The woman sat down and replied, “Just call me Chae Yak-Ran.”


“My name is Jin Mu-Won.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Master Jin.”[1]


Jin Mu-Won stared blankly at Chae Yak-Ran, surprised by her politeness and unassuming manner. She had no reason to go out of her way to talk to him, as she was one of the powerful warriors hired by the White Dragon Merchant Association, while he was just a random tag-along. Their statuses were just too different.


Being specially hired hands, the Iron Brigade were given special treatment by the Association. They didn’t have to do any of the chores, and even the food they ate was specially made by an escort who was the son of a chef. Both the type and quality of the ingredients used were far superior to that given to the escorts.


When she saw Jin Mu-Won’s shocked expression, Chae Yak-Ran calmly said, “Next time, I want to try your hotpot.”


“It’s just a simple dish. I’m nowhere near as good as a professional chef.”


“I like simple foods the best, though. They’re easy to eat, and the nutrients are well-balanced,” replied Chae Yak-Ran. Unknown to Jin Mu-Won, she was a martial arts maniac. Whenever she had free time, she would train. She loved training so much that she felt it was a pity she had to give up several hours a day to eating and sleeping. If she could save some time eating hotpot instead of having some complex meal, while still getting all the nutrients her body needed, she would definitely choose the hotpot.


“Okay, I’ll be sure to prepare your share of hotpot next time.”


“Thank you, and I’m sorry to request this of you since your work as an escort must be tiring as well.”


“I am not an escort.”


“Huh?”


“I’m going to Yunnan on personal business.”


“Ah!” Chae Yak-Ran exclaimed, panicking. She had talked to him casually because he looked like one of the escorts, but if he was an important person, then…


Jin Mu-Won felt slightly amused by her anxious expression. He explained, “I’m just helping with the chores since the Association is letting me travel for free. Besides, making one more person’s worth of hotpot is no big deal, so please don’t feel bad about it.”


“N-No…I’m so sorry, I really thought you were one of the escorts…”


“You don’t have to apologize. It’s just a simple misunderstanding, and I guess that most people would think I’m an escort at first glance too,” Jin Mu-Won said, smiling.


Chae Yak-Ran stared closely at Jin Mu-Won's face, saying, “You're a very unique person, Master Jin.”


Bewildered, Jin Mu-Won asked, “What do you mean?”


Jin Mu-Won couldn't understand what made Chae Yak-Ran say what she did, but to her, he was the one who lacked common sense. She was the only woman in the Iron Brigade, a small but very well-known mercenary group within the gangho. There were many who envied her, looked up to her, lusted for her, or were just interested in gossiping about her. Thus, she was used to always receiving odd looks from people who were meeting her for the first time.


However, Jin Mu-Won was different. She was sitting right next to him, but he expressed no interest in her beauty or any curiosity about her appearance at all, including the scar that she so proudly displayed to the world.


Chae Yak-Ran observed Jin Mu-Won. The amount of qi that she sensed from him was about the same as the rest of the escorts. That meant that although he knew some martial arts, he wasn’t very strong. If there was anything unusual about him, it was his eyes.


As she looked into his dark eyes, she felt like she was staring into the deepest depths of the ocean, but no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t see the ocean floor where his true feelings lay.


…This man?


“Noonim.” [2]


Suddenly, she heard someone call her from behind. She turned around to see Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, who had approached her while she was lost in thought.


“What are you doing here?”


“Hmm? Ah, about that…”


“We still have much to discuss, and many things to prepare before meeting up with the commander. It would be a problem if you kept slacking off and didn’t get back to work.”


Chae Yak-Ran sighed. People often called Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan the “Methodical Strategist”, but to her, he was just a naggy little brother. Still, she couldn’t ignore his nagging.


She stood up, patted the dirt off her butt, then smiled at Jin Mu-Won, saying, “I have to go now, but I’m really looking forward to your hotpot tomorrow.”


When Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan saw Chae Yak-Ran’s smile, his eyes widened in shock. The Chae Yak-Ran he knew was not a woman who would say something nice like that. She was pretty, but she was also more serious and competitive than anyone else. Most importantly, she never smiled!


“See you tomorrow then!”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan looked at Jin Mu-Won with a complicated expression, then suddenly said, “I’d like to try that hotpot, too.”


Jin Mu-Won furrowed his brows and looked up at Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, who grinned and added, “Thank you in advance.”


With that said, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan turned around and walked off together with Chae Yak-Ran. Jin Mu-Won stared blankly at them as they left. For some reason, his head was starting to hurt.


Nights in the wilderness tended to begin earlier than in the city. The area illuminated by the campfires was limited, and most of the campsite was shrouded in darkness. This was the perfect environment for wolves and bandits to ambush their prey, so the escorts had no choice but to take turns keeping watch.


It was getting late, but the mercenaries were still awake and busy discussing how they would go about conducting the search in Yunnan. Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, the strategist of the group, did most of the talking, while Chae Yak-Ran and the other mercenaries listened quietly. Im Jin-Yeop occasionally raised an objection, but his ideas were quickly shot down by Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan's sound logic.


Whenever that happened, Im Jin-Yeop would shrink in embarrassment, causing the mercenaries to burst out in laughter, "Hahaha!"


On another side of the camp, the escorts had also split up into several groups and were sitting around chatting beside the fires. While hugging himself tightly in the cold, Kwak Moon-Jung approached Jin Mu-Won and said, "Brr, it's freezing!"


"Is it time to switch shifts already?"


"Yes, and we’re free from now till tomorrow morning.”


Although he was still a teenager, Kwak Moon-Jung treated his work as an escort seriously. He did his best to pull his own weight and do the same amount of work as the others, because only then would they treat him as their equal.


While observing Kwak Moon-Jung, Jin Mu-Won was suddenly assaulted by a wave of nostalgia. His situation was quite different from the boy’s, but he also had to become independent at a young age and mature much more quickly than other children. Looking back, he wouldn’t be the person he was today without that harrowing experience.


Instead of turning in for the night, Kwak Moon-Jung sat down and crossed his legs.


“Are you going to meditate?” Jin Mu-Won asked.


“Yes.”


That’s unexpected. It’s common sense not to meditate unless one is alone in a quiet and secluded place, and this noisy campsite is anything but ideal. There’s no way Kwak Moon-Jung doesn’t know this, so why is he choosing to meditate here and now? If his concentration is broken during meditation, there’s a chance that Qi Deviation might occur, resulting in permanent disability.


“Why don’t you wait until we’re in a quiet place before you meditate? It’s impossible to maintain your concentration here.”


“Uncle Hwang[3] said that the meditation technique he taught me can be practiced even in this kind of noisy place.”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes lit up at Kwak Moon-Jung’s unexpected answer. He asked, “Uncle Hwang said that? Would you mind telling me the name of that meditation technique he taught you?”


“He said that it was called the Three Origins Meditation Technique, and that it would lead me down the path to becoming a martial arts expert.”


“The Three Origins Meditation Technique?”


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes trembled. Dazed, he looked up at the sky and mumbled, “Uncle Hwang…”


[1]  Master Jin (Jin-sohyeop): The honorific used here is -sohyeop, which is an honorific that is unique to the wuxia genre. Hyoep = Xia (俠) in Chinese, and loosely translates to chivalrous warrior, or hero. Sohyeop is used for young warriors, and Daehyeop for great (middle-aged to old) warriors. The closest English equivalent would be “Sir”, but I dunno if that reminds one too much of European knights. Gimme your feedback!


[2]  Noonim: Honorific for “older sister”, used by men.


[3]  Uncle Hwang: Kwak Moon-Jung calls Hwang Cheol “Hwang-ahjussi”, while Jin Mu-Won calls him “Hwang-suk”. Both mean “Uncle”, but -suk is more affectionate than -ahjussi, meaning Mu-Won is much closer to Hwang Cheol than Moon-Jung is.





Chapter 57: Traveling Companions (4)


The Three Origins Meditation Technique was the characteristic qi cultivation technique of the Blue Ocean Sword Sect, one of the many small-to-medium sized Taoist sects located in Mount Heng, Shanxi Province. The martial arts of the Blue Ocean Sword Sect were known for being balanced and powerful, but even compared to other Taoist martial arts, where it was already difficult to achieve a high level of mastery, the qi cultivation rate of the Three Origins Meditation Technique was abnormally slow.


The slow training rate was the main reason the Blue Ocean Sword Sect had steadily fallen into decline over the years, as more and more young people lacked patience and chose not to enter the sect.


However, the Three Origins Meditation Technique did possess several advantages that few people knew of. For one, it was a very simple martial art, so simple that even relatively dimwitted people could easily learn it. The requirement for practicing this martial art was not intelligence, but patience and determination.


As long as one was patient, they would eventually be able to master the Three Origins Meditation Technique. However, most intelligent people would rather spend more effort learning a more complicated martial art with a faster cultivation speed.


The second advantage of the Three Origins Meditation Technique was its stability, like a pavilion built on solid rock instead of soft soil. As long the practitioner persevered until they reached a certain level, their qi would suddenly start accumulating at a much faster rate. In addition, their qi would be extremely dense, resulting in increased physical strength compared to other qi cultivation techniques. This meant that practitioners of this martial art were well-suited to using heavy weapons such as greatswords (重劍).


The third advantage was that the Three Origins Meditation Technique had the ability to resist and counter demonic energy. That was because practitioners of this Martial Art tended to possess a strong mental resilience that allowed them to resist demonic and evil arts that targeted the mind.


All in all, it was these three advantages that had given rise to the name of the technique, Three Origins. Unfortunately, because these advantages were not obvious or well-known compared to its disadvantages, the Three Origins Meditation Technique and the Blue Ocean Sword Sect had faded into obscurity.


With the decline of the Blue Ocean Sword Sect, the Three Origins Meditation Technique was donated to the Northern Army.  However, no one in the Northern Army wanted to learn it, as they were fighting a war and there was no meaning practicing a late bloomer martial art when they might not live to see the next sunrise.


Therefore, for a long time, the Three Origins Meditation Technique sat forgotten in a corner of the Grand Library, collecting dust. It was only when Jin Mu-Won’s father, Jin Kwan-Ho, went searching for a martial art that suited Hwang Cheol that it was rediscovered. Before teaching it to Hwang Cheol, Jin Kwan-Ho had even done his best to improve it, enhancing its strengths and reducing its weaknesses.


In return for Jin Kwan-Ho’s kindness, Hwang Cheol put his heart and soul into practicing the Three Origins Meditation Technique. Even if his progress was slow, he never blamed Jin Kwan-Ho for choosing it. Instead, he thanked the former Lord of the Northern Army every time he overcame a hurdle in his training.


Jin Mu-Won recalled Hwang Cheol saying, “The Three Origins Meditation Technique is not meant to be learned by geniuses. It’s a martial art for idiots, and is there anyone in this world stupider than I am? Hahaha!”


With Jin Kwan-Ho’s death, Hwang Cheol was now the only person in the world who knew the Three Origins Meditation Technique. The technique was so basic, even Hwang Cheol was embarrassed to teach it to others. However, if he ever chose to teach it, it would definitely be to someone very much like himself; someone who was lacking in talent, but with unyielding resolve and patience.


Did Uncle Hwang see himself in this child? Is that why he…


Jin Mu-Won immediately understood how Hwang Cheol felt toward this child. Kwak Moon-Jung was like a younger version of Hwang Cheol, so Hwang Cheol couldn’t help but shower him with care and attention.


“Haa…” he sighed, looking at the boy who was deeply engrossed in meditation in front of the campfire.


Practicing the Three Origins Meditation Technique is like traveling a thousand miles at a snail’s pace. It’s such a daunting task that few would dare tread on this path. And yet, this is the path that this boy, Kwak Moon-Jung, has chosen.


Jin Mu-Won muttered softly, “As long as you never give up, I believe you will surely become the martial arts master of your dreams.”


I pray that you never admit defeat and call it quits, because I know that’s what Uncle Hwang would expect of you.


Jin Mu-Won watched Kwak Moon-Jung train for a very long time, taking it upon himself to act as the boy’s personal guardian.


★★★★★


The next morning, everyone packed their luggage and left the campsite. When they left, the only traces that someone had camped there was the burnt ground where the campfires had been.


Although everyone had spent the night outdoors, no one looked tired. This was only the beginning of their long journey, and all of them were martial artists who practiced inner energy techniques. All they had to do to ease their weariness was meditate for a short while.


It was the same for Jin Mu-Won. He hadn’t had spent the last seven years in a remote mountain for nothing. Rather, to him, the hardest part of the journey was enduring the boredom from driving the wagon all day long. The other escorts were in charge of keeping watch, so his one and only task was to follow the wagon in front of him.


Well, his situation was still a little better than the other escorts who were driving the wagons. He at least had the All-Encompassing Cognizance, which allowed him to immerse himself in the Art of Ten Thousand Shadows and train while unconsciously driving the wagon. The other drivers were so bored that they would sometimes nod off and break the caravan formation.


Whenever this happened, Gong Jin-Sung would step forward and restore order. If the wagons in the caravan went out of formation, it was easy for the situation to fall into chaos when something untoward happened.


Jin Mu-Won looked at this whole situation with interest. “Armed escort” was not a job for an ordinary warrior. Usually, only large sects or companies would hire armed escorts to protect important people or possessions, as their lives were much more valuable than random warriors. Thus, many looked down on escorts as disposable tools.


Old and powerful factions like the large sects and Five Great Clans had strong economic foundations and did not need to worry about finances, but the truth was, most people in the murim struggled to make ends meet. Even the small and medium-sized sects often dabbled in businesses in order to fund their activities and expand their influence.


However, how many people in the gangho belonged to a rich sect or clan? It was only a very small portion of the whole. Most people had no choice but to find employment of some sort, and for a freelance warrior, there was no better paying job than being a guard or armed escort. Not only was the pay stable and regular, they’d have access to additional benefits that they otherwise would not be able to obtain.


These people wielded their weapons for neither honor nor fame, only for the people and treasures they were paid to protect. They weren’t defenders of justice; they were simply people who fought for a living.


Looking at these people made Jin Mu-Won reflect on his own situation. What should I do from here on? Right now, all my efforts are focused on finding Uncle Hwang and Han-Seol, but after that, what exactly is it that I want to do?


Whatever anyone says, I belong to the Northern Army. That’s where my roots are, and it’s something that I can never forget or abandon. Even now, every time I think about how the Northern Army defended the Central Plains against the forces of the Silent Night despite being at a complete disadvantage, I feel proud to call myself a descendent of such heroes.


That’s why, I can’t help but wonder: Should I take revenge against Heaven’s Summit, or should I just live my life peacefully as a total nobody?


To Jin Mu-Won, this was an important question that he had to find an answer for, because that would dictate the way he would live for the rest of his life.


My father wanted me to live a life away from the political machinations and schemes of the gangho. He chose to disband the Northern Army and commit suicide, so that Heaven’s Summit would not have any justification to kill me due to my ties with the Army. That way, I’d have a chance at becoming a free wanderer who could live as I pleased.


However, is that kind of life what I really wish for? The anger and hatred in my heart just won’t fade away!


Jin Mu-Won’s heart was racing. He did not try this hard to survive just for the sake of living. Something deep down in his heart was constantly egging him on, driving him forward.


He raised his head and looked at the road ahead of him. The grassy plains stretched on endlessly, and the river a short distance away flowed without pause. Far in the distance, he could see the hazy silhouette of a mountain range. Above him, fluffy clouds drifted across the azure sky, carried by the wind.


I don’t know if I can live the way Father wished me to, but I will try my best. Even if I can’t do that, I swear that I will live my life with integrity, and never dishonor the pride of the Northern Army.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won sensed the wagon in front of him slowing down and adjusted the speed of his own wagon accordingly.


Are we slowing down because of the river crossing?


The last time he checked, the river was still quite a distance ahead, but while he was lost in thought, it seemed that they were already nearing the river. At the river bank, he could see a small village and pier where they’d be able to hire boats.


Just as Jin Mu-Won predicted, the caravan stopped at the pier, where Gong Jin-Sung stepped forward, saying, “The boat that can carry horses will return to port four hours from now. Until then, we will split ourselves into two groups and take turns resting. One group will go grab a meal in the village, while the other guards the wagons. When the first group has finished eating, they will immediately switch shifts with the second group.”


“Yes, Sir!”


Gong Jin-Sung then proceeded to split the escorts into two groups, and both Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung ended up in Group 1.


The two young men entered a nearby inn and sat down. The inn had a grand sounding name, the “South Sea Inn”, but it was very small and run-down. Thus, a few of the escorts chose not to eat there and went someplace else.


“Welcome!” greeted an energetic young waitress, as they entered the inn. The girl looked a year or two younger than Kwak Moon-Jung, but had a very friendly attitude, suggesting that she might be the daughter of the owner.


“Are there any seats next to the window?”


“Of course, right this way please. You’ll be able to see the pier and the river from the window.”


“Thank you.” The two young men smiled, thanked the waitress and sat down.


“What will you be having today?”


“Just something simple and filling, please.”


“Then how about some fried pork? We just received a delivery of really good meat.”


“That sounds great!”


The young waitress smiled refreshingly and giggled, “Heehee! In that case, please wait while we prepare the food.” She then turned around and ran toward the kitchen.


Jin Mu-Won noticed Kwak Moon-Jung staring blankly at the young girl’s back as she walked away. He grinned mischievously and asked, “You like her?”


“What!? N-No!” Kwak Moon-Jung exclaimed, shaking his head desperately.


Just then, someone opened the inn door and entered followed by a group of people. Jin Mu-Won recognized some of the people who entered.


“We meet again,” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan said, smiling at Jin Mu-Won. It seemed that he, Chae Yak-Ran, and the other members of the Iron Brigade had also decided to eat at the inn. They quickly chose a table and sat down.


Right behind the mercenaries, another group of people also entered and sat down at another table.


Chapter 58: The One Thing a Person Must Never Give Up (1)


The Iron Brigade sat down at the table next to Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung. As Kwak Moon-Jung looked at them, his face turned red and his eyes flashed with envy.


Ahh, this kid… It seems that he still hasn’t gotten the tales of the mercenaries’ adventures out of his mind…


Jin Mu-Won’s gaze shifted toward the other group that had entered the inn. There were three people in total: a teenage boy about the same age as Kwak Moon-Jung, and two middle-aged men dressed in Taoist robes.


Just then, he heard someone whisper to him, “Judging by the green bamboo embroidery on their sleeves, they’re Taoist priests from the Kongtong Sect. The green bamboo is a symbol of steadfastness, like bamboo in the wind.”


Jin Mu-Won turned to face the speaker, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, who smiled back at him and continued, “I don’t think that boy is an ordinary disciple. The Kongtong Sect never allows disciples that age to leave the sect unless they’re a first-generation disciple, or their martial arts have reached a certain level.”


“In that case, that boy has to be one of the two, if not both.”


“That’s right. However, if he truly managed to become a first-generation disciple at that young age, then he’s probably a genius.”


“I see,” replied Jin Mu-Won, lowering his head to avoid being noticed.


As if confirming Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s suspicions, he’d noticed that the boy had very well-developed muscles, as well as a fierce, arrogant attitude.


Like Jin Mu-Won, Kwak Moon-Jung was also quietly observing the Taoists.


Jin Mu-Won asked, “Are you jealous of him?”


“No, not at all.”


Surprised, Jin Mu-Won asked again, “Really? He’s a disciple of a large sect, and has access to all sorts of powerful martial arts.”


“I know that, but my dream is to be an armed escort.”


“Why?”


“Father once told me that although escorts are people who work for money, it is a job he takes pride in doing. We are those who protect the lives of others, as well as the things important to them. We could die anytime, but even so, we choose to live cleanly and use our martial skills to help people rather than extort or rob them. As a man, could there be a more honorable job than this?”


Kwak Moon-Jung had always looked up to his father, Kwak Yi-Soo. Two years ago, one of the White Dragon Merchant Association’s ships was attacked by pirates while traveling along the Yangtze River. Because everyone was stuck on a ship, there was no escaping from the pirates. In that kind of situation, Kwak Yi-Soo had defended against the pirates to the last, protecting the ship’s crew as they made their escape. Until the moment he died, he had never let go of his sword.


He was a man who had sacrificed his life to protect others; a real hero who took pride in his job as an escort.


Kwak Moon-Jung aimed to become a man as great as his father. He wanted to be a “true armed escort”, a hero who protected others.


Jin Mu-Won bowed his head in respect and said, “Your father is an admirable man.”


“Heh heh!” Kwak Moon-Jung scratched his head, embarrassed.


Im Jin-Yeop, who was nearby, overheard the two’s conversation and laughed, “Hahaha! Tell you what, I propose a toast, in honor of your father! What say you? Don’t be shy!”


“But I’m still in the middle of work!”


“Hmm, in that case, we’ll have drinks tonight instead. Remember to come over to my place, okay?”


“Sure!” Kwak Moon-Jung accepted Im Jin-Yeop’s offer enthusiastically.


The tense and awkward atmosphere caused by Jin Mu-Won and Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan immediately became more relaxed, to the relief of the other members of the Iron Brigade. They looked at Kwak Moon-Jung gratefully.


Just then, the young waitress ambled over to the tables, carrying a large plate of food. She placed the plate down on Jin Mu-Won’s table and, in a loud and clear voice, announced, “The famous fried pork of the South Sea Inn makes its grand entrance!”


“Pfft!” Kwak Moon-Jung couldn’t hold back his laughter.


The waitress placed her hands on her hips and glared daggers at Kwak Moon-Jung.


His face immediately reddened as he apologized, “I-I’m sorry!”


“This is my dad’s fried pork. If it tastes bad, we won’t charge you a cent for it.”


“That’s not why I laughed…I’m sorry.” Kwak Moon-Jung scratched his head, at his wit’s end.


Suddenly, the girl grinned, saying, “Apology accepted. This time, anyway.”


“Thank you!”


“My name is Seo-Ryung. Ham Seo-Ryung. What’s yours, Oppa?” [1]


“I’m Kwak Moon-Jung.”


“Oppa, are you an armed escort?”


“Y-Yes!”


“That’s so cool! Hee hee!”


Kwak Moon-Jung’s face quickly turned even redder.


Seeing the boy’s embarrassed expression, Im Jin-Yeop crudely exclaimed, “Oh my! Congratulations, youngster! How on earth did you attract the attention of such a pretty young lady? I can tell that in a few years, she’ll become a legendary beauty who will capture the heart of every man. I’m so envious of you!”


Kwak Moon-Jung was completely dumbfounded by Im Jin-Yeop’s sudden outburst. On the other hand, Ham Seo-Ryung stared at Kwak Moon-Jung quietly, completely unruffled.


Jin Mu-Won smiled amusingly as he watched this whole situation unfold. This girl is not normal, either. Her eyes are intelligent and she shows maturity beyond her years.


Kwak Moon-Jung was ambitious and determined, but he knew that at his current strength, calling himself an escort was probably pushing it. He stuttered, “A-About that, I-I’m probably more of an escort-in-training…”


As if she could sense Kwak Moon-Jung’s sincerity, Ham Seo-Ryung cheerfully said, “Ah, so you’re still an apprentice?”


“Kind of. But…even so, I’m still an escort!” Kwak Moon-Jung thumped his chest confidently.


Ham Seo-Ryung smiled, saying, “Then, if I ever need a protector, could I hire you from the White Dragon Merchant Association?”


“O-Of course!”


“Hee hee! Can I take that as a promise?”


“Yes!” Kwak Moon-Jung nodded vigorously.


Ham Seo-Ryung smiled at him again, then turned around and returned to the kitchen in a hurry. Kwak Moon-Jung watched her go, his face as red as a beetroot.


“Wow! That little girl is quite the fox!”


“She has him completely wrapped around her little finger. Are children nowadays all like that?”


The mercenaries of the Iron Brigade broke into a loud discussion, shocked by Ham Seo-Ryung’s forwardness. However, their happy expressions revealed that they weren’t complaining because they were upset, but because they were genuinely thrilled for Kwak Moon-Jung.


Even the normally stern Chae Yak-Ran wore a faint smile on her face. Ham Seo-Ryung’s spunk and boldness reminded her of herself in her youth.


“Come on, let’s tuck in.”


“Okay!”


Kwak Moon-Jung picked up his chopsticks and tasted the fried pork. It was just as tasty as Ham Seo-Ryung had said it would be. Being able to eat such good food in a run-down inn could only be said to be a stroke of luck.


Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung wolfed down their food. In the meantime, Ham Seo-Ryung took orders from both the Iron Brigade mercenaries and the Kongtong Sect Taoists.


“After our mission is complete, shall we come here again?” asked Jin Mu-Won.


“Mmhmm,” Kwak Moon-Jung’s mouth was full, so he nodded eagerly in response.


A little while later, the mercenaries’ food was also served. Like Jin Mu-Won, the Iron Brigade couldn’t help but praise the delicious cooking.


“Woah! It’s hard to find food this good even in the provincial capitals.”


“Yeah, the chef is really skilled.”


The mercenaries ordered one jug of wine after another to make the food taste even more satisfying. However, just when Jin Mu-Won and the mercenaries were in the middle of enjoying their meal, a man sharply snapped, “Who’s the chef of this inn?”


Jin Mu-Won turned to see the Kongtong Sect Taoists put down their chopsticks. The older among the two middle-aged Taoists slammed his fist on the table and angrily hollered, “Oi, Chef! Are you deaf? Come out, now!”


The old Taoist’s voice was so loud that it reverberated through all the objects in the inn, causing the mercenaries’ faces to darken in displeasure. Kwak Moon-Jung’s face paled, as he had the weakest qi among those present and was the most adversely affected person.


“Did someone call for me?” asked a middle-aged man who looked to be Ham Seo-Ryung’s father, running out of the kitchen. He desperately wiped his oily hands on his apron to clean them, but the instant he saw the Taoists, the color drained from his face and his movements froze.


“S-Senior Brother?”


“Hmph! I knew it was you, Ham Ji-Pyung!”


“Senior Brother, why are you here…?” said Ham Ji-Pyung, visibly confused.


The Taoist glared at Ham Ji-Pyung coldly, saying, “So the rumors were true. I heard that you were working as a chef here.”


“I have already cut all my ties to the Kongtong Sect. You’re the one who should know that best, right? Senior Brother?”


Ham Ji-Pyung’s rude reply seemed to only make the Taoist angrier. He growled, “Okay, let’s say I take your word for it and what just happened has nothing to do with you being excommunicated from the sect. If that’s the case, then how are you going to explain this?”


The Taoist pointed at the young man next to him, who spat something out into his hand. It was the fragments of a broken tooth, covered in saliva. The Taoist continued, “While eating the food you cooked, Seol-Goong’s tooth broke when he bit into a rock. Although he’s just a first-class disciple right now, he’s a genius who was chosen for personal training by Grandmaster Uncle.[2] In other words, he’s the person who is entrusted with the future of the Kongtong Sect. Such a person broke their tooth while eating the food you cooked. How are you going to take responsibility for this, huh?”


“W-What…?” Ham Ji-Pyung’s shoulders trembled.


All the ingredients used in the dishes of the South Sea Inn had been specially selected, prepared, and cooked by him. He knew that he always checked the quality of the food before serving it to customers. That was the reason he had gained the trust of the locals despite only working at the inn for a year. And now, this man was telling him that there were rocks in his cooking? That was impossible!


“Senior Brother!” Ham Ji-Pyung looked at the middle-aged Taoist with sorrow in his eyes.


The Taoist’s name was Mu-Hae,[3] and Ham Ji-Pyung had once trained together with him as a fellow disciple of the Kongtong Sect. If his qi center hadn’t been destroyed, ruining his martial arts and leading to his excommunication, then he would definitely have become a first-class disciple of the sect as well.


“Are you still hung up on the events of that day? Is that why you’re doing this to me now?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Senior Brother, that day, I lost the ability to use martial arts forever. On the other hand, all you lost was some dignity. Did you really have to go this far?”


Mu-Hae’s eyes flashed with killing intent as he bellowed, “You sound like you’re accusing me of framing you. Look, old fool, Seol-Goong’s tooth is broken, and that’s a fact you can’t deny!”


Fifteen years ago, Mu-Hae had been one of the top disciples of the Kongtong Sect. However, there was always one man above him: Ham Ji-Pyung.


As long as Ham Ji-Pyung existed, Mu-Hae would always be number two. Back then, Ham Ji-Pyung had carried the expectations and envy of the entire sect on his shoulders. Mu-Hae knew that Ham Ji-Pyung disliked the attention, and felt that it was a burden, but to him, that didn’t change anything.


Every three years, the Kongtong Sect would invite their civilian disciples[4] and financial supporters to a friendly martial arts tournament. The purpose of such an event was to foster and reinforce relationships and also serve as a test for the disciples’ martial arts skills. 


The winner of the tournament would be awarded the title of “Elite of Kongtong (崆峒一秀)”, meaning that they were the most promising disciple of the Kongtong Sect.


In the past, Mu-Hae had fought his way through the tournament and challenged Ham Ji-Pyung in the finals for that very title. However, he lost that battle in a very embarrassing way, right in front of everyone in the Kongtong Sect.


That experience had left a terrible scar in his heart. To rid himself of his inner demons, Mu-Hae planned on challenging Ham Ji-Pyung again in the tournament three years later, but unfortunately for him, that was not meant to be.


Just a few months after winning the tournament, Ham Ji-Pyung somehow got himself involved in something unsavory. As punishment, his qi center was destroyed and he was excommunicated from Kongtong Sect. Everyone in the gangho had been curious as to why he was punished so severely, but the higher-ups in the sect had adamantly refused to explain the reasons for their decision.


As time passed, the man called Ham Ji-Pyung was forgotten by the world. However, there was one person who still remembered him.


Mu-Hae.


And now, Mu-Hae had found him as well. The him who had become nothing more than an ordinary cook.


Seol-Goong stood to the side and watched the drama unfold with relish, as if it had nothing to do with him. He was the rising star of the Kongtong Sect, like Ham Ji-Pyung once was.


No, he was even better. He had been raised to the position of a first-class disciple at the tender age of fifteen, and the Sage of Red Snow (紅雪眞人), his Grandmaster Uncle as well as the strongest swordsman in the sect, had declared that he would personally train him.


Although he still hadn’t received his Taoist name and was using the name his parents gave him, he could tell how much the Kongtong Sect treasured his genius.


Huhuhu! This is getting interesting! Seol-Goong grinned to himself.


The truth was, he didn’t give a crap about Mu-Hae’s hatred toward Ham Ji-Pyung. He was only using the older man to fulfill his ambition. He didn’t plan to remain a mere first-class disciple forever, so he had to start building his political network as early as possible.


As long as he helped Mu-Hae with his revenge, he’d be able to obtain his recommendation and support to become the next Sect Leader of Kongtong. From there, he’d work toward becoming one of the next “Nine Skies”.


Seol-Goong was familiar with the internal politics of the Kongtong Sect, and understood that without Mu-Hae’s recommendation, it’d be impossible for him to become the official successor. Thus, he approached Mu-Hae and offered his help. He figured that one tooth was a small price to pay for obtaining Mu-Hae’s undivided support, and with Mu-Hae’s influence, he’d also be able to get most of the other first-class disciples on his side.


Now that his part in the play was over, all he had left to do was watch the show.


Ham Ji-Pyung locked gazes with Mu-Hae and asked, “Did he really break his tooth while eating the food I made?”


“The proof is right here.” Seol-Goong held out his hand, showing Ham Ji-Pyung the broken fragments of his tooth.


“Is that what really happened?”


“Are you calling me a liar?” snapped Seol-Goong fiercely, furrowing his brows.


Ham Ji-Pyung sighed, saying, “Haa…To think that the genius chosen by Grandmaster Uncle would lie without batting an eyelid. The future of Kongtong Sect is bleak.”


Mu-Hae immediately roared, “What was that!? How dare you insult the Kongtong Sect?”


CRASH!


Before he could even scream, Ham Ji-Pyung was sent flying into a wall.
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[1]  Oppa: Honorific for “older brother”, used by females. Less formal and more endearing than “Orabeoni”, but they mean the same thing.


[2]  Grandmaster Uncle: The junior brother of one’s master’s master…It’s complicated.


[3]  Mu-Hae: This dude’s name sounds the same as “harmless (無害)”, ROFL. Though I’m guessing it actually means “martial sea (武海)”. Methinks it’s an intentional pun.


[4]  Civilian Disciples: Disciples of a religious sect (Taoism/Buddhism) who have chosen not to enter the priesthood/monkhood and return to regular civilian life, for example Yoon Seo-In of the White Dragon Merchant Association. Unlike regular disciples, civilian disciples are free to eat meat and get married, but they will not be allowed to learn the strongest martial arts or have any official position within the sect.





Chapter 59: The One Thing a Person Must Never Give Up (2)


“DAD!” Ham Seo-Ryung shrieked as she dashed toward her father, who was coughing up blood and trembling uncontrollably. With a distraught look on her face, she hugged her father tightly.


Ham Ji-Pyung had once been a genius martial artist, but right now, he was but an ordinary man. It was impossible for him to defend against Mu-Hae’s sudden attack.


Mu-Hae stood over Ham Ju-Pyung and said, “How dare you insult the Kongtong Sect!? You asked for this!”


“That’s enough! Stop bullying my father!” Ham Seo-Ryung cried, looking up at Mu-Hae. Tears dripped down her face, but Mu-Hae only mercilessly stared down at the father and daughter pair.


At the frenzied combination of joy, arrogance, rage, and dissatisfaction on Mu-Hae’s face, the Ham family could only shiver in fear.


“Karma is real, after all. You reap what you sow, you arrogant bastard!”


“Lies!” screamed Ham Seo-Ryung. Mu-Hae frowned, but Ham Seo-Ryung continued, “Everything you’ve said is a lie! My dad’s food is the best! How could there be any rocks left in the meat and vegetables after he washed them multiple times? You’re a dirty liar!”


“Stop talking nonsense, you little bitch! What do you know, huh? Just keep your mouth shut and stay there quietly.”


“I know everything! I know that you’re harassing my dad on purpose!”


Ham Seo-Ryung turned to face Seol-Goong, who was standing next to Mu-Hae, and added, “Why did you lie? We didn’t do anything wrong.”


“…….”


“Was there really a rock in the food? Is that the truth?”


Seol-Goong furrowed his brows, but did not reply. When she saw his response, Ham Seo-Ryung was even more convinced that she was right.


“LIARS! So what if you’re Taoists from Kongtong Sect? I’ll report you! I’ll report you even if I have to crawl my way up Mount Kongtong!” Ham Seo-Ryung’s voice echoed throughout the inn.


Seol-Goong’s face flushed with rage. No one had ever insulted him to his face before!


Not only was he talented, he had also worked hard to earn both the respect of his senior brothers and the adoration of the elders. He didn’t deserve to be slandered like this!


SLAP!


Before he knew it, his hand had already moved. Ham Seo-Ryung’s eyes widened in shock as her head was slapped to the side. Seol-Goong didn’t feel like he had put much strength behind that strike, but to the young girl, even a careless slap from a martial artist was enough to knock her unconscious.


“Huh? I…”


The members of the Iron Brigade, who had been quietly observing this scene, sighed in unison. Im Jin-Yeop and Dam Jin-Hong, the two most hot-blooded mercenaries, wanted to stand up and interfere, but Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan quickly stopped them, saying, “Don’t forget, they are disciples of Kongtong Sect.”


“But…”


“Kongtong Sect may be one of the weakest among the large sects, but they are still capable of erasing the Iron Brigade from the face of this world.”


“Grr!”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan clearly understood the Iron Brigade’s position in the gangho. They were famous, but compared to the old martial arts sects, they were nothing. That was the unfortunate reality of things. The only way he could protect the Iron Brigade was to ensure that they stayed out of conflicts with people and factions stronger than themselves.


After all, revenge was a cycle that never ended. In this kind of situation, he had to be the one to act rationally, even if it went against his better judgment. He couldn’t allow the Iron Brigade to become swept up in a wave of hatred.


Im Jin-Yeop and Dam Jin-Hong reluctantly sat back down. They were infuriated, but they weren’t about to go against Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s decision, because they understood that his cold rationality was what protected the Iron Brigade from destruction.


Chae Yak-Ran was no less furious than the two men, but she too held herself back. In the end, the mercenaries could only watch the Taoists’ actions with bated breaths.


However, not everyone could turn a blind eye to what was happening right in front of them.


“Seo-Ryung!”


Kwak Moon-Jung sprung up from his seat and ran toward Ham Seo-Ryung. He hugged the injured girl and glared at Seol-Goong, shouting, “Hey, don’t you think you’ve gone too far?”


The young man’s voice pierced through the silence.


……


Mu-Hae was shocked speechless. Although he knew that there were others in the inn, he’d assumed that those people wouldn’t dare interfere with their business knowing that they were disciples of the Kongtong Sect.


Seol-Goong glared at Kwak Moon-Jung irritably, asking, “Who are you?”


“Me? I-I’m an escort.”


“An escort? You work for the White Dragon Merchant Association?”


“Yes.”


“Hah! Do you not know about the relationship between Kongtong Sect and the White Dragon higher-ups? Is that why you’re sticking your nose into our business?”


Kwak Moon-Jung lowered his head, unable to maintain his courage under Seol-Goong’s murderous gaze.


In truth, he was terrified. When he saw Seo-Ryung being bullied, he had dashed forward without a second thought, but now that he was asked to take responsibility for it, he didn’t know what to do. However, as he looked at the trembling, unconscious girl in his arms, he bit his lip in determination.


“C-Could you please forgive her just this once? I’m not entirely sure what happened, but she’s just a child!”


“Tsk! Do you think you’re a hero of justice?” Seol-Goong clicked his tongue. He looked toward the Iron Brigade mercenaries, as if confirming whether they would step forward to help Kwak Moon-Jung. When they only stared back quietly, he knew that Kwak Moon-Jung wasn’t anyone important to them.


Mu-Hae said, “Kid, the crime of interfering with the Kongtong Sect’s business is severe, but seeing as we are kind Taoists, we will forgive you if you immediately step down.”


“I-If you’re so kind, can’t you find it in your heart to forgive her as well?”


“Argh! You don’t get it at all, do you!?” roared Mu-Hae, releasing an aura so powerful that the plates and bowls on the tables vibrated in resonance.


“AHHH!” Kwak Moon-Jung covered his ears with his hands, but even then, his ears were ringing and he began to see double.


If Mu-Hae’s qi had been just a little bit stronger, Kwak Moon-Jung would have sustained internal injuries. Even so, the trauma he was currently suffering wasn’t anything to scoff at. His lower body was shaking uncontrollably, as if he would urinate any moment now. His lips were dry, and all the hair on his body was standing up…but still, Kwak Moon-Jung did not let go of Ham Seo-Ryung.


His unyielding tenacity only made Seol-Goong even angrier.


“You! You’re just an escort!”


BAM!


Seol-Goong kicked Kwak Moon-Jung with all his strength, causing him to throw up blood.


“Kuhaaak!”


“Do you know who I am? I am the future Sect Leader of Kongtong Sect! And yet! A lowly escort who works for money dares to get in my way!”


“TAKE THAT BACK…!” Kwak Moon-Jung yelled at the top of his lungs. Seol-Goong and Mu-Hae’s jaws dropped in shock at his sudden outburst, and Kwak Moon-Jung seized the opportunity to continue shouting, “Don’t you dare insult us escorts! You said that we work for money? We’re just taking what we rightfully deserve for our work! Quit talking as if you don’t need us! We give our lives to protect the people you don’t want to sacrifice your pompous selves for. We take pride in our work, so don’t you dare call us trash.”


Although Kwak Moon-Jung’s shoulders were trembling, it wasn’t because he was afraid. It was because he was furious at his weak and helpless self.


“Oppa…” Ham Seo-Ryung, who had been woken up by Kwak Moon-Jung’s outburst, reached up and touched the young man’s face.


Mu-Hae squatted down in front of Kwak Moon-Jung and said, “See? You just proved that escorts are trash. Real martial artists would never behave as recklessly as you just did. That’s why, kid, allow me to make you an offer.”


“What offer?”


“Hahaha! All you have to do, is admit that escorts are not real martial artists.”


“That…”


“If you don’t say it, I will kill this pair of father and daughter. Think carefully before you speak, because their lives are now in your hands.”


Mu-Hae’s eyes glittered with malice. He saw the Ham Ji-Pyung of fifteen years ago in Kwak Moon-Jung, and he detested the determination and pride in the young man’s demeanor.


I want to let the world know that pride and determination are worthless in the face of absolute strength. I want to teach these naive kids that justice does not exist, and that they should bow down in front of someone superior to them.


“Now, why don’t you try saying it? Is your pride as an escort worth more than their lives? Can you protect them with just that silly pride of yours?”


“I…”


“Justice without strength is just the meaningless babble of children.”


Kwak Moon-Jung bit his lip again in consternation.


“You need only say one line: ‘Escorts are not real martial artists.’ If you refuse, then not only will I take the lives of these two, I will also chop off one of your arms as punishment for interfering with the justice of the Kongtong Sect.”


SHIING!


Mu-Hae drew the sword at his waist. The sword was named “Bamboo Blade (竹文劍)[1]”, after the green bamboo pattern engraved on the scabbard. It was the sword that represented the most senior disciple of the Kongtong Sect.


Mu-Hae pointed the Bamboo Blade at Kwak Moon-Jung and focused his killing intent, making Kwak Moon-Jung’s face turn as white as a sheet.


I have to say it. How else can I save Seo-Ryung and her father?


It was only six words, but if Kwak Moon-Jung said those words, it would be equivalent to denying everything his father had stood for. What was the point of living if one could not even raise their head proudly?


“I, I…” Kwak Moon-Jung’s voice trembled. Tears flowed down his cheeks and dripped onto Ham Seo-Ryung’s face.


“E-Escorts are not t-true…” Kwak Moon-Jung stumbled over his own words. It was hard for him to speak in between sobs. Mu-Hae and Seol-Goong smiled cruelly as they watched him struggle.


“Hoo…” Jin Mu-Won sighed and stood up. He didn’t like butting into other people’s business, but this time, the Taoists had crossed the line. He picked up Snow Flower, which was leaning against the table.


[image: 059-insert.jpg]



Just then, he felt someone grab his shoulder. He turned around only to see Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan shaking his head and whispering, “Don’t be a fool. The Kongtong Sect is large and powerful, and their influence extends outside Gansu Province, all the way to Sichuan. If you make an enemy out of them now, they will hunt you down.”


Jin Mu-Won understood what Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan meant. The gangho was a place where a seemingly minor conflict could lead to large, severe repercussions. It was wise to keep one’s hands to themselves. Furthermore, the opponent this time had a solid background in the Kongtong Sect.


The Kongtong Sect called themselves Taoists and preached peacefulness, but in order to become one of the largest murim factions, just how much blood had they spilled over the years? Their sect was undoubtedly built on top of a mountain of corpses.


It was impossible for them to get along with everyone, and they surely had many enemies who fervently wished for their annihilation. For them to remain strong, they had to be firm towards those who opposed them, even slaughtering their enemies mercilessly.


The moment they revealed any kind of weakness, was the moment the Kongtong Sect would begin falling into decline. For that reason, they absolutely could not allow anyone who blatantly clashed with them to live, unless they too had the backing of another powerful sect or clan.


“Please, just bear with it. That kid’s pride might be shattered, but at least he won’t be harmed,” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan explained, analyzing the situation rationally. It was humiliating, but Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan felt that Kwak Moon-Jung would quickly forget about what happened today and return to his life as an escort without problems.


Contrary to his expectations, Jin Mu-Won shook his head and replied, “There is something very wrong with what you said.”


“Huh? What was I wrong about?”


“Something like humiliation can simply be endured. As for pride? Hah, that can be fed to the dogs. However, there is one thing that a human being must never give up on.”


“What…is that?”


“Conviction. A person must never give up on their most fundamental conviction.”


“…….”


“Right now, those Taoists intend to break that child’s conviction. They’re forcing him to betray everything he has ever believed in.”


Jin Mu-Won looked directly into Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s eyes, but for some reason, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan felt like he couldn’t face the other man.


“If a child loses his conviction, then what do you think will happen to him? What kind of future do you envision for a child who has nothing to believe in?”


“T-That… Aren’t you exaggerating this a little too much…”


“Am I?”


“…….”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, the man known as the “Methodical Strategist”, was left utterly speechless by Jin Mu-Won’s reasoning.


“That child is an armed escort. Didn’t you hear him declare it? No matter what the world thinks of him, he vowed to become a true escort. For us to stand by and do nothing is plain cowardice. Are the heroic adventures that you guys talked about during the party just drunken fabrications?”


Chae Yak-Ran and the other mercenaries hung their heads in shame. They greatly outnumbered Jin Mu-Won, but none of them could bring themselves to rebut his words.


Jin Mu-Won stepped forward. Behind him, he could hear Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan muttering, “You’re a fool…how could you even consider making an enemy out of the Kongtong Sect over something so trivial…”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan simply couldn’t understand what spurred Jin Mu-Won on. It defied his idea of rationality.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won shot him a glance, saying, “What’s wrong with that?”


“…….”


“Wouldn't the world would be a better place if more fools like me existed?”


[1]  Bamboo Blade (竹文劍): Literal translation – Bamboo-engraved Sword.





Chapter 60: The One Thing a Person Must Never Give Up (3)


Kwak Moon-Jung wanted to speak, but the only sound that came out of his mouth was a painful gasp for air. He pursed his lips in agony.


Mu-Hae raised his Bamboo Blade up high, saying, “Because of your arrogant and impertinent meddling, you’re going to have to pay the price along with this father-daughter pair!”


Seol-Goong and the other Taoist watched the interaction between Mu-Hae and Kwak Moon-Jung with twisted delight. As they expected, Mu-Hae did not hesitate to swing his sword down on Kwak Moon-Jung.


Kwak Moon-Jung squeezed his eyes shut. The whistling of a blade slicing through the air rang in his ears. However, the pain that he was expecting…never came.


THWACK!


“Ugh!”


At Mu-Hae’s sudden cry, Kwak Moon-Jung slowly and carefully opened his eyes. His vision was blocked by a man’s broad back.


“Hyung?”


Kwak Moon-Jung’s eyes widened, as if they were going to pop out of their sockets. The man wearing a red and brown coat, with his left hand placed behind his back and holding Snow Flower, could only be Jin Mu-Won.


Kwak Moon-Jung shifted his gaze a little, and to his absolute shock and horror, Jin Mu-Won had clamped Mu-Hae’s Bamboo Blade in-between his index and middle fingers. He couldn’t see the blade very clearly from his position, but he could at least tell that all of Jin Mu-Won’s fingers were still intact.
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On the contrary, the look on Mu-Hae’s face was one of confusion. The Taoist had never considered that his sword would be blocked, especially not right now.


He stopped my blade with his bare hands!?


He’d heard of people performing such feats before, but it was definitely rare and required a lot of training. Most importantly, one could only do such a thing if they were stronger or at least equal to their opponent in strength.


Mu-Hae hadn’t injected any qi into his blade, but it was still a sword slash from a martial arts expert. The fact that the man in front of him had blocked it with just two fingers was definite proof that he was no weakling.


Mu-Hae withdrew his sword and glared at Jin Mu-Won, saying, “Who are you? Are you doing this despite knowing that I am a disciple of Kongtong Sect?”


“I am this boy’s hyung. Now that you know who I am, are you still going to insist that I have no right to intervene?” Jin Mu-Won expressionlessly replied.


Mu-Hae’s face twitched. He said, “Ha! I get it now. The reason this boy was so cocky must be because you, a hidden master, is protecting him.”


Mu-Hae had misunderstood the situation, but Jin Mu-Won wasn’t about to bother explaining it to him. Kwak Moon-Jung’s safety was much more important than whatever this Taoist thought of him.


“You should be able to forgive this child now, right? I’m sure that he has learned his lesson after the harrowing experience he has had to go through today.”


“What? Are you saying that he should be allowed to get away scot-free without any punishment? That’s not the way of the gangho! If I let this go today, the cycle of vengeance will never end.” Mu-Hae scowled.


Jin Mu-Won sighed. Here was a narcissist who wallowed in his own grief and rage, but was utterly incapable of sympathizing with others’ pains. This kind of self-centered person would never forget a grudge, no matter how minor it was. Rather, they would gnaw on their spite over and over again, feeding their resentment. Thinking about it, today’s conflict had happened for this very same reason.


Mu-Hae asked, “Which sect are you from? Or do you not even have the courage to declare your affiliations?”


“I don’t see why I have to answer that question.”


“Bah! Things have already reached this point, and you’re still trying to hide your identity? What a joke. Aren’t you looking down on our Kongtong Sect too much?”


“This has nothing to do with the Kongtong Sect. This is a personal issue, between you and me.”


“What?”


“Am I wrong?” Jin Mu-Won looked straight into Mu-Hae’s eyes.


Mu-Hae flinched. Jin Mu-Won’s gaze was neither piercing nor vicious, and he did not feel any murderous intent behind that stare. Even so, he was bewildered by the fact that he simply could not bring himself to meet the young man’s eyes.


“You dare threaten me? Me, Mu-Hae of Kongtong?” he growled.


“I’m not threatening you. I’m imploring you to forgive a child. So, what’s your answer?”


“Is this how a person begging for mercy is supposed to behave?”


“Oh? Then…how am I supposed to behave?”


“Cut off one of that child’s arms. Do that, and I will forget everything he has done today.”


Mu-Hae turned toward Kwak Moon-Jung. He still hadn’t forgiven the child, and he probably wouldn’t even after ten years.


Jin Mu-Won shook his head, saying, “I refuse. If everyone did things like you, Taoist, no one in this world would have any arms left.”


“Are you provoking me on purpose? Because you’ve succeeded! DIE!” roared Mu-Hae, unleashing one of the Kongtong Sect’s ultimate techniques, the “Lesser Yang Sword (少陽劍)”.


SWOOSH!


Mu-Hae’s Bamboo Blade shot toward Jin Mu-Won’s throat.


What a ruthless killing technique. Even though this man is a Taoist, he swings his blade with no mercy.


The emotion in Jin Mu-Won’s eyes vanished, replaced by an eerie calm. He held up his right index and middle fingers, imitating a sword, and swiftly poked Mu-Hae’s blade.


Mu-Hae sniggered, “Hmph! Do you really think I’ll allow you to stop my blade with your bare hands again!?”


Mu-Hae injected his qi into his sword, intending to slice off Jin Mu-Won’s fingers. In response, the Bamboo Blade glittered with a sharp light.


“Hyung!”


“Hey…?”


Kwak Moon-Jung and Im Jin-Yeop cried out in warning. In their eyes, Jin Mu-Won’s fingers looked like they were about to be cut off.


However, the moment Jin Mu-Won’s fingers came into contact with Mu-Hae’s sword, something odd happened. The sword point pierced right through an afterimage of his fingers, which gently bumped against the middle of the blade.


Mu-Hae taunted, “What kind of parlor trick…”


CRACK!


Cracks appeared on the part of the blade that Jin Mu-Won had just touched. The smile on his face vanished.


“Wha…?”


SNAP!


The Bamboo Blade shattered, scattering blade fragments in every direction. Mu-Hae’s face was cut by one of the fragments, but he did not feel any pain. He could not.


He stared blankly at the sword hilt in his hand. There was no blade.


“T-The Bamboo Blade…”


The Bamboo Blade was the symbol of a disciple of the Kongtong Sect. To Mu-Hae, who valued his reputation more than anything else, it was as precious as his own life.


That Bamboo Blade had shattered after being poked by Jin Mu-Won’s bare fingers. Mu-Hae felt like the world as he knew it was falling apart all around him.


In truth, Jin Mu-Won hadn’t just poked the sword, he’d used the Weapon-Shattering Finger (碎兵指), a technique that he had randomly created years ago while failing repeatedly at swordsmithing. [1]


To Mu-Hae, the Bamboo Blade was a famous and perfect sword, but in Jin Mu-Won’s blacksmith eyes, it was covered in imperfections.


“Senior Brother!” screamed the other middle-aged Taoist, whose name was Mu-Wol. He hadn’t expected Mu-Hae to lose, and hadn’t managed to react in time.


SHIING!


He quickly drew his own Bamboo Blade and swung it toward Jin Mu-Won with all his strength. He’d seen what happened to Mu-Hae after underestimating Jin Mu-Won, and he wasn’t about to make the same mistake.


Jin Mu-Won swiftly took one step backward. Mu-Wol’s blade whizzed past his head, missing him by a hair. Like Mu-Hae, Mu-Wol was also aiming for his life.


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes flashed with a cold light as he said, “There is a saying that goes: A young person cares only for themselves; A parent cares only for their children; A merchant cares only for their profit; A Taoist cares only for the salvation of mankind. From what I can see, the last line of that saying must be false.”


Jin Mu-Won’s voice echoed around the inn, causing Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol’s faces to turn red in rage and embarrassment. In one sentence, Jin Mu-Won had denied their very reason for existing.


“Shut up, you bastard!”


Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol charged at Jin Mu-Won. Mu-Hae, whose sword was broken, used the Cloud Chasing Fist (追雲拳), while Mu-Hae swung his blade. The two Taoists moved in perfect unison, and it was clear that they often trained together.


WHOOSH! SWOOSH!


The entire interior of the inn was swept up in a giant storm created by the wind from Mu-Hae’s fist and Mu-Wol’s sword, smashing all the furniture. Within that wild tempest, Jin Mu-Won moved around freely and gracefully. Whenever the two Taoists attacked, he would step backwards, and whenever they retreated, he’d close the distance and strike.


Seeing that, Im Jin-Yeop couldn’t help but exclaim, “It’s like he’s dancing in the wind.”


As if he didn’t feel threatened at all, Jin Mu-Won never drew his own blade. He simply raised a finger and aimed for Mu-Wol’s sword. Although Mu-Wol had already seen what had happened to Mu-Hae’s blade, he didn’t think that Jin Mu-Won would have such good luck a second time around.


Damned brat! I’ll slice off your fingers!


Instead of being wary, Mu-Wol was delighted. He poured his qi into his sword and swung it at Jin Mu-Won.


THUD!


The sword clashed with the finger.


CRACK…CRACK…


CLANG!


Mu-Wol watched blankly as his sword also shattered, scattering pieces of metal everywhere.


“…Eh?”


Mu-Wol’s face looked like it had been dragged through the mud. He’d previously thought that “dragged through the mud” was just an abstract idiom, but he was wrong, because right now, he felt like he’d been literally dragged through the mud. [2]


BAM! BANG! CRASH!


Now that their weapons were broken, both Taoists had no choice but to use their fists.


“Ugh!”


Mu-Wol stumbled, and Mu-Hae’s right arm hung limply by his side, his shoulder red and swollen. During one of the clashes with Jin Mu-Won, his right arm had gotten dislocated at the shoulder.


Mu-Hae’s eyes glittered with disbelief. He didn’t even know when or how Jin Mu-Won had attacked him.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won stopped in his tracks. Without taking his eyes off the two old Taoists, he reached out behind him and grabbed a sword.


“Huh!?” blurted Seol-Goong, who had attempted to sneak up on Jin Mu-Won while he was distracted.


As the fight progressed, Seol-Goong had gradually understood that his two senior brothers stood no chance of winning against Jin Mu-Won. At least, not if they stuck to normal methods. Thus, he had thought to launch a sneak attack on Jin Mu-Won.


Unfortunately for him, though, Jin Mu-Won’s All-Encompassing Cognizance detected his presence before he could do any harm.


Jin Mu-Won shot Seol-Goong an icy glare, saying, “Boy, you’re a coward. If someone like you became the next sect leader, then Kongtong Sect is most certainly doomed.”


Jin Mu-Won twisted the blade in his grip.


KA-CRACK!


“AHHHHHHHHHHHH!”


The sound of Seol-Goong’s right arm breaking was quickly drowned out by his ear-piercing shriek.


[1]  Weapon-Shattering Finger (碎兵指): See chapter 16.


[2]  In case you were wondering, yes, this is wordplay. It is not a literal translation, because if I did that, no one would understand anything, but the general meaning is close enough (face turning mud-yellow because things have gone south, followed by his face actually turning yellow).





Chapter 61: The One Thing a Person Must Never Give Up (4)


The silence in the inn was suffocating, but for a long time, no one dared to speak. Everyone watching felt as if they had seen something they shouldn’t have.


“……”


Jin Mu-Won’s opponents weren’t ordinary martial artists; they were all first-class disciples of the Kongtong Sect, and warriors that people in the gangho often referred to as “martial arts experts”.


Three of these “experts” had teamed up against one man and lost. Furthermore, for the entire duration of the battle, Jin Mu-Won hadn’t drawn his sword or used his left hand. All he did was dodge attacks while using a strange finger technique that destroyed weapons.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s expression was stiff. I can’t believe it. The Kongtong Sect has been completely and utterly humiliated.


Even so, that’s not the most important issue at hand here. The fact that we, the Iron Brigade, witnessed this whole fiasco is far more worrying than the result of this fight!


The Kongtong sect absolutely will not take this lying down. Once they start their investigation, they’ll definitely find out that Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung were at the heart of this incident and go after them.


However, even though we did nothing, we won’t be able to avoid being indirectly implicated. That’s because it is an undeniable truth that we witnessed three disciples of Kongtong, including the future sect leader, behaving in a depraved manner.


Knowing those guys, they’ll do anything to shut us up and maintain their reputation. We’re fucked!


If I want to protect the Iron Brigade, I’ll have to tread very carefully from now on!


“AHHHHHHHHHH!” Seol-Goong screamed. Compared to the physical pain he felt, the mental agony of being humiliated and insulted was several times more aggravating.


“How dare you! How dare youuuuuu!” he repeated over and over again, glaring daggers at Jin Mu-Won. If eyes could kill, he would have already torn Jin Mu-Won to shreds.


“Junior Brother!”


Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol rushed to inspect Seol-Goong’s wound. The murderous looks in their eyes were no less piercing than Seol-Goong’s, but Jin Mu-Won took no notice of them.


Instead, he walked up to Kwak Moon-Jung and helped him up, asking, “Are you alright?”


“Eh? Yeah!” Kwak Moon-Jung replied, still stupefied. Not even in his wildest dreams had he imagined that Jin Mu-Won could be that powerful.


“Do you think that you’ll be fine after crippling a disciple of Kongtong Sect?” growled Mu-Hae through clenched teeth.


“If I worried about such things, nothing would ever get done.”


“The Kongtong Sect will not ignore this!”


“Is that so?”


“Yes! The Kongtong Sect never forgets a grudge!”


“In that case, I’ll just have to erase all the evidence, right?” Jin Mu-Won said, smiling gently.


A shiver ran down Mu-Hae’s spine. Before today, it had never occurred to him that a smile with no killing intent could be so terrifying. He stuttered, “I-Is that a threat?”


“What’s wrong? Am I not allowed to threaten you?”


“Eek!”


Jin Mu-Won’s voice was low and calm, but to Mu-Hae, it sounded like the whispers of a devil. The young man had only shown them a fraction of his true strength.


The moment he draws his sword…No, even if I’m not a match for him, I can’t…cower…


Jin Mu-Won took a step closer to the Taoists, and they instinctively took a step back. Their wills had been crushed by Jin Mu-Won’s intimidating aura. Like that, Jin Mu-Won continued slowly pressurizing them, forcing them to retreat until their backs were up against the wall.


Suddenly, the inn door opened and a young woman’s voice rang out, saying “Senior Brother Mu-Hae? I heard that you were here?”


The owner of the voice was the youngest daughter of the White Dragon Merchant Association, Yoon Seo-In. She had entered the inn while smiling happily, but when she sensed the unusual atmosphere in the room, her expression immediately stiffened.


“What happened here?”


Instead of answering her question, the Kongtong Sect Taoists simply stared at Jin Mu-Won like they wanted to kill him.


Yoon Seo-In turned to face Jin Mu-Won and asked again, “Can you tell me what’s going on?”


“It’s nothing serious. We just had a little difference of opinion.”


“Really?” Yoon Seo-In said skeptically.


Jin Mu-Won shrugged casually, like it had nothing to do with him. However, unlike him, the three Taoists were not relaxed at all. They weren’t about to let their guards down around Jin Mu-Won.


Mu-Hae asked, “What’s your name?”


“Jin Mu-Won.”


“The Kongtong Sect will remember that name.”


With that said, Mu-Hae, Mu-Wol, and Seol-Goong limped out of the inn. Yoon Seo-In followed closely behind them, crying, “Senior Brother!”


When they had left, Jin Mu-Won helped Ham Ji-Pyung onto a chair.


“Cough! Cough!” Ham Ji-Pyung coughed again and again. His broken ribs were pressing against his lungs, and he couldn’t breathe properly.


CRACK! KA-RACK!


Jin Mu-Won poked Ham Ji-Pyung’s chest several times and put his broken bones back where they were supposed to be. When he could breathe again, Ham Ji-Pyung’s purple face slowly started to return to its normal color.


“How are you feeling?”


“Thank you, savior!”


“For the time being, don’t push yourself. If you don’t get enough rest, you’ll never recover fully.”


“Don’t worry about me, savior. You need to run away and hide!”


“…Because of the Kongtong Sect?”


“Senior Brother Mu-Hae never forgets a grudge.”


Although Ham Ji-Pyung was very grateful to Jin Mu-Won for stepping forward and saving him, he felt guilty whenever he thought that he was the cause of the young man’s future troubles. The Kongtong Sect that he knew wasn’t as unreasonable as Mu-Hae made it out to be, but he couldn’t be sure as many years had already passed since he left the sect.


Jin Mu-Won smiled, saying, “They’ll probably bring someone stronger the next time they approach me.”


“Since you know that, please hurry up and run away! No matter how good you are at martial arts, you won’t be able to stop them!”


Jin Mu-Won shook his head gently and replied, “I’m sorry, but I cannot do that.”


“Then what are you going to do, savior?”


“You’re badly injured. You should rest.”


Jin Mu-Won quickly sealed one of Ham Ji-Pyung’s meridians, knocking him unconscious.


Just then, Ham Seo-Ryung woke up, ran over to Jin Mu-Won, and asked, “Is my dad okay?”


“He’ll be fine after resting.”


A look of relief immediately washed over Ham Seo-Ryung’s face. Jin Mu-Won turned to Kwak Moon-Jung and said, “Take care of Ham Seo-Ryung and Ham Ji-Pyung for me.”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan walked up to Jin Mu-Won. He still hadn’t gotten over his shock at seeing Jin Mu-Won’s incredible martial prowess. The situation had changed, and he understood that he could no longer continue treating Jin Mu-Won the same way he did before. He hesitated for a moment, then said, “The Kongtong Sect is going to target you from now on.”


“I know.”


“Err…You do?”


“What was I supposed to do, then? Watch quietly as my little brother had his arm chopped off? Or witness an innocent father and daughter perish right in front of me?”


“Couldn’t you have handled things differently? You might have been able to avoid direct conflict if you had negotiated with them rationally instead,” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan gravely said.


Regardless of how strong one’s martial arts were, there was nothing a single person could do when they were greatly outnumbered. It was unfair, but “tyranny of the majority” was one of the fundamental rules of the gangho.


Furthermore, the enemy this time was one of the most ancient and powerful sects, the Kongtong Sect. They were a faction strong enough to rule over a part of the world.


Jin Mu-Won locked gazes with Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and said sternly, “Do you always calculate the consequences of your every action like that?”


“How else could I survive in this insanely dangerous gangho? Knowing our limits, and acting accordingly, is the secret to the Iron Brigade’s continued existence and prosperity.”


Jin Mu-Won lowered his head, mumbling, “I see. You’re not wrong. Most people in the world live the same way you do.”


“Then…why?”


“Sometimes, we must follow our hearts instead of our heads. To me, this was one of those times.”


Jin Mu-Won’s words weighed heavily on the hearts of Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and the Iron Brigade mercenaries, like a wake-up call.


Before they could say anything, Jin Mu-Won continued, “Everyone says that justice is dead. The rich snatch away every grain of rice from the poor to fill their overflowing coffers, and those who are wronged can only suffer in silence. In times like these, as martial artists who follow the way of chivalry, if even we choose not to stand up for what’s right, then why bother continuing calling ourselves warriors?”


Ten years ago, when the Northern Army was disbanded, countless martial artists had rushed forward and fought over all the treasures they could get. All of them were blinded by their greed, and no one cared for the truth. If not for Hwang Cheol, Jin Mu-Won would probably have given in to his despair and hatred a long time ago.


However, Hwang Cheol was living proof that there were still good people left in the world. He’d given Jin Mu-Won a reason to keep on living.


If I had turned away from those people, could I bring myself to face Uncle Hwang when I meet him again?


No, I can’t.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won felt something change within him, as if the him right now and the him a moment ago were completely different people.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan shouted, “You can’t change the world alone! That’s not the way things work!”


“Is that so?”


Jin Mu-Won smiled, but Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan avoided his gaze. He knew that the instant he looked into Jin Mu-Won’s eyes, he’d understand how the young man thought. Even so, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. That would be equivalent to admitting that every decision he had made for the Iron Brigade was a mistake.


This man is dangerous. Fucking dangerous. It won’t be long before he causes a huge stir in the gangho.


He’s a charismatic leader who will inspire people to action. However, people like that never have a happy ending!


The rulers of this era will simply not allow anyone to destroy the order they’ve created! To them, a nonconformist like Jin Mu-Won is a seed of chaos that must be eliminated!


Although Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s mental alarm bells were ringing continuously, before he knew it, he had already met Jin Mu-Won’s gaze. The young man possessed a strange power that attracted others to him. At first glance, he appeared extremely ordinary, but when one looked into his resolute, stubborn eyes, they’d unconsciously find themselves sinking into its unfathomable depths.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan had the illusion that whatever Jin Mu-Won said, it must be true. He couldn’t stand this irrational feeling, but he couldn’t deny it either.


Jin Mu-Won looked out the window. The clear, blue sky was reflected in his eyes.


“I may not be able to change the world, but I can at least be the light that illuminates the darkness. I cannot save everyone, but I will protect the people in front of me.”


At this moment, the young boy who had been left alone in a ruined fortress finally became a warrior with a heart as wide as the world.


“That is…the reason I learned martial arts, and the path I have chosen to walk.”
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Chapter 62: Not Everyone Trudges Through a Windstorm with Their Heads Down (1)


“What kind of a person is Master Jin?”


“Which sect is he from?”


“I don't know! Why won’t you believe me!?”


In the face of Im Jin-Yeop and Dam Jin-Hong’s relentless interrogation, Kwak Moon-Jung looked as if he was about to cry. They thought that the boy was hiding the truth on purpose, but he really didn't know anything about the man named Jin Mu-Won.


All Kwak Moon-Jung knew was that Jin Mu-Won was Hwang Cheol's nephew, and that Hwang Cheol doted on him. He had no idea where he was from and what martial arts he used.


Right now, tensions in the White Dragon caravan were unusually high. On one hand, Gong Jin-Sung wanted to continue on with their journey as soon as possible, while on the other hand, Yoon Seo-In insisted that they had to remain in place until the issue with the Kongtong Sect was resolved. As a result, they ended up in a stalemate and couldn’t move on until they received an update about the Kongtong Sect’s next move.


When Jin Mu-Won stepped out of the South Sea Inn, all of the mercenaries and escorts turned to look at him. However, none of them approached him. They hesitated to do anything that would incur Yoon Seo-In’s rage, and associating with Jin Mu-Won was a very good way to irritate her.


“Hyung!”


Kwak Moon-Jung was the only person who ran toward Jin Mu-Won. Jin Mu-Won rubbed the boy’s head and looked around. He could feel the cold stares all around him.


After his conversation with Ham Ji-Pyung, the atmosphere around him had suddenly changed. Gone were the friendly greetings, replaced by hostile glares.


Jin Mu-Won smiled bitterly and walked away with Kwak Moon-Jung.


Tears dripped down Kwak Moon-Jung’s face as he sobbed, “I’m so sorry, Hyung. Because of me…”


“It's not your fault.”


“But this would never have happened if I hadn't stuck my nose where it didn’t belong.”


“You did the right thing. It’s not easy to summon one’s courage in that kind of situation. However, you made one grave mistake.”


Jin Mu-Won looked straight into Kwak Moon-Jung's eyes and scolded, “You did not take your own capabilities into account. Anyone can do what you did back there. Your mistake was not thinking before you acted. You caused a problem that you couldn’t resolve on your own, without being prepared to take responsibility and face the consequences of your actions.”


“I'm s-sorry,” Kwak Moon-Jung stammered.


Jin Mu-Won continued, “Always think thrice before you act. Your decision could place everyone around you in danger, and who knows how far your enemies can reach? What lowly means they would stoop to?”


“I will engrave that in my mind.”


“Still, thanks to you, two people were saved. You can rest assured that you did the right thing.”


“Yes!”


As his worries were assuaged, tears flowed down Kwak Moon-Jung’s face like a waterfall.


Jin Mu-Won smiled. Kwak Moon-Jung was still a child, after all. He was neither good at martial arts nor well-educated, but he had a strong spirit that very few possessed. This spirit had allowed him to stand up and take action when even the Iron Brigade, a group of martial arts experts, could not. Most importantly, a strong spirit wasn’t something that could be bought with money or taught in school.


Although it could lead to painful consequences, having a strong spirit was a virtue, not a weakness. It meant that Kwak Moon-Jung was capable of empathizing with others’ pains and acting with integrity. Above all, it also meant that he was a person with conviction that was not driven by misguided greed, but a deep-seated belief that shone brighter than anyone else.


“From now on, you have to work hard on getting stronger, and learn how to clean up after yourself.”


“Yes, I will!” Kwak Moon-Jung replied vigorously.


Kwak Moon-Jung didn’t ask Jin Mu-Won how he could become strong. He didn’t know why, but he felt that as long as he stayed by Jin Mu-Won’s side, he’d definitely grow stronger, both in martial arts and as a person. Right now, he looked up to this older brother far more than anyone else.


Just then, a woman’s sharp voice pierced their ears, saying, “Hey!”


Jin Mu-Won turned around only to find Yoon Seo-In staring at them with her hands on her hips. “What’s the matter?” he asked.


“Are you asking because you really don't know? It’s your fault the White Dragon Merchant Association is clashing with the Kongtong Sect!”


As Yoon Seo-In’s voice echoed across the harbor, one by one the escorts looked away and pretended that they hadn’t seen or heard anything.


“Young Mistress, this is not the time to raise your voice.”


“Shut up, Mister Gong.”


Gong Jin-Sung tried to calm Yoon Seo-In down, but his efforts were futile. Yoon Seo-In strode toward Jin Mu-Won, who simply stared back at her blankly. However, his composure only fueled Yoon Seo-In's anger.


“Are you out of your mind? Why on earth did you piss off the Kongtong Sect? Don’t you know how close the White Dragon Merchant Association and the Kongtong Sect are? And that I am a disciple of the sect as well? Also, how dare you injure Junior Brother Seol-Goong? What are you going to do if the Kongtong Sect breaks off their relationship with the White Dragon Merchant Association because of that?”


Yoon Seo-In launched into a furious tirade, but Jin Mu-Won remained silent and did not argue with her.


“At this rate, there’s no way we can continue letting you join us on our journey to Yunnan! I don’t want to spend every waking moment worrying about the people chasing us! Well? Tell me! What are you going to do about this whole mess!?” Yoon So-In panted, out of breath.


Jin Mu-Won patiently waited for Yoon Seo-In to finish ranting, before finally saying, “Aren’t you going to ask me about the reason why things ended up this way to begin with?”


“What did you say?”


“This child almost had his arm cut off. He may be young, but he is still an escort working for the White Dragon Merchant Association, for you! Shouldn’t his safety be your first concern? Furthermore, the innkeeper and his daughter nearly lost their lives. Aren’t you a martial artist of the gangho? What happened to keeping your priorities straight?”


“I...”


“Miss Yoon, I am indeed aware of your relationship with the Kongtong Sect. However, you are first and foremost a leader of the White Dragon Merchant Association and the person in charge of this search-and-rescue mission. In my humble opinion, it would be wise to hear what everyone has to say before you make any premature judgments.”
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Yoon Seo-In's face turned red with shame and embarrassment. She had been blinded by her rage. Deep down, she knew that Jin Mu-Won was right, but even then, she did not want to admit it. Instead, she screamed, “So are you saying that it’s actually my fault? And that you didn't do anything wrong? Hmph! You don’t even care what happens to the White Dragon Merchant Association, do you?”


She hasn’t been listening to a single thing I said. There’s no logic or reason in her words, only incoherent fury. Jin Mu-Won calmly said, “I'll take responsibility for everything that has happened. I wouldn't have stepped up in the first place if I wasn’t prepared to do so.”


“Hmph! How are you going to take responsibility for it? With those trivial martial arts? Do you know who your opponent is? It’s the Kongtong Sect! One of the oldest and greatest martial arts sects of all, the Kongtong Sect!


Jin Mu-Won could hear the sheer pride Yoon Seo-In held for the Kongtong Sect, which she was a part of, in her voice. That pride wouldn’t allow her to accept whatever he said, but nevertheless, he had to say it.


“Nothing in this world lasts forever.”


“Huh? What are you saying all of a sudden?”


“The Kongtong Sect may be powerful, but it won't exist forever.”


Even the Northern Army, which had been much stronger than the Kongtong Sect, had collapsed in an instant. And that was only one example in the long history of the murim, where such events happened frequently. Any faction that fell out of favor would be swallowed up by the cruel reality of the gangho.


The Kongtong Sect was no exception. However, the enraged Yoon Seo-In once again misunderstood the meaning behind Jin Mu-Won’s words.


“Are you insulting the Kongtong Sect? Trash like you…”


“My name is Jin Mu-Won.”


“So what...”


“…And I am not trash. Do not call me that again.”


Jin Mu-Won’s voice was soft, and he hadn’t used his qi. Even so, his voice contained a power beyond Yoon Seo-In’s comprehension.


Yoon Seo-In unconsciously took a step back. Then, realizing what she had just done, she bit her lip and attempted to continue shouting at Jin Mu-Won. However, the moment she locked gazes with him, she shuddered. She opened her mouth, but no words came out.


Although she was furious and irrational, she wasn’t an idiot. Jin Mu-Won wasn’t an employee of the White Dragon Merchant Association that she could order around as she liked. He was a martial arts expert who had taken down Mu-Hae, Mu-Wol, and Seol-Goong despite the fact that they had ganged up on him. He wasn’t an opponent she had any hope of defeating.


She suddenly felt as if her entire body had been doused with cold water.


“I-I...”


“Like I said, I will take responsibility for everything that happened today. If it pleases you, Moon-Jung and I will leave the caravan and travel on our own.”


Well, since the very beginning, I’d already planned on traveling alone. I’m also not interested in causing trouble for these people who have helped me.


Yoon Seo-In was at a loss. No one had ever chided her like that before.


Gong Jin-Sung, who couldn't bear to watch this scene anymore, stepped forward and said, “Wait. We’re not in so much of a hurry that we need to make a decision right now. Why don’t you spend the night with us, and we can discuss what to do together? How about it, Young Mistress?”


“Huh? Okay…” Yoon Seo-In shot Jin Mu-Won an awkward glance, then walked toward the place where the escorts were gathered.


Gong Jin-Sung asked, “So…what are your plans? Like the Young Mistress said, the Kongtong Sect will not stay still.”


“I’m waiting for them to come to me.”


“Waiting? For them!?”


“Yes,” Jin Mu-Won calmly replied, staring blankly in the direction of Mount Kongtong.


I let Mu-Hae escape alive for a reason, you know?






Chapter 63: Not Everyone Trudges Through a Windstorm with Their Heads Down (2)


Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung sat in an empty lot near the harbor, enjoying the cool night river breeze. Both the escorts from the White Dragon Merchant Association and the Iron Brigade mercenaries kept their distance, as if they wanted nothing more to do with them. Ham Ji-Pyung and his daughter were the only ones who dared approach them, even going so far as to deliver meals to their benefactors.


Jin Mu-Won frowned. During one of his exchanges with Ham Ji-Pyung, he learned about the events of fifteen years ago that had ultimately led to Ham Ji-Pyung’s excommunication from the Kongtong Sect. Although he had mentally prepared himself to deal with the Taoists, it turned out that he had also unintentionally gotten involved in something much bigger than he expected.


I have to be careful about how I go about solving this problem, or it might leave unexpected repercussions.


He glanced at Kwak Moon-Jung next to him.


He’s still sulking. The alienation and aversion from the other escorts is affecting him horribly. To be betrayed by the very people he’d thought of as family…he must be extremely shocked and depressed.


Kwak Moon-Jung curled up into a ball and mumbled softly, “The gangho is such a heartless place.”


Jin Mu-Won nodded in agreement and silently watched over Kwak Moon-Jung. Ten years ago, when he was only thirteen, the true meaning of the phrase “survival of the fittest” had been brutally hammered into him. No one understood how the boy currently felt more than he. After all, what the Four Pillars had done to his father and the Northern Army was much, much worse.


He’d once considered the Four Pillars of the Northern Army as his beloved family members. His father was often busy, so the four of them had basically taken on the role of godfathers while Jin Kwan-Ho wasn’t around. Back then, he’d thought that things would remain that way forever.


However, these four people that he’d trusted the most ended up betraying the Northern Army and forcing his father into committing suicide.


In this cruel world where even blood relatives could betray their own families, he was a fool for blindly believing in people who were completely unrelated to him.


Now, Kwak Moon-Jung had also awoken to the reality of this merciless gangho.


He’s probably going to be depressed for a while, but if he can get over this, it will become a valuable experience that will make him stronger.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won looked up. Startled by his sudden movement, Kwak Moon-Jung exclaimed, “What…?”


“Shh!” Jin Mu-Won placed a finger on his lips.


Kwak Moon-Jung immediately clamped his mouth shut. A short distance away from them, there was a disturbance in the White Dragon Merchant Association’s camp. The two men waited for a while, until a group of seven martial artists walked out of the camp and approached them.


On their sleeves, there was a green bamboo embroidery; At their waists, they each carried a Bamboo Blade. It was clear that they were all first-class disciples of the Kongtong Sect. Jin Mu-Won noticed that Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol were both among the seven.


A man who looked to be the leader of the seven exchanged gazes with Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung.


He’s a skilled swordsman, thought Jin Mu-Won. Although the leader was barely over five feet tall, his sharp eyes and the blade-like atmosphere emanating from him immediately gave Jin Mu-Won that kind of impression. Moreover, he noticed that even the prideful Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol were obediently walking behind the leader. From that, it wasn’t hard to deduce that the leader’s status was far higher than theirs.


Even in the dark, the Taoist leader’s eyes shone like a lamp, causing a creeped out Kwak Moon-Jung to gulp in fright.


In a sharp voice like a cold, bared blade, the leader asked, “Are you Jin Mu-Won?”


Jin Mu-Won stood up and replied, “Yes. Who are you?”


“My name is Mu-Jin,” the leader announced his Taoist name with pride. He belonged to the same generation as Mu-Hae, but their martial arts skills were in no way on the same level. Mu-Jin was the man who stood at the top of Kongtong Sect’s disciples, and every other first-class disciple had to respectfully refer to him as First Senior Brother.


In other words, it was generally accepted that he would be the next Sect Leader of the Kongtong Sect.


Unlike the other disciples, Mu-Jin had never participated in any of Kongtong’s internal tournaments. That was because his skills had already been acknowledged by the other members of the sect, and he had no need to prove himself.


Not only was he talented, he was also hardworking. While the other disciples were preoccupied with competing with each other for the tournament, he had trained in seclusion and learned one of the strongest sword techniques of the Kongtong Sect, the Five Yin Divine Blade (五陰神劍).


The Five Yin Divine Blade was a sword technique created by the Sage of Clouded Sky, a legendary swordsman of the Kongtong Sect from three hundred years ago, by combining every other sword technique in the sect. Ever since then, this powerful technique was only taught to successive generations of sect leaders.


From then till now, fifteen years had passed since Mu-Jin first learned the Five Yin Divine Blade. For all that time, he had never displayed his true abilities, inside or outside the sect. Even so, none of the other first-class disciples doubted his mastery of the sword technique.


That was because Mu-Jin was a martial arts maniac who did nothing but train all day long, without any regard for the day-to-day affairs of the Kongtong Sect. In fact, he was so obsessed with training that he had even tried to step down from the position of successor using “it will only reduce my training time” as an excuse.


“I heard that you unfairly assaulted three disciples of the Kongtong Sect. Is that true?”


“If you call that an unfair assault, then I have nothing more to say to you.”


“Are you denying it, then? In that case, why did you break several disciples’ Bamboo Blades?”


Mu-Jin’s eyes flashed with killing intent. The Bamboo Blades were the symbols of a first-class disciple of the Kongtong Sect. To break their swords was to shatter their prides in themselves and their sect.


Originally, Mu-Hae had not wanted to tell Mu-Jin about his broken sword, as it made him feel extremely ashamed of himself. However, he still wanted to blow up the issue, so he colluded with a few other disciples and brought them with him when he complained to Mu-Jin. Unfortunately for him, though, Mu-Jin saw through his lies instantly.


“Although I don’t know why you attacked my junior brothers for no reason, I will at least promise you that as long as you surrender quietly, the Kongtong Sect will judge you fairly.”


“Judge me fairly? Is that even possible?”


“You don't trust me?”


“It’s your junior brothers whom I don’t trust.”


Mu-Jin’s eyebrows twitched. Just then, Mu-Hae, who was standing beside him, shouted, “Don’t listen to that devious guy, Senior Brother! He’s trying to trick you! You should just judge him right here, right now!


“That’s right, Senior Brother! His martial arts are weird, and he’s as sly as a fox. We should subdue him immediately!” added Mu-Wol.


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes suddenly glittered in the darkness.


As expected! When Ham Ji-Pyung told me of everything that had happened fifteen years ago, I simply couldn’t bring myself to trust his one-sided perspective. However, Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol’s current behavior has now dispelled all my suspicions.


In that case…what should I do?


Jin Mu-Won sent a telepathic message to Kwak Moon-Jung, saying, [Just to be safe, please run over to the South Sea Inn and check on the two people there.]


Kwak Moon-Jung immediately understood what Jin Mu-Won meant and quietly stepped backward.


At the same time, Mu-Jin moved closer to Jin Mu-Won and threatened him, saying “Are you going to fight back, or will you surrender quietly? Choose.”


Jin Mu-Won shook his head. He was the last Lord of the Northern Army. If this were personal, he wouldn’t mind enduring the humiliation and bowing down to another. However, Hwang Cheol and Kwak Moon-Jung were involved this time, so that was not an option.


“Sigh. Why are you choosing the stick instead of the carrot?” [1]


“Before we fight, I’d like to ask you a question.”


“Go ahead.”


“Did your junior brothers tell you why they came to this village?”


The blood drained from both Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol’s faces. Mu-Hae immediately sent a punch flying Jin Mu-Won’s way, yelling, “Senior Brother! Do not listen to this bastard’s sophistry! He’s a devil!”


Mu-Wol and four other Taoists quickly followed suit and charged toward Jin Mu-Won.


SWOOSH!


Afterimages of fists and swords filled Jin Mu-Won’s vision, making him furrow his brows slightly. He was extremely upset about Mu-Hae’s sudden interruption, but it was already too late to stop him.
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Well, no matter. I’ll just start by finishing off these six.


Although Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol still hadn’t recovered from their dislocated shoulders, their fist techniques were polished. The other four Taoists were no slouches either, and the aura surrounding them was impressive.


WHISH!


Four Bamboo Blades sliced through the air, while Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol made up for the gaps in between the slashes with punches. It was a combination attack with no weaknesses.


Seeing his fellow disciples’ outstanding teamwork, Mu-Jin couldn’t help but nod in approval. Individually, their martial arts may be lacking, but they are making up for each other’s weaknesses wonderfully.


However, to Mu-Jin’s astonishment and admiration, Jin Mu-Won moved through the storm of attacks freely. With his casual reddish-brown clothing and light footsteps, he looked like a man taking a leisurely walk in the park.


Mu-Jin could tell that Jin Mu-Won was not using any kind of movement technique, but even so, his steps were confident, and none of the six Taoists could lay a finger on him.


“He’s like the wind!”


For the first time in Mu-Jin’s life, he couldn’t help but praise his opponent.


[1]  The stick instead of the carrot: The literal translation is asking why Jin is choosing the penalty drink, which is part of an idiom that says “choosing the penalty drink instead of a toast”. It means that Jin is purposely doing things the hard way, when there’s an easy way out.





Chapter 64: Not Everyone Trudges Through a Windstorm with Their Heads Down (3)


Yoon Seo-In’s eyes widened in disbelief. She was watching the battle from afar, and seeing Jin Mu-Won overwhelm six of her senior brothers to the point where they could not even touch the hem of his clothes hit her like a ton of bricks.


“How? What? Why?” she blurted.


“The gangho is a large place with many hidden masters who hide their abilities and blend into the common folk. The Old Matriarch knows this well, and has always been wary of people who appear to be normal at first glance.”


“So what you’re saying is: He’s a hidden master?”


“……” Gong Jin-Sung did not answer. No, he couldn't answer, because just like Yoon Seo-In, he was also guilty of underestimating Jin Mu-Won.


It seems that everything Escort Hwang boasted about his nephew was true.


Every time Gong Jin-Sung went drinking with Hwang Cheol, the middle-aged man would always boast about his nephew’s greatness. Unfortunately, back then, no one had ever taken him seriously.


Where was Hwang Cheol from again? I can’t remember his background… Now that I think of it, I know next to nothing about that man’s past. I’ve never thought of him as anything more than a simple escort.


Why is his nephew Jin Mu-Won so damn scary!? For a normal warrior like me, just the thought of taking on a first-class disciple of the Kongtong Sect frightens me to no end, and yet right now, I’m watching six of those disciples get their asses handed to them by Jin Mu-Won!!!


“Stop dodging, you bastard!”


“GAHAAA!”


Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol increased the pressure on Jin Mu-Won, but it was useless. Even after being driven into a corner, he would always somehow wriggle his way out of their encirclement with a relaxed look on his face.


“What the hell!?” one of the Taoists exclaimed. He and his fellow disciples were the strongest among the first-class disciples of the Kongtong Sect, and had all been acknowledged as peak-level experts.[1] Furthermore, Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol were swordmasters. However, none of them could graze Jin Mu-Won’s clothes, which meant that Jin Mu-Won’s strength was far beyond theirs.


To make things worse, Jin Mu-Won hadn’t drawn his sword yet. Instead, he’d sometimes stick out his fingers with a face like he was about to poke something, causing the six Taoists to panic and draw back.


As he watched all of this, Gong Jin-Sung couldn’t help but wonder what the rationale behind the Taoists’ strange actions was. In the end, he figured that he was probably just too weak to understand the battle.


Suddenly, at the edges of Jin Mu-Won’s All-Encompassing Cognizance, he sensed a presence that wasn’t supposed to be here heading in a certain direction.


“Of all the...” he mumbled to himself. He couldn’t delay this fight any longer. If he did, he’d regret it for the rest of his life. His eyes began flickering with a strange light.


Shivers ran down the spines of the six Taoists, and goosebumps broke out all over their bodies. The air around them felt like it had frozen solid.


For the first time since the fight began, Jin Mu-Won stopped moving around. Sensing an opportunity, the Taoists charged at him, fists blazing and swords swinging.


When he saw this, however, Mu-Jin shouted, “No! Everyone, retreat!”


Regrettably, Mu-Hae and the others ignored him. Their eyes were filled with a frenzied desire to kill Jin Mu-Won.


We have to kill him!


The Taoists unleashed their killing techniques, the “Soul Annihilation (追魂滅殺)” and the “Golden Dragon Destroyer (黃龍殺天)”. Sword qi surrounded the area around Jin Mu-Won, sealing off his escape routes. The Taoists were confident that they’d be able to shred Jin Mu-Won into pieces with this attack.


Much to their surprise, Jin Mu-Won did not attempt to dodge this move. Instead, he charged toward them.


SLASH! BAM! WHAM!


One by one, the Taoists’ attacks were knocked aside. Jin Mu-Won took advantage of the momentary opening created by their confidence in this final attack to execute one of the basic techniques of the Shadow Blade of Destruction, Meteor Soul (流星魂), except he was using knifehand strikes[2] instead of his sword.


“KUWAA!”


“UGAAH!”


Struck on the chests and necks, the Taoists screamed and fell to the ground rolling. Although Jin Mu-Won had used his hand instead of his blade, the sword technique was no less polished. If he hadn’t held back, the Taoists would already be dead. His seven years of hard training in Mount Cinnabar were finally showing results.


“Ugh!”


Mu-Hae lay on the ground, concussed. His vision seemed to have doubled, or even tripled, and he felt like throwing up. He tried to stand up, but couldn’t summon any strength back into his limbs.


In the meantime, Jin Mu-Won leaped over them and broke into a run.


“Stop!” yelled Mu-Jin, chasing after him.


KA-CHINK!


Mu-Jin drew his Bamboo Blade.


ROAR!


A few dozen brilliant rays of light spilled from Mu-Jin’s Bamboo Blade as he prepared the Metallic Radiance (鐵極光輝) technique of Kongtong Sect’s Demon-Slaying Sword (伏魔劍). The rays of light took on the forms of Bamboo Blades, making it difficult to tell which one was real and which one was a feint.


CLANG!


Without turning around, Jin Mu-Won swung the sheathed Snow Flower, defending against Mu-Jin’s sword technique with pinpoint accuracy. He then used the force of the blow to leap forward and increase the distance between himself and Mu-Jin, all the while sprinting at breakneck speed.


“Are you trying to escape from me?” Mu-Jin roared. As he chased after Jin Mu-Won, his killing intent intensified.


“HAAH!”


Mu-Jin swung his sword again and again, shooting out his sword qi as countless rays of light at Jin Mu-Won. However, as if he had eyes at the back of his head, Jin Mu-Won dodged all of his attacks without looking back.


“Brat! Stop!”


Exasperated, Mu-Jin gathered his qi and executed one of the Kongtong Sect’s movement techniques, the Soaring Phoenix Steps (飛鳳身法). Like a phoenix soaring into the sky, Mu-Jin spread his arms wide and accelerated, quickly closing in on Jin Mu-Won.


He brought his sword crashing down on Jin Mu-Won’s back, but the young man responded in the same way he did before, moving Snow Flower to intercept the attacks without looking back or slowing down.


CLANG! CLANG! KA-CLANG!


Fireworks erupted in the darkness, and Jin Mu-Won’s body shook from the impact. Even so, he did not allow a single slash to reach him.


Enraged, Mu-Jin injected more qi into his Bamboo Blade and spat, “Are you going to keep running away? Do you not have any pride as a warrior?”


SWOOSH!


Mu-Jin charged his sword qi and released it all at once in a technique known as the “Soul-Shattering Thunderbolt (霹靂碎魂)”, one of the final moves of the Demon-Slaying Sword. It was a technique that required one to split the qi in their body into five threads, then wind the threads into a condensed rope and launch it like a spinning arrow with the power to crush a target’s soul.


To Mu-Jin’s delight, this was indeed not an attack that Jin Mu-Won could dodge or block carelessly. Unlike before, Jin Mu-Won was forced to stop, turn around, and face him seriously.


SHWAAA!


As the condensed sword qi was about to hit him, Jin Mu-Won spun Snow Flower with grace and finesse. Without drawing his blade from the scabbard, he struck the side of Mu-Jin’s qi and knocked it to the side.


BOOM!


The Soul-Shattering Thunderbolt crashed into the wall of a nearby building.


“Force Deflection (移花椄木)[3]?” Mu-Jin exclaimed, eyes trembling in shock.


Like grafting a flower onto a tree, Force Deflection was a parrying technique that changed the direction of an opponent’s attack, splitting and transferring the force. It was something that any martial arts expert could do.


However, the technique that most people knew of as Force Deflection could only be used on physical attacks. Mu-Jin had never heard of anyone using this technique on an intangible qi attack before.


Most importantly, Jin Mu-Won had used such a technique on a finishing move executed by him, a peak-level expert. Mu-Jin did not dare to imagine how precise Jin Mu-Won’s control over his qi must be in order to pull off something so insane.


Jin Mu-Won stopped fleeing and glanced at Mu-Jin expressionlessly.


A shiver ran down Mu-Jin’s spine. Only now did he finally realize that Jin Mu-Won was a much more formidable swordsman than he’d previously predicted.


Why on earth would a person like this use a cowardly surprise attack on Mu-Hae and my other junior brothers? That doesn’t make any sense.


Suddenly, Mu-Jin realized that Jin Mu-Won’s eyes weren’t focused on him, but on the damaged building. He turned to see what had caught the attention of the younger man.


The sight that greeted him left him utterly confused. The wall of the building had collapsed, exposing the interior and the people inside. There, he saw his junior brother Seol-Goong holding a sword with a panicked look on his face.


…Huh? What is Junior Brother Seol-Goong doing here?


Desperate for answers, Mu-Jin’s gaze naturally shifted to the people opposite Seol-Goong. The first person he saw was the boy from earlier, Kwak Moon-Jung, spreading his arms wide as if to protect someone behind him. As for the people the boy was protecting…


“M-Mu…Gung? Junior Brother Mu-Gung?” Mu-Jin shouted, trembling uncontrollably.


“Mu-Gung” was the Taoist name that Ham Ji-Pyung had abandoned when he was excommunicated from the Kongtong Sect.


Inside the damaged building that used to be the South Sea Inn, Ham Ji-Pyung and his daughter also noticed Mu-Jin. As the initial shock melted away, tears began to flow from Ham Ji-Pyung’s eyes.


Ham Ji-Pyung cried in reply, “Senior Brother Mu-Jin!”


“Mu-Gung, why are you here...”


Mu-Jin instantly forgot about Jin Mu-Won and slowly tottered towards Ham Ji-Pyung.


[1]  Peak-level: Not a cultivation realm but a classification of strength created by bored murim dudes who like ranking lists. The accuracy is naturally dubious since only famous people are on it.


[2]  Knifehand strike: i.e. the karate chop. I just wanted to avoid the word “karate” since it comes out of nowhere…


[3]  Force Deflection (移花椄木): Literal translation – Grafting a Flower Onto a Tree. I chose to TL it using the meaning and physical description rather than an abstract name, but you know, murim logic…





Chapter 65: Not Everyone Trudges Through a Windstorm with Their Heads Down (4)


Mu-Jin looked at Seol-Goong and asked, “What’s going on here?”


Seol-Goong remained silent and did not reply. After all, what was he supposed to say? That he came here to kill Ham Ji-Pyung and erase the evidence of their wrongdoing while Mu-Jin, Mu-Hae, Mu-Wol and the other four distracted Jin Mu-Won?


There was no way he could admit that to Mu-Jin, who knew nothing about the dark side of Kongtong. Besides, his part in their plan was supposed to be the easiest one. Ham Ji-Pyung had already lost all of his martial arts and was no threat to him.


Unfortunately, he hadn’t taken into account the fact that Kwak Moon-Jung would protect the Ham family and stall for time until Jin Mu-Won arrived and smashed the wall.


On the other hand, one man's misery was another man's fortune. By virtue of Kwak Moon-Jung and Jin Mu-Won’s interference, Ham Ji-Pyung was saved from the brink of death once more.


Seeing that Seol-Goong wasn’t about to answer him, Mu-Jin turned to face Ham Ji-Pyung and said, “Junior Brother Mu-Gung, what’s going on? Why are you here? Do you know how long I’ve been searching for you?”


“Senior Brother Mu-Jin, I…missed you.”


Tears streamed down Ham Ji-Pyung’s face. Ham Seo-Ryung didn’t know what was going on, but when she let out the breath she had been holding, her eyes also welled up with tears.


Mu-Jin was thoroughly confused. Ham Ji-Pyung was his favorite junior brother, and the two of them used to be as close as real brothers. However, while he was busy training in seclusion, Ham Ji-Pyung disappeared from the Kongtong Sect.


The official reason for Ham Ji-Pyung’s disappearance was that he had gone crazy due to Qi Deviation and attacked several of his fellow disciples, but Mu-Jin didn’t believe a single word of that excuse. He wanted to find Ham Ji-Pyung and confirm the truth for himself. That was the least he could do as a brother.


However, when he asked his other junior brothers about Ham Ji-Pyung’s whereabouts, every single one of them had kept their mouths shut about it as if they were all co-conspirators. Mu-Jin had tried to search for Ham Ji-Pyung himself but to no avail.


Only now, after seeing Seol-Goong and Ham Ji-Pyung together in the same place, did Mu-Jin finally start to piece things together. He directed his killing intent at Seol-Goong and threatened, “Tell me what’s going on.”


“S-Senior Brother?”


“Hurry up and talk.”


“I-I don’t know anything. I was just…following Senior Brother Mu-Hae’s orders.” Seol-Goong desperately tried to explain himself, but Mu-Jin’s piercing stare was making him feel so guilty and frightened that he couldn’t help but tremble like a leaf.


“Mu-Hae?” Mu-Jin’s gaze turned toward the spot where Mu-Hae had been knocked down by Jin Mu-Won.


Sensing his opportunity, Jin Mu-Won added, “Fifteen years ago, Ham Ji-Pyung was ganged up on by his fellow disciples who were envious of him. He then ended up taking the blame for the fight and was excommunicated from the Kongtong Sect.”


Mu-Jin immediately refuted, “Don’t lie to me. Discipline in the Kongtong Sect is enforced very strictly. There is absolutely no way something like that could have happened.”


“Everything he said is the truth, Senior Brother Mu-Jin,” said Ham Ji-Pyung, walking toward Mu-Jin.


“Then how did Mu-Hae hide the truth for so long? I’m sure our sect leader would have conducted a proper investigation.”


“When this happened, the sect leader was busy teaching you the Five Yin Divine Blade. He didn’t take part in the investigation or the trial.”


“Are you saying that he might not be aware of this?”


“Yes. The investigation and trial were both conducted by Master Uncle Tae-Hyun.”


“Master Uncle…Tae-Hyun?” Mu-Jin’s voice shook. Reverend Tae-Hyun was Mu-Hae’s master, and a junior brother to his own master, Reverend Tae-Wol, who was also the sect leader.


“Also, my qi center wasn’t destroyed as part of the punishment. It was an injury that I had gotten from the fight. Since I was already a cripple that could never use martial arts ever again, and Master Uncle told me that everyone I cared about would be fine as long as I kept my mouth shut, I accepted being excommunicated from Kongtong.”


According to Ham Ji-Pyung, this whole affair had begun with Mu-Hae verbally abusing him after his win in the tournament. When Ham Ji-Pyung ignored the insults, Mu-Hae lost his temper and assaulted him along with Mu-Wol and several other disciples.


Not too long after, Mu-Hae’s master Tae-Hyun covered for his own disciple and laid the blame on Ham Ji-Pyung, leaving him with no choice but to leave the Kongtong Sect.


“What!? How could Master Uncle Tae-Hyun do such a thing…!” cried Mu-Jin.


This was completely different from the story he had heard. He recalled once asking Tae-Hyun about it, and his master uncle’s response to his question was as such: “The Sect Leader and all of the elders have confirmed that Ham Ji-Pyung attacked his fellow disciples after a training accident that caused Qi Deviation. We decided that the best punishment for his sins was ex-communication.”


Stunned, Mu-Jin then asked Ham Ji-Pyung, “So…where have you been all these years?”


“I was afraid that Mu-Hae and Tae-Hyun would kill me to erase all the evidence, so I never dared go close to Mount Kongtong. It was only recently that I moved to this village, hoping that I would be able to meet you again and tell you the truth about what happened. Unfortunately, Mu-Hae found me first.”


Seol-Goong immediately kneeled down before Mu-Jin, slamming his head down on the ground and crying, “Senior Brother Mu-Jin, please forgive me. I was just following Senior Brother Mu-Hae’s instructions. I’m innocent!”


However, Mu-Jin did not buy into Seol-Goong’s lies. He stared at Seol-Goong coldly and said, “Mu-Hae may have been the instigator, but you are definitely a co-conspirator. ‘Dead men tell no tales’, was it?”


“Senior Brother, please, please forgive me! I really didn’t know anything!” Seol-Goong screamed. I may not be able to oppose Senior Brother Mu-Jin, but I should at least be able to use the facts against him! I was still a baby fifteen years ago, after all! Whatever Mu-Hae did back then has no relation to me! As long as I can persuade Senior Brother Mu-Jin into letting me go today, Master Uncle Tae-Hyun will naturally take care of the rest!


Unbeknownst to Seol-Goong, while he was sobbing and kowtowing to Mu-Jin, Mu-Jin was also observing him carefully. Noticing the cunning look in Seol-Goong’s eyes, Mu-Jin couldn’t help but look up at the sky and laugh at his own foolishness.


 “Hahaha! I feel like a ragdoll, blind and deaf to everything around me, with only martial arts in my head. What a joke I must look like to my fellow disciples who have successfully kept such a dirty secret from me for fifteen whole years.”


Mu-Jin paused for a moment, then glanced at Ham Ji-Pyung and said, “I’m sorry. You must have had a hard time.”


“Senior Brother…” As if a knot in his heart had been untangled, Ham Ji-Pyung plopped down on the ground and began to cry.


“Ah! Daddy, please don’t cry!” Ham Ji-Pyung hugged her father tightly, tears flowing down her cheeks as she shared in his pain.


Jin Mu-Won and Mu-Jin watched them quietly.


A little while later, when Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol came back to their senses, they were immediately greeted by the sight of Mu-Jin and the Ham family standing over them. In particular, Mu-Jin was staring down at them with extremely cold eyes.


Shit! We’ve fucked up, big time.


The two Taoists instinctively knew that things had gone very wrong and got to their knees as quickly as they could.


“Senior Brother, this is a misunderstanding! Please allow me to explain.”


“That’s right. I don’t know what they told you, but these people can’t be trusted.”


Although Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol were pleading with him desperately, to Mu-Jin who had already heard Ham Ji-Pyung’s side of the story, everything the two said now sounded like the shameless excuses of despicable lowlifes.


“All this time, I never once suspected that you people were so cruel.”


“S-Senior Brother…” mumbled Mu-Hae in a trembling voice. The truth was, he feared Mu-Jin so much, he wanted to kill Ham Ji-Pyung before Mu-Jin found him.


His First Senior Brother Mu-Jin was a man of integrity who prioritized fair judgments over relationships. If a junior brother of his were to commit a crime, he would punish him mercilessly. Therefore, when Mu-Jin volunteered himself to accompany him to the village, Mu-Hae plotted to let Seol-Goong secretly murder Ham Ji-Pyung while he kept Mu-Jin and Jin Mu-Won distracted.


“Prepare yourself to receive a harsh punishment upon returning to Mount Kongtong. You will be tried for deceiving me, the sect leader, and the whole of Kongtong Sect.”


“Anything but that! Please forgive me, Senior Brother…”


Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol fervently begged for forgiveness, but Mu-Jin ignored them. He didn’t want to hear another word of their lies.


Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol felt that everything they had built up over the years was crumbling to pieces. Their pride as first-class disciples of the Kongtong Sect, the positions of elders that they would receive in a few more years, the respect of the other disciples…


The two Taoists suddenly exchanged glances. They had simultaneously come to the same conclusion.


“To hell with all this!”


“Die!”


They dashed toward Mu-Jin, quick as lightning, to catch him unawares. Mu-Hae used the Demon Slaying Palm (伏魔掌), while Mu-Wol used the Seven Injuries Fist (七傷拳). These two techniques ranked among the strongest martial arts in Kongtong Sect, and both Taoists considered them their trump cards.


“I knew it!”


Contrary to what Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol thought, their surprise attack was under Mu-Jin’s expectations. Ever since finding out the truth, he had already suspected that something like this would happen.


SHIING!


The Bamboo Blade at his waist slid out from its sheath and drew an arc in the air.


“Ugh!”


“Gah!”


Before their attacks had even landed on Mu-Jin’s body, Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol screamed in pain as the deep stab wounds on their shoulders spilled out blood like a fountain. Mu-Jin’s sword thrusts had reached them first.


“Did you think that you’d be able to hurt me with your pitiful strength? Not only are you two heartless, you’re also stupid!”


Mu-Hae placed a hand on his shoulder wound to stem the bleeding and glared at Mu-Jin bitterly, saying, “Haha! What makes you think you’re any smarter than us? Do you even know anything besides martial arts?”


“Is that why you lied to me?”


“That’s right! You’re too strong, and everyone knew that you’d become the next sect leader, so there was never any meaning to competing with you. That guy next to you, on the other hand, kept getting in my way!”


Mu-Hae’s gaze shifted toward Ham Ji-Pyung. That was a man who had a humble and amiable disposition despite being younger and more talented than himself. He felt that as long as this junior brother existed, he would never be able to stand out among his peers. Especially after his loss in the tournament, this feeling of dread had only gotten stronger.


“Hmph! So that’s why you provoked him into a fight and destroyed his qi center?”


“Yeah! Well, what are you going to do about it? What can you do? Are you going to kill me?”


“No, I will not kill you. I will drag you back to Mount Kongtong, where you will be punished according to the sect’s rules.”


“My master will not idly sit by and watch that happen, you know? Give it up… No, I have a better idea. Try your hardest to prove your point, Senior Brother. Even if you are the next sect leader, more of the first-class disciples support me than you. I’ll show you that you won’t be able to get anything done without their help.”


“...You want to make a bet with me?”


“Since you’re the one who suggested it, Senior Brother, why not? You have nothing to lose and everything to gain anyway.”


Mu-Hae’s confident tone struck Mu-Jin like a stab to the heart, pushing him into the abyss of despair. He bit his lip until it bled to wake himself up.


Damn it! I never realized that our Kongtong Sect had rotted from the inside out… Mu-Hae was right when he called me a fool who doesn’t know anything except martial arts!


“Fine, I will stake Mu-Gung’s and my own reputation on this. I, Mu-Jin, will reveal the truth about the events of fifteen years ago and restore Junior Brother Mu-Gung’s honor. Additionally, I will make sure that the perpetrators of the crime are punished accordingly.”


Upon hearing Mu-Jin’s final declaration, the color drained from Mu-Hae and Mu-Wol’s faces.


★★★★★


Mu-Hae, Mu-Wol, Seol-Goong, and the four other Taoists had their acupuncture points sealed and were locked up in the basement of the South Sea Inn. Seol-Goong repeatedly insisted that he was used by Mu-Hae, but Mu-Jin pretended not to hear him.


Once the offenders were secured, Mu-Jin then sent a messenger pigeon back to the Kongtong Sect, requesting reinforcements from the disciplinary council to haul them back to Mount Kongtong the next morning.


While he waited for them, Mu-Jin and Ham Ji-Pyung discussed the events of the last fifteen years till the wee hours of the morning. As Mu-Jin listened to the Ham family’s situation, tears welled up in his eyes in sympathy and regret over his own negligence.


Ham Seo-Ryung sat next to her father, helping him tell the story and adding in facts that he had forgotten. From this, Mu-Jin could tell that she was an incredibly smart girl.


“How old are you, Seo-Ryung?”


“I’m twelve this year.”


“Twelve, hmm?” Mu-Jin’s eyes lit up with interest. Although twelve was a little old to begin learning martial arts by the standards of the large sects, it wasn’t uncommon to start learning at that age either. He couldn’t be sure how much talent Ham Seo-Ryung had from just looking, but if she was intelligent, the chances of her being below average were pretty low. Furthermore, she was his best friend’s daughter.


Mu-Jin considered taking her on as his disciple. He had never taught anyone before as he was concentrating on his own training, but he now realized that he very much needed to expand his horizons. It would probably be difficult to make it official as she was female and couldn’t enter the all-male sect, but women could still be accepted as civilian disciples. From there, he would make her his nominal disciple.


However, that will have to wait until after I return to the sect and clean up the trash. Master Uncle Tae-Hyun and several other elders will do everything they can to hide the truth, and Mu-Hae’s accomplices are not to be underestimated, either. It’s going to be tough, but for the future of the Kongtong Sect, this is something I cannot avoid. 


“You’ve had it hard all these years, so please leave the rest to me. Get some sleep now while you can, you should know how hard the hike up Mount Kongtong is.” Mu-Jin gently patted Ham Seo-Ryung on the head and stood up.


Ham Ji-Pyung appeared shocked by Mu-Jin’s sudden action. He asked, “Hmm? I thought we were going to chat for a while longer?”


“I want to, but there’s something I must do first.”


“Senior Brother?”


“It is true that that person saved you, but it’s also true that he has provoked the Kongtong Sect.”


Ham Ji-Pyung froze for a moment as Mu-Jin’s words slowly registered in his mind. He then stuttered, “B-But…”


“This is this and that is that. The Bamboo Blade is the symbol of the Kongtong Sect. Breaking our swords is the same as trampling on our pride.”


Mu-Jin was often referred to as the “pride of Kongtong Sect”, and in return, he was proud of being part of the sect. Everything he had was given to him by the sect, so there were some things he just couldn’t let go.


“You should rest now.”


Ham Ji-Pyung didn’t dare object to Mu-Jin’s decision and quietly left.


Meanwhile, Mu-Jin walked out of the South Sea Inn. The sun hadn’t risen yet, and it was still pitch black outside.


Interestingly, although he and the other Taoists had caused quite the commotion the day before, none of the escorts or villagers had gotten close to the battleground.


I suppose I have Yoon Seo-In and Gong Jin-Sung to thank for that. It’s good that no innocent people got hurt by our actions, and those people won’t be able to spread bad rumors about the Kongtong Sect if they know nothing as well. That would be a huge embarrassment to the Sect.


Mu-Jin spread out his senses and grinned. A certain presence was making his location known in the darkness. Mu-Jin walked toward a clearing a hundred feet away, near the docks.


There, he found Jin Mu-Won waiting for him as if the man had already foreseen that Mu-Jin would come searching for him.


Mu-Jin asked, “Have you been waiting here all this time?”


Jin Mu-Won nodded silently in reply.


“How did you know I would go looking for you?”


“I knew a man with a similar personality as yours.”


“Oh?”


“Just like you, he valued the pride of his sect over his own reputation. He was a man who could endure being personally humiliated, but if it involved his sect, he would fight against it to the bitter end.”


Mu-Jin nodded, saying, “You saw right through me, huh. That’s right, I’m a stubborn fool that doesn’t understand how to compromise.”


He placed a hand on his sword and continued, “I know you had a good reason for doing it, but you did injure several of my fellow disciples and even broke their swords. I cannot let you go unpunished.”


“Are you planning to dispel the wind of corruption within the Kongtong Sect?”


“That’s our own problem. It has nothing to do with you.”


“Puhahaha! I see!” Jin Mu-Won laughed. Mu-Jin had indeed answered his question, albeit in a very indirect way.


Suddenly, Mu-Jin gave Jin Mu-Won a fist salute and declared, “I, Mu-Jin, First-Class Disciple of the Kongtong Sect, request a formal duel with you, Jin Mu-Won. Regardless of the outcome, I will consider all our disputes settled after this match. Do you accept?”


Jin Mu-Won returned Mu-Jin’s salute, saying, “I, Jin Mu-Won, humbly accept Reverend Mu-Jin’s request. We will settle all our disputes through this duel, swordsman to swordsman.”


“Great!” Mu-Jin nodded and drew his Bamboo Blade.


SHIING!


The razor-sharp edge of the Bamboo Blade glittered in the darkness. Jin Mu-Won felt Snow Flower tremble in his hand, as if it was complaining about why he hadn’t drawn it yet.


Okay, this time, I’ll answer your summons.
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As the blade darker than night revealed itself, Mu-Jin’s heart skipped a beat. He was enraptured by Snow Flower’s eerie beauty.


“That…is no ordinary sword.”


“This is Snow Flower. I crafted it myself.”


“You did? Amazing.”


Mu-Jin concentrated his qi, and his Bamboo Blade cried out in acknowledgment. Today was the first time he was revealing the fact that he had learned the Kongtong Sect’s Five Yin Divine Blade to the world. It was an announcement that he was the successor to the sect.


“Then let us begin.”


WHOOSH!


Before he had even finished speaking, Mu-Jin used the Flying Phoenix Steps and appeared right in front of Jin Mu-Won.


SLASH!


As he unleashed the first form of the Five Yin Divine Blade, Dark Moon Splits the Sky (陰月斷天),[1] his blade drew a red arc across the air and split Jin Mu-Won in two.


No, that was an afterimage! I didn’t feel any resistance that meant I cut something. 


Mu-Jin’s expression hardened. The instant he moved, Jin Mu-Won had also moved. The young man’s reflexes and reaction time were much faster than he’d thought.


Where is he?


Mu-Jin searched for Jin Mu-Won’s aura and locked on to his position. Using his left foot as a pivot, he spun around, swinging his blade and releasing five bursts of sword qi.


That was the third form of the Five Yin Divine Blade, the Five Yin Scarlet Flower (五陰紅花).[2] When the five bursts of sword qi struck their target, a scarlet flower with petals of sword qi and blood would bloom.


However, Mu-Jin’s attack missed its target once again as Jin Mu-Won vanished from the spot he was standing on.


I don’t want to drag this out any longer, so I’ll finish the battle right away, thought Jin Mu-Won.


SWISH!


Like a graceful swallow gliding across the water’s surface, Jin Mu-Won sprinted toward Mu-Jin. He tightened his grip on Snow Flower, causing the sword to vibrate excitedly.


When Mu-Jin saw the shadows around Jin Mu-Won suddenly darken as if they had come alive, his heart raced with anticipation.


I’ll face him head-on!


Jin Mu-Won raised his sword, which shone like a meteor about to shoot across the heavens. It was the preparation for Meteor Soul (流星魂), the first form of the Shadow Blade of Destruction.


Across from him, Mu-Jin wasn’t about to just stand there and do nothing either. The Taoist muttered, “Heavenly Sword Flash (天劍一照).” [3]


The Five Yin Divine Blade contained seven forms in total. The one Mu-Jin was most familiar with among the seven was the fifth and most powerful form, the Heavenly Sword Flash.


HUMMMMM!


The Bamboo Blade emitted green light in the shape of a gigantic sword. That green light was Sword Flux, the refined form of sword qi that every swordsman dreamed of achieving.


“YAHHHHH!” Mu-Jin roared as his aura rampaged through the darkness.


And then…


BOOOOOOM!


The two swordsmen clashed.


[1]  Dark Moon Splits the Sky (陰月斷天): Literal TL – Yin Moon Splits the Sky. “Yin Moon” can refer to either the month of April in the lunar calendar or the dark side of the moon. Manhwa TL – Slash of the Lunar Skies.


[2]  Five Yin Scarlet Flower (五陰紅花): Literal TL – Five Yin Red Flower. Manhwa TL: Five Elements: Spread of Destruction.


[3]  Heavenly Sword Flash (天劍一照): Literal TL – Heavenly Sword One Flash. Manhwa TL: Single Blade of the Heavens.





Chapter 66: A Swordsman Speaks with a Sword; A Blacksmith Speaks with Iron (1)


CRACK! CLINK!


Pieces of a broken sword were scattered across the ground.


“Haa…” A man’s sigh of despair went unheard in the wind as he looked down at his broken sword. It was the Taoist from Kongtong Sect, Mu-Jin.


“How did you... I even went so far as to use Sword Flux…” he muttered, puzzled. He hadn’t felt any qi surrounding Jin Mu-Won’s sword, and yet, his own Bamboo Blade was the one that was broken in half. This defied common sense.


He lifted his head and glanced at the black sword resting against his neck. There was no doubting his defeat.


“What happened? How did you break through my Sword Flux…?”


“Sword Flux is simply a technique for emitting and condensing energy on the outside of one’s blade. What I did instead was increase the density of qi inside my blade.”


“Did my sword break because of the difference in qi density?”


“From my point of view... Yes, it did.”


“Is that so? I can't quite accept your explanation, but I’ll admit my defeat, “Mu-Jin said through clenched teeth, his shoulders trembling with frustration.


As Jin Mu-Won withdrew Snow Flower from Mu-Jin’s throat, the sword throbbed as if it were upset at not having cut anything.


Mu-Jin looked up at the sky, sighed again, and mumbled to himself, “Mu-Jin, you’re an imbecile. To think that you were satisfied with your current strength! Just how arrogant were you? Shame on you! You’re a weakling who can’t even last one second against your opponent.”


Jin Mu-Won watched Mu-Jin silently. If he tried to comfort Mu-Jin now, it would probably backfire. Patiently waiting for Mu-Jin to come to terms with his defeat was the best option.


Finally, Mu-Jin looked at Jin Mu-Won again and said, “I may have lost to you today, but my defeat doesn’t mean that the Kongtong Sect has also been defeated.”


“I know.”


“As agreed previously, with this, our disputes are settled.”


“Thank you.”


“After I have solved the problems in my sect, I will return to training in seclusion. The next time I come out, I will challenge you again. Swordsman from the North,[1] would you be willing to accept my future challenge?”


“Yes.”


“Thank you.”


Mu-Jin stared at Jin Mu-Won with a complicated expression.


This feels like something out of a nightmare. How could a swordsman this young and skilled exist? I’m already over forty, but this guy is definitely in his early- to mid-twenties. And yet, he’s much stronger than me.


If this is what true genius is, then life is just too unfair. This man’s strength is even more ridiculous than the Seven Young Skies.


The Seven Young Skies were the most promising youths in the gangho. They were barely over twenty, but they had already proven their abilities to the world. Even more aggravating was the fact that not only did they possess talent blessed by the heavens, they also came from powerful sects and families that provided the best environment for them to grow and develop.


Mu-Jin may be the strongest disciple in the Kongtong Sect, but neither his talent nor background could compare to those seven youths. Thus, he may have felt jealous of them, but it was not to a point where he would give up all hope of catching up to them. He always felt that as long as he worked a little harder, he’d surely be able to reach their level.


However, Jin Mu-Won was different from those people. Mu-Jin had a feeling that this young man was far beyond his reach.


He may even be as talented as the Lone Star of the Azure Sky…


Mu-Jin recalled a boy he met many years ago. The child was so outstanding, he didn’t feel an ounce of jealousy. After all, one could only be envious when one believed they could have what the other person possessed.


“Haa…” Mu-Jin sighed once more. Deep down, he swore to himself that this defeat would become his motivation to become stronger. His eyes filled with a mixture of emotions, he slowly bent down and picked up the broken pieces of his sword.


Jin Mu-Won watched him silently. This long and eventful night had finally come to an end.


★★★★★


The next morning, several Kongtong Sect Disciplinary Council members showed up to take Mu-Hae’s group back to Mount Kongtong.


Before leaving with them, Mu-Jin said to Jin Mu-Won, “The White Dragon Merchant Association informed me about your situation. I heard that you’re going to Yunnan to search for a missing family member?”


“That's right.”


“I’m sorry for making you waste a day here because of us. It won’t make up for what my junior brothers have done, but I’ll introduce an old friend of mine to you. When you arrive at Kunming City in Yunnan, search for the “Triune Scholar (三腦書生)[2]”, Ha Jin-Wol. He kind of stands out, so finding him shouldn’t be too difficult. Just tell him my name, and I'm sure he'll help you.”


“Thank you.”


Mu-Jin then turned to face Kwak Moon-Jung, who was standing next to Jin Mu-Won, and said, “The Kongtong Sect owes you a great debt.”


“No, I didn’t do anything...”


“For as long as I live, the Kongtong Sect will not forget what you have done for us. You will always be welcome there.”


Ham Seo-Ryung, who was going to leave with Mu-Jin, suddenly asked, “Oppa, will you come visit the Kongtong Sect when you’re free?”


“Of course, I will!”


“Then, I'll be waiting for you, okay?” Ham Seo-Ryung smiled brightly, but the tears welling up in her eyes betrayed her true feelings.


Jin Mu-Won quietly watched the two young lovebirds say their parting words. Their appearances reminded him of the events of seven years ago.


His heart twinged with pain and bitterness.


★★★★★


After crossing the river with their horses, the White Dragon caravan continued their journey south to Yunnan. The relaxed atmosphere they had when they first started out from Gansu was gone, replaced by silence and tension that hung heavily in the air.


The cause of all the uneasiness was the young man driving a wagon at the very back of the caravan. The strength Jin Mu-Won displayed the previous night had shocked not only the escorts but also the mercenaries of the Iron Brigade. The mercenaries had prided themselves on their skills, but before Jin Mu-Won willingly revealed himself, none of them had any inkling of his true abilities.


In just one night, Jin Mu-Won had gone from being an inconspicuous freeloader to a martial arts master who had easily overpowered six first-class disciples of the Kongtong Sect as well as their future sect leader, Mu-Jin. The Kongtong Sect had tried very hard to conceal this fact, but it was impossible for them to stop all the information from leaking out, especially to the caravan members who had been resting in the village.


Although the Kongtong Sect was the weakest of the old and established sects, it was nonetheless a powerful faction with hundreds of murim experts. Among those experts, Mu-Jin and Mu-Hae were known to be the best and most talented disciples.


And yet, Jin Mu-Won had crushed them without sustaining a single scratch. That could only mean that he was above the so-called peak-level experts in skill. To the escorts, who were mostly second- or third-class warriors, he was in a different league altogether.


Naturally, the escorts began to distance themselves from Jin Mu-Won, as if there was an invisible barrier separating them.


However, the escorts were hardly the ones most affected by Jin Mu-Won’s abilities. Their shock was nothing compared to what Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan of the Iron Brigade and Yoon Seo-In of the White Dragon Merchant Association had to go through.


On Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s end, although he had fully expected for Jin Mu-Won and the Kongtong Sect to come to blows, he never predicted that things would end as peacefully as they had. Still, all things considered, it wasn’t a bad result for him and the Iron Brigade.


He exceeds my expectations time and time again. This is upsetting.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was a strategist. To people like him, unexpected situations, even if they were beneficial, were something that couldn’t be tolerated. Each time Jin Mu-Won had exceeded his expectations was one time he’d failed as a tactician.


If Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was upset, then Yoon Seo-In was utterly devastated. She clearly remembered venting her anger and hurling a multitude of insults at Jin Mu-Won. As a civilian disciple of the Kongtong Sect, she hadn’t doubted for a moment that Jin Mu-Won would be harshly punished, but…to her astonishment, not only had the whole mess been resolved peacefully, even her aloof and distant Senior Brother Mu-Jin had acknowledged Jin Mu-Won.


Since Mu-Jin was the successor to the Kongtong Sect, that meant that the sect itself had acknowledged Jin Mu-Won.


Yoon Seo-In's gaze shifted toward Kwak Moon-Jung, who was now following Jin Mu-Won around everywhere. Before Mu-Jin had left, she’d heard him saying that he owed the boy a great debt. That meant that even Kwak Moon-Jung was now under the Kongtong Sect’s protection.


I’ve really made a mess of things. It’s probably too late to apologize, and as the leader of this caravan, I cannot be seen lowering my head to the people under me.


Yoon Seo-In sighed.


Meanwhile, Jin Mu-Won, the man responsible for messing with everyone’s emotions, was happily driving his wagon. Thanks to the events with the Kongtong Sect, he had finally decided on his path in life. He felt that his decision would probably land him in a lot of trouble and drag him into many future conflicts, but he knew that as long as his heart was set, he would keep moving forward. That was the kind of person he was.


As he smiled to himself, Kwak Moon-Jung suddenly approached him on horseback and cried out, “Hyung!”


“What's up?”


“Err…nothing. Never mind.” Kwak Moon-Jung grinned bashfully. His excitement from the previous night had not yet subsided. Although he was still young, he understood the fact that what happened at the South Sea Inn would change his life forever.


Although Kwak Moon-Jung told Jin Mu-Won not to mind him, for a long time, he stared at Jin Mu-Won with sparkling eyes.


When Jin Mu-Won, who didn’t feel like he had done anything deserving of the boy’s admiration, reached the limits of even his composure, he turned toward the boy and asked, “Why are you staring at me like that?”


“Because I respect you.”


“Me?”


“Yeah! How did you get so strong, Hyung? I never thought that you would be able to defeat those guys.”


Kwak Moon-Jung had frequently heard Hwang Cheol boasting about Jin Mu-Won, but like everyone else, he’d always thought that the old man was just exaggerating. After the events of the day before, though, he now knew that Hwang Cheol had in fact been telling the truth.


Not only was Jin Mu-Won strong enough to disregard the Kongtong Sect’s threats, but above all, his courage and integrity were unequaled. Kwak Moon-Jung took pride in the fact that such a person was his “Hyung”.


However, when he suddenly thought about his own situation, his expression quickly became sullen. Ultimately, Jin Mu-Won had only gotten involved in the affair because he was too weak to defend himself. He didn’t dare dream of becoming as strong as Jin Mu-Won, but he at least wanted to be able to protect himself and do his job as an escort properly.


“Hyung, how can I become as strong as you?” he asked.


Jin Mu-Won smiled. He understood how Kwak Moon-Jung felt, as he had once been in the boy’s shoes.


“Moon-Jung.”


“Hmm?”


“The Three Origins Meditation Technique that Uncle Hwang taught you is no ordinary martial art. You might not see any marked improvements when you first start practicing it, but once you reach a certain level of mastery, you’ll suddenly start getting stronger at an unbelievable rate. That’s why, as long as you keep training hard, I believe that one day, you’ll surely become a master.”


“Yeah! Thanks, Hyung.”


“By the way, I suggest you get a heavier sword than the one you’re using right now. Practitioners of the Three Origins Meditation Technique are most suited to using heavy weapons.”


“A heavier sword? How much heavier?”


“For starters, you should get one that is twice as heavy as the sword you currently have, but once you get used to that one, you’ll need to get a true greatsword that is four times heavier.”


“Okay! I'll definitely do as you said!”


Kwak Moon-Jung didn’t doubt Jin Mu-Won’s words for a second. After what they had been through together, he now had complete faith in Jin Mu-Won’s advice.


[1]  Swordsman from the North: Don't ask me how he knows this, I'm guessing the Kongtong Sect did some sort of a background check on Jin...


[2]  Triune Scholar (三腦書生): Literal translation – Scholar with Three Brains (i.e. has the combined intelligence of three people).





Chapter 67: A Swordsman Speaks with a Sword; A Blacksmith Speaks with Iron (2)


“So this is the Dujiangyan Irrigation System?” [1]


The escorts buzzed with excitement as they admired the engineering marvel known as the Dujiangyan Irrigation System. Right in front of their eyes, the beautiful Min River, with its flashy myriad colors, was split into two by a man-made structure.


Originally, as winter turned into spring, snowmelt from the nearby mountains would flow into the Min River and flood the nearby areas, causing great suffering to the people living there. To solve the problem, Lee Bing, a local official of Sichuan Province during the Qin Dynasty, together with his son Lee Rang, worked together to design and construct an irrigation system that would redirect the waters of the Min River and prevent flooding. All in all, more than ten thousand workers were mobilized for the construction which took eight whole years to complete.


When the river stream, which was originally one, was divided into an outer river and an inner river, the waterway stabilized and the area became free of flooding.


That was the history of the Dujiangyan Irrigation System, a place where the flow of Nature was altered by human hands. This engineering miracle which saved many lives and livelihoods caused many Sichuanese to consider this structure as sacred.


Gong Jin-Sung said to Yoon Seo-In, “It will take us two days to travel from Dujiangyan[2] to Chengdu. We should rest here tonight.”


“That is fine, Finance Head Gong,” Yoon Seo-In replied weakly.


Gong Jin-Sung flashed a look of sympathy at Yoon Seo-In. She had been depressed ever since the incident with the Kongtong Sect, which opened her eyes to the pinnacle of strength and showed her that she was just a frog in the well.


To make things worse, Yoon Seo-In wasn’t the only person affected by the incident. A large chasm had appeared between Jin Mu-Won and the rest of the caravan, including himself and the Iron Brigade. Having to travel together with someone of that caliber was turning out to be far more nerve-racking than he’d thought possible.


By far the most stressful part was Jin Mu-Won’s attitude, which remained wholly unchanged from before. Instead of demanding better treatment, Jin Mu-Won quietly drove his wagon and cooked hotpot for everyone every day. This action of his had renewed his relationship with some of the escorts, but most of them still avoided him.


It’s entirely up to the Young Mistress to decide whether she should let things continue this way or set her pride aside and apologize to him. I can’t do anything.


Gong Jin-Sung sighed. He still needed to get things done, so he couldn’t spend too much time being distracted by Yoon Seo-In. He booked twelve rooms in the Revitalization Inn, the largest inn in Dujiangyan, and ordered the escorts to unpack the luggage. Night hadn’t fallen yet, but the journey to Yunnan was long and he wanted to take this opportunity to let the caravan members get more rest.


Normally, three or four people would be assigned to one large room, but Gong Jin-Sung gave Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung a small double room of their own. He felt that this was the least he could do for the two who had been alienated by the rest of the group. As for the remaining rooms, half were assigned to the Iron Brigade and the remaining half to the White Dragon Merchant Association.


Gong Jin-Sung left the minimum manpower behind to guard the wagons, then ordered the escorts to take the rest of the day off. When they heard his announcement, the exhausted escorts who had been sleeping outdoors for half a month cheered loudly, split up into small groups, and happily went into the red-light district where the prostitutes who had seen the caravan enter the city earlier were eagerly waiting to welcome them.


Although Jin Mu-Won desperately wanted to continue on to Yunnan, he understood that he couldn’t be selfish and ignore the needs of others. Thus, since he had nothing better to do, he decided to relax and enjoy the rest of the day by touring the city together with Kwak Moon-Jung.


The two young men strolled around the market district of Dujiangyan, basking in the atmosphere of a city they had never been to before. Crowds thronged the streets, and the loud cries of merchants passionately greeting and haggling with their customers could be heard along with the sounds of both laughter and angry shouting. It was like a noisy and chaotic festival.


Interestingly, there were many people dressed in Taoist robes walking on the streets. Kwak Moon-Jung, who had studied some geography due to his job, pointed to a mountain range south of the city and introduced it to Jin Mu-Won as Mount Qingcheng, one of the birthplaces of Taoism and the location of the Qingcheng Sect.


Mount Qingcheng consisted of thirty-six peaks, and there were more than eighty monasteries built on those peaks. All those monasteries put together formed the Qingcheng Sect. The individual monasteries alternated between cooperating and antagonizing each other, but they all nonetheless took pride in the name of their sect.


The people of Dujiangyan treated the Taoists of the Qingcheng Sect with great respect, and the Taoists in turn took their hospitality for granted as the protectors of the area.


I remember Uncle Hwang telling me Dujiangyan was the territory of the Qingcheng Sect, but hearing someone talk about it is not the same as seeing it for myself.


There were three large murim factions in Sichuan, namely, the Qingcheng Sect, the Emei Sect, and the Tang Clan. Both the Qingcheng Sect and the Emei Sect were powerful sects, while the Tang Clan was one of the Five Great Clans. The strengths of these three sects were quite balanced, and together they split up and ruled the lands of the Sichuan Province.


Still, the three factions may be the undisputed kings of Sichuan, but because of the existence of Heaven’s Summit, their influence over the entire Central Plains was limited. They could only boss over their own territories.


I recall Uncle Hwang also telling me that the Qingcheng Sect was the most neutral and reasonable of the three factions. There’s even a famous saying in the murim that goes “The violent Tang Clan; The aggressive Emei Sect; and the moderate Qingcheng Sect”.


On the surface, that saying seems to be correct. The Taoists of the Qingcheng Sect, with their faint smiles and gentle expressions, fit the “moderate” description perfectly.


Suddenly, Kwak Moon-Jung tugged at Jin Mu-Won’s sleeve, pointed in a certain direction, and asked, “Hyung, can we go over there?”


From the direction where Kwak Moon-Jung was pointing, Jin Mu-Won could hear the sounds of hammers striking steel. He then glanced to his side and saw the boy eagerly staring at the street filled with weapons shops and smithies.


It was obvious what he wanted. Jin Mu-Won grinned and said, “Do you want to buy a new sword?”


“...Hyung, weren’t you the one who told me to get a heavier sword?”


Jin Mu-Won nodded, replying, “Yeah, I did, didn’t I? Okay then, let’s take this opportunity to get you a new weapon.”


“Alright! Let's go!” shouted Kwak Moon-Jung, skipping ahead excitedly.


As Jin Mu-Won entered the arms street, the nostalgic smell of burning metal tickled his nose. Not only that, heat from the furnaces in the warm smithies poured out onto the cold streets as white smoke. All these familiar sights and smells immediately reminded him of the years he spent hard at work forging swords.


The only differences between back then and now were the colorful signboards hanging above every door.


Heavenly Arms Workshop, Divine Weapons and Armor Shop… Just what is up with these names? Pfft hahaha…


Flashy names were one thing, but these were too garish. As a swordsmith himself, Jin Mu-Won understood all too well that no decent blacksmith would be able to put up such a signboard without feeling embarrassed. However, Kwak Moon-Jung was unaware of this fact and browsed the wares in every shop.


“Hyung, how does this sword look?”


Jin Mu-Won shook his head.


“Then what about this one?”


Jin Mu-Won shook his head again.


Undeterred, Kwak Moon-Jung went from shop to shop tirelessly, picking out swords he liked and asking Jin Mu-Won for his opinion.


Although there were many shops with flashy names, Jin Mu-Won felt that few of the weapons they sold were forged by real smithies. The swords on display appeared sleek and shiny, but they were more ornamental than practical.


The shops on this part of the street target normal people looking for self-defense weapons rather than true martial artists. 


The two young men slowly moved toward the other end of the street. As they walked, they noticed that the shops were getting smaller and shabbier. Few had signboards up front, and no one tried to advertise goods to them.


At the same time, Jin Mu-Won noticed that the quality of the weapons and armor had improved by leaps and bounds. Additionally, he could now clearly hear the sounds of hammering and feel the heat from the furnaces. These were the real smithies.


He identified the smithy where the hammering sounds resonated most pleasantly in his ears and entered.


“Hmm? Hyung?” asked Kwak Moon-Jung, bewildered by Jin Mu-Won’s sudden change in behavior.


Inside the smithy, two rotund blacksmiths were engrossed in taking turns hammering a piece of red-hot steel into its final shape. Kwak Moon-Jung, who was seeing this for the first time, couldn’t close his mouth in awe.


Jin Mu-Won nodded in acknowledgment and unconsciously tapped his thigh with his finger to the rhythm of the hammering.


When the older one of the two blacksmiths saw Jin Mu-Won’s actions, his eyes lit up with interest for a moment, but he quickly returned to focusing on his work.


A while later, when the hammering and shaping process was complete, the two blacksmiths doused the metal into a tub of oil.


PSHHHHH!


The metal quickly cooled in the oil, causing steam to rise and fill the room.


“Phew!” Only then did the old blacksmith heave a sigh of relief, unwind the towel wrapped around his head, and wipe off the sweat on his upper body.


“I have a pretty good feeling about this one. I’ll leave it to you to finish the quenching.”


“Sure thing, Father.”


The old blacksmith finally approached Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung, asking, “What kind of weapons or armor are you looking for?”


“I’m buying a sword for this kid here.”


“What about yourself?”


“I have this guy.” Jin Mu-Won raised the hand holding Snow Flower and showed it to the old blacksmith.


The old blacksmith’s eyes glittered as he asked, “Did you make that yourself?”


“How did you know?”


“I saw you tapping your finger on your leg earlier. Only a fellow craftsman would be able to follow that rhythm.”


Jin Mu-Won was taken aback. The fact that the old blacksmith could notice such a subtle movement while hammering meant that he was a master of his craft.


“Mind letting me take a look at your sword?”


Jin Mu-Won hesitated for a moment, then handed Snow Flower over to the old blacksmith. The old blacksmith summoned all of his strength to draw Snow Flower from its scabbard, but regardless of how hard he tried, it was futile.


“Ugh! Hey, is this sword sealed?” exclaimed the old blacksmith. He tried drawing Snow Flower a few more times, but eventually gave up and returned it to Jin Mu-Won.


Jin Mu-Won smiled, took back Snow Flower, and drew it in one smooth movement.


SHIING!


Unlike when the old blacksmith was trying to draw it, Snow Flower slid out of its scabbard easily. However, the instant the old blacksmith saw the blade as dark as night, his face paled.


“A-A…cursed sword!?”


[1]  Dujiangyan Irrigation System: The Dujiangyan (Chinese: 都江堰; pinyin: Dūjiāngyàn) is an ancient irrigation system in Dujiangyan City, Sichuan, China. Originally constructed around 256 BC by the State of Qin as an irrigation and flood control project, it is still in use today. The system's infrastructure develops on the Min River, the longest tributary of the Yangtze River. The area is in the west part of the Chengdu Plain, between the Sichuan Basin and the Tibetan Plateau. Originally, the Min River would rush down from the Min Mountains and slow down abruptly after reaching the Chengdu Plain, filling the watercourse with silt, thus making the nearby areas extremely prone to floods. King Zhao of Qin commissioned the project and assigned it to Li Bing, a Sichuan local official, and the construction of the Dujiangyan harnessed the river using a new method of channeling and dividing the water rather than simply damming it. The water management scheme is still in use today to irrigate over 5,300 km2 (2,000 sq mi) of land in the region. The Dujiangyan, the Zhengguo Canal in Shaanxi and the Lingqu Canal in Guangxi are collectively known as the “three great hydraulic engineering projects of the Qin Dynasty.”


[2]  Dujiangyan: Referring to Dujiangyan City.





Chapter 68: A Swordsman Speaks with a Sword; A Blacksmith Speaks with Iron (3)


“What do you mean, a cursed sword?” asked Kwak Moon-Jung.


The old blacksmith did not answer him. He simply stood still as if he was petrified.


On the other hand, Jin Mu-Won looked at the old blacksmith curiously. I can’t believe he recognized that Snow Flower was a cursed sword in one glance… He must be really skilled and experienced to sense the faint traces of cursed energy that many other martial artists or craftsmen weren’t able to detect. Is it because he’s spent his entire life doing nothing but blacksmithing?


When the old blacksmith recovered from his shock and glared fiercely at Jin Mu-Won, the young man calmly accepted his gaze and stared back coolly. Exasperated, the old blacksmith sighed and said, “Haa… I think we have a lot of talk about, but we shouldn’t do it here. Follow me.”


The old blacksmith walked toward the back of the smithy. As Jin Mu-Won moved to follow him, he said to the still bewildered Kwak Moon-Jung, “Come on, let’s go.”


Kwak Moon-Jung quickly chased after Jin Mu-Won and the old blacksmith, who led them into a hidden basement under the smithy. Neither of them had noticed the basement beforehand, as it was unthinkable that such a small and worn-down shop would have a space like that.


When Jin Mu-Won entered the basement room, he noticed that the walls were lined with the old blacksmith’s masterpieces that he had forged over the years and nodded in approval. The quality of these weapons were far superior to even the ones outside.


“Wow!” exclaimed Kwak Moon-Jung, eyes glued to the weapons on display.


The old blacksmith pointed toward a chair and said to Jin Mu-Won, “Take a seat.”


“Thank you.”


The two craftsmen sat face to face around a table. A nervous tension filled the air as the old blacksmith focused his attention on Jin Mu-Won.


“Are you aware that the sword you carry is a cursed weapon?”


“Yes, I am.”


“Could you tell me why you made a sword like this?”


“I didn't make a cursed sword on purpose.”


“Then…?”


“Things just somehow turned out like this.”


“I find that hard to believe.”


“The truth is the truth, whether you believe it or not.”


“Hmm…” The old blacksmith groaned wearily, a complicated look on his face.


As if he could read the old blacksmith’s mind, Jin Mu-Won asked, “Are you thinking about whether you should trigger the traps in this room or not?”


“You know about those!?” Surprised, the old blacksmith stared blankly at Jin Mu-Won.


Jin Mu-Won smiled. Quite a number of the traps in this room were similar to those that had been installed in the Northern Army Fortress, so he’d noticed their presence as soon as he stepped inside.


“The moment you stomp on the trigger under your foot, the traps will be activated and attack me. Am I right?”


Without taking his foot off the trigger, the old blacksmith answered Jin Mu-Won meekly, “…Yes. As soon as I put my foot down, all of the hidden weapons around here will fire at the spot where you are sitting.”


Even though he knows that I’m aware of the traps, he’s still willing to trigger them, huh?


Kwak Moon-Jung was stunned speechless. He hadn’t sensed the tense atmosphere between the two craftsmen at all until now. Ahh…I still have a lot to improve on. I was so distracted by the nice weapons on the walls that I failed to notice what’s going on…


Although the traps were now revealed, the two craftsmen somehow still continued conversing normally.


“Are you trying to throw the world into chaos?”


“That depends. I can’t give you an answer right now.”


“Then I will ask you again. Why did you make a cursed sword?”


“As I said earlier, I didn't make it because I wanted to. I only realized that it had cursed energy after it was completed.”


The old blacksmith’s eyes hardened as he explained, “When a craftsman’s will and desires are infused into their work, the object that is created could either be a divine or demonic treasure. Although the treasures made by us humans cannot create miracles, it will affect the mental state of the user. Following the craftsman’s desires, it would turn the user into a hero or a monster. That is the reason why us craftsmen must always be careful when crafting masterpieces.”


“I’m aware of that.”


“Really?”


In a voice filled with conviction, Jin Mu-Won repeated himself, “Yes, I’m aware.”


As the old blacksmith looked into Jin Mu-Won’s resolute eyes, his determination wavered. He sighed, saying, “…I don’t get it. I don’t understand how a man with such clear eyes as yours can forge a cursed sword. It defies common sense.”


“The source of the curse is probably not me, but the material this sword is made from.”


“Hmm? Tell me more.”


Jin Mu-Won told the old blacksmith about the origin of the black rock that Snow Flower was made from. When he finished his tale, the old blacksmith covertly took his foot of the trap trigger on the floor.


“In other words, the source of the curse is the despair and hatred of the tribe that was massacred?”


“That’s what I think.”


“Hoo…” The old blacksmith sighed. He now understood that Jin Mu-Won hadn’t created Snow Flower on purpose, but even so, that didn’t change the fact that it was a cursed sword.


First, he decided to introduce himself, saying, “My name is Tang Seo-Wol. Do you now understand why I got so jittery when I saw a cursed weapon?”


“It’s because you’re a member of the Tang Clan.”


“I’m merely a branch family member, but since I just used the last name of Tang, that means that I’m currently acting as a member of the Tang Clan.”


“Doesn’t the Tang Clan live in the Tang Hill Village?”


“How big do you think that village is? And how many members do you think there are in the whole Tang Clan? Most branch family members like me live outside the village.”


Although the Tang Clan specialized in poisons and hidden weapons, the motto of the clan was “justice and chivalry”. Thus, many of the Tang Clan members referred to themselves as the Chivalrous Tang Clan.


They were known to be violent, but that was because they were merciless when it came to bringing down the hammer on justice on those they considered villains.


“I heard that all blacksmiths of the Tang Clan lived in the Tang Hill Village, but I guess the truth is not like that.”


“From a certain point of view, what you’re saying is correct. In order to prevent classified information from leaking out, all artisans who have learned the secret crafting techniques of the clan must live in the Village. However, I did not learn my blacksmithing techniques from the Tang Clan, instead, I learned it in the smithies of the city.”


When Tang Seo-Wol reached a certain level as a craftsman, the Tang Clan had indeed urged him to move into the Tang Hill Village and inherit the clan’s secret techniques. However, he rejected their offer in favor of his freedom. He felt that being able to create things as he wished was more effective in increasing his skill than learning from the clan. As it turned out, he was right.


Still, the blood of the Tang Clan flowed through his veins. His pride drove him to uphold the beliefs of his clan, and made him extremely sensitive to people and things that could possibly be evil.


“Please use that sword with caution. If you get distracted during battle, it will affect your mental state.”


“Thank you. I will be careful.”


“So, what brought a master craftsman like you to this place? I don’t think you need another sword.”


“I wanted to buy a nice sword for this boy,” Jin Mu-Won replied, pointing at Kwak Moon-Jung.


“What kind of sword are you looking for?”


“A greatsword that is about three feet long and weighs at least ten pounds.”


“Isn’t a greatsword too heavy for a kid?”


“He is currently learning the Dominating Sword Technique (覇劍術), which specializes in greatswords. I’m only getting him a ten pound sword since he’s a kid and a beginner, but when he gets used to this blade, he will eventually need one that weights twenty pounds.”


“I see.”


Tang Seo-Wol got up from his seat and walked toward a wooden box leaning against the wall. He opened the box filled with weapons of all kinds and took out a greatsword. He then handed the sword to Jin Mu-Won and said, “This is the sword that best matches your description. I made it on a whim five years ago, but no one wanted it because it was too heavy. I stored it here thinking that it would never get sold, but…to think that I’d end up bringing it out today.”


“This is a good sword. The balance and weight are excellent, and from the subtle red glow, it seems that it was forged from hematite ore?”


“As expected, you recognized the material right away. Hematite is harder and heavier than regular iron ore, so it's perfect for making heavy swords.”


Jin Mu-Won flicked his finger against the blade.


TINGGGG!


The sword’s cry was pure and clear. Jin Mu-Won smiled and praised Tang Seo-Wol, saying, “Not bad.”


“It’s not good enough to be considered a masterpiece, but it’s definitely a sword that I’m satisfied with. Oi, kid, don’t just stand there staring! You’re the user, so your opinion is the most important one. Come over here and try holding the sword.”


“Huh? Oh, yes!” With trembling hands, Kwak Moon-Jung took the greatsword from Jin Mu-Won...and almost dropped it.


“H-Heavy!”


“You have to get used to the weight. From now on, carry it with you wherever you go.”


“Okay! I will treat it as if it’s a part of my body.” Kwak Moon-Jung hugged the sword tightly, grinning from ear to ear.


“Boy, I put my heart and soul into forging this blade. Don’t do anything that would disgrace it and me.”


Kwak Moon-Jung loudly declared, “Understood! I'll do my best not to tarnish your reputation, old man!”


“Now that’s a good answer.”


Suddenly, Kwak Moon-Jung whispered, “By the way...how much does this sword cost?”


Tang Seo-Wol looked at him speechlessly and replied, “…Did you think a sword forged personally by me would be cheap? Even a few hundred silver taels would barely be enough to pay for that blade.”


“A few hundred silver taels? I don’t have that much money…”


Right now, Kwak Moon-Jung only had three silver taels in his pocket. There was no way he could afford to buy Tang Seo-Wol’s sword.


“I won’t take your money.”


“…Then?”


Tang Seo-Wol turned to face Jin Mu-Won and said, “Instead, I will give this sword to you as an apology for my rudeness earlier.”


“You don't have to do that. I’ll pay for the sword.”


“Hmm, in that case, how about this? As payment for the sword, if the Tang Clan is ever in trouble, please help them on behalf of this old man who knows nothing but blacksmithing.”


“Me? Help the Tang Clan? The opposite is more likely, and I’m just one person…”


“Hmph! Are you trying to fool me because I’m old?”


Although Tang Seo-Wol knew nothing about martial arts, he was an expert when it came to weapons. His expertise told him that a man with the strength and willpower to wield a cursed blade like Snow Flower couldn’t possibly be weak.


Tang Seo-Wol then looked back at Kwak Moon-Jung and told the boy, “From today onward, this greatsword belongs to you. When it becomes too light for you and you need a heavier one, be sure to come visit my shop again. I’ll forge a custom blade just for you.”


Shocked by the generous offer, Kwak Moon-Jung exclaimed, “Got it. Thank you so much!”


On the other hand, Jin Mu-Won smiled bitterly. Did I just mysteriously make a weird promise? As the saying goes: The older the ginger, the hotter the spice… [1]


When Tang Seo-Wol saw Jin Mu-Won’s bitter expression, the crafty old man grinned with satisfaction.


[1]  The older the ginger, the hotter the spice: A Korean proverb (늙은 생강이 맵다더니) that says old people are more experienced, cunning, and wiser than young folks. It is derived from the Chinese proverb 姜还是老的辣.





Chapter 69: Yong Mu-Sung, The Commander of the Iron Brigade (1)


“Heeheehee!” Kwak Moon-Jung hugged his new sword tightly and giggled like an idiot.


“Do you like it that much?”


“Yes!”


Until now, Kwak Moon-Jung had only used cheap iron swords, so this was his first time owning a properly forged blade. He decided to name the sword Crimson Fang (赤牙), for its faint red glow that reminded one of a bloodied fang.


“That’s a great name.”


“Right? Heehee!”


“Now that you have a good sword, you need to work extra hard to grow into a warrior who will not bring shame to your weapon.”


“Yes, I will train as hard as I can! Thank you so much, Hyung! I may only be able to thank you with words right now, but I swear that I will work my ass off to become useful to you.”


“You’re welcome, and I’m looking forward to your future.”


Kwak Moon-Jung’s resolve was clearly written on his face. He could tell that Jin Mu-Won truly cared for him, and sincerely wished to help him. If he betrayed the expectations of such a great man, he wouldn’t be able to live with himself.


As evening fell, the two young men headed back to the Rejuvenation Inn where the White Dragon caravan was spending the night.


When they entered the inn, Gong Jin-Sung, Yoon Seo-In and the Iron Brigade mercenaries, who had gathered in the lobby, suddenly turned to stare at them.


Jin Mu-Won noticed several unfamiliar faces among the mercenaries. His eyes lit up with interest.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan immediately frowned, but the man next to him, a seven-foot-tall giant wearing a red warrior’s outfit, stood up from his seat. He had rough facial features and thick, messy hair like a lion’s mane. A hefty dragon scale dao[1] was slung across his back and a hexagonal baton as thick as a man’s arm was shoved through his belt. All in all, he looked extremely fearsome.


The giant held his arms open in greeting and approached Jin Mu-Won, saying, “Hahaha! Are you the famous Jin Mu-Won that I’ve heard so much about?”


“Yes, but…”


“Nice to meet you! My name is Yong Mu-Sung. Wahahaha!”


As Jin Mu-Won had guessed, the laughing, rugged giant was indeed Yong Mu-Sung, the Commander of the Iron Brigade. He gave Yong Mu-Sung a fist salute and introduced himself, saying, “I am Jin Mu-Won. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Commander Yong.”


“I heard that you were a very stubborn man. Our Vice-Commander had a lot of things to say about you, hahaha!”


Yong Mu-Sung patted Jin Mu-Won on the shoulder and continued roaring with laughter. Although it hurt quite a bit and his entire body shook every time his shoulder was patted, Jin Mu-Won did not budge an inch.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, who couldn’t stand watching this farce any longer, loudly complained, “Commander!”


“What? Did I say anything wrong?”


Unfortunately, Yong Mu-Sung did not pick up the hint and continued talking to Jin Mu-Won.


“Come, take a seat over here.”


“C-Commander Yong?” Gong Jin-Sung stuttered, panicking.


However, Yong Mu-Sung ignored him as well and sat down next to Jin Mu-Won.


“Ah! By the way, I heard that your uncle was among the people who went missing. Are you okay? You must be anxious! In that case, it would probably help if you joined our discussion about how we are going to proceed next.”


“About that, Commander Yong…”


Before Gong Jin-Sung could finish his sentence, Yong Mu-Sung interrupted him, saying, “You told me that this guy was strong, right? That’s all that matters. Right now, we’re in a situation where we need all the strength we can muster.”


“Guh! Alright, I understand.”


Gong Jin-Sung was left speechless by Yong Mu-Sung’s logic. Off to the side, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and Chae Yak-Ran, who had seen this scene many times, helplessly shook their heads.


Yong Mu-Sung always handled everything spontaneously and arbitrarily. Because of that, his behavior often got them into trouble. However, since Yong Mu-Sung did bring up a good point, they decided not to object this time.


Jin Mu-Won might be a problematic person, but everyone here acknowledged his strength. In the end, leaving out an ally who was likely one of the strongest martial artists in the murim was hardly an intelligent thing to do.


“I’ll head over to our room and wait for you,” said Kwak Moon-Jung, reading the atmosphere. He understood that he had neither the authority nor the strength to remain in this place.


When Kwak Moon-Jung left, Yong Mu-Sung introduced the newcomers to Jin Mu-Won and the White Dragon leaders.


“You’ve already met some of my group members, so I’ll only introduce the three people who are joining the caravan today. First up is the ‘Red Leg Devil (赤脚鬼)’. He lost his right leg in a battle ten years ago and replaced it with a red-colored prosthetic. Even I don’t know what his real name is. Ahahaha!”


A man with a red prosthetic leg raised his hand and greeted, “Hello. Like the Commander said, just call me the Red Leg Devil.”


Yong Mu-Sung then introduced the next person, “Ladies, please beware this person with a pretty-looking face. His name is Man Seo-Jin, and he’s a master at seducing women.”


A handsome man waved and smiled in greeting.


Finally, Yong Mu-Sung gestured toward the third new person, an extremely skinny man with sharp, crazed eyes.


“This is Ji Sung-Yul. As you can see, he has a terrible temper and is very stubborn. All of you should be careful not to piss him off, otherwise, you might receive a blow to the back of your head when you least expect it.”


Despite Yong Mu-Sung’s stinging introduction, Ji Sung-Yul did not complain. Instead, he simply observed Jin Mu-Won keenly.


Jin Mu-Won gave a fist salute to the three men and said, “My name is Jin Mu-Won.”


“Now that we're done introducing each other, let’s get this meeting started.”


[image: 069-insert.jpg]



Gong Jin-Sung nodded in agreement and kicked off the discussion.


“First of all, the current situation in Yunnan is very complicated. Until a few years ago, Diancang Sect (點蒼派)[2] was the only decent murim faction there, but now we have the Tyrant Fist Sect to consider as well.”


The Tyrant Fist Sect was currently rapidly expanding their influence, leading to violent clashes with the Diancang Sect all over Yunnan Province. Normally, Heaven’s Summit would interfere and stop them from fighting, but for some reason, they chose to stand by and do nothing this time.


As a result, the situation got so chaotic that not only were the small and medium-sized sects dragged into the mess, even the White Dragon Merchant Association, the Sun Moon Merchant Association and the Mainland Merchant Association of the Ten Great Companies also ended up becoming victims. Things were so messy, no one could predict what would happen next.


“Because of the caravans going missing, none of the other merchant associations are willing to do business in Yunnan. Our trading branch there mainly makes money from these caravans, so our profits have plummeted.”


Yong Mu-Sung rubbed his chin thoughtfully and mumbled, “Do you think that someone is intentionally trying to control the flow of goods and money there?”


“Yes. We suspect that either the Diancang Sect or the Tyrant Fist Sect is behind this, but we can’t be sure which one of them is responsible until after we enter Yunnan.”


“Is it possible that a third faction is the mastermind?”


“Yes, that possibility does exist.”


“What a mess. This is one complicated request you’re asking of us, Finance Head Gong.”


Yong Mu-Sung turned to look at Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, who smiled helplessly back at him and said, “You’re going to accept this request even if I think it’s a stupid thing to do, right?”


“Yeah…” Yong Mu-Sung scratched his head apologetically.


Normally, the Iron Brigade would never accept a mission that risks the lives of their members. That was because they strongly believed that staying alive was far more important than getting rich.


However, not too long ago, they ran into some dire straits and were now gravely in need of more money. The White Dragon Merchant Association offered them the most for their services, so they had no choice but to accept this mission.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won, who had been listening in silence, asked, “Do you know where my uncle disappeared?”


Gong Jin-Sung shook his head and replied, “No. Although we tried to find out, we can’t seem to obtain any information on the happenings in Yunnan. If my guess is correct, then we will be able to enter Yunnan easily, but getting out will prove challenging.”


“In other words, we can’t even conduct an investigation without entering the province.”


“That's right.”


Jin Mu-Won’s face immediately clouded over.


Yong Mu-Sung attempted to make him feel better, saying, “Don't worry. I’ve already sent several of my men there in advance. We might be able to get some information from them shortly after we arrive in Yunnan.”


“I was wondering where Chu Gae went. Now I know that the Commander sent him to scout ahead of us.”


“Haha! That guy isn’t any help in a fight, anyway! Since he’s good at collecting information, I sent him to Yunnan first.”


“Well done, Commander.” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan nodded in approval. He may be the strategist of the team, but ultimately, Yong Mu-Sung was the leader of the Iron Brigade and everyone followed his will.


Chu Gae,[3] who had gone to scout ahead for them, was a beggar. He claimed to have ties with the Beggar’s Sect, but no one believed him. However, his ability to collect information was indeed outstanding, securing his position as one of the most important members of the Iron Brigade.


“Well, there isn’t much we can do until we get more information, so I guess that’s it for today. Ugyagyagya!” [4]


Yong Mu-Sung stood up and stretched his body.


“Commander, the meeting isn’t over yet…”


“I’m sure you’re more than capable of taking care of the rest, Vice-Commander. After all, you guys were doing just fine even without me, right?”


“But...”


“No buts! Picking on the details really isn’t my style. Just give me a summary of your discussion later. Also, don’t worry. When we get an update on the situation in Yunnan, I’ll definitely join in the planning.”


“…Understood,” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan replied with a resigned look on his face. This kind of attitude was normal for his commander, so he’d long since given up trying to convince him otherwise.


Suddenly, Yong Mu-Sung turned toward Jin Mu-Won, grinned playfully, and asked, “Hey, how long are you planning on staying here? Want to go get some fresh air?”


★★★★★


Jin Mu-Won went for a walk with Yong Mu-Sung.


I wonder where he’s taking me to?


Normally, people who were taking a leisurely walk would look around randomly and seem a little lost, but Yong Mu-Sung was not like that. He had a clear destination in mind and was walking there without being distracted.


“Don’t you have something you want to ask me?” said Yong Mu-Sung all of a sudden.


“What do you mean?”


“Aren’t you curious why I asked you to take a walk with me, and where we’re going?”


“Even if I don’t ask you, I’ll find out eventually as long as I play along with you, right?”


“Are you being serious right now? As expected, you're a weirdo.”


“How am I weird?”


“…Never mind, I shouldn’t have bothered asking you that.”


Jin Mu-Won fell silent. Yong Mu-Sung was probably referring to the reason why Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was keeping a distance from him.


“That guy, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, he’s a strategist who feels the need to ensure that everything falls within his calculations. To do that, he places people into categories and uses that as a basis to predict what they will do. However, you’re the type of unpredictable person who doesn’t always act rationally, so he feels kind of bothered by that.”


Even without being told, Jin Mu-Won could tell that Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan instinctively wanted to avoid unpredictable people who were outside of his calculations, as they were the ones who were most likely to mess up his plans.


He may be smart, but even he can’t escape from thinking like a stereotypical strategist, huh?


“What do you want me to do about it? Should I apologize?”


“Hahaha! Why should you? There’s nothing wrong with you. In fact, I think you’re a very amusing guy.”


“Aren’t you angry about it? Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan is your subordinate, right?”


“He is, but he’s also a very boring guy. Kukuku!” Yong Mu-Sung roared with laughter.


Jin Mu-Won couldn’t help but grin playfully as he listened to the mercenary leader happily criticize his own subordinate. The fact that Yong Mu-Sung could do something like that without feeling ashamed was proof of how close-knit the members of the Iron Brigade were.


“Anyway, that stubborn guy always makes my life difficult and stops me from doing a lot of things. However, he still works for me, so even if he’s rude to me, I still have to respect his wishes.”


“He must be extraordinarily capable if you’re hiring him despite his rudeness and disrespect for you.”


“Ah, he’s not that rude…”


“But that son of a bitch doesn’t even have the basic courtesy to respect his superiors, yes?”


“Err, that's true but...”


“A person like that will not learn his lesson and change his ways unless he is punished harshly. That’s why, the next time he opposes you, you should just smash his knees and cripple him permanently.”


“Do I really need to go that far? I can ignore a bit of rudeness, and if he disrespects me, I can just scold him…”


“I guess that’s okay too.”


“…Hey! Did you say all that on purpose!? You look stoic and serious, but you’re actually quite cheeky, aren’t you? Ahahaha, I’m liking you more and more!”


“Sigh, how did this conversation end up like this?”


“Does it matter how it happened? I’m enjoying myself, so don’t worry about it.”


The more Jin Mu-Won talked with Yong Mu-Sung, the more he became convinced that the mercenary leader spoke in a way that made the listener feel good. Even though I’m meeting him for the first time today, he’s talking to me casually without seeming awkward.


The two men continued walking and chatting for a while, until Yong Mu-Sung eventually led Jin Mu-Won to a quiet alley in a corner of the market district.


“Is there something here?” Jin Mu-Won asked.


“Hahaha! Don’t worry, I didn’t bring you here to finish you off.”


“Do you seriously think you’d be able to kill me?”


“We won’t know until we fight, right?” said Yong Mu-Sung, grinning mysteriously and turning to face Jin Mu-Won.


His fiery eyes immediately met with Jin Mu-Won’s calm gaze, and the two men stared at each other for a while, sizing each other up.


However, after a while, Yong Mu-Sung looked away, saying, “It’s a pity, but we have more important things to do today.”


“What exactly are we doing?”


“Collecting information.”


“Information?”


“Yeah, information about the current situation in Yunnan.”


“Earlier, didn't you say that you couldn't get any information?”


“That was then, this is now.”


Jin Mu-Won furrowed his brows at Yong Mu-Sung’s conflicting words, but in response to his confusion, Yong Mu-Sung only grinned smugly, walked to a normal-looking house at the end of the alley, and knocked on the door.


KNOCK KNOCK!


[1]  Dragon scale dao: A gigantic Chinese dao. Imagine FF7 Cloud Strife’s Buster Sword.


[2]  Diancang Sect (點蒼派): The name “Diancang” means “a place on Cang Mountain (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cang_Mountain)”. In Jin Yong’s classic wuxia novel “Sword Stained with Royal Blood”, it is a powerful but hidden sect as well as one of the Four Great Sword Sects along with Mount Hua Sect, Emei Sect, and Kunlun Sect.


[3]  Chu Gae (追丐): I can’t tell whether this is a name or a title that means “Beggar Wannabe”…


[4]  Ugyagyagya: Yong Mu-Sung laughs in multiple weird ways… Hahaha kukuku ugyagyagya…





Chapter 70: Yong Mu-Sung, The Commander of the Iron Brigade (2)


Jin Mu-Won observed the house in front of him carefully, but no matter how hard he stared at it, it looked exactly the same as a typical commoner's residence in Sichuan. 


The only unusual thing about it is the small black flag hanging by the window. Is that some kind of sign?


In fact, the black flag was so small, he wouldn't have noticed it if he didn't know that there was anything odd about this house beforehand. 


After knocking on the door, the two men waited for a while before a short, middle-aged man opened it and stuck his head outside. 


“What's up?”


“I'm here to make a deal…” 


“You came to the wrong place. If you want to make a deal, you should go to a shop somewhere...”


“I'm looking for something illuminated by the light of the black moon...”


“Whatever it is you're looking for, I don't have it...”


“The Black Moon Spymaster said that I could visit whenever I wanted though...”


“What's your name?”


“I am Yong Mu-Sung, the Commander of the Iron Brigade.”


The moment he heard Yong Mu-Sung's name, the middle-aged man's expression changed. He took a quick look around to ensure that no one else was nearby, then said, “Please come in.”


Yong Mu-Sung and Jin Mu-Won entered the house. Like the outside, the inside of the house appeared perfectly ordinary at first glance. If anything, it felt like he had entered a quiet mountain temple. However, Jin Mu-Won could sense that he was being observed. 


As expected, it's not a normal house.


The middle-aged man guided Jin Mu-Won and Yong Mu-Sung to the innermost room. The room's design was simple, with no decorations, and the only furniture inside was a table surrounded by four chairs. It felt like an abandoned house. 


“Please wait here,” said the middle-aged man as he left the room.


Jin Mu-Won turned toward Yong Mu-Sung and asked, “What is this place?”


“It's one of the Black Moon’s (黑月) branch offices.”


Jin Mu-Won furrowed his brows. He had never heard of the name “Black Moon” before. Yong Mu-Sung grinned, as if he could tell what Jin Mu-Won was wondering about.


“To put it simply, it's a place that investigates and manages top-secret information.”


“That means, people can buy information here?”


“Yes, but not just anyone can do that.”


“…….”


“The Black Moon only sells information to sect leaders and those at the same level.”


The only people at the same level as a sect leader are the elders of the large sects. How many people in the whole gangho belong to this level? There can’t be many.


“They take the initiative to obtain crucial information that the murim leaders need, summarize it into an easy-to-understand form, then sell it to their customers. The role they play is so important that even Heaven’s Summit and the large sects depend on them to make decisions.


“Of course, not every leader goes to the Black Moon, only those who understand the value of getting information quickly and accurately. These people also tend to be the ones who wisely plan for the future.”


“Is it really okay for you to reveal all this to me even though we just met for the first time today?”


“Pfft haha! Didn't I already tell you? ‘The Black Moon only sells information to sect leaders and those at the same level.’ Even if you know about the existence of this place, you can't buy information.”


“I see.”


“I just wanted you to know that places like this existed, and that the gangho is a much bigger, more complex place than you imagined,” Yong Mu-Sung declared confidently.


Now I know why Yong Mu-Sung brought me here. It’s related to how I ended up clashing opinions with Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan. He wanted me to learn that since there are a lot of unknown dangers in this world, I should take better care of myself and think twice before acting. At least, any normal person who learns about the existence of such a place would carefully reconsider their circumstances from here on.


“Thank you for your advice. I will keep it in mind.”


“I hope you do.” Yong Mu-Sung shot a meaningful glance at Jin Mu-Won. 


Just then, a person entered the room and said in a clear voice, “I hope I haven’t kept you two waiting for too long.”


The two men looked toward the door to see a woman wearing a veil over her face walking gracefully toward them. Every time she moved, the beautiful curves of her body would be emphasized, giving her a very seductive feel.


The woman looked at Yong Mu-Sung and asked, “I heard that you were the Commander of the Iron Brigade. Is that correct?”


“That's right. And you are?”


“I am Mae Wol-Ryung, the Branch Head of Black Moon’s Sichuan Branch.”


Yong Mu-Sung’s eyes glittered with curiosity. From the tone and pitch of the woman’s voice, he had guessed that she was quite young, and it was quite unprecedented for someone around her age to rise to the position of branch head.


“Nice to meet you, Miss Mae.”


“Who is the person next to you?”


“He’s one of my traveling companions.”


Mae Wol-Ryung looked at Jin Mu-Won and asked, “You must be quite the outstanding person to be allowed to accompany Commander Yong here. Could you tell me your name?”


“My name is Jin Mu-Won. I’m a newcomer to the gangho, and I haven’t got any accomplishments to my name. Commander Yong only brought me along because he’s concerned for me, so please don’t mind my presence,” replied Jin Mu-Won, putting his hands together in greeting.


Mae Wol-Ryung’s eyes, the only part of her face not hidden by her veil, immediately lit up with interest. She stared at Jin Mu-Won thoughtfully and said, “Don’t you know that we are very interested in up-and-coming newcomers, Master Jin?”


Her eyes curved at the edges, as if she were smiling underneath the veil.


★★★★★


No one in the gangho knew who the leader of the Black Moon was, or when and why such an organization was founded. Even the number of members they had, and the identities of the members were complete mysteries. The only thing most people could be certain of was that the Black Moon’s ability to obtain information was terrifying. Somehow, they were always the first ones to find things out.


Heaven’s Summit and the large factions understood that information was power, and as such, they all badly desired the Black Moon’s resources. They felt that if they could take over the spy organization, they’d be able to gain an overwhelming advantage over their competitors.


In fact, one of those factions, the Hwang-Bo Clan[1] of the Five Great Clans, had indeed made such an attempt before. Among the Five Clans, they had the worst information network, and they wished to supplement their weakness so that they could become the new leader of the Five Clans.


Once their decision was made, the Hwang-Bo Clan had moved swiftly and without hesitation in order to avoid alerting the Black Moon spies. They mobilized not only their own elites, but also borrowed warriors from their allies, and launched an attack on one of the Black Moon’s branches.


Unexpectedly, the Black Moon branch showed no resistance against the Hwang-Bo Clan’s surprise attack. None of the members there fought back, and the branch fell within minutes. The captured members were then interrogated, tortured and killed, however, none of them revealed the identity and location of their leader, the Spymaster of the Black Moon.


Several of the tortured Black Moon members had indeed talked, but they were also the ones who knew nothing about the higher-ups. In the end, the Hwang-Bo Clan were forced to retreat after getting none of the information that they wanted.


However, things did not simply end with just that. The Hwang-Bo Clan’s retreat only marked the beginning of the Black Moon’s counterattack. 


The counterattack began by isolating the Hwang-Bo Clan from the outside world. Not only did the Black Moon cut off all of the Hwang-Bo Clan’s information and communication channels, they used it against them by spreading fake news and rumors.


Next, the Black Moon used large sums of money to commission assassins targeting the clan leadership. Dozens of those targets wound up killed or gravely injured, nearly resulting in the destruction of the clan. 


Eventually, the Hwang-Bo Clan were forced to surrender to the Black Moon. However, by that time, they had already lost most of their leaders and elites. The clan quickly fell into decline and were humiliatingly kicked out of the Five Great Clans.


It would be decades more before the Hwang-Bo Clan once again rose back to the ranks of the Five Great Clans.


Through this series of events, the large factions came to the realization that no good would come from aggravating the Black Moon, and to this very day, the legend of the Black Moon’s viciousness continues.


As part of expanding its information network, one of the objectives that the Black Moon was most concerned about was the identification and tracking of newcomers in the gangho. From experience, the Black Moon knew very well that the balance in the gangho was often easily swayed by the appearance of yet unknown talents.


Mae Wol-Ryung carefully observed Jin Mu-Won from head-to-toe.


They may be a small group, but the Iron Brigade is still one of the more influential factions in the gangho. In particular, their leader, Commander Yong Mu-Sung, is one of the strongest martial artists in the world. Not only that, unlike his vulgar appearance, he’s actually incredibly intelligent and has a good eye for people.


A man like that would never allow a random person to accompany them. In other words, although he looks normal, Yong Mu-Sung has already recognized Jin Mu-Won's talent.


To conclude, Jin Mu-Won is definitely a warrior worth paying attention to.


Without knowing it, Jin Mu-Won had become a subject of the Black Moon's observation. This was something that not even Yong Mu-Sung had expected. 


Finally, Mae Wol-Ryung turned to face Yong Mu-Sung, asking, “So, for what purpose are you visiting the Black Moon, Commander Yong?” 


“I want to know what's happening in Yunnan.” 


“Hmm! That's not an easy question to answer.”


“Knowing the Black Moon's abilities, it shouldn't be too hard, right?”


“You overestimate us. Even our information network has limits.”


Despite what she said, Mae Wol-Ryung's voice was brimming with confidence. Yong Mu-Sung sensed this and grinned, adding, “I'll pay you guys as much as you want, so please tell me about the current events in Yunnan. I accepted a request from the White Dragon Merchant Association related to the unusual happenings there, and I’m at a loss because I can’t get any information on it.”


“I see...”


“Please help me.”


Mae Wol-Ryung closed her eyes as she organized her thoughts. As a branch manager, it was her job to memorize all the information. The reason for that was because the Black Moon did not keep any written records, as they wished to avoid a repeat of the Hwang-Bo Clan tragedy.


After some time, Mae Wol-Ryung said, “I’m not sure if you’re aware of how complicated the situation in Yunnan is right now. Most people think that it’s just a simple clash between the Tyrant Fist Sect and the Diancang Sect, but in truth, it’s more like some kind of holy war.”


“Are you trying to say that there’s more to the conflict than a fight over territory between the two sects?”


“Yes. The two sects are indeed waging war, but…” Mae Wol-Ryung’s voice trailed off.


Sensing that she was about to reveal a big secret, Yong Mu-Sung and Jin Mu-Won perked up their ears.


Mae Wol-Ryung whispered, “The Black Moon believes that a third faction may be involved in the conflict. We haven’t yet managed to obtain absolute proof of this, but if we consider the circumstances, it must be true.”


“Hmm…!”


“We have another convincing piece of evidence that a third faction is involved. Heaven’s Summit has dispatched an investigation squad to Yunnan.”


All details regarding the investigation squads of Heaven’s Summit were top secret. However, the fact that the Black Moon had knowledge of their movements went to show just how far their reach was.


“Then, did the third faction target the merchant associations in order to fuel the war between the Tyrant Fist Sect and Diancang Sect?”


“That's what we think.”


“In that case, there is a very high likelihood that the people with the caravans which disappeared in Yunnan were either detained or killed.”


“If they had been killed, I’m sure that we would have already found their corpses, as it is impossible to quietly dispose of that many bodies.”


When he heard that there was a good chance Hwang Cheol was still alive, Jin Mu-Won’s eyes sparkled with the light of hope.


“What is the identity of this third faction?”


“We don’t know yet. However, once we pool our resources together, I’m sure we would be able to find that out pretty quickly.”


Jin Mu-Won could hear the pride in Mae Wol-Ryung’s voice as she talked about the Black Moon’s capabilities. It was clear how much she believed in the organization.


“One more thing. Can you give me some details about the investigation squad that Heaven’s Summit sent to Yunnan?”


“Heaven’s Summit is rather good at keeping secrets, so we don’t know much about it yet. The only thing we can be sure of is that the people in the squad are carefully selected elites specialized in navigating the chaos of Yunnan.”


“Ugh…” Yong Mu-Sung groaned. 


Heaven’s Summit is an unexpected variable that could change things greatly. Regardless, we absolutely cannot fail this mission. Also, if we break the contract, the reputation that we’ve worked so hard to build up will crumble into pieces.


Sigh, I have no choice but to go to Yunnan and do my best to complete the mission with minimal losses.


“Tsk! Looks like we’re in for tough times ahead.”


“You said that you accepted a mission from the White Dragon Merchant Association, right? Your goal must be to search for the missing third son.”


“That's right.”


“It’s not going to be easy. Like I said, even we don’t know everything that’s going on in Yunnan, and without information, it will be impossible to predict what could happen.” 


Mae Wol-Ryung looked at Yong Mu-Sung regretfully. Contrary to her appearance, she had worked for the Black Moon for a long time. Long enough to understand that sometimes, the only way to get through a windstorm was to lower one’s head.


To make things worse, the storm currently brewing in Yunnan was no ordinary windstorm, but a raging hurricane. No one knew how bad things would get.


Yong Mu-Sung rose from his seat. Although it wasn’t much, he had indeed obtained some useful information during this conversation. In fact, simply knowing about the existence of a third faction made the visit worth it. Armed with this new information, he was soon going to get very busy with the preparations for the entry into Yunnan.


He took out two gold yuanbao[2] the size of a child’s fist and placed them on the table.


“I hope that this is enough for the information.”


“It’s more than enough. As thanks for the extra tip, I’ll add in one more piece of information.”


“Go on.”


“Commander Yong, you are being targeted by the Deathshroud.”


“……”


Yong Mu-Sung shuddered. That was not a name he expected to hear. After all, the Deathshroud (無影殺幕)[3] was an assassin organization. It wasn’t the best assassin organization in the gangho, but it was certainly the most vicious and unrelenting one of them all. Not a single one of their targets had been met with a quick, painless death.


Yong Mu-Sung did not bother asking why he had been targeted. The reason was obvious.


“Looks like information about me accepting this current mission has been leaked.”


“Don't you want to know who leaked it?”


“Will you tell me if I ask?”


Mae Wol-Ryung's eyes glittered oddly as she answered, “Would you believe me if I said that it was Neung Won-Pyong?”


“Aha! As expected, it was him. Haa… No wonder I kept having a bad feeling about this mission.” Yong Mu-Sung sighed.
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Chapter 71: Yong Mu-Sung, The Commander of the Iron Brigade (3)


After Jin Mu-Won and Yong Mu-Sung had left, Mae Wol-Ryung appeared to be alone in the room. 


"Heuk-No[1]," she said.


A hidden door on one side of the room opened, revealing an old man dressed in all black. The old man's face was covered in ugly scars, giving him a terrifying appearance. 


This old man, whose name was Heuk-No, approached Mae Wol-Ryung and asked, "You called for me, Young Miss?" 


"Did you get a good look at Master Jin?"


"Yes, I did."


"What's your opinion on him?"


"With my abilities, it’s difficult for me to judge him.”


"Really?"


"Young Miss, do you suspect that he’s someone special?"


"Hmm, I don't know. Maybe."


Mae Wol-Ryung sighed and took off her veil, revealing her dazzlingly beautiful face. It was a face that could only belong to a woman in her twenties, an age where the sparkle of youth coexisted with the seductiveness of a mature woman.


Five years had already passed since she had become the branch manager of the Black Moon’s Sichuan Branch. During that time, she had met a lot of distinguished and renowned people, from faction leaders such as Yong Mu-Sung to the elders of the large sects and clans.


Despite her young age, she had never felt the least bit intimidated by them. Rather, she used her experiences interacting with those leaders to improve her judgment skills and ability to read people. 


However, Jin Mu-Won was different. She hadn’t been able to glean any useful information about him just by observing his speech and body language. It was as if he were a perfectly ordinary person, except for the fact that Yong Mu-Sung had acknowledged him as a companion.


Even so, there’s something about him that really bothers me, and I can’t get him out of my mind… This has never happened to me before! I’ve seen plenty of men who are way more handsome and famous than he is, so why is he the first one to perk my interest?


Just what is it about him that I find so intriguing…?


Mae Wol-Ryung recalled Jin Mu-Won’s appearance and mulled over it for a while before suddenly coming to a realization.


It’s his eyes, or rather, the look in his eyes. Unlike other young men his age, his eyes are not filled with hopes and dreams, but at the same time, are also not distant and emotionless.


Jin Mu-Won’s calm eyes did not belong on the face of a young man in his twenties. Only a veteran warrior who had experienced the countless ups and downs of the gangho could have eyes like that.


Just what on earth did he go through to end up like that?


Mae Wol-Ryung tapped her chin with her finger, while Heuk-No watched her in silence. He understood all too well that she had a habit of doing that whenever she was lost in thought.


A short while later, Mae Wol-Ryung said, “Heuk-No.”


"Yes, Young Miss?"


"As soon as Jin Mu-Won steps into Yunnan, have one of the Secret Moon (秘月) spies tail him."


"Which rank should the spy be?"


"Choose one from the Heaven Rank."


Heuk-No’s eyes widened in shock. The top thousand spies in the Black Moon all belonged to the Secret Moon squad. The Secret Moon spies were then further split into three categories based on their abilities: Heaven, Earth, and Mortal. Among the three, the twenty or so Heaven Rank spies were the most skilled in the whole of the Black Moon.


Thus, when Heuk-No heard that his mistress was using such a precious resource on the likes of a gangho newcomer, he was astounded. Throughout the long history of the Black Moon, this was a first. 


"Is there truly a need to go to such lengths?"
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"I'm not sure yet. However, in order to collect information in Yunnan, we’ll have to send at least one of the Heaven Rank spies there anyway, so regardless of whether Jin Mu-Won is interesting or not, we won’t be taking a loss."


"Understood. I will select a suitable person from the Secret Moon and send them to Yunnan. By the way…” Heuk-No hesitated.


Mae Wol-Ryung smiled encouragingly at him and said, “Go on.”


"…Why did you tell Yong Mu-Sung that the Deathshroud was targeting him?"


The Black Moon was not a charity organization. They never revealed even the smallest piece of information to their customers unless they were paid an appropriate price, and there was no way that Mae Wol-Ryung wouldn’t know this.


"It was because I wanted to confirm something."


"Confirm what?"


"Heuk-No, how much do you know about the Iron Brigade?"


"They are a small group of elite mercenaries who have never failed a mission..."


"That's right. Because of that achievement, the Iron Brigade secured its position as one of the strongest mercenary squads in the gangho.”


For a mercenary squad, their business was proportional to their reputation, and the Iron Brigade had indeed made full use of their good reputation to earn huge profits as well as the admiration of many young martial artists.


Mae Wol-Ryung’s smile widened. “Isn’t it odd? Do you really believe that those guys deserve their prominent position in the gangho? And what about the rumor that they have never failed a single mission? Is that actually possible?”


"In other words, you think that the Iron Brigade is hiding or falsifying something. Right, Young Miss?”


"It’s just a lingering suspicion, but I still want to confirm the truth of the legend. At least, from what I can see, they are indeed a bunch of very intelligent folks. People like them have their uses, you know?"


"Hmm…"


"Anyway, there is a storm brewing in Yunnan, but we still don’t know if it’s one that will remain contained within the province, or if it will eventually engulf the whole world. We can only prepare for the worst," Mae Wol-Ryung concluded, staring blankly into the distance as if the world was reflected in her eyes.


★★★★★


Jin Mu-Won and Yong Mu-Sung walked side-by-side out of the Black Moon branch, but unlike when they entered, Yong Mu-Sung now wore a scowl on his face.


"…A third faction in Yunnan. What a headache."


"Didn't you already guess that a third faction was involved during the meeting in the inn?"


"A wild guess is not the same as confirmation, just as a potential threat is not the same as one that is right in front of you."


Yong Mu-Sung had spent two gold yuanbao just to confirm that one fact, but it was well worth the price. Knowing who their potential enemies were meant that they could prepare for it and hence mitigate the threat.


"By the way, who is Neung Won-Pyong? And what is the Deathshroud?”


"Ah, that old guy?" Yong Mu-Sung sighed and suddenly stopped in his tracks.


Jin Mu-Won stared at him and waited for him to continue.


"Neung Won-Pyong is the customer I was working for until right before I joined the White Dragon caravan. I escorted him from the Qaidam Basin in Qinghai all the way to Sichuan."


"Did something happen with him?"


"He found a very valuable item in the Qaidam Basin. So valuable, that if that item’s existence became known to the world, he would be extremely troubled. In our mission contract, we pledged that we would keep this item a secret, but seeing as he employed the Deathshroud, it seems that he didn’t trust us after all."


"That means the Deathshroud is…"


"An assassin organization, obviously. Only dead men tell no tales, you know?"


Although Yong Mu-Sung spoke jokingly and casually like he always did, his eyes were not smiling. Instead, they were deep and intimidating, like an endless abyss.


Jin Mu-Won wasn’t the least bit surprised by that. This serious Yong Mu-Sung was probably the real him, while the friendliness was just an act he put up.


Suddenly, as if he had finally noticed the tense atmosphere, Yong Mu-Sung grinned, patted Jin Mu-Won on the shoulder, and said, “Hahaha! Don’t worry and just leave everything to us. We’ll make sure that our journey to Yunnan is as smooth-sailing as smooth can be.”


"Uhm, I wasn’t worried."


"In that case, thank you for believing in us. Also, I need to go somewhere alone, so would you mind returning to the inn without me?"


"Sure."


"I'll buy you a drink later. We can talk more then.”


Jin Mu-Won shrugged in answer to Yong Mu-Sung’s offer, and the two men went their own ways. As Yong Mu-Sung walked off, Jin Mu-Won stared at him for a while, then began heading back to the Revitalization Inn.


Unlike Yong Mu-Sung, he wasn’t particularly concerned with the state of affairs in Yunnan. It wasn’t his problem, and there was probably no room for him to intervene, anyway.


Instead, he was far more intrigued by another point that Mae Wol-Ryung had brought up, and that was the possibility that Hwang Cheol was still alive.


★★★★★


After returning to the inn, Jin Mu-Won sat down on a chair and watched Kwak Moon-Jung circulate his qi using the Three Origins Meditation Technique. This was something that Kwak Moon-Jung did every day without fail, even though it was extremely boring.


Crimson Fang, Kwak Moon-Jung’s new greatsword, lay next to him. The sword’s hilt was covered in sweat and grime; proof of how hard the boy had trained his swordsmanship earlier.


"Keep going like this and don’t stop. So what if your improvement is slow? Does it matter how long it takes as long as you know you’ll eventually reach the peak?" Jin Mu-Won whispered, both to Kwak Moon-Jung and as a reminder to himself.


After all, he understood very well that as long as one remained patient and never gave up, even at a snail’s pace, one would be able to travel a thousand miles to the final destination… Although he had no idea what reaching that final destination entailed, being only partway through the journey himself.


Suddenly, he heard a commotion outside the inn. He stood up, walked over to the window, and looked outside. There, he saw the mercenaries of the Iron Brigade, including Yong Mu-Sung, gathering.


Sensing his gaze, Yong Mu-Sung looked up and met his eyes. In that instant, Jin Mu-Won noticed the cunning grin on Yong Mu-Sung’s face, and was hit by a strange sense of foreboding.


Yong Mu-Sung waved to Jin Mu-Won, then left the inn grounds with the rest of the Iron Brigade.


Jin Mu-Won frowned. I have a bad feeling about this…


[1]  Heuk-No (黑奴): Like Sa-Ryung (Evil Spirit), this is likely a code name rather than a real name. It means “Black Servant”.



Chapter 72: Just Because We’re Travelling Companions, Doesn’t Mean We Have to Agree with Each Other (1)


Ever since the crack of dawn, the Revitalization Inn had been bustling with activity. The escorts of the White Dragon Merchant Association hurried around preparing the luggage, loading the wagons, and hitching the horses to the wagons. After a brief rest, it was once again time for them to continue their journey to Yunnan.


Meanwhile, the inn cooks had also prepared breakfast before dawn, and the waiters were currently busy carrying the food from the kitchen to the dining hall.


After finishing the final checks on the wagon he was in charge of driving, Jin Mu-Won headed into the dining hall. Gong Jin-Sung and Yoon Seo-In were already there, so he approached them and greeted, “Good morning, you two sure are up early.”


Gong Jin-Sung greeted him back, saying, "You’re up early too. We expect to be hitting the road without breaks for quite a few days and munching on dry rations on-the go, so eat well while you still can. Not long from now, we’ll probably be desperately wishing for nice meals like this!”


"Okay, I'll do just that," Jin Mu-Won said, then began walking toward an empty seat.


Suddenly, Yoon Seo-In, who hadn’t been able to bring herself to talk to Jin Mu-Won for a while, stuttered, “M-Master Jin…”


"Hmm?" Jin Mu-Won turned to look at her.


Yoon Seo-In bit her lip gently to quell her nerves and stiffly continued, “About last time… I’m sorry, I went too far.”


Yoon Seo-In was a very prideful woman, which made it hard for her to apologize to anyone. In addition, she was still upset over her senior brother’s defeat. However, she understood that she was clearly in the wrong this time, and didn’t want to keep suffering from the guilt of not apologizing. Furthermore, Jin Mu-Won’s strength was a great asset to her current mission. This was not the time for her to be stubborn.


Jin Mu-Won smiled warmly and replied, “It’s okay, I forgive you. Please don’t worry about it anymore.”


Yoon Seo-In visibly relaxed at receiving Jin Mu-Won’s forgiveness. Seeing this, Gong Jin Sung suggested, “Why don’t we eat together?”


"But..."


"Is that okay with you, Master Jin?"


Now that it had come to this, it would be impolite of Jin Mu-Won to refuse Gong Jin-Sung’s offer. He sat down at their table, which was already loaded with food. 


Yoon Seo-In stared curiously at Jin Mu-Won for a while, before abruptly asking, “This might sound a little rude, but would you mind telling us more about yourself, Master Jin?”


Next to her, Gong Jin-Sung’s eyes also lit up with interest.


"I don’t really have much to say about myself. I simply learned the martial arts that have been passed down in my family for a long time, and this is my first time entering the gangho so I don’t have any stories to tell, either."


Disappointment flashed across Yoon Seo-In’s face. She felt that Jin Mu-Won was purposely lying about his origins.


Seeing her expression, Jin Mu-Won immediately tried to change the topic, asking, “Where’s Commander Yong? I haven’t seen him since yesterday.”


"The Iron Brigade mercenaries all went out to run some errand last night. They promised me that they’ll definitely return before we depart, so they should probably be here soon."


"I see." 


Jin Mu-Won looked down at the food and was just about to start eating, but suddenly, the door to the inn opened and a large group of people entered.


"I’m so hungry, I think the front of my stomach is glued to the skin on my back!”[1]


"It’s not like you did much, though. Why are you so hungry?"


"What do you mean, I didn’t do much!? I just pulled an all-nighter!”


The Iron Brigade mercenaries complained loudly as they stormed into the inn dining hall. When Yong Mu-Sung noticed Jin Mu-Won and the two White Dragon leaders, he grinned happily and said, “Wow, that looks delicious! Mind if we join you? I’m starving!”


However, before Yong Mu-Sung could even finish talking, the mercenaries had already rushed into the dining hall, plopped down on the chairs, and reached for the food like hungry ghosts who hadn’t eaten in three months.


Yoon Seo-In’s jaw dropped in shock. “Just what have you guys been doing all night? And UGH! All of you reek of sweat!”


"Don't talk to me. There's a starving beggar in my stomach.”


"Could you order more food? This isn’t enough."


Having received nothing but irrelevant replies, Yoon Seo-In was left with no choice but to order more food for the mercenaries. Similarly, Jin Mu-Won gave up on trying to snatch food away from the ravished mercenaries and simply sat there watching them eat.


The roasted duck that a waiter had just brought to the table a few minutes ago disappeared in a blink of an eye, leaving only a pile of bones on the table. Even then, the mercenaries, who hadn’t had their fill yet, licked the oil on their fingers while waiting for the next dish to be served.


When the waiter finally brought out the next dish, it was also emptied out in an instant, leaving only the grease behind.


In the end, Yong Mu-Sung was the first person to finish eating his fill and restore enough of his senses to turn toward Yoon Seo-In and apologize, “I’m really sorry about this, Miss Seo. I’ve been working non-stop all night long, and felt like I was starving to death!”


"What did you do last night? And why are all of you dressed like beggars?"


"I met up with an acquaintance and had a heart-to-heart talk with him."


Yoon Seo-In frowned. She had no idea what Yong Mu-Sung was talking about.


Yong Mu-Sung peered at Jin Mu-Won meaningfully, as he was probably the only person outside of the Iron Brigade who knew who he had just referred to. However, Jin Mu-Won merely wrinkled his nose in response. The mercenaries were just too smelly!


It’s not just their sweat, they also stink of blood.


The privileged Yoon Seo-In had failed to recognize the smell, but it was impossible for Jin Mu-Won to miss it. He was absolutely sure that the mercenaries’ dark clothes were covered in bloodstains.


Just then, Chae Yak-Ran stared unblinkingly at Jin Mu-Won.


"Do you need something from me?" Jin Mu-Won asked.


"If you’re not going to eat that, can I have it?" Chae Yak-Ran pointed at the food in Jin Mu-Won’s bowl.


Jin Mu-Won nodded blankly and handed his bowl to Chae Yak-Ran. She bowed her head slightly in thanks, then bent down and tucked into her meal.


"What in the world...!?" Yoon Seo-In, who was watching this scene, couldn’t help but exclaim out loud.


Next to her, the corners of Yong Mu-Sung’s lips curled upward slightly as he briefly exchanged glances with Jin Mu-Won.


★★★★★


After breakfast, the White Dragon caravan left the inn and slowly sped up their pace, headed for the highway.[2]


The Iron Brigade mercenaries were so tired from their nighttime escapade that they fell asleep on the roofs of the wagons. Even Jin Mu-Won’s wagon wasn’t spared, as Yong Mu-Sung had clambered onto it and was happily snoring away.


Kwak Moon-Jung approached Jin Mu-Won, riding on his horse.


"Just what on earth did they do all night to be so tired?" he asked, throwing a sideways glance at the sleeping Yong Mu-Sung.


"Can’t you tell by the smell?"


"Smell? What smell?" Kwak Moon-Jung sniffed his own clothes, thinking that Jin Mu-Won was referring to him.


Suddenly, there was a clamor at the front of the caravan.


"Fire!"


"The smoke’s coming from over there!"


Jin Mu-Won and Kwak Moon-Jung looked in the direction where the escorts were pointing. There, they saw the flicker of red-orange flames amid large plumes of black smoke that blotted out the sky.


Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes.


Gong Jin-Sung called out to one of the escorts and ordered, “Go over there and find out what’s happening.”


"Yes sir!"


The escort sprinted toward the fire, and the caravan came to a halt while they waited for him to return.


"Ahh, it’s burning up so beautifully! What a sight for sore eyes! Hahaha!" Yong Mu-Sung, who had woken up, sat cross-legged on the roof of Jin Mu-Won’s wagon and burst into admiration at the scene of destruction.


"Yeah, it’s amazing indeed. Huhuhu!”


Like Yong Mu-Sung, the Iron Brigade mercenaries had also been woken up by the noise and were now calmly observing the fire.


A shiver ran down Kwak Moon-Jung’s spine, and his hair stood on end. The escorts who had heard the mercenaries talking, also unconsciously shuddered.


A little while later, the escort who had gone to investigate the fire came running back to the caravan. Gong Jin-Sung immediately asked him, "So? Did you find out anything?"


"The name of the building on fire is the Neung Family Mansion (凌家莊)."


"The Neung Family Mansion?"


“Yes! The Neung Family is the most powerful government faction in Dujiangyan. Last night, their mansion was attacked by unknown assailants and everyone there, from the bodyguards to the Neung Family members, were all assassinated.”
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"Seriously?"


"In addition, it appears that the Neung Family was planning to host a wedding a few days from now, and there were a lot of guests staying there. As a result, the number of deaths was even greater than it should be. Sigh, how cruel must these murderers be, to kill even the women and children…"


Gong Jin-Sung and Yoon Seo-In’s faces stiffened. Of all the terrible timings, something like this just had to happen while they were resting in Dujiangyan. 


"So, if the attack happened last night, what is going on now?"


"Well, the constables are still busy searching for the culprits."


"Have the culprits been identified at least?"


"No. The attack happened late at night, and there were no witnesses."


"No witnesses!? Haa, how could something like this…” Gong Jin-Sung sighed.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan approached Gong Jin-Sung and said, “We don’t have time to waste here. We should leave this to the constables and be on our way. If we dally, we might end up getting roped into this mess.”


Gong Jin-Sung nodded in agreement with Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s suggestion. He turned toward the caravan and shouted, “Alright everyone, hurry up! We’re leaving this place asap!”


What happened to the Neung Family was a pity, but it had nothing to do with him. The gangho was a merciless place, and oftentimes, it was better to not get involved in such matters.


Suddenly, in a low, chilling voice, Jin Mu-Won asked, “By the way, is the Head of the Neung Family a person named Neung Won-Pyong?”


"…I don’t know, maybe? Anyway, tragedies like this are the reason why us gangho folks should avoid making enemies as much as possible. You never know when someone suddenly stabs you in the back," Yong Mu-Sung replied from the roof of Jin Mu-Won’s wagon.


"I see. That Neung Family must have made a very dangerous enemy indeed.”


"I guess so? More importantly, if the Neung Family owned such a large mansion, they must have been rich, right? I wonder where all their treasures went? Those assassins couldn’t have been dumb enough to burn it all, could they?”


"How should I know? Maybe they somehow managed to move away all the valuables before setting the mansion on fire.”


"Wow, they must have struck it rich, then. I’m jealous!"


"I don’t believe there’s any reason to envy cowards who pretend to be honorable while ignoring the cries of the innocent and committing atrocious acts at the slightest threat. This is merely the deed of people who have given in to their fears."


Jin Mu-Won instantly felt a number of stinging gazes directed at him. The Iron Brigade mercenaries were glaring at him as if they wanted to devour him.


Jin Mu-Won did not avoid their stares.




Chapter 73: Just Because We’re Travelling Companions, Doesn’t Mean We Have to Agree with Each Other (2)


The headquarters of the Tang Clan, which was also known as the Sichuan Tang Clan or the Chivalrous Tang Clan, was located in the Tang Hill Village (唐家陀)[1], Sichuan, and was one of the most famous landmarks in the world. 


The Tang Hill Village housed over a thousand people, even more than an average village. Moreover, most of the people living there were martial artists and craftsmen of the Tang Clan. However, at first glance, the Tang Hill Village looked just like any other ordinary village in the region. This was quite different from the other members of the Five Great Clans, who often built fancy mansions and residences to show off their power.


Only when one visited the Tang Hill Village itself would one realize that it was structured quite differently from other villages. 


The Clan Head’s main residence was placed smack in the middle of the village, and was only a little larger than the other residences. The houses directly surrounding the main residence were for the Clan Head’s immediate family members. 


Right behind the houses where the immediate family members lived, there was a large mansion for the Tang Clan elders, the Hall of Elders. The Hall of Elders was one of the most important buildings in the Tang Clan Village, as it was the place where the elders passed down their knowledge and martial arts to their descendants.


Next to the Hall of Elders, there was a building called the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Poisons (萬毒閣). This was the most important facility in the Tang Hill Village, where all the research on poisons and crafts were conducted. The reason it was placed so close to the Hall of Elders, was because that was where the top experts of the Tang Clan lived, and was therefore the safest place in the village. 


All of these important buildings were then surrounded by ordinary residences. However, even these ordinary residences were not arranged randomly. Their placement followed the balance of the five elements in a giant, village-wide formation meant to trap invaders. 


In addition, these normal houses belonged to the warriors of the Tang Clan, who were specialists in the poison arts and hidden weapons. Most of these people were blood-related, so whenever they found a stranger in the village, they would quickly raise the alarm and form the clan’s first line of defense against intruders.


Pull all these security measures together, and the Tang Hill Village was probably one of the safest, most secretive places in the world.


★★★★★


In the deepest part of the Tang Hill Village, inside the Clan Head’s residence, three people sat around a table. An old villager in his sixties, a middle-aged man in his forties and a young lady in her early twenties. 


The old man, who wore clothes made of rough linen, occupied the position at the head of the table. His name was Tang Kwan-Ho,[2] and he was the current Head of the Tang Clan. 


Traditionally, the Tang Clan Heads would inherit the same title from their predecessors: the Emperor of Ten Thousand Poisons (萬毒帝). However, because Tang Kwan-Ho had never left the Tang Hill Village ever since he was born, few knew that the man with such a fearsome title looked like nothing more than an ordinary old villager.


Tang Kwan-Ho closely observed the two people seated to his left and right. 


The middle-aged man, Tang Gi-Mun, was both his nephew and the Head of the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Poisons. Within the Tang Clan, not only was Tang Gi-Mun a master of poisons second only to himself, he was an excellent doctor who could even use poisons as medicine. However, because he adamantly refused to learn any hidden weapons techniques, preferring to spend his whole life researching poisons, Tang Gi-Mun became well-known in the gangho for being the Tang Clan’s eccentric.


As for the young lady, Tang Mi-Ryeo, she was his granddaughter and a genius with senses so sharp, she had already mastered one of the Tang Clan’s ten best Hidden Weapons Arts at a young age. This was unprecedented as the Tang Clan was a highly traditional family that rarely taught martial arts to women. Furthermore, because of her great beauty, she was known to many as the “Flower of Sichuan”.


Tang Kwan-Ho asked, "Have you finished the preparations for your departure?"


"What is there to prepare? All we have to do is walk out," replied Tang Gi-Mun.


"Hohoho! The Head of the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Poisons is personally moving at the request of Heaven’s Summit. I think you need to be more aware of how important you are.”


"Why did Heaven’s Summit request for me?"


Tang Kwan-Ho’s expression unconsciously darkened. He said, "I’m not sure either, but it probably has something to do with poison being used in Yunnan." 


Two days ago, the Tang Clan had received an urgent summons from Heaven’s Summit, requesting their cooperation to dispatch a person familiar with poisons to Kunming City, the capital of Yunnan Province. They had then immediately convened a meeting to discuss who they would send, finally deciding on Tang Gi-Mun, the Head of the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Poisons. To protect Tang Gi-Mun, who did not know martial arts, they would also send along Tang Mi-Ryeo and about a dozen other warriors.


"Technically, I should be the one going, but I need to prioritize managing our clan’s internal affairs.”


"The Tang Clan’s reputation would be ruined if our Clan Head himself had to obey Heaven’s Summit’s command. I think you guys made the right decision. Also, I have Mi-Ryeo protecting me, so don’t worry.”


"If you think that things are getting too dangerous, feel free to retreat. Remember, your safety comes first."


"And if Heaven’s Summit comes after us for that?"


"Hohoho! So what if they do?"


Tang Gi-Mun grinned. This was the pride of the Chivalrous Tang Clan. As for Heaven’s Summit? Hah, let them come! The Tang Clan wasn’t afraid.


Tang Kwan-Ho might not be a member of the Nine Skies, but that wasn’t because he wasn’t strong enough. It was because he was a recluse who had no desire to leave the Tang Hill Village, and was satisfied with just the title, “Emperor of Ten Thousand Poisons”.


Finally, Tang Kwan-Ho turned toward Tang Mi-Ryeo and said, “Mi-Ryeo, please make sure to take good care of yourself and return here safely.”


"Don’t worry, Clan Head. I’ll be fine," Tang Mi-Ryeo replied, smiling gently. She had chosen to accompany Tang Gi-Mun as she was very interested in his “Living Poison Arts”, despite being more talented in hidden weapons than the poison arts.


Tang Gi-Mun knew about this, and would teach her whenever he had some time to spare. One reason was naturally because he loved his cute niece, but he also truly believed that she was the future of the Tang Clan.


If there was anything that Tang Mi-Ryeo currently lacked, it was experience. With her naivety, it was hard to see her as a leader. However, this was a problem that could only be fixed by actually letting her experience many things, so Tang Gi-Mun agreed to let her accompany him to Yunnan.


Tang Kwan-Ho was worried about his granddaughter, but even he understood that he could not coddle her forever. A day would surely come when she had to grow up and leave the nest.


"Well then, we’ll be setting off now."


"Okay."


The three people left the Clan Head’s Residence. Outside, a dozen young warriors dressed in the Tang Clan’s signature light green uniform greeted them. They were the warriors who were tasked with protecting Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo on the Yunnan mission.


“"Clan Head!"”


"This is an important mission. All of you, be sure to protect the Pavilion Head,[3] Mi-Ryeo, and yourselves! I will be awaiting your return!"


"Leave it to us, Clan Head!" replied Tang Yun-Ho, confidently thumping his chest. He was the leader of the young warriors assembled here, and the most outstanding member of these elites. With their strength, annihilating even a medium-sized sect would be a piece of cake. Thus, they weren’t really worried for their safety. To them, this was nothing more than an ordinary leisure trip.


Tang Kwan-Ho looked at these young elites worriedly. He had a feeling that they were taking this mission too lightly. For a moment, he thought about giving them a few words of warning, but decided to hold back in the end. Young people like them did not take well to nagging, and would only learn things the hard way. This trip to Yunnan would serve as a good lesson for them.


"Alright then, you may leave now."


""Yes Sir!"”


Tang Gi-Mun and the young warriors marched out of the village. As they walked, many of the villagers recognized them immediately and waved their hands in greeting, as if they were ordinary villagers praying for the safe return of their village’s young folks.


"Have a safe trip!"


"Come back safely."


When they reached the village entrance, they mounted the horses that were already prepared for them.


Tang Gi-Mun ordered, "We’ll have to travel quickly."


"Yes Sir!"


The Tang Clan warriors rode south briskly. Unknown to them, a pair of eyes watched them leave from far away.


★★★★★


"Slurp!"


A huge man sat at a roadside stall and slurped down his noodles. To his left, there was a huge stack of more than ten empty bowls. The old woman who ran the stall watched him eat with an expression of disbelief.


The man, whose name was Jang Han, wore a thick beard on his face, making it impossible to determine his exact age. A giant sky piercer halberd (方天畫戟)[4] lay next to him, scaring off anyone who approached him carelessly.


The old woman carefully asked the man, "Will your stomach be okay if you eat that much?"


"Hahaha! The reason I can’t stop eating is because your noodles are delicious, old grandma! …And make me another bowl."


"Another one?"


The old woman tiredly cooked up yet another bowl of noodles and brought it to the man, who stared at the steaming noodles with pleasure.


"Mmm! I just can’t get enough of this."


When Jang Han finally finished his meal and was patting his stomach in satisfaction, he noticed a large merchant caravan drive past him along the main road.


"Hmm! So that’s the White Dragon Merchant Association’s caravan, huh?" he muttered, curiously looking at the caravan waving a flag with a white dragon symbol and observing its members as they marched by.


The first ones to catch his eye were the mercenaries of the Iron Brigade, especially Yong Mu-Sung.


"Woah! These guys look really strong!"


Jang Han snapped his wooden chopsticks in half and used them as toothpicks while openly staring at the mercenaries, but none of them noticed his gaze.


"…Huh?"


Suddenly, his eyes fell upon the last wagon in the caravan. To be precise, it was the driver of that wagon. He didn’t know if it was just a coincidence, but the wagon driver dressed in red and brown was staring right back at him.


There were countless people in the crowd, but that man had chosen to look at him out of all the other people. His instincts were telling him that it couldn’t be a coincidence.


Did that punk pick out my aura from among all these people?


The two men’s gazes met.


"Squad Leader."


Jang Han turned around to face the person who had called out to him. It was a young man in his twenties with a very commonplace appearance. The young man bowed his head to Jang Han and said, “The Tang Clan has made their move.”


"Then we move, too. Tell the kids to get ready."


"Yes Sir!" The young man energetically replied, giving Jang Han a fist salute.


Jang Han looked back toward the main road, but the White Dragon caravan had already vanished from view, taking with them the mysterious wagon driver who had made eye contact with him.


"That guy..."


★★★★★


That man…


Jin Mu-Won frowned, thinking of the man he had just exchanged glances with. He couldn’t see the man’s facial features because of his massive beard, but the arrogant look in those eyes and the aura like a raging storm remained clear in his mind.


Even in this highly-populated Sichuan Province filled with martial arts experts from the Qingcheng Sect, the Emei Sect, and the Tang Clan, the man’s aura stood out from the rest. Unfortunately, no one else, not even Commander Yong Mu-Sung of the Iron Brigade, noticed this man’s presence.


I pray that it’s nothing big…


Suddenly, he was jerked out of his musings by Kwak Moon-Jung’s voice.


"What are you thinking so hard about?"


"Nothing much. Is something the matter?"


"I was told to pass on the message that we won’t be stopping here in Chengdu[5] because we need to hurry on to Yunnan."


"Got it."


This was exactly what Jin Mu-Won wanted. The faster he reached Yunnan, the higher the probability of Hwang Cheol’s rescue.


Kwak Moon-Jung rode next to Jin Mu-Won’s wagon for a while, before worriedly asking, “Are you okay? Did something happen?”


"…What?"


"You know, between you and them..." Kwak Moon-Jung glanced toward the Iron Brigade.


Ever since Jin Mu-Won had made that derogatory remark against the Iron Brigade, they had given him the cold-shoulder. Everyone, even the weakest among the escorts, could tell that tensions between the two were running high. Not even Yong Mu-Sung, with his friendly and sociable personality, talked to Jin Mu-Won. 


In this situation, Gong Jin-Sung and Yoon Seo-In, who had ultimately chosen to believe in the famous Iron Brigade over the mysterious Jin Mu-Won, decided to look the other way. The escorts could not defy their leaders, and so avoided Jin Mu-Won as well.


…Not that Jin Mu-Won cared for the situation one bit.


"Don’t worry, I’m fine."


"But…"


"We’re fine as long as my relationship with them does not get any worse than it is right now, and I highly doubt that it will."


Kwak Moon-Jung nodded. He was good at reading the situation, and could sense the truth in Jin Mu-Won’s words. The Iron Brigade clearly did not want to make an enemy out of Jin Mu-Won. Instead, they recognized his strength and usefulness in their upcoming mission.


However, although Jin Mu-Won understood how the Iron Brigade thought, that didn’t mean that he agreed with them. They were pragmatic people, but it was this same pragmatism that had led them to massacre seventy-eight people in the Neung Family Mansion within one night. If he included the hired warriors, that number would add up to over a hundred.


If the one-sided massacre wasn’t bad enough, many of the people who died were innocent bystanders who weren’t even part of the gangho. They were simply normal business partners of the Neung Family and wedding guests. However, they were still killed for the purpose of eliminating evidence.


Thus, even though he knew that the Iron Brigade only did it to protect themselves from the Deathshroud, and that the Neung Family Head was at fault, he could not bring himself to accept it. Now, every time he talked to the mercenaries, there would be a certain sharpness in his voice; and every time he looked at them, there would undoubtedly be a harshness in his gaze.


Jin Mu-Won believed that there was a line.


A line in the sand[6] created by humans for humans.


A line which determined the minimum acceptable ethics and morality that all human beings should always adhere to. 


A line that must never be crossed, because the instant one did so, they’d lose their humanity and become a beast.


The Iron Brigade had most certainly crossed that line, and not only had they crossed it, they did not regret doing it in the least.


To them, their own safety was their top priority. If someone or something was a threat to them, they’d do anything to get rid of it, even at the cost of their humanity and morality. That was the true secret behind the Iron Brigade’s survival and their perfect track record.


Jin Mu-Won understood very well that the path the Iron Brigade had chosen was efficient and logical. Still, he couldn’t acknowledge them, because that would mean denying his own beliefs. Although he currently shared the same ultimate goal and was walking along a parallel path with them, he was certain that these two paths would not cross. 


It was a fragile alliance, and no one knew when it would break down.


Both Jin Mu-Won and the Iron Brigade were painfully aware of that fact.


Even so, the ones who had crossed the line, and the one who hadn’t would remain traveling companions for now.




Footnotes:


[1]  Tang Hill Village (唐家陀): I mistranslated this as Tang Tower in C68 before, but that has been fixed now. Author-nim used a rather unconventional word for “village on a hill” which sounds exactly the same as “tower”, so I didn’t realize it until I saw the hanja in this chapter…


[2]  Tang Kwan-Ho: In case anyone was wondering, YES, this old man has the SAME NAME as our MC’s dad, Jin Kwan-Ho, just different last names. His name was changed to Tang Geon-Woo in the manhwa to avoid confusion.


[3]  Pavilion Head: I’m not going to type “Head of the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Poisons” over and over again, and you probably don’t want to read that either. Therefore, I will shorten Tang Gi-Mun’s title to “Poison Pavilion Head” or just “Pavilion Head” when it is suitable.


[4]  Sky piercer halberd (方天畫戟): A type of Chinese polearm) that became popular as it was used by the famed general Lu Bu in the novel “Romance of the Three Kingdoms”. However, even though Lu Bu is a real historical character, he lived in an era before such polearms were even invented. Here is an image: 
 [image: 073-footnote.jpg]


[5]  Chengdu: The capital city of Sichuan Province.


[6]  Line in the sand: Author-nim literally wrote “Maginot Line (마지노선)” here, for the colloquial meaning “a line that shouldn’t be crossed”, not the WW2 fortification that ended up being useless. I’m taking the liberty to replace it to avoid confusion.



Chapter 74: Just Because We’re Travelling Companions, Doesn’t Mean We Have to Agree with Each Other (3)


The White Dragon Merchant Caravan left Chengdu and continued their journey south. They travelled past Mount Emei, Xichang City, and Dechang County with barely any rest and sleep, all so that they could reach the border between Sichuan and Yunnan in less than two weeks.


Everyone was exhausted. Dust had piled up on their heads and shoulders. Still, the knowledge that they were reaching the end of their journey kept them going and eased some of their fatigue.


"We’ll rest here tonight and enter Yunnan Province tomorrow. I’ll let everyone have a day off when we reach Kunming City, so please keep up the good work!"


The escorts sighed unanimously at the thought of camping outdoors again. Still, Gong Jin-Sung promised that they would get a day off in Kunming, so there was at least something small to look forward to.


With practiced movements, the escorts rounded up the wagons and put up the camp fences. Except for the few who had been placed on the first watch, the men quickly set up the tents and began preparing dinner.


While all this was happening, Jin Mu-Won quietly led Kwak Moon-Jung to a deserted clearing nearby to oversee his training. Ever since leaving Chengdu, this had become part of the two young men’s daily routine.


Jin Mu-Won’s goal wasn’t to teach Kwak Moon-Jung his martial arts, but to point out Kwak Moon-Jung’s mistakes and give him suggestions on how he should improve, just as Hwang Cheol had done for the boy before disappearing.


SWISH!


Kwak Moon-Jung’s greatsword sliced through the darkness. His breathing was rough, and his face was red from the exertion. However, the boy did not let out a single word of complaint, and only continued swinging his sword over and over again.


He understood that he had received a precious opportunity available to only a few in the world; the opportunity to be guided by a true master.


Rather than forcibly attempting to change Kwak Moon-Jung’s habits, Jin Mu-Won preferred to observe his strengths and build on from there. He felt that that was the best way for a so-called “talentless person” like Kwak Moon-Jung to improve.


When Kwak Moon-Jung’s movements finally began to slow down, he suddenly shouted, “Stop, that’s enough for today!”


"Huff…huff…I can still continue!"


"You won’t improve just by swinging your sword until you can’t move."


"But…"


"Rest and recovery is very important for muscle growth. Besides, we’re about to enter Yunnan very soon, and we don’t know what dangers lie ahead of us. You need to save your energy and make sure that you remain in peak condition at all times."


"…Understood." Kwak Moon-Jung was a little disappointed, but he did not refute Jin Mu-Won’s logic. Meeting this amazing person was the best thing that had ever happened to him, and until now, Jin Mu-Won had never been wrong about anything.


In fact, if someone asked him who the person he respected the most was right now, he’d say that it was Jin Mu-Won with absolute certainty. 


"You’ve gotten a lot better than before, though."


"Really? Heehee!" Kwak Moon-Jung giggled, embarrassed. Nothing made him happier than receiving a compliment from his idol.


"Let's go back. There won’t be any food left for us if we’re late."


"Yeah!"


However, just as the two young men were about to head back to the campsite, someone got in their way. It was the icy, stone-faced Seven Skills Swordsman of the Iron Brigade, Gong-Son Chang.


Gong-Son Chang asked Jin Mu-Won, “Mind lending me some of your time?”


"What for?"


"Let’s duel."


"Duel?" said Jin Mu-Won, observing Gong-Son Chang’s face closely. 


He’s dead serious about this.


Jin Mu-Won could sense the faint killing intent in Gong-Son Chang’s eyes. It seemed that the man had approached him prepared. The instant he agreed to the duel, the mercenary would draw his sword and attack.


Gong-Son Chang bit his lip and recalled the first time he had met Jin Mu-Won. Back then, he had said, ‘There are many weapons in the world, but the sword is the king of all weapons. Learn it well, and I believe that you will become an excellent swordsman.’


Thinking about it now, he realized that he’d probably totally embarrassed himself in front of a master. Whenever he imagined Jin Mu-Won laughing at him in secret, he felt his blood boiling.


He was familiar with the skills of Mu-Jin, the successor to the Kongtong Sect, and had never doubted the Taoist’s strength. And yet, that Mu-Jin had easily lost to Jin Mu-Won.


Gong-Son Chang understood that the problem lay with him, not Jin Mu-Won. It was he who felt that his self-esteem had been crushed and trampled on. However, the only way he could think of to repair his damaged pride was to fight it out with the young man.


He was confident that Jin Mu-Won would accept a duel he would win effortlessly. Alas, the young man’s response was not what he had expected.


"I refuse."


"What?" Gong-Son Chang raised his eyebrows in surprise. When that surprise faded, his killing intent began to leak out once more.


"Why?" he asked.


"Is there any meaning to us dueling now, Master Gong-Son?"


"Is there a meaning? Hmph! Don’t you think you’re being too arrogant? Do I look like a pushover to you? To say that there’s no meaning to dueling with me…”


"I’m sorry, that’s not what I meant. I just don’t want to get distracted by other things right now."


"What are you so afraid of?"


"What?"


"Are you afraid of fighting me and losing, or are you afraid of turning the Iron Brigade into your enemy?"


Jin Mu-Won’s eyebrow twitched. Gong-Son Chang was provoking him on purpose. Unfortunately, Jin Mu-Won was no ordinary man.


"As I’ve just said, I don’t want to get distracted by other things and expend my energy meaninglessly, especially now when we are just about to enter Yunnan."


Jin Mu-Won had no interest in dueling with Gong-Son Chang. He gained nothing from it, neither fame nor profit.


Gong-Son Chang’s mouth twitched in irritation as he mocked, “I thought that you were a great man, but it turns out that you’re just a coward.”


Kwak Moon-Jung clenched his fist, furious. He was just about to scream in retort when Jin Mu-Won grabbed hold of his shoulder to calm him down.


"Hyung?"


Kwak Moon-Jung looked at Jin Mu-Won. Unlike Gong-Son Chang, whose eyes were twitching with rage, Jin Mu-Won’s eyes were as calm as still water.


"Hmph!" Gong-Son Chang snorted with disdain, then promptly turned around and stormed off.


★★★★★


The White Dragon merchant caravan entered Yunnan. While the early summer weather was still nice and cool in the Central Plains, Yunnan was already hot and humid. The escorts, who were not used to such weather, were sweating buckets while their faces turned red.


Gong Jin-Sung reminded them, "Be careful not to get bitten by venomous insects."


"Yes Sir!"


Due to the hot and humid climate, the forests of Yunnan were breeding grounds for many venomous creatures.


Are we finally in Yunnan? Jin Mu-Won’s eyes glittered. He was nearing the end of this long and boring journey. Of course, this was just the end of the traveling, not the end of his mission.


Still, the thought that Hwang Cheol was nearby was comforting, to say the least.


Suddenly, he sensed a sharp gaze being directed at him. It was Gong-Son Chang. Ever since he had rejected the duel with him a day ago, the mercenary had been staring at him with open hostility.


On the other hand, Jin Mu-Won had no interest in Gong-Son Chang, other than the fact that he was actually quite annoyed by the man’s fixation on him. However, he did not want to waste his time and energy on something so meaningless. Instead, he thought about what he would do from now on.


Judging by the current state of my relationship with the Iron Brigade, it would be foolish of me to rely on them for information. I guess I should first seek out the person that Mu-Jin of the Kongtong Sect told me about, the “Triune Scholar” Ha Jin-Wol.


Although I’m not sure how much help this person would be, since he has a title like “Triune Scholar”, he should at least have the combined intelligence of three people, right?[1] Such a person can’t possibly be ordinary. He should at least be able to tell me about the situation in Yunnan.


Jin Mu-Won sighed. He felt that he was being far too optimistic. Even so, he couldn’t pass up a chance of finding Hwang Cheol’s whereabouts, regardless of how small the possibility was.


Jin Mu-Won gently caressed Snow Flower, lost in thought.


Suddenly, he recalled Eun Han-Seol. Seven years had already passed since she had left him, but he still clearly remembered every little detail about her appearance.


I hope you’re doing well, and living a good life.


Every time he thought about the woman he loved, his heart would ache as if someone had stabbed it with a knife.


Suddenly, he was jolted back to his senses by the sound of people shouting.


"It's a corpse!"


"There's a corpse here, too!"


Jin Mu-Won stood up from his wagon driver’s seat and looked in the direction of the yelling. There, he saw a number of corpses strewn on the ground right next to the road.


The air reeked with the metallic stench of blood. That was proof that it hadn’t been long since these people were killed.


Jin Mu-Won walked over to where the corpses lay. He could hear Gong Jin-Sung and the Iron Brigade mercenaries discussing the state of the bodies.


"It hasn't been long since these people died."


They had come to the same conclusion as him.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan flipped over one of the corpses. It was a man wearing red robes and armor. A dagger the size of a child's palm was lodged into the back of his neck, the only part that was not covered by his armor.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan frowned.


Yong Mu-Sung asked, “What’s wrong?”


"It's poison. Judging by the black color of this man’s face, he died from poisoning."


"Poison?" Yong Mu-Sung’s eyes narrowed.


Hidden weapons and poison. The identity of the perpetrators couldn’t be any more obvious.


"…The Tang Clan?"


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan nodded, causing everyone’s expressions to turn grim.


The Tang Clan was one of the most prominent factions in the murim, despite being a bunch of blood-related shut-ins. That was because they were unparalleled in the arts of poisons and hidden weapons.


"Why did the Tang Clan do this?"


The same question popped up in everyone’s mind. Despite poisons and hidden weapons being their forte, the Tang Clan normally refrained from using violence.


"Someone definitely clashed with the Tang Clan, but we can’t be certain who started the fight."


Worry appeared on the face of the usually fearless Yong Mu-Sung. He did not want to make enemies with the Tang Clan. Although the Iron Brigade was a powerful group recognized by the gangho, they were nothing compared to the Tang Clan. 


Concerned about being poisoned, Yong Mu-Sung put on gloves made of deer leather before searching the corpses for something that could identify them. However, he found nothing.


"What a headache."


The fact that these corpses didn’t carry anything that would prove their identities could only mean that they were prepared to clash with the Tang Clan. Not only that, it also meant that these people did not fear the strength of the Tang Clan.


Yong Mu-Sung glanced at Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan as if to ask him what he thought about this whole situation.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan took a moment to organize his thoughts, then said, “Firstly, I don’t think we should intervene in the Tang Clan’s affairs, and secondly, neither of these parties are people we should be making enemies of.”


"Tsk!"


Yong Mu-Sung seemed displeased, but Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan ignored him and continued firmly, “Our current mission is to rescue the Third Young Master of the White Dragon Merchant Association and his co-workers. Until this is over, we cannot risk getting involved in anything else.”


The leaders of the White Dragon caravan nodded in agreement at Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s words. With their current strength, protecting themselves was the limit. They couldn’t afford to get swept up in someone else’s affairs.


Yoon Seo-In muttered to herself, “Even the Tang Clan is here… Just what is going on in Yunnan?”


No one answered her, because they all had the same question in their minds.


While everyone else was deep in thought, Jin Mu-Won bent down and observed the corpse.


His upper body muscles are as tough as beef brisket, and his right arm is as thick as a tree trunk. Only a user of a heavy weapon would develop these particular muscles to such extremes.


Jin Mu-Won looked around for the dead man’s footprints and traced out the path he’d walked on the grass right before he died. He then stood up and followed the footprints, trying to recreate the dead man’s final moments, but no one took any notice of him.


The footprints led him to a small hill overlooking the forest where the main road was. As he climbed the hill, he noticed that it was covered in tall grass which appeared to have been trampled by many people.


The dead man and his companions hid here to ambush their enemy.


Jin Mu-Won counted the number of different footprints.


There were at least thirty people here, including a few martial arts experts.


He could roughly tell how strong a person was by the footsteps they left behind. All experts were light-footed and left barely any traces on the ground. Furthermore, those light traces would be flat, indicating that the person’s weight distribution was perfectly balanced and always in control.


Jin Mu-Won looked down at the forest. He could clearly see the White Dragon caravan from here. The Tang Clan warriors had probably been ambushed at the very spot where the caravan currently was.


Forests like these are among the most disadvantageous type of terrains for those who use poisons and hidden weapons.


The spread of airborne poisons would be slowed down by the lack of wind on the forest floor, and the trees could be used as cover to dodge thrown weapons. Additionally, the attackers wore thick armor that would be difficult to penetrate using small weapons.


This was a carefully planned ambush. If we were the ones who had arrived here first…then except for a few members of the Iron Brigade, most of the caravan would have been slaughtered.


At the thought of that, Jin Mu-Won felt his blood run cold.


The stench of death permeated this place.


This was a battlefield.




Footnotes:


[1]  Triune Scholar: Remember, Triune Scholar means “Scholar with Three Brains”.



Chapter 75: Just Because We’re Travelling Companions, Doesn’t Mean We Have to Agree with Each Other (4)


As the White Dragon caravan traveled through Yunnan, the number of corpses they found on the sides of the road increased. The corpses were all dressed in either red armor or green uniforms, proof that they belonged to only two factions.


The more bodies they saw, the grimmer the faces of the Iron Brigade mercenaries became.


Only members of the Tang Clan wore green uniforms like that. Furthermore, these were uniforms that the Tang Clan only put on when they were prepared for battle, not what they usually wore in the Tang Hill Village.


At this point, there was no denying the Tang Clan’s involvement any more. Everyone, from the White Dragon escorts to the Iron Brigade mercenaries, trudged forward with heavy hearts.


There were numerous murim sects and clans in the world, but there was no faction that defined as clear a boundary between “friend” and “enemy” as the Tang Clan. Those who treated the Tang Clan with kindness would be repaid tenfold, and those who offended them would be repaid a hundredfold. 


Most importantly, anyone who hurt a member of the Tang Clan out on official clan business would be blacklisted by the entire clan.


I fucked up. When we found the first body, we should have immediately turned around and headed back.


The exact same thought ran through both Gong Jin-Sung and Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s minds.


So far, they had already found several dozen dead bodies. It was clear that the Tang Clan was having a drawn-out fight with a formidable enemy.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan turned toward Yong Mu-Sung and said, “It’s best if this conflict ends before we catch up, but if it doesn’t, we need to be ready for a fight at any time.”


“Tsk! This is crazy. I can’t believe that we’re running into such a situation right after entering Yunnan. Still, this is a mission that we absolutely cannot fail.”


“It’s my fault. I should have been more cautious.” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s face darkened.


The Iron Brigade’s modus operandi was to avoid potentially dangerous situations as much as they could, and if they couldn’t avoid it, they would take the initiative to get rid of the threat. When selecting missions, they would only accept the ones they were certain to succeed at, being careful to never take any risks that could wipe them out.


“Well, there’s nothing we can do about that now. Everyone, remain on high alert. We have no idea what we might be facing. Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, you give the orders from here on.”


“Yes Sir!” cried the mercenaries, readying their weapons.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan looked at Im Jin-Yeop and said, “Jin-Yeop-hyung, you take the lead.”


“Sure thing!”


Im Jin-Yeop, who used to be a hunter, was the most suitable person to scout the way forward.


“Commander, you and Vice-Commander Chae should follow right behind him.”


The two mercenary leaders nodded in acknowledgement.


“Jin-Hong-hyung, please prepare your bow and arrow to shoot at a moment’s notice.”


“Got it.”


“Gong-Son-hyung, you’re in the middle. Man-hyung and Ji-hyung, you two support him.”


“Alright!”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan ordered the mercenaries around without hesitation. He was the Iron Brigade’s strategist, a fact that even the unruly Ji Sung-Yul understood, so no one disobeyed him or argued with him.


After placing the mercenaries in strategic positions, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan said to Gong Jin-Sung, “Finance Head Gong, please instruct the escorts to be prepared to abandon the caravan at any time. In the worst case scenario, we’ll have to give up the wagons and luggage.”


“But…”


“Survival is our highest priority.”


“…Okay.” Gong Jin-Sung gave up and accepted Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s opinion.


Finally, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan turned toward Jin Mu-Won. He opened his mouth as if he was about to say something, but then shut it again.


Yong Mu-Sung looked at him incredulously, asking, “Aren’t you going to give him instructions like you did to everyone else?”


“No. He’s not a person I can control, and if I can’t be sure he’ll do what I say, I might as well just exclude him from my plans.”


“Right now, having even one more warrior would be...”


“I get your point, but I’ve already made my decision.”


Gong-Son Chang, who had just had his duel request rejected by Jin Mu-Won not too long ago, nodded in agreement. Seeing that even one of his most trusted subordinates was being like this, Yong Mu-Sung furrowed his brows a little, but did not continue pursuing the issue.


If leaving Jin Mu-Won be was Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s final decision, then so be it. He believed in his vice-commander’s wisdom that had protected the Iron Brigade from all sorts of dangers so far.


Tsk! Looks like we can’t avoid souring our relationship with him after all.


The nasty comments that Jin Mu-Won had made regarding the Neung Family affair had truly damaged their relations with him beyond repair.


If they couldn’t trust each other enough to leave their backs to each other, then they might as well simply exclude Jin Mu-Won from their formation. It was a waste of a powerful fighting force, but not even Yong Mu-Sung could be sure that the young man would follow orders without question.


I wanted to invite him to work under me, but since that isn’t possible anymore, I’ll have to draw a line between us and him. If I force the guys to work with him now, it would bring down their morale.


In the end, the Iron Brigade’s wishes took priority over everything else. From the way Jin Mu-Won had acted during this entire journey, he didn’t seem like the type who would quietly follow orders to run away so that they wouldn't get tangled up in the Tang Clan’s business. On the other hand, even if they had to do something cowardly, the Iron Brigade always survived. As long as this difference in principles existed, they could not work together with Jin Mu-Won.


“Fine, do as you please,” Yong Mu-Sung concluded.


“Thank you.”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan glanced at Jin Mu-Won out of the corner of his eye, however, the young man was staring blankly ahead of him as if their conversation didn’t concern him.


As I thought, I can’t figure out what’s going on in that man’s head at all!


Like Yong Mu-Sung, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was aware that leaving Jin Mu-Won out of their plans was probably the wrong thing to do. Even so, he couldn’t acknowledge the man. Their personal values were just too different.


One day, you’ll also learn that the gangho is not a place where you can survive alone.


He gritted his teeth and ordered the caravan to resume their travels.


While driving his wagon, Jin Mu-Won observed Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, who was standing at the forefront and leading the White Dragon caravan formation. He could sense that the strategist was avoiding him on purpose, and had built up an unsurmountable wall between them.


That wall was a crystallization of the contrasting morals and values they each held. A person’s conviction wasn’t something that could be changed easily, and most certainly not because someone else disagreed with them. 


SWOOSH!


Suddenly, two people, a man and a woman, dashed through the grass toward the caravan, their clothes stained with blood.


Yong Mu-Sung shouted, “Stop right there!”


SHING!


The Iron Brigade mercenaries and the White Dragon escorts immediately pulled out their weapons.


Seeing this, the bloodied woman, Tang Mi-Ryeo, cried, “Wait! We belong to the Tang Clan, and we’re currently being chased by thugs! Please help us!”


Yong Mu-Sung stood in front of the woman, who was supporting a barely conscious older man while bleeding like crazy from her open wounds, and asked, “You’re from the Tang Clan?”


“Yes! This person here is my uncle, Master Tang Gi-Moon! We were ambushed and my uncle was severely injured! Please help us, we will definitely repay you for your kindness!”


“Tsk!”


Yong Mu-Sung was conflicted. The Iron Brigade stood to benefit if they aided the Tang Clan, but at the same time, they would also make an enemy out of whoever ambushed them. Without knowing the details, he couldn’t decide whose side he should be on. 


He threw a glance at Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, who shook his head gently.


Tang Mi-Ryeo was neither a blind nor tactless person. Yong Mu-Sung and the White Dragon Merchant Association were clearly unwilling to help her, but that still didn’t mean that she could give up.


“Please, I beg you. If you help me this time, the Tang Clan will reward you handsomely.”


“I’m sorry, young miss. We are merely an ordinary merchant caravan, and do not wish to get involved in the gangho’s chaotic affairs,” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan replied firmly. He did not feel good about abandoning someone in need, but he didn’t have the freedom to choose this time around.


An enemy that not even the Tang Clan can stand up to is most definitely one that we should not be getting involved with.


Tang Mi-Ryeo bit her lip. If she weren’t in such a desperate situation, she would never have lowered her head and begged another person for help. However, unidentified enemies had laid traps and ambushed the Tang Clan. Going by the fact that they had targeted Tang Gi-Moon, a master of poison, first, their attack had been carefully planned out beforehand.


The Tang Clan warriors had fought back valiantly, but the hidden weapons they were so well-versed in could not pierce through their enemies’ red armor. Tang Yun-Ho, their strongest warrior, had bravely charged head-first toward the enemies, but was sliced in half in one slash of the enemy’s blade. 


The Tang Clan warriors had then quickly located the red armor’s weak points between the joints and taken down several of them, but by then, it was too late. In the end, all of the Tang Clan’s young elites were annihilated.


Those young warriors had been Tang Mi-Ryeo’s relatives and friends. If she hadn’t been tasked with protecting Tang Gi-Moon, she would much rather have fought to the very end with the rest of them instead of running away while crying tears of blood.


The enemies’ preparations for fighting the Tang Clan were frighteningly thorough. However, the most terrifying one among them had to be their leader, the giant…


SHUDDER!


Just thinking about that man made the goosebumps on her skin rise up.


Tang Mi-Ryeo looked at Yong Mu-Sung again and pleaded, “Please…”


“I’m sorry, young miss,” he said, beckoning the caravan to resume moving.


As they passed by, the Iron Brigade mercenaries and the White Dragon escorts looked at Tang Mi-Ryeo with complicated feelings, knowing full well how heartless they were being, but none of them said anything that would tick off Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan.


Tang Mi-Ryeo despairingly met eyes with each and every one of them, even as she supported her injured uncle. She understood that there was no meaning in her begging to them again. If she was in their position, she might have done the same. Still, she never imagined that the Tang Clan would be treated so harshly in such a remote part of the world.


The world is a cruel place after all, huh?


She felt like she was standing in the middle of a pit of despair, slowly sinking deeper into its depths every time a wagon wordlessly drove past her. 


However, just as she felt that the entire caravan was going to leave, a dark shadow blotted out the light in front of her.


She lifted up her head, only to see one of the wagon drivers looking down at her. He reached out his hand and said, “Get on.”


“Ahh!”


Tang Mi-Ryeo’s eyes trembled with surprise and gratitude.



Chapter 76: Revenge is a Cycle That Never Ends (1)


A hundred days for the Spear (百日槍);


A thousand days for the Dao (千日刀);


And ten thousand days for the Sword (萬日劍).



It takes a hundred days to learn to use a spear, a thousand days to become proficient in the dao, and ten thousand days to get used to a sword.


However, it takes only one day to learn how to kill people.


Unfortunately, the gangho was a place swarming with monsters who killed people for a living.


With trembling eyes, Tang Mi-Ryeo looked at the hand that was being held out to her. On one hand, it was so shapely and unmarred that it was hard to believe that it belonged to a man, like the hand of a dainty woman who had never done any rough chores in her life.


On the other hand, she could sense a powerful strength behind that hand, a strength that could only be gained from having endured past countless difficult hardships and trials in life. 


The man repeated, “Get on in.”


Tang Mi-Ryeo found herself inexplicably drawn to the man’s voice and grabbed his hand. The man then swiftly pulled her and Tang Gi-Mun up into the wagon and sat them down by his side.


"T-Thank you,” she stammered.


Jin Mu-Won, the man who had helped her, replied, "You don't have to thank me. It’s only natural to help out a person in need."


Suddenly, his expression stiffened. Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and the Iron Brigade were marching toward him.


"What are you doing?" asked Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, glaring fiercely at Jin Mu-Won. As if to support their vice-commander, the rest of the Iron Brigade wore the same look of fury and disapproval on their faces.


However, Jin Mu-Won did not waver.


"Why did you pick them up without permission? Didn't you hear what I said just now?”


"I heard you very clearly."


"And you still helped them? What the hell are you thinking…” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan bit his lip so hard that it was bleeding. If eyes could kill, he would have already murdered Jin Mu-Won.


This man is completely uncontrollable. In order to proceed safely, we need to act cohesively as a group. Everyone has to learn to tolerate some amount of dissatisfaction and disharmony to optimize our strengths and minimize our losses, because that is what it means to be part of a group!


And yet, this man, Jin Mu-Won, repeatedly violated this basic rule. His deviant behavior is a threat to everyone in the caravan and will greatly affect the success of our mission. I cannot sit still and allow him to do whatever he pleases anymore! 


"Please let them off your wagon and ignore them. You’re placing the safety of the entire caravan in jeopardy."


"Master Jin, please do as Vice-Commander Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan instructs," Gong Jin-Sung added, making his stance clear.


Jin Mu-Won directed his gaze toward Yong Mu-Sung, who was standing beside Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan.


"Commander Yong, do you feel the same way as the two of them?"


"Does it matter what I think? I mean, what can I do? If that's what everyone wants, I haven’t got a choice but to follow them." Yong Mu-Sung shrugged nonchalantly.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan took a step forward and threatened, “Well, Master Jin?”


Although they did not express it as explicitly as Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, most of the caravan members supported the Iron Brigade strategist. Their collective gazes fell upon Jin Mu-Won’s shoulders like a huge weight trying to crush his iron will.


The wordless pressure on Jin Mu-Won was so great, even Kwak Moon-Jung could feel it.


Still, Jin Mu-Won’s expression did not change. Seeing the lack of response, even Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan couldn’t help but feel a little intimidated.


After a long pause, Jin Mu-Won asked, "Do you honestly think that you'll get out of here safely just because you left them behind?"


"As long as the possibility isn’t zero, it isn’t worth taking the risk of saving them. Your actions endanger not only yourself, but every single one of us. Since there is a good chance we can avoid trouble by just closing one eye, we shouldn’t escalate the problem. That's why, I’m ordering you to abandon them now."


Every word that came out of Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s mouth was like a razor-sharp dagger meant to pierce right through the listener’s heart, especially Tang Mi-Ryeo’s.


I see now that chivalry in the gangho is dead.


Before she had left the Tang Clan for the first time, Tang Mi-Ryeo still held delusions of the gangho’s grandeur and chivalry in her heart.


She’d imagined that the gangho was a place where justice was served, where the strong helped the weak, where corruption was punished. 


However, the gangho that she had experienced was completely different. It was a cruel, merciless place where the instant one showed weakness, the beasts hiding in the darkness would immediately pounce on the opportunity and tear one to shreds.


Tang Mi-Ryeo glanced anxiously at Jin Mu-Won’s back, but he remained silent as if cowed by the escalating pressure emanating from Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and the caravan members.


He was her only hope. Tang Mi-Ryeo sincerely prayed that Jin Mu-Won would stand up against the tyranny of the majority.


Finally, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan delivered his ultimatum, saying, "Us, or her? Please choose now."


“……” Jin Mu-Won did not answer immediately. His gaze was focused far into the distance, as if he was distracted by something.


Furious at being ignored, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan roared, "You..."


"Wait!" Yong Mu-Sung suddenly exclaimed, grabbing Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s shoulder.


"What the…!?"


"Shh!"


Yong Mu-Sung had a grave expression on his face. Seeing this, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan immediately shut his mouth.


"Damn! I was too late.”


"What?"


"Can't you feel it?"


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan hurriedly spread out his chi-enhanced senses, and then he finally detected the thing that had alerted Jin Mu-Won and Yong Mu-Sung – killing intent.


"Since when?"


The killing intent was spread out like a wall meant to cage them in, but the problem was, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan had no idea when they started being surrounded. He turned to Jin Mu-Won for answers, but Jin Mu-Won didn’t take notice of him.


It was only then that the hard truth hit him.


Did he sense them around the time we started talking? How far away must they have been at the time?


Yong Mu-Sung clicked his tongue.


"Well, I'll be damned. That guy knew right from the get-go that we were surrounded. Even if we ignored these Tang Clan warriors, we wouldn’t have been able to escape from their encirclement.”


"Then he should have said so from the beginning…” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s voice trailed off. Even he felt that he was being extremely lame and petty right now.


The killing intent was not directed at only Tang Mi-Ryeo and Tang Gi-Mun, but at everyone in the vicinity. That meant that everyone here was a target for execution.


"Tsk!" Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan grimaced.


Jin Mu-Won said to Kwak Moon-Jung, "No matter what happens, never leave my side."


"Got it, Hyung!" Kwak Moon-Jung frantically nodded.


CLAP, CLAP, CLAP!


"What a pity. That was a really interesting show you guys put on, and I planned on watching you until the end, you know? Still, even though it was incomplete, I quite enjoyed the performance.”


A large man with a beard like a hedgehog appeared from behind the trees, clapping his hands in applause. On his back, he carried an intimidating sky piercer halberd.


As the man approached them, the Iron Brigade mercenaries and the escort warriors quickly drew their weapons.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan shouted, “Who are you!?”


The man did not answer Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and only picked his ears in annoyance at the strategist’s voice. Seeing this, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan bit his lip in indignation. 


The man looked around for a bit, and when his gaze finally settled upon Jin Mu-Won, his eyes lit up in interest.


"My name’s Nam-Goong Wi. What about you?"


"Jin Mu-Won.”


"What a nice name. So, when did you find out that we were surrounding you? The moment we started?”


“…….”


"Kukuku! I thought so. Now, you seem to be confident of leaving here alive, but that just leaves me speechless, you know?"


Although the giant who called himself Nam-Goong Wi giggled childishly until his face turned red, no one in the White Dragon caravan dared to act rashly. The man himself was insane and dangerous, but the fifty red-armored warriors who appeared behind him were no less threatening, each having an aura as strong as the mercenaries of the Iron Brigade.


Just who on earth are these people? It’s like they’re perfect copies of each other, crafted from the same mold, with identical martial arts and auras! Even the most powerful factions in the gangho would be hard-pressed to gather the finances, resources, and elixirs required to build such a military force. Most importantly, I’ve never seen the red armor they’re wearing in the Central Plains before. Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was baffled.


He carefully asked, “Where are you people from? Heaven’s Summit?”


"What a stupid question. What makes you think that we’ll give you an answer?"


"Will you let us go if we just leave quietly?"


"Wow, I’ve never met someone as shameless as you before. Why would I go to such lengths to surround you if I planned to let you escape? I thought you looked kind of smart, but I guess you’re just looks and no brains after all.” Nam-Goong Wi’s lips curled up in a sneer. He only held back for so long as toying around with Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was kind of fun.


His mission was to eliminate every member of the Tang Clan’s expeditionary force without revealing his identity. Knowing the Tang Clan’s strength and the fact that they belonged to Heaven’s Summit, he couldn’t afford to get careless.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s face crumpled at the insult, but Nam-Goong Wi had already lost all interest in him, instead turning toward Jin Mu-Won and asking, “Hey, if I asked you nicely, would you kindly hand those two over to me and go away?”


"Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I let them board my wagon if I was going to abandon them? I thought you looked kind of smart, but I guess you’re just looks and no brains after all.”


Having been given a taste of his own medicine, Nam-Goong Wi burst into laughter, “Kukuku! Damn do I love this guy! Kuhahaha! He dares talk to me, Nam-Goong Wi, like that. What an interesting fellow!”


WHOOSH!


The deafening sound of Nam-Goong Wi’s roaring laughter rang in their ears and reverberated inside their skulls, making the faces of the Iron Brigade mercenaries and White Dragon escorts turn as white as a sheet.


Yong Mu-Sung yelled, “Gather your qi and protect your hearts[1] from bursting!”


The martial artists immediately did as Yong Mu-Sung instructed, but it was already too late for some of them. Nam-Goong Wi’s unexpected sound wave attack had caught them off guard and caused internal injuries before they could react.


What powerful chi! Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s eyes trembled in shock and dismay. Only a true master above peak level could cause internal injuries just by laughing.


"If you won't hand them over to me, then you leave me no choice but to kill everyone here."


At Nam-Goong Wi’s command, the red-armored warriors charged forward, drawing their weapons in unison.


SWISH!


Yong Mu-Sung quickly stepped in front of Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and said, “From now on, I’m in charge.”


"But, Commander…!”


"This fight is beyond your abilities."


"Fine… I understand." Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan was frustrated, but he bit his lip and retreated toward the back obediently.


Yong Mu-Sung scratched his head and looked at Nam-Goong Wi, saying, “Well, I didn’t mean to run into you red ghosts, but since I did, I warn you that you shouldn’t underestimate the Iron Brigade. Just because I don’t like annoying things and fighting stupid battles, doesn’t mean that I’m weaker than you.”


"We'll see about that."


"Don’t worry, you won’t regret seeing it.”


Yong Mu-Sung grinned broadly, showing his gums. His aura burst out from him, and in response, the Iron Brigade mercenaries also released their killing auras.


ROAR!


Like a massive red tsunami, the red-armored warriors came crashing down upon the Iron Brigade and the White Dragon warriors.


[image: 076-insert.jpg]





Footnotes:


[1]  Hearts: Okay, he says “coronary arteries” here, but that sounds very wrong in English.




Chapter 77: Revenge is a Cycle That Never Ends (2)


RRRUMBLE!


Chae Yak-Ran grit her teeth as she watched the red-armored warriors swarm toward her.


SHUDDER!


She could sense the White Dragon escorts next to her trembling in terror. Fear was a highly contagious disease, and if things continued as they were, their morale would decrease past the point of no return, rendering the escorts useless and essentially spelling out their collective demise.


Mu-Hwan made a major miscalculation this time.


By choosing to ignore the Tang Clan warriors, the Iron Brigade had revealed their vulnerability and lack of confidence to the White Dragon escorts. As a result, the escorts now doubted their strength and ability to keep them safe, especially in the face of a terrifyingly powerful enemy.


Not far from Chae Yak-Ran, Yong Mu-Sung had come to the same conclusion as she did.


Fuck, I shouldn’t have handed over command to Mu-Hwan. If I had known beforehand that things would end this way, I would have stepped forward and taken the responsibility for the decision myself.


Same as his vice-commander Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, Yong Mu-Sung also could not accept Jin Mu-Won’s uprightness. However, as the leader, he felt that it should have been him who showed their ugly side in place of his subordinate. It was too late for regrets now, though.


Well, that’s stuff to think about after we survive this crisis!


Yong Mu-Sung tightened his grip on his dragon scale dao and shouted, “Everyone, get your asses together! Jin-Hong, provide rear support!”


"Yes Sir!" replied Dam Jin-Hong firmly. He sharpened his gaze like never before, notched an arrow on his bowstring, aimed at one of the red-armored warrior’s, and fired.


TWANG!


With a loud whistle, the arrow flew through the air at the enemy’s head, the only vital part that wasn’t protected by armor. Just as Dam Jin-Hong believed that his arrow would pierce the target’s throat…


THWACK!


His faith in his skill was shattered alongside the arrow that was easily swatted away by the warrior’s spiked mace.


The warrior then grinned at Dam Jin-Hong, as if he already knew where the mercenary would aim for.


This motherfucker!


Staring into the enemy’s eyes that were as savage as a starving wolf’s, Dam Jin-Hong felt his blood freeze.


"AHHH!"


In the meantime, an all-out battle broke out as the red-armored warriors, the Iron Brigade, and White Dragon escorts clashed. The sound of people screaming and weapons clashing were heard everywhere as the scene deteriorated into one of pure chaos.


Blood gushed upwards into the sky like a geyser, and severed limbs fell on the ground with a ‘plop’ sound.


Yoon Seo-In stood in the middle of the unruly mess, her face as white as a sheet.


"This is ridiculous. Why is this happening to us…?”


Dead bodies piled up one after another, and blood flowed freely like a river.


Up until a few moments ago, Yoon Seo-In had been confident that she would be able to defend herself using the martial arts she had learned from the Kongtong Sect. This belief in herself had led her to join the Yunnan caravan thinking that her own life would never be threatened.


Now, the cruel reality was telling her just how wrong she had been. Right in front of her very eyes, lay the lifeless bodies of the escorts she had known for years, tossed on the ground like worthless trash.


She’d even watched helplessly as the spark of life was extinguished from one of their eyes like candles in the wind.


SHIVER!


Her sword hand trembled uncontrollably. She knew that she had to pull herself together, but she simply couldn’t erase the vivid memory of the look in that escort’s eyes as his life faded away.


Noticing that she was defenseless, one of the red-armored warriors approached her.


SWOOSH!


The warrior’s serrated sword flew straight for Yoon Seo-In’s neck, but she was still too rattled to notice.


CLANG!


Chae Yak-Ran, who was nearby, barely managed to block the serrated sword in time and yelled, “Hey! Wake up! Do you want to die?”


Yoon Seo-In finally snapped back to her senses.


“S-Sorry…”


"It’s up to you to protect yourself. Stay sharp."


"I understand."


Yoon Seo-In tightened her grip on her whip sword (urumi). The trembling in her hands had subsided somewhat, but the trepidation in her eyes was as clear as day. 


She had never felt as much a part of the violent gangho as she did today. Left with no other choice, she suppressed her fear as best as she could and fought for dear life.


Some distance away, in the middle of the dance of death, Jin Mu-Won and Nam-Goong Wi stood facing each other.


Perhaps it was because Nam-Goong Wi had chosen him as his opponent, the red-armored warriors avoided Jin Mu-Won. In turn, Nam-Goong Wi didn’t blame them, as if that were only natural.


"UWAAAARRGH!"


As the desperate screams of the dying caravan members reached his ears, Jin Mu-Won’s face darkened. He might not have gotten along with them, but he didn’t feel good just watching them die, either.


Nevertheless, as long as Nam-Goong Wi was present, he couldn’t help them. The enemy leader’s fiery aura exploded like a volcanic eruption, but its true nature was closer to that of a hissing snake coolly observing Jin Mu-Won, carefully calculating his strength even as it was poised to strike. 


Normally, the stimulation from being observed would cause a “knee jerk” response, but Jin Mu-Won remained utterly still and calm in defiance of Nam-Goong Wi’s common sense.


Either he doesn't know martial arts at all, or he’s a master who is in full control of his body. Considering his composure, probably the latter.


Suddenly, Nam-Goong Wi’s gaze turned toward Tang Mi-Ryeo, who was standing behind Jin Mu-Won. He said threateningly, "Oi, bitch! All these people are dying because of you, so you should take responsibility for them.”


Tang Mi-Ryeo shuddered as the sheer amount of killing intent in Nam-Goong Wi’s voice reminded her just how frightening the man in front of her was. This was a monster who had killed three of the Tang Clan’s young elites in one strike. In addition, she didn’t know how effective poison would be on him, but she knew that her hidden weapons were completely useless against that thick red armor he wore.


These people are literally the natural enemies of the Tang Clan.


It didn't take a genius to work out that this group was painstakingly created for the sole purpose of taking on the Tang Clan. 


Tang Mi-Ryeo shuddered. 


The Tang Clan doesn't stand a chance against these warriors. But, who are they? Is there a powerful faction that hates the Tang Clan so much, they would do this just to destroy us?


Although the Tang Clan was a superpower as well as a member of the Five Great Clans, Tang Mi-Ryeo couldn't think of anyone they had offended enough to spend so much money and resources on something this extreme. 


We might have unknowingly gotten ourselves involved in a sweeping, macabre conspiracy.


Tang Mi-Ryeo's blood ran cold as she trembled in fear and trepidation. 


However, rather than the fear of the unknown, the immediate pressure coming from Nam-Goong Wi in front of her was far harder to bear. To her inexperienced self, the giant's eyes were like those of a wild beast staring down its prey, excited yet murderous. 


STEP.


The wagon driver dressed in a reddish brown outfit, like earth that had been soaked in blood, stepped between her and Nam-Goong Wi, taking on the brunt of his aura in her place. 


"Ah!"


The huge pressure on Tang Mi-Ryeo instantly vanished as if it had never existed. 


That wagon driver was, naturally, Jin Mu-Won.


"Hmph!"


Nam-Goong Wi snorted derisively and grabbed his sky piercer halberd. In an instant, his aura intensified several-fold.


Despite the increased pressure like a large boulder trying to weigh him down, Jin Mu-Won's relaxed expression never faltered, leaving a deep and lasting impression on Tang Mi-Ryeo.


Nam-Goong Wi pointed his halberd at Jin Mu-Won and taunted, “You’re not going to chicken out on me now, are you?”


"If I was going to back down, I wouldn’t have interfered in the first place."


Nam-Goong Wi grinned and concentrated his qi as he replied, “Okay, let’s find out just how strong you are!”


ROAR!


With a ear-splitting roar, the sky piercer halberd came crashing down on Jin Mu-Won like a fierce wave on a stormy sea. In the wind that had turned to blades, his clothes fluttered wildly, threatening to slice through his skin.


Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes.


Nam-Goong Wi was by far the strongest opponent he had faced after coming to the Central Plains. Not even Mu Jin of the Kongtong Sect could hold a candle to Nam-Goong Wi.


Still, he didn’t feel in the least bit scared. Instead, his heart was filled with an eerie calm, containing neither excitement nor nervousness, as if his soul had been separated from his body and was observing the situation from an outsider’s perspective.


"Before we fight, there is something I must know. Mind answering a question first?"


"As long as it’s a question I can answer.”


"Are you the one who caused the disappearance of the merchant caravans?"


"Hmm, I wonder…" Nam-Goong Wi answered vaguely, a mysterious smile on his face.


That settled it for Jin Mu-Won. The giant was definitely involved in the disappearances. He asked again, "Are you the one responsible for everything that’s happening in Yunnan?"


"Woah there! You’re overestimating me. I'm not the mastermind, merely a human weapon."


"Then, who is the mastermind behind all this?"


"Are you curious?"


Jin Mu-Won nodded.


Nam-Goong Wi grinned like a naughty boy about to do some mischief, but Jin Mu-Won didn’t buy his poor acting. Unlike the others, he could clearly see the barbaric savagery and mercilessness surrounding the giant like a raging vortex.


Nam-Goong Wi waggled his finger at Jin Mu-Won in a beckoning gesture[1] and said, "If you want to know the answer, you’ll have to defeat me first."


"If I do, then will you tell me what I want to know?"


"Maybe…?"


"I see, in that case…"


SSUK!


Jin Mu-Won vanished from Nam-Goong Wi’s field of vision, causing him to instinctively raise his halberd in defense.


BAM!


A tremendous impact struck Nam-Goong Wi’s halberd, pushing him a dozen steps backward and leaving a gaping furrow in the hard ground.


"Fuck!"


The smile was wiped clean off Nam-Goong Wi’s face as he staggered from the shock of the blow transmitting throughout his entire body.


At the exact spot where he had been up until a moment ago stood Jin Mu-Won, holding a still sheathed Snow Flower.


"…I’ll just beat you up and continue asking.”


Jin Mu-Won strode toward Nam-Goong Wi.




Footnotes:


[1]  Beckoning gesture: You know, the “come on!” or “bring it on!” finger waggle…




Chapter 78: Revenge is a Cycle That Never Ends (3)


“Fucking son of a bitch!” Nam-Goong Wi’s face contorted horribly as his relaxed demeanor quickly faded away, revealing the true appearance of the monstrous beast under the mask. A chaotic torrent of qi gathered around him like a raging tsunami and crashed down upon Jin Mu-Won.


Although the pressure coming from Nam-Goong Wi was so intense that it made it hard to breathe, Jin Mu-Won strode toward the giant without a single change in expression.


CRUNCH. CRUNCH.


Jin Mu-Won footsteps as he trudged on the forest ground stood out from the cacophony. Nam-Goong Wi frowned and pointed his sky piercer halberd at the young man.


SCREEEEECH!


The halberd cried out harrowingly and emitted a faint wave of qi as a blurry haze. The haze stretched out from the place where Nam-Goong Wi gripped the weapon, stretching and twisting itself until it covered the entire halberd.


“So that’s your Halberd Qi, huh?”


The sky piercer halberd (方天畵戟) was a very creative polearm. In addition to the spear tip, twin crescent-moon blades (月牙) were attached to the end in order to increase the slashing and slicing damage, rather than relying mostly on thrusting like the spear.[1]


This made for a very versatile weapon, but also one that was much harder to master compared to the simple spear. As a result, the once commonplace weapon became rarer and rarer among martial artists, to the point where the sky piercer halberd martial arts techniques were almost lost.


And yet, Nam-Goong Wi managed to wave around a sky piercer halberd as naturally as breathing. That could only mean that his martial arts were extraordinary, at least, extraordinary enough to intimidate most ordinary martial artists.


However, Jin Mu-Won was wholly unaffected by Nam-Goong Wi’s scare tactics. Rather, he was elated. This was his first time since entering the gangho that he was facing a tried and tested martial arts master, and not an as-yet inexperienced young talent.


Nam-Goong Wi’s eyes glittered menacingly as he growled, “Now it’s my turn to strike first!”


Although Nam-Goong Wi said that, before he had even finished speaking, his figure had already disappeared from Jin Mu-Won’s line of sight, leaving behind an afterimage.


Jin Mu-Won did not panic, instead, he calmly raised Snow Flower and deflected the blow aimed at his head.


BANG!


Nam-Goong Wi’s sky piercer halberd slammed into Slow Flower with explosive power, sending Jin Mu-Won sliding backward. Just like Jin Mu-Won, Nam-Goong Wi proved that he could also move at speeds beyond the perception of the human eye.


“Hmph! You’re not half-bad,” snorted Nam-Goong Wi, swinging his halberd again.


SWOOSH! WHOOSH!


Every time Nam-Goong Wi swung his sky piercer halberd, the scream of a vacuum being formed in the air rang out threateningly. He moved in a way that maintained his absolute control over the area immediately around him, forming a domain of death.


SHIING!


Jin Mu-Won dodged all of Nam-Goong Wi’s attacks and drew Snow Flower from its scabbard. The cursed blade immediately started wailing as if it was throwing a childish tantrum.


Jin Mu-Won tightened his grip on the sword.


Suddenly, Nam-Goong Wi sensed a change in Jin Mu-Won’s aura. The young man’s presence had undergone an unbelievable transformation right after drawing his blade.


“Take that!” Nam-Goong Wi yelled, launching a spinning thrust at Jin Mu-Won’s heart.


Instead of backing down or dodging, Jin Mu-Won leapt head-on into Nam-Goong Wi’s vicious embrace, all the while swinging Snow Flower.


CLANG!


The ring of metal on metal reverberated around the forest as Nam-Goong Wi’s halberd was mercilessly knocked aside. Jin Mu-Won took the opportunity to aim for Nam-Goong Wi’s chest, but the giant used his right foot as a pivot and spun around to the side to avoid a fatal blow.


CRASH! CLANG! BAM!


Fireworks sparked in every direction as Snow Flower and the sky piercer halberd clashed over and over again.


Nam-Goong Wi spun his halberd like a windmill and mixed a variety of thrusts, slashes, and slices into his offensive, exploiting his weapon’s unique advantages to its maximum.


Despite Nam-Goong Wi’s flashy moves, Jin Mu-Won remained unshakable, choosing to calmly deal with Nam-Goong Wi’s wild barrage one strike at a time. Regardless of whatever Nam-Goong Wi did, all of his attacks bounced off the young man like it had hit an impregnable wall.


Impressed, Nam-Goong Wi couldn’t help but exclaim even while attacking relentlessly, “Damn! You’re fucking strong, kid!”


It wasn’t like either of them had used any special techniques. This was a clash of pure weapon skill, but both combatants were such masters that the most basic of strikes were no less effective than the top martial arts techniques in the gangho.


Like him, Jin Mu-Won was also making the most of his chosen weapon and neutralizing every single one of his opponent's attacks. This kind of feat wasn't one that was possible without a complete understanding of the sword’s characteristics.


Since when was there a martial artist so faithful to the basics in the gangho?


Most murim warriors were obsessed with learning higher-level martial arts and techniques, as they felt that doing so was the best way of improving themselves.


However, the more one mastered martial arts, the more one would realize the importance of a good foundation. That was how it had been for Nam-Goong Wi as well, so at a certain point, he had begun desperately training in the fundamentals.


Thanks to that, he was now able to bring out the full power and flexibility of the sky piercer halberd, and he even felt like he could defeat his enemies without using special techniques. Truth be told, he had been wholly disappointed in the opponents he had faced so far in the Central Plains. However, meeting Jin Mu-Won shattered all of his illusions.


CLANG! BANG! SMASH!


Jin Mu-Won was matching him blow-for-blow using only the three basic movements for a sword: the thrust, slash, and parry. Not only that, he was also countering him using only the minimal amount of movement. It was a fighting style that emphasized efficiency above all.


Jin Mu-Won’s swordsmanship was so optimal, even Nam-Goong Wi, the enemy, couldn’t help but marvel at it. The young man wasn’t using a sword like a tool, rather, it was as if he had become one with the sword.


The term “one with the sword (劍身一體)” was probably created to describe this very state.


Nam-Goong Wi squeezed out more of his qi. As much as he admired Jin Mu-Won’s skill, they were enemies, and now that he had confirmed his enemy’s strength, it was time to do everything he could to defeat him.


Sensing the sudden spike in Nam-Goong Wi’s qi, Jin Mu-Won furrowed his brows.


RUMMMMMBLE!


Halberd Qi burst forth from the tip of Nam-Goong Wi’s weapon like he wanted to split the heavens in half, effectively increasing the length of his sky piercer halberd by three feet.


Even though three feet was a very short distance to a normal person, in a duel among masters, a tiny change in reach could mean the difference between victory and defeat, life and death.


Nam-Goong Wi was confident that with this, Jin Mu-Won would step back. However, as it turned out, he could not be more wrong. It was human instinct to back away when faced with danger or surprises, but Jin Mu-Won overcame that instinct and instead continued engaging Nam-Goong Wi in close-combat.


Jin Mu-Won was well aware that polearm users always held the overwhelming advantage at a distance, due to their weapons’ longer reach. If he retreated, it would be the same as him jumping into a sea of flames while carrying a sack of dry straw. 


Nam-Goong Wi thrust his halberd and finally managed to injure Jin Mu-Won, but unfortunately for him, he missed the young man’s heart by a hair's breadth. Although Jin Mu-Won’s clothes were slashed apart, and his blood splattered in the air from the wound, his sword swings never stopped or slowed, as if the injury hadn’t affected him in the least.


SWISH!


“Ghh!” Nam-Goong Wi let out a painful groan as Snow Flower created a long, deep gash across his shoulder. Fortunately, it was not a fatal blow, but it was still close enough that it left Nam-Goong Wi’s heart pounding.


It was only then that Nam-Goong Wi was finally convinced of Jin Mu-Won’s strength.


This dude’s the real deal. He’s not a superficial, half-baked martial artist like most of the warriors in the Central Plains.


He’s a true martial artist utterly dedicated to his craft and mastery of the sword even at the cost of his own life.


A strong feeling of anxiety and excitement gripped him. It had been a long time since he had last felt this way.


Suddenly, Nam-Goong Wi stepped back and looked at Jin Mu-Won, who immediately stopped swinging Snow Flower and stared back at him.


Nam-Goong Wi yelled, “Very well! I will grant you the honor of witnessing my True Blazing Halberd of the Fire Dragon (火龍眞炎戟)! I, Captain Nam-Goong Wi of the Crimson Ghost Corps (赤鬼兵團主), will face you, Jin Mu-Won, with all of my strength!”


ROAAAAAAR!


A lion’s roar resounded across the skies as Nam-Goong Wi held his sky piercer halberd vertically as if building a bridge between Heaven and Earth.	
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This was the starting stance for the True Blazing Halberd of the Fire Dragon, the martial art technique that Nam-Goong Wi practiced. However, this was the first time he was using it in the Central Plains as he had never run into anyone worthy enough to make him use it before.


Rather than giving Nam-Goong Wi a verbal answer, Jin Mu-Won simply pointed Snow Flower at him. It was a simple declaration of war, and one that placed immense pressure on Nam-Goong Wi.


The giant’s lips curled upward in a grin. Just like him, Jin Mu-Won had not yet displayed his full prowess.


The real fight was just beginning.


“HAAAAAAH!” Nam-Goong Wi roared deafeningly as qi exploded from his sky piercer halberd.


HUMMMMMMM!


The qi quickly shaped itself into the form of a sky piercer halberd and overlapped itself with Nam-Goong Wi’s physical weapon as Halberd Flux.


Then, as if cutting grass, Nam Goong-Wi swept his sky piercer halberd across Jin Mu-Won's knees, at the same time unleashing one of the True Blazing Halberd of the Fire Dragon’s ultimate moves— the Soul-Burning Fire Dragon (火龍燒魂).


FLAP!


Jin Mu-Won’s clothes fluttered in the wind as he kicked the earth and leapt forward, Snow Flower held low to meet Nam-Goong Wi’s halberd.


SWOOSH! CLANG!


Snow Flower collided with the sky piercer halberd, sending sparks flying everywhere and raising a cloud of dust.


Tang Mi-Ryeo hastily retreated backward, carrying Tang Gi-Mun on her back, and Kwak Moon-Jung quickly followed suit. The instant they got themselves out of harm’s way, the wagon they were riding on was smashed to pieces in the wake of the attacks.


A fight far beyond their imaginations was unfolding right in front of them.


Jin Mu-Won swung his sword again and again, as if it was an extension of his body. He was one with his blade.


“Unbelievable…!” Tang Mi-Ryeo’s eyes widened in amazement.




Footnotes:


[1]  Slashing – slashing the entire halberd vertically, diagonally, and horizontally. Slicing – pushing or pulling the blade like a saw against an enemy’s body.



Chapter 79: The Swordsman from the North (1)


CRACK!


With a hair-raising ‘crack’ sound, the chest of one of the red-armored warriors sunk inwards, a giant dragon scale dao embedded in it.


"Hmph!" Yong Mu-Sung snorted. He pulled out his dao from the red-armored warrior’s chest with a grim expression on his face.


At more than fifty pounds, the dragon scale dao he wielded weighed several times more than the weapons most warriors used. Despite that, he still had to inject a significant amount of his qi into the blade just to damage the enemy’s red armor.


The sheer amount of destructive power needed to break that armor was ridiculous. It was only possible because the one doing it was Yong Mu-Sung, and the fact remained that none of the other warriors around were capable of reproducing his feat.


As if to hammer that painful truth in, the White Dragon escorts were faring very poorly in battle, and only the Iron Brigade mercenaries were capable of defeating the red-armored warriors.


Where on earth did these people come from? Throughout the years, I’ve traveled all over the gangho, and yet I’ve never seen warriors like these anywhere before!


"Gah! I seriously got myself dragged into one hell of a mess this time.”


Even so, I cannot back down. Credibility is the lifeblood of the Iron Brigade. The losses we would sustain from abandoning a request midway is too great, and we would have to waste a lot of time and effort to make a comeback.


Noticing that their comrade was killed, five of the red-armored warriors rushed in on Yong Mu-Sung at once, emitting an aura so intense that it hurt the eyes of anyone looking at them.


Yong Mu-Sung immediately understood that he could not defeat these guys using only basic moves.


"Tsk! In the end, I’m still forced to use one of my trump cards, huh," he grumbled as he infused his dragon scale dao with qi, making it glow red.


His lips curled upward in a large grin, revealing his unusually white canines. He swung his dragon scale dao at the charging red-armored warriors, saying, “Damn bastards, don’t even dream that I’ll give you a painless death.” 


Like the claw of a fearless wild beast, the dragon scale dao sliced through the air.


RUUUUMBLE!


A red tornado ravaged the heavens and earth, swallowing up all of the red-armored warriors and launching them into the air. The warriors tried to resist, but to no avail.


Then, the red glow surrounding Yong Mu-Sung’s dragon scale dao intensified.


"AHHHHH!"


SPLAT! BAM! PLOP!


Amidst ear-splitting screams, the five warriors fell back to the ground as a rain of blood mixed with bits of armor, flesh, and bone.


That was Yong Mu-Sung’s secret technique, the Infernal Dragon Scale Blade (龍鱗魔形刀), an attack so terrifying that even demonic practitioners forbade its practice, because it never left its targets corpses in one piece, instead ripping them apart like they had been assaulted by dozens of infernal beasts.


Finally, the red-armored warriors hesitated, startled by the ferocity and ruthlessness of Yong Mu-Sung’s Infernal Dragon Scale Blade. They glanced at each other for a moment, then began to retreat.


Seeing this, Yong Mu-Sung beamed triumphantly. 


"Hahaha! I guess you guys were nothing special after all… Huh?” Yong Mu-Sung’s voice trailed off as it struck him that it wasn’t him the red-armored warriors feared. An odd atmosphere gripped the area as not only the enemies around him, but all of the red-armored warriors were backing away.


For a moment, the Iron Brigade mercenaries and the White Dragon escorts, who had been struggling badly in the fight, looked around them, confused. When they finally noticed what was happening, their eyes opened wide.


CLANG! BANG! BOOM! CRASH!


An unimaginable fight was taking place in their immediate vicinity.


It was Jin Mu-Won and Nam-Goong Wi.


In the midst of their frenzied battle, the two men were destroying everything around them, even sending several unsuspecting warriors who had accidentally gotten close to them flying to their deaths.


SWISH!


Every time Jin Mu-Won swung his blade, the warriors would hurriedly close their eyes as if they had been cut.


“…….”


Several of the warriors soon managed to force their eyes open, but none of them dared speak in the face of the suffocating pressure from the two master martial artists.


After a long time, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan finally mumbled, “What the hell…?”


He couldn’t believe his eyes. Nam-Goong Wi and his sky piercer halberd were indeed intimidating, but Jin Mu-Won left his brain in complete disarray. He couldn’t sense an ounce of sword qi or sword flux from Jin Mu-Won’s sword, and yet every time the young man swung it, the chilling keenness of the blade sent shivers down his spine.


His mind was in such a mess that he couldn’t say anything even vaguely coherent.


"How is this possible?" Gong-Son Chang, the Seven Skills Swordsman, gasped as his shoulders shook uncontrollably. He was a proud swordsman who aimed for complete mastery of the sword, which was the level of Sword Flux. 


Common sense told him that Weapon Flux could only be blocked and countered with Weapon Flux, so to achieve that stage, he had worked extremely hard.


However, the fight unfolding in front of his very eyes was telling him otherwise. It was demolishing all his most fundamental beliefs and common sense.


"How..." Blood spurted out from the wound as Gong-Son Chang bit down on his lip, hard.


The other members of the Iron Brigade quietly watched their comrade tremble in shock and disbelief. Although they were also badly affected by Jin Mu-Won’s display of skill and strength, it wasn’t to the same extent as Gong-Son Chang. The prouder one was, the harder they fell, and Gong-Son Chang was by far the proudest one of them all. They couldn’t even begin to imagine how much frustration and despair the man must be feeling.


Chae Yak-Ran sighed softly.


Jin Mu-Won.


She’d never thought that these three words would have such a large impact on the Iron Brigade.


"From now on, this man’s name will shake-up the entire gangho."


The Iron Brigade mercenaries nodded in agreement.


Meanwhile, Nam-Goong Wi’s expression was grim. He had just unleashed one of his ultimate techniques, the Fire Dragon’s Blazing Annihilation (火龍炎滅), but Jin Mu-Won had dodged it easily just by moving his body slightly.


He’s like a shadow without substance. How can such a person exist?


Nam-Goong Wi face twisted in distaste as he tightened his grip on his halberd, causing the veins on the back of his hands to pop out like earthworms. Jin Mu-Won was an unexpected variable that no one had been able to predict, and to make matters worse, this variable was an enemy preventing him from accomplishing his mission.


Not even that man could foresee the arrival of a person like Jin Mu-Won, even though he is the most intelligent person I know, and can contain the knowledge of the world inside a tiny brain as large as my fist. As much as I respect him, there are still things beyond his calculations, huh.


So, where the fuck did this guy come from?


Nam-Goong Wi was the leader of the red-armored warriors, also known as the Crimson Ghost Corps. Dozens of years and an unimaginable amount of money had been invested to create the Crimson Ghost Corps, and similarly, it was impossible for a master swordsman like Jin Mu-Won to have been trained overnight. 


Is Heaven’s Summit behind this?


The instant the idea popped up in his head, Nam-Goong Wi shook his head. He was confident that he understood the internal and external movements of Heaven’s Summit better than anyone else, including many members of Heaven’s Summit themselves.


Although Heaven’s Summit was the most powerful organization in the world, both in regards to the strength of individual martial arts masters and the group as a whole, the method to create a master was not quite the same as training a group of warriors. It wasn’t something that could be done deliberately.


The killing intent in Nam-Goong Wi’s eyes surged.


If I fail to kill this guy now, he will become a plague we can never ignore.


It was common sense that individuals could not alter the world’s overall trajectory, but sometimes, a person would appear who overturned that common sense. They rejected the existing order and wrote history as they saw fit, sending the world spiraling into a whirlpool of chaos filled with uncertainty and volatility.


Naturally, not everyone approved of such drastic changes, especially Heaven’s Summit, who created and benefited the most from the current order. To them, an unstable variable like Jin Mu-Won was like poison in their political waters.


The same was true of the faction Nam-Goong Wi belonged to. Although they wished for change, they did not desire an uncontrollable variable like Jin Mu-Won making a mess wherever he went.


BOOM!


Nam-Goong Wi’s aura exploded, unleashing a torrent that swept up everything around it.


ROAAAAAAR!


He smashed his sky piercer halberd down on Jin Mu-Won with all his might, causing a thunderous reverberation like he was heralding the end of the world.


In the face of Nam-Goong Wi’s all-out attack, Jin Mu-Won looked like a helpless leaf about to be swept away in a terrible windstorm. However, the expression on his face was as calm and composed as ever.


Like the saying goes: A tree that is unbending is easily broken.[1] It is foolish to stand up straight and face a storm head-on.


If the opponent forces his way forward, I will let him have his way, but the moment he steps down, I will close in on him.


The key to doing this is to carefully sense and read his breathing patterns.


One could feint using their eyes and muscle movements, but the breath could never be disguised. The brief intervals between inhalation and exhalation would always reveal an enemy’s intentions, allowing one to react accordingly.


Well, that was easy to say, but reading an opponent's breathing patterns in the middle of a life-and-death situation was hardly trivial. Furthermore, Nam-Goong Wi was no weakling.


No matter how much a person steeled their heart, it was difficult to maintain one’s composure when faced with a threat to one’s life. Be that as it may, remaining calm and making logical decisions in the heat of battle was paramount to survival and victory.


At least, for Jin Mu-Won, coolly engaging in a close-range fight with Nam-Goong Wi was only possible because of his All-Encompassing Cognizance.


Not only that, he was also using the giant as a stepping stone to improve his skills to the next level as he fought. This particular ability was a trait of the Shadow Blade of Destruction, and one of the reasons it was one of the most terrifying martial arts techniques.


As the battle wore on, Nam-Goong Wi’s face gradually turned pale from extreme overuse of qi. The energy depletion was so bad, even his physical strength had been drained. Moreover, Jin Mu-Won’s constant counterattacks had completely disrupted his breathing rhythm.


If I let this drag on any longer, my chances of striking back will only get lower and lower. I have to finish this battle in one decisive move! 


Fuck! To think that I would have to go through such a nightmarish experience in the boonies of Yunnan!


Frustrated and enraged, Nam-Goong Wi roared, “DAMN BASTARD! LET’S FINISH THISSSSSS!”


Scarlet qi wrapped itself around Nam-Goong Wi’s sky piercer halberd like a coiled dragon as he injected all his remaining qi into the weapon in preparation for his strongest technique, the Berserk Dragon Ascends the Heavens (狂龍飛天). 


As he watched Nam-Goong Wi’s body bend backward like a drawn bow, Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes. His instincts told him that this attack was different from all the ones before.


He tightened his grip on Snow Flower, which cried in response as if it knew what he was thinking.


Nam-Goong Wi’s sky piercer halberd flew toward Jin Mu-Won, tearing apart everything in its path.


In answer to Nam-Goong Wi’s provocation, Jin Mu-Won unleashed the third form of the Shadow Blade of Destruction (滅天魔影劍)—Dividing the Heavenly Seas (斷天海).


CRAAAAASSSSHHHH!




Footnotes:


[1]  The latter idiom does not translate well so I added this sentence, a quote from Lao Tzu’s Dao De Jing that Jin Mu-Won is so fond of reading.



Chapter 80: The Swordsman from the North (2)


DRIP.


A droplet of blood landed on Snow Flower.


As everyone watched with bated breaths, the bright crimson droplet slid frictionlessly down the jet black blade without leaving any traces, like raindrops falling on a lotus leaf.[1]


Suddenly, the droplet paused at the edge of the blade, as if it was hesitating about whether to fall off or not. The spectators unconsciously clenched their fists in apprehension.


PLOP!


““Ahh…””


At long last, when the droplet of blood finally fell onto the ground, the watching warriors let go of their held breaths in unison. Their minds, which had been enraptured by the surreal scene they had just witnessed, were finally dragged back into reality.


“Keuk!”


The scowl on Nam-Goong Wi’s face deepened. He knelt on the ground on one knee, using what was left of his sky piercer halberd, which had been sliced cleanly in half, to support himself from falling over. Under his ribs, there was a huge, deep gash, and blood was pouring out of the wound like there was no tomorrow.


However, right now, the pain from the wound hardly mattered to him.


When!? How!? What!?


Nam-Goong Wi’s eyes trembled in disbelief. He was indeed surprised that his ultimate technique had been blocked, but what really drove him crazy was the fact that he had no idea when and how he got injured.


There was neither sound nor trace of the attack. There wasn’t even a single hint of movement.


It was as if he had been slashed by an invisible sword.


That’s the flawless sword technique of a master assassin… No, assassins are people who launch sneak attacks on their enemies while concealed. Jin Mu-Won attacked me head-on!


The sheer absurdity of it blew his mind.


Across from Nam-Goong Wi, Jin Mu-Won slowly calmed his breathing, his face burning red from the exertion.


“Dividing the Heavenly Seas” was the sword form that best made use of the unique characteristics of Shadow Qi. It was formless and traceless; the blade of an assassin hidden in their opponent’s shadow, holding their breath and waiting to strike.


By the time the enemy noticed them, it was too late to react. And the result of the attack… Nam-Goong’s Wi’s current state was a good example of that.


Well, Jin Mu-Won was a little disappointed though. This was his first time using the technique in battle, and he hadn’t executed it perfectly. If he had, Nam-Goong Wi would have already breathed his last.


He asked, “You should be able to answer me now, right? Does the disappearance of the White Dragon merchant caravan have anything to do with the group you belong to?”


Nam-Goong Wi glared at Jin Mu-Won. His face was expressionless, as if nothing in the world could shake him, but that was just another mask of his.


He was a sword.


A sword honed for the sole purpose of killing.


Without thinking, he replied, “Yes.”


“I knew it.”


“You won't be getting more than one answer out of me.”


“We'll see about that.”


Jin Mu-Won strode toward Nam-Goong Wi and raised his sword. He wasn’t about to let things end like this. He wanted to bring Nam-Goong Wi to his knees, and force the man to spit out everything he knew. 


As if he could read Jin Mu-Won’s thoughts, Nam-Goong Wi stiffened.


WHOOSH!


Suddenly, the sound of an object whistling through the air rang in Jin Mu-Won’s ears. He promptly gave up swinging his blade down and leapt backward, narrowly avoiding the arrow that accurately pierced the ground where he had just been standing. 


A pungent green smoke then quickly started to rise out of the small leather bag attached to the arrow, having opened upon impact when it struck the ground.


Realizing that he felt strangely uncomfortable after breathing in the smoke, Yong Mu-Sung covered his nose and mouth with his sleeve and shouted, “It's poison! Everyone step back!”


The Iron Brigade mercenaries and White Dragon escorts immediately scrambled to get away from the smoke, but Yong Mu-Sung’s warning still came too late for the ones who were in close proximity to it.


“UAHHHHHH!”


As the toxic fog swallowed the warriors, they scratched their own throats, screaming in pain until the moment they lost consciousness.


When Jin Mu-Won held his breath and tried to charge into the smoke, even more arrows flew at him and got in his way.


WHISH!


The force behind each arrow was so strong that it sent shivers down his spine, leaving Jin Mu-Won with no choice but to dodge the arrows as he rushed forward instead of just blocking them and knocking them aside.


THUD!


Two arrows pierced the ground where he had just been standing and dug in so deep that only the fletching was left above ground, still quivering from the impact.


“Damn it!”


As he walked out of the toxic fog, Jin Mu-Won frowned. Nam-Goong Wi and the remaining red-armored warriors were gone. They only had a very short time frame to work with, but clearly that was enough time for these well-trained warriors to escape.


““Hoo…””


Having escaped from the crisis, the surviving White Dragon escorts heaved sighs of relief. Although the Iron Brigade mercenaries did not completely lower their guards like the escorts, in truth, they felt the same way.


Yong Mu-Sung walked toward Jin Mu-Won, saying, “Hey…”


However, before he could finish his line, Jin Mu-Won dashed off in the direction where Nam-Goong Wi and the red-armored warriors had vanished.


“U-Uh…”Yong Mu-Sung could only stare blankly, mouth gaping open, as Jin Mu-Won chased after their assailants.


Tang Mi-Ryeo shook her head resignedly and pointed out, “I don’t think he’s willing to let them off that easily.”


“Yeah…” 


As Tang Mi-Ryeo also looked in Jin Mu-Won’s direction, an intensity that wasn’t there before burned in her eyes.


★★★★★


Every time Jin Mu-Won took a step forward, the landscape around him would change drastically as if he had teleported. He maneuvered through the forest like flowing water, blending into the wind, as he searched for Nam-Goong Wi’s trail. Just like his swordsmanship, his movement was soundless and traceless.


He was using the Flowing Stream Steps (溪流步)[2] that he had taught to Seo Mu-Sang a long time ago, but over the years, he had modified and improved the martial art to better suit himself.


Although there weren’t many clues, based on the direction where grass that was stepped on was bent, and several faint footprints, Jin Mu-Won tracked down Nam-Goong Wi and was closing in on him at a frightening speed.


I have to catch him and make him spill out Uncle Hwang’s whereabouts!


Jin Mu-Won grit his teeth. He didn’t know which faction Nam-Goong Wi belonged to, but it wasn’t hard to deduce that it was a large and powerful organization. Against a group like that, the longer he took to find his target, the more disadvantaged his position would be.


Furthermore, he desperately wanted to discover Nam-Goong Wi’s true identity and the name of the group he belonged to. He had a feeling that these people had ambushed the merchants on purpose to direct the eyes of the Tyrant Fist Sect as well as the gangho on Yunnan Province, and if that was indeed true, then they must be confident out of making enemies of the entire murim.


Perhaps, it’s them...


The name of a certain organization immediately sprung to mind, sending his heart beating wildly.


Suddenly, his senses alerted him to an unknown danger. He instinctively jerked his head downward as if someone had hit him with a hammer.


WHISTLE!


A long, sharp object whooshed past where his head had just been a moment ago.


Was that an arrow?


Jin Mu-Won turned to look at the tree behind him to find an arrow buried deep into it, still quivering from the sudden impact.


That arrow had flown faster than the speed of sound. If not for his All-Encompassing Cognizance, he would have been caught unawares and died in an instant.


Damn it, they left an archer behind to stall for time while Nam-Goong Wi and the red-armored warriors escape.


A drop of cold sweat rolled down Jin Mu-Won’s back as he spread out his senses to find the archer.


As expected, it wasn’t long before yet another arrow came flying at him…No, there were three arrows this time! Not only were the arrows fast, they had also been fired at extremely rapid intervals!


THWACK! SMACK! BAM!


Jin Mu-Won knocked all of the arrows away using Snow Flower, but his hand was now numb from the recoil. Whoever this sniper was, they were at least as skilled as the “Twilight Iron Bowman” Dam Jin-Hong, the Iron Brigade’s master archer.


SWOOSH! RUSTLE!


The archer moved around at high speed while firing arrows continuously to avoid being detected, but Jin Mu-Won’s All-Encompassing Cognizance was no simple technique that could be easily misled. Although he could not pinpoint the archer’s location extremely accurately, he could still sense their general direction.


SWISH!


Jin Mu-Won abruptly spun around and sprinted in a straight line toward a part of the forest with unusually thick vegetation.


“Wha!” The archer unconsciously exclaimed out loud. He hadn’t expected Jin Mu-Won to find him so quickly.


TWANG! TWANG!


The archer was left with no choice but to attempt to slow Jin Mu-Won down by shooting arrows non-stop.


Although swatting away the powerful arrows made his hands numb, Jin Mu-Won faced them head-on. He didn’t have any time to waste.


THWACK! SMACK!


A dark painting appeared in the air, created by the afterimage of his black sword coupled with the arrows falling to the ground like rain.


Suddenly, Jin Mu-Won’s senses alerted him to someone’s movement. It seemed that the archer intended to change his position and find a new hiding spot after firing another arrow at him. He quickly spun around using his left foot as a pivot and leapt toward the archer’s new position.


“Ugh!”


Jin Mu-Won swung down Snow Flower, cutting down everything in his path and revealing the enemy. It was a short man in his mid to late forties with a disproportionately broad chest and thick arms, carrying a purple bow.


“Keuk!” the middle-aged man exclaimed, aghast. He was used to killing his targets at a long distance, and the number of people who had died this way at his hands easily exceeded a thousand. Among all those targets, none had ever found him and exposed his position like this.


Where on earth did this monster come from…


Jin Mu-Won had pinpointed his location in a heartbeat and charged toward him without any hesitation. Although he couldn’t tell if the young man was confident or just being reckless, there was one thing he understood for sure: This man was insanely dangerous!


SLASH!


A black blade covered in cursed energy came flying at him.


“Fuck!”


The archer quickly raised his purple bow to block Jin Mu-Won’s attack as his instincts screamed at him that it was impossible for him to dodge.


CLANG!


The instant the two weapons clashed, the archer was sent flying backward, his purple bow nearly broken in half.


“Kuheok!” Blood poured out of the archer’s mouth as he coughed. His intestines had been badly damaged by the impact. However, he had a hunch that Jin Mu-Won would not let up just yet.


I won’t be able to block the next attack. In that case…


A vicious light flashed in the archer’s eyes.


SPURT!


Jin Mu-Won stabbed the archer in the shoulder, sending blood flying everywhere. He had no intention of killing the archer, only subduing them and interrogating them.


However, to his surprise, the archer ignored the injury, spread his arms wide, and hugged Jin Mu-Won.


“Shall we die together? Hahaha!” the archer whispered in Jin Mu-Won’s ear.


A shiver ran down Jin Mu-Won’s spine at the middle-aged man’s chilly voice. His instincts warned him of impending danger. He frowned and tried to wrestle himself free of the archer’s iron grip, but those thick arms bound him tightly like metal chains.


PSHHHHH…


Suddenly, green smoke rose out from the archer’s body.


This is…


Jin Mu-Won held his breath, gathered his qi, and released it at the archer, causing the man’s arms to loosen momentarily. He then immediately took the opportunity to slip out from the man’s grip and leap away from him.


As the green smoke quickly swallowed the archer whole, the man’s body started to melt like candle wax. With his last breath, he spoke in a voice like an ominous curse, “Since you have gotten in the way of our work, know that you will surely die a painful death. Kuhahaha!”


“Who the hell are you?”


“Huhuhu! This is just the beginning… Soon, the whole world will be…” The archer’s voice trailed off. He was dead.


Jin Mu-Won stared vehemently at the melted lump of flesh, which continued to bubble until it turned to liquid and seeped into the ground. Soon enough, even the green smoke vanished along with the corpse.


He sighed, “Haa… In the end, I wasn't able to find out anything.”




Footnotes:


[1]  Like raindrops falling on a lotus leaf: Technically, “hydrophobic” would be the more accurate translation, but scientific terminology looks extremely out-of-place in a murim novel…


[2]  See Chapter 47.



Chapter 81: The Swordsman from the North (3)


“Haa…” sighed Yong Mu-Sung, looking at the situation around him.


Only a short time had passed, but nearly thirty people were dead, blanketing the White Dragon caravan in an atmosphere of gloom and despair. Everyone was used to living on the edge, but dealing with the deaths of people with whom one had just been talking and joking with was never easy.


Not even the Iron Brigade mercenaries were exempt from the grief and shock. Moreover, they were mortified by not only the strength of the red-armored warriors, but the solidarity and teamwork that they had displayed when they took the effort to retrieve their comrades’ corpses before they retreated.


That was not something any normal organization would do, since it would greatly hinder their chances of a successful escape. Looking at it from another perspective, though, it meant that the red-armored warriors were desperate not to leave any corpses, which would reveal hints to their true identities, behind.


Yong Mu-Sung scratched his head and muttered to himself, “Damn it, damn it! Those fucking crazy bastards…”


Unlike Yong Mu-Sung, the rest of the caravan did not voice it out loud, but they all felt the same way as him. Never in their dreams had they imagined that so many of them would die on their very first day in Yunnan. The unexpected blow had crushed their hopeful spirits.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan approached Yong Mu-Sung and self-deprecatingly sighed, “Haa…This is all my fault. It was my decision that…”


“You’re not the only one at fault. As your commander, I’m equally responsible for what happened here today. I allowed those guys to wipe so much shit all over my face, that from now on, I won’t be able to raise my head in front of others wherever I go.”


“I'm sorry,” Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan apologized, then glanced toward the wagon where Tang Mi-Ryeo was treating her uncle.


Shortly after their enemies had retreated, Tang Mi-Ryeo had given her injured uncle, Tang Gi-Mun, emergency treatment. As a result, Tang Gi-Mun had swiftly regained consciousness. Tang Mi-Ryeo had then quickly brought her uncle up to speed on their current situation, including the fact that the Iron Brigade and White Dragon Merchant Association wanted to abandon them.


Well, if the two of them had been killed, no one would be the wiser, and the truth about what happened here would have been buried in the sands of time. However, they survived, and now the resentment from being abandoned burned strongly in their hearts.


“Let’s go,” said Yong Mu-Sung.


Confused, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan asked, “Huh? Go where…?”


“We have to apologize to those two before it’s too late.” Yong Mu-Sung marched toward the wagon. 


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan sighed briefly, then followed him. Yong Mu-Sung was right. Trying to pretend that nothing had happened would not solve their problems.


The two Iron Brigade mercenaries stopped in front of the wagon, clasped their hands together in a fist salute and bowed their heads slightly. Yong Mu-Sung said, “Greetings, Great Senior from the Tang Clan. I am Yong Mu-Sung of the Iron Brigade, and a mere humble junior in martial arts.”


“Greetings, Elder Tang Gi-Mun. I am Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, also of the Iron Brigade.”[1]


Tang Gi-Mun wordlessly stared at the two men for a long time, leaving them sweating from the tension. Finally, he said in a voice as cold as ice, “Nice to meet you, I am Tang Gi-Mun, the Head of the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Poisons in the Tang Clan. I’ve already heard the entire story from my niece, and I won’t be forgetting your ‘assistance’ anytime soon.”


The two mercenaries’ faces crumpled. Even an ordinary elder of the Tang Clan wasn’t someone they could afford to offend, much less the Head of the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Poisons, a much more revered position and one that was part of the core leadership of the Tang Clan.


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan wanted to faint where he stood. Only now did the sheer severity of his mistake strike him.


Fuck, if I'd known who he was, I’d have helped him regardless of the danger!


…But there’s no point crying over spilled milk now. My best option is to attempt to patch things up so that the Tang Clan does not bring the hammer of vengeance down on us.


“I'm really sorry, but as you saw just now, with our measly strength, there was nothing we could do to help you.”


“Why are you apologizing? All you did was act like a typical warrior of the gangho.”


Under Tang Gi-Mun’s cold gaze, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan’s heart sank. He felt as if the old man could see right through his intentions. 


Seeing this, Yong Mu-Sung took over, saying, “Elder Tang, we’re truly sorry about this. If we had known who you were, we would definitely have risked our lives to protect you. Also, at the time, we weren’t really in a state where we could have made any rational judgments…”


“Do you weigh the lives of people by their status?”


“Isn’t that the way of the gangho?”


Tang Gi-Mun locked gazes with Yong Mu-Sung, who grinned back brazenly.


“The way of the gangho, huh…” Tang Gi-Mun couldn’t refute Yong Mu-Sung’s statement, because it was the truth. 


In the end, he could only cynically conclude, “I see. Thank you, I learned a lot of things today, and this is one lesson I will never forget.”


“Aigoo! I didn’t teach you anything, you know?”


“In return, I will not pursue what you did today.”


“Thank you.”


“I don’t owe you anything, either. After all, this is ‘the way of the gangho’, right?”


“Hahaha! I’m satisfied as long as you don’t lay the blame on us,” Yong Mu-Sung laughed unabashedly.


So this is Yong Mu-Sung, the Commander of the Iron Brigade. He’s quite the cocky, audacious man. Most martial artists would tremble at the mention of my title, but this guy didn’t even bat an eyelid. Our Tang Clan will have to be wary of this man from now on. He’s not normal.


Tang Gi-Mun tried to stand up, but almost immediately fell back down on his butt, reeling from pain. His internal injuries were much more severe than he had thought, and all of his organs felt like they had been displaced. Thankfully, he’d avoided death due to Tang Mi-Ryeo’s emergency treatment, but he still badly needed proper medical care.


He turned toward Tang Mi-Ryeo and ordered, “From now on, don't let anyone come near me.”


“Yes, Uncle.”[2]


Once again, under the curious gazes of Yong Mu-Sung, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan and the rest of the caravan members, Tang Gi-Mun forced himself to his feet, clambered off the wagon, and hobbled over to a small clearing. He then sat down cross-legged and took two tiny ceramic bottles out from his chest pocket.


Tang Mi-Ryeo’s face turned as white as a sheet.


“Uncle…?” she exclaimed.


“Don’t worry, these are for treating my injuries.”


Tang Gi-Mun opened the cap of the bottle on the right, releasing a terrible stench that made one dizzy just by smelling it.


Is that poison!? Yong Mu-Sung immediately held his breath and unconsciously retreated several steps backward. Any poison that Tang Gi-Mun carried could not possibly be something mild or relatively harmless.


However, Tang Gi-Mun unhesitatingly poured a drop of the poison into his mouth and swallowed. His face quickly paled, and his entire body started trembling uncontrollably.


The name of the poison that he had just taken was the “White Frog’s Acid”, named that way because it was extracted from the skin of the Blood White Frog (血白蛙),[3] a poisonous frog native to the remote parts of Qinghai Province. Unlike other frogs, the Blood White Frog did not hibernate in winter, instead, it became more and more energetic as the weather got colder. This unusual behavior was the result of its body producing a poison so potent, one drop of it was enough to take down more than ten healthy bulls.


In the past, Tang Gi-Mun had spent two whole months searching every nook and cranny of Qinghai Province just to find the frog and obtain this poison.


The way the poison worked was that the moment it entered the body, it would stimulate the entire nervous system to continuously fire off signals indicating “pain” to the brain, and the indescribable agony that followed would send most people to their deaths.


However, Tang Gi-Mun was no ordinary person. He was a poison master, and possessed resistance to most poisons. The White Frog’s Acid was indeed potent, but for him, the pain was still bearable.


With trembling hands, Tang Gi-Mun opened the bottle in his left hand, brought it to his mouth, and gulped it down.


This bottle was filled with another potent poison called the “Crane’s Red Crown (鶴頂紅)”, and like the White Frog’s Acid, one drop of it was enough to kill several dozen people. It was obtained from the red crowns on the heads of old cranes who had lived for several hundred years, and the difficulty of obtaining this poison was so high it was like trying to pluck stars from the sky.[4]


If anyone who knew about poisons had seen what Tang Gi-Mun just did, they would have freaked out and called him “insane”. One drop of each type of poison was enough to kill dozens of men, and yet he swallowed not just one, but both poisons!


“Keuk!” The instant the Crane’s Red Crown’s entered his stomach, Tang Gi-Mun bit his lip in pain. His poison resistance might be outstanding, but the combined effects from two different poisons was unbearable even for him.


Surprisingly though, the two poisons only clashed violently for a while before they began cooperating and healing Tang Gi-Mun’s body. As time passed, his face that was twisted from pain began to relax and some semblance of color returned to it.


PSHHHH…
 
Suddenly, poisonous fumes gushed out from the pores of his skin.


Yong Mu-Sung hurriedly shouted, “Everyone, get away from him!”


At Yong Mu-Sung’s reminder, everyone who had been watching Tang Gi-Mun curiously quickly stepped back, although Yong Mu-Sung continued observing the old man closely.


Is he treating poison with poison (以毒制毒)? No, if I remember right, that phenomenon should be the one called “harmony of poisons (以毒相生)”…


It was commonly known that some poisons could be used as antidotes for other poisons. However, what Tang Gi-Mun did was different. He was not simply canceling the effects of one poison using another, but combining two different poisons to create medicine.


The White Frog’s Acid would stimulate his nervous system, causing pain yet triggering his body’s natural healing response. On the other hand, the Crane’s Red Crown damaged the internal organs while protecting the nervous system. On its own, the destructive effects of each poison overwhelmed its healing effects, but together, only the negative effects were canceled out. 


Well, this crude method only worked because he was Tang Gi-Mun, and could resist the worst side effects of each poison. For anyone else, if the amount and concentration of each poison was even slightly off, the result would be certain death.


Soon, Tang Gi-Moon’s displaced organs returned to their rightful positions, and his torn muscles came back together.


As expected of the Head of the Pavilion of Ten Thousand Poisons, thought Yong Mu-Sung bitterly. If only he had chosen to save Tang Gi-Mun, he and the Iron Brigade would have benefited greatly from the master who had surpassed the stage of poisoning people to death, and reached the realm where he could turn poison into precious elixirs.


As more and more poisonous fumes came out from Tang Gi-Mun’s body, his immediate surroundings quickly transformed into a circle of death where plants that had been lush and green just a few moments ago became gray and barren. In contrast, Tang Gi-Mun himself seemed livelier and livelier.


Finally, with a soft sigh, Tang Gi-Mun opened his eyes, got to his feet, and walked toward Tang Mi-Ryeo.


“Uncle, are you feeling better now?”


“Yes, thanks to you, I’ve mostly recovered. Also, I’m sorry, I couldn’t help you at all during the battle. I was just a burden.”


“Phew…” Tang Mi-Ryeo heaved a sigh of relief.


Suddenly, she heard the sound of rustling grass. Jin Mu-Won had returned. 


She immediately cried out with delight, “Savior!”


Like his niece, Tang Gi-Mun also turned to face Jin Mu-Won, and the two men’s gazes met.


Jin Mu-Won’s eyes lit up with interest. Until right before he’d left to chase after Nam-Goong Wi, Tang Gi-Mun had been in a near-death state, and yet, the man was now standing up straight as if he’d never gotten injured.


“So you're the young man who saved my life. Thank you, and please allow me to introduce myself, I am Tang Gi-Mun.”


“My name is Jin Mu-Won. Also, you don’t need to thank me, I just did what anyone would have done in that situation.”


“Even so, I am a member of the Tang Clan. Both animosity and kindness are things that we will never forget, so in the name of Tang Gi-Mun, I swear that I will return this favor,” Tang Gi-Mun adamantly insisted. 


Those who treated the Tang Clan with kindness would be repaid tenfold, and those who offended them would be repaid a hundredfold. That was the Tang Clan’s Creed, and out of everyone in the clan, Tang Gi-Mun was the one who abided most firmly to their family’s principles. His word was worth more than the weight of a thousand gold coins.


While all this was happening, Yong Mu-Sung and Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan could only watch on the sidelines with expressions like they had just eaten sour grapes.


To their chagrin, that promise was only between Jin Mu-Won and Tang Gi-Mun.




Footnotes:


[1]  Senior/Elder: Yong Mu-Sung says “sunbae” (and refers to himself as a humble hoobae) while Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan says “janglo”, so I’m differentiating the two honorifics.


[2]  Uncle: Tang Mi-Ryeo uses “sukbu (숙부, 叔父)”, yet another word for “Uncle”, although it more literally translates to “Uncle Father” and proves how close the two are. Remember, Jin Mu-Won calls Hwang Cheol “Hwang-suk”, and Kwak Moon-Jung calls him “Hwang-ahjussi”, both also meaning “Uncle Hwang”. Sigh, honorifics…


[3]  Blood White Frog (血白蛙): This is a purely fictional frog species, probably a borrowed idea from Jin Yong’s novel, “The Heavenly Sword and Dragon-Slaying Saber”, where the protagonist Zhang Wuji eats a Blood Frog (which contains pure Yang energy) to neutralize the cold (Yin) poison from his enemy’s technique, the Divine Palm of Frigid Darkness.


[4]  Crane’s Red Crown (鶴頂紅): The Red-crowned crane most certainly exists, but although it is one of the longest-lived bird species (with a lifespan of up to 75 years), it most definitely does not live for several hundred years and is also not poisonous.



Chapter 82: The Dragon Living Among the Rabble (1)


Kunming, the capital of Yunnan Province, was located on a plateau about 7000 feet (2,000 meters) above sea level. That was even higher than the peaks of many famous mountains in the Central Plains.


Contrary to expectations though, it wasn’t cold at all in Kunming. Rather, the city boasted a warm climate all year round, which made farming feasible regardless of the season. Thanks to that, life in the region was comfortable even before the arrival of the Han Chinese, when there were only a few tribes scattered around the area.


Additionally, Kunming had a different vibe from other cities in the Central Plains. It was a place where various cultures and ethnicities intersected, and people wearing the traditional clothing of different tribes could often be seen walking down the busy streets.


Or rather, that was what the city should have been like.


When the White Dragon caravan entered Kunming, the noisy, busy streets they expected were nowhere to be seen. Instead, the city was quiet and deserted, and the passersby stared at them with wary expressions on their faces. Having only recently lost several of their comrades in a battle, the caravan members were no less vigilant and somber than the city folk. The tension in the air was so suffocating, everyone could feel the rigid, crushing pressure.


Jin Mu-Won sat on his wagon driver’s seat and calmly surveyed his surroundings. Not even he was exempt from the tense atmosphere in Kunming. Once in a while, he could sense the passersby glaring at him with eyes filled with suspicion, and when he took a closer look at these people, he realized that most of them were fully-armed martial artists.


Why are there so many martial artists in this city? They’re also not dressed in any of the traditional clothing from the native tribes. That can only mean that all of these people came from elsewhere.


Just what is going on here?


Not long ago, Tang Gi-Mun had informed him that the Tang Clan had left for Yunnan on orders from Heaven’s Summit, but Heaven’s Summit hadn’t actually given them much information on the situation. Based on the fact that they had specified his name, though, he surmised that a poison-related disaster had likely occurred there.


Just then, the two Tang Clan members stuck their heads out from the sheltered wagon cabin, right behind the driver’s seat. Compared to a few days ago, Tang Gi-Mun looked a lot healthier, a result of continuously tending to his body even after the initial treatment with the two poisons.


Tang Gi-Mun asked, “Mind if we sit next to you for a moment?”


“No, not at all.” Jin Mu-Won moved over to the side, allowing Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo to clamber onto the driver’s seat.


“Finally, I get to stretch my body.” Tang Gi-Mun’s face lit up. The inside of the wagon cabin was dark and dreary, and getting a breath of cool, fresh air felt great to him.


“How are you feeling?”


“Thanks to you, Master Jin, I've completely recovered.”


“I didn’t do anything. You were the one who tended to your own wounds without rest.”


“If you hadn't saved me, I wouldn't still be breathing.”


Tang Gi-Mun looked toward the front of the caravan, where the leaders of the Iron Brigade and the White Dragon Merchant Association were. He hadn’t forgotten how these people had abandoned him that day. Even while they were traveling together, he never initiated a conversation with them, and when he was forced to talk to them, he’d only give them single-word replies or outright ignore them.


As a leader of the prestigious Tang Clan, and a master of his chosen field, that kind of arrogance suited Tang Gi-Mun. Yet, the way he behaved toward Jin Mu-Won was the exact opposite of how he acted toward the Iron Brigade and the White Dragon Merchant Association.


In a voice overflowing with concern, Tang Gi-Mun said, “You must be exhausted. You’ve been driving the wagon for a few days without taking a single break.”


The reason Tang Gi-Mun was so nice to Jin Mu-Won wasn’t just because the young man saved his life, it was also because he genuinely liked him. Although Jin Mu-Won was no pretty boy, his possessed a certain unique charm that attracted others to him, and above all, he was a man who sincerely cared for other people.


During their entire journey to Kunming, the young man had never once asked the Tang Clan to repay his kindness or reminded them of his deeds. From this, Tang Gi-Mun could tell that Jin Mu-Won hadn’t saved them because he wanted something of them. He’d simply followed his heart’s desire to help those in need.


We don’t see people like him very often nowadays.


If there was one thing that bothered Tang Gi-Mun, it was Jin Mu-Won’s past. During their entire time together, the young man had never revealed any information about himself. However, the only way he could become that strong was to learn from a distinguished master or belong to a famous sect.


No, even then, I can’t think of a single person or sect who can raise someone like him. I should take the young man aside and attempt to probe him for answers later.


Suddenly, Tang Mi-Ryeo, who hadn’t said anything in a long while, asked, “Master Jin, are you going to continue staying together with the White Dragon Merchant Association now that we’ve reached Kunming?”


Although her question was simple, it was one with many implications.


“No, I plan to get my own accommodations.”


“Why?”


“If we force ourselves to cooperate with each other despite being on bad terms, we would only end up getting in each other’s way. That’s why, from now on, I’m going to move on my own.”


“Then, why don't you come with us?”


Surprised by her offer, Jin Mu-Won stared blankly at her.


Tang Mi-Ryeo smiled and continued, “We plan to first head over to the Tyrant Fist Sect and meet up with the other martial artists sent here by Heaven’s Summit.”


“The Tyrant Fist Sect?” Jin Mu-Won narrowed his eyes.


The Tyrant Fist Sect was the faction founded by the “Fist Demon” Jo Cheon-Woo, one of the former Four Pillars of the Northern Army. Once upon a time, Jo Cheon-Woo had been a close friend of his father’s, so much so that they had called each other brothers. To Jin Mu-Won, he had also been an uncle to be proud of.


However, on that fateful day, Jo Cheon-Woo had been the first person to turn his back on Jin Kwan-Ho and the Northern Army. As a reward for that, Heaven’s Summit had given him license to build the Tyrant Fist Sect in Yunnan Province.


“It would be a lot easier to locate your uncle if you could get help from the Tyrant Fist Sect, right?”


“Thanks for the offer, but for the time being, I don’t really want to enter that place.”


“Why don’t you want to go there?”


“There’s something I must do first, however, I will come look for you after I’ve finished my business.”


“Is that so? It can’t be helped, then.” Tang Mi-Ryeo sighed disappointedly when she heard the first part of Jin Mu-Won’s reply, but only after a short while did the full meaning of what he said register in her mind. Their parting was only temporary. A smile quickly reappeared on her face as she took out a jade token and handed it over to Jin Mu-Won.


“Please be sure to come and see us when you’re done, okay? Just show this to the Tyrant Fist Sect, and they’ll allow you entry.”


Jin Mu-Won looked at the jade token. The word “Tang (唐)”, the symbol of the Tang Clan, was engraved on it. He immediately understood that this wasn’t something the Tang Clan handed out easily, as a token like this could be used to enter even the headquarters of Heaven’s Summit without being submitted to questioning and background checks.


“Thank you,” he said, placing the token in his chest pocket.


Off to the side, Tang Gi-Mun, who had just watched the two youngsters’ exchange, looked up at the sky and mumbled to himself, “Spring is always such a LOVELY season, isn’t it~”


Tang Mi-Ryeo’s face immediately flushed red with embarrassment.
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Tang Gi-Mun then turned toward Jin Mu-Won and said, “I trust that you know what you’re doing, but please, be careful and do your best to stay safe. Right now, Kunming is no different than a den of demons. Judging by the fact that Heaven’s Summit summoned us here, it shouldn’t be hard to guess just how bad the situation is.”


“I'll keep that in mind.”


“One more thing, take this.”


Tang Gi-Mun took out a small wooden box and passed it to Jin Mu-Won.


“What’s in this?”


“An antidote called the Red Silver Elixir (紅銀神丹).”


“Isn't that extremely valuable?”


“It’s okay, I made this myself. This antidote will instantly nullify most poisons, and as a bonus it will also increase your poison resistance for more than ten years.”


“I can’t accept such a precious gift.”


“Hey you, how much do you think my life is worth? Compared to that, this is nothing. “


I guess there’s no arguing against that. Jin Mu-Won finally relented and accepted the gift, saying, “Thank you, I will definitely make good use of it.”


“I’m sure it’ll be helpful to you in an emergency, as unfortunately, this is all I can give you right now,” Tang Gi-Mun replied apologetically. However, unlike the way he put it, the Red Silver Elixir was hardly a worthless item. It was actually a project that he had heavily invested in for several decades, and had required him to collect a grand total of several dozen priceless poisons.


Even then, he’d only managed to synthesize twenty doses of the Red Silver Elixir, and after sharing them with his close friends and family, as well as the leaders of the Tang Clan, he only had five doses left. Still, he didn’t at all regret giving one to Jin Mu-Won.


As the three people talked, the caravan traveled past the main gate of the Tyrant Fist Sect, and Jin Mu-Won brought his wagon to a halt.


The Tyrant Fist Sect was no small sect. Although it could not compare to the Northern Army in its heyday, it boasted a scale and splendor that was in no way inferior to the great old sects of the Central Plains. More than ten large halls and villas towered above the high walls, while several dozen smaller pavilions dotted the landscape.


As if to make a show of the Tyrant Fist Sect’s position as a powerhouse, numerous warriors lined up perfectly from the main gate through the courtyard for no purpose other than to welcome the visitors.


Tang Gi-Mun and Tang Mi-Ryeo disembarked from the wagon, and Jin Mu-Won waved them off with a fist salute, saying, “I have to go now. I'll see you again soon.”


“I'll be waiting for you, Master Jin.”


“Then, until next time.”


Tang Gi-Mun nodded in acknowledgement and strode toward the main gates of the Tyrant Fist Sect. Tang Mi-Ryeo followed closely behind him, but every few steps she took, she couldn’t help regretfully turning around and looking at a certain young man’s back as he drove off after the caravan.


At the gates, the uncle and niece revealed their identities to the gate watchers, causing a small commotion until finally a middle-aged man dashed out from within the sect to greet the two esteemed visitors.


“Welcome, I am Yoo Jung-Moon, the Chief Administrator of the Tyrant Fist Sect.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Chief Administrator Yoo.”


“You arrived much later than we expected. Did something happen?”


“On our way here, we were attacked by the enemy. The two of us managed to receive help and were saved, but sadly, the rest of our group lost their lives.”


“Oh no, I’m so sorry for your loss. You should quickly come in and rest up, then. The Sect Leader and the Young Leader are waiting for you.”


“Alright.”


Yoo Jung-Moon led the two Tang Clan members indoors. As they walked past the gates, Tang Mi-Ryeo looked behind her for the last time, but the White Dragon caravan and Jin Mu-Won’s wagon had already disappeared off into the distance.


★★★★★


After a journey that lasted several months, the White Dragon caravan had finally arrived at their destination, the largest inn in Kunming, the White Marble Inn. While the escorts unloaded the luggage and moved them into the rooms, Jin Mu-Won approached Gong Jin-Sung and said, “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me this far.”


“Why are you suddenly saying this?”


“I think it's better if we moved separately from now on. I will find my own accommodations.”


“Uhh…” Gong Jin-Sung’s expression stiffened. He had witnessed Jin Mu-Won’s strength with his very own eyes and understood that the young man was a warrior he could depend on. However, he could not bring himself to tell him not to leave.


By now, the divide between Jin Mu-Won and the caravan members had grown so wide, it was a gaping chasm. The Iron Brigade mercenaries, whose pride had been hurt, wanted nothing to do with the young man. On the other hand, the weaker escorts were afraid of him.


Most importantly, not even Gong Jin-Sung himself was confident that he could rein in Jin Mu-Won. If the young man was a cold, calculating person, he could just hire him with money, but unfortunately, Jin Mu-Won was not a man driven by such trifles. He acted solely based on his own principles and sense of justice, and was not tempted by any kind of material benefit.


That made him a very difficult person to employ.


However, even though Gong Jin-Sung had given up on hiring Jin Mu-Won, he didn’t want to completely break off his relationship with the man.


“I respect your decision. Still, if you ever need help from the White Dragon Merchant Association, please come find me. As long as it’s something within my abilities, I will do my best to aid you.”


“Thank you, I’m extremely grateful for your offer.” Jin Mu-Won gave Gong Jin-Sung a fist salute, then turned and left.


Meanwhile, Kwak Moon-Jung, who was listening to their conversation, also bowed toward Gong Jin-Sung, saying, “Thank you for the care and consideration you’ve shown me all this time.”


“Are you going to follow him? The path he has chosen is bound to be a rough one.”


“Hyung-nim was the one who showed me the way forward, and I want to do my best to see what’s at the end of the road.”


“I see.” Gong Jin-Sung nodded. He didn’t know why, but he felt like he could understand Kwak Moon-Jung’s decision.


“One day, when I feel like I can handle the responsibility, I will return to the White Dragon Merchant Association. At that time, would you hire me again?”


“Of course, I'll be waiting. Now, you should really hurry up and go after him.”


At Gong Jin-Sung’s reminder, Kwak Moon-Jung hurriedly said his goodbyes and chased after Jin Mu-Won.


Gong Jin-Sung quietly watched the two young men leave. Meanwhile, Yong Mu-Sung, Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan, and Yoon Seo-In walked up to him.


“So he left, huh?”


“In the first place, he wasn't someone we could peacefully work with.”


Jin Mu-Won’s principles conflicted with that of Yong Mu-Sung and the Iron Brigade, and as long as these two were at loggerheads, there was no way the White Dragon Merchant Association could force him to stay.


“Where on earth did that kind of person spring out from?”


Jong-Ri Mu-Hwan unconsciously mumbled, “I remember him saying that he was from the North.”
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